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Prologue

The hand over her mouth stifled her screams as she awoke. Beside her in the bed, Alun was still. A face, shadowed by night, leaned into hers. She could make out his lean features and hard eyes. The hand pressed harder as her eyes bored into his.

‘If you cast, your boys will die. If you struggle, your boys will die. If you don’t co-operate, your boys will die. Your husband will remain as witness that we can take your kind from anywhere - even from the heart of a College City. Think on that while you sleep and curb your anger when you awake. We have a great deal to talk about.’

The thoughts crashed through her mind in time with the hammering of her heart. Her foolish determination to live a quiet life outside of the security of the College walls had put in jeopardy everything she loved. The man had mentioned her boys, her beautiful twin sons in whom she had so much faith and nurtured such great power. So young, so innocent. Her body quailed as she fought against the thought of what men such as these might do. They had no compassion. They saw what they believed to be evil and had vowed to destroy it. They didn’t see the purity and the magic of what she was creating and their blindness made them so dangerous.

Voices struck notes of caution in her mind. The Masters of the College, who had sympathised with her desire for family life but had warned against the complacency of comfort in times when people could be open in their animosity towards the College and all for which it stood. Hers was an experiment, the Masters had reminded her; it was not a simple desire to settle down. Her children were children of the College, they had said, and their development was critical research.

But, as usual, she had had her way. After all, they were her sons and Alun had no wish to live in the College. She cursed herself for her stubborn stupidity and for her overconfidence in her ability to keep them all safe. Tears of frustration and anger welled up but they, like the voices of the Masters in her head, were echoes of warnings that were ignored too long and were heeded too late.

The man’s other hand came across her vision. It was clutching a cloth which he pressed against her nose and mouth. The drug took swift effect and her struggle was that of an animal caught in a trap as the dogs close in. Futile, desperate, short. Brophane. The last thought through her mind was how ill she would feel when she opened her eyes.




Chapter 1

Blue light seared across the late afternoon sky, flaring against the broken low grey cloud and throwing the sheer opening of Taranspike Pass into sharp relief. A heavy explosion sounded. Men screamed.

The Raven made a calm assessment of the situation, looking out from the castle which controlled the pass, across the courtyard and on to the battlefield from their vantage point high up on the keep.

The left-hand end of the defensive line had been shattered. Bodies, burning and broken, were scattered across scorched grass and the enemy redoubled their efforts all along the battle front. They surged.

‘Damn it,’ said The Unknown Warrior. ‘Trouble.’ He raised a clenched fist above his head, spread his fingers then whirled his arm in a wide circle. Instantly, the flagmen in the turrets signalled the order. Five cavalrymen and a mage galloped out of a side gate.

‘There. Look.’ Hirad pointed towards the devastated line. Perhaps fifteen men were running through the gap, ignoring the battle as they rushed towards the castle walls. ‘Are we in?’ he asked.

‘We’re in,’ said The Unknown.

‘About time.’ Hirad smiled.

‘Raven!’ roared The Unknown. ‘Raven with me!’ He swept his two-handed sword from the scabbard leaning against the ramparts and charged over to the steps, chest plate catching the dying rays of the sun, his massive frame moving with a speed and agility that remained a fatal surprise to many and his shaven head bobbing on his bull neck as he started down at a dead run.

The stairs led down from the ramparts along the inside of the wall before joining the roof of the keep. From there the way to the courtyard was through either one of the two turrets and down their spiral stairways.

The Unknown led the six leather- and chain-clad warriors and one mage who made up The Raven to the left-hand turret, threw the door open, barked the guard aside and took the stairs two at a time, leaning into the outside wall to steady himself.

Halfway down, a second, bigger explosion sounded, shaking the castle foundations.

‘They’re through the courtyard wall,’ said Hirad.

‘Almost there,’ said The Unknown. The door at the base of the turret was open and Hirad doubted whether The Unknown would have paused had it been closed, such was his speed. The Raven sprinted out into the waning amber sunlight and headed for the left-hand corner of the courtyard where dust from the explosion filled the air.

From the fog of the dust, and picking their way through the rubble they’d created, came the enemy. The warriors, leather-armoured and cloth-masked, spread into the courtyard. Behind them, Hirad could see another making his way through the debris, seemingly at leisure. He too was wearing shining leather armour but also a black cloak that billowed behind him. A pipe smoked gently in his mouth and, if Hirad’s eyes didn’t deceive him, he was stroking a cat whose head poked out from the neck of the cloak.

Behind him, he heard Ilkar, the elven mage from Julatsa, curse and spit: ‘Xetesk.’ Hirad paused in his stride and glanced back. Ilkar waved him on.

‘Get on and fight,’ said the elf, his tall, athletically slim frame tense, his flat-oval hazel eyes narrowed beneath short dark hair. ‘I’ll keep an eye on him.’

The enemy fighting men began to move to The Raven’s left at an even pace, trotting towards the bare rock wall along the base of which grain, tool and firewood sheds ran from outer defences to keep.

The Unknown Warrior immediately changed direction, cutting off the new approach. Hirad frowned, unable to take his eyes from the solitary black-cloaked figure behind the swordsmen.

The sounds of battle from outside the wall began to fade as Hirad focused on the task ahead. Seeing them, the enemy, who outnumbered The Raven by almost three to one, moved to intercept. Five warriors were ahead of the main group, running on, swords held high, shouts ringing from the walls as they came, confident in their numerical superiority.

‘Form up!’ shouted The Unknown, and The Raven switched seamlessly into their fighting line as they advanced. As always, The Unknown himself took the centre of a slight-angled and uneven chevron. To his left ranged Talan, Ras and Richmond and to his right, Sirendor and Hirad. Behind them, Ilkar prepared the defensive shield.

The Unknown tapped the point of his two-handed blade rhythmically on the ground with each pace and Hirad, searching for recognition in the eyes of their adversaries, bared his teeth as he found it, noting the ghost of a break in their stride.

‘Shield up,’ said Ilkar. It sent a shiver through Hirad even now, ten years on. And the reality was that he couldn’t actually feel anything. But it was there; a net of security from magical attack, a momentary shimmering in the air. The Unknown ceased tapping his sword point, and a beat later, The Raven joined battle.

The Unknown brought his sword up in a right-to-left arc, making a nonsense of his opponent’s defence. The man’s blade was knocked aside and his face split from chin to forehead, blood spraying up from The Unknown’s weapon as it exited.

The man was hurled backwards, crashing into two of his colleagues, not even raising a scream as he died.

To the right, Sirendor caught a blow on his kite shield before sweeping his sword through the enemy’s ribcage and Hirad evaded a clumsy overhead with ease, swaying right then jabbing two-handed into the neck of his opponent. Others were hesitant to fill the gap. The barbarian fighting man grinned and stepped forward, beckoning them on with a hand.

To The Unknown’s left, the going was less straightforward. Ras and Talan were trading blows with competent shield-bearing warriors while Richmond, distracted, was on the defensive, his quick, fluid strikes causing his enemy great difficulty nonetheless.

‘Spellcaster moving. Our left,’ he said. He parried a blow to his midriff and shoved his opponent back.

‘I have him,’ said Ilkar, his voice distant with the effort of maintaining the shield. ‘He’s casting.’

‘Leave him to Ilkar,’ ordered The Unknown. His blade thudded against the shield of an enemy. The man staggered.

‘Still moving left,’ said Richmond.

‘Leave him.’ The big man slashed open the stomach of the man in front of him as Talan, immediately adjacent, finished his first victim, taking a cut on his arm.

The enemy mage barked a command word. Heat scorched the air and in the moment’s ensuing silence, both sides paused, falling back half a pace.

‘Ward!’ yelled the mage, and buildings along the back wall exploded, clouding the air with splinters and hurling broken planks to spin and tumble across the courtyard.

Chaos.

Half a plank thumped into Hirad’s standing foot. His balance gone, he sprawled forwards, trying to turn on to his back even as he fell. To his left, The Unknown took the force of the explosion on his broad back with barely a flinch. Thundering his blade through waist high, he cut the man in front of him clear through to the spine.

‘Shield down!’ shouted Ilkar. The shock of the detonation had pitched him to the dirt, breaking his concentration. He was up on his feet immediately. ‘I’ll take the mage.’

‘I’ve got him.’ Richmond, who had all but fallen into his opponent’s arms, recovered the quicker of the two and rammed his sword into the man’s midriff. He turned from the battle.

‘Stay in line!’ roared The Unknown. ‘Richmond, stay in line!’

Hirad was staring straight into the eyes of the man who was about to kill him. Hardly believing his luck, the man swung his sword towards the helpless barbarian but the blow never reached its target. Instead, it clattered against a kite shield. Legs straddled Hirad, and Sirendor’s sword uppercut into the man’s neck. Sirendor stooped and helped Hirad clear.

The half-dozen paces Richmond took away from the line before he realised his error were fatal. Ras, engaged with one man, was not aware that his left flank was totally exposed. Seizing his chance, the second enemy stepped quickly around his companion and buried his sword in the Raven warrior’s side.

Ras grunted and collapsed, clutching at the wound as blood soaked through his armour, falling against Talan’s legs with enough force to unbalance his friend. Talan just about defended one strike but was in no position to avoid the next.

‘Shit!’ rasped The Unknown. He set his blade horizontally across Talan’s path, fielding two blows aimed at the struggling warrior, and kicked out straight with his right foot, connecting with his opponent’s lower abdomen.

Richmond crashed back into the battle. At the same time, Talan recovered to stand across the stricken Raven man, skewering another enemy through the chest and wrenching his blade free, the man’s screams turning to gurgles as he drowned in his own blood.

And behind the battle, Ilkar could only watch as the Xetesk mage, running towards the wall he’d exposed by destroying the wooden buildings, paused, turned to him, smiled, said one word and disappeared on his next pace forwards.

Ilkar gritted his teeth and switched his attention back to the fight. Ras was lying curled and motionless. The Unknown hacked down another man, and to his right, Sirendor and Hirad killed with practised efficiency. Only Richmond’s blade flailed, the whole set of his body giving away his feelings. Ilkar strode forwards, forming the mana shape for a holding spell. It was enough. The remains of the enemy unit saw him, disengaged and ran back the way they had come.

‘Forget them,’ said The Unknown as Hirad made to chase the fleeing enemy. The barbarian stopped and watched them go, hearing the jeers of the castle garrison help them on their way. Elsewhere, cheers rose from the ramparts as horns sounded retreat across the battle ground.

For The Raven, though, victory was hollow.

A pool of silence spread across the courtyard from where they stood, and as it reached out, others fell quiet, turning to see what few had ever seen. When Hirad looked around, all but Ilkar were crouched by Ras. Hirad joined them.

He opened his mouth to ask the question but swallowed his words hard. Ras, his hands still clamped to the horrible wound in his side, was not breathing.

‘All day sitting around and now this,’ said Hirad. ‘We’re never taking a reserve force job again.’

‘I don’t think this is the time or the place for this discussion,’ said The Unknown softly. He was aware of a crowd beginning to gather.

‘Why not?’ Hirad rose, arm muscles bunching beneath his heavy padded leather armour, his braided russet hair bouncing as he jerked to his feet. He jammed his sword back into its scabbard. ‘How much more evidence do we bloody well need? If you spend a day up on the ramparts you aren’t sharp enough when it comes to the fight.’

‘There’s a few here that wouldn’t agree with you,’ snapped The Unknown, gesturing at the slain enemy.

‘We’ve lost three men in ten years, all of them in contracts we shouldn’t have taken on. We should be hired to fight, not to sit around watching others do it.’

‘This was a good money contract,’ said Ilkar.

‘Do you think Ras cares?’ shouted Hirad.

‘I—’ began Ilkar. He put a hand to his head, his eyes losing focus. He squeezed The Unknown’s shoulder.

‘This discussion and the Vigil will have to wait. The mage is still in here,’ he said. The Raven were on their feet in a moment, each man ready.

‘Where?’ growled Hirad. ‘He’s a dead man.’

‘I can’t see him,’ said Ilkar. ‘He’s under a CloakedWalk. He’s close by, though. I can sense the mana shape.’

‘Great,’ said Sirendor. ‘Sitting targets.’ His grip tightened on the hilt of his blade.

‘We’re all right. He’ll have to lose the Cloak before he casts again. I just want to know what he’s doing here.’ Ilkar’s face was set, his frown deep.

Hirad switched his gaze up to the keep and round the ramparts. A closing of the cloud hastened the setting of the sun and the fading light washed grey across the castle. A light rain had begun to fall. All activity had ceased and a hundred eyes stared at The Raven and at the body they encircled. Taranspike Castle was quiet, and even as victorious soldiers walked back into the courtyard, their voices caught and faded when they saw the scene.

The Raven’s circle moved gradually outwards, with Ilkar separate from it, always with one eye on the newly exposed wall.

‘How could he miss us with that spell?’ asked Talan, indicating the debris of wood and grain scattered about them. ‘He was practically standing on top of us.’

‘He couldn’t,’ replied Ilkar. ‘That’s why I’m—’

The mage was by the wall. He had blinked into view with both his hands on it. They probed briefly and a section of the wall moved back and left, revealing a dark passageway. The mage stepped into it and immediately the opening closed.

Ilkar ran to the wall and examined the section minutely, the others crowding around him.

‘Open it, then,’ said Hirad. The elf turned to stare at the barbarian, his leaf-shaped ears, pointed at the top, pricking in irritation.

‘Can you open it?’ asked Talan.

Ilkar nodded. ‘I’ll have to cast, though. I can’t see the pressure points otherwise.’ He switched his attention back to the wall and the rest of The Raven gave him space. Closing his eyes, Ilkar spoke a short incantation, moving his hands over the wall in front of him, feeling the mana trails sheath his fingers. Now he placed his fingertips on the stonework, searching. One after another, his fingers stopped moving, finding their marks.

‘Got it,’ he said. No more than half a minute had passed. The Unknown nodded.

‘Good,’ he said. ‘But you—’ he indicated the stocky figure of Talan, his short brown hair matted with sweat and the old scar on his left cheek burning bright through his tanned skin - ‘stay and get that cut seen to, and you—’ spitting the words at Richmond - ‘start the Vigil and think on what you’ve done.’

There was a brief silence. Talan considered objecting but the blood dripping from his arm, and his drained face, told of a bad wound. Richmond walked over to Ras, sighting down his long thin nose, tears in his pinched blue eyes. He folded his tall frame to kneel by the body of the Raven warrior, his sword in front of him, its point in the dirt and his hands clasped about the hilt guard. He bowed his head and was motionless, his long blond ponytail playing gently in the breeze. It was he, along with Talan and Ras, who had joined The Raven as an already established and respected trio four years earlier, after the only other battle that had seen the death of a Raven warrior; in this case, two of them.

The Unknown Warrior came to Ilkar’s shoulder.

‘Let’s do it,’ he said.

‘Right,’ said Ilkar. He pushed. The wall moved back and left. ‘It’ll stay open. He must have closed it from the inside.’

There was light at the end of the passageway, wan and flickering. The Unknown trotted into the passage, Hirad and Sirendor right behind him and Ilkar bringing up the rear.

As The Unknown Warrior moved towards the light, a shout of terror, abruptly cut off, was followed by a voice, urgent and loud, and the scrabbling of feet. The Unknown increased his pace.

Rounding a sharp right-hand corner he found himself in a small room, bed to the right, desk opposite and firelight streaming in from a short passage to the left. Slumped by the desk, and in front of an opening, was a middle-aged man dressed in plain blue robes. A long cut on his creased forehead dripped blood into his long-fingered hands and he stared at the splashes, shuddering continuously.

With The Raven in the room behind him, The Unknown knelt by the man.

‘Where did he go?’ Nothing. Not even recognition he was there. ‘The mage? In the black cloak?’

‘Gods above!’ Ilkar elbowed his way to the man. ‘It’s the castle mage.’ The Unknown nodded. Ilkar picked up the man’s face. The blood from his wound trickled over gaunt white features. His eyes flickered everywhere, taking in everything and seeing nothing.

‘Seran, it’s Ilkar. Do you hear me?’ The eyes steadied for a second. It was enough. ‘Seran, where did the Xeteskian go? We want him.’ Seran managed to look half over his shoulder to the opening. He tried to speak but nothing came out except the letter ‘d’ stuttered over and over.

‘Hold on,’ said Sirendor. ‘Shouldn’t that wall let back on to—’

‘Come on,’ said The Unknown. ‘We’re losing him the longer we wait.’

‘Right,’ said Hirad. He led The Raven through the opening, down a short corridor and into a small, bare chamber. In the dim light from Seran’s study, he could see a door facing him.

He moved to the door and pulled it open on to another, longer passage, the end of which was illuminated by a flickering glow. He glanced behind him.

‘Come on,’ he said, and broke into a run down the passage. As he approached the end, he could see a large fire burning in a grate set into the wall opposite. Sprinting into the chamber, he glanced quickly left and right. There was a pair of doors in the right-hand wall perhaps twenty feet away, set either side of a second, unlit fireplace. One of them was swinging slowly shut.

‘There!’ he pointed and changed direction, not waiting to see if any were following. His prey was close.

Hirad skidded to a stop before the door and wrenched it open, stepping back to look before dashing in. It was a small antechamber, set with massive arched double doors opposite. They carried a crest, half on each side. The walls were covered in runic language; braziers lit the scene. Hirad ignored it all: one of the big doors was just ajar and a glittering light came from inside. The barbarian smiled.

‘Come to Daddy,’ he breathed as he ran through the gap and into the chamber beyond.

 


‘Hirad, wait!’ shouted Sirendor as he, Ilkar and The Unknown raced into the larger chamber.

‘Get after that idiot, Sirendor,’ ordered The Unknown. ‘Time to take stock, I think.’

Above the fire hung a round metal plate, fully three feet across. On it was embossed the head and talons of a dragon. The mouth was wide, dripping fire, and the claws open and grasping. Otherwise, the room was bare of ornament. The Unknown moved towards it, half an eye on Sirendor as the warrior hurried towards the door through which Hirad had chased. He stopped suddenly, glanced behind him and frowned.

‘What is it?’ asked Ilkar.

‘This isn’t right,’ said The Unknown. ‘Unless I’ve gone badly wrong, this ought to be the kitchens and that end of this room—’ he pointed right to the two doors flanking the unlit fire - ‘should be in the courtyard.’

‘Well, we must be under it,’ said Ilkar.

‘We haven’t gone down,’ said The Unknown. ‘What do you think?’ But Ilkar wasn’t paying attention to him any more. He was staring at the crest over the fire, his face paling.

‘That symbol. I know it.’ Ilkar walked over to the fire, The Unknown trailing him.

‘What is it?’

‘It’s the Dragonene crest. Heard of it?’

‘A few rumours.’ The Unknown shrugged. ‘So what?’

‘And you say we should be standing in the courtyard?’

‘Well, yes, I think so but . . . ?’

Ilkar swallowed hard. ‘Gods, we’d better not have done what I think we’ve done.’

 


It was the size of the hall he entered that first slowed Hirad’s advance, and the heat that assailed him the moment he was inside. Next it was the odour, very strong, of wood and oil. Pervasive and with a sharp quality. And finally, the huge pair of eyes regarding him from the opposite side of the room that brought him to a complete standstill.

 


‘Gods, Hirad, calm down!’ Sirendor yanked open the door to the right of the fireplace and ran inside, seeing the crested double doors in front of him. He pulled up sharply, the dark-cloaked mage appearing suddenly before him. He raised his sword reflexively and took a pace backwards, realising the mage’s abrupt appearance was caused by the dispersal of a CloakedWalk spell. Probably in his late thirties, the mage would normally have been handsome beneath his tousled black hair and unkempt short beard, but now he looked pale and frightened. He held out his hands, palms outwards.

‘Please,’ he whispered. ‘I couldn’t stop him, but I can stop you.’

‘You’re responsible for the death of one of The Raven—’

‘And I don’t want another one to die, believe me. The barbarian—’

‘Where is he?’ demanded Sirendor.

‘Don’t raise your voice. Look, he’s in trouble,’ said the mage. There was movement in his cloak. A cat’s head appeared briefly at its neck then disappeared once more. ‘You’re Sirendor, aren’t you? Sirendor Larn.’ Sirendor, standing still once again, nodded. The mage continued. ‘And I am Denser. Look, I know what you’re feeling but we can help each other right now and, believe me, your friend needs help.’

‘What kind of trouble is he in?’ Sirendor’s voice was low too. He didn’t know why, but something about the mage’s attitude worried him. He should kill the man where he stood but he was obviously scared by something other than the prospect of death at a Raven warrior’s hand.

‘Bad. Very bad. See for yourself.’ He put a finger to his lips and beckoned Sirendor to him. The warrior moved forwards, never taking his eyes from the mage nor the slightly shifting bulge on one side of his cloak. Denser motioned Sirendor to look through the doors.

‘Great Gods above!’ He made a move to go in but the mage restrained him with a hand on the shoulder. Sirendor turned sharply.

‘Take your hand off me. Right now.’ The mage did.

‘You can’t help him by rushing in.’

‘Well, what can we do?’ hissed Sirendor.

‘I’m not sure.’ Denser shrugged. ‘I might be able to do something. You might as well get your friends. They won’t find anything out there and they could prove useful in here.’

Sirendor paused in the act of heading for the door. ‘Nothing stupid, you understand? If he dies because of you . . .’

Denser nodded. ‘I’ll wait.’

‘See that you do.’ Sirendor left the antechamber at a sprint, not realising he was about to confirm all of Ilkar’s fears.

 


Hirad would have run, only he’d come too far into the room, and anyway, he didn’t think his legs would support him, they were shaking that badly. He just stood and stared.

The Dragon’s head was resting on its front claws and the first coherent thought that entered Hirad’s mind was that from the bottom of its lower jaw to the top of its head, it was getting on for as tall as he was. The mouth itself must have been more than three feet across, the whole muzzle probably five in depth. Those eyes sat atop, and at the base of, the muzzle. They were close set, rimmed with thick horn, and the pupils were narrow black slits, ringed in a startling blue. A pronounced ridge of bone ran away over the Dragon’s head towards its spine, and Hirad could see the mound of its body behind it, huge and shining.

As he watched, it carefully unfurled its wings and the reason for the size of the room became all too obvious. With their roots at the top of the torso, above the front limbs, the wings stretched to what must have been forty feet on either side, and flapped lazily. With the balance afforded by them, the Dragon picked its head from the floor and stood upright.

Even with its slender, bone-edged neck arched so its eyes never left Hirad, it towered sixty feet into the hall. Its tail curled away to the left and was thicker than a man’s body even at its tip. Stretched out, the Dragon would surely have been well in excess of one hundred and twenty feet in length, but now it rested on two massive rear limbs, each foot carrying a quartet of claws bigger than the barbarian’s head. And it was gold, all over - skin glistening in the firelight and sparkling on the walls.

Hirad could hear its breathing, slow and deep. It opened its mouth wide, revealing long rows of fangs, and saliva dripped to the floor to evaporate on contact.

It raised a forelimb, single hooked claw extended. Hirad took an involuntary pace backwards. He swallowed hard, sweat suddenly covering his body. He was quaking from head to foot.

‘Fuck me,’ he breathed.

Hirad had always believed that he’d die with his sword in his hand but, in the moments before the huge claw dismembered him, it seemed such a futile gesture. A calmness replaced the instant’s fury that had itself so quickly followed his fear, and he sheathed his blade and looked straight into the creature’s eyes.

The blow never came. Instead, the Dragon retracted its claw, unarched its neck and moved its head down and forwards, coming to a stop no more than three paces from Hirad, hot, sour breath firing into his face.

‘Interesting,’ it said in a voice that echoed through Hirad’s entire being. The barbarian’s legs finally gave way and he sat heavily on the tiled floor. His mouth was wide, his jaws were moving but no sound came.

‘Now,’ said the Dragon. ‘Let us talk about a few things.’




Chapter 2

‘Who are these Dragonene, then?’ hissed Sirendor.

Ilkar turned to him. ‘All mages. They have, I don’t know, an affinity, you know, with Dragons.’ He gestured uselessly.

‘No, I don’t bloody know! Dragons don’t exist. They are just rumour and myth.’ Sirendor’s voice was still barely more than a whisper.

‘Oh yeah? Well that’s one hell of a big myth I can see in there!’ Ilkar’s ears pricked.

‘Does it really matter?’ The Unknown’s voice, though quiet, still carried all its power. ‘We only have one question that needs answering now.’

The Raven trio and Denser were all crowded around the partially open door to the Dragon’s chamber, animosity forgotten for a while. Hirad sat with his back to them, his hands on the floor behind his back, and his legs drawn half up. The Dragon’s head was scant feet from the barbarian’s, the huge mound of its body resting on the ground, its wings folded. It was the scale of it all that Ilkar found so hard to take in.

Never mind that he had only half believed the books and the teaching. He had still imagined Dragons and he imagined they would be big; but Hirad looked so tiny in comparison that he had to look away and back before he decided that Sirendor was wrong and they weren’t seeing an illusion. And he still didn’t really believe it.

‘He should be dead,’ muttered The Unknown, his hands tightening and untightening around the hilt of his sword. ‘Why hasn’t it killed him?’

‘We think they’re talking,’ said Denser.

‘What?’ Ilkar couldn’t hear a thing. As far as he was concerned they were just staring at each other. But as Ilkar watched, his powerful eyes giving the scene complete clarity, Hirad shook his head and straightened his back so he could use his hands to make a gesture. He indicated behind him and said something but the mage couldn’t pick out the words. The Dragon cocked its head to one side and opened its mouth, revealing the massed ranks of its fangs. Liquid dripped to the floor and Hirad started.

‘What do you mean, “we”?’ demanded Sirendor. Denser didn’t reply.

‘Later, Sirendor,’ said The Unknown. ‘We have to think of something to do. Quickly.’

‘What the hell can they be talking about?’ No one had an answer. Ilkar looked back to the unreal scene in the huge chamber and a glint caught his eye. For a moment he assumed it was a reflection off the Dragon’s beautiful scales but it wasn’t a golden colour, more a steel or a silver.

He stared hard, using all the range that his eyes afforded him, and there it was: a small disc, maybe a palm’s width across and attached to a chain which seemed to be caught around one of the Dragon’s large hind-foot claws. He pointed it out to Denser.

‘Where?’ asked the other mage.

‘Its right foot, third talon along.’ Ilkar pointed the way. Denser shook his head.

‘Those are good eyes, aren’t they? Hold on.’ Denser mumbled a few words and rubbed a thumb on either eye. He looked again and tensed.

‘What is it? Don’t try to—’

‘Just pray Hirad keeps it talking,’ said Denser, and he began mumbling again.

‘What are you talking about?’ hissed Ilkar. ‘What have you seen?’

‘Trust me. I can save him,’ said Denser. ‘And just be ready to run.’ He took a pace forwards and disappeared.

 


‘Look, this is really hard for me to take in,’ said Hirad. The Dragon put its head on one side and stretched its jaws a little. A line of saliva dripped from a fang and Hirad moved his leg reflexively to avoid it.

‘Explain,’ ordered the Dragon, the word bypassing the barbarian’s ears on its way to thump through his skull.

‘Well, you have to understand that never in my wildest drunken dreams did I ever imagine I’d be sitting and talking to a - a Dragon.’ He gestured and raised his eyebrows. ‘I mean I . . .’ He trailed off. The Dragon flared its nostrils and Hirad felt his hair move in the breeze of its breath. He had to fight himself not to gag at the smell, rotten with that burned sourness.

‘And now?’ it asked.

‘I’m absolutely terrified.’ Hirad felt cold. He was still shivering intermittently and he felt as though his sweat was freezing on his body, yet the room was hot, very hot. Large fires crackled and snapped in ten grates set around the far half of the hall, surrounding the Dragon on three sides, and the beast himself was sitting in what looked like soft wet mud. He rested back on his hands once again.

‘Fear is healthy. As is knowing when you are beaten. That is why you are still alive.’ The Dragon twitched its left wing. ‘So, tell me, what are you doing here?’

‘We were chasing someone. He came in here.’

‘Yes, I thought that you would not be by yourself. Who were you chasing?’

The barbarian couldn’t help but smile; the whole situation was getting quite beyond him. Although he was, he was sure, talking to a beast he had only heard of in rumour, he couldn’t dispel the idea that it was all some kind of illusion. Something with a sensible explanation, anyway.

‘A mage. His men killed one of my friends. We want him . . . have you . . . seen anyone?’ said Hirad. It was simply too much. ‘Look, I’m sorry, but I’m having trouble even believing you exist.’

The Dragon laughed, or at least it was a sound that Hirad thought was laughter. It boomed around his skull like waves striking a cliff and he juddered and closed his eyes as the pain that followed smashed at his brain. And then those fangs were inches from his face and the nostrils blew gouts of hot air into his eyes. Hirad started violently but before he could experience the shock of the Dragon’s speed of movement, it twitched its head up, catching him on the point of his jaw. He was hurled backwards to slide across the tiles, coming to rest, dazed. He sat up and massaged his chin, blood running from a deep graze.

‘And now, little man, do you still have trouble believing I exist?’

‘I . . . No, I don’t think so . . .’

‘And nor you should. Seran believes in me, although he has failed me now. And your friends beyond that door. I am sure they believe.’ The Dragon’s voice inside his head was louder now. Hirad got to his feet and walked towards the beast, shaking his head to clear his mind of the fog that encased it.

‘Yes, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to offend.’ Hirad’s heart was pounding in his throat once more. Another sound from the Dragon. Perhaps another laugh, but this time it sounded dismissive, somehow.

‘But you questioned my very existence,’ said the Dragon. ‘Perhaps you are lucky that I am slow to offend. Or perhaps that I am slow to question yours.’ Hirad tried to slow his breathing and think, but there seemed to be no way out. The only question remaining was how long before the Dragon tired of the game and snuffed out his life.

‘Yes.’ Hirad shrugged and waited to die. ‘But you must understand that you were the last thing I expected to find here.’

‘Ah.’ Feelings of amusement arose in Hirad’s mind. ‘Then I have disappointed you. Perhaps I should be apologising to you.’ The Dragon laughed again. More quietly this time, more in thought than in mirth.

There was a faint rustling by Hirad’s left ear, then a voice, just audible:

‘Don’t react to my voice and don’t say anything. I am Denser, the man you are after, and I’m trying to help you.’ He paused. ‘So when I say run, run hard. Don’t argue and don’t look back.’

‘Now, little man. Ask me a question.’

‘What?’ Hirad blinked and returned his attention to the Dragon, amazed that he could forget, however momentarily, that it was there.

‘Ask. There must be something you want to know about me.’ The Dragon withdrew its head somewhat, its neck arching high above the mound of its body.

‘All right then. Why didn’t you kill me?’

‘Because your reaction in putting up your sword set you as different from other men I have encountered. It made you interesting, and very few humans are interesting.’

‘If you say so. So what are you doing here?’

‘Resting. Recovering. I am safe here.’

Hirad frowned. ‘Safe from what?’ The Dragon shifted. Moving its hind feet slightly further apart, it placed its head on the floor once more and stared deep into Hirad’s eyes, blinking slowly.

‘My world is at war. We are devastating our lands and there is no end in sight. When we need to recover our strength we use safe havens like this.’

‘And where exactly is this?’ Hirad’s gaze took in the high roof and the scale of the chamber.

‘At least you have the sense to know you are not in your own dimension.’

‘I’ve no idea what you’re talking about with dimensions. I’m sorry. All I know is that Taranspike Castle does not have a room this size.’

The Dragon chuckled again. ‘So simple. If only you knew the effort it took for you to stand here.’ It lifted its head slightly and shook it from side to side, closing its eyes. It spoke again without opening them. ‘The moment you left Seran’s chambers, you entered a robing room. That room is not placed in any one dimension, neither is this chamber nor the prayer chamber you also must have seen. If you like, this is a corridor between dimensions, yours and mine. Its existence is reliant on the fabric of your dimension remaining intact.’ Now the head raced in again, the Dragon’s wings bracing slightly to compensate for the sudden movement. ‘My Brood serve as protectors for your world, keeping you from the attentions of enemy Broods and with-holding from you that which should never have been created.’

‘Why do you bother?’

‘Do not think it is for any liking of your insignificant peoples. Very few of you are worthy of our respect. It is simply that if we allowed you the means to destroy yourselves and you succeeded in so doing, we would lose our haven for ever. That is also why the door to your world is kept closed. Other Broods might otherwise choose to travel here to rule.’

Hirad thought on that for a moment. ‘So what you’re saying is that you hold the future for all of us.’

The Dragon raised the bone ridges that served as its eyebrows. ‘That is certainly one conclusion you could reach. Now - what is your name?’

‘Hirad Coldheart.’

‘And I am Sha-Kaan. You are strong, Hirad Coldheart. I was right to spare you and speak to you and I will know you again. But now I must have rest. Take your companions and go. The entrance will be sealed behind you. You will never find me again, though I may find you. As for Seran, I will have to find another to serve me. I have no time for a Dragonene who cannot secure my sanctuary.’

It took the barbarian several heartbeats to take in what he had just heard and he still didn’t believe it. ‘You’re letting me go?’

‘Why not?’

‘Run. Hirad. Run now.’

The Dragon’s head swept from the floor at speed, eyes ablaze, searching for the source of the new sound. But Denser remained invisible. Hirad hesitated.

‘Run!’ Denser shouted, the voice some way to Hirad’s left.

The barbarian looked up at Sha-Kaan and their eyes met for an instant. He saw raw fury. ‘Oh, no,’ he breathed. The Dragon broke eye-contact to look down at its right hind foot. Hirad turned and ran.

‘NO!’ Now Sha-Kaan’s voice was there for all to hear, and it echoed from the walls. ‘Give back what you have taken from me!’

‘Over here!’ shouted Denser, and as Hirad glanced right, the mage appeared briefly some thirty paces right along the wall from the double doors. The Dragon cocked its head and breathed in his direction, fire scorching a wall, rolling up to the ceiling and incinerating wood and tapestry, but Denser had already disappeared. An oppressive wave of heat washed over Hirad. He stumbled, crying out, gasping momentarily for breath, the roar of the flame and its detonation in the air shaking him to his core. The entire hall seemed to be ablaze; the sweat beaded on his face. Through the smoke and burning threads of tapestry he saw The Unknown appear at the door, holding it open for him. A shadow passed through it and then he heard the Dragon rise to its feet. The Unknown paled visibly.

‘Run, Hirad. Run!’ he screamed. The Dragon took a pace forward, and then another, Hirad feeling the ground shudder beneath its feet.

‘Bring back what you have stolen!’ it boomed. Hirad made the door.

‘Close it!’ shouted The Unknown. He and Sirendor leant their weights against it. ‘Go, go!’ They scrambled for the doors into the central chamber. Ilkar and Denser sprinted away with Sirendor in close pursuit. Sha-Kaan breathed again and the huge double doors exploded inwards, fragmenting, sending wood and metal against the walls to splinter, twist and smoulder. The shock sent Hirad sprawling and he crashed into the wall that backed the unlit fireplace, burning shards of wood covering the floor and his boots, the intense heat suffocating him. He lay confused for a second, seeing nothing but flame, then looked straight at Sha-Kaan as the Dragon drew more air into its lungs, its head thrust through the wreckage of the crested doors.

The barbarian closed his eyes, waiting for the end, but a hand reached round and grabbed his collar, hauling him to his feet and through the right-hand of the two doors into the central chamber. The Unknown dragged him under the overhang of the fire grate as twin lances of flame seared through the openings, one to either side of them, disintegrating wood and howling away towards the opposite wall, melting the metal of the Dragonene crest above the fire to the right.

‘Come on, Hirad. It’s time to leave,’ said the big warrior, and he pushed Hirad towards the exit passage after the rest of the retreating party.

‘Bring back the amulet!’ roared Sha-Kaan. ‘Hirad Coldheart, bring back the amulet!’ Hirad hesitated again, but The Unknown shoved him into the passage as another burst of flame lashed the large chamber, its pulse of heat stealing breath and singeing hair.

‘Quickly!’ shouted Sirendor from up ahead. ‘The exit is closing. We can’t hold it.’

The two men upped their pace, tearing down the passageway and into the robing room. Another roll of flame boiled into the prayer chamber, its tendrils lashing down the passage, licking at Hirad’s back, the heat crinkling leather. Down the short entry tunnel Hirad could see Ilkar, arms outstretched, sweating in the light of a lantern as whatever spell he had cast kept the door at bay. But as he ran, he could see it inching closed. Ilkar sighed and closed his eyes.

‘He’s losing it!’ yelled Denser. ‘He’s losing it. Run faster!’ The door was sliding closed, the mage’s bedroom disappearing with every step. Sha-Kaan’s howls were loud in their ears. The Unknown and Hirad made it through, bowling Ilkar on to the floor as they did so. The door closed with a dull thud and the Dragon’s voice was silenced.

Ilkar, Hirad and The Unknown picked themselves up and dusted themselves off. The barbarian nodded his thanks to the big man, who in turn nodded at the now closed entrance. There was nothing, no mark in the wall at all to suggest that there had ever been a door there.

‘We were in another dimension. I knew the proportions were all wrong in there.’

‘Not exactly another dimension,’ corrected Ilkar. ‘Between dimensions is more accurate, I think.’ He kneeled by the prone mage. ‘Well, well, well. Seran a Dragonene.’ He felt for a pulse. ‘Dead, I’m afraid.’

‘And he won’t be the only one.’ Hirad turned on Denser. ‘You should have run while you had the chance.’ He advanced, sword in hand, but Denser merely shrugged and continued to stroke the cat in his arms.

‘Hirad.’ The Unknown’s voice was quiet but commanding. The barbarian stopped, eyes still locked on Denser. ‘The fight is over. If you kill him now, it’s murder.’

‘His little adventure killed Ras. It might have killed me, too. He—’

‘Remember who you are, Hirad. We have a code.’ The Unknown was standing at his shoulder now. ‘We are The Raven.’

Eventually, Hirad nodded and put up his sword.

‘Besides,’ said Ilkar. ‘He’s got a lot of explaining to do.’

‘I saved your life,’ said Denser, frowning. Hirad was on him in a moment, pinning his head to the wall with a forearm under the chin. The cat hissed and scrambled to safety.

‘Saved my life?’ The barbarian’s face was inches from Denser’s. ‘That’s your phrase for having me all but burned to a crisp, is it? The Unknown saved my life after you risked it. You ought to die for that alone.’

‘How—’ protested the mage. ‘I got its attention to let you run!’

‘But there was no need, was there?’ Hirad grunted as he saw confusion in Denser’s eyes. ‘It was letting me go, Xetesk man.’ Hirad stepped back a pace, releasing the mage, who felt his neck gingerly. ‘You risked my life just to steal. I hope it was worth it.’ He turned to the rest of The Raven.

‘I don’t know why I’m wasting my breath on this bastard. We have a Vigil to observe.’

 


Alun shoved the note across the table, his hands shaking. More hands covered his, they were strong and comforting.

‘Try to be calm, Alun, at least we know they are alive, so we have a chance.’

Alun looked into the face of his friend, Thraun, whose powerful body was squeezed the other side of the table. Thraun was huge, better than six feet in height, with massively powerful shoulders and upper body. His heavy features sprang from a young face and his shining-clean blond hair was gathered in a ponytail which reached halfway to his waist. He was regarding Alun with his yellow-ringed deep green eyes, earnest and concerned.

He flicked his head, the ponytail swishing briefly into view, and looked around the inn. It was busy with lunchtime traffic and the noise of the patrons ebbed and flowed around them. Tables were scattered around the timbered floor, and here and there, booths like the one in which they sat gave an element of privacy.

‘What does it say, Will?’ Thraun’s voice, as deep and gravelled as his barrel chest might suggest, cut through Alun’s misery. He removed his hands from Alun’s. Will sat next to him, a small man, wiry, bright-eyed and black-bearded, thinning on top. Will pulled at his nose with thumb and forefinger, his brows arrowing together as he read.

‘Not a lot. “Your mage wife has been taken for questioning concerning the activities of the Dordovan College. She will be released unharmed assuming she co-operates. As will your sons. There will be no further communication.” ’

‘So we know where she is, then,’ said the third member of the trio whom Alun had enlisted. An elf, Jandyr was young, with a long and slender face, clear blue oval eyes and a short tidy blond beard that matched the colour of his cropped hair.

‘Yes, we do,’ agreed Thraun. ‘And we know how far we can trust the words on that note.’ He licked his lips and shovelled another forkful of meat into his mouth.

‘You’ve got to help me!’ Alun’s eyes flicked desperately over them all, never coming to rest. Thraun looked right and across. Both Will and Jandyr inclined their heads.

‘We’ll do it,’ said Thraun, through his chewing. ‘And we’ll have to be quick. The chances of him releasing them are very slim.’ Alun nodded.

‘You really think so?’ asked Will.

‘The boys are mage twins,’ said Thraun. ‘They will be powerful and they are Dordovan. Alun will tell you himself, when they’ve finished with Erienne, they will probably kill them. We have to get them out.’ He looked back at Alun. ‘It won’t be cheap.’

‘Whatever it costs, I don’t care.’

‘Of course, I’ll work for nothing,’ said Thraun.

‘No, my friend, you won’t.’ A half-smile cracked Alun’s face. Tears glinted in his eyes. ‘I just want them home.’

‘And home they will be. Now,’ Thraun rose, ‘I’m taking you home. You rest, we’ll plan, and I’ll be back later in the day.’

Thraun helped Alun from the bench and the two men walked slowly from the inn.

 


Richmond and Talan had moved Ras’s body to a quiet chamber carved out of the mountain into which the castle was built. Candles burned next to him, one for each point of the compass. His face was clean and shaven, his armour sewn and washed, his arms lay by his sides and his sword in its scabbard was laid along his body from his chin to his thighs.

Richmond did not look up from his kneeling position as Hirad, Sirendor, The Unknown and Ilkar entered. Talan, standing by the door, inclined his head to each of them as they passed him.

Ranged around the central table on which Ras lay, The Raven, heads bowed, paid their respects to their fallen friend. Each man remembered. Each man grieved. But only two spoke.

As the candles burned low, Richmond stood and resheathed his sword.

‘My soul I pledge to your memory. I am yours to command from beyond the veil of death. When you call I shall answer. While I breathe, these are my promises.’ His last was a bitter whisper. ‘I wasn’t there. I am sorry.’ He looked to The Unknown, who nodded and moved to the table, walking around it. Beginning at Ras’s head, he snuffed the candles as he reached them.

‘By north, by east, by south, by west. Though you are gone, you will always be Raven and we shall always remember. The Gods will smile on your soul. Fare well in whatever faces you now and ever.’

Again silence, but now in darkness.

 


Denser remained in Seran’s chambers. The dead mage was lying on his bed under a sheet. For his part, Denser couldn’t work out why he was still alive, but he was grateful. The whole of Balaia would be grateful, but no City would be breathing easier than Xetesk that the barbarian had been stopped.

The cat nuzzled his legs. Denser sagged down the wall and sat.

‘I wonder if this really is it,’ said Denser, turning the amulet over and over in his hands. ‘I think it is but I have to know.’ The cat gazed into his eyes. No clue there. ‘The question is, do we have the strength to do it?’ The cat jumped into his cloak, nestling into the warmth of Denser’s body.

It fed.

‘Yes,’ said Denser. ‘Yes, we do.’ He closed his eyes and felt the mana form around him. This would be difficult but he had to know. A communion over such a distance was a strain on mind and body. Knowledge and glory would come at a price if they came at all.

 


They buried Ras outside the castle walls, branding the ground with The Raven mark; a simple profile of the bird’s head, single eye enlarged and wing curved above the head.

All but Richmond left the graveside, tired and hungry. For the lone warrior, kneeling in the cool damp of a windy, moonless night, the Vigil would last until dawn.

Sitting at a table in the huge kitchens, Ilkar described the events through the dimension door to Talan. It was only then that Hirad started to shake.

Picking up his mug of coffee from the table, he stared at it wobbling in his hands, liquid slopping out over his fingers.

‘You all right?’ asked Sirendor.

‘I’m not sure,’ said Hirad. ‘I don’t think so.’ He raised the mug to his lips but couldn’t close his mouth on it. The coffee dribbled down his chin. His heart slammed in his chest and his pulse thumped in his neck. Sweat began to prickle his forehead and dampen his armpits. Images of Sha-Kaan’s head flooded his mind. That and the fire all around him, hemming him in. He could feel the heat again and it made his palms itch. He dropped the mug.

‘Gods in the ground, Hirad, what’s wrong?’ Sirendor’s voice betrayed alarm. The barbarian half smiled. He must look as terrified as he felt. ‘You need to lie down.’

‘Give me a moment,’ said Hirad. ‘I don’t think my legs’ll carry me anyway.’ He glanced around the table. They were all staring at him, their food forgotten. He shrugged. ‘I didn’t even believe they existed,’ he said in explanation. ‘So big. So . . . so huge. And right here!’ He put a quivering palm in front of his face. ‘Too powerful. I can’t—’ He broke off, shuddering the length of his body. Plates and cutlery on the table rattled. Tears fogged his vision and he felt his heart trip-hammering. He swallowed hard.

‘What did it talk about?’ asked Ilkar.

‘Loud. He thundered in my head,’ said Hirad. ‘He talked about dimensions and portals and he wanted to know what I was doing. Huh. Funny . . . that huge and he cared what I was doing. Me. I’m so small but he called me strong.’ He shivered again. ‘He said he’d know me. He had my life. He could have crushed me just like that. Snuffed me out. Why didn’t he? I wish I could remember everything. ’

‘Hirad, you’re mumbling,’ said Sirendor. ‘I think we should leave this for another time.’

‘Sorry, I think I’ll lie down now, if you’ll help me.’

‘Sure thing, old friend.’ Sirendor smiled. He pushed back the bench and helped Hirad to shaky feet.

‘Gods. I feel like I’ve been sick for a week.’

‘You’ve been sick all your life.’

‘Sod off, Larn.’

‘I would, but you’d fall over.’

‘Make sure he drinks plenty of hot, sweet liquid,’ said The Unknown as the friends shambled past. ‘Nothing alcoholic.’

‘Is the Xetesk mage still here?’ asked Hirad. The Unknown nodded.

‘In Seran’s chambers,’ said Ilkar. ‘Asleep. Hardly surprising after the casting he’s done today. He won’t be leaving until I’ve spoken to him.’

‘You should have let me kill him.’

The Unknown smiled. ‘You know I couldn’t.’

‘Yes. Come on, Larn, or I’ll collapse where I’m standing.’

 


The two men sat in low chairs either side of a fire long dead. Night hurried to engulf the College City of Xetesk and, in response, lanterns glowed, keeping the dark at bay and lighting up the massed shelves of books that stood at every wall in the small study. On a desk kept meticulously tidy, a single candle burned above the ribboned and titled sheaves of papers.

Far below the study, the College quietened. Late lectures took place behind closed doors, spells were honed and adjusted in the armoured chambers of the catacombs, but the air outside was still.

Beyond the walls of the College, Xetesk still moved, but as full night fell, that movement would cease. The City existed to serve the College, and the College had in the past exacted a heavy price for its own existence. Inns would lock their doors, patrons staying until first light; shops and businesses feeding off those who fed off the College would shutter their windows. Houses would show no light or welcome.

No longer did Protectors issue from the College to snatch subjects for experiment. And no longer did Xetesk mages use their own people for sacrifice in mana-charge ceremonies. But old fears died hard and rumours would forever fly through the markets that bustled by day but echoed silence at night.

As darkness fell, a malevolent quiet still emanated from the College in a cloying cloud of apprehension and anxiety like fog rolling in from the sea. Countless years of blood ritual would never be forgotten and forever hearts would quicken at the sound of wood splintering in the distant dark, and cries would be stifled as footsteps were heard slowing by locked doors. Dread ran through the veins of Xetesk and the foreboding receded only with the lightening of the sky on a new morning.

It made the job of City Guard simple, as at dusk they closed the gates of the only fully walled City in Balaia and patrolled the empty streets. Fear stalked the alleyways as it had done for centuries. But now it was a legacy. It had no substance.

Change was so slow and the City was suffocating. Few native Xeteskians had left to enjoy the freedom granted them by the latest Lord of the Mount as his first action on assuming the mantle of the College’s ruling mage. And in the twelve years since, Styliann had encountered nothing but reluctance to cast aside the old ways, as if his people drew perverse comfort from living in fear of everyone they met. Yet now, his failure to change the collective will and mind of his people could work to his advantage.

Styliann was an imposing figure, well in excess of six foot, with the body of a forty-year-old disguising his true age of somewhere over fifty. His hair, receding halfway across his skull, was long, dark and brushed hard into a ponytail that reached beyond his shoulders. He wore dark trousers and a shirt of deepest blue, and his cloak of office, gold-trimmed black, was draped about his shoulders. His nose was long and thin, his jaw set harsh and his cold green eyes scared all they looked upon.

‘I take it she escaped Terenetsa unharmed?’ asked his companion across the fireplace.

Styliann blinked several times and shook his head to clear his mind of his reverie. He regarded Nyer, a senior aide and archmage, for a few moments, remembering the old maxim concerning where to keep your friends and enemies. He thought he had Nyer, a wily political animal and sharp thinker, placed about right.

‘Yes, she did. Just. And she’s now well clear.’ He shivered at the memory of his recent contact with Selyn, anxious for the mage spy’s safety. Even under a CloakedWalk, she had been at risk from those she watched and the manner of her escape from Terenetsa, a small Wesmen farming community not far west of the Blackthorne Mountains, would trouble his dreams that night. He reached a slightly tremulous hand down to a low table and picked up his wine, a deep and heavy red that had not kept as well as he’d hoped. He felt tired. Communion over such a range sapped the strength and he knew he would need to visit the catacombs for prayer later that evening.

‘But something is troubling you, my Lord.’

‘Hmm.’ Styliann pursed his lips, knowing any reluctance to speak would be taken by Nyer as a personal slight. He couldn’t afford that. Not yet. ‘She saw everything we have been fearing. The Wesmen are subjugating villages near the Blackthornes. She heard the Shaman offer them life for crops and obedience. The evidence is just overwhelming. They are massing armies, they are united and the Shaman magic is strong.’

Nyer nodded, pushing his hand through his long greying hair.

‘And Parve?’ he asked.

‘I have asked her to travel there.’

‘Selyn?’

‘Yes. There is no one else and we must have answers.’

‘But, my Lord—’

‘I am well aware of the risks, Nyer!’ snapped Styliann. His expression softened immediately. ‘My apologies.’

‘Not at all,’ said Nyer. He placed a comforting hand briefly on Styliann’s knee.

‘We must be so careful now,’ said Styliann after another sip of wine. ‘Are our Watchers sure the Wytch Lords are still held?’

Nyer breathed out, a long, sighing sound. ‘We believe so.’

‘That isn’t good enough.’

‘Please, Styliann, let me explain.’ Nyer’s use of his Lord’s name was against protocol but Styliann let it go. Nyer was an old mage who rarely followed etiquette. ‘The spells to determine that the Wytch Lords are still in the mana cage are complex and are nearing completion for this quarter. Delays have been caused through unusually high activity in the interdimensional space in which the cage is located.’

‘When will we have an answer?’ Styliann pulled an embroidered cord next to the fireplace.

‘In the next few hours. A day at most.’ Nyer raised his eyebrows in apology.

‘You know it’s only a matter of time, don’t you?’

‘My Lord?’

‘The evidence is all there.’ Styliann sighed. ‘The unification of the Wesmen tribes, Shamen at the head of war parties, armies building in the south-west . . .’

‘Must it be the Wytch Lords?’

‘You don’t really need me to answer that question, do you?’ Styliann smiled. Nyer shook his head. There was a knock at the door.

‘Come!’ barked Styliann. A young man entered, short red hair riding above a face taut with trepidation.

‘My Lord?’

‘Bring up a fire and another bottle of this rather average Denebre red.’

‘At once, my Lord.’ The young man left.

The two senior mages paused in their conversation, contemplating the future and not liking what they saw.

‘Can we stop them this time?’ asked Nyer.

‘I fear that rather relies on your man,’ replied Styliann. ‘At least as much as the timing of the Wytch Lords’ escape. He has reported, I take it?’

‘He has, and we now hold the amulet.’

‘Excellent!’ Styliann slapped the arms of his chair with the palms of his hands and rose. He walked over to the window, hardly daring to ask his next question. ‘And?’

‘It is Septern’s amulet. We can make progress now, assuming we get the right help.’

Styliann breathed deeply and smiled as he looked out of his Tower high above the College. The Tower dominated the College and its encircling balcony gave him unrivalled views of the City and its surrounds. The night was cool but dry. A thin cloud was bubbling up from the south-east, threatening to obscure the countless thousands of stars whose pale light pinpricked the dark. The smell of oil fires and the heat of the City wafted on a slight breeze, not unpleasant to the senses. Beyond the College walls, the quiet was growing.

Styliann’s Tower was encircled by those of his six Mage Masters but stood far taller. Looking down, he saw lights burning in Laryon’s Tower too. The most recently appointed Master, he was a man who would now have to join the inner circle, completing the seven-tower bond.

‘This could mean everything to us,’ he said.

‘Laryon has worked hard,’ said Nyer, coming to his side. ‘He has earned the credit.’

‘And your man. He’ll see the necessary help is obtained?’

‘I have every confidence.’

Styliann nodded and gazed out over Xetesk, at ease that his people would obey his every order without question. The first step had been successfully taken but now the way would become fraught and those who knew enough would have to be kept close.

‘I think, Nyer, that when the wine arrives, we may permit ourselves a small celebration.’




Chapter 3

She lay back on the bed again, the pounding in her head bringing sweeping nausea through her body. She shuddered, prayed that she’d been sick for the last time but not really believing she had.

Every muscle ached, clotted with pain, every tendon strained. Her skin felt so tight across her chest it would split if she dared breathe in deep, and her shallow, gasping intakes drew whimpers as they stretched her tortured lungs. It would subside. However, having no idea how long she had been out, she had no idea when the symptoms would fade.

But the physical pain coursing through her body was as nothing to the well in her heart and soul, opened by the loss of her sons. Her reason to live. For them, her body quaked and shivered. She reached out with her mind, striving to touch theirs but knowing she could not and cursing her decision to delay the teaching of communion.

Where were they? Were they together? Gods, she hoped so. Were they alive? The tears came as the drug eased its hold on her body just a little. Great heaving sobs tore through her being and her cries echoed around her prison. Eventually, exhausted, she slept again.

Dawn and a second waking brought no relief from the agony of her loss. Pale light came through a single window high up in her circular room. She was in a tower, that much was certain. The room contained a small pallet bed, a desk and chair, and a woven rug whose red and gold had long ago faded but whose weight gave welcome insulation from the stone-flagged floor. She was still wearing the nightgown they had taken her in. She had not been wearing any socks, let alone shoes, and the room was chill. Dust covered every surface, puffing into the air around her body as she shifted uncomfortably on the bed. She pulled the blanket up around her shoulders.

A single door commanded her attention. It was locked and bolted, its heavy wood flush in the stone frame of the tower wall. The tears came again, but this time she was strong enough to force them back, driving her mind to seek the mana and a way out of the tower. It was there, pulsing within her and flowing around her, never stopping, always shifting and changing, urgent and random in its direction. Escape was just an incantation away. The door would prove no barrier to her FlameOrb.

But even as she readied to cast, the words came back. If you cast, your boys will die. Her senses returned and she found she was standing. She sagged into the chair.

‘Patience,’ she said. ‘Patience.’ Anger in a mage could be so destructive, and while she didn’t know the fate of her sons, she couldn’t afford to lose the famously short Malanvai family temper.

While the yearning in her heart and the ache in her womb intensified with every passing second, her mind was beginning to see clearly at last. They had known she was a mage because they took her from Dordover for something specific. But they also wanted control. And controlling a conscious mage is difficult without restraint and violence. But they had found a way to chain her through her sons. It was for that reason she believed them alive. And not only that, close. Because whoever took her must know she wouldn’t help them without seeing her boys first. Hope surged within her but the flicker of joy she felt at an imminent reunion died as she saw her locked door.

Her heart turned over at the thought of her boys, so young, so alone and so frightened. Snatched in the middle of the night and locked in a place they wouldn’t recognise or comprehend. How must they feel? Betrayed. Abandoned by those who claimed to love them the most. Terrified by their solitude and helplessness. Traumatised by separation from their mother.

Fury bubbled beneath the hurt.

‘Patience,’ she murmured. ‘Patience.’ They would have to come soon. While a jug of water had been left on the desk, there was no food in the room.

She fixed her eyes on the door while hatred for her captors seethed in her veins, the brophane dragged at her strength and her body pulsed mana and love to her children.

But when the key finally turned and the man she had dreaded seeing stood before her, she could do nothing but sob her thanks at his words.

‘Welcome to my castle, Erienne Malanvai. I trust you are recovering. Now, I think we had better reunite you with your beautiful little boys.’


It was cold and he sat alone on cracked earth in a vast featureless empty space. There was no wind yet something was moving his hair and when he looked in front of him the Dragon was there. Its head was big, he couldn’t see the rest of its body. It breathed on him and he just sat there as the skin was burnt from his face and his bones darkened and split. He opened his mouth to scream but nothing came out. He was flying above the land and it was black and smouldering. The sky above him was thick with Dragons but on the ground nothing was moving. He looked for his hands but they weren’t there and he felt for his face but the flesh was gone. It was hot. He was running. His arms were pumping hard but his legs moved so slowly. It was catching him and there was nowhere to run. He fell and there it was in front of him again. It breathed and he just sat there as the skin was burnt from his face and his bones darkened and split. There was nowhere to run. Nowhere to hide and the heat scorched his eyes though he could not close them. He opened his mouth to scream.



Hands were about his face. He was sitting up but there was no Dragon, no blackened land. The fire was roaring in the grate. Ilkar put down the poker he’d been using to whip up the flames. Hirad thought it must be cold but he felt hot. Very hot. Talan and The Unknown were sitting up in their beds and it was Sirendor who was cupping his face.

‘Calm down, Hirad. It’s over. Just a dream.’

Hirad looked the room over again, breathing deeply, his heart beginning to slow.

‘Sorry,’ he said.

Sirendor patted his cheeks and rose to his feet. ‘Scared the life out of me,’ he said. ‘I thought you were dying.’

‘So did I,’ replied Hirad.

‘You and the rest of the castle,’ said Ilkar, stretching and yawning.

‘Loud, was I?’ Hirad managed a smile.

Ilkar nodded. ‘Very. Do you remember what you were dreaming about?’

‘I’ll never be able to forget. It was Dragons. Thousands of Dragons. And Sha-Kaan. But it wasn’t here. Wherever it was was dead. Their world, I think. Sha-Kaan told me they were destroying it. It was black and burned. And Sha-Kaan burned me but I didn’t die. I just sat and screamed but there was no sound. I don’t understand. How can there be another world? Where is it?’ He shivered.

‘I don’t know. All I do know is, I’ve never been so scared. Those things don’t exist.’

‘Yes they bloody do.’

‘You know what I mean,’ said Sirendor. ‘You’ll have to talk to Ilkar. But later. Maybe we all should. All this talk of dimensions and Dragons. I don’t know.’ He stopped. Hirad wasn’t really listening.

‘What time is it?’

‘Dawn’s about an hour away,’ said The Unknown after hitching a drape aside.

‘I think I’ll pass on more sleep,’ said Hirad. He got up and started pulling on his breeches and shirt. ‘I’m going to the kitchens for some coffee.’ A look passed between Sirendor and the other three. Hirad couldn’t fathom it. ‘No problem, is there?’

‘No,’ said Sirendor. ‘No problem. I’ll join you.’

‘Thanks.’ Hirad smiled. So did Sirendor, but it seemed an effort for him. They left the room.

The castle kitchens never closed and heat filled the cavernous rooms from six open fires. Work and eating tables covered much of the floor space, and on racks around the walls hung pots, pans and utensils, some of which defied understanding. Smoke poured up chimneys and steam through open windows high above. The heat of the fires gave the kitchens a consoling warmth, and the sounds of orders mixed with laughter and carried on the smells of roasting meat and the sweet aromas of freshly baked bread brought back memories of a home life long lost.

On one of the fires a huge pot of water was kept boiling. Mugs and coffee grounds sat on trays near by. Ensconced at a table away from the clatterings of cooks and servants, the two men talked across their drinks.

‘You’re looking glum, Sirendor.’ The friends locked eyes. Sirendor’s seemed sorrowful. His brow was furrowed and his whole face wore trouble like an ill-fitting shirt. Hirad wasn’t used to it.

‘We’ve been talking.’

‘Who?’

‘Who do you think? While you were asleep earlier.’

‘I don’t think I like the sound of this.’ Whatever it was, it was serious. He hadn’t seen Sirendor like this for years.

‘We’re not getting any younger.’

‘You what?’

‘You heard.’

‘Larn, I am thirty-one! You’re thirty and the big man’s just thirty-three and he’s the oldest! What are you talking about?’

‘How many hired men do you know who are over thirty and still front-line quality?’

Hirad drew breath. ‘Well, not many but, I mean . . . we’re different. We are The Raven.’

‘Yes, we are The Raven. And we’re getting too old to fight.’

‘You’re kidding! We hammered that lot yesterday.’

‘That’s the way you saw it, is it?’ Hirad nodded. Sirendor smiled. ‘I somehow thought you might. The way I saw it is we didn’t have our edge.’

‘That’s because we spend too much time standing and watching. Like I said, if we don’t do it, we’ll lose it.’

‘Gods, Hirad, you’re stubborn in the face of the facts. Do you think it’s a coincidence that we’ve slowly taken fewer front-line contracts and more advisory and back-up jobs over the last couple of years?’ Hirad said nothing. ‘What we had, that edge, has gone. When we were called in yesterday, we almost weren’t up to it.’

‘Oh, come on, Larn . . .’

‘Ras died!’ Sirendor looked around, then lowered his voice. ‘You could have died. Richmond made an unbelievable mistake and Ilkar lost the shield. If it hadn’t been for The Unknown we could have been wiped out. Us. The Raven!’

‘Yeah, but the explosion . . .’

‘You know as well as I do that two years ago we’d have been through them and at the mage before he had time to cast that spell. We have to adapt . . .’ Sirendor trailed off. He took a gulp of his coffee. Hirad just stared at him.

‘Hirad, I want us to be able to look back on the good days in another ten years’ time. If we try and keep The Raven going as it is, there won’t be any ten years.’

‘One dodgy fight and you want to give up.’

‘It’s not just about one fight. But yesterday was a warning of what could happen any time. We’ve seen the signs these past two years. We all have. It’s just that you chose to ignore them.’

‘You want to disband The Raven, the rest of you?’ asked Hirad. He was only half surprised to find his eyes moistening. His world was dropping to pieces before him and he couldn’t see a way out. Not yet.

‘Not necessarily. Perhaps just a rest to take stock.’ Sirendor leant back a little and spread his hands wide. ‘God knows, none of us needs the money any more to be comfortable. I sometimes think we must own half of Korina between us.’ He smiled briefly. ‘Look, the reason I’m bringing this up is that we want to have a meeting when we get back to the City. We need to talk it through, all of us, when we’ve had a little time to think.’

Hirad stared into his coffee, letting the steam warm his face. Silent again.

‘If we go on pretending it’s still like it was a few years ago, one day we won’t be fast enough. Hirad?’ The barbarian looked up. ‘Hirad, I don’t want to lose you the way we lost Ras.’ Sirendor sucked his lip, then sighed. ‘I don’t want to see you die.’

‘You won’t.’ Hirad’s voice was gruff. He swigged back his coffee and stood up, having to push his lips together to be sure they wouldn’t tremble. ‘I’m going to see to the horses,’ he said at length. ‘We may as well make an early start.’ He strode out of the kitchens and through the castle to the courtyard, where he stopped, staring at the place that might have witnessed The Raven’s last fight. He wiped angrily at his eyes and headed for the stables.

 


Ilkar too decided against further rest and went instead to Seran’s chambers. The mage from Lystern, smallest of the four College Cities, had been moved to a low table in his study, a sheet covering his body. Ilkar pulled the sheet back from Seran’s face. He frowned.

The dead mage’s skin was taut across his skull and his hair completely white. He hadn’t looked that way the previous evening. And the cut on his forehead, now it was clean, looked as if it had been made with a small claw.

He heard movement behind him and turned to see Denser, the Xetesk mage, standing in the doorway to the bedroom. His pipe smoked gently in his mouth and the cat was in his cloak. Ilkar found the pipe incongruous. Denser was by no means an old man, though his exertions had given him an appearance well beyond his mid-thirties years.

‘An unfortunate result, but inevitable,’ said Denser. He looked terribly tired. His face was grey and his eyes dark and sunken. He leaned against the door frame.

‘What happened to him?’

Denser shrugged. ‘He was not a young man. We knew he might die.’ He shrugged again. ‘There was no other way. He wanted to stop us.’

‘We.’ In Ilkar’s mind, the coin dropped. ‘The cat.’

‘Yes. He’s a Familiar.’

Ilkar pulled the sheet back over Seran’s head and moved towards Denser. ‘Come on, you’d better sit down before you fall down. There’s questions I need answering.’

‘I didn’t think this was a social call.’ Denser smiled.

‘No.’ Ilkar did not.

Once seated, Ilkar looked at Denser sprawled on Seran’s bed and didn’t have to ask his first question. The Xeteskian wouldn’t have had the strength to try leaving the castle last night.

‘Overdid it yesterday, did you?’ asked the Julatsan.

‘There was work to do once I had recovered this,’ agreed Denser, pulling the amulet from his cloak, where it hung from its chain round his neck. ‘I presume this is what you wish to talk about.’

Ilkar inclined his head. ‘What sort of work?’

‘I had to know whether it was the piece we were after.’

‘And was it?’

‘Yes.’

‘Xetesk sent you?’

‘Of course.’

‘And this battle?’ Ilkar waved a hand around vaguely.

‘Well, let’s just say it was fairly easy to place me in an attack force but it wasn’t staged for my benefit, if that’s what you mean.’

‘So why didn’t you just join the garrison defence?’

‘With a Dragonene mage in residence? Hardly.’ Denser chuckled. ‘I’m afraid Seran and Xetesk didn’t see eye to eye.’

‘Surprise, surprise,’ muttered Ilkar.

‘Come now, Ilkar, we are none of us that different from each other.’

‘Bloody hell! Is the conceit of Xetesk that great that your Masters really believe all mages are essentially alike? That is an insult to magic itself and a failing in your teaching.’ Ilkar could feel the anger surging in him. His cheeks were hot and his eyes narrowed to slits. The blindness of Xetesk was sometimes staggering. ‘You know where the power comes from to shape mana for the spells you were casting yesterday. There is no blood on my hands, Denser.’

Denser was quiet for a while. He relit his pipe and picked his cat out of his cloak, dropping it on to the bed. The animal stared at Ilkar while the Dark Mage ruffled its neck. Ilkar’s temper frayed further but he held his tongue.

‘I think, Ilkar,’ said Denser at length, blowing out a series of smoke rings, ‘that you shouldn’t accuse my Masters of failings in their teaching until you are aware of the shortcomings in your own.’

‘What are you talking about?’

Denser spread his palms. ‘Do you see blood on my hands?’ ‘You know what I mean,’ snapped Ilkar.

‘Yes, I do. And you should also know that a Xeteskian mage has more than one source for his mana. As, no doubt, have you.’

There was silence between them, though around them the castle corridors were beginning to echo with the sounds of another day.

‘I will not discuss College ethics with you, Denser.’

‘A pity.’

‘Pointless.’

‘A shortcoming in your teaching, Ilkar?’

He ignored the jibe. ‘I need to know two things. How did you know about Seran and that amulet, and what is it?’

Denser considered for a while. ‘Well, I’m not about to divulge College secrets, but unlike you, apparently, Xetesk has always taken Dragonene lore seriously - patchy though it may be. Our work in dimensional research has led us to develop a spell that can detect the kind of disturbance caused by the opening of an interdimensional portal, like the one we went through yesterday. We suspected Seran - I won’t tell you why - we targeted his chambers and got the desired result. I was sent to retrieve Dragonene artefacts and I got this.’ He took the amulet from its chain and tossed it to Ilkar, who turned it over a couple of times, shrugged and threw it back.

‘It has Dragonene lore on it, written in all four College lore scripts,’ said Denser, rehanging it on its chain. A brief smile touched his lips. ‘It will be incredibly useful to our research and, when we’re done with it, we can simply name our price. You would not believe what collectors will pay for a piece like this.’

‘And that’s it?’ asked Ilkar flatly.

Denser nodded. ‘We all need money. You of all people should know that research is not cheap.’

Ilkar inclined his head. ‘So what now?’

‘I have to get this piece into the right hands, quickly,’ said Denser.

‘Xetesk?’

Denser shook his head. ‘Too far and too dangerous. Korina. We can secure it there. You’re going that way, I take it?’

‘Yes.’

‘I would like The Raven to bodyguard me. You will be well paid.’

Ilkar gaped at him, making sure he’d heard correctly. ‘You have got to be bloody joking, Denser. After what happened yesterday? You’ve got some nerve, I’ll give you that. Hirad still wants to kill you as far as I know. And even if the others didn’t mind, do you really think that I would ever stoop to work for Xetesk?’

‘I’m sorry you feel that way.’

‘But you can’t possibly be surprised.’ Ilkar got up and dusted himself down. ‘You’ll have to find someone else. There are plenty still here looking for paid passage back to the City.’

‘I would prefer The Raven. It seems the least I can do in recompense.’

‘We don’t want your money,’ said Ilkar. ‘I’ll be making a report to Julatsa when I get back to Korina. You understand there will be a representation from the three Colleges to Xetesk over this whole incident.’

‘We look forward to it.’

‘I’ll bet.’ Ilkar turned as he reached the door. ‘You hungry? I’ll show you the way to the kitchens.’

‘Thank you, brother.’

Ilkar’s embryonic smile disappeared. ‘I am not your brother.’




Chapter 4

Erienne sat on the double bed in the isolated tower room, a son cradled beneath each arm. Her body knew peace, however fleeting, and her children had ceased their crying.

But they had doubted her and the moment of their reunion would live with her for ever. Left alone at the top of the spiral stairway, she had grasped the handle and opened the door, half expecting to see them dead. Instead, they were sitting together on the edge of their bed, talking in whispers, food and drink ignored and cooling on the table that made up the only other furniture but for two chairs. Even the floor had no covering for its cold stone.

She’d taken them in in an instant, brown bobbed hair a little untidy, round faces, pale blue eyes, small noses, slightly jutting ears and long-fingered hands. Her boys. Her beautiful boys.

Their faces had turned to her in symphony and she’d held out her arms. It was then she knew hatred like she’d never felt before. Because for a moment they hadn’t seen her, their mother and protector. They’d seen a betrayer, someone who had let them be taken, let them be afraid.

And as she’d stood in the doorway, dishevelled in her bare feet, her nightgown stained and torn, her face displaying the effects of the brophane and her hair tangled, the tears had flooded her eyes and smeared a clean track on her dust-darkened cheeks.

‘I’m here. Mother’s here.’ They’d run into her arms, the three crying until nothing was left but to hold on in case they should ever be separated again. Now they sat, all three on the bed, the boys nuzzling her chest while her arms bound them and her hands stroked their sides.

‘Where are we, Mummy?’ asked Thom, sitting to her left.

‘We’re in a castle far from home, full of bad men,’ said Erienne, gripping her boys closer and glaring at the closed door, outside which, she knew, Isman would now be standing. ‘I’ve got to help them, answer some questions about magic, and then they’ll let us go.’

‘Who are they?’ Aron looked up into his mother’s eyes, lost and confused. She felt his hand grip at her back.

‘When we get home, I’ll tell you all about them. But they are men trying to understand magic and what men don’t understand frightens them. It always has.’

‘When will we go home?’ Aron again.

Erienne sighed. ‘I don’t know, my loves. I don’t know what they want to ask me.’ She smiled to ease the tension. ‘I’ll tell you what. When we get home, I’ll let you choose what you want to learn about next. What will it be?’

The boys leaned forward, shared a glance, nodded and chimed in concert:

‘Communion!’

Erienne laughed. ‘I knew you’d say that. Bad boys! Just so you can talk without me hearing you.’ She tickled their stomachs, the boys giggling and squirming. ‘Bad boys!’ She fluffed their hair then held them close again.

‘Now,’ she said, eyeing their plates with distaste. ‘I want you to eat the bread on those plates but nothing else, do you hear? I’m going to go and see about getting us home. I’ll be back to teach you later, so I hope you haven’t forgotten what I told you last week!’ She made to rise but the boys clung on.

‘Do you have to go, Mummy?’ asked Aron.

‘The sooner I do, the sooner we’ll all be home with your father.’ She hugged them again. ‘Hey, I won’t be gone long, I promise.’ They both looked up at her. ‘I promise,’ she repeated.

She unlocked their arms and went to the door, pulling it open on a surprised-looking Isman. The rangy warrior lurched to a standing position from his slouch against the wall, the flaps of his leather tunic clapping together over his worn brown shirt.

‘Finished so soon?’ he asked.

‘Just in a hurry,’ said Erienne brusquely. ‘I’ll answer your questions now. My boys need their father and their own beds.’

‘And we are just as anxious as you to see you are held here for as short a time as possible,’ said Isman smoothly. ‘The Captain will question you shortly. Until then—’

‘Now,’ said Erienne, closing the door at her back with one last smile at her boys, who waved at her.

‘You are in no position to make demands of us,’ sneered Ismam.

Erienne smiled and moved close to Isman. As she did so, her face hardened, the smile seeming to freeze on her cheeks.

‘And what if I walk past you now?’ she hissed, her face paling. ‘What are you going to do?’ Their faces were scant inches apart, his eyes flickering over her. ‘Stop me? Kill me?’ She laughed. ‘You’re scared of me because we both know I could kill you before your sword left your scabbard. And we’re alone, so don’t tempt me. Just take me to your Captain right now.’

Isman pursed his lips and nodded.

‘He said you’d be trouble. We had you watched for months before we took you. He said your kind knew much but were arrogant. ’ He pushed past her and led the way down the spiral stairs. He turned at the bottom. ‘He was right. He always is. Go ahead, kill me if you think you can. There are three men outside this door. You can’t get far. We both know that too, don’t we?’

‘But I’d have the satisfaction of seeing you die,’ said Erienne. ‘And I’d see the fear in your eyes. Think on it. Unless you watch me all the time, you’ll never know if I’m about to cast. Never know when you’re about to die.’

‘We have your children.’ The sneer was back on Isman’s face.

‘Well, you’d better see you look after them, then, hadn’t you? Don’t turn your back, Isman.’

The warrior let out a contemptuous laugh, but as he turned to open the door, Erienne thought she saw him shudder.

 


Denser sat at the end of a bench table full of men who, not many hours before, would have killed him. The barbarian, Hirad Coldheart, was not there. Seeing to their horses, Sirendor Larn had said. Denser shivered inwardly, laid down his fork across his half-eaten breakfast of meat, gravy and bread, and sipped at his coffee. His cat purred as it lay on the bench beside him, luxuriating in the warmth cast by the range of fires in the kitchens.

They’d been prepared to die then, at the barbarian’s sword. Their inner calm had been complete. And had they died, he in a crush of bone and his cat in a screaming mental explosion, the whole of Balaia might have died with them.

Denser looked up at The Unknown Warrior. They all still had a chance because of him. Him and the simple code The Raven had always followed. The reason why they above all other mercenary teams remained in demand, successful and so very effective. While killing was legal within the rules of battle, and in witnessed defence of self and others, outside of these boundaries it was murder. And The Raven, perhaps alone, had stood in battle lines for ten years with robbers, bandits, bounty hunters and other hired men little better than murderers, with their collective conscience clear.

There were plenty who said it was the total adherence to their code that made them strong and feared by opponents; and Denser had no doubt that the perpetuation of this myth helped them enormously. Mainly, though, he considered it was because while as individuals they were outstanding, if not brilliant, as a team they were simply awesome.

Yet it was the code that swung the balance when the cost of their hire was considered. It meant that their employers could expect the contract to be upheld and the battle to be fought by The Raven within the rules.

The Code: Kill But Never Murder.

So simple that many tried to live by it on taking up the career as a hired warrior or mage. But most lacked the discipline, intelligence, stamina or skill to keep true in the heat of battle, victory or retreat, and aftermath. And certainly none had done so for ten years without blemish.

It would be easy to cast them as heroes, but Denser had seen them fight more than once and what they were was, to him, obvious. They were a team of terribly efficient killers. Killers but not murderers.

But as Denser looked around the table at the men eating in silence, each walking the privacy of his own mind, he thought they looked tired, and a pang of fear flooded his gut lest they should ultimately refuse him.

Because he needed them. Xetesk needed them. Gods, all of Balaia would need them if the information the spies were sending back proved to be the prelude to the rising of the Wytch Lords. But could he convince them of what had to be done, and would Xetesk try to bring the Colleges together?

Despite the knowledge of what could be to come, Denser wondered whether he wasn’t facing his most difficult challenge now.

The Raven.

Even if they heard the truth, he was pretty sure it wouldn’t make any difference. They didn’t take a contract because they believed in the cause. In fact the cause was largely irrelevant. The job had to be made worth their while, worth their reputation and worth their attendance. Worth the risk. That’s why the truth was pointless, at least until he could hide it no longer. No compensation could possibly be worth the risks he would be asking them to face.

Denser took another mouthful of food. It was a great pity he hadn’t met The Raven in Korina as planned. There he might have been able to conceal his College identity for long enough. Their being part of Taranspike Castle’s defence hadn’t figured in Xetesk’s plans. Now he was truly up against it and right now he couldn’t even persuade Ilkar to let him pay them to ride with him to Korina, the City they were headed for anyway.

He glanced up and caught The Unknown’s eye. The warrior calmly held his gaze, swallowed his mouthful and pointed his knife at Denser.

‘Tell me something,’ he said. ‘Ever see a Dragon before?’

‘No,’ said Denser.

‘No. And what would you have done had Hirad not managed to distract it so effectively while you stole your prize?’

Denser smiled ever so slightly. ‘That is a very good question. We hadn’t planned on a Dragon being there.’

‘Clearly. My guess is you would have died.’

‘Possibly.’ Denser half shrugged. Actually he thought he would have been fine but he could see where the line was leading and it gave him a chance.

‘Definitely.’ The Unknown smeared a chunk of bread around his plate and then placed it carefully in his mouth. ‘There is an argument, therefore, that says we helped you take the amulet, however unwittingly.’

Denser inclined his head and refilled his mug from the copper pot on the table.

‘What sort of percentage did you have in mind?’

‘Five per cent of sale value.’

Denser blew out his cheeks. ‘That’ll be a lot of money.’

It was The Unknown’s turn to shrug. ‘Call it compensation for the death of a Raven man. Or for the countless nights we wake up shaking and sweating from the visions of what we saw in there. I don’t mind telling you, it took all the control I had not to turn and run.’

‘That would be a first ever,’ said Ilkar eventually into the void. The Unknown inclined his head.

‘He wouldn’t have been the only one,’ said Sirendor. More nods around the table mixed with the odd smile.

‘And none of you know the half of it.’ All heads turned to see Hirad standing in the doorway of the kitchen. He walked towards them slowly, his face drawn and pinched round the eyes.

‘You all right, Hirad?’ asked Sirendor.

‘Not really. I was outside remembering what Sha-Kaan said, and if that doorway was still there I’d be taking the amulet back to him.’

‘Why?’ Sirendor again, and Denser held his breath.

‘Something he said. About holding the portal from his world to ours and guarding something we shouldn’t have made. Whatever it was, he is angry now, so what if he chooses not to hold the portal any longer?’

‘I haven’t got a clue what you’re talking about, Hirad.’ Sirendor for the third time.

‘Neither have I really,’ said Hirad. ‘Just that if we ever see a Dragon in the skies of Balaia, it’ll be the end for all of us.’

‘What do you mean, exactly?’ asked Denser.

‘What do you think I mean?’ snapped the barbarian. ‘We’ll all die. They are too powerful and there are too many of them. Trust me.’ He moved to the cooking pots and ladled himself some meat into a bowl.

‘Look. Going back a little.’ Deriser’s attention was once again on The Unknown Warrior. ‘I’ll agree to the five per cent if you agree to bodyguard me back to Korina.’

Ilkar swung round from where he had been staring at Hirad as if he had been slapped in the face. ‘I have already told you that we will not work for Xetesk.’ His voice was low, steady and certain.

‘Just exactly how much do you think that thing is worth, Xetesk man?’ asked Hirad.

Denser raised his eyebrows. ‘Well, though I can’t guarantee it, I think we’re talking in the region of five million truesilver.’ There was a brief pause of slack-jawed disbelief.

‘Well take the job.’

‘Hirad!’ snapped Ilkar. ‘You do not understand.’

‘It’s good money, Ilkar.’

‘It’s unbelievable, more like,’ said Talan. ‘That’s a quarter of a million truesilver for taking a passenger down a road we’re already travelling.’ Hirad just mouthed the figure.

‘You know something, Hirad, I just cannot believe that you of all people would agree to this. He all but had you killed.’ Ilkar’s tone bordered on contempt.

‘Yeah, so he owes me.’ Hirad kept his face away from the Xeteskian as he spoke. ‘I don’t have to like him. I don’t even have to look at him. In fact I can go on hating him. All I have to do is put up with him riding near by on the way back to Korina. Then he pays us a great deal of money and we never see him again. I think I can handle it.’

‘Anyway it’s not that simple,’ said Ilkar.

‘Yes it is.’

‘It isn’t and I have a real problem with it,’ began Ilkar, but the barbarian loomed over him.

‘I know you don’t agree with the Xetesk morality—’

‘That’s an understatement and a half—’

‘—but considering what you lot have been about behind my back, I don’t think it’s the kind of money we should turn down, do you? It might be the last we ever make.’ He straightened. Ilkar just scowled at him. ‘Face it, Ilkar, you’ll be outvoted. Don’t make it difficult.’ Ilkar’s eyes narrowed to slits.

The Unknown reached a hand across to Denser. ‘We have a contract. Talan will write it and you and I will sign it. No actual value will be mentioned but the percentage and intention to pay will be registered.’

‘Excellent,’ said Denser. The two men shook.

‘Indeed it is.’ The Unknown drained his mug. ‘You know what, I can feel a Rookery party coming on.’

The door to the kitchens opened again.

‘I hear you couldn’t save my mage. A pity. He was a good man, Seran.’

The Raven turned to look at their employer, and Denser his erstwhile opponent for the first time. Baron Gresse was middle-aged with a powerful mind and a quartet of sons to make up for his own fading strength. Spurning rich man’s clothes - and he was among the top five Barons in terms of wealth - he walked in wearing practical riding garb, cloak over one arm, leather jerkin, woollen shirt and leather thighed cloth trousers.

He dismissed his men at arms from the door and waved away the babbling kitchen folk as he made his way to The Raven’s table. He studied them all through his large brown eyes, his balding grey head moving smoothly as he did so. He reached out a hand.

‘The Unknown Warrior.’

‘Baron Gresse.’ The men shook.

‘A pleasure to make your acquaintance.’

‘Likewise.’ The Unknown glanced along the table. ‘Get the Baron some coffee, Talan.’

‘Well, well, The Raven. Hardly a surprise we won the day. Seran always chose well.’ Gresse chewed his lip. ‘Where will I find another like him, eh?’

‘Julatsa,’ said Ilkar. ‘At least we’re consistent.’

Gresse chuckled. ‘Do you mind if I sit down?’ He gestured at the bench. Ilkar moved along and he sat. Talan placed coffee in front of him. He nodded his thanks.

An awkward silence fell around the table. Denser scratched his beard nervously. The Unknown gazed at the Baron, impassive as always. Ilkar’s ears pricked.

‘I shan’t keep you in suspense,’ said Gresse, sipping at his beverage, a smile playing about his lips. ‘But I was hoping you might be able to back up something I’ve heard.’

‘Of course,’ said The Unknown. ‘If we can.’

‘Good. I’ll be brief. I have been called to a meeting of the Korina Trade Alliance concerning deteriorating conditions to the west of the Blackthorne Mountains. There are rumours that the Wesmen have stepped up activity, broken the Understone Pass Right of Passage agreement, and there are fears of incursions into the east - although I should point out that the garrison at Understone itself has reported nothing out of the ordinary. I need to know whether you have picked up any rumours. I understand you were fighting with Baron Blackthorne himself not long ago, and he is unable to attend the meeting.’ Gresse’s eyes twinkled.

‘We only fought with him so The Unknown could get a better deal on his wine.’ Sirendor smiled.

‘I feel sure you did not.’

‘As it happened, that was part of the agreement,’ said The Unknown. ‘As regards rumours, we heard plenty while we were there, but this is six months ago we’re talking about.’

‘Anything you heard, even in passing, that I could bring to the table would be useful.’

‘Put it this way,’ said Ilkar. ‘If you believed everything you heard, the Wytch Lords are back, Parve is a bustling city once again and the Wesmen are torching everything west of the Blackthorne Mountains. ’

‘And you give these rumours no credence,’ said Gresse.

‘Nothing a Wesmen war party might do would surprise me,’ said Ilkar. ‘But aside from that, no.’

‘Hmmm.’ Gresse was thoughtful. ‘Interesting. Thank you for your help yesterday, by the way. I understand you lost a man. I’m sorry.’

‘It’s a risk, let’s be honest,’ said Hirad, though his tone was unconvincing.

‘Nevertheless, to lose a friend cannot be easy. I am sorry and I am grateful. Yesterday’s was a battle I couldn’t afford to lose. Literally.’

‘You make it sound as though you’re on your uppers,’ said Talan.

Gresse shrugged. ‘Taranspike Castle is of major tactical importance. The owner negotiates rights of passage through one of the principal routes in and out of Korina. Had I lost it to Baron Pontois, he would have controlled both of my key transport routes to the capital as well as holding land on two sides of my estate. He could have chosen to deny me access or price it out of my reach, either way bankrupting me over time. My best alternative route takes days, not hours.’

‘Unless you chose to take one back by force,’ said Hirad.

‘That is always an option. Expensive but an option.’ Gresse’s face hardened.

‘And yet you’ll sit down with Pontois at the Korina Trade Alliance, ’ said Talan.

‘Yes. Strange, I know, but reality. Such is the malaise of the KTA. The word “alliance” rings very hollow these days.’ There was more than a hint of sadness in his tone.

The table fell silent for a time. The Unknown Warrior studied the Baron while he drank his coffee. The big warrior smiled, Gresse caught his expression and frowned in response.

‘It seems to me that you omitted to tell us any rumours you might have heard,’ said The Unknown.

‘I did, and I have something rather more than rumour, I’m afraid. I have evidence that the Wesmen, far from burning, are subjugating, building and uniting again.’

‘What do you mean, again?’ asked Hirad.

‘I’ll teach you the history later,’ said Ilkar with a shake of his head.

‘How could you—’ Denser bit his lip and closed his mouth.

‘Something to say, Xetesk man?’ Hirad growled.

‘I was merely curious how he came by such information.’ Denser’s recovery was betrayed by a face that displayed his surprise.

‘Everything has its price,’ said Gresse, coolly. ‘Might I ride to Korina with you this morning?’

‘Be our guest,’ said Hirad. ‘Denser’s paying, after all.’

‘Good.’ Gresse rose, shooting Hirad a quizzical look. ‘My party will be ready in, shall we say, one hour?’

‘It suits us perfectly,’ said The Unknown. ‘Gentlemen, The Rookery beckons.’

 


Erienne and the Captain met in the library. Warmed by two fires and lit by a dozen lanterns, the immaculately kept house of books was testament to his intelligence if not his morals.

Five shelves high, covering three sides of the room, perhaps fifteen by twenty-five feet, books loomed around her. A fire stood either side of the only door. Rugs covered the floor and a reading desk dominated the far end. She had been told to sit in a large green leather-upholstered chair near one of the fires, and when the Captain came in, followed by a warrior carrying a tray of wine and food, he said nothing before setting himself in a similar seat at right angles to her.

She had locked her gaze on the fire to stop her eyes catching sight of him, allowing the light of the flames to mesmerise her, only dimly hearing the clink of glasses, the glug of a pouring bottle and the metal sound of knife on carving tray.

‘Once again, welcome, Erienne Malanvai,’ said the Captain. ‘You must be hungry.’

Erienne let her eyes travel over the tray that sat on a low table between them, surprised at the quality of its content.

‘How dare you offer me that, when the muck you served up for my boys is hardly fit for a dog, let alone frightened young children?’ she said. ‘They will each have a plate of this now.’

She could sense the Captain’s smile. ‘You heard her. Fresh lamb and vegetables for the boys.’

‘Yes, sir.’ The door closed.

‘I am not unreasonable,’ said the Captain.

Erienne’s face was pure disgust. ‘You have taken two innocent children from their homes in the middle of the night and locked them terrified in a cold tower. You have kept me from them and fed them muck I wouldn’t give to my pigs. Don’t talk to me about reason.’ Still refusing to look at him, she selected some meat and vegetables and ate in silence. She poured herself a glass of wine and drank staring at the fire. All the while, the Captain watched and waited.

‘So ask,’ she said, placing her empty plate on the table. ‘I doubt I have any secrets from you.’

‘That would certainly make things simpler,’ said the Captain. ‘I am glad you are being so co-operative.’

‘Don’t feel it’s out of any fear of you or your band of lame monkeys,’ Erienne said haughtily. ‘I care for my sons and any way that I can help them that does not compromise the Dordovan College is fine by me.’

‘Excellent.’ The Captain refilled his glass. ‘I do wish you’d look at me.’

‘To do so would make me nauseous. To utter your name is an affront to my College and to speak with you is tantamount to heresy. Now get on with your questions. In an hour I want to see my sons again.’ Erienne kept her face turned to the fire, drawing comfort from its warmth and colour.

‘And so you shall, Erienne, so you shall.’ The Captain stretched out his legs towards the fire; a pair of scuffed and age-cracked brown leather riding boots moved into Erienne’s vision. ‘Now then, I am becoming very disturbed by the extent to which so-called dimensional investigation and research is damaging the fabric of Balaia.’

‘Well, you’ve clearly been very busy in here, haven’t you?’ said Erienne after a pause.

‘Clever remarks will get you hurt,’ said the Captain, his tone leaving her in no doubt that he meant it.

‘I was trying to say that very few people have any knowledge of the existence of dimensional magics, never mind the potential for their danger.’

‘No.’ The Captain reached down and scratched his left leg, Erienne glimpsing his greying hair, thinning from the crown. ‘Contrary to popular belief, I believe in the value of magic in the right place. But I also understand its dangers because I have taken the time to find out for myself. Meddling with dimensions could, I believe, destabilise the world balance that currently exists.’

‘You’re talking to the wrong College,’ said Erienne.

‘Well, Xetesk mages are just a little harder to come by,’ said the Captain testily.

‘I’d love to say I was sorry,’ retorted Erienne. And at last, she looked at him. He kept his grey hair close-cropped and his beard, which still held flecks of brown, was similarly well trimmed. Skin was sagging under his eyes and his red-patched cheeks and nose were evidence of a reliance on the bottle. He was getting fat, too, as he breasted middle age, a fact which his leather coat and shirt failed to hide. He ignored her sudden attention.

‘But Septern was a Dordovan mage.’

‘We’ve already established that you’ve done your homework.’ Erienne refilled her glass. ‘It also no doubt told you that he’s been presumed dead for about three hundred years.’

‘And there the information ends?’ said the Captain. ‘I was rather hoping a Dordovan Lore Mage like yourself could fill in a few gaps.’

‘And now the misunderstanding is yours,’ said Erienne. ‘Because you assume we have secret texts.’

‘But Septern was a Dordovan mage,’ repeated the Captain.

‘Yes, he was. And a genius. And so far ahead of his time that we still haven’t managed to re-create all of his work.’ Erienne plucked some grapes from the fruit bowl and ate them, spitting the stones into her hand and throwing them into the fire.

The Captain leaned forwards, frowning. ‘But surely he reported his findings. I understood that to be a requirement of every mage.’

‘Septern didn’t live by those rules.’ Erienne sighed as the Captain’s frown deepened. ‘Look, you need to understand. Septern was a throwback to the days before the Colleges split.’

‘So he wasn’t just ahead of his time, he was behind it as well.’ The Captain smiled, pleased at his own joke, revealing lines of brown, rotting teeth set in flame-red gums.

‘Yes, I suppose so. The point is, his mind was able to accept lore at the very base level, and that let him read and understand Dordovan, Xeteskian and Julatsan lores with varying degrees of success. It made him brilliant but it also made him arrogant. He lived outside of the College, rarely reported on his work, made only cryptic logs of his research and not all of those logs are in our library. Xetesk has some, others are lost at his house - assuming he wrote anything at all about some of the things we know he was capable of.’ Erienne took a sip of wine. ‘Could I have some water, please?’

‘Certainly.’ The Captain rose and pulled the door open. The sound of a man dragging his feet to attention echoed in the corridor outside. ‘Water and a glass. Now.’ He returned to his seat. ‘An interesting history. Of course, I am aware of his house. I have had men at the ruins on several occasions. So tell me, what is the state of your development of dimensional research, and what do you hope to achieve?’

Erienne opened her mouth to speak, then closed it, pondering her answer. It was all too easy. The Captain was nothing like she had been led to believe. That she would hate him for ever for the kidnap of her children was certain, but his behaviour was confusing. Here she sat in a warm room, where she had been fed with good food and asked gentle questions about her College activities. So far he had asked her nothing he couldn’t have found out by knocking on the College’s front door. There had to be more, it was just a question of when he dealt it to her. She had the uneasy feeling she was being softened up for a heavy blow. She determined to keep her mind sharp.

‘What we know of Septern tells us that he achieved a great deal in terms of dimensional magics. He created a stable, self-sustaining portal for travelling between nominated dimensional spaces and we believe he travelled widely - some of his wilder writings suggest as much.

‘Dordover is nowhere near his level of sophistication in dimension doors. We can’t travel, we can’t see in, all we can do is plot other dimensions and chart land and sea features. To progress more quickly, we need Septern’s lost texts because we believe this magic mixes College lores.’

‘And where do you hope this research will take you?’

‘Into other dimensions. To explore, to chart, to meet other races. The possibilities are endless.’ Erienne was enthused in spite of herself.

‘To conquer, to subvert, to rule, to steal.’ The Captain’s tone was hard but not unpleasant.

‘Is that the basis for your concern?’

He inclined his head. ‘I believe we have no place interfering in other dimensions. We have our own and it is difficult enough to control without linking it to other places and times. I see nightmare scenarios where others might invade to avenge what we have done. No one will be safe anywhere because no one will ever know when or where a door might be opened.’

‘All the more reason to complete our research and understanding, ’ said Erienne.

‘Neither of us is naive enough to believe that Dordover and Xetesk research this magic to benefit the population of Balaia, are we? I would hate to think you were opening doors which you were then powerless to close.’ The Captain scratched an ear. ‘Tell me, is Xetesk further advanced than Dordover?’

Erienne stared at him blankly. ‘If and when the missing elements of Septern’s dimensional texts are recovered, we may be forced to form a research group,’ she said slowly. ‘Until that time, communication remains minimal.’

‘I understand.’

‘It was a stupid question to ask a Dordovan.’

‘Stupidity sometimes elicits the real gems.’

The door opened and a man entered carrying a jug of water and two glasses. He set them on the table and withdrew. Erienne filled a glass and drank it back in one.

‘Anything else?’

‘Oh, a good deal,’ said the Captain. He drained and refilled his wine glass. ‘I have hardly begun, although your information is gratefully received. I should let you get back to your children but think on this. Given that you appear to know all you can about dimensional magics already, I find it disturbing that there has been such a recent surge in interest surrounding Septern’s research.

‘Mastery of dimensional magic wasn’t his only triumph, was it? There was one of even greater notoriety. He created a spell, didn’t he? And I want to know why Xetesk has suddenly put all its muscle behind looking for it.’

Erienne’s face became deathly white.




Chapter 5

The Raven and their charges rode from Taranspike Castle as the sun picked at the dew lying heavily on the grass of yesterday’s battlefield. The rain of the previous night had blown away west across the central flatlands towards the dark line of the Blackthorne Mountains and a gentle breeze blew warmth through the dawn of the early spring day. Baron Pontois, his soldiers, mercenary warriors and mages were gone, disappeared north through the Grethern Forest from which they had come. All that was left of their encampment was flattened brush and a single, wood-picketed mound where the dead were buried.

At the head of the small horseback party were Hirad, Richmond and Ilkar, while much to his bodyguards’ displeasure, Baron Gresse chose to ride flanked by Talan and The Unknown Warrior. Denser and Sirendor Larn rode behind the second trio, leaving Gresse’s quartet of men bringing up the rear.

For the Baron, the ride was clearly a chance to shake off the shackles of an overprotective family and ride free. For The Unknown and Talan, the habit of gleaning information from whatever source came their way was impossible to break.

‘Are you still allied with Blackthorne?’ asked Talan.

Gresse nodded. ‘We have a reciprocal passage arrangement but I wouldn’t call it an alliance. He travels toll-free through this pass to Korina; I have similar rights through his lands to Gyernath.’

The Unknown frowned. ‘Did he take the lands east of Gyernath? I heard he—’

‘Six months ago. He’s all but annexed Gyernath now, though the City Council has applied significant pressure on him to keep his passage levies low. Successfully so far.’

‘So what happened to Lord Arlen?’ asked The Unknown.

‘He works for Blackthorne.’

‘Ah—’ Light dawned.

‘Gods, no, there was no fighting. No more fighting, should I say. Arlen still nominally controls the lands east of Gyernath, though the truth is he’s supported by Blackthorne’s considerable muscle, furnished with metals from the southern mines and taking a rake off the levy on traffic from the south-east, including Korina.’ Gresse chuckled and reached a hand out to pat The Unknown’s thigh. ‘If I were you, I’d cross Arlen off my list of potential employers. Blackthorne has all the finance around Gyernath now.’

‘Anyone else we can strike off?’ Talan asked.

‘Not me,’ said Gresse. ‘Pontois hasn’t finished yet, I’m sure. He’s either already planning another strike on Taranspike or hoping I’ll over-fortify there and leave myself open to him further west.’

‘Well, if you need us, get in early,’ said The Unknown.

‘Very early,’ said Talan.

‘Heard a rumour you lot might be hanging up your leather,’ said Gresse, careful not to catch either man’s eye.

‘Believe it on seeing it,’ advised Talan, raising his eyebrows.

‘So much for a trade of information,’ grumbled Gresse, a smile touching his eyes.

‘You’ll be the first to know if it happens, how’s that?’ said The Unknown.

‘It’ll have to do.’ Gresse fell silent, shaking his head.

Taranspike Pass was sheer grey and no less than four hundred feet high all the way to Korina, its cool slate home to birds and tenacious vegetation. Either side of the walls of the pass, the land was precipitous, falling to black chasms, deep ravines and harsh, lifeless valleys where water ran beneath rock, its sound like the souls of the lost as it poured under the ground. In the pass itself, run-off from the previous night’s rain puddled on the soft earth, making the way muddy. But with the sun lighting the pass throughout the day, that softness would be driven away and the cracks in a trail which varied between a dozen wagons and just three wagons wide were testament to the heat that sun on rock could generate in the hot season.

The sounds of birds, horses’ hoofs and men’s voices echoed from the walls, bringing with them an atmosphere that would have provoked discomfort in a lone rider but which a company, with the confidence of companionship, could ignore.

Sirendor Larn took another deep breath of the clean air of Taranspike Pass, revelling in the cool rush that filled his lungs and driving from his mind the smells and smoke of the castle and its surrounds. They would encounter no trouble along the pass. Gresse’s men kept the way safe enough and, to Sirendor’s knowledge, it wasn’t particularly dangerous anyway. With Korina less than a day’s ride away, his mood, never down, was lightening by the moment. The only cloud over him was the meeting, and he feared how Hirad would react.

He had kept up a light conversation with Denser for much of the ride, grinning at Ilkar’s scowls when he caught the elf’s eye. Denser seemed all right. It certainly wasn’t the first time Sirendor had fought a man one day and ridden home with him the next. Such was the way of mercenaries. He was clearly a capable mage and, cut from the rules of war, was just another man wondering where the next job would take him. The only difference was that this mage seemed a lot more certain than most. Sirendor took that to be a function of his upbringing in Xetesk and he reminded himself to ask Ilkar more about the Dark College.

Looking across once again at Denser, he smiled. That pipe was clamped between his teeth, gently smouldering as always, and the cat was balancing on the front of his saddle. The mage had been very reticent when pushed for details about the cat, mumbling only that it was an ideal companion for what was, for him, a life largely consisting of solitude. Denser himself was, not for the first time, trying to drill holes with his eyes through The Unknown’s back.

‘He fascinates me, too,’ said Sirendor. ‘Always has.’ Denser glanced around, his reverie broken.

‘What?’

‘The Unknown. I’ve known him ten years arid I still don’t even know where he was born.’

‘Or his name?’ Denser asked.

‘No. Nor his name,’ agreed Sirendor.

‘I thought you lot were the only people he told.’

‘Another rumour, I’m afraid. Not even Tomas knows.’

‘Who’s Tomas?’ asked Denser.

‘Landlord at The Rookery. Well, joint landlord with The Unknown. Tomas has known him more than twenty years. Looked after him at first when he turned up in Korina when he was thirteen.’ Sirendor shook his head. ‘You learn not to ask him certain questions. ’

‘So why do you call him The Unknown Warrior?’

Sirendor laughed. ‘Our most popular question. Tell me what you’ve heard, first, then I’ll tell you the truth.’

‘All I’ve heard is that he didn’t want to be found.’ Denser shrugged. ‘So he refused to tell anyone his name and took on the one he has now.’

‘Common but fatally flawed,’ said Sirendor. ‘I mean, if he was trying to lose himself from someone, calling himself “The Unknown Warrior” and fighting with The Raven is about the worst way he could have chosen, don’t you think?’ Denser nodded. ‘No. When we first formed The Raven ten years ago in The Rookery, it was after we’d met on a contract we’d taken as individuals out by Gyernath. By we I mean him, me, Hirad and Ilkar. I remember us all riding back to Korina and how he said he was owner of an inn and we could have lodgings and food because there was something he wanted to discuss.

‘The Raven name came up because of where we were drinking, then the code, and we all signed the parchment which Tomas keeps mounted in the back room. When it came to The Unknown’s turn, he wouldn’t sign, saying his name wasn’t important, and it was only then that the rest of us realised that through the week of fighting, he’d not once told us who he was.’

‘Why The Raven? Rooks live in rookeries.’

‘Same family of birds, better name. Can you really imagine us being called “The Rook”?’

Denser chuckled, the sound dying on the rock in front of him where the pass opened out a little. Sirendor continued.

‘Anyway, I remember what Hirad and Ilkar said like it was yesterday. The loudmouth said, “We don’t want any mystery man in the team, so either sign up or bugger off.” ’ Sirendor shook his head at the memory. So typical, so very, very Hirad. ‘And Ilkar said, “Yeah, what are you, some kind of mystical unknown warrior or something?” That was the name that went on the parchment, under the code. And it stuck.’ Sirendor shrugged. ‘It’s as simple as that.’

Denser chuckled. ‘Well, well, well. Of such things are legends made.’

‘We sincerely hope so,’ said Sirendor.

‘But doesn’t it fascinate you to know what his name really is and why he won’t tell you?’ asked Denser, his tone serious again. ‘I can’t imagine why any man should claim his name wasn’t important.’

Sirendor turned in his saddle and put a finger to his lips. He lowered his voice.

‘Yes it did, and I suppose still does in moments when my mind wanders. And don’t think we haven’t asked him, got him drunk and tried to trick his name from him, refused to speak to his face, anything. But he won’t let on, and if you press him, he gets angry. You learn to keep your fascination to yourself. He is our friend. If he wishes to be private about something, even his name, we respect it. He is Raven.’

‘But he’s hiding something from you,’ pushed Denser. ‘He’s not telling you—’

‘Enough,’ said Sirendor. ‘It is his decision. Let it rest.’ But the look in Denser’s eyes suggested he might not.

A flight of large grey-winged white gulls swept along the pass towards them, angling up away into the sunlight, their calls clattering into the clefts above. More birds, smaller, quicker, darker, rose in protest, their harsh calls scattering the flight, which re-formed high above to continue its journey west. With a loud fluttering of wings, the birds of prey returned to the cliffs, the nests and chicks protected from the marauding carrion gulls.

Gresse followed the exchange, straining his neck upwards before turning to The Unknown. ‘Tell me, did Blackthorne show any concern about the Wesmen rumours?’

‘I think you have an overblown view of our importance,’ replied The Unknown. ‘Mercenaries don’t get to talk to Baron Blackthorne. ’

Gresse turned in his saddle and fixed The Unknown Warrior with his bright eyes.

‘Unknown, I am the oldest Baron and I have overblown views about very few things. The Raven’s reputation and importance are not among them. I also speak to Blackthorne on occasion and know he enjoys your company.’

‘So talk to him again.’

‘He is two hundred and fifty miles south-west of here, so I am asking you,’ said Gresse testily. ‘You aren’t telling me everything.’

The Unknown glanced across at Talan, who shrugged his shoulders. The party were moving at an easy trot and Denser was some way behind them, still chatting to Sirendor.

‘Six months ago, when you say Arlen sold out to Blackthorne, we were in Eastern Balaia, assessing the Wesmen threat,’ said The Unknown. Gresse punched the pommel of his saddle.

‘I knew there was more. Sly bastard.’

‘It just made good sense,’ said Talan. ‘Let’s face it, if the Wesmen invade through Understone Pass and head south rather than north, Blackthorne will catch it rather than the Colleges, at least to begin with. The same goes for an invasion across the Bay of Gyernath, which would leave them only five days from the City itself and a couple of hours from Blackthorne Castle.’

‘And what did you see?’

Ahead of them, Hirad called a halt and the party reined in and dismounted for rest and food. It was shortly past midday and the pass was heating up pleasantly. They had stopped in a natural bowl where the rock was scooped out on either side, focusing the strength of the sun.

‘Nothing to back up anything you’ve heard.’ Talan shrugged, dusted off a rock with a gauntleted hand and sat down. To his left, Gresse’s bodyguards set about lighting a fire, gathering armfuls of the thick dry scrub that clung to the base of the pass the whole of its length. ‘We went through the pass as guard to a Blackthorne wine convoy heading for Leionu. We went south after the pass and tracked the Blackthornes for four days, eventually crossing the Bay of Gyernath. We saw no burning villages, no war parties, nothing to suggest the Wesmen were even raiding.

‘The Wesmen, if they are massing, are doing so in their Heartlands in the south-west peninsula. Sorry to disappoint you.’

‘But that was six months ago.’ Gresse sat beside him, choosing the softer grass and heather over a slab of stone.

‘Granted, but Baron Blackthorne is not, to my knowledge, concerned about a Wesmen invasion,’ said The Unknown. He sifted briefly through his pack and pulled out a small leather bag, stoppered at its neck. ‘Hey, Sirendor, salt.’ He tossed the bag at the warrior, who jumped to catch it one-handed. ‘And use it this time. It makes your soup just about drinkable.’ Hirad laughed. Sirendor swore.

‘Then he should be concerned.’ Gresse was thoughtful for a while. ‘And what about the pass itself?’

‘Well guarded. Tessaya is not a fool. He gets good revenue from the pass and isn’t about to give it up to the KTA or a rival tribe.’ The Unknown scratched his nose.

‘The barracks?’

‘Boarded and empty.’ The Unknown shook his head slightly. ‘He had a significant guardpost at either end of the pass but was not shoring up for siege.’

‘Thank you,’ said Gresse. ‘Both of you. Sorry to press.’

Talan shrugged. ‘No problem. You have other sources, I take it?’

‘More recent and no less reliable. The pass is reportedly closed to the east, full of Wesmen, and war parties are emerging from the south-west. If it’s true, we’re in trouble. We have no organised defence and neither Blackthorne nor the Colleges are strong enough. Just keep your eyes and ears open is all I ask.’ Gresse sighed. ‘I haven’t a hope in hell of persuading the Barons to ally at this meeting, not without Blackthorne. I only hope it’s not all too late.’

Talan raised his eyebrows. ‘It’s that serious, you think? What about the Wytch Lords rumours?’

Gresse snorted. ‘Yes, it is that serious. We could all be in a fight for our country very soon. As for the Wytch Lords, if by some appalling miracle they are returned, we can kiss Balaia goodbye.’

The fire crackled into life, flames casting pale shadow on the sunlit walls of the pass. The men lapsed into silence, each preferring his own thoughts on the exchange as he stared into the hypnotic flickering. It was a good time for a little quiet, and Sirendor’s meat broth, when it arrived, tasted fine.

The Raven rode through Korina’s East Gate as the sun began to be lost behind some of the City’s few tall buildings. Where some were stopped and questioned, if not searched, The Raven were, as always, simply waved through to the crowded cobbled streets of Korina’s late afternoon trading.

‘Now that’s an advantage of being us,’ remarked Sirendor. ‘And there aren’t as many as you’d think.’ Denser said nothing.

Shortly after their entry into the City, Gresse and his men made their goodbyes and headed south towards the offices of the Korina Trade Alliance and the tightly guarded apartments the Barons found it necessary to maintain.

Korina was the Capital City of Eastern Balaia, boasting a stable population of somewhere around two hundred and fifty thousand, which swelled to as many as three hundred thousand at festival and principal trading times. Most of the latter were dictated by the arrival of merchant fleets from the lands to the east and south of the Northern Continent. Korina sat at the head of the River Kour estuary and had developed safe deep-water ports that attracted southern traders away from the shorter but less profitable journey to Gyernath.

The City was characterised by its sturdy sprawling low buildings, a legacy of the high winds and hurricanes that periodically swept along the estuary as the season changed from winter to the warmer weather of spring. In three places, connected by streets packed with businesses and shops, inns and eating houses, brothels and gambling dens, markets bustled with life every day of the week.

Beyond the triangle, and closer to the port, heavy industry boomed, clanged, fired, sawed and moulded, producing goods for home and across the seas. And in every gap between the places of entertainment, trade, officialdom and work, people lived. Some in squalor, some in luxury undreamed of by those who saw nothing but the dirt on their hands, and most in a state of perpetual shift on a line between the two.

Slowing their horses to trotting pace, The Raven moved towards the western market on the north side of which sat The Rookery. The streets were full of people, carts and animals; and mixed with them, the fresh, foul and fetid smells blew with the noise of the City on a steady inshore breeze. Stalls, wagons, hand baskets and shoulder-slung trays offered everything from fine cloth shipped in from the distant elven southern lands; through pottery, iron and steel wares forged and cast in the foundries and kilns of Korina and Jaden; to meats, vegetables and pastries prepared in kitchens scattered all over the City, some clean, many squalid and filthy. The barrage of trade was held in the single language of hard currency, and everywhere, silver and bronze glinted in the reddening sunlight as it changed hands.

Mercifully, much of the traffic was moving in the opposite direction to their travel as the trading day waned. But the cobbled market square itself was packed with stalls between which The Raven had to pick. Speech was pointless and The Unknown led them in single file towards The Rookery and the quiet of the inn’s back room that was their sanctuary after battle.

Tomas’s son, Rhob, a youth forever in awe of the mercenaries, took their horses to the stables and the saddle-stiff companions went inside.

‘Hello, boy!’ Tomas’s shout greeted The Unknown from behind the bar. It was what the innkeeper always called him, saying that ‘Unknown’ made him sound like a stranger. The Rookery was perhaps a quarter full, reflecting the time of day. It was a large inn, thirty tables spread widely around a low-roofed, oak-pillared room. The bar was directly opposite the door and ran in a quarter-circle from right to left, finishing by doors to kitchens, back room and the upstairs. On the right was The Rookery’s open fire. Books ranged over the walls on three sides and reds and greys complemented the lanterns to give a warming atmosphere.

‘Hello, Tomas.’ There was a weariness in The Unknown’s tone.

‘Go straight through,’ said Tomas, a tall, balding man in his late forties. ‘I’ll bring in some wine, ale and coffee. Maris is just firing the ovens. I—’ He frowned, stopped speaking, his eyes flicking over The Raven, pausing briefly on Denser, then moving on. The Unknown nodded, walked to the bar and laid a hand on Tomas’s arm.

‘There’ll be a party in here tonight. We have much to celebrate, much to remember and Ras to mourn.’

Nothing more was said and The Raven filed past Tomas into the back room, each man nodding or smiling his greeting.

Three things characterised the back room: the Raven symbol and crossed short swords above the fireplace; its long banqueting table set with seven places which stood by large double doors in the far wall; and its exquisitely sewn soft chairs and sofas. It was into these that The Raven sank, their grateful sighs giving way to silence.

Denser hesitated. There were ten seats in all. Eventually he moved to a plainer, red-upholstered chair nearest the unlit fire.

‘Not there.’ Talan’s voice stopped him in his tracks. ‘Ras sat there. Sit on Tomas’s sofa if you must. I expect he won’t mind.’

Denser sat.

‘Now then,’ said The Unknown, turning to the Dark Mage. ‘First things first. How long before we are likely to see payment?’

‘Well, as I explained to Ilkar, the amulet is primarily a research tool and we won’t be looking to sell it for some months. However, we will set a minimum price and I can advance you five per cent of that figure, say two hundred thousand truesilver?’

The Unknown glanced quickly around The Raven. There were no dissenters.

‘Good enough. Our money is lodged in the Central Reserve. Your payment needs to be made there within a week.’

Denser stood. ‘It’ll be there tomorrow. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need a bath.’ He made to leave; The Unknown stopped him.

‘Where are you staying?’

‘I hadn’t given it any thought.’

‘Get Tomas to make up a room. There’ll be no charge.’

‘That’s very good of you. Thank you.’ Denser seemed a little confused, though he smiled.

‘And if you’re up to it, come to the party. You financed it, after all. Main bar, dusk.’ Denser nodded. ‘Just one more thing. Ilkar? A ForeTell, please.’

Ilkar nodded, the ghost of good humour touching his face as he stood up and walked over to Denser.

‘What do you need?’ asked Denser.

‘Not much,’ said Ilkar. ‘It’s a very general spell, single trait only. I’m merely looking for honesty. When I touch you, just answer the question I ask yes or no.’

Ilkar closed his eyes and uttered a short incantation. His right hand made a pass in front of his eyes, mouth and heart before he placed it on Denser’s shoulder.

‘Will two hundred thousand truesilver be deposited in The Raven account at the Central Reserve within a week from today?’

‘Yes.’

Ilkar opened his eyes and then the door. ‘See you later.’ Denser left. Ilkar pushed the door shut and glared at The Unknown Warrior. ‘Anything else you want us to give him? The freedom to use Julatsan blood to replenish his mana, perhaps?’

The Unknown said nothing.

‘I don’t trust him,’ said Hirad.

‘Why do you suppose he’s staying here?’ asked The Unknown.

‘No, it’s not the money,’ said Hirad. ‘The ForeTell says he’ll pay that. There’s much more. Like why he agreed to pay us so much so readily. Let’s face it, we’d have done the job for two thousand each.’

‘Why do you suppose he’s staying here?’ repeated The Unknown. ‘If he’s involved us in anything, I want to know where he is. That, Ilkar, is why I want him downstairs tonight.’

‘You expecting trouble?’ asked Talan.

‘No.’ The Unknown leaned back in his chair and stretched his legs. ‘But even so, short swords should be worn, and not just out of respect for Ras.’

‘It’s only now, isn’t it?’ Ilkar had pulled the cork from a bottle of wine and poured himself a goblet.

‘What is?’ Sirendor motioned Ilkar to do the same for him. The mage passed over his goblet and filled another.

‘Now you’ve stopped to think, now the glint of truesilver has faded, you’re all getting twitchy, aren’t you?’ He sat down in his chair. ‘Xetesk is dangerous. Nothing is ever what it seems. There’s always a bigger story and I for one don’t believe anything he said about that amulet.’

‘Why didn’t you say?’

‘Oh, and you’d have listened, would you, Hirad?’ snapped Ilkar. ‘Two hundred and fifty thousand for a day’s ride versus me. Don’t shovel it my way.’

‘I don’t see the problem,’ said Richmond. ‘We’re here, we’re safe, the money will be paid. We’ve bought ourselves more choice.’

‘If we live to enjoy it,’ muttered Ilkar.

‘You’re overreacting,’ said Sirendor.

‘You don’t know them.’ Ilkar spoke slowly. ‘I do. If he’s involved us in something, we’re expendable. Xetesk doesn’t have any code and they don’t follow any rules.’ He paused. ‘Look, all I’m saying is, be careful around Denser. We may well have got away with this one but we’ll just have to wait and see.’

‘We don’t have to work for Xetesk again,’ said Hirad evenly.

‘Too right we don’t,’ replied Ilkar.

‘We don’t have to work for anyone again.’ Silence followed Talan’s words. Hirad rose stiffly and walked to the table which carried the drinks. He poured himself wine and brought the bottle, another and more cups back to the fireplace. Those without helped themselves.

‘We didn’t have to work for anyone before but I know what Talan means,’ said The Unknown. ‘That two hundred and fifty thousand means we can do everything we talked of when we started and everything we never dared dream we could do. Just think of the possibilities.’

‘I think you’d better start by telling me about last night and what you said.’ Hirad drained his cup and refilled it.

‘We tried to wake you. We had no desire to exclude you,’ said Sirendor. ‘We went out of the castle to join Richmond. I don’t know about the others but looking down at Ras’s grave I had my first fear that one day it could be me. Or Ilkar—’ He gestured around The Raven, finally nodding at Hirad. ‘Or you. I didn’t want that. I want a future while I’m still young enough to enjoy it.’

‘The decision’s made, is it?’ Hirad’s voice was gruff.

Sirendor breathed deeply. ‘While we were talking, it became obvious that we all felt the same. Gods, Hirad, even you’ve talked about packing it in during the last two years. We all want to live. Talan wants to travel, Ilkar’s under pressure to go back to Julatsa. I . . . well, you know what I want.’

‘Husband and father, eh?’ Hirad smiled despite the thudding of his heart and the knot in his throat.

‘All I have to do is stop fighting and the Mayor won’t stop us marrying. You know how it is.’ Sirendor shrugged.

‘Yeah. Sirendor Larn tamed by the Mayor’s daughter. It had to happen some time, I suppose.’ Hirad wiped at the corner of his left eye. The atmosphere in the room was intense, focused on him. ‘You know I won’t stand in your way.’

‘I know,’ said Sirendor, but the look they shared spoke everything.

‘You can see the sense in it,’ said The Unknown. Hirad stared at him blankly. ‘Gods, Hirad, I’ve been half-owner of this inn for a dozen years and if I’ve served behind the bar a dozen times I’m lucky.’

‘And what about you?’ The barbarian turned his attention to Richmond.

‘Before yesterday I wasn’t sure,’ said the blond warrior. ‘But I’m tired, Hirad. Even standing waiting for something to happen is tiring. I—’ He stopped and rubbed his brow with three fingers. ‘Yesterday, I made a mistake I’ll have to carry to my grave. And right now, I’m not sure I trust myself to fight in line and I’d be surprised if you did. Any of you.’

Another silence. Long. Hirad stared around The Raven but no one said any more.

‘It’s unbelievable,’ said Hirad. ‘Ten years. Ten years and yet you’ve made the biggest decision of our lives . . . my life, while I was sleeping.’ He was too angry even to shout and his voice held calm. But at the same time he knew it wasn’t anger. It was a deep and bitter disappointment. The inevitable result of the formation of The Raven. The split. The funny thing was that, at the outset, Hirad never thought he’d survive this long. The future had been meaningless. Until now. Now it crashed over his head and he found he was frightened of it. Very frightened.

‘Sorry, Hirad.’

‘I just wanted someone to ask my opinion, Sirendor.’

‘I know. But the decision wasn’t taken last night, just confirmed.’

‘You didn’t ask me.’ Hirad got up and moved to the door. He needed a few drinks and to laugh. ‘Tell you what,’ he said. ‘You retired folk fund the party and I’ll try to forgive you.’

 


Styliann’s eyes blazed and his face reddened. In the holding chamber beneath his tower, the three mages cowered where they sat, too exhausted to stand in respect of their Lord.

‘Tell me again.’ Styliann spoke low and quiet, the power of his voice filling the small chamber.

‘We were only sure three hours ago and even then we had to make our final fail-safe check. We didn’t want to cause concern until we had absolute proof,’ said one, an old mage whose life had been devoted to his single task.

‘Concern?’ echoed Styliann, voice cracking ever so slightly. ‘The greatest evil in Balaia’s history has gone missing. Causing me concern is the least of your worries, believe me.’

The three mages exchanged glances.

‘Not just missing, my Lord. Not only are they not in the cage, we don’t believe they reside in interdimensional space either.’ The old mage swallowed. ‘We believe that their essence and souls have returned to Balaia.’

The silence which followed dragged at the ears. Styliann’s breath hissed between his teeth. He took in the small chamber, its sketches and maps of dimensional space and spell result equation covering every wall. Notebooks were scattered on the single pitted wooden desk. The chairs, arranged in a loose crescent, each contained a terrified mage looking up at him as he stood near the door, Nyer at one shoulder, Laryon at the other. He wouldn’t look left or right; he didn’t have to. The impact of what they had just heard sent ripples through the mana trails.

‘How long have they been gone?’ he asked. It was the question they were dreading.

‘We can’t - can’t be sure,’ managed the old mage.

Styliann pinned him with his eyes. ‘I beg your pardon?’ They looked from one to another. Eventually, a younger woman spoke.

‘It has always been the way of the Watches, my Lord,’ she said. ‘The spells are cast and the calculations made every three months when certain alignments offer us more accuracy.’

Styliann didn’t take his gaze from the old man. ‘Are you telling me that the Wytch Lords could have been in Balaia up to three months ago?’

‘They were in the cage last casting,’ said the woman. ‘They aren’t there now.’

‘Yes, or no.’ Styliann almost believed he could hear their hearts pounding, then realised it was his own sounding in his ears and throat.

‘Yes.’ The old man looked away, tears in his eyes. Styliann nodded.

‘Very well,’ he said. ‘Clear the room, your work is finished.’ He turned to Nyer. ‘We’ve no choice. Contact the Colleges but say nothing of events here or at Taranspike Castle. We must have a meeting at Triverne Lake. Now.’

 


‘I wouldn’t have believed it unless I’d smelled it with my own nose,’ said Sirendor. He was standing close to Hirad at the bar of The Rookery, appraising the barbarian’s clothes - leather trousers, a close-fitting dark shirt that showed off his upper body to good advantage, and a studded belt on which hung his scabbarded short sword. Ilkar was with them, dressed in a black-edged yellow shirt and leather trousers, and behind the bar stood The Unknown in a plain white shirt and similar leggings to his friends.

‘What are you talking about?’ asked Hirad.

‘Well, my dear friend, in the hours that we have been apart, not only have you shed that revolting sweaty leather stuff you wear for talking to dragons, but you have obviously had a scented bath. This is truly a momentous occasion.’ Sirendor leaped on to the nearest table, shouting, ‘Ladies, gentlemen, Talan. The foul-smelling barbarian has had a bath!’ There was laughter and the odd cheer. Hirad even saw Denser smile before the mage, dressed in voluminous black shirt and trousers, returned to stroking his cat and gazing into the fire as he sat in an armchair close to the flames.

‘You can bloody talk, mighty mouth,’ said Hirad, pointing a finger at Sirendor. ‘Just look at yourself. Your clothes must beg questions about which sex you prefer to fiddle with your balls. Your future bride will be heartbroken.’

‘Are you calling me a poof?’ asked Sirendor.

‘That’s right.’

Sirendor pouted and looked down at himself. Embroidered knee-length moccasin boots, laced up the front, gave way to a pair of billowing gold-trimmed brown trousers into which was tucked a huge purple open-necked lace and silk shirt. On his belt was his short sword, and a gem necklace rested on a bed of chest hair.

‘Maybe you’re right.’ Sirendor jumped lightly to the floor of the inn, which had filled quickly as word spread of The Raven’s party, and swept his mug of ale into his hands.

Denser stood up from his seat, leaving the cat lounging by the fire, and weaved his way through a crowd towards the quartet. Ilkar picked up his drink, turned and walked away.

‘I don’t think those two are going to be friends,’ said Sirendor.

‘Not much gets past you, does it?’ returned Hirad, a broad smile on his face as he watched the approaching Xeteskian.

‘Denser.’ The Unknown acknowledged the Dark Mage with a nod.

‘Getting busy in here,’ observed Denser, lighting his pipe.

‘Is red wine all right?’ Sirendor picked up a bottle.

‘Fine.’ Denser watched as Sirendor poured. ‘Thank you.’ He took a sip and raised his eyebrows. ‘Not bad.’

‘ “Not bad”?’ echoed The Unknown. ‘That’s a Blackthorne red, my friend. Expensive speciality of The Rookery.’

‘I’m not much of an expert.’ Denser shrugged.

‘Clearly. You’re on the cheap stuff then.’ The Unknown turned and scanned briefly along the racks to his left, then picked out a bottle and stood it on the bar top, fishing in his pocket for a corkscrew.

He paused, looking out past his friends to the crowded bar. Here he was, the other side of the counter, and he felt comfortable. It was a simple feeling but he felt good. Very good. But behind all his comfort lurked an abyss he wouldn’t let himself see into.

‘This is the life, eh?’ he said, stripping the cork from the bottle and gazing out over the thickening sea of goblets, faces, colours and smoke. He charged a fresh glass. ‘This muck, Denser, from Baron Corin’s yards, is your wine. Try not to choke.’

‘I’ve got a proposition for you,’ said Denser suddenly.

‘Oh yeah? More opportunities to be burned alive, is it?’

Denser stared at Hirad. ‘Not exactly. Will you hear me?’

‘If you want, but you’re wasting your time,’ said The Unknown.

‘Why?’

‘Because we retired a couple of hours ago. I’ve taken a new job as a barman.’ Hirad and Sirendor both laughed. Denser’s face briefly betrayed both panic and confusion as he tried to work out whether they were serious or not.

‘Even so . . .’ he said.

‘Go on, then.’ Sirendor leant back against the bar, his elbows resting on it. Hirad did likewise, with The Unknown between them, resting on his arms on the wooden counter and fiddling with a corkscrew.

‘The amulet we recovered is not the only one,’ said Denser.

‘Now there’s a surprise.’ Sirendor turned his head to his friends.

‘Look, I’ll be honest, we are developing a new attack spell that we want to be ready in the event of any Wesmen invasion. There are three more pieces we need to complete our research, and I, that is, Xetesk, want The Raven to help me get them.’

None of them said anything for a time as Denser studied their faces. Eventually, The Unknown straightened.

‘We did wonder why you paid us so much for seeing you back here,’ he said. ‘We also agreed that we wouldn’t work for Xetesk again. Take some Protectors.’

Denser shook his head. ‘No. Protectors are just muscle. I need brain for this sort of recovery work.’

‘And The Raven are - were - a fighting team. We’ve never done recovery work and we aren’t about to start now,’ said Sirendor.

‘But it’s not even a long-term commitment. And the pay will be on the same basis as today.’

The Unknown leant back on the bar top. ‘Another set of five per cents, eh?’

‘I can’t promise it’ll be as easy.’ Denser half smiled at Hirad.

‘Bugger me, but I’d like to see one of your tricky jobs.’

‘Sorry, that came out wrong. I mean the bodyguarding was easy.’

Sirendor’s face broke into a wide grin. He straightened and dusted himself down.

‘Denser, a couple of years ago, we’d probably have bitten your hand off for that kind of money. But right now, I for one am no longer interested. I mean, we’d have trouble spending it. Sorry, old son, but retirement has one very clear advantage.’ He turned and punched Hirad on the arm. ‘See you later.’ He strode off towards the main door, through which a stunning woman had walked with two men. She wore a shining blue cloak and pushed the hood back to loose a mass of curling red hair.

She saw Hirad first and waved. He and The Unknown returned the greeting. Then she began moving towards Sirendor. The two met, embraced and kissed, the warrior ushering her to a table on the right of the bar, close to the back room.

The Unknown placed a bottle of wine and two crystal glasses on a tray.

‘Time for the barman bit, I think.’

‘Yeah.’ Hirad turned back to Denser. The Dark Mage’s face was neutral but his eyes betrayed his disappointment and concern. ‘Had it been up to me, I’d have taken your money. We should be taking bastards like you for every penny we can get.’

‘I’m flattered. Was that the last word on the subject, do you think?’

Hirad breathed out. ‘Well, The Unknown was interested, no doubt about it, and I’m pretty sure the boring brothers would tag along. Your problems are Sirendor, who is in love but can’t marry till he stops fighting, and Ilkar, who hates everything you stand for.’

‘Apart from that, no problem.’ Denser lit his pipe.

‘Tell you what, you work on Sirendor and play up the short time the job’ll take and all the money he’ll earn for his bride and all that. I’ll try Ilkar. I reckon he might want to come along if he knows it’s a spell you’re developing. It’ll be difficult, though.’

‘And if you can’t persuade him?’

‘Then it’s no go. The Raven never work apart.’

‘I see.’

‘Good. Right, where is he then?’ Denser indicated the centre of the bar. Ilkar was talking to the cloth merchant, Brack, and a couple of decent-looking women. ‘I could get my leg over if nothing else,’ Hirad said, then shouted, ‘Hey, Ilks! Need more drink?’ Ilkar nodded. The barbarian picked up a jug and shouldered his way through the crowded inn.

‘Hirad, good to see you.’

‘You never were a good liar, Brack. Drink?’ The merchant held up his goblet. Hirad filled it and Ilkar’s. ‘I need to borrow Ilkar for a moment, ladies, but I promise we’ll be back very soon.’ Ilkar looked askance at the barbarian but allowed himself to be led in the direction of the bar. Hirad saw Denser standing at Sirendor’s table and was surprised to see Larn get up and follow the Dark Mage over to the fire. The man must have extraordinary powers of persuasion - he was not sure that he’d have been so lucky so soon after the two lovers had sat down.

‘So what did Denser have to say?’

‘Seven hundred and fifty thousand, Ilkar. Three jobs. Short term.’ Ilkar shook his head. ‘You know something, Hirad, I’m surprised at you. And I’m disappointed that after ten years you don’t know me well enough not to ask.’

‘But—’

‘I’ve said all I have to say. I will not work for or with Xetesk. They cannot be trusted. I don’t care how much he is offering because it won’t be enough.’

Hirad chewed his lip. ‘Look, Ilkar, why not think of it as just taking even more money from them? Give it all to Julatsa if it bothers you, but I thought you’d want to keep your eye on what Xetesk is doing.’

Ilkar frowned. ‘What exactly is Denser asking us to do?’

Hirad beckoned him close.

 


The Unknown Warrior leant against the bar, happy to watch the evening go by while he sipped his excellent Blackthorne red. He shifted slightly, moving the elbow of his white shirt out of a puddle of liquid on the bar top.

Surveying the bar, he could have stepped ten years back in time. Talan and Richmond - the boring brothers as Hirad liked to call them - were sitting together saying nothing to anyone and running their fingers around the rims of their goblets. Hirad and Ilkar were standing a few yards away. They were talking alone and intently. He smiled and shook his head, took another sip from his glass and refilled it from the bottle on the bar.

His eyes eventually came to rest on the fireplace and the pair sitting in armchairs either side of it, talking to each other. His smile faded. Denser. The mage’s head was largely hidden by the wings of his chair but he could see the cat and the inevitable hand stroking its back. The sooner he was gone, the better. The Unknown hated feeling he was being lied to.

Sirendor, it appeared, was on good form. His eyes were bright in the firelight and his clothes made him a focus of attention for more than one of the women in the room. Indeed, The Unknown could see one eyeing him up now. She was standing near the door. Lucky bastard. He never had to work at it. They just fell at his feet then into his bed. He wondered if Sana knew just how envied she was. At the moment, though, she was looking a little irritated as she sat with her bodyguards at the table Sirendor had recently abandoned.

The woman by the door started moving towards the fireplace. She had long auburn hair pinned back away from her eyes but bouncing about her neck, one side of which carried a black mark. Her tall, slim figure was tied into cloth trousers, dark shirt and tight leather jerkin. A deep red cloak was fastened about her neck. The Unknown shook his head. The attraction of Sirendor was seemingly irresistible whether his betrothed was present or not, and he found himself feeling a little envious. No, very envious.

Turning past a knot of market tradesmen clashing their tankards together and roaring a toast, the woman’s eyes crossed The Unknown’s and the warrior’s blood ran cold. Inside a pale face with full lips and an exquisite nose, those eyes were flat, dark and brimful of malice. His gaze switched automatically to her hands and he caught a glint of steel. There were two men sitting by the fireplace, and cool certainty told The Unknown the woman had no interest in Sirendor Larn.

‘Oh, dear Gods,’ he muttered. He loosened his short sword in its scabbard, ducked under the bar top and began pushing his way through the throng.

‘Sirendor! Sirendor, guard yourself now!’ he yelled. He flicked a gaze to the woman, who was breasting her way quickly towards the fireplace. ‘Sirendor. To your left, dammit, your left.’ Sirendor looked over at him frowning as someone moved in front of him. ‘Out of my bloody way! Sirendor, woman, red cloak, red-brown hair, long, to your left.’

The Unknown’s heart was racing. He sensed a change in the atmosphere in the bar, saw the woman, dagger now in hand, moving swiftly towards her quarry. She was close. She was too close, and Sirendor, looking about him with his hand straying to his sword hilt as he rose from his chair, hadn’t seen her.

The Unknown wasn’t going to make it. The assassin was almost on Sirendor. ‘Stop her, Sirendor. For God’s sake, let me through!’

And at the last, Sirendor, standing squarely in front of Denser, saw the assailant. As she attacked, he blocked the blow with his arm, the dagger slashing his sleeve and biting into his flesh. In the next instant, The Unknown’s blade crashed through the woman’s shoulder. She died instantly, dropping to the ground without a sound, blood spraying into the fire, where it hissed.

The room fell instantly silent. People moved aside as Hirad, Ilkar, Talan and Richmond hurried over to the fireplace. Sirendor was sitting down again, his hand up by his face and shirt rolled back to reveal the cut. It was deep and bleeding well.

‘Thanks, Unknown, I didn’t see her. I - What is it?’

The Unknown was kneeling by the woman’s body and had picked up her dagger by its hilt, examining the blade.

‘No! No no no, shit!’ he said and rubbed his free hand across his head.

‘Unknown?’ asked Hirad.

The Unknown looked briefly at the barbarian. There were tears standing in his eyes. He shook his head and turned back to Sirendor.

‘I’m sorry, Sirendor. I was too slow. I’m sorry.’

‘Will you tell me what the hell you’re talking about, Unknown?’ Sirendor smiled, then gagged suddenly. ‘Gods, I don’t . . .’ He turned aside and vomited into the fire. ‘I’m cold,’ he said. His voice was quiet, weak. His eyes, suddenly red, turned scared to Hirad, who pushed The Unknown away and crouched by his chair. ‘Help me.’

‘What’s happening?’ Hirad’s heart was thumping in his chest. ‘What is it?’ He felt a hand on his shoulder.

‘He’s poisoned, Hirad. It’s a nerve toxin,’ said The Unknown.

‘Get a healer, then!’ Hirad shouted. ‘Get one now!’ The hand merely tightened its grip.

‘It’s too late. He’s dying.’

‘No he isn’t,’ grated Hirad.

Sirendor turned a sweat-covered face to his friend and smiled through the shivers coursing his body, tears falling on his cheeks.

‘Don’t let me die, Hirad. We’re all going to live.’

‘Keep calm, Sirendor. Breathe easy. You’ll be all right.’

Sirendor nodded. ‘It’s so cold. I’ll just . . .’ His voice faded and his eyes slipped shut.

Hirad grabbed Sirendor’s face with both hands. It was hot and slick with sweat.

‘Stay with me, Larn. Don’t you leave me!’

Sirendor’s eyelids fluttered open and his hands covered Hirad’s. They were so cold the barbarian flinched.

‘Sorry, Hirad. I can’t. Sorry, Hirad.’ The hands slipped to his sides, his eyes closed and he died.




Chapter 6

‘Who was she?’ Sana’s eyes bore into Hirad’s, imploring him to help her understand. They were standing in the main bar just outside the back room; the Mayor and two bodyguards sat at a table near the door to The Rookery.

Sana was calm now but her red eyes and white face were the remnants of a tempest. The Raven had lain Sirendor on the table in the back room and covered him with a sheet. Sana had burst in and torn the sheet from him, screaming at him to wake up, to come back, to open his eyes, to breathe. She’d pumped at his heart, she’d raked the hair from his forehead, she’d kissed him long on his lips, she’d clung to his hands.

And all the while, Hirad had stood near by, half of him wanting to pull her away, the other half wanting to help her. To shake the life back into Sirendor, to see him smile. But all he did was stand there watching, fighting back his tears, his whole body quivering.

At last Sana had turned to him and buried her face in his shoulder, sobbing quietly. He’d stroked her hair and heard the silence of The Raven and could sense the passing of what they had been.

He’d moved her outside, and as she regained some composure, she drew back to ask her question. Hirad felt helpless. Useless.

‘An assassin. A Witch Hunter.’

‘Then why—’ Her voice caught.

‘She wasn’t after Sirendor. Sirendor just got in the way.’ Hirad shrugged, a stupid gesture, he knew. ‘He died saving another man.’

‘So? He’s still dead.’

Hirad took and held her hands. ‘It was a risk he took every day.’

‘Not today. Today he was retired.’

Hired said nothing for a moment. He smoothed away the tears rolling fresh down her cheeks.

‘Yes. Yes, he was,’ he said eventually. ‘I’ll get the man behind this.’

‘That’s your answer, is it?’

‘It’s the only answer I can give.’ He shrugged again.

‘Night has come, Hirad. Everything has gone.’ And when he looked into her eyes, he knew it was true. She gave his hand the briefest squeeze, turned and walked to her father. Hirad looked after her for a second, pushed open the door to the back room and walked inside.

No one was talking. The fire crackled in the grate, they were all sitting holding drinks but no one was talking. Hirad moved to Sirendor’s body. The sheet had been replaced. He looked at the outline of his face beneath the covering and laid a hand on one of his friend’s, praying for the grasp of fingers he knew would never come. He turned.

‘Why do they want you dead, Denser?’

‘That’s what we just asked him,’ said Ilkar.

‘And what did he say?’

‘That he wanted you to hear it too.’

‘Well, I’m here now, so he can start talking.’

‘Come and sit down, Hirad,’ said The Unknown. ‘We poured you a drink. It won’t help but we poured it anyway.’

Hirad nodded, walked to them and sat down in his chair. The Unknown pushed a goblet into his left hand, and with his right, Hirad reached out and felt the arm of Sirendor’s chair though he wouldn’t, couldn’t, look at it.

‘We’re listening, Denser,’ he said, his voice just holding together.

‘I want you to know right away that what I am about to tell you was being kept from you in your best interests.’

‘You are digging a deep hole,’ said The Unknown slowly. ‘We decide what is in our best interests. The result of not being able to do that lies under a shroud for all to see. We want to know exactly what you have involved us in. Exactly. Then you will go and we will talk.’

Denser took a deep breath. ‘Firstly, I make no apologies for being Xeteskian. It is simply a moral code, and much of what is said about us is fabrication. Our past, however, is not blameless.’

‘You know something, Denser, you have a gift for understatement, ’ said Ilkar.

‘We could have such fascinating discussions, Ilkar.’

‘I doubt it.’

‘Right,’ said Denser after a pause. ‘You heard what Gresse was saying, and his information is all too accurate. The Wesmen tribes are rising and uniting, the Shamen are running the organisation, the Elder Councils are working in concert and we are seeing subjugation of local populations practically in the shadow of the Blackthorne Mountains.’

The Unknown Warrior sat up straight. ‘Just how far east are we talking about?’

‘We’ve had an eyewitness account from a village called Terenetsa, three days’ ride from Understone Pass,’ said Denser.

‘Gods, that’s close,’ breathed Talan. ‘No wonder Gresse wanted Blackthorne warned.’

‘I fail to see what this has to do with the death of my friend,’ muttered Hirad.

‘Please,’ said Denser. ‘This is relevant, believe me. We’ve had mage spies in the west for several months now and the picture is grim. We estimate that Wesmen armies approaching sixty thousand already armed and training are gathered in the Heartlands. An invasion of the east is surely imminent and we have no defence. There is no four-College alliance and the KTA has a tenth the armed strength it had three hundred years ago.’

‘But what chance do they really have?’ Ilkar was dismissive. ‘A couple of thousand mages alone could stop their advance. They don’t have the Wytch Lords for magical support this time.’

‘I’m very much afraid that they do,’ said Denser.

The fire crackling in the grate was suddenly the only sound. Talan’s glass stopped halfway to his lips. Ilkar opened his mouth to speak but didn’t.

Richmond shook his head. ‘Hold on,’ he said. ‘I understood them to be destroyed.’

‘You can’t destroy them,’ said Ilkar. ‘We never knew how and we still don’t. All Xetesk could do was trap them without a means to escape.’ He switched his gaze to the Xetesk mage. ‘What happened?’

Denser breathed in deeply and knocked the bowl of his pipe against the fire grate. He filled it as he spoke, his cat sleeping on his lap. ‘When we destroyed Parve, it was to remove all vestiges of the Wytch Lords’ power base from Balaia. It was never intended that that action would end the Wytch Lords themselves. While their bodies burned, their souls ran free and we trapped them inside a mana cage and launched it into interdimensional space.’ The cat stirred. ‘We’ve been watching it ever since.’

‘Watching what?’ asked Richmond.

‘The cage. We and we alone have kept unfailing watch on the Wytch Lords’ prison for three hundred years. As others refuse to accept us, so we refuse to accept the word of those who claim ultimate victory.’ He shrugged.

‘Clearly, you were right,’ said Ilkar.

Denser nodded. ‘We’ve noted increased dimensional transference, probably through Dragonene action, for some time. One particular move damaged the cage. We thought it was rectifiable.’ He scratched his head, then lit his pipe from a flame produced on the tip of his thumb. ‘We were wrong. Mana must have entered the cage because the Wytch Lords are no longer inside. We believe them to be back in Balaia. In Parve.’

Ilkar massaged his nose and pulled at his lips with his right hand. His eyes narrowed.

‘How long have they been there?’ he asked.

‘Who cares?’ said Hirad. ‘I’m still waiting to—’

‘Hold on, Hirad.’

‘No, Ilkar, I will not bloody hold on.’ Hirad raised his voice. He turned on Denser. ‘You might as well have been talking tribal Wessen for all I’ve understood so far. You’ve got your stupid pipe stuck in your stupid mouth and you’ve balled on about dimensions, Dragonene and some old threat that’s been gone hundreds of years like it was important. I haven’t a clue what you’re talking about and I’m no nearer knowing why that Witch Hunter bastard killed my friend.’

‘I sympathise with your need to understand,’ said Denser gently.

‘You have absolutely no idea what I need, Xetesk man.’ Hirad’s voice was gruff. He drained his glass and passed it to The Unknown for a refill. ‘You have no idea of the gulf that has opened up in my life and you are running in circles around the answer to the only question that could help me begin to grieve. Why did that assassin want you dead so badly?’

Denser paused before replying. ‘I’m trying to make sure this all comes out the right way round,’ he said. ‘Can I explain a few other things first?’

‘No, you can explain one. Why did that assassin want you dead?’

Denser sighed. ‘Because of what I am carrying.’

‘And what is that exactly?’ asked Hirad.

‘This.’ He pulled the amulet stolen from Sha-Kaan from his shirt, where it had been hanging on a chain around his neck. ‘It’s the key to Septern’s workshop.’

‘Couldn’t you just kick the door down?’ Hirad’s voice was layered with contempt. ‘I mean, is that it? Is that trinket why Sirendor died?’ He caught Ilkar’s expression and stayed his next words. ‘What is it, Ilkar?’

The elf snapped his gaze to Hirad and focused on him as if from a great distance.

‘Dawnthief,’ he breathed, his face white as death. ‘He’s going after Dawnthief.’

 


Erienne was settling Aron and Thom down to sleep when Isman walked into the room unannounced. She had been allowed the entire afternoon and evening with them and had chosen to tell them stories of old magic. Neither child strayed far from the comfort of her arms.

At her insistence, the fire had been lit and the single window opened all day, though her request for the boys to be allowed to play in the inner courtyard was refused.

She had spent some time calming their fears before they would listen to her words; and as usual, none were wasted in her pursuit of their detailed education in the ways of Dordovan magic. She spoke of the ancient days, when the Colleges were one and the first City of magic was built at Triverne Lake, and of the darker days of the sundering, when the City was raised and the Colleges split to build their own strongholds. And she talked of the lore which governed the lives of all mages and distanced one College’s mages from the others, and of the mana with which they shaped their spells.

The boys tired as the light faded, and she built up the fire. They took a dinner of hot soup, potatoes and green leaves in near silence. She washed their faces and brushed their hair. The Captain had left flannels and a brush in the room, saying a man should always look neat and dignified. Erienne wished he’d take his own counsel.

Isman’s intrusion came with her humming a tune to the boys as they nodded off, jerking them back to a startled, anxious wakefulness.

‘Could you not have knocked?’ Erienne didn’t turn round at the sound of boots on the cold stone floor.

‘The Captain will see you now,’ said Isman.

‘When my boys are asleep,’ said Erienne, keeping her voice soft and stroking her sons’ heads to soothe them. Their eyes played over her face, anxiety plain in the frowns they wore. Her anger stirred.

‘The Captain feels you have spent enough time with them for now.’

‘I will be the judge of that,’ hissed Erienne.

‘No,’ said Isman. ‘You will not.’

At last she turned to the door. Isman stood in the room with three other men behind him. She leaned into the boys and kissed each on the forehead.

‘I have to go now,’ she whispered. ‘Be good and go to sleep. I’ll be back to see you soon.’ She smoothed their hair from their faces.

Rising, she faced Isman and his henchmen, every fibre screaming at her to take them apart. And she could, all of them. But her boys would die as a direct consequence. They had no way to escape the castle grounds and the Captain had too many men. She bit back the spell, mana flow ceasing.

‘You didn’t need your muscle,’ she said. ‘I’m not going to cause trouble.’

‘You and yours already have,’ said Isman. He led the way to the library.

Despite the warmth cast by the fires still burning in the room, the air felt cool. The Captain was seated behind the reading desk, two soft lanterns illuminating the book he was studying. A half-empty bottle of spirits stood to his left and beside it, a freshly replenished glass. He didn’t look up as she approached across the rugs as prompted by Isman, who withdrew, closing the door behind him.

‘Sit.’ The Captain waved his hand at a hard-backed chair the other side of the desk. ‘Tell me,’ he said, not looking up, ‘why Xetesk might be after Dawnthief?’

‘I should think that would be obvious,’ said Erienne.

The Captain regarded her bleakly, his voice chill. ‘Assume that it is not.’

‘Ownership of Dawnthief guarantees domination for its owners. Why do you think they should want it?’ She kept her face calm, but inside, her mind was in turmoil and her heart beat feverishly in her chest. She’d kept the thoughts from her mind while she was with Aron and Thom, but now the enormity of what the Captain had intimated earlier was scaring her.

‘There isn’t much written about it, you see,’ he said. ‘How much should I be worrying about it? Can Xetesk find it?’

‘Gods, yes, we should all worry about it!’

‘Can they find it?’

‘I don’t know.’ Erienne bit her lip.

‘That is a particularly unhelpful answer.’ The Captain’s voice rose a notch, his face flushing slightly.

‘Well, it all depends on finding the way into Septern’s workshop. If they have the information, they could go on to recover the complete spell, I suppose. It’s all so much speculation.’

‘You still aren’t helping me,’ said the Captain.

‘I can help you best by reporting your concerns and information to Dordover. It would be the quickest way to stop them, or at least control them.’

The Captain drank deeply and refilled his glass. He smiled. ‘Nice try, but I’m hardly going to let you take a report back to your elders merely to have both Colleges chasing the same prize, am I? And may I remind you that any attempt at communion would be most unwise. I have the ability to detect such a casting, and for your boys, I’m afraid it would be fatal.’

Erienne’s jaw dropped. There was only one way he could do that.

‘You have mages working for you?’ Her tone was incredulous.

‘Not every mage believes me a menace to magic,’ said the Captain smoothly. ‘For many I am the only source of control.’ He smiled. ‘And now you are working for me too, in a way.’

‘As a slave,’ snapped Erienne. She was badly shaken but it all made sense. How else could he gather his information so quickly? They had to be from Lystern, possibly Julatsa. Mages from Xetesk and Dordover would not entertain the thought of working for him. She tried again. ‘You don’t understand. Dawnthief is too big to play games with. If Xetesk controls it, they control everything, including you. If you make public what you know, the three Colleges will stop them; surely your pet mages have told you that.’

‘No, indeed they have not,’ said the Captain, all hint of mirth gone from his hard, reddening face. ‘What they have told me is that this absolute power must be held by no mage or College and that the means to cast it must be destroyed or kept by a man who has the knowledge to hold it but not the ability to cast it. Should the spell be fully recovered, I will be its guardian.’

Erienne found herself stunned for the second time in so many minutes. But this time her surprise was edged with real fear. If the Captain truly believed he could act as guardian for Dawnthief, he was even more deluded and dangerous than she thought. He clearly had no conception of its power, or the length to which some mages would go to own it.

‘Do you seriously think Xetesk, or Dordover for that matter, would agree to your holding the key to such power?’ asked Erienne, keeping her voice as neutral as possible.

‘They will have no choice when I control the players of the game,’ replied the Captain.

Erienne frowned and shifted in her seat, a cold feeling creeping up her back. Just how much did this man know? ‘I’m sorry, I’m not with you,’ she offered.

‘Oh, come now, Erienne, do you think you were chosen at random? Do you think my knowledge is so limited? You are Dordover’s brightest lore mage and a known expert on the multi-lore nature of Dawnthief. I already control you.’ He shrugged. ‘All I need now is the man most capable of casting it.’

‘You’ll never take him. He is too well protected.’ Erienne was dismissive.

‘And there you are wrong. Again. Indeed, I almost succeeded in killing him very recently. In hindsight, a fortunate failure. Particularly for you.’

‘Why?’ But she already knew the answer.

‘Because yesterday, I had the mind to destroy the means to cast it. And you know rather too much than is good for you. When I have you both, I will also have the respect I deserve to see my work through.’

‘You know so little,’ grated Erienne. ‘We will not help you and you will not catch the Xeteskian.’

‘Really? I would advise caution before making such statements.’

‘He and I would both choose death over aiding you in your ridiculous scheme. Should your plan ever work, the walls of this castle would glow with the afterburn of so much destructive magic that they could be seen in Korina! You are not strong enough to hold such power.’

The Captain was silent for a time. He swirled the remaining liquid in his glass and downed it, immediately picking up the bottle to refill.

‘Of course, death is an option you can choose,’ he said, pulling at an ear. ‘But it’s not a choice you should be making for your children, is it?’ He smiled. ‘You need to give this matter some proper consideration. Your family depends on you giving the right answer. Isman will see you to your room. Isman!’ The door opened.

‘I want to return to my children,’ said Erienne.

With startling speed, the Captain reached across the table and grabbed Erienne’s chin and lower jaw, drawing her to him.

‘You are here at my pleasure. Perhaps some time alone might help you remember that, eh?’ He let her go. ‘When you have come to the right decision, please come and see me. Until then, enjoy the peace and quiet. Isman, the audience is over.’

‘Bastard,’ whispered Erienne. ‘Bastard.’

‘I need to protect the innocents of Balaia from the march of dark magic. I expect you to help me.’

‘I want to see my sons!’ she cried.

‘Then be of some use and stop telling me what a child could guess!’ The Captain’s face softened. ‘Until then, I don’t think I can oblige.’ He opened his book again and waved her away.

 


Everyone was speaking at once. Ilkar was shouting at Denser, whose hands were held palms outwards in an attempt to calm him. The Unknown was trying to get the Xetesk mage’s attention, while Richmond and Talan merely exchanged confusion.

Hirad floated above it all, his eyes once more fixed on the shrouded form of Sirendor Larn, the noise like the sound of the sea heard from a distance. Ten years. Ten years as founder partners of the most successful mercenary team ever formed. They’d fought together in battles they should have lost but had won. They’d walked away unscathed when blood ran thick in the battlefield massacre. They’d saved each other’s lives so many times it hardly warranted a nod of the head in thanks.

And now Sirendor lay dead. On the very night he’d sheathed his sword for love, he had been murdered by an assassin who struck out at the wrong man. And for what? Because the man now invading The Raven’s space had stolen the key to a dead mage’s workshop and the Witch Hunters didn’t want him to have it.

He seethed, his voice deadening the hubbub like cloud over the sun.

‘He died for a key you stole.’ The room fell silent. ‘That’s it, is it? Satisfied with your day’s work, are you?’ His voice cracked. ‘After all we survived, he died for a three-inch disc. For your sake, it’d better be unbelievably important.’ He sat back in his chair, all pretence at bravado gone, a knuckle rammed into his mouth and tears welling behind his eyes.

‘Oh, it’s important all right, Hirad,’ said Ilkar, the colour barely returned to his cheeks, his eyes narrow slits. ‘If he succeeds in recovering Dawnthief, Sirendor’s death could prove a mercy to him compared to what we’ll be facing.’

‘What the hell is this thing?’ demanded Talan.

‘Dawnthief is a spell. The spell, I think; and Septern is the mage credited with inventing it,’ said The Unknown. He looked to Denser for support.

‘Absolutely right, Unknown. The spell itself is very well known to all the Colleges of magic,’ said Denser. ‘Every magic-user knows of its power . . . its potential for catastrophe. Fortunately, although the words are common knowledge, Dawnthief will not work without three forms of catalyst, and no one has discovered what they are or even where to go to find out. That is, until now. This amulet will let us into Septern’s workshop and we are expecting to find the information there.’

‘You knew what you were looking for when we met you, right?’ asked Talan.

‘Yes,’ agreed Denser. ‘Look, I’m not about to go into detail on Xetesk’s recent research but it led us to believe that Septern was a Dragonene mage—’

‘What’s a—’

‘Later, Talan,’ said The Unknown. ‘Carry on, Denser.’

‘There were many other pointers to this conclusion but the important fact was that it directed our search for Dawnthief in a new direction - other dimensions, to be exact. As I explained to Ilkar, we have developed a spell which can detect the mana movement and shape needed to open a dimension door. We’ve been through many in search of Dawnthief, all of which have been opened by Dragonene. This time we found what we were looking for.’

‘And my friends are already dying because of it,’ said Hirad.

‘You do not know how sorry I am that that is the case,’ returned Denser softly.

‘I don’t need your sympathy, Denser, I need to know why the Witch Hunters wanted to kill you.’

‘Isn’t it obvious?’

‘No, it is not,’ said Hirad. ‘I asked you why my friend died in your place and you haven’t told me.’

‘Very well. To spell it out, they want me dead because of who I am and where I come from.’

‘Why should it make a difference who you are?’ asked Ilkar.

‘I’m Xetesk’s principal Dawnthief mage,’ said Denser simply.

Ilkar’s eyes widened. ‘Oh, this just gets better and better,’ he muttered.

‘What—’ began Talan.

‘Hold on,’ said Ilkar. ‘Are you saying that you actually plan to cast it?’

‘It’s the only way to destroy the Wytch Lords, Ilkar, we both know that.’

‘Yes, but . . .’

‘They are coming back, and if we don’t find Dawnthief and use it on them as soon as we can, we will eventually be on the wrong end of it ourselves. Finding it and threatening them with it won’t be enough. They have to be destroyed or Balaia will be lost. There’s going to be an invasion, and this time we don’t have the strength to withstand the tide of Wesmen indefinitely. Not with the Wytch Lords backing them.’

‘The light-stealer. This is it.’ Ilkar’s words sat heavy in the air, his anxiety evident in the way he was poised, tense in his chair as if about to leap from it.

‘What is it, Ilkar?’ asked Talan.

‘You don’t know what he’s talking about, not really. I do,’ said Ilkar. ‘I’ve studied Dawnthief - it’s a required text. Put in simple terms, technically, depending on quality and length of preparation, it can destroy everything - and by that I mean the world.’ He shrugged. ‘That’s why it’s called Dawnthief. It means the “stealer of light” because it can take the sun from the sky.’

‘If it’s so important that you find and cast this spell, shouldn’t the Witch Hunters understand that?’

‘You think they’d believe us?’ Denser spread his hands wide. ‘Don’t be naïve, Richmond. All they know or care about is that I’m travelling, they don’t want Dawnthief found, and killing me seems the simple solution.’

‘So,’ said The Unknown. He drained his glass, refilled it and passed the bottle around the circle. ‘Now we’ve established that you are a marked and dangerous man we shouldn’t even be speaking to, why don’t you confirm what it is you are trying to hire us for?’

The atmosphere in the room cooled. Denser looked around at the angry faces.

‘We have to recover the catalysts and I want you to help me.’

‘Why us in particular?’

‘Why does anyone hire The Raven?’

‘A few more details wouldn’t go amiss.’

Denser drew breath, finding the questioning from The Raven suddenly intense. He pulled the amulet out again.

‘Assuming this works and we find information on the Dawnthief catalysts, we have to act to recover the catalysts themselves. I need protection plus fighting ability and defensive magical skills. I also need people who can be trusted completely. As far as Xetesk is concerned, The Raven is the only choice.’

There was a short silence.

‘I’m not sure I’m getting this,’ said Hirad. ‘Why not just bring in a load of Protectors and Xetesk mages? Surely you can trust them?’

‘It’s not that simple, unfortunately,’ said Denser. ‘There are political issues to consider, and if Xetesk was seen to be mounting any kind of action, we’d have the agents of the Wytch Lords on to us straight away. This has to be a clandestine action as long as possible.’

‘And that’s not to mention the trouble it would cause in the College Cities,’ said Ilkar.

‘And the Witch Hunters,’ added The Unknown.

‘Bring them on,’ growled Hirad.

‘Oh, we’ll be going to them, don’t worry,’ said Denser.

‘So much the better.’

‘Seriously,’ continued Denser, ‘they have to be silenced. What they know, or even think they know, could prove disastrous for the whole of Balaia if the wrong ears hear it.’

‘Is it stupid of me to suggest a four-College alliance if this is really so critical?’ asked Richmond.

‘Not at all,’ said Denser. ‘In fact, a four-College meeting has been called, although it is to deal with the Wesmen threat, not the search for Dawnthief. We can’t afford for the other Colleges to know about our search, not yet. Ilkar will tell you, they would interfere in the search and place impossible conditions on the spell’s use. It must be kept quiet as long as possible.’ He paused. ‘Do you believe me, Ilkar?’

The elf gazed at him coolly. ‘That’s not a question I’m ready to answer. This has severe implications for my relationship with Julatsa. I’m honour-bound to tell them everything. You know that.’

There was another silence. Richmond added a log to the fire.

‘I know. And all I ask is that you give me time to prove my intentions. But I do need an answer,’ said Denser at length.

‘To which question?’ muttered Hirad.

‘Will you help us?’

‘How much?’ asked Talan.

‘Five per cent of the agreed value of each artefact, same idea as before.’

‘I cannot believe you just asked that,’ snapped Hirad. ‘What does it matter how much? We already have a job to do.’ Hirad indicated Sirendor’s shrouded body.

‘It always matters,’ replied Talan. ‘No decision will be made until all conditions are known. That’s how it’s always been.’

‘We’ve retired, Talan, remember?’

‘Balaia cannot afford for you to retire,’ said Denser.

‘Shut up, Xetesk man. This doesn’t concern you.’ Hirad didn’t look round.

‘Hirad, calm down,’ said The Unknown. ‘This is already difficult enough.’

‘Is it? We find the Witch Hunters, we kill them. What’s difficult about that?’

The Unknown ignored him. ‘One more question, Denser. Assuming we recover the catalysts, what then?’

‘You help me take them into the Torn Wastes and cast Dawnthief against the Wytch Lords in Parve. That is, if you want to.’

‘Well, we aren’t about to just hand them over to Xetesk,’ said Ilkar.

‘I didn’t expect you would,’ countered Denser.

‘So has everyone heard enough?’ asked The Unknown.

‘Ages ago,’ said Hirad.

‘Right.’ The Unknown rose and opened the door. ‘Denser, it’s time you left. We need to talk, and we have a Vigil to observe.’

‘I need an answer,’ repeated Denser.

‘First light tomorrow,’ said The Unknown. ‘Please . . .’ He gestured through the door.

Denser paused before leaving. ‘You can’t refuse,’ he said. ‘This means everything to all of us.’

The Unknown closed the door behind Denser and refilled all the glasses before returning to his seat.

‘So, who wants to go first?’ he asked.

‘This is a nightmare,’ said Ilkar. ‘I’m not sure what to say.’

‘Sirendor Larn is dead because of him, it’s obvious that Ras’s death had nothing to do with our last contract, and yet we’re chatting about working for him!’ Hirad was shouting. ‘What are we debating this for?’ He got up and strode to the fireplace. ‘It’s quite simple. We go and kill the Witch Hunters. Denser can stick his spell up his arse, and this—’ he tore the code from its frame on the wall and ripped it in two - ‘this is gone.’

They were all staring at him, or rather at the ruined parchment in his hands, eyes wide. He became very aware of his own quick breathing, the thudding of his heart and the sound of the fire behind him. He stared back, daring them to criticise or disagree.

‘Sit down, Hirad,’ said The Unknown quietly.

‘Why, so you can—’

‘I said sit down!’ thundered the big man.

Hirad, still clutching the two pieces of the code, did so.

‘We all know how much this is hurting you,’ The Unknown’s voice was calm once more, ‘and we will deal with Sirendor’s murderers, believe me. But what we’ve just heard, which you didn’t seem to take in, has changed everything.’

‘Really?’ Hirad sighed.

‘Really,’ affirmed The Unknown. ‘I expect Ilkar can explain it better than me. Ilkar?

The Julatsan raised his eyebrows. ‘Putting it bluntly, the two worst things I can imagine have both happened at the same time. Or so Denser claims. The Wytch Lords are free and Xetesk has found the link to Dawnthief.’

‘And?’

‘Gods, Hirad, I wasn’t joking earlier. Dawnthief can destroy everything. Literally. In theory at least. What that means is that if Denser succeeds in destroying the Wytch Lords - and we must pray that he does - the ultimate weapon will be firmly in the hands of the Dark College. And what do you think that’ll mean for the rest of us?’

‘So we kill him and take the spell after he’s cast it.’

‘Yes, but we have to be standing next to him to do that.’

‘We could kill him now and take the amulet,’ said Hirad evenly.

Silence. Richmond nodded.

‘It could certainly save time,’ he said.

‘And what if he’s right about the Wytch Lords?’ asked Ilkar.

‘Get somebody else to cast the spell,’ said Hirad.

Ilkar snorted. ‘Of course. I’ll go and ask Tomas if he can spare us the time, shall I?’

‘You know what I mean.’

‘It’s not that simple, Hirad. Denser will have been training all his life in the theory of Dawnthief casting. And if he is Xetesk’s principal Dawnthief mage - and I have no reason to doubt that he is - then he is the man with the best and perhaps the only chance of casting it effectively.’

‘So do you believe him, Ilkar?’ Talan leaned forward in his chair, draining his glass and holding out a hand for the bottle that The Unknown proffered.

‘Why would he lie about this? He’s risking me making a report to Julatsa about Dawnthief, and he’s right about the reaction he’d get if I did. Gods, what a mess.’ Ilkar chewed his lip and sagged back to hunch in his chair.

‘So, what are our options?’ asked Talan.

‘We don’t have any,’ said Ilkar. ‘Not really. I mean, we could decide to refuse him and go after the Witch Hunters ourselves but what if he’s telling the truth? We’d have turned our backs on the fight for Balaia, and worse still, we’d have left Xetesk and the Wytch Lords as the only competitors for Dawnthief. And Dawnthief means absolute domination, it really is that powerful, believe me. Make no mistake, if the Wytch Lords are coming back, they will be coming back to destroy us all.’

‘Are they really that bad?’ asked Richmond.

‘Yes. Gods, yes,’ replied Ilkar. ‘You have to understand where they came from. They used to be part of the original single College but were banished across the Blackthornes for their beliefs. They spent centuries brewing their hate and developing ways of making themselves immortal. When they succeeded, they came back to take what they thought was theirs. That time, we won. This time, we won’t, not without Dawnthief.’ He paused, seeing they weren’t quite with him. ‘Look, the Wytch Lords won’t want to conquer, they want to destroy, to wipe out everyone to the east of the mountains. It was the promise they made when they were pushed into the mana prison. In my view, we have to go with Denser . . . Put it this way, I’m going whether The Raven do or not, but I want the rest of you to do the same. We’ll probably all die, but at least we’ll have tried.’

‘Martyrdom for my country is not something I’ve ever considered as an option,’ said Talan.

‘Still, it’ll certainly be a new departure for The Raven,’ said Richmond. ‘Not just doing it for the money, I mean.’

‘Retirement brings a new outlook to things.’ Ilkar shrugged, but his smile was forced.

‘It certainly did for Sirendor.’ Hirad’s voice was barely above a whisper.

‘Yes, it did. And we must never forget the full circumstances of our accepting this job. Assuming, of course, we all accept?’ The Unknown looked around.

‘I need it written into the contract that I go to see Dawnthief properly used against the Wytch Lords only. I’m working for Balaia, not Xetesk,’ said Ilkar, his tone uncompromising.

‘And I want an undertaking on Denser’s part that we will attack the Witch Hunters the first chance we get.’ Hirad was looking over at Sirendor.

‘Got all that, Talan?’ asked The Unknown when no one ventured further thoughts. Talan nodded. ‘Denser needs to sign the contract at first light, so you’d better draw it up now. Anything else from anyone?’

‘Just one thing,’ said Richmond. ‘Shouldn’t we be guarding Denser? Or the amulet he’s holding, to be more accurate.’

‘Don’t worry. His cat’ll see him safe,’ said Ilkar.

Hirad looked askance at the elf, imagining the animal holding off several large armed men. ‘Good with a sword, is it?’

Ilkar chuckled in spite of the mood. ‘It’s a Familiar, Hirad. It retains a part of his consciousness, for want of a better word, and I dare say it can take on more than one form.’

‘Oh, I see,’ said Hirad, not seeing.

‘I’ll explain another time. Just trust me for now, all right?’

‘Right, gentlemen,’ said The Unknown, standing. ‘Back here in an hour for the Vigil. Until that time, I suggest we all leave Hirad to air his grief in private.’

Hirad smiled his thanks, tears already forming. When they were all gone, he allowed himself to weep.




Chapter 7

Selyn’s escape from Terenetsa had an element of fortune to it, although she liked to think she was never in any real danger. She was certainly irritated that the Shaman had managed to see her so easily despite the spell she had used to conceal herself, and had ducked low as the arrows flew.

With the Wesmen advancing behind a hail of shafts, she had gathered together her concentration and cast another CloakedWalk before diving through an unshuttered opening at the side of the hut in which she had been hiding and watching.

Landing on hard-baked mud, she had scattered chickens as she rolled, the fowl looking on in blank confusion, sensing something but seeing nothing. She had come fluidly to her feet and sprinted away into the forest, changing direction at the tree line and hearing the sounds of pursuit die away as she slipped unseen further and further into the forest.

Several hours later, as night fell, she had held communion with Styliann before sleeping deeply under a stand of low bushes she had hollowed out to accommodate her slender frame.

Selyn awoke the next morning with the sun dappling her face. The forest was quiet but for the sounds of nature, and the still air warmed quickly. She set and lit a fire before recovering the rabbit from the trap she’d laid the night before, then skinned it effortlessly and spitted it for breakfast. She was on the move in less than an hour.

The lands to the north-west, her direction of travel, were crawling with Wesmen raiding parties as the tribes sought local populations to subjugate and new areas for staging posts. As she moved quietly past encampment after encampment and saw the Wesmen building calmly and carefully, she wondered at their apparent lack of urgency. It was as if they were waiting for something. She feared finding out what.

As the first afternoon of her journey to the Torn Wastes began to pale towards dusk, she felt a sudden and involuntary spasm of fear. What she found in Parve would almost certainly herald chaos throughout Balaia and a war the scale of which hadn’t been seen for over three hundred years - the last time the Wesmen invaded. She only hoped she could relay enough information back to Styliann before she was caught and killed. Because, if Styliann was right, she wouldn’t be leaving the City of the Wytch Lords.

Her sense of fear was quickly quashed, replaced by one of loss, and for a time she struggled with her motivation. She knew it was best if she forgot all thoughts of a return to Xetesk. They might cloud her judgement, make her too careful. She substituted them with the cold desire to prove herself beyond all question Xetesk’s greatest mage-spy. She had never doubted. Others had, simply because she was a woman in a male-dominated order.

And more than having her name exulted in her own ranks, she had the chance to achieve the ultimate sacrifice for the greater glory of Xetesk. She might even change the course of the war that was surely coming.

Desire rekindled, she focused very deliberately to build her inner strength. Supple but strong leather boots covered her feet and calves, their dark matt-brown colouring blending with the forest shades. Each boot carried a sheathed dagger. Mottled green trousers and jacket completed the camouflage picture.

On her hands, black gloves, skin tight, with fine grips sewn into palms and fingertips. Inside the sleeves of her jacket and under those of her brown woollen shirt, a spring mechanism attached to either wrist. Locked into each was a barbed bolt fatal in close combat but with no real range. Three more daggers hung from her waist belt in addition to a pick set, and on her back, beneath her jacket, hung a scabbarded short sword.

Her head and neck were wrapped in a long cloth scarf which, when tied for covert action, left open only the skin surrounding her large brown eyes. She kept her black hair cropped close to her head, her nails short but sharp and her feet in perfect condition. Her body, slim and athletic, long-legged and small-breasted, was built for agility and speed, attributes she used to the full.

She was fast and deadly because being clever enough to breach places undetected was only half the job. Being able to get out when the mana ran dry was the reason she survived. Styliann had quipped that she’d make a fine assassin, but personally she found the thought of killing to order abhorrent. Mind you, more than once her path had been sprinkled with the corpses of those who’d tried to stop her.

Selyn smiled. Maybe she would see Xetesk again after all. With care and belief, anything was possible. She was under pressure to reach Parve quickly. Knowing only one spell that would satisfy that pressure, she used it, moving off northwest through thinning trees towards increasingly mountainous and barren terrain that gave ample places to hide, but few in which to find any comfort. The western lands were characterised by sheer valleys and studded with ranges of mountains over which sudden and violent weather broke almost without warning. But for now, with the sun warming the earth, cold rock seemed a world away.

 


The sun was already past its zenith when The Raven rode out of Korina by the North Gate, heading for the ruins of Septern’s mage house, three days’ ride to the north-west. The morning had been taken up by Sirendor’s funeral, an event to which Denser was not invited.

Now clear of the scene of sorrow, they rode in loose formation on the trail. Denser, drawn and sunken-eyed, was at the head with Talan and Richmond. The Unknown Warrior and Hirad Coldheart rode together some twenty strides behind. Ilkar was well adrift of them and had kept silent from the moment they saddled up.

It was an hour since their exit from Korina and Hirad had been half expecting an attack, particularly from the Witch Hunters. The idea that they had sent only one assassin after Denser made Hirad wonder what sort of organisation they were, and he found himself a little disappointed in them. He was relying on their determination to see Denser dead, and as he gazed at the Dark Mage’s back, he had to smile. It was an odd situation for sure.

‘Why is it Ilkar dislikes Xetesk so much?’ he asked, still staring at Denser.

‘Why don’t you ask him yourself?’ returned The Unknown. ‘It’s about time he joined up.’ He turned in his saddle and beckoned the mage to join them, but it wasn’t until Hirad turned too that Ilkar spurred his horse forwards.

As he moved closer, Hirad frowned. Ilkar displayed the import of Denser’s revelations of the previous night in his face like a wound. He tried to smile as he joined his friends but couldn’t muster any more than a raising of the eyebrows.

‘Are you all right, Ilkar?’ asked Hirad.

‘That’s a bloody stupid question,’ replied Ilkar. ‘What can I do for you two?’ His voice was flat and shocked. Hirad knew how he felt.

‘Hirad was wondering what you had against Xetesk, exactly,’ said The Unknown.

‘Everything,’ said Ilkar. ‘But putting it simply, in magic terms Julatsa and Xetesk disagree about all things magical. What it’s for, how to research it, how to build mana stamina . . . everything. When we say stop, they say go. In Julatsa, it’s a crime to work for the Masters of Xetesk. Do you understand?’

‘No,’ said Hirad.

Ilkar sighed. ‘Look - and stop me if you know this - but the reason the Colleges split was largely moral, concerning the direction of research and the uses of magic that the research was leaning towards. It was also due to the methods used for gathering mana, and, not to put too fine a point on it, the faction that became Xetesk found a quick way to replenish their mana that was based on human sacrifice. Now I can forgive Xetesk many things, but not that.’

‘Do they still practise sacrifice?’ asked The Unknown.

‘According to them, no, but the fact is that the method still works despite the fact that they have found other, hardly less reprehensible methods. Anyway, the point of it all is that two thousand years on, our lore - that is, our understanding of the physics of magic - is now so divorced from Xetesk’s that we can understand very little of how they construct and use spells.’

‘So could you cast Dawnthief?’ asked Hirad. ‘I mean, it’s not a Xetesk spell, is it?’

‘No it isn’t, and no I can’t,’ said Ilkar. ‘Well, in theory I can. I know the words and lore because Septern was careful to publish them to all Colleges. But in reality, having done no work on the mana shape or studied the intricacies of speaking the spell, I’d be certain to fail.’

‘So we’d better keep Denser alive, then.’ Hirad curled his lip.

‘Until we discover whether he’s telling the truth or not, at least.’

‘Yeah. Until then,’ muttered The Unknown.

They fell silent for a time. Hirad digested what Ilkar had told him and wished he’d paid more attention to what made mages beat. More important, though, was finding out what made Witch Hunters beat. The two, he reflected, would be linked.

‘What do you know about these Witch Hunters, Unknown?’ he asked.

‘You didn’t get much sleep last night, did you?’ The Unknown turned up the corners of his mouth.

‘Thinking was only part of it, big man. Well?’

‘Not a great deal.’ The Unknown shrugged. ‘Their leader is a man called Travers. He was the commander of the garrison that finally lost control of Understone Pass while we were fighting for the Rache Lords up north in the early days of The Raven. He was a dangerous man but he must be getting old by now.’ The Unknown paused. ‘Ilkar’s your man for this, I think.’

Now at least Ilkar smiled. His ears pricked and he kneaded his forehead between thumb and forefinger.

‘I’m an elf, Unknown,’ he said. ‘It’s not a great story, I’m afraid. Travers is either a shining hero waging a long war against the evils of magic, or a once great soldier who’s blind to today’s reality. It depends which side of the fence you’re on.’

‘And which side are you on?’ Hirad leaned forward in his saddle, his hands on its raised pommel, stretching his back and breathing in the smell of leather mixed with the strong odour of his horse. He found it strangely comforting.

‘The blind man,’ said Ilkar. ‘Look, it all started out as a grand scheme and there were many people who wanted him to succeed. I was one of them. After Understone Pass, he founded a group dedicated to creating a kind of moral code which was aimed primarily at restraining the destructive magics of Xetesk and, to a lesser extent, Dordover. Not outlawing, mind; he didn’t believe they should be stopped, not then; just monitored and kept to quiet research.

‘Anyway, at that time they were called the Winged Rose and had tattoos put on their necks of a red rose head in between a pair of white wings.’ He stroked the left side of his neck in a circle as he spoke. ‘It was supposed to signify passion and freedom, I think.’

‘Does that make sense?’ asked The Unknown.

‘Sort of,’ replied Ilkar. ‘Initially their ideals were pure. It was all about their desire to see the country freed from the shadow of what they saw as dark magic, and they were going to pursue that aim without recourse to violence.’

‘Bloody hell,’ breathed Hirad.

‘Yeah, I know what you mean,’ said Ilkar. ‘As you can gather, the ideals slipped by degrees, and what had been a plan for, I don’t know, regulation, I suppose, became a witch hunt; and one aimed at any College’s adepts Travers deemed dangerous. That, of course, now includes me, particularly since my unfortunate association with our glorious would-be leader up there.’

‘Do they still wear this tattoo?’ Hirad indicated his own neck.

‘Not quite,’ said The Unknown. ‘They’ve recoloured it a rather unoriginal all-black now, although the motif itself is the same.’

‘That’s right,’ agreed Ilkar. ‘Black Wings, they call themselves. The rose must be an embarrassment or something.’

‘That’s how I knew the woman was trouble.’ It was a beat before Hirad realised that The Unknown wasn’t talking to either of them. ‘Damn.’

‘What are you talking about, Unknown?’ asked Hirad.

‘I recognised that tattoo, didn’t I? If I’d acted sooner, I could have saved Sirendor. Maybe. The trouble was, for a moment when I knew she was after Denser, I had no desire to stop her. I couldn’t have cared less if he lived or died, and in some ways I still can’t.’

‘Until Dawnthief came along,’ remarked Ilkar.

‘If you believe that,’ said The Unknown.

‘Still sceptical, are you, Unknown?’

‘Still an elf, are you, Ilkar?’

 


The buildings of the Korina Trade Alliance retained the grandiose air of centuries gone by.

The halls, offices, kitchens and rooms of the once proud organisation were set in gardens still tended beautifully by the City’s gardeners thanks to a legacy gifted by the third Earl Arlen in recognition of the KTA’s sacrifices in the first Wesmen wars three hundred years before. How the Arlen family’s fortunes had changed since then, swallowed up by the rising power of Baron Blackthorne on the back of the new rich trade in minerals.

The KTA put on a brave face for the public. A sweeping drive through ornate iron gates led to a pillared frontage whose double doors of ebony sat within a marble frame. The main building rose three storeys and was formed from quarried white stone brought from the Denebre Crags some seventy miles north and east.

It was inside that the cracks showed. The entrance hall was lined with standing armour, all dull and dusty. There was no money to employ the polisher any more. Paintwork peeled, damp and mould inhabited the corners of walls, and the air was musty in the nostrils.

The banqueting table was chipped, scarred and rutted, its chair fabrics torn, stuffing oozing from rents in the faded material. As for the rooms, no Lord or Baron would take one without a trusted bodyguard in attendance.

The whole atmosphere depressed Baron Gresse. His initial optimism that the meeting had been called at all disintegrated as the usual internecine bickering grew among the dozen delegates who could be bothered to attend.

Lord Denebre, who had called the meeting following losses he had suffered in a Wesmen raid on one of his convoys inside Understone Pass itself, was the nominal Chairman of the KTA, and popular belief held that he would be the last. He had contested that Tessaya, the tribal leader holding the Understone Pass treaties, had broken the safe passage agreements and that military action was necessary to keep the trade route open.

But around the table, the dozen Barons and Lords, ranging from the white-haired, craggily old but still powerfully built Lord Rache, and the black-bearded, bloated obscenity that was Lord Eimot, to the young, hawk-featured and very tall Pontois, wore their cynicism like armour.

For three hours, futile arguments, speeches and discussions drove the delegates into two factions. Gresse, Denebre and the elder son of Lord Jaden, whose lands lay to the north of the College Cities, found themselves in an increasingly beleaguered position. Orchestrated by Pontois, Rache and Havern, resolution after resolution led to the systematic dismissal of Denebre’s claims, accusations that he had triggered the skirmish, and calls for his words to be struck from the record. The culmination was a one-sided debate on how the KTA might best profit from any potential tribal unity, while the three excluded delegates sat in bewildered but furious silence.

Gresse, who had said little throughout, spoke only in response to a direct question from Pontois.

‘Strangely silent, Gresse. Still wondering how to pay for the damage to your castle wall, or just keeping your thoughts to yourself? ’

‘My dear Pontois,’ replied Gresse, ‘I am rather of the opinion that you lost the little tiff that you began and that your wounds require significantly more licking than my own. Meanwhile, I am afraid that my thoughts do not tally with the decisions you are about to make. Particularly your move to begin again the selling of arms to the Wesmen.’

‘Oh dear,’ said Pontois. ‘You are presumably in possession of harder facts than my Lords Rache and Havern?’

‘Yes, I am,’ said Gresse, and the respect in which he was held sobered the audience at least temporarily. ‘The Wesmen, as Denebre has been trying to intimate, could invade Balaia at any time, given the numbers I believe are massed in the Heartlands even now. They are organised, strong and united, and I will be marching to the aid of Blackthorne at first light tomorrow.’

‘Really?’ Pontois held his smile. ‘A costly venture.’

‘Money is nothing,’ said Gresse. ‘Survival is everything.’ There was a ripple of laughter around the table.

‘Your fears are out of all proportion to the facts,’ said Lord Rache. ‘Perhaps your age is addling your mind.’

‘For generations now, we - and I include my family in this - have lived off the ample fat of Balaia, its people and its rich resources. We have drunk in its beauty and basked in its security. Our disagreements blow away like chaff in the wind when set against the warfare that has so often torn the west apart. But no longer. There is unification and it is us to whom their attention is turned. We stand on the brink of a fight for our lives, all of our lives, and the enemy is stronger, fitter, more numerous and better trained than we are,’ said Gresse. ‘Don’t you see it? Don’t you hear what Denebre is telling you?’ He turned to Pontois. ‘I would weep tears of joy on my ramparts at the sight of your men trying to take Taranspike Castle again, I really would. But unless we deal with the threat that affects us right now, Taranspike Castle will be flying a Wesmen standard.’

‘I would prefer to wait for these Wesmen while drinking wine from your cellars,’ said Pontois. ‘Balaia has such changeable weather this time of year.’ His words found favour with others around the table. A chuckle echoed off the walls.

‘Laugh now,’ said Gresse, ‘while you can. I pity you for your blindness, and I pity Balaia too. I love this country. I love being able to look out from my castle and see the distant Blackthorne Mountains shimmering in the morning sun, the dew lifting from the pasturelands below me, and smell the freshness of the air.’

‘And I will be happy to reserve a place for your rocking chair on my ramparts,’ replied Pontois.

‘I sincerely hope you are dead long before I need my rocking chair,’ spat Gresse. ‘And I will curse every day the fact that I am protecting your sorry hide while I and those truly loyal to this country strive to save it.’ He spun about and strode to the door, a tittering laugh in his ear. He paused, fingers on the handle. ‘Think about the real reasons Blackthorne isn’t here. Think about why the four Colleges are meeting at Triverne Lake right now. And think about why The Raven are working for Xetesk, something they swore never to do.

‘They all want to save our country from the Wesmen and our women from mothering their bastard sons. And any of you who refuse to ride to Blackthorne, Understone or the Colleges to lay your lives before the Gods for Balaia will be cast down when the reckoning comes. And come it will.’

The banqueting hall was silent as Gresse departed the KTA for the last time.

 


As the day waned towards dusk, Denser took the party from the main path into an area of thick woodland. He stopped when they were well hidden from anyone riding on the trail. Once all had dismounted, Richmond set about a small fire.

Denser wandered over to his horse, put his mouth close to its ear and pointed deeper into the woods. The brown mare ambled away in the direction Denser’s finger indicated, followed by all the others.

‘Nice trick,’ said Richmond.

‘It was nothing.’ Denser shrugged. He sat with his back to a tree and lit his pipe. The cat poked its head from his robes, darted to the ground and disappeared into the undergrowth.

‘So what’s the plan, Denser?’ asked Talan, wiping at an eye smarting from the dust of the road.

‘It’s quite simple. We think the amulet gives the location of a dimension door that will let us into Septern’s workshop. We are presuming it rests in interdimensional space. Given the lore on the amulet, Ilkar’s going to have to cast the spell to open the door.’

‘No problem, Denser,’ muttered Ilkar. ‘I cast dimensional spells all the time.’

‘Right,’ said Hirad. ‘I’ve been hearing you talking about dimensions and portals for too long and I still have no idea what you’re talking about. Any chance of an explanation I can understand?’

Ilkar and Denser looked at each other. The Xeteskian nodded to the Julatsan.

‘Actually, the concept is simple but it takes quite a mind-leap to come to terms with it all,’ said Ilkar. ‘The fact is that there are a so far unknown number of other dimensions, worlds you’d call them, that co-exist with our own. We - that is, mages in general - have identified two, but there are clearly many more than that.’

‘Oh, clearly,’ said Hirad, pursing his lips.

‘What’s the problem?’ asked Ilkar, his ears pricking.

‘I know you saw a Dragon and you say it was in some other dimension, but now you’re saying there are other worlds littering the place, that’s what,’ said Talan. ‘Look, put it this way. We go outside, we see sky, ground and sea. Now you’re asking us to believe there are other dimensions there with us, we can’t see them and you gaily announce you even know what two of them are!’

‘Sorry, Ilkar,’ continued Richmond. ‘But this has all come as rather a surprise.’

‘Yeah.’ Talan again. ‘I mean, how the hell did anyone get the idea there could even be such things?’

‘Denser?’ prompted Ilkar. The cat reappeared from the undergrowth and curled up in Denser’s lap, eyes on his master’s face.

‘We think Septern always knew, though probably no one will ever know how. He was the mage who first postulated the existence of other dimensions in addition to the one we’d long known about through mana research. It seems obvious now; but at the time, Septern was shunned by the greater mage community, though he is now regarded as a genius. It was the reason he left Dordover and built his own house.’

‘I’m none the wiser,’ said Hirad, deadpan.

‘Our best guess is that something in Septern’s mind made him open to the nuances of mana flow and flux that signify activity beyond our dimension. He could see and sense things no other mage ever could. He was unique,’ said Denser. ‘Sorry to be vague, but much is missing from Septern’s early work. He understood the magic required, though, and developed lore that would base spells to create dimension portals of his own - or so we have to assume.’

‘All right,’ said The Unknown. ‘So we accept Dragons have a world separate to ours, that they link to us to escape, whether we like it and can get our heads round it or not. That leaves me with two questions. What’s stopping Dragons from any side of their war coming here to rule, and what’s in the other dimension?’ He rose and added a few branches to the fire.

‘Denser, still yours.’ Ilkar’s tone was less than friendly.

‘We know very little of the Dragon dimension. No one has ever travelled there, except perhaps Septern. The Dragon you met—’ he nodded at Hirad - ‘will, we think, have been one of a large Brood, or family, who have exclusive use of the corridor between our two dimensions. The corridor has many links to our world, one for each member of the Brood and their Dragonene mage. The Dragons defend the corridor against attack from other Broods - and what Sha-Kaan told you pretty much confirms that.’ He drank deeply and chewed his lip, considering his answer to the next question carefully.

‘No one,’ he said slowly, ‘has been able to replicate Septern’s work. So there is no travel between dimensions. Finding the key to his workshop may well lead to our making great strides to change all that. In Xetesk, we know a good deal about interdimensional space based on Septern’s writings, and it’s where we launched the Wytch Lords’ cage. We have also found evidence of other dimensions but we’ve only penetrated one.’

‘But it was the only one you really needed, wasn’t it, Denser?’ Ilkar’s face held an expression of deep distaste.

‘We certainly found it to be useful, yes,’ replied Denser testily.

‘Please share this knowledge.’ The Unknown’s voice suggested it was not a request.

‘In simple terms, it’s a dimension inhabited by what you’d call demons, but don’t get too excited,’ said Denser. ‘They can’t live in this dimension without extensive, umm, modification and continuous help from a mage.’ Denser’s hand reached out and stroked his cat absently. The animal purred and stretched.

‘Why not?’ asked Richmond.

‘Because they exist on mana. It is the air they breathe. And the concentration of mana here isn’t even close to being enough. Likewise, we could not live there. What Xetesk does, I will freely admit, is tap this demon dimension for mana.’

‘And that’s bad, is it, Ilkar?’ Richmond turned to the Julatsan.

‘It’s not so much the use of the mana, but the methods used to make the opening. There’s no point going into them now, it’s a moral thing.’

The group fell silent, each man taking in, or trying to, what he had heard so far. To Hirad, it was all so much bluster and babble. He’d asked the first question but he’d barely taken in that answer and he wasn’t sure he understood, or cared if he didn’t. He couldn’t concentrate, his mind continually wandering to dreams and images of Sirendor while his heart tolled death in his chest.

‘Have you heard enough?’ asked Denser.

‘One more question.’ Richmond was frowning. ‘Where are these other dimensions in relation to our own? I mean, I can see the stars, are those what you are talking about?’

‘No,’ said Denser, a half-smile touching his lips. ‘Although it’s not a bad analogy. Day to day, there is no hint or clue where other dimensions lie. The easiest way I can describe it is to ask you to consider a void more vast than you can possibly imagine and then populate it with bubbles, a possibly infinite number, each representing a single dimension.

‘Then, and here’s the tricky part, imagine the bubbles being everywhere and nowhere at the same time, so that no matter the number of bubbles, and the vastness of the void, there is no distance between each bubble, making travel between them theoretically instantaneous, subject to certain alignment criteria.’ He paused. ‘Does that sound right, Ilkar?’

‘It tallies with my understanding, such as it is,’ said Ilkar, though his face suggested he’d learned something new.

‘So how come the Dragon had the amulet?’ asked Talan.

‘Good question,’ said Denser. ‘Shortly after Septern announced the text for Dawnthief, he disappeared. We’re guessing he went through his Dragonene portal, or one of his own. We had to assume that Septern meant us to have his findings one day, and it made sense that, as a Dragonene, he would entrust the effective key to it all, this amulet, to the Dragons and let them decide when we were ready. We just got one step ahead, that’s all. Anything else?’ There was silence. ‘Good. We’ll set off at first light.’

Hirad glared at the Dark Mage, who was searching a pocket.

‘Let me make something very clear, Denser,’ said the barbarian evenly, fetching a dagger from his belt and testing its edge. He stared studiously at the short blade. ‘You are not in charge here. If the members of The Raven agree, we will travel to this mage workshop of yours when we are ready, and not before.’

Denser smiled. ‘If that’s the way you want to play it.’

‘No, Denser,’ said Hirad. ‘That’s the way it is. The moment you forget is the moment you’re on your own. Or dead.’

‘And Balaia would die with me,’ said Denser.

‘Yeah, well, we only have your word for that,’ said The Unknown.

Hirad nodded. Denser looked confused.

‘But I’m the only one who knows what we have to do,’ he said.

‘For now,’ said The Unknown. ‘But don’t worry, when we understand, we’ll have more to say about how we go about things. Be sure.’

There was quiet. Richmond’s fire crackled and a breeze rustled the upper branches. Night was all but on them. Denser knocked the bowl of his pipe against the roots of the tree.

‘If I might make a suggestion for discussion,’ he said slowly, ‘I think it’s time we got some sleep.’




Chapter 8

Segregation. Distrust. Suspicion. Mana. The air crackled with it all.

Triverne Lake lay at the base of the Blackthorne Mountains as the great range began its slow descent to the seas of Triverne Inlet over one hundred miles to the north. Touched by magic, the lake waters were sheltered, giving perfect conditions for the vibrant green trees that bordered it on three sides, leaving only the eastern shore open. Lush vegetation thrown with bright-coloured flowers provided a spectacular matting between the trunks and the rich life clung far up into the foothills before the cooler air running off the mountains let only hardier scrub, moss and heather grow plentiful. A multitude of species of birds flocked to the shores, their song and flight in every colour of the rainbow a sight to gladden the most barren heart.

The rain which periodically crashed over the Blackthornes and ran from its peaks in magnificent waterfalls all along its length never seemed to ruffle Triverne’s balance. Rivers ran beneath rock to feed the lake through every season and the waterfall which flowed in times of sustained rainfall splashed into a deep and glorious pool which overlapped the lake itself.

The surface of Triverne Lake on the day of the meeting was calm, an occasional breeze sending tiny surface ripples in every direction. The gentle lapping of the water on the shore should have completed the tableau of calm with the warm sun shining through a partly clouded sky.

But the Marquee ruined all that. Standing proud not fifty paces from the lake, it was the focal point of a tension so cloying it seemed to cling to clothes and deaden hair and skin.

The Marquee was a model of geometric perfection. It was exactly equal on each side, and had four entrances exactly equidistant from each other.

Awnings, each one coloured in a College livery, shaded the entrances, and protecting each awning was a phalanx of College Guards. A further phalanx stood inside each entrance.

Seated at identical square tables, immediately inside their respective entrances, sat the Masters and their delegations. For Lystern, Heryst, the Lord Elder. For Julatsa, Barras, Chief Negotiator and the College representative in Xetesk. For Dordover, Vuldaroq, the Tower Lord, and for Xetesk, Styliann, Lord of the Mount.

Each was flanked by two delegates, and as Styliann sat in his dark ermine chair, he gauged the mood of his - how would he describe them - contemporaries . . . or was it adversaries?

Barras, the Julatsan. An ancient elf he knew well. Impatient, irritable, intelligent. His clear blue eyes shone from his deeply lined face, his mane of white hair was tied back and draped across one shoulder, the fingers of his right hand, as always, drummed on the nearest surface, in this case the arm of his chair.

Heryst, the quiet man from Lystern. He sat back in his chair, his face darkened by the shadows cast by its wings. His long fingers were steepled and held just under his chin but otherwise he appeared relaxed and as at ease as was possible in this company. Styliann respected him for his careful counsel and for the fact that, at forty-five, he was the youngest Lord Elder Lystern had ever appointed. He saw parallels with himself, though his ascension had not been through such democratic means.

He sighed. Vuldaroq. Blubber and bluster. When riled, he fired with the speed of an elven arrow, but landed with the accuracy of a catapult round. Already red in the face, the Dordovan Tower Lord sat hunched forward, arms spread on the table in front of him, eyes squinting, his bulk squeezed into a chair that would surely have to be widened. And by the Gods, Styliann knew what that meant: a meeting of the College-appointed carpenters to assemble new chairs for them all. Damn the Dordovans and their petty equalities. Every time a stitch was added to a cloak it set debate back days.

But this time there could be no delays and no bickering or it would be the death of them all. And Styliann was determined that Xetesk, at least, would survive.

All eyes were upon Styliann. He checked his advisers were comfortable, sipped water from his glass and stood.

‘From the one that we were, to the four we have become, I welcome you,’ said Styliann. ‘Gentlemen, I am much obliged that you were able to journey here at such short notice.’ The standard form had no meaning. When a Triverne Lake meeting was called, it was attended at the expense of all else.

‘None of you can have failed to notice the increase in activity to the west of the Blackthorne Mountains.’ There was an uncomfortable shifting among the delegates. Styliann smiled. ‘Come, come, gentlemen, I think we can dispose with the pious denials, don’t you?’

‘The intelligence-gathering activities of other Colleges are not as extensive as your own, you may be surprised to hear,’ said Barras shortly, fingers ceasing their drumming momentarily.

‘I don’t doubt it,’ said Styliann. ‘But one worthwhile spy from each College will have gained enough information to make each one of us nervous, I’m sure.’

Vuldaroq mopped his face with a cloth. ‘This is all terribly interesting, Styliann, but if you have merely come here to confirm our own spies’ intelligence, then I have more important things to occupy my time.’

‘My dear Vuldaroq,’ replied Styliann with as great a degree of patronisation as protocol would allow, ‘I am here to waste no one’s time, least of all my own. However, I would be very interested in the scale of Wesmen activity your spies suggest is present.’ He gave a small laugh and spread his hands deferentially. ‘If, that is, you’re willing to share such details.’

‘Happy to.’ It was Heryst from Lystern who spoke. ‘We haven’t had anyone in the west for some weeks but we saw evidence of a fledgling tribal unity. Frankly, though, without a binding force in the shape of an overlord, we don’t see any concentrated or long-term threat.’

‘I have to differ with your opinion,’ said Vuldaroq. ‘We are currently running spies in the Heartlands and mid-west. We estimate that armies in the region of thirty thousand are prepared, but inter-tribal conflict seems the most likely. There is no evidence of a mass movement of forces towards the Blackthorne Mountains.’

‘Barras?’ asked Styliann, aware of the beating of his heart. None of them had seen it. Perhaps the old elf . . .

‘The point is that there is no real threat from the west no matter how large any Wesmen force might be. Without the magical backing of a power such as they enjoyed under the Wytch Lords, if enjoyed is the right word, they can never hope to gain dominion over us. Indeed, I doubt they would get a great deal further than Understone Pass.’

‘After all, the Wrethsires are hardly an adequate substitute.’ Heryst chuckled.

‘Well, they could make the wind blow a little harder,’ said Vuldaroq.

There was laughter around the table from all but the Xeteskian delegation. When they had quietened, Barras spoke.

‘Presumably, Styliann, you have other information you wish us to hear, or is this just a social gathering?’ He smiled, but it died on his face when he saw the Lord of the Mount’s bleak expression.

‘There has been a problem in interdimensional space.’ Styliann’s voice brought total quiet to the Marquee. Breaths half indrawn were stopped. Eyes widened. Styliann looked slowly around the tables. Vuldaroq’s face was red and angry, Heryst looked as if he literally couldn’t take in what he had heard, and Barras drummed his fingers with greater intensity. It was he who spoke.

‘I take it the Wytch Lords’ souls are no longer under your control.’

‘No, they are not.’ Styliann allowed his head to drop to his papers. A ripple of sound ran around the table. ‘And that is why I have called this meeting. Xetesk believes the situation to be very grave.’

‘Styliann, I think the floor is yours,’ said Barras from a dry mouth.

Styliann inclined his head. ‘I’ll be brief. At least sixty thousand Wesmen are armed and united and ready for invasion. Currently they are based in the Heartlands and therefore ten days on average from the Blackthornes, but farming communities less than three days’ ride from Understone Pass are being primed as staging posts. Damage to the mana prison during Dragonene portal opening allowed the Wytch Lords enough mana leakage to gain the strength to break out. We believe them to have returned to Balaia, where they are presumably undergoing reconstitution in Parve. I have a spy travelling to Parve now to assess the situation. As far as I am aware, those are the bare and complete facts. We are facing catastrophe.’

Another pause for consideration followed. Scribbled notes were passed between delegates.

‘A masterly failure for Xetesk and its incumbent Lord of the Mount,’ said Vuldaroq. ‘The mana cage was surely your greatest continuing triumph. Gone now.’

Styliann sighed and shook his head. ‘Is that the sum total of your deliberations, Vuldaroq? We face a threat so severe that I am unsure of our chances of survival, let alone success; and yet your response is to snipe at three centuries of effort that we alone have made on behalf of all the peoples of Balaia. Unfortunately, that includes you.’ He sat down.

‘Let us not forget,’ said Barras, taking up the cudgel, ‘that only Xetesk had the means and the skill to imprison the Wytch Lords. None of us in our Colleges were pushing to help them. I, for one, would like to register my thanks to Xetesk for their unstinting efforts, and indeed their instant reaction in the calling of this meeting. ’

Vuldaroq’s face reddened and he sat back, the cloth once again dabbing his forehead, fuming in the knowledge that he’d misjudged the mood of Julatsa and, as he was about to hear, Lystern too.

‘I add my thanks to those of Barras,’ said Heryst, rising to his feet. ‘We have a critical list of questions to answer. These are they, as far as I can see. Can the Wytch Lords regain their former power and how long will their bodily reconstitution take? Does the Wesmen invasion rely on the Wytch Lords’ reconstitution or will it take place in advance of this? Finally, of course, what is our response and can we expect help from other quarters? The floor is open.’ He resumed his seat.

Styliann coughed. ‘I am slightly embarrassed,’ he said. ‘There is one fact I neglected to mention.’

‘Uh-huh,’ said Vuldaroq, pursing his lips.

‘Naturally, the assumption has been made that the mana cage has been breached recently, and this may well be the case. However, I must point out that the nature and frequency of the spell calculations means that our worst case is that they have been in Parve for three months.’

Another silence, this one angrier.

‘So how long before they have reconstituted?’ asked Heryst.

‘I have no idea,’ said Styliann. ‘Their work is not a speciality of mine.’

‘So they could already be up and walking.’ Heryst’s voice was dread.

‘Steady, Heryst. I think that if they were, we would have heard about it by now.’ Barras held out a hand to calm the Lysternan. ‘Remember, they are merely collections of seared bones. I can’t imagine any reconstitution being quick, can you?’ He smiled.

‘We’ve underestimated the Wytch Lords before,’ said Heryst.

‘And we will not do so again,’ said Styliann. ‘Hence this meeting.’

‘This part of the discussion, at least, is pointless,’ said Vuldaroq brusquely. ‘Because we can only guess at a timetable. We have established a need for urgency and now we should move on to the shape that urgency should take.’

Styliann nodded. ‘But we must still search for the information. I will report my spy’s findings in Parve as soon as I have them. I advise any of you with active cells to see them into the Heartlands and towards the Torn Wastes immediately. We can’t afford to be taken by surprise.’

Murmurs of assent ran around the table. Notes were made.

‘Returning to Heryst’s agenda of questions,’ said Vuldaroq. ‘I also believe his second to be vital but, as yet, unanswerable.’ The obese Dordovan pulled at his nose.

‘Why so?’ asked Styliann.

‘Because the answer will only become apparent when the Wesmen move. Whether it is before or after the reconstitution will give us our answer.’

‘I disagree,’ said Barras. ‘We already have evidence that the Wesmen are acting under Shamen control, and that now points to Wytch Lord influence. We don’t know the extent to which the Lords can dictate events before they are walking. I suspect their influence is great. Styliann’s spy will no doubt confirm this. I think we can expect an invasion attempt before reconstitution is complete. ’

‘Don’t forget that the Wesmen have clearly been massing for some time to develop such a large force,’ said Heryst.

‘Indeed,’ said Barras. ‘And they are not fighting each other so far as we can tell. Not yet. Again, that is surely down to outside influence. But, as Vuldaroq will no doubt point out, we don’t know when they will move. All we can do is plug the gaps to the east, wait, and build as fast as we can.’

‘And so, gentlemen, we reach the key to our meeting,’ said Styliann. ‘We need an army. And we need it now.’

‘Thank the Gods we hate each other so well,’ said Barras, ‘or we’d never have kept up the level of our College Guards.’ There was laughter. ‘How many men can we muster?’ The laughter ceased. ‘Julatsa has perhaps six thousand regular soldiers, half of whom will guard my City. In a month, the reserve can offer maybe another eight thousand.’

‘I have no accurate figures on our troop levels,’ said Vuldaroq. ‘The City Guard numbers in the region of two thousand and the College Guard must be three times that. I can confirm after communion. ’

‘Heryst?’ asked Styliann.

‘Eleven hundred regular soldiers, two hundred horse and no more than two thousand reservists, most of whom are part-time City guardsmen. We don’t have the funds for a retained force any larger,’ he explained.

‘But including the best general in Balaia,’ said Styliann.

Heryst bowed his head in acceptance of the praise. ‘Indeed so.’

‘And you, Styliann,’ said Vuldaroq. ‘I suppose you and your demon spawn are more numerous than the rest of us put together.’

‘No, Vuldaroq,’ said Styliann. ‘Because we built walls to save manpower. The City Guard numbers seven hundred, the College Guard five thousand, and we currently retain a handful less than four hundred Protectors.’

Barras ran the calculations quickly in his head. ‘We are outnumbered three to one even if we include all our reserve forces. What about the KTA?’ Vuldaroq sighed and sniffed.

‘I wish I could say they were mobilising, but the fact is their internecine squabbles drain them of money and keep them turned inwards,’ said Styliann. ‘I have fed all the information I care to to Baron Gresse, and he, at least, takes the threat seriously. The KTA are meeting but I hold no hope of a positive outcome. They make our suspicions about one another seem like playground rumours.’

‘Can we expect anything from them?’ asked Heryst.

‘Gresse and Blackthorne will help us out with the Bay of Gyernath, but aside from that . . .’ Styliann shook his head.

‘Worthless parasites,’ muttered Vuldaroq.

‘I tend to agree,’ said Barras. ‘So, what’s the next move?’

‘We all agree how many men we are prepared to release, appoint ourselves a military commander and go home and review our offensive magics,’ said Vuldaroq, drumming his fingers quickly on the arm of his chair.

‘Heryst, is Darrick here?’ asked Barras.

Heryst smiled. ‘I thought it prudent to bring him,’ he replied.

‘Well, I think we can save ourselves the agony of choice over a commander. General Darrick has to be the only man with both the respect and the ability to do the job. I suggest we bring him in and ask him what he thinks he needs.’

There was a warmth around the table of a quality rarely experienced when the four-College delegation met. But it was a warmth Heryst dispelled.

‘And while we are waiting, perhaps we could answer a question we seem to have overlooked. How by all the Gods are we going to stop the Wytch Lords this time?’

 


It had been coming. The tension had been growing since they left Dordover, but it didn’t make the incident any less regrettable.

Now only at most two days’ ride from the Castle, Thraun had taken his charges away from any known paths and deep into a region of typical Balaian wild countryside. Tumbledown crags and thick woodland shrouded small plateaux and sharp inclines which hid streams and bogland at their feet.

The going was difficult and slow, and more often than not, the riders were forced to dismount and lead their horses over treacherous terrain where a hoof out of place could mean disaster.

The pace preyed on Alun’s faltering confidence. Thraun could sense it. And despite his reassurances, and the certain knowledge in himself that this was as safe a route as existed, Alun’s impatience threatened to boil over into open dispute.

With the day disappearing behind the tree line and late afternoon cloud, Thraun brought them to a halt on an area of flat ground by a stream’s edge. It was lush and green and hemmed in by sharp slopes from which scrub and tree clung precariously. A littering of large lichen-covered rocks told of falls in times long past.

Thraun dismounted and patted his horse’s rump. The animal trotted away a couple of strides before bending its neck to the water, lapping gently. Cloud was building from the west and the scent of rain, though faint, was growing while the warmth of daylight was giving way to a cool evening.

‘There’s still daylight,’ said Alun unhappily. ‘We could go on.’

‘Light’ll fade quickly in these valleys,’ said Thraun. ‘And this is a safe site.’ He laid a hand on Alun’s shoulder. ‘We’ll get there in good time. Trust me.’

‘How do you know?’ Alun shook his hand off and walked away, his eyes flicking over the campsite.

‘We’ll be fine so long as it doesn’t rain,’ said Will, glancing in Alun’s direction, a frown on his brow. ‘Is he—’

‘No, not really,’ replied Thraun. ‘I think his nerves are going. Try to treat him gently. He needs all the reassurance we can give him.’ He sniffed the air. A light breeze was rustling the foliage. ‘And it won’t rain, either.’

‘Just keep him calm,’ warned Will. ‘We can’t risk him buckling on us.’

Thraun nodded. ‘You get the stove going, I think I ought to be explaining a few things to him.’

Will inclined his head. Thraun moved off towards his friend, his footfalls absolutely silent across the ground. Alun was sitting on a spit of gravelled stone on a right-hand bend in the stream. He had a handful of small stones and alternately rattled them in his fist or flicked one into the slow-moving water. Thraun sat beside him, startling him from his thoughts.

‘Gods . . .’

‘Sorry,’ said Thraun. He flicked his ponytail absently.

‘How can you be so quiet?’ Alun’s question was only half good-humoured.

‘Practice,’ said Thraun. ‘Come on then, tell me what’s on your mind and I’ll tell you why you shouldn’t be worrying.’

Alun’s face reddened and he looked hard at Thraun, his eyes moist.

‘Isn’t it obvious?’ he said, his voice overloud for the peace of the stream bank. ‘We’re travelling too slowly. By the time we get there, they’ll be dead.’

‘Alun, I know what I am doing. That’s why you came to me, remember?’ Thraun kept his voice deliberately calm and quiet, though its native gruffness was always evident. ‘We know the motive for the kidnap wasn’t murder or they wouldn’t have taken them in the first place. We also know that Erienne will buy as much time as possible, and will be as co-operative as possible while she waits for rescue or release. I know how hard it is for you, I’d feel the same way, but you just have to be patient.’

‘Patient.’ Alun’s voice was bitter. ‘We’re going to sit here, calmly eat and sleep, while my family are one step from death. How dare you be so calculating? You’re playing with their lives!’

‘Quiet down,’ hissed Thraun, the yellow in his eyes gaining intensity. ‘All your shouting will bring us is unwelcome attention. Now listen. I understand your pain and your desire to be on the move all the time, but I am playing with no one’s life, believe me. We can’t afford to flog ourselves in the rush to get there or we’ll be serving ourselves up for slaughter. If we are to save your family, we have to be fresh and alert. Now please, come and eat.’

‘I’m not hungry.’

‘You need food. You’re not helping yourself and you’re not thinking clearly.’

‘Well, I’m sorry, but I can’t just sit here and do nothing!’ Alun’s voice put birds to flight.

From nowhere, Will appeared and clamped his hand over Alun’s mouth. The little man’s eyes were wild and his face was angry and contemptuous.

‘Oh, you’re doing something all right. You’re risking my life with your bleating. Stop it, or I’ll open your throat and the rest of us can get on with it.’

‘Will, let him go!’ growled Thraun. He half rose but the look in Will’s eye stopped him. Alun, his expression frozen, stared at Thraun demanding help his friend could not, or would not, give.

‘We will get your family our way.’ Will spoke into Alun’s ear. ‘We’ll go slow and careful, because that way we’ll all get out alive.

Now whether you’re with us or face-down in this water makes no odds to me because I’ll get my pay. But I think your family would rather it was the former, so I suggest you keep your loud mouth firmly shut.’ He thrust Alun away and stalked back past Thraun. ‘Never let clients come along.’

From the other side of the stove, on which sat a pan of water, Jandyr paused and watched the exchange at the water’s edge, a heaviness in his heart. For him it was easy to see why they would never get far as a recovery team although the ingredients were all there.

They had the master thief, the silent trailfinder and the hunter. All were quick, all could fight and all had good brains. But the personalities were wrong. Thraun, despite his size and presence, was too gentle, too easy to persuade. Witness that Alun was with them rather than keeping the lights burning at home. And Will was far too high-strung; his need for quiet and control spoke of his lack of inner calm, and it was at odds with his profession.

Looking at himself, Jandyr knew that his heart wasn’t in it. He wasn’t a mercenary, not really. Just an elf who could make money from his skill with a bow until he stumbled on his true vocation. He only hoped he’d find it before it was too late.

Tasting the angry atmosphere and seeing the three men sitting apart from one another, he thought it probably already was.

 


General Ry Darrick smoothed the map out over the table. The senior mages from the four Colleges grouped around him; the delegates had to be content with viewing from whatever angle they could. Only Vuldaroq remained seated.

Darrick was a tall man, well in excess of six foot, with a mass of light brown curly hair cut over the ears, across the forehead and above the nape of his neck. The untameable mane gave him a boyish look which his face, round, tanned and clean, did nothing to discourage despite his thirty-three years.

Few people mistook his youthful appearance for naïvety more than once, and as he bent over the map, the senior mages hung on his every word.

Darrick’s reputation as a master tactician had been made in the years that culminated in the loss of Understone Pass to Tessaya and the Wesmen. He led raids deep into Wesmen lands to disrupt the build-up of men and provisions, extending eastern governance of the pass by probably four years.

Since then, Barons who could afford his and Lystern’s fees, and who didn’t already have The Raven, sought his advice in larger conflicts. That he would command the total respect of any four-College army was not in question.

‘Well, the good news is that given our regular troop levels, we are defensible, but that does rely on your estimates of Wesmen numbers being accurate. I would also be happier if they attack without Wytch Lord support, because if they do breach our defences, I fear we will have little in reserve to halt their march to Korina, Gyernath and the Colleges.’ He looked left and right. ‘Can everyone see all right?’ He gestured at the map of Balaia, the Northern Continent.

Dominating Balaia’s geography were the Blackthorne Mountains, which ran like an untidy scar north to south, coast to coast, not quite dividing the land into two equal parts.

To the east, the marginally smaller area that its indigents liked to call civilisation. Rich farmland, dense forests, free-flowing water courses and natural harbours gave ideal conditions for people and trade to flourish.

To the west, rugged terrain, crag, thin windblown soils and shrubland predominated, with only small pockets suitable for settling to any profitable degree. South-west, the crowded Wesmen Heartlands; north-west, the Torn Wastes.

Popular myth held that East and West Balaia were once wholly separate lands drifting in the vast ocean waters before colliding with slow and cataclysmic result. The rockfalls that still blighted areas of the Blackthornes gave some credence to the story.

‘Now, you don’t have to be a general to know there are three points of potential entry into the east. To the south, the Bay of Gyernath, to the north, Triverne Inlet and, of course, Understone Pass a third of the way down the range. We can discount the three recognised overground passes here, here and here in terms of an invasion because they are long, dangerous and simply unsuited to mass troop movement. That doesn’t mean, though, that I will be ignoring them completely.’ He reached across the map and picked up a glass of water, standing straight while he drank.

‘You don’t think they’ll attempt to sail further along the northern and southern coasts, I take it?’ asked Barras.

Darrick shook his head. ‘Not in great numbers, no,’ he said. ‘I fully expect them to send skirmish and raiding forces at least as far as Gyernath, but they don’t have the ships for mass troop carriage. Going across the bays is easy, quick and any size of vessel will do.’

‘So what will they do?’ Vuldaroq’s eyes traced the outline of the map and Balaia’s uneven, pitted coastline.

‘There are two linked agendas we have to consider, one subordinate to the other,’ replied Darrick. ‘The Wesmen have long vowed to rid the world of the four Colleges. The Wytch Lords want that too, but only as part of the plan to control the entire continent.

‘The main thrust of an invasion is therefore likely to be concentrated on Understone Pass and Triverne Inlet. I’ll take the two in turn.

‘Understone Pass will take the majority of traffic. It’s quick, heavy equipment movement is relatively simple and the Wesmen already control it at both ends. Fortunately, its width is not so great that overwhelming numbers can emerge at too fast a pace, but any army will have to be confronted right at its eastern entrance, so limiting our defensive options.

‘I will station myself there with five hundred horse and five thousand foot as a matter of urgency. Understone itself is merely an early-warning station; its KTA garrison numbers fewer than one hundred and is pitifully trained and experienced. I will call for more magical support when I have assessed the defensive requirements first hand.

‘I can’t over-stress the importance of holding them at the pass. Understone is less than four days’ ride from Xetesk, only five from where we are standing now, and there is precious little in between to halt an advance.’

He paused to gauge reaction. The senior mages were concentrating hard. Barras was biting the tips of his fingers, Vuldaroq’s lips were pursed and Heryst was nodding, still scanning the map. Styliann frowned.

‘You have a point to raise, my Lord?’ Darrick asked of him.

‘Could we not take the pass?’ he suggested.

‘It is not tactically necessary given my defensive brief, and I personally would consider it an act of monumental folly to try. The pass is undoubtedly being reinforced as we speak. The barracks inside can accommodate in excess of six thousand men.’

‘But with significant offensive magic . . .’ said Styliann.

‘Hand to hand, we would lose men in a three-to-one ratio. We don’t have the numbers to spare. Your magic would be required to improve those odds better than one to one for me to consider it as a serious option.’ Darrick shrugged. ‘I know of no such magics that can be brought to bear to that effect.’

Styliann smiled. ‘No. But should taking the pass become a strategic necessity - after all, we will surely need to take on the Wytch Lords, and they can hardly be expected to come to us - is it possible?’

‘Everything is possible, my Lord Styliann.’ Darrick’s response was cool.

‘Do you have something in mind you’d like to share?’ asked Vuldaroq.

‘No,’ said Styliann. ‘I just do not wish to see us closing the door on any potential advantages.’

‘I believe I can be trusted to ensure that doesn’t happen.’ Darrick’s bow was almost imperceptible. ‘Now, Triverne Inlet, open, hard to defend away from the beaches and less than four days’ ride from Julatsa . . .’

But Styliann wasn’t listening. Not to retake the pass risked ultimate victory. But he couldn’t push the point without giving a clue to his aspirations. Something would have to give and, looking at Darrick, he knew he couldn’t change the General’s mind alone. Perhaps it was time to let the Colleges know of Xetesk’s latest experiments. It would redefine the phrase ‘significant offensive magic’ for certain. He smiled inwardly and returned his attention to the military planning, suddenly desperate for a meeting with his best dimensional research mage, a man named Dystran.




Chapter 9

The Raven travelled for three days through countryside that changed by degrees from flat woodland to rough shrub and finally to barren hills, moors and valleys. The weather settled into a cycle of sunshine interspersed with cooling cloud blown up by occasionally strong winds, but throughout it all, the temperature had a warm evenness, even at night, and riding was comfortable.

They saw no one.

Approaching Septern’s house across a high moor, the ground changed from heather-strewn hard soil to lifeless dusty earth. In the distance, the air shimmered, light shining through a thin film of what looked like dust whipped up by the wind. The horses moved easily over the flat ground, and all around them, as for as the eye could see, the terrain was largely featureless but for the odd stunted tree or plate of rock jutting from the cracked dead earth.

‘What happened here?’ asked Hirad. He looked back over his shoulder to where the vegetation sprang up in a line almost as if it had been planted deliberately.

The Dark Mage blew out his cheeks. ‘I don’t know. The after-effects of a spell battle, I should think. It’s a little like the Torn Wastes, though not as blasted.’

‘Could it be something to do with Septern’s workshop?’ asked Ilkar, peering into the dust-filled distance.

‘Possibly.’ Denser shrugged. ‘Who knows what effects an un-maintained dimensional rip might have on its surroundings.’

‘What in all the hells is a “dimensional rip”?’ The Unknown’s face was blank.

‘Well, basically, it’s a hole in the fabric of our dimension that leads to another one or simply into interdimensional space, although there’s obviously far more to it than that.’

‘Obviously,’ muttered Hirad.

The Unknown glared at Hirad. ‘And are we near enough to this dimensional thing to suffer some kind of interference?’

‘Hard to say. I’m no expert on dimensional theory,’ replied Denser. ‘What Septern might have done is anyone’s guess. Septern was a genius, but his records are incomplete.’

‘He certainly was,’ said Ilkar. He scanned the horizon in the direction in which they had been travelling. He narrowed his eyes and spurred his horse into a walk forwards. Hirad, dragging on the reins of his mare, fell into step by him.

‘Can you see something, Ilks?’

‘Nothing much,’ replied Ilkar. ‘That shimmering messes up my long sight, I’m afraid. All I can say is that there appear to be large dark shapes a little to our left. How far, I can’t say.’

‘Shapes?’ Talan was the next to speak as the rest of The Raven began moving.

‘Buildings, at a guess. It could be rocks but I don’t think so.’

‘Well, let’s head for them,’ said Hirad. ‘They seem to be the only landmark we’ve got.’ Hirad dug his heels into his horse’s flanks and led the way across the plain with Ilkar at his side.

As they began to close, Ilkar added flesh to his earlier description. They were riding towards the ruin of a large mansion house and an outbuilding of some kind, probably a low barn.

‘Ruined? Are you sure?’ asked Denser.

‘ ’Fraid so,’ said Ilkar.

‘Is that bad?’ asked Hirad.

‘Not necessarily, though it certainly adds weight to the spell battle theory. Mage houses aren’t known for being easy to knock down,’ replied the Dark Mage.

‘Except by other mages,’ said Ilkar. ‘Or Wytch Lords.’

Denser raised his eyebrows. ‘Exactly.’ Inside his cloak, his cat hissed loud enough for all to hear, poked its head out briefly then withdrew in a hurry.

‘Oh dear,’ said Denser.

‘What is it?’ The Unknown turned in his saddle.

‘I think—’ began Denser, but a chilling howl cut him off. ‘That we are about to have company.’

‘What the hell was that?’ Hirad searched around him but could see nothing, though the single howl had been taken up by more throats.

‘Wolves,’ said Ilkar. ‘Big ones.’

‘No, they’re Destranas.’ The Unknown chewed his lip.

‘Destranas? Then that means Wesmen,’ said Talan, loosening his sword in its scabbard.

‘Yes,’ confirmed The Unknown. ‘We’ve got to make cover. Where are they coming from?’

‘The outbuilding.’ Ilkar pointed, and now they could all see, through the swirling haze that made up the horizon, large moving shapes in front of the distant black barn.

‘We’re in trouble,’ said Richmond.

‘Well spotted,’ muttered Hirad, staring around him for a way out. There was none.

‘All right,’ said The Unknown. ‘Let’s circle north and west and come to the buildings from another direction. We might lose them that way, and at least we’ll have made up some ground.’ He caught Hirad’s eye and added, in a low voice, ‘Although what good it’ll do is open to debate.’ He pushed his horse into a gallop, leaving the rest of the party temporarily trailing in his wake.

For a time it looked as though The Unknown’s idea had paid off. Hirad could see the dogs heading away from them, their handlers following more leisurely on horseback. He spurred his horse on, glanced behind him again, and suddenly the beasts were so much nearer and closing with appalling speed. They were huge, four feet high at the shoulder, and their howls and barks tore at the air and stung the ear.

‘Unknown!’ called Hirad. ‘We can’t outrun them. Look.’

The big warrior turned, looked and immediately wheeled his horse to a stop. ‘Everyone dismount!’ he ordered.

‘Ilkar, Denser, take the horses and let them loose if they are what the dogs want.’

‘They won’t be,’ said Denser. ‘If the Wesmen are here, we’re in bigger trouble than I thought. I’m going to try something. Only disturb me if you have to.’

‘What—’ began Ilkar.

‘Don’t ask,’ said Denser, and he turned his eyes to the skies and spread his arms wide.

‘We’ll have to protect him,’ said Hirad. The four fighting men formed a loose semicircle in front of Denser, the rhythmic tap of The Unknown’s sword on the ground a metronome for Hirad’s heartbeat. Behind them, Ilkar slapped at Denser’s horse and it trotted away with the others. The elf took up station to Denser’s rear, his sword ready, as the first of a dozen Destranas tore into the waiting quartet and the Wesmen, four of them, galloped up.

Fangs bared and flecked with foam, a huge dog leapt at Hirad’s head. Surprised by the distance and speed of the jump, the barbarian swayed reflexively aside and put his sword arm across his face. The animal caught the side of his head and both tumbled to the ground.

The Unknown, his blade before him, took a squat stance and waited as a black Destrana, tongue lolling, sped towards him. As it closed, he shifted his weight forwards and, anticipating a jump, flicked his sword upwards and took the animal under the jaw, skewering its brain. He moved aside and dragged his weapon clear, the dead weight dropping to the floor.

Hirad had been lucky and had fallen on top of the dog. Reacting instantly, he clamped a hand on the dog’s throat as it struggled to get its paws underneath itself. He dropped his sword, snatched a dagger from his belt and plunged it again and again into the exposed chest, blood jetting on to his armour. The next beast slammed straight into his back.

Talan and Richmond moved together as three animals slowed and paced towards their prey. Neither side seemed sure how to attack or defend, and in the ensuing pause, Denser’s spell came to awesome fruition.

The Dark Mage brought his arms together and crossed them, fists clenched and held at either shoulder. He opened his eyes wide, saw six dogs waiting and circling, pointed the index finger of his left hand in their direction and said one quiet word.

‘HellFire.’

Ilkar swore and flung himself to the ground.

Columns of fire screamed down from the sky, six of them, each striking a Destrana square on the top of the skull. Howls of animal terror and pain split the air as the beasts were transformed to flame, dying even as they stumbled and tripped. The three dogs circling Talan and Richmond turned and fled, but one ignored the mayhem behind it and grabbed Hirad’s back, bowling him over in the dirt.

The barbarian’s knife sprang from his hand. He was defenceless. He rolled over on to his back, shouting as the wound low down on his spine ground into the earth. The dog leapt forwards, lashing a claw across his chest, splitting the leather and drawing blood. Hirad scrabbled backwards but there was no escape. The Destrana loomed over him, saliva dripping in his face.

Grabbing a handful of dirt, Hirad flung it into the dog’s eyes. Distracted for a moment, the animal shook its head to clear its vision and The Unknown split its neck with a downward strike, the blade exiting the body and plunging into the ground scant inches from Hirad.

Silence. The wind blew up dust and bent the sparse weed. In front of Ilkar, Denser slumped to his knees, breathing hard as sweat poured down his face and his limbs shook. Talan and Richmond ran over to where Hirad still lay on the ground. The Unknown cleaned his sword before walking over to retrieve the barbarian’s weapons.

Ilkar got to his feet, brushed himself down and looked at the still burning carcasses of the dogs struck down by Denser’s magic. He didn’t know whether to congratulate the Dark Mage or rebuke him. HellFire. Gods above. No wonder he was on his knees. He did neither, trotting past Denser on his way over to Hirad. He could see the remaining dogs and their handlers still running away from them and the barn.

The barbarian was being helped to a sitting position by Richmond. He was pale and obviously shaken.

‘How is he?’ Ilkar asked Talan.

‘He’s been better,’ replied Hirad. ‘Can someone help me off with my shirt?’

‘Not yet,’ said The Unknown. ‘We need to get to cover. Can you ride?’

Hirad nodded and raised an arm, which Richmond took, helping him to his feet. They moved to Denser, who had still not stood up. Behind him, the horses were ambling back in a group.

‘You all right, Denser?’ asked Richmond.

The Dark Mage looked up and nodded, a wry smile on his face. ‘We have to stop the Wesmen,’ he gasped. ‘We can’t let them contact the Wytch Lords.’

‘We aren’t in a position to stop them right now,’ said Richmond. ‘Hirad’s hurt and we have to get to the barn.’

‘Where did they come from?’ asked Talan.

‘They must be camped near by. Watching the house on the orders of the Wytch Lords, no doubt.’ Richmond continued to scan the area into which the Wesmen had fled.

‘You took a risk there,’ said Ilkar, standing over the Dark Mage.

‘Justified, I think,’ said Denser, gesturing at the smouldering carcasses. ‘I’m learning to control it.’

‘So I see. Dangerous, though.’ Something caught Ilkar’s eye and he looked away.

‘And exhausting,’ said Denser. ‘I’m not even sure I can walk.’

‘Try,’ said Ilkar. ‘Try now.’ He could feel them all looking at him as he stared into the middle distance. ‘The dogs are coming back.’

‘Richmond, get the horses,’ ordered The Unknown. ‘Ilkar, see to Denser. Hirad, with me.’

Ilkar pulled Denser to his feet, the Dark Mage having to cling on to the elf’s cloak. With mounts spurred to a gallop, they began the race to the barn.

For Hirad, the ride was a blur of pain. He could feel the blood pouring from the wound in his back, soaking into his shirt and leather. With each stride, his energy ebbed as he thumped in his saddle, unable to maintain a riding rhythm. His eyes misted, his vision was ragged and he couldn’t properly see the way ahead. He was dimly aware of The Unknown moving close to him to hold him in his saddle. He didn’t even have the energy to indicate his thanks; it was all he could do to cling on to the reins.

Urgent orders were barked by The Unknown: the Destranas were catching them fast. They might just reach the barn before the animals overhauled them but it would be close. Richmond and Talan urged their mounts to greater effort towards the long low building. Hirad could feel his grip on consciousness slipping away. He dragged his head to one side to see Denser hunched over his horse with Ilkar shepherding him all the way. The Dark Mage looked for all the world as if he was dead.

Mustering the last of his strength, Hirad dug his heels into his mare’s flanks. The horse responded. The barn was only a hundred yards away. Richmond and Talan, having just reached it, pushed open a large door and slapped their horses inside. Moments later, The Unknown and Hirad thundered in and reined to a halt. The Unknown leapt from his saddle and Hirad slumped from his, legs folding, body sliding down the heaving flank of his horse.

‘Richmond, Talan, look after him,’ barked The Unknown.

He ran to the door and looked out. Denser and Ilkar were just yards away, the dogs almost on their heels, and rode past him into the barn. The Unknown moved a pace outside, pushed the barn door closed and slid the heavy wooden bolt home to lock it.

‘Unknown, what the hell are you doing?’ shouted Ilkar from inside the barn, pulling on the door, which gave only slightly.

‘Korina was the last time I fail to help my friends.’ The Destranas would be on him in a few heartbeats.

‘There’s no need, Unknown. They won’t hang around here for ever,’ said Talan. The banging on the door increased.

‘They will.’ Denser’s voice came laced with fatigue. ‘You don’t understand what they are. The door won’t hold them.’

‘He’ll die, you stupid bastard!’

The Unknown could hear the shouts of the barbarian as he squared up to the dogs. ‘We’ll see, Hirad. We’ll see.’

The huge dogs ate up the distance. One, a pale silver-grey, was slightly ahead of the other two, one of which was jet black, the other another shimmering shade of grey. The Unknown tapped the tip of his blade on the ground and breathed deep knowing his first strike was vital. With the front animal two paces away, he side-stepped and brought his sword through waist-high and rising, straight into the Destrana’s mouth.

Its neck snapped and its jaws splintered but its momentum brought it crashing into The Unknown’s shoulder. Man and beast fell against the door, the timbers groaned and The Unknown could hear someone kicking at the inside, then angry words.

Winded, the big warrior shovelled the dead animal from his legs and started to rise, but the others were on him so quickly. The grey one locked its jaws on to a shoulder plate, the other plucked at his helmet with a massive paw.

With a roar, The Unknown jabbed forwards one-handed and sliced into the grey’s right hind leg. The limb collapsed but the mouth hung on, teeth crushing the metal plate ever further as hot breath fired into his face.

The unharmed dog clouted The Unknown’s head again and he could feel himself weakening. His helmet was dashed from his skull, strap biting deep as it snapped. He choked and swung his blade in desperation, feeling only hilt and glove contact flesh. Snatching it back again, he felt the metal plate on his shoulder give a little more as the crippled beast shook its head from side to side. Waves of pain washed over The Unknown and the black Destrana howled, sensing victory. The noise cleared his head for a moment and he drove his blade deep into the beast’s throat, its exultation drowning in a fountain of blood.

As the sound died away, the plate gave out and huge jaws closed on flesh and bone. The Unknown screamed in agony and his eyes dimmed. His blade was wrenched from his hand as the dog pulled him on to his back. He whipped his fist into its face time and again but the fangs held firm as his blood flowed into the dirt.

The dog pulled its head back and lashed in a claw. The Unknown’s throat was torn out, and as his strength drained away, his head fell back. With a crack of breaking wood, the barn door opened inwards and a blade flashed across his fading vision. There was the thud of a body beside him.

It was enough.

 


‘How dare you!’ Erienne flew at the Captain as he entered her room. ‘How dare you!’ He caught her easily by the arms and pushed her back towards the desk chair.

‘Calm yourself, Erienne. Everything is as it was,’ he said.

‘Three days,’ she grated, her eyes ablaze beneath her tangled dirty hair. ‘Three days you’ve denied me. How can you do it to them, never mind me?’

Since their last conversation, the Captain had been true to his word. She had spoken to no one but the guard who brought her food and water. At first it had been easy, her anger at his assumption that she would crumble burning in the pit of her stomach. She had occupied herself quoting lore, revising little-used spells - some of which she would dearly like to cast in the castle - and searching for weaknesses she could exploit to get free of the Captain. But he had her children, he’d threatened quick death for any magic use and she had no doubt he would do exactly as he said.

Unless she could be in a position while she was with them to cast effectively, she couldn’t take the risk. But then there was the future, after he had no further need of her. Would he let them all go? Part of her wanted to believe that he wasn’t a murderer of innocents, that his intellect had a compassionate side, but that part was small. Erienne knew in her heart that he had no intention of letting them leave the castle. He surely knew her sons had great potential power, and that power would scare him. And that left her having to prolong their lives in any way she knew how and hope that he would drop his guard even for a moment to give her the chance she wanted. Until he let the boys out of their room, that chance would never materialise.

As the hours went by, her anger faded, to be replaced by the dread feeling of longing over which she had no control. She stopped being able to concentrate and the lore lessons were forgotten. Her heart pounded painfully in her breast and the tears were regular and prolonged as her happy memories of the boys gave way to nightmare visions of them cold and alone in a dusty room without anyone to protect them.

She knew the answer was simple. To see them was to call the guard and agree to help the Captain. But to help him was abhorrent to her every belief. And not only that. She believed him to be deeply misguided, and to lend assistance would place Balaia in greater danger than it appeared to be in already.

After two days, she couldn’t sleep, eat or wash, the longing was that great. All she could do was shuffle, head down, around the room, calling out their names and praying for their safe return to her. Her mind was full of them, her body racked with the need of them.

She called the Captain on the third day, when she feared she was losing her mind and when she was sure her boys would wither without her. Catching sight of herself in the mirror, she wept tears through the dirt on her face. Her hair was lank and greasy, knotted and straggling over her scalp. Great dark circles under her eyes told their own story about the state of her fatigue, and her nightdress was torn at one shoulder where she’d caught it on a loose nail.

‘You have denied yourself,’ said the Captain. ‘The answer was forever in your grasp.’

She was too tired to defend herself, slumping instead into the chair. ‘Let me see them,’ she said.

The Captain ignored her plea. ‘I assume you have some news for me.’

‘What do you want from me?’ she said, her voice thick with exhaustion.

‘Good,’ he said. ‘Good. I knew you’d see sense. I’ll tell you what we’ll do. First, I want you to get some proper rest, and I’m going to make it easy for you by promising that you will see your sons very soon. And I never go back on my promises, as you are aware. Then we will talk about your role in saving Balaia from this appalling creation of Dawnthief.’

‘I have to see them now,’ said Erienne.

The Captain knelt beside her and held up her face. She looked at him, his smile softening his features into fatherly concern.

‘Erienne, look at yourself. They will be frightened if they see you like this. You must sleep, then you must wash. Now come.’ He rose and helped her out of the chair and across to the bed, moving the blankets over her as she lay down, unprotesting. ‘I’ll stay with you until you sleep. And dream happy, because when you awaken, you will see Thom and Aron and realise they are well.’ He stroked her hair back from her face, and though she fought it, sleep took her in an iron grip and she slipped into a deep slumber.

The Captain turned to Isman and smiled broadly. ‘You see, Isman? Deprivation can get the results that violence does not.’ He stood. ‘Now, one more piece to the puzzle. Let’s go and talk about how we might catch our most valuable prize.’

 


Ilkar just stared while he tried to compose himself. The quiet hurt his ears. Talan had kneeled and closed The Unknown’s eyes, and now he, Richmond and Ilkar stood around the big man’s body as the wind ruffled his bloodied hair and blew in through the open door of the barn. Hirad, having decapitated the last dog, had walked back two steps and collapsed. Denser was tending him.

Thoughts crashed through Ilkar’s head in a confused barrage but one kept rising to the surface of his mind. It was the view in front of him. The Unknown lying dead was a sight he had never believed he would see. And the idea that he would no longer be there to say the right words or make the correct decision to save them all was one that Ilkar was unable to take.

‘Why the hell did he do it?’ he asked.

Richmond shook his head; tears stood in his eyes.

‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘We could have helped him. If he hadn’t locked the door, we . . . Why did he lock it?’

It was not a question Ilkar could answer. He dragged his attention to Hirad and caught Denser’s eye. The Dark Mage was worried.

‘Bad?’

Denser nodded. ‘Do you know WarmHeal?’

‘That bad, is it?’

‘Yes,’ said Denser. ‘He’s lost a great deal of blood. Well?’

‘I’ve never used it,’ said Ilkar.

‘I’m not asking you to use it. All I need you to do is to shape the mana flow for me - I don’t have the energy.’

‘You want me to channel mana for you,’ said Ilkar slowly. ‘How can you ask that of me?’

Denser scratched his head beneath his skull cap. ‘This isn’t the time to discuss morals and College co-operation.’

‘No?’

‘No!’ snapped Denser, standing and pointing down at the prostrate Hirad. ‘I don’t think you quite understand. If we don’t do something now, he will die. Now you can either try it yourself, use your energy and probably screw up, or you can shape the mana for me and I’ll make it work. I’m good at it.’ He was standing very close to Ilkar, and the elf could feel the cat squirming in Denser’s cloak. ‘So which is it to be?’

Ilkar looked away, straight into the stern gazes of Talan and Richmond. He held out his hands.

‘You don’t understand,’ he said.

‘We understand that if you don’t do something, Hirad will die,’ said Richmond. ‘And we’ve just lost one, so stop talking ethics and get on with it.’

Ilkar looked back to Denser and inclined his head. ‘Let’s get it over with.’

Denser removed Hirad’s leather armour and shirt. The tear in his lower back was ugly, full of blood and over twelve inches long. Denser probed the area around the gash and Hirad moaned his pain through his unconsciousness.

‘It’ll be infected,’ said Denser. ‘Destranas are never clean. Are you ready?’

Ilkar nodded. Kneeling, he placed his hands on Denser’s shoulders, index fingers on the base of his neck. He opened his mind to the mana, feeling a surge through his body before he began shaping the WarmHeal and channelling the energy through his hands. There was a jolt as Denser accepted the flow and something akin to pain as the two Colleges, Julatsa and Xetesk, met and melded. Focusing on the Dark Mage’s hands, Ilkar blotted out the barn around him and the ache growing in his head, seeing Denser’s gentle finger movements, hearing his quiet incantation and feeling the mana being dragged through him with greater force as the preparation climaxed.

He could feel himself beginning to weaken. Denser was hauling the stamina from him as he drew on the magical force with ever greater urgency. And then it was done, the flow shut off, the channel closed, and Denser’s hands were encased in a red-tinged golden glow. For Ilkar, the colour would have been a pure green, soft and pulsating but he couldn’t say that the feeling was any different than if the mage under his hands had been another Julatsan. Unable to move from his position, Ilkar watched as Denser moved his hands over the wound, his fingers kneading the skin and probing the torn flesh. Blood flowed briefly on to the floor of the barn, Denser breathed in slowly and, with his exhalation, the light dimmed and died.

Slowly, the rest of the world encroached once more on Ilkar’s mind. His heart was hammering in his chest and his arms trembled as he took them from Denser’s shoulders. The Dark Mage examined his work, then sat back on his haunches, turning to Ilkar and smiling.

‘That was a very interesting experience. We should research it further,’ he said.

Ilkar wiped his sweat-slick forehead. ‘Don’t get carried away, Denser. I only did it to save Hirad.’

‘And save him we have,’ said Denser. ‘I’m sorry you feel the way you do. We should be learning from each other, not squabbling.’

Ilkar gave a short laugh. ‘And there speaks a man who would have Dawnthief for himself and his College.’

Both stood up, brushing dust from their clothing.

‘And you wouldn’t?’ Denser felt in a pocket for his pipe. ‘Julatsa sets itself on a pedestal and asks to be knocked down. For one thing, you know you cannot cast Dawnthief with any hope of success, and for another, you refuse our constant hand of friendship and reason.’

Ilkar felt as if all the breath had been knocked from him. He could feel his ears redden and the blood flowed into his face with equal force.

‘Reason? Xetesk? Denser, the last time I saw a Xetesk mage, she was fighting for Erskan’s Merchant Lords and killing people using MindMelt. That’s not reason.’

Denser merely tamped tobacco into his pipe bowl and lit the weed with a flame from his thumb.

‘Of course,’ he said. ‘You have never killed anyone in your work with The Raven.’

‘That is completely different.’

‘Is it? Your killing spells stink of righteousness and that makes them all right, I suppose.’ There was a sneer on Denser’s face. ‘You are a mercenary mage, Ilkar. Your moral is money and your code is that of The Raven. Forget my allegiance; my deeds are no worse than yours. In Julatsa you see yourselves as the white knights of magic, and yet, individually at least, you are no higher than any College’s mage. We should have stayed talking to Lystern and Dordover.’

‘You say that and yet you thrive on blood and the chaos in dimensional space. Your College has consistently ignored pleas to moderate and that’s why Black Wings hunt you. And me. I—’

‘For God’s sake, will you two shut up? I’m trying to rest.’ That voice drained the anger from Ilkar and he smiled. So did Denser.

‘Ah, Hirad, you’ll never know the angst that brought about your salvation,’ said the Dark Mage.

Ilkar found it hard to suppress a chuckle. He looked down and the humour died on his face. Hirad’s eyes were black-rimmed and sunken, and his expression spoke everything of recent events.

‘I heard you,’ said the barbarian. ‘We’d better bury The Unknown. I understand that a WarmHeal surge doesn’t last for long.’ He scrambled to his feet.

Denser nodded. ‘You’ll be asleep in less than an hour.’

Talan retrieved a shovel from his pack. ‘I’ll dig. Richmond can dress the body. We’ll observe the Vigil in the morning.’

Ilkar nodded his thanks. He was more tired than he cared to admit. The exertion of the WarmHeal was weighing on his mind as much as on his body. In saving Hirad, he’d committed a crime against the Julatsan way that would see him shunned by his brothers. He shuddered. At least none of them was ever likely to find out.

 


Hirad squatted outside the barn by the mound of earth that covered The Unknown. His sword was drawn and held in his hands, point driven into the ground and hilt by his face. His sorrow wasn’t as keen as that he had felt for the loss of Sirendor, but something lurked in the back of his mind that his exhausted body couldn’t register. He felt empty and useless. Again. It was a feeling he was becoming too familiar with. His eyes smarted and he turned them to the darkening heavens, as the mist that had bothered their journey all day deepened and stole the stars from the sky.

 


They were all asleep. Richmond and Talan had taken the early watches and snored in unison, lying on their backs on either side of the barn. Ilkar, his energy gone, was stretched on a patch of loose earth, his hands thrust deep in the soil, replenishing his mana stamina slowly as he slept. Denser smiled. If only he knew how easy it was. All you needed was peace and a victim or a prayer and an opening.

Finally, his eyes came to rest on Hirad, sleeping so deeply his breath hardly registered. He had been lucky. For all his confidence, Denser had no idea whether Julatsan-shaped WarmHeal mana would mean anything to him, or whether Ilkar’s reluctance to channel the mana would affect the flow. It was a sudden source of interest to Denser that, give or take the odd spike, the WarmHeal shapes of the two opposed Colleges were identical. Again the smile. He wondered if Ilkar would ever open his eyes to the truth his Masters had buried from him and all of his brothers.

One magic. One mage.

Denser was sitting close to the door, listening to the wind rattling the sparse brush against the base of the barn. He filled his pipe from his belt pouch, frowning as he felt around the dwindling supply.

‘Hmm.’ He lit the pipe, letting the flame he produced on his fingers warm his face for a moment. Within his cloak, his Familiar shifted, its head nestling against his stomach.

Outside, there was another sound; a whispering on the wind. Something gliding. It was a sound Denser knew very well, as did the Familiar, who poked its head from his cloak to look at him, nose and whiskers twitching, ears pricked.

The whispering came closer, the gliding changed to an idle flap and there was a landing just to the right of the barn door. Claws scrabbled briefly at the earth, the wings flapped again and the whispering became distant and was gone.

Denser and the cat stared deeply into each other’s eyes.

‘Well, well, well,’ said the Dark Mage. ‘That’s why you did it. You knew they were coming.’ He shook his head. ‘And I never suspected a thing.’




Chapter 10

Hirad awoke to sounds of movement and organisation. As he opened his eyes, he could hear Ilkar demanding someone ready the horses, while the crackle and smell of a fire told of Richmond preparing a meal. Light streamed in through the barn’s open door and any remaining shadows were crisscrossed with light that shone through gaps in the planking. Hirad shifted. He felt a dull ache in his back but the pain he remembered had gone.

‘Good morning, Hirad.’

Hirad turned his head and pushed himself up on his elbows. ‘Bugger me, Talan, but I pity the woman who wakes up staring at you.’ He offered an arm and Talan hauled him to his feet. Once up, a look around the barn brought reality back with unpleasant force.

There weren’t enough of them. No way. The gap left by The Unknown was enormous. Unbridgeable. Hirad felt his heart thumping in his throat, and his eyes swept the barn once more as if he’d somehow missed the big man, sitting on a bale of straw behind the horses perhaps. His eyes pricked and he set off for the door to give himself the confirmation he had to have.

Sure enough, the grave was there, and by it, Denser and the cat, the mage staring at the low mound of earth in a kind of sombre surprise. As Hirad watched, he shook his head slowly.

‘I know how you feel,’ said the barbarian.

Denser smiled thinly. ‘Probably not.’

‘What’s causing all this?’ Hirad waved an arm at the view in front of them. The air was no clearer than on the previous day. Despite the sun riding into the sky unchallenged by cloud, Septern’s estate shimmered in a light mist, keeping anything further than thirty-odd yards away just out of plain focus. At least today there were no dark shapes moving against the horizon. Not yet, anyway.

‘I think it’s either another after-effect of all the spell casting around the house, or the rip is causing eddies in the atmosphere. We don’t know how dimensions interact but it may be that they can’t mix.’ He glanced back down at The Unknown’s grave. ‘Perhaps we should talk.’

‘Yes, I think we should. We’re in trouble.’

Denser indicated they walk away from the barn, and the two men moved off together in the direction of the house.

‘I’m not—’

‘I think—’

A brief pause. Denser gestured for Hirad to speak.

‘We’ve got to take stock,’ he said. ‘The Raven isn’t used to its people dying. Not for years.’

‘I appreciate that,’ said Denser. ‘And I know we didn’t start off right—’

Hirad laughed, a contemptuous sound.

‘I’ll say we didn’t.’ His voice was low and cold. ‘First of all, your damned secrecy about what you involved us in almost killed me and ended in the death of my best friend. Then, because of that, we end up in this nightmare country and the second of my friends dies. To save you.’ Denser opened his mouth to speak but Hirad glared him down. ‘Your life is forfeit and I want you to know that the only reason you aren’t dead is that Ilkar seems to believe you are the only chance Balaia has got.’

The wind gusted, picking at Denser’s cloak. The cat’s ears appeared briefly at his neck line, twitched and withdrew. The mage pulled his pipe from a pocket, made to put it in his mouth and decided against it.

‘That’s all I really need to know. You of all The Raven have to believe in me even if you hate me for what has happened.’

‘I didn’t say I believed in you. I said Ilkar did, and that’s good enough for me.’ Hirad looked into Denser’s face, seeing a frown developing as his words sank in. ‘You just don’t get it, do you? It really doesn’t matter what I believe. Ilkar says this is important. The Unknown thought so too, and that means The Raven is with you. That’s why we’re so good. It’s called trust.’

‘And now there’s a problem.’

‘Well spotted, Denser. Yes, there is. Your lies and our haste led to The Raven’s heart being torn out.’ He took a pace forwards, threatening. Denser was unmoved. ‘The centre of The Raven. Me, Ilkar, Sirendor and the big man. We’ve been fighting together for more than ten years. We meet you and in less than one week two of us are dead. Dead.’ Hirad dropped his head and sucked his bottom lip as images of Sirendor crowded his mind.

‘We can still do this without them,’ said Denser. ‘We have to.’

‘Yeah? Did you somehow miss what happened yesterday? The Unknown took out five of those dogs on his own. Who do you think’s going to do it next time?’

‘Well, there’s you standing in front of me and two other good swordsmen in the barn. The only reason we believed we had a chance of recovering Dawnthief was that The Raven would be involved.’

‘And you’ve killed two of us already!’ said Hirad. ‘Gods, Denser, there just aren’t enough of us now. And none of us who’s left was ever as good as The Unknown. Or Sirendor.’

‘But that doesn’t—’

‘Listen to me!’ Hirad breathed deeply. ‘We cannot face another attack like yesterday.’

Denser nodded. He filled the bowl of his pipe and tamped the tobacco down. A muttered word and a flame appeared around the mage’s index finger. He lit the pipe.

‘I’ve considered this, believe me. And like you say, we have to take stock. Depending on how wide our search is for the components will decide how it’s going to go from here. That’s all I ask right now - that we go to the house, find the information we need, assuming it’s there, then all sit down and talk it through.’ He paused. ‘Now those Wesmen have got away from us, they’ll report to Parve. The Gods knows what that will lead to.’

‘Why were they here?’

‘Because the Wytch Lords will have always assumed that here was the key to Dawnthief. You have to stay with me, Hirad, whatever you think of me. This is too important for the whole of Balaia.’

‘So you keep saying,’ said Hirad. ‘But first we have a Vigil to observe. Then we’ll sort out this house and see where we are.’ He turned and walked back to the barn, Denser following a few paces behind.

The Dark Mage was invited to stay inside the barn while The Raven conducted a shorter Vigil than The Unknown deserved. It was a tradition as old as mercenary camaraderie, but this time reverence had to be tempered with the reality of the situation in which they found themselves; and it was for the same reason that they all left the barn and rode the short distance to the house soon after, instead of walking. Should the Wesmen come back, having the horses even as far away as the barn could prove fatal.

The once grand structure lay in almost complete ruin. Blackened stone and scorched wood were scattered around a central hub of collapsed walls, with the odd splash of colour from ancient furnishings somehow surviving.

The house was maybe two hundred feet on its longest side, and had a main entrance that was still just about discernible. Part of a stone archway leant at a crazy angle above a shattered stairway, and next to it the mangled remains of a window frame clung desperately to the vertical, a shred of material flapping in the breeze, stuck on a nail.

Hirad dismounted, the others following suit. Denser led the horses to a fallen tree some yards away, then returned to stand by Ilkar. Both stared at the destruction, concern plain on their faces.

‘What’s up?’ asked Hirad. ‘Someone burned his house down. So what?’

‘That’s the problem. You don’t just burn down a mage’s house,’ said Ilkar. ‘They’re too well protected. The power needed to do this—’ he gestured at the ruin - ‘is enormous.’

‘Is it?’ Hirad turned to Denser. ‘Still think we can do it?’ The Dark Mage raised his eyebrows. ‘So who did it? The Wytch Lords?’

‘Almost certainly,’ said Denser. ‘They would have known the extent of Septern’s research into Dawnthief just as we did. He obviously vanished before they got to him.’

‘Not happy, were they?’ Talan kicked at a piece of rubble.

‘Nor would you be. If they’d got hold of Dawnthief, it would all be over by now.’ It was Denser’s turn to look at Hirad. ‘That is why it’s so important we succeed. We must believe we can, and we must do it.’

‘Don’t lecture me, Denser,’ said Hirad. ‘Let’s get inside . . . well, you know, in.’ He pointed through what was left of the arch.

‘What are we looking for in there?’ asked Richmond.

‘If we’ve read the amulet correctly, the entrance to the workshop is through the floor, and Ilkar is going to have to divine the way through it,’ said Denser.

‘Why Ilkar?’ Talan frowned.

‘There’s Julatsan code on the amulet. Septern wanted it to be as hard as possible for mages to find his workshop, it seems.’

‘More than that,’ said Ilkar. ‘If it was going to be found, he wanted more than just Xetesk represented.’

‘I’m sorry, I’m not getting this,’ said Talan. ‘What College was Septern?’

‘Dordover,’ replied Denser. ‘And most of the code on there is Dordovan, but Xetesk could read that easily enough. What we couldn’t read was a passage concerning the opening of the door to the workshop, because it was based in the lore of Julatsa.’ Denser shrugged. ‘We could never read it even if a Julatsan mage told us how.’

‘So how did he write it?’

‘That, Richmond, is a good question. And I don’t know the answer. He may have worked with a Julatsan, but Ilkar’ll tell you that’s impossible.’

‘Not impossible. Just extremely unlikely. Shall we?’ Ilkar led the way over the crumbling rubble, leaping up the steps to the steadier ground on which the arch stood. He turned round. ‘Aren’t you coming in, Talan?’

‘Not yet. I think someone should keep a look-out, don’t you?’

‘Good idea.’ Ilkar moved gingerly into what was left of the mansion. Devastated stonework lay in chips, covering the cracked stone floor and making walking tricky. Nothing much else was left. The wall by a fireplace had survived to three feet, and beneath the flame marks, a pale blue was just visible. As for the furnishings, a few pieces of scattered wood and iron, the odd strip of deep green upholstery and the oval of a table top were all that remained.

Denser set about sweeping the stone dust and chips from the floor with his boot and gestured that he could do with some help. The floor itself was cracked in many places, particularly where it joined the walls. The central portion was scored and darkened but otherwise unscathed for an area covering maybe thirty square feet.

The Dark Mage fished out the amulet, his cat treading gingerly down his cloak as he did so. It padded about the floor, sniffing close, its ears and eyes alert. Denser clacked his tongue, took the amulet from its chain and walked into the middle of the cleared area.

‘As obvious as this may seem, the way into the workshop is right in the centre here.’ He knelt on the ground and brushed at it with his free hand. ‘Ilkar, it’s your turn.’ He held the amulet up to the elf, who took it with reverential care and stared at it at length before turning it over in his hands to stare again at the other side.

‘I should have looked at it closer the first time, shouldn’t I?’ he said.

‘I was praying you wouldn’t,’ said Denser.

‘Mean anything to you?’ asked Hirad at his shoulder.

Ilkar glanced round. ‘Not much of it, no. This bit, though—’ he pointed with his little finger to an arc of symbols which ran around an inner ring near the hub of the amulet - ‘that’s Julatsan, although the lore is very old. The style, I mean.’

‘Of course,’ said Hirad.

Ilkar chuckled and patted Hirad on the shoulder. ‘I’m sorry. Look, here’s a very brief lesson. College lore is something that is passed down through the College over generations. It’s not something you can learn like you can the words of a spell. You have to, I don’t know, assimilate it over years, I suppose. That’s why Xetesk couldn’t read this. It’s Julatsan lore code.’ He stopped.

‘Go on. I think I’m there,’ said Hirad. ‘What does this lore do, then?’

‘Well, it doesn’t do much in the sense you mean. It’s a way of storing College memories. In simple terms, the lore I know teaches me how to shape mana for the spells I use, although it’s actually much more complex than that. And if I can work out the code on this amulet, it’ll tell me how to divine what it is that operates the entrance to Septern’s workshop. Or at least, that’s the theory.’

Hirad studied Ilkar’s earnest face, the elf’s sharply tapering eyebrows angled down between his eyes so that they almost met at his nose. He smiled.

‘Thank you for that, Ilkar. I suppose you’d best get on with it.’

Ilkar nodded and walked to the centre of the room, sitting where Denser indicated he thought the entrance to be. Hirad moved to sit in the rubble, where he could watch Ilkar’s face. It struck him again that for all the years they’d known each other, he’d never taken any interest in magic at all. How it worked, who was who, what you had to do. Nothing. Hardly surprising really, he reflected. Magic was Ilkar’s job. Hirad could never perform it, so he’d never bothered to look into it.

Sitting cross-legged, Ilkar held the amulet on his open palms, examining it intently, occasionally mouthing words. He was breathing slowly and deeply, and when he closed his eyes, his chest continued to move, somewhat to Hirad’s surprise.

Hirad glanced at Denser, who was also studying Ilkar, right hand absently scratching the cat’s chin, unlit pipe clamped between his teeth. There was a half-smile on his face and fascination in his eyes.

Ilkar was searching for something, that much was apparent. His head was sweeping the area immediately in front of him, his eyes roving behind closed lids. Hirad frowned and shifted, his mouth turning up at one corner, dimpling his cheek. He found the sight unnerving.

Ilkar licked his lips and started probing the floor with his fingers, amulet now in his lap. Suddenly, his sightless eyes shifted to his right to where Denser was standing. The Dark Mage flinched reflexively. Ilkar kept staring, unmoving, for fully half a minute.

He opened his eyes. ‘Got it,’ he said.

‘Excellent.’ Denser’s smile broadened.

Ilkar got to slightly unsteady feet and walked over to the Dark Mage. Hirad stepped over to examine the floor where Ilkar had been probing. To him it was just hard and cold.

‘It’s a control spell. Dordovan, I think. I’ll try it, it should be simple enough.’ Ilkar looked again at the amulet, turned it over and mouthed a few words. He glanced over his shoulder. ‘Hirad, I would advise you to move a couple of paces backwards.’ The barbarian shrugged and did so.

Ilkar placed a palm on either side of the amulet, closed his eyes and muttered a brief incantation. There was a momentary hiss of escaping air from a seal, and an entire slab of stone disappeared from where Hirad had been standing.

‘All right, Ilkar, I’m impressed,’ said Hirad.

‘Thank you, Hirad.’

‘Me too,’ said Denser, moving to the hole Ilkar had made. ‘Dimensional transference. No wonder the Wytch Lords never found the way in.’

He was joined by Hirad. ‘They don’t make doors like that nowadays, eh?’

‘Hirad, nobody ever made them like that. Except Septern, it seems.’

They could see nothing down the hole. The first few steps of a flight led into the darkness, and there was an impression of size, but that was it. Hirad called to Talan to bring in two lanterns, and with them lit, he moved cautiously down the stairs, unsheathed sword in one hand, lantern in the other.

The air was musty and smelt of age, and Hirad could see he was descending into a chamber almost the same size as the room above it. All but covering the wall directly opposite him was a moving dark. Swirls of deep greys, flecked with brown, green and the odd flash of white, poured over each other, going nowhere. The dark roiled and swam within its frame, alien and menacing, its silence adding to its threat. The room held an air of expectancy and Hirad couldn’t shift the sensation that the swirls would snatch out to grab him and pull him into nowhere. The thought made him shudder. He stopped and felt a hand on his shoulder.

‘It’s the dimensional rip. Nothing to worry about,’ said Denser.

‘Can’t things come through, you know, from the other side?’ Hirad wafted his sword in the direction of the rip.

‘No. Septern stabilised it using his magic and lore. You have to start this side to get back to this side.’

Hirad nodded and moved on down, only half convinced by Denser’s reply. The rip was compelling. It gave an aura of impenetrable depth but Hirad could see its edge and it seemed to hang on the wall like a picture, less than a hand’s width thick.

All around was the debris of a life. To his left as he descended was a table covered in papers, and near it, another scattered with implements, flasks and powders. A chest was lodged against the right wall. A layer of dust faded sharp outlines and at the bottom of the stairs was the answer to a riddle.

‘Septern,’ said Hirad.

‘Undoubtedly.’ Denser moved past the barbarian to examine the body. ‘Three hundred years and he could have died yesterday.’

The body, head forward, eyes closed, dark hair thinning and close-cropped, was crumpled against a wall in a half-slouch, hands partially covering a bloodied tear in an otherwise white shirt. As the lantern-light swept away the shadows, it revealed a large, dark and dusty stain on the flagstones.

Denser looked up at Hirad. ‘Think how close they came to ultimate victory. Septern escaping down here saved everyone. I wonder if he knew that?’ He moved to the paper-strewn table, sat in a chair and began to leaf through the mass of documents.

Hirad moved off the stairs and was followed into the workshop by Ilkar, Talan and Richmond. The elf repeated his earlier spell and the hole closed above them.

‘Ilkar?’

‘Yes, Hirad?’

‘If you’ve got the amulet there and you need it to open and close the door, how did he do it?’

The mage straightened. ‘Good question. Any ideas, Denser?’

Denser, who had just uncovered a leather-bound book, turned. ‘I don’t know, what did you do?’

‘It’s similar to a FlamePalm but you have to be holding the amulet so that the flame is directed straight into it.’

‘Whatever the amulet’s made of will be the catalyst, then. Have you checked his neck?’

‘His neck?’ Ilkar’s scowl was momentary. ‘Oh, I see.’ He bent to Septern and put his hand inside the dead man’s collar. Hirad could see the shudder from where he was standing.

‘Feel good, Ilkar?’

‘Clammy and cold, Hirad. Waxy too. Really, really unpleasant. He is wearing a chain, though.’ Ilkar took the chain over Septern’s head and nodded as he looked at the blood-stained copy amulet hanging from it. ‘The faces are largely blank, it’s just the edging that has the same design.’

‘Good,’ said Denser. ‘I wouldn’t like to think he’d made several copies of the way in here.’ He went back to his reading.

Hirad turned his attention to Talan and Richmond who had been poking idly at the glassware on one of the tables but had now begun to examine the chest. Ilkar came to his side, wiping his hands down his armour.

‘What do you think of this?’ He pointed at the rip, its gentle swirling still slow and rhythmic.

‘It gives me the shivers. I wonder what’s on the other side.’

‘Well,’ said Ilkar, ‘I have a strong feeling that you’ll be finding out.’

‘No question of it,’ said Denser. ‘There’s some incredible stuff in here.’ He tapped the book. ‘It’ll bring dimensional research on hundreds of years. And it answers a few other questions too.’ He stood up and walked over to Ilkar, handing him the book and indicating a passage. ‘Read it out, will you? I’ve got to try something. Have you got any rope, Talan?’

‘Outside.’ Talan was gazing at the rip, Richmond at his shoulder.

Eventually he turned to find Denser looking at him. ‘Do you want some?’

‘No, I was just passing the time.’

‘Well, I’m not a bloody mind-reader, Denser.’

‘No, you’d need a mind for that,’ muttered the Dark Mage. ‘Just get the rope, will you?’

Talan strode towards him. ‘In charge now, are you? Tell you what, go and get it yourself, or have you lost the power of movement? ’

‘I only want some rope, Talan,’ said Denser. ‘I’m not asking you to open the gates of hell or anything.’

‘It’s on my horse if you want it.’ Talan turned and stalked to the other end of the rip and took up his gazing again.

‘Gods alive,’ said Denser. ‘FlamePalm, you say?’

Ilkar nodded and tossed him the original amulet. ‘Just leave out the command word and substitute whatever it is you say for mana-meld. ’

Denser followed the Julatsan’s instructions, and soon wan daylight appeared above them.

‘I won’t be long.’ Denser trotted up the steps.

‘Are you going to read that book, or keep it to yourself?’ asked Hirad.

‘Sorry,’ said Ilkar. ‘Do you two want to hear this?’

Richmond shrugged and walked over, Talan glowered at Ilkar then did likewise.

‘It’s a diary of sorts. A research log as well, though I won’t go into that. Listen to this:

‘It is only four days since I revealed my creation of Dawnthief and already the Wytch Lords are searching for me. I can feel the shock waves through the mana even here. I cannot leave this house and I am left hoping that the four Colleges will defeat the evil from the Torn Wastes, for the spell I created to destroy them myself I cannot unleash on Balaia. It was folly to tell the Colleges of my discovery. I have since found that Dawnthief is infinitely more powerful than I had imagined. While it would be an unstable spell to work, should it be cast with the right preparation, concentration and, of course, catalysts, it could plunge Balaia into eternal night. It would mean the end of everything.

‘But I also find I cannot destroy the knowledge I have unearthed. Is that terrible when that knowledge could obliterate us all? I don’t think so - you can never hope to unmake what has been made. So I have taken the information containing the names of the catalysts through the rip and into a place where those who guard it have sworn to do so though death take the breath from their bodies and the flesh from their bones.

‘The key amulet has been left with the Brood Kaan in the Dragon dimension and they of all creatures know the price of Dawnthief falling into the wrong hands. Perhaps some day they will give the key back and this journal will be found and my actions understood. For myself, having hidden what had to be hidden, I must destroy the rip, closing the door for ever. To do so, I must remain on this side and will take my own life. No one must find Dawnthief. No one.’





The next page was blank.

Ilkar looked up from his reading, finding all eyes on him. Above them, Denser came back down the stairs, took the amulet from Ilkar and closed the slab once again.

‘So what happened?’ asked Hirad, indicating Septern’s body. ‘He didn’t kill himself, that much is obvious. And he didn’t destroy the rip either.’

Ilkar shrugged. ‘Well, it looks to me as though the Wytch Lords got to him earlier than he expected. Like Denser said, he saved Balaia by getting down here before he died.’

‘And we’re about to do what he feared most,’ said Denser. ‘We’re going to get that information. Now then.’ Denser walked over to the closed chest, slapped open the clasps and opened the lid, finding clothes, boots and a pair of lanterns inside. He turned to the others. ‘A going-away chest, if I’m not very much mistaken.’

‘What is it you’re going to do, Denser?’ asked Hirad.

‘A little test of what exactly is behind the rip, that’s what.’ He closed and clasped the chest again. Taking the coil of rope from his shoulder, he quickly bound the chest with it, leaving a length of perhaps twenty feet in his hands.

‘Hirad, would you?’ asked Denser, pointing at the chest.

Hirad frowned but walked over to the Dark Mage.

‘What do you want?’

‘Pick up the chest and throw it through the rip, if you don’t mind.’

‘Oh, I see. Good idea.’ He knelt and wrapped his arms around the chest, picked it up and took a couple of paces backwards. ‘Anywhere in particular?’

‘In the centre, I think.’

Hirad nodded and moved to the middle of the rip. He hefted the trunk so that his hands were beneath it and it rested on his chest. A couple of bounces and he threw it straight into the rip, where it disappeared as if swallowed by thick mud.

All eyes switched to the rope as it moved gently through Denser’s hands. After no more than ten seconds, the rope gathered speed briefly, dipped, fell to the bottom of the rip and went slack.

‘I see,’ said Denser.

‘I wish I did,’ muttered Hirad.

‘It’s quite easy. The rip itself is quite deep, maybe six feet, and travel through it is slow. Just beyond the rip is a short drop which we’ll have to be ready for.’ He paused. ‘Now then, who’s for a journey into the absolute unknown?’

Silence. And it had an odd quality about it. Hirad considered that they had always known they’d have to go through the dark swirling mass, but now the time had arrived, they were all thinking about what might actually be on the other side. Whatever it was, it was unlikely to be much like anything they had ever experienced.

‘Well, we don’t need to leave a guard, do we?’ said Richmond.

‘That we don’t,’ said Ilkar. ‘What do you reckon, Hirad, The Raven’s strangest ride?’

Hirad chuckled. ‘Yeah. Let’s do it.’ He clapped his hands together and drew his sword. ‘Lanterns, I think.’

‘Definitely,’ said Ilkar, picking up the one Denser had left on the table.

They lined up in front of the rip, each man staring deep into the gently moving picture in front of him. Hirad looked down the line one way then the other from his position in its centre. He breathed deeply, his heart rate leaping.

‘Ready, everyone?’ he asked. There were nods and murmurs of assent.

‘Hirad, I think you have the honour of the cry,’ said Talan.

‘Thank you, Talan.’

‘What’s this?’ asked Denser.

‘Just listen,’ said Ilkar.

Hirad drew in another huge breath. ‘Raven!’ he roared. ‘Raven with me!’

They hit the rip at a dead run.




Chapter 11

Styliann warmed his feet by the fire in his study and took tea from the mug on the table by his right arm. There was a knock at the door.

‘Come.’

Nyer and Dystran entered. He gestured them to the other chairs and poured them each a mug of tea. Nyer settled into his seat with the ease of one well used to such company. For Dystran, a man barely into his forties, the nervousness was apparent and he sat forwards in his chair, clutching his mug tight.

‘Is Laryon on his way?’

‘Regretfully not,’ said Nyer. ‘He has encountered a problem with certain of his staff.’

‘I see.’ Styliann’s eyes narrowed. People didn’t usually pass up one of his invitations. He made a note to speak with the Master presently. ‘Now, Dystran, the DimensionConnect research, it is in an advanced state, I trust?’

Dystran looked to Nyer, who gestured him to speak.

‘Yes, my Lord. We are testing in the catacombs.’ He smiled before he could help himself.

‘Something amuses you?’

‘Sorry, my Lord.’ Dystran’s cheeks suddenly glowed red beneath his short brown hair. ‘It is just that we had to improve drainage rather urgently after the initial, highly successful test.’

Styliann raised his eyebrows.

‘Keep to the report,’ said Nyer.

Dystran nodded. ‘We have made three successful tests of the DimensionConnect spell, linking our dimension with that of another. Having made the correct calculations, we were able to steer a course of water between the two, unfortunately flooding one spell chamber.’

‘Excellent,’ said Styliann. ‘How long before we are ready for a live test?’

‘Any time,’ said Dystran. ‘The only question remaining is one of mage linkage. We assume that the more mages casting, the wider the channel. However, there are risks involved.’ He paused. ‘Finally, dimensions are not always in alignment, and although we can calculate when they will be, we have no control over exactly when it is possible to cast.’

Styliann frowned. ‘What are the alignment windows?’

‘Between several hours and several days. We are still searching for a pattern.’

The Lord of the Mount nodded. ‘That will do. Dystran, I need you to bring your team of mages up to speed for a large-scale live test. How many do you have?’

‘Thirty,’ said the mage.

‘Your view, my old friend?’ asked Styliann.

‘It is the ideal offensive weapon for the pass,’ said Nyer.

‘Naturally.’ Styliann smiled. The door to victory opened once again.

Later, Styliann held communion with Laryon and what he heard took the smile from his face. It was sad when old friends began playing power games with him. It made him angry.

 


Flesh was being sucked from his bones. Blood was pouring into the skin of his face. He could feel it swell until his cheeks burned with pain, and then swell yet more. Hirad’s hands tightened reflexively, right hand attempting to crush the hilt of his sword. Eyes open, unclosable, seeing nothing but blackness mottled with grey. If he could have turned his head he was sure that he wouldn’t have been able to see any of the others. Were they even there?

He could hear no sound but for the blood thrashing through his veins and his brain shouting at him to make sense of it all. Was he walking? He thought not, but he was certainly moving. Where didn’t matter. He just wanted it to stop before the flesh was torn from his body and his blood surged into the void. Even then, he found himself thinking that he would still be moving. He felt a pulsing spread through his body. It began in the pit of his stomach and moved swiftly to enmesh his entire being. It was hot. Very hot. The blood felt as if it would boil his veins, melting them away.

Light.

The end of eternity.

A fall. Hard ground. A dimming of the light.

Hirad was sitting in an open space and it felt high up. No reason for that. It just felt that way. He looked left and right, counting the rest of The Raven off in his head. They were all there, all sitting, all looking at each other. Behind them, the rip hung in the air a couple of feet from the ground. The end of the rope that bound the chest hung in a slight bow. Hirad tracked it to the chest, which was lying on its side next to Ilkar. And behind the rip, a sheer drop into nothing.

Hirad stood up on juddering legs, quickly subsiding to calm, and drank in his first sight of another dimension. With the blood settling back to a normal pace through his veins, he felt the hairs all over his body stand as he breathed. He hadn’t known what to expect, but it wasn’t this. The air tasted different, dry and tinny, and the whole atmosphere was strange and cloying, slightly irritating to the skin and eyes.

The sky above them was dark, filled with cloud boiling across the sky, though he could feel only a light breeze on his face. He could see no break in the cover yet a half-light spread from the horizon where the black of the cloud met the black of the land.

And they were standing very high up. The feeling was confirmed by simply looking down a few feet behind and to his right. The rip was positioned at the very edge of the plateau on which they had landed and the drop was sheer immediately to both sides. Lightning, red and harsh, flared and sheeted across the land, illuminating nothing, only reinforcing the impenetrable dark. Almost as one, The Raven paced further from the edge, each man noting the small margin for error when they made to return to their own dimension.

But he knew what it lacked. Sound. Apart from the breeze sighing in his ears, he could hear nothing at all. No voices, no animals, no birds. No sound of any life whatever. Even the lightning behind them was silent. It made him uneasy. It was like standing in the land of the dead.

Hirad tracked the land to his left until his line was broken by a building. Of sorts, anyway. Gazing straight ahead across the open ground - and it was ground; soil and vegetation ruffling in the gentle wind - he saw a jumble of ramshackle structures. Broken timbers, crumbled stone and cracked slate littered the area and he could see the dereliction stretching away for what had to be five or six hundred yards until it stopped abruptly, presumably at the farther edge of the plateau.

Beyond that, another rip hung in space. And as his eyes adjusted to the light, he could see all around them, but scattered distantly, rough columns of rock which expanded at their heads to form more plateaux, disc- and oval-shaped. Clearly, they were on a similar structure and the realisation unbalanced him briefly. He thought he could just make out more buildings on the other discs, some towering like palaces. But no more light. Nothing moved but that under the sway of the breeze.

‘Nice place,’ muttered Talan, his voice sounding loud in the quiet.

Hirad started. ‘Gods in the ground, what is this place?’ The barbarian wished fervently The Unknown were there. It would have calmed him just a little.

‘It doesn’t make sense to my mind,’ said Denser. ‘How did they come to be up here, and how do they get from this platform to any of the others, and how do they get these buildings up here . . . ?’ His voice trailed away, his hand still pointing vaguely in the direction of the derelict village on the platform, if that was what it was.

‘And who were they?’ asked Ilkar.

‘That’s assuming they’ve all gone,’ said Talan.

‘You’ve all thought that far, have you?’ asked Hirad. ‘Personally, I’m still debating jumping straight back. This place makes my skin crawl.’ He could feel his heart beating fast again.

‘But isn’t it fascinating?’ said Denser. ‘This is another dimension. Think what that means.’

‘Yeah,’ said Hirad. ‘It’s totally different, it makes me feel bad and I get the feeling we shouldn’t be standing here.’

‘Different but in so many respects the same,’ said Ilkar. He bent down and grabbed a handful of earth. ‘Look. Soil, grass, buildings . . . air.’

‘But no noise. Do you think they’re all dead, whoever they are?’ Denser started walking towards the remains of the settlement. Reluctantly, Hirad followed with the rest of The Raven, chewing his lip, the sword in his hand providing no comfort whatever. The place was oppressive despite the lightness of the air, and the lack of noise made him dig repeatedly in his ears with the forefinger of his left hand, searching for the reason why he couldn’t hear anything other than the sound of their feet and breathing.

‘What is it we’re looking for, Denser?’ Richmond turned to the Dark Mage as they tramped across the dry earth, its crumbling texture crunching underfoot.

‘I haven’t a clue, to be honest. It’s information we need, not pieces of this, that or the other, if you see what I mean.’

‘So, some parchment, maybe?’ suggested Richmond.

Denser shrugged. ‘Maybe. Or another amulet. Perhaps even some sort of carved jewellery. Whatever, it ought to stand out amongst all the rubbish over there. It’ll be Balaian, of that I’m sure.’ He gestured again at the buildings. Collapsed though they largely were, it was plain that their design bore only nodding acquaintance to anything the races of Balaia might build. Many had openings that were probably doors. But they were oval and did not sit flush with the ground. And of those that were still partially roofed, all had a similar oval opening towards the apex of the domed structure.

In a way, they reminded Hirad of kilns, though they were wood and stone, not shaped stone like the Wesmen built. They were, or would have been, tall, each maybe twenty or more feet high. For a single-storey structure, that seemed high, although the absence of anything recognisable as a window meant he could be mistaken. There were other levels inside.

‘I don’t like this,’ said Hirad. He shivered.

‘So you’ve said, but I agree,’ said Ilkar. ‘It’s not right. I feel as if I might fall any moment.’

‘The less time I spend here the better.’ Hirad shook his shoulders to relieve sudden tension. ‘What the hell could Septern have wanted to come here for?’

A sheet of lightning flooded the night below the platform, illuminating everything it touched with a momentary mauve radiance. Shadows were plunged into even sharper relief and the after-effect lingered in Hirad’s eyes for a few seconds. It was then that he saw the movement. The Raven moved as one, dipped sword points suddenly at the ready.

From inside and around the edges of the buildings, walking and half stumbling, came the inhabitants of the village. In a few moments they had filled the space in front of the buildings and had begun a ponderous move towards The Raven. Hirad tried to make a count, but at fifty their movement fooled his eyes, and surely there were many times more than that.

From this distance, they looked thin and pale, a confusion of limbs, but within a few strides, what they were became plain.

‘Gods in the ground, I don’t believe it,’ whispered Hirad. The Raven, again as one, stopped.

‘ “Though death takes the breath from their bodies and the flesh from their faces”,’ quoted Denser, his voice a mutter.

There was something wrong with the way they balanced - or rather, didn’t. Not that there should be a right way for a dead creature to balance, thought Hirad. He shuddered. He couldn’t put his finger on it, but as the villagers continued their painfully slow approach, he thought he could see their backs twitching, almost with every stride.

One of the leaders stumbled over a rock and reflexively unfolded wings to steady itself. But they were nothing more than bone connected with shredded membrane, and it fell. The others moved on, now only seventy paces away.

It was impossible to take in. A force of dead avian people, rotted cloth covering bones, oval heads centred with huge empty eye slits, and all walking at the same dull pace. They were moving to fill the space to either edge of the plateau. And they were closing remorselessly.

‘Any suggestions?’ asked the barbarian, a cool feeling of panic edging around his heart. The dead would be on them in a couple of minutes.

‘They’ve got no weapons. What are they going to do?’ asked Talan.

‘Just walk on, I should think,’ said Denser. ‘After all, we’ve got nowhere to go except back through the rip and we can’t hope to stand up to that number. They’ll just keep on coming and eventually you won’t have the room to use your swords. And if you aren’t careful they’ll push you straight off the edge.’

‘But how can they be moving?’ demanded Hirad. ‘They’re just bones, they’re dead.’

‘Is it some sort of spell?’ asked Richmond.

‘Perhaps something that tied their lives and deaths to that promise they made Septern,’ said Ilkar.

‘Let’s worry about it later. We have to get behind them somehow, ’ said Hirad. ‘Whatever it is we’re looking for and they’re defending has got to be in that village somewhere.’

‘I’ve got an idea,’ said Denser. ‘Want to hear it?’ Hirad nodded. ‘Ilkar casts a ForceCone at them and punches a hole in the line. Me and you run through to search the village. Everyone else keeps them occupied as long as possible, then gets through the rip before they’re pushed off the edge of the platform.’

‘Why don’t we all go?’ asked Richmond.

‘Because they’ll just turn around. Or I think they will,’ replied Denser. ‘I’m hoping if there are people in front of them, they’ll keep coming and you can delay them, give us time to look. It’s worth a try, isn’t it?’

There was a brief silence, punctuated by the ominous dry brushing noise of the approaching dead, now only a minute away, their density increasing as the plateau narrowed towards its edge, forcing them closer and closer together.

‘It’ll do,’ said Ilkar.

‘Make it a good one,’ whispered Denser.

‘It’ll be nothing less,’ Ilkar said coldly.

Hirad came to stand by Denser and just to Ilkar’s left. ‘Talan, Richmond, when Ilkar’s cast the spell, make sure you all stand in front of the rip. At least when you get pushed back you’ll have the best chance of falling into it instead of down there . . . wherever there is.’

Talan nodded. ‘And what about you?’

Hirad shrugged. ‘I don’t know. Just keep your fingers crossed, all right?’

‘Sure.’

‘Just a couple of things,’ said Ilkar. Hirad turned to him. ‘I’m going to put a colour in the Cone so you can see it, and when I cast it, get down there quickly. When I can see you next to the villagers, I’ll let it go. Then it’s up to you.’ Ilkar closed his eyes and began to shape the mana. An initial stab of alarm when he felt nothing was washed away by relief when a jolt shook his body as the base fuel of magic in Balaia breached the dimensional divide, drawing on the static power source that held the rip in place.

Ilkar wobbled on his legs, steadied and formed the ForceCone, adding speed and what he expected to be a swirling green to the spell’s innate power. A short intonation followed, then Ilkar opened his eyes and chose an area close to the left-hand side of the platform.

Speaking the command word, he jabbed his hands forward and the Cone crashed into the advancing villagers, shattering three on impact, their bones hurled in ail directions. It ploughed on, driving a wedge through the ranks of the dead, pushing bodies to either side and causing mayhem. Skeletons fell like dominoes left and right. Bone wings flapped uselessly as legs were swept away by falling comrades, and at the edge of the platform, some slipped over the edge and into oblivion.

The Cone held firm, Ilkar edging it back as the villagers slowly re-formed and advanced. Hirad turned to Talan and Richmond.

‘Don’t risk yourselves, don’t come back and don’t let him do anything stupid.’ He jerked his thumb at Ilkar. The warriors said nothing, inclining their heads in tight-lipped acknowledgement.

Hirad placed a hand on Denser’s shoulder. ‘Let’s go. Stay behind me.’ The barbarian hefted his sword and trotted off down the clearly defined Cone. As he closed, the sight of the villagers was shocking. Collections of bones shambling forwards, some with hands missing, others with ribs, hips or shoulders smashed, all with black streaks discolouring the white of their bones. But it was the lifeless heads which never moved that caused Hirad to flinch as he looked deep into the black caverns that were eye sockets.

Inside was nothing. No light, no life, nothing. Yet still they moved. Still they had purpose. If one had spoken, the barbarian would have turned and fled.

Five paces from the front rank of the villagers, Ilkar cut the ForceCone, leaving them a gap through which to run. Hirad pulled his sword in front of his face and increased his pace to a sprint, hearing Denser right on his heels. The cat streaked through his legs, on past the skeletons and into the village. For a moment, the dead continued as they had with the Cone in place, but as Hirad moved through the first of them, the line started to close. He shuddered as he ran, crying out as bone hands snagged his leather and slashing in front of his face as a skull appeared right in front of him. His strike swept it from its neck and the body collapsed.

It was tight. Denser’s breathing was loud in his ears, and he cursed under his breath. Hirad swung his sword through double-handed again and again at chest height, feeling it shatter bone and crunch into wing membrane, head and shoulder. And never once did a villager lift a hand to strike them.

They broke through the line, stumbling to a stop after a dozen or so paces and turning to see what they’d left behind. The gap was closed. The villagers walked on towards the rip, not looking back, advancing on The Raven trio who stood with their backs to the moving darkness that was the dimension gate, swords at the ready. Ilkar managed a wave and Hirad responded before turning a face running with sweat to Denser.

‘We’d better be quick,’ said the Dark Mage. ‘Once those three are forced through the rip, the villagers will be coming back, only we don’t have anywhere to fall except down or through the other rip.’ Hirad raised his eyebrows, nodding nervously.

The two men trotted into the village, where they stopped again, staring at the derelict settlement. All around, they could see the crumbling remnants of a civilisation. Buildings, blasted and blackened, scorched and falling to rubble; large pots, jugs, and cauldrons lying over the ground. What was once furniture, tables, chairs and pedestals, could be seen in the ruins of the houses. Cloth had rotted to dust, pottery was cracked and chipped, wood was splintered and burned, and all that was left was chaos.

‘How did they live up here?’ asked Hirad, picking up the handle piece of a broken jug. ‘I mean, it’s so small.’ He stared back the way they had come, looking afresh at the empty earth. From the settlement, he could see squares of darker ground meshed in a grid of lighter areas. Plots and paths. Gods, they had been farmers. Farmers who could fly. ‘And what’s down there?’ He threw the jug towards the edge of the plateau. It shattered on the ground a long way from its intended destination.

‘Nothing, at a guess,’ said Denser. ‘I expect that’s why they came up here to live.’

‘I don’t get it,’ said Hirad. ‘Why would there be nothing down there?’

‘You can’t use Balaia as a reference to explain this. Hell, I’m just stabbing in the dark. All we know is, this is how they ended up. Draw your own conclusions.’

‘But why did they die?’

Denser shrugged and turned away, scanning the village. ‘I have no idea and we haven’t the time to think it out just now. Start looking.’

Hirad peered inside one of the buildings, seeing a microcosm of the village itself reflected in its age-ridden remains. Bones littered the floor and a skull hung from the great oval hole in the roof. Black soot covered every surface.

‘What are we looking for?’

‘How many more times?’ said Denser, moving away in a random direction. ‘I don’t know. Look, let’s split up and see if anything is obvious. I don’t know. I’m expecting it to be different from the rest of this bloody mess: something brought here, not made here.’

Hirad glanced behind him before setting off away from Denser. The villagers were still walking and The Raven were still standing. Still waiting. At that moment, he felt a wash of pride. Those men, his friends and companions, would never turn their backs.

He picked his way at a run past ruin after ruin and everywhere he looked it was the same. Broken buildings, rotten furnishings, smashed pottery. And scorched, as if some monstrous fire had swept the village aside like dust in the wind. He moved through the village, taking in what had been the far side of the platform and the other rip hanging in the sky. Even as he wondered what lay beyond it and considered that he wasn’t in a hurry to find out, he heard Denser shout. Glancing to his left, he could see the Dark Mage running towards a building at the edge of the village on the way to the rip.

The barbarian scampered through the rubble and raced in through the opening of yet another half-fallen dwelling just a few paces behind the Xeteskian. And there, being circled slowly by the cat, sat a small child. A splash of light and colour and very much alive.

She wore a blue dress, and a matching scarf was tied around her long blonde hair. Her eyes were large and blue, and below her tiny nose was a mouth which displayed no humour. She was staring at the cat, following its slow movements around her, clutching a small chest in her bare arms.

‘Kill it, Hirad,’ hissed Denser. ‘Do it now and do it quickly.’

‘What?’ said Hirad. ‘No! Just take the chest and let’s get out of here.’ He made a move towards the girl but was stopped by Denser’s hand on his arm.

‘It’s not what it might seem,’ said the Dark Mage. ‘Open your eyes, Hirad. Do you really think she could live here as she is?’

The girl turned her gaze from the cat and to the two men at the doorway, noticing them for the first time.

‘Keep your sword ready,’ said Denser, drawing his own blade and taking a half-step to the side.

Hirad glanced at the mage’s face. It was set, his eyes were on the girl and they were scared. The barbarian hefted his blade.

‘Can’t you cast a spell or something?’

A shake of the head. ‘It won’t wait that long.’

‘Who is she?’ asked Hirad.

‘I’m not sure. Nothing ordinary. Septern must have created her. Just keep your eye on that chest. We mustn’t lose it or damage it.’

‘Whatever you say.’

The girl smiled. It was a gesture quite without feeling and it left her eyes cold. Hirad shivered. And when she spoke, though the sound of her voice was that of a nine-year-old, its weight and power set the back of his scalp crawling.

‘You are the first,’ she said. ‘And you shall be the last and only.’

‘And what are you?’ asked Denser.

‘I am your nightmare. I am your death.’ She moved. Lunged forward at blurring speed. And as she moved, she transformed. Hirad screamed.

 


The villagers closed. Ilkar, Talan and Richmond had backed to within half a dozen paces of the rip. The flanks moved inwards, forcing a still greater pressure on the press of skeletons scant feet from them.

Behind the lines lay the sheared bones of perhaps forty of the walking dead, victims of the hacking and slashing swords of the Raven trio. And now, with sweat-slick faces and lungs heaving, they were staring at imminent defeat.

‘We haven’t slowed them at all,’ rasped Talan, kicking the legs from under a skeleton and dashing its skull with the butt of his sword.

‘No impression,’ Ilkar agreed, and indeed there didn’t seem to be. Their immediate vision was still crowded with jostling arms, legs and the remains of wings. And all they could hear was the hollow sound of fleshless feet on the hard-packed earth and the click of bone on bone, over and over.

‘How many of them are there?’ said Richmond, straightening from a strike which had shattered three spines.

‘Hundreds.’ Talan shrugged. ‘Where the bastards come from, though, is another matter.’

They stepped back once more, feeling the edge of the rip at the backs of their thighs. They struck out again, sending slivers of bone flying and villagers crashing into one another. Still on came the dead. Never once raising their arms to attack, but then, it wasn’t necessary. They pressed in from the sides and the front and the sheer weight of their numbers made the end inevitable.

‘See you on the other side,’ said Ilkar. He was pushed backwards into the rip, and even as he fell, followed moments later by Talan and Richmond, he saw the skeletons turn and head back to the village.

 


The girl’s legs, suddenly brown, fur-covered and thick with muscle, thrust forwards, shooting her upright. Clawed feet scratched at the ground, a tail, spiked and leathery, sprouted from the small of her back, and as her dress melted away, it was replaced by a heaving bull chest with prominent ribs above a taut and hairless stomach. Her arms bulged to power, muscles bunched in her biceps and triceps, while those delicate hands swelled, grew and stretched, the fingers clawing to razor-sharp talons.

But the head. It was the head that drew the scream from Hirad’s lips. The girl’s face fell into itself like water down a hole but those eyes held, still blue until the last, when they too disappeared to be replaced by flat black slits. And out of the hole sprang forth fangs in a wide mouth, dripping saliva. The blonde hair remained; the brow was heavy, chin pointed and jaws snapping. A thin tongue licked out of the creature’s mouth and it hissed as it struck.

Reflexively, Hirad brought his sword in front of his face and the creature’s claw skittered off it, nicking the flesh. It howled in pain and backed off a step, small chest still clutched in the other clawed hand.

‘Fuck!’ spat Hirad, shaking all over and moving to cover Denser.

‘Careful, Hirad.’

‘What else do you think I’m going to be?’

The creature flew forwards again, arms flailing, tail whipping in front of it. Hirad side-stepped and slashed downwards into the blur of the attack, praying he’d connect before one of those talons raked or skewered him. His blade connected with wood, then flesh as it hammered through its arc. There was a keening wail, a whiplash sound and a heavy crash. Splinters of wood flew in all directions.

Hirad straightened, trying to take it all in. Denser was lying prone, half in and half out of the door to the building. He wasn’t moving. The creature had retreated to the back of the room, clutching at the stump of its left hand, trying in vain to stop the pulses of blood gouting from the wound. Its hand lay on the floor close to Hirad’s feet, and in amongst the debris of the broken wooden chest lay a single sheet of parchment, folded, brown and dog-eared.

Even as he laid his eyes on it, the barbarian heard the whimpering stop. He looked up into the feral, now yellow eyes of the beast as it rose to its feet, new hand growing out of the healing end of its arm.

‘Dear Gods,’ muttered Hirad.

The creature staggered slightly and clutched at a shelf to balance itself. Hirad snatched a dagger from his belt and hurled it forwards as he launched himself at the creature. The gleaming metal blade whirred through the air, catching the creature’s gaze. It traced the dagger’s flight, eyes narrowing until they all but disappeared under its brow.

Hirad moved forwards across the few feet that separated them, slashing at the creature’s neck as it switched its attention to him. The dagger, forgotten, slapped harmlessly into the wall of the building. The creature dodged the blow and whipped its tail into Hirad’s legs, tripping him. He fell, rolled and sat up on his haunches. The beast came on, still unsteady. Hirad scrambled to his feet and the two faced each other.

The creature bellowed, blowing hot, stinking breath into the barbarian’s face. Hirad stepped back a pace at the sound, so deep and powerful from so small a body. He switched his blade between his hands, three times; it finished in his left hand. He clamped his right hand above his left, stepped in again and brought the blade through in an upward left-to-right arc. The creature failed to follow the movement, its hands were too slow coming to its defence and the blade crashed into its pointed jaw, Hirad roaring as he forced the blade through its face to exit from its left eye. The split face sprayed blood and gore as its head snapped up and back on its neck, and the creature screeched and fell backwards, clutching at the sides of the gash.

Hirad stepped up, looked down on it, shuddered and drove his sword through its heart. Another screech and the creature jerked spasmodically and lay still.

‘Burn it.’

Hirad spun round and saw Denser sitting up, leaning against the door frame, massaging his side, his cat nuzzling his face from a perch on his shoulder.

‘Burn?’

‘Now. It’ll recover if you don’t.’

The barbarian turned back to the creature and saw immediately that it had begun to breathe.

‘I don’t believe it,’ he said. He sheathed his sword and scrabbled in his belt pouches for an oil flask. He pulled a tiny phial out along with his flint and steel.

‘Here,’ said Denser. A much larger flask rattled to the floor by Hirad’s feet.

‘This won’t burn properly, it’s lamp oil, isn’t it?’ said the barbarian, snatching it up.

‘Trust me, it’ll burn.’

Hirad shrugged and ran over to the creature. He sprinkled the oil over its furred body, spread some tinder on its chest by the wound in its heart, which was closing even now, and struck the flint and steel next to it. A sheet of flame instantly smothered the body. Hirad leaped back, wiping at the heat on his face.

The creature’s eyes flickered and opened. An arm twitched.

Hirad shook his head. ‘Too late.’ He drew his sword and repeated the stab to the heart. The beast lay still. He walked backwards, watching the fire take hold. Wood crunched under his foot. He glanced down and saw he’d trodden on the large part of the shattered chest. His foot was right next to the parchment; he stooped and picked it up.

‘Is it damaged?’ asked Denser from behind him.

‘No, I don’t think so. How about you?’

‘I’m all right, just winded.’ He rubbed his side. ‘We were lucky it was a parchment and not a crystal or something. That blow of yours would have finished our job rather abruptly, wouldn’t it?’

Hirad raised his eyebrows, ambled over and handed the parchment to Denser, helping the Dark Mage to his feet. Denser looked over his shoulder and nodded.

‘What was it?’

‘Sentient conjuration,’ said Denser. ‘It takes so long to cast, I never really bothered with it. Obviously Septern did.’ He turned his attention to the parchment.

‘Why was it a girl to start with?’

Denser stopped reading. ‘Well, a sentient conjuration is created for a specific purpose, in this case to protect this parchment. While they have no actual life, they can reason to a degree and that allows them to assess situations and react accordingly. I would guess the girl we saw was the image of a relative of Septern’s, because if the mage has clear memories, the image requires much less mana to create and sustain.’

‘But why—’

‘Hold on, I know what you’re thinking. The girl would have been the “at rest” manifestation, because the beast, something out of his nightmares by the look of it, would take too much mana to sustain, see?’

‘Kind of, but even so, three hundred years . . .’

‘Yes, quite. I can’t believe that even Septern, powerful though he must have been, could create a sentient conjuration able to exist for anything more than forty years at the absolute outside. Presumably the rips provided it with enough static mana to keep it going.’ Denser went back to the parchment, leaving Hirad to walk back towards the rip a few paces. All was quiet. He frowned and jogged further on.

‘Ilkar?’ he called. ‘Ilkar!’ Nothing. No answer, but no villagers either, and as he moved to the border of the village, he could see why. They had all dropped maybe eighty paces from the village, forming a carpet of bone. A line of cold ran up Hirad’s spine. If The Raven had managed to kill them all, then where were they? And if they hadn’t, then why had the skeletons fallen?

He turned a quick full circle, acutely aware of his isolation. Above him, the dark cloud boiled along, chased by an awesome wind he couldn’t hear. Below, flash followed flash as lightning deluged the lands beneath, while dotted across the skyline, like sentinels of some ancient doom, the other plateaux loomed, their shapes dim against the blackness, their presence fraying his courage. Where were The Raven? He prayed that they had returned through the rip. The alternatives were unthinkable.

‘Denser?’ He half-ran back to where the Dark Mage had been reading, but he wasn’t there. A spear of panic stole his breath before he spotted the Xeteskian walking in the other direction, towards the rip at the opposite end of the platform.

‘Denser!’ The mage turned. Hirad could see his pipe smoking gently. The cat was in his cloak, head alert, and Denser was stroking its head. Of the parchment there was no sign. ‘Have you read it?’

Denser nodded.

‘And?’ Hirad was still walking.

‘I couldn’t read it all. Ilkar’ll have to have a go too.’

Close to, Hirad could see something was amiss. Denser’s gaze seemed unfocused and he glanced now and then over his shoulder at the rip.

‘Are you all right? The Raven and the skeletons are all gone. Are you sure that thing didn’t hit you on the head?’

Denser raised his eyebrows slightly. ‘I’m sure they’re fine.’ He paused. ‘Hirad, have you ever just had to do something? You know, something your curiosity just wouldn’t let you forget?’

Hirad shrugged. ‘Probably. I don’t know. What are you on about?’

Denser turned and carried on towards the rip. For a moment, Hirad was confused. Just for a moment.

‘You have got to be joking!’ He set off after the mage.

‘I have to know. It’s just one of those things.’ Denser’s step quickened.

‘What has got into you?’ Hirad broke into a trot. ‘You can’t do it, Denser. You can’t afford to. We’ve got—’ He put a hand on Denser’s shoulder. The cat slashed at it with a claw, missing as he snatched it back. The Dark Mage turned a hard-set face to him. His eyes were lost, adrift in his churning mind.

‘Don’t touch us, Hirad,’ he said. ‘And don’t try to stop us.’ He turned his face away, strode to the rip and jumped into it.

Seconds later the cat was back. It fell from the rip in an ungainly jumble of limbs, hit the ground and sprinted behind Hirad, scattering stones and grit.

The barbarian stared at it, its coat ruffled and flecked with dust, stomach heaving as it dragged air into its lungs. Its tail was coiled tightly under its hind legs and its eyes were fixed on the rip, waiting. It was shaking all over.

‘Oh, no,’ Hirad breathed. He took half a pace towards the swirling brown mass before a shimmer in its surface stopped him. Denser plunged out and sprawled in the dirt. His face was sheet-white.

‘Thank the Gods,’ muttered the barbarian, but his lips tightened in anger. He helped Denser to a sitting position, feeling the mage quivering beneath his hands. He slapped some debris from his cloak.

‘You satisfied now?’

‘It was black,’ said Denser, gesturing with his hands, not looking up. ‘It was all black.’

‘Make sense, Denser.’ The mage locked eyes with him, his pupils huge.

‘Burned and burning. It was all ruined, cracked and black. It made this place look alive. The ground was all black and the sky was full of Dragons.’

It was a line straight from Hirad’s dream. The barbarian straightened and took an involuntary pace backwards. He swallowed hard and gazed at the rip. Beyond it, his nightmare lived.

The enormity of Denser’s action hit him like a runaway horse. He switched his stare to the mage, who was on his feet.

‘Feeling better?’ he asked.

Denser nodded, half smiled. The barbarian’s punch caught him square on the jaw, knocking him down hard.

‘What the—’ he began.

Hirad leant over him and grabbed the neck of his cloak, pulling their faces close.

‘What did you think you were doing?’ the barbarian rasped, his anger burning, his brow a thundercloud. ‘You could have thrown it all away.’

‘I . . .’ Denser looked blank.

Hirad shook him. ‘Shut up! Shut up and listen to me. You took the parchment through there. What if you’d never come back? Your precious mission would have been over, and my friends’ - he drew a deep breath - ‘my friends who died for you would have died for nothing.’ He dropped the mage back into the dirt and placed a foot on his chest. ‘If you ever try anything like that again, I won’t stop until your face is inside out. Understand?’

Hirad heard a whispering sound behind him. Denser looked past him, his eyes widened and he shook his head. Hirad turned, removing his foot from the supine mage. Denser’s cat bored a stare of undisguised malevolence into him. He flinched, then grunted.

‘Your cat going to sort me out, was it?’

‘You’re a fortunate man, Hirad.’

The barbarian swung round. ‘No, Denser, you are. I should kill you. The trouble is, I’m beginning to believe you.’ He stalked away through the village towards the first rip and, he hoped, The Raven. If there was anything left of it.




Chapter 12

Dropping to the ground in Septern’s study, Hirad caught Ilkar’s eye. The elf smiled. To his left, Talan stopped in the act of shouldering his pack. Hirad gathered his thoughts as his heart rate returned to something approaching normal.

‘I said not to come back,’ he said.

Talan shrugged. ‘You’re Raven.’

Hirad sucked his lip, nodded his thanks.

‘Did you find anything?’ asked Ilkar.

Hirad inclined his head.

‘Where’s Denser?’ Richmond was frowning.

‘Thinking hard, I hope,’ replied Hirad.

‘What about?’

‘His responsibilities. And how he treats The Raven - alive or dead.’

‘What are you talking about?’

Hirad didn’t reply immediately. He dusted himself down and turned to the rip. Its surface shimmered.

‘Perhaps you’d better ask the great explorer himself,’ he said.

Denser emerged from the rip, his cat right behind him. He studiously avoided Hirad’s cold gaze, choosing to examine the floor as he steadied himself. Presently, he rose to his feet. The cat jumped into his cloak. Denser rubbed his chin, pulled the parchment from a pocket and handed it to Ilkar. The elf examined the reddening area on the point of Denser’s jaw. He pursed his lips and looked past the Dark Mage to Hirad as he took the parchment. Hirad flexed the fingers of his right hand.

‘This is it, is it?’ asked Ilkar. Denser nodded. ‘Well?’

‘Some of it’s Julatsan lore, just like the amulet. I need you to help me understand it.’

‘I see.’

The two men walked over to Septern’s desk, where a lantern cast light enough to read by.

Hirad sat down. Talan and Richmond came over and squatted by him, wanting answers to questions. Hirad obliged and sketched in the events in the village, always with one eye on the mage pair, whose body language and hurried voices suggested problems. Hirad also had questions of his own, and The Raven warriors’ shaken heads and dulled sword blades provided ample answers.

It wasn’t too long before Denser and Ilkar had finished and moved back to the centre of the rip in front of the three fighting men. Ilkar held the parchment, his face troubled. Denser stared impassively at Hirad. The barbarian ignored him and addressed Ilkar.

‘So, what’s the plan, my friend?’ he asked.

‘Well, there’s good news and really really bad news. The good is that we know what we have to do. The bad is that we have next to no chance of doing it.’

‘He’s always been good at making things sound attractive, hasn’t he?’ Talan raised his eyebrows.

‘A master,’ said Richmond drily.

‘Spell it out then,’ said Hirad. ‘No pun intended.’

‘Right,’ the Julatsan began. He glanced at Denser, who motioned him to continue. ‘Septern, as we keep saying, was very clever. When he constructed the spell and worked out how powerful it actually was, he wrote three catalysts into its lore without which it would not work. Catalysts can be any number and anything the mage chooses; Septern could have chosen a mug of beer if he’d wanted. The point is that once the lore is written, it can’t be changed, and Septern chose three catalysts he knew it would be all but impossible to bring together in one place.

‘This parchment is the complete spell, and while it doesn’t tell how the catalysts underpin Dawnthief, it gives their names and locations as he knew them.’ He paused. The room was silent. ‘You ready for this?’

Richmond shrugged. ‘I doubt it,’ he said.

‘So do I,’ said Ilkar grimly. He referred to the parchment. ‘The first is a Dordovan Ring of Authority. Now, all four Colleges have these. They are worn by Lore Masters and are signs of rank and seniority. All Rings of Authority are individually designed and cast and are only ever worn by the one Master. When he or she dies, the ring is buried with them. The particular ring Septern names belonged to the Lore Master Arteche, and so will be in his tomb in Dordover.’

Talan shifted. ‘So we have to go into a College City, break into their Masters’ mausoleum and take this ring, right?’

‘That’s about the size of it.’ Ilkar had the grace to appear apologetic at least.

‘Can’t we just ask them to hand it over?’ asked Richmond.

‘Come on, man, think!’ snapped Denser. ‘We’d be asking a College to desecrate its tombs and we couldn’t tell them why because they’d try to control the spell. It has to be a theft and they mustn’t know until afterwards.’

‘Going to give the ring back later on, are you?’ Talan’s laugh was dismissive.

‘I expect I will be forced to, Talan, yes.’

‘Too bloody right you will,’ muttered Hirad.

‘Can we discuss this later, do you think?’ Ilkar waved the parchment. ‘There’s more, and it doesn’t get any better.’

‘I can’t wait.’ Talan stretched out his legs.

‘The second catalyst is the Death’s Eye Stone.’

‘I’ve heard of that, haven’t I?’ Richmond aimed the question at Denser, who nodded.

‘I expect you have,’ replied the mage. ‘It’s the centrepiece of the Wrethsires’ religion.’

‘That’s right. Death worshippers, aren’t they?’ His brow furrowed. ‘Don’t they have some magic?’ He ground his teeth, thinking hard.

‘Oh, yeah, “the fifth College”.’ Denser glanced across at Ilkar, his face all but dripping contempt. Ilkar huffed. ‘They have no lore, no history and no mana ability. That they presume to liken themselves to the four Colleges is not only outrageous but a slur against magic itself.’

‘But you’re right, Richmond,’ said Ilkar. ‘They do worship Death in the belief it’ll free them from eternal damnation, or something like that, and they do have some form of altered magic which they don’t fully understand. It makes them dangerous.’

‘They’re going to love us, aren’t they?’ grumbled Hirad. ‘Stealing their most important artefact.’

Ilkar shrugged. ‘Denser never said we could pick the sodding things up from the market, did he?’

‘No, he didn’t,’ said Hirad. ‘He never wanted to tell us anything at all. I didn’t choose to get involved in this and have my life totally screwed up, so if I want to moan about things I have to do that seem beyond my control; or about how he—’ he stabbed a finger at Denser, ‘has been responsible for the deaths of my friends, I will bloody well do so.’

Denser sighed. Hirad tensed but made no move.

‘Have you got a problem with that, Xetesk man?’

‘No, he hasn’t,’ said Ilkar quickly. ‘Now then, the third catalyst.’ He scanned The Raven, daring anyone to speak further. ‘Right. Now this one poses a problem of location, because it’s the Badge of Office of the Understone Pass Guard Commander.’ There was a contemplative silence.

‘But the Korina Trade Alliance lost Understone Pass nine years ago. There isn’t a commander any more,’ said Talan at length. He took the parchment from Ilkar, frowning at the lore script it contained.

‘Exactly,’ said Ilkar. ‘So where is the Badge?’

Another silence. Hirad tried hard to suppress a smile but failed. He gave a short laugh and stood up.

‘And you buggers are always accusing me of not knowing my history!’ he said.

Ilkar frowned at him. ‘Explain.’

‘When the pass was opened, the Badge of Office was given to Baranck, the first Commander, by the Baron Council, which, as I’m sure you’re all aware, was the forerunner of the Korina Trade Alliance. That must have been over five hundred years ago - before the Wytch Lords came to power the first time.

‘It was a purely ceremonial pendant but the regulation stated that it was not to be removed from the pass unless it was lost. In that event, the Badge was to be taken by the defeated Commander and kept as a standard for the forces who would eventually retake the pass.’ He stared around a row of blank faces.

‘Must I spell it out?’

‘I think so, Hirad, yes,’ said Ilkar.

‘Gods above, Ilkar, we were talking about him on the road the other day.’

‘Were we?’

‘Yes. And it looks as if I’ll be getting my wish sooner than I thought.’ Hirad bared his teeth. ‘The last commander was Captain Travers.’

 


The loss of their Destranas would normally have led to harsh discipline, even death, but this time their information bought their lives. A day’s ride from their encounter with The Raven near Septern’s long barn, the Wesmen scouts stood in the centre of a clearing in dense woodland, speaking to their Shaman, who sat under canvas, drinking a colourless strength-giving spirit.

‘It is as the Masters expected,’ said the leader of the party. ‘Easterners are searching the old house.’

The Shaman nodded and placed his cup on the ground. ‘I must relate the news immediately. Prepare to leave. I think war may be very close.’

 


There was no argument. It wasn’t just that the Black Wings’ castle was the nearest of the three catalyst locations. That wouldn’t have figured as an issue. The fact was that Hirad was not interested in going anywhere else until Travers and all the Black Wings were dead. With the day not far past its mid-point, The Raven ate a leisurely meal in the ruins of Septern’s house before taking the horses back to the long barn. Hirad eventually agreed that they should not move on any further until the next morning; Ilkar’s insistence that they give themselves the maximum daylight to escape the boundaries of the rip’s influence was unshakeable. And the barbarian had to concede that a night spent in the total security afforded by Septern’s sealed workshop, where no one had to stand guard, no one had to keep a fire tended and no one had to react to every sound, was a very attractive prospect.

The smoke from the camp fire continued to spiral calmly into the sky as the afternoon waned towards dusk. Richmond snapped a branch into three and added it to the small blaze, dry leaves crackling as they caught in the heat. Denser, having lost the toss earlier in the afternoon, was leaning against a wall, reading Septern’s journal now that Ilkar had finished with it. His pipe was, as ever, clamped between his teeth, and his head never wavered, rapt in the information he was assimilating.

Faint sounds from the workshop below told that Denser’s Familiar was still rooting around in Septern’s other equipment and papers. The Dark Mage had cautioned them not to go down there. With Talan outside somewhere trying to make sense of the immediate area to give them some semblance of a route the following morning, Ilkar and Hirad were left to sit together in the wan sunlight.

‘This Familiar,’ said Hirad. ‘What is it when it’s not a cuddly cat?’ Ilkar looked askance. ‘I don’t think you could ever accuse it of being “cuddly”, Hirad. You’re lucky it missed you with those claws back in the village . . . Look, about that incident—’

‘Oh, Gods, here we go.’ Hirad placed his goblet on the ground and folded his arms. ‘All right, let’s have it, I shouldn’t antagonise him, he’s too powerful, right?’

Ilkar eyed Denser. The Dark Mage hadn’t raised his head from the book. The elf cut his voice to barely more than a whisper.

‘That’s pretty much the size of it, yes. Now listen . . . and don’t sigh like that, this is important. Not only is he too powerful, although I concede you won that last round, he’s too central to this whole thing for you to pick fights with him.’

‘I wasn’t picking a fight,’ hissed Hirad.

‘Will you let me finish?’ Ilkar’s ears pricked in irritation. ‘Officially, now that we have all the knowledge - you know, the words and the whereabouts of the catalysts - we could ditch Denser and try this out ourselves. But as I said the other day, he’s the only one with the teaching to cast Dawnthief with any chance of success at all. Do you follow me?’

‘What do you think?’

It was Ilkar’s turn to sigh. He briefly put a hand over his face. ‘Right. Umm, when you practise alone with a sword, it’s with a dummy opponent, yes?’

‘A hanging sack or maybe a mirror.’ Hirad shrugged.

‘But you don’t know that the moves you’re trying will work until a fight, do you?’

‘I can’t argue with that.’

‘And if you didn’t practise them at all, you’d have no control over them, would you?’

‘What is this, a test?’

‘Just answer the question,’ said Ilkar. ‘I’m trying to put it in terms you’ll understand.’

‘Fair enough.’ Hirad shifted, took another gulp of his wine. ‘No, Ilkar, I’d have no control over them, and what’s more, I wouldn’t even think of trying them in a fight. Satisfied?’

‘Yes, and it’s the same with spell-casting. Exactly the same.’ Ilkar moved so that he was squatting in front of Hirad. ‘If I try to cast a spell I haven’t practised, it stands a good chance of not working, maybe even going wrong, and that can be fatal. Denser has trained all of his life in the casting of Dawnthief, so he knows in theory how to say the words, shape the mana and so forth. There’s no guarantee it’ll work in a live situation but, like you and your training, he’ll be confident of success and he’ll find out when push comes to shove. Do you understand now?’

‘Yes. So I won’t kill him.’ Hirad leaned in close to Ilkar. ‘But I will not have him risking himself that stupidly if he is so bloody crucial to all this. And I will not have him take chances with the memories of my friends!’ Hirad’s voice was audible all across the ruin. The noise in the workshop stopped, Denser looked up from his reading and Richmond paused in the act of hanging a pot of water over the now resurgent fire.

After a brief stare in which Hirad saw Denser smile thinly in Ilkar’s direction, the Xeteskian buried his head once again.

‘Anyway, so what about this Familiar, then?’

‘Well, it’s likely to be some kind of semi-intelligent winged demon, or so I’ve been taught.’ Ilkar gave a slight shrug. ‘That’s the only reason I can think of for Denser being so anxious that we don’t see it out of cat-form.’ Hirad’s face was completely blank. The elf closed his eyes. ‘You may have learnt about Travers, Coldheart, but in all the years I’ve known you, you’ve clearly never listened to a word I’ve said, have you?’

‘Well, most of the time you were talking about magic and all that rubbish.’ Hirad grinned.

‘You seem pretty keen to learn about it now,’ returned the mage.

‘It’s important now.’

‘It was important then!’ snapped Ilkar.

‘Could you two talk about who-knows-what later?’ Richmond had joined them. ‘I’m interested in this thing of Denser’s.’

‘Right.’ Ilkar glanced over at Denser again. The Dark Mage was apparently paying them no attention whatsoever. ‘Put simply, Denser’s Familiar is a conjuration similar in construction to the girl you found through the rip. Where it differs is in what it can do and how it survives. As soon as it’s created, a Familiar has to meld its mind with its master.’

‘Has to what?’ Hirad poured another goblet of wine and offered the skin to Ilkar and Richmond.

‘You’d have to ask Denser, though I doubt he’d tell you. A Familiar is a very Xeteskian thing, it comes from their association with the demon dimension. Anyway, the result is that they share part of each other’s consciousness. They are a pairing that can only be broken by the death of one or the other.’ Ilkar paused to sip his wine. ‘A Familiar has its own brain and can reason and act on its own initiative, but it will always be at the beck and call of its master and will never go against him. It’s the kind of unswerving obedience you don’t get anywhere else.’

‘So what’s the purpose of having one?’ asked Richmond.

Ilkar blew out his cheeks. ‘That rather depends on the individual mage. In Denser’s case it clearly acts as a guard, a companion, a scout, a message-bearer and, I should think, a powerful offensive weapon.’ He indicated the stairs to the workshop. ‘Right now, it’ll be looking for anything that’s of interest, and no doubt it’ll tell Denser all about it later.’

‘They talk?’ Richmond frowned.

‘No, as far as I know, they don’t talk. But close to, they can communicate. It’s a kind of rudimentary telepathy,’ said Ilkar. ‘I mean, they can converse over a reasonable distance but it would be very draining.’

‘So what does it actually look like?’ Hirad nodded in the direction of the hole in the floor. The noise from below had stopped, at least temporarily.

‘I can’t say for certain, but they have an aura that can scare people rigid, almost literally. Imagine your own picture of a demon - you know, ugly with wings and a tail - and you probably won’t be far wrong.’

‘And what happens to it if Denser dies?’ Richmond finished his wine and reached for the skin. Hirad prodded it towards him with a toe.

‘It would die too. It can’t survive without him.’

‘Why not?’

‘Something to do with how it lives, what it eats and the twinning of their minds, but I’m not clear on the details.’

‘And what happens to Denser if the Familiar dies?’ asked Hirad.

‘Pain,’ said Denser. The Dark Mage had put the book down and was standing up. He brushed himself down. ‘Pain like someone reaching their hands inside your skull and squeezing your brain.’ He walked towards them, acting out his words with a clenching of his fists. ‘Luckily, they are very difficult to kill.’ As he spoke, the cat appeared at the top of the stairs.

‘I wonder if it knew we were talking about it,’ mused Richmond.

‘Oh, yes,’ confirmed Denser, his face bleak and serious. ‘It knew very well.’ The cat jumped into Denser’s robe and snuggled against his chest.

On the fire, the pot of water was steaming away.

‘Hot drink, anyone?’ Richmond asked.

‘Yes, please,’ said Ilkar. ‘Tell me something else, Denser. What did you make of that place?’

‘How do you mean?’

‘Never mind that they walked, why were they all dead in the first place?’

‘I’ll tell you why,’ said Hirad. ‘You saw the searchings and burning. The Dragons got there and they came to rule. That’s why.’

‘Gods alive,’ breathed Talan.

‘And if you’re right,’ said Denser, ‘just think of the consequences if the Dragons got here.’

‘I told you,’ said Hirad quietly. ‘And you wouldn’t listen.’

‘It won’t come to that,’ said Denser.

‘When this is over, that amulet goes back to Sha-Kaan,’ said Hirad. ‘Somehow we’ll have to find him.’

‘It’s too late for that,’ said Ilkar. ‘Because we already have the knowledge. But it is down to us to prove that we can use that knowledge wisely.’ He looked hard at Denser. ‘If we don’t, if we abuse what we now know, if it falls into the wrong hands, then we can expect nothing less than the removal of Sha-Kaan’s protection.’

‘I hope you’re listening to this, Xetesk man,’ said Hirad.

Denser nodded. ‘Yes, I am. And I agree with everything he’s saying. Now, please could I have a drink? I’m parched.’




Chapter 13

Thraun brought them to a halt off the track that led directly to the gates of the castle. They made camp about one hundred yards away, hidden from the track by bushes and trees. Rather than risk an open fire, Will unpacked his smokeless stove and set it going. Although very efficient for heating cooking pans, the wood-burning stove gave next to no light and channelled its heat upwards to the hot plate rather than outwards at those crowded around it. As a result, they chilled as a cloudless, breezy night fell.

The journey from the river valley had been made largely in a sullen and angry silence. Thraun had had to comfort Alun’s tears on more than one occasion, and Will’s snarling asides brought with them the threat of violence. Jandyr watched it all from the periphery, wondering how they would pull themselves together closely enough to have any chance of rescuing Erienne and the boys.

With the stove heating a pot of water and one of porridge oats, Thraun spoke.

‘We are only an hour’s walk from the castle,’ he said. ‘I will tolerate no raising of voices and no disappearing without my knowledge of where you are. Now, after we’ve eaten, Will and I will circle the castle, try to find a likely entry point and see if we can make any sort of guess as to the numbers we are facing. Meanwhile, Jandyr, you stay on guard; Alun, try to rest, you look exhausted. Any questions?’

‘When will we make the rescue attempt?’ asked Alun. He could hardly function any more, his anxiety making him jittery and keeping him from rest.

‘Not tonight.’ Thraun raised a hand to quell Alun’s automatic protest. ‘We’ve had a long day’s ride, we’re all tired, and after we’ve done the scouting there won’t be time to plan and execute tonight. If all goes well, we’ll go in tomorrow in the early hours of the morning when the guards will be at their most sluggish. Agreed?’ Heads nodded. ‘Good, now let’s eat.’

 


It wasn’t until after lunch the following day that Hirad voiced the fear that had nagged at him since Ilkar had read the parchment. The journey had been uneventful. Talan’s wanderings of the previous afternoon had revealed a probable trail, and sure enough, they’d walked their horses into much more usual terrain and conditions well before the sun had reached its high point.

Relaxing slightly now the influence of the rip was behind them, The Raven and Denser had stopped in the lee of a hill they had descended. Richmond lit a small fire and the tendrils of smoke were picked away by a gusting breeze and blown into a sky half covered with slow-moving cloud. When the sun appeared, it was warm too, but a cool mood settled on them all as each had time to reflect on what they had lost and the enormity of what was still to come.

‘We need more people,’ said Hirad.

There was silence around the crackling fire. They were all looking at him, none willing to speak. Richmond pushed a ripple of thick soup around his plate with some soggy bread. Denser relit his pipe, blowing gouts of smoke from the corner of his mouth. Talan, eyes hooded from the sun, was absently sharpening his sword, the whetstone rasping on the metal while Ilkar chewed his lip thoughtfully before speaking.

‘I’m glad to hear that from you. I expect we all are.’

There were nods and grunts of assent.

‘So . . .’ Talan led the train of thought.

‘Exactly,’ said Hirad. ‘Where do we find people good enough that we can trust? Because of our need for secrecy, we’d have to take great care in town.’

‘I’d go so far as to say we can’t risk going into anywhere bigger than a village this side of the mountains and the College Cities,’ said Denser. ‘Too many tongues and too much greed.’

‘That’s all very well, but if we don’t take the risk, we’ll get nowhere.’ Talan had pocketed his whetstone and was examining the edge he’d honed. He glanced up at Denser. ‘You don’t get groups of likely people loitering in the countryside waiting for the would-be saviours of Balaia to ride by.’

Ilkar laughed. ‘It’s an interesting image though, isn’t it?’

‘Ridiculous,’ said Hirad. ‘That anyone could ever see you as a saviour of Balaia, I mean.’ Ilkar held up a middle finger. Hirad’s face became serious once more. ‘So what’s the answer? We just aren’t enough like this. Even with Sirendor and The Unknown, we’d have been pushing it.’

‘I guess the first question is, do we try to recruit now or after the Black Wings’ castle?’ asked Talan.

‘After,’ said Hirad immediately. ‘No one interferes with those bastards’ deaths.’

Ilkar stared at him, tight-lipped. ‘And there was me thinking you were about to be reasonable. Now you’re asking us to storm a castle, just the five of us.’

‘I’ll do it alone if I have to,’ said Hirad evenly.

‘As it happens, it makes sense to do the castle first,’ commented Richmond. He clacked his teeth. There was quiet for a moment.

‘This must be some strange kind of sense I haven’t encountered before.’ Ilkar sniffed.

‘No, I really think we can do it as we are,’ said Richmond. ‘As I understand it, although Travers himself rarely leaves the castle, most of the Black Wings are out doing their questionable deeds. There’ll be twenty at most, I should think. Just enough to keep the castle running. Don’t forget, they never have been a particularly numerous group. Just zealous.’

‘And if you’re wrong?’

‘If he’s wrong, Ilkar, we’ll all die in one big bloodbath.’

Denser sighed. ‘You know, Hirad, that really isn’t the attitude we need to adopt if we’re going to succeed.’

‘Well, bugger me blind, is that right?’ Hirad swung on the Dark Mage. ‘I’d forgotten that correct procedure was to go rip-hopping while carrying the Dawnthief parchment.’

‘All right, Hirad.’ Ilkar raised his hands. ‘But it doesn’t change the fact that we’ll be taking one hell of a risk going in there as we are.’

‘God’s sake,’ muttered Hirad, getting to his feet. ‘You’re at it as well. Just when was it we all got careful? I must’ve blinked and missed it ’cos when he—’ he jerked his thumb at Denser - ‘jumped into the Dragon’s bloody lair we weren’t doing it, and we’re not about to start now!’ He turned and walked away to where the horses were quietly grazing, unconcerned by the troubles of men.

Denser made to rise but was restrained by Talan’s hand on his ankle.

‘Let it be,’ said the warrior.

‘He’s right, Denser, you won’t change his mind now.’ Ilkar dipped his mug into the pot of coffee over the fire.

‘So that’s it, is it? We just go to the castle short-handed and take our chances because he’s got some petty revenge to carry out?’ Denser felt the surge of resentment as he spoke. His heart skipped a beat then began to race, his cat squirming uneasily in his cloak. When he looked round, Richmond, Talan and Ilkar were staring at him, expressions telling him he’d stepped badly astray. At least in that moment he had an inkling of what being a member of The Raven meant to these people. Ilkar’s words reinforced his growing realisation.

‘That is why you are an outsider,’ said the elf carefully. ‘You have to understand the bonds that hold The Raven together. Even in death they are unbreakable. It is the strength of Hirad’s feelings, those that drive him to need Travers’ blood, that is the reason we can trust him utterly.’ He paused to eat some bread. Denser watched him, seeing the thoughts chase themselves across his face as he marshalled his next words.

‘We’re all alike,’ he said at length, indicating himself and the two warriors. ‘We’re just not quite so outspoken about it. Never speak of petty revenge where The Raven is concerned and particularly where Sirendor Larn is concerned. You seem to forget that he died in your place, and when that happened, Hirad lost his closest friend. You’re fortunate he didn’t hear you.’

‘I’m sorry,’ said Denser. Ilkar nodded.

‘While we’re doing this,’ said Richmond, his tone gruff but not unfriendly, ‘perhaps we should clear up a couple of other things. Firstly, if anyone has the final say now The Unknown’s gone, it’s Hirad. It certainly isn’t you, Denser. Second, while we all understand what we are doing, or trying to do, we are The Raven first and your hired hands second. So, if Hirad wants to take the castle first, that is what we will do.’

Denser gaped inwardly, confused by a conflict he couldn’t untangle and was sure shouldn’t have arisen. The destruction of the Wytch Lords had to be their only goal but they couldn’t see it. Wrapped up in The Raven and its struggles, he was sure that they had no real conception of the disaster that would be visited on Balaia if they failed and the Wytch Lords won the ultimate battle. Xetesk would be gone, all realistic hope would go with them and The Raven would be blown away like so much chaff in the wind.

He drew in breath to speak but there was no point. Anyway, Talan got there first.

‘We all want to succeed. But you have to keep in mind that until you joined us, only three people had died fighting for The Raven in more than ten years.’ Talan glanced across at Richmond whose head was hung, eyes closed. ‘We trust to our ways and our instincts because they are nearly always right. You know we wouldn’t have taken this job if you’d been honest with us, but you involved us and two of us are dead in a week.

‘See it from our perspective and don’t try to comment on what you don’t understand. We’re alive because we’re good and if you keep your nose out, we’ll probably stay that way.’

‘I’m sure we can agree a compromise,’ said Denser evenly, beginning to see what he had taken on.

Talan’s face softened and he smiled, rose and clapped the Dark Mage on the shoulder.

‘That was quite a lecture, wasn’t it? Maybe you could similarly enlighten us some time soon, eh?’ He pulled down his jerkin where it had tucked up under his belt. ‘Right now, I think we should be on our way. Hirad?’ He walked off towards the barbarian. ‘Hirad! Horses, please, we’re leaving!’

 


Erienne felt awakened from a long nightmare. They were scared and a little dirty but her boys were fed and warm and had befriended one of their guards, a point she didn’t fail to note. The relief she felt as she held them close and the love that flowed between all three of them re-energised her aching body. This time they had not regarded her with any doubt in their eyes. The guard had given them an explanation of why she couldn’t see them that they had believed, and for that she was grateful.

The Captain had allowed her a full hour with them before coming in person to respectfully ask her to join him for some dinner, and so they had returned to the chairs by the fire in the library. This time, she allowed herself a glass of wine.

Now, as she regarded the slight smile that touched his otherwise serious face, she realised what it was she was about to do. She only hoped the Gods, or more accurately the Dordovan Masters, would forgive her for it. She didn’t hold out much hope.

‘Am I not a man of my word?’ The Captain spread his hands wide.

‘Don’t expect me to rush into your arms just because you’ve let me see my own children.’

‘Come now, Erienne, don’t spoil the moment.’

‘I am very happy they are alive and well and very unhappy that we are held here against our will. There is no moment to spoil,’ she said coldly. ‘Now tell me exactly how it is you want me to betray my own morals.’

‘I don’t want you to feel like that,’ said the Captain. ‘What I am doing is—’

‘Save it for people who swallow your stories. Just tell me what you want, then let me get back to my children.’

The Captain looked at her, sucking in his cheeks. He nodded.

‘Very well. It’s quite simple. I need you to confirm the authenticity or otherwise of artefacts and information that might come into my possession concerning Dawnthief. If I am to control this spell for the protection of Balaia, I must be on solid ground.’

‘You have no idea what you are dealing with,’ said Erienne. ‘This is a power far, far beyond your comprehension and if you are unfortunate enough to be successful, even in gaining key information, you and your monkeys will all be killed by those willing to do anything to get it.’

‘Erienne, I am well aware of the dangers, but it is up to me to face them. Somebody has to.’

‘Yes!’ she said, leaning forwards, threatening to spill her wine. ‘The four Colleges must guard this discovery, if such it is, collectively. It is the only way to ensure it is never used.’

The Captain laughed. ‘I cannot believe you want me to leave this spell with the very people who are capable of using it. If I hold it, we are all safe.’

‘If each of three Colleges holds a catalyst, it is safer still.’

‘And you expect me to believe your curiosity won’t lead you to experiment?’ He was dismissive. ‘I know mages. I know how they think, as do you. Only a non-mage can be charged with guarding Dawnthief. And that person will be me, with or without your help. Do you agree to do as I ask?’

She nodded, the fight leaving her. At least here she might exert some influence. She dropped her head. Control had nothing to do with it. She was helping him for one reason and one reason alone. And no magical moral was as important as the lives of her children.

 


The travelling was easy. Steering clear of the few hamlets spread thinly across the gently undulating forested and grassed terrain, The Raven stayed mainly under the cover of the often dense woodland, taking animal or seldom-used hunter and trade trails. Elsewhere, riding at the edge of the trees, Talan’s eye for the sun’s position and Richmond’s ground knowledge kept them moving in the right direction.

Hirad found his mind wandering ever more away from the events through the rip as they rode and he was able to dispel the memories with a lungful of pure Balaian air. He had never before appreciated its beauty. Not until he had tasted that of another world. Conversation rolled easily around The Raven as the mood lightened under a warm sky, light wind and rich forest vegetation, and talk around the camp fire led to exaggerated tales of fight and victory. Only the great absence of The Unknown brought a cooling of the spirit. As yet, stories of the big man brought only sadness and loss and were followed by long silences.

It was at worst a three-day ride to the Black Wings’ castle through the rolling hills and woodlands of Baron Pontois’ lands. They were lands well known to The Raven, and as they travelled further north-east, where the hills gave way to cliffs and rock-strewn barren peaks, and the verdant growth of trees and grass to tough shrub, bracken and moss, they’d know when they were nearing their destination.

On the afternoon of the third day, a change in the weather brought The Raven to a stop beneath a deep overhang on the right-hand side of a valley they had been climbing south to north.

In something less than an hour, the sun was eclipsed by dense thunderclouds blowing down the valley at them, whipped up by a wind made harsh and cold by the seas far to the north. The temperature plummeted and cloaks were thrown around shoulders, and then, as the deluge struck and the cloud obscured the apex of the valley, The Raven cantered to the shelter of the rock.

Dismounting, they moved as far back as they could, leaving the horses to gaze mournfully out on the dreary scene.

‘Travers has sent us his welcome, then,’ remarked Talan.

‘Yes, I feel sure Hirad will find it in his heart to blame him for this as well,’ said Ilkar.

‘Too right I will.’

The rain fell yet harder, bouncing off exposed rock, gouging at close-packed earth and battering down vegetation which sprang back in mute defiance.

Talan poked his head out of the overhang and looked northwards. ‘It’s well set - it’s got that feel to it,’ he said, coming back inside and wiping a film of water from his hair.

He was right, thought Hirad. It was indefinable, but something about the smell of the air, the pace and weight of the rain and the feel of the wind told of a long soaking. Hours, probably.

‘Well, we can’t just stand here and watch it,’ said Denser.

‘Quite right,’ agreed Richmond, shrugging off his backpack. ‘We’ll get cold. I’ll get a fire going.’ He pulled a tinder box from an outside pocket of his pack and unhitched a large roll of waxed leather from behind his saddle. He unravelled it and took wood from its centre.

‘Tip for you, Denser,’ he said. ‘When the clouds come down, pick up dry sticks.’ He waved the Dark Mage away from a space in the centre of the overhang amd started building the fire.

‘So we’re just going to sit it out, is that it?’ asked Denser.

‘That’s about the size of it, yes,’ replied Richmond.

‘But the castle . . .’

Richmond shrugged. Finishing the pyramidal stick-structure, he pushed some tinder into a hole at its base. ‘We’re about half a day’s ride away at a guess. Talan?’ Talan nodded. Richmond continued.

‘Yeah. So assuming the rain eases off towards dusk, we can rest up here, ride the rest of the way this evening and attack at night, which was, I presume, the original plan.’ No one said otherwise.

Denser narrowed his eyes but made no further comment. Instead, he untied his bedroll, took the saddle from his horse and dumped both against the rock face at the southern end of the overhang.

‘It’ll be cramped,’ he said.

‘I wasn’t suggesting we all laid down to sleep.’ Richmond struck sparks with his flint and steel, blowing gently as a thin column of smoke rose from the tinder. ‘Hey, Hirad. Make yourself useful and go and get some stream water and more wood we can dry out. Just in case.’

‘Yes, Mother,’ said the barbarian. ‘Mind if I take this?’ He pointed at Richmond’s waxed leather. The warrior shook his head.

Hirad picked two waterskins from the nearest horse and put the leather over his head and shoulders, gathering it under his chin with one hand. He turned to Ilkar, who burst out laughing. Taking his lead, the others joined in.

‘If I gave you a walking stick, you’d look just like my grand-mother, ’ said the elf eventually, wiping his eyes.

‘She must be spectacularly ugly, then,’ said Talan.

Hirad tried to think of a witty reply, then a suitably obscene one, and failed. Instead he shrugged, smiled and left the shelter of the overhang.

He headed upstream for no other reason than to check out the route immediately ahead of them, though it fast became obvious that he’d gain little useful information from his walk.

Though the rain was easing a little, it was replaced by a cloying mist - the clouds sweeping off the hilltops to further obscure the valley and his visibility with every step. Still, at least the trail itself was solid, containing enough stone and gravel to limit the rain-driven erosion.

He trawled either side of him for likely looking sticks, eventually finding a coarse, thick bush whose central branches were ideal. A few quick slashes and some shaving with a dagger and he had all the firewood he was prepared to carry.

Ambling back in the direction of the overhang, he diverted to his right to fill the skins from the stream, which was already running quickly as the rainwater poured off the hills to swell the flow. Squatting on a flat rock, he held the neck of the first skin under the water, listening to the complementary sounds of the water clattering by in the stream and the rain pattering off Richmond’s leather.

But that was all he could hear, and when he turned to switch skins, the hilt of a sword thudded into his skull just below his left ear.

He sprawled over the rock, trying to gather his senses as the mist, the river, the rain and the roaring in his head took him towards unconsciousness. A shape loomed above him. A man in full helmet and chainmail. He leant in close.

‘Go home, Coldheart, The Raven is finished. Go home.’

The pommel of the man’s sword swung again. Sparks flew across Hirad’s eyes then everything went quiet.

 


There was a look of thunder in Alun’s eyes. And betrayal.

‘You told me we were going in tonight.’

‘The situation has changed,’ said Thraun. ‘Something’s going on in the castle. You saw the riders who came past here earlier. There’s too much activity. We have to wait.’

Will had returned to the castle, tracking after the riders, and had returned in the late afternoon, reporting an air of excitement around the castle. Someone had been taken there, presumably as a prisoner and presumably important. Thraun had decided to hold a watching brief for the night and make a decision the following morning. Alun, as he anticipated, had other ideas.

‘Every second we wait brings my family closer to death, and yet we’re going to sit around the stove and sing a few songs, is that it?’

Thraun massaged his nose with thumb and forefinger.

‘This isn’t a deliberate ploy to delay us,’ he said, keeping his temper in check, his voice a low growl. ‘I too am anxious to see your family safe but we cannot risk all our lives, because that will help no one.’

‘We have to do something!’ Alun’s voice was desperate.

Will huffed, Thraun waved him silent.

‘We are.’ He gestured around him. ‘We are out here, waiting for the right time to make our move. You must understand that that time isn’t now. We have to keep watching and let the situation settle. I know it’s hard but please try to be calm.’

Alun threw off the hand that Thraun placed on his shoulder but he nodded all the same, getting up and moving further away from the path.

‘He’ll be all right,’ said Thraun to Will’s scowl. ‘Just leave him be.’

‘He’ll be the death of us,’ warned the little man. There was a low whistle from the direction of the path and Jandyr trotted into the campsite.

‘Someone’s coming,’ he said.

Thraun got to his feet. ‘I’ve had enough of this. It’s like a busy day in Dordover market. What do you say we stop them?’

‘What do we really have to lose?’ asked Will.

‘Not a lot,’ said Thraun, checking Alun was out of earshot. ‘If we don’t go in soon, we’ll find nothing but corpses.’

 


Water. Lapping and bubbling, splashing off a stone. Wind, rain, water and cold. And pain. Thumping in his temple and howling in his ear.

Hirad moved, sending a wave of nausea through his body. His stomach lurched.

‘Oh!’ He opened his eyes. The mist was deep and disorienting. A light rain still fell.

He sat up gingerly, probing a swelling at the back of his jaw just under his left ear. He opened his mouth slowly and wide, feeling the dull ache in the bone but knowing at least that it wasn’t broken.

There was a strange taste on his tongue. A taste that reminded him of a smell that he couldn’t quite . . .

‘Damn.’ He’d been drugged. He slithered to his feet, firewood and water skins forgotten, swaying as his brain and stomach protested the sudden action. He put a hand to his temple. Another bruise, a big one, was forming. He felt groggy. Like a hangover but with none of the good memories. All he could remember was that helmet looming out of the mist and the force of the blows. And the voice. Familiar. Definitely familiar.

The path was slippery. Three times he fell painfully, retching the last time as his head connected with stone.

There were bodies outside the overhang. Inside, the fire guttered, almost dead.

‘No,’ he moaned through clenched teeth. He slid to a halt in front of a pile of gear, and relief flooded through him. The two bodies face up in the rain and mist were not Raven; and Richmond and Talan were both propped up by the fire. Talan’s eyes were open, and while Richmond’s were not, he was most certainly breathing.

Talan managed a limp smile. ‘Hirad, thank the Gods. I thought you must be dead.’

‘Where?’ Hirad gestured to the empty spaces by the dying blaze. Talan raised a hand to silence him.

‘The Black Wings attacked us. They just melted out of the mist. Denser must have sensed something, ’cos he smoked those two.’ He paused, breathing heavily. Hirad noticed his eyes blackening, and a trail of blood was dried under his nose.

‘They’ve taken them, Hirad. They’ve taken Ilkar and Denser.’

‘Alive?’

‘Yes, I think so. I was already down. Gods, that brophane is strong stuff. I feel awful.’ Talan opened his eyes and mouth wide, stretching his face. Then he shook his head hard, smacking his lips together. ‘That didn’t help. So, what now?’

‘We wake him up and get going.’ Hirad shrugged. ‘What else is there to do? Are you fit to ride?’ Talan gave a short laugh. ‘What?’

‘Hirad, you’re missing something.’

The barbarian’s shoulders sagged. ‘They took the horses.’

Talan nodded.

‘Bugger it! Why didn’t they just kill us? Have it done with?’

‘Their fight isn’t with us,’ said Richmond, opening his eyes at last. ‘It’s with the Colleges.’

‘Well, they got that wrong, didn’t they?’ said Hirad, feeling his anger gathering.

‘Yeah, they did,’ agreed Talan, levering himself to his feet.

‘How far to the Black Wings’ castle?’ asked Hirad.

‘Six hours on foot. Seven because it’s getting dark and we aren’t right just now.’ Talan’s face was pasty white in the gathering gloom.

‘That’s a long time,’ said Hirad. ‘Right. Ten minutes to chuck your guts up and be ready to leave. All right?’

‘What’re we going to do?’ Richmond’s mind was still confused. His legs wobbled as he pulled himself up the wall.

‘We’re going to get them back. Then we’re going to torch that place and everyone in it.’ Hirad’s head was clearing with every passing moment, though he could feel that his body was still weakened by the drug clotting his muscles. ‘If they didn’t kill them, it’s because they need them. It can only be for information, and you know how much mages hate talking.’

Richmond and Talan both looked at him, nodding their understanding.

A movement caught Hirad’s eye. It came from beneath Richmond’s cloak, which lay by the dead ash of the fire. As he watched, a black furred head poked out and tested the air. Denser’s cat looked up at him, then jumped clean on to his shoulders, turning quickly so it could look into his face.

‘A new friend, Hirad?’ asked Talan, managing a smile.

‘I don’t think so.’ The cat meowed loud and long. ‘We’re going, we’re going, all right? We’ll find him.’

The cat looked away past Hirad up the valley. The mist was a little clearer, though rain and approaching dusk kept visibility poor.

‘Think he understood you?’ asked Richmond.

‘Probably.’ Hirad shrugged. ‘Come on, let’s get out of here.’




Chapter 14

‘Nasty spell, this. Planning a little surprise for someone, were you?’ Travers had leaned in close to Denser’s cut and bleeding face, dangling the amulet from its chain so it knocked gently into the mage’s left ear. Denser could smell alcohol on Travers’ breath.

He hoped the shock he’d just experienced didn’t show on his face. Right at the time he thought things couldn’t get any worse, he’d been betrayed by another mage. And one working for Travers. The Witch Hunter.

Ever since their capture at the overhang, Denser had been wondering why he was still alive. It wasn’t Travers’ way. The assassin was his way, but now he couldn’t understand why one had been sent. Presumably they’d wanted him dead that night in The Rookery, so what had changed in the days following to make Travers so eager to question him?

He supposed it didn’t matter much. At least while he was alive there was still a chance, however slim. It was obvious, though, that rescue was his only option; and that meant Hirad had to be alive, because if he was, he’d try to rescue Ilkar, no question about it.

But for now he was helpless, and it was clear the Black Wings were expert in keeping captured mages subdued. Their hands had been tied from the moment they’d been taken and the ride to the castle had been under the unending scrutiny of four men. At the castle they’d been pushed to the ground and walked straight through the gates, courtyard and main doors into a large hall, bare but for a few chairs, two low tables and a fireplace that was as cold as the room.

And then a beating, delivered professionally and, curiously, without malice. Its purpose was plain. Blows to the head, chest, stomach, upper arms and legs had left his body aching and throbbing and had sapped what little energy he had. Never mind that his arms were tied, he couldn’t have cast a spell if his life depended on it and they knew it.

‘Saying nothing, Denser?’ Travers drew back. ‘Plenty of time. And of course you don’t know what we know, do you?’ Travers stood up. Men stood to either side of him. There were eight of them in the hall. And Ilkar. He hadn’t said one word since they’d been taken, not even to confirm his name. His beating had been more vicious. Denser wasn’t sure why, but Travers looked at the elf with a mixture of disappointment and disdain. Tarred with the Xeteskian brush, perhaps.

Denser found himself wondering who had read the amulet and betrayed him. The fact was that it had to be a mage from either Xetesk or Dordover. Septern’s name, the location of the rip and an allusion to what lay beyond it only appeared in Dordovan lore script.

He still couldn’t quite believe it, and his feelings were swamped by disgust that a mage from either college would work for the Black Wings. It had to be a Dordovan. A Xeteskian would choose suicide first.

He breathed in and let his head fall forwards. There was a pain under his right arm and his mind turned to his missing Familiar. He presumed it was at the overhang. It was certainly alive, but unless it found him soon, it would weaken and die. Denser wasn’t sure his brain could stand the pain right now.

A slap to his cheek brought him back to his grim here and now. He looked up into Travers’ face.

‘Let me tell you a little of what I know,’ said the Captain. ‘Please pay attention. I’d hate to think your mind was drifting.’

He pulled up a chair and sat down opposite Denser. One of his men brought over a small table, bottle and glass. The Captain poured himself a generous measure of what looked like a spirit, and took a long sip before leaning back and stretching his legs out in front of him.

‘My sources tell me something big and very worrying is happening. ’

‘We agree there.’

A complete silence followed Denser’s words. Travers locked eyes with Denser and drilled him with a baleful stare.

‘Never interrupt me again or I will cut your tongue from your mouth and nail it to your forehead as a reminder.’

‘Perhaps you should do it anyway, Captain,’ said one of his men, a tall, rangy swordsman with a harsh face. ‘Not much of a mage if he can’t speak, eh?’

Denser and Travers both turned to him, the Xeteskian barely avoiding a smile. How wrong could a man be?

‘Go and warm a kettle or something, Isman. Our friend might care for a hot drink. It is cold in here.’ Isman left the room. ‘Idiot.’ Travers faced Denser once more. ‘He is slow to learn. Now, where was I?’ He drained his glass, then refilled it, picking it up to swirl the liquid around as he thought.

Denser watched him, his mouth firmly shut. Travers was well into middle age and it was beginning to show. Still, the sword at his side would be sharp and Denser had no doubt that he would carry out his threat. Travers did not have the reputation of a gratuitously cruel man, but he certainly had proved to be a man of his word.

‘Now then, big and worrying. Dawnthief, I understand, is the most powerful spell in existence, and this—’ he produced the amulet again - ‘is the first step in recovering it. What I also know is that you need three catalysts to make it work. Apparently, this amulet doesn’t list them.’ He put the amulet away again, drained and refilled his glass. ‘Well, that’s enough of what I know. Now I want you to tell me a few things and so you are free to speak. Indeed, I insist that you make use of the privilege.’

Isman returned with a few mugs and a large copper pot. ‘There’s soup,’ he said.

‘Very good,’ said Travers. ‘Pour a mug for Denser and his rather quiet elven friend. Release one hand each and see that they hold their mugs steady and with all fingers.’ Travers looked again at Denser. ‘Now then, to work. Will you speak?’

‘Don’t count on it.’

‘Maybe not immediately anyway.’ Travers smiled, leaving Denser cold. Isman ambled over with two steaming mugs. At a nod, a man behind Denser and Ilkar released one hand.

‘Thank you,’ said Denser as he was handed his soup. It smelt strongly of onions and tomatoes. Ilkar said nothing, but accepted the drink anyway.

‘Good,’ said Travers. ‘Now we’re feeling more comfortable. Perhaps you’d like to tell me what Xetesk was planning to do with Dawnthief.’

‘You won’t believe me.’

‘You could at least try.’

Denser shrugged and considered that the truth couldn’t hurt the situation any further.

‘The Wytch Lords are back. There are Wesmen armies massing on our borders even now, and with Shamen magic to support them, Balaia will be lost unless the Wytch Lords are destroyed. Dawnthief is the only way.’

Travers laughed out loud, causing Ilkar to start. He and Denser shared a look before he dropped his head and stared back into his soup.

‘That’s good. Very good,’ said the Captain. ‘But I do know my history very well, I am afraid. The Wytch Lords are long gone, and will never return.’

‘I did say you wouldn’t believe me.’ Another shrug from Denser, another laugh from Travers.

‘Of course, I’d forgotten how slavishly you believe your Xetesk Masters.’ He continued chuckling. ‘Yes, I can quite believe that is what they told you. And a grand reason on the face of it for one so eager to impress, eh?’ Denser didn’t reply. He sipped his soup and regarded Travers from over the rim of his mug, aware he was frowning.

‘Let me ask you this, Denser. Do you seriously believe that the Wytch Lords are not already destroyed by the forces of Xetesk?’

‘Your interpretation of history and mine differ, Travers,’ replied Denser. ‘We did not have the capability to destroy the Wytch Lords then. And they have now escaped their prison.’

‘Oh, yes, the . . . what was it? Prison between worlds or something? ’ Travers shook his head. ‘Nice story. Good for keeping the other Colleges in line, I’ll grant you. You believe that as well, do you?’

Denser said nothing.

‘Of course you do,’ said Travers. ‘Still, I can hardly expect you to turn against all your years of teaching and dogma, can I?’

‘You misunderstand the motives of Xetesk,’ said Denser. ‘Our image is slow to change but our ideals and morals already have.’

Now Travers clapped slowly and Denser could feel his anger rising. He fought to keep it in check.

‘Said with such feeling, but I am afraid you have been sadly misled. My knowledge of your researches paints a very different picture, and you must agree that Dawnthief is hardly a “moral” spell, eh?’

Another silence. Denser drained his mug and his hand was retied.

‘So, have you discovered the identity of the catalysts?’ asked Travers conversationally. He leaned forward, cradling his drink in both hands.

‘No,’ said Denser.

‘I see. Very well. Never mind.’ The Captain turned to Isman.

‘You may as well show Denser to his room.’ Isman nodded, untied the Xeteskian’s hands and pulled the mage upright. Tall and rangy he might have been, but he was also very strong. ‘You will find, Denser,’ Travers continued after topping up his glass, ‘that your soup was somewhat drugged. Unfortunately for you, Ilkar of The Raven, yours was not.’

 


The rain stopped slowly and the mist lifted from the hills to leave a dark layer of low cloud. Hirad felt as if he would never be dry again, or clear-headed for that matter. They’d been walking continuously for over three hours and the damp clogged his every pore. Worse, the lasting effect of the brophane was a headache that grew to a steady pulsing pain that covered his entire skull. Glancing left and right, he could see that Talan and Richmond looked as bad as he felt.

Earlier, before the light had gone and the talking had given way to the sullen but determined sound of boots on rock and mud, Richmond and Talan had agreed that they wouldn’t reach the Black Wings’ castle until perhaps two hours before dawn. A combination of their physical condition, the difficult ground underfoot and the dark deepened by the thick clouds dictated a slow pace. Steep crags rose to either side of them and stunted trees, windblown heather and thick-stemmed grass were all that clung to the bleak landscape. The rock-strewn mountains ran away east and west as far as the eye could see, and the gentle slopes of Pontois’ lands were already a distant memory.

As he trudged, head down, half a dozen paces behind his friends, Hirad was hit by a wave of hopelessness and anger. Less than a week earlier, The Raven, seven-strong and invincible, had stood on a castle’s battlements and overseen another victory. He had been proud, vital and alive, continually buoyed by what they had achieved over ten great years.

Now they were reduced to three tired swordsmen crawling blearily towards what would probably be their deaths. And it was all down to one man. Denser. The Xetesk mage and his plans had already taken Sirendor and The Unknown from Hirad. And now it looked as if he had taken Ilkar too. All in the space of a few days. Hirad found it almost impossible to believe.

He shook his head and forced his mind into focus. The only thing that mattered right now was the attempt to rescue Ilkar. Denser could go to hell, and the fight for Balaia would have to be fought another way. They had no plan, though, and when they stopped another two hours later in a sheltered grove, they turned their thoughts to the attack.

‘Has either of you seen the castle?’ asked Hirad, shivering from the moment he stopped moving.

Both Talan and Richmond nodded.

‘It was a Baronial seat before the fighting started,’ said Richmond. ‘It’s actually a walled mansion. I’m sure that Travers has attended to the defence but it shouldn’t prove too difficult to get in.’

‘Any ideas?’ Hirad himself had none. Try as he might, all he saw in his mind was the death of his friends, of The Raven, and of himself.

‘Well, we had a chat a little earlier, and despite whoever it was telling you to go home, I suspect Travers at least will be expecting a rescue attempt,’ said Talan. ‘He will also know about how long it’ll take us to reach him, that we’ll be tired and his men won’t. And we have no idea how many men he has, where Ilkar and Denser will be and what condition they’re in.’

‘Got any good news?’

‘We should be free of magical attack or defence.’ Talan half smiled.

Hirad brightened, seeing a glimmer of light.

‘We can Rage then,’ he said.

‘Exactly,’ said Richmond.

‘Interesting. So?’

Richmond shrugged. ‘So much depends on our getting into the house undetected, not just the grounds. If we do, a Rage might work. Neither of us has more than seen the place from a distance and it’s set in open land, as you’d expect.

‘If this cloud cover keeps low, we should be able to make the walls unseen. There is, or was, a stable block and a large kitchen garden at the back. Whatever, we’re walking into the unknown, Hirad.’

‘I only wish we were. Another blade, particularly his, and I’d be confident.’

‘We’ll do it, Hirad,’ said Talan, rising and stretching. ‘Or we’ll take as many of those bastards with us as possible.’

Hirad nodded. ‘Right,’ he said. ‘Right.’ He too stood, a rush of energy hitting him. The cat moved in his cloak, making him start. He’d forgotten the animal was there. It poked its head into the open and Hirad scratched its ears, surprised to find that it was shivering and distinctly cool to the touch. They locked eyes but the cat’s had lost their strength - dulled by distance from its Master.

‘This thing isn’t well,’ said Hirad. ‘We need to get it to Denser quickly. C’mon, let’s not waste any more time.’

The pace for the next hour was fast. Trade trails were well worn in the area and Richmond asserted that they were on a more or less straight line right to Travers’ front door.

‘Time?’ asked Hirad as they slackened speed to a gentle lope to save themselves a little.

‘I’m guessing, but about four hours to dawn,’ replied Talan.

‘And the castle?’

‘One and a half, maybe two hours. No more.’

‘Excellent.’

They walked through terrain that eased noticeably, flattening and firming underfoot. The dark gave them little help, though their night-accustomed eyes allowed them to see the shapes of low hills, stands of trees and bushes mixing with shrubland and long grass.

The cat had ceased any movement in Hirad’s cloak, and though he thought it still alive, he could all but feel it weakening with every passing minute.

Perhaps an hour from the castle, and on a wide track which only went to one place, Talan brought them to an abrupt halt. The cloud had lifted ever so slightly and a brighter patch above them betrayed the position of a moon.

‘What’s up?’ asked Hirad, looking about him and loosening the sword in his scabbard. The wind was dying now, gusting and picking at his damp armour and clothes. He began to feel cold again.

‘Something’s not right. Spread left and right, you two, off to the sides, there are some odd marks on the path.’

Hirad nodded and motioned Richmond to the right. He took up station left, scouring the black and near-black outlines that made up their immediate position.

Behind him, Talan crouched to the ground, brushing a gloveless hand over it and putting his fingers to his nose. He edged forward, inch by inch, looking both immediately in front of him and perhaps two paces ahead.

‘I think there’s—’ he began.

‘Whatever it is, don’t say it,’ said a voice from the left, a good twenty paces distant by the sound. It was a man’s voice, low and gruff, as if its owner spent a good deal of time whispering. The Raven froze but the cat, suddenly very much alive, dropped to the ground and darted away into the dark.

‘Please don’t move,’ continued the voice. ‘My friend here has an itchy nose and if he were to scratch it, his arrow would fly.’

Hirad couldn’t believe it. His body tensed as he tried to decide what to do. Movement was out. If there was a bowman, he could take down two of them before they found his position. Calm and talk seemed the only option.

‘What do you want?’ he asked.

‘You have something of ours and we want it back.’

‘I doubt it,’ said Hirad. ‘And if it’s money you’re after, I’m afraid—’

‘We don’t want your money.’ The voice betrayed disgust. ‘You are holding my good friend’s wife and we want her back. Now.’

‘You’re mistaken,’ began Talan.

‘Hardly,’ said the voice. ‘Your bastard Master, Travers, is interrogating her right now. And worse, I expect. Start moving over here and do it slowly.’

The Raven stayed put.

‘Gods, Hirad, they think we’re . . .’ said Richmond.

‘We are not Black Wings,’ growled Hirad.

The man laughed, and there was another sound, higher-pitched, confirming that there were indeed two men away in the dark.

‘Of course not,’ said the voice. ‘After all, all sorts walk this path in the early hours of the morning. Please move together and take your hands from your swords.’

The trio did as they were ordered.

‘We are not Black Wings,’ repeated Hirad.

‘So you said—’

‘We are The Raven.’

A short silence was ended by hurried whispering, then a snigger.

‘Not many of you, are there?’

‘No.’ Hirad barely kept himself in check.

‘Walk forward. There’s someone here reckons he’s seen you.’

The Raven looked at one another, raised eyebrows and walked forwards.

‘Stop,’ ordered the other voice. It had a gentler tone, less aggressive. There was another silence.

‘It’s been a lot of years, but you’re Hirad Coldheart, no doubt about it.’

‘That’s right, now can we stop—’

‘Where is Ilkar?’

‘You know him?’ returned Talan.

‘I’m from Julatsa. Where is he?’

‘Travers has got him,’ said Hirad. ‘He’s in the Black Wings’ castle, that’s why we’re going there. You’re holding us up and it’s pissing me off!’

The first man laughed, relieved.

‘Come on in and join us. We have a stove and you look as if you could do with a hot drink.’

‘Any reason we should?’ asked Talan.

‘Well, I happen to think we could be of great help to each other. Let’s face it, it can’t hurt to find out.’

 


Erienne was still shaking. She had no doubt that what the Captain had shown her was Septern’s amulet. How could it be anything else?

The lore in three College languages. The Dordovan code that revealed the location of Septern’s workshop.

That the Captain held the amulet set her in the grip of fear, and she had been able to do nothing but confirm what he thought he already knew. That indeed there was a search for Dawnthief, that it was advanced and that he had, in all probability, managed to capture the Xeteskian mage, Denser.

Her skin crawled and for the first time she began to believe that the Captain was not just a man whose dreams matched her nightmares. There was now the possibility that he might actually be able to assemble the catalysts and control the spell. And if he could, the Colleges would tear each other apart to get it. There would be another war and she was very much afraid that Xetesk would win it.

 


‘You see, I really am determined to find out all you know about Dawnthief, and I will hurt you if I have to.’

Ilkar raised his freshly bleeding face to Travers but said nothing. After Denser’s departure, they had manacled his wrists to a wall and beaten his body with the flat of a shovel before leaving him on the wall for what had to be the best part of an hour. Then another, shorter beating, during which one wild swipe had caught his face, splitting his nose and lips. The pain was intense but he could handle that. What he was scared of was internal rupture. In his state, he didn’t think he would be able to hold that type of wound at bay. Certainly not if he was drugged. Another thing he knew was that he couldn’t buy any more time by keeping his silence.

‘Come now, Ilkar,’ said Travers. ‘This is all so unnecessary.’ The Captain had begun to slur his words just a little. ‘It is Ilkar, isn’t it?’

‘You seem to think so,’ said Ilkar.

‘He speaks!’ Travers clapped his hands. ‘Bravo! I have to say, we were confident of your identity. After all, not too many elven Julatsans ride with The Raven, eh?’

‘Not many,’ agreed Ilkar.

‘Indeed.’ Travers smiled and laid a hand on Ilkar’s shoulder. ‘I expect you’d like to sit down now, eh?’

‘Good guess.’ Ilkar’s manacles were removed and he was put back in his chair, arms once more tied behind him. The difference in comfort was enormous and the mage had to quash an unwanted smile at the thought that he could ever feel good battered, bruised and bound to a chair. A sense of perspective was going to be important.

The Captain sat himself down, poured another large drink and took a long sip. He had to be drunk, yet he seemed in complete control of his thoughts. In fact, the only outward signs of any intoxication were his flushed face and slightly disabled speech.

‘So, now we’ve begun at long last, Ilkar - and I do commend you on your resistance. But that must be over now, so please answer my questions and you can rest. I would hate to have to employ any further punitive measures but please understand that I will not shy from so doing should the need arise.’

Travers smiled again. Thinly this time. Ilkar gave no reaction.

‘I assume we understand each other,’ said Travers. He finished his glass and poured the last drops from his bottle. He waved the empty at a soldier, who took it away. Ilkar watched as he threw back the small measure.

‘Think I might pass out?’ This time, the smile was broader. ‘You’ll be disappointed, I’m afraid. What’s my record, Isman?’

‘Four bottles, Captain.’

‘Four,’ repeated Travers. ‘Bottles.’

Ilkar just let him get on with it. Travers examined his empty glass but his frown turned to yet another smile as a full bottle was placed on his table. He unstoppered it immediately.

‘Now, before we get on to Denser’s delightful spell, I’d be terribly grateful if you told me why you, a Julatsan, were travelling with a Xeteskian.’

Ilkar looked up sharply, studying Travers’ face for a moment. ‘You really don’t know?’

‘Enlighten me.’

‘You sent an assassin to kill Denser, yes?’

Travers nodded. ‘Yes, she was evidently unsuccessful. Lucky, really, considering what I have to do now.’

‘She wasn’t entirely unsuccessful, your assassin.’

‘Really?’ Travers paused, mid-sip, and exchanged glances with Isman. The latter shrugged.

‘She killed Sirendor Larn.’

‘Oh.’

‘Yes. Isman. Oh.’ Ilkar turned to the tall swordsman. ‘So Hirad wants all the Black Wings dead. And what Hirad wants, the Raven want.’

‘Thank you for the warning,’ said Travers. ‘We really shall have to look out for ourselves, shan’t we?’ He leaned in close to Ilkar and patted his knee.

Ilkar turned up one corner of his mouth. ‘If I were you, that’s exactly what I would do,’ he said quietly.

‘Hmm.’ Travers sucked his top lip and leaned back in his chair. ‘Well . . . we’ll return to that later, eh? Now while your friend’s unfortunate demise explains why The Raven were on their way here, it doesn’t begin to explain why Denser is with you.’

Ilkar allowed himself what he hoped was a wry smile. ‘There will be precious few things on which we agree, Captain Travers, but I think our distrust of all things Xeteskian will be one of them.’

‘Hmm.’ Travers nodded. ‘It is a shame you are with him, Ilkar. Your kind of mage I could tolerate, I think. Continue.’

‘He owes The Raven money,’ said Ilkar simply. Travers raised his eyebrows. ‘Against my express wishes, we body-guarded him to Korina. The plan was to watch him until the money went into our account. When you murdered Sirendor, that meant bringing him with us.’

Travers was quiet for a while. He took a mouthful of drink and sloshed it around the inside of his mouth before swallowing it.

‘I am disappointed, Ilkar. You’ve had all this time and that is the best you can come up with? Are you seriously trying to tell me that you had no idea what Denser had in his possession?’

‘No,’ said Ilkar carefully. ‘I knew it was valuable by the amount of money Denser offered us for the job. What I’m saying is that I had no idea what the amulet was. I can’t read the inscriptions.’

Travers picked his bottle up by its neck, lunged and crashed it across the side of Ilkar’s head. In trying to duck the blow, the mage succeeded only in toppling his chair over. His right side hit the floor hard, his arm beneath him flared in pain and all he could see were the shattered remains of the bottle, slightly out of focus, as his head warmed with trickling blood. He could smell the spirit strongly.

‘Do not presume to insult my intelligence!’ shouted Travers. ‘Let me tell you what you were doing.’ He paced backwards and forwards, grinding glass underfoot.

‘You were after the Dawnthief catalysts. You know what they are. That amulet contains College lore in Julatsan as well as Xeteskian and Dordovan. You and Denser both need each other and your pact of evil is threatening the whole of Balaia.’

Ilkar was silent. He was aware Travers was well versed in spell theory, but this latest speech really confirmed what he knew already but hadn’t allowed himself to believe. There was a mage working for the Captain. At least one.

He was hauled upright, grunted as the pressure was lifted from his arm and was glad he couldn’t move it; he thought it badly bruised if not broken.

‘Isman, another bottle, please,’ said Travers in a fatigued tone. He took his seat but said nothing until the swordsman had returned and his glass was refilled.

‘You can’t lie to me for ever,’ he said.

No, but long enough, thought Ilkar.

‘There’s no one to save you. No one knows you’re here.’

‘They do, and they’re coming.’

‘Who, The Raven?’ Isman spoke with a sneer.

Ilkar turned to him. ‘It’s a pity, you know, Isman. Hirad thought you were Raven material. It was only because we’d never seen you fight ourselves that you weren’t invited to join.’

‘I’d have refused.’

‘No one ever refuses.’

‘At least I’m still alive,’ said Isman.

‘Oh, yes, I neglected to mention,’ said Travers. ‘Isman did have to kill your friends. After all, we couldn’t have them following us now, could we?’

But Ilkar wasn’t really listening because, as Travers spoke, he leaned right forward and there, visible inside his part-open shirt, hung the Understone Pass Commander’s Badge. He had one third of the key to unbelievable power around his neck and he didn’t even know it. Ilkar smiled.

‘Something funny?’

‘There’s humour in everything, Travers,’ said Ilkar. ‘You’re telling me something I don’t believe in order to get me to give you information I don’t have. And when I fail to tell you, you’ll try to extract it by force.’

Travers smiled too and poured himself another drink.

‘And so we meet on either side of our disagreement,’ he said. ‘From where I sit, your friends are dead and you do indeed know the answer to my very simple question. But I will ask it again. Do you know the identity of the Dawnthief catalysts?’

‘No.’

Travers stood up. ‘I think it’s time you were reminded of your predicament. Isman, put him back on the wall. Leave his head alone. I’ll be back in a few minutes.’ The Captain strode from the hall, his walk steady, unhindered by his consumption of alcohol.

‘Oh, shit,’ muttered Ilkar.

‘Yes.’ Isman smiled. ‘Please don’t struggle. It only makes things more difficult. For you, that is.’

Ilkar allowed himself to be hauled to the wall chains, his right arm thumping with a strength that made him nauseous. Bracing himself for the pain, he fought to keep in mind that Denser had not let out a mana scream. And while that was true, it meant the Familiar was still alive. And while that was true, help was on its way.

But as the first shovel blow caught him just below his ribs, making him gasp as the air was forced from his lungs, he also knew that the cat wouldn’t last for ever without its master. If no help arrived by sun-up, none was coming.

 


‘So how long has Travers had her?’ Hirad remained dubious. The story he had just heard didn’t make much sense. He cupped his mug of steaming coffee in his hands and was glad of it. At least their meeting would not be a complete waste.

‘Just a few days,’ said Alun, the man who had been doing most of the talking. He was, he said, the husband of the Dordovan mage, Erienne, whom Travers had kidnapped. He looked a quiet man, and though he carried a long sword, Hirad doubted whether he really knew how to use it. He didn’t have the face of a swordsman.

‘What for?’

‘What does he ever take mages for? For questioning,’ Alun said, his voice muted, desperate.

‘Why don’t the Colleges do something about him?’ asked Talan.

‘Because enough senior mages are in grudging agreement that his work may have some use in taming dark magic,’ said the big man, Thraun.

‘But we’re talking about kidnap here,’ said Hirad. ‘Surely . . .’

‘It’s not that simple,’ said Alun. ‘Erienne is a maverick. She doesn’t live by College rules and they are pig-headed enough to let her suffer for it. Maybe even die.’ His voice was bitter, angry. ‘Look, it isn’t just her. They took our boys.’

Hirad caught Alun’s eyes and felt a pang of sorrow for the man. It was the same expression he’d seen in Sana: knowing he’d lost something but not really believing it was gone.

‘Boys?’ prompted Talan.

‘Twin sons. Four years old,’ answered Jandyr, the Julatsan bowman. He was an elf and claimed a nodding acquaintance with Ilkar. For his part, Ilkar had never spoken of him.

‘And you three are hired, I take it,’ said Talan.

‘You think we’d do this sort of thing for love?’

‘We are,’ snapped Hirad at the gruff-voiced man, Will. He was small, maybe five and a half feet, but he was wiry and well muscled, and his eyes were clever. He carried two short swords in a crossed back-mounted scabbard, wore dark-stained leather and had a small growth of stubble covering the jaw and neck of his thin face. Hirad didn’t like him.

‘I don’t have to justify myself to you,’ said Will. ‘We’re all hired men here. All but Alun. You choose to fight battles for the Barons; we recover things. And people.’ He shrugged. Quiet fell. The stove hissed and smoked slightly, aside from which, nothing but a dim glow from the coals gave notice that they were sitting round a fire.

Hirad glanced at the other man, Thraun. He was huge, a man who could have given even The Unknown cause for thought. His long sword was at his side and he absently scratched at his brown-flecked blond beard as he stared into the night.

A rustling behind him caught Hirad’s attention and he looked over his shoulder to see the cat entering the camp site. All was clearly far from well. It stumbled and swayed as if intoxicated as it moved towards the barbarian; and in the dim light from the coals, he could see its coat, as dull now as its eyes, ragged and unkempt.

‘Gods, Hirad, look at it,’ said Richmond.

Hirad nodded, scooped the stricken animal up and placed it inside his jerkin, against his skin, wincing as the cold of the cat touched the warmth of his flesh.

‘Yours, is it?’ asked Will.

‘It belongs to Denser. It’s dying.’

‘Obviously,’ said Will.

Hirad shot him a sharp glance. ‘It can’t be allowed to happen. We need Denser right now.’ He glanced over to Richmond and Talan. ‘It’s time we sorted ourselves out.’

‘So what was your plan?’ asked Richmond of the others.

‘Stealth,’ said Jandyr. ‘We’ve identified a way in through the back and were waiting for dead of night to go in when your friends were taken past. We’d just decided to wait further when you came along.’

‘Hmm.’ Hirad sucked his lip. ‘I’m not sure that’ll work now. They’re going to be expecting some form of attack from us.’

‘But not from seven people,’ said Thraun. ‘Only three.’

‘Interesting,’ murmured Talan. Then, louder, ‘Your wife, what’s her schooling?’

‘Dordovan, I told you . . .’ began Alun.

‘No, no, sorry. I mean is she principally offensive or defensive?’

Alun looked blank for a moment. ‘Well, neither, really. She’s a research mage - a Lore Scribe. Or she will be.’

‘But does she cast?’ pushed Talan.

‘Never to hurt others.’ Alun was definite.

‘Excellent,’ said Talan. ‘Even if Travers is controlling her, it makes a Rage all that much more likely to succeed.’

‘A what?’ Will frowned.

Hirad smiled. ‘Perhaps we could interest you in The Raven’s chaos tactic.’

 


They had broken three ribs and one, at the base of his rib cage, had cracked back to threaten his lungs. The blows had become more and more brutal, moving from his stomach to his chest and, finally, to his legs.

Then they had left him, hanging and bleeding from a dozen places outside and, when he went within, two inside. One of these, on his liver, felt serious. He ached. His battered legs shot pain into his back if he tried to stand; and his arm and broken ribs flared if he hung from his wrists.

Through the ill-fitting drapes in the hall, Ilkar thought he could see the first hint of dawn. His heart sank and he wondered if there was any point in keeping himself going. It was taking the last of his strength. Better to shut off and let himself die.

He tried to hate Denser then. Hate him for trapping The Raven into their futile and doomed action. Hate him for causing the deaths of his friends. Hate him for being Xeteskian and sleeping on, unaware of the agony Ilkar was enduring.

But he found he couldn’t. Denser, for all his arrogance, had been telling the truth - the evidence was overwhelming. The discovery of the Dawnthief parchment, the fight with the Destranas, Gresse’s word about the Wesman build-up. It all fitted with a return of the Wytch Lords and a Xeteskian drive to recover the only spell capable of beating them.

He shuddered. At least in dying he’d be out of the battle for Balaia. A battle where there probably wouldn’t be any winners. He breathed in hard and coughed up blood, gasping in pain as his lung pushed against broken bone. He straightened his legs slowly, relieving pressure on his numb arms, wincing as the bruising in his hips pulsed agony right across his back.

They’d been away a few minutes now. Ilkar frowned. Would they bother to ask him any more questions? Gods, he hoped so. At least that would mean they’d put him back in the chair. Where had they gone? Travers had said he’d be back. Ilkar wondered if they were talking to Denser but presumed he would still be drugged asleep. He blew out his lips. More likely they were having breakfast or something.

The double doors at the end of the room opened and Travers walked in, flanked by two men. Bottle in one hand, glass in the other, the Captain had a pronounced stagger now.

‘Fourth bottle!’ he shouted, waving it at Ilkar. ‘Maybe I’ll beat the record today.’

‘Or die trying, if we’re lucky,’ muttered the mage.

‘Sorry, Ilkar, did you say something? You’ll have to speak up.’ Travers shambled towards his chair but another sight behind him caught Ilkar’s attention. Stripped to the waist, head down and carried in between Isman and another was Denser. His feet were dragging across the floor and he looked for all the world as if he was dead.

They hauled him to a chair and set him in it, holding his shoulders to stop him falling to the ground. Travers laughed and Ilkar turned to find the Captain staring at him.

‘That’s the trouble with this drug of ours. A touch too much and you don’t want to wake up. And we had so much we needed to ask Denser, and he needed such persuading to wake up and talk to us.’ Travers’ expression became one of mocking solemnity. ‘I’m afraid he didn’t agree with us for rather a long time.’

Ilkar could imagine the pain Denser was feeling. He could see harsh red marks on his upper body and, here and there, weals brought up by a whip or belt. He only hoped the Xeteskian was still numbed by the drug.

Travers drank directly from the bottle and stood up, swaying. He staggered back a step and would have fallen over his chair had not a soldier removed it smartly from his path. The Captain’s face was bright red, his eyes hooded but wild and his chest heaving.

‘And now we come to the first of two choices.’ His speech, now slurred badly, would soon be unintelligible. He moved to stand between Ilkar and Denser, contriving to look at neither of them.

‘One.’ He held up a finger. ‘Do you answer my questions honestly or do I have to carry on convincing you it is the only way? And you will bend to my will eventually.’

Travers looked from one to the other. Ilkar stared at Denser, who showed no reaction at all. The elf could see his chest moving though it juddered from some very imaginable pain.

‘Nice try, Travers,’ said Ilkar. ‘Seems as though you’ll have to carry on.’

‘Two!’ barked Travers, holding two fingers aloft. He drank from his bottle again, spirit dripping from his slack mouth, which he wiped with the back of a hand. ‘In that case, which of you wants to see the other one die?’

Ilkar almost felt relieved. At least it would mean an end to the agony. He regretted not seeing Hirad again but he was beginning to believe the barbarian was indeed already dead. He would have volunteered to die but it was obvious that Travers had dragged Denser in here for one reason only. Ilkar doubted he could close his mind to Denser’s torment.

He gazed over at the Dark Mage, feeling genuine sympathy for the first time.

‘Goodbye, Denser,’ he whispered.

Denser’s body jerked violently and he clasped under his right arm with his left hand. He lifted his head and the sight made Ilkar flinch. He was all but unrecognisable. Blood matted his features, his nose skewed to the right, his mouth was a swollen bubble of raw red and his eyes mere slits behind the swelling. He coughed and stared straight at Ilkar, and his mouth, incredibly, spread into a grin.

‘They’re here,’ he croaked.

From beyond the hall, there was a shout of warning, then something more bestial, and mayhem moved to reign in the Black Wings’ castle.




Chapter 15

Hirad was already having to concede, to himself, that Will could be useful. Useful enough to stay with The Raven after they’d dealt with the Black Wings, in fact. Fate was a curious thing, he concluded. He had to admit that he had thought of no one he’d want to recruit and yet now he’d literally bumped into three. Assuming they survived, of course. And then assuming he could persuade them to join The Raven. It wouldn’t be as easy as it once was.

He could no longer offer people guaranteed work, well paid, and a reputation they could carry before them. Now the deal was almost certain death in pursuit of a cause of which only half the country seemed convinced and the other half looked to disrupt or destroy. And then maybe some reward. Hardly an enticing prospect.

Alun was not of the right calibre and Hirad doubted he’d care to travel with them anyway. But Thraun, with his solid muscle, and the elven bowman Jandyr would make ideal additions. It made Hirad wonder what The Raven would have been like with them as members in earlier times. Better times.

And then there was Will. Surly, sneering and ungrateful he seemed to be, talented he certainly was. It wasn’t only his swift and accurate scouting of the area around the castle that impressed Hirad, but the way he had just climbed the wall behind the stable block as if it were a ladder. One end of the rope the wiry man had carried with him sailed back over the wall and dropped at the barbarian’s feet. He glanced at it, then at Thraun, who smiled.

‘Good, isn’t he?’ he said. Hirad nodded, hauled the rope taut and began climbing. In less than two minutes they were all in the grounds of the Black Wings’ castle.

‘Right,’ whispered Will. ‘The only guards outside the house are by the main gates. I couldn’t see any signs of a roving watch but that’s no reason to get careless. As you can see, the main building is about thirty paces away. We’re in deep shadow here and safe from the house. I estimate the house to be a good one hundred and fifty feet on the longer side and maybe ninety feet on this side.’ Will pointed behind him, then looked squarely at Hirad. ‘And now it’s up to you.’

‘Nothing to it,’ said the barbarian. ‘I’ll decide directions when we get inside, and the way in is through the nearest window.’ He set off for the corner of the house. Reaching it, he looked left down the short side which led to the front before peering in through the darkened window before him. He shrugged and was about to speak when he felt Jandyr at his shoulder. The elf leaned in close and nodded.

‘Empty,’ he whispered. ‘It’s a study or something like that. Definitely small and definitely empty.’

‘Excellent,’ said Hirad. He drew back a fist.

‘What are you doing?’ hissed Will.

‘Getting inside,’ said Hirad.

‘I’ve got a better way.’ Will fetched a thin strip of metal from his belt and fed it between the windows. He foraged briefly, found the catch, jerked the metal up and popped it. The window swung gently open. ‘After you,’ he said, stepping back.

Hirad glared at him before climbing over the sill and padding towards the room’s only door. He listened as the others made their way inside and could hear nothing. He turned back to the room.

‘Right. When there’s opportunity, Talan, Richmond, take Alun and Will and get upstairs. I’ll stay down with the others.’ He cracked the door a fraction, enough to know it was dark inside. He beckoned Jandyr over. The elf looked in briefly then withdrew and closed the door.

‘It’s small. A drawing room or something. There’s a curtained opening ahead and right and a door at the top of the left wall.’

Hirad nodded and removed his cloak, the cat dropping to the ground and looking around itself, ears and nose gathering further information. ‘Good. We’ll split here. Talan, take the left.’ He opened the door and moved inside. ‘Anyone not sure, take a lead from a Raven man. Ready?’ Murmurs of assent told him they were. He drew his sword from his scabbard and grinned at Richmond and Talan. ‘RAVEN!’ he roared. ‘Raven and Rage!’

He strode to the opening and swept the curtain aside, allowing light to spill in from beyond. He howled, a sound immediately taken up by The Raven, and marched down a short passage, clashing his sword against the stone wall, feeling a high as Will and the others joined the discordant chorus.

The bestial screams and shouts, the sound of metal on stone, heavy boots on timber echoed about him. He could feel the blood surging in his veins, feel his muscles empowered, his ears ringing and his eyes wild. He broke from his walk, moving into the light at a dead run, only dimly aware that the cat had streaked away in front of him.

There were men in there, two of them. He laughed, his teeth bared, and rushed them. The first froze and Hirad barely paused in his stride, hacking the man down on his way to the second, whose token resistance was swept aside like a stray hair from his face. He roared again, deep in his throat, stopping to take stock.

It was a kitchen. He was by a double door. More doors were ahead of him. Jandyr and Thraun stood in front of a third.

‘See how it works? See how it works? Now we split, one each way. Shout loud and keep moving or you’ll die.’ He turned, kicked open the doors by him and charged inside, another scream forming on his lips, the cat hard on his heels.

 


Talan hammered through the door in front of him and saw a windowed opening right and a door left. He pointed right, not pausing in his stride as he took the left route, yelling Will’s name as he went. They burst into a large room with fireplaces and windows down the far wall. Double doors occupied the bottom right-hand corner and Talan ran at these, howling as he went, kicking over chairs and tables and clashing his sword on the stone-clad wall. Will did his best to keep up, his initial self-consciousness lost in a wave of excitement.

On Talan’s signal, Richmond crashed through the windowed opening, showering glass and wood into an enclosed quadrangle. Richmond exulted, crushing shrubs and plants underfoot and sparing a brief glance at the night sky above as he moved towards doors he could see in the glass-panelled wall to his left. Alun was hard on his heels. Halfway there, the doors opened, and a swordsman stepped into the quad. Richmond bellowed and increased his pace; the swordsman merely smiled and stood his ground. Battle was joined in a clash of sparks and the clamorous ring of metal.

 


Jandyr and Thraun exchanged a look of near disbelief as Hirad smashed his way through the double doors. The elf shrugged, drew in a huge breath and shuddered a guttural noise from deep within himself, his fists clenched about his bow. Thraun nodded, turned on his heel and ran for the doors in the far wall, his yell, truly animalistic, bouncing from the walls.

Jandyr nocked an arrow, kicked open the single panel next to him and looked on to a flight of stairs heading down. Now his hunter instincts cut in and, bow ready before him, he slipped soundlessly on to the first step, his eyes piercing the gloom easily, his nose twitching at a smell of stale sweat tinged with urine and blood.

There was a dim light below, coming from under a curtained opening. He took the stairs one at a time, absolutely silent as he progressed. There was at least one person behind the curtain, a stifled cough giving him away, and Jandyr moved to the right-hand edge of the curtain as he reached the bottom of the stairs. Satisfied that the man wasn’t close to the opening, the elf swept the curtain aside with his bowstring hand, keeping the arrow primed with the other. The sight before him all but made him laugh.

 


Thraun slapped the doors aside, moving through with an animal fluidity. A single guard stood outside a set of double doors to the right; and when the man’s bloodied corpse thumped to the floor he took in the rest of his situation. The entrance hall he found himself in was empty. In front of him, main doors. Left, more doors. He swung around, found stairs rising above him and, with a brief glance to the right from where he could hear fighting, climbed the flight three at a time.

 


The yell died on Hirad’s lips as he saw the scene in front of him. It was a huge room, draped and cold, and halfway down it, Ilkar was chained to the wall by his wrists. His head, hanging on his chest, lifted.

‘Hirad, thank the Gods.’

The barbarian sheathed his sword and ran over to the mage. ‘You’re alive at least,’ he said, slapping aside the catch on Ilkar’s right arm. The elf winced as he was released.

‘Careful,’ he said. ‘My ribs aren’t so good.’

‘Anything else?’ Hirad paused, looking into Ilkar’s eyes. Ilkar managed to turn up the corners of his mouth.

‘Legs, stomach, arms . . .’

Hirad nodded. ‘Lean into me,’ he said. He turned, back towards Ilkar, and felt the mage lean his head on his right shoulder. Reaching over his left, he slipped the catch on the other manacle. Ilkar had to cling on not to fall.

‘All right?’

‘No. But let me get my left arm round you and you can help me to one of those chairs over there.’

Hirad looked and saw Denser. He was lying flat on his back in front of the chairs, the cat burrowed under his right arm. His chest rose and fell, shuddering. The Raven pair edged over to the chairs, Hirad lowering Ilkar as gently as he could into one of them, turning his attention then to the Xeteskian.

 


Richmond fell back, breathing hard, clutching briefly at a cut in his sword arm just below the shoulder. He flapped behind him, hearing Alun move away.

‘Not so big now, eh, Raven man?’

Richmond said nothing.

‘You should have gone home. Nothing here but death.’

Richmond switched his sword to his other hand and squared up. His enemy raised his eyebrows, impressed in spite of himself. The Raven man edged to the right, hearing the whisper of sword from scabbard behind him.

‘Keep away, Alun, this doesn’t concern you.’

‘Yes it does. It’s my family they’ve got.’

‘The doting father, eh? What are you doing here?’ jibed the Black Wing. ‘Come to collect the bodies?’

‘Bastard,’ grated Alun. ‘Bastard!’ He lunged forwards from Richmond’s left. The Raven man reacted instantly, closing off the Black Wing’s route to Alun, only his enemy wasn’t there. Anticipating what Richmond would do, he moved the other way and plunged his sword into Richmond’s chest.

Richmond breathed his pain and fell to his knees, the metal hot between his ribs. It was yanked clear and he collapsed on to his front, his blood soaking his clothes and hair. He heard a short laugh of triumph, the sound of running moving into the dim distance, and then the world went silent.

 


Talan burst into the hallway, Will right behind him. Opposite them, a body lay in front of a set of double doors. To their right, stairs led up. Talan paused to listen and could hear Thraun, who had evidently gained the upper level already. He frowned. There was not enough noise and he couldn’t hear Richmond or Hirad.

‘Let’s go! Let’s go!’ he shouted and clattered up the stairs. Will joined his cry and chased after him.

 


Alun watched Richmond drop to the ground, then turned and fled back the way they had come. His heart quailed in his chest, sweat crawled over his body and he was quivering. He was alone in a castle full of steel and death. He paused back in the corridor, about to run out into the night. Not quite alone. His blood still pumped life somewhere in this place. He chose the route back into the house - he had to find Will.

 


Isman, a smile on his face, saw Alun run. He would have chased him but there were others more deserving of his attention. And before them, he thought he might attend to the mages.

 


Travers staggered along the upper level, hammering on doors as he went, yelling for wakefulness. The sounds of The Raven filled his castle, and his solitude and condition hastened his step. He didn’t stop to check that his men had heard his cries, there was no time. Should the enemy reach the boys first and release them a blight would be unleashed on Balaia. Twin sons of a mage - there could be little more dangerous than that. And once they were dead, it would be time to terminate his association with their mother.
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Denser lay back as the cat bit into him, feeling it draw power, knowing it regained its strength even as his ebbed still further. But there was a balance. There would always be balance. He was dimly aware of voices around him, one at least was directed at him, but he could not answer. Not yet. His right hand stroked the cat from memory as the animal sucked in his blood. There would be enough and the Badge would be his. Travers was doomed. He smiled.

The cat ceased its feeding and looked at him with eyes newly aflame. Their minds locked and he pushed an image of the Captain into their consciousness. Seek and return, he said. Bring him to me. You know what you have to do.

The cat blinked once, slowly.

I will live in your absence. Go.

The cat seemed satisfied, its purr almost a growl. It moved away from him and sized up the ways out of the room, but all the doors were closed.

‘What is going on?’ demanded Hirad. ‘That thing was eating him. I saw it.’

‘Hirad, please,’ gasped Ilkar. He was collapsed in a chair, trying very hard to remain conscious. The pain in his chest and his legs had grown to a new intensity, the internal bleeding had begun again and he needed peace to heal himself. ‘There are things you don’t know, but they’ll have to wait. I’m not feeling so good.’

‘Tell me what to do, then. I can help.’

‘By guarding us, letting us have peace and saving your questions. Where are the rest?’

Now Hirad drew breath and nodded. ‘We met some others. They’re here to rescue some woman. We’re Raging. The castle will be ours in a few minutes.’

Ilkar pushed himself painfully to the floor and lay beside Denser. ‘Good,’ he said. ‘Good.’ He closed his eyes just as the far doors opened once again. Seeing its chance, the cat streaked through them and away. Hirad tensed and moved out of Ilkar’s line of sight.

‘Isman.’

‘Hirad.’
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And Jandyr would have laughed had the sight in front of him not been so pitiful. The man lay in the middle of a floor smeared with blood, his mouth open, unmoving. A weapon was clutched in one still hand and the wine he had been drinking dripped from the overturned goblet on to the ground.

‘A man who will not face his own death is no man at all,’ said Jandyr. There was no movement. ‘Dead men do not cough, my friend. You might as well abandon your pathetic charade. At least face me.’ Still no movement. ‘I have no time . . .’ Jandyr stretched his bow.

‘Please!’ The man jerked to a sitting position. ‘I don’t—’

‘Like I said, I have no time.’ He loosed the shaft, nocked another, turned and moved back up the stairs.

 


Travers rested on one wall of the narrow passage to the tower, frowning. The Raven were still moving through his castle. The shouts still echoed, though they were intermittent now. What worried him was that there were clearly more than three people attacking. He shrugged and moved on to and through the door to the guardroom. His two men stood to attention, swords drawn ready.

‘Good,’ he slurred. ‘We can’t leave this to chance. Those bastard sons cannot be allowed to leave the castle. Kill them.’

‘Sir?’ They exchanged a glance and hesitated.

‘They are not mere boys. If the bitch takes them back they will be powerful beyond all our capacity to control. See to it.’ One of the guards nodded and trotted up a spiral staircase in the corner of the room. There was the sound of young voices and then a door clanked shut.

 


Thraun sprinted along the top-level corridor. On his right, windows let on to an open quadrangle into which dim light spilled. He could hear the sounds of fighting from across the way. Ignoring a small opening to his left, he charged to a right-angle bend to the right, another roar ripping from his lungs. Double doors were ahead. They looked important. He kicked them open and ran inside.

 


Talan and Will split as they reached the top of the stairs. To their left, windows on to the quadrangle Richmond had taken. And right, an opening and two doors spaced further along the corridor. Will took the opening, saw a door in front of him and made towards it. Talan crashed through the first of the pair of doors and found himself in a large pillared room full of beds. Most were occupied, but some weren’t. Perhaps enough.

He squared up, cleared his head with a shout and bared his teeth. ‘Come on then, anyone think they can take me?’

Will heard Talan’s shout and tumbled through the door he’d found, drawing his dual short swords as he came up in a crouch position. His eyes widened and his heart missed a beat. The room seemed full of men and the only thing he could say with any certainty was that none of them had seen him. They were all moving in on Talan.

 


‘A pity,’ said Hirad. ‘You should have joined The Raven.’

Isman snorted. ‘One young blade in a band of old men. Instead I’m the man who’ll be responsible for the end of you all.’

‘Yeah?’ Hirad’s mind cleared as an adrenaline rush hit him. He flexed the muscles of his arms. ‘You died the same moment as Sirendor Larn, and The Raven will see this castle burn.’

He sprang forwards, sword before him, aiming a cut at Isman’s midriff. The Black Wing blocked it, moving sharply right and coming to a ready stance. Hirad searched his eyes for fear and found none. The two men circled each other. Hirad looked for a flaw in Isman’s posture and was impressed to find nothing. Both men used the long sword, both were finely balanced but only one had the enormous combat experience and the knowledge of countless one-to-one victories. It was he who launched a ferocious attack.

Initially stabbing forwards, Hirad used the momentum given him by Isman’s anticipated defence to follow up with a powered swing, bringing his blade through an arc from shoulder to hip. Isman couldn’t hope to be ready in time but his body reaction was pure instinct. He leaped backwards, Hirad’s strike missing him by less than an inch.

Out of position, the barbarian straightened in time to field Isman’s return before slashing horizontally in riposte. This time, Isman evaded with room to spare.

Hirad came back to ready, his muscles suddenly aching. He shook himself and the ache dimmed. Isman smiled and drove forwards, delivering four cross-strikes in fluid succession, driving Hirad up the room beyond where the two mages lay in helpless audience. Hirad heaved a breath and arrowed in a return, beating Isman’s guard and nicking the swordsman’s leather jerkin.

The Black Wing’s eyes narrowed and he squared again, wary now. Hirad switched his sword between his hands twice. His legs were leaden and dragged in his next attack, all but exposing his chest to Isman’s defensive swipe. Something was badly wrong. Hirad could feel his stamina flooding away but knew he couldn’t afford to tire in front of Isman.

The younger man lunged again; his disguised flick left tore a section of padding on Hirad’s left shoulder armour and his follow-up to the neck was blocked, but only just. Hirad was sweating hard and a cramping nausea gripped his stomach.

Isman’s smile widened, leaving his eyes hard. He strode forwards, his overhead strike knocking Hirad from his feet though his sword caught the force of the blow. The barbarian scrabbled backwards into a half-crouch and Isman slashed at his head. He blocked, ducked and even managed to stand but was ill prepared for the uppercut which knocked the sword from his hands. The blade clattered away over the stone-flagged floor and Hirad, his body shaking its pain and its fear, looked into Isman’s face.

‘I told you to go home, but you wouldn’t listen,’ he said, and plunged his sword into Hirad’s defenceless stomach. The Raven man’s legs gave way and he fell, not feeling the blade as Isman pulled it clear. In fact, he couldn’t feel anything. Or see anything. He could sense himself falling. It was a long way down.

 


Thraun had run into a large, plush room, dimly lit by the embers of a fire and two guttering braziers. It was all the light he needed. Standing in front of a door near the far left-hand corner of the room were two swordsmen. Thraun ran at them, uttering a roar that made one flinch visibly. He leapt a table and sofa in one bound and, two paces later, struck the sword arm from the first man.

Blood was everywhere. The man, too shocked to cry out, stared at the stump, gasping, his eyes wide and filled with tears of purest torment. The other faltered and Thraun took him through the chest, pushing his half-hearted block aside with contemptuous ease. The one-armed man had collapsed, whimpering, barely moving. Thraun pulled a dagger from his belt and opened his throat.

Pulling the bodies aside, he opened the door and ascended the stairs he found. At the top, another door was bolted shut. He slid the bolts back then paused in the act of turning the handle.

‘Erienne?’ he ventured. He heard a movement. ‘Erienne?’ he repeated. Nothing this time. He continued. ‘It’s Thraun. Can you hear me? Don’t prepare or cast. I am here to help.’ He took a deep breath and pushed the door open.

 


For a second time, Talan slithered on the blood-slick floor and took a pace back from the three bodies already at his feet. Another trio were advancing, albeit without much conviction, having seen the short work Talan had made of their comrades.

But The Raven man was damaged. A cut on his right thigh was bleeding well and beginning to ache, and a slash across his chest made him very conscious of his breathing. And worse, he felt a heaviness in his limbs as if he’d been fighting all day. It was growing steadily and he wasn’t entirely sure he could fend off the next attack for too long. Still, there was one more ace up his sleeve. None of them had seen Will. The little man was behind them now and Talan didn’t think he was the kind of man to ask them to face him before he struck.

The three Black Wings closed. Talan breathed deep and squared up. He shook himself to relieve his tiredness, feinted right and struck left. His intended target blocked the blow, forcing his blade downwards as he jumped up and back. He was in no position to defend a second attack but Talan couldn’t risk exposing his right flank. He turned, fielded a clumsy overhead, and drove his blade deep into his assailant’s neck. One down.

He shuddered as he stepped back, ready for the attack he knew would come. The muscles of his back felt as if they were about to lock and his next breath was constricted and shallow. His eyes lost focus for a second and he slipped as he put his foot down. Seeing him off-balance, both men moved in. Talan braced himself, cleared his vision and roared to try to clear his mind.

From his left came a stab to the stomach which he blocked with a cross-sweep, left to right. Even so, blade on the right side of his face, he only half blocked the strike from the other man, deflecting the blade aside but allowing the fist to crash into his jaw. He staggered backwards, tripped and fell, the base of his skull connecting sharply with a pillar—

Will speared a short sword into the nearest man’s kidney, knowing that even if he lived through it, the wound would cripple him for enough time to allow an escape. He glanced up as Talan fell like a bundle of rags, surely dead. His killer made the mistake of stopping to survey his handiwork, unaware for a fatal second that someone was behind him.

Will wiped his blades on the body of the second man and stopped to listen. Outside, he thought he could hear voices, though he wasn’t sure he recognised them. He decided to lie low for a while and take in the atmosphere. No sense in them all dying after all.

Courtesy demanded that he be sure Talan was dead, though it seemed a mere formality; the warrior hadn’t moved. Will took a pace towards him and heard a door open behind. He spun round, blades ready, and for the second time in a matter of minutes, his eyes widened. Even as he backed away, the excuse was forming on his lips.

 


Alun had reached the big open room. It was cold and dark but he could see a shattered chair and the door was open at the other end. There was fighting and he could hear shouting. He could hear it all around him. His sword hung limp from his hand. He had absolutely no idea what to do. At least he understood the look that Hirad had given him when he talked about the Rage. Not contempt, but worry. And a lack of confidence in him. He sat in a plush chair and shook all over.

 


Travers didn’t wait for the outcome. He shambled back down the narrow passage and opened the door to the main corridor on the upper level. He had walked out and shut it behind him when he was attacked. From the stairs dead ahead it flew like an arrow and, with a flurry of leathery wings, spiked tail and fangs, it hit him. Its claws tangled in his hair, its tail coiled around his left arm and its face appeared, upside down, in front of his own. It was no larger than a market monkey.

He recoiled but the face came right back with him. He would have sworn it was smiling but it couldn’t be human. Indeed, he knew it was not human, and the stench of its breath chilled his spine. Yet he could not take his eyes off it.

It was completely hairless, its scalp taut and shining, its brain pulsing in its skull, sending rivulets of movement through the veins in its face. It cocked its head slightly to one side and then it did smile, revealing upper and lower sets of needle teeth that knitted as its mouth closed, but not before its pointed tongue had darted out to lick Travers’ mouth.

He thought he would vomit but its eyes held him in thrall. They were black and sunk into hard ovals of bone. And deep. Deep enough to fall into and drown in the depths of his terror. Travers could feel his heart pounding as he stared at the thing, its flat slits of nostrils sucking in air, its tiny ears pricking at the slightest sound.

And then its hands came down and gripped his cheeks, its claws digging deep, bringing blood to his face. It leaned in closer, firing its stinking breath into his eyes. He blinked and tried to lean away.

‘Come,’ it said. Its voice rattled in his throat, soft like an old man’s, yet brimful of malice. Travers shivered and squirmed, hanging on desperately to his bowels. ‘Walk with me.’

‘Where?’ he managed. Again it smiled - a hideous movement. Travers closed his eyes but it was still there, etched in his mind.

‘My Master demands your presence. It is not far. Walk.’ The face disappeared but the talons tightened in his hair. Its tail constricted his right arm, which was held up and away from his scabbard so that his forearm dangled parallel to his face.

Travers began to walk, knowing with complete certainty that it was the last one he would ever take.

 


Alun came to his senses with a start that made his head spin. He could hear fighting above him, the sounds of men dying. And some of them were fighting and dying for him. His boys were in here. His wife was in here.

He stood up, an anger as pure as a virgin’s kiss flooding his body. He wanted to make someone pay for the anguish and loss they’d put him through. The days like months, the months like years. But today it would end and his sword would spill blood for the first time.

They’d be held upstairs, of this much he was certain. He ran to the open door and took the stairs at a sprint, pausing when he reached the top. Someone was at the other end of the corridor and walking towards him, something on his head. He ran towards them, the man never once focusing on him. He stopped again and raised his sword to strike but then locked eyes with the cat he’d seen Hirad carrying. Something in those eyes stopped him cutting the man down and instead they turned him to look at the door at the end of the corridor.

Alun nodded and ran on again, dimly aware of fighting to his right and the flap of wings behind him. His trophy was close. He could feel them. Gods, he could almost smell them! They were his boys and he would rescue them.

He stormed through the door and up the narrow passageway, bursting into the guardroom and all but knocking the solitary guard from his seat. Before he could react, Alun opened his throat with a furious swing and, not daring to think about what he had just done, clattered up the spiral staircase.

 


She came at him, a rage of blonde hair in a shabby and torn dark nightshirt, her arms outstretched, hands gripping at his shoulders.

‘My boys?’ she shouted, eyes darting all over his face. ‘Have you got my boys?’

Thraun shook his head. ‘No . . .’ he began, but she was past him, screaming.

‘Fools. They’ll kill them. They said they’d kill them!’ She flew down the stairs, across the room and out into the corridor, Thraun right behind her. She tore left and through a door into a narrow passageway. There was a cry from up ahead, then a clash of swords. Erienne increased her pace.

 


‘Come on, Selik, killing me would serve no purpose. I mean, I still owe you.’ Will backed up further, knowing there was a door a few paces behind him. He sent a prayer that it was not locked.

‘Yes, you do. Once it was just money, and now it’s your life.’ Selik ducked under the doorframe. Will swallowed hard. The equation was simple: if the door behind him was locked, he would die. He slid back another step.

Selik was Will’s greatest mistake. He’d seen a farmer’s boy who’d be an easy take and he’d never been more wrong. He’d owed the gifted swordsman ever since.

‘I’ve got a lot of money coming, Selik. All I need is a little more time.’

‘You have never fooled me, Begman, and you never will, because time is something you just don’t have any more.’ Selik advanced, drawing his sword. ‘Try and offer some resistance.’

‘I don’t think so,’ said Will. He turned and ran for the door, yanked it open and headed for the stairs, his relief turning to dismay as Selik barred his way, appearing from the door Talan had used earlier. The Black Wing shook his head. Will skidded to a stop and fled in the other direction, racing through the first door he found. It let into a narrow passageway and he heard voices ahead. One was female. He ran on. It was too late to turn anyway, and company was about the only chance he had.

 


Alun hauled open the door at the top of the spiral staircase, rushing in to live his dream but discovering his waking nightmare.

A man stood with his back to him, leaning over a double bed on which two children lay, the blood and their stillness telling its own story. Alun’s breath caught in his throat, his legs weakened and his sword point struck the floor as his arm lost the strength to hold it aloft.

He’d contemplated no other scene but his boys rushing into his arms, their faces alight, their mouths chattering identical delightful gibberish, their bodies warm against his face. But they would be silent for ever. He couldn’t move, not in or out, until the man turned, talking as he came.

‘I was just making sure they were de—’

Alun mouthed the word ‘you’ and attacked with his sword, his feet his hands, his teeth - a frenzy of raw fury. The guard fell back, fielding blow after blow on stained dagger blade and armoured forearm, taking cuts, bruises and scrapes all over his body. But Alun’s frenzy had no clear purpose and one wild sweep of his blade left him hopelessly exposed. The guard simply swayed inside and stabbed him through the heart.

Relief flooded Alun’s dying mind, his children called him and he thought he heard the man say sorry.

 


Isman’s face loomed in Ilkar’s field of vision and once more the mage found himself wishing it was all over. The sounds of combat were distant yet intrusive in Ilkar’s ears and he wanted them to stop.

‘And now you, Ilkar of The Raven.’ Ilkar merely raised his eyebrows and waited for the blow which never came. Instead, with a startled grunt, Isman fell to his knees, then on to his back, an arrow puncturing his right eye.

There was the sound of footsteps coming towards, past and then back to him and finally Ilkar saw another face, this one a stranger. An elf.

‘Who are you?’

‘Jandyr. No time for talking. Hirad needs help. You are a mage, I take it.’

‘Hirad is dead,’ said Ilkar, a cold dread filling his heart as he uttered the words.

‘No, he is not. Not yet.’

It wasn’t until he sat bolt upright that a searing pain reminded Ilkar his lung was torn by his broken ribs. It was going to be a flip of a coin who died first.

 


Thraun barged past Erienne as they entered the guardroom and was first on to the spiral stairs. At the top, he found Alun’s body and a man staring at him, confusion all over his face.

‘Oh, no,’ said the man.

‘Oh, yes,’ said Thraun and swept his blade through the man’s ribs, where it lodged in his spine, sending new blood spraying over the corpses of the boys. He wrenched his sword clear and took in the charnel house the moment before Erienne reached the door to see her slaughtered family.

‘I—’ began Thraun, but the look in her eyes silenced him as surely as a blow. She stepped over Alun, not sparing him a glance as she moved to the bed, Thraun edging aside to guard the door.

Erienne said nothing. She reached a steady hand to each of her children, smoothed matted hair from their faces, stroked their cheeks and brushed her fingers over their lips.

Thraun gazed at her, pity clashing with admiration at her bearing. But then she turned and if fury had been light, he would have been blinded by it. The air around her seemed to crackle, almost bend as her eyes sucked it in. Her mouth, a thin line below her nose, was still, but beneath, the skin of her cheeks moved as her jaws pressed together over and over.

The sound of running footsteps brought Thraun to himself and he swung to face the door, sword ready.

‘Stand aside.’ Erienne’s voice, like the sounding of a death bell, brooked no argument, and Thraun took a pace backwards. He turned to her, saw her hands, palms together in front of her face, felt the room chill and smelt frost.

The power was frightening and his pulse quickened. He tore his eyes away and focused again on the doorway. Feet clattered on the spiral staircase, then another set, the sound of laboured breathing, a shadow and then a figure, small, wiry and scared. Thraun’s heart missed a beat.

‘Erienne, wait!’ But her hands were outstretched and the spell was ready. Her eyes snapped open, her mouth framed the command word and the room temperature plummeted.

‘Will, duck! Get down!’ Thraun threw himself at Will’s legs, bringing him down in a confused heap. Erienne’s IceWind roared over both their heads, catching Selik square in the chest as he reached the door. The warrior staggered back a pace, dropped his weapon then collapsed, lips blue, eyes glass, hands white, shattering to a thousand fragments as he hit the ground.

Thraun clambered to his feet, hauling Will with him. Erienne brushed past them and started down the stairway.

‘Erienne, wait,’ said Thraun, but she shook her head, not pausing in her stride.

‘Travers is next.’




Chapter 16

Ilkar wept. He didn’t know how, but Hirad was still alive. The wound in his stomach was deep and surely fatal, yet he wasn’t dead. And now Ilkar would have to sit and watch him fade into the grave because Travers had taken away his capacity to save him.

Even if he and Denser had uninterrupted sleep for a dozen hours, it was debatable whether they would have the combined strength to heal him, such was the damage to all three of them.

And so he knelt by Hirad, his hands on that awful wound, ignoring his own pain as he fed mana directly into his friend’s broken, mercifully unconscious body while his tears dampened his cheeks and dripped to the cold stone floor. It would keep him alive for now, but Ilkar was so weak himself he knew it was ultimately hopeless.

He felt a hand on his shoulder.

‘Ilkar, I share your pain.’ He hadn’t heard Denser move. He’d assumed him already deep in restoring sleep.

‘I can’t save him, Denser,’ said Ilkar. His voice, cracked by his sobs, was rendered unsteady from sheer fatigue. ‘He’s going and I can’t save him.’

‘There might be a way.’ Denser’s voice too was barely recognisable. His battered face stopped him framing his words with anything close to accuracy.

‘And what would you suggest, Xetesk man? There’s no magic wand we can wave!’ Ilkar jabbed the words out, coughed and spat blood.

‘But there is another mage in this castle.’

‘Erienne,’ said Jandyr.

‘The bitch that betrayed us,’ said Ilkar.

‘No,’ said Jandyr firmly. ‘She was forced. Travers took her sons too. We came to get them all.’

‘Erienne Malanvai?’ asked Denser. ‘Dordovan Lore Scribe?’

‘Yes.’

‘That could prove a very useful piece of fortune.’ He frowned. ‘What the hell did he want with her?’ He shook his head and turned his attention to the elf. ‘How long before you die?’ Ilkar looked up at Denser and shook his head. ‘How long, Ilkar?’

The elf shrugged. ‘Three hours, perhaps a little more.’

Denser grunted and immediately sat behind Ilkar, his legs straddling the Julatsan.

‘Lean into me,’ he ordered. Ilkar lay back. Denser turned them so they were both facing the same way as Hirad, Ilkar having to reach to his right to touch the barbarian’s wound.

‘Now stretch out your legs,’ said Denser and, with wincing stiffness, Ilkar did.

Jandyr gazed on, confused. There sat Denser, his hands now on Ilkar’s shoulders, while Ilkar himself lay propped in Denser’s lap, his hands probing Hirad’s stomach ceaselessly.

‘What’s going on?’ he asked.

‘I’ll explain later,’ said Denser. ‘Bring a chair. Place it supporting my back. Now, Ilkar, exactly what is it that’s going to kill you?’

‘A combination. My right lung is punctured, it’s filling with blood and may collapse. My kidneys are too bruised to function correctly and I believe my liver is also bleeding.’

‘Very well.’ Denser adjusted his hand positions, moving one to the base of Ilkar’s skull and placing the other over the right side of the elf’s chest. ‘Release control to me. Feed your mana into Hirad.’

‘And you?’ Ilkar’s wave of gratitude was tinted by a virgin worry over the Xeteskian’s condition.

Denser managed a chuckle. ‘They beat every inch, but little is broken except toes and fingers. I am in no danger.’

‘Thank you.’ Ilkar’s voice shook.

‘There is a wider purpose.’

‘Thank you anyway.’

Denser said nothing, merely squeezed Ilkar’s neck a moment before turning to Jandyr. ‘We need the other mage. Every second is critical.’

Jandyr nodded. ‘They’ll have her by now. I’ll bring them in.’ He made to move, but the far doors opened and in walked Travers, the cat perched on his head. The Captain’s eyes were glazed, his stance bent and stooped as if he had aged twenty years in the few minutes he was out of the room.

Denser smiled. ‘I see you found my pet.’

Travers came to his senses as the cat jumped to the ground and trotted to Denser. He took in the scene, his eyes travelling over Isman’s body and the strange tableau presented by The Raven trio. He frowned.

‘I thought—’

‘You are no longer important, Travers, you are nothing. The chain you are wearing, however, is everything.’ Travers groped inside his shirt, his frown deepening. Denser caught Jandyr’s eye. ‘I think you should stand outside, you don’t want to see this.’ Jandyr paused, a dubious look on his face, then walked from the room, another arrow ready in his bow.

‘Please . . .’ Travers took a pace towards Denser, who ignored him, locking eyes with the cat.

‘Kill him.’ The cat changed, and Travers’ pleas turned to a blubbering fear. Denser looked at him a last time.

‘You thought to tame The Raven. So did I. But it can’t be done. At least I will be alive to atone for my error.’ There was a slavering sound next to him. ‘Thank the Gods we beat you. At least Balaia still has a chance to save itself.’

Denser’s demon streaked across the space between him and Travers.

‘Close your eyes, Ilkar,’ said Denser.

The Captain screamed.

 


Jandyr fought the desire to open the door. Travers’ cries sourced from a fear deeper than any man should touch but, thankfully, were cut off quickly. The elf heard a sound akin to a melon hitting the floor. He fought equally hard not to vomit.

He turned at the sound of hurrying footsteps descending the stairs opposite. He stretched his bow but relaxed it as he saw a woman, Erienne surely, moving towards him flanked by Thraun and Will.

‘Get out of my way,’ said Erienne, trying to push past him. Jandyr grabbed her by the upper arms and restrained her.

‘You can’t go in there. Not yet.’ He looked past her at Thraun. ‘Stop her while I check what’s happening.’ Thraun took Erienne, who made just one attempt to break his grip.

‘You can’t protect Travers for ever.’ She grated the words out, the fire in her eyes bright and hard.

‘I can assure you we are not protecting him,’ said Jandyr.

‘What’s going on, Jan?’ asked Will.

‘The Raven are in there, three of them at any rate. So was Travers, but I think he’s dead now.’

‘Think?’ hissed Erienne.

‘They wouldn’t let me remain to see.’ He paused. ‘Hirad’s hurt. He’s dying. The Raven mages want you to help.’ He nodded at Erienne, then turned to the door. ‘Wait a moment.’

He peered inside. All was still save the pool of blood expanding slowly from beneath the blanket that covered Travers’ head and upper body. Denser and Ilkar hadn’t moved from Hirad’s side and the cat lay curled on the chair supporting Denser’s back, cleaning its paws and whiskers.

The elf walked back into the room, holding the door for the others. As one, they stopped to take in what they were seeing. Only Erienne understood, and she walked slowly towards Denser. She paused, sampling the movement in the mana.

‘Well, well, well. A Julatsan and a Xeteskian joined in a mana drip for a dying man. I’ve surely seen everything now.’ Her voice was cold but the dampness on her face gave away a fraction of what she felt inside.

‘I wish we could have met under easier circumstances,’ said Denser.

‘Easier!’ she screamed. ‘My children are dead, you bastard! Dead. I should bleed the lot of you where you sit.’

Denser looked up and around, catching Thraun’s eye. The man nodded.

‘It’s true,’ he said. ‘One of the guards cut their throats.’

‘And all because your people wanted to save you,’ managed Erienne, sobs now racking her body. ‘My life has been taken and there was nothing I could do.’ She sagged into Thraun’s strong grasp. He supported her to a chair. ‘I wasn’t even there . . . they died alone.’

‘Take your time, Erienne,’ said Thraun. ‘Take your time.’ He smoothed her hair.

‘Please,’ said Denser. ‘We don’t have long. Hirad is dying.’ Erienne dragged her hands from her face, her eyes, red and swelling, driving into his.

‘And you think I should care?’ She stood and walked over to him, looking down in disgust. ‘You know why I was taken? Because Xetesk started a search for Dawnthief and Travers thought I could help him control it. My boys are dead because of you and your College. Well, Denser the great Dawnthief mage, I might just sit and watch your friend die. At least that’s a choice I can make, unlike the one to save my children.’ Her chin wobbled again and fresh tears sprang into her eyes. She turned away.

Denser framed an apology but anything he came up with would have been woefully inadequate. Instead he said, ‘Xetesk doesn’t want Dawnthief for itself.’

‘Drop dead, Denser, I don’t believe you.’ Erienne walked back to her chair and sat.

Denser breathed deep, beaten muscles protesting. ‘You have to believe me. The Wytch Lords have escaped the mana prison and are back in Parve. Dawnthief is the only way to destroy them and stop eighty thousand Wesmen tearing our land apart.’ She looked at him again, brow creased. ‘Please, Erienne. No one can touch the suffering you must be experiencing, but you can save Hirad. If we are to defeat the Wytch Lords, we must have him.’

‘Why?’

‘Because he leads The Raven and they are recovering the spell. Without him, we won’t be strong enough.’ Denser coughed, a line of blood dribbling from the corner of his mouth.

Erienne half laughed. ‘That’s one hell of a story,’ she said. ‘And what do you say, Ilkar? Or I presume you are Ilkar, the Raven mage?’

‘I believe him,’ said Ilkar, his voice soft and weak.

Erienne raised her eyebrows. ‘Really? Well, that is impressive.’ She walked stiffly to the doors, not bothering to wipe her cheeks. ‘You know I didn’t have the power of life over my children, but I have it over you. Or death,’ said Erienne. ‘My children need me.’

‘Think hard, Erienne,’ said Denser to her back. ‘And get rest. Replenish yourself. Right now, the fate of Balaia is in your hands.’

Erienne paused and turned to Denser. He managed to catch her eye and hold it. ‘I mean it,’ he said.

She left the room, Thraun shadowing her all the way.

‘It’s going to be a long night,’ said Denser.

Ilkar stirred, wincing. He opened his eyes and looked around blearily.

‘Where are the others?’ he asked.

‘Who?’ Will walked towards him.

‘Talan and Richmond.’

Will’s gaze flicked to Denser and he bit his lip. Denser felt a new weight settle on his heart.

‘I saw Talan fall. I don’t know about Richmond but, well, he’s not here. I’m sorry.’ Will shrugged.

Ilkar shook his head slowly and refocused on Hirad. The barbarian’s breathing was shallow but he was stable for now. Ilkar only hoped there was a point to it all. Denser could keep him alive and he could keep Hirad alive for perhaps another twelve hours, but that was all they could do. The efficiency of the beatings administered by Travers’ men had seen to that. Then, the mana, the last drops that even Travers couldn’t take from them, would be gone. And when the support went, the final nails would be in place and The Raven would be lost for ever.

Denser squeezed his shoulder. ‘She will help us. Just hang on.’

‘There’s nothing else I can do,’ said Ilkar. ‘He’s all I’ve got.’ He looked at Hirad’s face, still and calm. ‘Just you and me now, old friend. Don’t even think of dying without me.’

He would have lapsed back into his semi-trance, his mind roving in Hirad’s ruined stomach to feel where his trickle of life-sustaining mana could do most good, but the bottom doors opened and in walked joy and sorrow in equal measure.

A little unsteady on his feet but very much alive, Talan entered the room. Will and Jandyr relaxed their stances; Will smiled. So did Ilkar for a moment. But his euphoria was quashed as easily as it had arisen. In Talan’s arms, his legs limp from the supported knees, head lolling and arms hanging, was Richmond. The fact of his lifeless body was etched in Talan’s grim face. The warrior laid his friend on the nearest table.

‘This is one Vigil too far,’ he said. ‘It must . . .’ His eyes, so far locked on Ilkar, moved to capture Hirad. A look of pure panic swamped his grief. ‘Oh, no,’ he said, his voice leaden. ‘Please God, no.’ He started to move but Denser’s voice stopped him and the relief he felt at the mage’s words robbed his legs of their remaining strength and he sat heavily.

‘He is still alive,’ said the Xeteskian. ‘And we can keep him that way for the time being.’

‘And then what?’ Talan felt disquiet at Denser’s tone.

‘Erienne, I hope. She represents Hirad’s only chance.’

‘What do you mean, “I hope”?’ Talan probed the back of his head, felt the swelling, the crusted blood, the matted hair.

‘Her sons are dead; her life, she believes, is over, and she holds The Raven to blame.’

‘And if she doesn’t help?’ Talan’s face suggested he knew the answer. Ilkar merely confirmed his fears. And worse.

‘Hirad will die,’ he said. ‘And so, I am afraid, will I.’ The Julatsan offered Talan a bleak raising of the eyebrows, then his mind once more was lost to Hirad’s desperate cause.

Talan put a hand to his mouth and massaged his bottom lip, the thudding at the back of his skull forgotten as he contemplated a far grimmer reality. It was laid in front of him yet he still refused to completely believe. And at the same time he knew there was no doubt. Ilkar always called things as he saw them and he’d just called the end. Possibly. The key was Erienne. She had to be made to understand. He stood up.

‘Where are you going?’ asked Denser.

‘Where’s Erienne?’ demanded Talan.

‘You can’t help by confronting her,’ said Denser.

‘And what would you know?’ shouted Talan. ‘Is it your friends dying in front of your eyes? I don’t think so. The Raven has been taken down for the first time and it could get even worse. She has to understand the consequences—’

‘She knows.’ Ilkar’s voice was dark with fatigue. ‘We have to trust that her mage instincts will override her grief before it is too late.

We’ve done all we can.’ He breathed in, a ragged sound full of pain. ‘Please, no more noise. This is hard enough already.’

‘We could all do with some food, I’m sure,’ said Denser. ‘The kitchen’s—’

‘I know where it is.’ Jandyr went in search of sustenance, partly in response to Denser’s request but mainly to get out of the room. The intensity of hurt, of grief and of loss was all but tangible. He found it oppressive. Closing the door on it, he could breathe freely again. He stepped past two bodies and made his way to the range.

Ilkar probed with his mind and fingers, allowing the mana to ease from him in life-sustaining pulses. Isman’s sword had driven deep, lacerating and severing Hirad’s intestines in half a dozen places. Its point had nicked his spine but there was no other damage to his back. The main worry stemmed from the upward trajectory of the thrust, taking the blade through the barbarian’s stomach. His digestive system was in total collapse, his multiple internal cuts needed constant attention and Ilkar was just waiting for his kidneys to fail.

A WarmHeal wouldn’t be enough - two or three, carefully targeted, might do the job but he wasn’t sure Hirad had that much time. The simple fact was that Hirad needed a BodyCast and Ilkar knew of only three mages who could cast it in reasonable safety. None of them was in this castle.

With Hirad tended for the moment, Ilkar turned his mind on himself. He could feel the mana pulse and drip from Denser’s hands. Over his chest, the gentle flow had stopped the bleeding in his lung, relieving his breathing, while from the base of his neck, pulse after pulse of mana fled down his veins to caress his most damaged internal organs.

Ilkar sent a prayer of thanks that in this one way at least, the Colleges would forever be united - every mage had the ability to use tiny amounts of mana to maintain a body in whatever condition it was found and indeed were morally bound to do so. Nevertheless, Ilkar had still found Denser’s actions surprising. Perhaps he shouldn’t have.

Time crawled. Ilkar was dimly aware of strong daylight edging around the heavy drapes, and of being fed soup. But as the hours wore on, Hirad required more and more of his concentration and the world beyond faded.

He was tiring, he knew that. It was evident in the return of pain in his back, arms and legs. Denser couldn’t cover it all. His mana remained where it would keep Ilkar alive. But the Julatsan’s mana reserves were stretched, and as they became ever more so, he demanded yet greater input from Denser.

There would come a point when neither of them could suppress the pain in their own bodies as their mana was all directed elsewhere. Then, the end would be near. Then, Erienne would have to help, or he and Hirad would die.

 


Styliann relaxed, smiling to himself as he recovered from the communion. He pictured Selyn in his mind, saw her body arching with pleasure, all but felt the caress of her lips and the gentle touch of her hands. Her return would signal a change. He needed a son.

But for now, she travelled deep in Wesmen-held lands towards Parve and the almost certain confirmation of the fear the four Colleges had harboured ever since the Wytch Lords’ banishment. A return. And a return to a power greater than before, harder to stop and impossible to vanquish. That is, without Dawnthief. Because the Colleges were no longer as strong and their armies no longer as big. Without the spell, everything would be lost.

Concealing herself during the daytime and flying on ShadowWings for parts of the night, Selyn was making swift and safe progress towards the edge of the Torn Wastes. She would reach its boundaries in three days, Parve itself in four. He could expect his next communion with her in five. It was going to be a hard time. This was danger like she had never faced before. And he would see to it that she never had to face it again.

His mind wandered and he glanced out of his study window, tracing the outlines of Nyer’s and Laryon’s Towers. Nyer’s man had breached Septern’s workshop but had not held communion with his Master since then. Apparently. Styliann felt he was not being fed all the information. That irritated him a great deal.

He smiled again. Everyone trusted Laryon. The worker, the genius, the friend. Perhaps it was time to take the new member of the circle a little closer in. Styliann couldn’t track Nyer’s moves or question him further without arousing suspicion. Laryon, on the other hand, would have no such problem. Styliann reached out his hand and pulled the bell chain by the fire. The wine he ordered would come with two glasses.

 


Time had become an irrelevant quantity for Ilkar long before Hirad’s kidneys finally failed. They went one after the other in quick succession, forcing the Julatsan to abandon all remaining sedation of his own body as his fight to save Hirad reached its last desperate stage.

‘Denser,’ he mumbled.

‘I know,’ said Denser.

‘Where is she?’

‘She’s coming. Hang on.’ Denser pulsed mana through Ilkar’s bruised back, the sense of relief serving only to heighten his awareness of his pain.

And so it had come to this. Hirad was dying, fading fast. Ilkar took everything he had and fed it into the barbarian’s failing body. He was forced to ignore one kidney, letting it bleed and drain as he concentrated on the other. And all the time, his own cracked, bruised and aching body yelled for relief. His broken right arm sent waves of nausea through his head, his lower back seared as if it were atop a fire and his legs felt as though hammers pounded them up and down their length.

But it was a relief he was unable to grant himself - unless he let Hirad die. Nor could he ask it of Denser. The Xeteskian was already keeping him alive with almost his entire mana stream. Ilkar couldn’t fail to note the gasping breaths Denser was taking with increasing regularity. It was clear he had been less than honest with his assessment of his own injuries.

‘How long, Ilkar?’

‘Me or him?’ Ilkar gritted.

‘Isn’t it one and the same thing?’ Denser’s voice was appallingly tired.

‘Not quite. He’s got less than an hour. It’s his kidneys.’ And then, so suddenly that Ilkar had to think to maintain his flow to the barbarian, a new, strong anaesthetising warmth moved through him and he knew she had come. The warmth travelled on into Hirad, following his mana trails.

‘You’re being generous.’ A woman’s voice sounded very close to his ear. ‘He has little more than half an hour. You are unaware of the gravity of your own state.’

As suddenly as it had come, the warmth was gone and pain engulfed Ilkar once more.

‘Well?’ asked Denser.

‘It can be done.’ The woman’s voice again.

‘Both of them?’

‘If you can hold on to the Julatsan. If that’s what you want.’

‘That’s what I want.’

‘There will be a price.’

‘I understand.’

‘I hope that you do.’

Ilkar shook his head. A price between a Dordovan and a Xeteskian. Still. As Denser had said earlier, there was a wider purpose. The warmth returned, tracing into Hirad’s body.

‘Release him to me, Ilkar,’ said Erienne.

‘I—’

‘You must,’ she urged. ‘Or Denser may not be able to save you.’

Ilkar knew she was right. With one last pulse, he withdrew from Hirad, taking his hands from the barbarian’s stomach and focusing inside at the ruins of his own body.

He shut off the pain, feeling Denser put a hand on his forehead. Slowly, the world dimmed to peace and he was adrift.

Erienne scanned Hirad’s body and sighed. She should let the man die. In front of her was one of the reasons her sons were dead. The leader of The Raven. It would be fitting for him to die too. It would redress the balance just a little.

But Denser had seen into her when he had asked for her help. Knew she would be too fascinated by the prospect of Dawnthief to refuse him. And knew she could not refuse her calling. But her healer’s code did not stop her striking bargains for the lives of those she was asked to save. And this time, the bargain might just give her a reason to carry on herself. Same goal, new subject, and Denser’s seed would be ideal. It would, of course, be all for nothing should Hirad and Ilkar die. She bent her mind to the immediate problem.

For Hirad, a BodyCast was his only hope. It would take more than twenty minutes to prepare. As she began, she prayed he would last that long.

 


From the well of his agony, Hirad fought to rise. Somewhere, far above, the heat was calling him. He didn’t realise he’d fallen so deep and he didn’t think he could climb back. Try, Hirad, try. A voice penetrated his unconscious. A woman. He tried.




Chapter 17

The next thing that assaulted Ilkar’s senses was a smell, cloying, with a sweet aftertaste. Pipe smoke.

He was lying down, still in the big room, and the view afforded him when he opened his eyes revealed nothing but a ceiling lit by bright sunlight. It was a fuzzy view and he lay listening to the quiet while his eyes found their focus. Erienne had saved him. He was tired, dull aches flagging his more serious injuries, but he knew he was no longer in any danger. It was a good feeling.

He pushed himself up on his elbows and there was Denser. The Xeteskian sat on a chair with his feet on a table, legs outstretched. His face, what Ilkar could see of it, still bore the scars of his beating but, dressed in his familiar black and with his skull cap in his lap, he looked pretty much like the old Denser. His pipe smoked gently in his mouth, a steaming mug sat on the table by him and the cat lay on his thighs, curled and asleep.

‘Never in my wildest dreams did I think I’d be pleased to see a Xeteskian.’

Denser laughed, and his movement woke the cat, who yawned, stretched and leapt to the ground. The mage took his feet from the table and ambled over to Ilkar.

‘And good morning to you, Ilkar. Or should I say good mornings? ’

‘I don’t know, should you?’

‘There have been two so far.’

‘Hirad?’

Denser smiled. ‘See for yourself.’ He indicated to Ilkar’s left before returning to the table to swap his pipe for his mug.

Ilkar looked where Denser indicated and for a brief, dreadful moment knew that Hirad was dead. But then his chest rose and fell, gently and smoothly. It was a quite wonderful sight. Hirad was lying, like Ilkar, on firm bedding, his head propped on a pillow and his body covered to his bare chest with blankets. A mound around his midriff told of heavy bandaging beneath. He looked pale, but that hardly mattered. Ilkar’s heart flared with joy and tears came unbidden to his eyes. He wiped them away.

‘Uh—’ he began.

‘You are allowed to get up,’ said Denser. ‘Come and have a mug of coffee.’

Ilkar nodded and moved slowly to a sitting position, holding himself as the blood rush hit his head, threatening to knock him down.

‘Are you all right?’ asked Denser.

‘I think,’ said Ilkar, ‘that I’ll take that drink sitting here.’

Denser chuckled and ambled over to the kitchen door. He leaned through it.

‘Talan? Stop chopping and bring a coffee through. There’s someone you’d like to talk to.’

There was the clatter of a knife on a hard surface, a few footsteps and then Talan loped in, spilling coffee as he came.

‘Ilkar!’ He practically threw the mug into the elf’s hands. ‘You don’t know how good you look!’

‘Steady,’ grinned Ilkar. ‘Thanks for this. How’s everything?’

Talan became solemn. ‘I conducted Richmond’s Vigil alone. He’s buried in the garden near the stables.’

Ilkar nodded, sipped from his mug. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘So am I.’

‘And what about him?’ Ilkar inclined his head in Hirad’s direction.

Talan sat on the bed next to him. ‘I’ve got to tell you, it was amazing,’ he said, brightening a little. ‘The woman, Erienne, she’s sleeping I think. Denser said she used a BodyCast, is it?’ Ilkar nodded. ‘All over him. I could feel it, a deep warmth. It shifted as she moved her hands, it went in his mouth, his ears, his nose . . . she was with him for hours.’

Ilkar nodded again, glanced up at Denser.

‘BodyCast, eh?’

‘Textbook preparation. She’s good, Ilkar. Powerful. From what Thraun said, she used an IceWind too.’ Denser raised his eyebrows, drained his mug and wandered into the kitchen for a refill.

Talan leaned in closer. ‘And he now commands my complete admiration.’

‘Oh?’ Ilkar bridled in spite of himself; an inbred reaction.

‘Erienne rested after the BodyCast. Then she used another spell to finish the job and make Hirad sleep. Then she rested again before seeing to Denser. Two days in all. He just sat there and kept you alive. Said hardly anything. Just ate a little, drank a little.’

‘I appreciate the sacrifice he had to make,’ said Ilkar, yet he had been unaware of the extent of Denser’s effort and was reeling inside.

‘They’d broken his jaw, fractured his cheeks, smashed his nose, broken most of his fingers and toes and cracked half a dozen ribs. He must have been in total agony the whole time. You owe him.’ Talan shook his head. Ilkar gaped. The door opened and Denser walked back in. He smiled, and it was then that Ilkar noticed the cat at his feet.

‘It is a debt I will never call in,’ said Denser. ‘It is merely what had to be done.’

‘Whatever you say,’ said Ilkar. ‘I’m lost for words of thanks.’

‘You are alive and talking, Julatsan, that is thanks enough.’ Embarrassed, Denser stalked to the other doors, heading for the hallway, his cat in close attendance.

Later that day, standing one to either side of him, Ilkar and Talan helped Hirad to his feet. The barbarian was ready for the pain and nausea that swept his body as the newly knit muscles of his stomach strained and protested. Another WarmHeal, Erienne said, and he’d be fit to ride tomorrow - three days after he’d entered the castle on the crest of a Rage.

He gazed down at Richmond’s grave. The Raven symbol still scorched proud on the packed earth. His feelings were mixed but dominated by one of inevitability. Ras, Sirendor, The Unknown, Richmond. Had The Raven died with them? Only he, Talan and Ilkar were left and he questioned whether that was enough. He decided that while any of the founder members lived, it was. They had always expected to evolve as men died, or left, and others joined. It was an insult to the memories of those who had gone to let The Raven pass into history.

But who would be next to die? Clearly, it should have been him, and the stories of his salvation by the three mages had turned his view of their whole order in general and Denser in particular. He still didn’t trust the man further than he could spit, but he had to admire his fortitude and sheer determination. Denser also had his gratitude - so did Erienne, but she wouldn’t catch his eye, far less speak to him.

He looked across at her, kneeling, as through almost her every waking hour since their burials, at the graves of her family. That of Alun, Erienne ignored, but those of her sons commanded her unswerving attention. He felt for her but knew he could never articulate how, because she would not listen.

And here, standing by him, was the man for whom no level of admiration could ever be enough. Ilkar would have died with him - indeed, had chosen to do so, had Erienne not healed them both. Loyalty in battle he could readily understand but this was something more. He felt a lump in his throat, swallowed it away and crushed Ilkar to him with the arm slung round the mage’s shoulder for support.

‘We all set?’

Ilkar nodded. ‘We’ve enough fit horses, including all of our own, the bodies are all destroyed and Will has rigged the castle. He’s a clever bastard, I’ll give him that.’

‘Very effective,’ agreed Talan.

Will, in response to Hirad’s desire to see the castle razed to the ground, had devised a way of doing so while allowing them to be half a day’s ride away when it happened.

‘Better your enemies are attracted to the beacon when you’re not there,’ he’d said.

And now, all but the kitchens and banqueting room, where they’d spent so much time, were no-go areas. Oil soaked drapes, rugs, furnishings, books and timbers. Lines of oil criss-crossed the castle from top to bottom, piles of wood and kindling were placed in strategic areas and, where Will wanted flash flame - in the towers and the entrance hall - mountains of dry flour sat awaiting ignition.

All but Hirad and Erienne had worked to his direction while he had either patrolled the castle, ensuring all was laid to his exact specification, or sat laboriously testing myriad styles of long-burn fuse. Rope, oil and tar were mixed in minutely changing quantities then set alight to be timed for their burn by the beating of Will’s heart. At last, satisfied, he had manufactured yards of a material about as thick as his thumb and placed one upstairs and one down.

‘All that’s left is to saddle up and pack the horses and prime the last couple of rooms tomorrow morning. Will and Thraun will light the fuses and then we’re away.’

‘Good. I know Denser’s anxious about the time we’ve lost,’ said Hirad.

‘He’s not the only one,’ returned Ilkar.

‘And how’s she reacted to us travelling to Dordover to plunder one of her ancient’s tombs?’

Ilkar smiled. ‘Good question. All I can say is that whatever deal it was they struck, it’s important enough to her not to betray us.’ He paused, reflecting. ‘I don’t know. She knows a good deal about Dawnthief and she certainly believes Denser.’

‘And the others?’ said Hirad.

Ilkar shrugged. ‘They are good-quality people, Hirad. Thraun is a born swordsman. Erienne is a well-known magical talent, Jandyr gives us the bowman we’ve always wanted, and Will, well, he’s quick and clever. They balance the team, Talan and I swore them into the Code and, in your absence, accepted them into The Raven. I know it’s not how we really do things but we haven’t the time to assess them in any more action and we need to know that they’ll follow you without question. I’m confident they will. Talan?’

‘I agree.’ Talan nodded, though his eyes were distant. ‘Your only doubt is Will, but I think Thraun can keep him under control. Erienne’s grief might make her unpredictable, too. Watch out for that.’

‘They’ve signed the current job contract and they know what they’re getting themselves into,’ continued Ilkar. ‘Denser has told them the whole gory story and they didn’t find it too hard to accept. It’s the choice we were never allowed to make, isn’t it? They survive, they’re rich; if not, well, the money’s not important then, is it?’

Hirad raised his eyebrows. ‘True enough.’ He felt tired. ‘I think I’d better amble back inside, lie down for a while.’

The Raven trio walked slowly back to the courtyard at the front of the house. At the door, which faced the open gates, Talan stopped them.

‘Look,’ he said. ‘There’s no easy way to say this, but I can’t go any further. I’m leaving The Raven.’

Ilkar and Hirad weighed his words in silence. He carried on.

‘We were very close, me, Ras and Richmond. Joining and fighting for The Raven was the pinnacle for us. But two corners of the triangle are gone now and next time, it’ll be me. It hit me when I found Richmond . . . he died alone.’ He sighed and scratched his head. ‘I’m sorry, I’m not explaining this very well. I don’t know . . . inside me the desire isn’t there suddenly. The fire has gone out. Richmond’s was a Vigil too far and I’m not prepared to bury another member of The Raven.’

Hirad said nothing, only nodded. Ilkar’s face clouded, his eyes narrowing as his frown deepened.

‘Do you understand?’ Talan asked. ‘Say something, one of you.’

‘Yes, I do,’ said Hirad. ‘When I was alone with Sirendor, just looking at his dead face, I was ready to break my blade. I chose not to and I’m only sorry you can’t do the same.’ Hirad lowered himself to the steps, Ilkar reflexively offering a helping hand.

‘Is that all you’re going to say?’ demanded the Julatsan.

Hirad shrugged. ‘What else is there? If his heart isn’t with us then he’s a liability and we’re better off without him. He knows it, I know it and so do you, Ilkar.’

‘Under normal circumstances, yes, but in case it’s slipped your attention, we are not involved in just any old job. And I have to say that he will be much more of a liability away from us than with us.’

‘I hardly think so—’ began Talan.

‘They know you!’ snapped Ilkar. ‘They know what you look like, where you come from and they’ll be after what you know. Gods, Talan, you have information any Wytch Lord servant would die for. Not only do you know what the Dawnthief catalysts are, you know where to find them. And if you walk away now, we’ll never know if you’re safe or whether you are telling them everything.’

‘I would die first, you know that.’

‘Yes, but you can only do it if you have the choice.’ Ilkar paused, saw the anger in Talan’s face. ‘Look, I am not questioning your loyalty or your faith. I’m just saying that choosing to die may not be possible. You’re not a mage. You can’t just stop your own heart.’

Talan nodded slowly. ‘Nevertheless. How will they find me if they don’t know I’ve even left you? If they don’t know where I’ve gone?’

Ilkar gave a short laugh. ‘There’s only one safe place for you, Talan, and that’s the Mount of Xetesk; and somehow I don’t think they’d welcome you with open arms.’ Ilkar sighed. ‘You must change your mind. Or at least think it through.’

‘What do you think I’ve been doing these last few days, working on my life story?’

‘You are walking out on the fight for Balaia.’

Talan leaned forward and jabbed a finger at Ilkar. ‘Let me tell you something, Ilkar. I don’t need you to tell me what I’m doing. I know, and I feel bad enough without you pushing my face in it.’ Talan threw his arms in the air. ‘I want your understanding, not your consent. I’m leaving. It’s over.’ He stalked off towards the gate.

‘We can’t let him go,’ said Ilkar.

‘Neither can we stop him,’ said Hirad.

‘Denser won’t like this.’

‘Well, Denser knows what he can do with it. This is Raven business.’

‘Hirad, I really think . . .’

‘It’s Raven business.’

‘Oh, I give up!’ Ilkar turned a small circle in frustration. ‘Haven’t either of you grasped what’s going on here? This is bigger than The Raven. It’s bigger than everything. We can’t afford to fail this job and we need all the help we can get.’

‘Nothing is bigger than The Raven,’ said Hirad evenly. ‘The Raven is the only reason we got this far in the first place and The Raven is the only reason we’ll win. And that’s because we always do.’

Ilkar stared at Hirad, his hard, open-mouthed expression slowly softening.

‘There just is no answer to that, is there?’

‘No.’

‘Blind faith is a wonderful thing.’

‘It’s not blind faith, my dear elf, it’s fact. You name me a job we’ve failed.’

‘You know I can’t.’

Hirad shrugged.

‘Ilkar?’ Talan called.

‘What do you want?’

‘Your eyes. Over here.’

Something in Talan’s tone stayed Ilkar’s next remark and instead he hurried over. Hirad levered himself painfully to his feet, hugged the wall for support until the nausea passed, then walked after him.

‘What is it?’ said Ilkar at Talan’s shoulder.

Talan pointed. ‘Straight ahead. I thought I saw movement.’

Ilkar nodded. ‘Yes. A rider. Coming this way and at a tan gallop by the looks. He’s a big bastard too.’

‘Jandyr! Thraun! Front gate!’ shouted Talan. ‘If there’s trouble, Hirad,’ he continued, hearing the barbarian shuffle up behind him, ‘you keep out of it.’

‘Sod off.’

‘Thought you might say that.’

‘Why did you say it then?’

‘Old times’ sake?’ He caught Hirad’s eye and the two men smiled.

‘Come back any time,’ said Hirad.

‘You never know.’ Talan fixed his gaze out of the front gate once again.

By the time Jandyr and Thraun had joined them, they could hear the hoofbeats and see the rider in the distance.

Dark cloak billowing behind him, he came on astride a huge grey. As he neared, they drew their blades, Ilkar readying to cast. But perhaps thirty yards away he reined in and trotted to the gates, one hand out in a gesture of peaceful intent. He was wearing a full face mask but no helmet.

‘That’s far enough,’ growled Talan. ‘What’s your business?’

‘You can put up your swords,’ said Denser, walking to the cluster around the gate. ‘He’s on our side.’

‘Oh, yeah? And who is he?’ asked Hirad. Ilkar already knew the answer.

‘His name is Sol. He’s a Protector. And let’s face it,’ Denser stood squarely in front of Talan, ‘as I overheard someone say just now, we need all the help we can get.’
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‘You don’t think you might have at least mentioned you’d requested a Protector?’ asked Ilkar. He had kept his silence on the subject throughout a rather tense afternoon, preferring to let Hirad believe it was part of a plan agreed while the barbarian was still comatose. But now Hirad was asleep, resting under Erienne’s final WarmHeal, and the sun had disappeared behind night.

Ilkar and Denser were sitting alone on the front steps of the castle, taking in the warm late evening air. The Xeteskian’s pipe was, as ever, between his teeth. The cat was nowhere to be seen.

‘Would it have made any difference?’

‘Courtesy is such a simple thing to observe,’ said Ilkar testily.

‘Then I apologise. But I did not request the Protector. Xetesk believes he is necessary to my security.’

‘I bet.’

‘Why must you always take the negative view?’ Denser refilled the bowl of his pipe and tamped down the tobacco. ‘This has nothing to do with the ultimate return of Dawnthief to Xetesk.’ He lit the pipe, blew a smoke ring. ‘It would be easier for us all if it was.’

‘And how do you come by that conclusion?’

‘Well, things are getting more complex out in the big wide world we seem to have left behind.’

‘Complex.’ Ilkar was immediately worried. Denser had a habit for understatement. ‘Things’ were possibly very bad.

‘There’s something you have to know. I’ve had a report on the Triverne Lake meeting. There is a four-College agreement which deals with the raising of an army to defend Understone Pass and Triverne Inlet. Apparently, they are trusting Blackthorne and Gresse with the defence of the Bay of Gyernath.

‘Unfortunately, the rest of the KTA have chosen to ignore the warnings and it’s leaving the country largely undefended should the Wesmen break through our lines.’

‘Sounds about right. And how did they react to the news that we were after Dawnthief?’ asked Ilkar, imagining the sparks flying.

Denser said nothing.

‘Well?’

His smile faltered. ‘There was no news. We didn’t tell them.’

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘The other Colleges have no idea that we are looking for Dawnthief,’ Denser looked away.

Ilkar’s ears pricked and his eyes narrowed to slits, blood boiling in his head. He stood up, unable to sit beside the Xeteskian.

‘How stupid of me to think that Xetesk might consider a Wytch Lord-backed Wesmen invasion more important than their own advancement.’ Ilkar breathed deeply. ‘You know, I was beginning to believe that Xetesk had really turned the corner. And now it seems that their prime objective isn’t to see our country out of this crisis, it’s to be sure they are dominant should we win.’

‘But it isn’t the way I think,’ said Denser.

‘No?’

‘No!’ Denser’s face coloured. ‘Why do you think I told you in the first place?’

‘Because it would have been pretty bloody obvious when we got to Dordover and didn’t find them standing at the gates with the ring gift-wrapped for us, that’s why!’

‘I understand you must be angry,’ said Denser.

‘I don’t think you understand anything at all!’ stormed Ilkar.

‘Your College is expecting us to go on fighting and dying and not for the greater good of Balaia. I will not be a pawn of Xetesk and neither will The Raven.’

‘So what do you want to do?’ asked Denser into the vacuum.

‘Well, that’s the worst of it, isn’t it?’ said Ilkar. ‘I don’t have much choice but to continue, because I believe Balaia is under threat. But let me tell you this. Now Erienne and I are both with you, Dawnthief belongs to the Colleges, not just Xetesk.’

‘You’re going to find this hard to believe, but I agree with you, and I do feel for your position,’ said Denser. ‘But I also agree with the position of Xetesk and you’re wrong if you think that Xetesk wants dominion. But if we had announced the search for Dawnthief at Triverne Lake, the interference would, we believe, have jeopardised the entire job, and with it Balaia.’

‘Convenient,’ muttered Ilkar. ‘If you really believe that, then you’ve swallowed too much of your own doctrine. Whatever, we now have to go into Dordover under cover because your Masters have not learnt the power of cooperation. None of us had better get hurt.’

Sol walked in through the front gate and disappeared around the side of the house. Ilkar felt somehow that he was under close scrutiny. He shivered inwardly. Something about the Protector made him uneasy. At least this time he could put a finger on it almost straight away. The mask. It was simple, plain and black - carved, Denser said, from ebony. It was moulded to his face but would not, the Xeteskian assured, be a good likeness.

To Ilkar it looked like no one living, and that was certainly apt. He shivered again, as the reason for the mask rose unbidden in his mind. Protectors were effectively living dead, men promised to the Mount of Xetesk from birth and called should they die. So long as the soul could be taken, the body could be re-created. It was a hideous hangover from centuries of Xeteskian misuse of the living and the dead. It should have been banned but the Dark College refused to give up one of its most powerful callings.

And what the reanimated body and soul went through, Ilkar could only guess at. None would ever tell, as they were bound to silence except in the course of duty. To break the binds was, said Xeteskian lore, ‘to bring down an eternity of torment in the Mount such that Hell itself would seem release, peace and tranquillity for the soul in thrall’. That same lore stated of Protectors that ‘never again shall light or the eyes of the living gaze upon their faces. Neither shall they speak unless the life of their Given should suffer risk if they did not do so.’

Singularly, Protectors were utterly loyal bodyguards, knowing dissension would bring down torment, but the real reason for their creation was that an army of Protectors would move and fight with a power and synchronicity that would be practically unstoppable by all but magic. And even that wasn’t certain. Protectors were gifted an innate magical defence when they were created. They were truly terrifying adversaries.

Sol would be Denser’s mute shadow everywhere the mage went, and the shadow he cast would be large indeed. He was a huge man. Bigger than Thraun, perhaps even bigger than The Unknown. Crossed on his back were a double-handed and bladed axe and two-handed sword. Ilkar fancied that he could wield one in either hand and made a mental note to be out of the way when he did. He dragged his thoughts back to Denser.

‘Sorry, I was distracted. That makes his appearance rather easier to understand, doesn’t it? You were going to say something.’

Denser relit his pipe, flame as always from the tip of his right thumb. ‘I noticed. He will not harm you. He has been closely informed of the who and the what of our situation.’

‘Who by? I haven’t seen you say more than a dozen words to him since he arrived.’

‘He has been walking with my Familiar.’

‘Enough said. Go on.’

Denser shifted his position slightly and brushed some grit from beneath him.

‘Well, our decision not to talk about Dawnthief at this stage, and we will announce it when the time is right, has given us another problem.’

‘Why are The Raven working for Xetesk?’ Ilkar framed the question.

‘Exactly. And this gives us a big problem where we’re going next.’

‘Dordover.’

Ilkar pursed his lips.

‘If you, Hirad or I are seen in the City it will trigger untold problems with the Dordovan College. We can’t afford a split because if we don’t stand together, the Wytch Lords will trample us underfoot.’

‘We’re going to have to be incredibly lucky in there not to be spotted.’ Ilkar shook his head, wondering how the Colleges would ever stop bickering long enough to stand together. He tried to believe Denser a liar but somehow, given that he was as much at risk as The Raven, he couldn’t. The actions of Xetesk, though, were despicable.

‘We aren’t going in at all. Will, Thraun and Jandyr will have to do this alone.’

‘And Erienne?’ Ilkar was uncomfortable with trusting the theft of the Lore Master’s ring to untried and unknown people. Yet he knew Denser’s solution made sense.

‘We can certainly trust her not to betray us.’ Denser’s eye had a twinkle. ‘But that’s not the problem. She’s not exactly Dordover’s favourite daughter and if we have to send her in, well . . .’

‘I don’t like the feel of this at all,’ said Ilkar. ‘I need to think. I’m going to check on Hirad.’

 


Selyn awoke with a start, the sound of running feet jerking her to instant wakefulness. It was late afternoon and she would have normally remained asleep for another two or three hours before casting her ShadowWings for the journey to Parve. She lay concealed in a dense area of shrub midway up a crag that overlooked the road from the Torn Wastes to Terenetsa. She was still four days from Parve.

Moving carefully to avoid rustling the foliage all over her, she edged her head above a rock formation and looked down on the road. Wesmen were jogging past, thousands of them, punctuated by Shamen on horseback. She watched for five minutes, trying to gauge the strength of the unbroken line of armed and fur-clad men running towards Understone Pass.

By the time the last riders were through, she estimated she’d watched the passage of around seven thousand. And at that speed, they would reach the pass in approximately six days.

‘Gods, it’s happening,’ she breathed. She wasn’t due to make another communion until reaching Parve but she couldn’t let that many men surprise the Understone Pass defence. And assuming more were taking the southern trails from the Heartlands, they meant to throw a massive force at eastern Balaia. Shaking her head, she lay down and probed the mana for Styliann.




Chapter 18

The morning began calm. Dawn broke to the sound of people checking horses, stowing equipment and preparing food. The weather was fine and cool, ideal conditions for riding. Nonetheless, there was a storm about to break.

With horses saddled and castle rigged, most of The Raven, old and new, had gathered in the courtyard. Talan was astride his horse.

‘Second thoughts?’ probed Hirad. He was feeling good, strong. A few practice moves with Talan had revealed a dull ache and nothing more. Erienne said the ache would be with him for ever.

‘With every breath I take,’ said Talan.

‘And?’

‘I’m still right to go.’ He shrugged.

‘Where?’

‘Never you mind, barbarian. Least said, least knows, never does find.’

‘What?’

‘My mother used to say it. God knows why, but it sounds right.’

Hirad raised his eyebrows and offered Talan a hand which the other shook. ‘You’ll always be Raven,’ he said. ‘Don’t forget.’

‘Thank you. Gods, Hirad, I—’

‘It’s done, Talan. We wish each other life and luck. It’s all we can do now.’ He smiled. ‘See you in Korina when it’s all over.’

‘Depend on it.’ Talan turned his horse and trotted towards the gates. As he neared the walls, Sol stepped squarely into his path.

‘I think you’d better stop, Talan,’ said Denser, emerging from the house, cat in his arms.

‘What’s up?’ Hirad turned to the Xeteskian.

‘I didn’t really believe he’d go. I was trusting you to change his mind.’

Hirad felt a chill through the warmth of the morning.

‘This is Raven business. It’s his choice,’ he said. ‘It’s his right.’

‘No, it is not,’ said Denser, his voice calm and cold. ‘We cannot take the risk of his capture. He cannot be allowed to leave.’

‘Don’t do this, Denser,’ urged Ilkar.

Denser ignored Ilkar. ‘Reconsider.’

Talon shook his head. ‘No.’

At a signal from his Given, Sol snapped the axe from his back to the ready.

‘Reconsider,’ Denser repeated.

Another shake of the head.

‘You’d kill him?’ Hirad’s face darkened.

Denser shrugged. ‘It’s what Sol does best.’

Hirad didn’t even think about it. He covered the ground to Denser, locked an arm around his neck and pushed a dagger under his chin.

‘Reconsider,’ he grated.

Sol broke towards them, his movement measured, implacable.

‘Not another step, maskman, or this whole thing ends right now.’

The point of Hirad’s dagger drew blood. Sol stopped dead. ‘And don’t even think about a spell. You aren’t quick enough to beat me,’ said Hirad into Denser’s ear. He looked over at Talan. ‘Get out of here.’ Talan nodded his thanks, spurred his horse and galloped away. ‘Like I said, it’s Raven business.’ He released Denser and sheathed his dagger. ‘Now you can either kill me or we can get on with our job.’

‘No purpose would be served by killing you,’ said Denser, rubbing his neck.

‘I thought not. Let’s go then.’

Ilkar let out his breath, paused long enough to glare at Hirad and walked back towards the stables. Thraun and Will disappeared into the house. Erienne was still at the grave of her sons.

Sol moved to stand at Denser’s side, the cat now on the Protector’s shoulder. All three stared at him.

‘What is it? Surprised I care that much?’ Hirad’s anger had not entirely left him. ‘You still don’t understand us, do you, Denser? The few of us that are still alive. And though you are sworn to the Code, until you do, you will never be truly Raven.’

‘No,’ said Denser. ‘I don’t and I’m not, although I’m getting a better picture every day.’ He paused. ‘You would really have killed me?’

‘It’s what I do best.’ Hirad smiled.

‘And handed Balaia and Dawnthief to the Wytch Lords.’

‘I will not let you use that as a weapon to dominate us. You had no right to stop Talan—’

‘I had every r—’

‘It was Raven business!’ snapped Hirad. ‘I won’t repeat myself again. Now I know you’re important and I know we need to keep you alive. But if you pull another trick like that, I will stop you any way I can. And if that means we both die and Balaia with us, so be it.’

Eventually, Denser nodded. ‘But you understand my fears.’

‘Of course. Ilkar shares them. But you should have spoken to us about them. Did you really think we were going to stand by and let your shadow chop down a member of The Raven?’

Denser was silent for a time. He breathed in deeply.

‘In hindsight, no. Look, I wasn’t thinking straight. We’re in a lot of trouble—’

‘Ilkar’s told me.’

‘—and I just saw it as one risk too many.’ He paused. ‘I panicked. I’m sorry.’

‘Then it’s forgotten.’ Hirad accepted Denser’s hand. ‘As long as he realises it was nothing personal.’ He switched his gaze to Sol. Behind the mask, the eyes stared back, betraying no reaction.

‘He will not attempt to harm you unless you threaten my life,’ said Denser.

‘I think we both know how to avoid that, don’t we?’ Hirad turned at a sound from the castle. Will and Thraun trotted out.

‘Fuses are lit,’ said Will. ‘They’ll burn for around four hours. I hope we can find a convenient hill to watch from.’

‘We’ll see what we can do.’ Hirad drew breath. ‘Raven! Mount up, let’s go. The sun won’t stop moving!’ He paused to grab Denser’s arm. ‘You’ll see to Erienne?’ Then he ran to his horse. Minutes later, the hiss and crackle of fuses was the only sound echoing around the stone walls of the Black Wings’ castle.

The Raven rode along the trail from the castle for ten minutes before cutting away up a gentle incline into woodland. The ground was easy but rocks here and there dictated a measure of caution. It was three days’ ride to Dordover; an injury to a horse would add delay and time was something The Raven simply didn’t have to waste.

The first stop, earlier than Denser would have preferred, saw them on the slope of a hillside over three hours from the castle. Though not an ideal viewing point - the castle was partially obscured by both trees and distance - it was the best they could hope for and Will for one was not moving.

‘Something wrong, old friend?’ asked Ilkar.

Hirad looked away from the castle. ‘I was just working out how long it was since I had a drink and I’m not happy with the answer.’

‘It was in the ruins of Septern’s house, wasn’t it?’

Hirad nodded.

‘Travers had a stock,’ said Ilkar.

‘I’d rather drink the contents of my own bladder,’ replied Hirad.

‘Very wise. It made a good antiseptic, though, so Talan said.’

Hirad raised his eyebrows. ‘He’d better be all right,’ he said. ‘I’m going to miss him, I think.’

‘Yes,’ agreed Ilkar.

‘Are you surprised he’s gone?’

‘Surprised and very disappointed. I really thought . . . you know, after four years . . .’

‘Yes, I know. And talking of being disappointed, I’m beginning to lose faith in this great firework display of Will’s.’ He turned to where Will was standing, hands on hips, a few yards away. ‘Hey, Will, any danger of this event of yours actually happening?’

Will tensed and shot him a sharp glance. ‘Patience,’ he said.

‘Smoke!’ said Jandyr immediately, pointing and standing up.

‘Where?’ asked Ilkar.

‘Front door, all around the cracks.’

‘Got it,’ said Ilkar.

‘Where?’ And as Hirad strained to see what was visible only to elven eyes, the front door and surrounding walls blew out. A huge tongue of flame lashed into the courtyard, bringing with it a cloud of debris and smoke, causing him to shudder at the unwelcome reminder of his escape from Sha-Kaan.

The muffled thump of the first detonation reached them seconds later, moments before the two towers exploded in perfect synchronisation. One tore itself apart, collapsing inwards. The other’s force was concentrated upwards, its ornately pointed top section spinning lazily into the air atop a plume of powdered masonry. Will shouted, delighted. Erienne burst into tears. Denser moved to her, held her and wiped dry her damp cheeks. She looked up at him and smiled.

And then, with the castle wreathed in flames and smoke, Hirad patted Will on the back and hurried them on their way under Denser’s anxious gaze.

 


Understone.

Once the focal point of trade and travel both east and west of the pass, the town had fallen first to disuse, then to disrepair, following the surrender of the pass to the Wesmen. All that remained was a poorly provisioned garrison of first-tour career soldiers paid for by the Korina Trade Alliance, though the parlous state of that organisation scarcely warranted the name, such was its fading reputation.

Seventy-five men made up the total defence against incursion from the west, an incursion that none in the KTA believed would happen after the first five years of quiet.

How times change. In the aftermath of Travers’ extraordinarily brave but ultimately doomed defence of the pass, Understone was fortified and garrisoned with three thousand men. With the entire eastern part of Balaia deemed under threat, no cost was too much in ensuring the Wesmen got no further than daylight the other side of the pass. Temporary accommodation was built, and traders, prostitutes, entertainers and innkeepers saw their best-ever years. But it didn’t last. The Wesmen never attacked again. It seemed, after five years, that control of the pass and the tolls Tessaya could exact was the limit of their ambition.

Why they took the pass was a question left unanswered at the time. In the years before the series of battles that led to Travers’ defeat, an uneasy peace had been maintained, allowing trade from the richer east to flow west, opening up new markets and developing new industries. But now nine years after the fall of the pass, the situation was unfortunately clear. The Wesmen had taken the pass as a precursor to the eventual return of the Wytch Lords.

The town of Understone stood no more than four hundred yards from the thirty-feet-high by twenty-five-feet-wide open black arch that was the entrance to Understone Pass. To either side, the mountains spread up and away, rolling into hills and scrubland which stretched as far as the eye could see, north, east and south. It was a bleak but beautiful sight, the town standing squarely in the middle of a carved wagon trail, its tumbledown houses littering neighbouring hills or jostling for position on the inadequate flatter spaces away from the main street.

It was bleaker still when the rains came, as they often did, clouds sweeping over the mountains on the prevailing wind to disgorge their contents on the hapless inhabitants below.

Flooding, mudslides, subsidence, all had left their scars on the town, whose solution to the rains was a lattice of drainage trenches probing in all downhill directions. They had worked well but disrepair now limited their effectiveness and the floods had returned. The main street was ankle deep in a thick, clogging mud, its stench rising with the sun.

The unannounced arrival of more than five hundred men and elves from the four Colleges caused panic in the small garrison. While a few stood in the way of the mounted force, most disappeared into buildings or ran shouting for their commanding officer. By the time he had dragged his way from an old inn, buttoning his tunic over his ample belly as he came thrashing through the mud, only twelve conscripts remained. It was pitiable.

The garrison commander looked past General Ry Darrick at the long line of horsemen who filled his town’s main street almost end to end. He looked at those of his men who had chosen to stand their ground and nodded his thanks before facing Darrick, who leaned forward in his saddle, not even honouring the man by dismounting.

‘And this is how you would face those who would take our lands,’ said Darrick.

The commander smiled. ‘No,’ he replied. ‘Because those who would take our lands would hardly draw breath while slaughtering so small a garrison. Whom do I address?’

‘I am Darrick, General, Lystern cavalry. And you are Kerus, commander of the garrison standing at the gates of hell.’

For a second time, Kerus frowned, gauging the meaning both of Darrick’s words and of the weight of numbers behind him. Choosing to keep the rest of the conversation private, he walked through the mud to stand by Darrick’s chestnut-brown mare.

‘General Darrick. What I have here are seventy-five men, none of whom is above nineteen. They have been sent here to patrol the area outside the pass and to deal with any raiders who might come through. They were never expected to repel an invading army because no army will ever come through the pass. And now, I must ask you, what is your business in Understone?’

‘Preparing to repel the invading army that you say doesn’t exist. I have five thousand foot two days behind me.’

‘Perhaps we had better talk in my quarters,’ said Kerus.

‘Perhaps we had.’




Chapter 19

It was late afternoon. Will had the wood burner firing and a pot of water bubbled on top of it. No light could be seen.

‘I’m astonished, frankly,’ said Denser. ‘We didn’t meet another soul. How likely is that?’ He, Ilkar and Hirad had walked away a few yards to talk. Jandyr and Thraun were seeing to the horses and Erienne had already put her head down to sleep.

‘He’s a good tracker, I’ll give him that,’ said Hirad.

‘Good! It’s hardly desolate out here. We didn’t even hear anyone. It’s extraordinary.’

‘Not only that, half the time we didn’t hear him ourselves,’ agreed Ilkar.

‘All right. Meeting of the Thraun appreciation society closed,’ said Hirad. ‘What about Dordover?’

Denser gestured for Ilkar to speak.

‘It’s the largest of the College Cities. It is more closely linked to Xetesk than Julatsa and has a history of allegiance with Denser’s lot, although they now barely talk. It wouldn’t make our job any easier if they did. One thing you have to understand is that the colleges guard their lore more jealously than any other possession. What we are about to steal is part of Dordover’s lore.’

‘So it’ll be protected.’

‘Yes, but not by people. Spells,’ said Ilkar. ‘That’s our problem. Wards, alarms, traps, all coded. If the wrong person moves in their sphere, they’ll be triggered.’

‘So how?’ asked Hirad.

‘Our only choice, unfortunately, is Erienne,’ said Denser.

‘Why unfortunately?’

‘Because we shouldn’t be asking her to take such a direct part in this theft. She’s already torn apart by losing her sons. I wonder whether this might not be one thing too many for her to take.’

‘I know,’ said Hirad. ‘But if she’s only telling us what to do . . .’

‘You misunderstand,’ said Denser. ‘She’ll have to go in.’

‘So we’re talking of sending Will and Thraun into this place in the company of a woman who’s out of her mind with grief and was schooled just around the corner, to steal a ring which is central to her beliefs.’

‘That is a very accurate summary,’ said Denser.

‘Do they know she’s coming?’ asked Hirad.

‘Yes, of course,’ said Denser. ‘Just one more thing. There’s to be no killing, Erienne will not stand for it.’

‘Want me to lop their hands off too?’

‘Sorry, Hirad.’

‘Let’s hope we’re not all sorry before tomorrow.’ He moved away and called to Thraun before turning back. ‘So before we met Erienne, what was the plan?’

Ilkar and Denser exchanged a glance and the cat raised its head.

‘It is possible to subvert weaker minds remotely, given time,’ replied Denser.

‘Believe me, you don’t want to know the details,’ said Ilkar.

Hirad nodded and walked over to the stove.

 


Styliann rattled his glass back on to the table, his eyes blazing, his face colouring red in the lanternlight of his study.

‘The Protectors are under my direct control. No one assigns a Protector without my prior authorisation. Not even you.’

‘But the situation, my Lord . . .’ began Nyer.

‘Should have been discussed with me,’ said Styliann. ‘I do not like the flouting of my authority. And I particularly do not like your choice of Protector.’

‘Sol is extremely capable.’

‘You know precisely what I am talking about,’ snapped Styliann. ‘You will recall him at once.’

Nyer dropped his eyes to the floor and nodded his head. ‘Naturally, my Lord. If that is your wish.’

‘Damn you, Nyer, I don’t know!’ said Styliann. He poured the older man a drink. ‘What has got into you? You always discuss such matters with me. Always.’

‘You were in conference at Triverne Lake. I felt a decision had to be made.’

Styliann considered and nodded. ‘Very well. Let the Protector stay. At least until after Dordover. But keep me closely informed of progress. I want a full account of all communions and I would hate to have to employ TruthTell to be sure you were telling me everything. ’

Nyer recoiled as if slapped, but recovered to smile. ‘I suppose I deserved that,’ he said. ‘Selyn is well?’

‘Considering the invading armies of the Wesmen trampled her toes on the way to Understone, yes.’ Styliann sucked his lip nervously.

‘She’ll make it, you know.’

‘Thank you for your thoughts.’ The Lord of the Mount rang the bell by the fire. ‘I need to rest. Please don’t work behind my back again.’ His expression was bleak. Nyer left in response to the opening of the door. Styliann sighed. He wouldn’t have believed it of Nyer, he really wouldn’t.

 


Erienne, with a few brief words to Denser and a squeeze of his hand, left the camp well before sundown alongside Thraun and Will. Unlike Xetesk, Dordover was not a closed city and the trio rode through the gates under the disinterested gaze of the west gate guards two hours later.

‘I couldn’t bear to go back to the house,’ said Erienne when they were seated at a table downstairs from the rooms they had taken for the night at a quiet inn near the College.

‘I understand,’ said Thraun. ‘When this is over, we’ll sort the place out for you.’

Erienne nodded her thanks, tears again threatening behind the sunken, dark-ringed eyes in her pale face. ‘So many memories, so much happiness. And now . . .’ She shook her head and dropped her gaze to the table, pushing her hair back over her ears.

‘We’ll help you through this,’ said Will. ‘We’ll always be here for you.’

Erienne reached out a hand and squeezed Will’s arm. She breathed in and composed herself. ‘Now listen,’ she said. ‘Although Dordover is far more open than somewhere like Xetesk, the College has strict rules concerning visitors. You’re not allowed in the College grounds after full dark, so please, take my lead and try not to say too much.’

‘Will you be recognised?’ asked Thraun.

‘I expect so, near the College anyway. I spent a lot of years here, after all.’

Food and drink arrived at the table.

‘Let’s eat,’ said Erienne. ‘Then we need to get out to the College. We won’t gain entry after dark.’

The College itself consisted of a group of ten or so buildings arranged in a rough circle around the ‘Tower’. That the Tower looked nothing like its name suggested it should was something Will was quick to point out.

The trio were walking up to the single gate of the walled-in college, and the Tower, in actuality a twin-winged four-storey mansion house, lay directly ahead of them.

‘There used to be a tower before the College was formalised as a centre of excellence in magic,’ explained Erienne. ‘It was the done thing about four hundred years ago, I think, but completely impractical. When the College developed around it, the Tower was eventually demolished to make way for the house. Only Xetesk retains towers. They’ve got seven, and that’s a reflection of the College hierarchy’s thinking.’ She couldn’t quite keep the sneer from her voice. ‘Everyone else has moved with the times.’

‘So what was the point of a Tower, if you’ll excuse the pun?’ asked Thraun.

‘They were a symbol of power and authority.’ Erienne shrugged. ‘Phallic symbols for men whose mana ability was less than their egos demanded. Pathetic, really.’

At the gate they were stopped by a single guard who, after a moment’s reflection, recognised the mage in front of him.

‘Erienne,’ he said kindly. ‘It’s been a few years since you came here.’

‘We all have to fly the coop sometime, Geran, but it’s good to see you.’ The guard smiled, then looked at Will and Thraun. ‘Friends of my husband,’ said Erienne. ‘I’ve had a little trouble, I’m afraid.’ Her voice caught and she stopped.

‘And now you’re here for some help.’

‘Something like that.’

Geran stepped aside. ‘You know the rules on visitors,’ he said.

Erienne nodded and walked past him. ‘I’ll see they don’t encroach. ’

‘How is Alun, by the way?’ asked Geran.

Erienne stiffened but carried on walking, not turning. Thraun came to Geran’s shoulder.

‘That’s the trouble. He’s dead. And the boys.’

Geran’s face fell. ‘I’m—’

‘I know. Best left.’

It was close on two hundred yards to the Tower from the gate. To their left, a line of stubby wooden windowed huts - classrooms - arced away, and to their right a long, shuttered building, metalled and black.

‘It’s where range spells are practised and new spells live-tested. It has to be strong,’ said Erienne, stopping to look. ‘Did you know that across the Colleges one in fifty mages die in their long rooms and test chambers? No, of course you didn’t. You thought we all just wake up one morning able to cast. There never has been enough respect for the dangers we face in training and research. You think it’s a gift, but to us it’s a calling we have no choice but to obey. We don’t walk in here, they find us and bring us.’

‘Take it easy, Erienne.’ Thraun, taken aback by her sudden anger, put a hand on her shoulder. She shook it off and began walking again.

‘Behind the Tower is another place to dread. The Mana Bowl. That’s where mages learn to accept, build and control mana. Next door is the ward where the ones who opened their minds too far too soon lie gibbering and drooling until death takes them. Mercifully, that isn’t usually too long.’

She marched up a short flight of stone steps, across a paved relief and hammered on the massive oak doors that fronted the Tower. The left-hand one swung open silently and a man stepped out. He was old beyond anything they had seen or even dreamed. White hair cascaded below his shoulders and his mouth was obscured by a grey-flecked beard. While his body was bent with age and he supported himself on two sticks, his eyes were a clear blue, flashing from a face wrinkled and rolled into a grotesque caricature of the man he once was. But the eyes gave him strength and Erienne bowed to him.

‘Master of the Tower, I am Erienne. I seek knowledge in the library.’

He considered her for a moment before nodding.

‘Indeed,’ he said in a voice brittle and quiet. ‘And your companions? ’ He gestured vaguely with one stick.

‘They guard me.’

‘They may enter the hall but go no further.’

‘I know, Tower Master.’ Erienne wrung her hands.

‘You are impatient, Erienne Malanvai. It was always your weakness. ’ He chuckled. ‘Go and seek your knowledge. You have been absent from the library for too long. Perhaps age is finally bringing you wisdom.’ He took a pace towards Thraun and Will, squinting at them in the failing afternoon light. The thief received only a cursory glance, but Thraun’s face he held with his eyes for some time, a frown deepening the wrinkles of his forehead still further.

‘Hmm,’ he said eventually. ‘Do not trespass. The penalties are swift and severe.’ He shuffled back into the Tower, leaving the door open for them to enter.

Erienne came down towards her companions. ‘What was all that about?’ she asked.

‘I must have a scary face.’ Thraun smiled, but it was less than convincing.

‘We could ask you the same question,’ said Will.

‘The Tower Master, you mean? Just do as he says. He runs the house for the Lore Masters. No one goes against his word and it worries me that he didn’t like you.’

Thraun shrugged. ‘What now?’ he asked.

‘I’m going into the library to check up on the defences around Arteche’s ring. The heavy door you’ll see to the right of the library leads to the crypts. Take a good look at the lock but I’d advise against turning the handle.’

She turned on her heel and walked into the Tower. She headed left and opened a wood-panelled door, then stopped and turned. ‘Don’t - are you two all right?’

Thraun and Will had only taken one pace into the Tower before stopping. Both men had paled, eyes widening more in fear than in reaction to the half-light inside.

Will felt a weight settle on his body like a metal shroud. Oppressive and cloying, it squeezed his lungs and chilled his heart, breath catching in his throat. His eyes swept around the hall. Directly in front of him, a flight of stone stairs led upwards into darkness, and to the right of them, a single closed iron-bound door.

Erienne stood by another door, and to her left, the one that led to the crypts sat next to the stairs. The half-light inside was spread by dim lanterns high on the walls, and from every panel a portrait glowered down - staring, enquiring, demanding. Beneath Will’s feet, the stone-flagged floor was covered by a dark rug, and from every pore leaked power.

‘Would you rather stay outside?’ asked Erienne.

Thraun shook his head weakly. ‘No, we’ll be all right.’ Will was alert enough to shoot him a sharp glance. ‘What is it?’

‘Mana,’ said Erienne simply. ‘The legacy of ages. Lore Masters and mages. The living in the rooms above your head and the dead below. It’s something you’ll never be able to understand, but you can feel it, can’t you? A dead weight for you and the purest form of life energy for me. I will draw strength while you merely endure.’ She almost smiled. ‘I won’t be long.’ She turned and disappeared into the library, the door thudding home.

Behind Thraun and Will, the light was fading fast and the lanterns on the wall lightened in response. Will sank into a chair near the library while Thraun closed the main door.

‘I wonder what she means by not being long?’ he said.

‘Hmm.’ Thraun leaned against the lintel the other side of the library entrance. ‘I don’t know. Whatever, it’s going to seem an age in here.’

‘Better make ourselves useful, then. Let’s see about that lock.’

 


Denser dozed fitfully. In his half-dreams, the Familiar struggled to free itself from a cage too strong to break. Its form swam from cat to true, its claws scrabbled, talons flashed, teeth rent, voice howled . . . Denser awoke, uneasy. He sent his thoughts through the gloom and relief flooded in as he felt the calm beat of the Familiar’s force. He bade it be cautious.

In the street outside the College of Dordover, a black cat withdrew further into shadow, its eyes never shifting from the gate and its solitary guard, who sat smoking at his post.

 


‘You must be seen to leave.’ Erienne’s search had been brief and she stood in the hall with Will and Thraun once more. Their wait had seemed interminable. Not a sound had registered in the Tower the entire time she was gone.

‘And then?’ asked Will.

‘Wait until full dark, then come back. I’m staying to do a little more research.’

‘Is the gate well guarded after dark?’

‘No, same as daytime. Either way, I suggest you come over the wall behind the long room.’

‘Isn’t it spell-guarded, the wall?’ Thraun shifted his stance; something wasn’t quite right and it irritated in his subconscious.

‘No.’ Erienne shrugged. ‘Who’d want to break into a College grounds?’

‘Who indeed?’ Will smiled ruefully.

‘Your problems start when you try to get back in here.’

‘Why leave then?’

‘You aren’t allowed in the College after dark. They’ll kill you if they find you. Meet me in the library.’

Will nodded and led the way outside, gasping in the air as he stepped out into the dusk, the weight lifting from his body as quickly as it had settled. He glanced over his shoulder to see the door shut behind them, and he and Thraun hurried down the path, past the guard and out into the street.

Erienne stopped short of the door to the library, hand outstretched to the handle, at the sound of movement behind her.

‘Erienne, Erienne,’ said the Tower Master. ‘You of all people should know that the walls of the Tower have ears.’

 


In the shadows outside the College gate, the cat pricked its ears, feeling its hackles rise. It shifted, looked behind it, but there was nothing. From nowhere a hand clamped around its neck, pinning it to the ground. It could feel the mana shape which mimicked the shape of the hand, and fear swamped its senses.

‘Don’t think to change, little one. Your bones are thin beneath my fingers.’

The cat was lifted up to a face, dark, with long black hair tied back. The eyes, brown and narrow, bored into its skull. The man spoke again.

‘I could smell you from within the walls,’ he sneered, tightening the mana hand a little. ‘Let’s see if we can’t draw your master from his hiding place.’ A bag, heavy with invested mana, covered the cat’s head, cutting off its sub-vocal howl.

 


Denser’s scream of pain shattered the peace of the woodland hiding place. Hirad jerked violently from his doze then sprang to his feet, hand already on the hilt of his sword. He ran the short distance to the stricken mage and took in Sol, who was standing near by looking on in what appeared to be disinterest, if anything could be gained from the eyes behind the mask. Denser was hunched on his knees, hands clasped to the sides of his head, nose scraping the leaf mould. A dark trickle ran from a nostril.

‘Denser?’ He could see no wound, no reason for the mage’s sudden cry. That scared him. He felt Ilkar and Jandyr at his shoulder. Ilkar went past and knelt by the Xeteskian, an arm about his shoulders.

‘Denser?’ asked Ilkar. ‘Can you speak?’

Denser gurgled and groaned, shuddering the length of his body. He gasped and allowed Ilkar to pull him upright. Even in the gathering gloom they could see his eyes dark with blood against his stark white face. He seemed years aged, and when he opened his mouth to speak, the muscles of his jaws spasmed. Blood ran from his mouth.

‘They’ve taken him,’ he managed in a voice thick with phlegm. ‘They’ve taken him to get me.’

‘What?’ Hirad was confused. ‘Taken who?’

‘The Familiar,’ said Ilkar. ‘A Dordovan mage must have captured it.’

‘Why a mage?’

‘Because no one else would have the power to keep it subdued.’ Ilkar scratched his chin. ‘Gods, this is serious.’

‘I’ve got to get there,’ said Denser, starting to rise.

‘No way, Denser.’ Ilkar held him down. ‘They’ll destroy you.’ The mages stared at each other.

‘They’ll hold him till he dies. What then? What then?’ Denser’s eyes were desperate, his body shivering with the aftershock.

Ilkar shook his head. ‘I don’t know . . . oh, no.’

‘What?’ Hirad stopped halfway to resheathing his sword.

‘Thraun, Will, Erienne. The College are going to be expecting something, aren’t they? And those three are pig in the middle. How much chance do you reckon that gives them?’

‘But there’s no way they could link them with the cat, is there?’ said Jandyr.

‘It doesn’t matter,’ replied Ilkar. ‘The College’ll be on high alert once the capture of the Familiar is announced. They’ll think Xeteskians are about and no one will get in or out, believe me.’

Hirad rammed his blade home the rest of the way.

‘Oh, that’s just great. Not only will Denser have his brain fried when the cat dies, but we’re going to lose half our people without claiming the ring.’ He walked away a few paces and kicked at a tree, cursing under his breath. ‘Anyone got any bright ideas or do we just serve ourselves up to the Wytch Lords now?’

‘I’m going to get him,’ said Denser. ‘I can’t leave him in there. You don’t understand.’

‘There’s only one person who can try to find out what’s going on, and that’s me,’ said Jandyr. ‘I’ll saddle up and go.’

‘Thank you,’ said Ilkar. He switched his attention to Denser. ‘Remember why we’re all here and remember the people who have died so far. If you stamp off into Dordover you’ll just be committing suicide and all we’ve achieved will be wasted.’

He paused and glanced up at Sol. The Protector’s eyes were hidden by the gloom but Ilkar knew he was looking at them.

‘You understand all this. It’s up to you to see he stays put.’ He squeezed Denser’s shoulder. ‘I’m sorry. I know the depth of the bond. I’m sorry for the pain you’ve suffered and for the pain you still have to face. But Dawnthief is bigger than any of us, you said so yourself. You are hearing me, aren’t you?’

Denser nodded and slumped against Ilkar’s body. He looked up into the Julatsan’s face, tears brimming in his eyes.




Chapter 20

Will and Thraun saw it happen, knew straight away that it wasn’t just a man snatching a stray cat, but didn’t know what it meant. Crouching deep in shadow outside the College and near the wall by the long room, they reached a decision quickly enough.

‘We said we’d go back,’ said Thraun. ‘She could be in trouble.’

‘I know you’re right but can we really help in there?’ Will jerked a thumb at the College.

‘We’d better hope so. We do have one ace up our sleeve.’

‘Hmm.’ Will eyed Thraun, a frown creasing his brow. ‘There’s always that, though I didn’t like the way that old man stared at you, like he knew something. And to be fair, there’s no way they would connect Erienne with the cat, it’s a Xeteskian beast. Still . . .’ He trailed off and shrugged.

‘I know,’ said Thraun. He studied the sky. ‘We’d better get inside. I’d hate to be late.’

Though smooth, the wall was no challenge. Will swarmed over it in seconds and it was low enough for Thraun to jump and catch the top edge. Within a minute, they were behind the long room.

The building was dread and sinister. The walls were scarcely taller than Thraun and the roof swept down either side, overlapping almost to ground level. Clad in iron, the strength and weight had to be immense, and when Will touched the wall he flinched. It was warm. But there was more; an aura similar to that they had experienced in the Tower, but uncontrolled somehow. Dangerous.

‘Can we move from here?’ His unease was heightened by a creak in the metal.

‘It would be a pleasure.’ Thraun started off along the length of the building, heading towards the Tower but shielded from it. His eyes, sharp and clear, picked out every twig and dry leaf. Behind him, Will, through long years of experience, concentrated solely on placing his feet in the imprints left by Thraun, which he could just make out in the darkness.

The two men moved like ghosts through the College, so quiet that someone two paces away could miss them with back turned. They stopped at the corner of the long room and studied the Tower. Light came from three windows and lanterns hung either side of the main doors. The ground floor was completely dark, but between them and more welcoming shadow were thirty yards of open space.

‘Any ideas?’

‘Just one,’ replied Thraun.

 


Erienne laid the unconscious body of the Tower Master in a far corner of the cavernous library, making him as comfortable as possible.

Her action had been swift and without error, her straight punch catching him square on the jaw. He’d crumpled into her arms and she’d dragged the dead weight into the library, panting at the sudden exertion. With the door closed, she’d shaped a gentle sleeping spell which would keep him under the entire night.

When she stopped moving, the enormity of what she’d done struck her like falling rock. She pulled out a desk chair and slumped into it, hands over her face, elbows on the desk and tears beginning to prick at her eyes.

That the Tower Master had heard her conversation with Thraun and Will was bad - his suspicions would be plenty enough to see her expelled from the College. But to have struck him and then disabled him with magic . . . they’d tear her brain to pieces. Her only hope now was to avoid capture and pray the circumstances of the deception would mitigate future punishment. Either way, she couldn’t ever see herself setting foot in Dordover or its College again.

After a few moments to gather herself, she moved to kneel by the Tower Master, and smoothed a strand of hair from his face.

‘I am sorry. But underneath it all, you are still just an old, old man. Please forgive me.’ She rose. ‘It is not a betrayal. I’m trying to save us all.’ The Tower Master lay still, his gently moving chest the only indication he was alive at all.

Twitching aside a heavy drape, Erienne checked the sky and frowned in surprise. Full dark had come. She’d had no idea she’d dallied in the library so long and there was one question she hadn’t answered. She hurried to a shelf and dragged off a large volume. She leafed through the pages quickly, scanning for the information she knew had to be there.

 


Denser turned the Understone Pass Commander’s badge he’d taken from Travers over and over in his hands. It was hard to see in the lessening light and he augmented his sight for a better look.

The badge itself was quite plain, though its importance to the survival of Balaia could not be measured. Formed from an amalgam of gold and steels it was about three-quarters the width of his palm and ringed with an embossed leaf design. In its centre, an intricate engraving of the southern entrance to the pass gleamed at him and on the reverse were etched the names of previous commanders.

It was the first time Denser had studied the badge, and he should have found it fascinating - particularly its constitution. But as he twiddled it absently, his thoughts were dominated by the fate of his Familiar. His mind was shorn of its touch and the loneliness he felt was merely the prelude to the agony of its death. He fancied he could feel its fear, anger and desolation; and the howls of despair ready to be unleashed at its demise. He couldn’t let that happen.

Sol stood near by, a statue of controlled power. His eyes, as ever, scanned everywhere, missing nothing that could prove a threat. Nothing until now. His eyes could not penetrate Denser’s mind.

‘Sol,’ said Denser softly. The Protector turned his head. ‘Catch.’ He tossed the badge and chain to Sol, who enclosed them in one gloved hand. ‘Keep it safe.’

Now Sol looked at what he held and his eyes widened. His gaze snapped back to Denser but the mage had already finished his incantation.

‘You know I had to do this.’ Wings of pure night appeared at Denser’s back, and with one lazy flap he shot into the air, orienting himself for Dordover.

‘No!’ Sol’s shout put birds to flight and shocked Hirad out of a doze for the second time. For a moment he was confused by the sound - it was the first word he had heard Sol utter. He sprinted to the Protector and, following the tilt of his head, could just make out a shape dwindling against the starscape.

‘What the—’

‘ShadowWings.’ Ilkar was at his shoulder.

‘That’s Denser?’ Hirad pointed at the smudge in the sky.

‘ ’Fraid so,’ said Ilkar.

‘Well, that’s just bloody great!’ Hirad hurled his sword to the ground at his feet, fury bringing heat to his cheeks. His hands clenched. ‘He threatens to kill Talan because of some imaginary risk to his precious quest and now he’s off to commit suicide in Dordover all because someone’s stolen his pet bloody cat!’ He flapped a hand in the direction Denser had taken, breathing out loudly through his nose. ‘I mean, just what does he expect us to do now?’

‘Nothing.’ Sol flicked the badge and chain to Ilkar, who caught it effortlessly. ‘Stay.’

‘Talking to me or to your dog, maskman?’ Hirad squared up, his blade still lying in the fallen leaves.

‘Hirad . . .’ began Ilkar.

Sol considered the situation briefly, Hirad half believing he could see the Protector frowning.

‘Stay, please,’ he said, then turned and sprinted for his horse. Hirad made to follow him, stooping for his sword on the way.

‘Don’t, Hirad.’

‘What?’

‘I think he’s right. We should stay.’

‘You’re agreeing with a Xeteskian?’

Ilkar grinned. ‘Unusual, I know, but yes.’

‘Why? Their recent record for decision-making is very poor.’ Another gesture in the direction of Dordover and the departed Denser.

‘Because if they all die, someone has to go on who knows the whole story.’

‘But without that flying prat no one can cast the spell, isn’t that right?’ Hirad pushed his sword back into its scabbard.

‘He’s the only chance right now, admittedly, but without any of us to report back to Xetesk, there’s no chance at all.’ Ilkar shrugged.

‘So we just sit and wait?’ Hirad was unused to being unwanted in what looked a certain fight.

‘No. We clear the camp and get ready for a quick exit. One way or another, we won’t be here long, I think.’

‘How will we know if he dies?’

‘We’ll know. Believe me, we’ll know.’

 


The library door opening shocked Erienne into dropping the book like a guilty child. Her heart hammered then missed a beat in relief as Will and Thraun stepped in and closed it behind them.

‘Gods, you scared me! How did you . . .’ She pointed vaguely to the outside.

‘By looking as if we owned the place,’ said Will. ‘You’d be surprised how often that works.’

‘Yes, but here?’ Erienne was dumbfounded.

‘I have to admit the College was pushing the point, but seeing is believing.’ Thraun smiled. ‘Our only bit of luck was avoiding your friend the Tower Master. I thought we’d have to deck him.’

‘I beat you to it.’ Erienne reprised the events of the past hour or so.

‘One thing,’ said Will. ‘Someone here’s got Denser’s cat.’

‘Fool!’ spat Erienne, slapping the table next to her. ‘I told him they would detect a Familiar. That man’s arrogance knows no end.’ She breathed in deeply but her eyes betrayed her thoughts. ‘The pain he’ll be suffering . . . poor man, it’ll be terrible.’ She paused. ‘Come on, we can’t stop to worry about that now. All in all, I’d say we’ve been luckier than we deserve. I’ve already lost my reputation pursuing this ridiculous folly, I don’t want to lose my life too.’

‘Reckon we can take the ring?’ asked Will.

‘I’m not sure,’ admitted Erienne. ‘There’s a ward down there I don’t know.’

‘So . . . ?’

‘So until I can plot the mana shape, I don’t know what it does or whether I can move it. To do that I need to get near it.’ She walked to the door. ‘Let’s get moving.’

Thraun gave the all clear and they padded quietly to the crypt entrance.

‘Will?’ asked Erienne.

‘It’s a standard through-bolt operating a latch on the other side. Heavy but crude,’ he whispered. ‘I need to know if it’s spell-guarded or conventionally trapped.’

‘Neither,’ said Erienne.

‘Good.’ Will bent to his task, inserting a metal rod the size of his little finger into the lock. He probed briefly for the latch assembly. ‘Very crude.’ He withdrew the rod and fished in a belt pouch, taking out a flat piece of metal about one and a half inches wide, welded to a cylinder which slipped over the rod and clicked into place. He pushed the makeshift key into the lock, angling it slightly and manoeuvring it back and forth. Presently he smiled, turned the key and heard the latch slide up on the other side of the door.

‘Want to go first?’ he asked Erienne.

‘I think I’d better.’ She stepped past Will as he stowed his tools and opened the door. Inside, the weight of mana was heavier than ever, causing her to pause for breath. It was also pitch dark.

‘There’s a lot of static mana here, keeping the wards sound. I can navigate by the trails. What about you two?’

‘I’ll follow him, don’t you worry,’ I said Will.

‘No light?’ queried Thraun.

‘Not until we’re down the first steps. There’s a light-sensitive ward about halfway down the flight which activates at dusk. It’s an alarm.’ She began to move carefully down the stairs, Thraun and Will behind her, the latter closing and rebolting the door behind them.

To Will, the darkness was impenetrable, the mana-laden atmosphere cloaked him in anxiety and the air was musty and stale. He hooked the fingers of his right hand into Thraun’s belt and traced the near wall with his left, relying on his friend’s directions for his every footstep.

He was concentrating so intently, he hardly heard Erienne as she advised them they were passing the first ward, but it registered and he was sure he could feel it: a deeper quality to the level of mana all around and a spike that sent fear into his heart and sent his sightless eyes probing desperately for something to anchor him. He stumbled.

‘Easy, Will,’ said Thraun, his own voice hushed by the power all around them. ‘There are maybe a dozen more steps and then we’re down.’

‘I’m not enjoying this.’

‘Nor me. Just take it steady. Step down now.’

The descent of the thirty steps ended with a right-hand bend in a narrow passage and another door through which Erienne ushered them before closing it and beginning an incantation. Will leant against the door, finding comfort in the wood and iron at his back while somewhere to his left, Erienne murmured on.

‘Illuminate,’ she said eventually, and light grew steadily. It came from a globe that expanded to a size approaching that of Will’s head, and at that moment it was the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen.

He noticed the chamber next. It was long, narrow and cold, stretching away into the darkness beyond the throw of Erienne’s LightGlobe. And stacked three high to left and right, separated by shelves, were stone sarcophagi. Here as nowhere else, the mana beat down upon him. The moment’s relief he felt as the light flooded the chamber was extinguished by the reality of his position, which forced him back against the door. He gasped, looking vainly for help from Thraun, but he too was suffering, the bow of his shoulders telling a clear story.

‘Erienne . . .’ Will began. He could feel his face flushing. His legs were trembling with the exertion of keeping his body vertical.

The Dordovan mage nodded. ‘I’m sorry, Will, I had no idea it would be so strong. Take a few moments and it will ease enough for you to carry on. We’ve got a way to go yet.’

Will grimaced and levered himself from the door, forcing himself to concentrate on the darkness that enveloped the chamber a dozen paces ahead.

‘It’s all in the mind,’ he assured himself.

‘No, it isn’t,’ said Erienne. ‘Mana is a force that controls and adapts nature. It is physical and, as you are discovering, is tangible in concentration. Some people attract it and the ones who can welcome and harness it are mages, like me.’

‘Thanks for your help and support,’ muttered Will.

‘Just remember that in this state, it is harmless. It’s mages who shape it and make it unstable and dangerous. Let’s keep it going.’ She strode off along the lines of tombs, Lore Masters and Mage Lords, some centuries dead. The LightGlobe followed her, marking a smooth course slightly above and to the right of her head.

Will and Thraun followed as best they could, heads down and slogging as though labouring under heavy packs.

 


Jandyr thundered into the stables of the inn and slid off his horse. A quick word and a few coins exchanged with the stable lad gave him the information he needed, and a bag of feed for his horse.

Snatching his bow and quiver from their saddle straps, he jogged out into the Dordovan evening, following the directions given him and not having a clue what he’d do when he arrived. Something would suggest itself; it normally did.

 


To Denser, the mana flowing around the Dordovan College was a beacon of soft orange that swamped the lights of the City. The ShadowWings beat lazily, propelling him at good speed towards his goal. One hand was pressed on his skull cap, the other kept his sword from flapping against his leg, and he squinted through eyes half closed against the wind of his passage.

All thoughts of Dawnthief and the salvation of Balaia had vanished from his mind. Somewhere in the College was his Familiar, an integral part of his mind and consciousness. No one could be allowed to take that away. He pulsed a thought of calm and relief in the hope it might penetrate the mana cage the Familiar had to be in.

He dived towards the College and its centrepiece, the Tower - an ugly squat house not worthy of the name given to the greatest of mage structures. But then, Dordover misunderstood the focusing power that a tower conferred upon its incumbent, just as it misunderstood many things. Like the reaction from the master of a stolen Xetesk Familiar.

Circling the Tower at a height of fifty feet above its highest point, Denser knew that whoever held his Familiar would be waiting, that they could feel his presence but would not know where he was. Experience dictated that man will rarely look up to find other men. Denser had an edge.

He dropped silently towards the roof of the Tower, hovering scant feet from its slates, pulsing the same search message all the time. He moved slowly to all corners of the roof, hoping for some signal, some clue as to the direction he should take. He was close, he could feel it, but a wrong move now would mean disaster.

 


In its mana cage, the Familiar abruptly stopped struggling and cocked its head. It grasped the bars with its hands and strained forwards, a grin cracking its hairless face.

The mage flinched involuntarily from the sight but managed to smile through his revulsion.

‘Excellent. I take it he has arrived,’ he said.

‘Yes,’ said the demon, in a voice like footsteps on wet gravel. ‘And you are mine.’

‘I don’t think so,’ said the mage. He turned his chair to face the door, the smug expression on his face hiding the huge effort he was making to ignore the taunts of the beast in the cage behind him.

 


‘Stay back around the corner, I’m at the next ward.’

Erienne’s voice brought Will back to himself. He’d been staring at the floor, filling his mind with thoughts of freedom as his body fought the constant pressure of the mana.

He looked up, past Thraun’s back, to where Erienne stood at the centre of a cross-passage, the globe bright over her head. Behind her, the passage led on into darkness, and to Will’s left and right, the shelves of caskets had given way to blank walls as the passage narrowed.

‘Where are we?’ he asked.

‘Arteche’s vault,’ said Erienne, indicating to her right. ‘The door down here is the entrance. It’s guarded. No one is allowed in there bar the present Council of Lore Masters. They are excluded from the ward.’

‘But you can get round it?’

‘Sort of. It would be more accurate to say I can move it.’

‘Then why—’ began Will.

‘They’re just a deterrent to Dordovan mages and moving them’s not without risk even if you know the structure. People like you, though, ordinary people, you wouldn’t stand a chance. What was left of you I could scrape into the palm of my hand.’

‘Nice,’ muttered Thraun. ‘So what is it, exactly?’

‘Essentially, it’s a bubble of mana which covers the door and inside it is the trap spell. If you’re careful, you can make the bubble slide; if not, it will burst . . . I’ll call you when I’m ready, but tread slowly.’

‘Good luck,’ said Thraun.

‘Thanks,’ she said, and walked away around the corner.

At the ward, she refocused her eyes, tuning in tight to the mana spectrum. It was exactly as she had described, a bubble of mana which bulged out some five feet from the door and was anchored flush with all four edges. It was a gentle orange - the static mana which kept it active didn’t have the bright force of focused mana - and inside, the trap spell pulsed blue, cold and deadly.

She reached out her hands to the bubble and pushed very gently against it. The surface gave like a full water skin. It was a good sign. The give afforded her some margin of error which a taut ward did not. It had clearly not been maintained for some considerable time.

Erienne dropped her hands and concentrated, beginning the process of creating a mana shape to completely isolate the ward. She built out from the centre, drawing on the reserves of her body only slightly as the crypts supplied almost all she needed. The shell grew, expanded and reshaped. A circle at first, it soon took on the outline of the target ward, matching its shape utterly in every detail. In form, though, it was entirely rigid.

It took perhaps five minutes, leaving Erienne nervous about possible discovery. She moved her shell over the ward, forcing it home and feeling a satisfying mental thud as the ward accepted and bonded with her creation. She probed for weak points and there were none. Now, she unlocked the rigidity of the shell and used her mind to press against the whole left-hand side. The ward-shell slid gently back into itself, freeing first the handle of the door, then more, until half of it was out of the ward’s influence. Satisfied, she stood with her back to the shell and called Will and Thraun.

‘Will, there’s the lock, it needs picking,’ she said as they appeared. ‘On no account attempt to move behind me. Only walk in front of me. Do you understand?’

‘Yes,’ said both men.

The lock was so easy that Will felt vaguely insulted. At Erienne’s nod, he turned the handle and pushed the door ajar.

‘Go inside and move to the left. Lean against the wall, you’ll be safe enough. You too, Thraun, I’ve got to let the ward back.’

The two men moved inside. By the partial light cast by Erienne’s globe, they could make out a dim shape in the centre of the room, long and low. The light brightened as Erienne stepped inside, closing the door behind her. The globe illuminated a simple chamber, panelled in stone with its ceiling at around eight feet.

The shape in the centre was a single stone sarcophagus. It was flat, wide and featureless but for an inscription at one end. On top of it lay a sword, a deep blue and orange robe in a glass case, and an ornamental ring. The atmosphere was easier in the chamber, and Will breathed in deeply, gratefully. He looked around again. The walls were plain and they’d entered by the only door.

‘Is this it?’ Will was singularly unimpressed.

‘What did you expect?’ asked Erienne, walking to the sarcophagus, her eyes fixed on the ring, frowning.

‘Something a little grander, frankly.’

‘A Lore Master may be ostentatious in life, but in death he needs nothing but mana to cloak him. Oh, dear.’ She made a slow circuit of the casket, hands deep in her robes.

‘What is it?’ asked Will.

‘The ward surrounding the ring. I . . . hold on.’ She breathed deep and looked again at the extraordinary mana shape. It was small, perhaps the size of a human skull, but two factors set it apart. It had three bands of rotating colour - orange, blue and a deep green - and the shape itself was spiked, giving the whole the appearance of an oversized mace.

Erienne had never heard or read of anything like it before, and when she moved her mana-shielded hands towards it, the ward’s colours shifted and darkened, threatening to break the shield. She withdrew, arms tingling in the aftermath of the encounter.

‘You’d better lock that door, Will,’ she said. ‘This may take some time.’

‘What’s the problem?’ asked Thraun.

Erienne favoured him with a sympathetic smile. ‘I don’t think it’s something you’d understand.’

‘Try me.’

‘All right then. The ward shape and construction isn’t of purely Dordovan origin. It contains lore from another college and I can’t read it. Does that help?’

‘Not really,’ said Thraun. ‘Have you any idea what will trigger it?’

‘Someone breaking the shape, I expect,’ said Erienne a little petulantly.

‘I need you to be more specific,’ said Thraun. ‘What exactly passing through the shape will break it?’

‘I don’t follow you.’

‘Remind me how a ward works,’ said Thraun.

‘Why?’

‘Humour me, please.’ His tone was insistent.

‘A ward is a shape of static mana positioned to protect a target,’ quoted Erienne. ‘The base lore of the shape allows the caster to include or exclude any class of object or being, living or inanimate. So what?’ There was an edge to her voice.

‘Do you think you can match the mana shape?’ asked Thraun.

Erienne sucked her lip and shrugged. ‘No,’ she said at last. ‘Not without considerable risk to us all.’

‘In that case, I suggest you concentrate on finding out if there are any exclusions to the ward,’ said Thraun quietly.

Erienne stared at Thraun as if he had slapped her, mouth slightly open, eyes wide. ‘You suggest?’ She reddened. ‘What are you, all of a sudden, some kind of ward constitution specialist? No, I’ll tell you what you are, you’re a walking slab of muscle who shouldn’t presume to speak on subjects you have no knowledge of. How dare you try to teach me?’

‘It was just a suggestion. A simple no would have done.’ For all Thraun’s voice remained calm and quiet, there was an animal menace in his very slight change of stance.

Will, who had been happy to watch the exchange from the door, now stepped forward, anxious to calm the situation and only too aware of the precarious position they were in.

‘Do you have an alternative idea if, indeed, you can’t match the ward shape?’ he asked.

‘With one sweep of my hand I could end all this, how about that?’ she said coldly, lifting an arm.

‘I mean a sensible one. There’s no point in losing everything.’

‘Not for you. In case you’ve forgotten, I already have.’ Erienne moved her arm closer to the ring. She sneered. ‘Look at you. Big man Thraun and clever little Will. I have the power of life and death over you both. How easy it is to snuff out life.’ Abruptly her eyes were full of tears.

Will and Thraun shared a glance. Thraun nodded.

‘Erienne, you know how much we grieve for your loss,’ said Will, moving towards her. ‘We loved your children and we loved Alun and no one can compensate for their deaths. But right now, we need you to help us. We need this ring and we don’t have much time before we’re caught.’ He laid a hand on her arm to draw her to face him. ‘Please, Erienne. There is time to cry when we’re out of this tomb.’

Erienne stared at Will while tears rolled down either cheek. She shook off his hand and wiped at her face.

‘The answer to your question, Thraun, is that, like most Dordovan wards, it excludes people by being triggered by human brain activity, and anything inanimate that passes through it will trigger it too.’ Her voice was shaking but she appeared to have regained rationality. ‘Not that knowing that does us any good.’

‘On the contrary, it means your work is done,’ said Thraun.

‘Apart from finding and training an animal to take the ring.’ The fire was back in Erienne’s eyes. ‘In case you hadn’t noticed, there are none in here.’

‘That’s not strictly true,’ said Thraun.

‘What do you mean, not strictly true?’

‘Thraun—’ Will had tumbled to Thraun’s thoughts. He walked over and stood close to the other man. ‘You retain a critical part of your sentience. I don’t think that qualifies you as an animal,’ he hissed.

‘We don’t have time for anything else,’ said Thraun evenly. ‘And Erienne can’t move the ward. It’s our only option.’

‘Will you two stop talking riddles? What are you suggesting?’

‘Are you sure about this?’ asked Will. Thraun nodded. ‘Then you can explain.’

‘I wish one of you would,’ said Erienne, irritation edging her tone.

Thraun took a deep breath. ‘It’s quite simple.’ He shrugged. ‘I’m a shapechanger.’
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In its cage, the Familiar chittered loudly, like a monkey. It hopped from claw to claw, unfurled its wings as far as the bars allowed, hissed, spat and taunted.

‘Close to death, Dordovan, close to death.’

For his part, the mage kept as calm as the situation allowed, never taking his attention from the door, his chosen mana shape part-prepared and quick to complete.

The taunting stopped.

‘Now,’ hissed the Familiar. It turned its back and covered its head with its wings, actions the mage didn’t see. Perhaps if he had, he would have been prepared. Perhaps.

The windows at his back blew in, glass and wood splinters showering the room. Next came Denser, ShadowWings sweeping back as he shot feet first into the middle of the floor.

The mage, disorientated by the sudden explosion behind him, was only halfway up and turned when Denser’s fist caught him full on the jaw. He staggered back, concentration broken, spell lost and unable to raise a defence to the next punch to his nose or the boot in his gut. He collapsed on to the floor, sliding down the door by which he’d been so sure Denser would enter.

The Xeteskian stood over him, hauled him to his feet, dark eyes burning into him with uncontrolled hatred.

‘More will arrive, you can’t beat us all,’ said the Dordovan.

Denser’s laugh was pure scorn. ‘Too late for you.’ A headbutt split the Dordovan’s lips open, spattering blood. Denser dragged him towards the mana cage.

‘You’ll never open it,’ said the Dordovan defiantly. ‘And I’ll die before I help you free that thing.’

‘So foolish.’ Denser, his voice suddenly quiet, held the other’s face close to his. ‘So very, very blind. One magic, one mage.’ He dropped the man back to the floor and simply flipped the latch. The mana cage dissolved and a ball of fury came boiling out.




Chapter 21

Jandyr stared through the gate at the house, which was partially obscured by trees and other buildings. All appeared quiet in the Dordovan College. The street outside had some passing traffic but certainly wasn’t busy, and the guard at the gate seemed unconcerned by his attention.

He was at something of a loss. He knew he wouldn’t gain entry to the College at this hour but took the lack of activity as a sign that nothing more had gone wrong after the taking of the cat. All he could do was wait and see.

Away behind him, towards the centre of the City, he heard a commotion. The shouting resolved into the sound of hooves getting closer.

 


Pain flared briefly in Erienne’s skull and she staggered, clutching at the sides of her head. She dropped to her knees as the jolt momentarily robbed her of her balance. She felt dazed and squeezed her eyes tight shut. She heard Will rush to her side.

‘What is it? Are you all right?’

‘Gods, that hurt,’ she spluttered, shaking her head as the rattling in her brain subsided. She calmed herself, probing the mana trails that ran the length and breadth of the Tower, looking for the breach. It was in the Tower’s top storey, and when she found it, she gasped.

‘There’s a Xeteskian in the Tower,’ she grated, staggered by the audacity of the act.

‘Denser?’ asked Will.

‘Who else?’ She pulled herself to her feet. ‘He’ll have woken every mage in the building.’ She looked at Thraun. ‘Whatever you’re going to do, make it quick. We’ve just run out of time.’ Thraun’s revelation of his nature had at once shocked Erienne and made perfect sense. How else could he see like an elf in the dark? How else could he track and trail as silently as a hunting animal? How indeed? She had no idea whether to be afraid, fascinated, disgusted or amazed at him.

Thraun immediately began stripping off his clothes.

‘Listen, Erienne, the change is quick but people tend to find it horrible. Feel free to look away if you need to, I won’t be offended because I won’t know. Will, don’t leave my gear, I won’t get a chance to re-form until we’re away from here.’

Will nodded. ‘I hope you know what you’re doing. Good luck.’

Once naked, Thraun lay down on the cold stone floor, flinching at its touch. He lay on his side, legs drawn half up and arms straight out in front of him. He closed his eyes and slowed his breathing before tapping into that part of his mind which he feared, loved, loathed and cherished.

In a heartbeat his thought patterns changed. His mind filled with dreams of the pack, the joy of the chase and the glory of the kill. He could scent blood in his nostrils and the myriad odours of the forest. He dreamed of speed and the muscles of his limbs thickened, bones shifting, pads forming. He dreamed of the power in his face and his jaws extended, fangs growing, tongue flattening, nostrils developing. He dreamed he could hear the noises of the world all around him and his ears rose from the top of his skull. He dreamed of strength and his rib cage rounded, lungs expanded and heart pumped faster.

He could feel the sky above him, remember the prey at his feet and hear the sounds of his brethren calling him. He knew he had come home, but deep in his psyche, a voice tolled one word: ‘Remember.’

He rose quickly to his feet, growling deep in his chest, strength pouring into his re-formed muscle. He saw the woman-friend move backwards and the man-packbrother raise a hand that all was well. He turned his attention to the lid of the tomb.

Erienne had always prided herself that she could view anything with an objective eye. The horrors she had seen during her training had numbed her to most things, but Thraun’s transformation was something completely out of her experience. He was right, it was quick, but it would live with her for ever. And now he was standing, about four feet at the shoulder, massive jaws slightly apart, just staring at her with those same yellow-tinged eyes. His coat was a pale brown, flecked with grey, and down his neck ran a stripe of pure white. Beside her, Will waved, and at that, Thraun leapt on to Arteche’s tomb, walked through the ward, sweeping up the ring with his tongue, then jumped down again. He dropped the ring at his feet and looked up squarely at Will.

Relief flooded Erienne. Had Thraun triggered the ward, they would have been obliterated, and Will’s lack of fear at the sight of the wolf had an instantly calming effect on her nerves. She reached out and Thraun sniffed her hand.

‘You’d better move that ward outside again,’ said Will. ‘I’ve left my key in the door, just give it half a turn.’ He whistled to attract Thraun’s attention. ‘When we leave, we will be running. You can re-form back in the forest. It will be dangerous. Follow me.’ He half crouched and reached out a hand to the ring. Thraun growled and placed a paw on it. ‘You keep it then.’

‘How much of that did he understand?’ asked Erienne. She had the door open and was looking over her shoulder at Will, who shrugged.

‘It’s hard to say. He gets the gist of most things, I think, and there are certain words I know he understands. Unfortunately, he can’t remember how he understands, just that he does.’

Thraun took his paw from the ring and licked it back into his mouth. There would be threat, man-packbrother had said. He would be running. There would be a forest. The calls of the brethren echoed in his ears once more.

Reversing the ward was easy, fortunately. The construction of the mana shape meant the bubble couldn’t be burst from the inside. But because the trap spell could still be triggered, Erienne had to move it aside. It was the work of seconds.

‘Will he follow us?’

‘Yes,’ said Will. ‘But remember he’s completely independent. He won’t necessarily listen to anyone, not even me, and that makes him dangerous.’

‘To us?’

‘No, he knows we’re friends. But he’s essentially a wild animal and will react to threat as such.’

‘Right.’ Erienne set off, the globe above her head lighting the way.

‘Thraun, let’s go,’ said Will loudly. He jogged after Erienne, hearing his friend loping along in his wake, padded feet kissing the floor gently.

 


The demon streaked across the space to the mage and buried the claws of its feet in the man’s shoulders. All pretence at bravado gone, he gibbered and whimpered, thrashing his limbs on the floor but unable to strike the beast that drooled on his face.

‘Kill him,’ said Denser.

‘No!’ wailed the mage. ‘Please.’

The demon cut him off, pushing his mouth closed with one hand. ‘Your soul is mine,’ it said. It arched its back, spread its arms wide, clenched its fists and brought them back to impact the sides of the mage’s head with massive force. His skull crumpled like pottery between stones, his brain exploding into the Familiar’s delighted face. It fed, gorged itself on blood and brain while Denser looked on, dispassionate but appeased.

He became aware of people approaching the room. Multiple footsteps hurrying, and an urgent sound of voices.

‘Enough,’ said Denser. The Familiar looked up, disappointed. ‘We have company.’ Denser prepared another set of ShadowWings, his reserves of mana stamina falling low.

‘Disperse them and find Erienne. Downstairs. Bring them to the gate and be sure she remains unharmed. I’ll be watching over you.’

The Familiar smiled, blood dripping from its chin. ‘You will always watch over me?’ it asked.

‘Until the day my soul departs this world,’ responded Denser. He turned and flew from the shattered window, rising into the night sky and augmenting his vision to bring the house and its surrounds into bright focus.

The Familiar, content and sated, paused on its way to the doors, deciding to let whoever it was open them. It hovered a few feet above the corpse of the mage, sitting cross-legged on the air, wings beating time.

The doors crashed open and more than half a dozen people spilled in, guards with swords glinting and mages with hands free for casting. They pulled up short at the sight of their brother, head a mass of brain, blood and shards of bone. A beat later, they saw the Familiar. It laughed, a cold sound delighting at the death and mayhem it had created. Then it was among them, talons outstretched, wings beating around heads, saliva flying, tail flashing, roaring with mirth as they ducked and scattered, shouting alarm and fear.

It paused to see its handiwork, took in the bloody faces and the expressions of confusion and disbelief, turned a loop and stormed down the central stairwell, laughter echoing from the portraits hung at every level.

 


Jandyr stepped back into the street as Sol powered his horse through the protesting Dordovans. He ignored them, reining in by the elf and dismounting.

‘Go to the inn,’ he said. ‘Bring the other horses here.’ He handed Jandyr the reins. ‘You will be quicker on this,’ he said, every word carefully spoken as if his vocal cords were stiff from under-use. ‘Please,’ he added before running for the gates, hands free, weapons on his back.

‘What’s going on?’ called Jandyr after him.

‘Trouble.’

Jandyr shrugged, mounted up and hurried back to the inn stables.

 


Erienne hit the stairs at a dead run. She’d felt the life force of a mage dissipate violently through the mana, and anger at Denser’s assumed action swamped her already frail thoughts of caution.

‘The ward, Erienne!’ shouted Will. Labouring under the weight of the mana, he was trailing her by a good many paces.

‘Too late to worry about it. That idiot’s already seen to that.’

‘Who?’

‘You know who.’ There was disappointment in her voice but sympathy in her mind. Her LightGlobe triggered the ward, setting off a clarion call that echoed through the Tower and battered at Will’s ears. Behind him, Thraun yelped and accelerated past, bounding up the stairs and overtaking Erienne as she opened the door.

The hallway was empty, but as the alarm faded away, the sounds of angry voices and movement came from all quarters. Thraun chased to the front doors and pawed ineffectually at the handles with Erienne only a few paces behind him. They both missed the descending Familiar but Will, last out of the crypt, was greeted by a sight far beyond his worst nightmare.

He had glanced around to check for enemies and had just seen Erienne open one of the main doors when his vision was filled with the blood-smeared face of Denser’s demon. Its skull pulsed and crawled and it laughed wildly, raising a claw to strike before recognising him. It leaned into him and said:

‘Come, come. Out. Out to the gate.’

Will opened his mouth and screamed.

 


Denser saw it all unfold. As Jandyr rode for the city centre, Sol strode up to the guard and felled him with a single punch. He ran into a College which had woken to mayhem.

Erienne emerged from the Tower, followed by a massive wolf, but before Denser could even think how to stop it catching and killing her, it had turned and run back inside.

Erienne faltered too, half turning as she dashed for the gate. She stumbled.

‘No, no!’ hissed Denser, and dived for the path. Mages, guards and acolytes were coming from everywhere, giving Erienne a shield of chaos. One even helped her to her feet. Denser shot in towards Sol.

‘See her out,’ he shouted above the rising noise of discovery, anger and organisation. ‘And find my Other. I’m going to help Jandyr.’ Sol nodded and Denser flitted back into the sky, trailing the elf astride Sol’s fast-moving horse.

Erienne smiled at the mage who had helped her up and dashed back towards the Tower.

‘What’s happening?’ asked the mage, making to chase her.

‘There’s a Xeteskian in the College.’ She ran on into the house, sliding to a stop at the scene that greeted her eyes.

Thraun and what she assumed had to be Denser’s Familiar circled each other in the centre of the hall, loosely ringed by a group of four disbelieving mages. The winged beast darted left, right, up and down while Thraun lashed claws and bit at empty space. He already sported a deep cut on his nose. She couldn’t see Will.

The only thought in Erienne’s mind as she shouted at them to stop was that she might get badly hurt. But there was no time for any other action. She ran in front of Thraun, who snarled in frustration as his target was obscured. She put her back to him and shuddered as the Familiar dropped into her view. She felt Thraun tensing behind her.

‘Thraun, no!’ she ordered over her shoulder. ‘Friend.’ It was the only word she could think of that he might understand, but one more inappropriate she couldn’t imagine.

‘And you stop it now!’ she spat at the demon. It grinned and chuckled, looked past her at the wolf.

‘Leave him, it’s Thraun,’ she warned.

The demon backed off immediately, grin replaced by an expression of surprise. ‘Shapechanger—’ it said, expelling breath in a hiss.

‘Yes, now get out after your master and never presume to defile the grounds of this College again.’

‘Yes, mistress,’ said the Familiar, and powered out of the door.

Erienne turned and found herself facing the quartet of mages for whom the spell of incomprehension had been broken.

‘You know these . . . things?’ one asked. All of them had read the mana trails to identify her as Dordovan.

‘Acquainted, certainly,’ said Erienne brusquely. ‘And soon you’ll be free of all contamination, I’m seeing to it personally. Now please excuse me, I’m in a hurry.’ She started towards the crypts, then saw she wouldn’t have to find an excuse to search them. Will was huddled near the door, shaking. ‘Will? What the—’

A hand was laid on her arm. ‘I think you’d better come with us. That was a Xeteskian Familiar you spoke to. It called you mistress.’ The man holding her arm was middle-aged. His greying hair was receding and thin but his eyes, dark and brooding, were strong as they bored into her face. Erienne didn’t recognise him.

‘Yes, and as you can see, I have ordered it from the College. And now I’d like to help my friend.’ Her heart was beginning to beat faster again. She had to buy enough time.

‘A commoner in the Tower after nightfall,’ he said, at once dismissive and threatening.

‘Never mind that, he needs help. Look at him,’ urged Erienne, casting a glance to where Will hadn’t changed his position. What had happened to him?

The mage did not trouble to look. ‘It isn’t that simple, as you must be aware.’

‘Let go of my arm.’

‘No.’ The grip tightened and the rest of the mages began to close in.

Erienne flicked her head nervously, in her mind cursing Denser’s stubbornness in sending in the Familiar to watch her. Thraun growled deep in his throat and moved towards her. The mages looked as one.

‘Do it,’ she said. ‘Please. I can’t control him.’

‘We can take them both,’ said another of the mages. ‘You know what to do.’

‘Gods,’ said Erienne, knowing instinctively which spell they would cast. ‘Thraun, run!’

The wolf didn’t hear her. Man-packbrother was hurt and the woman-friend was under threat. He removed the source of the threat.

The mage’s shout of alarm was cut off abruptly, Thraun’s jaws clamping around his neck, bearing him to the ground hard. Erienne stumbled as the grip on her arm was wrenched off and the hall dissolved into a few moments of total confusion.

Erienne shouted for Thraun not to kill the mage as Sol charged through the main doors, scattering the mages and swatting one with a punch to the back of the neck as he ran. Their concentration broken, the mages ran into the library, slamming the door behind them.

‘Thraun, leave him!’ yelled Erienne, rushing to the wolf’s head, expecting to see nothing but blood. Instead, Thraun looked around and she could see, under his paws, the terrified mage, pressure marks in his neck but otherwise very much alive. Sol saw him into unconsciousness and Erienne turned her attention to Will.

The little man had curled into a ball and was rocking slowly to and fro. He was silent but tremors racked his body, pushing breath through his clenched teeth in a juddering hiss.

‘Will?’ Erienne touched his arm and he flinched violently. ‘We’ve got to go.’

Thraun padded to her side and nuzzled him, licking his face. There was no reaction but a movement in the mana had Erienne jerking upright.

‘Casting!’ she said. She yanked at Will’s sleeve. ‘Come on! Get up!’ He wouldn’t move. And then Sol was at her shoulder. He stooped and swept Will into his arms.

‘Run,’ he said. They ran.

 


Jandyr galloped into the stableyard wondering how he was going to saddle and bring four horses to the College in the short time he had, only to find Denser already there. He was barking orders at the stable lad, whose fear was all too apparent. Denser had what appeared to be wings folded at his back.

‘You took your time,’ he said.

Jandyr didn’t reply. He dismounted and ran to the lad. ‘Which one next?’ he asked.

The lad pointed at Thraun’s horse. ‘T-tack and saddle inside on the left, first h-hook,’ he said. And then to the elf’s back, ‘He just flew down. He flew. He shouldn’t . . .’

‘All right, son.’ Jandyr reappeared with saddle and bridle. ‘He won’t harm you.’ He caught Denser’s gaze briefly. His blasted cat poked its head from his cloak and Jandyr swore it was smiling.

The mage pulled a girth strap tight and buckled it. ‘You lead, I’ll be above you,’ he said. ‘I’ll make sure the other horses follow you, don’t worry about them.’

‘Whatever you say,’ said Jandyr.

‘Hurry.’

‘Shut up.’

 


Erienne had no idea what spell was being cast from the library, but she was sure it would be an entrapment of some kind. And as she sprinted down the steps on to the path, she heard the door fly shut behind her, crackling and fizzing. WardLock. They had been very lucky.

Sol forged on ahead, carrying Will like a sack over one shoulder. Thraun loped easily by Erienne, who was pushing hard. The grounds of the College were still wreathed in confusion but too many people were paying them attention, Thraun saw to that.

Even so, Erienne thought they’d escape the gates unchallenged, but felt her heart sink as she heard a single voice shout: ‘Stop them.’

 


Jandyr would have preferred to smooth his passage with apology but he’d never have left the stableyard. Pausing only to flick some coins to the lad, he climbed on to his horse, kicked its flanks and charged out into the streets of Dordover. Above him, Denser kept pace at a height of about one hundred feet, and behind him, the quartet of riderless horses kept close form.

The streets were busy with early evening traffic and walkers. Jandyr kept up a barrage of shouted warnings, conscious of the attention he was undoubtedly drawing to his headlong dash in the direction of the College. Most cleared the way but the odd one, he knew, would take a kick or be trampled by the barely controlled stampede.

Thundering away from the centre of the City, Jandyr was approaching a residential and parkland area when Denser abruptly swooped to his side.

‘Trouble ahead,’ he shouted above the clatter of hooves on cobbles. ‘Take the next left, carry on to a large warehouse and go right. Keep going down there and I’ll catch you.’ He disappeared back into the sky.

Jandyr had no desire to find out what the trouble was and swung his horse left as indicated. The others followed, though not without some pause, Denser’s influence diminishing with distance.

 


Two things saved Erienne in her chase for the relative safety of the streets outside the College. The reluctance of any mage to cast a spell with so many innocents in the way was one, and the dual threat posed by Sol and Thraun the other. The Protector threw Will over one shoulder, snatched his axe from his scabbard and simply roared his way to the gates, while the howling maw of Thraun kept any blade from their rear.

And so it was that they rushed out of the gate and on into the bedlam that was overtaking Dordover.

 


Denser flew fast for the College. The mana over the buildings was again a solid orange and he refocused to search for Erienne and the shapechanger.

Between them and the horses, Denser knew, was a cordon of City Guards. More would follow. To the north, the College Guard was coming together, some already on horseback. And there, running blind along the main street and pursued by at least ten College Dordovans, were Erienne, Sol and the wolf. It was a moment before Denser saw Will carried like a sack over Sol’s left shoulder, one massive arm clamped around his midriff. They were going to be trapped.

 


Jandyr turned along the side of the warehouse and continued his gallop. His eyes pierced the dark of night and the blank of shadow, while at his back, the four horses were getting skittish. Denser had strayed too far. A few strides further on, Jandyr halted to tie the horses off and fix the reins to his saddle. In the midst of the mêlée of flank and fetlock, he grabbed at bits and bridles, snapping out orders that were half obeyed.

He linked pairs of reins then looped the master set over the rear of his saddle, tied in a slip knot. Halfway back on to his horse once more, he was stopped by a voice.

‘Want to sell those horses? They look a little much for one man - I beg your pardon, one elf.’

 


Denser dropped to Sol’s shoulder.

‘You’re running into trouble. Go right and follow me.’ The mage led the fleeing trio off the main street. He rose to get his bearings on Jandyr and saw him backing away from a ring of torchlight.

‘Damn it.’ He melded minds with his Familiar. ‘Follow my eyes and bring Sol to me.’ The demon flew from his cloak.

 


There were five of them, one for each horse, noted Jandyr drily. Three carried torches, all carried blades. He had snatched his ready-strung bow from its ties, quiver already over one shoulder. With one arrow nocked, he backed off, keeping the horses behind him. He knew he had to buy time, he just wasn’t sure how much.

‘Move away from the rides,’ repeated one. Their faces harsh in the torchlight, the men moved forward.

‘I can’t do that.’

‘Then we’ll be forced to kill you.’

‘One of you goes first. Which will it be?’ Jandyr swung his bow in an arc, encompassing them all. ‘You,’ he said, targeting one with unease in his eyes. ‘One more pace and you’re a dead man.’

His intended target stopped walking, but the others moved on, quicker now as they closed.

‘You can’t stop us all that way.’

Jandyr glanced at the sky in the direction of the College and saw Denser descending like an eagle on its prey. He smiled.

‘I won’t have to.’

Denser, knees raised, cannoned into the head of one man, sending him crashing into another. Both hit the ground hard. Jandyr released his arrow and took his target in the chest. He nocked another, stretched his arm and aimed at the two still standing.

‘If you want to run, run now.’ They needed no further invitation.

Ignoring the men he had felled, Denser untied the horses and climbed on to one, his ShadowWings gone. Jandyr paused to cut the arrow from his lifeless victim.

‘Let’s go, come on.’ Denser urged his horse to move, the others following mutely. Jandyr hauled himself into his saddle and the race was on.

 


Erienne felt her lungs were about to explode. Her heart slammed painfully in her chest, her legs were tree trunks and her head thudded. She was slowing them down, she knew, and behind her, the pursuit was closing. An arrow missed her by inches, plunging off into the street where an innocent was equally lucky. Shouts of recrimination reached her ears and that threat at least was removed.

Beside her, Thraun still ran easily, and half a dozen paces ahead, Sol, with the Familiar standing on his right shoulder, one hand pointing the way, the other arm around his head, cleared a path with his presence alone.

They were running up a wide street towards the centre of Dordover. It led straight into the central marketplace, taking them past the old grain store which was now the headquarters of the City Guard. While the roads around the College were quiet following nightfall, Dordover was a lively city after dark, and the City Guard were plentiful, policing the street theatre crowds, the food stalls and the alleys where whores plied their trade and the dagger was as much currency as was coin.

As she thought to shout a warning, Sol veered right, taking a narrow passage leading directly away from the main street. Here, the life ahead was replaced by the quiet menace of the industrial quarter. Footpads haunted the shade and every corner was a trap for the unwary. With no lamplight, the shadows extended their dark fingers across the ground. Erienne stumbled but remained on her feet, while behind her, Thraun howled. The sound bounced from the walls and echoed into the sky like a cry from hell. Erienne found herself wondering who was chasing them and whether the noise would stop them. It would have stopped her, she was sure of that.

Running on, she followed Sol round a left-and-right combination into a wider alley. Tall buildings rose to either side, their walls glaring down, deeper black than the night. Thraun was again at her side and she could hear the mob behind. Their shouts were mixed with the unmistakable sound of hooves clattering across stone and slapping through mud.

And then she could see them approaching through the gloom, reining to a halt in front of them. Sol ploughed on, the Familiar back in cat form, and Erienne realised the two horsemen had to be Denser and Jandyr. She staggered into the group.

‘Are you hurt?’ asked Denser.

‘Don’t talk to me,’ she managed between gasps. ‘They’re close. We need to rush.’

As if to add weight to her words, the chasing pack of around twenty men burst into the alley. Arrows raided and skipped off the walls and the Dordovans charged. Sol threw Will across his saddle and all but picked Erienne up and dumped her in hers. Mounting up, he wheeled his horse in a tight arc and galloped off. In a cacophony of whinnies, flashing hooves and ducking heads, the others followed.

Thraun turned and ran at the enemy.

Leading the way, Sol pushed his horse back past the warehouse and left into the main street. Denser was close behind, with Erienne, her strength gone, clinging grimly to her saddle and flanked by Jandyr, who held the reins of Thraun’s riderless mount.

Arrows flew over his head towards the horses as Thraun crashed into the front of the mob, his bulk bearing him straight over one man to bury his jaws in the neck of another. A swing of his head and the victim’s throat was torn out, his cries lost in blood. In ten seconds of claw and fang, Thraun had scattered the bewildered pursuers. Some had run, some backed off. Others lay still and one or two would never move again.

His job done, he broke off and stretched his limbs for the long run into the forest, howling his delight as he went.




Chapter 22

‘It’s exciting being in The Raven, isn’t it?’ said Hirad, leaning back against his tree and stretching his legs in front of him.

‘Feeling more comfortable about it now, are you?’ asked Ilkar.

‘No, I’m feeling surplus to requirements.’

‘Well, you’re not.’

‘You know what I mean.’

The campsite was clear. All equipment was stowed and tied to the saddles, and the three horses, which included Denser’s, were tethered just a few yards away.

Hirad smiled, remembering his friend’s urgent words as they scurried around the camp to clear it. And now they’d been sitting with their backs to trees for getting on for an hour. He thought he ought to be worried about what was going on in Dordover, but for some reason, apart from his remaining anger at Denser, he felt oddly calm. Maybe it was just that none of them was original Raven so he didn’t care that much. Actually, that was certainly part of it, but there was more - there were some of them, Thraun and Jandyr in particular, in whom he found he had great confidence. Almost the sort of confidence he had had in The Unknown and Sirendor. Almost.

Sadness fell on him with the force of night, and the memories swept through his mind, images of death and loss overwhelming the good times he recalled so fleetingly. Ras dying as they fought around him; Richmond trying to defend a man he didn’t even know and paying with his life; The Unknown, his blood soaking the earth outside the low barn; and Sirendor . . . Sirendor, his life draining away while all Hirad could do was watch. For all his great words, he hadn’t been able to protect any of them, and now Talan was gone too, driven away by fear and the knowledge that if he stayed on his death was inevitable.

He wiped at his eyes and looked over at Ilkar. Gods help him if he lost Ilkar, his only link to The Raven he loved and for which he had lived.

His heart began to race and his breathing shallowed. It was all beyond his control. There in Dordover, the fate of the new Raven, and perhaps that of Balaia, was being decided, and he was on the edge. A peripheral figure reduced to saddling horses and clearing campsites. Maybe they’d been right those short weeks ago in another life when they’d joked about his age. It was no joke. He’d slipped from leader to led and he hadn’t noticed the change. Denser. Denser had done it. And the one thing he couldn’t have was Denser in command of The Raven. Not after what he had caused.

He lifted a shaking hand to wipe across his nose and took a slow, deliberate breath, glancing again at Ilkar, hoping his fears weren’t written for all to see. But Ilkar wasn’t looking at him. He’d cocked his head to one side and, as Hirad watched, put an ear to the ground, hands either side, and tensed.

Hirad was already halfway up by the time Ilkar said:

‘Someone’s coming.’

‘Let’s hope it’s them.’

‘Well, I’m not standing around waiting to find out.’ They ran for the horses but had not covered half the distance when light bloomed behind them, creating a false dawn, sweeping away the night and throwing sharp shadow ahead of it. A heartbeat later, the detonation and a noise like rushing water.

The horses bucked and pulled at their tethers. Hirad clutched at his mount’s bridle, dodging a flailing front hoof and coming face against a wild rolling eye.

‘I don’t like the sound of that!’ he shouted, trying in vain to calm his horse as he tugged to release the rein.

‘No time,’ gasped Ilkar. ‘Just get on.’ His horse was calmer, and Denser’s, after flinching violently at the light, was still.

‘On this?’ Hirad hauled the rein free and his mount whinnied, front legs pawing the ground. ‘We’re going, we’re going!’ He hooked a foot into a stirrup while the mare jumped and snorted, threatening to bolt before he hit the saddle. ‘Calm down, damn you!’ He swung on to its back and forced some semblance of order on the terrified beast. As he turned it, a wolf streaked into the clearing from the direction of the light and away into the forest the other side. His horse reared again. He couldn’t hold it.

Above the rushing sound, hoofbeats, and Denser broke cover.

‘Go, go,’ he yelled, and plunged off after the wolf. Erienne galloped through, holding an arm in front of her face to ward off branches, and behind her came Jandyr and a riderless horse, followed by Sol with the body of Will across his saddle. None of them paused in their flight.

Hirad fought his horse in desperate circles as it champed and kicked, too scared to run in any direction. And then as it slowed to a stop, quivering before bolting, Hirad looked into the light and saw what the rushing sound was. Fire. Moving towards him, engulfing tree, bush and grass faster than a man could run.

‘Oh, dear God!’ He hauled on the reins and jabbed his heels in hard. The horse responded. Into the fire was certain death. At least following the wolf gave them a chance.

And as he began to gallop into the forest, Hirad couldn’t shake the vision of the wolf from his mind. If they weren’t chasing it, there was only one reason why they should be following it, and that reason made Hirad’s stomach lurch.

 


Ilkar drew to Erienne’s side as they exited the forest a few hundred yards from the clearing. He’d lost sight of Hirad and could barely hear the other horses he knew were around him, the roar of the FlameOrb was so loud. That it was a type of FlameOrb he had no doubt. How they’d managed to create one so big and powerful was another matter.

‘When will it burn out?’ he yelled at Erienne.

‘The forest is fuelling it, it won’t reach far past the borders.’

‘How did they do it?’

‘ManaStack. It’s a co-operative spell casting. I knew they were working on it but I had no idea they’d applied it to the FlameOrb. It’s very draining, they’ll all be spent who cast it.’

‘Then why are we still running?’ asked Ilkar.

Erienne began to rein in and, further ahead, could see that Denser had reached the same conclusion. In fifty yards, the dash was over and, horses wheeled, they lined up to see the FlameOrb spend itself at the edge of the forest.

‘Where is he?’ whispered Ilkar. ‘Where is he?’ The yellow bloom of the FlameOrb grew as it thrashed towards them. Above it, a thick cloud of woodsmoke cluttered the night sky, obscuring the stars. On the grassland in front of the tree line, the shadows lengthened at a frightening pace as the flames demolished an area of woodland easily seventy yards across. With a great whoosh it broke clear of the confines of the trees and expired in the open air, and as the last flame faded to orange and disappeared, Ilkar saw a single silhouetted figure on horseback, riding hard towards them.

The elf let out a breath he didn’t realise he was holding and his face cracked into a grin. He looked across the line of horses, caught Denser’s eye and nodded. Denser raised his eyebrows.

‘Not easy to lose, is he?’ he said.

‘No,’ agreed Ilkar. His face hardened. ‘Right, Erienne, what can we expect now?’

‘The casting mages will be spent but there may be others. There were certainly some soldiers in the pack. No doubt they’ll be behind the flame.’

‘And not far behind it,’ said Jandyr. ‘Look.’ Ilkar followed his hand and saw seven or eight people running out of the forest. And, skimming the trees, a pair of mages.

‘Damn,’ said Ilkar. ‘Can we outrun them?’ Erienne shrugged her shoulders. Hirad pulled up, his face red with exertion, his horse shaking all over.

‘Too close,’ he said. ‘Too bloody close.’

‘It’s not over yet. We’ve got ten to deal with,’ said Ilkar.

Hirad turned his body and stared behind him, squinting slightly into the half-light from the stars and the fires still burning in the forest. He slid off his horse. ‘We’ll take them here.’

‘We’ve got two mages in the sky,’ said Ilkar.

Hirad shrugged. ‘So shield us. You’re the best there is.’ He looked right and left. All but Sol were still on their horses. Gods, he’d have to drill them. The Raven would have been in skirmish formation by now. If they weren’t all dead. Sol was already striding forwards, unhitching his sword as he went. At least someone knew what was going on.

‘Jandyr, to Sol’s left. I’ll take the right. Where’s Thraun?’

‘No time to explain, but—’

‘He’s a shapechanger. Gods alive!’ said Hirad. He pushed the knowledge from his mind. ‘We can do it with three swords. How many of them are there?’

‘Eight swords, two spells.’ Ilkar began readying the shield. ‘Either of you two know HardShield?’

‘I can’t cast,’ said Denser, drawing his sword.

‘Yes,’ said Erienne.

‘Good. Get it over our heads, I can sort the magical attacks. Denser, put your sword up and go away with the horses. Send Thraun back if you see him.’ Ilkar locked eyes with the Xeteskian for a moment. The latter put up his blade, whistled to his horse and trotted away behind them.

Thirty yards and closing Hirad felt a double surge as the magical and hard shields went up around them. Jandyr loosed off an arrow, taking down one man. He thought to try another, but they were closing too fast. The enemy mages landed to cast; a spell clattered against the shield, flashing orange as it died.

Hirad breathed deep and roared to clear his head. Just like the old days except they weren’t so old. The enemy were splitting, trying to flank them. He glanced over at Sol. The masked man stared straight ahead, taking in the scene, concentration so complete it could almost be felt. Just like . . . Hirad became aware of a sound and looked to the ground in front of Sol. The Protector was tapping the tip of his blade rhythmically against the ground. Hirad almost dropped his, clutching it as the nerves returned to his muscles. Just like the old days.

‘Unknown!’ he shouted. Sol turned to him, and there, in his eyes, was the unmistakable flicker of recognition.

‘Fight,’ he said, his voice laden with sorrow.

‘But . . .’ began Hirad.

‘Fight,’ said Sol again. From nowhere, Thraun smashed into the enemy’s left flank and battle was joined.

Nothing could stop Hirad. No one could stand in his way and he almost felt sorrow for the hapless Dordovan soldiers as they were systematically destroyed. His heart was full of joy, the back of his mind full of confusion, but his fighting brain was irresistible.

As the first man went down under Thraun’s jaws, the enemy strategy fell to pieces. Hirad battered the nearest skull, while beside him the big man slaughtered two without even moving his feet. Sensing Jandyr holding his own, Hirad strode forwards, slitting the stomach of one, parrying a blow from a second then slicing his sword through the attacker’s hamstrings as he was forced around. The two remaining men turned and fled, their mages close behind them.

‘Shield down,’ said Ilkar, staring at Sol. ‘Come on, let’s get out of here.’

‘Are you kidding?’ asked Hirad, his face alight. He wiped his bloodied blade on one of his victims and resheathed it. ‘Ilkar, it’s him! I don’t know how, I don’t care, but it’s him!’

‘Please, Hirad,’ implored Ilkar. ‘This isn’t the time.’

‘What do you mean?’ The smile was fading from Hirad’s lips.

‘Just bear with me. We have to get away from here first, then we can talk.’ Ilkar started walking in the direction of Denser. The elf could see the Xeteskian’s face and knew at once that he had no idea of Sol’s former identity.

‘Hang on.’ Hirad tugged at Ilkar’s shoulder. ‘Has this got something to do with him being a Protector?’

Ilkar stopped and faced him. ‘Everything.’ He held up a hand against Hirad’s next utterance. ‘And Denser knew nothing. He has no say over the choice. Please, let’s go.’ He was moving again, leaving Hirad to throw his arms up. Thraun loped by.

‘And what about him?’ demanded Hirad. ‘How are we supposed to deal with him?’

‘He won’t harm you,’ said Jandyr. ‘Please let him be.’

‘You can’t just . . .’ began Hirad. Sol strode past him. ‘Unknown, please!’ Sol didn’t falter. ‘Will someone tell me what is going on!’ Hirad shouted.

‘Later,’ said Ilkar.

‘Now.’

‘No, Hirad, we can’t stay here. The Dordovans will be back. We’ve got to find a place to hide.’ Ilkar jabbed a finger at Denser. ‘This may not be your doing but have you any idea what Xetesk has just uncorked? I cannot believe that even they could be so stupid!’ He shook his head.

‘Neither can I,’ said Denser. Hirad saw him look at Sol, close his eyes and rub a hand over his face. ‘Neither can I.’

Hirad stood it for half an hour as they rode hard away from Dordover, heading for the Blackthorne Mountains. And when he could take it no more, he drove them off the trail and into some low hills, stopping in the lee of a crag, completely hidden by the road.

He watched in silence as Sol helped the now conscious Will off his horse. The thief sat down, looking at no one, taking in nothing, staring inside of himself. Jandyr walked across and sat next to him, trying to get through, but there was no reaction. Sol walked away a few paces and sat down himself, stroking the Familiar, while Erienne moved to Denser. Thraun trotted away into the gloom and disappeared.

‘First things first,’ said Hirad. ‘The Unknown.’

‘Is it him?’ asked Denser. He was filling his pipe, standing in between Ilkar and Hirad.

‘Shouldn’t I be asking you that question?’ asked Ilkar.

‘I don’t know.’

‘It’s him. Tell me how it’s him, how he’s not dead and tell me why there’s a problem, because you two obviously think there is.’ Hirad looked across at Sol again. ‘Gods, I don’t know why there should be. The Unknown coming back could make all the difference. ’ He smiled briefly. ‘Well?’

Denser breathed deep. ‘I may as well tell you. I knew The Unknown was a Protector. That night after we’d buried him, I was on watch. I heard the demons taking his soul.’

‘And you didn’t see fit to let us know?’ Ilkar was stunned.

‘What would have been the point?’ snapped Denser. ‘You were in bad enough shape as it was. All I’d have done was ruin your memory of him by claiming him as a native Xeteskian who’d denied his lineage. I mean, do you think you would have believed me?’

‘No, probably not,’ said Hirad after a time. ‘But if you knew . . .’

‘Never in my wildest dreams did I think he’d be assigned to me. If I’d thought so for one moment I’d never have accepted him.’

‘Not good enough, eh?’

‘Hirad!’ warned Ilkar.

‘What does it matter anyway?’ asked Hirad, moving away a little and gesturing at Sol. ‘Let’s get that ridiculous mask off and get on with it.’ Silence. ‘What?’

‘Hirad, I can’t take the mask off him,’ said Denser.

‘Well, I’ll do it then.’

‘No!’ Denser voice rose to a shout. He quietened it instantly. ‘No. You don’t understand. If the mask comes off, he’ll be destroyed. Eternally.’ He chewed nervously at his unlit pipe and took it back out of his mouth. ‘If you say that The Unknown’s mind is in Sol’s body, then I believe you. But you must realise that he is no longer The Unknown Warrior. He’s changed. He’s a Protector, he’s Sol. There’s nothing I can do.’

‘You can change him back, that’s what you can do.’ Hirad’s face was stone.

‘He can’t, Hirad,’ said Ilkar. ‘That’s not The Unknown, not any more.’

‘No? He recognised me, Ilkar. Didn’t you see?’

‘He what?’ Ilkar leaned forward.

‘He knew me. I called him and he knew me.’ Hirad shook his head. ‘He tapped his blade before he fought. No one else does that.’ Hirad’s voice was edged with desperation. ‘It’s him. It can’t be anyone else.’

Ilkar turned on Denser. ‘Got an explanation for that? I understood that all life memories were blanked.’ Denser stared at the ground. ‘Tell me that’s true,’ demanded the elf. ‘Tell me.’ Denser looked up and held his gaze, his eyes moist. He shook his head. ‘Oh, no,’ breathed Ilkar. He fell back a pace and turned to where Sol - The Unknown Warrior - sat, his mask facing them. He could all but taste the big man’s desolation. ‘Gods, Unknown. I am so sorry.’

‘Ilkar, please?’ Hirad put a hand on his shoulder.

‘He remembers everything,’ said Ilkar. ‘Don’t you see? He remembers The Raven, The Rookery, all our fights, all those years. His whole life! And he can’t ever speak of it or acknowledge it. Ever.’

‘What are you talking about?’

‘He’s in thrall, Hirad. His soul is held by the Mount of Xetesk. If he steps out of line, they will make what he’s going through now seem like a Raven party. He’ll be dying for eternity.’

Hirad let what Ilkar had said sink in. He walked slowly over to The Unknown and squatted in front of him, gazing deep into his eyes. And there he could see the lifetime of pain and loneliness that lay ahead. Mapped out in those orbs was all that had gone before. Everything. But it was locked away. Lost behind a mask of Xeteskian domination.

‘I’m going to get you out of there, Unknown.’ Hirad stood up and stalked back to Denser, not seeing the single shake of the masked head behind him.

‘Never mind that it’s The Unknown,’ spat Ilkar. ‘You knew what he was going through by the mere fact that he was a Protector.’

‘I know! I can’t reverse three thousand years of calling. Do you think I want this?’ Denser gestured at The Unknown and searched the faces of Hirad and Ilkar. ‘I can’t begin to make you understand how sorry I am. Please understand that I never wanted this.’

‘You know, I’m tired of your apologies, Denser.’ Hirad moved in, menacing. ‘Everything bad that’s happened to The Raven has happened because of you. And not just all my friends who have died on your behalf. All those times when you—’ he prodded Denser in the chest - ‘you could have killed the rest of us. It’s all down to you, this mess, and I’ve had it. Until you help The Unknown, I’m no longer with you, can you understand that?’

Denser removed his pipe from his mouth ‘I realise this is difficult, but I really . . .’

‘But nothing, Denser!’ Hirad pushed Denser away, the mage stumbling backwards but keeping his footing. ‘Through the rip, you risked everything because you were curious. You were going to kill Talan because he couldn’t handle it - make The Unknown kill him. With Sha-Kaan, you risked my life without even blinking, and just now you chanced the lives of four people because your precious cat was in trouble, not to mention mine and Ilkar’s in your haste to get away.’

‘I don’t think you’re being quite fair.’

‘Quite fair? It’s all down to your mistakes, your haste and your pig-headed arrogance that we’re this deep in trouble. I told you to leave it to The Raven but you always had to do it your own way. I told you we survived by being a team but you wouldn’t listen. And now,’ Hirad moved in again, his nose right at Denser’s, ‘now the final insult. Him.’ He pointed behind him at The Unknown. ‘You’re telling us you have to leave him in hell and yet you still expect us to ride with you?’

‘There’s nothing I can do.’ Denser shrugged.

Hirad snapped, grabbed him by the collar and hauled him almost off his feet. ‘I’ll tell you what you can do, Xetesk man. You can commune with your masters and you can tell them that until they release my friend from thrall it’s all over. No Dawnthief, no victory. Reckon you can tell them that?’

‘Let me go, Hirad.’

‘Reckon you can tell them that?’ Hirad repeated, barking his words, spittle flying into Denser’s face.

‘It’ll make no difference. They won’t release him.’

Hirad looked over at Sol, sorrow swamping his anger in an instant. ‘Try. Please?’ His voice, suddenly quiet and imploring, was backed by his eyes, searching Denser’s, desperate and pleading. He let the Dark Mage go. ‘This is my friend. You have to do something.’

Denser wanted to tell him that this wasn’t his friend. That he was a Xeteskian fighting machine, a man with natural magical defence and strength augmented by the weight of all the Protectors whose souls resided in the catacombs of Xetesk. A being with no mind but to defend his master. A man quite without emotion or fear. A man whose ability in a fight was increased the more Protectors were around him. That he was no longer The Unknown Warrior.

Instead, he nodded. He couldn’t do anything else. And he needed to find out for himself just why Nyer had sent him this Protector amongst the hundreds in the College. And why Styliann had approved the assignment. Something wasn’t quite right, and Nyer needed to understand the strength of feeling that bound The Raven together.

‘I will commune in the morning, the moment I have recovered my strength,’ he said.

Hirad nodded his thanks. ‘I mean it,’ said the barbarian. ‘I can’t go on with him still a Protector. I know Balaia is in danger but it would be a betrayal of everything I have lived for.’

 


It was truly astonishing. But at the same time, it was terrifying.

Selyn had visited Parve once before, perhaps ten years ago. It was part pilgrimage, part orientation, part initiation for a mage spy. That time the City had been deserted and devastated, the dust of centuries blowing over scattered ruins, the wind howling across open spaces where great buildings once stood. Then, her march across the Torn Wastes had been simple. A stroll through cracked earth, harsh bramble and shivered stone to an empty ruined City.

Xetesk’s mages and Protectors of three hundred years earlier had certainly been thorough. Within Parve itself, every building had been taken apart in a systematic destruction. Anything of any religious or magical significance had been buried. Roads were dug from their foundations, small dwellings obliterated and marketplaces turned inside out. All because Xetesk felt the desire to warn anyone who stood against the Colleges that their magic was no match.

And in an area roughly seven miles in every direction from the centre of Parve, nothing of any worth would ever grow again. The sheer concentration of mana and, myth had it, anger poured into Parve and its surrounds had poisoned the air and the earth, snuffing out vegetation and driving all animal life into the surrounding hills and woodland.

So, as the trees rotted and fell, the crops shrivelled and died and the scrubland roots delved deep to lie dormant, the Torn Wastes were born as eternal testimony to the awful power of offensive magic.

As Selyn approached the periphery of the Wastes, she all but ignored the emptiness, registering only that it would take a superhuman CloakedWalk to reach Parve across so large an open space. Because, with the afternoon fading towards a gloomy dusk, hundreds of lights and fires were burning in the City of the Wytch Lords. And surrounding the city were tented encampments bristling with life. The Torn Wastes were awash with Wesmen.

Her vantage point was the tree line which stretched across the eastern border of the Wastes. To her right, not two hundred yards away, a Wesmen guardpost stood at the head of the main east-west path through the scattered woodland. About fifteen men stood or sat around a fire, watching a stream of Wesmen marching from the Wastes, moving in the direction of Understone Pass.

Her decision was a simple one. Either take communion right where she was and be forced to spend the night recovering outside the City, or move on as darkness fell, making her successful passage to Parve more likely.

She knew she should report in, she was overdue, but her chances of capture were greater in the open than ensconced on the roof of an outhouse in the west of Parve. But should she be caught before she had a chance to communicate the incredible sight before her, Xetesk would be denied critical information.

She wasn’t long in making up her mind. With a smile, and her eyes on the main prize of her journey, she waited until full nightfall before checking her camouflage and slipping out of the relative safety of the trees and into the evil of the Torn Wastes.


‘How disappointing,’ said Nyer after Denser had outlined the discovery of Sol’s former identity. ‘It is clear that the suppression of memory is not perfected.’

‘Why did you send him, Master?’

‘There was a need to know the answer to the question of latent knowledge affecting performance.’

Denser paused, mind racing, feeling Nyer’s presence in his mind. He wanted to remain calm but found he could not.

‘You used us for an experiment?’ He fired the thought, knowing it would cause discomfort. ‘Do you know what you have done?’

‘Calm yourself, Denser,’ warned Nyer. ‘There has been no damage. We will merely recall the Protector.’

‘It is too late for that. The Raven are demanding you release Sol from thrall.’

‘Really?’ Nyer’s tone suggested amusement. ‘They are an interesting group. And what is the penalty for failing to accede to their request?’

‘They have threatened to walk away from the search.’

‘And will they carry out this threat?’

‘I have no doubt that they will,’ said Denser. ‘I could only be sure of retaining the Dordovan mage, Erienne.’

‘You do know that the release of a Protector is still only a theoretical possibility?’

‘Yes.’ Denser sent a feeling of irritation at the question. ‘But the attempt needs to be made if we are to remain on target for the recovery of Dawnthief.’

‘Bring your Protector and bring your friends. But be careful. There is treachery in the College from those who would have Dawnthief for themselves. I will do what I can to release Sol. Trust no one.’



Ilkar looked at Denser, lying still on the grass as dawn broke across the sky behind him. He’d seen the occasional movement of his face as his communion progressed, but it gave no indication of the probable outcome.

Hirad came to his shoulder. ‘Ready?’ he said. Ilkar nodded. The Unknown stood near by, arms folded, impassive behind his mask. ‘Will they see sense?’

Ilkar snorted. ‘Sense is not a word often employed when talking about the Xetesk Masters. We just have to hope.’

Denser’s eyes snapped open. He took a shuddering breath, dragged himself to his feet and faced Ilkar and Hirad.

‘Well?’ demanded Hirad.

Denser closed his eyes and sighed, a half-smile touching his lips. He spread his arms wide.

‘We’d better get saddled up,’ he said, swaying.

‘Where are we going?’ asked Ilkar.

‘Xetesk.’




Chapter 23

It was, Ilkar reflected as The Raven rode towards the City of the Dark College, the only viable route to a solution. Yet somehow he’d convinced himself that the Masters would be able to issue instructions to Denser remotely.

Understandably, Denser looked calm and happy. There was something undeniably comforting about returning to your College. It was like going back to the welcoming arms of your family. But watching the Dark Mage chatting easily to Erienne as they rode ahead of him, he couldn’t help but feel there was more to his high spirits than his imminent return home.

Xetesk wasn’t far. None of the Colleges was far from each other. When they had set off, they had a little over two days’ ride ahead of them. Now they were no more than half a day from the closed City, and so much was still to be straightened out.

At least the Dordovan chase had been called off. Denser, following another communion, had confirmed that a four-College meeting had been called at Triverne Lake. The secret of Dawnthief would soon be out.

But there was going to be trouble at the gates of Xetesk. Plenty of it.

Will had refused point-blank to enter the City and wouldn’t even ride near Denser and the Familiar. He was still shaking slightly; his nerves - his lifeline - had not recovered and yet the nightmares with which he was plagued worried him less than the grey which flecked his hair.

And Hirad. Hirad didn’t want the two catalysts entering the City but he hadn’t informed Denser of this. His view was that they might need some bargaining power, and Ilkar was inclined to agree. As for Denser himself, he was curiously tight-lipped. Brooding on something he’d heard in communion.

Ilkar, for his part, was just plain scared. He’d never visited Xetesk - few Julatsans had - but he knew he’d have to go in. And so would Erienne. What Jandyr and Thraun - now back in human form but still tired - thought, he couldn’t guess. Confusion, probably. And wishing they hadn’t bumped into The Raven, certainly. Only Erienne had a smile on her face, and for some reason he couldn’t fathom, that worried him. Much of the time they rode in silence, keeping to the main trails now they were free of pursuit, but still wary.

Ahead of Ilkar, Hirad, who had done little but stare at The Unknown and glare at Denser, was finally talking to the latter. Ilkar urged his horse forwards, anxious to hear what was being said.

‘. . . I haven’t given up on you, Denser. I just want to know where you stand.’

‘I’m not sure I follow.’

‘I mean do you align with The Raven or with your masters?’

Denser thought for a moment. ‘If you’d asked me that a week ago I’d have been firmly with Xetesk, the way I was when I met you. But now there’s no definite answer - wait, before you say anything, let me explain.

‘What I believe is that Balaia faces disaster if we don’t recover Dawnthief and use it to destroy the Wytch Lords. In this, I agree with my master that The Raven was, and still is, the most likely route to success.

‘But as regards Sol, they have misled me, betrayed your trust and beliefs and so damaged our chances severely. I cannot forget that, because it was a conscious decision to send him and I’m not sure I buy the story that we were the subject of an experiment.’

‘Meaning?’ Hirad frowned.

‘Meaning someone there has a vested interest in my - our - failure.’

‘But—’ Hirad was at a loss. ‘But if we fail—’

‘Not everyone in Xetesk accepts the threat from the Wytch Lords needs to be met with the casting of the spell, but everyone wants Dawnthief to be found. There is a power struggle going on in the Mount, and ownership of Dawnthief will end it. I’m sure Ilkar would be happy to tell you that in Xetesk, Mount politics cloud every decision.’

‘All right.’ Hirad tried to sort things out in his mind. He rubbed his nose with thumb and forefinger. ‘So who sent you out in the first place?’

‘My master, Nyer.’

‘Well, that’s something I suppose, isn’t it?’

‘Yes,’ agreed Denser. ‘And it is he I talk to in communion and who has warned me of potential danger inside the City.’

‘So what’s the problem? Won’t he protect you?’

‘Possibly. But it was he who sent Sol to us. Look, I think we’d better all stop and talk before we go any further.’

Hirad nodded. They rode off the trail a short distance and Will set up the stove.

‘Xetesk is a very different City to Dordover,’ said Denser, once a cup of coffee was in his hands.

‘I bloody hope so,’ muttered Thraun.

Denser ignored him. ‘Not only does my presence not guarantee our safety, in certain circles it will invite trouble. Dawnthief and the Wytch Lords have caused a split of opinion as wide as Understone Pass. We must have a strong bargaining position and this is what I suggest.

‘I have to go to the Mount with Sol, and to give us the best chance of fair treatment, Ilkar and Erienne should be with me. As a three-College party and with representatives already in Xetesk, we should be all right. You two?’

‘I wouldn’t want to be anywhere else,’ said Erienne, smiling at him. He smiled back.

‘Agreed.’ Ilkar was less than enamoured to hear the confirmation of his fear.

‘And as for the rest of you, the good news is that I think you should stay well away from Xetesk,’ said Denser.

‘But the bad news is you want us to guard the catalysts while we’re at it,’ said Hirad. Denser nodded. ‘Good. I wondered whether you’d see sense.’

‘So did I,’ muttered Ilkar.

‘Well, we all harbour misconceptions, don’t we, Ilkar?’ said Denser shortly.

‘If that’s what you want to call them,’ replied Ilkar with equal cool.

‘You know, I thought we were really coming to a meaningful understanding.’ Denser sighed.

‘On the occasions we have had to work together, the situation has been successfully resolved.’ Ilkar chose his words with care.

Denser shook his head and pursed his lips. ‘What hurts me is that we have really suffered together. Do all those hours with the Black Wings mean nothing? Or our fight to keep Hirad alive? What else do I have to do to prove that I am different from your image of me?’

‘Bring The Unknown out alive. Really alive. Then I’ll believe. Until then, I can’t forget where you were schooled and what that has meant for countless hundreds of years.’

‘Julatsa!’ Denser threw up his arms, got up and moved away, spilling what was left of his coffee. ‘You look forward with both feet planted firmly in the past. You know something? Around this stove it’s you who everyone sees has the closed mind and the chilled heart. I make no secret, Ilkar, that I respect and like you despite your College ancestry. I think I deserve the same treatment from you. Shall we ask what the others think? Shall we?’

Ilkar said nothing, just stared back, impassive.

‘This is a fascinating debate I’m sure,’ said Thraun. ‘But tell me, is it how the Triverne Lake meeting will proceed? If it is, we might as well all fall on our swords now, because you’ll still be bickering when the Wytch Lords stroll in and take your precious Cities.’

Denser and Ilkar looked at him as if he’d spat in their dinners.

‘It won’t be far off the level of debate, I can assure you,’ said Erienne before either could reply. ‘It’s getting us nowhere, and there’s something else I think we’d all like to know: what exactly will this meeting achieve?’

‘Well, isn’t it obvious?’ Denser frowned.

‘No, it is not,’ said Erienne. ‘If Xetesk is as split as you suggest, then the message you bring to the table will be confused and likely to cause further division.’

‘No.’ Denser shook his head. ‘It won’t be confused. The Lord of the Mount is delivering our message personally. The College delegates already accept the threat, and Dawnthief is the only solution.’

‘I hope you’re right,’ she said.

‘So do I. We mustn’t lose the four-College co-operation or any force will be too weak and the Wesmen will sweep us into the eastern seas.’

‘Cheerful, isn’t he?’ said Hirad.

‘Getting back to the reason we all stopped,’ said Jandyr. ‘What is the risk to us outside Xetesk?’

‘To be honest, I’m not sure,’ said Denser. ‘I’ve been away a while and I don’t know the strength of those who want Dawnthief for themselves. However many, they’ll be dangerous if they discover your location.’

‘And you’re leaving us without any magical protection,’ said Hirad.

‘But not out of contact,’ replied Denser. ‘The Familiar will stay with you much of the time.’

‘You are joking,’ said Jandyr. He was sitting next to Will, who stared at Denser in mute disbelief.

‘I—’ began Denser, then saw Will. He sighed. ‘It’s the only way to cover all the angles.’

‘After what he did to me, you can even suggest this?’ It was the first time Will had spoken all day.

‘I’m sorry for what happened, Will,’ said Denser. ‘But he didn’t actually do anything to you.’

‘You call this nothing?’ Will’s voice rose to a shout. He pointed at his greying hair. ‘And this?’ He lifted a spread hand, palm downwards. It trembled. ‘This is your nothing, Denser. Without my nerves, I am nothing. Your bastard creation has ruined me.’

Denser regarded Will for some moments.

‘I understand your fear, but it will pass. Talk to Erienne, understand its nature. It will not harm you.’

‘With you here, I believe it is under control. In your absence - well, I have seen the results.’ Will drew up his legs and hugged them to his chest.

‘It will not harm you,’ repeated Denser.

‘Accepting that,’ said Jandyr into the silence that followed, ‘I understand that it can communicate with you, but how does it do so with us?’

‘Someone will have to agree to see him,’ said Denser. ‘For whatever reason, he seems to regard Hirad as acceptable company.’

Ilkar sniggered.

‘The feeling is barely mutual,’ growled Hirad.

‘Do you consent?’ asked Denser.

Hirad shrugged.

‘Don’t,’ said Will.

‘I really don’t have too much choice, do I?’

‘Good,’ said Denser. ‘Come with me. Introductions have to be made.’

‘One more thing.’ Thraun stopped them. ‘Where will we hide?’

‘I know a place,’ said Denser.

 


The darkness suited her, and with her keen sight picking out pitfalls in front of her feet, Selyn began making her way towards the once dead and now apparently resurgent city of the Wytch Lords.

With night falling on the Torn Wastes, the scale of the Wesmen encampments was hidden, but the firelight and noise of laughter, talking, shouting and fighting; of dogs barking and wind flapping canvas, all served as reminders of her precarious position.

But they were clearly preparing to leave. Before the light had failed completely, she’d made a rough count of the tents she could see, surmised a total to encircle Parve, added the number of Wesmen she’d seen marching away from the Torn Wastes two days before and multiplied it by a likely number of occupants per tent that still remained. Twenty thousand. And that was probably conservative. Call it twenty-five thousand. She’d shivered. That took the total number of Wesmen way past eighty thousand. And they were clearly once again servile to the Wytch Lords.

It was now merely a question of when the Wytch Lords could take significant part in the impending invasion. Too soon, and the Colleges would merely become the wavefront for the tide that would wash eastern Balaia into the Korina estuary. It was a question to which she had to find the answer, quickly.

Selyn dropped to her haunches behind a large lichen-covered boulder. She was a little over halfway to the first buildings of Parve, and already the smell of fear was invading her nostrils.

Low, dark cloud moved slowly overhead, lit by myriad fires, but none burned more brightly than the six beacons that ringed the top of the pyramid housing the shattered remains of the Wytch Lords’ bodies.

Now, the folly of her Xeteskian predecessors could be seen for what it had become. Built by Xetesk and sealed by its magic, the pyramid had represented a warning to any who challenged the might of the Dark College. But now, with their mana cage empty, it merely served as a focus for the growing power of the Wytch Lords, and the massing of their acolytes and soldiers. She shook her head. Overconfidence and ultimate arrogance. Not traits shared to such a degree by the current Lord of the Mount, but he would surely suffer for their presence in those who had gone before him.

She looked over and to either side of the boulder. A stand of seven tents, lit inside and out, was directly in front of her, no further than three hundred yards away and ringing a large fire. Wesmen stood, sat, crouched or lay in the light of the flames, making silhouettes of bulking shoulders, powerful frames and bull heads that filled her vision.

To her left, a similar encampment, this one hosted by a Shaman. She could not risk running into the mind-sight of one of them. Right, the tents stretched into the dark, the noise of thousands filling the air with a restless energy.

Looking away towards Parve, she assessed her options and found she had none. Her principal problem was that the mana drain for a CloakedWalk of such distance might not leave enough for communion. But considering the sprawl of enemies in her path, she knew it was a chance she simply had to take.

She gathered herself, formed the simple mana shape, spoke the single command word and started running.

 


Hirad studied the cat lying curled asleep in his lap, breathing fast and shallow. With eyes and mouth closed, the black was so complete you could lose yourself in its depths. Hirad shuddered. How different to the beast Denser had shown him. Even prepared, he had found it hard to keep looking as the demon’s eyes bored into his face from inside its pulsating skull. And, try as he might, he had flinched when it had placed a clawed hand on his arm and spoken his name.

Will’s terror had been so easy to understand, then. Already scared half witless by his journey through the Dordovan crypt, to see this thing in all its hideous glory would have been too much for most men.

It wasn’t just the look, though. A look you could get used to, however awful. There was something else. In demon form, the Familiar exuded an aura of contempt, as if it was only there on a whim and could break out at any time and do anything.

The sound of a door opening brought Hirad to himself. Jandyr walked in.

‘What do you think?’ asked Hirad.

‘Of this place?’

‘Yes.’ Denser had brought them to a farm some three hours outside Xetesk before riding immediately for the College City with Ilkar, Erienne and Sol. It was a working property, sprawling across several dozen acres and providing meat and cereal crops for nearby villages.

The house itself stood apart from the collection of barns and outbuildings, but all were clustered in the centre of the farm’s land. In every direction, the ground undulated gently away, giving clear vision for a good six hundred paces before a stand of trees or a low hill obscured what was beyond.

Denser and Evanson, the farmer, were clearly on good terms, and though Hirad had initially opted for a barn, the farmer insisted they stay in the house.

‘It’s more comfortable for one thing, but more important, it keeps you out of sight of my workers. Village locals all of them, and none would keep their mouths shut if they saw you.’ Evanson was middle-aged, with a face deep russet brown and wrinkled from long exposure to the elements. He had huge hands and powerful shoulders that bulged inside his loose shirt. His eyes sparkled from beneath his brow and his mouth was set in a smile. There was plenty about him to remind Hirad of Tomas back at The Rookery.

So they had agreed to stay in the house, and it was certainly a cosy option. Two storeys high, the building had beds enough for all of them to enjoy a little privacy. The range in the kitchen maintained a pot of hot water and food on demand, and with enough rest to let the adrenalin levels sink, all of them discovered a deep tiredness. Consequently, there had been little action save for some gentle snoring and a round or two of cards.

‘I think several things,’ said Jandyr. ‘It’s easy to defend. We have clear vision, plenty of warning and these beds are sent straight from paradise.’

Hirad smiled and lay back, arms supporting his head. ‘My thoughts too. Where are the others?’

‘Will’s asleep and Thraun is reading one of Evanson’s books. He’s assembled quite a library.’

‘Tell me about Thraun,’ said Hirad. To him, shapechangers had been figures of myth. Until now. Now he had seen with his own eyes, and he didn’t know whether to be scared, disgusted or amazed.

Jandyr nodded. ‘It is something he tries so hard to hide.’

‘How did it happen?’ asked Hirad.

‘It’s a hangover from old Dordovan spell research. Thraun is descended from mages who tried to enhance their strength, agility, eyesight, hearing, whatever, by blending themselves with the essence of animals. For Thraun’s forebears, it was strength and speed, hence the wolf shape.’

‘But . . .’

‘I know what you’re going to say,’ said Jandyr. ‘The problem was that they didn’t understand what they were doing. So rather than enhance what they already had, they replaced it. Some lived out their lives as the animals they used. Others found they could control it and the knowledge was passed down through the generations.’

‘Why won’t he talk about it?’ Hirad had seen the benefits, the power and the speed.

‘Because of how people view him,’ replied Jandyr. ‘There are enough who think all shapechangers are abominations whose lines should be stopped by death to make him scared to admit what he is.’ Jandyr rose. ‘Look, you have to understand that Thraun is a man like any of us. But he has another side he would rather not have. He is not to be feared, more to be pitied. Just treat him like a man. It is all he wants.’

‘I understand,’ said Hirad.

‘None of us can ever truly do that,’ said Jandyr.

 


Denser opened his door in response to the soft knocking. He didn’t consider a threat - with Sol guarding the corridor for all of their rooms, he didn’t need to. Anyway, he knew who it was.

So there she stood, and the first thought that rose in his mind was that, cleaned of all the grime of the trail and wearing soft, loose fabric, she was, as he had thought since he had first laid eyes on her, very attractive.

His groin stirred, unbidden, and he suppressed a smile. He wondered if she could read his face. He would enjoy this. He pushed the door wide.

Erienne swept into his room, smiling. ‘Tonight I will conceive.’ Her face was turned away from him, her voice emotionless.

He chuckled. ‘Is that really all it is to you?’

‘We made a deal. This is the payoff of that deal. What else could there be?’ But her smile betrayed her words.

Denser closed the door and moved towards her, his eyes tracing the shadow of her body beneath her white robe as it flickered in the candlelight.

‘It may be that the payoff of the deal could be pleasurable to you,’ he said, eyes sparkling, pupils dilated.

‘That isn’t why I struck the deal,’ she said quickly. ‘But things do, um, develop.’ Denser saw her face colour.

He stood close to her now. She didn’t move away.

‘I did it because I respect your skill as a mage.’

‘And my power,’ added Denser.

At last she turned to him. ‘That’s the main reason I chose you instead of Ilkar.’

‘Ilkar, he . . .’

‘He is certainly more handsome than you.’ She was smiling again.

Denser stood squarely in front of her. ‘But Ilkar’s an elf !’

‘Yes, and a Julatsan. Two more reasons I favour your seed.’ The smile broadened and softened her face to beauty.

‘Well, I’m flattered my College is so much more attractive to you,’ said Denser.

‘Lucky, more like, or I could be standing in front of Ilkar now.’

‘Not short on self-confidence, are you?’ He placed a hand on her cheek, cupping her face as she leaned into it.

‘It covers the emptiness,’ she whispered. She pushed a hand through his hair, smoothing it down his neck.

‘Do you still hurt inside?’ asked Denser.

‘Like a knife is twisting through my heart.’

‘Tonight, I want to stop that.’ His voice was barely audible as he moved his lips to her ear. ‘Together, we can make you whole again.’

She grabbed his face in both hands and looked deep into his eyes, searching for lies. She found none and felt tears well up.

‘What’s wrong?’ Denser asked.

‘Nothing.’ She kissed him gently and he let his tongue whisper across her lips. Her hands moved to the back of his head and his arms caught her about her waist, crushing them together.

The kiss gained intensity, their tongues meeting, exploring mouths, heads moving, breath drawn in hard. Hands searched. He felt hers trail to his neck, where they kneaded and pressed before moving down to his chest to pick at the buttons of his shirt.

She was wearing a simple white shift, clasped at the shoulder. He found the fastening, fumbled briefly, and snapped it open, hearing her gasp involuntarily as the shift dropped soundlessly to the floor. Beneath it she was naked. Denser’s arousal was complete. He walked her to the bed and laid her down, straddling her body on hands and knees and looking down at her face and at her breasts, which were moving in rapid response to her breathing.

He cupped one in his hand, feeling the nipple harden.

‘You didn’t want to waste any time,’ he remarked.

‘No. And I still don’t.’ She grabbed at his belt and the button of his fly, and while she hauled his trousers down over his hips, Denser pulled his shirt over his head. Together, they added his trousers to the pile of discarded clothing.

She took his penis in one hand and guided it towards her, Denser looking down at the hair between her legs, which was as dark as her skin was pale. She moved her legs apart and he responded, moving his inside hers and leaning down to her. His mouth was on her breast as he entered her, and as he began to move inside her, the clamour of the mana swept him away.

Shafts of blue light shattered before his eyes as he pushed himself fully inside her. The trails they left spread away, flickering and dying, absorbed by the warm orange pulsing all around Erienne.

She felt smooth but he barely noticed as, with each gentle thrust, the mana poured around him in ever darker tendrils, catching and mixing with the Dordovan strain. The sight was so beautiful it took his breath away, and as Erienne began to move with him, it took his rhythm too.

‘Don’t stop,’ she whispered, and he picked it up once more.

To Erienne, it was a mana-meld miracle. She could feel his hand on her breast, his lips on her neck and his movement inside her, confident and sensual. She held herself in check, denying herself orgasm as she watched their manas weave while the colours became indistinct, ultimately forming a cocoon of softly pulsating deep mauve.

Now the conditions were ideal. Denser’s thrusts were more urgent, his tempo increasing, and she felt him deeply, her legs and back tingling and numbing with pleasure.

She reached a hand down to cup his testicles, his breath hissing out suddenly against her shoulder. She moved her pelvis with him, swift but controlled, bringing herself to the point of orgasm.

Above her, Denser moaned as he approached climax. His penis hardened further, delighting her with its touch, and they came together in an explosion of mana light. The cocoon disintegrated, sending rainbow teardrops splashing around them. Erienne cried out in pleasure and triumph. Denser pushed hard once more then stopped moving, still deep inside her.

She placed a hand low on her stomach and probed down with her mana to warm the semen, to keep them alive and to imbue them with the beginnings of the power her child would possess.

Denser lifted his head and looked down at her. Erienne smiled, put her hands either side of his face and kissed him.

‘Now we should sleep,’ she said. ‘And then next time we can concentrate on pure enjoyment.’




Chapter 24

During her run into Parve, Selyn thanked the Gods for the unusual order of the Wesmen encampments. Although it had seemed from a distance that they were pitched anywhere, the stands of tents were all grouped in half-circles around large fires, giving her the opportunity to skirt the light, people and dogs.

A CloakedWalk spell, although rendering its caster completely invisible, did nothing to deaden noise or scent, and Selyn’s principal concern was the Destrana pure-bred war dogs favoured by the Wesmen tribes. Men’s eyes deceived the other senses; not so those of the Destrana.

Unable to stop except in deep shadow, Selyn ran, walked, crawled and trotted as circumstances dictated, always with one eye on the ground for a stray twig or loose rock. A thrill was in her heart. This was what she had trained for so long to do. Deep infiltration, awesome odds, a deadly enemy, and Selyn passing through it all like a breeze through the undergrowth.

Where the firelight cast good illumination on the ground, Selyn slowed to examine the encampments more closely. All had the same characteristics. A tribal standard stood proud in front of a blazing wood fire, over which cookpots hung and steamed.

Between six and ten squad tents were pitched in formal order around the fire, and here and there, knots of smaller tents denoted beds for senior ranks and, presumably, Shamen. To these, Selyn gave the widest berth.

Everywhere, there were Wesmen, most lounging in the heat of the fire as the night cooled off. Lanterns lit most tents, and here and there the screams and moans of women punctuated the noises of the night - some in pleasure, others not.

There were no guards, no patrols and no lookouts. Arrogant in their confidence, the Wesmen looked to the renewed might of Parve and wallowed in their safety. And safe they were, though for a mage spy, the shadow, the noise and the eyes forever turned inwards were more than enough to make a secure if cautious passage.

The City itself was quiet on its outer reaches, where the hand of the Wytch Lords and their acolytes had not yet been laid. Here, the legacy of the past, broken stone and splintered wood, served as a reminder of the battle scars of history.

For Selyn, though, it provided a stark and terrifying contrast to what lay beyond - a City rebuilt. She moved through the rubble and into an area of low storage buildings. Long, flat-roofed constructions of slate and stone, topped by chimneys, none of which was smoking. Away towards the central square, higher buildings rose into the night, testament to the effort of the Wesmen and the acolytes of the Wytch Lords who in scant months had turned a blasted region of stone and dust into a City with a heart that beat once more.

Selyn walked in a couple of blocks before swarming up the side of one of the store buildings and lying down in its centre to rest, the CloakedWalk slipping from her. Her pulse, which had raced through her journey to Parve, hardly slowed. Her next step was to reach the pyramid itself, and with her mana stamina gone, the dark would now be her only disguise.

 


Dusk was settling, throwing the Mount into shadow. Puddles of wan light cast from windows grew slowly in intensity, and the sounds of the day began to ebb. Denser, Erienne and Ilkar sat around a table with Laryon, a close associate of Styliann. He had intercepted them at the door to the rooms of Nyer, Denser’s mentor, and hurried them back to his chambers, where he spoke of Nyer’s recent troubles with the Lord of the Mount. Nyer had subsequently been seen closeted with a splinter group of mages and it had fallen to Laryon alone to assess the chances of releasing The Unknown from thrall.

Sol himself stood silent guard by the door of the study, and Denser pushed his concerns about Nyer’s intentions to one side to concentrate on rescuing the search for Dawnthief. At a nod from Laryon, Denser refilled their glasses with wine.

‘The risk is great,’ said the Xeteskian Master, leaning back in his chair, the lamplight catching his close-cropped grey hair and emphasising his bulbous nose and small mouth.

‘But it is possible,’ said Ilkar.

‘Technically,’ Laryon said carefully. ‘You must understand the process by which a Protector is created.’

‘I think I understand only too well,’ said Ilkar shortly.

‘No,’ said Denser. ‘You do not. And please can we leave aside the morals of the situation. What you are about to hear isn’t pleasant, but keep in mind that we are all of us trying to help Sol.’

‘Really?’ Ilkar chuckled mirthlessly. ‘I’d like to believe that, but I think we all know that this is purely to stop Hirad running off with Dawnthief.’

‘He wouldn’t get far,’ said Laryon dismissively.

‘Want to bet?’ Ilkar bridled.

‘Can we leave this?’ Denser’s patience wore a notch thinner. ‘Ilkar, this is not productive, and, Master Laryon, I wouldn’t take the bet. You have no idea what they are capable of.’

Laryon opened his mouth to reply but chose instead to exhale audibly through his nose.

‘A Protector,’ he said, ‘is a self-supporting resurrection with a body reincarnated from soul memories. The critical point about soul memories is that they are far more accurate than brain memories. As long as the soul is taken within about twelve hours of death, re-creation of mind skills and body will be complete.’

‘There’s a but in here somewhere.’ Ilkar was looking at The Unknown, shaking his head.

‘Correct. The soul does not re-enter the body.’

‘What?’ Erienne jerked upright in her chair.

‘Then how—’ began Ilkar.

‘What started as the only way to forge a bond became the ultimate mode of control,’ said Laryon. ‘When the spell was in its infancy, the only way to ensure life was to link the body and soul using a DemonChain - this is a spell which enthrals the mass consciousness of a multi-demonic conjuration. It works supremely well. Because the demons are under our command, we can instruct them exactly as we wish. Usually, this involves them in keeping a clear channel between body and soul.’

‘Usually,’ muttered Ilkar, seeing the bigger picture in all its horror.

‘Yes,’ said Denser. ‘And the Masters can also instruct the demons to do anything to the body or soul. They can even give free rein, and that is where hell for eternity begins. Now you can see why I couldn’t take it on myself.’

‘It’s barbaric,’ said Ilkar.

‘Worse,’ agreed Laryon.

‘So where are the souls?’ asked Erienne.

‘In stasis, here in the Mount. They are all together, and that’s what gives the Protectors their true power. Communication and action are instant. An army of them would be unstoppable.’ Laryon raised his eyebrows.

‘And what’s the procedure for releasing The Unknown?’ Ilkar indicated the statuesque figure of Sol.

‘Ilkar,’ said Laryon gravely, ‘I told you about the forming of a Protector so you would understand the risks involved - or at least the ones we can guess at. You must be aware that what Denser and I will attempt has never been tried before. I will do everything in my power to keep Sol alive, but I can’t guarantee it.’

‘It’d be convenient if he died, wouldn’t it?’

‘Not really. What would I gain?’

‘The continuation of the Protectors,’ said Ilkar. ‘You could prove to the Colleges that you’d tried and failed and could sit back on your “some life is better than none” argument. I personally would question whether being a Protector qualifies as “some life”, knowing what I now know.’

‘I understand your cynicism,’ said Laryon. ‘And although you won’t believe it, I agree with you. There’s a growing faction in the Mount demanding acceleration of reforms to certain antiquated and unpalatable practices. Denser is one such, and I am perhaps the most senior supporter. I want this to succeed, both as a reformer and as a research mage, which is why Denser will assist me. Surely you trust him.’

‘As far as I trust any Xeteskian.’

Laryon smiled. ‘It is all I can offer.’

‘Then it will have to do. But a word of warning. If The Unknown dies and you can’t explain why to Hirad in terms he’ll understand, you’ll find the result the same as if you hadn’t helped in the first place.’

‘Thanks, Ilkar,’ said Denser, sighing. ‘More wine, anybody?’ He refilled their glasses.

‘Quantify the risks for me,’ said Erienne.

‘Quantify, no. Postulate, yes,’ replied Laryon. ‘Firstly, it is only technically possible to repatriate a soul, and then only by channelling it through the DemonChain. We do not know what damage it might incur. We also have no idea whether the soul will volunteer to return or what harm prolonged suppression of total consciousness will have done. We are merely guessing at the system shock when the DemonChain is broken and the body is once more under its own control. Don’t forget, he was dead.’

Ilkar looked across at The Unknown. He was watching them. Or perhaps the DemonChain was listening and watching through him. As always, his eyes, hooded by the mask, gave nothing away.

‘A return to death would be preferable to what he has now,’ said Ilkar.

‘I tend to agree,’ said Laryon. ‘Denser? We must prepare. But first we must assess the situation with our friend Nyer. Denser, if you would contact your Familiar?’

Denser nodded and closed his eyes.

 


The cat shifted suddenly in Hirad’s lap, waking him from his doze. He sat up in his chair and looked out of the window. It was late afternoon and the sun was losing some of its strength, allowing a breeze to cool the fields. Hirad could see one of the farm hands working a plough away in the distance, and closer to home, the sounds of work echoed to him from the barns and outbuildings.

He glanced back at the cat, starting as he met the eyes of the demon.

‘Don’t do that!’ snapped Hirad. The Familiar smiled and chuckled, a hollow rattling that had nothing to do with humour. ‘What is it?’

‘They are coming. We must be ready to leave here.’

‘Denser?’

The Familiar shook its head. ‘Those who would have Dawnthief. We must be ready.’
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Styliann gathered his thoughts as he looked around the hostile table. With the Wesmen already close to the Bay of Gyernath and nearing Understone Pass, he couldn’t afford to lose the support of the Colleges. And while he was furious with the actions of Nyer’s mage, Denser, he was equally livid with the actions of the Dordovan mage who had begun the trouble.

‘The unfortunate events—’ Vuldaroq snorted. Styliann stared him down before continuing, already biting back the reply his heart demanded - ‘in Dordover a few days ago have forced us to reveal to you something we wanted to remain secret for a while longer.’

‘You didn’t trust us?’ asked Heryst, no malice in his tone.

‘I felt that certain likely reactions at too early a stage would have jeopardised Balaia,’ said Styliann.

‘And you expect me to accept that your rape of my crypt was therefore justified?’ The voice was quiet but brimming with poison. Styliann kneaded his brow for a moment before replying, choosing to look the Dordovan in the eye when he did so.

‘The answer to your question has to be yes, but permit me to qualify that answer. Under any circumstances other than these, there is no doubt our action would have been different.

‘It is also true that before we authorised the action we took, lengthy consideration was made of the potential ramifications as we saw them. The manner of your discovery of our actions is deeply regretted.

‘It is also true that we believed that informing you of the impact of our actions would have been unwise and divisive.’

Vuldaroq nodded slowly, his face red, his jaw set. He leaned back in his chair, one of its wings hiding his face.

‘Lengthy consideration,’ he said. ‘Deep regret.’ He brought his face back into the light. ‘One of my mages died.’ He let the word hang in the air above the table.

‘Hmm.’ Styliann settled into his chair. He took a sip of water and read the notes written by his aides. They agreed with his line of argument. ‘Tell me, Vuldaroq. Why did he die?’

‘Because he tried to stop the rape of our crypts.’

‘Is that what he was doing? My understanding is a little different. Perhaps you would like to explain to the meeting how kidnapping and imprisoning a Familiar as bait for its master’s trap was supposed to help him achieve this?’

‘I am not some child caught doing wrong,’ snapped Vuldaroq. ‘Do not treat me as such. Our mage was murdered by your bastard Familiar, let us not forget that.’

‘Very well. I am prepared to concede that this was the end result. But I think we owe Barras and Heryst a complete view of the events leading to the unfortunate circumstance. I would hate them to feel they could not continue to lend their support to the alliance because of a misunderstanding.’

‘What is there to misunderstand?’ Vuldaroq was dismissive. ‘It is hard to misunderstand murder.’

Styliann’s eyes flashed and he made to rise. An aide pressed a hand on his arm and he relaxed.

‘What I fear,’ said Styliann carefully, ‘is that our colleagues might not realise that the Familiar was taken outside the walls of your College—’

‘It was still in the City,’ growled Vuldaroq.

‘Is that a crime?’ countered Styliann.

‘It was part of a—’

‘Is that a crime?’ repeated Styliann, his voice rising.

Vuldaroq’s scowl deepened. ‘No. It is not.’

‘Thank you for that clarification. I would also be unhappy unless I told our colleagues that the Familiar was merely an observer, that Denser was placed in woodland some distance from Dordover and that he would never have entered the city but for the kidnap of his Familiar.

‘Now I do not expect anyone to condone our theft, but I do expect everyone to understand its necessity and respect that we planned to take the ring quietly, peacefully and without using mages from any College but Dordover. Violence only occurred because of the actions of a maverick mage who suffered the inevitable consequence of caging a Familiar that was subsequently set free.’

There was a furious scribbling of notes all around the table. The delegates huddled and whispered while Styliann looked on.

‘Do you disagree with Styliann’s description of the events?’ asked Barras following his consultation.

‘The Familiar was removed from outside the College walls,’ conceded Vuldaroq. ‘But don’t forget that at this time, our grounds had been penetrated by two unauthorised individuals.’

‘I’m afraid your timings might be slightly awry.’ Styliann’s smile was laced with contempt. ‘The two members of The Raven you are talking about witnessed the kidnap from their position outside the walls.’

‘While they plotted an illegal entrance.’

‘Their actions are not disputed,’ said Heryst, his gentle voice cutting across the tension. ‘The actions of your College are.’

‘We are the victims here!’ Vuldaroq stood and slammed his fists on the table.

‘In that the ring was taken, yes, you are.’ Heryst shrugged. ‘But you are basing your objection to Xetesk’s actions on the death of a mage. A mage who kidnapped a Familiar from outside the College walls.’ He leaned into the light, a half-smile playing about his lips. ‘The first crime of the evening was committed by Dordover.’

‘Your point being?’ Red-faced, Vuldaroq wiped sweat from his forehead, his shoulders sagging slightly.

‘His point being that we have two separate incidents that you have intertwined. One Styliann has confessed to and given reasons for. The other, regrettable though it was, appears to have been instigated by a Dordovan, brought a Xeteskian and his Familiar to the College where they would otherwise not have been, and resulted in inevitable consequences.’

‘Inevitable? When can murder ever be inevitable?’

‘Enough!’ Styliann rose again. ‘You are well aware of the bond between a Xeteskian mage and his Familiar, and so was your foolish student. Another time he might have been successful in trapping both, though why he should wish to is beyond me. His great misfortune was that he chose to steal that belonging to a particularly talented man. Denser was bound to release his Familiar and then your man’s life was over. I have little sympathy.

‘Now. Two incidents, as Barras correctly deduced. We are talking about the theft. I have explained why it was carried out and why we were secretive. Vuldaroq has since demonstrated to me that our secrecy was entirely justified. We are facing catastrophe if we don’t work together. I must have your support and you must believe, as I do, that Dawnthief is our only realistic chance of success.’

‘I agree with you,’ said Barras. ‘But I, personally, am insulted that you kept such information from me.’

‘I see.’ Styliann scratched his ear. ‘All right, let me put it this way. Let’s assume for a moment that I opened up about Dawnthief at the last meeting, and we, as the four-College delegation, went to the Dordovan Council and asked for the Ring of Arteche. What would have been the result? Vuldaroq?’

‘You know full well what the result would have been,’ muttered Vuldaroq.

‘Yes, I do, they would have initially refused.’ Styliann threw his arms wide. ‘Then, following pressure, they might have agreed to release the ring, but they would have demanded a senior mage in attendance at any use of Dawnthief, and to advise on the search as it continued. How long would all this have taken to agree? A month, two months? Gentlemen, I believed that we didn’t have that sort of time, and the movement of the Wesmen invasion forces proves me correct.

‘I apologise for misleading you all about our ideas for the destruction of the Wytch Lords, but we are now in an advanced enough state to stand a realistic chance of success. Now you all know that your councils would have delayed the recovery of the spell, perhaps critically. And you also know that The Raven as it stands contains members of three Colleges, and that, with Heryst’s blessing, is a quorum.’ Heryst inclined his head. ‘Good. All that we need now is to facilitate The Raven’s entry into the west.’

‘And how might we do that?’ asked Heryst.

‘We’ll have to take Understone Pass,’ said Styliann.

Vuldaroq scoffed. ‘Styliann, there are eight thousand Wesmen in that pass. Just how do you suggest we achieve this miracle?’

Styliann smiled.

 


Denser turned to Ilkar and Erienne, his message finished. ‘I’ve done all I can. He will see them away from the farm and on their way to Triverne Lake, then return to me.’

‘Will they make it?’ asked Ilkar, uneasy at leaving The Raven to travel with no magical escort.

Denser nodded. ‘And so will you if you leave now. One of Laryon’s Protectors will take you to the City boundaries. If you ride through the night you’ll be there by dawn. I’ll join you as soon as I can.’

‘And where exactly is Nyer?’ Ilkar’s eyes shifted up and down the corridor. He half expected the Master to loom out of nowhere and attack them.

‘On his way to the farmhouse,’ said Denser. He chewed his bottom lip. ‘I can’t believe he is betraying me.’

‘Denser!’ Laryon called from inside the spell chamber.

‘I must go.’ He kissed Erienne, holding on to the embrace. ‘Be careful.’

‘I’ll bear it in mind.’ She smiled and stroked his face.

‘Get this right, Denser,’ said Ilkar.

‘If it is possible, I’ll beat you to Triverne Lake and The Unknown will be with me.’

‘Now that would be impressive.’

‘Then I’ll see it is done.’ Denser held out his hand. Ilkar hesitated a moment before shaking it.

‘Denser!’ Urgently.

Denser raised his eyebrows, stepped into the spell chamber and closed the door. Ilkar and Erienne heard solid bolts slide home. No one else was getting in.

‘Let’s go,’ said Ilkar. Erienne paused to stare at the door a moment before leading the way back from the catacombs and the suffocating press of Xeteskian mana.

Inside the armoured spell chamber, deep beneath the Mount, The Unknown, Sol, blinked into the candlelight. Denser and Laryon talked at the foot of the slab on which he lay pillowed, clothed in traditional dark tunic and breeches.

‘What I require from you is a mana channel to keep the DemonChain under control until the soul is returned.’ Laryon flexed his fingers. ‘They will resist you, and once the soul moves, they will try to break free. Do you understand?’

Denser nodded.

‘Then let’s begin. I am anxious for the safety of The Raven.’

Laryon moved to Sol’s head, placed his hands over the Protector’s eyes and muttered a short prayer. Sol’s body relaxed, his eyes closed and his head fell to one side. He wasn’t breathing.

‘Time is short. Denser, prepare the mana channel. Hold it in readiness until the Chain is visible. You’ll know what to do instinctively. Trust me.’

Denser breathed deeply and began to construct the shape of the channel. He tuned his consciousness to the mana spectrum, seeing Sol shrouded in a deep blue radiance - the static mana channelled by the DemonChain.

In essence, the shape was simple. It was tubular, with a spiral movement heading away from him. The difficulty was keeping both ends open and firm to accept and contain the DemonChain.

To Denser’s left, the mana shifted, sharpened and deepened in colour. Laryon was casting.

Almost immediately, the radiance encasing Sol rippled, pulling towards the shape Laryon was creating. It shimmered and sparkled, coalescing into something Denser couldn’t make out at first. But steadily, the form became clearer. The mana formed a conical shape, left Sol’s body and settled, one end in the centre of his torso, the other splashed through the floor of the chamber beneath the slab. Energy lines ran up and down its length, and suddenly the DemonChain was there. Faces, limbs, bodies, mouths, fingers, hair. All distilled from the cone. Voices hissed and individuals writhed, but the whole locked together in chaotic form.

One had hands lost in another’s chest. Another’s head melded to a third’s foot. Any combination, but all of them were alive, identical in every physical aspect and very, very angry.

From the centre of the chain, one locked its eyes on Denser and screamed its hate. Denser looked on unfazed.

He took in the beast with a body the size of a newborn child’s, arms long and wiry, legs stubby and malformed and a face full of evil. Blue drool ran from its lipless mouth, tongue licking at its cheeks, fangs tearing rents in its own being. The eyes, huge and slitted, were orbs of dark malevolence and its ears ran high above the crawling skull to meet in a spire over its head.

‘Time, Denser,’ said Laryon, his voice distant with effort.

‘Envelop,’ commanded Denser in response, and his mana channel flashed towards the DemonChain, muffling howls of fury as it opened for the merest moment all along its length and snapped shut around the whole.

‘Excellent,’ said Laryon.

Denser felt him release control of the DemonChain. They turned their attention to the channel holding them and battered at it with feet, fists, fangs and minds.

‘They cannot break through. Keep your concentration steady. They aren’t strong enough,’ said Laryon. ‘Attend to my voice. Now it gets difficult. Only remove the channel on my word.’

Laryon breathed deep and prepared the path for The Unknown’s soul.




Chapter 25

The Familiar alighted on Hirad’s right shoulder. He winced involuntarily and pressed his lips together in irritation.

‘How did they find us?’ he asked.

‘Someone has betrayed us. Someone powerful.’ Anger and surprise edged its tone. ‘You must leave for Triverne Lake. Evanson will guide you.’

‘I’m not running,’ said Hirad stiffly.

The Familiar ignored him. ‘I will distract them while you get away.’

‘Why don’t we just stay and take them out?’

The Familiar regarded him blankly. ‘You do not understand. They are too powerful for you. And for me. They will kill me.’

Hirad started, and frowned.

‘Good luck, Raven man. Look after my master.’ The Familiar flew from the open window, high into the night sky.

 


The Unknown juddered violently and his soul scorched along the DemonChain into his body. Laryon smiled but was totally unprepared for the backlash. He hadn’t seen the possibility at all. The returning soul negated the DemonChain’s fastening to The Unknown’s being and the result was violent severance.

With howls of triumph, the Chain whipped away from The Unknown’s body, slashing in a wide arc at the two mages. Laryon was caught on the side of the head and slammed against a wall, groaning as he slumped, a trickle of blood running from his mouth.

Younger and quicker, Denser ducked the Chain, feeling the mana slice above his head and the unmistakable sensation of a draught through his hair as the demons began to gain corporeal form.

Dragging his concentration to himself, he fought to close the end of the mana channel but knew, as he watched the head of the Chain tearing at the very fabric of the mana, that it was futile.

And, with the Chain coiling like a snake for its next strike, Denser felt something he had never truly felt before. Fear. Fear because he hadn’t the power to stop the DemonChain forming a corporeal state, and fear because he couldn’t stop it killing him. But mainly fear because he didn’t know how, and the gap in his knowledge was going to be fatal.

The Chain writhed, Denser’s mana channel was torn apart and the sound of their hate assaulted his ears. They promised him death. They promised him torment for eternity and they laughed at his weakness.

The Chain lunged at him, missing him by a whisker as he hurled himself to one side, landing heavily near the still form of Laryon. The mage was still alive. Denser shook him hard.

‘Help me,’ he said. Laryon groaned. ‘Help me!’ shouted Denser. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the Chain whipping into a frenzy of speed and sound by The Unknown’s head. The warrior lay, breathing slowly, oblivious to the horror above him.

Laryon said something. It was a mumble Denser didn’t catch.

‘What?’

‘Lymimra,’ said Laryon.

‘I don’t understand.’

Laryon’s eyes opened and he looked past Denser before grabbing the mage’s head in both hands and pulling his ear close. ‘Light-Mirror, ’ he whispered before clutching Denser’s head hard to his chest. Above Denser, the DemonChain ploughed into Laryon’s face, his cry of pain cut off abruptly, his grip dropping.

Denser looked behind him. The DemonChain writhed, still attached through the floor of the chamber, its laughter echoing off the walls, its triumph all but complete. Scrabbling to his feet, Denser paused briefly to look at Laryon. He shuddered. Though the Master was unmarked, his eyes were open in death, and through them Denser could see into his soul. Only it wasn’t there.

He turned back to the DemonChain and formed the mana shape for the LightMirror. It was a simple rectangular structure and he had it in seconds. The Chain began to coil again, winding in on itself like paper in a whirlwind. Then it was still, poised, but the noise of its fury hammered ceaselessly on Denser’s ears.

As it moved to strike, he cast. A thin, horizontal beam of light about eight feet wide cut the candlelit room in front of Denser at floor level. The Chain flashed forwards and Denser brought his hands up sharply in front of him. The LightMirror deployed like a blind moving up a window to let in the sun.

A brilliant light flooded the room, gathering the pinpoints from the candles and casting them back a hundredfold brighter. The DemonChain shrieked in terror and tried to swing away, but its blue mana light was victim to the mirror.

Denser shielded his eyes as the light was stripped from the howling demons being dragged ever closer. The light speared into the mirror with increasing intensity and speed, the mana creatures howling as their life-force was ripped away, and then they were gone, leaving silence, the echo of violence and a gentle blue in the mana spectrum.

Denser refocused to normal light and saw The Unknown sitting upright.

 


They left the lights burning in the farmhouse. Hirad didn’t like it but it made sense. Triverne Lake was the only place of sanctuary for both The Raven and, more importantly perhaps, the two catalysts he held. With strong presence from all four Colleges, there should be no threat. And yet he was uneasy. He needed Ilkar. Ilkar would know what to say to smooth the passage of their arrival. Without him and his knowledge, Hirad felt exposed.

As they spurred their horses northward into the gathering gloom of evening, a confused but compliant Evanson leading the way, Hirad scanned the sky for the Familiar. He couldn’t see it, knew he wouldn’t, and felt a passing regret. It was not something you could ever like, but respect was something else. Unlike Ilkar, he couldn’t see the Familiar as inherently evil, and its assertion that it would die causing a diversion represented a sacrifice he couldn’t ignore.

Presumably Denser knew it too, and the knowledge that the mage was genuine in his determination to see Dawnthief used to save Balaia and not to further Xetesk made Hirad feel guilty he’d ever doubted him. He dug his heels into his horse’s flanks and made up the ground to Evanson, wondering what their reception at the lake would be.

 


They hadn’t sensed him and he grinned. They were riding over open ground, still an hour from the farmhouse and keeping away from any trails. Twelve of them in cells of three, one mage and two Protectors, close formed against attack from the ground but completely exposed to anything from the air. High up in the darkening sky, he circled, pulsing his warning cry through the mana to his master as he selected the target that would produce the most mayhem.

There he was, and the sight sent a warm thrill of fear through his body. Nyer, the Xetesk Master. The man with whom his master had communed for so long. A traitor. And about to die.

He flew higher, a silent death about to unleash itself on an oblivious victim, and circled still unnoticed behind his target.

He dived, suppressing the urge to scream his laughter and gurgle his delight. Eyes fixed on the back of Nyer’s head, wings swept back, he tore through the air. At the last, he extended wings to brake his descent, swung his taloned feet in front of him and buried them in the Master’s unprotected neck.

Nyer grunted and pitched off his horse to tumble and sprawl in the dirt. The Protectors shouted warnings but were way too late. Even as they halted, wheeled and closed, the Familiar arched its back and slammed its fists into Nyer’s head, crushing his skull.

Now it laughed and turned for its next quarry. With a beat of its wings it took to the air and shot past a bewildered Protector, who swung his sword hopelessly wide.

Chittering in exultation, the Familiar arced back into the sky, scanning below as the enemy halted and the three remaining mages prepared spells to bring him down. But he knew he would be safe. His master had answered his call and was already on his way. A warmth stole over his heart, which beat faster with new energy, and he turned a lazy somersault.

The spell caught his left leg and seared along his tail.

Pain.

 


Flashing over the ground, ShadowWings shaped for raw speed, Denser wailed as the jolt from his Familiar’s wound thundered in his head. He clung to his concentration, held the wings together, kept flying, tears rolling down his cheeks, vision a blur.

He looked over his left shoulder. The Unknown was close behind him and Denser still had the energy to admire the way he had accepted the use of the ShadowWings. The ability to hold mana placed in his body was a given ability of Protectors and he no longer was one. The trouble would surely start when he had time to think and remember.

‘What’s wrong?’ called The Unknown.

‘They’ve hit him, the bastards. They’ve hurt him.’ Denser took a deep breath and pushed his wings beyond the safe limits of their speed. Behind him, without knowing exactly how, The Unknown did the same.

The Familiar was weakening. Pain forced tears from his eyes and his circling became ever more desperate as the fire ate along his tail and leg. His master was coming but he could not home in on the direction, and the dark shroud that threatened to steal his consciousness drove cogent thought from his head. He circled on, dimly aware that beneath him, a mage prepared another spell. He wept now, knowing death was upon him.

‘Master,’ he breathed. ‘Come for me. Avenge me.’

The spell caught him in the throat. The Familiar crumpled and plummeted to earth.

Nothing could prepare Denser for it. Like having needles pushed into his eyes and his brain crushed by rock, the Familiar’s last agonised whisper and the snuffing of its life shattered his mana stamina and took his consciousness. The ShadowWings vanished and he fell from the sky.

The Unknown saw it coming, saw Denser’s head snap back and his hands claw at his face as if he was trying to tear his skull apart. He saw the wings flicker, flash bright against the dark sky, then blink out. Already slowing and diving as Denser began to fall, he shot past him once, banked, turned and caught him on the next pass, maybe fifteen feet from the ground.

With the Dark Mage limp in his arms, he hovered, gaining height slowly. Looking down on his face, pale even in the gloom and taut with pain through his consciousness, The Unknown felt protective towards him. He frowned, knowing that he had felt hatred before, but it seemed long ago. Other memories were filtering slowly through the morass of his recently ordered mind, but he quashed them, keeping his attention on the ShadowWings.

He felt anger too. Anger at whoever had damaged Denser. Anger at Xetesk for taking him as a Protector and stealing his death. But desire for revenge was put aside. Right now he had to reunite The Raven. He flew for Triverne Lake.

 


Selyn appraised her route to the pyramid, her professional dispassion flawed by a shiver down her spine as she gauged her final, troubled half-mile. It wasn’t that she was concerned over her chances of making it alive. No. There was something more. An atmosphere hanging around Parve of power, energy, fear and anticipation. It was as though the very stones of the rebuilt City of the Wytch Lords sensed the coming of something.

Xetesk had been quietly aware of the Wesmen threat for months. Latterly, the news of the Wytch Lords’ escape had scared them into overt as well as covert action. Now she was here to answer the final question. And the question was no longer ‘if’; it was ‘when’.

The building she had been resting on for the past hour was completely encircled by streets. Three chimney stacks ran its length. She kept very close to the centre stack, body still, head moving slowly to gauge her position.

Behind her, the Torn Wastes stretched away into the night, their noise muted inside the City boundaries. To her right, more low buildings, none lit, gave way to ruins after about a hundred yards, but it was left and ahead that held her attention.

One street across was the eastern of four main thoroughfares to Parve’s central square and the pyramid which dominated it. The road ran straight and wide for around seven hundred yards before opening out on to the square. If her information was right, a tunnel, sealed and heavy with wards, led into the pyramid itself. And surrounding it, statues depicting scenes from the war. But it had been a long time since a Xeteskian had been to Parve’s ruins and the Gods only knew what might have changed. She had to know whether the tunnel was open. If it was, time would be short.

The City was quiet. She could pick out shapes moving in the streets ahead but there was nothing like the bustle even of Xetesk at dusk, let alone Korina or Gyernath. It should be easy to reach the pyramid tunnel but something inside her begged caution. She stayed and watched.

Three hours later, with night at its deepest, she was rewarded for her innate sense of danger. At the periphery of her vision there was movement in the square, where she expected the tunnel entrance to be. Dark shapes shifted against the firelit square, and although she couldn’t make out too much from this distance, it appeared the whole square rippled. Surely a trick of the poor light.

The dark shapes split into four groups and began to leave the square in the direction of the Torn Wastes. They were riders, and enough of them clattered along the eastern path for Selyn to know who they were. Shamen.

One link, at least, was proven. The Wytch Lords were directly controlling the Wesmen through the Shamen, and they would have strong magic. When they had left the City, she moved.

Dropping to the ground on the opposite side to the main street, she hugged the silent shadows, moving carefully but quickly towards the central square. Parve was built on a strict grid, interconnecting blocks making navigation very easy for the stranger. But it also made concealment difficult, and Selyn checked closely for openings, alleyways and deep shadow as she passed, logging anything promising for her escape.

Away from the main streets, the City was dark and deserted but strangely secure. No patrols echoed on the tight new pavings and cobbles, no shadows flitted between doorways or waited for the unwary traveller or lost drunk. It was an atmosphere quite without . . . atmosphere. Then it struck her, and she stopped to take the air more closely.

It wasn’t the quiet that caused her pause. There was something else, something that hung over the City like a blanket. Parve was dormant, slumbering. But waiting to awaken.

She quickened her pace, hurrying across a wide, large-cobbled street and into the shadows two blocks from the square and pyramid. She pulled up sharply in a let-in doorway, stilled her breathing and slowed her heart rate. She had been seen and followed. She had heard nothing, seen nothing, but that inner sense told her all she needed to know.

The man came slowly and carefully around the corner, his footfalls barely registering. Selyn’s body ceased all movement, waiting to pounce or run. From her position, hidden in shadow, she could see him edging along the opposite wall and her heart sank. It was a Shaman, and if his senses were tuned, he would be able to find her. She took short breaths and activated her wrist bolts, a leather trigger running up each palm and ending in a loop which slipped over the middle finger. Now, a sharp snap back of either wrist would be enough.

The Shaman moved on up the wall, his hand brushing the layered stone, passing out of her field of vision. Quiet reigned in the street. Selyn waited on, poised. Five minutes. Ten. As her hearing attuned, she became aware of the noise of people and fire from the direction of the square, the distant clump of a hoof on stone, a door closing. Fifteen.

And then he was in front of her, the stench of his furs heavy in her nose, his dark face and cold eyes close to hers, his arm reaching out.

‘Did you think I could not smell you, Xeteskian?’ His accent was thick, the words uncomfortable in his throat.

Selyn said nothing. Batting his arm aside with her right, she rammed her left wrist into the Shaman’s eye socket and snapped back. The bolt thudded home. He died instantly, dropping like a sack to the floor.

‘Damn it,’ she breathed. She rolled him over and retrieved the bolt, wiping it clean on his furs. Struggling with his bulk, she hauled him into the shadows of the doorway. What had he been doing so far behind the others and on foot? Now time was at a premium. It wouldn’t be long before a Shaman was missed.

She reached the square less than five minutes later and fought to remain calm at what greeted her eyes. The square itself was more than a quarter of a mile each side, paved with white stone and with a glittering quartz-inlaid pathway leading to the pyramid from the east. The tomb of the Wytch Lords reached at least two hundred feet into the night sky, smooth but for the stairway that led to the six beacon fires at its peak. It was a breathtaking structure and one fitting to house the greatest enemy Balaia had ever faced.

And surely they were set to face it again. Because while Selyn’s subconscious registered the stunning architecture, her mind struggled to come to terms with the sea of acolytes who kneeled before the open entrance to the tunnel, silent and unmoving.

The space before the pyramid was a carpet of dark-cowled followers who simply stared into the lantern-flanked blackness. They were waiting. Just waiting. The atmosphere lay heavy on her like a weight between her shoulderblades, the air thick and crackling with anticipation. But overwhelming it all was a feeling of onrushing evil she could all but taste. Above the pyramid, clouds gathered, circling in black impenetrability, adding humidity to the menace. Selyn shuddered. The only sound she could hear above her own thumping heart was the breathing of the acolytes, slow and deliberate, as if it too were an integral part of the ceremony that was surely close.

She didn’t need to see any more. Re-awakening was mere days, perhaps only hours away. She returned to her rooftop and called her communion with Styliann.

 


‘Fascinating,’ said Styliann, walking a complete circle around The Unknown. ‘A Protector unmasked.’

The Unknown and Denser stood in the Marquee, now shorn of its trappings of conference. The tables and chairs had gone, packed for transit with the delegations planning to leave for the relative safety of their own cities - there would be no more meetings at the lake until the war was over. In their place was a rough trestle, backless benches and a fire on which boiled a pot of water.

Behind them, sitting at the trestle and just arrived, were Ilkar and Erienne. The Julatsan had been unable to contain his delight at seeing The Unknown and his admiration for Denser. Barras had quietened him, but he still wore a broad smile and the sandwiches at his elbow were untouched. Erienne had immediately run to Denser to comfort him, to try to erase some of his pain, but he hardly registered her presence. The College Elders all stood near by, impressed in spite of themselves at the feat for which Laryon had paid with his life.

The Unknown stared down at Styliann, his massive frame making even the Xeteskian Lord of the Mount less imposing. The big warrior had abandoned the axe Sol had employed, preferring to retain just the double-handed blade that was his trademark.

‘I am not a Protector,’ he said. ‘Neither am I an experimental result for examination by you or any mage. If you want to talk to me, stand in front of me.’

Styliann stopped his circling. ‘My apologies, Unknown.’ He smiled. ‘But you are a landmark in magical research and a major step forward for Xetesk.’

‘I am a dead man alive,’ countered The Unknown. ‘I would have preferred death, but Xetesk thought otherwise. That’s the last time you decide my destiny.’

‘You sound a little ungracious. After all, we gave you back your life.’

The Unknown’s right hand shot out, gloved fingers gripping Styliann’s throat, forcing his head back so their eyes met.

‘No. You stole my death.’ Styliann’s hands began to move. ‘Don’t do it. You aren’t fast enough. If you don’t believe me, go ahead and try.’ The Unknown’s hand tightened. Styliann gagged, his hands moving upwards in a supplicating gesture. ‘I had chosen my time to die. Not many men get that chance, and you took it from me.’

‘You are alive,’ gasped Styliann.

‘I could go and visit my own corpse.’

‘Denser, please.’ Styliann clutched at The Unknown’s hand.

Denser appeared to notice the scene for the first time. He took in the other College delegates, the Xeteskian swordsmen standing ready, and Ilkar, whose eyes were fixed on Styliann.

‘Unknown, please let him go.’

Unknown released him and turned to Denser. ‘Sorry,’ he said.

Denser shrugged. Styliann waved his men to stand down but maintained a baleful gaze on The Unknown.

‘I will not be your exhibit. I am Raven,’ said The Unknown.

‘Denser, let’s talk. Outside.’ Styliann walked stiffly from the Marquee by his own exit.

Denser sighed and followed, squeezing The Unknown’s arm as he turned. Leaving the Marquee, he caught sight of the wide smile on Vuldaroq’s face.

Styliann didn’t walk far from the Marquee before shooing away his aides.

‘Tell me of your condition.’

Denser rubbed at the eyes he knew must be sunken, red and ringed in black.

‘I cannot replenish mana stamina, my concentration won’t allow complex recitation and I cannot tune my eyes to the mana spectrum. ’ It was what Styliann needed to hear, but it expressed nothing about his true condition.

His sense of loss penetrated right into his bones and chilled his body. His mind was at once crowded with images and empty of feeling. That part of his mind which the Familiar had for so long shared was missing and Denser imagined a hole in his head above his right eye and it itched. Only when he put his hand there, the itch was on the inside and he couldn’t quiet it.

But the loss of the voice and the pulse, that was what hurt more than the pain he still felt at its death. The voice had given him calm and comfort but the pulse he had taken as a right, something that was of him. Now that pulse was gone, part of him had died.

‘Your faculties will soon return. You merely need rest. As for the grief you feel, that will remain, I am afraid.’ Styliann’s face softened. ‘I am sorry it happened but I fail to understand why it attacked Nyer’s party. That isn’t to say I’m displeased to hear of the traitor’s death.’

‘He felt he had to distract Nyer. He thought they were too close.’ Denser shrugged. ‘They might have taken The Raven before they reached here.’ He shook his head. ‘Might. I didn’t think he had to. I think he felt he had to prove his worth.’

‘Worth?’ Styliann frowned. ‘It was a Familiar. It had no concept of worth.’

‘Did you ever take a Familiar?’ asked Denser. Styliann shook his head. ‘Then you can have no idea what concepts they hold. I have felt. I know.’

Styliann chewed his lip reflectively. He looked up at the early morning sky, taking in the light cloud cover. ‘Show me the catalysts, ’ he said at length.

‘I don’t have them.’

‘Then where—’

‘The Raven hold them. I couldn’t take them into Xetesk.’

Styliann exhaled through his nose. ‘No. No indeed.’

A brief commotion in another part of the camp interrupted further conversation. The sound of hoofs approaching was followed by the sight of The Raven and Evanson rounding a stand of bushes.

They pulled up close to the Marquee and dismounted. Hirad strode over to Denser, expectation on his face. But the question he was about to ask was lost as he read Denser’s eyes. Instead, he inclined his head in respect and grasped the Dark Mage’s right arm just below the shoulder.

‘I understand your pain,’ he said.

‘And I your anger,’ said Denser. He paused, managing a weak smile. ‘He’s inside.’

The Unknown was sitting on a bench behind a trestle table, talking to Ilkar and Erienne as Hirad moved the curtain aside and walked in. A lump rose in his throat as he watched the big man for a short while until he was sure his voice was steady enough for speech.

The animation in the face, the definite movements when he used his hands, and the way he stroked the top of his head and on down the back of his skull to his neck, as if smoothing out a crease. It was all there. Where Sol had been now sat The Unknown. No mask, no emotionless eyes, no double-bladed axe.

‘By all the Gods, it is you.’ His voice cracked and a tear was in his eye. He wiped it away as he strode forwards. The Unknown walked around the table and the two men met and hugged, Hirad clapping the big man’s back. ‘How do you feel?’

The Unknown stepped back. ‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘I know it’s me.’ He shrugged. ‘I knew it before . . . you recognised me. When I was Sol. But I couldn’t speak to you. Something inside me forbade me recognise you in return, though my eyes gave me away. Hirad, I should be dead.’

‘But you’re not and I don’t care how. It’s you. Gods, it’s you!’

‘Would you say the same if you returned to Septern’s barn?’

‘I—’ Hirad paused, confused. ‘Yes, why not?’

‘Because I’m still beneath the soil too. Where’s Denser?’ The Unknown looked past him.

‘Outside,’ said Hirad vaguely. ‘What do you mean?’

‘I should see to him.’ He walked away from Hirad, who made to follow.

‘Leave him,’ said Ilkar. ‘Come and have a drink and something to eat. You must be starving.’

Hirad watched The Unknown until he’d left the Marquee. ‘And knackered,’ he said. ‘What’s going on?’ He walked to the table. Ilkar poured him a goblet of wine and pushed platters of meat and bread in his direction.

‘Sit down,’ said Ilkar. ‘You’ve got to understand how difficult this is for him to accept.’

Hirad stared at him, plainly not understanding at all.

‘Look, Hirad, to us it’s just the same Unknown. The way he looks, acts, talks, everything. The scars on his back and thigh are there, that lump on his knee, and his little toe is missing. It is him, in every way - his soul is there, his mind is there, his memories, all of it. But he has a knowledge none of us can conceive of having. He knows he can go and physically dig up his own corpse. Think about it.’

Hirad did so but briefly. ‘So what does it mean, and why is he so bothered about Denser?’

‘Right now, I think he’s in a state of total confusion. Erienne will agree with me that not everything he says makes much sense.’ Erienne nodded. ‘And so he’s suppressing what he can’t handle and that manifests itself in his desire to protect Denser. Don’t forget what he was just yesterday, Hirad. He certainly hasn’t. He may never be able to. The fact is, we just don’t know.’

‘So is it him?’ asked Hirad.

‘Yes. Gods, yes.’ Ilkar leant forwards. ‘But he’s got some unique problems only he can sort out. You’ll have to give him time.’

‘I knew it was too good to be true.’

‘Hirad, calm down. He thought he was dead, awoke as a Protector and then again as himself. Give him time.’ Ilkar held Hirad’s stare, seeing the disappointment reflected there. ‘All right?’ Hirad twitched his head in what Ilkar decided was the closest to a nod he was likely to get. ‘Good. Now eat. We’ve much to discuss after you’ve rested.’

 


Selyn awoke to the sound of shouts all around her. Startled alert, she lay flat, listening. Dawn had risen perhaps an hour before, not long enough for her reserves of mana stamina, but it gave her some ammunition.

A search was in progress, and with the accents and language she could hear, Wesmen were trawling the streets of Parve. Presumably they had found the body of the Shaman. Selyn frowned and took the cover from her eyes, opening them gently as they watered in response to sudden light.

She considered herself a little unlucky that the dead man had been found quite so soon. Judging by the organisation she could hear about her, the body had been located well before dawn.

Staying prone, she inched her way to the parapet, ears pricking as each gave her more information about the scale of the search. Below her, she knew, there was no one. Behind and towards the square, the shouts were loud and regular, the thuds of doors, the splinter of wood, the clearing of buildings. Very methodical, very. Particularly for Wesmen. Only it wasn’t just Wesmen, it was Wytch Lord acolytes, and one thing they were was efficient.

She formed the mana shape for a CloakedWalk, spoke the command word, dropped to the ground and moved back towards the Torn Wastes. She walked quickly but carefully past the last building; there was no pursuit. Breasting a large pile of rubble, her heart missed a beat and she slowed to a crawl. The eastern periphery of Parve was ringed with Wesmen, shoulder to shoulder. She turned and ran back into the City.

Just inside the borders of the buildings, she saw the line. Wesmen and Shamen on every street, covering the cobbles, walking, looking, searching. Inside and out of buildings, basements and roofs. She was in a net, the mesh was fine and the strings were drawing tight.

She trotted left, towards the main street, keeping an eye to her right, watching the Wesmen advancing, just two blocks away and closing. As she neared, the main street was filled with a line of Wesmen, a Shaman in their midst. They knew she was here, they realised she’d likely be invisible and they could sense her mana emanations.

Fear edged into her mind, the tendrils of doubt chipping at her confidence. And Styliann had been so proud of her the night before, talking of her triumphal return to Xetesk, the part she would play in the victory to come, and the place at his side for ever. Her heart surged. She about-turned, never coming to a standstill, and walked quickly back. She was in an area three blocks by two and shrinking, and it seemed the Wesmen had all the ways out covered.

All except one. She looked into the sky. A thousand feet up she would be swallowed by the cloud and lost to sight. Not ideal, but the only option would always be the best one. Moving quickly now, Selyn scanned the rooftops for a launch point, finding it on a building close to the edge of the City.

She climbed the wall of the flat building and ran to the chimney stack at the Parve end, the Wesmen less than one hundred yards from her. Across the street, half a dozen Wesmen clambered on to a roof and spread themselves, arms outstretched. For a moment, she wondered whether she might try to dodge through the thin barrier when they reached her roof. But then she saw the Shaman climb up behind them. It had to be now.

Pressing herself against the lee of the chimneys, she dropped the CloakedWalk and began to prepare the mana shape for ShadowWings. Almost at once, a shout went up. She opened her eyes. She had been seen from the boundary, and men were running and pointing. She gathered her concentration and re-formed the mana shape. In seconds, it was done.

‘Deploy,’ she said. At her back, wings formed, shifting in the daylight and barely visible to the naked eye. She took a pace forwards and lifted off, moving quickly out and upwards towards the Wastes. Below her, commands were barked and projectiles whistled into the air. Nothing came close. She smiled. Not the way she wanted to get out, but good enough. She could almost smell the fire in Styliann’s tower.

Something slammed into her back, driving the wind from her and sending her tumbling downwards. She barely kept hold of the wings as she fought to right herself and regain lost height, but she felt weighted with lead. She glanced over her shoulder. A thin beam of white light connected her body to a Shaman. Below her, Wesmen were jeering and shouting, faces upturned, teeth bared.

She drove the wings harder, inching away, but a second blow, this time at the base of her neck, sent her crashing side first into a building. She hit the ground, dazed, the ShadowWings gone.

‘Damn.’ She shook her head, hearing delighted whoops and running feet. She struggled to rise, pushing her back up the wall, head throbbing but vision clearing. From the left and right they came, it seemed like hundreds of them. She drew the sword from her back-mounted scabbard and stood ready. One of them laughed, unhitching an axe. On a signal, the others dropped back a pace to give him room to fight alone.

He was a large man, heavy-set, with an untidy black beard and close eyes. He ran in, swinging his axe through chest high. Selyn simply ducked the blow and came up fast, taking him clean through the stomach. He grunted and fell sideways and backwards, clutching at his wound, blood pouring through his fingers.

A moment’s shocked quiet was shattered by a roar as the mass ran forward. She snatched a dagger from her boot. They were on her quickly, a mêlée of furs, steel and fists.

The first Wesmen died with the dagger through his heart. Another took a cut to his thigh, but then they had her hands. The sword was knocked from her grasp as she struggled to free herself. She was pushed back against the wall; swords and daggers were drawn. One of them dragged the hood from her head and face.

Another pause in surprise at what they had uncovered. The sounds of approval chilled her to the bone, but when the grips on her arms loosened instinctively, she reacted on the instant, turning her wrists and releasing the bolts. One man was taken under the chin, the other bolt glanced off a head and away. Both men fell back, but there were so many others.

They dragged her to the ground, yells of animal pleasure filling the air as the clothes were cut and torn from her body. Hands pawed her, scratched and clawed her, blood oozed from a dozen cuts. She squirmed and fought, keeping a determined silence as they pinned her down, spread-eagled naked and terrified.

A single voice shouted a command and the mob quietened and parted, admitting a Shaman. He was middle-aged, clad in heavy cloth and with his greying hair tied in a ponytail at his neck. Selyn’s terror stilled, replaced by the calm of certainty, and she gathered herself to stare him square in the eye.

‘Well, well, well, my pretty,’ said the Shaman, loosening his belt and kneeling between her legs. ‘Perhaps death won’t come quickly enough for you.’

The rape was brutal. He thrust hard inside her, his hands gouging at her sides and breasts. She winced as he pushed up, a cheer rising from the watching crowd. She closed her mind to the humiliation and the pain and picked her head up to catch his gaze a second time.

‘They will have to cut me in half to release you,’ she said. She bit down hard on her back tooth and convulsed. ‘Goodbye, my love,’ she whispered. The nerve toxin from the broken tooth cap acted instantly, every muscle in her body contracting with extraordinary violence. The last sounds she heard as the mana pulse fled eastwards were the screams of the Shaman.




Chapter 26

Styliann’s cry of pain and fury could be heard clear across Triverne Lake. Selyn’s dying mana pulse struck him like a stake through the eye. It took six men to restrain him and two spells to sedate him, and even as he slept, the tears rolled down his face and the fire burned in his cheeks. When he awoke, the light had gone from his eyes and he strode to the Marquee, time suddenly precious.

The chairs were back, arranged in a shallow crescent on one side of the trestle, which was now clothed, candled and decked with food and wine. Styliann took his place next to Barras in the centre chairs. Vuldaroq to Barras’s left, Heryst next to Styliann. And on the other side of the trestle, The Raven. On a bench drawn up to the table sat Denser, Ilkar and Hirad, with The Unknown standing in close attendance of the Dark Mage. Behind them, sitting on cushions and chairs, and invited principally as observers, were Will, Thraun, Jandyr and Erienne.

There was no set agenda. A day ago, this meeting would have been unthinkable. But it was a measure of the deterioration of the situation to the east of the Blackthorne Mountains and Understone Pass that The Raven had agreed to submit to a discussion about their next move.

Hirad sat forward, leaning on his elbows, hands supporting his chin. Denser had adopted a more relaxed posture, while Ilkar sat stiffly upright, in awe of the seniority of the mages opposite him.

Styliann, his eyes dark, his hands constantly wringing, spoke in a monotone as he informed them of the decision to help them through Understone Pass, though he wouldn’t be drawn in their company as to the magic that would be employed to retake the pass. Denser looked closely at him, tried to probe the periphery of his emotions with his mind. The Lord of the Mount sensed him, shot him a glance full of anguish.

‘They have taken Selyn from me,’ he said. ‘They will suffer.’

‘I am sorry, my Lord.’

Styliann nodded. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Now, tell me of your plans when you reach the other side of the pass.’

‘No,’ said Hirad.

‘I beg your pardon?’ Vuldaroq spluttered. All the delegates had tensed.

‘Some tact, please, Hirad.’ Ilkar sounded suddenly strained. ‘What he is trying to say is that—’

‘We aren’t telling you anything because for one, you don’t need to know and that makes us all safer, and for another, we don’t know ourselves until we get close enough to see what we’re up against. Once we get through the pass, we’ll head for the Wrethsires, as you know. After that, we’ll be on our way to the Torn Wastes.’ Hirad poured himself a goblet of wine. ‘What can I say? We’ll be in touch.’

There was silence around the table. The delegation’s was down to sheer disbelief, The Raven’s due to trepidation. Only Hirad seemed unaffected.

‘What?’ He spread his hands and looked at his friends. ‘What’s the problem?’

‘The problem, Hirad Coldheart,’ spat Styliann, ‘is that you have no conception of what you are dealing with. You blithely speak of taking the most powerful spell ever created into the heart of Balaia’s most potent enemy as though it were a stroll through the woods. We can’t afford for this to fail.’ His final words were accompanied by raps on the table.

‘Well, it strikes me you’ve been doing your level best to screw it up ever since you recruited us.’ Hirad leaned right into Styliann, half rising from his seat. ‘We know how to deal with this and we’ll succeed if you leave us alone. It’s been your interference that has caused us most of our trouble.’ He sat back down, but pointed a finger at Styliann’s eyes. ‘And never, ever tell me I don’t understand what is going on. The fact that I am still sitting by Denser while so many of my friends are either dead or in hiding should tell you I understand only too well how important this is.’

‘Calm down, Hirad,’ said Ilkar. ‘This isn’t helping.’

‘I don’t care. Look, it’s quite simple. You let us do things our way and we’ll succeed. Interfere and we’ll more than likely fail.’

Styliann looked at Hirad with a mixture of rage and respect. His cheeks were slightly coloured and he refused to take in the expressions of the others in the delegation. ‘I am unused to having my authority challenged in this way,’ he said quietly.

‘I’m not challenging your authority,’ said Hirad. ‘I’m just telling you how to give yourself the best chance.’

‘I think it is about time we moved on,’ said Heryst. ‘I am sure we all agree that The Raven can best deal with the Wrethsires on their own. But I do think it would be wise if we - that is, the four-College delegation - held the two catalysts found so far until the third is recovered.’

‘I’m sure you do.’

‘Why are you smiling?’

‘Because you must think I’m an idiot, and that’s what idiots do all the time.’

‘Hirad,’ said Ilkar, ‘tell me you haven’t done what I think you’ve done.

Denser clapped Hirad on the back and started laughing, though he surely could scarcely feel like doing so. ‘Oh, very well done, Hirad, very well done,’ he said.

The delegation looked on, Styliann at Denser, Barras at Ilkar.

‘Explain,’ said Vuldaroq, his face reddening by the second. ‘I hate to feel I am being laughed at.’

‘Let me assure you I am laughing at nothing but Hirad’s capacity to surprise. Tell us all where the catalysts are, Hirad, please.’

Hirad shrugged. ‘Somewhere between here and the farm we stayed at. I don’t think I’ll be any more specific. And before you bluster and shout, let me explain that I am sick and tired of people trying to run my life and so I have given The Raven a little bargaining counter against further betrayal.’

‘But surely you know that was a rogue Master from Xetesk!’ Vuldaroq thumped the palms of his hands on his chair. ‘And now the most valuable pieces in Balaia are unguarded.’

‘And untraceable,’ said Hirad. ‘And I don’t care who it was that was coming to kill us. The fact is that there are only three mages in the entire world that I trust and they are all sitting with The Raven.

Now we need to get through the pass without wasting any more time. If your intelligence is right, the Wesmen will be at our borders in four days or less and I don’t want to meet them in the middle of the Blackthorne Mountains.’

Hirad took in everyone. Denser was smiling, The Unknown was gazing studiously at the back of Denser’s neck, Ilkar was staring at him with jaw slack and eyes wide, and the delegation sat in mute fury. All except one. Heryst. He was nodding and was the first to rise.

‘Congratulations, Hirad Coldheart. You have out-thought us all.

For now. It’s a shame you mistrust us, because we really are on your side, and the side of Balaia,’ he said. ‘I only hope for your sake that your mind is as alert in the days to come. The game for our land is about to be played out and Dawnthief is the only card we have. It would be criminal to lose it.’ He led the delegation from the Marquee.

‘Are you absolutely out of your mind?’ Ilkar waited until only The Raven remained in the Marquee.

‘We got the result we wanted,’ said Hirad. ‘Why?’

‘Why?’ Ilkar spluttered. ‘Have you any idea how powerful Styliann is? All the delegation for that matter. Yet you have to go rubbing him up the wrong way, and as if that wasn’t enough, you’ve planted Dawnthief in a bloody field somewhere. What, are you thinking it’ll grow and bear fruit or something?’

Hirad smiled again. He glanced at Denser, who had returned to his shell and was staring into nowhere.

‘Ease up, Ilkar. Listen—’ He broke off. ‘Will they be listening?’ He jerked a thumb.

‘I’d expect nothing less,’ said Ilkar. Hirad raised his eyebrows. Ilkar sighed, spoke a few words and made an enveloping motion with his arms. The sounds from outside the Marquee faded to nothing. ‘Go on,’ he said. ‘Where exactly between here and the farmhouse have you put the catalysts?’

Hirad held his right thumb and forefinger and inch apart. ‘About this far.’

‘I beg your pardon?’ Ilkar blinked slowly.

Hirad pulled a chain from under his shirt. From it hung the Understone Pass Commander’s Badge and the Dordovan Ring of Authority.

‘Grow and bear fruit! What do you take me for?’

 


A transformation had taken place in Understone since the arrival of Darrick. Drainage had been restored and the main street was merely sole deep in mud, aided in its drying by a stiff wind and a hold-off of rain. Around the town itself, a city of tents and corralling had sprung, housing the four-College cavalry, its horses and, latterly, the five thousand foot soldiers who were the advance force detailed to defend the eastern end of Understone Pass from Wesmen incursion.

Defensive positions had been raised out of bowshot of the mouth of the pass, from where there was nothing but silence. The mages he had sent in under CloakedWalks had not returned. The quiet was disconcerting. It was as if they were waiting for something more than just reinforcement before attacking. It made Darrick uneasy, and when Darrick was uneasy, there was usually magic in the air.

The Raven arrived in the company of thirty Xeteskian mages two days after leaving Triverne Lake. Darrick was waiting for them, and in the evening before the attempt was to be made to take the pass, he heard the details of Xetesk’s new offensive spell. He and Hirad sparred in the main street later as he tried to shake off the images the mages drew. He had taken an instant like to the Raven man and was envious of his role and the sheer determination he saw in his eyes.

The next morning would see the Wesmen a little over a day from the pass. He found himself irritated that they couldn’t wait for the maximum number to be inside when the spell was cast. And it wasn’t just to do with the fact that The Raven had to gain quick passage to the other side either. It was to do with the correct alignment of dimensions. He hoped someone would be good enough to explain it to him sometime.

 


The wind blew from the south, along the Bay of Gyernath. The afternoon skies were clear but cloud was gathering, thick, dark and ominous. Rain was already falling far out in the southern ocean, dark grey reaching from sea to sky. It would hit land by nightfall.

The Barons Blackthorne and Gresse stood on the eastern shore of the bay where the shingle gave way to sand and sloped steeply into the lapping waters of low tide. To their right, the Blackthorne Mountains towered sheer from the water, beginning their six-hundred-mile journey to the Triverne Inlet and Balaia’s northern coast. At their backs, and perhaps two hours’ ride north-east, was the walled town of Blackthorne and its castle.

The seat of Balaia’s most powerful Baron was the principal hurdle in the way of any Wesmen move to Understone to the north and, to a lesser extent, Gyernath to the south-east. Its seven thousand inhabitants were principally from mining or farming backgrounds, giving Blackthorne considerable muscle in addition to his standing militia.

With Gresse’s four hundred men and mercenaries, the defence of southern Balaia numbered around one thousand regular and two thousand reserve soldiers, and they would need every one. Word from Understone suggested that as many as six thousand Wesmen would attempt the bay crossing. The battle would be hard and bloody.

Gresse and Blackthorne stood flanked by mages and aides, the former providing EagleSight-augmented information to add to what could be made out in miniature on the other side of the bay. The sand was black with boats and Wesmen.

‘There are more than six thousand there, surely,’ said Gresse.

One of the mages turned to him. ‘It’s impossible to say. They are stretched over three miles but that’s a function of the number of boats they have assembled. More are arriving from the south-west all the time.’

Gresse squinted and peered across the bay. The shore seemed to be crawling, shifting, moving. Individuals were impossible to make out, but the mass was there for all to see. Beside him, Blackthorne cleared his throat.

In his mid-forties, Baron Blackthorne was tall and slim with an angular face, heavy brows, black hair and beard. He rarely smiled, suffered no fools and carried his worries in his walk, which was head down, shoulders hunched and very fast. Like Gresse, over his breeches, shirt and leather tunic, he wore a heavy cloak, at which the wind picked.

‘Is equipment being loaded?’ he asked, the weariness in his tone suggesting this wasn’t a problem with which he should really be concerned.

‘Yes, my Lord,’ replied his senior mage.

‘Then we can expect them to put to sea quite soon. Under cover of darkness, one suspects.’

‘Yes, my Lord.’

‘Hmm.’ He licked his lips and smoothed the beard along his jawline. ‘I want as many of those boats sunk as is humanly possible without overstretching our resources. HotRain, FlameOrbs, Bow-Wave, IceWind, whatever. Take half of our mages and keep one hundred guards. I need wards in the sand, I need the first boats to land set aflame and turned around to obstruct the beach.

‘Do not be overrun. Retreat to the castle as soon as the Wesmen come ashore in large numbers. They won’t have horses, so you should be able to outrun them. Is that all clear?’ The man nodded. ‘Then Gresse and I will return to town. We will form our principal defence there. Baron Gresse?’

He turned on his heel and walked back up the gentle grassy slope to his horse, his footman coming to attention and handing him the reins. Behind him, the mage was already issuing orders. Gresse smiled as he walked beside the younger man, hurrying to keep up. The Wesmen would not reach Gyernath or Understone easily.

‘And what of the rest of the KTA now?’ asked Blackthorne as they rode together towards the castle, bodyguards behind them.

‘Too busy squabbling over my lands to help us or too pig-headed to believe the threat is real. Distrust of the Colleges is habitual,’ said Gresse.

‘And historically wise.’ Blackthorne turned to him. ‘What have you done with your people?’

‘At Taranspike?’

Blackthorne nodded.

‘They’re still at the castle but under instruction not to resist any attack. I’ve told them it isn’t worth it. My sons are there to see them safe, they have my seal of authority and they can stay in Korina at my expense if necessary. He won’t hurt them if they surrender.’

‘Pontois?’

‘Yes.’

‘Hmm.’ Blackthorne frowned. ‘I won’t forget this, Gresse.’

‘It is for Balaia, not just for you,’ Gresse reminded him.

‘But you are the only man with the balls to stand beside me,’ said Blackthorne. ‘It will give me great pleasure to reciprocate when you reclaim Taranspike. It was scum of the calibre of Pontois who killed the KTA and left us with no real defence against what we now face. His greed has shut his mind and he will be called to account. I, personally, will see to it.’ He paused, his face softening, much to Gresse’s surprise. ‘Assuming we survive the coming storm, that is. But for you and me, my friend, it is time to put our feet up in front of a large fire, take the best wine my cellars have to offer and await the sound of the horns.’

The Barons spurred their horses towards Blackthorne Town.




Chapter 27

Understone’s fateful morning broke dry, but heavy cloud was blowing over the Blackthorne Mountains towards them. At first light, Darrick’s cavalry mounted up and began the move to the pass. In front of the slowly advancing column walked thirty Xeteskian mages, young and old, all wearing the insignia of the Lord of the Mount on red tunic and shoulder - a tower atop a crown, edged in gold, embroidered on black.

The sound of voices had stopped as the cavalry formed up behind the mages, The Raven at its rear. All that could be heard were the sounds of hoofbeats, the nervous whinnies of horses and the flap of five hundred cloaks in the breeze.

Darrick sat tall in his saddle, proud and determined. To be appointed the first general of a four-College force for over three hundred years was an honour he could never have conceived even two months before.

But now, in front of him, thirty Xeteskians awaited his command, and behind him, five hundred horse would charge into the pass at the drop of his sword. The cavalry were split on College lines, each centile having its own defensive mages to cast hard and spell shields and provide the light to see them through the pass. The livery was mixed: green for Lystern, shades of deep blue for Dordover and Xetesk and yellow for Julatsa. Not ordered enough for the trained military mind but imposing for all that.

At the rear of the column lounged The Raven and their horses. Hirad, Ilkar, Erienne and The Unknown stood in loose formation around a still pale but more talkative Denser. Jandyr, Thraun and Will, whose grey hair now covered much of his head, spoke amongst themselves. Hirad allowed a half-smile across his face, seeing parallels with the early days of Richmond, Ras and Talan. They would take more part, of that he was sure, so long as they lived. And of that, he wasn’t.

‘What are they going to do, exactly?’ asked Hirad. ‘I mean, whatever it is, it’s going to be impressive, right? There’s thirty of them after all.’

Denser shrugged. ‘It’ll be something to watch.’

‘Oh come on, Denser, you can do better than that,’ said Ilkar. ‘They’ve been researching for twenty years, you must know something. ’

‘Ah, Ilkar,’ said Denser, moving closer to Erienne, ‘there you go assuming our research teams are as forthcoming as yours. Don’t forget, in Xetesk, new spell construction and mastery leads to Master status.’

‘But if you haven’t heard any rumours, you can take your arm from my waist.’ Erienne smiled. Denser’s arm stayed where it was.

‘I just don’t want to spoil your surprise, and if I’ve heard right, it’s going to be something like you’ve never seen.’

‘Elucidate,’ said The Unknown, who still said little and never strayed far from Denser’s side.

Denser pushed out his bottom lip. ‘Right. Well, all I’ll say is that it’s dimensional, it’s incredibly difficult to control and, if my hunch is right, it’ll be wet.’

‘Wet,’ said Hirad.

There was a contemplative quiet.

‘Wet,’ said Hirad again.

Denser smiled. ‘Just watch.’

Darrick gave the instruction to cast. Twenty-one mages stepped forwards, forming three sides of a square. The lead mage gave the command to mana-form and at once, all their heads dropped but their hands reached out as if gripping something too heavy to hold. Closed-eyed, they leaned back against the invisible grip. There was a moment’s calm. Denser grunted as the mana shape developed.

‘This is powerful,’ he said.

The mages started walking towards the pass. There was no movement from within.

‘HardShield up.’ A trio of Julatsan mages raised their defence around the vulnerable Xeteskians.

Twenty yards from the black maw of the pass, the arrows began to fly, bouncing harmlessly from the core-strength Julatsan hard shield. The mages stopped walking, still concentrating, still developing the mana shape.

Denser, who had attuned his eyes to the mana spectrum, marvelled at the shape of the spell. It mapped a pattern at once random but with a perverse sense of rhythm and symmetry. And it was huge, covering a space in the air which totally obscured the pass, the path in front of the casting mages and the hills rising either side.

‘I have never . . .’ he breathed.

‘It’s incredible,’ agreed Ilkar.

‘Unstable,’ said Erienne. ‘I only hope they can hold it.’

‘What does it look like?’ asked Will.

It was a deep, pulsating blue, edges shifting and changing, mimicking the outline of the Blackthorne mountain peaks high above, then swarming to depict oceanic power. It was shot through with streaks of orange, which flowed ceaselessly through the whole, joining, spiralling, splitting. To a mage, it was beauty incarnate; to everyone else, an inconceivable mystery.

A rank of archers moved up quickly as the first Wesman appeared at the pass entrance, sword in hand. He disappeared just as quickly. Bows strung, arrows nocked, the archers waited for the inevitable charge.

Perhaps twenty Wesmen ran from the darkness, heavy furs bouncing on their bodies, braided hair flowing backwards, their shouts echoing along the path and their eyes wild beneath steep brows.

The archers fired. The shouting stopped. The survivors turned and fled.

‘Deploy,’ said the lead Xeteskian immediately afterwards.

It began with a horizontal line of red light suspended above, and ten yards in front of, the entrance to the pass. A heartbeat later, it was joined by three more, forming a perfect square some fifty feet each side, hanging in the air. The lines fizzed and crackled but held rock steady. Behind the square, the mages swayed backwards, arms outstretched, hands gripping mid-air. The angle was crazy; they should all have fallen but the mana shape held them.

‘Connect and open,’ ordered the lead mage. There was a buzzing in the air and the lines of the square revolved through a dazzling spectrum of colour. Two mages were hurled from the square to lie motionless in the dirt and mud, smoke rising from clothes, skin and hair. Next, a moment’s silence so deep it hurt the ears. And finally, the awesome sound of water obliterated the peace.

And a beat after the sound came the sight. With the power of the deep, froth flying, came a force of water the size of the square. It howled out of dimensional space, striking the ground well inside the pass. Out and out it came, ocean from a clouded sky, screaming into the darkness and surely dashing to fragments everything in its path.

Behind, the mages fought to maintain the square as it bucked and twisted in the air, buckling and strengthening as the deluge hammered out into Balaian space. The water lashed against rock, tore vegetation from its roots and smashed the very earth from its bed of ages, spray flying backwards, streams running in every direction from the mouth of the pass. Echoing from the walls of rock inside, a pounding sound rose to join that of the rush from the mouth in the sky. The tumbling of loose stone, the crack of timbers snapped like twigs, and faint, so faint it may have been a trick on the ears, the screams of men could all be heard. The power was extraordinary.

Ilkar swore softly. ‘They’ve tapped an ocean,’ he said quietly. ‘They’ve tapped a bloody ocean.’ Had he shouted, no one would have heard him as the roar battered at the ears and the sight simply blotted out the capacity for anything else.

The mages held it for what seemed an age, the exertion visible, the effort tangible. The gate was kept open for over two minutes until, as suddenly as it had begun, the stream was shut off.

Another silence that tore at the ears was followed by the rising hubbub of excited voices. The exhausted mages didn’t even have the energy to congratulate each other before collapsing to the floor, every mote of mana stamina gone.

Applause rippled the air but was silenced by a shout from Darrick.

‘Clear the path!’

There was a ripple through the cavalry line as reins were drawn tighter. The metallic sounds of bits and bridles tautening added to the stamp of hoofs and the running of feet as Julatsan and Xetestaan mages came to the aid of their exhausted colleagues, hurrying them off the path and up a gentle slope. The bodies of the two for whom the spell had simply been too much were carried away.

Darrick raised his sword. The Raven mounted up. Five hundred blades swept from scabbards, ringing the air.

‘Shield and light!’ The teams of mages cast quickly and without error, and ‘shield-up’ confirmations travelled the column, followed by two dozen LightGlobes.

‘Advance!’

Darrick dropped his sword, kicked his heels into the flanks of his horse. Hoofs threw up mud, thrumming on the poor surface of the trail. The shouts of the centile commanders mixed with the clamour of horse, metal and hoof, and the cavalry column moved on, gathering pace.

And, with water still pouring from cracks in the rock above the entrance, the cavalry charged into Understone Pass.

 


As it happened, Gresse and Blackthorne chose to watch the start of the Second Wesmen War from a low hill three hundred yards from the beach where the landings would take place.

The horns had been sounded and beacon fires lit as dawn broke to reveal the Wesmen already in the bay, attempting to steal a march under cover of darkness. It was a move anticipated by Blackthorne, and his beach force had been at readiness three hours before first light.

The stern Baron surveyed the dense fleet of craft, ranging from rowing boats taking only a dozen, to merchantmen with a capacity running into the hundreds. It was a strange and deeply disturbing sight, compounded by the silence broken only by orders to sail and row and the noise of oars and timbers through calm waters.

Rain had swept through the bay as night fell, backed by a vicious wind, no doubt hampering the Wesmen’s start, and Blackthorne considered them to be behind schedule. He was certain they had planned to land at first light, not still be over three hours distant.

In front of them, forty mages stood, thirty to cause mayhem among the boats, and ten to maintain shields over their colleagues and the centile of swordsmen charged with routing the first wave of boats to hit the shore. Finally, invisible and anchored to the sand, three dozen explosive wards, ready to be activated in retreat, each one capable of killing a dozen men.

Blackthorne announced himself satisfied.

‘This should give them something to think about.’

The boats drew closer, prows packed with Wesmen, silent, watching. Gresse didn’t know what he expected but it wasn’t this silence. The loudest noise in his ears was the flapping of his own cloak in the breeze.

‘There must be four hundred boats out there.’

‘Not for long,’ said Blackthorne. ‘Not for long.’

Sails trimmed, oars stroking through the water, the Wesmen fleet approached the shores of eastern Balaia. The calm was eerie but a storm was about to be unleashed over the flat waters of the Bay of Gyernath.

With the fleet four hundred yards from land, the offence mages split into three spell groups with overlapping defensive support, and moved out on to the sand dunes overlooking the shore.

At the same time, the centile of swordsmen, most carrying torches, moved up and gathered around the beacon fires. Shouts of warning echoed around the bay, bouncing off the sheer walls of the mountains. Oars dug more deeply, sails were pared tighter, the fleet increased its speed.

The senior mage spoke. ‘You have your targets. Don’t wait around if you lose your spell. Don’t wait around when you have completed casting. I need you all back in the castle, fit, well and rested in twelve hours. Cast at will.’

Gresse could hear the hum of voices on the breeze as the mages built mana shapes and linked spells. The process lasted little more than two minutes, and then the fire came down.

In an area covering three hundred yards each side, drops of fire coalesced from clear air and fell like lead among the boats. A thick, driving rain of fire, spatting in the water, smoking into wood, scorching canvas and setting hair and fur ablaze. While the drops flared harmlessly against the magical shields surrounding the larger vessels evidently carrying Shamen, there was instant panic among the smaller craft.

Hundreds of small fires leapt from every exposed plank. Sails smouldered and burned, hands and skulls lit up, fear spread and discipline disappeared. In the midst of the throng, one Captain made an emergency tack to take the direct route out of the HotRain, ploughing across a smaller rowing boat. Rudders went left and right as tillermen ducked and dodged the hail of fire, sending craft in all directions, spilling warriors from port, starboard, prow and stern. The sea boiled, alive with floundering survivors, the wash of oars plunged frantically into water and the myriad fires that snuffed out as they hit, leaving spirals of smoke in their wake.

Over it all, the howls of pain, the screams of the dying, the crackling of fire and the splintering of wood. And through the carnage came the back of the fleet, unable to change course or slow sufficiently, such was the press of boats all around. On and on they came, into the HotRain, scything over abandoned burning craft and running down Wesmen in the water by the score.

The HotRain shut off as quickly as it had started, but relief was momentary. A thick pall of smoke covered a wide area of the bay and fleet, and emerging from it, and undamaged, came many of the larger ships, their occupants roaring with rage and lust for blood.

Now, FlameOrbs lit the sky. Combining the mana of three or more mages at a time and creating great depth and intensity, dozens of yellow and orange orbs, each the size of a man, arced across the sky to fall like rock weights on the spell-defended ships. Some bounced, others did not, and Gresse saw one crack a shield and splatter on the deck, reducing the three-hundred-man transport to a burning shell in an instant.

Gresse turned away. Through all his years of combat, combining magic with muscle, he had never seen carnage on such a scale. The calls of the dying, drowning and ablaze would haunt his every living day. Yes, he’d seen shields crack and magic engulf its victims before. But he had never seen an enemy so unprepared for the quantity or quality of magic thrown at it. And here were only forty mages. At the castle, there were double that number.

Blackthorne watched the events with dispassionate satisfaction.

‘Don’t forget they have come to kill us, take our lands and drive our memory from Balaia for ever,’ he said. ‘If their Shamen are not strong enough, it is not for us to weep.’

‘Why did you not simply devastate them on the water?’ asked Gresse.

‘I had no idea we would be this successful,’ admitted Blackthorne. He chewed his lip. ‘And I couldn’t leave my town undefended. What if they chase us all the way to Blackthorne now?’

Still the Wesmen came on, and still Blackthorne’s men weren’t finished. The sea was ablaze on a half-mile stretch but the undamaged and handicapped sailed through the human and wooden wreckage. Scores, hundreds of boats came on, the first beaching against the shingle only to be met by the swords and fire of Blackthorne’s warriors.

A dozen craft hit the beach, disgorging Wesmen into the surf and on to the sand. They came roaring into eastern Balaia, axes and blades flailing. Blackthorne’s men just cut them down, given huge advantage by the rise in the ground, ranks of archers on the dunes above the sea and the confidence of seeing their enemies in the water, burning and in disarray.

True to the Baron’s orders, the first boats were turned, burning, into the paths of the next. But hundreds more approached on a mile stretch. Spent, the mages ran for their horses and, with the Wesmen press of numbers threatening to overwhelm the small force of swordsmen, Blackthorne ordered full retreat.

With hardly a scratch, Blackthorne’s men had won the first skirmish of the war. And those Wesmen who did give chase died in a deluge of magical fire, the sand traps exploding, sending sheets of orange, yellow and blue flame lashing across the sand, igniting everything in their compass. Great gouts of sand shot into the air to sprinkle back down, a rainfall of grit on the dead and wounded.

The survivors, and there were many thousands, began to construct a beach-head. Turning in his saddle to watch, Blackthorne smiled.

‘No one takes my castle,’ he said to himself. ‘No one.’

Gresse caught his words though he had his doubts. A victory it was, but gazing over the shoreline as the smoke cleared and boat after boat reached the shore, he realised their estimate of numbers was way too low. And the Shamen would not be as unprepared another time.

The moment of truth would be at the walls of Blackthorne Castle.

 


Understone Pass was the result of a monstrous effort to widen a natural fissure that ran on a dog-leg through the Blackthorne Mountains. Ten times as many lives as years were lost in its creation at the behest of a group of Barons who were the forerunners of the Korina Trade Alliance. The result was a secure passage through Balaia’s almost impassable mountain range.

Through the carved gateway, the roof of the pass closed in sharply to a height just above that of a covered wagon and didn’t begin to open out for over three hundred yards. Always two wagons wide, the pass let out into incredible natural chambers and across chasms the bottom of which were littered with the bones of the unfortunate and the murdered. Elsewhere, the rock roof closed in, and always the sounds of rushing water stole quiet from any journey. A gallop through the pass would take something a little over four hours.

As he entered the pass, Darrick rode in awe of the devastation caused by the Xeteskian dimensional connection. LightGlobes chased the shadows away from the cavalry as they rode past the remnants of the Wesmen’s fortified posts. There was precious little left to evidence that a defence had been built along the first part of the pass.

Here and there, wood clung to clefts in the rock wall, tumbles of stone were washed against the sides of the pass and planks and ripped timbers had been speared into crevices by the force of the water. But of the Wesmen, there was no trace.

Darrick increased his pace as the pass opened out both above and on either side, only to slow as the true results of the spell became awesomely obvious. Here, Darrick knew, was the main focus of the Wesmen’s defence. Built into the walls were crossbow and catapult positions, archer galleries and oil runs. Deep into the rock, living quarters for anywhere between four and seven thousand men were dug, and the warren of rooms and passageways spread up either side of the pass for at least half a mile.

But the silence punctuated by running water told its own terrible story and of the accuracy of the Xeteskian calculations. The size of the dimensional rip had been larger than that of the first zone of the pass. The ocean, already travelling at incredible speed, had been forced through the smaller pass opening, gathering in pressure and velocity before exploding into the chamber occupied by so many completely unprepared Wesmen.

Nothing besides evacuation would have sufficed. The water would have blasted on and on, crashing through every passage, every room, every position, and simply scouring all signs of the Wesmen and the trappings of their lives from Understone Pass.

Water still ran from some of the upper positions and passages that Darrick could see, and as he moved further up the tight cavern, he could hear behind him the gasps of his men as they too took in their first sight of the sodden former defence of the Wesmen. It sparkled in the light of the Globes, pools of water casting dancing shadows over the walls and the roof as it rose gently into the darkness ahead.

‘They had nowhere to run,’ whispered Darrick, surprised at the tinge of sorrow he felt for the men who had had no chance of survival. No chance at all.

‘Shall we search the barracks, sir?’ asked one of his lieutenants.

Darrick shook his head. ‘I don’t think you want to see what might be left in there.’ He looked about him as he trotted forwards, scratching his head. ‘How far did the ocean travel?’

‘The Xeteskians estimate it would not drain away for perhaps a third the length of the pass, until we reach the first deeps,’ said an aide.

‘I wonder how far this sort of research should be allowed to go,’ said Darrick.

It was a sentiment being echoed by Ilkar as The Raven took their first sight of the obliteration of the Wesmen under the light of Erienne’s Globe. ‘We just don’t know enough about the effects on the relative dimensions of channelling resources from one to another, ’ he said.

‘It’s all a question of how often such a spell is used,’ replied Denser. ‘Today we have seen an amount of water that neither dimension will notice.’

‘But it has created an imbalance, however small, don’t deny that,’ said Ilkar.

‘Yes, but a grain of sand moved from one side of the scale to another will make no difference.’

‘Except that one day, one grain will tip the scale if the movement is all one way,’ countered Ilkar. ‘What then?’

‘The shame,’ said The Unknown, ‘is that such a spell is only considered for its offensive capabilities. Think what it could do opened under a freshwater lake and over a land with no rain.’

The debate trailed away to silence, and soon the clatter of hoofs and the sounds of the water far below were dominant once more.

There was twilight in the outside world before the four-College cavalry found the first and only pitiful resistance, right at the far end of the pass. It was clear that the word of the Xeteskian water spell had reached the western end and the fear of a repeat had caused complete panic. Everywhere, abandoned guardposts told their own story, and the Wesmen, with no natural magic of their own, had fled.

The cavalry had not seen its first body for more than an hour, just before the first deeps where surely so much death had, mercifully, been washed. Because what they did see was mangled remains jammed into clefts, whole bodies, single limbs, shattered skulls and blood puddling with the standing water. The power the Xeteskians had unleashed on the pass disgusted Darrick.

And now, six hours later, he was confronted by perhaps twenty Wesmen atop the stockade that blocked the cavalry’s path into Wesmen-held territory. All had bows or crossbows and their torch-fires burned bright and proud. Darrick halted the cavalry column well within range, but confident that the hard shields still in operation would hold firm.

One of the Wesmen stepped forward on to a parapet and shouted down at them.

‘Your spells will not hold us. Behind me are forces that will sweep you from Balaia, and the Lords of the Wastes will walk proud once more. Our magic will be too strong for you. Go back and prepare your graves.’

‘Move aside or die,’ said Darrick, simply, struggling a little at the scale of death that he had ordered so recently.

‘We are protected, you cannot harm us.’

Darrick smiled thinly and turned to the contingent of Xeteskian mages. ‘I don’t have time for chatter,’ he said, holding up three fingers. ‘HellFire?’ The mages nodded and began to cast. Darrick addressed himself to the Wesmen once more. ‘Pray to whatever Gods you worship,’ he said and turned his horse away.

‘HellFire,’ spoke the trio of Xeteskians.

The Wesmen and the stockade below them were shattered and the cavalry rode out into the open air less than half an hour later, once a mage under a CloakedWalk had reported that the trail outside the pass was empty.

‘I think it would be fair to say that we caught them completely cold,’ said Darrick. The cavalry general and The Raven were sharing a farewell drink in the lee of the western pass entrance.

‘I’m sorry you had a wasted journey,’ said Hirad, smiling. ‘We could have taken the stockade ourselves.’

Darrick laughed. ‘I don’t doubt it.’ He passed around the spirit bottle once more, and each of them replenished their mugs.

‘So what’s your next move?’ asked Thraun.

‘We need to keep the pass open for a couple of days until we can fortify at this end. Our best method of holding back the Wesmen will clearly be to stop them retaking it.’

‘Not easy,’ said Jandyr.

‘No,’ agreed Darrick. ‘But we’ll have another five thousand foot here in a few days, and if we can get a good rest tonight, I suspect our mages will be able to do most of the work.’ He drank. ‘But you. You are the ones with the task ahead of you. It’ll be difficult.’

‘Yes,’ agreed Hirad. ‘We could do with another blade. Perhaps you should reconsider my invitation to join The Raven?’

‘I think I’ll stick to cavalry for now.’

Hirad looked into the sky. It was early afternoon and the cloud that was sweeping towards Understone had cleared this side of the pass, leaving broken blue sky and a gentle breeze. Further west, though, it was darker.

‘See anything our way, Ilkar?’ he asked, following the elf’s gaze.

‘Nothing but hills and trees and good wholesome countryside. And it’ll continue to look good so long as it’s not swarming with Wesmen.’

‘We’d best be on our way and find a sensible place to get our heads down,’ said The Unknown. ‘Staying here too long could be bad for the health.’

‘Staying here would be fine,’ corrected Darrick. ‘Leaving to go west later today or in the morning, I suspect, would not.’

‘Either way . . .’ The Unknown got to his feet, waiting for Denser to rise before moving to his horse. ‘Thraun, are you confident of the route?’

Thraun nodded, swinging into his saddle. ‘I’ve studied the maps long enough.’

Hirad shook Darrick’s hand. ‘Keep the pass open, will you? We might be needing it in a hurry.’

‘Just keep yourself alive. I haven’t finished sparring with you yet.’

‘Four, two, isn’t it?’

‘Four, three. Good luck.’

The Raven rode away and were lost to sight.




Chapter 28

The castle town of Blackthorne, its fishing fleet beached and hidden, lay in a shallow valley in the lee of the mountains where the rock joined the sea. Its tactical importance had not been lost on those who built it, controlling as it did trails to Understone northwards and Gyernath in the southeast.

Blackthorne was of the opinion that the Wesmen’s principal aim in taking his town was to use it to stage raids on Darrick at the pass, and to a lesser extent, to attack the south-eastern port. He had no doubt that control of the pass was paramount to the Wesmen because it gave them the access they required to mount a meaningful offensive on the College cities, key to the domination of eastern Balaia.

The beach attack party reached the castle well before mid-morning on a cloudy, cool and breezy day, leaving scouts to monitor Wesmen movement inland. The sky was dark to the west, and with the prevailing wind bringing that darkness towards them, rain was surely coming. Organising defence of the castle was a relatively simple task. With most of the non-fighting population of the town already halfway to the more heavily defended Gyernath, or heading for Korina, Blackthorne had chosen a two-stage defence.

The outer walls of the town were sturdy and well maintained but not designed to withstand prolonged assault from the kind of numbers the Wesmen would bring to bear. Blackthorne had stationed three-quarters of his archers and a further fifty offensive mages, both with defensive cover, on the walls. When the first Wesmen breached the walls, they were to retreat. Blackthorne considered that there would be a mound of corpses four deep outside his town before they conceded it to the enemy.

The castle was his focus. Set at the northern edge of the town, it had been built to fend off Wesmen attacks from Understone Pass. Its sheer outer walls rose more than seventy feet above the town, completely encircling the keep, with turrets set at six intervals providing lookout support, battle direction and archer cover.

The castle’s north gates, usually open to trade - the marketplace was inside the castle walls - had been shut and reinforced with bands of steel. Surrounding them, the gate towers were built forward and over an open arch, creating a lethal killing ground. The town walls facing the Wesmen were of similar construction.

Outside the north gates, cavalry were stationed to force any Wesmen advance around the castle back towards the beach. Inside the walls, the townsmen waited. On the walls, archers, swordsmen and mages. And in the keep itself, a simple circular building with battlements built out in a square around its top some fifty feet above the outer walls, the Barons, healers, bodyguards, cooks and many of Gresse’s mercenaries.

The battlements, nicknamed ‘the Crown’ because of the way they sat slightly uncomfortably atop the keep, bristled with heavy crossbow positions, oil dumps and Blackthorne’s best mages. They had food for three months, and Blackthorne reckoned that if it wasn’t over by then, Darrick would have lost Understone, Balaia would be open to pillage and the war lost. All they could do now was wait.

The Wesmen didn’t keep them long.

 


Styliann, mind still clouded with rage and an unquenchable desire for revenge, clattered to a stop at the eastern end of Understone Pass at the head of a column of one hundred Protectors. It was early afternoon. The guards at the pass looked at him fearfully but knew what they had to do. They stood in his path.

‘Please state your business,’ said one with deferential politeness.

‘The slaughter of Wesmen,’ said Styliann, his voice matter-of-fact, his face brooking no argument.

‘I have orders to hold unauthorised traffic here awaiting clearance from General Darrick.’ There was apology in his tone.

‘Do you know who I am?’ demanded Styliann.

‘Yes, my Lord.’

‘Then you will also know that it was I who set the orders for your commander to follow. I give myself the clearance to travel the pass. Stand aside.’

The guard looked at him, doubt and anxiety in his mind.

Styliann raised an eyebrow. ‘Where is Darrick?’ he asked.

‘At the far end, my Lord, overseeing construction of the fortifications. ’

‘Then you have discharged your duties admirably,’ said Styliann. ‘He can personally clear me to travel when I meet him.’

The guard smiled, comfortable with Styliann’s logic. He stood aside. ‘Good luck, my Lord.’

Styliann stared down at him. ‘Luck is something on which I never rely.’ He rode into the pass, his Protectors behind him, silent, masked and disturbing.

Styliann’s passage through the pass was swift, his horses bred for stamina. He barely noticed the devastation Xetesk’s new spell had caused and certainly had no mind to admire its success. He rode on, reaching the end of the pass as dusk gathered, pulling up to a stop when he saw Darrick.

The two men gazed at each other for a time, Darrick reading his face, Styliann burning with the desire to be at the throats of the men who had raped and murdered Selyn. Darrick said nothing, simply nodding, stepping from his path and waving him through. Styliann and the Protectors galloped into Wesmen lands. For them there would be no halt for a night’s rest. Styliann had places he needed to reach and something to prove to an arrogant barbarian.

 


Hirad awoke glad of the leather-clad bivouac shelters Thraun had insisted they raise over themselves the night before. At the time, it had seemed a pointless exercise in irritation, but now, with the rain thrumming on the material above his head, Hirad smiled.

He sat up, scratching his head. He could smell a fire and, looking out, saw Will crouched over his stove, leather over his shoulders and a wide-brimmed hat pulled forward over his face. Water steamed away on an open pot.

Beside Hirad, Ilkar stirred and awoke, opening one eye on the weather.

‘Wake me when it’s dry,’ he said, and turned over.

‘I’d hate to be in Understone with this coming down,’ said Hirad. Ilkar grunted.

The camp came slowly to life. Set in an area of lightly wooded land on the downhill side of a lively stream, the four shelters sat in a rough semicircle. Will’s wood-burner was at its centre. They were a long way from Understone Pass and the relative security of Darrick’s cavalry, and Hirad felt strangely ill at ease.

Surrounded by his closest friends and people he trusted with his life, he couldn’t shake the fear of the new from his bones. He had rarely been in the lands west of Understone Pass before, and with only a small inkling of where they were headed, drawn from maps and stories, he was nervous.

They all took breakfast hunched under their shelters, the rain showing no signs of easing as it shouldered its way through leaf and branch to patter and drum on earth and leather. Across the stream, and on the other side of the gentle slope on which they sat, the land quickly turned harder as it tracked northwards, becoming steep climbs, cold peaks and barren plateaux. Their destination lay across easier travel to the south-west.

‘How far to the Wrethsires from here?’ Hirad asked.

Thraun sat with Will at the far end of the half-circle; next to them were Erienne and Denser, his arm about her shoulders, with The Unknown and Jandyr next to Hirad.

‘A day, no more,’ replied Thraun through a mouthful of bread. ‘That assumes we can steer clear of Wesmen.’

‘We’re heading away from their major concentrations, and with so many on the move, if we keep off the path we should be safe enough,’ said The Unknown. ‘Anyway, I’ve heard you’re not bad at keeping hidden.’ He smiled.

‘Not bad.’

‘It’s a shock, isn’t it, discovering you’re something you don’t want to be.’ The Unknown’s voice carried a sorrow so deep that Hirad almost spilled his coffee.

Thraun and the big man locked eyes, every other member of The Raven waiting for the reaction.

But Thraun merely nodded. ‘Only someone like you can possibly understand the pain and the fear. I would give anything not to be as I am.’

‘But in the crypts, you seemed—’ said Erienne.

‘Only when there is no other way. And then in terror for everything I know and love.’ He got up. ‘I’ll saddle the horses.’ The Unknown followed him from the camp, leaving the rest to a confused silence.

‘It’s not a blessing,’ said Will eventually, killing the flame in the stove and unhooking the pieces to cool them on the wet earth. ‘He is terrified that one day he will lose himself in the mind of the wolf and never be able to change back.’

The Raven moved off twenty minutes later, with the rain pounding on leathers and the stream behind them thrashing as it filled. Thraun chose the trail but kept his thoughts to himself.

Hirad and Ilkar dropped back to flank The Unknown, who rode directly behind Denser and Erienne.

‘Why did Thraun think you could understand him?’ asked Hirad.

‘Subtlety never was a strong point of yours, was it, Hirad?’ Ilkar sniffed.

The Unknown shook his head. ‘At least he never changes,’ he said. ‘Look, Hirad, it’s complex and not very pleasant. Not to me, anyway.’ He looked to Denser, but the Dark Mage was at least giving the impression of not listening. ‘We were both brought up knowing we were different. You’ll have to ask Thraun how he came to know, but the point is, we were both something we didn’t want to be yet something we could never escape. Mind you, I believed I could.’ The Unknown bit his lip.

‘Don’t feel you—’ began Ilkar.

‘No. I might as well. At least this way it’s just you two, and Denser already knows. There’s nothing random about being chosen as a Protector. I’m a Xeteskian. We - they are bred for strength, stamina and speed from carefully chosen lineage. I was weapons-trained early, and at thirteen discovered my destiny. It’s not something you are supposed to find out, for obvious reasons. I thought I was just being schooled for the College Guard.’ He shrugged. ‘I didn’t like the idea that my soul was already sold to the Mount of Xetesk so I ran away. Apparently it happens all the time when people find out, and they let you go. I mean, why not? When you can’t escape them even when you die.’

‘So you’ve always known?’ Hirad felt at once swept empty with sorrow and distrusted. Here was the secret he’d kept for ten years. ‘Is this all linked to your name?’

‘Yes. Pathetic, really. I couldn’t deny my calling but I refused to admit it to myself. I tried false names but they never fitted, so I ended up just never telling anyone anything. When Ilkar came up with The Unknown Warrior, that did fit. A name that was no name, if you like. I felt at home.’ Another biting of the lip. His eyes glistened and his voice was gruff. ‘And then, of course, with The Raven, I thought I’d never die. But that’s no escape either.’ He set his jaw and looked forwards.

‘Sorry, I’ve lost you,’ said Ilkar.

‘Me too,’ said Hirad. ‘I mean, if you were so anxious not to die, why did you take on all those dogs by yourself?’

‘Because when I realised they’d come for me anyway, I thought at least I could die saving you. All of you. And perhaps that I’d get away, dying so far from Xetesk in a place where the mana was unstable. I thought they wouldn’t find me.’

‘Hang on, can we backtrack a little? What do you mean, they’d come for you anyway?’ Ilkar hoped he wasn’t beginning to understand. But The Unknown just shook his head again and bored his eyes into Denser’s back.

Denser turned his horse and fell in beside Ilkar. ‘He means that the demons would have taken his soul from him eventually, dead or alive. He means he knew his time was running out. After all, what good is a forty-year-old Protector?’ Denser’s words were hard but his tone was thick with disgust. ‘That is why he chose to die, because it was his only chance of saving himself as well as us. But they found him. They stole his death.’ He urged his horse to join Erienne once more. ‘And now you know it all, and why poor Laryon and I wanted to free them. Too many of them were never dead in the first place.’

Hirad formed words but no sound came for a time. He stared first at Denser and then at The Unknown, stunned by what his friend had been carrying all those years. The lies he had told to hide himself not only from them but from himself too. He had never had any future, or choice, and yet he had never once given them the slightest hint of his true self. What he was meant to be, and what he was for a short time.

The Unknown turned to Hirad, as if sensing the barbarian’s train of thought. ‘I wanted what we had to be true so badly that most of the time I believed it myself. The retirement, The Rookery, all of it.’

‘And now you can!’ Hirad felt a sudden, irrational surge of joy. ‘When this is over, you can!’

But The Unknown silenced him. ‘I should never have been released. Too much is lost.’ He stifled a sob. Denser looked back over his shoulder, a look of horror on his face. The Unknown nodded. ‘Just like you, Denser, just like you.’

‘What are you talking about?’ Ilkar was suddenly frantic.

‘The souls of the Protectors meld in the Mount. We are as one. When mine was taken back, part of me, that part that the brotherhood of the Protectors gave me, was lost for ever. I live, I breathe, I laugh, I cry, but inside I am empty. The Gods save any of you from knowing how that feels.’

 


The Wesmen army, angry, depleted and determined to exact revenge, marched on Blackthorne the following morning. They arrived just as the rain ceased its intermittent sprinkling, and stood well out of spell range.

Blackthorne watched from the Crown, gazing out over his town, its walls and on to the Wesmen-covered grasslands beyond. Gresse, once again by his side, flexed his fingers nervously, seeing the force assemble its ranks and lines. For more than three hours, they poured into the open space, striding to the beat of drums, their standards snapping in the fresh breeze, carts rattling behind, the shouts of leaders mixing with the howls and barks of dogs.

Thousands and thousands of Wesmen carpeted the ground, a sea of fur-clad hate and power ready to wash against the walls of Blackthorne. The Baron shook his head, barely believing so many had survived the carnage on the water. But still they came, the standards now numbering over a hundred, all stabbed into the earth on a rise less than a mile away. Ignoring the temptation to encircle the town, the Wesmen massed before the south gates, their numbers sending ripple after ripple of anxiety through the thin line of defenders.

From the centre of the army that Blackthorne estimated to number seven thousand or more, six Shamen walked calmly forwards, flanked by a dozen warriors, furs ruffling in the wind, hard faces taking in the walls, blades sharp and heavy. Immediately, mages on the outer walls began preparing. IceWind, DeathHail, ShieldSheer. The Shamen moved on, and at two hundred yards, Gresse thought they might want to talk. At one hundred and fifty yards, Blackthorne issued fire orders.

Spells crackled across the Shamen’s shield, lights flaring over its surface, the DeathHail bouncing and shattering as it met the greater magical force which glowed white in resistance. A storm of arrows arced across the gap, those on target bouncing away as the hard shield held. Still the Shamen walked on. At fifty yards, they stopped to cast.

‘You need men inside that shield,’ said Gresse. But Blackthorne was ahead of him, the flagmen already giving the orders. There was a flurry of movement by the south gates, a clash of steel and the protestation of wood as the gates began their ponderous opening.

Still the arrows and spells failed to penetrate the Shamen’s shield, maintained by two with the remaining four chanting and moving. From the barely open gate, Blackthorne’s men squeezed, running full tilt at the casting Shamen. They were too late.

Standing shoulder to shoulder, the Shamen raised their arms above their heads, hands splayed. White fire crackled between their fingers, the strands combining above their heads into four twitching beams which searched for purchase in the air like darting snakes’ tongues. The beams combined to form one pole of shimmering white light which sprang at the town walls, forking like lightning and flickering over them, knocking away dust, mould and lichen. For a moment, there was no discernible effect, then the light could be seen inside the walls, a map of pulsating, flaring veins. The Shamen cut off the beam and threw themselves to the earth, ignoring the swordsmen scant paces away. A two-hundred-foot section of the wall exploded outwards, sending stone fragments fizzing through the air at enormous speed. Blackthorne’s men never stood a chance, taking the full weight of the explosion.

The Baron’s plans dissolved as the wall came down, spilling archers and mages and causing pandemonium along the wall. More arrows flew, this time piercing the bodies of the unprotected Shamen, but the damage was done. Seven thousand Wesmen roared their way towards a breach Blackthorne’s men could not hope to fill.

‘Dear Gods,’ said Blackthorne. He turned to Gresse, his face white. ‘We’ll have to take them hand to hand through the streets. I—’

A flash lit up the sky. FlameOrbs soared away to the closing Wesmen ranks, exploding on impact, deluging men with mana fire. The screams of the unshielded victims rose above the war cries of the survivors.

White fire flared again as the Wesmen approached the breach. The southern gate house collapsed. Spells flickered across the sky, HardRain poured on to the Wesmen in the centre of the charge, IceWind tore through a flank, a quintet of Shamen were destroyed by the columns of a HellFire, but the Wesmen charge was undaunted.

From the base of the castle, soldiers and mercenaries ran to positions around the town, originally fallbacks, now desperate defence.

‘Saddle every horse in the compound,’ Blackthorne ordered an aide. ‘When the time comes, we’ll have to take to guerrilla moves in the foothills and plains trails. We can’t let them unleash this at Understone.’

The Wesmen reached the devastated gate and walls of Blackthorne and poured through the gaps into the town, sweeping aside the pitifully thin defence. From the standing walls, mages and archers rained fire, ice and steel on the invaders, but by now the Shamen had grouped for defence, and too often the rain bounced off shields, the arrows were knocked aside. And for every Wesman who died, a dozen more took his place. They surged through the town, firing buildings as they passed and cutting down the defenders who fought them at every street corner.

The wall defenders followed the Wesmen’s progress through the flaming town, attacking where they could but too often under attack themselves as the Shamen, unhurried groups of arrogant swagger, launched fine meshes of white fire or great rods of hard flame that fell like wet rope on the ramparts. Blackthorne Town was burning down.

‘We’ve lost this one!’ shouted Gresse above the roar of the Wesmen, the fires, the calls of the wounded and the crackle of the Shamen’s magic.

The stern Baron nodded, jaw set, eyes rimmed with tears. Less than ten minutes had passed since the Shamen had brought the walls down. He signalled the emergency order. Flagmen and trumpeters announced the loss of Blackthorne, and its defenders and people took to the foothills of the Blackthorne Mountains.

From there, they could track the Wesmen north to Understone Pass, harrying them all the way. But unless the Wytch Lords’ magic was taken from the Shamen, Blackthorne feared nothing could stop the rout of eastern Balaia.

And if they were to lose it, he hoped that at least he and Gresse could watch the Wesmen tear Pontois and the rest of the KTA limb from limb. It would be scant satisfaction, but right now it was all that kept him breathing. Everything he had was gone.




Chapter 29

The Arch Temple of the Wrethsires was set in a lush glade fed by hill streams. To the east, a lake sat at the base of the Garan foothills, providing peace. The solitude was completed by steep cliffs climbing two sides, sheer and menacing.

The Temple itself was a low dome, ringed with forty spires and having a diameter of perhaps two hundred feet. A single needle spire rose from the centre of the planked and slated wooden roof, and the walls, marble and stone, shone in the post-rain sunshine.

The Wrethsires were as disparate as the four Colleges were intensely familial. Small temples were scattered all over Balaia, but were sparse in number in the west when compared to the east. The order believed in a death force magic that had nothing to do with mana energy and so drew the unswerving scorn of every mage.

They did harness something, that much was admitted, but whatever it was had proved unstable to control - far more so than mana - and the reports of accident and disaster were well documented throughout the two hundred years or so that the order had been established.

The Raven had arrived late the previous evening after a sodden but otherwise uneventful journey through forested hillsides, steep valleys and swollen streams. Had it been dry, the landscape would have been beautiful.

It had been dawn before the rain stopped, and the silence it brought was blessed relief from the incessant patter and drum. Full dawn was a brilliant sun from a cloudless sky, and quickly the land began to dry, steam rising from leaf, grass and shrub.

Thraun had brought them to a stop in a dense area of woodland three miles from the Temple. Approaching unseen would be close to impossible during the daylight, but Denser had agreed to undertake a CloakedWalk around the dome later that morning. For now, though, the talk was of the Wrethsires themselves.

‘They are actually very quiet as an organisation,’ said Erienne.

‘With plenty to be quiet about,’ said Denser.

‘But they’ve got something, isn’t that right?’ asked Jandyr.

‘You could say, I suppose.’ Denser shrugged.

‘Come on, Denser,’ snapped Thraun. ‘We’ve all got to go in there.’

Denser bridled. ‘They are a quasi-religious, quasi-magical - though I use the term very loosely - organisation. They pray to some idea of an earth death force, pretend they can harness it and claim some sort of brotherhood with the four Colleges because of it. They are frauds, their magic is flawed and their contention to be the fifth College is nothing short of repellent. Anything else?’ Denser fetched his pipe from his cloak, filled the bowl from a bulging tobacco pouch courtesy of Lystern, and lit it from a flame on his thumb.

Hirad flicked absently at a piece of leaf mould, his eyes spearing the Dark Mage.

‘In case it had slipped your mind, Denser, incomplete information has already claimed the life of my closest friend. And look at you. In fact look at all three of you mages, choking on the contempt you hold for these Wrethsires.’ There was an uncomfortable shifting around the campsite. ‘Now I don’t know whether this contempt is fair and I don’t, frankly, give a damn. What I and my friends without their noses stuck in the air want to know is exactly what we might face in there. What spells do they have, are they weapons users, how many are there, you know. If you can’t tell me because you don’t know, fine. But don’t keep me in the dark because you don’t think it’s important. Got it?’ He shook his head at them. ‘Bloody mages on bloody pedestals.’

Denser contemplated Hirad’s words, raising his eyebrows at Ilkar who, unaccountably, was trying to suppress a smile.

‘I’m sorry, Hirad,’ said Denser at length. ‘You’re right. But they aren’t magical and you can’t call their castings spells.’

‘I don’t care what you call them. Tell me what they do before I start getting irritated.’

‘Start?’ Ilkar’s smile surfaced.

‘Right.’ Denser clapped his hands on his thighs. ‘What we know about the Wrethsires’ castings is patchy. We know that they are based in prayer utterances and that all their work is done in groups - the more Sires, the stronger the result. Their power, such as it is, is based on violent elemental forces like wind, rain, fire and so on and the death force they are supposed to produce.

‘The thing to watch out for is that they don’t control it well. It makes all their castings unstable and so unpredictable both to them and, in this case, to us.’

‘In what way?’ asked Jandyr.

Denser shrugged. ‘Duration, power, direction, random result, backfire. You name it. Another belief is that when they die, their death force strengthens the Temple whole and that much of their combined power comes from this death element. It gives them a rather misplaced confidence.’

‘And you’re saying they don’t harness this force?’ said Will. Denser nodded. ‘Are you sure?’ he asked.

‘Pretty sure.’ The Dark Mage’s smile at Ilkar was somewhat embarrassed. Ilkar pursed his lips but said nothing.

‘Are they aggressive?’ Hirad looked back from Ilkar to Denser.

‘No,’ he replied. ‘Not like Wesmen, although for whatever reason, the Wesmen leave them completely alone. Or so we understand. ’ He looked round The Raven. ‘Anything else?’

‘How many of them are there?’ Thraun took him up.

‘I haven’t the faintest idea.’

‘I mean in the Arch Temple. Are we talking thirty, three hundred, what?’

‘I haven’t the faintest idea.’

‘Great,’ said The Unknown and Hirad together.

‘The temple will take several hundred but it was built for worship, don’t forget. The Gods only know how many Sires they have down there, or blades for that matter. Hopefully I’ll have some idea later.’

But he found nothing. Travelling to the edge of the woodland by the Temple with Thraun to avoid being seen, Denser cast his CloakedWalk and strolled up to the pillared entrance. It was shut and he couldn’t risk trying the grand polished brass rings that hung on the oak-striped doors. He moved in a clockwise direction around the Temple, taking in the ornate mosaics and carvings that decorated the walls. Great vistas of mountain and forest, sea and cliff and plain and desert mixed with representations of fire, wind through the sky and one particularly grim mosaic depicting a walk of the dead.

Not a sound came from inside. Vents were shuttered, side and rear doors were closed and the spires, beautifully worked cones of black marble standing twice his height, gave no clue to the whereabouts of the Wrethsires. He returned to Thraun and they made their way back to the campsite.

‘Should we be surprised, or not?’ asked Will, his eyes bright under his now completely grey hair.

‘To be honest, I don’t see why,’ said Denser. ‘Like I said, it’s a place of worship. Very few, if any, will actually live there. And it’s still only mid-morning. But I don’t know . . .’

‘What’s the problem?’ Hirad pulled himself to his feet and stretched. ‘Sounds to me as though we could get in and out right now and save ourselves a lot of trouble.’

‘The thought had crossed my mind too,’ agreed Denser. ‘But I can’t help thinking that if it was my temple, I’d have it guarded. Particularly with what’s going on around here right now.’

‘I don’t get where you’re going with this,’ said Hirad. ‘If they’ve screwed up leaving the place unguarded, that’s to our advantage.’

‘I don’t know,’ said Denser, ‘It just didn’t feel right.’

‘Sixth sense?’ Erienne ran a hand through Denser’s hair.

He nodded. ‘Something like that. I just think we should be careful.’

‘We were always going to be that,’ said Ilkar.

‘So do we move now or stick by the original plan?’ Jandyr looked to Hirad but it was The Unknown who spoke.

‘In daylight, we risk Wrethsires coming to the Temple; in the dead of night, we don’t. I can see no reason to rush in, we’re not in any danger here. Hirad?’

Hirad looked into the chasm of The Unknown’s eyes and wondered if they would ever be full again. But though his soul was empty, his mind was sharp, and his voice carried all of its old authority. While he had been gone, Hirad had missed that.

‘I agree. Why rush? Let’s rest up, make sure we’ve got our tactics straight and keep to our timetable. I don’t think we’re going to have too much spare time after this.’ He smiled ruefully. ‘Darrick is good but there are a lot of Wesmen in his way.’

 


Baron Blackthorne stood at the entrance to his most profitable mine, half a mile above his blazing town, and looked down on his fallen world. As night fell, the fires died down but the Wesmen encampments burned bright with lights and the noise of celebration.

He and Gresse had a handful fewer than two thousand men at their disposal. Most of them had horses, taken either from the courtyard or the many tithe farms over which he was Lord. Again, the Wesmen hadn’t given chase when he had retreated, demonstrating an awful confidence in their ability to secure victory at their leisure. It was a confidence Blackthorne found it hard not to share.

The death toll in the town had been high and the Baron had decided to send his untrained reservists, those that still lived, to safer areas where they could bolster the standing defences of key population centres: Korina, Gyernath, the College cities, even Baron Corin’s lands to the far north-east. Even the farms lay idle, their tenants packed on to wagons and ordered east to wherever would have them.

Blackthorne tapped his fist again and again on the rock by his head, his anger undimmed, his humiliation complete. But beneath it was a wash of pride. As he’d ordered the retreat, the horns, backed by flags, blaring out their message, he’d seen his men in the town redouble their efforts to keep the Wesmen back. Closing ranks, they’d grouped in a tight formation in the market crescent, drawing the Wesmen on and providing stout final resistance. Without their selfless action, Blackthorne wondered whether he would be standing where he was now or lying dead in his own blood.

He stared down at the lights blazing in the castle. Someone else would be sleeping in his bed tonight. An enemy. He seethed. Gresse came to his shoulder.

‘There was nothing you could do,’ he said. ‘At least this way we live to fight on.’

‘But for how long?’ Blackthorne’s voice was bitter. ‘We’ve got no defence against the Shamen magic.’

‘But at least we survived to warn Darrick and the Colleges. If mages can effectively shield walls, we can still win.’

‘But we leave our men open to magical attack,’ said Blackthorne. ‘We have no idea how many Shamen there are, and without the scale of magical offence we had been counting on, our soldiers can’t fight the odds. There are too many Wesmen. You heard the reports. Eighty-five thousand. Altogether, the east has barely half that number in soldiers worth the name. And the Wesmen are already on their way to Understone and, I expect, Gyernath. We had to hold them for three days to give The Raven a fair chance and we managed ten minutes.

‘If Understone Pass goes the same way, The Raven will have nothing to return to. It’ll already be too late.’

Gresse put a hand on Blackthorne’s shoulder. It was the Baron’s darkest hour and his assessment of their situation felt uncomfortably accurate. He had lost his home and his people were spreading over the country. Many would never return and he had not, could not, put up any fight. There was no real consolation, but Gresse tried anyway.

‘Even if the Wesmen are drinking wine from the KTA vaults in Korina, if the Wytch Lord magic is taken from them, we can rout them.’

Blackthorne turned to him, shaking his head. ‘Gresse, if the Wesmen take Korina there will be no one left to rout them. Gods, if they sack the College Cities we may as well sail south and leave them to it.’

Gresse let his head drop. Blackthorne was right. And if the Wesmen strength at Triverne Inlet was as strong as the one camped in and around Blackthorne, they would be at the gates of Julatsa in four days.

 


The afternoon and evening passed without incident for The Raven. Thraun and The Unknown spent much of the time watching the Temple and its approach. They saw no one, adding to Denser’s unease.

Before moving on to the Temple, The Raven ate in the fading light. The mood was sombre.

‘If our failure becomes inevitable, we must ensure that Dawnthief is destroyed before the Wytch Lords get it,’ said Denser.

‘How?’ asked Will.

‘Just melt the catalysts, or one of them,’ said Denser. ‘It’s simple.’

‘So we could take this spell out of the game right now,’ said Will.

‘If we wanted to throw away our only chance of beating the Wytch Lords, yes.’ Denser shrugged. ‘But there’s one thing I must make clear. If I am killed and it becomes obvious that none of us is going to live to return the catalysts to Xetesk, one or all of them must be destroyed. Because if the Wytch Lords get hold of it, there is no chance. Not even for the Wesmen.’

The Raven exchanged looks around the stove. Hirad helped himself to some more coffee from the iron pot on its hot plate.

‘All right then,’ said Jandyr. ‘Say we do what we have to do and the Wytch Lords are gone, what then?’

‘It won’t stop the Wesmen, that’s certain, although it will remove their total arrogance and belief in victory,’ replied Denser. ‘You have to understand that it now seems the Wesmen have been preparing for this for perhaps ten years. They are united, they are strong and they are determined. But what’s more important is that they know the east is fragmented. They’ll believe they can still take Balaia with or without the Wytch Lords. And if they retake the pass before our armies are ready, they might just do it.’

‘Aren’t you being a little overdramatic, Denser?’ Hirad was smiling. ‘Surely your mages can hold the pass indefinitely with that water spell of yours.’ Ilkar tutted. Denser shook his head and smiled at Erienne. ‘You know something, I really hate it when you mages get smug.’

‘Sorry, Hirad, you’re not to know,’ said Denser. ‘But to us, that statement is like us wondering why you can’t fight so well with one arm or something.’

‘So tell me,’ said Hirad.

‘You saw the spell and you saw the condition of the mages who walked away. Two didn’t.’ Denser sucked his lip. ‘What you don’t know is what went on before, or the long-term aftermath. Those mages spent two weeks in preparation, testing and resting. They were secluded from the rest of the College to maximise their concentration level. Now they’ve cast, they’ll be unable to perform any spell for the best part of three days, and as for the DimensionConnect, not for another two weeks. And that assumes that the dimension with which we want to connect is in alignment with ours.’

‘But the Wesmen don’t know that,’ said Hirad, worried more than he hoped he was showing that this spell was not available every couple of days at the least.

‘There will be enough Shamen able to make educated guesses about the spell once they’ve heard information about it,’ said Erienne.

‘And consider this,’ said Ilkar. ‘There’s probably only one spell written that is more powerful, and I don’t need to tell you its name. Any Shaman worth a damn will know we’ve originated a dimension spell and used it. That’ll tell them all they need about the likely effort required to cast it.’

The night was warm but Hirad felt a chill on his body. The powers they were dealing with, the power they’d already seen and the power they wanted to unleash. He couldn’t help but feel it was all spiralling out of control. And if they took the Death’s Eye Stone from the Wrethsires, it would make Denser the most powerful man in Balaia.

‘Something else has been bothering me.’ They all looked at Will. ‘Do you think the Wytch Lords know we’re here, this side of the pass?’

‘The Raven?’

‘Yes.’

‘No.’ The Unknown was certain. ‘All they can possibly know now is that the pass has fallen - spectacularly - and they’ll be doing their level best to retake it. They - or rather, their agents - know there’s a search for Dawnthief because of our appearance at Septern’s house but they won’t have enough information to target us or our position. Not yet at any rate.’

‘To stop any confusion,’ said Denser, ‘remember the Wytch Lords have not regained corporeal form yet and their power is still limited. When they are walking, that’s when we have to worry, though we don’t know when that will be.’

‘How many Wytch Lords are there?’ asked Will.

‘Six,’ said Ilkar. ‘Embarrassingly enough, I don’t know all of their names, although I should. Denser?’

‘Seriously?’

‘It was never high on my learning list, no.’

‘Gods, it was a mantra to us. Pamun, Arumun, Belphamun, Weyamun, Ystormun, Giriamun.’

‘Very impressive.’ Ilkar smiled.

‘Not really,’ said Denser. ‘Names to terrorise errant mages, generally. It’s a shame they are no longer an idle threat, isn’t it?’

The conversation broke up. The beasts had been named and each member of The Raven, perhaps for the first time, took on the enormity of what they were trying to achieve. And its potential futility. For while they were guaranteed defeat if they lost Dawnthief to the Wytch Lords, they weren’t guaranteed victory if they destroyed them.

Denser lit his pipe, his thoughts drifting inevitably towards his Familiar. He forced himself to push them aside, concentrating instead on images of the single great tomb that dominated Parve and the Torn Wastes. A grand stairway led up to the heart of the pyramid. Ornate mosaics and decorations adorned the walls and floor of a great domed hall at the end of which a single door stood at the entrance to the crypt. Inside, the Keepers tended the six stone sarcophagi, preparing the way for the return of the Ancients. Waiting for the movement within that signalled the reincarnation of essence that would stir the Wytch Lords’ bones and bring the regeneration of the flesh. He shuddered and prayed they would be in time.

With full night holding sway, The Raven moved on to the trail leading directly to the Arch Temple of the Wrethsires. Thraun was convinced that no one would pass them in either direction, and Denser, beginning to believe the Temple would be empty, wondered why the thought worried him so profoundly.

They were at the Temple in an hour, its squat dark shape looming into view against the flat black of the cliffs behind as the path opened out beyond the edge of the tree line. The silence was complete but for the lake on their left, whose soft ripples brought an aura of calm to the scene that was not reflected in the minds of The Raven.

They fanned out and walked slowly towards the huge iron-banded oak doors. The Unknown stood at the centre of the chevron, Hirad and Jandyr to his right, Thraun and Will to his left.

Behind them walked the three mages, Ilkar with the command word for a spell shield on his lips, Erienne preparing light and Denser something altogether more destructive.

At the doors, Jandyr moved up and placed an ear to the wood. ‘I can’t hear anything, but these are very solid. Put it this way, there aren’t three hundred screaming worshippers in there.’

‘Only one way to find out for sure,’ said Hirad.

He trotted up the half-dozen worn stone steps, grasped the handles, turned them and pushed. The stench of death swept out as the doors swung back, hinges protesting. Hirad stepped back a couple of paces, his face turned away.

‘Gods, that’s bad. We need to give it time to clear a little.’

Hastily drawn swords were resheathed and mana shapes were dismissed. No one was going to attack from within.

The Temple was pitch dark inside. While the rest sat on the steps facing away up the path, Ilkar stood to the right-hand side of the doors, looking in at the carnage but turning his head to draw breath. He told what he saw.

The immediate impressions were of bodies and blood covering the black, white and green tiled marble floor. Looking closer, the elf tried to map out the likely course of the fight that had taken place. Right inside the doors, three armed and armoured men in green cloaks lay in a tangle surrounded by four of what had to be the aggressors. They weren’t Wesmen, mercenaries perhaps, but their dark leather and look meant they couldn’t have been Temple guards.

But what lay further within presented a confusing picture. At the far end of the Temple were sprawled the bodies of at least half a dozen Wrethsires, identified by their deep green cowls, their blood mingling in puddles that collected in dips on the tiled floor. And scattered about the Temple were perhaps twenty more of them, weaponless, defenceless, slaughtered.

Ilkar’s eyes, though, rested longest on the scene right in the centre of the Temple. On a five-foot-high plinth, and set in a metal and glass case, sat the Death’s Eye Stone - a black orb shot with striations of carmine red and emerald green that swirled around a disc of piercing blue.

Surrounding the stone were half a dozen bodies, though it was difficult to be exact, such was the state of them. Bent, broken, torn and scattered, the swordsmen had been hacked to pieces, in some cases literally. Blood smeared every surface, hugged every crack and spattered every panel of floor and plinth. But it wasn’t the dismembered bodies that worried Ilkar; it was that he couldn’t fathom who it was that had done it.

So many factors didn’t add up. The bodies around the stone were not Wrethsires or guards, their clothing told him that, yet they appeared to have been defending the area around the plinth. And whoever it was that had massacred them so comprehensively hadn’t stopped to take the stone. Not only that, they hadn’t lost a single one of their number and had then left without leaving a trace of themselves. It just didn’t make sense.

He took a deep breath, held it and moved a couple of paces inside.

‘Careful, Ilkar,’ said Hirad.

Ilkar turned, exhaling. ‘Hirad, they’re all dead.’

‘How long?’

Ilkar knelt and put his fingers to a puddle of blood. It was dry. Not a trace of stickiness.

‘It’s impossible to say. It must have been an oven in there today, it’s still hot now. They smell four days dead but it could be less than a day.’

‘Let’s get moving. Is it breathable?’ Hirad ambled up the steps to join his friend.

‘Just about.’

‘Right,’ said Hirad. ‘Let’s get inside, secure the place and start clearing bodies away from the stone. Nobody touch that case just yet.’

Erienne set a standing LightGlobe above the Death’s Eye Stone while Thraun took a taper to the braziers set around the walls, at about head height. Will and Jandyr hauled bodies from around the plinth, leaving them against the walls, and The Unknown stood guard at the main doors, scanning the tree line for something he knew could not be there but that gnawed at his insides just the same. Ilkar checked the curtained-off rooms at the rear of the Temple.

Hirad joined Denser, who was studying a series of statues let into alcoves around the walls.

‘Interesting, don’t you think?’ said Denser. Hirad turned a slow circle, taking them in. There were eight of them, floor-standing. Cloaked in green, each statue wore a rich coloured tabard over ceremonial plate and chain armour. Painted masks covered the faces and each carried a double-bladed axe in the crook of its arms. They stood more than eight feet high.

‘Completely out of place, aren’t they?’ asked Hirad.

‘Not at all.’ Erienne came to his shoulder. ‘They have a well-documented warrior past. And those masks represented maps of life or death energy, which is where they believe they draw their magic from.’

Denser looked at her askance. ‘Something of an expert, are you?’

‘No, but it pays to have a little knowledge of your contemporaries, ’ said Erienne shortly.

Ilkar walked back into the main body of the Temple.

‘Any idea what happened here?’ asked Hirad.

Ilkar shook his head. ‘There are a couple more bodies of guards back there but nothing’s been touched. What I don’t get is that those dead around the stone had to be mercenaries, and I’m certain they wouldn’t be hired by the Wrethsires.’

‘So you’re saying they weren’t defending the stone?’ asked Denser.

‘Well, no, I mean, it’s still here, isn’t it?’

‘Does it matter?’ asked Will. ‘Let’s just grab it and go.’ He was standing right over the case.

‘Don’t touch it!’ snapped Denser. ‘Sorry, Will. We haven’t checked it for traps or wards yet.’

‘I thought you said they had nothing to do with mana,’ said Will.

‘They don’t. But you can hire it in if you want to.’ Denser took in Erienne and Ilkar with a glance. ‘Shall we?’

The mages tuned to the mana spectrum and examined the plinth and its case. It was a brief investigation.

‘It’s clean of mana traps,’ said Erienne.

‘And what about the Wrethsires’ own magic?’ asked The Unknown, taking a pace back into the Temple.

Denser huffed. ‘They have no static magic capability.’

‘You’re sure?’ said Hirad.

‘There’s nothing over the stone,’ said Denser deliberately.

‘Nothing we can detect, anyway,’ said Ilkar.

‘All right,’ said Hirad. ‘Are we secure?’

The Unknown nodded, turning back to the path outside. Will hunched low over the case, examining its edges and panels, barely even letting his breath fall on it. The rest of The Raven stood in loose formation, watching, Thraun smiling to see Will’s hands so steady.

‘It’s sealed, not trapped as far as I can see. Access is through the top, or do you want me to smash it?’

‘No,’ said Denser. ‘We can’t risk damaging it in any way. Take your time and lift the lid. If even a shard of glass were to scratch its surface, it would affect Dawnthief.’

Will inclined his head and fished out his tools. He sorted through the intricate pieces and selected a flat-headed wedge of metal, which he inserted gently into the seal of the case lid.

There was a whispering in the Temple. A breeze blew from nowhere, taking the doors and slamming them, the sound reverberating through the building. The Unknown was caught a glancing blow. He staggered but kept his feet. The braziers blew out, leaving only Erienne’s globe to light them. Shadows fled up the walls, cutting across the masks of the statues and accentuating their height. They loomed into the Temple, threatening. Beyond the limit of the globe, the darkness closed in and the light seemed weak against it, like a child pushing on a heavy door, never quite able to force it right open.

The whispering gained in intensity, multiple voices swirling in the air, unintelligible, malevolent. The Raven grouped, swords clear of scabbards, the whispers becoming a noise like rushing wind, though the air was still, warm and cloying, the smell of the dead rising to assault the nostrils.

‘Ideas, anyone?’ asked Hirad. The Unknown pulled at the handles of the main doors. They were stuck fast. ‘Try the others. Try the shutters. Thraun, take the opposite route.’ Hirad was forced to raise his voice over the clash of hundreds of voices from nowhere threatening to drown him out.

He checked either side of him. The mages were unfocused, preparing spells, but the deep frowns suggested they were struggling. Jandyr, scared and wide-eyed, looked everywhere. Will worked furiously at the stone’s case. Hirad was dimly aware of the hammering of Thraun and The Unknown on shutters and doors, the dull thuds merely background to the increasing intensity of the whispering voices.

Erienne had her hands to her head, no longer able to concentrate. Ilkar lost his mana shape too, feeling his grip on the fuel of magic loosen. He glanced at The Raven to see them standing in a rough circle about Will and the plinth. His body went cold.

Abruptly, the whispering ceased. The light from Erienne’s globe flickered and died. Darkness was total. There was a tinkle as Will dropped his prising tool. Panic.

Erienne stumbled into Denser, sending both sprawling. From the blackness, The Unknown cursed as his head connected with a wall. Will, swords drawn, pushed his way past Hirad into space, breath rushing in and out of his lungs in huge whoops. He stepped on a body and fell, crying out. Hirad, heart beating hard against his ribs, tried to find the remotest chink of light. There was none.

‘Ilkar, Jandyr, Thraun, tell us what you see. Erienne, more light. Denser, what’s happening?’

The sound of metal scraping on stone rang around the Temple.

‘Anybody?’ Hirad asked of the dark. To his right, he felt Denser lifting Erienne. ‘We need that light. What was that noise?’ He swayed, balance diminished by the totality of the blackness, boot smearing through the dried surface of a pool of blood. The temperature was rising, the stench of death closing in, stinging the eyes. ‘Can’t someone light a taper, for God’s sake?’

‘Yes, yes.’ Will’s tone was edged with desperation. His swords rang back into scabbards; he scrabbled to find light. The scraping sounded again, this time accompanied by a series of heavy thuds that rippled though the floor.

‘Oh, no.’ Ilkar’s voice, laden with dread, cut through the tension.

‘What? What?’ Hirad was shouting. There was a clang. Then more. Another scraping and metal-shod footsteps.

‘The statues are moving. This way,’ said Ilkar. ‘We’ve got to form up. Fast. Unknown, Thraun, to the centre.’

‘Where the hell’s that?’ snapped the big man.

Ilkar could see him stumbling in vaguely the right direction. ‘Keep coming dead ahead. Thraun, give him a hand.’ He watched Thraun guide the big man quickly past the scattered bodies of the Wrethsire guards.

Hirad looked right, seeing nothing but sensing Erienne near. ‘Erienne, where’s that light?’

‘I can’t get the mana shape.’ Her voice shook.

‘Calm.’ Denser’s voice held steady. ‘It’s all right.’

‘No it isn’t,’ said Ilkar. ‘Something’s disrupting the mana flow. I can’t shape anything. And we’ve got less than a minute before they reach us. Will, get back to the circle, we need that stone.’

‘Yes,’ said Will. ‘Jandyr, guide me.’ He sounded calmer now.

Soon, The Raven was complete. The Unknown stood next to Hirad, Ilkar next to him. To the right of the barbarian, Jandyr, Denser, Erienne and Thraun. In the middle, Will, patting the floor, searching for and finding his wedge tool. He began to nudge again at the lid of the case.

The clang of metal on marble, the scraping of stone on tile came closer with every heartbeat, and Hirad could sense them. Looming presences, huge in their invisibility, terrifying in their quiet. He moved his blade to ready.

‘Ilkar . . .’

‘Gods, it’s the Temple itself.’ Ilkar’s sudden shout made Hirad jump.

‘What?’ said Denser.

‘We were blind before the lights went out. Denser, think. Circular building, domed roof, sealed absolutely, needle point spires . . .’ Ilkar trailed off; he could see realisation cross Denser’s face like the knowledge of guilt.

‘We’re in a Cold Room.’

‘Hirad, we’ve got to get a door or shutter open. Trust me on this. They’re on us in twenty seconds.’ Ilkar swallowed hard.

A clashing sound signalled eight axes brought to the ready on gauntleted hands. Hirad shook himself, fighting to hang on to his senses. Around him, The Raven stood ready. At least they would die working to save each other. He made his decision.

‘Ilkar, Erienne, see what you can do. Everyone else, let’s close the circle, try to give them and Will time. Careful underfoot, the blood isn’t as dry as it seems. Thraun, Jandyr, keep talking. Gods, that smell is powerful.’

To Hirad’s left, The Unknown tapped the point of his sword on the ground. It was time.

‘Almost on us,’ said Thraun. ‘Hirad, you have two, axes raised, upper guard. Denser, you have one, Unknown, two. They’re all going to swing in unison, left to right diagonal.’

‘Ready, Unknown?’ Hirad’s voice cut through the fog of his own mind. He breathed and gagged, feeling sweat beading in his forehead and dampening his armpits.

‘You can never be ready for this. Angle your blade down to move the blows or they’ll knock you over.’

Abruptly, the scraping and clanging stopped. There was a susurration around them. Cloaks rustled in the ghost of a breeze. The quiet sent a shiver through Hirad’s body.

‘Now,’ said Jandyr.

The blows came in. At the final moment, Hirad sensed the shape of the statues and the shadow of their blades. Two hands on the hilt, he deflected one strike, swaying from the other. Sparks leapt from blades all round the circle, lighting up the nightmare masked faces of the statues for a beat before plunging them back into darkness. All that was left was the after-image. It would have been better not to have seen them at all. At least everyone survived the first round.

‘They’re slow to react,’ reported Thraun. ‘Weapons still low but moving now, probably for a slash. I don’t recommend we attack. Let’s see what they’ve got.’

‘Very basic conjuration,’ said Denser. ‘If the next blow comes in the same, it’s all they have.’

Inside the circle, Will worked feverishly, blind, head so close to the case he could smell the metal and glass above the hideous odour of the dead. Around him, The Raven fought to protect him. He focused his mind, driving away the fear. He’d felt enough with his fingers to know the glass was reinforced, that he’d need a hammer to break it and that Denser didn’t want to take that risk. But the seal was complete and he had to find the mechanism that opened it. It had to be there, he just didn’t know how much time The Raven could give him to find it.

Ilkar had taken Erienne’s hand and dodged the tightening net. But even as he ducked and side-stepped, he knew a blow wouldn’t come. The statues had their target. Knowing the doors would be too heavy, Ilkar made for the nearest shutter. Erienne, still blind, stepped on to the face of a Wrethsire guard, the neck twisting sickeningly as her weight moved across the head. She stumbled, grabbed Ilkar and shuddered.

‘Gods, it’s hideous.’

‘All right, Erienne, we’re at the edge now.’ Ilkar’s words calmed her.

‘What the hell can we do?’ Erienne, her hands placed on the wooden shutter, scrabbled at its edges. Searching but with no hope of finding.

‘Think. The Unknown tried force, we have to find the lock.’

‘And if it’s magical?’

‘We have to believe we can damage the Wrethsires’ castings.’ He shrugged, although he knew she couldn’t see him. ‘We have to.’

‘Second strike coming. Midriff slash, right to left. Back and block,’ said Jandyr. ‘Now.’

A whistle as eight axes missed their targets. Hirad found the experience totally unnerved him. He was not in control of the fight. And under his feet, the crusted surface of blood broke, robbing him of confidence in his balance. But the statues were limited in their scope, as Thraun confirmed.

‘All right, they’re taking up for the first strike again. None of them has changed position. You know what to do. Now.’

The blows came in much heavier than before. Hirad staggered back a pace, his legs brushing against Will behind him. Again his second assailant missed.

‘Denser?’

‘Still here, just about.’

‘Second strike,’ warned Thraun. ‘Now.’

Hirad just recovered in time. Beside him, The Unknown grunted under the force of the blows.

‘That’s too quick.’ If speed and weight of blow kept on increasing at the same rate, Hirad knew it would be a short fight, and he didn’t want to die without seeing the eyes of his killer.

Will found it. A pinhole tucked under the rim of the lid. It was exquisite workmanship but he didn’t pause to appreciate it. He fished in a belt pouch for his filament wire and guided it, quickly and smoothly, into the hole, thanking the Gods his nerves had returned following the death of Denser’s Familiar. Somewhere in the pinhole was the lock mechanism. Around him the fight was becoming more urgent, denying him the concentration he needed. Twice now, Hirad had stumbled backwards and his retaliating blows had done nothing but strike terrifying sparks from the silent foe.

Denser was struggling badly. The statues had picked up a rhythm whose pace was increasing, and although he could count it, he was not used to the constant strain the axe strokes produced in the muscles and tendons of his arms. And the fetid stink of rotting flesh clouded his mind and caught in his throat, triggering nausea that weakened his limbs still further. Soon his defence would collapse. He was already imagining the pain.

Ilkar and Erienne felt around the shutter. Nothing. Whatever held it was not mechanical, and without the benefit of any kind of mana flow, Ilkar knew deep down that they couldn’t hope to damage the Wrethsires’ conjuration. It would be like trying to put out a fire with a feather. Unless they could break the shutter there was no way out, and if The Unknown couldn’t make a dent, what hope did he have? He drew his sword and hammered the pommel on the heavy wood. It was all he could think of to do while behind him, his friends were being inexorably worn down.

Thraun found the going relatively straightforward. Able to switch grips at will, he, like Hirad, could effectively rest one arm at a time. Jandyr, though, was wilting. The bowman’s light blade was no match for the slugging power of the axe blows and his guard was being forced down inch by inch. Soon, they would cut him.

Will almost shouted with delight when he felt it - a let-in to the long pinhole. All he had to do was direct the filament wire down.

‘Got it,’ he said.

‘Will, do nothing.’ The Unknown fielded the next pair of blows, thinking hard. ‘They’ll go for you when you release the stone, I’m sure of it. We need to be ready. Jandyr?’

‘Yes,’ the elf gasped.

The heat was becoming stultifying and suffocating, the Temple airless, poisoned by the dead. None of them could last much longer.

‘On my word, Will’s going to pop the lid and grab the stone. Field your next blow, grab him and run him through the cordon to the end of the Temple. Got that? Will?’

‘Yes.’

Another blow, stronger, faster. More grunts of exertion.

‘The rest of us, field and dodge, they won’t come for us. Thraun, you’re the eyes, although I’m sure we all know where our enemies are standing. On my word then.’

‘Strike coming,’ said Thraun.

‘Will, now!’

The thief pushed down on the filament, and as the lid swung up, he grabbed the stone.

‘I have it.’

The Unknown caught the blows on his blade, ducked and charged through the gap between his two attackers, sensing Hirad do likewise. Jandyr turned and grabbed Will, pulling him upright and forward.

‘Run, Will!’ The elf’s cry echoed around the Temple, loud in the darkness.

Axes rose and fell, clashing sparks off the tiles as they bit. It was enough to see Will and Jandyr sprinting for the far end of the Temple, picking a path through the corpses. The scraping started again, then the clank of metal on stone. The statues were on the move.

‘Jandyr, you’re the eyes for Will,’ said The Unknown. ‘You should be able to dodge them. Don’t get trapped.’

‘Count on it.’ Jandyr sounded exhausted.

‘Let’s get one of those bloody shutters open. Thraun, direct me.’

‘Dead ahead of you now. Put your arms out. There.’

‘Ilkar, what did you find?’ asked The Unknown.

The ominous sounds of the walking statues bounced off the walls, mingling with the occasional wet crunch as they drove stone feet through the bodies of their former masters. Jandyr’s voice could be heard, low and comforting, but bone tired.

‘There is no mechanical switch,’ said Ilkar as The Unknown felt around the shutter’s edge. ‘It’s all part of the same casting, I’m sure of it.’

‘Then we’re going to have to batter it. Thraun, let’s see if we can move that plinth. I suggest you sheath your weapons and stand back to the wall. We don’t want any accidents.’

It seemed to Will that at every turn, he was exposed to a new fear. First the Familiar, then his useless hands, next the sudden dark and now this. Eight huge statues coming for him and him alone because he held the Death’s Eye Stone. He hadn’t even let himself think of the power that animated them, or that could remove The Raven’s capacity for victory so effectively.

All that bothered him now was the sound of their feet marking the floor, that he couldn’t see them coming and that, despite Jandyr’s words and hand on his shoulder, he was certain he was going to perish in this nightmare place that smelt so much of death.

‘Will, you’re shaking.’

‘Are you surprised?’

‘Listen to me and you’ll be fine. They’re closing in, so we have to move in a second to force a change of direction. I’m going to move us left. Grab hold of my arm and keep walking - there’s no need to run because they can’t cover the whole diameter of the Temple. Do you understand?

‘Yes.’ The scraping was loud in Will’s ears, the clang of metal boots sounding his death knell, his mind full of the images of axes felling from the disguise of night.

‘Let’s move.’

They hugged the wall, Jandyr gasping with every pace, Will trying to concentrate on merely putting one foot in front of the other. The elf walked quickly, and twice Will all but lost his grip, tripping on the bodies they had so recently dragged to the Temple’s edge. But the fear of being left alone to be cut to pieces kept his fingers tight on the flesh of Jandyr’s upper arm. An abrupt change of direction and Will stumbled.

‘Where?’

‘Sorry, Will. We’re heading to the other side of the Temple.’ Jandyr’s breath was tortured. ‘It’ll give me more space for the next move.’

Thraun swept the case from the plinth and tried to tip the column of carved marble. For a moment he thought it was set into the floor, but with a crack that signified the shifting of the dust of ages, it moved.

‘Unknown?’

‘Thank the Gods.’

The two big warriors hauled the plinth to an acute angle before wrapping their arms around it and heaving it from the floor, grunting with the effort and breathing heavily.

‘Lead away, Thraun,’ said The Unknown. ‘Quickly.’

Will slipped on a slick of new blood and went sprawling, shouting as his hand was wrenched from Jandyr’s arm. He rolled over and came to his haunches, eyes probing desperately at the impenetrable dark, recoiling as they touched cold torn flesh.

‘Jandyr,’ he wailed. ‘Don’t let them get me!’ Movement by him and a hand on his arm. He flinched then relaxed.

‘I’ve got you, Will. I’ve got you.’ Jandyr’s voice was a beacon of calm. ‘We’re all right. They can’t get us. Come on, we need to keep moving.’

Will rose to his feet. ‘Which way?’

‘Just follow me.’

The Unknown absorbed the recoil of the first blow on the shutter, his massive shoulders shuddering under the reactive force. But the wood had given. Magically sealed it might have been, but it was still just wood.

‘Next time,’ said Thraun. ‘Ready?’

‘Go.’

The wood shivered. They heard it splinter but still they weren’t through.

‘Close,’ Thraun said. ‘Again.’

‘Go.’

The marble plinth crashed through the shutter. Thraun let his end go and The Unknown drove forwards, pushing the makeshift battering ram out on to the path. A jagged hole in the wood let in fresh air, a wan light that shone like a watch beam and, more importantly, a flood of mana as the structure of the Cold Room was broken.

‘That’ll do,’ said Denser.

In moments, the Temple filled with a gentle glow as Erienne tempered her LightGlobe, wary of the danger of a new sort of blindness. Jandyr and Will were still evading. As the globe deployed, they began to run towards the main doors. Jandyr was limping badly.

‘See to those doors,’ said Hirad.

‘I’ve got them.’ Ilkar’s ForceCone focused where they met. Its casting blew them clean off their hinges to cartwheel into the glorious warm night air.

‘Let’s go, let’s go!’ Hirad led the run from the Temple, gulping in fresh air, unfettered by the taste of death. ‘If they follow, we can outrun them. Come on!’

The Raven exploded from the Temple, Jandyr and Will last, crashing into the dirt beyond the steps. The statues stopped at the doors, unable to move beyond the confines of their casting. The Raven stopped at the tree line.

First one masked figure, then another, stepped from the shadows. Eyes so long used to the dark took it all in as plain as if it were day. In moments, ninety Protectors barred their passage, headed by a single rider.

The Raven formed up, The Unknown at its centre, eyes boring into the ranks behind the horseman. All the time, he knew they’d been there.

Will stayed by Jandyr. The elf lay face down in the earth, blood running from a gash that led from shoulder to hip.

‘He needs help.’

‘So do we,’ said Erienne.

Will looked up as Denser spoke.

‘Styliann. You’re a little late for the rescue.’

‘Remarkable,’ said Styliann. ‘It was imperative you survived. Balaia doesn’t have much time.’




Chapter 30

The hordes were coming and Darrick had to make the most critical command decision of his career. He’d seen The Raven safely into the west and, a day later, Styliann and one hundred Protectors had galloped through, bent on vengeance. He hadn’t spoken to the Lord of the Mount but he had seen into his eyes. He pitied the Wesmen who encountered that centile of death.

The situation was clear to him. While the defence of the east was his charge, the real battle was about to fought in the west by The Raven and, it seemed, by Styliann. Darrick looked about him. He’d assembled the most capable staff he could think of, any one of whom could marshal the defence forces equally as well as himself.

To the south, while Gresse and Blackthorne’s loss of the latter’s town was a serious blow, their harrying tactics should delay the Wesmen advance on one flank, and to the north, he had to believe that the Colleges would hold Triverne Inlet. There lay the greatest concentration of magic, and there the Shamen could be effectively countered for now.

In his heart, Darrick knew he couldn’t stand at the head of Understone Pass and wait for the result in the Torn Wastes. He wanted his five hundred horse, his fifty mages and his freedom to ride.

He wanted a fight, and by the Gods he was going to have one.

 


Ilkar walked away, back towards the Temple. He was shaking. Styliann’s voice came to him through a haze.

‘I really am very sorry.’

Ilkar shrugged and turned. ‘When did this all happen? What happened at Triverne Inlet?’ He couldn’t understand how the situation could possibly be so bad.

‘Yesterday. I received communion earlier this evening. They wiped us out. We had thought to hold them there for days but their magic was too strong,’ said Styliann. ‘They’ve got something we never saw three hundred years ago. White fire that brings down walls and something altogether darker that can eat the flesh.’

The Raven listened in silence, The Unknown standing with the Protectors, his eyes unfocused. The mage force and warriors at Triverne Inlet had been massacred, overwhelmed by magic-wielding Shamen. The Wesmen were less than three days from Julatsa and there had to be doubts over the Colleges’ ability to keep them at bay. Blackthorne and Gresse were losing the battle to keep the Wesmen from flanking the Understone Pass defence, and Darrick had ridden into the west and disappeared. The Gods alone knew what he meant to do. Suddenly, their planned approach to Parve had turned into a headlong rush and they could already be out of time.

‘And what are your plans, my Lord?’ asked Denser, still stunned that the Lord of the Mount should be in the west.

‘You know why I am here,’ said Styliann. ‘They took Selyn and I will take their lives. You will come with me and so will Dawnthief. The Raven can return to Understone Pass. Their skills are better used in its defence.’

The atmosphere changed in an instant. Hirad shifted to a ready stance, sword still sheathed for the moment. The Unknown moved to stand beside him, as did Thraun. Ilkar and Erienne flanked Denser as he stood in front of the mounted Styliann. Will remained with the fallen Jandyr. There was a ripple through the Protectors.

‘I’m not sure I understand,’ said Denser, though an awful realisation was flooding his heart.

Styliann raised his eyebrows. ‘Denser, the balance must be redressed and we must have dominion. Dawnthief must belong to Xetesk alone. Now, bring the catalysts to me or I will take them from the corpses of your friends.’ He signalled, and the Protectors unsheathed their weapons, the sound slicing through the night air.

‘You can’t let him do this!’ hissed Ilkar.

‘He has no choice,’ said Styliann. ‘He always knew this would be the result.’

Denser gaped at Styliann, his head shaking slightly. ‘And you . . . ?’ He gestured behind him at the Temple.

Styliann frowned. ‘Yes. And you did what even my Protectors could not. I’m impressed,’ he said. ‘But now The Raven’s work is done.’

‘How did you get here before us?’ asked Hirad.

‘I was never very far behind you, Hirad. You chose to rest on your way here; I did not.’ He shrugged. ‘A pity I didn’t succeed. It would have made all of this so much easier.’

‘Yes,’ said The Unknown. ‘Because we hold the cards, don’t we?’

Ilkar fell back from Denser behind The Raven. His incantation was short. ‘Shield up,’ he murmured. The Raven’s swords were drawn.

Styliann laughed. ‘Do not think you can stand in my way,’ he said, dismissive. ‘Denser, do the right thing or I’ll be forced to take your life too.’

‘You wouldn’t do that.’ Denser moved back, Erienne with him, feeling Ilkar’s shield cover him.

‘Any reason why not?’

The Protectors came to ready. The Unknown tensed.

‘Because I represent the only realistic chance of casting Dawnthief with any hope of destroying the Wytch Lords while leaving Balaia still habitable.’ But Denser’s words held little conviction.

‘If you really are blind enough to think you are the only Dawnthief mage in Xetesk, I pity you,’ said Styliann. ‘I am offering you glory. You and I will destroy the Wytch Lords and then you will stand by me on the Mount and oversee our rule of Balaia. There are two Towers in need of new Masters. Come.’ He beckoned Denser forward and the Dark Mage moved an involuntary half-pace before Erienne’s arm, still locked through his, restrained him.

Denser looked about him at The Raven. At Erienne, who carried his child and to whom he would suffer no harm. At Hirad, who had threatened his life twice but had saved it more often and would undoubtedly do so again, given the chance. At Ilkar, who knew the way forward and tolerated him because of it. The Unknown, who was released but still in thrall to his soul memories. And Will, Thraun and Jandyr, who believed because The Raven believed.

But opposite him, Styliann. The Lord of the Mount of Xetesk. A man who could see him to death or glory with equal ease.

Denser came to Hirad’s shoulder, his voice a whisper. ‘Do you trust me?’ he asked.

Hirad regarded him carefully, Denser watching the thoughts chasing themselves across his eyes. ‘You’re Raven,’ he answered, shrugging. ‘You risked yourself to release The Unknown. That is the act of one of us.’

‘Give me the chain.’ Hirad framed a refusal but Denser stayed him. ‘He can take them anyway. We can’t stop him.’

‘We can’t just give in.’ Hirad’s grip tightened on his sword.

Denser’s voice was barely audible. ‘No one is giving in. Trust me.’

Hirad switched his attention to Styliann, who studied The Raven with obvious fascination. Behind him, ninety Protectors stood ready to wipe them out. He clacked his tongue and lifted the chain carrying the Understone Pass Commander’s Badge and the Dordovan Ring of Authority from his neck. He heard Ilkar’s sharply indrawn breath, though the shield did not waver.

‘Give Denser the stone, Will,’ said Hirad. ‘We have nothing to gain by dying.’

Will paused in his tending of Jandyr and passed the Death’s Eye Stone to Denser. The Xeteskian smiled but, before walking to Styliann, stopped by Ilkar, his back to his Lord.

‘Whatever you do, keep that shield up.’ He moved to stand in front of Styliann, hefting the catalysts.

‘And to think I have the fate of Balaia in my hands,’ he said.

‘Dangerous,’ said Styliann. He reached out. ‘Let’s not waste any more time. It is a particularly precious commodity.’

‘Indeed it is,’ agreed Denser, a smile on his lips. ‘And I will now decide Balaia’s fate.’

The mana shape was formed and the command spoken before Styliann had a chance to react. Denser, ShadowWings deployed, shot up and backwards, finishing behind the Temple, high in the lee of the cliffs. Every face turned to look at him, silhouetted against the star-speckled night sky. No one breathed and Hirad’s heart thumped in his chest, sweat freezing on his body. Denser shouted down from his vantage point, well out of Styliann’s spell range, ShadowWings beating lazy time.

‘I can’t let you return to the old ways, Styliann. You’re out of date. Dawnthief goes with The Raven. That is the contract and we will honour it or die in the attempt.’

‘You are a Xeteskian mage and you are my servant,’ said Styliann, his voice cold and terrible. ‘You will obey me.’

‘No,’ said Denser. ‘I am Raven.’

Hirad’s smile was as wide as Understone Pass. He straightened from his ready stance.

‘Oh dear, Styliann,’ he said. ‘Beaten again. Why not admit it and step aside?’

But Styliann wasn’t listening. His eyes ablaze, his mind shaped mana with the speed and efficiency only a Master could command. A trio of FlameOrbs struck Ilkar’s shield in successive heartbeats, blue and red light lashing over the invisible barrier. Ilkar gasped under the force of the attack, but though he trembled, the shield did not. Styliann looked on. None of The Raven had so much as flinched.

‘Ilkar has never lost a shield to magical attack,’ said Hirad. ‘And I can assure you that he doesn’t intend starting now. It’s over, Styliann.’

‘I hardly think so,’ grated the Lord of the Mount. He turned to his Protectors. ‘Kill them. Kill them now.’ But the Protectors did not move. ‘Kill them!’ he screamed, face red in the moonlight, fury blazing in his eyes. Hirad prepared to die.

‘Relax, Hirad,’ said The Unknown, and the depth of his smile at last touched his eyes. ‘I suggest you save your breath, Styliann.’

‘I beg your pardon?’ The words dragged from Styliann’s mouth.

‘It’s something you can never conceive, let alone understand. They will not attack us while I am here and we aren’t threatening your life. And in the same way, I will not let The Raven attack them. But I warn that should I die at your hand, your Protectors will turn on you.’

There was a shifting behind Styliann. He looked around. The Protectors were all staring at him, their masks reflecting the star-light.

‘You can choose not to believe me, my Lord.’ The Unknown walked forwards, out of the spell shield. ‘But you’ve already lost the spell. Why lose your life too?’

Styliann’s face darkened still further. He swung round in his saddle again, studying the Protectors’ postures, unable to conceive the potential scale of their defiance. Eventually, he turned back to The Unknown.

‘But you have been released. You are no longer one of them.’

‘So I thought too. But the bonds forged in the meld of souls are unbreakable. My soul may be my own but it will reach out to the Protectors for ever. I accept that, they understand it. Best you do too.’

A third look behind him and the Lord of the Mount nodded. He had half turned his horse when The Unknown stopped him.

‘You can help us save Balaia and gain your revenge,’ he suggested. ‘If you were to attack Parve from the south or south-east in response to our signal, it might ease our route to the pyramid. At least then you might have a College to return to.’

Styliann’s face was blank. ‘You might tell Denser that while I am Lord of the Mount, he is most unwelcome in Xetesk. As for The Raven, you will be paid on your return through Understone Pass. Be very certain never to cross me again.’

‘I will sign you through the Protectors,’ said The Unknown. ‘If you are near, they will hear me.’

Styliann said nothing, kicking his horse to a canter and making his way through the ranks of Protectors. They remained still for some moments, meeting souls with The Unknown, before following their Given from the Temple clearing.

For several minutes, The Raven held formation while Denser circled overhead, sight attuned to the mana spectrum, probing for a clue that Styliann was about to launch a new attack. When he landed and dismissed the ShadowWings, they relaxed.

‘Shield down,’ said Ilkar.

Hirad placed a hand on Denser’s shoulder, nodding his gratitude as the Dark Mage looked at him.

‘At last, I think I can say I understand,’ said Denser.

‘Will Styliann help us?’ asked Hirad.

The Unknown raised his eyebrows. ‘Difficult to say,’ he said. ‘If he stops to think hard enough, perhaps.’

‘Thraun, would you check the path and collect the horses?’ asked Hirad. Thraun inclined his head and jogged away out of sight.

Belatedly, the focus of attention fell on Jandyr. The elf was still alive and Erienne had joined Will in ministering to him. But he hadn’t moved from where he had fallen. His leather armour had been slit by the falling axe of a statue and the wound beneath it was deep and severe. His clothing and the dirt around him were filmed with blood, although Erienne seemed to have stemmed the flow.

‘How bad?’ asked Will.

‘He’s been lucky,’ said Erienne. ‘The blade hasn’t sheared any ribs, so his heart and lungs are undamaged, but I’m very worried about the state of his shoulder and lower back.’

‘Can we move him?’ asked The Unknown.

‘Not until morning, anyway, to give me a chance to repair some of the damage. Put it this way, he won’t be using his bow for a while. There’s a great deal of tendon and muscle damage in that shoulder.’

‘We haven’t got that sort of time,’ said Ilkar. ‘You heard what Styliann said. The Wesmen will be at Julatsa in three days.’

‘Then they must hold them,’ said Erienne. ‘If we ride now, he will die. Ilkar, I’m only asking we wait until dawn. Five hours.’

‘Dawn,’ said Ilkar. ‘It will give us a chance to verify what Styliann has said.’

Hirad considered the situation. He scanned the tree line, then turned full circle, taking in the lake, mountains and Temple. The painted faces of the statues still crowded the doors. He shuddered.

‘So long as you can all stand to be watched by that lot, we might as well stay right here until sun-up. Will, the stove, please. Denser, I need you and Thraun to discuss the route to Parve. With the Wesmen on the march we’ll have to stay clear of the roads to Understone. Meanwhile, Ilkar, Unknown, I want to talk to you.’

A brief flurry of activity disrupted the peace of the impromptu campsite. Denser and Will hurried out of the clearing after Thraun, Erienne began preparation of a healing spell and the three surviving original Raven members gathered on the steps of the Temple. Hirad spared the statues one more glance before speaking.

‘There’s things I don’t understand,’ he said.

‘No change there,’ said Ilkar.

Hirad punched him on the shoulder. ‘You’re funny, Ilkar. But not very funny.’ He laughed. ‘Explain to me what a Cold Room is and why I’ve never heard of one before.’

‘Well, it’s not something the Colleges publicise, for obvious reasons.’ Ilkar shot a glance heavenwards. ‘How do I explain? Right, look, mana flows everywhere and through everything. It doesn’t stop for skin, bones, walls, wood, ocean, not even dimensions, as we discovered. No one knows its rhythm or the pattern to its flow, only how to disrupt it to form shapes for spells. But one thing that can be done is to divert the flow, and particular structures will do that.’ He jerked a thumb behind him. ‘Mana will take the path of least resistance. This temple has been very carefully constructed, and I mean in extraordinary architectural and material detail. When it was sealed, the mana simply flowed around it and not through it.’ He shrugged. ‘That’s it.’

‘It was a well-laid trap for the unwary thief,’ agreed The Unknown.

‘Or mage,’ muttered Ilkar. ‘We were close to being snuffed out in there.’

‘So those bodies we found in there were Protectors?’ asked Hirad.

‘Yes,’ said The Unknown. ‘I knew straight away but it didn’t seem possible at the time. They were Protectors, some of Styliann’s no doubt.’

‘But they had no masks,’ said Ilkar.

‘No doubt, when the threat is removed, the statues move back and the doors unseal. Protectors always take the masks of their fallen brothers. Styliann wanted to get the Death’s Eye Stone for himself and was cautious enough to stay outside while he sent his Protectors in. Getting it would have given him real power over us, after all.’

‘So he was waiting for us to succeed,’ said Hirad.

‘Hoping, certainly,’ said The Unknown. ‘I’m sure us taking the stone and then him taking the entire spell from us was his fallback plan the whole time.’

Hirad shook his head. ‘When I saw them all waiting, I don’t mind telling you I expected to be dead and cooling soon after. What happened?’

‘He did.’ Ilkar indicated Denser, who was walking back into the clearing with Will, Thraun and the horses.

‘Would you care to elaborate?’ asked Hirad.

‘Yes, I’d be glad to. We have just witnessed the biggest single step forward in Xeteskian thinking, probably ever. Denser turned down certain power and glory in his College for the greater good of Balaia. I can still scarcely believe it.’

‘But that doesn’t explain the Protectors,’ said Hirad. He looked out into the camp. Will was setting up the stove near by, intent on ignoring them but no doubt hearing everything they said. Erienne was talking to Jandyr and stroking his hair. The elven bowman, although still lying on his front, was conscious. Denser and Thraun were in deep conversation, poring over a map, Thraun making animated sweeping gestures. Denser, pipe smoking gently, was smiling.

Hirad felt warm inside. The Raven was complete again and working smoothly. He hadn’t felt this way since the day Ras died.

‘You’ll have to ask The Unknown about that,’ said Ilkar.

‘There’s not a lot to say that you’ll understand,’ said The Unknown. ‘I just knew Styliann’s power over them was less than that of the bond between them and me. They won’t ever attack one of their own unless their Given’s life is threatened. We didn’t threaten Styliann’s life.’

‘And would they have killed him if he’d killed you?’ asked Ilkar.

‘No. He is their Given and they can never hurt him. Who cares? Styliann believed me.’

Hirad laughed again. ‘Nice work, Unknown. C’mon, let’s take a look at the lake, get Will some water.’

 


The attack hammered in along the entire length of the Wesmen lines as they marched through flat areas of grassland, flanked by pockets of dense forest. It followed a storm of arrows, HardRain and DeathHail, forcing the Shamen to use valuable stamina raising hard and magical shields.

A thousand riders surged into the exposed enemy, hoofs churning mud, earth and blood, blades flashing in the midday sun. The noise was like heavy rain on a slate roof, growing in intensity. Blackthorne’s men wheeled after their first charge, disengaging to re-form. The horns sounded again and Gresse’s force levered into the other flank, spreading disarray.

Gresse felt like a young man again as he kicked his horse into the suddenly less smug, tanned faces of the Wesmen. He cut left and right as he drove forwards, splitting the face of one man and slicing through the shoulder of another. Blood filled the air, misting in front of his face and spattering his legs, saddle and chest. Noise, tumultuous, filled his ears.

Around him, his men clattered into the enemy, the shouts of Wesmen trying to gather a defence mingling with the cries of the dying. He urged his mount onwards, pushing one man aside with a blow from his shield and fielding a spear jab on the guard of his sword. The Wesmen were falling back under the onslaught, their line order threatening to break, confidence taken apart by the rampaging horses and the flashing steel of their riders. Gresse began to scent victory.

The horns sounded again and he wheeled his horse through a half-circle and ploughed out of the carnage, trampling the dead and dying under hoof. Looking left and right, he counted only a handful of riderless horses and he shouted his delight as he galloped away to re-form out of Wesmen bow range.

Down came the spells and arrows again on the Wesmen ranks, but this time more of them stopped short, bouncing from shields or flaring darkly on magical contact.

A third time, the horns sounded, signalling the push on the Shamen, so far defended by their warrior guards, and Blackthorne came charging back in, mages in attendance, shielding as many men as they could.

By now, the Wesmen had regrouped and stood ready, drawn into tight defensive cells. Blackthorne’s spearmen levelled poles and clattered into the enemy, making less ground but fragmenting the outer defensive lines. The swordsmen followed them in, Gresse seeing Blackthorne’s blade rise and fall, spraying blood in all directions.

There was a hum in the air, cutting through the din of battle, assaulting the ears and setting teeth on edge. Horses, skittish and with nostrils flaring, threatened to rear. From the fingers of every Shaman issued whip-like lines of black, flailing the air and burying themselves in horse and rider alike.

Agony. Death in terror and pain unimaginable. Where the spell found an unshielded body or breached magical defence, man and beast died by the score. As Gresse watched, a line of dark caught a rider in the midriff and tore up his body, unpicking his leather, stomach and chest like a tailor’s knife through fine cloth. His intestines gushed through the rent in his body, ribs shattered, and his dying cry was silenced as the dark reached his neck.

Elsewhere, holes were punched clear through bodies, flesh was burned or eaten aside and the tide of the battle turned with stunning speed. Blackthorne whirled his sword above his head and the horns sounded full retreat. Gresse barked orders to his men, and the Baronial cavalry kicked away from the scene of devastation, leaving the blood of the east to mix with that of the west, the jeers of the Wesmen ringing in their ears.

Glory was turned to darkness.




Chapter 31

A dry and warm night was followed by a cloudless dawn, the rain of the preceding day a distant memory.

Denser had held a brief communion with the lead mage at Understone and at least they knew that Styliann had not been exaggerating. To the south, and moving at worrying speed, the Wesmen were three days from Understone, and Blackthorne’s efforts were yielding little but the blood of his own men. But worse, some thirty thousand Wesmen and Shamen were a day from the western entrance to the pass.

‘And you said the Wytch Lords haven’t yet regained their full strength?’ said Hirad.

Denser nodded. ‘When they are walking and fully focused, the Shamen’s power will be completely unstoppable.’

‘If it isn’t already,’ said Ilkar.

‘How far to the Torn Wastes?’ Hirad asked.

‘Two and a half days’ ride to the borders, perhaps another hour to the pyramid,’ replied Thraun.

‘That is cutting it very fine indeed,’ said Ilkar.

‘And it assumes we aren’t held up on the way,’ added Thraun.

There was a contemplative quiet. Hirad pictured a headlong dash into the maw of sudden death - around any corner, Wesmen could be waiting in great numbers.

‘We could do with your cat now, couldn’t we?’ said Will ruefully.

‘I could do with him all the time.’ Denser’s smile was thin and cold.

‘How long can Darrick’s men hold Understone Pass?’ asked Hirad.

The Unknown shrugged. ‘Who can say? We haven’t seen the Shamen magic. All that’s working in our favour is the narrowness of the entrance. There can’t be an attack on a wide front and that gives our mages the chance to shield effectively.’

‘Hmmm.’ Hirad leaned back against the Temple steps, draining his mug. ‘And can Jandyr ride?’ The elf was being left to rest.

Erienne nodded. ‘Wake him any time, just don’t ask him to fight or fire his bow.’

‘How long before he can?’

‘In an ideal world, a day, no more. But we’re riding hard and it’ll pull at his wounds. If I don’t get the time, you don’t get your bowman.’

‘Great,’ said Hirad. ‘Well, I guess we shouldn’t hang around here waiting for the end of the world. Let’s go and create it for ourselves.’ He clapped Ilkar on the shoulder and rose.

Inside half an hour, they were riding for the Torn Wastes.

 


To Darrick, it was all very simple. Ride the secondary trails to the Wastes and there drive hard into the flanks of the Guardians and Keepers of the Tomb. Kill anything that got in the way and see The Raven back to the pass, victorious.

But two hours after dawn of his third full day in Wesmen lands, a third of his men were dead, another fifty were injured and his mage support was in tatters. Stopping to assess the damage fully, his body shaking with rage and humiliation, he still couldn’t see how the Wesmen could have known their route.

Seventy bowmen, concealed from the path, launching waves of death and disorder that cut down horse and man alike. At the first wave, the cavalry broke ranks, charging left and right up the shallow incline into the shrubland behind which the trap had been laid. More lost their lives as arrows hurtled in from close range before, at last amongst them, the cavalry wiped out the Wesmen archers. He considered himself very fortunate not to have run into any Shamen.

Darrick surveyed his forces, reading the shock and dismay in their faces. He dispatched the worst injured back to the pass before consulting the lead mage. The Xeteskian was now in charge of only seventeen.

‘Can you hold hard and magical shields on the gallop?’

‘What’s your plan?’

Darrick shook his head. ‘We have to push on. If we decide to leave the trails, we may as well turn back now because we’ll be too late. I want to turn this around, drive hard the rest of the day and surprise them with how deep we are into their territory. If we meet another ambush, I don’t want to pause in the gallop.’

‘That’s high risk,’ said the Xeteskian.

‘I know, but we’ve got to take the initiative. They should never have been that well set. There is no way they could have known our route. No way.’

The mage raised his eyebrows. ‘The Wytch Lords must be closer to walking than we thought.’

‘Will you attempt the shield?’ asked Darrick.

The Xeteskian nodded. ‘Of course, if it’s what you wish.’

‘It is. Right, I’ve got to talk to the men, bring them up for this. It’s going to be one hell of a chase.’ Darrick smiled. ‘Two days to save Balaia. Ready?’

 


The Lord Tessaya stood with his Shamen on the hills outside Understone Pass which he had so recently relinquished but was surely soon to retake. Thirty thousand of his countrymen, some enemies less than a year ago, were camped within a few hours of the pass, while a dozen Shamen under protection from three hundred of Tessaya’s pass survivors were moving closer to the pass itself. A further five thousand Wesmen were ready to pour back under the mountains. It would be a sweet moment.

‘I want them slaughtered to a man for what they did to me. But bring me Darrick alive. I will personally oversee his very slow death manacled to the stone he thought to take from me.’ The Shamen nodded; one issued instructions. ‘How long before we are in position? ’

‘We will be awaiting your instruction as the sun reaches its zenith, Lord.’

Tessaya looked to the sky: two hours. Two hours and then maybe he could erase the sounds of the terrified as the sea from the sky crashed through the pass. The echoes of the water beating off the walls and sweeping away his people, their cries, their shouts and their pleas dying with them as they were driven into the chasms. So many would never be found to rest on pyres of honour. So many never had the chance to fight and die as they had dreamed.

But the towering act of cowardice would be avenged as his people forged into the east to take as they pleased. For the first time in days, Tessaya smiled.

‘I will mount up and lead my people back where they belong,’ he said. ‘We will soon all be drinking the blood of College mages.’

 


The Raven rode hard through unforgiving countryside as the sun rose into a partly cloudy sky. They hadn’t seen or heard any pursuit since leaving the Temple. The Unknown could no longer feel the Protectors and had no idea whether they were heading east or west. But though they were making good progress, the way was difficult, the horses would tire quickly and the risk of accident was ever present.

Their principal concern, though, was Jandyr. The elven bowman was struggling. After a night in which he was kept asleep under Erienne’s WarmHeal, he had pronounced himself able to ride, though his white, drawn and sweat-sheened face told The Raven about the pain he was suffering.

For an hour, he seemed to be standing it well, but as the morning wore on, he slowed more and more, spending much of his time flanked by Denser and Erienne, or Ilkar and Erienne. The mages, all with well-tuned healing ability, watched anxiously as the wound in his shoulder and back pulled and strained, blood soaking into his leather and shirt and dripping down his left arm, which hung strapped to his side.

At the first rest stop, and with the horses being checked, fed and watered by Thraun and Will, the rest of The Raven gathered around a gasping Jandyr as he lay propped against a moss-covered boulder. They had come to a stop at the head of a valley. Below them, the hills, windblown and stark, rolled away north and west towards Parve, while behind, the forest land they’d ridden through and which had provided such good cover lay like a coarse green blanket covering steep incline and shallow slope alike.

Perhaps a thousand feet below them, the principal trail from Parve to Understone cut along the base of the Baravale Valley, which bored one hundred miles between the west’s two principal ranges of hills and mountains. Now and again on the prevailing wind, the sounds of marching Wesmen reached them while they, out of sight, sat and considered their position.

‘Is there anything you can do to ease the pain?’ asked Hirad. Denser paused from warming Erienne’s hands and looked at her.

‘Hold on,’ she said. She withdrew her hands and helped Jandyr turn on to his side, giving her access to his wound. She unpicked the crude stitching of his leather and, with Ilkar’s help, eased the bloody jacket’s parts aside, cursing at the ruination of her work of the previous night. ‘The wound is pulling from the riding, there’s little I can do about that. What I can do is take the pain away, but he’ll not be aware of any further damage he’s doing. That could be dangerous.’

‘Jandyr?’ asked Hirad.

The elf breathed deeply, the sound a little ragged. ‘I can’t ride on like this,’ he said. ‘The pain is getting too much and I’ll hold you up. There’s a choice. Either you leave me here and come back when it’s over, or Erienne casts the spell.’

‘You can’t stay here alone,’ said Erienne. ‘Without treatment you won’t survive.’

‘Then the decision’s made,’ said Hirad.

‘He’ll need supporting some of the time. He won’t always be able to hold himself upright,’ said Erienne.

‘What are you planning on casting?’ asked Denser.

‘SenseNumb.’

‘That’s a little strong, isn’t it?’ said Ilkar.

Erienne hesitated.

‘What is it?’ Jandyr frowned. ‘It’s worse than you thought, isn’t it?’

She nodded. ‘The bleeding is worse than it should be. The flesh hasn’t knitted at all. I know you’ve been straining it in the ride but it should be better than it is. I need to cast SenseNumb to keep you going at all. I should be able to do more tonight.’

‘Will I still be alive tonight?’ asked the elf.

‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘I haven’t got a good record at keeping people alive, have I?’ Tears were suddenly in her eyes and running down her cheeks. Denser put an arm around her shoulder. He looked to Hirad.

‘I think we’d better get on,’ he said.
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Approaching the village there was magic in the air. Styliann slowed his advance and moved to the rear of the column of Protectors. Still mounted, they walked their horses in close formation, the innate magical shields of the Protectors overlapping to produce something the Shamen would have to work hard to penetrate.

After leaving the Temple clearing, Styliann had turned south, his fury undimmed following a second humiliation at the hands of The Raven. And while he saw the sense of The Unknown’s words, he had already made up his mind that his route to Parve would not be at The Raven’s choice of pace. If he arrived in time to distract attention from them, so be it.

He had chosen as his first target a village just inside the Heartlands which would have staged marches towards Understone Pass and, possibly, the Bay of Gyernath. The village lay less than two days from the Torn Wastes. It would be a fitting message to the Wytch Lords about where the power really lay.

‘Advance,’ he ordered. ‘There are no innocents. Spare no one.’ It was the only voice that was heard as the Protectors pushed their horses to a gallop, making an arrow formation with Styliann at its rear, already forming the mana shape for his favourite destructive spell. He smiled at the very thought of what he had just ordered.

With only the sound of their horses to reveal their presence, the Xeteskian Protectors swept into the unprepared Wesmen village. Built on classic Wesmen lines, the village was arranged in a circle around the central tribal totem and fire. It contained about thirty buildings, fencing for animals and open-sided, roofed structures for crop storage.

The ninety-strong force divided into two around the circle, swords drawn and hammering down on the villagers, who scattered screaming in every direction. Men, women, children, no one in the way was spared the blade. And behind them, Styliann rode into the centre of the circle, spell prepared.

‘HellFire,’ he said.

A dozen columns of fire crashed through the roofs of occupied dwellings, deluging victims and devastating buildings. Wood and flame filled the air. Burning figures ran from buildings, noise pounded the ears.

At the end of their sweep, the Protectors dismounted in almost balletic synchronicity and jogged back through the carnage, axes now drawn in spare hands. The village was in chaos. The dozen buildings hit by Styliann’s soul-searching HellFire burnt fiercely, sending palls of black smoke into the sky. Survivors of the flames and the first Protector charge ran, some for the trees, some for their weapons. One marched towards the unprotected Styliann.

The Lord of the Mount slid from his horse, his magical shield formed and deployed immediately following the HellFire, sword drawn. The Shaman cast, ten black tendrils coursing at Styliann, playing over the shield and sending lines of force around his body. The shield should have breached under the pressure. Styliann could see that in the Shaman’s eyes.

‘Oh dear,’ said Styliann. He walked forward and punched the Shaman with the pommel of his sword. Around him, the Protectors, silent, fast, ruthlessly efficient, were firing the remaining buildings and slaughtering everyone they found, young or old, suffering hardly a scratch as they advanced. The Shaman fell back, stumbling to his knees. Styliann’s kick into his face hurled him clear on to his back, where he sprawled, blood covering his nose and cheeks. The Lord of the Mount crouched by him, the terrified man unable to do anything but stare into his face.

‘You will be a message to your masters, your village will be a shrine to all who follow me, its buildings left to blacken, its people carrion, rotting as they lie unburied in the sun.’

‘Who are you?’

Styliann smiled. ‘Dare not challenge the power of Xetesk.’ He slapped the Shaman’s hand from his nose and placed his own hand over the man’s mouth, holding it there while casting a FlamePalm directly into his throat. The Shaman died, writhing in agony, fire from his eyes and nostrils, hair smouldering and cracking. Styliann rose, dusted himself down and remounted his horse.

‘Disengage!’ he ordered. He looked about him satisfied, wondering if Parve would burn as well.

 


‘Close up!’ yelled Darrick. ‘Deploy shields.’

The four-College cavalry was ploughing along the main trail between Understone and Parve before turning north to come at Parve from what Darrick assumed would be right angles to The Raven. They tore down the trail and hammered into the front of the Wesmen force, stopped along the trail and barely armed and ready by the time they were hit.

‘Shields up!’ called a mage as the spearmen at the front of the column scythed the first Wesmen aside. The cavalry galloped through, swords slicing left and right, shields flaring as Shamen magic hit but couldn’t penetrate the overlapping College spells. They didn’t pause, didn’t turn and didn’t look back, and in their wake, seventy Wesmen would never make Understone Pass.

Leaving the main trail shortly afterwards for the northern marches, two days from the Torn Wastes, Darrick drew his cavalry to a halt and a well-earned rest stop.

‘Was that really necessary?’ asked one of his mages.

‘No,’ said Darrick. ‘But I’ll tell you something, it was bloody good fun.’

And all about them, the smiles returned to the faces of his warriors.

 


Barras stood in the watchtower, unable to drag himself away as light faded on the penultimate day of peace in Julatsa. Behind the old elf mage, his College City prepared for a war they couldn’t hope to win following the slaughter at Triverne Inlet only three days before. So many men, so many mages had gone, and while relief had been promised, none of it had arrived. Xetesk had even reported Styliann on his way with a hundred Protectors, but Barras knew in his heart where Styliann had gone.

And so he stood, watching the dark mass of Wesmen advancing. They would be within range of spells early the next morning, and Barras shivered at the thought of the white and black fire that the Shamen used, gouging the heart of Julatsa.

The City and College Guards were ready, the College’s mages were briefed and positioned, but Barras knew that, failing a miracle, Julatsa would be in Wesmen hands by nightfall the day after tomorrow. They simply had no winning answer to the Shamen magic. Yes, they could shield effectively against it, but the drain on mana and mage resources was so great, it left too few to cast offensively. And with Julatsan swordsmen outnumbered better than four to one, and with no walls around the City, the outcome of the battle was inevitable because the Shamen never seemed to tire.

Barras felt his eyes filling with tears as he recalled the stories of his great-grandfather, who, as a young mage, had witnessed the first Wytch Lord-backed Wesmen invasion. Towns and cities on fire, crops torched, bodies scattered, children fatherless. Refugees clustered in shelter where they could, marauding bands of Wesmen murdering everyone they found and the Shamen, nowhere near as powerful as this time, performing rites and sacrifices as they claimed eastern lands for their own.

It was all going to happen again and there was nothing anyone could do to stop it. And this time there was no mage force capable of defeating the Wytch Lords, there was no army capable of routing the Wesmen. The only hope was The Raven, but Barras had so many doubts about their chances of success. His last prayer as he made his weary way down from the tower was that they would destroy Dawnthief if they couldn’t cast it.

A shudder went through his body, then a moment of calm. At least if the spell fell into Wytch Lord hands, the suffering of the peoples of the east would be short.

 


Safe for now, with night falling to cloak their hiding place in the hills, Blackthorne, Gresse and the remnants of the Bay of Gyernath force sat in cold contemplation of their fate. Already, many of the mercenaries had left to prepare for the fights for their own families, or simply to run, meaning that little over four hundred swordsmen and mages remained to slow the relentless progress of the Wesmen towards Understone.

Gresse, his left arm bandaged and good for little but lifting his fork to his mouth, bit into his bread, speaking after he had washed it down with water.

‘They’ll be at Understone in less than three days if we don’t delay them again. We have to try.’

‘It’s suicide,’ said Blackthorne, his face smeared with dirt and lined by the constant attrition of his forces. Five times they had attacked the Wesmen and five times they had been driven away by a combination of the Shamen magic and the increasing ferocity of the Wesmen themselves. They had two horses for every three men, and taking away the wounded and exhausted, around three hundred and fifty men fit to fight on.

‘We can’t let them take Understone,’ said Gresse. ‘Not without - what was it you said? - giving them something to think about. If they do, they’ll control all the entry points to the east and the Colleges will be open from both flanks.’

‘So what do you suggest?’ asked Blackthorne wearily.

‘First light tomorrow, we hit them from the front. The Shamen are far enough to the rear of the lines to give us a few seconds’ killing time before we have to put the shields up, and at least it’ll stop them moving.’

‘They’ll slaughter us.’

Gresse nodded. ‘I know. But a battle lasting an hour will delay them most of the day once they have re-formed, burned their dead and made sure we are gone for good.’

Blackthorne looked long at his friend, the older man’s eyes still twinkling in his head, his energy seemingly boundless. He had a better idea, but the result would be no less final.

‘We’ll take them at the Varhawk Crags,’ said Blackthorne. ‘There, we can station archers and mages to cause trouble to the centre of the column while we make a double-shielded charge into the front.’

‘How far?’

‘We need to leave now or the mages will not get enough rest. And we need to leave quietly or the Wesmen will hear us.’ Blackthorne felt himself coming alive. They were going to die but they were going to go down in a river of blood and mana fire.

‘We can be set by an hour after dawn.’ Gresse put out his right hand, which Blackthorne shook heartily.

‘The Gods will see us to paradise,’ said the old Baron.

‘And the Wesmen and Pontois to hell.’

 


It was late evening and The Raven had arrived on the borders of the Torn Wastes. Dark cloud dominated the sky and a chill wind picked at branches, loose vegetation, cloak and hair. Like Selyn before them, they were to the left of the west trail guard post on the edge of the forest, looking out seven miles to Parve, the beacon fires atop the pyramid burning bright in the night sky. But unlike the Xeteskian mage spy who had provided crucial intelligence concerning Wytch Lord power, The Raven were not looking through a sea of Wesmen tents.

Thraun had brought them through the woodland surrounding the Torn Wastes without error, and they lay a quarter of a mile from the trail, their horses quietened under a command from Denser and marshalled by his mount. The Wastes themselves stood largely empty. Here and there, camp fires ate into the night, but they were sparse. The vast majority of the Wesmen force was now outside Understone Pass, or nearing it.

But the atmosphere this close to the City of the Wytch Lords was charged with dread triumph. It oozed from the ground and carried on the air, pervading every sense and choking the heart. Standing and staring at the beacon fires, hearing the noise of Parve on the wind and feeling the cold against his cheeks, Hirad couldn’t shake the feeling that they had arrived too late. But he couldn’t afford to believe that. Not while people fought and died to save the lands he loved, not while the Wesmen marched to destroy his cities and not while The Raven still stood tall.

A day and a half’s hard riding had brought them within sight of their goal, and while the ride had taken its toll on all of them, Jandyr’s condition was giving Erienne cause for great concern.

‘Well, here we are,’ said Denser. ‘It’s seven miles to the pyramid from here. One gallop and we’re there.’

Hirad, standing next to him and leaning on a tree, couldn’t help but smile. ‘I wish it was so simple,’ he said. ‘Wesmen perimeter defence, Shamen attack, a square full of Acolytes and a tomb full of Guardians.’

‘Well, you can always dream,’ said Denser. ‘Seriously, how do you assess the defence?’

‘Just as I described,’ replied Hirad.

‘And too much for The Raven alone,’ said The Unknown. ‘Even if Jandyr were fit, our chances of reaching the pyramid and casting the spell are negligible.’

‘How is he?’ Denser addressed himself to Erienne. The Dordovan mage looked up and held out a hand. Denser helped her up and the two stood, arms around each other’s waists. The Raven gathered around Jandyr, who was lying unconscious under Erienne’s latest desperate WarmHeal. Thraun stood by his head, with Will crouched by his friend, keeping his brow cool with a water-soaked cloth. Even in the sparse light of early night, the elf’s pallor was plain and unhealthy, great dark ovals were around his eyes and his lips had lost their colour.

‘Not good,’ said Erienne. ‘Not good at all. I’ve cleaned and redressed the wound. Thraun and I bound it very tight this time including his left arm, so he’ll have very restricted movement. The spell has knitted the muscle in his shoulder and is speeding the skin regeneration, but the riding has really hurt him. I’m afraid the SenseNumb stopped him realising the wound was becoming infected and he has a light fever. I can try a SurfaceMeld, but after that, I’m spent.’

‘But he’ll live?’ asked Hirad.

‘So long as he’s not made to gallop seven miles to a nearby city and then rushed into a pyramid to face the waking dead, yes.’ Erienne’s lips turned up at the corners.

Hirad thought briefly. ‘How tired are you, Denser?’

‘Very,’ replied the mage. ‘As are we all.’

Hirad looked to Ilkar and The Unknown. Both nodded.

‘That settles it, then,’ said the barbarian. ‘The salvation of Balaia will have to wait until morning.’

‘And what then?’ asked Will. ‘How can we do it alone? You heard what The Unknown said, we can’t fight them all.’

‘We’ll do what The Raven have always done.’ Hirad moved to stand with Ilkar and The Unknown. ‘We’ll walk careful, fight clever and run wise.’

‘What the hell does that mean?’

The Unknown replied this time. ‘It means, Will, unless I’ve gone badly astray, that we’ll walk our horses into the Torn Wastes perhaps two hours before dawn. If we’re lucky, we’ll make the City unchallenged and the odds will begin to swing. If not, we’ll fight where we have to and run where we don’t.’

‘But Darrick and Styliann?’ Will was frowning.

‘We can’t wait for them,’ said Hirad. ‘We don’t even know if they’re coming. And you heard what Styliann told us. Understone and Julatsa will fall unless we can break the Wytch Lords. We’ve got to try or the battle will be lost.’ He walked over to the smaller man and crouched by him, boring the look into his eyes that had fired The Raven so often.

‘This is it. It’s down to us and we’re going to do it, I can feel it.’ He stood and spread his arms wide. ‘We’ve got this far and we’ve all lost those we loved. We can’t, I can’t, let that go. It’s payback time.’




Chapter 32

Dawn on Balaia’s day of judgement broke with fire in the sky. White fire.

It scorched along Understone Pass’s hastily erected stone and wood defences, which rose half the height of the pass entrance. They had been built to repulse catapult, sword and spear, the pathways running behind them packed with archers. But there was no defence against the white fire. It picked and chewed at the stone, while defenders, having shot their arrows, scrambled for safety.

Twenty Shamen, magically and hard-shielded, stood silent and tore the walls down. But this time the defenders were ready for them, and as the walls came down, two thousand foot soldiers raced from the breach, protective mages keeping pace behind them.

Caught admiring the handiwork of his Shamen, Tessaya could only stand and watch as they and their bodyguards were cut to pieces before Wesmen warriors could get anywhere near them. He ordered battle joined and blood and noise filled the air.

Their initial mission accomplished, the pass defenders fell back in orderly formation, forming a tight half-circle around the entrance to the pass. From within, and beyond the range of the Shamen who walked behind the sea of warriors, bolts and stones from low-trajectory catapults and heavy crossbows thrummed overhead, dealing devastation to the rear of the Wesmen lines. FlameOrbs and HotRain lashed into the invaders, either flaring over shield or, where it broke through, spewing flame across the ground and over defenceless bodies. The stench of flesh and the pall of smoke stung the eyes.

The defenders’ lines were holding. The generals of the pass kept a heavy presence of defensive mages covering the swordsmen outside, and they fought hard, knowing the line could not be flanked. They fought from wall to wall and nothing could get behind them. In front of them, better than thirty thousand Wesmen waited to take their chance. For the defenders it wasn’t a question of winning; it was about buying time.

Tessaya watched from his vantage point, admiring the fighting spirit of the defenders and seeing his people die from sword, spell and missile in numbers he had not expected. But, unlike the massacre caused by the water spell, this sight held no fury for him. This was true battle and his men fought and lived or died bravely. He turned to his generals and Shamen.

‘Comments?’

‘They can hold us until their reserves of mana stamina run low,’ said a Shaman, an old man happy to observe and advise. ‘Their overlapping magical shields are effective but draining. If we are patient, we will break through.’

‘But look at the numbers we are losing,’ said another. ‘They are killing us five to one because we can’t see to cast into the pass and their heavy offence is coming from there.’

‘And we cannot afford to give them rest,’ said Tessaya. ‘We can win by wearing them down man by man, but that is unacceptable.’ He gazed at the entrance to the pass, his eye tracing the arch which rose some thirty feet above the battle ground, its rock hewn back so long ago when it was believed the two peoples could genuinely live in peace. He smiled as the solution presented itself. ‘I think it’s time we widened that arch. Raised the roof a little, don’t you think?’

‘Five Shamen could do it,’ said the old man, catching Tessaya’s train of thought.

‘See that it is done,’ said Tessaya.

The message was passed swiftly to the front lines and the quintet of casters gathered in the centre of the battlefield, a zone of calm in the swarming mass of warriors. Shields were raised over them and, with the noise of battle deafening in their ears and with boulders and bolts slicing the air above their heads, they cast the spell to change the course of the fight for Understone Pass.

The white fire lashed out, catching the top of the arch. It fizzed and crackled away, licking the rock either side and well into the pass itself. The rock glowed and shone, the Wytch Lord spell sourcing every crack, fissure and weakness. It poured down the side walls, dislodging chips and dust as it went, and raced here and there along the roof twenty paces in. The Shamen shut off the spell, the horns sounded a retreat and the Wesmen disengaged, shouting their hate and leaving their dead.

It began with a rumble that seemed to come from deep within the mountains. The arch shook, the walls shivered, the roof undulated and then the whole collapsed. Great boulders of rock fell from left, right and above, spreading panic through the defenders. Some ran inside, others for the slopes either side of the pass entrance, but most just stood as the ground juddered under the pounding rock that collapsed along a fifteen-yard stretch, destroying everything beneath it. Men, defences, catapults, all fell victim to the deluge.

In front of the pass, the Wesmen scented victory and yelled new battle cries of triumph at the floundering defenders. Dust filled the air, shards of stone lashed away into the gloom, cutting down those who had escaped the initial collapse, and then, as violently as it had begun, the fall ceased and all that was left was an echo, rumbling away into the heart of the Blackthorne Mountains.

When the dust began to clear, the sight that greeted Tessaya warmed his heart. The defenders’ lines were broken. Hundreds lay dead or dying and those that survived blinked into the new light, leaderless and vulnerable. Because behind them, the pass had gone. Blocked almost from floor to roof by the rock. Nobody was going back, nobody else was coming out.

Tessaya smiled, knowing that his Shamen and warriors could remove the fall as simply as they had caused it in the first place.

‘Sound the attack,’ he said. ‘We’ve a lot of work to do.’ With a roar to cool the heart, the Wesmen set to work.

 


Selyn had died in Parve and Styliann would see the City returned to dust in revenge. He had stopped to gather his strength and to let his Protectors rest and bind the few wounds they had suffered, and now, with dawn broken, they were riding the Torn Wastes. His commands had been simple. Reach the city as fast as the horses would take them, and once there, kill everything western that moved and burn everything that didn’t.

He rode in the centre of his Protectors, knowing they would shield him and feeling the thrill of mana energy coursing through his body. As the sun rose, he saw the pyramid, its fires dulled by natural light but burning all the same, saw the miles of the Torn Wastes and saw a stand of Wesmen tents about three miles in to the right and in front of him. They would be first.

Ten Protectors moved ahead to take the encampment, wheeling their horses out of line with complete precision and forming two lines of five as they raced away to the right. The rest galloped on.

Reaching the tents, the Protectors reined in, dismounted and took the canvas apart, piece by piece. Wesmen hurried to defend themselves as the Protectors moved in a single line through the encampment, silent, masked, deadly. At its centre, they stopped in the ashes of the long-dead fire, waiting. In front of them, the Wesmen, around thirty of them, formed up, nervous, hefting blades and axes in unsure hands.

Ten Protector sword tips tapped the ground. Once, twice, three times. On the fourth, in response to unspoken command, they switched their swords to their right hands and swept the axes from their backs into their left and joined battle in a whirl of blurring steel.

The Wesmen had no defence. Where one thrust forwards, the gap he thought he’d worked was stopped by the blade of a different opponent. Axe followed sword, delivering death and dismemberment. The Protectors marched forwards, each one swatting one strike aside before delivering the next themselves, their wall of strokes complementing each other and giving the Wesmen no chance at all.

The shouts of the Wesmen as they fought and died were met with the eerie silence of the Protectors, who barely even breathed heavily as they advanced, slicing at torso, hacking at neck and stabbing at heart and head. It was all over in a couple of minutes, and without pausing to view their efforts, the Protectors left the Wesmen blood to soak into the earth of the Torn Wastes and rejoined their brethren and Given.

Styliann rode on, slowing only as the buildings of Parve neared through the rubble of the City’s outskirts. Half a mile from the first, he saw Parve’s defenders lined up against him. Wesmen by the hundred, Shamen by the dozen and, here and there, red-cloaked Guardians and Acolytes.

He nodded, satisfied. He could take them all. And every skull crushed and heart ripped out was another he would offer to Selyn and another The Raven would not have to face. A quarter of a mile from the defensive lines, he brought the Protectors to a halt, dismounted them and marched to the attack of Parve, FlameOrbs already forming in his mind.

 


Under the cover of pre-dawn night, The Raven made slow and steady progress through the Torn Wastes, elven and shapechanger eyes directing every hoof fall. The horses were walking, no need for a gallop until or unless they were challenged. They would arrive at the City as light broke the darkness.

‘Are they here?’ asked Hirad. He was riding with The Unknown at the head of The Raven. Behind them rode Ilkar and Thraun, eyes piercing the darkness, low voices warning of any potential threat, although in truth there was little unless they were seen. The Wesmen who had been camped there were marching on Julatsa or pounding the defences of Understone Pass.

Jandyr, his face pale and slick with pain, rode between Denser and Erienne with Will bringing up the rear. The elf had made good progress during the hours of rest. His wound had stopped bleeding and Erienne’s WarmHeal had been targeted carefully and successfully on the worst-affected muscles in his shoulder and back. His fever had broken and, although weak, he had elected to ride without sedation, determined to keep his mind clear in case of attack. Although, with barely enough strength to draw his sword, let alone wield it, he wasn’t sure he’d be of any use.

‘I can’t feel them,’ said The Unknown. ‘But that doesn’t mean they aren’t there. If they are under instruction from Styliann, they won’t be open to me. Don’t forget, I’m not in the soul tank any longer and my ties are weak.’ He reached out again, not with his mind but with what he felt to be the centre of his being, yearning for the time of warmth he had spent with his brothers. He still felt an emptiness inside him, though his return to The Raven and their unconditional acceptance of him had eased his transition. But he didn’t think he would ever truly be free of the Protectors. He didn’t think he wanted to be. And so, he would forever class himself as an outsider.

He could feel nothing in return. He anticipated the weight and warmth of the crowd around him, hearing him and believing in him as he believed in them. But so far, he was alone.

The Raven rode on, and an hour later, with dawn throwing a half-light across the Torn Wastes and their pace increased to a canter as they neared Parve, The Unknown felt it. A surge within him as his brothers mounted an attack. He could feel their togetherness, their combined strength and unswerving belief. He could feel their pleasure that he was there. He asked of them one small thing and they obliged. He turned to Hirad, his smile touching his eyes.

‘They are here,’ he said.

‘Where?’ asked the barbarian, automatically looking about him.

‘South and east of the City. They have come to help.’

‘Well, they need to get here fast,’ said Ilkar from behind them. ‘Look, dead ahead.’

The Raven reined in. The borders of the City were ringed with Wesmen. Not numerous, but enough.

‘Any ideas?’ asked Hirad.

But any answers were left unspoken as from the north, faint at first but gathering in volume, could be heard the sound of hoofs. Hundreds of them.

 


Baron Blackthorne stood on the top of a flat stone, Gresse beside him, and addressed his people. They had gathered at the head of Varhawk Crags, the Wesmen perhaps an hour’s march behind them. He gazed out into the early dawn light and nodded at what he saw. Scared, tired and hungry men and women but with the desire to save their land still burning fiercely in their hearts.

‘I’m not going to lie to you. What we are about to do could well see the death of us all, but I know that you are aware of the magnitude of the task we are performing. We have already set the Wesmen invasion back by two days. I want to make it a third before I die.

‘I want to thank each and every one of you for the unfailing effort you have made on behalf of Gresse, myself and Balaia, and I would consider no one a coward if they were to leave now, because this next fight is one in which I will not sound a retreat because we have nowhere left to go. I am proud to have ridden and fought with you and, should we win this war, you will all know my generosity for the rest of your days.

‘But I must say this. If we don’t hold the Wesmen here for another few hours at least, they will flank Understone. With the pass soon to be under attack, and Julatsa on the brink of war, that flanking could destroy the core of our defences. And if they go, Balaia goes with them.

‘For those of you who have heard of what The Raven are trying to do, then yes, every further minute we can give them to achieve their goal and destroy the Wytch Lords in Parve is one they will thank us for. I want them to have a country to return to. I want you all to have a place to live and bring up your families that is free of torment and terror. And if I can’t do that, I will die in the trying.’ He raised his hand to stop the cheering before it started.

‘I know you may want to shout, but the enemy are not far behind and we need the element of surprise. That and a miracle. Remember the faces of those either side of you. One of them could be your saviour this morning just as you might be theirs. Look out for them and they will look out for you.

‘You all know what you are being asked to do. You know the signals. All I ask you to do is fight hard, keep believing in Balaia and take as many of those bastards down with you as you can!

‘To your positions, and be ready.’




Chapter 33

The Protectors surged into the Wesmen warriors at the edge of the rubble that marked the boundary of Parve, a weapon in each hand. Styliann kept a cordon of ten around him as he walked behind the line, both to protect him from flank attack and for shielding. But so far the Shamen had ignored him, focusing their energy on the Protectors who sought to batter their way through the ferocious but thin lines of Wesmen warriors.

The Lord of the Mount of Xetesk formed his mana shape with care as he arrived in range. Shamen cut three Protectors to pieces, eight of them concentrating black fire, slicing through shields and ripping into armour, flesh and mask. They died without a sound, the remaining closing ranks and fighting harder.

‘HellFire,’ snarled Styliann.

Eight columns of fire scorched from the clear sky, exploding on the casting Shamen, who, choosing to ignore the threat, were unshielded. The fire simply blew them apart, spattering burning flesh and clothing over the lines of warriors in front of them.

Next, Styliann cast a trio of FlameOrbs into the midst of the Wesmen, his honed, efficient use of mana maintaining his stamina level high. He was beginning to enjoy himself, watching Shamen and Wesmen alike burn and die. In front of him, the Protectors had formed a wedge as the Wesmen attempted to flank them, driving hard into the front of the line and forcing it back. To Styliann, the next move was obvious.

He moved up behind the wedge, the bludgeoning power of his Protectors halting the Wesmen advance. At a glance, they seemed to be no more than normal sword and axe men, but looking for more than a few seconds revealed so much more. There was a fluidity about each individual strike that allowed for no errors in an opponent’s defence, but on top of that, the strikes chosen by each Protector exactly counter-pointed those of the one either side. Never did they tangle axes, never was one blow blocked by another, and the steel rained down unremitting on the Wesmen.

As he watched, the back of his mind preparing the spell to break the line at the rear, Styliann saw so many Wesmen fall for the loss of so few Protectors. To the right, one died as his block of a sword thrust left his neck open to the following axe blade and his head was struck from his body, which collapsed showering blood over his comrades. In the centre, a Wesmen warrior was driven back by the point of a blade square in the sternum. The Protector dragged the blade clear, blocked a strike to his head with the flat of his axe without seeming to look and opened the throat of the next man before he could raise his sword.

They were breaking through, but not quickly enough. The Shamen, scattered by the violent deaths of eight of their number, had regrouped and, with two clearly shielding seven others, had begun casting the black fire again, success limited by the close form of the Protectors.

The core mana shape formed, Styliann stopped moving and concentrated hard, his echelon of Protectors moving close, completely surrounding him. The battle faded in Styliann’s ears as the edges of the shape formed, the slow rotation started, the colours, vibrant blue and orange, flashed across its surface and the final additions and adjustments were made. He fed in strength and concentration, opened his eyes and cast, knowing his Protectors would do exactly the right thing in response.

Piles of rubble around the Wesmen lines began shaking, dislodging loose stone to roll down to ground level. The vibrations passed into the ground, rippling the top soil under their feet, unbalancing many and scaring many more. Then they moved deeper, and the earth grumbled. The Protectors, knowing the spell, fought on.

When Styliann was satisfied the mana had reached the right depth, he completed the casting.

‘Hammer,’ he said, jerking his fists close into his chest.

There was a thud, deep and resounding. At its sound, the Protectors broke formation and scattered, leaving the Wesmen cleaving fresh air, confusion rife.

The ground beneath the Wesmen lines heaved on a square about twenty yards each side. The earth cracked and parted. Huge slabs of stone rocketed from beneath, sending Wesmen in all directions. A dozen and more slabs thrust upwards, carrying dust and earth with them which skittered on the surface and fell as they came to a stop, quivering, tasting the air for the first time. Wesmen and Shamen ran for the security of steady ground, shields and black fire lost as the target of Styliann’s spell bucked and heaved, sending up gouts of trapped air.

And even before it had stopped and the Wesmen had time to understand the situation, Styliann and the Protectors were through the broken lines, hacking down unbalanced enemies. It was only a half-mile to the pyramid and, Styliann conceded to himself, time to lend The Raven a hand.

 


Darrick thundered across the Torn Wastes at the head of his cavalry. He had no idea what he would find. For all he knew, The Raven were already there, or two days behind, or dead. If it was either of the latter two, Balaia was finished. So his relief when one of his elf scouts riding beside him reported seeing The Raven to the south-east of them was great indeed. He signalled the change in direction and headed straight for them.

Hirad smiled broadly as Ilkar confirmed it was the four-College cavalry heading their way.

‘Now that,’ said Thraun, ‘is what is known as a happy coincidence. ’

‘About time we had some luck,’ said Hirad. ‘And it’s not that much of a coincidence. We all knew the target time to get here; he’s just running a little late, that’s all.’

The Raven hadn’t moved on since seeing the Wesmen on the borders of Parve. Hirad had been ready to attempt the ride through their lines but the arrival of the cavalry gave them the luxury of a far better option. To the left, fire lit up the sky and a heavy explosion sounded. It was followed by two more flashes and a second dull detonation.

‘Styliann’s busy, I see,’ said Ilkar.

‘He’s a brilliant mage,’ said Denser.

‘He’s got a temper on him, I’ll give him that.’ Ilkar watched the afterglow of the HellFire and FlameOrbs fading against the light of the new day. ‘I wouldn’t like to be in the middle of all that.’

Darrick rode up, the cavalry reining to a halt behind him. He leapt from his horse to greet The Raven, clasping Hirad’s shoulders as the barbarian slid from his horse, a smile splitting his face.

‘This is where it ends,’ the General said. ‘The sight of you tells me we will be victorious. Thank the Gods you are alive.’

‘What did you expect?’ said Hirad, grasping the back of Darrick’s neck with one hand and shaking the General’s head, laughing. ‘I knew you’d make it and I’m glad to see your confidence is unbowed, but we’ve still got to breach the perimeter.’

‘What’s your view, General?’ asked The Unknown. ‘Styliann and the Protectors are at the south-eastern border and fighting, as you can see. They’ll be through to the square and the pyramid within half an hour.’

‘How do you know that?’ asked Darrick, frowning.

‘Just trust him, he’ll be right,’ said Hirad.

‘Very well. I need to punch a hole through the lines to let you through. That shouldn’t be much of a problem. Once you’re in, I’ll take on any pursuers but you’ll be largely on your own for the rest of the ride to the pyramid. Selyn reported it full of Acolytes when she saw it, so take care. I’ll get to the square as quickly as possible, but I think I’m better used mopping up Wesmen. All right?’

‘Just tell us where you want us.’

‘Ride at the rear of the column. When it breaks, keep to the centre of the charge line. I don’t expect you to wait if you see a gap.’

In response to Darrick’s orders, the cavalry began moving off towards Parve at a gentle trot, four abreast, The Raven attached to its rear.

Darrick breathed in, feeling the cool air in his chest. This was the fight he really wanted. He signalled an increase in tempo and the three-hundred-strong cavalry accelerated to a canter. At a quarter of a mile he ordered the break. From the four-wide column, the cavalry formed a line three deep and a hundred wide, mages riding along behind the sword and spear men, shields deployed and, where possible, overlapping.

‘Charge!’ yelled Darrick, and the four-College cavalry sprang to the gallop, riding straight at the Wesmen lines. The two forces met head on, the first line of Wesmen going down hard under the spears, the blades and the hoofs of the cavalry horses. In the centre, Darrick half wheeled his mount, striking his enemy through the chest and ripping his blade clear as the man crashed to the ground. All around him was the clash of metal on metal, the neighing of horses, the calls and orders, the grunting and the shouting, the screaming and the crying. Behind the lines, the Shamen cast their black fire, tearing holes in his men and horses where the shields could not hold them. The Wytch Lord magic users would have to go, and quickly.

Beside him, a man was dragged from his horse by two Wesmen. Immediately, Darrick reared his horse, the animal’s front hoofs catching one a fatal blow on the side of his head. The other turned in surprise, only to feel the cavalryman’s sword in his back. Darrick swung his sword again, missing but forcing an enemy back far enough to allow his man the chance to remount. There was no time for thanks.

Behind the fight, The Raven looked for the weak point in the Wesmen lines. Hirad was fidgeting, knowing he’d rather be there in the thick of the mayhem, lending his blade to the mêlée. The Unknown spurred his horse and trotted right.

‘This’ll be it,’ he said. ‘Be ready.’ He was indicating a point some twenty yards to the right of where Darrick was fighting. There, the Wesmen were falling back under the weight of assault and the Shamen had run for cover, their spells having foundered on the shields of the eastern Balaians.

As they watched, the cavalry surged forwards and Hirad could see daylight in front of them.

‘Shield up,’ said Ilkar.

‘Raven!’ called Hirad. ‘Raven with me!’

 


At a single blast of a horn, the air above Varhawk Crags was filled with arrows and HotRain. Scything through unprotected and unwary Wesmen, steel-tip and fire caused awful damage and brought the march to a halt. Immediately, Wesmen broke ranks left and right and began climbing and scrambling after their attackers while below them, Shamen prepared shields and their nightmare magics.

A second blast of the horn. Blackthorne and Gresse charged around the northern edge of the crags and slammed into the front ranks of the Wesmen, carving a channel seven men deep before they were halted. With all the mages in the crags left and right casting attack spells, there was no shield on any man and the Shamen, if they couldn’t be stopped, would kill whoever they liked.

Up in the crags, more fire was cast down upon the milling lines of Wesmen, caught in a steep-sided gully only thirty yards wide. After the first volley of arrows, the archers concentrated fire on the Shamen, picking off as many as they could before the shields went up. Others shot down the scrambling Wesmen.

At the head of the crags, the fighting was intense. The Wesmen had regrouped and pressed hard. Blackthorne, a wound in his leg, turned his horse and shouldered his way left and away, still slicing down at the enemy as he went. Gresse had been overtaken by younger men and horses, and for now was merely a spectator. He decided to press backwards and wait for his breath. Then the fire struck.

Left and right, white bolts arced into the walls of the crags while forwards, black lines of death leapt from Shamen fingertips, seeking bodies to rip and tear. Beside Gresse, a man’s eyes exploded outwards as the black fire caught him square in the centre of the forehead. He went down thrashing and twitching. All around now, men and beasts were being slaughtered, but the Wesmen lines were backing off. Gresse changed his mind, dug his heels into the flanks of his horse, yelled men to his side and went after the Shamen.

Crags exploded, sending boulders, mages and archers tumbling. But while the western magic stopped, the Shamen had caused their own disaster as rock avalanched down, sweeping away men and crushing them against each other and the ground.

At the front of the lines, Blackthorne’s men redoubled their efforts, hacking their way through Wesmen. Gresse and his men were almost on a knot of Shamen busy preparing new spells and not seeing the danger they were in. Gresse swatted one man aside with an overhead to the chest. Beside him, one was cut from his horse and died under a welter of blows. The old Baron spurred his horse, trampled the last man aside and rode for the Shamen. As he raised his sword to strike, they opened their eyes and their fingers crackled with black fire.

 


The Raven hit the streets of Parve and galloped for the square. Behind them, Darrick and his cavalry were grinding the Wesmen down but taking heavy casualties themselves.

Hirad and The Unknown headed the gallop with Denser right behind them. At the rear, Thraun kept station, with the rest in the middle. Down empty streets they raced, towards the beacon fires that crested the pyramid, breaking into the square from the north. It was full of Acolytes.

Ignoring the battles behind them, hundreds of red cloaks swayed and intoned, the hum of their voices loud in the sound bowl that was the centre of Parve. There had to be five hundred of them, sitting in ordered rows, the first of which was a good hundred yards distant of the tunnel entrance.

‘Go! Go!’ yelled Hirad as The Raven threatened to slow. He ploughed on around the side of the square, turning left for the pyramid as the first Acolyte sounded the note of warning. The humming stopped, to be replaced by shouts of anger. The Raven rode on, Hirad slipping from his horse by the tunnel entrance and sweeping his sword through the stomach of one of the guards that flanked it. The second made it no further than The Unknown’s blade.

Behind them, the rest of The Raven dismounted, the horses cantering away with Denser’s at their head. For a time, the crowd simply stood and watched the invasion of their temple, but as The Raven looked to disappear into the gloom, the Acolytes mobbed and ran at them. Like a wave rushing at the shore, the red tide surged towards them, yelling their fury, their numbers simply overwhelming, the intent clear in a thousand eyes.

‘Great Gods in the sky,’ breathed Hirad. ‘What now?’

‘You and Denser, get to the tomb. We’ll hold them as long as we can and pray Darrick and Styliann arrive before they tear us limb from limb.’

‘No, Unknown,’ began Hirad, ‘I’m not lea—’

‘This is for Balaia now, Hirad. The one thing bigger than The Raven. Go!’ He turned to face the Acolytes, Thraun one side of him, Jandyr and Will to the right. Erienne and Ilkar stood behind.

‘You come back to me, Denser,’ warned Erienne. They clasped hands briefly before the Dawnthief mage and his bodyguard sprinted away along the tunnel, The Unknown’s orders in their ears and the sound of his sword point tapping on stone echoing away before them into the torchlit gloom.

 


The black fire drilled into Gresse’s horse just below the breast plate. The animal screamed and collapsed, an awful keening sound of pain not comprehended. Gresse was pitched hard to the floor, his head connecting with stone.

Behind him, Blackthorne, his wound stemmed with bright red cloth, saw the fall of his friend. Calling men to him, he drove back into the battle while all around him the black fire scorched through bodies and tore flesh and armour apart. The mêlée was confused now, with loose horses causing danger to everyone. The Wesmen lines were buckled and broken by boulder and sword alike but Blackthorne’s men had no magic and the Shamen were slowly changing the odds. The Baron kicked on, promising himself that if he couldn’t save Gresse, he’d complete the job the older man had started. The Shamen had to die.

 


Hirad and Denser ran along the tunnel. It was lit by braziers along the walls and carved in runes over the whole of its length. Behind him, the barbarian heard the sound of battle being joined by The Raven and he prayed he’d find them all alive again. The tunnel was two hundred yards long, and at the end of it, double doors stood closed. They were plain and heavy, with great brass handles either side at chest height.

As he approached, Hirad’s limbs took on a heaviness he hadn’t experienced since his fight with Isman in the Black Wings’ castle. Evil weighed on his muscles, pawed at his heart and dragged at his courage, enticing him to turn and run. The power of the Wytch Lords ran from the walls, fuelled the braziers and seeped into the air he breathed. The barbarian felt as if some giant hand was pressed on his forehead, pushing him back. It was Denser who broke the spell, the sound of his breath in Hirad’s ear as they reached the doors, the pulsating of his aura as he neared his ultimate goal blowing the evil aside.

Revitalised, Hirad pushed the left-hand door open and ran inside, Denser right behind him. They were in the pyramid; the architecture was different. Either side of a long flight of stone stairs, great slabs of mixed marble and stone rose into the gloom above their heads. The stairs were a good twenty feet wide and lit by pairs of torches resting in free-standing three-legged iron posts. The torch posts stood on every other of the forty steps. Two Guardians stood at the top, dressed in red cloaks and chainmail, each with a long curved blade - ceremonial but effective.

‘Stay behind me, Denser.’

‘I have no intention of doing otherwise.’

The Guardians moved to the top of the steps and stopped.

‘You are too late. The Masters are awakening. Kneel or be destroyed. ’

‘Save your breath for your prayers,’ snarled Hirad. He launched a vicious attack on the right-hand man, sweeping his blade low and leaning in to drag the point across his thighs. Expecting a higher strike, the Guardian dropped his sword too late and Hirad’s blade bit deep, sweeping out just above the knee. As the leg collapsed, and the man with it, Hirad hurdled him and faced the other square on. He laughed.

‘Want to try?’ He didn’t wait for a reply. Feinting a lunge, he side-stepped and swung double-handed at the Guardian’s chest. The blow was blocked but the man stumbled back under its force. Overheaded, Hirad struck again and again, beating the Guardian’s blade down until, face exposed, he caught the point of his jaw. The enemy dropped without a sound. He turned to see Denser pull his dagger from the first man’s heart.

The stairs led up to a corridor of marble, perhaps thirty feet long. Fires lit the way, let into the walls, their flickering glows illuminating the intricate mosaics depicting lines of people in red, bowing before six tall figures with light cradling their heads. Hirad ignored the picture, skating over its slippery surface with eyes locked on the single open door ahead. It was small, like the entrance to any house, but there was movement coming from within. He slid into the wall next to it and peered inside, his breath sweeping from his body as the shock hit him.

Six sarcophagi arranged as the spokes of a wheel, heads pointing inwards, dominated the large chamber. Each was well over nine feet long. And praying in the candlelit room were the Keepers. Twelve of them, two for each casket, heads bowed, speaking incantations in a language Hirad could not understand. Even from where he stood, Hirad could feel the chill inside the Chamber, like midwinter in the Blackthorne Mountains. The Keepers’ breath clouded as they spoke and a dull thudding reverberated around the walls.

‘Denser, we’re here,’ he hissed.

The Dark Mage came to his side. ‘I’ll need several minutes to cast.’

‘Well, get on with it.’

Denser moved back a dozen paces, laid the catalysts on the marble in front of him, dropped his head and began to form the shape of the most powerful spell ever created.

 


The Shamen destroyed the barrier they had created and Tessaya’s men stormed back into Understone Pass, running over, round and through the bodies of the defenders who had been trapped when the rocks came down.

Inside the pass, the devastation was startling. Men lay crushed beneath thousands of tons of stone, their catapults and heavy crossbows shattered and useless, defences beaten to splinters. For fifteen yards it was the same. The rockfalls must have claimed the lives of hundreds.

Darrick’s generals had retreated with any survivors, their next best defensive position being Understone itself and the sturdier structures, the building of which Darrick had overseen before his ride into the Wesmen lands. Crossbow towers, catapult emplacements, spiked stockades and camouflaged archer positions. None of it would stand up to the magic of the Shamen, but this time the defenders would be far more numerous.

The men of the east had only held the pass for three days, and now tens of thousands of Wesmen were running through it. Pouring over its drying stone, the Wesmen boiled along the pass, a swarm threatening to devour the east, its cities and its people. A howling mass of triumphant warriors dreaming of the eastern sun on their faces and more eastern blood on their swords. And this time, with the Shaman magic backing their every move, there was no one in front of them with the power to stop them for long.

 


‘Shield up,’ said Ilkar as The Unknown continued to tap his blade on the stone of the tunnel, watching the Acolytes running towards them, red clothing flapping as they came. Some had weapons but not all, and those at the head of the chase gained hesitancy as they approached.

‘We need a fast start,’ said The Unknown. ‘If we don’t scare them quickly, they’ll overwhelm us. Erienne, I need a hard shield in case they bring up archers.’

‘I hear you.’

‘Jandyr, fall back,’ ordered The Unknown.

‘I’m not moving.’

‘Jandyr.’

‘Save it, Unknown.’

The first Acolytes ran into the tunnel. The Unknown ceased his tapping and battle was joined. He moved forward a half-pace to give himself room to swing and shattered the chest of the first man at him. The Acolyte was flung right, cannoning into those next to him, dead before he hit the ground.

Ilkar watched the line. To The Unknown’s left, Thraun snapped his blade up to deflect the strike of the man in front of him, moved and punched out his left hand with extraordinary speed. He caught the man in the mouth, rammed the hilt of his blade into his midriff, head-butted him, then plunged his blade into the Acolyte’s gut. He roared and looked for his next man.

For Jandyr, though, the situation was more difficult. Despite his ability, having only one hand and a weakened body left him very wary. For now, he satisfied himself with defence, the sweat starting to form on his forehead. Will, his dual short swords whirling in front of him, laced cut after cut at the men in front of him, fielding blows and countering with speed and dexterity.

‘Shield up,’ said Erienne.

Across the corridor, Thraun was destroying his attackers, the speed of his fist and blade too much for the Acolytes, who lacked the experience and determination of The Raven.

After The Unknown had carved open the face of another, the Acolytes fell back in response to shouted commands. Guardians rushed to fill the breach, curved blades flashing in the sunlight then dulling as they reached the tunnel’s shade.

‘Let’s go again, Raven,’ shouted The Unknown. ‘We can take them.’

An explosion sounded to the right of the square. Blue light flashed briefly. The Acolytes outside froze briefly in surprise and ran left. Styliann had arrived in the square.

 


Darrick roared his men on as he dashed the skull of a Shaman with his blade, the Shaman’s magic shutting off as his lifeless body flopped to the floor. On seven fronts the Wesmen lines were breached and the surviving defenders were weakening.

‘Close ranks!’ he yelled. ‘Pressure the right. We’re moving for the square.’ He urged his mount forwards, bludgeoning another Wesmen warrior as he picked up pace, his men tightening their grip behind him. With the Shamen threat almost removed, some of his mages turned their attention to the offence, and HardRain fell on the right-hand end of the Wesmen lines. It was too much for the defenders. All along the battle front Wesmen broke ranks and ran, some into the Wastes, others back into Parve.

‘Cavalry, to me!’ Darrick’s shout was picked up by his lieutenants, and the four-College cavalry surged through the remnants of Wesmen resistance and raced for the pyramid, a detonation from the square ringing in their ears.

 


Styliann’s second EarthHammer had torn great holes in Parve’s central square and triggered the panic he wanted. The Protectors had fanned into a single skirmish line ninety men wide and were sweeping towards the pyramid, swords and axes rising, falling and slicing, thundering through the Acolytes, whose pitiful defences were ripped apart.

The Lord of the Mount wasn’t finished, and his latest FlameOrb fell in the centre of the scattering, milling Acolytes, exploding and sending flame lashing in all directions. Men and women were destroyed, others catching tongues of mana fire, which scorched faces and lit up cloaks.

The Acolytes began to pour out of the western and northern sides of the square but changed direction again, herding and running back towards the pyramid. Styliann’s frowns turned to smiles as he saw the first of the four-College cavalry galloping in. Parve was almost theirs.

 


The Keepers felt the beginnings of Denser’s casting and surged to their feet, snatching daggers from belts.

‘Infidel,’ hissed one as Hirad barred their way, his frame large in the doorway. He beckoned them on while behind him Denser closed his eyes and entered another world.

So unlike the test shapes he had made, preparing Dawnthief with the catalysts in front of his kneeling body added a new dimension. Before, the shape had been two-dimensional, and grey in colour. Now, blood red, it modulated in the air, sending shivers through the mana flow around Denser’s head. He fought to contain it, willing it to mould into the shape he needed.

But it was as if it had life of its own, and at every turn, more sides joined the complex polygon. He couldn’t allow that. To cast with any more sides would be to cast with enough power to destroy everything to the east of the mountains, and deep within him burned the desire to get out alive.

Denser added the catalyst commands to the mix, and the mana shape pulsed with myriad colours. Finally, he had exerted control, but the measurements had to be so utterly precise. He had to be sure of strength, of direction, of distance. He dropped back into himself and checked every line, every colour and every pulse. And as he did so, Dawnthief fought to break free.

Hirad surveyed the slaughter in progress. While he was barring the door, only one at a time could come at him with any freedom, and he just cut them down as they did so. Six-inch daggers could never hope to beat a long sword, and because they would not stop coming, he did not stop killing them. Once six were down, his biggest problem lay in not slipping on the blood-slick floor.

Hirad clambered over the bodies to take the last two. Never uttering a word, he swatted them down and then looked in disgust at what he had done. They might as well have been unarmed, so futile was their defence, and he felt sick to his stomach. Never mind that they had been Acolytes of the Wytch Lords, it was the ease with which he had turned off and massacred them that was the cause of his nausea.

He’d put up his sword and turned to leave the room when he heard the grating of stone on stone. His blood chilled, the temperature of the room dived again and his body began to shake. He forced himself to turn, gorge rising, fighting the urge to scream. One of the sarcophagus lids had moved. Just a little. But it had moved. He backed away. It moved again. He stepped on a body and fell sliding in the gore, slipping forwards and coming to rest right underneath one of the stone caskets. Its lid moved. Then they all did, grating together and sending tremors through Hirad’s body that left him heaving for air.

He scrabbled backwards, trying to get his feet under him, but the floor was so wet. He dragged himself to his haunches, turned and pulled bodies out of his way, the only thought in his mind that he had to close the door. He didn’t know why, he just had to. The first clang drew a cry from his lips and he felt his heart lurch. The pain in his chest was brief and intense.

‘Oh, Gods,’ he breathed. ‘Come on, Denser. Come on, Denser.’ But through the door he could see the Dark Mage still preparing. He dared not look behind him. Another clang. And another. He hauled the last body from the doorway, leapt outside, grabbed the handle and slammed it shut. His eyes caught the scene in the chamber. Long-fingered bone hands were clutching the sides of the caskets, white digits clacking on the stone as they sought for purchase.

Nausea swept through his body. The evil of centuries flooded the chamber, forcing the air from his lungs and the strength from his legs, which sagged beneath him as he clutched and pushed at the door handle, trying desperately to believe that he had been mistaken in what he had seen. But he knew he wasn’t. He had seen the end of Balaia rising from the grave, the animation of a horror so black it defied reason and struck at the very core of sanity. A power great enough to cast down mountains, tear holes in the sky and make rivers of blood from the bodies of the peoples of the east.

Hirad gasped, his fingers losing sensation as he struggled to maintain a consciousness that seeped from him with every laboured heartbeat. He held the door against Balaia’s greatest enemy, a pitiful wretch trying to stop night from falling.

The Wytch Lords were awake.

 


The Guardians were skilled and fierce, driven by fury at the desecration of their masters’ tomb. In The Raven line, The Unknown and Thraun defended and killed with power and pace. But at the right-hand end, the going was less sure. Jandyr was struggling in front of a clever swordsman who had immediately recognised his opponent’s problem and hacked overhead, driving the elf’s blade close to his face. Will, although defending stoutly enough, was making little headway, breaking through the guard of his enemy just the once to mark his cheek with a long, ugly cut.

Erienne watched on, maintaining the HardShield but beginning to feel it was pointless. Ilkar was no doubt thinking much the same. As she watched, Jandyr’s arm buckled under another heavy blow, and before he could recover, the Guardian had skewered his heart, the elf crying out as he fell.

‘No!’ The Unknown surged as he heard Jandyr die, crashing his blade through a Guardian’s skull and reversing his swing to smash another’s hip. A beat later, Darrick ran in at the head of a centile of cavalry and mages. Caught between twin meshes of flashing steel, the remaining Guardians were quickly slaughtered. Darrick nodded at The Unknown, taking in the lifeless body of Jandyr as Will crouched over the elf.

‘Damn it,’ said the General. He turned to a lieutenant. ‘You. I want guard on this tunnel, I want cavalry sweeping the City and I want this square clear of enemies. Do it now.’ He swung back to The Unknown. ‘Where’s Hirad?’

‘In the pyramid with Denser.’ The Unknown was breathing hard.

‘Get after them. I’ll hold things here. Styliann’s outside, there should be no danger.’

The Unknown nodded his thanks.

‘Raven! Raven with me!’

 


Styliann surveyed the square with great satisfaction. Acolyte bodies covered it, their blood and cloaks making a carpet of red. Here and there, pockets of Wesmen attacked the cavalry and his Protectors, but their resistance was broken. He sighed. As they took Parve by surprise, making a mockery of the wholly insufficient defence, so the weight of the Wesmen armies were surely marching in the east, driving all before them.

He rode towards the entrance to the tunnel and dismounted, leaning against its right-hand pillar, suddenly tired. The last battle was taking place inside, but he found he had no desire to join it.

His mana stamina was low, his desire for vengeance appeased. He could wait for Dawnthief to walk back out and straight into his possession. He sat and rested his head in his hands, a wind ruffling his hair.

 


Hirad’s knuckles whitened on the handle, the sounds from within the room dragging whimpers from his body and sweat from his pores. He felt cold. Hot. So very hot. Cold. His muscles felt they were about to seize and his legs shook so much their juddering unsteadied him. His eyes swam, his head fogged. And then he felt pressure on the handle from the other side. Gentle at first, but quickly more urgent.

‘Denser, please.’ His whispers choked in his throat. His hands tightened on the door handle. It turned underneath them, just slightly. Fists thudded against the door, jarring his body as he leant all his weight against it. A heavy blow and the door all but opened. From behind, the sounds of exultation, of rising, of power. Hirad felt the breath stick in his lungs.

‘Denser!’ he screamed. ‘Now!’ Behind him, Denser moaned and chanted, his short breathing jabbing anxiety into Hirad’s mind. He wasn’t sure but the Xeteskian sounded as if he was struggling badly. And the spell remained uncast.

The second blow shattered the door timbers. Hirad was thrown skittering across the marble, wrist aflame with agony.

‘Denser!’ The silhouette of a Wytch Lord stood in the doorway, tattered burial robe hanging, flesh creeping over exposed bones. Hirad saw eyeless sockets in a wedge-shaped head as the towering figure stooped under the lintel. It breathed.

‘Heretic.’ Its voice like a body dragged over gravel.

As Hirad watched, the flesh began to form and grow on its body.

Slowly at first, then with greater and greater pace, enveloping its hands, rushing up its legs and stretching over its ribs, covering the organs which grew and writhed and beat from nothing.

The Wytch Lord, tall and terrible, looked down on him as its body re-formed, empty sockets alive with new life, eyes sucking into being, dark, cold and murderous. Other figures crowded behind it. It took a pace forward, the rags of its clothing growing into robes of pure white, ruffling in the breeze of their creation, its bare feet gaining bulk and muscle, toes straightening.

Hirad glanced at Denser. The Dark Mage, sweat beading and running from his forehead, fought with the spell. His arms, now stretched in front of him, juddered wildly; his voice, low and hoarse, gabbled words the barbarian would never understand.

‘Hurry, Denser,’ said Hirad, drawing his sword. ‘Hurry.’ He moved to the ready. The Wytch Lords stood in the doorway to the burial chamber, looming over him, each one well in excess of eight feet in height.

‘Come on then,’ he said. ‘See if you can take me.’ He raised his sword and prepared to move. So did the Wytch Lords, the first stepping into the antechamber, its brothers moving to either side. Hirad licked his lips. He was about to die but it wouldn’t be alone. Because behind him he heard the pacing of feet and the tapping of steel on stone; rhythmic, echoing, beautiful. A euphoric sensation ran up his spine, the blood surged in his veins and new belief flooded his mind. It was all he needed to give Denser the time to complete Dawnthief.

‘Raven!’ he called. ‘Raven to me!’

 


Detached though he was from the danger surrounding him, Denser was dimly aware of the clamour of voices, of running footsteps and the urgency in Hirad’s every utterance. Dawnthief’s mana shape was as rich as it was difficult to control and, deep within his subconscious, Denser thanked the Master for not leaving out any detail or nuance from his long years of teaching.

Never before had a spell fought to control him, use him to develop its potential and drain him as it sought more power. It wasn’t that the spell was sentient but that the shape his words, gestures and thoughts generated only really had one end: total consummation of the caster and, with him, Balaia.

Only now did he realise the true nature of Septern’s most awful research. And the truth was that now the basic shape was created, he could simply surrender to a chain reaction that would lead to the destruction of everything. The stealing of light. The theft of dawn.

And so he fought its every effort, cut out every flare of the complex shape, halted every counter-axial spin, every attempt to stop motion and every pull on his rigidly controlled mana reserve. Still it drained him and he was not ready to cast. In front of him, mana joined the catalysts, burning in a triangle that lifted them from the ground and fused them into the core of the spell. The power increased, tempting and probing.

Yet the focus wasn’t there, the power too randomised. To cast now would take The Raven into oblivion along with the Wytch Lords. And though sense told him that was a price that should be paid, he was not prepared to give up. He wanted a channel for Dawnthief’s energy, and in theory he could make one. But with the sounds of fighting filtering into his mind, he was aware he had little time left in which to put his theory into practice.

 


Hirad’s sword clattered into the undefended side of the Wytch Lord, Arumun. He knew its name, and those of the other five, because the clarion call of fear they had launched at his mind was empowered by the use of the six terrifying identifiers. When Denser had spoken the names, that was all they had seemed. Now, confronting the ancient evil, those names lodged deep in his gut and threatened to take the strength from his limbs.

Arumun howled and fell back, wound gaping, dark fluid oozing. Hirad’s shout of triumph cut off abruptly. The wound healed in moments and Arumun straightened and was pushed upright by those behind him, shaking his head.

‘Gods,’ breathed Hirad. The Wytch Lord stepped forward and whipped out its hand with a speed that almost beat Hirad’s guard. He staggered under its weight.

‘We can’t fight them,’ he said.

‘Yes, we can,’ said The Unknown. ‘All we have to do is keep them back.’ He swung his blade through waist high, connecting with flesh and splintering bone. Belphamun collapsed to the floor. ‘They’re still weak. Let’s keep them that way.’

‘Shield up,’ said Ilkar.

Hirad half froze and looked behind the three Wytch Lords who confronted them. The other three, Ystormun, Pamun and Weyamun, were casting.

‘Let’s take it to them, Raven!’ Standing half a pace behind and to the right of The Unknown Warrior, Hirad blocked another sweep of the hand from Arumun and buried his blade in the Wytch Lord’s chest. The wound was healing before he dragged his sword clear. He glanced along the line.

Belphamun had risen quickly, The Unknown ducked a haymaking punch and chopped at its legs, cracking bone, causing it to stumble. Seizing his chance, he reversed his guard into its face and slashed halfway through its neck. This time, the fall was heavier, the cry of pain more hideous.

‘Shield up. Denser is covered,’ said Erienne.

Giriamun swatted at Will, catching the frightened man on the top of his shoulder. He shouted briefly and crumpled. Thraun bellowed anger and hacked at the flailing arm, shattering the elbow. Giriamun simply came back with the other, fist connecting sharply with the top of Thraun’s skull. The young warrior spun and fell senseless.

‘Damn it,’ rasped The Unknown.

‘Come on, Denser,’ whispered Hirad.

The Wytch Lords’ spells came sudden and violent, pulses of raw light, dark and malevolent, punching into the shields around Denser and the fighting Raven, flaring over their surfaces, fizzing and cracking. They held just long enough. Belphamun rose, his eyes clear evil.

‘Shield down,’ said Ilkar, gasping for breath.

The Unknown and Hirad locked gazes for a heartbeat, the barbarian tired to the base of his being, muscles crying for respite, lungs heaving, heart slamming. He didn’t know how much more he had in him.

‘Do it,’ he said.

The Unknown launched a crazed attack, first dropping to his haunches to hack at Belphamun’s legs, next springing up to chop at the exposed neck, the Wytch Lord following his movements too slowly. To his right, Hirad switched grip, slicing up and left and catching Arumun in the lower jaw, snapping its head back and forcing it off balance. He followed with a reverse sweep which crashed into the following Lord’s face. But the blow from Weyamun came from nowhere.

Belphamun fell but Ystormun and Pamun closed on The Unknown. He swivelled and raised a guard, but as Hirad pitched to the mosaic, he saw the blows fall on the big man. And though he stayed on his feet, it wasn’t enough. The Wytch Lords would cast again.

Hirad scrabbled for his sword and started to get up, pain from his shoulder spiking every movement, his vision clouded, aware he couldn’t leave The Unknown to fight them alone. He half rose but Weyamun punched him down again. The Unknown fell next to him, blood running from his face.

‘Get up, Unknown.’

‘I’m here.’

The two friends sought purchase on each other, pain blossoming where the fall of Wytch Lord fists had bruised muscle and bone. Hirad’s body protested, exhaustion threatening to defeat the drive to stand, legs shaking, feet aching, sword arm on fire. From behind them, Ilkar launched FlameOrbs which struck the centre of the Lords, spilling fire and light, incinerating robes and charring new flesh, which sprouted again and again through the flame. They didn’t pause to damp it down.

Hirad looked up. Six faces wreathed in smoke and firelight loomed over him. Triumphant, exultant, victorious.

‘We live,’ breathed Arumun.

‘Dawnthief.’

The word shattered the moment’s pause.

‘Down! Down!’ yelled Ilkar. Hirad reflexively attempted to rise but The Unknown took his legs from under him and he fell back.

‘NO!’ yelled Arumun, the roar joined by his brothers.

A column of pure dark coursed above his head, wide enough to encapsulate the Wytch Lords crowded in the space outside their burial chamber. It seared into them, punching them from their feet and blasting them into walls, tearing limbs from bodies and ripping flesh from bones which cracked under the extraordinary force. With high-pitched screams and squeals, Belphamun, Arumun and Giriamun were flung back into Pamun, Ystormun and Weyamun, the sextet hammered against the far wall of the burial chamber to hang like huge rag dolls, limbs flailing, heads rolling, eyes ablaze.

A howl like wind driven through a gully grew in volume, hurting ears and setting teeth on edge. Above Hirad, the column of Dawnthief, black, sleek and pure night, whipped his hair across his face. With an effort, he rolled aside, taking a glance at Denser.

The Dark Mage was on his knees, straight-backed, arms outstretched, Dawnthief emanating from the space between his hands. His whole body juddered violently, his arms vibrating, face taut and quivering, mouth wide, hair flying. His eyes were wide open but saw only the dark in front of him. And he was enclosed in a darkening mist which obscured him more with every passing moment. The mist roiled and swirled, feeding into the Dawnthief tract, adding to its energy. Erienne stood at his shoulder, not daring to touch him, the terror on her face matched by the awe in her eyes.

‘Move!’ shouted The Unknown. ‘The black is widening.’

Hirad could barely hear him but caught the import of his gesture and yielded to the tug on his sleeve. The two men scrambled clear and turned to watch the destruction of the Wytch Lords, and it was then that Hirad saw the prone forms of Thraun and Will. Both men were stirring.

‘Stay down!’ roared Hirad, flapping his arms in front of him. ‘Down!’ But they couldn’t hear him above the howl of the spell and the screams of the Wytch Lords who beat at their torment with splintered fists. Thraun picked his head from the floor and shook it, groggily unaware of the death scant inches away.

‘Oh, hell,’ muttered Hirad. He ran forward and dived under the widening diameter of Dawnthief.

 


Denser’s body was consumed with beautiful power. He could feel it driving through his veins, swelling his muscles and sparking his sinews and tendons, forcing the breath from his lungs. But he had no need of breath. Dawnthief sustained him.

In front of him, the Wytch Lords suffered under the tumult of his casting and he laughed at their pitiful attempts to break its bonds. Trapped like rodents under a monstrous thumb, they struggled, but Dawnthief held them as it always would, driving through their tattered bodies and beating the life out of their new flesh and bones.

And Denser hadn’t played the endgame yet. Hadn’t chosen where he would send the enemy. Hadn’t decided whether or not to let Dawnthief end the world. It would be so easy. In front of him, his arms barely contained the forces of Septern’s spell as it fought to free itself from his control. All he had to do was let his arms open and circle and the blackness would encompass them all.

Dawnthief battled him to do just that, but deep inside the recesses of his mind, something stood firm. The knowledge that at last he had found a true place to exist beyond the grasp of Xetesk. A place where he had true respect, was loved and looked after. One where he was free to choose his own destiny. The Raven.

It was time to open the gate to oblivion. To tear the dimensions aside and deposit the diminishing remnants of the Wytch Lords to be consumed in the vortex beyond. But he wanted it to be spectacular, to leave no one in any doubt that the Wytch Lords had been destroyed. He needed to make their last journey through Balaian space as public as it could be in this forsaken city. He smiled and canted his head upwards. He knew just the place.

 


The roaring of Dawnthief and the wind of living mana howled in Hirad’s ears. He lay half on and half off Thraun, pushing the shapechanger’s head to the ground. Still dazed by the fist of a Wytch Lord, Thraun struggled against survival, threatening to buck Hirad into the black until Will, seeing the danger as he came to, placed a hand on Thraun’s face and calmed him with a long, probing look.

Hirad stared back at Denser, who was wincing as Dawnthief dragged at his body, ripples of tension flowing across his face, the mist building and deepening around him. Abruptly, Denser’s expression changed, relaxed and cleared. The Dark Mage smiled, mouthed a further incantation and began moving his arms slowly inwards and upwards.

The Dawnthief column retracted, dragging the Wytch Lords with it. Their struggles were weak now, their bodies tangled in an awful parody of humanoid form, heads twisted on necks, legs and arms at impossible angles to bodies, backs broken. Only the light in their eyes remained to remind Hirad of the souls within.

A mist like that enveloping Denser swam from the end of the column, causing fitful resistance as it netted the Wytch Lords, reducing their spasmodic jerkings to a syrup-like slowness. It hemmed them in, trussing their bodies in a globe of flowing night. In a few moments, they were lost to sight but for a feeble probing at the opaque mesh that imprisoned them. Their howls, now of anguish and fear, were louder than Dawnthief itself.

Denser drew the column and its cargo towards him, angling it upwards until he stood directly beneath it and under the apex of the pyramid. The net shivered, and then, with a sharp jab upwards, Denser released the column, which screamed towards the apex, driving the opaque orb directly at the stone above.

‘Gods in the ground,’ breathed Hirad. ‘Run! Run!’ He began to sprint from beneath the apex, The Unknown right behind him, Thraun and Will close by. But neither Ilkar nor Erienne moved. Before Hirad could open his mouth to shift them, Dawnthief obliterated the cap of the Wytch Lords’ tomb.

Great slabs of stone blasted skywards carrying with them the dust of ages, material accompaniment to the howl of Dawnthief tearing through the sky. Light shone through the gaping rent in the tomb, pooling around Denser, his arms pointing to the heavens, his eyes wide, a maniacal smile on his face.

But while Dawnthief and its cargo tore through the fabric of the Balaian dimension and into the interdimensional space beyond, the stone did not. Spiralling back to the ground, huge chunks thumped into the pyramid. The ragged edges of the hole Denser had created, already weak, collapsed inwards, showering down on The Raven.

Hirad could see the end and knew he could do nothing. The Dawnthief column shut off, and Denser, still gazing into the light, pirouetted slowly and collapsed. Hirad turned away, unable to watch the rock hit home.

‘HardShield up,’ said Ilkar and Erienne together. ‘Nobody move.’

 


For Denser, it was the completion of a life’s dream. The casting of Dawnthief and all its multi-layered complexities had been every bit as thrilling as he’d dared hope. At one with mana, truly a part of its random life, he had struggled with temptation, overcome energies the power of which he could not have conceived, and triumphed. But more, he’d opened a gate to oblivion and deposited the broken bodies of the Wytch Lords there, souls destroyed by the hunger of Septern’s spell as he’d withdrawn from its influence. And now he had nothing left to give. The residue of Dawnthief clung to his mind and encased his body, caressing him, offering him peace, promising him rest. What more could Balaia’s saviour desire? Was it not what he truly craved? Denser closed his eyes and gave himself up to its glories.

 


Mosaic splintered and crumbled under the weight of stone crashing down from above. Shards of rock flew and ricocheted. Hirad flung himself to the ground, covering his head, only to roll over and sit up immediately. The HardShields covering them all repulsed chip and boulder alike. He looked on as a slat fully five feet long and two thick tumbled end over end through the air, impacting the shield directly above the unmoving body of Denser. It slid over the invisible surface to the mosaic with a heavy thud. Elsewhere, stones the size of fists and skulls rained down, the noise of multiple collisions drumming hard on the ears and rattling the floor underfoot. And all was washed by a dust-filled light, shining through the blasted pyramid apex.

The tumbling of rock and the cracking of tile and slab subsided. Hirad climbed wearily to his feet, frowning as he caught sight of Erienne’s face. The Dordovan had tears streaming down her face, her body quivering, clearly struggling to maintain control of her spell as she stood a few paces from Denser, her eyes fixed on the Dark Mage. The fall stopped, a quiet ringing replacing the boom and thump.

‘It’s over,’ said Hirad.

 


Across the battle, the mood changed. From a hundred fingers, the black fire shut off abruptly, magical shields dropped and the Shamen’s faces of victory turned to uncertainty and then fear.

Blackthorne saw it happen. Knew the change in the air meant The Raven had won, and yelled his delight. His men surged, the Baron himself galloping through leaderless Wesmen lines to his fallen friend. He slid from his horse, slashed his blade across the neck of an attacker and knelt down. Gresse, blood covering his head, was still breathing. Blackthorne called a man over and the two of them carried the unconscious Baron from the battlefield, the cries of the east ringing loud in their ears.

Behind them, the Wesmen were broken. Without the Wytch Lord magic, the Shamen were helpless, and without the Shamen, the warriors had no focus. Individually ferocious they might be, but the tide had turned and Blackthorne’s men were alive once more.

Blackthorne opened his mouth and roared in jubilation. Today was going to be wonderful.

 


‘Shield down,’ whispered Ilkar into the silence.

‘Shield down.’ Erienne’s voice broke and she ran to Denser, dropping to her knees and picking up his head to cradle it, burying her face in his shoulder, rocking back and forth, crying and murmuring soft words.

‘What is it?’ Hirad started forwards.

Erienne’s tear-stained face turned to him. ‘He’s dead,’ she wailed. ‘He’s not breathing.’

‘No.’ Hirad slid down beside her. ‘Ilkar, come on, do something.’

‘There’s not a spell for everything, Hirad,’ said Ilkar, racing to join them. ‘He has no wounds. There’s nothing to heal.’

Hirad gazed up and down Denser’s body. There was not a mark on him, though his lips were blue.

‘Right. Lay him down, Erienne. Unknown, get over here and angle his head. Clear his throat.’

‘Got it.’

Hirad focused on Denser’s face. ‘Don’t even think about it, Denser,’ he said, and started thumping the mage’s chest above his heart with the base of his fists. ‘Don’t you dare die. Come on.’

Erienne stroked Denser’s hair. ‘Please, Denser,’ she sobbed. ‘I have your child within me. Don’t leave me alone.’

Hirad paused. ‘You’ve got what? Gods in the sky.’ He pushed harder. ‘Did you hear that, Denser? You’ve got responsibility now, damn you. Breathe! Breathe!’ Hirad slapped his face to either side, hard. The Unknown massaged his neck and worked his jaw.

‘Breathe!’

Denser’s mouth opened, his lungs seized air, his body heaved and he sat bolt upright, knocking Hirad aside. His hands clutched his chest and his throat gulped air. Erienne burst into fresh tears. Denser turned to her but fell back, and she cushioned his head from the fall. She ruffled his hair.

‘I thought you’d died, you bastard. I thought you’d died,’ she said, a tear falling on to his cheek.

Denser smiled and shook his head. ‘I tried my best, though,’ he said. ‘My chest hurts.’

‘Well, we had to do something,’ said Hirad.

‘It feels like you shook hands with my heart.’

‘No, no. Just persuaded it to beat.’

‘Thank you.’

Hirad shrugged. ‘You’re Raven. I can’t let you die when you’ve just destroyed the Wytch Lords. No glory in that.’ He followed Denser’s gaze up through the dust-clouded air into Balaia’s mainly blue sky. A rolling grey-flecked brown patch hung there.

‘Oh dear,’ said Denser. ‘I’m not sure that was supposed to happen.’

Hirad looked a little longer at the new rip before settling his gaze on Denser.

‘We’ll live with it,’ he said. He stood up and brushed dust off his tunic and leggings. The rip ate at the sky. ‘How’re you feeling?’

‘Tired. And sore.’

‘Well, this is a place of rest,’ said Ilkar, not able to take his eyes from the rip for too long.

‘It’ll do for now.’ Denser closed his eyes. ‘Wake me in a few days.’

‘Could you give us a little space?’ asked Erienne, her hand again idly stroking Denser’s hair.

‘Of course,’ replied The Unknown. ‘Gentlemen . . .’ He sheathed his sword, slung it across his back and made a shovelling motion with his hands.

‘What’s up, Ilkar?’ asked Hirad, coming to the elf’s shoulder.

‘That,’ said Ilkar, pointing at the rip. ‘I wonder where it leads. Somewhere harmless, I hope.’ He clacked his tongue and sighed. ‘What have we done, eh?’

Hirad put an arm round his shoulder and squeezed him.

‘We won. Come on, you’ll be able to see it better from outside,’ he said. He turned Ilkar from the rip to face The Unknown, Will and Thraun. ‘We won.’

‘At least we can collect on the contract,’ said Ilkar.

‘I thought you wouldn’t touch Xetesk’s filthy money,’ said Denser from his prone position.

Ilkar laughed. ‘It doesn’t do to be too proud where money’s concerned,’ he replied.

‘Spoken like a true mercenary,’ said Hirad. Erienne cleared her throat noisily. ‘Sorry, Erienne.’ He indicated the way to the sunlight.

‘Raven,’ he said quietly, crooking his finger. ‘Raven with me.’
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Prologue

The intensity of vibration grew in his head. Within the dark of the Choul, deep beneath the jungles of Teras, those of the Brood-at-rest shifted in sudden nervousness, most of them unaware of what they were feeling.

Like an itch he couldn’t rub, the humming picked at his mind and worried him deep in the core of his being. He opened a huge blue eye, pupil widening to admit the dim light from the entrance high above, picking out the hollowed damp rock, the lianas creeping down and the lichen which covered every surface. It showed him the fluttering of a wing, the shaking of a neck and the shifting of clawed feet as the Brood moved to premature wakefulness. He felt the quickening of pulses, the rumble of lungs drawing in air and the creaking of jaws stretched wide.

A great shiver coursed his body and Sha-Kaan’s heart leapt. The vibration, a siren for disaster, clamoured in his skull. He came to his feet, great wings unfurling for flight, a cry forming in his mouth. He called to the Brood and led them from the Choul, charging towards the light, drawn to the great boiling in the sky where a new battle was just beginning.




Chapter 1

It would be a glorious victory. Lord Senedai of the Heystron Tribes stood on a raised platform watching the smoke billowing over Julatsa as building after building was put to flame. The acrid smell of the smoke was beautiful in his nostrils and through the fog it created, he could see the white and black fire his Shamen wielded through linkage with the Wytch Lords, tearing what was left of the city’s heart to shreds. And there was nothing the Julatsans could do to stop them.

Ripping from their fingers and gnawing at the stone and woodwork of the once proud College city, the white fire issued from the fingertips of a hundred Shamen, demolishing building, fence and barricade. And where men and women ran in terror, the black fire picked the flesh from their bones and gouged the eyes from their skulls while they fell screaming to die in agony.

Senedai felt no sympathy. He leapt from the platform and yelled his Lieutenants to him. All that held up his progress to the College itself were the mages who still shielded great swathes of the city borders and the enemy soldiers who protected the mages from the swords of his warriors. It was time to put a stop to this irritating resistance.

As he ran towards the battle, issuing orders and watching the standards and banners sway as tribes ran to do his bidding, a wall of flame erupted ahead, the spell detonation rippling through the ground as the targets, all Shamen, were engulfed and died without a sound of their own.

‘Press! Press!’ he yelled. But this close the noise, muted to a roar only a hundred yards away, was as deafening as it was distinct. He could hear individual sword clashes, the cries of panic, fear and pain. He could hear bellowed orders, desperate and confident, and he could hear the thud of metal on leather, the tumbling of stone and the cracking of timber.

Beside him, his warrior guard ran a crescent of protection while he kept himself just out of bow range as did all but his most foolhardy of Shamen. The line of Julatsans was thin to the point of collapse and Senedai knew that once pierced, there would be a route straight through to the walls of the College itself.

Horns blew and his warriors surged again. Behind the enemy lines, mages were torn to shreds by the black fire, even as they spoke their spells of protection. He could taste the anguish of his foe and his Wesmen axes rose and fell, showering blood into the smoke-muddied sky.

‘I want those mages to the right destroyed!’ he shouted at a lieutenant. ‘See it is signalled immediately.’ The ground heaved with Julatsan magic, cold air blasted through the warmth of the day and the sky rained drops of fire, his tribesmen paying dearly for every pace they took.

A detachment of Shamen broke and ran right, arrows peppering the ground where they moved. One fell, a shaft buried deep in his thigh. He was left to writhe. Senedai watched them go, felt a thrill when their hands and mouths moved, summoning the fire from deep within the black souls of the Wytch Lords to project its hideous power on helpless victims.

But as he watched, he felt a change. The fire pulsing from outstretched fingers guttered, strengthened briefly, flickered and died. A ripple spread across the tribes. From every part of the battle ground, shouts were raised and Shamen stared at their hands and each other, incomprehension and fear on bleak faces.

From the enemy, a cheer, gaining in intensity, swept along the defensive line. Immediately, the barrage of spells increased and the defenders pushed into the confusion that gripped his warriors. They fell back.

‘My Lord?’ ventured a Captain. Senedai turned to the man, whose face held anxiety not fit for a Wesmen warrior, and found a rage boiling inside him. His gaze swept back across his failing attack, taking in the magic that blasted his men and the swords of the exhausted defence that fell with renewed energy and determination. He pushed the Captain aside and ran forwards, heedless of the risk.

‘By all the Spirits, are we not warriors?’ he bellowed into the roar of battle. ‘Horns, sound the attack! All fronts. Magic be damned, we fight with steel. Attack, you bastards, attack!’ He crashed into the battle, his axe ploughing through the shoulder of a defending Julatsan. The man collapsed and Senedai trod on the corpse, ripping the axe clear to bat it side-on into the face of the next enemy. Around him, the tribesmen responded, picking up songs of battle as they surged again.

Horns sounded new orders, wavering standards straightened in the hands of their bearers and moved forward again. The Wesmen poured back into the battle for Julatsa, ignoring the spells that handed out death and maiming injury indiscriminately, and seeing the defenders begin to wilt at the ferocity of the onslaught.

Lord Senedai dared a look either way along the lines and smiled. Many warriors would die without the Wytch Lords’ fire but the day, he determined, would still belong to the Wesmen. Noting the positions of the knots of offensive casting mages, he slapped aside a clumsy thrust and forged back into the fray.

 


The Raven stood in silence in Parve’s central square. The battle was won. Dawnthief had been cast, the Wytch Lords destroyed and their city once more a place of the dead. Above them, the after-effect of Dawnthief hung in the sky, brown and modulating, an alien and malevolent stain suspended like some predatory beast above the land of Balaia. It was the dimensional rip to nowhere.

Away across the square, Darrick and the remnants of the four-College cavalry had destroyed any remaining resistance and now piled bodies onto makeshift pyres; Wytch Lord acolytes, Wesmen and Guardians in one area, their own fallen in another, and the reverence with which dead cavalrymen were handled was in stark contrast to the dragging and throwing of enemy corpses. Styliann and the Protectors were in the blasted pyramid, searching the rubble for anything that might gives clues to the ancients’ brief but cataclysmic return to power.

The silence in the square was palpable. None of Darrick’s men spoke as they went about their sombre task; the sky under the rip was bereft of birds and the breeze that gusted across the open space seemed muted to a whisper as it coiled around Parve’s buildings.

And for The Raven, victory was once again tarnished by loss.

Denser leaned heavily on Hirad, Erienne at his other side, her arm about his waist. Ilkar stood by the barbarian. Opposite them, across the grave, Will, Thraun and The Unknown Warrior. All of them gazed down at the shrouded form of Jandyr. The elf’s bow lay the length of his body, his sword from chin to knees.

Sadness echoed its quiet around The Raven. At the moment of triumph, life had been taken from Jandyr. After everything he had survived, his was an unkind fate.

For Ilkar, the loss was keen. Elves were not numerous in Balaia, preferring as a rule the heat of the Southern Lands. Few now travelled to the Northern Continent excepting those called by magic and even their numbers were dwindling. They could ill-afford to lose elves like Jandyr. But the grief was felt most personally by Will and Thraun. Their long-time friend had died in the service of Balaia and The Raven. What had begun as a simple rescue had finished on the steps of the Wytch Lords’ tomb at the end of a desperate chase to find and cast the only spell that could save Balaia from the ancient evil. Yet Jandyr had died not knowing the outcome of the casting of Dawnthief. Life could be cruel. Mistimed death more so.

The Unknown intoned The Raven’s words of parting. ‘By north, by east, by south, by west. Though you are gone, you will always be Raven and we shall always remember. Balaia will never forget the sacrifice you made. The Gods will smile on your soul. Farewell in whatever faces you now and ever.’

Will nodded. ‘Thank you,’ he said. ‘Your respect and honour are truly appreciated. Now Thraun and I need time alone with him.’

‘Naturally,’ said Ilkar. He moved away.

‘I’ll stay a little longer,’ said Erienne, disentangling herself from Denser. ‘After all, he came to rescue my family.’ Will nodded and she knelt by the graveside, joining the thief and Thraun, the shapechanger, in their regrets and hopes.

The Unknown, Hirad and Denser caught up with Ilkar and the quartet sat in the lee of the pyramid tunnel, the rip above and behind them, its presence huge and menacing. Further out in the central square, Darrick’s men continued piling bodies ready for the pyres. Great slicks of dried blood swathed the paving stones and here and there, pieces of torn clothing blew and ruffled in the warm breeze. Styliann and the Protectors remained inside the pyramid, no doubt dissecting every rune, painting and mosaic.

General Ry Darrick walked over and joined them as The Unknown finished passing around mugs of coffee from Will’s bubbling pan. There was a brief quiet.

‘I almost hate to bring this up,’ said Darrick. ‘But great as the victory is, we number perhaps three hundred and there are a good fifty thousand Wesmen between here and our homes.’

‘Funny isn’t it?’ said Ilkar. ‘You think about all we’ve achieved and the result is that we’ve given Balaia a chance and no more. Nothing is certain.’

‘So much for basking in glory,’ said Hirad.

‘Don’t understate what we’ve done,’ said Denser from his prone position, hands under his head. ‘We have removed the certainty of the Wytch Lords’ triumph and their dominion over Balaia. And more than that, we’ve destroyed them and given ourselves real hope. Bask in that.’

‘I’ll try,’ said Hirad, the smile returning to his face.

‘Remember,’ said Denser. ‘The Wesmen have no magic.’

‘And we have no armies,’ said Ilkar.

‘I wonder if there’ll be anything left to return to?’ mused The Unknown.

‘A Communion would help to clarify a few things,’ agreed Denser.

‘Thanks for your input, Denser,’ said Ilkar. ‘Why don’t you sleep it off?’

‘Just saying,’ said the Xeteskian Mage sharply.

‘I think we’re a little far from Understone, don’t you?’ Ilkar patted him on the shoulder.

‘Selyn did it.’ It was Styliann. The Raven started and turned. The Lord of the Mount of Xetesk walked out of the shadow of the pyramid tunnel. The Protectors remained deep inside. He looked pale and tired, his hair lank about his shoulders, the braid holding his ponytail long since gone.

‘May I?’ He gestured at the pot. The Unknown shrugged and nodded. Styliann ladled out a mug of coffee and sat with The Raven.

‘I’ve been thinking,’ he said.

‘Is there no end to your talents?’ muttered Denser.

Styliann’s eyes flashed. ‘The Dawnthief catalysts may be destroyed, Denser, but I am still your commanding mage. You would do well to remember that.’ He paused. ‘Selyn was a Communion specialist. She reported large forces of Wesmen leaving Parve in the direction of Understone just before she entered the city. They will not have reached Understone yet so we have them to face before we reach the pass.’ Styliann’s jaw set as if his next words were battling not to be heard. ‘For now, we should work together.’

The atmosphere cooled. The Unknown spoke. ‘Your last intercession, though welcome, was hardly a determined effort to help. Before that, you tried to kill us all. Tried to turn the Protectors against me. Now you want us to work together.’ The Unknown looked away into the pyramid, his face troubled.

‘We got here without your help. We’ll get back without it,’ said Hirad.

Styliann regarded them calmly, the hint of a smile playing over his lips.

‘You’re good, I’ll grant you that,’ he said. ‘But you are overlooking the severity of your situation. The Raven will never reach the East unaided. Remember, Understone Pass was opened for you but is now almost certainly closed. I have the Communion range and contacts to organise passage. You do not and Darrick ultimately reports to me and the four Colleges.’

‘Doesn’t sound like you need us at all,’ said Hirad. Styliann smiled.

‘One can always use The Raven.’

The Unknown nodded slightly. ‘You have an idea, I presume?’

‘A route, yes; the tactics I’ll leave to the General.’ He looked across at Darrick who had remained silent throughout the exchange, his expression changing only by a hair at the reminder of his position in the chain of command.

‘Perhaps you’d better tell us your route, my Lord,’ said Darrick.

Hirad’s head was thumping. He needed a drink. Alcohol, preferably, to chase away the pain for a while. He lurched to his feet, making for the fire.

‘You all right, Hirad?’ asked Ilkar.

‘Not really,’ he replied. ‘My head’s killing me.’ A cold sensation cascaded through his back, like snow shaken from the bough of a tree, gone as soon as it had come. There was a change in the air, a movement that had nothing to do with the breeze blowing warmly about them.

Hirad stopped, looking up into the sky, clear blue but for the huge rip modulating gently. As he watched, the mottled brown surface rippled violently, bubbled, punched outwards and tore for a split second. A barking roar shattered the relative peace of the afternoon. Triumphant, apocalyptic, terrible.

Hirad screamed, turned and ran away blindly in the direction of the eastern forest miles away, every fear he had harboured since his encounter with Sha-Kaan realised in an instant.

So soon after victory, they faced ultimate defeat and total destruction. There was a dragon in the skies of Balaia.

 


It was the way he liked it best - the way of the sword. Wesmen were warriors, not mages. And though the Wytch Lords’ power had seen them to victories more quickly than he had dared hope, the Lord Tessaya was confident they would have triumphed even without the white and black fires.

Now that magic, borrowed, stolen, gifted, call it what you will, was gone. The Shamen no longer held sway and the Wesmen belonged to their tribal lords once more. It was at once terrifying and exciting. Should the unity crumble, they would be swept back across the Blackthorne Mountains by the armies of the four Colleges. If he could hold them together, Tessaya believed they could take Korina and with the capture of the capital city would come the heart, soul and wealth of Eastern Balaia.

But he had to fear the Colleges against whom they now had no defence. His dream of seeing the Towers of Xetesk burn had gone, at least for now. A wry smile touched his weather-worn, deeply tanned face. There were other ways of fighting mages.

Defeat was never an option for Tessaya. Particularly when he was drinking in the glow of recent victory. And victory against mages.

Panic had threatened to engulf the thousands pouring through Understone Pass as word had spread that the Shamen had lost their link to the Wytch Lords. But Tessaya, in unwitting mirror to Senedai far away in Julatsa, had stilled the unrest, choosing to run at the head of the Wesmen pack as it exploded into the sunlight of the East.

The College army knew they were coming but was hopelessly outnumbered. Wave after wave of Wesmen had torn into the lines, their howls drowning the screamed orders, the cries of fear and the wailing of the dying. With Tessaya leading, they were unstoppable, the blood of victory pounding in their heads, their swords and axes slicing flesh and splintering bone. The front line had been stubborn but, with their bodies littering the mud in front of the pass, and the mage support destroyed, it was little more than an organised slaughter, which left Tessaya disappointed.

Sitting in Understone’s inn, now cleared of bodies, he recalled the fight, the elementary defensive mistakes and the confusion of orders that reached his ears. But most of all he remembered those who had run and those who had cast up their arms and surrendered before hope was truly lost. So different from the fight at the western end of Understone Pass. There he had seen an enemy organised and prepared to fight to the last man. An enemy that had held his armies for longer than it had any right to. An enemy he could respect.

But what disappointed him most was the failure of the General, whom Tessaya had been informed was in charge at Understone Town, to live up to his reputation. Shame. He should have been another exciting adversary. As it was, he had proved as much a coward as the rest. Darrick was a name the Wesmen would quickly forget to fear.

The door to the inn opened and his elder Shaman walked in. Without the Wytch Lords’ power he was no longer a man Tessaya had to watch but the Lord of the Paleon tribes bore him no less respect.

Tessaya poured him a drink, the two men sitting across a table in the shadows at the rear of the building.

‘You’re looking tired, Arnoan.’

‘It’s been a long day, my Lord.’

‘But over now, by the sounds of it.’ The noise of celebration was building.

‘How are your injuries?’ asked Arnoan.

‘I’ll live.’ Tessaya smiled, amused by Arnoan’s fatherly concern. The burn down his right forearm was sore and blistered but treated, clean and dressed. He had been quick in the dive as the FlameOrb had splashed, so had lived.

The cuts he sported on his face, chest and legs were merely trophies of fierce fighting. Still, at his age and influence, looks weren’t important and besides, he found himself tiring of the attentions of women. His line would survive the war; his sons ranged from babes in arms to muscled youths. And now their father had led the tribes to victory at Understone. Where next? It was a question clearly taxing Arnoan.

‘What will the morning bring?’ asked the Shaman.

‘Rest and building. I will not lose Understone Pass again,’ said Tessaya. His expression hardened. ‘Lord Taomi and the southern force should be with us in a day at most. Then we can plan the conquest of Korina.’

‘You really believe we can achieve that?’

Tessaya nodded. ‘They have no armies. Only city defence and reservists. We have ten thousand here, fifteen thousand within two days of the pass, another twenty-five thousand who crossed Triverne Inlet to attack the Colleges and whatever the south brings us. Who is going to stop us?’

‘My Lord, nobody disputes that the military advantage lies with us. But the mage strength of the Colleges is considerable. It would be a mistake to underestimate them.’ Arnoan leaned forward, his bony fingers knotted in front of him.

Tessaya hefted his burned arm. ‘Do you think I am in danger of doing that?’ He eyes narrowed. ‘Arnoan, I am the oldest tribal Lord, with the largest tribal Council under me. It is so because I have made a habit of never underestimating my enemy.

‘The mages are powerful and the Colleges will stand against us in strength. But a mage tires quickly and without a guard is quickly slain. Losing our magic was a blow but we were born to the sword, not the spell.

‘The Wesmen will rule Balaia and I will rule the Wesmen.’

 


No help would come to Tessaya from the south. The Wesmen were routed and running for Blackthorne Town while its namesake Baron rested high in the crags above the battlefield of his victory. With him were the concussed but otherwise happy Baron Gresse and around five hundred men and mages, all dreaming of a return to their homes.

But the euphoria of the victory at Varhawk Crags would soon wear off. Their situation remained parlous. All but a dozen or so mages had been killed by the white fire, the wounded outnumbered the able-bodied and the Wesmen’s defeat had everything to do with their confusion at losing the Wytch Lords’ magic. Blackthorne and Gresse had merely stoked the fires of panic. If the Wesmen chose to come back looking for them, a second victory would be hard won indeed.

Blackthorne, however, considered such a return very unlikely. In the confusion at the Crags, there was no telling what strength either side had and he knew if he were the Wesmen commander, he would retreat to Blackthorne, lick his wounds and plan his next strike while waiting for reinforcement from across the Bay of Gyernath.

The Baron came to the entrance of the overhang he’d taken as his command position. There was not much room for anything but a fire at the entrance and a few of his senior people inside. Gresse was there, propped up against a wall, his head, Blackthorne knew from experience, thudding wildly and inducing waves of nausea if he dared move.

In front of him, the crags stretched away north and south. Following the victory, he had brought his men and mages south, upwind of the stench of so much death. His fallen people had burned on pyres, the Wesmen dead were left to feed the scavengers. The overhang sat at the top of a gentle rise away from the treacherous edge and scree slopes of Varhawk. On the little plateaux and shallow slopes, his men rested under a warm but cloudy sky. Fires burned in a dozen places despite the Wesmen threat and Blackthorne’s perimeter guards were under strict instructions not to turn to the light until their watches were complete. In key positions, elven eyes pierced the night to give early warning of any attack and so calmed the nerves of the sleeping.

There was little noise now. The celebrations had given way to excited chatter, then a low hum of conversation, then fatigue as night fell. Blackthorne permitted himself a smile. To his right, a man cleared his throat.

‘My Lord?’ Blackthorne turned to face Luke, the nervous youth he had sent to count heads.

‘Speak up, lad.’ With an effort, the Baron softened his automatically stern demeanour and placed a fatherly hand on the youth’s shoulder. ‘Where are you from, Luke?’

‘A farm three miles north of Blackthorne, my Lord.’ His eyes scoured the ground at his feet. ‘I’ll be the man of the farm now. If there’s anything left of it.’

Blackthorne could see Luke, no more than sixteen, biting back tears, his long dark hair covering the sides of his face. The Baron squeezed his shoulder then let his hand drop.

‘We have all lost people we love, Luke,’ he said. ‘But what we can take back, we will, and those who stood with me and saved the East from the Wesmen will be known as heroes. The living and the dead.’ He stopped, lifted Luke’s chin so that the youth’s shining eyes met his.

‘Was it a good life on your farm?’ he asked. ‘Speak truthfully.’

‘Hard, my Lord,’ said Luke, the admiration burning in his face. ‘And not always happy, if I’m honest. The land isn’t kind every year and the Gods don’t always bless us with calves and lamb.’

Blackthorne nodded. ‘Then I have failed you and everyone like you. Yet you were still prepared to lay down your life for me. When we are masters of Blackthorne once again, we will talk at greater depth. But now, you have some information for me?’

‘Yes, my Lord.’ Luke hesitated. The Baron nodded for him to speak. ‘There are five hundred and thirty-two altogether, my Lord. Of these, eighteen are mages and five of them are too badly injured to cast. There are five hundred and fourteen men at arms and more than four hundred of them have some form of wound from battle. Of the worst, one hundred and five cannot fight. I have not counted those who will die by morning.’ Luke stopped. ‘My Lord,’ he added.

Blackthorne raised his eyebrows. ‘And what makes you so sure these men will die?’

‘Because I have seen it often enough on the farm, my Lord,’ said Luke his confidence finally growing. ‘We aren’t so different, people and animals, and I hear it in their breathing and see it in their eyes and the lie of their bodies. Inside, we know when our time is near; so do animals, and it shows.’

‘I’ll have to take your word,’ said Blackthorne, fascinated by the realisation that he had probably seen less death in his long life than the youngster in front of him. Though they had surely both seen enough in the last few days to last a lifetime, he had never studied it. To Luke though, death of livestock was an economic problem and a risk of his occupation. ‘We must talk more another time, Luke. Now, I suggest you find a place to lay your head. We face hard days and I need men like you at your best.’

‘Goodnight, my Lord.’

‘Goodnight, Luke.’ Blackthorne watched the young man walk away, his head a little higher, his stride a little longer. He shook his head gently, the smile returning to his face. So were the fates at birth. Another day, Luke the farmer’s son might have been born a Lord. Blackthorne was sure he would be equally at home in a Castle as a cowshed.

The Baron mulled over the numbers Luke had given him. Less than four hundred and fifty men able to fight, terribly short of mages and of those he could press into action, the overwhelming majority were hurt in some way. He guessed the Wesmen still outnumbered them two to one. And he had no idea how many were still in his Town, or at the beachhead, or on the road to Gyernath, or spread throughout the East. He bit his lip, quelling the sudden flutter in his heart. Hard days. And he had to be stronger than he had ever been.

The reality was that, unless some form of organisation grew from the chaos that ran the length of the Blackthorne Mountains, the Wesmen could still reach Korina, despite the loss of their magic. The Colleges would have to step in further. Take control. And while that was unpalatable, it was preferable to the alternative.

But the Colleges were distant and the problems of Blackthorne would hardly register. He could expect little help from the north but one thing he could do was attempt a Communion with Xetesk. Communication was an advantage the peoples of the East would have to exploit if they were to win.

Baron Blackthorne yawned. It was time to check on Gresse, and to sleep. Tomorrow, there were decisions to be made. He had to discover the wider picture. Understone, Gyernath, the scattered coastal and inland villages. He had to know where any help was coming from to drive the Wesmen back across the Bay of Gyernath. And he had to find a way to take back his town, his castle. His bed. Suppressing sudden anger, Blackthorne turned his back on the night and walked under the overhang.

 


The Wesmen kept on coming. Thousands of them pouring towards the borders of Julatsa, scrambling over the bodies of their fallen kinsmen and heaving themselves against the stuttering College Guard. From his Tower, Barras gazed down on the confusion, saw the spells ripping into the invading army and saw them roll relentlessly on.

It was mid-afternoon and the only respite in the fighting had been at the moment the Wesmen’s magic deserted them. That moment, Barras’ heart had surged because he knew The Raven had destroyed the Wytch Lords. He had cried in relief and joy then; and he could have cried in frustration now.

Because far from shattering the Wesmen, the setback merely seemed to inflame their anger. They had attacked again with a greater fury than before, their swords, axes and warrior passion driving them on and on.

At first it had been slaughter, the College Guard able to hold as waves of spells devastated the Wesmen lines. Thousands had died under the might of the Julatsan barrage, defenceless against the FlameOrbs, IceWind, EarthHammer, DeathHail, HotRain and BoneSplinter.

But the mana stamina of a mage is finite without rest and the Wesmen knew it. And the Julatsans had already spent so much on shielding men and buildings on the Shamen attack fronts. The Wesmen knew that too.

Now, with the spell barrage reduced to a tactical trickle, the Wesmen were moving with awesome confidence, crashing into the ranks of the College Guard and the reservists, unafraid now of what the next mana strike might bring.

To Barras’ left, the General of the Julatsan forces bit his lip and cursed.

‘How many are there?’ he demanded of no one, his tone thick and exasperated. There had to be well over ten thousand.

‘Too many,’ replied Barras.

‘I am well aware of that,’ snapped the General. ‘And if that is meant to be a slur on—’

‘Calm yourself, my dear Kard. It is a slur on no one, merely a statement of fact. How long can we hold them?’

‘Three hours, maybe less,’ said Kard gruffly. ‘Without walls, I can’t promise any more. How did the Communion go?’

‘Dordover despatched three thousand men yesterday at our request. They should be here by nightfall.’

‘Then you may as well tell them to turn back,’ said General Kard, his voice bitter, his face suddenly aged. ‘Julatsa will have fallen by then.’

‘They’ll never take the College,’ said Barras. Kard raised his eyebrows.

‘Who’s going to stop them?

Barras opened his mouth to speak but closed it again. Kard was a soldier and couldn’t hope to understand.

That the College might be taken was unthinkable. More than that, it was abhorrent, an eventuality that brought bile to the Elder elven mage’s throat. And there was a way of stopping the Wesmen taking their prize.

But as he turned his face back to the battle at the edge of the city and saw his people suffer under the blades of the invaders, Barras prayed it wouldn’t come to that. Because what he had in his mind, he wouldn’t wish on anyone. Not even Wesmen at the gates of his beloved College.




Chapter 2

The scene in Parve’s central square was one of terrified bewilderment. At the first cry of the dragon, all noise had ceased for an instant as every head, of man and beast, turned towards the rip.

Untethered horses had turned and bolted while others threw their riders or bucked and strained at rails and posts, their throats choking out cries born of base instinct and the innate knowledge of prey under threat.

But for men and elves, blind terror gave way to a kind of fatal interest as the dragon, first a relatively indistinct shape, descended. There was a definite satisfaction in the sounds of the cries and barks with which it greeted Balaian sunshine. It twisted, rolled and wheeled, wings beating the air arrhythmically, playing in the skies of its discovery.

And as it moved closer to the ground, its form became clearer, its size dreadfully apparent. Ilkar took it all in with an analytical eye, ignoring the shaking of his body, the pounding of his heart; the urge to run, fall, fight, hide, anything.

The dragon was not as big as Sha-Kaan, the beast they had met through Taranspike Castle’s dimension portal. Neither had it the same colouring or head shape, though its basic form was all but identical. The long, slender neck arched and straightened, its head searching the ground, its tail flowing behind the bulk of its body.

But where Sha-Kaan had been well in excess of one hundred and twenty feet in length, this one measured no more than seventy. And where Sha-Kaan’s skin and scale had glistened gold in torchlight, this one was coloured a dark rust-brown, its flat, wedge-shaped head at odds with Sha-Kaan’s tall skull and muzzle.

The deep and penetrating stillness that had fallen on the central square evaporated as the slack-jawed watchers realised with an awful numbing slowness that the dragon was flying downwards fast. A frenzy erupted. Darrick’s normally ordered cavalry scattered into the streets, horses and riders colliding, barging and weaving as they wheeled in chaos, seeking the nearest escape from the immediate danger.

Darrick, his voice hoarse, yelled for order and calm, two things he was never going to achieve. Behind him, The Raven and Styliann scrambled to their feet, fatigue forgotten.

‘Inside, inside!’ shouted Ilkar, racing for the pyramid tunnel but pulling up short, The Unknown all but clattering into his back. He turned. ‘Where’s Hirad?’

The Unknown spun and shouted after the barbarian, who had covered several hundred yards and showed no sign of slowing, but the tumult in the square stole his words.

‘I’ll get him,’ said the big man.

‘No,’ said Ilkar, an eye on the dragon swooping towards the city. The Unknown gripped his arm.

‘I’ll get him,’ he repeated. ‘You understand.’ Ilkar nodded and The Unknown ran after Hirad who had just turned a corner and was out of sight.

From the entrance to the tunnel, Ilkar saw his friend hunch instinctively as the dragon passed by, not twenty feet above the highest flat-roofed building, its bulk that of fifty horses. He saw its head twisting, looking down on the fleeing men, elves and animals, heard its bark and felt fear deep in the pit of his stomach and a clap of pain in his receptive ears, their protective inner membranes closing instinctively.

The dragon rose, banked incredibly gracefully, and turned, diving lower, mouth agape, white fangs clearly visible against the black of its maw. Ilkar shuddered, watching it move, then paled as the sun cast a great shadow of the dragon over the running figure of The Unknown Warrior.

Everything was happening too fast. The Unknown looked up as the shadow engulfed him in an instant’s dusk, turned and ran at right angles to the dragon’s flight. Above and behind Ilkar, the rip shimmered and tore again, a sensation the elven mage felt through a repeat of the stillness in the air. Far from unleashing its fire, the dragon abruptly swept skywards, its bellow of disappointment echoed by another of pure rage.

Hirad, tearing through the empty streets at the edge of Parve, heard the second roar. He gasped as a weight pressed on the inside of his head, already stumbling to a halt, hands covering his ears when the voice boomed ‘Stop!’ and sent him sprawling to the ground.

 


Climbing towards the boiling in the sky, Sha-Kaan felt the anger grow. It had been but a blink of an eye to him since he had warned the man, Hirad Coldheart, of the dangers posed by the knowledge he held and the amulet that had been entwined in his talons for so very long. And this was how he had been repaid.

First, the theft of the amulet, then surely the use of its text and finally, the opening of an unrestricted corridor to his melde-dimension. The melde-dimension of the entire Brood Kaan.

Behind him, the Brood flew from the Choul, unhappy at the sudden break from their sleep. Thirty Kaan, flying to join those already circling the gate in the sky.

And from all corners, drawn by the presence of the gate and the surge it sent through the nerves of every dragon within its compass, came the enemy. If they could not warn away the opposing Broods, there would be a battle as had never been seen in the skies since the appearance of the one great human, Septern. Septern who had rescued the Brood Kaan, offering them the melde they sought at a time when their numbers had dwindled close to extinction.

Sha-Kaan beat faster, a warning sounding in his head. From a bank of cloud behind the rip, a single dragon from the Brood Naik swept towards the undulating mass. His speed took him beyond the rough guard, his call of victory cut off as he plunged into the gate and was lost from sight.

Others made to follow but Sha-Kaan pulsed them to hold. ‘I will deal,’ he said. ‘Hold them at bay. Do not surrender the gate.’ He swept up and around the rip, judging its size and depth before angling his wings and plunging through.

The journey was a miasma of pressure, blindness, half-grasped messages and near knowledge of what lay outside the corridor. Sha-Kaan exploded into the skies of Balaia and immediately felt the presence of two beings known to him. The enemy Naik dragon loomed large in his consciousness and he bellowed his call to fight, knowing the Naik could not refuse. The other presence was smaller, much smaller, but no less significant. Hirad Coldheart. There would have to be words. As he dived on the Naik, Sha-Kaan pulsed the command to stop.

 


Ilkar’s skin crawled, his fear complemented by total helplessness. At every moment, he expected more stillness, more dragons, more terror. Behind him, he knew, Styliann and the rest of The Raven were staring out into the sky. For the first time in their long and successful career, all they could do was watch.

The fight was fast and violent. The two dragons closed at a frightening speed, the smaller one from below, the larger, much larger, golden animal dived from above.

‘Sha-Kaan,’ breathed Ilkar, recognising him by the movement of his head.

Sha-Kaan tore through Balaia’s cloud-scattered sky, bellowing rage and threat. He angled a wing the instant before clashing with the rust-brown enemy, the manoeuvre taking him below and, as he passed the belly, he breathed, fire coursing the length of the shorter dragon.

The scream of pain cracked the air, the wounded beast spiralling upwards, neck twisting, head searching for its tormentor. But it looked in the wrong direction. Sha-Kaan, his mouth closed to extinguish his fire, turned up and back sharply to come around behind his foe. While the rust-brown dragon, disorientated and in pain, searched for him, Sha-Kaan stormed across the dividing space, beat his wings to steady himself above his prey, arched his neck and struck down with terrific force on the base of his prey’s skull. The rust-brown convulsed along the seventy foot length of its body, claws scrabbling briefly on thin air, wings thrashing wildly, its bark turning to a gurgle as its body, now a dead weight, fell from the sky.

Ilkar watched, his breath held, as Sha-Kaan dropped with his kill, not releasing it until they had both reached roof level. Then, with a final twist and deep growl of triumph, he swung away to hover as the dead dragon thudded into the ground in the central square, shivering the earth under Ilkar’s feet. A huge cloud of dust billowed up, the waiting pyres of bodies slipping, a grotesque movement of the dead.

Unease swept across Parve. A gut-turning feeling that so much was terribly wrong. In the quiet that followed the fight, the only sound clearly heard was the beating of Sha-Kaan’s wings as he circled his victim. This close, the victorious dragon was truly enormous. Almost twice the size of his foe, Sha-Kaan dominated the sky, eclipsing even the rip with his raw power. Three times around he went before, with a long, guttural roar, he swept low into the square, passed scant feet above the corpse of the dragon, turned into the air and flew off directly after Hirad.

‘Oh no.’ Ilkar started moving into the light.

‘What good can you do?’ Styliann’s voice, though quiet with shock, still carried power, menace and cynicism.

Ilkar turned. ‘You don’t understand, do you? People like you never will. I’ve no idea what I can do but I will do something. I can’t leave him to face that thing alone. He’s Raven.’

The elven mage ran out into the square, following in the footsteps of The Unknown. After a pause, Thraun and Will did the same. Denser slumped back to the ground, his energy spent, his eyes locked on the still mound of the dragon Sha-Kaan had killed so effortlessly. Erienne crouched beside him, cradling his head.

‘Gods in the sky,’ he whispered. ‘What have I done?’

 


Hirad lay with his hands over his ears as the cries of battle in the sky slammed around inside his head. When it was all over, he moved groggily to his knees and dared to look back towards Parve. He vaguely noted The Unknown Warrior running towards him, shouting, but his attention was fixed on the shape of Sha-Kaan, wheeling in the sky over the dead city. The dragon’s sudden dive jarred him from his almost hypnotic state and the sight of him appearing over the near buildings struck a fear in him deeper than he had ever felt before. His nightmare was about to become reality. He did his part. He picked himself up and ran.

Hirad could feel the rush of Sha-Kaan’s approach in his mind long before the shadow swooped over him. Once again, he resigned himself to death. He stopped running and looked up as the huge dragon, over twenty times his length, turned in the air, neck coiling and uncoiling, head always fixed on his quarry.

He stood in the air for a moment before, with a lazy beat of his wings, landing lightly on the ground, golden body folding forward so that all four limbs supported him as he towered over Hirad. Sha-Kaan’s wings tucked behind him and his head reared before shooting forwards to knock Hirad from his feet. Dazed for a moment, Hirad could sense the anger and looked directly into Sha-Kaan’s eyes and was surprised when he didn’t see his death reflected there.

The great dragon’s head was still, the mound of his body sparkling in the sunlight, obliterating any other view. Hirad didn’t bother to rise but thought of speaking until Sha-Kaan’s nostrils flared, sending twin lances of hot foul air into his face.

The dragon regarded him for some time, feet shifting for comfort, effortlessly clawing deep rents in the packed dry ground.

‘I would say “well met”, Hirad Coldheart but it is no such thing.’

‘I—’ began Hirad.

‘Be quiet!’ Sha-Kaan’s voice rolled across the Torn Wastes and clattered around the inside of Hirad’s skull. ‘What you think is not important. What you have done is.’ The dragon closed his eyes and breathed in, a slow considered action. ‘That something so small could cause so much damage. You have put my Brood at risk.’

‘I don’t understand.’

Sha-Kaan’s eyes opened to spear Hirad with his massive gaze.

‘Of course you don’t. But still you stole from me.’

‘I didn’t—’

‘Quiet!’ thundered Sha-Kaan. ‘Be quiet and listen to me. Be silent until I order you to speak.’

Hirad licked his lips. He could hear The Unknown slowing as he neared him, his feet cracking the dead earth and vegetation. He waved his hand behind him to keep his friend back.

Sha-Kaan spoke again, his eyes great pools of blue ire, his nostrils wide and firing repellent breath through Hirad’s hair from a distance of less than three feet. The barbarian felt small, though small was hardly a strong enough word. Insignificant. And yet the imperious beast chose to speak to him rather than scorch the skin from his body and the flesh from his bones

But there was no mistaking Sha-Kaan’s mood. This was not the dragon who had seemed so amused by Hirad’s presence at their first meeting beyond the dragonene dimension gate at Taranspike Castle. The meeting that had led The Raven inextricably to Parve and the deployment of Dawnthief. Now he was angry. Angry and anxious. Not for Hirad, for himself. The barbarian felt he’d hear nothing to his advantage.

He was right.

‘I warned you,’ said Sha-Kaan. ‘I told you that I was keeping from you that with which you could destroy yourselves and my Brood with you. You chose not to listen. And now the results of your actions stain the sky in my dimension and in yours.

‘There, Hirad Coldheart, is the problem. It is typical, I suppose, that you should contrive to save yourselves while condemning Skies know how many of my Brood to death in your defence. But your salvation can only be temporary. Because when my Brood is gone, you will be defenceless. One dragon here, bent upon your destruction, is all it will take. And there are thousands waiting to tear this place apart. Thousands.’ Hirad gazed into the yawning depths of Sha-Kaan’s eyes, his mind a blank.

‘You have no conception of what you have done, have you?’ Sha-Kaan blinked very slowly, breaking Hirad’s concentration. ‘Speak.’

‘No, I haven’t,’ said Hirad. ‘All I do know is that we had to find and cast Dawnthief or the Wytch Lords and Wesmen would have swept us aside. You can’t blame us for trying to save our own lives.’

‘And that is as far as you think. The ripples of your actions are no concern as you rest in the glory of your immediate triumph, are they?’

‘We were bound to use all the weapons at our disposal,’ said Hirad a little shortly.

‘This weapon was not at your disposal,’ said Sha-Kaan. ‘And it was used inaccurately. You stole it from me.’

‘It was there to be taken,’ replied Hirad. ‘And inaccurate or not, we used it to save Balaia.’

Sha-Kaan stretched his mouth wide and laughed. The sound cracked across the Torn Wastes, setting petrified animals to flight, stopping The Unknown in his tracks and blowing Hirad onto his back. The laughter stopped abruptly, its aftershocks echoing like thunder against cliffs as they smacked against Parve’s buildings.

The great dragon stretched his neck, head travelling slowly up Hirad’s prone form, drool dripping from his half-open maw, until it came to rest over his face.

Hirad pushed himself up on his elbows to look into those eyes that blotted out the light. He quailed, almost able to touch the fangs that could so easily rip out his life, each easily the size of his forearm.

‘Save Balaia,’ repeated Sha-Kaan, voice quiet and cold. ‘You have done nothing of the sort. Instead, you have torn a hole between our worlds and it is a hole the Kaan cannot defend for ever. And when we fail, who will defend you from your total destruction or abject slavery, do you think?’ Sha-Kaan’s head angled up. Hirad followed his gaze to The Unknown and Ilkar, Will and Thraun who now stood a few paces away, scared but not bowed. Hirad smiled, pride swelling his heart.

‘Who are these?’ demanded Sha-Kaan.

‘They’re The Raven, most of it.’

‘Friends?’

‘Yes.’

Sha-Kaan retracted his neck to take them all in.

‘Then listen, Hirad Coldheart and The Raven. Listen closely and I shall tell you what must be done to save us all.’

 


The Lord Tessaya walked the streets of Understone, a bottle of white grape spirit in his hand. Streets churned by fight, blood and rain, now baking hard under a hot sun which set the mud into grotesque sculptures depicting the imprint of death.

All around him, sounds of celebration echoed from the lush green slopes surrounding the town. A dozen cook-fires crackled and spat, smoke spiralling into the partly cloudy sky. The shouts of sparring and the harsh laughter of storytelling rose above the general level of noise, but some sounds were missing - the screams of the tortured, the weeping of the raped and the pleas of the dying.

Tessaya was pleased. For he had not come to Understone to devastate and destroy. That endgame he reserved for the Colleges. No, he came to Understone to conquer and to rule. The first step to his domination of the whole of Balaia. A domination he could enjoy alone now that the Wytch Lords were gone.

And he would not rule by terror. In a land too large for the hand of fear, that was the way of fools. His way was simple. Control population centres through weight of numbers. Install trusted men to overlord the people and instil their own rules and discipline based on his model. Control gatherings, control talk. Be visible. The iron hand. Leave little hope and prompt no righteous anger.

Tessaya chewed his lip. It was a departure from the traditional Wesmen way but, as far as he saw it, the old way brought nothing but conflict and division. If the Wesmen were to govern Balaia, they had to adapt.

Reaching the end of the village. Tessaya paused a moment and drank from his bottle. Before him ran the trails that burrowed deep into the heart of Eastern Balaia. The arteries down which he would march to victory.

Rising on each side, gentle green slopes rolled away towards the stunning flatlands that were home to Lord Denebre, an old trading partner. There, the farmland was rich, the animals plentiful and the peace complete. For now.

There were decisions to be made but first there were questions to be asked. Tessaya headed left up a slope to where Understone’s defenders had built their barracks, now their prison. Two dozen canvas and wood structures, built for two hundred men. Six of them now housed around three hundred prisoners, leaving plenty of room for his men, those few that wanted shelter. Men and women were separated and the wounded Wesmen lay side by side with Eastern Balaians. Enemies they might be but they deserved honour and the chance to live after choosing to fight over the coward’s route of surrender.

Walking towards the barracks, he noted with pleasure the bearing of the guards. Ramrod straight and placed at even intervals surrounding the prison huts. He nodded at the man who opened the door for him.

‘My Lord,’ said the man, bowing his head in deference.

Inside, the barrack hut was cramped, stuffy and hot. Men sprawled on bunk and floor, some played cards, others spoke in huddles. One thing linked them all. It was the face of defeat, the humiliation of abject surrender.

As Tessaya entered, quiet spread along the length of the hut until all those scared eyes stared at him, waiting for him to deliver their fate. The contempt with which he regarded them was palpable.

‘Time to talk,’ he said in faultless pure-East dialect. One man moved through the throng. He was fat, greying and too short for a warrior. Perhaps in the past he had been powerful but now his mud-stained armour covered nothing more frightening than blubber.

‘I am Kerus, garrison commander of Understone. You may address your questions to me.’

‘And I am Tessaya, Lord of the unified tribes. You will address me as “my Lord”.’ Kerus said nothing, merely inclined his head. Tessaya could see the fear in his eyes. He should have been put out to grass a long time ago. It was indicative of the East’s complacency that they chose a career desk-soldier to command the guard of the most important tactical landmark in the whole of Balaia.

‘I am surprised that you are the spokesman,’ said Tessaya. ‘Is your commander so fearful of us that he still orders you to hide him?’

‘Understone’s defensive general is dead, my Lord,’ said Kerus, surprise edging his tone. ‘I am the most senior officer left alive.’

Tessaya frowned. His intelligence suggested the army had surrendered long before the command post was taken. Perhaps the other rumours were true and Darrick had died leading the line but it seemed unlikely in such a critical engagement.

‘Dead?’

‘At the western end of the pass.’

‘Ah.’ Tessaya’s frown deepened. Something wasn’t right. ‘No matter.’ He would get to the bottom of it shortly. Darrick was a man whose whereabouts he needed to know. ‘Tell me, I’m curious. Was there an incursion into my lands before we retook Understone Pass?’ He knew there had to have been but an idea of numbers would be useful.

‘Why are you asking me, my Lord?’ replied Kerus.

‘Because you are the commanding officer. You are also my prisoner. I would advise against the futility of refusing me.’

‘You know as well as I do that our people penetrated your Wytch Lords’ citadel. That’s why you lost your magic.’ Kerus did his best to sneer.

‘But not this battle, eh Kerus?’ Tessaya’s face dropped to a snarl. ‘That is the second time you have failed to address me correctly. Do not make me count to three.’ He relaxed his stance enough to drink from his bottle, taking in the angry faces in front of him.

‘An impressive move. Though I must confess, I had my reservations about the strength of Parve’s defence. I’m afraid too many senior Shamen felt it a waste of good warriors. How many did you send?’

‘Not many. My Lord.’

‘How many?’

‘Four hundred cavalry, a few Protectors, a handful of mages and The Raven. My Lord.’

Tessaya took it all in, quietly assimilating the numbers and knowing that they should have been far short of enough to trouble Parve’s defence, let alone the Wytch Lords. He made exaggerated assumptions about the power of the mage contingent and still couldn’t make it add up. A nagging worry edged at his mind. He’d seen the power of the spell that had taken Understone Pass, the water magic that had obliterated so many of his kinsmen. Had they used something equally appalling or even worse to destroy the Wytch Lords?

He shuddered inside. Rumours of an attempt to recover a spell of legendary power, the spell the Shamen called ‘Tia-fere’, Nightfall, had cast doubt over the sense of the invasion three months before. But surely if the spell had been recovered, he wouldn’t be standing here.

‘The Raven.’ Tessaya mulled the name over. Good warriors. Never to be underestimated as it seemed they had been by the Wytch Lords and their council of fawning Shamen.

‘Why did The Raven travel to Parve?’ he asked.

‘Isn’t it obvious?’ Kerus wore his slightly smug expression once more. ‘They carried with them the means to destroy your Masters. It is also obvious that they succeeded. My Lord.’

Tessaya wasn’t sure the probable destruction of the Wytch Lords bothered him. All he knew was that the Shamen, having lost their fire, were once again in their proper place, occupying the shadows behind the tribal Lords and warriors.

What did worry him was the fact that a few hundred men and mages had penetrated to the very heart of Wesmen faith. An act that had to take a good deal of tactical skill, power and bravery to succeed. A chill stole across Tessaya’s back as events started to fall into place. The rumours started to make sense - the Shadow Company patrolling the highlands, the dread force marauding south of Parve and the horsemen who never ceased to ride. It all happened after the water attack in the pass. The chill deepened. Only one man would have the audacity to believe he could reach Parve with a few hundred men.

‘Who was the Commander who died at the pass?’ he demanded.

‘Neneth. My Lord.’

‘And the leader of the cavalry was Darrick.’

‘Aye, my Lord. And he’ll be back, rely on that.’

Kerus’ words haunted Tessaya all the way down Understone’s main street.




Chapter 3

Barrass was enjoying a moment of happiness, an oasis in the desert of his hopelessness, when the Wesmen made the decisive break through Julatsa’s border defences.

To his eye, there was nothing more heartwarming than to see the sun rise above the Tower of the College of Julatsa. To see the darkness flee from every corner of every building, to see light sparkling from the pinnacle of each roof and then be able to look west towards Triverne Lake and see the birthplace of Balaian magic cast its shimmering pattern on the dark backdrop of the Blackthorne Mountains.

He used to believe that nothing in the world could hurt him while he could see that sight. But then the Wesmen breach shattered the Julatsan lines and he realised that unless the ultimate action was taken, he’d never see it again.

For a short time he watched in horror as the Wesmen spilled into the streets of his city, fighting running battles with the remnants of the city Guard, the spell-casting desultory and ineffective. After the first breach, fractures appeared all along the line until the Wesmen advance was a storm destined to break over the College walls. He could not allow that to happen.

Barras turned to General Kard and saw tears on the senior soldier’s cheeks. He placed a hand on the man’s shoulder.

‘General,’ he said gently. ‘Let me at least save the College.’ Kard looked at him, registering his words after some delay, his lips moving and his forehead furrowing deeply.

‘It can’t be done.’

‘It can. All I need is your authority.’

‘It is given,’ said Kard immediately. Barras nodded and summoned an aide.

‘Sound the emergency alarm, summon the perimeter guard inside the walls, quadruple the forces at the gates. I am going to the Heart of the Tower and will bring the Council to me. We will begin casting without pause. Don’t delay your actions.’

The aide looked at Barras for a moment, drinking in the words he had clearly never thought to hear.

‘At once, Master Barras.’

Barras stole another glance out over the Tower ramparts, the College walls and the streets of Julatsa. The wave was rising, the panic spreading; the noise was deafening.

Wesmen howled in scent of victory, defenders yelled futile rallying cries and ordinary men and women ran for their lives. As the alarms sounded, discordant bells clamouring for attention, the Julatsan population turned and ran for the College gates.

Barras mouthed a silent apology and prayer to all those who would remain outside to die. ‘Come on, Kard. Best you don’t see this.’

‘See what?’

‘We’re deploying the DemonShroud.’ He strode to the door of the Tower, which was opened by an attendant, and swept through, taking the stairs down two at a time, displaying an agility that belied his advanced years.

With Kard puffing along behind him, he reached the Heart of the Tower to join the Council, taking his place in the circle barely even breathing harder. It was something else Kard wouldn’t understand. A mage had to be fit, no matter the age. A strong cardiovascular system was critical for casting and for mana stamina recovery.

‘Will you guard the door, General Kard?’ Barras asked.

‘It would be an honour,’ said the General, who had stopped at the door, the force of the mana inside the Heart making him uneasy though he could see nothing of it. He bowed to the Council and closed the door. His presence would ensure there were no interruptions.

The Heart of the Tower of Julatsa was a chamber set at ground level, its eight smoothed greystone segments building to a point twice a man’s height above the exact centre of a helical floor pattern. A single line of stone flags spiralled inward from the door to the Heart, disappearing in its centre. And from that point burned the mana light, a candle flame-sized teardrop which never wavered and cast no glow despite its yellow colour. Because only a mage could see it. To a non-mage, there was no teardrop at all.

The other seven members of the Council nodded to Barras in turn as he took up his position among them, each one standing flush with one greystone wall segment. When Kard closed the door, the darkness was complete.

Barras could feel the nervousness of the Council, members young and old. It was hardly surprising. DemonShroud was Julatsa’s most difficult, dangerous and powerful spell. Only twice had it been cast before, both times well before any of the current Council had been born, and both times at moments of extreme danger for the College of Julatsa.

All knew the import of their intended casting. All had prepared themselves for the potential eventuality of its casting when the Wesmen attack began. All were aware that only seven of them would step from the Heart when it was done. None knew who would be chosen.

‘Shall we have light for our casting?’ the High Mage asked of the Council. The traditional words came from directly opposite Barras. One by one, the Council replied.

‘Aye, light for us to see one another and to gain strength from the seeing.’

‘My mage, Barras, who called us to the Heart, bring light to us,’ said the High Mage.

‘It will be done,’ replied Barras. He prepared the shape for a LightGlobe, as he knew he would have to. It was a simple shape, a static hemisphere, drawn quickly from the mana channelling into the Heart. The expenditure of effort was minimal and Barras deployed the LightGlobe just above the mana candle, its gentle light banishing shadows and illuminating the Council.

Barras took them in with a slow sweep of his head, bowing to each member, drinking in their expressions and knowing that he would never see one of them again, and that it might be him taken by the demons.

To his left, Endorr, the junior. A Council member only fully fledged seven weeks before at the High Chamber. A great talent, Endorr was short, ugly and powerful. It would be a pity to lose him.

Working around the circle, he took in Vilif, the ancient secretary to the Council, stooped, hairless and close to his time. Seldane, one of two females on the council, late middle-aged, grey-haired and sour. Kerela, the High Mage, a close personal friend and fellow elf. They could ill afford to lose her at a time like this. Tall, dark and proud, Kerela led the Council with a steel determination respected by the entire College. Deale, another elf, ageing and given to rash talk. His was a face full of fear, his long features drawn and pale. Cordolan, middle-aged, portly and jovial. His balding pate showed sweat in the light of the Globe and his jowls held a heaviness. He could do with more exercise; his stamina would otherwise suffer.

And finally, to Barras’ immediate right, Torvis. Old, impetuous, energetic, wrinkled and very tall. A quite wonderful man.

‘Shall we begin?’ The High Mage brought them all around. ‘I thank you, Barras, for your gift of light.’ And there, the normal formalities ended.

‘Members of the Julatsan Council,’ said Kerela. ‘We are gathered because a critical threat exists to our College. Unless our proposed action is taken, it is certain that the College will fall. Do any of the Council disagree with that interpretation?’

Silence.

‘Knowing the risks involved in the deployment of the DemonShroud, do any of the Council wish to remain outside the Heart during the casting?’

From Barras’ right, Torvis chuckled, his irreverence lifting the mana-laden tension temporarily.

‘Kerela, really,’ he said, his voice like dried leaves underfoot. ‘By the time we have spoken all our words of caution, the Shamen will be in here with us to assist our casting. No one is leaving, you know it.’

Kerela frowned but her eyes sparkled with passing humour. Barras nodded his agreement.

‘Torvis is anxious to join a new dimension,’ he said. ‘We should begin at once.’

‘I had to offer the chance,’ said Kerela.

‘I know,’ said Barras. ‘We all know.’ He smiled. ‘Lead us, Kerela.’

The High Mage breathed deep, taking in the Council once more.

‘To you who sacrifices their life to save this College and the magics of Julatsa, may you quickly find peace and the souls of your loved ones.’ She paused. ‘Follow my words closely. Do not deviate from my instructions. Let nothing but my voice deflect you from your concentration. Now.’ And her tone hardened, taking on total authority. ‘Place your palms on the greystone behind you and accept the mana spectrum into your eyes.’

Barras pressed his hands to the cool stone segment behind him and moved his vision to focus on the mana flowing all around him. The sight was at once breathtaking and frightening.

The Heart of the Tower of Julatsa was a mana reservoir, the shape and substance of its walls drawing the fuel of magic within its boundaries and keeping it there. The strongest reflectors were the eight stone wall-segments themselves and the mana rolled up their faces to the apex of the Heart. Barras traced the flow, the eight streams of mana coming together before plunging in a single column through the centre of the Heart and the flagged stone floor.

Below his feet, Barras knew, the exact mirror image of the room in which the Council stood completed the circuit of power. Placing his hands on the stone brought Barras into that circuit.

Each member of the Council started or gasped as the mana channelled through them, increasing pulses, clearing minds for intense concentration and charging every muscle to the highest state of potential for action.

‘Breathe the mana.’ Kerela’s voice, strong and clear, sounded through the Heart. ‘Understand its flow. Enjoy its power. Know its potential. Speak your name when you are ready to begin the summoning.’

One by one, the Council members spoke their names, Barras’ voice confident and loud, Torvis’ with a touch of impatience, Deale’s quiet and scared.

‘Very well,’ said Kerela. ‘We will open the path and summon the Shroud Master. Be prepared for his appearance. Construct the circle.’

Eight voices intoned quietly, speaking the words that would shape the mana and begin the summoning. Barras’ heart beat faster, his hands pressed harder against the greystone, his words, ancient and powerful, rolled around his mouth like oil in a drum, spilling from his lips in a single unbroken stream.

The flow of the mana changed. At first, gentle tugging distorted the shape of its course up the wall segments. More urgent pulls followed before, with a suddenness that stole a heartbeat, the mana flow snapped away from the walls and was driven, not by nature and stone but by mages. Residual flow continued to circulate but, at eye-level, a circle of mana was established, maintained by all eight senior mages, a hand’s breadth wide, solid yellow and absolutely still.

‘Excellent,’ murmured Kerela, her voice quieter now, her concentration completely on the spell in preparation. ‘We have totality. Now, draw the shape to a column that kisses the stone at our feet.’

Julatsa’s Mage Council took their hands from the wall behind them and let their fingertips enter the mana circle. To Barras, it was a feeling like touching soft cloth, delicate and beautiful. As he drew his hands down in exact synchronicity with his fellow mages, forming the flawless cylindrical shape with his mind as much as with his hands’ heightened touch sense, Barras rolled one word over in his mind. ‘Gently. Gently.’

To tear the cylinder would jeopardise not only the spell but the health of the Council. This far into the casting, headaches, bleeding from the ears and temporary blindness were real risks of any mistake or backfire.

But mages were elected to the Julatsan Council for their skill and, with all mages finishing in a crouched position, the column was complete and perfect in less than a hundred beats of Barras’ heart.

‘Excellent,’ breathed Kerela. ‘Is everybody secure?’ No one indicated otherwise. ‘Endorr, Seldane, Deale, Torvis. You will anchor the column. On my signal we others will withdraw. Do not resist the extra burden, keep your minds open.’ She paused. ‘On my count. Withdrawing in three, two, one . . .’ Barras, Vilif, Kerela and Cordolan withdrew their hands and stood up. Barras smiled as he saw Endorr accept the rising mana stamina drain with a puff of his cheeks and nothing more. The old elf had to resist an urge to pat the young mage on his shoulder. He really was very accomplished for his age.

The four anchoring mages steadied themselves. Until the completion of the summoning, they would focus all their energies on maintaining the mana column in its perfect state. Should it breach before the summoning was complete, the forces unleashed would rip the Heart to pieces.

Kerela gazed briefly around Julatsa’s central chamber, nodding in admiration.

‘We are a strong Council,’ she said. ‘Our inevitable weakening is a tragedy for Julatsa.’ She sighed and pressed her hands together. ‘Come. Stand for the summoning. Barras, you will keep the portal open.’ Barras nodded, disappointed but not surprised at the relief he felt. As the portal guard, the demons could not take him nor risk being trapped in the killing air of Balaia.

The four mages stepped right up to the mana column, their faces scant inches from its still surface. Each mage stared directly ahead into the eyes of the mage opposite, pairing for strength. Kerela opened her mouth to speak.

‘Though I say the words, we shall all create the shape. Lend me your strength.’ She cleared her throat. ‘Heilara diun thar.’ The temperature in the room dipped. Kerela’s next words steamed from her lips. ‘Heilera diun thar, mext heiron duin thar.’ The quartet of mages plucked more mana from the air, forming a tight disc of swirling yellow shot through with blue flecks.

The disc hovered above the cylinder, spinning fast, its edges blurred.

‘Slowly,’ said Kerela. ‘Draw it gently inside the cylinder.’ With their noses touching the perfect yellow column, the disc-mages moved the disc inside, feeling its edge stir the calm of the anchored mana shape as it descended.

‘Heilera, duin, scorthos erida,’ intoned Kerela. The blue in the disc gained in intensity, deep pulses flaring along the inside of the column, shuddering the anchoring mages. Their grip remained firm.

The disc descended, Barras and the three controllers struggling to keep it horizontal and maintain its crawling pace against a force that sucked from below and gained in strength: the demons knew they were coming.

‘Steady,’ urged Kerela, her voice distant with concentration. ‘Steady. Cordolan, you are ragged.’ The disc, which had wobbled minutely, steadied immediately, the flaring inside the column violent as it dropped still further, crossing the mana candle, caressing the stone floor.

‘Barras, be ready,’ said Kerela. ‘Heilera, senduin, scorthonere an estolan.’ A black dot appeared in the centre of the disc, widening quickly. Blue mana light flowed out, expanding as the hole grew. With a snap, the disc became a thin circle of Julatsan mana, containing a flow of ferocious blue light which hammered at the apex of the Heart and spilled down the greystone segments. Whispering filled the air, taunts, demands, gentle offers laced with evil, crowding the mages with their sound. The words picked at their courage, the susurrant tone leaching through their bodies, setting skin crawling, heads spinning and drying mouths. The door to the demon dimension was open.

‘Barras, are you steady?’ asked the High Mage. Barras nodded, unable to speak. Every muscle in his body was taut, his brain felt as if it heaved in his skull, yet he knew he could maintain the door indefinitely. The forces trying to smash away his control and flood the Heart were not strong enough. His confidence escalated, his muscles began to relax, the pressure in his head easing. He smiled.

‘Yes, Kerela, I am steady. Call the Shroud Master.’

‘Aye,’ said Kerela. ‘Cordolan, Vilif, step away from the column. This is my task alone.’ The High Mage plunged her head into and through the column, burying her face in the blue demon light. Barras saw her features strain, leaving her face skull-like in the mage light. The old elven mage held the door still. Not for Julatsa but for his High Mage, for Kerela.

For her part, Julatsa’s elder mage stared full into the face of the demon gale, and with her voice as strong as the moment she had begun the spell, she spoke.

‘Heilera, duis . . . I, Kerela, High Mage of the Julatsan Council of Balaia, call you, Heila, Great One and Shroud Master. Come to me, hear our request and state your price.’

For a time, there was nothing. The whispering was unchanged, ignoring the summoning High Mage.

‘Hear me,’ said Kerela. ‘Heila, hear me.’

Abruptly, the whispering ceased.

‘I hear.’ The voice, warm and friendly, attacked the air of the Heart. The Council members started but the anchor held firm. So did the gateway.

And then He was there. Alone. Floating above the candle and rotating slowly, legs crossed, arms clasped and in his lap. And with his appearance, the column evaporated, the anchor mages waking from their reverie of concentration as the mana flow rebuilt along its natural lines.

Only Kerela stood firm, within touching distance of the Demon Shroud Master.

‘Your presence is welcome,’ she said.

‘Hardly,’ replied Heila. ‘Hardly.’ And he seemed genuinely sorry to be in their company.

Barras backed away but kept his mind firmly focused on the dimension door. To let it close would be a disaster. Before Heila’s inevitable death in an alien dimension, he could tear their souls to shreds. Around Barras, not a breath was drawn from the Council who, all but Kerela, had retreated to their wall segments. As if distance would make any difference.

In the centre of the Heart, floated the demon and the incomprehensible part of it was that, to Barras, the appearance and bearing had no evil about it. Heila was a little over four feet tall, his naked humanoid body coloured a gentle deep blue. His head was bald, embossed with pulsing veins and around his cheeks, upper lip, chin and neck, sprouted a carefully tended beard. His eyes, small and sunken, were black and as he turned past Barras and caught the mage’s eye, the elf saw all the malice they contained.

Heila’s motion stopped when he faced Kerela. He frowned, brows darting in to give his face a pinched, angry look.

‘I was resting,’ he said. ‘Tell me what you require and we will discuss a price.’

Barras shivered inwardly. That price would be the soul of one of the Council for as long as Heila wanted it.

Kerela met Heila’s eyes without flinching.

‘Our College is at risk from invasion. The enemy must not breach our walls. We require a Shroud to encircle the walls, protecting those inside and taking everyone who dares touch it. The Shroud must encompass the principal mana flow of the College which must not be lost.’

‘And for how long will this Shroud be needed?’ asked Heila.

‘Until the siege is lifted. Several weeks. We cannot be definite.’

Heila raised his eyebrows. ‘Really? Well, well.’ His rotating motion began again, his bleak eyes searching deep into the faces of the Council.

‘There is a price,’ said the demon. ‘You understand our energies are depleted by the maintenance of a Shroud. We must have fuel to replenish ourselves.’

Barras felt a cold trickle through his body. Human life reduced to fuel for a demonic conjuration. It was barbaric, hideous. It was also Julatsa’s only choice. Heila had stopped and was looking at him. He fought briefly and successfully to maintain his concentration on the portal.

‘And you are the lucky one,’ said Heila. ‘I cannot touch you. Shame. Your elven soul would have been my choice.’

‘We are none of us lucky.’ Barras’ calm voice was no reflection of his inner bearing. ‘Today, we will all lose people we know. Choose and begone.’

Heila smiled, his body snapped round to face the High Mage.

‘You, Kerela, are the chosen. You will fuel the Shroud your College so desperately needs.’ There was a hiss of indrawn breath. No demon should take the High Mage. It was like felling the tree before its fruit had grown. But Kerela just smiled.

‘So be—’ she began.

‘No!’ shouted Deale, his face pale, his body shaking. ‘If she goes, saving the College is worthless. Don’t be bloody-minded, Heila. If you want an elf, then take me. When I entered this chamber I knew I would be chosen. And when you were summoned, you knew it too. Take your rightful victim. Take me.’

Heila spun to face Deale. ‘Remarkable,’ he said. ‘But I fear you are in no position to bargain.’

‘We can always despatch you back to where you came from, empty-handed,’ said Deale evenly, his face slick with sweat.

‘Then you would not have your Shroud.’

‘And you would not have the soul of a Julatsan Council member, let alone that of the High Mage.’

‘Deale, I—’ began Kerela.

‘No, Kerela. He will not take you.’

Heila regarded Deale coldly. ‘I am not used to being challenged.’ Deale shrugged. ‘Very well.’ Heila began his rotation once more. ‘Hear me, Council of Julatsa. This is the bargain I offer you.

‘The soul of Deale the elf is not so highly prized as that of either Kerela, the High Mage, or Barras, the elder negotiator. But I will agree to take him over any of you on one condition. If, after fifty of your days, you still need the Shroud to keep your enemies at bay, either Barras or Kerela shall walk into the Shroud to provide new fuel. I leave it to you to decide who it should be. If neither of you approaches the Shroud, it will be removed and you will be left to die. Do we have a bargain?’

‘The price for a DemonShroud is only ever one soul,’ snapped Kerela. ‘If mine is prized enough, then . . .’

‘Kerela, the College cannot afford to lose you,’ said Deale. ‘Not at this time. We need a leader. You are it. You have to stay.’ Deale spun to take in his colleagues. Barras could see each of them struggling to avoid his eye. ‘Well, don’t you agree? I should be taken and Kerela should remain? Well?’

The old mage watched as first one, then another of them nodded. All reluctant, all knowing that by their agreement they saved themselves but none wishing to condemn Deale to death.

‘There,’ said Deale, his voice strong though his body still shook. ‘We have agreement.’ He faced Heila who was regarding him solemnly, one hand on his chin, lipless mouth partly open to reveal his tiny razor-sharp teeth. ‘Heila, Shroud Master and Great One, we have a bargain.’

The demon nodded. ‘Never before have I heard man or elf argue so strongly for his own death.’

‘When will the Shroud be raised?’ demanded Kerela, looking not at Heila but at Deale, her eyes brim with tears.

‘The moment I am gone and the portal is closed. It shall stand outside your walls and encompass the core threads of your mana as you require.’

Kerela nodded. ‘Be of your words, Heila. Our friend sacrifices himself for this. Deale, the blessing of the College shall go with you. I . . . Your sacrifice is such that . . .’ She trailed off and smiled at Deale. It was the saddest smile Barras had ever seen. ‘Find peace quickly.’

‘Time is short,’ said Heila. ‘You have fifty of your days. Count them, as I will.’ His gaze snapped to Deale. ‘For you, my friend, those days and any after them that I choose shall each seem an eternity. Come with me.’ His hand extended, stretched beyond the confines of the portal, passing through Deale’s chest and suffusing his body with blue light. At the end, Deale was calm. His face displayed no fear. He jerked once as his soul was taken, his body falling to the ground betraying no evidence of the violence of his mortal death.

Heila rotated fast and fell through the portal, Barras slamming it shut behind him. There was a momentary whispering, then all was still.

‘It is done,’ said Kerela, and her voice cracked. Tears rolled down her cheeks and she sank to the floor. Seldane walked quickly to Deale’s body and closed his eyes.

‘We must—’ The door to the Heart burst open and Kard staggered in, hands clutching at his ears, his face colourless, his eyes wide. He should not have been able to cross the threshold, such was the weight of mana in the Heart, but the clamour that followed him in told its own story.

The stifling pressure of the fuel of magic was as nothing compared to the screams of those, Wesmen and Julatsans, that soared over the noise of battle, silencing every blade. It was a sound quite unlike anything that could be associated with the Balaian dimension. Piercing, driven cries that emanated from the depths of human bodies as souls were torn from their living frames, echoing through the skulls of everyone who heard them, grinding teeth and freezing muscle.

Kerela raised her head and locked eyes with Barras, all the horror of their actions reflected there for the old elf to see.

The DemonShroud had risen.




Chapter 4

As it always does, curiosity eventually got the better of fear. The return of Sha-Kaan to his own dimension removed the immediate threat of death and, by the time The Raven walked slowly into the Central Square, a crowd was gathering around the body of the dragon.

‘Back in a while,’ said The Unknown, trotting away towards the corpse. Ever the warrior, ever the tactician, thought Hirad, watching his friend shoulder his way through Darrick’s cavalry. A knot of Protectors with their backs to him parted instinctively to let him through. He hadn’t gone to stare and shake his head at the enormity of it all. He’d gone to check closely for weak points; any chinks in the dragon’s hide that might help them.

Hirad wasn’t convinced he’d find any and for his part had seen enough of dragons for one day. For a lifetime, come to that, but that wasn’t a choice that was his to make any more. He trudged back towards Will’s spluttering cook-fire and the tunnel that led into the pyramid and the former tomb of the Wytch Lords. He needed something to calm his nerves and hoped there was at least a drain of coffee left in the pot balanced precariously on the shifting embers.

Ilkar had walked back with his arm around the shoulders of the nervy barbarian, not saying a word all the way. Hirad felt him tense as they neared the tunnel. Just in the shadow stood Styliann, above the prone form of Denser and the kneeling Erienne.

‘Can’t that bastard go somewhere else?’ muttered the Julatsan mage. ‘His presence offends me.’

‘I don’t think he’ll hang around long after he’s heard what we have to say.’

Ilkar snorted. ‘Well, I’d like to think he’d take the quick way back to Xetesk, too. Unfortunately, we’re all going the same way.’

Hirad was quiet for a time. ‘You know, I was looking forward to joining the war against the Wesmen,’ he said after a while and just as they stopped at the fire. ‘It seemed like a return to the simple things. But this . . .’

‘I know what you mean,’ said Ilkar. ‘C’mon, sit down. I’ll check the pot.’

Denser had heaved himself to his feet and stood leaning against Erienne, expectancy and anxiety radiating from his pale features in equal measure.

‘I think you’d better come out here and listen to this,’ said Hirad. ‘That includes you, Styliann. Things aren’t so good.’

‘Define “not-so-good”,’ said Styliann, emerging into the sunlight and absently adjusting his shirt collar.

‘Let’s wait till we’re all gathered, all right?’ said Ilkar, handing a half mug of coffee to Hirad and sitting beside the barbarian. He nodded in the direction of the dragon’s body, from which Will and Thraun were coming. The Unknown hadn’t finished his examination. ‘I don’t want to report anything inaccurately.’

 


No one had dared even to reach out a hand to touch the dragon’s cooling corpse until The Unknown crouched by its head and heaved back a heavy eyelid. From another dimension, it might have been, but The Unknown knew a dead animal when he saw its eye and this one was dead.

He let the lid snap back over the milky white eye rolled up in the skull of the beast and leaned back on his haunches, appraising the dragon, which lay on its side. Close up, he could see its rust-brown colour was due to two distinct scales, one a deep red the other, less prevalent, a dull brown. He let his eyes flicker over the head, a wedge-shape about three feet long from the nostrils, which overhung the jaws, to the base of the neck. One fang was visible beneath folds of tough hide that served as lips. Another, broken, lay a few feet away. The shard was about four inches long. The Unknown picked it up, turned it over in his hands briefly and pocketed it.

The bony skull wedge swept back to protect an apparently vital area of neck beneath it. Inadequately, The Unknown decided, given the multiple puncture wound inflicted so easily by Sha-Kaan.

He leant forwards again and attempted to open the jaws, levering against the huge muscles in his arms. They parted slightly but sprang back together as he sought to look inside the mouth. He glanced up and caught the eyes of two of the thirty or so men and Protectors prodding at the carcass.

‘Give me a hand here, would you?’ he asked. The cavalrymen practically fell over themselves in their haste to aid not merely a member of The Raven but The Unknown Warrior to boot. Together, the three of them laid the dragon’s head flat on its side and, while Darrick’s men held the upper jaw, The Unknown levered down the lower and looked inside, gasping at the foul stench from within.

There was nothing too unusual about its teeth. Four large fangs, two up, two down, were the mark of a predator, as were the rows of shorter, conical incisors at the front of each jaw. Crushing molars lined up as the jaw went back but it was the gum below and inside the jaws that interested The Unknown.

He counted half a dozen angled flaps of skin, each covering a hole. Working at one of the flaps, he could feel the retractor muscle move and, as he did so, a drop of clear liquid spilled on to his palm, evaporating quickly. It was all he needed to understand about where the fire came from.

He nodded his thanks to the two cavalrymen and stood up, letting go the lower jaw which closed with a wet squelch. He looked along the dragon’s length and began walking slowly down it. Slightly kinked, the neck was perhaps eight feet long, letting into the bulk of its belly. It was an altogether more slender beast than Sha-Kaan, built for speed but, thought The Unknown, given the ease with which it was killed, inexperienced. Young. Elbowed forelimbs ended in small claws, an evolutionary trait that suggested a move towards a need for relative delicacy. Each claw was hooked and sharp and forged from bone, not a hardened material like nails.

Just above the forelimbs were the roots of its wings and The Unknown didn’t have to get close to see the immense muscle groups that powered the animal through the sky at such speeds. At another request, ten willing men dragged the free wing wide against the strain of its contracted muscles.

The outside arc of the wing covered a length of around thirty feet and was a flexible bone as thick as The Unknown’s thigh. A further twelve bones led from a complex joint at the end of the bone and stretched between them all was a thick, oily membrane.

‘Hold it taut.’ The Unknown drew a dagger and stabbed down at the membrane, drawing a scratch which yielded a little dark fluid. Not blood, more of the oil. He dragged a finger through it and rubbed it between thumb and forefinger, feeling its smooth texture. ‘Interesting,’ he said. But the membrane, although perhaps only a half inch thick, would not tear. ‘Thank you,’ he said. And the men let it go. It snapped back against the body, a protective mechanism that transcended death, creating a breeze that kicked up more dust, merely emphasising the incredible power of the beast.

The length of its neck was a fifth of its main body. With the dragon on its side, its bulk was taller than The Unknown and he traced his fingers along the softer, paler underbelly scales, feeling the rasping roughness of those that armoured its sides and back. Again he drew a dagger, this time squatting by the belly. But again, his stabbing made no impact.

He frowned and turned his attention to the scorch mark along the flank which ran for twenty or so feet. Here, the skin was blistered and blackened, deep wounds showed in half a dozen places and a gory black ooze filled the tears and hard burns. But even this had not been a fatal wound. Not even the full force of Sha-Kaan’s breath could inflict that in one strike.

‘Gods, but you’re tough bastards,’ he murmured. The search for a weak point went on.

 


‘What the hell is he doing?’ asked Denser dully. The Unknown could be seen striding along the dragon’s upper flank towards the twenty feet of thin, balancing tail, poking his sword in here and there, striking hard in other places and always shaking his head.

‘Working out how to kill one, I expect,’ said Ilkar.

‘Fat chance,’ said Hirad.

‘So why does he bother?’ asked Denser, pursing his lips and lying back, his interest gone.

‘Because that’s what The Unknown does,’ replied Hirad. ‘He has to know, for better or worse, the enemy he’s facing. He says knowing what you can’t do is more valuable than knowing what you can.’

‘There’s sense in that,’ said Thraun.

‘This is all very fascinating,’ said Styliann. ‘But do we really have to wait for him?’

‘Yes,’ said Hirad simply. ‘He’s Raven.’ The Unknown was walking back towards them. He rammed his sword back into its scabbard, having first unlinked the chains that held it in place, hilt over his right shoulder, point below the back of his left knee, and dropped it at his feet as he reached them. He sat, frowning.

‘Well?’

‘Sha-Kaan was right. Even assuming we could get near it, the only soft tissue is inside the mouth and I can’t see it opening its jaws and showing off its throat to help us out. Our one chance is to dry out the wings. They secrete some form of oil and, without it, I think they might crack under heat. But again, covering the area they do, that much flame is only going to come from another dragon.’

‘Eyes?’ Hirad shrugged.

‘Small target. Not viable if the head is moving. One of those things in this dimension could kill anything and any number it wanted.’

‘You’ve forgotten the power of magic,’ said Styliann stiffly. The Unknown ignored him.

‘The hide is incredibly tough. Even on the underside and the wings. Acid might have an effect, so will certain flame- and perhaps ice-based magics. But, as with all these things, our real problem will be getting close enough.’ The Unknown breathed out through his nose. ‘The bare fact is that if one attacks and you’ve nowhere to hide, you’re dead.’

‘That’s not the answer we were looking for,’ said Ilkar.

‘So going there will be suicide,’ said Hirad.

‘So will staying here, apparently,’ said Will.

Denser raised a hand. ‘Hold on, hold on. What are you talking about now?’ The Dark Mage was staring straight at Hirad.

Ilkar nudged the barbarian. ‘Go on then. Sha-Kaan’s your friend, after all.’

‘He’s not my friend,’ said Hirad.

‘Closest thing to it,’ returned the elf.

‘Oh, right, yeah. I noticed how he went out of his way to not actually burn my skin off or bite me clean in two. If that’s not friendship, I don’t know what is.’

Ilkar chuckled. ‘See,’ he said. ‘Bosom buddies.’

‘So just because—’

‘Must you?’ Denser’s voice cut across Hirad’s next remark. ‘We just want to know what’s up.’

‘You don’t,’ said Hirad. ‘But here goes anyway. The situation, I think, is this.’ He breathed in deeply and pointed behind him. ‘That rip in the sky is a direct corridor to the dragon dimension. Apparently, there’s a similar mess in the sky on the other side. The trouble is, Sha-Kaan’s family, he called it a Brood, the Brood Kaan, has to defend the rip to stop other Broods coming here to destroy us.’ Hirad nodded at the dragon’s corpse. ‘That’s because they have no way to close the rip. Sha-Kaan says we have to close it.’

‘Oh, no problem,’ said Denser. ‘We’ll just snap our fingers and the job’s done. How the hell are we supposed to achieve that?’

‘That was pretty much our reaction,’ said Ilkar. ‘Sha-Kaan pointed out rather bluntly that it was our problem and we’d better not fail.’

‘Or else what?’ asked Erienne.

‘Or else, ultimately, another Brood will get in here in sufficient strength to do exactly what it wants,’ said Ilkar. ‘And those of us who travelled through Septern’s rip have a good idea what that means.’ For the Julatsan mage, the scenes of blackened devastation, the chaotic weather and air of violent death were all too easily recalled.

Movement caught Hirad’s eye. Darrick had ridden back into the square, his cavalry once more under his command. He made for the dragon but changed direction at a wave from the barbarian.

‘I think he ought to be in on this,’ said Hirad. Once apprised, Darrick’s face was as gloomy as The Raven’s.

‘Now,’ said Styliann, who had remained silent and withdrawn thus far. ‘I accept that this rip, as you call it, represents a significant threat. I also accept that dragons are powerful creatures and we need to develop means of disabling and destroying them from distance.

‘What I don’t see is why other Broods would want to come here to destroy everything and why, by all the mana in the Mount, does this Sha-Kaan care if they do?’

‘Now that’s a good question,’ said Darrick.

‘Ilkar?’ asked Hirad. ‘This was where I got a little shaky in my understanding.’

‘Unknown, help me out if I get too vague.’ Ilkar rubbed his face while he thought. ‘There is a link between our dimension and the Brood Kaan. The very existence of certain elements here helps the Kaan to live and breed. These elements feed their psyche and that is as important to them as feeding their bellies. Their existence depends on the base fabric of our dimension remaining intact. If we go, they go. That’s why they care.’

‘Why don’t they just station enough dragons around the rip to guard it?’ Styliann said sniffily.

‘Well, because, strangely, they’ve got better things to do with their lives than die in our defence for the rest of time,’ snapped Hirad. ‘They aren’t our servants.’ Ilkar laid a hand on Hirad’s arm.

‘The point is, my Lord, that they are already forced into that action,’ said the Julatsan. ‘But Sha-Kaan was insistent that, one, they couldn’t guard the rip indefinitely and, two, we caused the problem and though the Kaan would help, it was up to us to sort it out.’

‘How long do we have?’ asked Darrick.

‘We don’t know,’ said Hirad.

‘That’s not helpful,’ said Denser.

‘I think the straight answer is, Sha-Kaan himself doesn’t know. He just said that when the shade covers the city, it will be too late.’ Hirad shrugged.

‘What’s that, then, some kind of dragon time-keeping code?’ Erienne was nonplussed.

‘We’re not sure yet,’ said Ilkar.

‘Then you should open your eyes more,’ said Styliann.

‘What?’ Hirad bristled.

‘Calm down, Hirad Coldheart,’ replied the Lord of the Mount. ‘I appreciate how difficult it must have been out there. But now is the time to think. There are no shadows at noon because the sun is at its highest point in the sky. Normally. But that rip will cast a shadow. No way is it big enough to shade the whole of Parve yet, but . . .’

‘Oh Gods,’ breathed Denser. ‘He’s saying it’s not static. It’s not contained. It’s going to grow.’ He turned from them, his face fallen.

‘So we’ve got a time-limit but we don’t know what it is,’ said Will, glancing up at the rip.

The Unknown nodded. ‘Yes, but we can work it out, can’t we? Measure the rate of growth of the rip’s shadow. It’ll be rough but it’ll give us an idea.’

‘Indeed we can,’ said Denser bitterly. ‘But there are bigger issues to settle as well.’

‘Like how the hell do we close it,’ said Erienne.

‘And what is happening east of the Blackthorne Mountains,’ added The Unknown.

‘To name but two,’ said Denser.

‘Not being funny, but the starting point has to be your casting of Dawnthief,’ said Hirad.

‘Absolutely,’ said Denser.

‘Sha-Kaan termed it “inaccurate”.’ There was a smile on the barbarian’s face which grew broader as the slight sank in, turning Denser’s pale face to an angry red.

‘And that great fat lizard would know, of course,’ he stormed, shaking off Erienne’s calming touch. ‘For his information, my casting of Dawnthief saved his precious psyche-feeding dimension from its biggest ever threat. I trained my whole life for that moment . . . inaccurate. Bastard.’

‘Denser, you don’t have to convince us. We know what you did,’ said Hirad. ‘But Sha-Kaan doesn’t see it that way. He doesn’t much care who runs Balaia so long as its fabric remains intact and there are enough dragonene to serve his Brood.’

‘But he can’t expect us not to try to save ourselves,’ protested Denser.

‘I tried that one,’ said Hirad. ‘No dice. He just accuses us of not understanding the power of the spell.’

‘Well, tough.’

‘For the Kaan and for us, yes,’ said Thraun.

‘Right,’ said Will into the pause that followed. ‘So what are we going to do?’

 


Sha-Kaan emerged from the gateway into a blizzard of wings, fire and snapping jaws, the noise of a hundred cries of exultation, pain and command mingling with the whoosh of wings and the whiplash of tails. The battle covered as far as he could see in any direction, the sky full with scale and claw and enough wing to shroud Parve from the sun. It was impossible to estimate the number of dragons in the vicinity of the rip or the number of Broods involved in the battle. All he was sure of was that, barring skeleton defence of their lands, structures and peoples, the entire Brood Kaan was fighting for its collective life. There were in excess of four hundred Kaan in the sky and they were outnumbered.

Sha-Kaan roared to rally his Brood, the answering barks and cries tearing the air from all points, a surge of strength filling his mind. Sha-Kaan arced sharply upwards to gauge the situation in the skies around and below him, a phalanx of guards flew with him, defending his back.

The immediate area around the gateway was charged with battle. Better than fifty Kaan flew a defensive network across its surface, denying any attacker even the slightest chance of an entry. And for those that tried, small packs of Kaan, eight or nine strong, flew attack waves, ready to drive off portal divers.

Not for the first time in his long and fertile life, Sha-Kaan had cause to thank the intensely familial nature of dragon Broods. Together, they could overwhelm the Kaan in a matter of days, but they would never hold peace long enough to organise a concerted assault. What Sha-Kaan saw were disparate groups of attackers, none with the individual strength or guile to beat the Kaan’s defence which was well drilled and properly executed. It was no secret why the Kaan were the strongest Brood. They had order.

Even so, too many beats of this battle and the Kaan would weaken. He hoped he had instilled a sense of urgency in the humans and prayed to the Skies that they had the skill to close the gateway. If not, the Kaan would inevitably perish. All of them.

But for now, more immediate concerns crowded his mind. Below and to his left, three of the Brood Naik had isolated a Kaan from his attack phalanx. As he watched, helpless, the young dragon, twisting through every evasion move he’d been taught, caught blast after blast of flame. Eventually, the heat ignited one wing, the thin membrane gushing to fire as the oils which both lubricated the wing and provided a barrier against dragonfire were driven off, scorching bone and breaking sinew and muscle.

With a cry of mixed pain, defiance and fear, the young Kaan fell from the sky, spiralling out of control, one wing trailing smoke, the other beating in a vain attempt to steady its tumbling body, the tail coiling and straightening reflexively, head twisting as it sought aid. None would come. Sha-Kaan did not look to see the end but he knew what to do.

‘With me,’ he pulsed to his wing-guards. He dived steeply, silent, wings angled back and in, bulleting through the air, reaching a velocity at which he would kill or be killed. The three Naik had no inkling of what was coming. Sha-Kaan’s jaws latched on to the right wing of one, pulling it wildly off balance and dragging it groundwards, his huge body barely in check as it collided with his enemy, the sound of the impact clattering dully across the sky, scales grating together. The smaller beast, flailing talons, tail and free wing, barked its fury and fear, unable to turn its head fast enough to see its assailant, flame wasted on empty sky.

Sha-Kaan’s momentum took them in to, for him, a controlled tumble, dragon falling slowly over dragon until with a sharp twist of his jaws, Sha-Kaan freed his victim. But the freedom was short and agonising. The Great Kaan opened his mouth again and unleashed a torrent of fire, taking the disoriented dragon across the head, neck and along the left wing.

Half-blinded, the Naik breathed a choking gout, scorching nothing but air. Sha-Kaan’s jaws snapped open again and this time the fire dragged the Naik from head to tail, critically injuring wing and tail muscle. Unable to fly, the Naik dropped to its death.

Sha-Kaan barrel-rolled, bellowing triumph and vengeance. He twisted his neck to assess the progress of the battle, picked another target and flew.

 


‘The question really is, was rip formation an unavoidable side-effect of the Dawnthief casting?’ Styliann’s question was not criticism but observation and Denser’s reactive tensing eased when he saw the Lord of the Mount’s expression.

The four mages still sat around the fire. Denser’s pipe smouldered in his mouth and it was an effort even to suck to keep it vaguely alight. He rested in Erienne’s lap, she absently stroking his hair, and Ilkar sat with them, poking at the embers with a hardwood stick. Styliann, his dark hair brushed back into its more usual tight ponytail, sat alone on the opposite side of the fire.

Out in the square, the rest of The Raven stood with Darrick, discussing the most accurate way to measure the noon shade. They hadn’t long to come up with a solution. It would soon be midday.

Those of Darrick’s cavalry and Styliann’s Protectors not involved in guard and sentry duties had been detailed grimmer tasks. The city had to be cleared, corpses burned and every building searched for hidden enemies. Parve had to be returned to its dead state. Not a soul could remain save the volunteers Darrick would have to find to measure the shadow day by day and commune their findings.

For the quartet of mages, their talk was the heart of the problem. How could the rip to the dragon-dimension be closed before the Kaan strength collapsed and Balaia fell victim to a deluge of fire?

‘To answer your question, my Lord, we’ll have to pull out every text of Septern’s held by the Colleges,’ said Erienne. ‘It seems obvious now that the basis for Dawnthief’s power is the creation of a rip into a vortex in interdimensional space. Presumably, the complete casting opens a rip big enough to suck everything in, hence “light-stealer”.’

‘And my training focused solely on control of the casting parameters, not on withdrawal,’ said Denser with a shrug.

Ilkar ceased his prodding of the fire. ‘So what you’re saying is that there could have been a way to close off the vortex as you shut down the mana shape.’

‘Yes, but that was not detailed in the main casting texts. It might be in the Lore somewhere. Septern’s understanding of dimensional magic was very deep.’

‘Well, it wouldn’t ever be in the casting texts,’ said Erienne. ‘If you think about it, closing the vortex at both ends, which is what you’re talking about, requires a new spell.’

‘You’re assuming that nothing in the Dawnthief text and shape formation produces the same effect,’ remarked Ilkar.

‘Well, there isn’t.’

‘And what makes you so sure, Dordovan?’ Styliann stared at Erienne straight down his nose.

‘Oh, please, Styliann, we can do without your pious condescension, ’ snapped Ilkar, surprised at his tone with the Lord of the Mount. ‘This is far bigger than any one College. Just listen to her.’

Styliann bridled but Denser cut across any words.

‘My Lord, Ilkar is right,’ he said. ‘Erienne is an Arch Research Mage.’

‘You have studied Septern?’ asked Styliann.

Erienne shrugged. ‘Of course. He was Dordovan.’

‘By birth alone,’ said Styliann.

‘Dordovan,’ affirmed Erienne. ‘But you don’t need research to get my point, just common sense. Listen, and don’t interrupt. I’m not criticising anybody.’ She laid a hand on Denser’s arm. ‘All right?’ Denser nodded, frowning.

‘Good,’ said Erienne. She breathed deep. ‘Sha-Kaan was right in that, technically, Denser’s casting of Dawnthief was inaccurate.’ She squeezed Denser’s arm as he tensed. ‘But we mustn’t forget Septern’s original vision for the spell, though we might question why he created it.’

‘He was an experimenter,’ said Ilkar. ‘He just wanted to see how far he could go.’

Erienne nodded. ‘Probably. Dawnthief, properly cast, by which I mean at full creation, duration and power, would open a vortex capable of sucking in the whole of Balaia and that includes the Southern Continent too. Let me ask you this. Would you write into the spell a method of closing the vortex when you wouldn’t be around to use it?’

‘So what did you do, Denser?’ asked Ilkar.

‘I just dismantled the shape. Rather hurriedly, I admit, but the drain on my mana reserves was critical,’ said the Dark Mage. ‘I considered that to be safer than simply withdrawing from the spell and shutting out but there was a balance. Had I not dismantled as quickly as I did, there was a danger that the shape could have grown beyond my control and I couldn’t risk a backfire. Not with Dawnthief.’

‘And you’re sure there were no other ending options?’ asked Ilkar.

‘You’ve not studied the texts beyond the mana theory, have you?’ said Denser. Ilkar shook his head. So did Styliann. ‘No. When you examine the casting, it’s quite unlike anything else you’ll see. Every spell in your teaching deals with creation, catalyst if necessary, intonation, placement, duration and deployment. And that’s it. When the spell shape is released, it is stable because that is built into the lore construct.

‘With Dawnthief, it was different. Because there was no proper provision written for anything other than a full strength casting, limiting the power as I trained to do makes the mana shape inherently unstable. That meant I couldn’t release the shape because it would have collapsed, and that is what drained my mana stamina.

‘The way I had to cast meant the spell had no end other than crude reversal through dismantling. I defy anyone to come up with a better solution.’

‘Academic, Denser, since Dawnthief can never be recast,’ said Styliann. ‘Besides which, we are all second to your knowledge of the spell. Unfortunately, it means we can’t use it as a basis for our current predicament.’

‘Which takes us back to our original starting point which is pooling all College papers on Septern and dimensional magics, largely one and the same thing. We also have Septern’s last diaries but I suggest a return to his workshop is a must,’ said Ilkar.

‘So we all go back to our Colleges and pilfer from the libraries?’ Erienne’s tone expressed clear doubt. ‘I don’t think I’m welcome there any more.’

‘That won’t be necessary,’ said Styliann. ‘As we near the Blackthornes, I will commune with Xetesk and issue instructions to all the Colleges to find everything they have for us. I believe Dordover and Julatsa hold the bulk of his works. Scholars there can sift the mass and we can view anything relevant at Triverne Lake.’

‘I think you’re forgetting something rather important, my Lord,’ said Ilkar. ‘There are fifty-odd thousand Wesmen running about over there. Triverne Lake won’t be an option.’

Styliann smiled. ‘Indeed,’ he said. ‘How easily one can forget.’

‘We’ll have to visit the Colleges ourselves,’ said Ilkar.

‘Assuming we can reach them.’ Denser adjusted his position. ‘There are bound to be armies marauding around the Colleges. You know the Wesmen’s ultimate goal.’

‘Yes, but they have no magic,’ protested Erienne.

‘That won’t stop them encircling the Colleges,’ replied Denser tersely. ‘There are other methods of victory than hand-to-hand warfare.’ Erienne frowned at his tart reaction but said nothing.

‘And you haven’t heard The Unknown’s assessment, have you?’ Ilkar raised his eyebrows. ‘I’ll let him fill you in if you want but in a nutshell, he doesn’t see we necessarily have much of a home to go to.’

Styliann snorted. ‘No College will fall to a non-magical army, however big.’

‘They don’t have to batter it, they can starve it,’ said Ilkar. ‘And anyway, none of the Colleges has the strength of offensive mages to halt an advance by an army that doesn’t care about the level of casualties it takes. That’s what is worrying The Unknown. Nevertheless, it seems our course is clear. Dordover and Julatsa must be apprised of our needs. Following that, we, that is The Raven—’ he looked pointedly at Styliann ‘—will revisit Septern’s workshop, and perhaps the Avian dimension should that be necessary. It all depends what we find in the libraries.’

‘So, no real problem there then,’ said Denser, smiling. ‘I can’t see why we’re so worried about it. Any chance I can sleep now?’




Chapter 5

Funeral pyres were burning for the fallen members of Darrick’s cavalry. Wytch Lord acolytes, Guardians and Wesmen burned together in one corner of the square, filling the air with an acrid taint and the ash of battle’s end.

Near the pyramid, which Darrick’s mages had assured him was the exact centre of Parve, the General and The Raven’s warriors had waited for midday. Brisk conversation had died to the sporadic remark, then quiet.

Now, with the sharp-edged shadow of the rip cast from the cloudless sky etching the ground, the stone of Parve was stained by more than blood. The shadow covered an area of around five hundred paces on the longer side, three hundred on the shorter - as far as the irregular shape could be said to have sides. It was, at best guess, ten times the size of the rip itself. The Unknown, watched by two of Darrick’s Dordovan Communion mage specialists, marked the shade at four points.

Already in agreement was a calculation of noon based on the disappearance of shadow from the east face of the pyramid.

The Unknown straightened. ‘There we are. Today, of course, tells us nothing. Tomorrow won’t either as we will have no idea of the rip’s rate of growth until we have made measurements for a week or so. Are we all agreed on the calculations?’

The mages and Darrick nodded. So, after a pause, did Will. Thraun simply shrugged.

‘Hirad?’ The Unknown was smiling.

‘You trying to be funny?’ Hirad said more irritably than he intended. The Unknown walked over to him.

‘I apologise. Something’s wrong, isn’t it?’

‘Oh, not so’s you’d notice,’ said Hirad. ‘I mean, all that’s happened today is we’ve beaten what we thought was the biggest threat to Balaia, only to find there was worse lurking around the corner. What on earth should be wrong?’

The Unknown put a hand on Hirad’s shoulder and turned him away from the onlooking Will and Thraun.

‘That’s one thing. What else?’ Hirad stared at the big warrior. ‘Come on, Hirad. I’ve known you ten years. Don’t pretend that’s it. Not to me.’

Hirad turned his head, looking over at the three Raven mages and Styliann as they talked by the fire.

‘We’re going to have to go there,’ he said, frowning. ‘Sha-Kaan said the rip had to be closed back to front, or something. Erienne understood. But . . .’

‘I know,’ said The Unknown.

‘Unknown, I don’t know if I can.’

‘I’ll be standing beside you. We all will. We’re The Raven.’

Hirad chuckled. ‘At least I’ll be dying in good company, then.’

‘No one’s dying, Hirad. Least of all you. You’ve got more lives than a cat.’

‘It’s my destiny.’ Hirad shrugged. The Unknown looked at him bleakly.

‘You know nothing about destiny,’ he said, voice low and cool. Hirad bit his lip, cursing himself for his flapping tongue. The Unknown was a man for whom that word had a truly bitter meaning.

‘How do you feel?’ he asked.

‘Empty and alone,’ said The Unknown. ‘Like I’ve lost something precious.’ He watched a group of Styliann’s Protectors who were examining the dead dragon. ‘You can have no idea what it’s like. I can feel them but I can’t be close to them, not really. They know me as one of them but can’t relate to me. I’m outside of their conception yet evidently real. It’s as if I’m neither Protector nor free man.’ The Unknown pulled off a glove and scratched his forehead with his thumb. ‘You don’t know what your soul really is until you lose it.’

‘But you wouldn’t still want to be one of them, would you?’ Hirad too was staring at the Protectors. Xeteskian warriors, all taken before their time to the service of the College and enthralled, their souls removed from their bodies but kept alive. And kept alive to be held together in the Soul Tank, deep in the catacombs of Xetesk where the demons could reach them and punish them should they step out of line.

The Unknown had said it was both the tragedy and the glory of existence as a Protector. Never had he felt so close to his fellow men, their souls mingling in the tank, enabling them to operate as one in the flesh - the understanding of the human at the most basic level making them the awesome power they were.

But all the time, the DemonChain linking each body to the essence of the soul could be the source of unending pain. No Protector could return to his former life though he would remember every detail. The ebony mask each wore was both reminder and warning. Protectors belonged to Xetesk. They had no identity; the Dark College’s deal with the demons saw to that.

Hirad shuddered. And The Unknown had been one until Laryon, the Xeteskian Master who believed in an end to the Calling, had sacrificed his life in freeing the Raven warrior.

But the legacy remained. The Unknown’s time in the Soul Tank had left him permanently bonded to the remaining Protectors, some five hundred in all. And though his soul rested in his body once more and he could live maskless, without fear of retribution from demons, Hirad knew the big man would never really be free. He could see it in The Unknown’s eyes. And though he smiled, laughed and cared as much as ever he did, something was missing. He was wounded, his brotherhood cut from him. It was a wound Hirad doubted would ever close and if it did not, The Unknown would always carry with him that sense of loss.

‘Hmmm?’ The Unknown hadn’t heard his question.

‘I said, you wouldn’t still want to be a Protector, would you?’ repeated the barbarian.

‘I can never properly describe to you what I lost when my soul reentered my body but what I gained was my former life and it was the life I loved and had chosen to live. No, I would never want to be a Protector again but neither will I demand the release of those still within the Calling either. For some of them, the shock would kill them. They’ve been in the tank too long and their past has become meaningless. They have to want to be free.’

Hirad nodded. He thought he understood. He gazed up at the rip, boiling in the sky, its white-flecked brown surface like the eye of a malevolent God surveying Balaia.

‘I guess that’s a task for later,’ he said. ‘C’mon, let’s see what the mages have dreamed up.’

 


Tessaya slept little on a night he should have slumbered deep and untroubled, cocooned in the comfort of victory and the promise of conquest. But he was restless, the fat soldier’s words eating at his dreams and breaking his rest.

Darrick. The thorn in the Wesmen’s hide nine years before, when the original capture of Understone Pass was first a dream, then a desire and finally a key. And still he rode, clearly instrumental in the battle which saw the devastation of Wesmen in the water magic which had scoured Understone Pass only a few days before.

Darrick. Through the pass and deep into Wesmen territory. To Parve, where the Wytch Lords were strongest and were beaten. There was no doubt he was pleased that the Wytch Lord influence had been removed. Though it had galvanised and united the tribes, it was a wholly unequal partnership which demanded the subjugation of the Tribal Lords beneath the Wytch Lord standard. But with the ancients gone and the power of the Shamen - which had most certainly aided the invasion - reduced once again to that of soothsayers, spirit guides and medicine men, the Tribal Lords could assume their rightful positions.

Yet anyone capable of orchestrating the downfall of the Wytch Lords was a threat only a fool would ignore. Tessaya wondered whether he hadn’t exchanged a tyrannical master for an even greater danger to his life and leadership.

Still, as he sat up in his bed in the early hours of the morning, with the silence of Understone ringing in his ears, a mug of water in his hand to ease his throbbing head, he couldn’t help but feel respect.

Respect for Darrick, his cavalry and The Raven. The latter, men surely not a great many years younger than himself but who defied death through skill and courage. He smiled. They represented an enemy he could understand and so defeat. It was his ace but a card he would have to play just right.

He knew where they must be and Parve was more than ten days’ ride from Understone. Not only that, their passage to the East would be difficult in the extreme, if not impossible. Tessaya smiled again, relaxing at last. While Darrick was a man to be watched, for now at least he could be watched from a distance.

The Lord of the Paleon Tribes fought back the urge to sleep now his mind was calm. Dawn was approaching and there was a great deal to organise. Tessaya wanted all of Balaia and for that, he needed lines of communication between his armies.

With the Wytch Lords gone, messages could no longer be sent via the Shamen. Tessaya found himself smiling once more because, again, they would have to rely on the old methods. On smoke, on flags and on birds.

Tessaya had known it was likely. Despite the best efforts of the Shamen to dissuade him, he’d brought all of his messaging birds with him and had insisted his Generals do the same. His foresight meant that communication would be swift and effective but first, men would have to take his birds to each Wesmen stronghold in Eastern Balaia. There lay the risk.

If he was right, however, and the forces of the East were shattered all along the Blackthorne Mountains, his riders would comfortably reach their targets and the links could be made. Tessaya called for a guard to summon his riders, dressed quickly in shirt and leather and met them on the baked earth outside Understone’s inn.

The morning was clear and bright. A cool and gentle breeze ran off the Blackthorne Mountains, which rose stark and black in front of Tessaya, stretching away north and south, stopping only to dive into the sea. He had always hated the mountains. Without the freak feature, the Wesmen would have plundered the East generations before and magic would never have been born.

The Spirits had been unkind, leaving the mighty range as a constant challenge to the Wesmen desire for conquest. Tessaya turned his tanned and weather-worn face from the unending miles of black rock at the sound of footsteps behind him. His riders approached, accompanied by Arnoan, the Shaman. Tessaya quashed a scowl. Much as he respected Arnoan, he would have to move him firmly aside from the decision-making process. Conquest was the province of warriors, not witch doctors.

‘My Lord,’ said Arnoan, inclining his old head. Tessaya acknowledged him vaguely, focusing on his riders. Six men, lean, fit and expert horsemen in a race for whom riding was traditionally the right of nobles only.

‘Three north to meet with Lord Senedai, three south to meet with Lord Taomi,’ said Tessaya without preamble. ‘You will split the birds evenly between you. To the north, you must travel to Julatsa. To the south, towards Blackthorne. I can spare you four days only to find our armies. You must not fail. Much of the glory of battles to come rests with you.’

‘My Lord, we will not fail you,’ said one.

‘Ready yourselves. I shall prepare messages for you. Be back here in half an hour.’

‘My Lord.’ The riders trotted away to the stable blocks which were housed at the east end of the town.

‘Arnoan, a word if I may.’

‘Certainly, my Lord.’ Tessaya gestured for the old Shaman to precede him into the inn. The two men sat at the table they had shared the day before.

‘Messages, my Lord?’

‘Yes, but I feel well able to phrase them myself.’

Arnoan reacted as if slapped.

‘Tessaya, it is the way of the Wesmen that the Shamen advise the Warrior Lords, as befits their senior positions in the affairs of the tribes.’ The old Shaman frowned deeply, his wispy grey hair flying in the breeze that eddied through the open inn door.

‘Absolutely,’ said Tessaya. ‘But this is not a tribal affair. This is war and the Warrior Lords shall have complete control over all command decisions, choosing who they will to advise them, and when.’

‘But since the new rise of the Wytch Lords, the Shamen have gained respect throughout the tribes,’ protested Arnoan, his hands gripping the edge of the table.

‘But the Wytch Lords are gone, and the respect that you saw was sown in fear of your masters. You no longer have magic, you cannot wield a sword, you have no concept of the pressure of war from the front line or the command post.’ Tessaya remained impassive.

‘You are dismissing me, my Lord?’

Tessaya allowed his face to soften. ‘No, Arnoan. You are an old and trusted friend and as such, I am giving you the opportunity to take your rightful place without the eyes of the tribesmen upon you. I will ask for your advice when I require it. Until then, please do not offer it, but take some from me. The time of Shaman domination of the tribes died with the Wytch Lords. Assumption that your hold over the Wesmen still remains could prove a costly, not to say dangerous mistake.’

‘You are so sure that the Wytch Lords are gone. I am not so,’ said Arnoan.

‘The evidence was there for all to see. As was the fear in your eyes when the magic was taken from you. Do not try to convince me it is any different.’

Arnoan shoved his chair back, eyes suddenly ablaze.

‘We helped you. Without the Shamen, you would still be west of Understone Pass, dreaming of conquest and glory. Now you have it and you cast us aside. That too could prove a costly mistake.’

‘Are you threatening me, Arnoan?’ asked Tessaya sharply.

‘No, my Lord. But ordinary men and women respect us and believe in us. Put us aside and perhaps you will lose their support.’

Tessaya chuckled. ‘No one is putting Shamen aside and I believe in you as much as the next man,’ he said. ‘But you have a very short memory. I do not. I thank you and your Calling for the job you have done. It is now over. You are merely returning to your rightful position as spiritual leaders of the tribes. Power is not the province of the Shamen but of the Lords born to it.’

‘Pray that the Spirit will still support you, Lord Tessaya.’

‘I need no spirits. I need skill, tactics and courage in battle. Things I already possess. Tend to those who need you now, Arnoan, I will call you when I do. You may go.’

‘There are times when we all need the Spirit, my Lord. Do not turn your back or risk losing favour.’

‘You may go,’ repeated Tessaya, his eyes cold. He watched Arnoan walk from the inn, stance erect and proud, his head shaking in disbelief. Regretting the harshness of his words for a brief moment, Tessaya wondered whether he had made an enemy of the old man and whether it mattered if he had. He decided that, barring assassination, it did not. A short while later, he was delivering final words to his now mounted riders.

‘It is critical that I receive details of ours and enemy strengths, field positions, ability to move and supply other battles, consistency of supply lines and magical resistance. It is all in the briefing notes which I expect you all to learn in case of separation or loss. There is another thing. Make the point forcefully, with my authority, that any news of The Raven, General Darrick or this dread force must be communicated to me immediately, outside of normal messaging times.

‘I expect you to travel back here separately, carrying the same messages despatched with my first birds. You will also bring back birds from Lords Senedai and Taomi. I cannot risk a hold-up at this stage. Do you understand everything I’ve told you?’

‘Yes, my Lord.’

‘Excellent.’ Tessaya nodded at each man. It was a mark of respect for courage and these men would almost certainly need that. He had toyed with the idea of sending them back through the pass and then north and south to the water crossings at the Bay of Gyernath and Triverne Inlet. But that would increase travel time by two days at least. It was time he did not have.

‘Ride with courage, ride with passion, ride for the Wesmen tribes. May the Spirit aid you.’ The last rang hollow in Tessaya’s mouth and he could imagine Arnoan’s expression had he heard those words.

‘My Lord.’ The riders turned their mounts and spurred them to the north-south trail where they split, three heading north for the College Cities, three south towards Blackthorne.

Tessaya turned and set about organising the fortification of Understone.

 


‘I have an idea,’ said Baron Blackthorne. Dawn had lit up the hillside on which his men had slept. Now its light probed the cave and overhang that had served as his command post. And with the light came a slow warming of the cold rock and a fresh, crisp scent that pervaded the old dampness of the cave. It would be a day clear of rain, something for which Blackthorne was very grateful.

Gresse turned to him. The older baron was still seated, the bruising of his concussion reaching down his forehead and temples, blackening one eye as if he wore a half mask. He looked pale beneath the discoloration, his eyes bloodshot and tired.

‘Will it stop this thudding in my head?’ he asked, his weakened voice, just slightly slurred, further evidence of his condition.

Blackthorne smiled. ‘No, I’m afraid not. But it could get us back into my town sooner.’

‘I could do with a proper bed,’ said Gresse. ‘I’m getting a little old for lying on rock floors.’

Baron Blackthorne scratched at his thick black beard and looked down at Gresse, feeling a surge of admiration for the older Baron he had quickly come to think of as his friend. Among the members of the Korina Trade Alliance, that shambolic body that did nothing but fuel the Baronial disputes it was supposed to mediate, he had been the only man who had seen the danger posed by the Wesmen. More than that, he had been the only man with the guts to speak out and the only man to believe in himself enough to ride to Balaia’s defence.

He had fought long and hard alongside his own and Blackthorne’s men, knowing that his lands were being plundered by short-sighted, greedy men like Baron Pontois. He had come within an ace of death as the Shamen’s black fire tore flesh from the bones of man and animal alike. His own horse had died beneath him, pitching him headlong into the rock that had been the cause of his injuries. But he was still alive and by the Gods, Blackthorne would see that he not only stayed that way but reclaimed his lands. All in the fullness of time.

‘We’re going to Gyernath, I take it?’ said Gresse.

‘Yes. The Wesmen will reach Blackthorne well ahead of us and we aren’t enough to lay siege or retake the town on our own. At Gyernath, we can brief the command and sail back to the Bay with reinforcements enough to cut their supply lines. And, with further detachments coming by foot and hoof, we could be back inside the walls of Blackthorne a week after arriving in Gyernath.’

‘Assuming the army at Gyernath agrees,’ said Gresse. Blackthorne looked at him askance.

‘My dear Gresse, I haven’t annexed the city for nothing,’ he said. ‘That army will do anything I say.’

‘I wish I could say I was surprised,’ said Gresse. ‘Gyernath has always given the appearance of being a free city.’

‘Oh it is,’ assured Blackthorne. ‘I have no authority within its borders.’

‘But . . .’ led Gresse, a smile creeping across his dark lips.

‘But travel isn’t necessarily secure . . . Gods, Gresse, don’t make me state the obvious.’

‘So, there are deals to be done.’

‘Of course. Like I said, I don’t run the council but I do have considerable sway in the trading community.’

‘I bloody knew it,’ said Gresse, respect overshadowing the irritation in his voice. ‘The KTA has consistently refused to censure your actions with Lord Arlen. It now becomes clear.’

‘My coffers are plentiful, if that’s what you mean. Or rather, they were. It depends a little on what the Wesmen have discovered.’ Blackthorne squatted down next to Gresse who shook his head, a smile playing about his lips.

‘I think I must be the only honest Baron left,’ he said.

Blackthorne chuckled and patted Gresse’s thigh with his left hand.

‘That class of Baron is extinct and, try as you might, you will never convince me you are actually its long-lost last member. My people have experienced your brand of honesty in Taranspike Pass on more than one occasion.’

‘It’s a treacherous place,’ said Gresse, his smile broadening.

‘Tell me you don’t levy any charge on passage to Korina via Taranspike.’

‘It’s not a blanket fee.’

‘Oh thank the Gods. Not everyone pays.’

‘It rather depends on allegiance and cargo.’ The older Baron shifted. ‘But don’t forget I provide security along the length of the pass.’

‘Pontois, no doubt, feels the burden of this non-blanket levy.’

‘His negotiations have left him a little short of a fair deal,’ agreed Gresse. ‘But if we ever get out of this mess, he’ll feel the burden of something far heavier than a few gold pennies.’

A soldier appeared at the overhang.

‘My Lord?’

‘Yes.’ Blackthorne picked himself to his feet and dusted himself down.

‘We are in readiness. We await your orders to march.’

‘Excellent,’ said Blackthorne. ‘Gresse, can you ride?’

‘I sit on my arse, not my head.’

The soldier stifled a laugh. Blackthorne shook his head.

‘I’ll take that as a yes.’ He turned to the soldier. ‘You can pass that round the fires this evening, can’t you? Meanwhile, we’re making for Gyernath. I need scouts ahead, tracking the Wesmen return to Blackthorne. We will take the south-east trail at Varhawk Point. We leave in an hour.’

‘Yes, my Lord.’

Blackthorne walked to the edge of the cave. The hillside was awash with action. He saw the soldier hurry to his superiors, relaying Blackthorne’s orders. Voices rolled across the open space. Men leapt to their feet, packs shouldered; horses were led to their saddling areas, the remaining mages gathered themselves. What little canvas individuals owned was struck and folded. Away to the right, a soldier struggled briefly to calm a skittish horse and, here and there, fires were stoked to make the last hour of the dying as comfortable as they could be. Those unable to make the journey wouldn’t be left alive, and the pyres had been built the evening before.

The Baron smiled, satisfied. Farmers, boys and regular garrison soldiers mixed in a single purpose, moving with impressive order, readying themselves for the march. The next weeks would seal the fate of the entire Blackthorne Barony. He needed them. If they could alert Gyernath, defend the bay beaches and regain the town, the south would have a strong foothold in their own lands that could be used to strike further against the Wesmen.

The smile left Blackthorne’s face. For all his talk and thought, Balaia was a mess. Understone and the pass were surely in Wesmen hands; the Colleges could fall despite the loss of Shamen magic; he, Baron Blackthorne, most powerful landowner in Eastern Balaia, was homeless, chasing the hillsides with a band of townsmen, farmers and wounded, tired soldiers.

It got worse. The Raven were trapped in the West; much of the fighting strength of the East was wrapped up in lone garrison defence or fragmented between bickering barons more concerned with maintaining obsolete land boundaries than saving their country; and to cap it all much of Korina, with its distrust of mages and their Communion, would know little or nothing about it. And although the Understone garrison would have despatched fast messengers to the east coast, they would not arrive for seven days, if at all. The hordes of the Wesmen could sweep all the way to the eastern oceans and right now, no one was capable of stopping them.

‘By the Gods, we’re in trouble.’

‘Well spotted,’ said Gresse from within the cave.

‘Not just us, I mean Balaia.’

‘Well spotted.’

‘What will we do?’ asked Blackthorne, his confidence and belief suddenly deserting him, the enormity of the problem hitting him like an avalanche from the highest of his mountains’ peaks.

‘Everything we can, my friend. Everything we can,’ said Gresse. ‘Just take it one step at a time. Help me up, would you? I think we shouldn’t delay our travel to Gyernath any longer than is absolutely necessary.’




Chapter 6

The Raven didn’t ride until well into the following afternoon. Even then, Denser wasn’t truly up to it but time seemed to press. It was a warm day and the open spaces of the Torn Wastes attracted the heat. Riding would be uncomfortable without cloud to cover the sun.

The second measurement of the noon shade had been inconclusive, much as had been expected. Given allowances for inaccuracies, it wasn’t clear whether the rip had grown or, in fact, shrunk. The Unknown guessed it would be at least a week before believable evidence of the rate of increase of the rip’s area was available.

The four-College cavalry under General Darrick was partially split. Three mages, all Communion specialists, would remain hidden in Parve. With them would be fifteen sword cavalry, whose instructions included detailed examination and measurement of the dragon. It was this small company who would provide the information The Raven had to have: just how long would it be before the rip became too wide for the Brood Kaan to defend.

That left Darrick with around two hundred horsemen and eleven mages for attack, defence and Communion. Styliann’s ninety Protectors represented a formidable force and the Lord of the Mount’s magic was supremely powerful.

But, thought Hirad as he sat at the head of The Raven’s four warriors and three mages, he couldn’t help but feel they were just too few.

Even given that the fifty-odd thousand Wesmen would be concentrated in a few likely areas east and west of the Blackthorne Mountains, avoiding them would be difficult and they couldn’t hope to outfight or outrun a Wesmen army.

And there lay their biggest and most immediate problem. Having discounted traversing the sheer and treacherous range of mountains, they were left with attempting Understone Pass, which would be a suicidal folly, or heading either north to Triverne Inlet or south to the Bay of Gyernath. At either crossing, they would be forced to steal craft to reach their own lands.

The decision of which water to attempt was to be deferred until they had ridden perhaps two days down the eastern trail which led close by the Arch-Temple of the Wrethsires and directly to Understone Pass. Hirad suppressed a shudder. The Arch-Temple of the Wrethsires, where the blood of Protector, Raven and Wrethsire had been spilt but the last catalyst of Dawnthief found, was not a place the barbarian would ever wish to lay eyes on again.

As the column rode sedately out of Parve, Darrick at its head, The Raven behind the cavalry with the Protectors surrounding Styliann at the rear, Hirad shook his head.

‘We’re fooling ourselves,’ he said.

‘Pardon?’ said Ilkar who, with The Unknown, flanked him.

‘We need to make a quick decision of what it is we actually want. We’re unclear and it’ll cost us.’

‘I’m not with you,’ said the Julatsan.

‘For instance, do we, I mean The Raven, have to get to the Colleges? Can’t scholars there do the research for us?’

‘Hirad, we none of us really know precisely what we’re looking for,’ said Ilkar.

‘Yes we do. We have to find and read everything about Septern. Or rather, you mages do, since I can’t. And then, we have to link that to what Xetesk knows about dimension gates and Dragonene portals. Then we have to cast something that works.’

Ilkar stared at Hirad, his mouth open, his lips tugging up at the corners as he fought to avoid a smile.

‘It’s not like baking a shepherd’s pie, for God’s sake.’ Hirad’s expression was blank. ‘If we have to create a new spell to close that thing, we’re finished.’

‘What?’ Hirad turned in his saddle.

‘A spell of the nature you’re suggesting would take anywhere between one and five years to write, test and prove even assuming we had the raw Lore and understanding to do so.

‘What we’re hoping to find, and this has clearly passed you by, is some writing by Septern that will either log a spell designed to close a rip or tell us where to find one. At best, Xetesk’s DimensionConnect will provide background to help us understand more quickly.’

‘You have completely lost me,’ said Hirad. ‘Surely a rip is a rip. If you can open one, you can close one.’

‘No.’ The voice behind belonged to Erienne. She moved in between Hirad and a relieved-looking Ilkar. ‘We’ve now got three different types of rip. Four if you count the Dragonene portals.

‘We’ve got Septern’s bordered and stable rips which some of you have travelled, Xetesk’s DimensionConnect which is an unstable, embryonic portal magic, the Dragonene portals which we presume the dragons themselves control, and finally the unbounded rip created in the wake of Dawnthief.

‘They are all completely different constructs. To say you can close one because you can close another is like saying you can make shoes for horses because you can make them for people. All we’re sure is that, at some probably base Lore level, there is a connection between Septern’s bounded rips and the one in the sky. Only his work can really help us in the time we have. We don’t have time for a blacksmith’s apprenticeship.’

‘You don’t think we’ll find anything to answer this problem straight, do you?’ asked The Unknown.

‘No,’ said Erienne. ‘Whatever, we’ll be taking a big chance with what we eventually cast.’

‘That’s not good,’ said Hirad. ‘So what do we do if we can’t find anything in Septern’s writings?’

‘Die,’ said The Unknown. There was a pause.

‘Cheerful, aren’t you?’ said Hirad.

‘Right though,’ said The Unknown. ‘No use pretending.’

‘None of this changes the original point I was trying to make which was that three hundred of us are not going to sneak across Triverne Inlet or the Bay of Gyernath, undetected by Wesmen. We need to make a decision on whether that bothers us and if it does - and it should - what we’re going to do about it,’ said Hirad.

The Unknown stared ahead at the backs of the cavalry in front. He then turned and gazed at the Protectors behind him.

‘We need to talk more,’ he said. ‘And this isn’t the place. We’ll be overheard and I don’t think Styliann should overhear us. Hirad’s right. In the rush to leave and plan at Parve, we’ve forgotten ourselves. We’re The Raven. We make our own decisions. Privately.’ He nodded at the lead Protector who inclined his head very slightly, ebony mask betraying nothing. But, Hirad thought, something passed between them. Whatever it was, The Unknown kept it to himself.

The motley column crossed the Torn Wastes under a blazing sun. The signs of former Wesmen encampments littered the packed ground and harsh scrub. Blackened earth and charred wood, torn canvas, broken posts and tent pegs, lengths of rope and discarded offcuts of metal. And, here and there, the body of a Wesman who picked a fight with the wrong kinsman.

It was seven miles to the tree line and the welcoming canopy of leaf and branch over the marked trail that led from the Torn Wastes, north of the Wesmen Heartlands, through the rugged valleys and hills of Western Balaia, past the Wrethsires’ plundered temple and all the way to Understone Pass.

Behind them now, the rip hung in the sky, menacing the air and throwing its shadow over the city of the Wytch Lords. A shadow that would grow to envelop them all unless The Raven could find a way to close it.

The column rode unbroken for two hours, leaving Parve far behind. Hirad felt a growing release of tension as the buildings dwindled in the distance. And it was a release that just about made up for the discomfort of the ride. The horses sweated in the heat, attracting clouds of irritating, buzzing flies that plagued mount and rider alike. Forever waving a hand in front of his face, Hirad’s body was covered in a sheen of damp, beads running down the line of his back where they collected in his seat to chafe and rub.

The late afternoon brought mercifully cooler temperatures, a cover of cloud and a change in the terrain. Passing across the northern edge of a beautiful region of river valleys, lush green vegetation, great and ancient trees and fern-covered hillsides, the Eastern Balaians moved into altogether harsher lands.

The ground rose to a series of sharp peaks, littered with cracked rocks and strewn with boulders. Darrick ordered a dismount to save the horses’ legs and hooves, relieved men and mages stretching as they led their mounts over teacherous slabs of stone, half-buried under tough stands of long grass. To both sides, the ground fell away down steep scree slopes into wind-blasted clefts. Nowhere in sight was there any sign of habitation. Nevertheless, The Unknown was nervous.

‘We’re exposed here,’ he said.

‘But only, it seems, to the elements,’ replied Ilkar, drawing his cloak more firmly around his shoulders, the breeze whipping at cloth and grass, the heat changing quickly to chill.

‘If we’re spotted, we have no obvious cover,’ said The Unknown. ‘Thraun, what do you think?’ The shapechanger had spent some time at the head of the column earlier in the afternoon, advising Darrick’s scouts. He walked up to join The Unknown.

‘It’s not as bad as it looks although we might want to ride perhaps another quarter of a mile north if we can. The scouts have reported very little habitation up here. The land is useless for all but grazing goats. We’re unlikely to meet locals; the only risk is running into Wesmen warriors.

‘There are limited passable trails for horses and this is one of the better ones, believe it or not. I get no feeling that Wesmen will be a problem for a day or so. I’ve advised three of the scouts to travel to the fork above Terenetsa. That’s still more than two days’ ride from here for a fast scout. We’ll have a better picture in three days. Until then, the elves and me are the best chance we have of avoiding trouble.’

‘And you think we will?’ asked Ilkar, who had come to respect Thraun’s reading of land and scent.

‘Yes.’

Shortly after dusk, Darrick halted the column in the lee of another steep climb. The wind had blown away the cloud and, while it had dropped to a gentle breeze, the clear skies were cooling fast.

Quickly, elves marked fire boundaries outside of which no flame could be shown. Thus marked, the perimeter of the camp was established, the first guards set and the cook-fires laid.

The Raven took themselves to the opposite corner from Styliann and the Protectors. As they sat down around Will’s stove, waiting for water to boil, Hirad chuckled.

‘I wonder how he feels?’ he said. ‘Styliann, I mean. I know he hasn’t got too many friends but there’s got to be a hundred feet between him and the nearest cavalryman, and they still look nervous.’

‘I shouldn’t think he cares at all,’ said Denser. ‘The Lord of the Mount is used to isolation.’ The Dark Mage was flat on his back, head propped up on Erienne’s lap, she stroking his hair in what was becoming a familiar scene as he recovered from the casting of Dawnthief. Hirad and The Unknown exchanged a glance. They were the first words Denser had spoken the entire day. And it had been a detached silence, the Xeteskian riding or walking apart from The Raven. All he had got from Erienne in response to his looks had been shrugs and shakes of the head. Now, as she cradled Denser, Erienne’s concern and confusion were obvious even in the uncertain light of the flames.

The talk pattered on in a broken way until coffee was poured. To Denser and Erienne’s left sat Thraun and Will while Hirad and Ilkar flanked The Unknown to their right. The Unknown called for attention.

‘Ilkar, Hirad, feel uncomfortable?’ he asked. The two nodded, expressions stark in the firelight, eyes hidden by shadow.

‘Why just them?’ asked Will.

‘Because it’s only the three of us who have been in potential large-scale battle situations before, and there’s a lot wrong with this one.’

‘Not so far as I can see,’ said Erienne. ‘We just have to reach the Colleges quickly and safely and this is surely the best way.’

‘No,’ said The Unknown. ‘Because we don’t want to invite battle and this troop is doing just that, or it will be when we reach the vicinity of the Blackthornes.’

‘So what do you suggest?’ asked Thraun.

‘We have to split from them. Our course lies in a different direction.’

‘How do you work that out?’ Thraun frowned, his gruff low voice grumbling across the stove.

‘The situation is going to be very difficult when we reach Triverne Inlet, which is, I suspect, the favoured destination. We can assume the Wesmen will be supplying their armies across the water so there’ll be a relatively heavy presence.

‘If we stride up with Darrick and Styliann there’ll be a battle. If we go through on our own, with Thraun’s eyes and ears, we can take a boat and get across unseen.’

‘And what happens to Darrick?’

‘We have to persuade him to go south to the Bay of Gyernath, maybe creating a diversion for us along the way. Either way, we have to go alone.’

‘The point is,’ said Hirad, ‘that we’re being run as an addition to the cavalry. That isn’t how The Raven operates. Not now.’

‘So just how do we operate?’ asked Denser.

‘You should know,’ said Hirad, frowning at Denser’s flat tone. ‘We go into a situation, assess, make decisions and recommendations and don’t expect to be questioned.’

‘You don’t consider that a little high-handed?’ ventured Will. Hirad merely shrugged.

‘Just ask yourself why we’re still alive after ten years’ fighting. And why, particularly, we’re alive when the Wytch Lords are dead. It isn’t high-anything, it’s The Raven’s way.’

Ilkar smiled. ‘Only you could be so cocky with fifty thousand Wesmen between you and your next port of call.’

‘It’s not that, it’s—’

‘We know,’ said Ilkar. ‘If we do things how we think they should be done, we’ll stay alive.’ He mimed a yawn. Will and Thraun laughed. Hirad scowled slightly. The Unknown cleared his throat.

‘I’m glad we’ve cleared that up,’ he said. ‘Now listen. While Darrick will almost certainly see sense, Styliann almost certainly will not.’

‘Why not?’ asked Will.

‘Because Triverne Inlet represents his quickest route to Xetesk, barring Understone Pass. If he won’t see sense, we’ll have to leave by the back door in a couple of nights. I just hope it doesn’t come to that. Styliann could still be a powerful ally and his sway will definitely help us gain access to the College libraries.’

‘I don’t trust him,’ said Ilkar.

‘Now there’s a surprise,’ muttered Denser.

‘No, it’s more than inter-College mistrust. He tried to kill us at the Wrethsires’ Temple and let’s not forget why. He wanted Dawnthief so he could use it to assume power over the Colleges, and as a threat to the Wytch Lords and Wesmen. He wanted to rule Balaia and I’m sure he still does. God knows what this pooling of knowledge will reveal but I don’t think Styliann should have any part in it.’

‘What, just cut Xetesk out, is that it?’ asked Denser sharply. Ilkar sighed.

‘You’re here, aren’t you?’

‘You made your choice at the Temple,’ added Hirad. ‘You’re Raven.’

‘There’s something more,’ said Erienne. ‘The dividing of Septern’s works between the Colleges was no freak or accident. Septern was very careful to ensure no one College had enough knowledge to be dominant.’

‘Was he really that good?’ asked Will.

‘It was the potential of his magic that he recognised as so dangerous, ’ said Erienne. ‘I suspect he could see the way his research might be taken. And he was right, as Xetesk proved with their DimensionConnect. Just think of the danger when they can stabilise the gateway.’

‘I’m hearing everything you’re saying,’ said Thraun. ‘And there’s one thing badly astray in our assumptions. We’re banking on Styliann’s influence opening the doors to the College libraries. I mean, let’s face it, if you were a senior mage and you got a request from him to sift all of Septern’s work and put it together for the Lord of the Mount to examine, would you just roll over?’

‘Exactly,’ said Erienne.

‘No,’ said Ilkar. ‘No you wouldn’t. And Styliann must know that.’

‘If he knows that, why was he so confident back in Parve?’ asked Hirad.

‘Well, his network is wide, isn’t it?’ replied Denser with a sniff. ‘He’ll pull strings rather than make a direct approach, certainly to Julatsa and Lystern. The Dordovans might respond well to a personal request, though.’

‘But if he is planning to commune directly with senior mages in other Colleges, we need to stop him taking the short cut to Xetesk and from calling ahead to speed up the research process,’ said Hirad. ‘Fat chance.’

‘So where does that leave us?’ asked Will.

‘Out in the cold, I expect,’ said The Unknown. ‘Look, assume for a moment that Styliann determines to cross at Triverne Inlet and that he rubs the Colleges up the wrong way with his demands. We need to know exactly what action we intend to take.’ He looked around the fire. The faces of The Raven were expectant. He nodded, smiling slightly.

‘Right. Here’s what I think we should do. First, we approach Darrick. We need him on our side. He might be able to give Styliann a tactical reason to cross south of the mountains that Styliann will swallow. If not, in two days’ time, when we are close to Leionu, we do as we are doing now, camp as far from Styliann as we can. Only that night, we’ll leave four hours before dawn. Darrick will help us, maybe fake an attack by a Wesmen patrol or something to cover the noise.

‘Until that time, if we are speaking with Styliann, we must try to persuade him to take the right course of action but it’s imperative he doesn’t tumble to the fact that we have ulterior motives. If we are respectful of his authority, he won’t suspect us, Denser?’

The mage sat up to drink his coffee, shrugging. ‘I’m not sure about the diversion thing but pandering to Styliann’s ego is definitely the right idea. What worries me is the Protectors.’

‘Let me handle them,’ said The Unknown. ‘There are ways to obstruct without disobeying.’

‘How do you mean?’ Hirad massaged his chin.

‘You wouldn’t understand,’ replied The Unknown, and Hirad knew enough not to question him further.

‘When do we talk to Darrick?’ asked Will.

‘Now would be a good time,’ said The Unknown.

‘His mages are in Communion,’ said Ilkar. ‘It may pay to wait.’

The big man nodded. ‘How long will they be under?’

‘An hour or so. It really depends on whether they can find a contact quickly or not.’

‘Very well,’ said The Unknown. ‘We wait.’

Later, Erienne took Denser away from the fire, he going a little reluctantly.

‘Are you going to tell me what’s up with you?’

‘Nothing’s up,’ replied Denser. ‘I’m just tired and I can’t believe that casting Dawnthief has left us in this state.’

‘But no one blames you, Denser,’ she said, her eyes looking deep into his and her hand caressing his hair.

‘It’s not a question of blame,’ said Denser. ‘It’s here, inside me. I can’t explain it to you. It’s just . . .’ He trailed away, hands waving vaguely.

‘I can help you. Don’t cut yourself off from me.’

‘I’m not,’ he said sharply.

‘No? You’re so quiet and withdrawn from me. From all of us.’

‘I’m not withdrawn,’ he snapped suddenly, his voice overloud. Erienne recoiled. Denser tried to smile. ‘I just don’t want to talk about it.’

‘And that’s not cutting yourself off, is it?’ She felt her heart tripping in her chest and took her hand from his head. ‘I need you, Denser. Don’t leave me alone.’

‘I’m here, aren’t I?’

‘Gods, you’re like a child at the moment. That’s not what I mean and you know it.’

‘Well, what do you mean, then?’ he asked, his expression sullen and angry.

‘I mean that your body’s here but where’s your heart?’

‘Here, like always.’ He tapped his chest.

‘Damn you, Denser, why are you being like this?’

‘I’m not being like anything. Why are you being like you are?’

‘Because I’m worried about you!’ She stormed, feeling her cheeks redden, desperate for him to understand what he was doing to her. ‘About us.’

‘I’m fine. Just let me be.’

‘Fine.’ She got up and walked away into the camp, biting her lip before she said something she regretted. He didn’t call after her.

 


Darrick’s Dordovan mages were not alone in their Communion. Surrounded by a close cordon of Protectors, the Lord of the Mount probed across the Blackthorne Mountains, connecting with one of the few aides he felt he could still trust. The Communion was short, the message stole his breath away and when he opened his eyes, he was shaking.

[image: 004]

Julatsa was quiet. Throughout the night and into the morning, the Wesmen camped around the College walls had tried to breach the DemonShroud. The souls of those who touched it merely went to feed the insatiable appetite of the demons controlling the awful spell.

It had been as pitiful as it had been painful. Barras had listened from his rooms as the Wesmen tried to walk across the moat, then bridge it with wood and metal and finally climb above it using grappling ropes strung from nearby buildings to the College walls.

Now, with the sun high, they were building something. Barras, unable to simply hear the terrible calls of the dying, walked out to the Tower ramparts and took in the sight of the hell that he and the Council had created just beyond the walls.

The DemonShroud surrounded the College like a thin grey cloud, rising from the unbroken ground. It was ten feet thick, rippling into the sky as high as could be seen and, Barras knew, it drove into the earth deeper than men could survive. It was an awesome, oppressive conjuration. Majestic in its way and awful testament to the power demons could wield on Balaia with the help of mages. Proximity to it set teeth on edge and fear leached from its surface, covering everything in its compass with a sheen of anxiety and requiring conscious effort not to shy away from it.

He had no doubt the Wesmen would try to tunnel in at some stage during the coming weeks. He just prayed that they would see their folly before too many souls were taken. Yet, as he gazed at the Shroud, through which blue and yellow light occasionally flared and forked like desultory lightning, he wasn’t so sure. Not sure at all. The Wesmen’s actions so far revealed a fundamental misunderstanding of the reality of mana and dimensional connectivity. He found himself smiling a little sadly. Of course they wouldn’t understand. The Wesmen had no magic. It was both their innocence and their curse.

Barras walked around the Tower, taking in the totality of the Shroud, the shifting greyness of which lent everything beyond it a washed-out aspect, dimming colours and making movement seem indistinct. It had first been employed to make the College of Julatsa impregnable over seven hundred years previously and had served the same purpose as a moat but had been infinitely more effective.

There was no way to cross the DemonShroud until the spell was ended. Any who tried, whether friend or foe, would be taken. It couldn’t be overflown, it couldn’t be dug beneath. It took souls indiscriminately from man and beast. It was evil on the face of Balaia. Yet it would save Julatsa from the Wesmen and, despite the horror of the DemonShroud, the knowledge gave Barras comfort.

Inside the College grounds the Shroud was given the utmost respect, with no one who braved the walls venturing closer to its modulating edge than half a dozen paces. Those who had made it through the gates, and who now mingled with those to whom the College was their natural home, walked, stood or sat in groups, all dazed, all saddened and all affected by the dread calm that pervaded the whole grounds. Because the single hardest aspect of the Shroud casting to take in was the quiet.

Every sound the Wesmen made was dulled and far away. They had long since stopped sending arrows over the walls; it was a waste for them and an addition to the stocks of the Julatsans. Instead, they ringed the walls just beyond the edge of the moat, clustering and staring. But their clamouring at the edges of the Shroud, the hammering at the tower Barras could see them making, their living hubbub, their walking, running, cooking, talking, laughing, all of it was muted.

Barras dug a finger into each ear, unsure for a moment of whether he wasn’t losing his hearing. But then Kard’s voice, loud and invasive, struck up to his left.

‘Good afternoon, Barras.’ The old elf started and turned.

‘Kard. Glad to see you are well.’

‘All things are relative,’ said the General.

‘So they are. What brings you out here?’

‘The same as you.’ Kard came to Barras’ shoulder. ‘To see the Wesmen building their folly.’ He nodded towards their half-built tower outside Julatsa’s south gate.

It looked a rickety structure from where Barras stood but he knew better - the Wesmen were fine woodsmen. A lattice of crossed beams was strung around four tree trunks, at the base of which carved stakes would act as axles. Inside the lattice, ladders scaled thirty feet to a platform thick with Wesmen hammering feverishly at the next level of their tower, each strike muted as if heard through thick cloth.

To the left of the main structure, another team of carpenters was carving wheels while to the right, fires belched smoke into the cloudless sky. These were not cook-fires. Wesmen in thick hide aprons toiled with hammer and anvil while others made moulds.

‘What are they making, more weapons?’ asked Barras.

‘No,’ said Kard. ‘If I’m right, it’ll be cladding for the tower.’

‘They think we’ll try and burn it, is that it?’

‘That and I believe they will try to push the tower across the moat, hoping the metal will deflect its power.’

‘Oh dear,’ said Barras. He shook his head. ‘I think we should try to talk to them.’ Kard looked at him askance.

‘I see no reason to persuade them to stop committing suicide.’

‘I understand your hatred of the invading force but they are not killing themselves in sufficient numbers to make a difference to the weight of their advantage,’ said Barras. ‘But more than that, I don’t think you realise what a death in the DemonShroud means. I would wish an eternity of torment on no one. Not a Xeteskian, not a Wesman, no one.’

Kard shrugged. ‘Talk to them if you must. I won’t stand in your way but I certainly won’t stand at your shoulder.’

‘Your heart is hard.’

‘They have slaughtered much of my army, untold numbers of Julatsa’s people and more of your mages than you can count,’ said Kard, his voice cold and harsh. ‘For every one of them that dies in the screaming soul agony you say awaits them in the Shroud, I am a little more assuaged. Just a little.’

‘You are happy to greet death with more death?’

‘That’s unfair,’ said Kard sharply. ‘It is human to seek revenge and we did not invite this. The Wesmen have chosen their path and so far as I am concerned, if they can’t learn from their mistakes, that’s their problem. I will have no part in putting them straight.’

Barras nodded. ‘Perhaps I should consult my conscience further.’

‘My old friend, I admire your conscience and your capacity for forgiveness but this is a war in which we have never been the aggressors,’ said Kard. ‘In fact, I still can’t believe it’s even happened but clearly the Wesmen felt that, with the Wytch Lords at their backs, they could destroy the Colleges just as they thought they could, three hundred years ago.

‘And now they’ve come so far they believe they can win even without the power the Wytch Lords gave them. And they may yet be right. If you must speak to them you must, but consider this. The longer they believe they can breach the Shroud, the longer their minds are deflected from moving onwards and the better our chances of effective relief from Dordover. It may also deflect their minds from what I think is a rather obvious move they have so far overlooked.’ Kard’s face was grim.

‘And that is?’ But Kard’s reply was left unspoken. From the North Gates, a cry went up. The two men ran around the Tower to see a dozen Wesmen walking towards the edge of the Shroud, a white and red flag of truce held in front of them. Shouts echoed up the Tower and the door opened. An aide ran out.

‘Kerela requests your urgent attention, sirs.’ The young man wiped long red hair from his brow as it blew in the breeze.

‘The North Gate?’ asked Barras.

‘Yes, my mage.’

‘Tell Kerela we will be there presently.’ The aide nodded and ran back the way he had come.

Barras breathed deep and faced General Kard, raising his eyebrows as he saw the other man’s expression, dark and fearful.

‘Kard?’

‘I think the obvious move may have just occurred to them.’

‘What is it?’

‘Hear it from them, Barras, if they care to tell you.’ Kard moved to the Tower’s door. ‘I’m still praying I’m wrong.’




Chapter 7

The camp was quietening, the cooling wind biting into clothing and conversation as the night darkened to a star-lit black, when Darrick made time to visit The Raven’s fire at the behest of Hirad and, subsequently, The Unknown Warrior. In carefully plotted lines across the hillside and plateau, the cavalry tents flapped gently, lantern light from within a few casting exaggerated shadows on the inside of canvas.

The General, his curly hair pressed flat across his head and his travel-stained leather armour hidden beneath a heavy cloak, sat between Hirad and Denser, nodding at Will as the wiry man gave him a very welcome mug of coffee.

‘I must apologise for the time it has taken me to respond to your invitation,’ said Darrick, his eyes shining from his ever-enthusiastic face. ‘I’ve been in conversation with mages and scouts and you may be very interested in what I’ve heard. But you had something you needed to speak to me about first.’

Hirad smiled privately. Darrick’s tone and bearing, now that he was leading his cavalry across enemy lands, was very much that of the man in charge despite the company in which he now sat. It was easy to see why he was held in such regard by soldier and civilian alike. He simply oozed assurance, confidence and authority.

‘Indeed we do,’ said The Unknown Warrior. ‘Although we might be influenced by what your mages have discovered about conditions in the East.’

Darrick scratched his nose. ‘Tell me your thoughts and I’ll match them with what I know.’

The Unknown Warrior detailed The Raven’s concerns and plans while Hirad watched Darrick for reaction. He shouldn’t have bothered. Throughout the big man’s speech, the General betrayed no emotion whatsoever. Nodding occasionally, he took everything in with a calm detachment. When The Unknown had finished, there was a pause in which Darrick drained much of his coffee, threw the dregs aside and handed his mug to Will for a refill. The thief obliged.

‘Thank you, Will,’ said Darrick as he accepted the mug. ‘The first thing to say is that much of what you have said has occurred to me already, and I thank you for confirming my thoughts. I was already planning to split us above Terenetsa, sending you north and taking my men to the Bay of Gyernath. The reports of the Communion mages this evening have convinced me that I was right.’ He took a sip of coffee.

‘The situation around the Colleges and in Understone is grave. We could make no contact with a mage in the four-College force at Understone so have to assume the town has fallen to the Wesmen. Fifteen thousand Wesmen crossed Triverne Inlet and marched to Julatsa.’ Ilkar started at the mention of his College’s name, Hirad seeing sweat forming on his forehead despite the cool of the night. ‘Notwithstanding the fact that the Wytch Lord magic was taken from them by your actions in Parve, the invasion force didn’t stop its march.’ Another sip.

‘The College,’ managed Ilkar, his voice little more than a whisper. ‘Has it fallen?’

‘Ilkar, you must understand that these reports are coming via Dordover and are at best inaccurate, at worst mere rumour.’

‘Has the College fallen,’ said Ilkar deliberately and Hirad could feel the chill from his body.

‘We think not,’ said Darrick.

‘Think? I’ve got to know. Now.’

‘Take it easy, Ilkar,’ said Hirad, putting out a hand. Ilkar shook his head but it was Erienne who spoke.

‘Hirad, only a mage can understand what this means to Ilkar. General, please, tell us anything you know.’

Darrick raised a hand for quiet and calm.

‘There are reports that the city of Julatsa has fallen but that the College itself has not, but I must stress, these are unconfirmed. There is a Dordovan force on its way to assist the Julatsans but it won’t be able to report for a day at best.’

Ilkar stared into the fire, eyes flat slits, cheeks sucked in, ears pricking furiously. Hirad watched as the elf composed himself, swallowed hard and turned to Darrick.

‘Is there no clue as to how long they can hold out?’ he asked, voice steady but the shake was there, just under the surface. ‘Has no one from Dordover held Communion with the mages of Julatsa?’

‘There has been no direct contact since the Julatsans asked Dordover for assistance. That was two days ago,’ replied Darrick. ‘The report of the city falling was given by a mage outside of the College grounds sometime yesterday, I believe. That’s why I caution you to take what I’m saying with a pinch of salt.’

‘Why?’

‘Because the Communion was broken off before it could be finished and the Dordovan mage suffered backlash. His thoughts aren’t yet clear and he doesn’t remember everything that passed between them yet. When I know more, you will be the first to hear.’

Ilkar nodded and rose. ‘Thank you, Darrick.’ His face was white, even in the firelight, and tears stood in his eyes. ‘Excuse me. I need some time alone.’

‘Ilkar, wait,’ said Hirad, half-rising.

‘Please, Hirad. Not right now.’ Ilkar walked slowly away into the rows of tents and was lost in the night. Hirad shook his head.

‘But if the College hasn’t fallen . . .’ he began.

‘But it might have done by now,’ said Denser, quietly, his tone rising briefly from its emotionless state. ‘The one report is a day old. If the Wesmen sacked the city so quickly, why would they be stopped by the College? That’s what Ilkar is thinking. Believe me, besides his own death, the destruction of Ilkar’s College is the worst thing that could happen to him. To any Julatsan mage. It would mean the end of Julatsan magic and it’s been unthinkable for hundreds of years that such a thing might happen. Leave him be.’

Hirad pursed his lips. ‘But he’s Raven. We can help him.’

‘Yes, but not at this instant. Right now he’s Julatsan only and he’s facing the loss of everything he knows. We’ll help him when he comes back,’ said Erienne.

‘If the College falls, will he lose his abilities?’ asked Will.

‘No,’ she replied. ‘He will always be able to shape mana to cast spells. But what will be lost is the totality of Julatsan Lore, the teaching of ages. And with the destruction of the Tower would go the centre of Julatsan magic. You can’t just build another one and be back where you were. The mana imbues the Tower with magical power over centuries and it would take that long for the Julatsans to recover themselves, if they did at all.’

‘And how much of Septern’s work is kept in the library there?’ Thraun’s voice brought a shiver to the company around the fire.

‘Exactly,’ said Darrick. ‘Which is why you and you alone must cross at Triverne Inlet as soon as possible. You’ve got to get into and out of the College before it falls, if it’s going to, and travelling alone will give you the best chance. The sooner you leave the column and ride north-east, the better.’

‘We’ll stay with you another day,’ said The Unknown. ‘Ilkar won’t leave until he knows the facts and those will only come with the Dordovan relief force.’

‘I can hold Communion with them,’ said Denser.

‘You can’t light your own pipe yet,’ replied Erienne sharply. ‘And I’m not expert enough to commune over this distance. I agree with The Unknown.’

‘Very well,’ said Darrick. ‘One more day and night.’

‘And what about you, General?’ asked Hirad.

‘To the south, things are slightly more promising, but only slightly,’ he said. ‘We believe that Baron Blackthorne has had some success in holding a Wesmen force from reaching Understone. His Town has fallen and he is, as far as we can make out, riding to Gyernath to swell his numbers. It makes sense for me to attempt to join with him and try, as I assume he will, to disrupt the Wesmen’s southern supply lines and take back his castle. If we can make a base, we can begin to beat them back.’

‘Good old Blackthorne,’ said The Unknown. ‘Give him our regards when you see him.’

‘Be glad to.’

‘And Styliann?’ Denser’s question had Darrick blow out his cheeks.

‘He also has requested to see me and I will recommend he travels south with us. Ultimately, though, he is my commander and can do as he wishes. I believe I can persuade him that his best chance of returning in triumph to Xetesk is to attack from the south with us, avoiding Understone.’

‘No chance,’ said Denser, shaking his head a little contemptuously. ‘He wants in on Septern’s research and coming with us is how he’ll do it.’

Darrick drained his coffee and stood up, brushing himself down with his free hand.

‘Well, no time like the present,’ he said.

‘Good luck,’ said Denser. ‘You’ll need it.’

Darrick smiled. ‘I never count on luck. Get some sleep. We’re leaving at first light.’

‘If you see Ilkar . . .’ said Hirad.

‘I’ll give him a wide berth,’ said Darrick. ‘Good night.’

 


Ilkar strode away through the precise rows of tents. He stared straight ahead, ignoring the acknowledgements of cavalrymen, the staccato sounds of laughter and talking from within which broke the quiet.

He knew his eyes were full of tears and his teeth were clamped around the soft inner tissue below his bottom lip in a vain attempt to halt its trembling. Eventually, he slowed, reaching the edge of the tents and the open area between the cavalry and Styliann.

Sitting on a flat-faced, lichen-covered rock, he fought his mind into what passed for order and breathed in the ramifications of all he had just heard. The potential end to Julatsa’s seat of magical power, the slaughter of untold numbers of his brother and sister mages, and the isolation of the survivors - still Julatsan but without a focus for their energy, power or study.

And it could all have gone already. While he thought he would feel the destruction of the Tower through the mana trails, this far from Julatsa, the deaths of so many, one by one, would barely cause a ripple. He knew of none who had a ManaPulse targeting him to warn of their death.

And if the Tower fell, what then? Who would rebuild the College? Mages like him, he supposed. But where would he and those like him find the resources and sheer strength to accomplish the mammoth task that was the construction of a new Tower? And how could they hope to attract mage students to a College that had fallen to an army without magic? Surely, to lose the College in these circumstances would mean the slow end to Julatsan magic forever as its ever dwindling number of practising mages aged and died.

He wondered if The Raven could reach Julatsa in time, or whether they would be left picking over the rubble and corpses. And getting there before the College fell would serve what purpose? What could The Raven hope to achieve as the sole fighting force of the East outside of its gates? Perhaps it would be better it they weren’t around to see the end.

Ilkar bowed his head and let the tears flow, hands on his knees as the sobs wracked his body. There was no hope for Julatsa. If the Wesmen had sacked the city, the College, whose walls were not designed to repel an invading army any more, would soon follow. Then he would be truly alone, with only The Raven to support him. He wondered whether that would be enough.

‘It’s not necessarily over, Ilkar.’ The voice came to him from out of the gloom. He wiped his eyes, feeling the chill and realising he’d lost track of how long he’d been sitting alone. His backside was numbed. He shivered, cleared his vision and strained to identify the figure that approached him, outline blurred by the half light of dying fires against the background of night.

‘Get lost, Styliann,’ he spat. ‘Don’t presume to carp over our demise. You know nothing of how this feels.’

‘On the contrary, Ilkar, and I forgive you your mood.’ Styliann didn’t pause in his stride, the shapes of six Protectors filling the space around him.

‘Thank you so much,’ muttered Ilkar, looking away. ‘What do you want?’

‘I’ve come to offer you my sympathy, my help if I can give it, and some hope.’ The Lord of the Mount made no attempt to sit, seeming content to stand a few paces away, respecting Ilkar’s need for space.

‘Well, that’s a first.’

Styliann sighed. ‘I do understand how difficult this is for you to cope with,’ he said. ‘And I do know how it feels to face isolation, believe me. I won’t ask you to respond, just listen to me for a moment.’ He paused. Ilkar shrugged.

‘I have no desire to see the balance of magic shift. That is dangerous for us all at the best of times but right now we need every mage we can get to have a chance of seeing off the Wesmen threat. My Communion tonight was inconclusive about the situation in Julatsa and all I know is what Darrick has just told me. I will, however, seek to clarify the situation tomorrow. I understand you’re staying with the column for another day and if I can provide you with more detail, I will.

‘Finally, the hope.’ Now Styliann moved a pace closer and lowered his voice. ‘You and I know the capacity of the Colleges for self-preservation better than any in this camp. To me, the report of the fall of the city while the College remained intact says Julatsa has found a way of holding off the Wesmen army. It is now a question of how long that situation lasts, hence your need for haste.’

Ilkar sucked his lip, nodding finally.

‘Maybe. Maybe. And what are your plans?’

Styliann’s eyes narrowed, his jaw set. ‘I will travel south, separate from the column. My immediate future lies in other directions, though I will still set in motion moves to enable the release of Septern’s works to you. I fear I will no longer be able to study them with you.’

That caught Ilkar off guard. His head jerked up, meeting Styliann’s eyes and feeling the force of his anger.

‘Why not?’

‘I have a little local trouble,’ he said. ‘It seems that, temporarily at least, I am no longer the Lord of the Mount of Xetesk.’ He turned and strode away.

 


‘How long before you can cast, Denser?’ The Unknown’s question followed directly in the wake of Darrick’s departure for his meeting with Styliann. Denser, who had recovered enough to spend more time sitting than lying, shrugged his shoulders and knocked out the bowl of his pipe against a log end protruding from the fire. Dislodged embers glittered briefly in the dark.

‘There’s not a simple answer to that,’ said Denser, delving into his tobacco pouch for a refill. ‘Damn. This is running low.’

‘There never is, is there?’ said Hirad.

‘The situation is this,’ continued the Dark Mage. ‘I am still shattered by the Dawnthief casting in a mana stamina if not so much a physical sense and it is difficult for me to retain mana to cast. And I find myself unaccountably low in spirits though I’m sure that’ll pass. Contrary to popular belief, however—’ he looked half-smiling at Erienne, ‘—I am able to light my own pipe.’ He clicked his right thumb against its forefinger and a deep blue flame appeared with which he set alight the weed he had tamped into the bowl of his pipe.

‘Very good,’ said Erienne, pushing his face away. ‘Now bring down HellFire.’

‘You see? Never satisfied,’ said Denser, his smile broadened but it was hollow and bereft of real humour. ‘You offer a woman one country and she immediately demands the world.’

‘Hardly,’ said Erienne. ‘Merely proof of your reserves beyond the immediate.’

‘HellFire is a little more than proof.’

‘It was a metaphor, all right?’ Erienne poked Denser in the chest.

‘Well just give me a chance, all right?’ snapped Denser, swatting her hand away. Erienne started and moved back, eyes moistening. He looked away from her into the fire.

‘Take it easy, Denser,’ said Hirad, startled by Denser’s sudden anger. ‘She was just fooling. How about you just answer the question. What exactly can’t you do?’

‘Everything else,’ admitted Denser. He sucked his lip and reached out a hand to Erienne who pulled further away. He sighed, raised an eyebrow and continued. ‘I’m empty. Given that we’re riding not resting, Communion is two days away, ShadowWings the same and HellFire about four to take a sample. Sorry if that’s not good enough for some of you.’

Hirad regarded him evenly. ‘I think we might find it in our hearts to forgive you,’ he said.

‘Most gracious,’ Denser mock bowed from where he sat.

‘Just relax a little, eh?’ Hirad indicated Erienne. Denser cut off his reply, nodding curtly instead. A short silence was broken by The Unknown.

‘Thraun?’ Though The Unknown had not seen Thraun change, he had seen the drain on his physical being while he had been a Protector.

‘No problem, but . . .’

‘I know,’ said The Unknown. ‘I’m just assessing our overall condition. We will never demand it of you. To change will always be your decision alone.’ Thraun nodded.

‘And what about Ilkar?’ asked Erienne. ‘What he’s heard tonight could seriously damage his ability to concentrate.’

‘Above everything else, he’s the best front-line defensive mage in Balaia,’ said Hirad. ‘His ability to concentrate in the middle of battle is one reason The Raven has survived so long. When push comes to shove, he’ll be as able to cast as you.’

‘I hope you’re right,’ said Erienne. ‘But, if you’ll take my advice, you’ll keep a close eye on him for a while.’

‘Of course.’ Hirad spread his hands wide. ‘He’s Raven.’

The Unknown cleared his throat for attention.

‘I’m glad everyone is feeling confident because this is going to be very tough,’ he said. ‘Quite unlike anything we’ve ever faced. We won’t be joining a line, we’ll be on our own in lands swarming with Wesmen. We can’t afford slip-ups and we can’t afford to carry anyone. If any of you have any doubts about yourself, you should stay with the cavalry.’

‘So, we’ll be facing odds no different than those we’ve just faced except going in the other direction,’ said Hirad flatly. ‘And you’re asking us if we’re confident we can pull it off?’

A smile tugged at the corners of The Unknown’s mouth. ‘I had to,’ he said.

‘I think what you need is sleep,’ said Hirad, patting the big man’s shoulder. ‘That sort of speech belongs ten years ago. I’ll take watch and wait for Ilkar.’

 


Barras and Kard joined Kerela at the North Gate of the College, the three elder Julatsans standing shoulder to shoulder as the gate was opened. To either side of them stood men with yellow and white flags of truce on short poles and, ringing the area by the gate, archers and defensive mages waited to respond to any projectile threat. Kard thought it very unlikely there would be an attack of any kind and had shunned the offer of a HardShield, advising the mage to conserve his mana stamina.

The gates swung back to reveal the DemonShroud, wide, grey and flaring blue-tinged yellow along its visible base. Beyond it, a trio of Wesmen. They had no archer support though the two flanking warriors were clearly a bodyguard for the man in the centre.

He was a man in his late thirties, mid-height and powerfully built. Furs ran across his shoulders and down his back, fixed below his neck with a polished metal clasp. He wore cracked black leather armour padded with furs around the shoulders and leather greaves covered his thighs. His arms were exposed down to fur-edged gauntlets and heavy, strapped ankle boots covered his lower legs and feet. His hair was long, dark, shaggy and unkempt, framing a heavily tanned face boasting large eyes and a chin that had felt steel in the not too distant past.

‘I am Senedai, Lord and General of the Heystron Tribes and I demand your immediate surrender.’ His voice, though loud and deep, echoed dully against the Shroud. Kerela turned to Barras.

‘You are our Chief Negotiator, perhaps you would like to establish our position.’

‘I fear you are passing me a poisoned chalice,’ said Barras grimly.

‘In all probability, my old friend. But delegation is one of the few joys I have left.’

Barras composed himself and took three measured paces towards the open gate and the Shroud, its innate evil sending shivers through his body, his skin crawling. It was all he could do to stand tall and keep his voice steady.

‘I am Barras, Elder Council member and Chief Negotiator of the College of Julatsa. You will appreciate that we are unwilling to surrender the homes and buildings you have not already taken by unprovoked force. What are the conditions you propose?’

‘Conditions? I promise you nothing but your lives, mage. And that is generous, having seen the pyres of thousands of my kinsmen burning.’

‘We were bound to defend our city from your groundless attack,’ said Barras.

‘You were bound to conduct battle like warriors, using blades, not spells.’

Barras laughed; he couldn’t help it.

‘A preposterous suggestion from one happy to use the magic of the Wytch Lords to devastate my people.’

‘The Tribal Lords were against such weapons.’

‘And that is how history will be rewritten, is it?’ Barras’ voice dripped contempt. ‘That the Wesmen Lords called a halt to the magic of the Wytch Lords to do steel-on-steel battle with the forces of Julatsa, only to be met with a barrage of cowardly magic?’

‘And yet triumph,’ said Senedai. ‘And triumph we will.’

‘This is a city of magic. Even in your most muddled dreams did you really believe we would not respond to your aggression with every means at our disposal? And may I remind you that we still have those means.’

‘Magic is an evil force and it is the sworn pledge of every Wesman to see your Colleges burn and your Towers lie in rubble.’ Senedai jabbed a finger at Barras.

‘Lovely imagery,’ said Barras. ‘But I think you’ll do well to see it.’

‘You think so?’ Senedai smiled. ‘There is a pitiful number of mages within your flimsy walls, even fewer men at arms and a handful of terrified women and children. All you have is this devil’s barrier and I know enough that you cannot keep it standing forever. We will not even waste our arrows on you; there is no need.’

‘A wise choice. Our roofs are slate, our walls are stone. We left mud and grass behind us generations ago.’

‘Your insults are as old as your body, mage,’ said Senedai. ‘And your posturing has got you nowhere. Now listen to me, Julatsan Council member, and listen carefully.

‘I have offered you, and all those within the walls of the College, life if you surrender now. That promise dies as you all will if another drop of Wesmen blood is spilt in removing you.’

‘What guarantee do I have that you will keep your word?’ asked Barras as haughtily as he could muster.

‘I am Lord of the Heystron Tribes.’

‘That does not impress me. And what will become of us if we do surrender?’

‘You will be held as prisoners until suitable work is found for you building the new Wesmen empire. The alternative is death.’

‘You are giving us nothing.’

‘You are in a position to demand no more.’ Senedai gestured around him.

‘But you are forgetting that you cannot break in here. The devil’s barrier, as you call it, is unbreachable.’

‘Indeed, although our efforts are not over,’ said Senedai. ‘But we have the option of waiting for you to die of hunger, or thirst, or for the barrier to drop as you weaken. And there is further pressure we can bring to bear but I don’t wish to be forced to use it. I am not a savage but, one way or another, we will bring down your College.’

‘I will die before I see you set foot on this hallowed ground,’ said Barras coolly. Senedai threw up his arms.

‘That is your choice mage, and everyone should be allowed to choose his own death. But perhaps your people are not so willing to follow you into death. It is up to you, all of you. You can either live as our prisoners and we will treat you well, or you can choose to die on our swords or from the slow death that follows an end to your food and drink. I give you until first light tomorrow to decide, when I will be forced to use other methods.’ He turned on his heel and walked back into the heart of the fallen city of Julatsa.

Barras waved for the gates to be closed and walked back to Kard and Kerela.

‘And that’s what you call negotiation, is it?’ asked Kerela, putting an arm around Barras’ shoulder. The three began to walk back to the Tower.

‘No. That’s that I call winding up a Wesman Lord who had no intention of negotiating himself.’

‘I take it surrender isn’t an option?’ said Kard.

‘No,’ said Kerela and Barras together.

‘Why did you have to ask?’ asked Barras.

‘And what did Senedai mean by “further pressure”?’ added Kerela.

‘I know and that’s why I had to ask,’ said Kard, his sadness so complete it brought a lump to Barras’ throat.

‘What is it?’

‘I think we’d better go inside,’ said Kard. ‘We have a great deal of talking to do before morning.’




Chapter 8

Sha-Kaan chose to leave the companionship and quiet of the Choul, flying instead to his own structure above the ground, the great Wingspread his Vestare had created under his guidance and direction.

Though the battle had been long and hard, the superior organisation of the Brood Kaan had limited the damage and losses and left them with enough strength to maintain sufficient guard on the gateway. But the enemy would be back. And they would keep on coming back until the Kaan were defeated or the gateway was closed. Already he could sense it widening, gnawing at the edges of the sky.

The most damaged of his Brood he had sent to the Klene, havens in interdimensional space connected to Balaia. There, the Dragonene mages would serve and heal them for the next fight.

For himself, he had no Dragonene. Since the theft of Septern’s amulet and the death of his Dragonene, Seran, during his first encounter with Hirad Coldheart and The Raven, Sha-Kaan had not paused to make a selection.

The Great Kaan flew with his Brood the short distance to the Choul where all but he dived into its cool, dark depths to rest, choosing the companionship of a press of bodies over the solitude of heat as was the way after victory in battle for all but the sorely wounded. For him, though, there was still work to do and he wheeled away, taking in the state of the Kaan’s territory.

From the edge of the blasted lands of Keol, past the dry wastelands and scarred mountains of Beshara and across the rolling hills and plains of Dormar and into the steam-hot forests of Teras, over which he now flew, that was the domain of the Kaan. A fitting tribute to their dominance and size, and one that would soon be lost if a way wasn’t found to close the gateway to Balaia.

Much of the lands the Kaan held without contest but it hadn’t always been so. For most of his young adult life, three generations and more past, he had fought the Brood Skar for control of the once-fertile lands of the Keol.

He still remembered the sheer cliffs protecting beautiful deep glades fed by spectacular waterfalls. The swaying long grass in the wetlands atop the old volcanoes and ice-cut plateaux. The burgeoning woodland where the Flamegrass grew from the rich soil beneath the canopy of leaves, harvested by the faithful to feed the Kaan’s fire, its verdant blues and reds a beacon for the needy. And for those who would take it for themselves. The Skar.

The Kaan had been weakening through the long rotations of the battle, their numbers dwindling without the mind-support of a parallel dimension with which to meld the Brood psyche.

The Skar and the Kaan had fought in the skies, across the ground and in the lakes and rivers, banishing life from every wad of earth and swallow of water. People were slaughtered, those who did not run for the wastelands and beyond, the courses of waterways were changed forever by barrages of dislodged rock, by slides of burned earth and by the collapse of tunnels beneath the surface as Choul after Choul was found and destroyed.

On the surface, the vegetation was scorched to its roots and beyond, the richness and fertility driven from the soil and the ground baked and blackened by endless flame from the mouths of those who relied upon it for life.

The land died and the Kaan would have followed it to oblivion but for the appearance of Septern, the one great human, on the edges of the cracked and devastated land that had once been Keol, most coveted of domains.

It was Sha-Kaan who had found him. It could just as easily have been a Skar and then history would have been so very different. He had just been there beneath Sha-Kaan’s low-level sweep, walking a little aimlessly, staring up at the sky full of warring dragons, staring at Sha-Kaan as he rushed towards him.

Septern had shown no fear, just a quiet resignation, rather like Hirad Coldheart had done in Taranspike Castle. An acceptance of fate. And it was for that reason that Sha-Kaan did not kill the great human. He was curious because Septern was clearly not of the Vestare, who served the Kaan so faithfully, indeed he was also clearly not of any race that served dragons - the expression on his face told Sha-Kaan that much.

Despite the battle raging in the sky above him, Sha-Kaan had landed, his curiosity overcoming the risk. For, while dragons were masters of the skies, their movement at ground level was ungainly and slow in comparison.

His decision set in motion the events that saved the Kaan by winning them the battle against the Skar and gifting them the parallel dimension they needed to develop to the next plane of awareness.

As he’d landed close to Septern, Sha-Kaan had looked beyond him and the reason for Septern’s abrupt appearance became clear. Partly hidden by the hardy brush which still survived in Keol, he saw a swirling white-flecked brown rectangle that was practically invisible against the rock on which it appeared until viewed head-on. He’d known immediately what it was and as he had shepherded Septern away, his bark to alert the Kaan had changed the course of the battle for Keol.

Immediately, a flight of Kaan dragons flew to and through the gateway, sparking a desperate reaction in the Skar. The entire Brood broke off their attack, sweeping down towards the beacon that was the active gate through which their enemy had flown.

More than a dozen had cleared the gate before the Kaan set up a defensive mesh around it that drove off the remaining Skar. It was a lesson they were never to forget. Neither was the first brief exchange between Sha-Kaan and Septern one the former would misplace in his old but razor-sharp mind.

‘What’s happening?’ Septern had asked of no one, plainly not expecting a reply from his unexpected guardian, his bewilderment plain in his tone, on his face and in the set of his body.

‘The Kaan fly to destroy the melde-dimension of the Skar. Then we will win the battle for Keol.’ Again, much as with Hirad Coldheart, Septern’s legs had given way in his surprise at the source of the answer to his question. He, too, had recovered quickly.

‘I don’t understand,’ he had said.

‘The gateway through which you travelled leads to the dimension that supports the Brood Skar; we can feel its signatures. We will destroy its critical fabrics and break that support. Then we will win the battle for Keol.’

Rage had suffused Septern’s face.

‘But they’re harmless Avians. You can’t . . . murderers!’ And he’d run from the startled Sha-Kaan, heading back to the gateway.

‘You can’t stop us. It is the way.’ But he had not listened. And he hadn’t stopped them. And he had returned. And Sha-Kaan had been waiting.

 


Sha-Kaan cut short his memory, arcing high to signal to the gate guard by dive and call his intended destination. Turning a full somersault, he gave the brackish low growl that signalled Wingspread and commenced a steep dive towards a particularly dense area of rainforest canopy.

Still, all these long rotations past, almost four hundred Balaian years, he enjoyed the thrill of the dive to the Kaan Broodland. There was no need to dive so fast but then there would be no excitement.

Sha-Kaan pirouetted in the air, barrelling towards the impenetrable green. A single lazy flick of his wings set his position exactly right before he swept them right back to ease his passage and he burst through the canopy at the appointed place and the valley was open before him.

Filled with mist that gently reflected the multiple spears of green-tinged pale light penetrating thin holes in the canopy above, the Kaan Broodland stretched as far as Vestare eyes could see in either direction. The rainforest canopy provided shelter and nurtured a wonderfully soft, warm atmosphere that soothed scales and softened the sounds of the lands and weather outside, leaving the Broodland serene. Sha-Kaan called, a gentle sound of peace and the Brood-at-spawn, four, perhaps five of them, called back, hidden beneath the mists.

Peace. The sounds of falling water, gently waving branches and the echoes of Broodcall calmed his mind. He spread his wings, braking in the air; the trees which scaled the valley’s sheer sides hundreds of feet and leaned to create the shield over his head were shadowy and black, the mists below pale and shifting in the spears of light.

He rolled once, letting the humid warmth caress his tired body before heading down, the steady beat of his great wings creating vortices in the mist, his head, neck outstretched, seeking home. In a dozen beats, the mists cleared and the sight below him gladdened his heart and brought tranquillity to his hard-worked mind.

Sha-Kaan’s Broodland was dominated by the wide, slow-moving River Tere. The river cascaded down a mighty waterfall at the northern end of the valley, broadening to its sluggish width as it coursed the floor, fed by other falls along its length until it tumbled from the southern cleft into an underground course. The sides of the valley where the trees grew were also home to the birds which fed on and seeded the Flamegrass which grew on vast areas of the Broodland. Great stone slabs punctured the grass and, where the soil was thinnest, the Vestare of the Broodland made their homes from wood and thatch.

Sha-Kaan flew the length of the valley, his calls echoed by the Brood-at-spawn, who didn’t venture from their Birthing Chouls, plain, flat, low structures designed to create the exact climate in which young Kaan could be born and nurtured until fledged. Fires burned below great steaming vats of water within each of the Birthing Chouls, keeping them hot and the condensation running freely down the walls to feed the damp of the ground, beneath which more water was channelled and in which the nests were made.

Sha-Kaan turned about, a lazy, graceful action, spread his wings, angled down to slow him for landing, and shuddered the rock under his feet as he touched ground, bringing his servants running to him.

‘I am uninjured,’ he said. ‘Leave me, I would look at your labours.’ And he looked and he saw that everything was exactly as he wanted. He sighed his happiness. Wingspread. Home.

Wingspread was a magnificent structure, its polished white stone arc dominating the valley, pushing up more than one hundred and fifty feet toward the mists above. Its low entrance halls led to the main dome where he rested and held audience. The dome itself was a perfect hemisphere which had taken four attempts to achieve to his satisfaction. It sat atop octagonal walls, each side carved with his face such that it gazed in all directions, warding evil from the Broodland.

Either side of the dome rose towers, shining columns that finished in smoking spires with balconies at three heights. Beneath each one, fires burned hot beneath water vats. Like the spawning Kaan, he desired moist heat when away from the Choul and his kin. It eased his scales, soothed his wings and calmed his eyes.

But what gave Wingspread its name was the staggering carving that stretched behind and on either side of the dome, reaching high and touching the mists almost three hundred feet above. In every detail, every vein, bone, flaw, nick and scratch, Sha-Kaan’s wings were depicted sweeping up together, their tips touching just out of sight. It was a monument appropriate to his rule of the Brood.

The Great Kaan walked slowly forwards, neck held in the formal ‘s’, wings balancing his glittering gold body in its ponderous upright movement.

‘Excellent,’ he said. ‘Excellent.’ He closed his eyes, aligned himself carefully and shifted inside the dome. The brief dimensional movement, only possible when the body was still, was a necessity in a building whose doors were not designed to admit the bulk of a dragon, but merely his servants and aides.

Inside, the close heat worked instant relaxation. He rested his body, stretched his neck across the damp floor and chewed absently at the bales of Flamegrass stacked all around the walls before snatching a goat from its tether. He took a moment of quiet contemplation, eyes roving the inside of the dome, flickering over the murals painted there of a land long gone. A land before the dragons fought for mastery. Now there were precious few pockets of original beauty left. Keol had been one and, as he considered that more work was needed on the murals, his mind drifted back to Septern and the knowledge that their meeting that fateful day long ago was linked inexorably to the plight of Balaia today and the gateway in the sky above Teras.

 


‘Our options are seriously limited,’ said Kard. ‘I know that’s an obvious thing to say but you need to know exactly where we stand.’

Kerela had summoned the entire Julatsan Council to listen to Kard. They were sat around the High Table in the Tower’s Council Chambers, a series of rooms which ran around the outside of the Tower, ringing the Heart.

Kard was seated between Kerela and Barras with, running left around the polished marquetry table, Endorr, Vilif, Stefane, Cordolan and Torvis. The outer wall of the room held three open windows which admitted the afternoon light and a mild breeze. Braziers on the opposite wall balanced the illumination and a tapestry at either end, depicting Councils long dead, accorded the room the weight of ages.

‘If you could first detail our strength of warrior and mage, General, ’ invited Kerela. Kard nodded and unrolled a piece of cream parchment.

‘I had a platoon conduct a census. I’m afraid to tell you that it didn’t take as long as I’d hoped.’ Kard took a deep breath. ‘Inside these walls, we have one hundred and eighty-seven mages including yourselves. Yesterday we had over five hundred. Our military strength is hardly better. I now command seven hundred and seventeen able-bodied men, thirty walking, hobbling and lying wounded and a dozen I am not expecting to survive until morning. Four hundred and eight children between a few months and thirteen ran in here along with six hundred and eighty-seven women and three hundred and fourteen men of varying ages and abilities.

‘That’s two thousand, three hundred and fifty-five altogether and yes, that’s a real crowd in here but fortunately the wells are deep and enough of you took notice of my warnings to ensure there is four weeks’ food. After that, well . . .’

Barras’ heart sounded loud in his ears in the shocked quiet that followed Kard’s summation. Every head contemplated the three-coloured table top. No one could bear to catch another’s eye. The braziers blew in the breeze, guttering for a moment.

‘Gods in the ground,’ breathed Torvis, his old, tall and bony frame hunched, his wrinkled face showing all of its advanced years. ‘How big is the population of Julatsa?’

All eyes were fixed on Kard once more. He shifted in his seat, clearly uncomfortable, looking at them through hooded eyes.

‘Before the Wesmen attacked, including approximations for transients and the absence of mages and the guard sent to Darrick at Understone, there were somewhere in the region of fifty thousand people in Julatsa, actually within the city,’ said Kard. ‘We have less than one in twenty of the population inside the walls of the College.’

Barras put his hands behind his head and leaned back. Kerela buried her face in her hands, while her head shook slowly. Stefane put a hand to a trembling mouth and tears ran freely down Cordolan’s and Torvis’ cheeks. Vilif and Endorr gave no outward reaction, too stunned even to cry.

Kard raised his hands. ‘I understand your sorrow, your shock and your helplessness, but remember that many of our people will have escaped into the surrounding countryside and will no doubt make their way to Dordover and the other Colleges.

‘But yes, we lost many good men in the defence of the city and there will be a significant number of prisoners. It is this that gives us our most immediate problem.’

‘So what can we actually do?’ There was a half-smile on Endorr’s face but no mirth in his eyes. His question ignored Kard’s last statement.

‘Our choice is straight,’ said Kard. ‘Surrender, remove the Shroud and open the gates to the Wesmen, or wait for rescue by Dordover and other forces unknown.’

‘Surrender is absolutely unthinkable,’ said Kerela. ‘To open the gates would be the end of Julatsa as a centre for magic and probably of all of us too. I ask you, how many of you around this table believe the words of Lord Senedai?’

‘We will be walking out to our deaths,’ said Seldane. ‘You know the Wesmen feeling for magic.’ There was a murmur of agreement around the table.

‘And if no help arrives in four weeks?’ asked Torvis, his eyes recovering a little of their twinkle.

‘I will, of course, work on escape plans with my senior staff, but you should know now that any escape will be bloody and must include us all,’ said Kard.

‘Not an escape, a break-out,’ said Torvis.

‘Yes.’ Kard managed a smile. ‘It will be a question of concentrating our efforts on the assessed line of greatest weakness. One reason why that tower they are building must be destroyed. Any moves we make have to be secret until the gates roll open. I’ll leave that to you. But there is something we must face with more urgency and it may sway the mood of the people within the walls.’

‘Surely they are happy they are alive,’ said Seldane.

‘Oh, I have no doubt that’s true,’ said Kard. ‘But most of them have loved ones outside the walls somewhere, either dead, in the wilds or imprisoned. Earlier, Senedai spoke of employing further pressure to force our surrender and the removal of the Shroud.

‘He has already lost enough men in the Shroud to understand its impenetrability and deadliness. I don’t want to spell this out, so I’ll ask you this. If you wanted us to remove the Shroud and surrender and you had several thousand prisoners in your hands, what would you do to put pressure on us?’

 


Septern’s return through the rip had been one of unbridled rage and the incongruity of it all still made Sha-Kaan’s mind fill with mirth. Septern had not been particularly tall for a human, perhaps only a little more than five and a half feet in Balaian terms. Sha-Kaan, by comparison, despite his youth, had at the time stretched more than eighty-five feet from snout to tip of tail. He had since grown to be well in excess of one hundred and twenty feet and was among the largest dragons still flying. More crucially, he was still almost as quick as he had ever been.

Septern had tumbled from the gateway, brushed himself down, seen Sha-Kaan immediately and had begun berating him and his kind. A Vestare doing the same would have been killed or at the very least expelled for insubordination. He’d pointed behind him repeatedly as he spoke.

‘Why don’t you go through and see what your beloved, what is it, “Brood”, has done? You have demolished a peaceful and beautiful civilisation with your damned fire and your damned jaws. How dare you assume the right of life or death over people in another dimension? How dare you? Well, I have seen to it that you will never do the same in my world. And none of your bastard murderous Brood will ever see the Avian dimension again by my hand. I just pray enough survive to rebuild what you have taken from them.

‘You are not the Lords of the world, only your own dimension, though I fail to see how destroying everything in your path makes you anything other than mindless animals. How can it possibly aid you to destroy innocent people? Well? Lost your power of speech, have you?’

By this time, Septern had been standing toe to snout with Sha-Kaan as the dragon rested on the ground, head pillowed on leaves and grass, wings furled, tail curled along the length of his body and under his long, slender neck. He had fought back the desire to punish the impudence of the human, keeping in mind how vital he might be to the Kaan’s survival and development.

Behind Septern, four Kaan, all that had survived the battle with the Skar in the Avian dimension, flew from the swirling brown depths of the gateway, victory calls echoing across the devastated land of Keol.

He recalled as if it was the day before, their next exchange.

Sha-Kaan waited until they had gone, scanned the sky, sniffed the air for signs of any Skar and began to talk, having pulsed a message to his most immediate Vestare to attend him.

‘I will tell you three things,’ he said. ‘My name is Sha-Kaan of the Brood Kaan, your world is not at risk from my Brood and you must curb your tongue because others of my kind are not as forgiving as I am.’

‘Forgiving? Don’t make me laugh. You call that slaughter through there forgiving too, do you?’

‘I call it survival,’ said Sha-Kaan, using the gentle tone he knew calmed anxious Vestare.

‘How is it survival? You’ve torn apart their homes, burned their wings and bodies, shattered their ledges and brought darkness and lightning to the sky in daytime. I don’t suppose they’re impressed with your justification being a need for survival since I don’t suppose they’d heard of the Brood Kaan yesterday.’

‘But they have heard of the Skar. And they serve the Skar. For that, they were against us, however unwittingly. This is a war and they are an ally to an enemy. They took a side that was not ours.’ If Sha-Kaan had been able to shrug like a human, he would have done so. Instead, he raised his bony brows. He saw Septern shift, some of the tension leaving him.

‘But did they, the Avians I mean, know that?’ he asked.

‘The Skar should have told them everything about dragons, and the reasons they were chosen to serve. As shall you be.’

‘Thank you, I’m sure,’ said Septern. ‘First, tell me how the Avians could operate as allies to the dragons. It doesn’t make sense.’

Sha-Kaan moved his head, beginning to raise himself.

‘That is not a simple request to answer,’ he said. ‘And we should move to a safer place. My attendants will give you food and provide escort. I will await your arrival at the Kaan Broodlands.’

‘Who says I’m going anywhere but back through that rip?’ demanded Septern. At last, Sha-Kaan’s eyes fired and he knocked Septern from his feet with a fuel-less breath.

‘I do,’ he said, his voice loud. He saw Septern wince and raise hands to his ears, his face pale and scared. ‘You and your dimension can be of great benefit to the Kaan and, in return, we can protect you from other, less tolerant Broods. And believe me, fragile human, one day another Brood would have found you, had you not so fortuitously fallen to me.

‘Now, I will await you at the Broodlands and you will attend to speak to the Ancients of the Kaan. The Vestare will help you but they will not speak your language and you may not be able to pick up their thoughts. Until we meet again, calm your mind and let it open, because this world is far bigger than you can possibly conceive.’

And he had unfurled his wings and flown away, feeling Septern’s eyes in his back and fighting himself not to probe the human’s mind. He was a great human, of that there was no doubt. He understood the magic of dimensional travel, he could control it and that made him an incredible prize for the Kaan. He had looked back once, curling his neck under him as he flew onwards. The Vestare were there. They would see him safe.

Sha-Kaan had bellowed his pleasure and flown for the Broodlands.




Chapter 9

Kard, Kerela and Barras stood silent in the ankle-deep mist of dawn behind the shifting evil of the DemonShroud, through which faceless pale-blue phantoms shot and curled. Dormant during Balaia’s hours of darkness, the shapes added a new level of deep unease to the feeling of dread the Shroud evoked. Lookouts above the North Gate had reported Senedai walking alone towards the College walls, through streets where, so recently, the peaceful business of Julatsa had been conducted. Now, those streets belonged to the Wesmen and their Lord was about to deliver judgement on the Julatsan Council’s decision.

At a signal from Kerela, the gates were opened and Julatsa’s military and mage elders stood across the Shroud from Senedai. This time, there were no flags, no archers and no guards. The meeting was likely to be brief.

‘I see your friends keep you company this pleasant morning,’ said Senedai, his smile sneering from beneath his moustache, the tone of his voice falling dead against the Shroud.

‘I see little pleasant in our situation,’ said Barras shortly. ‘General Kard and High Mage Kerela are with me to hear your response to our decision.’

‘Good. So tell me the result of your discussions.’

‘We will never surrender our College,’ said Kerela flatly.

Senedai nodded and there was a trace of regret on his face.

‘I expected nothing more. I respect your decision but it leaves me no choice but to force you from behind your evil mist by means other than negotiation.’

‘That’s what you called yesterday’s ultimatum, was it?’ Barras growled.

Senedai ignored him. ‘As you can see, I have come unarmed and unaided because I want you to believe my words. If, after I have spoken, you choose to strike me down with one of your spells, then so be it. But what I am about to tell you will merely be quickened as a result.’

‘Here it comes,’ muttered Kard.

‘Tell us about the state of any prisoners you hold,’ demanded Barras.

‘Alive,’ replied Senedai. ‘But they are prisoners. They have no standing.’ He paused. ‘There are no mages amongst them. Not now anyway. I couldn’t trust them not to cast the moment my back was turned.’

‘That’s a bluff,’ said Kard, speaking low, his face away from Senedai. ‘There’s no way he could tell the difference in a crowd. He’d have to see them cast.’

Senedai clapped his hands, the sound echoing dully across the small cobbled courtyard in front of the gates in the quiet of the early morning.

‘No more talk. Here is what will happen until you agree to surrender. At dawn, midday and dusk each day, fifty prisoners will be brought to these walls and made to walk into this barrier you created. Any attempt to stop us will result in a further three hundred prisoners being executed and their bodies brought to you for burial. Unfortunately, since we cannot pass these bodies, or those who walk the barrier, to you, they will have to be left to fester and rot in full sight of anyone who cares to look down from your walls.

‘Furthermore, as each day dawns, the number of prisoners walking into your mist each time shall rise by fifty. You can stop this repatriation—’ he smiled at his choice of words ‘—simply by hanging your flag of truce or surrender from this gate and then removing the barrier. The first fifty prisoners will be here at dawn tomorrow. I give you one more day to make the right choice. Don’t make me prove my words.’ He spun on his heel and strode away.

Barras and Kerela looked at Kard.

‘He’ll do it,’ said the General, nodding gravely. ‘Have no doubt. In fact I’m surprised he gave us another day.’

‘Damn the man,’ said Barras.

‘But you can’t fault his thinking, can you?’ said Kerela. ‘This is very public. And our people will see their own killed by something we created.’

‘But his is the force, Kerela,’ protested Barras. ‘We’re the innocents. ’

‘Yes indeed,’ said Kerela quietly. ‘But it is within our power to halt the murder and in a very short time I can see our people turning against us. We must be prepared for that.’

‘You’re not suggesting surrender?’ said Barras.

‘No. But remember, most of us within these walls are not mages. They do not have the same desire to preserve the College because they have no conception of what it would mean to lose it.’ Kerela chewed her lip and began walking back to the Tower. ‘We must work out what to say to our guests.’

 


Sha-Kaan stretched his jaws in the quiet of Wingspread, feeling through slight vibration in the walls and floor the scurrying feet of his attendant. There was much to tell him and a journey would have to be made. So much of what was to come to Keol and then to Teras was similar to the arrival of Septern all those long rotations before. But there was a key difference.

Septern had been able to produce the help they needed through his intimate understanding of the nature of the dimensions. Sha-Kaan had no such confidence in the abilities of Hirad Coldheart and his Raven.

And yet he wondered whether it wasn’t all simply a fate over which none of them had any control. Skies knew it felt that way. But who could have foreseen the other chain of events that Septern’s arrival at the Broodlands had set in motion?

Sha-Kaan closed his eyes once more, breathing in the damp of the earth beneath his great body and recalled the Ancients’ meeting with Septern. He had arrived irritable but well and Sha-Kaan well remembered the look of awe on his face as he took in the Broodlands. There was no Wingspread then, of course, but the structures of the Ancients sprang from the ground, testimonies to their leadership of the Kaan.

The Ancients had chosen to meet Septern on the banks of the River Tere, allowing those with the need to rest in its calming flow. In addition to Sha-Kaan, invited as the one who found Septern, three Ancients met the human. Ara-, Dun- and Los-Kaan. All had been in the last flights of their long lives, scales fading from gold to a dull brown, wings drying making flying a painful and difficult process.

Septern had walked into the middle of them, craning his neck to see their faces, his eyes trailing over their massive bodies, down to the tails which twitched impatiently. Ara-Kaan had opened his mouth to speak but Septern had spoken first, chilling the proud thought in Sha-Kaan’s mind. Ara had been an ill-tempered dragon at best and the current Great Kaan felt the shudder of ages through him as he remembered what followed . . .

‘—I’m not happy about this,’ said Septern. ‘I arrive in good faith, after winning the trust of the Avians to let me build a rip in their land and they are rewarded by wanton destruction by your . . . your minions or whatever you call them. It was their fatal misfortune that my incomplete knowledge of the workings of dimensional magics in their land led to it being far larger than I had intended. Then, as if that’s not—’

‘Silence!’ thundered Ara-Kaan. ‘Skies fall but you humans do not know when to hold your feeble tongues.’ The sound of Ara’s voice cracked across the valley, once again dumping Septern from his feet. He looked straight into Ara’s eyes, defiant.

‘I understand that I’m important or I would already be dead,’ he said.

‘Then you understand very little.’ Ara’s long neck snaked out, his old head, eye ridges blistered, dim blue eyes losing their lustre, coming to rest directly in front of Septern’s. ‘We already have the means to travel to your dimension, which you presented to us. There will be other humans we can talk to.’

‘Then burn me and find out how wrong you are,’ said Septern, getting back on his feet.

Ara cocked his head.

‘No!’ shouted Sha-Kaan. ‘Great Kaan, don’t.’ Ara-Kaan paused, one eye swivelling to fix on Sha-Kaan.

‘Hear him,’ said the young dragon. ‘He has mastered controlled dimensional linking. He deserves some respect.’

‘He is human,’ said Ara dismissively.

‘And here, where he shouldn’t be,’ said Dun, speaking for the first time. ‘Hear him.’ Ara relaxed his neck.

‘Speak, human,’ he said.

‘Thank you,’ said Septern tersely. ‘Please allow me to introduce myself. I am Septern, nominally a mage of the College city of Dordover in Balaia. However, I do not feel allegiance to any one College, having been blessed with an understanding of multiple disciplines.’

‘Excellent,’ said Los-Kaan, his tail absently sweeping water over his back as he sat half in, half out of the River Tere. ‘And so does this mean that more than one of these multiple disciplines has an understanding of dimensional magics, as you would call them?’

Septern looked hard at Los-Kaan, presumably weighing up the meaning behind the question. He shrugged.

‘Yes, in theory, all four Colleges have the knowledge to develop dimensional magics. It is a subject that crosses the ethical boundaries quite freely. However, it is the individual mage who has the responsibility to forward research and precious few work in this field. Dimensional theory is new and so is mistrusted.’

‘But not by you,’ said Ara gruffly.

‘Of course not,’ said Septern, smiling. ‘I originated it.’

‘Really,’ said Ara. He stretched his huge jaws, displaying his rank of yellowed fangs. ‘Tell me why we are so wrong about your gateways.’

‘Because when I went through the rip to witness your attempted genocide, I made some adjustments to the rip magic. Now, the starting point of your travel is crucial and since the rips to the Avian dimension and Balaia are linked, you have to start in Balaia to travel back there. So the rips are useless to you, aren’t they?’ Septern’s smile became patronising, an expression Sha-Kaan had seen among the Vestare.

‘By the Skies, if I wasn’t sure you were speaking the truth, I would burn the flesh from your crumbling bones,’ spat Ara.

‘That’s your answer to everything, is it? Set light to the offender and hope they learn their lesson? It’s no wonder you’re fighting your Skar and destroying your own lands.’

‘Meaning?’ demanded Dun-Kaan. The Ancient’s tongue flicked out of his age-paled face, moistening the lids of his eyes.

‘Ever tried employing this?’ Septern pointed to his mouth. ‘You sound bright enough; why don’t you talk?’

‘Ah,’ said Los-Kaan. ‘There speaks one who knows nothing of our history. The time for talking has long since passed. Conquest is the only way to secure peace now.’

‘Gods falling, you sound like a Wesman,’ said Septern.

‘A who?’ asked Los-Kaan.

Septern shook his head. ‘The race in Balaia who are threatening my lands and people. But never mind that. What is it you want?’ His tone was suddenly impatient. ‘And why do you sound like you’ve met humans like me before?’

‘Not quite like you,’ said Sha-Kaan. There was the nodding of heads and feelings of humour arose in his mind.

‘Why don’t you answer the human’s questions, Sha?’ said Dun-Kaan. ‘It will be a good test of your knowledge.’

‘Yes, Dun-Kaan, it will be my honour.’ Sha-Kaan swept his head low, extending his neck before snapping it back to the formal stretched ‘s’ shape, head angled down to look directly at Septern more than a dozen feet below him.

‘We flatter ourselves that we are complex beings trapped in ungainly bodies that only fulfil their potential in flight. There are many among us who crave the freedom of hands that could carve and build, and a size and flexibility that allows travel everywhere,’ began Sha-Kaan.

‘But the trade-off with size is the loss of power,’ said Septern.

‘And we would no longer be dragons,’ agreed Sha-Kaan. ‘So the craving is limited to those moments when we watch the Vestare at work on the structures we would love to build ourselves.

‘But there is much more to us than size, strength and language. We feel the press of dimensions, we can travel them without the aid of magic such as yours and we need the energies they provide us to survive and develop.’

‘So you don’t need me.’

‘Ah but we do.’ Sha-Kaan moved closer, relaxing his torso and leaning forward, his shadow covering Septern. ‘Because to leave our dimension without the knowledge of where we will finish is a risk none but the foolish and desperate would take.’

‘But you’ve seen other humans,’ said Septern. ‘So you must have been to Balaia.’

‘We receive visions. All dragons do. I have seen the sights of countless dimensions, including yours, when the alignment has been right and they have passed through the sphere of my psyche. But for all we see, we cannot travel to these places to establish links unless we are shown the way or manage to arrive with luck after a blind flight.’ Sha-Kaan settled on to his stomach, folding his front legs in front of his chest, scales glittering gold as they caught the reflection off the river. Septern moved back to accommodate him. ‘We want you to show us the way to your dimension.’

Septern scoffed. ‘I’m sure you do,’ he said. ‘But if you don’t mind, I think I’ll pass on the sort of help you offered the Avians. I like my land and at least some of the people in it.’

‘Stubborn human,’ hissed Ara-Kaan.

‘I beg your pardon?’ snapped Septern. ‘Give me one good reason why I should invite you and your fire to my dimension.’

Sha-Kaan closed his eyes and drew breath slowly, amazed that this human was being allowed to speak with such disrespect to the Ancients. Though the fact was that from his perspective, he had some valid points.

‘Because another Brood will eventually find the path to your dimension, and your destruction and not protection may be their desire,’ he said evenly.

‘Why?’

‘A Brood can only melde with one dimension,’ said Dun-Kaan as if to a slow child. ‘Any Brood finding a second, unprotected dimension, and believe me we all look, will destroy its critical fabrics to stop it falling into enemy hands. If your dimension and the Brood Kaan melde, we can protect you by shielding your location from all other Broods.’

‘And you just expect me to believe that you don’t already have a . . . um . . . melde-dimension of your own?’ Septern raised his eyebrows.

‘We don’t quite follow.’

‘How do I know you aren’t waiting for my help just to destroy Balaia?’

Dragons couldn’t smile like humans but the space in and among the quartet filled with the feelings that would lead humans to both smile and laugh. Indeed, Septern was caught up in the emotional outflow and couldn’t suppress a physical reaction.

‘What? What is it?’

‘Let me assure you, Septern of Balaia,’ said Ara-Kaan, ‘that had you been a representative of an enemy melde-dimension, your mind would have been closed to us, marking you as such; and your charred ashes would be blowing thinly around the dust of Keol while we plundered your dimension through the gateways you built.’

‘I can see why you would find that funny,’ said Septern, stone-faced. ‘All right; assume I accept what you say. How do you protect us and, more importantly, what do you expect in return?’

‘An intelligent question and one that might interest you as a student of dimensional theory,’ said Sha-Kaan. ‘Every dimension, and every living thing of that dimension, has a signature that marks them. We can divine the signature by melding minds with you.’

Septern nodded for Sha-Kaan to continue. ‘Once the signature is learned by the Brood, the psyche of the Kaan can shield the location of your dimension from enemy Broods. When we are stronger with the flow of energy from your dimension, we can stop other Broods receiving visions from Balaia.’

‘You tap the energy of my dimension?’ Sha-Kaan could see that Septern, despite his suspicion and position, was becoming interested.

‘Yes,’ said the young dragon. ‘Interdimensional space is random energy and it has no direction. We feel it, all dragons do, but the chaos can only sustain our minds. A living dimension is the coalescing of energy into coherent form. To find a melde-dimension is the dream of every Brood, because it can be used to improve the minds of the host Brood, making them stronger, better breeders, more plentiful and longer lived.

‘Yours, with its magic, understanding of theory, however basic, and sheer life energy, is particularly prized.’

Septern thought for a long time, his brow creased, his hands wringing together. Sha-Kaan found the sight captivating. The Vestare, though valuable, did not have the mental capacity of the human and he found this mage fascinating, touching the periphery of his active mind and finding a pulsing power there.

Septern looked up at Sha-Kaan. ‘This signature. Once you have that, is the melde complete?’

‘It is the principal step but it does not make the melde functional,’ replied Sha-Kaan. ‘Put most simply, the signature gives us the light by which to navigate to and from this dimension, assuming the alignment remains constant. Your dimension calls you too but your mind cannot hear its song.’

Septern nodded. ‘That makes sense,’ he said. ‘But I have other ways of divining the location of dimensions or why am I here?’

‘Indeed,’ said Ara-Kaan, bringing his head in close once again. ‘We will be very interested to find out your methods.’

Septern smiled. ‘Another time. So tell me, how do I help you form the melde?’

Sha-Kaan breathed out through his nostrils, the twin streams of air playing over Septern’s face. ‘There is nothing simpler,’ he said. ‘Know that I am about to enter your deepest mind and don’t fight me. That way leads to pain and your mind is too valuable to damage.’

‘I’ll do my best.’ Septern sat on a grass-covered stone. ‘Wait one moment.’ He closed his eyes. ‘My mind is open. Just like before spell preparation. It’s as good as you’re going to get.’

‘Excellent,’ said Sha-Kaan. ‘I won’t harm you so long as you don’t resist.’

‘Whenever you’re ready.’

Mirth again. ‘It is done,’ said Sha-Kaan. ‘Your mind is remarkable. There is a great deal we can learn from each other.’

‘Now what?’ asked Septern, a doubtful look on his face.

‘Now we can travel to your dimension. Now we can do with you exactly as we choose.’ Ara-Kaan’s tone was edged with cold and Sha-Kaan knew a moment of fear before realising it was the Ancient’s way of playing a joke. Septern’s face had gone sheet-white but the Great Kaan brought his colour back. ‘Fortunately for you, Sha-Kaan told you the whole truth. What we need from you is more people with minds open like yours. Sha-Kaan will show you another way home and instruct you in exactly what we require.’

And the meeting was over then and there. The Ancients moved away without another word and Sha-Kaan was left with Septern, the first Dragonene of Balaia.

‘Come,’ he said. ‘Let me show you how our dimensions will melde.’

 


Sha-Kaan’s attendant ran into the dome of Wingspread, disturbing his memory.

‘My Great Kaan, I am ever your servant.’

Sha-Kaan raised his head a little from the damp ground. The Vestare in front of him was tall for his kind, perhaps five Balaian feet and, though now in late middle age, still retained the sturdy, muscular frame that typified his race. His hair, the colour of dried Flamegrass, pale and flecked yellow, was cropped above his large and receptive ears, reaching to the nape of his neck and close to his eyebrows. His eyes, the dominant feature, large, round and deepest blue, took in the reduced light of the dome with no lessening of clarity. The braided beard, a mark of his rank as Attendant to the Great Kaan, hung down to his chest.

Connecting minds, there was no need to speak.

‘Your summons had an edge of urgency, Sha-Kaan.’

‘Humans will be coming here, Jatha, through the Septern gateway. They must not be lost to us. Their signature is our melde; we need their aid.’

Jatha swallowed hard, the sweat on his forehead not purely due to the heat in the dome.

‘When will they come?’

‘Soon. I cannot be more specific. Theirs is a difficult path to the far side of the gateway. But you must organise Vestare to meet them now. There can be no risk of them reaching the gate before you. Travel there yourself and take enough with you to defend yourselves on the ground. There will be no cover from the Brood. It would draw too much attention. You must leave when the orb has risen three more times.’

‘Your wish, Great Kaan.’ Jatha bowed his head. ‘I would ask why they are coming?’

‘They are charged with repairing the damage they created in our sky and removing the risk to the Brood.’

‘A difficult task, Great Kaan,’ said Jatha.

‘Yes,’ said Sha-Kaan slowly. ‘Yes.’

‘You’re troubled. Can they succeed?’

Sha-Kaan stared at Jatha, his eyes blinking very slowly, his tongue flickering over his lids.

‘I don’t know,’ said the dragon. ‘They are humans. They are frail but believe themselves strong. But there is something they have. Resilience. And inventiveness. And they have a magic that can aid us.’ Sha-Kaan settled his head back on the ground, reaching for some Flamegrass. ‘I need to rest. Go now and organise yourself. I will eat as darkness falls.’

Sha-Kaan let his mind drift again. Septern’s reign as the first Dragonene had been short-lived. There had always been something dangerous and uncontrolled about the great human and ultimately it had meant that the Kaan never learned his dimensional location secrets.

 


A Vestare had taken Septern to the Melde Hall, a vast underground structure only half-lodged in the Kaan’s dimension. Sha-Kaan himself had shifted into the hall whose doors, like those of Wingspread, would not accept anything the size of a dragon.

‘Doors big enough to admit a dragon on foot are both unmanageable and unnecessary,’ Sha-Kaan had said in reply to Septern’s question. ‘I don’t believe I have to describe the effort not only to make them but to operate them.’

The Melde Hall had been built in hope and expectation of the discovery of a suitable melde-dimension. With the news that the event had finally occurred, celebrations had been delayed while the Hall had teemed with Vestare readying it for ceremony, their shouts echoing into its depths. Several hundred had poured in and even so they barely made an impact on the emptiness. They had polished mosaic and marble, swept dust from statues and stocked the Hall, which could comfortably accommodate two hundred dragons, with Flamegrass.

Sha-Kaan recalled that he had touched the mind of Septern then, feeling the reactions of the Balaian mage . . .

Septern remained suspicious, despite the apparent friendliness of Sha-Kaan in particular. His bravado masked a deep anxiety over what he had blundered into and the price Balaia would have to pay for his agreement with the Brood Kaan.

The hall he was standing in was the single biggest building he had ever seen, hundreds of feet long, its roof lost in the dark, the braziers lining the walls only emphasising its vastness. He could barely see the opposite arch from the one in which he stood and it was only as his eyes slowly adjusted to the gloom and distance that he realised that the series of eighteen arches, each wide enough to admit the largest dragon, led to yet more space on which he couldn’t focus.

Septern took a few steps into the Melde Hall, heading right around its periphery, taking in the statues of dragons and portrayals of battles, laid out in mosaic, that punctuated the enormous stone openings.

The arches themselves were wide and tall, each better than thirty-five feet wide by twenty high. The surrounds were carved with leaf and plant motifs, great creepers denoting growth, winding their way to twine, in flower, at each apex. Septern moved to the nearest arch. Looking within, totality and oblivion clashed in his mind. He’d felt the sensation before and it set his heart racing.

‘You are intrigued,’ said Sha-Kaan.

‘What is this place?’ asked Septern. ‘The power is almost palpable. ’

‘It is our version of your gateway. You are looking at a melde-corridor. Choose one and enter. I will be behind you.’

‘If it’s all the same, you can go first. Call it a fear of the unknown.’ Septern smiled thinly.

‘Or a mistrust of the Kaan,’ said the dragon. ‘Very well.’ Sha-Kaan strode across the Melde Hall, his wings unfurled to balance him, his feet leaving deep imprints in the soft ground, which vibrated sharply with every fall. Septern followed but the Kaan, who showed a surprising turn of speed despite the clumsy-looking half-waddle of his walk, disappeared into a corridor just left of centre as the Balaian mage looked on, shouting: ‘Hurry, human, the next phase of the Kaan is upon us.’

To the right of the Melde Hall, another dragon appeared, standing tall before relaxing to the ground. Vestare in attendance, the movement of displaced air blowing loose grass on the ground and the hair on Septern’s head. A third dragon shifted into the space directly behind Septern, ruffling his cloak and, with sudden fear of being crushed beneath one of the massive gold creatures, the mage began to run hard.

As he neared the arch Sha-Kaan had chosen, Septern heard more dragons arrive in the Hall, their audible calls combining gently to fill the space with a soft animalian music, at once welcoming and frightening. A last look revealed a Hall that seemed full of raw power, twisting necks and expectancy. Dragon after dragon shifted into the hall, the press of reptilian majesty taking his breath. He chased Sha-Kaan into the rip.

So unlike his own magically-assisted dimensional travel with its attendant pain and uncontrollable forward motion, the short - or so it seemed - journey down the corridor was akin to walking in dense, cloying fog.

Behind him, the Hall and all its sound and light had gone. All around him was the crush of what had to be interdimensional space. He put out his hands but could feel nothing. Below his feet, the outline of a path blew in the surreal light, and enclosing his body, a gentle pressure that sucked in his lungs and constricted his chest. But there was no pain.

And before he had time to truly register his speed, he stepped out into another great domed hall, this time with tall, iron-bound wooden double doors set in the opposite wall. Sha-Kaan faced him, standing in front of one of dozens of landscape tapestries that hung on the walls. Light from torches, lanterns, ornate carved candle pillars and braziers filled the room with stark moving shadows. In a dozen places around one end of the chamber, fires burned high in grates, producing a sweltering heat. And from beyond the doors, he could hear noises of dragging and shuffling and the fall of multiple footsteps.

Feelings of calm and humour filled Septern’s mind. He looked up at Sha-Kaan.

‘You’re going to tell me this is Balaia, right?’ he asked.

‘No,’ said Sha-Kaan. ‘This is a construct in interdimensional space. One day, I’ll explain to you how it is done but suffice to say it is akin to a pier built into the sea, with its roots anchored firmly on land.’

Septern looked behind him. There was no evidence to tell him where he had entered the hall. The wall behind him was blank.

‘You cannot find your way back that way,’ said Sha-Kaan. ‘You need the Kaan signature to reach the Melde Hall.’

Septern nodded. ‘I see. And all those arches back there, they all come to places like this?’

‘Yes. Eighteen to serve the Kaan with a melde-dimension. It is the maximum number we can safely shield from our enemies when all are linked to our melde.’

‘All right, I’ll accept that,’ said Septern, clutching at comprehension. ‘How far are we from Balaia? If distance means anything here.’

‘It does not and that statement tells me a great deal about your understanding. As an answer, let me say that there is no need for a corridor such as you have just travelled. To enter your domain in your dimension merely requires you to identify your preferred point of entry. Using your signature, I can ensure that happens and beyond that door, we will nominate an entry point in the construct’s outer chambers.’

‘That’s it?’

‘Yes.’

Septern found it all so plausible. But there had to be a catch. Something that Sha-Kaan would keep hidden. As the true cost of making a pact with the demon dimension was hidden from the mages who requested it.

‘And then you have all you need?’

‘By no means,’ said Sha-Kaan. ‘Protection of your dimension has a price, but it is small.’

‘Let’s hear it.’

‘For you and the other mages of the Dragonene calling, all we demand is that you be available and respond whenever we call you. The weak and the damaged will use these chambers to recover their strength but the corridor must be open and that means the Dragonene must be in attendance.’

‘I’ll be a prisoner in my own house,’ said Septern. ‘Waiting on your call. That is unacceptable. No deal.’

Sha-Kaan pulled his head back sharply.

‘You misunderstand,’ he said. ‘Now I have your signature, if you agree to be my Dragonene, I can touch your mind wherever you are and open the portal, if I have to, anywhere in Balaia. It is you who is the key to the link but the most effective corridor will always be at the root of your power, which I take to be your house.’

Septern considered Sha-Kaan’s words, realising he actually had very little choice, having already given Sha-Kaan not only the signature of the Balaian dimension, but his own personal mark too.

‘Why does being here help you recover? Presumably it’s better than resting in your Broodlands.’

‘Yes,’ said Sha-Kaan. ‘I would describe it like this. At either end of the chambers is a dimension of coalesced energy. Within each dimension, the energy is still random in its direction. But the open corridor forces a flow of energy in one direction only. It is this flow in which we bask that so speeds our healing process. We call them Klenes.’

Septern caught his breath. The dragon was talking about harnessing dimensional flow. It was a technique he had only dreamed about understanding. There was one thing, though.

‘But surely these flows are visible to any dragon blind-flying in interdimensional space? Surely they could follow the flows to your Melde Hall or to Balaia?’

‘The chances are so small, I can’t calculate them,’ said Sha-Kaan. ‘Not only do we shield the corridors as we do your dimension, but flying in interdimensional space is like walking in impenetrable fog for you. Sanctuary could be within arms’ reach and you would walk by none the wiser.’

‘Unless you walked right into it.’ Septern scratched his head. ‘See my point?’

‘Yes. But the difference is that an effectively-shielded signature is, to all intents and purposes, not there at all. A dragon without the signature would fly through the same point in interdimensional space without touching what he was seeking.’ Sha-Kaan snaked his neck down, giving him eye-to-eye contact with Septern. ‘Now,’ he said. ‘Will you agree to be my Dragonene?’

Septern nodded. ‘It would be an honour. One more question, though. You talked about it being important to protect the fabric of melde-dimensions. What did you mean?’

Sha-Kaan’s exhalation played over Septern’s face. Feelings of warmth and joy filled his mind.

‘Mage and Kaan shall grow together,’ he said softly. ‘Now to your question, using your dimension as example. Balaia, of course, is just one continent in your world but the concentration of magic has lent it great structural importance. Our melde, based upon the links with the Dragonene that you will nominate and show to us through me, will rely on many places remaining intact. Your lake, the centre of your magic, is one. The centres of the ancient towers of magic in your Cities are others. The assembly of rock and stone close to your largest city, the range you call Taranspike, is yet another. And so will your house be one. Dragons could destroy it all. We must protect it from them and from powers within yourselves that could cast down mountains.’ Sha-Kaan angled his head quizzically, like a dog. Septern almost laughed at the absurdity of the comparison. ‘You are anxious.’

It must have been written all over my face, thought Septern. But the solution to his problem was sitting right in front of him. He’d like to see the man that could take the amulet from Sha-Kaan.

‘It’s part of the reason I was with the Avians,’ he explained. ‘I’ve created something I cannot destroy but that I don’t wish to see fall into the wrong hands in Balaia. I wanted to hide it through a dimension gate, but I got curious and that’s why I met you. The Avians have one part of the secret, maybe you should have the rest.’

‘What is it?’ asked Sha-Kaan.

‘It could remove all those fabrics you spoke of. This—’ he took an engraved amulet on a chain from around his neck, ‘—is the first part of the puzzle to unlocking it. It’s a spell. It’s very powerful indeed. I call it Dawnthief.’




Chapter 10

The next night, the Parve company split three ways. Following an evening meal and the promised Communion, Styliann and Ilkar conducted a brief conversation before the former Lord of the Mount readied his horse and Protectors. The news of his usurpation at Xetesk had struck to the core of his confidence.

Glancing back at him during the day’s ride through unremitting slope and summit, valley and river, Ilkar noticed that the set had gone from his shoulders and the gleam from his eyes. They had been replaced by something altogether more sinister - a hooded, brooding fury that darkened his features, tightened his lips and corded tension through his neck.

He wouldn’t say where he was going, just that he had to reach friendly contact as soon as possible. That his route took him south to the Bay of Gyernath, the same route as Darrick would pursue the following morning, was clearly of no consequence. The Protectors, he said, had little need of rest and Darrick’s cavalry would only slow him down.

But as he rode off, the Protectors running in a protective diamond around him, he left unrest behind. The Raven, who were planning to leave during the early hours to put them on the trail north of Terenetsa before sunlight, reducing the chances of being sighted, sat with Darrick. The General was not enamoured at the prospect of following in the tracks of Styliann.

‘If he blunders into any trouble, it’ll be ten times worse for us but we won’t know it until we hit it.’

‘Take a different route.’ Denser shrugged.

‘Yes, because there must be hundreds to choose from.’ Thraun smiled.

Darrick nodded, picking up the line. ‘Well, yes. It was a coincidence we chose the same one out of all those many options.’

A snigger went around the campfire.

‘I was just making the most obvious suggestion of a solution,’ muttered Denser.

‘You should probably just stick to magic, Denser,’ said Thraun, his smile cracking his heavy features.

‘What the hell for? Dawnthief doesn’t seem to have done us any lasting good, does it?’ Denser’s face was angry. Darrick chose to ignore him.

‘Look, it’s possible to reach the Bay of Gyernath by a number of routes but all except one involve risk to horse and rider.’ Darrick rubbed his hands together and warmed them over the fire though it wasn’t particularly cold. ‘And the trouble with the best route is the half dozen villages that need avoiding. If Styliann chooses destruction not detour, I could face real difficulties reaching the Bay in his wake.’

‘So come with us,’ said Hirad.

Darrick shook his head. ‘No, I’ll not risk your mission. Anyway, I’ll make it. I always do.’ He chuckled.

‘Gods, you sound like Hirad,’ said Ilkar. His mood, though still sombre, had been lightened by Styliann’s confirmation that the College of Julatsa had not fallen. Why not was a matter of some conjecture, but the College, temporarily at least, still stood.

‘How long to the Bay from here?’ asked Hirad. Darrick shrugged.

‘Well, the way gets easier south of Terenetsa, for a couple of days anyway. I should think that, barring interruptions, we’ll be causing trouble to the Wesmen in about ten days’ time.’ He smoothed his hair back from where it was blowing into his face.

‘We shall be in or near Julatsa by then,’ said The Unknown.

‘What’s left of it,’ said Ilkar.

‘Can’t you commune with your people there?’ asked Darrick.

‘No, I’m afraid I never studied the spell. It doesn’t have too many uses for a mercenary mage,’ replied Ilkar. ‘And even if I could, Styliann, who is a far better exponent, hasn’t raised a contact inside the College. His information came from a mage hiding outside the city.’

‘So how are we so sure the College is all right?’ asked Will.

‘Because the Tower is still standing and there are no sounds of battle.’

Darrick frowned, his brow knotting under his curly light brown hair.

‘I can’t believe they’d just stop at the College walls,’ he said.

‘They’re scared of magic,’ said Ilkar. ‘And they’ve lost the Wytch Lords’ influence. Arriving at the walls of a magic College is going to be a time of real fear for them because they only have rumours of the power housed inside. Besides which, I suspect the Council has bluffed an impasse. How long it will last is open to question.’

‘This mage Styliann contacted. Do we have his position? He could prove invaluable,’ said The Unknown.

‘She,’ corrected Ilkar. ‘She wouldn’t give an exact geographical position but Denser knows the mana shape to contact her.’

‘Good, we’ll need to meet people like her when we get across the Inlet.’

‘I can see it all now,’ said Ilkar. ‘The Raven leading a band of rebel Julatsans in an audacious attack on the Wesmen, The Unknown Warrior at their head.’ He reached across the patted the big warrior’s arm. ‘I think that may be beyond even us, but thanks for the thought.’

The Unknown Warrior stretched and yawned. ‘Don’t dismiss it. If a good number have escaped and the word of Dordovan relief forces arriving turns out to be true, we could liberate your College ourselves.’

‘I still think you’re in dreamland, Unknown.’

‘Well, you certainly should be,’ said Darrick. ‘Get your heads down, I’ll wake you in four hours.’

 


The rout of the Wesmen back to his town gave Baron Blackthorne and his guerrillas one major advantage. The trails to Gyernath were empty and safe. He had despatched a dozen fast riders to the southern port to alert the Council of their arrival; the Communion mages, he kept refreshed against the possibility of Wesmen attack. His sealed note also set out basic needs and requirements of men, horses and supplies. It did not say why.

Baron Blackthorne sat with the slowly recovering Gresse in a camp six days from Gyernath. The morale of his people was rising, their action was specific and no longer mere damage limitation. Now they had a goal and it was one all could believe in. They were going to reclaim their homes.

‘When we’ve retaken Blackthorne, Taranspike is next,’ said Blackthorne. Gresse smiled and looked across the fire at him.

‘I think our priorities may keep us near the Bay of Gyernath,’ he said. ‘Taranspike will wait. Pontois won’t destroy it, after all. Just a shame he didn’t place his considerable weight behind the fight for his own country.’

‘Damn him,’ muttered Blackthorne. Baron Pontois had always been smug and arrogant. Blackthorne could just imagine him laughing with his cronies as he sat at Gresse’s table, having swept into the undefended Taranspike Castle to claim it as his right.

It wouldn’t last. Whether it was because of the Wesmen or a force led by Blackthorne, the Baron could at least look forward to the day when Pontois grovelled in terror. Blackthorne didn’t consider himself a gratuitously violent man but, as he looked over at Gresse and saw the pain and bitterness behind the bravado, he knew he could cheerfully cut out Pontois’ heart and serve it to him on a bed of his own entrails.

‘We need to send messengers to all the Barons and Lords, not just those within the Korina Trade Alliance,’ said Gresse.

‘All but Pontois,’ said Blackthorne. ‘I’d rather die than have him fight beside me.’

‘My sentiments exactly.’

‘I’ll attend to it when we reach Gyernath. We’ll have a better idea of the numbers we need then.’ Blackthorne stared away into the dark, tasting the air, his lower teeth irritating at his top lip.

‘What is it?’ asked Gresse.

‘It’ll be ten to twelve days before we reach Blackthorne,’ said the Baron. ‘In that time, they can choose to reinforce or raze my town. One thing is certain, they won’t wait around doing nothing. We need to cut two days off our travel or we could be too late. I don’t want to crest the Balan Mountains only to see my world burning.’

 


The candles burned late into the night in the Tower of Julatsa. The College’s Council had sat in unbroken session for three hours, debating their diminishing options in the face of Senedai’s threat and the spectre of disaffection among those within the sanctuary of the DemonShroud. In a break from Council tradition, General Kard had joined the meeting, his knowledge making his exclusion unthinkable.

‘It comes to a mere handful of questions,’ Kerela summed up after hearing much pious debate concerning the vital necessity of preserving Julatsan magic and the balance it gave Balaia; the debt of gratitude the people of Julatsa owed its mages; and the long term good of the masses - Balaians in general - coming ahead of the immediate needs of those soon to be sacrificed in the DemonShroud.

‘Will the Wesmen carry out their threat? Can we stop those inside witnessing what goes on outside? If we can’t, how do we justify our refusal to surrender the College to save loss of life? Should we, in fact, surrender the College to save loss of life? And would surrendering the College actually cost more lives than it saved?’

‘Good summation,’ said Barras. ‘I think Kard can answer the first two. General?’

Kard nodded. ‘First, I’ll repeat for all ears what I told you as we walked from the gates earlier. Senedai will be true to his word. I think it’s a moot point, though, because, unless I’m badly mistaken, all around this table are prepared to find out the hard way, in any event. I would expect nothing less. To surrender immediately to such a threat would be a poor capitulation.’

Barras, who with Kerela flanked Kard at the head of the table, tried to gauge the reaction of the Council. What he saw was a hardening of focus, a resolution of minds and a determination to proceed. He was a little surprised. Compassion was a trait in plentiful supply among the Council during normal times. But then, he reflected, these times were a very long way from being normal.

‘Secondly,’ continued Kard. ‘We can stop anyone seeing the murders. We already limit access to the walls for safety reasons and there are no buildings positioned to see the base of the Shroud, not even the Tower. If we ban all access to the walls, we can practically deny anything is happening.’

‘Unacceptable,’ said Vilif shortly.

‘I didn’t say it was acceptable,’ said Kard. ‘I said it was possible.’

‘You can cut out the sight but never the sound,’ said Stefane. ‘By the time Senedai is slaughtering one hundred and fifty each third of the day, the cries will be heard throughout the College. Think of the backlash when they find out the truth.’

‘And there will be rumours from tomorrow morning,’ added Cordolan. ‘In fact, I’d be surprised if there weren’t already. No disrespect to the professionalism of your soldiers, General, but at least a dozen of them heard Senedai’s first threat. People talk.’

‘I assure you I have no illusions,’ said Kard.

‘Very well,’ said Kerela. ‘I think the point is, we couldn’t keep this quiet, even if we wanted to, and to try would serve only to alienate our people. So, we are left with this. How do we justify our refusal to surrender?’

There was a shifting of bodies in chairs and concerted glances at anything but another Council member. Kard spoke into the awkward silence.

‘A refusal to surrender sends out a very clear signal that we believe that, ultimately, magic is more important than life. And that is hard to justify. Gods, I’m not a mage so you can imagine how I struggle with this.

‘But we have not yet discussed the consequences of the alternatives on a personal basis. Surrendering the College is not only wrong on a magic-balance front but on a human and elven level too. Walking into Senedai’s hands means two things. The slaughter of every Julatsan mage inside these walls and the enslavement of all surviving Julatsan people. Personally, I’d rather be dead.’

It was, Barras reflected, a common sentiment but for differing reasons. Kard wanted the life he knew, the Council desired the continuation of Julatsan magic and were prepared to stake almost anything to get it.

‘There is something else,’ said Torvis, his old face carrying none of its usual humour. ‘Our guests, as Kerela so appositely describes them, cannot force us to remove the Shroud. Even killing us will not alter that. Unless we agree to dismantle it, the Shroud remains active for fifty days when Heila will no doubt come to call.’

Kard shook his head.

‘You have something to say?’ Torvis scowled. ‘I am just laying out the facts.’

‘Yes I do.’ Kard pushed back his chair and began to circle the table slowly, all eyes following him. ‘That kind of sentiment leads to conflict. Saying “we’re not changing and you can’t make us even by killing us” would lead me to do just that if I was hearing my friends and family dying beyond the walls. I’d kill you just to ensure you died with those pushed into the Shroud.

‘If you want these people behind you for the maximum time, you have to make them believe that, no matter the suffering outside, the consequences of surrender are worse. You have to link their minds to the lives they will live enslaved to Senedai and the Wesmen. You have to remind them the Dordovans are coming, and you have to never mention the survival of Julatsan magic as an issue. Appeal to them, don’t dictate to them.’

‘Why don’t you do it, if you know them so well?’ challenged Vilif. Kard stopped his movement, finishing at the end of the table facing Barras. He nodded.

‘All right. I will.’

 


While the new stockade rose around Understone and the stone fortifications of the pass were put in place by his prisoners, Tessaya waited.

Time was precious. Darrick and The Raven were on their way and the dread force would be running again. All of them heading east, all heading for battle. He had to try to stop them linking with the remaining armies in the south, with the Colleges and, most particularly, with Korina.

He knew four days wasn’t much but he had expected Taomi to be close to Understone, having encountered little resistance crossing the Bay of Gyernath and on the sparsely populated route north. Senedai, at the Colleges, would have come across considerably more trouble.

Tessaya spent hours scouring the cloudy skies from the third morning onwards. He looked south, waiting for the tell-tale dark dots in the sky that would signify his approaching birds. And on that afternoon he was rewarded. A single bird, high in the southern sky. Tessaya tied the hair back from his face and watched its approach, his keen eyes following its course as he stood in the newly completed southern watch tower.

It was definitely one of his birds. He could tell by its flight pattern, alternating gliding rests on the wing with sharp beats, fixing its position by subtle nuances in the currents of the air and in the roll of the land.

With the bird nearing, Tessaya tied the green and red marker ribbon to his wrist and waved it slowly above his head, the striped material snapping in the stiff breeze. In a flutter of wings, the grey and white woodruff landed on the rail of the guard tower. Tessaya scooped the bird up and held it gently to his chest with one arm, bending his neck to press his lips to its head and taking the messages from its legs. Then he set it to flight again, to the roost above the inn where it could rest and eat.

‘More reliable than smoke, eh?’ he asked of the watchman. He unrolled the coded papers.

‘Yes my Lord,’ replied the man, the embryonic smile dying on his lips as Tessaya, having read the import of the first message, caught his eye.

‘My Lord?’ ventured the watchman.

‘Curse them,’ grated Tessaya. ‘Curse them.’ Ignoring the frightened guard, he strode to the ladder, descending more quickly than was safe. His riders had not found Lord Taomi. But they had found his men and Shamen butchered and left to rot. They had found pyres built in the eastern manner. And they had found evidence of a hasty retreat southwards. They would continue but their pace would be slow. To run into the rear of the army pursuing Lord Taomi would be foolhardy.

Who could it have been? The advance was supposed to be too fast for any pursuit from Gyernath to overhaul them. That left the rich Baron Blackthorne, whose wine tasted sour in Tessaya’s memory. But he found it hard to believe that Blackthorne, well-armed though he was, could muster enough of a force to seriously trouble Taomi. Not without help.

He read the notes one last time before striding away towards the barracks where his prisoners were held. The fat man, Kerus, would have to supply some answers. Either that or lose some of his men to Wesmen executioners. The time for reason was past for now. Tessaya had to have knowledge of the forces he was against and he found himself able to consider almost any method to get it.
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Dawn was threatening to slit the eastern sky. Barras stood on the Tower’s highest rampart, looking down into the quiet city, a cool breeze blowing fresh air across his face.

At a time like this, it was easy to imagine that all was as it had always been. That no army of Wesmen was in occupation beyond the College walls, that first light would not bring the slaughter of fifty innocents. Innocents whose souls would feed the demons’ insatiable appetite and sit heavy in Barras’ heart forever.

But two things gave the lie to Barras’ fleeting ease of mind. The oppressive DemonShroud that surrounded them, its evil casting a pall of anxiety over him; and the Wesmen’s tower, now all but complete, which overlooked them.

They had been wrong about its purpose. The Wesmen had no intention of attempting to breach the Shroud using the structure, which scaled perhaps eighty feet into the sky. Its wheels were for manoeuvring it around the College walls, its steel cladding protection against fire and spell. They wanted to see inside the College and Barras conceded the common sense in that while cursing its invention.

The old elven mage, Julatsa’s Chief Negotiator, surveyed the perimeter of his city, his eyesight sharp and clear in the dark before dawn, the grey veil of the DemonShroud growing visible as light began to crack the sky, a hideous reminder of the horror that lived with them every day. The Wesmen, or rather their prisoners, had not been idle and the evidence of long-term intention to occupy was everywhere.

Other fixed watch-towers were already built in half a dozen locations and now the stockade was going up. It would be a slow job. Suitable timber was not in plentiful supply close to hand and Julatsa was a sprawling city. Even so, three weeks and the ranks of pole timber would encircle them and the Wesmen would be that much harder to shift.

Barras moved his gaze to within the College walls. The Tower and its many service and official buildings dominated the centre of the grounds. In front of him, the trio of Long Rooms, where range spells were tested, stretched away from the opposite side of the stone-flagged courtyard which encircled the Tower. Each Long Room was over two hundred feet in length, low and armoured and had seen some of Julatsa’s greatest successes and most awful tragedies over the course of the centuries. Now, though, they were emergency accommodation.

The same was true of all the lecture rooms, the old Gathering Hall, the principal auditorium, and the Mana Bowl where fledgling mages hoped to discover their acceptance of mana and feared the consequences for their sanity if they did not. Only the Library and the food stores remained off limits.

Despite the hour, around a hundred people milled about in the courtyard, many, because of Kard, now aware of the fate that was about to befall the unfortunates in Wesmen hands. The General had not slept. Instead, he and a member of the Council in rotation had visited every pocket of the population within the College walls, explaining the situation as completely as he could. So far, his words had caused sadness and anxiety but no anger. Barras was due to attend the last meeting but first, he had to try and buy the College some time.

He hurried from the Tower, walking quickly across the cobbles to the North Gate where he climbed up to the gate-house and came face to face with a surprised guard.

‘My mage?’

‘I have to talk to Senedai. Excuse me.’ Barras walked on to the ramparts that ran across the gate. The DemonShroud’s evil was all but within reach. Well beyond it, three Wesmen guards sat around a small fire in the centre of the open area sandwiched between the College and first city buildings.

‘I would speak with your Lord!’ called Barras. The Wesmen looked up. Barras could see them frowning. One stood up and moved closer, cupping a hand behind his ear.

‘I must speak with your Lord,’ said Barras. He was greeted with a stream of tribal Wes and a shrugging of the shoulders.

‘Imbecile,’ muttered Barras. He straightened and spoke loudly. ‘Senedai. Get Senedai. Yes?’ There was a pause that seemed to last for eternity before the guard nodded and scurried off, passing an aside to his colleagues who both laughed and looked at Barras.

‘Laugh while you can,’ said Barras, smiling back and giving a little wave. He wasn’t waiting long before Senedai strode from the shadows into the firelight, augmented now with the first murk of dawn. ‘You cut it very fine, elf,’ said Senedai, once he had stopped a safe distance from the Shroud. ‘I trust there will be an orderly surrender.’

‘Ultimately, Lord Senedai, but not at dawn. We are not ready.’

Senedai snorted. ‘Then fifty of your people will soon be dead.’ He half turned.

‘No, Senedai, wait.’ The Wesman Lord spread his arms wide and swung back.

‘I’m listening but it will make no difference.’

‘You don’t fully understand our situation.’

‘Oh but I do. You are desperate. You have no way out and you are trying to buy some time. Am I right?’

‘No,’ said Barras, knowing his attempt, a long shot at best, was now almost certainly doomed to failure. ‘Put yourself in our position. We have much anxiety in here. Our people are scared. We need more time to calm them, to assure them of your honourable intentions. But more than that, we have to put our affairs in order.’

‘Why?’ demanded Senedai. ‘You can bring nothing with you and all that you leave will be ours. Your people are right to be scared of our strength and ferocity, but the only way to prove to them we are not wanton destroyers of those we conquer is to put them in our hands.’

‘I’m appealing to your humanity but I am also appealing to your good sense and your reason,’ said Barras. ‘We can calm our people and that will help both you and us, but we need more time. That’s one thing. But far more important to you is that the College is safe when you finally walk through the gates in triumph. Mana is a dangerous force to those who do not understand it. If you come in now, without a mage, I could not vouch for your chances of survival.’

‘Are you threatening me, mage?’ Senedai’s voice rose in volume and hardened in tone.

‘No. Merely telling you the truth,’ replied Barras calmly.

‘And yet you wait until the new day to tell me this truth.’

‘I am sorry, Lord Senedai, but we have never been in this position before and had no idea of the length of time it would take to close down the source of our magic. But do it we must or not just you but this whole city could be lost.’

Senedai shifted his position, made to speak and then stopped, doubt creeping across his face. Barras seized his chance.

‘What I am saying is this. You can start killing innocents if you want but we will not open the gates and remove our protection. This will not be because we don’t care for our people. This College must be made safe for existence without mages and in the end, our responsibility is to the whole of Julatsa, not to those of its population you choose to execute. I am imploring you, Lord Senedai, to believe my words.’

Senedai stared long and hard at Barras, his face betraying his doubt and the fact that he didn’t have the knowledge to test Barras’ words.

‘I must think,’ he said eventually. ‘How long will it take you, this closing of your mana source?’

Barras shrugged. ‘Six days, maybe more.’

‘You must think me stupid,’ snapped Senedai. ‘Six days. And I have no proof of the truth of what you say. What can you give me?’

‘Nothing,’ said Barras evenly. ‘Save to say that we have nothing to gain by lying to you. There is no help coming and we have no means to arrange any. I am aware of your impatience to be on your way but surely you need to be secure here first. Until we are ready, you will not be so. What we are doing will help us all.’

‘If you are lying, I will have your head myself.’

‘I accept the bargain.’

‘Six days,’ muttered Senedai. ‘I might grant you two or three. I might grant you none. The screams of the dying will tell you when my patience is exhausted.’ He began to walk away but turned again. ‘You play on my ignorance of magic. Perhaps I’ll question one of my captive mages. Gain myself some knowledge.’

‘I understood them all to be dead.’

‘Like me, you should not believe everything you are told.’ He summoned a guard to him and walked from the square.

 


‘Now that,’ said Kerela, ‘is the negotiator’s touch.’ She and Kard stood with Barras in the southernmost Long Room while the subdued crowd gathered to hear the General speak.

‘What exactly do you have to do to dismantle Julatsan magic, then?’ asked Kard, a wry smile on his lips.

‘I’ve absolutely no idea. Nothing, so far as I am aware,’ replied Barras. ‘Though I must say I was surprised he knew so little about the random nature of mana and the harmlessness of its natural state.’

‘Good on you.’ Kard clapped Barras on the back. His expression sobered. ‘He won’t give us six days, you know. He’s not that stupid.’

‘Even one day saves us one hundred and fifty lives,’ said Kerela.

‘Don’t dismiss the mindset of the Wesmen. Magic terrifies them at a very fundamental level. Senedai knows he’s won, or thinks he does. A few more days will make little difference,’ said Barras.

‘Terrified he may be, but that didn’t stop him sacking the city.’ Kard adjusted his uniform, tugging down his jacket. The crowd began to quieten. ‘I hear what you are saying but his impatience will soon get the better of him. His prisoners mean nothing to him, particularly those who can’t perform heavy labour. Expect young girls and the old to be the first into the Shroud in no more than three days.’

‘I tend to agree,’ said Kerela. ‘He can’t verify anything you’ve said, he’ll assume you’re lying and he’ll sacrifice in the Shroud even if it’s only to hurry us along.’

Barras nodded. He could see he would have to talk to Senedai again. The flush of his minor victory faded. Kard began to speak to the group of about three hundred in the Long Room.

‘Thank you for your attendance and your patience. By now, some of you will have heard what is happening outside the walls. But for those that haven’t, here is the situation and I would ask you to keep your questions for later . . .’

Barras let his mind drift. Three days. They were outnumbered probably eight to one in absolute numbers, more than that comparing fighting strengths, but at least the mages were rested. Help was coming from Dordover but the Shroud prevented Communion as it did every spell from penetrating its borders. Meanwhile, they had to make their own plans. He wasn’t going to surrender the College meekly.

Now the population within the walls was aware, the real talking could begin. If Julatsa was going to fall, it would be in a battle that would live in legend forever.




Chapter 11

The Raven, or at least Ilkar and Thraun, heard a faint sound from the Wesmen encampment long before they could hear water lapping on the western shore of Triverne Inlet.

It was night, six days after their parting from Darrick and Styliann. The Raven, under Thraun’s guidance and drawing on The Unknown’s experience, had travelled quickly over increasingly hostile terrain in the foothills of Sunara’s Teeth, the dominant northern range. Forced to take little-used trails away from villages and Wesmen staging posts, they had picked their way over sheer cliffs, through dense forest valleys, across great shale slopes, collapsed rock formations and cold hard plateaux.

They had been six days of growing worry in Hirad as he watched Denser withdraw further and further inside himself. The initial euphoria of his success and subsequent recovery had given way quickly to a sullen self-contemplation and finally a surly unwillingness to interact. Even Erienne had suffered from his moods and her gentle touch led all too often to harsh words and an angry brush-off.

‘It’s like he feels he’s done what he was born to do,’ she had said on the fourth evening after he had, as usual, taken to his bedroll early. ‘I’m sure, deep down, he cares for me and our child but it doesn’t seem enough and he’s certainly hiding it. He was chasing after Dawnthief and the perfection it represented for so long I think he’s lost now it’s gone.’

‘And imminent invasion by dragons doesn’t fire him at all,’ Ilkar had said. ‘Excuse the pun.’

‘No,’ she had replied. ‘The urgency and energy have gone from him these last few days and that’s more than a little strange, given what we learned last night.’ Erienne had been referring to her Communion which had revealed the first meaningful results of measurements on the noon shade. Parve would be completely covered in a little over thirty days unless The Raven could find a way to close the rip. Thirty days until dragons ruled Balaia.

But that was still in the distant future for Hirad. Right now, they had to get past the Wesmen and into Julatsa. The Raven had stopped in a hollow, sheltered from the sharp wind that blew off the Inlet. Above them, trees swayed and rustled, grass blew flat against the earth and tough shrubs grappled with neighbouring bracken. They had scrambled down a long muddy slope between sheer crags, the product of a past landslide, and the hollow was filled with lichen-covered tumbledown rock.

The opposite slope was blanketed in purple-flowered heather and strewn with loose stone, only held in place by the grasp of thin earth. Here and there, stunted trees grew in the lee of the prevailing wind. Thraun and Ilkar had scaled the bank to report on the scene at the Inlet.

Hirad rubbed his gloved hands together and accepted the warm mug of coffee, happy at the decision to keep hold of Will’s stove. Earlier that day, with the horses more of a hindrance than a help, they had set them free in a wooded valley, destroying saddle, bit and stirrup and anything they couldn’t easily carry. After a short debate, Thraun had shouldered Will’s flat-packed stove, the weight not even hastening his breath. They were all happy for its lightless warmth now.

The little wood-burner sat on a flat rock, its thin column of smoke invisible against the overcast sky, the light it cast not enough to illuminate their faces, let alone betray their position. It was five hours before dawn.

‘How far away are we?’ asked Hirad.

‘Perhaps half an hour at a brisk trot but to enter from a sensible angle will take double that. We’ll have to head a little further north or we’ll be seen,’ said Thraun.

‘What have we got?’ asked The Unknown.

‘You’ll be able to see for yourself, the light off the water isn’t too bad,’ said Ilkar. ‘But basically, we estimate an encampment of around three hundred, all billeted in tents set in classic tribal semicircles around standards and fires.

‘There are three watch-towers looking landward and a group of marquees in the centre of the camp that no doubt contain stores for onward transport across the Inlet. The main route is from the south. We need to take northern entry beyond the furthest watch-tower but even then, it’s a little tricky.’

Hirad nodded. ‘Boats?’

‘Plenty. From small sails to mid-sized oceanworthy galleons, although the Gods know where they got them from. We should be able to find something we can take very easily.’

‘What’s on the opposite bank?’ asked Will.

‘Something more heavily fortified, I expect,’ said Thraun. ‘But we couldn’t see that far. We’ll be sailing right into the mouth of the Goran Falls to avoid whatever it is, anyway.’

‘It’ll marginally shorten our journey time, too,’ added The Unknown.

‘What about horses, the other side?’ asked Will.

‘We’ve two options,’ said Ilkar. ‘Either steal some from the Wesmen or hope that the Triverne Lake Guard are still alive. And that’s not too unlikely given that the Wesmen effort seems to have reached only Julatsa so far.’

Hirad rubbed a hand over his mouth. ‘All right, the theory’s fine. Now to the practice. How do we get a boat without waking the camp?’

‘Finish your coffee and come and look,’ said Ilkar. ‘Thraun and I have got an idea.’

Shortly afterwards, The Raven lay in a line, looking down a long bracken-covered slope that ended in the meadows and beach at the edge of Triverne Inlet. To the south, the slope trailed away to a steep escarpment and thence to the Blackthorne Mountains themselves, while to the north, the mountains and hills flattened as they approached the northern coastline a further day’s ride away.

In front of them was the Wesmen staging post. It was quiet, though a large fire burned in the centre of a hexagon of marquees and around it sat a number of Wesmen. Other fires burned along the shore, illuminating the ranks of boats drawn up on the sand, but elsewhere, the camp was in darkness but for the moon’s cloud-filtered reflection off the water.

The natural light gave a muddied blue tinge to Hirad’s vision but he could still make out the three watch-towers, each, he had been reliably informed, holding two guards and a bell. The southernmost commanded a view along the main trail which meandered out of sight south-west and stood in front of a corral containing horses and cattle. Coops for chickens and pens for pigs sat nearby, but the animals were quiet. A quick scan of the camp gave no indication of any Destranas, but he had no doubt the wardogs would be there somewhere, probably on guard in or near the marquees to deter any Wesmen looking to boost their rations.

The other two towers, set equidistant along the perimeter of the camp, partially obscured stands of Wes tents pitched around dead fires, the standards flapping and snapping in the wind. Thraun had been right; the only sensible way in was further north where they would be overlooked by just one tower.

‘All right,’ said Thraun. ‘You can see our access point. The route we need to take will be across the top of the camp, skirting the main fire and dropping down on to the beach. We have to take out the tower guards or we’ll be seen. Ilkar is suggesting two people under CloakedWalks can surprise the guards and bleed them quietly. That will be the first obstacle out of the way.’

‘By which he means two mages,’ said Denser. ‘Which two did he have in mind?’

‘You can address me directly if you want, Denser. I can understand you.’

Hirad sighed. ‘We have to work together or we’ll all be killed,’ he said shortly, staring at Denser. ‘I know things are hard for you right now, but we still have work to do and we need you. There are three hundred Wesmen down there. How long do you think we’ll last if they catch wind we’re on their beach, stealing their boats?’

‘I am well aware of our situation. I merely wanted to know who Ilkar had in mind for his little suicide mission.’

‘Me and you, that’s who,’ said Ilkar. ‘It might take your mind off your inner pain or whatever it is.’

‘You have no idea what I am feeling.’ Denser was dismissive. Ilkar was earnest.

‘I know. But right now, you are doing your damnedest to make sure we all suffer with you. Try participating again, you might even like it. I know I will.’

‘Try completing your life’s work and seeing it damn you,’ growled Denser.

‘Enough,’ said The Unknown. ‘We haven’t much time.’ His voice stilled hasty tongues. ‘Thraun, you were saying.’

‘It all hinges on the watch-tower. As you can see, we can’t enter from the north because the cliff is too steep to climb down and we’ll be seen. We have to edge around towards the camp, scrambling down and keeping to the shadows in the lee of the cliffs.’ Thraun pointed out the areas he was speaking about but Hirad couldn’t make them out clearly.

‘Is this watch-tower thing your whole plan?’ asked Will. Thraun shook his head.

‘In terms of getting us into the camp safely, yes, pretty much. But our idea focused on two other things. First, a back-up in case we are seen and second, we were debating a little sabotage while we were here.’

‘Oh God,’ muttered Denser.

Hirad smiled. ‘It would be rude not to,’ he said. ‘Let’s hear it.’

 


Styliann did not travel to the Bay of Gyernath. Nor did he have any intention of so doing from the moment he left Darrick’s pitiful band of horsemen. He had been approached by the Xeteskians in the cavalry but they could not offer him anything and he was not in the frame of mind to lead any but the very best in fighting speed, skill and stamina.

So he approached the fortifications at the eastern end of Understone Pass with only ninety Protectors around him. He faced perhaps fifteen hundred Wesmen warriors but wasn’t unduly worried. In a straight fight, he suspected he could force surrender or outright rout but he hadn’t come to fight. He had come to organise a swift passage back to the east and to promise something he had no intention of giving. Help.

His arrival caused a great deal of consternation on the platform that ran around the inside of the partially built stockade. Shouts filled the air, bows were bent and dogs barked. He was ordered to halt and did so, the fading light of late afternoon glinting off the masks of his Protectors, their quiet stillness clearly unsettling the Wesmen.

Styliann sat on his horse in the centre of the protective echelon, his hands on the pommel of his saddle, watching the Wesmen come to some semblance of order. An initial urge to run to the attack was halted, and out of the angry and threatening gathering came one man flanked by four others. He strode purposefully across the space between them until he stood only a few yards from the front rank of Protectors. Two dozen masked heads moved fractionally to watch him and his guard, their weapons held at rest but their bodies tensed for action.

The Wesman spoke in tribal Wes dialect, his accent clipped and harsh, his speech quick but confident.

‘You are trespassing on lands that belong to the unified tribes. State your reason for approaching.’

‘I am sorry for my sudden arrival,’ replied Styliann, his Wes rusty but serviceable so long as he kept to the basics. ‘Before I speak, I ask who I am speaking to.’

The Wesman inclined his head slightly.

‘Your use of my language earns you some small respect,’ he said. ‘My name is Riasu. I would have yours.’

‘I am Styliann, Lord of Xetesk.’ He saw no reason to correct the slight inaccuracy. ‘You are in charge here?’ Riasu nodded.

‘I have a force of more than two thousand tribal warriors who have closed the pass to our enemies. You have the look of one such.’

Styliann was sure his use of language was far more colourful but it was the best translation he could make in the time he had.

‘The skill of your warriors is known to me,’ said Styliann, struggling for the right words. ‘But you have no magic. I bring you that.’

Riasu laughed. ‘We have no need of your magic. It is evil and must die. As must you.’ Styliann remained impassive despite the threat.

‘I know your fear—’ he began.

‘I have no fear,’ snapped Riasu, his tone hardening. Styliann raised his hands in a gesture of calm.

‘Your - ah - belief. But know the truth of it. Your arrows cannot harm me or my men. Try.’ Styliann’s HardShield was raised in seconds but Riasu merely shook his head.

‘I know your magic,’ he said. ‘What do you want that would stop me wanting your head.’

‘Who is the leader of your armies in the East?’

‘The Lord Tessaya.’

‘I will speak to him,’ said Styliann.

‘If I allow your travel,’ said Riasu. ‘Something I have no wish to do. What do you want?’

Styliann nodded, unwilling to make a show of force. The very fact that Riasu had not ordered an attack on him demonstrated the Wesman’s caution and fear of the force of magic, not to mention the obvious power of the Protectors. But he was concerned that this lesser Lord would misunderstand him and he could not afford to lose any Protectors this side of the pass.

‘Let us sit, talk and eat by a fire,’ said the former Lord of the Mount. ‘Out here on neutral ground.’

‘Very well.’ Riasu shouted orders back to his men at the gate of the stockade. A flurry of activity resulted in firewood, a cooking pot, food and an increased guard arriving in the space between Styliann and the tribal Lord. Soon, the fire was blazing and water heating up over the flames. Declining any pleasantries, Riasu and Styliann took up positions on opposite sides of the fire, a dozen guards behind each of them. The remainder of Styliann’s Protectors were ordered back as far from their master as the Wesmen were from theirs.

Styliann smiled inwardly at the arrangement set out by Riasu. He had no conception of the communication the Protectors enjoyed. If the meeting broke down, Riasu would be dead, his guard overrun and Styliann reinforced long before any help could arrive from the stockade. Still, it made him happy and that was all Styliann really wanted.

With wine and meat in hand, Riasu began.

‘I will not say this is a pleasure. But I will not toss my warriors’ lives away in needless fight. This is one thing Tessaya has taught us.’

‘But it has not halted large loss of life in Julatsa,’ said Styliann, preferring to keep his mind clear with a hot rough leaf tea that a quick divining spell had revealed as harmless, if a little bitter.

‘I know nothing of that.’

‘I do.’ Styliann looked at the reaction of Riasu, his augmented eyesight piercing both fire glare and gathering gloom to see a flicker of doubt in the Wesman’s face. ‘Your feelings about magic do you no help,’ he continued. ‘You hate magic because you do not understand it. If you did, you would see that it could help you.’

Riasu snorted. ‘I think not. We are a warrior race. Your tricks may kill and maim and see things far away but we will triumph over you one day.’

Styliann sighed. He could see this discussion going round in circles.

‘Yet you said you would not toss away the lives of your men. If you do not listen to me, you will be doing that.’ Styliann cursed his lack of vocabulary in tribal Wes. It was difficult to make any emphasis and Riasu needed his eyes opened very crudely if he was to see sense and give Styliann access to the pass.

‘Tell me of your bargain.’ Riasu moved subject without any evidence he had heard, let alone comprehended, anything Styliann had said so far.

‘It is simple,’ said Styliann. ‘I would regain access to my College quickly. You wish to destroy magic. You can help me do the one and I will help you do the other if you let my magic live.’

‘We are sworn to end all magic.’ Riasu shrugged. ‘Why should we bargain with you?’

‘You will never end all magic,’ said Styliann shortly. ‘If one mage lives, there is magic. If there is magic, it can be learned by others. And you will never take Xetesk.’

‘You are so sure. But if you were to die here, what then?’

Styliann kneaded his temples with the thumb and middle finger of his right hand. He should have expected this rather blinkered and aggressive pig-headedness but that knowledge didn’t help his frustration.

‘You won’t kill me here. You haven’t the strength,’ he said, looking Riasu directly in the eye. The Wesman stiffened.

‘You dare to threaten me in my own lands?’

‘No.’ Styliann permitted himself to relax and chuckle. ‘I just speak the truth.’

‘Two thousand men,’ said Riasu, jerking a thumb in the direction of the stockade.

‘I know. But your beliefs—’ (oh, to know the word for ignorance)

‘—about magic stop your eyes from seeing the truth. My men here are nearly one hundred in number and if I thought I had to fight you, I would not fear the outcome. They are magical. If you saw them fight, you would see.’

‘We would cut you down.’

‘You are skilled but you are not strong with magic. I do not wish to fight. Let me talk with Tessaya.’

Riasu raised a forefinger. ‘Very well. A test. One of your masked men against two of my warriors.’

‘It will be an uneven fight,’ said Styliann. ‘I have no wish to spill the blood of your men.’

‘State the odds, then,’ said Riasu.

‘One of my men will take four of yours, armed or unarmed. But this is not what I want to see.’

Riasu raised his eyebrows. ‘Four? This I must see. And armed, I think. Let us see a real fight.’ He leaned to his left and spoke to one of his guard. The man nodded and ran back towards the stockade. ‘Choose who you will.’

‘Do you want this? It is wasted death.’ Styliann pursed his lips.

‘For you, maybe.’

‘As you wish.’ Styliann rose from the fire, his food forgotten. Perhaps this was inevitable. It really depended whether Riasu took it as insult or with respect. He summoned the nearest Protector with a crook of his right index finger.

‘Choose one who is willing to fight. It isn’t to protect me but to prove a point so I want it to be quick and bloody, do you understand?’ he asked of the masked warrior.

‘I understand.’

‘Excellent. Who shall it be?’ The Protector was silent for a moment, communing with his brothers.

‘Cil.’

‘Give him your strength and your sight. Let him fight fast and true. There must be no error,’ said Styliann.

‘It shall be done.’ The Protector turned. Cil came from the group gathered away from the fire. He walked into the light, polished ebony mask reflecting the yellow flame. Behind the mask, the eyes were impassive, fixed on the four Wesmen who gathered to the left, leaning on their weapons.

Styliann returned to the fire and stood across from Riasu. The tribal Lord was nervous and uncertain, feelings clearly not shared by those he had chosen to fight. Four large men, decked in furs and metal helmets, two carrying longswords, two carrying double-bladed axes. They came to the ready in a loose semicircle as Cil approached, axe in his right hand, longsword in the left.

The Protector, in heavy leather and chain, stood well over six feet tall, towering over his thickset, powerful opponents. He stood in an open stance, weapons down and to either side, waiting.

‘You can save your men,’ said Styliann. Riasu half smiled and shook his head.

‘They will save themselves,’ he said. ‘Fight!’

The Wesmen moved to encircle Cil, who stood motionless, not even acknowledging the two who flanked him. His head was straight, taking in the axemen who came at him from the front, weapons in two hands, wary, slightly crouched. At a signal from an axeman, one of those behind sprang forward, aiming a blow at Cil’s broad back. The Protector lashed out with his axe, blocking the sweep, blade ending close to the ground. He hadn’t turned or moved his feet. The man fell back and the circling began.

Styliann folded his arms across his chest. It was a matter of waiting for them to run to their own deaths and suddenly he forgot his desire to see no blood spilt. Perhaps this display was what the Wesmen needed. A little reminder that taking Understone and its Pass meant little to the mages of Xetesk.

Cil had returned to his open stance, body absolutely still. He was, Styliann knew, listening to his brothers, feeling the ground beneath his feet and tasting the air around him.

Deciding numbers would win the day, the Wesmen attacked together, angling in from all four corners. Like two men, Cil blocked the first axe with his longsword while sweeping out and behind with his axe, catching one swordsman high in the head. The Wesman’s intended blow never came and he clattered to the earth, blood and brain oozing from his skull.

Bringing his axe back sharply, he caught his next enemy’s overhead on his blade and, while twisting to disarm him, placed his longsword parallel to his back to block the fourth man. Cil pulled on his axe shaft, dragging the helpless Wesman off balance. Now he moved his feet for the first time, quarter-turning left, throwing the caught axeman hard into his companion. Both men fell to the ground.

He turned again, this time to fend a stab to his side and bring his axe through, waist high, chopping through the Wesman’s stomach and angling out and up through his rib cage, carrying gore in a wide arc as he rounded on the remaining two. They scrabbled to their feet but he was on them so fast, batting right with the flat of his axe into one’s face while piercing the other’s heart. Before Styliann could order him to stop, he had beheaded the last man.

Finished, he returned to his open stance, blood streaming from his weapons into the dust, carnage surrounding him and a shocked silence falling on the arena of sudden slaughter.

Styliann turned to Riasu who stared open-mouthed at the corpses of his men.

‘Now, think if all of my men were fighting and I backed it with my magic,’ he said. ‘It was you who wanted this, not me.’

Riasu faced him, fear in his eyes, fury in his body and humiliation burning from every pore.

‘You will die for this.’ Riasu chopped his hand down and arrows flew from the top of the stockade, arcing over the fire to where the Protectors stood in tight formation, their eyes on Cil. The shafts flashed in the late afternoon light, every one bouncing harmlessly from Styliann’s ready deployed HardShield.

‘You are testing me,’ said Styliann. ‘And that is good. But now, I will talk with Lord Tessaya.’

‘Do not think to give me orders,’ said Riasu, his face an angry snarl.

‘Pick your next words with care,’ warned Styliann. ‘You are far from your two thousand men.’

Riasu’s eyes betrayed his anxiety, flicking over the situation in which he found himself, too close to a dozen Protectors for comfort and knowing his like number of guards would be no match whatever. ‘I will send word to Tessaya that you wish to talk.’

‘Good. I have no wish to see more blood spilled.’

Riasu nodded curtly and turned to go. Styliann’s next words froze him in his tracks.

‘I will give you until this time tomorrow to bring me an answer,’ he said. ‘Or I will have to walk the pass anyway, whether you are with me or against me.’

‘I will not forget what you have done, Styliann, Lord of Xetesk. And there will come a time when you are alone. Fear that time,’ said Riasu. He stalked across the dirt back towards the stockade, his guards lingering to look at their fallen tribesmen.

‘Take their bodies,’ said Styliann. ‘He will not harm you.’ Cil cleaned and sheathed his weapons and returned to the mass of the Protectors. Styliann looked after the retreating form of Riasu and sat back down by the fire. Poor fool. He would find out, probably to his cost, that no Xetesk mage, particularly not one so senior, was ever alone.




Chapter 12

The Raven trotted north along the gully in which they had made their temporary camp. Will’s stove, cooled sufficiently by earth and boot, was packed in its leather coverings and was once more on Thraun’s back. The shapechanger led the group, The Unknown at his shoulder. Hirad brought up the rear, sandwiching Denser, Ilkar, Erienne and Will between the warriors.

They had discussed a variety of options to liberate a boat but the simplest, to send in the mages under a CloakedWalk to steal a boat and bring it upstream was dismissed for the simplest of reasons; neither knew one end of a boat from the other. Further, it was the cause of passing mirth when Ilkar admitted that not only had he never learned to swim but that he was actively scared of water. Besides, The Raven wanted to cause some damage.

Ultimately, Denser had reluctantly agreed to Ilkar’s original plan but Hirad harboured worries. Denser was not thinking straight and that could mean great danger for Ilkar as the two mages scaled the watch-tower.

Any sabotage would follow the commandeering of a suitable boat. The fireworks Ilkar had in mind would blow their cover and require a quick getaway but the vote had carried. All were aware of the urgency of their mission but Ilkar in particular was keen to disrupt supply to the attack on the Colleges.

From the top of the gully’s northern end, the way down was rocky but firm and led towards the edge of the sheer cliff, at the base of which tumbles of stone jutted from the water. They kept to the base of the cliff, hugging its shadow as it curved towards the camp until Thraun called a halt beyond the periphery of likely Wesmen vision. The night was dark this low on the ground and it was little more than a hundred yards to the first tent of the encampment. For now, they were out of sight of the tower and secure. A few yards further on, the ground fell away and would leave them exposed.

‘We will follow on in three hundred counts unless we hear sounds of trouble,’ said Thraun. ‘You know the meeting point. Are you ready?’ Ilkar nodded. Denser shrugged.

‘Let’s get it over with,’ he said. Hirad stared at him bleakly.

‘Concentrate on your position, Denser,’ he said. ‘Any lapse could kill you both and that would be unforgivable.’

‘I haven’t lost my eyesight or sense,’ said Denser.

‘Just your sense of purpose,’ said Ilkar.

‘Nor my respect for my friends,’ continued Denser, staring hard at Ilkar.

‘I’m glad to hear it. Right. Let’s get going.’

Ilkar and Denser intoned quietly, moving their hands up and down their bodies. With a curt nod, Denser walked forward a pace and disappeared. Ilkar followed him and Hirad could hear them talking low as they moved off.

‘Gods, he’d better not let me down,’ said Hirad.

‘He won’t,’ said Erienne. ‘If nothing else he isn’t stupid.’

‘Just stubborn, difficult and bloody miserable,’ said Hirad.

‘Nobody’s perfect.’ Erienne smiled but it was forced and unhappy.

‘No.’ Hirad looked towards the Wesmen encampment.

As agreed, Ilkar took the lead with Denser right behind him, one finger hooked in his belt. The CloakedWalks wreathed their bodies in invisibility but did not muffle their sound and Ilkar kept to bare earth, being careful to skirt the waist-high plains grass that edged the cliffs and grew in patches across the ground and away up the slope where they had first taken in the camp.

‘Don’t stop when we hit the ladder,’ said Denser.

‘I won’t,’ said Ilkar a little sharply. ‘I am aware of the limitations of the spell. And keep your voice down.’

‘My pleasure,’ hissed Denser.

‘What the hell has happened to you, Denser?’ whispered Ilkar, all his ire gone.

‘You wouldn’t understand,’ replied the Dark Mage, his voice quiet and vulnerable.

‘Try me.’

‘Later. Are you going left or right in the tower?’

‘Left, as agreed.’

‘Just checking,’ said Denser.

The camp was quiet as they approached, passing the peripheral tents pitched around their standards. The two mages slowed. From the nearest tent, the sounds of snoring filtered through the canvas. Across the camp, a horse whinnied and the unmistakable odour of pig filth drifted on the wind which gusted and swirled through the camp, rattling tentage, tightening rope on peg and blowing the odd snatch of conversation from tower or central fire.

Ilkar appraised their task. From the safety of the gully it had seemed simple enough but, closer to, the watch-tower seemed tall and crowded with powerful Wesmen. Ilkar looked the tower up and down as they neared it, silent now but for their footfalls.

The tower stood about twenty feet high and was constructed from four stout central trunks sunk into the ground and packed at their base with rock for extra stability. A lattice of strengthening timbers criss-crossed their way to the roofed platform on which stood the pair of Wesmen guards. In the left-hand corner of the platform, a bell was fixed to one of the roof supports, its clapper tied off against wind and careless elbow.

‘Remember, the throat or through the eye to the brain. We can’t afford for them to cry out,’ whispered Denser.

‘I know,’ said Ilkar, but inside the knot of nerves tightened. This was not the sort of action he was used to. He’d killed a number of times before but with the sword or with an offensive spell. This, he wasn’t used to at all. ‘I’m going straight up.’

The ladder ran up between the two poles facing into the camp and finished at a gap in the waist-high balustrade that ran around the platform. The two bored guards were leaning on its outward edge, sometimes exchanging low words but mostly quiet.

Ilkar grasped the sides of the ladder, being careful not to lose momentum. The wood creaked alarmingly, his heart missed a beat and his eyes scanned the platform for signs of agitation but the Wesmen seemed not to have heard. For now, at least, the wind was in their favour.

Ilkar’s nerves became a fear which gripped him for a moment. This was a job for a warrior but none of them could hold the spell in place. Even The Unknown, who had operated ShadowWings shortly after his release from the thrall of the Protector calling, could not hope to maintain a CloakedWalk. There was a subtlety to the spell that had to be learned and enjoyed. The ability to hold the mana shape when stationary and visible, and to perform simple tasks while on the move without losing spell concentration, were nuances not quickly mastered. Simple tasks like murder, thought Ilkar grimly.

Five rungs from the top, everything started to go astray. With each step, the new wood protested, not yet bedded to its fastening. Ilkar slowed but there was an inevitability about the head of a curious guard that appeared at the top of the ladder, frowning down into the gloom beneath him, seeing nothing.

Ilkar felt Denser’s hand on the rung his trailing foot was just vacating. They weren’t supposed to get that close - Denser hadn’t slowed, and couldn’t have seen the danger.

‘Move back,’ Ilkar urged the guard under his breath as he climbed inexorably upwards, slowing still further. To slow any more would be to become visible and to become visible would be to die. ‘Move back.’ He made another step, keeping his feet to the ends of the rungs, but another creak cracked the night, deafening to Ilkar’s ears. The Wesman leaned further out, peering down with intense concentration, knowing what he was hearing but confused by what he wasn’t seeing.

Ilkar thought briefly about heading down but the change in direction would give him away, not to mention catching Denser completely unawares. The stupidity of the situation fell about his head.

The guard straightened but did not move from the edge of the platform. Keeping his gaze firmly set on the ladder below him, Ilkar placed his hand on the rung directly beneath the Wesman’s feet and drew his dagger with the other. He really had no other choice.

‘Oh Gods,’ he muttered, and surged upwards, blade before him, taking the guard in the crotch, where it lodged. The man grunted in shock and pain, staggered back a pace and fell to the ground, dragging the dagger from Ilkar’s grasp, clutching between his legs as blood blossomed to stain his leggings.

Ilkar kept moving left, knowing Denser would take the right. As the guard hit the platform with a dull thud, his companion turned, his mouth dropping open at the sight that greeted him. He started to speak but Denser’s thrown dagger caught him clear in the throat, his shout turning to gargles as the blood poured from the wound.

Ilkar looked down at his victim who opened his mouth, a low agonised keening escaping his lips. He crouched, snatched his second dagger and jammed it through the man’s open eye into his brain. He died instantly. The surviving Wesman clutched at the dagger in his throat as he staggered backwards, his jaws moving soundlessly, his eyes wide as Ilkar switched into view.

Too late, the elf saw the danger and even as Denser grabbed at the man, the Wesman’s furs dragging outwards in the Dark Mage’s invisible grip, he tumbled off balance, his arm swinging back where it caught the bell full on, knocking it from its mounting. The guard fell dead, Denser on top of him, but the bell, sounding dully, teetered and plunged over the side of the tower.

‘If we’re lucky . . .’ said Ilkar.

‘No chance,’ returned Denser. The bell struck the rocks at the base of the tower with a loud clang, the clapper breaking free to swipe at its dented surface on its single bounce. The strangled ring sounded right across the camp.

‘At least the others know we made it,’ said Denser.

‘We’re in trouble,’ said Ilkar. ‘Know any Wes?’ Denser shook his head. ‘Big trouble.’

Harsh voices came from the next tower and the beginnings of spreading alarm below them were plain to the ear.

‘Stay down,’ said Denser.

‘Thanks for the tip,’ snapped Ilkar. ‘Any bright ideas?’

‘Yeah, let’s steal a boat, learn to sail and leave the towers alone.’ Denser crawled towards the gap in the balustrade. The shouts from the tower were louder, more urgent. There was a moment’s silence before the bell sounded, calling the camp to wakefulness.

‘Gods falling, what a cock-up,’ said Ilkar, raising his head to look out at the camp. Denser dragged him back down, the light of energy suddenly bright in his eyes.

‘You want sabotage?’ he said. ‘I’ll give you sabotage.’ He closed his eyes and prepared to cast. Ilkar’s face cracked into a smile.
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Thraun had unshouldered his pack and was stripping off his leather before the sound of the fallen bell registered as trouble in Hirad’s mind.

‘You don’t have to do this, Thraun,’ said Will, his stance edgy, worry lining his face.

‘We must have a diversion or Ilkar and Denser will be killed.’

‘I doubt that,’ said Hirad.

‘There are seven of us against three hundred. We have to give ourselves a fighting chance,’ Thraun said.

‘But that’s not the real reason, is it?’ Will was staring up into Thraun’s yellow-tinged eyes. Anger flickered across them before he shook his head sharply.

‘There’s no time to talk about this now.’ He turned to face Hirad.

‘Don’t wait for me at the shore. I can swim. I’ll find you.’ The shapechanger, naked now, lay down. The Unknown hefted Will’s stove and Thraun’s sword on his back. Will bagged the clothes and armour and slung them over his. ‘Best you get on,’ said Thraun. ‘I’ll catch you up.’

The night was filling with the sounds of anger and confusion. Hirad led The Raven quietly along the edges of the cliff. Soon, the watch-tower was in sight and the shore angled sharply away to their left where the camp was built. Nothing moved on the platform.

‘Where are they?’ In answer, a figure rose in the tower. Denser. His arms moved outwards, then clutched into his chest. Six columns of fire screamed down from the sky, scoring sudden blinding light across the camp. Each one smashed into a store marquee, unleashing frightening devastation.

HellFire. The columns sought souls. Denser had guessed rightly that men or dogs slept inside the marquees, and each column plunged through canvas to gorge itself. Tearing through timber boxes, stacks of cured meats, vegetables, grains, rope and weapons, detonating flour which flashed fire bright within three of the store tents. Their canvas exploded outwards on a wave of air, sending planks, splinters, shards of wood and debris high into the night. Flame burst sideways, sheets of yellow-flecked orange snapping out, catching men and surrounding tents alike. The guards around the camp-fire wouldn’t have stood a chance.

‘Raven, let’s go!’ called Hirad as the camp dissolved into chaos. From somewhere on the wind he thought he heard laughter. He broke into a run, heading for the base of the tower in which Ilkar and Denser both now stood. FlameOrbs sailed out, diving into the tents at the northern end of the camp and splashing fire across tribal standards, scorching Wesman and canvas alike. New screams joined those already mingling with barked orders, shouts of alarm and the roar of two dozen blazes. Wesmen ran in all directions, carrying buckets, salvaged stores, and burned and dying comrades.

A handful of Wesmen warriors ran to intercept The Raven and gain the tower.

‘Forget a shield, Erienne,’ said Hirad as they took up position, the mage behind the trio of swordsmen. ‘We need offence. And quickly.’

‘Right.’

Hirad roared and closed with the first Wesman. The Unknown, three paces right, waited for the flanking attack.

The barbarian sliced left to right, his enemy blocking and leaping backwards. Hirad followed up with a cut to the neck which the Wesman turned away but he was in no shape for the third as Hirad switched grip and opened a huge gash across his chest. Blood welled through his heavy furs and he stumbled. The Raven warrior stepped up and pierced his heart.

Turning, Hirad saw The Unknown taking on two, sweeping his blade into one’s side and kicking out straight into the other’s stomach. More Wesmen were gathering and Hirad weighed up their options.

‘Ilkar, we need you two down here,’ he called.

‘We’ve got a better idea,’ Ilkar shouted back. ‘Head for the shore, we’ll see you there.’

Hirad refocused on the battle. Fire raged on in the centre of the camp. Fanned by the wind, more and more tents fell victim and the anguished cries of terrified animals rose above the noise of blaze and clamour of voices. Directly in front of The Raven, twenty Wesmen broke and ran at them. The Unknown tapped his blade on the ground, waiting.

‘I’ll take left,’ he said, sensing Hirad’s eyes on him.

‘Will to my right,’ said Hirad. The wiry man trotted into position. The Wesmen ran on, their momentum the greatest immediate threat they posed, their weight of numbers enough to overpower the thin Raven line if they so chose. Hirad tensed for the fight but at twenty yards the charge was shattered.

Erienne stepped forward between Hirad and The Unknown. She crouched and spread her arms wide.

‘IceWind.’ The temperature fell sharply as the cone of dread cold air streamed from Erienne’s palms, whistling as it went and taking the centre of the Wesmen advance. Its broad front caught six men full on and they fell, clutching their faces, lips seared together, eyes frozen and cracked, their cries of agony little more than desperate hums inside useless mouths.

At the periphery of the spell, blood chilled in exposed flesh, blades fell from numb fingers and heads turned away, the whole line stumbling to a stop in the face of the sudden blast of glacial air.

As quickly as it had come, the IceWind had gone but there was no respite for the stricken Wesmen. Trying to bring some order out of the mayhem caused by the spell, they were taken completely unawares by Thraun. The wolf’s approach had been silent but now he howled and crashed neck-high into the enemy, ripping the throat from one, his huge flailing paws knocking another from his feet to lie stunned on the ground.

Hirad made to wade in but The Unknown’s voice stopped him.

‘No, Hirad. Leave him to it. They can’t hurt him. Let’s get to the shore.’ The barbarian nodded.

‘Just as we planned,’ he said, and headed north to skirt the first group of burned-out tents. A dark shape flew over his head and ducked low towards him. He flinched and brought up his sword. Denser hovered in front of him, ShadowWings deployed, Ilkar in his arms and caught around his neck.

‘We’ve got more damage to cause. Get the boat and get out in the Inlet. I’ll fly in,’ said Denser. Ilkar said nothing, his eyes closed as he prepared a spell.

‘You be careful, Denser,’ warned Erienne.

‘The thought is lodged in my mind.’ He shot up and back, heading for the southern end of the camp. Hirad followed the flight; the black shaft of an arrow silhouetted against the light swept past them. Immediately afterwards, the gates of the cow- and horse-pens shattered and the animals stampeded.

‘Let’s go, Raven.’ Hirad ran for the shore, leaving Thraun to his slaughter and the mages to their destruction.

 


Thraun could smell the fires, the fear and the blood mixed with the scent of prey animal and dog. He picked his way quickly through the grass, pale brown body blending with the colours of night, paws silent. He stopped at the perimeter of the human occupation, myriad scents vying for dominance. He ignored them. In front of man-packbrother, enemies gathered. They threatened, their sharp weapons raised. With the sound of the pack echoing in his mind and the smell of the forest forward in his memory, he charged.

The first enemy hadn’t even faced him. He leapt, jaws closing on unprotected throat, left paw connecting with his chest, right beating another to the ground. Blood filled his mouth and coated his nose, his growl of pleasure the last sound his victim heard.

Panic gripped the enemy. They broke and ran. Thraun turned his head. Man-packbrother and the others were moving swiftly away. Water. His brain fought to remember. He would meet them on the water. He looked down, lashing a paw into the man he’d knocked down. He stopped moving, blood covering the wreckage of his face. Thraun howled again and set off, tracking man-packbrother, fighting the urge to chase down the prey animals that bolted here and there, their terror a tempting taste in his mouth.

Man-packbrother moved along the edge of the occupation. Thraun was inside the first line of dwellings, most of which burned, their occupants either dead or running blindly. There was no order. From his right, he heard sounds of alarm. Three enemy moved towards man-packbrother. Thraun hit them at a dead run, catching the first on his chest and sending him sprawling into the others. Consumed with the blood, he ripped and tore, his fangs chopping into flesh as he worked his head left and right, his paws beating, claws dragging.

From above, an enemy hit him with his sharp weapon. It stung his hide and he yelped, rounding on his tormentor, whose eyes widened. It had been a hard blow but Thraun’s side had not split. He bared his fangs and advanced.

 


Denser flew back towards the blazing marquees, rising high to assess the mayhem he had so spectacularly initiated. Panicked Wesmen beat at the edges of the fires, their bucket chain scarcely making a dent in the heat and destruction. Ilkar’s ForceCone had knocked the animal picketing flat on a twenty-foot stretch and in the confusion of fear and fire, horses and cattle stampeded away from the bright yellow blazes licking the air, trampling man and tent indiscriminately.

To his left, Thraun clamped his jaws on the sword-arm of a hapless Wesman warrior and further on in the shadows cast by the fire, he caught the odd glimpse of The Raven, tracking towards the shore, unmolested for the moment.

Ilkar, cradled in his arms, was getting heavy. Denser was a strong man and the ShadowWings he had cast were trimmed for weight but there was a limit and the growing ache in his limbs was beginning to threaten his concentration.

‘What have you got left?’ asked Denser.

‘FlameOrbs or another ForceCone. I want to keep enough to shield the boat,’ replied Ilkar. ‘More to the point, what have you got left?’

‘I’ll let you know,’ said Denser.

‘How?’

‘You’ll start falling.’

‘Funny.’

‘Just get concentrating on those Orbs. If we can disrupt the bucket chain, we might get clean away.’ Ilkar nodded and closed his eyes, his mouth moving slightly, fingers describing intricate circles in the air. Denser leaned back to counter the shift in balance.

Denser watched the expert movements of the efficient mage, arms almost still, hands creating the shape with the words his mouth framed. Nothing was wasted, no mana stamina escaped. He was a consummate mage, his magic learned through long years and honed through sometimes agonising practice. Denser knew this because it had been the same for him.

Yet, despite Ilkar’s clever use of his stamina, he was beginning to tire while Denser felt as fresh as he had before he had cast his CloakedWalk. Something had happened to him during his casting of Dawnthief. A new linking with the mana, a coupling forged deep in the core of his being. And it had given him new ways to construct his shapes. Much as Styliann harnessed mana in a way so thrifty and quick it took away the breath, so Denser had that understanding. But it was more than mere understanding. It was fundamental coexistence with the fuel of magic.

Ilkar nodded, Denser’s signal that he was ready to cast. His eyes were now open, focused on the target ahead. Denser flew above the bucket chain, out over Triverne Inlet and round again, coming up the line giving Ilkar the widest target area he could.

‘FlameOrbs.’ Ilkar clapped his hands and opened his palms. A trio of orange globes rested there, growing to the size of apples before he jerked his hands down and apart, the FlameOrbs flashing away. They grew as they fell, to the size of skulls when they collided with the unprotected Wesmen, splashing fire that consumed fur and flesh, the screams of the burning rising over the crackle of the fires that engulfed the camp.

Denser, his arms pained from shoulder to wrist, headed down to the beach.

 


Hirad broke into a sprint as Ilkar’s FlameOrbs destroyed the bucket chain, fracturing the Wesmen’s fragile organisation. He raced around the final tents before the shore, leading The Raven across the sand, the Wesmen forgetting all thoughts of saving their tents, turning instead to help kinsmen whose agonised cries split the night.

Ahead of him, Thraun paused, looked to see that Will was safe, and streaked across the sand towards Denser and Ilkar who had landed near the boats. Hirad pushed on, crunching sand underfoot, the rhythmic fall of small waves on the shore contrasting with the clamour of noise from the ruined camp. Ahead of him, Thraun brought down a Wesman warrior from behind, the man’s bucket flying from his grasp, the warning sounds of his kinsmen too late to save him.

There was a dip in the level of the bedlam. The fires raged on but the Wesmen paused, making a concerted move for their weaponry as it dawned on them exactly what was happening.

‘We’ve got to move fast,’ said The Unknown by Hirad’s shoulder.

‘Raven!’ shouted Hirad. ‘Raven with me.’ He charged towards a knot of Wesmen who had gathered near Thraun. The wolf snarled, darting in, jaws snapping, claws whistling through the air. Wary, the Wesmen kept their distance. But they couldn’t avoid The Raven.

‘Erienne, find a boat. We need a fast sail. Will, defend the mages. Unknown, with me.’ He tore into the Wesmen, sword chopping through fur and flesh. Beside him, The Unknown’s blade caught the glare of the fires as it plunged into his victims. Thraun, sensing he was helped, howled and leapt, jaws burying into a shoulder.

Hirad parried an axe sweep to his head, his sword sliding down the shaft, shaving wood and chopping the gripping fingers from his assailant’s hands. The man shuddered, mouth open in shock, axe falling. Hirad’s next blow took out his throat. More Wesmen saw them. Thraun ran over his latest kill to attack the oncoming pack. Swords rose and fell but Hirad could see as he smashed a fist into an enemy nose and brought his blade through his stomach, that Thraun sustained no wounds.

From behind them, blue lightning arced across the sky, piercing the eyes of three Wesmen who fell clutching at their smoking faces. The attack faltered. Hirad batted aside a clumsy thrust, stepped inside, head-butted his opponent back and followed up with a stab clear through the heart. Beside him, The Unknown raked his blade across two chests, blood fountaining from a sliced artery and smashed lung while Thraun’s snarls and growls accompanied Wesmen cries of desperation.

Hirad glanced over his shoulder. Ilkar and Erienne had pushed a boat out on to the water. At twenty feet long, it would easily take them all. Will was tugging at the sail stays, slightly unsteady as he stood on the rocking vessel. It was time to fall back.

The Wesmen had lost their appetite for the fight. Thraun ran at small groups who scattered, keeping them away from the beach. Hirad and The Unknown moved backwards across the sand. More lightning from the fingers of Denser, more Wesmen fell, faces blackened, eyes gone.

‘Get in and we’ll push out,’ ordered Hirad. Arrows flew the gap across the beach, clattering off Ilkar’s HardShield. Hirad grinned. The Raven slick as ever, an unshakeable unit.

When he hit the water, he turned as did The Unknown, running and jumping through the shallows to push the stern of the boat on which the three mages and Will sat, the cold water shocking his muscles to new life.

‘Tell me if they start following us,’ said Hirad. More arrows bounced from the shield. The boat moved through the gentle tide and waves, the wind bringing nothing more than choppiness to the Inlet this near the shore. Behind him, he heard splashing and in the boat Will straightened. Hirad turned. Three Wesmen ran at them, circling axes above their heads and roaring battle cries.

To his left, The Unknown tapped his blade into the water, the normal ring of steel on stone reduced to a splash and muffled grate on the shingle below. They waited but the Wesmen didn’t make it. From their right, the water exploded upwards and Thraun surged from the surf he’d created to bear one down into the water, fangs deep in his thigh. A shout rang out from the shore and the others turned and ran, their kinsman left to float in as the tide dictated, his blood slicking the moonlit water.

Hirad yelled in triumph, exulting at the fires that scored the dark above the burning camp. The Unknown clapped him on the shoulder.

‘Come on, let’s get this boat moving.’ The old friends scrambled the few yards to the small craft and climbed aboard, Thraun paddling strongly beside them. In moments, the sail was unfurled, the wind snapped the dark canvas taut and The Raven headed back to the East. Home.




Chapter 13

Sha-Kaan and a dozen of his lieutenants flew from the Broodlands, already aware that they were almost certainly too late to save Jatha and the party of Vestare who were supposed to meet The Raven.

In the skies above Teras, the gateway hung in the sky, myopic gaze expanding inexorably. Around its surface, the guard flew their defensive holding pattern, at ease in the clear sky that day and comfortable that their vision would give ample warning time to assemble a defence to quell any attack.

But how long would the clouds stay away? How long before Sha-Kaan was forced to deploy more and more of his tiring Brood to fly patrol in the banks of thick, rain-bearing cloud that periodically swept down from the mountains of Beshara, drawing moisture to deposit on his lands? The rain fed the Flamegrass but the cloud obscured their enemies. Right now, clear skies were preferable. The River Tere, running through the heart of the Broodlands, was full and powerful and the Vestare could channel it to the beds of cultivated Flamegrass. It was in the open plains that their harvest would suffer, for the Flamegrass was greedy for moisture and wilted quickly without it.

But away towards the devastated lands of Keol, where Septern’s gateway lay hidden by Vestare cunning and design, new columns of smoke smudged the sky, new fires coloured the earth. Sha-Kaan took his dragons high into the bright sky, calling barks of welcome and warning to the guard as they passed. As they flew hard over the hills of Dormar and the wastes at the borders of Beshara, the dark shapes in the sky revealed themselves to be of the Brood Veret.

The Great Kaan was surprised and pulsed a query to his cohorts. Slender and quick, the dragons of the Veret were semi-aquatic, normally inhabiting the caves and seas to the north of Teras, never straying far from their Broodlands deep in the Shedara Ocean. They were characterised by blue and green colouring, thin muzzles which jetted slim concentrations of fire, short necks, four even, webbed feet and long, slightly flattened tails that powered them through the water.

They possessed poisonous spikes of bone that ran along skull and neck but their wings, small and swept back for speed through air and water, were their weakness. Gone was the reservoir of secreted oil that lubricated landborne dragons and resisted fire, replaced instead by a veined water lubrication lattice. The lightweight system gave their wings greater manoeuvrability but, with armour non-existent, it was vulnerable to being burned off by the scorching temperatures of dragon fire. But they had to be caught first.

The Kaan closed. Sha-Kaan could feel Jatha’s fear, sensing his pounding heart and his laboured breath as he and the Vestare ran to escape the Veret. There were eight of the enemy Brood, all intent on their quarry. What taxed Sha-Kaan as he commenced his first attack dive was why the Veret had strayed so far inland and whether their interception of his Vestare was by coincidence or design.

The Veret didn’t sense the threat of the Kaan at first, had no idea that above them, Sha-Kaan’s fire was ready, his jaws open and dripping fuel. He glided hard down, slipstreaming a young marine-blue Veret only half his own length who was chasing down a lone Vestare.

The man was neither quick nor agile enough, his dodging among stunted, blackened trees not adept enough to confuse the Veret’s approach. Sha-Kaan could see him, darting left and right, back and forth, stopping and rolling, sprinting and standing, just as he had been taught. The theory was there - the momentum of dragons in the sky robbed them of the manoeuvrability to accommodate sudden changes in pace and direction but the practice against the more agile Veret was lacking.

And so it was that as Sha-Kaan lined himself up behind the young male Veret, the enemy dragon, having tracked his quarry with deft wing alignments and slight movements of head and neck, opened his mouth and exhaled two tight jets of fire that tore through the Vestare’s body. The victim was hurled from his feet into the bole of a tree, his flaming corpse flopping to the ground, chest holed massively, head aflame. Around him, wood blazed in the sudden inferno and the wave of flame rolled away into the forest, igniting branch and leaf and scattering birds.

Sha-Kaan rolled slightly right and unleashed the power of his fire, ripping into the Veret’s fully deployed wing as he braked to bank away from his dive. The young dragon’s head jerked around in shock to snap a glance at Sha-Kaan before the fires destroyed his wing membrane and he barrel-rolled into the blackened forest, dying body bouncing from the ground before driving uncontrolled into a stand of shattered trunks to lie still, a cloud of earth and dead leaves erupting into the air.

Sha-Kaan pulled up sharply, searching the ground for Jatha whose presence he could still feel, and the sky for a view on the battle. Kaan chased down three Veret, the agile blue-green animals spinning and turning as they sought to flee their larger, more powerful assailants. Below and to his left, a Veret was locked in the air with a Kaan. Spikes had punctured the softer underscales of the Kaan’s neck but she held on, jaws clamped behind the Veret’s head. Blood was pouring from the wound and Sha-Kaan pulsed the order to release. The returning pulse saddened him. The poison was overwhelming the dragon’s system. She would die but she wouldn’t release the Veret to live. He watched as the two spiralled to their deaths before homing in on Jatha.

The frightened Vestare was still running but Sha-Kaan brought him to a grateful halt and landed just in front of him. Jatha and his remaining party were still a full day’s journey from Septern’s gateway. They should already have arrived and be safe, awaiting their Balaian visitors.

‘Thank the Skies you have come, Great Kaan,’ gasped Jatha. ‘We—’

‘Calm yourself,’ pulsed Sha-Kaan, allowing his mind to cool the heat in the Vestare mind. ‘Sit down and slow your heart; its beating is hurting my ears.’ Jatha slumped to the ground, heaving great lungfuls of air, the beginnings of a smile playing over his lips. In the sky above, the remaining Kaan chased the Veret away and patrolled in a holding pattern that gave Sha complete confidence.

‘Now,’ said the Great Kaan. ‘Tell me why you are so far from the gateway.’

Jatha nodded, Sha-Kaan feeling his pulse cease its dangerous racing.

‘There is great activity in Keol,’ said Jatha. ‘My party have been slowed by the need to conceal ourselves from bands of Naik and Veret warriors. They seem to be linked in some way; it is the only reason I can think of for the appearance of Veret in the sky.

‘We first saw them yesterday, flying to the south, and we thought we could evade them. But we were ambushed by Veret warriors. They are dead but our position was opened. Thus, we could be attacked as you saw.’

Sha-Kaan let his head drop. Naik and Veret in alliance. The Kaan could be in more trouble than he thought. A concerted attack by three or more Broods might prove too much for them.

‘How sure are you that there is an alliance?’ he asked.

‘They were not fighting when they met,’ said Jatha. ‘We watched them for a full day. Great Kaan, these are our lands, though we do not defend them. We cannot allow enemy occupation. It would bring them too close to Teras.’

‘There are greater threats than that posed by other Broods taking dead lands like Keol from us. It is critical that the humans from Balaia reach the Broodlands when they arrive here. I cannot release dragons to shadow you. If what you say proves true, I cannot afford to draw attention to you by flying in your defence, do you understand? ’

Jatha inclined his head. ‘There is one other way.’ Sha-Kaan retracted his head sharply, his neck describing an ‘s’. He hissed.

‘No human shall ever ride the Kaan. We are the masters here.’ Sha-Kaan breathed out long. ‘It is your task to see them safe to Teras. Have you thought of the battle there would be if we were seen with humans on our necks? No carrying Kaan would stand a chance of survival; our place would be gone.’ He moved his head groundwards once more. ‘Banish that thought, Jatha. Though I understand the desperation in which it was formed, it must never be uttered again. The Kaan shall never bow their necks to humans. We would die first.’

‘I am sorry, Great Kaan. And I thank you for your understanding.’

‘Consider that were you not so important to me, my reaction might have been different.’ Sha-Kaan’s admonishment was tinted with humour. ‘You are a faithful attendant and companion, Jatha. Now, we will sweep the way ahead of you and seek out your enemies on the ground and in the sky. Do not move until night falls and we have gone. I expect your signal when you reach the gateway.’

Jatha stood and spread his arms wide in deference, dropping back to one knee before he spoke again.

‘It shall be done, Great Kaan.’

‘Skies keep you.’ Sha-Kaan extended his wings and rose lazily into the sky, calling to his Brood to do his bidding.

 


Senedai’s patience broke on the fourth day. There was no warning, no new ultimatum. With the coming of a blustery dawn, heavy with cloud and the cloying damp that signalled the approach of rain, Barras was awakened by a general alarm that ran through the Council Rooms.

Instantly alert, he belted on his yellow robe of the day before, slid on boots without socks and rushed to the courtyard, dimly aware that his grey hair was wild in the wind, blowing into his eyes. He smoothed it back as Kard joined him.

‘Senedai?’ asked Barras. The old General nodded.

‘And he’s brought prisoners.’

‘Damn it.’ Barras increased his pace. ‘I thought we could bluff him longer.’

‘You’ve already saved fifteen hundred innocent lives. He was bound to lose patience eventually.’

Behind them, the sound of running feet grew in volume. Soldiers clattered by, heading for their guard posts on the North Gate and walls. Kerela and Seldane joined Barras.

‘So now it starts.’ Kerela was grim. Barras nodded.

‘If only I could have bought more time.’

Kerela squeezed Barras’ shoulder.

‘You bought us more time than we could possibly have dreamed of. Senedai’s fear of magic is more deeply ingrained than all but you imagined. You saw that and you made it pay. Be satisfied.’

‘More likely he was just in no hurry then, but now he is. It worries me that something has happened elsewhere that demands his taking of the College urgently. Perhaps one of the others has already fallen.’ They began ascending the stairs to the gate-house and ramparts.

‘He is under pressure, certainly,’ said Kard. ‘But don’t assume it’s because of further victory. Lack of success by other armies has probably forced him to act.’

The desire for conversation and the search for reason ceased as they looked down on the cobbled square before the gates. There stood Senedai, arms crossed over his chest, feet placed deliberately apart, dark cloak billowing in the breeze that accompanied the early morning chill. His hair, heavy with braids, barely stirred.

Behind him, better than one hundred Wesmen circled a group of fifty Julatsan children and older folk. All looked confused, all fearful, knowing only that they were a bargaining counter of some sort. None could know the fate that awaited them, their faces holding no panic or terror.

‘I said it would take six days,’ said Barras. Senedai shrugged.

‘And in four, you have done nothing but drilled your soldiers in full view of my observers. I will not debate this further.’ He raised an arm.

‘Wait!’ said Barras. ‘You can’t expect to see the results of our efforts. There is no physical dismantling of magic. We will be ready soon.’

‘You have lied to me, mage,’ said Senedai. ‘Such is the thinking among my captains. And for that, I will have your head as our bargain allows.’

‘It took him long enough to work it out,’ muttered Kard.

‘Now, how long you stay is up to you. But as the mound of corpses rises and its stench drifts across your faces, so will the hatred among those of your people left alive rise against you.’

A murmur and movement stirred among the prisoners and Barras could all but feel their hearts beginning to race as the awful realisation of possible death brought sweat to bead on the back of necks, cold as the grip of night. Barked shouts from the Wesmen guards restored order, but the fear etched deeper into faces and the blank incomprehension of children tore at Barras.

‘I had thought you to be a man of honour,’ said the elder elven mage. ‘Not a murderer of the weak and helpless. You are a soldier, by the Gods. Act like one.’

Senedai wiped a hand across his mouth, apparently attempting to conceal a smile.

‘You are a skilled speaker, mage, but your words no longer move me. It is not I who shall murder them. None of my prisoners will die under a Wesman hand or blade. I am merely releasing them into your hands. If you drop your devil’s curtain, they will live.’ He pointed at the group on the ramparts. ‘You are the murderers. Watch fifty lives be lost, their deaths on your conscience.’ He raised his hand again, this time sweeping it down before Barras opened his mouth to speak. The guards pushed through the crowd, one pair to each prisoner. They were marched struggling in a four-deep line towards the DemonShroud directly under the North Gate, stopping less than three feet from the modulating grey spell. That close, its aura must have been terrible.

Senedai walked behind the first row of prisoners almost as if he was inspecting soldiers under his command. He stopped at the mid-point.

‘Senedai, no,’ urged Barras.

‘Take down your defence.’ He paused, looked up into Barras’ eyes. ‘Take down your defence.’ Barras said nothing.

‘Don’t give in.’ The voice came from Barras’ left. There stood an old mage in the front row, tall and proud, a balding pate atop fierce eyes and a sharp nose. Senedai walked quickly behind him, grabbing his neck in one gloved hand.

‘You see anxious to die, old man,’ he rasped. ‘Perhaps you would like to be the first.’

‘I am proud to die protecting the integrity of my College,’ spat the mage, meeting Senedai eyeball to eyeball. ‘And most of those here will follow me gladly.’ He shook his arms. ‘Let go of me, dammit. I can stand unaided.’ At a signal from Senedai, the guards released him.

‘I’m waiting,’ said the Wesman Lord. The old mage turned and addressed the Julatsans.

‘This day, I ask you to join me in giving your lives to save the College of Julatsa and all who stand safe behind her walls. Many of you, I know, have no affinity with magic but, as native Julatsans, you are blessed by it and its force for good every day. We cannot let that force die. For hundreds of years, Julatsan mages have given of themselves for their people. Witness how many were killed trying to defend the city. Now, in our time of direst need, it is time to give something back. All that would walk willingly with me into the Shroud, say aye.’

A ragged response gained in volume, ending with the shrill ‘Aye’ of a child. The mage looked again at Senedai.

‘Your words writhe like maggots in a rotting corpse. You have ordered our deaths, you are killing prisoners. Julatsa has the right to protect herself and your blackmail will return to visit death upon you and your kinsmen. But we will not give you the satisfaction of seeing us beg for your mercy.’

‘It will not always be so.’ Barras could see the hatred in Senedai’s face and knew that the old mage, whose name he could not recall, had scored a victory, however small.

‘Release my people,’ said the mage. Senedai had no choice. He shook his head, waved his arm wearily and the guards released the arms of the prisoners they held. None moved to run and the perplexed expressions on the faces of the guards told everything. Precious few had understood Senedai’s exchange with the old mage and even fewer could see why their prisoners made no attempt to save themselves.

‘We will line up, each person holding the hand of those either side.’ The prisoners moved silently forward, the men and women upright and proud through their fear, the children uncomprehending, their voices stilled in the enormity of the atmosphere.

Barras could hardly bear to watch but knew that to flinch was to betray the act of extraordinary courage being played out in front of him. He wanted to shout for them to run, to fight, to struggle against their deaths. A part of him, though, saw that this solidarity would unsettle Senedai more than any futile fight. Now, at least, he knew the strength of will of the Julatsan people. Or thought he did.

The movement below Barras ceased. Fifty Julatsans stood a single pace from the DemonShroud, faces alive with terror at their imminent deaths and the evil pulsing from the Shroud’s borders. The wind whistled around the walls of the College. Behind the line, Senedai and his guards stood uncertain, their objective about to be fulfilled but the initiative gone.

The old mage stood in the centre of the line, hands clasped with a child on his right and an elderly man to his left. He stared up at the ramparts.

‘My mages Kerela and Barras, General Kard, it is with honour that we make this sacrifice. Do not let it be in vain.’

‘It will not be,’ said Barras, his voice shaking.

‘What is your name?’ asked Kerela from beside the stunned negotiator.

‘Theopa, my Lord.’

‘Theopa, your name will live forever in the minds of generations of Julatsan mages that follow you,’ said Kerela. ‘I am shamed and lessened not to have known you better.’

‘It is enough that you know me now. And know all of us now.’ He raised his voice. ‘Come, let us walk to glory. The Gods will smile upon us, and the demons below will have mercy on our souls.’ Theopa’s expression betrayed the lie.

Beside him, the child started to weep. Theopa bent and whispered words that would remain between them. The child nodded, her face cracking into a smile.

‘Close your eyes and walk with me,’ said the mage, his voice loud and strong. He paced forward, the line with him. The fifty Julatsans dropped, their mouths open, screams of agony cut short as their souls were torn from their bodies.

Barras could feel the tears on his cheeks. A soldier walked by him, muttered something under his breath. Kard heard him.

‘Consider yourself confined to your quarters,’ he grated. ‘Speak to no one on your way. I will deal with you myself.’ The soldier paled and moved on.

‘Don’t be harsh on him,’ said Barras.

‘He accused you of murder.’

‘He was right.’

Kard stepped in front of Barras, shielding him from the Wesmen below. ‘Never, ever believe that. The murderer stands outside these walls. And he will be brought to justice.’ Barras gestured Kard aside.

‘Lord Senedai,’ he called. The Wesman turned and looked up. ‘May your dreams be plagued by the shades of hell every day of your short life.’

Senedai bowed. ‘I will return at midday. More will die.’

Barras began preparing. From here, he could take Senedai, burn the flesh from his bones. Kerela stopped him, breaking his concentration.

‘I understand your hate,’ she said. ‘But you’ll be wasting your mana on the inside of the Shroud. Better we channel our energies to finding a way to free ourselves and our prisoners. Come, Barras. Rest and think.’

The High Mage led the weeping Barras from the ramparts.




Chapter 14

Tessaya had to know he was coming but it was both the price he was willing to pay and the risk he had to take. In truth, Styliann hadn’t expected to talk his way past Riasu but the nervous tribal Lord had been so taken aback by the display of Protector power that he had sent horsemen through the pass to seek Tessaya’s approval before the blood of his warriors had run cold.

To Styliann it had all served as a fascinating demonstration of the fear in which all things magical were held. Individually, Wesmen, even their Lords, were weak. Most of them. But, he considered, there were notable exceptions. For one, the man commanding the tribes laying siege to Julatsa. Undoubtedly a strong man but even he was apparently unwilling to press on into the heart of their magic, stayed by a trepidation of the unknown that no proof of might could shift. Generations of conditioning stood between the man and his conquest of a College city. Something that had never been achieved before.

And then, Tessaya, an altogether different animal. His reputation went before him and Styliann was certain that he would not so much as entertain the thought of talking to the Lord of the Mount. Death or hostage. Styliann favoured the latter.

There lay the gamble. He had his route across the mountains. He had avoided further travel with both The Raven, whom he distrusted and admired in equal measure, and with the bright General, Darrick - a man in the hero mould if ever there was one; the former because he had no wish to join the attempted liberation of Julatsa and the latter because Gyernath was simply too far. To lose the stewardship of the Mount even temporarily, was a humiliation that took precedence over every consideration.

For a while, in the aftermath of the Dawnthief casting and the realisation of his usurpation, he had suffered a crisis of confidence as his influence over Balaian affairs waned. But it had all become clear to him soon enough. Much of the modern expertise in dimensional magics lay within the walls of Xetesk, and there was a text recently released from the locked vaults beneath his Tower which he was certain had direct bearing on the problem facing The Raven. His influence over Balaia would remain crucial but only if he could regain the Mount quickly.

Thus, his chosen route. It was the most direct to Xetesk by several days but contained the largest obstacle. Tessaya. But even the fact that Tessaya expected him was not necessarily a fatal disadvantage. After all, Styliann was under guard and coming to talk. The Wesmen would hardly be massing their armies. Indeed, quite the reverse if he knew anything about Tessaya’s mind. And Styliann had the advantage of knowing precisely when he would arrive, a luxury not afforded the Lord of the Wesmen.

As the sun reached the heights of the midday sky, Styliann, his Protectors and a guard of forty Wesmen moved into Understone Pass, the former Lord of the Mount the only one on horseback. The Wesmen were guides, monitors and a guard of honour, Riasu had said and at the time Styliann had found it hard not to laugh.

Did the Wesman Lord really believe Styliann could get lost in a Pass with only one bore? And what good did he think forty would be against ninety of the most complete fighting machines in Balaia? The answer to the latter was, as it turned out, none at all.

Styliann yawned and looked behind him. As at the head of the column, twenty Wesmen were marching along the pass, the light from their lanterns decorating the dark slate walls with elaborate dancing shadows as they moved. Above him, a natural fissure ran up into the heart of the Blackthorne Mountains. Up ahead, however, the ceiling shelved down sharply to a height of less than fifteen feet and on one side the path fell away into a chasm that struck into the depths of hell.

The air was damp and cool and, here and there, water dripped, the escape of some long forgotten rainfall or buried tributary. The sounds of foot and hoof combined with the slap of scabbard on thigh to echo ever louder from the walls as they closed in. Hardly a word had been exchanged, none between Styliann and the Wesmen, and the warriors’ bravado had fast given way to uneasy whispers and ultimately an anxious silence. Understone Pass did that to people. The power overhead and the press to left and right stole confidence, hunched shoulders and hurried footsteps.

The column made good time and, an hour into the march, had a little more than three still to go. The barracks built into the western end of the pass were far behind and no one, east or west, could hear them.

Styliann smiled. It was time. He had no need of guides or lanterns or monitors. It would have been better for the guard had they stayed west. At least there they would have lived a little longer.

Considering his options, Styliann decided against depleting his mana stamina reserves however slightly. It was a pointless exercise. None of the Wesmen had bows - an omission none of them would live to regret. He leaned forward in his saddle, mouth close to the ear of Cil, now a favoured Protector, who marched in the centre of the defensive cordon that comprehensively shielded Styliann.

‘Destroy them,’ he whispered. Cil’s head moved fractionally in acknowledgement. Without breaking stride, he relayed the order to his brothers. Styliann smiled again as an instant’s tension crackled the air before the Wesmen were engulfed in a battle they didn’t realise had started until it was effectively over.

Eight wide, the front rank of Protectors swept axes from waist hitches and plunged them into the backs and necks of the oblivious Wesmen a few paces ahead. Behind, the thirty Protectors swivelled, axes to the ready and slammed into the wide-eyed rear guard.

The cacophony of shouts and cries that filled the air were calls to death, not to arms. In the front the Protectors surged on into the Wesmen guard, axes rising, falling and sweeping, blood smearing the pass, the sick thud of metal striking flesh loud in Styliann’s ears.

Struggling to turn and draw weapons, the Wesmen lost all shape, the shock of the assault defeating clear thought. Even as a few faced their attackers, they were cut down by the relentless accuracy and power of the Protectors whose every pace was for gain, whose every blow struck home and who never uttered a sound from behind their masks.

To the rear, at least there was resistance, however brief. Howling a rallying cry, one Wesman stood firm, others around him taking his lead. For a few moments, sparks lit the passage adding a flickering aspect to the lantern-lit nightmare and the clash of steel on steel rang out in the enclosed space. But the Protectors simply increased the pace and ferocity of their attack, moving to strike again almost before the last blow was complete and forcing the Wesmen back in a desperate and futile defence.

With blood slicking the floor and the dismembered and hideously scarred bodies of their kinsmen littering the ground, with the impassive masks of the dread force facing them down, the remaining Wesmen, perhaps ten altogether, turned and fled, screaming warnings that no one would hear as they went.

‘Catch them and kill them,’ said Styliann.

Half a dozen Protectors from each end picked their way deliberately over the carnage and ran east or west, their footfalls sounding impending death as they chased down their hapless quarry.

With the lanterns gone in the hands of fleeing Wesmen, or crushed underfoot, Styliann cast a LightGlobe and raised his eyebrows at the destruction he had ordered.

‘Excellent,’ he said. ‘Any injuries?’

‘Minor cuts to two, my Lord,’ replied Cil. ‘Nothing more.’

‘Excellent,’ he repeated, nodding. ‘Now. Clear the bodies over the side. I will ride forward and you will stand by me.’

Again the almost imperceptible nod of the head. Immediately, Protectors stooped to drag the bodies from the passage to dump them in the chasm. Styliann urged on his nervous horse, Cil and five others flanking him, three either side. A few yards further on, he stopped and dismounted, dusted himself down and sat with his back to the north wall of the pass, the LightGlobe illuminating the rough-hewn rock.

Little impressed Styliann but Understone Pass certainly did. It represented a combination of extraordinary human and natural engineering. Built for profit and conquest, it had proved to be a millstone. He scratched his cheek below his left eye and shrugged. It was the way of so much meant for good to become evil.

‘And now we wait,’ he said to Cil. ‘Or rather, you do. I have work to do.’ He closed his eyes. ‘I have need of your soul companions.’
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In the fading gentle light of late afternoon, Lord Tessaya took a walk around the boundaries of Understone, a worry beginning to nag at the back of his mind. It had been a day of extreme contrasts.

The message brought back by his bird had spoiled his mood but not his plans. The fast riders from Riasu at the eastern end of the pass had brought remarkable and unexpected news that could prove pivotal. Control of the Xeteskian Lord Mage was a prize worthy of the effort of containing his power. Never mind the dread force surrounding him. If he could be isolated, they could be nullified and eventually destroyed. There was no greater bargaining counter than Styliann. And he had volunteered to lend assistance in return for his speedy repatriation to his College. Fine. Tessaya was entirely happy to promise everything and give nothing. Particularly to a mage.

But something wasn’t right. His initial euphoria at Styliann’s naïveté, and the apparent over-confidence in his worth, had led to him dispatching the riders back immediately, bearing his written invitation. He had toyed with the idea of meeting Styliann with overwhelming force but had no desire to waste the lives of his men when, given a little patience, he could reach his goal without spilling a drop of Wesmen blood.

But now, with the day fast waning, Tessaya, whose tour of the reinforced stockade Darrick had built had been completed some time ago, was worried. And another circuit of the garrison town had done nothing to alleviate that worry.

By his calculations, Styliann should have been with him by now. Indeed, should have been so an hour before. And the men he had sent in to meet and replace Riasu’s guard had not returned as they had been instructed to if the meet was missed.

Admittedly, there were a number of good reasons for any delay. A horse throwing a shoe, lack of organisation at the western end, a longer than expected rest break, his guards deciding to press on through the pass rather than report, Styliann causing difficulties with regard to march conditions, Styliann ensuring the deal he thought he had with Tessaya was watertight, Styliann making extra demands late in the day. Styliann.

Tessaya stopped walking and sat on a flat rock looking south over Understone. The setting sun washed a beautiful pale red light over the town, firing the light cloud cover with anger and shooting its beams to the earth. From his right, the softened sound of hammer and saw drifted on the light breeze. Below and to his left, the door to one of the prison barracks opened and a line of bowed and defeated easterners trudged away for evening exercise, flanked by axe-carrying guards.

Listening to the breeze, he could pick out the sound of voices from all corners of the town, talking, ordering, arguing. In three days the stockade, which already controlled the main east-west trail, would encircle Understone. Then he could begin work on the pass defences, so far neglected.

The small town had sprawled like oil over water in the wake of the Wesmen’s occupation. Gazing across the shallow dip in which Understone’s original buildings lay, Tessaya was greeted by the grey canvas that covered every inch of the gentle southward slope and the plateau to which it led. Standards from a dozen tribes and a hundred minor noble families stood proud above the massed semicircles of tents, each standing around a firepit.

For himself, he had chosen lodging in the inn with his advisors, including Arnoan whom he wished to keep a close eye on. Few of his family were in Understone. His sons fought with Senedai in the north. His brothers were long since dead at the hands of Xetesk’s mages.

He scowled and stood up, straightening his jacket. Styliann. He strode briskly to the western end of the town.

‘I need a scout,’ he demanded of the duty watch Captain.

‘My Lord.’ The brown-bearded Captain hollered a name, the sound booming from the nearby buildings. A man came running from a working party digging a channel for a set of stakes outside the stockade. ‘Kessarin, my Lord.’

Tessaya nodded and turned to the athletically built Wesman who wore pale brown leggings, a shirt and lightweight boots and carried a small single-bladed axe in his belt. He was young and clean-cut, a product of a lesser noble village, no doubt.

‘Can you run?’ asked Tessaya.

‘Yes, my Lord.’ Kessarin nodded vigorously, fear of Tessaya overcome by his eagerness to please.

‘Then go into the pass. Take a hooded lantern but use it sparingly. I need you to find the fools I sent in this afternoon. Do not make contact with anyone. Report directly back to me on your return.’

‘Yes, my Lord.’

‘Go now.’ Tessaya looked towards the black maw of the pass blending into the deepening shadows. He was loath to stand against Styliann and his dread force but dawn’s first light would force his hand. Kessarin needed to return quickly and the thought that he might not scared Tessaya more than it should.

 


Styliann, with his close guard around him, relaxed and formed the mana shape for a Communion he would either enjoy immensely or curse forever. The shape, narrow and twisted like a plaited deep blue rope, spiralled away through the rock of the Blackthorne Mountains, seeking one particular mind in Xetesk, a mind which, while suddenly powerful, would be unable to resist Styliann’s casting pressure.

The Communion bridged the divide to Xetesk in an instant, a little smile playing around Styliann’s lips as the spell drifted over the resting minds of hundreds of mages inside the College. They appeared like small ripples in an otherwise still pond, a map of minds that, with care, the skilled and knowledgeable could read.

Styliann searched the random thoughts of sleep for one who would be active, spiking the ripples like splashes from falling rain. He was not hard to find. A man whose rise to power had been respectably swift, his opportunity grasped with both hands on the back of a spectacular spell success and, critically, the absence of the incumbent Lord of the Mount.

Styliann admired the courage of the man but he hated the humiliation and was enraged by the weakness of his own circle. When his rightful position was regained, he would need answers to a great many questions.

The Communion arrowed in, jerking the slumbering mage to a sudden and intensely uncomfortable wakefulness. A token resistance was broken almost immediately.

‘My apologies for the lateness of the hour. My Lord.’ Styliann’s mind-voice was laden with bile.

‘St-Styliann?’ gasped the befuddled mage.

‘Yes, Dystran, Styliann. And close enough to sweep away your poorly formed shield. You should train harder in self-preservation. It might come in useful.’ Styliann had never been forced to take a Communion against his will.

‘Where are you?’ Dystran was fully awake now.

Styliann could feel the anxiety and imagined him fighting to sit upright to look about him, though the Communion held him prone.

‘No need to WardLock your doors,’ said Styliann, voice mocking. ‘Not yet.’

‘What do you want?’ asked the new Lord of the Mount.

‘Apart from the obvious? A little assistance to ensure our inevitable meeting is more amicable than it is likely to be at present.’

‘You’re coming back?’

‘Xetesk is my home,’ Styliann said sharply, comforted by the knowledge that Dystran and his team had given little thought to the possible consequences of their usurpation.

There was a pause. Styliann could feel Dystran’s thoughts roiling in his uneasy mind. How he must wish his advisers could help him now.

‘What is it you want?’ he asked again.

‘Muscle,’ said Styliann. ‘A lot of muscle. To leave Xetesk immediately and head south towards Understone. I will meet them en route.’

‘You’re talking about Protectors?’ Dystran’s thought was disbelieving.

‘Naturally,’ replied Styliann. ‘Calling the Protector army is a right of the Lord of the Mount.’

‘But you are not the Lord of the Mount,’ Dystran’s mind-voice sneered. ‘I am.’

Styliann chuckled. At least the man had some backbone if no conception of what he had done. Following his success with the DimensionConnect, he had been correctly made a Master. But his ill-advised leap to ultimate power would suit no one but his advisers who were no doubt using him as a stalking-horse to gauge College mood and opinion. It was a shame that he couldn’t see it but then they never did. Styliann’s stalking-horse hadn’t.

‘But you will grant me the Protector army nonetheless,’ said Styliann, his tone full of certainty. ‘Perhaps then we can sort out the Mount sensibly when I return.’

‘And if I don’t grant them, perhaps you will not return. Then the situation will have sorted itself out.’

‘Fool.’ Styliann spiked the thought, feeling Dystran’s mind recoil. ‘Do you really think that I have remained Lord for so long just to let an upstart mage like you take my Tower?’ He breathed deep to calm himself. There was something he needed to know. ‘You have been studying the texts of the Stewardship, no doubt?’

‘When there has been time,’ said Dystran.

‘Yes. The pressures are great, are they not?’

Dystran relaxed, Styliann could feel it. ‘Yes. I hope we can discuss them in a civilised manner.’

‘Hmm.’ Styliann paused. ‘You have rescinded the Act of Giving and appropriated it yourself, I trust?’ he asked.

‘The Act of . . . ? No, that text is not known to me.’

‘Ah.’ Styliann felt a surge of pleasure and triumph. ‘And nor, apparently, to your ill-chosen advisers. But let me assure you that you will all feel its effects.’ Styliann terminated the Communion abruptly, shaking off the momentary disorientation.

Not rescinding the Act of Giving was an unsurprising error. Normally, there was no living former Lord from whom to remove the Act and the discovery of its power could be discovered at leisure. Normally.

Styliann smiled and tuned his mind to summon the entire Protector army as was, unfortunately for Dystran, still his right.

 


Kessarin was a proud man. Selected by his Captain and trusted by his Lord with a task of importance and secrecy. One that would end with a report direct to Tessaya himself.

He ran into the pass with enough oil in the small lantern for a good four hours. The wick was trimmed low and the shutter was clipped across to hide all but the merest chink of light and allow sufficient ventilation. Using the failing light of the sun which shone directly along his path, he moved quickly into the first section of the pass which angled very slightly downwards.

His padded leather shoes made little sound, his small axe was strapped hard to his back and his hands were free to trace the outline of the pass, areas of which he could navigate by touch alone - as any good Paleon scout could. Silence was paramount. Lord Tessaya wanted the guard found without their knowing it, and that was exactly what he would do.

Kessarin smirked as he imagined the march, if it could be termed such, of the guard dispatched into the pass five hours previously. Obviously, there had been some delay in the Xeteskian reaching them but they should have been closing in on the western end of the pass by now, if not actually sitting with Riasu.

Kessarin somehow doubted they had travelled that far. Under the leadership of the disagreeable Pelassar, he expected to find them no further than half an hour in, at their stated meeting point. This was despite very specific instructions to move into the centre of the pass if it proved necessary. In choosing Pelassar to lead the relief guard, Tessaya had made, in Kessarin’s estimation, his only mistake so far. Hardly a grave error and Kessarin would be only too pleased to report back on Pelassar’s slovenly conduct and see him whipped or strung. Either would do fine.

Pelassar was nowhere in evidence at the point where Kessarin had expected him and his thirty men to be. The scout had anticipated hearing the sounds of bone dice clacking off the stone floor, of rough laughter echoing down the pass, and the glow of lanterns and torches illuminating the way unnecessarily for a hundred yards or more.

But there had been no need to slow his pace or cloak his lantern. Surprisingly, Pelassar had moved on. The scout raised his eyebrows and did the same.

Kessarin was a fit man and his pace ate up the pass. At a roughly estimated hour in, his caution slowed him to a fast walk. His lantern, hooded all the way, was pared to a thin strip of light which he shone either at the ground directly in front of him or the wall either side, never directly ahead.

His breathing was controlled and his ears tuned to hear the merest sound but all he picked up was the dripping of water somewhere far away. On it went for perhaps another half an hour, the silence supreme, the light nowhere and no sign at all of Pelassar and his men. It was then that he smelt the blood. Not a strong scent but there all the same, drifting on the breath of a breeze that meandered along the pass.

Kessarin stopped immediately, lantern slide pushed all the way across, darkness complete. He pressed himself against the left-hand wall, thinking. This was an area he knew little of, particularly with no light. He had a vague memory of an opening out to both sides and above but, in truth, couldn’t be sure. He was skilled in the feel of the rock at either end but, in the middle, his knowledge was slight. There hadn’t been time.

He listened closely. Still no sound of Pelassar and his men. No echo of footsteps along the rock walls, no change in the air told of imminent meeting and, straining his eyes along with his ears, no light pushed at the blackness. Just that faint taste of blood. There one breath, gone the next.

Kessarin was, by nature, a calm individual but the silence and the dark were moving in on him. Sounds he knew could not be there whispered in his ear. The cry of a child, the lowing of cattle. All distant, the tricks the mountains above played. He shook his head and forced himself to focus. He had two choices.

He could either report back the silence and the hint of blood in the air or he could move on, knowing Tessaya would be growing impatient, and find out whether his fears were justified.

Actually, it was quite simple. To find favour, he had to go on and hope that Tessaya’s anger would subside as he heard Kessarin’s report. He looked again into the darkness. Here, deep in the pass, no natural light would ever penetrate. He couldn’t even see the wall with his nose touching it. Here, even the slightest chink of light would push back the blackness like a beacon fire. Up ahead then, he could be sure, there was no one.

He moved back the slot of the hooded lantern, aware that the limited air within the glass would soon be gone if he didn’t expose an airhole. The sound was loud in the silence, like pushing open a rusted iron door. Kessarin allowed himself a smile.

With his left hand brushing the wall, he moved forward again, carefully, the light down and to his right, illuminating a slight incline in the passageway. A couple of paces further on, he stepped in a patch of stickiness that slicked across the floor.

He stopped to look, knowing it was blood, and then they simply melted out of the darkness ahead, a pale light gently illuminating their nightmare masks. One grabbed his neck with astonishing swiftness. He dropped the lantern, which shattered on the hard stone floor. He tried to speak but no sound came, his arms thrashing uselessly, his eyes staring wildly, taking in the sea of blank faces which parted to let through a tall man with black hair. Behind him floated a glowing sphere. The face came close.

‘Very good,’ he said. ‘You almost had us believing you weren’t there. Almost. Now, you are alone, I take it?’

Kessarin, terrified, managed to nod his head, jaw against the gauntlet of the silent masked man.

‘As I thought.’ His head turned away. ‘Is it full dark outside?’

Another nod.

‘Good. Cil, we have work.’

The hand around Kessarin’s throat tightened and all his dreams of glory fled into the darkness from which he would never return.

 


The only question that remained was the reception at Understone but the captured scout removed some of the uncertainty. Styliann considered that Tessaya would want to wait for the scout’s report before deciding how heavily to arm his defence. At this stage, Tessaya still had no genuine cause to believe that the Lord of the Mount’s non-appearance was anything other than irritating delay.

Styliann and his Protectors moved quickly, the LightGlobe faint but significant, providing light enough to see a few paces all round. That, combined with the innate sense of the enthralled warriors, was quite enough. In less than two hours, they were approaching the eastern end of the pass. Stopping perhaps four hundred yards from the entrance and hidden by a series of outcrops and shallow bends, Styliann assigned his LightGlobe to Cil, dismounted and cast a CloakedWalk on himself. He could have selected a Protector as the spell’s target but the nuances of the Cloak made its retention far more difficult than a LightGlobe or ShadowWings.

‘Stay here,’ he ordered. ‘They will not see me.’ Styliann disappeared from their view, his hand trailing the left-hand wall, a dull luminescence taking the totality from the darkness. He walked briskly, his eyes adjusting to the increasing light that filtered along the passage. It was, he guessed, around four hours from dawn. Night was full outside but, in comparison to the black of the pass, the sky was bright. Inside it was chill and damp and Styliann was glad of his cloak.

There were no obvious signs of build-up at the entrance to the pass but a guard of eight or so sat around a fire just outside. Styliann pitied them. The Xeteskian storm would see them to their graves before they knew it had broken.

He continued walking slowly forward, coming to within a dozen paces of the guards where he crouched behind a slide of rock caused by the spell his own mages, organised by Dystran, had cast to massacre so many Wesmen. The scent of death would remain in the pass forever.

None of the guard was facing into the pass, which Styliann found a little strange. Over-confidence caused carelessness. He looked beyond them to what he could see of Understone itself. Darrick’s defences had been considerably strengthened and watch-towers sprang from eight places that Styliann could count. His view was partially obscured by the slope down to the base of the gates Tessaya had constructed but the glow of further fires told of more guards outside the town.

Understone was quiet. The Wesmen slept while above the sky was clear and the air was still and cool. He wouldn’t get a better opportunity. Styliann, again cloaked by magic, slipped back to join the Protectors.

 


Understone’s night was uneasy. Tessaya stalked the quiet streets, for once unsure of himself. Kessarin was among the best, the duty Captain had assured him of this. He would find the guard and report back but, if he had to travel the entire pass, he would not return until early morning, shortly before dawn.

But the situation was patently wrong. How could the delay be so great that Styliann still had not appeared? And if this was so, why had no word been sent? Never indecisive, Tessaya found himself torn. His senses screamed at him to wake every man and destroy the cursed mage the moment he appeared in the east. But his tactical brain begged him to play it softly and patiently. To wait for Styliann’s arrival and greet him with open arms. Let him place himself exactly where Tessaya wanted him.

The Lord of the Paleon Tribes looked to the sky for inspiration but found none. The air was still, silent and cool. He had come to a standstill close to the inn but resisted the urge to seek Arnoan’s advice. Besides, he knew what the old Shaman would say. ‘Bring the mage to me. Let me work my magic on him.’ But of course he had no magic. Only chants and potions, bones and books. Styliann could destroy him with a wave of the hand.

What should he do? He walked back up the main street to the gates of the town, climbing up the watch-tower that controlled them. The two guards bowed their heads at his appearance.

‘Keep watching,’ he said. They turned again to look at the empty black that was the entrance to the pass, illuminated to the right by the fire of the pass watch. ‘Has there been no sign?’

‘No, my Lord,’ replied one, unsure whether to turn or not and ending up awkwardly half faced towards Tessaya. ‘They have seen nothing down there and the paths to the north and south are both empty.’

‘What in all the hells has happened to them?’ demanded Tessaya.

Still unsure, the guard ventured a reply. ‘He is a mage, my Lord. Not to be trusted.’

Tessaya opened his mouth to slap down the guard, whose response was not required, but found himself in total agreement. Instead of barking, he nodded and relaxed just a little.

‘Yes. Why should I be surprised, eh? I’m glad to see you understand who we are expecting.’ He turned to go. ‘Be very vigilant. I cannot have this man loose.’

And then the entrance to the pass was engulfed in sudden violence.

Masked warriors surged into the night, scattering the watch-fire and slaughtering the guards, who plainly hadn’t seen them coming. The shouts of alarm were cut off so quickly. Without a pause, the warriors continued at a dead run and in their midst, a lone man on horseback, riding at a canter. The dread force surrounded him completely, the warriors moving easily at speed. There was no fuss, no struggle and no doubt. Only a frightening efficiency of pace and stride and a total focus. Not one glanced towards Understone as the whole turned north and ran up the trail, the bemused stares of the watch-tower guards following them as they ran quickly away.

Tessaya swore to break the hypnotism of the moment, slamming his fists down so hard on the tower rail that it shuddered beneath him, one timber cracking under the strain.

‘Wake the tribes!’ he yelled. ‘I want every man from his bed. I want this town empty and I want it now. Every warrior. I want those bastards caught and slaughtered. Move!’

Alarm bells rang out all round Understone. Tessaya stared after Styliann. It had to be him on that horse. Loose in the east with his damned masked warriors and heading straight for Xetesk. And even as he watched, a new chill stole over him. There went Styliann, but where was Darrick? And where were The Raven? He dismissed the new worry from his mind, knowing it would return once his fury had subsided. For now, he had but one target in his sights.

‘By the spirits of the Paleon dead, I will drink your blood, Styliann of Xetesk,’ he growled.

But as the clamour of the waking army engulfed his ears, he thought he heard laughter echoing from the mountains in the still night air.

 


And so it was for the next three days. The Council of Julatsa made the awful pilgrimage to the North Gate to see Senedai and the Wesmen murdering innocents. Sacrificing them on the altar of the DemonShroud. On the first day, a further hundred died, fifty at noon, fifty at dusk. On the second, three hundred met their deaths, many with the same proud face as the old mage, but more and more with reluctance, defiance and angry words shouted at the Council who watched them all and, in their eyes, lifted not a finger in their defence.

On the third day, that unrest had shifted within the walls of the College and with the sacrifice of one hundred and fifty older women at noon, the Council turned from the gate ramparts to find themselves facing an angry mob held at bay by Kard and a line of College Guards. Behind the steel defence, mages stood ready to cast ForceCones to fragment the crowd if necessary.

At the front of the crowd of perhaps two hundred were their appointed spokesmen and the soldier whom Kard had reprimanded at the first sacrifice. The General had succeeded in quieting them but the silence had a menacing quality, every eye on the Council. Kerela nodded.

‘Well, I suppose we had to expect this.’

‘This is hardly the time to talk to them,’ said Seldane.

‘There will be no right time,’ said Kerela. ‘Though I had hoped Kard’s talks would have a longer-lasting effect.’

‘I suspect those that listened to them are praying rather than demonstrating,’ said Barras. ‘We were never going to convince everyone. ’

‘What do they hope to achieve?’ asked Endorr. The junior Council member scanned the crowd nervously.

‘Well, let’s go and ask them, shall we?’ Kerela led the way down the stairs inside the gatehouse. As they emerged into the courtyard, a whisper went around the crowd. Kerela strode across the space and waved Kard and his soldiers aside. She stood, Barras at her left shoulder and the remainder of the Council grouped behind them, and looked solemnly into the faces of the frightened angry city folk whose friends were dying in increasing numbers outside the relative sanctuary of the walls.

Barras decided to let her have the first words though many naturally looked to the Chief Negotiator for comfort, or a solution, anything.

‘This is the hardest time of our lives,’ said Kerela, and the whisper of voices stilled instantly. ‘Our people . . . your people are dying in their hundreds, forced into the DemonShroud by a mob of murderers who seek the destruction of this College. But to remove the Shroud now would put the life of every Julatsan at risk.’

‘But if the Shroud goes, the killing will stop,’ said a voice from the crowd. Others joined in support.

‘Will it?’ asked Kerela. ‘Why do you think the Wesmen are killing the very young, the very old and women they deem beyond child-bearing age? They are a conquering army. Those of no immediate use are merely extra mouths to feed and extra enemies to watch over. Maybe they could sell the children as slaves across the Southern Oceans but the rest? Just an expense. And right now, they cannot afford any extra expense. I’m looking around you now and one in three of you will die if the Shroud is removed before we are ready to act. Anyone who doesn’t believe how selective the killings are, is welcome to view from the North Gate at dusk.’

‘We can’t just sit here and watch the bodies pile up,’ said the spokesman, a youngish brown-haired man named Lorron. ‘You understand that.’

‘I do. And I am mystified that you know nothing of our plans in development. Here you stand with a member of the city Guard, to whom General Kard will be giving further instruction later, and yet he has clearly told you very little or nothing.’ Kerela stared at the soldier whose defiant expression began to wilt under the pressure of the old elf’s gaze. ‘I do hope you haven’t just been stirring up trouble,’ she said gently.

‘I’ll tell you our problem,’ said the soldier. Barras could feel Kard tense and could only imagine the look on his face. ‘It looks like you’ll do anything to keep your College secure. Even if that means every prisoner out there dies.’

‘Yes, but I see you managed to find sanctuary in here. Is our accommodation no longer to your satisfaction?’ The tips of Kerela’s ears were reddening. Barras knew there was an explosion to come. It was just a matter of when. ‘Tell me,’ said the High Mage, her voice awfully calm. ‘What would you have us do?’

‘Fight!’ said the soldier, and a brief murmur rose around him. ‘Gods in the ground, what else?’

Kerela nodded. ‘I see. And presumably, you think we’ll triumph despite the odds stacked against us, do you?’

‘We can try. We have magic,’ said Lorron.

‘And it will be used when the time is right!’ thundered Kerela, the sudden power and volume of her voice jolting the entire crowd. Barras fought back an unwanted smile. Kerela continued.

‘Do you think I want to stand and watch while innocent Julatsans die? Do you really? But I’m afraid I have to. Because more than half of my mages are unable to cast through injury or mental damage caused ensuring that you stand here alive and well today. And General Kard has drawn up plans for an attack but the beds are still full of wounded men. Would you have me leave them to die? Are they somehow less important than those outside?

‘Dordover has sent soldiers, and probably mages, to our defence. Shall we not bother to wait for them? And shall we rehearse our plans in the courtyard here under the eyes of that damned tower, giving away our intentions as we do so?’ She pointed to the Wesmen’s tower which, manned day and night, was even now being pushed to a new position, presumably to observe better the current dispute.

‘The slaughter outside the North Gate sickens my very soul but worse is the thought that any of you believe I am complacent in my duties.’ Her voice lowered again. ‘We are few against many and our attack has to be on our terms and its timing exactly right or we will be slaughtered. I understand your impatience but, my way, we will save more lives overall. Should that not be our aim?’

‘And what about the College?’ asked the soldier.

‘It is the hand that feeds us and the power that drives us. We will defend its integrity with everything we have. I will not lie to you. Any attack we mount in an attempt to break the siege must not leave the College at the mercy of the Wesmen.’ Kerela stopped, awaiting a response. ‘No Julatsan will die in vain. No life will be wasted while I am High Mage. Does anyone wish to say anything else at this stage?’ People in the crowd looked at each other. Heads dropped.

‘Good,’ said the High Mage. ‘Just one more thing before you go. I am High Mage and this College is under my direct control, along with the Council and, because we are in a siege situation, General Kard. Anyone who thinks that this is not an acceptable situation can try walking the Shroud with my blessing. Do I make myself clear?’ Some nodded, some didn’t. Most found their shoes very suddenly the most interesting part of the College. Kerela nodded, gathered the Council and walked away towards the Tower.

Behind them, Kard’s voice rang clear. ‘Break it up. Get about your duties. Not you. Come here, soldier. Come here!’

 


Thraun stood at the stern of the single-masted sail-boat, growling at the Wesmen grouped on the shore. He was in the way of the tiller and Denser, under the watchful eye of The Unknown, had to reach around his rear to control their direction. There was no pursuit. The flames of the devastated camp lit up the sky, casting dancing shadows on the water that played in the ripples caused by the wind. Cloud had rolled up to all but extinguish the moon’s watery luminescence.

Hirad sat back and pulled off his boots, emptying water over the side. He was tired. Six days of hard riding and walking followed by a fight they hadn’t planned. He sat the other side of Thraun and looked along the boat. The sail was full but not tight, driving them across the inlet. The Unknown Warrior was sitting opposite the boom wringing out his socks. On the covered prow in front of the mast sat Erienne and Will, out of the way of the tackle, while Ilkar, his hands gripping the gunwale, was right next to Hirad, his gaze fiercely inboard.

They had escaped but it hadn’t been comfortable. Fortunately the back-up plan had worked well. Even so, Hirad wasn’t satisfied.

‘What happened, Ilkar?’

‘Clumsy Wesman,’ said Ilkar, raising a smile. ‘I think he was trying to wrestle Denser’s dagger from his throat but he knocked their alarm bell off instead.’

‘We had to attack before we reached the platform,’ said Denser, supplying the answer Hirad wanted. ‘Ilkar couldn’t come back because he’d have lost his Cloak for a beat and stepped on me, so, with the guard blocking the entrance, we had no other choice.’

‘But the kills weren’t clean,’ said Hirad.

‘We’re mages, not knifemen,’ said Ilkar a little sharply. ‘I have never done anything like that before and I doubt you have.’

‘I guess not,’ said Hirad. ‘But I still need to show you the best killing thrusts. It would have helped.’

‘When we’re on dry land, I’ll be glad to undergo training,’ said Ilkar. ‘But right now, I’m trying not to be violently sick.’

Hirad laughed. The boat was barely pitching, its passage very smooth, yet there was an uncharacteristic paleness about the elf’s face.

‘You’ll be all right,’ said the barbarian.

‘Look at the horizon,’ said The Unknown. ‘It moves less than the inside of the boat. It’ll give you some sense of stability.’ Ilkar nodded and dragged his gaze out over the water towards the eastern shoreline where the sea met the sky.

Apparently satisfied with what he saw on land, Thraun turned, knocking the tiller briefly from Denser’s hand. He ambled up the boat, pausing to stare at each member of The Raven as he passed. Hirad met his gaze, seeing the yellow flecks in Thraun’s eyes but none of the repressed humanity that Will assured him was there. Yet there was an intelligence in that stare that had nothing to do with anything animal and, curiously, Hirad felt no threat despite being one lunge from death.

He watched as the wolf leaped lightly on to the decking of the prow, moving in between Erienne and Will. Will’s hand reached out and stroked the length of his back. Thraun’s head turned and his tongue licked out, plastering the little man’s face.

‘Affectionate, isn’t he?’ said Hirad.

‘I wonder if he’ll be embarrassed to hear about that when he changes back,’ mused Denser, his mood at odds with his behaviour of the last few days.

‘How long will we be sailing?’ asked Ilkar.

‘Half the night, maybe a little more,’ replied The Unknown.

‘Oh, Gods,’ muttered Ilkar, tightening his grip still further. Hirad put a hand on his shoulder, patting him gently.

In the prow, Will wiped his face, anxious to keep the wolf saliva from his lips. He didn’t quite succeed. He scowled and grabbed Thraun’s muzzle with a hand, giving it a shake.

‘Do you have to?’ The wolf licked his lips and gazed mournfully back, eyes sad and far away. Will’s scowl turned to a frown. ‘What is it, Thraun? What’s wrong?’ Thraun dropped his eyes to the decking. ‘You could change here. You don’t have to wait until we land. Remember.’ It was the word that triggered the human deep within the body of the wolf. Or should have. But Thraun merely hunkered down, resting his head on his forelegs, head pointing out to the Inlet.

Will glanced across at Erienne. Worry lined her face as it lined his.

‘It’ll be all right,’ she said unconvincingly. ‘He’ll change when we land.’

‘You saw him the last time,’ said Will. ‘He changed the moment we were clear of Dordover. Couldn’t wait. The longer he goes, the harder it gets to remember he can.’ He stroked Thraun again, pushing his hand in hard against his spine. Thraun’s tail flipped languidly, for all the world like a dog relaxing by his master’s feet.

Will shook his head. Thraun always changed back so quickly. He hated the form of the animal, he was frightened by it. Or so he said. But this time . . . Maybe the motion of the boat unsettled him. Maybe. But he looked comfortable. Comfortable. That was a state he had never seen in the wolf and he’d witnessed Thraun change at least a dozen times over the years he’d known him.

‘Thraun, come on, look at me.’ The wolf obliged, blinking. That was something at least. ‘Remember. Please.’ Thraun raised his head slightly, sniffing the air. He growled deep in his throat and returned to his scan of the water in front of him. Will turned to The Raven; all eyes were on him.

‘Can’t this boat go any faster? I think we’ve got a problem.’




Chapter 15

It had been a sunny enough morning. The light cloud that had covered the sky at dawn had been blown away by a fresh breeze from the north-west, leaving clear blue skies, a gently warming sun and the ever-roiling and growing shadow.

The fifteen soldiers and three mages of the monitoring party in Parve had chosen for themselves one of the grand houses that lay just off the central square. It was a large, two-storey building with rooms enough for each to be shared by just two men. A well-stocked pantry and cellars, partly harvested from other nearby dwellings, made living comfortable. But not too comfortable.

Each of the men who had volunteered for the duty was aware that they were unlikely to see the Colleges again. Between them and home lay the entire Wesmen invading armies and the Blackthorne Mountains. Above them, the rip to the dragon Dimension posed unguessable threat, and in the dead city they knew that not everyone was dead.

Outside of the billet, the platoon officer, Jayash, forbade them to walk in groups of less than three. Mages had to have two guards each. Patrols leaving the relative sanctuary of the square were always six strong with a mage in support. The streets weren’t safe.

Not that they had actually seen anyone. But the sounds were there. The echo of a footstep, the slap of a door on a windless day, the hurried scrabbling of hand in dirt, the ghost of a voice carried on the breeze. Some, probably acolytes, had escaped Darrick’s net. Parve was an eerie place.

It was approaching noon on the eleventh day of measurement. Having long since calculated the rate of increase of the noon shade and the dimensions of Parve, it was now a question of monitoring, of completing the chart each day, of checking for errors and watching the sky.

No one had actually said it but they were the early warning system of another dragon attack. An attack they would not be expected to survive.

Jayash and three soldiers watched while the duty mages prepared the ground for the day’s measurement. Inside an area covering almost a thousand paces on its long side, and seven hundred on its shorter, the paving of the central square had eight lines of metal spikes driven in to its surface. Each line represented a compass point and the distance between each spike and their progression towards the edges of the square marked the expansion of the shadow.

Jayash strolled around the perimeter of the marked area as the shadow moved across the ground, a monstrous blot on the earth that sent shivers through his body and cooled the fledgling warmth of the day.

Turning in the area, he walked along one line and back down another, noting the distance between each peg. It was not an exact science, of course. If the cloud was heavy, the shadow’s edge was more indistinct and inevitably there was error.

He paused at the end of the second line he’d tracked, the one representing south-east, frowning. The final two spikes seemed a little further from their adjacent cousins than the rest, like the line was becoming stretched. He glanced left and right. If his eyes didn’t deceive him, the pattern was repeated in the south and east lines.

‘Delyr?’ he called. The Xeteskian looked up from his conversation with Sapon, a Dordovan colleague.

‘Jayash.’

‘Have we had a problem the last couple of days?’

Delyr shrugged. ‘Not really. We’ve seen what is a significant but probably small acceleration of the rate of shadow increase but some of it has to be to do with cloud effect blurring the edge of the shade.’ He glanced up into the sky, blue but for the rip overhead.

‘Today we’ll know.’

Jayash nodded. ‘But you’ve known of this possible problem for a couple of days.’

‘Five actually. Look, I appreciate your desire to be told every minute detail, but in scientific terms, it was not worth mentioning, so I didn’t.’

‘But today.’

Delyr smiled thinly. ‘You will receive instant assessment followed by a full report. Now, if you wouldn’t mind, time is short.’ He gestured at the rip and the shadow at the base of the pyramid that was all but gone.

Jayash waved a hand vaguely and stepped back to watch. Delyr and Sapon trotted around the edge of the spike field, leaving a peg lying at the end of each line. Both mages then walked briskly to the base of the pyramid and knelt close to the sun shade marker, a long piece of polished wood fixed to the ground where the pyramid’s east wall met the earth. When the last vestiges of natural shadow had left it, the measurements were made.

It was a good enough system but, Jayash considered, it had a flaw. At present, the shade was relatively small and the pyramid close. The movement of the sun between the moment the mages agreed it was noon and the measurement of the shade was negligible.

But soon, the pyramid would be covered by the rip’s shadow and the agreement of noon would have to be made more distantly. What was more, the area of the shade, growing larger, would mean more time to make the measurements.

He could foresee, firstly, all his men being co-opted into taking readings rather than securing lives and later, a hopelessly inaccurate measurement, leaving The Raven with a margin of error that ran into days. Delyr seemed oblivious. He alone still thought he was going home once the rate of increase of the shade had been clearly established.

He didn’t realise he’d been marked as a martyr, not a hero.

It was noon. Delyr and Sapon straightened and walked quickly back towards the spikes. The rip hung in the air, waiting, its shadow wide and clear, uncluttered by the fog of cloud, its edges hard and distinct.

Swiftly and without conversation, the two mages took up opposite positions, north and south, and began their task, leaning close to the ground to gauge the exact end of the shade and the beginning of light. Once satisfied, they placed spikes in their marks and, with small iron mallets, drove them into the earth beneath the paving of the square. Moving around the compass points anti-clockwise, they repeated the operation in less than five minutes.

Jayash could see the mages’ consternation immediately, saw the anxious glance they exchanged and began walking towards them. Delyr and Sapon met by the south line and measured the distance the new spike sat from yesterday’s using both a length of carefully marked rope and a carved length of rod-straight wood in which they made two marks. In this way they took readings from three points before Delyr consulted a parchment he fetched from a leather bag lying on the ground.

‘What is it?’ asked Jayash but he knew the answer already.

‘Just a moment,’ said Delyr. He and Sapon scribbled on the parchment, re-took their measurements and entered the figures in the log. Delyr looked up.

‘Instant assessment?’ suggested Jayash.

‘We’re in deep trouble.’

‘Justification?’

‘We’ll check again tomorrow but the rate at which the shade is growing is increasing. It’s not stable, or doesn’t appear to be.’

‘Meaning?’

‘Meaning the bigger it gets, the faster it grows.’

Jayash pushed his tongue into the inside of a cheek. ‘So, time is shorter than you originally calculated.’

‘Yes, much,’ said Delyr. ‘And we have no way of knowing whether the rate of increase will continue to rise. I suspect that it will.’

‘So what’s the new estimate?’

‘Yes, hold on . . .’ Delyr looked at Sapon who had been writing furiously. He underlined a figure on the parchment and handed it to Delyr, whose eyes widened.

‘Are you sure?’ he asked.

‘Yes.’ Sapon nodded. ‘I’ll refine it later but it’s not far away from accurate.’

‘Well, before, we had thirty days before the rip covered Parve. We now have eight.’

Jayash said nothing, just stood at the rip above, shuddered and imagined the dragons pouring through.
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It was the longest night of Ilkar’s life. Between them, The Unknown and Denser set a direct course across Triverne Inlet, using the stiffening breeze to drive them on a single tack towards the meeting of water and the Blackthorne Mountains on the eastern side of the Inlet. At least the Xeteskian was making good on his desire to learn to sail. Further out into the expanse of tidal sea, the swell deepened, making the quiet choppiness near the shore a distant memory. The small boat, never in danger under the stewardship of its dual skippers, pitched and yawed through the swell but made good headway, sail taut and full.

But something was wrong. Ilkar had always thought himself naturally empathic but even he was taken aback that Hirad in particular seemed to have no inkling that it was much more than the fact that Thraun had not returned to human form.

For Ilkar though, it was as obvious as the sun in a cloudless sky. He had taken The Unknown’s advice and kept his eye on the horizon, feeling an initial wash of sickness slowly subside as his brain registered normality forever just out of reach. But increasingly, he found his attention straying to the boat’s other occupants. It was the quiet. At first, Hirad had quipped away, talking the irrelevancies that were his trademark in relaxed situations, but received at best low chuckles and short answers in response. Ultimately, there was no reaction and he had shrugged and joined the silence. But quiet was so unlike The Raven. There had been little discussion of their direction on reaching the eastern shore save to try and find horses quickly for the ride to Julatsa. Beyond that, there seemed no plan and, without The Unknown to drive the discussion, the energy to talk was lacking.

Ignoring his protesting gut and swimming head, Ilkar turned to look at the Big Man and felt a chill in his body. Never given to joviality, The Unknown typically had his eyes everywhere in every situation, playing the role of the guardian angel with consummate skill, snuffing out threat to his friends before it became deadly. But now he was inside himself. Ilkar saw him glance occasionally in their direction, or up at the sail and even more rarely murmur to Denser to trim the tiller position or release a handful of mainsheet.

Aside from that, his head was angled forward, his eyes closed or fixed firmly on the timbers between his feet and the set of his body slightly slumped. Ilkar knew what had to be troubling him and there was nothing any of them could do about it. He had changed during his brief time as a Protector. Not because of the harsh regime under which the demons held them in thrall but because of the closeness of souls in Xetesk’s Soul Tank.

He had hinted as much in the days after his release and had appeared to shake off the memories of the bonding he had undergone but now, as they returned to the East, the memories resurfaced. Because every passing moment brought them closer to the Colleges, closer to Xetesk and closer to the Soul Tank from which his soul was wrenched. Ilkar wondered if he could still hear them calling him.

‘Unknown?’ said Ilkar. The Big Man looked up, his eyes heavy and full of pain. ‘Can you feel them?’

The Unknown shook his head. ‘No. But they are there and I am not. Their voices still sound in my memory and tear at the strings of my heart. The emptiness has not filled inside my soul. I think it never will.’

‘But . . .’

‘Please, Ilkar. I know you want to help but you can’t. No one can.’ The Unknown returned to his examination of the bottom of the boat, his last words directed at none who could hear them. ‘To reach the dragons I will have to walk by my grave.’

Ilkar felt a pang in his chest and drew in his breath sharply. He caught Denser’s eye. The Dark Mage looked no better than The Unknown and Ilkar felt despair. He had hoped the manner of their escape from the camp would have rekindled his enthusiasm. But it was clear now that it was a spark derived from the innate desire for self-preservation.

Denser believed he had already served his life’s purpose: Dawnthief was cast and the Wytch Lords were gone. But they had to close the rip in the sky or there would be no hiding place from the hordes of dragons that would eventually fly through it. Not for Denser, not for The Raven and not for Erienne and their child.

Why then, would he not take his place in the heart of The Raven and drive like he had done all the way to Parve? Ilkar understood very well that he must be fatigued but his mana stamina had returned and any bone-weariness was surely shared by them all.

‘Thanks for not dropping me back there,’ said Ilkar.

‘No problem. I’d rather have you alive than dead at the hands of the Wesmen.’

Ilkar took that as a compliment but it saddened him at the same time. The old Denser, that which had surfaced to such spectacular effect in the Wesmen camp, had quickly disappeared beneath the waves of his own self pity once again. It took all the elf’s control not to tell him so.

‘You must be tired.’

Denser shrugged. ‘I’ve been worse. When you’ve cast Dawnthief, any other exhaustion rather pales.’

‘Good effort though, Denser,’ said Hirad. Ilkar glanced down at the barbarian, half-sprawled and half-asleep on his bench, a cloak under his head, his eyes closed. Thank the Gods for Hirad. At least, in his ignorance of the mood suffocating The Raven, he was not affected by it. They would need his strength and aggression in the time ahead, that was clear.

Ilkar opened his mouth to speak but found he couldn’t be bothered to try and engage Denser in any further conversation. Nothing was coming back but the lethargic utterings of a man searching for a reason to keep on fighting. The elven mage shook his head. Surely Erienne and their unborn child were enough. But even she had found his mood impenetrable and their physical distance on this small boat was stark indication of the difficulties they faced.

At the bow lay the most immediate problem. Will had not taken his hand from Thraun’s back nor his eyes from the wolf’s head for hours. A deep anxiety crowded his face and his whisperings in the ears of his friend did nothing more than bring twitches and low growls. Thraun didn’t want to listen.

What would they do if he never changed back? Ilkar almost laughed at his own question but feared the noise of his fleeting good humour. It was, of course, not their decision to make. They could not order the wolf to leave them or to stay with them. They couldn’t tell him what to do. They couldn’t control him. The longer he stayed a wolf, the more wild he would become. Eventually, Ilkar presumed, he would cease to recognise them. At that point, they would become as much prey as the next man and they would have to try to kill him.

Ilkar knew that was the fear that drove Will’s anxiety. It was one that should drive them all.

And for his part, Ilkar himself was scared of what they would find in Julatsa. He would know if the College fell and the Heart was destroyed as would every Julatsan mage - those that lived through the experience. He was aware his city might well be in ruins. He knew the Wesmen were an occupying force. He knew the Council would not give up the College until every last one of them had perished in its defence.

But if The Raven couldn’t get into the Library, if they couldn’t find what they had to find, then the Wesmen, in the moment of their triumph, would have condemned most Balaians to death at the hands of dragons. Ilkar would derive no pleasure from telling them so.

He sighed deep in his chest and watched the shore unfold its detail before him, praying dry land would kindle some hope in his heart but knowing it probably would not. The destiny of Balaia was not in good hands.

Keeping far upstream from the Wesmen staging post, The Raven landed in a small cove bounded on both sides by crags and steep slopes. Above them towered the dark mass of the Blackthorne Mountains, cascading precipitously towards the Inlet, while immediately in front of them, the land angled sharply away from the rocky cove towards Triverne Lake, whose waters flowed into the sea not far from them as the mouth of the River Tri.

Splashing through the shallows, The Raven set foot back on dry land to an audible sigh of pleasure from Ilkar. He looked up at the climb into the lightening sky with what Hirad took to be pleasure.

While The Unknown made fast the boat and Denser furled the sail under his instruction, Will and Thraun scrambled away up the slope of grass-covered thinly soiled rock and crumbling clay. Will, clutching Thraun’s clothes in his bag more in hope than expectation, hung on to a fistful of fur and thick hide low on the wolf’s back, to help him on up.

‘Why are you bothering to learn all that?’ asked Ilkar, the words tumbling from his mouth before he could stop them.

Denser stopped and straightened. ‘What?’

‘If you care so little for the future, why bother to learn to sail?’ Ilkar had no option but to carry on. Denser’s eyes narrowed.

‘Well maybe I’m trying to establish some normality. Maybe I’m making a bloody effort. Is there something wrong with that?’

Ilkar smiled, trying to defuse the situation he’d created, aware that the eyes of The Raven were on him.

‘It just struck me as a little incongruous, that’s all. Don’t worry about it.’

Denser strode towards him. ‘Yes I will worry about it. Your ignorance of how I feel doesn’t give you the right to make sneering little comments like that. What are you trying to say?’

‘I’m trying to say that you are totally unpredictable and it’s causing us all a problem. Furling that sail you are totally normal, just like the Denser we know so well. But in the next heartbeat you could close up and disappear inside yourself. We don’t know where we stand.’

‘Is that right?’ Denser’s face was reddening. ‘And you think I know, do you? My head’s a complete bloody mess and I’m trying hard to make sense of what I have left. What I want is a little patience, not clever comment, from people like you!’ He stabbed a finger into Ilkar’s chest. The Julatsan pushed it away and pointed at Erienne.

‘And she’s not enough, is that what you’re saying?’

‘Ilkar, that’s enough. Just leave it,’ said Erienne.

But Denser moved in until their noses all but touched. ‘Don’t you dare to question the way I feel about Erienne. You don’t understand. ’ He pushed Ilkar firmly backwards along the shingle. ‘Keep away from me, Julatsan, until you have something good to say.’ He stalked over to the rise and began a solitary, angry climb, Erienne behind him.

‘Good work, Ilkar,’ said Hirad, shaking his head. He climbed up slowly behind the mages, noting the clear sky and the light forging towards them from the east. They would need to find cover soon. Fortunately, the River Tri’s course was lush and wooded and far enough from likely Wesmen occupation to make quick travel possible. They would still have to be careful, though, aliens in their own land.

What taxed Hirad’s mind, apart from Ilkar’s surprising outburst and Denser’s altogether predictable one, was where they would find horses. Without rides, journey time to Julatsa would be trebled or worse and give them no fast escape option. He dug in his heels and climbed faster.

The scent of home was everywhere, bleeding from the very ground on which Thraun trod. The colours of the forest and of his packbrothers filled his head as he bounded away from the water’s edge, taking care that man-packbrother should not slip from him by moving too fast.

Cresting the rise, he put his snout high into the air and sniffed. Untainted by the saltwater smells from below, the scents of the land and its inhabitants unfolded like a map before him. He turned to man-packbrother, aware he was making sounds. Man-packbrother knelt in front of him and held his face in his two hands. He growled, amusement and mild irritation mixing in his mind.

Man-packbrother spoke a word to him. He was aware it was a word without comprehension of language. It tolled in his head but the doors didn’t open. Instead, a confusion of thought plundered his consciousness.

He was standing on his hind legs and there was no hair covering his face. His howl had gone and he could run upright without falling. But there was no joy in his senses, no feeling of the pack around him. He felt clumsy if strong, awkward in his understanding of the land and prey and threat around him. The memories were dim but he knew they were memories. They hurt him inside, dragged at his body and punished his being. He knew there was a way to make the hurt stop but he fought that way.

The hurt scared him, he reacted.

Thraun barked once and recoiled from Will’s grasp, crouching low, yellow eyes fixed on him, fangs bared. He growled, deep, low and menacing. Will stood up in shock and backed away a pace, hands outstretched.

‘Thraun, it’s all right. Calm. Calm.’ He backed away further.

Hirad had reached the top of the slope in time to see the end of the exchange and Thraun’s sudden move backward, taking him perilously close to tumbling over the edge back to the cove. Hirad held his breath. The wolf was tensed to spring, its eyes on Will’s face. But to his eternal credit, Will remained what he urged Thraun to be. Calm. And Thraun eventually relaxed his crouch, shook his head, stood up and trotted away towards a stand of trees.

‘What happened?’ asked Hirad. Will’s face was sheet white in the pre-dawn light. He shrugged. ‘I mean, what did you do?’

‘N-nothing,’ said Will, with a hint of the stammer that had plagued him for days following his terrifying encounter with Denser’s familiar in Dordover. ‘Just tried to bring him back to himself with the word.’

‘What word?’

‘Remember,’ said Will, massaging his temples with thumb and index finger and looking after the retreating form of the wolf. ‘It’s the word he tells himself before he changes. It’s supposed to trigger his memories. It’s not working.’ Will sounded desperate. Hirad placed a hand on his shoulder.

‘He’ll be all right,’ he said. ‘He’s probably gone to change now, hasn’t he?’

Will turned his face to Hirad, a rueful half smile on his lips and tears in his eyes. ‘I don’t think so,’ he said.

‘So what’s different this time?’ asked Hirad. ‘He’s never reacted like this before, has he?’

‘No. He hates the wolf’s form. His worst nightmare is being stuck inside it forever and losing his ability to change back. But in the years I’ve known him, he’s never tasted the blood of so many victims either. I just wonder whether he’s in some kind of frenzy that won’t go away and it’s blocking his human side from reasserting itself.’

‘What can we do?’

Will sighed. ‘I don’t know. There’s no spell that can bring him back. His condition isn’t magical. We’ll have to wait and I’ll have to keep on trying to get through to him.’

‘A risky path.’

‘The only path.’ Will looked at Hirad. ‘I can’t lose him, Hirad. It would be like being dead anyway so I may as well die trying as sit and wait to die alone.’

Hirad nodded. ‘I understand.’

‘I know.’




Chapter 16

With Ilkar, Denser, Erienne and The Unknown reaching the flatter land above the cove, The Raven made headway to the Tri River valley, Thraun shadowing their progress. The landscape in front of them was beautiful, even in the half-light of early dawn, with much still wreathed in heavy shadow.

North and east, the land swept away in gentle rises, its bracken swaying and rustling, isolated groups of trees and low bush surrounding rocky pools, crags mottling the greens and browns with their stark slate grey.

South and east, in the direction of their immediate travel, the scene was altogether different. At the top of a shallow rise, the land fell away sharply into the valley of the River Tri where it flattened briefly to form great green meadows of thick grass. The river’s banks gave root to thick-trunked oaks and willows, and wild hawthorn tangled the river’s edge while, here and there, pebbled shallows rising to flat rock, covered in times of flood, gave sight of the quarter-mile width of the gentle flow.

To the west and south of The Raven, the black enormity of Balaia’s dominant mountain range scaled to the heavens, mesa, peak and slide punctuating its descent into rambling foothills and finally the fertile lowlands of the East. Close to, its power was staggering and Hirad wondered whether Baron Blackthorne, whose family took their name from the range, ever felt as he did now. Small in the presence of extraordinary might. While the mountains stood, Balaia lived. But if dragons flew through the rip in numbers large enough to overwhelm the Brood Kaan, the Blackthornes would be laid waste, shattered. He couldn’t let that happen.

Close to, it was clear that the vegetation either side of the Tri, while excellent cover, was poor walking country. With Thraun on not necessarily unwitting point duty, The Raven drove as far inland as they dared, with the light of day flying across the sky to meet them. Eventually, tired and in the open, they worked towards the water’s edge, finding enough of a clearing to set up Will’s stove, which The Unknown still carried, yet remaining hidden from both the south bank and their immediate north. Thraun had disappeared but none doubted he knew exactly where they were.

‘It’s good to be back this side of the Blackthornes,’ said Hirad, relaxing against a tree, rubbing his back on it and feeling the bark dig into the stiff muscles of his back through his leather armour. He loosened the jerkin straps and breathed deeply. The Unknown said nothing, merely stared into the woods surrounding them. Denser shook his head and Will said:

‘It isn’t worth the price we seem to have paid.’

It wasn’t exactly the reaction Hirad had envisaged. He sniffed and looked across at Ilkar whose glum face carried no surprise at the muted, if not depressed, expressions surrounding the stove.

‘Perhaps we should sleep on it a while,’ ventured Hirad.

‘We need Thraun,’ said The Unknown. ‘We need his tracking and his sense. If this area is patrolled, and I expect it us, we could hit big trouble without warning.’

‘Can’t you track?’ asked Erienne.

‘Not really,’ said The Unknown. ‘And certainly not as unerringly as Thraun.’

‘What did you do before we joined you?’ asked Will, his eyes never still, scouring the undergrowth for his friend.

‘Nothing quite like this,’ said Hirad. ‘Generally, we rode into castles or on to battlefields in broad daylight, fought all day, collected our money and that was that. Avoiding being seen wasn’t an advantage.’

‘Well, we’ll just have to be careful, won’t we?’ said Denser, his voice flat.

‘We don’t have time to be careful,’ said Ilkar sharply. ‘If the Library in Julatsa is destroyed before we get there—’

‘I know, I know,’ said Denser. ‘You don’t have to keep lecturing about it.’

‘Why not? You don’t seem to have any sense of urgency.’

‘I’m just saying there’s no point in getting ourselves killed because we’re in too much of a hurry. That would be just as bad.’

‘Voices down,’ snapped The Unknown, his voice quiet and powerful. Their progress had been slower than he’d hoped, Denser’s attitude affecting them all. That had to change before they fought again. Focus was everything and, right now, The Raven lacked it. ‘If you’ve all finished stating the bloody obvious, we’ve got to find the best solution.’ He turned his head to Will. ‘Will, how well does Thraun understand you?’

The wiry man shrugged. ‘It’s hard to say. He recognises my voice, that’s certain, but how much he actually understands is anybody’s guess. Words like “no” and “stop” and “run”, I think he does but I couldn’t hope to persuade him to track for us, for instance. Particularly now. This is the wildest he’s ever been and he’s not even been changed that long.’

‘Well, we have to get him to change back,’ said Ilkar.

‘You can’t. I’m not even sure that I can now. He’s not listening.’ Will bit his lip.

‘In that case, we have to assume he’s gone. Sorry Will, but you know what I mean.’ The Unknown unbuckled his chest plate. ‘Is there going to be a time when he’ll attack us?’

‘I don’t know,’ said Will. ‘I want to believe that he’ll recognise me however long he’s changed for. But he said himself that, ultimately, he’ll just become a wild animal.’

‘Except much harder to kill,’ said Denser.

‘Much,’ agreed Will. ‘But it won’t come to that. Wolves aren’t killers. They hunt for food and we aren’t first choice.’

As if he’d known they were talking about him, Thraun padded into the camp, his sudden appearance at Will’s shoulder causing Erienne to start. Will himself turned and draped an arm across the huge wolf’s neck and pulled his head close.

‘Glad you could be here,’ he said. Thraun nuzzled his cheek then lay down facing the stove, snout twitching at the smells of wood, coffee and hot metal.

‘Like I say,’ said Will. ‘Ultimately, he’ll do what he wants and if any of you think you can stop him, well . . .’ There was a dry chuckle around the stove.

‘All right,’ said The Unknown, his face blank. He hadn’t joined the brief mirth. ‘At walking pace, we are six days from Julatsa. We need to liberate horses quickly but we can’t risk running into a large Wesmen force. Are there any local farms or villages the Wesmen may not have found?’

‘No,’ said Ilkar. ‘The nearest settlements that might just have escaped are Lord Jaden’s to the north but that’s two days extra over hostile country in the wrong direction. Our only chance without fighting or stealing is Triverne Lake, as Styliann said.’

‘Surely the Lake will be taken,’ said Hirad.

‘I wouldn’t be quite so sure,’ said Ilkar. ‘It’s the seat of ancient magic and a place of the most base evil if you’re a Wesman. There’s a standing guard of two hundred protecting the Shard at all times. They might still be there. And don’t forget, Triverne isn’t the most direct route to Julatsa from where the Wesmen landed a little north of here.’

‘Communion?’ suggested Erienne. Denser shrugged.

‘If I must. I need to rest first, though.’

‘I’ll do it,’ said Erienne. ‘I am capable.’

‘Whatever,’ said the Xeteskian.

‘Fine.’ The Unknown stretched his legs out in front of him, trying to push his own problems from his mind while clutching at the threads that held them all together. ‘I’m sceptical, I must say, but if we can find out through Communion, that’s fine. Otherwise, I’m not sure the detour is worth the risk. We also need to contact the mage outside of Julatsa, assuming she’s still there - get ourselves the latest position. But first, Denser’s right, we should rest. I’ll watch and so, no doubt, will Thraun. We’ll push on after midday.’

 


Dawn in Julatsa on the eleventh day of the siege of the College brought the first open conflict within its walls. Two hundred and fifty innocent Julatsans had just perished. Those first to die were rotting in the Shroud. Barras could feel the tension. It had been in the air since the first confrontation but now it had real menace to it as the Council stepped away from the gatehouse, saddened, disgusted and scared. This time there had been no show of strength or solidarity, no songs and no bravado. Just weeping, screaming and angry accusation before the agony.

The city’s people issued from the buildings all around the courtyard as the Council walked slowly to the Tower, heads bowed, each lost in their own thoughts. Kard had been alert, as always, and his shouted commands to his men ensured a significant protective guard for the Council by the time the mob had surrounded them.

‘Oh dear,’ muttered Kerela in Barras’ ear. The old elf Negotiator looked quickly about him. The clamour hurt his ears, the fury of the Julatsans edging towards the precipice of violence. Weapons were brandished, fists shaken and everywhere red faces spat anger and belligerence.

Kard’s shout for calm went unheard by all but those immediately around him and ignored by even them. With the mob beginning to press, despite a fragmentation of its edges caused by more soldiers pulling people away, the greying General turned a worried face to Barras.

‘Your turn, I think,’ he mouthed.

Barras nodded and leaned into Kerela. ‘Time for VoiceHail,’ he said.

‘Just a single word,’ she advised. ‘I’ll pass on your intention.’

‘Thank you.’ Barras drew in a deep breath and closed his eyes, bringing the geography of the College to his mind. The mana shape was little more than a line, tracing and connecting every building. The Tower, the Long Rooms, the walls, Mana Bowl, lecture theatres, classrooms and billets. All were linked by the shape, all became receptors, conduits and amplifiers of Barras’ voice. He opened his eyes and nodded.

Kerela placed a hand on Kard’s shoulder and every soldier and Council member immediately placed hands over his or her ears. Before any in the whistling crowd had time to react, Barras, his voice deep on the frequency of the mana stream, spoke.

‘Silence.’

The word clattered over the open space, crashing into unprotected ears to rattle skulls and stun voices to quiet. It rolled off the College buildings, a word from the Gods, deafening and irresistible. Metal resonated, glass rattled in frames and a sound like thunder, like stone shaking in its foundations, rolled around the square. Silence reigned.

‘We will talk or disperse, we will not shout or fight,’ said Kerela. Her voice, like Barras’, was augmented by the mana shape still being held firm by the elf, though much lessened in power. Still, it boomed out over the mob, now motionless but for hands rubbing heads and ears. The anger inside, though, still remained. ‘Do you not realise that this is precisely what Senedai and his band of murderers beyond our walls want? Gods in the ground, if we kill ourselves or divide ourselves so finely we cannot fight, we will have done his job far more completely than he could do it himself.’ Kerela shook her head. ‘We must remain one or we will be unable to function.’

‘But soon there will be no one left to fight for out there!’ shouted one. More joined the chorus and through it Barras plainly heard the word, ‘murderers’. The crowd closed again.

‘Please,’ said Kerela. ‘I beg your patience and your understanding a little longer.’

‘But how long. How long, eh?’ A face at the front of the crowd growled the words. He was a big man, muscles bunched beneath his shirt. He carried a mace. ‘My mother lies out there, the stench of her rotting body in my nose every time I draw breath. My heart is in tatters and yet I have to stand here and listen to you beg more time to save your own filthy skins.’

‘I understand your pain . . .’ began Kerela.

‘You understand nothing!’ spat the man. ‘How many of your family have died so far to protect mages who have grown fat off Julatsa for far too long.’

‘And who was it that saved you from death at the hands of the Wesmen?’ asked Kerela, and Barras could see her trying to keep herself in check. ‘The same mages who have already perished in the Shroud, waiting outside to give you the time to run in. Please do not judge us uncaring of our people.’

‘We are not your people,’ said the man, his voice carrying clear over the crowd that had paused to listen to the exchange. ‘And we demand you remove the Shroud and let us fight.’

‘When the Dordovans arrive, then we will fight. And where Kard’s soldiers lead, you may follow,’ said Kerela, heedless of the message that might be heard beyond the walls.

‘They should have been here days ago,’ said the man, his face reddening. ‘How long did you think we would swallow this lie? Drop the Shroud now.’

‘And if I refuse?’ asked Kerela.

‘We may be forced to make sacrifices of our own.’

Barras’ heart missed a beat and the sickness already in his stomach at the hideous sight beyond the North Gate intensified. Kerela, he could see, was unprepared for the response. He decided to talk himself, turning up the VoiceHail.

‘You would kill Julatsans to force us to action? Murder more innocents?’ he demanded.

‘Not innocents. Mages.’ A ripple ran around the crowd. Clearly, not all were privy to the plan being hatched before them. ‘Not all mages enjoy your security.’

‘And what difference do you think you can make outside if we do drop the Shroud? We are already too few. Fragmenting us more would harm us still further.’

‘You don’t care about Julatsa,’ said the man, and his voice rose in volume. ‘All you care about is the preservation of that!’ He pointed his mace at the Tower and the clamour grew again. ‘How many more must die in the thing you created before even your stuffed heads realise what is going on. We have to stop the killing.’ He took a pace forwards and was pushed back by a soldier. Hate in his eyes, he brandished his mace and brought it crashing down on the guard’s helmeted head, the man collapsing, blood running from the helm line.

Immediately, another soldier lashed out with a sword, taking the man in the midriff. He screamed and fell and the crowd erupted in fury. They surged forwards against the desperate defence of Kard’s well-marshalled troops. Barras yelled for calm but even his augmented voice had no effect. Around the edges of the mob, he could see scuffles breaking out among city folk and College guard and part of the crowd broke away to run towards the Mana Bowl where many mages were billeted.

A more pressing problem, quite literally, was the surrounding throng that moved in from all sides. Temporarily, there was a yard space between them and Kard’s men, whose swords glinted in the dawn light, keeping back the front rank who had no desire to die. Behind them, though, there was no such risk.

‘Quick,’ ordered Kerela. ‘All of you. SunBurst. Cover the compass then be ready to run for the Tower. Kard, on the command word, shield your eyes. Pass word around the ring.’

‘Aye, my Lady.’ Kard circled quickly behind his men and the message was passed.

Dropping the VoiceHail, Barras concentrated on the new spell. Its shape was flat and, as he dropped his vision into the mana spectrum, he could see the yellow disc growing in intensity as more and more of the Council lent it their strength of mind and channelled ever-increasing mana into its expanding diameter. In a matter of moments, it covered the College and beyond, a slowly revolving disc of mana, swirling with many hues of yellow and shot through with black. One by one, the Council announced their readiness to each other by flagging the disc with their signature in its centre. When all were done, Kerela spoke.

‘Now Kard. Right now. Vilif, the command is yours.’

‘SunBurst,’ intoned the ageing mage. ‘Flash deployment.’ In an instant, the mana shape was gone. Barras closed his eyes and covered them with his hands. White light deluged the courtyard, bringing a temporary blindness to everyone not shielded. Even Barras could feel its force, knowing that, though temporary, the effect was both painful and frightening. They had taken a big chance.

Screams of shock and sudden pain echoed about the courtyard and a hundred weapons clattered to the stone. Barras opened his eyes to see people collapsed on the ground or running away to nowhere, sight gone for a few moments, anger supplanted by the urge to escape.

‘Let’s go,’ ordered Kard, and he led the Council across the short distance to the Tower, seeing them safely inside before turning to bark more orders that saw his men disperse in disciplined teams to defend the College’s crucial buildings. Barras closed the Tower doors and followed the Council up the long outside stair to the first rampart. There they gathered to witness the effects of their action.

Instantly, it had proved a success. The crowd’s collective spirit had broken for now and, as sight came back to them, people fled the courtyard. But some remained, and anger filled the air.

‘Just where are the Dordovans?’ asked Endorr, his face pale. He was gazing north from where the Dordovans would most likely approach, the swirling grey of the DemonShroud filling the air beyond the College walls.

‘I have no idea,’ said Kerela. ‘But that poor man was right. They should have been here by now. If they have turned back or been killed, I don’t think anything can save us. We are in the endgame for this College now, my friends. We have made enemies within as well as without and the time to act is soon. When calm is restored, we must meet with Kard and name the day we try to break the siege.’

‘But they will kill us and take the College,’ protested Seldane. ‘Nothing has changed but that more of our people are dead and the Wesmen better fortified.’

Kerela said nothing for a moment and Barras followed her gaze to the courtyard where the two fallen men were picked lifeless from the cobbles, blood slicks marking where they had rested.

‘We have waited as long as we can,’ she said eventually. ‘I do not believe that Dordover will help us now.’ She turned back to them and the tears were beginning to run down her face. ‘We are going to lose our College.’

 


Sha-Kaan felt an emotion he’d thought was forever alien to him. Returning from the Keol, his Kaan in victory formation behind him - a single, curving line in the sky forming a quarter circle - he had considered the implications of the apparent union between the Naik and the Veret and didn’t like the conclusions he drew. His heart sounded heavily in his great chest. He was anxious.

First and foremost, the union meant that at least two Broods were actively talking to each other. Presumably, their initial goal, the destruction of the Kaan, was the same. Beyond that, though, he could see no future in any allegiance. For the waterborne Veret particularly, the extinguishing of Kaan life from Beshara would have little significant effect.

The Kaan and the Veret had historically tolerated one other’s presence simply because their Broodland desires were so different. Why then, should they ally with the Naik to destroy the Kaan? Perhaps they felt able to live in and around the River Tere. Sha-Kaan knew this would never happen. His Broodlands were as coveted by the Naik as they were secret and secure. The Naik would not slipstream aside to let the Veret into occupation.

So, the following conclusion was that the Veret were under threat and had allied to stave off that threat. Why then, had they not come to the Kaan? And who posed a threat of substance to them? No Brood wanted the Veret’s vast expanse of Shedara Ocean. They had eliminated all other marine-based Broods many cycles before.

Finally, it dawned. The Naik were capable of destroying the Veret, should they so desire. It would be an act of pure vindictiveness but it could be done. Knowing a little of the psyche of the Naik, Sha-Kaan thought it not beyond them to promise extinction if they weren’t aided. And if they could promise it to one Brood, they could promise it to others.

An alliance of fear it might be but an alliance of any sort would quickly prove fatal for the Kaan. Indeed, Sha-Kaan had been relying on inter-Brood hatred and mistrust to gain The Raven as much time as possible - even up to the moment the critical size of the gateway was reached, when he knew they would be overwhelmed. An alliance, though, would bring that day of defeat much closer.

As he approached the entrance to the Broodlands, Sha-Kaan dismissed the thoughts from his mind, revelling in his moment of pleasure as he and the victory curve swept along the mist-filled valley.

Later, in the quiet of Wingspread, he mulled over the growing spectre of Brood alliance, cursed its vengeful nature but understood its necessity if the Kaan were to be defeated quickly. Unlike his forebears, Sha-Kaan would not debate openly, choosing to announce decisions and invite criticism and further options. He found it hastened the process.

There were two actions he felt he had to take. First, talk to the Veret and find out the manner of their alliance. Subsequent to that, he had to break it, forge his own perhaps, or seek out weaker allied Broods and destroy them if he could. The latter was not a palatable prospect given the stretching of the Kaan forces.

The second action was far more personal and one which he should not have neglected so long. He was out of touch with Balaia. He had no inkling of the way its struggles leant and, more crucially, was without the healing stream that inter-dimensional space could provide him. He had to select another Dragonene.

But this was not a simple operation. With the battles raging near and in Balaia’s College Cities, the chances for his Brood’s existing Dragonene to recruit a mage capable of dealing with the demands of Sha-Kaan had been few. No suitable candidates had been seriously discussed.

And in itself, this presented a critical problem. The bonds he had enjoyed with Septern so long ago and the subsequent mages that had served him up to the death of Seran were all known quantities, selected with both their blessing and in the knowledge that their minds possessed the necessary strength. To force his mind into that of an untried mage, however highly recommended, risked confusion in his mind and the death of the subject.

That left one possibility. One man who he knew could withstand the power of his mind and whose colleagues could provide the necessary magic. It was a break with over four hundred Balaian years of tradition but the time to be more selective was gone - if he was to fly to speak to the Veret, he had to have the means to heal and, without a Dragonene signature in Balaian space, he had none.

He reached forward with his neck and grabbed a bale of Flamegrass, tossing it around in his great jaws as he chewed and swallowed.

‘So be it,’ he said. ‘So be it.’ He stretched full length across the warm wet floor of Wingspread and opened his mind to search for his new Dragonene.

 


It was an hour after noon on a day that had chilled as the sun fled west over the Blackthorne Mountains and cloud bubbled up on the prevailing south-easterly wind. In their sheltered space, The Raven had slept, enjoying the gentle warmth of the stove. The Unknown had watched without break while even Thraun slept, his flank a pillow for the anxious Will’s head.

Shortly after midday, Erienne had conducted a Communion, making contact with the refugee mage in the hills to the north of Julatsa. The spell had been relatively short and, as Erienne opened her eyes, Ilkar could see that she didn’t know whether to smile or frown. It was a while before she could meet Ilkar’s eye.

‘Are you stable?’ asked Ilkar. Communion, or rather the breaking of it, left channelled mana suddenly without focus but lying still in the mind. Its return to a more normal randomised state sometimes disoriented both caster and contact.

Erienne nodded and gave Denser a little smile. He smoothed some hair that had fallen over her face back behind her ear. Her smile broadened at the small show of affection.

‘The College is still standing. The Heart is still intact,’ she said and paused. ‘I’m not sure which order to say this in.’

‘Does the mage know how many Wesmen are in and around Julatsa?’ asked The Unknown.

‘Yes,’ said Erienne, glad for direction. ‘She, that is Pheone, says that somewhere around ten thousand Wesmen are occupying Julatsa and erecting a stockade to defend it. They have reinforced since the initial victory and further tented areas to the west hold about five thousand. They haven’t yet moved south-east towards Dordover.’

‘And what about those who escaped into the hills?’ The Unknown ladled himself a mug of coffee.

‘They’ve been ignored so far, Pheone thinks, because the College is still resisting.’

Ilkar felt at once proud and devastated. His city, occupied by invaders; his people, those who escaped, forced to scavenge in the hills. But his College somehow stood against the tide.

‘There’s more,’ said Erienne. ‘There are knots of Julatsans all around the city, hiding in the hills and woodlands. She doesn’t know how many though a group to the south-east intercepted the Dordovan force that Darrick mentioned, over three thousand foot and cavalry, and stopped their scouts running into the Wesmen lines.’

‘So, there is a military leader out there,’ said The Unknown. ‘Did Pheone say anything about an organised attack being planned?’

‘I’m surprised there hasn’t already been an assault,’ said Hirad. ‘Surely they can talk to the mages left inside the College and set up something.’

‘No, because no one can talk to the College,’ replied Erienne. ‘Besides, it’s tough to co-ordinate disparate groups all around the city. Communion isn’t that easy.’

‘Well, why can’t anyone Commune with Julatsa?’ Ilkar’s heart raced. ‘Is she sure the Wesmen haven’t taken it.’

‘Yes, she’s certain, because they have magical protection which blocks Communion.’ She drew in breath deeply. ‘Ilkar, they’ve erected a DemonShroud.’

‘A what?’ asked Hirad.

‘Gods in the sky, have they really?’ said Ilkar, eyes widening in surprise. And now he’d been told, the solution was obvious as the only one that could keep at bay an army of fifteen thousand, no matter how great their fear of magic. But with the knowledge that the Wesmen could not hope to enter the College while the Shroud remained, came the connected problem. Ilkar quickly outlined the workings of the Shroud before giving voice to the issue of which both Erienne and Denser were already aware.

‘So how in all the hells do we get in?’ demanded Hirad.

‘We don’t, not until the Shroud is dropped,’ replied Ilkar.

‘I’d worked that bit out,’ said Hirad, tapping his head. ‘It isn’t hot like yours but it does go round. I mean, when and if the Shroud is dropped, how do we beat ten thousand Wesmen into the Library?’

‘We don’t,’ said The Unknown. ‘We have to get them away from the College before that happens. I know that sounds ridiculous but we’ve got ourselves, God knows how many Julatsans aching for revenge and three thousand professional soldiers, and the Wesmen don’t even seem to realise it. There’s time enough because the Shade isn’t growing that fast and I think we could make something work for us.’

‘Really? What exactly?’ Denser wasn’t alone in his scepticism. But The Unknown didn’t have time to explain. The Dark Mage grunted and shook his head. ‘Communion,’ he said, frowning. ‘It’s Delyr, I think.’ He lay down and closed his eyes to accept the contact from Parve.

It was a contact that would change everything.




Chapter 17

The Council Chamber was bleak and cold. Outside the College, an eerie silence had fallen. Two men lay dead, dozens would have wounds and Kard had placed instant curfew on the courtyard and grounds. Every non-essential person, was confined inside and the guard on certain doors - two of the Long Rooms in particular - was heavy.

A cordon, eighty strong, secured the base of the Tower and for the first time the remaining guard on the walls looked inward, not out.

Barras, his heart heavy, anticipated, as they all did, the battle that would ensue inside the walls if they kept up the Shroud. He didn’t like it and, despite the knowledge of the College’s demise, could see the fight couldn’t be allowed to happen.

‘Why won’t they understand?’ Endorr was frustrated.

‘Where’s your family, Endorr?’ countered Cordolan, his usual jovial face a distant memory.

‘You know I have no family.’

‘Then you can never understand why they don’t understand.’ Cordolan steepled his hands.

‘Why?’

‘Because your family are not dying while you live unmarked inside these walls. The people you love the best are not in the game of chance for sacrifice. Your greatest terrors for your brothers, sisters and parents are not unfolding before your eyes.’

‘The point, Endorr, is this,’ said Barras. ‘We can no longer presume to uphold the College in the face of so much slaughter. I believed, as no doubt did you, that the College and Julatsan magic were more important than life. They are not. I also didn’t believe Senedai would carry out his threat or would stop after one show of bravado. I was wrong.

‘I saw the faces of those who died today and the anger of those who confronted us. Unless you are blind, you must see we cannot let this slaughter continue.’

‘That is a considerable change of opinion,’ said Seldane. ‘Not that long ago, we sat here with General Kard and agreed that nothing, not even life, was as important as maintaining the College.’

‘Yes, and pious, grossly insensitive and morally indefensible it was too,’ said Barras.

‘We cannot suffer the College to fall,’ said Torvis. ‘We cannot see Julatsan magic die. The imbalance in power will destabilise the whole of Balaia.’

‘We can bury the Heart,’ said Kerela. ‘Our life will always beat.’

‘Why bother? If we lose the Mana Bowl, The Tower and the Library, we are so much lessened. What does the Heart do but give us a spiritual centre for our magic? It is our books, our architecture and our places of deepest solemnity that make us Julatsan mages. Vital though it is, the Heart is just one of them.’ Seldane shook her head.

‘If we do nothing, there will be battle inside these walls and I will not have Julatsans spill one another’s blood in my College.’ Kerela’s eyes held an uncompromising power, just as her tears had told of the depth of her pain.

‘If we step outside these walls, we will be killed and any non-mage enslaved. I fail to see the purpose of walking into their hands and leaving the College to their mercy,’ said Vilif.

‘One thing we will not be doing is rolling over, let me assure you of that,’ said Kerela.

‘If we fight them, we will lose,’ said Seldane. ‘We can exist here until help arrives.’

‘It’s not going to!’ snapped Kerela, thumping her hand on the table. ‘Do you still not see what should have been obvious right from the start? While the Shroud remains, no one will come to our aid. We have erected an impenetrable barrier. We are safe. No one knows what is happening in here and I tell you something, if I was a Dordovan, I wouldn’t be rushing on to Wesmen swords with no guarantee of help from those I was supposed to be rescuing. Would you?’

There was a knock on the door and Kard entered. He looked harassed, sweat beading his face which was red and vein-shot.

‘Your arrival is most opportune,’ said Kerela. ‘Please, take a drink, sit yourself down and tell us what is happening out there.’

Kard nodded, grateful for a moment’s respite. He unhooked his cloak and draped it over the back of his chair, filled a crystal glass with water and sat down, exhaling loudly. He drained his glass and set it down gently, a more natural colour already returning to his face.

‘I’m too old for this,’ he said. An embryonic chuckle ran around the table.

‘That applies to most of us here,’ said Vilif. The General smiled briefly.

‘All right, we’ve put back the cork for now but I can’t keep it there indefinitely. These people are not our prisoners, they are not disarmed and they outnumber my soldiers two to one, though that is small concern because we will not fight them hand to hand. Not if a decision, the right decision, comes from this room before noon. We have to stop Senedai’s killing.’

‘What would you have us do, General?’ asked Seldane, her tone terse.

‘Remove the Shroud—’

‘And leave us open for slaughter just like that?’ Endorr was incensed.

‘No, young idiot,’ snarled Kard, his demeanour changed suddenly, his voice hard, military. ‘The College Guard of Julatsa will never leave us open for slaughter or these buildings at their mercy. Save your sharp tongue for your spells.’

‘Kard, be calm,’ said Barras, reaching out a hand towards the General. ‘We are all under great pressure.’

Kard nodded and straightened his uniform tunic.

‘A number of events must happen in quick succession if we are to buy the time we need. And much of it falls on the mages in the first instance. If I might make my recommendations without interruption? ’

Kerela smiled. ‘I think we can agree to that.’

‘Good, good.’ Kard shot a sharp glance in the direction of Endorr. ‘It is my belief that the Dordovans are hidden, probably half a day’s ride or more from the city, and also probably in contact with escaped Julatsans. If they aren’t, we’ll fail.

‘After the Shroud is dropped, mages need to complete two tasks the moment the Wesmen raise the alarm as they undoubtedly will. First, Communion to establish contact with anyone who will hear but particularly the Dordovans. We will need them and anyone else who is out there and armed to hit the rear of the Wesmen lines. We may be able to hold them alone for a couple of days, but we may not.

‘Second, I need that bastard moving tower destroyed. I don’t care how it’s done but it’ll provide access as well as vision once the Shroud goes.’ He paused, refilled his glass and drank.

‘My soldiers are ready drilled for their positions and I need your permission to set mage defence around the walls. Lastly, Barras, I need you to speak to Senedai. Tell him we’re going to come out in three days. See if you can delay any more of this senseless death. That’s all.’

‘You want to break out in three days?’ asked Torvis.

‘No, two. But I don’t want the Wesmen ready to receive us. Every moment we buy is precious.’

‘We should drop the Shroud at night, then, when there are fewer of them to see it go,’ said Endorr.

‘Absolutely,’ agreed Kard. ‘I was thinking of the dark before the dawn. Remember, we don’t want to spark trouble in the middle of the night because the Dordovans will be sleeping too. We shouldn’t bring down the tower until the Wesmen realise the Shroud is gone. Again, should that buy us an hour in which to mobilise the Dordovans, it could be critical.’

‘But this doesn’t change the fact that we are surrendering the College,’ said Seldane. Kard turned his head and looked long at her.

‘My Lady, I have no intention of surrendering this College.’

‘So why are we dropping the Shroud for which, I remind you, Deale gave his life?’ demanded Endorr.

‘Because the time has come again to fight for our freedom. And to gamble that help will arrive. And if the times become desperate again, we can bury the Heart. Julatsa will beat life until we can reclaim it,’ said Kard.

‘But surely you don’t believe we can win?’ Endorr’s scepticism was written in a sneer all over his face.

‘Young man, I never start a battle I believe I can’t win. You’ve seen the energy out there. If we channel it right, and if the help outside the city hits the rear of the Wesmen lines, we can win.’

‘Thank you, Kard,’ said Kerela. ‘I suggest that you and Barras speak to Senedai. We will stay here and discuss the division of mages for your tasks.’

As he and Kard walked, under guard, to the North Gate, Barras could feel the tension in the silent College. In the wood and steel tower, which currently stood overlooking the Long Rooms, half a dozen Wesmen leaned on the parapet, monitoring their movement with only passing interest.

‘You should have been a Negotiator, General,’ said Barras, a wry smile on his face. ‘You’re almost as good a liar as I am.’

‘I’m sure I don’t know what you mean.’ Kard fixed his gaze straight ahead but Barras saw the twitching of his lip.

‘Outside these walls, there must be ten thousand heavily armed and focused Wesmen. Inside, we have seven hundred soldiers, a few hundred angry men and fewer than two hundred mages. What do you think I mean?’

‘Actually, with our estimates of their ability to reinforce, there could be as many as twenty thousand Wesmen out there.’

‘And do you really believe the Dordovans are waiting for a sign? Surely they’ll have been recalled once Julatsa fell.’

‘No, I’d say they were still there somewhere. There just aren’t enough of them.’

‘So how long can we hold them off?’ asked Barras.

Kard shrugged. ‘Hard to say. Realistically, perhaps three days but it could be over in one if our spirit crumbles.’

‘But you don’t think we can win?’

Kard laughed, clapped Barras on the back with one hand and pulled open the door to the North Gate tower with the other.

‘I may be old, but I am not senile. I strongly suggest you place your most valuable texts in the Heart prior to burial,’ he said and gestured at the stairs. ‘After you.’
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Lords Blackthorne and Gresse arrived at the southern port of Gyernath too late to lend their ramshackle forces of soldiers and farmers to the battle but not to the clear-up. And as Blackthorne directed his men to their tasks, he felt a sense of relief despite the destruction and death all around them.

They had seen the fires while they were still over a day’s march away, an orange glow blooming over the mountains which marked the northern reaches of Gyernath’s boundaries. He and Gresse had feared the worst then, could see the sacking of the port and the routing of her army in their minds’ eyes and with it, the extinguishing of their still embryonic hopes for victory.

But Gyernath had survived, the remnants of the Wesmen force scattering back towards Blackthorne. The attack had been expected, some of Blackthorne’s people had brought warning, and the days of preparation they had been granted had proved the difference.

For eight days, Gyernath had repulsed the waves of Wesmen from both land and sea, eventually breaking the Wesmen spirit as parts of the old port burned and their mage strength dwindled. They had not had to suffer the Shamen’s white or black fires like Julatsa but their toll had been heavy nonetheless.

Gyernath’s army had lost half of its military and reservist strength to death or injury. Barely a man walked without bearing some sort of wound. And the mages, ruthlessly targeted wherever the Wesmen pierced the line, now numbered less than one hundred.

For Blackthorne, though the salvation of the port was magnificent, it meant he could not hope to take the strength he wanted to attempt the reclamation of his town.

‘On the other hand, Blackthorne will be emptier of Wesmen than we expected,’ said Gresse, standing at the Baron’s shoulder, a dull ache and occasional fuzzy vision all that remained of his heavy concussion.

‘That rather depends on how many of this Wesmen force came from Blackthorne and how many directly across the Bay,’ said Blackthorne.

‘Always the pessimist,’ said Gresse.

‘It’s easy to be pessimistic,’ replied Blackthorne. ‘Just look at the mess they’ve made of this beautiful port.’

The two men straightened and looked down the hill towards the Southern Ocean. The whole port was laid out before them in the mid-afternoon light. Smoke from a dozen extinguished fires spiralled slowly into the sky. The main street, at the top of which they stood, now led through a scene of devastation. Much of the fighting had been concentrated on its sloped cobbles and all the buildings; inns, houses, bakers’, armourers’, shipwright offices and the premises of a dozen other trades lay in ruins.

To the left and right, the path of the street-to-street, house-to-house fighting was drawn in blood and ash. Funeral pyres were alight everywhere they looked and it was not until the eye travelled down towards the dockside piles, cranes, jetties and warehouses, that the port regained some semblance of its recognised shape. Out in the harbour, the masts of three or four tall ships jutted from the low tide water but the Gyernath blockade had frustrated every attempt of the Wesmen, not natural sailors, to break through.

But the eight days of fighting had left thousands homeless and as many orphaned or widowed. The army and city guard, those who could still walk, threw the remainder of their energies into salvaging what they could from the wreckage of the port and making as much of it as habitable as possible. All too often since Blackthorne and Gresse had arrived though, it was the sound of the unsafe timbers being dragged to the ground that drowned out the sound of new timbers being nailed over cracks in roofs and walls. Gyernath’s glory was gone.

A man was striding up the slope of Drovers’ Way, the main street, towards them. He was tall, middle-aged and dressed in robes of state. The mayor’s emblem hung around his neck and he was clutching a roll of parchment.

‘I’d say welcome, Blackthorne, but there’s precious little of my town left for that,’ he said. Blackthorne shook the man’s hand.

‘But more than I can currently offer you at my own,’ replied the Baron. ‘Mayor Scalier, may I introduce my friend, Baron Gresse.’ The two men shook.

‘I have heard of your efforts,’ said Scalier. ‘It is rare to find a man of your honour wearing Baronial colours these days. Present company excepted, naturally.’

‘Rarer still to find a victorious Eastern Balaian. I congratulate you on your triumph.’

Scalier’s smile faded a little and his long lined face took on a sadder aspect below the wisps of grey hair that blew about his head.

‘If it can be described as such. We cannot sustain another such attack; we will be driven into the sea. And as I look down on the ruins, I wonder whether that might not be a blessing.’

‘I understand your feelings, Scalier, as perhaps no one else can. But you know that my request for soldiers and mages is aimed at finishing the threat of such an attack.’ Blackthorne rubbed at his beard. ‘I presume that parchment is your decision.’

‘Yes. I am sorry it has taken this long to deliver our answer; your messenger was most insistent about its urgency, but you can see we have had one or two other matters to attend to.’ He handed over the parchment which Blackthorne unrolled quickly, his heart beating proud in his chest as he scanned the numbers it contained. His face cracked into a huge but short-lived smile.

‘You cannot afford this many men and mages. You have to maintain some defence.’ He passed the parchment to Gresse whose breath hissed in through his teeth. Scalier clapped his hands together.

‘What for? Just look around you. The Wesmen must be stopped and you can stop them if you take the rest of Gyernath’s army and its mages with you. We will position scouts and beacon fires on every route from the port. Should the Wesmen attack us again, we will have advance warning and evacuate to sea. You will command the forces of Gyernath and may the Gods bless you in your fight.’

Blackthorne grabbed Scalier and hugged him, slapping his back until the older man coughed.

‘What you have done gives Balaia a chance,’ he said. ‘Once Blackthorne is retaken and the camps either side of the Bay of Gyernath are destroyed, we will march back north and fight at Understone. And this time, we will have victory as a true goal. Then,’ he turned to Gresse. ‘Then will come the reckoning.’

‘How soon can these men be ready?’ asked Gresse.

‘It will take a while to provision the ships and I should think the same time for you to formulate your plans with my Captains, not to mention allowing time for rest. There is a tide that will stream out in the early hours in two days’ time. You should be on it.’ Blackthorne nodded.

‘Come, let us find an inn that is standing and drink to Gyernath and the whole of Balaia.’ He led the way down Drovers’ Way, his head high, his mood ecstatic. There would be a victory at Blackthorne. His men, together with eight thousand from Gyernath, would sweep the Wesmen back across the Bay and into their homelands to lick their wounds. He hoped enough lived to curse their folly and to resolve never to challenge Baron Blackthorne again.




Chapter 18

Thraun felt it first, though Hirad didn’t know it until later. Denser was still in Communion, face drawn into a deep frown, lips moving soundlessly, Erienne stroking his hair.

To the rest of The Raven, nothing was out of the ordinary, but the wolf picked up his head and made a soft noise in his throat which became a whine. He shook his powerful muzzle and stood up, sniffing the air, hackles rising, a slight quiver apparent in his forelegs.

He backed away from the stove, ignoring Will’s calming hand and voice, looking left across the river and right into the brush that secluded them from unwelcome eyes. The whine continued from deep in the centre of his forehead then shut off abruptly. He locked eyes with Hirad and the barbarian would have laughed, swearing the wolf was actually frowning in worry, had not the pain seared into his skull.

He cried out, clutching his head in both hands, making to rise but falling back, first to his haunches, then flat prone his legs thrashing, facial muscles horribly twisting his expression. Dimly, he heard Ilkar’s voice and felt other hands grabbing at him, trying to still his body as it heaved and tremored.

It was like nothing he had ever experienced. As if his brain was being squashed against the inside of his head by spiked mallets while, at the same time, squeezed to the size of an apple by a monstrous hand. He saw flashes of red and gold light before his eyes though the rest of the world was dark, and in his ears the sound of a thousand pairs of wings beat on his eardrums. His nose, he thought in a queer moment of total clarity, was bleeding.

The agony had a voice. Hirad heard it echo at first, unsure whether it was another trick of the pain. It came to him on a hurricane of whispers just out of reach, sliding past his numbed mind then grabbing a hold. He wanted to open his eyes but could not. His limbs too, were leaden and immobile.

This is death, he thought.

‘No, Hirad Coldheart, not death.’ It was a voice he knew well and though it came to him from out of his nightmares, it brought strange comfort. ‘I am sorry for the inevitable unpleasantness. First contact over such a distance is difficult but it will ease. I will teach you.’

‘Sha-Kaan?’ Hirad was aware his mouth was moving but his confusion of thoughts found a focal point in his bruised brain, allowing him to communicate.

‘Excellent. There is no damage.’

‘It doesn’t feel that way and unpleasantness is hardly the word I would choose to describe what you have just caused.’

Sha-Kaan chuckled, a gentle feeling which stroked Hirad’s aching mind.

‘You have the same fearlessness I found in Septern,’ he said. ‘It is a shame you are not a mage.’

‘Why?’

‘Because it would make our binding all the more powerful and complete.’

‘What binding?’ Hirad felt a flicker of worry. It hadn’t occurred why Sha-Kaan had chosen to contact him. He hadn’t even conceived the possibility unless the dragon was in Balaia. The fact that he was apparently speaking from great distance was a cause for concern.

‘There is something I must ask you to do that will help my Brood to survive. I am old, even by the standards of the Kaan, yet I have had no Dragonene since the death of Seran at Taranspike Castle. You are the only human with the strength of mind to answer my calls. I may have need of you in the time before you travel to my domain.’

Hirad was stunned. He also felt a sense of overwhelming honour but curiously didn’t know why he should. He had precious little knowledge of the Dragonene save that all were mages.

‘But what can I do? I cannot cast a spell. Why me?’

‘There are others of The Raven to channel the energies of interdimensional space and to provide for my wounds and damages. But yours is a mind that burns bright for me as those of your friends do not. Even were I sorely wounded, I could find you and reach sanctuary. I ask that you agree. I will teach you what you need to know.’

‘And can I call on you?’

‘Should you need to, but I could not swear to answer you immediately, nor to be able to give you the help you desire, though I would expect nothing less from you.’

‘But what if I’m in the middle of battle?’ Hirad could imagine the pain felling him as surely as an enemy axe in the midst of mêlée. He could not allow that. The Raven were too important.

‘If your mind is open as it should be, I could detect whether you were at rest before contacting you.’

‘Then I accept,’ said Hirad before he knew quite what he was saying.

‘Excellent. Now tell me, how goes your search for a means to close the gateway?’

Hirad quickly outlined his understanding of the DemonShroud, which was limited, and the distance they had to travel to Julatsa, which was far more complete.

‘I must know more about this Shroud. Is it pandimensional?’

‘I have absolutely no idea what you are talking about,’ said Hirad. ‘All I know is that nothing living can pass through it, that it stretches as high as heaven and as low as hell and all who attempt to cross it lose their souls to the demons.’

Sha-Kaan was quiet for a moment but Hirad felt his presence, and his worry, no less keenly. He had a moment to reflect on the enormity of what he had done and found himself unperturbed by it. There was one thing, though.

‘Why did you choose me now?’ he asked.

‘Because I must attempt tasks that will provoke attack and damage. I must have a Dragonene. Now to this Shroud. Let me investigate. Your mages have dabbled again in something they do not fully understand or can control. I will contact the Brood and probe the space around the city you head for. There may be a way to get through. Be ready for my contact tomorrow as your sun passes its highest.’

‘I will.’

‘Thank you, Hirad Coldheart. You have taken a solemn oath but you are not alone. There are Dragonene everywhere there are mages. Until tomorrow.’

And then he was gone and Hirad realised he had no idea how to contact the Great Kaan himself. He opened his eyes.

‘Gods in the ground, Hirad, what the hell happened to you?’ Ilkar’s face loomed over his, colour returning to his cheeks, frown relaxing.

Hirad smiled, his head encased in sponge, his eyesight not quite sharp and the ache of Sha-Kaan’s presence a reminder it had not all been a dream. He was lying flat on his back, a cloak pillowing his head. A female hand reached across with a rag and wiped what had to be blood from his nose.

‘How long have I been out?’

‘A couple of minutes,’ said The Unknown.

‘Maybe less,’ added Ilkar. There was a low growl. Thraun’s muzzle appeared suddenly in his vision, the wolf’s yellow eyes searching his, heavy furred brows forced together, an almost comical frown rippling the skin above them. Apparently satisfied, his tongue whipped out to lick Hirad’s cheek then he moved away.

‘He’s happy anyway,’ said Hirad.

‘Yes, but he wasn’t. Not happy at all,’ said The Unknown.

‘Do you mind if I sit up?’ asked Hirad. They helped him to a sitting position. Denser sat cross-legged away from the group, his pipe newly lit, smoking into the afternoon sky. He wore a deeply troubled expression. Will stood nearby, stroking Thraun’s flank. Ilkar, The Unknown and Erienne crowded him, Ilkar handing him a mug of coffee.

‘You dropped your last one,’ he said.

‘I don’t remember.’ He was feeling more human now, the pulp encasing his brain fading, his thoughts sharper, as was his sight.

‘So what happened?’ asked Ilkar again.

‘It was Sha-Kaan; he spoke to me, from his own lands. From Wingspread.’

‘From where?’ The Unknown leaned back on his haunches. Hirad shrugged. He had no idea where the word came from. Sha-Kaan had not used it.

‘Wingspread. Sha-Kaan’s place, I suppose.’ Hirad scanned the faces of Ilkar and The Unknown. The former was thoughtful, the latter worried.

‘I presume it wasn’t good news,’ said Ilkar. ‘I mean, why is he contacting you?’

‘How, is more pertinent,’ added The Unknown. ‘Look at you. You’re paler than a two-day corpse.’

‘Thanks,’ said Hirad. ‘Look. I’m not sure what the news was but he’s worried about getting hurt and needs a new Dragonene. Me, to be exact.’

‘What?’ chorused the trio of mages.

‘Yeah, that’s what I said. But apparently I can be the contact and you three can do whatever he needs you to do. He picked me because he’s familiar with my mind. It’s very strong, he said.’ Hirad sat up a little straighter.

Ilkar chuckled. ‘Well, your head’s thick enough anyway.’

‘You didn’t agree, did you?’ asked Denser. It was more of a statement than a question.

Hirad raised an eyebrow. ‘Well, yes, of course. I had to.’

‘Thanks very much,’ snapped the Xeteskian.

‘What’s your problem?’ Hirad felt the pricklings of anger. ‘Did I really have a choice?’

‘Yes, you did. You could have said no. Suppose I don’t want to be a Dragonene?’

‘You aren’t, Xetesk man, I am. You’re a . . . I don’t know, you’re a consort or something.’ It was the wrong word and Hirad knew it. He only half-regretted saying it. Denser rose.

‘You have got to be bloody joking, Hirad. If you think I’m going to agree to be a “consort” ’ - he ejected the word like a mouthful of rotten fruit - ‘you can stick it straight up your arse.’

‘Denser, sit down now and lower your voice,’ ordered The Unknown, making the ghost of a move when the mage threatened to speak again. ‘Your noise will bring the entire Wesmen nation down on our necks. All our noise for that matter. We are The Raven. Let’s try and remember that once in a while.’

‘You weren’t there,’ said Hirad.

‘Hirad,’ warned The Unknown.

‘No, hear me out.’ He lowered his voice. ‘I could feel the waves of need in Sha-Kaan. He needs me, us, as much as we’ll need him. And in case you’d forgotten, Denser, if he and the Kaan die, so do we all. It is our duty to help protect him. And for that, I need your help. There was no time to consult you. I did what I had to do. What was right in here.’ He tapped his chest.

Denser took his place by the fire, exchanging sharp glances with Erienne.

‘Well, you’re right about the time thing anyway.’

The Raven looked at him with virgin interest. His Communion had been forgotten.

Ilkar cleared his throat. ‘I ask this with all due dread, but why?’

‘Because we’ve only got eight days to close the rip.’

 


Darrick’s heart was soaring. Eight days of exhilarating riding had brought the cavalry to within striking distance of the Bay of Gyernath staging post. His scouts reported a small force of Wesmen warriors and workers, perhaps as few as one hundred and fifty, and an intermittent stream of traffic moving in from the Heartlands trail which ran away to the west and the Southern Force, the river which ran from the Garan Mountains to the sea and guarded the eastern edge of the Wesmen’s ancestral home.

It had been a ride of power and discipline, hard paced by day, resting by night. He knew the horses hadn’t much left but journey’s end was in sight and the destruction of the staging post would herald a short sea journey and perhaps a day’s rest.

The four-College cavalry, one hundred and ninety swordsmen and archers and eighteen mages, was gathered an hour’s ride from the bayside encampment. The plans were laid. The most potent risk was from three watch-towers manned by three warriors each and to these Darrick detailed his full contingent of fourteen archers and enough mage support to provide HardShields. He would have preferred to launch a magical attack but the spells he needed were very hard to prepare and cast at a gallop. The main body of the camp, large store tents surrounded in a loose circle by billet canvas, was ripe for a cavalry charge with mage-fired torches as the first attack volley.

Darrick, at the head of the cavalry astride his mount, gave his final address as the late afternoon sun began to wane.

‘These people have invaded our lands and killed our people. You all know some of those who have already died. All those lost in the defence of Understone Pass, all those lost so far in the siege of Julatsa. The Gods only can know the state of Blackthorne, Gyernath and Arlen. Erskan, Denebre and Eimot.

‘They have shown us no mercy. You must do the same. Kill them or they will kill you. I want this encampment burned to the ground and the charred earth left as memorial and warning. The East shall not bend the knee to the West. The Colleges shall thrive. The Wesmen shall be driven from our lands, our homes and yes, our beds.

‘Are you with me?’

The chorus sent birds into the sky. Darrick nodded.

‘Then let’s ride.’ The cavalry galloped for the Bay.

 


The camp had quietened, The Raven sitting around Will’s stove, each drawing on their own thoughts, dwelling on Denser’s words. Will himself had stretched out next to Thraun, an arm carelessly thrown over the wolf’s prone form. Thraun remained alert, head up, ears pricked, tongue licking his lips as he scanned his new territory.

Erienne watched them both for a moment, seeing in them a closeness she no longer seemed to share with Denser. The Dark Mage was absently flicking at dried leaves on the ground while his pipe sat between his teeth, long since dead and ignored. She frowned and sent out a gentle probing in the mana but, as with so many times before, found only a blanket covering his mind. She wasn’t even sure if he was aware of his shield against her but then she wasn’t sure he was aware of much but his own memories of Dawnthief and what it had done to him.

She rose and went to sit by him; he acknowledging her with the slightest of smiles. It set her body tingling.

‘Do you want to walk a little way?’ she asked. ‘Down to the water’s edge? It’s dark.’

He looked her full in the face, forehead wrinkling, pupils dilated in the dim light. How she wished they were wide in longing for her.

‘What for?’ he asked.

‘I would have thought that was obvious,’ muttered Ilkar from nearby.

‘Keep out of this, Ilkar,’ said Erienne shortly. ‘Denser, please?’ Denser shrugged and dragged himself to his feet, a sigh escaping his lips.

‘Lead on,’ he said, his half gesture mirroring the lack of enthusiasm so plainly displayed on his face. She narrowed her eyes but said nothing, choosing instead to do as he asked.

‘Don’t stray too far,’ warned Hirad. ‘This area isn’t safe.’

Erienne handed aside a low branch, ducked right and moved off towards the River Tri. Despite the night, the moon gave enough light to see by and she walked briskly between tree and bush down a shallow slope that led to the water’s edge.

At the shore, a mixture of fine shingle, mud and overhanging plants, she turned left and, stepping over puddles and marshy ground, found her way to a flat patch of grass a couple of paces back from the river and covered by trees. She sat down on the slightly damp ground, looking out at the wide, sluggish course of the Tri as it drove inexorably to Triverne Inlet and then out to sea. In the dimness, it looked dark grey, like a slow-moving sludge, and did nothing to lighten her mood.

After a few moments, Denser appeared, striking light to his pipe. He seemed unsure what to do.

‘Sit down,’ she said, patting the grass next to him. Another shrug and he complied, leaving a small distance between them and only half looking at her.

‘Why won’t you talk to me?’ she asked, not sure how to begin the conversation but knowing she had to get through to him for the sake not just of herself, but of The Raven too.

‘I do,’ he responded.

‘Oh yes, and I really enjoy our “how are you, fine” conversations. Very meaningful. Very fulfilling.’ A light breeze rustled the leaves at her back and blew hair across her face.

‘So, what do you want me to talk about?’

‘You! God’s sake, Denser, haven’t you seen what’s happened to you since you cast Dawnthief?’ She felt anger welling up at his surly, deliberate obstruction.

‘Nothing’s happened,’ he said defensively. ‘I’ve just gained a clear knowledge of the true working of magic.’

‘Yes, and look what it’s done to you. Taken you away from us, from me, and given you this damned superior air. Like we are beneath your level all of a sudden.’

‘That’s not what I think.’

‘Well, that’s how it appears. You snap at Ilkar, you wind up Hirad and you just ignore me most of the time.’ Her eyes were filling with tears. Only a few short days ago, she’d sat with him lying in her lap, so proud of him, so happy he was alive and simply staggered by his achievement. But her surge of feelings had struck a hard wall of hidden emotion and now she felt helpless. ‘What is going on in that head of yours?’

‘Nothing,’ he said quietly.

‘Exactly,’ she snapped. ‘Ever since you regained your mana stamina it’s like you don’t care. Not for me, not for The Raven and not for our child.’

‘That’s not true.’ Denser still wouldn’t look at her. She wanted to reach out to touch him but her heart lurched as, in her mind’s eye, she saw him pulling away.

‘So talk to me,’ she urged. ‘Please.’

He sighed and she almost slapped him. But then their eyes met and she saw him fighting for the words.

‘It’s difficult,’ he said, a slight shrug following.

‘We have all night.’

‘Hardly,’ he said, a smile touching his lips for the briefest of moments. ‘You understand magic. You understand the energy it takes to control mana and the depletion of your stamina whenever you cast. And you know that every mage searches for new ways to minimise that depletion. But I’ve just been given most of it on a plate. And that’s just the half of it.’

Erienne was desperate to interrupt but even more so not to disrupt his train of thought, such as it was. She wasn’t sure anything he was saying was relevant; she was just glad to hear him talk.

‘The thing is, we all have our life’s work and our life’s dream. I’ve discovered that the trick is never to achieve that dream.’ He looked away over the water.

‘You have lost me there,’ said Erienne. ‘Why would you chase after things you didn’t actually want to achieve?’

‘What do you do when you’ve achieved your life’s ultimate challenge?’ countered Denser.

For a moment, Erienne had no response. ‘There must always be something,’ she said.

‘That’s what I thought. But what when there isn’t anything as big as what you’ve just done?’

‘I—’ she began, thinking she understood. For a heartbeat, the pieces began to fall into place. But she found they didn’t fit. ‘How can you have nothing?’ she asked. ‘We’re here because we have to close that rip, because no one else can. How can that not be important enough to you?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘If we fail, you’ll die. We all will.’

‘But death no longer holds any fear for me. I have cast Dawnthief, I have achieved something I thought unattainable. The one thing I could go on dreaming about because I knew I would never succeed. But I have succeeded and now I am empty. If I died now, I would die complete.’

Now she slapped him. Hard across the cheek, the sound ringing out on the still night air. The Raven would be on them shortly but she didn’t care. Every frustration, every cold look he’d given her and every little slight in his manner boiled out of her. It made her feel no better.

‘Then do it for someone else. What about me? What about your child?’ Her tears began to flow. ‘Selfish bastard.’

He caught her arm. ‘I cast Dawnthief to save everyone.’

‘You did it for yourself,’ she snarled, sudden contempt flowing through her veins. ‘You have just made that very clear.’ She jerked her arm free. ‘I’m just surprised you didn’t go full force. I mean, why not perform the ultimate act of selfishness and take us all with you? At least that way you wouldn’t have to be so damned self-pitying now.’ She made to go but his words stopped her dead.

‘I nearly did. But I couldn’t because I love you.’

She turned, knowing she should slap him again for daring to toy with her emotions that way. But something in his tone stayed her hand.

‘That is an extraordinary statement,’ she said coldly.

‘But true.’

‘Well, you’ve had a strange way of showing it since.’

Denser looked up at her, his eyes glinting in the dim light. ‘I can’t be all that you need right now. If I’m honest, I do feel that I’ve made a huge sacrifice. Not just for you but for The Raven. But when it came to it, I couldn’t betray the faith you had shown in me. All of you. And much as Dawnthief tried to beguile me into taking the world with me, I couldn’t do it.’ He let his gaze drop back to the grass. ‘It’s funny. I never thought I’d live to see the spell cast but, when casting, my desperation that you should live overcame the terrible desire to see my life’s work completed.’

Erienne sat next to him and placed an arm around his neck, stroking his face where she had slapped it.

‘And now you have the chance to carry on a new life’s work, my love,’ she whispered. ‘You’ve spent all your life learning to destroy but, you and me, we’ve created something. You can make sure it isn’t allowed to die.’ She realised he was shaking. Whether it was chill or emotion she didn’t know for a while but when he turned to her he took her hands in his, and his face was wet with tears.

‘It’s what I want more than anything but inside I feel cheated. Don’t you see? Everything in my life has been peripheral to that damned spell ever since I can remember. It was drummed into me so hard there was no room for anything else. But now it’s gone and I have no centre, no core to keep me wanting to live through trouble and come out the other side.’ He brushed a hand across her cheek. ‘I know how hard that must sound for you and I know it’s wrong to feel that way but I do. What if I can never feel the way I did before? What if I can’t want something else as much as I wanted Dawnthief?’

‘You will, love. Trust me. All you have to do is try.’ She kissed his mouth gently, letting her tongue caress his lips. He forced her mouth open, his kiss becoming urgent, his hands suddenly at her back, pressing her to him. She warmed to his touch, wanting him but instead she pushed him away.

‘It’s not quite that easy,’ she said, feeling the heat in her face and the flutter of her heart. Their faces were close and he was smiling that genuine smile she had loved the first time she saw it but feared she’d seen for the last time.

‘But all this was put here for us. A soft patch of grass, the sound of the river and a hint of moonlight. It would be rude to pass it by.’

‘You ignore me for days and now this?’

‘Got to start somewhere.’ He moved a hand to caress her breast. She wanted to pull away but couldn’t find the will. And as she let herself be lain on her back, his kisses smothering her in repeated sensual blooms, she thought she heard footsteps creeping back towards the camp.

 


Sha-Kaan rested a while. Tiring of Flamegrass, he devoured the carcass of a freshly slaughtered goat. It took the edge off his hunger.

He contemplated his conversation with Hirad Coldheart, impressed at the human’s strength but unsure of the wisdom of his decision nonetheless. If it didn’t work, he knew he could move on but the thought of Hirad Coldheart’s inevitable death in that circumstance gave him no comfort. He had gambled and that was not something he did lightly.

And now he had to act. He crushed and swallowed the last of the bones, followed them with a bale of Flamegrass and shifted out of Wingspread, a command to attend flashing from his mind to a Kaan of whom he had need.

Sha-Kaan materialised in the river and drank long from its cool flow. Above him, the mist parted and a large young Kaan dropped into the Broodland, wings braking his descent, feet seeking purchase a little clumsily on an area of flat, pitted rock, his talons goring it deeply.

The Great Kaan picked his head from the river and rose up, his neck forming the formal ‘s’, his torso upright, the duller yellow scales of his belly exposed, front legs flat, his wings twitching for balance. He gazed at the young Kaan who mirrored his bearing but whose head was bowed in respect.

Elu-Kaan reminded him of himself at the same age - strong, large, confident in his abilities, yet nervous in the presence of his elders.

‘Skies greet you, Elu-Kaan,’ he said.

‘I am honoured by your call, Great Kaan,’ Elu responded.

‘I have work for you. Your Dragonene is, I understand, a mage residing in the Balaian city of Julatsa?’

‘Yes, Great Kaan, though I have not taken contact for several cycles. I have been fortunate in battle.’ His head bowed further, though his mind was as proud as it should be.

‘Fortune, it was not. Skill is your saviour.’ Sha felt a surge of pride from the youngster at his compliment. ‘But now I need you to travel interdimensional space to speak with your Dragonene, if you are able. The mages have protected their College with an energy derived from the dimension of the Arakhe. I fear that the gateway will be feeding power to the Arakhe and I cannot allow them ungoverned access to Balaia. Find out whether your portal can penetrate it but do not risk your life. There is risk in what I ask. Withdraw the moment you feel them press; they are a difficult enemy.’

‘I will begin at once.’ The young Kaan raised his head to assure Sha-Kaan of his intent.

‘Elu,’ said Sha-Kaan. ‘I must have an answer when the orb darkens the Skies.’

‘Yes, Great Kaan.’

‘I will be gone from the Broodlands for a short time. I must speak with the Veret. If I do not return, you must pick up the signature of Hirad Coldheart of The Raven. It will reside in the Mind of Wingspread and you alone have my permission to enter if I should die.’

‘I am honoured, Great Kaan.’

‘You are still young, Elu, but the greatness is in your heart, mind and wings. Learn from me and become Great Kaan yourself in time.’ Sha-Kaan stretched his wings. ‘May the Skies be clear for you.’

‘And you, Great Kaan. Be careful. The Brood needs you.’

Sha made no response. Calling his farewells to the Brood, he flew from the valley, heading north for the Shedara Ocean.

The skies were calm, the cloud high and the winds in the upper strata aided his flight. After exchanging greetings and instructions with the gateway defence, he climbed high above the cloud layer and drank in the radiance of the orb and the beauty of his world.

From the heights, the tranquillity lifted his heart and, for a beat, he could believe the world was at peace. Warm yellow-orange light flooded the sky, reflecting from the clouds and sparkling in his vision. He closed his inner lids and focused his mind below.

Nothing impinged on his consciousness. No flights of dragons moved the air contours, no clash of minds filled the void with noise, no barks told of battles to come, no cries of pain told of battles lost. Satisfied, he increased his wing beats and tore across the sky.

The Shedara Ocean filled the northern hemisphere. Where the vast lands of Dormar and Keol ended, so it began, its vastness punctuated only by islands, reefs and drifts of sand, immense on the tide, nothing in the flood. But it was a short-sighted dragon that ignored the land masses, however temporary their hold on dry air. The Veret, though marine in all their biology, chose to nest and breed in caves and hides where the sea was not forever above their heads.

Sha-Kaan knew where the Veret chose to Brood and he flew deliberately through the centre of their mind net before banking steeply up to await the inevitable response. It was not long in coming.

A flight of Veret, six strong, ploughed through the moist air to meet him, their aggression plain. Sha-Kaan defused their ire before they had a chance to close for the fight.

‘I would speak with Tanis-Veret, my altemelde,’ he said, knowing the name of their Elder Veret and the link to a long-standing kinship would stay their fire. ‘I am Sha-Kaan.’

Spiralling up through the heights, the Veret called challenges and warnings, daring him to descend towards their Broodlands beneath the waves. Their aquamarine blue scales flashed wet in the sunlight, their wings drove them up at speed, their streamlined bodies causing precious little resistance. He watched them turn, assessed the confidence of their movement and concluded he would likely be killed if they attacked him. He remained on station, circling slowly, the Veret forming a holding group around him, left, right, in front, behind, above and below. Sha-Kaan could feel their awe of him but also anger and, in one to his right, hate.

‘You will not break from us as we descend. You will not call, you will not pulse,’ said the Veret with hate on his mind.

‘I understand,’ said Sha-Kaan. ‘You realise I am no threat to you. I have come alone to talk.’

‘It is our way,’ said another, more reverence in his tone. ‘All visitors must be escorted to the Broodlanding.’

‘Care cannot be over-estimated.’

The flight dived steeply, reining in their natural speed to account for Sha-Kaan’s less aerodynamic frame. They were heading for a small rock island at the edge of which great towers of rock jutted up in five places.

‘Land centrally.’ Sha-Kaan was ordered. The flight pulled away. Sha-Kaan feathered his huge wings, braking quickly to drop vertically between the rock spires on to the sea-drenched main outcrop. Almost immediately, the water ahead of him rippled, boiled and exploded outwards. Tanis-Veret broke surface, dragging a mass of ocean with him that tumbled back into the frothing turbulence he left behind and soared into the sky, an arrow punching through the air, a call of greeting bouncing from the crannied stone. Tanis-Veret turned full somersault and landed at the very edge of the island, tail drawing moisture from the ocean, the ripples of his exit from the water expanding still as he settled.

‘There is nothing like the wind on wet scales,’ said Tanis. ‘You are far from home, Sha-Kaan.’

‘This is far from an ordinary situation,’ replied the Great Kaan. ‘I greet you, Tanis-Veret.’ He lifted his neck to the formal ‘s’, meeting the gaze of his equal.

‘And I you.’ Tanis’ short neck couldn’t form as Sha-Kaan’s but he picked up his torso to sit upright, exposing as Sha did, his belly scales.

Above them, the Veret flight broke and dived into the sea, their perfect entries minimising splash and ripple as they disappeared beneath the swell.

‘I do not feel we need them, do you?’

Sha-Kaan inclined his head.

‘Your trust is welcome and is reciprocated.’

‘Speak, Sha-Kaan, though I think I know your subject.’

‘I will speak plainly. It is my belief that you have allied with the Naik in a battle that is not your concern nor which could possibly benefit your Brood.’

Tanis looked away, a cough rippling his chest, the dulling scales a sign of his great age. He was far older than Sha-Kaan but in the tight Brood structure that was the Veret way, his authority and ability to lead would never be questioned. Only in death would a successor be appointed. For the Kaan, mind strength was critical and Sha knew that one day Elu-Kaan would beat him and he would take his place among the Elder-Kaan, revered but peripheral.

‘Sha-Kaan, this is a time of great peril for the Veret. Our birthings have slumped, protection for our carrying females has to be our primary concern and this leaves too few to defend our borders against attack.’

‘So I was right.’ Sha-Kaan’s anger flared. He felt some small pity for Tanis but it was overwhelmed by contempt. ‘Why didn’t you come to me?’

‘The Naik were already here. They had the strength to finish us there and then. We had no choice.’

‘Naik!’ spat Sha-Kaan, a gout of smoke firing from his mouth. ‘But after. Why not send a flight to me after?’

‘They would know. They knew of our trouble. They knew we would have to furl wing to them.’

Sha-Kaan stared hard at Tanis-Veret, disappointment now burying his contempt. The Veret Elder was broken and bowed. He had not even the strength to try and free his Brood. Surely the Naik would finish them anyway. He said so.

‘Perhaps,’ said Tanis. ‘I have to trust they will not.’

‘You are letting your Brood die,’ said Sha-Kaan angrily. ‘I came to offer help. Maybe I should just leave you to fade away.’

‘How can you help? Your Brood is stretched, a gateway to your melde-dimension hangs in the sky for all to see. You fight for your own survival.’

‘And you add to the struggle by aiding the Naik. Do you not see?’

‘I must protect my Brood above all others, please respect that.’ Tanis looked skywards, his eyes nervous.

‘No one is near.’

‘They are always near.’

‘Last light was the most painful I have suffered for many cycles,’ said Sha-Kaan. ‘I killed one of your Brood who chased down and fired my Vestare. Another of my Brood died in a diving embrace, punctured by a Veret. Others of my Brood either chased off or killed more Veret. We are not at war with you, Tanis; why must you fight us?’

‘Because if we do not, we will be extinguished.’ Tanis would not look at Sha-Kaan.

‘I understand your problem and the confusion it must cause you. But I am here now and my Brood will protect you if you break your alliance of fear with the Naik.’ Sha-Kaan moved for the first time since he landed, extending his wings and rising up on his hind legs in a gesture of intent. His massive bulk dwarfing the smaller Veret, his wings casting a broad shadow over the island and his claws dragging scars in the rock beneath him.

Tanis stretched his jaws, his brows furrowing, the spikes across his skull ridge catching a reflection off the water.

‘You do not have the Brood strength to protect us from the Naik.’

‘But it’s like this, you see,’ said Sha-Kaan very calmly. ‘We are at war with the Naik, as we are with a number of minor Broods, because they determine to fly through our gateway. They have allied with you and, we expect, other Broods they can threaten successfully. We have no choice but to be at war with these Broods too. Break your alliance. Trust me. Trust the Kaan.’

‘Sha-Kaan, I cannot.’

‘Then we will continue to destroy your Brood wherever it is a threat. And if that threat grows, then the next time you see me here, it will be at the head of an echelon. Try to avoid us where you can. I will not see the Kaan fail.’

‘I am sorry it is this way.’

‘It is in your power to change it, Tanis-Veret. Should you do so, you know I will hear you.’

Tanis met Sha-Kaan’s eyes again at last. ‘You should leave. I will not relay your message until you have cleared my skies.’

‘Fair winds, fair tides be with you,’ said Sha-Kaan.

‘Beat the Naik.’

‘I will,’ said Sha-Kaan. ‘The tragedy is that you do not believe I will.’ He took to the air, calling his farewell and rose back to the relative safety of the upper layer where the winds blew the anger from his mind.




Chapter 19

Trees jutted into the path three hundred yards from the camp, the elbow they created obscuring the onrushing cavalry. Aware that the sound of their hoofbeats must be clearly audible, Darrick roared the order to split and charge.

In front of him, the horse archers increased their pace, a dozen swordsmen flanked them and five mages trailed them, each invoking a HardShield. They kept to the outside of the path, aiming to attack the watch-towers as Darrick brought the rest of the cavalry into the main body of the camp.

The General dug his heels in and his horse responded. He tore around the elbow at the head of his cavalry just as the first volleys of arrows were exchanged, those of the Wesmen bouncing, while those of his men hit home. He never ceased to wonder at the skill of horseborne archers. Gripping only with their thighs they compensated for the movement of a galloping horse and still managed to shoot accurately. He saw four Wesmen fall in the first volley.

The encampment was in no way prepared for an organised cavalry charge. Not for any attack, come to that. There were no close furrows of tentage, no narrowing path down which an enemy might be driven and no killing ground. Though the camp was roughly organised, it was with one goal only - to facilitate the storage and onward movement of supplies across the Bay of Gyernath. It was paradise for the tactically aware General and, in Ry Darrick, the Wesmen were facing the best.

Darrick ordered the split, holding up a gloved hand and pointing first left, then right and backing it up with a yelled command. He galloped down one side of the stores, a mirror force taking the other. Swords flashing in the afternoon sun, they rode through the camp, hacking aside the ineffective defence, slashing at rope, canvas and beam, collapsing tents on to helpless Wesmen and simply riding down any who got in their way. Clear through to the beach rode Darrick and his cavalry, wheeling in the shallow surf and pausing then to assess the damage they’d caused.

The watch-towers were home to corpses now, his archers waiting for their next orders. In the main body of the camp, cries for aid mixed with those of anger as Wesmen struggled to come to terms with the whirlwind that had engulfed them, those trampled by hooves picking themselves up if they could, the defence beginning to gain shape. But they were too few and too late.

‘Mages, fire please.’ Sounding like an invitation, the order was met by two dozen FlameOrbs arcing across the sky to fall among the defenders, igniting their camp and stirring the chaos. Barely had the screams of the burning reached his ears than Darrick called the second charge and mêlée.

Almost two hundred cavalry rode into the middle of the Wesmen, trampling scorched canvas under hoof, bloodied swords rising and falling on the confused workers and warriors whose easy peace had been so effectively shattered. From the path, archers picked off any threat and mages using MindMelt, ForceCone and concentrations of DeathHail smashed fence, flesh, brain and stone. It was all over in no time.

Darrick sat at the head of his whooping, cheering cavalry, surveying the damage he had wrought. Just like old times, he thought.

He hadn’t lost a man.

 


They waited for him, three of them, downwind but not closed of mind. They had thought to surprise him but their thoughts were crystal to the Great Kaan.

He had been flying steadily in the upper strata, the winds against him as he returned to Teras. The Naik had apparently been advised of his journey and from the right and below, he felt them coming before their challenges to battle rang out in the cold sky.

Sha-Kaan turned quickly and dived on the trio, using his altitude advantage to give him speed and angle. The Naik saw him coming and split left, right and down in an attempt to confuse but he had seen too many battles and his eyes were already fixed on his target. The Naik was small, perhaps little more than fifty feet in length, less than half Sha-Kaan’s size, but used his body badly.

As Sha-Kaan closed, he saw the attitude of the enemy’s wings was all wrong, body shape at odds with the direction of his travel and legs splayed. The Naik was either a clumsy flier or . . . Sha-Kaan curved away from his dive and angled back up, a breath of flame scorched the air just under his belly, a second missed by a wingspan. Roaring their disappointment, the Naik who had sprung the trap passed each other beneath him and he flipped on his back into a steep dive after the decoy who had not yet regained his shape.

Plunging through the line of the two attacking Naik, Sha-Kaan opened his mouth and poured flame down and to his left, searing the flank and wing of the struggling Naik. The beast shivered away, howling pain, a tear evident in its right wing, wind whistling through the rent in the membrane and damaged flank scales bubbling.

Not waiting for the response, Sha-Kaan furled his wings briefly, barrel-rolled away, then arced steeply right and up, head looking behind him. He could only see two of the Naik.

He rolled in the air again but a fraction too late. His snapshot all round vision picked out the third attacker bearing down from above, aiming for his exposed underbelly as he rolled. Knowing he couldn’t hope to avoid the flame, he spun half circle, collected his wings and waited for the pain, his momentum carrying him on up. The gout caught him high on his shoulder and seared low across his neck. He felt scales tear and skin contract, knew he had lost some movement but refused to yield his position, knowing where the Naik would complete his move.

With the breeze of the enemy’s passing very near him, he opened his armoured outer eyelids, deployed his wings and snaked his neck down his body, ignoring the yank of pain to clamp his jaws on the Naik wing. The younger dragon had great strength and threatened to break away but Sha-Kaan’s balance was born of long years of fighting and his opposite pull tore muscle and membrane. He breathed fire over the ruined wing and let the crippled dragon take the long spiralling drop to its death.

Roaring in pain and triumph, Sha-Kaan beat his wings wide. In front of him, the undamaged Naik hovered, looking for a point of attack. At right angles the injured but very mobile second enemy circled tightly.

For a time, they stood off but Sha-Kaan knew what was coming. At a signal, the dragons flew, one up, one down, before angling in to the attack. It was a well-worn manoeuvre and exposed their lack of real fight experience.

Armour was for a purpose, and in a pincer attack, more dragons died forgetting this simple fact that anything else. Sha-Kaan had no intention of trying to dodge both dragons. Accepting the fact of new pain but able to minimise its damage, he reverse-beat his wings to slow his forward movement, furled them, lay his neck along his belly and dropped straight down.

Above him, the Naik adjusted quickly, steepening the angle of his dive and sending flame rushing over Sha-Kaan’s back. Below him, though, the injured dragon failed to react and Sha-Kaan, lucky for the first time in the battle, struck the enemy’s body, his tail a whip for the unwary, lashing around the Naik’s neck where it established a choking grip.

A strangled gasp of flame coughed from the enemy’s mouth as he fought for breath but Sha-Kaan was in total control. Continuing his plummet, he dragged the young Naik off-balance, stretched his neck and beat fire into its face from close range. He dropped the corpse and dived away, wings spread, neck and back stiffening as the damaged muscle below the scales protested. He roared again but this time the enemy didn’t respond.

Seeing the battle lost, the one remaining Naik turned and fled, Sha-Kaan watching him dwindle in the lower cloud, a dark shape against the pale background. He didn’t follow, choosing instead to drive back into the heights where he flew, more slowly now, back to Teras, his Broodlands and, most importantly, the welcome dimensional streams of the Melde Hall.

 


The Raven didn’t move on until mid-afternoon. Hirad’s contact with Sha-Kaan had left him temporarily fatigued but extremely hungry. Thraun and Will had disappeared into the brush, returning impossibly quickly with a quartet of rabbits and a brace of wood pigeon. These, Will prepared and cooked on the stove’s hot plate, bulking the small animals with grain from The Unknown’s pack, root vegetables from the river’s edge and a fresh herb preparation.

It all made a decent stew but Hirad found himself missing the hunk of bread he’d normally enjoy it with. He also missed the ale and wine.

‘It’s a depressingly long time since I’ve had a drink,’ he said.

‘Yes, my profits are surely in tatters because of your absence from my inn,’ said The Unknown. Hirad looked at him, hoping this was an attempt at humour but seeing it was not. They all missed Korina and The Unknown certainly missed The Rookery, the bar he part-owned with Tomas, the resident innkeeper. And at this precise moment, Hirad would have given anything at all to have his feet up in front of the fire in the back room, a goblet of wine at his hand, a plate of meat and cheese in his lap.

But memories of The Rookery were tinged with sadness. The last time The Raven had been there, Hirad’s oldest friend, Sirendor Larn, had been murdered. The fact that he had given his life to save Denser was scant comfort despite the Dark Mage’s importance to the future of Balaia.

As he chewed a slightly gristly piece of rabbit, Hirad thought back to their fateful meeting with Denser in the grounds of Taranspike Castle and all to which it had led. So many had died, so much had been achieved and yet, as he sat hidden by the banks of the River Tri, Hirad felt their insignificance. The Raven were just seven people, and himself, The Unknown and Ilkar apart, not even particularly experienced people. But to them lay the task of closing the rip before the Balaian sky was flooded by dragons.

In normal days, it would have been difficult to persuade the doubters of the necessity of their task and their demands for open house in at least two College libraries. Now, with the invading armies of the Wesmen swarming all over the mage lands, it was a task rendered practically impossible. The Wesmen certainly wouldn’t believe them and that was no surprise. Despite the fact that they were as much at risk as any Balaian, why should they believe the stories of a band of mercenaries, albeit famous ones? No one could see the rip yet. When they could, it would probably be too late. The tale was just too far-fetched and even Darrick and Styliann’s words wouldn’t add the necessary weight.

So The Raven were left having to hide the reasons for their actions from all they encountered simply because they hadn’t the time or the patience to make people believe them. In fact, as far as Hirad could make out, the only people who would take their story seriously, besides those Styliann could convert should he choose to do so, were the Dragonene mages. But that sect was so secretive that their ear, sympathetic or otherwise, was of limited use. Not one among them would reveal themselves as Dragonene to the wider mage population, let alone to non-mages.

Hirad spat out the gristle. There was no doubting the injustice of their position but mulling on it solved nothing. The stew pot was empty and The Raven had all but finished the meal.

‘It’s time we were moving,’ said Hirad. ‘Will, cool the stove please. Unknown? A route if you would be so kind. Anybody needing to relieve themselves, now is the time. We aren’t stopping till nightfall.’

Denser grumbled, hauled himself to his feet and crackled away towards the water’s edge.

‘Cheerful soul, isn’t he?’ said Ilkar.

‘Hmm. Just like his old self, unfortunately,’ replied Hirad. ‘Erienne, are you sure you want to hang around with him when you’re old and grey?’

Erienne smiled. ‘Who says I’ll go grey? At this moment, he’s a little hard to love but, well, you know . . .’ Hirad nodded. ‘But I’ll tell you something,’ she continued. ‘You could help by being a little more tactful. His fuse is short.’

‘You’re telling me,’ said Hirad.

‘Him, tactful?’ Ilkar jerked a thumb in Hirad’s direction. ‘You might just as well ask Thraun to have slightly shorter fangs. It’s not going to happen.’

‘Thanks for your support, Ilkar,’ said Hirad. He turned his back on the mage and grinned over at The Unknown who didn’t respond in kind. ‘Which way, Big Man?’

The Unknown Warrior moved fluidly to his feet and helped Will kick dirt over the stove.

‘I could be flippant and say “east” but no one would laugh,’ he said. ‘If we’ve decided Triverne Lake isn’t an option, that leaves us with few alternatives. My view is that we should drive straight for Julatsa. Given Denser’s announcement of our dwindling time, we have to chance running into some Wesmen. Now the only reason I think that’s a risk worth taking is that Thraun will almost certainly give us ample warning. We should strike away from the river now and head for the city. The ground is flattish and the cover most of the time is adequate.’

‘Whatever you say,’ said Hirad. Denser came back into the small clearing. ‘Bowels empty?’

‘Yes, thank you, Hirad,’ he replied somewhat testily.

‘Let’s go.’ The barbarian gestured for The Unknown to show them the way. Thraun loped off on his own towards the river. Will, the stove tied into its leather, shouldered the burden for the time being and brought up the rear behind the trio of mages.

It was, Hirad thought, a long way to Julatsa on foot and he found himself hoping for an encounter with some unwary Wesmen.

 


Thraun lapped at the cool water of the slow-flowing river, feeling the liquid chill his throat as it rushed to his belly. His mind was confused but he didn’t remember a time when it wasn’t.

Earlier he had felt fear and he hadn’t enjoyed it. He could find nothing to strike out at so he had crouched, defeated, while the huge animal power caused such pain to the man who led. The man had cried out, the power in his head and filling the space around him, flowing over the ground and covering the leaves of trees and the flowers of the bush.

Thraun had felt it before any of the men had done. They knew too little even to show fear of the power but they should have done. Because it came from nowhere. It had no face, no shape and did not breathe. Yet it was still animal. Thraun knew that and knew also that because it had no form, it was to be feared.

Only the one man had felt it and though he had spoken pain, he had not been harmed. There were no marks on his body and his mind kept its sharpness - Thraun had established that himself.

But he wasn’t sure the man who led was safe. The power could return at any time. And Thraun had to watch over man-packbrother. He would suffer no threat to him. He was the man, the only man, whom Thraun truly recognised though the others around him were lodged in his memory. And man-packbrother was calm in their company, which was good. While he protected man-packbrother he knew he would protect the others. The woman who had life within her, the two men with mists around their souls and the one man whose soul was uneasy, yearning for another time though his heart resisted it.

Thraun would watch and Thraun would protect. Thraun would hunt and Thraun would kill.

He lifted his muzzle from the water and sniffed the air. The scent of the pack was strong in his head and the call of the forest lured him, its ties around him hardening, pulling him back to its heart where he would be free of man.

 


Julatsa’s Council room was a cold place. Around the oval table, Kerela, Barras, Seldane, Torvis, Endorr, Cordolan and Vilif listened to General Kard outline the battle to come.

At least he and Barras had been successful in persuading Senedai to hold from his killing of innocents. The Wesmen commander had, though, promised to sacrifice every one of those he still held if he was double-crossed. It was a gamble worth taking - when the fighting started, a full day before the Wesmen believed the Shroud would fall, the odds were stacked very heavily in favour of Senedai concentrating all his effort on the College walls. If that was so, the prisoners had a chance.

The brazier behind Kard’s chair guttered suddenly, throwing his face into shadow. The breeze, no more than a whisper of night air, spent itself and the flame brightened.

‘It is critical that we cause as much damage as possible to those immediately outside the walls before Senedai’s army can be mustered. The sequence will be as follows. An hour before dawn, the DemonShroud will be dispersed. Assuming the guards in the tower don’t sound the alarm immediately, eight mages will attempt Communion with our forces outside the city. We have no idea how successful this will be but we can cover all points of the compass with eight. There are also some more obvious places to hide a camp and we’ll target those specifically at the outset.

‘To a certain extent, we will be driven by the tower guards. Should they see us quickly, the whole process will happen that much faster. If not, we will hold our attack until the alarm is raised. At this time, a dozen mages will FlameOrb the tower and both North and South Gates will be opened. Archers and the balance of mages will be sent to the ramparts while my entire College and city Guard force will get outside.

‘Their job is to cause as much damage as possible to Senedai’s defences and guard posts before the balance of his army arrives. At this time, they will fall back, the gates will close and be strengthened by craftsmen and WardLock and the siege can begin again.

‘Finally, I’ve hand-picked a dozen men to attempt to find and free the prisoners. It’s all in the cause of creating confusion. Any questions? ’ Kard leaned back in his chair and folded his arms. Around the table, nods greeted his summary.

‘We can augment the Communion by having the casting take place in the Heart,’ said Vilif.

‘Non-Council and senior circle members are expressly forbidden to enter the Heart,’ remarked Endorr. Kerela chuckled.

‘And you so young,’ she said. ‘I might have expected such an utterance from Torvis, but not you. I am pleased you seek so fervently to uphold our traditions and laws.’

‘Though this is not the time to do so,’ added Torvis.

‘My feelings exactly. Unless there is further dissent, I approve the use of the Heart for this emergency,’ said Kerela.

Barras nodded his support and looked over at Endorr. The young mage scowled but said nothing. Barras had certain sympathy with him. His work, diligence and genius had brought him to the Council and its privileges. It must be hard to see them so easily eroded, whatever the situation.

‘How will your men know when to fall back?’ asked Seldane.

‘Once the tower is empty of Wesmen, I will post ShadowWinged mages, three should be sufficient, above the city to gauge the build-up. I’m really only looking to bite at the guard force of Wesmen, not the army. I will not burn Julatsa to free us; there is no time and I don’t believe it will be an effective tactic. If we do fall to fighting in the streets, it will benefit us as the smaller force, to fight them in smaller, tighter spaces.

‘Once the flying mages see forces strong enough to potentially overwhelm us outside of the gates, we will fall back. They know what to look for and the signals have been learned.’

‘Why risk your men in such an action at all?’ asked Vilif. ‘Better surely to keep them fresh and on the walls.’

Kard shook his head. ‘I disagree. I don’t expect us to be outside for long and the action will have two effects. Most importantly, if we strike first blood, it gives us confidence. I can assure you that standing on the ramparts watching an army advance is, pardon the expression, soul-destroying. Second, if we can wreak small havoc it might knock their confidence just that little bit. That, plus our opening spell barrage, could just serve to weaken their resolve.’

‘Hardly,’ said Vilif. ‘They outnumber us almost ten to one.’

‘But theirs is a fragile morale. And when the rear of their line is also struck, well, we can only guess at their reaction.’

Barras raised his eyebrows. Yes, he could guess at the reaction of the Wesmen. Slaughter. But there was no way out. Even if they hid behind the Shroud for a hundred days it would still end in failure. Ultimately, their food would dwindle, more souls would be taken to fuel the Shroud and open revolt would ensue inside the grounds.

‘What in hell’s name did we think we were doing raising the Shroud in the first place?’ he said, a feeling of desperation sweeping suddenly across his body like dead leaves over stone. There was a moment’s quiet in the chamber. Kerela placed a hand on his arm as it rested on the table. It was Kard who spoke.

‘Buying ourselves time,’ he said gently. ‘We all knew that from the start, our brave friend Deale included. And stopping the Wesmen from simply overwhelming us in the rout. For all our brave words and assertions, we have all been hoping for the same thing, to see an army breasting the hills to save us, our city and our College. But now, twelve days later, we have to accept that’s not going to happen, at least while the Shroud remains, and it’s no longer acceptable to watch the murder of our people. In a way, it would be easier to see them put to the sword, disembowelled even. At least then they would retain their souls. But in the Shroud . . . Gods in the sky, we can only imagine their torment.’

‘So, should we sully their sacrifice by surrendering meekly now?’ asked Endorr.

Kard’s eyes flashed but Barras stared him out of his anger. The General’s voice remained calm.

‘It is too late to do anything for those lost in the DemonShroud. But it isn’t too late to save those still alive out there. Endorr, my naïve young mage, there is to be no meek surrender. Indeed, I expect you to play your full part in ensuring the Wesmen forever fear Julatsa. And if, in our battle, we all die but just one child from within these walls escapes the clutches of the Wesmen, I will deem it a victory worth the fight.

‘Do I have your permission to begin?’ Kard asked of the entire Council. One by one, its members nodded and said ‘aye’.

‘Then it is done,’ said Kard. ‘An hour before first light tomorrow, I will visit you here to request you disperse the DemonShroud. From that moment, I will command all forces of the Julatsan city and College, mage and soldier, man and woman. Do I have this authority?’

‘Yes, General Kard, you do,’ said Kerela. ‘And you have the backing, the blessing and the prayers of all of us. Save our College. Stop our people dying.’

Kard smiled. ‘I’ll see what I can do.’

 


Sha-Kaan’s entry into the Broodlands had none of the triumph of his previous return. He slipped through the mists all but unnoticed, announcing his arrival to a ministering Vestare only as he landed. Dispensing with the usual formalities of welcome, he enquired about the use of the Melde Hall, stilled his body and switched straight inside.

There, lying flat on his flank, neck and tail both stretched out, was Elu-Kaan, all manner of cuts and scores evident on his head and neck. One wing was unfurled, its membrane marked and dry but mercifully unbroken. But it was his breathing which worried Sha-Kaan. Rapid and ragged as if his lungs had lost capacity and his every inhalation dragged their surface over teeth of stone.

Though tired, stiff and in considerable pain after his battle and bone-wearying flight to Teras, he immediately ordered his ministering Vestare to tend to Elu-Kaan. He moved his great bulk out of their way, sat down and snaked his head to the ground by Elu-Kaan’s.

He hardly had to ask the question. The reason Elu was damaged had to be an encounter with the Arakhe and the reason he was not in the flow of interdimensional space was because he had clearly not found a way through to his Dragonene inside Julatsa.

Close to, Elu-Kaan’s muzzle was covered in myriad scratches from the claws and teeth of the Arakhe. All but impervious to Dragonfire, they were a dangerous foe but seldom ventured from their dimension to trouble the huge animals whose souls they dare not take. But this DemonShroud penetrated the sanctity of inter-dimensional space and Elu-Kaan had stumbled into their innate fury and had almost paid the ultimate price.

There was no formal contact between the two races. For all that dragons were hard to negotiate with, Arakhe would not talk at all. Theirs was a simple doctrine that assumed all other races in all other dimensions were inferior to them, to be used and destroyed as necessary. Sha-Kaan, who had only one encounter with them in his long history, would concede that in most cases, they had reason to believe so. But dragons and now humans and elves had learned to either use them or deal with them effectively and this made them more unpredictable still.

Elu-Kaan’s eyes flickered open as he felt Sha-Kaan’s breath on his face. A dark discharge ran from his nose but this was so far ignored by the Vestare who concentrated on his wing and the scales and skin that covered his chest cavity.

‘I am sorry, Sha-Kaan, I have failed you,’ he said, voice rasping and wheezing.

‘Speak with your mind, Elu, I am open to you. Rest your throat and your lungs.’

‘Thank you,’ said Elu-Kaan, a pulse of gratitude for the honour of mind speaking with the Great Kaan accompanying his words.

‘Soon you will be able to do so as of right,’ said Sha-Kaan. ‘Now, tell me of your journey and your encounter with the Arakhe. And I will hear no talk of failure. Yours was a mission of risk and that you survived at all is testament to your ability and strength. If you should tire, tell me and we will talk at a later time.’

‘You are hurt, Sha-Kaan.’

‘Look to your own injuries, Elu. I need to take your information to my Dragonene. Speak while you are able.’

Elu-Kaan took as deep a breath as was possible for him. His body shuddered with the effort and the pain. Sha-Kaan again wondered what the damage could be but thought to ask a Vestare later.

‘It is hard to follow the corridor without a Dragonene as beacon but I could follow the streams and markers I knew, and the signature of Balaia is strong.’ Elu-Kaan’s eyes were closed once more and Sha could allow the frown of worry to spread across his features. Another breath, shorter this time, heaved across Elu’s body. His voice faded for a moment and then recovered. ‘I could feel the presence you call the Shroud as I approached Julatsa and the location of my Dragonene but behind it was silence like the void we felt when the Balaians cast their spell that tore our gateway.’

‘Calm yourself, Elu,’ said Sha-Kaan as he felt the increase in the younger dragon’s heart rate. He glanced across at the Vestare who worked feverishly on his chest with heated mud balms and scented steams. They would take some time to filter through the skin. One of the Vestare moved between the two dragon’s heads and rested a steaming pot beneath Elu-Kaan’s mouth and nostrils. His surprise at the new scent was followed swiftly by a relaxation of the muscles in his neck as the gentle fragrance of mist and leaf carried its healing properties to his lungs.

‘The Vestares’ skill is a blessing,’ said Sha-Kaan, nodding to the servants of the Kaan, who bowed in response to his notice though they could not hear the exchange between him and Elu. ‘Now, how did the Arakhe get close to you?’

‘I felt I could move through the Shroud but as I touched its presence, I could feel the magic was strong and a link between the Balaian and the Arakhe dimension, not of the Arakhe alone.

‘And it was full of Arakhe and they flooded my corridor, repulsing my fire and attacking me with their feet, their hands and their teeth. Those that bit inside my mouth hurt me. It was like ice and it quelled my fire and now it burns in my neck and deep within me . . .’ He trailed off again as a cough racked his body, causing his tail to reflex and slap the ground behind him and the Vestare near him to jump away sharply. New discharge shot from his nostrils and bowled over the pot whose contents drained into the hot moist earth of the Melde Hall. It was immediately replaced by another.

‘Enough, Elu-Kaan, you must rest.’

‘No, Great Kaan, there is one more thing,’ Elu’s mind voice was fading and Sha-Kaan guessed the balms and scents were designed to force sleep upon the wounded dragon. ‘The Shroud is full of Arakhe and they are baying for the souls of the Balaians. They think they have been given a way to breach the Balaian dimension that the Balaians cannot close. We must pray to the Skies that they are wrong because there is no way we can help them, the power is too great and we are too stretched.’

‘But what might it mean?’ asked Sha-Kaan, trying to close on the ramifications of the new threat. Elu-Kaan had the answer.

‘If they can beat the mages with whom they made the Shroud, they can expand its compass at will. It is another gateway, Great Kaan, and without Balaians to control it, could swallow our melde-dimension as easily as the gateway over Teras.’ Elu-Kaan’s mind contact slipped away and, for a moment, Sha-Kaan thought he had died. But a glance at the Vestare and their calm ministrations told him that Elu-Kaan was merely at healing rest.

He pulled his neck away from the ground and stood. There was no time to be lost and there was no time to rest and heal his own wounds. He had been right. Again, Balaians, trying to protect themselves, had set in train an event over which they no longer had any proper control. This time he could not talk just to Hirad Coldheart. This time, the entirety of The Raven had to hear him. Without another backward glance, he walked to his corridor and sought to travel interdimensional space, Hirad Coldheart’s signature as his guiding beacon.




Chapter 20

Barras knocked quietly, hoping to find the General asleep but the order to come in was rasped out immediately. The old elf negotiator entered Kard’s rooms in the base of the Tower, to find the General sitting by a small fire, his chair pulled over to an open window. A steaming mug rested on the sill and Julatsa’s senior soldier was gazing out at the star-lit sky. Night was a release, if only because the Shroud was all but invisible in the dark and somehow less menacing, though its aura sent shudders down the spines of any within its influence. By the master sand-timers, it was about two hours before dawn.

There was nothing more any of them could do but wait until the first order came through and then the day would bring what it would bring. Throughout the College, an uneasy quiet held sway. There was not a man, woman or child that did not know their role. In dozens of meetings, all of which took place beyond the gaze of the guards in the Wesmen’s tower, Kard and his lieutenants had outlined their plans in great detail.

In addition to the fighting groups and mage defence and offence, Kard had organised every member of the civilian population into a group to tackle a specific task. From provisioning soldiers on the walls with everything from arrows to bread, through carpentry and stonemasonry teams to plug and strengthen defences, to medical, stretcher, and fire teams, everyone was assigned the task most suited to their abilities.

In separate meetings, Kerela had briefed all her mages to obey Kard until the battle was either won or lost. In that latter event, all knew what would happen and those who could not directly help in burying the Heart were expected to die defending those who could. And finally, with the College sleeping its last before battle was joined, Endorr and Seldane had, at Barras’ behest, moved hundreds of the College’s most critical texts into or just outside of the Heart. Now, when the Shroud was dispersed, the Heart would look more akin to a storeroom than the very centre of Julatsan magic.

Barras glanced around Kard’s sparse accommodation. A single bunk lay unused against the right-hand wall. Charts, parchments and quills littered a desk beneath the other, still closed, window and the desk chair was heaped with books and diaries. These, Kard moved when he saw it was his old friend that had entered.

‘Sit down, Barras, you need your rest,’ he said, a half smile playing over his cracked lips; his chin, newly shaved, glistening with the sweat of the fire in the warmth of the room. He removed a pot from a hook just inside the grate and filled a mug for Barras, which the elf took in both hands, nodding his thanks.

‘Are you sure this is right?’ asked Kard, pointing his chin in the direction of the Shroud. ‘Going back to battle, I mean.’

‘What other way is there?’

‘Well, we could restrain the people and exist within these walls for . . .’ He paused and dragged a sheet of paper from the desk, shaking off those that sat atop it. A couple fluttered to the floor where he left them. ‘. . . one hundred and seventeen days. If we ration hard and deal with our cess sensibly.’

‘And at the end of that time?’

Kard smiled again and shrugged his shoulders. ‘Well, the world will have done a lot of turning. Perhaps we could be liberated.’

‘And Senedai will have run out of prisoners to slaughter and the mounds of disease-ridden corpses will be higher than the walls. What’s all this about?’ Barras frowned and sipped at his drink. It was a herbal leaf tea with a hint of peppermint and was most agreeable.

Kard’s smile faded and he shook his head, a finger on his lips.

‘Oh, nothing. I was just hoping you were coming here with another solution, I suppose, one that wouldn’t lead to so many of those people out there getting killed tomorrow and the next day and the next day after that.’

‘I didn’t think doubt ever entered your head, Kard.’

‘It doesn’t, as you well know, but, well I don’t know, I hoped for so much when the Shroud went up.’

‘Do you wish we’d never raised it?’ asked Barras.

‘No, no. Actually, last night, or was it the night before?’ Kard looked out over the courtyard. ‘Anyway, the other night, I lay there and wondered about the outcome had you not raised the Shroud.’

‘And?’ Barras raised his eyebrows.

‘You know as well as I do. The Wesmen would have been over these walls in no time. We had no mage strength, our army was routed and everyone was terrified. This way, we are rested, our morale is higher but we are still as scared, I think. At least we’ll give them a bloody nose.’

Barras said nothing, drinking his tea and watching the thoughts play over Kard’s face, seeing the ghosts of smiles, frowns and tears. He was sorry to have interrupted the General’s reverie. The old soldier was replaying his life, knowing he had little of it left. The doubts he expressed were just those of any hard-thinking man who had the sense to search for a better way out until time was up and he had to concede there wasn’t one. He decided to take his leave quickly but he had come here for a reason.

‘What are you doing here, anyway?’ said Kard realising the same thing.

‘We’ve been talking in the Council Room. We’re going to start the Summoning now. It could be sometime before Heila reveals himself and then we have to negotiate the removal of the Shroud. It’ll be difficult to guarantee it will be gone exactly an hour before dawn but it shouldn’t be any later. You need to have at least the tower attack mages ready fairly soon.’

‘And I’ll wake my soldiers too. Couldn’t you have mentioned this earlier?’

‘We needed to study some texts to be sure. We’ll be starting presently.’ Barras got up to leave, placing his empty mug on the desk where it left a ring on an organisation chart. ‘Sorry.’

Kard shrugged very slightly. ‘No matter. I think they’ve outlived their usefulness now.’ He shook hands with Barras, his grip strong and confident. ‘Good luck.’

Barras nodded. ‘I’ll see you upstairs later this morning. May the Gods be with you.’

‘If they aren’t, we’ll be with them soon enough.’

‘That’s a grim thought.’ Barras smiled.

‘But a realistic one.’

Barras walked away to the Heart of the Tower of Julatsa.

 


The Raven had stopped to rest in the lee of a small incline, sheltered from the prevailing wind. Above them, bracken and bush rustled further up the slope while, to either side, the land stretched away, full of stream, bog, marsh and scrub.

They had walked well into the evening, stopping only when Denser indicated that Erienne needed the rest. The Dordovan mage herself had said nothing but the lines on her face had deepened with the late afternoon gloom and, though outwardly irritated by the attention, was soon asleep, a reassured smile on her face.

Will and Thraun had left the camp once the stove was lit and returned a long while later, Will tight-lipped, Thraun padding to a quiet spot away from his companions before lying down, a brooding look across his lupine features.

First Denser and then The Unknown had taken watches and now, with the stars straining to touch the land with their radiance, Hirad sat awake, his back against the rise, gazing across his sleeping friends and back along their path of the previous day.

While the pace had been quick, it was still just a walk and Hirad fretted on the lack of any chance to secure even a pair of horses to carry baggage and give them a break in turn from the long foot slog. But far more pressing on Hirad, despite the time constraints he knew they faced, was how they might penetrate first the Wesmen army, whose number was not known but certainly high, and following that, the DemonShroud.

He had little understanding of what Ilkar talked about but it seemed to him that they could not break the thing, whatever it was. He found himself looking forward to Sha-Kaan’s next contact, hoping the mighty dragon had found a way for them to get through.

Hirad yawned, letting his jaws stretch. He shook his head and glanced around the sky. It was a couple of hours until dawn, maybe a little more. The night was mild without the breeze to chill the skin and the gentle warmth of the stove blanketed the camp.

He levered himself to his feet and refilled his mug from the pot on the stove, adding more water and grounds from the skin and sack nearby. The supply of coffee was dwindling quickly and Hirad wrinkled his nose in distaste as he imagined a return to the leaf teas he knew Ilkar would make when the coffee sack was empty.

He made to sit back down but a growl had him spin on his heel. Coffee splashed over his gloved hand. Thraun was crouched, staring at him, his yellow eyes cold and malign. Hirad met the stare, forcing a smile on to his face.

‘Hey, Thraun, it’s me, remember?’

Thraun growled on, hackles rising. He shifted back, resting on the raw power of his hind quarters. Nearest to him, Will stirred and woke.

‘What’s up?’ he asked blearily.

‘I don’t know,’ said Hirad. ‘He—’

With a half-bark, the wolf sprang away into the darkness. And then the pain gripped Hirad. Brief and intense, it swamped his senses and brought him to his knees, contents of his mug draining into the dirt in front of him.

‘Hirad Coldheart, hear me.’ Hirad didn’t know why but the voice of Sha-Kaan was close this time. And it had a different quality. Not as strong and commanding. Pained.

‘I hear you, Sha-Kaan.’

‘I must open the portal. The Raven must hear me. Are you in a place of safety? Your rhythms and signature tell me you are at rest.’

‘Yes, Great Kaan.’

‘Excellent. It will be done.’ And the pain was gone.

A few paces directly in front of Hirad as he remained on his knees, and a short way down the shallow incline, a line of flickering light traced a rectangle from the ground up to a height of ten feet, across seven and back down. Inside the rectangle, all was black but to either side and above, the landscape stayed in view.

Hirad climbed to his feet, glancing around. Will was staring wide-eyed at the light, with the remainder of The Raven all stirring, sleep interrupted by an unknown quantity that bled unease over their resting minds.

‘Don’t be scared, Will, it’s Sha-Kaan.’

‘It’s all right. I’m all right.’ Will’s voice had a quaver. ‘How is it Sha-Kaan?’

‘Hard to explain right now but he’s travelled from his dimension to ours to talk. Wake the others.’ Hirad’s eyes returned to the light. Inside its frame, the dark sparkled gold like a sudden snowstorm, and then slid left, revealing a brazier-lit passageway that led to a small bare chamber Hirad had seen before.

‘What is that?’ asked Will. Hirad turned to him, smiling.

‘The path to the Great Kaan,’ he said.

Sha-Kaan’s voice whispered across his mind.

‘Well done, Hirad Coldheart, your signature is strong. Come, bring your companions.’

Hirad wasn’t quite sure what he was experiencing but it was something akin to euphoria. His head felt light, his limbs empowered, his heart thumping its joy. He quashed the worry that immediately surfaced. Sha-Kaan was here.

‘Here again, are we?’ said Ilkar’s voice at his shoulder. It held no surprise but more than a little weariness.

‘But this time the meeting will be easier and happier,’ said Hirad.

‘Well, nothing will be stolen, I’m sure,’ said Ilkar. The Raven were not long in waking. The Unknown came to Hirad’s other shoulder, silent, face drawn, eyes flat.

‘Just like old times, eh Unknown?’ Hirad smiled.

‘No, Hirad, not really.’ He led the way inside. Hirad paused, watching Denser and Erienne walk around the back of the portal.

‘Fascinating,’ said the Dark Mage. ‘I can see you from the other side but I can’t put my hand through to wave at you. It’s as if it only really exists as you see it.’ He rejoined Hirad. ‘Will you try something?’

Hirad shrugged and nodded. ‘If I must.’

‘Walk around like I’ve just done. I’ll stand here.’

Hirad raised his eyebrows and began walking, stopping after only a couple of paces.

‘Hold on,’ he said. ‘That’s not right.’ The opening had followed him, he was still in front of it.

‘Yes it is,’ said Ilkar. ‘We’re behind it again, if behind is the right word.’

‘You’re Dragonene now,’ said Erienne. ‘That portal only exists because of you and your link to Sha-Kaan.’

‘Oh, I see,’ said Hirad. He hadn’t a clue what Erienne was talking about.

‘Any chance of the rest of you coming in?’ The Unknown’s face appeared at the portal. ‘Come on.’ He turned back inside.

‘Will, what about Thraun. Will he come?’ asked Hirad.

‘I’m only just convinced of going in myself,’ said the wiry little man, black hair shot through with grey, the legacy of a terror that still plagued his nightmares. ‘But I guess he’ll follow if he’s still keen to protect me. I think your dragon’s presence scares him.’

‘He’s not alone,’ said Erienne.

‘Come on, Raven, let’s meet the Great Kaan,’ said Hirad, adding, ‘Swords sheathed.’

It was like walking back inside a memory. Hirad could recall with complete clarity his blind pursuit of Denser the first time they had been inside Sha-Kaan’s melde-corridor. That time, he hadn’t stopped to look around him. Now he did, albeit briefly.

The passageway was short and The Unknown waited at its far end, inside the small bare chamber. He hadn’t opened the door. The Chamber itself had benches down either wall, a stone-flagged floor and dark green painted murals depicting fire and jungle.

Through the door was the first hall, the only part of which Hirad remembered was the fire that Sha-Kaan had blasted through the twin doors to the right. These had been replaced, any scorch marks removed and a log fire burned beneath the Dragonene crest that hung on the wall above the grate opposite him.

Hirad walked towards the crest, drawn by its symbolism, two claws beneath the open maw of a dragon breathing flame. A ghosting within the crest toyed with his eyes. He moved closer and what he saw swelled his heart. It was the crest of The Raven, blood-red background behind a silhouette of a raven’s head and wing. It sat within the Dragonene symbol, proud yet subordinate. Hirad had no quarrel with the chain of command it implied.

‘Well, well, well,’ said Ilkar, whose eyes had picked out the credit to The Raven very early. Hirad smiled.

‘One in, all in,’ he said.

‘Which way to Sha-Kaan?’ asked Erienne. Hirad pointed right and led The Raven onward.

Through one of the twin doors which flanked a second fireplace they faced the crest-emblazoned, rune-carved doors that Hirad had seen destroyed what felt like a lifetime ago. But they were whole, the gold of the crest glinting in the light of the hall fire and the braziers hung around the small antechamber.

‘Push it open,’ said Hirad and The Unknown did so, revealing the Dragon Hall, its tapestries, fires, heat and Sha-Kaan, lying flat at rest, neck stretched out towards them, tail coiled behind the vast bulk of his body. He spoke for them all to hear.

‘Welcome, Hirad Coldheart, Dragonene. Welcome The Raven.’ Sha-Kaan was immense. It was a fact Hirad had never truly allowed his conscious mind to accept, not since their first meeting, and it was clear to him why. His size alone was terrifying but to accept that something getting on for one hundred and twenty feet long also had mental powers and knowledge far ahead of his own was a step closer to madness. And that in addition to the physical power and strength that oozed from every pore.

But looking at Sha-Kaan for the first time as a Dragonene, the mists were parted for him. Now he could see past the bulk into the mind within. He could feel the thoughts and fears. And he knew the Great Kaan was hurt.

Hirad led The Raven forward across the tiled floor towards the damp mud and earth on which Sha-Kaan rested. Ten fires burned in grates on three sides of the dragon and the hall was full of heat and condensation. They fanned out in a natural defensive formation, The Unknown at Hirad’s right shoulder, Will at his left, the mages in a line behind, Denser, Ilkar and Erienne left to right. Of Thraun, there was no sign. As they closed, Hirad could see the fire-damage marks on the dragon’s neck.

‘Tell me what to do, Sha-Kaan,’ he said.

‘There will be time for that later, or no time for any of us at all,’ said the dragon. ‘There is great trouble in Julatsa. Your mages there have unleashed a power they are unable to contain, though I fear they do not know it.’

‘May I speak?’ asked Ilkar. Sha-Kaan raised his head a few feet from the ground. His old eyes blinked slowly.

‘An elf of Julatsa,’ he said. ‘I would be most interested in what you have to say but be brief. Time is short.’

‘Thank you,’ said Ilkar. He stepped forward to stand by Hirad, Will giving way with some relief.

‘The powers you are talking about relate to an old and established spell called the DemonShroud. The Council of Julatsa are all expert in its casting and in its dispersal. I can assure you that they have the wit to shackle the powers of the demons. The Shroud by its very nature is a closed conjuration. The demons cannot step outside its bounds. It is impossible.’

Sha-Kaan was silent for a moment, his heavy bone brows arrowing between his eyes. He breathed out, a hot, sour exhalation that caught in the throat and stung the eyes.

‘And is this what your Council believe?’

‘It is written in our Lore and the mana structure is sound, tested and completely reliable,’ replied Ilkar.

‘But,’ said Sha-Kaan, and his voice tolled like a knell of death,

‘the fabric of your dimension is not sound. The forces of interdimensional space are at work in your skies and the Arakhe, demons, are a dimensional power. They have a hold, currently contained, which the Shroud gives them. And in the moment of dispersal, as you call it, there is the potential to make that hold permanent. If that should happen, the demons could threaten your survival and our melde.’

‘No,’ said Ilkar, frowning and shaking his head. ‘The mana construct is wholly controlled by Julatsa. The demons name the catalyst but beyond that are forced to operate the Shroud as an extension of their dimension within Balaia constrained by our magic.’

Sha-Kaan’s eyes flashed and Hirad felt the brief surge of anger.

‘Ilkar, I don’t think—’ he began.

‘I’m just explaining what I know,’ said Ilkar.

‘Then you know very little!’ Sha-Kaan’s voice whistled around the hall, booming from the tapestry-clad walls. ‘The DemonShroud gives the Arakhe access through your dimension and so the column projects from their dimension on a course through interdimensional space until it strikes another it cannot yet pierce - Skies know where that is. It is not contained within Balaia and the weakening of your fabric is feeding them more power than you can imagine because the essence of your dimension is flowing into interdimensional space where they can drink their fill. They have the strength to overpower your Council.’

‘Trust him, on this,’ said Hirad, feeling Sha-Kaan’s short patience wearing thin. ‘I’ve no idea what he’s talking about but I’m sure he’s right.’ Ilkar nodded but Denser spoke up.

‘One question, Sha-Kaan, if I may?’

Sha-Kaan’s head moved smartly to spear Denser with his cold blue eyes.

‘Ah,’ he said, and Hirad could taste his disdain. ‘The one who stole from me. You should feel fortunate that I have not chosen to take your life in return. But as we say, when the Skies blacken with the wings of your enemies, you will chew even the rotten stalks to fuel your fire. Remember that and ask, thief.’

Hirad glanced behind him at Denser who had gone quite pale. His eyes, though, didn’t waver or flick downwards.

‘Dawnthief was our only hope of survival—’

‘Do not test my temper, thief, your reasons are not important. That you stole was. Speak.’

Hirad sighed. Denser took a deep breath.

‘I would ask how you know so much, how—’

‘How can I be so sure? Because one of my strongest young Kaan lies on the edge of death after encountering the Arakhe in a place where they should not have been. They overwhelmed him in his own melde-corridor. And before you ask, yes that should be impossible. ’

‘What can be done, Great Kaan?’ asked Hirad, fearing the answer.

‘We have one chance and for that, I need your human strength and magic. And your souls.’

‘We’re bait,’ muttered The Unknown.

Sha-Kaan favoured the Big Man’s response with a chuckle, a dry rattling sound deep in his throat.

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘But bait laced with poison.’

The Raven looked at each other, a general shifting unease broke their stillness.

‘I will explain what you must do.’ Hirad looked into the Great Kaan’s eyes. He saw and felt no intent to harm, only a desire to survive and to win. He nodded his head and listened.

 


Thraun moved warily to the opening from which the scent of the animal flowed. He knew what he saw was wrong and the thought worried at his mind as he approached. He could see into the opening, saw the lights flickering there, but looking past it, could see nothing but the land. He growled but the growl became a whine of deep-seated fear. The opening led to man-packbrother; it also led to the animal whose power so scared the wolf. But it led to nowhere - it was not the forest, it was not the open space, it was not the water or the sky.

Thraun sniffed at the base of the opening, seeing the grass become stone and tasting the odours that came from within. There was wood and oil, there was man and elf, all of which comforted him. But lying deep over the scents he knew, were alien taints he could link to nothing. He picked up his head and looked inside, seeing the lights and the stone. The trail of man-packbrother, a trail tinged by fear but not terror, was clear as were those of the other men and the elf.

He glanced behind him, heart hammering in his chest, saw the places where they had rested, all empty, took one last fill of the lights in the sky and padded carefully into the opening.




Chapter 21

Hirad regarded the face of each of The Raven with great solemnity. Sha-Kaan’s words still rolled around his head, the dual dangers of which they spoke difficult to comprehend. As usual, the Great Kaan had given them a choice while giving them no option whatsoever.

They could trust that the Julatsan Council had the power to snuff out the demon threat but if they hadn’t, Balaia would be deluged by demons flooding every corner on a wave of pure mana. It was the air they breathed but would kill every man, woman and child it touched; its concentration would drive the air from lungs and, worse, leave souls at the mercy of the demons, the Arakhe as Sha-Kaan called them. Balaia would become an extension of their dimension and the Kaan would lose their melde and ultimately their lives.

Or, there was a way that might threaten the Arakhe enough to deflect them from their apparent goal. But the description of the task and the risks it posed to them all, dragon and Raven, simply took the breath away. The rewards, however, were great indeed. An end to the current demon threat and a way past the Wesmen army into the College of Julatsa.

And so, Hirad studied them all. For some, the answer was easy. Ilkar just nodded and The Unknown Warrior held Hirad’s gaze as if to challenge the fact that he had to be asked at all. For himself, Hirad would do the Great Kaan’s bidding so long as The Raven agreed. All of them.

Will was scared. Gods in the sky, they all were. But he had suffered already from the sight of a demon and the thought of facing an untold number took the colour from his face and brought a quiver to his limbs.

‘We may not have to fight them,’ said Hirad.

‘But we will have to see them,’ said Will.

‘We’ll protect you.’

‘Only Thraun can do that.’

Hirad had forgotten about the wolf. Still presumably outside, he knew that the shapechanger had to be with them, or Will would not be. And The Raven never fought apart. Never.

‘And if Thraun is here?’

‘Then I will stand by you,’ said Will. Hirad nodded and turned to Erienne and Denser, standing close together.

‘We can’t do it without you,’ said Hirad. ‘Mainly because you’re Raven but we need you to help Ilkar with the mana shield or whatever it is.’ He was addressing himself principally to Denser but it was Erienne who spoke.

‘This is a tall order but we can do it. I don’t think we really have a choice,’ she said. She placed a hand on her belly and anxiety clouded her face for a second.

‘There is always a choice,’ muttered Denser.

‘What, similar to the one you offered us with Dawnthief?’ Hirad growled. ‘Your turn now.’

‘I didn’t say I wouldn’t go.’

‘But if you do, you have to be there,’ said Hirad. ‘All there, all the time.’

Sha-Kaan, who had remained quiet throughout the exchange, brought his huge head forward on his long neck and spoke over Hirad’s shoulder.

‘He speaks correctly, thief. Your skill is undoubted but if you are anything less than attuned, you will be a hindrance and a risk to us all. What do you say?’

Denser bridled at Sha-Kaan’s choice of words but Hirad’s frown stayed him. Instead, he managed what passed for the briefest of smiles.

‘I have nothing more pressing,’ he said.

Sha-Kaan looked at Hirad, neck in a ‘u’ to face him, head and muzzle alone almost as tall as the barbarian.

‘Well?’ he asked.

Hirad grinned. ‘Take it as a yes, Great Kaan.’

‘Excellent.’ The head withdrew. ‘Strike your camp. We will not return here.’

‘What about Thraun?’ asked Will.

‘Thraun?’ Sha-Kaan looked for clarification.

‘The shapechanger,’ said Hirad. ‘The wolf.’

‘Ah.’ A pulse of forest images and blood filled Hirad’s mind. ‘I have touched consciousness with him. He is here in the corridor somewhere. He will come. His bond with you, little human Will, is very strong. Like a dragon with his Dragonene.’

The tension on Will’s face broke and he nodded and looked round.

‘Go and find him, Will,’ said Hirad. ‘The rest of us will clear the camp.’

‘Hurry,’ said Sha-Kaan. ‘The Council will act soon.’

Hirad led The Raven from the chamber and back, briefly, into Balaia.

 


With General Kard again outside the Heart, and with Endorr’s LightGlobe illuminating them, the Julatsan Council minus the sacrificed Deale stood in the Heart and prepared to talk again to Heila, the Shroud Master.

The small chamber, centre of Julatsan magic, was cluttered with Barras’ selection of the College’s most critical texts. They were stacked high in the spaces between the eight smoothed greystone segments and covered swathes of the stone flags that spiralled inward from the door to the Heart, hiding each councillor from those adjacent as they stood flush with the wall.

Kerela frowned at the obstacles spread all over this most hallowed of rooms, and Barras couldn’t help but smile.

‘We always said we should expand the Library,’ said the old elf negotiator.

‘I’ll have the plans drawn up as soon as we’ve seen off the Wesmen,’ said Torvis. A chuckle ran around the Heart, easing the tension.

Kerela held up her hands to restore quiet.

‘Please, my friends,’ she said. ‘We are here to disperse the DemonShroud protecting us from the armies of the Wesmen. Its raising took Deale from us and his soul is still under thrall to Heila and will remain so for we know not how long after the Shroud is gone. He may never be released. For the soul of Deale, I beg of you a moment’s contemplation.’

Barras dropped his head forward on to his chest as did they all. Deale’s had been the supreme sacrifice, his soul now at the mercy, though that was a complete misnomer, of the demons. It was a sacrifice Barras and Kerela felt keenly. Heila’s preferred choice would have been either of them.

‘Thank you,’ said Kerela. ‘And now we will summon Heila, Shroud Master.’

With eight reduced to seven, the Council’s task was that much more difficult. Kerela could spare only three to anchor the column and the sweat quickly covered the brows of Endorr, Torvis and Seldane as they struggled to maintain its integrity. Despite a single dangerous flare as the disc descended, they held firm, eventually settling to allow Barras to open the gateway.

As he edged it open, a surge of ice-blue mana light powered along the cylinder, all but dragging the lid from his mind’s grasp.

‘Something is wrong,’ he said, his voice straining as he concentrated on control.

‘Are you stable?’ asked Kerela.

‘Barely,’ replied Barras.

‘Can I continue the summoning?’ Kerela’s voice was urgent.

‘You have no choice.’ Barras could dimly feel perspiration running down his back. The mana still surged up the cylinder to dissipate against the walls or feed into the Heart construct where it added to the power the Council could draw on.

To Barras, Kerela’s words of summoning were a faraway murmur as he bent all of his age, experience and sheer bloody-mindedness to the task of maintaining the gateway. Somewhere, the demons were drawing on a power that fuelled huge pressure in the mana they were projecting through the small portal and into which, Kerela placed her head to conduct the Summoning.

He couldn’t understand the behaviour. Disappointment that the Council were about to force the dispersal of the Shroud, perhaps. Just being difficult, certainly. But in the deep of his mind, Barras felt something more sinister. Its root hung just beyond his reach, just beyond his comprehension. It was there though, like a marker for a thought he couldn’t quite grasp. They would have to be careful.

Abruptly, the battering at the portal ceased, the column disappeared and Heila was among them once more. He was larger this time, both in height and girth, his azure blue colouring so bright it partially obscured his features. He rotated slowly for a while, arms and legs crossed and back ramrod straight, taking in the scene inside the Heart.

‘I had not thought to be here so soon,’ he said, his voice betraying his irritation.

‘We were always honour-bound to limit our need for the Shroud as far as possible,’ replied Kerela calmly.

‘Ah, we are here to discuss dispersal, not extension.’

‘You are surprised?’ asked Kerela.

‘At the discussion, no. At the timing, yes.’

‘It is not in your gift to choose the time of dispersal.’ Kerela’s tone was tense.

‘But circumstances change, do they not, High Mage?’ Anxiety crackled in the air. Barras frowned. Nothing had actually changed, had it?

‘Meaning?’ Thank the Gods for the steadying influence of Kerela. If she felt nervous, she didn’t show it.

‘The dispersal of the DemonShroud is not currently in our best interests. To do so now would inconvenience us.’ Heila’s expression never changed. His every utterance carried no emotion, no betrayal of his desire. Yet every word carried with it the power of his position. Few stood taller in the hierarchy understood to control the demon dimension - a dimension in no way as chaotic as popular myth depicted.

‘Inconvenient?’ Kerela laced the word with total contempt.

‘Might I remind you, Heila, that the dispersal of the Shroud is not contingent on the convenience or otherwise to you. It is conferred following a decision by the Julatsan Council. Your agreement is sought to ensure that none of your people are caught as the Shroud is capped. It is not something we have to do. It is a courtesy we observe in the hope that you will look mercifully on the souls of those caught in its embrace. The spell of dispersal is not something you can resist.’

Heila smiled, revealing close ranks of needle-sharp teeth. ‘I am aware of the limitations placed upon us by the construct of your mana shape and it is most cunningly crafted. All I ask is for two more days for us to reap full benefit of the power it has temporarily given us. We too have enemies to fight. If you grant me these days, all the souls of those taken will go free.’ There was a sparkle in Heila’s eyes above the brightness of his skin, or rather the chosen colour of the mana encasing him.

Barras heard Seldane gasp and there was hesitation in Kerela’s voice as she spoke.

‘Heila, your offer is both generous and tempting. Very tempting,’ she said. ‘And in any other circumstance, I would gratefully accept it. However, the lives of countless thousands of Julatsans hinge on the Shroud’s immediate dispersal. With due sorrow and regret for the plight of Deale and all those taken, I cannot agree to this.’

Heila’s brows arrowed in and his face contorted in a rage that suffused his feelings in blue swirls of writhing mana. His breath clouded in a sudden cold that swept the Heart and his fists unclenched to reveal wisps of pure white essence that voiced human screams as they were snatched back through the portal.

‘We will fight you, High Mage, and souls like these will, I promise you, suffer an eternity of torment far from the heavens in which they belong. They are lost as you will be. I name you, Kerela of Julatsa. You are mine.’

‘You cannot touch me, Heila,’ said Kerela, though the demon’s words had clearly shaken her. ‘Prepare your underlings for the dispersal of the Shroud. Goodbye.’ Kerela terminated the link and Heila vanished without another word. Mana howled again along the column but Barras was both ready for it and equal to it. With a solid grunt, he sealed the portal.

There was quiet in the Heart for a moment. Barras wiped wispy grey strands of hair from his face and puffed out his cheeks. Torvis and Vilif exchanged frowns. Endorr spoke.

‘What did he mean, “we will fight you”?’ asked the young mage.

‘Presumably, they will resist our capping and dispersal,’ said Cordolan.

‘No,’ said Kerela. ‘It will be worse than that. The demons seek souls and something is giving them the strength to challenge us now they have a foothold in Balaia. I think they may try and break the containment.’

‘What?’ Seldane gaped, then her brow creased. ‘Can they do that?’

‘Ordinarily, no,’ said Kerela. ‘But ordinarily, they wouldn’t feel they had the power to threaten us in our own dimension. Now, they obviously think they can.’

‘So shouldn’t we wait these two days? Let Heila complete whatever it is needs doing?’ asked Endorr. There was a murmur of disagreement from Torvis, put into words by Vilif.

‘No, young Master, I think you misunderstand who are the enemies to which Heila referred. In two days, I suspect the demons would be strong enough to sweep the containment aside. Heila was presumably upset because he can no longer be certain.’

‘Yes,’ agreed Barras. ‘And in two days, so many more will die in the Shroud. We cannot wait.’

‘But his offer—’ said Endorr.

‘A lie,’ said Kerela, her expression set and determined. ‘Come, my friends, the longer we delay, the greater our chances of failure. Join with me around the candle and remain strong. We cannot afford to weaken or the demons and not the Wesmen will take Julatsa. And then they will take Balaia.’

 


The Raven gathered close to Sha-Kaan, the wood and oil odours of his hide mixing uncomfortably with the sourness of his breath and the heat from the fires. They were in a defensive formation, the dragon and the humans back to back, he taking three quadrants, they the fourth. Hirad stood flanked by The Unknown and Will, Thraun beside the little man. Behind them, Ilkar, Erienne and Denser, ready to prepare on Sha-Kaan’s word.

They couldn’t feel the movement of the corridor, though Sha-Kaan assured them they were approaching Julatsa and he was merely waiting for the right time to breach the Shroud. Indeed, the calm was unnerving and Hirad found it hard to credit that they had moved anywhere. It was his trust in Sha-Kaan that made him believe.

‘You will know when we touch the DemonShroud,’ said Sha-Kaan. ‘The walls of this hall will shake and you will stumble. I will try and steer a steady path but I must strike at the heart of their power if we are to stop them and allow your mages to close the Shroud.’

‘How soon?’ asked Hirad.

‘Very. They have begun their preparation. Your casting should commence shortly.’

‘Before we start, remember what this spell actually is,’ said Ilkar. ‘We’re constructing a Cold Room by creating a shell inside of which mana cannot flow. We will maintain it using thread streams of mana stamina from within us. The process will be very draining. The Cold Room will not stop the demons but it will hurt them to enter it and weaken them extremely quickly. The absence of mana flow around your weapons will allow you to damage them but kills won’t be quick and you should be striking to keep them back.

‘We’ll colour the shield pale green. You’ll be able to see through it but don’t step outside of its bounds or your weapons will be useless and your soul will be lost.’

Hirad and The Unknown nodded. Will turned to Thraun whose wolfen eyes bored into his face.

‘Stay beside me always,’ he said. ‘Don’t leave my side for a moment.’ He drew his dual short swords, unable to keep the quiver from his arms. Thraun looked up at him, a growl rumbling in his throat.

‘Are you sure they’ll attack us?’ asked Will.

‘There can be no doubt,’ said Sha-Kaan, his voice tone altered as he steered the corridor towards Julatsa, along the trails and markers given to him by the stricken Elu-Kaan. ‘Our presence will disrupt their energies, acting like a stopper in a bottle. Your souls will attract them like dragons to prey, deflecting their attention. Soul-taking Arakhe have little discipline when temptation is put in their way.’ He swung his long neck around and over their heads to face them. ‘One more thing. Expect the Arakhe from anywhere. They are not bound by our laws. They could come from above you or from beneath your feet as well as straight at you. Their touch is like fire, their bite like ice and their eyes will try to prise the souls from you. Strike hard and strike often. Show them no fear.’

He locked eyes with Hirad for a moment and the barbarian felt a flow of thanks tinged with anger. Sha-Kaan blamed their casting of Dawnthief for all that had come since and he wouldn’t forgive quickly.

Hirad turned to the mages. ‘You ready?’

Ilkar nodded. ‘Just keep your sword sharp.’

‘I wonder what colour demon blood is.’

‘Well, now’s a good time to find out,’ said Denser. ‘Find out a lot, will you?’

Hirad smiled. ‘As much as I can. Let’s go Raven. Great Kaan, the casting will start on your word.’

‘Excellent. Begin at once.’ Sha-Kaan returned his head forward. A ripple ran through the corridor. Hirad adjusted, knees unlocked. He drew his sword. Behind him, the mages sat back to back. They couldn’t afford a fall to break their concentration.

Ilkar found he wasn’t scared of the union of the three magics. Indeed, since his first enforced link with Denser, to save Hirad back in Septern’s long barn, the idea had fascinated him as he knew it did the Xeteskian.

With all three minds attuned to the mana spectrum, Ilkar watched as the streams of orange-, deep blue- and yellow-hued mana indicating Dordover, Xetesk and Julatsa respectively ran together over their heads. Each mage was encased in a sheath of colour while above them their magics mixed like the plaits of a rope, each strengthening the other two.

Then, with the stream coiling and thrusting, seeking outlet, the trio tipped their heads back so that their skulls touched and clasped hands left and right to complete the circle. Erienne, who had most knowledge of mana exclusion constructs, led the casting.

‘One magic, one mage,’ she said.

‘One magic, one mage,’ repeated Denser.

‘Just get on with it,’ said Ilkar, feeling the warmth between Denser and Erienne through the mana flow which now encased them all in a single tri-coloured tulip.

‘I’ll speak the words but we must all reinforce the shape. Keep your colours for now and push out to form one side of an equilateral triangle. Bring the sides in and rotate.’ Erienne’s voice was barely above a murmur.

Ilkar felt a tremor through the corridor but ignored it, concentrating on the slowly moving four-sided pyramid shape above their heads. Erienne let it settle before moving on.

‘Divide and angle out your sides. Allow the apex to break.’ A six-sided shape formed from the pyramid. ‘Mirror and double, base to base.’

It was a fairly simple construct and now, almost formed, the two pyramids flush and rotating in opposite directions, Ilkar could see where the shape was going and where the difficulty lay. Erienne confirmed his view.

‘All right; we need a spike at either end, each one rotating opposite to the pyramid beneath, each six-sided with consecutive panels of each College mana to bind it securely and to produce the shape to force mana around the outside of the whole. The pyramids must continue rotating during spike construct.’ She fell silent and the air around Ilkar hummed with effort.

It was a trick of the mind, the ability to maintain and construct simultaneously. Partitioning was a skill taught early but learned long. Ilkar had no doubt they’d all mastered it but this was different. If the pyramids stopped rotating, the spell would backfire with consequences Ilkar guessed would be severe. Perhaps memory loss, perhaps blindness. Maybe death.

Denser’s panels appeared almost immediately, rotating opposite each other, apexes touching.

‘I am secure,’ he said and Ilkar wondered briefly what Dawnthief had actually done to him. It should have been impossible to produce the panels that fast. But it had its benefits and gave Ilkar a target for his own panels.

Imagining a gentle breeze, he set the thought aside, knowing it would sustain the pyramids’ rotation for a short while.

Despite the two-way pull on his mana flow, Ilkar, using subtle movement of his still-clasped hands, dragged mana with mind and intonation, matching Denser’s triangular panel sizes. He forged them deep yellow and robust, snapping them into place instants after Erienne’s. Now the pyramids held counter-rotating spikes at either end and the spell could be completed.

‘Outstanding,’ said Erienne, though there was little surprise in her voice. She knew the extent of their abilities. ‘The two halves must mirror exactly in shape and rotation speed. Flatten and spread the pyramids . . . yes. Widen the bases of the spikes. Hold it. We’re ready to deploy.’

‘I’m stable,’ said Denser.

‘Me also,’ said Ilkar. Above them, the mana shape hung and spun like two large, spiked, domed helmets.

‘Dor anwar enuith,’ said Erienne, the words of Dordovan lore sparking through the shape, mixing threads of pale orange through the yellow and blue. ‘Eart jen hoth.’ She unclasped her hands from Ilkar and Denser and held them, arms stretched, above her head. ‘Deploy.’ She brought them down, her palms slapping on the stone floor. The mana shape expanded as if a burst of air had been fired into it at enormous pressure. One half covered The Raven and Sha-Kaan, the other was beneath them, intended to slow the advance of any demons who attacked from below.

‘Lys falette,’ said Ilkar quietly and a green washed through the shape, pale and translucent. The trio of mages allowed their heads to drop. The casting was complete. Raven and dragon breathed air untainted by mana. It tasted and felt no different but to the mages, the Cold Room was an instant drain. They could not hold it for long.

Hirad didn’t have to open his mouth to advise Sha-Kaan the spell was done. A savage jolt shook the corridor, ruffling the tapestries which hung from the walls and sending sparks from the fires as log and coal shifted. Hirad wobbled and Will sprawled, tripping against Thraun’s broad flank. The wolf howled in fear, unable to see the threat but knowing it was there.

‘Steady, Raven,’ said The Unknown who had not even had to adjust his footing. He tapped his sword’s point on the stone, its gentle clashing bringing clarity to mind and banishing uncertainty.

A second jolt, followed by a long rumbling through the stone of the corridor, shook dust into the air.

‘Prepare yourselves,’ said Sha-Kaan.

Hirad and The Unknown exchanged glances. Inside the Big Man’s eyes was an unease Hirad had never seen before, but with it a determination strong enough to wipe away doubt, and Hirad knew exactly why. The Unknown was a man who already knew what it was to lose his soul to the demons. That time, he had been given it back and he had no desire to lose it again.

With their souls a clarion call for any demon, The Raven plunged into the DemonShroud.




Chapter 22

The Julatsan Council ringed the mana candle in the centre of the Heart, arms in crucifix form, as the roar of demon mana tore around them, whipping away the holding patterns they struggled to make and forcing them to expend energy merely keeping the door to the demon dimension closed.

The casting to cap and disperse the DemonShroud had begun calmly enough and the shape that would close the Shroud and dissipate its energy back into the demon dimension, which could be likened to a crown, had been quickly made and deployed. But exactly at the moment when that shape had connected with the Shroud, the demons had attacked, sending blasts of pure mana energy through the Shroud’s periphery.

As he clung desperately to his concentration and the tatters of the crown, Barras thanked the Gods that the Council mages were so exceptional in their mastery of magic. A lesser set would have lost hold completely and been blown away, their minds wrecked by the power the demons threw at them. As it was, both Endorr and Cordolan had momentarily slipped, relying on the remainder of the Council to cling on with their minds to the crown until they could refocus.

And with his thanks went a fear that, no matter how powerful they were, the Council would not be able to keep their hold for long and it was already too late to go back. The mana construct bordering the Shroud was maintained throughout its life by the demons and it was for this service that they demanded a critical soul. On dispersal, that control was taken from the demons and brought once again into the domain of Julatsa.

It was an enormous drain on mana stamina but, crucially, also meant a change to the nature of the construct. It was at this point that, theoretically at least, demons could force their way through the protection afforded by the construct and flood Balaia with mana enough to choke the life from every living thing. Mages had always known of the possibility but never had the demons had an independent source of power large enough to make that potential a reality. Until now.

But what really worried Barras was that the demons knew exactly when to strike and that meant they had an understanding of Julatsan lore and mana construction far in excess of anything he had dreamed of. It potentially also meant that they could read the trails and, if that was the case, they could counteract anything the Council wanted to do almost before it was tried.

And that left them hanging on to the crown, alternately attempting to close it onto the Shroud or clawing its shape back to prevent the demons tearing it to shreds as they clearly intended to do. Barras shuddered. The crown was the weak point of the construct but its destruction would leave the Shroud construct both changed and vulnerable. To lose the crown was unthinkable. The demons would be free.

‘Kerela, we must reform the shape. The crown is losing outline. We can’t close it down like this.’ Barras knew his voice was low but that every member of the Council could hear it through the screams of mana battering at their inner minds.

‘We must regain cohesion first. The link to the Shroud is not fast,’ said Kerela, her voice calm and authoritative. ‘Endorr, we need a shield against the demon mana.’

‘Yes, High Mage.’ The strain in the young mage’s tone mirrored that on his consciousness.

‘Leave the crown to the rest of us. We can hold it while you cast,’ said Kerela.

‘Withdrawing,’ said Endorr. Even as his mind cut away from the crown, those of Vilif and Seldane closed to take up the slack in the shape, keeping it together. Barras closed his eyes and let his mind drift carefully towards Endorr, feeling his pull on the mana as he created the shield, modifying its normal shape, used to repel offensive spells, to one that would act as a buffer to a stream of pure mana. He smiled. Endorr was quite brilliant, melding the spell shield with a ManaMask designed to block attacks on the mind.

As quickly as it had come, Barras’ smile disappeared. Endorr’s mana shape was ragged, the two spells linking imprecisely allowing one to flow indiscriminately into the other causing instability. Yet Endorr seemed not to have sensed it as he poured more and more force into it, its boundaries beginning to pulse as he drove towards deployment. But there, right in the midst of the rough-cut dodecahedron, a miasma of colours. Yellow conflicting with a vivid purple and a dark swirling grey that told of a potentially catastrophic weakness.

‘Endorr, you aren’t stable. Check your lore. Don’t cast. You have time.’ Barras’ urgent words affected concentration all around the candle. Wisps of the crown tore away as the Council were deflected by the sight of Endorr’s flawed mana shape. But the young mage didn’t hear him. Outside the circle of the crown’s casting, he was lost in his own concentration, his lips moving soundlessly and his hands flickering as they sought to hold the shape together. Only he couldn’t see the trauma at its centre. Why, Barras didn’t know, but the darkness consumed the core of the twin spell linkage and casting could result in only one thing.

‘Endorr!’ shouted Kerela, her grip on the crown not slipping even as her conscious mind dominated in the attempt to disturb the youngster. Endorr continued to intone quietly and a ripple of anxiety ran through the remainder of the Council, reflected in the crown. Kerela called for concentration and the vital shape steadied though all eyes stayed on Endorr.

None of them could move. To do so would render the crown unsustainable - five could not hope to maintain it against the storm from the demon dimension. Endorr built towards casting, the dodecahedron pulsating bright yellow, shot through with bronze and white, but at its centre, the grey. Barras could feel the tension carving through the circle.

‘Brace yourselves. If he backfires, we’ll need to be strong,’ warned Kerela.

Why could Endorr not see his error? Barras fought to find a way through, something that he could communicate but he knew there was nothing. And he knew that to let go his mind any longer would leave the crown at even greater risk.

Endorr opened his eyes, spoke the command word and only then saw the cancer in his construct that his mind should have picked up. His face filled red as the shape blossomed outwards then collapsed back on itself, simultaneously consumed by the ravaging grey within.

A shrill squeal escaped his tight-closed mouth, blood ran from his nose and ears and his whole body shook, hands scrabbling at the air, furious in their attempts to control the contracting spell.

With a flash in the mana spectrum that blanked thought for an instant, the construct imploded. Endorr’s head snapped back savagely, his limbs tensed then he crumpled, unmoving to the floor of the Heart.

The glare cleared as soon as it had come and the crown was rocking. A renewed blast of mana howled through the edges of the Shroud, ripping away the linkage in a dozen places.

‘Lock it down,’ said Kerela. ‘Lock it down.’ The remaining six of the Council fought for purchase, grappling the failing cap into some semblance of order.

‘What now?’ asked Seldane, her voice full of fear.

‘We wait and we think. We concentrate and we become strong,’ said Kerela.

‘Wait for what?’

‘I don’t know, Seldane,’ she said and for the first time, Barras saw the possibility of defeat in her eyes. ‘I don’t know.’

 


The corridor rattled as it cut across the outer border of the DemonShroud. Instantly, the green outline of the Cold Room was covered with the writhing blue shapes of demons. Without the spell, the Raven’s souls would already be gone but the howls of frustration and pain from a hundred sharp-toothed mouths told their own story. And for a moment, none ventured further.

‘Don’t wait for them. Strike at their bodies as they press against your spell. Make them fear you. Make them slow,’ said Sha-Kaan and as if to demonstrate, his jaws, leaking fire, snapped forward, joined by his front limbs and a thrash of his tail before the latter coiled again protectively around the mages.

The Unknown’s sword-point ceased its tapping.

‘Raven,’ he growled. ‘Raven with me!’ He swept up his blade and crashed it in an upward arc into the armourless bodies of the demons in its path. Screeches of anger were followed by the snaking out of arms and legs, claws flashing, skittering across the metal as it flashed past them. Hirad looked briefly to the right, seeing Will launch a ferocious attack, his twin short swords weaving a complex lattice in front of him. Thraun howled and joined the onslaught.

Hirad’s attention switched to his own situation. The Raven’s blades had maddened the demons and he could see them swarming over the surface of the Cold Room, looking for the place of easy strike. Again and again, a demon would press through into the mana-less space, only to recoil, blue colour dulled, pain evident in the cry of anguish and the contortion of the face.

But more were joining them and the desire to be the first to taste the flesh and the souls would overcome the damage caused by a flight in mana-free air. Hirad looked up. More were crowding over their heads, clamouring for blood, clamouring for life essence.

‘There are so many of them. Can we beat them?’ asked Hirad.

‘Our role is not to beat them,’ said Sha-Kaan, a trimmed gout of fire withering the arm of a demon who pushed in too far. The creature disappeared. ‘The more we can attract, the less pressure on the Julatsan Council. We must keep them occupied. It might give the mages the opportunity to close the Shroud.’

‘And if not?’

‘Then we were all dead anyway.’ Sha-Kaan turned his head and stared briefly at his Dragonene. Hirad felt the confidence flow through his body. ‘Fight, Hirad Coldheart. Fight Raven. Like you have never fought before.’

The first of the demons braved the torture of the Cold Room and the battle for survival began.

 


The battering at their minds grew more persistent, like a gale turning to a hurricane, tearing at the strands that held the crown together, ripping mana stamina from their bodies and striking at their concentration. But with it came the voices and the laughter. As the demons gained strength and confidence, as the mana they hurled in great waves at the Julatsan Council sapped the will of their enemies, so they moved closer, all but daring to breach the Balaian dimension.

It was a whispering at first from which Barras could glean nothing coherent. Then slowly the volume increased and coalesced into a single voice supported by many others and carrying with it the scorn of millions. And it promised misery. An eternity of suffering for him and all he held dear to his heart. It assured him of pain, of agony and of unending sorrow. It promised him hell.

Though only if he clung on to his futile spell.

If he were to let it go, if he would allow the demons to finish their work, he would be spared. They would all be spared. Yes, a few might die out in the streets but was that such a large price to pay for the saving of the Council who were the very core of Julatsan magic? Was it so unthinkable that, after a life’s selfless sacrifice he should consider himself for once? And in this case, the price in human lives now would be far outweighed by the benefit to future generations. Let it go. All he had to do was let it go.

Barras opened his eyes with a start, his heart hammering. All around the circle, the Council’s eyes were closed. Cordolan even had a smile on his face. And above them, the shape of the crown slowly unwound itself. From its head, the deftly spinning diamonds flattened, dropped and disappeared. From its hub, the solidity of the lattice framework snapped and in its rim, the linkage to the Shroud frayed and was chopped away on the blizzard of demon mana.

‘No!’ shouted the elf negotiator and the crown teetered, its hold against the demons now held only through the mages’ innate sense and subconscious minds. But that too was fading, his word serving only to damage what little concentration was left inside the minds of his friends.

‘Kerela, awake,’ he said sharply, knowing the use of the High Mage’s name would stir her but might also pull her from the circle. It was a risk he had to take and he grasped at the section of the crown Kerela controlled as the elder returned to her senses, mouthing words of agreement and acceptance that changed to curses and threats. The sweat poured from Barras as his mind clung to a larger section of the construct than he could properly control.

And then Kerela was with him, pushing him gently aside as she reasserted herself. Not even pausing to reflect, she said:

‘Now the others. Occupy their hold before you speak to them. And be gentle.’

Like drawing children from a deep, dream-filled slumber, Barras and Kerela caressed the minds of the hypnotised Council to a bemused, then desperate wakefulness. They could hear the demons, their voices inviting denial of reality and of a surrender to hell, first persuasive and then with agitation and finally in fury as the Council was, temporarily at least, lost to them.

Vilif was the last to return the full force of his mind to the struggle to maintain the crown. He looked terribly tired and every one of his seventy-plus years weighed on him. The upright stoop was gone, replaced by a hunched, hooded-eyed dejection. His bald head was a sickly white and his limbs were shaking. He was close to the edge.

‘Vilif, we will prevail,’ said Barras. ‘Trust in the strength of us all. Keep the Heart beating.’

Vilif nodded and a little light returned to his eyes. But all around the circle, the attitude of the Council members spoke more eloquently than any words. They had been mere moments from disaster before Barras awoke and they all knew it. Without help from the outside, without something to halt the demons’ unbridled power, they would be lost. It was only a matter of time.

 


Shrieks filled the air and demons came from all sides. The attack gained and gained in intensity. Hirad had no time to see how his friends fared. He had trouble enough of his own.

From above, left and straight on they came at him, needle teeth bared behind lipless mouths, claws flashing bright in the green-hued firelight. Every face was racked with pain, every body dulled as it approached, like the burnish taken from a polished blade. Yet still they came and still they were strong.

He hefted his longsword in his right and a dagger in his left. They came at him in waves, chittering and laughing, shrieking and shouting, promising him death in eternity.

He laughed back and carved a staggered zigzag in the space in front of him while weaving the dagger above his head and the back of his neck. He felt the heavy blade slash home, heard the cry of torment and looked right to see a demon clutching at the stump of a leg. It bored its hideous eyes into him and flitted from existence.

Above him, the noise increased and he switched blades, carving out a circle above his head that drove the demons back. Behind him, five headed down for the mages. He made to lunge but The Unknown was there first, his two-handed blade scoring deep into blue hide, his movement too quick for their damaged bodies.

More poured through into the Cold Room, gasping at the lack of mana, moving to attack The Unknown’s unprotected back and flank.

‘Back up Raven!’ roared Hirad. ‘Will, my left, Unknown’s right, circle clockwise if at all and protect the mages.’

Will broke off a stinging attack on a pair of demons that flitted about his head, backing up to stand half a pace from Hirad, the barbarian chasing off the demons who threatened The Unknown. The Big Man threw down his blade, which clashed on the stone floor at his feet, drawing a pair of long-bladed daggers from sheaths in either calf. He made up the third part of the Raven defensive triangle, hefting the daggers easily in his hands.

‘Will, if it gets too heavy for you, we can turn you away. Just keep talking.’

‘Don’t worry, I will.’

Towering above them all, Sha-Kaan went about his destruction of demons with no sound but the fire snapping in short gouts from his mouth. Hirad could feel him in his mind, calm and controlled.

Above the humans, the demons attacked again.

 


Thraun buried his confusion in supporting man-packbrother as he struck again and again at the floating, hissing blue creatures who came from the green sky. His jaws snapped out, biting into tasteless bloodless flesh that oozed from between his jaws. He knew he caused them pain and he knew his claws damaged them but they didn’t bleed and the fang punctures closed as soon as he withdrew to bite again.

He felt a fear greater than that caused by the great beast who, it seemed, was not against them, but whose power could destroy them so easily. The blue creatures were not birds yet they flew and were not men though they walked upright if they chose to. Their scent scared him. It was not of his earth. It was alien and it was bad, like death undying. The thought furrowed his wolven brown and he lashed a claw into the face of one who yelped and disappeared too quickly for his eye to follow though he tried, leaving himself open to the bite of another. It clamped its jaws onto his ear, a feeling like fire spreading through his head. He howled and shook his head, sending the creature flying to slap into a wall.

Terror threatened to swamp him and he backed up, tongue lolling, eyes seeing face after face coming for him. He whined, looked to man-packbrother who stood with the other men now.

And then the air went blue.

 


‘They are come,’ intoned Sha-Kaan, confusing Hirad for just a moment. He looked at the walls of the Cold Room. The writhing bodies of the child-sized demons were gone, replaced by thousands of unblinking eyes, staring from faces the size of a child’s doll. Dark brows speared in above those eyes and their deep blue features were cut harsh, skin stretched tight over square cheeks and jaws, eyes sunk into heavy sockets and mouths small and fangs set in stark black gums.

‘Oh dear Gods,’ breathed Hirad.

‘Don’t let them face you down. Keep your souls safe,’ said Sha-Kaan.

‘How in the hells do we do that?’ snapped Will, his eyes flickering everywhere.

‘Keep them from eye-contact. When they have your mind, they can take your soul,’ said Sha-Kaan.

The demons attacked.

At once, the sky was full of squealing blue-winged and wingless doll-sized demons, crying their delight at the assault on new souls and their pain at the poisonous atmosphere. They filled the Cold Room in their hundreds and, for every ten who dropped to the floor spent, bodies unable to function, double that number came on. But they were weakened.

Following his friends, Hirad dropped his longsword in favour of a second dagger.

‘Keep the strike rate up, Raven. Watch the mages.’

His daggers fizzed through the air in a pattern designed for defence of upper body and head. The demons cluttered the air like birds and covered the floor in a mass of pumping limbs. One or two appeared through the stone but were too far gone to cause any real damage, serving only to disrupt the march of their brethren.

Hirad’s blades cut and slashed through body after body, catapulting the light creatures through the air on the arc of every blow. His forearms blocked and smashed noses, claws and ribs, sending shrieking demons back to where they came from. And his feet stamped and kicked, crushing, dashing and shattering the enfeebled bodies which didn’t die but which disappeared.

But on they forged, to scrabble at his leather, catch on to his flailing arms, nip at the top of his skull and tug at the soles of his boots. And where they touched his flesh, fire and ice struck pain throughout his body. He roared his anger and upped the pace of his movement.

Beside him, Will’s breathing was too fast and the frightened grunts that accompanied every strike he made sent shivers up Hirad’s spine. The barbarian spoke while jabbing and weaving with his daggers at the onrushing demons.

‘Will, breathe deep. Focus on your targets, ignore the pain. They can’t kill you if they can’t reach your eyes.’

‘There’s so many of them,’ gasped the little man.

‘And every one you force away is one less.’ Hirad thrashed his left-hand dagger through a line of four chittering demons, their yelps following them back to their own dimension.

Behind him, Sha-Kaan breathed tight fire through either nostril or from between his teeth, each jet searing a demon while his claws flashed in the firelight and his tail kept up a whip defence above the unmoving mages, battering wave after wave of demons aside. His every movement was measured and every breath targeted to cause maximum damage with maximum efficiency.

Not so, Thraun. The wolf, plainly in distress at the alien bombardment, whimpered low in his throat, chasing his tail, his head flashing left and right, dragging his body round and round. His jaws clashed at air, his paws lashed out in any direction and all the time he kept an eye on Will, a frown deep in his furred brow.

The attack increased in intensity. More and more of the demons crowded into the space.

‘Hold them off; we are winning the battle,’ said Sha-Kaan.

‘Winning?’ Hirad gasped as he struck out with feet and blades again. The demons were everywhere. They crawled on his legs, bit at his leather, swarmed near his head, clawing at his scalp. The Unknown, never given to exclamation, gasped as his bare arms suffered bite and scratch, Hirad imagining the fire and ice shooting through his limbs and seeing the blood that ran freely from them. And Will had all but stopped fighting. He was covered in pale blue, his arms over his head and, near him, Thraun howled and batted at the attackers of his friend while his hide was pierced again and again and his rear legs quivered under the weight of his foe.

Sha-Kaan lashed a broad swathe of fire to his right and away from The Raven, while his tail jabbed and swatted. But his great gold hide was covered with blue and his shaking body failed to dislodge the tenacious hellspawn.

‘Keep going Raven, keep going!’ yelled Hirad, his arms whistling around his head, the pain in his legs ignored, his daggers cutting and chopping the enemy from the air.

But now the press was from below too and demons placed hands on the defenceless mages. The Unknown shouted a warning and dived under the whipping tail of the dragon, pulling the squealing, chattering, laughing creatures from the trio whose chanting kept them still one pace from death. While the Cold Room still maintained its integrity, The Raven had a chance. But even with it, the fight was nearly over.

Will screamed. The demons were at his face.

‘No!’ shouted Hirad. ‘Get away from him you bastards!’ He threw himself at the little man, bearing him to the ground, his daggers forgotten as he, like The Unknown, dragged demons from the body of a Raven man. Taking his lead, Thraun’s jaws snapped in and out, crushing the small bodies in his powerful jaws.

‘Sha-Kaan!’ shouted Hirad over the tumult in the Cold Room. ‘We have to get out. Now!’

‘A little longer,’ said the dragon, his voice choked and distant somehow. ‘We can win this. We have to.’

But Hirad felt them at his neck and tearing at his clothes to reach the skin they could hurt and knew he was wrong. The Raven would soon be gone.

 


Endorr’s body lay still on the floor of the Heart, crumpled into an untidy foetal position, hands clamped to his head, one knee up, the other leg splayed. A line of drool ran from his mouth and blood dripped occasionally from his nose. At least he was alive.

All this, Barras saw from a detachment of his conscious mind while the main thrust of his thought held sway in the increasingly futile fight to keep the crown from disintegrating.

The demons sensed victory and their taunts ripped at the armour of his willpower. The mana howled around him, flooding his mind with its stream, loosening his hold on the construct the Council had to maintain, and roaring in his ears behind the chiding laughter.

All around the circle, the strain was evident. Sweat, tears, frowns, grimaces and tense, over-tense, bodies created a living model of despair and imminent defeat. And on the ground, Endorr needed urgent help and there was nothing at all they could do for him. Gods, there was nothing they could do for themselves.

‘How long?’ gasped Seldane.

‘As long as it takes,’ said Kerela but they all knew that was not the question she had asked.

Barras felt a tear of frustration squeeze from his eye. They were trapped. Endorr’s shield had failed and they could not let go of the crown to cast a holding spell because the demons would not give them the time. Yet their hold could not last forever and, with the last of their mana stamina spent, the result would be the same as if they stopped right now.

And yet they couldn’t surrender to the demons. Not while there was the remotest chance that something from somewhere would serve to aid them.

Barras bit back further tears, this time of regret. For so long, he had looked forward to a gentle old age, cosseted in the loving embrace of the College he had served all his life. Then the Wesmen had attacked and he had managed to come to terms with his death as an heroic event in the defence of that self same College.

But this? This ignominious, futile and pointless end in a closed room far from fresh air and sunshine - an end that gave hope to no one and torment to all - this end was not fitting for an elf of his bearing, nor indeed for any of the Council. What they were on the verge of accepting as inevitable was not acceptable in any way, shape or form.

He raised his head from his chest, his vision still tuned to the mana spectrum, and began to knit threads back into the crown.

‘Barras?’ Strain took the power from Torvis’ voice.

‘I will be damned if I let those unholy ingrates walk my College and my dimension and I will not amble meekly to my own demise.’ He punctuated every word with a stab from his mind that knitted more of the frail structure together, feeling the strength of desperation flooding his body.

‘Great Gods in the ground, we aren’t helpless,’ grated Kerela. ‘Any of you who feel you can, let’s show these bastards who owns Balaia. If you can’t, hang on and don’t weaken.’ And she joined Barras, somehow reinforcing the structure and more, making it grow.

It was then that they noticed the change. So slight at first that it was all but imperceptible. But it grew by degrees; a drop in the intensity of the mana gale and a distraction in the voices of those who taunted and goaded. It would have been easy to claim the credit but Barras knew their renewed effort had nothing to do with it. Incredibly, the miracle was happening. Something, or someone, had diverted the demons.

‘This is the only chance we’ll get!’ Kerela’s voice, stoked with all its old authority, called the Council to action. ‘We’ve wasted enough of Kard’s valuable time, now let’s rid our city of this damned Shroud.’

The crown, once so dim, blazed again.

 


Will’s screams threatened the concentration of the Raven mages more than the flooding, swarming demons that ran over their bodies. Ignoring their own pain, Hirad and The Unknown snatched and crushed, kicked and stamped at the hideous dolls that crawled and flew to their most defenceless prey.

With one hand, The Unknown plucked at the demons who sought his eyes while the other swept away the mages’ attackers, all the while crouched to avoid Sha-Kaan’s blue-covered, flailing tail.

For Hirad, the task was harder. Will, his short swords long forgotten, rolled on the floor, hands scrabbling uselessly, keening wails flung out hoarsely with each breath. His body heaved and flowed with the weight of demons attacking him and Hirad felt a rising nausea as he watched their claws and feet striking home.

‘Will, keep still!’ he shouted, shaking his own head vigorously to dislodge a beast he felt on top of his skull. ‘Shit,’ he gasped, feeling the cold creep across his scalp and a trail of blood run down his forehead and between his eyes. The little man writhed on oblivious, the demons covering his face.

Hirad clamped a hand on one of Will’s shoulders and pulled his face up, tearing the creatures off his friend, ignoring the marks they left and keeping Will’s eyes from their dread stares. And all the while Thraun, bemused and terrified, looked on, occasionally reaching around with his mouth to pluck a demon from his hide, though they largely ignored him. His animal soul was buried deep.

Everywhere, spent creatures fell to vanish back whence they came only to be replaced by more, their laughter a sound of awful glee as they peeled and gashed and tore.

A claw gripped Hirad’s cheek and hooked back, tearing the skin. He swore and snatched the demon from his face, crushing it in one hand. Will escaped his grasp and rolled away, rubbing hard at his sides and face.

‘Steady Will.’ But the little man wasn’t listening.

‘Got to get out,’ he wailed. ‘Out . . .’ He stood up and ran towards the edge of the Cold Room.

‘No. Will, no!’ Hirad launched himself at Will, striking his ankle as he ran. Will sprawled but rose again and Hirad could hear the demons goading him, telling him it was all right.

Belatedly spurred into action, Thraun barked and leapt after his companion, missing him by inches. Will reached the borders of the Cold Room and pushed a hand through. In that same moment, the demons and all their evil and malevolence disappeared. Ilkar, Erienne and Denser dropped their spell and the corridor was still once more.

In the quiet that followed, Hirad took in The Raven and Sha-Kaan. The Unknown Warrior sat with the relatively unscathed mages, his head a mass of oozing cuts, his arms swathed in a slick of blood. The Great Kaan rested on his belly, his scales outwardly sound but Hirad could feel his hurt and knew the demons had made him suffer for each one he had killed.

A piercing howl split the air. The Raven turned to see Thraun sitting by the prone form of Will, one paw resting on his chest, deep sorrow and blind fury clashing in his feral yellow eyes.

‘Oh no,’ breathed Erienne.

Will was not moving.




Chapter 23

Barras imagined rather than heard the clang as the crown closed the DemonShroud but the wails of frustration and fury that diminished to nothing in a few heartbeats were real enough.

The Council had deployed the spell and with their release from its construction, came an intense relief and the briefest moment of euphoria. Vilif swayed and would have fallen but for the strong arms of Cordolan who was none too steady himself. Torvis, Seldane and Kerela all rushed to the crumpled but breathing form of Endorr while Barras kept the presence of mind to stumble across a line of books to the door to the Heart, pulling it open on to the pale, anxious face of Kard. A face that broke into a relieved smile on seeing him.

‘Gods Barras . . . the sounds I was hearing.’

‘We’re all right. Endorr’s hurt. Bring the Communion mages, the Shroud is down.’

Kard hesitated. ‘Endorr?’

‘There’s nothing you can do. See to the defence. Go. Go.’ Barras watched Kard go, then turned back into the Heart.

Kerela stood up and passed a hand over her forehead, her face grim. She caught Barras’ eye.

‘It isn’t good. He’s comatose.’ She patted Cordolan on the shoulder. ‘Take him to the healers, all of you. I’ll wait for the Communion mages. Hurry.’ Cordolan, Torvis and Seldane picked up Endorr’s limp body between them and carried him out of the door. Vilif, still unsteady, walked behind them. Outside, Barras heard Cordolan order assistance.

‘Thank you, Barras,’ said Kerela.

‘For what?’

‘For showing us the way. All of us.’

Barras shrugged. ‘It would have made no difference. If it hadn’t—’

A square outline of light appeared near the door to the Heart. Kerela opened her mouth but Barras raised a hand to stop her speaking.

‘It’s all right, Kerela. I think you’re going to learn something about me you never suspected.’ With a whisper, the outline became solid and a figure stood silhouetted against the torchlight behind. He walked quickly forward, followed by others, one, a huge man, carrying a body in his arms and trailed very closely by a large dog or . . .

‘Great Gods—’ began Barras.

‘Barras, don’t worry,’ said Ilkar. ‘The wolf is a shapechanger. He’s with us.’

He hadn’t seen The Raven since their meeting at Triverne Lake before the casting of Dawnthief and assumed them trapped to the west of Understone Pass. But their bloodied appearance from what was, without a shadow of a doubt, a Dragonene portal threw him completely. None of them was Dragonene, he had known that when he met them, yet only a Dragonene could facilitate the opening of a portal and it was not Elu-Kaan who awaited him inside.

‘How did you get here?’

‘It’s a long story,’ said Ilkar, ushering The Raven straight out of the Heart, the non-mages struggling with the weight of mana and the Xeteskian and Dordovan unwelcome inside of it. ‘But it’ll have to wait. Two things first. We need immediate access to the Library and some urgent healing help for Will.’

Light dawned for Barras. ‘You came through the Shroud?’

‘Yes, but please, there isn’t much time.’

‘Indeed not,’ said Kerela. ‘But there is always a moment to welcome back a favourite son.’ She kissed Ilkar on either cheek and squeezed his hands. ‘As you can see, some of the Library is here because the Wesmen are at our gates. We’re soon to engage in a battle we can’t hope to win but The Raven always help the odds. We have to clear the Heart now to start our Communion preparations. Come, we’ll get your sick man to the infirmary and take a few minutes to talk in the Council chambers.’ She gestured for Ilkar to precede her, turning to look at Barras, her face not unkindly. ‘You could have trusted me.’

‘We can tell no one. It’s not a question of trust.’

‘Later,’ said Kerela. Hirad Coldheart passed her, coming back into the Heart despite the discomfort caused by the mana.

‘Sha-Kaan needs to speak to you,’ he said, addressing himself to Barras.

‘You? Dragonene?’ Barras frowned.

Hirad nodded. ‘Come on. Elu-Kaan is badly hurt. He needs your help.’ He led the way back into the melde-corridor.

 


General Kard walked quickly to the kitchens at the base of the Tower and ordered the Communion mages to stand by outside the Heart. Immediately afterwards, he walked out a few steps into the silent courtyard, nodding his approval at the discipline of the Julatsans who had heeded the order to remain quiet after the Shroud was dispersed. He glanced up at the Wesmen’s mobile watch-tower, which was lit by torches all night long. He couldn’t believe that the guards inside had not noticed the disappearance of the Shroud but, by their silence, he assumed they had not. On the other hand he had noted before that, in the dark, it was very hard to see the swirling grey of the Shroud and there was no doubting that people saw what they expected to see. But the feel of evil was gone and the Wesmen had so far missed that too. He only hoped that it stayed that way for another hour. By then, not only would the tower attack mages be fully prepared, their preparation for casting had already begun, but the rest of his pre-emptive strike force would be completely ready to enter the streets of Julatsa.

He stood for a moment, knowing that all around the walls his men were primed and ready, having seen and, more than that, felt the Shroud disperse. Behind closed doors, his army, such as it was, waited for the order to attack and were receiving their final briefings. Elsewhere, the mages who would fly point and those who would cover the run back inside the walls from the ramparts were resting and practising the shapes that would release death over the Wesmen.

A commotion behind him in the Tower had him turn, then take two paces backwards in complete surprise. A huge warrior came striding towards him, bearing the body of another, much smaller, man in his arms. He was trailed very closely by what had to be a large wolf and, behind them, two of the Council hurried alongside soldiers carrying the limp body of Endorr. His jaw dropped and his hand strayed reflexively to the hilt of his sword.

‘We’re friends,’ said the warrior brusquely. ‘Now, which way to the infirmary? Quickly man, Will doesn’t have much time.’ Kard found himself pointing vaguely across the courtyard to the left. The warrior nodded and ran in the indicated direction, the wolf at his heels. Just behind them, the soldiers carried Endorr. Cordolan stopped briefly.

‘The Raven are here, Barras is a Dragonene, or so it seems and . . . well, go to the chambers, Kerela is talking to them, I think.’ He hurried after Endorr. Kard cast his gaze heavenwards and ran back inside, pausing only to speak to a Lieutenant.

‘You know the drill,’ he said. ‘The orders haven’t changed, just that things have moved very slightly in our favour. If the alarm sounds before I get back outside, take the tower and start the attack. Do you understand?’

‘Yes sir.’

Kard made for the chambers.

 


Hirad joined the impromptu meeting between Kerela and The Raven’s mages after acquainting Barras with Sha-Kaan. The Great Kaan was to return immediately to Wingspread, leaving the corridor open for Elu-Kaan to receive the aid he needed in the interdimensional streams under the watchful eye of Barras. He was introduced quickly to Kerela, Julatsa’s senior mage, and General Kard, the middle-aged soldier in charge of the College’s military defence. The Unknown would stay with Will and Thraun.

‘The Communion is even now under way inside the Heart.’ Kerela continued where she had paused as Hirad entered the room. ‘We have no idea who will hear us and how soon they can reach us. What we do know is, as the sky lightens, the likelihood increases that the Wesmen will see the DemonShroud is gone. Once the attack starts, we think we can hold out for two, maybe three days, but beyond that, the College will be lost.’

‘All right,’ said Ilkar, plainly finding the situation difficult to take on board despite the information he’d been receiving. ‘What odds do we have exactly?’

‘I don’t know exactly,’ said Kerela. ‘But a fighting level of between ten and fifteen to one is a good guess. Of course, we do have the walls and all the mages.’

‘It’s bad,’ said Erienne gently. ‘But it’s not our primary concern, is it, Ilkar?’ After what seemed an eternity, Ilkar shook his head.

‘Kerela, we have not come here to help in the salvation of Julatsa.’ He licked his upper lip before continuing. ‘There is a threat to Balaia far greater than the Wesmen and The Raven are charged with halting it before it consumes us all, the Wesmen included.’

Kerela was quiet for a while. Denser maintained a considered silence, choosing to light his pipe and confine his reactions to noddings or shakings of his head. For once, Hirad was glad of his reticence.

‘But Dawnthief. Didn’t that guarantee us victory?’ she asked, confusion dancing across her expression.

‘Over the Wytch Lords, yes,’ said Erienne. ‘However, the casting has led to a tearing of the fabric of our dimension and it’s a tear that is growing with every breath we draw. It links us to the dragons and eventually it will be too big for the Kaan to defend in their own space. Then we will have invasion by dragons.’

Kerela’s silence was longer this time. There was a curious symmetry with the dimensional damage they described and the sudden extraordinary strength of the demons’ fight to stop them dispersing the Shroud. She examined the faces of The Raven, searching for the lies and treachery that she already knew she would not find, and for the truth she knew she would find but did not want to believe.

‘What is it you’re looking for?’ she asked.

‘Septern’s texts,’ said Erienne almost before Kerela’s words were out. ‘Anything that will help us close a dimensional portal. A big one.’

Kerela nodded but spread her hands. ‘Of course, access is yours. I’m sure Barras will confirm your words when he has finished with whatever he has to do. I suggest you begin in the Heart once our Communion is complete. Barras moved a number of key texts there and many of Septern’s will be among them. But the Library contains better than a hundred of his works and associated researches. The duty mage will help you but it could be a long search.’

‘We have two days at most,’ said Ilkar, rising.

‘Meantime,’ said Hirad. ‘If you’ll allow, General Kard, you might benefit from talking to The Unknown Warrior and myself. If we’re to fight for you, we need a say in how the defence is conducted.’

Kard bridled. ‘I am well aware how to conduct a siege defence,’ he said.

‘But we are The Raven,’ said Hirad. ‘And we’ve been in more sieges than you could ever dream of. From both sides. Please, I insist.’

Kerela laid a hand on Kard’s arm and nodded. ‘Anything that might help us, we should use.’

Kard nodded. ‘Very well, though I doubt you’ll change the structure I have made.’

‘So do I. But if we can improve upon one segment, it will be worth our while. The Unknown is in the infirmary.’

Kard gestured at the door. ‘Come on. The Wesmen won’t wait long.’

 


The Unknown Warrior had lain Will on a bed in the mercifully empty infirmary, knowing that neither poultices nor any manner of compresses or infusions would help. The little man was far beyond conventional intervention.

Thraun sat up at the bedside, occasionally licking Will’s face reflexively but mostly just staring, his yellow eyes moist and large, his expression plainly desperate. The Unknown stroked him absently while Will was examined, following a précis of what had caused his condition.

The infirmary was a low stone and slate-roofed structure, the walls decked in bright tapestries and punctuated by windows. It held twenty well-spaced beds in two rows of ten, though The Unknown knew it would soon hold three or four times that many wounded and be wholly inadequate. At the far end of the single ward, with piles of spare bedding stacked to warm, a fire burned in a large grate, providing the calming sight of gentle flame, and heat for both patients and healing balms.

The Unknown truly felt for Will. He knew only too well the terror of the soul being snagged by the claws of demons. Dead or alive, it made no difference. The soul belonged in the body until it chose to travel beyond mortal confines.

Will’s soul was not gone but the demons had most certainly touched it. And the ice chill of a demon’s claw on the core of his being was the reason Will lay so deep in shock. It was a miracle his brain could tell his lungs to breathe. The Unknown was fairly sure the little man would die and, as the healer mage finished her attempted contact with Will’s buried consciousness, the blank look on her face told its own story.

‘Well?’ asked The Unknown. The mage turned to him, moving aside to let two of the town’s women assigned to the infirmary make Will comfortable. She was a tall woman, graceful, with long fingers and bobbed grey hair, her face wrinkled by age.

‘I have never experienced someone so far down. Even though he is breathing, I find it hard to believe his soul still resides in his body. I cannot even hear his mind, let alone contact it. His brain is keeping him alive but how long that continues is anybody’s guess though it will not be long.’ She glanced at Thraun as she had done many times already.

‘Don’t worry about him. I think he understands you’re trying to help and he is certainly aware that Will is gravely ill. So how long?’ The Unknown saw Hirad and the Julatsan General enter the infirmary, making a bee-line for him.

‘Before he wakes or before he dies?’

‘I think we both know it’s unlikely to be the former,’ said The Unknown. The mage smiled sadly and nodded.

‘Well, put it this way, if he doesn’t begin to recover in a day, I’ll be moving him to the rest-house to die - we’ll need the bed here and, after that time, I don’t think he’ll know how to come back.’

The Unknown crouched by the wolf, who stared mournfully at him. ‘I don’t know if you understand me, Thraun, but there’s going to be a battle. To help Will, fight with us. We need you and Will needs time.’

Thraun didn’t blink but met The Unknown’s eyes squarely for a time before moving past him. He licked Will’s face, then lay on the ground at the head of his bed. The Unknown pushed himself to his feet, noting the cuts in his arms steadily fading under the continued influence of Erienne and Ilkar’s CareHeal.

‘Well, it was worth a try,’ he said, approaching Hirad, whose wounds had received the same treatment, and General Kard. ‘About this siege then, gentlemen?’ he ventured. They nodded. ‘Over a mug of coffee, I think.’ He indicated the rest area at the western end of the infirmary. The fire burned brightly and several small pots hung over its flames. Once ensconced, The Unknown offered a hand to Kard, who shook it.

‘I’m sorry I didn’t introduce myself earlier. I’m The Unknown Warrior.’

Kard smiled. ‘I know. I’m Kard, General of the Julatsan forces.’

‘This had better be brief,’ said The Unknown.

‘Very well,’ said Kard. ‘Communion is underway to alert anyone up to a day away that we need assistance; one of your mages, Ilkar, gave me the name of one mage we know we can contact.’

‘Pheone,’ said The Unknown.

‘Yes. Following that, we await the inevitable alarm from the watch-tower before mounting our attack.’

‘Why would you wait?’ asked Hirad.

‘Because every moment we can buy brings help that much closer. And without help we will surely lose this fight.’

‘But it’s still an error to wait for them,’ said The Unknown. ‘It leaves your people on edge and removes the total surprise that is so vital to you. Attack when you are ready. Obliterate the tower before they have a chance to sound their alarms and get your men out into the streets right behind the first spell assault, assuming that’s what you were intending to do.’

‘But—’ began Kard.

‘Your ideas are sound, General, and the Dordovans do need to be given the maximum time to arrive, but think of the effect on the Wesmen. Before they even know the Shroud is gone, they are being killed where they sleep and around their camp fires. And before they can mount a meaningful resistance, we are back inside the walls waiting for them. And then what?’ The Unknown invited Kard to speak.

The General nodded. ‘I can see the sense in it. Then we keep them back as long as possible with spells, stop them mounting a serious assault.’

‘Exactly, but make sure you hit them hard to begin with. Make them scared to approach,’ said The Unknown. ‘Keep your mages moving after first strike. Don’t let the Wesmen know where the magic is coming from next.’

‘All right,’ said Kard, looking a little hurt. ‘But we’ll have to clear the wall run.’

‘That’s fine because you can have warriors standing down all around the walls until they’re called. Though you might want to keep archers behind the battlements,’ said Hirad. ‘Remember, if the flash attack into the streets is a success, the Wesmen will already be disorganised and demoralised. It’ll take them several hours to organise for siege and attack. If you can damage them as they approach the walls, you can delay them still further. But you have to use the mages right.’

The Unknown smiled and reached out a hand to grip Kard’s upper arm briefly. ‘General, we’re not questioning your skill or authority, just adding our experience. How many sieges have you been involved in?’

‘This is my first,’ admitted Kard, his face cracking and his eyes lighting up. He chuckled.

‘Then you have done a phenomenal job so far,’ said The Unknown. ‘We’ve spent a good part of our ten years fighting within or without castle walls.’

‘In that case, I am glad of your advice,’ said Kard.

‘It will help us all to live longer,’ said Hirad.

‘There’s one more thing.’ Kard drained his coffee. ‘Senedai, the Wesmen Lord, has Julatsan prisoners, probably thousands of them. He promised to kill them should we double-cross him, which is exactly what we are planning to do.’

‘You don’t think he’ll be too busy with the trouble you cause to worry about them?’ asked Hirad.

‘That’s what I told the Council but frankly I doubt it,’ replied Kard. ‘He’s got at least fifteen thousand warriors out there. I feel sure he can spare some to slaughter a potential problem.’

‘Any mages among the prisoners?’ The Unknown was frowning.

‘I’m sure there are but they’ll be keeping very quiet,’ said Kard. ‘Senedai would have killed them otherwise. He’s ruthless as he’s proved by all the sacrifices in the Shroud.’

‘Is any Communion directed at them? Where will they be being held?’ The Unknown asked, seeing Hirad framing the same questions and coming to the same conclusion.

‘In the south of the city, probably at the grain store. It’s the only building big enough for the number of people I think Senedai’s probably captured; and it’s a secure structure, for obvious reasons. As for Communion, we can’t risk it. Not just because we don’t know if any mages are alive there but because we don’t want the prisoners or the Wesmen getting a sniff of our plans before we attack.’

The Unknown exchanged a brief glance with Hirad, who raised his eyebrows and nodded.

‘We’ll free them,’ said the big man. ‘But it’ll require a slight change to your plans.’

‘How?’ asked Kard.

‘Just leave it to The Raven,’ said Hirad. ‘We know what we’re doing.’

Kard nodded. ‘It’s your party if you want it.’

 


The Communion had proved promising. Pheone, the mage already contacted by The Raven, was with a group of two hundred Julatsans including eleven other mages. They were picking their way towards where they suspected the Dordovans were camped and could strike at the Wesmen encircling the city in a day.

The Dordovans too had been found. Two and a half thousand foot, five hundred cavalry and fifty mages, who had been on the point of returning to Dordover because of the strength of the Wesmen massing at Understone, had been given the order to march instead to Julatsa.

Three other disparate groups of soldiers, city folk and a handful of mages, perhaps one hundred and fifty in all, had been found and advised of the siege plans. Whether they joined the effort or not depended largely on their intercepting the Dordovan force.

That left the Julatsans plus The Raven with at least one day to hold off the might of the Wesmen, who outnumbered them so comprehensively. Kard believed they could do it. It was down to troop morale, effective use of mages and, critically for the survival of the spirit within the College, The Raven liberating the prisoners assumed to be in the grain store.

The College had enjoyed its first run of good fortune since the fall of Julatsa. The news of the mysterious but very welcome arrival of The Raven had spread like bushfire through the College, bringing smiles to faces and the quoting of good omens. The Raven were also credited with the blindness that appeared to have afflicted the Wesmen in the watch-tower who, an hour after the Shroud’s dispersal, had still not realised the vulnerability of those they watched. For them, it would soon be too late.

A group of six mages walked from the base of the Tower. Dawn was coming though it was still full dark. The courtyard was quiet but for the cloth-muffled sounds of pans clashing in the kitchens, of cook-fires being gently stoked, and of the muted protestations of the freshly greased well-chain as water was hauled from the underground course. In so many ways it was, as Kard demanded, an entirely ordinary yet artificially governed preamble to dawn.

But from behind every door, a Captain or Lieutenant watched, their men primed and ready to race for their designated gate. The spotter mages prepared ShadowWings and The Raven, already hidden in shadow by the South Gate, waited. Hirad and The Unknown Warrior hefted weapons, Ilkar and Erienne prepared HardShield and HotRain respectively and Denser, ShadowWings of his own. He would navigate. It was the best way to avoid unwanted confrontation.

The six mages walked casually across the courtyard, their bodies relaxed but their minds taut with spell preparation. For all the steel cladding on the lower levels of the Wesmen’s tower, the watch-platform was still open, though netted against arrows. There was no warning. One moment they were walking, the next they stopped and a dozen FlameOrbs were flashing across the sky, the extra preparation time adding speed and accuracy to the casting.

The sudden light flared harshly across the courtyard as it moved swiftly towards the helpless Wesmen guards. Shadow followed orange light in hypnotic sequence and the briefest of hushes fell on the College before the Orbs struck home.

The Julatsan night lit up as orange fire deluged the platform, igniting wood and flesh and consuming both with equal voracity. Flames leapt upwards, boiling off the roof of the tower, while on the platform itself the burning Wesmen shrieked and thrashed in their agony, one plunging through the torn netting to fall, trailing smoke and flame as he went. And as the single desperate toll of an alarm bell rang mournfully out into the night, joined by the screams of the dying, the College courtyard sprang to life.

Kard and his Captains yelled orders, soldiers and men raced to the gates which were hauled open and, first into the streets of Julatsa, The Raven, with Denser, eyes magically augmented, flying above and ahead of the runners. Behind them came a force of six hundred soldiers and city men at arms plus thirty defensive mages. North would go around four hundred swordsmen plus twenty mages, leaving the College temporarily undefended by steel but not by magic.

During the days of the DemonShroud, Senedai had stood down the force that had originally completely encircled the College walls, presumably dispersing them through the far more luxurious surroundings of his captured buildings. However, a circle of guard-points still closed all routes from the cobbled ring that ran around the outside of the College walls where they intersected the first city buildings and it was here that the first strike would be made.

Hirad led The Raven across the cobbled ring, towards the main street that led to the industrial quarter. Wesmen guards in front of them yelled warnings and drew weapons, cries were taken up in a dozen places but the tide of Julatsans was about to sweep away the first flimsy line of defence.

‘Raven!’ roared Hirad. ‘Raven with me!’ He sprinted forward, The Unknown just to his left, Ilkar immediately behind them.

‘Shield up,’ said the elf. ‘Hold your casting, Erienne.’

‘Holding.’

Four Wesmen stood in their way, their expressions ranging from uncertainty to incomprehension at the force coming at them. Hirad ran in, sweeping his sword through, chest-high. His target leapt backwards, hanging out his axe in a feeble attempt at a block that The Raven man knocked aside, butting the man in the face and smashing his nose. The Unknown went one better, his sword breaking the weapon of his victim on its way to lodge deep in the Wesman’s shoulder. Hirad could hear the bones splintering.

With one man clutching at his face, Hirad sliced his sword up and right, taking the next man across the stomach as he raised his axe to strike, and finishing him with a stab to the heart. He reversed his blade and chopped it across the neck of the man he’d head-butted while The Unknown lashed a haymaking punch into the midriff of the fourth before stabbing him in the throat.

Denser landed behind them. ‘Your first left is an alleyway. Take it and then the first right. It’s quiet there for now but the Wesmen are waking. We need to hurry. Erienne are you all right?’ She nodded and pointed to her head where she held the mana shape for HotRain. Denser took off again and The Raven ran on, leaving the Julatsans to clear their path back.

Hirad grabbed a branch from a fire and took off down the narrow alleyway, the flickering cast by the makeshift torch just enough to ward off the worst of the shadows. Behind them he could hear the shouts of waking Wesmen, the sounding of alarms and the clashing of steel as Julatsan warriors joined battle with those who had taken their city. Detonations sounded, muffled by the blank walls of the alleyway that led them away from the main street, the light of FlameOrbs and the muted glitter of HotRain casting brief luminescence in the sky.

Turning down the next alley, a slightly wider paved street, Hirad could see Denser flitting ahead. He banked sharply right and dived low, storming back towards the rest of The Raven, landing in front of Hirad, who pulled up sharply.

‘This is easier than I thought. The grain store is just to the end of this alley and across a wide square. It’s guarded and there’s light in every window of every building now the alarm has spread but any Wesman running is running for the College. If we’re quick, we can—’

Above the ascending din of battle and the crump of spells hitting buildings and men, a howl pierced the night. It was long and full of anger and sorrow, tailing off into a keening wail and a bark that echoed out. For a split second, Julatsa was silent then battle was joined again.

‘Shield down,’ said Ilkar. ‘What in all the hells was that?’

‘Dear Gods,’ said Erienne who had clearly lost her mana shape. ‘It was Thraun.’

‘Will,’ said The Unknown. ‘Poor Will.’

Another howl split the air.

‘What will he do? Thraun, I mean?’ asked Ilkar.

‘I don’t know,’ said Erienne. ‘But I think we’d better get back as quickly as we can. If he’ll listen to anyone, he’ll listen to us.’

‘But we have to get these prisoners out first. Right,’ said Hirad, looking to where Denser stood, his wings proud at his back. ‘Erienne, go with Denser if he’ll hold you. Your spells are probably best directed from above us. Ilkar, FlameOrb then sword please; we can’t waste another shield. We’ll deal with Thraun and see to Will’s Vigil later.’ His mind, clouded briefly by the loss of another Raven warrior, cleared to deal with their immediate situation. ‘Raven with me.’

A third howl echoed from the walls of the alleyway. Closer this time. The wolf was loose in the streets of Julatsa.




Chapter 24

Dystran cursed and threw the book down at his feet. He leant on the balustrade of the Tower balcony he had assumed from Styliann and prayed hell would visit swift retribution on the former Lord of the Mount.

Knowing Styliann was probably still alive following his usurpation of power in the College, Dystran and his cohorts had known only too well the importance of the Protectors in maintaining that power. And yet, immediately below him, the entire Protector army stood silent, awesome and terrifying, on the carefully tended lawn. Waiting.

At first, Dystran hadn’t believed Styliann and had fallen back into an uneasy sleep. But a frantic knocking at his bedchamber door soon afterwards had led to him scurrying to the study and out on to the balcony where he saw the Protectors issuing from their barracks into the cool breezy night. With unhurried purpose, they had marched into the torchlit night, flickering orange glinting off their masks, their polished leather and the buckles of their boots and clothing.

They had assembled over the course of an hour but Dystran hadn’t watched. Tearing back into the study, he had grabbed the Articles of Stewardship from its place on the shelves by the desk and flicked feverishly through its pages. The Act of Giving was there, plain for him to read. But in his pride and overwhelming sense of achievement and importance at attaining his new position, he just hadn’t bothered to look.

The Lore script concerning the Act was the most modern in the College, written by Styliann and designed to make renunciation a long and complex process. By the time he had studied the text in enough detail, had gathered the Circle Seven and fulfilled the meditation process, eight days would have passed. And so the Articles lay at his feet, an open page fluttering in the gentle night air.

‘We’ve got to stop them,’ he muttered.

‘What do you intend doing?’ asked his senior confidante, an ageing, grey-haired mage named Ranyl.

‘We can WardLock the gates for a start.’ Dystran waved a hand in their direction.

‘And they will merely batter the timbers to splinters,’ said Ranyl. ‘No holding spell is strong enough to keep them all quiet and they will respond to aggression by attacking the source of the order to strike or cast. And that’s you.’ The old mage’s voice was quiet but sure. ‘There are four hundred and seventeen Protectors down there, all with innate magical shielding. I know who I’d back in the fight.’

‘So what can we do?’ Dystran’s voice held a note of desperation.

‘Let them go and rescind the Act of Giving. Or send an assassin to kill Styliann. Those are the only two ways to bring the Protectors into your control.’

Dystran snorted. ‘An assassin? Styliann’s soon going to have five hundred-odd Protectors around him. The whole Wesmen nation would have trouble getting to him.’

Ranyl stooped and picked up the Articles of Stewardship and slapped them into Dystran’s chest.

‘In that case, my Lord, might I humbly suggest that you get reading?’

Below them, the Protector army moved on an unspoken command, coming to readiness absolutely as one. Dystran started, his heart thudding in his chest. Exuding power with every stride and swing of the arm, they trotted to the south gate, now under the gaze of the rudely awakened College. Dystran shook his head, his face taut with anxiety, seeing more than one questioning face turned up towards him and Ranyl.

At the gate, the lead Protector pushed the gateman firmly aside, wound the bar away and pulled open the heavy iron-clad wooden gates with assistance from three others. Without further pause, the Protectors trotted away into the dark streets of Xetesk, and Dystran could very easily imagine Styliann’s laughter.

 


Lord Tessaya watched tight-lipped as Styliann and the dread force ran to the north while his warriors struggled to form under the harsh shouts of his Captains. He summoned his highest ranking General, a man named Adesellere.

‘I want four thousand men after them before dawn cracks the sky. Do not let them escape. I want word sent through to Riasu for five thousand of the reserve to be here in one day. He should also be advised to attend me immediately. Lastly, I want you to personally organise forward defence of Understone, the pass and the surrounds. Be mindful of the south.

‘I will be pushing on to Korina in two days’ time. See every commander has carrier birds. Do you understand all that?’

‘Yes, my Lord,’ said Adesellere, an old and trusted aide, battle-scarred, bald and fierce. ‘Do you want me to remain with the defence?’

Tessaya nodded and put a hand on his shoulder. ‘You are one of the very few I can trust. Send Bedelao after the mage. I will get word to my scouts north and south. I get the uneasy feeling we’ll have to revise our plans. Not all of my brother Lords have acquitted themselves as they might.’

‘I won’t fail you, Tessaya.’

‘You never have before.’ Tessaya dismissed Adesellere. He looked out over the muster area into which the General now ran, barking out orders to his Lieutenants who drove the warriors into some semblance of order. This was not as he had planned and he cursed under his breath, bringing to his mind where it had begun to go wrong.

With the destruction of the Wytch Lords certainly but there was more. The attack on Julatsa had not been swift enough and to the south, disaster had apparently overtaken Taomi. The Eastern Balaians should have had no hope but the fact was that the Wesmen had failed to capture or kill a single targeted figure.

Unless his reading of the situation was completely cock-eyed, General Darrick, Baron Blackthorne and The Raven were all still alive and fighting. And now, unless they could catch him, Styliann would return to Xetesk as a standard for the mages. Tessaya’s hand was being forced and he didn’t like it.

What he needed was for Senedai to occupy the College Cities, for Adesellere to halt any advance from the south and for his march to Korina at the head of ten thousand Wesmen to be swift and without error. He could still take Korina. The bloated capital city wallowed in its sense of achievement and wealth and had little time for organised defence. Yes, there would be resistance but, with the Colleges and southern armies busy, he was certain he could prevail.

But it wouldn’t be the glorious march he had anticipated and dreamed, with the smoking ruins of the bastard Colleges behind him. And for that, he wanted someone to pay, and pay heavily.

 


Darrick’s flotilla of small and medium-sized craft had crossed over three quarters of the Bay of Gyernath when a shouted alarm reached him from the southern edge of the squadron. He quickly scanned the beach they were approaching but it was deserted, yet consternation fed through the boats to his right and he could see men, or more probably elves, pointing southwards.

He looked and could see nothing initially but then, as a nearby twin-masted craft cleared his line of sight, he saw them. Sails. Cruising around the Gyernath headland. First two, then four. All noise in his boat ceased as more and more eyes turned to stare at the fleet moving up the Bay towards them. As Darrick watched, he saw more sails rounding the headland, appearing like ghosts on the breeze. Silent predators, swift and deadly.

‘Gods under water,’ he muttered. He turned to his second-in-command. ‘I need the elves and mages to tell me who they are and I need to know fast. Go to it.’ The man strode away, shouting a name Darrick couldn’t catch. The General summoned his signalmen.

‘Flags for course change. North-north-east immediate. If those are Wesmen, we’ll need all the distance we can get.’

Messages were relayed as the flotilla changed course, heading for a more difficult shore. Almost immediately, the larger fleet of predominantly three-masted vessels altered its direction in response. They were gaining and fast. Pennants flew from the tops of masts and from each stern. He could see tiny figures in the rigging and, he thought, faces lining the decks. Thousands of faces.

They would barely make land before they were caught and still more ships came into sight. There had to be two dozen and more now. If they were Wesmen, the four-College cavalry was finished.

To Darrick’s left, a mage shot into the sky, ShadowWings shaped for height and glide. The General tracked her as she flew away south towards the approaching fleet, waiting to see the arrows fly high, trying to bring her down. Silence reigned. All that could be heard was the creaking of timbers, the ruffle of canvas, the push of bows through the water and the splash of oars. The mage continued on. Darrick realised he was holding his breath.

Three shapes rose on an intercept course from the lead ship; and they weren’t arrows, they were mages. A cheer went up all around the squadron and Darrick’s face cracked into a smile. The Wesmen had no mages. Whoever they were, they were friends.

All eyes were on the quartet of mages circling at close quarters in the sky above. Whatever they were discussing seemed to take forever and Darrick found himself grinding his teeth, impatient for knowledge. Presently, though, the mage was back on deck, excitement firing her eyes and bringing a flush to her pretty but dirt-streaked face.

She began breathlessly, her words tumbling from her mouth in a stream of delighted incomprehensibility. Darrick laughed and placed a hand on either shoulder.

‘Slow down,’ he said. She nodded and breathed deeply, flashing a smile of her own.

‘I’m sorry, sir, but the relief I feel . . .’

‘We all feel it,’ said Darrick. ‘Now tell us who our new friends are.’

‘It is the army of Gyernath. And at their head are Barons Blackthorne and Gresse.’

This time, Darrick’s laughter echoed through the fleet and across the calm waters of the Bay of Gyernath. He slapped the mast against which he stood.

‘I don’t believe it!’ he said. ‘This meeting will be a real pleasure.’ He ordered the flagmen signal a return to their original course and turned, the smile wide on his lips, and anticipated his meeting with the two magnificent Barons.

Just before midday, with the two fleets moored as near shore as their draughts would allow and with the multiple dinghies and shallow transport barges of the Gyernath force ferrying men and horses to shore under the watchful eyes of ShadowWinged mages flitting in the sky, Darrick crunched across the sand towards Blackthorne and Gresse.

The two Barons were standing side by side, watching the beaches fill with troops, determination in every move they made and in the set of their faces. As Darrick approached, they ceased their discussion and moved towards him, both with hands outstretched. Darrick shook them in turn.

‘This is happy coincidence,’ said the Lysternan General. ‘I had thought to travel to Gyernath to stir the army before marching to Understone. Now I find that two of our supposedly uncaring Barons have saved me seven days and that the army stands on this very beach.’

‘Uncaring, eh, Blackthorne? What do you make of that?’ Gresse rubbed at the stubble on his chin.

‘Upstart young Generals with air for brains are commonplace. Fortunately, we are not standing before one of them,’ said Blackthorne.

‘And nor are the pair of you uncaring, though the same cannot be said for certain of your brotherhood,’ replied Darrick, bowing slightly at the compliment paid him.

A look passed between the two Barons and Gresse’s eyes narrowed. ‘There will be actions taken when this is all over. But that is for another day. Now, General, let us tell you what we have been doing and we can plan the liberation of Blackthorne.’

‘Liberation?’ Darrick’s heart skipped a beat and he looked at Blackthorne, who raised his eyebrows. ‘Did they not drive straight for Gyernath and Korina?’

‘No,’ said Blackthorne. ‘They clearly wanted my town as a southern staging post rather than Gyernath which, for you, is lucky since you hoped to raise an army from there. Much of their force headed north to Understone but it didn’t get there.’

‘No more summaries,’ said Gresse. ‘We should sit and analyse this properly. We want to be at the gates of Blackthorne before nightfall. ’

Darrick felt energised, his whole body powered and healthy. This unexpected turn of fortune changed a great deal. Not only had Gyernath been able to repulse the Wesmen attack but it seemed that the north-south supply line was not in place and now would never be. For the first time since he rode through Understone Pass to help The Raven, Darrick firmly believed Balaia could be freed from the clutches of the Wesmen.

But his belief was tempered by a growing concern. Though they had, by his latest reckoning, around twenty days, time was nonetheless short and, as the brown stain ate the sky over Parve, the noon shade grew, marking the progress towards Balaia’s doom at the hands of an army of dragons. Again, The Raven had the task of saving the continent in their hands and again, Darrick had to try to support them, keeping Wesmen from their path. Now he had made landfall in the East, he had to contact them. Because, if anything befell them, only he and Styliann could pass on the knowledge of the threat to the Colleges. And he didn’t trust Styliann as far as he could throw him.

 


Sha-Kaan sat heavily in the Melde Hall feeling every one of his four hundred and more cycles. Elu-Kaan, the Great Kaan’s hope for a successor, lay on the verge of death in a melde-corridor, tended at last by his Dragonene, the old elven mage, Barras. He was doubtful whether the expert ministrations of the Julatsan or the healing flow of channelled interdimensional space would be enough but they had to try, despite Barras’ personally desperate siege situation.

At least Sha-Kaan was able to advise Barras from his own painful experience concerning the nature of Elu’s multiple wounds. The Great Kaan’s scales were covered in tiny scratches, his eyes smarted from the touch of claws and inside his mouth the ice of their bite dulled his fires. He chewed on bales of Flamegrass, reflecting that he had escaped lightly, the human’s spells critically weakening the sea of Arakhe who had attacked them. Elu-Kaan hadn’t been so fortunate, stumbling across the full fury of the Arakhe and suffering horrible wounds deep into his throat. It was these that Sha-Kaan feared and that he had exhorted Barras to heal if he could.

For himself, he needed rest. Ideally, that rest would have been in his own melde-corridor under the ministrations of Hirad Coldheart and The Raven but, much though it rankled, he accepted that was not possible. So he had to content himself with first the energy of the Melde Hall and then, when he tired of its noise, the calm and quiet of Wingspread.

He ached from constant toil. The wounds from his battle with the Naik above the southern plains were not healed and the muscles at the roots of his wings protested though the wide spans themselves were furled and stowed. He looked along the length of his body, noting with displeasure the fading hue of his golden scales. Once so bright they dazzled in the orb light, they were now a dim indicator of his age and health. They hadn’t begun to lift just yet and his wings maintained their full lubrication but it wouldn’t be long. And part of him even looked forward to the day when he no longer had the weight of the Kaan on his broad back. But there was so much that still had to be done and the fate of them all blew with the vagaries of the wind.

Sha-Kaan swallowed the last of his bale of Flamegrass, the alarm sounding in his mind before he had resettled on the warm quiet mud. He breathed out long and deep, smoke drifting from the corners of his mouth as his irritation fed through to the glands inside his gums. He had known deep inside of him that there would be no real rest but he could have expected at least a few beats. Snatching another bale of Flamegrass, he switched out of Wingspread, the call to the Brood forming on his lips.

The sight at the gateway shook Sha-Kaan to the core. Though the guard around the roiling brown mass was doubled, they seemed pitifully few against that which they had been detailed to oppose. And the Naik were coming in strength, and with allies. Out-fliers had pulsed warnings back through the net of Kaan minds, forcing the Brood-at-rest and the Brood-awake into concerted action, implementing the defensive plan drilled into them by Sha-Kaan.

But Sha-Kaan himself had to force away doubts that it would work. The gateway had grown far more quickly than he had feared in his worst moments and now was linked fast to the sky above Beshara, grabbing at its edges as it fed its voracious appetite. A thin line of cloud now bordered the gateway and Sha-Kaan knew that would develop, bringing obscured vision as yet another problem to the defenders.

In time, the gateway would collapse, its structural instability forcing it in on itself. But that would not happen until long after the Kaan and Balaia were destroyed; and the shockwaves it would send through the whole of interdimensional space would ripple tremors through every dimension, though none worse than through the ruins of Balaia itself.

Sha put the thoughts from his mind. For now, the Kaan simply had to survive the coming battle. From every point of the sky, his Brood came to the defence of their melde-dimension and themselves while from the north, a dark blotch signified the mass of the Naik and their enslaved allies.

As he reached the vicinity of the rip and felt its pull on his mind, strong like a wind sucking him towards it, the Great Kaan knew that what was to come had to be the last. If The Raven had not reached Beshara before the Naik attacked again, all would be lost.

He pulsed greetings and orders and the first Kaan flights set out to attack.

 


Julatsa’s stone-clad grain store sat in the middle of a cobbled square providing a natural fire break from the predominantly wooden buildings which surrounded it. History had demanded it be strong. Times of shortage in ages gone by had forced the peaceful folk of Julatsa into desperate measures and the blood of many a starving man with a dying family back home had soaked through the stones into the earth below. And though those times were long gone, the grain store stood as testament and reminder, as well as being a fully functional city building.

The Raven, with Denser overhead, Erienne now in his arms much as Ilkar had been over the Wesmen camp at Triverne Inlet, stood in the shadows of an alley that opened directly onto the square. They were parallel to the main street which led from the store, through the southern market and up to the College. Thraun had gone quiet but the hand-to-hand fighting was getting nearer and the level of noise from every quarter of Julatsa was rising. Hirad shifted grip on his sword. They were going to have to move fast and the Julatsans from the College would just have to be ready for them.

The grain store measured better than ninety feet on its short side, which faced them, and perhaps double that on its longer. The Wesmen had stationed half a dozen guards outside the main doors, which faced the alley, and watch-fires ringed the square in front of the four main access streets.

When the hoped-for opportunity presented itself, Hirad seized it eagerly. A spell landed close by, sending flames lashing up into the heavens. Wesmen from two of the watch-fires ran away to join the fighting that bordered the square to The Raven’s left and the guards at the door were nervous and distracted, clearly unsure what they should do.

‘Now Raven!’ shouted Hirad and he charged out of the alley, The Unknown right next to him and Ilkar, sword drawn, a pace behind. Above them, Denser flew low across the face of the store. From out of the sky above the guards, drops of flame, just a few, lashed down, setting fur and clothing alight. Panicked, the guards ran blindly away, not realising that The Raven were also attacking on foot.

Beating at the flames that threatened to engulf him, the fastest Wesman ran headlong towards the waiting Unknown. The Big Man sidestepped smartly, left in a foot which the Wesman obligingly tumbled over and finally drove his blade straight through the prone man’s throat. Beside him, Hirad ran forwards to take on two more. One’s gaze was locked anxiously on the sky until his companion tugged at his smouldering sleeve and both squared up to the barbarian.

‘Who’s first?’ rasped Hirad, springing forward and opening a cut in the face of the left-hand man. ‘You’ll do.’ He ducked under a wild axe swing and buried his sword in the Wesman’s gut. He dragged his blade clear and rolled away from the attack of the other, who followed his movement and turned his back on The Unknown. It was the last mistake he ever made. Before his body had dropped to the floor, The Unknown Warrior had turned to face the three remaining Wesmen and Ilkar was sprinting for the grain-store doors.

Hirad ran in to support his old friend, though The Unknown scarcely needed it. Angling his sword hilt in front of his face and blade down left, he caught the first axe blow and thrust upwards, tearing the weapon from the guard’s grasp to go spinning away into the night. He lashed the double-handed blade back down across his enemy’s chest and Hirad could hear the ribs shear. The man fell backwards, clutching at his ruined body with the blood pouring through his hands.

Hirad closed down the penultimate threat, clashing blades with the Wesman and kicking out straight to connect with his stomach. The man grunted but still thrust Hirad back and, though winded, held his blade steady in front of him. The barbarian smiled. Moving a pace forward, he feinted to strike right, switched grip and chopped in left. Hopelessly slow, the Wesman had barely moved his sword in the right direction before Hirad’s entered his neck, cleaving all the way to the spine. He turned to see The Unknown wipe his blade on the body of the last man. He spread his arms wide.

‘Good, aren’t we?’ he said, smiling.

‘You know it,’ said The Unknown, the corners of his mouth turning up. They ran on to join Ilkar, who was preparing to cast. Denser and Erienne circled above them.

‘Clear at the moment,’ said the Xeteskian. ‘The Julatsans have run into a little trouble just south of the market but the Wesmen aren’t organised yet. Be quick because I can see a large force, probably two or three thousand, running in from the west. You don’t have too long before they get here.’

Hirad nodded and hammered on the padlocked, barred doors with his sword. The sound of voices, lots of them, could be plainly heard but he had to try anyway or someone would get hurt.

‘Get away from the doors!’ he bellowed. ‘No time to explain, just get away.’

Ilkar stood and backed away a pace, giving the slightest of nods to Hirad who could see his face wracked with concentration, his arms tight in front of him and cupped as if to catch a ball. Hirad moved aside.

‘Deploying,’ said Ilkar quietly. He jabbed his arms forward quickly and the tightly formed ForceCone shot from the centre of his cupped hands and thundered into the heavy wooden doors. Built to withstand weapons they may have been, but not the ForceCone of a master. As the mana shape ploughed in, they first buckled at the lock then shot inwards, the padlock and chain snapping and whipping away to clatter into the wall near Hirad’s head.

‘Steady, Ilkar,’ said Hirad.

Ilkar shrugged. ‘I had to be sure,’ he said. The three Raven men ran inside to confront a sea of faces and a thousand frightened voices.

‘Your job, I think.’ Hirad patted Ilkar on the back. ‘You are a native, after all.’ Ilkar gave him a sideways look and opened his mouth to call for quiet.




Chapter 25

For an instant, Thraun’s eyes misted over as the life slipped away from man-packbrother. He felt it in the core of his being and the passing to the grey dust left a pit of loneliness inside his wolven heart. An agonised whine escaped his throat as he watched man-packbrother’s head slip slightly to the side and his chest fall but not rise again. He looked up into the face of the human who tended him. She laid an implement aside, one which had been used to wipe man-packbrother’s face, then moved a white covering to hide his still form.

Thraun could see the sorrow in her and felt the helplessness which tinged that sorrow with anger. The instant passed and Thraun’s mind was deluged with animal fury. He opened his mouth and howled at the sky blocked from him by the human structure as the blood-lust soaked into him and cast about for prey.

The body of the tending woman now cascaded fear, it showed in her face and gushed from every pore. She backed away. He could smell it like he could smell the forest. It was fear of him and fear was good. It told him when a prey was beaten. But she had tried to save man-packbrother and he found himself unable to bring her down. A vestige of thought swam through his crazed mind and he bolted into the open, another howl blasting from his mouth, his body racked, muscles glowing with rage, the blood on his mind and the forest in his nose.

But outside he scrabbled to a halt on the cruel stone. Outside was fire and shouting in the dark. Outside was chaos and confusion. Humans ran everywhere and the overpowering scent of the hated ones whose flesh he remembered assailed him, mixed with the rotting stench of death. A mass of the humans, those untainted with the scent of the hated, ran towards an opening in the walls. Beyond it, the prey he desired.

Thraun ran hard towards the opening, his savage barks scattering the humans whose inbred terror of the wolf had them leap from his path. He could feel their alternate fear and relief as he ran past them, intent on the one prey, the strong-scented ones whose blood he had tasted and desired to taste again. He cleared the opening and, sniffing the air as his legs blurred beneath him, drove straight to where he knew his prey waited, a third and final howl marking his grief at the loss of man-packbrother.

Thraun ran towards the flickering light of a fire. Around it, the hated men were standing and he could feel their anxiety and incomprehension of the noise and flame the pack-humans had caused. His blond-flecked brown body slipped through the dark unnoticed, the noises covering his footfalls and the growls quiet in his throat.

Prey.

There was no desire to stalk. The pack were far away, the forest colours dim in his memory and his animal brain ablaze with the anger of something taken that could never be returned.

At a dead run from the shadows he pounced, leaping high, taking his first prey in the throat, his jaws ripping for blood, his paws braced on the shoulders. The man fell under the force of the leap but had no fight in him, his life already flowing from the tear under his chin. Thraun lapped hungrily at the blood, careless of its spurting and flashing over his muzzle and coat. Lost in desire, he didn’t hear the other men surround him but he felt the sharp slap as one of their metal sticks bounced from his impervious hide.

He turned and the four of them stumbled backwards, scared words tumbling from their mouths combined with frantic pointing with their arms at where one had struck him. Thraun crouched, yellow eyes smouldering contempt for their helplessness, jaws dripping the blood of their companion, his body tensed.

The men backed away further but they could not escape, not all of them. Thraun sprang again, paws thumping into the chest of his prey, snout firing hot breath over his face. His jaws snapped together, ripping the flesh off one cheek. The man screamed. His companions struck and pulled at Thraun who stepped back, lashed a claw into the prey to silence him then begin to circle, tongue lolling.

One of the prey turned and ran, shouting as he went. Thraun watched him briefly but let him go. The other two stood knowing they could neither fight to win nor both outrun the wolf. At a word, they split and ran in opposite directions but Thraun had already chosen his victim. He loped after him, through a narrow way with sheer stone walls rising either side, and ended his whimpering life far from the light of the fire.

And later, sated in mind and body, the passing of man-packbrother avenged, he cleaned his paws, muzzle and chest and trotted back to where Will lay, the lust clearing from his mind where one word pulsed at him.

Remember.

 


Ilkar feared for a time that the tumult wouldn’t subside. The grain store was packed with men, women and children of all ages and their automatic move away from the sundered doors was reversed immediately they saw it was not Wesmen framed in the opening.

It sounded as if all of them were talking, crying or shouting at once and he worried briefly that they would be crushed in a stampede for the open air. He shouted for calm, his voice joined by Hirad’s and The Unknown’s, all three Raven men now with swords sheathed, aware that Denser would alert them to any approaching danger.

Inside, the grain store was gloomy but not dark. Half a dozen low-wicked lanterns lit its cavernous stone-arched space and, to his left and right, Ilkar could see areas set aside for food and washing. And though the smell of sweat and stale air within was strong and pervasive, the lack of raw stench told him that at least they were not forced to urinate or defecate where they stood and slept.

At the front of the crowd, younger men stared back at him, their faces tired and angry, their voices lost in the morass of sound. In the centre, Ilkar recognised the unmistakable aura of a mage and strode forward to speak with him. His movement caused a ripple through the crowd which swayed back instinctively and Ilkar could only guess at the treatment they had sometimes received at the hands of the Wesmen. And their fears were based in ignorance. Every day, some of their number were taken from the store and never returned. Ilkar knew where they lay and the realisation that these people, his people, did not, twisted his stomach and re-ignited his anger at the plight of Julatsa.

But the bodies lying outside the College were something he couldn’t ignore and they represented a real risk to the rescue if the subject wasn’t handled correctly.

The mage, late middle-aged and puny, tufted red hair sprouting from a narrow head, bore an expression of enormous relief but Ilkar didn’t let him speak, beckoning him forward. They met and shook hands a pace in front of the crowd.

‘Your name?’ asked Ilkar.

‘Dewer,’ replied the mage.

‘Good. Dewer, I am Ilkar and this is The Raven. We’re here to get you out of this. All of you. But we don’t have much time.’

Dewer gaped. ‘The Raven?’ There were tears in his eyes.

‘Yes. Look, I must have quiet. The Wesmen are close and we have to leave now. Who’s in charge?’

‘I’ll pass the word for quiet,’ said Dewer. ‘Speak to Lallan while I hush everyone.’ He pointed at a tall slim man in his late fifties. He wore fine deep green clothing and a burgundy shirt, dirty and torn now but the quality still shone through. His face was drawn and tired yet proud and he stood tall, refusing to be bowed by the abrupt change in his circumstances. Ilkar walked quickly over to him where he stood a little further along the line, beckoning The Unknown and Hirad to join him.

‘Lallan,’ said Ilkar. The two shook hands briefly. ‘I’m Ilkar, and these are Hirad and The Unknown Warrior.’

Lallan nodded. ‘I recognised you as you came in.’

‘It is very important that your people listen to us and follow our instructions. If not, there could be a slaughter,’ said Ilkar.

‘How many of you are there here?’ asked Hirad.

‘Three thousand four hundred and seventy-eight,’ said Lallan without pause. ‘We started with more but the Wesmen have been taking away the very old, very young and some women.’

‘I know, and that is something we have to deal with now.’ Around Ilkar, a ripple of excited conversation was followed by a wave of hushing sounds and then almost complete silence.

‘Impressive,’ said The Unknown.

‘We decided early that discipline was important,’ said Lallan. ‘I’ll speak first, then I’ll introduce you, Ilkar. They’ll listen if I ask it.’

The four men stepped away from the crowd and towards the door. Denser chose the same moment to sweep down to the doorway, release Erienne from his arms, kiss her and step back into the sky. Erienne ran in, breaking the silence of the crowd, their murmur a vocalisation of their anxiety.

‘Erienne?’ asked Hirad.

‘We’re in trouble,’ she said. ‘The main force of Wesmen from the west of the city has changed direction and are heading this way. Denser thinks they are under the control of the commander and he’s guessed what’s going on. They’ll be here very soon. We’ve established the corridor back to the College but it’s under attack in a dozen places, street to street. This isn’t what Kard needs. His men are dying out here and he needs them on the walls.’

‘Right,’ said The Unknown. ‘Lallan, get talking. Now.’

Lallan nodded and faced the crowd who quietened on his first word.

‘My friends,’ he said, his arms aloft, palms outwards. ‘The Raven are here to organise rescue. It is hazardous and I beseech you, listen to what Ilkar has to say and let no doubt cloud your mind. Wesmen warriors are coming this way and we have to act decisively. This is our only chance. Ilkar.’

The Raven mage stepped forward. ‘Outside it is dark, with only wood and spell fires lighting the sky. The Wesmen are running Julatsa but we have this one opportunity to get you out of their immediate clutches. What we want you to do is this. On Lallan’s word, leave here and run as hard as you can through the southern market and, by the main streets, to the College. Don’t stop until you are well inside the walls. Anyone who can fight and finds a weapon on a dead Wesmen, take it; you might need it. The streets are, for now, secured by soldiers and men from Julatsa but they are under attack. Anyone who delays in the run is risking their lives.

‘There are two things I must tell you. First, you will be running into a College that will be under siege. It isn’t freedom, not yet, but if you are there, you can do your part to help us regain our city. Any who feel their chances are better elsewhere, are very welcome to choose another direction in which to run. But I should mention that The Raven will be standing on the College walls where the best chance lies.

‘Second, as you approach the College, you will see a terrible sight. The bodies of all of those taken from this grain store ring the walls, murdered by the Wesmen in an attempt to force surrender. They gave their lives to give you a chance. Don’t pause to mourn until you are inside or their deaths might end up being in vain. Lallan.’

Lallan addressed the crowd again, their silence broken by the odd shouted question and the murmur of shocked sob and sorrow. He raised his voice to quell the spread of the noise.

‘My friends, we don’t have time for questions. We have to run, as fast as we can, and pray the Gods and our soldiers will protect us. The strong must help the weak and carry the very young. We will run in our rotas, “A” through to “L”, and I hardly need to say that any mages should shield their comrades. Divide and organise now, I want “A” through to “E” in front of these doors immediately. Go.’

He clapped his hands and the hall dissolved into the noise of action. The drum of thousands of feet on the stone-flagged floor, the shouts and calls to organise and the clatter of timber as tables were shoved aside to create space by the main doors. Ilkar couldn’t keep a smile from his face and he turned to Hirad and The Unknown, both of whom were nodding their appreciation. The discipline of the Julatsans gave them a chance.

Denser landed again at the doors, his voice urgent. ‘Come on. They’re almost on the store, they’ll enter through the western entrance. We have to move now or they’ll overwhelm us.’ He held out his arms for Erienne and she ran into them. ‘HotRain, I think.’ She nodded and they took off.

The first of the rota letters were ready. Lallan, under the shadow of The Unknown Warrior, did not hesitate.

‘Go, go, go! Through the southern market, follow the corridor of soldiers. Take weapons where you find them. Run!’ His last was lost in the thunder of feet and the calls of encouragement that rang out and echoed in the grain store. The Wesmen’s Julatsan prisoners ran free, ran hard and ran straight.

Ilkar was joined to the left of the doors by The Unknown and Hirad, and the three Raven watched the Julatsans as they made their bid for brief freedom. Above them, and moving in a lazy arc while they watched the advancing Wesmen, were Denser and Erienne. Julatsa was alive with fighting, the clash of swords, the detonation of spells and the shouts and calls to action coming at them from all directions.

‘We had no right to expect this to go so well,’ said Ilkar.

‘I’m not so sure that it is,’ said The Unknown. ‘They’re moving too slowly. And look at Denser now.’

Ilkar could see what he meant. Despite the selective murder of the young and very old by the Wesmen, there were still a sizeable number still alive and the pace of the column of city people was slow, scared and stumbling, the elderly supported by and slowing the younger and quicker. Behind them, in the store, Lallan’s voice could be heard above the general hubbub, urging them on, exhorting them to greater effort and greater speed.

And now, moving determinedly west, Denser was tracking the Wesmen force as it neared the square.

 


Above the rooftops, Denser, his sight augmented, surveyed Julatsa and, more particularly, the immediate threat to The Raven. Along the secure corridor, the Julatsans were coming under increasing pressure from the waking, angry Wesmen. Pockets of fighting were continuing along its whole length as the occupying warriors directed themselves against the College defenders. Nowhere yet was the situation critical but east and west Denser could see Wesmen streaming in from their billets and camps, emerging from houses, offices and inns, belting on their weapons and hurrying to the fight, alarm bells sounding out across the city.

The weak points of the corridor were at either end and in the southern market where buildings gave way to cobbles and access to the defensive line was broader. Fortunately, the Wesmen hadn’t reached those points yet, halted by fierce flank defence in critical streets and the judicious use of fire as a barricade. The Julatsans were making their knowledge of the city streets work hard for them and, so far, neither grain store nor College was assailed.

But to the south and west of the grain store, the clearly organised fast march of well over three thousand Wesmen was nearing the square and would soon engulf The Raven and their charges. Too soon.

Below Denser, the freed Julatsans continued to stream out of the doors to the grain store, urged on by the gesturing arms of Hirad, The Unknown and Ilkar, the sound of their voices rising clear into the slowly lightening sky. Denser swooped down again, hovering over the moving line, apologising as some of those below him flinched or stumbled.

‘Hirad, any time now this square will be crawling with Wesmen bent on unpicking your entrails. They are barely a street away from the south and west entrances and we aren’t enough to stop them on open ground.’

Hirad shrugged and pointed at Erienne who rested in his arms, eyes closed, deep in concentration.

‘Delay them for us, then,’ he said. ‘We aren’t leaving until this hall is empty.’ He glanced back inside. ‘There are only a few hundred to go.’

‘Gods, you’re pushing it close,’ said Denser.

‘Too close if you don’t start laying down some fire,’ said Hirad. ‘So go and make yourself useful.’

Denser glowered and swept back into the sky, heading south-west.

‘Come on, hurry!’ Ilkar shouted, frustration edging his tone. There were only a couple of hundred left in the store and Hirad had to smile though he could hear the barking shouts of the approaching enemy.

‘Calm down, Ilks. We’ll be fine.’

‘Calm down? A Wesmen army is about to slaughter us as we stand at the back of a slow-moving line of infants and ancients and all you can do is stick the only man who can slow them up with little barbs from that great barbarian mouth of yours. Don’t tell me to calm down.’

‘Ilkar.’ The Unknown’s tone was admonishing. ‘Your talk will incite panic. More haste is good, blind flight is bad.’ The Unknown helped a frail-looking man on his way with a friendly pat. ‘That’s it, keep up the pace. Time is running out. That’s it.’ He leant into Ilkar again. ‘Don’t forget, we’re The Raven. While we remain calm, so will they.’

‘I just think we’re cutting this very fine, just like Denser says,’ said Ilkar.

‘And you are both right,’ said The Unknown quietly. ‘But like Hirad says, we aren’t leaving anyone behind.’

The store was all but empty. A man jogged past with a child on his shoulders and a babe in his arms, followed by two young women arm-chairing a tiny old lady who appeared in a dead faint.

‘How are we doing, Lallan?’ called Ilkar.

‘Fine. Almost there.’

Sudden illumination from behind them threw stark shards of shadow flashing across the stone-flagged square. Hirad swung round. Drops of fire fell like heavy rain from the sky, concentrating in a tight area to the south. Above the spell, the dark shape of Denser carrying Erienne flitted upwards, pursued by the black shafts of arrows. None hit, so far as Hirad could see, but the clatter of wood on stone as the arrows dropped to the earth, was lost in the tumult of noise as Erienne’s HotRain struck home.

Horns sounded behind the buildings, men shouted, some crying out in shock, pain or surprise. The rumbling of running feet could be clearly heard and, where the HotRain took a hold, flames licked at wood and caressed the night from the sky, augmenting the dawn.

As Hirad watched, Denser and Erienne wheeled and dived in again, fast. A long, narrow line of HotRain flared beneath them, dropping quickly. More wasted arrows flicked into the sky, tracking far too slowly to catch the speeding mage pair, who swung back towards the grain store.

Landing in a flurry of dust as the last of the Julatsans ran from the doors with Lallan’s urging voice behind them, Denser set Erienne down and shook some life back into his arms.

‘We’re slowing them but we aren’t stopping them, I—’

With a howl, the first of the Wesmen entered the square. Like a flash flood bursting into a valley they came, filling the space with the weight of their numbers and the very air with the deafening sound of their voices as they saw their quarry at last.

The released Julatsan prisoners panicked and ran, their screams tearing at the ear, any semblance of order in those at the rear of the line dissolving into terrified chaos, stumbling, tripping, pushing and forcing their way towards the northern exit of the square.

‘Move quickly but calmly. Help your friends, don’t shove them aside!’ Lallan’s voice rose above the barrage of noise but was completely ignored. The Unknown turned to him.

‘Get yourself out of here,’ he said. ‘Don’t look back. Hirad, time to act.’

Hirad gauged the pace of the Wesmen approach, guessing they might just reach the street before the enemy.

‘All right you three, we need some rubble to slow them down. Sorry Ilkar but some of your buildings will have to come down.’ He pointed at the city administration offices and barracks that ran around the northern edge of the square around the grain store.

‘No problem,’ said Ilkar. ‘C’mon you two.’ The Julatsan ran around the thinning crowd, Erienne and Denser, wings now dispersed, hard on his heels.

‘All right Big Man, that leaves you and me for the rearguard.’

The Unknown nodded. ‘I gathered. Let’s go.’ The two men turned and hurried after the fleeing Julatsans, shepherding them towards the exit from the square which was under heavy guard.

‘Keep it going. No need for panic, we’re at your backs.’ Hirad’s voice urged and cajoled frightened men, women and children. To his left, The Unknown scooped a fallen child under one arm and sprinted forwards, planting the crying girl on the shoulders of a young woman. He turned back to the onrushing Wesmen, caught Hirad’s eye and yelled.

‘Duck!’

Arrows coursed over Hirad’s head, plunging into the defenceless civilians. A dozen fell and the line disintegrated, people running in all directions to avoid the killing shafts.

‘No!’ shouted Hirad. ‘Forwards. Keep going forwards.’ But his voice was lost. Behind him, the Wesmen roar increased, and the pounding of their feet could be felt through the cobbles of the square. ‘Ilkar!’ His voice now a bellow, Hirad saw Ilkar turn his way. ‘HardShield! HardShield! Protect the exit.’

An arrow whistled past Hirad’s right ear, burying itself in the shoulder of an old man. He fell and others paused to help. Hirad made a hurrying motion with his arms as he hurdled the body. ‘Don’t stop. You can’t help him, he’s gone already. Run on.’

With The Unknown again at his shoulder, Hirad urged and pushed the Julatsans out of the square, at every step expecting an arrow to thud into one or both of their bodies. The shafts still fell but they were arced to fall into the main body of the crowd in an attempt to incite more panic. But those who hadn’t broken away as the first arrows fell had clearly decided to run headlong and trust to luck, for which Hirad was eternally grateful.

Ahead, Hirad could see Ilkar had cast and that Erienne and Denser were deep in concentration, at work on the spell that would bring down the buildings in the faces of the Wesmen. In front of them, Julatsan soldiers beckoned the crowd on, helping them to relative safety up the secured path that Hirad knew must be under increasing pressure all along its length.

‘Almost there,’ he shouted. ‘Keep pushing on.’

The arrows no longer fell in the crowd, bouncing instead from Ilkar’s shield. Hirad and The Unknown reached the line of soldiers, stopped and spun round. The Wesmen were less than a hundred yards behind them.

‘Now Denser,’ said Hirad. ‘Now Erienne.’ He and The Unknown spread their arms and moved backwards, ushering the soldiers back with them. The Wesmen roared on, sensing blood.

‘Hammer,’ said Denser and Erienne together.

Beneath their feet, the earth rumbled and shifted. Hirad felt a ripple travel through his body as it moved in the direction of the square, gathering in intensity.

As he continued to move back, he saw the Wesmen line falter in its charge, still forty yards distant, as it neared the buildings. Under the enemy, cracks opened as the ground moved violently, pitching Wesmen from their feet, forcing most to stop and scramble for balance. Behind them, their comrades ploughed on, trampling the fallen underfoot until horns and shouts slowed them to a stop.

To Hirad’s left and right, the buildings shuddered, loose chips of stonework and dust clouded the outlines and roof slates shifted and fell. A pause followed in which Denser and Erienne both jerked their arms skywards before flattening them in an arc to the cruciform shape. Then they turned and ran.

Without bothering to wait, Hirad did the same, closing to Ilkar’s ear as he did so. ‘Time to go, Ilkar. Keep that shield up if you can.’

The Julatsan nodded. Hirad grabbed one of his arms and led him away, all the time with one eye on the scene behind.

Slabs of stone twice a man’s height burst from the ground, spearing the street in two dozen places and showering cobbles and mud in all directions. They rose under the buildings and the feet of the Wesmen causing chaos and destruction while all the time the tremors and ripples gained strength as they focused under their targets.

With a flat crack that echoed into the lightening sky, the city administration offices slid left into the street. Thousands of stones burst from their bindings to cascade, bounce and crash down to cover the escape of the Julatsans, the clatter of pebbles complementing the rumble of the main parts of the building and the fragmenting of tiles. Moments later, barracks to the right began to rock as slab after slab rose inside, sending slate and timber into the square, scattering the Wesmen line. Across the street a fissure opened in the ground, the fault running left and right gouting dust into the air and yawning three feet wide in places.

‘Let’s take this chance!’ roared Hirad. ‘Push it on, straight to the College. Come on!’

Falling back in pre-ordered form, the Julatsan city guard closed ranks as the whole force began slowly to relinquish the corridor while maintaining the integrity of its shortening length. They had been trained for just such action. Drilled for years in fighting street to street, falling back in safety to the next bottle-neck when required and striking out in guerrilla action to weaken and demoralise attacking forces, the guard moved efficiently to the College.

Inside the cordon, The Raven ran the line of city folk, cajoling, urging and encouraging while Ilkar’s moving HardShield, joined shortly after by those of Denser and Erienne, provided significant protection from the arrows that fell sporadically into the running crowd.

Hirad knew the building collapses wouldn’t hold the Wesmen for long and already, as the desultory arrow drop indicated, they were finding their way along parallel alleys, though not in sufficient numbers to overwhelm the well-drilled Julatsan city guard who had beaten off all attempts thus far. But there was one point where weakness in their line was inevitable and, glancing back to see the retreat under control, he made his decision.

‘Unknown!’ he called above the cries and screams of the crowd and the barked orders of the guard Captains. ‘The southern market.’

The Unknown nodded. ‘Raven! Raven with me!’ Dropping their shields, the trio of mages formed up behind the warrior pair and ran for the open space of Julatsa’s southern market place where, in peaceful times, grain and fresh produce were traded.

It was asway with people, the yelling of soldiers, the running of the old and the young and the clash of weapons as the Wesmen battered at the slim line of defence, heedless of the spells that dropped death on their defenceless bodies.

Hirad headed left across the market where the Julatsan line was being pushed back, not needing to check if The Raven were with him. In front of him, he could see hundreds of Wesmen spilling into a wide access street and running to the attack. Facing them, two dozen Julatsan guard and a pair of mages, one of whom was maintaining a HardShield as occasional bouncing arrows indicated.

‘Denser, we need FlameOrbs. Ilkar, relieve the shield mage. Erienne, whatever you’ve got to keep them back. Unknown, with me.’ Hirad ran into the centre of the line, pulled an injured man away with his left arm and swung his blade right-handed and overhead, feeling the metal crash through the shoulder of his target. Behind him as he squared up, he heard The Unknown issuing instructions to the Julatsan squad leader.

‘Take half your men and shore up the rolling retreat to the south. Leave the mages with us. Keep the people moving. We’re doing well but we’re not home yet.’

‘Yes sir,’ said the squad leader. Moments later, The Unknown was beside him, his blade making the space he needed, cleaving the air in a tight upward arc, punching a Wesman from his feet as he tried desperately to block. The enemy warrior crashed into those behind him, his axe shaft splintered, his hands bloodied. Hirad smashed a fist into his next victim’s face and drove his blade straight into the Wesman’s stomach.

‘Sir?’ Hirad shook his head. ‘Are you sure he knew who you were?’ He drove his sword at the face of an enemy who blocked it with his own, jumping back as he did so.

The Unknown risked a glance across at the barbarian, his double-handed blade sweeping through in a defensive arc, connecting with nothing but keeping back everything. Hirad saw the big man’s mouth turn half up as he shrugged.

‘He just recognised authority when he spoke to it,’ he said.

‘Arrogant bastard.’ Hirad smiled.

‘Big sword.’ The Unknown winked and hefted his blade. ‘It usually does the trick.’

The press on the Julatsan line had eased just a little. The arrival of The Raven had energised the flagging Julatsan guard and given their adversaries pause for thought. There was not quite so much determination to breach into the square. An air of anxiety flickered across the faces of the Wesmen facing them and still any arrows bounced from the HardShield, now almost certainly held by Ilkar.

Denser’s FlameOrbs exploded into the partial stand-off, flitting over the heads of the first Wesmen and landing in the thick of their number, inflicting maximum damage, panic and chaos.

Though it was a sight he’d seen many times before, Hirad still had to steel himself against the horror of the magical flame that ate through armour and flesh like acid, burned with the intensity of a blacksmith’s forge and was as hard to douse. Those Wesmen who could, scattered from the effect of the flames, leaving their comrades to tear at clothes, beat at flames that consumed skin and hair and die in screaming agony.

Hirad and The Unknown were ready for the fallout as the instinctive move from the centre of the spell pushed unprepared Wesmen towards them. They led the Julatsans, striking hard and fast, cutting the enemy down as they all but stumbled on to the Julatsan defenders’ blades.

And before Denser’s magical fires guttered, HotRain was falling among the confused ranks of Wesmen who broke and scattered backwards, their wounded comrades and dead forgotten in the rush to dodge the tears of flame.

Hirad laughed. ‘On your way, Wesmen!’ he called after them. ‘You’ll never take the East.’

He and The Unknown stooped among the fallen, their daggers finishing those who still lived before they cleaned their blades on charred furs and scorched cloth and swept up discarded axes, knives and swords, prising or chopping away locked fingers.

‘We’ve bought a little time here,’ said The Unknown, glancing behind him as he reformed the line with Hirad, passing his haul of weapons to soldiers standing ready. ‘But just a little. Look at that movement.’ He indicated with a lazy sweep of his sword, flicking the heavy blade as nonchalantly as he might a stick. Hirad followed his gaze.

The Wesmen had reformed some thirty yards distant, a massive gap in the context of this conflict, at a crossroads where a narrow alley crossed the main street. Behind their somewhat bemused defensive line, Wesmen poured across the street, heading north towards the College. The numbers weren’t great but it could be assumed that the movement was being mirrored on the opposite side of the southern market.

‘The last thing we need is to come under sustained attack before we’re into the defence from the College walls,’ said The Unknown. ‘We need more weight further up the chain.’

Hirad glanced over his shoulder. The square was emptying rapidly, now populated principally by city guardsmen and soldiers.

‘I think we just need to leave,’ said Hirad. ‘If we don’t, we’ll soon be overwhelmed anyway, defence from the College walls or not.’

The Unknown nodded. ‘Agreed.’ He raised his voice just a little. ‘All right. On my mark, we move backwards. Denser, Erienne, look after Ilkar.’

The Julatsans, under The Raven’s calming voices, began to back away into the square, triggering an instant reaction among the Wesmen who advanced, crowding into the street, still cautious and thirty yards distant.

‘Shield down,’ said Ilkar almost immediately. ‘Wait. This is no good; they’ll overwhelm us if they charge, we need to keep them further back. We need static ForceCones covering every exit to the square. Any mage that can cast, do it. Hirad, trust me.’

‘Always,’ said Hirad. Ilkar began casting. ‘I’ll stay with him. The rest of you find those mages.’

Erienne hesitated, made a half move but Denser stayed her. The Unknown turned to the Julatsan squad leader, talking over the shouts he could hear across the square as the retreat continued.

‘You heard him. We’ve got to buy more time. Run.’ He moved to stand by Ilkar’s free shoulder, Denser and Erienne forming a mage line behind the trio. ‘Now is not the time to split us,’ said The Unknown. ‘We are The Raven.’ He held his sword in front of him, point tapping rhythmically on the stone at his feet.

A calm came over Hirad. He smiled and faced the enemy. Beside him, Ilkar’s low intonation stopped and he spoke the command word. The ForceCone, invisible and impenetrable, hurtled towards the advancing Wesmen.

‘HardShield up,’ said Erienne.

‘Ilkar is secure,’ added Denser.

Numerical superiority belatedly overcame fear of magic and the Wesmen charged, angry yells spilling from their lips, axes and swords catching the first rays of morning light. But a mere handful of paces in, the charge was abruptly blunted as the leading warriors smashed into Ilkar’s ForceCone which barricaded the street so effectively.

Wesmen bounced from its invisible surface, stumbling back and sprawling, those behind them, not willing to believe what their eyes showed them, hurdling their prone comrades only to discover the truth as noses were bloodied and axes sprung from hands.

Bewilderment replaced anger for a while as confused men picked themselves from the ground, gathered up weapons and moved cautiously forward again, hands outstretched, until they encountered Ilkar’s barrier.

Hirad watched them with a kind of detached amusement, confident in both the Raven mages’ spells. The Unknown, he could sense, was monitoring the square behind them, his eyes no doubt assessing defence of other entrances and his mind calculating when the time would be right to run.

In front of Hirad, the Wesmen quickly appraised their problem. A few ineffectual strikes against the Cone did nothing but risk sprained wrists and the arrows loosed bounced or snapped on impact, springing back towards the rapidly growing force behind.

The archers switched their attention to the boundaries of the Cone, testing its height by sending arrows up at ever steepening angles until they cleared its upper edge, plunging down merely to bounce from Erienne’s HardShield, choking off the fledgling cheers of the Wesmen. They fell silent and dropped away a couple of paces. They knew they were up against magic they couldn’t penetrate but knew also that they had one last weapon. Time. No spell lasts forever.

Hirad checked The Raven. Ilkar and Erienne were deep in the maintenance of their spells. Denser stood with a hand on Erienne’s shoulder, his eyes open but unfocused, monitoring the castings. The Unknown had backed up a few paces to get a clearer view of the square in its entirety. He was frowning but not scowling. Things weren’t critical.

So Hirad turned back to the enemy, watching their growing frustration. He caught the gaze of a Wesman warrior. He grinned broadly. The man had a smear of blood on his face and the skin of his knuckles was broken though he gripped the shaft of his axe hard. His eyes, dark and brooding under heavy brows, stared from a square face pocked by weather and skirmish. Thin lips, large ears and a mass of unruly hair framed his scornful facial cast. Hirad cocked his head, let his expression harden, then straightened his posture.

‘Think you can take me?’ he asked. The Wesman, apparently with a rudimentary grasp of eastern dialect, nodded. ‘Know who I am? Know who we are?’ No response. ‘We are The Raven. We are your nightmare. We are your death.’ Borrowed words but the Wesman wouldn’t know it. Hirad saw him shift his stance and retake the grip on his axe.

‘Must you?’ asked The Unknown, at his shoulder once again. ‘They’ll only run faster.’

‘Not fast enough. What’s up?’ Hirad saw The Unknown chewing his lip.

‘There aren’t enough mages in the square. The Wesmen are peppering arrows where they know we have no shields. It’s only a matter of time before one of the Cones goes down.’

‘And the prisoners?’

‘They’ve cleared the square but it’s slow going. And there’s fighting further up the secure corridor.’

‘How long do you think we’ve got?’ asked Hirad.

‘How good are the Wesmen archers?’ replied The Unknown.

Good enough.

A roar echoed through the square. Moments later, the first of the Julatsan guardsmen sprinted past The Raven’s position, heading north.

‘If we stay, we’ll die,’ said Hirad. In front of him, the Wesmen tensed, ready.

The Unknown nodded and leaned into Ilkar.

‘Ilkar, we have to leave. When I squeeze your shoulder, drop the Cone and run. Don’t look back.’ Ilkar’s reply was a slight nod of the head. Denser relayed the same message to Erienne.

‘Ready, Hirad? Denser?’ The Unknown took in their curt acknowledgements, placed a hand on Ilkar’s shoulder and squeezed. The Raven’s Julatsan punched his hands outwards and the Cone shot into the unsuspecting Wesmen before dissipating, knocking a dozen from their feet and causing momentary disarray. It was all the gap the Raven needed.

‘Run!’ yelled Hirad. And The Raven ran, Denser snatching the slower Erienne into his arms and springing into the air on load-bearing ShadowWings. Tearing left into the square, Hirad looked right to see a wave of Wesmen forging into the open space and, in front of them, a handful of Julatsan warriors and mages desperate to escape the deluge.

Ahead, the column of ex-prisoners, all pretence at order gone, stampeded towards the College while at either side of them city and College guardsmen fought grim battles with Wesmen determined to close the pincer.

The Raven trio, under Ilkar’s running HardShield, took up rear station on the chase. Above them, Denser swooped in again and again, Erienne scattering HotRain to disrupt the Wesmen charge and buy precious time. And as they approached pockets of defence at entry points to the corridor, The Unknown or Hirad barked the order to disengage to the Julatsan guard.

They gained on the prisoner column quickly, the walls of the College looming large. Great sheets of magical fire sealed the path to the south gates across the cobbled space in front of the ancient school and, mercifully, hid the mounds of bodies that rotted and stank where they lay.

They were close to sanctuary, so very close, when the last alley defenders buckled under the weight of Wesmen numbers and the enemy spilled into the street, their weapons flailing around the terrified city folk.

‘Denser, block that entrance!’ roared The Unknown as he upped his pace towards the break that threatened to trap them. Hirad swore and plunged into the crowd, his sword slashing the spine of a Wesman whose axe had bitten into the skull of an old man, killing him within sight of safety.

The Dark Mage and Erienne flew over his head. HotRain fell, this time a downpour, a curtain of flame drops, orange, red and white splashing over stone, brick and body.

To Hirad’s left, The Unknown, his momentum giving him great strength, picked up a Wesman with one hand around his neck and hurled him from the scattering crowd.

‘Run. Get to the doors. Now!’ he yelled. Behind them, the Wesmen army poured up the street, showers of arrows clattering off walls and pouring down into the fleeing Julatsans. Hirad chopped the thighs of another Wesman, stooped and picked up the child who had stumbled at his feet and ran, the shouts of the enemy firing into his ears.

‘Go! Go!’ he shouted and Ilkar dropped the HardShield and chased ahead, The Unknown just in advance of him. Over their heads, spells from the ranks of Julatsan mages arced out, fire, ice and hail tearing into the storming Wesmen army, whose charge slowed and stopped where their men were cut down by the magic against which they were helpless.

‘Close the gates,’ called Hirad as they neared and the gatemen obliged, The Raven squeezing through the gap they left. The great iron-bound wooden gates clanged shut, WardLock fizzed across the wood and the last arrows thudded in harmlessly, their impact muted by the thick timbers.

Hirad set down the child who clung to his leg bawling, his mouth wide, terrified, eyes streaming tears. The Raven warrior wiped and sheathed his sword, feeling the gazes of his friends on him, their mouths turning up, smiling through their gasps for breath. He shrugged and patted the boy ineffectually on the head. The volume of his cries increased.

‘You’re safe now,’ Hirad said. ‘Quiet down.’

Denser landed close by, Erienne tumbling from his grasp to snatch the toddler from Hirad’s leg, holding him to her chest and patting his back, his arms thrown around her neck.

‘Do you know nothing?’ she asked him, but there was admiration in her voice, not anger.

Hirad smiled. ‘Not a great deal,’ he said. ‘Thanks.’ He looked about the College courtyard. It was teeming with bewildered but relieved city folk, some of whom had the presence of mind to thank their rescuers before being ushered away by College guards anxious to clear open spaces at risk from projectile attack.

Above The Raven, who leaned against the walls, the spell barrage had ceased and outside the Wesmen clamoured, kept back for now at a safe distance, wary of magic. But soon, the false calm would be shattered and already men had fought and mages had spent themselves and it was not yet full dawn.

And before they could join the battle, The Raven had texts to find but, more importantly, a duty to perform. One that wouldn’t wait.

Hirad indicated the infirmary.

‘Come on, Raven, we have a Vigil to observe.’ The mercenaries walked solemnly across the College courtyard. Of Thraun, there was no sign.




Chapter 26

Styliann felt a tiny pang of sorrow for what he had led the Wesmen into.

The Protectors had run on, indefatigable, resting only when the Wesmen behind them had to pause, and pushing on before their pursuers began again. Throughout the chase, the Wesmen never fell back by more than a few hours and Styliann was impressed by their sheer stamina and determination.

But, with the sun at its zenith on the third day of the chase, he had met the Protector army he had summoned from Xetesk and now he waited. The scouts he had posted estimated the Wesmen force to be in the region of four to five thousand but, even though he had perhaps a tenth that number of Protectors at his disposal, he knew he would win, probably losing no more than forty of his charges in the process.

Styliann surveyed the land on which he had chosen to fight. He sat on his horse on a small rise to the right of his main force of Protectors. In front of him, the ground rose gently to a small plateau, on the other side of which lay a steeper slope up which the Wesmen would soon be marching.

To the left and right, tracking through areas of low crag and woodland, a dozen Protectors swept for forward enemy scouts while two groups of forty lay ready for the flanking order when battle was joined.

That left almost four hundred to take the core of the Wesmen battle front. They stood absolutely silent below the lip of the rise, waiting for the pulsed command from Cil to surge over the top. Should everything go as planned, mêlée would be joined before the Wesmen archers could string their bows.

Styliann had chosen a reasonably narrow focus for the attack. His front line would be no more than eighty warriors wide. Narrow enough to ensure he couldn’t be overwhelmed, wide enough to unleash the full force of the Protectors on an enemy who would be totally unprepared for what they faced.

He heard the Wesmen long before a silent order brought his Protectors to the ready, each with sword and axe in either hand. The tribal songs echoed from the slopes, filtered through the trees and rang into the clear blue sky on the gusting breeze. Ten tribesmen, making up a Wesmen advance guard, ran up the rise and over it, meeting swift, silent death on the blades of the waiting Xeteskian warriors before they had a chance to change their songs to warnings. The rest of the army were jogging, the pace and rhythm of the words told him that, driving hard towards their doom with victory on their lips.

Styliann smiled at the irony.

It would soon be time, and the former Lord of the Mount found himself irritated at the necessity of the fight to come. But he couldn’t have the Wesmen chase him to the gates of Xetesk, as they would undoubtedly do if not stopped before. He had no guarantee that he would gain access to the city immediately and any delay could quite literally be fatal. The ground around Xetesk was too open and even the Protectors would struggle against four thousand on the fields before the walled city. No, it had to be here and it had to be now.

Styliann turned to Cil. ‘Engage at will.’ Cil nodded and faced the ranks of his brethren, still with a secure hand on the reins of his Given’s horse. Styliann felt a stab of nerves through his confidence but he quashed it merely by looking again at his Protectors.

Not a word was shouted, no signals fanned through their ranks, no heads turned to await command. The thunder of footsteps grew, vibrating through the ground as the enemy closed. Individual voices could be heard through the mass of the song, whose intensity never let up as they ran. Four thousand Wesmen calling death to their enemies, beating axes against thighs, the dull thumping adding a grim beat to the song. On they came, a surge racing forward, ready to crash on their foe. They had no fear. It could be heard from every throat. They were the Tribes; the land would be theirs.

And hidden before them, the Protectors. One moment, they were standing stock still while the songs of the Wesmen and the sound of their feet rolled over them. The next, battle was joined in a ring of steel and a storm up the rise.

Wide-spaced, to allow the free wielding of both weapons, the Protectors ran mute into the unsuspecting ranks of the Wesmen, whose songs died in their throats, turning to warning and battle order as the first of their number dropped lifeless to the ground. The Xeteskian thralled force plunged in with extraordinary brutality, stopping the Wesmen in their tracks with a blistering barrage of axe and longsword. Screams filled the air.

Styliann watched dispassionately as his Protectors destroyed the vanguard of the Wesmen before they had a chance to break from their ten-abreast column, the mana shape for HotRain playing in his mind.

He rode further up the rise on which he was positioned, moving nearer the battle, and was greeted with the sight of his flanking forces wading in from the left and right. They scythed through the column, cutting off a section of perhaps three hundred Wesmen.

Completely surrounded by Protectors, they were simply massacred while the Dark College force simultaneously formed a new advanced front line, again precisely spaced but with a concavity to draw the Wesmen in.

The enemy leader finally managed to force order on his men. Commands ran throughout the panicked column, which broke and moved to attack on a broader front, meeting the Protectors head on. Behind the lines, archers peeled away and Styliann quickly adjusted his mana shape, moving from the lattice that was HotRain, to the tight spheroid that produced FlameOrbs.

Before the first volley of arrows was nocked, the ex-Lord of the Mount’s quartet of white-striated orange Orbs, each the size of a human skull, sailed over the closing battle lines to splash fire on the defenceless archers. Those not deluged, scattered, a pall of thick smoke rising from burning victims, cries of pain louder than the urgent orders to reform.

Battle proper was joined with the Wesmen in turmoil and fighting as much for shape as for their lives. They were scared. Styliann could see it in the set of their bodies and knew what they faced. Masks and polished steel. Death whose countenance they would never see, death that was silent and unstoppable.

The Protectors made no sound. No grunts of exertion as they struck, no battle cries, no screams from the injured and the few who died. Nothing. Just a wall of blades; flat, featureless masks and dark-stained leather, chain and plate. To Styliann’s ears, the sound of their weapons was almost musical, and he watched their inexorable advance, likening it in his mind to a macabre dance.

Blades flashed in the sunlight, crashing into the Wesmen’s stout defence. Axe and sword fell remorselessly as the Protectors forced the pace, their onslaught withering and awesome. The clatter of weapon on shield, the dull thud of blade on body, the sparking clash as metal found metal; all drifted over Styliann on a cloud of Wesmen blood. Three more times, at Cil’s request, he launched devastating FlameOrbs into groups of archers or individual bowmen. Three times, fire washed the sky. Three times, the acrid smoke rose to mingle with the dust and the blood.

The Wesmen were brave and resolute and Styliann admired their spirit while pitying the futility of their action. And they didn’t simply queue up to die. From the rear of their lines, more than five hundred broke ranks to skirt the battlefield, aiming to flank the Protectors. Watched all the way by the scouts concealed left and right, they were met by a force of the Xeteskian warriors who peeled from the line to confront them before they could pose any threat to Styliann.

Even that didn’t deter them. Ultimately, it was the Protectors’ defence that broke their morale.

The battle had raged for well over an hour and the Protectors had maintained their steady, silent advance, walking through the bodies of the Wesmen, never looking down to find their feet, each pace sure and certain. Those behind the fighting line directed movement, leaving them free to focus on attack, while others stooped to pull fallen brethren from the carnage.

It was a hopeless task for the Wesmen. Even when a Protector fell, their line was never in danger of being breached. Almost before the warrior had hit the ground, another was in his place, completing the defensive net.

Each Protector attacked without a flicker of a glance to his flanks. And while his sword or axe drove at his latest opponent, his chosen second weapon blocked and parried both strikes to his own body and those of the brother next to him; all directed by the soul mind whose conscious strength lay in Xetesk and whose eyes looked from five hundred faces. They missed almost nothing, gave the Wesmen no consistent target, and any hope that flickered was snuffed out by the turn of a blade at the critical moment.

Styliann saw the end. To the right of the battle line, the Wesmen mounted a desperate push. Spearmen jabbed between the sword and axemen, adding a new dimension to the fight. They roared their battle cries, summoned every ounce of spirit and hurled themselves forward.

Instantly, and almost imperceptibly, the Protectors responded. The slightest closing of their ranks, the merest quickening of their strike rate, the smallest increase of the defensive response. Wesmen axe and sword found nothing but steel; spear thrusts were caught in the gauntleted hands of the second-line Protectors, their wielders dragged to their deaths. Bodies dropped, the wounded screamed, and blood ran over the feet of those still standing. In a matter of moments, the Wesmen effort to break the Protector line was reversed, the Xeteskians punched a hole in the enemy defence and their order broke and scattered.

Across the battle front, they turned and ran, the orders of their captains ignored, the belief gone and their spirit broken. The Protectors made no move to give chase, merely standing and watching them go.

Styliann laid a hand on Cil’s shoulder. The Protector turned smartly to him.

‘You may take the masks from the dead. But be quick with your rituals. We must be back in Xetesk before nightfall tomorrow. There is much to be done.’

 


They’d found Thraun curled by the foot of Will’s bed. The infirmary staff hadn’t dared to move the big blond warrior, instead throwing a blanket over his nakedness to give him some warmth and dignity.

And that was all they could do for him because flooding through the doors had been Julatsa’s wounded and dying. Every bed was occupied; dark red had joined the light colours of the infirmary, and the wails of pain and fear mixed with the clatter of buckets, the whispering of mages, the urgent shouts of the tenders and the running of feet in every direction.

Will had lain in the bed, his face covered by a sheet, waiting for The Raven to take him and honour him, the area around him and Thraun a pool of sad quiet in the hubbub of the infirmary. There had been a Vigil but no burial. Victims of the siege were to be stored in the cellars beneath the Mana Bowl, where it was cool and dry and the air heavy with incense.

Now, with Thraun lifted on to the empty bed and left to sleep, his eyes dark hollows, his mouth moving soundlessly, framing words of grief and anguish, tears squeezing from his eyelids, The Raven took time to sit and talk in a quiet chamber in the Tower. Outside, the Wesmen gathered their forces, brought up their towers and catapults and prepared to attack, while in the skies above the sun shone down, an inappropriate warmth and freshness drifting over Julatsa.

Hirad took them all in, knowing their first action should be to sleep all day. They had had no rest since Sha-Kaan’s arrival, had fought almost constantly and Ilkar and Erienne, he was sure, were both spent as far as casting was concerned. Of Denser, he wasn’t so sure. The Xeteskian appeared relatively fresh and alert, his pipe, as ever, clamped between his teeth. But his eyes had that distant look that Hirad didn’t much care for. Like he was thinking greater thoughts than those in his company should be allowed to share. Still, it was an improvement on the sullen disinterest he’d shown since leaving Parve.

‘Will’s death triggered his change back, I presume,’ said Ilkar. Erienne nodded.

‘Had to be,’ said The Unknown. ‘But I think such speculation is not the best use of our very limited time.’

‘We need to try and understand or we won’t be able to help him,’ said Erienne.

‘Yes, but we’ve got significant problems, other than Thraun, that I am afraid some of us seem to have overlooked in the recent excitement,’ said The Unknown, his tone forbidding any interruption. Hirad almost smiled but quashed it. Denser and Erienne wouldn’t have seen him like this, not really. This was The Unknown he needed. The calm assessor and practical planner as well as the colossal warrior.

‘We came here to find Septern’s texts; let’s not forget that. But we don’t know how long the College can hold out against the Wesmen. The task is further complicated by the fact that part of the Library is now in the Heart below us. We have no idea how long the search will take and Barras cannot spare us many, if any, mages from the College defence.

‘We will have to play our part in securing the College from the Wesmen, not least to give ourselves time enough to search the Heart and Library.

‘We also have to tend to Thraun until he is fit enough to travel and, when we have what we came for, we have to get out of Julatsa whether the siege is over or not. The rip widens daily. It will not wait for us and we’ve already been delayed too long. If the measurements are correct, we have only seven days to close the rip and the only gateway we know of is three days’ ride away at least.’ He leaned back in his chair and sipped his drink.

‘But look at us, Unknown,’ said Hirad. ‘We can’t fight or cast effectively right now. We’re all shattered. The first thing we need is rest.’

‘We’ve made something of a rod for our own backs, haven’t we?’ said Denser, applying flame to his pipe. ‘It was a heroic rescue but they’ll merely expect more of the same.’

‘Well, thanks for that incisive contribution,’ said Ilkar. ‘Any other words of wisdom you’d care to share with us?’

‘I just felt it needed saying,’ said Denser with a shrug.

‘It makes no difference what people expect,’ said Hirad. ‘The Raven do what The Raven have to do. And what we have to do now is rest. I don’t want to see any of us on the ramparts today unless there’s a breach, which is something I doubt.’

‘You don’t think they’ll expect us to advise, or just be there to raise morale?’ said Denser.

‘We’ve told Kard all he needs to know,’ said The Unknown. ‘We have to look after ourselves for now. Ilkar, what’s your condition?’

‘Not too bad,’ said the Julatsan. ‘I can replenish quickly here in the College. We all can, though Denser and Erienne have to modulate the flow they accept. It’s you, Hirad and Thraun who need the rest. I’m going to the Heart to start the search and I’ll sleep at night, Wesmen willing. If Erienne and Denser want to help, the Library will be open to them.’ Both mages nodded. ‘Good.’

‘Another thing before we break,’ said Hirad. ‘The Raven do not fight apart. I don’t want to see any of us fighting or casting alone. I for one, will not stand on the ramparts without the rest of you. We are The Raven. Remember that.’

‘You’ll never let us forget it,’ muttered Denser.

‘Still alive, aren’t you, Denser?’ snapped Hirad. ‘Think on why that is.’

 


Styliann had lost only twenty-three Protectors, an astonishing testament to the power and skill of the soul-linked army. He estimated that almost half of the Wesmen lay staring sightless at the sky and, before he left the battlefield, birds were circling over and walking among the dead, a fresh feast theirs for the taking. The rest of the routed army would report back to Tessaya and their terror would do more long-term damage than any blade.

The gates of Xetesk were closed to the former Lord of the Mount when he arrived, not that he was surprised. Dystran had few defences left and, he suspected, even fewer friends. As he rode towards the gates, the blustery, cloudy day drawing quickly towards dusk, Styliann reinforced the natural shield around his mind. He smiled as he felt the tendrils of a spell push at his barrier. They, whoever they were, had no hope of sundering the shield but he would have been disappointed had they not tried. To remain Lord of the Mount required consummate skill at protecting the mind.

Styliann dismounted and seated himself on a convenient grass-covered rise, around fifty yards from the gates and a stone’s throw from the main trail. There was a quickening of the pulse as he took in the dark-walled power of his beloved city.

To either side of the grand East Gate tower, with its ornate arched windows, multiple oil runs and three levels of reinforced ramparts, the dun-coloured walls ran away for over a mile, lost to sight as the dark closed in. Studded along their length with functional mage and archer turrets built in dark grey stone, the walls turned west for around a mile and a half before meeting the great west wall which faced the Blackthorne Mountains.

With deep foundations and internal buttressing, the walls, never less than fifty feet in height, sloped very slightly outward as they rose, overlooking an area of gently undulating grass and shrubland, cleared for over a hundred yards in every direction to provide defending mages with a clear field of vision.

And inside, Styliann could see the lights beginning to shine in the Towers of Xetesk. The sight saddened him more than he cared to admit to himself, his unwanted exile pulling at his heart.

With a hundred eyes staring at him from the walls and gate towers, Styliann considered the problems he faced in gaining entry to Xetesk. Guessing the next likely action depended very much on your point of view. The average Xeteskian guardsman looking out at their Lord of the Mount and the Protector army would be confused. The more enlightened would surmise political unrest on the Mount but none would know yet that there had been an attempted usurpation. Even Dystran was not fool enough to claim stewardship until he could parade Styliann’s corpse.

Inside the Mount, those few remaining loyal to Styliann would be working on a way to see him safely into the College, knowing that he couldn’t fly in without weakening his mind shield - an almost certainly fatal act. Presumably, they would be negotiating with Dystran and his aides, demanding audience for Styliann in controlled conditions, probably a Cold Room.

For his part, Dystran, because he was a dithering imbecile without the wit to govern, would be hoping in vain for some pre-emptive action from Styliann and his Protectors. Anything that would allow him to unleash magical offence with the blessing of the Xeteskian public. But even then he would have to exercise caution. Any aggression aimed at Styliann would trigger the Protectors and they could do significant damage to Xetesk and the College before they were stopped. All Styliann could do was wait. He wasn’t kept long.

Perhaps an hour after his arrival, and with a cool moonlit night giving Styliann’s quiet camp an eerie hue, the gate tower filled with archers and mages and the gate itself edged slightly ajar. One man stepped out. The gate closed. The archers and mages remained on station. Styliann rose to his feet and walked away from the warmth of his fire to approach the lone man, Cil at his shoulder, the rest of the Protectors bearing mute witness from a short distance.

‘Well, well. Dystran. I am honoured.’ Neither man offered a hand though Styliann had to admit some small respect that the new Lord of the Mount had chosen to meet him personally.

‘What is it that you want, Styliann?’ demanded Dystran, attempting to appear disinterested though the flicker of his eyes betrayed his nervousness.

‘Oh, just a bed for the night. I am but a weary traveller,’ said Styliann, his tone caustic. ‘What in all the hells do you think I want?’

Dystran flinched at Styliann’s sudden ire. ‘I cannot let you back in. The decision has been made. I am Lord of the Mount.’

Styliann’s lips thinned. ‘But I came back, didn’t I? You knew that I would.’

‘Once I knew you were still alive and in the East, yes,’ admitted Dystran.

‘Yes,’ said Styliann. ‘Unfortunate for you, wasn’t it?’

Dystran’s mouth tugged up at the corners. ‘A little.’

Styliann studied his face carefully, letting the silence grow.

‘At the present time you preside over very little,’ said the former Lord of the Mount. ‘An unrestrained rip eats at the sky threatening cataclysmic invasion from another dimension and only I and The Raven have the wit to try and search for an answer. The Wesmen are battering at the gates of Julatsa. They hold Understone and the pass and tens of thousands are poised to sweep towards Korina at will. And what have you and your supporters done in my absence?

‘Rather than conduct research to my instruction or organise serious defence and send soldiers to the battle for Julatsa, you have chosen to further your own personal ends. And how sorry they will look when the dragons are taking the Towers apart, brick by brick.

‘If you were half a man you would see that our dispute has to be set aside until the threats to us all are gone. Right now, I need access to the Library. The destination of the Stewardship is currently unimportant.’

‘The Library? Then you wish to do in Xetesk what we have so far failed to do and what The Raven are trying to do in Julatsa?’

Styliann tensed, his expression hardening. His eyes bored remorselessly into Dystran’s. ‘The Raven have reached Julatsa?’

Dystran nodded. ‘Contrary to your low opinion of our efforts, we are back in contact with Julatsa following the dispersal of their DemonShroud. It coincided with the rather extraordinary arrival of The Raven who apparently then released several thousand prisoners from a city swarming with Wesmen before setting to work on searching the Julatsan Library.’

Styliann laughed aloud, a reaction Dystran clearly wasn’t expecting.

‘Gods falling but they’re good,’ he said. ‘You have to hand it to them.’ The humour dropped from his eyes and face. ‘Tell me, how long have they been in Julatsa?’

‘Since before dawn this morning,’ replied Dystran.

Styliann bit his lip. He would have to hurry or they’d pass through into the dragon dimension without him, something he could not allow. And then the mists cleared in his mind and the answer to his problems was there before him.

‘Let me make you a proposition,’ he said, seeing Dystran frown and make a reflexive move backwards. ‘I think it will be to your advantage.’

‘I’m listening.’

‘Naturally.’




Chapter 27

On the walls of Julatsa, the battle raged. Spells swept across the cobbled apron around the College, detonations shook foundations. The ring of metal, the shouts of men and women, the dull thud of catapult, the wash of mana flow as spell barrages ebbed and flowed; all of it filtered down into the Heart where Ilkar sat.

With one ear constantly tuned to the fight outside, and ever ready to react should the quality and atmosphere of the sound change, he flicked through text after text, searching for note, reference and passage discussing Septern’s work.

Nearby, in the Library, Denser and Erienne taxed the librarians and archivists Barras had spared them, hoping for a breakthrough that looked increasingly unlikely as the day progressed to a blustery late afternoon.

And in a chamber as far from the sounds of death and momentary glory as the College confines would allow, Hirad and The Unknown slept. Not that they needed the quiet. Part of the career warrior’s art was the ability to sleep practically behind the front line. Hirad was particularly adept at snatching rest as the blood spattered his face, his innate sense of danger always waking him before his life was threatened. No, they didn’t need the quiet but Ilkar was anxious to see they rested deeply. There were hard times to come.

Ilkar rubbed his eyes and stared gloomily at the mass of books, scrolls and bundled papers he had still to sift through, next to the relatively small pile he had completed. He had known it would be difficult. Complete texts by Septern were rare and that pile of five bound volumes already sat at his right elbow, having been among the first brought to the Heart by Barras when the Wesmen threat grew. But all three Raven mages knew that much of Septern’s wisdom, scribbled down on scraps of parchment, annotated on other texts or sketched on the backs of scrolls, was either lost, hidden or transcribed. All they had was reference, cross-reference and the incomplete knowledge of the archivists. Following another vague lead offered by the preceding parchment, he frowned, sighed and read on.

 


In Julatsa’s Library, the hours crawled, though the work had a deadline neither could forget. Erienne and Denser’s arrival had, despite Barras’ assurances of good faith and assistance, been greeted with total suspicion by the archivists; three old men and a young student, who stared down their identically long noses and sniffed at every request.

‘It takes a certain sort to organise a library, don’t you find?’ Denser had said soon after they arrived.

‘They could be brothers of those in Dordover,’ Erienne had agreed.

‘One magic, one mage,’ Denser had said, covering her hand with his. Erienne had smiled and placed a hand low down on her stomach, imagining her child moving within her though in truth she could feel nothing.

‘I hope so,’ she had said.

The archivists’ frosty attitude had warmed over the following hours as it became obvious that The Raven’s mages had no intention of pillaging Julatsan secrets. Curt responses, thumped-down books and half-thrown scrolls had given way to slight smiles, words of help and encouragement and, eventually, to direct research assistance.

The archive student sat at the desk with them, poring over a referential text of Julatsan lore, every now and then lifting a nervous head as the sounds of fighting reached his young ears.

‘We’re in no immediate danger,’ said Denser.

‘How do you know?’ asked the student, Therus, his freckled face displaying his awe of the Dawnthief mage next to him.

‘Because Hirad Coldheart hasn’t appeared to order us up to the walls,’ replied Denser. ‘Keep calm. Your soldiers have great hearts. They won’t crumble.’

Mollified, Therus went back to his reading. Erienne smiled and Denser leaned back and stretched his aching neck, taking in the vast shelves of magical text, theoretical research, casting analysis and lore - the latter incomprehensible to him and passed to Ilkar if any potential use was indicated.

They were seated at a desk near the door to the Library, facing an aisle flanked by five-tiered shelves that, studded by more desks, ran away fully two hundred feet. Five more such aisles made up the lower level and further shelves ranged around the walls, their highest texts accessible only by ladder. Two galleries held yet more of the accumulated wisdom of Julatsa and her allies, their ornate polished balustrades reflecting the gentle illumination cast by static Light-Globes. Below he knew, but hadn’t seen, older and more delicate texts were stored in carefully controlled atmospheres where the light seldom shone.

Julatsa’s Library, like that of Xetesk, was heavy with age and history, its dry paper-dust mustiness a delight to the bookworm’s nose. But, curiously for a building containing so much latent knowledge and power, the Library bore no mana weight. No yoke-like mass hung on the neck and, as Denser kneaded the taut back of his own with one hand and Erienne’s with the other, he was very glad of the fact.

‘Where are we at?’ he asked of anyone who cared to answer.

‘Nowhere particularly useful,’ replied Erienne, nodding her thanks as further ribboned parchments were edged onto the desk at her right hand. ‘We have established a possible link between Septern’s contained rip-building and the DimensionConnect used at Understone but nothing so far on the lore to combine the two into a closing pattern.

‘Therus vaguely remembers a note in the margin of a Julatsan text pertaining to mana flow and dimensional disruption caused by rip construction but can’t find it and you have discovered a way to maintain your pipe bowl at a temperature that burns the weed more effectively.’

‘And very important it is too,’ said Denser, a glint in his eye. Erienne thinned her lips.

‘It’s a disgusting habit.’

‘It’s my only vice.’

‘Hardly.’

Therus cleared his throat. ‘Sorry to interrupt but I’ve found something.’

‘Good?’ asked Denser.

‘Not entirely.’

‘Well, let’s hear it.’

 


The dreams chased themselves across Thraun’s mind with a clarity he would be unable to forget on waking. All the thoughts, feelings, scents and urges of his lupine half played out in his human mind and, for the first time, he would remember everything.

His consciousness fought to surface through the morass of his exhaustion and grief. A pit was open in his heart, and the protestations of his strained muscles, and bruised and stretched sinews and tendons merely added symphony to his sorrow.

He lifted his lids on a reality he had previously seen only through other eyes. The white, he remembered. It was the colour of the walls, the sheets and the bandages. The people too, some lying still, others moving amongst them. Here there was comfort but it was mixed with death.

Thraun mumbled the first of a thousand apologies to the friend he had failed and whose eyes, closed forever, no longer saw the world. The sound he made moved from whisper to growl and almost immediately he felt a hand on his brow, then the cool touch of a damp cloth. He focused, looking up to the face of an elderly woman whose lined skin surrounded eyes of stunning clear blue. She smiled down at him.

‘You do not have to fear retribution for what you are here,’ she said, her voice quiet. ‘Here you can rest secure.’

That they should be aware of his other form had not impinged on Thraun but he was calmed by the reassurance nonetheless. He didn’t have the energy to frame the words of thanks but the woman seemed to understand.

‘Do not hide your grief,’ she said. ‘It is human to cry. Your friends paid him great respect and he is at peace. Rest now. There is water by your bed. I am Salthea. Call me when you need me. Rest now.’

Thraun nodded and turned his face away, unwilling to let her see the first of his tears.

 


While waiting for Ilkar to arrive, Denser read and reread the entry Therus had found, Erienne doing the same. Its meaning was clear enough. There were other writings; important ones, detailing the living construct of interdimensional rips, how they sustained themselves against the buffeting of the void they travelled; how they affected the space around them, the implications of linking two dimensions and the implications of dissolving that link. To devise some kind of answer quickly enough to the problem staining the sky over Parve, they were writings The Raven needed.

Septern, said the entry in a report made to the Julatsan Council over three hundred and fifty years before, had delivered a series of lectures to a high-level symposium at Triverne Lake covering a good deal of his theoretical understanding of dimensional magic. His lecture papers he had bequeathed to the sponsoring college. It was a typically Septern-like act - he had never felt allegiance to any college despite his Dordovan birth.

It was just a pity the sponsoring college on that occasion had been Xetesk.

‘Would you believe it?’ said Erienne.

‘Given Styliann’s desire to get to Xetesk alone and unaided, yes I’m afraid I would,’ said Denser.

‘You think he knows about these texts?’

‘Without a shadow of a doubt. He and Dystran both.’

The door to the Library opened and Ilkar strode in, hands massaging his neck to relieve tension. Denser briefed him.

‘Next move?’ asked the Julatsan, shaking his head. ‘What’s your reading of Styliann on this one?’

‘He knows what we have to do and he’ll be aware of the importance of these writings. The fact that he didn’t tell us about them back in Parve tells me one thing. He wants to come to the dragon dimension with us.’

‘What for?’ asked Ilkar.

‘Well, it’s possible that he doesn’t trust us to find the solution alone but, given our respective talents, I rather doubt that. No, I think he’s curious, which doesn’t worry me, and I think he wants to eye up potential gain for himself and Xetesk, which does.’

‘Gain?’ Erienne was dismissive.

‘All I’m saying is, if he can do a deal with the dragons, or get some guarantees that aid Xetesk, whatever, he will.’

‘But he can’t get there without us, can he?’ said Ilkar.

‘Why not?’ asked Erienne.

‘Because we hold both the keys to Septern’s workshop,’ said Ilkar. ‘So he still needs us to help him get to the dragon dimension. And frankly, I’m confident the Kaan won’t just roll over to his demands. I’m not sure he quite understands how powerful they are.’

‘Such is the arrogance of the Lord of the Mount,’ said Erienne. Denser shot her a sharp glance but said nothing.

‘So we’ll take him with us?’ he said.

Ilkar shrugged. ‘To be honest, I don’t see we have much choice. And I’m sure Hirad and The Unknown will see it that way. We have to close the rip first and worry about Styliann’s motives later.’

Denser nodded. ‘In that case, and returning to your original question, our next move, or rather my next move, is to commune with Styliann. Since we appear to need each other, we’d better at least know each other’s position.’

‘All right,’ said Ilkar. ‘And then we’d better wake the others and put our heads together and think of a way to get out of here.’

‘How’s the battle going?’ asked Erienne. All three of them became aware again of the noises outside.

‘Exactly as you might expect. The Wesmen are making thrusts towards the walls but are being knocked back by arrows and spells. Their catapult rounds are being held off the walls by our shields and they aren’t really trying to get them over and into the College proper. They know what they’re doing and so do we but there’s nothing we can do about it. They’ll wear the mages down and they know it. And then they’ll mount a serious offensive and eventually take us.’ Ilkar’s face was impassive but Denser knew the turmoil he’d be feeling inside. Not only was he witnessing the probable sacking of his College, he also knew he’d be forced to leave before it fell.

‘And the Dordovans?’ asked Denser.

‘Well, clearly they represent our only real chance. Estimates are they’ll reach us sometime tomorrow morning but it’s critical they attack in the right place. That may also present us with our best opportunity of getting away from here unscathed.’ Ilkar paused and scratched his head. ‘Anyway, I’m going back to the Heart. Erienne, any news on Thraun?’

‘He’s woken once but is sleeping again. Physically, he’s just tired. Emotionally, who knows?’

‘Keep me posted, will you?’ He turned to go. ‘See you a little later.’

Denser watched the door close behind him. ‘I’m going to rest, love. I’ll commune after dark.’ He leaned forward and kissed her. ‘Don’t forget to replenish yourself. We need you.’

Erienne reached up and ruffled his hair. ‘Don’t worry about me, I’ll be fine on a night’s sleep. But you be careful. Communion with Styliann is dangerous.’

 


Barras stood with the Council on the north walls of the College as he had done for much of the day, safe under a static HardShield and on ramparts secured by binding spells against the threat of catapult and battering ram. Even though the Wesmen hadn’t laid one hand on the walls, he watched the progress of the battle with an increasing sense of hopelessness.

The day had started with an outrage, the Wesmen dousing the Julatsan dead with oil flung from heavy crossbow and light catapult and setting the corpses on fire with flaming arrows.

With pallid skin and clothing tinder-dry, the bodies caught and burned quickly, removing from their loved ones the chance to honour and dignify them in death. And even as the choking, vile grey-black smoke boiled up the walls, sending ash and soot to cloud the early morning sky all around the College, the Wesmen had mounted their first attack under cover of the dreadful fog they’d created.

Though a predictable move, it was nonetheless the most difficult of the day to repel. From a breathable distance away from the choking, blinding smoke, mages blanketed the area outside the walls with FlameOrb, HotRain, and DeathHail. Forced to Spell-Shield the walls themselves against the inevitable inaccuracy and flashback, it was an expensive and wasteful barrage, called to a halt only when cloth-masked soldiers signalled Wesmen retreat.

And thus, as the smoke cleared, was the tone set for the day. Sporadic but sustained attack on any of two dozen points around the walls. Never enough to mount a serious threat to the integrity of the walls but enough to force continued spell deployment. Senedai knew what he was doing and he kept his own casualties at a minimum while he did it.

Had Barras heard Ilkar’s swift assessment of the siege, he would have agreed with every succinct point. The Wesmen had time, or thought they did, and the Julatsans would tire eventually just like they had on the city borders. And one break was all the Wesmen really needed.

Barras rubbed at his eyes. Unusually for Wesmen, he was certain they would attack all night, probably with greater ferocity, forcing more mages and soldiers to remain on the walls while keeping those stood down from true rest. And all who stood guard faced the morale-sapping enormity of it all.

In the relative calm of the courtyard’s edges and even ascending the steps to the ramparts, it was possible to detach oneself from the reality of the siege. But first view changed all that. Because, standing out of spell range in the rubble of the buildings they had demolished to make their muster areas, stood the Wesmen. Thousands upon thousands of them. Waiting. Sometimes quiet, sometimes roaring their songs of victory and hate or just chanting and taunting, voices echoing harshly off the college walls.

They were a rippling sea, waiting for the storm to whip them into a tidal wave. They were locusts, poised to strip the ripe fields.

And yet they still feared the magic. It made them cautious, just as before. It was Barras’ only solace. Had they not been so, surely the first attack would have proved enough. But Senedai had not committed enough of his armies.

As a result, the Julatsans, though temporarily relieved, had to beat off jab after jab, forever weakening ever so slightly while they were forced to watch the rape and destruction of their city. Fires burned in dozens of places. The sound of falling rubble and collapsing timbers filled the air when the Wesmen’s voices did not, adding to the dead weight on the shoulders of every man, woman and child who heard or saw.

There was no way out but still Barras kindled the faintest hope. The Raven were inside the College, however temporarily, while outside—

‘When will the Dordovans arrive?’ he asked of Seldane who had recently returned from Communion.

‘Their progress is slow,’ she said. ‘There are Wesmen scouting and raiding parties all over the place, now they think the fight is nearly done. They’ve been forced into the woods three hours away. If they can make up the ground overnight, they’ll attack just after dawn. If not, well your guess is as good as mine.’

‘I must remember to wake early,’ said Kerela.

‘What’s your latest assessment of our magical strength?’ asked General Kard. He had stood with the Council between tours of the walls with one or other of them throughout the day. Kerela nodded for Vilif to speak.

The ancient, stooped and hairless secretary to the Council raised his eyebrows. ‘Not good,’ he said. ‘Not good at all. HotRain and FlameOrb, while effective, are draining over these distances and repetitions. Assuming a similar intensity of attack throughout the night, I should think we’d be largely exhausted by mid-afternoon tomorrow. And then, my dear friend, we will all be in your very capable hands.’

 


Night had fallen on Julatsa but, as expected, many of the Wesmen had not stood down. Still, the catapult rounds thudded against shielded walls or dropped sporadically beyond, causing occasional damage to buildings and those foolish enough to loiter in the open.

Denser, tired and yawning, sat by Erienne in the bare Tower chamber. Erienne had just completed Communion with Pheone who had joined the Dordovan force. Conversely, feeling fresh and eager, Hirad and The Unknown demolished plates of meat and vegetables and were planning to spar for an hour or two before resting with The Raven until near dawn. Thraun still slept.

‘We could go on searching for days,’ said Ilkar. ‘But I don’t think we’d turn up much more here. We’ve found some vital detail but the prize is in Xetesk and there’s no point pretending otherwise.’ He felt angry that Styliann had stolen a march on them but somehow was not surprised.

‘To be honest, it may be a blessing,’ said The Unknown. He took a long swallow of ale and wiped his hand across his mouth. ‘We’ve all identified that the diversion the Dordovans will cause is our best chance of getting out. Not only that, if they don’t manage to break the siege, this College will eventually fall and, sorry Ilkar, but what we’re doing can’t be interrupted to help save it.’

‘I know,’ said Ilkar. ‘We all know. We are prepared.’ There was a brief silence.

‘We have to brief Kard and the Council,’ said The Unknown. ‘We need horses, supplies, someone to open the North Gate at the right moment and, if we can get it, back-up to punch through the line.’

‘We’ll get it,’ said Ilkar. ‘Kerela is no fool. She can see the bigger picture. I’ll talk to her.’

‘Denser. Styliann?’ invited The Unknown. Denser dragged himself from his slouch and rested his arms on the table.

‘It was not an easy Communion,’ he said. A chuckle ran around the table despite the mood. ‘Styliann is clearly determined to come with us though he hasn’t said as much. He knows we have to have the texts he’s found and says he’ll meet us at Septern Manse to discuss them. We all know what that means.’

‘When is he travelling?’ asked Hirad, only vaguely annoyed at Styliann’s apparent plan. He’d gone way past being surprised at anything he saw or heard. Dawnthief and dragons did that to a man.

‘Tomorrow, same as us. He may even beat us there.’

‘Protectors?’

‘What do you think?’

‘How many?’ Hirad scowled.

‘He wouldn’t say.’

‘I’ll let you know,’ said The Unknown, finality in his tone. ‘Erienne, tell us about the Dordovan situation.’

‘There’s not much that’s new to tell you,’ she said. ‘The Dordovans are marching slowly towards the North Gate and have been joined by a few of the disparate groups of Julatsans hiding out in the wilds. I took the liberty of telling Pheone of our need to break out and she will pass that information on to the Dordovan commander. However, their first duty is the liberation of Julatsa. That’s it, really.’

‘Did she give you any indication of Dordovan attacking intent?’ asked Hirad.

Erienne frowned. ‘I don’t get you.’

‘Are they planning a broad attack front or a spear formation to drive a breakthrough?’

‘She didn’t say,’ said Erienne. ‘I seriously doubt she knows.’

‘It’s of no real matter,’ said The Unknown. ‘We know our task in either instance. Right. Rest. Hirad, come on, let’s loosen up and look in on Thraun. He needs to be ready at first light.’

 


Styliann sat with Dystran in the Tower of the Lord of the Mount, dismayed at the clutter the young mage had accumulated in just a few days. Order was everything. One day, Dystran might learn that. On the other hand, the time for his education may already have passed.

Styliann sipped from his Blackthorne red, not a classic vintage but sound enough, and took in the study. Dystran sat opposite him across the fire which burned low, its warmth already in the stone. Behind the new lord, two warriors and two mages sized Styliann up with open distrust while he had but Cil for a guard. Even so, he considered he held a considerable advantage.

‘So, what is your answer?’ asked Styliann, placing his empty glass in the hearth and feeling the fire warm his arm.

‘Your proposal is, frankly, unbelievable,’ said Dystran. ‘And since you refuse to submit to a TruthTell, I am sceptical of its veracity.’

‘Come, Dystran, my refusal to take TruthTell has its reasons entirely elsewhere as you well know. I am offering you everything you desire for a single sheaf of papers we both know must reach The Raven for any of us to survive.’

‘But you also demand the Protector army,’ said Dystran.

‘And for that one reason alone. Protection. In case it had escaped your attention, the Wesmen have invaded in large numbers and I must reach the Manse safely. You will be free to perform the Act of Renunciation within seven days and then they will be yours once more. Mine is a simple request and remember, when I leave the College, it is in your power to prevent me from ever returning.’

‘And you are promising no challenge to my Stewardship?’ Dystran shook his head in disbelief.

‘Correct. I will sign the deeds confirming your ascension immediately you have them prepared.’ Styliann poured himself another glass of wine. ‘I cannot see a single reason why you should refuse.’

‘And that is exactly why I am so concerned.’

Styliann chuckled. ‘I am glad to see your mind still turns. Nonetheless, my offer is everything that you want and nothing you don’t.’

‘Why?’ Dystran leaned forward. ‘I cannot fathom why you would give up so tamely all for which you have lived.’

‘No, I don’t suppose you can,’ said Styliann. He pitied Dystran’s lack of true vision. Pitied it but welcomed it. ‘But there are some paths opened to us from which we dare not turn.’

‘And the noon shade is one of those things?’

Styliann inclined his head. ‘In a sense, yes.’

Dystran looked away into the fire but Styliann could see his eyes flicking as the thoughts tumbled through his head. Indeed, he was probably in a close Communion with his aides, who had wisely elected to remain anonymous to Styliann. Dystran’s silence was brief.

‘The papers will be drawn up. You will sign them and leave the city immediately, returning only with my permission and carrying Septern’s pages which are loaned to you for the purpose of saving Balaia. Is that acceptable?’

‘Yes, my Lord,’ said Styliann, rising. ‘And now I will leave you to your work. The Lord of the Mount enjoys little respite. I shall await the papers in the Grand Dining Room.’

‘Food will be brought.’

‘Thank you.’ Styliann proffered a hand which Dystran took a little reluctantly. ‘Until we meet again.’ Clutching Septern’s writings, Styliann left the Tower.

Later, walking back towards the waiting Protectors, Cil trailing him leading a line of six laden pack-horses, Styliann gazed down at the papers and parchments in his hands and wondered at the stupidity of the new Lord of the Mount. He hadn’t questioned any of the papers Styliann had selected, indeed hadn’t even glanced over them. Yet they were the keys to power and influence that made Dystran an insignificant pawn.

One day, he would realise that. It was a day Styliann relished.

 


It was hardly night at all, not in the way Hirad understood it. He stood in the lee of the north wall, a line of six saddled, bagged and magically-calmed horses tethered nearby while the latest assault on the College raged outside. The afterglow of spells flared visibly in the pre-dawn dark, flooding the sky where the fires from a hundred burning buildings in Julatsa already carved their signatures.

Flames and hail lashed the approaching Wesmen whose screams mixed with the orders of the lead mages who directed the fire and ice. The thrum of bowstrings punctuated the voices but the rasp of swords was missing. No Wesmen had yet scaled the walls but they were getting closer and closer.

Hirad was content to stand in the shadows and listen. There was nothing he could do and he had to prepare himself, as did all The Raven. The morning and the Dordovan attack, when it came in, would be difficult. Risky. And The Raven weren’t given to taking chances.

As he leant against the wall, hand absently rubbing his horse’s shoulder, the door to the Tower opened and a huge figure stooped through it followed by one much slighter. The Unknown and Ilkar. He smiled as they ambled towards him, for all the world two friends merely out for a stroll, chatting as they walked. But Hirad could guess their words, and remarks about the warmth of the morning would not be among them.

Shortly afterwards, lamp light spilled into the courtyard from the infirmary and three silhouettes emerged. In the centre the tall man walked hunched and bowed, his companions always half a step ahead. Theirs was a silent march.

‘Been here long?’ asked Ilkar as he approached.

‘Long enough to hear the strains in the defence,’ replied Hirad. ‘Feeling good?’

‘As you ever can at this ungodly hour.’

‘Any word from the Dordovans?’ asked Hirad.

‘ “Be ready,” ’ replied Ilkar.

‘That it?’

‘Well they didn’t give a tactical battle plan involving points of insertion, pressure magic and flank defence, if that’s what you’re asking.’ Ilkar’s ears pricked. ‘This was a brief Communion, not a round-table discussion.’

‘Call yourselves mages, I don’t know . . .’ Hirad’s humour at Ilkar’s irritation faded as Thraun loomed into view.

Someone else had brushed his hair into a ponytail; its untidiness told Hirad that. It was swept back from red-rimmed eyes which gazed blankly from a drawn and terribly tired face that betrayed every tear he had shed and all that were still to come. Hirad’s heart lurched as he remembered all too clearly the aftermath of Sirendor’s murder. There was nothing to be said but silence was not an option.

‘The pain will ease,’ he said. Thraun looked at him squarely before shaking his head and dropping his gaze to the ground once more.

‘No,’ he said. ‘I let him die.’

‘You know that’s not true,’ said The Unknown.

‘As a man, I could have stopped them but as a wolf I could only really understand my own fear. I let him die.’

Hirad opened and closed his mouth, discarding his reply for something more practical. ‘Can you ride?’

Thraun nodded, very briefly.

‘Good. We need you, Thraun. We need your strength. You are Raven and we will always stand by you.’

Another nod but his shoulders had begun to shake. ‘Like I stood beside Will and let him die?’ he managed though his throat was clogged.

‘Sometimes even our best is not enough,’ said Hirad.

‘But I didn’t give him that. I was lost and because of that Will is dead.’

‘You don’t know that,’ said Erienne.

Thraun favoured her with a bleak stare. ‘Yes I do,’ he said, repeating in a whisper, ‘Yes I do.’

Throughout a tense morning, the Wesmen mounted surge after surge as if sensing a change in the atmosphere in the College. They flung themselves at the walls with increasing fury and ferocity,.

Thousands were committed, their ladders and towers bumping against Julatsan stone to be destroyed by fire, their men by wind and hail. But still they came and, as the mages tired, the threat of hand-to-hand fighting on the ramparts came ever closer.

During a temporary lull with the Wesmen regrouping out of spell range once more, The Raven moved up to the North Gate battlements to assess the state of the day. Julatsa was being systematically destroyed, her useful materials pressed into new service, and anything else broken or burned. Fires flickered everywhere and the flattened killing-zone was widening by the hour.

Hirad turned to The Unknown as catapult rounds whistled overhead to smash into buildings and the deserted courtyard, warranting hardly a backward glance. The big warrior was staring impassively out over the sea of Wesmen, calculating their likely chances of escape while assessing the hit-and-run tactics that so drained the Julatsan mage defence.

‘Thoughts, Unknown?’

‘We’re relying too heavily on the Dordovans causing a wide disruption,’ he said. ‘If we don’t strike from this side too, we won’t break the line.’

‘Positive, aren’t you?’

The Unknown looked at him. ‘Realistic.’

‘So what do you suggest?’

‘Well, let’s assume the Dordovans strike on a front from that red bear standard across to the bull head one there.’ He indicated two of the flapping Wesmen muster flags set about seventy yards apart. ‘We can reckon on there being an instant disruption of the line to either side of up to about twenty or thirty feet as men leave the front to fight behind them. If we can reinforce that break with an attack from here, even just a quick hit, we’ll much improve our chances. Simple, really.’

Hirad chuckled. ‘We’ve done this before,’ he said, his smile broadening at The Unknown’s quizzical frown. ‘Although you weren’t with us at the time. Trust me.’

The Unknown nodded and turned back to the Wesmen.

 


The attack came without warning, just as the sun passed its zenith. The Julatsan mages were bracing for another Wesmen surge when, on the northern periphery of the city, fire bloomed and the sound of falling masonry rumbled across the sky. Flash after flash threw shadow and blinding light across Julatsa, filling the day with vivid reds, oranges and blues.

Cheers went up around the northern ramparts, mages lost their concentration and all around the College faces turned and arms pointed. The Dordovans had arrived.

For a few timeless moments, there was no reaction from the Wesmen. Then, the sound of staccato orders rattled across the northern forces facing the College. Whole sections of the line detached, the Wesmen ordering defence by tribe and standard, their places taken by their fellows, the entire muster thinning. Those despatched to the rear headed away along the streets and an atmosphere of relief washed over the College just as one of consternation appeared to grip the Wesmen.

The Julatsans’ grim expressions were replaced by smiles and hope grew from the ashes of despondency. The College defenders roared on their saviours and, with the sounds of hand-to-hand fighting filtering across the city on the back of more and more arcing spells, Hirad had seen enough.

‘It’s got to be now,’ he said. He, The Unknown and Ilkar ran down the steps to the waiting party beneath the gatehouse. The Raven would ride behind a quintet of shielded mages and in front of two hundred foot soldiers. Swinging into his saddle, Hirad took in the others.

‘Ready?’ Nods asserted that they were. At a signal from The Unknown, the North Gate swung open.

‘Make it quick!’ he urged, ‘The Wesmen won’t stand around waiting for us.’

The small force rode out at a gallop towards the Wesmen who, clearly distracted by the attack to their rear, made no immediate move.

The two central mages loosed ForceCones that had been long in preparation. The twin spells battered through the Wesmen lines, hurling warriors to either side and driving the luckless to their deaths against buildings and piles of rubble where their bodies were flattened and torn to pieces. A heartbeat later, FlameOrbs arced away from the palms of the outrider mages to spread panic and scatter the sides of the cone-formed passage. The mages wheeled away, tracked by the fifth whose shield was not needed.

‘Raven!’ roared Hirad. ‘Raven with me!’

Keeping close form, The Raven sped into the gap, swords flailing to right and left, Ilkar’s HardShield over their heads and Denser and Erienne’s FlameOrbs splashing killing fire further to the sides. Only Thraun took no part. Hunched in his saddle, head down, he let his horse follow, its fear keeping it from straying.

Hirad, chopping the axe arm from an enemy, bellowed his delight at the rush. Flames rose to either side, Wesmen careered in every direction, his horse threatened to bolt at each stride, yet through the line they went. Hurled stone, axe and timber bounced from Ilkar’s shield, The Unknown’s sword flashed light and blood as it hacked a passage and The Raven tore through the chaos, breaking through the line to a cheer from the walls of the College, audible even with the shouts of the Wesmen ringing in their ears.

To their left, the Dordovans advanced, the well-marshalled column defended by mage fire, mage ice and three thousand swords and shields. The College had sent an élite.

Hirad made to join the attack, seeing the chance to inflict more suffering but The Unknown would not let his horse yield to the barbarian’s pressure to turn.

‘Not this time, Hirad,’ he shouted. ‘This is one fight we have to leave behind.’

And, with the running remnants of the Wesmen siege force ignoring or avoiding them on their way to join the last battle for the College of Julatsa, The Raven galloped through deserted back streets and out onto the trampled, muddied green of the open mage lands.

 


Noon. And on the walls beyond the Long Rooms, the defence broke, Wesmen pouring on to the ramparts through the breach. Below, a back-up team of Julatsan guard raced up the stairs, yelling defiance, charging headlong into the enemy, allowing those around them the time to regroup.

Across the courtyard, men, women and children ran in all directions carrying the wounded away from the battle, shipping water to the dozen fires that crackled where Wesmen flaming rounds had fallen, and carrying wood, weapons and food to the defence.

From the Tower, Kard’s flagmen passed orders from the field Captains while the General himself strode the walls, his words boosting morale and his sword running with Wesmen blood. And at six points stood a Council member, directing spell offence, maintaining shields and simply being visible. All but Endorr, who was conscious but helpless.

Outside the confines of the College, the Dordovan force, while deflecting significant attention from the beleaguered Julatsans, had not reached the walls. Their progress, halted for over three hours, was grindingly slow and every passing moment brought the fall of the College inexorably closer.

The Raven’s escape, half a day previously, had raised the hopes of Balaia as a whole but Julatsa was paying the price.

Barras orchestrated a barrage of HotRain which fell among the Wesmen attacking the north gate, scattering those not too damaged to run. He was desperate for some respite but, under a near cloudless sky, the fog of battle assaulted his every sense. The clash of weapons, the thud of catapults, the shouts of orders, the cries of children and the screams of the terrified, the wounded and the dying battered his ears. Colour flooded his eyes, a mist of ash and blood filled the sky, myriad weapons glinted in the sunlight, the ramparts and wall caps ran red, standards moved in the throng clamouring to gain the walls, flames sprang from the ground and the light of attack spells flashed and seared across open spaces around the College.

He could taste and smell fear and power, sweat and blood; he could feel the pain of every Julatsan who died and the desperation in all those that yet lived. They were not stopping the Wesmen and every invader that died made no dent in the mass still to come.

Despite their spirit, their spells and their obdurate strength, the Julatsan rearguard was simply not big enough and the Dordovans’ failure to break the Wesmen lines and reach the College would surely prove fatal.

As he watched, a shout rang out to his right. Thousands of Wesmen were pouring into the square in front of the North Gate. Beyond them, the dust of the Dordovan battle still filled the air but something was wrong. Next to Barras, one of his mages sat in the lee of the battlements, accepting Communion. It was brief and at the end, she looked into Barras’ eyes and the tears in them told him everything.

‘The Dordovans are beaten,’ she said. ‘They’re retreating.’ Barras felt a knot tighten over his heart and fought to keep his despair from his face. He reached down and helped the woman up.

‘Come on,’ he said. ‘Don’t give up. We can beat them.’ But as he turned to give his next orders he knew Julatsa was all but finished.

Alerted by the warnings fed around the walls, Kard dashed to the North Gate, the sweat pouring from his tired body but his spirit unbowed. Shouting encouragement as he went, he arrived next to Barras, made his assessment and leaned close to the old elf negotiator.

‘This is it, my friend,’ he said. ‘When the time comes, I’ll take you to the Heart.’

Barras nodded. ‘But let’s delay that time as long as we can, eh?’

Kard smiled and began barking orders to his men, standing beside them as they fought to stave off the endless tide of Wesmen. With reinforcements flush with victory over the Dordovans, there came more ladders, a second battering-ram and an increase in the intensity of the battle.

In four places Wesmen had gained the walls, their ferocity driving back the defenders. Too close for spell assault, the walls had to be cleared by men alone and, as the Wesmen surged, it quickly became clear there weren’t enough.

Yelling for reserve teams, Kard flailed about him, his unmistakable frame and voice a rallying point for his men. In tandem, Barras and his mages poured FlameOrb and HotRain on to the clamouring masses waiting below. But while the death toll was awful, they merely regrouped and came again.

‘The gate!’ yelled Kard. ‘Hold the gate!’ As if to reinforce his words, the powerful thud of a battering-ram shuddered through the stone of the north gatehouse. Immediately, spells arced out and down, but barely had the fires died than the scattered Wesmen were back on the ram, sensing victory.

From the south, the roar of attack grew as Wesmen forced further inroads on the walls and a woman screamed as one found his way to the inner courtyard before being felled by a townsman.

The defence crumbled so quickly. Catapult rounds smashed anew inside the College, the ram thumped again and again into the North Gate, its iron-clad timbers creaking, WardLocks fizzing and repair crews fighting desperately to reinforce it. A dozen wall breaches of varying severity had left the defenders ragged when Kard turned to Barras, wiping blood from his face.

‘Now is the time,’ said the General.

‘No, we can hold them,’ said Barras, eyes searching for hope but finding none. Kard gripped his arm.

‘No, Barras, we cannot. Now go. I will shield you.’ The elven mage clasped arms with Kard, his face grim.

‘Goodbye, old friend.’

‘Do what you have to do,’ said Kard gruffly. ‘I am a better man for knowing you.’

But still a dead one, thought Barras. He ran for the stairs and as he did so, five mages detached themselves from the fighting and made their way to join him. They were the chosen whose task guaranteed their deaths but enshrined their memories forever.

As he ran to the Tower, the calls of Kard ringing loud in his ears, the tumult all around him a muted roar, Barras scanned the southern ramparts for Kerela, smiling as he saw the High Mage pointing out over the city, directing spell and soldier alike. As if feeling eyes on her back, she turned and caught sight of Barras who slowed to a standstill. For a moment, the two elves stared at one another, every time they had shared passing between them.

Barras felt a warm gentle ManaPulse bloom against his body. Kerela smiled, nodded slightly and waved. Barras returned the gesture then ran on to the Tower, drinking in everything and knowing he would never see any of it again.




Chapter 28

Lord Senedai sauntered among the ruins of the College while his warriors readied themselves for the fast march south. He’d known the boy mage would talk. Good with his magic but weak-willed under torture. It had been a bonus that he had been found weakened and in the infirmary. The others of the Council, old strong-heads, he’d simply put to death. It was the only way to reduce the danger. All except Barras. He had eluded them so far but then the College was vast underground - any coward could run and hide.

But before he left Julatsa, Senedai would keep his promise. He would have the head of the elf negotiator. Only then would he ride after The Raven who held the weapon to win the war, the weapon to bring dragons to Balaia. The weapon that would fulfil the myth of doom for the peoples of the West. His bird was already flying to alert Tessaya.

‘Barras, where are you hiding?’ Senedai was walking across the courtyard surrounding the Tower. His men marauded through the College; the cobbles were awash with the blood of mages. Their bodies littered the ramparts, the ground at his feet and the halls of their burning ancient buildings while their beloved people cowered under guard at the South Gate. For those who had so recently been released from the grain store the swift return to captivity was almost too much to bear and the weeping from men and women alike spoke everything about the mood of the surviving Julatsans. Crushed without hope of rescue. No one would come to save them now and every head was bowed in miserable submission.

Their soldiers, brave in the face of overwhelming odds, would, those that still lived, be given the honour of choice. To die a warrior’s death or take enslavement. For the townsfolk, no such honour would be bestowed. They would rebuild their city for their new masters.

Senedai stopped walking. The answer to his question stared him full in the face. The Tower.

It alone stood undamaged by fire and force of Wesmen. Any mages left, those not running scared in the catacombs, and he had no doubt there were some, were plainly hoping the Wesmen fear of magic would keep them away from the hub of the College. Wrong. The College was broken, the Tower now just another building awaiting clearance.

Senedai smiled to himself. At least, that was the theory. The practice, as its unblemished stones testified, was very different. Every Wesman feared the power within a mage Tower but it was surely a power that had been lessened by the deaths of so many of its mages. He summoned half a dozen men to his side, dismissing their anxiety with a wave of his hand, so bolstering his own fragile confidence.

‘The College is ours,’ he said. ‘Any inside are scared and beaten. Follow me and we will secure the ultimate victory.’

Almost immediately on entering, the weight began to build. Senedai’s men could feel it too. An oppressive atmosphere that pushed on the shoulders and neck, constricted the throat and shot lead through the limbs. It only served to heighten their unease and Senedai fought not to stutter in his stride and convey his own thoughts.

The Wesman Lord feared having to search the entire Tower for his quarry but needn’t have. Once inside and moving around the central column, he could hear voices coming from below, murmuring and chanting.

He led his men down a short flight of stairs which hugged the outer wall. At the bottom of the stairs, a single door, outside of which stood a man whom Senedai recognised. The Wesman advanced, sword in hand.

‘Ah, the senile last line of defence,’ he said.

‘And one that kept your gutless, brainless hordes at bay for twelve days,’ said General Kard. ‘And I will personally see to it that you get no further.’ Kard’s sword was at ready but he made no move to attack.

‘This is a time for honourable surrender. The fight is over,’ said Senedai.

‘How little you know.’ Behind the closed door the voices rose in volume and pace, cut off sharply and were replaced by one; strong, confident, determined. Barras.

‘Get out of my way or I will cut you down,’ snarled Senedai.

‘So be it.’ Kard lunged forwards, his sword flashing in the lamp light. It was a quick strike but his age and exertion told against him and Senedai was able to block it aside and return a stab Kard moved smartly to avoid. To either side of Senedai, his men moved to attack, axes falling simultaneously. Kard’s sword diverted one but the other thudded into his shoulder, driving him to his knees.

Kard’s sword clattered to the floor and he fell back against the door, free hand clutching at his wound as the blood poured down his arm and chest. His eyes flickered and he gasped with pain. Senedai squatted in front of him.

‘You are a brave man, General Kard. But foolish. There was no need for you to die.’

Kard shook his head but was unable to raise it to face Senedai. ‘Wrong,’ he mumbled as his last breath rattled into his lungs. ‘There was every need.’

At a gesture, one of the warriors pulled Kard’s body to one side. Behind the door, the voice had ceased. The Tower shifted gently, dust drifting from timbers and stone.

‘The door,’ snapped Senedai. ‘Quickly.’

It was locked but an expertly placed boot had it shivering back on its hinges. Inside, six mages knelt in a circle in the centre of a room covered in books and parchments. Again the Tower moved, a more definite displacement this time. The sound of pottery breaking on stone was heard. The atmosphere of dread washed out into the corridor. Senedai stepped back a pace, his warriors more. The air was chokingly thick, deadening thought and muscle. Now the Tower shuddered, lamps fell from the walls and the sound of breaking glass echoed through the building. The Wesmen staggered; one fell, cracking his head against a wall; others exchanged anxious glances, tongues licking dry lips.

‘My Lord?’ The plea was drenched in fear.

‘I know,’ said Senedai through gritted teeth. He looked again into the room, straight into the eyes of Barras. The old elf smiled.

‘You can take our buildings and our lives but you can never take our Heart.’

‘You owe me your head, Barras.’

‘The deal has changed. Now I suggest you leave my Tower before it becomes your grave too.’ He raised his arms above his head and shouted words the Wesman Lord could not understand.

The Tower rocked violently, coving crashed down, timbers splintered, ceilings cracked and shifted, floors subsided. In front of Senedai’s wide eyes, the chamber in which Barras and his mages knelt began to sink. Wood groaned and squealed against nails, stone and brick shattered like thunder. Everything vibrated.

‘Leave, Senedai. Leave my College.’ The door whipped shut, thrust by an unseen hand. It thudded into the frame, crackling across its panels. Senedai turned to his terrified warriors.

‘What are you waiting for? Go! Move!’ As if to hurry them on their way, a tortured groan of timber, brace and stone tore from the sinking room. The warriors turned and ran, Senedai hard on their heels, while the walls rattled around them, the dust filled the air and, one by one, the lamps and braziers guttered and fell, the darkness spreading up the stairs behind them.

They burst back into the sunlit courtyard to join a circle of Wesmen staring up open-mouthed at the shuddering Tower. Tears ran up and down its length. Networks of cracks were scattered around it like carelessly woven spider’s webs and, here and there, holes had been gouged in the stonework, the debris littering the courtyard.

It was a sight that brought fear but ultimately cheers as the Tower of Julatsa collapsed in a tumult of tumbling stone, billowing dust and shattering glass. But, as the dust blew away and the echoes died to silence, Senedai turned and walked away back to his command post, knowing that what he had witnessed was far from the end of Julatsan magic.

 


The march had been swift and proud, Darrick’s cavalry at its head, Blackthorne and Gresse flanking the young General. Having despatched three thousand back to Gyernath to help rebuild and defend the damaged port, Darrick organised his force, numbering just shy of eight thousand, into centiles each under a Captain. He built eight regiments from those centiles and each marched behind a mounted commander.

The mood was determined and confident yet light for all that. Each part of the army had won important victories; the port defence had held Gyernath, Blackthorne and Gresse had stopped a force four times their size from reaching Understone and Darrick had aided in the sacking of Parve, destroyed a Wesmen supply line and had either burned or taken every craft he had found.

But now the defence and harrying was over. Now the Eastern Balaians were on the attack and the talk was of liberation, not survival. It had taken them two hours to march from the beach to the rises surrounding Blackthorne’s town and castle. They had expected to see the Wesmen barricaded in the town, their standards flying on the battered walls and from the castle battlements. They had expected to feel the fear pulsing from the helpless enemy and they had expected to march victorious.

What they saw, though, took the songs from their hearts. Blackthorne had been destroyed. A pall of ash from fires long dead still hung in the sheltered dip in which the town had stood. And beneath the dark cloud, barely one stone rested on any other. Blackened wreckage was strewn over a massive area. Here and there, timbers stood proud from the earth, scorched yet defiant, but of the walls there was nothing. Of the streets, the houses, the inns and businesses, nothing. And of the castle, Blackthorne’s ancestral home, nothing. Just scattered stone in slab and fragment. It was a sight of devastation that literally took the breath away.

Gresse rode to Blackthorne’s shoulder and dismounted to stand beside his friend who stood pale and silent, a tear from his left eye drawing a track through the dust on his cheek. This was not a time for words, it was a time to stand with your friend. To lend all the strength that you had.

And as the army crested the rise, the silence spread. Gasped expletives echoed hollowly and, here and there, Blackthorne’s men fell to their knees, the will drained from their bodies, their dreams of a return home snuffed out. Blackthorne was gone.

The Baron stared down unmoving at the ruins of his town. Gresse saw the thoughts chase themselves across his face, on which anger flourished and spread. Behind them, the army waited, those native to Blackthorne stunned, those of Gyernath respectful of their anguish.

Eventually, Blackthorne turned to address all that could hear him.

‘I’ll be brief,’ his voice echoed out over the massed ranks. ‘Down there, you see my town. Torn apart by Wesmen. And among you are those who can see only ruins where their houses once stood. I am one of them. That is why we must pursue the Wesmen and that is why they must be stopped and driven from our lands forever. Yes, I want revenge but more, I want none of the rest of you to feel the way I feel now.

‘Now let’s get moving. General, if you please.’

 


The mist was just as Hirad remembered it. Like dust across the sun but this time on a day plagued by showers and a cold wind. The dreary light merely added to the sense of wrong that the mass of static mana Septern’s ailing rip generated.

But the weather was not all that was different. In front of the ruins of the Septern Manse stood Styliann and the Protector army, visible as a dark mass of barely human stillness through the mist and five hundred yards of distance. And to Hirad’s left, riding so slowly he barely moved The Raven on at all, was The Unknown Warrior.

During the four days of their ride to the Manse, his mood had changed by degrees from one of hard determination to tetchy introspection, and now angry confusion. And as The Raven neared the low barn where he had met his death, his lack of focused thought led to snarled exchanges with Hirad that were merely exacerbated by the nearness of the Protector army.

‘You should just ride on by,’ said Hirad. ‘Put it behind you.’

‘And that demonstrates exactly how little you understand.’ The Unknown jabbed a finger at the Protectors. ‘They know. They understand but they cannot say anything.’

‘Would it help if they could?’ asked Hirad a little shortly.

‘Yes, damn you, it would,’ snapped The Unknown, reining to a halt. ‘Try and get your head straight. Have you really no conception of how I might be feeling?’

Hirad shrugged. ‘But you’re here,’ he said. ‘Here and breathing. Under the earth there isn’t you. It doesn’t have your soul.’

The Unknown flinched as if struck. ‘ “Soul?” Gods in the ground, your mouth will be your undoing one day,’ he growled. ‘You know nothing about my soul. By all that’s right, it should be with those of my ancestors. At peace. Not back in a body that isn’t the original and exposed to all this . . . this shit!’ He swept his arms about him expansively, taking in everything: the Protectors, the Manse, The Raven.

‘If you want to leave, go right ahead,’ said Hirad. ‘Desert the only true friends you have. I won’t stop you.’

‘For God’s sake, Hirad, listen to what he’s trying to tell you,’ said Ilkar before The Unknown could speak again. ‘Unknown, you need time alone. I suggest the barn is the right place. Hirad, we have Styliann to deal with.’

Hirad felt his anger surge but he kept it in check. Ilkar’s expression had hardened. The Unknown simply nodded at Ilkar, shot Hirad a withering look and urged his horse to a walk towards the barn and the grave he should never have had to face.

‘Hirad, we need to talk,’ said Ilkar.

‘Now?’

‘If Denser and Erienne will talk to Styliann on behalf of The Raven, I think now is a very good time, don’t you?’

Hirad raised his eyebrows. ‘You think I’ve been a little insensitive? ’

‘You haven’t lost your gift for understatement, have you?’ said Ilkar. ‘Ride with me, Hirad Coldheart. Ride and listen.’

 


The Unknown Warrior slid from his horse well before the long barn and let the animal wander away to trail the others to the ruins of the Manse.

Memories flooded into his head and his heart beat loud and wild in his chest, neck and ears. He pictured the Destrana war dogs running at him, their teeth bared, their saliva dripping and their eyes rolling. He felt his sword biting their flesh, the hot breath on his face, the clamp of fangs on his shoulder and the blood pouring from his torn throat.

He clutched at his neck with a gauntleted hand, his vision dimming as it had done before, the taste of his death in his mouth, the sounds around him diminishing. He fell to his knees and forward on to his free hand, gasping for breath, tears fogging his eyes. He coughed and retched, took the hand from his neck and stared at it while his vision cleared. No blood.

No blood, no dogs, no death. He raised his head, saw the barn dimly but found his gaze locked solid on the raised mound of earth just to the side of its doors.

‘Oh dear Gods,’ he said. ‘Save me from this.’

But there could be no salvation. For while The Unknown lived and breathed, his body still lay there. He retched again, bile flooding his mouth which he spat to the cracked earth.

‘Why couldn’t you let me have my death?’ he growled, hauling himself to his feet. He cursed Xetesk. His home for his youth but the place that had stolen his death from him. Given him a hideous perversion of life behind a mask. He cursed the city and its masters, the mages who still retained the abominations that were his brethren.

With his every footstep like wading through thigh-deep mud, he ground his way to the grave, his eyes stuck on the dusty mound, unmarked save for the vague imprint of The Raven symbol burned into its surface - mostly gone now, eroded in a few short weeks by the incessant breeze.

And when at last he stood there, gazing down at his own lonely grave, his tears fell unchecked from his cheeks, patterning the dirt at his feet. He knelt down and brushed his hand across his grave, knowing he could touch his own bones, see his own body and face. Take a good look at the true Unknown Warrior, whose body lay where his soul wanted to be. At rest. Free.

He breathed deep and closed his eyes, placing both hands on the grave. He dropped his head to his chest.

‘By north, by east, by south, by west. Though you are gone, you will always be Raven and I will always remember. Pity me that I breathe while you do not.’ He fell silent, unwilling to move. Knowing he had spoken the mantra to a soulless bag of bones but finding a curious peace in the Vigil he held.

Eventually, reverently, he stood up and backed two paces from the grave before turning towards the Manse. In front of him stood a Protector, Cil, and behind him, all of them. Silent ranks of understanding and respect, impassive behind their masks but with their minds ablaze at the wrong The Unknown suffered.

Unable to speak, Cil placed a hand on The Unknown’s shoulder and squeezed, his head inclined very slightly. The Unknown locked eyes with him for a moment, then looked past him to those behind, a shiver running through his back at the power standing there in utter quiet. His eyes misted again, this time in gratitude.

‘You can escape your calling,’ he said. ‘But the price is high, believe me. The pain of separation is great. I can still feel you though I can’t be with you. Your choice will come.’

He walked through the Protectors who turned and followed him back to the Manse. His choice was made but, leaving his grave without another glance, he realised he had another but he had no idea whether he had the courage to make it. Time, as always, would tell.

 


‘If you think you’re taking hundreds of Protectors through the rip, you’re wrong,’ said Hirad once Denser had summarised thus far his fruitless discussions with Styliann. The former Lord of the Mount had flatly refused to let the Raven mages have sight of Septern’s texts and Hirad considered it was only a matter of time before Styliann decided he could create and cast the magic himself. Hirad, like the rest of The Raven, was uncomfortably aware that they were hopelessly outnumbered.

‘I would be keen to hear how you propose to stop me,’ said Styliann.

‘It isn’t a question of what I can do now,’ said Hirad. ‘It’s a question of what the Kaan will do when you arrive. They don’t need your Protectors and what they don’t need, they tend to destroy.’

Styliann gestured around him. ‘Destroying almost five hundred Protectors isn’t easy.’

Hirad stared at him. He felt a constraining hand on his shoulder. Ilkar’s. He nodded and breathed deeply before speaking.

‘You saw the size of Sha-Kaan, Styliann. He could do it on his own and you know it. I am just trying to save you wasting their lives, such as they—’

The Protectors moved, came to attention and marched slowly away towards the long barn, Cil at their head. Denser and Styliann stared slack-jawed. Hirad, when he realised where they were going, chuckled.

‘Perhaps they won’t listen to you anyway,’ he said, breaking the spell of silence.

‘Come back!’ ordered Styliann. ‘Now. Cil, you know your calling. Return to my side or face your nemesis.’

‘I don’t think you want to do that,’ said Denser quietly.

‘I beg your pardon?’ Styliann stared on at the retreating backs of his erstwhile Protectors.

‘You heard me,’ said Denser. ‘It would make The Unknown very angry. And right now, you’re very much alone. They’ll come back.’

And come back they did, with The Unknown at their head, his face set, his determination returned.

‘I take it we’re ready to go,’ he said. ‘Styliann, you may take six Protectors with you. The rest will guard the Manse.’

Styliann’s jaw moved but no words came. His face, flushed and reddening, quivered with rage.

‘Guard against what, exactly?’ asked Hirad.

‘I may? Who, by the Gods bleeding, are you to tell me what I can and cannot do with my Protectors?’

‘You will understand soon enough,’ said The Unknown shortly.

‘Unknown,’ said Hirad. ‘Guard against what?’

‘The Wesmen are coming here,’ said The Unknown. ‘They must not bury the entrance to the workshop or we will never get back.’

‘Why would they do that?’ asked Ilkar.

‘Julatsa has fallen,’ said Cil, breaking the conditions of his thrall. ‘They know everything.’

 


‘How could you possibly know?’ demanded Ilkar of Cil. ‘I have felt nothing.’ His voice was desperate, his eyes searching that mask for any clue and his ears reddening as he fought the emotion that washed over him.

‘And maybe you won’t,’ said Styliann. ‘Your mages fell one by one under the swords of the Wesmen; their mana ripples won’t combine. And we must presume the Heart was successfully buried. I am truly sorry Julatsa has fallen but perhaps you are the lucky one. After all, you are about to leave this dimension.’

‘Lucky?’ spat Ilkar. ‘Those bastards have destroyed the home of every living Julatsan. Lucky, my arse.’

Denser cleared his throat. ‘Styliann’s words were ill-judged but accurate, I suspect. Any ripples through your spectrum at all are unlikely to carry as much force where we are going.’

‘Well you’d better hope there’s some, otherwise this spell, whatever it turns out to be, won’t get cast.’ Ilkar stared meaningfully at the sheaf of papers in Styliann’s hands.

‘Eh?’ Hirad frowned.

‘No ripples, no mana,’ explained Erienne.

‘It’s all irrelevant conjecture,’ said The Unknown. ‘What we have to do is go. Now.’

‘Not until I find out how you know Julatsa is lost,’ said Ilkar.

‘Cil, you may speak freely,’ said Styliann, plainly interested. Cil was silent for a time, his breath controlled as he thought through his reply. When it came, it was short and efficient.

‘The demons are watching. When we are together as one, we can sense what they see.’

‘Fascinating,’ said Styliann. ‘The side-effects of creation are an endless surprise.’

‘Enjoy them while you can,’ said The Unknown, his face a blank to mirror the masks of his former brethren.

Styliann half smiled. ‘Are you threatening me, Unknown?’

‘Call it heartfelt advice.’

Hirad came to The Unknown’s shoulder and demanded attention. ‘All right, that’s enough playing around. There’re a few things you should know, Ilkar and Denser excepted, about what happens when we enter the rip.’

He reassured them about the pain of travel, the drop on landing and the devastation of the Avian dimension The Raven had encountered in their search for Dawnthief. He described the walking dead lest they should rise again, the silence though the sky boiled with cloud and lightning above and below, the disorienting height and the other platforms in the sky, standing atop rock columns. And he reminded them that it was Kaan dragons that had caused the destruction and that the same fate awaited Balaia should the Kaan falter or the spell, when it was determined, fail to close the rip.

Finally, he told those that mattered that they were Raven and that, strange though it may appear, not just Balaia but countless dragons depended on their success.

‘And now,’ he said, ‘now we will go.’

But inside the Manse ruins, there was a new problem.

‘What the hell has happened here?’ Ilkar looked squarely at Styliann and away from the open entrance to Septern’s dimensional workshop.

‘It wasn’t always like this?’ replied Styliann, seeming genuinely surprised.

‘No it wasn’t,’ said Ilkar shortly. He crouched by the entrance, set in the middle of the floor. Denser dropped to his haunches by him and was joined by Erienne.

‘I don’t think Styliann is responsible,’ whispered Denser.

‘So what has happened?’ asked Erienne.

Ilkar scratched his head. ‘Without a key or forcing, there’s only one answer to that. Septern’s spell has collapsed.’

‘A consequence of the rip, you think?’ said Denser.

Ilkar shrugged. ‘Can you think of anything else?’

‘What does it matter?’ said The Unknown. The mages turned to him, plainly irritated at the interruption. ‘The fact is that we can no longer seal the rip against the Wesmen. If they should defeat the Protectors, they can travel it too and I have no doubt that they will.’

‘We can’t afford a Wesmen force in the dragon dimension,’ said Hirad. ‘No matter the power of the dragons, they could still find and catch us.’

Ilkar rose and dusted down his knees. ‘So what do you suggest?’

‘Reinforcements,’ said Hirad decisively. ‘It’s our only option. Darrick must be heading north by now.’ He turned to Denser. ‘Sorry, Denser, but we need a Communion from you.’

The Dark Mage sighed and nodded. ‘What do you want me to say?’

 


The Raven stood at the rip to a new dimension under a boiling sky and in the remains of the devastated Avian village. Below them, far below them, harsh red lightning sheeted and flared. It was a rip through which only Denser had passed, returning in terror, jabbering about dragons. For Hirad, it was a case of already seen. His union with Sha-Kaan gave him clear visions of what lay before them and, with a memory of curious clarity, summoned a subconscious thought that had lain hidden since Denser’s ill-advised journey. Even then, he realised, he had known he would have to travel the rip himself. To face his nightmares and beat the demons of his mind.

Hirad turned to the company, Raven to the front, Styliann and his six Protectors behind.

‘Are you ready for this?’ He really only asked it of two of them. Of Ilkar, whose courage in the face of the loss of his College was extraordinary but flawed. And of Styliann, whose determination to minutely examine the wreckage of the Avian dimension had frayed tempers during the short walk between rips.

The former Lord of the Mount nodded stiffly. Ilkar managed a smile.

‘As ready as I’m going to get,’ he said.

‘I wish I could say the same,’ said Hirad. ‘Denser? Anything we should know?’

‘Just be ready to fall backwards. The place was a mess and I doubt it’s got any better.’

In fact, it was completely different to Denser’s description. He had spoken of blackened earth, a sky heavy with dragons and fire splashing from the air. But through the rip they emerged inside a cave. And though it was dark where they landed, a gentle grey-green light filtered from around a sharp left-hand corner a few paces ahead of them.

‘What in all the hells is this?’ Denser dusted himself down. ‘The rip must have been moved.’

‘I don’t think that’s possible without the casting mage,’ said Erienne.

‘Well, this bloody rock wasn’t here before.’

‘Anyone got a torch?’ Hirad was smiling.

‘Dare I ask why?’ asked The Unknown.

‘Perhaps the dragons are painted on the ceiling, or something.’

‘You really are hilarious, Coldheart,’ snapped Denser. ‘I know what I saw.’

‘Then,’ said Styliann, the quiet authority of his voice cutting through the still air, ‘someone must have built it.’

Hirad looked askance at Styliann but before he could speak, the power of Sha-Kaan’s mind gripped him.

‘Welcome to my world, Hirad Coldheart. Now you will see what your carelessness has caused. Jatha will guide you from the enclave.’ As fast as the power had come it was gone and Hirad found himself looking into The Unknown’s puzzled face.

‘You all right?’

Hirad nodded. ‘It was Sha-Kaan. He knows we’re here. He—’ He was interrupted by movement from ahead of them. A shadow moved in the light. Seamlessly, The Raven formed up. Hirad, The Unknown and Thraun, responding automatically, unsheathing swords and spacing themselves centrally in the chamber. Ilkar, Denser and Erienne stationed themselves behind. A heartbeat later, the Protectors joined them on either flank.

A short man, simply dressed, and with a sheathed weapon at his side, walked into view. He showed no fear at the line of warriors facing him, his face breaking into a smile above his long braided beard. Hirad relaxed and put up his sword.

‘Jatha?’ he ventured, knowing he was right. The man nodded and with vocal cords sounding unused to regular speech, said:

‘Hirad Coldheart. Raven.’




Chapter 29

The Lord Tessaya received two messages via carrier woodruff within the space of an hour around midday, and they led him to preside over a slaughter he had thought to avoid.

The first message, from the remnants of Taomi’s force fleeing north-west towards Understone, confirmed all his worst fears about the state of the invasion of Gyernath and the defiance of the Baron whose wine he so enjoyed. But worse, it informed him of the destruction of the southern supply base and that Darrick not only still lived but still fought hard.

And the second, while giving him the news he had craved from Julatsa, left him plagued with doubts because it spoke of a small force breaking through the siege line a few hours before the College fell. It spoke of a mission to a land of dragons, it spoke of cataclysm and death from the sky greater than any the Wytch Lords might have unleashed. And, coming so hard on the heels of the rout of his men chasing the cursed Xetesk mage, he felt uncertain for the first time since he rode from his village.

Hating himself for doing it, he called on Arnoan to help him. The two men sat inside the inn, ate and talked, the old Shaman’s eyes sparkling and mischievous. Tessaya knew Arnoan felt a great wrong had been righted and was happy to let the idea ride.

‘It will pay you to be calm,’ said Arnoan, breaking bread and soaking it in his broth.

‘Calm?’ echoed Tessaya. ‘The Raven, damn them, have escaped a siege city and apparently go to speak with dragons, to form an alliance against me. Styliann and his dread force which now numbers somewhere around five hundred have massacred, massacred, thousands of my warriors at precious little cost and, if my scouts are correct, appear to be travelling to meet The Raven. And now I find my southern brethren are fleeing from a town they thought was theirs and have now been forced to destroy to prevent its recapture. Their spirit is broken and those that are left are coming here expecting my sympathy. Something they will not get.

‘This is not a situation in which I see any reason to remain calm.’ He drained a goblet of wine, Blackthorne red ironically, and refilled it, pushing a hunk of bread into his mouth with his free hand.

Arnoan smiled gently. ‘But how much of it is true, my Lord? Darrick and Blackthorne, yes, I can see that. But dragons? And death from the sky? Are we not beyond these wild stories? I rather suspect that much of Senedai’s report is the hysterical claims of a mage knowing his life is about to end and wishing to strike fear into his tormentor.’

‘He succeeded.’ Tessaya regarded Arnoan over the top of his goblet.

‘But we must discount dragons. They are creatures of nightmare with no hold on the real world. They do not exist,’ said Arnoan.

‘And supposing I accept that, why did The Raven leave, and where are they going? And why has Styliann not remained in Xetesk to defend his own city, taking with him their prime fighting force?’ Tessaya drummed his fingers on the table.

‘It seems clear to me that, knowing the College was falling, The Raven ran. They have no allegiance, they are mercenaries,’ said Arnoan. Tessaya almost smiled, though irritation at the Shaman’s dismissal of circumstance lent his mood anger, not levity.

‘I would sooner believe dragons exist than that The Raven ran from a fight. Don’t try to smooth over what is going on. Senedai’s message was quite clear that they broke through with the aid and, I must presume, the blessing of the Julatsans.’ He held up his hand to silence Arnoan’s next utterance. ‘Something is going on. I can feel it. And we are sitting here just waiting for the storm to break. I will not wait any longer.’

‘We can track them and watch them as we are doing now,’ said Arnoan. ‘Understone is important to us. We must not desert it.’

‘Perhaps you have lost your stomach for the fight now you are toothless, my Shaman, but I have not.’ Tessaya’s voice was quiet and cold. ‘Let me tell you the way it is. The Raven are riding to parley with dragons and if not them, something equally powerful they believe can stop us. Styliann and his bastard creations will join them. At the very best, if we do not hunt them down and kill them, they will advance the defence of Korina and I do not want that. At worst, they might just find an ally we cannot beat.

‘Lord Senedai has treated it seriously enough to give chase with much of his army, Lord Taomi is running here with Baron Blackthorne and perhaps General Darrick in his bootprints. Our goal is to control Balaia through the capture of the capital and we will not achieve that sitting here waiting for Taomi to lead trouble to our door.

‘You will instruct Riasu that he is to man the eastern fortifications of Understone Pass. No mage must get close enough to cast the water magic. He has enough men and he can call on the reserve. We will march first to The Raven and then to Korina. Time is slipping from us, my old friend, and we must grasp the opportunity while we still have it.’

Arnoan was quiet for a time, sucking his top lip and nodding his head as he thought. ‘It is a bold move, my Lord. But what of Understone itself? We have expended such effort securing it.’

Tessaya glanced around him at the almost complete stockade and tower system. He shrugged. ‘Its purpose has been served. It has kept us safe and our warriors busy. We are under no threat of losing the pass again. The Colleges do not have the will now that Julatsa has fallen and Styliann is absent. We will leave it.’

‘For Riasu?’ said Arnoan.

‘No.’ Tessaya shook his head. ‘We will leave no building standing. ’

‘And our prisoners?’

The Lord Tessaya sighed and passed a hand over his face. ‘We are warriors, not warders. And they must not be allowed to rejoin the battle.’

‘My Lord?’ Arnoan’s face had paled.

‘They have no value to us and they have become an encumbrance. I wish to be unencumbered.’ Tessaya rose and walked away down the street towards Understone Pass, his heart not matching the chill of his voice. This was not how he wanted it to be. But too much was happening and conquest by any means was now the only way. He stopped and turned, his eyes coming to rest on the billets where the prisoners were held. He breathed out heavily and marched to give the orders.

 


Perhaps sensing their urgency, or feeling pressure of his own, Jatha hurried The Raven plus unwelcome guests from the rip, moving quickly through several turns of the man-made cave before coming to a blank wall. Pausing only to glance over his shoulder and beckon them on, he disappeared into it. The Raven pulled up short.

‘Ilkar?’ asked The Unknown.

The elf stepped forward. ‘Illusion, I should think.’ He placed his hand on the wall. It was solid. ‘And an exceptional one at that. I’m not sure . . .’ His voice trailed off. He pushed again, this time his hand sank into its surface. ‘Extraordinary.’ Denser came to his shoulder.

‘Interesting,’ he said. ‘This isn’t a mana construct.’ Erienne and Styliann crowded the end of the passageway, probing at the rock illusion.

‘What do you think?’ asked Denser.

‘Well, it’s actually rock, isn’t it?’ said Styliann. ‘But modified.’

‘Perhaps it recognises certain people or something,’ ventured Denser. He sank a hand through up to the elbow, feeling his fingers reach open space beyond it. ‘There’s only token resistance here.’

‘How would it know to recognise me?’ said Styliann. ‘There was no word of my coming.’ He too probed the rock.

‘Good point,’ said Erienne. ‘To me, it feels fluid, though I agree with you that it’s rock. The question is, how does it maintain solid appearance and form?’

‘I suspect it’s a bounded magic, a little like the rip,’ said Ilkar. ‘It has clearly been placed here deliberately to hide the rip.’

‘So has the whole cave system, come to that,’ said Denser. ‘Though the rest of it is solid enough.’

Hirad, who had been leaning against a wall, idly scratching his chin, blew out his cheeks, winked at The Unknown and stepped forward, a smile on his lips.

‘All this wisdom and none of you have a bloody clue, have you?’

The quartet of senior mages turned as one, their supercilious expressions mirrors for each other.

‘Hirad, do you mind?’ said Ilkar. ‘We’re trying to solve this before we walk blindly through it. That is our way, isn’t it?’

‘Oh yes,’ said Hirad. He placed a hand on the construct and leant hard. ‘But you’re missing the point.’ He pushed himself away then leant in again, more gently this time, his hand moving easily through the rock.

‘Oh no.’ Ilkar’s face betrayed a brief comical alarm. ‘You know exactly what this is, don’t you?’ Hirad nodded. Ilkar sighed and addressed the mages. ‘You’ll just have to live with the fact that he knows something we don’t. It doesn’t happen often but you’ll never be allowed to forget it.’

‘Well?’ demanded Denser.

‘It’s not magic. Not like you know,’ said Hirad. ‘It’s a piece of interdimensional material carrying the signatures of the Kaan and Balaia. No one outside of those groups can go through it. To them, it’s solid rock. Clever, these dragons, aren’t they?’ He walked through the wall.

Outside, the accuracy of Denser’s memories of the landscape was confirmed. They emerged into a vast valley of blackened earth and scorched trees, dead trunks reaching for the sky, fingers searching in vain for rescue. Only the most tenacious of undergrowth grew on the blasted ground and an acrid burnt smell permeated the air.

Behind them, the rock appeared like an area of tumbledown crag, indistinguishable from a dozen like it scattered along the valley slopes. Above, the sky was a deep and beautiful blue, blown through by wisps of high cloud. Nothing stirred. No animals nosed under the trees, no birds twittered in the boughs or swooped through foliage. The atmosphere was heavier here, thick and moist, every smell alien in their nostrils; and the air settled uncomfortably in their lungs, though there was no ill in it.

‘It’s so quiet,’ breathed Erienne. The Raven stood together a few paces distant from Styliann and his half dozen Protectors, the latter seeming just a little distracted; a fact not missed by The Unknown. To the left, Jatha stood with two dozen of his people, all small men by Balaian standards, similar in height to poor Will but stockier, powerful in the shoulders and legs, their bodies used to hard physical labour. All were men and all wore beards of varying lengths tied with braiding, Jatha’s being the most complex.

While The Raven studied the devastation, Jatha’s people scoured the sky or held their ears to the ground, listening for attack, never letting their hands stray too far from their weapons; flat-bladed stubby broadswords and short maces, weapons designed to deliver uncultured power in battle.

‘What now?’ asked Ilkar.

‘Now we travel to Wingspread. To the Kaan homeland,’ said Hirad.

Jatha came to Hirad’s side and turned an anxious face in his direction.

‘Come,’ he said, uncomfortable with the speech. ‘Bad place.’ He gestured away along the valley floor with his left arm. In the distance, hills shimmered in the sun’s haze. ‘Home,’ he said.

‘It’s time to go,’ said Hirad. ‘Looks like we’re walking it.’

‘No dragons to give us a lift?’ asked Denser.

‘Never,’ said Hirad, his face stony.

They set off after Jatha and his people, the Kaan’s servant race setting a brisk pace, their eyes always tracking the sky above. Underfoot, the ground was baked hard by sun and fire and, here and there, as they crossed the valley floor, the white of bone showed bright against the earth.

‘How far is it?’ asked Erienne, her hand on her belly, eyes troubled. Hirad shrugged.

‘We’re very short of time,’ said Ilkar. ‘We have a great deal to learn if we are to cast an effective spell.’

‘Or anything at all,’ agreed Denser. He placed an arm around Erienne’s shoulder. ‘Are you all right?’

‘Tired, I think.’ She smiled up at him. ‘I’ll be fine.’

The party continued along the valley floor for over an hour before Jatha turned left and scrambled up a dried-up watercourse that wound up the slope, alternately steep and shallow in the climb. He and his men halted at the top where the line of blackened trunks thinned out. The sight that greeted The Raven was breathtaking.

In front of them, and sweeping away for mile after unbroken mile, lay a softly undulating plain of tall grass that whispered in the breeze. Gusts of wind played across its red- and blue-flecked straw yellow surface, driving dark colour in swirling patterns that ebbed and flowed like eddies on the sea. Here and there, unmoving dark scars spoiled the totality of the plain and the land rose and fell in gentle rolls until it butted against the foothills of a cloud-shrouded mountain range that ran across the horizon, its ends lost in mist.

But it was the scene above and ahead of them that caused hearts to flutter. Staining the cloud-flecked blue of the sky like a monumental smear of dirt on fine cloth, was the rip. Around its edges, cloud bubbled and roiled; across its surface, red lightning flared and coursed and the whole rippled, its periphery agitating ceaselessly at the blue.

And then there were the dragons. Hirad counted forty flying in complex but ordered patterns in front of the rip while two dozen more circled in groups of three at wider distances, plunging through the thin cloud, wheeling left and right, their cries echoing faintly to the ground.

Jatha pointed. ‘Kaan,’ he said.

‘Can it be done?’ asked The Unknown with another glance at the Protectors, none of whom stood ready to defend Styliann, their eyes also fixed on the rip and its guardians.

Styliann let out a long hissing breath. ‘Magic has an answer to everything.’

‘Eventually,’ added Ilkar. ‘But time is something we don’t have. I suggest we get moving and work every break. Just look at the size of that thing.’

Hirad looked, and the short time they had pressed on him like never before. He almost believed he could see it growing as he watched. Perhaps he could.

‘Hirad?’ It was The Unknown.

‘Hmm?’ He tore his eyes from the rip and its attendant Kaan to focus on the big warrior. ‘What?’

‘It’s time to go.’ He gestured at Jatha who was staring at Hirad reverently. Hirad nodded.

‘Jatha. Wingspread?’ The Great Kaan’s attendant frowned then beamed.

‘Wingspread,’ he said and pointed away across the plain to the distant mountains. His smile faltered a little. ‘Careful.’ He indicated the sky and made swooping motions with his arms. ‘Careful.’ He indicated his eyes then pointed in all directions around him.

‘Got that, Raven?’ Hirad asked. Their silence told him they had. The party set off down the slope towards the seductively swaying plains grass.

 


The grass was taller even than Cil and The Unknown but its dense growth made travel tortuously slow. It smelled of fresh fields but also contained a beguiling sweetness, like ripe fruit on a hot day. And while it gave them good protection from ground threat, none of them were under any illusion about how the path they left appeared from above.

Jatha had been more optimistic, gesturing to them how the strands sprang back. But even his expression turned to worry as he saw the damage the heavier Balaians were causing.

He kept them moving at as fast a pace as was possible for the entire afternoon, stopping only briefly for food. As the evening drew on, Jatha and his men began to look for something, though to Hirad there was no break from the monotony of the grass.

At a signal from one of his men, Jatha brought the line to a halt. He turned to Hirad and made exaggerated tiptoe. The barbarian nodded and turned to The Raven.

‘Try not to break too much grass, eh?’

Jatha led them from their path, moving very slowly, watching his every step as he handed the grass aside. His men mimicked his careful movement, Hirad shrugging and doing likewise, knowing The Raven would follow his lead. The deliberate movement continued for a good half hour but again the result was obvious - it would take a tracker of Thraun’s skill to find them.

As it had been for much of the day, their destination was unclear until they were on it. Hirad, following the last of Jatha’s men, almost walked into the back of him as he stopped abruptly. In front of him, four of them crouched in a loose half-circle. Each man grasped at the earth, lifted and moved back a soil- and grass-covered wood and sacking lattice some three feet on each side. Without pause, Jatha led his men down into the gloom.

‘Neat,’ said Ilkar, standing by Hirad.

‘I’m amazed they could find it,’ said Hirad.

‘Don’t be,’ said Thraun, his voice flat and emotionless. ‘The trail is well marked.’ The Unknown patted him on the shoulder.

‘Come on, let’s get inside and set up that stove. I could murder a coffee.’

With the ground covering pulled over and lanterns lighting their way, The Raven descended a steep set of rough-hewn mud and stone steps into a natural cave. The space rose thirty feet from the floor to the ground above and the main body was perhaps forty feet each side. Opposite the stairs, the roof tapered down sharply to a narrow alcove through which a steady draft blew, indicating a passage.

The floor of the cave was covered in dried leaves. Stacks of wood, metal bowls and plates and four big water butts stood to the left. Woven dried-grass matting was pulled from its position to the right and spread across the floor to provide comfort from the cold stone. Jatha’s men set their lanterns in carved hollows in the rock walls, illuminating ragged edges and shelves which jutted into the cave above their heads, and gently swaying strands of liana which grew from above. It was damp and chill, the smells of mould and rot mixing into an unpleasant cocktail for the nose, but at least it was safe.

The centre of the cave was dominated by a shallow pit in which Jatha’s men expertly laid and lit a fire, the smoke disappearing through the porous ceiling. Heat spread quickly outwards and soon the party began to relax, stretching tired limbs and leaning back on the matting, forming it into surprisingly comfortable bedding.

‘Choul,’ said Jatha, opening his arms wide to indicate the cave. Hirad nodded.

‘Choul,’ he repeated. Jatha and his men had taken the area opposite the stairs and were readying food. Dried meats and root vegetables appeared from backpacks and sacks, and metal stands held pots of water over the fire.

In the space in front of the stairs, Thraun bolted the stove together. Nothing would get in the way of The Raven’s coffee and The Raven themselves gathered around it, a familiar sight in unfamiliar surroundings.

That left Styliann and his six Protectors to sit against the wall to the right of the fire, quiet, contemplative but changed somehow. The former Lord of the Mount, with a brief word to Cil, walked to The Raven, a sheaf of papers in his hand.

‘We have much to do,’ he said.

‘Yes,’ said Hirad. ‘There’s coffee to be drunk, food to be eaten and The Raven to talk. Alone. Then you four can start your work.’

Styliann stared down at Hirad, his lips thinning. ‘Have we not moved beyond our petty parochialities?’

Hirad’s expression was blank. ‘I’ve no idea,’ he returned. ‘All I know is you’re holding us up. During a job, we talk each night, review and plan. It is The Raven’s way.’

‘Yes and I would hate to get in the way of your precious rules,’ spat Styliann. ‘After all, all we have to do is save two dimensions.’

Hirad regarded him coolly, shaking his head. But before he could speak, Denser’s weary voice filled the cave.

‘Styliann, for the Gods’ sake, please sit down before he trots out his “that’s the reason we’re still alive” speech.’

Ilkar laughed aloud, the sound echoing from the walls. Hirad glared at him. Styliann shrugged and returned to his Protectors.

‘Thanks for backing me up,’ muttered the barbarian.

Ilkar smiled. ‘Some day, Hirad, I’ll follow up our chat about sensitivity with one about tact.’

The glorious smell of rich stew slowly replaced those of the mould and rot, and quiet dominated the travellers. Jatha’s men communicated in gesture and what appeared to be a highly developed telepathy, leaving the clanking of plates and spoons, the crackling of the fire and the shifting of tired limbs as the only sounds.

After their short meeting, The Raven drank coffee in silence. There hadn’t been much to say though all of them had been comforted by the feeling of normality it brought them.

Later, with the fires stoked for warmth and the bowls, plates and spits stowed back next to the water butts, the quartet of mages examined the texts and papers brought from Xetesk and Julatsa.

For hours, all that could be heard was the turning of pages and the odd sigh or heavily indrawn breath. Occasionally, though little of the text was in lore script, one or other would need help translating certain terms or phrases, and hurried whispering would fill the chamber.

Initially intrigued, Jatha and his men had stared intently at the Balaians but the interest soon waned and, as the time drew on, most slept but for the two guards who sat just under the ground covering, at the top of the stairs.

Hirad leant against a wall, The Unknown next to him, legs stretched out in front of them. Idle talk had fallen to nothing and Thraun, who hadn’t said a word since they descended into the Choul, remained lost in his own thoughts.

Eventually, the mages had read everything and, resupplied with coffee, placed the texts in a pile between them and began to talk.

‘Styliann, how long have you known this information was in Xetesk?’ asked Erienne.

‘From the start. The only reason for my silence was the trouble I discovered I was going to have liberating them from the College.’

‘But have you studied them before?’ she pressed.

‘Not like this, I am ashamed to say. They’ve been in the locked vaults.’

‘And what do you think?’

‘Hold on,’ interrupted Ilkar. ‘We’ll get nowhere voicing random opinion. Let’s identify the task and try to solve it piece by piece. All right?’ The others nodded, a smile playing across Styliann’s lips.

‘Ever the diplomat, Ilkar,’ he said.

Ilkar shrugged. ‘We just don’t have the time to waste. Now, who wants to outline the problem?’

‘All right,’ said Erienne. ‘We have an unbounded rip linking two dimensions and drawing power from interdimensional space to grow at an exponential rate. We believe that because it was formed through conventional magic, it can be closed by the same method. However, there is no lore-defined spell for dismantling such a rip and we are left with having to piece together what will effectively be an untested best-guess from the fragments of Septern’s writings we have here and our own small knowledge. The risks are unbelievable, success is uncertain and the power needed is unknown. How does that sound?’

‘You’ve been framing that for some time, haven’t you, my love?’ said Denser, drawing a hand through her hair. Ilkar chuckled, more at the sparkle in Denser’s eye than at his words. This was the old Denser and he was very glad to have him back. He wondered on the change in the Xeteskian and knew Erienne had much to do with it though he suspected much of the strength had lain trapped within the man all the time. All it had needed was freeing.

‘I think it’s a very accurate summation,’ said Styliann. ‘Now if you will allow, Raven mages, I believe the first part of the puzzle to be determining whether we can construct a mana shape capable of forming a linkage with interdimensional space. Because if we can’t affect it in the region of the rip, we can’t hope to sew the sky back together, to use slightly emotive language.’

Ilkar looked at him. ‘Sew. Sew.’ He leaned forward and shuffled through the pile of texts. ‘Septern used that very word to describe something to do with bounded gateways. Here we are.’ He grabbed a slim leather-bound volume they had found in Julatsa and leafed through it, his eyes scanning quickly. ‘Listen to this. It’s part of a student lecture script on thought process. “It isn’t enough to simply understand the theory of a mana construct when dealing with dimensional forces. One must attempt to build into that shape, a flavour of an earth-bound activity, something mundane and every day that can keep your thoughts focused during not merely formation, but deployment.

‘ “You must realise that interdimensional forces affect mana in very different ways than Balaian space does. A spell you cast to tame or mould its power will develop what can only be described as a mind of its own and a shape you have fashioned to, say, open a bounded gateway, can quickly run out of your control. So, how to remain focused and in control? Think through your action and, as I said, link it to something ordinary. For instance, to take on the bounded gateway example, the deployment of the spell takes the material of Balaian space, the material of the target dimension and pulls them together before fixing them to one another.

‘ “So, focus one, imagine pulling two pieces of cloth together. And to fasten them? Why not sewing? We have all seen people sew cloth so build that into your thought processes as you form your mana shape.” ’ Ilkar passed the book to Denser. ‘He goes on to describe a practical casting the students have to do but the meaning is clear. What are we doing but darning a hole in the air of this dimension and our own and cutting the one from the other to close the corridor?’

Styliann nodded. ‘Thoughts, Denser?’

‘I think that’s all very well but I don’t recall reading anything about how you build your needle and thread into the construct. I can imagine it might introduce instability.’

‘It might well but we’re still getting ahead of ourselves,’ said Erienne. ‘That piece we all read concerning basic construct theory is incomplete. We have no idea whether what we build will have the power to link to the edges of the rip. Septern, after all, was standing right next to where he cast. We have a range of God knows how far.’

Another nod from Styliann. ‘It is a point well made but one we don’t need to concern ourselves with. The DimensionConnect spell we used at Understone Pass had a range element which I understand very well. The four of us have enough strength between us to cast a linkage construct. Only just, I suspect, but enough.’

‘We have to be sure,’ said Ilkar.

‘It will become clear, Ilkar,’ said Styliann. ‘Now, to introduce Denser’s needle and thread into the construct.’

From his position next to The Unknown, Hirad yawned and stretched. It was going to be a long night.

 


His name was Aeb but it was the only mark of individuality he had. He did not consider himself singular in any way, not when he was singly assigned and not when, as now, he stood with all of his brothers. He could feel every one of them who readied to defend the house as he had been directed by his Given, the mage Styliann. The reasons were unimportant, the order was everything.

Aeb was a powerful man who dimly remembered his calling at the age of twenty-three. Garbed, as they all were, in heavy black leather and chain armour, stiff boots and ebony mask, carrying both sword and battle axe, he watched his segment of the land in front of him with complete calm. It was a calm that no non-Protector would have felt, because the horizon was full of Wesmen.

The Protectors had watched the approach of the enemy army for several hours, first through the thoughts of a dozen scouts and latterly through every eye as the force from Julatsa moved into position, encircling them at a distance of around one hundred and fifty yards. But as the day waned towards a warm dusk, Aeb sampled the feelings of his brothers, none of whom thought an attack would come before dawn.

‘We will stand down in turn,’ Aeb thought, the message passing instantly among the Protectors. He looked left and right, the ruins of the house at his back. From all parts of the defensive formation that left no gap to attack the building, brothers took three paces back and walked to a series of laid and lit cook-fires beside which fuel, food and water stood ready for use. The Protectors would stand down a third at a time for four hours or until the threat changed the order and they all came to ready again. At no time would there be an opportunity for surprise attack by the Wesmen. The night time was dangerous but more so for the Wesmen. They needed light by which to fight effectively; the Protectors did not.

Feelings, thoughts and ordered statements from his brothers moved through Aeb’s mind, all of them filtered in the part of his mind just behind his battle consciousness. At any time, he knew everything that they saw and heard, he felt every spark of their bodies as they breathed, he knew every weakness, every muscle that pained them, and every injury that they had sustained. Damaged brothers were protected on weak fronts by those most suited to the task. None would be lost through lack of preparation.

The only fragment of concern that played across the soul-consciousness was that Cil and the five who had travelled with the Given could not be felt though their souls still remained in the tank. It was as if they were dormant somehow. Alive but not one with the brethren. The whole would be made stronger on their return.

‘The lost can still not be felt,’ signalled Ayl, a brother who had been detailed to search the souls of the six for signs of re-awakening.

‘Yet they still live,’ came a response. ‘When you return to stand ready, think of them no more in the battle.’

Aeb let his eyes rove over the massing ranks of the enemy. Sampling the thoughts of others, he estimated there were around ten and a half thousand of them, all hardened fighters and men who had been victorious over magic and soldier alike. They would believe in their strength and their ability to sweep the small force facing them away.

The Protectors could not allow that to happen. Their Given relied upon them. As did the One who knew them but was no longer among them. Aeb let his thoughts for the man, Sol, drift out to his brothers and felt a strong urge to protect form around him.

There would be no failure.




Chapter 30

Lord Senedai ordered the halt to make camp and give his men a rest after three days’ hard march. A rest and a chance to align the spirits for the battle to come. There was no rush to attack the men surrounding the ruins of the house that had become an icon for all the evils of magic in the minds of all Wesmen. Many of the warriors now sitting around their standards and fires would never have believed they would arrive here. The Spirits had brought them and the Spirits would have to give them the strength to win. The Shamen, though disarmed of their destructive magic, found themselves the centre of respect and attention for every tribe.

Senedai should have been supremely confident. Those defending the mansion were surrounded. They had nowhere to go and they were outnumbered by about twenty to one. Dawn would herald a slaughter and, following it, the chase to catch The Raven, wherever it took them. They would be caught, so ending The Raven’s desperate attempt to bring mythical aid and, as a bonus, remove them from the war.

That was what he had told his Captains and any of his warriors as he swaggered past, his smile the brutal expression of a Tribal Lord in complete command.

But now, standing alone, the doubts began to assail him in a way they never had when he stood before the gates of the College. And he found himself wondering whether the eight thousand he had left to marshal Julatsa, guard its prisoners and tend its wounded, weren’t the lucky ones. They saw themselves as denied the chance of more glory, almost of being dishonoured. Senedai half-wished he had stayed with them as was his right as a victorious Lord. Julatsa was his city for all time.

He stood at the edge of the Wesmen encampment, beyond his furthest guards, and looked towards the ruins. There, one of his doubts was manifest. There were four hundred and seventy-six of them. He had ordered a tracking scout to count them the day before. All in identical armour and carrying identical weaponry. All powerful and all in those dread masks. And now all standing.

Silent, unmoving.

Senedai shuddered and glanced behind him to make sure nobody had seen him. There was something deeply disturbing about their stillness, their ramrod straight stance and their hands clasped in front of them. Only their heads betrayed any movement at all as they watched the massing of the Wesmen forces. They would be formidable opponents and Senedai was absolutely sure that they wouldn’t stand and wait when he ordered his archers to fire. That was his best chance of forcing a weakness in their formation yet the thought of them running towards him, despite their light numbers, worried him. Still, like everything else, it would wait until dawn tomorrow.

He turned his back on the mansion and in the dying red glow cast by the setting sun, imagined the mark over Parve. The Hole in the Sky. The young mage had blabbered endlessly about dragons pouring through it to consume them all and Senedai wasn’t confident enough in their non-existence to disbelieve him. That was, after all, why he was here and why Lord Tessaya had ordered him, at all costs, to destroy the manse ruin through to its foundations and chase The Raven to their deaths. Tessaya understood there was a gateway there. To another place. He had been quite specific about Senedai’s responsibilities.

Another shudder and Senedai walked toward his tent. The whole place smacked of magic and evil. It made his skin crawl. Perhaps Tessaya would arrive before he had to attack alone.

 


The Barons Blackthorne and Gresse, with General Darrick, rode slowly through the wreckage of Understone with a close guard of thirty cavalry, though all three men knew instantly that no guard was necessary. The army had continued its march east towards Korina, giving Understone Pass itself a wide berth but expecting and encountering no resistance as it joined the main trail. The men they were chasing had not headed west to their homeland.

Trotting through the burned gates of the freshly built and burned stockade, under the empty gaze of a pair of torched watch-towers, Darrick had seen the first splash of red and had turned to his men, saying:

‘Keep what you see here to yourselves. It will not be pretty.’

And now, pulling to a stop in the centre of the town, or what they guessed to be the centre, his words rang so hollow. Not pretty. The magnitude of his understatement would have made him laugh but laughter would have been the ultimate insult.

Darrick thought he had seen everything during his years of soldiering. Warfare was an ugly business. He had witnessed horses’ hooves crushing men’s skulls as they lay crying for help. He had seen young men clutching at their stomachs, entrails spilling between their fingers as their wide eyes sought hope in the faces of their friends. He had seen limbs struck from healthy bodies, jaws hacked away, eyes pierced by arrows and axes jutting from the heads of men who still walked, too shocked even to register they were dead.

He had seen the horrific burns from fire and cold that magic could bring at the whisper of a word and, more recently, he had seen the terrible devastation of water flooding Understone Pass, leaving torn and beaten bodies folded into cracks in the rock.

But always there had been a certain justification. War was an engagement both sides entered into in the knowledge of its likely outcome in terms of suffering.

Here in Understone, though, it was quite, quite different.

Blackthorne Town had been destroyed but its natives had long since fled to the countryside or joined the Baron’s army. The same choice had not been granted the inhabitants of Understone and their slaughter had been utterly deliberate.

Darrick shook his head. It didn’t add up. He knew Tessaya’s mind and this wasn’t his way. The Wesmen had fortified Understone considerably, if the scorched ruins were anything to go by. A stockade had all but encircled the town, studded with armoured watch-towers. Pits and trenches had been dug outside the wooden walls and strong points had been placed in tactically perfect defensive positions throughout the town itself. Tessaya had been planning for a long occupation.

But something had radically and appallingly changed his thinking. Every building had been burned to its foundations, stone had been knocked from stone and all that the Wesmen themselves had built lay in splinters and ashen piles. And everywhere, everywhere were strewn the bodies. It had been a ritual massacre, each man taken to a particular place in the town after it had been burned, and murdered, throat cut, eyes put out and stomach split, the corpse spread-eagled towards the rising sun.

There had to be more than three hundred of them. Understone garrison soldiers and those of the four-College force. Some, Darrick recognised, others he counted among respected colleagues. They had been dead for a day and the clouds of flies filled the air with an evil hum while the carrion birds and animals waited for the riders to leave them to their unexpected feast. The stench of putrefaction was rising.

‘What, by all the Gods watching us, has happened here?’ Gresse’s voice was a hoarse whisper. He slid from his horse to stand reverently on the ground. The rest of the riders followed suit.

‘It’s a warning,’ said one of the cavalry, echoing Darrick’s own reaction. ‘They want us to fear them.’

‘No,’ said Blackthorne. ‘And it is they who are scared.’

‘You’ve seen this sort of thing before?’ asked Gresse, his expression disbelieving.

Blackthorne shook his head. ‘It is documented in the Blackthorne library, or rather, was. Don’t forget, we have been in the front line against the Wesmen before.’

‘So what drove Tessaya to do this?’ asked Darrick.

‘The burning, I think, is just to stop anyone else benefiting from what he had built and I expect the pass to be very heavily defended now. The sacrifices, because that is what they are, are something else entirely.

‘When the Wesmen go into battle, their Shamen call upon their spirits to align behind them and bless them to give them strength. But when they fear an enemy is stronger than they are, they sacrifice enemies to ward off the evil they think is chasing them. These poor bastards are victims of a Shamen ritual and they are laid facing the rising sun because the Wesmen say the dawn brings sight to the eyes of the gods of their enemies and what they see will take their courage.’ He shrugged.

‘They’re scared of us?’ Gresse frowned.

‘I don’t think so, not us,’ said Darrick. ‘Something has scared Tessaya very badly to cause him to abandon his plans. He is normally a very careful man. He must believe the invasion could fail and wherever he has gone, he must believe it critical to his campaign.’

‘And wherever he goes, his lackeys will follow,’ said Gresse grimly.

‘Yes,’ said Blackthorne. ‘It looks as if we now chase the lynch pin and not merely a strut.’

Darrick pursed his lips. ‘But before that, all these men must be given the honour of a pyre.’

‘Time is of the essence,’ said Blackthorne a little sharply. ‘These men would not thank us if their murderers eluded us while we burned their bodies.’

Darrick regarded him bleakly. ‘And catch Tessaya we will. We have eight thousand men marching east. Join them and send back my cavalry. We will see these men are accorded the respect they deserve. We will catch you before nightfall.’

‘I apologise, General,’ said Blackthorne. ‘My words were not intended to—’

Darrick waved a hand. ‘I understand, Baron, and my respect for you is undimmed. But I cannot leave my men to fester where they lie in this grotesque slaughterhouse. You would feel the same.’

Blackthorne raised a smile and remounted his horse. ‘I would indeed, General. You are a good man. Please, take your time.’

‘Time is something of which we have very little. But for us, at least, it has not run out.’

 


The Raven, with their escorts and the Xeteskian contingent, left the Choul well before dawn. The mages had talked long into the night, Hirad hearing their low tones as he moved in and out of a strangely broken sleep. And when they had been woken by Jatha, he felt tired and irritable and saw his mood reflected in the eyes of all of his friends and Styliann.

Though the sun had not breached the plain, which was still cast in shadow, there was enough light in the sky to see by and nothing but tall grass in every direction. Indeed the semi-darkness was comforting in its way and Hirad experienced a feeling of safety that he knew to be false. Though they could hide themselves in the dark from other humans, neither Jatha’s people, nor dragons, had any trouble piercing the gloom. All that travelling at night would do would be to put The Raven at a further disadvantage. He said as much to The Unknown who simply nodded as if he had suspected exactly that.

The travellers’ formation was altered from the day before. While Jatha and his people still led the way, The Raven mages had fallen back to keep talking with Styliann, leaving the Protectors to guard the rear, and Hirad, The Unknown and Thraun looking after the flanks. Thraun looked no better. Locked in his own world of misery and self-guilt over Will’s death, he functioned and would no doubt fight but that was about all. He ate what was put in front of him, slept and watched when asked and responded to questions about terrain and tracking. Otherwise, he had completely withdrawn.

Midway through the morning, the land, previously flat and level, began to rise. Gently at first but then more steeply, and though the rises and falls were never more than twenty feet, they sapped the strength. The plains grass grew as before, its density undiminished, but now even Jatha, who forced the pace hard, flattened and broke stalks in his hurried passage.

Hirad watched him for a little, noticing the way he glanced up continually towards the rip while his men, frowns on their faces, scoured the land either side.

‘Ever get the feeling all is not well?’ asked Hirad, finding himself shoulder to shoulder with The Unknown.

‘Very much so,’ said The Unknown. ‘We should consider the possibility of attack.’ He tapped the as yet sheathed sword in his back-mounted scabbard.

‘Let me have a word with Jatha.’ Hirad moved forwards and tapped Jatha’s shoulder. The Kaan servant looked around and forced a smile though his eyes betrayed his worry.

‘What’s wrong?’ asked Hirad. Jatha looked blank. ‘Danger?’ Hirad pointed to the sky and gestured around him before flapping his arms as Jatha had done to indicate a dragon.

Jatha nodded vigorously. ‘Sky battle coming,’ he said. ‘Careful.’ He pointed to his eyes and then to the area immediately surrounding them. ‘More battle.’ He shrugged. Hirad nodded.

‘All right Raven,’ he said, dropping back. ‘We might be getting company from the sky and the ground. Let’s get prepared. Thraun, Unknown, left and right flanking positions, Ilkar the shield, Denser and Erienne, offence, please.’ Up ahead, two pairs of Jatha’s men left the main group, disappearing into the grass to either side, swords drawn. Jatha himself continued onwards, upping the pace still further until he was almost at a trot. Hirad looked back briefly towards Styliann. ‘I presume I can leave it to you and yours to organise our rear defence?’

Styliann nodded. ‘Nothing will get through from behind,’ he said curtly.

Up in the sky, the defence of the rip had strengthened. Hirad estimated seventy Kaan dragons now flew, their patterns close, their calls echoing down over the plain. It was a haunting sound that set him on edge. The brackish barks and muted growls were alien in his ears and he shifted his shoulders as the back of his neck tingled. Involuntarily, he looked behind him and it was then that he saw the shapes.

At first they were a group of black dots, high in the sky, coming from beyond the forest valley they had travelled through the day before. But as they drew closer, he saw their shapes, long slim and fast. They numbered in excess of twenty and they flew in a single chevron, heading directly for the rip. The calls of the Kaan became more urgent and the defending dragons, half of them at least, switched from set patterns into attack groups of five or six, moving out to meet the enemy.

It was Jatha’s voice that made him realise that they had all stopped to look.

‘Go,’ he was saying. ‘Careful.’ He made to move off but a change in the movement in the sky caught his eye. Hirad followed his gaze to the attacking dragons. One had cut away from the main group and was angling downwards across the plain and coming straight for them.

‘Raven, put up your swords and forget the spells. We’re going to have to run. Protectors, likewise, believe me or die.’ He pointed up to the shape barrelling towards them. It would be on them in no time.

‘Hirad!’ Jatha was tugging at his arm, his voice distressed, his men agitated behind him. Hirad looked down to him. The little man spread the fingers of his hands wide then moved his arms apart. ‘Go,’ he said, repeating the gesture. He shouted an order to his men who instantly scattered away into the grass, no two in the same direction.

Hirad got the idea. ‘Raven!’ he shouted. ‘Line abreast, three yard spacing. Raven with me!’ Not waiting to see if Styliann was with them, Hirad ploughed off through the grass, sensing The Unknown and Ilkar flanking him. Glancing left and right, he could just about see them but couldn’t make out the rest as they stumbled and fought their way through the tall thick grass that impeded their every step.

They were running blind and it was all a game of chance. As he thrashed through the pliable stems, he imagined the dragon rushing down, laughing at the pitiable attempts to escape it could see as it chose its first victims. None of them had a chance. It could wield its fire at will and soon they would all be so much ash floating up into the sky.

He felt anger that Sha-Kaan could leave them so unprotected and he called the Great Dragon’s name in his mind, demanding assistance, pleading for rescue. Stumbling and almost falling, he choked back a cry, a stark realisation thumping through his skull. This was his nightmare made real. In Taranspike Castle he had dreamed that he was running on cracked earth and going nowhere but the result would be the same. He would be caught and the skin would be burned from his bones as he stood helpless.

A wave of heat washed across the plain from away to his right accompanied by red light as flame scoured into the grass. No one screamed but then they wouldn’t have had the time. Hirad prayed it wasn’t Jatha and increased his pace. Crackling noises filled the air and a dense smoke flooded into the sky as the dry grass was enveloped by fire. Through a swirl in the smoke the dragon, something like seventy feet long and no more than forty yards away, peeled back into the sky to prepare for another run, its sleek blue body slipping easily through the air, its wings beating in graceful time. Its shadow was black on the ground, those huge wings snapping like sails as they dug at the air, pushing it aside with great sweeps, the noise like wind howling around buildings. With cold certainty, Hirad knew it was coming for them next time.

He plunged on, shoulders hunched and arms up and protecting his face. No more than a dozen paces ahead, the ground fell away. It was their only chance.

‘Raven!’ he roared over the noise of the fire, the shouts of other men and the calls of a hundred dragons. ‘Slope dead ahead. Let’s get down it. Stay low!’ He could sense the dragon wheeling behind them. He ran on, took his last pace at a half dive and plunged to roll down the slope, turning over and over, grass, earth and loose stones filling his sight as he went.

It was a steeper slope than he had anticipated and he struggled to control his speed. A great scorch of flame lashed overhead, incinerating the grass at the top of the slope and sparking another fire that raged and consumed the vegetation all around. Heat washed down the slope, the shadow of the dragon passed over him, he splayed out his limbs to slow himself, hit the bottom of the slope and came to a sudden halt against The Unknown, dust filling the air and a run of dirt and broken stems sliding behind him.

The two men helped each other to their feet. Ilkar lay a few yards away, shaking his head as he dragged himself to a sitting position, dust clouding around him, smoke fogging the air above. An acrid, burning smell filtered down and the noise of the dragon-induced fire was close.

‘Raven!’ called Hirad. ‘Sound off if you can hear me. Be moving this way.’

Denser and Erienne both called that they were all right. Thraun appeared at Hirad’s side, nodding curtly.

‘Assessment,’ said Hirad.

‘The smoke in the sky will obscure us but the fire will kill us if we hang around,’ said The Unknown. ‘We need to move away and up the other side of this slope. The prevailing wind is blowing east to west, I suggest we push east.’

Denser and Erienne came into view, the Dark Mage with an arm around Erienne’s waist, she with blood running from a cut in her chin.

‘Not exactly the entrance recommended for a pregnant woman,’ she said. Hirad’s concern must have shown as she quickly smiled. ‘But it takes a lot more than a slide in the grass to hurt a mage child.’

‘Good,’ said Hirad. ‘Come on, let’s move away from the fire. Cover your mouths if you can.’ He moved off, fetching a cloth from his pocket and tying it over his mouth and feeling instant relief from the smoke that smothered the sky overhead and was moving to fill the shallow cleft in which they were hiding. The fire burned on two sides of them, making its way steadily down the slope behind them and to their right as they trotted quickly along the base of the cleft.

Angling slightly up-slope in the direction of their travel, Hirad strained to hear the attacking dragon or some sign of other life from the sundered travelling party but couldn’t. Worried by the sudden apparent withdrawal, he unsheathed his sword almost reflexively, turned to tell The Unknown to do the same, heard a whisper through the grass and was calling for Ilkar’s HardShield before the short arrow struck Thraun in the left shoulder.

‘Shield up,’ said Ilkar.

‘Raven, watch those flanks. Denser, I think your blade will be more use in here. Thraun how are you?’ A second arrow bounced from the shield, then a third.

‘Flesh only. I’m bleeding but I can fight.’ His flat-toned voice held no hint of the pain he had to be feeling.

Hirad pushed onwards, The Unknown two paces to his right, Denser coming to his left, leaving Thraun as rear guard behind the casting mages. He could hear Erienne muttering as she built the mana shape for a spell he prayed held no fire. Another three arrows bounced before shouts from in front of them preceded the cracking of grass and the running of feet.

Hirad stopped and hacked the grass flat in front of him. ‘Here they come. Expect short swords; you know what Jatha was carrying.’

Three shaven-headed men burst forwards, all less than five feet tall and carrying stubby spiked clubs two-handed. As they charged, they shouted in a language Hirad couldn’t understand, their faces suffused with hatred. Behind them, others were coming.

Hirad swayed backwards and caught a surprisingly powerful blow on his blade, moving it left to right and down, exposing his enemy’s right side. He rebalanced swiftly and snapped his blade up to slice the ear of the man as he tried to dodge the blow. The man cried out in pain and Hirad brought his sword back down in a killing blow through his shoulder, crashing through bone.

He stepped back again and waited, seeing Denser stabbing his victim through the chest while The Unknown had made even shorter work of his opponent. The chasing pack faltered. Where their companions had run on in a hate-lust, they stopped to look at those they faced, taking in their height, strength and the size of the blades ranged against them.

‘Move up,’ said Hirad. ‘Keep an eye on those flanks. Erienne, I think another demonstration if you’re ready.’ The enemy, perhaps a dozen of them, were backing off, Hirad watching them every step. He could see movement either side. ‘They’re going to attack again. Not frontal. Erienne, ahead is yours.’

Erienne stepped up to Hirad’s shoulder, opened her palms and spoke a single command word. IceWind howled away into the grass, destroying man and vegetation over a twenty yard spread. The Raven warriors advanced quickly into the chill behind it. Shouts of pure terror erupted from all around and suddenly the sound was all of running feet as the enemy fighting men turned and fled.

‘Excellent,’ said Hirad. He pushed on, trotting through the dead zone Erienne had created, poles of grass shattering at his passing, the bodies of half a dozen men, forever frozen in fear, scattered about him. Moving on up the slope, he could see the ground levelling out again. To his right, a pall of smoke covered the plain. The question was, where were Jatha and Styliann?

He brought The Raven to a watchful halt. Immediately, Erienne turned to tend to Thraun’s shoulder. He scanned the sky. Around the rip, a furious battle was in progress. Flame lit up the sky which was full of dragons swooping, diving and climbing. As he watched, a pair of what he thought were Kaan by their size, chased down a lone enemy. One breathed a long gout of flame over its wings while the other dived down to grab its neck, twisting violently before dropping the victim who plummeted from the sky.

From three directions, more dragons were coming to join the fighting but of The Raven’s assailant there was no sign. For a time, they all stared up at the sky, taking in the immense and raw animal power clashing overhead. So much force, speed and agility. It was a sight quite without equal and to Hirad it was a stark reminder of their stature in the conflict. They’d been lucky so far but, for the first time since they had faced the Wytch Lords, he felt their destiny was not in their hands. If a dragon wanted them dead, they would die.

‘What now?’ asked Denser, his gaze turned to Erienne as she tended to Thraun.

‘We keep vigilant,’ said Hirad. ‘Above and around. We need Ilkar to maintain the shield for now. Erienne might have scared them off but they might come back. Meanwhile, we have to think how to find the others.’

‘Assuming they’re there to be found,’ said Erienne. She had placed a pad of cloth around Thraun’s wound. The shapechanger had grasped the shaft with his right hand and at her nod, tugged it once, hard. It came free. Thraun grunted his pain and blood spread over the cloth, running over Erienne’s hands. She quickly stemmed the flow, muttered a few words and pressed a little harder. ‘Keep pushing,’ she told Thraun, placing his hand on the pressure point. ‘I’ve knitted the wound inside but it’s still weak. Try not to use that arm for the rest of the day, all right?’

He nodded. ‘Thank you.’

She caressed his cheek with her bloodied hand. ‘Dear Thraun,’ she said, and her troubled face said everything her words did not.

The Raven had stopped just below the lip of the cleft. There were enemies in the grass and enemies in the sky above and they had no idea where they were.

‘Options?’ asked Hirad.

‘We need to push away from here,’ said The Unknown. ‘We know we have to head to the mountains. We can still do that.’

‘I’ll go up,’ said Denser. ‘Take a quick look around, try and spot the others and our erstwhile attackers. What do you think?’

‘Risky,’ said Ilkar, his voice faint with concentration on the HardShield.

‘No riskier than staying here blind,’ reasoned Denser. ‘And we need Styliann. He has the writings.’

‘Do it,’ said Hirad.

‘Be careful,’ said Erienne.

Denser nodded. ‘I won’t be long.’

With ShadowWings trimmed for speed, Denser shot into the air, aware immediately of how vulnerable he felt in a medium so totally dominated by dragons. Though they were far away, battling over the rip, with their cries, their flame and their power an incredibly alien backdrop to his flight, Denser felt all their eyes upon him. He shuddered and looked at the scene below him.

The area around The Raven’s position was clear, their attackers still moving off to the east, their progress marked by the erratic waving of the grass. He couldn’t tell how many there were but they represented no significant danger. The biggest risk he could see was from the fire which raged in three places, sending billows of smoke into the sky as it ravaged the plain unchecked. The blaze nearest to them had taken much of the cleft in which they had hidden and moved steadily in all directions, the breeze slowing but not stopping its progress towards them.

Two larger areas of fire burned fiercely away to his right and Denser could see so easily how the dragons had ruined their land. Nothing but torrential rain could stop this blaze completely engulfing the entire plain which had to cover hundreds of square miles and, looking about him, he saw nothing but blue sky and light cloud. No respite would come today.

He flew on beyond the flames, in the direction of the mountains, reasoning that any survivors would try to move onward. He was quickly rewarded by the sight of grass swaying and flattening in a careless swathe ahead.

‘Styliann,’ he breathed. He swept down over the grass, calling for them to stop. Close to, he could see three Protectors in a wide arc and, though they appeared to be shadowing no one, the movement of the stems ahead told him that Styliann was there but under a CloakedWalk. Not a bad idea when you didn’t care for the safety of your companions.

‘Styliann, stop. We need to regroup.’ He overflew and wheeled in the air.

‘No,’ came the disembodied voice, breathless with effort. ‘We need to get away. I’ve lost Jatha and three of my Protectors have been killed.’

‘Calm down, the dragon has gone.’

‘Don’t you believe it.’ And as if to give credence to his words, a roar from his right told Denser all was not good. Bursting through the smoke, the dragon pounced to the ground and grabbed one of Jatha’s men, or possibly Jatha himself, soaring back into the air and tearing the man in two with his front claws, feeding each piece into his mouth, blood spraying and scattering.

Denser’s heart hammered in his chest and he twitched reflexively away, fighting to hold on to his concentration, his breath ragged, his mouth dry. A shudder coursed through his body and his hand was shaking as he moved it to wipe his sweating forehead.

‘Get out of the sky, Denser; you’re a sitting target. And get Hirad to call his bloody dragon friends in or we’re all dead. Understand? Now stop giving away my position.’ Styliann and his Protectors changed direction and Denser soared away, very aware of his total exposure. Hugging the top of the grass, he flew hard to The Raven’s position, surprised at how far he had come, and trimming his wings for more speed.

With a note of surprise in its tone, he heard the dragon bark. Looking back over his shoulder, he saw it bank and wheel, all the while its eye fixed on one thing.

‘Oh dear God,’ muttered Denser. He was closing on The Raven and he and they only had one chance. He could hear the dragon’s wing beats as it raced towards him, he dived deeper still, his body skimming the tall fronds of grass. He flew into the smoke of the fire ravaging the cleft, holding his breath and turning a sharp left, flying along the line of the fire. Arrowing back into fresh air, he saw that the dragon had carried straight on, missing The Raven in its search for him.

Seizing the only time he had left, Denser flew hard back to them, pulling up to land just as the dragon realised it had been fooled and turned again in the air. It wouldn’t be long in reaching them.

‘Quick,’ he said, talking as his feet hit the ground and he dismissed the wings. ‘Back down the slope. The dragon’s coming back. Erienne, we need anything that may keep off fire. More HardShield. I’ll try an IceWind defence. You never know.’ They cast as they scrambled down, keeping themselves in close formation, with Hirad cajoling them all the way.

As they descended, they knew it was hopeless. They were running back into the flames, the dragon’s shadow passed over them once more, the force of its wings loud and terrifying and, this time, they could all see it bank and turn to fly down the length of the gully, opening its mouth to breathe.

It never reached them. At the top of the gully a huge set of jaws clamped around its neck and drove it into the ground which shuddered violently underfoot. Flame lit up the sky, a dual roar split the air, one was abruptly silenced. There was the sound of wings in the air and the shadow of Sha-Kaan hung over them, huge and comforting. His mouth dripped blood and he heaved great lungfuls of air as he hovered. The Raven’s relief was palpable.

‘I heard your call but I was far from you. Get away from the fire and head towards the mountains, I will bring Jatha and your people to you. You must be ready to close the gateway when our orb reaches its height thrice from now.’ And with that, he was gone.

Denser collapsed on to the ground. ‘Give me a moment,’ he said. ‘Move when you get too warm, eh?’ said Hirad, indicating the flames and smoke scant yards away. ‘Good move into that smoke, by the way, but a pity he saw you landing. Work on that for next time.’

Denser looked up, anger in his eyes, but it evaporated when he saw the smile on Hirad’s face. ‘Funny, Coldheart. Very funny.’

Hirad reached down his hand. ‘Come on, Denser, we’ve still got a long way to walk.’




Chapter 31

Lord Senedai awoke to the smells of campfires, cooking meat and damp, and the sounds of Shamen leading their warriors in songs and chants calling for the alignment of spirits and the ancient lords of war to be with them this day.

He rolled over on his low pallet, eyes to the slightly billowing roof of his tent. He listened to his men, he caught the whisper of the wind through the camp and he sighed, a deep slow exhalation, before sitting upright and rubbing a hand across his face and through his knotted hair.

‘Attendant!’ he shouted, and his tent door was pulled back immediately to admit a tall young warrior, barely more than a youth. His tanned frame was hard-muscled beneath a tight-tied sleeveless grey shirt and his hair was cropped to his scalp as his rank dictated.

‘My Lord.’

‘Battle furs and breakfast,’ ordered Senedai.

‘My Lord.’ A half bow and he left.

Senedai dragged himself reluctantly from his bed, walked a little stiffly to the door flap and pulled it open a crack. Outside, the pre-dawn gloom was deepened by a misty rain that fell from a heavy sky, punctuated only by the cook-fires dotted around the camp. He set his jaw and moved back into the relative warmth of his tent.

‘So much for the songs of fortune,’ he muttered. A damp battlefield was all he needed. Yes, blood would slick the ground underfoot but rainfall on grass would make the ground slippery from the very start and he had a feeling they would need every bit of help they could get despite their overwhelming numerical superiority.

During his sleepless night he had gone over every option, wishing fervently his catapults weren’t still in Julatsa, awaiting the move to Dordover. He could attempt to simply overrun the enemy, sheer weight and press of numbers driving their bodies into the mud, but that was a charge he would have to lead himself and he found no desire to die this day.

He ate and dressed quickly and walked outside into the slowly lightening sky, to be accosted by a tribesman who thrust a message into his hands. It was unopened.

‘Who brought this message?’

‘A fast rider from Understone, my Lord. He arrived just before you awoke.’

Tessaya had sent word. Excellent. Senedai turned away and unsealed the message on his way to the nearest cook-fire with enough light to see by. He made his way through a mass of warriors sharpening weapons, hefting furs, practising strikes or just talking among themselves, and everywhere the sounds of a camp coming to life filled his ears. Dogs snarled and barked, orders were shouted, fires crackled and popped, tent sides thumped, loose guys snapped and song filtered from all sides. It was hard not to feel confident. The enemy had nowhere to run and it was obvious to even the untrained eye that they were too few.

Yet Senedai felt doubt deep in the pit of his being. And reading the message from Tessaya multiplied his fears. He had hoped to see his Lord marching over the fields to make victory certain that very morning. But there had been a change of plan. Tessaya had had word from the remnants of Taomi’s army that a large force was marching from the south. Senedai was to complete his task with no further help, the message said. Tessaya would join Taomi’s forces and crush the southern enemy. They would then muster on the road to Korina while reinforcements shored up the defences of Julatsa.

Victory was assured, the message ended. The Spirits smiled on them and the enemy gods would look away. Tessaya had made certain of that.

But Tessaya wasn’t facing what Senedai faced. And as the sun lightened the sky to reveal the masked force standing stock still on the ground in front of the ruins just as they had as night fell, the Wesman Lord quailed inside and prayed for an answer to present itself that could save him from humiliation.

Behind him a dog barked and a harsh voice silenced it. At least there was part of the answer. He dropped the message in the fire and summoned his Captains to issue battle orders.

 


In the light of late afternoon, General Darrick sat around a hastily erected map table with Blackthorne, Gresse and a tired Communion mage. The Wesmen had stopped and dug themselves in, scouts reporting that Tessaya and the southern force remnants had managed to connect.

‘What is all this about?’ asked Gresse. He’d just heard the Communion report and both he and Blackthorne faced Darrick blankly.

‘Look, there’s things been going on you know nothing about. I’m sorry not to have told you but there didn’t seem any point and we all had axes to grind against the Wesmen anyway.’

‘What exactly?’ asked Gresse carefully.

‘This is going to sound preposterous but it’s all true, I swear it,’ said the General. He looked round to make sure they weren’t overheard. ‘There’s a . . . a hole in the sky over Parve. It’s growing and when its shadow covers the city at noon, dragons will invade. Don’t ask me how or why, but they will. The Raven and Styliann have ridden to find a way to close the hole. He went back to Xetesk, and they went to Julatsa. I was left praying they would make it and now it seems obvious they have.

‘But now the Wesmen are threatening even themselves, ridiculous though that sounds, and we clearly have to stop them.’

‘But why have the Wesmen chased them? I mean we’re talking about ten plus thousand running after what they think is six people.’

‘Yes, but they think that The Raven are going to bring back dragons. I mean, they’ve got it hopelessly wrong but that’s what they think. And it makes them very difficult to deal with.

‘More than that,’ continued Darrick. ‘It explains why Tessaya went on the move. Look.’ He indicated the map. ‘Tessaya’s plan was to march on Korina when his southern army sacked Gyernath and his northern took Julatsa, thereby removing supply all the way, north to south, from the strongest Colleges, Xetesk and Dordover. Lystern he can leave until later. He has thousands of men in reserve to defend both cities and the pass so he is relaxed. He also knows, or thinks he knows, that co-ordinated defence of the East is non-existent so even though Dawnthief has removed the Wytch Lords and his own magic, he still believes he can take Balaia. So he wants Korina next to cut off principal west-east supply and break Balaian morale.

‘But not everything went right. For a start, Gyernath survived its onslaught and still stands. To add insult to injury, you two and your motley band of farmers’ boys—’ he imbued the term with complete reverence and respect ‘—have taken the rest of the southern force apart, something he has only become aware of very recently. Next, The Raven reappeared in the East as did Styliann and I, and they desert a siege situation and presumably through torture in Julatsa he has answers to why, but the wrong ones.

‘He knows he has to move fast so he begins to destroy as he moves, knowing we still can’t take the pass and having to hamper our resupply at every stage he can, hence Understone. He is on his way directly to Korina but he doesn’t want to lead us straight past Septern Manse and leave any chance that we can stop his other army - also on its way to Korina, by the way - from catching and killing The Raven. I’d do the same if I held the superstitions they do. On their own, The Raven have already destroyed apparently indestructible forces and he’ll be sure they can do it again. Best not to take chances. Best to see them dead.’

‘So he’ll fight us just to stop us reaching Senedai?’ Gresse’s expression was sceptical.

‘For one, but also because it’s better to fight us there than outside Korina where he thinks, again mistakenly, that we would get significant help. Possibly even enough to defeat him.’ Darrick’s heart was racing and he could see the pieces slot themselves into place in the minds of the Barons.

‘But all that is immaterial if Senedai kills The Raven,’ said Blackthorne. ‘Because, if you’re right about these dragons . . .’

‘. . . the only chance any of us, Wesmen or Balaians, have is if Senedai is stopped,’ finished Darrick.

‘And Tessaya won’t believe us,’ said Gresse. ‘Gods falling, I’m not even sure I believe us.’

‘Just say all this is right, how long can the Protectors hold out? Long enough to see The Raven complete their task? Long enough for us to skirt Tessaya and hit Senedai ourselves?’ asked Blackthorne.

Darrick shook his head. ‘As to The Raven, I don’t know. All I do know is that we won’t get around Tessaya, not an army this big. He already has us scouted.’

‘So we’re going to fight him?’ Gresse looked less than upset at the idea.

‘If we fight and win, it’ll take two days minimum. No.’ He smiled at what he was about to say. ‘We’ve only got the one choice and, far-fetched as it is, we have to have his help.’

‘So?’ asked Blackthorne, though Darrick could see he knew the answer and was already fighting with thoughts of placing his need for vengeance to one side, much as Darrick himself was doing.

‘So, we’re going to march right up to him, as quickly as we can, look as powerful as possible and then we’re going to persuade him to send a message to Senedai.’

 


Hirad had known it would be beautiful, the feelings in his mind when Sha-Kaan had spoken of it told him that, but he hadn’t imagined the half of it. They had climbed several hundred feet up a steep-sided rocky slope with the deep orange sun beating down from the same blue sky that had lain above them ever since their arrival in the dragons’ dimension.

The remainder of their journey had been a nervy rush across the fire-ravaged plain. The surviving travellers had reformed an hour from where the Veret dragon’s attack had taken place and while The Raven were unhurt, barring a few scratches, only Cil and two Protector brothers remained of the six that had come through the rip, and Jatha had lost seven of his people.

Styliann had remained quiet about what he had seen as his Protectors died but the flinch he had given when a Kaan dragon overflew them on the way back to its homelands was all the information Hirad had really needed. The Xetesk Master had been pale and clearly shaken and, for the first time, Hirad had actually felt a little sympathy for him.

The battle in the sky had been won, just, though Hirad had felt Sha-Kaan’s sorrow as he had spoken of singling out one Brood, the Veret, for attack until the Kaan had driven them off, breaking their spirits and a fledgling alliance between enemy Broods. But, in a notable change to his attitude, he had detailed a quartet of Kaan to shadow their journey despite the extra attention the action would inevitably bring.

And so they had travelled, humbled by their experience and all too aware of the awesome destructive power of even a single dragon. No more was that evidenced than by the plain they left after a further day’s travel to move into the rocky foothills of the mountains they had seen from the dead forest. Looking back, they saw the scars and open wounds that would probably live on forever.

No longer did the plain shimmer in its pale blue and red frond-topped light as far as the eye could see. Now, beneath a huge shifting pall of smoke and ash, a yellow and orange glow told of the fire still burning, consuming the stunning vegetation, voracious and insatiable in its appetite. Where it had burned itself out, the land was blackened and smouldering, laid waste to its roots and beyond in the heat of the consumption. The vegetation was resilient and would sprout again but that thought made the sight no less terrible.

‘Just one dragon,’ The Unknown had said as they watched with hypnotic stillness the countless miles of smoke and flame. ‘Just one.’ His words had speeded their ascent.

Now here they stood, The Raven, apart from the rest as befitted the Dragonene of the Great Kaan and those pledged to help him, and looked down for the first time on the Kaan homeland. The slope they had climbed had flattened into a pitted rock plateau which swept to a point jutting out over the homeland. As they stood at its edge, the rock beneath them formed an overhang, arcing down and out of sight the Gods knew how far below. And all around them was a different world.

Left and right below them, a carpet of shifting green lay covering a wide valley, the walls of which were just visible through the veil. Massive leaves waved gently, attached to huge boughs that sat darkly beneath the surface and Hirad could only imagine the size of the trunks from which they grew. Across the undulating surface, the sun’s orange light shot delightful rays of colour through pale strands of mist, and the stark backdrop of white peaked mountains tumbling down to dark flatlands completed the serene picture.

But that alone wasn’t the beauty Hirad saw. In the sky above the canopy, the Kaan wheeled and dived, lazy beats begetting long, graceful glides as they circled while those entering the trees from above swept their wings back and shot past, golden bodies sparkling in the orange glow as their bodies spun, dragging vortices of mist after them as they disappeared.

And they called to each other. Sounds of welcome, of farewell, of sadness, of love and of enduring devotion. To the Brood, to each other and to their home. The calls were brackish and guttural, or haunting hollow cries that echoed from the valley walls. They tugged at Hirad’s heart and senses, filling him with the warmth of belonging and the emptiness of the war that stole Kaan from the sky each day.

Hirad felt the strength falter in his legs and he crouched, one leg under him, his right hand on the ground as he rocked forwards, watching. He could have stayed there all day, such was the majesty of the Kaan and their homeland. He felt a hand on his shoulder and looked up. It was Ilkar.

‘Can you believe it?’ asked Hirad, gesturing at the awesome view all around them, his eyes again on the Kaan and the trees and mist covering their valley, a warm moist breeze blowing in his face.

‘If I live to be five hundred, this will be my abiding memory as I die,’ said the elf, the magnitude of it all plain in his voice.

‘Never mind Balaia. They’re too busy grasping for themselves, most of them. This is what we’re really trying to save. And this is why we can’t fail.’ Hirad stood up, wiping damp eyes. To his left, Jatha gazed down on the homeland with an almost stupefied expression on his face.

‘Home,’ he said.

‘See what it means to them? He must have seen this a hundred times but just look at him.’

Ilkar nodded. ‘We all want this to work, Hirad, and your reason is probably more compelling than most but I think you need to be realistic about our chances.’

‘Tell me on the way down. I think Jatha is anxious to get there, as am I.’

Jatha led them to a stairway carved from the stone of the mountain on which they stood. Steep and moss-covered, it swept under the overhang, twisting and turning through cleft, behind waterfall and around the enormous boles of the trees whose leaves hemmed in more strands of mist, building clouds the further down they went.

Descending through the dancing, orange-striated cloud, the atmosphere closed in hot and damp, vision was impaired and the stairs became slick and wet, treacherous to the unsure foot. Ahead of The Raven, Jatha and his men scampered down with practised confidence, Jatha’s voice at odds with his movement as it periodically echoed ‘Careful!’ up through the mist.

But for the Balaians the way was far slower. Leaning into the rock wall, which ran with water or was covered with a thin film of slime, they kept away from the far edge which plummeted down through the mist to death on the valley floor.

Hirad, walking behind Ilkar, had decided not to ask any questions until they breached the mist but when they did, it was a long time before he could find any words. In a few paces, the mist had thinned and cleared beneath the leaf layer, giving them their first view of the Kaan homeland.

A vast flat space of rock, grass and river stretched under the mist which reflected a gentle, warm light on to the land below, giving the homeland a tranquil aspect, easy on the eye. The river which meandered through the centre of the valley was a sparkling blue and the sounds of water reached them across the still, humid air from falls which fed the river in a dozen places he could see. The grassland was a luxuriant deep green tipped with red and blue just like the plain and, given the connected squares of close-cropped and waist-high stalks, was clearly tended and harvested for some purpose.

The buildings scattered along the valley sides, some low, flat and half-buried, others dug deep into the rock of the valley itself, seemed purely functional. But one magnificent structure dominated the Broodland. With its polished white stone gleaming in the filtered sunlight, its dome and towers striking towards the sky yet dwarfed by the extraordinary sculpted wings whose tips all but touched the mist above, Wingspread was a simply staggering monument to Sha-Kaan. And his carved face looked out at his domain, eyes forever watching for danger. Nothing like it existed in Balaia and, for all their magic, nothing ever would. This was a construct born of consummate respect and veneration for a leader the Kaan and their Vestare honoured freely and with a fervour lost to the peoples of its kindred dimension.

All the Balaians had stopped to drink in the view. Glancing across at Denser, Hirad saw the awe on his face while Erienne’s held an enraptured smile that had as much to do with the atmosphere of peace and safety as the sights before her. For Hirad, it was like coming home and he closed his eyes and let the feelings of the Kaan wash over him, his limbs tingling, his mind suffused with the thoughts Sha-Kaan let drift through his mind.

‘Tell me we won’t let this be destroyed,’ he said eventually.

‘We’ll save it or die trying,’ said Ilkar. Hirad looked at Ilkar, seeing that the determination that had bound him to The Raven for ten years had not dimmed.

‘Well, I have no intention of dying,’ said Hirad. ‘Tell me about our chances.’ He motioned that they should follow after Jatha and his men who had continued to the base of the stairway and were wading through a square of grass, their walk becoming a run as they approached the river and a set of crossing stones.

Calls of welcome from human mouths echoed across the Broodland and from a dozen small stone-and-thatch dwellings set in a hamlet close to the river came more of the Vestare. Children squealed with delight, men and women came together in embraces, splashing through the shallows to welcome home those who had been gone from sanctuary so long.

Laughter floated across the air but with it the sounds of crying and sorrow as those whose men had not survived learned of their loss. The mood broke quickly and solemnity returned. All faces turned towards The Raven as they, Styliann and the Protectors strode towards the river, crossing the same stones Jatha had danced across so recently.

‘Raven, welcome,’ he said. ‘Hirad, home.’

‘Home,’ agreed Hirad. He pointed towards Wingspread. ‘Sha-Kaan? ’

Jatha shook his head. ‘Wait,’ he said. His face cracked into a smile. ‘Eat? Drink.’ He clapped his hands and some of the Vestare scampered away, disappearing into their houses. He sat on some close-cropped grass and motioned his guests to do the same. Fruit and strips of meat were brought out on platters by some, while others brought pitchers of water and juice and carved wooden cups out of which to drink. From somewhere nearby, music from a set of pipes drifted across the air.

The scene and the atmosphere were idyllic but Hirad couldn’t forget why they were here. A handful of dragons sat on the ground outside, massive hulking bodies resting part in the river or on the flat rock, heads sweeping lazily to grab Flamegrass or the carcasses their Vestare brought them. They all ignored the arrival of the strangers completely. Most, he presumed, were flying around the rip, injured in melde-corridors or cavorting in the skies overhead. Sha-Kaan, he was sure, was inside Wingspread and he thought it curious the Great Kaan had not come out to greet them. But, as always, he would have his reasons.

‘Hirad,’ said Ilkar. ‘Before you speak to Sha-Kaan—’

‘Yes, our chances,’ agreed Hirad.

‘Or lack of them,’ said Ilkar. ‘And don’t bridle like that, I’m only being realistic. You need to know exactly how far we’ve got.’

Hirad tore at a piece of meat with his teeth, washing the food down with the pale green, sweet fruit juice.

‘You aren’t going to tell me anything good, are you?’

‘It’s not quite that bad,’ said Ilkar. ‘It’s just there are so many unknowables and guesses we’re having to make. But let me start at the beginning. Unknown, you ought to listen to this.’

‘I am,’ came the reply. ‘Thraun?’ The shapechanger moved closer to Ilkar. He had a cup in his hand but hadn’t taken any food.

‘The theory is relatively simple but, without definite parameters, the power of any spell we cast is going to be a guess. Educated, but a guess. What we have to do, and the four of us are strong enough to do it from beneath the rip, is form a mana lattice that binds with the edges of the rip. This is all based on Septern’s spells designed to border rips and contain them.’

‘So you’re going to effectively border this rip,’ said The Unknown.

‘Absolutely,’ said Ilkar. ‘And then we have to draw it closed. Now that would be reasonably easy if we only had one end to contend with but we don’t; we have a corridor and another end all of the same massive size. You all right with this so far, Hirad?’

‘Anything I don’t get I’ll ask The Unknown to explain when you’ve gone,’ he said.

‘Gone where?’ asked Ilkar.

‘Gone where you can’t hear me complaining how complicated you make things,’ said Hirad, smiling as Ilkar’s ears pricked.

‘Fine,’ said the elf mage. ‘Now, returning to reality for a moment, we’re sure that Septern must have opened and closed dimensional corridors and there is theory that discusses the weave, if you like, that is required to close a hole in interdimensional space. What we believe we have to do is set up what is best described as a mana shuttle which, anchored at this end of the rip by the border we create, flies down the corridor, looping through its sides to come out the other end and effectively pull the sides together, closing the rip and corridor on both sides.’

‘Can that be done?’ The Unknown took fruit from a platter offered to him and smiled his thanks at the woman serving. ‘I have to say, Ilkar, it sounds very far-fetched.’

Ilkar sighed. ‘It is. Look, we don’t know if we can do it, yet. The lore theory is there in Septern’s texts, Styliann and Denser are trying to link it to some Xeteskian dimensional theory and we do have a spell that will close a gateway.’

‘But it’s the shuttle bit, isn’t it?’ said Hirad.

‘Yes,’ said Ilkar. ‘It’s certainly an extension of the mana lattice we’ll make to contain the rip on this side but at the moment we’re guessing and that’s very dangerous.’

‘I don’t want to worry you but we don’t have the time for you to do anything else,’ said Hirad. ‘We have to cast this thing in the next day or so or it’ll be too late for the Kaan and you know what that means for Balaia.’

‘I am aware, Hirad, but we did always say it would be difficult.’ Ilkar’s eyes narrowed a little and his ears reddened. ‘Developing new spells isn’t easy, you know.’

The Unknown held up his hands for calm. ‘And bickering isn’t going to help. Now, am I missing something or can’t you cast the lattice that borders the rip this side, pull it closed, if that isn’t too simplistic, and then go back to Balaia and do the same in Parve?’

Ilkar raised his eyebrows and smiled. ‘Lovely idea but we had to discount it. Even assuming we’d make it back to Parve from the Manse, it wouldn’t work. The power in interdimensional space is too great and you have to remember that the corridor would still be there, just with no second opening. We have to close the corridor too and the lattice is inherently unstable and wouldn’t survive to give us the time to reach Parve. That’s why we had to come here. We have to close the rip against the flow of the way it was made.’

‘So sum up our chances in a way I can understand,’ said Hirad, his plate still full but his appetite fading fast.

‘If Denser and Styliann can’t find any help in Xeteskian dimensional theory, we have next to no chance because we’ll have no idea of the forces operating beyond the rip. If they do, we’re still making a best guess at a mana construct brand-new to us all and will have no clear idea if it’ll work until it either does or doesn’t. It’ll require all our combined strength to cast from the ground anyway.’ He paused and looked at Hirad solemnly. ‘There is less chance of this succeeding than there was of defeating the Wytch Lords.’

‘Sha-Kaan isn’t going to like that,’ said Hirad.

‘Well, he’ll just have to live with it.’

‘Or die with it,’ returned Hirad, and he got to his feet, dusted down his trousers and leather and set off to Wingspread.

‘Who’d be a Dragonene, eh Unknown?’ Ilkar tried to smile.

‘Who’d be any of us, Ilkar,’ he replied. ‘Who’d be any of us.’




Chapter 32

They attack.

The thought pulsed around the Protectors in the dawn light. The Wesmen were advancing, their dogs and archers before them. This was no charge and Aeb questioned the tactic with his brethren.

Dogs in the vanguard, archers to weaken us, army to follow up.

As one, the Protectors brought their weapons to the ready, each masked man unsheathing double handed sword and battle axe.

We are enough to shield effectively. Aeb drove the idea around them. Concentration is everything. We are one. Fight as one.

We are one, fight as one. The mantra echoed around their minds bringing them the strength of the Soul Tank and the belief in their invincibility. They were ready.

From all sides, arrows flew and the dogs were unleashed. Their howls were drowned by the roars of the Wesmen. Think shield. They thought and the arrows bounced. The Wesmen roars faltered but the dogs drove on. Huge beasts, the size of newborn foals, their mouths thick with teeth, saliva dripping as they came. Another flight of arrows; no more than five pierced the shield and no Protectors fell. The dogs hit them.

They had counted seventy Destranas, all hungry for the kill but all fighting on their own. Those at the front of the charge leapt for neck, thigh or stomach but the Protectors saw every angle of attack. Aeb struck down with his axe at the skull of a dog that leapt at the brother next to him. Two more blades thudded into the beast’s neck and back. It died with a whimper.

Aeb, blade left lower quarter.

Aeb struck without looking, feeling his sword bite into a Destrana midriff. The thought had come as he sensed the animal, it was merely direction but it was all he needed. He pulled his axe clear to hammer it through the jaw of a third dog while his sword still skewered the terrified, crying animal on the ground to his left.

Around the circle the orders flew and the blades and axes followed them. Seventy dogs was too few by at least three hundred and those that didn’t run to hide behind the legs of their masters died without landing paw or fang on a single brother. Too slow, too obvious, too individual. It was why animals would never beat Protectors.

Quiet fell over the ranks of the army and their commander hesitated before ordering more arrows. Again the shield held and but one Protector took a wound in his thigh. He fell back to tend and direct until bandaged. Now the horns sounded and the encircled Protectors faced not a headlong charge but a careful, closed advance. Aeb could sense the nervousness as they advanced and pulsed his brothers to note it.

Their commander has no heart for this fight. We scare him. Seek those who command. Fight as one. We are one.

Fight as one, we are one. The second mantra echoed through their bodies. No thought was given to the overwhelming numbers who advanced towards them, only to the totality that was their being. The dogs were dead, their blood slicking the ground in the damp, drizzling morning. Their masters knew as never before that those first to the battle would die. It was inevitable.

As is victory. We are Given, we may not fail.

 


Lord Senedai fought to keep his mouth closed as he watched his war dogs slaughtered. Destranas were feared by all men, their ferocity and desire for the kill legendary. But these men, whatever they were, didn’t so much as flinch, only taking a pace back when it gave them a better angle to strike. They seemed to know where an attack was coming from before it came and, though the distance might have confused his sight, he could swear some of them struck without looking. Struck and hit. This was no wild flailing, it was ordered, accurate power.

And that scared Senedai more than anything else.

The dogs had raced on in tight howling packs and had died whining, their bodies chopped and twitching. Senedai dragged himself back to the immediate with the baying shouts of his men dying to echoes in the mist and rain. An uneasy, fidgeting quiet gripped his army. None of them had seen a single enemy fall. Now they looked to him for orders, his signallers ready, standing expectant to his left.

‘My Lord?’ prompted a Lieutenant. ‘We should not lose the impetus.’

‘I know!’ snapped Senedai, then calmed himself. ‘I know. Signal an advance from all quarters. Slow march. Let’s have them watch us massing right under their noses and fear what is about to overwhelm them. Front ranks only. Rear stand ready for my command.’

The flags went up, the horns sounded and the Wesmen advanced. Senedai’s heart thudded in his chest as he moved up behind the front ranks, shouting encouragement, exhorting them to keep a slow pace as if any near him desired to charge to certain death.

From the ruins of the Manse there was no reaction. The small force stood ready, blood dripping from swords and axes, masked faces offering nothing, bodies exuding controlled aggression. Behind Senedai, an order signalled more arrows. More waste. A flight of one hundred turned aside by the cursed invisible barrier. But there was no mage.

‘What in all the hells is going on?’ Senedai shouted, frustration burning hot. ‘Who are these men?’ he muttered under his breath, afraid again.

Forty paces from battle, the spirit chant began. Rumbling from the front lines in every direction, it rolled over the Wesmen army, setting Senedai’s skin tingling and refreshing his flagging confidence. It was the song to greet enemy steel, the song to accept death like a warrior if it should strike and the song to bind the spirits to the Wesmen nation forever.

Over and over, the growled words, only twenty in all, emitted from the lips of the army, rising to a cacophony that drowned the clashing of weapons and the tramp of many thousands of feet. At the last, the march broke, the tempo of the chant increasing, driving the warriors on. In front of them, the masked force moved, axes raised, swords pointed to the ground, prepared to repel as the Wesmen wave broke over them.

 


Threat hung heavy in the morning air, lowering dark with the clouds above that dispensed a light drizzle but promised a downpour.

Darrick had marched his army directly towards the waiting horde, demanding order and speed. He knew they would be watching, just as his scouts watched them, and he needed the Wesmen to report determination and confidence. So he drilled them as they marched, the cavalry marking time ahead, never once breaking stride.

In open fields a little over a mile from where Tessaya’s army camped, he brought the column to a halt. A single horn blast was followed by a tumult of orders from a hundred mouths and each man, elf and mage knew what they had to do. Defensive positions were set, a perimeter established, the command post erected and regimental lines drawn up. Mages stood by sword guards, elven eyes scoured the Grethern Forest to the south and the bare rises north. Fire and cess pits were dug, tents sprouted, animals were picketed and guarded, the quartermasters’ and armourers’ wagons emptied and stores and forges were in operation less than an hour after their arrival.

Darrick turned from the preparation with a smile tugging at his lips. ‘Not bad,’ he said, ‘when you consider that less than a thousand out there are seasoned campaign soldiers.’

Blackthorne chuckled. ‘Well, Blackthorne farmers and wine-growers have always been practical.’

Darrick looked hard, unsure if Blackthorne was joking. Gresse confirmed it for him.

‘And the victorious defenders from Gyernath just stand and admire, eh Blackthorne?’

‘They’ve been allowed to assist my specialists,’ said Blackthorne, his eyes twinkling beneath his dark brows. Darrick cleared his throat.

‘It should give the Wesmen scouts something to think about,’ he said.

‘I expect Tessaya will be scared rigid when he hears of the construction efficiency of Blackthorne’s vintners and vintagers,’ said Gresse. Darrick scowled at the levity and Gresse’s expression hardened. ‘Sorry, General. Tell us when you plan to ride in?’ He sat on one of the six chairs unfolded around the map table in the command tent.

‘We’ll have lunch, then I will raise the parley flag and leave here with a small guard of a dozen cavalry.’

‘And us,’ said Blackthorne.

‘I beg your pardon?’ Darrick frowned and again looked hard at the tall stern Baron. He saw no hint of humour this time.

‘I know Tessaya. He buys, or rather bought, my finest wines. He might listen to me,’ said Blackthorne.

‘And you, Baron Gresse?’

‘I will ride with my friend and you to add support and gravitas. Tessaya must not see this as merely a gambit. A deputation of three senior Balaians might sway him.’

Darrick nodded. ‘Very well. I’ll not say I couldn’t use the support. Tessaya will be a difficult man so far into our lands.’ He felt a relief he knew he shouldn’t as a General but there was some physical aspect about the two Barons that inspired confidence. He saw it as a matter-of-fact determination to succeed, a refusal to accept the possibility of defeat. Surely it was what their people saw and why a handful of soldiers and an army of farmers could have such a bearing on the war.

‘Will he respect the parley flag?’ asked Darrick.

‘Yes,’ said Blackthorne immediately. ‘And not because he is particularly honourable. But he is an intelligent man unwilling to sacrifice his people if he can secure victory by negotiated surrender.’

‘But given to poor judgement at crucial times,’ said Darrick. ‘For instance, he could have faced us at Understone in a far stronger position. I believe he panicked.’

‘Possibly,’ said Blackthorne. ‘But don’t assume he’ll err again.’

Two hours later, the three men rode from the camp, their guard in echelon formation behind them, a single rider ahead carrying the green and white halved flag to indicate peaceful parley.

A quarter of a mile from the Wesmen army, they were flanked by thirty Wesmen axe-bearers who trotted beside the horses, melting wordlessly out of the forest. It was an honour guard and Darrick paradoxically felt a little easier than when they were alone though he indicated that the two mage riders maintain their shields.

Shortly afterwards, they reached the top of a rise and the Wesmen were below them. Covering an area probably a quarter of a mile on a side, the camp sprawled across pasture and cropland. Dozens of fires burned into the damp early afternoon sky, banners and standards hung limp and tents hugged the ground in carefully spaced order. Forsaking their trademark towers and stockades with time against them, the Wesmen instead had mounted a heavy border presence of warriors. A sneak attack on this camp would not work and Tessaya wanted them to know it.

Passing into the camp, Darrick’s ease evaporated. Thousands of eyes turned to stare, the hum of work and talk fell away and a savage hostility pervaded the atmosphere. From all parts of the camp, Wesmen warriors ran to get a closer look at the enemy in their midst and, here and there, Shamen in cloak and paint issued forwards, gazing malevolently at the parley group, their hands and mouths moving, cursing.

But none broke the honour guard which shouldered its way through the increasing press, heading for a tent like all the others save the heavy security surrounding it and the dozen standards driven into the ground either side of its entrance, forming a tight walkway.

A short walk from the tent, the honour guard brought the parade to a halt, indicating that the Balaians dismount.

‘Stay with the horses.’ Darrick instructed the squad leader, an elven mage. ‘Don’t look any warrior in the eye and keep those shields firm.’

‘Yes, sir.’

Darrick looked beyond the elf, whose curt confident nod belied the fear that had to be crawling in his belly, and saw the gathering mob of Wesmen pressing in towards the command tent on all sides. If the talks went wrong, there would be nowhere to run.

‘Have faith,’ said Blackthorne, picking up his mood. ‘Should we die, your army still has everyone it needs to win.’

‘How comforting to think they don’t really need me,’ said Darrick.

‘You know what I mean.’

The brown canvas of the tent flap was pulled aside and an old Shaman beckoned them in.

The tent was plainly furnished. To the left, a low pallet, tidy and made up. To the right, a serving table decked with meat, bread, jugs and goblets. To either side of the door, a Wesman guard and, in front of them, a table with a single chair. The old Shaman, dressed in plain brown shift, moved to stand behind Lord Tessaya who sat upright, gazing at them over a half-eaten plate of food.

‘Welcome to my lands,’ he said, a harsh smile cracking his tanned features.

‘I thank you for granting us audience,’ said Darrick, ignoring Tessaya’s crude attempt at baiting. ‘There is a critical matter to discuss that affects both our peoples.’

‘Yes,’ said Tessaya. ‘Your surrender that confirms Wesmen ascension in Balaia and stops pointless death.’ He looked past Darrick. ‘Baron Blackthorne, it is as ever a pleasure.’

‘I trust we shall soon be able to share the finest bottle from my cellars, my Lord,’ responded Blackthorne. ‘Assuming your departing force failed to find the way in. But unless you hear General Darrick, that pleasure will be denied us all.’

The Shaman leaned in and whispered into Tessaya’s ear. The Wesman Lord nodded.

‘I am already aware of your desperate search for help beyond this world. And even if you delay me here with meaningless talk, my kin Lord, Senedai, will destroy the Manse and then your precious Raven. He will soon overwhelm the Xeteskian unmen and, when he does, Balaia and another world will be open to my conquering armies. Speak, General Darrick. Let us see if you are as good a talker as you are a soldier.’ Tessaya leaned back in his chair and took a deep draught of the goblet at his right hand. At a snap of his fingers, a door guard ran to the table to grab a jug for refill.

‘Balaia is under threat. There is a hole in the sky that hangs above Parve. It links our world to another and it must be closed if we are not to be invaded by dragons. The Raven go to complete that task. If Lord Senedai stops them, we will all die. I have come here to ask you to stop him before he commits a monumental crime in the name of the Wesmen nation.’ Darrick searched Tessaya’s face for signs that he was really listening. He felt his face go cold as the contempt spread across the Wesman Lord’s features.

‘You must think me a stupid man and that makes me very unhappy,’ he said. ‘You should have respect for all I have achieved and yet you invent tales that a backward child would not believe.’

‘He speaks the truth,’ said Blackthorne. ‘And you know me as a man of honour. I would not lie to you.’

‘What I know is that desperate men will set aside their principles when death is the reward for keeping them,’ said Tessaya smoothly. ‘And I will tell you what is the truth. Indeed dragons will come here, completing a prophecy of our ancients unless I can stop them. And stop them, I will. There is no threat from the mark in the sky. My messengers tell me it is merely the fire mark of Parve, destroyed by your hands. I will not listen to you while your allies seek the only power that can halt the Wesmen march to Korina.

‘And yet I will show you more respect than you show me. If you want to stop the Wesmen and you refuse honourable surrender, it will have to be on the battlefield. So go and prepare for the fight, if you have the stomach for it. Under the terms of parley, you have three hundred counts to leave my camp. That count has started.’ He turned his attention to the food remaining on his plate.

Behind Darrick, the tent flap was pulled aside but he ignored it, striding forwards to bang his hands on the table, shaking the plate and upsetting the goblet which pirouetted over, spilling its liquid on the grass.

‘And what if I do tell the truth and your men stop The Raven from closing the hole? It will be too late to ask for forgiveness when dragons are laying waste to Balaia, and they will fly over Wesmen lands first.’ Darrick felt his anger burning. He heard a weapon drawn but ignored it. ‘What will you do?’

Tessaya met his stare, waving a hand to keep his guards back. He smiled. ‘If that is what you believe then you had better hope The Raven can outwit my northern army. The count continues.’

Blackthorne and Gresse came to Darrick’s shoulders and gently drew him back.

‘I understand your scepticism,’ said Blackthorne. ‘Yet it doesn’t change the reality. As a gesture of good faith, Gresse and I will remain here as your prisoners. Should what we say turn out to be untrue, we will be at your mercy.’

Tessaya pushed a spoonful of meat into his mouth and chewed, talking around the food and pointing the spoon at Blackthorne.

‘You are a brave man, Baron, and I have nothing but admiration for your defeat of my southern army. I almost lament the destruction of your town but such are the necessities of war. You make a generous offer but what hollow victory will it be, placing your two noble heads on spikes while my people are killed by your dragon allies?

‘Do you not understand? I am soon to march to victory in Korina once I have defeated you here. I will rule Balaia. So you see, you are already at my mercy.’ He turned to his Shaman who nodded and moved quickly to the tent door.

‘Arnoan will escort you to the borders of the camp. I will see you in battle.’

The three senior Balaians looked at each other. Darrick felt a sense of desperation sweep over him and, for a moment, considered breaking the parley to kill Tessaya. But he could not and he knew Blackthorne and Gresse would move to stop him. Tessaya’s point-blank refusal to believe him was quite predictable but it left The Raven helpless should Senedai defeat the Protectors.

Stalking from the audience, he found himself praying that Xetesk’s abominations would live up to their reputation.

 


Sha-Kaan flew from Wingspread with the orb beginning its fall from the sky. The Great Kaan, tired from his exertions in battle and without a melde-corridor now Hirad Coldheart was in his domain, stretched aching wings to catch the winds in the heights, heading again for the Shedara Ocean to find Tanis-Veret, if his altemelde was still alive.

The cold air brought a clarity of thought to the Great Kaan, his speed driving ice into his lungs when he opened his mouth to breathe, serving also to quell his anger at Hirad Coldheart’s words. He found he could see through the haze of his own mind at what his Dragonene’s words actually meant.

And that hatched unusual feelings. Sha-Kaan was used to having his orders fulfilled without question or error. Yet The Raven had told him there was no certainty of success in their mission and Hirad had introduced him to a Balaian concept quite alien to him - that the best a man could possibly do had to be considered enough, even if it meant ultimate failure or even death. Sha-Kaan had let his contempt show. He should have killed the puny human then and there but once again Hirad had managed to stay him with irrefutable logic.

‘Kill me and you’ll never know if we would have succeeded and you will die. If we do fail, we’ll all die in the attempt anyway and you will have your wish.’ Spoken calmly. Sha-Kaan had laughed but it hadn’t dampened his anger. Not then.

Now, flying to a meeting that had to bear fruit, he could understand the effort The Raven had made. He could feel their desire for success and he knew they were aware of the consequences of failure for themselves, for Balaia and for the Kaan. But knowing isn’t the same as doing.

Another new emotion flashed through his body. Deep fear. He had been scared before; of injury, of facing the anger of his kin, and of his spawn dying before reaching maturity. But this was different. The fear marked the possibility that the entire Brood Kaan might become extinct and more, that they no longer wielded the weapons that could change that possibility. The Raven did.

They had to be protected at all costs which meant peeling defence from the gateway. He had too few healthy dragons. Elu-Kaan shimmered on the borders of death without his Dragonene to help him, reliant on the ministrations of the Vestare; and every melde-corridor was in use. The Kaan needed help and there was only one Brood that might turn. The tragedy was that it had been the Veret they had targeted in the last battle, knowing that to drive them off would break the Naik stranglehold. It had worked, but if the Veret refused him now, the death and maiming would have been for nothing.

Stooping from the heights with night full in the Shedaran sky, he feared the Kaan had done too thorough a job. No guard flew to meet him, no Veret sought revenge. None patrolled their air borders and the water below was still.

He landed on the meeting rock, pushed his head beneath the surface of the ocean and roared into its impenetrable depths. With his mind, he sought Tanis-Veret, pulsing his sorrow and his desperation at what had occurred in the skies over Teras. He pulsed his need and roared his urgency. He could only pray to the Skies that his altemelde heard him.

Sha-Kaan withdrew his head and lay flat across the rock, neck stretched in front of him. It was to keep his muscles extended and to appear in an attitude of deference from above but more it allowed his body sensors to cover the sea-drenched dark island, searching for vibrations from the water around him.

He waited for what felt an eternity in another’s Brood space, exposed and vulnerable should attack come. Ultimately, though, he was rewarded. A thrumming through the rock told of the approach of a large dragon, powering up from the depths. Sha-Kaan sat up, neck to the formal ‘s’ to greet Tanis-Veret as he exploded into the sky, water flying in all directions, waves rippling away from his exit point.

Water cascaded from his black-smeared body as he rose into the sky, trim wings angled for lift and tattered on the trailing edge. He bellowed his displeasure and fired a long breath into the air during a slow circle of the rock before landing heavily, tail sweeping water over his scarred lower back. His neck reared up, his eyes skewering Sha-Kaan with a malevolent stare.

‘Here to preside over the final destruction of the Veret, Sha-Kaan?’ He took in the sky as if expecting it to fill with enemy dragons.

‘No, Tanis-Veret, I am here to offer your Brood a chance of salvation, ’ said Sha-Kaan, allowing his head to bow slightly in a fractional expression of humility.

‘Hollow words,’ spat the old Veret. ‘Your eyes have not seen what you have wrought.’

‘And now we—’

‘Beneath our feet, the remnants of my Brood cling to the faint hope the Naik will honour their promise and leave us in peace when the Kaan are destroyed. Fewer than seventy of us remain, many near death in our melde-corridors. Of those that can still fly, I am the least wounded and the scales of my back will never knit, such was the ferocity of Kaan fire, claw and fang.’ Tanis-Veret met Sha-Kaan’s gaze again and his voice became an echo of itself, broken and exhausted. ‘I cannot even spare the kin to defend my borders. Leave us, Sha-Kaan; you have done enough.’

But Sha-Kaan did not move, an open act of aggression should Tanis-Veret choose to take it that way. But the damaged dragon merely shook his head.

‘I see,’ he said.

‘Skies above, Tanis, no you do not!’ thundered Sha-Kaan. ‘I came here and begged you not to ally with the Naik, to trust us that we would protect you from them but you would not listen and so we were bound to fight you and you were the weaker link.

‘It is of no succour but the Kaan took no pleasure in your destruction. And now, we have the chance to help you survive.’

A laugh rumbled in the chest of Tanis-Veret and he growled in his throat. ‘How can you help us? The Kaan are finished too. This meeting is a meeting of the dead. The gateway is too big for you to defend any longer. We can all see it. When the Naik next muster their allies, you will be destroyed and your melde-dimension with you.’

Sha-Kaan inclined his head. Tanis-Veret’s incomplete knowledge led to his only possible conclusion. ‘But we now have the means to close the gateway and we need you to give us the time to do it.’

‘I can think of no reason why I should trust your words.’

‘I make you this offer, Tanis-Veret,’ said Sha-Kaan. ‘It is your decision if you accept. I will place no pressure on you. I have travelled alone and at great risk to talk with you and am honoured that you still grant me audience. Natives of my melde-dimension have travelled here to use their skills to close the gateway in my sky. It was forged by their magic and can be undone by that same magic. But they will be on the ground and vulnerable while they work.

‘If you join the battle on the side of the Kaan, we can defend them. And should they succeed, the Kaan will return to strength quickly. I do not believe the Naik will leave you be, should they triumph. What I can promise you, and you know my words can be trusted, is that we will protect you after our victory. We will keep enemies from your borders while you heal and keep you safe while your numbers recover. Never again will the Veret and the Kaan fight. Our lands do not cross, we have no reason to be in conflict. So it shall be with the Kaan.

‘I do not expect you to answer now. It is your gamble and the fate of your Brood rests on your decision. I need your help. The Brood Kaan needs your help. And now I must leave. I have to prepare for battle, as do you. Perhaps I will see you dive on the Naik.’

‘The Skies go with you, Sha-Kaan,’ said Tanis-Veret, his tone enigmatic, thoughtful. ‘I will respond to the call from the Naik as I must. But that is all I must do.’

‘As you wish, Tanis-Veret.’ He unfurled his wings, barked a farewell and flew for the Kaan Broodland, his heart a little easier while his mind turned to battle.




Chapter 33

As evening gathered, the mist closed in and the pace of the Kaan Broodland, already sedate, slowed even further. No dragons remained outside, choosing Chouls, melde-corridors or private dwellings if they were of sufficient rank. The Raven sat outside near the river. They hadn’t been given any quarters and were clearly expected to sleep outside in the open. But the night was warm and humid and sleeping by the river would present no problem.

The real problem lay in the uncertainty of the mages and Hirad felt that keenly. He saw the anxious look in Ilkar’s eyes and the fidgeting of Denser’s lips as they worried at the stem of his unlit pipe.

On the one hand it was extraordinary, he thought, as he watched the four of them arguing and practising a short distance away, sitting on a flat rock near the river, books and papers held open and down by small stones and pebbles. Here, four of Balaia’s most talented mages, including the most powerful man in Xetesk, struggled with a problem for which they had practically all the information.

And on the other, it was no surprise at all. They were being asked to close a hole in the sky, the size of a city, hundreds of feet above their heads. Hirad could only guess at the skill that must take. Again, he felt helpless. He knew his role as warrior meant they got here at all, but now, with the most important work still to be done, he was sitting around drinking coffee.

Across the stove sat Thraun, silent and brooding, his long blond hair lank in the humidity, hanging in thick clotted strands around his head. The shapechanger had barely acknowledged his own existence since Will’s death, coming to life only when The Raven were threatened. But, like so much of The Raven of the recent past, the man he had been was gone.

‘Thraun?’ ventured Hirad. The young man lifted his gaze from the grass he’d been studying and looked squarely at Hirad. There was no strength in his eyes. No determination. Nothing but a brooding sorrow. Now he’d got Thraun’s attention, Hirad had little idea how to go on, knowing only that he had to get through somehow, that the silence could not be allowed to continue.

‘How are you feeling?’ Hirad cringed inwardly as he asked the lame question. Thraun ignored it.

‘Will would have loved this place,’ he said, his voice a low growl. ‘He was quite nervous, you know. Strange that, for such a talented thief. This place is so tranquil. It would have calmed him.’

‘Despite the large number of huge dragons flying about?’

Hirad was rewarded with the ghost of a smile on Thraun’s lips. ‘Despite that. Funny, isn’t it. Something as small as Denser’s Familiar scared him so badly while something as large as dragons hardly even ruffled his feathers.’

‘I don’t know,’ said Hirad. ‘There’s much good in dragons, or the Kaan anyway. Nothing too holy about the Familiar.’

‘I suppose.’ Thraun fell silent, resuming his study of the ground. ‘I can’t bear this,’ he said suddenly, catching Hirad off guard.

‘Bear what?’

‘Only he knows what it’s really like.’ Thraun indicated The Unknown who stood near the mages with the three surviving Protectors. ‘Having something in you that you hate and love in equal measure. Something that you wish didn’t afflict you but could not live without. Only his friends didn’t die while he was a Protector.’

‘Richmond did.’

‘But The Unknown wasn’t standing next to him, was he? You thought him dead. He had gone and Richmond couldn’t be saved.’

‘And neither could Will,’ said Hirad earnestly, leaning forwards. ‘Listen, when Sirendor Larn died, I felt the same. Like I let him down by not being stood by him at the moment of the attack. I had to accept quickly that there was nothing more I could have done. Yes, I had my revenge but you know something else? It doesn’t make the pain any less. You just have to go on as best you can. Enjoy the things you still have, don’t dredge up the things you don’t.’

Thraun looked at Hirad again, nodding gently, tears brimming his eyes. ‘I know you mean to help, Hirad. And I thank you for that. But Will was my only link to the human world when I was in wolf form. He was the only one I could trust to bring me back. The only one brave enough to stand up to me at my wildest. And I let him down. I hid inside my invulnerability because I was scared. It cost Will his life.

‘It’s something you can never really understand. He was my family and I loved him because he knew what I was and refused to judge me because of it. Now the only ones who won’t judge me, the only ones who are my family are the pack. When we get back to Balaia, I will find them.’

‘The Raven are your family now,’ said Hirad. ‘We’re strong and we care. Stay with us.’ Thraun’s words had shaken Hirad. He felt the shapechanger slipping away from him.

That ghost crossed Thraun’s lips again. ‘That is an offer and a commitment stronger than you know. But I don’t belong, not really. Not without Will.’ He gazed deep into Hirad’s eyes for a moment. ‘But I won’t let The Raven down.’

‘I know,’ said Hirad.

 


It was curious, the force that drew The Unknown to the Protectors. But he saw their loneliness, their anxiety at separation from their brothers. He knew how they felt. And so he stood with them, lending them his immediacy. There were no words at first but The Unknown could sense the same lack of focus he had observed earlier. But stronger now, verging on confusion. He broke the silence.

‘Cil, Ile, Rya. I am Sol. You knew me. You know me still. You are troubled.’

Cil inclined his masked head. ‘We cannot feel the brethren. Or the chain that binds us. Our souls are distant. We fear their loss.’

‘Is the chain broken?’ The Unknown was startled. To remove the DemonChain binding Protector to the Soul Tank would be to kill the body and lose the soul. But no Protector had ever travelled the dimensions and these Protectors were very much alive.

‘We cannot feel it,’ said Rya. ‘It is not there.’

‘But you can still feel your souls.’

‘Distantly,’ confirmed Cil.

‘Then . . .’ began The Unknown.

‘Are we not free?’ continued Cil. ‘We will only know by removing our masks. And if we are wrong, torment is eternal. And how can we truly be free when our souls are not within our bodies.’

‘Does Styliann know?’ asked The Unknown, wondering whether he was truly free himself. Yet his hope for his brothers rose even as he feared their reaction to permanent separation from the totality.

‘We are still his Given,’ said Cil. ‘We will not undermine his belief.’

‘I will support you in whatever you choose,’ said The Unknown.

Cil, Rya and Ile nodded, an exact movement.

‘We are one,’ they said. ‘It is ever so.’

 


Darrick had decided his course of action before the parley team had reached their camp at a gallop, the hooting abuse of the Wesmen loud in their ears. Shouting for his regimental commanders, he slid from his horse and strode into the command post, Blackthorne and Gresse on his heels, a little winded from the hard ride.

The General stood behind the map table and his senior ranks were arrayed in front of him awaiting his words. His orders were swift and sure. Never show weakness. Never hesitate. Ask for comment. Prepare to adjust but never change.

‘Tessaya will not yield, which we can’t say is too surprising though I was disappointed in a man of his apparent education and intelligence. He thinks he has us where he wants us. We cannot break through his lines to reach the Manse and we cannot beat his march to Korina. We will, of course, attempt neither.

‘We will move to engage his army immediately but with no thought of breaking it, merely occupying it. This is because we will not be attacking with our full strength. It is estimated that the army pressing the Manse is eight to ten thousand strong with only the Protectors keeping them away. Here is what will happen.

‘The second, third and fourth regiments, under the command of Regimental Commander Izack, will depart immediately, heading south before turning east through Grethern Forest, aiming to attack the Wesmen at the Manse from the south tomorrow at first light.

‘Tessaya will naturally anticipate this move. He is not a stupid man. Therefore the balance of the army under my command will meet them head on. We will try to draw them into the forest where our lack of numbers will be less of a disadvantage. Specifically, we will break the regiments into their component centiles and each Captain will have a particular area to guard. It’s a risky strategy but will allow us to cover a wider front. It will be a running battle unless we can convince Tessaya he has us all trapped in the forest. Comment.’

‘Sir,’ said Izack, a black-haired middle-aged soldier with small brown eyes and an impeccably trimmed moustache. Darrick motioned for him to continue. ‘The way through the woods is slow. If you are creating a diversion in Grethern, should we not march north and turn east beyond the first crag?’

‘But then if the Wesmen threaten to overwhelm us, you could not help. By the time you’re far enough south to turn east unseen, we’ll know if we can hold them without you. And you aren’t to travel the forest all the way. A mile beyond the Wesmen encampment, you should rejoin the main trail. Overall, a quicker journey than by crag.’ Darrick had considered and dismissed Izack’s thought earlier. But at least the man had the balls to speak up and the brain to speak well.

‘General, you are trying to hide a great many men in the forest. Do you really think they can escape the Wesmen?’ asked Gresse.

‘Yes, but only if we make ourselves appear larger than we are. We must make full use of our mage strength to block the gaps. That is also why we need them in the forest to fight us and why Izack must travel three miles south before turning east.’

‘And if we don’t hold them?’ asked Blackthorne.

Darrick shrugged and gave the answer he always did to such a question. ‘Perhaps that is something you should ask Izack because I will not be here to issue new orders.’ The fact was that he never considered failure or defeat. He had never experienced it. And he firmly believed there was nothing lucky about it. ‘Anything else.’

Heads shook and ‘No sir,’ rippled around the tent.

‘Then come to me in turn to receive your area orders. Barons, I would be obliged if you would brief your farmers and vintagers, who built the camp so expertly, to defend it in a similar manner.’

Gresse’s laughter echoed back as he and Blackthorne left the tent.

 


The night was full when The Raven gathered around the stove to talk briefly before grabbing what rest they could. Tomorrow, the fate of two dimensions would be decided. Around them, the Broodlands were quiet. Light shone from the odd opening in one or two dwellings but the Balaians were the only people outside.

‘Can you do it?’ asked Hirad, yet another mug of coffee warming his hands.

‘In theory,’ said Erienne. ‘We can construct the shapes.’

‘There’s a but in there somewhere,’ said The Unknown. ‘A big one.’

‘Several,’ agreed Erienne. ‘We have no idea how much stamina will be needed to close the rip this side, only that we have the ability to project the casting from the ground. Just. If the draw is too great, we won’t be able to close the corridor. We have had to estimate the effect of randomisation in interdimensional space on the mana construct. We have had to guess at how much strength the knit construct needs to seal the corridor rather than cause collapse. The list goes on and grows in technicality.’

‘Meaning those were the simple ones,’ said Hirad dryly.

Ilkar chuckled and patted his leg. ‘Poor old Hirad. Magic will always be a closed book to you, I’m afraid.’

‘Less of the old,’ growled Hirad. ‘I’m not having that debate start again. All I wanted was a yes or no answer.’

‘We’ll do it,’ said Denser. ‘We always do.’

‘Has Hirad been teaching you what to say?’ asked Ilkar.

‘You have to believe.’ Denser shrugged. Erienne put an arm around his neck and kissed him on the cheek.

‘Clearly he has,’ said Ilkar.

‘And what about him?’ Hirad nodded his head towards Styliann who sat with his back to a hut, Septern’s writings clutched hard to his chest. ‘Does he believe?’

‘With a zeal I find hard to credit,’ said Denser. ‘Frankly, it worries me. His eyes are wild at times. I don’t know whether he’s scared or excited.’

‘Well, we need him,’ said Erienne. ‘So don’t go upsetting him.’

‘And he needs us,’ said Hirad. ‘Don’t forget that. He dies just as much as we do if this fails.’

The Raven fell silent. Hirad sampled the heavy, warm atmosphere. The Brood Kaan were at rest. But they knew, as their minds recovered from their last fight, that the next would decide whether they prospered or ceased to exist. They knew the Naik were coming back. They knew more of them would suffer the pain of flame and claw and they knew that no matter how hard they fought, their destiny was not in their hands.

The Raven’s responsibility weighed heavy on Hirad very suddenly. Sha-Kaan was returning from his mission to the Veret and would want an answer from Hirad more certain than that he had been able to give earlier. And despite Denser’s apparent confidence, Hirad could not shake his anxiety. Before he faced the Great Kaan, that was something he would have to rectify.

 


‘Still you try and talk your way out of extinction, Sha-Kaan. Still you choose your mouth to speak rather than breathe the fire that makes a true dragon. Few will lament the passing of the Kaan. You preach that which no other Brood wants to hear.’

Sha-Kaan continued his lazy circling. The Naik’s leader, Yasal-Naik, flying with two escorts had intercepted the Great Kaan on his journey back from the Veret Broodlands of the Shedara Ocean. It was clear he had not come to fight. It was also clear that he had not come to talk of peace. Sha-Kaan was not surprised though he was disappointed in himself that he hadn’t chosen to vary his route back to Teras.

High above the cloud in the chill streams where he could let the wind do the work to speed him home, he had seen the Naik trio by the light of the stars and had decided not to try and evade them. He felt able to defeat three of the smaller rust-brown Brood despite the weariness in his bones, scales and wings.

As they neared, he had picked out Yasal by the v-shaped cut in the wedge of armour behind his head. Sha-Kaan had put the damage there himself over a hundred cycles before, in a battle over Beshara. If Yasal was flying it meant only one thing. He had come to gloat over his impending victory.

The two elder dragons circled each other, their minds meeting to speak, while the escort stood off below.

‘The Naik are the only Brood whose minds remain closed to the havoc we wreak on our lands. We cannot battle forever. If we do, there will be no land left to win. There will come a point where even you will have to recognise that.’

Yasal-Naik growled a laugh. ‘But the battle is already won, Sha-Kaan. With your Brood destroyed and your melde smouldering, we will have dominion and all other Broods will furl wing to the Naik. The Veret are already doomed to subservience. The Gost will follow, and the Stara will follow them, until every Brood does the Naik bidding.’

‘Your over-confidence will be your downfall, Yasal,’ said Sha-Kaan, though he knew the Naik’s summation to be correct. ‘Don’t preside over victory before it is assured.’

‘It is assured!’ thundered Yasal. ‘The Kaan are now so desperate that not merely do they seek alliance with the weak water-dwellers but even bring Balaians to their aid. Do you really believe they can stand where you are failing? We will make ash from their bones before your very eyes and I will lead the Naik triumphant through the gateway while you lie dying on the ground, never to lift your wings again. We will drive the water from their oceans, tear down their puny towers and crack the fabric of their mountains. Any who survive will be food for my young. I will not stop until every insect in Balaia is dead. When I am done, nothing will grow, walk or fly there again.’

‘So much hate,’ said Sha-Kaan, his tone carefully measured. ‘So much venom that it blinds you. Since you have found me here, I offer for the final time. Cease your attacks and we will not pursue the Naik to destruction when the gateway closes.’

Yasal-Naik swooped in from his circle to fly alongside Sha-Kaan, his flat green eyes burning with contempt, his mouth unable to contain his drool which was whipped away from him in the winds.

‘The gateway will never close.’ His voice was a rasp in Sha-Kaan’s head. ‘Perhaps your age has defeated your mind at last. We have won, Great Kaan. All I am here to do is remind you that you preside over the demise of all your Brood. I am here to look upon the face of failure.’

‘Then fly to the ocean and look upon your reflection, Yasal. Tomorrow the gateway closes and the Naik will feel the wrath of the Kaan every cycle until they are no more. Take your escort and go. For all your might, you have not the courage to face me alone. You are small, Yasal-Naik, and your passing shall signal the moment when the Broods begin to respect the lands they so carelessly destroy.’

‘I will feast on your flesh myself,’ said Yasal. Sha-Kaan opened his mouth and roared his frustration, his wings beating hard, his body angling upward, taking him above his enemy.

‘Leave, Yasal!’ he cried. ‘Leave before I take us both from the sky. Dare not to trespass in Kaan space when the orb lightens the sky or face your death.’

Yasal summoned his escorts to him. ‘You are an old fool, Sha-Kaan. Pray to the Skies for your Brood and your melde. Before the orb sinks again, you will all be gone and the Naik will rule. Until tomorrow, Great Kaan.’ He turned and sped away, his escorts flanking him.

Sha-Kaan thought for a moment to give chase. To kill Yasal now would swing the battle around. But to die himself trying would seal the Kaan’s ultimate defeat. He roared again, this time blasting the air with fire, before dropping into the clouds and heading home.

 


Feint left, strike right, axe. Sword flat defence, midriff, axe overhead. Drop sweep, axe, sword head high, angle left defence. Half pace forward, sword drive, axe back right quarter, block low. Drop off, strap wound, space filled. Rest. Fast strike upper left quadrant, drive on axe, pace back. Hold.

Every strike sure, every move deliberate, even and accurate. The Protectors fought with a terrifying silent ferocity, their souls communicating at the speed of thought and their eyes interlocked, missing nothing. The thundering force of the Wesmen assault was met with steel and fist. Their roars and shouts with the clash of weapons and the thud of blade in flesh. And their shifting orders and tactics with measured strike and unyielding strength.

Brother fallen. Grieve for the body, comfort the soul. Prepare for uplift.

The waves of Wesmen broke time and again against the flashing metal barrier and blank masks, their numbers huge, their dead rising and their confidence ebbing and flowing, such that each single Protector kill transmitted through the whole army. But the Protectors fought far beyond their numbers. In ranks three deep, spaced to allow maximum use of weapons, they deflected attack after attack, resting and switching as the Wesmen lines fractured and reformed under the orders of their commanders.

And where the Wesmen bodies littered the ground packed too close to fight around, the Protectors simply waited while their comrades pulled them from the front, gore and blood slicks tracing their last journeys.

Aeb could respect the Wesmen energy but not their disorder in the fight. Each man fought alone or with just one or two others, leaving defensive holes to exploit and making block and thrust a long-term plan for defensive success. He had no idea how long they must hold, just that their Given had ordered them to do so. He and Sol whom they all held in awe. The Protector who became a free man again.

And all the while, the messages, advices, orders and warnings flooded through his mind, filtered for relevance or tagged for his attention. He struck the axe arm from a Wesman, blocked back a strike from his comrade and sent warning five left to Fyn whose flank defence was temporarily opened by a stun wound to Jal.

Lower quadrant axe sweep Aeb.

He responded automatically, feeling the axe clash against a Wesman weapon. Placing his sword to block forward he turned his gaze on the wide-eyed enemy who couldn’t hope to match his speed. He leaned in, smashed his elbow into the man’s face and brought his axe back up and right, feeling it bury in his midriff, lifting him from his feet. He shook the corpse off, his attention already on the warrior attacking his left flank.

Falling back, rear Manse elevation. Front rank rest, third to line. Weapons ready. Joining.

Aeb savaged his sword into an exposed neck.

It was mid-afternoon.

 


‘Balaia, let’s march!’ Darrick roared, swinging his sword arm in a wide circle over his head, and his desperate move began. Eschewing his horse in favour of walking at the head of the exclusively foot-borne army, Darrick nonetheless made himself as visible as possible. He knew that the Wesmen scouts would report back to Tessaya almost immediately and he wanted them all looking for him.

He’d been at pains to make his Captains understand that an attack could come at any time, at which point they were to scatter in centiles into the forest, heading for their allotted grid positions. They were not to engage on open ground unless absolutely necessary. Indeed, if the Wesmen stayed out, Darrick was happy to develop a stand-off. He had warned of the chaos of forest warfare and of the importance of continued communication along the fragmented front line. He knew it was a gamble but he considered it the only chance they had.

Darrick would have loved to have spoken to the assembled army but that luxury was denied him by the pressures of time and organisational necessity. Instead, he had impressed very hard on his command team the importance of that which they undertook. Once again, Balaia could not afford for them to fail. Once again, The Raven deserved their unflagging courage and energy. There was no sense in saving themselves for the next fight because failing in this one would mean there were no other fights. Not for them, not for the Wesmen.

The army set off in tight formation, mage assassin pairs ahead under CloakedWalks, searching for enemy scouts. In his heart, Darrick knew their task would bear little or no fruit but there was no sense in holding them back; and at the least, they would provide an element of early warning.

They were less than an hour from total chaos in Grethern Forest and he wanted to squeeze out any advantage he had. His regiments marched quickly along the main trail, making good ground towards the Wesmen camp a mile distant. They had travelled less than half distance when a roar like rising thunder grew ahead.

It echoed off the far crags, fell away down the gentle slopes into Grethern and hung above the rise they approached, like a cloud of sound. The Wesmen. And they were charging. Darrick heard the sound of running feet approach and two pairs of mage-assassins dropped their Cloaks and appeared near him.

‘Wesmen seven hundred yards and running, General,’ said one, a willow-framed elf, very tall, bald and dressed in tight-fitting cloth.

‘Spread?’ asked Darrick.

‘Three hundred to three fifty, touching the first north rises and down closing on the first trees south.’

‘Thank you.’ It was a wide front but nothing more than Darrick had anticipated. He assessed their terrain.

To his left and north, the trail broke into small rocky undulations that cut up to high crag and scree slopes a mile distant. South, the Grethern Forest stood, dark and dense. Its first boles were scattered no more than a hundred yards from them but Darrick’s preferred battleground was the thick growth that burgeoned a further two hundred yards distant. He could see the darkness within, could sense the restrictive snags of bough and branch and prayed to all the Gods that he’d made the right decision.

Behind his army, Izack would be leading the Manse relief column south. Now was the time of greatest threat to the plan. Darrick could not afford a single Wesman scout to report the split of the army. Tessaya had to believe he was fighting all of the last Eastern regulars outside of Korina. Mage-assassins from Gyernath swept the forest behind and the crags and rises north. It was time to move.

He raised a hand and the order sped down the column to halt. Next, he clenched the raised fist, splayed his fingers and shouted the order to split.

‘Centiles, detach, crescent formation by number. Running. Now!’

Slight unevenly, the result of a lack of drill time, the centiles broke formation, cutting away from the main trail in sequence, leaving a strong line defending the trail. Darrick called it a crescent and in his drawings, that’s how it appeared. In reality, however, it was a more uneven cascade. He could be nothing less than satisfied that they understood his orders at all.

Darrick nodded his appreciation and set off with his own double centile, angling only slightly from the main trail. He was little more than bait. Acting as running vanguard, he hoped to bring Tessaya’s army to the forest before they had a chance to work out the weakness of the defence leading to his camp. They could, he knew, be quickly surrounded but he was relying on the Wesmen desire for battle. And though Tessaya was tactically aware, Darrick remained confident he would see their move into the forest as an attempt to skirt around to the Septern Manse.

Behind him, the army ran down towards the forest, breaking its borders. Orders rang out, centiles switched directions and from the morass came order as each found its feet and space from its adjacent centiles. A wall half-bricked and a temptation surely too much for the Wesmen to ignore.

Darrick would not be disappointed.

Ahead of him, the leading Wesmen crested a rise, bellowing out cries as they surveyed the fragmented army below. For a while they gathered, like a dark stain spreading on the near horizon, then a blast from a hundred horns sent them flooding down on the Balaians, their battle cries and chants splitting the air, Tessaya plainly visible at the centre.

For a moment, Darrick considered attacking him but, though he was in the front line, he would be very well defended. And Darrick had better things to do than commit suicide. He took his twin centile and ran for Grethern, the first arrows of the Wesmen falling short.

‘Stand ready!’ he shouted, seeing his men ranked inside the confines of the forest. ‘Fall back three paces. Make them break stride. Mages, fill those gaps.’

The orders were relayed through the forest as the Wesmen swept towards them, no more than half a minute behind. Arrows skipped and snapped against trees and branches, howls and taunts echoing darkly into the depths of the forest. Darrick turned, drew a line in the leaf mould in front of him, his men forming around and behind him.

The sky, brooding and grey, spilled rain, and the wind whipped up beneath the cloud, whistling through the trees. Somewhere, Izack and his men raced to the aid of the Protectors. Darrick watched the Wesmen pour on towards the forest, so far taking the bait laid for them. But the Balaians were outnumbered and would have to work very hard to remain unbroken. It was going to be a long afternoon.




Chapter 34

Senedai brooded over the reports from his army surrounding the pitifully small band of masked warriors defending the Septern Manse and its gateway to the land of the dragons. As his warriors tired, the enemy seemed to grow in strength. Their movement was smooth, their fighting ordered, like nothing he had ever seen. He knew there was magic involved but he couldn’t see where. There was no mage, of that he was now certain.

Yet that hardly mattered. What mattered was what was before his eyes. The bodies of his men covered the ground, in places so thickly that the dead and injured had to be dragged away through the legs of the fighting front line to give them solid ground. And as the afternoon wore on, with the rain increasing in intensity hour by hour, Senedai’s desperation increased with it. The enemy left no gaps, the numbers of their dead could be counted on the fingers and toes of a single man; and even though his warriors had injured a good many, they simply melted back from the battle to bind their wounds while others took their place.

Their strength and endurance were extraordinary, their courage something Senedai could admire. But his failure to overwhelm them despite massive odds in his favour gnawed at his confidence and at the belief of his men. It should have been a quick victory and yet, with the afternoon waning, he was now faced with returning to his camp as night fell, to face another day of humiliation.

He could force his warriors to fight on by fire and moonlight but somehow those masks would be even more terrifying in shadow. And to fight at night was not the Wesman way, though he had done so at Julatsa. It displeased the spirits. He growled, silently cursed Tessaya’s failure to appear, called up more reserves and ordered another push.

[image: 010]

Fire bloomed to Darrick’s right, the injured Wesmen shrieking in pain, the burning trees casting stark light on the confused battle scene. As the General had hoped, the Wesmen line had been forced to slow and break by the density of trees and the early exchanges had been even as he had foreseen. And with his mages calling FlameOrb, HellFire and IceWind from the mana, the Wesmen charge was blunted.

Now, though, the tactics had changed, Tessaya had broken off the frontal attack, sending a sizeable force towards the Balaian encampment and concentrating on an area of Grethern perhaps seventy yards wide, daring his enemy to close ranks. So far, it was a temptation Darrick had been able to resist. He’d quickly reorganised mage teams to prevent flanking and keep the Wesmen line ahead thin, left four centiles in reserve to provide emergency cover and brought in all of his mage assassins to maraud outside the flanks.

A barrage of metal on metal had him moving smartly forwards. Ahead, the Wesmen had forced a triple centile back and were pushing their advantage to the limit. Calling reinforcements to him, Darrick raced in from his overseeing position, too late to save a knot of Balaian swordsmen and mages, caught against a wall of trees and cut to pieces by triumphant Wesmen.

‘I want fire behind the front line! First centile right flank, attack at will!’ roared Darrick as he crashed into the battle. With veteran swordsmen either side of him and a trio of mages behind, he waded into the Wesmen line, hundreds strong, his blade flashing down on a defensively placed axe. ‘Second centile, mage protection!’ The axe was knocked aside and Darrick followed up with a boot to the abdomen and a reverse sword strike to the bowed head.

Left and right, Wesmen were cut down before the main body reacted to the attack. Darrick blocked a thrust with a spear, driving his free forearm into the face of his attacker, splitting his lips and nose. He trod on the spear tip before the Wesman could pick it up and drove his sword through the undefended midriff. Behind the fighting line, howls abruptly cut off, the clatter of metal and the unmistakable sound of shattering ice told of an IceWind ploughing its awful course. Further back, HellFire smashed in from the sky. Bodies flew, the explosion of spell on soul battered at the ears and a tattered arm flopped down next to Darrick.

In front of him, his next opponent quailed at the sight and hesitated fatally. Darrick didn’t pause and the Wesman was chopped through the side to his spine, the Balaian General feeling his sword score bone, the blood surging on to the grass.

The Wesmen began to back off. Darrick held his line. They had no need to chase and, with the afternoon light fading quickly in the shrouded forest, they didn’t have to hold out too much longer.

 


We tire. It is understood. Light fades. Lower right quadrant, block, axe. They will not pursue the attack after dusk. Be strong. Strike left, pace back. Rest. Hold the line. Our Given requires it. There will be no failure.

Aeb’s limbs protested but he refused to allow the fatigue to show. The Wesmen were ragged. It had been a hard day and their organisation was lacking, their warriors not cycled for maximum efficiency. Yet there were many thousands of them and, despite their lack of victory, still they came on. It was less than two hours until full night and already, with the sky dull and grey, the light was fading fast.

The gloom made no difference to Aeb and his brothers. They had no need of illumination to see the fight. Aeb chopped downwards, crashing his axe through the shoulder of a tiring Wesman, his blade already positioned to block the blow he knew was coming in from his upper left.

Beside him, a Wesman broke the guard of Oln. The Protector took a savage cut to his right thigh, the enemy axe wrenched clear with a gout of flesh. Oln staggered, unable to maintain balance.

Crouch.

Aeb backhanded his axe across the space left open by Oln and the Wesman who had so recently tasted victory, tasted violent death instead.

Withdraw. Aeb covers.

Oln half fell backwards. He would not fight again unless the brethren survived to give him strength. Aeb shattered a Wesman skull with the pommel of his blade and turned to his next opponent, mind full of the words of his brothers. They had lost thirty men this day and another fifty were unable to fight on. They would survive the day but would not take another. Aeb had to assume it would be enough.

 


Tessaya, Lord of the Paleon Tribes, broke from the forest, axe dripping blood, to take quick reports. The Easterners fought a guerrilla action that he could not fathom, surely having enough strength to meet them head on. The Wesmen met them on a broad front in the trees and on a shorter side across the trail, where the fighting had ebbed and flowed, the Easterners unwilling to move up to force home the advantage they gained early on. It was as if they were waiting for something but Tessaya could not think what. There were no reinforcements coming, of that he was certain.

He shook his head and stared up at the quickly darkening sky. Rain fell on his face and pattered on the ground as it had done almost all day. Away in the forest, fires burned in half a dozen places and he could feel the heat of the closest though he knew it would not last. The rain let nothing last.

His men, bloody and brave, had torn away at the Easterners throughout the afternoon, never quite breaking through and never drawing them on to open ground. But the enemy had put up stout resistance and their damned magic made up so much for their apparent lack of numbers.

‘What is it they are guarding?’ Arnoan, ever at his side, asked the question Tessaya had never asked himself.

‘Guarding?’ He frowned, and the ice cascaded down his back as realisation snapped through his body. ‘How long have we been fighting?’

‘Perhaps three hours, my Lord.’

‘I am a fool,’ he muttered, then raised his voice to a roar. ‘Paleon! Disengage! Revion! Hold position! Taranon! Push eastern flank!’ He turned to Arnoan, snatching at the old man’s collar, drawing his face close. ‘Find Adesellere; he’s in charge here. He is not to let them after us.’

‘What is it, my Lord?’

‘Don’t you see? Are you blind? Darrick’s sent men south to drive around while he occupies us. He’s guarding an army that’s heading for Senedai. Now go.’

Tessaya sprinted back towards his camp, calling his tribes towards him. They were the only people he could trust now. Taomi had failed and his Liandon Tribes were shattered by Blackthorne. He wasn’t even worth a defensive command. Once again, the Paleon held the fortunes of the Wesmen and if he had to run all night to catch the Easterners, that is exactly what he would do.

 


Darrick lashed a kick into a Wesman knee, felt the bone crumple, hurdled the man whose axe had fallen useless from his hands and ran at the fleeing enemy. Shouts had echoed throughout the battlefield and the Wesmen had pulled away from his section entirely. Their move back towards their own camp had the hallmark of a phased retreat and for a second he was happy to let them go.

But the weight of enemy left in the centre of the line and flooding across the front of the forest to block a chase Tessaya must know they wouldn’t mount told a different story.

Darrick stopped his charge and called his twin centile, what was left of it, to a halt.

‘He’s worked us out,’ he said to his Lieutenant. ‘We need a tactical withdrawal all the way back to the camp. I think they’ll let us go. Find me our best Communion mage. I have to get through to Izack.’

‘Sir.’ The Lieutenant set off at a run, ducking back into the depths of the forest.

All around Darrick, the fighting was still fierce. FlameOrbs splashed through an area of dense brush to his left, scattering the Wesmen attackers. From either side of the fire, Balaian soldiers poured onto the stunned enemy, swords rising and falling, their dull thuds and occasional clashes telling where they bit. Right, a Wesmen surge had pushed back an isolated centile. As Darrick watched, a mage was felled by an arrow, depriving them of key attack.

‘To me!’ yelled Darrick, leaping across the charred branch from a fallen tree, his men at his heels. ‘FlameOrb the back of the line, we’ll take the flank.’ He called as he ran.

The Wesmen saw and heard them coming. Arrows whipped through the boughs, one flicking Darrick’s hair on its way to bury itself in the eye of a man behind him.

‘I need those archers down!’ Darrick thudded into the fray, his sword clashing with a Wesmen axe, sparks flying into the damp air. The General rotated his sword two-handed, loosening his enemy’s grip, forced his weapon to the ground, leaned in and butted the man in the face. Blood surged from his nose and he staggered back. Darrick swept his blade up, knocked aside the half-made block and followed up with a straight thrust to the throat.

Over his head, FlameOrbs sailed into the back of the line, splashing down and spreading mayhem, destroying man and brush alike and putting the shadows to flight. The unearthly orange flame licked at everything within its compass, sticking to fur and leaf, eating into it until beaten out by flat of axe or leather gauntlet.

The beleaguered centile found renewed strength, stepping forward to take the attack to the Wesmen. To Darrick’s left and right, the strikes went in with terrific ferocity, forcing the Wesmen into a desperate defence. Another FlameOrb dropped among them, Darrick split a skull, spraying gore and brain over his victim’s companions and the Wesmen broke and ran.

‘Leave them,’ ordered Darrick. He turned to his centile Captain. ‘Stay here, keep this flank free then withdraw slowly at your discretion. Don’t chase anyone and keep a HardShield up.’

‘General.’ The man nodded and swung round to issue orders. Darrick ran back to the centre of the now much subdued fighting.

‘Lieutenant! Where is my mage?’

 


Hirad’s dreams were troubled. Time and again, he awoke with a sense of falling, his heart hammering in his chest and painfully in his throat. And while he slept . . .

Adrift in a vast sea of nothing. Below him, fire laced the land. Calls of pain and anguish flooded his mind and a sense of desperation suffused his wracked body.

He was alone. Last and lost.

Around him, the air was empty. No stars shone though it was dark, no cloud filled the sky. The only light flickered far below. And down there it was dead. He had nowhere to go.

To stay above was to die. So was to move down.

He fell.

‘Dreaming again, Hirad?’ asked Ilkar from nearby. Night was full, warm and very quiet.

Hirad nodded and sat up. ‘Emptiness,’ he said. ‘I felt I was flying but nothing else was alive.’

‘Let’s hope it’s not prophetic in any way,’ said the elf. ‘We’re all anxious, Hirad. You’re not alone in not sleeping.’ Ilkar indicated himself. ‘Probably best you don’t dream, eh?’

Hirad nodded again. ‘Easy to say, hard to do. Anyway, I don’t think I am. I think it’s Sha-Kaan’s dream.’

He lay back down, smiling inside at Ilkar’s raised eyebrows. This time, the Great Kaan soothed his mind into deep, dreamless sleep.

 


‘Damn it, I didn’t think he’d tumble us. At least not so soon,’ said Darrick.

Blackthorne smiled and leaned back in his chair. ‘I told you he wasn’t stupid,’ he said.

The command tent was a beacon of light in a darkening camp in which Darrick had forbidden all but vital fire light to give the Wesmen as little sight of them as possible. Dusk was upon them, the Balaians had been allowed to withdraw and an uneasy calm had settled over the camp.

The Wesmen had stationed a hefty presence a respectful distance from their borders and were clearly unwilling to move in, fearful without their Lord to drive them.

Darrick had sent mages out to check the surrounding numbers. The Wesmen covered the main trail, the forest and crags with squads and scouts but had chosen not to encircle the Balaians. Their remit was clear enough.

The only good news was that Izack had not planned on stopping until within striking distance of Senedai’s forces. He would however, have to move to a different position than planned in an effort to avoid Tessaya.

‘How many will he take with him?’ asked Darrick.

‘Well,’ said Blackthorne. ‘From your reports, Tessaya was separating his forces along tribal lines. The Paleon are numerous though they’ll have taken casualties both in the battle for Understone and today. Even so, if he takes them all, it could be as many as four thousand.’

Darrick gaped and his body felt hot. ‘Izack’ll be slaughtered.’

‘Not unless Tessaya finds him,’ reasoned Gresse.

‘He won’t be hard to spot once he starts fighting,’ said Darrick grimly. He passed a hand over his face, seeing his plan collapse. ‘What a shambles. We can’t waste time taking them on here, there’s no point. Look . . . How dense is the cover crag-side?’ He looked over to where a pair of his mage assassins awaited his next order.

‘Not as dense as in the forest, sir,’ said one, scratching at two days’ growth of stubble. ‘We could clear it a little.’ He smiled slightly.

‘You’d have to clear it a lot to make a difference to our route,’ Darrick said, seeing the man get his train of thought.

‘There are eight of us,’ said the assassin. ‘Anything is possible. They don’t have cross-reporting, they are merely expected to shout if they see anything.’

‘Make them unable to shout, will you?’ asked Darrick.

The assassin nodded. ‘We will prepare immediately.’ He gestured his companion to follow him from the tent.

Darrick turned back to find the eyes of the Barons and his surviving centile Captains wide on him. He shrugged.

‘What choice do we really have?’ He spread his arms wide, shrugging.

‘They will see us and they will follow us,’ said Gresse. ‘It can’t work.’

Darrick shook his head. ‘If we all trooped out together, yes. But we won’t. Here is what I want done. I want every able-bodied man brought to the rear of the camp. No injured will be coming. I need a token presence to remain here, highly visible. I suggest the cavalry.

‘We will walk a mile back down the trail before turning up into the crags, using the mages to assess threat ahead. We will run all night if we have to but I will not let Izack die uselessly.’

‘And what about the wounded and those you leave behind?’ asked Blackthorne. ‘Even should you succeed in this hare-brained scheme, when dawn breaks they will be overwhelmed and suffer the fate you so wish Izack to avoid.’ His voice, low and stern, was tinged with anger.

Darrick smiled, hoping to defuse it. ‘There’s more. Once the runners are away, I need volunteers to help the injured to move out of the camp and hide elsewhere.’ He stared squarely at the two Barons.

‘And the visible force?’ asked Gresse.

‘When the Wesmen work it out and rush in, ride like the wind.’ His smile broadened as he saw Gresse’s eyes sparkle with the thought of it all. ‘Well? What do you think? If we pull this off, we can make a real difference, maybe even turn the tide and give The Raven the time they need.’ He looked around the assembled command team. ‘Are you with me?’

To a man, his Captains nodded. ‘Yes, sir.’

‘Baron Blackthorne?’

‘A nursemaid to the sick, eh?’

‘I prefer to see it as a defender of the helpless,’ said Darrick. ‘Far more glory in that, I think. Baron Gresse?’

‘Young man, you are an outrageous risk-taker. Outrageous enough to win. I’ll have the horses ready as dawn cracks the sky.’

Darrick clapped his hands together, feeling the excitement surge within him, banishing the aches and tiredness of the afternoon’s fighting. ‘Then let’s get moving, because we really don’t have the time to waste.’




Chapter 35

Fires were alight all across the Broodlands when Hirad awoke, rested but still tired. He rolled over and sat up, joining The Raven in complete bemusement at what he saw.

The fires were strung, three dozen strong, along the banks of the river, casting an eerie yellow light that reflected from the mist, covering the Broodlands in pale luminescence.

And what the light showed was thousands of Vestare in groups and teams, some examining weapons and stitching armour but most tending to the hundreds of dragons covering every inch of free space. Vestare fussed about necks, wings, heads and talons, applying balms, singing songs and saying prayers to the Skies for Brood victory. They were tiny against the immense bodies of the Kaan, who stretched out their full lengths, many reaching well in excess of one hundred feet, their hulking bodies towering sometimes as much as fifteen feet. Great heads rested on the ground, some with jaws wide while the Vestare crawled in to spread their protective and healing creams on the flame ducts.

The sense of size was awe-inspiring and The Raven stared on, eyes roving the massive flanks, the twitching wings bigger than the largest warship sail and the muscled necks that carried those huge skulls.

‘How long has this been going on?’ asked Hirad.

‘It seems like ages,’ said Ilkar. ‘And I cannot believe you slept through it for so long.’

‘Kept that way, I think,’ said Hirad. He nodded in the direction of Wingspread, outside of which Sha-Kaan had just appeared. ‘Come on, he’ll have a few things to say to us.’

‘And I shall have some to say to him,’ said Styliann, striding off, his three disinterested Protectors in his wake.

‘What’s got into him?’ asked Ilkar.

‘He’s been muttering about “organising things better afterwards” ever since he woke up,’ said Denser.

‘And he’s planning on telling this to Sha-Kaan now?’ Hirad looked after the hurrying figure.

‘I expect so.’ Denser shrugged.

‘Mistake,’ said Hirad, heading for Wingspread. ‘Big mistake.’

The set of Styliann’s shoulders told of a no-compromise show-down with the one-hundred-and-twenty-foot Great Kaan who was preparing for the ultimate battle. Hirad knew he’d talk to The Raven because of their immediate role. Aside from that, he would be tended for flight and fight. Nothing else was open to conversation.

Hirad, trotting quickly ahead of the rest of The Raven, caught Styliann before he reached Wingspread.

‘Styliann, I think I should be doing the talking,’ he said. The Xetesk master hardly broke stride to look at him.

‘Ah, Hirad the Dragonene. There are matters of great importance to iron out. Now is a keenly appropriate time. I think I can make myself heard.’

‘Styliann, you don’t understand,’ said Hirad.

The Dark Mage stopped, he and his Protectors surrounding Hirad. ‘Oh, I think I understand very well. And this one-way deal is about to be changed.’

‘What?’ Hirad gasped.

‘Stop him,’ ordered Styliann, his eyes wild. He set off again only this time the Protectors barred Hirad’s path. He tried to push them aside but they wouldn’t yield.

‘Get out of my way,’ said Hirad, anger rising.

Silence.

‘Don’t you get it? Just who is it you’re protecting? Because if you don’t move, it certainly won’t be Styliann, unless you want to guard a smouldering corpse.’ He tried to push past them again, one shoved him back roughly. Hirad’s sword was out in a moment. The Protectors came to ready.

‘Hirad, no.’ The Unknown’s sharp tone stopped him in his tracks. ‘They’ll kill you.’ He was at Hirad’s shoulder. ‘Ile, Rya, Cil, he speaks the truth. Let him pass.’

The Protectors sheathed weapons and stepped aside. Hirad ran through, The Raven behind him, and was quick enough to hear Styliann begin to speak. Vestare fretted around Sha-Kaan’s head. The old dragon had his eyes closed, his neck resting on the ground and his body half in the river. Styliann stood silent for a while, Septern’s texts clutched to his chest, as if summoning the courage to speak.

‘Sha-Kaan,’ he said. He was ignored. ‘Great Kaan, I must be heard.’

Sha-Kaan’s head moved and his eyes opened. He took in Styliann with his cool blue gaze, in a lazy sweep that encompassed The Raven running up behind. He settled on the Xeteskian, his jaws stretching a little.

‘This is not a granted audience,’ said Sha-Kaan, his voice low and sonorous. ‘Leave.’

‘No,’ said Styliann. ‘Make it granted.’

Sha-Kaan’s eyes narrowed and his head shot forwards, bowling two Vestare from their feet. His snout all but touched Styliann’s waist. ‘Never presume to speak to me in that manner,’ growled the Great Kaan. ‘You are not, and never will be, my Dragonene.’

‘My tone was not meant to offend,’ said Styliann. ‘But there is little time and—’

‘I must prepare. Leave.’

‘—there is a chance the spell will not be cast,’ continued Styliann smoothly.

That stopped them all. Sha-Kaan drew back his head sharply, his eyes blinking slowly, breath hissing into his cavernous lungs. Hirad turned and shot Denser and Ilkar a glance. Both shrugged their ignorance while Erienne frowned deeply, mouth moving wordlessly. Sha-Kaan grabbed Hirad’s attention with a sharp mind-jab.

‘How is this possible?’ he demanded.

‘Great Kaan, I have no idea. It is not a problem raised by The Raven’s mages,’ said Hirad.

‘I understood there to be a certain casting but that there were risks as to its outcome.’ Sha-Kaan’s voice was flat, cold and very angry. Hirad shuddered. It was Styliann who spoke.

‘That is indeed the case. It is merely that there is a feeling that Balaia needs assurances of your continued support and future aid in legitimate struggle.’ The air temperature seemed to cool. Sha-Kaan moved his head back in close to Styliann.

‘Assurances,’ he said.

Hirad noticed the Vestare had backed away from the dragon’s neck and head. He turned to The Raven and muttered:

‘Just in case. Give yourselves room. That goes for your Protectors too, Unknown.’

‘You don’t think—’ began Denser.

Hirad shook his head. ‘I would doubt it but, you know . . . Let me try and sort this out, all right?’ He walked briskly up to stand beside Sha-Kaan’s head, facing Styliann, whose face was set stubborn.

‘I feel there must have been a misunderstanding, Great Kaan,’ he said, feeling the dragon’s ire hot in his mind.

‘Let us hope so,’ replied Sha-Kaan. There was menace in his voice that Styliann clearly did not read.

‘No misunderstanding,’ he said, a slight smile on his face.

‘Styliann, I’m warning you to back off. This is not the time,’ said Hirad, hand back on the hilt of his sword.

‘Hm.’ Styliann lifted a finger, apparently framing his next words. ‘I realise that time is of the essence so let me make myself very clear.’ His eyes locked with Sha-Kaan’s. ‘I take it, your honour is not in question.’

‘I am a Kaan dragon,’ came the reply.

‘Exactly. Here is what will happen. You, the Kaan, will agree to help me regain my College. You will also help me in negotiating treaties with the Wesmen and the other Colleges. If you do not, I fear I will be unable to assist in the casting of the spell to close the rip; a fact that will render it uncastable.’

‘But if you do not assist, you will die,’ said Sha-Kaan.

‘And so will you all,’ said Styliann. ‘So I strongly suggest you agree to my terms. Either that or I walk away.’ There was a madness in his darting, wild eyes that Hirad had not seen before. It was like a crazed zeal and Styliann really believed he would get what he wanted; as if the Great Kaan, one hundred and twenty feet of animal power, would crumble to his crude blackmail. The Xeteskian’s hands were shaking and his tongue licked incessantly at his lips as he waited for Sha-Kaan to respond.

Hirad could not put into words what flowed through his body at that moment. The silence of The Raven told him they all felt the same. Disgust did not do it justice. Revulsion merely scratched its surface. Sha-Kaan, however, felt able to do more than glare his utter contempt.

‘You, little human, are willing to sacrifice the lives of everyone in Balaia and my entire Brood if you are not promised help to further your own personal ends?’

‘I prefer to think of it as fair recompense for my personal sacrifice in saving all of Balaia from certain death,’ said Styliann. ‘Though I can see where you might acquire your perception.’

‘But we are asking nothing,’ said Hirad, the words dragging themselves from his throat. ‘We do it simply because it has to be done.’

Styliann raised his eyebrows. ‘Then you have clearly not thought it all through quite as deeply as I have.’

‘Styliann, think about what you’re saying,’ said Denser from behind them. ‘You can’t walk away. You know that.’

‘Can’t I, Denser? I’ve already lost everything.’ Styliann didn’t turn round. ‘So just you watch me.’

‘But you’ll be killing us all,’ said Hirad.

‘So persuade your dragon not to call my bluff.’

Hirad wanted nothing more than to wipe the smug look from Styliann’s face but he knew the mage could kill him before he struck. Sha-Kaan growled far down in his throat, the sound rumbling like a distant avalanche.

Styliann smiled again. ‘It seems a fairly open and shut matter. But please do me the courtesy of answering my request in the affirmative. Your word being your honour.’

‘My answer,’ said Sha-Kaan, a slight nod of the head accompanying his words, ‘is exactly as you should expect.’

Styliann’s smile broadened.

‘Oh dear Gods,’ breathed Hirad. What possessed him he didn’t know but he dived forwards, snatching Septern’s texts from Styliann’s arms, hitting the ground and rolling on to his back.

Twin gouts of flame blasted from Sha-Kaan’s mouth. Hirad’s abiding memory was of the smile disappearing from Styliann’s face as, in the instant before his destruction, he saw his death coming. His body was blown backwards, a mass of fire, his chest a hole where his organs had once been and his head blackened and scoured.

He landed thirty yards away, his torso separating from his relatively undamaged legs, his chest and face gone, a scattering of ash in the breeze all that remained.

‘Impudent human,’ said Sha-Kaan.

The Unknown helped Hirad to his feet, the barbarian’s legs shaking, so close had he come to being caught in the fire. Denser had a hand over his mouth, his face ashen, exuding the nausea they must all feel. His other arm supported Erienne whose breath came in shallow gasps. Hirad turned to Ilkar, the elf regarding him blankly, his head shaking gently from side to side, ears pricked and reddening.

‘I hope you can use these,’ said the barbarian, handing him the writings, parchments and books. ‘You know, to do something.’ He shrugged. ‘Something else.’

‘I will continue my preparation,’ said Sha-Kaan, all anger gone from his voice. ‘I expect your new solution presently.’

Ilkar opened his mouth to protest but Hirad shushed him with a quick hand gesture. ‘Not now,’ he said. ‘Come on.’ He led The Raven away. The trio of Protectors wandered over to stand above Styliann’s destroyed body, exchanging glances and looking over at The Unknown.

‘What about them?’ asked Hirad.

‘I really don’t know,’ said The Unknown. ‘But we have more pressing matters. Ilkar, Denser, Erienne, what options do we have?’

The other two turned squarely to Ilkar, who spoke.

‘We have one. We read about the theory in Julatsa’s library but dismissed it out of hand, particularly when Styliann arrived with so much more information. And thank the Gods you did what you did, Hirad,’ said Ilkar, tapping the texts.

‘So you can still close the rip and the corridor?’ asked The Unknown.

‘Technically,’ said Erienne.

‘It’s like this,’ said Ilkar. ‘We no longer have enough strength to cast as we intended. And we can no longer sustain the spell long enough to knit interdimensional space correctly.’

‘So what can you do?’ asked Hirad.

‘We can trigger a collapse,’ said Ilkar.

‘Excellent, so no problem!’ Hirad clapped his hands together but his confidence drained when he saw Erienne shake her head. ‘What?’

‘We can’t know what a collapse will do either here, in Balaia, or anywhere in between. It’ll cause ripples in interdimensional space and Septern is very clear on the potential risks of causing them. We could force dimensional realignment, we could tear the fabric of any or all dimensions, we just don’t know.’ Erienne pushed a hand through her hair.

‘But we don’t have a choice, do we? Sha-Kaan has seen to that,’ said Hirad.

‘No we don’t,’ agreed Denser. ‘But there’s one more thing. We have to be inside the rip to collapse it.’

 


The shock swept through them though they were far removed from him. For those on watch, it was like a tornado in the mind, reaving the promise from the subconscious and threading turmoil through the conscious.

For those at rest, it was a nightmare come to haunt. The removal of security in sleep and the awakening of anxiety. Moans escaped from two hundred pairs of lips.

Any Wesmen watching would have seen the physical symptoms but would never have guessed the cause. The watch-line swayed, free hands clutched heads, legs quivered and feet sought new purchase. And behind them, the rest stood, staring in every direction, not believing the reality so rudely thrust upon them.

The shock had passed in a few moments but the after-effects would rumble on.

Aeb rocked his head, trying to clear the muddle encasing his mind. He could feel his brothers, he would always feel them, but he could not feel their Given.

He is gone. We have failed. The thought chased itself across the Protectors’ minds, accompanied by an acute feeling of loss and a dissolution of purpose.

It is not our failure. Aeb urged his response into the cacophony of sending. We are resolute in our mission. We have not surrendered the Manse.

But as he said it, he realised the futility of their position. They were guarding the Manse for the return of their Given. He was now dead. Their response now was surely to return immediately to Xetesk. The Wesmen no longer needed to be fought or kept at bay but they were still there and would surely prevent any Protector move to leave.

Aeb felt the confusion flood the Soul Tank. They were trapped but with no reason or drive to fight. Yet fight they would have to, hoping for salvation from other quarters than their Given.

Sol. We can fight for Sol, came a random thought.

Aeb flared. Our goal is to survive until such times as we can return to Xetesk to await further Givings. He paused, aware that the flow of other thought had ceased. He was the only one communicating. He felt them all. We all respect and revere Sol. He was a brother Protector. He alone among men understands our Calling. But without our Given, we can only fight for ourselves. Each of you fight for his brothers. Hold that ideal in your soul and we will still triumph. Return to your positions. The night is not over.

But he wondered. He wondered at the break in the linkage the Given had provided them. Had they enough belief in their own right to survive alone to win? Dawn would give him his answer.

 


Darrick could see the glow of the fires of the Wesmen camp around Septern Manse an hour before they were within striking distance. Forward mage scouts were despatched to assess the strength of Senedai’s outer defence, only to return to say there was none beyond the camp perimeter, which completely encircled the Manse and its few fierce defenders.

A brief Communion with Izack’s forces set the attack time. They would both move in, half an hour after the Wesmen had resumed their fight with the Protectors, Darrick deciding that the noise of battle was the best cover for any surprise strike. He and Izack between them commanded a little in excess of six thousand men and mages. It still left them severely outnumbered, given Tessaya’s tribes in the vicinity, but it was not a straight stand-up fight; and Darrick, master of spoiling tactics against the Wesmen, felt it gave him the edge.

Darrick could still hardly believe his plan had worked thus far. Under a strict silence order, with weapons and armour tied down, the fittest elements of the remaining regiments had run out of the back of their encampment, traversed north three miles and turned east, heading over rough ground towards the Manse.

Under the sure eyes of elf-scouts and mages, they had covered their advance from any watching eyes, their intimate knowledge of the terrain allowing them to keep a high pace throughout the night, stopping for just five minutes in each hour.

Finally, they halted, an hour’s march from the Wesmen, in a shallow valley part-sheltered from the wind but not from the intermittent showers that still fell from a lowering sky. Darrick had personally toured every centile, thanking them all for their incredible effort and exhorting them for one more when dawn broke.

And now he sat alone with his thoughts, stretching the muscles of his legs. To sleep was fruitless with dawn so close but rest was vital for what could be a long day.

It was only now that Darrick felt the enormity of his gamble. He knew the day was dawning with the noon shade over Parve completely covering the city, if the calculations had been correct. It was the beginning of the time when the Kaan would be too few to protect it effectively and when enemy dragons could potentially fly through to attack Balaia. But when or if The Raven would appear, he had no idea. If they didn’t, he supposed it didn’t matter, because it would mean the rip over Parve couldn’t be closed and, sooner or later, they would all die in flames anyway.

And if they did appear, what difference did it make if Septern’s rip was still in Eastern hands? The Raven were just a few when the opposing sides were drawn up and, good as they were, if the battle wasn’t going the way of the East by the time they returned, they would merely have saved Balaia for the Wesmen to rule.

He had always known it, he supposed. This wasn’t merely an exercise in stopping Wesmen from gaining the rip and the opportunity to defeat The Raven. It was a fight for Balaia. He knew exactly why he hadn’t communicated it. Something inside him had prevented him from believing it himself until now. While they had been trapped by Tessaya, he hadn’t wanted to let any desperation creep into his men. The desire to break through might have deflected them from the task of seeing at least some of the army through to the Manse.

But now they were largely all here, they should know the whole truth. Indeed they had to. If they were to fight and win against the odds they faced, they had to know what exactly was at stake. And Izack had to deliver the same message.

He got to his feet and went in search of a mage.

 


Sha-Kaan’s eyes blazed and he turned his head from Hirad who looked anxiously at The Raven gathered behind him.

‘Find another solution,’ said the dragon flatly. ‘This that you suggest will not happen.’

‘Great Kaan, there is no other solution. We are out of time. There is no room for more research. The rip has to be closed now or by your own admission it will be too large for your numbers to defend.’

Dawn had broken, though the fires still cast their mist-reflected light, and the day was beginning to warm.

‘No human will ever ride a Kaan dragon. It is submission. It is forbidden.’

‘It isn’t submission, it’s necessity,’ implored Ilkar.

Sha-Kaan’s head snapped back around, enormous fangs dripping fuel. ‘I do not recall inviting you to speak, elf.’

Hirad took a deep breath. ‘Sha-Kaan, I am your Dragonene. May I speak freely?’

‘It is your right,’ said Sha-Kaan.

‘Right.’ Hirad strode around to face the Great Kaan square on. ‘I understand your feelings about the situation but it is our only chance. I know it wasn’t your desire but, in killing Styliann, you removed a great part of our casting strength. Let’s face it, you created this mess.

‘But never mind that. Do you really think that we want to sit on dragons and fly into the middle of a battle to cast a spell? Do you think this is what we planned to happen? The furthest I have ever been in the air is as high as I can jump. Gods falling, Sha-Kaan, I can think of nothing worse than flying. Mages do it under their own power, warriors do not. And none of us, believe me, want to experience flight this way.’

Sha-Kaan regarded him solemnly. ‘And that is to convince me to accede to your request.’

‘Well, yes, but more than that, it’s to tell you that we none of us want this. Not you and certainly not The Raven. But it’s the only choice for your Brood and for Balaia. We’re prepared to try it. Are you?’

‘But the shame of the submission.’ His head dropped.

‘Damn the bloody shame!’ Hirad raised his voice. ‘If this doesn’t work, there’ll be none of you alive to feel the shame. And if it does, you’ll be strong enough to shove shame down the long neck of any Brood that taunts you. What in all the hells are you worrying about?’

‘I think there’s history here,’ said Denser, attempting to placate both parties.

‘At last, wise words from the thief,’ responded Sha-Kaan. Denser smiled thinly.

‘Yeah, and it’ll be us that’s history if we can’t get up to the rip,’ said Hirad. ‘Sha-Kaan?’

The Great Dragon closed his eyes and drew his head back, his neck making the formal ‘s’. For a time, he was silent, then he opened his eyes to speak.

‘No dragon will submit to being ridden by a human. It is the ultimate sign of defeat for it signals that the dragon has become subservient to the human. But the Kaan understand that it is not to rule us that you wish carriage by us. It is to save both our races. For this reason alone, we agree to this partnership. Three dragons will each carry one mage. Those dragons shall be Nos-Kaan, Hyn-Kaan and Sha-Kaan. Elu-Kaan shall remain in his Choul, to rule the Brood should I fail to return.’ It was a speech made in the language of Balaia but Hirad knew that his mind had pulsed the same message to every Vestare and Kaan dragon in the Broodlands. The total silence was testament to the enormity of what had been decided.

‘Great Kaan, your faith will be repaid by The Raven saving your Brood from destruction,’ said Hirad, bowing his head.

Behind him, he heard The Unknown relax and he turned, a smile on his face.

‘Calmer now, Unknown?’

‘Naturally.’ He frowned. ‘Missed something, have I?’

Hirad nodded. ‘Just a bit. I mean, we all know the mages have to go up there but who do you think’s going to hold them on while they’re casting?’

The colour drained from The Unknown’s face and beside him Thraun’s jaw dropped.

‘Oh dear Gods in the sky,’ muttered The Unknown. ‘I wondered why you kept talking about yourself and flying in the same breath. Is there no other way?’

Hirad shook his head. ‘Unknown, I am surprised at you.’ He winked at Ilkar. ‘And anyway, The Raven never fight apart, remember? ’

The Unknown cleared his throat. ‘I think I’d better go and find some rope.’




Chapter 36

Darrick’s men moved closer and his scouts reported via Communion that Senedai was again taking the fight to the Protectors. Dawn had cast its gloomy light across Balaia, illuminating a tableau of rock, brush and scrubland soaked by steady rain.

Darrick brought his men to a halt near the head of a gentle rise. And, with the sounds of many thousand Wesmen voices raised in chant just carrying on the wind, he jumped up on a rock and begged for attention.

‘You all know why we’re here, and I must first thank you all for the determination, faith and courage you have displayed ever since we came together on the shores of the Bay of Gyernath.

‘Our march has changed from one of liberation to one of revenge. It is now one of defence. But not merely defence of Septern Manse to thwart the Wesmen and give The Raven and Styliann the time they need. There is far, far more at stake and I need you all to understand this before we march to battle.’

Darrick saw a ripple pass through the small army, a murmur like wind across calm ocean. He had them. Now he had to inspire them into fighting for the lives of every man, woman and child east of the College Cities.

‘Consider our situation. Gyernath stands but it has no reserves. Blackthorne is gone. So too is Julatsa. The remaining Colleges face enormous threat from west of the Blackthorne Mountains and a Wesmen army stands ready to strike Korina. Unless we stop it.

‘Korina has a pitiful regular guard. It has no walls. Baron Gresse might have mounted resistance but he is here with us. The other Barons hide in their castles, defending what is theirs and fragmenting our defence by so doing.

‘Who is left? You. You are Balaia’s final hope of victory and salvation. Nothing else stands in the way of the Wesmen. And if you believe in your land and your people - your family and those who you will never meet - we will be victorious.

‘The Wesmen may have the greater numbers but we have the greater heart. We have the fire inside of us, we have the belief. We are fighting for our land and the people we love.

‘The future of Balaia will not be decided at the gates of Korina, nor at the walls of Xetesk. It will be decided here at Septern Manse today.

‘And I know that every one of you will play his part. I believe in you. Do you?’

The roar that greeted his question lifted Darrick’s heart and made him very happy that the Wesmen had already begun their attack.

Great words, he thought, but the truth would be told by the stroke of the sword and the play of the mana.

Time to believe. Time to fight.

 


‘Sol?’

The Unknown spun round at the sound of his given name. It was Cil. He, Ile and Rya were standing over the mound of recently-turned earth under which the remains of Styliann’s blasted body now lay. There had been no reverence, indeed no interest from any but Denser who had felt a collegiate responsibility for the ex-Master’s burial.

No grand ceremony for Styliann in the crypts of Xetesk. No lying in state, no train of mourning, no ritual entombment. No honour. Just a rude grave dug in the soft ground away from the river under a rock overhang in an alien dimension. Dug by Protectors using Vestare tools and infilled the same way.

The Unknown walked towards the trio. Vestare woven rope coils over his shoulders.

‘What is it, Cil?’ he asked.

‘The decision has been made. We won’t travel back to Balaia. We are staying here, to live among the Kaan.’

The Unknown nodded. ‘I thought you might. Now, you are sure you can still feel your souls.’

‘And should the loneliness become too much, we can return,’ said Rya.

‘The masks?’ The Unknown touched his cheek, a painful memory returning unbidden.

‘You are the one chosen to be first to see,’ said Cil. ‘The demons can’t harm us here. They have no control in this dimension. Here, we are free.’

Without hesitation, each Protector unstrapped and lifted off his mask and clutched it in his hands.

The Unknown held his breath but the wonder in their eyes told him all he needed to know. They were feeling the air on their faces for the first time in months, maybe years. They took in huge lungfuls, shook their heads and drank in a world where their sight was unencumbered by the edges of their moulded eyeholes.

Rya, Ile and Cil were all young men, none of them older than twenty-five. Their faces, white but for the dark areas around eyes and mouth, were striped by red weals and marked by boils and sores that, though treated by Xeteskian healers to prevent infection, were never able to fully heal under the masks. Now they would and Cil’s young, handsome face, strong-featured with deep green eyes, would be a loss to the women of Balaia. The Unknown smiled to himself; at least that was one less in competition with him when he returned.

No words were needed to express their feelings. Their eyes said more than the longest text in Xetesk’s library. The Unknown, Sol, walked to the men, free while they remained in the dragon dimension, and hugged each one. He looked deep into Cil’s eyes, seeing the hope of every Protector reflected there.

‘One day, we will all be free and you can return unmasked as you are now. Our brotherhood will never be forgotten and, though we all once again own our souls, we will never be parted. Believe me, I still feel you.’

Cil nodded. ‘You’d better go. We’re joining the second wave of ground defence with the Vestare.’

‘Good luck,’ said The Unknown.

‘And to The Raven.’

The Unknown trotted back to where The Raven stood by the dragons that would carry them to the rip. Each stood in the shadow cast by an enormous body, looking along the neck and up to the head that was held high and proud. Ilkar and Hirad would sit at the base of Sha-Kaan’s neck, the warrior behind to hold the mage in place when his casting took all his concentration. The Unknown and Denser would ride Nos-Kaan and Erienne would be held by Thraun on Hyn-Kaan.

‘Ready?’ asked Hirad.

‘Yes,’ said The Unknown, glancing back again to the free men. ‘There’s a lot of work to do back in Balaia. Let’s get going.’

There had been a feverish discussion about how best to attach themselves to the dragons. Sha-Kaan and Jatha had joined them and, in the end, the solution chosen was a relatively simple one. Each member of The Raven would have a rope looped and tied around their midriff, leaving both arms and legs free for grip and balance. The rope would then be tied hard around the dragon’s lower neck.

The idea wasn’t that the rope should hold them firmly in place but to stop them falling should they slip. The lower neck would move the least while still being narrow enough to sit astride. The mound of the body would provide anchor against slipping backwards and if the dragon dived . . .

‘. . . we’ll just have to hang on,’ said Hirad. ‘Right, let’s be aware that communication’s going to be very difficult. Sha-Kaan will lead the flight, keeping the dragons as close together as possible. We’ll have as much defence as they can spare from the rip cordon. Denser, I think you should lead the casting. Thraun, Unknown, you know what you have to do. Don’t let your mages go.’

‘What if we’re forced to break formation?’ asked Erienne.

‘Well, I’ll know through Ilkar whether it breaks spell concentration, meaning a restart, and Sha-Kaan knows to bring the formation back together as soon as he can. We have to trust them to fly defensively as necessary. What can I say? Don’t fall, any of you.’

With back-slapping, shaking of hands and hugs and a long, lingering kiss between Erienne and Denser, the three pairs split to their respective dragons, allowing Vestare woodsmen to fit their ropes. As they climbed on to the dragons’ necks, laid flat on the ground, Hirad could feel the ire rise from the chosen Kaan carriers.

‘This is most uncomfortable,’ grumbled Sha-Kaan.

‘Yeah,’ said Hirad, ‘and not just for you.’ He adjusted himself behind Ilkar, feeling the rough scales against his trousers and stretching his legs around the broad neck. It was like riding a bull. ‘I’ll not father children after this.’

‘I don’t understand,’ said Sha-Kaan.

‘Never mind,’ said Hirad. Ilkar looked around at him and shook his head.

‘You are quite unbelievable,’ he said.

‘Scared, Ilks. Very scared.’

The Vestare tied the ropes under necks, using nicks in bone and scale to provide anchor points. Hirad found he could move but, so far, not loosen the rope enough to slip. In front of him, a second loop of rope gave him something to hang on to.

Now astride Sha-Kaan, he felt a new sense of the immense power of the dragon. Breaths shuddered down his neck to fill his lungs; everywhere, muscles bunched and relaxed beneath his scales, rippling his entire body, and the rumblings and gurgles of the gargantuan internal system reverberated through his legs and up his back. Looking over his shoulder, Hirad saw the mound of Sha’s body arch up, blotting out everything behind him. He couldn’t even see its tail. Below and just to the rear of his feet, the roots of the wings sprang from the torso. They too twitched, the wings slapping quietly against his body. Sha-Kaan was a flying mountain and he was an ant tied to it. The notion didn’t bear close consideration.

‘Whose idea was this?’ he muttered. He looked across at The Unknown, who sat silent and pale as he was fixed to his dragon. ‘Hey Unknown!’ he called.

‘There’s nothing you can say that’ll make this better,’ growled the big warrior.

‘I’m looking forward to shaking your hand in Balaia,’ said Hirad.

‘What is it they say?’ said The Unknown, and then a smile flickered for the briefest moment across his features. ‘See you on the other side.’

‘Hirad Coldheart.’

‘Yes, Great Kaan.’

‘Are you and The Raven ready?’

Hirad took a deep breath. ‘Yes. We are.’

‘Then let me introduce you to the Skies.’ Sha-Kaan’s deafening bark ripped through the relative peace of the Broodlands. From the high ledges, Vestare called back before setting off to the plains. dragon calls answered the Great Kaan, flights of the huge beasts took to the air and Sha-Kaan lurched to his feet, sending Hirad’s stomach tumbling end over end. The dragon’s wings swept out and extended with a noise like a wave dragging on a pebbled shore. Hirad clasped Ilkar’s shoulder, the mage’s hand covered his and, with a beat of those wings, Sha-Kaan propelled himself into the air.

 


Barons Blackthorne and Gresse stood by one of the forward watch-fires as dawn crept across the sky. The cloud kept the day dark but they could now just about see the shapes of Wesmen moving about. With the injured helped or carried to a hiding place deep into the crags to the north-west, Darrick’s cavalrymen divided themselves into saddling their horses and appearing to be many more than they actually were.

‘Ever feel like you’ve been left out, Blackthorne?’ asked Gresse, taking a swallow of coffee in the chill damp of the morning.

‘I’ve been given more exciting orders,’ agreed Blackthorne. ‘But I think he’s right. I’m too old to run through the night.’

‘What do you think they’ll do?’

‘The Wesmen?’

‘Yes. Stand or come on?’

Blackthorne scratched at his immaculately tended beard. ‘Well, they’re too late to join the fight at the Manse today so if I was them, I’d make sure we were definitely all gone before I tried to join my colleagues. Then I’d go.’

‘So saddling up’s a good idea for us,’ said Gresse.

Blackthorne nodded. ‘But I don’t think they’ll chase us down. We need to be visible enough to be counted but out of range of arrows.’

Wesmen were around a hundred and fifty yards distant and spread from crag to forest. And while those visible numbered less than three hundred, Blackthorne had no doubt that the weight of Wesmen would be positioned not far behind. Had Darrick made it through? He had to assume so. No alarms had been raised in the Wesmen ranks and no one had returned with news of disaster.

With light growing, he knew they couldn’t maintain the illusion much longer and he was relieved to hear that the horses were saddled and ready. His heart beat faster. It was going to be an exciting first half of the morning.

Beside him, Baron Gresse had swept the dew from a stone and sat down, a refill of coffee in his gloved hand. Every man and mage was ready. Packs were tied to saddles, swords cleaned and scabbarded. They’d have to abandon the forge, the armoury and hundreds of yards of canvas but it didn’t matter. Equipment could be replaced. Able Balaian fighting men and mages could not.

‘Ready to run?’ asked Blackthorne.

‘Absolutely,’ said Gresse. He placed his mug on the ground and pulled off a boot, emptying out an imaginary stone.

‘Gresse, I will not hesitate to leave you to die,’ said Blackthorne.

Gresse laughed. ‘Everyone else in this war is experiencing tension and fear like never in their lives. I didn’t want you to feel left out.’

Beside Blackthorne, a cavalryman cleared his throat.

‘Yes, Captain,’ said Blackthorne. The man, mostly hidden under nose-fluked helm, heavy cloak and leather armour, bowed slightly.

‘My Lords, I believe we should be ready to move.’ He gestured towards the main trail which was rapidly filling with Wesmen. Shouts rattled across the whole front with answers bouncing back, the anxiety and urgency clear in the tones though the language was alien.

The cavalry still patrolled as they had all night, moving in and out of sight behind tents, making great play of stoking perimeter watch-fires and calling out that all was well each half an hour.

‘Gresse, get that boot back on,’ said Blackthorne.

‘Trouble with the lace, old friend,’ came the reply.

‘Gresse, your boots have no laces. Get it back on. This game of chicken is fast reaching a conclusion.’ He looked down to see Gresse take a glance at the opposition and ram his foot into his boot and stand up, his drink forgotten.

Wesmen were advancing.

‘Cavalry!’ called the Captain. ‘Ready the retreat. Eyes backward. Slowly!’

‘I’ve got an idea,’ said Blackthorne as they moved slowly away, the Wesmen taking ground cautiously. ‘If we can, let’s mount up, keep a respectful distance and HardShield ourselves. I’d like to talk to whoever’s in charge.’

‘What by all the Gods for?’ asked Gresse.

‘Just trust me, all right?’

Gresse shrugged. The cavalry Captain issued his revised orders.
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Hirad had vomited his stomach dry well before Sha-Kaan levelled out to fly directly for the rip. They would arrive there in no more than an hour, such was their speed, Nos and Hyn-Kaan tucked in behind, the mass of the Kaan dragons either circling the rip or flying on ahead.

The roar in his ears of the wind whipping past his head dragged all sense from him and it had been a long time before he had been able to open his eyes more than slits. Below him, the ground was impossibly far away. It was a mass of colours and textures fogging before his nauseated vision and the confusion of Sha-Kaan’s banks and turns as he oriented himself left Hirad with no idea where they had come from. Only the size of the rip ahead gave him any sense of direction and even the sight of that was punctuated by the clouds that he knew worried Sha-Kaan more than anything.

He felt a warming pulse through his mind and Sha-Kaan was there, cooling his blood flow and slowing his heart rate.

‘Calm, Hirad Coldheart. I will not let you fall.’

‘Small comfort,’ mumbled Hirad. He felt mirth, then seriousness.

‘The cloud will hide our enemies. We will have to be careful.’

In front of Hirad, Ilkar turned round, his face bright and alive and full of the excitement of the flight. But then, of course, if he fell he could cast ShadowWings before he hit the ground.

‘How are you, Hirad,’ he shouted, leaning back as far as he could. Hirad just shook his head and gripped harder at the rope the Vestare had looped around Sha-Kaan’s neck. ‘You’re doing fine.’

‘It doesn’t feel like it.’ He shouted back. He risked a glance behind him, seeing the other two dragons in close formation. Denser waved but The Unknown didn’t see him. His head was tucked in, his hands gripping his rope as hard as Hirad was.

Facing forwards again, he saw the gentle flying of the dragons around the rip change. Calls echoed distantly and trios of Kaan formed up and shot away. He followed their direction and felt his body quail at what he saw. Heading their way, the sky was black with hundreds of small dots quickly resolving into enemy dragons. Sha-Kaan roared and stepped up his pace, the sound rumbling through his body and shaking Hirad to his very bones.

‘Hang on, Hirad Coldheart. Soon it will start.’

Sha-Kaan powered through the air, the beats of his wings a thundering tumult assailing Hirad’s ears. His legs ached from their grip around Sha-Kaan’s thick rough neck and his hands were cold through his gauntlets, his grip on the rope that of a dead man. He only hoped he could lever his fingers free to hold Ilkar when the time came.

 


The cohesion was no longer there. The messages flew through their minds with the speed of the day before but somehow the thought was not converted to the instant action they had taken as right. And it cost them lives.

Within half an hour of dawn, Aeb heard twice the number of his brothers fall as in the whole of the previous day. He sported a deep cut on one arm, making his axe little more than a defensive pole while his sword arm worked double time just to keep him alive.

The Wesmen could sense it. They pushed all around the circle and the first cracks began to appear as the reserve stepping up to take the place of the dead and wounded were themselves already damaged.

Think and act. Let it happen. Aeb pulsed urgently but now they were all face to face with the truth. Without a Given to bring them to one entity, they couldn’t retain the driving force that made them the awesome force that was their earned reputation. Still the Wesmen died five to their every one but at that rate they would have gained the Manse by mid-afternoon.

By the time the first fire flared in the Wesmen encampment, Aeb was already facing the alien concept of defeat.

 


Darrick’s mages launched a ferocious attack on the Wesmen reserves. Simultaneously, Izack delivered his first strike. The Balaians ran through burning carts, tents and wooden barricades, Wesmen struggling to understand what was happening even as they died under magic and sword. FlameOrbs sailed out over Darrick’s head, HotRain fell in a torrent from the drenched sky, fizzing as it came, and DeathHail roared across the enemy ranks, its razor-sharp edges slicing and rending through to a thousand bones.

‘Centiles, detach!’ ordered Darrick, his order carried away through the army by his Captains. The force split along drilled lines, scattering through the bemused arc of the encampment they attacked. The General led his depleted double centile of yesterday, storming up to the hastily forming defensive line, chopping through the weaponless and clashing with those a little quicker to arm. Opposite, across the battlefield and beyond the Manse, detonation after detonation told of Izack directing fire on to Wesmen positions. Darrick swung his blade through, waist high, its edge cleaving stomach to the spine. His victim fell, too shocked even to scream.

‘Break this line, come on!’ he yelled. All around him, his forces drove hard, harder than ever in their lives. Blood clouded the air, the acrid smell of smoke laced with burned cloth, wood and flesh floated in the rain and the screams of the wounded, the howls of attackers and urgent shouts of defenders filled his ears.

He exulted, deflecting a well-aimed axe blow to his chest, pushing the enemy back and drilling his sword straight through the man’s heart. He crumpled. Darrick kicked the body aside and stepped forward. Ahead of him, he could see the line attacking the Protectors. If it was the last thing he did, he would get to them.

 


Senedai swung around in complete amazement, staring back a hundred yards to where his tent dissolved into flame and his second line were suddenly engaged in battle with an enemy that should be lying dead on a field far away. Caught on the precipice of fatal indecision, he called a Captain to him.

‘What, by the Spirit, is happening?’

‘My Lord, the Easterners have launched a surprise attack. They are here on two fronts.’

‘I can see that!’ Senedai snapped, grabbing the Captain’s furs and dragging his face close. ‘Just tell me we can hold them. I must have the Manse before the sun reaches its zenith.’

‘We will hold them—’

Another series of explosions, this time on the opposite side of the Manse.

‘What is happening here!’ yelled Senedai to the sky. He turned on the Captain. ‘If one of those bastards runs across this grass to attack me, I shall personally tear out your heart and eat it. Stop them.’ Unsnagging his axe, he pushed his way through his front line.

‘Fight you dogs, fight! I will not suffer failure.’ A space opened before him and he was face to face with the masked enemy. This one dragged his axe low but his sword whipped into ready with unnerving speed. ‘I will not suffer failure.’

He raised his axe in trembling hands and struck down, the sword blocking his blow with ease. From nowhere, the axe swung up and he leaped back, feeling its keen metal edge whistle past his nose. The sword came down again but this time he was ready, parrying it aside with his axe and punching through with its spiked head, feeling the point enter flesh.

The masked man backed up a step and the point came free, spilling blood. Senedai smiled, fetched back the blade to finish the job but instead felt dread heat in his side. He looked down to see the man’s sword buried under his rib cage. He hadn’t seen it coming. Hadn’t considered the possibility as he delivered his disabling blow. Yet it was he who would die.

Lord Senedai’s axe fell from nerveless fingers and, falling that great distance to the ground, he heard a name taken up in a triumphant, exultant roar.

Tessaya.

 


They should have run days ago but the scientist inside them all kept them rooted. There had been no need to measure the shade for days now but they had done it anyway, marking its rush across the city peripheries and logging it for future eyes to read, should any of their writings survive.

Jayash looked up at the hideous black-brown mass that covered the sky, keeping Parve in perpetual twilight. Clouds grated at its edges, sending rain the like of which he had never seen or felt and, inside the rip itself, lightning flared and spat. Away in the distance, a bolt sang to earth, rattling the ground. They were getting more common now.

But it mattered very little. Because today was the day that it all began to end. Today the noon shade would cover Parve completely. It was clear that The Raven had failed, that no help was coming and that the rip would continue to eat the sky.

And so they all stood in the central square, eyes locked on the rip as it hung above them and the shadows lengthened with the rush of midday. They waited patiently. There was nothing else for them to do now. Except die.

They waited for dragons.




Chapter 37

Hirad could feel Sha-Kaan straining as they flew into the battle. The Great Kaan was desperate to fight but knew he couldn’t. Nos and Hyn had caught them and now they flew, three abreast, entering the mêlée zone that spread for over a thousand yards left, right, above and below.

It gave a terrifying aspect to the conflict. Death could come from any angle.

Ilkar had said they needed about two hundred counts of uninterrupted concentration to prepare the spell which, when cast, had to be released just at the rip’s surface. It had to be followed up by a charge inside the corridor where the original spell could be used to trigger collapse all the way to Balaia. The Raven mages had worked out a way they might control the collapse but it was yet another risk on top of everything they chanced already. Hirad wondered if one more roll of the dice would make any difference.

Below him, Hirad saw two dragons locked in combat, spilling fiery breath over each other as they sought to bite and tear. Heedless of all else, they fell through the sky, dwindling towards the ground so far below until one found the death grip, used it, and came surging back up. It was the Kaan that fell all the way.

‘Hirad!’ yelled Ilkar. ‘We’re beginning casting. Hold me upright.’

Hirad passed the message on to Sha-Kaan, knowing he only had to think it clearly for him to pick it up and relay it to the other dragons in the flight. The barbarian unlocked his fingers from the rope he’d been clutching with such desperation and grabbed Ilkar’s waist, leaving his arms free to weave if they had to. He couldn’t let Ilkar slip sideways, it would break his concentration. He tightened his thigh grip, felt Sha-Kaan’s scales chafing his skin and concentrated on keeping himself as still as he could.

Abruptly, Ilkar stiffened and then relaxed, his body sagging backwards as he began preparing in concert with Denser and Erienne. Hirad leant in, his head to one side looking around and down, searching the sky for likely attack.

Riding on the biggest animal he’d ever seen and so high it took his breath away, Hirad had never felt more vulnerable in his life. His sword, strapped down, was useless in its scabbard and he considered himself open to attack from anywhere at any time.

The sky was full of dragons. Sha, Nos and Hyn powered towards the rip, their mage charges forming the mana shape for a spell that might save the Kaan. The rip itself, cloud-bounded and huge, dominated the sky. Light flickered and flared inside its brown mass and it ate at the blue with fearsome speed.

Stretched across its surface, the Kaan flew in desperate defensive patterns while flights patrolled further afield, looking to break up attacks before they threatened the rip.

Without warning, Sha-Kaan veered away, angling steeply and climbing sharply, a great bark escaping his mouth. Simultaneously, a shadow swept over them and a Kaan dragon whipped across Hirad’s vision. It opened its jaws and flame gorged out. For a moment, Hirad couldn’t see the target, but then what he knew to be a Naik darted into view, evading the flame and spiralling down. The Kaan gave chase.

‘This isn’t going to be easy!’ shouted Ilkar, his concentration broken by the sudden move.

‘We’ll go again,’ said Hirad, head pressed to Ilkar’s, their skulls making communication easier.

The trio of carrier dragons reformed, heading back up to the rip. On reaching it, they would circle its periphery until the spell was released. All tasks were easier said than done.

Hirad’s terror was gone now, replaced by a morbid fascination, a gnawing fear and a detached disbelief in where he and The Raven found themselves. Sha-Kaan estimated that over seven hundred dragons fought in the sky, the Kaan outnumbered by their enemies but more keenly organised. Against them, the Naik, Gost and Stara, all disparate but all fighting Kaan rather than each other.

Sha-Kaan drilled through a cloud bank and once again the rip was before them. Ilkar tensed and relaxed. Hirad clung on to him and prayed.

Closer to the rip, the noise was extraordinary. Over the rushing in Hirad’s ears, the calls of dragons raged all around him. Wings beat, flame tattooed the sky and the sounds of snapping jaws and claws rending flesh and scale were as clear as they were awfully close.

Hundreds of dragons fought, their bodies colliding with extraordinary violence, the reports echoing across the sky. Their speeds were impossible yet still they dodged, breathed fire as they passed each other and turned acute angles in the air. They were monstrous animal machines with the grace of dancers and the sky was their domain.

Six Kaan hammered past them, their bodies close enough to touch, their power and size causing Hirad to hunch down into his shoulders. His fixed gazed followed them as they dropped on their quarry, four Gost flying direct for the rip. Fire poured from ten mouths and both formations split to dodge the flames. A single Gost caught the brunt of the Kaan breath. Its wings flared briefly, its head a mass of burning scale, and it dropped squealing from the sky.

The Kaan wheeled and reformed, chasing two Gost survivors. But the fourth came on and, with a sickening lurch in his aching stomach, Hirad realised it was heading right for them.

Automatically, he signalled a warning with his mind, feeling Sha-Kaan’s calm thoughts cover his fear. But the Gost came on, large, deep green wings beating, its jaws agape, its eyes fixed on its prize.

And then it was gone. Taken from the side by two smaller Kaan, one clamping jaws on its neck behind the head, the other digging talons into the mound of its body, the impacts sounding like flat thuds, shivering in the air.

Sha-Kaan flew on, Ilkar was oblivious, Hirad quaked.

 


Tessaya had his targets trapped. The Easterners had rushed into the poorly defended back of Senedai’s forces, causing huge damage with their swords and magic. But their desperation to break through to the Manse attackers had made them careless of what lay behind.

The Lord of the Paleon Tribes had been forced to wait for their strike before he could be certain of their position. Now he moved in quickly, sending pincers to wither the flanks while leading the central prong himself.

To his left, he knew General Darrick was making quick progress. Only the courageous Easterner could have made up such ground during a rough night and Tessaya had nothing but respect for him and his powers of leadership. It wouldn’t save him from death but Tessaya knew he had to destroy the other force quickly before Darrick’s surge undermined the confidence of Senedai’s men.

He clicked his fingers and his hornsmen stepped up. A single blast and the attack drove in. Tessaya unsnagged his axe and raced at the head of his tribesmen, storming into the Easterners’ flimsy rear defence. His first swing half-decapitated a man, his second shattered ribs and split heart and his third slashed a thigh open to the bone.

All the enemy mages were concentrated ahead and he had no fear of spell attack. He drove on and on, batting aside a sword thrust and burying his axe in another exposed skull. He roared his delight, ordered his men on and swung once again.

 


Sha-Kaan had wheeled away again under a concerted Naik assault. Too many Kaan were covering them, not enough held the rip against determined attack and Hirad could feel his anxiety as much as he could Ilkar’s.

‘We can’t keep on breaking off,’ shouted Ilkar. ‘We’re using stamina. Sha-Kaan has to stay on course. He has to give us time.’

‘He’ll do all he can,’ replied Hirad, his voice hoarse, the spittle whipped away as Sha-Kaan bucked and turned back for another run at the rip.

For a third time, Ilkar tensed and relaxed, for a third time, Hirad held him steady. For a third time he prayed.

Sha-Kaan barrelled through the thickening cloud, ignoring a fight between two Kaan and a Stara that fell past him. Wings, talons and heads writhed, the trio locked together, none with any care for the speed at which they plummeted groundwards.

At the face of the rip, a dozen Kaan broke from their holding pattern and raced directly out, calls urgent, bodies shaped for as much speed as they could muster. In the distance, but growing rapidly, at least fifteen dragons, resolving themselves into the russet brown of the Naik, headed in, and Hirad read something in their formation that spelled real danger.

They split into three groups of five, each in arrow formation. One pushed upwards, another lost height while the third drove on, aiming for the heart of the defending Kaan, who couldn’t afford to split their force into three to fight them all.

They chose to halve themselves, five heading on, five up, leaving the third Naik flight unmolested. With a multiple roar that ricocheted across the sky, the factions met. Fire exploded in all directions, wings beat, talons flashed and bodies thundered together. Naik and Kaan fell, one with a wing torn to shreds, another with a hideous wound all along its underbelly. Others followed, jaws snapping, roars shuddering through Hirad, orange afterglow on the back of his eyes.

But the third Naik flight came on. At first, Hirad couldn’t be sure that they were coming for Sha-Kaan and The Raven. But they changed their direction, no longer diving for the rip but on an intercept course with Sha, Nos and Hyn and their helpless charges.

Hirad searched the air, looking for the Kaan that would take them out but everywhere was confusion. dragons clotted the sky in chaotic pattern, the gold of the Kaan melded with the russet Naik, the brooding green of the Gost and the startling burgundy of the Stara. He was sure no one had seen the onrushing Naik and he pulsed an urgent message to Sha-Kaan whose only reply was to fly harder.

‘It must be this time. We can hold no longer.’

If they reached the borders of the rip, the remaining defensive net would catch the enemy Brood but Hirad could see they weren’t going to outpace the Naik. He looked left and right, taking in his friends. The mages’ arms held in front of them, palms cupped, their eyes closed, heads thrust back as they built the shape that would close the rip and end the war in the sky. And the warriors, both big men and terrified, holding on to their charges as Hirad did, as much for comfort as to keep them upright.

Closer they came to the rip and closer came the Naik. He could hear their barks, confident and bold, and watched their formation spread slightly to give them maximum breathing arc. In seconds, they would be as much flame as flesh. Sha-Kaan had misjudged fatally. No help was coming.

To Hirad’s top left, the clouds parted, three dozen dragons scorching through, blowing the puff aside. His heart leapt but fell harder. They were Veret, not Kaan. Hirad closed his eyes, waiting for the end knowing he would feel the heat for an instant but not wishing to see it coming.

The Veret raced past the Kaan and drove straight into the unsuspecting Naik, scattering them in a fury of wing and fire. The quick, slim Veret wheeled with incredible agility, each Naik the prey of an overwhelming number of the aquatic dragons.

Sha-Kaan exulted, his wings beat a little quicker and the trio shot the last distance to the rip. He barked the defence net away, banked and circled, Nos and Hyn in close attendance. In front of Hirad, Ilkar spoke words he couldn’t understand, aimed his palms up into the rip and, with a shout that quivered through his whole body, released the spell. Three streaks of visible mana leapt the gap and attached themselves to the edges of the rip, one deep blue, one orange, one yellow. Like grappling ropes, they flailed and arced as the dragons circled, crossing strand over strand, plaiting into a rope of mana that fizzed and bucked, its ends still held by the Raven mages.

Sha-Kaan roared, his cry answered by Nos and Hyn. Around them, the air filled with calls, barks and cries.

‘Ready Hirad!’ called Ilkar.

‘What for?’

‘The ride of your life!’ yelled the Julatsan mage.

The three dragons and their charges stall-turned and plunged into the rip.

Hirad screamed as the rip dragged at them, forcing them inwards. Behind them, the lines of mana lashed at the corridor, attaching everywhere they touched. A noise like thunder in the mountains grew in intensity and, abruptly, Ilkar dismissed his mana line. It whipped up and burrowed into the corridor, sending multicoloured lights fizzing through its grey-flecked brown sides, tearing great rents through to a black void filled with a vicious howling wind.

Ilkar turned and shouted something but it was lost in the tumult. Everywhere, the brown corridor was dissolving and behind them the edges of the rip were collapsing in on themselves, sending down gouts of pressure that washed over the dragons. Sha-Kaan’s body was swatted from side to side, tossed like a bird in a gale.

Hirad leaned in as far as he could, gripping the rope so hard he felt sure he would tear it from its moorings. He would have screamed again but the air was being beaten from his lungs as fast as he could drag it in to feed his quaking body.

Sha-Kaan steadied and beat his wings again. Hirad risked a look behind and saw blackness rushing at them faster than they were flying.

‘Sha-Kaan, faster!’ he pulsed, feeling nothing but a crazed mass of thought in return. The light was fading, the corridor disintegrating all around them. In a few heartbeats they would be swallowed into the nothing of interdimensional space. But a few heartbeats was more than they needed.

They burst into Balaian space, Sha-Kaan banking hard away from the rip and flying even faster perpendicular to the great stain in the sky. Hirad punched the air and whooped in sheer joy.

The Raven were back.

 


Jayash saw the edges of the rip ripple and the lightning stop flashing in its depths. Out from the darkness came three dragons who angled away as they dropped into view. But he hardly noticed them. Because the rip was tearing all across its surface, black replacing the brown he had come to see almost as normality. The edges fell back on themselves with a speed faster than the eye could follow and then the centre punched out, a huge fist of void washing towards the ground.

He could feel the force as the wind picked at his cloak, sent spirals of dust whipping across the square and pushed his hair into his face.

‘Oh dear Gods,’ he said.

The blackness enveloped the ground.

 


Hirad looked down at Parve. The centre of the rip punched outwards, deluging the ground beneath with the unimaginable power of interdimensional space. It roared among the buildings and howled across the open spaces, a great blackness tearing at Balaia. And, almost as quickly as it had come, the blackness was gone, sucking back in and disappearing with a detonation that would ring in all their ears for days.

Parve had been swept clean. Barely a stone remained to tell of its ever having been built there, just a patch of blasted rock, strewn with dust and the echo of ages.

‘Dear Gods,’ he whispered.

‘Justice,’ said Ilkar.

‘Not for the noon shade monitors,’ said Hirad.

Ilkar, silent now, looked forward along Sha-Kaan’s neck.

Not pausing, Sha-Kaan himself turned and flew hard for the Blackthorne Mountains.

‘We are heading for the Manse of Septern,’ said Sha-Kaan in answer to Hirad’s unasked question. ‘Your forces fight there. Your enemy must not be allowed to destroy the site; it is precious to the Kaan.’

 


Darrick felled a Wesman warrior with a savage cut to the chest, feeling the strength surge through him. He bounded on, his warriors and mages at his heels. Spells fell less frequently but with no loss of intensity on the defenceless Wesmen and now he had the Manse attackers in his sights.

‘Army to me!’ he shouted and drove across the open land.

A shudder in the ground flung him to his knees. It was followed by another. He looked up to see most of the battle lines ahead sprawling. The Protectors were up quickly but the Wesmen facing them scrabbled to their feet and backed away.

The walls of the Manse were falling.

A third shudder rocked the ground and the Manse wavered, ruined bricks collapsing backwards, tumbling into a gash in the earth where light flashed and darkness grew. A plume of dust shot high into the sky, followed by a column of darkness that snatched it back, licking at the air and driving back into the ground, the sides of the gash closing with a grating thump.

The Manse was gone.

From the Wesmen, a ragged cheer grew, picked up by voice after voice. Axes flew in the air, warriors embraced and songs of victory ripped from a thousand mouths.

Darrick held up a hand and his men stopped moving. He watched silently as the Protectors, weapons now sheathed, stooped to collect the masks of their dead, picked their way among the fallen and moved away. The Wesmen saw them and backed off, letting them go, as if sensing the passing of something. Or perhaps they were just happy not to be fighting the masked killers any more.

Slowly, the singing died away as more and more of the Wesmen gathered to one side of the now empty battlefield by Septern Manse. It wasn’t over. Victory was not yet theirs. Darrick and his army still faced them, and they weren’t moving.

The two sides watched each other closely, the Wesmen ranks parting to allow a man through to stand at their head. Tessaya.

‘General Darrick!’ he called.

‘Lord Tessaya,’ returned Darrick across the gap of some one hundred yards that now separated the two armies. Any survivors from the Wesmen second line had run to join their kin; at least Darrick wasn’t surrounded but he was outnumbered.

‘Perhaps we should parley again, discuss your surrender.’

‘I don’t think so,’ said Darrick and behind him, his men cheered. ‘After all, you didn’t believe me last time and I do consider myself a man of my word.’

He gestured west, far across the Blackthornes where the rip had dominated the sky like a second menacing moon.

‘You see, The Raven were trying to save us all and I’ll be damned if I let them return to a land ruled by you, Tessaya.’

‘Brave words for a man in your delicate position,’ said Tessaya. ‘You are not in a position to make demands and even your best warriors have given up.’ He wafted a hand at the Protectors who, walking away towards Xetesk, had stopped and were looking into the sky even as he indicated them. He shrugged. ‘And how, might I ask, will your Raven return at all? The hole to your allies has been most effectively plugged.’

An alien sound echoed distantly. It was a sound Darrick had heard before but, this time, he gambled it did not signal an enemy.

‘There are ways, Lord Tessaya.’

The Protectors had not moved on, their masked faces still scouring the sky. Three dots had appeared on the horizon, high up and closing incredibly fast.

‘I do believe they are coming now.’

‘As if it would make any difference,’ said Tessaya. ‘Meet me in the middle and we will discuss your surrender. Refuse and I shall bleed every last one of you.’

‘The Raven might not make a difference. Their friends, though, might.’ He turned to his nearest Captain. ‘Gods, I hope I’m right. Those are dragons coming this way. Pray The Raven are aboard them or we’ll all be dead momentarily.’

He walked towards the waiting Tessaya.

In no man’s land between the opposing armies, the two men met, their bows respectful, the distance between them deferential.

‘It is a complex situation, is it not?’ noted Tessaya, his face smug.

‘Not particularly,’ responded Darrick. ‘Your armies have invaded our lands, we have stopped you every step of the way and now you seek to negotiate a surrender to ease what would otherwise be a very uncertain path.’

Tessaya folded his arms across his broad chest. Darrick could see drying blood on his forearms and furs. ‘An interesting view but, given the fact that I have already forced the surrender of the pitiful band you sent through my forest yesterday, I feel you are both outnumbered and hold no cards. I hold many lives and I will not hesitate to crush them.’

Darrick risked a glance to his right and saw the dots increasing in size. He wouldn’t have long to bluff now.

‘Very well,’ he said, allowing his head to drop very slightly. ‘State your terms. Let me hear your version of honourable surrender.’

Tessaya chuckled, a breeze ruffling his hair, the rain easing to a stop as he spoke. He spread his hands wide.

‘Even the rains await my words,’ he said. ‘I do not wish to see any more fighting. All those standing behind you will lay down their arms and place themselves under the control of my Captains. They will be held here until suitable work can be found.

‘You will accompany my victorious army to Korina where you will negotiate the surrender of the city to me. You and all of your soldiers will be well treated. Third—’

A ripple of consternation ran through the lines of Wesmen and Balaians. Tessaya half turned, a frown crossing his face. Now it was Darrick’s turn to look smug.

‘Sorry, my Lord but those terms and any that follow are unacceptable, ’ he said. His heart was pounding and again he sent a silent prayer that it was Kaan dragons approaching.

‘You are under no—’

‘Be silent!’ thundered Darrick, the power of his voice rolling over Tessaya, who flinched visibly. ‘You questioned my word, Wesman, and now you are about to regret that decision. You asked where The Raven might come from. Look to your left and look in the sky. There you will find your answer.’

Without looking himself, he pointed, seeing Tessaya’s head turn as if against his will. He watched the Wesman Lord pale and his mouth drop open. All around them, the consternation turned to shouts of warning and fear. On both sides, men broke and ran, the Balaian commanders shouting for calm; their Wesmen counterparts fleeing with their men.

To his credit, Tessaya did not bolt, choosing instead to back away to where his men once stood.

Looking at last, Darrick saw the dragons losing height as they rushed in, still coming at extraordinary speeds. And there was no doubting the flashes of colour against the radiant gold that he could see on each neck.

He opened his mouth and roared with laughter.

 


The Wesmen had launched arrows, they had made dummy charges and they had taunted, denouncing the courage of the Easterners. But the four-College cavalry, with Blackthorne and Gresse at its head, had faced them down, knowing they could wheel and outdistance their enemy at any given moment.

Eventually, as Blackthorne had guessed, the Wesman commander’s curiosity had got the better of him and, under the red and white Wesmen flag of truce, he had come forward alone. Blackthorne and Gresse had ridden out to meet him. The conversation had been short.

‘I am Adesellere. I would have your names.’

‘Blackthorne and Gresse, Barons,’ Blackthorne had replied.

‘Where are the rest of your forces?’ Only then had Gresse worked out Blackthorne’s theory and why the Wesmen hadn’t simply charged in, putting the cavalry to flight.

‘Well now,’ Blackthorne had said, his tribal Wes all but faultless. ‘It is possible that they are dispersed around this camp, waiting to strike at you as you advance. Alternatively, they may have marched from here in the dead of night, north across the crags to fight your army at Septern Manse.

‘You can find this out by advancing in here and you know we will ride out of your way. But then you might die. Or, you can march towards the Manse. You should be there before dark. Which is it to be? I know which I’d choose.’

Behind them, tent flaps snapped in the breeze. The rain still fell. Adesellere had looked past him to the rows of tents. All silent but all potentially containing sudden death.

‘You will not halt the march of the Wesmen forever,’ Adesellere had said. And he had turned and led his warriors from the battlefield.

Half an hour later, Blackthorne and the cavalry still sat on horseback. The odd scout had ridden out, reporting back that the Wesmen were indeed marching east at a healthy pace.

‘Well, my friends,’ said Blackthorne. ‘I think it’s time we went to collect our wounded. They would be so much more comfortable here.’

He wheeled his horse, the cavalry following suit. It was then the cries went up. Forging towards them, three shapes came out of the shadow of the sky over the Blackthorne Mountains, travelling at extraordinary pace. Gresse thought to turn to ask an elf but it was clear to them all what was coming.

‘Dismount! Dismount!’ The Captain roared as the horses, sensing new and awful danger, began to stamp or buck. The order was obeyed immediately and the horses, once free of human control, took flight, scattering in the face of the threat from above.

‘Dear Gods,’ said Gresse, a painful lump in his throat, his heart beating wildly. He was sweating. The backs of his hands, his forehead, his back and his breath stuttered in his lungs. He couldn’t move and beside him Blackthorne didn’t either.

The dragons closed, the gold of their bodies sparkling in the muted rainswept sky. Lower they came, and lower, and one emitted a piercing bark as they raced overhead, swooping by. Gresse spun around, almost losing his footing. He could have sworn he heard laughter as they passed.

He shuddered as they disappeared behind the hill line and turned back to Blackthorne. The Baron’s smile split his face and he clapped a trembling hand on Gresse’s shoulder.

‘What is it?’

‘Didn’t you see them?’ he asked, pointing after the dragons.

‘See them? I could hardly bloody miss them. I almost filled my trousers.’

‘No.’ And Blackthorne began to laugh. ‘Riding them. Oh my dear Gresse, we’ve done it. That was The Raven.’

‘You’re . . .’ Gresse looked again. The dragons had disappeared. Relief flooded him.

‘My Lords?’ It was the cavalry Captain. His helm was off and his face pale beneath it. He held a small, ornate presentation case in his hands.

‘Yes, Captain,’ said Blackthorne.

‘I thought perhaps we could all do with some of this.’ He opened the case to reveal a small bottle of Blackthorne grape spirit and four shot glasses. ‘I’ve been keeping it. For a special occasion. I think this qualifies.’

‘My dear boy,’ said Gresse, his mind singing, his head light as if he’d imbibed a good deal already. ‘You have made an ageing man very happy.’

 


Hirad could see the opposing armies but he couldn’t see the ruins of the Manse. Sha-Kaan arrowed down, sending one more chill of fear through Hirad as he felt himself slide just that little bit further down the neck than was good for his heart. He could see where the Great Kaan was going to land and so could those on the ground. He cheered as men scattered, hearing terrified cries and hapless orders for calm float up on the wind as they closed.

Sha-Kaan lifted his neck, angled his body and thumped his legs down. Hirad immediately snatched a dagger from his belt and cut at his ropes, suddenly desperate to feel the grass beneath his feet, slicked with blood though it may be. The Great Kaan lowered his neck and Hirad slid off, his legs failing to hold his weight. Immediately, arms were about his shoulders, helping him to his feet, every muscle in thigh and calf screaming for rest.

He turned around and came face to face with Darrick. He smiled and the two men hugged, Hirad thumping the other’s back.

‘Still alive then?’ he said as they separated.

‘Still alive,’ agreed Darrick. ‘Listen, celebrations later. For now, there’s a Wesmen army just the other side of this dragon.’

Hirad laughed until tears streamed down his cheeks. ‘Sorry,’ he said, wiping his eyes. ‘What a choice of phrase.’ He steadied himself. ‘Look, the war’s over. You need to negotiate Wesmen withdrawal from east of the Blackthorne Mountains. If they don’t want to play, I can arrange a demonstration, if you get my meaning.’

Darrick smiled and clapped him on the shoulders. ‘I’ll see what I can do.’ He strode off to meet the Wesmen.

Hirad ambled to Sha-Kaan’s head where the rest of The Raven had gathered to watch Darrick talk to Tessaya. He laid a hand on the dragon’s head.

‘Thank you, Great Kaan.’

The old dragon opened one eye and fixed him with a myopic stare. ‘You have saved the Kaan, you and your Raven. It is I who should be thanking you.’

‘So why the sadness? You don’t sound at all happy.’

‘We have lost the Manse and that is a great loss to us for it contained a gateway and that gateway, like the one in your sky, has gone. I am unsure where to look for more.’

‘I don’t think I understand,’ said Hirad.

‘He’s saying he thinks they’re stuck here,’ said Erienne. ‘At least for now.’

‘But you can get them home, can’t you?’ asked Hirad. ‘Soon?’ His eyes took in all three mages. Their heads shook.

‘I don’t know,’ said Ilkar.

Hirad faced Sha-Kaan once again. ‘You knew this might happen, didn’t you? That’s why you came here, to see if Septern’s rip still worked?’

‘Of course,’ said Sha-Kaan. ‘But what are the lives of three dragons in the cause of a Brood. It was a small sacrifice.’

Hirad was lost for words. ‘We’ll get you back. Somehow.’ He smiled. ‘After all, we are The Raven.’

‘Does your conceit know no end?’ asked Denser, his eyes shining.

‘No,’ said Hirad. He took it all in. Darrick talking to Tessaya, the Wesman Lord nodding, his eyes fixed on the trio of Kaan that rested in front of him. The Unknown, shaking hands with every surviving Protector. Denser and Erienne in each other’s arms, their faces alight, their eyes speaking love. Sha-Kaan, his head up and surveying his new home, his bright blue eyes missing nothing, his thoughts dominated by triumph, sadness and great hope. And Ilkar, arms folded, smiling to himself and shaking his head at the thought of it all.

They had done it. The Raven. Again. He conceded it was hard to take in.

Only Thraun was missing. The big blond warrior had disappeared almost immediately they had landed, slipping off the dragon and moving soundlessly away. He needed to be alone. Hirad understood that. He’d make himself known when he was ready.

A shout of alarm rang from the Balaian army. Fingers pointed back towards the demolished Wesmen camp. Hirad followed their line.

‘Leave him,’ he ordered. ‘He’ll not harm you.’

Thraun loped up to Hirad, who crouched in front of him and stroked his head.

‘Wouldn’t have done that if you were in human form,’ he said. A sad smile touched his lips. ‘Oh, Thraun, what the hell have you done?’

The wolf regarded him solemnly, his yellow-flecked eyes moist. He sniffed the air and growled, a friendly sound that went right through Hirad. For a moment, he thought he might cry.

‘I don’t know if you can understand me, Thraun, but remember this,’ he said, his voice thick, the rest of the world gone for a moment as he stared at the shapechanger. ‘You will always be Raven. And we will always remember you. Good luck, both now and in whatever faces you. May your soul find peace.’ He felt a hand on his shoulder. It was Ilkar. The hand squeezed but the elf said nothing.

Thraun stepped forward, licked Hirad’s face, turned and trotted away.
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When the Innocent rides the elements,

and the land lies flat and riven;

the Sundering shall be undone

and from the chaos shall rise the One,

never again to fall.

Tinjata, High Elder Mage, Dordover




Prologue

Jarrin had fished the waters north of Sunara’s Teeth all of his long life. He knew the intricacies of the tides and the petulance of the wind. And he knew the beauty of solitude. His lines and pots were dropped in a sheltered deep-water cove and now was the wonderful wait. It was the time he loved. He lay back along the boards of his eighteen-foot coastal skimmer, its single sail furled against the boom, as it rocked gently in the slight swell.

Jarrin uncorked his water and wine, then chose a thick ham sandwich from his daysack, laying it all on the bench by him as he stared at the glorious, cloud-veined blue sky. On a day like today, no life was better.

He must have dozed off for a while because he awoke with a start, felt the boat shifting strangely beneath him and saw the sun had moved a little to his left. Something was upsetting the perfection of the day and a distant roaring noise irritated his ears.

Jarrin pushed himself up onto his elbows, bent his head and dug a finger into his left ear. He couldn’t hear a single bird. Over the years he’d become so accustomed to the harsh calls of gulls circling overhead or following his boat after a good day that they’d become part of the background. Now their silence was unnerving. Animals could sense things.

And now he was fully awake, nothing was quite right. The sky above was beautiful but the air felt like rain was coming. The water below the boat dragged him out to sea though the tide was surely coming in. And that roaring sound seemed to echo off the peaks of Sunara’s Teeth, filling the air with an unearthly sound that scared him deep in the pit of his stomach.

Frowning, he sat up above the gunwale, his gaze caught by movement out to sea. He froze.

Approaching impossibly fast was a wall of water, behind which a dark cloud-mass blew and thickened. It stretched out of his vision to either side of the cove, a towering blue-grey mountain, white-flecked and awesome.

Jarrin just carried on looking. He could have tried to haul up his anchor, raise the sail and run for the shore but it would have been a futile gesture. The wave had to be over one hundred feet high and left no hiding place, just death against the rocky coast.

Jarrin had always sworn he would stare into the face of his killer so he stood up, sang a prayer to the Spirit for his safe passage to the ancestral haven and drank in the magnificent power of nature before it dashed him to oblivion.




Chapter 1

The covered carriage rattled along the western edge of Thornewood, heading in the direction of Varhawk Crags on a rutted and overgrown trail. Wheels bounced off stone, wood protested and metal bolts screeched in their stays. The driver urged his pair of horses on, snapping the reins and shouting his encouragement as they dragged their unstable load at a speed that could only have one outcome.

But not just yet.

With every bump in the trail thudding through his lower back, the driver turned to look over his shoulder. Through the cloud of dust the carriage threw up, he could see them closing. Six figures on horseback, eating up the distance, their pace unimpeded by ground that played havoc with wheels.

He’d seen them closing over half the day, his sharp eyes picking them out almost as soon as they had spotted him and begun the chase. At first, he hadn’t had to gallop but, as the afternoon had worn on, it had become clear that his pursuers would ride their horses to death to catch him. He wasn’t surprised. What they believed to be inside the carriage was worth the lives of far more than a few mares.

He smiled, turned back to the trail and snapped the reins again. Above him, a fine day was clouding as dusk approached and already the light was beginning to fade. He scratched his chin and stared down at his horses. Sweat poured from their flanks and foamed beneath leather straps. Heads bounced as they drove on, eyes wide and ears flat.

‘Well done,’ he said. They had given him all the time he needed.

He glanced back again. They were within a hundred yards. A thud signalled the first arrow to strike the carriage. He breathed deep; it had to be now.

Keeping low, he dropped the reins and launched himself on to the back of the right-hand horse, feeling the heat through his hands and legs, hearing their exertion.

‘Steady now,’ he said. ‘Steady now.’

He patted the horse’s neck and drew his dagger. Its edge was keen and with one quick slash, he cut the carriage reins. Another and the leather binding the yoke dropped away. He kicked the horse’s flanks and it sprang right, away from the carriage which, with the other horse still attached, slowed dramatically and veered left. He prayed it wouldn’t overturn.

Unhitching the single reins from where they were tied around the bridle, he fought briefly for control and leaned close to his mount’s neck, putting quick distance between himself and the carriage. When he heard the shouts behind him, he reined in and turned.

The enemy were at the carriage. Its doors were opened and riders circled it, their voices angry, filled with recrimination. He knew they could see him but he didn’t care. They wouldn’t catch him now; but more than that, he had taken them away from their quarry. Half a day’s ride following an empty carriage. And now they, at least, would never find what they were looking for.

No time for self-congratulation though. These were just six incompetents he had fooled. There were far cleverer enemies still in the hunt and they would not make their intentions so obvious.

 


Erienne looked down at her daughter, dozing fitfully in her lap, and wondered for the first time whether she had not undertaken a monumental folly. The first day in Thornewood had been easy enough. Lyanna had been high-spirited and they’d sung walking songs as they’d travelled south, and the sun-dappled forest had smelled clean, fresh and friendly. That first night had been a real adventure for Lyanna, sleeping in the open, covered by her mother’s cloak and guarded by her alarm wards. And as Lyanna had slept, Erienne had gone further, tuning to the mana spectrum and tasting its chaos, looking for signs that all was not well.

Not that Erienne had considered them in any danger that night. She trusted that the Guild knew what they were doing and would look after them. And though wolves ran in Thornewood, they were not known to take human flesh. And she, as a mage of Dordover, had more defences than many.

But on this second day, the atmosphere had changed. Deeper into the woods, the canopy thickened and they walked in shadow much of the time, their moods lifting only when the sun broke through to lighten the ground at their feet. Their songs and chatter had become sporadic and then ceased altogether. And though Erienne fought to find things to say or point out to her increasingly anxious daughter, she found her efforts fell on deaf ears or died on her lips as she looked into Lyanna’s fearful eyes.

And the truth was, she felt it too. She understood, or thought she understood, why they were having to walk alone. But her faith in the Guild was quickly diminishing. She had expected some contact but had had none; and now every twig that cracked and every creak of a tree in the wind made her jump. She strained for the sounds of the birds and used their song to boost Lyanna’s spirits. After all, she had lied, if the birds sing, there can be no danger.

Erienne had kept a smile on her face though she knew Lyanna was only half-convinced to carry on. Even so, the little girl tired quickly and so they had stopped in the late afternoon, Erienne resting her back against a moss-covered tree trunk while Lyanna dozed. Poor child. Only five years old and running for her life, if she but knew it.

Erienne stroked Lyanna’s long black hair and edged her doll out from where it was making an uncomfortable dent in her cheek. She looked out into the forest. The sound of the breeze through the trees and the shadowy branches waving above them felt somehow malevolent. She imagined the wolf pack closing in and shook her head to disperse the vision. But they were being followed. She could feel it. And she couldn’t free herself from the thought that it wasn’t the Guild.

Her heart was suddenly pounding in her chest and panic gripped her. Shadows flickered in front of her, taking on human form and flitting around the periphery of her vision, always just out of reach. Her mouth was dry. What in all the God’s names were they doing here? One woman and a little girl. Pursued by a power too great for them to combat. And they’d put their lives in the hands of total strangers who had surely abandoned them.

Erienne shivered though the afternoon was warm, the motion disturbing Lyanna who woke and looked up at her, eyes searching for comfort but finding none.

‘Mummy, why do they just watch? Why don’t they help us?’

Erienne was silent until Lyanna repeated the question, adding, ‘Don’t they like us?’ She chuckled then and ruffled Lyanna’s hair.

‘How could anyone not like you? Of course, they like us, my sweet. I think maybe they have to be apart from us to make sure no one bad finds us.’

‘When will we get there, Mummy?’

‘Not long, my darling. Not long. Then you can rest easy. We must be getting closer.’ But her words sounded hollow to her and the wind through the trees whispered death.

Lyanna looked sternly at her, her chin carrying a slight wobble.

‘I don’t like it here, Mummy,’ she said.

Erienne shivered again. ‘Neither do I, darling. Do you want to find somewhere better?’

Lyanna nodded. ‘You won’t let the bad people get me, will you?’

‘Of course not, my sweet.’

She helped Lyanna to her feet, shouldered her pack and they moved off, direction south as they had been told. And as they walked, their pace hurried by the phantoms that they felt closing in, Erienne tried to remember how The Unknown Warrior or Thraun would have shaken off pursuers. How they would have covered their tracks, moved carefully over the ground and laid false trails. She even wondered whether she could carry Lyanna within a Cloaked Walk, rendering them both invisible. A tiring and draining exercise that would be.

She smiled grimly. It was a new game for Lyanna and it might just keep her happy but it was a game they were playing for the highest of stakes.

 


They moved through the forest with no little skill but beneath the canopy elves missed nothing. Ren’erei confessed surprise at their ability, the silence with which they moved and their efforts to leave no trace of their passing. She even respected the route they chose, often moving away from the trail they left, to throw off any who might follow.

And for most pursuers it would have worked. But Ren’erei and Tryuun were born to the forest and detected every nuance of change brought upon it by the passage of humans. A splayed leaf crushed into the mulch; loose bark brushed from the bole of a tree at a telltale height; the pattern of twig splinters lying on the ground. And for these particular people, a shadow at odds with the sun through the canopy, eddies in the air and the altered calls of woodland creatures.

Ren’erei went ahead, Tryuun covering his sister from a flank at a distance of twenty yards. The two elves had followed the signs for a full day, closing steadily but never allowing a hint to their quarry that they were being followed.

She moved in a low crouch, eyes scanning her route, every footfall of her light leather boots sure and silent, her mottled brown and green cloak, jerkin and trousers blending with the sun-dappled forest environs. They were close now. The woodchucks nesting in the roots of the tall pines ahead had sounded a warning call, bark dust floated in the still air close to the forest floor, and in the dried mud underfoot, tufts of grass moved gently, individual stalks recovering from the force of a human foot.

Ren’erei stopped beside the wide trunk of a great old oak, placing one hand on it to feel its energy and holding the other out, flat-palmed, to signal to Tryuun. Without looking, she knew her brother was hidden.

Ten yards ahead of her, local turbulence in the air, signified by the eddying of bracken and low leaves, told of a mage under a Cloaked Walk. The mage was moving minutely to avoid becoming visible even momentarily, and again Ren’erei paused to enjoy the skill.

Her fingers all but brushing the ground, Ren’erei crossed the space, identifying the patches of shadow and building a picture of the mage. Tall, slender and athletic but unaware of his or her mortal position. The elf was silent, her movement disturbing nothing, the woodland creatures comfortable with her presence among them.

At the last moment, she slid her knife from its leather sheath, stood tall, grabbed the mage’s forehead and bent his skull back, slitting his throat in the same movement. She let the blood spurt over the vegetation and the man shuddered his last, too confused to attempt to cry out in alarm. The Cloak dropped to reveal black, close-fitting clothes and a shaven head. Ren’erei never looked at their faces when she killed this way. The look in their eyes, the surprise and disbelief, made her feel so guilty.

She laid the body down face first, cleaned and resheathed her knife and signalled Tryuun to move.

There was another out there, Erienne and Lyanna were running scared and the day would soon be done.

 


Denser sat in the fireside chair in the cold study, an autumnal wind rattling the windows. Leaves blew across the dull grey sky but the chill outside was nothing to that inside the Xeteskian mage who sat in Dordover’s Tower.

The moment the Dordovan envoy had arrived on horseback to speak with him and ask him to come to the College, he had known circumstances were dire. The dead weight in the pit of his stomach and the dragging at his heart hadn’t shifted since but had deepened to a cold anger when he discovered that it had taken them six weeks to agree he should be called.

Initially, he’d been disappointed that Erienne hadn’t tried to contact him by Communion but breaks of weeks between touchings weren’t uncommon and now, he realised ruefully, sheer distance might be stopping her even making the attempt.

He folded the letter in his hands and pushed it into his lap before looking up at Vuldaroq. The fat Dordovan Tower Lord, dressed in deep blue robes gathered with a white sash, was sweating from the exertion of accompanying Denser to Erienne’s rooms. He shifted uncomfortably under the other’s stare.

‘Six weeks, Vuldaroq. What the hell were you doing all that time?’

Vuldaroq patted a cloth over his forehead and back on to his bald scalp. ‘Searching. Trying to find them. As we still do. They are Dordovan.’

‘And also my wife and child, despite our current separation. You had no right to keep her disappearance from me for even one day.’

Denser took in the study, its stacks of tied papers, its books and parchments arranged in meticulous fashion on the shelves, its candles and lamp wicks trimmed, a toy rabbit sitting atop a plumped cushion. So completely unlike Erienne, who delighted in untidiness where she worked. She hadn’t gone against her will, that was clear. She’d cleaned up and intended to be away for a long time. Maybe for good.

‘It is not as simple as that,’ said Vuldaroq carefully. ‘There are procedures and processes—’

Denser surged from the chair to stand eye to eye with the Tower Lord.

‘Don’t even think of trying that horseshit with me,’ he grated. ‘Your Quorum’s damned pride and politics has kept me away from the search for my daughter and the woman I love for six bloody wasted weeks. They could be absolutely anywhere by now. What exactly have your searches turned up?’

Denser could see the beads of sweat forming on Vuldaroq’s red, bulbous face.

‘Vague clues. Rumoured sightings. Nothing certain.’

‘It’s taken you six weeks to find out “nothing certain”? The entire and considerable might of Dordover?’ Denser stopped, seeing Vuldaroq’s squinted gaze dart momentarily away. He smiled and stepped away a little, half-turning, his fingers playing idly with a stack of papers. ‘She really took you by surprise, didn’t she? All of you.’ He gave a short laugh. ‘You never had any idea that she might leave or where she might go, did you?’

Vuldaroq said nothing. Denser nodded.

‘So what did you do? Send mages and soldiers to Lystern? Korina? Blackthorne? Even Xetesk perhaps. Then what? Scoured the local woodland, sent word to Gyernath and Jaden?’

‘The search area is large,’ said Vuldaroq carefully.

‘And with all your great wisdom, none of you had the wit to know her well enough to consider in which direction she might have headed, did you?’ Denser tutted, and tapped his head, enjoying, for a moment, Vuldaroq’s embarrassment. ‘No instinct, was there? And so you sent for me, someone who might know. But you left it so very, very late. Why is that, Vuldaroq?’

The Dordovan Tower Lord wiped the cloth over his face and hands before pocketing it.

‘Despite your relationship to both Erienne and Lyanna, they were both under the care of Dordover,’ said Vuldaroq. ‘We have a certain image to uphold, protocols to observe. We wanted them returned to us with the minimum of apparent . . . fuss.’ He spread his hands wide and tried a half-smile.

Denser shook his head and moved forward again. Vuldaroq took a pace back, struck his leg against the seat of a chair and sat heavily, face reddening anew.

‘You expect me to believe that? Your secrecy over Lyanna’s disappearance has nothing to do with risking public embarrassment. No, there’s more. You wanted her back in your College before I even knew she was gone, didn’t you?’ Denser leaned over the sweating face, feeling the warm, faintly alcohol-tainted breath spatting quickly over his cheeks. ‘Why is that, I wonder? Scared she would fetch up at the door of a more capable College?’

Again a slight spreading of the hands from Vuldaroq. ‘Lyanna is a child of utterly unique talents. And those talents must be channelled correctly if they are not to provoke unfortunate consequences.’

‘Like the awakening of a true all-College ability, you mean? Hardly unfortunate.’ Denser smiled. ‘If it happens, we should celebrate.’

‘Be careful, Denser,’ warned Vuldaroq. ‘Balaia has no place for another Septern. Not now, not ever. The world has changed.’

‘Dordover may speak only for itself, not for Balaia. Lyanna can show us the way forward. All of us.’

Vuldaroq snorted. ‘ “Forward”? A return to the One is a step back, my Xeteskian friend, and one talented child does not herald such a step. One child is powerless.’ The old Dordovan bit his lip.

‘Only if you stop her realising her potential.’ What started as a retort finished as a whisper. Denser paced back, his mouth slack for a moment. ‘That’s it, isn’t it? By all the Gods falling, Vuldaroq, if one hair on her head is harmed—’

Vuldaroq pushed himself out of the chair. ‘No one is going to harm her, Denser. Calm yourself. We are Dordovans, not witch-hunters. ’ He moved towards the door. ‘But do find her and bring her back here, Denser. Soon. Believe me, it is important to all of us.’

‘Get out,’ muttered Denser.

‘Might I remind you that this is my Tower,’ snapped Vuldaroq.

‘Get out!’ shouted Denser. ‘You have no idea what you are toying with, do you? No idea at all.’ Denser sat back down in his chair.

‘On the contrary, I think you’ll find we have a very good idea indeed.’ Vuldaroq stood for a while before shuffling out. Denser listened to his heavy footsteps receding along the wood-panelled corridor. He unfolded the letter they hadn’t even found, though it was barely hidden in Erienne’s chambers. Denser had known it would be there, addressed to him. And he had known they wouldn’t find it, just as she had. No instinct.

He read the letter again and sighed. Four and a half years it had been since they had all stood together on the fields of Septern Manse, and yet The Raven were the only people he could possibly trust to help him, depleted as they were. Erienne was gone and Thraun presumably still ran with the wolf pack in Thornewood. That left Hirad, with whom he had had a bad falling out a year before and no contact since, Ilkar who was working himself to an early grave in the ruins of Julatsa and, of course, the Big Man.

Denser managed a smile. He was still the lynchpin. And Denser could be in Korina in a little over two days if he flew all the way. A supper at The Rookery and a glass of Blackthorne red with The Unknown Warrior. A pleasant prospect.

He decided he would leave Dordover at first light, and turned to ring for a fire to warm Erienne’s chambers. There was a great deal of work still to do. Denser’s smile faded. The Dordovans would continue their search and he couldn’t risk them finding Lyanna first. Not that that was very likely, given the contents of the letter, but he couldn’t be certain. And without certainty, his daughter was at risk from the very people Erienne had turned to for help.

But there was something else too. Something serious nagging at him that he couldn’t drag from his subconscious. It was to do with the awakening.

A strong gust of wind rattled the windows, almost over before it had come. Denser shrugged, switched his attention to the desk and began leafing carefully through its papers.

 


Korina was bustling. Trade had been excellent throughout the summer and the seasonal change had brought little diminishment, other than the falling numbers of itinerant travellers and workers, who had begun to take ship for the southern continent, following the heat.

After two years of rumours of more battles, increased taxation and Wesman invasion, following the end of the war, confidence was returning to Korina’s once-deserted docks and markets, with every trader seemingly determined to wring out every last ounce of profit. Market days were longer, more ships sailed in and out on every tide, day and night, and the inns, eateries and hostels hadn’t seen such a boom since the halcyon days of the Korina Trade Alliance. And of course, out in the Baronial lands, the bickering had begun in earnest again and the mercenary trade was seeing a return to profitable days. But it was a trade without The Raven.

The Rookery, on the edge of Korina’s central market, groaned at the seams from early dawn when the breakfast trade began, to late evening when the nightly hog roasts were reduced to so much bone and gristle on their spits.

The Unknown Warrior closed the door on the last of the night’s drunks and turned to survey the bar, catching his reflection in one of the small pillar-mounted mirrors. The close-shaven head couldn’t hide the spreading grey that matched his eyes, but the jaw was as strong as ever and the powerful physique under the white shirt and dark tan breeches was kept in peak condition by religious exercise. Thirty-eight. He didn’t feel it but then he didn’t fight any more. For good reason.

The watch had just called the first hour of the new day but it would be another two before he walked through his own front door. He hoped Diera was having a better night with young Jonas. The boy had a touch of colic and spent a good deal of the time grumbling.

He smiled as he moved back toward the bar on which Tomas had placed two steaming buckets of soapy water, cloths and a mop. His happiest times of the day were standing over his newborn son’s crib at night and waking next to Diera with the sun washing through their bedroom window. He righted a stool before slapping his hands on the bar. Tomas appeared from beneath it, a bottle of Southern Isles red-grape spirit and two shot glasses in his hands. He poured them each a measure. Completely bald now he had entered his fiftieth year, Tomas’ eyes still sparkled beneath his brow and his tall frame was upright and healthy.

‘Here’s to another good night,’ he said, handing The Unknown a glass.

‘And to the wisdom of hiring those two extra staff. They’ve taken a weight off.’

The two men, friends for well over twenty years and co-owners of The Rookery for a good dozen, chinked glasses and drank. Just the one shot every night. It was the way and had become a token these last four or so years. Neither man would miss it after an evening’s work together any more than they would give up breathing. It was, after all, to enjoy these moments of magnificently ordinary life that The Unknown had fought with The Raven for more than a decade. Shame then, that with the wisdom of hindsight, he knew they weren’t enough.

The Unknown rubbed his chin, feeling the day’s stubble rasp beneath his hand. He looked towards the door to the back room, painted with the Raven symbol and scarce used now.

‘Got an itch, boy?’ asked Tomas.

‘Yes,’ replied The Unknown. ‘But not for what you think.’

‘Really?’ Tomas raised quizzical eyebrows. ‘I never could see it, you know. You settling down and actually running this place with me forever.’

‘Never thought I’d live, did you?’ The Unknown hefted a bucket and cloth.

‘I never doubted it. But you’re a traveller, Sol. A warrior. It’s in your blood.’

The Unknown allowed only Tomas and Diera to use his true name, his Protector name, and even now when they did, it always gave him pause. It meant they were worried about something. And the truth was that he had never settled completely. There was still work to be done in Xetesk, to press for more research into freeing those Protectors that desired it. And aside from that, he had friends to see. Convenient excuses when he needed them and while his reasons still drove him, he couldn’t deny that he sometimes tired of the endless routine and yearned to ride out with his sword strapped to his back. It made him feel alive.

It worried him too. What if he never wanted to settle? Surely his desire would fade to something more sedentary in the not too distant future. At least he didn’t feel the urge to fight in a front line anymore and there was some comfort in that. And there had been offers. Lots of them.

He smiled at Tomas. ‘Not any more. I’d rather mop than fight. All you risk is your back.’

‘So what’s the itch?’

‘Denser’s coming. I can feel it. Same as always.’

‘Oh. When?’ A frown creased Tomas’ brow.

The Unknown shrugged. ‘Soon. Very soon.’

Rhob, Tomas’ son, appeared through the back door that led to the stables. In the last few years, the excitable youth had grown into a strong, level-headed young man. Glinting green eyes shone from a high-boned face atop which sat short-cropped brown hair. His muscular frame was the product of many years’ physical labour around horses, saddles and carts and his good nature was a pure reflection of his father’s.

‘All in and secure?’ asked Tomas.

‘Yes indeed,’ said Rhob, marching across to the bar to grab the other bucket and the large rag-headed mop. ‘Go on, old man, you get off to bed, let the youngsters fix the place up.’ His smile was broad, his eyes bright in the lamp light.

The Unknown laughed. ‘It’s a long time since I’ve been called a youngster.’

‘It was a relative term,’ said Rhob.

Tomas wiped the bar top and threw the cloth into the wash bucket. ‘Well, the old man’s going to take his son’s advice. See you two around midday.’

‘Good night, Tomas.’

‘ ’Night, Father.’

‘All right,’ said The Unknown. ‘I’ll take the tables, you the floor and fire.’

Just as they were into their stride, they were disturbed by an urgent knocking on the front doors. Rhob glanced up from his swabbing of the hearth. The Unknown blew out his cheeks.

‘Reckon I know who this is,’ he said. ‘See if there’s water for coffee will you, Rhob? And raid the cold store for a plate of bread and cheese.’

Rhob propped his mop in the corner and disappeared behind the bar. The Unknown shoved the bolts aside and pulled the door inwards. Denser all but fell into his arms.

‘Gods, Denser, what the hell have you been doing?’

‘Flying,’ he replied, his eyes wild and sunken deep into his skull, his face white and freezing to the touch. ‘Can you help me to somewhere warm? I’m a little chilly.’

‘Hmm.’ The Unknown supported the shivering Denser into the back room, dragged his chair in front of the unlit fire and dumped the mage into the soft upholstery. The room hadn’t changed much. Against shuttered windows, the wooden feasting table and chairs lay shrouded beneath a white cloth. That table had seen celebration and tragedy, and it was a source of sadness that his abiding memory was of Sirendor Larn, Hirad’s great friend, lying dead upon it, his body hidden by a sheet.

The Raven’s chairs were still arrayed in front of the fire but every day The Unknown moved them so he could practise with his trademark double-handed sword in private. If there was one thing The Unknown’s experience had taught him, it was that nothing in Balaian life was ever predictable.

Rhob pushed open the door and came in, carrying with one hand a steaming jug, mugs and a plate of food on a tray. In the other was a shovel, full of glowing embers. The Unknown took both from him with a nod of thanks.

‘Don’t worry, I’ll clear up out front,’ said Rhob.

‘Thank you.’

‘Is he all right?’

‘Just a little cold,’ said The Unknown but he knew there was more. He had seen pain in Denser’s eyes and an exhaustion forced upon him by desperation.

He quickly lit the fire, pressed a mug of coffee into the mage’s hands and placed the bread and cheese on a table within arm’s reach. He sat in his own chair and waited for Denser to speak.

The Xeteskian looked terrible. Beard untrimmed, black hair wild where it protruded from his skull cap, face pale, bloodshot eyes ringed dark and lips tinged blue. His eyes fidgeted over the room, unable to settle, and he constantly fought to frame words but no sound came. He’d pushed himself to the limit and there was no beyond. Mana stamina was finite, even for mages of Denser’s extraordinary ability, and a single miscalculation could prove fatal, particularly under ShadowWings.

The Unknown had felt a tie to Denser ever since his time as the mage’s Given during his lost days as a Protector. And looking at Denser now, he found he couldn’t stay silent.

‘I understand something’s driven you to get here as fast as you can but killing yourself isn’t going to help. Even you can’t cast indefinitely.’

Denser nodded and lifted his mug to trembling lips, gasping as the hot liquid scalded his throat.

‘I was so close. Didn’t want to stop outside the City. We’d have lost another day.’ His numbed lips stole the clarity from his words. He made to say more but instead coughed violently. The Unknown leaned in and grabbed the mug before he slopped coffee on his hands.

‘Take your time, Denser. You’re here now. I’ll find you a bed when you need it. Be calm.’

‘Can’t be calm,’ he said. ‘They’re after my girl. Erienne’s taken her away. We’ve got to find her first or they’ll kill her. God’s, she’s not evil. She’s just a little girl. I need The Raven.’

The Unknown started. Denser’s tumble of words had shaken him every which way. But it was the solution that troubled him almost as much as the problem. The Raven had disbanded. All their lives had moved on. Reformation was unthinkable.

‘Think hard, Denser, and slow down. I need to hear this from the start.’

 


Night on the southern slopes of the Balan Mountains, half a day’s ride from the largely rebuilt town of Blackthorne. The stars patterned the sky, moon casting wan light, keeping back full dark.

Hirad Coldheart tracked down the steep path, his movement all but silent. It was a path he could traverse blindfold if he had to but this time, speed and stealth were of the essence over the treacherous mud and smooth stone. Hunters were coming again and, like those that had come before, had to be stopped. Yet even if these latest fell as had all the others, Hirad knew that wouldn’t put a stop to the stupidity.

Not many dared the task but the numbers were increasing, as was the complexity and technicality of their planning, as information on habits and strike points filtered through Balaia, falling on interested ears. It sickened him but he understood what drove these men and women.

Greed. And the respect that would be afforded those first to bring back the ultimate hunter’s prize. The head of a dragon. It was why he couldn’t leave the Kaan even if he wanted to. Not that they were particularly vulnerable. But there was always the chance. Humans were nothing if not tenacious and ingenious; and this latest group marked another development.

Hirad still found it hard to conceive of minds that so quickly forgot the debt they owed the Kaan dragons; and it had been The Unknown who had put it in context when delivering word that the first attack was being prepared, after overhearing a drunken boast in The Rookery.

‘You shouldn’t be surprised, Hirad,’ he’d said. ‘Everything will ultimately have its price and there are those who will choose never to believe what the Kaan did for Balaia. And there are those who don’t care. They only know the value of a commodity. Honour and respect reap no benefit in gold.’

The words had ignited Hirad’s fury exactly as The Unknown had intended. It was what kept him sharp and one step ahead of the hunters. They had tried magic, poison, fire and frontal assault in their ignorance. Now they used what had been learned by the deaths and by the watchers. And for the first time, Hirad was worried.

A party of six hunters; three warriors, a mage and two engineers, was moving carefully and slowly into the foothills below the Choul, where the dragons lived. Their route had taken them away from any population that might have alerted Hirad sooner and they brought with them a crafted ballista, designed to fire steel-tipped wooden stakes.

Their plan was simple, as were all the best-laid. Unless Hirad was sorely in error, they planned to launch their attack this night, knowing the Kaan flew to hunt and feed under cover of darkness. The ballista would be positioned under a common flight path and it had the power to wound, and perhaps cripple with a lucky shot.

Hirad wasn’t prepared to take the risk so descended to meet them before clearing the Kaan to fly. The hunters had made two mistakes in their plan. They hadn’t factored Hirad into their thinking and only one of their number was elven. They had placed themselves at the mercy of the night and would soon discover the night had none.

Hirad watched them through a cleft boulder. They were roughly thirty feet below him and a hundred yards distant. The barbarian was able to track their movement against the dull grey of the landscape by the hooded lantern they carried, the creaking of the ballista’s wheels and the hoof-falls of the horses that pulled it.

They were nearing a small open space where, Hirad guessed, they planned to set up the ballista. The slope there was slight and a butt of rock provided an ideal anchor point. Hirad knew what had to be done.

Backing up a short distance, he moved right and down into a shallow ditch that ran parallel to the small plateau. With his eyes at plateau level, he crept along its edge and waited, poised, sword sheathed and both hands free.

The mage led the horses up the incline on the near side, a warrior overseeing their progress on the other. The two engineers walked behind the ballista with the final pair of hunters bringing up the rear.

Hirad could hear the horses breathing hard, their hooves echoing dully through mufflers tied around their feet. The wheels of the ballista creaked and scraped as it approached, despite constant oiling by the engineers, and the odd word of warning and encouragement filtered up the line.

Hirad readied himself. Just before it levelled out, the path became a steep ramp for perhaps twenty yards. It would be slippery after the day’s showers. As the hunters approached it, they slowed, the mage out in front, hands on both sets of reins, urging the horses up.

‘Keep it moving,’ came a hiss from below, loud in the still night air.

‘Gently does it,’ said another.

The mage appeared over the lip. Hirad surged on to the plateau and dived for his legs, whipping them away. The mage crashed to the ground. Hirad was on him before he could shout and hammered a fist into his temple. The mage’s head cracked against stone and he lay still.

Racing low around the front of the suddenly skittish horses, he pulled his sword from his scabbard. The warrior on their other side had only half turned at the commotion and was in no state to defend himself. Hirad whipped his blade into the man’s side and as he went down screaming, the barbarian leant in close.

‘Believe me, you are the lucky one,’ he rasped. Quieting the horses who had started to back up, he ran back to the ballista and slashed one of the harness ropes. The ballista shifted its weight and the horses moved reflexively to balance it, one whinnying nervously. Below him, four faces looked up in mute shock. Blades were drawn.

‘I warned the last who came to tell the next that all they would find here is death. You chose not to listen.’ He lashed at the other harness rope, splitting it at the second strike. The ballista rolled quickly down the ramp, scattering the hunters and gathering pace as it bounced over rock and tuft. A wheel sprang away and the main body ploughed left to plunge over the edge of the path, tumbling to its noisy destruction in a stand of trees some two hundred feet below.

Below the ramp, the hunters picked themselves to their feet, the engineers looking to the warriors for guidance.

‘There’s nothing they can do for you now,’ said Hirad. It is safe, Great Kaan.

A shadow rose from the hills behind Hirad and swept down the path. It was enormous and the great beat of its wings fired the wind and from its mouth came a roar of fury. The hunters turned and ran but another shape took to the air over the path below them and a third joined it, herding them back towards Hirad.

The trio of dragons blotted out the stars, great bodies hanging in the sky, their united roars bouncing from the mountains around them, the echoes drawing cries of terror from the hunters now turned hunted. They huddled together, the dragons circling them, lazy beats of their wings flattening bush and grass and blowing dust into the air. Each one was over a hundred feet long, its size and power making a mockery of the pitiful band who had come to kill one. They were helpless and they knew it, staring into mouths that could swallow them whole, and imagining flame so hot it would reduce them to ashes.

‘Please, Hirad,’ mumbled one of the engineers, recognising him and fixing him with wide desperate eyes. ‘We hear you now.’

‘Too late,’ said Hirad. ‘Too late.’

Sha-Kaan powered in, his wings beating down and blowing the hunters from their feet to sprawl beneath the gale. His long neck twisted and arrowed down, striking with the speed of a snake and snatching up a warrior in his mouth. And then he was gone into the sky, his speed incredible, his agility in the air breathtaking. He was impossibly quick for an animal his size and the hunters left on the ground gaped where they lay, too traumatised now even to think about getting back to their feet.

The man in Sha-Kaan’s mouth didn’t even cry out before his body was torn in two and spat from the huge maw, scattering blood and flesh. The Great Kaan barked his fury into the night, the sound rumbling away like distant thunder. Nos-Kaan soared high, then dived groundwards, the men below his gaping mouth screaming as he fell towards them. With a single beat of his wings, he stalled his speed, the down-draught sending the hunters rolling in the dust, their cries lost in the wind. He looked and struck as Sha had done, his victim crushed in an instant and dropped in front of his comrades.

And finally Hyn-Kaan. The Great Kaan’s bark brought him low across the ground, a great dark shape in the starlight, his body scant feet from the rock, his head moving down very slightly to scoop his target into his mouth. He flicked his wings and speared into the heavens, a human wail filtering down, cut off, and followed by the sound of a body hitting rock.

Hirad licked suddenly dry lips. They had said they wanted revenge. And they had said they wanted men to know their power. Yet the elf at his feet was still unconscious and had seen nothing. Lucky for him. Hirad loved the Kaan and theirs was a bond that would not be broken by such violent death. Yet once again, he was reminded of the unbridgeable gulf between man and dragon. They were majesty, men their slaves if they so chose.

Hirad brought his attention back to the lone engineer, alive still and surrounded by the torn carcasses of his friends. He had soiled his breeches, liquid puddling around his boots where he crouched in abject terror of the three dragons circling above him. Sha-Kaan landed and grabbed him in one foreclaw, bringing him close to his jaws. The man wailed and gibbered.

Hirad turned to the mage, uncorked his waterskin and dumped its contents over the elven head. He gasped and choked, groaning his pain. Hirad grabbed his collar and hauled him upright, a dagger at his throat.

‘Even think of casting and you’ll die. You aren’t quick enough to beat me, understand?’ The mage nodded. ‘Good. Now watch and learn.’

Sha-Kaan drew the hapless engineer even closer. ‘Why do you hunt us?’ he asked, his breath billowing the man’s hair. He tried to reply but no words came, only a choked moan. ‘Answer me, human.’ The engineer paddled his legs helplessly in the air, his hands pressing reflexively against the claws he could never hope to shift.

‘The chance to live comfortably forever,’ he managed. ‘I didn’t realise. I meant you no harm. I thought . . .’

Sha-Kaan snorted. ‘No harm. You thought us mindless reptiles. And to kill me or one of my Brood was, what does Hirad call it? Yes, “sport”. Different now, is it? Now you know us able to think?’

The engineer nodded before stammering. ‘I’ll n-never d-do it again. I swear.’

‘No indeed you will not,’ said Sha-Kaan. ‘And I do hope your fortunate companion pays careful attention.’

‘My fortun—?’ The engineer never got to finish his question. Sha-Kaan gripped the top of his skull with a broad foreclaw and crushed it like ripe fruit, the wet crack echoing from the rock surrounding them.

Hirad felt the mage judder and heard him gasp. His legs weakened but the barbarian kept him upright. Sha-Kaan dropped the twitching corpse and turned his eyes their way, the piercing blue shining cold in the darkness.

‘Hirad Coldheart, I leave you to complete the message.’ The Great Kaan took flight and led his Brood out to the hunt.

Hirad stood holding the mage, letting the terrified elf take in the slaughter around him. He could feel the man quivering. The smell of urine entered his nostrils and Hirad pushed him away.

‘You’re living because I chose you to live,’ he said, staring into the elf’s sheet-white face. ‘And you know the word you are to put around. No one who comes here after the Kaan will succeed in anything but their own quick death. Dragons are not sport and they are more powerful than you can possibly imagine. You understand that, don’t you?’

The mage nodded. ‘Why me?’

‘What’s your name?’ demanded Hirad.

‘Y-Yeren,’ he stammered.

‘Julatsan aren’t you?’

Another nod.

‘That’s why you. Ilkar is short of mages. You’re going to the College and you’ll put out the word from there. Then you’ll stay there and help him in any way he sees fit. If I hear that you have not, nowhere will be safe for you. Not the pits of hell, not the void. Nowhere. I will find you and I’ll be bringing friends.’ Hirad jerked a thumb up into the mountains.

‘Now get out of my sight. And don’t stop running until Ilkar says you can. Got it?’

A third nod. Hirad turned and strode away, the sound of running feet bringing a grim smile to his lips.




Chapter 2

The last few days had been the most tranquil and relaxing period of Erienne’s remarkable life. They had been the days aboard ship when she knew that she had escaped the fetters of the Colleges at long last. Not just Dordover, all of them. And in the calm, late summer waters of the Southern Ocean, with the temperature rising to a beautiful dry warmth, she and Lyanna had finally been able to rest and let go the cares of what had gone by and think on what was to come.

Looking back, the voices in her head had become so regular they had seemed a part of her. Urging her to leave and be with them. She recalled the night her decision had been made. Another night in Dordover, another nightmare for Lyanna. One too many as it turned out.

Dordover. Where the Elder Council of the College of Magic had taken her in after she had left Xetesk. Where they had treated her with a mixture of awe and disdain over her chequered recent past. And where her daughter’s extraordinary gifts had been nurtured and researched by mages whose nervousness outweighed their excitement.

In the year the Dordovans had tried to help, they had produced nothing Erienne had not already known or that she and Denser hadn’t guessed. The fact was that Lyanna was beyond their introverted comprehension. They could no more develop her talents safely than they could teach a rat to fly.

One magic, one mage.

The Dordovan elders hated that mantra and hated the fact that Erienne believed in it so fervently. It went against the core beliefs that drove Dordovan independence. And yet, at first, they had taken on Lyanna’s training with great dedication. Maybe now they were aware of the scope of her abilities, it was affecting their desire or, more likely, they felt threatened by it.

But the whole time someone had understood. Someone powerful. And their voices had spoken in her head and, she knew it, in Lyanna’s. Supporting her, feeding her belief, keeping her sane and calming her temper. Urging her to accept what they offered - the knowledge and power to help.

And then had come that particular night. She had realised then that, not only could the Dordovans no longer help Lyanna, their fumbling attempts were putting her at risk. They couldn’t free her from the nightmares and she was no longer being allowed the space to develop; her frustration at being kept back would inevitably lead to disaster. She was so young, she wouldn’t understand what she was unleashing. Even now her temper wasn’t long in the fraying; and in that she was very much her mother’s daughter. So far, she hadn’t channelled her anger into magic but that time would come unless she learned the boundaries of what she possessed.

The nightmare had set Lyanna screaming, her shrill cries scaring Erienne more than ever before. She had cradled the trembling, sweat-soaked child while she calmed, and knew things had to change. She remembered their conversation as if it had just occurred.

‘It’s all right. Mummy’s here. Nothing can harm you.’ Erienne had wiped Lyanna’s face with the kerchief from her sleeve, fighting to calm her thrashing heart.

‘I know, Mummy.’ The little girl had clung to her. ‘The darkness monsters came but the old women chased them away.’

Erienne had ceased her rocking.

‘The who, Lyanna?’

‘The old women. They will always save me.’ She had snuggled closer. ‘If I’m near them.’

Erienne smiled, her mind made up for her.

‘Go back to sleep, sweet,’ she had said, resting her back on her pillow and smoothing her hair down. ‘Mummy has some things to do in the study. Then perhaps we can go on a little trip away.’

‘Night, Mummy.’

‘Good night, darling.’ Erienne had turned to go and had heard Lyanna whisper something as she reached the door. She’d turned back but Lyanna wasn’t speaking to her. Eyes closed, her daughter was drifting back towards what, Gods willing, would be a calmer sleep, free of nightmares. She had whispered again and, that time, Erienne caught the half-sung words and heard the little giggle as if she were being tickled.

‘We’re co-ming. We’re co-ming.’

Their night-time flight from Dordover soon after still made Erienne shudder, and her memories were of anxiety, fear and the perpetual proximity to failure; though it was now clear that they had never really been in great danger of capture. Eight days in a carriage driven by a silent elven driver preceded their uncomfortable three days in Thornewood. At the time she’d thought that ill-conceived but it had become obvious since that the Guild elves had left very little to chance. There followed a final urgent carriage ride south and east towards Arlen before they had taken ship and her cares had eased effortlessly away.

The ship, Ocean Elm, was a tri-masted cutter, just short of one hundred feet from bowsprit to rudder. Sleek and narrow, she was built for speed, her cabin space below decks cramped but comfortable enough. Kept spotlessly clean by a crew of thirty elves, Ocean Elm was an attractive ship and felt sturdy underfoot, her dark-brown stained timbers preserved against the salt water and her masts strong but supple.

Erienne, whose experience of ocean sailing was very limited, felt immediately comfortable, and their firm but kind treatment by the busy crew helped the air of security. In their off-duty moments, they delighted in Lyanna’s company, the little girl wide-eyed in wonder at their antics on deck, juggling oranges, tumbling, singing and dancing. For her part, Erienne was glad for a while to be somewhere other than the centre of attention.

And so they had rested, drinking in the fresh air, the complex smells of ship and sea, and seeing their guides at last smile as Balaia was left behind them. Ren’erei, their erstwhile driver, had found her voice and introduced her brother, Tryuun. Tryuun had done little more than bow his similarly cropped black hair and flash his deep brown eyes, the left of which, Erienne noted, had a fixed pupil and was heavily bloodshot. The socket around it too, was scarred and she was determined to ask Ren’erei about it before they reached their destination.

Her opportunity came late one night, four days into the voyage. Supper was over and the cook pots had been stowed, though the ship’s carefully netted fires still glimmered. Above them, the sails were full, the wind chasing up cloud to cover the stars. Lyanna was asleep in her bunk and Erienne was leaning on a railing, watching the water speed by beneath them, imagining what might be swimming just below its surface. She heard someone walk to stand near her and looked along to see Ren’erei mimicking her stance.

‘Mesmeric, isn’t it?’ she said.

‘Beautiful,’ agreed the young elf. She was tanned deeply from a life around the Southern Continent, Calaius, her jet black hair cropped close to her head and into the nape of her neck. She was young, with angled green eyes, leaf-shaped ears sweeping up the sides of her head, and proud, high-boned cheeks. She was standing a few feet away and in the dark her eyes sparkled as they caught the stars’ reflection off the water.

‘How long until we get there?’ asked Erienne.

She shrugged. ‘If the winds stay fair, we should see the Ornouth Archipelago before sundown. Then it’s a couple of days to shore, no more.’

‘And where is “there”? Assuming you can tell me now, that is.’ Erienne had been persistent in her questioning during their carriage ride but had learned nothing of any consequence whatever.

Ren’erei smiled. ‘Yes, I can tell you now,’ she said. ‘It is an island deep inside the archipelago, which we call Herendeneth, which means “endless home” in your language. I don’t know if it has a common name. There are over two thousand islands in the Ornouth, many not even on a map. To chart the whole area would be the job of more than one lifetime, which is to our benefit. Herendeneth isn’t much to look at from the sea, I’m afraid, all cliff and black rock where so many are all sand, lagoons and trees; but it serves our purpose.’

‘Sounds lovely,’ said Erienne drily.

‘Don’t get me wrong, it’s beautiful inland. But if you want to get there you have to know the way. The reefs show no mercy.’

‘Oh, I see.’

‘You don’t, but you will.’ Ren’erei chuckled. ‘None can reach us that don’t know the channel.’

‘They can fly.’

‘It is just barren from the sky, though appearances are deceptive.’

‘Got it all sewn up, I see,’ said Erienne, her natural scepticism surfacing.

‘For three hundred years and more now, yes,’ returned Ren’erei. She paused and Erienne could feel the elf studying her face. ‘You miss him, don’t you?’

Ren’erei’s words startled her but there it was. However subconsciously, she’d held out the hope that Denser would be able to follow them eventually but now . . . Gods falling, he wasn’t a sailor and with the island’s identity apparently disguised from the air as well . . . she supposed she shouldn’t be surprised.

But the truth was, she felt isolated, away from everything she knew and she missed him despite the delight that was Lyanna. She missed his touch, the sound of his voice, the feel of his breath on her neck, the strength he brought to everything he did and the support he showed her so unflinchingly, despite their long separations. And though she knew her decision had been right, the unknowables gnawed at her confidence and spoke of unseen dangers for her daughter. Denser would shore her up. They would shore each other up, only he wasn’t here and she had to dig deep into her considerable reserves of strength to keep believing.

Ren’erei helped. She was a friendly face. Respectful and understanding. Erienne made a note to keep her as close as she could for as long as she could. The Gods only knew what she would face on Herendeneth.

‘You know we would welcome him but there are others who have less sound motives for wanting to find us besides those who have already tried,’ she continued, sparing her the need to answer. ‘They hunt us day and night and have done so for more than ten years. They and their enemies would all see us fall.’

Erienne frowned. It didn’t make sense. Surely the Dordovans were the only ones who pursued them still.

‘Who?’

‘Witch Hunters,’ said Ren’erei. ‘Black Wings.’

The strength went from Erienne’s legs and she sagged down, clutching at the rail. With astonishing swiftness, Ren’erei moved across the deck and caught her. Erienne couldn’t find the words to thank her. Her pulse was pounding in her throat, the blood roaring in her ears, her mind releasing the memories she’d buried so carefully years before.

She saw it all again. Tasted the atmosphere of the Black Wings’ castle, the stench of fear in her twin boys’ room, the hideous torture of separation from the sons she loved and the sneer of Captain Travers, the leader of the Witch Hunters. Again and again she saw the blood from their slit throats spattered over the bed clothes, their faces and the walls. Her boys. Her beautiful boys. Slaughtered for a risk they didn’t pose, by men who were terrified of magic because they could not understand it. Again, she felt their loss, just like it was yesterday, just like every day.

And the Black Wings hadn’t been destroyed despite everything she and The Raven had done. They hadn’t been destroyed and now they hunted that which was most pure. Lyanna.

‘No, no, no,’ she whispered. ‘Not again.’

‘I am a fool and I’m sorry,’ said Ren’erei, wiping a tear from Erienne’s face while she clutched the elf’s forearm. ‘It was wrong to tell you that. We know what you lost to them and we have grieved. But you have to know so that you can understand that you will be safe with us where you weren’t before, not even inside the walls of your College. Tryuun has suffered at their hands. You have seen his face. He escaped their torture but not without cost. But one day we will finish the Black Wings. Finish what The Raven began.’

‘But they are finished,’ mumbled Erienne, searching her eyes for the lie. ‘We destroyed their castle.’

Ren’erei shook her head. ‘No. One escaped the castle and others have joined him to raise the banner again in the wake of the Wesmen withdrawal. Selik.’

‘Selik is dead,’ said Erienne. She pushed away from Ren’erei, moving to sit on a crate lashed to the deck, nausea sweeping her stomach. ‘I killed him myself.’ Ren’erei stood.

‘Tell that to Tryuun,’ she said solemnly. ‘Selik is disfigured, almost unrecognisable to look at, but his manner is all too easy to recall. The left-hand side of his face is cold and dead and his eye droops toward it, blind forever. His hair was scorched in the flame and he bears the scars of many burns, but his strength of arm remains. He is a dangerous adversary and he knows a great deal about us. More than any man living.’

‘So kill him.’ Erienne’s voice reflected the cold dread she felt inside though the night was warm. ‘He can’t be hard to spot.’

‘But we have to find him first. Tryuun escaped him ten weeks ago and we haven’t heard of him since. But we will and this time there will be more of us, I promise.’ She crouched in front of Erienne who looked into those ocean-deep green eyes. Her smile had returned. ‘He can’t follow us here. No one can. You are safe, Erienne. You and Lyanna. No one can harm you on Herendeneth.’

She knew Ren’erei was right but the shock of her words kept Erienne from sleep that night. Irrational fears drifted across her tired mind, snapping her to heart-thumping wakefulness whenever she drifted close to its embrace.

Denser was still in Balaia, heedless of the danger that lurked somewhere in its borders. Dear Ilkar too. Both had borne torture at the hands of Black Wings once. That some had survived and would repeat the horror sickened her. Perhaps Selik’s disappearance meant they had somehow infiltrated the crew on board. Perhaps when they reached Herendeneth, all that would greet them would be death. Black Wings were everywhere in her imagination and each one had a dagger with which to slit a helpless child’s throat . . .

The Ornouth Archipelago appeared out of the haze of the setting sun the next day, a string of islands that looked almost as one so far as the eye could see in either direction. Through a thin bank of cloud, the sun cast red light across the archipelago, bathing land and sea in a warm radiance.

Erienne and Lyanna stood at the prow of the Ocean Elm, drinking in the splendour as the islands became gradually more distinct, with what they thought at first sight to be mountains on one island, resolving themselves as belonging to entirely another.

From tiny rock atolls, jutting from the sea like fists grabbing at the air, to great swathes of white sand, miles long, the Ornouth swept west to east, a tail off the northern coast of Calaius, beautiful but treacherous. Riddled with hidden reefs, beneath even the calmest waters, the power lurked to rip the bottom from any ship and Erienne could feel tension begin to grow among the sailors as they neared the outlying islands.

It was small wonder the archipelago hadn’t been mapped. The journey to the island closest to the southern mainland couldn’t be risked in anything smaller than an ocean-going vessel, and with shallow-draught boats the only way to be confident of charting the myriad central islands, it would truly be a labour of love. Unsurprisingly, much of what lay deep inside Ornouth was uncharted and, to a large extent, untouched.

The Ocean Elm cut confidently across the sea towards the outer islands but as they approached close enough to make out individual trees bordering the beaches, and boulders on the shingle, the tension reached a new level.

From the wheel deck, the first mate rattled out a series of orders that had elves scurrying to the sheets and up into the masts. Much of the sail was furled, leaving only the jib and forward mast topsail to drive the ship. And all those not engaged in rig work leant over the sides or swung plumb lines to measure the fast-varying depth. The skipper steered a course between two islands, keeping very close to the one where a shelf led to deep water just off shore.

With the passengers ignored, the crew waited, tensed, reacting immediately to every quarter turn of the wheel, every order to trim or loose the sails, while a constant stream of calls echoed back from the prow as sailors scoured the water in front of them or measured the depth again and again.

The ship crawled along the channel. Erienne noticed long poles stowed beneath the gunwales and it didn’t take much imagination to understand what they were for. She never wanted to see them wielded. Not a word was spoken that wasn’t directly relevant to the task at hand and the taut expression on the face of every sailor told its own story about their proximity to disaster, despite their obvious experience.

It was an hour of careful travel before they rounded the port-side island and hove-to in a wide channel from where the horizon in every direction was studded with islands. The crew stood down, the light failing quickly, and soon the smells of cooking filled Erienne’s nose while somewhere, a flute was playing softly. Hardly daring to move, Erienne and Lyanna shifted where they sat on the netted and tied crates, not part of the relief the crew shared. Ren’erei came over to them, carrying mugs of tea for them both.

‘We’re stopped for the night. Only a madman would risk the channels to Herendeneth in darkness. We’re hidden from the ocean and few could follow us even this far. You have no wish to know how close our hull came to the reef and it will be no better at first light.’

Erienne accepted the tea and watched a while as Lyanna cupped her hands around her mug, breathing in the fresh herb fragrance.

‘But surely you’ve sailed this stretch before?’ she asked eventually.

Ren’erei nodded. ‘But sand shifts and reefs grow. Eventually the course of channels change. You can’t be too careful and there must always be passage. Our charts change almost with every voyage. Never by much, but enough to keep us alert.’

‘Will we make land tomorrow?’ asked Erienne.

‘I want to walk on the sand!’ announced Lyanna abruptly, taking a sip of her tea. The young elf smiled and shook her head.

‘No sand where we are going, my princess,’ she said. ‘Not tomorrow. But one day, I’ll take you to the sand, I promise.’

Erienne saw the warmth in Ren’erei’s eyes.

‘Do you have children?’ Erienne smoothed Lyanna’s hair. The child pulled away slightly, concentrating on her drink. It was easy to forget the depth to which her mind already ran and the power that was harboured there.

‘No,’ said Ren’erei. ‘Though I’d love to. My duties take me away from the attentions of males, but it won’t be forever.’

‘You’ll make a fine parent,’ said Erienne.

‘For now I can only hope so,’ said the elf. ‘But thank you.’

The night passed quietly, the crew savouring whatever rest they could get, acutely aware of the rigours dawn would bring. The Ocean Elm set sail again in the cool of early sunrise and Erienne had woken to the feel of the ship underway, albeit slowly, and the curious quiet that held sway as they moved through the narrow channel that led inexorably to Herendeneth and the voices that had urged them to their journey.

Washing and dressing quickly in a pair of pale brown breeches, a wool shirt and leather jerkin supplied by Ren’erei, Erienne had taken to the deck, pausing to frown at her daughter’s slumbering form. Normally a bundle of energy that rose with the dawn, Lyanna had slept more and more every day of their voyage and Erienne couldn’t help but feel that it was sleep not entirely under her control. But on the other hand, she was refreshed and bright when she awoke, and her calm acceptance of the uprooting of everything she had known was pure blessing.

Up on deck, Erienne returned to her position of yesterday, soaking up a watery sun that shone through a thickening cloud bank. The wind was brisk but even and the Ocean Elm made slow and steady progress through the archipelago.

Throughout an anxious day, they crawled between islands. An idyllic lagoon setting would give way to a scatter of lifeless rock fists or a sweeping volcanic atoll, its ridges obscured by cloud. Up in the rigging, the crew stood waiting as they had yesterday, ready to reef or unfurl sail on barked command, and the jib was slackened any time the wind picked up pace.

The threat beneath the waves removed the romance of this final leg of the voyage, and though Erienne never ceased to marvel at the sheer scale and beauty of Ornouth, she couldn’t help but feel they were somehow unwelcome. A paradise of tranquillity it might be but, lurking close by, a sense of malevolence. The Ocean Elm was here under sufferance and failure to show respect would be met with the dread sound of reef ripping through timber.

In the middle of the afternoon, with the cloud blowing away to leave a blanket of blue sky, the temperature rose as the wind dropped. Lyanna, who had joined Erienne late in the morning, scrambled to her feet, using Erienne’s back to steady her as she peered forward intently.

‘What is it, sweet?’ asked Erienne.

‘We’re here,’ said Lyanna, her voice soft and almost inaudible above the creaking of spars and the gentle bow wave that ran past the ship. Erienne looked too. The captain had been holding the Ocean Elm on a starboard tack, taking the ship past a sweeping sandy beach at the back of which cliffs soared hundreds of feet into the air, giving a home to thousands of sea birds whose calls surrounded them.

Skirting the edge of the island, the ship turned slowly to run down a channel barely more than three ship’s widths across. Bleaker cliffs towered above them on both sides now, closing in above their heads, the shrill cries of gulls echoing down to them from where they circled high above or sat on precariously sited nests.

But it was at the end of the channel that Lyanna stared, because closing with every passing heartbeat was Herendeneth. Like the cliffs by which they passed, the island was dominated by a sheer rock face that scaled many hundreds of feet into the afternoon sky. And slowly revealed was a shore from which spears of stone protruded and cliffs tumbled down to the sea, the scattering of huge boulders evidence of ancient tumultuous movement.

Moving steadily down the widening channel, the Ocean Elm was silent once more. Herendeneth reached out with an aura that demanded reverence and quiet contemplation. Any sailor not tending sails or wheel, dropped briefly to one knee with bowed head, touching the centre of his forehead with his right index finger.

‘You are here, Lyanna,’ said Ren’erei. Erienne started; she hadn’t heard the elf approach. ‘Soon you will be standing with the Al-Drechar. ’

The name sent shivers down Erienne’s spine. Al-Drechar was a name written in legend and ancient texts. They were the holders of the faith, the guardians of true magic. They were the Keepers of the One. There had never been any doubt that a substantial sect had survived the Sundering, the cataclysmic battles that had seen four Colleges emerge from the ruins of the one that had previously dominated Balaian magic. But that had been over two thousand years before and they were assumed to have died out as time passed and peace returned to Balaia. All that was heard were rumours, explained away by the clashing of charged mana or the unpredictability of nature.

Yet the idea that descendants of the One had survived had never been conclusively disproved and through the centuries, enough mages had been strong enough to state their beliefs and perpetuate what had appeared at best a myth.

Now, Erienne knew different. She knew. And in a while, she would physically meet with those who many dreamed still lived, but more prayed were dead.

‘How many are there?’ she asked.

‘Only four remain,’ replied Ren’erei. ‘Your daughter truly represents the last hope for furtherance of our cause.’ She placed a hand on Lyanna’s head who looked up and smiled, though a frown chased it quickly away.

‘Are they dying then?’ Erienne asked.

‘They are very old,’ replied the elf. ‘And they’ve been waiting for you a long time. They couldn’t have waited too much longer.’

Erienne noticed tears standing in Ren’erei’s eyes.

‘What will we find there?’ she mused, not really expecting an answer.

‘Peace, goodness, purity. Age.’ She looked into Erienne’s eyes and the mage saw desperation burning in those of the elf. ‘They can’t be allowed to fade uselessly. I and the Guild, we’ve watched them grow steadily weaker over the years. She must be the one.’

‘She is,’ said Erienne, Ren’erei’s fervour unsettling her. Lyanna felt it too and had leant against her mother. She was gazing again at the island that would be her home for the Gods only knew how long.

‘Tell me, Ren’erei, how many of you serve them? The Al-Drechar, that is.’

‘We are few. Forty-three in all, but our sons and daughters will carry on the work until we are not needed any more, one way or another. We’ve served them for generations, ever since the Sundering, but the honour is undiminished.’ She stood tall, pride on her face. ‘We are the Guild of Drech and we will not falter until our service is fulfilled. All else is secondary.’ She turned from Erienne and looked towards Herendeneth, touching index finger to forehead as she bowed.

The ship dropped anchor about a quarter of a mile off the bleak northern coast of the island. Only the most tenacious of vegetation clung to the towering rock wall ahead of them and waves raced into crash against hard stone. In the sky, a few birds circled, their calls lost in the breeze.

Immediately they were stationary, the crew began unlashing the three long boats and lowering them into the water. Scrambling-nets and ladders followed, and a brief flurry of activity saw luggage and supplies passed swiftly down to be securely fastened to two of the craft. Each boat took four oarsmen and a skipper. Erienne was invited to climb down a ladder while Lyanna sat on Tryuun’s broad shoulders, very quiet and pale, as the elf descended swiftly to the boat that would carry them ashore.

The crews pulled away strongly, heading for a shore apparently barren of landing sites. But rounding a spit hidden from shipboard view, they beached on a narrow stretch of shingle, away from which a path climbed up and disappeared through a cleft in the rocks. Ren’erei helped Erienne and Lyanna out of the boat, smiling as they skipped through the cold shallows to escape the water and joining them as they stared down, wet above their knees.

‘Not far now,’ she said. ‘Just one last climb. The crew will bring up all your things.’

The path was well kept, its steps long, carefully carved and shallow in the rise, and it wound up in a deliberately gentle incline overlooked by birch trees.

Looking back down the stairway, Erienne could see the scope of the illusion. This was no harsh rock island. True, the landing points were difficult and crowded with reefs, but the height of any cliff had been hugely exaggerated. And beyond the shore line, the island rolled gracefully up to a low pinnacle through tumbledown rock and rich green forest under which the heat of the day was captured. Away from the sea breeze, the air was humid and Erienne felt sweat beading and running all over her body.

Beside her, Lyanna trotted along, clutching her doll in one hand, humming to herself, her face intent.

‘Are you all right, darling?’ Erienne trailed a hand across Lyanna’s head.

‘Yes,’ she affirmed. ‘Will you do the walking song again?’ Erienne smiled. ‘If you like.’ She held out her hand and Lyanna gripped it tightly. ‘Here we go,’ Erienne said, changing to a shorter stride.


‘I step with my right foot,

And the left follows on.

If I do it once again,

Then the journey soon is done.

If I don’t move my left foot,

Then the right one gets away.

If I don’t move my right foot,

Then just here is where we’ll stay.’



Repeating the words over and over while they stepped and double-stepped, Erienne couldn’t help but blush as she caught Ren’erei and Tryuun watching her over their shoulders. Both elves were smiling and as they turned back, Ren’erei mimicked the double steps the song demanded.

‘One day, it’ll be your turn,’ said Erienne, joining in their laughter.

Lyanna skipped up to the elf and took her hand.

‘You’re not doing it right. Mummy, sing it again.’

‘Just once more, then,’ said Erienne. ‘Pay attention, Ren’erei.’ And while she sang, she watched her daughter, carefree, giggling at Ren’erei’s attempts to mimic the steps, and wished fervently that Lyanna had been born without the burden she carried. And with that, came guilt. Because Erienne had planned it to be this way. And though it was a great thing they were trying to do, before they achieved their goal, there was so much hardship to come. And Lyanna, of course, had no choice in the matter. Erienne already grieved for the childhood she was to lose.

Lyanna let go of Ren’erei’s hand and trotted on, warbling a vague approximation of Erienne’s walking tune. She turned out of sight, around a corner of the tree-lined path a few yards ahead. Erienne had upped her pace the moment she heard the song falter. And by the time Lyanna’s scream had split the air, she was moving at a run.




Chapter 3

Four years after the last Wesmen had withdrawn, the College city of Julatsa had returned to something like its old self, with one significant difference.

Ilkar stood on one of the few undamaged sections of College wall and turned a full circle, his shoulder-length black hair drifting in the light breeze. On the city’s borders, the Wesmen’s wooden fortifications had long been stripped away to use in rebuilding homes, businesses, municipal offices and the scores of shops and inns burned and demolished by the invaders during their brief occupation. Original stone was much in evidence, bearing the scarring and scorches of war. The populace, scattered or enslaved, had flooded back once the Wesmen departed and the destroyed city now glowed with energy again, the people bringing with them the pulse of life.

Ilkar shook his head slightly at some of the new architecture. The kindest word to describe much of it was ‘enthusiastic’. Yet no one could deny the energy that the rash of twisted spires, white stone domes and flying buttresses exuded. They had been built with tremendous verve but Ilkar couldn’t help but wonder what those builders thought now.

Their desire and that, perhaps misplaced, enthusiasm had run out at the gates of the College. It hadn’t started that way. In the immediate aftermath of Wesmen withdrawal, the devastated College had been the city’s focus as it struggled to come to terms with its trauma. There had been a recognition of the scale of violence visited on the College and in the early months, new building work had forged ahead. Quarters, administration, kitchens and refectory, a long room, the old quadrangle and a library - sadly empty but for a few of Septern’s texts, brought there by Ilkar himself following the closing of the Noonshade rip - had appeared from the rubble.

But the job was enormous and, as more Julatsans returned to the city, attention turned quite rightly to its infrastructure. The trouble was that with life able to begin again, it was easy to turn away from the College and forget the work that was still needed there.

Ilkar couldn’t. His circle ended with a view down over the new library. He couldn’t argue with the quality of what had been done but it left them so far from having a functional college. And vital to it was the building that should occupy the black, scarred, jagged hole, three hundred feet wide, that dominated the centre of the College.

The Tower.

Ilkar knew that what lay below scared the city builders and tradesmen. Gods, it scared him sometimes, but for him it was the enormity the crater represented that was the fear. At its base, covered by an impenetrable black mist, lay the Heart. Buried as Julatsa fell, by Barras, the old elf Negotiator, and a team of senior mages, its raising was critical to the College’s return to power.

So much knowledge lay within. Not just key magical texts but, of greater immediate importance, plans and blueprints. Until the Heart was raised, they could not rebuild the Tower, ManaBowl, Cold Room or recovery chambers among others. And until he had enough mages, he couldn’t hope to raise the Heart.

Ilkar sat down on the parapet and let his legs swing. There was the nub of the crisis. Hammering echoed up to him. New paint sparkled in the sun under the clear blue sky, its odour fresh in his nostrils. Wood dust covered the stone flags that had been awash with so much blood.

But it would never be finished. There weren’t enough Julatsan mages to cast the necessary magic. Gods in the ground, there was barely enough experience to form a council but he’d done it anyway, just to give the place some structure. He didn’t particularly want to take on the role of High Mage but there was no other figurehead and at least his reputation with The Raven earned him respect and weight in negotiations.

He’d had to put out wider calls for mages. There had to be Julatsans scattered across the continents, those like himself who rarely visited the College but who owed their lives to it nonetheless. He’d even sent word into the Southern Continent of Calaius, to the elven homelands where so many Julatsan elves had returned over the years, bleeding Balaia of a crucial resource. The Gods knew what the state of their magic would be. Ilkar only hoped their Julatsan Lore training hadn’t lapsed with the passing of time. It was becoming increasingly clear that he needed them badly.

‘Ilkar!’ called a voice from below. He leaned forward. Pheone, her brown hair tied up in a bun and her long young face smeared with dust and sweat, looked up at the parapet, her green dress flapping gently at her ankles. She was a fine mage but inexperienced, and lucky to be alive after surviving the rout of the Dordovan relief column during the siege of Julatsa at the height of the war.

‘How’s it going?’ he asked.

‘The cladding on the long room is complete. A few of us thought we’d run a test. Release a little pent-up emotion, if you know what I mean. Care to join us?’

Ilkar chuckled. He hadn’t cast an offensive spell in four years. He flexed his fingers and hauled himself to his feet.

‘I don’t mind if I do,’ he said. He brushed stone chips from his tan breeches and the dark leather jerkin that covered his fawn shirt and headed for the stairway.

A feeling of energy caused him to look up at the sky. A bolt of lightning, pale as straw and angry, arced in the unbroken blue heavens, its report echoing dully in his ears. Another flash, and then a third, broke the peace of the day. He frowned at the repetition of the startling and worrying sight.

Ilkar descended the stairs, resolving to mention the subject over supper. Someone, he expected, could provide an explanation.

 


The Unknown Warrior sat in a chair beside the sleeping form of Jonas. The boy had spent a quieter night than his father, who had come home not long before dawn. And though he had slipped into bed next to Diera to try to grab what little sleep he could, his mind had churned over Denser’s words, and kept him from his dreams. Shortly after Diera had risen in response to Jonas’ cries, to feed and comfort him until he slept again, The Unknown had ceased his endless turning and come to sit in the calm of Jonas’ room to give his wife the chance of uninterrupted rest.

And sat he had, while the sun rose above the horizon to cast cool light over Korina, listening to the gentle breathing of his six-week-old son, still bearing the after-effects of the slight cold that had given way to his touch of colic. He was a strong boy and The Unknown was glad of his brushes with illness; they would benefit him in later years much as they had his father.

Watching Jonas squirming as he fought to change position, his little hands pushing at the soft white blanket that covered him to the top of his chest, he felt both a stab of fear and a kinship with Denser that no man without a child could fully understand. He didn’t even have to ask himself how he would feel if it had been his child that had disappeared, with or without its mother. And he didn’t have to ask himself what he would expect from his friends should that happen.

But going with the Xeteskian mage, as he had to, carried the risk that he wouldn’t see his wife and his own son again. And he would be breaking his promise to Diera - that The Raven would never ride with him at its head.

The Unknown sighed and read again the letter Denser had given him, looking forlornly for clues as to what had him so worried.

 


My Dear Husband,

I know this letter finds you unopened because the eyes of the Dordovan Council are blind to all that is most apparent. I have been feeling for some time that the masters here are failing Lyanna and her health is at risk from the mana she attracts but cannot properly control.

She misses you terribly at times but seems to understand that you cannot be here, without fully grasping why. One day, I hope we can tell her together but perhaps that is asking too much.

I expect you’re wondering by now where we have gone and why I did not contact you by Communion with my increasing worries, but it is difficult when you are removed from the day-to-day life of our beautiful child. Besides, this is something that we must do alone, without the council of those who might deflect us from our path. Lyanna knows it. I know it too.

Right now, I can imagine your anger. I knew the Dordovan Council would hide my leaving from you. My only regret is that I am not there to see you humbling Vuldaroq. Please understand that only I can accompany her - to involve you would have exposed us all to danger.

I want you to know that we are protected and going to a place where Lyanna can learn in safety the craft for which she was born, and still enjoy being the delightful little girl she is becoming, more so every day. There are those who understand her talent and wish to nurture it. I have felt them - they are benevolent minds and Lyanna is very happy at the prospect of meeting them. I think that we can help them too; they do sound old and frail despite their power.

I can barely contain my excitement now. I think we have found those we so fervently hoped were still alive. Or rather, they found us. It will be a long journey and not without its risks but please don’t worry about us.

I will send word as soon as I can and when Lyanna is settled, perhaps we can meet again. For now, I must say goodbye. We have both shed tears at the thought of how long we might be apart from you but it will be for the best for us all.

Lyanna will be the first true mage, I know it now. And that means we can begin to build a better future for us all.

Wish me luck and love. One magic, one mage.

Yours forever, Erienne.

 


Something in that text had bothered Denser more than mere worry at the journey Erienne had determined to make with their daughter. And it had to do with the Dordovans’ apparently urgent desire to find them and return them to the College. Denser was anxious to meet up with Ilkar, with all of The Raven but Ilkar most of all, and The Unknown had had to order him to rest.

And now the new day was full and Korina swarmed with life. There was much to be done and while The Unknown couldn’t help the thrill that coursed through him, he hadn’t the faintest idea how they would find one mage and her young child in this huge world. All they had was a letter, a starting point and a vague hinting of ancient magic he had neither heard of before nor understood. But if Denser thought it was important, The Unknown wouldn’t question it. Gods, how they could do with Thraun; but Thraun was lost to them all.

He stood over the crib and smoothed a wisp of blond hair from Jonas’ face before leaning in to kiss his pale forehead.

‘I won’t be away long, little one. Look after your mother for me.’ He straightened and faced the door. Diera stood there, wearing a loose-tied bodice and a blue working skirt. Her fair hair tumbled across her face but it didn’t hide her expression. The Unknown walked to her, making to speak but she raised a finger and placed it on his lips.

‘Not yet, Sol. Tell me later. But if you must go, you can give me your next hour.’ Her mouth turned up and she kissed his lips, her tongue darting into his mouth to twine with his. After a while he drew back, his hands on her upper arms.

‘Jonas will wake. And besides, I know a more comfortable spot.’ He took her hand and led her to their bedroom.

 


The wind savaged the forest, tore roots from the ground and brought branches crashing to earth with terrible force. The trunks of young trees blew about the Thornewood like twigs, smashing everything in their path until they too shattered, sending lethal splinters to whirl in the maelstrom.

Thraun hunkered close to the ground, in the shelter of the twisted, cracked bole of a sundered oak, his gaze everywhere, thoughts racing. The flying splinters couldn’t blind and cut him and the trunks couldn’t smash his bone, though they could trap him, but it was not so for the rest of the pack. When the winds had struck without warning on a tranquil day, with the sun beginning to lose its influence, half of the den had been destroyed before the warnings could be barked.

What they had thought of as their strength had turned out to be a deathtrap. The den had been dug deep beneath the root systems of a dense knot of strong pines, but the wind had ripped them down like leaves falling as the weather turned cold, roots had torn free to whip-lash into the den, heavy boughs crashed through the weakened roof, crushing so many to death and maiming so many more.

Sleeping away from the carnage, Thraun had woken, howled danger and fought his way back through fleeing wolves to see the damage for himself and help the trapped and wounded. There was little he could do. Blood was seeping into the ground, bone protruded from hide and fur and of the few that moved, none would live, their bodies broken under the weight of earth and branch.

The wind was bringing down more of the den and Thraun had run to the only open way out, escaping as it too had collapsed. Outside it had been little better. A blizzard of splinters had cut and slashed into the survivors, leaving most bleeding, handicapped or blinded. And those who hadn’t found immediate shelter from the wind had simply been blown away, one to hang in grotesque fashion from a net of branches higher than any wolf could spring, eyes dulling as its lifeblood ebbed from it.

Thraun howled his lament and hunkered down further to think how to save his devastated, panicked pack. He looked around him, at the mothers sheltering the pitifully few cubs that had survived and at the dog wolves, four only, looking to him for help and escape.

Thraun tasted the wind as it surged around them, felt its evil violence and knew they had to move. It came seemingly from everywhere, thrashing in his ears, its blasting force ripping down the forest. He could hear nothing but its fury and knew it hunted them like prey. There was only one place where they could hope to survive until the wind had passed. The crag point where the pack gathered before hunting would provide a barrier the wind couldn’t break.

But it was over two hundred paces away. An almost impossibly long distance in the forest with the wind roaring and spitting its ferocity. Lulls were few and relative. Thraun sniffed again. A temporary quiet was coming.

He waited, every fibre tensed, his heart racing. There it was. A lessening of the tumult. Barely noticeable but it could give him the edge. He sprang over to the sheltering mothers, grabbed a cub by the scruff of her neck, growled through clenched teeth for the rest to stay and darted toward the crag.

The way was every bit as difficult as he had envisaged. The trails he knew and the markers he followed were all gone. The whole nature of the forest had changed almost beyond recognition. Everywhere he could see the sky, its heaving dark cloud piling across his vision like a river in flood.

The crown of every tree was shredded, snapped or gone completely. Debris lay thick on the forest floor, waiting to be whipped into lethal frenzy by the next gust. Nothing was as it should be and only Thraun’s innate sense of direction, strained by the enforced need to find a new and far longer route, got him there at all.

The relative calm in the lee of the crag was like walking from night into day. The wind whistled around its edges, a mournful dirge that saddened the heart, but in its centre, the crag would protect their lives. He set the cub down, nuzzling the quivering body of the petrified creature and licking its face. His growl was warming and comforting.

Stay. I will return.

And so he did. Five more times. Once with each cub and once with the remnants of the pack.

Finally, he could rest as the wind tore at the ruins of Thornewood. He looked at them, four adult males, two adult females and five cubs all less than two seasons old. Pitiful survivors of a den in excess of forty. But he would save what he had and build again. First, though, it was time to mourn.

He lifted his head and howled to the sky.

 


Erienne hadn’t calmed Lyanna until they were alone in a room in the extraordinary building that was home to the Al-Drechar. It lay between a gurgling stream and a dense palm forest and, from the front, was an astonishing mass of timber and slate. It looked rather disorganised, and perhaps that was how it was supposed to be, but inside the elegance was breathtaking.

Not that Erienne had time to take in much more than a general sense of the place. Detail would have to wait until later. Right now, she cradled her sobbing child in her arms and wondered how she would ever get her from the delightful room which had been decorated just how Lyanna would like it, if she stopped crying enough to look.

And the truth was that they had scared Erienne too, standing there so tall and gaunt, pale robes flowing, every bone in their bodies standing proud. Ren’erei had reacted quickest, snatching up Lyanna from where she stood rooted and running inside with her. Dragging herself after the elf, Erienne had time to pick up the doll and shrug ‘sorry’ at the crestfallen Al-Drechar before chasing Ren’erei to the room in which she and Lyanna now sat alone.

On the gently toned yellow walls had been drawn waving, smiling bears and groups of rabbits at play. Light came from three shaded lanterns and, in addition to a soft bed and low wooden desk, there was a child-sized armchair and sofa; and all sitting on thick rugs that protected feet from the timber floor. Candles filled the air with a fresh forest scent.

But Lyanna wasn’t looking at any of it and her sobs were only just beginning to subside though her body still trembled and shook.

‘Shh, darling, Mummy’s here. No one will hurt you,’ she whispered, putting her lips to the girl’s head. ‘That’s it, calm down, now. Calm down.’

‘Are the ghosts gone, Mummy?’ she mumbled into Erienne’s chest.

‘Oh, sweet, they aren’t ghosts, they’re your friends.’

‘No!’ wailed Lyanna, her crying starting again. ‘They aren’t the old women. They’re ghosts.’

Erienne could see her point. She knew the fluttering light robes they had worn were for comfort in the humid heat. She was also aware that old elves traditionally kept their white hair long as a demand for respect; and that the muscle and fat faded from their bodies long before they became decrepit, leaving them skeletal in appearance. And these elves were incredibly old. But their appearance was a child’s nightmare brought to life and Lyanna had suffered more than her share of those.

‘I’ll be with you,’ said Erienne. ‘You’ll be all right. Brave girl. My brave girl.’ Erienne stroked Lyanna’s hair until she pulled away to look up, her face blotched and red where it had been pressed so hard against her mother. Erienne smiled.

‘Look at you!’ she admonished gently. She wiped away the damp on Lyanna’s face with the cloth she had held ready for some time. ‘Don’t be scared. Are you still scared?’

Lyanna shook her head but said, ‘Just a little. Don’t leave me, Mummy.’

‘I’ll never leave you, darling. Do you want to sleep with me tonight or in here?’

Lyanna examined her new surroundings for the first time, the flicker of a smile on her anxious face.

‘This is a nice room,’ she said.

‘It’s yours if you want it.’

‘Where’s your room?’

‘I’ll make sure it’s next door, so I can hear you. Is that all right?’

Lyanna nodded. There was a knock on the door and Ren’erei poked her head round.

‘How are we doing?’ she asked.

‘Come in,’ said Erienne. ‘Much better, thanks.’

Ren’erei had changed into loose cloth trousers and a woollen shirt, reminding Erienne that she still carried around the dirt and sweat of the day, as did Lyanna.

‘Good,’ she said, not approaching too close. ‘They are anxious to meet you. They didn’t understand your reaction.’

Erienne stared at Ren’erei, a frown on her face. ‘Then I take it they haven’t spent much time around children recently. You have explained, I presume.’

‘As far as I could,’ affirmed Ren’erei. She smiled. ‘They have changed into more formal clothing.’ She turned to go. ‘When you’re ready, just come out. I’ll be waiting.’

‘Thank them for not intruding into our minds. That was thoughtful, ’ said Erienne.

‘They may not understand children but they aren’t without conscience. Don’t let the way they look affect your ideas of who they are.’ She closed the door quietly behind her.

 


‘If there had been any other way, I would have taken it,’ said The Unknown. He was at the doorway to his house. It was mid-afternoon. Out in the street, Denser was astride his horse, agitated, his mood communicating to the light brown mare who shifted her hooves, unable to remain still.

‘You’ve made your position quite clear,’ said Diera, her face red from tears, her hair rough-tied in a tail that trailed over one shoulder. Jonas was inside. She hadn’t wanted him to see the parting.

‘Diera, it’s not like that. Think how I’d feel if it were you and Jonas. I’d expect the same of them.’

‘Oh, I understand your damned honour and your damned code. What about the promises you made to me?’ She hissed her words, not wanting Denser to hear.

There was no answer to that. He was breaking his word and the knowledge of it tormented him. Yet it had seemed at first that she understood and their love-making had been tender and passionate. He had lost himself within her, never wanting the feeling to end and yet, lying next to her, basking in the afterglow, his head above her, his hand caressing her breast, her tears had warned him it would be no gentle goodbye. Their shouts had wakened Jonas and it was only his cries that broke the argument and brought them ultimately to this cold exchange.

‘I cannot excuse what I do but I cannot apologise for it either,’ said The Unknown, reaching out a hand. Diera pulled away. ‘I couldn’t refuse him just as he couldn’t refuse me if you had disappeared. ’

‘But you never really considered saying no, did you?’ The Unknown shook his head. ‘You haven’t stopped to think about what you leave behind and you ride off to reform The Raven.’ She spat the word out as if it left a bad taste in her mouth.

‘Because they . . . we are the best. Together, we have the best chance of finding Erienne and Lyanna and all coming back unharmed. This isn’t for money, Diera. I owe Denser my life, you know that.’

‘And what do you think you owe me and Jonas? Nothing?’ Her expression softened a little. ‘Look, I know why you’re leaving. It’s why I love you.

‘But you didn’t ask me, Sol. It feels like my opinion isn’t important. You made promises to me and Jonas, and though you don’t want to walk away from them, you are. And the thought that you might not come back at all is breaking my heart.’ She gazed deep into his eyes. ‘We are your life now.’

‘What would you have me do?’ he asked.

‘Whatever I may feel, I do understand you. I would have you go and I will take comfort that should I ever encounter trouble, The Raven will help me. But I would also have you think about me and Jonas before everything you do. We love you, Sol. We just want you back.’

She moved forward and held him tightly and he was surprised to find tears on his cheeks. He clutched at her back, his hands rubbing up and down it.

‘I will come back,’ he said. ‘And believe me, I never do anything without thinking of you. And your opinion is important. It’s just that I never had any choice that you could influence.’

Diera put a finger to his lips, then kissed him. ‘Don’t spoil it now. Just go.’

He broke away and mounted his horse, turning it towards the north and Julatsa. And as he spurred the animal on, Denser following close behind, he prayed to the Gods that he would see her again.

 


Vuldaroq sat at the centre of a long table. Flanking him, four to either side, were the humans and elves who made up the Dordovan Quorum.

In front of them stood one man, tall and proud, a semi-circle of fifteen College guards behind him. The small auditorium was chill, but not because of the icy wind that howled outside. It was the aura that bled from the man and the repugnance in which he was held that cooled the room. He was the most hated of men among mages and he was standing on the hallowed ground of Dordover, his wrecked face displayed now his hood was thrown back, the black tattoo on his neck a symbol of his reviled beliefs.

His arrival at the College gates had triggered a flurry of activity, culminating in the hastily arranged meeting; abhorrence of the individual was outweighed, at least temporarily, by incredulity and a desire to learn what had brought the man to a place from which he could never hope to leave.

‘The risk you take is unbelievable, Selik,’ said Vuldaroq. ‘Indeed, I’m amazed you aren’t dead already.’

‘Lucky for you that I’m not,’ said Selik to snorts of derision from the Quorum, his speech slow, thick and incomplete, the result of his horrific facial injuries.

Vuldaroq studied Selik’s features and could barely suppress a smile of satisfaction. The left-hand side of his face appeared as if it had been smeared by the careless swipe of a brush on wet paint. The bald eyebrow angled sharply down, the sightless eye beneath it milky white and unmoving. The cheek was scored as if by the drag of heavy claws and it pulled the mouth with it, forcing Selik to speak through a perpetual sneer. It was a fitting expression, completed by left side upper and lower jaws slack and devoid of teeth.

And all caused by the spell of a Dordovan mage. It had been believed that Erienne’s IceWind had killed the Black Wing and number two to Captain Travers but somehow he survived it and the fire that The Raven had laid in the Black Wings’ castle. And with him the Witch Hunter order. Less numerous now but no less zealous.

‘I can never envisage a time when your not being dead would be lucky for any Dordovan mage,’ said High Secretary Berian, his face curling into an unpleasant smile.

‘Then envisage it now,’ said Selik. ‘Because, like it or not, we are after the same thing.’

‘Really?’ Vuldaroq raised his eyebrows. ‘I would be fascinated to know how you reached that conclusion.’ A smattering of laughter ran along the table. Selik shook his head.

‘Look at you, sitting there so smug it nauseates me. You think no one is aware of what you do yet I know you have lost a great prize and you want it, her, back. And I am the only one who can really help you. And help you I will, because in this quest we are in accord. This magic cannot be allowed to prosper or it will destroy us all. I know the direction of their travel and I know at least one of those who helped them.’ He stopped, studying their faces. Vuldaroq could taste the silence his words engendered.

‘Got your attention now, haven’t I? The Black Wings see all and always will. Remember that, O mighty Quorum of Dordover. As you are well aware by now, the Al-Drechar are no myth; we just don’t know where to find them. But if we work together, we will, believe me.’

‘Your front is extraordinary as is your blindness, if you think for one moment that we would suffer to join forces with Black Wings!’ Berian’s face was contorted and red with rage. ‘Have you taken leave of what remains of your senses?’

Selik shrugged and smiled, a grotesque leer on his ruined face. ‘Then kill me and never learn what we know. The trouble is, you haven’t the time to risk me being right after killing me, have you? Late at night in Dordovan taverns, your mages are not always as discreet as you might wish. Much has reached our ears and it is very interesting. Very interesting indeed.’

‘But you haven’t come here to exercise your altruistic streak, have you Selik?’ asked Vuldaroq. ‘You want something. What is it?’

‘Ah, Vuldaroq. Not always as fat in the head as you might look. It’s quite simple. You want the girl back, to educate, control or dispose of as you see fit. You can have her and I will help you get her. But in return, I want the witch that did this to my face.’ He poked a finger at his hideous scarring. ‘Give me Erienne Malanvai.’

And in the storm of protest that followed, Vuldaroq allowed himself a small chuckle.




Chapter 4

Ren’erei took Erienne and Lyanna along a wide, picture-hung, timbered and panelled corridor. It stretched fully seventy yards to a pair of plain double doors flanked by Guild guards. Other doors ran down its left-hand side and windows to the right overlooked a lantern-lit orchard.

On seeing the outside, Lyanna had forgotten her fear temporarily and run over to the window, mesmerised by the lanterns which swayed in the breeze, sending light flashing under the branches and broad leaves of the trees in the early evening gloom.

It was still very warm and Erienne had chosen a light, ankle-length green dress and had tied her hair up in a loose bun to let the air get to her neck. Lyanna wore a bright red dress with white cuffs, her hair in her favoured ponytail, the doll clutched, as ever, in her right hand.

‘Just how big is this place?’ asked Erienne, standing behind Lyanna and looking at another wing of the house over a hundred yards away, across the orchard.

‘That’s not an easy question to answer,’ said Ren’erei. ‘It has been standing since the Sundering and building has hardly stopped, even now when there are so few living here. It must cover much of the hillside. You should take a flight; you can see it all if you stay beneath the illusion. Suffice to say that though it is now only home to four, it was home to over eighty.’

‘So what happened?’ Erienne turned Lyanna away from the window and they walked on, passing ancient, faded pictures depicting burning cities, great feasts and running deer. It was an odd collection.

‘I think they were complacent about ensuring the line continued, until it was almost too late. As you’re aware yourself, producing a true adept is very difficult. Numbers soon dwindled and it was made worse by those that just didn’t want to stay their whole lives here. Despite the importance of the order, the will ebbed away. Who can explain that?’

They reached the doors, which were opened for them. Inside, a huge ballroom, decorated in red and white, decked with chandeliers and mirrors, took the breath away, though the covering dust told of its redundancy.

‘I’ll let them tell you the rest,’ said Ren’erei, taking them right across the ballroom to an innocuous-looking door. She knocked and opened it, ushering them into a small dining room. Oak-panelled and hung with elven portraits, it contained a long table around the far half of which sat four elderly women. They were talking amongst themselves until Lyanna and Erienne entered, the little girl clutching her mother’s leg.

‘It’s all right, Lyanna, I’m here and they’re friends,’ whispered Erienne, taking in for the first time, the majesty of the Al-Drechar.

Erienne had no doubt that she was in the presence of Balaia’s most powerful mages. Their faces told of people tired of life yet determined to survive, yearning for fulfilment to their long lives. It was the way she would always remember them.

Superficially, they were ancient elves, friendly enough but with the fierce expressions taut flesh dictated. Erienne saw shocks of white hair, bony fingers, long necks and piercing eyes. And then one spoke, her voice like balm on an open wound, quelling anxiety.

‘Sit, sit. We must all eat. You, my child, must be tired and scared after your long journey. We won’t detain you long. Your mother we might keep a little longer, if it’s all right with you.’

Lyanna managed a little smile as Erienne pulled out a chair at the opposite end of the table and ushered her to sit before taking the place next to her. Ren’erei took up a neutral position between the two groups.

‘You won’t hurt my mummy,’ said Lyanna, her eyes fixed on the blue cloth that covered the table.

‘Oh, my child, quite the reverse,’ said another. ‘We have been waiting too long to do anyone harm.’ She clapped her hands. ‘Introductions in a moment. First some food.’

Through a door to the left, a slim middle-aged woman came, carrying a large steaming tureen by ornate wooden handles. Behind her, a boy of no more than twelve carried a tray with a stack of bowls and plates piled with cut bread. Swiftly, beginning with Lyanna, they served a thick soup that smelled rich and wholesome and set Erienne’s stomach growling. She could see lumps of vegetable floating under the surface and the fresh aroma filled her nostrils.

‘Eat, dear child,’ said one of the Al-Drechar. Lyanna dipped a corner of her bread into the soup, blew on it and put it gingerly into her mouth. Her eyebrows raised.

‘It’s nice,’ she said.

‘Don’t sound so surprised, Lyanna,’ laughed Erienne. ‘I’m sure they have good cooks here too.’

‘I hope so.’ Slightly clumsily, she scooped liquid on to her spoon. For a time, they were quiet, all eating the soup, which tasted as delicious as it looked and smelled, before Ren’erei cleared her throat.

‘I think we’ve gone long enough without those introductions,’ she said. ‘Erienne, Lyanna, it is my great honour and pleasure to name for you the Al-Drechar.’ Erienne smiled at the light of reverence in her eyes.

‘To my right and moving around the table, Ephemere-Al-Ereama, Aviana-Al-Ysandi, Cleress-Al-Heth and Myriell-Al-Anathack. ’ She bowed her head to each in turn.

‘Oh Ren’erei, you’re so formal!’ Cleress-Al-Heth laughed. ‘You make us sound completely unapproachable.’ The other Al-Drechar joined the mirth and Ren’erei blushed, the corners of her mouth twitching slightly. ‘Please, Erienne, Lyanna,’ she continued. ‘We are Ephemere, Aviana, Cleress and Myriell, though you may hear us address ourselves with various other names which you are of course welcome to use.’

Erienne felt more at ease than she had done for days. The aura of the Al-Drechar dissipated a little though she remained mindful of their power and the clear magical vitality that they possessed. They were, on one level at least, just old elves and that was a comforting thought.

She studied them as the soup was drained, and her immediate impression was that they looked very much alike. It was inevitable, she supposed, after so many years living so close to one another, that they would share mannerisms, dress and even broad physical attributes. And though they were different enough through shape of nose and mouth, and through eye colour, she expected Lyanna to have trouble telling them apart for a few days.

‘You’ve lived together a long time, haven’t you?’ she asked.

Cleress smiled. ‘A very long time,’ she agreed. ‘Three hundred years and more.’

‘What?’ Erienne was taken aback. She knew elves had a potentially very long life span but three hundred years was extraordinary. Impossible.

‘We have waited here, scanning the mana spectra, conserving ourselves and planning for the next coming of someone who can take on the Way,’ said Aviana. She smiled ruefully. ‘We were getting a little desperate.’

‘How long have you been waiting?’

‘Three hundred and eleven years. Ever since the births of the babies: Myriell and Septern,’ replied Aviana.

Erienne gaped. Septern having been an Al-Drechar wasn’t really a surprise but the scarcity of the adepts certainly was. ‘And there have been none since then?’

‘Oh, there have been whisperings and our hopes have been raised and dashed more times than you have years in your body,’ said Cleress. ‘But let’s leave that for later. I see your beautiful daughter is wilting and we do need to talk to her before she sleeps. It’s been a long day.’

Erienne looked down. Lyanna was playing with the remains of her soup, trailing a piece of bread across its surface.

‘Lyanna, the ladies want to talk to you. All right?’

Lyanna nodded.

‘Are you still feeling shy, darling?’ asked Erienne.

‘A little,’ admitted Lyanna. ‘I’m tired.’

‘I know, darling. We’ll have you in bed soon.’ Erienne nodded for the Al-Drechar to speak.

‘Lyanna?’ Ephemere’s soft voice reached across the table and Lyanna raised her head to look at the friendly face of the Al-Drechar. ‘Lyanna, welcome to our home. We hope you want to make it your home too, for a little while. Do you want that?’

Lyanna nodded. ‘If Mummy stays here, I do.’

‘Of course she will, my dear child, won’t you, Erienne?’

‘Of course I’ll stay,’ said Erienne.

‘Now Lyanna.’ Ephemere’s voice took on a slightly harder edge. ‘You know there is magic inside you, don’t you?’ Lyanna nodded. ‘And you know that in your old home, it was starting to hurt you and your teachers couldn’t help you any more, and that’s why we came into your head and your dreams. To help you. Do you understand that?’ Another nod. Lyanna glanced up at Erienne who smiled down and stroked her hair.

‘Good,’ said Ephemere. ‘That’s very good. And how do you think we will help you?’

Lyanna thought for a moment. ‘You’ll make the bad dreams go away.’

‘That’s right!’ said Myriell, clapping her hands. ‘And we’ll do more. I know that the hurt inside you makes you angry sometimes. We’ll teach you how to stop the hurt and make the magic do the things you want it to do.’

‘You have a great gift, Lyanna,’ said Cleress. ‘Will you let us help make it safe for you?’

Erienne wasn’t sure that Lyanna had understood the last question but she nodded anyway.

‘Good. Good girl,’ said Ephemere. ‘Is there anything you want to ask us?’

‘No.’ Lyanna shook her head and yawned. ‘Mummy?’

‘Yes, my sweet. Time for bed, I think,’ said Erienne. The cook and serving boy came back and started clearing away the soup plates as Erienne picked up Lyanna. ‘I’ll get her settled and be back. It could be a while.’

Cleress shrugged. ‘Take your time. We’ll still be here. After this long, I think we can bear to wait a little longer to speak with you.’

Lyanna was asleep in Erienne’s arms before they had reached her room and barely stirred as she was put into her nightgown.

‘All too much for you, my sweet,’ whispered Erienne, tucking the doll under the sheets beside her and experiencing another wash of guilt. ‘Sleep well.’ She kissed Lyanna’s forehead and left the room, closing the door gently behind her. Ren’erei was waiting.

‘I’ll stand here and listen,’ she said. ‘If she stirs and calls for her mother, I’ll come for you.’

Erienne kissed her on the cheek, a sudden relief running through her.

‘Thank you, Ren’erei,’ she said. ‘You’re a friend, aren’t you?’

‘I hope so,’ the elf replied.

Erienne hurried back to the dining room to find the table laid with meat and vegetables in serving dishes sitting over candles. A flagon of wine stood on a tray with crystal glasses, and smoke from a long pipe in Ephemere’s hand curled towards the plain ceiling. A clear memory of Denser flashed through her mind; of him sitting against the bole of a tree, calmly smoking his foul-smelling tobacco while The Raven debated the end of everything. She smiled to herself and wished again he was with her.

‘She went straight to sleep then?’ asked Aviana. Erienne nodded. ‘Good. Good. Help yourself to food and wine and sit closer, then we shan’t have to raise our voices.’

Erienne took a little food and poured half a glass of wine before sitting next to Ephemere, who wafted smoke away from her.

‘I do apologise for this appalling habit,’ she said, sounding hoarse. ‘But we find the inhalation eases our lungs and aching limbs. Unfortunately, as you can hear, it rather affects our voices.’ She passed the pipe on to Aviana who sucked deeply, coughing as she swallowed the smoke that smelled of oak, roses and a sweet herb she couldn’t quite place.

As if seeing them for the first time, Erienne took in their age and frailty. In the candle- and lantern light, Ephemere’s skin looked so stretched across her face it might tear at any moment. It was very pale under her thick white hair, giving a stark backdrop to her sparkling deep emerald eyes, that displayed her magical vitality so effectively.

Her robes hung on a fleshless body from which her long, narrow neck, tendons and veins standing proud, jutted like a rock from a dark sea. Her hands were long, almost spidery, unadorned by jewellery and shaking slightly, her fingers ending in carefully tended short nails.

Erienne returned to those eyes and saw the light and warmth burning within them. Ephemere smiled.

‘I expect you’re thinking you didn’t get here a moment too soon,’ she said. ‘And you aren’t far from the truth.’

‘Oh Ephy, don’t be so dramatic,’ scalded Myriell, her voice ragged from the pipe.

‘Is it so?’ hissed Ephemere, tone hardening. ‘I, for one, will not hide from the risk we all take and the likely outcome for us all.’

‘The girl must know the truth. All of it,’ added Cleress.

‘Know what, exactly?’ asked Erienne, feeling a shiver in her mind. All the warmth had gone from Ephemere’s eyes though the power still burned there, as it did from all their faces.

‘Off you go, Ephy,’ said Cleress.

‘Erienne, as you can see, we are old, even for elves and there is a limit to how long even magic can delay the inevitable,’ said Ephemere.

‘And it would be fair to say we none of us would still choose to be alive were it not for our enforced wait,’ said Cleress.

Ephemere nodded. ‘You’re going to see things here that you won’t like. You’re going to want to stop us doing what we do with Lyanna. You will fear for her safety and you have every right to, because she will be in danger every day of her training. I’m afraid this is an unfortunate consequence of the damage done by her Dordovan teachers.’

‘Damage?’ Erienne stopped chewing, heart thumping in her chest, her head thick with a growing fear.

‘Calm yourself, Erienne, there is no lasting damage, either physical or mental. We have calmed the nightmares that threatened her in your College. The problem lies in that she is so very young to be accepting an Awakening. And if she fails to understand our teaching, the harm to her could be severe,’ said Aviana.

‘Death?’ Erienne hardly dared mouth the word.

‘That is the ultimate price any mage may pay for attempting to realise the gift of magic,’ said Cleress. ‘But for Lyanna, the consequences before death would be most distressing.’ She held up a hand to stop Erienne’s next question. ‘We know that Lyanna had already accepted Dordovan mana as if it were the most natural thing in the world, and it was this that first alerted us through the mana trails we have studied for so long.

‘But in her mind there is a conflict caused by her Dordovan training. Only part of her ability has been stirred and now we must awaken the rest, but we fear that the Dordovan-trained part of her mind will resist unless we can retrain it not to. It’s a difficult enough concept to grasp for anyone but for a child so young . . .’ Cleress shrugged.

Erienne put down her fork and held her hands to her mouth, searching for a way out. ‘Can you not just wait until she is older. Protect her from harm until she’s ready somehow?’

‘If we could, we would. But the process of her Awakening has been started. Unnecessarily.’ Myriell’s eyes bored into Erienne’s.

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘Whatever they may have told you, the Dordovan masters hoped their magic would stifle the rest within her, so like fools they went ahead to bring it out. No doubt they told you it was the only way to save her,’ said Myriell.

‘Well yes, but . . .’ There was a clamouring in Erienne’s mind, like an alarm bell ringing but far too late. She felt on the edge of panic.

‘What they wanted was to save themselves from her. But they had no real conception of what they were dealing with, Erienne, and your trust in them has put Lyanna in great danger from her own mind. And us with it.’

‘No, no, no.’ Erienne shook her head but couldn’t make sense of the tumble of thoughts. ‘You’re supposed to be able to help. Make her like you. How can she be in danger now? We’ve come here to be safe.’

Ephemere put a cold hand on Erienne’s arm.

‘Child, relax,’ she said, her tone soothing despite its roughness. ‘Here is what you must know, but first keep in mind that you are not to blame for anything that has happened and that your bringing Lyanna here was her only hope. And ours too. Had she stayed in Dordover, she would surely have perished.’

Erienne breathed deep and felt her heart slow a little. She nodded and looked up into Ephemere’s deep green eyes and waited for the Al-Drechar to continue.

‘Within Lyanna is an ability none but one of her own can understand and nurture. She doesn’t merely have the capacity to understand all College lores but has the innate knowledge of the base single force of magic that all mages once had. But to release it, she must first learn how to harness the individual strands. For her it will be like visiting the ManaBowl in each College to accept the mana and lore. This should be learned as one but Dordover has upset the balance.

‘I cannot begin to explain to you the sheer power she holds inside her but her ability to shape mana can already be felt over hundreds of miles. If we don’t teach her how to control her power, she could do immense damage before she inevitably kills herself. I’m afraid that in teaching her there will be problems. And while she learns, her mistakes will be a beacon for those who would do her harm. You will be the steadying influence on her life while she is at her most vulnerable. You must protect her.

‘She is so young and physically frail. The poor girl should not have had to face this until she was your age.’

‘But you can make it happen?’ Erienne searched those eyes.

‘We have to.’ It was Aviana who spoke. ‘Because if we fail, there will be no Al-Drechar.’

‘Why, what will happen to you?’ Erienne thought she knew the answer and so did Ephemere, who laughed.

‘Why Erienne, it takes all our energies to maintain ourselves and the illusions that protect us. I’m very much afraid that training your lovely daughter will be the death of us all.’ She smiled and squeezed Erienne’s arm. ‘But that is the way of things and death never comes quickly to an Al-Drechar.’

‘When will you begin?’ asked Erienne, not sure whether she should let them. Not just for Lyanna’s sake but for theirs too.

‘Tomorrow morning. Time is pressing. Ren’erei feels that our enemies are closer to us than they have ever been, as poor Tryuun’s wound demonstrates. We must be vigilant. Nothing must deflect us from our task,’ said Aviana.

Erienne had lost her appetite. In her dreams, she had seen the Al-Drechar as simply lifting the veil that fell between Lyanna and her understanding of the One. But now, with this talk of enemies, she was scared of what Denser would find in his way as he searched for her. And she found herself hoping he wouldn’t find her.

‘And now we should all take to our beds. The time for hard work and great strength is here. Sleep is the healer of the mind,’ said Cleress.

‘I’ll finish my wine,’ said Erienne, not able to even contemplate sleep. She took a sip and watched as the Al-Drechar helped each other from their chairs and made painfully slow progress to the ballroom door, each supporting another; Ephemere bowed under a curved back, Myriell ramrod straight but limping, Cleress tottering as if true balance eluded her and Aviana clearly plagued by arthritis in her knees.

They were just four terribly old women muttering to each other as they made their way to their chambers somewhere in the huge house. Erienne almost laughed at the thought that it would be almost dawn by the time they reached their destinations but managed to stifle it.

She poured another glass of wine and held it under her nose, letting its deep fruity aroma enclose her. What in all the hells had she done? She was entrusting the life of her daughter to a quartet of witches who all looked as if their final breaths were imminent. It should have appeared utter madness but somehow it made perfect sense and, through her fading anxiety Erienne saw what she had been searching for but that had eluded her until now.

A purpose for her and a chance for Lyanna.

Perhaps she would sleep well, after all.




Chapter 5

Ilkar awoke to the familiar sounds of hammering from outside on the College grounds. By the smell of it, the day was another dry one and a steady light shone around the gently billowing drapes covering the open window. Beside him in the bed, Pheone shifted and turned over to face the wall. Ilkar smiled, as he had been doing every morning since the night of the long-room testing five days before.

That had been a wild night. They’d set up rough carved and painted wooden blocks depicting Wesmen Lords and members, past and present, of the Xeteskian Circle Seven and the Dordovan Quorum. Taking turns, they had destroyed them using an imaginative range of offensive fire and ice spells, some better prepared than others.

Twenty mages had joined in the barrage, easing a frustration that had been building up for weeks. It had been a spectacular sight, with mage fire thrashing off the walls, ice shattering wood and forming deep icicles in the corners of the long room, that were subsequently burned away with tight-beamed flame, filling the place with steam. And every time he wasn’t casting, Ilkar had stood ready to deploy shields for those who didn’t have the targeting skills of their companions.

Ilkar had felt Pheone’s closeness the whole evening and in the drunken feast that followed, he’d found his arms around her and her head on his shoulder more times than he could count. His memories, though indistinct, were full of her flashing smile, her laughter and the revealing shirt she had worn.

The alcohol-fuelled sex had been abandoned and fantastic, though he had to confess to himself that time had blurred. He wasn’t sure it had been a lengthy experience but the feeling of a female body against his, even that of a non-elf, had been wonderful.

Pheone had quelled his concerns once their hangovers had cleared enough for their brains to function. Elves shouldn’t become involved with humans, the lifespan differences leading to inevitable heartbreak and, too often, the suicide of the almost-always elven survivor.

‘I don’t think either of us believe this will last,’ she had said. ‘But we need each other now. Try and enjoy it and don’t think too much about tomorrow.’

Ilkar wasn’t sure Pheone really believed her own words and their passion on subsequent nights had been physically if perhaps not emotionally profound. She had been right. Their sexual union had given him a new outlook on everything. He had allowed himself to become so wrapped up in the rebuilding of Julatsa, all else had paled. He had even found himself beginning to resent The Unknown’s infrequent visits, which was unforgivable. Pheone had reminded him how to relax and he found himself beginning to love her for that at least, if love was the right word.

More than that, though, he had started to look beyond the physical rebirth of the College to the longer term. The rebuilding of its psyche. There was so much to be done to attract mages back to Julatsa, to help it begin again, and he knew that, ultimately, he would need to leave to spread the word that his College of magic lived and breathed again.

But right now it was dormant and the place he had to be was here. He leaned over and kissed Pheone’s sleeping face before jumping out of bed on to the cold stone floor, grabbing green breeches and rough woollen work shirt. He pulled on a pair of sturdy calf-length boots, pushed his hands through his ruffled hair and, hunger building, walked out into the passage, heading for the refectory which lay across the courtyard.

Outside, the day was fresh and warming. Dawn was an hour gone and he glanced at the work being done on the library roof and to a new structure whose foundations had been laid over the last seven days. As he always did, Ilkar paused for a while at the hole in which the Heart lay, contemplating their greatest remaining task.

One day, it would see light again and the bodies of those entombed within, including Barras, the last elven negotiator, could be paid proper respect. He mouthed a short prayer that the Gods would deliver him the tools to do the job.

‘Ilkar!’ He spun at the sound of his name, recognising the voice instantly. Its owner came through the gap that had been the north gate, leading his horse, and behind him, a second sight that gladdened Ilkar’s heart still more.

‘Denser!’ He strode towards the gate. ‘Gods, they’ll let anyone in here these days.’

‘Sorry. I thought I had the freedom of the place after last time I was here.’

‘That you do.’ The two old friends embraced. ‘Let’s look at you.’ Ilkar stepped back and took in Denser’s face. ‘A bit dusty, perhaps. And certainly a touch of grey here and there. Oh, and you need a haircut. But still recognisable.’ He shook his head. ‘It’s great to see you. You’ve brought your hammer and chisel, I hope.’

Denser smiled. ‘Sorry, never did go in for it much. I brought my pipe, though.’

‘And I’ve missed its rank stench.’ Ilkar patted him on the upper arm and looked past him. ‘Hey, Unknown, it’s been a while.’ Ilkar tried to keep a smile on his face but seeing these two men riding through his College gates together could only mean one thing. Something bad, probably very bad, had happened.

The Unknown walked over and shook his hand warmly, his grip, as ever, crushing.

‘Too long,’ he said.

‘So.’ Ilkar returned his attention to Denser. The Xeteskian was tired despite the hour of the morning and seemed solemn. ‘How’s Erienne and Lyanna?’

Pain flashed in Denser’s eyes and his brows pinched slightly. Instead of answering, he looked to The Unknown for help.

‘That’s what brings us here,’ said the Big Man.

Ilkar nodded, his suspicion confirmed. ‘Oh I see. Are you hungry? We could talk over breakfast.’

The refectory was a long, low building set with a series of bench tables. It was quietening with most of the mages and paid workers already on site. Ilkar indicated a corner table and while the travellers made themselves comfortable, he went to the servery and packed a long wooden tray with bacon, bread and a large jug of coffee.

‘Here,’ he said as he sat. ‘Help yourselves. There’s more if you need it.’

While they ate, Denser talked of Lyanna’s progress and her nightmares, of Dordover’s obstructive Quorum, and of the disappearance of both Erienne and their daughter. Finally, he passed Ilkar the letter, which the elf read in silence, frown deepening with almost every line. He passed it back after he’d read it twice and refilled all their mugs.

‘If they find them first, they’ll kill them,’ said Denser.

‘Who will?’ asked Ilkar.

‘The Dordovans. Don’t you see?’

‘That’s a little extreme, don’t you think? There’s more to it than simple conspiracy. There’s potential risk to all Balaian magic systems.’

‘Don’t you start,’ said Denser. ‘Lyanna is the future for all of us, not our death and destruction. The Dordovans are just scared. All they need is education. No one is talking about an enforced return to the One Way, for God’s sake. No one alive is capable of practising it.’

‘Except Lyanna.’

Denser shrugged. ‘Yeah, except Lyanna. Possibly. Look, Ilkar, Vuldaroq is not interested in any multidisciplined mage being nurtured by anyone. He told me Balaia didn’t want another Septern. That’s why, if he can’t control her, he’ll kill her.’

‘So you want to find them?’ said Ilkar.

‘No, I want to offer them up to Dordover, chained to sacrificial altars,’ replied Denser.

‘Just checking you hadn’t completely lost your sense of humour.’

‘Of course I want to find them.’

‘And do what, exactly?’ asked Ilkar. ‘And that’s a serious question. ’

Denser regarded him as if he were an imbecile.

‘Ilkar, they are my family. I have to protect them.’

‘I think we both understand that,’ said The Unknown. He put down the sandwich he had made but not eaten while he’d listened, and leant forward. Ilkar had to smile; he’d lost none of his instant authority. ‘But you have been depicting the might of Dordovan magic lined up against us. What do you hope to achieve?’

‘A warning, if it’s needed. Organisation too. Erienne and Lyanna are already well protected, I know it. But we can help. We even the odds.’

‘Who?’ asked Ilkar.

‘The Raven.’

Ilkar took a long draw on his coffee, feeling the strong bitter taste flood down his throat. He’d known his fate the moment he’d seen The Unknown and Denser come through his gate together. Whatever The Raven could do, he had to help. Futile, possibly. Deadly, probably, if Lyanna and Erienne were in the hands of the power Denser thought they were. But whatever, he had to make sure they understood what they were up against.

‘Denser, there’s something you need to know.’

‘Go on. I feel sure it won’t be to my advantage.’

‘We’ve been seeing random mana activity in the sky. Lightning, flaring, showers, that sort of thing. Not a lot but definitely odd. We got talking about it a few days ago. Have you heard of the Tinjata Prophecy?’

Denser shook his head.

‘Didn’t think so. Neither had I, though perhaps you should have done. Haven’t you researched the Sundering at all?’

‘Not really,’ said Denser. ‘Beyond conditions for producing a child with the correct potential and those are well enough documented in Xetesk, I don’t think Erienne even disturbed the dust in the open vaults. Who was this Tinjata, then?’

‘Well Erienne should certainly have heard of him. He was the first High Elder mage of Dordover.’

‘She probably has,’ said Denser. ‘But she hasn’t told me about him.’

‘Never mind. We’ll ask her when we find her. The point is that Tinjata was instrumental in the Sundering and culpable in a number of horrific actions against mages of the One, the Al-Drechar. He formulated a prophecy based on some kind of extrapolation of mana theory and dimensional connectivity - the roots are long gone - and he posted it as a warning to all who believed in the continuation of the four-College structure.’

‘How do you know all this?’ Denser was frowning.

‘I asked around. Do you remember Therus? He helped you in the library during the siege? Well, he survived. He’s an ancient writings archivist and the time around the Sundering is an area of particular specialisation for him. And that includes the Tinjata Prophecy.’

‘And?’ Denser beckoned Ilkar to speak it.

‘Right. Well, Therus’ knowledge is incomplete because the Dordovans would never let him into their library but the summary is enough. “When the Innocent rides the elements, and the land lies flat and riven; the Sundering shall be undone and from the chaos shall rise the One, never again to fall.” Pretty clear, don’t you think?’ Ilkar felt his heart beating as he spoke the words, finding it impossible to imagine Lyanna, a child he had never seen, presiding over the destruction of Balaia. The idea was frankly ludicrous.

Denser and The Unknown were quiet. The big man finished his sandwich while he thought, the Xeteskian’s brows arrowed in as he digested Ilkar’s words.

‘And that’s what Therus thinks your lightning flashes are all about, does he?’ asked Denser. ‘My child being this “Innocent”? One flash of lightning and the end of the world is coming?’

‘Denser, you know what you hoped Lyanna would be. And perhaps she will be the first of a new race of mages, but there are wider implications,’ said Ilkar.

‘Well, what’s certainly clear is that if the Dordovan Quorum believe the prophecy, they’ll be desperate to recapture Lyanna,’ said The Unknown. ‘Or do something to stop her.’

‘So what you’re saying is that Lyanna is some form of destructive power, according to Tinjata,’ said Denser.

‘Or maybe the catalyst for something. We’ve seen lightning in a cloudless sky already and that is a clear elemental anomaly. And you know as well as I do the stories that have been going round. Tidal waves, hurricanes, thunderstorms lasting for days . . . hardly one bolt of lightning, Denser. Therus says they’re all mentioned in the prophecy.

‘And who are these people you think Erienne has gone to? What if they don’t want to train Lyanna but to use her as a focus? We have to consider the possibility.’

‘But don’t forget on the other hand that, whatever the evidence, Tinjata would have had a vested interest in painting his findings as black as he could,’ said Denser.

Ilkar nodded. ‘Also true. Look, I’m not for one moment saying that we should leave Lyanna to the Dordovans, or anyone for that matter, besides you and Erienne.’

‘What are you saying then?’ asked Denser.

‘That we should be aware of the wider picture while we search. Putting aside whether the prophecy is true or not, or even relevant to this debate, Dordover will act on the premise that it might be; and their actions, if not stemmed, will divide the Colleges, and none of us want that. It doesn’t take a genius to see Dordover and Lystern seeing a threat to their independence and identity, and Xetesk looking to broker power and ultimately force a reunion as the dominant party. It all hinges on who controls Lyanna. As for Julatsa, well—’ he gave Denser a rueful smile ‘—we’re nowhere, but no less determined to see our magic and beliefs survive.’

Denser rested his head in his hands, pulling them down his face and talking through his fingers. ‘Ilkar, you’re taking this too far,’ he said. ‘She’s one child. She can’t do anything alone.’

‘From what you’ve told me yourself, the Dordovans clearly don’t share that view,’ returned Ilkar.

‘And we are fairly sure she isn’t alone,’ added The Unknown.

Ilkar sighed and drained his coffee. ‘Look, Denser, you have to make a full report to Xetesk on this. You know you do. Gods, I don’t suppose they even know Erienne is gone yet. The point is that they can apply significant pressure on the Dordovans to curb any designs they may have on Lyanna’s life. That leaves us to search for your family unmolested, so to speak.’

‘Officially, anyway,’ said The Unknown. He stretched his arms above his head, his shoulder muscles bunching, shirt stitching pulling.

‘One more thing,’ said Ilkar. ‘This is going to spread. The rumours about Lyanna have been around even here, though as no more than a point of interest. But soon there’ll be a lot of questions, particularly if Colleges start throwing their weight around. Tinjata’s prophecy intimates a return to the One Way and that bothers most mages, me included.

‘We can’t afford a conflict so let’s tread a little carefully, eh?’

Denser shrugged and his mouth twitched up at the corners. ‘You’re right. I know you’re right. That’s probably why I came here first. I needed a level-headed view. Thanks, Ilkar.’

‘A pleasure. Right, I suggest a day’s rest for you while I sort out my affairs here and make my excuses, then a ride to Dordover and then to Xetesk.’

‘Why Dordover?’ asked Denser.

‘Because Therus is away from Julatsa and you really need to read the prophecy, and that’s where the original lore script and translation are held. Assuming they’ll let you in.’

‘And someone must have seen something of Erienne at the time she was escaping,’ said The Unknown. ‘You just have to ask the right questions. Hmm. We could do with Will or Thraun. They knew Dordover’s underbelly well. Still, perhaps their names will open a few doors.’

‘There’s something missing here,’ said Ilkar.

‘Hirad,’ said The Unknown, nodding.

‘We’ll collect him after we’ve been to Xetesk,’ said Denser.

‘It won’t be that simple,’ warned The Unknown. ‘After all, his dragons are still here.’

 


Hirad kicked sand over the fire outside his single-roomed stone-and-thatch hut and walked into the Choul. It was not ideal, not for a Kaan dragon. The wind echoed down the gaping maw of a cave forty feet wide, spreading a chill in the winter months for which even three dragons nested together could not fully compensate.

What they really needed was the heat and mud of a Kaan dwelling, but for that Hirad had to have builders, ironsmiths and labourers. And as with so much that concerned the saviours of Balaia, people simply turned their backs and chose to forget.

To a point, Hirad understood. Half a day’s ride away in Blackthorne, the Baron still struggled to rebuild his dismembered town. And he alone had sent people to help make the mountain as comfortable as it could be. At least Hirad had a roof separate to that of the Kaan, and a lean-to stable for his nervous horse.

Lighting a lantern, Hirad turned the wick low, aware that his dwindling oil supply would force a trip to Blackthorne before long. Increasingly, he was anxious at leaving the dragons, even for a day and a night. One day, hunters would attack while he was gone.

Walking into the Choul, Hirad pulled his furs tight about him. It was a cold night, unseasonably so, and rain had fallen for much of the day. He yearned for a warm inn with roaring fire, ale in one hand, woman in the other. But he couldn’t forget what he owed Sha-Kaan. It seemed, though, that he was the only one.

The stench of dragon filled his nostrils. Undeniably reptilian, it was layered with wood and oil and a sour taint that he knew was exhaled from huge lungs. It wasn’t a smell you could ignore but it could be endured. Around a sweeping shallow bend, widened by Blackthorne’s men, was a low, domed cavern, big enough for ten dragons. In its centre lay three, and their enormity staggered Hirad no less than it had the first time.

An initial glance revealed a mass of golden scales, moving with indrawn breaths and glittering faintly in the lantern light. A second glance, along with a boosting of the lantern wick, revealed three Kaan dragons. Nos- and Hyn-Kaan lay to either flank, tails coiled, necks laid inwards, bodies dwarfing Hirad as he watched, wings furled tight, claws skittering against the rough floor, tiny movements giving great comfort.

And in their midst, fully a quarter and more their size again, lay Sha-Kaan, Great Kaan of his Brood, exiled by choice to save two dimensions. His head lifted as Hirad entered the Choul and his one-hundred-and-twenty-foot body rippled along its ageing, dulling golden length. Hirad walked to the Great Kaan, standing before the mouth that could swallow him whole.

‘I trust you enjoyed your meal, Hirad Coldheart,’ rumbled Sha-Kaan, voice sounding only in Hirad’s head.

‘Yes, thank you, it was an unexpected feast,’ replied the barbarian, recalling the sheep Sha-Kaan had deposited outside his hut, undamaged but for a neatly broken neck.

‘When we can, we provide,’ said Sha-Kaan.

‘Though the farmer might right rue the fact you chose his flock.’ Hirad smiled.

‘Surely a small price for our continuing sacrifice.’ Sha-Kaan did not share Hirad’s humour.

The barbarian’s smile faded and his heart beat a flurry as unsettling thoughts crowded his head for an instant. He stared deep into Sha-Kaan’s eyes and saw in them an intense sadness, like grief at a loss; the kind of enduring emptiness The Unknown spoke of when his link with the Protectors was severed.

‘What’s wrong, Great Kaan?’

Sha-Kaan blinked slowly and breathed in, Hirad feeling the air flow past him.

‘This place ages us,’ he said. ‘It dampens our fire, dries our wings and starves our minds. The Brood psyche cannot sustain what it cannot touch. You have done everything you can, Hirad, and our gratitude will not fade. But our eyes dim, our scales dull and our muscles protest our every movement. Your dimension drains us.’

A chill stole down Hirad’s neck and spread through his body.

‘You’re dying?’ he ventured.

Sha-Kaan’s startling blue eyes reflected the lantern light as he stared.

‘We need to go home, Hirad Coldheart. Soon.’

Hirad bit his lip and strode from the Choul, his anger brimming, his frustration complete. There would have to be action.

 


In the warming early morning, following a breakfast of fruits, milk and rye bread, Lyanna played in the orchard, skipping around trees and singing to herself, engrossed in a game the rules of which Erienne couldn’t fathom as she watched from a bench.

The night had been quiet and peaceful. Lyanna hadn’t woken and as a result, had risen refreshed and full of energy. Erienne was glad, knowing she’d need it all and more. This was the calm soon to be shattered and Erienne felt a dreadful anxiety grip her as she watched her little girl play. Her innocence, her essential childishness, her carefree spirit, all were about to be deluged by an overwhelming need to unlock and then control the power within her.

And last night, as she had sat alone in the dining room, sipping at her wine and thinking, she had reached an inescapable truth. Lyanna was to be changed forever and it didn’t take a great leap of understanding to realise that the risk of this change was mortal. If for any reason her teaching went astray, Lyanna would die.

‘Come here, my sweet.’ Erienne held out her arms, the desire to hug her child so strong it hurt. Lyanna trotted over and Erienne crushed her in an embrace she never wanted to release. But all too soon, Lyanna struggled and Erienne allowed her to pull away.

‘You promise me you’ll be good and listen to your teachers?’ she asked, stroking Lyanna’s hair.

Lyanna nodded. ‘Yes, Mummy.’

‘And you’ll try to do everything they ask?’

Another nod.

‘It’s important, you know. And I’ll be here if you need me.’ She looked into Lyanna’s eyes. All the Dordovan training had been taken in her stride, accepted like learning to use knife, fork and spoon. This could be the same but somehow Erienne didn’t think so. ‘Gods, I wonder if you have any real idea what’s happening?’ she breathed.

‘Of course I do, Mummy,’ said Lyanna. Erienne laughed.

‘Oh, darling, I’m sorry. Of course you do. Tell me, then.’

‘The teachers will help me chase away the bad things. And then they will open the other magic doors and then show me how to hold the wind in my head.’

Erienne gasped. Her heart lurched. She was too young, surely, to have any concept. Erienne had anticipated rote learning. It seemed she was wrong.

‘How do you know all that?’

‘They told me,’ said Lyanna. ‘They told me last night.’

‘When?’

‘While I was sleeping.’

‘Oh, did they?’ Erienne felt a sour taste in her mouth and a quickening of her pulse.

The door to the orchard opened and Cleress stepped outside, a broad smile on her face. Gone was the tottering of the night before, replaced by an almost youthful stride.

‘Is she ready?’ she asked brightly.

‘Well, apparently you know more about that than I do,’ said Erienne sharply.

‘What’s wrong?’

‘Next time you wish to invade my child’s mind while she sleeps, you will have the decency to ask me first, is that clear?’

Cleress’ smile was brittle. ‘We must prepare her, and there are many things she will not accept awake that her subconscious mind will.’

‘Cleress, you aren’t listening.’ Erienne stood up, putting Lyanna down and holding her close. ‘I didn’t say, don’t do it. Gods, I brought her here because I believe you know exactly what you are doing. I merely want you to check with me first. No one understands Lyanna like I do. Sometimes she needs her solitude.’

‘Very well.’ Cleress scowled.

‘She’s my daughter, Cleress. Don’t any of you forget that.’

‘I understand.’ She nodded at last. ‘We’ve been alone a long time.’

‘Let’s just get started, shall we?’




Chapter 6

Denser had no trouble gaining access to the Dordovan College library despite it being after dark, when the grounds were closed to all but College mages and staff. Indeed, on The Raven’s arrival in the city the previous day, Vuldaroq had been anxious to help them in their investigations and offer any information available. He had even welcomed Denser and Ilkar’s suggestion that they read the Tinjata Prophecy but had extended his official invitation to Denser alone.

Denser was, of course, extremely suspicious. But, with The Unknown and Ilkar out combing the streets for contacts and anything the Dordovans had missed, there was nothing for him to do but read and hope it became apparent why Vuldaroq had been so accommodating.

The original Tinjata Prophecy was kept under airtight glass in another part of the College. What Denser’s assigned archivist produced for him was a large leather-bound volume, light brown and titled in embossed gold leaf. It contained upwards of sixty thick parchment pages, the left-hand pages being a transcript of the original lore, the right, a translation, which was incomplete.

Denser had asked why there were blanks in apparently random places, to be told that those parts of the lore were for the eyes of lore scribes only. He had frowned, curiosity aroused, and read what he could.

The early pages turned out to be a rambling account of the dangers of inter-College sexual union, the threat to Balaia of a return of the One Way of magic, and the importance of identifying and retarding the development of any such mage identified.

Denser raised his eyebrows. It seemed that Dordovan thinking hadn’t advanced too far on this subject in the intervening millennia.

He read on, past some blank and fractured passages of translation, the prophecy moving to encompass the likely results of ignoring the threat or of failing to control the developing mage. Denser’s heart began to beat faster, his mouth drying. Balaia had already been struck by tidal wave, hurricane and days of unbroken thunderclouds and here they were, all laid out. It was hard to believe it was a prophecy, not a diary because, not only did Tinjata foresee the weather systems, he also knew where they would strike.

‘ “The sea will rise and smite the mouth of the land.” ’ It didn’t take a genius to deduce that Tinjata had meant Sunara’s Teeth. ‘ “The sun shall hide its face and the sky’s smears will grow thick and deliver floods upon the earth. And when the gods sigh, the tall will be stunted where they felt most secure and the proud will be laid low, their stone temples the graves of their families.” ’

And further on, Denser shivered at what might be to come. ‘ “The beasts from below shall rise to gorge themselves and the mountains will crumble, their dust seen by none, for the eyes of the world will be blinded, awaiting the new light of the One. It shall be the light of hell on the face of the land.” ’

‘Dear Gods.’ He looked up and found the archivist looking at him. ‘It really is happening, isn’t it?’ The mage nodded. ‘Is there more?’

‘It’s worth you reading,’ said the archivist. ‘It might help you understand our fears more fully.’

Denser blew out his cheeks. ‘I already understand. I just don’t agree with your methods. This is my daughter we’re talking about.’

‘What can I say?’ The archivist shrugged.

‘You could say, “can I get you some coffee and a sandwich”.’

‘I’ll be back in a moment but don’t leave the library. There are still those who are very bitter about what happened the last time you were in our Tower.’

The archivist bowed slightly and walked away, Denser hearing the door shut gently. It wasn’t so much Denser they were bitter about, he assumed, more his Familiar who had, at his bidding, killed a Dordovan mage in a room high up in the Tower. He had never felt any sympathy for the man - his had been a stupid action in capturing the mind-melded demon in the first place - but he had regretted the necessity of his death nonetheless. Dawnthief and the salvation of Balaia had been at stake and there was nothing that couldn’t be sacrificed.

Denser turned his attention back to the prophecy, flicking on, the pages creaking against their bindings. He frowned, looking again at one of the partially blank pages. There was something not right about the parchment. He brought the lantern closer and looked, smoothing down the opposite pages. They were different colours, the translated paler than the transcript. And the clinching evidence was there in the spine and the bindings. He quickly checked all the blank and part blank pages, six of them. There could be no doubt. They were newer.

He really had no choice. With his heart thumping in his chest, and his ears straining for any sound of the returning archivist, Denser drew a dagger and slit the untranslated pages from the volume, folding them hurriedly and stuffing them inside his shirt. He resheathed his dagger and turned to an undamaged spread as the door opened.

‘Thank you,’ he said as a tray containing coffee and bread were placed on the table. He poured a mug with a slightly quivering hand. That had been a little close.

‘Anything you need help with?’ asked the archivist.

‘No,’ said Denser, smiling. ‘I’m all but done. Just a few more passages.’

The Dordovan moved away. Denser leaned back and watched him, blowing on his coffee and taking a sip. It wasn’t too hot and he gulped down half the mug. He took a bite out of the cold meat sandwich. The archivist disappeared behind a shelf and Denser took his chance, closing the volume and snapping the clasps into place. To him, it looked so obvious that pages were missing; to one who wasn’t looking, there probably wasn’t anything to arouse suspicion. Probably.

Deciding not to take the risk, Denser drained his coffee, grabbed another mouthful of sandwich and stood up, chair scraping slightly on the smooth wood floor and picked up the book. Heading back to the shelf where he thought the prophecy sat, he was intercepted by the archivist.

‘Don’t trouble yourself,’ he said. ‘I’ll take it.’ He held out his hands.

‘It’s no trouble.’

‘I insist.’

Denser smiled as generously as he could muster. ‘Thank you.’ He followed the Dordovan to the gap in the eight-row-high shelves. The man raised the book to slide it home and paused, a slight frown on his face. He hefted it, feeling its weight. Denser held his breath. It could only have been a heartbeat but it felt a lifetime before the archivist shrugged and replaced it, turning to see Denser’s renewed smile.

‘Thanks for your help,’ he said.

‘My pleasure.’ The frown hadn’t quite disappeared from his face. ‘Take the food on your way out. The guard will see you to the gate.’

Denser proffered a hand, which the Dordovan shook.

‘Goodbye,’ said Denser. ‘Let’s hope this ends well for all of us.’

‘I can second that.’ At last a smile.

Denser walked as calmly as he could to the door of the library and summoned the guard to see him out of the Tower, across the grounds and into the streets of Dordover. Only there did he start to relax, a broad grin spreading across his face. He had to find the others and quickly. Vuldaroq might not welcome them for much longer.

It wasn’t until early the next morning that the archivist’s nagging itch led him back to the Tinjata Prophecy for another look. His swearing shattered the calm of the library.

 


The Raven, if you could call them that, had come and gone in two days. So far as Vuldaroq and his network could gather, they had found out nothing new, which was something of a shame but hardly a surprise. The Dordovan College guard and mage spies had interrogated every possible contact and lowlife in the City. Spies and assassins were tracking every lead but so far, though some clues to her direction were known, there was nothing as to her final destination.

Yet still he felt satisfied that his plans were forming well. The bait had been taken and Vuldaroq felt he could relax in the knowledge that Balaia’s finest were immersed in the search. All that irked him was that, though Denser had taken in the information Vuldaroq had wanted him to from the prophecy, he had stolen that which was not on offer. And the Tower Lord did not want to risk him finding someone to translate the lore for him. Someone, for instance, like his lore scribe wife, Erienne.

He had come to a bar well away from the College and just east of the central cloth market, a well-to-do area where a senior mage could relax without interruption and meet discreetly with whom he pleased. This time, his companion was less brash and arrogant than at their first, rather difficult meeting, but was no less driven.

‘You have to understand that the nature of mages has changed since the Wesmen invasion. We cannot afford to wantonly sacrifice each other to satisfy the cravings of a maimed Black Wing. We are trying to regain our strength, not pare it still further.’ Vuldaroq took a long drink from his goblet and refilled it from the carafe of very expensive Blackthorne red. A serving woman brought another bowl of Korina Estuary mussels and oysters. ‘Excellent.’

‘But you understand my price cannot be reduced,’ said Selik, his face hooded. ‘I will have the bitch, with or without your blessing, but together it will be easier for us all to achieve our ultimate goals.’

Vuldaroq chuckled. Selik had been lucky to escape with his life from the College and had done so only with Vuldaroq’s personal intervention. Even so, the Black Wing had left pale and shaken, freed from the entrapping spells in which he had been so quickly entwined. There had been shouting, pushing and recrimination but most of all there had been a shocked disbelief, and it had been this that had allowed Vuldaroq to get Selik away.

‘Erienne is still one of our most talented and fertile mages. Her death would be a blow the College would feel keenly. I do not necessarily share the College’s view.’

‘So?’

‘So I will meet your price but you must operate only through me. And now I have organised for you a little assistance.’

‘Who?’ Selik’s single eye stared bleakly from his cowl.

‘The Raven.’

Selik laughed, a pained, rasping noise that shuddered his ruined lung. ‘And what help can they give me? I am already closer to your precious prize than they will ever be.’

‘I would advise you never to underestimate The Raven or their resourcefulness. And for all your torture of the elf you suspect of belonging to this Guild of Drech, he revealed nothing. The Raven are a useful extra force. Monitor them as I will and use what you find as you see fit. As I will.’

Selik rose. ‘Then I am already late. The Raven left some hours ago.’

‘And headed south,’ said Vuldaroq. ‘One more thing, Black Wing. Remember with whom you are dealing. Erienne left in response to a signal that pierced our mana shield as easily as a knife through water. They retain great magical power and I need to know where they are. See that Erienne does not die before she tells you their location. But see that she does die.’

Selik bowed very slightly. ‘My Lord Vuldaroq, strange though this union of ours is, we both understand that magic is a necessary force. The Black Wings only seek to cut the mould from the otherwise healthy fruit. We are both fighting for the same cause.’ He left the inn, Vuldaroq’s eyes on him all the way.

‘I don’t think so, Selik,’ muttered the mage to himself as he prised open another oyster. Unexpected pieces were being added to what could turn out to be a very satisfying conclusion. Perhaps more than one enemy would be laid to rest forever. In a while he would have to organise the interception of The Raven and the taking of the stolen parchment, but for now he had more oysters to enjoy and Vuldaroq was not a man to let excellence go to waste.

Outside, the wind was getting up, rattling the windows of the inn. Dordover could be in for a stormy night.

 


The day dawned bright, light streaming through cracks in the barn walls. Ilkar, The Unknown and Denser had begged the shelter from a farmer, happening upon his land late at night with the wind battering at their bodies. But it had blown over quickly and now was just an unpleasant memory.

Ilkar rolled over and sat up in his makeshift bed of hay, in the loft above the animals, and came face to face with Denser.

‘Gods, but I shouldn’t have left Julatsa,’ he said. ‘Every morning for days, I’ve been waking next to a beautiful face and figure and for some twisted reason, I’ve exchanged that for your bloody beard and stinking armpit odour.’

‘You know you’ve missed them,’ said Denser, scratching at his short-trimmed beard.

‘No,’ said Ilkar, heading for the ladder. ‘I have not.’

‘Hey!’ The Unknown’s voice came from below. ‘Stop chattering and get moving.’

‘You heard the man,’ said Ilkar, smiling.

‘Just like old times,’ muttered Denser.

‘Absolutely nothing like old times whatsoever,’ returned Ilkar.

Outside the barn, they followed The Unknown who was striding up towards the farmhouse across an empty paddock. All the horses were still in the barn and stables. Inside the two-storey house’s kitchen, a plate of ham steamed on a long table and the aroma of a sweet leaf tea filled the air. Ilkar raised his eyebrows.

‘Very decent of him,’ he said, sitting next to The Unknown and forking some meat on to a thick slice of bread.

‘Not really,’ said The Unknown. ‘I’ve paid him.’

The farm was fifteen miles south of Dordover and one of a cluster lying in a shallow valley near the main trail to Lystern. Occupied during the Wesmen invasion, they had been rebuilt, their fields replanted and animal stocks replenished, restoring them to their key position, supplying both Colleges. Mage-friendly, Ilkar had been confident they’d get a good reception from any of the farms and, since neither he nor Denser had been keen to remain in Dordover, the settlement had been the obvious choice.

‘Now listen,’ said The Unknown. ‘It’s apparent that the Dordovans are very serious in their attempts to find Erienne and Lyanna and that means we have to be efficient. So far they’ve squandered their fifty-day advantage but it can’t go on forever and their mage spies will be everywhere, just listening. We should also consider the possibility that we’ll be followed.

‘Now, that curious friend of Will’s told us about activity to the south of the City on the night Erienne left, if you can believe what he said, and even more unreliably, that drunk you found, Denser, reckoned he’d seen a woman and a girl getting into a carriage in about the same place.’

‘So what?’ asked Denser. ‘We already knew they left Dordover. It tells us nothing.’

The Unknown shook his head and sipped the tea. ‘Think, Denser. You’ve spent too much time dabbling in Xetesk’s politics. It tells us two things and we can infer a third. First, that they had help, wherever they were going. Second, a carriage suggests a longish trip. Third, they headed south.’ He held up a hand to stop Denser speaking. ‘Now I’m sure the Dordovans have guessed as much and no doubt they have representatives in every town and city south of here. What they don’t have is the information I found out yesterday afternoon.’

‘What information?’ Ilkar frowned.

‘Sorry not to share this until now but too many people knew why we were in Dordover. I bumped into an old merchant friend of mine who travels a good deal between Greythorne and Dordover. He saw a carriage driven by an elf leaving Greythorne three weeks back and heading for Arlen. I know it’s not much but it’s more than Vuldaroq knows. I think that’s where we should be headed.’

‘Will this friend talk to anyone else?’ asked Denser.

The Unknown cocked his head. ‘Hey,’ he said. ‘It’s me you’re talking to.’

‘Arlen’s a long way round from Xetesk and the Balans,’ said Ilkar.

‘Just what I was worrying about,’ said The Unknown. ‘Here’s what I propose. Denser, you get to Xetesk as fast as you can. ShadowWings would be best and we’ll bring your horse. Ilkar and I will head for the Balan Mountains and talk to Hirad. This could get nasty and we need his blade and his strength. Then we meet up as soon as we can in Greythorne.’

‘You reckon you can persuade him?’ asked Denser.

‘Well we’ve got more chance if you’re not there, put it that way,’ replied The Unknown. ‘He had some particularly legitimate grievances.’

‘I know, I know,’ said Denser sharply. ‘But you know Mount politics, Unknown. Gods’ sakes, how far have you got in pressuring the completion of research into safe release of the Protector army?’

‘The group I am funding is considerably more advanced than yours which seeks understanding of the realignment of the dimensions. Besides which, I cannot be in Xetesk for long periods. I don’t live there, unlike you. And however much Diera understands my desire to see the Protectors have some sort of choice, I am supposed to be retired. Anyway, I don’t think this is the time to debate the rights and wrongs of the Mount’s organisation,’ said The Unknown. ‘But you haven’t helped yourself, Denser. You haven’t kept him informed so he’s gone and sought his own information. All he’s heard is about your ascension to the fringes of the Circle Seven, and nothing about serious dimensional research.’

‘He has to be patient,’ protested Denser. ‘It’s a delicate—’

‘Denser, don’t try it with me!’ snapped The Unknown. ‘For one, Hirad has never had any patience and you should always have borne that in mind. For another, it’s been more than five years and nothing has happened. Those dragons saved Balaia and so far as he’s concerned, Balaia, and more particularly Xetesk, has turned its back on them. And I have to say I have a good deal of sympathy for him.’

‘We need him, Unknown. Dordover are a real threat to my family, I can feel it.’

‘I am aware of that. All I can say is, we’ll do what we can and we’ll see you in Greythorne in fourteen days or so.’

‘That’s a long time,’ said Ilkar.

‘Then we’d best not hang around,’ said The Unknown. ‘Come on, eat up. It’s time we were on our separate ways.’

 


Erienne sprinted through the orchard and flung the door aside, her daughter’s screams resounding in her ears. She turned right and ran down the corridor towards the Al-Drechar teaching chambers buried in the hillside.

Lyanna was sobbing now, the sounds a torture in Erienne’s mind. Her anger flared. Through a set of double doors she all but flattened Ren’erei, who caught her by the arm, arresting her progress.

‘Let me go, Ren’erei,’ she hissed.

‘Calm down, Erienne. What’s wrong with you?’

Erienne struggled against her grip, unable to break it.

‘Those bloody witches are hurting my daughter.’

‘Erienne, I can assure you that is the very last thing they intend.’ But her dismissal and the laughter in her voice merely sent Erienne’s blood racing yet higher.

‘Let me go. Right now.’

‘Not until you calm down.’

Now she looked at Ren, seeing her eyes flinch involuntarily. ‘Let me go or I’ll drop you where you stand,’ she whispered. ‘I will see my daughter now.’

Ren’erei stepped away and Erienne ran on without a second glance, following the sounds in her mind, reaching the door to the Whole Room and throwing it open.

‘What the hell is going on?’ she demanded, but the last words almost died in her throat. Lyanna, apparently happy, was drawing on a chalk board with bright coloured chalks, the Al-Drechar clustered around her desk, staring intently at her work.

Ephemere glanced up. ‘Erienne, you look flustered. Has something happened?’

Erienne frowned. The wailing sobs in her head were gone, the screams a distant echo.

‘I heard—’ she began and took a pace forward. ‘Lyanna, are you all right?’

Not even looking up, Lyanna nodded. ‘Yes, Mummy.’

Erienne turned back to Ephemere who, with Aviana, was walking towards her across the bare but warm, firelit chamber, the flames dancing across the polished stone walls and ceiling.

‘Do you feel all right?’ she asked.

‘No, I—’ Erienne’s frown deepened. ‘I heard . . . in my head. Lyanna was crying and screaming. It was horrible.’

‘I can well imagine,’ said Aviana. ‘It’s probably memories she’s exorcising subconsciously. I’m sorry that they are affecting you. This isn’t a side effect we’d anticipated. But, as you can see, Lyanna is quite contented.’

The two Al-Drechar continued to move toward her and Erienne felt herded back to the door.

‘It wasn’t a dream,’ she said. ‘I wasn’t imagining it.’

‘No one’s suggesting you were,’ said Ephemere, her arm out, shepherding Erienne away. ‘Perhaps you need some air.’

‘Yes,’ said Erienne. ‘Lyanna, do you need Mummy?’

‘No,’ came the bright reply.

‘Fine.’ She couldn’t fathom it. The cries had been of pain and fear. She had felt them and come running as she had done a hundred times before in Dordover. Yet Lyanna was completely untroubled, on the outside at least. It didn’t make sense. Exorcising memories. Perhaps. She had to think. ‘I’ll take that flight above the house, if you don’t mind,’ she said.

Ephemere smiled. ‘Of course. An excellent idea. Clear your head. Come back when you’re done. Lyanna will be finished by then, I’m sure.’

‘See you later then, darling.’

‘Uh-huh.’ Lyanna continued her drawing.

 


A loud, flat crack, echoing in the distance brought Lord Denebre to a slightly confused wakefulness in his chair by the roaring fire. Taking a nap in his warmly-decorated tower chamber as he always did after lunch, with the sun streaming in through the widened castle window, the old Lord shook his head, wondering whether the sound hadn’t been part of a dream. His health had never fully recovered since his town’s occupation by the Wesmen and the pain that periodically gripped his stomach was getting worse and more prolonged as the seasons went by. It was an occupation that had claimed the life of Genere, his wife of forty-five years, and the pain in his stomach was eclipsed by that still in his heart.

Lord Denebre levered himself from his chair and walked slowly over to the tower window which overlooked the castle courtyard and across into his beloved town, from which every scar of Wesmen invasion had been scrubbed. It was a warm late afternoon, though there were clouds sweeping up from the south that promised rain.

Looking down over the beautiful lakeside town, Denebre saw that the noise hadn’t been a dream. Everywhere, people had stopped to look. Though he was old, Denebre’s eyes retained all their sharpness. He could see his townsfolk point or shrug, shake their heads and continue on their way. The market was picking up again after the midday meal, the hawkers’ cries floated above the hubbub, men and women had turned out of the handful of inns and traffic moved sedately down the cobbled, impeccably clean streets.

Lord Denebre didn’t have a vast fortune but what he could spare, he set to keeping the place of his birth as he remembered it as a child. His people respected and protected the town and those who travelled in and sought to take advantage of what they saw as a soft underbelly soon discovered a hard edge to the Lord’s governance. He wouldn’t have gibbets on display in the town, but on the approaches they occasionally swung with the corpse of robber or thief. In his naïveté, he had thought a couple of examples were all that it would take but over the years he had never ceased to be amazed at the arrogance and stupidity of criminals.

Mainly, though, his life had been a joy and his sons and daughters had pledged to keep the idyll when he was gone. That had made it all the harder when the Wesmen had come, threatening the destruction and death of all he held dear.

Gone now, of course. Back across the Blackthornes. He doubted they would ever invade again. And certainly not before he was long entombed. Denebre smiled to himself and took a deep breath at the window. A second crack shattered the calm of the day, bringing silence to the market. It was an unearthly sound, reverberating through the ground and sending a tiny shudder through the castle walls.

Denebre’s face creased into a frown and he squinted out, shading his eyes with a shaking, mottled hand and peering away towards the low hills that bordered the small lake’s southern shores where he had fished as a boy.

A black scar ran down the face of the grass- and bracken-covered slope. Denebre had not recalled it being there before . . . perhaps a fire during the hot, dry summer. He dismissed the notion; it was not something he would have missed.

His heart skipped a beat and raced. The scar was moving. Outwards and down, swallowing more of the lush green and belching a cloud of dust into the sky.

‘No, no,’ he whispered, breath suddenly ragged. Two more cracks assaulted the ears, two more fractures appeared, land falling into the instant chasms, the hideous brown-black lines rushing down the hillside accompanied by a low, dread rumbling.

The vibration through the castle increased. In the marketplace, voices were raised in anxiety and incomprehension. Stalls were rattling, a stack of oranges spilled and bounced onto the street as stallholders rushed to make their goods secure, first instincts for preservation of business, not self.

Moving impossibly fast, the ruptures, which the town’s people couldn’t see, tore through the south shore and disappeared beneath the lake. For one blissful moment, Denebre thought the water had halted the charge but the rumbling never died and the tremors increased their intensity. A picture fell from the wall behind him. The logs shifted on the fire.

Turmoil churned the placid surface of the lake. Waves fled out from its centre in every direction, great bubbles boiled to the surface and finally, with a huge, sucking thud, a wall of water erupted, sending a mist into the air, falling back like a deluge of rain.

Denebre gripped the window sill, the vibrations through his feet leaving him uncertain of his balance. Dust shivered from every crevice and his chair rattled against the stone flags.

Devastation was coming. The farmland north of the lake fell into the void as if hell were pulling it down. Tears were streaming down the old Lord’s face. What the Wesmen couldn’t achieve, nature would wreak in the blink of an eye.

He leaned out of the window. Down in the town, milling confusion reined. People were screaming or barking warnings. Feet slithered on heaving streets, doors were closed, windows fell from frames and the roar of approaching doom still had no face.

‘Run, run.’ Denebre cursed his voice. Weak with age, it couldn’t hope to carry and though he waved an arm frantically, even if anyone was looking, they couldn’t hope to understand what he was doing. He was helpless, and the earth was swallowing his town.

Land folded inwards at its borders, the fractures tore into the first building and moved on, faster than a horse could gallop and straight as an arrow, heading for the castle. The world was shaking. Sudden subsidence robbed Denebre of his purchase and he fell heavily, feeling a bone in his hand snap as he tried to absorb the fall.

He cried out, his breath coming in short gasps, but no one would be hearing him. Outside, the rumble had become a deafening roar, as of some earthbound leviathan finding its voice at the surface.

Denebre clawed his way back to his feet, the floor around him shaking, the window frame creaking, glass long since gone. A timber crashed down behind him, thumping into the fire, scattering burning logs across the floor, embers filling the small room. The old Lord ignored it all.

Panic had engulfed the streets and market place. Men, women and children ran blindly away from a threat that showed no mercy. Timbers split, stone cracked, and whole buildings heaved, struck by giant ripples of land before collapsing into the maw of the beast, crushing anyone in their path.

A choking dust mixed with smoke thickened over Denebre. People scrabbled desperately against the tilting land only to lose grip and slip shrieking into the depths of the earth. The castle gatehouse rocked violently and crumbled, huge gashes fled along the courtyard walls and orders from guardsmen were lost in the awful wailing of horses and the chaos of a hundred poor souls trying to save themselves from a fate from which there was no escape.

Lord Denebre’s tower shifted ominously. Behind him, another timber hit the floor. Slates from the roof fell past the window to land in the crevice opening up before the front doors of his own house and not pausing before sweeping under the keep.

‘May the Gods have mercy upon us,’ he whispered.

The tower shuddered again, the window frame loosened and fell. The air was filled with dust and the creaking of protesting stone and wood. Denebre stood firm, leaning against the shifting wall but the keep groaned, a mortal wound struck in its foundations.

Beyond the walls, the market place was gone, replaced by piles of rubble, mounds of earth thrown up by the leviathan and scattered with bodies, precious few of whom were moving.

Lord Denebre took one last look at the sky, blue and peaceful, the sun shining down. Beneath his feet, the tower moved sickeningly sideways, the violence of the movement all but breaking his grip on the loose window sill. His knees gave way and he sagged forwards, determined not to lose sight of his beloved town. A thudding far below him, reverberating through his feet, told him of central supports breaking.

The tower teetered, the roar of hell pounding at his ears, the sounds of collapsing stone only just audible. His chamber shifted and sagged. Slabs of rock fell through the ceiling to smash into and through the floor and the fall of slate outside became a torrent.

A third massive shudder and the tower leaned outwards at an impossible angle, slipping, sliding on inexorably. Denebre wiped his face clear of dust and tears.

‘Not long now, Genere, my love. Not long now.’

 


The air was clear, warm and pure in her lungs, as Erienne’s ShadowWings took her slowly higher, revealing more and more of the quite extraordinary structure that dominated Herendeneth’s single shallow peak.

She’d meant to let the air blow through her, dismissing confusion to allow her to think about all that was going awry. But the scene below her changed all that and for an age it seemed, it filled her eyes and her mind.

The house of the Al-Drechar was sprawling, disorganised and magnificent. She hovered, identifying the orchard where Lyanna loved to play, and worked outwards.

Immediately below and towards the path to the landing, she could see what would have been the original grand entrance to the house when it had first been built. Half-towers and gallery-sized rooms were covered with a slate roof which itself was bestrewn with vibrant green creeper. More recently built and making the new frontage, was a lower structure of wood and glass, a long slender entrance corridor that Erienne remembered running along after Ren’erei, on their arrival that now seemed a long time ago.

To the left of the orchard, three slate-roofed wings jutted like the legs of a monstrous insect, not quite straight as if built around immovable natural features. Swooping a little closer, she could see these features were gently steaming rock pools and delicate water-falls none but a fool would destroy.

To the right, one massive structure dominated. She moved slowly over it, seeing courtyards and follies built into the intricate multilevel building of white stone, grey slate, dark wood and an extraordinary abundance of flowers as if the Gods had sprinkled them from the heavens. A gorgeous confusion of reds, yellows, blues and purples, strung with emerald green, every pigment strong and pure.

But the real majesty was to the rear of the orchard and it dwarfed the rest of the house. Cut into steps up the shallow incline to the peak of the hill were terrace after terrace of arches, statues, pillars, domed roofs as of small temples, grottos, pools, intricate rock gardens and perfectly formed trees. And on the peak itself, a stone needle, thirty feet high and six across its base, pointing to the sky, swarming with ivy, covered with weathered carvings and exuding a deep and ancient aura of mage power.

Erienne flew lower, extending her wings for a long slow glide across the extraordinary architectural and cultural diversity of what she saw. Approaching, she looked for a likely landing place, already imagining herself walking in the tranquillity, lost from herself and everyone for a few precious moments. But as she neared, the air chilled and she retreated upwards, feeling all at once like a trespasser in the past.

She wasn’t flying over the fanciful notions of artists brought to fruition, she was flying over graves. One, surely, for every Al-Drechar that had lived to dream of the reunification of the colleges and died, unfulfilled and fearful of the end of all in which they believed.

To land now would be to desecrate the memories. First, she had to carry through her mission, despite her burgeoning misgivings. She flew a little higher and tried to make sense of it all.

Lyanna’s training had performed an almost instant change on her, exactly as Erienne had feared. Gone was the carefree spirit that sang nonsense songs to her doll, to be replaced by a considered, almost introverted, quiet. And though she would still talk, Erienne could see there was more than just the thoughts of a child behind her eyes. It was as if she were assimilating everything she saw, felt and heard; and presumably it was the same on the mana spectra.

Erienne was at once scared of what her daughter would become, proud that she was the future of the One Way and jealous of the wonders she might see.

It was all so different from her time in Dordover, where Lyanna’s training, based on generations of developing the minds of infants, left her with all her innocence and gave her the gift of mana acceptance. Erienne felt yet another sweep of guilt as she rode the warm thermals above Herendeneth. She knew Lyanna’s mind was suffering in Dordover and they had had to leave, but was this really any better? She still shouted out in the night, she still awoke crying from the pain in her head. There was comfort, though. Here, at least, Lyanna stood a chance of living and giving Balaia back the gift that stood on the precipice of extinction.

But she couldn’t banish the worries. She’d seen the Al-Drechar leave the Whole Room and fail to disguise the anxiety in their faces. She had seen them become visibly more frail at the end of each day though the training was barely seven days old. And she had interrupted whispered conversations that stopped too abruptly when she was noticed.

Determining to speak to Ephemere later, she rose higher, interested to see where the illusion began. She was perhaps only fifty feet from the ground when the house started to become indistinct. Like grey cloud washing across the sky, blotting out detail, the house disappeared under the enormously complex spell with every beat of the ShadowWings. At a little over sixty feet, all she could see was the top of a mist-obscured long-extinct volcano.

As she watched, the illusion flickered and steadied. She thought it a trick of her eyes until the shimmer was repeated. To her left, a roiling in the spell left a wing of the house plainly visible for several beats and closer inspection revealed light shining through illusory rock.

Erienne’s heart raced and she dived for the orchard. She’d seen enough poorly maintained static spells to know the illusion was decaying towards the point of collapse.

Something was badly wrong. Surely the Al-Drechar’s strength could not be so seriously impaired this soon. A failing illusion was worse than none at all, sending flares of mana whipping through the spectra. To the trained eye, they’d be like a beacon fire in the dead of night. No clearer signal would be needed. All it would take was a master mage searching the southern coasts of Balaia and out to sea.

And then Dordover would come in force. It would be no contest.




Chapter 7

Two days after leaving Ilkar and The Unknown Warrior, Denser sat in his chambers, a warm fire heating the small study, its crackling frequently drowned out by the storm assailing Xetesk. Lightning flared and spat across the darkened heavens, thunder rolled and crashed, reverberating through the stone of the College, while rain drove against the shutters like the furious knocking of a thousand angry demons.

But no sound came from the pair in the study; Denser at his desk and the promising young lore diviner, Ciryn, in a chair by the fire. She was one of a relatively new breed trained to develop an empathy with certain aspects of another lore, in this case Dordover’s. And scattered around the room was every text and scrap of information Xetesk had on Dordovan lore and its meaning. It amounted to precious little but they had shed fragmented light, held together by educated guesswork, on one of the Tinjata passages Denser had stolen. It had been easy to see why Vuldaroq had ordered the translation removed.

Denser seethed at the danger Lyanna had unknowingly been in every day of her stay in Dordover, a death threat hanging over her. And Erienne could not have known of it, though she would surely have researched Tinjata during her years in Dordover. But, he reasoned, Vuldaroq would have seen this abhorrent passage withheld from her just as he had from Denser.

He reread the words they had pieced together, his anger and relief clashing uncomfortably. ‘. . . silenced forever . . . ritual . . . order of casting . . . and only then can the breath be stopped and the celebration begin . . . scattering of ashes accordingly . . . lore demands. ’

‘There’s no mistake in this?’ he asked.

Ciryn shrugged, her lank brown hair lifting on her shoulders as she did so, and looked at him though dark eyes set in a face too long to be anything but plain.

‘Almost certainly in the words, Master Denser, but not in the meaning.’

He shouldn’t have been surprised, he supposed. But the ritual magical killing the words implied made the Dordovans no better than the Black Wings. Just a little more precise.

Denser returned to a passage towards the end of the prophecy. So far, Ciryn had determined that it dealt with another danger to the Dordovan order. There were words describing some odd type of shielding but no apparent reference to a casting. It also suggested, Ciryn thought, that the shielder would die as a result of the process, or at least become what she called, ‘irrevocably altered’, but that the One Mage would grow in some undefined manner.

Much as Ciryn did, but less logically, Denser scoured the texts at his left hand, looking for anything that might unlock just one of the words of Dordovan lore for which they had, as yet, no clue. Their knowledge was so frustratingly slight. And the Prophecy was written in a lower lore. Had it concerned spell construction or generation, they would have read nothing whatever: the higher Dordovan languages remained completely closed to Xetesk.

Denser sighed and Ciryn looked up, frowning, her finger propping open a scroll, her teeth irritating at her bottom lip.

‘Master Denser?’

‘Sorry, but I can’t make any sense of this.’

‘But I’m afraid I think I can,’ said the diviner.

‘Why afraid?’

‘Because you are the child’s father. I’ll write down the piece I have translated,’ said Ciryn.

‘No, just tell me,’ said Denser.

‘Oh. All right.’ She took in a deep breath. ‘I don’t think it’s a shielding, I think that was the wrong interpretation. But it’s a way of bringing a One Mage from Night undamaged.’

‘How?’ A chance to really help his daughter was there for him to grasp.

‘By the father opening his mind to the storm and surrounding his child with the power of his mind, so showing the light the mage needs to complete Awakening.’

Denser felt suddenly cold. ‘But that would mean I would d—’

‘Be irrevocably changed, yes.’

 


The Circle Seven had taken Denser’s words in complete silence the following mid-morning. Deep under the Tower of the Lord of the Mount in the Laryon Chamber, they had granted him unwilling audience then sat transfixed as he recounted recent events in Dordover, spoken of Erienne’s letter and the work he and Ciryn had completed the night before.

The Circle Seven, Xetesk’s Tower Masters, chaired by Dystran, the fortunate incumbent of the Mount, had been expecting more pressure for research. What they heard was a cry for help and the raising of the spectre of a threat from another College.

‘How long since her disappearance?’ asked Ranyl, an ageing master, hairless and hunched but still vital in his magic.

‘More than sixty days.’ There was a hiss of indrawn breath.

‘And you still hope to find her,’ said Dystran. His tenure had aged his young face, his eyes looked heavy and his black hair was shot through with grey.

‘Yes,’ said Denser firmly. ‘There seems little doubt who she has gone to.’

Dystran chuckled. ‘Indeed, but we are now entering the realm of myth and blind belief. And we have no idea where these one-magic mages of yours live, should they turn out to be real.’

‘You should read more,’ responded Denser. ‘Ilkar says there’s significant evidence that they’re on or near Calaius and that’s backed up, albeit tenuously, by the leads we found in Dordover.’

‘So what do you want of us?’ Dystran regarded Denser over steepled fingers, affecting a pose of studied contemplation. Denser almost laughed. This Lord of the Mount was a ridiculous figure who had done nothing but engender political instability since his surprise tenure had begun more than five years before. A bigger surprise was that he remained alive. Ranyl was doubtless the architect of his continued survival. Denser wandered how long it would be before the old man made his move.

‘I need Xetesk to keep Dordover away. Their intentions are clear enough and we can’t let them take Lyanna back, or worse.’

Dystran’s eyes flashed fanatically cold. ‘Oh we’ll keep Dordover away, all right. We can’t have them meddle any further with the natural order. And you clearly understand your role. It’s certainly fortunate we’ve delayed implementation of the volunteer release plan your Unknown Warrior so desires, isn’t it?’

Denser shuddered. The Protectors would be marching again. The Unknown wasn’t going to like it.

 


Selik rode with a guard of eight Black Wings, his journey from Dordover to Arlen pausing in the ruins of Denebre. He wanted to show his men what it was they were fighting for. Not that they were wavering. It just never hurt to reinforce beliefs.

But what he saw didn’t merely do that, it added a whole new dimension. And for Selik personally, it set his anger raging afresh and brought an ache to his dead eye. The nine men rode slowly around the edges of the once beautiful lakeside town. They couldn’t even get to what had been the centre; chasms in the earth blocked their way.

And perhaps that was fortunate. The stench of death was everywhere. Above the wind, the buzzing of myriad flies was a warning to keep away and everywhere they looked, rats scurried. Disease would be running into the rivers and soaking into the ground. Selik hated to think about the state of the poor innocents lying dead and unburied.

He could imagine all too easily the panic that had engulfed the town. As the earth heaved and buildings plunged, people would have abandoned everything that was dear to them. Their homes, their possessions. Their families. The air would have been filled with the screams of the terrified and the wounded and dying. Dust would have clogged lungs, chips of stone and glass would have slashed faces and hands; and everywhere they ran, the people of Denebre would have encountered the ground at their feet tearing itself apart, swallowing them whole or ripping their bodies to shreds.

Looking across the ruins it was hard to imagine the life that had been there so recently. Not one building was left standing. On the opposite side of the town, the castle was rubble. Selik could make out parts of the keep, piles of tottering stone and snapped timbers suggested where the walls might have been. But the outer structures were gone. A gash seventy yards wide had driven through the centre of the courtyard in front of the keep and taken it all down.

Nearer to where they sat, mute, the Black Wings couldn’t make out a single road or where the marketplace had stood. Debris littered the ground, great boulders and shelves of earth had thrust from below and, here and there, a ragged piece of cloth or the smashed remnants of furniture were all that signified the life that had been so brutally snuffed out.

Selik was amazed that anyone had survived and indeed only a handful had, taking their story to Pontois or Lystern, some south to Erskan. But who was to say it wouldn’t happen again in any of those places?

Selik turned to his men, taking in their disbelieving expressions and the hands over their mouths to keep out the worst of the smell that drifted by on the breeze.

‘This is why we fight magic,’ he said. ‘This is why we are right. Magic caused all of this, never forget that. It is a force of evil and we are the only ones who can see it. The rest of the world is blind.’

But not for long, he thought. The destruction across Balaia had to change the perceptions of its people. They would demand more control. The mages couldn’t be trusted to keep their power benign and innocents were dying in their hundreds and thousands, taken by forces they couldn’t understand.

The worst of it was that she was behind it all. The bitch had given birth to the abomination whose mind was destroying the land. All in the cause of greater power, of domination. Selik seethed and as he put his heels to his mount and spurred it on southwards, leaving Denebre to rot, he began to imagine the pain he would cause her before he allowed her to die. Justice for the righteous. Agonising death for the mage.

 


The rain was falling hard on the Balan Mountains when Ilkar and The Unknown Warrior arrived late one evening, tired and hungry, eleven days after parting company with Denser. It was a bleak and cold night following a chill and sunless day. The rain had fallen incessantly and the pair had ridden into the teeth of a biting wind, every part of their bodies soaked despite cloaks and leather. Bemoaning the sharp change in the weather from the sun and warmth of Julatsa, Ilkar was walking his horse and wishing fervently he was caressing Pheone’s body when a movement in the rocks above caught his eye.

‘Unknown—’ he began, but with a shriek, a huge shadow tore through the clouds, sweeping low over them. Ilkar’s horse reared and bolted, the elf making no attempt to hold on to the reins. The Unknown was pitched from his, landing in a heap on the ground, a flurry of hooves narrowly missing his head as his mount followed Ilkar’s in a desperate attempt to escape.

The dragon banked and turned, its black outline only just visible against the heavy cloud in the darkness. Ilkar, shield spell on lips and heart hammering, moved towards The Unknown as the big man surged to his feet. He was swordless but no less imposing and his face was creased in irritation.

‘Hirad!’ he barked over the noise of wind, rain and wing. ‘That is not funny.’

Nos-Kaan flew overhead, heading back to the Choul.

‘Can’t be too careful,’ came the shouted reply. A figure moved down from the rocks above them. He had a few days’ growth of stubble on his chin, long unkempt hair blowing about his head and heavy furs covering his trademark leather armour. He moved quickly and surely over treacherous wet rock, displaying no fear of the steep falls any slip would bring. Ilkar expected nothing less from Hirad Coldheart.

He leapt the last few feet, his tough leather boots smacking in a small puddle, and pulled Ilkar into a rough embrace.

‘Gods, it’s good to see you, Ilks,’ he said. Ilkar pulled away, his nose wrinkling.

‘You haven’t built the bathhouse yet, then?’ he said. Hirad grinned, his teeth white against his dark stubble.

‘Sorry, it’s these furs. I haven’t got much in the way of curing tools up there. I’m taking them to Blackthorne in a couple of days, get them seen to.’

‘I don’t think so, Hirad,’ said Ilkar. The barbarian’s smile disappeared and he looked from one old friend to the other.

‘This isn’t a social call, then?’ he asked.

‘In this weather?’ said Ilkar, wiping a sheen of water from his face.

‘We’ll tell you all about it once you’ve found our horses and kit,’ grumbled The Unknown. ‘Was that little display really necessary?’

Hirad’s face was sombre. ‘I can’t take chances, Unknown. I couldn’t see who it was and neither could Nos until he was closer. The hunters are getting too clever.’

The Unknown nodded. ‘Later,’ he said. ‘Let’s get ourselves out of this rain first, eh?’

 


It was a beautifully warm sunny day in Dordover, quite at odds with the chill that had swept over the city the day before. The scent of late-flowering blooms hung in the air of the College grounds and the chittering of birds gave an almost spring-like atmosphere. But it was moving towards late autumn and Vuldaroq did not enjoy sweating in the heat during this season. He bustled along the cloister to the Chamber of Reflection where visiting College dignitaries were met, sighing in satisfaction at its cool ambience as he swept in, dark voluminous robes flapping behind him.

The Chamber of Reflection was a room built entirely of polished granite slabs, in each corner of which a fountain or waterfall had been built to engender peace and calm. Woven reed chairs sat about a low marble table and beyond the doors opposite the cloistered corridor was the rock garden. It was a place much loved by mages for its intricate arrangements of pools and plants but hated by Vuldaroq for its ability to trap the sun’s heat. He would not be entering it today.

Waiting in the Chamber were two men recently arrived from Lystern, Balaia’s fourth and smallest College. Heryst, Lord Elder Mage, and General Ry Darrick, Balaia’s brilliant young soldier. He was scowling beneath his mass of light brown curly hair and plainly uncomfortable, shifting his tall frame as if in a hurry to leave as he stood behind the seated Heryst. Three goblets and a jug sat on the low table next to a large wicker bowl of fruits.

‘You took your time,’ said Vuldaroq, bridling at Heryst’s refusal to rise as he entered.

Heryst merely smiled. ‘There are many issues demanding my attention in Lystern. We travelled as soon as was practicable.’

‘Pour yourself some juice, Vuldaroq,’ said Darrick. ‘Sit down. You’re looking a little flushed.’

Vuldaroq met Darrick’s eyes. The General didn’t flinch, staring back placidly until the Dordovan reached for the jug.

‘Your Communion was not detailed,’ said Heryst. ‘I take it you have a problem too severe for Dordover to handle alone.’

Vuldaroq eased himself into a chair, his bulk causing the weave to creak and protest. He took a long draw on the cooling mixed apple and orange juice, determining to retain a modicum of control.

‘As you may be aware, the child has left Dordover. This would not be a problem in itself but she and her mother have disappeared, to all intents and purposes, and we believe them to have been contacted by servants of the One Way.’

Heryst laughed. ‘Vuldaroq, you always did have a penchant for the dramatic. For you, the most outrageous of conclusions to any series of events has always been the most likely. No doubt Erienne is relaxing with her husband. Or perhaps she and Lyanna have merely taken a break from the rigours of training. They are not your prisoners, remember; they can go and do whatever they like without your permission.’

Vuldaroq mopped his sweating brow and allowed himself a patronising smile.

‘Busy your College may be but it faces inwards from dawn ’til dusk. Lyanna is a child of the One, that much is now achingly obvious, and her effect is already being felt across Balaia. Presumably you are aware that Greythorne Town and Thornewood have been struck by winds the like of which none have ever experienced, and that Denebre has been all but swallowed by the earth.’ He leaned back, waiting for reaction. Darrick’s shrug disappointed but did not surprise him.

‘Portents of some greater doom, are they?’ The soldier couldn’t keep the cynicism from his voice.

‘Absolutely,’ said Vuldaroq, hoping his sombre response would disconcert the cocky General. ‘You are clearly not conversant with the Tinjata Prophecy. Your High Elder Mage, of course, is.’

Heryst was suddenly a shade paler, his swagger gone. Vuldaroq watched him replay the words of the prophecy in his head before he spoke, his voice quiet.

‘Are you sure?’ he asked.

‘About what?’

Heryst shrugged. ‘All of it.’

‘How much more evidence do you need? Surely the word is spreading around Lystern as it is here. Denebre has gone, swallowed by the earth. Thornewood has been flattened by a hurricane, we’ve had reports of flooding from a dozen and more towns, and Blood Lake now covers over twice its original area. Even Korina hasn’t escaped. And that’s not to mention all the stories of lightning storms, hail lasting days and cloud so dense the sun never penetrates.

‘Look, Denser was here a few days ago with Ilkar and The Unknown Warrior. The Raven is reforming to search for her. They share our concerns. This child must be found and returned to the College before more harm is done.’

‘And Xetesk?’ ventured Heryst.

Vuldaroq blew out his cheeks. ‘We can expect them to be troublesome. Though they too are at risk from the elemental forces battering Balaia.’

‘But surely they believe the outcome will be better for them if the girl is not found and returned,’ said Heryst.

‘Indeed, so long as the storms cease,’ agreed Vuldaroq. ‘We must be very wary of them.’

‘So what do you require of us?’ asked Darrick, mindful of Heryst’s reaction.

‘Both The Raven and the child will need protection. I have people shadowing The Raven. When the time is right, I want you, General, to be in the right place to help them. That could be before or after they find the girl. If Heryst agrees, I want you to lead a force of Dordovan and Lysternan cavalry to achieve that aim.’

‘Naturally,’ said Heryst. ‘Anything.’

Vuldaroq smiled. ‘Thank you, Heryst. Your cooperation will see both of our Colleges remain independent.’ Darrick was frowning, looking down at his feet. ‘General, is anything bothering you?’

‘There’s something not right about this,’ said Darrick. ‘I don’t see why The Raven were called upon so late and I don’t see why Xetesk would cause any trouble. Surely they share your - our - interest in the child?’

Vuldaroq’s lips thinned. ‘My dear General, The Raven had retired. And while Denser was fully in support of our early efforts to find Lyanna alone, it subsequently became clear we needed more help, hence The Raven and your good selves.

‘And you are right, Xetesk does share our interest, but they have an agenda other than our own. They want to see a return to the One Way of magic and that would spell, if you’ll pardon the pun, the end of Dordover, Lystern and, for that matter, Julatsa.’

‘I can’t see why Xetesk would desire that. Not now - surely they are as anxious as any of us to maintain equality among the Colleges?’

‘Well, that rather depends on whether they feel they can survive and become the dominant force without the need for battle. And I believe that’s exactly what they think.’

Darrick nodded, though Vuldaroq could see he remained unconvinced. ‘And what of Erienne and Lyanna’s feelings and desires?’

‘They are Dordovans,’ said Vuldaroq sharply. ‘And it is our right as well as our duty to train them in the Dordovan ethic. Lyanna will, of course, be allowed to expand her compass to other disciplines but she should remain, at root, one of ours.’

Darrick raised his eyebrows. ‘Surely Lyanna is a child of Dordover and Xetesk, at the very least, and perhaps of all Colleges.’

‘Ry, please? I’ll explain later.’ Heryst looked over his shoulder.

Darrick shrugged. ‘They are my friends, my Lord Mage. I am merely anxious to see right done by them.’

‘And it will be,’ assured Heryst.

‘There is far more at stake here than friendship,’ said Vuldaroq.

Darrick regarded him coolly. ‘No, there isn’t,’ he said. ‘Not for me.’ He bowed to both mages and left the Chamber of Reflection.

Vuldaroq scowled. ‘You keep your General in line,’ he said. ‘We’ve already got The Raven out there and I can’t have any more mavericks. This is too big.’

‘Don’t worry, Vuldaroq. Darrick may be possessed of a big heart but he is also possessed of an unflinching loyalty to Lystern. He’ll do as I ask.’

‘See that he does.’
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Lyanna was walking alone down the corridor to her room as Erienne hurried into the house, a confrontation with the Al-Drechar on her mind.

‘Lyanna?’ she called, a little more sharply than she’d intended, taken aback that Ren’erei wasn’t shadowing her.

The little girl stopped and Erienne felt the air move about her. She turned a scowling face to her mother and walked towards her. Erienne had seen that scowl a hundred times before but this time she felt threatened, though the notion was absurd.

‘Oh Lyanna, what’s happened? Don’t look like that,’ she said gently, crouching down. ‘Come and give me a hug.’

‘I don’t feel well,’ said Lyanna. ‘Ephy’s very tired and Myra was sick. I hurt them, Mummy, and I hurt you.’ She was close to tears.

Erienne frowned. ‘You didn’t hurt me, darling. I was just worried about you, that’s all.’

But Lyanna shook her head. ‘No, Mummy, I know what I did.’ A tear rolled down her cheek. Erienne wiped it away then pulled Lyanna close.

‘You could never hurt me, Lyanna. I love you.’ She stood, picking her daughter up and taking her to her room, setting her on the bed. ‘Tell you what, why don’t you tell me what you did today? What made Ephy so tired?’

‘I draw pictures,’ said Lyanna, her tone a little brighter. ‘Of what the magic inside me shows me. Then they tell me how to hold the wind it makes in my head.’ Lyanna looked up and more tears were in her eyes. ‘But I can’t make it work and they have to help me and it makes them ill and things happen. I know they do because they all look so frowny and then they have to stop and make my mind quiet again.’

She started to grizzle and Erienne held her tightly, her heart lurching. She couldn’t grasp exactly what Lyanna was trying to explain but one conclusion was clear enough. The Al-Drechar weren’t coping.

‘Will you be all right here on your own for a little while?’ she asked.

‘Yes. For a little. Maybe Ren will come.’

‘If I see her, I’ll ask her to visit you.’ Erienne smiled and leant to kiss Lyanna’s cheek. It was wet with tears. ‘Don’t worry, my sweet. Everything will be fine.’

But as she hurried along to the dining room where she hoped to find the Al-Drechar, her words echoed in her mind like betrayal.

They were there, as she had hoped, sitting around one end of the table as always. Myriell had the pipe in her hands though it was only late afternoon.

‘Sit, Erienne. Sit.’ Cleress waved a hand wearily at the empty chairs. Erienne chose one where she could face them all.

‘I think it’s time you told me what is really going on,’ she said.

‘You sound as if you think something’s wrong,’ said Aviana.

‘And it’s time you dropped that illusion too. It’s as full of holes as the one I flew over just now.’ There was no reaction. Erienne pointed at her eyes. ‘These work, you know.’ Then her ears. ‘And so do these. So why don’t you drop the high and mighty all-conquering Al-Drechar bit and tell me what’s happening.’ Erienne felt her anger stir. She saw a frown flash across Ephemere’s face but it was Cleress who spoke.

‘Your daughter is an exceptionally talented individual but her abilities are unfocused. It is taking longer than we anticipated to calm her mind. Then we can begin to train her to use the Way.’

‘Gods, I get straighter answers from Lyanna,’ Erienne said. ‘Look, I don’t know whose benefit all your bluff is for but I’m not buying it. I may not be Al-Drechar but I know when I see a major illusion disintegrating and I know what that causes in the mana spectra. I also know when I see four exhausted old elves and I’m looking at them right now. I’m asking you, please, don’t fail because you’re too proud to call on me to help.’

The Al-Drechar were silent, expressions neutral while they conversed with each other. Erienne waited and presently Ephemere focused on her.

‘Erienne, the depth of your daughter’s potential power exceeds our hopes but brings such problems. Her youth makes her mind so vulnerable to surges and uncontrolled expression of mana and we have had to absorb and refocus so much as she learns to accept the feelings within her.

‘She is not currently at risk because we are able to accommodate her energies but, as you have made clear, it has depleted our own and leaves us somewhat exposed.’

‘Somewhat? Look at you Ephy, Myra - all of you - taking the pipe in the afternoon, sitting like it takes all of your remaining energy to stay upright. And that illusion above our heads is a liability. Why do you even sustain it?’ Erienne felt a crawling in her chest. The Al-Drechar looked so frail. Such power and venerability reduced to sunken-eyed exhaustion.

‘It is our only defence,’ said Aviana. ‘We are so few and our enemies are so near.’ She sounded close to panic.

‘But how long can you go on, Ana? Gods, you’re killing yourselves. Let me help, I implore you. Tell me what I can do.’ She searched their faces through the wisps of smoke. ‘Clerry? Ephy?’

‘We have already taken steps,’ said Cleress.

‘Ren’erei is leaving on the pre-dawn tide,’ said Ephemere.

‘To do what?’

‘To seek mages who can sustain the illusion and allow us to focus all our energies on Lyanna,’ replied Cleress.

‘Where’s she going? I mean, do you have mages you can trust?’

Cleress shook her head. ‘I’m afraid it’s a little more urgent than that. We have no mages in the Guild and Ren’erei goes to Calaius to recruit those who believe in our myth.’ She tried to smile. Erienne was horrified.

‘You’re going to invite total strangers here? Think of the consequences! ’

‘And think of them if we don’t,’ said Myriell harshly, her voice thick with pipe smoke.

‘No, no. Sorry, Myra but you misunderstand,’ said Erienne. ‘I’m talking about trust and betrayal. You’ve spent so long keeping your location secret, you can’t afford even the slightest risk that Ren’erei finds the wrong people.’ She paused, her heart swelling in her chest, ashamed at the rush she was feeling. ‘I’m going with Ren’erei but not to Calaius because you need people, and not just mages, that you can trust utterly. We’re going back to Balaia. You need The Raven.’




Chapter 8

The vanguard of the Protector army scouted half a day ahead of the rest, at the limits of contact with their brothers. Twenty men, masked and silent, accompanied by four mages directing their movement but no longer with the ultimate punishment for disobedience available to them.

The Protectors represented a declining but still awesome Xeteskian calling. The last man had been taken more than six years before and subsequently freed in a ceremony that could not be repeated until it was further researched. He was The Unknown Warrior and they would never forget him.

A frighteningly short time ago, a Protector transgressing the harsh rules of the calling would have suffered soul torment by demons for as long as his Given mage wanted. That was no longer sanctioned although the demons hadn’t been told that. Souls to torment was their part of the bargain for maintaining the Demon-Chains that linked each Protector to his soul held outside his body in the Soul Tank, deep in the catacombs of Xetesk.

In truth, the punishment wasn’t needed now anyway. Aeb, at the head of the vanguard, could barely remember the years before he was taken. He would have been in his late teens, he thought. What he knew now was that the Soul Tank, where his soul linked with those of his hundreds of companions, meant brotherhood beyond all human meaning. It meant strength, comfort and understanding on the most basic level. It was what made them the power they were.

He understood that one day, he might be asked to choose freedom. He wasn’t sure what he would say.

But some rules remained. A Protector could make no decisions except in a battle situation unless his Given was lost. And Protectors were never told to where they marched. They followed and fought or threatened as directed. Aeb accepted it had to be this way. And though the souls often swam in unhappiness in their Xeteskian containment, their abiding joy was their closeness and the power it gave them. There were no dissenters. It had ever been so and the concept was alien. It would undermine the whole and that was unacceptable. Abhorrent.

Aeb was aware that research would break the brotherhood and it saddened him. But for now, people feared the Protectors and that was right. People like the Dordovan cavalry they had encountered.

They had been travelling south and east from Xetesk for four days, stopping late in the night and setting off at dawn each day, their pace fast, their rests dictated by the tiredness of mages and horses. An hour from the borders of the mage lands, in an area once rich for farming but now battered by incessant rain, they had paused for refreshment.

All day, low cloud had released a shifting rain mist that eddied in the wind and made visibility poor. The damp penetrated armour and mask, the land was quiet as if every other living thing had sought shelter, and the mist played with the eyes, making shapes where there were none. For some time before the Dordovans had ridden up, they had heard hoof falls echoing dully, the rain and wind making their direction of approach difficult to determine. Eventually, the Dordovans had appeared, their lead warriors pulling up sharply as the Xeteskians loomed at them out of the mist.

Aeb permitted himself the tiniest satisfaction at their manner. He could see the mask of Elx, dark and shining, and knew that they must have startled the horsemen. Aeb signalled the body of the army, using his nineteen brothers to augment him over the range. The mages stepped into the centre of the trail as a rider trotted up from the middle of the Dordovan column. He was another mage, but fat, the skin of his face unhealthy under the hood of his cloak. His horse had the girth to match.

Their lead mage, Sytkan, spoke.

‘Vuldaroq. What an unpleasant, if predictable sight.’

The fat mage smiled. ‘Likewise, Sytkan. We’ve heard reports of you and your abominations on the move for days. I suppose it’s pointless to enquire after your destination.’

‘A waste of your breath, but more a waste of mine.’ Sytkan looked about him. He was a young mage, a junior master but being schooled for greatness. He was tall, quick and heavy-boned, his grey eyes glaring out from under his tight-fitting skull cap. ‘You know something, I do believe these lands to be under the care of Xetesk.’

‘Care? An interesting term. And I believe we have full rights of passage as laid down in the Triverne Agreement on Mage Land Propriety.’

‘An old and dusty legislature,’ said Sytkan. ‘And rendered void in times of open conflict between Colleges, as I recall.’

‘Is that what you call this?’ asked Vuldaroq.

‘Since your insults are directed at the Lord of the Mount, yes.’

Tension flared. Aeb watched the ripple through the Dordovan cavalry. He could count more than a hundred but guessed that twice that many stood hidden by the chill swirling mist.

Stand down ready. No weapons. Check left, aggressive intent, centre is fear, right neutral, Aeb pulsed to his brothers. None of them so much as moved a muscle.

In the centre of the trail, the four Xeteskian mages stood calm but Aeb could feel one preparing a HardShield to defend against projectile attack. Beside her, another prepared spell defence. He assumed the Dordovans were doing the same.

‘It would be unwise to threaten us, Sytkan,’ said Vuldaroq. ‘I have three hundred cavalry here. I’d hate to see them run you down.’

‘And you will not,’ replied Sytkan, voice firm but cool. ‘A clear act of aggression in Xeteskian lands would be a great mistake with the bulk of the Protector army not far behind you.’

Vuldaroq chuckled and dismounted, his horse twitching its gut and back as the considerable weight was removed. The mage walked forward.

‘There. Far more civilised. Now, I think this little spat should end here. Let’s agree to differ on our agendas and move on.’ He was a few paces from Sytkan and Aeb could see the fear in his eyes though he covered it with overconfident bluster.

‘Absolutely,’ agreed Sytkan. ‘But for you that means journeying by the quickest route from Xeteskian lands. You understand you cannot be allowed to ride ahead of us. So, north, I think that means. Aeb, do you concur?’

‘The lands north are easier for horses, Master. It is a quicker route than south.’

‘Exactly. I am sorry, Vuldaroq, but I have instructions from Dystran himself. Due to the unfortunate reaction of Dordover and Lystern, our lands are temporarily closed to your traffic. I require you to respect that.’

‘You expect me to accede to the word of a Lord of the Mount who is nothing more than a puppet to his Circle Seven and the advice of a masked thug?’ Vuldaroq spun on his heel and stalked back to his horse.

‘Retract your remarks concerning my Lord of the Mount,’ demanded Sytkan.

‘I never retract the truth.’

‘Aeb, deploy,’ muttered Sytkan, signalling his mages to cast their shields.

Space across the path. Move to ready.

Like ghosts in the mist, the Protectors reacted, their movements precise and efficient. In moments they had blocked the path in a slightly concave line. As they came to ready, axes and swords snapped from back mounts in a clatter of steel which echoed across the windswept space, its chill sound accentuated by the silence that followed. Aeb looked and saw fear. It was expected.

Sytkan spoke into the void. ‘This is not a bluff. Your insults are crude, Vuldaroq, but our threat is not. Ride north. Leave our lands and take some advice. Go back to Dordover. You’ll find nothing but death in Arlen.’

Vuldaroq sniffed. ‘I will ride where I please.’

‘North.’

‘And if I refuse?’

‘Then we will attack you. Aeb has freedom to act. He needs no further command.’

Vuldaroq considered and smiled. He shrugged.

‘Horses are quick. Your creatures are on foot. I can order the cavalry to ride north a mile if it will assuage your conscience. We will return to the path at a time that suits us and well ahead of you.’

‘How little you understand about the mind of a Protector. He is bred to snuff out threat and aggression against Xetesk. You can only ride so fast and we will track you down. Don’t challenge us.’

‘I am getting very tired of this. We are three hundred horse and one hundred and fifty mages. You are twenty and four. Stand aside.’

‘You are a split force,’ said Sytkan. ‘And no, we will not yield. All Xeteskians are pledged to defend their land, as you are yours. If you can’t show civility, at least show respect.’ He tempered his tone and added. ‘Come on, Vuldaroq, neither of us needs to fight here. You know I can’t move. You aren’t losing face. You’re just doing the right thing.’

‘So be it.’ Vuldaroq wheeled his horse and began to trot back down the centre of the four-abreast cavalry column. At once, FlameOrbs soared up from its middle, arcing across the space to splash against the shield covering the Xeteskians. It held, the fire lashing over its transparent surface, searing and cracking as it dissipated into the ground, sending steam clouding up.

‘Damn you, Vuldaroq,’ muttered Sytkan.

Aeb needed no invitation.

Front rank, horses, second rank, flank support. Force width, pincer in.

Standing at the centre point of their formation, Aeb, with Elx and Ryu at his sides, stepped up just as the Dordovan cavalry started moving. Dropping to his haunches, Aeb swung his axe right-handed into the lead horse’s front legs, catching the left just above the knee and slicing clear. The animal screamed and reared, Aeb already moving forward and away from the flailing limbs. Its rider crashed off, seeing nothing but the Protector’s sword thrash through his undefended neck.

Left and right, Aeb’s brothers struck low with axe, high with sword, horses and riders collapsing as the frightening onslaught gathered momentum. Blood fizzed into the air, painting the mist a hideous shade of pink and, all around, the terrified cries of horses mingled with the urgent shouts of riders attempting to force their mounts to forward action.

Aeb was pressed on all sides. He lashed out with his axe, feeling it bite deep into an unguarded flank. The horse leapt sideways, rider hanging on, sweeping his sword down where it connected with Aeb’s protective block. But the man was unbalanced and the next axe strike knocked him from his saddle, to die under the hooves of his stricken mount which, eyes rolling, searched for a way out of the death, the scent high in its flaring nostrils.

Aeb let it go, to add to the confusion, and turned for his next target. Ahead of him, the cavalry had stopped and left Elx decapitated a rider who had made the mistake of leaning down to strike at what he had been sure was an unguarded back.

Regroup. Withdraw centre. Outer flanks hold. They are massing. Charge imminent.

Aeb looked along the line. No Protectors were lost and a dozen cavalry lay slain. He backed off, each footstep sure, guided by a brother. Overhead, more FlameOrbs covered the sky, boiling the spray of rain as they travelled, detonating harmlessly on the Xeteskian shields. There was no return.

The Dordovan cavalry had disappeared back into the mist but in the eerie half-silence, shouted orders filtered out. Visibility was perhaps sixty yards. The Protectors stood in two ranks of ten, ten paces from the carnage they had created. Their weight was towards the flanks, eighteen each side, with only Aeb and three others holding dead centre. Long before they could see anything, the ground vibrated as the cavalry advanced at a trot. Clashing metal sounded from the mist, and the snorts of horses impatient for the charge.

Aeb waited, his Protectors solid and immobile. Shadows moved in the mist ahead, ghosts in the rain. Slowly, they resolved and Aeb could see the outline of their formation. He felt his pulse quicken and his brothers joined him in the surge that came before battle. Behind him, the mages were mounted, spell shields doubled, HardShield dropped, ready to run but confident in their Protectors.

Perhaps fifty yards away, at a barked order, the cavalry charged, the riders roaring as they came, weapons glistening in the rain, their horses sleek and powerful, bred for the run.

Aeb had assessed the charge before it came. ‘Front ranks, Master Sytkan. Break the flanks.’

They will attempt to flank, be ready. Low stance, quick strikes. Axes front. We are one.

We are one, came the response.

Xetesk had a weapon and Sytkan, having already suffered spell attack, was not shy of retaliating with it. He had been preparing since the skirmish began. As the first horses in the eight-wide column broke into the gallop towards the bodies of their fallen comrades, he and his spare mage crossed arms over their chests before pushing their hands out to cover the cavalry’s flanks.

‘HellFire.’

Blasting away the mist, steam trailing and gushing, a dozen columns of fire hammered down from the sky, each seeking a living soul. To the left, the Dordovan shield held, sending the flame lashing and spinning into the ground where it scorched the wet earth to ignition, panicking horses and riders alike. But to the right it cracked, and beneath it, the cavalry never stood a chance.

Men blew apart under the sudden tumult, with no time to scream before their bodies were splashed to the winds, the fire driving on, breaking horses in two, finally spending itself against the ground.

The right flank disintegrated in terror, surviving horses bucking and twisting, taking their hapless riders back into the teeth of the charge that smashed into them, unable to pull up in time. Horses tried desperately to jump others in their path, catapulting riders out of saddles and the slap of horse on horse as well as the agonised cries of riders with legs crushed between two beasts filled the air.

To the left, the splashing fire caused similar chaos, though less pain and only in the centre did the charge come on. Skittish but well-trained, the wild-eyed mounts drove steadily on, slower now, picking their way over the bodies of the fallen.

In front of them squatted Aeb, axe cocked and ready in both hands, his sword discarded, lying in the mud at his feet. He fixed his eyes on their strides, establishing the pattern and calculating the fast diminishing distance. At the last, he rolled left and forward, returning to the crouch and swinging up and out with his axe. He felt it slice flesh and he hardened his grip, letting the blade bite deep and his body be dragged forward by the momentum of the horse, keeping his body tucked.

The animal shuddered. Aeb looked up and saw the axe deep in its thigh. He clung on, dragging it down, its rider unable to strike out effectively as he fought his wounded mount. The horse stuttered and pitched on to its nose, other cavalry milling behind it, disconcerted by the belligerence of the Protectors. But two broke through, bowling over the men in their path, horses clattering over bodies, riders exhorting them on.

Taken by surprise for an instant, one of the second rank was taken by a wheeling sword that whistled through his chest, lifting him from his feet. But the rest were so fast. Forming up seamlessly, Protectors crouched and swung to slow the horses while more brothers dived at the riders, bearing them from their saddles to the ground and with sharp twists, ending their lives in a snapping of necks.

Aeb wrenched his axe clear of the fallen but struggling horse.

Aeb, three brothers down. Sword underfoot. Right lower rear quarter strike.

He struck without looking. A cavalryman died.

Stooping, he swept up his sword, straightened and saw the end-game. Protectors forged in on both sides of the crumbling charge. Wide spaced and with weapons free, they struck without error, bringing down horse before taking rider, a relentless advance. Aeb moved up. In front of him, a cavalryman wrestled his blade from a tangle of reins and forced his horse around. He blanched as he saw the Protector advance but was already too late. Ignoring the animal, Aeb lashed round-armed with his axe, lifting the rider clean out of his saddle, the blow catching him high in the chest, his last breath exhaled as a fountain of blood.

They are broken. We are victorious. We are one.

We are one.

Aeb surveyed the enemy. They were wheeling and galloping away down the trail, shouts of recrimination echoing through the swirling mist that smelled so much of death. Satisfied, he turned, counted all the mages safe and knelt to take the mask from Elx.

The brother had taken a hoof clear in the face, splitting the mask and snapping his neck. His face, bloodied and bruising, stared sightless to the sky. He was released. In the Soul Tank, they would grieve. His body, they would burn. His weapons, they would take.

Aeb walked back down the path to where Sytkan sat on his horse, his young face angry, his body tired from the HellFire casting.

‘Will they attack again?’ he asked.

‘No, but we will track them, master. Now they are running south.’

‘Good. Then tend to your wounded and dead. We need to be away from here. It’s still ten days to Arlen.’




Chapter 9

‘Has the water clogged your ears, Ilkar? I said no.’ Hirad slammed his tin cup down on the stone table and stalked to the door of his hut, leaning against its frame and looking out at the dreary night.

The rain hadn’t stopped and by the time they’d found the horses, all three men were drenched and miserable. Hirad had banked a good fire in his hut and now their clothes were steaming on a rail hanging in front of it while they each wore a blanket. But despite the ridiculous picture they made and the meal they shared, Hirad’s mood had not lightened enough to hear what Ilkar and The Unknown wanted of him with any real reason.

‘You shouted it, actually,’ said Ilkar evenly, picking at some lamb stuck in his teeth. ‘And I heard you the first time. I just hoped I’d heard wrong.’

‘Well you didn’t,’ growled Hirad, turning half face. ‘Why the hell should I help that prat? Everything he promised, he failed to deliver. The Kaan are still here.’

‘It was never something that was going to be solved quickly,’ reasoned The Unknown.

‘I know. I didn’t expect quickly. But it’s been almost five years. And nothing has happened. Nothing.’ Hirad’s voice was cool and angry. ‘They’re dying, you know.’

‘I understand your feelings,’ said The Unknown. ‘But Denser’s not been idle, he’s—’

‘Oh yeah, I gathered that. Close to the Circle Seven, has the ear of the Lord of the Mount, good chambers. Not idle at all.’ Hirad cleared his throat and spat out of the door. ‘Tell you what, when he comes here with clear evidence Xetesk is working on getting my dragons home, I’ll help him find his family.’

‘He doesn’t have that sort of time,’ said The Unknown.

‘He’s had five years!’ Hirad stormed back across the room. ‘Five bastard years! My dragons are dying and the only people capable of helping them are sitting on their fat arses congratulating each other about how they beat the Wesmen. The real heroes are being left to rot.’ Hirad stared at The Unknown and Ilkar in turn, taking in their faces in the firelight.

‘I’m not getting through, am I?’ he said quietly. ‘Get your boots on and come with me. The Choul’s right next door. Saying hello is the least you can do.’

The three men scurried across the short space to the cave, blankets held tightly around them. Hirad’s lantern lit the way in the chill, damp gloom.

‘Gods, Hirad, it’s cold,’ said Ilkar.

‘Yes, isn’t it,’ said Hirad. They rounded the corner into the Choul proper, the stench of dragon nauseatingly strong. Hirad grinned fiercely at his friends’ gasps.

‘Great Kaan, visitors for you.’

Sha-Kaan raised his head and opened a shining blue eye.

‘Well met, Ilkar. Well met, Unknown Warrior.’ His voice was low and tired, that of a dragon close to sleep.

‘And you, Sha-Kaan,’ said Ilkar. ‘I won’t ask about your health. Hirad has already been forthright. I am sorry.’

‘Sorry will not take us home.’ The lack of lustre was plain. The immensity of the Kaan’s size and presence was undiminished but the verve was gone from his voice and his languid movement was a sign of his growing inertia.

‘Hirad mentioned your desire,’ said The Unknown.

‘It has always been a desire. Now it is a necessity.’ Sha-Kaan gazed at the pair unblinking. ‘You have picked a curious time for your visit. Rain and dark, I understand, are not to human liking.’

The Unknown shrugged. ‘We need Hirad. The weather is inconsequential.’

‘And I told them I wouldn’t be helping,’ interrupted Hirad.

‘With what?’ asked Sha-Kaan.

‘Finding Denser’s daughter.’

‘Ah.’ Sha-Kaan opened his mouth wide, his jaws stretching impossibly wide, fangs glinting in the lantern light. ‘I might have guessed the thief was at the heart of your anger, Hirad Coldheart. Presumably he isn’t yet offering a way back to Beshara.’

‘No,’ said Hirad curtly. ‘He hasn’t quite finished worming his way to the top of the Xeteskian mage society.’

Ilkar sighed.

‘You have something to add?’ asked Sha-Kaan.

‘Hirad knows I believe he’s being harsh on Denser, though I understand his and your frustration at the length of your wait. But we’re talking about the safety of Erienne and her child, Lyanna. They are in considerable danger though they probably don’t know it. Right now, Dordover is searching for them both and Denser thinks they don’t necessarily want to catch Lyanna alive.’

‘And I said he’s creating shit,’ said Hirad. ‘Dordover has been training her. Why would they want to kill her?’

‘I tried to explain but you weren’t listening. It’s because of what she represents and where they think she’s gone,’ Ilkar said.

Sha-Kaan breathed out, a low rumbling sound that sent echoes through the air.

‘This child is a mage?’ he asked.

‘ “Mage” hardly covers it,’ said Ilkar. ‘She is almost certainly a four-College adept and probably capable of encompassing the One Way.’

Nos- and Hyn-Kaan’s heads snapped up and all three dragons stared at Ilkar, who took an involuntary pace backwards. The Kaans’ necks moved, giving the impression of a three-headed beast with a single monstrous body.

‘Where has she gone?’ demanded Sha-Kaan.

‘Denser suspects she’s with practitioners of the One Way but we don’t know if they even still exist, let alone where they might be.’

‘Al-Drechar,’ breathed Sha-Kaan. ‘If they live, they must be found. Hirad, you must help.’

‘Who are these Al whatever?’

‘Keepers of the One,’ said Sha-Kaan. ‘Septern will surely have shared his knowledge with them. He was one of them. They can send us home.’

 


Dordover had ignored Xetesk’s call for a Triverne Lake meeting. That in itself would have been an act of aggression had they not invoked a dusty but very useful clause in the four-College treaty which in this case covered Julatsa. The College was inquorate, temporarily at least, and unable to fulfil its duties. More, its acting High Mage, Ilkar of The Raven, was absent.

Vuldaroq fully expected the deputation he received a few days later, particularly as it came in the aftermath of his mobilisation of a one-hundred-and-fifty-strong Dordovan mage force, enhanced by three hundred mounted swordsmen. That, added to Darrick’s Lysternan and Dordovan cavalry, however reluctant their commander, amounted to a significant troop movement. Xetesk were bound to be unhappy but, as in all things, it was the way in which they were told that was important.

This was not a stroke Vuldaroq would have pulled with Styliann still incumbent on The Mount. Whatever his personal feelings, Vuldaroq had respected Styliann’s intelligence and political acumen. But the pup, Dystran, had no respected network, no quality advisers and no sure thoughts of his own. Even Denser wasn’t on hand to help. Everything seemed to be working rather well and Dystran’s entirely predictable responses merely added to Vuldaroq’s feeling of control.

He chose to meet Dystran and his unimpressive entourage in the austere surroundings of a student’s study chambers, the small living area of which contained a round table and four straight wooden chairs, a basic iron-grated fireplace and plain brown drapes which hid ill-fitting shuttered windows. Candles cast a wan illumination amid gaunt shadows, and the air was heavy with old damp.

The only concession to the seniority of his guests was the ubiquitous bowl of fruits and an insulated jug of Dordover’s much vaunted herbal tea. It was cold, wet and very windy outside and the enlivening infusion would banish thoughts of that particular unpleasantness and stop tired minds from wandering.

Vuldaroq and High Secretary Berian were ensconced early in the chambers, situated in an outbuilding off the central courtyard behind the Tower. As the door opened to admit a scowling Dystran, Vuldaroq had positioned himself to greet him with a perfectly modelled expression of apology on his face. Behind Dystran, came Ranyl, an average mage in Vuldaroq’s opinion, and a pair of Protectors.

‘Gentlemen, I must apologise for the sparseness of our surroundings but your arrival finds us at rather a loss for quality accommodation. ’ He held out his hands in a gesture of supplication. Dystran regarded him coldly before moving to sit opposite Berian.

‘We have come here to talk, not debate the fine points of your College’s architecture and wallhangings,’ he said.

‘Indeed not,’ said Vuldaroq, smiling thinly. ‘Berian, tea for our guests. My Lord Dystran, your Protectors?’ Vuldaroq found it difficult to contain his distaste at the abominations that insulted his College by their presence. They should all have been put to the sword years ago.

‘They need nothing. If they make you feel uncomfortable, they can remain outside.’

‘Most kind.’ Vuldaroq took his seat and waited while the tea was poured. Ranyl selected an apple but he was the only one who ate. The Dordovan Tower Lord watched while the Xeteskians drank, noting with satisfaction their obvious pleasure.

‘Very good,’ admitted Dystran.

‘Perhaps our best kept secret,’ said Berian, inclining his head.

‘Hmm, and you keep very few of those these days, it seems,’ said Dystran, turning to face Vuldaroq.

‘You have issues you wish to discuss,’ said Vuldaroq smoothly.

‘I have not ridden here to idly pass the days,’ said Dystran shortly. ‘And I will not keep you from my point. Your mobilisation of forces is a clear act of aggression and an insult to the peace not only between the Colleges but that presiding across Balaia. And, I will add that your Arch Mage’s decision to send, with all due respect to yourself, a lesser lord, to attend me is a personal slur that I find both mystifying and unnecessary.’

Vuldaroq lifted his hands in a placatory gesture while he seethed behind his carefully neutral expression.

‘As I’m sure you are aware, my Lord Dystran, Arch Mage Herolus is in very poor health and his death is close. I and Berian act as his voice and his ears in his stead, as it has always been during times of Arch Mage sickness. There is no slur.’ He sipped his tea before continuing. ‘Furthermore, I find your use of the term aggression a little surprising. I fail to see who it is that we threaten. My meagre forces are acting on reputable intelligence suggesting a threat to our child, Lyanna, and her mother. We are naturally concerned and have dispatched a protective force to travel south, where we believe we have most chance of finding our people before our enemies do.

‘I fear the same cannot be said for your considerable number of, and I use the term advisedly, “Protectors” now marauding along the borders of the mage lands blatantly intimidating any Dordovans they and their masters encounter.’

Dystran frowned. ‘Against what are you protecting the child? You haven’t even found her yet and indeed probably never will. The Raven may bring her back but I fear even they will be left searching for spirits in the wind.

‘As for my Protectors, they are there as a reminder to Dordover that shows of strength and force will not go unchallenged or unmatched. They also provide a security net for those within and without the mage community who do not share Dordover’s parochial views.’

Vuldaroq chuckled and leant back in his chair, taking a mouthful of tea that he sloshed over his tongue, letting the flavours enrich his mouth. At least the pup had spirit.

‘My dear Dystran, Dordover’s views can hardly be considered parochial, shared as they are by Lystern and Julatsa. It is Xetesk that is out of step with College thinking and College desire.’

‘But surely your desire to control Lyanna will lead to her losing her life,’ said Dystran.

‘I have mentioned no one losing their life,’ replied Vuldaroq. ‘Our intention is to return the girl here to continue her training.’

‘Which, as I think we are both aware, will result in her quick and painful demise.’

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘Don’t play me for a fool, Vuldaroq. We both understand what is happening here and we both know that Erienne left Dordover because she believed your training was harming her daughter. We both think we know to whom she has gone and we have both read the Tinjata Prophecy. But instead of being excited about the possibility that the Al-Drechar still live, your sole concern is grasping at something that is not even yours to take back.’

Dystran’s eyes burned while beside him, Ranyl drank tea as if he hadn’t a care. In contrast, Vuldaroq could sense Berian’s discomfort without the need to look. He let the tension settle, choosing to refill their mugs, the new burst of revitalising herbal scent a perfect tonic.

‘I have never thought you a fool,’ he said at length, the lie slipping easily from his tongue. ‘But the chaos and destruction visited on Balaia is the principal reason Lyanna must be returned to us quickly. It’s clear to the Masters here that whoever holds her, and I’m not at all convinced it is these Keepers of the One you seem to think it is, haven’t the skill to prevent her from unleashing these mana storms. There was no such problem while she was here, was there?’

Dystran gave a slight nod. ‘Stories of freak weather were around well before Lyanna left Dordover. Still, a predictable response. However, Xetesk considers Lyanna a Dordovan by fluke of birthplace only. We believe her to be a child of the One and that while Tinjata was mainly accurate, his conclusion was flawed and based in fear of a return to the One Way, not in real belief of ultimate disaster.’

‘And you don’t consider earthquakes, hurricanes and tidal waves the prelude to ultimate disaster?’ Vuldaroq was surprised by the basic flaws in the Xeteskian take on events. ‘If we’re right, and by we, I mean you and us, then just one small child is causing all this. She must be properly controlled until she is able to harness her undoubted powers effectively.’

Dystran shook his head. ‘Let’s not pretend, Vuldaroq. Lyanna represents a threat to the magical order that Dordover wishes to maintain. But she is the future for us all. The way forward, not back as you seem to believe. And we will not stand by and watch her destroyed by you while you hide behind your pretty words.’ Dystran set his body and pushed his mug away from him. ‘We will stop you taking her. Recall your forces. Let The Raven see her safe.’

‘The Raven?’ Vuldaroq couldn’t help but scoff. ‘Pawns in a greater game and in too deep. They are a help to us all but no solution. Surely you can see that.’

‘Yet you let them run because part of you believes them to have the best chance of finding the child.’

Vuldaroq inclined his head. ‘Their skill is unquestioned. Their strength as the years pass is more open to debate.’

‘And assuming you should recover the child by whatever means, when will you be handing her to Xetesk for further training?’

The Dordovan Tower Lord was taken by surprise by the question and blew out his cheeks while giving an involuntary half shrug. ‘Dystran, that is a decision for our lore masters and not one that can be given now.’

Dystran leaned forwards, clasping his hands in front of him on the table. ‘On the contrary, Dordovan, it can. The girl is to be left with the Al-Drechar, if it is they who hold her. And that is because we believe they have the best chance of halting the mana storms in a timely fashion. Or she is to travel to Xetesk before enjoying training in both Lystern and ultimately Julatsa. She will not be returning to Dordover.’

Vuldaroq felt his jaw drop a mote before he caught it. ‘You dare to threaten this in the halls of my College?’ he managed.

‘Oh, please, Vuldaroq, this is no threat and my Protectors are not marching for pure effect. I tried to ask you politely but now I demand that you withdraw your forces and those of Lystern and allow this matter to be settled in the natural way.’

‘Meaning?’ snarled Vuldaroq.

‘Meaning Lyanna be allowed to develop unhindered in the place that her mother and father deem the most appropriate. That place clearly not being here.’

Vuldaroq turned to Berian and raised his eyebrows. Berian responded with a slight shake of the head.

‘I’m afraid that we cannot agree to such conditions. We have a vested interest and will see it through.’

Dystran stood abruptly, followed a heartbeat later by Ranyl. The door to the chambers opened and a Protector stood in the frame, his sheer presence imposing and frightening even to the mages.

‘Then I am afraid that relations between our two Colleges, and presumably Lystern, are not, for the time being, on a cordial footing. You are so notified and warned. Good day.’

The Xeteskians swept from the room. Vuldaroq leaned back in his chair and poked his tongue into his cheek.

‘Stupid young pup,’ he said and turned to Berian. ‘Oh dear, old friend. It does look rather as if we have a little trouble on our hands. Heryst and Darrick must be informed immediately. See to it, would you? I have others to contact and we both have journeys to make.’
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Erienne found herself more than a little hurt that Lyanna hadn’t cried when told her mother was leaving. In fact, she displayed precious little emotion bar a smile when Erienne explained the reason for her abrupt departure.

‘They are tired,’ Lyanna had said. ‘And I think they look older. Daddy can help.’

And much as she had tried to dismiss her feelings as a purely selfish reaction, Erienne couldn’t help but think that Lyanna’s response was simply too calculated. Not right for a five-year-old girl.

Erienne waved again and Lyanna waved back as the long boat pulled out of the tiny bay to dock with the Ocean Elm. Ephemere stood to one side and, as the long boat reached the less sheltered water, ushered Lyanna away back up the path to the house.

Inside the failing illusion, the trees flanking the path waved in a light breeze and the rocks that flanked the small beach and the path closed in quickly as they moved further from the shore, taking from Erienne her last view of Lyanna’s hair and back.

Erienne let her head drop, her heart already heavy. This was going to be her first break of more than a couple of days from Lyanna and she wasn’t at all sure how well she’d cope with the separation. She felt a lump in her throat, tears behind her eyes. It would have been easier if she thought Lyanna felt the same.

Ren’erei didn’t approach her until the ship was underway, joining her leaning on the port rails, watching the deep blue waves passing by.

‘She’ll be fine. The Al-Drechar will care for her,’ she said.

Erienne smiled to herself. She couldn’t help but like the young elf despite her deeply ingrained serious nature but sometimes she missed the real issue completely.

‘Oh I have no doubt she’ll be fine. It’s me I’m worrying about.’ She didn’t lift her head, letting the white-flecked water fill her eyes.

‘You’ll miss her terribly.’

‘Yes, I will. Let’s just find Denser fast.’ She looked across. Ren’erei wasn’t looking at her but she was nodding as she gazed down at the sea.

‘It will be a pleasure to meet him,’ said Ren’erei. ‘The father of Lyanna and the keeper of your heart.’

Erienne blushed and was glad for the elf’s studying of the Ocean Elm’s load line.

‘Don’t get too excited. He’s Xeteskian first and my husband second, I think.’

‘Then his priorities are askew.’

‘Not really. I am a mother first and a wife second. We both have tasks to fulfil before our lives together can really start. I think it’s best we’re honest in the interim.’

Ren’erei contemplated Erienne’s words. She could see the elf raise her eyebrows as she thought, and suck in her lips. Erienne felt very safe in her company. She was solid and dependable and her thoughts ran deep. And her naïveté was endearing. Ren wasn’t streetwise like anyone with a normal education in the ways of Balaia but she harboured great strength of feeling and inside the elf there was the confidence to kill. The Raven could have done with her a few years ago.

‘How will you find him?’

‘Communion. When we arrive in Arlen, I think I have the range to reach Xetesk. I’m sure he’ll still be there. Or possibly Dordover. Either way I can contact him. Then we wait.’

‘And The Raven?’

‘He’ll bring them. If I know Denser, he’s already contacted them.’

‘You sound very sure.’

Erienne shrugged. ‘They’re all such different people but when one is troubled, they all do the same thing.’ She smiled, a little surprised by another surge of longing. Not for Lyanna but for them. The Raven. To stand among them once again. Should that happen, she knew they’d be all right. After all, The Raven never lost. Erienne suppressed a laugh at her own ludicrous arrogance and looked back to the beautiful blue sea.




Chapter 10

Hirad’s meeting with Denser was never going to be warm but the devastation he saw at Thornewood and then Greythorne took much of the venom from the barbarian’s mood. Ilkar had watched him brood ever since they’d left the Balan Mountains, unwilling even to entertain the thought of cordial relations with the Xeteskian. He had grumbled about leaving the Kaan who were all but shovelling him from the Choul and his temper had remained frail for the entirety of the three-day ride.

But Thornewood had changed him. The three original members of The Raven’s first ride, almost fifteen years before, had seen signs of wind damage while they were over a day from the forest. Flattened grassland, bushes uprooted and drifts of broken twigs, leaves and dirt, all told of a powerful gale.

But nothing could prepare them for Thornewood itself. It was gone. Just a tangled mass of twisted and shattered trunks, scattered debris and piles of foliage covered in dirt. It was as if some giant claw had gouged across the forest, scooped it up, crushed it and then let it fall once again. Where once a stunning landscape had been, there was now just a smear on the face of Balaia.

‘I can’t even see where the farms might have stood,’ whispered Ilkar. ‘There are no borders to the wood. Nothing at all.’

The Unknown pointed north and east. ‘There’s the trail though it’s mostly hidden now. We should see if there’s anything we can do.’

But close to, it was clear that what little could be done, had been done. A few foundation poles from one of the farmsteads that had lived off the forest could be seen snapped off low to the ground and, here and there, a piece of treated hide was wedged in a shallow crack in the earth. All other signs of life had been swept away.

Hirad stared into the havoc that had been visited on Thornewood and voiced the fear they all felt.

‘Thraun?’

‘We just have to pray he escaped,’ said The Unknown quietly. ‘But even he would have been hard pressed to survive a falling tree.’

‘And as for the pack . . .’ Ilkar left his words hanging. Though he was a wolf, Thraun would always retain vestiges of humanity in his mind. It was the way of all shapechangers, even those lost to their human form, and Thraun had already experienced more sadness than most of his fragile kind could bear. The Gods only knew what he would do if he lost the pack.

‘What caused this?’ The Unknown shook his head.

‘I’m scared to even think about it,’ said Ilkar.

‘What do you mean?’ asked Hirad.

‘Let’s get to Greythorne,’ said Ilkar by way of reply. ‘Find Denser.’

They rode on, expectations of finding the town undamaged dismissed. But as they travelled the decimated lowlands surrounding the wrecked forest, it became clear that their worst fears were liable to be realised.

It was like a journey through a foreign landscape though they all knew the land well. So many landmarks and waypoints had gone. Trail posts, cairns, copses and spinneys, all had been scratched from the face of Balaia. Any remote homestead had been destroyed, timbers scattered wide and even the topsoil had been ripped away on the exposed slopes, bringing rock to the surface for the first time in centuries.

The wind, if such it was, had been utterly indiscriminate and totally ruinous.

They were under a day’s ride from Greythorne with the morning all but over when The Unknown turned in his saddle for the third time in as many miles. He dropped back slowly before shifting in his seat and pulling up.

‘Hey!’ he called, dismounting and scrutinising the girth buckle and strap. ‘Wait up.’

Hirad and Ilkar wheeled their horses and trotted towards him, slipping off as they approached.

‘Girth slipping?’ asked Hirad.

The Unknown nodded. ‘No,’ he said. ‘Don’t look up. We’re being followed. Tell you what, get out your waterskin and let’s have a break, all right?’

Hirad shrugged. ‘Sure.’

The Unknown unbuckled the strap and tugged it back to the same position before joining his friends sitting at the side of the trail. The horses grazed a few feet away.

‘How many?’ asked Hirad, handing him the waterskin.

‘Impossible to say.’ He took a swig and rinsed his dry mouth, handing the skin back. ‘I’ve seen metal glint and shapes moving against the background.’

‘Distance?’ Ilkar pushed a hand through his hair and lay out on his back.

‘Three miles, maybe a little more. Certainly horse-borne. I think they’ve been trailing us since the Balan Mountains.’

‘But you didn’t want to worry us, eh?’ Hirad’s tone was only half joking. The Unknown’s lips thinned.

‘No, Hirad, I just wasn’t sure. You know how it is,’ he said. ‘It’s of no importance anyway. They haven’t attacked us so we have to assume they’re just trailing us for information. That also means they’ll probably have a mage to communicate with whoever.’

‘Dordover,’ said Ilkar.

‘Most likely,’ agreed The Unknown. ‘And suffice to say, we can’t let them find out any more than they can already guess.’

‘So where do we take them? The forest?’ Hirad nodded at the wrecked woodland. They had been skirting it to the south having ignored the north-east trail through the farmsteads as they headed for Greythorne.

‘Yes. At the rock.’

Whatever the state of the forest, the crag at its centre would still be intact until the earth opened up to swallow it.

‘Assuming we can persuade them to follow us in there.’

Thornewood was a mess, just a shamble of dying vegetation and twisted wood. The birds had returned and their song could be heard above the wind that was gusting stronger again, clouds bubbling across the fast greying sky.

‘I don’t think they have any choice,’ said The Unknown. ‘They can’t simply watch the hunter trails because there are none, not any more. We can pick our way in and out anywhere. And they can’t go on to Greythorne and risk us not stopping there.’

‘But they’ll assume our decision to go in means we’ve seen them, won’t they?’ queried Ilkar.

The Unknown shrugged. ‘Possibly. But it hardly matters. It’ll make them wary perhaps but it doesn’t change what they’re doing. And if we lose them, then so much the better.’

‘So, Unknown, any ideas about how to get in?’ Hirad smiled. The Unknown blew out his cheeks. The force of the hurricane had snapped off almost every tree at a height varying between eight and a dozen or so feet. Tangled foliage was knotted across the forest floor and banked up in huge drifts against close-packed stands of trunks and, further in, no doubt against the rock itself. It had left no obvious entry point and the Raven trio would have to pick or hack their way through the least dense obstructions.

‘We’ll find a way. C’mon, break over, no time like now.’

They mounted up and trotted gently to the borders of the forest, indistinct now with debris scattered so widely. Making their way inside, the destruction was brought into stark focus. In places, the forest floor had been swept clean, the mulch and dust of years, the loose topsoil and every plant, flower and shrub scoured away. No tree was undamaged and everywhere arches of fallen boughs crisscrossed just above their heads or were impenetrable, forcing a change of direction, as if they wished no living thing to see the death of Thornewood.

For three hours, The Unknown ensured they left a traceable trail as he bullied his horse through the debris. Where it thickened too much to be trampled, he dismounted and used his sword one-handed, sweeping through leaf and branch alike. Behind him, Ilkar and Hirad followed, saying nothing until they reached the crag.

‘Make sure you clean your sword. Sap’s a real killer for rust,’ said Hirad, sliding from his horse. The Unknown looked at him, his expression carefully blank.

‘Really? Thanks, Hirad. I’d have hated to have lost my sword through ignorance of sap’s rust-inducing qualities.’

Ilkar chuckled.

‘Just saying,’ muttered Hirad.

‘I have been at this a couple of years myself,’ said The Unknown. ‘And don’t get comfortable. You’ve twenty yards of path to make thataway—’ he waved his sword across the clearing around the crag ‘—while Ilkar goes and listens for them and I work out our best point of contact. All right?’

Hirad nodded. ‘What about the horses?’

‘Take them down the path to tether when you’re done. I’d help you but I can see little brown spots on my blade. What do you think they mean?’

Hirad pulled his sword from its scabbard. ‘Funny, Unknown, but leave the jokes to me next time, eh?’

‘To prove you’re even less amusing, presumably,’ said Ilkar.

‘All right, come on,’ said The Unknown. ‘They won’t be far behind.’

 


Hirad was convinced it wouldn’t work. Dordovan spies or assassins weren’t the type to blunder into a hastily laid ambush. But he had to concede they couldn’t lead anyone straight to Denser or Erienne at this stage; and if all it served was to throw them off the scent, then he’d take that as a positive result. And there was no desire to kill those that followed them, after all, they might have some very useful information. They were merely under orders. What they needed was some clear guidance on why following The Raven was an occupation with no future.

It was with some surprise then, that he heard Ilkar whisper that they were coming, just as the wind picked up suddenly, gusting through the remains of the forest and sifting at what it had so brutally created.

The Raven had taken up position a few yards from the crag itself, hidden from the path they’d made by a tangle of pine branches and thick, sharp gorse.

There were four of them, leading their horses, treading carefully and not uttering a sound, as if aware that all was not right in Thornewood. All were men, clad in varying shades of dark leather armour, long swords in free hands, helms framing faces older than those watching them. Hirad raised an eyebrow at the oddity. They were clearly an experienced team but the carelessness with which they’d revealed themselves to The Unknown made him wonder why Dordover had chosen them to follow The Raven. At least with no elves or willowy athletes in the party he could be fairly sure they weren’t mage-assassins. Just trackers.

They entered the crag clearing and were edging around it cautiously, two by two, when The Unknown stepped out directly in front of them, the point of his sword down, tapping on the earth before him, its sound dull but music to Hirad’s ears as he moved next to his old friend.

‘Lost or looking?’ asked The Unknown, not unpleasantly. The quartet had stopped abruptly and Hirad saw the front pair share a glance, sudden fear in one’s eyes, confusion and surprise in the other.

‘I don’t like being followed,’ said The Unknown.

‘We’re not—’ began the left of the pair, a heavyset man with greying temples and long brown hair beneath his helm. He had a few days’ growth of stubble, thick eyebrows and a stooped forehead.

‘I don’t like being lied to either,’ said The Unknown, interrupting smoothly. Hirad felt Ilkar step up behind them, a spell shape no doubt already formed.

‘Now,’ continued The Unknown. ‘We aren’t looking for any trouble. We’re just helping a friend. I understand this is all of great interest to your masters but they’ll find nothing by sending people to follow us. Just bodies. Do I make myself clear?’

The men shifted a little, one dropped his gaze from The Unknown but the other held firm, brow creasing.

‘You’ll kill us if we continue to follow you?’

‘Quick, isn’t he?’ said Hirad.

The Unknown ceased tapping his sword point.

‘We don’t want to but we can’t risk you jeopardising what we have to do either. So turn around now and go back the way you came.’

More hesitation. Behind the front pair, the second whispered urgent words.

‘Is there something you’re confused about?’ asked Hirad, his voice loud and harsh in the silence of the forest. The wind stilled momentarily before a fresh gust plucked at cloak, hair and mane, whistling through the jumbled branches.

‘I’m not used to being threatened,’ said the heavyset man.

‘It’s not a threat,’ said The Unknown. ‘Call it heartfelt advice.’

Hirad couldn’t stop the smile touching his face. The Unknown had used the same words to face down Styliann, a former Lord of the Mount and a rather more powerful adversary.

‘I don’t see this as a laughing matter,’ said one of the second pair, stepping forward between the horses. He was mid-height, younger than his companions, with a long nose and small mouth below hooded eyes.

Hirad felt the tension rise. The four men hadn’t been ready for a fight before. Perhaps they were now. He and The Unknown gazed on unmoving. From behind them, Ilkar spoke.

‘Please don’t make this difficult because it’s really very simple,’ he said. ‘You were following us, we don’t want you to, and we’ve asked you very politely to stop doing so. I suggest we all calm down and go our separate ways. What do you say?’

Hirad and The Unknown both nodded and Hirad saw three of the men relax but the heavyset one pursed his lips.

‘We have direct orders,’ he said, more in explanation than anything else.

‘Well now you have new ones,’ said Hirad.

‘Hirad, shut up,’ hissed The Unknown. ‘Look, no one’s watching you. Just report back you saw us headed in the direction of Greythorne but lost us in Thornewood.’ He shrugged. ‘But before you go, tell me who sent you to follow us. Dordover?’

The man nodded. ‘And losing you was not an option we were given,’ he said, and as if he’d reminded his colleagues of a forgotten fact, the tension returned.

Ilkar chuckled gently. ‘Oh, come on. I know Vuldaroq and the Dordovan Quorum are keen to get their prodigy back but they’ll hardly have your heads for losing us, will they?’

The answering silence hinted that they believed otherwise.

‘Either way, fighting us will not help you,’ said The Unknown. ‘Because whoever wins, you will have “lost” us, won’t you?’

For a moment, they stood on the verge of fatal indecision. Then, the heavyset man’s face twisted in what passed for a lopsided grin. He inclined his head and put up his sword.

‘Let’s not spill blood here,’ he said. Hushing his companions, he turned them round and they mounted and left the crag clearing.

The Unknown put a finger to his lips and the three of them stood silent until the hoofbeats died away.

‘You know what they’ll do, don’t you?’ he said.

‘Of course,’ said Ilkar.

‘Then if you’d be so kind, Ilkar,’ he invited.

The elf smiled, formed the shape for a CloakedWalk, stepped forward and disappeared, his footfall utterly silent in this mockery of his ancestral home.

‘C’mon Hirad,’ said The Unknown. ‘Let’s go. They won’t be tracking us back through here.’

‘Ahead, you think?’

‘No doubt about it.’

Hirad smiled and they led all three horses on an angled path to exit the wood about half a mile from where they’d entered it, a slow enough passage to give Ilkar time to find their followers and let them believe The Raven had swallowed the lie.

 


Ilkar was disappointed. They really weren’t very good at all. Having exited Thornewood the way they’d entered it, the quartet had turned east and trotted along not far from its edge, leaving a trail only the senseless could fail to follow. He broke into a jog and skirted the boundaries of the wood, the wind steadily picking up in strength at his back, clouds now thick and threatening overhead in the grey, dank afternoon sky.

He found them a couple of miles down, slowed to a walk and deep in discussion, one of them making angles with his hands and pointing first into the woodland and then away over the open ground towards Greythorne. Apparently arriving at a decision, they ducked back under cover, having to force their way into the tangled foliage. Ilkar noted their position before walking back to where he estimated Hirad and The Unknown would be waiting. Knowing the way through the forest would be difficult, particularly while leading horses, he took his time.

‘Well?’ came The Unknown’s voice from a deep patch of shadow.

Ilkar grinned and pushed into the foliage, its shelter cutting the strength of the wind that was gusting up to gale force. It was gone mid-afternoon and the light was beginning to fade.

‘A mile and a half ahead, just under the eaves, probably split to cover a wider angle. How do you want to play it?’

The Unknown thought for a moment. ‘Hirad, fancy a little forest stroll?’

 


Hirad knew they’d be there. He hadn’t fought with either of them for four years and more but his confidence in them was undimmed. He’d been able to move quickly through Thornewood now he wasn’t encumbered by his horse, the increasing wind creaking through shattered trunks and twisted limbs of trees, rustling dead leaves to a parody of life, dancing in the air and along the dusty floor.

Hirad was a quiet mover but not like Ilkar. The elves had something with the forests that he had never been able to fathom, let alone replicate. Only Thraun, of any human he had known, had come close and there was tragic reason enough for that.

The Dordovan trackers were well-spaced and well-hidden along the perimeter where they expected The Raven to either exit or pass by before turning to Greythorne. But Hirad had done enough hunting to understand shadow and silence and he was only scant yards from the right-handmost man before he drew his sword and spoke.

‘Was there something we said you didn’t quite grasp?’ he growled.

The man started violently and spun round as he stood, twigs snapping underfoot.

‘Trouble!’ he called.

‘I never strike at unarmed men,’ said Hirad. ‘So I suggest you arm yourself.’ He came to ready in the tight space of tangled branch, leaf and bramble.

The man pulled out his long sword. ‘I need help over here!’ There was an answering call but it was troubled, not supportive. He was scared. Hirad could see it in his eyes and in the set of his body, and chose to be wary. Scared men were unpredictable and there was no room for manoeuvre.

‘No help is coming,’ said Hirad, and stepped back a pace, beckoning his opponent on with one hand. He heard other urgent shouts echoing on the wind and knew he was right.

The man sprang forward, unleashing a swift attack, his tall frame and long arms giving him good reach. Hirad stood his ground, blocking high, then to his midriff, eventually pushing away with his free hand as he deflected a second strike to his neck. The man stumbled back off-balance, one arm flailing out at an outstretched branch as he sought to steady himself, feet slipping on a dusting of leaves.

Hirad moved in, thrusting straight at the stomach, expecting and getting a half-block. He used the pace and change of direction to wheel his sword in a tight circle around his head, left to right. Almost too late, the tracker saw the blow coming and ducked, the blade skipping hard off his helmet.

Hirad swore, his assailant gasped and swayed but didn’t go down, shaking his head, clearly groggy. He formed an uninspiring defence, wobbling slightly and backing away. Behind him, he could see two more shapes, one advancing on and hulking over the other, his sword low, no doubt tapping at the earth.

Hirad grinned harshly, batted aside the attempted jab and buried his blade in his opponent’s neck, stepping smartly aside as blood spat from the severed artery. Gurgling, the victim fell, his life blood draining away into the forest floor.

Looking up, Hirad saw The Unknown straight-arm his enemy in the face before smashing his sword through his legs. The man dropped, screaming his last. Two down. Hirad moved. Ilkar had the other two. The ghost of concern flickered across his mind but an icy blast roared across him some twenty yards away and he knew he shouldn’t have even begun to worry.

The Unknown appeared at his shoulder, sheathing his cleaned sword.

‘Good work. Ilkar wanted the other two. They were a mage pair.’

‘Oh, I see.’ Hirad scrambled towards the source of the IceWind he’d felt surging into the dead woodland. ‘Ilkar?’ There was no answer for a while.

‘Over here.’ Hirad changed direction and came upon the elf kneeling by the twisted corpses of the tracker mages. He’d always found the sight of IceWind victims unnerving. Frozen in the attitude of life but with the pain etched in their faces of the instant of death, like paintings depicting the onset of terror.

‘Didn’t think you were keen on that spell,’ he said.

‘I’m not,’ said Ilkar vaguely. ‘It’s somewhat indiscriminate. Still, nothing much else in the firing line on this occasion.’ He hadn’t looked round.

‘What’s up?’ asked Hirad.

‘See for yourself.’ He moved away and indicated the exposed neck of one whose helmet lay nearby. ‘This isn’t right at all.’

Hirad frowned and bent to look. The light wasn’t good but it was enough to show him the telltale tattoo below the ear.

‘What the—?’ He looked up and round. ‘Unknown, what the hell is going on?’

The men hadn’t been sent by Dordover. They were Black Wings.




Chapter 11

Selik finally found an outlet for his anger and frustration a day north of Arlen. The ride towards the town, where all of his reports indicated he should station himself and the bulk of the Black Wings, had been brooding and unpleasant. The changeable weather had alternately frozen and soaked him, practically blown him from his horse on more occasions than he cared to count and finally, a hailstorm had bitten lumps from his face.

Yet still most of Balaia just thought it was freak weather. They hadn’t grasped what was behind it. Why would they? After all, the mages held such sway over their minds most of the time that the truth would be denounced as something akin to heresy. But he couldn’t keep silent and still sleep at night. Magic was causing chaos all across his country and it was a cancer that had to be excised.

Vuldaroq had been fulsome in his explanations of the Tinjata Prophecy and how the bitch and her child were the only ones to blame but Selik knew it ran deeper than that. When magic was the problem, all mages closed ranks, making them all as guilty as each other. The time for tolerance of any College was past and what he couldn’t use from them, he would discard.

He finally lost his tenuous hold on his temper on the borders of Easthome. A small farming community numbering perhaps one hundred and fifty families, Easthome lay close enough to Arlen to enjoy healthy trade from the prosperous port. Its hardworking people had farmed the land for generations, their crops feeding themselves and selling into Arlen’s busy markets, their grain reaching as far as Calaius. But not this year.

With late afternoon waning towards evening, Selik and his eight cohorts rode up to the village, looking for lodging before joining the rest of the Black Wings in Arlen the following day. The calamity that had befallen Easthome unfolded before them as they neared. Crops lay flattened, fences and hedges had been uprooted, barns and farms had lost roofs. Stables had collapsed.

Outside one farm house, Selik reined in by a man who stood staring out across his ruined fields, barely acknowledging the men who stopped beside him. Selik dismounted and the farmer turned to him, the expression on his face one of disbelief and defeat. He was a young man, not yet thirty, with a broad muscular frame, fair hair and a heavy brow.

‘What happened?’ asked Selik.

The farmer looked at him closely and then past him to his men who remained mounted.

‘Black Wings?’ he said. Selik nodded. ‘Come to try and stop the wind from blowing, have you? Best you leave us to sort ourselves out. We don’t want trouble.’

‘And I will bring you none,’ slurred Selik, attempting a smile. ‘Wind did all this?’

The farmer nodded. ‘Blew out of nowhere just a night ago. From a clear sky. Every one of us has lost his crop. Some have lost their animals and houses too. I’ve been luckier if you can call it that.’ He turned back to his fields. ‘I mean, we’d be all right but . . . We’ve grain in the store to see us through but no one else, and four days ago a hundred and more from Orytte came here. They’ve lost everything.’

‘I didn’t know,’ said Selik, though he could guess exactly what had happened. The farmer confirmed it.

‘The sea came and took the town,’ he said. ‘Most of them are dead, so the survivors say. We’d have sent them on to Arlen but none of them want to see water again. I guess you can understand that. So we took them in and now we can’t feed them. Not for long.’

Selik glanced back at his men who were listening to the exchange, some shaking their heads. Selik breathed out, his chest suddenly painful where the cold had touched him so deeply. It merely served to stoke his determination.

‘So what are you doing about it?’ he asked not unkindly.

The farmer jerked a thumb towards the village centre. ‘There’s some meeting about it now down at the inn. There’s a lot of anger down there. People want answers before they starve this winter. Apparently Evansor’s going to appeal to the Colleges for help. They’ve got the wealth, haven’t they?’

‘And Evansor is . . . ?’ Again, Selik knew the answer.

‘Our mage,’ confirmed the farmer.

Selik spat. ‘Mages. You’ll get nothing from them.’ The vehemence of his words made the farmer start. ‘Gods, man, they are the cause of all this. Do you really think it’s natural? A hurricane from a clear sky, the sea taking Orytte? And there’s so much more it would break your heart. Magic is to blame.’

The farmer frowned. ‘Well we’ve heard stories but Evansor . . .’

‘Evansor, yes,’ said Selik, his voice chill. He ached to confront him, to declaim him for the fraud he undoubtedly was. ‘Very persuasive. Very understanding, no doubt.’ He leant in. ‘But believing a mage is offering your life to a murderer.’ He swung away and hauled himself back into his saddle. ‘And why aren’t you there, at the meeting?’

‘Because I have to look out for my own. And because there’ll be trouble there before the night’s out.’

‘Yes, there will,’ said Selik. ‘But it’s the start of something righteous. ’

 


‘So what do we do when we find her?’ asked Hirad.

The Raven had stopped not long after leaving Thornewood, dismounting to sit on the top of a slope up which the wind roared, blowing away the scent of blood and death. They were sitting in a line, the harsh cold wind in their faces, sharing a waterskin before riding the last leg to Greythorne. They planned to arrive a couple of hours after nightfall.

The Unknown put down the skin, ramming home the stopper with the heel of his palm.

‘Good question? But don’t you mean “if”?’

‘No, I mean “when”,’ said Hirad, looking across at his friend, his close-cropped scalp dull under the heavy cloud, his eyes suggesting his mind was elsewhere. ‘Like always.’

Ilkar chuckled. ‘Glad to see you haven’t lost any confidence in your ability, Hirad.’

‘It’s just a job, when all’s said and done.’ He shrugged. ‘Pay’s not up to much but still, once taken, always completed. The question still stands, though. The way I see it, we’ve got Witch Hunters and Dordovans, Xeteskians and the Gods know who else after this girl. Where will she be safe?’

‘Where she is, I expect,’ said Ilkar a little gruffly.

‘And you think that’s a bad thing?’ asked The Unknown. ‘Surely, we’re not necessarily doing anything with her. Perhaps we are just making sure she’s safe. Lyanna’s Denser and Erienne’s daughter, let’s not ever lose sight of that.’

Ilkar made a growling noise in his throat. ‘It’s not that simple, Unknown, and you know it. You can’t dress it up as a search for a little girl. Who she is and what she represents are driving this whole mess. Look around you. Gods, look above you now. See what she is unwittingly creating.’

They all looked. The heavens were filled with a dense dark cloud, driven hard across the sky, unbroken and malevolent. When the rain inevitably came, it would be torrential.

‘You’re blaming Lyanna for it being cloudy?’ asked Hirad. ‘I’ve got to tell you, I’m finding this all rather far-fetched.’

‘Hirad, the evidence is overwhelming,’ said Ilkar.

‘Is it? An ancient mage writes a prophecy two thousand years ago and all of a sudden he’s talking about Lyanna?’ Hirad shook his head. ‘Look I know we’ve had some unseasonal weather lately but—’

‘Unseasonal?’ Ilkar gasped. ‘We’re supposed to be bringing in our crops in the next few weeks under the warming autumn sun. Instead we’re having earthquakes and hurricanes and I’ve forgotten what the sun looks like. Gods, Hirad, in the Balan Mountains, it rained so hard I thought my head would shatter. You can’t possibly think this is normal.’

Hirad shrugged. ‘Fair enough, it’s not normal but nothing you’ve said points the finger at Lyanna. I mean, it could be anyone.’

‘Like who?’ snapped Ilkar.

‘He’s right, though, Ilkar,’ said The Unknown. ‘This is all so much theory.’

‘But back in Julatsa you said—’ began Ilkar.

‘I said that Dordover believe the Tinjata Prophecy. And now it seems that the Black Wings have jumped on the wagon, which is hardly a surprise. And that’s why I’m chasing Erienne and Lyanna. To stop them. That doesn’t mean I believe it myself.’

Ilkar paused to think. He pushed a hand through his hair. ‘I can see I won’t persuade you both now but you’ll see. I just need you to trust me on this. Lyanna is an innocent child but this elemental mess is caused by magical forces and I believe she is the focus, just like Dordover does. I can all but smell the mana playing around us now and it’s not the natural way of mana. If we’re proved right then there are ramifications for the whole Collegiate system. This has to be handled right.’

‘Meaning what, exactly?’ The Unknown wore a deep frown.

‘I don’t know yet. That’s one of the reasons I’m here. As a Julatsan, scared of what she may symbolise. I know it’s probably of no concern to either of you right now but Lyanna and the Al-Drechar could so easily herald a return to dominance of Xetesk under the guise of the One Way. That would be bad for all of us.’

‘But particularly Julatsa, eh Ilkar?’ The Unknown said. ‘Doesn’t matter now, though, you’re right. So securing Lyanna and Erienne is paramount, don’t you agree?’

Ilkar hesitated before replying. ‘Like I said, it’s not that simple.’

‘So tell me what’s so damn complicated,’ demanded The Unknown. Hirad started at the anger edging his voice.

‘I just have,’ snapped Ilkar. ‘No one wants to see her harmed but I’m not sure what we’re securing her for or from, all right? And I don’t know how we stop her causing this mayhem. Denser thinks the Dordovans want her dead and I can believe that very easily. I think we can dismiss the Witch Hunters. They surely aren’t numerous or powerful enough to really threaten. But I also think Xetesk will have an entirely selfish agenda and that does threaten my College - particularly with us being so weakened. The Al-Drechar want to perpetuate themselves and I’m not so sure that’s something we should support.’

‘So where does that leave Lyanna?’ asked Hirad. ‘Strikes me your little outline has her surplus to Balaia’s requirements.’

‘Yes, Ilkar, perhaps you’d like to put your foot down in one camp or another,’ invited The Unknown, his eyes cold and body tensed.

Ilkar’s ears pricked and he sucked his top lip while he thought. ‘I want the magical balance of Balaia maintained. I think that’s best for everyone, not just Julatsa. I think Lyanna should not be allowed to return to Dordover, Xetesk or any college. She should be taught by the Al-Drechar to contain the outbursts that are causing all the trouble but that’s as far as it should go. There shouldn’t be a return to the One. Not ever.’

‘And if Denser or Xetesk or whoever doesn’t agree with you?’ asked The Unknown. ‘If they determine her training should continue to its natural conclusion?’

Ilkar shrugged and looked away over the wilds in the direction of Greythorne, still obscured by rolling heather-covered moors ahead.

‘You would, wouldn’t you? I bloody knew it!’ The Unknown stormed to his feet and took a pace towards Ilkar. Hirad scrambled up and stood between them.

‘Take it easy,’ he urged, putting up a hand in front of The Unknown. ‘What would he do?’

The Unknown stared past him at the elf. ‘He’d see her die.’

‘Kill her?’

‘No, I don’t suppose so. But I don’t suppose he’d stand in anyone’s way, either. Would you Ilkar, eh?’

Ilkar didn’t turn his head.

‘See?’ The Unknown’s face burned and Hirad realised he couldn’t move aside. ‘She’s just a little girl, you bastard. And she’s Denser’s daughter. How could you even contemplate it? Gods, I thought better of you, Ilkar.’

Hirad was desperate to turn but was fearful of The Unknown’s next move. It dawned on him sickeningly that this powerful man was a genuine threat to Ilkar for the first time ever. From behind him, Ilkar spoke.

‘You know me well enough, Unknown. Perhaps it’s me that’s misinterpreted you.’

‘I’m a father, Ilkar. And I understand what Denser must be experiencing.’

‘And he’s an old and trusted friend of mine and I would see no harm come to him, Erienne or Lyanna. But she’s a child of the One, that’s becoming clearer to me at least, by the day. And Tinjata’s Prophecy is so far proving depressingly accurate. Or so I believe. Lyanna’s Night has only just begun, Unknown, and it promises devastation for us all if she isn’t controlled. Or stopped. And I don’t see anyone coming forward with ways to control her. Clearly the Al-Drechar haven’t yet, have they?’

Hirad felt The Unknown’s body relax. It was enough for him to turn and look at Ilkar, who was still seated. The expression on the elf’s face, and the desperation in his eyes, told of the depth of his belief in what he had said.

‘But aren’t you being overdramatic?’ he asked. ‘What do you mean, “night”?’

‘No, Hirad, I’m not. Unless you count Thornewood as overdramatic. And that, as we know, is far from being a one-off storm. Look, when a mage tries to learn to accept the flow of mana, there is a period, usually short, of darkness for the mage. Where the senses are uncontrolled, and the mind turns inwards while the mana batters inside the head. It’s like being in a gale in the pitch black and that’s why it’s come to be called “Night”. Mages training in the Colleges have the ManaBowl around them to direct and control the otherwise overpowering flow of mana. Lyanna only has the Al-Drechar and they clearly aren’t up to shielding her from her Awakening or her from us. Her Night could last a long time. And again, that’s just what I believe but I’m better placed than you to make a judgement.’

‘And you think it would be better if she died?’

‘Dammit, Unknown, no!’ Ilkar pushed himself to a standing position. ‘It may come to that but I certainly will have no hand in it.’

‘Denser hears nothing of this,’ warned The Unknown.

Ilkar shook his head. ‘If he doesn’t already know it inside, I’d be very surprised. He is a mage and no fool. He knows what he and Erienne wanted to create and so far as I’m concerned, he has rather unfortunately succeeded.’

‘Then we’d best get to him, hadn’t we? Sounds like he might be needing our help.’

The three old friends mounted up and rode for Greythorne, their silence as angry and dark as the sky above them.

 


Selik listened to the furious voices inside the inn for a few moments before slapping open the doors and striding inside, his men crowding behind him but for one who stayed by the horses. Three men stood against the bar opposite, looking out over a crowd of approaching fifty people who sat on chair or table, or leant against walls and beams. The inn was lantern-lit and low-ceilinged. Pipe smoke lay thick across their heads in the poor ventilation, its sweet odour obscuring that of ale and wine.

His loud entrance having had the desired effect of silencing the crowd and having every head turn in his direction, Selik walked calmly to the bar, coming to stand between the three men. He kept the man he knew had to be Evansor on his right and the two older farmers on his left. The mage was young and slender, his body not used to hard physical work, and his clothing was of a cloth too fine-woven to be of any use in the fields.

Selik took in the gathering with a lazy sweep of his head. Some were fearful, others burned too deeply with anger to worry about what he represented, while most just looked on, waiting for him to announce himself. Perfect. He hushed the objection of one of the older farmers with a raising of his left forefinger and spoke.

‘I am Selik and some of you may have heard of me and the work I and my associates undertake on your behalf.’ He indicated his men who had spread themselves around the inn. ‘I have seen the wreckage in your fields. And I have heard of the extra mouths you have to feed. I feel for you all.’

Beside him, the mage scoffed quietly. Selik ignored him for the moment. He threw back his hood and waited for the sounds of revulsion and sympathy.

‘You can see what magic has done to me, and now you experience its malignancy for yourselves.’ He held up a hand as voices became audible. ‘I know you don’t understand but your mage does, don’t you Evansor?’ He sensed the mage flinch as his name was mentioned. ‘Because this was no natural wind, was it? Magic did this to your village.’ Selik affected a look of surprise. ‘Oh, did he neglect to tell you? Well, perhaps he might choose to do so now?’

Selik turned to face Evansor and felt the gathering do the same. This was easier than he expected. Evansor’s pale face pinched into a half-smile and he spread his hands.

‘My friends, the Black Wings have always hated magic. Don’t let him sway you. We have more important matters to discuss. Like how we are to survive the winter if the weather does not improve.’

He’d mollified a few but Selik wasn’t even nearly done. ‘You have dodged answering the question. A simple yes or no will do. Was the wind that destroyed the livelihood of this village natural or not?’ Selik let his voice soften. ‘Come, Evansor, you’re among friends. You said so yourself. Answer the question.’

Evansor looked around at the gathering, Selik watching him squirm. The net was tightening beautifully. The silence grew and with every heartbeat, suspicion grew with it.

‘I-I tasted magic on the wind,’ he said. ‘But, but . . .’

‘But you didn’t think these people worthy of knowing? That the filth your kind creates has visited ruin on them all?’ He swung round to face the crowd whose expressions ranged from the confused to the red-faced furious. He could see his men whispering in certain ears, guiding thoughts, suggesting actions. ‘And how do you feel about that, eh?’

‘I don’t understand,’ said one voice. The query was taken up by others.

‘What’s there not to understand?’ said Selik. ‘The wind that wrecked your crops was fuelled by magic, not by an act of the Gods. And this “friend” of yours didn’t want you to know that. Do you think Orytte’s flood was a natural disaster? Or Denebre? Or any of a dozen others I could mention. Magic is tearing our country apart and yet you sit and ask him what to do. You’ve going to starve and he and his kind are the cause of it all.’ He heard the crowd stirring and muttering. Close, so very close. ‘Would you ask the devil the way out of hell?’

Selik heard a voice say ‘no’ and there was a sudden rise in the volume of noise, angry voices shouting out for answers and only quietened by one of the older farmers to his left.

‘He’s taking this too far,’ the man said, half-pleading. ‘Marching in here, spreading his poison. Evansor is our friend.’

‘ “Friend”?’ Selik spread his hands theatrically. ‘And who needs the sort of friend that won’t tell you the truth when it suits him? Who’s happy to take your money to keep the rats from your barns and the sores from your hands but who is only loyal to his cursed College? Because believe me, he isn’t loyal to you. Any of you. Don’t be fooled like I was. Don’t let my face be your face.’ Selik let his voice rise in strength. He had them, he was sure of it. ‘This travesty of a man is the problem, not the answer. And problems have to be stamped out!’

He smacked a fist into his palm and glared at Evansor, hearing the clamour of the crowd grow. The mage was badly frightened but Selik knew he would speak and condemn himself.

‘Please, my friends,’ he said, shouting to make himself heard. ‘I’m not your enemy, I can help you.’

‘Yes, by getting out!’ came a voice. It was a Black Wing voice but nobody cared. The crowd was shouting.

‘Out! Out! Out!’

‘Please!’ Evansor’s eyes were desperate, flitting around the room.

Selik grabbed the collar of his shirt.

‘Don’t touch me, Black Wing, or I’ll—’

‘What?’ And Selik’s voice stilled them. ‘Cut me down like your kind have the crops of these good people? Which spell will it be? Fire or ice?’

Selik dragged him closer, then shoved him into the crowd. The fist of a Black Wing came out of nowhere and slammed into his cheek, snapping his head back and sending him stumbling. The crowd was roaring now, but none would move forward. Evansor, though, was losing control. Selik smiled as he saw the mage’s eyes narrow in anger then unfocus as he prepared.

‘He’s going to cast!’ shouted a voice. A Black Wing voice.

Selik gestured at two of his men. They rushed in. Evansor let the spell go. It was a ForceCone, hard enough to fling the men back, where they clattered into those behind them.

‘Get back. I mean you no harm!’ shouted Evansor. ‘Please.’

A bottle came flying across the bar, missing the mage by a fraction.

‘He’s broken my arm!’ moaned a man. And the surge was triggered.

Selik stepped smartly aside as they came, leaving his foot out to trip one man who fell into those in front, pushing them on. They’d surely only meant to grab him, take him to the village borders and sling him out but Selik’s men were in the rush and after the first punch was thrown, Evansor didn’t stand a chance.

With the old farmers desperately trying to pull their people away, blow after blow rained down on the helpless mage, whose shouts and begging cries were swallowed up in the pack howl and the desire to mete out punishment on the blameless.

Selik saw a chair leg flash across Evansor’s face, splitting his nose; he saw boots stamping and kicking his body and he saw a knife flash in the lantern light and plunge into his heart. They were still punching him long after he had died.

The Black Wing commander gathered his men to him while the hatred dissipated as quickly as it had grown. Village men started to back off, stunned at what they had done. Voices began to rise, expressing shock, and in the background a woman was crying.

Selik smiled and walked to the door of the inn and turned.

‘The path of the righteous is ever drenched in the blood of the evil,’ he announced into a gathering that was only too willing to hear justification for the murder it had collectively committed. ‘This is a great day for Balaia. Magic has wreaked its havoc on our country for too long. It’s time we sought recompense. Tell everyone you meet. We shall be second to mages no more.’

He swept from the inn, a swell in his heart and his anger assuaged. Next, the bitch.

 


Lyanna didn’t understand it, only that it hurt and she wanted the hurt to stop. They had promised her peace from the nightmares that made her wake so frightened. And they had promised that they could calm the wind that blew inside her head.

But they couldn’t.

Well, they did at first, but now Mummy was away looking for Daddy and they seemed to grow older. They walked slower and their eyes were all dark, inside and out. And that made them cross so much.

So the nightmares had come back. And the wind roared in her head and made it hurt and sometimes she felt like it was dark although it was day. They always helped her when that started to happen. She wished Mummy was here to cuddle her and lie with her when she cried.

Lyanna looked up into the blue sky through the trees in the courtyard orchard. The leaves on the branches blew patterns across her eyes, like little sprites waving hello. She smiled. Perhaps the sprites would talk to her. Ephy and the others never seemed to find the time. Too busy with that smelly pipe.

For a moment, the wind stopped inside her. It was a relief. She thought hard and the branches of the nearest trees moved towards her, bringing the sprites to where she could talk to them.

This would be a fun game.

 


Cleress dragged deeply on the pipe, feeling the inhalation throughout her wracked and tired body. The mixed weeds calmed her muscles and anaesthetised the arthritis twisting her left knee into a gnarled, swollen parody of a joint.

Beside her at the table, Myriell slumped in her chair, the exhaustion plain on her face. She could sleep soon, much as Aviana did now. Only Ephemere watched over the child who was destroying them all so fast.

They had disastrously miscalculated her power, or rather, the power they would have to expend in shielding such an unbalanced Awakening. And the girl had such energy outside of magic too. She was a lovely child but was becoming more demanding every day. Her moods swung wildly between joy and wonder; and fear and darkness.

Cleress had been at pains to remind them all that, despite the ravaging mana surging barely checked through Lyanna’s head due to the Dordovans’ clumsy Awakening, she was still just a small child. And that brought its own rash of idiosyncrasies, demands and responsibilities. With Erienne gone, however temporarily, all four of them had to assume the role of understanding grandmother. And though Lyanna undoubtedly trusted them, while she didn’t trust any Guild elves now Ren’erei had gone, they had not practised that particular quality of care for decades.

So there were mistakes, the worst of which was to assume Lyanna could always amuse herself when at play. They kept a watching brief on her mind and the flow of the mana around her, yet that wasn’t really the point, and Cleress knew it. But they had to rest and the temptation to do so at any time they weren’t actively teaching or shielding was overwhelming.

Cleress took another long draw on the pipe, ensured it stayed lit and passed it to Myriell, having to place the stem between her sister’s lips before she acknowledged it was there.

‘What time is it?’ she mumbled before inhaling.

‘Too early to be relying on the Lemiir in that pipe, Myra. The sun is riding down but night-time is way away.’

‘Or maybe not so for the child.’

‘No,’ agreed Cleress.

Myriell’s brief assessment nagged at all their shattered minds. They supported each other, gave each other their strength and tended their bodies and minds as carefully as they could. But the question remained. Would Lyanna learn even a modicum of self-control before their capacity to teach, control and protect her was finally gone?

Cleress feared the worst.

Cleress, orchard, now. Ephy’s voice rang through her head, an alarm that sent her heart racing.

‘Trouble, Myra. Stay here. I’ll call you if we need you.’

‘Try not to,’ muttered Myriell.

Cleress dragged herself to her feet and hobbled towards the orchard, the effects of the Lemiir not strong enough to fully dampen the pain that shot up her leg and through her back every time she put pressure on the arthritic knee.

Out of the dining room and through the ballroom she moved, worry hurrying her step, Ephemere’s anxiety dusting across her mind.

Ephy was standing at the doors to the orchard, staring out, one hand on the frame to brace herself. When Cleress joined her, she didn’t know whether to laugh or cry.

In the centre of the orchard sat Lyanna in her favourite blue dress, cross-legged. Her arms were outstretched before her and her face turned up, a beatific smile across her features. And all around her, the trees moved at her bidding. Whole branches turned down towards her, their leaves rippling, flowers opening, embryonic fruits shifting in colour.

Like a dance, choreographed by Lyanna, eight or nine trees moved to her order, their boughs swaying, crowns dipping and twisting. But it was the leaves that held Cleress rapt. Their movement, like a pulsing wind over the top of a corn field, sent them shimmering in surely impossible directions. Their synchronicity was beguiling, their dark green top surfaces and silver undersides blinking like ten thousand eyes as they twisted gracefully on their slender stalks. And the noise they made was like voices, whispering and laughing, joyful and so real.

Beneath them all sat Lyanna, still but for her lips, which moved soundlessly as if . . .

‘She’s talking to them,’ breathed Cleress.

‘Yes,’ agreed Ephemere. ‘Or trying to. A child’s imagination has no boundaries and Lyanna’s has the power to animate what she dreams. The trouble is, she’s flaring. She’ll have a headache when she’s done.’

‘And Balaia will have another gale,’ said Cleress. She attuned her eyes to the mana spectrum and saw what Ephemere meant. Though the mana shape Lyanna used unconsciously to manipulate the trees was a stunning spiders’ web formation, all around it dark brown spears of mana tore away, creating eddies and vortices which gathered in size and strength as they whipped away beyond vision - beacons for those who searched for her and would do her harm.

She had no idea what she created but the after-effects were felt all over Balaia, where her birthplace was and where the core of her mana strength would always reside. Cleress could only imagine the problems her flares were causing, but knew the dissipation of focused yet unfettered mana energy of this magnitude typically manifested itself as terrifying elemental forces.

Tinjata, for all his senile meanderings those thousands of years ago, had been right about one thing. An awakened Child of the One could lay waste to Balaia in less than half a year. It was up to the surviving Al-Drechar to stop that by keeping her from the worst excesses of herself until she was old enough to understand the control she had to master. If she couldn’t, the Al-Drechar would be left with one alternative and its mere contemplation was hideous.

Not for the first time, Cleress cursed the Dordovans for disturbing something in which they should never have meddled.

‘What do you want me to do, Ephy?’

‘Go in and speak to her. Hear how she describes it. I’ll cap the flaring and monitor the mana shape.’

Cleress nodded and entered the orchard. It had an eerie quality to it, though the late afternoon sun cast a warm yellow light. The birds weren’t singing and the creak of boughs and branches under Lyanna’s control was alien in the windless air.

Close to, Cleress could see Lyanna’s eyes darting from leaf to leaf, her mouth moving, her smile alternately thinning and broadening as if the answers she thought she received to her questions pleased her. Her outstretched arms trembled with the effort of maintaining the mana shape and a frown creased her brow. She was tiring.

Cleress knelt by her and smoothed a loose hair from her forehead.

‘Lyanna, can you hear me?’ she asked, her voice soft despite the effects of the Lemiir.

‘I’ve got my friends here, look, Clerry,’ replied Lyanna, not turning from her work, her voice distant with effort.

Cleress looked and had to smile at what kept Lyanna spellbound. From an arc in front of her, branches flowed in, almost touching her face, caressing the arm in front of her and moving over and floating across each other, like the tentacles of a benign sea creature, the stiffness of the bark and grain gone, replaced by a flesh-like suppleness.

And in the branches, the leaves danced and rustled, twisting and bending along their lengths, their gentle susurrations almost musical. It was a beautiful sight and Cleress gazed back at Lyanna, wondering what it was the little girl imagined she saw and heard.

‘Are they good friends?’ asked Cleress. ‘They look pretty.’

‘Yes they are, but they can’t talk to you because you wouldn’t understand.’

‘Oh, I see. And what are they saying to you?’

‘There are bad people coming here but good people too, to help us. And you’re very tired and it’s because of me but it’s all right really.’

Cleress was speechless. She glanced over to Ephemere but her sister was deep in concentration, eyes closed, hands held at her midriff.

‘How do they know that? They must be very clever.’

Lyanna nodded, the leaves rustled as if in applause.

‘They know because that’s how it feels, silly.’

The elderly Al-Drechar stifled a gasp. Lyanna was feeling communication through the nuances of the mana flow. Some of it she probably picked up from conversations with Erienne but the rest was somehow being filtered from the random force roaring through her head. Had to be. But it also had to be terribly draining and dangerous. She only hoped Ephemere was in control of the flaring.

‘And have your friends told you anything else?’ Cleress almost feared the answer.

Another nod from Lyanna but this time her smile was gone and her eyes moistened.

‘It’s going to get dark soon and I won’t be able to see them for ages. And I might get lost but you will help me.’

‘Oh, Lyanna, dear,’ said Cleress, her heart brimming with sorrow. ‘Say goodbye to your friends. I’m afraid Night is coming.’




Chapter 12

There it was. Quite unmistakable. Like the first breath of wind on a becalmed sea. And again.

Far to the south, north of Calaius, the mana spectrum was in flux. This far away, the movement was slight but its very abnormality was its fascination and its betrayer.

The experienced mage could sense the casting of spells throughout Balaia with the mind tuned to the base spectrum, brief oases of order rising from total chaos. But these eddies were altogether different, almost alien and undoubtedly emanating from a collapsing static spell. Interpretation was still difficult, though. They were slight, mere nudges at the random whole.

The Dordovan master, Gorstan, stood and sensed until he was completely sure. This was not Balaian magic. It had a quality of completeness even in its distress, that he could not have achieved. This was magic from another power, a greater power, and through his distaste, he felt awe.

Gorstan turned, reattuning his eyes to the dull grey light from the heavy Balaian sky.

‘I have them,’ he said.

Selik smiled, a twisted sneer affecting only half his disfigured face.

‘How far?’

Gorstan shrugged. ‘Days. It’s impossible to be more accurate from here but I suspect its base to be in the Ornouth Archipelago.’

‘If you’ll excuse me, Gorstan.’

‘With great pleasure,’ replied the Dordovan. Selik nodded curtly and swept away, the hood of his cloak back over his face, two aides by his sides.

Gorstan watched him go then turned back towards the south, head down, eyes fixed on the ripples on the largely still waters of the River Arl as it fed into the Southern Ocean.

He supposed Vuldaroq was right and that Selik was a useful ally for now. But he couldn’t help thinking that Dordover would be forever mired by their now open contact with the Witch Hunters. Gorstan was nominally in charge of the one hundred mages and two hundred foot now billeted all around Arlen and it wasn’t hard to sense the nervousness among the sleepy port’s populace. And, with rumours of Xetesk on the way, backed by Protectors, he wondered whether it wasn’t really Selik who was driving it all.

Vuldaroq was due in Arlen shortly and the sooner he arrived, the better.

 


Hirad, The Unknown and Ilkar led their four horses into Greythorne late in the evening. Cloud still hung heavy in the sky, the wind whipping across open land. Everywhere, the ravages of the wind had been evident as they had ridden in: flattened plains grass, interspersed with sections of dirt where stalks had been torn out at the roots and, here and there, the corpses of animals and even two people that none of the survivors had yet found.

They had been a middle-aged couple, huddled together inside a barn that had collapsed on top of them, crushing their bodies beneath thatch and beam. Ilkar had spotted them as The Raven had ridden past to see if they could help. All that was left for them was a burial.

Not long after leaving Thornewood, they’d come across a ragtag column of refugees heading south to Gyernath from Rache in the north. Rache had been struck by gales off the Northern Ocean and a massive mudslide from surrounding hills. It had engulfed most of the town, burying many alive. Those that had survived had fled, believing it would be safer in Gyernath, a warm, tranquil southern port. The Raven hadn’t the heart to tell them that nowhere was safe.

The last leg of the journey had been slow and largely silent, each of them brooding on what they had seen and heard on the road. Greythorne was the worst of it.

As The Raven approached, the multiple lights had given them hope that the quiet market town had escaped the hurricane. But closer to, the gathering gloom could not obscure the reality.

What Hirad thought were sloping roofs revealed themselves as part-collapsed walls, leaving angles of broken stone spearing into the sky. The lattice of swept cobbled streets that ran to the market place was filled with rubble and debris. Dust blew through the town and the only roofs standing were tented ones, raised as emergency shelter.

The Raven had seen this sort of destruction before, albeit not on such a scale, but it was the people that brought home the horror of what had befallen Greythorne.

Although the hurricane must have struck two or three days before, the shock was only now setting in. Hirad could well imagine what had happened in its immediate aftermath. Adrenalin and panic would have banished fatigue as teams of survivors battled to find loved ones, free the trapped and salvage anything useful. Indeed, stacks of crates under skins and canvas spoke of the scale of the effort.

But the first night without proper shelter, sleeping in the ruins of once proud houses and, following that, the first dawn, would have sapped wills and leached morale away. Those awash with energy the previous night would have woken dark-eyed and exhausted as they looked on their town, and realised that all they were going to uncover now were bodies.

And this is how they were. Faces streaked with dirt, men and women worked as hard as they could but the spirit was gone. Eyes were wide and uncomprehending, still disbelieving.

They walked past a child wrapped in a blanket and sitting under a small, staked-out leather bivouac. No more than five, he was too traumatised even to cry. He just sat, stared and shivered. The Gods only knew what he had seen and the fate of his parents.

Walking into the main square, The Raven, who had been largely ignored, saw signs of the organisation behind the desperately slow but determined activity. The town hall and grain store were gone but for a corner which still supported windows, their glass reflecting lantern light like malevolent multifaceted eyes. An open-fronted marquee was pitched below it, lit up like daylight, and within, men and women swarmed around tables marking maps and parchments or prepared hot and cold food and drink.

In the centre of it all, sat a man bandaged around the right eye and right leg. Even from twenty yards, he was pale and haggard, a deep-etched face, grey hair and a drained body fighting hard against exhaustion.

‘We need to speak to him,’ said The Unknown.

‘You two go on. I’ll find somewhere for the horses,’ said Ilkar.

The Unknown nodded and he and Hirad walked into the warm tented space to be stopped by a young man, scared and tired.

‘Out-of-towners? Come to help?’ he asked, long blond hair hanging all over his pale, thin features.

‘We are The Raven,’ said The Unknown by way of reply. ‘We’re looking for Denser.’

The young man drew in a sharp breath.

‘He said you’d be coming.’ He nodded them on towards the bandaged seated man. Hirad put a hand on his shoulder.

‘And yes, if we can do anything to help, we will.’

A smile brought a spark of life to his bloodshot eyes.

‘Thank you,’ he said. ‘Thank you.’

The Unknown walked up to the man who still wore his mayoral chains and dark green cloak of office around his shoulders. He put out a shaky hand which The Unknown took and shook warmly.

‘Gannan. At least you’re alive.’

‘Barely, Unknown, barely. I’d say it was good to see you but I fear your appearance here has little to do with salvage and much to do with the causes of all this mess.’

Ilkar had walked up to Hirad’s shoulder.

‘Is there anyone he doesn’t know?’ whispered Hirad.

‘Apparently not,’ replied the elf. ‘I’ve left the horses with a local. There’s a makeshift picket and stable in the west of the town.’

The Unknown ignored them.

‘You’ve spoken to Denser?’ he asked.

‘Not at great length, but yes.’ Gannan shifted on his chair, using both hands to adjust the position of his injured leg. ‘He’s very agitated, Unknown. Not making too much sense.’

‘Where is he? We need to speak to him.’

Gannan gestured towards a table nearby. ‘Some refreshment first, surely?’

‘No,’ said The Unknown. ‘Save it for your people. We’ll find our own.’

‘He was behind the grain store a while back, wanting some peace and quiet. You could try there.’

‘Thanks Gannan, we’ll talk later.’ He turned away. ‘Hirad, you staying or coming?’

Hirad shrugged. ‘I’ve got to talk to him sometime. It may as well be now.’

The Unknown nodded. ‘Good.’ He led the way outside.

The grain store had butted on to the town hall but was little more than a pile of rubble. Beyond it, to the north end of Greythorne, the activity and light were lessened, though the devastation was equally as severe. Clearly, there were simply not enough survivors to work everywhere.

But someone was moving through the debris, punctuating the windblown quiet with the shifting of slate and the grating of stone on stone.

‘Denser,’ said Ilkar, pointing away into the gloom.

For a time, Hirad couldn’t make him out against the drab, dark background, then he saw his head move.

Denser was crouched in the rubble of what had probably been a house. Timbers were scattered around and slate, thatch and stone was piled where the corners of the walls still stood, defiant. He was holding something and, as they moved closer, they could see it was a tiny human hand.

He appeared not to notice them as they approached, just held the hand in one of his and stroked it gently with the other. Close too, over the noise of the wind, Hirad could hear he was murmuring but couldn’t make out the words.

‘Denser?’ The Unknown’s tone was soft. The Dark Mage started and turned to them, his face streaked with tears, his eyes black holes in the shadow of the night.

‘Look what she’s done,’ he whispered, his voice choked and thick. He swallowed. ‘This has gone too far.’

Ilkar crouched by him. ‘What are you talking about?’

Denser indicated the hand in his. Ilkar followed it. It belonged to a young boy, no more than five, though in truth it was hard to tell. His head had been crushed by falling stone.

‘You can’t blame Lyanna for this,’ he said.

‘Blame Lyanna?’ Denser shook his head. ‘No, but she’s the cause of it all. You can feel what drives the wind even now. Imagine it fifty times as strong and tearing down your walls. It’s a miracle any of them lived. If anyone’s to blame, it’s me and Erienne.’

‘I don’t think it’s that simple,’ said Ilkar. He shifted his position and took the child’s hand from Denser’s unresisting fingers and placed it back in the rubble.

‘Only I can stop this thing. Only me,’ said Denser, his eyes wild, his voice wavering. ‘You have to get me to her. You have to.’

‘I think it’s time you stopped torturing yourself and came away from here.’ Ilkar looked up. ‘Reckon we can find anywhere private?’

Hirad shrugged. ‘If we build it ourselves.’ Ilkar’s eyes flashed anger. ‘We’ll sort something out. C’mon, Denser. Time you had a hot drink.’

Every covered and sheltered space was crammed with people, the very young, the injured and the precious few carers. The Raven walked out of the centre of the town and laid a fire in a scrabbled together circle of stone from a building that had been cleared of any victims. With borrowed water heating in The Unknown’s old iron jug, Denser calmed a little but his hands were jittery and his attention wandered fitfully.

‘Surprised you’re even here, Hirad,’ he said, attempting a smile. Hirad didn’t return it.

‘I wouldn’t be but Sha-Kaan needs the Al-Drechar. Apparently ancient mages are the last chance now everyone else has let him down.’

‘Can we leave that for another time?’ Ilkar’s voice was pained. ‘How long have you been here, Denser?’

The Xeteskian shrugged. ‘A day. I was delayed. There’s so much mess. I had to try and help, didn’t I?’

‘You can’t hold yourself responsible,’ said Ilkar.

‘Can’t I? Isn’t this what Erienne and I wanted? The Child of the One. Balaia’s most powerful mage.’ He spat out the words. ‘But she’s out of control and we must stop her. I must stop her.’

Ilkar looked at The Unknown and Hirad. ‘What did I tell you?’

The Unknown nodded. ‘If he believes it too, then I guess I’m prepared to. But that doesn’t change why I’m here, and don’t you forget it. Denser, we’ll find her and help her control this. Or rather, you will, if you say so. Ilkar’s explained it may be her Night.’

‘And what will be left when dawn breaks for the Night Child, eh?’ Denser swept an arm around him. ‘Just look at this place. All the death. And I’ve heard the other stories. They’re all over the town. Not just what we’ve seen. This is happening everywhere.’ He put his head in his hands. ‘Magic has done this. That’s what the survivors are saying here. But it’s not just that, is it? It’s my daughter. Mine. You’ve got to get me to her.’

‘Come on, Denser, calm it down now. You need some rest. Hirad, we need a hot drink for him,’ said Ilkar.

Ilkar sat back and let the silence roll over them all. Denser was biting back more tears. The Unknown and Hirad presumably were digesting Denser’s words. There seemed little more to say and Ilkar found he’d lost the energy. He hoped that daylight would bring some level-headed talk.

But it was a long time until daylight.

 


All was not right. Thraun had left the remnants of the pack in safety, hidden deep within Thornewood, in a shallow den dug under a stand of trees the wind hadn’t managed to destroy. He had chosen to scout Greythorne where the humans lived. To forage for food and look for any sign of the ones with the mist he recognised from a dim and confused past.

But when he’d arrived, with night full and blustery under a sky hidden by cloud, all he’d found was more sorrow and more destruction. He’d sat on a rise above the town, gazing down, his lupine heart beating strangely as if sympathetic to a race he considered a threat. There would be no food. No fowl to take, no dog or cat to chase down, no scraps from the tables of the humans discarded in alleyways.

Because though it was night, the town still moved as if it was day. Men carried stone from fallen buildings. Lifeless bodies, once exposed, were moved to an open space in the centre of the town and everywhere, lanterns and torches dazzled his eyes. He could not risk venturing in - he didn’t want to bring the hunters back to Thornewood.

And so he had returned to the pack but decided on a different route to the new den, hoping for a kill. It was there that he had found them. Four humans, two killed by metal and two by something else, their faces telling of sudden terror and brief agony.

But there was something more. A scent in the air and on the leaves that he recognised, a cleanliness in the kills and a residual knowledge within him that sparked into life. He knew who had done this. He could taste them in the air. It had to be linked with the two he had seen in Thornewood before the wind had come. They and their tree-shadow people.

Thraun stopped, his mind clearing slowly. Thornewood felt bad. Not because of the breaking of so much, but because of how it had happened. The suddenness, the wind out of all keeping with all that was natural and its links to the mist he could sense but never touch or feel around him.

And that sense of wrong was still everywhere. With every gust his heart lurched, and with each drop of rain he feared flood from a clear sky. It had to be stopped. The threat to the pack had to be removed. And somehow, those humans he recognised so faintly were involved. Perhaps they sought what he now sought. Perhaps they didn’t. But one thing was clear, he couldn’t stay in Thornewood and live on hope alone.

Thraun had always known he was different from the rest of the pack. He understood things. He didn’t get damaged. He felt a curious kinship with humans that led him to forbid the pack to hunt them. Now, though, he needed the wolves.

His mind set, he trotted back to the pack, left the cubs with the female least able to fight and took the rest back towards Greythorne.

Somewhere out there were the answers.

 


Hirad was poking at the fire, sending new flame spiralling into the air and embers scattering. Beyond the fire, the night was anything but quiet. Although it wasn’t raining, the wind was blowing more cloud across the sky and, closer to the ground, savage gusts were whipping up dust, mourning around the broken ruins of Greythorne’s once proud homes.

Down in the centre and south of the town, the lanterns still burned as the work to uncover the dead continued. Hirad had enormous admiration and pity for the townspeople who clung to each other for what support they could get, while their inner strength drove them to sift the ruins for their dead so that those who survived could begin to live again.

Hirad added another dried-out branch to the fire and looked away from the town centre to those he guarded. The Raven. It felt undeniably good. He hadn’t imagined ever watching over Denser, Ilkar and The Unknown again, yet here he was, and their sleeping postures said everything about their confidence in him.

There were so many memories to recall, he didn’t know where to begin. He hooked the hot pot off the fire and refilled his mug, the soaking herbs Ilkar had gathered good enough for one last infusion.

A gust of wind played across the campsite, sifting through the cloaks and furs of his friends as they slept, the whispering pickpocket that stole nothing. He smiled, recalling the countless times he’d seen it before.

But the smile died as his eyes rested on Denser’s form. Because the gust had gone, yet the riffling went on, his cloak moving under the order of some unseen hand. Unseen.

He’d witnessed more magic than most non-mages would see in a lifetime and he knew a CloakedWalk attack when he saw it. Mindful that the mage, who would be moving very slowly around Denser to avoid becoming visible, would not be alone, Hirad stood leisurely, his gaze never slipping entirely from Denser, his mind framing the likely position of the mage-thief.

Denser was the other side of the fire from him, with The Unknown to his left and Ilkar his right. Hirad stretched, his heart rate increasing. Another gust blew across the ruins. Hirad half-turned as if to look down in to Greythorne, swung back, took a single pace and launched himself across the fire.

Fists clenched and arms outstretched, he dived to land beyond Denser’s body but connected with the Cloaked mage’s shoulder and upper back as he bent to steal. Hirad heard the mage grunt in surprise and suddenly he was there; a long figure, dressed in close-fitting black clothes, his arms flailing as the barbarian slammed him to the ground.

‘Raven! Mage attack!’ called Hirad as he landed, hands grappling for a hold. The mage was fast, sinewy and supple, scrabbling furiously and jamming an arm between himself and Hirad, pushing the barbarian away.

Hirad rolled again, letting go his grip and coming to a half crouch, seeing the mage still disorientated and, behind him, The Raven surging to wakefulness. The mage made to run but Hirad was quicker, lashing out a leg to trip him, the mage tumbling head over heels, sprawling in the dust.

The Raven man jumped after him, the mage quickly on to his feet and facing the barbarian. He swung a fist which Hirad ducked, stepping inside the man’s long reach to slam a punch into his midriff and follow up with a left hand which caught him square on the nose. Hirad felt it crack under his fist and felt the blood wet and warm on his hand.

The mage staggered back, gasping in pain. Hirad went after him, double jabbing to the mouth with his left and swinging with his right in a hook that the mage swayed away to avoid. Hirad squared up but never landed his next punch, taken off his feet by a body slamming into his side.

He tumbled to the ground, aware of shouting and seeing another figure all over his vision as he rolled. He heard The Raven shouting.

‘Three! There are three!’ Denser shouted.

A sword was drawn. Hirad saw the glint of metal and blocked instinctively left to right, connecting with a forearm. He scrambled back, trying to gauge his surroundings, seeing people everywhere.

Denser shouted something unintelligible and rage filled the space. In front of Hirad, his attacker jumped to his feet but doubled over as soon as he straightened. Hirad felt the spray of blood over his face and the man collapsed.

‘Gods!’ he shouted, getting to his feet and looking for the mage with the broken nose but Denser had seen him first.

‘Bastards!’ shouted Denser. The Xeteskian swept by Hirad, bloodied sword raised to bring it down, again and again.

‘Stop! Stop!’ The Unknown was shouting.

By Hirad, the other mage lay writhing, clutching his side, screaming his agony. Hirad lashed a foot into his face to quiet him while behind, the dull thud of metal on dead meat sounded in his ears.

‘It’s over. Denser, it’s over!’ The Unknown again.

‘No!’ shouted Denser.

‘It is over!’ The Unknown’s voice had finality about it and quiet reigned.

Hirad dusted himself down. He flexed his fists, feeling the knuckles and rubbing at the soreness he found.

On the ground near him, the body of one mage lay twisted in the rubble. His kick to the face had snapped the man’s neck but given the gaping wound in his back, it was probably a blessing. A few paces away, a second body. There was blood everywhere. In the garish light of the fire, it glistened on seemingly every stone, trailed over the churned mud and slicked in pools by the bodies. The third was nowhere to be seen and Hirad drew his sword, staring around into the night.

‘The third one’s still out there somewhere,’ he warned.

‘He won’t be back,’ whispered Denser. ‘He knows we’ll be waiting. ’

Denser still stood over his second victim, blood dripping from the blade he clutched, dragging in huge breaths, his head down, face blank. The Unknown and Ilkar stood near each other and to Denser’s left. Neither had drawn a weapon and both looked on in almost comical shock at the carnage Denser had so quickly wrought.

‘Denser, it’s time to clean and sheath,’ said The Unknown quietly.

The Xeteskian nodded and knelt to wipe his sword on the dead mage. They watched him make his very deliberate movements and walk back to the fire to retrieve his scabbard, refusing to catch their eyes. He sat on his bedroll and stared into the fire.

‘Who were they?’ asked Hirad.

‘Dordovans,’ said Ilkar.

‘Assassins,’ grated Denser.

‘I don’t think so,’ said Hirad. ‘Or it’d be your blood on the ground, not theirs. What the hell happened to you?’ He gestured at the bodies and walked back into the warmth of the fire, Ilkar and The Unknown joining him. ‘I can’t believe you did this.’

Denser shrugged. ‘They attacked, we defended.’

‘Interesting angle,’ said Ilkar. ‘Someone else might say you ran after an unarmed man and hacked him half to pieces.’

‘They didn’t attack,’ said Hirad. ‘They wanted something from you.’

Denser looked at Hirad, his fury still burning. ‘And they didn’t get it.’

‘Didn’t get what?’ asked The Unknown.

‘It doesn’t matter,’ said Denser, hand reflexively touching his stomach.

‘No?’ Hirad saw the wildness in Denser’s eyes and chose to keep himself calm. ‘It mattered to the Dordovans. And it mattered enough for you to kill them.’

‘That’s not why I killed them.’

‘Then tell us,’ said The Unknown. ‘You’re keeping secrets from us again and, again, we couldn’t be prepared. You’re putting us at risk and that’s not The Raven’s way.’

‘Gods, you sound like Hirad,’ said Denser.

‘That’s because, on this, he’s dead right,’ said Ilkar, adding his weight. ‘We need to know, Denser. And we’ll sleep easier if we know now.’

The Xeteskian raised his eyebrows and nodded, somehow making it a grudging gesture.

‘The Prophecy wasn’t all translated. And I was curious. So I took the pages that weren’t translated to Xetesk and found out Dordover’s intentions, all right?’

Hirad breathed out sharply and looked down into the town. Lights were weaving through the streets, heading their way. Not surprising. The screams of the dying mage were bound to have been heard despite the wind. At least it would keep the third mage away. He sheathed his sword and sat down.

‘And you thought this little snippet not important enough to mention?’ said Ilkar, voice quiet but angry. ‘You’ve put us at risk ever since we left Dordover and didn’t bother to mention it. Thanks very much.’

‘I didn’t think they’d find out,’ said Denser.

‘That isn’t the point,’ said Hirad. ‘I hope it was worth it.’ He looked over at Denser and could see that, to him, it was.

‘If they get hold of my daughter now, they’ll conduct a ritual spell sacrifice. They’ll murder her but they won’t do it quickly. She’ll die in agony. And I won’t let that happen. Enough for you?’ Denser stared back into the fire.

‘For now,’ said The Unknown.

Hirad looked at the big man. He suspected there was more. Time would tell but he was seldom wrong. Right now, though, with the lanterns bobbing nearer, there was some explaining to do.
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Erienne knew they had made good speed but to her their passage still felt so slow. She knew it was her anxiety but the nagging feeling wouldn’t go away. She’d have blown into the sails herself but the stiff wind whipping white horses across the surface of the water, and without doubt a product of Lyanna’s mind, was obviously power enough. Indeed at times, the captain of the Ocean Elm could be seen frowning out from the wheel deck, confused as to the direction of the wind which didn’t necessarily accompany cloud or follow its direction.

But he was a skilful sailor, used to the vagaries of the Southern Ocean and the tides around Calaius; and though clearly irritated by the conflicting information he could see and feel, had enough faith in his judgement and kept the sails full.

Erienne had risen with the first signs of dawn, as she had each morning, marvelling at the sight of light breaking across the eastern horizon as she stood at the bow, dressed in thick woollen breeches, shirt and cloak. This morning, she could see Balaia on the horizon. It was a clear, bright day without a hint of haze and the sight boosted her spirits, quelling the impatience that Ren’erei had found both funny and frustrating.

‘Be calm,’ she had said. ‘There’s nothing you can do. The wind and the ship are beyond your control. If you relax your mind, the days will pass more quickly.’

Erienne smiled and half-turned to see the pretty young elf standing on the wheel deck next to the captain. She had tried to teach Erienne mind-calming exercises which were surprisingly similar to those taught at the Colleges to mages suffering severe mana drain. Ren’erei asked her to think of her tensed mind as a muscle, cramped by fatigue, before imagining it slowly unwinding and stretching, then feeling the cool wash of blood begin to flow again.

She knew she could do it, she just didn’t want to, and her smiling admission had caused Ren to throw up her arms and stalk away.

Now, of course, Erienne wished she’d tried harder. She was tired, having not had a solid night’s sleep since leaving Herendeneth. Lyanna’s cries of pain and fear still echoed around her skull in the dead of night and her own anxiety surfaced to wake her a dozen times from her rest.

She’d survive. The coastline was looming large and the trip up the river to Arlen quick, if the captain timed the tide well. Erienne had no doubt that he would.

Her emotions were so mixed. She was desperate to see Denser but feared his reaction after so long out of contact. She needed his strength and thought but disliked the admission of failure it had come to represent within her. And she still thrilled at the prospect of standing with The Raven once again despite knowing the confidence it would give her was entirely unfounded. After all, how could they possibly help? She had to smile at that. They had achieved enough against the odds to make the question ridiculous. The fact was, they’d find a way.

There would be problems, though. She knew Ilkar would be ethically opposed to a return to the One and she could well understand the conflicting thoughts that would be running through his mind. Perhaps he wouldn’t even be with them. But somehow, she thought he wouldn’t miss it - if only to ensure right was done by his College. As for Denser, well, Denser’s College had a vested interest and they’d no doubt be irritated he wasn’t working directly with them. But he was a father before he was a Xeteskian and he’d fight his own College if he thought they threatened Lyanna. And in that, as in so much, Erienne and he were one.

But through all her feelings at what she would find back in Balaia, her strongest tie was to the child she had been forced to leave behind. Poor Lyanna. The innocent in a game with no rules, no defined sides and no obvious way to win. Erienne yearned to see her little face, her delightful smile and her beautiful eyes. And she feared that if this mission went astray, and the Dordovans found Herendeneth, she would not.

The strengthening wind drove the bow of the Ocean Elm into the next wave, sending spray flying into the air and across the foredeck. Erienne wiped a film of water from her face, turned and walked to the wheel deck, her balance true and confident after six days at sea.

Trotting up the eight-runged ladder she came to stand by Ren’erei, the elf smiling at her, green eyes sparkling.

‘Getting a little rough down there, was it?’ she asked.

‘No. It’s just that I’ve already washed this morning, that’s all,’ she returned. ‘How close are we?’

The Captain turned to her, reddened face pinched, his strong hands rocks on the wheel. ‘A day and a half, no more. Less if we go upriver through the night and I have a mind to.’ His voice was melodic and gentle, so different from when he bellowed orders to his crew.

Erienne nodded. ‘Then it’s time I tried to contact Denser. I’ll be in my cabin and I need to not be disturbed.’

‘Then I’ll be standing outside the door.’ Ren’erei’s face was solemn.

‘You don’t have to.’ Erienne smiled.

‘Nevertheless.’

Erienne led the way below decks, turning to Ren’erei as she reached the door to her cabin.

‘You should hear nothing,’ she said. ‘But even if you do, don’t worry. Occasionally, dispersal of Communion is a little painful.’

‘Good luck,’ said Ren’erei.

‘Thank you.’ She closed the door, lay down on her bed and closed her eyes. As she settled into the mana spectrum, searching for the spike that she would recognise as Denser, she prayed he was within her compass and, more importantly, that he would answer her at all.

She was not to be disappointed.




Chapter 13

Darrick faced down the angry Dordovan mage master in front of him. The young General hadn’t slept, though his cavalry and mage charges had grabbed a few hours after arriving in the ruins of Greythorne in the middle of the night. Having overseen the picketing and feeding of the horses, he’d toured the ruins, resolving immediately to leave half of his four hundred cavalry to help the salvage effort, taking the balance on after a day’s rest and assessment.

What he didn’t need, with the stubble itching his chin, his eyes red and smarting and still wearing his riding garb, was the mage, Tendjorn, to disagree.

‘These people need our help,’ said Darrick. ‘While you were resting, I was walking these streets. My decision stands.’

Tendjorn, not yet forty and with a flat, supercilious face, looked along his wide, veined nose from where he stood in the centre of Greythorne, clearly able to see the situation for himself.

‘Your orders, if I’m not mistaken, General, are to support the forces now in and around Arlen and rendezvous with Vuldaroq on his arrival with your entire force. Our latest intelligence from Gorstan indicates we are close to finding the girl but will need to move fast. Ornouth is a long way and Xetesk and the Protectors are not far behind.’

‘Open your tiny eyes, and see what I see, Tendjorn. I see a small town destroyed by a hurricane. And it was a hurricane that, by your own admission, was probably a result of Lyanna’s awakening power.

‘Now I understand your need to recapture her to stop all this but we have a duty as responsible ambassadors of magic to help those who have become innocent victims of whatever this actually is.’

Tendjorn smiled, a patronising gesture that sparked Darrick’s anger, though he kept himself in check.

‘General, I think you fail to fully understand the situation. This is not the end, though if we don’t find the girl soon, it will be the beginning of the end. Every hour spent here is an hour wasted.’

‘My decision stands and I would advise you to lower your voice next time you choose to utter such an insensitive remark. We do have the time.’

Tendjorn shook his head, his untidy dark hair flapping around his small round ears. ‘I don’t think so, General. Might I remind you—’

Darrick grabbed Tendjorn’s shirt at the neck with both hands and dragged the mage close.

‘Listen to me, Dordovan, and listen very well,’ he grated, his eyes cold. He could see the sudden fear in the mage’s face. ‘These people need our help now. Not in a day, not in seven, but now. Do you really believe that I, as an emissary of Lystern, can ride out of here without lifting a finger? Never mind the unconscionable moral wrong, what the hell sort of a message do you think it would send them about us?

‘This operation is under my control. It is two and a half days’ ride to Arlen from here. It will take twice that time to secure and provision enough ships to sail as far as Ornouth. My cavalry are tired, my horses exhausted. We will stay to oversee the cleaning up here. Only then will half of us move to Arlen. There, I will decide if Izack and his men stay here or join us. Do you understand me?’

Darrick let the mage go and stepped back. ‘Attempt to remove me from command if you dare.’

‘Don’t challenge me, Darrick,’ spat Tendjorn, straightening his clothing and failing not to appear ruffled.

‘It’s not a challenge. I’m in charge here, remember that.’

‘And remember who wields the real power,’ returned the mage.

Darrick laughed. ‘Yes I do. But we’re not in Dordover now, are we? And you are among Lysternans.’

The young General stalked out of the square towards the camp to rouse his tired men to uncover more of the dead.

 


There had been no trouble with the townspeople who’d come to check on The Raven after the attack by the Dordovan mages. They had no energy to question their story and anyway, The Raven could always be trusted. A further blessing was the dry weather overnight and The Raven woke shortly before dawn, at the insistence of The Unknown. The Communion to Denser had come with a pale light filtering beneath fast-moving, thin, high cloud across the wrecked town, the renewed noise of activity drifting up to them. Another weary day.

‘Who is it?’ asked Hirad.

Ilkar regarded him blankly. ‘Well, it’s a little difficult to tell, strangely enough.’

Hirad made a long face. ‘Thought you mages knew this sort of stuff.’

‘Tell me, Hirad, if someone gives a friend of yours a letter while you’re standing there, do you immediately know who it’s from?’ Ilkar’s ears pricked in irritation.

‘Well, letters aren’t magical, are they? Isn’t there an aura or something?’

‘Gods, Hirad, how many Communions have you seen? Isn’t it obvious that it’s a personal and private conversation?’

‘But that doesn’t mean you don’t know who’s talking,’ said Hirad evenly but a smile was edging the corners of his mouth.

Ilkar pointed at his face. ‘See these? They’re eyes. See that? That’s Denser, lying on the ground, receiving Communion from the Gods know where or who. I am a mage, not a seer, all right?’

‘You know, I’ve really missed our intellectual debates,’ said The Unknown dryly. He knelt by Denser and moved the mage’s head further on to his rolled-up cloak. ‘So well constructed and delivered. ’

‘Glad you think so,’ muttered Ilkar, throwing a sideways glance at Hirad.

‘What I think,’ said The Unknown. ‘And you think too, Ilkar, is that Denser is most likely in contact with Erienne. After all, few enough know his signature, let alone can guess or have worked out his likely whereabouts.’

‘That presupposes Erienne to be not too far distant,’ said Ilkar, nodding nonetheless.

‘A meeting was always inevitable,’ reasoned The Unknown.

‘A bit convenient though, isn’t it? I mean, we show up here in the middle of basically nowhere and Erienne drops a message in after weeks of nothing?’

The Unknown shrugged. ‘I think we’ve been together long enough not to believe in coincidence or convenience. Erienne left Denser a letter knowing he would try to find her and that we would help him, should he ask. If her need for him has grown, she’ll try to find him now too. It just makes sense for them to meet where she believes he will come to.’

‘Clever lady,’ said Ilkar.

‘I never doubted it,’ said The Unknown. He straightened and looked back down the small rise into the centre of Greythorne. ‘Some horsemen arrived last night. Cavalry by the order of the hoofbeats. We should find out who it is.’

‘Dordovan, no doubt,’ said Ilkar, scowling.

The Unknown nodded. ‘In all probability. We can show them the bodies of their colleagues, can’t we? When Denser comes round, we’ll go and look. Just keep your ears open and your eyes sharp. It’s looking like we aren’t on the same side. All right?’

 


‘Mummy! Mummy!’ Lyanna’s repeated screams woke Cleress before Aviana’s urgent message reached her tired mind. The Al-Drechar’s house was dark as she came to but even as she fought for focus in mind and eye, she heard the urgent speech of Guild elves and the snap of Ephemere’s voice ordering calm.

But as Cleress emerged into the corridor from her room, a shawl about her shoulders, feet rammed into sandals, night dress floating about her skeletal frame, it was clear Herendeneth was anything but calm.

Outside, a wind howled down the wood-panelled passageway, rattling the pictures hanging on the walls and ruffling the rugs underfoot. Behind Cleress as she limped towards the guest wing where Lyanna slept, a vase crashed to the floor and the breaking of glass echoed from a distant part of the house.

Ahead of her, Ephy had stopped at a set of doors and was speaking to a Guild elf, Cleress couldn’t make out who. She saw him nod, bow slightly and hurry back up the passage towards her.

‘Ephy!’ called Cleress. Ephemere turned, her face grey and anxious.

‘Let Aronaar help you,’ she replied. She opened a door but the wind snapped it shut, the dull bang reverberating along the corridor. Ephemere frowned.

Aronaar trotted up to her, deep green eyes tight with recent sleep, shirt and trousers hurriedly put on. He was barefoot.

‘Thank you,’ said Cleress, leaning gratefully into him, taking the weight from her stiff and painful right knee.

‘You set the pace, my Lady,’ said Aronaar, inclining his head slightly.

‘Then we’d better make it quick.’ They started towards Ephemere. ‘We’re following you, Ephy. Is she in bed still?’

Ephemere had dragged the door back open and braced it with a foot. She nodded.

‘Sitting up but still asleep, Ana says. This could be trouble. She’s in danger of becoming uncontained.’

Cleress felt fear shift through her, tensing tired muscles and catching her breath.

‘Faster, Aronaar. Much faster.’

It was the flow of the mana they had to assess. The depth of any flaring and the vortices it produced. Without that knowledge, they could do Lyanna incalculable harm, shutting off streams that, with no escape, would disperse themselves inside her mind. Hurrying down the corridor, towards her room, Cleress wondered if that wasn’t already happening.

Outside, the orchard was largely still, but every window overlooking it had smashed outwards, leaving jagged spears of glass and warped frames swinging on the wind that gusted strong into their faces.

Above it, Lyanna’s wails ran like acid through Cleress’ veins and she could but imagine the torment of the young child as she fought a desperate battle to bring her burgeoning power under control.

For days now, the four elderly Al-Drechar had kept unflinching vigil over Lyanna as she descended into her Night. At no time was she left alone in her mind; it was the only way to monitor her acceptance of the mana as part of her being and discern any hint that she was understanding control.

Only now would the Al-Drechar find out whether their terribly short time of teaching had given Lyanna the knowledge that would save her life. But what nagged at them all was that, though Lyanna was obviously bright and a talent with no bounds or equal to her potential, she shouldn’t have had to deal with her full Awakening until her teens. Not just her mental wellbeing but her physical state too had to be monitored.

The Al-Drechar did everything they could, though in truth it wasn’t much. They kept her exercised and fed during the moments she was awake and shielded her from the excesses of mana strength while she lay semi-conscious. But so much of the battle was within her undeveloped psyche and they were helpless to aid her there.

The lucid periods were shortening dramatically and, more and more, Lyanna either lay on her bed or walked the corridors of the house, oblivious to all around her, Al-Drechar shadowing her every step of the way.

A keening cry split the whistling of the wind and with it, a jolt in Cleress’ brain as Aviana’s tenuous grip on Lyanna’s mind slipped again.

‘Hurry, please,’ came the exhausted thought. ‘She’s breaking me.’

‘Almost with you,’ pulsed Ephemere. ‘Be calm, Ana.’

Aronaar reached out with his free hand and pushed open Lyanna’s door. Ephemere strode in first, with Cleress unwrapping her arm from the elf’s shoulder before following her in while he stayed outside.

Lyanna was sitting on the bed, legs not touching the ground. Sweat matted her hair and ran down her face and across her tightly closed eyes, dripping from her cheeks and chin. Her mouth hung open and she dragged in great breaths, moaning for her mother or whimpering, her brow creased by some savage inner pain.

In a chair near the bed slumped Aviana, her face white in the gloom and drooping to her chest. Her arms were gripping the sides of the chair and her legs were tucked hard under it. She was shivering, her eyes restless as they searched the mana spectrum.

Immediately, Cleress and Ephemere attuned their eyes to the spectrum, revealing the full enormity of what they had sensed on walking in.

Rippling and shimmering, unstable but holding, Aviana’s mindmana shield played like a hood around Lyanna’s consciousness, its deep brown cut through with a brilliant emerald green that was Aviana’s alone. Beneath it thrummed the chaos of Lyanna’s desperate fight to accept and control the mana flow coursing through her head, drawn there by what she represented as if it was alive.

And what the Dordovans had done was there for them all to see. Dominating the gentle brown that gave them cause for hope, indicating as it did her Drechar capabilities, was the poisonous orange of the Dordovan College. Here was where the fight would take place.

Looking deeper, Cleress could see striations of deep green, pale yellow and dark, dark blue assimilated in the streams. Much of it appeared calm but at the centre of the helical structure was the pulsing orange that signified Dordovan Awakening.

Like a lunging animal, no, a snake preparing to strike, the rogue Dordovan mana bunched and coiled before expanding explosively, ripping the gently modulating brown as it did so; and punching outwards as flares or, intriguingly and worryingly, part-constructs.

Aviana, with minute adjustments to her shield, accommodated her instant decisions, letting the flares and stronger constructs escape or, if she could, containing them, allowing them to disperse harmlessly away from Lyanna and almost certainly taking damage in her own mind in the process. It was impossible to see how she could do otherwise.

Cleress’ pulse quickened. It was an onslaught, unintentional and quite without malice, but one under which Aviana, even Aviana, was beginning to wilt. The power it represented was quite without precedent. Should Lyanna complete the miracle and survive, she’d be a mage with no peer. It was something for the Al-Drechar to cling onto. At least they wouldn’t be surrendering themselves pointlessly.

‘Cleress, apply yourself to the shield,’ said Ephemere. ‘I need to calm the inner structure.’

‘Be careful,’ urged Cleress, already plucking at Aviana’s mana strands to knit together the shield and provide a fresh and safer outlet for the flare. ‘She’s attempting to cast.’

‘She’s trying to contact Erienne,’ said Aviana, relief in her voice as Cleress accepted some of the brunt of Lyanna’s outpourings.

Through the jolt she felt and the concentration she partitioned to help Ana, Cleress had enough about her to be irritated she hadn’t spotted it straight away.

‘Of course,’ she muttered. Though Lyanna hadn’t been taught even the rudiments of Communion, her innate knowledge led her subconscious mind to attempt it. Her constructs were ill-formed and impossibly unstable, lasting a few heartbeats at most, but they were there nonetheless as she attempted the flow across the spectrum that would lead her to her mother’s mind.

It was lucky she had no hope of success. The base power of her casting occasionally reached dangerous peaks which would have slammed into Erienne with the force of a MindMelt. It was these Aviana had been filtering through the shield to dissipate away from that young, helpless mind. Even so, the pain must have been at times intense. Small wonder Lyanna cried out for Erienne so often.

‘Aviana, let go if you need to,’ said Cleress. Despite her tiredness, she felt able to sustain the shield while Ephemere cut off the source of the flares.

‘I’m all right. I’ll just pull back a little,’ she said. ‘Ephy, you’ll have to talk her down quickly. The Gods only know what this is doing outside.’

‘No, I’m not going to talk. I’ve got a better idea. I’m going to mana meld with her.’

‘Risky,’ said Cleress. The mass of trapped mana in Lyanna’s mind coiled and sprang, spitting out another embryonic Communion. It was weak as Lyanna began to tire and Cleress was able to disperse it within the shield; a containment that represented a small victory for the seas around Herendeneth.

‘She needs to understand how to bind the Dordovan magic into the One at source. She may be able to stand the reaction in her mind of not doing so but I don’t think we or Balaia can.’

‘Then do it, Ephy, if you believe you can,’ said Aviana. ‘Just hurry.’

Cleress watched closely as the smooth brown sphere that represented the calm of Ephemere’s mind began to reach out, all the while never letting her concentration slip on the shield.

Strands of mana waved out from the sphere. Tiny filaments like hairs on an otherwise bald skull, probing so gently into the multicoloured confusion that was Lyanna. At first, the little girl seemed unaware her mana coil was being touched and Ephemere was able to spread the gossamer tendrils wider, linking and diffusing areas of deep Dordovan orange, melding their flow with hers, removing its aggression.

But though Lyanna herself had no formal training in defence against such magical intrusion, her innate abilities, unschooled and uncontrolled, fired within her mind.

‘Now it starts,’ whispered Ephemere. ‘Be ready. Accept the pain.’

Cleress frowned but in the next heartbeat understood only too well. The coiling core of Lyanna’s mana focus dragged inwards at extraordinary speed, moving from the size of a skull to that of a fist quicker than the mind’s eye could follow.

Ephemere gasped, her probing tendrils whipping away from their tenuous hold. Immediately, she constructed a convex surface and suspended it, base down, above the fist which punched outwards with blurring energy.

‘Dear Gods,’ whispered Cleress as the mana energy deluged Ephemere’s deflector, disintegrating against the unyielding surface held by a mind of huge experience. Mana strands flashed away, tearing into the shield held by Aviana and Cleress, the two Al-Drechar modulating desperately to absorb the impact or let it pass through on its way to play havoc with Balaia.

Absorption was a hammer, pounding on her exposed brain. Lyanna’s flares coursed the shield, seeking a path, their outlet Aviana and Cleress. Naturally, the Al-Drechar could have completed a circuit, building a contained sphere, but Lyanna would have been irrevocably damaged at the very least as her mana energy gorged itself in the active mind that had so recently given it its freedom.

And that could not be allowed to happen. So the Al-Drechar’s old but strong minds had to take the force of it, letting go only that which would have compromised their concentration and hence the shield, so risking catastrophic flaring into the mana trails that covered Balaia. It was an acceptable state, but only for now.

Lyanna’s resistance was violent but brief and Cleress realised that Ephemere had fully expected it to be so. Quickly, the mana flow subsided, the coil relaxed and the girl’s breathing returned to a regular pace from its fevered speed.

‘Join me,’ said Ephy. ‘She is spent.’

‘We should keep the shield,’ said Aviana immediately.

‘It’s done its work,’ replied Ephy. ‘Trust me.’

Together, the three Al-Drechar forged a lattice of tendrils that stroked the angry, tired coil of Lyanna’s failing defences, teasing out the Dordovan strands and calming them to brown. Doing so, Cleress felt Lyanna’s energy seep away, as did her own, and she reacted just quickly enough in the physical world to hold the child as she slumped, peaceful for now, to a deep and dreamless slumber.

‘We should wake Myra,’ said Ephemere. ‘She can take the rest of the night.’

‘No,’ said Aviana firmly. ‘I can do it. Just pray she keeps quiet through the day too.’

Cleress knew what she meant. They couldn’t cope with another outburst like this without rest. Ideally, Myriell shouldn’t be woken until noon and Aviana would have to sleep the whole of the next day and night. She and Ephy were in little better shape but had the rest of this night before having to once again take their stints guarding Lyanna from her own mind. Her Night was far from over.

Cleress and Ephemere made their way slowly and painfully back to their own rooms, spurning the Lemiir for the totality of rest. In truth, neither had the energy to sit and smoke.

Closing her door, Cleress mouthed a silent prayer that Erienne would return soon.




Chapter 14

The Raven walked purposefully back towards the centre of Greythorne, their direction clear at last. All their clues, thoughts and suspicions had been proved right. Erienne had travelled south, she had received help and she had met with the Al-Drechar. But not on Balaia.

Denser had woken thoughtful, quiet but determined from his Communion, his fury of the night gone and giving them only a brief summary of his conversation. He was very anxious to be on his way but The Unknown was determined to make proper assessment of Greythorne, both in terms of support for its beleaguered survivors and the potential threat of the cavalry force.

They would leave town after midday all being well which, with Erienne probably arriving in Arlen the following morning, depending on wind and tide at the river’s mouth, was all Denser would stand. It would still leave Erienne alone for two days but Denser had advised her to stay aboard the Ocean Elm, advice she had been given by the Guild elves already.

‘Like I said earlier, keep your eyes open. We’ve heard all sorts of rumours about College mobilisation and we don’t know where allegiances have finally fallen, if anywhere. Don’t necessarily trust anyone. And remember, even within a College, not everyone thinks the same way.’

‘Meaning what?’ asked Hirad.

‘Meaning Dordover don’t want us to find Lyanna first,’ said The Unknown. ‘They want us to lead them to her and then they want her back inside the College and probably dead. All right?’

Hirad nodded. ‘I’ll be careful.’

‘Good.’

It was a short walk through the ruins to the centre of the shattered town, coming again to full, painful life, such as it was. The smell of porridge and the steam from water vats drifted across the main square. Squads of men and women moved with dread purpose to their next tasks and inside the marquee a babble of voices signified the day’s activities being organised.

The Unknown Warrior stopped one of a group of men heading past them with shovels. ‘I heard some cavalry come in last night. Do you know where from?’

The man shrugged. ‘West. One of the Colleges.’

‘Which one? Dordover?’

A shake of the head. ‘I’m not sure. Lystern, I think.’

The Unknown nodded and walked on, heading for the marquee.

‘Good news,’ said Ilkar.

‘If it’s true,’ said The Unknown.

‘Will you ever stop being sceptical?’

‘Will you ever stop being an elf?’ The Unknown smiled.

‘I think you’ve said that before, sometime.’

‘I know I have.’

‘But he was right about Lystern, that man. Look,’ said Hirad, pointing towards the marquee. Standing just under its awning and talking to Gannan was a tall young man in plated cavalry leather. A cloak was about his shoulders, deep green with gold braiding at the neck, and his curly brown hair waved in the breeze that blew without pause through Greythorne’s streets. He was obviously tired, his shoulders having the minutest droop, but he was still unmistakable.

‘Darrick,’ said The Unknown.

The Raven walked faster across the square to their old friend who didn’t look up as they approached, his face half turned from them.

‘Well, well, well,’ said Hirad. ‘There’s a face it’s good to see in bad times.’

Darrick’s head snapped round and he took in the four of them, a rare smile crossing his face.

‘But why is it always the bad times, Hirad, eh?’ The smile faded as he gripped hands with them all in turn, his habitual serious expression replacing it. ‘I didn’t expect to see The Raven together again. The situation must be worse than I thought.’

‘We’re just helping a friend,’ said Ilkar. ‘Old habits die hard, you know.’

‘I do know.’

‘So what brings Lysternan cavalry to Greythorne?’ asked The Unknown.

‘Orders,’ said Darrick. ‘Some of my, um, superiors deemed it necessary to increase the weight of our already significant forces in Arlen.’

‘Already significant?’ Denser’s face displayed his agitation.

‘Look,’ said Darrick. ‘I know I’m not speaking to fools. There’s been plenty of College mobilisation and the potential for trouble in Arlen is high.’

‘Someone else knows Erienne’s landing there tomorrow, do they?’

‘Hirad!’ snapped The Unknown, his voice an angry hiss.

‘No, they do not,’ said Darrick, but he couldn’t help a glance over his left shoulder where a cloaked man was standing hunched over some papers.

‘But they do now,’ said Denser. ‘Nice work, Hirad.’

‘What’s wrong with you? This is Darrick we’re talking to,’ said Hirad, though his tone betrayed the knowledge that he’d made a bad mistake.

‘And you think Lystern alone sent him and his cavalry, do you?’ The Unknown scowled. ‘Gods, Hirad, sometimes I wonder whether you understand anything at all.’

‘Can we conduct this somewhere else?’ suggested Ilkar.

Denser nodded curtly and strode back into the square, heading for the makeshift stabling.

‘Sorry,’ said Hirad, shrugging. ‘I didn’t think—’

‘No, you didn’t,’ said The Unknown. ‘C’mon. Time for a slight change of plan.’ He looked deep into Darrick’s eyes, the General nodding almost imperceptibly. ‘Thanks.’

He turned and followed Denser out into the wan sunlight, Ilkar and Hirad behind him.

 


Tendjorn straightened and turned, watching The Raven hurry away. To his right, Darrick stood impassive, his eyes glinting, his body still. The Dordovan mage could feel his anger though and found it a comfort. He opened his mouth to speak.

‘Don’t say it,’ warned Darrick. ‘You will leave them to do what they have to do.’

Tendjorn snorted. ‘Sentimentality is something you can ill afford,’ he said. ‘They have done what we expected and located Erienne. We can handle it from here.’

‘Meaning what exactly? If you’ve used The Raven, you’ll pay. Not by my hand, by theirs. You’ll do well to remember that.’

‘Five years ago, when they rode the dragons to save us from the Wesmen, I would have believed them capable of anything. But now? Look at them, General. They’re looking exactly what they are. Past it. You’re supposed to be a friend of theirs; perhaps you should start acting like one.’

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘I will be contacting Gorstan at Arlen presently,’ said Tendjorn, ignoring Darrick’s anger. ‘We’ll have Erienne as soon as she docks. I expect you to be ready to ride with however many you consider necessary as soon as you have completed your assessment of Greythorne. ’

‘And The Raven?’

‘Will be kept away from causing trouble. Now that can be by you, or by Dordovan forces already in Arlen. Either way, they are not to be allowed contact with Erienne.’

Darrick looked at him, his jaw clenched, eyes betraying his feelings, but said nothing, choosing to walk away. Tendjorn enjoyed his discomfort.

‘Oh, General?’ Darrick stopped, his back to the mage. ‘We don’t want bloodshed in Arlen, do we? Like I said, The Raven are your friends. I do hope you decide to, how shall I put it, look after their wellbeing. Stop them doing anything foolhardy.’

The General walked on.

 


Thraun had tracked the scent of the ones for which he had dim but certain memory. Trotting with the pack towards Greythorne, other disturbing recollections fought to resurface, distracting him and worrying the pack, who kept a wary distance behind.

Like dreams while he was awake, the flashes rocked him. Of standing on two legs; of a friend he knew as man-packbrother; of great winged beasts and of primal fear reaching down from the sky. At least they confirmed that those humans he followed were known to him sometime.

And that they were strong and, he thought, good.

The pack kept above the trail the humans and their animals used as it wound past the remains of Thornewood and arced across open ground, latterly turning full south to enter the town itself.

It was a habit born of caution but he shouldn’t have bothered. Nothing travelled the trail and, with the moon shining dully through a cloud-covered sky, there would be no one. Just the spirits of the wind to keep the fear alive within them.

The pack had stopped to rest and watch on a shadowed rise above Greythorne. The scene was much as the previous night, with lights burning, voices calling and stone and wood rumbling, cracking or falling.

Well before dawn, horses and riders had thundered into the western end of the town and Thraun had taken advantage of the disruption to scout the empty streets. He had picked up the scent of his humans very quickly and, satisfied he knew where they were, by smell and the embers of a fire he could see like a puddle in the dark, he had returned to the pack.

But they hadn’t stayed in Greythorne. With light across the sky once more, the humans had taken to their horses and ridden south and east. Thraun hadn’t known what he expected but it wasn’t this. Perhaps the wrong in the air covered more than he dared imagine. Perhaps the two female humans he had seen in Thornewood were not returning to Greythorne. Or perhaps those he knew were doing nothing to change the wrong to right.

Whichever way it was, the pack had to follow him. He ignored their desire for food. That could come later. Choosing to track by scent rather than shadow by eye, Thraun took the pack on to a destiny none of them could guess at or hope to understand.

 


The Unknown hadn’t even paused to say goodbye to Gannan, such was the haste with which they left Greythorne. With their horses’ hooves kicking up mud and the surprised and disappointed faces of the town’s survivors following them, they galloped through the wreckage and out into the countryside, heading east and south to Arlen. It was just under a three-day ride and though they were bound to have a good start on any pursuit, that wasn’t Denser’s principal concern.

They rode hard for two hours before the horses needed a break. Ilkar took the horses to a stream while Hirad built a fire to make coffee.

The barbarian didn’t look up when Denser stalked up and ignited the damp timber with a brief but intense FlamePalm. The Unknown dumped a few more short branches by the growing flames.

‘Hirad, you are a bloody idiot,’ he said, squatting down by his friend. ‘What did I say about being careful?’

‘It should be all right. We can trust Darrick,’ said Hirad, though the pit in his stomach told him it wouldn’t be.

‘Darrick isn’t the problem,’ said Denser. ‘The Dordovan behind him was.’

‘But even so—’ began Hirad.

‘There isn’t an “even so”,’ snapped Denser. ‘Unless they’ve made a major tactical error, that mage will be able to commune as far as Arlen easily and will have already done so.’

‘Always assuming there’s anyone there.’

‘Oh, assuming that, of course.’ Denser cast his eyes skywards. Above him, the cloud was moving and rolling, pushed by a quickly strengthening wind. Already, Hirad had changed his position to shield the fire over which The Unknown hung his pot.

‘Hirad, it’s become obvious to everyone that Erienne took Lyanna off Balaia. It was a just a question of where. Dordover will have been covering every port for weeks. After all, they’ve had a fifty-day advantage over the rest of us,’ said The Unknown.

‘So what do we do?’ Hirad at last picked his head up and looked at The Unknown. There was no anger in his expression, just frustration.

‘Well we have to assume any Dordovans in Arlen are already aware of Erienne’s imminent arrival. And so we have to stop her walking into trouble for a start.’

‘Which means Denser communes, right?’

‘Yes, Hirad,’ said Denser curtly. ‘Not exactly how I’d planned to deplete my stamina but still.’

‘I’m sorry, all right?’ Hirad couldn’t keep the irritation out of his voice. ‘We’ll sort it out.’

‘Will we?’ Denser’s eyes flashed angrily. ‘There’s four of us. What exactly do you suppose we’ll do if the Dordovans get to her before we do?’

‘They’re not going to hurt her, Denser.’

‘But they’ll take her from me and time is so short,’ he said, fidgeting again. ‘And capturing her is all they need to get to Lyanna. Only I can save her.’

‘So you keep saying. So get them to avoid Arlen and we’ll meet them further down the coast. Don’t panic.’ Hirad stabbed another branch into the fire, sending a few sparks past the gently steaming pot. Ilkar scrambled over and sat the opposite side of the fire to the barbarian.

‘I’m not panicking, Hirad. I’m worried for my wife and daughter. I hope that’s all right.’

‘And I’m worried for my dragons but I’m still here helping you.’

‘Oh, Gods,’ muttered Ilkar under his breath. ‘Must you?’

‘Yes, such helpless creatures,’ said Denser. ‘So vulnerable. I can’t imagine how they’ll survive without you.’

‘They’re already dying, Denser,’ snarled Hirad. ‘Not that you’d know, eating delicacies in your comfortable tower.’

‘That’s not how it is,’ said Denser, leaning back deliberately, attempting to calm the situation a little.

‘No, sure, I mean the fruits of your hard work are everywhere, aren’t they?’ Hirad waved his arms expansively. ‘Do you see Protectors freed? Are the Kaan dragons any closer to going home?’

‘Those are just two issues in—’

‘ “Just?” In case it’s escaped your attention, Denser, those two issues saved Balaia. One knowingly exiling themselves in the process, the other fought at great cost outside the Septern Manse. Unfortunately, it was some time ago, and perhaps your memory has dimmed over the years.’ Hirad’s caustic tone echoed around the fireplace. There was a contemplative silence.

‘Hirad, I know this is critical to you,’ said Ilkar. ‘But temporarily, we have more pressing matters. And getting to Erienne and then the Al-Drechar could solve your problem anyway.’

Hirad nodded. ‘I know I made a mistake and I’m sorry. I just want him to know what he’s done. Or rather not done.’ He jabbed a finger at Denser.

‘At the risk of seeming stupid, what does finding the Al-Drechar have to do with Hirad’s dragons?’ asked Denser.

‘The Kaan think they can solve the dimensional riddle,’ said The Unknown. ‘They have Septern’s knowledge after all. And one other thing. Hirad’s right, the Kaan are dying and the Protectors aren’t free—’

‘Hold on, I—’

‘Don’t interrupt me, Denser,’ warned The Unknown. ‘I know Mount politics are complex but you’re a senior master now. We’ve seen no results. No progress. And we want answers. Just as soon as Lyanna is secure.’

Denser regarded The Unknown with a slight frown on his face. A corner of his mouth turned up as he spoke, a little nervous reaction.

‘Let’s face it, unless we can secure Lyanna, and the Al-Drechar for that matter, dragons and Protectors will be the least of our worries.’

‘All the worse that you’ve let it go this long, then,’ said Hirad. He lined up a row of mugs and tipped the coffee into them.

Denser shook his head. ‘You see, the trouble is, you haven’t grasped the seriousness of all this yet, have you?’

‘Credit me with some notion,’ said Hirad, thrusting a mug at Denser roughly enough for coffee to spill over. ‘If we don’t get to Lyanna first and keep her from Dordover, we’ll have this bad weather for longer.’

Denser gaped. ‘Haven’t you told him anything?’ he demanded of Ilkar.

The elf shrugged. ‘We tried . . .’

‘I understand,’ said Denser, nodding in resignation. ‘Let me try and put this in words you’ll understand.’

‘Don’t patronise me, Xetesk man.’

‘Sorry. I didn’t mean that the way it came out.’ He took a sip of his drink. ‘This isn’t like a passing storm front. “Bad weather” does not cover what might happen - this is only the start. We’ve already seen a raising of the earth, a hurricane, floods and tidal waves. Imagine that happening a hundred times worse and all across Balaia. Because if Lyanna is taken from the Al-Drechar and slips into unfathomable Night, as would be inevitable, that’s what’ll happen until she dies. And that’s why the Dordovans will kill her.’

‘And can we, or rather you, control her?’ asked Hirad, his voice quieter as the weight of Denser’s words sank in.

‘Yes, I keep telling you,’ Denser replied, anxiety back in his voice. ‘But we have to get to her quickly. The Al-Drechar can’t contain her for long, even at this level of mess. At least the fact that Erienne has left her means she believes the Al-Drechar are capable for the time being.’

‘But then she won’t know the extent of what’s already happened,’ reasoned Ilkar.

‘I think the Al-Drechar will have guessed,’ replied Denser. ‘But the point is that letting Lyanna fall into Dordovan hands would be a disaster. They’ll either try and fail to control her because they don’t understand or they’ll kill her because they’re scared of her. I need my wife. We haven’t got long.’

Hirad opened his mouth to speak, saw the depths of worry in Denser’s eyes and chose to drink some coffee instead. What he had been about to say was inflammatory anyway. Perhaps another time.

‘We have to deal with the here and now,’ said The Unknown. ‘Denser, Communion. If you can get Erienne to persuade them to anchor in the bay we can ride down the estuary to find them. Hirad, go and check the horses. Ilkar, a word if I may.’

‘Are you all right, Unknown?’ asked the Julatsan.

‘Yeah, fine,’ said The Unknown but they could all see a distant look in his eye.

Hirad shrugged and walked over to the stream, a smile breaking over his face as his irritation faded. The horses looked relaxed and ready and were grazing contentedly. He patted one on the neck and ran a hand down its foreleg, feeling the fit muscle and bone beneath his fingers.

His smile broadened. They may have been apart for five years but still, when The Unknown spoke, they listened. That fact alone would, he considered, give them the ghost of a chance in the days to come. And it sounded like they might need every ghost they could grasp.




Chapter 15

Selik leaned back in his richly upholstered red and gold chair in a private room of the Lakehome Inn and allowed himself a smile. It still felt like a smile to him though the humour was gone. Another would have seen little more than a grotesque distortion of his face.

He wouldn’t have described the feeling as ‘happiness’ either. A bitter satisfaction, maybe, an easing of the burning hate in the knowledge of its ultimate extinguishing through sweet revenge. But happiness, no. That was an emotion he hadn’t experienced since the bitch had frozen him. Lesser men would have died. His strength and breastplate had saved his life when the IceWind had struck him. Nothing so resistant had been protecting his hands and face, though, and he’d borne the stigma for six long years, just waiting his chance.

And now, he was to be presented with it.

It had been good news Gorstan had given him as they’d stood at the mouth of Arlen Bay and he’d ridden hard for the town to set about hiring ships and crews and buying provisions. But there’d been a nagging anxiety. It was one thing knowing where the bitch and her abomination of a daughter hid. It would have been quite another getting there through the famously treacherous rock and coral straits. Many men would have been lost and he didn’t know how many, if any, he could afford to lose.

He’d dismissed the mage who’d bought him the latest, far finer news and now sat alone in front of an open fire, a rug beneath his bare feet, mulled wine steaming on a table in front of him and the other three chairs in the tapestry-hung room empty. He enjoyed the peace, broken only by the crackle of flame.

He relaxed, feeling the anxiety slip away. He was not a keen sea traveller and the thought of danger he couldn’t see lurking beneath the water at Ornouth made him nervous.

Now, though, the answer to his prayers was sailing up the Arlen River. And he would be waiting at the dock to welcome her.

He sipped his mulled wine, then took a long swallow, draining the glass. Gods, but it tasted good.

 


Denser ceased his probing, released the Communion shape and opened his eyes. The Raven were around him and the concern on their faces told him he’d shown facial expression during his search for Erienne. He felt tired and lost, somehow, and his heart beat hollow in his chest. He moved gingerly to a sitting position and felt for his pipe and weed pouch.

Ilkar laid a hand on his shoulder.

‘That didn’t look comfortable, Denser. What happened?’

Denser filled his pipe and lit it, suppressing an unwanted smile at Ilkar’s choice of words. The Communion hadn’t merely been uncomfortable. It had been like searching in a hailstorm. He felt battered and a little confused by what he had encountered in the mana spectrum.

He knew he’d searched the right area and he knew Erienne’s signature intimately. She wouldn’t attempt to hide from him. But he’d found a sudden impenetrability, like coming across a bank of fog in a sheltered valley. And it had been a painful experience.

He looked up into Ilkar’s face and past him at Hirad, who was examining the blade of a dagger, apparently uninterested.

‘I couldn’t reach her,’ he said quietly. ‘Couldn’t even feel her. There was something in the way.’

Ilkar frowned. ‘How do you mean?’

‘Well . . .’ Denser fought for the right words. He scratched his head and took a draw on his pipe, the smoke funnelling pleasantly into his mouth. ‘Like there was another power there, occupying the space. I couldn’t feel her because there was focused mana in the way, I suppose.’

‘What shape was it?’

‘That’s why it’s so confusing, there was no shape. It was a coalescing of mana, like a wall.’

‘Produced by another mage, though?’ Ilkar frowned.

‘Presumably.’ Denser shrugged. He sighed. ‘I guess it doesn’t really matter. The fact is that I can’t contact her.’

‘Not now, anyway,’ said The Unknown. ‘Come on, we’d better get away. Try again when we stop this evening.’

Denser nodded. ‘Yes. It’s unlikely to be a long-lived effect. Or I hope it won’t.’

‘Unless it’s a deliberate obscurement,’ said Ilkar.

‘Hmm. How, though? It’s not a structure I recognised. It wasn’t right, though.’ He bit his lip, frustrated.

Hirad sheathed his dagger and got to his feet. ‘It’ll be all right, Denser.’

Denser blew out his cheeks. ‘Nothing like a non-mage to give you confidence, is there?’

 


Erienne leaned over the post and retched again, her muscles convulsing, the taste of bile strong in her throat. Her stomach was long empty but the nausea sweeping through her didn’t subside and hadn’t for most of the morning.

Ren’erei had stood just far enough away to give her comfort but not too near to crowd her and add to her acute embarrassment. As Erienne straightened and turned to let the wind blow into her face, cooling the sweat on her brow, she walked forwards.

‘It isn’t seasickness,’ she said. ‘How can it be after this many days?’

‘I know,’ managed Erienne, her head thumping, her belly aching and protesting every time she took a breath.

‘It must be something you ate,’ she said, helping Erienne to sit on one of the net-covered crates on deck.

Erienne shook her head; she didn’t have the energy to speak. She knew where the nausea originated but didn’t want to have to explain it to Ren’erei. It wasn’t food, it wasn’t the gentle motion of the Ocean Elm, which was speeding towards Arlen Bay on a stiff and consistent wind. It was nothing that Ren’erei could comprehend even though she was an elf and so inherently magical. She didn’t understand what it was that touched and aided her in everything she did. After all, she wasn’t a mage.

Erienne was under attack. She didn’t know from where or by whom and that scared her almost as much as what she was feeling. On the mainland, only The Raven knew she was coming, so how she could have been targeted, she didn’t know.

It had crossed her mind that she had fallen victim to a mana sickness. There were always claims bouncing around the Colleges that mana within a mage could become somehow infected. Erienne had always dismissed them but in the first flush of her nausea, she had been prepared to believe anything that would provide an explanation.

But as the hours passed and she regained some rationality, she’d ignored the notion in favour of hard fact. Her nausea had come on her like a blow from a hammer, and stirring her head like thick soup so she couldn’t focus on her hand in front of her face. It had provoked a reaction in her body that was nothing to do with any physical sickness. And it had gone on long after she’d established in her own mind that there was nothing wrong with her mana capabilities.

So there was no infection, there was no food poisoning and there was no focused drain on her mana stamina.

This was something no textbook had ever covered. It was what happened when someone who knew your signature launched spells at you without knowing exactly where you were. Enemy or friend, Erienne couldn’t tell but she could guess. Lyanna. Seeking her mind. But in her innocence she was damaging her mother and until it stopped, the world of magic was closed to Erienne.

The realisation rocked her. It was a powerful weapon. It made her defenceless. Fortunately, she’d be meeting Denser in a couple of days.

He would know what to do.

 


It was the same that night. While the fire burned and The Raven waited, Denser tried and failed to make contact with Erienne. If anything, the fog obscuring her was thicker than either of the times he’d tried before.

He dispersed the Communion and lay still, desperation beginning to steal over him, a feeling of tears behind his closed eyelids. He was tired. He had never found Communion an easy spell and his three attempts so far had left him depleted of stamina. He needed to rest and pray, to rebuild his strength for another casting, but his mind raced with possible solutions and he could see sleep would be a long time coming. He didn’t have time for this. None of them did.

‘Denser?’ It was Ilkar. He didn’t open his eyes. He could feel the fire warm the left side of his body as he lay, its flickering glow orange on his eyelids.

‘C’mon Denser. I know you’ve released the spell. There’s tea here for you. Herbal. It should help you sleep later.’

Denser opened one eye. Above him, through the trees that part sheltered them from the strengthening wind, he could see cloud tumbling across the sky. It was darker than the night it covered. There was going to be heavy rain. Very heavy.

‘I hate herbal tea,’ he said. He tried to smile but nothing happened. He dragged himself to a sitting position and accepted the mug Ilkar offered, wrinkling his nose at the heady, sweet smell. Across the fire, The Unknown was building a makeshift spit and he could see Hirad laying snares through the gloom about fifty yards away.

‘Food could be a while,’ said The Unknown, following his gaze.

They lapsed into silence. Denser forced his tea down, wincing at its syrupy texture. He could see Ilkar smile but it was an effort. Denser looked back at the sky. There were no stars at all now, just thick darkest grey cloud. The wind blew chill through the evening air and despite the shelter of the trees, it would get cold. The Unknown clearly intended to keep the fire stacked, not considering the blaze as a risk.

‘Anyone in Greythorne who wants us that badly will find us anyway,’ he’d said. ‘And anyone coming from Arlen is too far away to get to us tonight.’

Too far away. The words haunted Denser.

They were two days’ ride from Erienne and that was a day and a half too many. He felt angry that he couldn’t reach her, frustrated she wouldn’t hear his warning and scared of what they might find in Arlen if he failed in his contact at dawn.

Bloody Hirad. This could prove one indiscretion too many. And despite the barbarian’s confidence, Denser still boiled inside. His wife and daughter were at stake here. Hirad seemed to forget that and he clearly had not grasped how desperate Dordover was to get hold of them both.

The wind rattled the branches and blew dying leaves over the ground. The rain was in the sky now and the odd spot hit his face. Dust kicked into the air and the flames of the fire blew hard, tinged with a telltale blue-brown corona.

It was so wrong. Denser wasn’t a man of the woods but he was a sensitive mage. And this was deeply disturbing. It even tainted the air they breathed, or so it seemed to him. Perhaps it would be better if the Dordovans found Lyanna first. At least then . . .

He quashed the thought, ashamed it had even arisen. But the rational part of him acknowledged it as a solution to the ravages Balaia was increasingly suffering. Hideous, but a solution.

Hirad walked back into the firelight and sat down. He dumped an armful of leaves and roots on the ground by him.

‘There’s not exactly a mass of wildlife around here. I’ve set for rabbits but it might not be rich pickings tonight.’

Ilkar chuckled. ‘Get your excuses in early, Hirad.’

‘You’re funnier than usual tonight, Ilks,’ returned Hirad. ‘Which isn’t hard.’

‘Right,’ said The Unknown and the moment’s levity was banished. ‘We have to face the possibility that Erienne will sail straight into Dordovan hands.’

‘I take it the Communion was no better?’ Hirad looked up at Denser who shook his head, his eyes not quite holding contact. ‘Maybe in the morning.’

‘Maybe,’ said Denser.

‘But the worst case is that Erienne is captured,’ said The Unknown. ‘What then?’

‘Well presumably the Dordovans will demand Lyanna and that means all of them going back to Ornouth with her,’ said Ilkar. ‘It’s pretty simple.’

‘Agreed,’ said The Unknown. ‘But there are variables.’

‘Aren’t there always?’ grumbled Hirad.

Ilkar patted his knee. ‘Wouldn’t be the same otherwise, would it?’

‘No indeed.’ The Unknown drew a mark in the soil. ‘One. We don’t know whether the Dordovans are there in sufficient numbers to take the ship. Even if they are, it will take two days to resupply, maybe more, depending on exactly how unhelpful Erienne and the Guild are able to be.

‘Two. The Dordovans may only be able to stop the ship putting back to sea themselves. Given Darrick’s arrival at Greythorne it’s clear they aren’t there in the numbers they’d ideally like in order to go to sea. We also have to assume that Dordover are working with Lystern on this. But that leaves us still not knowing the numbers in Arlen now.

‘Three. The Guild could manage to put back to sea having rumbled the Dordovan presence. We need to think how to get out to sea and meet them - assuming Denser still can’t get in touch with Erienne.

‘Four. Earl Arlen. He isn’t going to sit around and watch people fighting on his docks. He may be a good starting point for us because he may well not be aware what is happening in his town. On the other hand, of course, he may be entirely complicit in the whole thing.

‘Five. Because of that latter point, we can’t be sure that anyone we meet or talk to is with us or even neutral. One thing that we can be sure of is that the Dordovans in Arlen will be looking for us. And it all means that getting to and helping Erienne is going to be extremely difficult. There are other possible factors but I think you get the picture.’

‘And what help can we be if the odds are overwhelming?’ asked Denser. He shook his head. The rain began to fall steadily. Not hard but that was just a matter of time.

‘We can always help,’ said Hirad. ‘We’re The Raven.’

‘Well you’d better start thinking how. This mess is all down to you in the first place.’

Hirad nodded, brushed his hands together and stood up. He walked past Ilkar and The Unknown, heading for the horses.

‘Where are you going?’ asked the elf.

‘Away.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I mean I don’t need to hear his smart-arsed superior remarks any longer. I made a mistake and it was a bad one and I’m sorry. But I can’t undo it, only try and make it right. But every opportunity, he’s going to remind me and I don’t need it. So you people who never ever make mistakes can rescue Lyanna on your own.’

‘So you’ll find your own way to the Al-Drechar, will you?’ asked Ilkar, ears pricking. A gust sent rain thrashing around the clearing, stinging the face and sending spats of dirt from the ground as it struck. The fire hissed and crackled in protest, shadows speared across the ground, flickering and jumping.

‘I expect we could work it out, me and the Kaan,’ said Hirad. ‘All I’m asking is a little respect for the fact that I’m helping a man who hasn’t lifted a finger to help me in the last five years.’

‘A little respect, I can grant you,’ said Denser.

‘Drop it, Denser,’ said The Unknown, his voice a growl.

‘One more word, Denser,’ Hirad raised a finger. ‘And you’ll be riding to Arlen alone.’

‘Run off to your precious dragons, Hirad. And you can all die together in your chilly cave while I try and save Lyanna, and Balaia along with her.’

Hirad spun round and ran at the Xeteskian, hurdling the fire and kicking over the pot, scattering water to steam and hiss in the hot ashes. Putting a hand up he pushed Denser in the chest, knocking him back a couple of paces. He might have been a few years older than when The Raven last rode together but he’d lost none of his speed; there had been no time for Denser to react.

‘You’d like that, wouldn’t you, Denser, eh?’ His voice grated low, his eyes, hooded, his face muscles bunched and taut. ‘You and your powerful friends up in your towers.’

He pushed Denser with both hands this time, forcing him to fight to retain his balance.

‘Let them waste away, you thought. People will forget, you thought. We’ll play a little at research but we know we aren’t going anywhere with it. No one will really care. Bet that’s how it was in nice warm fire-bright Xetesk, wasn’t it?’

Denser met his gaze but said nothing. Hirad grabbed his cloak at the neck and marched him backwards, spitting out his words, his whole body shuddering with his anger.

‘But I haven’t forgotten, Xetesk man. And neither have the Kaan. You’ve made them suffer, you bastard, and you never gave it a thought. They are no closer to going home now than they were five years ago are they? But you’re too wrapped up in your petty politics and power climbing to give a shit.

‘But I’ve been there. Every day and every night. Seeing their eyes dim and their scales go dull and dry. Seeing their confusion grow and their minds seethe. Because every day they die some more while every day the ungrateful scum they saved forget a little more.’

Denser was backed against a tree with nowhere to go. Rain was running down its trunk and thunder barked overhead. The torrent increased its ferocity, its hammering in the leaf cover a cacophony into which Hirad shouted.

‘Get where I’m coming from, Denser? Understand even a little bit?’ Hirad made a tiny space between thumb and forefinger. ‘Because right now there’s a death sentence over the Kaan. It’s long and slow but it’s certain because no one’s going to help them, are they?’

‘Hirad, enough.’ It was The Unknown’s voice but Hirad ignored it, pushing his face very close to Denser’s.

‘But now, it’s your wife and child. Now, it’s different. And we’re all expected to drop everything and help you, aren’t we? No, more than that. We have to.’ He leaned in until their noses all but touched.

‘Well I’ve got an answer for you, Xetesk man, and it’ll stop bloody magic tearing up my country. Let the Dordovans kill the child. Problem solved. Death sentence carried out. What do you think. Eh? Eh?’ He shook Denser, banging the back of his head against the tree and seeing the mage’s eyes burning hatred into him.

‘Hirad, that’s enough.’ The Unknown’s arm came between them, levering the barbarian away. He fought it.

‘Lost your tongue, Denser, have you? Have you?’

‘I think you spend too much time with reptiles.’

‘Fuck you, Denser!’ He drew back a fist but The Unknown caught his arm and thrust his body in the way, forcing Hirad back.

‘Don’t do it,’ he said, holding his hands out, his massive frame hiding Denser completely. But Hirad was too far gone.

‘Get out of my way, Unknown.’

He came forward again. This time, The Unknown shoved him hard. He stumbled back on to his haunches, feet slipping on the slick ground as the rain beat down with ever increasing force, a net of water obscuring his vision. His hand reached reflexively for his sword but The Unknown stooped to the fire and shook the scabbard from his huge blade in one fluid movement.

‘You aren’t going to hurt him, Hirad. Back off.’ The menace in The Unknown’s voice shocked Hirad who could only stand and stare at what he saw.

‘Unknown, stop this!’ shouted Ilkar. ‘Hirad, you too. We’re The Raven, for Gods’ sake!’ He marched in between them, trying to take them both in, unable to keep the disbelief from his voice or his expression as the rain washed down his face.

Hirad had taken his hand from his sword hilt and was gazing slack-jawed at the blade in The Unknown’s hands.

‘He’d see Lyanna die,’ said The Unknown. ‘And I can’t have that. He’d see her die.’ He didn’t switch his eyes to Ilkar as he addressed him. ‘A feeling you’re familiar with, I believe.’

Ilkar ignored the comment. ‘Put your sword up, Unknown, and do it right now. There will not be any fighting here, understand?’

The Unknown Warrior looked down at Ilkar, rain splattering across his shaven head, his eyes glinting orange in the wind-whipped firelight.

‘I won’t let him harm Denser,’ he said. ‘You know why.’ He threw his sword to the ground.

‘It’s not about that,’ said Ilkar.

‘Isn’t it?’ said Hirad. He wiped a sheen of rain from his face and flicked his hand to disperse it. ‘Trouble is, Unknown, you’re still a Protector in here.’ He tapped his chest above his heart. ‘And you can’t shake it off. And the ridiculous thing is, he’s done the same to your brothers as he’s done to the Kaan. Let you fester and hope you’ll go away.’ Hirad made no attempt to move closer.

‘How little you know, Hirad. I’m a father, that’s what I am. And I won’t see someone else’s child tossed aside.’ The Unknown turned away but swung back. ‘You’re my friend, Hirad. Probably the best I’ve ever had. You brought about my release from Protector thrall. But I won’t see you threaten a man through his child. That’s a bond you won’t understand until you experience it.’

‘Yet you pulled a sword on me,’ said Hirad, his anger gone now, replaced by a feeling of loss. ‘We’re The Raven and what you did doesn’t belong. It was wrong.’

‘Listen to yourself,’ said the big man. ‘It was your actions too, Hirad. Yours too.’

‘Think I’ll make a camp somewhere else,’ said Hirad, and he walked from The Raven’s fire.




Chapter 16

Jasto, twelfth Earl of Arlen, was a proud man who had paid the price of overstretching his resources and who, as a result, was now under the firm, fair but unshakeable grip of Baron Blackthorne.

Even in Blackthorne’s weakened days following the destruction of his town towards the end of the Wesmen wars, Arlen had perceived himself too weak to challenge the younger man with any certainty of success. But that had not made him a weak man, as some of his resident merchant lords had intimated. It had made him wise and, latterly, very wealthy once again.

He recalled his hard-pressed merchant and shipping families coming to him those six years ago and urging him to break free of the bonds Blackthorne had imposed. They were weary of being beneath the Baron’s fist and he, they had said, would never get a better opportunity to demand and achieve his autonomy.

And he had seen their point. There had not been a mercenary to be hired anywhere in Balaia, and Blackthorne’s own men were either dead or tired of fighting. However, to Arlen, an attack would have been like betrayal of a man who had sacrificed so much to keep Balaia free of Wesmen domination. So instead of sending men armed with sword and spear, he had equipped them with pick, shovel, saw and hammer. Instead of riding to demand freedom of movement and impose conditions of their own, they had offered help and comfort.

Arlen had recruited quarrymen and stone masons to replace or reshape what the Wesmen had destroyed, carpenters and joiners to work the wood; and he’d encouraged as many of his people as could be spared to be willing pairs of hands.

The Earl smiled as he thought it all through again, his greying, bushy moustache accentuating the movement of his top lip, his leathery, ocean-toughened skin wrinkling on cheek and forehead. It had been help where help had been needed but Arlen had never been a purely altruistic man. Blackthorne had seen that. It was business.

Craftsmen do not come cheap. Wood, stone, iron and steel all have their prices and in such a sellers’ market, those prices had been high. Food too, can always be managed to be expensive. And every one of Arlen’s merchants, shippers and fisher-fleet owners had seen the profits. Blackthorne had not raised an eyebrow. Indeed he had laughed, shaken the Earl’s hand and fetched a bottle of superb wine from the cellars the Wesmen had found but left intact. Even savages enjoyed fine wine.

Arlen remembered sitting in a marquee, supplied by his town, and clinking glasses with the wily Baron. His words at the time would forever remain simple vindication of Arlen’s decision.

Blackthorne had taken a long swallow, leaned back in his chair, shrugged and had said, ‘It’s what I would have done.’

And he’d still reduced the travel levies across his lands that had squeezed Arlen’s merchants so hard. As a mark of gratitude, he’d said.

Riding away from Blackthorne that day, Arlen had wondered how long the gratitude would last. Almost six years later, he was still expecting the letter of withdrawal. He supposed he shouldn’t have been surprised. Blackthorne’s honour was unquestionable.

It had left Arlen in peaceful charge of a burgeoning town, attracting trade from Calaius and Korina to his docks. More and more farmers were attracted to his fertile lands on the town’s northern borders, knowing the price for their produce would not be driven down by traders passing on the burden of Blackthorne’s safe passage levy.

But now something smelled bad in his town. It had blown in on the foul breeze of magic and had taken root to the south along the River Arl. First it had been Dordovans. A few mages and their escorts. Nothing out of the ordinary. But ten days ago, they’d been joined - joined - by forty of the Black Wing filth and since then, the Dordovan military and mage numbers had swelled until over three hundred and fifty camped downstream.

His innkeepers and whores hadn’t complained. Neither had his fresh food market stalls. There’d even been some profit for his fine cloth and silk men but the pilfering had been rather more unwelcome, however well it had been contained.

But there was only so much you could forgive in the name of trade and that line had been breached this morning.

Word had reached him of aggressive buying of supplies and attempted secondment of ocean-going vessels. It had been the Black Wings putting on the pressure and they weren’t prepared to take no for an answer.

He didn’t mind the movement of supplies. That was easily balanced. But ships? There was a carefully maintained balance between supply and demand for vessels capable of travelling the tricky distance to Calaius. It was a balance his shipping owners were anxious to keep to maintain their lavish lifestyles.

But at this juncture it wasn’t the owners he was concerned about. The trade in salted meats, wine, armour and weapons was lucrative but reliant on regular transport, and the return of coffee, cloth and jewellery among others was equally critical. Arlen could ill afford to lose transport space for these valuable commodities for an unspecified length of time.

He had already sent guardsmen to break up a dispute over a ship already chartered by a consortium of traders. Apparently, Black Wings had offered double the rates for troop passage to Ornouth of all places. When the shipping agent had refused, choosing to remain loyal to his regular paying customers, he had been threatened and one of his clerks beaten for attempting to intervene.

That had been yesterday.

This dawn had seen Arlen forced to drag his very tall frame from his bed at an unseemly hour, with the sun barely cresting the horizon. A deputation waited in the drawing room of the castle. They were a merchant, a farmer and a shipper. He pulled on a white silk shirt, plain deep-blue wool-weave trousers and a black three-quarter-length coat. His silver rings decorated three long bony fingers on each hand and the heavy gold chain, passed on to each successive Earl, was placed reverently around his neck.

He drained his tea, dragged on white stockings and simple black, double-buckled ankle boots and loped from his bedroom, his long, easy strides eating up corridor and stair as he marched to what could prove to be a difficult meeting. At the entrance to the room, a servant brushed the back of his coat to remove dust and the odd stray hair fallen from his fast balding head before opening the door.

‘Gentlemen, good morning,’ he said as he strode in. A murmured greeting met him from the three men, two seated and one standing near the fireplace. All were dressed well, though the farmer, a sour middle-aged man named Alpar, was garbed in working clothes having already no doubt been at work for two or three hours. Those seated began to rise until Arlen held up a hand.

‘Please, let’s not stand on ceremony here, I doubt we have the time.’ He sat in his gold upholstered armchair across from the deputation and waited for a servant to pour him a cup of tea and withdraw before gesturing for his old silks merchant friend, Hancross, to speak.

‘The situation on the docks is getting worse, Jasto. These Black Wings are nothing more than thugs intent on getting their way and wrecking our businesses into the bargain. Stealing from the outlying farms is getting worse by the day and now they have stooped even lower. Erik?’ Hancross gestured at the son of Arlen’s most successful shipping agent, a man being groomed to take over the family business.

Erik Paulson nodded, fighting to keep his emotions in check. His eyes shone with tears. ‘I think this is really why we felt we had to appeal to you directly, my Lord. While it was intimidation aimed at us, it was different. Now it’s our families, it’s unacceptable and we need action.’ He paused, breathing deeply. For a moment, his chin wobbled. He gathered himself and spoke. ‘Yesterday evening, my wife and daughter were returning from the market to our house. Three of those bastards knocked my wife to the floor. One held a dagger to my daughter’s throat while the other two pawed at my wife’s body, threatened her with rape and my daughter with murder.

‘I can’t believe I can hear myself saying these words,’ he swallowed hard. ‘Not here. Not about my family.’ He shook his head and a tear escaped to roll down his cheek. ‘You should see them. They are both in shock in my house, too terrified to venture outside the front door. And this is Arlen. What the hell is going on?’ He looked at Arlen then, his expression pleading. ‘This is a peaceful town, my Lord, but unless you act, we fear people taking the law into their own hands.’

‘In fact we promise it,’ said Alpar, his throaty voice grating on Arlen’s ears. ‘Paulson has suffered the worst but we are all losing here. Each morning, my flock is short by a little more, despite the guards I post. Hancross won’t tell you but there’s been a fire at one of his shops and we all know who started it.’

Arlen nodded and raised both his hands to ask for quiet. He felt a growing anger in his gut. He had worked so hard to rebuild after the austerity of the Wesmen wars. He had brought peace and prosperity to Arlen, not just the town but across the Earldom. And he deserved respect. The Black Wings would have to be taught how to show that respect.

‘Gentlemen, this is my town and I abhor violence of any kind being committed within its borders or in the lands I also control. I therefore implore you not to raise arms as I will come down equally hard on either side in this dispute should violence ensue.

‘However, your coming here together tells me all I need to know about your sincerity and your trust in my stewardship, and for that I thank you. Now, I will, as soon as I am able this morning, visit the Lakehome Inn, where I understand their leader to be in residence. He will be ordered out, never to return. Any monies that he has paid for goods he has not received will be returned minus costs for damages, stolen goods and sundry expenses.’

‘Jasto—’

‘No, Hancross, don’t say it,’ said Arlen. For the third time, he raised a hand. ‘The reputation of this town is built on honesty, particularly in dealings for trade. Money exchanged in good faith will be returned. And petty thieves clutter jails to no purpose. However, Erik, if your wife wishes to identity her assailants, they will not leave Arlen before paying for their crimes.’

Arlen looked hard at Paulson and could see the man’s fury burning in his hooded eyes. He wrung his hands and his tanned skin had an unhealthy grey tone. He didn’t sit on the chair, more perched like some predatory beast. It was clear his chosen justice would be vengeful and violent.

‘Erik?’

‘They touched her. They touched her,’ he said, another tear easing from the corner of his eye, his control so admirable, cracking a little more. ‘This is a violation. They should pay.’

‘Then pay they will,’ said Arlen. ‘Trust me.’

Erik locked eyes with him then and it was clear that he did not. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I just want them to be able to walk in the streets of their own town without fear.’

Arlen rose from his chair and walked over to Paulson, placing a hand on his shoulder and squeezing gently. ‘I know, Erik. Leave it to me. They won’t escape my justice.’ He looked up at Hancross.

‘Take him home and keep an eye on them all. I want the word passed around the dock that it will be cleared and I want no one getting in my way. I want word sent to Lakehome to delay Selik however is necessary. I will be there within the hour. Anything else I should know?’

 


The Unknown Warrior stared at his sword as if it were a snake waiting to strike at him. There it lay where he had thrown it during the downpour and where it shimmered in the dying glow of the fire, ignored now that dawn was close. It was a symbol. Of the death of The Raven, finally. Of the ending of the trust they had in each other, he and Hirad. It had been everything to him. Even through the years they hardly saw each other, let alone spoke or fought together. Something he always had was Hirad’s unconditional belief. And last night, he had betrayed it.

And worse, Hirad had been right. When it had come to it, he had been driven to protect Denser. Protect. How hollow that word sounded now. All he had done was drive away the man that could keep them together long enough to save not just Denser but his whole family, and Balaia too.

The Unknown’s reaction had been much more than just desire to see a family saved, though, and that fact worried him deep in his soul. He should have been thankful he had a soul to feel worried but he wasn’t. Too much within him was still wedded to the Protectors and despite the relatively short time he had spent as one of them, he lamented the loss of the brotherhood. Even after six years and more, he had to accept it was a loss he would always feel and that was something he had not yet been able to fully come to terms with.

And they were coming again. They were close. He could feel them and had told Ilkar so the day before. He couldn’t describe to Ilkar the clash of emotion it sparked within him. The joy of being near them and the tragedy of their existence linked with the exclusion he felt now his soul was again his own. That was the most acute pain for him. He would always be able to feel them but he would never again feel the oneness that, despite its dreadful reality, the Soul Tank bestowed. He wondered if they could feel him too.

He looked over at Ilkar and Denser, sleeping under the hasty and inadequate shelter of leaf, branch and leather they’d created. He’d been glad for Ilkar last night. His sense had stopped a catastrophe. The Unknown had wanted to go after Hirad but Ilkar had stopped him doing that too. The elf thought Hirad would turn up in the camp come dawn. The Unknown wasn’t so sure.

The rain had stopped at last but the wind was cold and whipped through the trees, chilling him as he sat by the fire. How they needed Hirad, now more than ever. After he’d calmed down, Denser had agreed to Commune with a contact in Korina to pass a message to Diera. All that he’d heard was yet more bad news.

The contact was preparing to leave the city as, apparently, were tens of thousands of people, fleeing inland. Two days before, after an unceasing torrent of rain, the tide had risen along the estuary and, fed by run-off from the hills and mountains and whipped up by gale force winds, had kept on rising.

The docks were under water, as were all of the low-lying areas in the estuary basin. Further up into the centre of Korina, conditions were better but the waters were still rising. The Unknown’s house had been in the estuary basin. The contact had no idea of the level of casualties in the city but knew The Rookery still stood and still served its patrons. He had promised to deliver The Unknown’s message there.

All The Unknown could do now was pray his wife and son were still alive and under Tomas’ welcoming roof.

He wanted to saddle his horse and ride to Korina now but knew he couldn’t. If he wanted to save his family and friends, he had to get Denser to Lyanna. Hirad was central to that. The big warrior rubbed his hands over his face and shook his head, cursing himself for his actions.

It wasn’t until the man walked into the camp that he realised the watch he had been taking had been nothing more than an excuse to sit in the cold and damp, and disappear inside his own mind.

‘Nursing a problem, Unknown?’

‘You could say,’ replied The Unknown after looking up to see Darrick walk in, leather cape around his shoulders, sword scab-barded at his waist, dark rings about his eyes. He must have ridden most of the night. ‘Sit down. I’ll put some water on for coffee.’ But that wasn’t why Darrick was there.

‘I don’t think we’ve got time for that,’ he said.

‘No,’ said The Unknown. He looked hard into the woods but could see nothing but the shadows of trees moving in the wind as the sun gradually pierced the clouds that threatened more rain. ‘Bring many with you?’

‘A couple of hundred.’

‘You were quiet,’ The Unknown smiled.

Darrick nodded and almost chuckled. ‘Well, we didn’t ride right in, if that’s what you mean.’

‘Two hundred, eh?’ The Unknown glanced again at his sword lying in the mud of the wood. ‘That’s probably enough.’

‘I thought so.’ Darrick walked around in front of The Unknown and stood across the fire from him. ‘I thought you deserved overwhelming odds to help you make up your mind.’

The Unknown looked up into the General’s eyes and saw the guilt painted there like the mark of plague on the front door of a stricken house.

‘So what do you want?’

‘To stop The Raven getting killed needlessly.’

‘Really?’ The Unknown raised his eyebrows.

‘Yes, really.’ Darrick scratched at his forehead with a leather-gloved hand. ‘Look, you’re in the middle of something bad and I don’t think you fully understand how Dordover sees the stakes.’

The Unknown felt a flash of anger. ‘Let me assure you, we know exactly how Dordover sees everything. That’s why we’re with him, trying to get to his daughter before anyone else.’ He jerked a thumb at Denser.

‘It’s not that simple.’

‘So Ilkar keeps saying. Only, it is that simple. Denser asked for our help. We’re The Raven, so we helped him. He’s one of us and he says he can save her and Balaia with her and that’s enough for us.’ There was silence. The Unknown could see Darrick understood but couldn’t do anything about it. His loyalty was to Lystern and, through them, Dordover. ‘So where are you planning to take us?’

‘Arlen.’

‘Well that’s fortunate. We were headed that way ourselves.’

‘I know. But you aren’t doing anything when we get there.’

‘Prisoners?’

‘Something like that.’ Darrick looked away.

‘Funny how things change, isn’t it?’ said The Unknown.

‘Not really,’ said Darrick. ‘Now, are you going to wake them or must I?’

The Unknown smiled again. ‘I’ll do it. You know how fractious mages are if woken suddenly. Have you already got Hirad?’ He saw no reason to hide the barbarian’s absence. Darrick wasn’t a fool.

But Darrick just bit his lip and gazed down at the ground. ‘No,’ he said. ‘I’m afraid we were too late.’

‘Good old Hirad,’ said The Unknown. Hope flickered again but Darrick extinguished it.

‘Unknown, you don’t understand. We tracked him all right but we were there second.’ He wiped his gloved hand through his matted curls. ‘Gods, how do I say this? The wolves were already closing in when the scouts arrived. I’m sorry.’

 


Arlen eschewed his horse in favour of marching through his town accompanied by twenty of his guard in a very obvious show of strength. There were faster routes to the Lakehome Inn but Arlen wanted as many people as possible, friends and enemies, to see his intent.

So, with the sun trying to warm a cloudy day and dry the streets that had been swept once again by unseasonably heavy rain, Jasto Arlen strode from the gates of Arlen Castle. Walking quickly up the wide, stone-chipped avenue between his private gardens and the barracks, he turned right on to Market Approach, a meandering street that linked the town to the north trails. Market Approach was peppered by cross-streets the whole of its length, while to the east, increasingly sumptuous merchant and shippers’ houses culminated in the magnificent Park of the Martyrs’ Souls. To the west, south of the barracks, the silk and fine goods market and the playhouse fronted a less affluent quarter including Arlen’s castle workers’ cottages and tenements, the stables and the plain but most important Temple of the Sea.

Arlen headed straight down Market Approach, a slightly sloped, cobbled street that opened out into Centenary Square, which housed the main market, selling everything from food to weapons to fine carved furnishings, and ringed all round with eating houses, inns and even the odd gallery. This early, the square was only just beginning to fill but word would spread quickly and Arlen felt his anger rising further. His was a well-formed, prosperous town built on hard work and a tight business ethic. No one would be allowed to change that.

Waving at his townspeople and trading greetings with anyone he knew, Arlen turned right out of the square to walk through poorer tenement streets into the long-nicknamed Ice Quarter where the trawler men had traditionally lived and cold-stored late-landed fish before selling catches in the dockfront fish market each mid-morning. Arlen walked past the iron foundry and fish market on his way to the dockside, taking in the empty harbour that housed the fishing fleet and the first of the deepwater berths, before turning left and walking past an attractive, sleek elven vessel, obviously just tied up, and stopping finally at the doors to the Lakehome Inn.

Looking along the dock past the timber yard and on to the Salt Quarter, Arlen could see a few people about, including some of the Black Wings lounging around jetty-posts. They, like his townspeople and visitors, straightened quickly, and before his sergeant-at-arms had finished hammering on the inn’s door to demand attention, a crowd was beginning to gather, a hubbub of noise filling the air and taking men and women from their work as curiosity got the better of them.

Locks were slid back and the left-hand of a pair of painted black wooden doors squeaked open. One of the innkeeper’s sons, a scrawny lad in his early teens, peered out, his freckled face blanching under his shock of tangled orange hair.

‘Don’t worry, Petren,’ said Arlen. ‘Just wake your father. I need to talk to one of your guests. Now.’

The frightened boy said nothing in reply, just bobbed his head and turned back into the gloom. Presently, they could hear his voice echoing through the inn, reedy and high, unbroken.

‘Father. Pa! The Earl’s at the door, the Earl’s at the door.’ Arlen allowed himself a brief smile, catching the eye of his sergeant-at-arms.

‘At least he knew who I was,’ said Arlen.

‘Yes sir.’

During the short wait, the crowd swelled and amongst them, Arlen counted over a dozen of the Black Wings. Right now, the atmosphere was calm and curious but it wouldn’t take much to turn it ugly. He leaned towards the sergeant-at-arms and ordered him to place men near the Black Wings.

‘My Lord?’ It was the innkeeper, Denat.

‘Sorry to wake you,’ said Arlen.

‘Not at all, my Lord. I’ve been up cooking breakfasts a while now.’

‘Busy time for you?’

‘I’m full,’ confirmed Denat.

‘Hmm.’ Arlen nodded. ‘Unfortunately, I fear you are about to lose much of your current custom.’

‘Pardon, my Lord?’ Denat frowned and fidgeted at the door. He was a heavier set but balding version of his son.

‘I want Selik, is it? Yes, Selik, at this door immediately.’

‘Oh.’ Denat hesitated. ‘Of course. I’ll fetch him for you.’

‘Thank you.’ Arlen’s smile was thin. He regretted the necessity for men like Denat but had to concede his type was useful to the town’s economy.

‘I am quite capable of fetching myself,’ drawled a voice Arlen hadn’t heard before. Disabled. Not true. And when the misshapen figure appeared around the door and forced himself past the retreating Denat, the Earl could see why.

‘Earl Arlen, I take it?’ The figure proffered a hand which Arlen ignored.

‘Correct. And you are unwanted in this town.’

Selik raised an eyebrow. ‘Really? By whom?’

Arlen regarded him blankly. ‘Me. And that is enough. However, I’m not an unfair man and I’ve watched your activities for longer than I should.’

‘I—’

‘Be silent.’ Arlen raised a finger but not his voice, unused to being interrupted. ‘And listen to me. Trade in this town is run by word, bond and delivery of goods and payment, not by threat, fist and intimidation. Goods stolen are accepted losses only if the perpetrator cannot be apprehended. And violations of the person, particularly the female person, are not tolerated under any circumstances.

‘These key laws and numerous others have been transgressed by you or your men. So here’s what happens now. With two exceptions, I want every one of your men accounted for and out of my town by midday. Any found still here after that time will be deemed in breach of the fair trading laws and suffer the appropriate penalties.

‘Any goods you have bought legitimately but not received will be delivered to you beyond Arlen’s borders. Any shipping deals you have struck, whether fairly or under duress, will be deemed void and any monies due will be returned to you.

‘You, Selik, will remain here not only until your men have gone but more importantly, until you identify and hand over the two scum who molested a woman and threatened her young child in my peaceful streets.

‘Do I make myself clear?’

Arlen’s speech had brought a hush to the crowd that now numbered in excess of one hundred, every one craning to catch every word. Even this close, the blustery wind off the lake snatched away the odd phrase yet enough was clear to send a ripple of applause around the gathering. Arlen did not acknowledge it.

Throughout, Selik had met Arlen’s gaze, a sneer evident on his smeared face. He had not attempted to interrupt. The applause died down quickly, the crowd anticipating Selik’s response.

‘I understood this to be a free town. It appears I was mistaken.’

‘No, not mistaken,’ said Arlen. ‘But freedom has to be bounded by rules to avoid it becoming anarchy. This is what you have attempted to bring here and I will not tolerate it.’

Selik nodded, his sneer broadening into what might pass as a smile.

‘We asked for co-operation and received none,’ he said quietly. ‘Yet we had to have what we tried to buy and I am afraid some of your traders did not seem to understand that. You see, Earl Arlen, there is a war coming, though you might not see it as such. And I am on the side of the just, fighting against the rising threat of dominion over Balaia of a single magical power.’

Arlen scoffed. ‘War. Selik, we are all aware of problems with the mana spectrum. I do talk to my mages, you know. But these problems will pass, and with them this irritating wind and chilling rain. Don’t attempt to hang your perverse actions on a magical uprising.’ Arlen took half a pace forwards, feeling revulsion grow for the man he confronted.

‘I know your beliefs and you are free to hold them. But you are not free to impose them on my people or to use them to justify your simpleminded thuggery. Now do you understand what you are to do, or do I take you to the jail to think on it at greater length?’

Selik straightened and raised his voice.

‘I will grant you this futile and very short-lived victory, merely because it would be a waste of my time to stand against you at this moment. But mark my words, Arlen. There is war coming. We will have what we need to conduct it and the innocent will die and their blood will be on your streets and your hands unless you turn to me for help. Mark what I say. And let your people hear it too.’ And he tapped Arlen’s chest with his forefinger.

The Earl grabbed Selik’s hand and turned it away.

‘There will never be war in Arlen,’ he snarled. ‘Unless you make the grave mistake of returning, that is, and, believe me, you will meet my steel if you try. Now get your men, give me the guilty and get out of my town.’

Selik laughed. ‘Believe what you will, Arlen. But right will triumph over innocence and ignorance.’

The look in Selik’s eye left Arlen cold.




Chapter 17

Hirad made a hasty camp between the trunks of a trio of young oaks, lashing his treated leather sheet to them at an angle to give him some protection from the weather. On leaving the Raven camp, he’d gathered his saddle and unhitched his horse, unsure of how far he’d travel. In the end, he’d walked for a mile, maybe a little more, while the rain pounded down, soaking him through his furs and completing his miserable but unforgettable evening.

With the wind at his back, beating the rain on to the leather, which thrummed and pulled, he set a fire with the dry sticks and kindling he habitually carried inside the leather, before collecting a few more to dry by the small blaze on the sodden ground.

He let his horse wander, knowing it wouldn’t stray unless endangered and, with his saddle as a pillow of sorts, lay back to contemplate the mess in which he found himself. There was a pit in his stomach that stole any appetite and a burning in his throat that had nothing to do with his earlier shouting. But above it all in his mind rode a deep sense of unease and wrong, coupled with loss. He’d walked out on The Raven, the only family he’d ever really known. This was nothing like the sad, if inevitable and certainly amicable parting of the ways they’d shared a few years before. This had been an act of finality.

Hirad sought fruitlessly for a comfortable position on the soaking leaf mould, his mind distracted by the howling wind that tore at his sheet, threatening to rip it loose; the incessant heavy rain that poured from the leather, pooling on the ground before running downhill and away.

He wasn’t a deep and clever thinker like the others, never had been. He just reacted to what he saw, heard and felt. It was his strength and his curse. He had no idea what had snapped in him earlier. It would have been easy to blame Denser completely but he had to shoulder much of the blame himself.

It was a culmination of things. The way he was always expected to jump to and help other people though, when matters were reversed, those others always found reasons not to bother. And Denser was the worst of them. He’d been acting very strangely since they’d met him in Greythorne.

But still, Hirad knew he shouldn’t have done what he did. Clearly, the man was scared for his family’s lives and it unbalanced him. Made him say stupid things; and bringing the Kaan into it had been a mistake that had triggered so much.

Once more, Hirad brought the image of The Unknown’s blade to his mind, saw its unwavering point and the intent in the grip. It had been no warning and although Hirad knew The Unknown’s reaction had been purebred instinct, he also knew that the Big Man would have killed him had he threatened the Xeteskian further. It was, after all, what he had been born to do; and even though he had been released from Protector thrall and had his soul returned, the legacy remained.

And now Hirad didn’t know how to feel. Angry at Denser, yes. Sad for what he had pushed The Unknown into, certainly. Disappointed he had walked out without solving the problem as well. That had always been The Raven’s way until now. Not to run. But he had.

There was nothing more to be done that night. Ilkar would know he wouldn’t come back immediately and there was no way The Unknown would sanction a search for him until dawn. But there was one question he wanted to answer before he slept. Did he want to be found? Actually, as the hours slipped by and he drifted in and out of sleep, disturbed by wind, rain and the odd rumble of thunder, the answer had become rather obvious.

Hirad awoke in a tight position that was scant protection from the chill. The dawn brought with it a strengthening of the wind but a welcome cessation of the rain. Hirad opened his eyes and stared at the taut leather bivouac vibrating against its ropes. He frowned as he blinked back the brightness of the morning, surprised he hadn’t woken sooner. But that wasn’t all that was amiss. Despite the wind, he should have been able to hear the sounds of forest birds, only it was very quiet and the wind rushed through what to the ear was a dead wood. Like Thornewood.

He stretched where he lay before rolling over and sitting upright, rubbing his face and scratching at an itchy scalp. It was time, he thought ruefully, for Ilkar to clear his head of mites.

Pushing himself up, he ducked out from under the edge of his shelter and stretched again, his eyes coming to rest on his horse.

‘Hello, boy, I—’ he began but faltered. The stallion was standing stock still, eyes wide, legs quivering, too terrified to move. Hirad looked left, following its stare to where five wolves stood, partly hidden by shadows.

‘Oh dear Gods,’ he said. His sword lay by the ashes of the fire. He could grab for it but if he triggered a charge, he’d be killed in moments. So he stood, hoping against the odds that they would move on.

‘Easy boy,’ he said to his horse but the words were as much to himself.

The wolves stood in a close pack, the leader in front of two pairs. They didn’t growl, didn’t threaten and didn’t give any indication of intent. Like Hirad, they stood and waited. It wasn’t normal behaviour and Hirad, not blessed with patience, was anxious for an outcome. Any outcome.

He took a pace forwards, ignoring his blade, knowing that open aggression could be fatal.

‘So what is it?’ he demanded of them. ‘Do something. We’re not going anywhere.’ His gesture included his horse, who suddenly pissed on the forest floor.

The lead wolf sniffed the air and then, with a low growl to its fellows, padded out into the dappled sunlight. It was a huge beast, four feet at the shoulder, its eyes yellow-tinged and its coat pale brown but for a sprinkling of grey flecks and an absolutely unmistakable white stripe down the front of its neck.

Hirad felt momentarily weak at the knees.

It was Thraun.

 


The Unknown, Ilkar and Denser rode in resentful silence but it could have been worse. The Dordovan mage guard had wanted the Raven mages bound but Darrick had instructed them otherwise. The Unknown had smiled at that, a fleeting amusement. The instruction had been little more than thinly veiled threat.

And so the trio rode weaponless but not helpless in the midst of a Lysternan cavalry force heading at good speed towards Arlen. It had become clear to The Unknown that none in the column had any idea what they might find at the busy but sleepy fishing town whose docks had latterly attracted profitable attention. All they knew was that Erienne was due in on an elven ship and that The Raven weren’t to be allowed access.

The big warrior could see confusion in many eyes, including Darrick’s but he could also see loyalty and the drive to follow orders. As every soldier knew, not every action had an immediately obvious motivation. So long as the war was won, battles were immaterial. Achieve the desired objective, that was what was expected and required.

The Unknown Warrior recognised and deferred to it, as did Ilkar, who’d seen enough battles to understand every nuance of conscript obedience and the unquestioning respect a fine general commanded. Denser was another issue and his hostility wasn’t merely directed at his captors.

‘I understood you to be pledged to protect me,’ he said, riding a little closer.

‘Pledged, no,’ said the Unknown. ‘Not any more. Protect, yes. You’re Raven.’

‘I saw how you reacted last night. Don’t make me remind you.’ The Unknown regarded him evenly. ‘You don’t have to, I remember it perfectly well. I experienced an unfortunate throwback. It’s a reaction that will pass eventually. However, I will always be your friend. And Hirad’s.’

‘Unknown, he’s dead,’ said Denser, a heaviness in his tone.

‘Believing it on seeing it.’

‘Come on, Unknown, you heard Darrick—’

‘Who saw nothing,’ said Ilkar. ‘Until we have confirmed sighting of a body, he’s still alive. And there’s something else. He’s Dragonene and I don’t see any Kaan.’

‘Whatever you say.’ Denser shrugged.

Ilkar shook his head.

‘What have I done now?’ demanded Denser.

‘All these years and you still miss the point sometimes, don’t you?’ said Ilkar.

‘Get what? Hirad lost it and now he’s gone, dead, missing or whatever. I get that. What else is there?’

‘He’s angry, Denser. He feels betrayed by you and he’s going to be confused and distressed by what happened between him and The Unknown last night. But he’s Raven. We’ve been his whole life’s focus despite his work with the Kaan and he won’t walk out on us. He agreed to help you, under duress I know, but he agreed and he’ll never fail a contract until it kills him. That’s what being one of us means.’ Another shake of the head. ‘You should know that by now.’

‘But we haven’t been The Raven for almost six years.’

‘It doesn’t make any difference. Not to Hirad,’ said Ilkar.

The Unknown listened to the exchange and wondered if Ilkar was right. He wanted to believe it but he had seen the look in Hirad’s eyes before he left and it hadn’t been distress, it had been shock. And if the barbarian couldn’t rationalise what had happened, he wouldn’t come back because The Raven as he understood it would have ceased to exist.

‘That doesn’t change the fact that we’re caught, I haven’t been able to attempt another Communion and he,’ - he stabbed a finger at The Unknown - ‘was supposed to be on guard. Some Protector you turned out to be.’

‘Is alienating the only people you can trust just a recent hobby of yours?’ Ilkar’s ears pricked and reddened. ‘Because you seem pretty well practised.’

‘True, though, isn’t it?’ said Denser, glaring back at Ilkar.

‘I am no longer your given Protector, Denser,’ said The Unknown, his voice low and menacing as he attempted to disguise the hurt inside. Perhaps he had failed them all. It was a thought not simply quashed though he had ample justification. ‘None of us could have suspected this lot would have ridden all night to get to us - why would they?’

‘But you didn’t hear them,’ insisted Denser. ‘How could you not? There are two bloody hundred of them.’

‘But only Darrick entered the camp.’

‘So why didn’t you kill him?’ asked Denser.

‘Because I was protecting you,’ replied The Unknown calmly. ‘And because I didn’t fancy becoming target practice for the elven archers Darrick would have had positioned out of my sight. You may consider yourself able to outwit archers, two hundred cavalry and two dozen mages with range spells prepared but I’m not. You are alive because I chose not to fight.’

‘But to what purpose? It’s pretty clear your good friend Darrick is fighting on a different side to ours. He’s hardly likely to let us go once we reach Arlen. What good can this do? Haven’t you been listening to a word I’ve said? Only I can stop this.’

‘Patience,’ said The Unknown. It was easy to see how Hirad had lost his cool. But The Unknown could see further than that. He could see the desperation in Denser’s eyes and had watched him fidget and heard him sigh, frustrated though they were still going in the right direction.

And what Denser hadn’t seen was Darrick’s unhappiness. The General was plainly not in favour of holding The Raven. But the ability to follow orders was just one reason he was such a fine soldier.

When they reached Arlen, the situation might well be very different and The Unknown planned to talk with his captor, fairly sure that he could turn the unhappiness to doubt and the doubt to insubordination.

The Unknown always liked to think there were options. If nothing else, he was riding with two of Balaia’s more powerful mages. That couldn’t hurt their chances. Deciding to say no more, The Unknown smiled instead and turned his eyes, as ever, it seemed, to the sky.

 


Thraun stared long at the human he recognised as a man-packbrother and bade the pack spare him. They would also spare the prey though the scent of the meat had them all drooling. The night before, he had howled into a tempest, his voice lost, drowned by the rain and tattered by the wind. It was a bad wind. It had scared him.

Others had been stalking those he needed. Whether to kill them he couldn’t be sure so he had watched the forest until man-packbrother had left the fire, taking his horse with him. And when the stalkers found the others, and he knew the pack couldn’t help them, he had left them and watched the one.

Man-packbrother had been scared but now he was not. He would help them. And they would help him. Alone, he was surely vulnerable. He was alone no longer. Thraun licked the man’s hand, then sniffed the sky again, hoping for comprehension.

 


Hirad knelt in front of Thraun, feeling the roughness of the wolf’s tongue on his hand and watching as he pushed his snout into the air. The barbarian ran a hand across Thraun’s head and looked briefly to the other wolves. All four sat alert, staring at him, animal confusion written across comically expressive faces.

‘You can feel it, can’t you?’ he said and pointed skywards.

It was fascinating and it was an immense relief that the shapechanger was still alive, though the term didn’t necessarily apply to Thraun any more. But, Hirad reasoned, if he were truly a pure wolf, his behaviour would have been very different.

Hirad supposed The Raven had been followed all the way from Thornewood. And the only possible reason Thraun would have done that was because he remembered them somehow. After almost six years, he should have been wild, with almost no vestiges of his human life to trouble him, but that was plainly not the case.

‘There’s something still going on in there, isn’t there, Thraun?’

Thraun growled gently in his throat and locked eyes with Hirad at the sound of his name. The barbarian saw recognition there, and something he was sure wasn’t lupine. It was a calmness, an assurance of purpose. And knowledge. Hirad understood wolves to be animals of instinct but Thraun knew things. That meant he had to retain memory.

Hirad leant towards him. Thraun didn’t flinch.

‘Remember.’

The wolf pawed at the ground and shook his head, actually backing up a pace.

‘You can understand me, can’t you?’ said Hirad. ‘But can I reach you to bring you back? And do you want to come back?’ He remembered the spark in Thraun’s eyes the times before when he’d assumed his wolven form. That wasn’t in evidence now, so many years later, but he still had intelligence, there was no doubt about that.

Hirad pushed himself to his feet and looked around at his horse. The animal was still badly scared but would have some sense by now that its life wasn’t immediately threatened. Walking back to his camp, Hirad untied and rolled the leather, strapped on his sword and scooped up his saddle. Placing it on his horse’s back, he felt the animal calm further and the stallion even managed to nuzzle his back as he bent to tie the girth strap. Attaching bit and bridle, Hirad planted a kiss on the top of its nose.

‘Good boy. Now then.’ He put his head close to its left ear and stroked its cheek gently, his voice carefully soothing, in the tone he knew would work. ‘Remember you’re the one that shares a home with dragons. These are just a few wolves. You aren’t going to let me down, are you?’

The horse snorted softly and nickered, trying to turn its head to him, to look at him through a big dark eye.

‘I knew you wouldn’t. Come on then,’ he said.

Never leaving his position close to its cheek, his free hand now caressing the front of its face, he led the still reluctant horse gently towards the wolves, speaking to Thraun as he came. ‘We need to get to the others. To The Raven.’ He pointed the way he wanted to go but Thraun growled and immediately the pack stood in his way. He stopped, grip tightening on the bridle, his horse digging in its back hooves.

He frowned and shook his head. All five wolves were looking at him, almost pleading. It wasn’t a threat, it was a warning.

‘What is it?’ he spread his arms wide, bridle hand slipping down the reins. As if in answer, Thraun trotted past him towards the risen sun and in the direction of Arlen. He paused and looked back at Hirad, the growl in his throat sounding like an order.

‘Come on, Thraun, the camp’s that way.’ Hirad pointed away into the forest. Thraun barked once and changed direction, the rest of the pack hesitating momentarily before following.

Hirad hauled himself into the saddle and goaded his unwilling horse after the wolves. He leaned forward and stroked the stallion’s face, whispering words of encouragement into his ears.

He had only half expected The Raven to be at their campsite but was still disappointed to find it empty. But as he rode in, it was clear something was badly wrong. The fire hadn’t been doused and cleared. A small pile of dry branches still sat near it. Surely they should have been taken for the next blaze. He dismounted and looked around.

There were no signs of any struggle but The Raven had left in a big hurry, the mud churned by hoofprints as if horses had been galloped out. Hirad squatted down, his frown deepening. He dragged gloved fingers through the mud and looked over at Thraun. The wolf was standing with the pack, watching him.

‘What happened here, Thraun?’ he asked.

He walked along the route the horses had taken out of the small clearing. Then he saw it. The churning wasn’t down to galloping. It was because more than three horses had been in the camp when The Raven had left. Many more. Hirad could see the widening column of prints as it drove away, back to the edge of the woodland.

They had been taken, surely. Ignoring the growls of Thraun, he remounted and rode along the trail carved into the sodden ground. Wherever they had gone, he would follow them and free them. He couldn’t leave them as prisoners. They were Raven.

And so was he.




Chapter 18

After the heavy seas of the past seven days, the River Arl was placid by comparison. Coming across the estuary on the rising tide, the Ocean Elm sliced calmly through the water, all sails full on a run with the wind blowing dead north, funnelling along the tree-lined shores. Further north, the trees would give way to rolling hills westwards, and spectacular escarpments eastwards, before open lowlands came to dominate the miles until the Arl opened into the beauty of Lake Arlen.

Ringed from its southernmost point to its north-western arc by trees that climbed part way up stark, snow-capped mountains, it seemed idyllic to anyone sailing towards it, bettered only by the body of water at Triverne. The port town of Arlen occupied the west bank, its deepwater berths home to ocean going vessels, its fishing fleet sheltered in a shallow harbour, and its offshore anchorages served by craft fitted with rope-and-pulley assemblies.

Incoming sailors could see the whole town sweeping up a low rise, culminating in the castle whose white scrubbed stone shone in the morning light, flags from its four turrets snapping in the prevailing breeze. Today, though, the white would be muted. None in Balaia had seen the sun consistently for what seemed like an age, with lowering, rain-bearing cloud washing almost ceaselessly across the sky. The land had cooled dramatically and many species of bird had flown prematurely south, insects had died early or never hatched at all and farming communities were counting the cost of poor crops this harvest and the certainty of hunger next year.

Erienne stood near the prow of the Elm, her mind still a fog from the mana attack, her stamina yet to recover fully and her feelings mixed as they had been ever since she left Lyanna behind on Herendeneth.

At least she felt she was doing something to try and maintain the safety of her daughter; and she felt an undeniable thrill at the thought of seeing Denser very soon. But ever-increasing had been her longing to hold Lyanna again, to sit in the orchard watching her beautiful child play, or to read her a story from her favourite book. She had found tears on her cheeks every morning, sleep having breached her defences. And, for the last three days, with her mana abilities damaged, she had known another emotion. Fear.

Fear that she would never be able to cast properly again, a threatened isolation that would soon become terrifying and unbearable. And fear of what she would find in Arlen. If Ren’erei was right, the Black Wings were strong again and Selik was still alive. He had been the right-hand man of Travers, and had the same zealous insanity in his eyes. She had only encountered them once but it had been an encounter that had cost the lives of her firstborn twin sons.

She knew now that the ache for them would never pass. Some days it was less, others more, but always there. And it was another reason she had to do what she was doing now. No one was going to take a child from her again.

Erienne let the wind whip at her hair as she stood in heavy cloak and trousers, looking back along the Ocean Elm’s length. She felt a little better this morning. Better enough that when Ren’erei walked along the deck towards her, she didn’t wish the elf gone.

As she approached, she looked hard at Erienne, trying to gauge her mood. She was wearing her brown and green cloak, laced leather trousers and brown shirt.

‘How are you feeling?’ Ren’erei asked, coming to lean with her back on the rail, arms folded, half turned to see Erienne’s face.

She shrugged. ‘Not bad. Less foggy.’ She made a scrunching gesture at the sides of her head.

‘Is that good?’ Ren’erei smiled.

‘Yes, it’s good. Mostly, I’m just glad we’re nearly there. This voyage has seemed very long.’

Ren’erei nodded, her expression becoming sober. ‘I can understand your impatience. But we have to be careful in Arlen. Denser’s right, you should stay aboard. We’ll find him.’

‘I suppose so.’

‘What is it?’

Erienne sighed. She wasn’t used to feeling so helpless and it was something that did not aid her shortening temper.

‘I’m irritated because I can’t contact him and he, presumably can’t contact me either. Gods in the sky, Ren’erei, we don’t even know if he’s there. And now you’re having to search the streets and all that’ll do is alert them.’

‘The Black Wings?’

Erienne nodded, finding herself unable to speak the name. A sudden knot of anxiety twisted her stomach.

‘They’ll be nowhere near here.’

‘No?’ snapped Erienne, her anger flaring. ‘How can you be so sure? Just ask Tryuun about them. When I was with The Raven we thought we’d destroyed them back before Dawnthief was cast. Gods burning, I swear I saw Selik die by my own hand. Yet you tell me he survived, and Tryuun’s face is evidence enough.’ She wiped a hand across her face, moving the stray hairs that blew about it. Taking a deep breath to calm herself, she stepped forward and covered Ren’s hands with her own.

‘These men are dangerous. They have mages working for them. I’m just imploring you to be careful. You’re a good friend, Ren. Don’t go getting careless. My daughter’s at stake here.’

Ren’erei nodded. ‘I’ll never forget that. And I’ll mind what you say. We’ll find Denser, don’t worry.’

Erienne’s next words were cut off by a shout from the wheel deck. They turned to see the Captain pointing away to the east bank where the trees were slowly thinning to lowland plains on the approach to the lake’s mouth. Ren’erei followed the lookout’s arm, staring intently into the trees. Erienne could see nothing. They were over one hundred yards off the bank, right in the centre of the Arl’s flow. To Erienne, the shadow under the canopy obscured whatever it was the lookout had seen.

‘What is it?’ she asked.

‘Riders.’ Ren’erei continued to stare, unmoving. ‘Four of them. Scouts.’

Despite herself and her knowledge of these elves, she had to say it.

‘I can’t see a thing.’

Ren’erei turned to her, her eyes alive, her face brimming with patience.

‘Erienne, they are scouts because they ride horses with both short-sprint speed and long-ride stamina. They wear little armour and carry light weapons. But mostly, they’re elves and they know we’ve seen them.’

‘They’re looking for us?’

‘Who else?’ Ren’erei’s smile was forced.

‘How?’ Erienne felt suddenly exasperated, her fleeting good humour gone, her heart rate racing. ‘And who? Who knows we’re coming?’

‘I expect we’ll find out in Arlen,’ replied Ren’erei. The elf looked back across the shore, tracking the riders Erienne couldn’t even see.

She felt more helpless than ever and scared for all their lives. Their docking at Arlen was suddenly so much more risky and people, maybe even Black Wings but more likely Dordovans, would be after them. But there was support close by. She wanted Lyanna but Lyanna wasn’t near.

Fortunately, The Raven were.

 


By next morning, with Arlen less than a day’s ride away, The Unknown had managed to persuade the Lysternan guard that he posed no threat to Darrick and the two men rode side by side at the head of the column. For once, the wind wasn’t blasting across Balaia and there were breaks in the cloud, allowing precious spears of undiluted sunlight to fleetingly caress the ground.

The mood throughout the cavalry was lighter following another drenching night spent huddled under leather and leaf bivouacs. Around them, the gentle undulating moorland that led inexorably down to Lake Arlen’s west bank seemed less bleak and The Unknown felt some small relief, though Denser’s scowl had not eased.

‘Some prisoner you are,’ said Darrick, picking up another confused gaze from one of his men.

‘I’m sorry you even think of me that way,’ replied The Unknown.

Darrick chewed his lip, unable to meet The Unknown’s gaze for a moment.

‘You have to believe me that it’s for your own protection,’ said Darrick. ‘And I’m sorry too. For the necessity to take your weapons and for keeping Ilkar and Denser under mage guard. None of us like it.’

‘Just orders, eh?’ Try as he might, The Unknown couldn’t work up any anger towards the General. He just had to understand what it was all about.

‘I was advised that your reaching Arlen might be precipitate,’ said Darrick carefully.

‘Gods falling, really?’ The Unknown couldn’t help but smile. ‘What did your adviser think we might do?’

‘Get yourselves killed trying to get to Erienne, what else?’

‘We aren’t known for getting ourselves killed,’ said The Unknown. ‘And anyway, we expected you to be behind us. Hardly a threat if you’re not in town, are you?’

Darrick turned in his saddle, frowning under his helmet. ‘Unknown, I would never have ordered my men to fight The Raven. You misunderstand.’

‘No, I don’t. We’re aware there may be a few Dordovans scouting Arlen, trying to pick up the mana trails. We just think we can avoid them.’ The Unknown shrugged.

‘A few? You’ve been out of touch too long. There are three hundred-plus there now, and more coming if I understand the Dordovan messaging right.’

The Unknown’s heart skipped a beat. ‘Three . . . What are you expecting to happen down there? I mean Erienne’s hardly an army, is she?’

‘It’s not Erienne we’re worried about. Or her elven guardians. You know as well as I do that Dordover and Lystern are not the only parties interested in securing the child.’

Even as Darrick was speaking, The Unknown was going cold all over.

‘Dear Gods, I should have guessed, shouldn’t I?’

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘I felt them a couple of days ago. I knew they were close. I can’t believe I didn’t make the connection.’ He looked into Darrick’s blank face. ‘The Protectors. They’re coming to Arlen, aren’t they?’

Darrick nodded.

‘How many of them?’

‘We have to assume all of them,’ said Darrick.

‘Then they’ll slaughter you. Three hundred plus your two hundred? You’ll be throwing your life away, Darrick. Even with more support from wherever. You must see that.’ The Unknown’s pulse had quickened and he could see in Darrick’s eyes that he didn’t see at all.

‘I’ve watched them fight. And we aren’t Wesmen, Unknown. We have mage support. We can beat them, I’m sure of it.’

‘Then you’ll be killing my brothers. You understand I’ll do everything I can to stop you.’

‘I have my orders.’

‘And I have my loyalties.’ At last The Unknown could feel some anger. It was just sad it was in response to a threat against the Protectors.

He found Darrick’s confidence both arrogant and ignorant. He had watched the Protectors, maybe, but he didn’t understand their minds, their drive and their devotion, the things that made them so utterly different from mere soldiers. Tactics were great, but people feared Protectors and Darrick’s men would be no different. And Xetesk would have sent mage support too, and plenty of it.

This was all getting completely out of hand.

‘Why do you think Dordover are so keen to recapture Lyanna?’

Darrick chuckled. ‘Come on, Unknown, you don’t have to ask me that. She’s out of control. Just look around you. Her powers are destroying Balaia. I’m sure it isn’t her fault but it does have to be stopped. I take it we’re agreed on that point?’

‘Yes,’ said The Unknown.

‘But . . .’

‘But it was Dordover that awakened her. Erienne took Lyanna because they could no longer control her. She’s gone to the Al-Drechar.’

‘And you call this control?’ Darrick waved his free hand about him. ‘I’ve heard the stories and I’ve seen Greythorne and Thornewood. Look, Unknown, I’m really sorry. I have such sympathy for you, all of you. And I know that you think you’re doing the right thing. So did I at first but I’ve seen and consulted too much. Erienne has made a mistake. Lyanna has to be under College control. It’s the only way.’

The Unknown was in no doubt about Darrick’s belief. The General was not given to frivolity, or to making rash statements.

‘Is that what you believe Dordover will exert? Control? They mean to kill her, Darrick, and you’re being used to deliver her to them. They won’t murder her in cold blood but they’ll see to it she dies. I know you don’t want to let that happen.’

‘And it won’t. Not while I have a breath in my body,’ said Darrick.

‘Then look out for your own back, too.’

Darrick nodded and looked up at the sky. It was still flecked blue but rain-bearing cloud was again bubbling up from the east. Korina, Balaia’s capital, would be suffering another storm already.

The General turned to his second.

‘Izack, order slow to walk. We’ll dismount in a mile.’

‘Yes, sir.’ Izack raised a flat palm above his head. ‘Walking!’ he shouted, the order relayed throughout the column. Darrick’s well-drilled cavalry responded immediately.

‘You know the Black Wings are in on this too,’ said The Unknown as they moved more sedately through the moorland, purple heather blowing in waves across the gentle slopes.

Darrick gave him a sharp glance but then shrugged. ‘I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised. One sniff of a magical problem and they’ll show up to stir trouble and twist the knife. All the more reason to get Erienne secure.’

‘I’m with you there, at least.’

‘You know, I hope that after all this has blown over, if you’ll pardon the expression, we can still count each other as friends.’

The Unknown felt stung by the comment. ‘Not if you deliver Lyanna to those who would see her die; and kill my brothers to do so. Now, if you’ll permit, I’d like to return to the friends I do still have.’

 


Thraun’s mind was ablaze and he knew the suspicious eyes of the pack were on him. He could sense their confusion, their fear and their anger, but he had no way to communicate what he felt deep within him. It was hard enough to come to terms with it himself. He first had to hope the pack would trust his judgement and neither turn on him or the man-packbrother.

And so, they travelled quickly across the land, following in the wake of all the men and horses, heading for a broad expanse of water and a settlement where, he assumed, would be the answers to the questions and an end to the wrong in the air.

He hadn’t known whether man-packbrother would follow him but had kept the pack quiet as they had approached his camp. And they had waited downwind until he awoke, with no way to tell him his friends were gone, taken by other men, but anxious to stop him returning to where they had been sleeping because it was the wrong way to travel.

Man-packbrother had spoken to him then, much as he had done again as they travelled, his horse scared as was right, but under control. The pack would have to wait for their feast.

Thraun still had no idea what would happen next. His instinct merely drove him to see man-packbrother safely to the end of the journey. His feelings clashed painfully within him. Men weren’t prey, they were threat and he was used to removing threat from the way of the pack. It had always been so. Yet this man-packbrother, like another he knew from a buried sadness, understood like few men did.

Thraun could see this and that was why he led the pack but why he was alone. Different.

Memories flashed in his mind again. Distant and shrouded. Two legs upright . . . a lessening of speed, power and instinct . . . scent trails denied him. The memories hurt and he growled to clear his mind. But since the time he had seen man-packbrother and his companions, such clarity was denied him.

Thraun turned his head, checking the pack and the rider behind them. He sniffed the air as he loped on, feeling that time was short.

 


Following the wolves down the trail of a hundred and more horses, Hirad had felt the release of a tension he hadn’t known he harboured. Ilkar, Denser and The Unknown were alive. Ilkar had dropped one of his gloves, assuming Hirad would find it. They were certainly prisoners but alive, and that meant he could find and free them. And Thraun was still with him.

In his mind he knew it didn’t all add up but he couldn’t shake the notion that Thraun knew what he was doing. And it went without saying, Hirad trusted Thraun’s instinct, wolf or human.

After all, Thraun was Raven too.




Chapter 19

The Ocean Elm was signalled into Dock Berth One in the middle of what had become an unusually calm afternoon. The portmaster had long since stopped sending out a pilot to help the elven ship reach safe berth. If any were capable of navigating the shallows - which in all honesty were simple when compared to the approach to Herendeneth - it was the crew of the Elm.

The ship moved serenely towards the berth, the Captain barking out a stream of orders, bringing the sails into furl until only the foresail drove her forwards. It would be another perfect docking.

‘It’s busy today,’ remarked Ren’erei.

‘Is it?’ Erienne was scouring the dockside for evidence of her husband, indeed for any of The Raven.

‘Yes.’ Ren’erei shrugged. ‘The docks are full. We’re lucky to find a berth onshore.’

‘So what happens now?’

‘Well, if you’ll allow, you go below and keep out of sight and try to gain contact with Denser if you are able. I’ll go ashore and ask around, see what I can find out. Members of The Raven shouldn’t be hard to find.’

‘No,’ agreed Erienne and she smiled. Being recognised was usually a boost to the ego but for her, right now, it was a risk. She flipped the hood of her cloak over her red-brown hair.

‘Let’s hope that will be enough.’ Ren’erei smiled.

‘We’ll see.’ She began to walk along the deck. Arlen and its people were scant yards away, the elegant elven vessel turning many a head as she understood it always did as it moved to tie up, crew swift and nimble, acting without error. She yearned for the ground beneath her feet - a security she never craved until it was denied her.

Ren’erei caught her arm. ‘Erienne. I will find him and bring him to you as soon as I do. Trust me.’

‘I do.’ Erienne flung her arms around Ren’s neck, crushing the elf to her. ‘Thank you.’ She found tears in her eyes, a welling of emotion she’d held pent up for the whole voyage. ‘Please be quick.’

Ren’erei eased her away far enough to look into her eyes then leant forward and kissed her cheek.

‘We’ll be away from here on the morning tide and every pitch into a wave will bring you closer to Lyanna, and Denser will be at your side.’

The image filled Erienne with an elation that rushed through her body and sent those tears streaming down her cheeks even as a broad smile spread over her face. She kissed Ren’erei back and hurried below, hearing the tying-up orders sound across the deck. Just a day and they’d be resupplied and leaving for Herendeneth with The Raven on board, strong and invincible.

Erienne dropped her cloak over a chair and lay on her bunk, the first inklings of relaxation feeding across her mind.

 


Ren’erei walked quickly down the gangplank and on to the bustling dockside. It was just past midday and though the port was as busy as ever, the cranes creaking, the shouts of cratemen and netriders ringing out as they manoeuvred freight onto carts or into holds, there was an edge to the atmosphere.

Deciding to investigate, Ren’erei moved slowly along the water’s edge, nodding at any she recognised but keeping her eyes and ears sharp, searching for the cause. With all four deepwater berths full, crates and boxes crowded the dock as she picked her way through workers hurrying to get goods to market or to onward transport into inland Balaia.

A netrider called out from above as he swung on a net filled with luggage trunks, looking for clear space before letting the tackleman lower it to the ground. Ren’erei waved acknowledgement and jogged on a few paces.

The elf moved effortlessly through the bustle, the wind blowing the nose-wrinkling smell of fish from the market behind her. A little further on, the Lakehome Inn caught her eye. At first glance, it just looked unusually quiet and still but there was far more to it than that. The doors were closed and windows shuttered and, outside, a ring of town guardsmen kept passers-by well away from the entrance.

Ren’erei moved closer, coming to the shoulder of a dock labourer who was standing with a knot of men and women looking at the blank face of the Inn.

‘Trouble, was there?’ she asked.

The labourer turned a salt-weathered red face to her. ‘Just landed, is it?’

‘That obvious?’

‘Only explanation why you don’t know, little elf. Town’s been ablaze with it since sun-up. Earl’s throwing the Black Wings out.’

Ren’erei must have blanched, or her face jumped a little, because next heartbeat, the man’s face had hardened, his heavy brow creasing, his body tensed.

‘Bothers you, does it?’

‘That they’re leaving, no. That’s happy. That they’re here at all, that bothers.’

‘Scared, eh?’ The hard face softened.

‘Very. They don’t like my kind.’

The man acknowledged the admission. ‘Your business,’ he said.

‘Thank you.’

He nodded. ‘I’ll look for you.’ He pointed to his eyes with splayed fingers. ‘Go carefully.’

Ren’erei gave a small, respectful bow. ‘Already in your debt. One thing. How many are there?’

‘Black Wings?’ The man shrugged. ‘Thirty, forty. Long gone by sundown.’

‘I hope so.’ She caught the man’s eye. ‘ Ren’erei.’

‘Donetsk,’ responded the man. ‘Always on the dock.’

The ghost of a smile. ‘Always at sea. We’ll know you. One last thing. See The Raven, come to the Ocean Elm.’ Ren’erei didn’t wait for the response. She knew Donetsk would do exactly that should he see or hear of them. Dockers could be useful allies. There were always deals to be done and whispers to be heard but knowing the clipped patter made it possible. This time, though, Ren’erei wasn’t worried about securing supplies at low cost. Security, muscle and discreet eyes were the goods of real value today.

The elf carried on along the dockside, assessing the readiness and flags of the other three ships at birth. All were ocean-going merchantmen as opposed to coastal vessels. None was less than one hundred feet long and while one was flying the flag of the much diminished Pontois barony, the other two were elven, hailing from Calaius.

All three were unloading or freighting normally and that was a relief to Ren’erei, who had considered the possibility that she might have been watching Black Wings preparing to board. She smiled. Not now. Arlen was a good man if sometimes a little overprotective towards his town. One thing was sure, the Black Wings wouldn’t be granted re-entry.

With Donetsk able to put the word around the docks and Salt Quarter, where tenements and warehouses crowded, Ren’erei headed north to the Centenary Square market. The focal point of trade in all but the finest goods, the Centenary market was where she expected to hear if anyone as renowned as The Raven rode into town.

Ren’erei could not keep the thrill from her heart as she scouted the thronging market, ducking into every inn and eating house, not even sure what she expected to find. In her mind’s eye, she saw herself walking into an inn, maybe, and seeing The Raven seated quietly round a table.

She was sure she’d recognise them though she’d never actually set eyes on them. Because, even though she spent most of her time at sea or on Herendeneth, The Raven were a living legend. The massive, shaven-headed warrior they called ‘The Unknown’; the dark-robed and bearded Xeteskian, Denser; the black-haired, quiet and assured elf, Ilkar, and the thickset, powerful barbarian warrior, Hirad Coldheart. Maybe even Thraun-the-wolf. They surely couldn’t be hard to spot.

But she found no sign of them in the market or its surrounds. They weren’t in the Park of the Martyrs’ Souls or riding down Market Approach. She supposed she shouldn’t have been surprised but she couldn’t shut out the disappointment. Erienne’s first, and only as it turned out, contact with Denser suggested they wouldn’t arrive until later that evening. She’d hoped anyway.

Ambling more slowly back through the market, she dropped words into the ears of those she knew she could rely upon to be circumspect if they found information, and made her way back to the docks.

By the Fish Market, she was ordered aside by a mounted town guardsman riding ahead of a knot of Arlen’s soldiers and a column of other riders. Melting quickly into the mildly irritated crowds packing to either side of the street, she watched the Black Wings escorted up the hill and, presumably, out to the borders of Arlen. Staring at as many faces as possible, searching for the men who had tortured Tryuun, she bit back a shouted curse, leaving the jeers to the crowd. She felt a welling of hatred for these men, and the black rose-and-wings tattoos on their necks; and an utter contempt for everything they stood for. Tryuun would forever be scarred by their action and, while any of them lived, mages across the world would be at risk from the violent punishment they willingly gave out for the ‘crime’ of having magical ability.

Wishing death on them all, she watched their backs for a while before turning and immediately noticing a pair of tall, slim men walking a good forty yards behind the riders as the street began to move with normal traffic once again. For all the world, they looked like merchants headed for the silk market; however they were anything but.

Arlen wasn’t a stupid man and mage scouts were just one more level of certainty that the Black Wings would not be back. A smile tugging at the corners of her mouth again as she walked back to the Elm, Ren’erei just wished they had been assassins instead.

 


Another thunderstorm was prematurely darkening the sky as Darrick’s cavalry and its three prisoners approached Arlen from the north east. Communion with the Dordovan camp to the south of the town had left Darrick and the reporting mage a little puzzled and, once his scouts had returned with messages of cautious welcome from Earl Arlen, he decided to camp away from his allies of necessity and take his prisoners into the town.

The General was uneasy. The Ocean Elm, the elven vessel reportedly carrying Erienne, had been sighted sailing up the Arl in the early morning, yet she had not been boarded, nor even contacted by the Dordovan mage delegation. The reasons why were confusing to say the least, and seemed to shelter behind obscure port regulations and protocols. And again, it became clear during the Communion questioning that no one had spoken to the Harbour Master or any of Arlen’s administrative officers.

It was equally clear that the irritated General would have to speak to the Earl himself. The actions of the Dordovans would be questioned later.

With ten guards in a loose circle around them, Darrick chose to ride with The Raven. He felt sick at the whole ridiculous affair and felt sorry for what he knew he was putting Denser through. The guilt he knew he couldn’t fully admit was not helped by the venomous looks the tight-lipped Xeteskian shot him on the half-hour ride into the town.

‘So, what’s the deal?’ asked The Unknown. ‘Is there some problem with keeping us in the camp?’

‘It’s a military decision,’ said Darrick stiffly. ‘I don’t want you getting hurt if there’s trouble.’

‘When,’ grated Denser.

‘Don’t make this more difficult than it already is, please, Denser,’ said Darrick, half turning in his saddle.

‘Sure, no problem. I’d hate you to be in any way inconvenienced.’

‘Look, I’m not enjoying this either,’ said Darrick. ‘But if it hadn’t been me, it would have been somebody else and you’d be in chains.’

‘I’m overcome by your kindness,’ spat Denser.

Darrick turned all the way, left hand resting on the back of his saddle. ‘Let me make one thing very clear, Denser of Xetesk. I am a soldier of Lystern and honoured to be so. In that capacity, I was ordered to bring about your capture and to deliver you to a secure holding point. This I will do. I don’t have to like it, or even agree with it, I just have to do it. Right now, I am breaking every rule in the book regarding the transport of mage prisoners because I respect and trust you. Do not convince me I should act otherwise.’

He turned back in his saddle, a knot in his stomach. He hated what he said though he was glad his men had heard his words. It was a while before The Unknown spoke again.

‘This secure place. The castle or the jail?’

Darrick raised his eyebrows. ‘The jail, I’m afraid. It has a standing mage guard and I can leave some of my own men too.’

‘You really are serious about this, aren’t you?’ said Ilkar, real disappointment in his voice.

Darrick didn’t look round. He couldn’t face the elf. ‘I’m always serious.’

With the markets closed but the inns and eateries open, noisy and crowded, Arlen took on a very different aspect at night. Shore-leave sailors were intent on sinking as much ale and spirits as they could while whores turned brisk business as alcohol loosened purses, drowned promises to those back home and stoked loins with undeniable lust.

Trouble was a fact of life but the town guard patrolled in good numbers and serious problems were rare. So it was that Darrick delivered his charges reluctantly to a jailhouse that was so far empty of inebriates but stank eye-wateringly of those from previous nights.

‘Don’t let me down,’ said Darrick, closing the grilled iron-clad wooden door.

‘Can’t think of any place I’d rather be,’ muttered Denser.

‘What do you mean?’ asked The Unknown, coming to the grille.

‘I mean I know you’ve done nothing wrong but you have to believe that I’m doing this to keep you alive.’

‘We don’t need your help, General,’ said The Unknown. ‘And if we want to get out, we will.’

‘My men have orders to kill you,’ said Darrick. ‘Please don’t make them carry those out. You have no weapons, no armour and I have mages tuned to the mana spectrum right outside this door. Stay where you are. I’ll be back as soon as I can.’

‘You’re making a very grave mistake,’ said Denser. ‘I’m the only one who can save her. They’ll kill her. And the blood will be on your hands and I will hunt you down.’

‘If it turns out that way, I won’t defend myself,’ said Darrick. He turned and walked away, his doubts resurfacing and shored up not just by The Raven but by the apparent ineptitude of the Dordovans. Once he had spoken to the Earl, there would be much to discuss with the Dordovan lead mage, Gorstan.

 


The Unknown swung from the grille to the complete contempt of Denser.

‘Plan working well is it? I must say, Unknown, this tactical ploy of yours is something else. Rescue Erienne by getting us locked up. Congratulations. You are responsible for the death of my daughter.’ Denser had moved across the ten-foot-square cell as he spoke and now stood half a pace from the big warrior.

‘Denser, I need you to let me think for a while, all right?’ The Unknown faced the mage calmly, not wanting to go over the same arguments of the last two days.

‘About what? Clever ways of getting them to shackle us to the walls?’ Denser rattled one of the chains that hung at chest height all around the cell.

The Unknown looked past Denser to Ilkar. The elf had been very quiet since their capture and he knew what the Julatsan was wrestling with. He had always trusted The Unknown to make the right choice but even he had to be struggling to see what being locked in Arlen’s jail could possibly do for them. The trouble was, The Unknown didn’t know either. He had assumed first that they would remain with the cavalry, under guard in a tent in the camp. Even when they were riding to Arlen, he had been confident they’d be held in the castle and once there, he had no doubt he could persuade the Earl to release them. He was an old friend, after all.

But this. This was not in the plan. They had no weapons, no armour and no way of disguising magic from the guard outside. No way out. And the worst of it was that he had no answer for Denser. The Raven were caught.

‘I know it looks bad now . . .’ he began because he had to say something.

‘Bad?’ Denser grabbed the lapels of The Unknown’s jacket. ‘This place is about to be crawling with Dordovans and my wife has sailed right into the middle of them and she won’t even know. They’ll have her before she has time to blink and then we can start to count down the number of days my daughter has to live. Gods falling Unknown, we were her only hope. And what did you do? Lead us into bloody prison! Bad. Bugger me, but that’s understating our problem more than just a little.’

The Unknown pushed him gently away. ‘I’m sorry. I hadn’t considered we’d be put here.’

‘So what are we going to do?’ asked Denser, the pleading back in his face, his anger gone as soon as it had come.

The Unknown shook his head. There was no use saying anything but the truth.

‘I don’t know.’

‘Fantastic. I’ll make myself comfortable, then.’

‘You know, Denser, there’s much more to this. You’ve always thought Dordover would kill her. Now you merely know the method. There’s something else. I thought so outside Greythorne. I know so now. You’ve been rambling on about being the only one who can do something about this mess and now I want to know how. So let’s hear it.’ The Unknown loomed over Denser.

The Dark Mage stayed seated, looking up at the big warrior. ‘Unknown, I don’t know what you’re talking about.’

The Unknown leaned in. ‘Denser, you are an old and dear friend, and you are a mage of supreme talent. But this fist can still shatter your bearded jaw more quickly than you can cast. Now, you’re hiding something, it’s making you do and say stupid things, and I will find out whether you tell me or I divine it from examining your broken teeth.’ The Unknown was not smiling.

Ilkar watched it all from his seat on the opposite side of the stinking cell, wondering how much intent lay behind the threat.

‘Have we really been reduced to this?’ he muttered. ‘Sitting in cells, threatening each other?’ No one answered him.

He could see Denser weighing up the threat. After a long pause, Denser waved The Unknown back a little, reached inside his shirt and pulled out some folded pages.

‘I translated more of the Prophecy in Xetesk,’ he said.

Ilkar stood up. ‘Just how many—’

‘Six,’ replied Denser. He shrugged. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘And are you going to tell us that your next little secret’s nothing important too?’

Denser shook his head, his expression terribly sad. ‘No, I’m not. I can save her Ilkar. I can save Lyanna. I can save us all. I really can.’

Ilkar exchanged glances with The Unknown, knowing they were thinking the same thing. They’d heard these words before he cast Dawnthief. Both of them grinned. Ilkar spoke.

‘But that’s great, isn’t it?’ he said. ‘I don’t understand why you’re being so weird about it.’

‘There’s a side effect,’ said Denser. Ilkar went cold all over. ‘I will die.’

 


General Darrick had ridden back through Arlen with four of his guard, Denser’s cold certainty that Dordover would kill Lyanna weighing heavily on him. Arriving at the castle, he had been ushered into a plush fire-lit drawing room and asked to wait, if he cared to. The Earl, he had been told, was at a supper engagement to celebrate the birth of the son of a merchant noble friend and would return before midnight.

After days in a cold wet saddle or shivering in a tent, Darrick couldn’t resist the lure of soup, bread and a warm fire to sit by and, after ensuring his guard were fed, despatched one with orders for Izack, and settled in.

Fighting the desire to doze, he reflected that he had fully expected to arrive in Arlen to oversee the provisioning of ships for the voyage back to wherever Erienne had come from in the Ornouth Archipelago. In fact, he’d thought he might even be able to just step aboard and sit with Erienne and help her understand while the elven ship led the Dordovans and Lysternans to the prize they all prayed they could take and control to save Balaia.

But now it seemed the Dordovans had no urgency at all and he would have to organise the whole lot himself. Hardly auspicious evidence of inter-College co-operation.

Riding through the gates of Castle Arlen, he had seen the relaxation among the guards, the smiles of those who handled the horses and what verged on informality from the squire who led them into the keep. It was as if they’d won a great victory and had no idea of the scale of forces converging on them, coming closer with every heartbeat.

Darrick had expected the Earl to be in good spirits when he arrived back from his supper, but instead, Jasto had been cool, though his words were kind enough as he shook the General’s hand.

‘General Darrick, what a pleasant surprise.’

‘My Lord Earl.’

‘I’ve just had a mug of mulled wine delivered. Care to join me?’

Darrick smiled. ‘Perhaps a little. All this talk of soup and hot wine, it sounds like winter’s upon us.’

‘Perhaps it is,’ said Arlen, filling two silver goblets, handing one to Darrick and gesturing him to sit on one of the plush chairs that flanked the fire. ‘This magic smells bad, so they tell me, and it’s making my town cold and wet before its time. It’s all about a girl, isn’t it?’

‘Yes,’ said Darrick, interested to find out how much the Earl knew.

‘Hmm. And it sounds like we’ve been lucky here so far. Just wind, rain and a little lightning. Spectacular, too.’ He mouth twitched up at the corners. ‘We’ve had hurricanes, the ground eating a town whole. Even Korina has not gone unscathed; the seas have risen and smashed the docks there. So tell me, what is it you are here to do?’

‘Find the child,’ said Darrick. ‘Bring her to safety where she can be controlled before more damage is done to Balaia.’

‘And is that what all those Dordovans are doing in the south?’

‘Supposedly,’ said Darrick. ‘But they don’t seem to have achieved much aside from erecting their tents.’

‘And they’ve been here over two weeks.’ Arlen took a long sip of his wine. ‘Now, I’ve left them alone because they have been the souls of politeness whenever they have come here. They have arranged charter of the Calaian Sun, they have eaten and drunk with my people and said nothing about what they’re doing. Strange then, their alliance with the Black Wings, who are nothing but mindless thugs I have had to expel. I understood the Colleges to be united in their hatred of these people.’

‘I beg your pardon?’ Darrick started, unsure he had heard the Earl correctly.

‘And I’m even more surprised a man of your apparent honour and standing being linked with such an alliance. I thought Lystern above such mire,’ continued Arlen.

‘My Lord Earl, I must—’

Arlen raised a hand. ‘This is my drawing room and I will speak until I am done. Now I understand you to have in the region of two hundred cavalry to the north west of my town. Take them home, General Darrick. They aren’t needed here. I will not suffer College forces here any longer. The Black Wings are gone, your dubious allies are going to sail to Ornouth to find this child, and all will be put right.’ He refilled his goblet.

Darrick rose, unable to keep seated. He couldn’t believe what he had heard of the Dordovans.

‘Earl Arlen, please,’ he said, knowing his agitation was showing but not caring. ‘The Black Wings. You are saying they are working with the Dordovans?’

It was such a bizarre question, he could barely credit it coming from his lips. Arlen looked at him for a long moment, confusion chasing itself across his face.

‘You didn’t know?’ He pointed at Darrick. ‘You didn’t know.’

‘No, and I’m afraid I cannot leave your town though I promise no harm will come to your people by the hand of a Lysternan,’ said Darrick. ‘There will be bloodshed and destruction here unless I stop it.’

‘My dear General, you’re being over-emotional. Ask anyone in the town what happened this morning. I snuffed out the situation. The Black Wings have been expelled, sent away with their tails between their legs. There is no one for you to fight.’ He chuckled and shook his head.

Darrick fought to keep his temper. ‘My Lord, there is a ship in your harbour. An elven vessel recently arrived.’

Arlen nodded. ‘The Ocean Elm. Beautiful, isn’t she?’

‘You must give me permission to board her immediately.’

‘Must?’ Arlen raised his eyebrows. ‘General Darrick, I am unused to having such demands made of me in my own drawing room.’

‘Nevertheless, I stand by my request. Do I have your permission?’

‘No, General, you don’t.’ Arlen rose to his feet. ‘And until you can convince me it is a necessity for the security of Arlen, I shall continue to refuse.’

Darrick snapped, leaning across the table, his bulk throwing a shadow across the Earl. ‘You want evidence of the need for security, then wait and it will come to you. But Erienne Malanvai, mother of the child who is causing all this destruction, is on that ship and she must be made safe. The only way to do that is to let me on board and have that vessel moved offshore immediately.’

‘Step away, General, or I’ll have my men take you to the cells I’ve let you borrow to keep friends of mine under lock and key. You seem so scared of them and perhaps I now know why. Want them kept from Erienne, do you? And what else are you scared of, the Black Wings? You really think they can get to her through me?’

But Darrick did not step away. Instead he grabbed the Earl by the collars of his expensive silk shirt, ripping it even as he dragged the man halfway across the table. ‘The Raven are in jail because I fear for their lives, as I fear for yours,’ he said, his voice rising in volume. ‘And not from the Black Wings, damn you. Though they are far more dangerous than you seem to realise. You haven’t been keeping up with the news from the east.’ He shoved the Earl back and the older man grabbed for his chair and sat heavily, his face pale. Darrick found his hands were shaking and it wasn’t just with anger. ‘Xetesk is coming and unless that ship is gone, the Protectors will rip this town apart to get it.’




Chapter 20

Donetsk stumbled from the Bow Sprit ale-house in the Salt Quarter and began his meandering walk home. It had been a good night, the atmosphere in the Bow unusually light, with people still talking about the Earl’s ejection of the Black Wings that morning.

He hated that scum and had followed their sorry procession all the way out of Arlen, before returning to the docks to complete a day’s work that dragged on until at last he could get to the Bow for the first of many celebratory drinks.

Now, with midnight approaching, he had been ushered out as the doors closed, pausing only to hug the innkeeper who’d extended his credit another night. In the morning he’d remember the sympathy in his eyes and be irritated as always. For now, though, he needed a walk to help clear his head and bring the memories back to him.

The bad weather was coming back. He could feel a bite in the wind; beyond the mountains to the north, thunder rumbled and out to the south, way down the Arl, lightning flared across the horizon. But for now, the wind was fresh rather than chill and Donetsk decided to walk along the dockside, maybe take in the Ocean Elm at rest before going home to lie alone as he had done every night for the last twelve years. He had heard the whispers in the town, the muttering that magic was bringing the trouble, but he paid it little heed. If that was the case, the Colleges would see them safe. They would know what to do.

With his footsteps echoing off the warehouse walls in the quiet of the night, he took in the stark shapes of cranes, heard the gentle creak of timber on the water and smiled his brief smile.

He had been so proud. He had married a mage who wanted little more than to settle in Arlen, have children and operate her wonderful cleansing and healing charms on those that needed them. Their daughter was blessed too and when she was ten, he had cried tears of joy as they stepped into a covered wagon for the journey to Julatsa.

They didn’t ever arrive. Robbers, the coachman had said but the truth had come to Donetsk later. Black Wings. Witch Hunters working against the survival of the next mage generation.

His smile disappeared as the depression rolled over him, as it always did in the dead of night and always would. No matter how much he worked or drank to forget, there would be a moment every day when it got to him.

Donetsk put a hand to his face and prayed to the sky that the Gods would care for their souls. There was nothing for him now. Not even revenge. He had once craved it but now it seemed unimportant because it would make him feel worse, just bring the pain closer. And the Gods knew that was the last thing he needed.

He stopped and leaned against an old mooring-post, strong but splintering. His heart was racing and for a moment he found it hard to catch his breath. He looked to the ground until it stopped swaying before him, breathed deeply and cursed his muddled, drunken mind that tossed the memories through him like bodies twisting on a flaming pyre. Slowly, he blinked back the tears, swallowed the sudden grief and stared ahead. The Elm was not far and, beyond it past the fish market, his home and bed. Empty but welcoming for all that.

Walking on, he opened his eyes wide and blew out his cheeks, letting the wind blow into his face. He yawned, looking forward to lying down until the dawn birds brought his aching head to reluctant wakefulness. Picking up his pace, he strode past the Ocean Elm, smiling and waving at the guard patrolling the deck. The elf signalled back. Donetsk couldn’t tell whether he smiled too but the acknowledgement was enough. He liked elves, most of them. They had magic about them. He could feel it.

He yawned again, tasting the strong smell of fish in his mouth. Strong but secure somehow. He was nearly home. Donetsk walked around the corner of the market, out of sight of the dock and that was when he saw them, issuing from the night, all on foot, their steps slow and quiet, swords or daggers in their hands, metal flashing dully as it caught the remnants of moonlight. He looked hard, still approaching, confusion muddling his head. There were ten, a dozen, then twenty. First reaction was that they were town guard but a heartbeat later it was clear they were not.

Donetsk kept moving though he knew in the back of his mind it was a foolish act. He did it because they had not seen him but kept their eyes on a far larger prize. The Ocean Elm.

Black Wings. Black Wings walking the dockside when surely they had been expelled. Anger gripped him. An unquenchable force stemming from his longing for his long-dead family and a grievous insult to Arlen, the Earl and the town.

‘Hey!’ He started running, heedless of risk. He was Donetsk and the people of Arlen looked out for him.

Men looked up, stopped their movement. One in front spread his arms and they all straightened, falling completely quiet. He was cloaked and hooded, his gesture calming the rest and he made no move as Donetsk came forward.

‘Get out!’ he shouted, flailing his arms towards the road north. ‘Get out!’ He was breathless, running hard. ‘Guard!’ He looked around as he came but the street was empty but for him and them. His heart missed a beat. Too late to retreat now. He stumbled to a stop in front of them.

‘You’re not welcome here. You’re expelled. Leave.’

‘Come, come,’ drawled the hooded man. ‘You’re a little the worse for drink and don’t know what you’re saying. We’re friends to everyone but those who deny the truth. Let some of my men escort you quietly home.’

Donetsk shook his head. ‘No. You shouldn’t be here.’ He heaved in a breath and turned his head towards the castle. ‘Gu—’

Pain, hot and intense, flared in his chest. He snapped his head back and the hooded man was so close he could feel his breath. The man put a hand around the back of his neck and pulled him closer. The pain spiralled. Donetsk grunted, feeling his strength flooding away.

‘You cannot stand in the way of the righteous,’ whispered the hooded man in his ear. ‘You cannot be allowed to stand between us and the evil. Rest your soul now.’

Donetsk could feel his mouth moving though it felt numb and clumsy.

The man stepped back, withdrawing the long dagger. Donetsk slumped to his knees, absurdly aware of how dark his blood looked as it slicked the cobbles. He frowned then, as the darkness closed in, disappointed he hadn’t made them understand what they’d taken from his life.

 


Ren’erei had returned to the Ocean Elm well before midnight, after a second fruitless search. She had heard no word that The Raven had arrived in Arlen, though a force of Lysternan cavalry were now camped to the north-west and her anxiety was beginning to grow. The Captain was keen to leave no later than dawn the following morning; any later and they risked hitting the Arl estuary as the tide turned. Not normally any more than an irritation, with the winds as fickle as they had been since Lyanna’s awakening began, it could present a real obstacle to escaping into the open ocean.

Erienne had been quite calm and Ren’erei drew strength from her total confidence in The Raven’s certain arrival, late though it might be. But now, with her asleep and midnight upon them, her mind was unsettled again and she took a walk on deck, knowing deep inside that all was not right.

Outside, the night was quiet but the wind was starting to bite. She nipped up the ladder to the wheel deck where the dead-hours sentry was standing, elven eyes seeing far into the dark.

‘All well, Tryuun?’ she said as she recognised her brother.

Tryuun turned and shrugged. ‘Well, Erienne’s friends haven’t shown up but apart from that, I’ve seen one drunk a little while ago and heard some shouting just now from over there.’ He gestured towards the fish market, a low shape on the shore to their left. ‘Probably arguing with someone over a woman or another drink, I expect.’

They both chuckled.

‘And what about you, Ren’erei. Can’t sleep?’

‘No. I’m worried about them. The Raven, I mean. There’s no word of them in Arlen, the Black Wings have been here and were only thrown out yesterday. There’s an edge to the atmosphere.’

‘Edge?’

Ren’erei held a hand out, fingers straight ‘On one side, people who sense something’s going to happen but they don’t know why, and on the other, people who think all their troubles rode out of town with the Black Wings.’

‘And what do you think?’

‘I think we need to get away from here as fast as possible.’ Ren’erei looked towards the fish market; there’d been a movement, probably the drunk or, if she was lucky, someone come to tell her The Raven had arrived. Maybe even the great men themselves.

‘Do you—?’ she pointed over to the market, wreathed in deep shadows but Tryuun was already drawing his slender elven blade.

‘Yes. Ren, wake the ship. It’s the Black Wings.’

Tryuun ran to the wheel while Ren’erei slid down the ladder to the main deck. Pushing open the doors aft, she heard the bell sound and Tryuun’s voice rise in the call to arms.

‘Awake! Awake! Weapons to the decks. Weapons to the decks. Attack from shore. Awake, awake!’ He would carry on until the first elves appeared from below.

Ren’erei sprinted down the narrow corridor, slapping her hands on doors as she ran for the captain’s cabin.

‘Up! Up! Black Wings attacking. Up!’ Not pausing to knock, she entered the aft cabin. The Captain was already out of his bunk and pulling on breeches. Ren’erei unhooked his sword belt from its hook on the back of the door and threw it to him along with his leather jerkin.

‘How many?’

‘Maybe thirty,’ said Ren’erei. ‘Tryuun’s topside. We haven’t much time. They came out of the shadows by the fish market.’

‘Get Erienne and get over the side. We’ll hold them.’

Ren’erei hesitated.

‘Go. She’s all that’s important.’

Ren’erei ran out. Two doors to the left was Erienne’s cabin. She half-stifled a scream as Ren burst in, surprising her as she pulled a shirt over her head.

‘Erienne it’s me, it’s all right.’

Her white face appeared out of the neck of the shirt, her movements to straighten it quick and nervous.

‘What’s going on?’ she asked, her voice small. Ren’erei could see in her eyes she already knew.

‘Black Wings attacking the ship. We have to get you off but I need you to remain calm,’ she said though she could see it was already too late for that. Erienne was shaking at the very name and suddenly her fingers couldn’t button the shirt at her neck.

‘What, I—’ she trailed off, staring at Ren, her eyes wide and confused, resembling nothing so much as an animal caught in a trap.

Ren’erei picked up her cloak. ‘Come on. We have to leave now.’

‘Hold on,’ she said, her eyes flickering about her, wringing her hands then wiping them down her trousers. ‘I need to—’

‘Now!’ snapped Ren’erei. She stepped forward and grabbed Erienne’s arm. ‘Be scared later. Now we have to go.’

‘Don’t let them touch me.’

‘Not while I have a drop of blood in my body.’ Ren half led, half pulled her into the corridor where the sound of pounding feet and shouted orders echoed through the ship.

 


Tryuun watched them coming as he rang the bell and shouted. There were well over the thirty he’d guessed when they had first appeared and they came well armed and carrying three long planks as well as grapples and ropes. There would be no time to set sail and cast off. This would go hand to hand. Inside, the fear churned his stomach and his ruined eye burned with remembered pain. But he couldn’t let it show.

With the first crew dashing up from aft, he jumped down to the main deck.

‘Go forward, make sure they heard,’ he ordered the first elf before turning to the others. ‘They have gangplanks, they’ll have crossbows. We can hold them there, but I must have shields. And you—’ he tagged another as he ran past ‘—bows. We must have bows now.’

The Black Wings ran on, breaking into two groups. The larger, carrying the planks and some with shields, came straight for the Elm. The second, smaller group detached and fell a few yards back, slowing.

‘Crossbows!’ yelled an elf standing on the wheel deck.

Tryuun looked to shore. So little time. He was disappointed by the sound drilling of the attack but had grudging respect for its organisation. He couldn’t rely on any mistakes.

‘Get those shields on deck!’ he shouted. ‘And where are my bows. Gods crying, let’s move!’

‘Ward!’ Crossbow bolts flashed across the deck, most clearing the ship to splash into the water behind it, the odd one burying itself in deck or mast. They had been lucky this time.

Fore and aft, the doors slapped open and at last the whole of the Elm’s crew surged on to the deck. Bowmen ran to stations behind all three masts, seeking angles and cover while shields were brought up to the shore rail.

At a shout from the dock, the gangplank carriers moved forward, flanked by shield-bearing swordsmen. Another volley of bolts swept the deck, better focused with lower trajectory, four striking shields, another piercing the leg of a crewman. He dropped shrieking to the deck and was hauled away by two others.

One after the other, the planks were raised and dropped, two bouncing off the rail and sliding sideways, the third crashing right through and lodging fast between splintered struts.

‘Get that rotten wood off my deck,’ roared the skipper, barging his way to the rail. Elves stooped to shove the loose planks aside as the first elven arrows whipped into the enemy, felling a crossbow-man and two swordsmen. The Black Wings were already running up the third.

‘Take them down!’ ordered the captain. One plank was shoved off the side, the second was braced from the shore and the third was a disaster unfolding.

The Black Wings had nine crossbowmen standing. Their third volley hammered into the elves guarding the rail by the secure plank. Three went down clutching bolts in stomachs and legs, bones chipped, flesh punctured. Black Wing swordsmen poured up the gangplank, launching themselves into the shield cordon, their crossbowmen in two ranks releasing regular volleys at the crew of the Elm. It was a well-disciplined charge and even with the elven bows picking off the early runners, the Black Wings made the deck and the hand-to-hand fight commenced.

 


For Erienne, a blur of noise and shadowy figures, the smell of fear, and the excitement of action left her senses reeling. Her pulse was thumping in her neck, her throat felt full of bile and her mind full of visions of blood in a tower, of her murdered sons and of Selik’s cruel smile. She shuddered and closed her eyes in a vain attempt to clear the memories.

Ren’erei went in front of her, shoving others aside as she pulled her on towards the deck. The shouts were louder but there was no ring of steel. Not yet. They burst into the chaotic spread of running feet, flailing limbs and the thrum of bow strings. A pool of blood was spreading across the deck.

Erienne let Ren’erei pull her right and they skirted the wheel deck, heading away from the fight to come and ran up a narrow gangway to the stern of the ship.

‘Right,’ she said, stopping and turning to her. ‘Don’t think about it, just get up on the rail and jump over the side. I’ll be right behind you. The water’s choppy but warm enough. We’ll move along the Elm and into the next berth to another vessel. All right?’

Erienne looked at her, eyes completely uncomprehending. Below them, the water which rocked the ship was dark and menacing. She stared down into the blackness, seeing it move, writhing, waiting for her to leap into its clutches and suck her down.

She swallowed hard, fighting back a sweep of nausea. Her head swam.

‘Isn’t there a boat?’ she asked, unable to grasp what she was being asked to do.

‘No,’ she said sharply. ‘There isn’t time. Come on, Erienne, please. We’ll be fine. I won’t let you go.’

The stern of the ship was high and, despite being below the wheel deck, the drop was still almost twenty feet. She could hear the water slapping against the hull and it sounded so distant. She could imagine only too well the cold as she hit its surface and the enveloping as she submerged. And then those hands, waiting to drag her down, to keep her kicking under the surface until her lungs exploded and she had to draw breath but take in only water. Then she would choke, try to gulp more, cough and scream but none would hear her and she would submit to the will of the sea, forever a prisoner of the depths.

‘Erienne, what’s wrong?’ Ren’erei had grabbed her, spinning her shaking body around, the elf’s strength surprising.

‘I can’t,’ she managed, her breath ragged. ‘I can’t.’

From behind them, shouts rose and the unmistakable ring of swords clashing echoed into the night.

‘You’ve got to,’ urged Ren. ‘If they take the ship, they’ll take you. We cannot risk you.’

‘But you’ll throw me into the lake instead? No.’ She turned away again and grabbed the rail, knuckles whitening.

‘What are you scared of?’ Ren’erei turned her around, gently this time. ‘Please, Erienne. We must do this.’

‘I won’t be able to see what’s beneath me,’ she said, sure that Ren wouldn’t understand her fear, would think it stupid. ‘Please don’t make me do this.’

The elf fell silent and Erienne could see her thinking hard. A frown creased her forehead and her eyes narrowed. She shook her head.

‘I shouldn’t do this but . . .’

Ren moved fast. Too fast for Erienne to react. The elf bent, picked her up just below the waist and levered her over the side.

 


The elven bows flexed again but the Black Wings were massing, ignoring their other planks to concentrate on the one that the crew could not shift. They had forced a wedge on the deck and the hand-to-hand fighting grew in intensity. The remaining crossbows fired, a bowman took a bolt clear through the chest, he fell, clutching at the metal, agonised cry unanswered by his friends who were fighting for their ship and their lives.

Tryuun took a blow comfortably on his shield and struck back, meeting solid defence. His opponent came again, punching forward with his shield and sweeping left to right with his blade. Tryuun swayed back, taking one reverse pace, easily evading the push. The enemy moved in but didn’t strike again right away.

Tryuun looked left and right: the crew of the Elm was in a loose semi circle around the Black Wings, ten of whom had made the deck with more on the gangplank. A moment’s confusion cleared. He knew what they wanted, and he didn’t have enough elves to stop them.

Another volley of crossbow bolts and the last bowman fell. A shout rang up from the shore and the Black Wing swordsmen pressed forward but hardest of all to the right-hand side. Engaged in defence, Tryuun could do nothing as Black Wings smashed into the weakest part of their line. Pushing back his enemy, he winced as he watched a sword crash through the shoulder of an elf, blood fountaining into the sky, splattering the deck.

With the gap made, the Black Wings surged into the space, taking much of the deck while the rest of their number thundered up the gangplank and on to the ship. They would soon be surrounded. Tryuun called to the Captain and forged forward once again.

 


Ren’erei hurdled the rail immediately after, making barely a ripple as she landed in the water below. But Erienne hadn’t fallen. Flailing her arms in panic, she’d caught the rail and hung over the stern of the ship, too scared to drop but unable to pull herself back on board the ship.

There was a roar from the other side of the wheel deck. Below her, Ren’erei called up, her voice, though soft, carrying easily.

‘Come on, Erienne, we’re losing the ship. You’ve got to do it now. There’s nothing down here but water and safety.’

‘I’m coming,’ she said, aware her voice must sound feeble. Shutting out the images of the hell beneath the waves, the grasping hands and the world closing in as she drowned, she got ready to loosen her grip.

She felt the touch of steel on her neck and a strong hand gripping her arm.

‘Let me save you,’ drawled a voice that chilled her blood. ‘In fact, I insist.’

She looked up, saw the face above her, and screamed.




Chapter 21

Darrick thundered into the Lysternan camp, shouting for Izack. The commander came running from the darkness. The General leapt from his horse.

‘Izack, sound general alarm. I want this camp on horseback and ready to ride faster than you’ve ever done it before. Get a message to the Dordovans. Warn them away from the Ocean Elm. And if you can find our Dordovan mage guides, tell them they are no longer welcome to ride with us.’

‘Sir?’ Izack frowned.

‘Later. We have to get to the Elm. There’s going to be real trouble, I think.’

‘Sir!’ Izack turned and ran, Darrick watching him order a young soldier to the bell and snap out orders that had men running for the paddocks, had tent flaps flying and set the camp alive with the sounds of neighing and snorting horses, chinking metal and a rising tide of urgent shouts.

Darrick turned and ran for the paddocks for a fresh horse, one of hundreds of men for whom speed was everything.

The paddocks looked like chaos incarnate but Darrick knew different. All the horses were picketed according to precise instruction and every man could find his mount with the very minimum of fuss and delay. Closer to, Izack, who had somehow got there ahead of him, was bellowing orders.

‘Mounted cavalry leave the paddock area and form up by squads at muster point one. One!’ He held an arm aloft, fingers straight up, to indicate to those who couldn’t hear him. ‘Move Lystern, move!’

Darrick grinned. That would hurt the Dordovan mages, if they had heard it. The mages who shadowed them everywhere with a haughty air and who, he noted, were now conspicuous by their absence. If they had any remaining sense, they’d have left the camp already.

Dodging wheeling horses, the last saddles being hurriedly fixed and the flare of cloaks as riders swept up and over, Darrick ran on, his reserve mount held by his personal handler. The mare looked perfect in the torchlight, her coat shining, her head steady, bit and bridle polished. Like always. Nodding thanks, the General surged into the saddle, slipped his feet into the stirrups and kicked the horse on, vaulting the paddock fence and galloping to the muster point where he found Izack fretting.

‘Not fast enough,’ said the senior captain in whom Darrick had utter faith.

‘Gods, Izack, I’m glad you don’t command me. From a sleeping start, this has got to be some sort of record.’

‘Doesn’t change the fact we haven’t the time to waste.’

Darrick watched his men streaming to the muster, the last already in sight. ‘Bring them to order.’

‘Listen up,’ shouted Izack, both arms up and spread above his head. ‘General speaking.’ Instant hush fell on the riders.

‘This is no charge across open ground to an enemy. Those of you who have ridden to battle with me in years past remember the thrill of the ride. This has to be different. We will be riding through tight streets, past the houses of innocents and there must be no injury to any of them.

‘We will ride fast, but we will ride with care. We will keep weapons sheathed until we reach the dockside and the order to arm is issued.

‘I don’t know exactly what we will face on the docks but mind that those you thought of as allies may not be so. We ride to save a child from murderers. The innocent must survive. Lystern, ride on!’

With a roar, the cavalry kicked into action. They ate up the land to Arlen.

 


Hirad had turned north, leading the wolves away from the southern approaches to Arlen. This was no preordained plan. He’d wanted to be as near the docks as possible but what he had seen from a rise a couple of miles outside Arlen had shaken him.

Riding from a camp where fires still burned brightly and carrying lanterns and torches, hundreds of footmen and riders were streaming towards the small port. Dordovans, presumably. And to the west of them, running, indefatigable and closing very fast, a dark smudge issued across the wan moonlit countryside.

Silent, awesome, like a monstrous black blanket flowing through the lowlands, they came. They had no need of lanterns, they had no need of horses. Or rest. And when they arrived in Arlen all hell would break loose. The Protectors. Once set on their purpose, they would carry out their orders ruthlessly, putting down any that got in their way.

Hirad knew a man who might be able to stop them but didn’t know where he was. Held somewhere. Perhaps with the Dordovans but he’d never get through there until it was too late. Heading a couple of miles to the north of Arlen, where more campfires burned, was the chance he’d have to take.

With Thraun and the pack trailing him, he rode into the periphery. The camp was all but deserted, with signs of a hasty exit in evidence. Tent flaps not secured, fires untended and dying down, weapon stands empty, some lying on their sides. He could see only two men, not so much guards as camp minders, standing by the central fire over which hung various steaming pots. Their spears were jammed into the ground and the duo warmed their hands over the flames as the wind whipped at their cloaks.

Knowing he couldn’t hope to persuade Thraun to wait, he decided to ride straight in, trusting that the wolves wouldn’t attack unless he did and knowing that the pack of five behind him was more likely to secure quick response.

The soldiers didn’t see or hear him until very late, the wind stealing sound as it roared across the countryside, the harsh firelight making shadows heavy. When they did, their reactions were both comical and predictable, grabbing their spears but both moving back, open-mouthed at what they were seeing. They glanced at each other, weighing up what looked a hopeless situation, knowing they could not run nor hope to win a fight.

Hirad pulled up his horse and slid off, sensing rather than hearing Thraun move with him into the warmth of the fire. The soldiers said nothing, staring past him at the wolves.

‘Impressive, aren’t they?’ he said, hand resting on his sword guard. ‘But not dangerous. Not necessarily.’

‘You want something?’ ventured one.

‘Good guess. The Raven. Where are they?’

Recognition flashed across both their faces, frowns deepening nevertheless.

‘We were told you’d been killed,’ said the second soldier, both of them young men. ‘By wolves.’ He gestured at Thraun.

‘Whoever told you was wrong. Now, The Raven.’

‘They were taken to Arlen. To the jail.’

Hirad nodded. The Raven jailed. An insult but one he had to admit he’d triggered. He swallowed rising anger.

‘And Darrick? Come to that, all the cavalry? Assuming you’re the Lysternans I think you are. This camp is too well pitched to be Dordovan.’

‘There’s trouble in Arlen.’ They looked from one to another. Hirad understood. They were, after all, Darrick’s men.

‘Look, I know you have your orders but, no matter how it may seem, we all want the same thing in the end. Tell me. I’m not about to announce to the General where I got my information but it might just help me save a lot of your friends and I do not have the time to argue with you.’

There was a moment’s hesitation before one shrugged and the other spoke.

‘The cavalry have ridden to the docks. The General thinks there’s been a betrayal. He’s gone to secure the Ocean Elm.’

‘And that’s it?’

Both of them nodded but Hirad hardly waited to see. He turned and grabbed the reins of his horse, speaking as he swung into the saddle.

‘Gods burning, but it’s much worse than that. The Dordovans are coming in from the south and the Protectors are right behind them. If you can get a message to Darrick, do it. You know where I’m headed.’ He kicked the horse’s flanks. ‘And thank you. Thraun, come on.’ He pushed the horse to a gallop, the wolves following in his wake.

 


Ren’erei wanted to shout, wanted to let Erienne know she’d seen and would do everything in her power to get the mage from Selik but knew she couldn’t afford to. It would only cost her own freedom and perhaps her life.

The Black Wings had taken the Elm so quickly and Ren’erei cursed herself for Erienne’s predicament. But she’d been so scared and it had seemed the only way. She listened to her cries as Selik dragged her back to the main deck and prayed Tryuun had survived to watch over her. Poor Tryuun, whose fear must be almost as great as Erienne’s.

But Ren’erei had more pressing matters that demanded her attention. The water was cold and, whipped up by the fast strengthening wind, spray stung her face. Her leather was heavy on her body and her sword, though light and slung down her back for balance, merely added to her struggles to keep afloat as she trod water. She had to think fast, weighing up the two available options.

Though slightly overhung in the classic elven style, the stern of the Ocean Elm could be climbed if, like all the crew, you knew how. But what purpose that would serve was difficult to judge. She was hardly going to liberate the ship single-handed and, besides hiding herself and waiting for some vague opportunity, would otherwise only provide company for Erienne as just another prisoner.

So, Ren’erei struck out, away from the stern of the Elm, aiming to get to shore in the safe harbour occupied by the fishing fleet. At least there, she would be out of sight of the Black Wings and anyway, their plan was obvious. Erienne and the Elm were a means to reach their ultimate prize; Lyanna.

The question was, how much more did they know? Enough to take the Elm with such apparent ease was shocking enough but Ren’erei had to assume they had some knowledge of their destination, at least that it lay south. After all, the degeneration of the Al-Drechar’s shield was the reason the Elm was here at all and a smart mage would be able to sense the interruptions in the mana flow.

Ren’erei swam a powerful front crawl, her economical strokes moving her smoothly through the choppy water. Ahead of her, the fishers’ harbour loomed, a stone and wood structure that had provided placid waters for the relatively flimsy skiffs and smacks for as long as Arlen had been built. Even on the calm lake waters, the winds whipping round the mountains brought squalls and storms and, periodically, the fleet needed a place to hide.

She swam to the end of the man-made promontory and opted to swim to shore as opposed to walking along the shingle on the lee side of the harbour wall. This wind was no respecter of land conditions and its chill would cut her to the bone as soon as she emerged from the water. Indeed, it crossed her mind as she watched the pitching fishing vessels that many of their owners would be spending a sleepless night, praying to the Gods of the Seas that their boats were undamaged come dawn.

In the last fifty yards, Ren’erei’s mind turned back to Erienne and the Elm. There was no way they would refuse passage to their captors; nor even delay them for too long - Lyanna’s Night was upon her; and her and Balaia’s fate lay in Erienne, Denser and Ilkar, at least, coming to Herendeneth quickly to provide support for the ailing and weakening Al-Drechar. But that same need for haste brought the Black Wings closer too, and their solution could not be allowed. The One had to survive.

But the Black Wings had a problem. They needed the elves to see them safely through the waters around Herendeneth and the elves wanted Erienne alive. That meant Selik wasn’t going to be in total command, which gave them all a chance. So, the second option was the only one really open to Ren’erei. Find The Raven and take a ship to follow, if not beat, the Ocean Elm to Herendeneth. There, they would have to hope they had the strength to prevail.

But as she pulled herself ashore, shivering in the sudden cold of the windswept harbour-side, Ren’erei heard elven orders barked across the echoing docks, heard the thundering of hooves coming closer with every heartbeat and saw moving lights approaching from the south-west. She ran north behind the fish market and towards Centenary Square, wondering if it wasn’t all going to be taken out of her hands anyway. No matter, she had to try and that meant finding The Raven.

 


Erienne soon lost even the strength to scream and Selik had just stood, smiled his twisted smile and let her exhaust herself. Now, the fear, loathing and hopelessness swamped her, threatening to turn her legs boneless. There was a dreadful pain growing in her gut, a twisting agony of encroaching terror that blossomed and swept nausea through her whole body, leaving her shaking, tears streaming across her cheeks. Her throat was raw from the screams and she didn’t resist as Selik pulled her back towards the unnatural quiet that had engulfed the Elm.

Selik walked ahead, strong arm on the neck of her shirt, fingers pushing at the skin of her throat, threat in every kneading movement. At the main deck, he thrust her forward into torchlight and the cheers of Black Wings soldiers. She stumbled but didn’t fall, turning to take in everything she could.

Blood-spattered timbers, elves with heads bowed and under sword guard, bodies lying where they had fallen, some still moving and one nearby clutching at the base of a crossbow bolt buried high in his leg. His slim face was white and strained and his attempts to stop the steady bloodflow were watched dispassionately by the Black Wings. And there she stood, still unable to cast a spell to heal him because of the damage Lyanna had inflicted on her.

There were lights on other ships now as crews woke to the trouble in the docks and she hoped that they and those who must have heard in the town would come and help. It was pretty much all she had to cling on to. That and Ren’erei doing the right thing and not trying to get back on board without help.

Erienne dragged herself to face Selik, summoning up her last dregs of self-belief.

‘You’ve got what you want. Now help these wounded before their deaths add to those already on your vile hands.’

Selik paced towards her, shaking his head. ‘Tut, tut, Erienne. Hardly in a position to make demands, don’t you think?’

‘You want a crew to sail this ship, don’t you?’ Erienne could hear the words spilling from her mouth but didn’t recognise the voice as hers. It quavered, with none of its usual confidence and strength. She could barely focus on Selik standing before her, his ruined face and laboured breathing testament to what she had done to him. Yet he lived, and the bile in her throat was all the more bitter that she hadn’t killed him those years ago.

And in his eyes, she saw hate. Deep, brooding and cancerous hate. It came from him in waves. He had pursued her for more than six years, that much was now obvious; and safe in Dordover’s College for much of that time she’d never given it a second thought. Why would she? Gods she’d killed him, surely? But there he stood, her nemesis, with complete power over her, and it was that which truly terrified her. Because it gave the Black Wings the ability to destroy her family and her life a second time, and the very thought set her heart lurching painfully in her chest. Because she could see no way to stop them. Stop him.

What choice did she have? He would never let her go now, and to refuse to show Selik the way would condemn Lyanna and perhaps Balaia to death, just as agreeing to do so would. She was trapped and the only option was to buy time while leading Lyanna’s executioners directly to her. She swallowed hard, feeling close to collapse, her vision defocusing, threatening to unbalance her.

‘Well?’ she managed.

‘I have no intention of letting them die, Erienne,’ he said. He snapped his fingers at one of his men and waved him towards one of the stricken elves whose blood loss was surely critical. ‘But far more efficient help, of a more, shall I say, mana-led nature, will soon be arriving.’

‘What?’ And it all crashed through Erienne’s head once again. She was transported back to her time as a prisoner in Black Wings Castle. There she had as much as been told that traitor mages helped the Witch Hunters. She had felt sick at the thought then, now it just added to her overwhelming feeling of hopelessness.

Selik smiled, his slack mouth stretching unnaturally. ‘Don’t think of it as betrayal, lady mage, consider it help. After all, we all want an end to this mess which the uncontrolled magic of your daughter has placed us in.’

Erienne surged at him, fingers hooking to claw the skin from his hideous face, but he caught her easily.

‘Don’t you touch her,’ she grated. ‘Don’t you lay a finger on her.’

‘I? Erienne, you misunderstand me. I have no intention of touching a hair on her undoubtedly pretty head. Indeed no Black Wing will do so. Others know what is best for the mana creature you spawned and I am happy to leave it in their capable hands.’ He pulled her very close, his fingers digging hard into her upper arms.

‘Want to know why I’m still alive? Even after your spell froze my flesh? Your Raven friends dumped my body in the cellars to rot with my companions. They should have left me to burn in the tower, lying in the warm blood of your sons.’

At the mention of her boys, she hunched inwards, seeing their slaughter as if it were yesterday. Their sightless eyes, their torn throats and the red. The dark red that was everywhere.

‘Well, I haven’t finished with the Malanvai family just yet. There’s one left I want. You. And now you are mine for as long as I choose to let you live. And when you are dead, I can live again without your cursed shadow over me. Think on it, Erienne Malanvai and savour your last days.’

He spun her around to face the ship. It was quiet and through her tear-fogged vision she could see every face staring at her. One thought thundered again and again through her mind. She was lost but Lyanna must survive.

‘I pity you, Selik, still a lackey for others better than you,’ she said through a choked throat. ‘Because if you ever set foot where my daughter is living, the Al-Drechar will snuff you out as easily as you might squash a fly. Their power is like nothing you have even begun to conceive.’

Selik began pushing her towards the aft doors below.

‘If that’s what you believe. But my sources have seen the flares in the mana and say they are distressed in the extreme. And clearly, your precious Al-Drechar are not powerful enough to control your daughter. Still, I think it’s time you and I had a private word about them.’

The aft doors were opened for them as he marched her over. She lifted her head and looked straight into the eyes of the Captain of the Elm, whose humiliation was etched in his face. Behind him, a Black Wing held a sword to the elf ’s throat. He pushed it aside.

‘Harm her in any way and you will reach nowhere but the bottom of the Southern Ocean.’

‘Don’t presume to threaten me, elf. You are beaten.’ Selik didn’t stop moving.

‘It’s not a threat. Without us, you can’t navigate your way and you know it. And if Erienne is harmed, we will die before taking you a league further. That is a promise.’

Now Selik stopped, thrusting Erienne towards a Black Wing. ‘Take her below. Her own cabin if it’s down there. Now you, elf. With you, I’ll make this bargain. While that bitch is on this ship, no physical harm will come to her. But if you dare to speak to me like that again, I will bleed you in front of all your crew before feeding you to the sharks. And by my reckoning there’ll still be enough of you left to sail. Understand?’

Erienne’s last view was of Selik pushing the Captain in the chest, a contemptuous gesture for the proud elf that set her gorge rising. As she was ushered below, she heard his voice again.

‘Now, ready your crew and this ship to sail on my order. When our guests arrive we will be leaving immediately. Ornouth is a long way, isn’t it, Captain, and I do so hate delay.’

Erienne burst into tears. He knew so much but how did he know? And which College was it that would betray her? Entering her cabin to await Selik, she feared she already knew the answers.




Chapter 22

The Unknown sat with his face in his hands, trying not to believe what he was feeling. There was a closeness in his skull, a pressure he hadn’t felt for years. He’d known they were marching before The Raven had been caught in the forest by Darrick but he hadn’t dreamed they could make Arlen so fast. However, the Protectors should never be underestimated.

He snapped his head up. Ilkar was watching him.

‘You all right, Unknown?’

‘They’re here,’ he replied, rising.

‘Who?’ asked Denser from the opposite corner of the cell, only just visible in the light of the single guttering torch. He had been quiet since his admission, and their incarceration had gone on for hours now. Night was full and it seemed to The Unknown that he’d lost the will to act. It was as if he was beaten.

‘The Protectors.’ The Unknown strode over to the door and hammered on it with the heel of his palm. ‘Hey. Get over here.’ He continued the hammering until a middle-aged and scowling face appeared at the grille.

‘Do you have to?’ It was the night-watch jailer, a man who refused to give his name but was affable enough, given his prisoners’ identity, and irritated by the intrusion of the Lysternan soldiers and mage seated just outside in the guardroom.

‘Yes. Get me one of the others.’

‘Not good enough for you, am I?’

‘No, it’s just not your problem. Or it shouldn’t be. So, please . . .’

‘Well, what is it? After all, I am in charge here.’

The Unknown grabbed one of the bars on the grille, the jailer flinching.

‘There’s going to be trouble in the town. Very soon.’

‘Some sort of clairvoyant are you?’

‘Some sort,’ agreed The Unknown shortly. ‘Look, I don’t have time to debate this. Just get me one of the others.’

‘Not going to try anything funny are you?’ The jailer sucked his lip.

The Unknown snapped. ‘Yes, I’m going to tell a few jokes. Gods, man, just get me a Lysternan. Now!’ Another slap on the door which echoed through the jail.

The jailer backed off. ‘I’m only doing this because you shouldn’t be in here.’

‘Thank you.’ The Unknown watched him go. He felt a hand on his shoulder.

‘Feeling better now?’ asked Ilkar.

The Unknown turned his head, fighting down the smile that Ilkar’s expression had prompted.

‘This is serious. Darrick didn’t believe what I said. I think he thinks he can talk to Xetesk, take on the Protectors if he has to, or take Erienne before they get here. But the fact we’re still stuck in this stinking hole means he hasn’t persuaded Arlen to let him board the ship yet. And now the Protectors are close.’

‘How close?’ asked Denser.

‘I’m not sure,’ said The Unknown. ‘But near the town. They’re in battle psyche, that’s why I could sense them. It’s loud.’

‘Perhaps we should let them to do their job,’ said Denser. ‘Erienne’ll be safer with them.’

‘And never mind Lysternan casualties?’ asked Ilkar. ‘They’re as much victims of Dordovan manipulation as we are. And that’s not to mention innocents in Arlen.’

‘Lystern has sided with Dordover,’ replied Denser, his voice still coming out of the shadows.

‘And what sort of choice do you really think they were given?’ said Ilkar.

‘We can’t just sit here and let Darrick blunder into them,’ said The Unknown. ‘Well, I can’t. You do what you like, Denser.’

‘It’ll be the best way to sort this out, I’m sure,’ muttered the Xeteskian. ‘The quickest way for me to get back to my wife.’

The Unknown ignored him and swung back to the door ready to shout but instead finding the mage standing there. He was a young man, a great talent according to Darrick. Tall, muscular and fit, as would be expected of one of the General’s cavalrymen. Right now, he was looking more than a little scared.

‘Been standing there long?’ asked The Unknown.

‘Long enough, I think. What will the General be blundering into again?’

‘The Protectors,’ said The Unknown. ‘And you need to let us out right now.’

‘Because you’ll do what?’

‘Perhaps stop a slaughter.’ The Unknown watched the mage fail to take it in, and felt his temper fraying. ‘Oh, not you too. Look, the Protectors are after Erienne as well, and they aren’t going to be talked out of it by Darrick. And despite his admirable confidence and the equally admirable discipline of his cavalry, they will be massacred. Believe me.’

‘We are already taking steps. The General is on his way to the docks now and our Dordovan allies are also on their way.’

‘So he knows the Protectors’ arrival is imminent, does he?’

The mage tried to smile. ‘No, but we’ll be fully in position by the time they arrive and ready to talk to their masters. We’ll have retaken the ship and—’ The mage stopped, biting his lip, but the slip had been made and he found himself immediately confronted by all three imprisoned Raven, The Unknown at their centre.

‘What do you mean, “retaken”?’ demanded Denser, his eyes full of fire once again. ‘Who has the ship at the moment?’

‘It’s a temporary situation,’ said the mage.

‘Who?’ The Unknown kicked the base of the door which shuddered ominously.

‘We think . . .’ The mage paused, weighing up the admission in his mind. ‘A small force of Black Wings have—’

The Unknown silenced him with a look and waved a finger. Beside him, Ilkar swore.

‘I bloody knew it,’ said Denser. ‘I bloody knew it.’

‘Let us out. Right now,’ said The Unknown, his voice dreadfully calm, belying the growing rage he felt inside. There, all was turmoil and in his head flashed visions of a three-way fight for the Elm which could only end one way; and he did not want Erienne’s blood slicking Arlen Bay.

‘Those bastards, those bastards.’ Denser had walked away from the door and was pacing a tight circle. ‘Oh dear Gods, they’ve got her again.’

The words went straight through The Unknown and his heart went out to Erienne, almost certainly in the hands of her worst nightmare for the second time.

‘Please, Unknown.’ Denser’s voice behind him was little more than a desperate gasp, all its earlier vitriol gone. ‘You have to get us out of here.’

The Unknown still held the dithering mage’s gaze.

‘Now you listen to me very carefully. On two counts now. Darrick doesn’t know what he’s dealing with and we do. The Black Wings won’t let him just storm the ship. They’ll kill Erienne before giving her up. Believe me, we’ve seen their handiwork before and it was Erienne’s sons that were the victims.

‘This is too big for him, and it’s too big for you. So let us out, give me a blade and we can prevent this getting completely out of hand.’

‘I can’t do that,’ said the mage. ‘The General was very specific.’

‘Damn his bloody specifics!’ shouted The Unknown, fists pounding the timbers of the door with each word. ‘They’ll be the death of him. And you if you don’t let us go.’

‘I can’t,’ he said, his tone all but beseeching.

‘Then we’ll do it without you,’ said The Unknown. ‘This folly has gone on long enough.’

‘We have orders to kill you if you attempt to break out.’

‘Try it. Now get lost or unlock this door.’ The Unknown turned away and beckoned Denser and Ilkar to him. But his words were lost as a howl split the air, followed by a cry and the clash of swords.

‘Gods falling, what’s that?’ Denser said, startled from his misery.

The Unknown smiled. ‘Be ready.’

‘For what?’ asked Ilkar.

‘Just be ready.’

 


Hirad knew exactly where Arlen’s jail was situated. He’d spent a night there years ago after a brawl in an inn off Centenary Square.

He’d won the fight but the cell bed and stench hadn’t been worth the bruising.

It was gone midnight when he galloped into the town past a guard who’d begun to protest before seeing the wolves trailing in his wake and leaping aside, yelling to his companions to get word to Arlen.

‘You’re already too late,’ said Hirad to himself, his horse thundering past the Merchant Quarter on the way to the Salt Quarter. The streets were quiet; only the inebriates who’d left Centenary Square after closing were shambling around as he reined in at the jail house.

It was a squat stone building set between warehouses and, he knew, with cells overlooking a walled courtyard that doubled as paddock and exercise area for any longer-term prisoners of the two small cells.

There were three horses tethered outside, all pulling desperately at their reins, whinnies echoing, hooves clattering as they tried to escape the wolves suddenly coming at them.

Hirad didn’t have time.

‘Thraun!’ he roared, jumping from his saddle and drawing his sword. It felt good in his hands. The wolf seemed to understand, howling to deflect the pack from their feast. They bunched around him, all eyes on the human.

‘Time for some fun,’ said the barbarian, striding to the door which opened as he approached. A guard appeared in the light that washed over the dirty cobblestones.

‘One chance,’ said Hirad. ‘I need The Raven now.’

‘I can’t,’ said the guard, raising his blade.

‘As you wish.’ Hirad swept his sword up and right as he ran forward, meeting a sturdy block in a shower of sparks. The guard fell back, a seasoned soldier by the looks.

‘You don’t have to die. Just give me The Raven.’ Hirad backed up half a pace. ‘We’re on the same side.’

‘I don’t think so.’ The man lunged forwards, Hirad ready to block. But Thraun leaped, bearing the man down, his head smacking off the stone, one of the wolf’s paws thrashing at his neck.

Hirad breathed in deep and ran inside, confronting another three in the process of gathering weapons. Outside, the guard’s screams had turned to pitiful gurgles.

‘One down, let’s not make it more.’ Hirad heard the pad of paws behind him as Thraun and his pack came through the door. ‘I can’t control them if you attack.’

Another man ran round the corner.

‘They’re really . . .’ His words died in his throat at the scene in the guard room.

‘Angry?’ suggested the barbarian, switching his sword between his hands. ‘A bit like me unless you let my friends out of that cell right now.’

‘I—’ began the man but his gaze misted over. ‘They’re casting.’

Hirad dropped his blade and snatched a dagger from his belt, running across to the mage and grabbing him around the neck, metal point at his throat.

‘I rather hoped they would,’ he said. ‘Door’s going down is my guess. Let’s not interfere, eh?’

The dagger point drew a bead of blood. Across the room, the remaining guards stood stock still, gazes shifting from Hirad to the wolves, scared by what they were seeing but not quite believing it.

The mage moved his hands, a minute gesture. It was enough. Hirad pressed the blade a little deeper.

‘Don’t. You aren’t quick enough to beat me.’

Thraun growled deep in his throat. Hirad looked round. The pack were unsure. In front of them, three men held swords ready but made no move.

‘Wait, Thraun,’ said Hirad, with no idea if the big wolf understood him. If not, there’d be more blood.

From the cells came an unmistakable voice and the sound of splintering wood. A few heartbeats later, The Unknown appeared in the guard room, registering no surprise on taking in Hirad and the pack.

‘Glad you stopped by,’ he said.

Hirad nodded. ‘All right. Drop your weapons. We need them.’ He didn’t let up pressure on the mage’s neck.

There was hesitation. The Unknown hissed in breath and stepped smartly across, hooking a fist into the chin of the nearest guard. The blow took him completely unawares, sending him crashing into the other two, his sword clattering to the floor. The Unknown stopped, grabbed the blade and held it ready.

‘Drop them now,’ he growled. The other blades dropped. The Unknown moved forward and the two guards, one Lysternan and the jailer, backed off. Denser and Ilkar moved into the space and took the swords.

‘Sorry,’ said Hirad to the mage.

‘Don’t be,’ he replied. ‘I know the General was uncomfortable with all this.’

‘Not for that, for this.’

He spun the mage to face him, reversed the dagger and snapped the end of the hilt into the mage’s temple. The man crumpled.

‘Can’t have you casting, can we?’ he said, cushioning the stunned body to the ground. He turned his attention to the guards. ‘And you. I’m sorry for your friend outside but take it as a warning. Don’t follow us.’

He took The Raven in; Denser looking at him as if seeing a ghost, Ilkar who couldn’t suppress a smile and The Unknown carefully neutral. All three shifted gaze to the wolves and back.

‘Yes, it’s Thraun. Later, all right? We’ve got work to do.’ He smiled. ‘Raven! Raven with me!’

He led the run to the dockside.

 


Lights were on all over Arlen when the Earl was disturbed by a frantic knocking on his door. He had posted guards at the docks following General Darrick’s rather dramatic departure but, as he had expected, had heard nothing.

‘Yes, yes, dammit.’ He heaved himself from his chair. His guard captain half-ran in, his face severe in the glow of the fire. ‘What is it?’

‘The Black Wings have stormed the Ocean Elm, the Lysternans have just ridden down a guard post and the Dordovans are riding too. Our dock’s going to be a battleground.’

‘Not while I’m Earl,’ said Arlen. ‘You know what to do. Block every exit into the town. Seal off the docks and get my bloody dresser out of his bed and down to the armoury.’

‘Already done, my Lord.’

Arlen’s grin was mirthless. ‘Then I’ll be joining you all the sooner.’

The guard captain ran out, his footsteps clattering on the marbled floor. Arlen walked to a window and pulled the drapes aside. He could see nothing at the dockside but the lights everywhere told him his town was awake and not just the nightly revellers in Centenary Square.

‘Damn this magic,’ he muttered. ‘Damn it all the way to hell.’

 


Darrick rode at the head of the muted charge, already feeling guilty about the Arlen guards he’d injured or killed while riding through the northern approach to the town. The cavalry clattered across the market square, scattering drunks and late-night walkers back into the bars and inns where music sounded and light still burned brightly. They galloped dead south past shipping offices and the Lakehome Inn before turning hard right for the Elm’s berth.

Every ship in the docks was ablaze with light, the Elm no exception. Darrick could see elves on the rigging and heard orders drifting on the wind. The first spots of rain were beginning to fall. It promised to be a very unpleasant night.

He reined in at the Elm, the cavalry filling the dockside behind him.

‘Ocean Elm!’ he shouted. ‘I would speak with your Captain.’

All action on the ship had ceased at the arrival of the cavalry, only for a barked order sending the elves scurrying again. A man moved to the port rail and leaned on it.

‘General Darrick, what a pleasant surprise.’

‘Who are you?’ demanded Darrick.

‘An ally,’ came the reply. ‘I’m afraid the ship’s Captain is rather busy at the moment but I’m actually in charge. I am Selik, Captain of the Black Wings.’

‘Then you are no ally,’ spat Darrick.

‘I think your Dordovan friends might disagree with you, General. ’

‘I have no Dordovan friends,’ said Darrick. ‘And neither do you.’

‘I beg to differ,’ said Selik, shrugging. ‘But it’s immaterial. You can ask them yourself shortly. Can I help you in any other way?’

Darrick paused a moment, aware that every ear was listening and, like him, none believed what they were hearing. He wished he hadn’t left without the Dordovan mages. At least they could have been questioned. The scum on the deck of the Elm, though, was not going to give any straight answers.

‘I require you to deliver Erienne Malanvai to me immediately. I then demand that you leave this ship before there is more bloodshed. I have over two hundred cavalry and thirty mages. We will take the ship if we have to.’

‘And as you so accurately point out, I have Erienne Malanvai. Your next move could result in unwanted death,’ said Selik. ‘I suggest you don’t make it.’

‘You won’t kill her,’ said Darrick. ‘She’s your only card.’

‘Attack me if that’s what you believe,’ replied Selik. ‘Quite a risk, though, I’d say.’

Darrick turned to Izack. ‘Deploy the cavalry. Mounted. No one gets near this ship. If it attempts to leave, burn the sails.’ He looked back to Selik.

‘You are unwelcome, Selik. And you will never make open waters. Be mindful before you raise sail.’

‘Your warning is obviously appreciated,’ said Selik. ‘But I feel it to be a waste of your breath.’ The man turned from the rail.

Darrick dismounted and led his horse towards the Lakehome Inn to watch and think. Izack marshalled the cavalry, and in short order, the entire column formed a semi-circle, four deep, interspersed with mages. Shields were cast and the offensive mage force sat at the centre of the formation, spells prepared, waiting.

Already to the east, he could hear hooves on stone and he wondered whether Selik would not be proved right. Reluctantly, he remounted and trotted his horse to the western end of the Lysternan formation. Snapping his fingers, he waved over an elven cavalryman.

‘What can you see?’

‘Several hundred riders in Dordovan colours. Our escort mages are among them, riding close to the head of the column.’

‘Really.’ Darrick’s jaw set. He held up an arm. Hush fell in the ranks.

‘Guard. These are not necessarily friendly faces. Look to me. Look to Commander Izack. Once again, guard.’

His voice carried clear to the Ocean Elm too. He studied the ship. Somewhere on board, Erienne was captive. The elves moved about, seemingly unhindered, but the Black Wings watched their every move. This would have to be played out with great care. He could still scarcely believe there was a link between the Dordovans and the Witch Hunters but the evidence was growing. Selik had to be buying time, readying for sail. If he got clear, the problems would mount.

‘How far?’ he asked, not turning his head. He could see the torches but the distance was hard to judge.

‘They’ll be here imminently. A three-wide column. Not tight. You wouldn’t have been happy, sir.’

Darrick looked across to the elf. ‘I’m sure I wouldn’t.’

‘That’s not a compliment, sir, merely the way it is,’ said the elf, suddenly nervous. ‘It may point to a lack of discipline in the column.’

‘Point taken. Let’s wait and see, eh?’

‘Yes sir.’

The Dordovan mounted force emerged from the shadows, sweeping around the fish market. Darrick could see what the elf meant.

‘Remind Izack of your name,’ said the General. ‘I’ll be asking for it later.’

‘Yes sir.’

Seeing the Lysternan defence, the Dordovan cavalry reined in. At their head was a man Darrick didn’t recognise. He was a mage, not a soldier.

‘General Darrick,’ said the mage, his tone not matching his smile.

‘For the second time tonight, I am at a loss. I would have your name.’

‘Gorstan,’ replied the mage. ‘Aide to Vuldaroq, Tower Lord.’

‘I have the ship under guard,’ said Darrick. ‘Odd that you’ve been here this long and not seen the Black Wing threat. I would have expected you at the dockside sooner.’

Gorstan’s smile was feeble. ‘There is no threat, General Darrick. A meeting of minds, if not ethics. Call it an alliance of temporary convenience and necessity.’

There it was. Darrick sat stunned in the saddle, his hopes that Arlen had been mistaken lying in tatters; and behind him, even his disciplined cavalry whispered and moved in their saddles. He held up a hand to silence them. He could take the Dordovans, but in their wake the Protectors were coming, and Xetesk wanted the child too. He couldn’t afford the bloodshed among his own men, nor the confusion.

And in the jail languished the men he knew he should have listened to all along. You could trust The Raven like you couldn’t College hierarchy and men were about to pay with their lives for his lack of faith in his old friends.

Darrick flicked the reins of his horse and walked it forward, signalling for Gorstan to do the same. The two met in the ten yards of space between the cavalry forces. Darrick kept his voice deliberately low.

‘Tell me you haven’t sanctioned the Black Wing action.’

‘Each to their own strengths, General. The Black Wings said they were adept at ship-taking and it appears they were right. No Dordovans were harmed and we have Erienne.’

‘You have delivered one of your own to the Witch Hunters. It makes you no better than them.’ Darrick squeezed the reins he held, determined not to move a hand in angry gesture, a sign he considered weak in front of his cavalry.

Gorstan shifted a little in his saddle.

‘General, there are times when we must ally with the devils amongst us to obstruct a greater ill. We are facing such today and Balaia will thank us for our actions.’

‘Erienne is a Dordovan,’ spat Darrick.

‘She is a maverick who made her choice when she deserted the College and damned us all,’ said Gorstan. ‘Are you blind to that?’

‘No, I am not, but neither do I think that she, of all people, should be exposed to the Black Wings.’

‘Your compassion will be your undoing,’ said Gorstan.

‘And your unholy alliance will be yours.’

Gorstan paused. ‘I take it you are still in support of the accord between the elders of our respective Colleges.’

The pulse beat hard in Darrick’s neck. Every moment of his training bade him simply to nod his head and ignore the consequences, foisting all blame and guilt on those who gave the orders. It was the way of the career soldier. Normally.

‘They kill what they do not understand,’ said Darrick.

Gorstan shrugged. ‘Sometimes, it is the only way.’

Darrick could almost see Vuldaroq’s fat face nodding his agreement. Even alliance with Xetesk seemed a preferable plan to what he was presented with now. He drew a long breath, acutely aware of the effect of his next utterance.

‘I cannot and will not speak for those under my charge but no, I do not offer my support. Neither do I offer my blessing or my belief in the outcome justifying the means. Your actions sicken me to the pit of my stomach and I have nothing but contempt for Dordover and for any in Lystern who were party to this abomination.’

Gorstan merely smiled. ‘I do believe that is treason, General Darrick.’

‘So be it.’

‘Vuldaroq said you were trouble.’

‘I think the term you’re looking for is honourable. A quality apparently in very short supply.’

‘I—’

‘Be quiet, Dordovan. I am tired of your bleating. I will now announce my intentions to my cavalry. They will act on their own wills. You and I will have no further contact. Indeed, if we meet again, your life is forfeit.’

‘Honour.’ Gorstan chuckled. ‘You would see Balaia fall for it. Fool. Why do you think Lystern is so weak?’

Darrick burned to say something more, to drag the mage from his horse and punch him until his sneers were bubbles of blood and bile in a toothless mouth. But he knew he couldn’t.

‘Like I said, no further contact.’ He wheeled his mount and walked it back to his men.




Chapter 23

Aeb strode easily at the side of the mounted lead mage, Sytkan. The Protectors were resting after running through the day and into the night, after word from Arlen of the Black Wings’ expulsion earlier in the day. The suspicion had been that trouble would flare later, probably under the cover of darkness, and the Protectors, at the time still more than thirty miles from the town over rough terrain, had been forced to make up a lot of time. There had been no further Communion.

A couple of miles outside the town, they had picked up the Dordovans; foot-soldiers trailing their horse-borne comrades by half a mile and steadily losing ground. Forward scouts reported a force of two hundred foot plus one hundred and fifty cavalry and mounted mages in all. The foot-soldiers were undefended.

Sytkan had immediately called for rest pace but had requested that Aeb order battle psyche, priming the Protectors for the potential fight.

There was a decision to be made. Aeb understood there were political considerations but did not respect the reluctance to order battle. Dordover had announced its intentions days before on the borders of the Xeteskian mage lands. The foot-soldiers were a threat to the success of the overall mission. Protectors were bred to remove threat.

‘Opinion, Aeb,’ said Sytkan.

‘Engagement outside Arlen is more efficient,’ said Aeb. ‘There is more room for deployment, a reduction in the capacity of the enemy to flee effectively and minimal risk to innocents.’

‘You can surround them?’

‘Yes, my mage.’ Aeb betrayed no reaction though the tactic was clearly the most obvious to employ. It would make the battle swift. They outnumbered the enemy by almost three to two.

‘But can we justify the attack?’ asked Sytkan. ‘Opinion, Aeb?’

‘They are Dordovans moving to join their cavalry. They pose a greater threat if they do so. Here they are weak.’

‘That is not justification,’ said the mage.

‘They are the enemy,’ said Aeb.

‘Yes, they are.’

Aeb waited for the order. Behind him were the vanguard, now separated by less than a hundred yards from thirty more mounted mages and three hundred and fourteen Protectors. It had to come soon. Flanking the Dordovans would take a little time and the lights of the town were now plainly visible.

‘Will you need magical assistance?’ asked Sytkan.

‘Unnecessary. Containment is easier with weapons alone.’

‘You think they’ll scatter under magical assault?’

‘We would,’ affirmed Aeb.

‘Attack at will.’

‘Yes, my mage.’ Aeb didn’t break his stride as he issued the orders.

Flanking attack. First centile right, second centile left, third centile form crescent for rear attack. Encirclement desired, balance to protect our Given. Silent running. Execute.

Aeb broke into a run, leaving the remainder of the vanguard plus designated brothers to guard the mages. Soon, he was joined by three brothers, the first centile tracking right away from the path, their pace even and matched by those to the left. The crescent following would form a little further along the track, lining three deep and closing with the rear of the flanking columns.

The ground was flat and open and despite the dark, the noise the Dordovans would be creating and the relative silence of the Protectors, Aeb only expected to overhaul a third of the enemy column before being seen. It would be enough.

The Protectors ate up the ground, Aeb’s centile on a slight rise to the path, those of the left on a down slope. Weapons were strapped across their backs on snap fastenings and made little sound as they sped along the trail. Aeb could already see the figures of the Dordovans ahead, their torches bouncing as they moved, their formation tight, five broad, and their pace quick. But they were not expecting trouble behind them. The forward Protector scouts had reported no dropped tail guard for the marchers and no vanguard ahead. Both fatal mistakes.

Slowing, front of first and second centiles approaching the tail, pulsed Aeb. Prepare the sweep on my word.

He could hear the enemy now. Chatter in the ranks, not a Xeteskian failing. But these men believed they were already victorious and their discipline was the worse for it.

Running in deep gloom perhaps forty yards from the enemy, Aeb bade the brothers scan them for signs they had seen the attack coming in. As it was, a quarter of the way up the column an elven voice rose in alarm.

‘Left flank, left flank. I’ve got runners at thirty-plus yards. Check right.’

A voice answered almost immediately.

‘Runners right flank.’

Even as the Dordovan column slowed and the night came alive with the sound of swords whipping from scabbards, Aeb pulsed the command to break. The flanking centiles sprinted forwards, angling in towards the front of the column.

The Protectors were silent, snapping axes and blades from their backs as they came, and Aeb heard their name taken up throughout the enemy ranks and could see the fear in their faces.

Archers.

Bowmen sent a flight of arrows skywards. They were too few and too inaccurate to cause problems and only one found a home in the arm of a brother. He discarded his axe, another closed up to protect his injured side, and he pulsed that he would continue.

Centile rear, close. We meet the left. Attack spread, double rank.

Aeb curved around, seeing the brothers from the left centile cruising in to close the trap. Like a wave breaking at angles to the shore, the Protectors’ flank lines formed and attacked the Dordovans, Aeb straightening his run and smashing into the bemused enemy’s front, their panic already spreading.

First pace in, Aeb chopped his axe left to right across the body of his opponent, feeling the blade bite flesh as it beat the guard which had been placed to anticipate an overhead. Beside him, Xye blocked a blow on his axe and drove his blade through, straight and waist-high, stabbing it clear through the enemy’s body, making light of the chain-and-leather armour.

In front of Aeb, the enemy still stood and somehow struck out in an upward arc. Aeb swayed back and flat-bladed his axe into the man’s face before driving his sword up between the victim’s legs, splitting his groin and showering blood five feet in every direction.

Rear centile engaged. Back line breached.

Upper right block axe, Xye. Control, sword low, strike forward.

Xye complied. A man died.

Aeb felt the calm detachment of imminent victory. Pulsing commands left and right, he brought the Protectors in, allowing any wounded, and there were precious few, to fall back as the ring tightened. Seeing they were trapped, the Dordovan voices rose further, their blows came in harder and wilder, and their defensive formation buckled and heaved. Although noise flowed around and over Aeb, he concentrated on the pulsed messages in his mind, leaving the desperation to those he faced.

He buried his axe in the neck of a Dordovan, the man grasping at the weapon as he fell. Aeb let it go, retaining his balance and blocking high with his blade as directed by the brother behind him. He turned his attention on the astonished enemy, smashed a fist into his mouth and nose, knocking him back before reversing his blade across his chest.

The sword screamed against chain mail ringlets, sending sparks flying and knocking the wind out of the man. He was in no state to defend the next strike which tore out his throat, spattering gore on Aeb’s mask. He shook his head to clear the drips over his eye slits.

No one lives. No one goes home, he pulsed.

We will be victorious. We are one.

The Protectors drove on, their weapons flashing dully under the clouded sky as their enemy’s torches sputtered to extinction on the muddy ground. The screams of the hapless Dordovans diminished as they fell. One threw down his weapon in a gesture of surrender. Xye beheaded him in the next heartbeat.

And so it was over. Aeb’s final Dordovan took a blow through his gut and he and half a dozen comrades breathed their last.

We are one.

We are victorious.

Report, pulsed Aeb.

Three Protectors were down. Twenty-one had cuts, of which twelve would not fight again that night. Aeb felt a surge of annoyance. Somewhere, their discipline had failed them.

No, pulsed Xye. The cornered fight like two men. Desperation breeds strength in the dying.

Then we assumed too much. Learn, brothers, learn.

We are one.

Aeb retrieved his axe and cleaned the blades of both his weapons on the clothes of the fallen, before handing them to Xye to replace in their back mounts, a favour he reciprocated. Stooping and tearing a length of cleaner cloth from a Dordovan shirt, he wiped over his mask and shoulders, turning to greet the approaching Sytkan.

‘I would say congratulations but it seems a heartless statement in the face of such slaughter.’

‘We are victorious,’ said Aeb.

‘So I can see,’ said Sytkan, surveying the carnage with obvious disgust. ‘Surely they tried to surrender at some stage. Report.’

‘Prisoners are a threat,’ said Aeb.

‘And that’s it?’

‘We have no capacity to hold prisoners,’ said Aeb.

The mage sighed. ‘No, I suppose not. Retrieve any masks and have any wounded report to a mage. Leave any that can’t run and form up. The battle is not over. Problems?’

‘None. We will return this way?’

‘Of course. Let’s go, Aeb.’

The Protector chosen issued the orders and soon the army ran on into Arlen.

 


Darrick turned his mount and faced his cavalry, aware that whatever he said would carry to Selik too. It couldn’t be helped. His men stood expectant, quiet, their horses calm, flanks steaming in the pale light of the lanterns and torches on ship and in hand. Earl Arlen would doubtless be here before long but it wasn’t him Darrick feared. It was the Protectors. He hadn’t let it show but The Unknown’s words had struck home. He didn’t want to be seen as a coward. He nodded to Izack.

‘General speaking!’ shouted the commander. The silence became deeper. Darrick saw Selik saunter back on to the deck of the Ocean Elm.

‘I am surprised, disappointed and disgusted to confirm that the Dordovans behind me are in full support of the Black Wings on the ship to my right.’ He paused as a ripple ran through the company. He held up a hand and continued.

‘As you are aware, our Council has agreed to support the Dordovan Council in its efforts to secure the child and return her to safe keeping. But clearly the desire has changed and instead the Dordovans have willingly delivered the child’s mother, a Dordovan herself, into the hands of the Witch Hunters.

‘We are not, therefore, being invited to retake the ship, and indeed our task has become one of defence of the vessel and its current incumbents.’ Another pause but this time there was no sound. Izack would know what was coming. For many of the rest it was a hammer blow.

‘I cannot speak for any of you on this because it is for the individual consciences of you all. You know what is happening to Balaia; the elements batter us and it is magic that drives them. We all accept that this must stop but the method is apparently not so clear.

‘Here you face Dordover. Nominally our ally. Approaching are the Protectors, and Xetesk too has designs that we are, again nominally, opposed to.

‘I say again, look to your morals and your consciences, think of your families and all that is important to you before deciding your actions. For myself, I cannot and will not countenance or support the scum aboard that vessel. I therefore resign my commission, my Generalship and my command of this cavalry and withdraw my support for the actions of the Lystenan and Dordovan Colleges. This makes me a traitor. Any of you that would arrest me now, I will make no protest. If not, I take my own path. Izack, you’re in charge.’

Darrick put his heels to his horse and rode from the growing tumult, the tears already rolling down his cheeks.

 


‘You up to this, Unknown?’ asked Hirad as they ran for the dockside.

‘What?’ The Unknown frowned.

‘You know, dodgy sword, no armour. Hope you’re feeling quick.’

‘I’ll get by. Just you mind your new pets.’

Hirad smiled. The wolves loped easily along beside him, while The Unknown ran the other side, with the two mages a pair behind them. The Raven could see the dock ahead as they came alongside the timber yard.

‘I’ll let Thraun know you called him that.’

‘Fluent in wolfish, are you?’ The Unknown grimaced suddenly and put a hand to his head. ‘Gods, it’s started.’

‘Protectors?’

‘Like echoes of war in my head. They’re fighting,’ affirmed The Unknown.

‘Must be outside the town or we’d be hearing it. Go right at the dockside,’ said Hirad.

The Unknown nodded and led The Raven around the corner. The wind was harsh and cold off the lake and the rain, which had begun falling as little more than a blown mist, was now heavy and well set. The Unknown had to be cold but he didn’t show it. Hirad was feeling the chill across his face and wasn’t looking forward to the sweat freezing on his body when they stopped. If they stopped.

No, when they stopped. In front of them was a mass of cavalry no further than a hundred yards distant. They were fanned out in front of what had to be the Ocean Elm and beyond them, dozens more torches flickering in the downpour indicated another force they couldn’t really make out.

‘That’s Darrick’s lot in front of us,’ said The Unknown as they dived into shadow in the lee of the timber yard as much for shelter as obscurement.

‘Is he defending that ship?’ asked Hirad, peering out.

‘Either that or stopping anyone else getting on,’ said Ilkar. ‘I can see him. He’s addressing his men and judging by their reactions, they’re not liking what they’re hearing.’

Hirad watched Thraun and the pack. Initially, they’d run on but turned as The Raven stopped and now Thraun was padding in a loose circle around the pack, all of whom were on their feet, eyes fixed on the mass of horseflesh ahead of them.

‘So what now? The wolves are getting edgy.’

‘I can’t understand why you brought them, Hirad,’ said Denser.

‘Tell you what, Xetesk man, you tell them not to come and see how far you get.’

‘Quiet, you two,’ said The Unknown. ‘Save your bickering for later. We have to get to Darrick and warn him what’s coming in. Let the Dordovans take the hit as I suspect they already have outside the town. Trouble is, I think that’s Dordovan cavalry behind him and I think they’ll be even less pleased to see us.’

‘Never mind that,’ said Denser. ‘Erienne’s on that ship and we need to get her off it.’

‘Hence speak to the man whose cavalry is standing all around it.’

‘Bugger that, Unknown,’ snapped Denser. ‘We don’t need muscle on that scale, we need this.’ He tapped the side of his head. ‘Some well-positioned spells to panic them, Ilkar and I fly in, grab her and get out under smoke and night.’

The Unknown turned and looked Denser square in the face. ‘That’s why I make the plans. You’re talking suicide. Do you really think the Black Wings aren’t expecting something? Gods, there are probably sixty mages on the dock not counting you two. You don’t know where she’s being held or anything about their strength. We can’t afford to precipitate anything that will get her harmed.’

‘They are already harming her,’ said Denser.

‘Killed, then. If we are to attack it must be a surprise. We don’t know enough. That’s why I want to talk to Darrick. Look, Denser, I understand your desperation and we all want Erienne out of there as quickly as possible but now is not the time for folly. Now if you can think of a way to get us to Darrick without—’

‘No need,’ said Ilkar. ‘He’s coming this way. Alone.’

Even Thraun stopped his circling to stare.




Chapter 24

Ren’erei had ducked back behind a raised wooden jetty as riders had thundered past. She had watched, shivering violently, as a short exchange with Selik led to a deployment of the cavalry in what for all the world looked like a defensive formation. The riders weren’t Black Wings, they were a College force of some sort. It scarcely mattered, merely adding to her confusion. She pulled herself up and ran hunched along the dockside until she was out of sight behind the fish market.

Moving silently along the wall, she made to jump some sacks of rubbish before seeing the white of flesh. She stopped and stooped. The man was dead, face down in the stinking sludge that filled the guttering designed to take fish offal back into the harbour. It was not a place to lie, dead or alive.

Ren’erei couldn’t leave the man there and rolled him over to get a grip under his arms.

‘Oh no,’ she breathed. It was Donetsk. Grimly, she hefted the heavy body and dragged it slowly from the filth, Donetsk’s steel-capped boots scraping over the cobbles, and pulled him on to the shingle slope that led back into the fishers’ harbour. Better he be found somewhere clean, come the morning.

Tidying the man’s coat, Ren’erei noted the single knife wound in his chest, the lack of any wounds on his face, neck or hands and reflected that he’d not been ready for the attack. There’d been no fight at all. Ren’erei placed two fingers over the wound and uttered a short prayer for peace in the next life. All small gestures, she knew, but the man deserved something as his body chilled and stiffened.

More horses were coming. The noise grew quickly from the east and Ren’erei flattened herself by Donetsk’s body to watch. The sound of hooves, clashing metal and men’s voices echoed around the buildings and in the wan light thrown by torches, dark shadows grew as they neared. She recognised the insignia of the Dordovan College as the cavalry galloped by and heard them come to a stop by the Ocean Elm, though whether it was to converse with or confront the others she didn’t know. She couldn’t afford to wait and find out.

The cold wind would have mostly dried her by now but the rain fell instead. She looked up into the heavy sky, its clouds washing past in violent ill-humour, occasional flashes deep within its banks hinting at worse to come, and prayed for Lyanna’s Awakening.

She was at a loss. She picked herself up and ran around the back of the fish market, heading for Centenary Square. There were lights on in almost every house, people woken by the hundreds of horsemen who had descended on the docks. In the Square, others would still be drinking in the late-night taverns. If The Raven were in the town, that would be the place she’d find out.

 


The Unknown Warrior stepped in front of Darrick’s horse as the General broke into a trot towards their position. Hirad was kneeling by Thraun, an arm over the big wolf’s neck, half in restraint, half in comfort. The pack was clearly nervous and aggressive because of it. They’d let him lead them but now he’d stopped and they weren’t satisfied. Whatever it was they were after, Hirad hadn’t led them to it. Not yet.

In front of The Raven, Darrick reined in and immediately dismounted, his horse bucking and twisting. He let go the reins and it bolted away, galloping up a side street and into the dark.

‘Gods, I’m glad to see you,’ he said.

‘I wish we could say the same,’ said The Unknown. ‘I don’t like being locked up.’

‘Clearly.’ Darrick’s smile was grim. ‘Look, we can’t talk here. They’ll be watching,’ he said, indicating behind him.

‘So?’ demanded The Unknown.

‘So I’ve just resigned my commission. Deserted, I think the term is.’

‘I beg your pardon?’ Hirad spoke and Darrick looked over, seeing him for the first time.

‘Gods falling, what the hell is all that?’

‘That’s Hirad and the wolves you so confidently said killed him,’ said Ilkar.

‘Useful as jail-breakers, as it turns out,’ said Hirad.

‘I see.’ Hirad watched Darrick get hold of himself. ‘Let’s get out of sight. I think I can help.’

‘You’d better,’ said Denser.

The Raven moved. Hirad rose and Thraun followed him with his gaze.

‘I can’t explain,’ said Hirad. ‘We’re doing everything we can. I just don’t know what you want. We’re trying to get to Erienne.’

At the mention of the name, Thraun growled. The pack followed The Raven under the eaves of the timber yard, a chorus of voices rising behind them.

‘So talk,’ said Denser.

‘I should have listened to you,’ said Darrick. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘Never mind that just now,’ said The Unknown. ‘We’ve got big problems and you’re not making sense.’

‘I know. Look, don’t question this, just accept it. The Dordovans have made a pact with the Black Wings. I can’t do the same so I’ve left, deserted. My men have to make their own decisions and I think a good proportion, while loyal to me, won’t worry about the Black Wing alliance. They want to save their families and their homes like we all do, and this alliance represents the quickest and most obvious way to the child.’

‘They have no idea!’ exploded Denser. ‘These bastards will rip her beating heart out.’

‘I know,’ said Darrick. ‘Gods, I know that now. But we can’t try and take Erienne here. They’ll kill her and hope to get to Lyanna another way, I’m sure of it. Look, I don’t know much of what Dordover is planning but I do know they’ve chartered that vessel as support.’ He pointed the opposite way to the far end berth, where a large ocean going ship lay tied up, lights and movement on its deck. ‘It’ll be provisioned and ready to sail, I’m sure. After all, the Dordovans have been here two weeks at least.’

‘So we take that ship and follow the Elm?’ said Hirad.

‘I can’t see another option,’ said Darrick. ‘Not immediately. At least this way, we can see how things unfold.’

The Unknown was nodding. ‘I concur. Right, we need a plan fast. I don’t think the Dordovans will wait until morning.’

‘Well, you’re the expert, Unknown,’ said Denser.

‘And you’re still extremely funny,’ returned Hirad.

‘It’s just that I don’t see what the point of following them is,’ said Denser.

‘It’s not a question of preference,’ said The Unknown. ‘We just don’t have the opportunity in Arlen. The island, or even being out at sea, will provide that as long as we’re ready to go immediately.’

Denser shook his head and was about to speak but the bloom of a spell rose over the harbour yard, its detonation clattering around the docks an instant later. The roar of men and the stamp of hooves followed as cavalry was turned in a hurry. Orders were yelled into the cacophony and the thunder of approaching battle filled the air.

The Unknown looked at Hirad and nodded.

The Protectors had arrived in Arlen.

 


Ren’erei arrived in Centenary Square to find it alive with Arlen’s guards. The Earl himself sat astride a large dark brown stallion and he was addressing a growing mob.

‘. . . a peaceful town and sometimes, perversely, we have to fight to keep it that way. Our docks are invaded. All there that we do not recognise are unwelcome and must be expelled. My guard are with me and any of you who feel able are welcome to add to those numbers.’

Ren’erei shook her head. Preaching to the drunk. It was an easy sell if violence was promised and the roar that greeted his words was testament to it. The elf saw some men hurrying towards the docks in ones and twos, doubtless sailors anxious to reach the relative safety of their ships.

She scanned the crowd for The Raven but the blur of faces confused her eyes. The Earl was shouting other orders and his guards were forming up, the mob at their heels, anxious for action. Another shake of the head. Two dozen drunk men and not many more guards against trained mounted cavalry. She only hoped Arlen could talk his way out of a fight when it came to it.

Behind Ren’erei, the light of a spell tore at the night, bringing a brief fiery glow to the sky. A dull thud reverberated into the square and, following it, the muted roar of hundreds of voices raised in anger. In that instant, the mob developed a single mind and streamed towards the southern end of the market, Arlen and the guards at their centre, all pretence at order gone.

Ren’erei moved back smoothly and watched them go, grabbing at the arm of a guard sensibly bringing up the rear. The man looked round, face set, angry and determined.

‘The Raven,’ said Ren’erei. ‘Where are The Raven?’

The guard laughed. ‘Where any friends of magic should be right now, elf. Under lock and key. Join us if you want to save your ships.’ And then he was gone, running with the rest.

Ren’erei sighed and set off for the jail, fearing a slaughter.

 


Thraun howled and the pack leaped away around the corner and back on to the dockside, heedless of Hirad’s shouts for them to stop.

‘Raven with me!’ ordered The Unknown.

Swords unsheathed, Ilkar and Denser preparing spells, The Raven moved swiftly on to the dock. The rain was heavier than ever, pounding the street and their faces as they came, a scene of complete bedlam unfolding before them.

A warehouse by the fish market was ablaze and, beyond the Ocean Elm, heavy fighting could be heard between Protectors and Dordovans. A good proportion of the Lysternans stood off but many joined the struggle, seeing an enemy in Xetesk that they could hate, despite the fear of what they faced.

Running on, Hirad saw the pack disappear into the torch and firelit mayhem, saw horses rearing and heard Thraun’s unmistakable howl. What they thought they were doing he had no idea but at least they’d found an outlet for their pent-up aggression. He was just glad he wasn’t in their way.

‘Shield up,’ said Ilkar as they ran.

‘Orbs prepared and ready,’ said Denser.

There were shapes in the air, moving against the flaming backdrop of the burning warehouse.

‘Mages airborne,’ confirmed Ilkar, voice quiet but carrying.

‘The Elm’s putting to sea,’ said The Unknown. ‘Look.’

The foresail was running up the mast, the fore and aft lines were chopped and, with a grating that must have distressed the captain, the ship pivoted against the berth wall while the foresail filled with wind enough to drive it away from shore. The airborne mages circled high as the Elm got underway.

‘How many can you count, Ilkar?’ asked The Unknown. The Raven had stopped again, unwilling to join the battle in front of them, which raged just to the side of the Lakehome Inn, from where patrons were streaming back towards the centre of Arlen.

‘Ten, maybe more,’ said Ilkar. ‘It’s hard to be certain.’

There was another flash, FlameOrbs spattered down into the centre of the uncertain Lysternan cavalry, scattering horses and riders. HotRain fell away to the east and, despite the wet, smoke and steam were already rising from the soaking roof of the fish market. The pungent smell of burning fish offal and oil washed across the dock on the wind.

A detachment of Dordovan cavalry broke from the back of the fighting, punching through the Lysternans and riding up the left-hand side of the inn in the direction of Centenary Square.

‘That’s a bluff,’ said Darrick. ‘They’ll be coming back to the other end of the docks.’

‘We need more muscle if we’re going to take the other ship,’ said The Unknown.

‘Any ideas?’ asked Hirad.

‘Yes. Darrick, get to the ship, see if there’s anything you can do. Denser, go with him. Ilkar, Hirad, with me. We’re going to get some Protectors.’

‘And that’s why you make the plans, is it?’ said Denser.

‘Just do it.’ The Unknown turned to Hirad. ‘Let’s go.’

Running in, Hirad could see the battle unfold before him. The Lysternans were in a state of leaderless near-panic. The loss of Darrick had been a catastrophic blow and though the stand-in commander, a man Hirad recognised as Izack, barked order after order, it was clear they didn’t know whether to run or fight. As a result, the unit was disintegrating and only spell shields kept them from disaster. If the Protectors reached them, it would be a massacre.

Beyond the milling Lysternan cavalry, the Dordovans had organised a tight defence across the narrow battlefront that existed between the fish market, the burning warehouse and the harbour’s edge. After the initial surge, Dordovan mages had forced the Protectors back with a series of ForceCones and others would be shielding the cavalry from missile and spell attack.

Inevitably, the Protectors sought another route and they could be seen streaming away into the town to circle back while the Dordovans set up similar blocks to the east of the fish market and around the Lakehome Inn.

Meanwhile, Xeteskian attack mages had turned their attention to the boundary buildings. The first fall of HotRain had hit the market roof accidentally, but now Hirad watched FlameOrbs crashing again and again on to the timber and slate roof. They boiled off the rain and set drying wood alight, flames licking into the night from ten or more places along the market’s length.

‘Into the town,’ yelled The Unknown, and he took them up the right of the Lakehome Inn, away from the immediate din. Hirad could see the pack spooking horses as they nipped in and out of the Lysternans, Thraun pausing to stare at the disappearing Ocean Elm before running back into the mass.

In front of The Raven trio as they left the docks, a throng was approaching them, a mounted man at its head. Arlen.

‘Oh, that’s a mistake,’ said The Unknown.

He ducked into an alley that ran past the rear of the inn but too late to escape attention. Several men slowed and looked in, choosing to make the Raven their first targets. The Unknown and Hirad stood side by side, the big man’s blade tapping on the cobbles, metronomic.

‘Don’t do it,’ The Unknown warned the men, not Arlen guardsmen but townsmen high on alcohol and adrenalin.

‘The Earl wants your type out of here,’ slurred one.

‘We can’t do that right now,’ said Hirad. ‘Just move on, or better still go home. It isn’t safe here.’

‘This is our town,’ said another behind the front pair. ‘We say what goes, not you.’ A murmur of assent was followed by a concerted move forward.

Hirad could count six, all big but none of them natural swordsmen. He regretted what was about to happen. The Unknown’s sword still tapped its beat, the barbarian switched his grip twice for effect, but the aggressors were too far gone to notice the skill it demanded.

Behind them, Ilkar sighed.

‘What is it?’ Hirad didn’t look round.

‘I—’ The elf broke off momentarily. ‘Gods. Just grab the two in front of you now. It’s all you can do.’

The Raven never questioned Ilkar. Whatever he felt, it had to be big. Far too quickly for the men in front to react effectively. Hirad and The Unknown Warrior reached out and grabbed the collars of the men before them, hauling each off balance and dragging them under the shield, their blades flailing uselessly. Hirad jabbed the pommel of his sword into the jaw of his opponent to quiet him but his struggle was short-lived.

HellFire smashed into the inn, the columns of superheated flame seeking the souls of the living. But there were many columns and few still inside the building. And even as the fire gorged itself on souls and wood, blasting every window outwards in a spray of glass shivers, those loose columns sought and found the nearest victims to their cast destination.

Flame raged over Ilkar’s spell shield, turning Hirad’s world into a dome of sheet orange, white and yellow while the Arlen townsmen screamed in terror. But beyond, the cries were of death as the HellFire plunged into defenceless bodies, seared flesh spattering the walls, burning corpses flying like dolls about the alley and beyond in the street.

At The Raven’s side, the Lakehome Inn was ablaze, flame gouting from empty window frames and rents in the slate roof.

‘Ilkar?’ asked The Unknown.

‘Yes. Go, go!’

The Unknown shook the man in his grasp.

‘Go back to your homes and look to your families. This is too big for you.’ He thrust the man away, Hirad doing likewise, the two stumbling off through the carnage.

‘Raven! Raven with me!’




Chapter 25

Thraun knew where she was and he called the pack to him, though he knew they were scared enough to flee. They ran through the prey, howling and nipping as they went, sending the scared animals jumping and turning against the wishes of their masters. The pack dodged the sharps in the hands of the humans easily, darting between the legs of the prey and beneath their sweating bodies.

But again, there would be no feasting. Because the air smelled bad and the flame around them made it worse. The answer to it was the woman with the mist around her soul, whom Thraun knew and had seen with the infant before his meeting with man-packbrother. She was on the floating land that moved with the wind and it was her name man-packbrother had spoken. Thraun could not reproduce the sound but inside he understood, and knew he had brought the pack close to the answers they sought.

Yet this close, they were to be cheated. At the edge of the land, there was a gap too large to leap and with every beat of his heart, it grew larger. The wind blew hard and strong and drove the floating land far from his grasp. He howled and barked for it to return, turning around and around in his frustration, but the wind only blew harder, the rain stinging his eyes and nose and soaking his fur. And more of the great white leaves blossomed on the trees of the floating land to catch the wind and the woman disappeared into the night.

He howled another time, called the pack to him and fled away, looking again for man-packbrother.

 


The Raven had no time to help Arlen. The Earl and his men had run into something way beyond their capacity to control. A glance down the street behind them showed the Ocean Elm deploying more sail as she cruised into the lake. And in the sky above, the circling Dordovan mages swept across the flame-filled night, one landing on her deck.

Sprinting up towards Centenary Square, Hirad could hear the detachment of Dordovan cavalry ahead of them, probably skirting the square itself to avoid contact before riding down past the jail and back to the dock. To their left, more hoofbeats and running feet.

Just to the south of the market and at the end of a row of offices, The Unknown stopped and held out an arm to stop Hirad and Ilkar running by him. He was facing better than seventy Protectors in a defensive ring around six horse-borne mages. It was clear the mages would have run him down but the Protectors had instantly slowed at the sight of The Unknown, and Hirad could feel the awe sweep out from them.

‘I need forty Protectors and as many mages as you can spare from whatever plan you’re operating,’ said The Unknown. His sword was before him, point down and still.

‘And who the hell do you think you are - Lord of the Mount?’ demanded one mage, the irritation in his voice mixed with a certain respect.

‘No, I think I’m the Unknown Warrior and that we are The Raven and we all want Lyanna saved from Dordover.’

The mage nodded. ‘In truth, I recognised you. You think you have a better chance of achieving our goal your way?’ Now the respect overrode the ire.

‘The Ocean Elm is gone. Our only chance is to get a ship ourselves. We know of one provisioned and ready but Dordovan cavalry are riding to it now. I need the Protectors to get aboard and to help in any future fight. And I need the rest of you to keep the main Dordovan and Lysternan forces busy. I need your answer now.’

The mage nodded again. ‘Take thirty. I can spare no mages. I am Sytkan. Have Denser signal me when you have the ship.’

The Unknown smiled. ‘Thank you, Sytkan. You might just have saved the One child.’ He pointed. ‘Aeb. Bring our brothers.’ He didn’t wait for them but turned and, with Hirad and Ilkar, ran for the docks once again.

 


Erienne heard the sounds of battle but could see nothing, her tiny window looking backwards into the night. She prayed her College had come for her. She prayed harder that the next time the door opened, Denser would be framed in it. She felt the bump as the stern of the Elm ground against the berth wall, the timbers protesting. She heard the orders shouted out by the captain, reluctance in every syllable, and she felt the rocking as the ship gained clear water and got underway. And finally, when the door opened and Selik entered, she wept.

‘Well, well, well,’ said Selik, ignoring her tears. ‘Such excitement, it seems a pity to leave it behind.’

‘Get out, Selik. You are filth and I don’t need to see you until you come to kill me.’ She used the cuffs of her shirt to wipe at her eyes.

‘Unfortunately for you, this is my ship and I go where I please,’ said Selik before lightening his tone. ‘I spoke to your old friend General Darrick just now. It seems he’s unhappy to see the forces of good in charge of this ship.’

Erienne was interested in spite of herself but didn’t raise her head. ‘Well, he’s not a murderer, is he?’

‘No. But a man whose principles get in the way of expediency.’

‘What do you mean?’ Erienne felt confused and alone. They were sailing to Lyanna yet the journey only promised her death at the hands of her betrayers and she was exchanging irrelevancies with the Black Wing, Selik.

‘He has deserted rather than help his Dordovan allies further.’

‘Good for him. They’ve proved little better than you,’ said Erienne, the taste of bile back in her throat. ‘Is there anything else?’

‘Actually there is. I wanted to introduce you to those I promised would be arriving. And I do so like to make good on my promises.’

‘You know something, Selik, you sound just like your dead friend Travers.’

‘I’ll take that as a compliment. He was a great man.’

‘Don’t.’

Selik’s smile was forced. ‘Don’t forget to whom you belong. Now, I’m forgetting my manners.’

Erienne saw him come in and saw the smile on his face, the half-open arms and the benign expression. Then, the rushing in her head fogged her vision and she sat heavily on her bed, hands pressing on the blanket either side of her to keep her upright. She looked again, forcing herself to focus.

‘You,’ was all she could find to say.

 


The Raven ran ahead of him but Aeb’s eyes never left the figure of Sol, The Unknown Warrior. The Protectors ran with him, and only him, and Aeb experienced a feeling of which he had only a vague recollection. It burned through him and in the tank, all the souls shared. But it was he and the brothers by him who felt it the most strongly and, though alien, it was most welcome.

Joy.

 


There were lanterns lit along the length of the ship Darrick indicated as the one provisioned and ready for boarding. It was called Calaian Sun and its deck was ringed with its crew, staring down the dock to where the stand-off was being played out in front of the fierce fires now burning and hissing into the rain-drenched sky. Whipped up by the wind, great sheets of flame scoured the dark, threatening nearby buildings so far undamaged by spell attack.

HotRain fell in a steady stream over the dockside, cast by Lystern, Dordovan and Xeteskian alike and the flaring on the shields that now covered every horse and rider completed the magical tapestry.

As Darrick watched, HellFire struck the Lakehome Inn and in the screaming death that followed, men flooded out of a side road and threw themselves at the Lysternan cavalry. Surprised, the Lysternans responded, beating back the attack with a half charge before it became evident that spare mages had blocked the road with ForceCones.

‘See what you can do with the crew. I’ve got to prepare,’ said Denser.

‘Certainly,’ said Darrick.

‘And Darrick.’

‘Yes.’

‘Thank you.’

Darrick frowned. ‘What for?’

‘For putting my family’s lives above politics.’

‘Eventually.’ Darrick turned away.

Denser eyed the buildings opposite. There were three warehouses end on to the dock, each with a passage between, wide enough for four or five horses abreast. Knowing he couldn’t hope to cast a ForceCone with anywhere near enough strength to cover the possible entry points, he opted for something more of a hindrance and prayed The Unknown brought the Protectors on very soon. He knelt to give himself balance against the wind, closed his eyes and, ignoring the rain that lashed into his face and the growing smell of burning wood and hot metal, began his preparation.

 


Ditching the shield for the run to the docks, Ilkar had paused to cast ShadowWings and was lost in the sky above Hirad, searching for the Dordovan cavalry. In the absence of information, The Unknown was leading them back past the timber yard, giving them quickest sight of the docks and the target ship.

The rain made the stone cobbles slick, water ran down the guttering in torrents and mud brought in by the rains and the hooves of every horse was sluicing down the streets, adding to the treachery underfoot. More than once, Hirad slipped on the surface, only to find the hand of a Protector steadying him almost before he realised he’d lost his balance. He wanted to be angry that they assumed he needed help to run in the rain but found himself instead amazed at their quickness of thought and action.

He glanced up into the fire-stained night to see Ilkar swooping towards them. He flew beside them as he spoke.

‘Denser and Darrick are at the ship. Denser’s preparing something. The Dordovans will be on them in a few moments, they’re riding down the side of a warehouse a couple of streets from here. There’s no movement from the ship but the crew’s all on deck. This is going to be close.’

‘We’ll need a shield when we hit them,’ said Hirad.

‘With you all the way.’ Ilkar flew ahead, landing fifty yards away to disperse the wings and prepare the shield.

The Unknown upped the pace, Hirad feeling the Protectors ease along while he suddenly felt every one of his thirty-nine years.

‘I could do without this,’ he said, gasping slightly.

‘Too much good living with the Kaan,’ said The Unknown.

‘Let me do the jokes, all right?’ said Hirad.

They rounded the corner, Ilkar now beside them, and in moments, the docks were awash with chaos.

For a few paces, it looked as if the impossible would happen and they’d beat the Dordovans to the ship but when they were seventy yards from Denser and Darrick, the General yelled something inaudible and the Xeteskian mage brought his fists together in front of his face before bringing them down in a punching motion.

The warehouses close to the berth shuddered, were still and then shuddered again. The stone of the docks rippled by the timbered buildings and loose wood tumbled off the roofs. There was another momentary pause, in which Hirad saw the first Dordovan horse gallop on to the dockside, before huge wedges of stone thrust out of the earth in a dozen and more places, cascading cobbles, flags, mud and water in all directions.

The centremost of the three warehouses buckled at its front as one of the rock wedges shattered supporting timbers. The wall bulged outwards and the roof slipped sideways into the road, and above the sudden roar of noise, the sound of terrified horses rose briefly as riders tried to control bucking and twisting mounts desperate to avoid the avalanche of wood from above and the rock from below.

‘Good old Denser,’ said Hirad. But it was only a temporary hold. Already, horses were picking their way around the still shifting stone and splintered timbers, and though the EarthHammer would have caused casualties, the Dordovan cavalry came on.

‘Let’s go, let’s go.’ said Hirad, sprinting forwards as the first horseman closed on Denser.

‘Aeb!’ called The Unknown. ‘Take left, Hirad takes right. I need an angled wedge.’

‘Yes,’ came the reply.

‘And speak freely. Do what you have to do,’ added The Unknown.

‘Yes.’

The first horseman didn’t even get close to Denser. The mage backed up in response to Darrick’s shout and the General swept his sword high and fast into the rider’s ribcage, clipping the horse’s head on the way up and severing an ear. The rider collapsed out of the saddle, his mount whinnying in pain as it ran blindly past, a threat to no one but itself.

Hirad ran on. The main body of the Dordovan cavalry detachment was picking its way out on to the docks now, an initial move to the ship halted by an urgent shout. Quickly wheeling, the cavalry formed a line that moved towards the onrushing Protectors headed by The Raven. Over the heads of the horses came FlameOrbs, splashing off Ilkar’s shield, the mage ensconced in the middle of a three-deep line.

The horses hadn’t the space to make speed for a full charge and, as they closed, the animals faltered, shying away from the solid wall of men who showed them no fear.

The Unknown slowed a little, tapped his blade twice on the stone and smashed it through the neck of the first horse. It came down in a tumble of limbs and a spray of blood that was washed away by the rain. The sky was lit by lightning that flashed through the tumbling cloud, thunder rumbling and echoing as it fired.

Beside The Unknown, Aeb, his axe unhitched, sword still across his back, batted the cheek of a horse with a flat blade, sweeping up in the same movement to bury the edge in the stomach of the rider who was lifted bodily from the saddle and thrown backwards under the hooves of the horse behind.

Hirad stepped smartly inside the flailing fore-hoofs of a rearing horse and ducked the sweep of a sword, placing his own above his head to catch any downward strike. He hated fighting cavalry. Space was tight, blows came from all angles and horses moved unpredictably in the press, making crushing a real risk. But after him came the Protectors and he knew that, for once, he could ignore the threat from behind, confident that Xetesk’s killing machines would watch his back.

In between two tall horses, he jabbed right with an elbow and flashed his sword left, clashing with the rider’s axe. Moving to a one-handed grip, he glanced right and grabbed for that rider’s jerkin, pulling him off balance and dragging his sword flat to catch the return blow from the axeman left.

Unexpectedly, the grabbed rider fell and Hirad ignored him as he hit the ground, snatching his sword back and hacking it into the axeman’s unprotected leg before letting himself drop, his knees connecting with the chest of the man he’d pulled down. He heard and felt ribs snap and a blow to the throat with the pommel of his sword ended the enemy’s struggles.

Around him was a mass of flailing legs. He moved to a crouch and then up, hearing the cries of a dying man behind him, and struck forward once more, seeing, to his, left, The Unknown’s blade savage through the midriff of a Dordovan and Aeb’s axe fall on another’s neck.

The cavalry were losing their shape. Their commander yelled for a break and those that could wheeled and rode away from the fight, the Protectors letting them go, riderless horses following on. Fourteen Dordovans lay dead as did one Protector. The Unknown had a gash on his left arm.

‘Unknown, all right?’ asked Hirad as they reformed.

‘Bloody sword. Terrible balance. No wonder Arlen was never good as a fighting town. Their weaponsmith needs stringing up.’ He put a hand to the wound and looked at the slick of blood, quickly diluted by rain, that came away. ‘They’ve ruined my shirt, the bastards.’

Hirad smiled. ‘We need to focus on the next charge. I—’ There was a roar from behind and the rush of hooves. Hirad looked back. Dordover and Lystern were coming. ‘Shit. Trouble.’

‘Understatement,’ said The Unknown. ‘Aeb! Rear defence. Tight form. We can’t allow them amongst us this time.’

‘It will be done.’

The Protectors moved immediately. From three ranks, they stepped up or back, each one hefting a single weapon, presenting a solid line to the Dordovan and Lysternan cavalries coming at them.

From Hirad’s direction HotRain fell on the Dordovans, flaring on shields and blowing on to the ruined warehouses nearby. It was Denser’s work but largely ineffective this time. The horsemen turned and charged.

‘Be ready,’ said The Unknown, his sword blade tapping.

‘You know it,’ said Hirad. The hooves clashed off the stone, the fires behind him lit the blades of the attackers in stark relief. Hirad roared to clear his head and looked for his first target.
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Xye watched the crush of opposing forces with the detached analysis afforded a Protector through the sifting of every stimulus by the entire brethren in the Soul Tank. It allowed him to assess immediately, act with supreme confidence and authority, and minimise the chances of damage to any Protector or Given. He had the unfailing support of every brother and his courage was eternally undimmed.

He stood in the centre of the line, his back eight paces from those of Sol and Aeb, looking back towards the fires that had engulfed the fish market, the inn, and the timber yard and now threatened the foundry and warehousing nearby. The fires denied the night and shed a garish glare over the entire dockside, lighting the charging horses and their riders in the colours of hell.

Xye considered the enemy had taken an ill-conceived gamble based on panic, not tactics. The mixed Dordovan and Lysternan forces drove hard along the dockside, the latter unsure, the former desperate to destroy the line threatening their comrades. But behind them, the mages had dropped their barricades and the Given mages launched FlameOrbs, HotRain and IceWind across the cavalries as the Protectors, unhindered by ForceCones, surged after them.

And into the mêlée came more that Xye couldn’t place. Men on foot, directed by a single man on horseback; and through the maelstrom of thoughts and pulses, Xye picked up a thread that warned of the howling of wolves. Animals to be spared.

Strength and courage. Fracture the charge. Help comes from behind. We are one.

Xye knew the brethren could not lose.

 


‘Head up, Hirad,’ said The Unknown, his sword point still tapping the slick stone at his feet. ‘Go centre, go low. I’ll take the rider.’

‘Got you.’

The Unknown took the short blade in both hands now and watched the Dordovans as they came. It was not a full charge. Both horses and riders were nervous at the enemy they faced, their usual confidence undermined by the lack of fear in their foe.

‘Ilkar, how’re you doing.’

‘Debating offence,’ came the reply.

‘When they hit us, not before.’

‘Any moment now, then.’

The Unknown heard the grim humour in Ilkar’s tone. This was not a good situation. The front rank of the cavalry was on them, formation wide enough to allow weapons a clear path. The thunder of hooves, the shouts of the men and the snorts of the horses clamoured all around, in front and behind, counterpointed by the total lack of movement or sound from the Protectors.

The Unknown ceased tapping his blade, paced forward, raised it high and crashed it into the centre rider, seeing from the corner of his eye, Hirad dropping to a crouch to power up under the horse’s neck. The rider was ready but it wasn’t enough; his one-handed block hadn’t the strength to counter The Unknown’s massive swing. His blade was knocked aside, leaving his chest and neck open to the Raven man’s blade which sliced through exposed flesh and screamed across his chainmail chest guard. Blood fountained into the air and as his horse collapsed from Hirad’s strike the man toppled lifeless from his saddle.

Turning to face his next opponent, The Unknown was struck in the back of the shoulder. He half-turned, guard up but there was no threat, just the head of a Dordovan bouncing to the floor.

The second rank of cavalry bulldozed through where the first had failed, forcing back Protector and Raven alike. The Unknown fielded blows on his blade from left and right, feeling the press of horseflesh around him and craning his neck to look for an opening. He heard Hirad curse, and saw the flash of a blade. A horse screamed. The Unknown struck right, biting into a rider’s armour. Winded, the man turned to wheel away, but his dying mount wouldn’t respond and he merely lurched in the saddle. The Unknown snatched his foot from its stirrup and pitched him to the ground for Hirad to finish.

‘Ilkar! Now’s a good time for something.’

The mage didn’t respond immediately, then.

‘Shield down. Crouch, Raven.’

The Unknown complied and Ilkar’s spell thudded over his head, a ForceCone which smashed into the remnants of the front rank, driving back horses into those behind and stripping riders from saddles.

A loose horse, caught as it reared, flailed its hooves, catching The Unknown a glancing blow on his shoulder and on to his chin. He sprawled over the wet stone, seeing stars, sword knocked from his grasp and gasping from the sudden pain. Rolling immediately on to his left-hand side, he saw the Dordovans regrouping and heard Hirad shouting his name. He was in front of the line and vulnerable, his sword a couple of paces away. He dragged himself to a crouch, pain spearing through his shoulder and up into his neck. He crawled forward quickly and grabbed the blade, standing ready to back up.

‘Unknown, left. Left!’ Hirad’s desperate shout cut through him. He swung left, raising his sword instinctively in his right hand.

The horse had come from nowhere, riding across the line, and as he made to jump right to avoid it, the Dordovan cavalryman leaned out and swung his axe hard and low, smashing it into The Unknown’s unprotected hip.

He felt the agony, knew he was falling and he felt the smack of stone on his face.




Chapter 26

The pack bunched in terror as explosions thundered around them. Nearby, one of the human buildings was engulfed in flame and sounds like trees falling, the screams of men and the howling, evil wind fractured their collective spirit. They ran.

Thraun could see where they were going, to shadow and quiet, but knew it was the wrong way. No answers there, nor safety. That was only to be found with man-packbrother. But it was long before he could stop the pack, let alone make them obey him.

He barked and half-howled, urging them to slow their blind run and, one by one, they did, drawing into the shelter of a narrow passageway between the high human-built walls. Here, the sounds of destruction were muted and the scents of burning, blood and death were overpowered by those of rotting vegetation and stagnant mud churned up by the rains.

What filled Thraun’s ears now were the harsh pants of the pack and what filled his eyes were their lolling tongues, their eyes white and wide and their ears flat against their heads. He knew they shouldn’t be here, in the centre of the world of men. He understood their fear of the fire that fell around them, of the stench of burning and the screams of men dying and buildings falling, but knew he couldn’t allow it to dominate them.

So he stood while they crouched in surrender. He watched while their breathing returned to an even pace and depth and he waited until all of them looked to him for support and the whines in their throats disappeared. And all the while the noises he made in his mouth and chest soothed them and gave them strength.

Part of him wanted to take them back out to the forests and the surviving pups and bitches but they were so close now. Man-packbrother and the others would find the woman and the answers would be there for them. He yearned for the forest but more than that, he yearned to stand with man-packbrother. To help the humans. It was not a feeling that was easy to accept but it was there and could not be denied.

It was something he wished he could express to the pack but there were no sounds or expressions to convey it. He knew they didn’t understand why they were here, just that their pack leader was and they trusted him to be right. And so they would follow him again, back to the fires, the pain and the bad scent that covered everything. But they would return by another route and try to avoid the worst of the burning wood, to where man-packbrother had run with the strange humans whose faces were wood and who had nothing where their souls should be. He feared these humans. They were blank.

Thraun nuzzled each one of the pack in turn, feeling their soaking fur against his muzzle and easing their remaining fear. He would be with them. He would protect them. Now was the time to act. Yet they were so reluctant to go, cowering still in the dark, their eyes fearful. But he needed them with him, to give him strength.

He made to move back out into the horror but they wouldn’t follow him. He padded back to them, standing above them where they crouched, heads low to the ground. They couldn’t stay here and he struggled to make them understand that. Hiding in the dark was not the way of the wolf. The pack hunted, the pack ran free.

He growled, demanding they get up, requiring their obedience. He was the dominant male and they had to obey him. And slowly, their respect and fear of him overcame the need to escape what lay beyond the dark alleyway. Heads still hung, limbs still shivering, they rose.

The pack were ready again and he led them out of the dark place and back into the firelight and noise, the scent of the evil gale assailing his nostrils, the sounds of clashing metal and the cries of humans becoming loud again in his ears.

Howling to give them strength, he ran in front of them, searching the air for the scent of man-packbrother. Thraun knew where he had run to and as they closed on the place where the land met the water once again, he knew he would turn away from the terror the pack had suffered.

But the conflict had moved.

All along the waterside, the human dwellings burned, their heat crackling the air and making the rain steam as it fell, fizzing in the sky. He couldn’t see man-packbrother but knew he was there. What he could see were prey and the humans that rode them.

With a bark, he led the pack to attack, leaping and closing his fangs around the throat of a prey, feeling the warm gush of blood and its anguished movements as it sought to shake him off. The rider called out and swung his sharp which stung as it bounced from Thraun’s impervious hide.

Thraun dropped from the neck of the prey and, in the same move, sprang to take the human, giant paws thumping into his chest and bearing him to the ground where the weak creature fought uselessly while Thraun tore at his throat.

The mingled blood tasted good but there was no time to feast on prey and human flesh was not to his liking. He lifted his head and saw the pack surrounding their prey, which reared, pawing the empty air while its rider clung to stay on. He watched as one circled to a flank and drove into the rear legs. The beast collapsed, its cry of pain loud, its rider tumbling to the ground, momentarily and fatally helpless.

With the human dead, Thraun barked them to him and looked for the next target. The riders and prey were aware of them now, and more turned to fend them off while the clashing and shouting continued behind them.

Thraun’s heart froze as he saw a man with mist over his soul staring at them. He had no sharp and was all the more terrible for it. Thraun made to dart forward but was blocked by one of the pack. Barking to scatter them, he ran at the man, leaping as globes of fire erupted from his hands, sailed over Thraun’s head and landed behind him. With his jaws clamped on the man’s face and his paws raking his chest, he heard the awful yelps and whines of the pack.

He bit down to finish the human, turned and ran, pulling up short when he saw them. They hadn’t scattered as he had asked, the proximity of prey and blood had been too much. And now three were down and one staggering. All were ablaze, all in agony, all dying. Thraun looked on helplessly as the unnatural fires ate at their fur and flesh, stole their voices and stopped their bodies. At the last, one found Thraun’s eyes and as the wolf’s gaze dimmed, he read the message in them.

Betrayal, wrong death.

Thraun sat by the burning carcasses and howled, heedless of the enemy around him and not caring whether he was attacked or not. He had let them down. The pack were gone and it was his instincts that had cost them their lives. He had failed them just as he had failed—

A stab of long buried memory flashed through his desperate mind. Of a small human. Another man-packbrother, covered in white, his eyes closed, his chest not moving.

Confused, Thraun had neither the strength for revenge nor flight. So he lay where he was, last guardian of the dead pack, and watched the prey and riders flow around him as if through eyes that saw slowly.

And with every heartbeat a word, a word, gained in intensity and dominion. Deep inside, he knew he could not ignore it.

Remember.

 


Arlen turned this way and that in his saddle as he sought some way to enforce order. He and his men had spilled on to the dockside past raging fires and collapsed buildings to encounter a battle in full flow. College cavalry were set against Protectors, the violence of the fighting shocking as it flowed over the cobbles of his docks. Men roared, horses screamed, and spells crashed on all sides, flaring over shields or pouring their might over helpless victims.

The eye-watering odours of scorched wood and flesh filled the air through the pouring rain. Swords clashed together or against armour, the ringing echoing in all directions, and in the firelight great slicks of rain-diluted blood ran towards the sea, men and horses splashing through them as they engaged their enemies.

In the harbour, the Ocean Elm was sailing clear, sails full, driving her on to the lake while to his left, another battle near the Calaian Sun was taking place in front of tumbled and splintered warehouses and the flames that swept a hundred feet into the night sky. The noise was deafening, the sight appalling and Arlen had no idea how to stop it.

Around him, his townspeople had faltered, their energy draining away as they saw death surround them. Some of them had run away and Arlen couldn’t blame them for doing so. Only his guards had formed up in proper defence and they had been attacked on two sides, some falling prey to Protectors beating a path back to the centre of the town, others by Dordovans determined to stop them. Eventually, he had withdrawn and now the survivors looked to him for help.

One of the men he’d sent to assess the spread of fighting through the town sprinted up to him, gasping for breath.

‘Report,’ said Arlen.

‘It’s everywhere,’ said the youngster, not more than twenty years of age and scared half to death. ‘There’re fires burning right through to the jail and into the Salt Quarter. One side of Centenary Square is ablaze with fire carried on the wind and there’s fighting in a dozen pockets.’ He stopped, breathing hard. ‘Protectors are marauding all through the town and the Dordovan mages are casting at them from rooftops and windows. Our people are on the run. There are hundreds heading north to the castle but I don’t think they’ll stop there. It’s like the whole place is falling down. What will we do, my Lord?’

The young man looked at him, pleading.

Arlen wanted to yell at him that he didn’t know. That nothing they did could stop the fight which raged out of control, as did the fires that ate the buildings. There were too many of them. Hundreds fought on the docks and through the town and he had less than thirty scared men at his disposal. There was nothing they could do but he had to force them into some sort of action. They had to be doing something.

‘Listen men!’ he shouted. ‘Get off the docks. We’ll set up a safe zone in the square. Give somewhere for our people to run, then stage them back to the castle. Forget these bastards, let them kill themselves. Let’s save our own. Go!’

He turned his horse and led his men away, guilt lying like a lead weight across his shoulders. He’d saved a few for now but the awful realisation was that he’d lost control of his town. He wondered how many of them would realise it too when the relief of escape from the dock wore off. If the Protectors and Dordovans wanted to destroy Arlen, there was nothing he could do to stop them.

 


‘Unknown!’ roared Hirad. ‘No!’

He launched himself at the cavalryman who had struck down his friend. Five paces and a jump that gave him the perfect angle to strike. The Dordovan was wheeling his horse and presented his body as a target. Hirad was in the air as he brought his sword through right to left, cleaving the man’s head from his neck, his body toppling back, blood spraying into the rain-drenched sky.

Hirad ignored the horse and dashed to stand astride The Unknown’s body, not daring to look down in case he saw the big man was dead. He had already seen it once before and twice would be too much.

‘Aeb! Protectors!’ he shouted. ‘Help me!’

But they already were, pouring into a frontal attack while those behind stayed the rear advance. Dual weapons scorching through the air, the Protectors stormed into the cavalry, axes carving into horse flesh, swords blocking desperate swings before savaging into the riders.

Dordovans came at Hirad, hoping for an easy target; a man relatively defenceless as he attempted to help a downed friend. The first lost his left leg as Hirad swayed under a roundhouse blow, the second had his horse killed under him. After that, the Protectors were with him, Aeb to his left, forming a circle of steel that gave The Unknown sanctuary.

‘Ilkar, check him!’ he called as he blocked a sword thrust aside, caught the rider’s arm and pulled him from his horse, where Aeb crashed his axe through the unprotected stomach.

‘Right behind you, Hirad. Keep going,’ said Ilkar

Hirad’s heart was thudding wildly as he fought to keep perspective. Every sinew begged him to dive into the cavalry headlong, let his blood instinct take over and see how many he could bring down before they killed him. But he denied the urge, forcing himself to remember the man he was defending.

‘He’s still alive but it’s bad. I need Denser, Hirad. Quickly.’

‘Leave it to me,’ said Hirad, his body awash with sudden vital energy. ‘Aeb, we have to break them now. Front and rear.’

‘Yes, I understand. We will move with you.’

Hirad nodded, looked up and saw the Dordovans organising for another run. Twenty bodies were scattered on the ground and, forming more barriers, horses, dead and in distress, lay on the dock. It would be a broken charge and Hirad determined to use that to his advantage.

Along the line, the Protectors waited, silent and unmoving. Their casualties were light but couldn’t be ignored. The time was now.

‘Come on!’ Hirad sprang away, running full tilt at the Dordovan horsemen, and hearing the footfalls of the Protectors as they made their progress. A shout went up from the cavalry, who began to move, riders struggling with horses unwilling to ride into the face of the masked killers Hirad led. Their heads down, they could smell the blood of the dead and dying and their hooves were uncertain on the crowded, slick ground.

Hirad raced on. Running straight at a cavalryman, Hirad saw the man heft his blade. He hurdled the body of a still-twitching horse, landed and rolled to the left, coming to his haunches behind the rider. He was up, spinning and jabbing into the rider’s kidney before he could turn his horse.

Turning again, Hirad took in the Protectors, a perfect picture of organised savagery. Arranged two and three to an opponent, horse and rider were attacked simultaneously, giving the cavalrymen nowhere to turn, no meaningful defence and no clear target. No chance at all.

With no immediate opponent, Hirad watched, for a few mesmerised heartbeats, a trio of Protectors in action. One crouched and sank his axe into the horse’s hindquarters, another slashed his sword into the animal’s neck while the third fielded the rider’s desperate swing on his axe before slashing through a disembowelling strike with his blade.

It was over before Hirad had drawn second breath and reminded him of nothing more than a pack of wolves.

Thraun.

Dimly, Hirad recalled howling as he stood over The Unknown’s body. With the Protectors occupying the Dordovans, Hirad did a full circle, searching for evidence of the pack, but could see nothing. To the west along the dock towards the berth vacated by the Ocean Elm, the Dordovan and Lysternan cavalry had scattered, pockets being hunted down by Protector groups run by mounted mages.

Towards the target ship, the scene was of carnage all over the ground. Protectors had swiftly beaten away any lingering resistance and were already checking every body, crouching to finish off any that were still breathing. Otherwise, the dock was empty and that was very bad. Hirad came to himself with a jolt and knew why The Unknown was lying so close to death. The Raven had allowed themselves to be split and scattered. Something they had sworn never to do.

Thraun would have to look after himself.

‘Denser!’ shouted Hirad. ‘Darrick! Where are you?’

His voice was whipped from him by the wind and further diminished by the steady rain that pattered stone, timber and water, and the crackle of flames from the still raging fires spreading towards Centenary Square fanned by the gale.

‘Denser!’ Hirad swung around. ‘I need you now!’ He looked at the target ship, frowning. It was very still on board. The crew that had lined its rails had gone. All that was left were the lanterns swinging wildly and illuminating the empty deck.

Hirad marched towards the ship.

‘Denser!’ he roared a third time. ‘Please! The Unknown’s hurt. Denser!’ Gods, where was he? He turned and began to walk back to Ilkar and The Unknown. ‘Ilkar how’re we doing.’

‘Not well, Hirad. Find him quickly.’

‘D—’ There was movement on the ship. A door opened and a figure emerged. Denser. ‘Get down here now.’

‘What’s up?’ Denser surveyed the docks, the scattered cavalry and the Protectors who chased them, and raised his eyebrows.

‘Gods, you must have cloth in your ears. It’s The Unknown, he’s hurt. Ilkar needs you.’ Hirad pointed to where the elf knelt over the prone form, his face white in the firelight. ‘Quickly.’

Denser nodded, cast, and flew from the ship on ShadowWings. Hirad watched him fly through the smoke that blew overhead like low cloud over Arlen. He began to trot back towards the Big Man, not pausing to wonder why Denser was aboard, or where Darrick was. For the moment, it didn’t really matter.

The fighting had all but finished on the dockside but he could hear the sounds of violence further back into the town as the Protectors sought the last of the Dordovans. Hirad could see what were probably some of Arlen’s guards, wandering aimlessly around the bodies or staring at the fires that heated the chill of the night. The rain hadn’t eased at all and the wind howled its force onshore.

Hirad felt drained. It was a long time since he’d run and fought like that and, though the battle had been quick, it had been intense. But more, he’d seen The Unknown cut down and he could see by Ilkar’s urgent gestures as Denser landed that the injury was bad. Probably fatal if spells couldn’t help him.

Hirad sheathed his sword and slowed to a walk.

‘Hirad!’ It was Aeb. The Protector was striding towards him, weapons on his back mounts.

‘What is it?’

‘Come with me.’

Hirad glanced over at Ilkar and Denser, both men still, concentrating as they cast. There was nothing he could do. He shrugged. ‘Lead on.’

Aeb turned on his heel. As he approached a smouldering mass of black, two other Protectors rose from next to it and withdrew.

Hirad frowned and looked harder, quickening his pace, the smoking bodies resolving themselves as wolves, rain hissing on seared flesh.

‘I don’t believe it,’ he muttered but Aeb restrained him with a hand.

‘You can do nothing for them. But you can for the shapechanger.’

Hirad stared into Aeb’s blank mask.

‘Say that again?’

‘The shapechanger.’ Aeb pointed to a form which Hirad had assumed was just another body, white face staring at the sky.

‘Gods falling.’ Hirad ran, sliding to a stop and dropping to his knees, heedless as he splashed down into blood and water.

Beneath the cloak, the figure was hunched in foetal position. Protectors had lain another cloak beneath him and had tucked the loose edges in to keep the chill from his body.

A mass of brown-flecked blond hair flowed from the exposed head and the face was covered in a fine fur perhaps half an inch long, with only his nose and closed eyes hairless. His skin seemed old, somehow, his ears long and more elven than human. Hirad laid a hand on the quivering body and bowed his head. Thraun.

‘Never thought we’d see you again, old friend,’ he whispered. ‘Gods, how you must be suffering.’

The barbarian considered for a moment and looked up to Aeb, who was staring over at The Unknown, his Protector’s stillness broken by an uncharacteristic repetitive clenching and unclenching of a fist.

‘If anyone can save him, it’s Denser and Ilkar,’ said Hirad.

‘We have failed him.’

Hirad nodded, a sweep of guilt washing through him. ‘We all have.’

Yet again Hirad scanned the dockside, its cranes smashed, its warehouses gutted and its walkways and paths swathed in death. It was not a place for sick men.

‘We need to move them both,’ he said.

‘Arlen has medical facilities.’

‘And they’ll be full if they aren’t destroyed,’ said Hirad. ‘No. Thraun can’t be cured like that and besides, they’re both Raven. I won’t leave them here.’

‘I understand.’

The barbarian looked at the ship. It was still quiet. Unnaturally so. What had Denser done? And then, of course, it clicked.

‘Help me with Thraun and bring your brothers. It’s time to get aboard that ship.’

Aeb said nothing, just nodded and crouched. He picked up the cloak-wrapped Thraun and set him gently over his right shoulder, standing with the slightest hint of effort.

‘Are you all right with him?’

Aeb nodded and began walking.

‘Are you sure?’ Thraun was a big man.

‘Yes,’ agreed Aeb. ‘Xye will help carry Sol.’

Hirad trotted over to Ilkar and Denser, vaguely registering the sound of horses’ hoofs which still echoed through the town above the noise of the gale and fires.

‘Can you . . . ?’ He gestured uselessly at the prone form, seeing for the first time the horrible injury just below The Unknown’s waist, where the Dordovan axe had smashed his hip.

‘He’ll live,’ said Denser, his breathing deep as if he’d run ten miles. ‘But I doubt he’ll walk again.’

‘But he can’t be—’ He broke off, cocking his head. There were hoofs getting louder, much louder and quickly. He turned towards the sound and out of a pall of smoke between two ruined warehouses charged a single rider, Dordovan. He was heading for the Calaian Sun but swung around when he saw Aeb, yelled in anger and rode for the Protector instead.

Hirad started to run but it was obvious he wasn’t going to make it in time and that Aeb was stranded, Thraun quite literally a dead weight. Other Protectors were running too but they would all arrive after the event. Aeb stopped, knelt carefully and slid his charge to the ground, cushioning his head, though he must have known the action would cost him his life. But then, Hirad realised, perhaps death was a release for his soul.

Closing in, the rider raised his blade, straightened suddenly and clutched at a crossbow bolt in his neck before pitching from the saddle. With no direction, the horse veered sideways, avoiding the kneeling Protector and galloping straight on along the dock. Aeb looked briefly at his erstwhile attacker, hefted Thraun again and walked on, other Protectors now around him.

Hirad turned on his way to the downed Dordovan. ‘Ilkar, this place isn’t safe. We need to get him on board.’

‘On board?’ Ilkar’s weary voice wafted back.

Hirad heard Denser say something he couldn’t catch.

‘Oh,’ said Ilkar. ‘All right, we’re coming.’

Hirad smiled. Xye was standing by them and the barbarian turned his attention to the cavalryman. He was twitching as he died, his blood pumping sluggishly over the stone. The bolt had taken him a couple of inches below his ear.

The barbarian nodded and looked back along the likely angle of fire.

‘Show yourself,’ he called, not expecting anything.

Immediately, a figure emerged from the shadows, arms wide, the crossbow dropping to the ground. The elf moved fluidly, the grace identifying the race well before Hirad could make out the shape of the face and ears.

‘It was a good shot.’ Hirad raised a hand and the elf stopped.

‘I was aiming for his eye,’ said the elf, the voice female. ‘Damn Black Wing crossbow. Badly calibrated.’

‘Thank you for missing so well, in that case,’ said Hirad. ‘I need your name and what you’re doing here. You’re not Arlen’s, are you?’

‘No.’ The elf smiled but there was no humour. ‘I am Ren’erei. I am of the Guild Of Drech and I’ve just lost Erienne to my worst enemy. We came looking for you, Hirad Coldheart. You, Denser and The Raven.’

Hirad stepped forward and offered a hand which Ren’erei took.

‘I think you’d better come and meet the others.’

 


It was like someone had thrown a lever and it was all over. One moment, the cursed Protectors were running amok in his town, hunting and slaughtering cavalrymen from Dordover and the next, they had reformed into an orderly line and trotted out of the town, leaving their dead maskless, their mages not turning their heads once at the devastation they had left behind.

That, they had left for Earl Arlen to face. The thought of what was on his docks was too horrific to even contemplate and now, with the rain still lashing down and the rumbling of thunder promising no respite, he was standing in a circle of hell.

Centenary Square was ringed by fire and echoed to the sounds of the wounded and the terrified. Arlen’s horse lay dead at his feet, his arm was broken and his face bloodied and bruised. Behind him, he knew, more fires raged than he could hope to contain and now he had ordered the pulling down of some more buildings in an attempt to stem the tide of flame driving north towards the castle.

Everywhere he looked, his townsfolk drifted by like ghosts, staring open-mouthed at the ruin that had become of their lives. College men and mages had invaded his town and, in less than an hour, had reduced it to a burned out shell.

Darrick had been right; the Protectors were to be feared. But he had not made his case strongly enough. They were not human. Nothing could be that savage. The demons that controlled them had seen to that. And the mages that rode with them were worse. These were men in possession of their own souls yet he had seen them unleash such horror in the name of magic and so many innocent people had died frozen or in flame, with blood gushing from ears or eyes. He had seen them igniting buildings to frighten horses, he had seen hail drive horizontally across streets to rip man and beast to shreds and he had seen fire like rain fall from the sky to spread panic and more agony.

‘Why here?’ he muttered. ‘Why my town?’

Arlen’s sword dropped from his fingers and he sagged to the ground in the middle of his square, wishing for the night to be eternal so he wouldn’t have to look on the ashes of the morning.

How dare they visit such destruction? What presumption that they could take his land as a battleground for their squabbles? He put his head in his hands and wept, his energy gone, his humiliation complete.

But at least he knew where to lay the blame.

Magic had started the rot in Balaia and magic had sparked the battle that had destroyed everything he had worked for all of his life. There would be a reckoning. Not today, not tomorrow, but there would be a reckoning. And the wielders of magic would be made to suffer for what they so easily wrought and with such contempt.

Perhaps that bastard Selik and his Black Wings were right after all. The Colleges had assumed superiority for too long and they had to be shot from their pompous towers.

Sitting in the mud with rain lashing down from an unnatural sky and his town burning around him, Earl Arlen swore to himself that he would take the first shot.




Chapter 27

Darrick and Denser had captured the crew of the Calaian Sun, Denser flying in, carrying the heavy former General the mercifully short distance, and sweeping into the centre of the main deck.

Posing as the first of the Dordovans due to board, the pair had made easy enough progress to the wheel deck and it had been with some apology that Darrick had put his sword to the Captain’s neck and invited him to usher his crew into the hold. All the while, Denser stood behind him, the origins of a FlameOrb spell visible between his palms for extra emphasis.

Now, with a gangplank lowered temporarily to allow The Raven and twenty-eight Protectors aboard, the crew had been released to make ready for sail, muttering and scowling as they came.

With The Unknown and Thraun both laid out in cabins, the remainder of The Raven, plus Darrick and Ren’erei, sat around the captain’s table. The Captain himself, a brown-haired, tall and muscular elf named Jevin, sat at the head of the table, taking his time to comprehend what he had heard.

The only one of them he had really listened to was Ren’erei and the two had held several quick conversations in an elven dialect that Hirad noticed even Ilkar didn’t understand. The barbarian warmed to the elf who had saved Aeb and Thraun. She was earnest and committed and had smoothed the angry elven crew by her very presence and a few obviously well-chosen words.

‘And this ridiculous weather pattern is down to this one girl?’ Jevin held up a forefinger.

‘Yes,’ said Denser.

‘And you say that she is of the Al-Drechar?’ He raised his eyebrows.

‘Yes,’ said Denser.

‘Then why aren’t the elves protecting her? She is so important.’

‘They are,’ said Ren’erei. ‘But the Guild isn’t big enough in numbers and we had to have more support. Erienne needed Denser and The Raven and that has meant we could bring Protectors to help us against the Dordovans.’

‘They are Xeteskian,’ said Jevin. ‘Their agenda is no less selfish than the Dordovans.’

‘Except in one vital area,’ said Denser. ‘We won’t kill her, we want her to live and her talents to come to fruition.’

‘ “We” being Xetesk in this instance,’ said Ilkar. ‘We’re The Raven and we aren’t working for Xetesk. It just so happens our desires meet in some areas.’

Jevin nodded. ‘It appears I am invaded by the lesser of two evils.’

‘Will you help us?’ asked Ilkar.

‘I’m preparing for sail,’ snapped Jevin. ‘What more would you like?’

‘That isn’t what he meant,’ said Denser, his voice calm. ‘I’m sorry for what we’ve put you through. What we want is for you to help us willingly. You’ll be paid, we’ll see to that, but more than that, you’ll be stopping Dordover committing a crime against Balaia. And you’ll be helping to save my daughter.’

At last, Jevin smiled. ‘The pay had better be good.’

‘Double what the Dordovans promised,’ said Hirad.

‘That will serve,’ said Jevin. ‘And if I’m honest, I’ve always wanted to meet The Raven. I had imagined it a little differently but there you are. My conditions are these. You will let me sail this ship my way. I know the route to Ornouth and will ask for advice only when I need it and will not risk her keel under any circumstances. You will stand down the Protectors immediately and we will only then leave the dock.

‘You are my guests here and not my captors. As such you will follow the rules of my ship which my first mate will explain to you when we are underway. I will assemble my crew and explain our position. Are there any questions?’

Heads shook all around the table.

‘Then we have a deal.’ He reached out a hand which Hirad, in the absence of The Unknown, shook.

The door to the Captain’s cabin opened, Aeb stooped his huge frame inside.

‘There is a man asking for you, General Darrick. One of your cavalry.’

Darrick rose quickly. ‘I’ll see to it. Denser, I think you’d better get the Protectors off the deck to let this ship get away.’

‘Yes, I suppose I’d better,’ said Denser.

The Raven followed Darrick out of the cabin, along a short corridor, up a flight of slatted wooden steps and on to the deck. Half a dozen riders stood under the light of a pair of torches. Hirad recognised Izack at their head.

‘Commander Izack,’ said Darrick, standing by the rail. ‘Is this the arresting party?’

Izack chuckled. ‘No, sir, it most certainly isn’t. We’ve brought The Raven’s weapons and armour and have come to offer our services.’

‘The first, I will accept with gratitude, the second, I must refuse though I am touched by your loyalty.’ He held up a hand as Izack made to say something more. ‘Izack, you’re a fine soldier and a good friend and it’s because of both of those qualities that I don’t want you mixed up in this, tempting though it is to have a man of such stature by me.

‘I have committed a crime against Lystern, though I know you and I don’t see it that way. I’m on the run and Lystern will need good men like you to shore up her defences.’

‘Defences?’ asked Izack.

‘There will be trouble between the Colleges, Izack. Whoever gains the child, there will be trouble. I have made my choice and I’ll be fighting my battle in the Ornouth Archipelago. You must go home and start to prepare. Make Heryst listen. He’s a good man if misguided at times and the Dordovans cannot be trusted as he thought. What do you say?’

‘If you ask it, General, I will do it.’

‘Thank you, Izack.’ Darrick relaxed a little and leaned on the rail. ‘Take care of yourself. Lystern will need you in the times to come.’

Izack nodded. ‘What will I do when they ask me about your actions here tonight?’

‘Tell them the truth.’ Darrick straightened again. ‘Good luck, Izack. We’ll meet again.’

‘I hope so, sir. Good luck to you.’

He wheeled his horse and led his men away, leaving a tied bundle on the dock. Hirad could see the hilt of The Unknown’s two-handed sword protruding from it and prayed he’d hear the point tapping its rhythm again.

 


All pretence at maintaining the shield had long since gone and Ephemere knew that their enemies would be coming. It was just a question of whether help came sooner. Like a volcanic eruption, and just as obvious to a watching mage, the tortured mana surged from Lyanna’s mind. The devastation it caused worsened by the hour.

When they weren’t with Lyanna, and only one of them could be at a time now, the drain was so great, they slept, or ate the broth that the Guild elves made. They tried to smile, but Ephemere could see the exaggerated care they took with every action and heard the soft lies about how well they were bearing up.

Ephemere sat in the dining room, the pipe of Lemiir in her hand. In an adjacent anteroom, Myriell sat with Lyanna. There was no sense in leaving her in her own bedroom, she couldn’t know the difference in her current state, and it was just that little bit easier for her dying watchers.

The old Al-Drechar’s face cracked into a vague smile as she drew deeply on the pipe, feeling the herbal smoke smooth the edges off the pain she experienced every waking moment. So many hours they’d spent here, the four of them, arguing, talking, chiding and hoping. It was only now she realised how happy those times had been.

The smile faded. It had been five days since she had passed more than a few words of encouragement to Aviana on her way out and wished restful sleep to Myriell on her way in to Lyanna. She hadn’t seen Cleress at all in that time. And with every passing day, they got weaker and weaker and Lyanna’s Night showed no signs of passing.

The only encouragement they could draw was that it had moved to another stage but even that development meant more misery. Where Lyanna’s mind’s random usage of her enormous talent would have previously brought such trouble to her homeland of Balaia, now that net had widened and encompassed Herendeneth too. It showed greater understanding and a modicum more control and direction by the child’s unconscious, but its result was a battering of the whole archipelago under what was often a clear blue sky.

No longer were the winds irritated spats delivered by Lyanna as she dreamed; now the lightning crackled and fell to earth in an endless stream; the waves pounded the shores and swept up to within scant yards of the house; the wind thundered ceaselessly at shutters, windows and walls and, when the clouds did roll across, the rain was incredibly heavy, washing off the higher ground in rivers and pouring through the house on its way back to the sea.

The smells of damp wood, ruined rugs and soaking timbers were constant reminders of the mastery of the elements over the Al-Drechar’s domain. Ephemere sighed. How naïve they had been. Hundreds of years old yet they had still fallen into the trap of overestimating their own abilities and, worse, underestimating the destructive power of Lyanna’s untrained but awakened mind. Her only consolation was that, even had they known, there was little they could have done, but at least they would have begun a little better prepared.

And that would have made dying more comfortable.

The ancient elf took one more draw on the pipe and set it down on its stand, where it would be refilled and lit for Myriell in a few moments. She opened her eyes, not having remembered exactly when she closed them and saw two Guild elves standing to her left, waiting. With a pang of sorrow, she realised she couldn’t remember their names and could only nod to indicate it was time.

The young elf males eased her chair back and with one to each arm, helped her to her feet. With agonised slowness, she dragged one foot in front of the other, determined not to let them carry her as they already had Aviana on three occasions. It was stupid, she knew, but sometimes the petty competitiveness was all that kept her going.

One of the elves opened the door to the makeshift bedroom and they moved into the gentle lantern light. To the left, the curtained window was open a crack on to a sheltered corner and though the wind buffeted the island, only a fresh breeze wafted into the room. Soon it would be light but the curtains would remain closed. It was better for concentration that way.

Lyanna lay on her back on the bed they’d brought in for her. She hadn’t opened her eyes for six days now, subsiding not long after Erienne went to find Denser and The Raven. Her favourite doll and a glass of water lay on a table at her bedside, symbols of hope and belief that she would come through her Night. But they’d changed the untouched water time and again and the doll was gathering dust.

The elves helped Ephemere to the bed and she sat on its edge, leaning forward to smooth Lyanna’s hair. Her face was cool and dry at the moment but another of the convulsions, when her whole body was wracked with spasms, tormented by phantoms the Al-Drechar could do nothing to diminish, would not be far away.

The Guild elves were tireless. Bathing her daily, changing soiled sheets, feeding her soup through her unconsciousness, encouraging her swallow reflex by stroking her neck.

‘Poor child,’ whispered Ephemere. She kissed Lyanna’s forehead and indicated she wanted to move.

She was helped to a two-seater sofa and sat beside Myriell, indicating the elves could withdraw. She heard the soft click as the door closed, steeled herself for a moment and uttered a prayer that she would survive to feel the touch of Aviana’s mind when her sister came to relieve her. For now, it was she who would relieve Myriell. She tuned herself to the mana spectrum and faced the tempest.

As she dived towards Lyanna’s mind and the shield that Myriell maintained around it, the gales outside became as puffs of air on her cheek in comparison. It made the rain and thunder seem like distant, comforting echoes and it made the power of the lightning like the flicker of a single, guttering candle.

Ephemere imagined her face stretched taut by the force of the mana storm, her hair straight behind her and tears forced from her eyes. Directionless but focused, the streams entwined and whipped by, like an endless, white-striated tunnel of deep dark brown, shot through with flashes of yellow, orange, green and black-tinged blue, with Ephemere falling towards its core.

But she wasn’t entirely helpless. The tunnel had a light, dim but pulsing. Myriell’s mind. Ephemere fought to reach it, pushing a bulb of protective mana in front of her, deflecting the roaring, howling Night Child magic from destroying her as she went.

She craved the warmth of contact and it drove her on until she found it, melding seamlessly with her sister and feeling the joy of touch reciprocated. Ephemere could sense the exhaustion in Myriell but, stronger than that, the determination not to fail Lyanna. She moved her consciousness to take some of the strain from Myriell, breathing hard as the mind shield placed around Lyanna bucked and threatened to tear itself apart. She imposed her will, driving energy into the mana shape until it stabilised. Only then did she turn any attention to her sister.

‘I am here, Myra,’ she said.

‘I thought you’d never come,’ answered Myriell.

‘Go and sleep now.’

‘Be careful, Ephy. It isn’t getting any easier.’

‘I know, Myra,’ said Ephemere. ‘I know.’

‘I love you, Ephy,’ said Myriell as she began to disengage.

‘Always,’ said Ephemere.

And Myriell was gone and the isolation clamped down on Ephemere, sending her heart into palpitations and leaving her momentarily short of breath. Beneath the delicate mind shield, Lyanna cried out in pain, her thoughts confused and scared.

For all that Ephemere felt alone, for Lyanna it was far, far worse. Such a small child and now separated not just from her mother, but from her senses too, living in a pitch black world of night where uncontained mana battered ceaselessly at her fragile mind.

Lyanna’s mind was like a magnet, dragging in magical essence in enormous quantities but quite unable to mould it or understand what it was she unleashed. While she lay in her Night, her mind experimented, fought to control what it craved and threw out random mana shapes with staggering power because that control was denied it. For her to survive, she would have to learn.

For Ephemere and all the Al-Drechar, their only focus was to defend her from that which she couldn’t yet control or manipulate. Collapsing shapes posed a great threat as they unravelled and they had to be first deflected from where they might wreak havoc, and then given an outlet. It meant suffering blow after blow of half-formed magic, each one chipping away at the strength of their minds. Any shape fully formed had to be allowed free rein despite the resultant devastation in Balaia and now, Ornouth. But it had to be endured. For the succession of the One, it had to be endured.

Ephemere cried. It happened with the beginning of every shift. She felt Lyanna’s moans as they modulated through the mana, the only human emotion in the elemental tumult she created. She couldn’t respond, couldn’t put her arms around an entity that was not there to embrace and wasn’t there to be comforted.

All she could do was deflect the dangerous magical energy that Lyanna provoked. And with every slamming of a bolt against her shield, she weakened, but with every breath she took, her resolve hardened.

But none of it was why she cried.

She knew she had to suffer whatever the Night Child threw at her but her tears were because she didn’t know if Erienne would return in time.

And if she didn’t, the world was already dead and all her pain would have been wasted.

 


Erienne was momentarily confused, genuinely refusing to believe her eyes. Though Selik had intimated he was assisted by mages, never in her worst nightmare had she contemplated being before the man who had walked through her cabin door. She shook her head, shuddering at what it all meant. This was no rogue Dordovan mage, this was the High Secretary of the College. A man steeped in respect and the ethics of her College. A man she had known all her life and had thought she understood and could trust.

‘Erienne, please don’t judge me too quickly.’

Berian’s words made her feel sick. She was glad she was sitting down or she’d have fallen. Emotions and thoughts crowded her mind. She had no idea how to react or what to say. All she knew was that the revulsion she felt at Berian’s presence, and the magnitude of the betrayal that presence represented, was overwhelming. She swayed and turned her head away.

‘Don’t talk to me,’ she rasped, tasting bile in her mouth. ‘Don’t even look at me. You revolt me.’

‘Please, Erienne,’ said Berian. ‘We had to find you. We worry for you and Lyanna.’

‘How dare you lie to me!’ Erienne’s eyes blazed, her rage growing. ‘You’re standing next to the murderer of my children. Dordovan children. How could you!’

Berian gave Selik a sideways glance. ‘But they knew where to find you again,’ he said gently. ‘And we would see you come to no further harm.’

‘Liar!’ Erienne flew across the cabin, landing one punch on Berian’s face before Selik dragged her away and threw her back on the bed.

‘Calm yourself,’ he drawled.

‘Calm?’ she screamed. ‘Great Gods burning, I’ve delivered myself and my child to hell.’ She jabbed a finger at Berian. ‘And you, you bastard betrayer. You’re dead. I swear it. You’ve betrayed everything and joined with Witch Hunters to find your own and kill them.’

She slumped, her head dropping to her chest, her rage extinguished. Helplessness swept through her and tears fell down her cheeks. Everything she’d believed in was in ashes at her feet.

‘How could you?’ she whispered.

‘Because your daughter is a danger to Balaia,’ said Berian, all hint of gentleness gone from his voice. ‘And she is a herald of doom for Dordover. Did you really think we’d stand by and let you bring her to the One uncontested? She must be controlled by Dordover to ensure our College survives. It is you who are the betrayer, Erienne Malanvai. I would save my College. You would see it fall.’

Erienne shook her head. ‘No,’ she managed through her weeping. ‘No, you don’t understand.’

‘Yes, Erienne, I do,’ said Berian. ‘I understand only too well.’

She heard footsteps receding and her door close and lock.

Erienne had never considered the circumstances of her death until now. Never wondered if she’d know it was imminent, what she might say, how she might react, how she might feel. But here it was, only worse. Because she wasn’t dying alone. She was sealing the fate of her daughter at the same time.

She felt detached, looking in from afar. Her life had taken on dual qualities of utter certainty and dreamlike unreality. There were many things she knew. Selik wouldn’t touch her until they reached Herendeneth. The Raven, if they survived, would be chasing her. She’d been betrayed by Dordover. And Berian, of all mages, was travelling with her, helping to organise her death. But her grasp of time seemed vague. She felt the ship move, knew they were in the channel heading down towards the Bay of Arlen, but somehow couldn’t connect it with her reality. None of it should be happening and there were parts of her that still believed that she would come to and find Denser watching over her.

She had tried to cast, of course. It was one way to reconnect herself with everything she knew. But though her faculties were recovering, she hadn’t the stamina to attempt complex shapes and, even if she could, a Dordovan spell shield covered her cabin, leaving her completely cut off.

She poured a goblet of water, walked to the back of her cabin and looked out of the small window. Through the rain, she could see the red smudge in the skies above Arlen, indicating the fires that still raged there. She held on to the window ledge as the ship rolled, water spilling over her hand. The wind was gusting very strong and though making headway, the Ocean Elm was surely under limited sail. She wouldn’t know. Selik wouldn’t let her out on deck.

She sat on the bed, draining the goblet and placing it on her small table. Another roll and it fell to the floor, clinking dully on the timbers. She left it there. Trying to ignore the conditions outside, the rain that drilled into the glass of the window and the wind that washed over them, howling as it came, Erienne set her mind to what, if anything, she could do.

It wasn’t a long list. The most obvious route was magic but she had only just begun to probe the shield placed around her. It was strong, probably the work of three Dordovan betrayers and she had no doubt that it was being monitored closely for signs she was testing its structure. If she found weakness, she’d have to be ready to exploit it immediately.

On the physical plane, there were two escape routes, neither viable. The door to her cabin was kept locked and two guards stood outside it. She hadn’t even considered attacking them despite the fact that they stood inside the spell shield. After all, where would it get her?

The window had been nailed shut and, even if she could force it, the drop to the water would result only in her death from drowning.

Yet suicide was an option she couldn’t ignore. If she died, the Ocean Elm’s crew would no longer have the incentive to complete their journey. But it would only buy the Al-Drechar a little time. With the defences around Herendeneth in terminal decline, the location of the island wouldn’t stay hidden for ever - if indeed it still was - and, despite the treacherous waters, Lyanna would be found eventually.

The ship lurched again and shuddered as it plunged into a wave. She recognised the sideways movement and knew they were approaching the mouth of the Arl. She’d learned enough to understand that the tidal forces in the bay made passage uncomfortable as high or low water approached and, fanned by gale force winds, the waves would be very difficult. She could only imagine what the open sea would be like.

Inside she felt like collapsing. Like giving up her will and letting what was to come wash over her. But in her heart beat belief. Belief that Lyanna, her beautiful girl, must live and that somehow she would be helped, rescued.

She clung to that belief because it was all she had. It would take them seven days at least to reach Herendeneth and so she put herself in someone else’s hands. Not Dordover’s, not her husband’s but something potentially more powerful than all the forces ranged against her. And she knew that the whole would never give up while one of them had the strength to help.

The Raven.




Chapter 28

It had begun days ago but no one had taken any notice, not really. Despite the floods, there had been no one killed, indeed not many injuries at all. They had heard the stories from the undefended farmsteads, the coastal towns and the lakeside villages as refugees had poured in. But here in Korina, they had always thought themselves impervious to real damage. Now the refugees were flooding out, not in.

Diera ran from her room, the screaming Jonas clutched to her chest as her window blew inwards, the force of the blast shaking the whole inn to its foundations. And this was worse than a mere hurricane. The force of the wind had slammed the shutters so hard, they’d snapped in, tearing frame and glass from the sturdy brick walls as they came.

Hurrying down the stairs, she came upon a scene of panic in the bar as The Rookery’s drinkers tried to escape the roaring tempest scouring the market square. Half of the front of the inn had been torn away, books and papers flashed through the air, tables slid and tipped, the fire blew in all directions showering hot embers and over the ringing sound of the smashing of glass, the cries of terror and pain rose like spectres.

‘The cellar, the cellar!’ someone was bawling in her ear while pulling at her arm. She turned. It was Tomas, his face white, forehead cut and blood pouring into one eye. He pointed to one of the doors behind the bar, then pushed past her and out into the wreckage of his inn, kneeling by a man whose legs had been crushed by a falling beam. She watched, mute, as Tomas spoke words to the trapped man, nodded and cut his thigh deeply above the artery, holding him as his life blood flowed on to the floor and he died.

Screams filtered in from the outside. People ran past, heading west, glancing over their shoulders and running harder. A great roaring filled the air, a deafening painful sound that beat at the ears. Diera pushed Jonas’ head into her chest and covered his exposed ear with her free hand.

‘Tomas!’ she screamed. ‘Tomas!’

The roaring took on a deeper intensity. A cart flew by the torn front of the inn and smashed into a wall nearby, timbers and springs scattering. The remaining people inside ducked again, clinging on to whatever they could. Tomas was shouting at them but they couldn’t hear him.

He crawled, hand over hand, back to the bar, grabbed her and pushed her to the cellar door. He wrenched it open and she stumbled down the lantern-lit stairs, hearing the door shudder shut behind them.

In the sudden relative quiet, she could hear her own breathing, her baby’s whimpers and Tomas’ cursing. Below them, the space was crammed with people. She saw Maris and Rhob hugging each other, and many others she only dimly recognised, their fear written in their expressions, their limbs quivering with exertion, and those that could still stand tending those that could not.

Above them, a terrible rending sound was followed by a thunderous impact that shivered beams and shook dust into the air in clouds.

‘It’s the inn,’ gasped Tomas. ‘Gone. Gone.’

Diera saw agony in his slim, blood-smeared face.

‘What can we do?’ she asked.

He turned to her and put a hand on her cheek, stroking gently with his fingers.

‘Pray,’ he said. ‘Pray this cellar roof holds. Pray the floods don’t reach here. Pray you see tomorrow’s sun and that your husband finds a way to end all of this before we are all killed.’

Diera looked at him. She understood it was all down to magic. The word had spread through the city days ago. One part of her wanted to demand what one man could possibly do. But another, deeper and more spiritual part knew they all had to believe in something.

And Tomas chose to believe in Sol.

Diera rocked her crying child against her chest, finding comfort in sharing the same belief. After all, he’d never let Balaia down yet.

 


The Calaian Sun struggled to make real headway. The winds that had taken the Ocean Elm out of sight had backed and now blew straight up the Arl to the lake.

With the night full and dark and the destroyed town behind them, The Raven, in dry clothes provided by the crew, had time to take stock while Jevin, their reluctant skipper, deployed as much sail as he dared and tried to read the difficult conditions. He had already reported the likelihood of having to short tack the length of the river and warned The Raven that if the Elm had been lucky, they would enter open water as much as half a day behind.

While Darrick organised food and drink from the galley, Hirad, Ilkar and Denser stood between the narrow twin beds on which lay The Unknown and Thraun. Hirad felt helpless. He replayed over and over what had happened, searching for any ways he could have helped. He found none.

And so the rock of The Raven lay unconscious under a WarmHeal, alive but badly damaged. Hirad wiped the corners of his eyes with his right thumb and forefinger, and felt a hand squeeze his shoulder.

‘It wasn’t your fault,’ said Ilkar. ‘I cast the ForceCone.’

Hirad looked at the elf. ‘It’s not that. There’s no blame to anyone. I just thought that there would be more you could do.’

‘If Erienne, were here, we could. She’s a BodyCast master.’

‘But I thought . . .’ Hirad gestured uselessly.

‘WarmHeal can only do so much. Knitting tissue, promoting muscle growth and sealing fractures. He needs more than that. Much more,’ said Ilkar.

‘So what’s the situation?’ Hirad hadn’t even wanted to ask the question, as if not knowing would make things better.

‘The axe has smashed his hip and cracked his pelvis,’ said Denser. ‘And that’s apart from the mess it’s made of his tendons, muscle, skin . . . We were able to fuse the pelvis and that will knit. But the hip is crushed and there are shards of bone everywhere. We aren’t physicians, Hirad, and we don’t have the skill to reforge in the way a BodyCast can.’

Hirad shook his head, grasping for a conclusion. Both mages were looking studiously away from him.

‘So, will he walk?’

Ilkar nodded. ‘After a fashion. The joint will stiffen and he’ll be in constant pain. He’ll limp heavily but he’ll walk.’ The elf shrugged.

‘Oh Gods,’ said Hirad, the ramifications obvious. ‘He won’t be able to fight.’

‘With a two-handed sword, no,’ said Ilkar. ‘He won’t have the balance or the strength in that leg. But he’ll get by with a long sword if someone shadows his left side.’

‘He’s lucky to be alive at all,’ added Denser. ‘He’s lost a massive amount of blood.’

Hirad looked down at the big man. The mages would keep him asleep on the rolling ship for days, perhaps the whole voyage. And when he awoke, it would be as a cripple, the power and grace that were his trademark gone forever. Except there still had to be something that could be done. Hirad wasn’t about to give it up.

‘Could Erienne help him?’ he asked.

‘If she got to him before the muscle grew back around the joint and the bones fused completely, yes,’ said Denser. ‘But so what?’

‘How long before it’s too late?’

‘Well, we can retard the healing a little, I suppose, but the spells are already doing their work,’ said Ilkar. ‘Three days perhaps?’ He glanced at Denser, who shrugged and nodded.

‘Then we’d better get her off that ship, hadn’t we?’

For a while, all Hirad could hear was the sound of the ship ploughing through the rough river waters, the sails snapping on the masts and the timbers creaking and settling. And all he could see were Ilkar’s and Denser’s stunned expressions.

‘What?’ he demanded, his hands spread, palms up.

‘Well I think we’re both just waiting to hear how you propose to achieve this miracle,’ said Ilkar.

‘It’s simple,’ said Hirad, the plan crystallising in his head. ‘Captain Jevin catches up with Elm, we fly across under cover of darkness, rage below the decks, grab Erienne and fly out. We can bring Protectors too. They can hold ShadowWings, can’t they?’

‘Yes, but—’ began Denser.

‘But what?’

‘When I suggested something similar back in Arlen, I was shouted down.’

‘That was different,’ said Hirad.

‘Oh well, that clears it all up, thanks,’ said Denser, beginning to turn away. Hirad clamped a hand on his shoulder and hauled him around.

‘I’d do it for you,’ he said. ‘I’d do it for any of us. This time it’s The Unknown.’ He glared into Denser’s face. ‘Take a good look at him, Denser. He left his wife and child behind to help you find yours. He didn’t even question it. And see what it’s cost him.

‘Now we will help him. I won’t see him a cripple. He’s Raven.’

‘So is Erienne,’ muttered Denser.

‘And we’re getting her too. The time wasn’t right then. They were ready for attack back in Arlen. They won’t be now.’

Denser regarded him solemnly for a time before his mouth turned up into a wry smile.

‘You’re right. We’ll probably die, but you’re right.’

‘Good!’ Hirad clapped him on the shoulder. ‘Now, you need to commune with Sytkan in Arlen so he knows who of the Protectors we have on board, before punishment is invoked. Then see if you can get to Erienne. Ilkar, with me. We’ll speak to Ren’erei, see what we can persuade Jevin to do. Then you can talk to me about Thraun.’

He turned and opened the door but Denser’s voice stopped him.

‘Hirad?’

‘What?’

‘I’m sorry. In the forest, you know . . .’

Hirad shrugged, finding in Denser’s face a genuine sorrow. He shrugged.

‘Me too. But it worked out didn’t it? If we hadn’t scrapped, I’d have been captured by Darrick too. So let’s forget it, eh? Now let’s get your wife, fix The Unknown and save your daughter. Then maybe we can work out how to send the Kaan home and I’ll forgive you anything. Get communing.’

‘I’ll be in here,’ said Denser.

Hirad nodded and led Ilkar out of the cabin.

[image: 008]

The small Protector force was quartered in the forward hold where the Dordovans had been due to billet themselves for the uncomfortable crossing of the Southern Ocean. Twenty-four had survived more or less unscathed. None that were too injured to fight after the journey had come aboard.

They stood in a circle, hands clasped in front of them, masked heads bowed, swaying with the motion of the ship. The silence of their contemplation was matched far away in Xetesk, where the Soul Tank, deep in the catacombs, was dormant. Every surviving Protector grieved for the souls that had departed but celebrated their freedom from thrall.

Every death lessened the whole but every released soul gave hope. For Aeb, it was a confusion of emotion, suppressed for the most part but finding voice in the silence. He knew it was the same for them all. They craved the companionship of the tank while hating the forces that had put them there, ripping their living souls from their bodies and inserting the linkage that kept them alive. The DemonChain.

Every Protector wanted freedom from the DemonChain. None wanted to lose his brothers in so doing. Sol was the only living example and in him were all the dangers of freedom. The brotherhood could feel him and he, them. But they could not connect. He was, and would always be, one of them but outside of the net of support they shared. Yet he stood as an icon of hope, and they revered him.

‘We are one,’ said Aeb, his voice filling the hold, speaking rather than pulsing as was their right when not in battle psyche.

‘We are one,’ the Protectors intoned.

‘Sol lies grievously injured, his condition closed to us as is his soul. We move away from our Given. I have requested that we be assigned to Denser, the Dawnthief Master. It will be an honour we will celebrate in the Soul Tank with our brothers.

‘Prepare yourselves, near ones. Hone your blades, bathe your wounds, harden your minds. Our enemies would destroy that which would make Xetesk dominant. We will protect.

‘We are one.’

‘We are one.’

‘By the lore of the Chain, and to the mercy of the Life beyond Brotherhood, I call upon He who guides us to watch us wherever we may be. We are one,’ said Aeb.

‘We are one,’ they responded.

Another short contemplation followed. Aeb returned to pulsing now action was demanded.

Xye, we must have hot water. The elves may have cloth and balm. Ren ’erei has the ear of the Captain.

It will be done.

Aeb looked around the circle. He could feel the tiredness there. They had been running for days and now, after the fight, they had no Given to channel recuperative energies along the DemonChain.

Sit, brothers and let the air play on your faces. Fin, the door. Brothers, let the dark hide us.

Fin moved to the hatch and slid it shut. It would open only for Xye. One by one, the lanterns were hooded, and as the blackness became complete, Aeb heard the unbuckling of straps as he pulled at his own.

His mask came away and the blessed air played across his raw face. Smooth though the ebony was, sweating skin broke beneath it. He lowered his head, not daring even to catch the glint of a brother’s eye. To do so when unmasked brought bad luck and death in the next conflict.

It was the way things were.

 


‘So what have we got?’ asked Hirad.

The Raven plus Ren’erei and Darrick were sat around the Captain’s table while topside Jevin was talking to his first mate and navigator.

‘Good news and bad news,’ said Denser, first to respond. ‘Sytkan has passed the Right of Giving for the twenty-four Protectors on board to me. I’ll talk to them later but suffice to say that you’ll be able to use them as you need to on Herendeneth. They’ll be speaking freely and will be as untethered as Protectors can be.’

‘Meaning?’ asked Ilkar.

‘They won’t wait to engage in pre-emptive offence if the opportunity arises, they will inform you if they believe you are not making best use of them and they will be in automatic charge of their own formations unless otherwise directed.’

‘So the bad?’ Hirad drank a mouthful of tea. On plates across the table were hard cheese, bread and dried meat. The galley hadn’t been forthcoming with vegetables.

‘Balaia is a mess. Politically, it’s degenerated into something approaching inter-College warfare. There are skirmishes across the mage lands though so far Arlen’s the only non-mage place hit.’ Denser paused for breath. ‘But that’s nothing to the elements. Sytkan’s talk with Xetesk revealed reports of tornados in Korina, volcanic activity in the Blackthorne and Balan mountains, more hurricanes to the north and flooding all the way along the Southern Force.

‘Balaia’s all but run out of time.’

‘And Erienne?’ prompted Hirad.

‘Hold on,’ said Denser. ‘I haven’t finished the other bad news yet. Sytkan also reported that a Dordovan fleet has sailed from Gyernath in the last couple of days.’

‘How big and when?’ asked Darrick.

Denser shrugged and poured a fresh mug of tea. The ship rolled slightly, the mug sliding against the raised lip of the table but not spilling.

‘Details are sketchy. Gyernath itself has seen flooding,’ he said. ‘Sytkan will try to contact me in the next two or three days if he finds more information.’

‘Can we call on more reserve?’ asked Hirad.

‘That’s something else Sytkan is trying to find out,’ said Denser.

‘It’ll make no difference,’ said Darrick. ‘Unless my intelligence is badly astray, there are no significant Xeteskian forces within ten days of any southern port and Korina is out of action completely. That’s excepting the Protector army, of course, and even if they ran back to Arlen and took ship there, they wouldn’t be able to leave for a day or they’d starve at sea.’

‘And who do you think it is in charge of the Dordovans?’ asked Denser.

‘Vuldaroq,’ said Darrick immediately. ‘That fat idiot was due in Arlen days ago but never arrived. I have a feeling he might have run into trouble in the mage lands.’

‘So it’s us against however many,’ said Hirad. ‘I just hope this island is defensible.’

‘There is only one landing point on Herendeneth. The island was chosen with great care,’ said Ren’erei.

‘It’s not something we can worry about now,’ said Ilkar. ‘What about Erienne?’

‘She’s being shielded,’ said Denser. ‘I suppose we should have expected that. I can’t get through - not without alerting the shielding mages.’ He looked down into his mug.

‘You all right, Xetesk man?’ asked Hirad, still reeling from the news he’d been given of Denser’s fate.

It was only now, sitting in the relative calm of the Calaian Sun’s Captain’s room that the reality was sinking in. Ilkar had told Hirad almost casually that saving Lyanna would cost Denser his life but he could see now that the Julatsan was already grieving. And now he could contemplate it, the fact sat as an ache in Hirad’s stomach and wreathed his heart.

He felt a great guilt for how he’d treated Denser in the forest outside Greythorne. All the time, he knew he was going to die and had said nothing. He wasn’t sure whether that was bravery or stupidity. The Raven would support him now they knew but he could have enjoyed that support for longer.

For all Denser was a difficult man at times, Hirad didn’t want to be without him in the world. It made their arguments and silences over the last few years seem so stupid. But at the time, he’d always thought Denser would be there. Now he knew different and the thought broke him in two.

Denser looked up, smiling sadly. ‘I need her near me, Hirad. We haven’t got much time left together.’

‘I know, Denser, and I’m sorry,’ said Hirad. ‘We’ll get her back for you.’

‘If anyone can, The Raven can,’ said Darrick.

‘I haven’t quite forgotten it’s because of you we’re in this particular mess,’ said Denser, though there was no anger in his voice.

Darrick said nothing, merely nodded and dropped his gaze.

‘Moving swiftly on,’ said Ilkar. ‘What did the captain say, Ren?’

‘He said he’d talk to his crew. He said he’d look at the conditions. He didn’t promise anything.’

‘Well he’s going to have to,’ said Hirad. ‘I’m not interested in excuses.’

‘Can I say something?’ asked Ren’erei.

‘Of course,’ said Ilkar.

‘I know the captain of the Ocean Elm very well. I know he’ll do everything he can to delay progress without it seeming obvious. There are a lot of tricks he can employ. You must trust Jevin, please. He’s an experienced captain and he’ll go as fast as he can. But you can’t expect him to sacrifice his ship and crew for the sake of speed.’

‘But he must take some risks,’ said Hirad. ‘We’ve only got three days.’

‘He’s aware of all this,’ said Ren.

‘He can always be made more aware,’ returned Hirad.

‘Don’t threaten him,’ said Ren. ‘That’s not the way.’

Hirad pushed his mug and plate away and leant forwards.

‘Ren, let me tell you the way,’ he said. ‘We are all very pleased you’re with us. And we respect both your knowledge and what you’ve already done for The Raven and particularly Erienne.

‘But we are The Raven, and we’ve succeeded by always doing whatever it takes. That will not change because Jevin is a bit sensitive, all right?’

Ren’erei opened her mouth to reply but Ilkar placed a hand on her arm.

‘Don’t,’ he said, managing to smile. ‘I’ll explain later.’

‘Tell you what,’ said Denser. ‘I’ll tell you now, elsewhere. I want to hear all about my wife and daughter.’

Ren’erei smiled. ‘I would like that.’

Hirad watched them go, avoiding Ilkar’s eyes and choosing to refill his mug and plate instead. Outside, the force of the wind had dropped, or perhaps it had backed again since the ship’s progress was distinctly smoother.

‘Excellent tact, Hirad, well done,’ said Ilkar, when the door had closed.

‘What?’

‘You and your “we are The Raven” lecture. Doesn’t work any more. All you’ve done is irritate her and we need her on our side.’

‘She needed to know how it is with us.’

‘Belligerence in the face of desperation is not how it is with us,’ said Ilkar sharply. ‘Doing what it takes is right but there are ways and ways.’

‘And you think I took the wrong way.’

‘Strangely, yes.’ Ilkar sighed. ‘Still, it’s not like you’ve become different overnight, is it?’

Hirad smiled, knowing the gentle chiding was over. ‘No. Sorry, Ilks, it’s just that this isn’t how it’s supposed to be.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Us. The Raven. Gods burning, Ilkar, we’re a complete mess. The Unknown’s crippled, Erienne’s a captive, there’s Thraun . . . But the worst of it is that Denser’s about to sacrifice his life and there’s nothing we can do. It’s wrong.’

Ilkar pursed his lips. ‘I know. But we can still win this thing.’

‘It won’t feel like winning. Denser will be dead.’ He shrugged, the words he’d just spoken sounding strange, like they came from someone else’s mouth.

‘It won’t be like death, though,’ said Ilkar, his words hollow but reflecting his sincere hope. ‘A part of him will survive inside Lyanna.’

‘He’ll be gone,’ said Hirad. ‘That’s all I understand.’

They fell silent, listening to the creaking of the ship, the sounds of feet overhead and the muted rush of the wind. Hirad felt tired. He hadn’t slept properly for days. His body ached, his lower back and shoulders particularly. It hadn’t always been like this but days of sleeping rough in the barely sheltered open, and eating only what he could catch or pick had brought home to him the reality of his age. He had come off the peak of his fitness and that meant long fights would be a struggle. Grudgingly, he had to admit that their enforced inactivity might be a blessing though his mind would continue to churn.

To his left, Darrick had maintained a studious silence for much of the discussion, contenting himself by listening and, by and large, avoiding Denser’s potentially caustic tongue. Hirad smiled inwardly. The capture of Erienne hadn’t even been his fault.

‘Hey, Darrick, cheer up,’ said the barbarian.

‘If you don’t mind, I don’t think I will,’ said Darrick, not lifting his head.

‘We know it’s not all your fault, all this mess. So does Denser, when he thinks about it.’

‘But it is,’ said Darrick. ‘I should have listened to my heart before I ever rode to Arlen. If I’d let you go, you’d be on the Elm and sailing now. The Unknown wouldn’t be injured. I’m a fool and I could have stopped the worst of it. I should have refused to take you.’

‘I don’t think so,’ said Ilkar. ‘Any hint of insubordination and you’d have been replaced.’

‘Can we talk about something else?’ Darrick’s tone was sharper than he probably intended. His mouth tugged up just a little. ‘What about Thraun?’

It had been Hirad’s next burning question. Thraun. More extraordinary than anything he had seen for a very long time. He nodded and looked across expectantly at Ilkar. The Julatsan sucked his lip and sat back in his chair.

‘He’s in a bad state too. He’s been a wolf a long time now. Too long to be returning to human form, that’s clear. You’ve both seen the hair on his face; well, it’s all over his body. But that’s the simple part. He’s lying like an animal. His arms are locked straight, his legs likewise but bent in at the knee. His musculature is unbalanced, his feet still have claws and his heart is far too large. And those are just the effects we could detect easily.

‘The point is that he may look more like a human but, frankly, he’s not. Not yet, anyway. Now we’re hoping that his physique and organs will revert further but we don’t know they will.’

‘Can you keep him alive?’ asked Hirad.

‘That’s no problem. All we have to consider is what sort of life it’s going to be. Gods falling, but his mind’ll be a complete shambles. How much of his human psyche and memories he’s retained is anyone’s guess. He’s going to need a lot of help.’

‘Then we’d better make sure that some of us stay alive to give it,’ said Hirad.

‘That we had,’ agreed Ilkar.

‘It’s unbelievable isn’t it?’ said Hirad. ‘Thraun back amongst us. Like it was always meant to be that way.’

‘What do you mean?’ asked Ilkar.

‘For weeks now, we’ve been reforming The Raven very slowly and in a lot of ways it feels like we never went away. But I never thought we’d see Thraun again and he followed us from Thornewood, he must have done. And now he’s changed back. Hard to credit, isn’t it?’

‘You said it,’ said Ilkar. ‘If only I could offer you good news about him. Or any of us for that matter.’

‘No,’ said Hirad, and his momentary lightness disappeared. ‘So what’s to do now?’

‘Well, I don’t know about you, Hirad, but it’s the middle of the night and I’m shattered,’ said Ilkar.

Hirad nodded. Despite the movement of the ship, he felt he could sleep anywhere. The very thought made him yawn broadly.

‘I see you concur,’ said Ilkar.

‘Yep,’ Hirad said, rising and stretching. ‘C’mon General, you too.’

‘Good idea.’

As Ilkar passed by him at the door, Hirad grinned, a sudden thought striking him. He grabbed on to the chance to change the mood.

‘Tell you what, Ilks, that Ren’erei. Not bad-looking, eh?’

Ilkar stared at him. ‘Not bad,’ he agreed.

‘You could be in there. Y’know, good-looking elf like you, famous, head mage in Julatsa. Could make the trip south more entertaining for you.’

Ilkar shook his head. ‘Only you, Hirad Coldheart,’ he said. ‘In a situation like this, only you could think of sex.’

Hirad shrugged and moved along the corridor to their cabin and bunks.

‘Sweet dreams, Ilkar.’




Chapter 29

Throughout the next day, the Calaian Sun struggled against strong winds whipping up the sea into a swell that reached almost thirty feet at its peak. Carrying more sail than he should, Jevin didn’t leave the wheel deck all day, his eyes searching the lightning-lit, roiling dark cloud for clues, scrutinising the sails for trouble, or worrying at the wind which had precious little direction.

Ren’erei had been with him much of the time, cajoling and encouraging. Darrick was lost in his own thoughts, a lone figure on deck or lying on his bunk in the forward area originally set aside for the Dordovan command. Of the Protectors, there was little sign. The Xeteskians stayed in the hold, only one ever appearing to ask for food or hot water. For them it was a time of rest.

It was the middle of the afternoon. Hirad gripped the forward rail with one hand, his other arm supporting Ilkar who was leaning out again over the side of the ship, retching, his body shaking with exertion, his face wet from spray and sweat. It had been a miserable day for the Julatsan but the worry wasn’t his immediate condition. The elf had already voiced his concerns about the effect this would be having on his mana stamina and on his ability to concentrate and cast effectively. And they couldn’t do without him if they were to stand any chance of rescuing Erienne.

For Hirad, it was just one more problem on a mounting list. His idea that Ilkar and Denser would be able to assign ShadowWings to Protectors had already been dismissed. Even without Ilkar’s seasickness, the drain from keeping Thraun and The Unknown alive and asleep was high. At best estimates, the two mages could cast their own wings for the journeys to and from the Ocean Elm and cast limited shield or offensive spells during the rescue attempt. But that was it. They were left relying on Erienne and what condition she was in was anyone’s guess. Hirad wasn’t getting his hopes up.

The Sun pitched into another wave, the impact shuddering through her hull and sending a wash of spray over the foredeck and soaking them once again. Despite the constant drenching, it was where Ilkar said he felt most comfortable, though that was clearly a relative term.

Hirad stared at the sky. On the far horizon, lightning sheeted across the heavens, illuminating the black of the clouds and the angry, white-flecked, dark grey of the ocean. Above them, the thick, unbroken ceiling of cloud stormed by at frightening pace, driven by a wind which, had it come down to sea level, would have driven them straight to the bottom of the sea. There was no longer any land in sight behind them and he felt a shiver of anxiety down his back because there was no certainty they would see any ever again.

The barbarian could understand the superstitions of the sailors all too easily. He had been sceptical of them at first but now the desire to have something to hang on to that settled the mind was one with which he could sympathise.

All over the ship, the signs were there. Every cabin had a shrine to one of the Gods of the Sea or the Skies. Figurines, dried flowers, candles and tiny models of boats floating in water-filled, carved wooden bowls were common. And by the head of every crew bunk, prayers were carved into the wood, or pinned up, painted in garish reds and yellows. Not one of the crew was without a talisman, either fish or bird and always metal, around his neck.

But the most curious superstition surrounded the cat. Hirad knew ships commonly kept a cat on board to kill rats and mice but on this ship at least, it went much further. The animal had a luxurious basket, plenty of meat and biscuit and a bowl of water was always full. One of the crew, he had been told, was duty-bound each day to see it safe, examine it for splinters, sing it songs of the sea and place it in its basket at the start of the first night watch. Naturally, being a cat, it would sleep elsewhere but the tradition could not be ignored. Whatever kept them happy was fine with Hirad.

Ilkar straightened a little and turned his dripping, ashen-white face to Hirad.

‘Let’s go back, I’ve got to lie down.’

‘Jevin said it was worse if you stayed below deck,’ said Hirad.

‘He also said I’d get my sea legs by tomorrow and I don’t think that’s possible either. Help me below.’ He gagged suddenly again and spat bile over the side which whipped away.

‘Come on then, walk on my inside.’

Hirad kept a hand on the rail and the other arm around Ilkar as the two friends walked slowly to the fore cabins. As he opened the doors, he heard a shout and turned to see Ren’erei hailing them from the wheel deck. She made a shrug and pointed, presumably at Ilkar. Hirad shook his head, indicated himself and pointed back at the wheel deck. Ren waved her understanding.

Ilkar and Hirad were sharing a tiny cabin which looked out over the port side of the ship. Ilkar had the bottom bunk and Hirad helped him take off his cloak, lie down and then wiped his face with a towel. The ship rolled and pitched. Hirad stumbled.

‘Oh Gods, I wish I was dead,’ groaned Ilkar.

‘Just try and sleep. I’ll see if there’s anything that can help you.’

‘A knife in the heart should do the trick,’ said Ilkar, closing his eyes briefly and putting his hands over his face.

Hirad patted his shoulder. ‘I’ll bring one for you. See you later.’

‘Get the Captain to find us a millpond, would you?’

Hirad chuckled. ‘Keep it up, Ilks.’

He closed the door and walked back up on to the deck. Funny. He’d hardly ever been aboard ship either but felt absolutely fine. Balance wasn’t difficult except when the ship drove down into a wave and he’d slept long, eaten a good breakfast and, in complete contrast to Ilkar, felt more refreshed than he had in days. Climbing the ladder to the wheel deck, he wondered if he hadn’t missed his calling.

Captain Jevin and Ren’erei stood behind the helmsman, all three elves looking alternately at the flag riding atop the main mast and at the compass to the right of the wheel. Jevin’s face was set severe and he barely nodded acknowledgement as Hirad came to stand by them.

‘How’re we doing?’ he asked, his voice raised above the roaring of the wind. Rain started to fall again, heavy and punishing. He drew his furs closer.

‘Well, we’ll be faster than the Elm,’ said Jevin.

‘How come?’

‘Because they are a smaller vessel, less broad and long. Their skipper’ll be running minimal sail in these conditions. She wasn’t built for this.’ He turned to look at Hirad. ‘Mind you, neither were we.’

‘Will we catch her?’ asked Hirad.

Jevin licked a finger and held it up as if testing the wind. He scowled. ‘Gods, man, how the hell should I know? I don’t know how far they are ahead, in which direction they are going and how fast they are travelling. It’s all guesswork. This weather should not be possible. The wind comes from three directions, the swell ignores them all and I’m trusting my compass but don’t know whether I should. I know we’re heading south but that’s about it.’

Hirad nodded. It had been a daft question.

‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘Please do everything you can. So many lives depend on you.’

Ren looked at him in some surprise but there was a smile on her lips. She touched his arm and mouthed her thanks.

‘My crew are brave and I am too young to die this voyage,’ said Jevin, his voice a little softer. ‘Best you tend to your sick and leave the wheel deck for sailors.’

Hirad turned to go but the Captain hadn’t finished.

‘Go to the galley. Ask the duty cook for some Lemiir powder. Tell him I sent you or he won’t give it you. Dissolve it in water. That should soothe Ilkar’s head and stomach. Help him sleep.’

‘Thank you.’

Jevin nodded curtly and turned back to the sails.

 


Night was coming again, though the day of lowering cloud, buffeting wind and sometimes torrential rain had been so dark it would hardly seem to make a great difference.

On the Ocean Elm, the skipper patted his helmsman on the shoulder. It was a small gesture but the elf knew what it meant. He nudged the wheel very slightly, bringing the ship four degrees into the wind. With the pitching and yawing of the vessel in the storm, there was no way Selik would discern the change in direction nor the reduction in speed. He was no sailor.

Indeed, the skipper could see him now, clutching at the starboard rail, his face feeding on the wind, his stomach hopefully churning. He had already seen the man vomit half a dozen times as the storm worsened. He would be weakened and inattentive. It was a pity that some of the mages with him were not. Particularly the old one.

Berian, his name was, and he spent altogether too much time peering over the skipper’s shoulder. It was he who had determined the course and he whom the skipper watched for before indicating that course could change. There was something dangerous about this Dordovan. He knew a good deal about the sea and watched the compass closely when on the wheel deck, waiting for it to settle between pitches before nodding acknowledgement that all was well.

But he had not been there through the early hours of the morning and his deputy had no idea what he was looking at. They had strayed far off course in that time and bought any pursuit precious hours. The skipper had not started looking back yet. Perhaps on the third day he would but even that might arouse suspicion.

He knew there would be pursuit. He had great faith in Ren’erei and her capacity to get aboard another elven ship. He prayed The Raven would be with her but the battle he had left behind on the docks of Arlen left those hopes severely dented. He needed to know that, as he approached Herendeneth, he wouldn’t be leaving the Al-Drechar helpless. If another ship followed, and could match them through the tortuous waters of Ornouth, they still had a chance.

Below him, on the main deck, Erienne had been allowed a brief walk in the fresh air. He had managed to catch her eye as she was ushered back below by a mage guard and had smiled in what he hoped was encouragement. But she had the air of the condemned and he found it hard to disagree with her mood.

‘Captain?’ His helmsman indicated the starboard rail. Three mages were talking with Selik and, among them, Berian gestured behind him more than once at the wheel deck. It was an angry conversation and the skipper bit his lip.

‘Come back to heading, lad,’ he said, his lips barely moving. ‘And keep yourself calm.’

The helmsman nodded, waited for the next pitch and edged the wheel away from the wind. The skipper felt the take on the sails, which were as light as he could argue, drive through the timbers at his feet. The four men left the rail and headed for the helm.

‘Keep looking forward,’ whispered the skipper, his face down looking at the compass.

‘Aye, skipper.’

Footsteps rattled on the ladder and thumped across the wheel deck. The Captain was shoved aside and managed to assume an air of indignant surprise as he found Selik’s sword resting on his chest.

‘What have we done now, oversweetened your tea?’ he asked, looking past the Black Wing at the mages who gathered around the compass.

Selik backhanded him across the cheek and he stepped back, rolling with the blow.

‘You are testing my patience, elf,’ drawled Selik. ‘Berian?’

‘Our direction is correct,’ replied the old mage.

‘But it wasn’t always the way, was it Captain?’ Selik pushed the point of his blade a little closer, the skipper aware that a sudden roll could end his life.

‘Maintaining exact direction is impossible in these conditions,’ he said. ‘We are doing the best we can.’

Another slap. ‘Liar.’ Selik’s good eye burned into the skipper’s face. ‘You think you’re being clever, elf, but I have better men with me. They can see our destination through the mana trails, they can divine our position by light, wind and magic and they can sense an elf toying with the lives of his crew while he delays our purpose.’

The Captain said nothing. Selik drew back.

‘Now we don’t know exactly what you have cost us. We suspect it to be a good deal of time. And for every cost, there must be payment.’ Selik moved his sword point higher where it wavered in front of the skipper’s neck.

‘I could take the payment from you but I fear your crew might not accept your death. Fortunately, there are ample substitutes.’

He spun and drove his blade through the helmsman’s neck; the young elf stiffened, gurgled and collapsed as Selik dragged the sword clear. The elf twitched as he lay dying on the deck, his blood flooding from the awful wound.

The Captain felt a surge of sickness and a greater one of fury. He made to spring forwards but found Selik’s sword-point at his stomach once again.

‘That’s one step closer to your own death,’ he said.

Selik didn’t smile. ‘You know, somehow I doubt it. The righteous are rewarded, the evil are cast down. It has always been the way. Now I suggest you take care of the wheel before we lose our course again. I’ll have my men dispose of this body. After all, we can’t afford the time for your ridiculous rituals, now can we?’

Selik strode to the ladder, the Captain’s eyes following his every step. He wished for a wave to take him, for a slip to send him tumbling to the deck. Looking down now on the body of his fresh-faced young helmsman and seeing the renewed rain washing the blood from around his feet, the skipper mouthed a prayer to commend the elf’s soul to the gods of the sea and gripped the bloodied wheel, his body on fire with hate.

 


Hirad was on deck early on the third day, scouring the way ahead for any sign of the Ocean Elm. He knew he wouldn’t see anything before the elven lookouts but he had to do something. Denser and a marginally recovered Ilkar were tending The Unknown and Thraun, Ren was with Jevin as always and Darrick, well, Darrick was in a place of misery of his own invention. It was unlike the General but Hirad let him wallow. The time for bringing them together was not yet, and maybe not ever. Only when Erienne was on board would Hirad feel that there was a Raven to lead.

The weather had steadily worsened throughout the second day and Jevin had been forced to furl in some sail to retain control of his ship. It was frustrating but Hirad comforted himself in the knowledge that the Elm would be suffering the same and he trusted Jevin’s assertion that they would still be travelling faster. But would it be fast enough?

Even if they sighted them now, would they be able to make up enough ground for a ShadowWing flight that night? Hirad thumped the rail and looked up into the rain and dark cloud, shivering. He had been cold for a day, the energy from his sleep gradually worn away by a growing sense of helplessness. The Unknown was relying on them to save him from being a crippled warrior the rest of his life. And there was nothing Hirad could do. Not until—

‘Ship forward!’ The shout came clear down from the crow’s nest in the main mast. ‘Ship forward!’

Hirad looked but could see nothing. He heard Jevin shouting up from the wheel deck but his elvish was lost on the barbarian as was the answering call. Hirad half ran back along the length of the ship and hurried up the ladder.

‘Careful, Hirad, more haste less speed on a pitching deck,’ said Ren’erei.

‘Yeah, yeah. Captain?’

‘It’s a definite sighting. We can’t yet tell if it’s the Elm but it’s travelling across our starboard bow.’

‘Meaning?’

‘If it is them, they’ve been off course. Probably deliberately,’ said Ren.

‘Can we catch them?’ asked Hirad.

‘There’s no doubt of it,’ said Jevin. ‘It’s more a question of when.’

‘By nightfall. We have to be close enough by nightfall.’

Jevin stared hard at him. ‘I am aware of our timetable. And I will do everything I can that keeps this ship afloat. Do you understand?’

Hirad cast his gaze skywards. ‘Yes, but—’

‘But nothing, Hirad Coldheart,’ said Jevin. ‘Now, as I’ve mentioned before, kindly leave the wheel deck to the sailors. Why don’t you prepare your plan, or eat something or whatever. Get Ilkar some more Lemiir.’

‘Just get off your deck, eh?’ said Hirad.

Jevin at last smiled. ‘Now you’re getting it,’ he said.

Hirad turned and headed down the ladder, hearing Jevin’s voice ring out across the ship.

‘Bo’sun! I need more sail forward. Let’s run this bitch of a storm! Let’s show these ignorant humans what sailing really means!’

The barbarian shook his head, laughing as he strode across the main deck to the forward cabins and heading for the galley. The cook handed him his Lemiir wordlessly and he let himself quietly into the cabin where both mages sat watching the sleeping forms of The Unknown and Thraun. The cabin was stuffy despite the part-open window and the stale air merged with the smells of urine and strong soap to make an unpalatable mix.

He poured water into a tankard and added the Lemiir powder, swirling it once and handing it to Ilkar.

‘Surprised you can stand the smell in here,’ he said.

‘No choice really,’ said Ilkar, accepting the tankard and continuing to mix its contents. ‘Thanks. It’s good stuff this. I wonder why I didn’t get it earlier.’

‘I have a feeling it’s both expensive and in short supply,’ said Hirad. ‘Lucky you’re an elf or I reckon Jevin’d let you suffer.’

‘Believe me, I’m still suffering,’ said Ilkar. He drained the tankard in one swallow, screwing up his face in disgust. ‘It’s good but it tastes rank and sweet at the same time. It’s like swallowing sugared tree bark.’

‘So, are you fit to cast?’ asked Hirad. Denser looked around and Hirad grinned broadly at him, clapping him on the shoulder. ‘Because we’ve just sighted a ship ahead.’

‘Is it the Elm?’ Denser brightened, a light growing in his dull eyes.

‘How many other single ships do you reckon are round here?’ said Hirad.

‘Precious few,’ said Denser, nodding his head vigorously. ‘So, Ilkar, what’s the verdict?’

‘Well we’ve got all day. I’ll rest up, if you don’t mind, but so long as it’s simple stuff, I should be all right. Just don’t ask me to frame a MindMelt.’

‘ShadowWings?’ asked Denser.

‘Borderline but probably,’ replied Ilkar.

‘You’d better be able to,’ said Hirad. ‘Because I’m coming with you.’

‘Has it occurred to you, Hirad, that these are not the conditions for carrying someone of your bulk any distance at all?’ said Ilkar. ‘Sorry, but this is going to be just me and Denser alone.’

Hirad shook his head. ‘No, it isn’t, because I’ve had an idea.’




Chapter 30

By the time darkness had fallen, Hirad could see the Ocean Elm through the murk of the rain and low cloud. The wind had abated just a little, the swell had settled and Jevin had ordered the bo’sun to deploy as much sail as he dared, knowing the skipper of the Elm would dally as long as he could.

But as the night began to obscure their quarry, it was clear they still had a long way to go and, at current speeds, would not catch them for another day at least. As the sea softened, the sleeker Elm could pull away from the wider merchantman on which The Raven travelled, and Hirad found himself hoping for another storm. In the middle of the night his prayers were answered but far more violently than he’d wanted.

Taking a rest along with Denser and Ilkar to prepare for their attack, he was flung awake in pitch dark as the ship rolled sickeningly, almost throwing him from his bunk. Ilkar, lying on the edge of his, wasn’t so lucky and tumbled to the floor, cursing. The thundering of feet and the echoes of shouted orders floated down.

‘Doesn’t sound good,’ said Hirad, just about seeing Ilkar’s outline and dropping to the floor to help him up.

‘What time of night is it?’

‘Gone midnight, I think,’ said Hirad. ‘How’s your stomach?’

‘Bearable,’ said Ilkar. ‘We should have been woken before now—’ They were thrown together as another wave struck the ship broadside, shaking figures out of the shrine and throwing their blankets off their bunks.

‘Let’s get topside, then,’ said Hirad. ‘You get Denser and meet me on the wheel deck. I hope we’ve closed enough on the Elm for you.’

‘So do I.’

They half ran, half stumbled from the cabin, Hirad feeling his way back to the doors to the main deck, Ilkar going next door to fetch Denser. The Unknown and Thraun would just have to be all right for the time being. Besides, Darrick was sitting with them and the spells would keep them asleep.

On deck, there was bedlam. Jevin and the bo’sun were screaming orders at the crew. Above on the main mast, one sail was torn in half, its shreds flapping in the gale. All around, the seas were huge and Hirad could see the helmsman fighting to turn the ship head-on to the worst of the swell. Rain hammered down on to the deck and, up in the rigging, elves grappled with sail, trying to furl enough to give them back control.

Hirad raced for the wheel deck, making it out in the gloom. There were no lights anywhere on board. They wanted to remain hidden and the elves didn’t need them anyway. Halfway up the ladder, another wave struck the forward port side, water pouring across the deck. Hirad lost grip with one hand but clung on with the other, smacking backwards into the wood above the aft hatch.

As the ship righted, he swung himself back on to the ladder and scrambled up the last few rungs.

‘What the hell happened?’ he shouted, not releasing his grip on the deck rail. The ship lurching, thundering down into a trough.

‘It came from nowhere,’ answered Jevin. ‘Are you ready?’

‘Why, how close are we?’ The rain became hail, drumming on to the decks and thudding painfully on their heads. Hirad dragged his furs up over his skull.

‘On the sea, more than a day, still. For you on your wings, I don’t know. But we’ll get barely closer tonight. If the Elm has any sense, she’ll have hove to by now, trying to ride it out. I’m dropping all but topsail. Either that or we’ll founder.’

Hirad nodded. ‘Thank you for all your efforts,’ he said.

‘Perhaps there’ll be bonus pay in this.’

‘Count on it,’ said Hirad.

Ilkar and Denser were heading up the ladder. Ilkar looked pale but better than he had on the first day, the Lemiir buying him the time to rest and eat what he could keep down. Denser had a savage light in his eyes, a determination edged with desperation. Hirad had seen it before. It would make him powerful, but changeable.

‘This is it,’ said Hirad, voice barely less than a shout. ‘Jevin says we’ll get no closer tonight and The Unknown can’t wait any longer.’

‘Can you see the Elm?’ Denser asked Ilkar. The Julatsan peered forward, the hail like a sheet in front of them. Hirad could barely see the prow of their ship. Beyond, it was just raging darkness. The wind howled across the open sea.

‘No. We’ll just have to fly high and hope.’

‘Terrific.’

‘Stay close to me,’ said Ilkar. ‘I’m your eyes.’

Denser beckoned them both close and put an arm around each shoulder.

‘We’ll need wings trimmed for speed, not mass, so I’ll be unstable with Hirad hanging off me. Don’t you take your eyes off me for long because, if he falls, you’ll be getting him. And remember, Ren said Erienne’s cabin was aft. We’ll have to assume she’s not been moved.’

‘If she has, this could be a very long night,’ said Hirad.

They broke. Hirad fetched a length of rope he’d had tied round his waist all night. Ilkar tied one end around his left wrist and then he lay flat on the deck while the elf attached the other end to Denser’s left ankle. One thing Hirad couldn’t risk was fouling Denser’s wings.

‘Just you get there safe, all right?’ said Ilkar.

‘Tell him that, he’s driving,’ said Hirad. ‘Have you two got enough weapons? This could be a good night for knives, I think.’

‘We’re sorted out. Ready?’

‘Of course not.’

Ilkar clapped him on the back. ‘Then let’s go.’

Hirad readied himself. Denser stood with his legs apart enough for Hirad to put his head through them and hang on to both his calves. ‘I can’t believe I’m doing this,’ he muttered.

The hail came down harder. He heard a shout from Denser and a heartbeat later he was airborne and yelling his fear into the teeth of a gale.

 


‘So kill me then!’ roared the skipper. ‘Kill any one you like. Because if we raise any more sail we’ll all die anyway.’ He shoved Selik away from him, the Black Wing steadying himself quickly and coming back, dagger still drawn.

‘And what the hell good is that handkerchief you’ve got fluttering up there going to do for us, eh?’ He renewed his grip on the skipper’s throat, three of his men in attendance should the elf try to fight him.

The fury of the storm had taken them all by surprise, boiling up from the south under cloud so low they felt they could almost touch it. The skipper had called all hands to the deck and they’d swarmed up the rigging to furl sail as waves crashed across his deck, hurling two Black Wings and a member of his crew into the water to drown in the merciless ocean. Another of his crew had fallen from the rigging and he too would die, his body broken.

But Selik had stormed up to the wheel deck, demanding he go faster. Faster? They were lucky to be still afloat at all.

‘I’ll tell you what it’ll do, you ignorant fool,’ spat the skipper. ‘It’ll give us just enough manoeuvrability to keep our head to the wind so we can survive this thing. I take it you do want to survive?’

‘Your tone will get you very badly hurt.’

The Captain grabbed Selik’s hand and dragged the dagger towards his own throat.

‘Then do it now, Black Wing, because I am past caring.’

Selik stared at him, jerked his hand away and backed off a pace, letting go the skipper’s throat. He nodded.

‘And what about them behind us?’ he demanded, pointing over the skipper’s shoulder into the filthy night.

‘If their captain has any sense, he’ll be doing exactly what I’m doing,’ said the skipper. ‘They won’t catch us, Selik, more’s the pity. And even should they, what can they achieve? They can’t get through Ornouth in a ship that large.’ The skipper was telling the absolute truth. The draft of the ship they’d glimpsed was far too deep to ride the reefs into Herendeneth. Fortunately, a ship that large also had single-masted landing skiffs to offload cargo from deep water. Something Selik was probably unaware of. If Ren was aboard, she’d know when to advise dropping anchor. And he’d sign her any way he could.

‘Unfortunately for the civilised world,’ said the skipper, ‘I know what I’m doing.’

Selik huffed. A contemptuous sound. ‘Civilised. Yet you embrace the evil of magic. Elves. Little better than animals in your home continent, I’ve heard.’

‘Go away, Selik, and let me do my job or you’ll be drinking sea water.’

‘I will have you, elf,’ said Selik as he turned and gestured his men away. ‘Yours is a life borrowing heavily from the death.’

The skipper said nothing as Selik left the deck but his mind was ablaze with revenge. He allowed himself a small inward smile. The Black Wing fools had demanded light on deck as soon as night fell so they might walk in greater safety on the pitching deck. The ship would be visible for miles once the rain abated.

‘Come on, Ren. Come on.’

 


The journey to the Ocean Elm was pure torture for Hirad. Clinging on to Denser’s legs while the hail lashed into his face and drained his strength, the barbarian could see practically nothing ahead of him. Every now and again, Ilkar would flash into view but apart from that, all he knew was that when he could see the waves and feel the spray on his legs, Denser was too low.

They were heading in the right direction, that much he did know. Ilkar had sighted the ship soon after leaving the deck of the Calaian Sun and hovered in close to tell Denser. But how far away they were, he couldn’t begin to guess and, as the wind and rain began to chill him, sending aches through his arms and inexorably numbing his fingers even through his gloves, it was close to being too far.

A sudden gust drove them downwards hard and fast, Hirad yelling as his boots skimmed the top of a wave. Denser jerked back up quickly, too quickly for Hirad’s cold hands and his grip was torn away and he swung like a human pendulum from the mage’s left ankle, a couple of feet of rope all that separated him from drowning.

The sudden shift of weight unbalanced Denser completely and he plunged seawards, Hirad looking up to see him fighting for height and direction even as he was plunged into the sea. The cold flashed through his body and he gasped in shock. Water washed over his head and Denser, under the heavy drag, was all but catapulted into the wave in front of him, veering up and away at the last heartbeat, hauling the drenched Hirad with him.

The barbarian looked up again. Denser was shouting something but he couldn’t hear it. The cold ate at him. They lurched sickeningly as Hirad swung back and forth, he trying to climb the rope that must be causing Denser agony, and the mage wrestling with his balance as he fought to keep them both from the ocean.

Hirad tried to swing his right arm round but couldn’t get any momentum. The rope was cutting into his wrist and he grabbed on to it with his fingers, trying to relieve the pressure, praying now that they’d reach the Elm before Denser’s boot came off. He tried again to get his other hand round but again fell short as the wind buffeted and blew him in dizzying circles. He felt sick now, the cold muddying his mind, the hail and seawater blinding him, the blood running down his arm from the rope-torn skin of his wrist.

With a thumping of air, Ilkar flew to catch him, driving upwards in one movement and hovering until Hirad found his grip again.

‘Thanks,’ gasped Hirad. ‘Thank you.’

‘We’re almost there.’ And then he was gone.

They changed direction, flying low over the waves and coming up to the rear of the vessel. There were no lights here as there were along its flanks and, confident that no elf who saw them would betray them, they flew in very close, below the level of the deck.

Here, despite the pitching of the ship, there was blessed relief from the storm and Hirad’s pounding heart started to calm. Denser took them slowly upwards, Hirad bringing his knees up to his chest to clear the rail. Once down, he lay flat to allow Denser to land and heard the light step of Ilkar come by his head. His hands were too numb to untie the rope. Happily, Ilkar’s weren’t and, with it off his wrist, he could refasten it around his waist for later and survey the damage to his arm.

‘That’s going to hurt later,’ he said. ‘Your ankle all right, Denser?’

‘It’ll last,’ whispered Denser. ‘What’s next?’

‘We listen,’ said Hirad.

They listened to the shrieking of the wind, the odd word that came to them on the gale and the protesting of the ship’s timbers. It told them nothing of who was on deck, or how many, but after their silence it was at least obvious that there were no patrols. At least, not to the stern.

‘If this is anything like the Sun, we’ll have to get in through the aft doors,’ said Denser.

‘Very risky,’ said Ilkar.

‘Well, besides blowing a hole in the wood about here, I reckon that’s our only choice,’ said Denser.

‘And we have to exit that way anyhow,’ said Hirad. ‘Or you won’t be able to deploy wings unless you can cast underwater.’

‘Then let’s not waste any more time,’ said Ilkar.

Hirad nodded and drew two daggers, one for his right hand, one to be gripped in his teeth, leaving his long sword in its scabbard on his back. With Ilkar and then Denser in his wake, he edged down the port rail towards the main deck, keeping low, the pitching of the ship a constant threat. The wood beneath his feet was slick with water and the hail was turning to rain, mixed in with spray from the sea. His hands were cold, the ache in his left wrist growing as he gripped the rail.

Flattening himself along the wall behind him, he moved on slowly, letting more and more of the deck reveal itself. They were still in deep shadow but under the light of a few swinging lanterns he could see three Black Wing guards near the bow of the ship, their arms clutching the foremast for balance. Another was halfway up the port rail and he had to assume there would be more, probably starboard and on the wheel deck beneath which they were currently crouched.

He turned to Ilkar. ‘Got enough stamina for CloakedWalk?’

‘That, a shield and another set of wings, no more,’ whispered Ilkar.

‘We’ve got to know more about the situation in front of the aft doors.’

Ilkar nodded. ‘Just hope I don’t connect with the shield covering Erienne.’ He framed the shape for the spell, moved forwards and disappeared.

‘Denser, you all right?’

The Xeteskian nodded. ‘Just let’s get her away from here before I lose it.’

‘Revenge later, all right?’

Denser grunted, his eyes fixed forwards.

They waited in the shadows. The Black Wings barely moved though elves did, checking lines, climbing rigging and passing round hot drinks to their captors. Drifting down from above them in a momentary pause in the wind, Hirad could hear elven voices. He wondered what they were thinking and whether, with Erienne gone, their lives would be worth much to Selik. Perhaps he should go with Denser’s desire and try to kill all the Black Wings.

The slightest of rustling by Hirad and Ilkar reappeared.

‘Right, I’ve retained the Cloak so this better be fast. There’s a Dordovan on the wheel deck, along with two elves, and another one talking to a pair of Black Wings on the opposite side to us. We might be hidden from them, we might not. Our problems are the guards ahead who are looking back towards us and the one on the rail just here. They’re bound to see us so we won’t have much time.’

‘Time for what?’ asked Denser.

‘Just go with this because it’s our only chance. When I Cloak again, follow me at a run after a count of twelve. That gives me time to open the door on my way past. You run in, I follow and bolt it from the inside and we take it from there. We’ll be up against swords and magic but they won’t be expecting us. All right?’

‘That’s why The Unknown makes the plans,’ said Denser, a wry smile on his face. ‘Let’s get it over with.’

Ilkar nodded and disappeared again. Hirad counted out loud and deliberately, using the numbers to keep calm himself for the fight. This could be no Rage, it would be too tight.

‘. . . eleven, twelve. Go!’

He stood and ran for the corner of the deck, the ship pitching into a wave as he arrived, sending him sliding forwards into the light. There was a shout from ahead and he saw the Black Wings coming. Forgetting them, he turned and headed for the aft door which swung open as he approached it, a slight shimmering in the air telling of Ilkar on the edge of losing concentration.

‘Run, Denser!’ he pounded to the opening and jumped through it, coming to a crouch, head up, and looking down the corridor.

Two guards flanked a door about ten yards ahead and by them, two mages were seated. The guards looked round as he hit the floor, unsure for a second. Hirad wasn’t. He ran forwards, a cry ripping from his lips and threw a dagger as he approached, taking one of the guards in the shoulder as he turned. The man fell back, the other dragging his sword from its scabbard and stepping to block the corridor.

‘Denser, mages ahead,’ warned Hirad.

‘Yes,’ said a voice behind him.

The guard stabbed forwards, the corridor too narrow for a swing, Hirad stepping back smartly. The Black Wing came on, another stab, but this time Hirad flattened himself against a corridor wall, the blade missing him.

‘Now, Denser!’ he shouted, bringing his fist down on the guard’s sword arm and lashing forwards with his dagger, ripping through the man’s clothing and scoring his chest. He found purchase on the sword arm and dragged the man forwards and off balance, reversing the dagger across his face as he came. Into the clear space ran Denser, while behind him, the aft door shut and a bolt slid across.

‘Ilkar, help him,’ called Hirad. But, as he smashed his fist into the guard’s face again, he saw the Xeteskian needed no help, pouncing on the wounded guard and stabbing him through the chest. The barbarian lashed a kick into his victim’s stomach and as he fell, stamped down on his neck. They all heard it snap beneath his foot.

The two mages, coming round after deep concentration from the shield they had held over Erienne, were easy prey. Denser and Ilkar took one each, showing no mercy for the Dordovan betrayers. Denser said something to the mage he killed but Hirad couldn’t hear it.

Not waiting for them, Hirad kicked open the door and strode in, dagger ready. Erienne was crushed into a corner of her bunk, her mouth dropping open at the sight of him.

‘Hirad! How—’

‘No time, Erienne. Get prepared with ShadowWings. We have to get off here quick or not at all.’

Denser and Ilkar ran in.

‘They’re at the hatch,’ said the elf as Denser stormed across the floor and picked Erienne up into a feverish hug and a kiss.

‘And they’ll be through it in a moment. Ideas?’ He drew his sword, keeping the dagger in his left hand. ‘Denser, put her down. Time for that later.’

‘Killjoy.’

‘Ideas!’ he repeated.

A door was wrenched open nearby. Hirad stepped up to the corridor. As the guard’s face edged round, he backhanded his dagger straight into it, taking the man through the eye. He jerked the blade clear, the Black Wing falling without a sound.

‘Wrong place, wrong time. Ilkar?’

There was a heavy thud on the aft doors.

‘They’ll be ready with spell so we need a shield. Denser can take that. I’ll prepare a ForceCone. We have to drive them back to give us space to run aft, assuming that’s where we’re going.’

‘Agreed,’ said Hirad. ‘Everyone ready?’

‘I’ll HardShield,’ said Erienne, feeling a surge of exultation at having back her power to cast. ‘They’ve got crossbows.’

After a pause, Hirad nodded. ‘Good, thanks. But keep the ShadowWings shape in mind. All of you, for that matter.’

They moved back into the corridor, Ilkar ahead with his ForceCone ready, Denser and Erienne with their respective shields cast and Hirad bringing up the rear. Where one guard could have come from, there could easily be others. Ahead of them, the door still held. At the other end of the passage, a door opened. A man stepped out, a crossbow in either hand.

‘That’s far enough,’ he slurred.

‘Keep going,’ said Hirad to the others over his shoulder. ‘I can take him.’

‘Come on, you’re not going anywhere. I’ve got thirty men and a dozen mages on this ship. Good try, but it’s over.’

‘Selik, delighted to see what a mess Erienne made of you. Shame you survived.’

‘Hirad Coldheart, isn’t it? Yes. A lone swordsman. Give her up and I’ll let you live.’

They were nearing the doors. Another heavy blow and they creaked, the bolt part giving way. Nails squealing as they were forced clear.

‘Ready,’ said Ilkar. ‘Concentrate.’

‘Die then,’ said Selik.

He fired the crossbows together, the bolts flashing towards Hirad and bouncing off the HardShield, one burying itself in the wall by his head, the other clattering away across the floor.

‘Oh dear,’ said Hirad as Selik backed off. ‘One lone swordsman. Three mages. No Raven is ever alone. Your turn.’

Hirad stepped back along the passage as Selik retreated towards his cabin, dropping the crossbows and reaching for his sword. In the same moment, the aft doors burst inwards.

‘Hirad, get back under the damn shield,’ hissed Erienne, her voice taut with concentration.

The barbarian paced back smartly, seeing Selik’s eyes widen. The Black Wing dived left and out of sight, into his cabin and an IceWind roared along the corridor. The air froze all around them, white enveloping the spell shield, the supercooled mana whistling through the gaps between shield and wood. The spell dragged at the timbers, covering them in a thick film of ice and pounded into Selik’s cabin, scouring through where his head had been and forging huge deep blue corners of frost on roof and floor. The shield held.

‘Good work, Denser,’ said Ilkar. ‘Let’s move, they’re readying to cast again.’

Hirad sensed the ForceCone deploy, carefully and under total control, and The Raven started on up the corridor.

‘Selik,’ said Hirad. ‘I can get Selik.’

‘No. We have to go now,’ said Ilkar. ‘Ready Raven?’

‘Ready.’

‘Heading left at the deck, keep those shields up. Run!’

Selik appeared at the frozen cabin door, sword in hand. Hirad waved, turned and ran, shouting over his shoulder.

‘Bye bye, Selik. ’Til next time. Push that Cone, Ilkar, there’s trouble at my back!’

The elf released the Cone, flinging it full spread at the casting mages and Black Wings, punching them from their arc by the door.

‘Ilkar sword, guard stern to starboard. Denser, Erienne, hang on to those shields. I’ve got the rear.’

The Raven burst on to the deck, Ilkar sprinting left, slithering on the greasy, wet timbers. Behind him came Denser, hand-in-hand with Erienne, daggers drawn, and finally Hirad, Selik at his back, the Black Wings dragging themselves to their feet in front of him.

The ship rolled and Hirad fell to his right, tumbling on to his back and around on to his knees, dagger sprung from his grasp and sliding away. Scrambling back to his feet, he raced back towards the port side. Selik’s head appeared at the aft doors. Hirad cursed, sword in his wrong hand to strike and instead lashed out with his left fist, catching the Black Wing leader on the side of the face, and hearing Selik’s head connect with the door frame as he ran past.

‘Yes!’

Steps behind him spurred him on, and ahead a Black Wing ran down the side of the wheel deck after the mages. Hirad slid into the rail to brake himself and charged after the soldier, striking overhead with his blade and slicing deep into the man’s exposed neck and back. He pitched forwards, sword flying out of his hands and flipping just over Erienne’s head and out into the raging ocean, his flailing hands catching her and dragging her over.

Denser slowed.

‘Go!’ yelled Hirad. ‘I’ll bring her.’

He kicked and hauled the body of the dying Black Wing aside, grabbed the elbow of the scrabbling Erienne and pulled her towards the stern.

‘Shield down,’ she said. ‘Shield down.’

To illustrate, a crossbow bolt hissed past and thudded into the rail. Hirad ducked reflexively.

‘Gods. Go!’ He pushed her ahead of him. ‘Go!’

Erienne turned the corner, Hirad right behind. As he slid to turn, a crossbow bolt tore into the flesh of his calf, the impact throwing him from his feet and he fell, hammering into the rail which cracked under the impact. He heard a cheer behind him and hauled himself out of immediate sight.

‘Fuck it!’ he said.

‘Hirad,’ said Erienne, turning back.

‘No time,’ he grated, dragging himself to his feet. ‘Keep away from those windows. Denser, Erienne, get your ShadowWings sorted and go. Ilkar, what have you got?’ The pain screamed through Hirad’s leg as he applied weight to it, feeling the blood flooding into his boot. The bolt was lodged, which was a blessing, and hadn’t struck his bone, which was close to a miracle. He hefted his sword.

‘Unknown numbers running towards us this way,’ said Ilkar. ‘I’ll keep them busy.’

In front of Hirad, the first Black Wings were coming down the port rail towards them. He hefted his sword, changing to his left hand for a better angle and waited, knowing every bought moment was vital.

‘I can cast Orbs,’ said Denser.

‘No, Xetesk man, get Erienne off this bloody ship!’ snapped Hirad. ‘Go before I pitch you over myself. We’ll be right behind you.’

‘You’d better be,’ said Denser.

‘Fly!’ The first Black Wing paced around the corner, sword swinging round at shoulder height. Hirad blocked it aside then swept his blade back left to right, the man swaying backwards to dodge the blow, bringing his sword back in front of him and stabbing forwards. Hirad blocked easily and backhanded the man across the face with his right fist and lunged forwards, pain flaring from his calf and spearing up through his back. He took the man in the midriff, skewering through his leather armour. He felt the sword grate against the Black Wing’s spine and wrenched it clear, the body collapsing to the deck.

‘Ilkar, how are you doing!’ Hirad thrust forward, seeing a crossbow edge around the corner. His blade ground along the stock of the weapon and smashed though the sight, burying itself in the eye of the Black Wing who screamed and fell, finger flexing on the trigger, the bolt scoring Hirad’s leather as it passed.

‘Holding them back,’ said Ilkar, out of breath. ‘Just.’

‘Keep going, watch for crossbows.’

He glanced over his shoulder. Erienne and Denser were gone.

‘Time to leave, Ilkar.’

‘How?’

Hirad crouched, waiting, his wound throbbing badly. The next attacker was more cautious. The barbarian listened closely, hearing a boot slide along a timber. And again. Gripping a stay with his left hand and ignoring the billowing agony from his calf, he leant out and struck low, his sword thrashing into the man’s ankle, biting through boot and into bone. The Black Wing howled and fell back. More bolts whistled by, missing comfortably.

Hirad swung back. It had to be now. He limped down the stern rail. Ilkar was struggling.

‘Behind you,’ he said, approaching. ‘Duck on my word.’

Ilkar fielded a blow to the stomach and pushed the man away but he was strong and snatched his sword back, whipping it round and over his head.

‘Now!’

Ilkar ducked. Hirad’s sword powered round, blocking the downward strike and sending the guard off balance. Hirad stepped over Ilkar and thumped a fist into the man’s face. He staggered back a pace.

‘ShadowWings and go, Ilkar!’

‘They’ll come from behind us, Hirad.’

‘I’ll hold them. Go.’

‘No.’

Hirad slashed again, the Black Wing blocking but only just.

‘Trust me, and don’t lose sight of me. Now get lost.’

He stepped up and crashed his sword through the enemy’s neck. The man teetered and pivoted over the rail.

‘Fish food,’ growled Hirad. ‘Who’s next?’

Behind him, he heard Ilkar deploy the wings and leave the deck.

‘Hirad, they’re on you,’ he shouted.

Hirad put his back against the wall of the aft cabins. Black Wings were filtering down the rail from his right. He could see crossbowmen behind him.

‘Don’t you lose me, Ilkar!’ he yelled into the night, praying that the elf was watching him.

‘Drop your weapon!’ ordered a Black Wing.

Hirad smiled. ‘I don’t think so,’ he said.

He stepped forwards and dived over the rail, sword ahead of him, and splashed into the sea.

The freezing water enveloped him, the waves huge and dark surrounding him. He broke surface briefly, kicking his legs, feeling his injured calf protesting as the salt edged in. He scoured the sky but could see nothing. The Ocean Elm moved gently away from him and he was lifted by another wave. The wind roared in his ears, he could feel more hail lashing down and he felt heavy. Very heavy.

He knew he should let go his sword and try to shed his leather but something inside him refused. He submerged again, water piling over on him, the storm singling him out as its next victim. He kicked again, feeling the air on his face and grabbing in another lungful.

‘Ilkar!’ he shouted into the gale.

He scrabbled at his back, sinking again, fighting to get his sword into his scabbard, knowing it was stupid, knowing he could afford to lose it, but having to free both his hands. He was going down but he refused to die. And there it was, like the feel of silk on the body of a woman, his sword slipping down into the leather. He swam for the surface, breaking clear and shouting again for his friend.

He looked up and there was Ilkar, diving out of the night with the hail.

‘Grab my legs. Don’t you let go.’

Ilkar hovered above him, trying to get close enough as the wind buffeted him and the waves splashed over his legs. Hirad grabbed and missed, kicked his legs and grabbed again, this time, catching hold with one hand.

‘Go!’ he shouted and Ilkar started to rise. He swung with his left arm and caught the toe of Ilkar’s boot as the mage climbed high above the waves.

Hanging on for his life he climbed up Ilkar’s legs inch by tortuous inch, stopping only when he had his head jammed just above the elf’s knees and his arms locked around his calfs. He could see other shapes around him. Denser and Erienne.

He took a look back towards the ship, searching for pursuit from the Dordovan mages but knew that they’d have been lost to sight almost instantly. They were clear and no one who left the deck would have any real idea where to fly to find them.

‘We did it!’ he yelled. ‘We bloody did it!’

Whooping his joy he hung on for the flight back to the Calaian Sun.




Chapter 31

The skipper of the Ocean Elm felt a deep satisfaction. His ship was not his own, too many of his crew had been murdered and he was trying to ride out the worst storm he’d ever experienced in the Southern Ocean, but he felt a sense of overriding peace.

He’d just witnessed a rescue that should have had no chance of success but for the fact that it had been carried out by The Raven. The man he had seen laying out Selik with a single punch had simply not believed he could fail.

And, in the midst of it all, on a ship occupied by Black Wings, he and his crew were free. With Erienne gone, they could choose their fate. And choose it, they would. Tryuun had seen The Raven mages clear the ship, pluck the warrior from the sea and disappear into the night, the crossbowmen and Dordovan mages having no targets to aim at as the blackness swallowed them up. And seven more Black Wings were dead. As the hail thundered down on to his thick leather skullcap, it was turning into a wonderful night.

But better was coming up the ladder to the wheel deck. The skipper was alone there at the moment, having sent his new helmsman from what could easily be harm’s way in the aftermath of the rescue. For himself, though, he felt no threat to his life and he smiled broadly as Selik dragged himself to the top of the ladder and limped towards him, a bruise growing on one side of his jaw and a lump the size of an egg dominating his temple on the other.

‘Need a hand?’ he asked, sparing Selik a quick glance and half smile.

Selik pushed an angry face into his.

‘Don’t forget who is running this ship,’ he spat.

‘No,’ said the skipper. ‘The Guild of Drech have always done so. All you had to do was guard one woman and you failed even to do that. How does it feel?’

Selik grabbed the neck of his coat. ‘Your taunting will get you killed, elf, slowly. You and your crew. Remember who has all the weapons and all the magic.’

The skipper sobered but he couldn’t keep the smile from his face entirely. ‘I will.’

‘Now you will keep this ship heading for Ornouth. Any deviation and your crew will suffer.’

The skipper laughed. ‘Oh, Black Wing, how little you understand. I have no intention of sailing anywhere else. Ornouth is where we belong. You will be the strangers there. And now Erienne is gone, the deal is different. Before I was taking you there to kill. Now, I’m taking you there to die.’

 


Though her mind still recoiled from memories of the Black Wings, Erienne worked through the rest of the night, her enforced rest from magic leaving her stamina strong. She was desperate for the warm embrace of Denser but there was one man who needed her more.

The Unknown Warrior’s hip bone had shattered like a vase dropped on stone. Bone splinters had invaded flesh and muscle, tendon and ligament were slashed and dying, and the joint was a lattice of cracks that would hold no weight and allow no movement. The pain, even through his spell-induced sleep, must have been terrible.

Tears had fallen from her eyes as she probed the appalling damage with mind and gentle fingers. She would have said there was nothing to be done, not even with a BodyCast but the look in Hirad’s eyes as he asked her if she could help would live with her forever. He had come to rescue her and she could not let him down. He wouldn’t even have the bolt removed from his calf until she had said she would try. He had kissed her then, his rough face against her cheek. It had been a display of emotion she thought beyond him but that was an unfair assessment. The barbarian hid his feelings beneath his tough warrior skin when he could, but they ran as deep as any man’s. Perhaps deeper than most.

She created the shape of the BodyCast, a spell of tremendous versatility but so difficult to control. It was heat-driven, it covered her hands in a beautiful warmth and, as she probed The Unknown’s hip again, tendrils snaked away to soothe infected flesh at her bidding while she concentrated on the main problem.

Using the mana to free each splinter in turn, she moved them back towards the top of the thigh bone, arranged in front of her as pieces in a child’s puzzle. She used the spell to examine them, define their edges and divine where they had come from. And any that were too small, she teased out to drop on to the bloodied sheet, hoping the bone would grow again in time.

But time was something in short supply. She was keenly aware that there was more fighting to come. Dordovans would soon find their way to Herendeneth and she needed The Unknown to be standing with The Raven when they did.

She bent to her task, the BodyCast forging, reforming, knitting and healing. It was slow, painstaking and desperately draining, using the hair-thin filaments of mana to guide shards and splinters back into position, to encase the cracks in his joint and to bring nerve endings and muscles back to bond.

It wouldn’t be perfect, that much was obvious. Perhaps if she’d been there immediately after he’d been struck it would have been different but now, too much time had passed and the body had its own imperfect ways of rebuilding itself. And some of those she could not undo. Too much of the bone was crushed useless to make her BodyCast anything more than a best fit. Some things magic could not reverse.

The Unknown would never be quite the same again. How he adapted would be up to him.

 


Hirad joined Ren, Ilkar and Jevin on the wheel deck well after the sun had passed its zenith on the next day. He could still feel the pain of the bolt but Denser had done a good job with a low strength WarmHeal and the elves had soothing balms that caressed the flesh and numbed the pain. He’d be all right by the time they landed.

The ferocity of the storm the night before had diminished and the pitching and yawing of the Calaian Sun was calm by comparison. Above them, the cloud had thinned, allowing occasional watery sunlight between squally showers of rain.

Jevin had ordered full sail and they were moving well across the ocean, trailing the Ocean Elm by several hours though Hirad could still make out its shape on the southern horizon.

‘Why is he still going south?’ asked Hirad.

‘Because he’s showing us the way,’ said Ren. ‘And when we can’t sail any further in, he’ll let us know if he can and we’ll have to take to the boats.’

‘And if he doesn’t let us know?’ asked Hirad.

‘I won’t let this ship run aground,’ said Ren.

‘And neither will I,’ growled Jevin.

‘How long do we have to go?’ asked Ilkar.

‘Three days, maybe a little more. We lost time last night,’ said Ren.

‘Think I might sleep the rest of the way, then,’ said Hirad, smiling.

‘You deserve to,’ said Ilkar.

‘You too, Ilks. Good fun, though, wasn’t it?’

Ilkar stared at him for a moment. ‘No, it wasn’t. Unless you consider searching black, heavy seas for a fool in the dead of night, after a scrap on a ship miles from nowhere, good fun. What the hell were you doing in the water anyway? I almost had you and you sank, messing about with your scabbard.’

‘I was sheathing my sword.’

‘Oh, how stupid of me not to realise. Why didn’t you just drop the bloody thing? You could have drowned,’ said Ilkar. His voice softened and he punched Hirad on the arm. ‘I thought you had. Don’t take that sort of risk. I don’t want to lose you like that.’

‘I’m not losing that sword until I’ve driven it through Selik,’ said Hirad.

‘Think you’ll get the chance?’ asked Ren.

‘I know it,’ said Hirad.

 


The window in the bedroom blew in and Aviana screamed, her anguish echoing through the minds of all the Al-Drechar. Myriell had been dressing, preparing to take over as the dawn broke but now they were all awake, thrust to consciousness by a cry for help that went on and on.

Myriell called for her helpers and they ran into her room.

‘Get me there now. Carry me and run. Bring the others.’

‘Yes, Myriell,’ said one. The two picked her up in an armchair lift and hurried from the room, calling others from their beds.

The wind howled along the passages, driven by Lyanna’s mind, blasting into their faces. To their right an enormous crashing resounded in the air and across the orchard the west wing of the house shuddered and dropped, the roof caving in, wooden beams splitting, brickwork shattering and tumbling, the vibrations rocking the ground beneath their feet.

‘Dear Gods, she’s broken free. Faster, faster!’ urged Myriell.

The Guild elves ran on though the ballroom and into the dining room, not pausing on their way to Lyanna’s makeshift bedroom. They set Myriell down and opened the door into a howling gale. Aviana lay on the ground, Lyanna was upright, her hair twisting about her head, her doll clutched in her outstretched hands and her eyes open but seeing nothing.

‘Get the others here!’ shouted Myriell.

She moved into the room, sat on the edge of the bed and clutched the little girl to her, attuning her mind and eyes to the mana spectrum and seeing the horror laid out for her there.

Surrounding Aviana was a mass of dark grey, pulsing over her mind, attacking relentlessly, pushed there by what force Myriell couldn’t begin to guess. Something malevolent lurked deep in Lyanna and it had to be found and destroyed. The girl’s mind was encased in orange, flecked with dark brown. She appeared to be channelling perfectly, dragging in the random fuel of magic, creating vortex shapes and casting them out in a stream of destruction.

Myriell formed a light mind net and moved it gingerly towards Lyanna, hoping to separate her from the force attacking the helpless Aviana. She dimly heard movement behind her, knew her sister was helping, and pushed on. She got nowhere near. The moment Lyanna sensed her, coils of orange mana lashed out from the whole, slapping away the mind net and dragging in its mana energy. Myriell dispersed it moments before the unravelling reached her own damaged mind and snapped out of the spectrum, her head thumping, her vision ragged at the edges.

Lyanna pushed against her and Myriell released her. The child was looking at her intently, recognition in her eyes. Myriell almost shouted and then Lyanna spoke.

‘Hello Myra. Why are you keeping me in the dark place?’ It was the child’s voice but it was laced with foreboding and echoed through the room on the back of the gale.

‘Oh, Lyanna, we aren’t keeping you there, your mind has taken you there and we are guarding it to stop you being hurt.’

‘But I don’t want to be in the dark any more,’ said Lyanna, clutching her doll close and stroking its head.

Myriell frowned. Her Night wasn’t over. There was no calmness in the mana. Her control only went as far as stopping hurt to her own mind. What she released she had no way of understanding or controlling. She should still be under, learning, modulating and accepting.

‘But you know you can’t stop the wind in your mind, don’t you? I know being in the dark place is lonely but it will help you to be happy.’

But Lyanna shook her head. ‘No. Ana wanted me to stay and I didn’t and something from me hurt her.’ Tears rolled down her cheeks. ‘I don’t want to hurt anyone. So I don’t want you to be with me in my mind any more.’

Myriell looked round. Ephemere was deep in concentration around Aviana’s too-still form but Cleress was watching her and could only shrug in mute incomprehension.

‘And anyway,’ continued Lyanna, ‘Mummy’s coming soon and I have to brush my hair.’

She swung her legs out of the bed, then dropped to the floor and walked out into the dining room, the doll in one hand. Myriell watched her go.

‘Clerry?’ she pleaded.

‘I don’t know, Myra. I think we’ve lost her.’

 


Deep in the Southern Ocean, two hundred miles off Balaia’s southern coast the seabed cracked and moved, sending pressures to the surface the like of which hadn’t been felt for a thousand years. They surged upwards, creating a single, mountain-high wave backed by many lesser waves, minions in the wake of majesty.

The wave rushed northwards, an unstoppable force a dozen miles wide. It moved effortlessly across the ocean, its noise thunderous, its energy undiminishing. Beneath it, water shifted on the sea bed, creatures large and small fled behind it and swam from its influence as it stormed on, looking for a place to break. That place was Gyernath. The water towered over the land as it came, like a predatory animal preparing to strike down at its prey.

The port had sea defences, the finest of any port in Balaia. They were built to deflect the ferocity of the waves the winter gales threw up and to channel the floods from the town’s streets and outlying fields. They were the pride of the port’s council leaders. But no defences could hope to counter a wave a hundred and fifty feet high and a half mile deep.

By the time they had begun to run, it was already too late for the townspeople. And by the time the last ship had been dashed against the ground at the top of Drovers Way, almost a mile inland, there was nobody left at all.

 


The Calaian Sun drove on through the steadily calming waters of the Southern Ocean, two days out from the first islands of the Ornouth Archipelago. The mood on board had lightened considerably. Blue sky had been seen through breaks in the clouds, the winds had become steady and dependable from the west and the hail was a distant, painful memory. They were keeping pace with the Ocean Elm, Jevin convinced that the skipper was dragging his heels, and the break in the elemental battering gave rise to real hope that the Al-Drechar had exerted real control over Lyanna.

Hirad lay alone in the cabin he and Ilkar shared, the elf up top and actually enjoying a sea voyage for the first time. Hirad was happy for him. He was happy for them all. Erienne’s BodyCast had done as well as it could, she had said, and The Unknown could now be allowed to waken naturally. How he reacted would tell them what work still needed to be done and what he would just have to live with. Hirad prayed for a miracle.

As for Thraun, well, he remained under magically-induced sleep. Ilkar said he had lost some of the hair and that his clawed feet were resembling toes again but within, the picture was not so hopeful. He was another reason why the Al-Drechar must survive. They were all hoping, though none of them would say it, that the ancient elven mages could help because there was precious little else The Raven could do for their friend.

And that left Denser and Erienne. They’d barely been out of their cabin since Erienne had finished her casting. Hirad knew she’d have had to rest well but even so, there was just so much you could catch up on without becoming exhausted.

He caught himself smiling and quashed it. Of course, for Denser, there was no time, not really. In the moments they’d been on deck together, wrapped in embrace, he’d seen joy in the Xeteskian’s eyes but a distance that meant he hadn’t told her. Hirad could understand that. It would shatter her happiness and she’d been through so much already. But he had to break the news, and do so before they landed.

He put his hands behind his head and felt the tug on his mind immediately. He closed his eyes and breathed deep, speaking with his mind as he had been taught.

‘Great Kaan, I thought you had forgotten me,’ he said.

‘And you me,’ said Sha-Kaan. ‘I sensed you were at rest. Is that so?’

‘It is, and I feel better for the warmth of your thoughts within me,’ said Hirad.

‘And the distance you are from the chill of the mountain,’ said Sha-Kaan. A feeling of fleeting mirth ran through him. The Great Kaan had made a joke. Something had to be wrong.

‘You’re learning some humour, I see,’ said Hirad.

‘It is the only thing left to us while we wait for death or redemption, ’ rumbled the dragon.

‘Tell me,’ said Hirad.

‘Our condition worsens. Hyn-Kaan has difficulty flying, I tire too quickly and we have all lost our fire. Even that which we held in reserve is gone, leached from us by this cursed land of yours. It kills us more quickly every day. The Kaan asked me to contact you for news. It needs to be good.’

‘And it is, mostly,’ said Hirad, taken aback by the rapid deterioration Sha-Kaan described. ‘We have Erienne and we are two days from the Al-Drechar. We fear more trouble from the Dordovan College but we will make them safe. And the child too. The elements have stopped attacking us, at least for now, but that could change. I only hope they can help you.’

‘It is our last chance, Hirad Coldheart,’ said Sha-Kaan. ‘We are too long away from our Brood, the living air of Beshara and the healing streams of the Klenes in interdimensional space.’

‘And the hunters?’ Hirad hardly dared ask.

He felt Sha-Kaan sigh, a weary sound booming about his mind. ‘They are everywhere, it seems. News of your departure has reached the wrong ears and they come in greater numbers. We have killed when we must but they are not deterred. Help us, Hirad Coldheart.’

Hirad punched the wall by his head. All the hurricanes, tempests and floods. And only the innocent seemed to have died.

‘I will, Great Kaan,’ he said. ‘I will call you when we reach them.’

‘Make it soon,’ said the old dragon. ‘Or one of these hunters will claim their prize before long.’

And he was gone.

Needing air, Hirad jumped off the bunk and walked out on to the deck, coming to stand by the starboard rail and look out over the benign seas, so beautiful when they were blue. He scratched his head and puffed out his cheeks, willing the ship to go faster. He heard someone walking up to him.

‘Something wrong?’ asked Ilkar.

‘The usual,’ said Hirad.

‘The Kaan,’ said Ilkar.

Hirad nodded. ‘I don’t know what to—’

But Ilkar wasn’t listening to him. The elf stared out and ahead of them, then ran towards the bow of the ship, leaning out, peering into the distance and the empty horizon beyond the Ocean Elm. Hirad caught him up.

‘What is it, Ilkar,’ he asked.

Ilkar shook his head. ‘Gods drowning, Hirad. There’s so many of them.’

‘So many of what?’

A shout echoed down from the crow’s nest.

‘Them,’ said Ilkar, pointing way out to sea.

Hirad strained his eyes, seeing tiny shapes in the haze at the edge of his vision. They were sails. He counted seven. There could have been more but the distance confused his eyes.

‘Who?’ he asked through he knew the answer.

‘Dordovans,’ said Ilkar. ‘It’s the whole damned Dordovan fleet.’

Hirad didn’t wait, he couldn’t afford to. He returned to his cabin. They needed help and, with or without fire, there was only one source.

The Kaan.

 


Denser kissed Erienne’s breasts gently, his tongue flickering at her nipples while his hand caressed her side and right thigh. She giggled and lifted his head, looking deep into his eyes.

‘I’ve been fantasising about this,’ he said.

‘But not practising, I trust,’ she replied, drawing him forward to kiss his lips. ‘I wonder what you’d be like with a smooth chin?’

Denser scratched at his beard. ‘Younger,’ he said. ‘Definitely younger.’ But Erienne could see him struggling to smile.

‘What is it, love?’ she asked. ‘Don’t look so sombre. We’re nearly there.’

‘Yes, I know.’ He looked away and watched his hand run down her stomach to rest on her pubis. Erienne felt a warmth rushing through her but took his hand away in any case.

‘So what is it?’ she asked. ‘No answer, no fun.’

He stared at her face and she could see his eyes roving, taking in everything from her crown to the point of her chin. He nodded.

‘All right. It had better be now.’

He rolled out of bed and she watched him pull on his shirt and loin cloth, her heart suddenly beating anxiously, her mind rushed with a thousand uneasy thoughts.

‘Denser?’

‘Put your shirt on and look at this.’

She cast around for and found her shirt, rearranging it to slip it over her head while she watched him open a cabinet and pull out some parchment. He handed her a page.

‘Seen this before?’ he asked, coming to sit beside her and stroke her hair.

She pulled her shirt over her waist and sat on the tails, covering herself. She unfolded the page and gasped.

‘Where did you get this?’

‘Your library,’ he said. ‘There are others but this is the one you have to see now.’

She looked hard into his eyes and saw terrible sorrow there. Her heart lurched and thudded painfully. She realised she was scared.

‘But it’s Lore. Lower Lore, I grant you, but Dordovan all the same.’

‘It’s part of the Tinjata Prophecy,’ he said.

Erienne shook her head. ‘I don’t recognise it.’

‘I know you don’t. They hide it from people they don’t want to see it and refuse to offer the translation to others.’

‘People like you,’ she said.

‘Yes, so I stole it. I had to know.’ He grimaced and swallowed and she put a hand to his face, trying to comfort him for a pain she didn’t understand. ‘And now I do.’

He handed her a second sheet. She took it and read it. It was a translation. Short, filled with gaps, but for all that, very explicit. She began to tremble, the parchment shaking in her hand. She had a lump in her throat and her stomach twisted. She looked at the prophecy, then back at the translation, searching word by word for an error.

‘No, no, no,’ she whispered, her eyes scanning feverishly, finger following lines of text.

And there was one. Basic but commonplace in untrained translation.

‘Oh Denser,’ she said. ‘It’s wrong. Whoever did it translated it wrong.’

‘Where . . . how?’

He grabbed the parchments from her, she didn’t know why. So she pointed at a single word in the Lore.

‘They got the gender wrong,’ she said, dragging in her last breath before the tears came. ‘That doesn’t mean Father. It means Mother.’




Chapter 32

For one brief day, as they closed on the Dordovan fleet heading in from the west, Denser and Erienne hoped it might not come to the death of either of them. The clouds carried on thinning, the sun warmed them from a patched blue sky and the winds were exactly as strong as Jevin expected for this part of the Southern Ocean.

They had cried long together, bolting the door of their cabin and refusing any refreshment but their own company. Once they’d regained control and could bear not to clutch each other, Erienne had scoured the pages of the prophecy Denser had brought for some clue that their reading of it was wrong. But there was nothing, and Tinjata knew his signs only too well.

In the early evening of the sixth day, Denser lay with an arm around Erienne’s shoulders, stroking her right arm with the tips of his fingers. The love they had made was tearful and tender, sensuous and quiet, each delighting in the other’s body, knowing the other’s pleasure by the sound of a sigh or a groan. No words were necessary then and they weren’t now as they basked in the afterglow, the sun still streaming through the window from low on the horizon.

Soon, it would be time for dinner with The Raven, and to watch the sunset, glorious and red, firing its energies across the darkening sky under the remaining cloud. But for now they lay silent, staring at the ceiling above them, their bodies warm and the silence beautiful. Denser breathed in deep, Erienne’s scent filling his nostrils. Maybe. Maybe her sacrifice wouldn’t be necessary.

He knew he should worry about the Dordovans, who could reach the Ornouth Archipelago in front of them, but somehow he was certain they would fail. All that consumed him was the burgeoning hope that Lyanna’s Night was over. If the weather held, if calm returned to Balaia and the Southern Ocean, it could really only mean one thing. That Lyanna had learned the control that was vital to her and Balaian survival. And if that was so, Erienne wouldn’t have to die.

A shadow passed in front of the sun. Denser craned his head to the window to watch it pass. The shadow deepened and he frowned.

‘Sundown’s early tonight,’ he said, propping himself on one elbow and looking down at Erienne.

‘No it isn’t,’ she whispered, and there were tears standing in her eyes. ‘It’s started again.’

‘No, love,’ he said, but he already knew it was true.

The temperature was falling, the ship was shifting against its forward motion. There was a swell rising and a storm coming.

‘We knew it couldn’t last,’ she said. ‘Didn’t we?’

He nodded. There were no words, not now.

Above them, he heard orders rattling across the decks and the sound of hurrying feet. He heard the slap of limp canvas and felt the ship turning. There was a knock on the door, urgent and insistent.

‘Sorry, you two, but you’ve got to see this. I’ll meet you on deck.’ Ilkar’s voice was apologetic but determined and Denser listened to his footsteps receding and the sounds of sudden tension from above before turning back to his wife.

‘Well?’

‘We should go,’ said Erienne. ‘No sense in wallowing in our self-pity at the moment.’ She sat up and kissed him fervently and managed a half-smile as she drew away. ‘There’s plenty of time for that later. The Unknown’ll be waking soon. I shouldn’t miss that. There could be more work to do.’ She pushed him away, swung her legs out of the narrow bed and rummaged on the floor for her clothes.

‘I love you, Erienne,’ said Denser.

Erienne swallowed a sob. ‘Remember that you do.’

They dressed quickly and, after a long embrace, walked up to the deck. Pushing open the forward hatch, the gusting wind felt strong in their faces. The ship was beginning to pitch sharply.

‘Here we go again,’ muttered Denser.

He led Erienne by the hand out into the fast fading light and looked around for Ilkar. He was there, standing by the port rail, which was lined with people. Hirad, Ren’erei, Darrick, one of the Protectors and half the crew of the Calaian Sun. They hurried over, Ilkar seeing them and stepping back so they could see clearly.

A light was arrowing out from sea to sky over at the Ornouth Archipelago, the first islands of which would soon be visible. It was a vast column, green-edged yellow, shot through with orange, brown and a dismal black. It disappeared up into the sky and where it touched them, the clouds spun around it, thickening and expanding.

They already covered the horizon and blotted out the sun and with every heartbeat they fled across the ocean towards Balaia. Inside them, lightning flared and smudges in a dozen places told of rain falling in torrents. Beneath them came the wind, and below the wind was driven the sea, white-capped and murderous. The swell was growing, already at ten feet. The ship still made headway but Jevin had already furled all but topsail and foresail, and soon he would be forced to take in more.

‘Oh dear Gods,’ said Denser. ‘Look at what our daughter is doing to us all.’

Erienne’s arm was around his waist and it tightened. He looked at her, saw her eyes reflecting the pain he felt and he squeezed her trembling shoulders and turned her away.

‘I think we should eat now, before it gets too rough,’ he said to Ilkar as they passed him. The elf nodded.

‘I’ll sort it, don’t you worry about it.’

The forward hatch slid back as they approached it and a very familiar shaven-headed figure came halfway out, spotting them and beckoning them over. He was clutching a sheet around his waist.

‘Any idea where my clothes are?’ he said.

‘Unknown, it’s good to see you,’ said Erienne.

‘And you, Erienne. And it’ll be even better when I catch up on what the hell has been going on and have some food. I am bloody famished.’

 


The gale roared into the Choul in the early hours of the morning. It was some time before dawn and the night was black, the cloud unyielding and the rain unceasing. Sha-Kaan brought the Brood to wakefulness, their dulling eyes regarding him in irritation.

‘We are doing nothing here but dying,’ said Sha-Kaan. ‘Hirad Coldheart is right. We must help them.’

‘It is not our way to help but to be helped,’ said Nos-Kaan. ‘We are the Kaan.’

‘And this is not Beshara, and here we do not rule,’ said Sha. ‘So we will help my Dragonene. He, at least, has stayed true and deserves our help. Without him, we would already have perished. Unfurl your wings, young Kaan, and we will fly. But beware. The hunters are everywhere.’

‘Yes, Great Kaan,’ said Nos and Hyn.

‘I will lead.’

Sha-Kaan moved along the Choul to find himself some space and stretched his wings. It was becoming a painful exercise, alleviated only by the thrill of the hunt for prey. But even that was beginning to pall. Sha-Kaan was already an old dragon when he was first marooned in Balaia. The unhelpful conditions merely brought his death closer. But there was still hope. The Al-Drechar could help. They had both the knowledge and the power. While they lived, so would he.

He opened his great mouth, sucking in the air and opening the muscles above his flame ducts, feeling the chill rush around the emptiness of the sacs. He wondered how much more confident the hunters would be if they knew the dragons were dry. Not so terrifying then, he supposed. Then again, he considered as he examined his claws and felt the tips of his huge fangs with his tongue, then again . . .

Sha-Kaan snaked his neck around to see his Brood pair working their tired wing muscles and stretching the drying, cracking membrane. But they were ready and would not fail him.

‘Come, Kaan. We will fly high and fast. Let the Skies keep us.’

‘Skies keep us,’ the Kaan intoned.

Sha-Kaan walked along to the entrance, his keen eyes piercing the gloom, seeing nothing but flat dark rock, trees bent double under the gale and the teeming rain.

‘Balaia,’ he growled. ‘Sooner left, better my scales.’

With a roar, he spread his wings and leapt into the air, beating upwards. Nos and Hyn-Kaan following. Sha-Kaan rose to the peak which housed their Choul and circled, waiting for his Brood to join him.

There was movement below. He barked a warning and an order to climb faster. He could see metal glinting in a thick area of brush. There was a dull thud which he could pick out above the wind whistling around the peak. A long shaft rose very quickly and Hyn-Kaan squealed as it pierced his left wing, the metal tip ripping through the membrane and the shaft dragging the hole larger as it passed, continuing on into the sky before falling back to the earth.

Sha-Kaan roared and dived on the brush. The humans had already scattered to hiding places but one had not been quick enough. The Great Kaan snatched him in his jaws and bore him back into the air, the puny body writhing pitifully against his grip. Above the peak of the Choul mountain, he bent his neck round and grabbed the human in a fore-claw, bringing him close to his eye.

‘Fall. Like you wished on my Kaan.’

Sha-Kaan flung the screaming figure away to his death, not bothering to watch his impact. He turned and beat his wings, driving to where Nos and Hyn circled. Hyn was pained but the wound was not critical.

‘And you still want to help the humans?’ pulsed Nos.

‘They are not all alike,’ said Sha-Kaan. ‘Hyn-Kaan, return to the Choul if you cannot fly the distance we must travel.’

‘When we reach the upper skies and can glide, I will match your speed. Do not ask me to stay, Great Kaan.’

‘Then follow me. This is the flight to our fate.’

Roaring into the wind and thunder, he drove up into the cloud, searching for the calmer air of the heights.

 


Erienne woke earlier than Denser, with the wan light of dawn edging through the window. In truth she had hardly slept. The ship had plunged in all directions during the storm, which still raged outside and, since Jevin had ordered them all below shortly after dinner, she had been lying here in the dark, her husband close.

It was strange. Funny almost. On the Ocean Elm, she had become accustomed to her impending death but hated why it had to happen. Now, with her death just as certain, she felt calm and had felt close to euphoria during the night. There was a reason. The perpetuation of the One and the life of her child. And no matter how much she would miss Lyanna and all those she loved, she knew that her death would mean something to the whole of Balaia. Perhaps bring a new dawn in the days of magic.

There had been a moment for both of them during their despair of the last couple of days, and neither she nor Denser would deny it, a moment when they considered the death of Lyanna as preferable to their own irrevocable parting. It was an option that would save Balaia and they would not have been human had they not considered it, however fleetingly. But as this day came, the thought seemed almost laughable.

Erienne turned in the small bed and rested her head on Denser’s chest, running her hands through the hair on his chest and listening to his even breathing and the gentle beating of his heart. Outside, the wind battered the ship and drove it on towards her doom. If it all went according to plan, she would be dead in about two days’ time. A strange thought but one she felt she could cope with. After all, there was a great deal to be done before she could indulge Balaia with her passing.

She smiled and rubbed her head against Denser. At least one more success was walking about the ship again. He was limping, as he would forever, but The Unknown Warrior would regain the strength in his left leg again. She wasn’t sure he’d be able to fight effectively with a two-handed blade, and that was an anxiety to come for him, but he would fight and eventually, he would run. Standing and fighting was about it for now. She hoped he was satisfied.

Bizarrely, she felt as if some form of status quo had been reached. Her arrival back with The Raven had certainly cheered Darrick who had, by all accounts, been brooding the whole voyage so far. Only Thraun was a continuing problem. She had been shocked to see him, let alone see the state of his body. She hadn’t said it but she feared he’d be better off dead.

Anyway, enough of all that.

She angled her head up and saw only beard. She reached up and scratched at his chin. Denser’s hand flapped in his sleep and he blew through slack lips as if trying to dislodge a fly. So she poked his cheek. Still he failed to wake. There was no way she was going to lie here awake alone while the ship pitched and rocked. She slid her hand under the sheet and grabbed his penis. He grunted. She massaged it gently. He murmured. That was more like it but he still gave every impression of being dead to the world. It was the hand that whipped across and cupped her breast that finally gave him away.

‘Good morning,’ she said.

‘It is now,’ said Denser.

 


Lyanna walked through the orchard, her shoes crunching on broken glass. She was unhappy. The old ladies didn’t talk to her much. They hadn’t since she had woken. And Mummy wasn’t back yet, though she had felt her close while she was still in the dark place the sprites had told her she would go too.

So she had come to see the sprites. To play with them again. But they weren’t dancing on the trees like she remembered. And the trees weren’t all standing straight like she remembered. Some of them were broken and all the sprites were lying on the ground, most of them bunched in the corners of the orchard. Just like leaves in autumn.

Lyanna walked over to a corner and crouched down, weaving her hand through the drift of leaves that had been sprites. There was no life there. They were all dead.

She stood, sobbing quietly. All her friends were gone except the old ladies and she didn’t think they liked her. She ran back towards the door. It had no glass in it any more. She wondered what had happened. Perhaps one of the elves would tell her. Maybe Ren was there even if Mummy wasn’t.

‘Ren!’ she called, walking back into the house. It was all wet underfoot. ‘Ephy!’ Her voice echoed in the corridor. She started to cry.

She didn’t understand. When she had gone to the dark place, everything had been fine and the sun had been shining. Now she had come back, it was all different. It was cold and all the pictures had fallen down and everything was wet and the house was quiet.

‘Myraaaa!’ she wailed.

There was no sound. The sky was all black. All except the light she sent into the air to guide Mummy home. That was something the wind in her mind had taught her. But she didn’t know why all the cloud tried to make the light go dim. So she’d tried to send the cloud away, only there was so much of it.

‘Myra!’ she shouted.

No one could hear her. That wasn’t right. The wind spoke to her. She could make them wake up and make them come to listen to her so she could understand why it was so cold and wet.

Lyanna turned and wandered back towards her room.

The rumbling in the earth had already started. That would make them wake up.

 


Hirad and Ilkar were in their favourite place in the bow of the ship again, but this time Ilkar wasn’t vomiting over the side and Hirad didn’t have to keep him upright. It was mid-morning, the storm had abated slightly, the swell had lessened and though Jevin had deployed enough sail since dawn to drive them on, they would not outrun the Dordovan fleet. The seven ships flying the orange College colours were coming up on the starboard bow, close enough now to make out the shapes of people moving about on deck. They were all heading for the same channel into the archipelago but while the Ocean Elm would make the Ornouth Archipelago ahead of them, the Calaian Sun would not.

The Dordovans had to be halted and the Kaan were overdue. Ilkar and Hirad were scanning the sky. Looking for some sign in the dark cloud, Hirad spoke to alleviate the tension he felt.

‘They were at it again all morning,’ he said.

‘You’re just jealous.’

‘No,’ said Hirad defensively. ‘I just wonder where they get their energy from.’

‘Maybe from the fact that they haven’t got much more time,’ said Ilkar.

‘I know that, but even so—’

‘Hirad, can we talk about something else? Like where your dragons are or something?’ Ilkar turned his head slightly to narrow his eyes at Hirad. ‘I thought perhaps our rather difficult circumstances might be of more import to you than your friends’ sexual energy.’

‘They’ll be here, don’t worry about it,’ said Hirad.

‘Are you sure they can find us in all this?’ Ilkar gestured at the dense rain-bearing cloud.

‘They don’t need to see, they can find us by following the signature of my mind,’ said Hirad, mildly irritated. ‘You know that.’

‘I pity anyone following your mind at the moment,’ muttered Ilkar. ‘Full of filth.’

Thunder rumbled overhead. Inside the roiling mass, lightning flashed incessantly. Thunder sounded again and suddenly the clouds disgorged a flood of rain. It drummed on the deck, rattled into the sails and drove into their faces.

Hirad turned his face away for a modicum of shelter.

‘Gods falling! This is unbelievable,’ he said.

He and Ilkar hurried back along the foredeck, the rain lashing down heavier and heavier. They raced across the main deck, the water pouring down their necks soaking their clothes, heading for the aft hatch and the galley, suddenly in need of a hot drink and the warmth of a cook stove.

At the hatch they met Darrick, who was staring intently into the sky, seemingly oblivious to the downpour. He smiled at them.

‘Refreshing, isn’t it?

‘Bloody soldiers,’ said Hirad. ‘Always got to prove how tough they are.’

‘Not really,’ said Darrick. ‘I was just wondering what was causing this, all of a sudden.’

‘Well, while you’re wondering, would you mind stepping aside?’ Ilkar waved him left.

Darrick obliged. ‘I thought it must be something in the cloud triggering the lightning. Probably them.’

He pointed along the length of the ship. Hirad turned, his head already filling with thoughts of welcome. The Kaan had broken through the cloud and were powering away towards the Dordovan fleet.

I take it, this is the group of ships you want us to deal with, pulsed Sha-Kaan.

Yes, Great Kaan. The orange colours. Seven of them. Be careful of magic.

Be careful of wreckage. More mirth. Sha-Kaan was mellowing in his old age, not that that would be any comfort to the Dordovans. Hirad ran back to the bow, the rain forgotten, and yelled the Kaan on.




Chapter 33

The Kaan flew from the clouds in a chevron, Sha-Kaan at its head, Nos and Hyn on the flanks. They glided fast over the fleet, seeing the humans below panicked and rushing for the sails, for the places below decks or for any cover they could find. Sha could sense the mages below, there were many of them. Hirad Coldheart was right, they presented serious danger.

Passing the lead vessel, they gained height and banked, turning to attack.

Break their formation. Take the masts if you can. Spells will come, pulsed Sha-Kaan.

They dived, roaring into the rain-sodden air, each targeting a ship, seeing the fleet begin to break up as wheels were swung, rudders bit into the ocean and the vessels turned and scattered. Much too slow.

Sha-Kaan came in low and across the bow of his target, wings beating back to slow him, great talons biting into the deck as he landed, his weight causing the ship to bounce and slew. Water poured over the bows, a torrent streaming for the holds, weighing it down.

His neck lashed forwards and his jaws bit at the mast in front of him, the wood splintering. Another bite and it fell, bringing down sail and line. He pushed away from the ship, seeing a group of men running along the deck towards him. Mages. They sprawled as the aft of the ship smacked back into the water. With a lazy beat of his wings, he angled towards them, lashing out with his jaws, dragging his hind claws along the deck and sweeping with his tail, not caring with what he connected.

Behind him, the raised foredeck was shattered and men lay where they had been hit, or crawled away, limbs broken. Sha-Kaan swept back up into the sky, high above the range of any spell, and looked down at what he had done. One mast was down, the humans were terrified and the dragging sail hindered their progress. It was not enough.

He came in again, higher this time, coming across the ship broadside. Feeling the first edges of pain from individual spells as he closed, he braked sharply, brought his hind claws around and grabbed the main mast, feeling the wood compress under his talons. Unable to get a grip to wrench the mast clear, he used his momentum, beat his wings hard, and slowly, slowly, the ship began to tip.

More spells crashed into his back, intense heat and harsh cold eating into his drying scales. He barked in pain, shifted his weight and the mast snapped beneath his enormous bulk. He tumbled towards the sea, letting go the part of the mast he held in his claws and diving straight into the water to quell the magical fires, depriving them of the air they needed before surfacing and racing again for the heights. He was surprised by the severity of the damage he had suffered and pulsed new warnings to the Brood. He looked back as he climbed, feeling the weakening in his scales where the spells had struck. The mast had broken through the deck and ripped its way down the hull to below the water line. The ship was sinking. Time for a fresh target.

Sha-Kaan circled, calling the Brood to him. Below, two ships were going down but the one targeted by Hyn-Kaan was still afloat and as Hyn climbed, Sha could see the damage to his already wounded wing was severe.

Hyn, the battle is over for you. You can land on one of the islands. You must rest.

No, Sha, not unless you order it. I can still fly.

Sha-Kaan sighed. I will order nothing of you. But I wish to see you live. They will be better prepared this time and we still have much work to do. Do not risk yourself.

We may all live to see Beshara again, pulsed Hyn-Kaan. But not unless these enemies are stopped.

Sha-Kaan agreed. We have broken the fleet, their direction is lost. One ship at a time. Nos, the masts, I will take the helm and rear mast. Hyn, seek the rudder then swim clear. Follow me.

For the third time, Sha-Kaan dived, his Brood at his sides once more. He bellowed his approach, choosing an undamaged vessel that was coming about to regain its original heading. Spells soared out. Orbs of flame hissing and spitting by, and gouts of intense cold that caught his wingtips and froze vein and oil where they struck. He switched direction, presented his back to the mages and swung in hard left, jaws sweeping across the wheel deck, taking wheel, helmsman and compass with him, spitting out what lodged as he made for open sea again.

Behind him, a loud impact on water told of Hyn-Kaan entering the ocean and a series of rending cracks signalled a mast toppling. More flame caught on his back as he flew away. The pain was deep, grinding into his scales and flesh and every beat of his wings pulled at his wounds. Their time in Balaia had made their hides and scales far more vulnerable than he could have imagined. Perhaps the humans would have to complete the battle for Herendeneth alone after all.

 


Vuldaroq watched the dragons attack, his words about not underestimating The Raven repeating like bile in his mind. His mood had turned from victorious joy to near desperation in a few scant hours, his careful plans scattered like his surviving ships.

Once it had been clear that the Protector army was driving towards Arlen, he’d left the town to rot, choosing to take ship at Gyernath with a much larger force than he’d originally planned, following his skirmish with Sytkan.

Readying the standing College fleet, bringing the crews to Gyernath and provisioning for the long voyage had delayed him by several days. But the relayed news that Erienne had been taken in Arlen vindicated his decision; and he’d already envisaged sailing to destroy the Al-Drechar and the Malanvai child, shown the way by the mother herself. It had been beautiful irony and he’d confessed grudging admiration for the efficiency of Selik and his Black Wings. Another decision proved correct.

Selik, of course, would not be returning to Balaia. Those who murdered Dordovan mages in cold blood suffered a similar fate themselves.

But slowly, it had all begun to unravel. The fool Gorstan had failed to take ship at Arlen. The battle had gone the wrong way. Worse, The Raven had stolen the vessel. And they hadn’t settled merely to the chase; unbelievably they had managed to steal Erienne from beneath Selik’s idiot nose.

Even that, though, shouldn’t have been too bad because in the sky now was a new beacon that only the blind could miss. Navigating the legendary treacherous shallows would be difficult but then that was what the long boats and masted skiffs were for.

Yet now The Raven had called on their pets and his fleet had been badly hit. However, the dragons were not as invincible as Vuldaroq had believed. They had no fire, that much was plain. And their bodies had proved vulnerable to spells. They just needed to be correctly focused.

Vuldaroq stood waiting with thirty mages. Their preparations had been fortunately unbroken, the ship unmolested as yet but heading away from the desired direction. But there would come a time and Vuldaroq had bade those ships closest to be ready as he was.

And the chance would come very soon.

The Dordovan Tower Lord watched the three dragons tearing the heart from the Chaser, saw the masts fall, the wheel deck disappear in a hail of splinters and the ship savaged in the water as the third beast tore at its rudder.

It was an unequal struggle with each of the dragons being as big as the ship. They were a staggering size and bulk, toying with it like a plaything. And when they had wrecked it, they’d turn to another. Vuldaroq would not let that happen.

He pointed to the thrashing waters at the stern of the Chaser.

‘There. The most injured one,’ he said to the ranks of mages behind him. ‘On my command.’

The dragon bit and tore, the hull sluicing back and forth. With a wrench, the rudder came clear and the boiling waters calmed. The dragon had dived.

‘Wait,’ said Vuldaroq. He scanned the sea in front of them, the heavy waters, white-capped and angry still as the storm pounded away. Yet there they were. Ripples at odds with the seas, moving away from the crippled Chaser. ‘Wait.’

The dragon broke the surface forty yards distant, scales glinting wet, wings powering its body out of the water, its belly exposed for a few precious moments.

‘Aim high. High. Now!’

He jerked down an arm though they wouldn’t have been watching. The IceWind, the single product of all thirty mages, howled away.

The dragon climbed fast but not fast enough, the spell catching it on the lower belly and along the length of its tail. An unearthly screaming wail tore from its mouth, a sound that rose above the roar of the wind and the crashing of the waves.

Vuldaroq watched it still climb but its tail could no longer balance it and the IceWind gouged into its flesh. Slower and slower, the wings beat. It angled its head down on its slayers, long neck curling down, tipping its body over. Its eyes glinted, another bellow, answered by the others, escaped its mouth and it fell from the sky.

 


He’d been disoriented under water and had surfaced too near the enemy, and now Hyn-Kaan couldn’t drag in his breath. Where the spell had struck, his whole lower body was numb, alien to him; his scales were cracked with cold and his flesh burned like it was on fire.

He called to the Kaan and entreated the Skies to keep him though he could never now return to Beshara. It was to be a lonely death, far from the Brood ancients, far from peace. His great body shuddered, his mouth gaped and his wings swept at the air but drove him no further. Hyn-Kaan’s energy was spent, his mind registered the slowing beating of his heart and the deep cold spreading up to his chest.

He sucked another breath into his tortured lungs. In his final moment of clarity, he knew there was one more thing he could do.

 


The cheer from the deck was cut short.

‘Oh dear Gods,’ muttered Vuldaroq. He rounded on the mages. ‘ForceCones now. Linked spread. I want that reptile bounced. Do it!’

Feverish muttering rose from the deck, the mages kneeling for stability as they prepared. The dragon barrelled on in, neck outstretched but wobbling, wings beginning to ripple but determinedly spread, its angle steep but true. It would hit the ship. They only had a few heartbeats.

He felt a movement in the mana. ForceCones flashed out, invisible barriers anchored by the casting mages, a desperate attempt to deflect the beast as it hurtled right at them.

Hyn-Kaan struck the wall of ForceCones, his massive bulk slapping them away, catapulting mages from the deck or crushing their bodies into the rails.

‘Run!’

Anyone that could already was, fore or aft, scattering from the point of impact. Men jumped into the sea and the helm spun the wheel, the ship lumbering into a turn.

Too late.

The dying dragon smashed head first into the vessel, catching it square, just below the level of the main deck. The impact was enormous, echoing out over the ocean. The huge body slammed in amidships, breaking its neck and driving its shoulders straight through the hull. The ship shuddered, whipping sideways and down, pitching some men into the turbulent sea and knocking every other over.

Wood and timbers exploded up and out, the main mast was chopped at its root to slap on to the ruins of the deck and bounce into the water. The dragon’s wings tore rents in the weakened hull, buckling back as they went, the frozen tail shattering as it struck.

Its back broken, the ship collapsed in on itself, Hyn-Kaan’s body coming to rest amidships, dead weight dragging the vessel down.

Above the noise of splitting timbers and rushing water swallowing the ship, the screams of the injured and trapped, doomed and pleading for help, was a wailing cacophony, smothered by the ocean that sucked them all down.

Slipping away on the ShadowWings he had prepared as he ran, Vuldaroq flew close to the waves to a sister ship, shaking and terrified, fearing what might fall next from the storm-filled sky.

 


Sha-Kaan’s bellow of rage and grief tore the silence that followed. He and Nos-Kaan sliced through the heavy skies, entering the water where Hyn-Kaan and the ship had gone, wings tucked in, bodies like great bolts, seeking their lost brother.

And he was dead when they found him, tangled in rope and wreckage, his carcass slipping gently deeper. His head, with eyes glazed, pointed skywards as he went, his slack, broken neck graceful with the support of the sea which bore him down so carefully.

Sha-Kaan turned, pulsed Nos to follow him and drove back up to the surface, breaking into the air, his wings thrashing, his mind ablaze, his brother lost after so much hardship on Balaia, his life taken by man. There would have to be revenge.

But as he soared up to just beneath the clouds, neck coiling round, his head searching for the next enemy, one man saved him from himself and his anger.

No, Sha-Kaan, said a voice in his mind. They’ll kill you.

And he looked down again, saw the massed mages on the decks of the surviving ships and knew that Hirad Coldheart was right.

 


The Calaian Sun ploughed on, riding through the wreckage that was strewn across the sea. Sail cloth, baggage, broken timbers, ropes and lines. Bodies. Dozens of bodies. All rippling on the swell, the rain still pounding down.

The Kaan had scattered the Dordovan fleet. Only three ships still sailed and they were all angling away from the battle, north and west. Two mortally damaged vessels subsided into the ocean, their surviving crew frantically lowering any boats they had left and leaping into the sea. A third was also in serious trouble, its sails and mast fragments dragging in the water, its deck tilted at a crazy angle while waves crashed across it, battering the helpless crew.

They could be seen hacking and pulling at line, mast and sail, trying to shift the dead weight that dragged them over. And, with no control over direction, they sat broadside to the swell which was inexorably destroying them.

But Hirad didn’t really take it all in. He had watched Hyn-Kaan’s death plunge and had seen the surviving but severely wounded dragons dive after him. Now he tracked them high in the sky as they flicked in and out of the cloud layer. His heart was heavy. He had bade them come to The Raven’s aid. And now Hyn-Kaan was dead and neither Sha nor Nos would survive a further spell attack.

Fly to Herendeneth, pulsed Hirad. Rest.

We will stay above you for now, came the reply. No enemy will fly to attack you. When darkness comes we will find a hiding place. The spells burn us still. We had no defence. We weaken with every beat of our wings.

I am sorry, Great Kaan.

Skies save me, Hirad Coldheart. Your land has brought us to this, not you. The air is bad, the food does not sustain us and we cannot renew ourselves. Good luck in what lies ahead.

Thank you, Great Kaan. You have made it possible for us to win this.

But Sha-Kaan’s mind had closed to him. Hirad knew they would be gliding in the upper skies, resting on the wind until they had to land when darkness came.

Hirad looked again at the ocean. The Kaan had done their work. Whether it would be enough, only time would tell. Small sails were up and long boats were struggling to make headway as crews abandoned crippled vessels. Some of them headed for sister ships. Others, lost in the swell with the soldiers and mages they carried, might make it to shore. The Raven had the Protectors and they were worth five of any warrior. If they could force battle in tight confines, they could win.

But mages were what The Raven lacked. Dordover must have sixty-plus left alive. Maybe more. The Raven had three, and whatever the Al-Drechar could summon up. Very little, if Erienne’s assessment of their deteriorating condition was anywhere near accurate. Even before any mage battle, though, they had to establish what it was they had to defend. And they had to get there with enough time to make preparations.

There was work to be done. Hirad turned from the bow rail and walked back down the ship. He waved Darrick over from where he was standing near the forward doors.

‘Get The Raven together. We need to talk. Make sure The Unknown is there and include yourself and Ren’erei. Captain’s room. I’ll be there in a moment.’

‘No problem,’ said Darrick.

Hirad carried on to the wheel deck, pulling himself up the ladder. Jevin nodded as he approached.

‘An extraordinary display. They’re majestic creatures,’ said Jevin. ‘We have an edge.’

‘But it’s slight and we’ll lose it unless we push on now,’ said Hirad. ‘This is the time to risk everything if you believe in what we’re doing. Can you make this thing go faster?’

 


The skipper of the Ocean Elm noted the progress of the Calaian Sun with pleasure and saw more sail than was wise billow on her masts. Every face had been astern as the dragons attacked the Dordovan fleet. Every heart had beat double time with fear at the awesome, alien sights and sounds. Every eye had widened and hardly a breath had been drawn.

The skipper had heard there were dragons on Balaia, marooned after the Wesmen wars. And he knew they were linked in some way with The Raven. He had not considered his ship under threat and had passed that message around his crew but had not seen the necessity to extend his thoughts to the Black Wings and Dordovans on board. Watching their panic, hasty spell preparation and taut faces as they lined the deck had given him brief satisfaction. More stamina wasted, more nerves frayed. It could only be good.

He had never thought to see dragons and the sight of their extraordinary size and power had been breathtaking. The death of one and the obvious and possibly mortal wounding of the other two had been regrettable but their action had turned the tables. And now he could ensure that Ren, if it was her on the Sun as he assumed, would reach Herendeneth first.

She knew the channels well, and knew the route that had to be taken. What she didn’t know was exactly where the Calaian Sun’s draft would make passage impossible. The skipper would show her in the only way he thought likely to work.

The rain was just beginning to ease but the mountainous seas were unabating. He ordered a trimming of the sails to slow them just a little, sighted on the beacon that dominated the southern skies, prayed the Al-Drechar still lived, and patted his helmsman on the shoulder.

‘Keep her steady, lad,’ he said. ‘Keep her steady.’




Chapter 34

There had been anxious moments through the night. The rest of the afternoon had passed under heavy clouds, strong winds and occasional sudden downpours mixed with the ever-present sounds of rolling thunder and lightning flashing in the storm fronts.

They were several hours ahead of the Dordovans as night fell and perhaps one behind the Ocean Elm and though any sensible captain would have ordered a dropping of the anchor as they entered the channel of the first islands of the Ornouth Archipelago, that was an option not open to Jevin.

The Elm was not slowing and Jevin could not afford to lose sight of the sleek, fast elven vessel. Neither could he let the chasing Dordovans catch them. And so his crew had a sleepless night, those not directly engaged in sailing the ship being on watch port, starboard, fore, and aft. Plumb lines were swung and dropped to give an indication of depth under the swell, which was subsiding as they reached relatively sheltered waters, and the lookouts kept up a constant commentary on conditions all around them.

Ren had stayed on the wheel deck throughout the night, advising Jevin on safe channels and calming his nerves as the ship sailed perilously close to rock walls to find the best depth, running in the wake of the Ocean Elm.

After the meeting had broken up and the mages had retired to bed to rest and maintain mana stamina levels, Hirad, The Unknown and Darrick had stayed in the Captain’s room, mulling over defensive tactics and the strength of their forces. The remains of a meal lay on the table still and the three men picked at the scraps, washing it down with a light wine diluted with water.

The Unknown was preoccupied, his left leg stretched out in front of him, his hand constantly massaging the hip, a grimace on his face.

‘I think it’s time you told us how it really is,’ said Hirad. ‘We’ll have to work it into our formation.’

‘I want Aeb on my left,’ said The Unknown. ‘Aside from that, no special treatment, all right? We can’t afford it.’

‘You’re not getting off that easily. Tell me how it feels.’

‘Stiff and weak,’ said The Unknown. ‘I’ve had no time to build the muscle so what’s there now is what Erienne patched up. It’s locked up on me more than once and though Erienne says that’ll pass, I don’t have the freedom I need.’ He chewed a lip. ‘It’s not going to be very easy to fight.’

‘So?’

‘So I’m not going to use the double-hander, I won’t have the strength to brace it through any kind of swing. The elves have got some spare blades on board. Not exactly what I’m used to but what choice do we have? I’ll use a dagger in my left hand, I suppose.’ He shook his head. ‘Sorry, Hirad. Looks like I’ll be a bit of a liability.’

Hirad raised his eyebrows. Darrick couldn’t stifle a laugh.

‘Liability?’ said the General. ‘It may reduce you to the status of better-than-most rather than absolutely-everyone but that’s about it.’

‘Still, there’s little we can do about that now,’ said Hirad. ‘Tell me, Unknown, what do you think are the biggest problems after what we’ve been hearing from Ren and Erienne?’

The Unknown blew out his cheeks. ‘Well, they aren’t going to all run up the path from the landing point, are they? Never mind the wards we think may be in place, they can fly and carry swordsmen short distances so we’re going to have to expect attack from anywhere. If we can’t block some of the potential entry points to this house, we stand to get swamped. Mind you, if we can’t shield the house against a mage barrage, none of that will matter.’

‘You think they’ll do that?’ asked Hirad.

‘I would,’ said Darrick. ‘It doesn’t risk any of their men and it could get them what they want quickly.’

‘Anything we can do to stop that happening?’ asked Hirad.

‘Well that depends on how many Protectors you’re prepared to risk outside the house,’ said Darrick. ‘I suspect that the Dordovans will expect us to be in a tight defensive formation wherever we are. They know we only have one ship and that means there’s a finite number that can be ranged against them.’

‘Don’t forget they have no idea what resistance to expect from the island itself,’ said The Unknown.

‘Agreed, but they’ll realise soon enough that there is no meaningful force already there when they start to advance,’ said Darrick. ‘If we can hide Protectors outside of the house, they could attack mage groups while they’re casting. The success of that will depend on the number of swordsmen they’ve brought and the risk they think we pose.’

‘How many would you take from the house defence?’ asked Hirad.

‘Eight, no more. But it’s so dependent on terrain. They must be invisible from above as well as at ground level. I just think it’s something we should consider.’ The General poured water into his goblet.

‘Anything else?’ Hirad was looking at The Unknown. ‘I know we can’t be certain of anything but we aren’t going to have time to scratch our heads when we arrive.’

‘We aren’t blessed with many options,’ said The Unknown. ‘We shouldn’t split our force unless we really have to but Darrick’s idea could prove successful if we can guarantee surprise. So much depends on the health or otherwise of the Al-Drechar. We don’t want The Raven’s mages wasting their stamina on shielding the house but it could come to that. And if it does, we’re going to have to think on our feet about how to keep the swordsmen out.’

The Unknown breathed heavily and stood up, wincing as he flexed his knee and hip.

‘I’ve got to rest. I’m going for a stroll round the deck first to try and loosen this up. Anyone else?’

‘Yes, why not?’ said Hirad.

Darrick nodded and smiled. ‘I’ll leave you two to it. I fancy rolling off my bunk a few times while I try and sleep.’

‘See you at dawn, then,’ said Hirad. ‘And try not to wake up too bruised, eh?’ Hirad turned to The Unknown. ‘Come on, old man, let’s get those creaking bones up top.’

‘See this fist? It still works, you know. I’m not so crocked I can’t take you on, Coldheart,’ said The Unknown.

‘You’ll have to catch me first.’

The two friends headed for the deck.

 


Dawn saw the Calaian Sun slowing. Wind howled around the islands of the Ornouth, sawing at the trees that covered the slopes, and forcing Jevin to reduce sail. Ahead of them, the Elm had done the same and no doubt when they encountered the vicious swirling gusts, the Dordovans would follow suit.

They were sailing down a wide channel between two of the larger islands in the inner group, the clouds lower than they’d ever seen them, obscuring the hills and mountain peaks, and sweeping into valleys, thick, fast-moving and heavy with yet more rain. The only respite was in the swell, which hadn’t the power of the open sea and though waves crashed against exposed shores, spray flying in the wind, the narrowing channels were quieter.

Ren stood on the wheel deck as she had throughout the night, her eyes never far from the stern of the Ocean Elm, waiting for a sign that they should take to their boats. Every hour they could stay aboard would make their job that little bit more comfortable and she estimated they had a day’s sailing ahead of them, travelling as slowly as they were. Though more tricky to handle in these conditions, the masted skiffs could probably travel more quickly.

Lining the decks were the off-duty crew, The Raven and the Protectors. No one was below decks apart from the cook and even he was required topside whenever he could leave his pots safely. Jevin was clearly nervous, wanting everyone ready to react should they run aground and beside the plumb-liners shouting out depths scant feet below their keel, teams of Protectors stood ready to lower boats, with elven crew standing by to direct.

Herendeneth was dead ahead. The beacon struck through the gloom of the grey morning, beautiful but disturbing, a demonstration of magical power that Ren knew was nothing to do with the Al-Drechar’s will and everything to do with their diminishing ability to shield Lyanna. Ren feared what she would find when they reached land.

The ship shuddered suddenly, slowing dramatically. A grinding sound travelled all the way down the keel beneath their feet, agonisingly slow, its volume amplified as it reverberated through the ship’s timbers. Eyes scanned the seas, the plumb liners shook their heads. The vibration went on.

‘Hold her steady,’ said Jevin, his voice taut, his hands gripping the rail in front of him, his knuckles whitening.

Beside him, Ren waited for the sound to become the ripping, splintering one she knew he would be dreading. For an age, they dragged across the sea bed, sometimes heavily, sometimes almost lifting away on the slight swell. But there was no splitting of timbers and no rushing of water into a breach and the grinding sound ultimately faded and stopped altogether.

Jevin turned to Ren’erei, his face pale, breathing hard.

‘Sand,’ he said, his voice low. ‘But maybe not next time. How much further?’

‘Not far,’ said Ren, though she didn’t know and could feel herself shaking. ‘We’ll be all right, they won’t let us down.’

‘Assuming the skipper’s still alive,’ said Jevin. ‘I’m not putting my crew through this much longer. Nor my ship. What sort of sign are you looking for, exactly?’

Ren was about to shrug but glanced back at the Elm and a smile lifted her features.

‘That one,’ she said pointing. ‘That’s it.’

 


Selik stormed up to the wheel deck, two henchman right behind him.

‘You had better have sound reason to change the direction of this ship,’ he grated, pushing the skipper away from his helmsman.

‘You’ve seen the channels and you’ve heard the depths being shouted out,’ said the skipper smoothly. ‘And dead ahead is not the route to the destination for this ship.’

‘You’re lying,’ said Selik. ‘I can see it in your slanted elven eyes. Get this ship back on course. Do you think I am blind?’

‘No, but unless you have better information on the depth of the channel I’ve just turned from than I have, I suggest you leave me to do my job. After all, why would I lead you astray? I’m happy to be taking you to the island. I’m looking forward to burying you there.’

Selik leant away, considering. ‘You must think me stupid,’ he said quietly. ‘How long before we turn again.’

‘Half a day,’ said the skipper. ‘It depends on the wind. If you don’t believe me, then kill me and take the ship yourself.’

Selik’s eyes glinted coldly.

 


‘That’s a sign?’ asked Jevin.

‘Yes,’ said Ren. ‘Because the route is straight ahead. There’s no turn to the landing point until we clear the next island.’

Jevin nodded. ‘I bow to your knowledge. Now, what do you want me to do?’

‘If you can, sail up to the point where they’ve turned. Then bring the ship around and we’ll launch the boats we need and go. You can either follow the Elm and find calm water to hide in or go back. There’s no other way out to the ocean that I know of. You’ll have to decide for yourself.’

‘And what is to port up ahead?’

‘Island upon island. You can’t reach Herendeneth that way but you can make safe harbour in a lagoon a day’s sailing away. You’ll know it when you see it. You’ll be hidden and you can rest. But keep hard to the starboard shore. The land shelf is very steep right off the coast of the islands there. The port side is littered with reefs just under the surface.’

Another nod from Jevin. ‘And what of the Elm?’

‘I don’t know,’ said Ren, worry gnawing at her. ‘I guess he’ll try and lead the Black Wings as far away as he can. He’s a very brave elf.’

‘I’ll do what I can.’

‘Thank you.’

Sweat was mingling with the rain and salt spray by the time the Calaian Sun had crept along the channel to the point where the Elm had turned. The ship hove to and started to come about to port, ready to follow the other elven ship away from Herendeneth.

The deck was filled with men and elves, weapons, small sails and crates of foodstuffs. Protectors clustered round davits that were brought up from the hold and locked into place. They hefted the long boats up and on to the pulleys and lowered them away into the sheltered seas on the lee of the ship, scrambling quickly down the nets and taking up oars, their gear stowed forward and aft under sheeting.

There were two long boats Jevin had been prepared to let go and the Protectors shared themselves out between them. Darrick and Ren would also travel, one to a boat. Thraun too, though still kept asleep, was leaving the ship on a long boat. Hirad would hear no dissension.

‘If we’re all to die, it will be together and Thraun must be where the Al-Drechar can work on him,’ he had said.

The Raven would sail in a masted skiff. These three craft were the most Jevin could allow them. He would not leave himself and his crew with no means of escape should they founder.

Elves swarmed down to the skiff and raised the mast, leaving the sail furled but ready, and helped down The Unknown, who was struggling to climb the scrambling nets, tears forced from his eyes by the pain of his hip. He refused to sit, determining to hang on to the mast for support while they sailed. Hirad exchanged an anxious glance with Ilkar as they watched him before climbing down themselves. The two of them sat forward, Ilkar’s face pale at the very thought of a trip in a small boat, while Denser held the tiller, unable to keep a brief smile from his face. Erienne sat by him.

‘That old familiar feeling,’ he said.

‘If you’ll recall, the Triverne Inlet was like a pond compared to this,’ said Ilkar. ‘And your steering still made it feel like rough seas. I can’t believe we’re letting you helm again.’

‘I didn’t see any other volunteers,’ said Denser. He looked across at Erienne. She was looking towards Herendeneth, her arms about her stomach, her shoulders tensed.

‘We’ll be there soon, love,’ said Denser.

‘I know,’ said Erienne, half turning to look at him. ‘I’ve missed her so much but . . .’ She broke off and swallowed.

‘There’s always hope,’ said Denser, though he felt none.

‘No there isn’t,’ said Erienne. ‘Just get us there safely. And quickly.’

Hirad pushed them from the side of the ship and, with a wave and shouts of thanks for the watching crew, they steered away, The Unknown hauling up the sail which filled and drove them after the Protectors.

 


The skipper of the Ocean Elm had seen them well before the shout went up. He walked aft across the wheel deck and leaned over to see a Dordovan mage peering into the gloom of late morning. Selik was hurrying along the walkway.

‘Damn,’ muttered the skipper. He walked back to the helmsman and stood by him. ‘Leave the deck. If Selik’s mage has seen them, he’ll be up here to kill me. You know what to do.’

‘Aye, Captain.’

‘Remember, the One must survive and the Al-Drechar are important above all other feelings. We’ve done everything we can.’

The skipper hurried him to the ladder, took the wheel himself and looked determinedly forward. Below him, the helmsman scurried across the deck to talk to the bo’sun and first mate. The pair looked up at him, nodded slightly and set about their tasks.

The skipper heard the sound of running feet. His heart rate increased and he gripped the wheel. Hands slapped on the ladder and Selik’s head appeared, the look on his face giving the skipper the answer to his question. Behind him, two mages and a henchman. Selik strode across and grabbed the skipper by the throat, marching him backwards, a dagger in his free hand, his ruined face contorted in rage.

‘Tell me now,’ he said. He looked over his shoulder. ‘You, take the wheel, just keep it where it is. For now.’ Selik brought his dagger up, its point scant inches from the skipper’s right eye. ‘Talk.’

‘You didn’t even bother to really question me, did you?’ said the skipper. ‘In your arrogance, you thought I’d simply roll over and let you plunder the most sacred things in my life. Well, my work is done now. You have lost Erienne and I have led those most able to stop you to the correct path, while we sail in an entirely different direction. And all the time, the world turns a little further and your hopes of murder recede.’

Selik looked at him, his mouth hanging open, a line of spittle dripping from the slack, nerveless left-hand side. He even stepped away a little, though the dagger point remained steady.

‘But the forces of right must not be denied,’ he whispered, a fervour creeping into his eyes. ‘You have betrayed every living thing in Balaia.’

The skipper could see the hate beginning to grow, could feel the tightening of the hand at his throat and the wobble of the dagger in front of him, its unfocused point shimmering. He knew he didn’t have long.

‘You’re too late, Selik. Erienne will be united with her child and together they will destroy you and everything you stand for. If that is what I am betraying, then I will die content. So push home your dagger, Black Wing, you cannot threaten or hurt me any more.’

Selik looked over his shoulder. Under full sail and in calm waters sheltered from the storms, the Elm drove on at exhilarating speed. To where, the skipper didn’t know and cared less. Eventually, the sea bed would rise to meet the keel of the ship but the skipper knew he wouldn’t live to see it.

The dagger point came closer still. The skipper didn’t flinch.

‘And of course, if I do kill you, your crew will refuse to sail. I am not such a fool as you believe,’ said Selik.

The skipper laughed. ‘Look behind you, Selik. They have refused already. You have lost and I have won.’

Selik swung the skipper around so that he could look along the line of the ship. The elven crew were still there in the rigging and near the lines and stays. Even mops and buckets still rested on the deck and plumb lines lay in coils. But the crew were motionless. All of them. Waiting.

‘Turn this bastard ship around!’ roared Selik. ‘Or your beloved captain dies.’ Not one of them moved.

‘Your man has the wheel,’ said the skipper smoothly.

Selik sneered. ‘Yes. He does. Turn us into the centre of this channel.’

‘But—’

‘Do it now! How hard can it be. Turn the wheel.’ The skipper watched as the Black Wing soldier turned the wheel. The Ocean Elm began to come about, jibing across the wind, sails snapping briefly into a run before starting to pick up the new tack. They needed trimming to make the most of the direction. He didn’t have to turn to know what his crew were doing now. Every one of them was moving from his post to come to stand below the wheel deck, or as near as their captors would allow.

‘Get back to your work!’ shouted Selik.

‘No one may turn this vessel without the permission of the captain,’ said the skipper quietly. ‘They will not lift a finger to your order.’

But Selik was looking at the sails filling as the ship turned further and the sneer returned. ‘But it doesn’t look like I need you anyway, does it, dear captain? And I’m sure your crew won’t let themselves drown because of some obscure rule of the sea, will they? You, of course, will not get the chance to find out.’

And as the dagger punched upwards and his head roared with brief pain before the end, the skipper knew Selik would soon be joining him, embraced by the Gods of the Sea.

They would make their own judgement and exact their retribution.




Chapter 35

The going was occasionally tricky but never particularly dangerous. While the Protectors drove on, oars biting into the choppy waters, a picture of precision synchronisation, The Raven, sail full, skimmed quickly down the channel, soon leaving the long boats in their wake.

With soaring cliffs to the left, lost in the low cloud, and a jagged series of smaller rock islands to the right, the wind whistled across the skiff, forcing The Raven to sit to starboard to balance the pull of the sail.

One hand on the main sheet, the other gripping the tiller, Denser sailed under the watchful but approving eye of The Unknown who still stood, hand on mast or mainstay.

Denser’s heart raced, his mind a fog of excitement and sorrow. Their speed was a joy, rushing them towards Lyanna, the daughter he hadn’t seen in too long but who would cost him the life of Erienne. He looked at her. She sat on his right, one hand clasping the gunwale, the other on his shoulder. She was staring at him from under the hood of her cloak.

He smiled at her and her hand gripped his shoulder a little more firmly, massaging it through his heavy cloak. He nodded, unable to say anything. They’d been inseparable these last few days and had known a closeness, a oneness, that they had never experienced before.

It had been born partly of desperation of course but there was far more to it than that. The sense that what they had to do was right and that though they would be parted forever, the love they knew would live on in Lyanna. Denser was sure already, though, that he would never get over losing Erienne.

But they were cried out now. What could or should have been was unimportant. Dreams and plans could not be made. Now, there was reality to deal with, and Denser had to focus on saving his daughter so that his wife could die for her.

He looked away again, adjusting the tiller slightly and edging out the main sheet as the latest gust grew stronger. Not far now.

The Raven had their initial view of Herendeneth as the afternoon began to drift towards dusk. It looked at first sight a blank wall of unapproachable rock, but all over its grey face, green poked out as if through part-open doors, fronds cut off unnaturally though the remnants waved in the wind.

Erienne drew sharp breath. ‘The illusion’s breaking up everywhere. They’ll be able to see the house from above, I’m certain of it.’

‘We need to know the situation,’ said The Unknown.

‘Why don’t you fly up there and take a look round now, love?’ suggested Denser. ‘Let them know we’re coming, spend a little time with Lyanna before we have to get busy.’

Erienne beamed. ‘What a lovely idea.’

‘I am known for them occasionally,’ said Denser.

Erienne half-stood and flung her arms around the Xeteskian, kissing him passionately.

‘Disgusting display,’ said Hirad, mouth wide in a grin.

‘Certainly is,’ said Denser, disengaging himself and pulling the tiller back towards him from where Erienne had pushed it with her body.

She steadied herself, prepared the spell and took to the air, hovering behind and above Denser, and leaning down to kiss the top of his head.

‘Don’t be too long,’ she said.

He reached up and cupped her face in one hand. ‘I’ll see what I can do.’

She flew away south, keeping low and out of the worst of the wind that blew hard above the cliff line, soon becoming a small dot in the dull sky. Denser watched her go, jealous that anyone should have the benefit of her love bar him. Even his daughter.

‘Tell you what,’ said The Unknown, looking down on an increasingly green Ilkar. ‘Fancy a look behind us, Ilkar? We need to know if there’s anyone coming after us and how far they are away.’

Ilkar nodded. ‘Anything to get off this rickety assortment of bobbing logs.’

‘Don’t get too close,’ said Hirad.

‘Don’t worry,’ said Ilkar pointing at his eyes. ‘These are very good.’

 


Jevin sailed down the right of the channel as Ren had advised. His lookouts kept watch fore and aft and when the shout came and the sign was relayed from the crow’s nest, he wasn’t surprised. But the sight saddened him.

There she came, emerging from the periphery of his vision in the lowering dark afternoon, the Ocean Elm slewing from side to side like some giant drunkard. At her helm, someone with no notion of the rudder in relation to the wheel, the strength or direction of the wind or the inertia of the beautiful vessel. It was no elf that steered and in that moment he and his crew mourned the dead on their sister ship.

Jevin acknowledged their passing and led a prayer to the Gods of the Seas and the winds to keep their souls safe in the bosom of the ocean. And then he watched and waited for the inevitable.

He shook his head time and again as he observed the Elm’s progress. Saw her wander this way and that under full sail. No one stood ready in the rigging, no one swung lines. Not one of them would be ready and in that he would take some satisfaction. Perhaps most of them would drown and spend eternity in a twilight of pain, just too far from the surface to draw breath. He wished for it.

He briefly feared collision but in truth, the fools on the Elm could not steer well enough to orchestrate any such thing. He wondered whether they had paused to question why he travelled under such little sail, content to amble while his crew took soundings from every part of his ship. He wondered whether they had even seen him at all.

So he watched, and when it happened he heaved a sigh. Beauty destroyed. The sight came to him before the sound. Perhaps only a mile distant, the Elm slowed suddenly as if the hand of a God had grabbed her prow. She rose up, still driving forward, then toppled sideways, still coming, the holes in her hull awful and mortal. It was a horrible sight.

The sound came a heartbeat later, a rending, tearing, grinding sound. The death wail of a helpless ship. He imagined . . . he hoped, he could hear the screams of those onboard as they pitched into the merciless sea or were dashed against rock and timber. The water around her boiled as she foundered, sinking quickly.

‘Bows ready!’ he ordered.

A dozen crewmen lined the port quarter, arrows nocked, ready to draw and fire.

They came like he knew they would. Cowards too scared for their own skins even to attempt the launch of a boat. And while their surviving ship-bound companions made desperate attempts to save themselves, the mages flew. He tracked them, his gaze skipping across the sky, one carrying another like Denser had done Hirad.

‘Don’t let them close,’ warned Jevin. ‘None of them will touch my deck while they still breathe.’

Strings were drawn, longbows bent, arms strained. Jevin waited while they approached, aiming to fly along the channel, presumably in the hope of finding their Dordovan friends. Jevin found that, although they presented no danger to his ship, he couldn’t let them fly free from what they had done to the Elm or her crew.

‘Shoot them down.’

The volley of a dozen arrows flashed away into the sky. Five dropped screaming, their magical wings gone, the sea closing over their thrashing limbs, the gods helping them to hell. Three remained, including the carrier, wheeling away. More arrows nocked, the thrum of bow strings again, the sight of the black shafts whipping out after their prey.

Another mage fell and the carried man cried out. Jevin couldn’t quite make out where the arrow had struck. He trusted the wound would bring him a slow death. Perhaps a lung. He nodded.

‘Stow the weapons!’ he called. ‘Lookouts to port. Let’s see if any elves survived.’

But the looks on the faces of his crew told him that they felt what he knew already.

 


Ilkar flew back towards the skiff which carried The Raven. He’d seen all he needed to see. He let the wind blow full into his face and felt the first drops of new rain start to fall. At least he’d soon be on solid ground.

Although he hadn’t actually been seasick after the first couple of days on the Calaian Sun, knowing he could avoid vomiting didn’t make him any happier about sailing and he had no intention of landing on the boat.

He came alongside, matching speed and flying next to The Unknown just as the intensity of the rain increased and began to sting in the blustery wind.

‘How’s it looking?’ asked The Unknown.

‘Well, there are three Dordovan ships still coming,’ said Ilkar. ‘They won’t make it all the way down this channel by nightfall, they’re going too slowly, but they’ll make it to where we left our ship.’

‘Hmm.’ The Unknown stared back, gauging distances. ‘We can expect attack after dark, then,’ he said at length. ‘They can sail skiffs down here in darkness, particularly if there are any elves in the crews. They can also send mages in by air. Pity we can’t shut off that bloody beacon.’

‘We don’t know we can’t,’ said Ilkar.

‘No indeed,’ replied The Unknown. ‘Well, seeing as you’re clearly not about to get back in with us, why don’t you go and see what you can do?’

‘The thought had more than crossed my mind,’ said Ilkar. ‘I’d take one of you with me but I think I’d better conserve stamina.’

‘See you in a couple of hours, then,’ said The Unknown.

‘Any sign of the Kaan?’ asked Hirad.

Ilkar shook his head. ‘No. Nor Jevin, nor the Elm. Not from where I was, anyway. Sorry.’

Glad to be heading for cover, Ilkar shot away towards Herendeneth.

 


Erienne’s pulse was thudding in her throat by the time she neared Herendeneth. She had been away for less than fifteen days but so much had changed. So much had been damaged.

The Raven’s long view of the cliffs was more shocking close to. The illusion was decaying almost before her eyes. It swirled, fragmented and reformed indistinctly, almost mosaic-like at the weakest but still existing points. Elsewhere, it had gone altogether as the extraordinarily complex mana structure unravelled and destabilised. There would come a critical point where it collapsed completely but that hardly mattered now.

The fact was that to anyone the carefully laid illusory mask of angry-looking rock was compromised; and what lay behind it, beyond the harsh reality of the nestling reefs, was an eminently habitable island with a canopy of trees, partly covering verdant steppes up to a central dormant volcanic peak.

From above, it was yet more obvious. Erienne flew in at a height of around a hundred feet and could make out the house, gardens and graves immediately. Coming in closer, the damage to the house made her gasp.

The whole west wing was gone; so much rubble and splintered wood collapsed into a tear in the ground that ran away up the slope behind eating into the beauty and sanctity of the steppes, scarring them forever.

The gentle streams, pools and falls had become fast-flowing rivers, and where they had burst their banks water rushed up to and surely into the house at four points she could see at a glance. Holes speckled the roof in too many places to count and littering the ground was the debris of storms. Glass, wood, slate and stone. All carelessly smashed.

But what dominated the house was the beacon of visible mana light that Lyanna, it had to be Lyanna, had created. It stood silent and stunning, shot through with the colours of the four Colleges, a deep calm brown and flares of black, a gentle swirl in its make up that spiralled faster as it rose.

High above her, the cloud mass spun about it, rolling with thunder and crackling with lightning. There was a pale mist clinging to the underside of the cloud and around the column, spreading out across the island and beyond, coating everything beneath it in a cool, fine rain.

Erienne took a brief pass around the light, which came from the centre of the orchard, and as she flew down to land, saw a sight that gladdened her pounding, nervous heart. A little girl had run from the ruins of the main doors and was staring up at her, eyes hooded with one hand, waving vaguely with the other.

Lyanna.

Erienne called out and curved in steeply, a strong backward beat of her wings stalling her so she could step off the air. She dismissed the spell as she crouched, pulling Lyanna to her in an embrace she had thought she would never enjoy again. She held it for a long while, the little girl clinging back, one of Erienne’s hands moving up to stroke the hair at the back of her head.

‘Lyanna, Lyanna,’ she whispered, the lump in her throat threatening to break her voice, the tears falling down her face. She sniffed. ‘Oh my darling, how good it is to be with you again. Tell me everything. Have you missed Mummy? I’ve missed you, my sweet. What have you been doing? Do you remember very much? Mmm?’

She pulled away to look at Lyanna and saw a quizzical look on her face.

‘What is it darling?’ she said, tracing a finger down the outline of her jaw. ‘What’s wrong?’

Lyanna frowned. ‘You know what I’ve been doing. I’ve been in the dark place. The ladies kept me there and that’s why you went. Because you thought I wouldn’t know. But I did and I made a light for you to help you come back. Why did you go?’ Her voice began to tremble.

Erienne resisted the urge to hug her again. ‘Oh, sweet, you know why I went. You waved me from the beach, didn’t you? Don’t you remember? I went to get some help for us because the Al-Drechar were getting so tired. I went to get Daddy.’

Lyanna considered for a moment and nodded. ‘Yes, but I didn’t want to be in the dark place and the old ladies made me stay until I made them let me wake up.’

Erienne’s heart missed a beat. A suddenly shaky hand swept hair away from Lyanna’s forehead. ‘What do you mean?’ she asked.

‘I hurt Ana.’ Lyanna’s chin was wobbling. ‘I don’t know what happened. Please don’t be angry Mummy, I didn’t mean it. I was scared.’ She started to cry and Erienne held her close, rocking her and shushing gently into her ear.

‘Of course I’m not angry.’ Erienne looked around her, the wreckage so much easier to understand. She feared for the state of Aviana’s mind, if indeed the mage was still alive. But sorry as she was for Aviana, that wasn’t the real problem. If Lyanna was telling the truth, it presumably meant that her Night wasn’t actually over. That her acceptance and control of the mana would not be complete. And that she could relapse any time, unshielded, wreaking untold damage to herself and Balaia.

She steeled herself and tried to keep her voice light and friendly. She couldn’t afford Lyanna to see how scared she was.

‘And how do you feel, darling?’ she asked.

Lyanna smiled a little smile. ‘All right. My head hurts and I think I made the light a bit bigger than I should. The wind is still in there and the ladies said they’d help me stop it and they didn’t.’

Erienne pushed herself to her feet and held out a hand which Lyanna took.

‘Shall we go and see where the Al-Drechar are?’

‘I don’t think they like me,’ said Lyanna. ‘They don’t talk to me any more.’

‘Oh I’m sure that’s not true,’ admonished Erienne gently. ‘Come on, I’ll show you they’re still your friends.’

‘Then can we go and watch for Daddy?’ asked Lyanna. ‘I’ve got a special place where I stand to look. I looked for you every day.’

‘Thank you, darling,’ said Erienne. ‘That helped me come back sooner.’

Reluctantly, Lyanna allowed herself to be led back into the house. Erienne walked over the soaking timbers, passed shattered, flapping windows, smashed vases, broken pictures and torn tapestries and drapes, trying not to react. Lyanna didn’t seem to notice any of it and chattered away about her friends in the orchard and the nice soup she had for lunch.

She slowed as they approached the Al-Drechar’s rooms. Already anxious that the only sound in the house was the wind whistling through the empty frames and holes in the roof, Erienne feared the worst when she pulled open the doors to their corridor. No one stood guard, no one was waiting. She didn’t even need to look in their rooms to know they were empty.

Erienne picked up Lyanna and hurried along to the ballroom, hoping against hope that they were all seated around the dining room table, smoking the pipe. Lyanna looked back over her shoulder as she ran. She didn’t resist being carried but shifted uncomfortably as Erienne pulled open the doors to the ballroom and stood staring at the great chandeliers lying like ancient, whitened animal skeletons on the cracked floor.

‘Who’s that man, Mummy?’

Erienne spun around, Lyanna turning in her arms so as not to lose sight.

‘Ilkar, thank the Gods. Lyanna, this is one of Mummy and Daddy’s friends. He’s going to help us. Are you going to say hello?’

Lyanna shook her head and turned it half away.

‘Never mind,’ said Ilkar as he jogged up. ‘Gods falling, Erienne, but this place is a mess. What the hell happened?’

Erienne nodded her head at her daughter. ‘Guess,’ she said. ‘Look, I can’t find anyone. There should be Guild elves all over the place, there are four Al-Drechar as well and the place feels like a morgue. Come with me a moment, will you? I’ve got the creeps.’

Ilkar smiled. ‘Which way?’

In answer, Erienne walked on through the ballroom to the dining room, their footsteps echoing wetly around the open space. There was a hole in the roof the size of a cart and the decorative plaster had fallen down in chunks to scatter and blow to the sides of the room. She barely noticed, trying not to break into a run as she neared her last hope.

She grasped the handle with her free hand and pushed the door inwards.

‘Oh no,’ she said, stumbling to a stop and putting a hand to her nose and mouth. In her arms, Lyanna squirmed and made a revolted noise.

Ilkar came to her shoulder and Erienne could hear him fighting not to gag.

‘Erienne, take Lyanna away. I’ll see what I can do in here.’ His strong arms turned her to face him. ‘Look, Denser is only an hour or two away. We need you to try and persuade Lyanna to take the beacon down. The Dordovans aren’t that far away and that thing will bring them in like moths to a lantern.’

Erienne nodded, swallowing back the sobs that threatened to overcome her.

‘Please don’t let them all be dead,’ she said. ‘Please.’

‘I’ll do everything I can,’ said Ilkar softly. ‘Now go. Get outside and get some fresh air.’

Erienne ran back through the ballroom, desperation welling up inside her.

 


Ilkar looked into the dining room and could see what had driven them to come here. It was dry. Probably the only room in the house that was. There was a fireplace opposite which still put out residual heat and the windows had been battened shut, shutters over fractured glass.

The dining room table had been pushed most of the way to the left and in the centre of the room, four beds, all occupied; at least one of which had to contain a corpse. He walked into the room, the stench almost overpowering. His eyes watered and he gagged suddenly.

He had to get some air through. Hurrying to a door to his right, he pushed it open and found another bedroom, its single small window torn from its frame. He took in a huge deep breath, wedged the door open with a sofa and walked quickly over to another door which swung on creaky hinges, letting him into some kitchens. He was halfway back with a chair to wedge open the swing door when he stopped, straightening and frowning.

He put down the wooden kitchen chair and walked back to the ovens. They were hot, flames flickering inside the grills. There was no food ready for preparation and no water ready to place on the hot plates but unless he was mistaken the ovens had been fired up recently, the flames were bright, and the grates looked full.

‘Hello?’ he called, walking across the kitchen towards a pair of doors opposite the entrance to the dining room. ‘Hello?’

He drew his sword and put a hand on the leftmost door, pushing it open. A cold store. Empty of life. He let the door swing back and paced right, turning the handle of the other door which swung in. He took half a pace back.

‘What, by all the Gods, do you think you’re doing?’ he asked in low, plain elvish, not believing what he was seeing.

A male voice came out of the mass of huddled bodies; he could count six and there might be more.

‘Waiting for the end. Praying for deliverance.’

‘From who?’

‘Lyanna.’




Chapter 36

Ilkar persuaded the group of elves to leave their hiding place and move into the kitchen. He had been forced to explain exactly who he was and what he was doing here before any of them would so much as look at him, let alone do his bidding. There were eight of them. He hadn’t seen the two small children. While one of the young elf males put on water for hot drinks, Ilkar sat the others down, all the time mindful that in the next room, the Al-Drechar were dead and dying. He had to get these people moving.

‘I’m finding it hard to understand what’s going on,’ he said, addressing himself to a couple who seemed the most willing to speak. They were an old pair, had probably been with the Guild two hundred years or so and yet their confidence had been completely shattered.

‘You haven’t been here,’ said Arrin, the husband. His wrinkled face held piercing blue-green eyes and his hair, once black, was thin, grey and straggled. ‘It’s all happened so quickly.’

‘But what? You’re the Guild of Drech,’ said Ilkar.

‘And no power of this magnitude has ever visited us,’ said Arrin’s wife, Nerane, a slim elf, hair long and silver grey, tied back in a pony tail. ‘Or become as uncontrolled.’

‘Ah,’ said Ilkar. He’d had visions of Lyanna terrorising them somehow, a malign force bent on their destruction.

‘She’s just a little girl,’ said Arrin. ‘And that’s the problem. She doesn’t understand what she’s doing. She should still be enduring her Night under the Al-Drechar’s shields.’

‘But she’s come through it, obviously,’ said Ilkar.

The water began to steam on the hot plate. An elf moved to fill some mugs. He looked weary, like he’d been awake three days. Perhaps he had.

‘No,’ said Arrin. ‘She broke the shield three days ago. She walks, talks and eats but she has no real concept of acceptance or control, though her subconscious is more than capable of shaping mana. And she certainly has no idea what her mind is creating. Or destroying, to be more accurate.’

‘I’m not sure I get this,’ said Ilkar. He looked up as a mug of leaf tea was placed at his right-hand. ‘Thank you.’

‘It’s like this,’ said Arrin, sipping at his drink. ‘Her Night has been different to that of other mages. She’s too young to accept the forces within her and assume responsible control without damaging herself and others. So there’s an element of the mana controlling her. Every feeling or reaction she has carries an echo of expression in the mana she’s holding.

‘When she’s angry, lightning strikes the island; when she’s sad, it rains; when she’s happy, the sun shines. Simple metaphors. Just as you might expect of a five-year-old.’

‘In a perverse way, I suppose so,’ agreed Ilkar. ‘There’s a “but” in here somewhere, isn’t there?’

Nerane nodded, almost smiling. ‘There are a couple. Most predictably, the mana events are more violent as the depth of the emotion increases. But with one or two exceptions, we can deal with those. Our main problem is that her subconscious shapes mana in very dangerous ways in order for her to get her way. She manipulates it and us and her anger, for instance, hasn’t just been limited to lightning since she awoke.’

Ilkar nodded. ‘Mental attacks?’ he suggested.

‘Yes. If her target is an individual. But you’ve seen the west wing of the house. That was a tantrum that manifested itself as an earthquake which cost the lives of seventeen Guild elves. We’re all that’s left,’ Arrin said, looking away to his companions. Nerane put an arm around his shoulders.

‘I’m sorry,’ said Ilkar.

Nerane shrugged, a gesture expressing her despair. ‘And right now she’s using the Al-Drechar as a conduit for that beacon she’s placed in the orchard though she doesn’t know it, of course. We don’t dare ask her to remove it. That makes her so angry.’

‘And you were hiding from her just now?’ said Ilkar.

‘Yes,’ said Nerane. ‘It’s silly, I know, to be so scared of such a small child but she can’t deal with being told no and she wanted to wake Ephemere. When we wouldn’t let her into the room, she flew into a rage and brought down half the roof in the ballroom. That was yesterday. We’re lucky she hates the kitchen or I don’t think we’d be here.’

None of them would catch Ilkar’s eye, their embarrassment was acute. But he didn’t blame them or think any less of them. Non-mages had absolutely no defence against magic and there was little else they could do but hide. Responsibility was a critical element in a mage’s training. Lyanna had a great deal to learn.

‘And none of you have been through that door since?’ He indicated behind him.

‘No,’ said Arrin. ‘We know Aviana’s dead. She’s been gone for two days but Lyanna didn’t want us to move her.’

‘All right,’ said Ilkar, holding up a hand. ‘Now look, there’s things we really have to do now. Lyanna is with Erienne and out of the house. You have to get the dead mage out of there and tend to the ones still alive. Then you have to show me the state of this house. I’ve got more friends coming, about thirty, but there are Dordovans coming too and they want Lyanna dead. You have to help me make sure that doesn’t happen. What do you think?’ Ilkar felt like he was addressing children. ‘Please, you have to trust us. Erienne will persuade Lyanna to disperse the beacon and maybe the Al-Drechar can recover. I need to know if they’ll be able to help at all.’

Arrin frowned. ‘Why would they want her dead?’

Ilkar sighed. ‘What you’ve experienced here has been visited on Balaia for seventy days and more. Thousands are dead, so many more homeless and the country is coming apart. Some think Lyanna’s death is a way to stop that. Erienne and Denser think there’s another way.

‘So, will you help?’

‘You don’t even have to ask,’ said Arrin. ‘We are the Guild Of Drech. We are pledged to the cause of the One.’ He turned to take in the surviving Guild. ‘You’ve heard what needs doing. Finish your drinks, then two of you attend to Aviana. Two more to check Ephy, Myra and Clerry. Another two to begin a meal for thirty - see what you can find, and bake bread if it’s all we have. I will go with Ilkar to view the house.’

Murmurs of assent ran around the table. Ilkar nodded and smiled.

‘Thank you,’ he said.

‘No, thank you,’ said Arrin. ‘Your coming has saved us all.’

Ilkar raised his eyebrows. ‘Not yet, my friends, not yet.’

 


Erienne let Lyanna lead her away from the house, away from the stench of death and into the fresh, wind-blown air of Herendeneth. The light misty rain swirled in the sky but it was warm, though not humid, and the sun was trying to break through rapidly thinning cloud.

Lyanna was content and she skipped occasionally as she urged her mother along the path that led to the hidden landing point.

‘Daddy won’t know which way to go,’ she’d said and Erienne realised with a jolt that she was absolutely right; there was no obvious entrance to the small landing beach.

Most of the trees along the gently sloping and stepped pathway had blown down, some having been dragged or cut from where they had obstructed the path. Most though, had been pushed into the arms of those around them, and every gust sounded with the ominous creaking of trunks gradually slipping their grip.

Just before the path made a right turn to lead down to the beach, Lyanna led Erienne towards a steepish rock scramble of about twenty feet. She could hear waves below and the wind picking at the exposed shore.

‘I’ll show you, Mummy,’ said Lyanna, slipping her hand from Erienne’s and trotting to the rocks, which she climbed with considerable agility and surprising confidence.

‘Who showed you this?’ asked Erienne, standing anxiously below her and ready to catch her if she fell.

‘No one,’ said Lyanna, slightly breathless as she clambered, her little body straining to reach hand and footholds.

Erienne went cold. Who had been looking out for her child? She felt a twist of anger. She’d left Lyanna in the care of people who’d claimed she was too precious to leave anywhere else in the world. But they hadn’t stopped her climbing rocks apparently unsupervised. One slip. Just one.

‘Didn’t anyone watch you?’ asked Erienne.

‘I wouldn’t let them,’ said Lyanna. She reached safe ground and stood. ‘See, Mummy, it’s easy. Now you try.’

Erienne had no choice. She shrugged and started to scramble, finding it a good deal simpler than she had anticipated, her reach and strength making light of the climb. Lyanna watched her, the smile broadening on her face.

‘You’re clever, Mummy,’ she said when they stood together.

‘Not like you, my sweet,’ said Erienne. ‘It’s difficult for little girls.’

Lyanna preened briefly. ‘Come on,’ she said.

They walked a few steps across an uneven, pock-marked surface and found themselves staring out at the sea. To their right, the rock outcrop fell away to the landing beach, and to their left on to the unforgiving stone shores. Directly ahead, they looked over the reefs and into the channel that led ultimately to the Southern Ocean.

The rain had ceased for a while and the sun finally broke through the clouds. Away in the middle distance, the blue-grey sea, backed by stark black rock, had a splash of colour. A sail.

‘Do you see the boat, Lyanna?’ Erienne pointed.

Lyanna nodded. ‘Will Daddy be here soon?’

‘Yes, he will,’ said Erienne, an arm around Lyanna’s shoulders as she crouched. ‘And all our friends who will help us.’

‘Like the elf man inside?’

‘That’s right.’ Ilkar’s words echoed in Erienne’s ears and the memory of the dining room returned to send a shiver through her body.

She sat down on the damp rock, her legs stretched out, her feet hanging just over the edge.

‘Now, Lyanna, I need to explain something to you. Sit down, darling, there’s a good girl.’

Lyanna sat on Erienne’s lap and looked up at her. Her eyes held a depth that Erienne found disquieting. They removed the innocence from her otherwise perfect face.

‘There are bad people coming here,’ said Erienne. ‘And they would hurt us if they could. Take us away from here.’

‘I know,’ said Lyanna simply. ‘We would all die. Me and you and the old ladies.’

Erienne was quiet for a moment, digesting what she’d heard. Lyanna was only five years old, for god’s sake. Too young to understand the concept of death, let alone accept it so readily.

‘But we can stop them,’ said Erienne. ‘And you can help.’

Lyanna brightened. ‘Can I?’

‘Yes, it’s easy. Your light that helped me find you. You should take it away or the bad people will find you as well.’

Lyanna thought about it a moment, her bottom teeth chewing at her top lip.

‘And Daddy can find his way, even if you take the light away now,’ urged Erienne.

‘When I can see him. Then I’ll let them go,’ said Lyanna.

‘Who?’

‘The old ladies. They are helping me.’

And so Erienne understood the Al-Drechar’s stillness. She prayed Denser got that boat here quickly. Lyanna understood on so many levels but they were uneven and unconnected. It made talking to her a challenge and understanding what she knew about her own capabilities impossible.

‘Perhaps you should let them rest now. We’re all here with you. We won’t let you go.’

She hugged the little girl to her body, opening herself to the joy of the feeling and knowing it couldn’t go on for much longer. Lyanna looked away to where Denser’s sail grew slowly larger.

‘He’ll be here soon,’ she said.

‘Yes, he will,’ said Erienne.

She relaxed with her child in her arms and tried to forget how little time they had left together.

 


By the time The Raven arrived, Ilkar had seen the Guild elves remove the body of Aviana, wrap her in light cotton and place her in the otherwise empty cold store. There had been no talk of burial. That was a ceremony which would have to wait and Ilkar feared that many more would be joining her below the ground when this was all over.

His tour around the house had left him depressed at its ruin and at the prospects of defending it. He hoped that The Raven’s warriors would have more idea how to plug the gaps than he had.

He was seated in the kitchen, nursing another mug of tea when the Al-Drechar awoke. A wave of excitement and relief swept over the Guild elves and he was soon ushered into the dining room where the Al-Drechar had been made comfortable.

Walking in, Ilkar was faced by one of the old elven women sitting propped up in her bed, a long pipe in her mouth. It was an incongruous sight but he recognised the smell of the smoke immediately and understood.

‘Lemiir,’ he said as he approached. It was rare that Ilkar felt overawed but, walking towards the Al-Drechar, that was exactly how he did feel. He was in the presence of history, of great power and of living myth. It increased his pulse and made his throat go dry.

‘It is a wonderful infusion but also has great restorative powers when taken in the bowl of a pipe,’ said the Al-Drechar, her voice rough and deep.

Ilkar was ushered into a chair near the bed of the Al-Drechar. He looked into the taut, fleshless face framed by her long white hair and was captivated by her glittering, piercing eyes. In beds flanking her, the other two were watching him, both tended by Guild elves but not sitting up, their faces drained and sallow.

‘I am Ephemere,’ she said. ‘To my left is Cleress and to my right, Myriell. It is a great regret that you did not arrive soon enough to meet our dear sister, Aviana. For her we will grieve but not just now, I fear.’

‘No,’ said Ilkar. ‘I’m sorry for your loss. I am Ilkar, mage of The Raven and Julatsa. I take it since you’re awake that Erienne has persuaded Lyanna to disperse her beacon.’

‘Yes. She is a girl of staggering talent. It’s a great shame we weren’t strong enough to keep her shielded in her Night for longer. I’m afraid she has no idea of the consequences to others around her of what she does.’

‘So I understand,’ said Ilkar. ‘I’m sorry to rush you but I need to apprise you of our current situation and I also have to understand the condition of you and your sisters.’

Ephemere raised a brittle smile. ‘I suspect neither of us have much good news.’

‘No,’ agreed Ilkar. ‘I’m afraid there was a great deal of trouble in Arlen when we tried to meet Erienne and now there is a significant force not far behind us. Along with The Raven, we have brought twenty-four Xeteskian Protectors to help us. But the Dordovans outnumber us, we don’t know by how much, and they could be attacking us tonight. They’ll kill everyone here unless they are stopped.’

‘How interesting where the College alliances fall. I am not surprised that Xetesk seeks to aid us, or that the Dordovans seek to destroy us. Fear and ignorance are powerful forces. But you, Ilkar of Julatsa, where do your loyalties lie?’

‘As a Julatsan I’m worried about the return of the One magic,’ said Ilkar. ‘It is a threat, however small that threat appears as I sit here. But Erienne and Denser are my friends. They are Raven and I will do anything I can to help them.’

‘And you are an elf, Ilkar. Honour and respect are part of your make-up.’

Ilkar nodded. ‘But you. How are you now you’ve awoken?’

‘I take it this house is in something of a state?’ asked Ephemere as if she hadn’t heard his question.

‘That’s a considerable understatement,’ said Ilkar. ‘And that’s why I have to know what you’re capable of. The Dordovans will attack us with magic and we must have the house shielded. We can’t hope to plug all the gaps effectively but at least we can stop the magic hurting us.’

‘It’s a question I can’t answer now,’ said Ephemere. ‘We’ve been so drained by Lyanna’s demands for so long now. We’re old and our powers of recuperation are limited these days. Keeping her in her Night was hard enough but she has used our reserves for her extraordinary light. We will dress, eat, exercise in our orchard if there’s anything left of it, and tell you later. But don’t expect too much, please.’

Ilkar rose, feeling the meeting was over. He felt awkward in their presence, like a boy mage before a great master. ‘I’m sorry to press but The Raven musters just three mages and the Dordovans could have twenty times that. The situation is severe.’

‘Before you go, tell me two things. What of the crew of the Ocean Elm and Ren’erei?’

‘Ren’erei is with us and safe,’ said Ilkar. ‘But the crew were taken by the Black Wing Witch Hunters and I fear for them, I’m sorry.’ He shrugged. ‘And there’s something else?’

‘I could be mistaken but while I was asleep I felt the touch of ancient minds seeking us out. Powerful minds. It’s been a long time since I sensed Kaan dragons.’

Ilkar nodded. ‘You weren’t mistaken. Three Kaan helped us during our voyage here. One was killed by Dordovan magic and the other two are badly hurt. Too badly to help us any further. They’re resting in the archipelago somewhere.’

‘Hmm, their minds were quiet, almost resigned. You must tell me later how they came to be here. Perhaps we can help them.’

‘With their health, I’m sure you can, but they need more. The path to their dimension is lost and they are marooned on Balaia. That’s why they and Hirad Coldheart have come here. Hirad is Sha-Kaan’s Dragnonene.’

‘Sha-Kaan is here?’ gasped Ephemere. ‘Such magnificence. I must speak to this Hirad.’

Ilkar raised his eyebrows and suppressed a smile. That was one conversation he didn’t want to miss. He turned to go, the door to the ballroom being opened by Arrin.

‘Ilkar?’ It was Ephemere. He turned. ‘I would so love to see Erienne and Lyanna. Please, could you tell them we are ready for them?’

‘Naturally.’

‘Poor Erienne.’

Ilkar frowned. ‘How do you mean?’

‘I think you know. I can see the sadness in your face too. We had hoped that it wouldn’t come to this but we are so weary. We don’t have the strength and I’m afraid there will be no other way.’

Ilkar walked away across the wreckage of the ballroom, a hope he didn’t know he had harboured, extinguished within him.




Chapter 37

Hirad strode through the partially collapsed entrance of the house, happy to be on dry land again. Behind him, Denser was enjoying his reunion with Lyanna. The Unknown, his hip painful after the uncomfortable journey from the Calaian Sun, was taking his time, limping up the path.

With glass crunching underfoot, Hirad wandered into a big, damp-smelling entrance hall, saw to his right collapsed beams and doorways and so headed left.

‘Ilkar?’ He walked up a long, soaking corridor, counted the doors off on his left and looked right out on to an orchard. Drifts of leaves lay in sheltered areas and away across the ranks of damaged trees he could see hints of the demolition job that had been done on other parts of the house. Above him, water dripped through holes in the ceiling and large splinters of wood were scattered along the length of the corridor.

A door opened ahead. Ilkar came out and walked down to him.

‘Hirad, we’re in trouble.’

‘Glad you noticed.’

‘No, not all this. The Al-Drechar. One of them is dead, the other three not far off. If they can’t shield even part of this place . . .’

‘Right,’ said Hirad. ‘Have you been around the house?’

‘Yes and it’s not good. I’ll show you when The Unknown and Darrick get here. How far are the Protectors behind?’ asked Ilkar.

‘An hour, The Unknown says.’

‘How is he?’

Hirad scratched his head and looked over his shoulder. ‘Is there some food anywhere? I’m starving.’

‘Sure.’

Ilkar took Hirad to the kitchen and sat him down with some soup and a mug of tea. The gorgeous smell of baking bread filled the room.

‘Bread’s still in, sorry,’ said Ilkar. ‘Now, The Unknown. And no stalling.’

‘Well, it’s not good. He wouldn’t sit down the whole journey and now he’s walking up the path like an old man. I thought Erienne was supposed to have sorted him out. Doesn’t look much like it to me.’

‘Bloody hell, Hirad,’ said Ilkar sharply. ‘Seven days ago he was practically dead. Now he’s up and walking about. What more do you want? She’s rebuilt his hip, knitted back muscle and tendon but she’s not a miracle worker. The job isn’t anywhere near finished yet and he’ll never be the same as he was. There was too much damage. Right now, he needs gentle exercise and plenty of rest and he’s not going to get either. What you’ve got now is the best you’re going to get for the fight to come, so deal with it. The question is, can he? That’s what I’m asking.’

‘Hmm.’ Hirad ate his soup. It was a tasty thick vegetable broth, filling enough that he hardly missed the bread. ‘I know what you’re saying. I just want him to be the warrior we all know and he’s not. Not at the moment.’

‘And up here?’ Ilkar tapped his head.

Hirad shrugged. ‘He wants to believe that he can fight like before but it’s pretty obvious he won’t be able to. I think it’ll affect his confidence and that’s why he’s asked for Aeb to be on his left. I mean, Darrick’s a more than capable fighter but he’s no Protector, is he?’

‘Yes,’ said Ilkar. ‘The question is, what are we going to do about it?’

‘Not let on that we’re worried about him, for a start.’

A door to the kitchen from the ballroom swung open and The Unknown limped in.

‘Then you’d better keep your voices down or he’ll hear you,’ he said. Ilkar closed his eyes.

 


Darrick stood looking at the collapsed west wing from outside in the orchard. The Al-Drechar were tottering about behind him in the company of Erienne, Lyanna, Ren’erei and the Guild elves. There were no grounds for confidence there and precious little more in front of him.

With the light fading fast and prospects for an attack growing as night took over, he’d come straight from his long boat to survey the house. To his surprise The Raven had put the defensive decisions in his hands while they discussed what to do about the Dordovan mages. He knew it was a mark of their respect for his ability but even so, they were The Raven. He couldn’t deny the pride he felt.

Having established that there was nowhere else to hide or protect anyone on the island, he’d turned his attention to defending the house. Already, Protectors were blocking rear entrances to the main building and the three standing wings; and more were assessing the main entrance.

Signalling Aeb to come with him, he walked down the orchard towards the front of the house, taking in the tumbled brick, slate and wood and the teetering roof where it sat on unsound foundations. Much of the huge wing had slipped into a crack in the ground but beyond the immediate devastation, there were walls still standing. The two men walked through the warped wooden doors into the main entrance hall, took in the work on the entrance and stopped by a series of doors into the west wing.

‘Here,’ said Darrick. ‘All this needs to come down. I don’t want there to be any way they can come in this side. Send some to the far end and do the same there as necessary. Our main problem will then be entry through the orchard, through the three eastern wings and through the ballroom roof, if they find the hole. And there, of course,’ said Darrick, pointing at the main entrance. ‘Gods but this place isn’t going to be easy.’

‘It will be done,’ said Aeb.

They walked across the hall and up the corridor with the orchard on their right. There were three pairs of double doors, one leading into each of the wings which Erienne had described as insect legs from above. The first housed what were now little-used rooms, the middle, the Al-Drechar, and the last one the Guild quarters. That latter had passages into the ballroom, kitchens and store rooms. There were also return ways to the other wings. It was a warren of passages that troubled Darrick.

‘We could bring the ceilings down,’ said Aeb.

‘But it doesn’t necessarily stop access. These structures are sound enough, unlike the opposite side. They can come in through any window, any hole. And we have to assume we will win. We can’t demolish the place unless we have to.’ He looked into the impassive mask of Aeb. The Protector’s eyes gave not a flicker, his shoulders not a shrug.

‘Victory first, living later,’ he said.

They were walking along the central corridor of the first wing. Doors led left and right to suites of rooms, dining areas, bathing facilities, indoor fountains, and roofed rock pools. Though the area had been soaked by flood water and rain that washed in through broken roof tiles and shattered windows, the structure didn’t appear to be weakened.

‘I understand your thoughts but we have a responsibility to those we eventually leave behind,’ replied Darrick. That said, every turn they took increased his sense of desperation. Less than thirty warriors to defend a house that could have housed hundreds.

They walked through a service passage that linked the ends of all three wings, finishing in the Guild wing. They took a quick look at the passages to the kitchens and beyond, assessed the entrances into the wing from outside and returned to the service passage.

‘This,’ said Darrick. ‘This has to be blocked in two places. We can’t afford free movement through here.’

‘Even our best efforts will not stop them forever.’

‘I know,’ said Darrick. ‘It’s a question of driving them to where we want them to come, then withdrawing to the next dead point if we have to. It could be a very long day.’

Aeb nodded. ‘They will all have to die.’

 


Spread among the masted skiffs and overcrowded long boats, the Dordovans made slow but steady going towards the island. The sun had gone down but a pale light still filtered across the sky from the moon, reflecting off the sea. The weather had calmed and, with cloud cover light and broken, Vuldaroq felt that at last things were beginning to go the right way.

But looking back over his shoulder, his eyes enhanced to banish the encroaching gloom, he’d have had to take his courage in both hands to say so. Etched on the dimming horizon was the outline of the lead ship, its masts canted at a crazy angle, spars dipping in the water. He could still recall the awful sound of grinding wood on stone, the tearing out of the hull and the rush of water as it washed through the crippled vessel.

The remaining two ships had come about in a hurry, their captains roaring orders across the sudden panic of their decks, their wheels dragged round to force tight turns to starboard, the gusting wind driving them on, the fear of what lay beneath the water sawing at nerves. The dread vibration underfoot that would become a shuddering stop and a pitching of the deck that would signify disaster.

Casualties had been light but the entire force of soldiers and mages had been forced into the flotilla of skiffs and long boats. They had carried all the surviving small craft from the original fleet of seven, leaving space for something just short of one hundred and fifty bodies. It was enough, but Vuldaroq could already see the tiredness in the warriors who would be forced to row much of the night to make the island, and his mages were taking turns to fly alongside the overloaded boats, draining them of vital stamina.

Even so, he was confident now. They would make the island well before dawn and set up a camp to give them some rest at least before first light saw them destroy the pitiful resistance that The Raven and their handful of Protectors would offer. The dragons were gone and he hoped they presented no real threat anyway. They were damaged and susceptible to focused mass casting and, without their fire, had to come close to inflict losses.

He turned his gaze forward again and could just make out the island in the distance. The extraordinary mana light column had gone but it had served its purpose for them all and with elves on the tillers of every boat, he had no fear of them driving too close to the shore or of making a wrong turn.

Still, there were preparations to be made. He signalled one of the mages who flew alongside his boat.

‘It’s time for our esteemed assassins to do a little work,’ he said. ‘I need to know the layout of any landing points, positioning of guards, buildings and any entry points. I want to know the type of terrain, the potential direction for our attacks and I want to know whether there are any other forces there bar the ones we already know about.’

‘Yes, my Lord,’ said the mage, a young man with scared eyes. ‘How many do you want to despatch?’

‘All of them,’ said Vuldaroq. ‘And tell them not to engage unless their lives are directly threatened. Tell them to fly in below the level of the headland and to Cloak the moment they hit dry land. I don’t want The Raven even knowing they’ve been there.’

‘Of course, my Lord.’

‘Excellent. Be about it then and take a rest yourself, you’re looking a little tense,’ said Vuldaroq, smoothing his robes.

‘Thank you, my Lord.’

The mage flew away to one of the trailing long boats, Vuldaroq watching him go. He smiled and prodded the leg of the man in front of him with his foot.

‘Feeling any better?’ he asked. ‘You know you really should stick to the land. Neither sailing nor flying are really your province, are they?’

Selik turned a scowling, white face towards him.

‘Just see this bucket gets me there, Dordovan,’ he slurred. ‘And keep your smart mouth closed.’

Vuldaroq’s smile faded and he leant in close but made sure his crew could hear him.

‘You want to be a little careful how you speak. Look about you, Selik. All this potential for accidents.’ Vuldaroq tutted and patted him gently on the shoulder. ‘Hmm . . . So many Dordovans. Only one Black Wing.’

 


‘I thought you were the master tactician,’ said Hirad into another tense silence in the kitchen. The Raven, Ren, Darrick and Aeb were seated around the table, empty bowls in front of them. In the dining room, Lyanna was dozing and watched over by Arrin while other Guild elves tended to the Al-Drechar who were asleep once again. In the store room where Ilkar had found the elves, they’d set up a bed for Thraun. It was much less than ideal but it kept him close and at least it was dry.

Outside, the weather was closing in again. The wind was picking up and rain squalls thrashed at the house. It was an oddly comforting sound, following on the heels of a few hours of calm conditions which did far more to help the following Dordovans than it did the defenders. It had escaped no one’s attention that the changes in the elements coincided with Lyanna’s time with her mother and father followed by her sullen acceptance that she had to try and rest.

With night all but full and Protectors patrolling the house and hidden near the landing beach, tempers had become frayed as the enormity of the task was relayed to them by Darrick.

‘Hirad, you could try and be a little more constructive,’ said Ilkar.

‘But he’s just told us that this house is practically undefendable,’ said Hirad, pointing at Darrick.

‘No,’ said Darrick patiently. ‘What I said was, it wasn’t built to keep people out. It’s a welcoming place, open and friendly. It’s not a fortress and it would take us days to make it into one. What I’m suggesting is, in my opinion, the only possibility that can lead to success. If you have others, please let’s hear them.’

‘You’re the tactics man, you tell me,’ snapped Hirad.

‘I have told you,’ said Darrick quietly.

‘Well tell it to me again in a way that makes me think it isn’t just going to be drawn-out suicide.’

The Unknown shifted in his seat, the scraping noise of his chair entirely deliberate.

‘Night has fallen,’ he said, his voice utterly commanding. ‘We know spies or assassins are going to be crawling all over this house any time now. So let me ask you this, Hirad. Do you have an alternative suggestion?’

‘No, but—’

‘Then shut up. Because we have to agree on positions, then we have to get a few hours rotating rest and then we have to fight all day. If we aren’t cohesive, we’ll be slaughtered very quickly and I have no intention of wasting Erienne’s great work on my leg. Despite your worries, I intend to have more blood on my sword tomorrow than the rest of you put together.

‘And speaking of Erienne, I want her and Denser in a private room guarded by Protectors so they can enjoy what is probably their last night together. You are shortening that night.’ He glared at Hirad until the barbarian leant back, sighing extravagantly and staring into space.

Ilkar watched it all like he had watched it a hundred times before. And he knew what Hirad was doing. So did The Unknown. Just making sure they would do it right. It was just that he was not very good at expressing his concerns.

‘I want us to win this,’ said Hirad. ‘And I’m sorry, Erienne and Denser, but I don’t want this to be your last night because it means we’re all dead tomorrow.’ He pushed away his chair, grabbed his mug and walked over to the water pot, his boots slapping on the stone.

‘You know he’s right, don’t you?’ said Denser from where he sat at one end of the table, with Erienne’s head on his shoulder and his arm about her waist.

‘But we’ve argued this for an hour and there is no better way,’ said The Unknown.

‘And he still needs a little more instruction on tactful conversation, ’ said Ilkar.

That broke the mood, even Hirad chuckling as he refilled his mug. Only Aeb, there because he needed to relay any decisions to his brothers instantly, sat unmoved by everything.

‘Again, then,’ said The Unknown, inviting Darrick to take them once more over the hastily drawn map that was weighted down on the table with various pieces of crockery.

‘Ready, Hirad?’ asked Darrick.

‘Yes, General, sir,’ said Hirad.

‘Come on, let’s concentrate,’ said The Unknown. ‘This is it, now.’

‘All right,’ said Darrick. ‘As I mentioned earlier, we are not establishing our core defensive position until just before dawn. I don’t want any more information than is absolutely necessary getting back to the Dordovans. We’re assuming that they will know the position of the house, its entrances and might infiltrate the building itself, possibly through the orchard. However, Aeb has stationed Protector pairs at every critical entrance and the Al-Drechar have a shifting shield which should detect Cloaked incursion.’

He cleared his throat and leaned over the map.

‘Right, as you know, it is here in the kitchen that we are setting core defence at daybreak. It’s right for a number of reasons. It’s dry and warm for those we’re protecting and from every entrance in, we have a clear field of vision. The only direct way to the outside from here was fortunately blocked when the west wing collapsed and the ventilation windows’ - he pointed up to a line of six horizontal hinged half-lights along the wall opposite the door to the ballroom - ‘are therefore our only truly weak point. Erienne is going to set a ward along the width of the windows before turning in tonight and it should have enough play to last the battle. Am I right?’

‘Yes,’ said Erienne, lifting her head from Denser’s shoulder and brushing hair from her face. ‘It’s an explosive trap, focused outwards to reduce the chance of harming anyone in here. The noise will also act as an alarm.’

‘I should mention that we’re going to black out these windows to stop any passing flying mage looking in,’ said Darrick.

‘You can see them happening by on their way somewhere else, can’t you?’ said Ilkar, his eyes full of humour.

‘Of course,’ said Denser, picking it up. ‘Many’s the time I’ve been out for a flight and come across a desperate last stand by pure chance.’

Darrick rapped the table for attention. ‘But returning to more mundane matters like living through tomorrow, here’s how the rest of it will work. I’ve established three defensive areas based on where I feel the Dordovans will attack. Firstly, the main entrance, the three side wings and the orchard. This is the widest and outwardly the most difficult to defend. However, access to the house itself is limited and fighting will be focused.

‘Should we be breached, the first fallback position is the ballroom with its doorways from the corridors bounding the wings and orchard. The last is the dining room and kitchen area but I anticipate holding them at the ballroom at the very least. Everyone understand so far?’

There were a series of nods around the table.

‘The orchard presents a way to cut us off at the main entrance,’ said Aeb.

‘It does indeed but there can’t be a large incursion into it unless the main entrance or wing areas are breached,’ said Darrick. He pointed at the west wing. ‘Because of the collapse of the west wing and the barricades we’ve added to ensure it is sealed, the only undefended way into the orchard is from above. That means mages only, unless they are carrying soldiers. Whatever, it reduces the possible numbers and makes them vulnerable. Ren has agreed to station herself out there with the three Guild elves able to use bows most effectively. And we have Jevin to thank for providing us with such.’

Hirad had leaned in and Ilkar watched his growing enthusiasm as, at last, he saw the logic behind Darrick’s plan and could see it working.

‘So who goes where, then?’ asked Hirad.

‘Five Protectors will stay in the kitchen at all times,’ said Darrick. ‘The Raven plus Aeb plus six other Protectors will take the front entrance. We can expect spell and sword attack there. It is the widest front and needs the best shielding. Two more Protectors will provide rolling guard in the dining room and ballroom. I don’t anticipate attack through the ballroom roof but I refuse to be surprised by one. A single clever mage is all they would need through there. Similarly, the dining room. We’ve effectively blocked the way in from the small anteroom with heavy cabinets, bramble and rock. Again, the dining room windows and doors are both WardLocked and blocked by a great deal of furniture. Also, as you’ve seen, access to that part of the rear of the house has been made very difficult by one of Lyanna’s tantrums.’ He smiled at Erienne and Denser.

‘We’ve brought our child up well,’ said Denser. ‘Even her tantrums are properly directed.’

‘Finally, I and the remaining ten Protectors will guard the wing doors, act as a reserve and keep watching brief over the orchard,’ said Darrick. ‘Any questions?’

There was silence while they all digested the plan.

‘Communication will be vital, which is why I’ve split the Protectors. I know they’re better in one group but this time I think we have to use their other main advantage.’

‘We agree,’ said Aeb. ‘We will be victorious.’

‘We are one,’ whispered The Unknown.

Ilkar chose to ignore the remark though it sent a shiver through him. All this time and The Unknown still felt compelled to react as a Protector.

‘All this goes into effect after the Dordovans’ inevitable spell barrage?’ he asked.

‘It was the first thing I considered in the defence but it doesn’t affect our defensive areas unless our shield is breached in a critical area,’ said Darrick. ‘The Al-Drechar think they can raise a strong enough shield but it will have limited coverage. No bombardment will be too long because they have finite resources but you can expect it to be fierce and focused. I’ve asked them to cover kitchen, dining room, ballroom, corridors and front entrance if they can. There will be some protection for the wings but the area I’ve described is big enough to keep them guessing and make them cautious.’

‘Any other questions?’ asked The Unknown. Heads shook. ‘Right. Erienne, get that ward up then get away with Denser. Ilkar, bed now. Likewise you, Hirad and Ren. Darrick and I are taking first watch, the Protectors will rotate themselves. I don’t need to tell you to be vigilant and if the Al-Drechar call, then jump. Right, let’s get to it.’

But The Raven didn’t leave immediately. In an unspoken act, they’d all remained seated while the others withdrew, a deep silence covering the kitchen. For some time, they sat with heads bowed, contemplating what was to come and what it meant to them all, but more particularly, to Denser and Erienne.

‘It’s difficult, isn’t it?’ said Erienne. They all looked up at her, still with her head on Denser’s shoulder. ‘We’ve spent time coming to terms with it over the past few days but for you it’s very different and we’ve neglected you. I’m sorry.’

‘Come off it, Erienne,’ said Ilkar. ‘You have nothing to be sorry about. What you’re about to do is something for which mere words of thanks are totally inadequate. It’s a sacrifice so few will ever know of but everyone will benefit from. And I can do nothing but express my admiration on behalf of the whole of Balaia. You’re dying to try and save countless numbers. It’s extraordinary. Just extraordinary.’

He stopped, voice catching. Denser smiled.

‘Thank you,’ he said.

‘But there’s more and we all feel it,’ said The Unknown. ‘Erienne, you’re our friend. You’re Raven. And ultimately, we can’t save you. That hurts more than anything.’ Hirad and Ilkar were both nodding. ‘We’ve been through so much, all of us. And though we’ve lost people before, this is harder than them all.’

Hirad felt their eyes on him. He shrugged and stood up and walked round to her. ‘I don’t have any words. All I know is that we should say goodbye now because there might not be time in the morning.’

He held his arms wide and Erienne launched herself into them, clasping him close, he crushing her as he returned the embrace. Her tears were flowing now and Ilkar could see Hirad fighting against his own. They stayed that way a long time before he released her. She rubbed a hand against his stubble.

‘Great lump,’ she said. ‘You don’t need words.’

‘C’mon,’ said Denser. ‘It’s time for bed.’

Erienne turned to The Unknown and Ilkar in turn, hanging in their embraces and sharing whispered goodbyes with the Big Man. When she stepped away from Ilkar, she looked deep into his eyes.

‘I know you don’t agree with the One,’ she said softly. ‘But look after my little girl, won’t you?’

‘Her and Denser, both,’ said Ilkar. ‘I promise.’

They watched Denser and Erienne leave the kitchen arm in arm before Ilkar spoke again.

‘Come with me you two. There’s something I want you to see.’

They followed him to the store room where Thraun was sleeping, his body shuddering sporadically beneath the warm covers. They gathered over him, seeing the face of the man they thought they’d lost emerging from his wolven side. It was a slow process.

‘What’s wrong?’ asked Hirad.

‘Nothing,’ said Ilkar. ‘I just wanted to remind you both of something. Although we can’t save Erienne, we can save Thraun. He’s Raven too.’

‘Gods but I’ve never stopped to think about it,’ said The Unknown. ‘Ever since I woke up, we’ve been so busy . . . It’s unbelievable, isn’t it? Him being back, I mean.’

He straightened and Ilkar and Hirad turned to face him.

‘Just think about it a moment,’ he continued. ‘What must have been going through his mind as a wolf. Compelled to do things he couldn’t really comprehend but that he knew were right. And he lost his family doing it.’

‘So he turned to us again,’ said Hirad quietly.

‘Yes,’ said The Unknown. ‘Us. Think how he was when Will died. He’ll blame himself for the pack too.’

‘He’s going to take some saving isn’t he?’ said Hirad.

‘But we’ll be there,’ said Ilkar. ‘Together or apart, we’ve proved these last few weeks. The Raven is always there.’

Hirad smiled and Ilkar could see that for the barbarian, there had never been any doubt of it.

 


The mage assassin swept in low over the island. His companions had landed and moved Cloaked up a path from a hidden landing site not visible from sea level. He had chosen to risk being seen but considered the risk low. Beneath him, he could see and sense a decaying illusion and, ducking through its periphery, saw the sprawling mass of the severely damaged rambling mansion.

In its centre, trees. Around its edges, cleared ground and at its rear, a water-filled rockfall that had been arrested only by the house itself.

There was great power here and something innate told him not to fly any lower. They would be looking for him. Probably on the mana spectrum as well as by sight. So he circled just below the illusion seeing no light or movement. To a casual observer, the house was deserted. Indeed, there was a part of him that wondered if it wasn’t. But there was nowhere else to be on the island.

He swept back over the house one more time, logged possible access points in his mind and flew away back to the flotilla, trusting his sect mages to remain undetected as they carried out more detailed inspection of the terrain.

It wouldn’t be an easy fight but they would win. They had to. Dordovan magic depended on it.




Chapter 38

Sometime in the night, Lyanna had found them and crept in between them without waking either. But there she was when Erienne awoke, arms flung out to the sides and occupying far more of the bed than a small five-year-old should. Denser had moved all the way to the right-hand side and was in danger of falling off the edge while Erienne had moved her body into a curve to accommodate the little girl.

It was an idyllic moment and tears fled briefly down Erienne’s cheeks before she steeled herself, drying her face and moving down in the bed. She propped her head on one hand and stroked Lyanna’s cheeks. There was movement in the house despite the fact it was still dark and Erienne guessed it would soon be time to get up.

Their room was the first in the Guild wing and despite a little damp it had been comfortable enough. Outside, two Protectors had stood vigil and the windows were shuttered and locked, one of Denser’s alarm wards placed across the frame. They hadn’t been disturbed.

Lyanna opened her eyes and smiled blearily at her mother.

‘Good morning, beautiful,’ whispered Erienne.

‘It’s still dark, Mummy.’

‘I know, but there’s going to be lots of danger here today and I do so need you to be a brave girl.’

‘I’ll look after you, Mummy.’

‘Oh darling, I know!’ Erienne crushed her into an embrace and Lyanna clung on. Erienne could feel her agitation and worry. This was no place for a young child and the effect on her of the terrors to come was something Erienne would never have the chance to deal with. But right now, all Lyanna knew was that something was wrong and that everyone around her was feeling a deep tension. It would all make her very uncomfortable and insecure.

A knock on the door surprised her and she jumped, disturbing the moment. Lyanna pulled away and Erienne sat further up, pulling up the sheets to cover her breasts.

‘Come in,’ she said.

The door opened and Nerane came in carrying a tray on which sat two steaming mugs.

‘Sorry to disturb you so early,’ said Nerane. ‘But The Unknown Warrior has asked that you raise yourselves.’

She smiled as she saw the family picture in front of her. Beside Erienne, Denser stirred and rolled over, grunting as he sat up.

‘It seems such a shame to make you move,’ said Nerane. ‘You look perfect together.’

Erienne looked across at the half-asleep Denser. She saw his tousled hair, uncombed beard and his slack mouth open and laughed. ‘Are you sure?’

‘You know what I mean,’ said Nerane. She left the tray on a table near the bed.

‘What else did The Unknown say?’ asked Erienne.

‘The Dordovans are on the beach and spreading through the island. They’ll encircle us soon. The Al-Drechar shield is up and steady, everyone is inside the house and you need to move from here soon because the doors to the wing need to be sealed and blocked.’

‘Did he make you learn all that?’ asked Denser, looking down and noticing his daughter. ‘Oh, hello you.’

‘Hello, Daddy.’

‘At least I know why my back hurts so much,’ said Denser.

‘I don’t think it’s got much to do with Lyanna,’ said Erienne.

Nerane had blushed and was backing towards the door. ‘The Unknown Warrior says that next time he’ll send Hirad to make you get up.’

‘Incentive indeed,’ said Denser. ‘Thank you, Nerane. Tell him it won’t be necessary.’

The old elf left, closing the door quietly behind her. Denser looked deep into Erienne’s eyes and she felt a longing it would have been impossible to deny but for Lyanna between them. He reached out and put a hand to her cheek, which she covered with hers.

‘So this is it, then,’ he said.

‘Yes, I suppose so,’ said Erienne.

He nodded, his lower lip trembling. ‘Just remember how much I love you,’ he said, his voice barely above a whisper.

‘And I’ll love you, wherever I am,’ she replied.

Lyanna squirmed. ‘What’s wrong, Mummy?’

‘Nothing darling, nothing at all.’

 


Hirad placed the last of the Al-Drechar’s beds in the kitchen, near to the stove to enjoy its heat.

‘So did they get any of the assassins?’ he asked.

‘Three,’ said The Unknown.

‘Good going,’ said Hirad. ‘And no one got inside?’

‘Not that we know. But Ren thought she saw a flyer. We can assume they’ve seen the orchard and know the size of the house. The Al-Drechar said no one touched the shield.’

Hirad sat at the table and drew his blade, honing its edge on a whetstone he’d borrowed from the Guild elves. He felt alive. There was a fight to come, the odds were stacked against them but The Raven were always to be reckoned with.

‘So how long before they attack?’

‘Any time,’ said The Unknown. ‘They aren’t massed yet but it won’t be long. We should get to our places.’

Hirad checked the edge of his sword and, satisfied, stood and sheathed it, automatically checking his daggers were also in their sheaths. The door to the dining room swung open and the Al-Drechar came in, supported by Guild elves.

‘All right, ladies?’ asked Hirad.

Myriell gave him a withering look. ‘I had thought my days in the kitchen well and truly over,’ she said.

‘Well, we’ll try and keep it as brief as possible,’ said Hirad. ‘Then we can talk about my dragons.’

He smiled and waited for them to pass before walking into the ballroom via the dining room, a worry nagging at him. He’d tried to speak with Sha-Kaan but had found his mind closed. Either that or dead. He hoped their rest would save them but he remembered Sha-Kaan’s weary mind the last time they had shared contact and feared the worst. How the Raven could do with their power today.

He shook his head and moved on, The Unknown limping beside him, having checked that the blocked entrances were as secure as they could be. Through the ballroom and down the corridor, the door to the Guild wing opened and Denser appeared, belting on his sword.

‘In your own time,’ said Hirad as he strode past.

‘Ha ha,’ said Denser.

‘I’ll ask the Dordovans to wait for you,’ returned Hirad.

‘If you wouldn’t mind.’

‘Hirad,’ warned The Unknown. ‘Come on.’

They carried on down the corridor. The Protectors were already on station and in the near dark Hirad could pick out one of the elves in the orchard, hidden under a fallen branch that had made an arch with the wall. Further on down the corridor, they found Darrick prowling, his sword as yet sheathed but his face taut with nervous concentration.

‘Morning, General,’ said Hirad, grinning, as they stopped by him.

‘Is he always like this?’ asked Darrick.

‘Always,’ said The Unknown. ‘You get used to it. Sort of.’

‘All ready?’ asked Hirad, feeling he ought to bring himself to order. He felt strangely lightheaded, the thrill of imminent action charging his mind and body. But he knew he couldn’t afford to be unfocused.

‘Just the door to the Guild wing to seal and we’re there. We’ve got a little breathing space, assuming we’re right about the bombardment. ’

‘Should the elves be out in the orchard?’ asked Hirad.

‘The shield bleeds over the near edge of the orchard and it’s a calculated risk we have to take. I can’t afford to be surprised there and I don’t want Dordovans seeing where our defenders are hidden.’

Hirad put out his hand and Darrick shook it warmly, doing likewise with The Unknown.

‘Just shout if you need more bodies,’ said Hirad.

‘And you,’ said Darrick.

The Raven pair moved on, walking as fast as The Unknown could go, across the entrance hall to where Ilkar was already waiting with Aeb and the Protectors.

‘We all ready?’ asked Hirad.

‘Spell shield already up,’ said Ilkar, his voice reflecting his concentration. ‘It’s covering the door.’

‘Good,’ said Hirad. ‘Now where the hell are Denser and Erienne?’

 


Lyanna sat on a chair at the end of the kitchen table looking awfully small and scared. Erienne was crouching by her, stroking her hair and whispering to her, trying to calm her. Lyanna was clutching her doll and, though she nodded occasionally, Denser could see her eyes darting continually to the Protectors, who stood stock still around the kitchen. He understood her fear.

He walked across to his family, past the sympathetic but slightly unfocused gazes of the Al-Drechar.

‘How’s she doing?’ he asked.

‘Just about all right,’ said Erienne.

Denser leant in and kissed Lyanna’s cheek. ‘You’ll be safest here, you know,’ he said.

‘But I want to be with you,’ complained Lyanna.

‘It’ll be dangerous out there, my sweet,’ said Erienne. ‘You’ll be safer here with Ephy and Clerry and Myra, don’t you think?’

Lyanna looked around the room her little brow furrowed. ‘I don’t like these men. Why have they got masks on? And why don’t they ever say anything?’

Erienne looked to Denser who raised his eyebrows. This was hardly the time to try and explain the Protector calling to a five-year-old.

‘They are special soldiers from where I come from,’ said Denser. ‘Don’t worry about the masks, they wear them to make them better at fighting and they are in here just to look after you.’

Lyanna nodded. ‘All right.’

‘Now listen to me, darling,’ said Erienne. ‘It’s going to be very noisy here and there will be lots of shouting and it will be scary. But you mustn’t try to come and find us because it will be very dangerous for you. We’ll be all right, don’t you worry. Will you be brave for me?’

‘I’ll try,’ said Lyanna.

‘There’s a good girl,’ said Denser. ‘Now if you get too scared, then go and cuddle one of the old ladies. They love you too.’

Lyanna nodded.

There was a crump which echoed through the house.

‘It’s started,’ said Denser. He knelt and hugged his daughter. ‘I’ll see you a little bit later.’

‘Bye Daddy,’ said Lyanna.

Erienne hugged her too. ‘Be a good girl and do what the masked men say, won’t you?’

With a lingering look at their daughter, they left the kitchen and ran to join The Raven.

 


‘On my order and not before!’ roared Vuldaroq as the solitary FlameOrb soared away to splash against a shield. He turned to Gorstan, who had been the lead mage in Arlen. ‘I want concentrated spells; I want as much of this house destroyed as you can manage but I expect you to stop before you exhaust yourselves if you are getting nowhere.

‘He may have been an idiot to cast early but it was an education, was it not? That was not a shield from any College I’ve ever seen.’

‘Yes, my Lord.’

‘Right. Cast at will. And remember, advise me before the last spells are away. I have an attack to order.’

 


‘Was that it?’ asked Hirad. ‘I—’

‘Wow,’ said Ilkar, rocking slightly and sensing significant movement in the mana. ‘Here it comes.’

A moment’s silence and then the spells thundered in. Like a herd of giant horses riding across the roof above them, FlameOrbs clattered into the Al-Drechar’s shield. Light flashed all around them, orange, yellow and white sheeting through cracks in the barricades and washing across the orchard behind them. The shield fizzed as it struggled to repel the attack. Hirad hunched reflexively, the barrage of noise hurting his ears despite his hands over them. It was deafening, shuddering the floor beneath his feet and rattling the doors in front and the slate over his head.

He turned to see Erienne and Denser running up and he managed a smile but couldn’t hear what the Xeteskian said to him, shrugging his shoulders and pointing at an ear.

Behind him, Orbs splashed down into the exposed orchard, sending flame scattering across the sodden trees, boiling away water and catching hold, crackling and spitting. Trotting to the barricaded doors, he looked out, saw no other trouble and jogged back, a thumb up in response to The Unknown’s look.

More light and a crunching sound as a spell breached the barrier, thudding into the roof. All eyes looked up anxiously but elsewhere the shield was still holding and the noise right above them subsided as the barrage died away, to be replaced by echoing rumbles to their right.

‘EarthHammer,’ said Denser. ‘They’re attacking the wings.’

Hirad’s ears were ringing from the attack. Behind him, the orchard was blazing in a swathe twenty yards wide and above they could just hear the sound of the one FlameOrb spell, eating at the wood and slate.

The noise increased over the wings. Vibrations rattled under their feet and the sound of a detonation echoed across the hallway, FlameOrbs exploding in enclosed spaces. In the first light of morning, the spell flashes were bright and stark, filling the shadows that still dominated the house.

‘Aeb, alert your brothers and Darrick. They’ll think they have an entry point,’ said The Unknown.

‘Yes,’ said Aeb.

A further flurry of spells smacked across the shield above their heads and then for a few precious moments the world was quiet.

‘Ready Raven,’ said The Unknown. He drew his elven blade and tapped it one-handed on the stone flags at his feet.

Seamlessly, they formed up. The Raven’s favoured chevron in the centre of a semi-circle that sealed the main entrance. Hirad stood to The Unknown’s right, Aeb to his left. Three Protectors stood to either flank and behind knelt the mages.

‘HardShield up,’ said Denser.

‘IceWind ready,’ said Erienne.

The doors shuddered under heavy impact.

‘Spell?’ asked Hirad.

‘No,’ said Ilkar.

Another impact. The doors creaked ominously. Hirad shifted his stance, grip moving on his sword. He could hear shouts outside and the running of feet as the Dordovan soldiers massed. Bring them on, he thought, letting the metronomic sound of The Unknown’s blade flow through him, bringing him the strength it always did.

‘This time,’ said The Unknown.

Third time, the battering-ram of a tree trunk crashed straight through the centre of the doors, sending splinters to bounce off Denser’s HardShield. There was a roar from outside, the trunk was hauled out of the way and in the diminishing gloom Hirad could see a mass of armoured bodies charging his way.

Through the gap flashed arrows and crossbow bolts, again ricocheting off the shield and, hard on their heels, FlameOrbs savaged through the broken entrance, splashing against Ilkar’s spell shield and setting fire to the wood surrounds.

‘Holding,’ said The Unknown, who hadn’t so much as flinched as the spells and missiles came in. ‘Here come the swords.’

And indeed, on the back of another pair of FlameOrbs, they did, pouring up to the doors and through, shouting as they came at the steady Raven line.

‘Erienne, as you will,’ invited The Unknown.

Behind them, Erienne stood. ‘Duck,’ she said.

The warriors did and the IceWind roared over their heads, smashing into the front rank of Dordovans, shouts cut off as they stumbled and fell, faces frozen in fear, fingers and weapons shattering as bodies struck the floor. The charge faltered and The Raven warriors stood.

‘Come on!’ roared Hirad. ‘We’re waiting.’

In they came. The Unknown’s blade tapped, dagger in his left hand. The tapping ceased and The Unknown brought his blade up, left to right, and thrashed it through the guard of the first man, catching him in his upper chest. His blade carried on through the man’s lower jaw, The Unknown’s strength stopping him in his tracks and sending his body backwards, blood spattering all over.

Next to him, Hirad blocked a sword easily, jabbing with a fist as he thrust the attacker back. He stumbled but came on, feinting left and striking right. Hirad blocked again but this time reversed his blade back across the enemy’s chest, seeing it slice through cloth and leather armour. The enemy gasped, staggered to his right and took a Protector axe clean through the top of his head.

The space in front filled with Dordovan soldiers. Left and right the Protectors, wide-spaced and double-weaponed, forged their awesome silent warfare. Aeb, his sword keeping Dordovans from the left side of The Unknown, was devastating with his axe, batting flat-bladed and delivering massive overheads and flank blows. But as the bodies fell, the press increased and The Raven were slowly edged back.

The Unknown caught a sword blow on his dagger and twisted the blade away left, opening up his opponent’s chest. Needing no second chance, the big man plunged his sword through the chain mail, the man falling backwards. Wrenching the blade clear, his hip locked and he lost balance momentarily, stumbling forward, crying out in sudden unexpected pain.

Seeing an opportunity, a blow flashed in from the left. The Unknown, in no position to block it, waved his dagger in the way but saw the attack pushed aside by Aeb. The huge Protector thundered his axe through neck-high, catching the man just above the shoulder blade and carving all the way through to his spine. He was thrown into the enemy line. Not pausing, Aeb dragged The Unknown back, the line reformed.

Hirad, chopping down on a half-hearted blow, breathed a sigh of relief, dragged his opponent to him with his free hand, headbutted him on the top of his nose, thrust the stunned man away and ripped his blade through his groin. The Dordovan fell screaming.

Squaring up, Hirad sought his next target and then the doors from the orchard exploded behind him.

 


Darrick saw the mages flying above the orchard, moving fast and away out of sight. Turning back to his defence, he could hear Dordovans advancing through the rubble behind the doors to the first wing.

To his right, a spell exploded against the second wing’s doors, shattering them, the Protectors who had been standing aside, now turned into the action, blades chopping down and the sounds of dying men echoing into the corridor.

There was a thud in front of him and urgent voices sounding behind the doors.

‘Clear,’ he warned. The trio of Protectors flattened themselves against the walls. ‘Let’s get in there fast and we might get the mages.’

Slight nods indicated they both heard and agreed.

Without further warning, the doors rattled and burst in on their hinges, slapping back against the walls. Darrick turned his head away as dust and splinters sprayed out and the ForceCone spent itself against the orchard wall.

‘Now!’ he yelled, leading the charge into the corridor, the Protectors carrying swords only in the close quarters of the passage, flanking him.

Darrick laughed at the surprise on the faces of the mages and warriors he faced. He crashed his blade through the stomach of the mage immediately in front of him before he had a chance to move, Protectors on either side, the third just behind.

With awesome speed, they moved ahead, cutting and slashing into the Dordovans, chopping down mage and warrior alike, blood smearing the walls and the cries of the dying filling the corridor. Darrick came forward again but the enemy broke and ran, Protectors making to chase them.

‘Stop!’ ordered Darrick. ‘Fall back.’

They ran back to the relative safety of the main corridor. Darrick glanced over his shoulder, figures were moving.

‘Down!’ he yelled.

They hit the ground on either side of the door, and rolled. A heartbeat later, FlameOrbs roared into the corridor splashing over the walls and thundering through the empty window frames, fires licking at exposed wood.

Darrick got to his feet and found the Protectors already standing, watching him.

‘Patience,’ he said.

That was something the Protectors had in abundance.

 


Ren scoured the sky, bow relaxed but arrow nocked and ready. Shapes had rushed across, too fast for her or her people to follow. They were looking for trouble no doubt, angling to land inside the house while their forces occupied both Raven and Protector alike. She could hear the sounds of fighting from the front door and behind her, dull thuds signified attacks from the wings.

A whistle from her left and she looked. The Guild elf pointed up and right. Ren followed the finger. Eight mages, descending fast. The warning went round the orchard. Bows were bent, waiting.

Ren breathed deep and regular, watching her target as it moved, swirling in the air. The sky was lightening but clouds were gathering and the wind was getting up quickly, gusts whipping at the drifts of leaves in the orchard and fanning the flames to the right near the doors to the entrance hall.

Down they came. Wait, wait. Ren tensed the bow string that little bit more. Away. Her arrow sped into the sky, thudding into the neck of the mage who fell soundlessly from the sky. Right behind it, three more arrows sang through the orchard, two more mages fell. That left five still descending.

Ren nocked another arrow and glanced left. More shapes coming. More mages. A dozen.

‘Fire at will, fire fast,’ she called. ‘Left and incoming.’

She let go another arrow which caught a mage on his arm. His wings flickered, steadied then disappeared and he screamed a long ‘no’ as he plunged to the earth, his body slapping on to the collapsed roof of the west wing.

More arrows flew into the air, two missing their targets that Ren could see but now half a dozen mages were down, wings dispersed and advancing quickly, spells being prepared as they came.

Ren could feel panic spread through the Guild elves. She fired again, taking another mage in the eye.

‘Keep firing, keep firing,’ she urged.

But the mages weren’t looking to attack them. They were moving towards the doors to her right. FlameOrbs sailed out and the doors exploded inwards. More came, and then more, and the orchard was filled with fire.




Chapter 39

‘Ward!’ yelled Hirad as glass and timber showered their backs.

In front of them, the Dordovans came again. More and more light filled the orchard and screams echoed up into the air.

‘Ilkar!’ shouted The Unknown, battering his sword into the face of a Dordovan, the enemy swaying back, the blade catching the point of his jaw and splitting the bone. ‘Drop the shield, check the rear.’

‘No and yes,’ said Ilkar.

Hirad evaded a weak attempt and buried his sword in the chest of his enemy. More spells detonated behind him.

‘Unknown!’ he said, blocking a thrust easily. ‘Second perimeter.’

‘Not yet. Keep going. We can still hold them here.’

And they could. The Protectors spread fear through the attacking Dordovans, their mages couldn’t get any spells away through the press without sacrificing their own men and, with dead and wounded being hauled away, the floor was slick with their blood.

‘Talk to me, Ilkar,’ said The Unknown, punching out with his dagger hand. Beside him, Aeb took the sword arm clean off a Dordovan but suffered a cut to his right arm as he did.

‘The Guild elves are broken, mages in occupation. I have the door.’

‘Keep it tight Raven,’ urged The Unknown. ‘Let’s go again!’

Hirad roared and struck out again, ignoring his protesting muscles.

 


Lyanna was very unhappy. She’d tried to sit at the table and draw shapes and play with her doll but the sounds from all around her were horrible. She’d seen the old ladies lying in their beds and making noises like they were hurt as bangs and crashes made the cups wobble on the table and the floor under her chair rattle.

She knew it was all down to magic. She could sense it but didn’t understand how it was all made and when she tried to get inside the minds of the old ladies the rushing of the wind pushed her away and made her head ache. She cried quietly, hoping that one of the strange men would come and see how she was, but they just stood where they were and watched up at the windows or the open doors into the ballroom and the dining room.

The magic noises had stopped now but the old ladies had all become still. They were still breathing but their faces didn’t look right. They were wet and very white. Lyanna got off her chair and walked across to them.

‘Ephy?’ she said, crouching by the frail elf. ‘Are you all right, Ephy?’

Ephemere’s eyes flickered open and she tried to smile. Her hand came up and Lyanna could see it trembling as it patted her cheek.

‘We are so tired, Lyanna,’ said Ephemere. ‘Is it all right if I sleep for a while?’

‘But Mummy said if I was scared I could be with you,’ said Lyanna.

‘In a little while,’ said Ephemere and her hand fell away. She spoke again, her voice fading. ‘In a little while.’

Lyanna stamped her foot. It wasn’t fair. There was no one to make her feel better and she needed someone now. She needed Mummy. She knew what she’d been told but it didn’t matter. She walked towards the door to the dining room where one of the masked men stood. She tried to squeeze past his legs but he put a hand on her shoulder and looked down at her.

‘You are to remain in here,’ he said. ‘It is dangerous out there.’

‘No,’ said Lyanna, her anger growing quickly. ‘I want my Mummy now, I’m scared.’

‘It is safer in the kitchen,’ said the man. ‘I cannot let you leave here.’

Lyanna stepped backwards and the man released her shoulder and straightened. She tried to run past him but he stopped her easily, pushing her firmly backwards.

‘No!’ she shouted. ‘Let me go.’

The man crouched to look at her and she could see into his eyes and they were horrible, like part of him had gone.

‘Your mother will be very angry if you leave here. Stay.’

‘You aren’t allowed to stop me,’ said Lyanna, not really understanding what she was saying but knowing it was right. ‘There’s things nearby you and they can make you feel very bad.’

The man in front of her flinched. ‘Stay in here, please.’

‘I don’t want to.’

The man was quiet for a while. Behind her all the other men were walking towards her. Lyanna felt even more scared. She looked at them all, huge and strange. They wanted to stop her. They might even hurt her. That wasn’t nice.

‘I told you, and you wouldn’t listen,’ said Lyanna, feeling dispossessed from her mind and body. ‘And I won’t stay here, I won’t.’

Inside her head, the wind grew and she heard a chattering. There were the things and there was a way to release them, it was easy.

In front of her, the man clutched at the sides of his head and screamed. He fell backwards, writhing on the ground, his legs pushing him across the kitchen floor, his body jumping and twisting. Lyanna backed away and looked up at the other men who stood stock still, hands clenching and unclenching. Her chin wobbled and she started to cry at the sounds the man made. He wouldn’t stop screaming.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said, starting to run into the dining room. ‘I’m sorry. Mummy!’ Her cries echoed into the battle-filled house.

 


Aeb hesitated next to The Unknown and only just forced a thrust aside. Even so the blade nicked his hip and he grunted in pain.

‘Aeb, Aeb,’ said The Unknown, slashing wildly to keep the Dordovans back. They were pressing hard now and both he and Hirad were tiring. Behind them, Ilkar’s shield held against the mages in the orchard. He was relying on the unflagging force of the Protectors but they had all slowed perceptibly, their attacks not delivered with the usual force. ‘Aeb, speak.’

The Protector shook his head and smashed his axe through the shoulder of the man in front of him.

‘Lyanna is free of the kitchen,’ he said. ‘She has invoked DemonChain punishment.’

‘What?’ The Unknown jabbed forwards, his blade blocked, not believing what he had heard.

‘Our brother is suffering. We can sense his pain. It is . . . distracting. ’

All the Protectors had backed up half a pace, forcing The Unknown and Hirad to do likewise. They could lose this very quickly. More Dordovans filled the gap, gaining in confidence. Beside him, Hirad jarred his hand as he clashed swords with his enemy. There was a fresh cut on his scarred cheek.

‘Erienne!’ shouted The Unknown. ‘Loose the spell and get back to the ballroom. Ilkar, go with her. Lyanna is out.’

Erienne stood and cast FlameOrbs over the heads of The Raven, not pausing to see where they landed before turning and running towards the corridor.

‘I can’t leave this door,’ said Ilkar.

‘Go!’ shouted The Unknown. ‘Secure the second perimeter. Tell Darrick we’re coming.’

The FlameOrbs landed, washing fire over the third rank of Dordovans and splashing fresh flame over already charred timbers. Panic spurred Dordovans on to the weapons of The Raven. The Unknown thrust his blade into the side of the man in front of him and slashed his dagger across his neck. Beside him, Hirad ducked and chopped into the legs of his opponent and the Protectors, forced into a flurry of action, made it count.

‘Disengage on my word,’ said The Unknown. Behind him, he heard Denser get to his feet. ‘Now!’

A pace back and they turned and ran. The Unknown was slow but the Protectors surrounded him, one at each shoulder, picking him off his feet.

‘Mages in the ballroom. Mages moving with us through the orchard,’ said Aeb, his voice calm in the sudden chaos.

‘Gods,’ muttered The Unknown. ‘Denser, keep that shield up.’ He stared ahead as they turned the corner into the orchard corridor.

‘Darrick!’ roared The Unknown. ‘Second perimeter. There’s trouble in the ballroom. We’ve lost the orchard.’

Darrick was ahead, his sword moving quickly as he fought off attack from the first wing. The corridor was on fire, spreading along the wall of the orchard towards the ballroom, the heat intense. At both the other wing entrances Protectors were engaged in fierce fighting.

The Unknown saw Ilkar and Erienne run past the third wing. Moments later, a detonation split the air and fire gorged out. The quartet of Protectors never stood a chance, blown back against the wall, bodies seared, dead before they slumped to the ground. Fire washed across the ceiling, the after shock of the explosion shaking loose plaster dust into the air to mix with choking smoke. Dordovans poured into the gap running left and right.

Even before he asked it, the Protectors released their support, sprinting on with Hirad, and leaving The Unknown with Aeb, Darrick and Denser to marshal the rear defence. He prayed Hirad would break the way ahead quickly. If not, they would be trapped.

 


Lyanna came to a stop in the dark ballroom. There were more of the masked men there but they were not moving, just like the ones in the kitchen. She didn’t know what she’d done but she knew it was wrong, only she didn’t know how to stop it.

‘Mummy, where are you?’ she wailed, her eyes filling with tears. She clutched her doll tightly.

On the other side of the ballroom, she could hear people shouting and fighting and there were flames leaping and jumping. That would be where Mummy and Daddy were, helping to keep her safe. She chewed at her bottom lip, caught in indecision. She should go back to the kitchen to be with the ladies and see if the strange man was better. But she so wanted to be with Mummy. Probably she wouldn’t be too angry but she didn’t want to get into any more trouble.

Something was happening. She looked up to the ceiling of the ballroom which had a big hole to the sky. The sky was very cloudy and it was going to rain very hard again but that wasn’t what caught her eye. There were men swooping in on wings, lowering themselves through the hole. One of them even carried another one in his arms.

There were six of them and she watched them, wishing she could fly like them. On either side of her, the two men with the masks moved again, running towards her. She screamed and ran away and they gave chase. One of them swept her up in his arms while the other turned towards the flying men. They all landed, the wings disappeared and the one who had been carried drew a long sword. She struggled to get away but the man held her too tight.

‘Mummy, help me!’ she shouted. ‘Help!’

The room went cold and the first masked man fell. The one carrying her ran for the ballroom door. If she screamed loud enough, surely Mummy would hear.

 


Ilkar ran behind Erienne, hardly closing the distance between them at all.

‘Erienne, slow down! The Protectors will handle it!’ he yelled, but she didn’t slow at all.

Twenty yards from the ballroom door, a Protector appeared in the opening, Lyanna shrieking in his arms. He was running but jolted violently, falling forwards. Ilkar felt the chill afterwash of an IceWind rush past him and knew the Protector’s body had saved Lyanna’s fragile life. The Protector crumpled, the girl trapped under him. She cried out and tried to shuffle clear but his weight was too much and her legs were trapped.

‘Lyanna!’ screamed Erienne and she upped her pace.

Ilkar tore after them, praying Hirad was close enough behind. Gods knew how many of them were in the ballroom. He closed the distance at a flat sprint but time seemed to crawl. A Dordovan mage, ShadowWings live on his back, strode out of the door, looked up once then stooped to pull the Protector’s body out of the way. Erienne slithered to a halt, a hand to her mouth, calling Lyanna’s name over and over. The child herself held out her hands and begged for help. But Erienne wasn’t going to get there in time.

Behind Ilkar an explosion sounded and his thoughts took on a terrible clarity. In front of him, a Dordovan mage leant down to snatch the Nightchild and take her back to Dordover where the threat of the One would be snuffed out forever. It would be so easy to let the mage take her, to not quite stop him. To make an effort so great that none could blame him for her loss. It would save the Colleges. It would save the fledgling new Julatsa.

For a Julatsan mage, it was the only decision that could be made. What had The Unknown said of him? That he wouldn’t get in the way of someone killing her. Implying that for him the saving of his College was bigger than one life.

Was it, hell.

Ilkar didn’t know what possessed him. It was something he’d never even dreamt of attempting before but his subconscious instructed his body without bothering to check with the rational part of his mind. He drew his sword, his only weapon, from its sheath and flung it down the corridor and time stopped standing still.

The sword flicked end over end. It wasn’t a great throw but it was enough. Bouncing from the orchard wall it struck the mage flat on, sending him staggering backwards, concentration and wings gone. In that moment, Erienne dived towards Lyanna and pulled her free. The Dordovan mage came again but this time Ilkar grappled him around the middle and both man and elf tumbled back into the ballroom.

 


Hirad lashed his sword through the first Dordovan throat, chopping through his windpipe and jugular and sending him crashing back into the corridor where he had come from. Beside him, a Protector overheaded with his axe, splitting the skull of the next through his helmet. Without pausing to extract the weapon, he snapped the sword from his back and drove it through, waist-high, into a third.

The barbarian roared, the blood rushing through his veins, feeling empowered and very, very angry. He batted away a strike to his midriff and laid a straight left hand punch on the enemy’s nose. Letting his momentum carry him on, he spun, taking the man in the face with his left elbow, then the right and finishing with the back of his right fist. The Dordovan went down with blood spraying from his shattered face and Hirad was in the middle of them. They never knew what hit them.

‘Come on, you bastards!’

Facing them again and with his sword coming through, he thumped it into the forehead of the next victim, slicing through bone and seeing brain explode from the top of his skull as it compressed and shattered. He kicked out waist-high, his foot sweeping the body aside and leaving his path clear.

‘Ilkar, I’m coming!’

There were more Dordovans ahead. Two Protectors ran past him, bludgeoning two of those who ran after Erienne and Ilkar before Hirad caught them up, his eyes seeing only red, and picked his next target.

 


‘Move, move!’ called Denser, desperately holding his concentration on the HardShield as arrows and crossbow bolts bounced off it. ‘Stay behind me, attack only if they get inside a couple of paces.’

The Unknown was limping hard down the corridor, Aeb to his left and Darrick to his right. Ahead, Hirad had gone berserk and was causing confusion in the Dordovans spilling from the corridor entrances. They didn’t know who to attack. Aeb made up their mind for them, charging in and beheading one with a clean sweep of his axe.

Ignoring his pain, The Unknown ran after him, each footfall sending his head swimming.

‘Get to the kitchen. Third perimeter. Third perimeter!’

Aeb blocked with his sword and hammered low with his axe, taking the standing foot from a Dordovan mage who sank to the ground, clutching at the bloody stump. The Protector was battering a path, blocking the wing entrance and buying time, but he would soon be outnumbered. The Unknown surged on.

‘Denser, stay with me,’ he managed, every step with his damaged leg firing new agony up into his back.

‘Right behind you, Unknown. I’ll tell you when to run.’

The Unknown reached the mêlée and deflected the attention of two soldiers. The first came at him, sword raised to strike downwards. The big man might have been slow but he wasn’t yet a complete cripple. He swayed right and swung his sword from the left, slashing the man across the stomach as he prepared to deliver his death blow. It was a mistake he’d never recover to learn from. The second was more cautious but was distracted by Aeb heaving his axe just past his nose to bury it in the face of another Dordovan. Seeing the chance, The Unknown threw his dagger which the soldier blocked well but then left himself hopelessly open. The Raven warrior carved open his stomach. The Unknown felt sick with the pain now. It carried through his back and into his head in waves, threatening to overwhelm him.

‘Run!’ yelled Denser.

The Unknown looked behind and swallowed hard. The Dordovans were charging now, abandoning range weapons for overwhelming numbers. Darrick came past him, shouting something he didn’t catch.

‘Aeb, we’re going,’ said The Unknown.

‘Yes.’ Aeb thumped the pommel of his sword into the face of a soldier and pushed him into the pack following.

He turned, grabbed The Unknown’s arm and ran with him up the corridor.

‘Get those doors ready!’ called The Unknown, fighting the urge to vomit. He wasn’t sure exactly how long he could stand up, let alone move.

Behind them, the Dordovans were gaining fast. It was going to be very close.

 


Ilkar rolled over, finishing on top of the Dordovan. He smashed both fists into the mage, hearing the back of his skull connect with the tiles and his grip go slack. Behind him, Erienne stumbled into the ballroom. He looked around. It was full of Dordovans.

‘Oh Gods,’ he said. He got up and ran low at the nearest mage, praying he wouldn’t prepare in time.

 


Lyanna clung to her mother as she got up and ran back into the ballroom and towards the kitchen. The man with the sword came from nowhere and struck Erienne across the side of the face. She went down hard, Lyanna screaming as she tumbled from her mother’s arms and slithered across the ballroom floor. She refused to cry and got up to run back to Erienne but the man stopped her, pushing her away.

‘You’re going back home to die, little one, but not before you see me kill your bitch of a mother.’

His voice wasn’t right but she understood him.

‘You don’t hurt my Mummy,’ she said, then raised her voice and shrieked. ‘You don’t hurt my Mummy!’

 


Ilkar staggered under an enormous pressure in the mana as he tried to attune to the spectrum, aiming to prepare as he ran. In front of him, six mages rocked as one, their hands clamping on their ears. Whatever they had been creating was gone. Ilkar would have killed the lot of them but the power assailing the mana pushed him to his knees. He groped around, looking for help. Hirad surged through the door, Protectors at his heels and, in the middle of it all, the mana light was pouring into Lyanna.

 


Hirad saw Selik standing over the prone form of Erienne as he burst into the ballroom. Lyanna was standing alone screaming but he couldn’t worry about that now.

‘Selik!’ he said, advancing. ‘I said there’d be another time.’

The Black Wing, sword in hand, swung to face him, his smeared features curling into a travesty of a smile.

‘I knew I’d never get out of here alive but at least I’ll have torn the heart from The Raven. First you, and then the bitch.’ He kicked out, catching her in the stomach. She groaned where she lay. Lyanna screamed louder.

‘Dream on, Black Wing,’ snarled Hirad. He ran forward.

Every surviving pane of glass in the house exploded into a thousand fragments. Every piece of plaster cracked and fell. Beams ruptured, roof slates showered down and the floor rocked beneath them.

A great howling wind thrummed through the house. The orchard walls exploded outwards, the corridor pitched, its roof buckled and caved in. Hirad, like Selik, was flung from his feet. He rolled over, saw Lyanna stock still in the madness and then Ilkar, screaming in pain, blood running from his nose and ears.

The noise of the wind snatched the sound but he could see the agony.

‘Ilkar!’ The elf couldn’t hear him. He had to get him to safety.

He dragged himself to his feet and fought the blistering gale for the few yards to where his friend lay hunched in foetal position, his face contorted. He tried to shout again but it was no use. He looked around, saw the Dordovan mages suffering the same fate, and fixed his gaze on Lyanna. If she wasn’t stopped, every mage in the house would be killed.

 


Denser dropped to the ground as the floor heaved and split. The Unknown turned to help him, seeing the roof blast upwards above him and collapse all along its length, showering timber and slate everywhere. The Dordovan charge had faltered and broken, men covering their heads and running right and backwards, desperate to escape the destruction.

Wood struck The Unknown on the shoulder as he leant to pick the prone mage from the floor, the pain from his hip sending his head spinning. Wind, the like of which he’d never heard or felt before, pushed him flat, his face close to the Xeteskian’s.

‘Denser, what is this!’ he shouted.

‘Lyanna,’ he managed through gritted teeth, a line of blood oozing from a nostril. ‘Erienne has got to shield her. She’s dragging it all in and she won’t be able to . . . to hold it. Get them to the kitchen. The Al-Drechar.’

The Unknown thought he understood.

‘Darrick, help me!’

‘No,’ said Darrick, yelling into his ear. ‘I’ve got to find Ren. I can’t leave her out there.’ And he ran right towards the doors to the orchard.

The Unknown picked Denser up and turned to see Aeb fighting his way to the ballroom door. The big man staggered after him, turning his face against the hurricane and raising an arm to knock aside the hunks of plaster that flew at him.

Inside, the sound was even greater.

Aeb, if you can hear me. Bring the girl and Erienne. We have to get to the Al-Drechar.

Aeb looked over to The Unknown and nodded. Instantly, brother Protectors turned and started crawling across the floor. One encircled Lyanna with a huge arm, two others picked up Erienne. Behind The Unknown, the Dordovans were coming on again, leaning into the wind, picking their way across the rubble and their fallen comrades. Lyanna was buying them some time but, from the pain on her face, it was destroying her mind.




Chapter 40

The kitchen was an oasis of calm but keeping it that way was killing the Al-Drechar very quickly. All three sat up in their beds, hands clasped together, their shield pushing outwards, barely making it beyond the table in the centre of the room. Outside it, the mana was in havoc. Anything that hadn’t been secured had been picked up and flattened against wall or shield. Mugs were shattered, chairs so much match wood and the table itself had been sliding across the floor to crush them when they had stopped it.

Ephemere fought to reach out with her mind, to bring Lyanna into the boundary, to calm her. But she was too far away and too far gone. For Erienne, the time was now or it would be never.

The door from the ballroom burst open. The defending Protector made to strike but instead bent to drag in Hirad and Ilkar. He slammed shut the door after them and stood ready again, impassive, unmoving, the gale picking at his clothing as he stood just within the boundaries of the shield.

‘Where is she, Ephy?’ moaned Myriell. ‘We can’t hold this.’

‘Outside,’ gasped Hirad. ‘They’re still outside.’ He looked down on Ilkar who was mercifully still breathing and ran for the door into the dining room.

‘Hurry, Hirad,’ said Ephemere. ‘Hurry.’

But he had no need to. Falling almost into his arms, a Protector stumbled in with Lyanna. He sprawled into the compass of the shield and the howling, splintering and tearing stopped as if someone had cut a rope and dropped a curtain. The Al-Drechar’s shield had stopped the mana pouring into Lyanna, her mind not schooled enough to evade the lattice they had made.

Footsteps could be heard, gathering in volume and, as the shout to arms rang around the wreckage of the house and the Dordovans gathered themselves for one last surge, The Unknown hobbled in with Denser and supported by Aeb. They were followed closely by a pair of Protectors carrying Erienne.

On the ground in the kitchen, the tortured Protector was dead, killed by a brother. For him and his soul, it was blessed release.

‘Get these doors blocked,’ said The Unknown. ‘We’re out of time.’

‘It has to be now, Erienne,’ muttered Denser. ‘Goodbye my love.’

The Unknown put him down and started to haul the table to block the ballroom entrance. Denser crawled over to Erienne who pushed herself groggily up on her hands. The pair of them looked at Lyanna, who lay stiff as a board in the arms of the Protector who’d saved her.

‘Leave her, defend us,’ said Denser.

‘Yes, my Master,’ said the Protector, laying her on the floor.

‘Erienne?’ said Ephemere gently. ‘You know what it is you must do.’

Erienne nodded, pulled her child into her arms, lay back against Denser and prepared to enter the mind of the One, knowing she would never return.

 


Darrick ran right towards the north doors to the orchard, keeping below window level and in the deep shadows cast by the flames that still ripped through the trees. All around him, the quiet after the mana gale heightened every sound and he heard Dordovans shouting from behind but nothing from ahead. He reached the doors, which had splintered from their hinges, and crept into the blazing quadrangle, running to the right-hand wall which had been blown apart by Lyanna’s brief but devastating mana gale.

Darrick’s crouching run took him swiftly from shadow to shadow, his eyes fighting to focus in what was an alien landscape. Most of the trees were down, many turned to ashes by the Flame Orbs, and the fires still ate into the wet bark all over the orchard. The blue-tinged orange and yellow light leapt and danced in the natural wind that blew across the big open space. Already, he had seen the charred and twisted bodies of four mages and a male elf.

To his right, Dordovans ran up the ruined corridor towards the ballroom. Too many of them. Even given the Protectors in the kitchen and The Raven going to join them, there were too many enemies. It was only a matter of time before they were overwhelmed.

Darrick cursed himself for a fool. He had seriously underestimated the weight of mage attack that the Dordovans had thrown into the orchard and now it was up to him to change things. Until the orchard was taken, they’d been holding the first perimeter comfortably, wearing the Dordovans slowly down. He had really felt they could win and leave Erienne clear to do what she had to do. But now, it was desperate. And if the Dordovans broke through into the kitchen, everything would be in vain.

The Lysternan General carried on to the south doors. Five more Dordovan mages lay dead. Arrows had brought them down and their throats had been cut before the fires took their bodies. Darrick knelt by the last one, looking around. At least one elf had survived to wield the knife.

He waited, watching for movement, and felt the edge of an arrow against his neck.

‘I should teach you some tracking skills,’ said Ren, removing the arrow. ‘What are you doing here?’

Darrick looked round. Ren was right behind him with another elf just behind her. She had an ugly burn across her right cheek and blood ran from a deep cut by her left ear. She was shivering.

‘Looking for you,’ said Darrick. ‘The Dordovans are at the third perimeter. The Raven can’t keep them away for long. We have to do something. Any ideas?’

Ren nodded. ‘Just one.’

 


The surviving six Protectors went three to a door. The Unknown had dragged the table over to block one, its broad top covering it completely. Two of them leant against it, leaving the entrance from the dining room the only option for attack. The Dordovans took it.

Blow after blow splintered the timbers and the Protectors stood waiting, Hirad behind them. His lungs felt fit to explode, a piece of plaster had smashed over his head and his skull ached. But behind him, Erienne was sacrificing her life for her child and he was prepared to do the same to allow her to complete the job. Next to him, he heard the tap of a blade on the cracked stone flags. He looked across and met The Unknown’s determined gaze.

‘Ready for this?’ asked Hirad.

‘What do you think?’ said The Unknown.

‘What happened to Darrick?’

‘He shouted something about going to find Ren. So he should. He put her out there, after all.’

‘Oh,’ said Hirad. ‘He’ll make a fine member of The Raven.’

‘If he lives,’ said The Unknown. ‘Which I doubt.’

The Unknown’s blade ceased tapping. Aeb was at his left, Hirad his right and Protectors made up the rest of death’s welcome. The kitchen door splintered and in they came.

 


Darrick, Ren, and the other surviving Guild elf, Aronaar, ran across the eerily empty hallway and up to the main entrance. Bodies lay where they had fallen, puddles of blood left the way underfoot treacherous and the sounds of fighting echoed from the direction of the kitchen.

Ren put a hand out and stopped them just inside.

‘There, under the trees opposite, like the coward I thought he was.’

Darrick strained his eyes and could see Vuldaroq, flanked by three mages and two soldiers. He was seated, apparently unconcerned by the death he had set in motion, just waiting for the outcome.

‘You need to take the mages,’ said Darrick. ‘Make sure Vuldaroq is incapacitated as far as casting is concerned. They look like they escaped the gale out here. I’ll take the swordsmen.’

‘Both of them?’ asked Ren.

‘No problem,’ said Darrick.

‘Be ready,’ said Ren.

She signalled Aronaar and the two elves slipped soundlessly out of the entrance, disappearing immediately into the shrubs to either side of the door. Darrick scoured the area for more Dordovans. He couldn’t see any but the cover behind Vuldaroq about thirty yards away was deep. He’d have to trust the elven eyes.

He drew his blade, checked its edge and watched. Vuldaroq was talking to one of his mages, who turned and pointed down towards the beach. A birdcall sounded from the left, bow strings thrummed and two of the mages fell, arrows taking both in the eye.

Darrick ran out.

‘Vuldaroq!’ he shouted, deflecting attention for a vital moment.

He closed the gap quickly, watching the two soldiers move forward to block him while Vuldaroq and his surviving mage began casting. The bow strings sounded again. The fat Dordovan Tower Lord shouted in pain as an arrow burrowed into his right arm at the shoulder. His mage was not so fortunate.

Darrick ran on, aiming a blow at the first enemy who blocked clumsily and fell back a pace under the weight of the strike, sword jarring from his hand. A pace further on, the General clashed blades with the second soldier, a scared young man not ready for the fight. Darrick had no compassion. Able to keep an eye on the other soldier as he stooped to grab his blade, Darrick swung left to right, his opponent leaping back, hanging his sword out in a pathetic attempt at a block.

Darrick smashed it aside, stepped up and rammed his blade through the soldier’s stomach, pushing the body away with his foot, freeing his sword and reversing it across the chest of the second man whose guard wasn’t ready. He fell on to his back, clutching at his ribs, gasping. Darrick stood over him and rammed his blade through the man’s heart.

Looking up, he saw Vuldaroq already under the guard of Ren and Aronaar, Ren’s dagger to his neck and Aronaar’s bow sweeping the area, looking for threat.

‘Bring him,’ said Darrick.

The trio hurried Vuldaroq back to the house and into relative safety.

‘You’ll pay for this, Darrick. Desertion and now treachery against Lystern. You’ll hang. I’ll see to it personally.’

Darrick turned and grabbed Vuldaroq’s injured arm, bringing a whimper from the mage.

‘One more word and I’ll bleed you right here, fat man,’ he grated. ‘Your unholy alliance with the Black Wings has brought us to this and now you are going to do my bidding. Understand?’

Vuldaroq was scared, Darrick could see it. His face was white with the pain of his injury and the sweat was dripping from his brow. To exemplify his point, Darrick twisted the arrow. Vuldaroq squealed.

‘Understand?’

Vuldaroq nodded. They moved swiftly up the corridor, picking their way over bodies and rubble, the fighting getting nearer and louder with every pace. Darrick had his blade at Vuldaroq’s back now, Ren and Aronaar just ahead as they approached the ballroom.

Inside, Protector bodies lay still and Dordovan mages moaned.

‘Cover them, Aronaar,’ said Darrick. ‘Right, Ren, let’s stop this thing.’

 


Erienne flowed gently over Lyanna’s consciousness, feeling her tension and pain, and soothed them away. She burrowed deeper, finding the core of her magic, where the mana writhed and pulsated. She followed its tendrils to where they ate at her body, leaching her strength and destroying her. She reached out to ease the first ones from their hold but they lashed out and she felt a blow as if slapped that sent her mind reeling.

She gathered herself and came in again. Remembering the words of the prophecy. The mother shall stifle the destruction within, laying her mind bare to its power and accepting the death herself that was promised to the Innocent. For the Innocent to fail, surely so must the mother.

She moved in closer. At the centre of her child’s mind, a monster was suffocating her. It sucked on the mana and gorged on her life energy, drawing both to it to make itself stronger, a living force with one aim, the death of its host. Dordover had triggered it and Lyanna had fed it unwittingly, the Al-Drechar too frail at the last to protect her from herself. And Lyanna was fading fast. Her last burst had fed it such power and it pulled the spirit from the tiny girl.

Focusing her mind and her mana energy, she surged in, the monster opening its claws to greet her.

No, Mummy.

Lyanna?

You mustn’t go there. That’s a bad thing.

But it’s within you, my sweet, and it must be taken away or you will die.

But if you go there, it will kill you, too.

I know, darling. But I’ll always be here, inside you to help you as you grow.

You won’t. Erienne sensed crying. She crept further down. You’ll be dead. You can’t die.

There is another way.

Erienne halted. That had been another voice. Recognisable in an instant.

Ephemere, get out of my child’s mind.

Erienne, Erienne, haven’t you ever understood? This is not your child’s mind. It is the mind of the One. The mana construct of us all.

What do you mean? Erienne’s heart raced.

The One isn’t like a College magic. It has form. It is an entity that, once awakened, joins with a mage mind to bring a single harmony. And now it is awake but it can’t stay here.

Why not? Erienne felt a brief confusion before the import of Ephemere’s words sank in and she felt herself go cold. Don’t you dare hurt her, you old witch, or by the gods I’ll kill you myself.

Lyanna can’t feel pain any more. But her body is too young to contain what was awakened within her. We tried to teach her, to make her stronger. But she doesn’t have the physical maturity to contain the One mind.

I can save her, Ephemere. Tinjata was very specific. Get away and let me do it.

He was wrong. He didn’t read all the signs correctly. You are here because you are the mother of the child. Because you alone have the empathy the One mind requires to survive now the Innocent cannot. That is what you are laying open to the One. I thought you understood, Erienne.

Understood what?’

Oh, my dear Erienne, we aren’t letting you into her mind to save her.

 


Hirad barely blocked the blow, the sword point nicking his right cheek to give him a cut to mirror the one he already sported. He lunged forward, his speed surprising the Dordovan in front of him who leapt back, his blade coming across his body to knock Hirad’s aside.

Behind, they massed still and The Raven had nowhere to run any more. With Denser and Ilkar unable to cast, there was no backup and he felt himself tiring too quickly. Beside him, The Unknown grunted with every blow. One of the Protectors was down, another two plus Aeb were already carrying injuries, and the Dordovans were rotating their attackers where they could, keeping fresh while they wore their opponents down.

Hirad looked for a gap and hurried his sword in an upward arc, his enemy swaying back to dodge the blow. The man came in quickly and Hirad dropped to his haunches, the blade whipping over his head, coming up as he brought his own weapon down, clattering it through the back of the soldier. He dropped. Hirad backed up. He looked again over the heads of the enemy, trying to gauge their numbers. Too many. Too damn many.

‘Unknown?’ he said, using a two-handed grip to deflect a lunge to his head. He steered the enemy weapon aside and thrashed back quickly, his opponent stepping smartly back to evade.

‘Keep going,’ said The Unknown, though his breath was short and there was desperation in his voice. ‘Believe.’

Beside The Unknown, Aeb clattered his axe into the chest plate of a Dordovan and he crashed backwards into his companions. Hirad’s opponent was knocked off balance and the barbarian seized his chance, whipping his blade into the man’s throat, seeing it torn out to spray blood high. The victim fell choking, hands dragged him aside and yet another moved up to take his place.

Something had to give. Hirad, his arms aching and lungs burning, roared to clear his head again and swore that it wouldn’t be him.

 


Darrick was in no mood to wait. They were behind the fight, looking at the Dordovan forces pushing inexorably on. He could see Hirad’s sword rising and falling, blocking and sweeping. But he could also see the direction of the battle, and his friends would die.

‘Call them off,’ he said.

Vuldaroq said nothing.

‘Ren, I think we should get their attention. Fire until they notice you.’

Ren sighed, stretched her bow and let go the arrow, seeing it slam into the back of a Dordovan neck. The man pitched forwards into those in front.

‘Call them off,’ repeated Darrick. His sword point dug a little deeper and his free hand rested on the arrow once more. ‘If my friends die, so do you. I promise you.’

Ren fired again, another soldier fell and those at the back of the line were turning quickly. Some of them advanced. Ren nocked another arrow and bent the bow. Darrick moved his blade to Vuldaroq’s neck and held up his free hand to keep the Dordovans back.

‘Your move, fat man,’ he whispered. ‘Either we all live or we all die. Choose.’

 


Hirad could see movement at the back of the Dordovan press but couldn’t see exactly what had caused it. Men were moving away and the shouts of encouragement had turned to those of warning. The pressure eased.

‘Come on Raven!’ he yelled, and though only The Unknown stood by him, the Protectors took up the invitation. They pushed.

Hirad thrashed his blade into the chest of his enemy, bending chain mail links in and winding him. The soldier couldn’t raise a block and Hirad slammed his sword right to left and down into his stomach. Beside him, The Unknown overheaded, his blade clanging into a helm and stunning his opponent while Aeb’s blade whispered through the air as it had all day, its point tearing the throat from an enemy.

There was shouting from ahead, urgent and quick. He thought he heard the order to disengage and the Dordovans paced back. He made to move in to keep up the attack but Darrick’s voice stopped him.

‘Hirad, hold!’

Confused, Hirad backed off.

‘Cease,’ said The Unknown. The Protectors stopped immediately.

The Dordovans retreated into the dining room. There were still twenty of them, maybe more. Hirad, breathing hard, sweating and glad for the break, saw them part and then, through them, came Vuldaroq, Darrick’s blade at his neck and Ren by him, bow flexed and ready.

Hirad smiled and was about to speak when Erienne came to, screaming.

 


She surged out of Lyanna’s mind, murder on her lips. She had to warn Denser, had to let him know somehow. But the tendrils were snatching at her and with every passing heartbeat the monster invaded her, leaving Lyanna to die. For even as it fed on her, it sustained her while she gave it strength, like a parasitic host. Keeping her alive it leached all it could from her before discarding her for another. And the Al-Drechar weren’t prepared to take the chance of losing what they had nurtured within her daughter and they were transferring it to another, more able host; and the match was perfect.

She clawed towards consciousness, fought the monster which locked on to her, suffusing her mind, showing her miracles, showing her power. She didn’t want any of it. She wanted her child alive.

Her eyes flashed open, her heart trip-hammering in her chest. She looked down at Lyanna. The child was still, so still. A scream erupted from her lips and she was massaging Lyanna’s arms, her chest, her back, urging her to breathe, for her pulse to beat and for her lips to move and her lungs to drag in air.

She could dimly sense Denser talking to her, calling, crying, shouting. There was a cacophony in her head. She put Lyanna on the ground, shaking off the hands that clawed at her, her mouth meeting her daughter’s, breathing into her again and again.

But there was nothing but the roaring in her own head and the whispering that she was too late. She raised her head slowly, wiped the stray hair from Lyanna’s beautiful face, saw her tears drip on those perfect cheeks and brushed her trembling fingers across her blueing lips.

‘My poor little girl. I’m so sorry.’

Denser’s arms were around her. Silence beat at her ears and the roaring died away.

‘Let me go,’ she said calmly.

He relaxed his hold. She shot to her feet, dragged the knife from her belt sheath and dived at Ephemere, plunging the blade over and over into the Al-Drechar’s chest.

‘Murderer!’ she cried. ‘Murderer!’

Strong arms pulled her away. She fought against them.

‘You killed her, you bastards!’ she raged. ‘Fucking bitches, you killed her!’

She almost broke free but more hands held her arms down and the dagger was prised from her grasp. Denser’s face came close to hers and he put a hand to the back of her neck and pulled her towards his heaving shoulders.

‘They killed my baby,’ she whispered. ‘They killed my baby.’

And then there was darkness.

 


Hirad was shaking. He didn’t understand. Lyanna was lying dead on the floor of the kitchen and Erienne had torn the chest from Ephemere while the other Al-Drechar looked on, too dazed or weak to do anything about it. The Unknown had dragged her away and Aeb had taken the dagger from her.

He turned, bloodied sword in hand. Ilkar was sitting slouched, semi-conscious. Darrick had marched Vuldaroq into the midst of them, the Dordovan soldiers falling back, looking to their wounded and casting wary eyes at the Protectors, the only men still ready and willing to fight.

Hirad heaved in a breath. Denser was crying, Erienne in his arms. He had retreated with her to a chair and sat there, oblivious to everyone around him. The barbarian turned to Darrick who was holding his sword still at Vuldaroq’s neck.

‘Thank you,’ he managed, though it felt like utter failure.

Darrick shrugged. Out in the dining room, the Dordovans stood in a confused silent group, covered from the kitchen door by Ren and Aronaar, who had moved back from the ballroom.

‘Hardly matters does it?’ said the General.

Hirad shook his head. He looked down on Lyanna’s still form and over at the hideous bloodied mass that had been Ephemere. Flanking her, Myriell and Cleress sat, eyes closed, each with a hand covering one of their dead sister’s.

Vuldaroq cleared his throat. ‘Would you mind moving this?’ He waved at Darrick’s sword point. ‘For rather obvious reasons, I no longer represent a danger.’

‘Hirad?’ asked Darrick.

‘Whatever,’ said the barbarian. ‘We can’t kill him, so we might as well let him go.’ Darrick sheathed his sword and Vuldaroq relaxed.

Hirad looked at The Unknown. The big man’s gaze was locked on the body of the child.

‘Unknown?’

‘All for nothing,’ he said. ‘Poor little mite. She never stood a chance.’

‘But we had to try,’ said Hirad.

‘Always doomed, wasn’t she?’ The Unknown pointed at the Al-Drechar. ‘And they knew it.’

‘What now?’ asked Hirad.

The Unknown looked up, his eyes moist. ‘First, I suggest the Dordovans pick up their wounded, bury their dead, and leave. The battle is over. Then, I really haven’t got a clue.’

Movement at the periphery of Hirad’s vision had him spinning. A man, if you could call him that, shoved his way to the front of the Dordovans massed around the kitchen door. He had one hand to his head from which blood dripped steadily. He was swaying on his feet, blood ran from a badly bandaged wound on his leg and his eye was unfocused.

‘Selik,’ grated Hirad. He hefted his sword. ‘One man who doesn’t get away alive.’ He crossed the space quickly and raised his sword to ready. ‘Defend yourself. I’d hate to cut down an unarmed man.’

Selik dragged his sword from its sheath and waved the Dordovans away, nodding.

‘You I can take.’

But The Unknown stepped in between them, facing his friend.

‘No, Hirad,’ he said. ‘The fight is over. It would be murder.’

Hirad looked at him, his blood boiling for him to strike the Black Wing down, but The Unknown held his gaze and spoke softly.

‘Hirad, we have a Code.’

‘Yes,’ said the barbarian. He put up his sword and pointed a finger at Selik. ‘One day, The Unknown won’t be there and I’ll be waiting. Remember that every day when you wake up.’

Selik spat on the dining room floor. ‘Honour. It’ll be the death of you, Coldheart. Now, Vuldaroq, when are we going to leave this bastard island?’

[image: 009]

‘Come walk with me, Hirad,’ said The Unknown.

It was late in the afternoon and so much had changed. The Dordovans had gone back to their ships, taking their wounded and Selik with them. Whether the Black Wing made it to Balaia was a matter of some conjecture but Hirad rather hoped he did. He wanted the satisfaction for himself.

Ilkar was once again watching over Thraun and he remained a mystery. Soon, they would have to wake him and see if he was either man or wolf inside the hybrid body. Denser had taken Erienne out into the gentle sunshine and had laid her on a grass bank near some of the ancient graves to sleep under a WarmHeal spell. It would do nothing to ease the agony of her mind, but it gave her body respite from the trauma. And Darrick walked alone, no doubt picking over the holes in his tactics and wondering whether anything could have been made different. Elsewhere, the six surviving Protectors, including Aeb, conducted ceremonies for their dead.

The Unknown limped beside Hirad as the two old friends wandered out through the rubble of the house and down the path towards the beach.

‘How will she cope do you think?’ asked the big man. ‘Either of them for that matter.’

‘Erienne?’

‘Who else.’ The Unknown fell quiet for a few paces. ‘Losing a child, however it happens, must be a devastating blow. But it’s happened to Erienne twice. First the twins, now Lyanna.’

‘We’ll be here,’ said Hirad.

The Unknown smiled. ‘I know but she’ll need so much more. Imagine. All her children are dead. Her spirit will be shattered. Her belief in herself as a mother gone. I doubt it’s something she’ll ever really come to terms with. Lyanna was her world.’

‘Denser’s the key, isn’t he?’ said Hirad. ‘He’s the only one that can really share her grief or understand what she’s going through and make her believe in herself again.’

‘And he’ll need our help too. This is going to be a difficult time. Mostly for Erienne and Denser but we’re all going to need patience and tolerance in abundance. You included.’

‘Point taken,’ said Hirad.

The friends walked on, Hirad seeing a faraway look in The Unknown’s eye. He didn’t think the walk had been just to remind him to keep his temper.

‘What is it?’ he asked.

‘Can you feel those who need you most?’ asked The Unknown.

‘How do you mean?’

‘Well, do you know inside that they are alive and waiting for you?’ explained The Unknown.

Hirad shrugged. ‘I guess so. Put it this way, if Sha-Kaan was dead I would feel it.’

‘So he isn’t?’

‘No,’ said Hirad shaking his head. ‘In fact, he might even enjoy this climate for a time. Heat and humidity. Much more like home.’

‘I hope so.’

‘You’re thinking about Diera and Jonas, aren’t you?’

The Unknown stopped and rested against a fallen tree.

‘I just want to know they’re all right.’

‘Well, you’ll be home soon enough.’

‘No, not soon enough,’ said The Unknown. ‘Soon enough is now, today.’

Hirad walked on, hearing the big man limp after him, his left leg dragging a little.

‘And you expected to feel them inside you?’ he asked after a pause.

‘I suppose so,’ said the Unknown. ‘Silly, isn’t it?’

‘Not at all.’ Hirad put an arm around his shoulders. ‘They’ll be fine. Tomas will have looked after them.’

They rounded the right-hand corner and crunched across the sand. Myriell was standing there, Ren by her side, looking out to sea. She turned as they approached.

‘So, Raven men,’ she said, her voice tired and weak. ‘Why so glum?’

‘We aren’t used to failing,’ said Hirad.

‘Failing?’ replied Myriell. ‘Who says you’ve failed.’

‘Lyanna is dead,’ snapped The Unknown. ‘We came here to save her. We failed.’

‘I understand how it looks to you,’ said Myriell. ‘And I understand Erienne’s reaction. It saddens us too that we have lost two sisters. But Lyanna was a very special child and she will never truly be gone. Only her body is at rest.’

‘What are you talking about?’ asked Hirad. ‘You killed her, didn’t you?’

‘She was dead already,’ said Myriell. ‘You have to believe that.’

‘It’s Erienne you have to convince, not us,’ said Hirad.

‘I know.’ Myriell’s eyes glinted with sudden energy. ‘But you have to understand that you haven’t failed. Far from it. You mark me well, Raven man. You have just secured this world a saviour. And this world will need a saviour, believe me.’

‘I don’t get it,’ said Hirad.

‘Erienne,’ said Myriell. ‘What she now carries has to be kept safe. It is fortunate the Dordovans thought their job done with the death of poor Lyanna. The One is a power that cannot be allowed to fade from this dimension, not yet. It isn’t easy to describe in words you would understand but the fabric of magic and of the dimensions is strained, out of alignment with the natural order, and the One is the binding. Until that fabric is settled once again, the One is critical to everyone, even those that believe it an evil force.’

Hirad frowned. ‘So if Erienne dies, the world dies with her?’

‘Oh, there would doubtless be a new order but the chaos that would reign across Balaia and interdimensional space would seem like the end of the world to those who witnessed it. Keeping the One in existence for now is infinitely preferable, believe me.’

‘Oh, I see,’ said Hirad.

‘You don’t, but you will,’ said Myriell, smiling. ‘Now I wonder if you two youngsters will carry me back to the house. I’m feeling very tired.’

‘Youngsters?’ said Hirad. ‘She can’t mean you, Unknown.’

‘Remember what I told you about my fist?’ said The Unknown.

They picked the old elf up and chaired her from the beach.




Once again there are people who have helped smooth the writing process and supplied the right answers when I needed them most. Thank you to Alan Mearns for providing a vital missing link during a walk to the pub in Killarney; to Lisa Edney, Deborah Erasmus and Laura Gulvin for the words they gave me; to Dave, Dick, George and Pete who keep on fighting the good fight on my behalf; and to Simon Spanton, whose support and insight have helped me through what at times was a very difficult year.
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Chapter 1

 


 


 


 


The Unknown Warrior reined in on the crest of a rise overlooking the once tranquil lakeside port of Arlen. In the gathering gloom and encroaching mist, battle raged through its streets. Buildings were burning across the town, a heavy pall of smoke thickening the mist. The thud and crack of spells echoed against the mountains to the north, blue-edged for Xetesk, stark orange for Dordover. The shouts of men and the clash of weapons, muted by the mist, reached his ears.

In the last two seasons, he had seen and heard plenty of evidence of deteriorating relations between the two colleges but this was infinitely worse. This was war. He’d hoped to get them out before it started. Even thought his plan could bring peace. But here was proof of that folly.

‘And you expect us to ride through all that to the dockside?’ Diera was right beside him, her horse nuzzling at his.

He looked over to her and down to Jonas, his baby son, cradled in one huge arm. ‘I want to know you’re both safe. And away from Balaia’s the only way.’

‘Tomas didn’t think so,’ said Diera, wisps of her light hair blowing outside the hood of her cloak.

‘Tomas is more stubborn than any man I know,’ said The Unknown, smiling. How hard he had tried to get Tomas to bring his family too, to leave The Rookery they owned together. An inn now ruined by a hurricane. ‘Except one. He’s never left Korina and he’s blinded himself to the disease, the rats and the starvation. He thinks it’ll get better now spring is here. I don’t. I’ve seen Balaia. And it’ll get worse not better. I won’t leave you here. I can’t.’

Diera shivered, and as if sensing her unease from where he lay in the safety of his father’s arm, Jonas started to whimper.

‘Shh, shh,’ he said gently, rocking the child. ‘It’s all right.’

‘It isn’t all right,’ said Diera. ‘Just look down there. They’re killing each other and you want us to ride through it.’

‘And this is just the start, believe me.’ He looked deep into her eyes. ‘Please, Diera. War is here. Nowhere on Balaia will be safe.’

She nodded. ‘How do we get to the docks?’

‘On one horse we can ride where ten or more could not but I need you close. Sit in front of me and hold Jonas. I’ll keep you from falling. Try not to be afraid.’

‘Don’t ask that,’ she said. ‘I’m terrified. You’re used to the noise and blood.’

‘I won’t let anyone hurt you.’

‘Better not.’ Her expression softened slightly.

‘Just remember to do what I ask. It’ll be difficult down there and there’s no time for debate. You must trust me.’

‘Always.’

She dismounted and he helped her up in front of him before handing her their baby son. He kicked his big stallion to a gentle trot down the slope towards Arlen.

Riding in from the north-east along a narrow, barely used trail, The Unknown could see the fires of a camp some miles off to the east and a Dordovan column under torchlight heading down the main track into the heart of the port. Xetesk had been in tacit control of Arlen when he put into port two seasons ago and he had no reason to believe anything had changed barring the fact that Dordover was now on open offensive.

Closer to, the sounds of buildings aflame and collapsing, of spells crashing into structure and soldier and the roar of close-quarter fighting were deafening. Jonas was crying and Diera was rigid in the saddle.

‘We’ll be all right,’ said The Unknown.

‘Just get us there, Sol,’ she said, trying to comfort their bawling son.

Entering the town on a dark and shadowed street with the din a terrifying press on their ears, The Unknown snapped the reins.

‘Hang on,’ he said. ‘It gets tricky from here.’

He heeled his horse’s flanks and the nervous animal sprang forward. In his ears the clash of metal and the shouts of warriors mixed uncomfortably with the wails from his boy. He fought to keep the horse in the middle of the street, galloping headlong for the docks. He aimed to ride down the eastern edge of the town past the Park of the Martyrs and through the Salt Quarter to emerge at the end of the docks where Captain Jevin had the Calaian Sun at berth.

But already he could see it would be difficult if not impossible to avoid the conflict around them. To their right, multiple FlameOrbs burned away the mist, their arcs of flight carrying them down to splatter into buildings and onto streets. The flat crack and orange flare of a ManaShield collapsing was succeeded immediately by the screams of those caught abruptly defenceless. Smoke billowed as mana fire gorged on wood and flesh, pouring out of a side street and billowing over rooftops, hemming them in still further.

Ahead of them, shapes ran, disordered and panicked; townsfolk trying to flee college blade and spell. There were dozens of them led by an uncertain trio of town militia. They were looking behind them more than ahead and all were weighed down by possessions or tiny human cargo. The Unknown cursed, the horse skittish beneath them and slowing automatically.

‘Sit tight.’

The townspeople ran on, all but one heedless of the lone horse as they raced out of town, fear stalking every face below streaks of mud and soot.

‘Turn around, the way is blocked!’ yelled one of the militia as he closed.

‘The docks,’ shouted The Unknown. ‘Best way!’

‘No way,’ came the reply. ‘That’s what the bastards are fighting over. Run, it’s your only chance.’ And then he was gone.

The Unknown pushed on, Jonas squealing and coughing in turn as the smoke thickened nearer the centre of the fighting. Diera’s face was white and strained.

‘Not far now.’

More stragglers came by them as they rode quickly down the street, the park behind them. Ahead, the low warehousing and packed tenements of the Salt Quarter, once heavy with cargo and seafarers, now blazing in countless places and full of war. From the right, men ran in close form across their path, ignoring them. Dead ahead, fire blew up the side of a warehouse. Timbers creaked and collapsed. There was a roar and the renewed clash of weapons. They were on the fighting now.

The Unknown swung the horse left, down a narrow muddied lane between two lowering warehouses. Slightly muted for a moment, the tumult of the fighting was brought suddenly and horribly close. Cantering past a crosspath, The Unknown glanced right. The passage was full of men, blades catching the glare of the fires around them as they charged away towards an unseen enemy.

A heartbeat later, FlameOrbs surged from the gloom and smoke and into the front of the packed line. Fire scorched up walls, tore timbers from roofs, and the impact snatched soldiers from their feet and flung them backwards, human firebrands shrieking as they died.

It was too much for The Unknown’s horse. Already scared, the stallion jolted sideways and reared high. Caught by the double move, and already compensating to catch the slipping Diera, The Unknown lost his brief fight for balance. But as he fell left and back, he enclosed his wife and son in his embrace and took the weight of the fall for all of them, rolling across his shoulders.

He grunted, wind knocked from his lungs, pain stabbing through his upper back. The horse bolted back the way they had come. The Unknown carried on rolling, his broad back protecting his family from the wood and dirt firing from the passage. He dragged himself to his feet, bringing Diera with him, swinging her trembling body to face him and seeing Jonas too scared even to cry.

‘Are you hurt?’ he gasped, forcing air into his lungs, a sheet of pain washing across his ribcage.

Diera shook her head. ‘What will we do now?’ she asked, pressing Jonas’s head into her chest.

‘Don’t worry,’ he said. ‘I’ll protect you.’ He stepped back and drew sword and dagger. ‘Do everything I say without question.’

Diera flinched. His tone was hard, his eyes cold. He knew it worried her but there was no other way if they were to live. He assessed their position. Going on was their only option. Already, survivors were stumbling towards them from the crosspath, bloodied and angry.

‘Back away,’ said The Unknown, pushing her gently in the right direction. ‘Don’t run.’

They’d been seen. Four men with swords ready. Brief guilt surged through The Unknown at the position he’d placed his family in. Others might have been ignored as Arlen townsfolk, but the shaven head, bull neck and sheer size of The Unknown Warrior made him instantly recognisable. And every Dordovan knew with whom he had fought on Herendeneth. Xetesk.

‘Running to join your soul brothers?’ sneered one. He was burned across his head but otherwise unhurt. ‘Just that little bit too far away, aren’t they?’

‘I’m just taking my family from here,’ said The Unknown. ‘I’ve no fight with you.’

‘You’re Xeteskian.’

‘I’m Raven.’

‘But they aren’t here.’

‘Keep clear, Diera,’ said The Unknown.

‘Why?’

‘And don’t let Jonas see.’

The Unknown tapped his blade once on the ground and ran at the Dordovans. They hesitated fractionally as he knew they would. It was their undoing. His blade sliced clean into the stomach of the first soldier but was blocked by the second. He fielded a wild swing from the third on the broad hilt of his dagger even as he dropped to his haunches, left leg sweeping out to knock the poorly balanced swordsman’s legs from under him.

Bouncing up on his right leg, he stabbed straight forwards into the neck of the second, his speed making a nonsense of the man’s defence. Again he was moving as he struck. Left this time, dagger fending off a smart stab to his midriff from the fourth. He turned the strike aside, reversed his dagger and buried it in the soldier’s eye.

Not stopping, he left the blade where it jutted from the dead man’s skull, gripped his long sword in two hands, spun and chopped down through the shoulder of the last survivor as he tried to get up and defend at the same time, succeeding in neither.

The Unknown knelt to clean his gore-spattered blade on their clothes. He heard shouting close at hand. More Dordovans had witnessed his devastating attack. They were coming left and right, twenty yards distant. An arrow sang past him.

‘Dammit.’

He turned as he straightened, sheathing his blades. Diera was staring at him, her face white and eyes wide. She pointed behind him at the quartet of corpses.

‘You—’ she began.

‘Not pretty, is it?’ He grabbed her arm and swung her round, starting to run. ‘We’ve got to go. Now.’

‘They’re dead. You killed them all.’

‘It’s what I do. You know that. Now come on.’

Almost lifting her from her feet, The Unknown set off down the narrow passageway. The fighting was concentrated to their right around the centre of the dockside, on the other side of the warehouse that loomed dark grey above them. He guessed they had two hundred yards to make it into the heart of the Salt Quarter. It would probably be no safer but they might find friendly blades.

The shouts of pursuit spilled into the passage behind them. A thud by his head and a skipping off a stone at his feet told him the bowmen had almost got their range. He pushed Diera in front of him, still trying to support her terrified stumbling run, Jonas whimpering again under her cloak.

‘Keep running if I fall.’

Another shaft whistled past his head, burying itself in the wall just beyond. Diera yelped. Ten yards ahead, a turning.

‘Go left.’

He saw her nod. Arrows clattered into the walls behind, another flew overhead. He ducked reflexively, arms coming up to protect Diera. They swung left. The Unknown sensed fighting very close. The passageway ended at a blank wall and went left and right.

‘Right, go right,’ he said, pushing Diera ever faster. She half stumbled.

‘Please,’ she said. ‘Jonas.’

‘Move!’ he snapped. ‘Don’t stop.’

She started and ran on, taking the right turn.

Twenty yards and it opened out on to war. The street beyond was ablaze. Men ran everywhere, orders were barked over the deafening roar of battle. Spells fell at random, fire and lightning gouging rents in the ground and destroying unshielded soldiers. Corpses and the screaming wounded littered the ground.

‘Ten yards and stop!’ shouted The Unknown. ‘Take the doorway. Crouch small.’

Not waiting to see her do it, he swung to face the opening, dragging out his sword, its point tapping rhythmically in the mud. Their pursuers were only moments away, their breath and words betraying them. First was a bowman, tearing blindly round the corner, an arrow nocked in his bow. The Unknown shifted his weight forward and drove his sword up between the archer’s legs and out through his ribcage, the power of the blow launching him backwards, dead before he hit the ground.

A couple of paces behind came a pair of swordsmen, one slightly in advance, both more wary than their erstwhile companion. The Unknown batted aside the first blade and straight punched the soldier in the face, feeling his nose break and sending him tumbling back. The second, quick and accurate, whipped a deep cut into The Unknown’s left arm.

He swore at the sudden pain and brought his sword back one-handed low across his body, biting into his attacker’s thigh. The man cried out and half fell forwards. The Unknown took his chance, lashing out with a foot and catching the soldier on the point of his jaw. His head snapped back with a wet crack. He crumpled.

The Unknown advanced on the other swordsman, who looked at him through bloodied hands, turned and ran away, shouting for help. It would have to be enough. The Raven warrior hurried to Diera.

‘Come on.’

‘Your arm.’ She reached out.

‘It’s fine,’ he said, glancing at the blood slicking over his hand.

‘It’s not.’

‘No time for bandages. We’ve got to go. Now.’ He leaned in and kissed her. ‘Stay close to me and you’ll live.’

‘We’re going out there?’

‘It’s the only way.’

The Unknown knew what he had to do. Sword in right hand, Diera’s trembling hand in his left, he moved quickly to the opening onto the main street, keeping as far into the shadows as he could.

Out on the street it was mayhem. To the left, Xetesk was defending the entrance to a small square but the line was fragmented. Dordovan forces were pouring down the street from the north, their mages bombarding the rear of the line with FlameOrbs and HotRain, filling the sky with orange radiance. Soldiers threw themselves on the wavering Xeteskians, pounding them, threatening to drive them back and turn their flanks. It had to be one of half a dozen key conflicts in the town but the defence he wanted wasn’t there.

‘Where are they?’

‘Who?’

‘You know,’ said The Unknown. A ForceCone tore out from the Xeteskian line, scattering unshielded Dordovans. There was an opening. ‘Let’s go.’

Diera’s scream was lost in the storm of noise that assaulted them out in the street. The Unknown lashed to his right, a soldier fell clutching at his entrails. The big warrior hauled his wife and child behind him, running full tilt at the back of the Dordovan assault.

He ignored the voices raised against him as he passed, praying for the confusion of the fight to hide him for just long enough. He glanced down at Diera, so small and fragile, and fear grabbed his heart. That he might not get her through. That she and Jonas might fall under the swords of men who attacked them because of him and him alone. At the same moment, she glanced up, and through her terror, he saw determination. She clutched Jonas tighter under her cloak. The Unknown nodded.

Never letting her go but keeping her just behind him as he dodged through the chaos he hoped would shield them, he pushed men aside, sword hilt connecting roughly with shoulder, face and back.

‘Move! Move!’

And they reacted like all conscripts to a voice of authority. For a few priceless heartbeats, a path opened to the fighting line but he knew it couldn’t last. One of them turned and recognised him.

‘What—?’

The Unknown’s sword took out his throat. He tightened his grip on Diera’s hand and surged on, soldiers on all sides alerted to the enemy in their midst. He drove his blade through the back of a man too slow to react and kicked him aside, swayed left to dodge a blow from his flank and clashed swords with a third who turned from the fight.

‘Open the line!’ he roared at the Xeteskians. ‘Open the line!’

But there were still Dordovans in the way. Just yards from relative safety and he was going to be trapped. He swung Diera round and backed towards the left-hand side of the street.

‘Shout if anyone comes behind,’ he said.

FlameOrbs dropped into the centre of the street, flaring off SpellShields, the fire routed harmlessly into the ground. In the flash of light, The Unknown saw eight or ten Dordovans moving towards him, all wary of his reputation unlike the others before them, but all confident in their advance.

‘Sol . . .’

‘It’ll be all right,’ said The Unknown.

But it wouldn’t. He looked frantically at the line of Xeteskian warriors backed by archers and mages and hemmed in by the Dordovan aggressors.

‘Push your right, damn you!’ he shouted, not even sure now if they’d seen him at all.

A sword thrust came in. He blocked it easily. He squared up to

the overwhelming numbers, letting go of Diera at last and gripping his sword two-handed. He weaved it slowly in front of him, fencing away the first feints. He identified first and second targets and wondered how many he could take with him.

‘Take a dagger from my belt. When I fall, run. Hug the wall and try to get through. Find a Protector.’

‘I won’t leave you.’

‘You’ll do as I say. I got you into this and I’m getting you out.’ He lunged forward, striking left to right, blade weight beating aside a weak defence and nicking through leather. The target fell back; The Unknown did likewise. The rest closed, scant feet from him now but unwilling to attack. They were a disparate group, not under command. Maybe. Just maybe.

Consternation rippled through the Dordovan line to his left. ForceCones flew out from the Xeteskian mages, scattering Dordovans behind the front. Two of his attackers fell. A heavy detonation sounded. The building next to him shook and tottered under an EarthHammer. More ForceCones. Very close. The edge of one caught him a glancing blow and he sprawled. Diera screamed.

The Unknown rolled onto his back. Dordovans ran at him, three at least fast on their feet.

We are come.

Panic spread in the Dordovan line. The trio running at The Unknown faltered then came on again. Halfway to his feet, The Unknown sheared aside a thrust to his chest and jumped back. A second came in but it didn’t get close to its target, stopped by the flat blade of a massive axe.

Protectors sprinted in front of him. He drove to his feet as Diera yelped in surprise. He turned to see her lifted from the ground by one of the Xeteskian elite taking her to safety. He heard a voice by his ear.

‘You go too.’

He looked round into the blank mask of a Protector and nodded.

‘Thank you.’

‘Go.’

A backward glance told him the Protectors were holding the gap. The Unknown nodded again and ran after his wife down to the dockside where the Calaian Sun bobbed against the wharf.

With his wife and son safely below deck in their cabin, he came back to the wheel deck to shake hands with Jevin, the ship’s captain, but could see instantly that all was not right. There were Protectors and Xeteskian mages everywhere on board and the ship was already under way.

‘Thank you for waiting.’

‘It’s what you pay me for,’ said Jevin curtly.

‘What’s all this about?’ asked The Unknown. ‘I agreed half a dozen research mages. There must be twenty here.’

‘Thirty,’ corrected Jevin. ‘And a hundred Protectors.’

‘What?’

‘Ask him.’ Jevin gestured at a tall young mage striding towards the wheel-deck ladder. ‘I’ve got a ship to sail.’

The Unknown watched the mage quickly scale the ladder and smile as he approached.

‘The Unknown Warrior,’ he said, extending a hand. ‘I’m glad you got through.’

‘Sytkan,’ said The Unknown, ignoring the hand. ‘Are you going to tell me what this small army is doing on board Jevin’s ship?’

Sytkan at least had the good grace to look embarrassed. ‘It was felt at the highest level that Herendeneth should be secured from Dordovan invasion.’

The Unknown cleared his throat and looked back to the dockside. It was ringed with fire but secured. Spell after spell crashed into the shields all around it and, high in the sky, he could just pick out the silhouettes of Xeteskian demon Familiars, watching the perimeter. He shuddered, imagining their maniacal laughs all too easily.

‘This was to be a peaceful mission,’ he said. ‘You’re sharing your findings with the other colleges. Or supposed to be.’

Sytkan waved a hand at the ruins of Arlen. ‘Things change,’ he said. ‘The Dordovans wanted something we were not prepared to give.’

‘Which was?’

‘Their mages in the research party.’

‘And this is the result?’ The Unknown shook his head. ‘Gods burning, was it really worth going to war over?’

‘If not this then something else.’ Sytkan shrugged.

The Unknown slapped the railing. ‘But this was supposed to help broker peace! What the hell went wrong?’

Sytkan didn’t answer.

‘Dystran and Vuldaroq,’ said The Unknown, answering for him. ‘You don’t need this, you know - the colleges, that is. There’s already unrest.’ He gestured back at Arlen. ‘This sort of thing will be the death of magic, ultimately.’

Sytkan snorted. ‘I hardly think so.’

The Unknown rounded on him and pushed his face in very close. ‘Don’t underestimate Selik and the Black Wings. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have a family to attend to and a cut to stitch.’

He nodded at Jevin as he descended the ladder, pain shooting through his left hip and lower back. Now the adrenaline was gone, the liberties he’d taken with his old wound were taking their toll. Before going below, he scanned the deck once more, seeing too many Xeteskians on it.

Ilkar wasn’t going to like this. He wasn’t going to like this at all.




Chapter 2

 


 


 


 


Two hours before dawn and the mood of the rainforest changed. Imperceptible to all but those whose lives were inextricably linked to the canopy but there just the same. Rebraal became utterly still, all but invisible against his background.

Behind him, the green-gold dome of Aryndeneth rose two hundred feet into the air, its apex on a level with the highest boughs of the canopy. The temple had stood for over five thousand years, its stone partially hidden beneath a tapestry of thick mosses, ivies and liana. It was periodically cleared but the voracious forest growth didn’t lose its grip for long.

But whether cleared or not, the temple was barely visible more than fifty yards away.

It hadn’t always been like this. In the centuries after its building, Aryndeneth had been a place of pilgrimage, revered by the elves as the centre of their faith. The Earth Home. A grand stone apron with a carved path between the massive slabs had greeted travellers, and the rainforest trail had been carefully cleared and maintained for a hundred miles north.

Now the trail was long gone, and though a portion of the apron and its path was still visible beneath the weeds and creepers the rainforest’s march was relentless, and Rebraal and his people fought a constant battle against it.

Rebraal looked to his right across the great iron-bound wooden doors of the temple. Mercuun had sensed it too. His eyes were scanning the dark, his ears pricked gauging the forest mood. Further out, on the tree platforms, Skiriin, Rourke and Flynd’aar had bows ready. It was all the confirmation Rebraal needed.

He cocked an ear and listened hard, trying to gain a sense of the potential threat. The noise of the forest surrounded him, the heat stifling even in the hours before dawn. A dozen species of birds called mating or warning, monkeys screeched and greeted, their progress through the canopy marked by the rustle and crack of branches. Myriad insects buzzed, vibrated and rasped and the growl of a wildcat punctuated the pre-dawn cacophony.

In every way but one, it was as every other night Rebraal could remember. This night though, the accent of the warnings was different. There was a change in the atmosphere and every creature in the forest felt it. Strangers. Close and dead ahead.

The clicking of a brown tree frog filtered down from one of the platforms. Rebraal looked up. Rourke signalled eight strangers approaching in single file; warriors and mages hacking a path to Aryndeneth. They were not pilgrims. No pilgrims were due until after the rainy season and that was fifty days away. Rebraal nodded, put fingers to his eyes and drew another across his throat. Whoever they were, they could not be allowed to escape with word of the location.

He snapped his fingers twice and heard Erin’heth and Sheth’erei move up on his left. SpellShields were deployed and he went forward, sensing Mercuun matching his pace. The two warriors made no sound, the mages behind them moving only to keep them within the shields. Glancing at the platforms suspended thirty feet into the trees bordering the apron, Rebraal saw the trio of archers tracking targets. From the angle of the bows, they were close, perhaps fifty yards away, no more. He stopped, hand up.

The blundering of the strangers was easily audible now and the forest around them was quietening. He waved behind him with his left arm, pointing up to send Erin’heth ahead to shield the platform. He drew his slender, quick blade, holding it in his right hand. With his left, he reached across and unclasped the pouch of jaqrui throwing crescents on his belt.

Now he paced forward again, acute eyes narrowing, seeing movement in the darkness ahead. The strangers were carrying no light but that wouldn’t hide them. He could hear the regular hack of blades on vegetation, the cracking of twigs underfoot and the odd snatch of speech. No doubt they had been told that noise would deter predators in the rainforest. And so it was but with one particularly deadly exception.

The strangers would never set eyes on the temple. Rebraal called the peculiar wail of the tawny buzzard and began to run, footsteps ghosting over the edge of the apron and on into the forest.

Arrows whipped away from the platforms. Strangled cries came from the strangers and he heard the sound of bodies hitting the forest floor. Another volley thrummed into the dark. Orders and shouts snapped out and the surviving strangers scattered. Rebraal gripped a jaqrui and ducked low as he entered the thick growth, flicking it out backhand when he saw the face of a crouching warrior peering over a fallen log. Shaped like a miniature sickle with a two-fingered grip at one end, the razor-sharp double-edged crescent whispered as it flew, small enough to find gaps in the hanging vines.

The warrior might have heard it but he didn’t see it coming, looking straight at its trajectory as it struck him in the forehead just above his eyebrows. He screamed and fell back. Rebraal tore on, flitting through gaps in the lush flora, circling the survivors with Mercuun appearing again in his vision to complete the pincer.

He could see a pair of mages, one crouched, one standing, staring blankly up into the canopy, searching for the platforms. One had prepared a spell, one had cast, his face creased in concentration. Presumably a HardShield to beat away more arrows.

Rebraal stormed in, the standing mage seeing him only when he was within five yards. He leapt the crouched mage and struck his companion with both feet in the chest, the man going down before he had a chance to cast. Rebraal landed astride him, stabbed down into his heart, turned and lashed his sword into the throat of the other, who had turned to stare at their assailant. Another arrow punched through the foliage and a man gurgled and fell close to Rebraal’s right side. He heard the clash of steel, the thud of a sword on leather armour and a cry of pain, quickly cut off.

‘That’s all of them,’ came a voice from a platform.

‘Keep watching, Rourke,’ acknowledged Rebraal. ‘Good shooting. ’

He checked for signs of life at his feet then moved away into the bush to retrieve his crescent. The warrior was still breathing but blood and brain oozed from the wound. Rebraal skewered his heart with his blade then placed a foot on the man’s skull, leaning down to lever the crescent clear. He wiped it on his victim’s shirt before returning it to the pouch, which he snapped shut.

He felt Mercuun at his shoulder.

‘What shall we do with them?’

Rebraal looked into his friend’s dark-skinned face, saw the brow above the angled oval eyes furrowed and his leaf-shaped, gently pointed ears pricking as he tried to come to terms with what had just happened.

‘Get Skiriin and take them away from the path they made, over to the clearing north. Keep anything useful, shred their clothes and leave the bodies. The forest will take care of them.’

‘Rebraal?’ There was an edge to Mercuun’s voice.

‘Yes, Meru?’

‘Who were they and how did they know where to find us?’ Rebraal ran a hand through his long black hair. ‘Two very good questions,’ he said. ‘They’re from Balaia certainly, but beyond that who can tell? I’m going to track back along their route in the morning, see if I can find anything. Meantime we have to keep vigilant.’

‘They won’t be the last, will they?’ said Mercuun.

‘No,’ said Rebraal. ‘If I had my guess I’d say they were picking the path here. They were travelling too light for anything else. There will be more to come, and they might not be far away. We may not have much time.’

Rebraal looked deep into Mercuun’s face and saw the worry that he felt himself. It was bad enough that these men from the northern continent had managed to gain information no man should. But they had also evaded those that fed disinformation and the TaiGethen who killed those who persisted. It was an immense rainforest but the outer circle and town dwellers of his kind had kept the uninvited from Aryndeneth for more than four hundred years.

He clicked his tongue, a decision made. ‘Meru, I want you to get the word around. Start at sunrise. We can’t wait for the relief. Every available Al-Arynaar must get here as quickly as they can. And the outer circles must press into the north. I want word as far north as Tolt-Anoor, west to Ysundeneth and east to Heri-Benaar. Take supplies for two days, start the message rolling and get back here.’

Mercuun nodded.

Rebraal walked back towards the temple and took in its camouflaged majesty, a sight of which he would never tire. He knelt on the apron and offered a prayer to Yniss, the God of harmony, to protect them all. When he was done, he leant his hands on his thighs and listened again to the forest.

It at least was resting easy once again.

 


Hirad Coldheart shifted his back where he leant against Sha-Kaan’s broad neck, feeling the scales chafing him through his wool shirt. He got a taste of the dragon’s strong sour oil and wood smell as he did so and was glad they sat in the open air. The Great Kaan’s enormous body, more than one hundred and twenty feet from snout to tail, was stretched out along a contour of the slope on which they rested, overlooking the tarnished idyll of Herendeneth.

The small island, no more than a mile and a half wide and two long, lay deep within the Ornouth Archipelago, which basked under the warm sun of the Southern Ocean off the north-eastern tip of Calaius, the Southern Continent. It was a perfect mix of lush green slopes, waving beech groves and spectacular rock faces surrounding a shallow mountain peak on which stood a great stone needle, monument to the long-dead of an ancient magic. But the perfection had been scarred for ever by battle and the death of innocence.

Sha-Kaan had positioned his head so that he could see both Hirad and down the slopes to the groves, graveyard terraces and gardens. Beyond them were the ruins of the once proud house of the Al-Drechar, now devastated by a magic that had threatened the entire Balaian dimension. His left eye swivelled to fix the barbarian warrior with an unblinking stare.

‘Are my scales an irritant to you?’ he rumbled.

‘Well they aren’t the most ideal cushion,’ said Hirad.

‘I’ll have someone rub them smooth for you. Just point out those which require attention.’

Hirad chuckled and turned to look into the Great Kaan’s startling blue eye which was set into a head almost as tall as he was.

‘Your sense of humour’s coming on, I see,’ he said. ‘Still a long way to go, though.’

Sha-Kaan’s slitted black pupil narrowed. ‘One roll and I could snap your frail body like a twig.’

Hirad felt the humour in his mind like tendrils of mist on the breeze. There was no doubt the dragon had mellowed during their enforced stay on Herendeneth. In times past, he might have made that comment with both sincerity and intent. Still, joke or not, it remained true.

‘Just being honest,’ said Hirad.

‘As am I.’

They fell silent. It had been a long time coming, getting on for six years, but Hirad felt he could now describe Sha-Kaan as a friend. He had likened his relationship to the dragon to an apprenticeship. Ever since he’d agreed to become the Great Kaan’s Dragonene, so giving the dragon a life-sustaining link to the Balaian dimension, he’d been the lesser partner in an unequal alliance. Although the benefits of direct contact and support from a dragon were obvious, throughout the time they’d known each other, the awesome creature, secure in his mastery and power, had felt he had nothing to prove to the human. Hirad had felt absolutely the reverse.

But the inequality had lessened during Sha-Kaan and his Brood brother Nos-Kaan’s long exile in Balaia. Locked in a foreign dimension by a violent realignment of dimensional space and his home lost to his senses, Sha-Kaan had become aware of his mortality as his health slowly suffered. And Hirad believed that his unflinching loyalty to the Kaan dragons had proved that he was far more than a glorified servant but was a true friend. It seemed that at last Sha-Kaan concurred with that view.

Hirad’s attention was caught by movement down on the terraces. A woman walked from behind a small tree-studded grotto and knelt

by a beautiful array of flowers on a small mound of carefully tended earth. She was mid-height, with a full figure, her auburn hair tied back with a black ribbon. She plucked some weeds from the bed and Hirad saw her nipping the dead-heads from some of the taller fronds whose large yellow blooms blew in the gentle warm breeze.

As always when he saw her, Hirad’s heart thudded a little harder and his mood dipped, sadness edging into his mind. To an untutored eye, the woman might have been simply enjoying the beauty she had created. But she was Erienne, who was enduring pain beyond comprehension, because beneath the bed lay the body of her daughter, Lyanna.

Lyanna, whom The Raven had come to save; whose five-year-old mind couldn’t contain the power within it; and whose uncontrolled magic threatened to destroy Balaia. Lyanna, who had been allowed to die by the very people Erienne had trusted to train her and so allow her to live.

And that last was something Hirad found impossible to really understand; even though during his half-year on Herendeneth he’d had plenty of opportunity to work it out. After all, two of the four Al-Drechar who had let Lyanna die were still alive and living in the habitable areas of their house here on the island. But their explanations about Lyanna’s burgeoning power and her inability to ever control it, given her age and physical frailty, went straight over his head.

All he knew was that the nucleus of the One magic that Lyanna had hosted had been transferred to Erienne even as the little girl had died. And that Erienne hated it - felt it was a disease she couldn’t cure - and that made her hate the surviving Al-Drechar even more. It made her head ache, she said, and though the Al-Drechar, both frail old elven women, said they could train her to control, use and develop it, she wouldn’t as much as acknowledge their presence.

Hirad could understand that reaction. In fact he remained astounded she hadn’t tried to kill the surviving pair. He knew what he’d want for those who murdered any child of his. But he was grateful nonetheless. Because, despite Sha-Kaan’s current light mood, the dragon’s exile in Balaia was slowly killing him; and the Al-Drechar with their understanding and expertise in dimensional theory were the Kaan’s best chance of getting home.

It all added to the bowstring tension they had endured every day for their two seasons on Herendeneth. Hirad found himself needing the very people Erienne hated with a deep and abiding passion. Yet, even within that hatred, there was a part of her that needed the Al-Drechar too. Lyanna had been a child of the One, the ancient magical order that had dominated Balaia before the establishment of the four colleges over two thousand years ago. Erienne and Denser, her husband, still believed in it and the Al-Drechar were its last practitioners. What Erienne carried in her mind was the last hope for the order, but she would have to accept help from the Al-Drechar. That knowledge merely added to her misery.

‘Her mind is clouded,’ said Sha-Kaan, looking down at Erienne.

‘Grief obscures rationality.’ There was no sense of any particular sympathy from the Great Kaan, who had been edging at the extremities of Erienne’s mind with his own.

‘That’s only natural,’ said Hirad.

‘For humans,’ returned Sha-Kaan. ‘It makes her dangerous.’

Hirad sighed. ‘Sha-Kaan, she’s seen all three of her children murdered; Lyanna by the Al-Drechar, her twin sons by the Black Wing witch hunters. I’m surprised she retains any sanity at all. Wouldn’t you feel the same?’

‘In truth, birthings are an increasingly rare event among the Kaan,’ said the dragon after a pause. ‘But when a young Kaan dies, we have to replace the infant. We don’t have time to mourn.’

‘But you must have feelings for the mother and the youngster that dies,’ said Hirad.

‘The Brood mourns and the Brood supports. The mother’s mind is warmed by the Brood psyche and her pain is lessened by sharing. That is the way of dragons. For humans, grief is solitary and so is prolonged.’

Hirad shook his head. ‘It’s not solitary. We’re all here to help Erienne.’

‘But because you can’t get into her mind, you cannot help where she needs it the most.’

A reptilian bark echoed across the island and Nos-Kaan flew around the thirty-foot-high stone needle, gliding in to land close to Sha and Hirad, his golden back scales glittering in the sunlight, the earth vibrating as his hind feet touched the ground. His mighty wings, a hundred feet and more tip to tip, beat once to steady him then swept back to fold along his long body, air whipping across Hirad’s face. Nos-Kaan’s neck half coiled to bring his head next to Sha-Kaan’s and the two dragons touched muzzles briefly. Even now, so many years on, Hirad found the sight awe-inspiring and felt a moment of pure insignificance in the face of such size and grace.

‘Well met, Hirad,’ said Nos-Kaan, his voice pained.

‘How did the flight go?’

‘Do you wish the truth?’ asked the dragon. Hirad nodded. ‘I must have the healing flows of inter-dimensional space or I will die. Before that I will be land-bound.’

Hirad was shaken. He had assumed the rest both Kaan had enjoyed these last two seasons in the warm climate on Herendeneth would cure them of the magical wounds they had suffered fighting the Dordovan mages.

‘How long?’

‘Another season, no more. I am weak, Hirad.’

‘And you, Great Kaan?’

‘I am in better health,’ said Sha-Kaan. ‘But death is inevitable if I cannot get home before too long. Where are your Unknown Warrior and his researchers?’

‘He’ll be here. He said he would.’

But Hirad had expected him before now. So long out of contact with the big man and he was beginning to fear something had happened to him. They had little news from Balaia - what they did get was through the incomplete knowledge of the Protectors - but none of it was good.

‘Your loyalty is commendable,’ said Sha-Kaan.

‘He’s Raven,’ said Hirad, shrugging and standing. ‘Time to check the sea for ships anyway.’

The truth was, he wanted to be alone for a moment. Only a season and Nos-Kaan would be dead. With the best will in the world, the research wouldn’t have led to meaningful realignment spells by then. Nos-Kaan’s grave was going to be Herendeneth.

He walked quickly down the slope, giving Erienne a wide berth and breaking into a trot as he passed the shored-up front doors of the house. The Protector, Aeb, stood at the entrance, unmoving, staring out northwards. Hirad nodded to him as he passed.

The single path down to the island’s only landable beach wove through waving beech groves to the small, reefed inlet. It was a peaceful walk. The warm breeze through the trees rustled leaves; the calls of birds on the wing filtered through the branches as did the distant sound of waves on the shore. Despite what he’d just heard, Hirad found himself smiling. He turned a corner and it dropped from his lips.

‘Gods burning,’ he whispered, reaching instinctively for the blade he hadn’t worn in a hundred days. He backed up the path.

Coming towards him were robed and cloaked men. Two dozen, maybe more. Mages. And where there were mages, there would be soldiers.

‘Aeb!’ he called over his shoulder. ‘Darrick! We’re under attack!’

One of the mages held out his hands towards Hirad. Casting, surely. Caught unable to run and hopelessly outnumbered, Hirad did the only thing he could. He attacked. Yelling to clear his mind, he flew at the mage, fists bunched, braided hair streaming out behind him.

‘Hirad! Gods’ sake calm down!’ came a voice from beyond the group of mages, who had stopped and were looking at him in some alarm.

Hirad slid to a stop a few yards from them, kicking up dust.

‘Unknown?’

He looked harder. The unmistakable shaven head was approaching, a woman at his side, Protectors around him. Lots of them. Relief flooded through Hirad and he blew out his cheeks.

‘Gods drowning, you had me scared,’ he said.

The mages parted and The Unknown walked through, his limp pronounced, a look of discomfort on his face.

‘It’s good to see you,’ said The Unknown, crushing Hirad in an embrace.

‘And you, Unknown. You’re looking pale though. Brought the family to pick up some colour, have you?’

The Unknown laughed as he released Hirad, stepping back. Diera, her long fair hair tied back and strong beautiful face pale, came up to his side, Jonas squirming in her arms as he tried to see everything all at once. He fixed Hirad with a wary stare which the barbarian returned with a chuckle. The Unknown enveloped his family in one arm, pulling them close.

‘Well, we’ve not had the luxury of relaxing in the sun these last two seasons,’ he said. ‘Unlike you, apparently.’

‘It’s not been quite like that,’ said Hirad.

‘I’m sure it hasn’t,’ said The Unknown.

‘I’m forgetting my manners,’ said Hirad. He leant forward and kissed Diera on the cheek then stroked Jonas’s head. ‘Good to see you, Diera. I see Jonas has got his father’s hair sense.’

Diera smiled and looked down at her son’s completely bald head. ‘Hirad, he’s not a year old, poor little boy. He had plenty of hair a season ago.’

Hirad nodded. ‘It’ll grow back, young man,’ he said to Jonas. ‘Probably. And how are you, Lady Unknown? Looking a bit tired if I may say.’

‘Sea travel didn’t agree with me,’ she said.

‘You should talk to Ilkar then. He’s our expert on shipboard vomiting.’

‘Hirad, you’re disgusting,’ admonished Diera gently. ‘I just need a place to sleep that doesn’t move about.’

‘I expect we can find you somewhere.’ Hirad looked back to The Unknown, tilting his head at the massed Protectors and Xeteskian mages.

‘So what’s going on?’ he asked. ‘Bit more than a research party, isn’t it?’

The Unknown’s humour faded and he shook his head.

‘Much more,’ he said. ‘Look, we can’t stay here. There’s work for The Raven on Balaia.’

‘Calaius first, I think.’ Hirad showed the way up the path with a last look at the Xeteskians. ‘Ilkar’s not going to like this. Come on; let’s get you up to the house.’




Chapter 3

 


 


 


 


Dystran, Lord of the Mount of Xetesk, Balaia’s Dark College of magic, sat back in his favourite chair, leather-upholstered and deep. A fire warmed the chill late afternoon of early spring, filling his study with a yellow flickering light, augmenting the pale sun that shone through the window. A mug of herb tea steamed on a low table by his right hand.

He’d held Xetesk’s highest office for more than six years now, a fact that truly astounded him. His ascension had been orchestrated by a powerful splinter group while the incumbent Lord, Styliann, had still been alive - an unprecedented series of events. Dystran had been aware that his tenure was intended to be brief and bloody, but circumstances and fortune had conspired in his favour.

Styliann had been killed, an invasion repelled and a period of calm demanded. It had left him alive but a puppet. The intervening years, though, had allowed him to build his own power base largely unopposed. The puppet master had become a subservient adviser and, while no Lord of the Mount was ever completely secure, Dystran had at least the respect of the Circle Seven, Xetesk’s senior mages whose towers ringed the centre of the college.

And now, if Dystran was correct, Xetesk was on the verge of rightful dominion, though victory would be costly. The events leading to the unfortunate death of the Nightchild, Lyanna, had left a legacy of hatred and mistrust in the minds of non-mages. It was a disorganised threat and would be put down by aggressive magic when the time was right.

More positively, those same events had revealed the Al-Drechar. Dystran was determined to control them and the first steps were already in hand. A shame Dordover had chosen to fight him but, one way or another, war had been inevitable. As long as he could keep Lystern on the sidelines and Julatsa helpless, it was a war with only one possible winner.

Better even than the Al-Drechar, though, was a discovery his agents had made while studying texts on the complexities of natural elven links to the earth and magic. It had given him an idea, the successful fruition of which would very much hasten Xetesk’s control over not just Balaia but Calaius too. He was impatient for progress but understood the need for care and secrecy, as did the former puppet master sitting across the fire from him.

The ageing Ranyl was not far from death yet retained a vitality and sharpness of mind that lit the eyes in his sagging face and belied his failing cancer-ravaged body.

‘And when will we hear from the expedition?’ asked Dystran.

‘Not for some time, my Lord,’ said Ranyl. ‘Communion over such a distance is impossible. I have requested an interim report within thirty days but this could prove a long and difficult operation. ’

‘We must have the writings, though,’ said Dystran. ‘I have to be sure. You have my permission to commit resources as necessary.’

Ranyl inclined his head. ‘Thank you, my Lord.’

Dystran picked up his mug and let the fresh, slightly sweet herb aroma fill his nostrils. He sipped the hot liquid, enjoying the taste.

‘So, what of the food supplies?’ he asked.

‘We are fortunate to live within a walled city,’ said Ranyl by way of reply. ‘Our rationing has been effective and our people will survive until the new harvest. Not in comfort but none will starve. I cannot speak as confidently of the refugees at our gates, nor of the rest of Balaia. I understand conditions near Korina to be poor, also inland areas like Erskan and Pontois.’

‘Yet those refugees threaten us, Ranyl. They occupy our farm land and they practically surround our city. When the harvests start, they will demand food I am unwilling to give them. I need them moved by whatever means necessary.’

‘Be careful you do not drive them into Selik’s greedy hands.’

Dystran waved a hand. ‘There is a man and an organisation we can dispense with on a whim. And what would even he do with ten thousand starving Balaians, eh?’

‘It’s public opinion that should concern you,’ chided Ranyl.

Dystran chuckled. ‘I have no time for it. My concern is Dordover and the threat she poses. How are our forces holding out in Arlen? That route must be kept open.’

‘The situation is difficult but not disastrous,’ said Ranyl. ‘Dordover is a tenacious opponent.’

‘Keep me updated,’ said Dystran. ‘And you, my friend?’

‘Difficult but not disastrous,’ said Ranyl, a hand automatically feeling across his stomach. ‘My spells keep the pain away and I will see the recovery of the writings you want. Beyond that, I am in the lap of the Gods.’

‘What will I do without you?’

‘Prosper, young Dystran. You have the potential to be the tacit master of Balaia. The Seven will support you. You have time on your side and you must not hurry. I will school my successor to be as irritatingly cautious as I am.’

Both men laughed.

‘Do you think I’m doing the right thing?’ asked Dystran, revealing his anxiety as he knew he must.

‘As long as our people do not die needlessly in what may be to come, anything that is to the greater glory of the college and city of Xetesk is the right thing.’

Dystran stared deep into Ranyl’s eyes. He didn’t think he’d ever seen them burn so fiercely.

 


Rebraal moved quickly along the path hacked into the rainforest by the Balaian intruders. It was crude and narrow, showing no regard for its effect on the forest, driving straight on, dripping sap onto the mulch underfoot. There were ways of making trails through the forest but they required understanding. Strangers never understood.

As he moved, apprehension began to descend on Rebraal. These men had had no business close to Aryndeneth. What they were was obvious: robbers. Why else would they come here uninvited and armed to fight? What Rebraal couldn’t understand was where they had uncovered the information that had led them here and what exactly they had wanted. He assumed there were stories about hidden riches but these were very far from the truth. Nothing they could take would fetch a good price anywhere. Perhaps it was enough to prove they had been there. He didn’t let himself consider desecration.

But it served to chasten the Al-Arynaar, too many of whom were sceptical of the need for such a numerous order guarding a temple whose location had been believed the best kept secret on Calaius. Reality was hard to accept and the elf had to quell a pang of anxiety while remaining proud that their vigilance had seen off at least the first attack. They had not let their guard drop. They had sworn that they never would. And depending on what he found at the end of the careless path, he felt they could maintain that pledge.

To Rebraal’s knowledge, there had never been an attack on Aryndeneth. Of course the uninvited had come occasionally; those non-pilgrims who sought adventure rather than enlightenment. None had come seeking to harm or steal until now. But that possibility, however slight, was what had inspired the formation of the Al-Arynaar over three thousand years ago when the last priests had left the temple.

Rebraal sent a brief prayer to Orra, Appos and Shorth, the Gods of the earth, for the foresight of those that had gone before, a cold disgust replacing his brief anxiety. These men could not be allowed to disrupt the harmony. Aryndeneth, the Earth Home, was the centre of the elven race for so many reasons and the Al-Arynaar, the Keepers of the Earth, had a duty to elves that most would never even realise. They were not merely ceremonial guardians; that much was now unfortunately obvious. They were the guardians of the elven race itself.

With the sun climbing into the morning sky, humidity and temperature rose with the mist as it steamed from every leaf. Rebraal smiled grimly. Born and bred to the oppressive heat that built with every heartbeat, he moved easily, his breath even, his body sweating to keep him in balance.

At the end of this path however, any strangers would already be suffering as they had every day of their journey towards Aryndeneth. He understood what the conditions did to a man who was ill-prepared for them. Critical fluid loss, lethargy, heat sickness. The heat played tricks with the mind, made a man slow and irritable. And that was just the start of his problems.

Never mind the snakes, the big cats and the spiders; those you could see and fight. But the biting, crawling, burrowing insects and their all but invisible cousins, they could not be fought, only endured and cured. With herb and flower if you knew how, with magic if you didn’t. No one was immune. Not the elves born here and certainly not strangers. Rebraal and the Al-Arynaar drank a crushed herb and petal drink morning and night. It kept the disease away, killed the eggs laid in the skin and lessened the itching. Nothing, though, would stop the barrage. The rainforest and everything that lived there were weapons for the Al-Arynaar. Rebraal determined to use them if he could.

From the rise in temperature, Rebraal guessed he’d travelled two hours before he smelled woodsmoke. He’d heard nothing alien and the smell wasn’t strong, just faint tendrils on the sluggish breeze. Even so, he slowed to listen harder. He had no clear idea what he faced and assuming the ineptitude of the vanguard would be repeated by those in the camp was dangerous.

He heard nothing out of place. The rainforest was awake. Birds screeched, boughs creaked as monkeys and lizards traversed overhead, the undergrowth was alive with rodent, arachnid, insect and reptile. The air buzzed and hummed. All was as it should be bar the acrid taint of char on the wind. He trotted on, footfalls silent on the path, ears straining for the sounds he knew would come.

It was another two hours before he heard them: voices filtering through the dense vegetation, the snap of a branch as it burned and the lazy flap of tent canvas. He pitied anyone who chose to sleep on the ground. Most of what crawled or slithered was poisonous to a greater or lesser degree. Too bad.

For the last three hundred yards, he left the path but kept close enough to study it. The strangers had posted two guards but they were scared men, eyes shifting towards every sound, real or imagined. Rebraal watched them for a time. From a distance of five yards they had no idea he was even there. He would have laughed but he didn’t want to scare them into running. Instead, he left them scratching at their legs and swatting uselessly at the insects buzzing around their heads and moved on.

Closer to the camp, he slowed still further, frowning. The sound of voices, gruff and unhappy, was louder than he had anticipated, and the light from ahead brighter, as if they’d found or enlarged a clearing. The smell of woodsmoke was stronger now and he could see its wisps edging through the shade under the canopy. The forest was quieter here, the presence of strangers scaring the wildlife and the smoke dampening the rampant enthusiasm of the insect swarms.

He edged through a waist-high sea of huge-leafed fronds, thick stalks tacky with sap, keeping crouched as he came, eyes fixed on the light ahead. Pushing aside a thatch of ivy hanging from the branches of a balsa tree, he leaned against its trunk and peered around it into the camp.

The breath caught in his throat. This wasn’t a mere raiding party, it was more like an organised invasion. Eyes scanning the man-made clearing of something like three hundred feet a side, he counted them as they moved in and out of the cover of the tentage pitched in orderly form around a dozen campfires.

Warriors, mages and bowmen, there had to be one hundred and fifty of them. Maybe more.

Rebraal shrank back into the comforting embrace of the forest, his heart thrashing in his chest so loud he thought it might give him away, his mind churning with questions, options and nightmares. In no more than a day, these men would question the whereabouts of the dead trail-finders. Then they would come. Slowly maybe, but in force.

At Aryndeneth Rebraal had ten Al-Arynaar, and of them Meru was gone to spread the alarm. Too late. Whatever was to come, those at the temple would have to face it and beat it alone.

Before he inched forward to commit everything he could to memory, Rebraal offered a fervent prayer to Yniss for a miracle. Because sure as baking sun followed the rains, they were going to need one.

 


Erienne watched with detached disinterest the dragon swoop in to land on the upper slopes of the mountain, where the other Kaan sat with Hirad acting like masters of all they surveyed. They could have it. It was a traitor’s kingdom.

All the while she hummed Lyanna’s favourite song, her hands caressing the earth beneath which her daughter lay. She turned back. The bed was looking beautiful today, alive with vibrant reds and yellows, deep purples and lush greens. Lyanna was giving her energy to the earth; her inextinguishable life-force would bless this place for ever.

Erienne sat back on her haunches and looked left and right along the terraces cut into the gentle slope that led up to the mountain peak. She took in the arches, statues, pillars, grottoes, intricate rock gardens and perfectly formed trees. She opened her mind to the deep and ancient aura of magical power.

It was fitting that Lyanna lay here. Among the long-dead of the Al-Drechar, the Keepers of the One magic. Lyanna should have been the first of a new generation, would have been had the memories of those past not been betrayed by the four that had still lived when she and Erienne had arrived on Herendeneth.

Erienne had come here with such hope. That Lyanna would be schooled to accept the power within her. That the colleges would understand that her little girl could be slave to none of them. That she must be left alone with her teachers to realise her potential and, more importantly, to live.

But the colleges were greedy for her power or, failing that, anxious she be killed. Erienne’s own college of Dordover had allied with witch hunters to find her and Lyanna and see them both dead. Xetesk had pledged support but their motives had little to do with Erienne’s desires and everything to do with lust for power and knowledge.

And then, at the very last, when victory had seemed within their grasp, when The Raven had seemed triumphant, the ultimate betrayal had taken her beautiful dancing child from her. They, the Al-Drechar, had decreed that Lyanna should die. They had decided her little body couldn’t contain the One magic growing within her. And they had decided this entity, which Erienne had discovered to be independent of her daughter, should be transferred to her mind, killing the child in the process.

She glanced down at the ruins of the house. Two of them still lived. Elven witches who by rights should be dead but who The Raven now protected. She knew why and even sometimes confessed to herself they were right but she hated them all for it anyway.

A wave of guilt broke through her mind and her song faltered

even as the tears threatened behind her eyes. But she hated no one more than herself. After all, everything that had happened was as a direct result of what she had wanted. Gods, she’d even slept with Denser that first time to conceive a child she felt might have the potential to develop the One magic.

Everything had gone according to her plan but the One had proved too strong, too chaotic. Impossible to control. In Dordover, they had made the mistake of awakening the magic in a mind too young to cope. That was why Erienne had run to Herendeneth. But Erienne’s sin was far, far worse. For too long, she had ignored the fact that there was a child as well as an ancient magical talent awakening, so consumed was she by the potential of Lyanna. She had only been a little girl. And no one, not even her mother, had given her either choice or chance.

Erienne broke and wept, head buried in her hands, her body rocking backwards and forwards as the grief, guilt, hate and love stormed through her, robbing her of any coherent thought. Images of Lyanna skipping in the orchard overlaid those of her tiny, still, blue-tinged body, lying on the kitchen floor. She heard Lyanna in her head, snatches of laughter and innocent questions. She could smell her body, clean after a bath, and sense the love in those beautiful eyes shining out, unconditional, trusting. Betrayed.

She heaved in a breath and sobbed out her sorrow, her lips moving, her voice choked. Nothing could bring her back. Nothing would ease the agony, the longing and the loss. And Erienne’s only peace was that Lyanna would be with her murdered sons. Her wonderful twin boys, long-gone but never forgotten. At least she wasn’t alone.

Erienne felt a hand on her shoulder and heard Denser crouch by her, silent.

‘Get away from me,’ she hissed.

‘No, love,’ said Denser, his voice soft but determined. ‘Lean into me.’

‘You can’t help me,’ she said. Every day the same. The words might be different but the sense never changed. ‘Leave us alone.’

‘No, I won’t,’ said Denser, insistent. ‘I pledged that I would never leave you. Let me into you. Just try.’

Erienne shook her head, too tired to argue. At least his appearance had stopped her tears for now. She wiped her face with the backs of her hands, accepting the clean cloth square Denser pushed into her left hand to wipe her eyes.

‘Thank you,’ she said.

‘Any time,’ he said. ‘I’ll always be here, whenever you need me.’ Denser moved a little closer, putting his arm around her shoulders. Erienne tensed, wanting to push him away but knowing she couldn’t. She hated him for refusing to judge the Al-Drechar as she did but she loved him for his unswerving strength. So she sat with him in silence, both of them just staring at the bed of flowers as it ruffled gently in the warm breeze.

There was nothing to say. One day, perhaps, she would admit his grief. But right now she couldn’t even begin to cope with her own.

Her head was throbbing. Like every day, the One entity was trying to assert itself. Trying to gain influence over her mind. But it was not strong enough and it gave her grim satisfaction that it could not rule her the way they had all let it rule and then destroy Lyanna.

Erienne knew it wasn’t sentient, that it was just her subconscious mind interacting with a power that intrigued and disgusted her in equal measure. She imagined it as a disease, a cancer she couldn’t destroy but could suppress and bend to her will. She knew that to let her defences fall would open her mind to power she wasn’t sure she could control. And she knew that to do so would mean she had to talk to the Al-Drechar, because without them she would only hasten her own demise.

There had been times when that had seemed preferable to existence without Lyanna. But something inside her stopped her taking her own life. Deep down, she believed in the One. She just couldn’t reconcile that she was now its last hope. She knew that some time she would have to accept what she was. But it would be on her terms alone. No elven witch or Xeteskian mage would pressure her.

Inside her was the power of the One, living. It shouldn’t be there but it was. And it reminded her every moment of every day that Lyanna had been sacrificed for it to be within her. So, like so much, she both hated and craved it. But for now, and maybe for ever, the hate held sway.

The confusion within her made her mind pound all the more.

She turned her head to look at Denser. His beard was trimmed, his black hair neat and short, his cheekbones and jaw angled and so attractive. He was looking down at the bed, tears rolling down his face either side of his sharp nose.

For a heartbeat, she thought about kissing his tears away. But in that moment, the grief deluged her again and she crumbled back into her nightmare.




Chapter 4

 


 


 


 


Rebraal arrived back at Aryndeneth after two sharp downpours, each followed by steaming heat as the sun forced its way through the cloud. He could imagine the strangers running for cover as an inch and more rain fell in drops the size of his thumbs, extinguishing fires and drumming on canvas, finding its way through every loose stitch and seam.

For his part, the leader of the Al-Arynaar had merely found the best shelter he could under the broad green leaves of trees, and had listened to the sounds the rain brought to the forest: the undergrowth alive with animals scurrying for holes and burrows; the spatter of water on leaf and branch; the shifting of vegetation at every level of the harmony.

Rain was something to be enjoyed, not endured. It brought a freshness to the air and drove the insects from the sky. It brought life to the environment. It was warm on his skin and cooled the extremes of temperature. Rebraal loved the rain.

Later, standing on the overgrown stone apron in front of the temple, Rebraal called the Al-Arynaar to him. It was a call to arms and one that struck a chord of fear and determination in all of them. He had wondered whether the call, a song that echoed out through the forest in an ancient and long-dead language, was really required. But in truth, the threat was so great even the Deneth-barine song couldn’t communicate its magnitude.

With Mercuun gone to spread the alarm and light fading quickly with the close of day under a bank of thickening cloud, Rebraal faced just eight. Two mages and six warriors. Their faces told him they understood the gravity; he now had to explain the reality.

There was an expectant air, tinged with anxiety. The song had not been heard in the living memory of any of them or indeed the two generations before them. They gathered in a loose group around Rebraal as the evening birds began to call and the rasp of a thousand pairs of cicada legs sawed at the fading light.

‘The strangers’ camp is a half-day standard march north. The path they made took me straight to it.’ He paused to take them all in. ‘The Al-Arynaar assembled here face a threat at least ten times our number. We will need all of our guile and the blessing of Yniss to survive.’

Rebraal let his words sink in. He saw fear, which was right, but no desperation. He hadn’t expected to.

‘How long before they get here?’ asked Caran’herc. Keen eyes and a fine archer even for an elf, Caran’herc had her hair close-cropped for convenience and a narrow face that robbed her of real beauty. Her eyes though, piercing and deep blue, shone from her face, bewitching.

‘By the position of the sun, I left them four hours ago,’ said Rebraal, ‘and they were making no preparations then. They will miss their dead by dawn if not before and though the rain might slow them, they could be on us and wary before night falls tomorrow.’

‘Mercuun will be gone until the day after tomorrow at least,’ said Sheth’erei, a thoughtful, quiet mage. She chewed at her thin lips, the tips of her high cheeks pink, the hood of a lightweight cloak thrown over her head against the insects of the night.

Rebraal nodded. ‘Yes, Sheth. We have to assume we are on our own.’

They took the situation in, each one weighing up the risks and possibilities. They knew the forest was their greatest ally, but that for all its strengths, overwhelming odds would ultimately be victorious. Unless the few were prepared.

‘Sheth, Erin. Perimeter wards need to be laid and activated. So do the temple doors. When these are set, remember your distances all of you.’ He looked hard at the two mages. ‘It’s up to you to tell us when we can no longer pray inside. Right. The rest of us. Check and unlock the stakes and pits. Re-lay the camouflage on the archer platforms, rub down the boards and check fastenings for silence. Check every arrow tip and shaft for imperfection, the toxin supply for age. Hone every edge of every blade. Clear your lines of sight, retie the netting. Leave no mark on the earth. That done we will talk of our positions.

‘But first, we will pray.’

Rebraal led them to the temple.

 


The Unknown Warrior walked through the entrance of the house, nodding at Aeb who stood just inside. The Protector inclined his head in return.

‘The kitchen is still the most habitable area,’ he said in response to the question The Unknown had been framing.

The Raven warrior smiled. ‘And the rest of the house?’

‘Safe from collapse. We have repaired roofing over some of the bedrooms but we lack tools.’

‘Not any more you don’t. Nor do you lack muscle.’

‘A hundred of my brothers is a welcome addition,’ said Aeb.

‘A hundred?’ echoed Hirad.

‘Later,’ said The Unknown. He turned back to Aeb. ‘We’ll tour the house later, set some priorities. I’ll be in the kitchen with my family.’

Aeb inclined his head again. ‘I will have our brothers leave there.’

‘Thank you.’

The Unknown pointed the way and led Diera towards the kitchen, which stood at the far end of the house. It was not a walk he enjoyed.

Directly opposite the shored-up frontage with its battered but repaired doors was the gaping space that had once been the wood and glass entrance to the orchard, the devastated centrepiece of the house. The Unknown paused and looked out, and the battle flickered back through his head with disturbing clarity.

He saw the orchard ablaze with mage fire from the bombardment of Dordovan FlameOrbs. The shapes of mages descending on Shadow-Wings into the blaze. The sound of spells drumming on the roof. The rush of cool air as the front doors were battered down. The spatter of blood on his face. Dear Gods, The Raven had fought so hard against such numbers.

The Unknown placed a hand on his forehead and felt the sweat sheen there. His hip ached in sympathy at the memory of the desperate run up the corridor to the ballroom and through to the kitchen. The ache intensified, jabbed pain at him.

The smells of ash and fear were in his nostrils once again. The deaths of Protectors blown apart by close-focused magic flashed in front of his eyes. He could hear Denser’s frantic attempts to shield them from crossbows behind and Hirad’s roar and the cut of his sword into Dordovan flesh. And, with sickening repetition, he saw a Protector sacrifice himself to save Lyanna from an IceWind, Ilkar’s sword spinning end over end through the air and the blood that flowed from the mage’s nose. There was Selik, too, standing over the prone body of Erienne, and Hirad charging towards him. And at the end, Darrick and Ren saving them all when they should have died.

All except Lyanna. And it was his abiding sorrow that everything had been reversed. Because she should have been the only one to live but ended up being the only one to die. For all their defence. For all the fight way beyond normal endurance. For all their belief, The Raven could not save her.

Nothing could have. He swayed against the door frame.

‘Hey, lost in that head of yours, are you?’ asked Diera, free arm linked through his.

They moved left to the long passageway which led up to the banqueting hall and overlooked the orchard all along its length. A long door-studded wall ran the other side.

‘A little,’ he said. ‘You can’t stop the memories coming back.’

‘You fought up here?’ asked Diera.

The Unknown looked down at her as they walked. Hirad kept a respectful silent distance behind. She was glancing about as if trying to imagine the scene. Jonas had snuggled into her shoulder and looked asleep.

‘All the way from front door to kitchen. When we weren’t running, that is.’ He tried to smile but she shuddered.

‘It must have been awful,’ she whispered.

‘I thought we were all going to die,’ he said.

Diera leant a little further into him and he squeezed her shoulder.

‘Gets to you, doesn’t it?’ said Hirad, coming to his side.

‘You could say,’ he replied.

‘It fades but it never goes away,’ said the barbarian.

‘Come on,’ said The Unknown. ‘Let’s get The Raven together. I’ll worry about my mind later.’

 


Rebraal led the Al-Arynaar into the dome of Aryndeneth and at once the majesty of the temple surged through his body and he felt, as they all did, the pulsing life of the harmony. Sweet and soothing, it swept away the threat that lay without and filled him with the surety of the everlasting. It stoked his belief and imbued his mind with the determination that set the Al-Arynaar apart.

He breathed deep and walked further into the cool of the great dome, towards its magnificent statue and glorious pool. Rebraal still found it hard to believe that Aryndeneth and all it contained had been built five millennia ago.

Beyond the threshold, marble and stone flags patterned the floor, the multicoloured slabs positioned exactly to catch the light of the sun at a dozen different times of the day, when prayers could be offered to the Gods of the forest and the land, of the air and mana, and of harmony. There were no seats in the main dome, although contemplation chambers at each corner of the temple provided rough benches and stands for candles. And further back, a corridor had other chambers on either side, the doors of which opened only at given times of the day or season. The dome itself was the place for silent reverence and hands touching the ground when praying brought the Gods closer.

Between the precisely set windows, the walls and domed ceiling were covered in intricate murals. They depicted the rise of Yniss and the trials of the elven peoples as they grew to longevity and earned the right to live with the land, vibrant colours tracing the history of Calaius. And, in the centre of the domed ceiling, was painted the only fully rendered impression of the Balaian dimension, with Calaius at its centre. Radiating out from the Southern Continent were the energy lines the elves believed linked the lands and the seas together. They were the lines that gave elves their innate sense of home anywhere in the world and originated from one place. Aryndeneth.

Beautiful though the murals, maps and line tracings were, they were as nothing in comparison to what dominated the temple. In the exact centre of Aryndeneth, a statue rose seventy feet into the dome.

It was of Yniss, the God the elves worshipped as the Father of their race and He who gave the elves the gift of living as one with the land and its denizens, the air and with mana. Rebraal’s eyes tracked down the statue, which was carved from a single block of flint-veined, polished pale stone.

Yniss was sculpted kneeling on one leg, head looking down along the line of his right arm. The arm was extended below his bended knee, thumb and forefinger making a right angle with the rest of the fingers curled half fist. Every detail of the sculptors’ vision had been intricately included. Yniss was depicted as an old elf, age lines around the eyes and across the forehead. His long full hair and beard were carved blowing back towards and over his right shoulder.

Romantic idealism had led the sculptors to depict the God’s body as toned and muscled perfection. There was the odd age line but nothing to really divorce the body from that of a pure athlete. A single-shouldered robe covered little more than groin and stomach, leaving open the bunching shoulders, stunningly defined arms and powerful, sandal-shod legs.

Though there was no colour other than that of the marble itself, Rebraal always stared hard at the slanted oval eyes, their powerful lines and clever use of the temple’s light and shadow making them all but sparkle with life.

The majesty of the statue, though, was all mere dressing for its purpose. The scriptures of Yniss spoke of him coming to this place to give life to the world and construct the harmony that made the elves, gave them long life and showed them the beauty of the forest and the earth. Yniss had channelled his life energy along forefinger and thumb into the harmonic pool, from where it spread throughout the land, bringing glory where it touched. The scriptures laid down the exact design of Yniss’s hand for the sculptors who came after him, their precision ensuring the flow of life energy was forever unbroken. Pipes concealed within the statue’s thumb and forefinger fed water from an underground spring into the pool beneath the statue’s outstretched hand.

Rebraal believed the harmony was what kept him alive, though the scriptures were vague on the consequences of disruption, save that it would cause disaster. Perhaps the forests would wither or elves would die. It mattered little. While the Al-Arynaar lived, no one would damage the harmony, either by accident or design.

Rebraal knelt before the statue and in front of the thirty-foot-wide crescent-shaped and sweet-smelling pool into which the waters of life energy fed. He placed his hands firmly on the stone and bowed his forehead to touch its cool surface before lifting his head to look into Yniss’s eyes and pray again for his miracle.

 


Selik, commander of the Black Wings, had travelled much of eastern Balaia since the death of Lyanna, Erienne’s abomination of an offspring. He’d seen what the child’s filthy magic had done to his country. He’d seen smashed towns and villages, ruined fields and livestock corpses strewn across flattened pasture, rotting where they lay. He’d seen forests uprooted and levelled, rivers flood plains and lakes double their size, drowning all they touched. And he’d seen where the earth had opened to swallow the land, leaving great scars on the landscape that seeped death and disease.

And worse than the ravaged countryside was the suffering in those towns and cities where people still lived because they had nowhere else to go. In Korina, the extravagance of earlier years had come back to haunt the capital. With farm produce from outlying areas all but gone and no sensible provision for grain storage, the population was reliant on the remnants of the city’s fishing fleet. But it was in a pitiful state. Less than thirty seaworthy vessels remained, the wreckage of the rest still lying among the smashed docks. But Korina’s population exceeded a quarter of a million and even with the huge outflow of refugees to inland towns, they were fighting a losing battle.

The population had survived a harsh winter but were now close to starving, and though the storm and flood waters had receded, their legacy was disease and rats. He knew it was the same throughout Balaia. With four exceptions: Xetesk, Dordover, Lystern and Julatsa.

Magic. Travers, his leader when the Black Wings he now led had been formed, had been right all along. Though magic did superficial good, it upset the natural balance. And where its hand had been then abandoned, people suffered and died. How fragile Balaia was and how blind so many had been to that fragility. But magic had always had the capacity to create disaster and now no eyes were closed to that fact. The evil child and her untamed magic had blighted a whole continent and left the innocent to struggle with the consequences.

And where were the mages now? Guilty by association, they had fled back to the safety of their college cities to hide, grow fat and prepare for war. And all the while those they purported to care for starved. Rightly, the populace was turning against them. Even where mages had stayed, the damage was too great for them to truly help and their efforts were born of guilt not concern.

They had shown their true colours. Magic was not strong; it was a force of opportunism turned on the helpless to force obedience. Well, now things were different. The helpless would learn to help themselves and would not see magic return to their lives. Once they could, they would live without it.

It would not be an easy path. Balaia would have to find a new strength and would need a new order. One that shunned and despised the wretches in their colleges. Never again could the users of magic be allowed to hold the balance of power.

Selik had seen all he needed to see. Already his followers were spreading dissent and rumour, preparing the ground. And already there was support for what he represented. The pure path. The righteous path. Once the majority of the population was behind him he could move to strike at the heart of the evil that had plagued Balaia for too long. He would smash them, their colleges and their towers, and liberate the people.

Selik smiled, the expression dragging his spell-ravaged face into a sick sneer. His time had come. The mages had struck the mortal blow against themselves and would not survive it. While they hid and licked their wounds, his power grew. What the great Travers had started as an exercise in control, Selik would finish as an example of extinction. And when magic was gone, his would be the dominant force; he would see to that.

He kicked his horse into a canter, fifty of his men behind him. Erskan and the villages nearby were next. He had heard that mages still worked their sick trade there. Some still had lessons to learn.
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Rebraal waited in the temple long after the other Al-Arynaar had left to begin their tasks. His was the first sitting of contemplation and he had prayed fervently it would bring him new wisdom.

Aryndeneth was cool and quiet but for the waters of harmony falling precisely into the crescent pool before continuing their journey through the veins of the earth. It was a sound that he allowed to wash over him until he was conscious of nothing else but its sustaining beauty.

This evening was revered by the Al-Arynaar because of the conjunction of land, sun and sky, and Rebraal was aware of the shifting of the light through his closed eyes. He opened them and watched, from his kneeling position, the amber glow of late sunlight through an exactly positioned tinted window set into the base of the dome.

Every point the light touched on the polished walls glistened, details of murals and mosaics picked out in glory then banished to relative shadow as it crawled by. He watched on, seeing the pool dancing and sparkling in the periphery of his vision. The light reached the statue; part of the diffuse beam pierced the crook of its left arm. In the back of the temple, stone grated on stone as a doorway to learning opened.

It would be brief. Once the light had passed the crook, the door would slide shut and twenty days would pass before it opened again. Some doors opened daily but here was a chance for rare study. This was the tome of Shorth, the fleet foot God. The Death Keeper. He was the balance at the end of life’s cycle. He restored the living to the earth and their breath to the sky and their mana to the harmony. Rebraal had barely studied him. Perhaps he would learn enough to ensure this was not his last chance.

Offering a short prayer of thanks to Yniss, Rebraal rose to his feet and paced silently past the statue, his eyes easily piercing the gloom at the back of the temple. To his left, a doorway let into a small, mural-covered cell bathed in warm amber light from a large window above. A single desk and chair faced a double shelf full of texts, some almost too ancient to touch. Rebraal selected a heavy leather-bound book and began to read.




Chapter 5

 


 


 


 


The look on Ilkar’s face when he strode into a kitchen filled with the delicious smells of soup and fresh bread that evening was just as The Unknown had expected. The elegant eyebrows were arrowed in, the lips thin, the high-boned cheeks reddened and leaf-shaped ears pricking furiously. His words stopped the desultory conversation around The Raven’s table.

‘I’ve had the most wonderful day,’ he said. ‘Clear blue skies, warm water, an island a short sail away just for me and the woman I love. Then, to cap off the perfection, I sail back here to find we’ve handed over control of Herendeneth to Xetesk. Anyone want to volunteer a reason?’ He stared squarely at The Unknown. ‘Hello, Unknown. At least it’s good to see you if not the rest of the passengers that came with you.’

He sat down.

‘Great entrance,’ said Hirad.

‘Some performance,’ agreed Denser.

The briefest of smiles registered on Erienne’s face, gone in a heartbeat.

‘This isn’t funny,’ snapped Ilkar. ‘Correct me if I’m wrong, but we agreed a research party of six. Now I’m not the world’s greatest mathematician but I reckon I counted more than six Xeteskian mages on my way through the house. Oh, and I think there was the odd Protector in addition to the half-dozen who were here when I left this morning.’

The Unknown would have laughed under other circumstances - Ilkar’s sarcasm was always so perfectly delivered - but this wasn’t the time.

‘There are thirty mages and one hundred Protectors here. They are here because they fear invasion of this island by Dordover.’ The silence around the table was total. ‘That is because Xetesk and Dordover are now at war. It is open conflict and it will soon consume Balaia, our country, which is already starving and broken.

‘They are here to research dimensional magics across the spectrum and we can’t stop them or make demands of them. But we can do something about Balaia. There’s a tide early tomorrow afternoon. We have to be on it.’

Soup spoons were forgotten, bread hung from fingers. The Unknown Warrior could hear them all breathing - The Raven, less one notable absentee, the people in whom he had unshakeable faith. They would be tested now, for sure.

‘We’ve fought for Balaia for so long. For peace and for somewhere we can grow old in safety and security. But I’ve brought my wife and son here because I fear for their lives from starvation, disease or the sword if I leave them there. We can’t let it go on. Or everything else we’ve done will be for nothing.’

‘But I thought peace was being brokered,’ said Hirad.

‘You thought wrong,’ said The Unknown. ‘We all did. This was just a matter of time.’

In his chair to The Unknown’s left, Ry Darrick shifted uncomfortably. The former Lysternan general had been accused of desertion back on Balaia to fight with The Raven but that didn’t change the way he felt about his home.

‘Lystern?’ he said as if fearing the answer.

‘Peace brokers with no peace to broker,’ said The Unknown. ‘They’re out of it for now but . . .’ He shrugged. They all understood. He turned his attention to Ilkar. The elf had not been mollified by his answer. ‘But there is a chance. We have to restore the balance. Raise the Heart of Julatsa.’

‘I agree.’ Ilkar nodded. ‘Assuming we can find a couple of hundred mages to help.’

‘Jevin’s going to Calaius next for cargo. We should be with him. Plenty of mages there.’

‘Yes, Unknown, and they all returned there for a good reason,’ said Ilkar.

‘Then you’ll have to persuade them to go back,’ said The Unknown. ‘They’ll listen to you.’ He stared at Ilkar until the Julatsan nodded.

‘And meanwhile we let Xetesk have the run of this place?’

‘What else can we do, Ilkar?’ asked The Unknown. ‘We can’t force them to leave and, more important, their research could free the Protectors and send the dragons home.’

‘But what about the other results, eh?’

‘I know,’ said The Unknown. ‘And that’s why we have to get Julatsa working as a college again. It’s the only way to stop the war. I don’t see we have any choice. Even if Lystern and Dordover allied, they wouldn’t be strong enough. With Julatsa, they just might. But Julatsa needs its Heart. We all need to say our goodbyes and get going. Balaia can’t wait. And what Erienne is carrying needs to be taken away from here. I’m sure you all understand.’

Erienne pushed back her chair and stood up slowly, shaking off Denser’s protective arm.

‘I’m so pleased you’ve got it all worked out,’ she said. ‘Ilkar can go and find his mages to rebuild Balaia and, by the by, you can look after poor little me and take me away from those nasty Xeteskians.’

She stopped and glared around the table, daring any of them to speak. The Unknown felt suddenly cold, knew he’d made an error and cursed himself silently. He knew what she was going to say before she said it.

‘But any of you who thinks I will leave my daughter here to the tender mercies of her killers and the Dark College deserves nothing but my contempt. I’m sure you all understand.’

She strode from the kitchen.

‘That wasn’t your cleverest speech,’ said Ilkar.

‘No,’ agreed The Unknown. He’d misjudged the state of her grief and her mind; and though he felt empty for her, he couldn’t fathom why she hadn’t moved on a day since he’d left. ‘But she’ll come round.’

‘By tomorrow? No chance,’ said Denser. ‘Her mind isn’t rational one heartbeat to the next.’

‘Well, you’ve got to make it so. She isn’t safe here. And we need her. She’s Raven.’

Ilkar shifted in his seat and narrowed his startling slanted oval eyes.

‘There’s something else, isn’t there? Something’s got you spooked because this isn’t like you. You’re too careful. What is it?’

The Unknown shook his head. ‘You weren’t there; you didn’t feel it. Balaia’s dying.’

‘What are you talking about?’ asked Hirad.

‘I can’t make you understand. But every Protector here will tell you the same thing. It’s like the air itself doesn’t taste right. There are forces trying to impose things on Balaia and its peoples that go against the natural order. Not just Selik and the Black Wings; the colleges too. They have stood for two thousand years as deterrents against one another. But now they’ve turned on each other and they’ll murder Balaia too. I will not let that happen.

‘Now, where’s Thraun?’

Hirad sighed and looked at Ilkar. The elf was staring down at his food, Ren’s arm around his shoulders. The Unknown wasn’t about to like what he’d hear, he was sure of that.

 


The Unknown didn’t find Thraun until well past midnight, and even then he all but tripped over the feral man. The dark of the night, the deep shadows under the beech trees and bushes and Thraun’s utter stillness had made The Unknown’s lantern-lit search fruitless for hours. He’d rejected all offers of help. For reasons he wasn’t prepared to put into words, he felt he’d have more joy if he found the shapechanger alone.

When at last he came across the sleeping form, he stood and looked down at him for a time. Thraun’s face was creased by a frown and his teeth ground together as he dreamed, memories and anxieties surfacing to torture his rest. He lay in a close foetal position, with his hands balled into fists and his legs tucked right up to his body. He’d made a bed from blankets taken from the house, and scattered about him was the detritus of a confused mind trying desperately to find itself but not knowing where it was lost. There was an empty bottle, a book, a square of torn tapestry, a knife from the kitchen, an empty bowl and an arrow. A curious mix.

The Unknown knelt next to Thraun, the shapechanger’s eyes opening as he did so.

‘Not too much wrong with your senses, I see,’ he said, setting the lantern down.

Thraun’s eyes showed no fear, just tired puzzlement and then dawning recognition. His face relaxed.

‘That’s better,’ said The Unknown. ‘Good to see you again. Now, Hirad tells me you can understand most of what I’m saying but that you can’t speak right now. Can you indicate that you’ve understood me?’

Thraun nodded, making an affirmative grunting noise. The Unknown stared at the ground briefly before looking back up.

‘Sorry. I guess I shouldn’t talk to you like you’re a child, eh?’

A shake of the head.

‘What’s in there, Thraun? What is it that’s stopping you? Part of your wolven self must be obstructing your human mind, mustn’t it? What can we do?’

Thraun’s face collapsed and he hunched up, eyes moistening, pleading at The Unknown. The big man reached out a hand and clasped Thraun’s shoulder for a moment.

‘Gods, but I understand like no one else can. Let me tell you something I’ve not told anyone before.’ He moved to a seated position, his back against a tree. The night was quiet but for the warm breeze rustling the leaves above their heads.

‘My time as a Protector was mercifully short and a brave mage gave his life to free me and return my soul to me. But in the time I was one, I felt a bond the like of which I didn’t think could ever be replaced. It went beyond kinship and love. It was deeper than either though based on both, I suppose. It was something hard to express except to say that it was an utterly binding sense of belonging. No one, I thought, who had not experienced it could understand. And when I was freed, though that was what I wanted desperately, I lost something I assumed was irreplaceable. You might remember how I was in the days after I was released; I don’t know.’

The Unknown stopped to gauge Thraun’s reaction. The shapechanger was staring at him, eyes wide. Whether it was comprehension, remembrance or just plain incredulity that someone was talking to him this way was unfortunately not clear. At least he had Thraun’s attention.

‘The point is that I think you’re in a similar position to me but the effects are keener because you spent five years as a wolf, not just a few days. The wolf pack gave you a similar bond; they laid their trust in you and you in them. You blame yourself for what happened to them both during the hurricane in Thornewood and on the docks in Arlen.

‘And now you’ve reverted to human form you feel like you’re running away. It isn’t so. Like me and the Protectors, part of you will always be with the pack that still runs. Hang on to that, but don’t let it cloud your mind. Remember it and use it.

‘But what I want you to really understand, and I don’t know whether you will, is that there is something that gives what you feel you have lost. It took me an age to realise it but it’s undeniable. The Raven have that bond. Together we are stronger than we could ever be as a mere group of individuals. We make a difference to each other and in whatever we do. And if you look inside yourself, you know that to be true. Do you understand me?’

For a time Thraun did nothing, just continued to stare. There was a single tear on his left cheek and the frown was back, stamped hard on his forehead. But like a trickle of water finding its way gradually down a window, his face cleared and he sat up. He sucked his top lip and breathed in deeply. He made no move to nod or hint that he knew what The Unknown was talking about but it was there in his expression just the same. The Unknown felt he was struggling to communicate in another way.

‘Go on,’ he said. ‘Try to make the words.’

Thraun opened his mouth, his eyes still searching The Unknown’s face, but nothing came save a dry rasp and he snapped his jaws shut angrily.

‘It’s all right. It’ll come. Now listen, because there’s something very important I have to tell you. All right?’

Thraun shrugged and exercised his jaws again.

‘I know you’re frustrated but you’ll get there as long as you have faith. The Raven will be with you. We’re your family always, and we’re your strength any time you need us. And we want you to be with us in whatever comes next, but for that you will have to leave this island.’

Thraun stopped moving.

‘The Raven have to leave here to go back home and help with things there that are badly wrong. We can talk about what’s happening another day, but for now I want you to think about what you’re going to do. To make The Raven complete, we want you to be with us. We are stronger with you and you with us.

‘Do you understand that?’

Thraun was staring at the ground and now drew his legs up to his chest, locking them there with his arms. He rocked backwards and forwards gently.

‘Thraun?’

He didn’t look up but The Unknown thought he saw a fractional nod of the head. It was enough.

‘Good, good. I’ll leave you now to sleep if you want. Think about what I’ve said and let me know in whatever way you can what it is you want to do.’

The Unknown pushed himself to his feet, picked up the lantern and limped back towards the house, suddenly dog-tired and craving the arms of Diera.




Chapter 6

 


 


 


 


The rainforest was quiet. A sharp downpour had thrashed across the temple an hour before, sending the Al-Arynaar to cover under the broad leaves of a master banyan tree at the southern edge of the temple. Water still fell from the upper canopy to puddle on the ground before soaking away. Rebraal walked across the rain-slick apron with the mage, Erin’heth. It was the night following his time of contemplation in the cell of Shorth and preparations were now complete.

They couldn’t afford to worry about the strangers themselves, who had to be approaching by now. All that really taxed Rebraal was whether their defence would delay the strangers long enough for Mercuun to return. An elf of his ability could make a great deal of difference.

‘We can’t rely on him, Rebraal,’ said Erin’heth. ‘Your plan is sound. We can only do what we can do. If Mercuun arrives, it’s a bonus.’

Rebraal tried to smile but couldn’t help but be irritated that it was Meru that had left them. But then, who else but himself commanded the elves’ respect? He’d really had no choice.

‘Talk me through the grid,’ he said to concentrate his mind.

‘We’ve laid as many wards as we could in the time,’ said Erin. ‘We have to be fresh for the fight and Sheth is already sleeping. There’s no linkage but we’ve positioned the strike zones to herd them to the central position you want. Then it’s up to you and the archers because if they move to leave the apron, the outer ring isn’t going to hold them for ever even though they’re FlameWalls.’

‘And the temple doors?’

‘It’ll be carnage. Sheth spent a lot of energy on that ward. It’s big. If we should die in the fight, don’t touch it until you get a replacement mage.’

‘Didn’t you tune elves out of the triggers?’ Rebraal frowned.

‘In the apron wards yes, but we can’t risk a smart stranger circumventing the ward by forcing an elf to open the temple doors, so anything bigger than a panther will trigger it.’

Rebraal nodded, stopped and turned a slow circle on the slippery stone apron. He could see the archer positions, he knew the ward trigger points. They’d done all they could. Yniss would see them safe or let them die for a greater purpose. He had to believe that, though it sat harsh in his mind.

The Al-Arynaar shouldn’t rely on any God. They were placed here by Yniss to succeed.

‘Come on. You need to get your head down,’ he said, ushering Erin away to the hammocks they’d slung under the archer positions. ‘I need to relieve Rourke on the path.’

But the strangers didn’t delay long enough. Rebraal ran into Rourke, who was chasing back up the path, slightly out of breath and very scared. They were coming slowly, travelling by lantern light in the relative cool of night-time. Their pace would bring them to the temple apron an hour before dawn and well before the elves could expect Mercuun. The nine would take on, according to Rourke’s count as he had watched them pass below him from the sanctuary of a palm tree, one hundred and thirty-two. Mainly warriors but with ten who were obviously mages.

Tension replaced quiet calm as the reality of the attack overtook the hope that somehow the strangers would be deflected, or that perhaps they were not here to find the temple at all. All the Al-Arynaar had had these thoughts but they seemed foolish now. There was nothing else of interest here for hundreds of square miles and Rebraal doubted they had come to map the mangrove swamps, the volcanic region to the south or the course of the three huge, sluggish rivers that wound their way through the vast rainforest from the northern coastal ports to the southern deltas where desert gave way to lush vegetation again after a thousand miles.

But why had the TaiGethen not found them and dealt with them? And why had the ClawBound not warned him days before?

The leader of the Al-Arynaar visited the platforms for the last time, reminding the archers to pick their targets and not to begin until the wards had caused maximum confusion. And when their stocks of arrows were exhausted, they were to wait for the signal, the threat call of the grey monkey, before moving to attack from the rear with swords, hoping to force whoever remained into the doors of the temple. To the mages, he had given the task of occupying their enemy counterparts, using spells that demanded magical shielding.

Everything else was in the lap of Yniss.

And so they waited and listened, pairs of elves in three of the four platforms that overlooked the apron, and Rebraal himself with the fourth pair, Sheth’erei and Skiriin. They took it in turn to rest in the hammocks below, while all around the forest hummed with anticipation. The denizens of the rainforest and their God, Tual, knew that evil stalked the ground and the calls were of warning and of danger.

As the very first vestiges of light were edging across the top of the canopy and filtering dimly through to the forest floor, the humidity increased dramatically, the darkness of night was abruptly restored to the sky and the rain came. It was harder than Rebraal had ever remembered; it fell in drops that tore weaker leaves apart, exploded on the ground and crashed among the broad boughs of the trees above to trigger miniature waterfalls as leaves sagged and dropped their loads of water.

On the archer platforms, with skins pulled across to deflect the worst of the deluge which was unrelenting for approaching an hour, the Al-Arynaar peered out at the wall of water falling all around them.

‘Gyal is angry,’ said Skiriin.

Rebraal nodded. The capricious God of the rain who could withhold her life-growing nectar at a whim was venting her fury on the strangers now. Rebraal gave a silent prayer of thanks but knew they would need much more than that.

‘Rebraal, look,’ hissed Sheth.

She pointed through the murk of the rain, which was now beginning to ease. Soon it would stop altogether and the sky would clear. Such was the way of the forest. There was lantern light out there. Blurred and dim but unmistakable. No torch would have stood up to the rain and Rebraal was surprised that lanterns had. Presumably, they’d been sheltered.

The call of the brown tree frog filtered across the apron. Rourke had seen them too.

‘Sheth, be ready,’ said Rebraal.

‘I will.’

The mage sat cross-legged on the platform and closed her eyes. Through her mind she would now be seeing the mana shapes that made up the wards. So would Erin’heth. On the front of the apron, the wards would be activated only when enough of the strangers had crossed them. Every other spell was already active and waiting for the ignorant step of men who shouldn’t be there and would learn that fact only in death.

Rebraal watched almost hypnotised as the bobbing lights approached. The sky was clearing quickly as the clouds dispersed, their cargo discharged. The strangers appeared as shadows within shadows, a hulking darkness in the forest growing larger with every pace. But soon he could pick out features, a growth of beard, a low forehead, the glint of weapons and mail, chains on a pair of boots.

Quickly he checked at his feet, saw his bow wrapped in leathers and his quiver of arrows, similarly protected. He stooped to remove the coverings, testing the tension in the string as he did and upending the arrows to stand their tips in a dish of blood poison. All they had to do was hit their targets. Nature would do the rest before the Al-Arynaar had to draw their swords and attack one to one.

‘Now it starts,’ he said.

Next to him, Skiriin, first arrow nocked and ready, nodded nervously. The first strangers broke cover and stepped tentatively onto the flags of the apron. They spread into a loose line twenty men wide, all with weapons drawn, all moving with the cautious assurance of experienced soldiers, eyes everywhere as they advanced towards the temple.

Around them the forest was hushed, but the quiet was broken by a sharp warning from one of the strangers. One of the mages. A quick exchange followed and the attackers began to scatter.

‘They’ve divined the wards,’ said Rebraal. ‘Now, Flynd. It’s got to be now.’

Upwards of fifty men were on the apron when the southern perimeter wards were activated and tripped in the same heartbeat. Simultaneously, the scattering force ran into areas covered by wards already set and the apron became a furnace.

Explosions ripped along the length of the stone, hurling bodies into the air, showering others with lethal flame and rippling the stone itself. A wall of flame grasped at the sky, climbing fifty feet into the air, cutting off those on the apron from any help and forcing them towards the temple. Rebraal could see figures wreathed in flame staggering blind, dying and confused, and their wails and desperate shouts echoed against the blank unsympathetic walls of the surrounding forest.

The trapped tried to flee but more explosions held them in. Bodies were littering the apron now as steam hissed in great clouds into the sky. Around the edges of the apron, the rest of the strangers were running, looking for ways to save their comrades, shouts and cries lost in the roar of another FlameWall carving at the dawn. But for those on the apron, there would be no salvation and Shorth would see them to torment in death.

‘Wait, Skiriin, wait,’ whispered Rebraal, hearing the elf’s bow tense.

The wards hadn’t worked as Rebraal had planned. Not enough men had been on the apron, and though the effects had been devastating and perhaps forty were dead, the elves still faced enormous odds.

The first FlameWall died away and, heedless of further danger, dozens of the strangers ran onto the apron. Anger had replaced helplessness and orders rang back and forth. While some men picked up comrades, dead and alive, three mages knelt in the centre of the stones while others moved towards the door again.

The call of the motmot rang across the apron, and before any of the strangers had paused to look up the trio of mages were dead and the Al-Arynaar were checking their next targets.

All semblance of order disintegrated as panic gripped the attackers. Some injured were dropped, others dragged unceremoniously over the apron to apparent safety in the forest where the stake traps claimed more screaming victims. A few crossbows were brought to bear and bolts fizzed harmlessly into the trees.

Rebraal watched one of the leaders. He was a tall and powerful man, large axe held in one hand, a heavy growth of beard covering cheeks, neck and chin. He was striding towards the doors of the temple bellowing commands to follow him.

‘Excellent,’ said Rebraal under his breath. ‘Let’s hurry you all up.’ He tracked right and saw a terrified man debating a run back into the forest. He drew back his arm and let fly his arrow, the tip skewering the man’s leg at the top of the thigh. The intruder fell to the ground, staring blindly into the trees, a shout of pain and fear bubbling from his mouth. Another man stooped to help him up. A shaft from across the apron took him clear through the eye. The arrows had the desired effect. The injured man struggled to his feet and joined his comrades fleeing towards the temple.

Faintly, almost inaudibly, Sheth’erei cursed. Rebraal tensed.

‘Spell,’ she muttered.

And so it was. Droplets of pure fire swept from the cloudless sky, lashing into the trees either side of the apron. The soaked leaves of the banyan and fig trees at the edge of the clearing began to smoulder as the strangers’ mage flame struck and bit. Across the apron, fire had already taken hold fifty feet up in the canopy, but still the arrows flew and still the strangers fell. A drop struck the platform on which Rebraal stood, where it hissed at the wood, blackening the area around it and sending new smoke into the sky.

‘Sheth, your turn,’ whispered Rebraal.

She nodded and cast. Sweeping in from the north came a horizontal storm of hail, razor-sharp and as fast as if driven by a gale. It slivered flesh from unprotected faces and hands, buried itself deep in leather armour and packed the strangers ever faster towards the temple doors. The cacophony was suddenly deafening. The crackle of flame from burning wood mixed with shrieks from deep within the forest as creatures fled what they feared the most, while on the apron the strangers yelled at each other and the blank face of the forest around them as they tried desperately to defend themselves against the DeathHail.

The hail was mercifully short. But the mercy, also, was short-lived. Arrows flew unhindered, flashing out from the platforms, most finding their targets but the odd one skipping away off the stone or burying itself in the bole of a tree or lost in the undergrowth. Already, those struck first were feeling the effects of the poison. Their balance betrayed them and they staggered or fell. Their vision tunnelled then disappeared altogether and finally, before death took them, blood streamed from ears, nose and mouth, the poison rupturing vein and artery.

Over half of the strangers were now dead or dying. They had bunched ten yards from the doors to the temple. Ten yards from their goal. Their bearded leader had organised a rough shield defence, and once again crossbow bolts whipped out, chancing to find an enemy.

‘They’ll try to divine the ward on the doors,’ warned Sheth’erei.

Rebraal loosed another arrow. He was running short, as was Skiriin. ‘Can you stop them?’

‘We need to distract them,’ she said, but paused and drew in a sharp breath. ‘Oh no. Erin, no.’

For the first time, fear edged Rebraal’s heart. ‘What is it?’

But he could see. The HotRain still fell but across the apron; it didn’t reach the trees any more. Erin’heth was shielding it and the arc of cover was like a beacon to an enemy mage.

‘We’ve got to break silence,’ said Sheth’erei. ‘They’ll be killed.’

Rebraal nodded. ‘Let’s do it.’

As one, they set up the staccato call of a water eagle. It was the flight warning and sounded too human. Immediately they’d finished, Rebraal, bow slung over his shoulder, led them down the ladder off the platform. Already he could hear the strangers reacting and the sound of running feet.

But it wasn’t himself he was scared for. Turning at the bottom of the ladder, he saw four columns of fire streak down from the sky to plunge into the forest right above the two platforms. It was a spell he’d heard about but never seen, the one that sought souls and took them to hell. And Erin’heth’s shield crumbled under its power.

Wood planks and splinters flew from the forest, carrying with them the tattered remains of protective leathers. The flash of the impact threw the temple and its surrounding into sharp relief, revealing them to their attackers for a vital instant. Rebraal saw a flaming body plunge from a platform to land in the undergrowth in a hail of sparks and cinders, the heat setting the vegetation smouldering and pouring out smoke. He heard an awful cry, cut off abruptly. The nine became five at a single stroke.

‘Sheth, we have to trip that ward!’ he shouted, all thought of stealth gone.

‘I’ll deal with it,’ said the mage, her voice thick with anger.

She dropped to her knees and began to cast, her fingers weaving intricate patterns in the air, her eyes closed against the fire that consumed the corpses of her friends. Beside her, Skiriin’s bow thrummed and another stranger died. Rebraal unclipped his jaqrui pouch and grasped one of the throwing crescents, sending it skimming head-high into the half-dozen strangers coming at them, not thirty yards away. It caught one on the side of the neck, slicing deep. The man cried out, dropped his weapon and clutched at the wound which jetted his life’s blood to the earth.

Rebraal drew his sword. In the same instant Sheth’erei cast with devastating effect. Standing to give herself a clear view of the group by the temple doors, she pushed her hands outwards, palms up. The ForceCone spread away, invisible, a battering ram of mana crashing into the front rank of shield-bearers who, completely unprepared, were hurled backwards into their comrades. The Cone pushed on, and while some scrambled clear of its influence, others were driven back, helpless, tossed head over heels. The result was inevitable. One of them fell into the temple doors.

The flash seared into Rebraal’s eyes and he half turned away. The detonation shook the ground under his feet and the branches of the great banyans overhead. The temple doors exploded and a beam of fire scoured outwards like the breath of a great dragon, deluging everything in its path with super-heated flame. It reached halfway down the apron and the wall of air following it knocked the surviving Al-Arynaar from their feet.

Rebraal was bowled over but stopped himself quickly and drove back onto his feet, his bow snapped and useless. Nearby, Skiriin was up and had drawn his own slender blade. Sheth’erei was still down but moving, and from the other surviving platform Rourke and Dereneer were running to join them.

‘Let’s finish this,’ said Rebraal.

He broke into a sprint, the three other swordsmen hard on his heels, forcing himself not to stop when he caught sight of the apron. The ward had wreaked appalling damage. Fires licked at stone where they had set undergrowth alight, bodies and parts of bodies, scorched and burning, lay scattered and twisted, and where a stranger had survived, he begged for death.

Of the group by the door, two were conscious and coming at them. One fired a crossbow, the bolt whipping by Rebraal to bury itself in Dereneer’s stomach. The elf sprawled to the ground, sword skittering away. Rebraal leaped a fire and slashed his blade into the crossbowman’s arm. The stranger dropped his weapon and staggered back and had no defence against the next strike, which tore across his throat.

Rebraal turned to see Rourke and Skiriin kill the other but behind them, away towards the path, more figures moved. Many more.

‘Oh dear Yniss, save us,’ he said. ‘Sheth’erei, behind you!’

But the groggy mage couldn’t react in time. Half turning in her crouched position she took a sword point through the neck, her scream turning to a gurgle before it and she died.

‘No!’ Rebraal ran at the enemy, sword raised in one hand, his other seeking a jaqrui. It howled across the closing space, bouncing harmlessly off a metal shoulder guard. A second followed it, this one whispering its danger, connecting with the sword hand of the same man, slicing through his thumb.

But still they came from the forest path. Ten, twenty and maybe more. Rebraal, Skiriin and Rourke took the fight to them, the elves’ ferocity keeping them back from the apron and tight to the trees where they couldn’t spread out. Rourke dragged his blade through the stomach of one man but the next was quick, jabbing into the elf’s chest, and blood welled from the wound. Skiriin backed up, defending furiously, blade licking out at great speed, slashing and nicking. He downed one man with a rip across the neck but it couldn’t go on for ever. There were too many of them and a blade split his skull.

Rebraal pressed an attack and prayed to Yniss for forgiveness and to Shorth for vengeance. He opened up the defence of his opponent and raised his sword to strike . . .

But his strike never came. He felt a violent impact in his left shoulder like someone had hit him in the back with a hammer. The pain was excruciating and he pitched forward, the dreadful orange glare of the fires greying to black.
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Baron Blackthorne was holding the latest report on the state of his lands handed to him by a trusted aide. He’d ushered the young man to a seat opposite him while he cast his eye down the summary sheet. It was a mild spring evening outside, though in the cool drawing room at Blackthorne Castle a fire roared in the grate between the fifty-one-year-old baron and his aide.

‘Have a glass of wine, Luke,’ he said, indicating the decanter of young Blackthorne red on the table in front of him. ‘It’s ageing well. We’ll get a good price for it in a couple of years.’

‘Thank you, my Lord,’ said Luke.

He reached forward and grabbed the decanter, topping up Blackthorne’s glass before filling his own. Blackthorne watched Luke sit back down on the hard armchair and a smile crossed his lips. The transformation in Luke had been remarkable. Blackthorne had encountered him first in the midst of the Wesmen wars as a scared sixteen-year-old who had lost all his family. He’d been struck then with the youth’s pragmatism and straight talking and had made good on a promise to develop him. Luke’s farming days were behind him but his experience on the land and his remarkable head for figures and organisation had made him absolutely indispensable.

Blackthorne was used to making people nervous. He was aware of his stature and the stern air lent him by his black hair, beard and hard angular face, and he exploited his advantages. Luke, though, had no fears and was one of the few who would challenge him. Blackthorne respected and admired him for it.

He took a sip of wine and looked down the page. ‘Am I going to like this?’ he asked.

‘Yes, Baron,’ said Luke. ‘Very much. Mostly.’

‘Quick précis then,’ he said. ‘I’ll read the detail later.’

Luke ordered his analytical mind before speaking. Blackthorne relaxed into his chair to listen, a finger idly scratching at his beard, which contained an irritating amount of grey these days. But then it had been a hard winter, even in Blackthorne.

‘Grain supplies are holding up well and will see us through to first harvest at current population levels. We’re still monitoring two bakeries for possible black market sell-on but the others are clear. The scurvy outbreak has been contained. The mages are confident of no further spread and our shipment of oranges began to offload in the bay yesterday.

‘We’ve taken in two hundred more refugees, all families with children, and have now closed the town to more. Out in the fields, the planting is almost complete and spring crops should be ready for harvest in ten days or so. That’ll help vegetable supplies. By your order, mounted militia are patrolling the ripening fields, but since the first theft we’ve had no trouble and the refugee areas are being closely watched.

‘Livestock isn’t so good, though it’s not awful. The dairy herds are fine but we saw a marked depletion in breeding stock during the last two seasons, as you know. New calves, piglets and lambs are all down by up to seventy per cent. You’ll see I’ve made a recommendation in the report that we sell on all excess at the premium it’ll command and use the money to buy whatever surplus breeding stock we can find and start aggressively rebuilding our herds. If we play it right, we can establish a very strong market position when this thing blows over.’

‘But eat bread and vegetable stew in the meantime, eh?’ Blackthorne grimaced.

‘Not entirely, my Lord. We’ve had some success with the rabbits of late.’ Luke smiled.

‘Ah yes,’ said Blackthorne. ‘Those.’

It had seemed a grand idea at the time. Capture a few rabbits and breed them. Quick and easy meat, so they thought. Minimal effort and the children of the town had been excited at the prospect of helping. But they had proved susceptible to disease, and they dug. My, how they dug, forcing the fencing to be hammered ever deeper. Blackhorne had been about to abandon the whole project.

‘What’s different?’

‘Well, the mages have isolated the most common disease and devised a treatment for their drinking water that keeps them healthy. And they’ve also placed a border ward around the fence to a depth of twenty feet. Apparently, it’s a low drain spell and is harmless. Just undiggable.’

‘Good. Excellent.’ Blackthorne smiled. Where would they be without mages?

‘The figures are all inside. Shall I wait while you read them?’

‘No, no. Thank you, Luke, that’s excellent. I’ll come to you with any questions.’ Luke made to rise. ‘Take your time. Finish your wine.’

‘Thank you, my Lord.’

‘And think on this, as I am. Now the colleges are at war, will the conflict spread here? And if it does, how many refugees will be pushed ahead of it? And when you’ve made that guess, tell me how you think our defences should be aligned and how our stores would be best protected.’

‘That possibility hadn’t occurred to me,’ said Luke. ‘We seem so far away.’

‘My job to think ahead, yours to tell me how we deal with it. Take your time.’

Luke stared into his wine.

 


Denser walked with his head bowed despite the beauty of the morning. Time was short and The Unknown didn’t really appreciate what he’d asked him to do: try and get Erienne to see reason beyond her grief. There was seldom an instant when he wasn’t pained by memories of their daughter, but he had chosen not to torture himself with the type of guilt with which Erienne had become so familiar. He didn’t want her to stop grieving; he just wanted her to understand that Lyanna’s death had been beyond their control. But today wasn’t quite like every other day. Today he had to persuade her to leave Herendeneth.

He knew where he’d find her; it was where she spent most of her time. Either tending the grave or lying by it, perhaps singing Lyanna a song or crying into the grass. Sometimes, mercifully, she slipped into sleep.

This morning, Erienne was watering the flowers as Denser approached from slightly behind and to her left. She had a bucket and a cup and was gently pouring water on to the vibrant blooms and into the earth around them, occasionally reaching in to pull up a weed or pick out a dead leaf. Finishing her task, she filled the cup again and poured the contents over her head and face, the water splashing onto her light-weave clothes and running in rivulets down her face. Three times she refilled the cup, then shook her head to send a fine spray of water into the air. She pushed her hands over her face and through her hair.

Gods falling, but she was beautiful. The water had soaked her shirt; the material clinging to the curve of her breasts and the wet hair hanging down her back were bewitching. Denser sighed. For now, he consigned such thoughts to his dreams. He knew Erienne felt desire too but it was up to her to come to him; she knew he would be waiting.

As always, she heard him approach and half turned, the corners of her mouth turned up just slightly.

‘I’m sorry I closed the door last night,’ she said.

Denser smiled and shook his head. It hadn’t been the first time he’d slept elsewhere. ‘Don’t worry, love.’

‘I missed your breathing.’

‘Did you?’ Denser sat beside her, surprised at her willingness to talk. So often, this was the hardest thing for her. Seeing the grave brought everything back so clearly.

‘Everyone has to have something real,’ she said, pushing a strand of hair away from her mouth. ‘Something that’s there the next time you want it.’

‘And I’ll always be there.’

‘But I know why you’re here now. Right now.’

‘I assumed you would. You know he’s right, don’t you?’ asked Denser, looking for the flash of anger in her eyes. It wasn’t there. At least, not yet.

‘But no one asked me, did they? You all just assumed I’d go along. That I’d leave her here alone.’ She reached out a hand to pat the ground and the tears were there so suddenly. ‘How can you ask that of me? She’s my daughter.’

Denser put out an arm but Erienne shied away, wiping at her face with her fingers.

‘She’ll never be alone. She’ll be safe until you return, I’ll see to that.’

Erienne made a derisory sound in her throat. ‘Going to have one of the Protectors look after this bed, are you? It’ll be ruined in a day.’

Denser wasn’t sure if she was joking or not. ‘There are the Guild elves.’

‘If I’m not here, those witches will meddle. Spoil what I’ve done.’ There was the flash and it saddened Denser’s heart.

‘Erienne, they haven’t even the strength to walk here. Nerane can do it. She has the right touch, don’t you think?’

Erienne shrugged but said nothing, just stared down at the grave.

‘Erienne?’ She looked up at him. ‘Please? We need you. The Raven isn’t complete without you.’

‘You’d leave me, would you? If I said no?’

‘I’m Raven,’ said Denser.

‘You’re my husband first, you bastard!’ she snapped out. ‘But The Unknown snaps his fingers and you go running. Fine.’

‘When I asked for his help, he was there. For both of us,’ said Denser quietly. ‘And he left his family to do it. Balaia needs what we can give it.’

‘I’ve lost everything,’ said Erienne as if engaged in another conversation.

‘Not quite. There’s me, there’s The Raven and there’s Balaia. You’ll never lose me but we have to fight for our country.’

Erienne looked hard at him then, trying to discern any insincerity. ‘You really think The Raven can help, don’t you?’

‘Don’t you?’ replied Denser, and shrugged.

‘We don’t always win, do we?’ said Erienne, her voice threatening to break again.

‘No we don’t. But we’re there nonetheless.’

‘And you will go whether I do or not?’

‘Oh, love, it’s not a choice I want to make. But we’ve our lives together for ever and I want us to have a country to live in that’s worthy of you.’

‘Denser, you’re so honourable sometimes,’ she chided gently, a smile brief as a blink on her lips. ‘But you’re asking me to leave her and I don’t know that I can do that.’

‘You’ll be among your most trusted friends,’ said Denser, and this time she didn’t shy away from his arm but allowed him to draw her close. Denser felt a thrill at her beautiful wet hair smell so close to him. ‘Here, you’ll be alone. With us, you’ll never be so.’

‘I’ll be a burden. Hardly the Raven mage you all remember. I haven’t got concentration enough to heal a cut.’

‘You’ll be fine.’ Denser felt he was edging the argument. ‘And if you’re not with me, I’ll fear for you here.’

Erienne tensed and pulled away. ‘Another lever to get me off the island and away from my daughter. Convenient indeed.’

Denser cursed silently. ‘Don’t be angry, please. I don’t think The Unknown had much choice. They’d have come here sooner or later anyway. At least now they’ll do some good too.’

‘Like forcing me from here, you mean.’

‘Like freeing Protectors and helping dragons,’ said Denser more sharply than he’d intended. He took a breath and softened his tone. ‘Look, right now, no one but we and the Al-Drechar know what you carry. And one day I’m sure you’ll be open to the hope it offers. But if Xetesk finds out you have the spirit of the One within you, they’ll stop at nothing to exploit you. You know that.’

‘You’ve got all the cards, haven’t you?’ Erienne stood up and brushed herself down, her stare cold. ‘Bet you all think you’re being very clever, don’t you?’

‘Erienne, this isn’t about forcing you from Lyanna, surely you see that? It’s about—’

‘Fighting for bloody Balaia again. Yes, I know.’ Denser all but flinched at the hardness in her tone. ‘Well look where helping other people has got me. Three dead children. When’s someone going to help me for a change? When’s someone . . .’

She crumpled into a heap, her sobs shuddering her body, huge breaths heaving in and out. Denser pulled her onto his lap, stroking her hair and whispering close to her ear, biting hard on his own sorrow lest it overcome him too.

‘We’ll help you,’ he said. ‘But you have to let us in. And you have to start to let go. Please let me in, Erienne. Please.’

 


‘How many of them were there?’ Captain Yron wiped a hand across his face and looked over the scorched carnage in front of the temple.

He had been very lucky, slipping round what was apparently a ForceCone and diving aside just as the doors exploded, killing thirty of his people in an instant. Even so, he’d had the hair scorched from his chin and half his head. It itched like hell.

‘Nine, sir,’ said his just-promoted second in command, a drawn and scared youth called Ben-Foran. The boy had smears of black over his face and a long burn down the left side of his chin and neck.

‘Dear Gods, is that all? Are you sure there are no more?’

‘As sure as we can be, sir. But they can just melt into the forest.’ Ben-Foran’s eyes were everywhere. Yron couldn’t blame him. In all they’d lost eighty-five men to wards, swords and poisoned arrows. Such ferocity he’d never known before. Yron was aware of the Al-Arynaar, of course, but they weren’t supposed to be so fierce, unlike the elite TaiGethen. More a ceremonial guard. And if rumour and intelligence could be so wrong about the Al-Arynaar, what about their reportedly far more dangerous cousins?

‘Well, let’s make sure our perimeter defence is sound. As many as possible will sleep inside tonight,’ he said, jerking a thumb over his shoulder at the beautifully cool temple. ‘We’ll be all right.’

Ben-Foran looked past him. ‘Are they nearly finished in there?’

Yron looked round at his two remaining mages, searching for more wards and traps. They’d been in there hours, and the sun had been unrelenting since the pre-dawn rains.

‘Gods, I hope so, son,’ he said. He clapped the boy on the shoulder and turned him round. ‘Come on. Let’s check the living and honour the dead, what’s left of them.’

An insect bit into his arm. He slapped at the creature, the third he had felt in the last few minutes. Gods knew how many had gone unnoticed. He caught the expression on Ben-Foran’s face. Both men scratched at their arms instinctively. He knew what the boy was thinking. Cuts, blisters and insect stings meant nothing in Balaia but everything here. And only two mages to keep almost fifty men well. They would have to be very careful.

The pyre was still burning on the centre of the apron when Yron finally got his first look inside the temple that had cost them so dear. All but the two mages and Ben-Foran were outside, awaiting the signal that meant relief from the oppressive heat and humidity of the early afternoon.

Inside, it was almost cool, chilly in comparison. The stone was deep and carried little heat, and the flow of cold water into the pool, undoubtedly from some underground spring, gave the temple a refreshing atmosphere. It was, Yron conceded as he looked up at the splendidly detailed statue, a very pleasant place to be. At that moment almost perfect in fact.

‘The light is beautiful,’ said Ben-Foran.

Yron turned. Ben was indicating the shafts of coloured light filtering through the glass blocks and windows at the top of the temple walls and set into the base of the dome roof. The effect had clearly been lessened by the destruction of the doors but he could see what the boy meant.

‘Not just decorative, either,’ said Erys, a clever young mage archivist with very bright red hair he should have kept shorter. If he had been a soldier, Yron could have forced him to.

‘Used in ceremony, you think?’ suggested Yron.

‘Much more than that. They open and close doors at the back of the temple.’

Yron raised his eyebrows. ‘Really? I think you’d better show me that.’

Erys led the captain around the statue into a short corridor. It was dark but for light spilling out from two open doorways.

‘Both of these opened while we were in here, and a third closed,’ said Erys. ‘We thought it was a trap at first but Stenys is convinced it’s the lights passing across particular areas of the statue. We’ll monitor it.’

Yron glanced into one of the rooms. It was a shrine of sorts. A carved figure sat in an alcove surrounded by incense sticks. A few parchments lay stacked on a low table. A single cushion was propped against the back wall.

‘Anything of interest here?’

Erys shook his head. ‘I don’t think so but we’ll take everything anyway. There are some more likely papers next door but we’ll have to wait for the real prize.’

Yron stared at him blankly.

‘There must be a dozen rooms at least,’ the mage explained. ‘And we don’t know when they’ll open.’

Yron snorted. ‘Then let’s take the walls down. I’m not waiting here a day longer than I have to. I’m being eaten alive. And some of them out there won’t last. You’ve seen the fever.’

‘I know.’ Erys nodded. ‘And we’ll do everything we can. But there’s something you don’t understand. Come and see.’

He led Yron back through the temple to the doors. Ben-Foran had wandered back outside to organise something.

‘Here,’ said Erys, indicating the stone lintel and the pillars that had once housed the doors. ‘Notice anything interesting?’

Yron gave the elaborate carvings and engravings on the stonework a cursory glance and rubbed a hand across the smooth insides where the door frame had sat flush. He shrugged.

‘Well, it doesn’t seem too damaged.’

‘Captain, it isn’t damaged at all. I mean, there aren’t even any scorch marks. Not here, not anywhere on the temple stone. I know that ward was focussed out but even so . . .’

‘Meaning?’

‘It’s why we were so long earlier. We’ve probed the structure. Every stone in this temple is bound to every other by a force we can’t fathom. It’s magic of some sort, but ancient. Really ancient. The only thing not bound in is the statue they built this place round - presumably because it’s marble.’

‘So you’re saying it’s strong, is that it?’

‘Oh, it’s much more than strong,’ said Erys. ‘If you scratch away the lichen and plant growth on the outside, it hardly even looks old. For one thing, I don’t think any spell or tool we’ve got can do the job. And for another, if by some mischance we did damage the structure, the binding magic would snap any hole shut. Rather violently.’

‘Terrific,’ muttered Yron. ‘Welcome to your new home.’ He scratched at his arms, feeling the lumps of the insect bites. He faced the mage. ‘Right, I want you two to examine every parchment you find immediately each of these bloody doors opens. Finding a text on repelling insects would go down very well right now.’

Erys chuckled. ‘We’ll do what we can. Unfortunately, much of it’s in an ancient elven dialect we can’t read.’

‘Well, this gets better,’ said Yron dryly. ‘How will you know when you’ve found what Dystran wants?’

‘We won’t,’ he said. ‘Not necessarily anyway, though we expect to recognise enough to help us. But we’re still taking pretty much everything that’s not nailed down. Just in case.’

Yron looked for a sign that Erys was joking. He plainly wasn’t. The captain nodded.

‘Right, I’ll catch up with you later. Let me know about anything else you find.’ He switched his attention outside. ‘Ben! Get your arse over here!’

‘Sir!’ The new lieutenant jogged up.

‘Right. Here’s what I want. Log every cut, blister and infected bite. List every man with the fever. Give it all to Stenys to work through. Next, I need eight of the fittest to go back to the camp and bring back enough canvas to cover this entrance and set up a stores tent. They are also to bring shovels, wood axes and picks and I want as much food as they can load onto the pack animals, assuming the stupid things are still alive. They have a remarkably developed instinct for uncovering danger.

‘Anyway. The camp guard and the mage are to stay there, look after the sick and the rest of the kit. If that dimwit girl can keep any of them alive, it would be a real bonus. I want the eight back here by midnight so they’d better get a move on. Meanwhile, you mark out pitching and shit-hole areas, organise a firewood party and set a ring of four fires around this entrance. I don’t want anything unwelcome disturbing my sleep. Looks like we could be here for a while. All clear?’

Ben-Foran nodded. ‘Yes, sir.’

‘Good. I’ll be inside exercising my rank privilege and watching you all get hot and tired. We’ll all sleep in there tonight but anyone pissing in the pool gets staked out for the jaguars. Oh, and Ben, remind the firewood party to wear gloves and be careful where they’re putting their hands. If it moves when you pick it up, it isn’t a stick.’

Ben-Foran grinned. ‘Yes, sir.’

‘Good. Now get to it. The light’ll fade quickly.’ Yron turned and strode back into the glorious cool of the temple. ‘Dear Gods, what did I do to land this dog’s arse of a command?’




Chapter 8

 


 


 


 


Erienne felt sick. The nausea spread through her whole body and made her head swim. It knotted her stomach and quivered in her limbs. The blood was pounding in her neck so hard she thought it would burst through her skin. She reached out a pale and shaking hand towards the door handle then let it drop, having to lean on the frame to steady herself. She wasn’t sure whether this was fear or hate. Probably it was a mixture of the two. And she could let them see neither.

She gathered her strength, grasped the door handle and pushed open the door, stepping inside before her mind forced her body to run.

‘Erienne, how delightful to see you at last.’

And there they were, the two of them, sat in deep, fabric-upholstered chairs, their legs propped up on cushioned footstools. They looked frail and old and a sickness had disfigured their skin but their eyes burned bright. They should both be dead. Like her daughter. Yet here they were, greeting her like a grandchild, which to them she probably was.

‘This is not a social call,’ said Erienne, hardening her voice. ‘I will not exchange pleasantries with those who orchestrated the murder of my daughter.’

‘We grieve for your loss—’ began Myriell.

‘Don’t you dare!’ Erienne’s shout caused them both to flinch. She felt tears well up but refused to let her sorrow get the better of her.

‘Don’t ever tell me you grieve. Dear Gods drowning, but it was you who let her die. And you didn’t have to.’

‘We felt—’

‘You didn’t have to,’ repeated Erienne deliberately. ‘You panicked when the Dordovans attacked. I could have saved her. You should have trusted The Raven and you should have trusted me. But you didn’t.’

Two seasons she had been waiting to say these words. Two seasons where bottomless grief and gut-wrenching loathing had robbed her of the strength to face them as she wanted to. The nausea eased and the nerves steadied. She felt in control of herself.

‘But you would have died doing so,’ said Myriell.

‘To die for my daughter would have been the greatest honour of my life. I’m her mother. What the hell else would you expect of me?’

Erienne moved further into the room. The door to the kitchen opened but her scowl sent Nerane scurrying back.

‘We expected you to fulfil your belief in the greater necessity of maintaining the One magic,’ said Cleress.

‘My, my, how divorced you are from reality.’ Erienne’s words dripped like venom as she advanced on the Al-Drechar’s chairs to stand over them, looking down on their pitifully weak forms. ‘Did you ever have children of your own or have you always been as dried up and infertile as you are now?’

She rested her hands on the arms of Myriell’s chair and leaned in close. ‘I would have done anything to save my child’s life. Being prepared to die for her was easy. And your One magic didn’t even figure.’

There was silence as the two women stared each other out, Erienne finally straightening and stepping back as Myriell broke the gaze.

‘So why have you come to us?’ asked Cleress. ‘Just to vent your feelings or is there more?’

Erienne turned on her. ‘And do you not think I have the right? Do you really think in your senile minds that I might have come to see your actions as right? You sicken me.’

‘No, we don’t think that,’ said Cleress. ‘And we don’t expect your forgiveness either. And yes, we both bore children. But the One is bigger and more critical than any of us.’

‘Try telling that to Lyanna!’ stormed Erienne, the tears threatening. She felt overwhelmed by their calm detachment. They were cold.

‘And she lives on within you now but you deny it,’ said Myriell.

‘Do you think me completely bereft of sense?’ Erienne shook her head. ‘I felt what you forced from Lyanna into me and I understand why she had such difficulty controlling it. But it is not in any way some essence of my daughter. It is a malignant force, trying to overpower me. But I am too strong for it and so it lies dormant until I am ready, should that time ever come.’

‘But accept it you must,’ said Cleress, her voice suddenly gaining intensity. ‘It is the future for us all.’

Erienne stared at her long and hard.

‘If you deny it for ever, it will shrivel and wither, but not before causing your death. Then you and your daughter will both have died in vain,’ said Myriell.

‘On my terms if at all,’ said Erienne slowly. ‘If you so much as touch the outer reaches of my mind, I swear I will come back here and kill you both. I trust I make myself clear.’

‘Back?’ Cleress’s half-smile stretched her face painfully.

‘That is why I am here. The Raven are leaving here and I have been reminded that I am one of The Raven. Xetesk controls Herendeneth now. We have things to do, so my husband informs me. While I am gone, keep out of my mind unless by some miracle I invite you in. But more important, stay away from Lyanna’s grave. Your foul presence would upset her rest. Nerane will tend her until I return.’

Myriell and Cleress shared a glance.

‘We will, of course, respect your wishes,’ said Cleress. ‘But remember we are dying. And even though you may hate us, you need us. Because the One will awake and only we can shepherd you through the ordeal you must face.’

‘If I choose to believe you.’

‘Believe me, girl!’ snapped Myriell. ‘It is an enormous power. And if you awaken it without our help, your fate will be more awful than your daughter’s.’

Erienne was surprised at the vehemence of Myriell’s outburst but still refused to be cowed.

‘I know you want what lies dormant in my head. I know you think you can return the One to dominance through me. But for now it is lost to you. And you will suffer that loss as I have suffered mine. But at least you will have the one thing I do not. Hope.’

‘Be careful where you travel,’ warned Cleress.

‘I will go where I choose and I will do as I please.’ Erienne turned and headed towards the kitchen door, suddenly hungry. She paused at the door as a final thought struck her.

‘You do not own me, Al-Drechar. And you do not own what I host. You would do well to remember that.’

 


Ilkar left Herendeneth with a mix of emotions that left him distinctly uncomfortable. He hardly knew where to start to sort it all out. He was happy to be leaving the island but deeply concerned by the overwhelming Xeteskian presence there. His desire to recruit, even temporarily, mages from Calaius to help rebuild Julatsa was tempered by his anxiety about returning to his Southern Continent homeland for the first time in over a century.

And perhaps worse than all of it, immediately at least, he was going to have to travel there by ship. Despite the pouch of the relaxing and settling drug, lemiir, that the Al-Drechar had given him, his memories of misery and sickness on the open ocean were all too fresh.

Scaling the netting covering the port side of the Calaian Sun, he dropped onto the deck and shook hands with the ship’s master, Captain Jevin. The elven sailor smiled a little too knowingly.

‘Hoping to develop sea legs a little quicker this time?’ he asked.

‘Just tell me it’s not a long journey,’ replied Ilkar.

‘Three days if the weather holds.’ Jevin’s eyes sparkled. ‘Still, there’s a healthy eight- to ten-foot swell out there and you know how capricious the weather can be.’

‘I’m so glad I asked.’

Jevin laughed and gestured aft. ‘Same cabin, Ilkar. Make yourself comfortable.’

Ilkar hefted his bag and moved off along the sleek vessel, nodding at any of the crew who had time to look up as he passed. All elven, the ship and her crew had played a pivotal role in stopping the Dordovans capturing Lyanna, risking their own lives for a wholly inadequate price to take The Raven across the storm-ravaged Southern Ocean. It was a debt that could never properly be repaid, not with mere coin though they were now pledged a good deal of that. But all Ilkar hoped for was a calm enough sea. Feeling the first twinges in his stomach at just the thought, he went below.

In quick time, The Raven were all aboard, netting and boats were stowed and the anchor was weighed. Ilkar joined Hirad at the rail to watch Herendeneth slip away aft, Jevin setting only topsail and foresail for the delicate journey out of the treacherous waters of the Ornouth Archipelago.

Above them, wheeling and calling in the sky, the Kaan dragons watched them go. Beside Ilkar, Hirad was smiling.

‘Sha-Kaan having a few words, is he?’ asked the elf.

Hirad nodded. ‘He’s talking about you, actually.’

‘Oh, terrific.’

Ilkar didn’t get on with the dragons. Not that anyone really did. Except Hirad of course. Something about the thick skin they shared, or so went the joke. But then, Hirad and Sha-Kaan had a unique relationship, part of which allowed their minds to touch, facilitating telepathic communication.

‘What’s he saying, exactly?’

‘Well, I mentioned that you were concerned about the Xeteskians on Herendeneth,’ explained Hirad. ‘He said he’d make sure they didn’t step out of line, so to speak.’

‘Oh,’ said Ilkar. ‘I rather thought he might be coming along with us. Calaius would be very much to his liking, climate-wise.’

‘Come off it, Ilks. Wake up. He has to get home, so he’s staying to work with the Al-Drechar and the Xeteskians. I’d have thought you’d be pleased - it gives us direct communication to Herendeneth. At least you’ll know what’s going on.’

‘I thought that was what Aeb was coming for?’ Ilkar frowned.

Hirad turned to face him. ‘This has all really got to you, hasn’t it?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Well, it’s just that it’s unlike you to be so thick, that’s what.’

‘Thanks for being so tactful.’

‘Sorry.’ Hirad smiled. ‘Look, Aeb is Denser’s Given Protector, and anyway The Unknown likes him and needs him to fight on his left; that’s why he’s here. And, let’s face it, his communication with the other Protectors is hardly going to be independent, is it? Any information they get will be from the Xeteskian mages.’

‘I suppose.’

Ilkar turned and leaned his back against the rail. Hirad was right; he didn’t feel clear-headed at all. And of course everything the barbarian said made perfect sense. He shook his head ruefully and looked about him. So, here they all were again, but it didn’t feel quite right, not yet anyway. And the reason for that was clear enough and was surely why The Unknown was so keen that Erienne and Thraun were on the ship.

It was because they were travelling with people who would never be true members of The Raven. Ilkar could remember clearly when Thraun came to the group. Even though he had been a stranger, there was somehow no doubt he was one of them. To a certain extent, the same was true of Darrick, though he would have to learn to open up more. But Aeb, well, he wasn’t Raven. He was a Protector first and that was wrong. The same went for Ren. She was with them because she loved him, was a Calaian elf, an archer of consummate skill and a useful fighter. But she didn’t understand what being in The Raven meant. Her loyalty to the Guild of Drech, who looked after the Al-Drechar, was no training for the total belief she had to be able to show in The Raven to be one of them. The problem she had at the moment was that she thought the two were similar.

What made Ilkar anxious, despite his personal feelings for her, was that he knew she wouldn’t have been invited to join Balaia’s foremost mercenary team in normal circumstances. And that made Hirad and The Unknown particularly uncomfortable. Ilkar could see some difficult times ahead.

He sighed and turned back to the rail. The Unknown was to his left, still waving to Diera and Jonas who were watching from the beach. Another tearful parting. He patted the big warrior on the shoulder.

‘Don’t worry. We’ll be back soon enough.’

The Unknown looked at him and smiled rather sadly. ‘Now Ilkar,’ he said, ‘neither you nor I believe for one moment that is true, do we?’

 


Selik blamed the loss of Balaia’s beauty on the curse of magic. In a lighter mood he might have added his own face to the losses, ruined as it had been by the bitch Erienne’s IceWind six years before, but this was no time for levity.

He’d thought he’d seen everything, but riding at the head of his fifty-strong band of ever-hungry but resourceful men into Erskan, he saw the hardest sight of all. On the outskirts of the once comfortable if not prosperous castle town, two boys were advancing on a girl, knives in their grubby hands. The girl was backing away, eyes wide and fearful, desperate for a way out but unwilling to give up what she had clutched to her chest. None of them was more than seven years old.

Selik ordered his men to stop before riding in alone, looking around for any local men or women who might have intervened. Apparently, though, this end of the cobbled main road into the heart of Erskan was deserted.

The two boys ignored him as he reined in and dismounted but the girl stared at him, not sure if he was saviour or robber. He stepped smoothly between them, shielding the girl, his cloak billowing, giving her assailants no sight of her. His hood he kept well forward. He had no intention of showing them his face.

‘Must we steal from our sisters to survive?’ he slurred through his partly paralysed mouth.

‘She won’t share,’ said one of the boys, his eyes sunken into a face gaunt with hunger.

‘But does she have enough to share, I wonder?’ asked Selik. ‘And would you have shared with her, eh?’

He turned his head to see the girl, dirty-faced with short black hair and tiny ears, weighing up whether or not to run. He held out a hand. ‘Stand by me, child. They won’t harm you.’

Reluctantly, she did so, her hand small and fragile in his fingers. He smiled, happy she couldn’t see what it did to his face.

‘Now,’ he said gently. ‘Show me what you were so keen to have to yourself.’

The other hand came away from her chest to display her prize. It was bread, a filthy crust, but there wasn’t enough to satisfy one of these tattered children and what there was came covered in dirt and speckled with lurid mould. That they would fight over this . . .

‘I tell you what,’ he said, trying to mask his disgust. ‘Why don’t you give me that and I’ll fetch food enough for you all?’

The girl gaped in amazement but the boys, who had been shifting about nervously, unwilling to desert any potential scrap to eat, frowned in concert.

‘Why would you do that?’ asked the other boy, a freckle-faced lad with filthy light brown hair and dried snot on his upper lip. He wasn’t dressed in rags, it was just that his clothes had been worn too long. They were shabby, but not in tatters.

‘Because you are hungry and we can spare food for the three of you. And because I am a good man, following a just cause.’

‘Who are you then?’ asked the girl, simultaneously tightening her grip on his hand and proffering the repulsive crust.

Selik accepted it and began walking back towards his men, his horse following obediently behind him and the children. ‘Well, young lady, my name is Selik and I am in charge of a group trying to help people like you and your parents and all your friends. We’re called the Black Wings. Have you heard of us?’

The girl shook her head. So did the two boys who walked the other side of him. Selik felt a grim satisfaction.

‘Ah well, never mind. But I tell you what. In order for us to help you and all those you love get better and for there to be more food, when I give you something to eat will you tell me where some people are?’

The girl shrugged but nodded.

‘Thank you. What’s your name?’

‘Elise,’ said the girl.

‘A lovely name for a lovely girl.’

‘Why do you wear a hood?’ one of the boys asked abruptly.

Selik stopped and glared at him, and saw the boy shrink back. His face might have been effectively hidden but the glint of his one good eye wouldn’t be.

‘Because when you fight evil, sometimes you get hurt. And now my face frightens little boys and girls and they think badly of me,’ he said, fighting to remain calm. ‘Now then, your food.’ He clicked his fingers at the nearest rider. ‘Devun, give some dried meat and some of that spring fruit you found to each of these three. They are hungry and their need is greater than ours.’

Devun raised his eyebrows but unclasped a saddlebag and fetched out some wrapped packages. Giving each one a sniff as he produced it, he passed on three to Selik. The Black Wing commander unwrapped them and showed the contents to the children; two contained strips of dried meat, and one soft fruit, turning to overripe.

‘Now, this food will last you a while if you’re careful, and I don’t want to hear that you have fought over it.’ He let his gaze linger on the two boys until both shifted and nodded. ‘Good. If we are to become strong again, we have to work together.’

He crouched and passed over the food, which the trio grabbed hungrily, mumbling thanks as mouths watered and eyes widened in anticipation. The dividing up began immediately.

‘And your part of the bargain,’ he said, dragging their attention back to him, ‘is to tell me two things. Is Lord Erskan still alive?’

‘Yes, he is,’ said Elise. ‘But he doesn’t come out of the castle any more. My brother says he’s sick.’

‘Or hiding from his people,’ said Selik under his breath. ‘And do you know if there are any mages still in the town?’

There was a pause.

‘I think so,’ said the freckled boy, after sharing a glance with his friend. ‘But I don’t know where they are.’

‘I’m sure you don’t.’ Selik stood up. ‘I expect they are too ashamed to show their faces. Skulking about at night if they dare.’ He breathed deep. ‘Now, you three be on your way but remember this. All your hunger and all your pain was caused by magic and the people who use magic without a thought for those it affects. People like you and your families are the victims. If you find out where the mages are, you come and see me and I’ll deal with them for you. Run along.’

He watched them hurry away down the main street, their voices raised in squabbles about shares but their conflict over the crust forgotten, at least until their stomachs emptied again.

Selik turned to his men. ‘If there is a more eloquent demonstration of the evil we face, I have not seen it. Mount up; we’re going to the castle. And we’re going there proud and through the market place.’




Chapter 9

 


 


 


 


Selik and his men rode slowly through the centre of Erskan, seeing in the human ruins of the once quiet and pleasant town a reflection of all the ills afflicting Balaia. Filth covered the streets, which were deserted but for a few scavengers out on the hunt for scraps they had little or no chance of finding. The Black Wings became instant targets for beggars, of which there were many. Some had been born to it and they now fared better than their once wealthier competitors, who looked sicker and thinner than those on whom they had so recently looked down.

The market tried to struggle on but Selik didn’t see a single food stall. Silver and gold were barely in evidence either. What the traders wanted in return for their cut-price goods were bread, meat and grain. At its edges, inns were closed and businesses boarded up. Those not begging or attempting to ply a trade but just walking about did so with a kind of stupefied expression. Selik understood that too. The pace of what had befallen Balaia was staggering and all but impossible to grasp.

Down side streets, bodies rotted where they had been left, some obviously months before. And though the town stank of decay and disease, in some ways it was cleaner than before. Not a stray cat or dog ran, not a rat scuttled. All in the stomachs of the desperate by now.

Selik arrived at the castle and found exactly what he had expected: portcullis lowered, doors barred shut and guards on the gatehouse battlements, bows ready.

‘We have nothing!’ called a voice. ‘And what we have goes to our people. There’s nothing here for travellers. Move on.’

‘I want nothing but the ear of your Lord for a few minutes. I am Selik and this is my Black Wing guard. We have food for ourselves and our horses graze the open pastures. Might I speak with him?’ Selik’s good eye roved the battlements. Erskan’s pennants snapped defiantly in the wind, so at least he was at home.

‘What is it you wish to discuss?’ asked the same voice.

Selik saw him, on the left of the gatehouse, leaning slightly out. ‘Restoration of Balaia to its former glory. A subject close to all our hearts.’

There was a short conversation. The man nodded.

‘You may enter. Your men remain outside.’

‘Naturally,’ said Selik. ‘And thank you.’

He heard the sound of the portcullis being raised and saw it rise above the gatehouse walls. The doors creaked ajar. Selik rode forward alone, seeing the killing ground beyond the doors lined with soldiers. Erskan was one nervous man.

Riding into the courtyard, Selik dismounted, his horse was led away to the stables and he was shown into the keep. A squire took him through a great entrance hall hung with deep-coloured tapestries, through a single door to the right and up a short flight of stairs. A further corridor revealed four or five doors and he was ushered through the first of them.

‘Relax, sir,’ said the squire. ‘My Lord Erskan will be along presently.’

Selik was in a small cold room. An empty grate dominated the far end and what light came in was through stained-glass windows in the wall to the right. A scattering of armchairs in front of the hearth was the only furniture bar two small low tables and the Erskan crest above the grate.

Deciding he’d rather be found standing, Selik walked to the windows and looked out. The town sprawled away beyond the courtyard, silent and grieving. He sighed and pulled his hood tight over his head. Behind him, the door creaked open.

‘It wasn’t so very long ago that I would have run you out of my town, Black Wing.’

Selik turned to see Lord Erskan enter, attended by the same squire. The youth carried a tray with two glasses and a pewter flagon, placing them on one of the low tables. Erskan waved him out.

‘Come and sit,’ said Erskan, moving slowly to the chairs. ‘I can offer you a glass of wine. That is something in which we are rich.’ A dry chuckle escaped his lips. ‘And do take that damn silly hood off. I am aware of the deformities it hides.’

Selik swept the hood back, glad for the play of air across his head. He sat down opposite Erskan, who didn’t flinch as he took in Selik’s smeared left cheek, dead white eye and slack left jaw. He was a middle-aged man grown very old in just two seasons. Terribly thin and frail-looking, his wisps of grey hair were oiled down on a scalp that topped a narrow, long-nosed face with a sharp chin and dull blue eyes. His hands, liver-spotted and with nails bitten down to the quick, shook as he poured the wine and handed Selik a glass.

‘So, Captain, or is it Commander, Selik. What great statement do you have to cheer the people of Erskan?’ The Lord spoke as he put his glass to his lips.

‘Captain, please.’ Selik smiled. ‘I understand your scepticism, my Lord. And I would concede that certain actions of the Black Wings have been, shall we say, overzealous?’

‘A vast understatement,’ said Erskan.

‘Be that as it may, we have all seen these past two seasons and more that our fears were entirely justified. More than that, the reality has far outweighed even my most fervent nightmares.’

Erskan’s nod was cautious. ‘But surely you are not attempting to justify murder or any of your lesser crimes.’

‘Murder is an emotive word.’ Selik bristled despite his determination to remain under control. ‘I’m only asking you to agree that magic must, as we have always said in the Black Wings, be monitored and regulated independently of the colleges.’

Erskan rested back in his chair. A cloud came across the sun, dimming the tinted light in the sparse room.

‘Well, I think that might be going a little far. Though a code of conduct might be a good compromise,’ said Erskan. ‘After all, one rogue child does not make every mage in every college irresponsible.’

‘But look at what she spawned, devastation and now war,’ said Selik. ‘And can any of us forget what has been caused in Arlen, or indeed in Julatsa, by the indiscriminate use of magic?’

‘Well, I—’

‘Have you been to Arlen, my Lord? Have you visited Korina or Gyernath, Denebre or Greythorne?’ Selik’s tone hardened. He could see he wasn’t getting through.

‘I must confess, no.’ At least Erskan had the grace to be embarrassed. ‘We have had problems of our own here.’

‘Arlen has all but been destroyed by the new conflict. But your buildings still stand and your farmers are planting new crops. For you, there is an end in sight.’

Erskan’s smile was thin. ‘And our families bury their dead daily, they report their sick in ever-increasing numbers but the healers are dead too and the mages have fled. By the time the harvest comes, I will have less than a third of my people alive. And I wonder if there will be anyone fit enough to tend the crops, let alone gather them in.’

Selik took a long sip of his wine. It was a Denebre red, a wine that would soon command a very high price. Denebre and its vineyards had been swallowed by the earth. Erskan’s eyes held depths of sorrow and desperation that should have melted the most frozen heart. But the Black Wings couldn’t afford such sentimentality.

‘Then now is the time to strike,’ Selik said. ‘To make the mages pay for the blight they’ve cast on our land. Where are they now, eh? In your hours of greatest need they are all at each other’s throats.

‘I need men, Lord Erskan. And I need them now. Do you think you’ll somehow escape the war here? We have to make a stand. All the innocent people who have died because of the mages must be avenged.’

Erskan frowned. ‘I sympathise with you in this, I really do. But all you have to do is look about you to know why I can’t help you.’

‘Without popular support, where are we?’ asked Selik, failing to conceal his disappointment. ‘Balaians have to stand up now. They weaken each other every day they fight. We can break their domination, but only if we do it now.’

Lord Erskan drained his glass and refilled it. The clouds moved on and the light sharpened.

‘You’ll find men out there with the will, I have no doubt,’ he said, gesturing at the windows with his free hand. ‘Men who have learned to hate mages, magic and everything they stand for.

‘But where will you find the strength, Captain? You want an army but those you see around you are struggling just to keep themselves and their families alive. I will ask no more of them and nor shall you.’

‘And your own guard?’

‘I won’t spare you even one. There are those within and without who would plunder what little we have. If I let that happen, I will have striven my whole life for nothing.’

Selik finished his wine and stood up, feeling his frustration grow. It was a litany he had heard in half a dozen places but he had true support from many more.

‘But unless we curb the colleges’ power now, while we have the opportunity, you are lost anyway.’

Erskan gave the slightest of shrugs but said nothing. Selik nodded and pulled his hood back over his head.

‘We have all made sacrifices and we have all seen friends and loved ones die. But to make our futures worth living, magic must be tamed. And I will do it with you or without you. But be prepared for change, my Lord. And soon.’

Erskan stood too, and began moving towards the door. ‘You will do what you will do. I cannot give you my blessing or my men but I can wish a brighter future for us all. If you are instrumental in bringing that to Balaia, then I will have nothing but respect for you. But be sure you are just, because Balaia’s people have had enough of the unjust and power brokers treating them like pawns and play-things to be used and discarded on a whim.’

‘And that is why I will fight. The righteous are always just, my Lord, though those who do not see the path are often shocked at its turns.’ A thought struck him. ‘When did your mages leave?’

Erskan shook his head. ‘A day ago, perhaps two. Heading for Julatsa. They are long gone from you. I don’t really remember.’

‘Thank you for your audience.’ Selik bowed his head.

‘It wasn’t just to hear you, Selik, it was to thank you.’

‘For what?’ Selik couldn’t disguise his surprise.

‘What you did for the street children. Every little helps.’

Selik smiled beneath his hood. ‘Well, well, the sign of a Lord in control. Eyes everywhere.’ He bowed his head again. ‘Good day, Lord Erskan, and if you have a change of heart, you will find me. I already have support from Corin, Rache, Pontois - such as it is - Orytte and too many villages to mention.’

Erskan seemed unimpressed. ‘They are free to make their choices, as am I. Take care on your path, Selik. The emotion of the people might be with you now but it is fickle. And no matter how much magic is feared and despised now, most of us count mages among our friends.’

‘But while they conduct a war, you are nothing to them, believe me. You only have to see Arlen to understand that.’

Selik turned and followed the squire back to the courtyard and his horse. He was irritated but not surprised at Erskan’s reaction. But he couldn’t let it bother him. He had to focus on what he could rely on right now. The speed of his horses on the open road.

After all, a day wasn’t so much to make up. Not if you knew how.

 


Yron looked out over the fires into the impenetrable shadows of the rainforest and felt at ease for the first time since he had set foot on Calaius. His men had returned from the base camp reporting some improvement in the condition of the fever and snake bite cases and they’d all enjoyed a relaxed meal an hour or so after midnight.

Guards stood at the edge of the ring of fires in front of the temple, but with the stores tent built and everything edible off the ground and sealed, he didn’t feel the need to post a permanent guard there. With wood enough to keep the fires going for two nights stacked in the stores tent and in the temple he even felt sanguine towards the rain, which fell periodically and with enough force to douse flames and send his men scurrying for cover.

He turned and wandered back inside the lantern-lit cool of the temple, allowing the canvas flap to fall back and hide the night. After failing to attach it to the stone, they’d hung it over a log balanced on the wide stone lintel.

There was a healthy buzz of conversation as his men unwound and began to believe they might make it back to Balaia alive. The hardest part was done now. All they had to do was wait for the various stone doors to open. Irritating but bearable.

Smiling, Yron walked up to the pool and trailed his hand through its cold pure surface. He’d stared at it a great deal during the day, imagining himself jumping into its cleansing embrace. He reckoned it was somewhere around eight to ten feet deep, and wide enough to accommodate a quarter of the men at a time. It was a gift and they’d earned the right to use it.

Standing up, he began to unbuckle his belt.

‘Ben, the time has come,’ he announced.

From his right, a man cheered and a ripple of laughter ran around the circular room, echoing faintly.

‘Divide up the group into four, first group to join me about as fast as you can strip!’

Another cheer, taken up by more of the men and accompanied by desultory handclaps, lightened the mood further. Yron pulled his shirt over his head, unbuttoned his trousers, dragged them and his loincloth off and, leaving them in a heap, jumped into the pool.

It was icy, invigorating and beautiful. He broke the surface and whooped, running his hands across his face and through his hair. He ducked under again, feeling the water edging grime from every inch of his body. Opening his eyes, he swam down a little, seeing the intricate mosaic of fish, plants and a single swimming figure at the bottom come alive in his shifting vision. He wondered briefly where the pool drained back into the earth but a slapping sound above him told of others joining his bath.

‘Gods falling, but this is wonderful!’ he exclaimed, joining the excited clamour.

And it was true, he’d never felt so good so quickly. As if the waters had cleansed not just his body but his spirit, his whole being. He felt lifted. Alive. He lay on his back and floated towards the statue and the water outflow under its outstretched hand. Drifting beneath it, he could see a main pipe made of stone and fired clay, which split into two, directing the flow to where it emerged from under thumb and forefinger.

There was a third branch too, a little further back, which led away towards the base of the statue. Strange that they should bother to limit the flow into the pool, he thought, but then he was sure they had their reasons. But lying where he was, he saw an easy enough way to get more of this beautiful water into the pool.

Yron swam to the side and dragged himself out, beginning to dry immediately in the relative cool of the temple. He fetched his loincloth and put it on but ignored the rest of his clothes. Looking down into the pool, he could see the waters already muddied by the filth he and his men had accumulated. Yet another reason to increase the flow.

‘Ben, where are you?’ he asked.

‘Here, Captain.’ Ben-Foran appeared from the opposite side of the statue.

‘Fetch me a pickaxe would you, I’m going to make the odd adjustment here.’

Knowing enough not to question him, Ben trotted outside to the stores tent, reappearing a short while later, pickaxe in hand.

‘Not thinking of dressing, sir?’ he observed.

Yron looked at his pile of clothes and shook his head. ‘Once you’ve been in there, you’ll know why.’

‘What is it you’re going to do?’ asked Ben-Foran, handing over the tool.

‘Well, they’ve diverted half the water away back into the ground, as far as I can tell. And looking at the mess we’re making in there, I think we could do with all of it.’ He walked round behind the pool and edged his way around the statue until he stood as close as he could get to the outstretched hand that fed in the water. ‘If we get rid of the hand, it’ll take the pipes with it and give us what we want. What do you think?’

Ben-Foran frowned. ‘Honestly?’

‘Of course.’ Yron frowned.

‘I think it’s a shame to damage the statue. It’s a beautiful piece of sculpture.’

‘But needs must,’ said Yron. ‘And I don’t think it’ll be getting too many more visitors after we’ve left, do you?’

‘Have you asked Erys? It might be trapped in some way and I’ve had enough wards to last a lifetime,’ said Ben-Foran.

‘Fair point. Erys?’ Yron looked about and quickly saw the mage in the pool, his red hair darkened by the water. ‘Any reason why I shouldn’t lop the hand off this thing?’

Erys shook his head. ‘It’s aesthetically harsh but there’s no magical reason, no. Seems a pity to spoil it.’

‘Sod the pair of you,’ said Yron. ‘Right, clear away from here. Don’t want any injuries from flying marble.’

He took aim, raised the pickaxe and brought it down on the wrist of the statue. Shards of stone flew in all directions, spattering into the pool and across the floor. Some of the men moved further away. Yron could see a few cracks emanating from the point of impact. He struck again and the cracks widened. All eyes were on him, all conversation had ceased, the sound of the pick striking the marble slapping off the walls of the temple. A third blow and he was sure he felt it give. A fourth and the marble sheared, the hand, some four feet long, toppling into the pool.

It had the desired effect. With the pipes broken beneath, water poured with much greater intensity into the pool, the noise of the trickle gone, to be replaced by one akin to a jug being emptied into a bowl.

‘Gentlemen,’ said Yron from his vantage point, ‘I give you the waters of life!’

He dropped the pickaxe and jumped back into the pool, the cheers muted as the water closed over his head.

 


Rebraal groped his way towards agonising consciousness. He was being dragged over the forest floor. It was full dark and the nocturnal denizens of the rainforest were all around him. He could sense their scuttling, their movement through the canopy and myriad wings of every size beating. Almost more alive than during daylight hours, the forest buzzed with activity.

He shook his head to clear the confusion encasing his brain. At the same time, his back connected with something sharp on the ground and he yelped. The dragging ceased immediately and he was laid gently flat. He heard footsteps and opened his eyes to see Mercuun leaning over him.

‘Dear Yniss, you’re really alive!’ said the elf, a grin splitting his face.

‘Just about,’ said Rebraal. Memories crashed through his mind and he struggled to sit up but Mercuun restrained him.

‘Don’t. I’m only moving you because we needed to get somewhere safer.’

‘But Aryndeneth? And what about the others? Meru, tell me.’ Mercuun’s grin vanished to be replaced by an expression close to despair.

‘The strangers have the temple,’ he said. ‘All the others are dead and they have almost fifty guarding it now. They have fires and tents and they are resting inside.’

Rebraal felt sick. Strangers defiling Aryndeneth by their touch and their very breath on its sacred walls. And to use the great temple as a dormitory. Not even the Al-Arynaar would presume such, choosing to sleep in netted hammocks under thatched shelters in a clearing behind the temple.

‘We have to stop them,’ said Rebraal.

‘We are but two,’ said Mercuun. ‘Alone, there is nothing we can do.’

Rebraal pushed Mercuun’s hand aside and forced himself into a sitting position. His left shoulder was aflame with pain and he gasped, moving his right hand there to investigate.

‘I removed the crossbow bolt but it was deep,’ explained Mercuun. ‘They must have thought you dead, as did I when I found you. Shorth have mercy on the others. Those bastards just left you all in a pile on the forest floor. No ceremony, no respect, no honour.’

‘Then I was lucky. Tual has saved me for the task of retaking the temple.’

As if quoting the name of Tual, God of the forest denizens, had sent a ripple through the canopy, a jaguar growled nearby and above them the shriek of a monkey was taken up by an entire troop.

‘See?’ Rebraal’s smile was grim. ‘Tual hears me.’

‘And retake the temple we will, but I have to get you to the village or you will die,’ said Mercuun. ‘The bolt wound is already reddening under infection and you’re cut all over. I’ve treated your skin with legumia but you need a mage to knit the muscle of your shoulder, and you’ve lost too much blood. You know the signs as well as I do.’

‘I don’t want to go back there,’ said Rebraal.

‘Please, Rebraal, this isn’t the time to dredge up old animosities. You must be well.’

Rebraal shook his head. ‘Just don’t make me talk to them. They have no faith.’ He offered Mercuun his right hand. ‘Help me up, will you? I’m not too sick to walk.’

But as soon as they started, he wasn’t so sure. The pain in his shoulder built steadily as Mercuun’s soothing poultice wore off, and his legs were cramped. He felt weak and light-headed and leant on his friend for support but refused to rest again until they’d put real distance between them and the strangers who had taken his temple, his life. Taking it back would be sweet. Every Al-Arynaar that had fallen would be avenged ten times over.

‘Tell me how you fared, Meru,’ he said, when he found the energy to speak and the pain had dropped temporarily to a numbing thump.

‘I have announced the alarm. The Al-Arynaar are alerted and the word is spreading. I have stressed the need for our people to be aware north and I have asked for information from anyone who saw these people land. There is confusion about how the strangers found the temple and remained undetected for their whole journey. We fear the worst for the watchers in the northern canopy and uplands. But the ClawBound are walking and the TaiGethen are closing. These strangers will never leave Calaius.’

‘How long before we are assembled to retake Aryndeneth?’

Mercuun sucked in his cheeks. ‘Remember, Rebraal, we weren’t due to be relieved for another seventy days. The gathering has to take place and the prayers must be spoken or we will anger Yniss. There are gaps in the net; people are on hunting expeditions and it is the season of contemplation. So many of those closest by are at hermitage.’

‘How long?’ Rebraal knew what Mercuun said was true, and knew the rituals must be observed. He felt a chill enter his body and a vision played across his mind of the desecration that could be visited on Aryndeneth in a few short days.

‘Eighty will be ready to attack in twenty days’ time.’

‘Twenty days!’ Rebraal’s shout put birds to flight, and in the undergrowth animals scampered from the supposed threat. ‘Gyal’s tears, that is too long.’

He stopped walking and leaned against the rough bole of a fig tree under attack from strangler vines that were slowly enmeshing it. Eventually, they would kill it. He would have understood ten days, maybe even accepted the delay as inevitable, but this . . .

‘Please, Rebraal, the Al-Arynaar are moving as fast as they can. But we are not the reactive force of our fathers’ days. Our mage numbers are small and we cannot afford to go in without their support.’

‘But in twenty days, all could have been lost. The cell of Yniss opens in fourteen. What if they are after his writings? Think of the cost. These aren’t treasure seekers. There are too many of them. They want something they believe is inside the temple.’

Rebraal began walking again, quickly, his eyes piercing the night as surely as any panther’s. He denied the pain that thundered through him at every footfall, praying to Beeth, God of root and branch, to keep him from falling.

‘We can’t wait, Meru. We’ll have to get people from the village. I know they aren’t true believers but we have already been betrayed or how could the strangers have found us?’

He had expected Mercuun to be happy at his sudden insistence on enlisting help from their birthplace, the place where his family were treated almost as outcasts because they would not relinquish what were now popularly considered to be old ways. Although every elf on Calaius believed in the harmony, and in Yniss its highest deity, they did not believe in the sanctity of Aryndeneth enough to honour the village quota and send every fifth child to the calling of the Al-Arynaar.

They did not see the honour it bestowed on their families, nor did they appreciate the importance of keeping the calling strong. Rebraal shuddered at the thought that the strangers might actually damage the stones of the temple. If they were powerful enough, it was possible. Theft of the writings of any god was hideous enough, but the balance of Aryndeneth had to be maintained.

Mercuun, though, said nothing. Rebraal slowed and turned to see his friend twenty yards behind him, crouching on the ground.

‘Meru?’ Rebraal’s head was thudding. He was hungry and thirsty and his blood loss sapped his strength.

Mercuun looked up, his face drawn and anguished. He tried to speak but coughed instead, a sick sound from deep in his chest. Rebraal hurried over to him.

‘Meru, what is it? Snake? Yellowback frog?’

But it wasn’t animal poison. Mercuun shook his head and raised a hand, asking for a moment. He caught his breath and coughed again, a great racking that shook his body. He raised his sweat-slick face to speak.

‘I don’t feel good,’ he managed, Rebraal refraining from telling him he was speaking the obvious. ‘Like a wave of something unclean washed through me. It clogged my lungs but they’re clearing now. I thought I would fall; my balance went for a moment. I’ll be all right. Don’t worry about me.’

‘We should rest here. Neither of us is fit to go on. I’ll bring you liana to lace for hammocks, then I’ll fetch food and water. Give me your skins and jaqrui.’

Mercuun made to protest but the relief on his face was all too evident. Instead he nodded. ‘But we must push on before dawn. I agree with you. I don’t think we’ve very much time.’




Chapter 10

 


 


 


 


The morning cacophony of monkeys, birds, insects, frogs and anything else that had a voice was in full cry when Ben-Foran decided to wash in the temple pool. Yron’s rather clumsy work on the statue’s hand might have eroded the majesty of the sculpture but it had had the desired effect. The much increased water flow into the pool had quickly cleared the grime from four dozen sweaty filthy bodies, and now, in the diffused light of dawn, it was crystal clear once again.

Yron was keen for his men not to get lazy and so, barring the sick and the mages, who were tending the ill and examining scrolls and parchments in a room that had opened up with the first touch of light, everyone was outside. Everyone, that is, except Ben, who was duty temple officer. While he swam, Yron and all the rest of the relatively fit were either on hunting parties, investigating the rear of the temple and the area surrounding it, collecting more firewood or preparing breakfast and making a stores inventory.

Despite the hardships of the rainforest, the loss of so many of those he’d travelled with and the feeling he couldn’t shift that, despite his loyalty, this was a raid too far, Ben-Foran had to admit to himself that he was rather enjoying it. Partly it was because he had survived with barely a scratch and without catching the fever to which so many had succumbed. Mostly it was because he was with Captain Yron, a real leader and universally loved by the men in his charge. He commanded total respect because he treated all in his command as equals, whatever their rank; a very difficult balance to strike given his position of superiority. And he was a great teacher, constantly springing surprises and doing things by a book all of his own devising. His unorthodoxy didn’t endear him to his masters and was, no doubt, why he had gained plenty of experience in places like the Calaian rainforests, but for his men, it was something they could always talk about. If they survived.

Ben-Foran was scared of swimming in rivers, indeed any open area of water where creatures might lurk, but this pool was relaxation itself. On a whim, he duck-dived and swam down, drifting slowly over the statue’s hand that lay at rest at the bottom of the pool, the living forest sounds muted as the water closed over his head.

He could see that part of the thumb had broken off where it had hit the bottom of the pool and was trapped underneath the rest. Bracing himself against the back wall, he half rolled, half pushed the hand aside to release the thumb, snatching it up and surging back to the surface with it held aloft like a trophy.

‘Morning, Ben.’ The captain’s voice rang out around the temple.

‘Good morning, sir,’ replied Ben, turning in the water to see Yron silhouetted in the doorway, the canvas covering tied back.

‘Glad to see you’re putting your duty to good use. I can’t imagine anything we’ll need more in the days to come than an expert diver.’

Ben-Foran blushed, splashed hurriedly to the side of the pool and hauled himself out to sit dripping at its edge, heart suddenly beating hard.

‘Sorry, sir.’

To his surprise and relief, Yron laughed. ‘Don’t worry, boy,’ he said, slapping him hard on the shoulder, the wet crack echoing off the temple walls. ‘It’s exactly what I would have done.’

Ben got up and pulled on his loincloth, the thumb tight in his hand.

‘Still, I see your exploration wasn’t entirely wasted,’ said Yron, indicating his prize.

‘No, sir. I saw it had broken off, you know, and—’

‘—thought you’d have yourself a souvenir.’

‘Yes, sir.’

Yron tutted and shook his head. He snapped his fingers then held out his hand. ‘Well, with one small amendment, it was a sound plan.’

A little reluctantly, Ben handed over the thumb. Yron examined it closely. It was a finely detailed piece, a little over five inches long.

‘Now this is a lesson it is my pleasure to teach you,’ said Yron, smiling broadly.

‘What’s that, Captain?’ Ben felt the question was expected though he had no desire to ask it.

Yron leaned in a little closer. ‘It’s something you’ll no doubt be able to practise in the future when you have your own command. It’s called pulling rank.’ He chuckled and slipped the piece into his pocket before spreading his arms wide. ‘There you are. Simple, isn’t it? Now, get yourself dressed, there’s something I want you to see.’

Ben nodded, aware suddenly that he was already dry. He frowned and paused for a moment. It was definitely hotter in here than it had been yesterday afternoon. Odd. He shrugged and pulled on his trousers.

 


As leader of the task force, he knew it had to be him. Sytkan took the longest walk of his life up the gentle slopes of Herendeneth towards the needle. He walked alone as a show of peaceful intent but the only solace he could really take as he walked was that he could hope they thought he was here to help.

They watched him as he picked his way up around the graves of the ancients, their heads unmoving, eyes not blinking. Sytkan was acutely aware of his frailty, of the ease with which either of these incredible creatures could snuff out his life.

He’d had no real idea of their size, their sheer domination of the space around them, until he got closer. And there they lay, like two huge golden sculptures. They were each a hundred feet and more long from nose to tail, the mounds of their bodies higher than his house and their stupendous wings folded back along their glittering scaled flanks.

Sytkan was less than thirty feet from them, his steps tentative and nervous, his nose full of their sharp wood and oil odour, when they moved. Heads as tall as he was swept out on long graceful necks and arrowed down on his insignificance. It was all he could do to stay standing.

‘Um . . .’ he began, and all his planned words fell from his memory. His eyes fixed on the upper fangs of the larger dragon as it opened its mouth. Dear Gods burning, those teeth.

‘I am Sha-Kaan, Great Kaan of my Brood. Nos-Kaan rests by me. And I understand from my Dragonene and friend, Hirad Coldheart, that you are Sytkan, mage of Xetesk. You and yours are here to find us a way home from this disagreeable dimension.’

‘I . . . Yes,’ said Sytkan. ‘I . . . That is, at least partially. And that’s why I - we - may need to ask you some questions. Is . . . um, will that be acceptable?’

The great dragon laughed. The breath blew Sytkan from his feet, the sound pounded around his skull and reverberated through ground and air.

‘It is expected,’ said Sha-Kaan. ‘How else will you understand when you find Beshara?’

Sytkan got slowly to his feet and dusted himself down. ‘Beshara?’ he ventured.

‘Our home,’ said Sha-Kaan.

‘Sorry, of course,’ said Sytkan, never having heard the word before. His gaze locked on to Sha-Kaan’s, he saw deep into those bottomless eyes and the power they contained and his composure deserted him. ‘Well, I er, I came up here to introduce myself. I’m the leader of the Xeteskians and I assure you of our good intent as to wanting to work with you in the best way possible and is there a good or better or worse - if you see what I mean - time to talk to you?’

Sytkan gasped in a breath. Sha-Kaan regarded him for a long moment, the huge slitted black pupil narrowing very slightly. His eyes blinked slowly and he stretched his mouth. The mage fought the urge to turn and run.

‘Well met,’ said Sha-Kaan without hint of warmth. ‘Ask us what you will, when you will, though I suggest when we are landed is your best time.’ Sha-Kaan laughed at his own lame joke. ‘Now go, unless there is anything more?’

‘No. No, no,’ said Sytkan, relief flooding through him. ‘Thank you.’

He turned but had taken only one pace before he found himself staring at Sha-Kaan again, the dragon’s long neck curving away out of sight behind him.

‘Tell me, Sytkan,’ rumbled Sha-Kaan. ‘There are but two Al-Drechar and two Kaan dragons on this island. Yet to research and gather information you have brought with you thirty mages and a hundred Protectors. Perhaps you would like to explain.’

Sytkan felt cold all around his heart. ‘Well, there are many disciplines represented,’ he blustered. ‘Many strands to the research. The Protectors are merely—’

Sha-Kaan snorted derisively, dumping Sytkan on his backside again. ‘Do not presume to insult my intelligence.’ His head shot forwards, his muzzle stopping inches from Sytkan’s face. All the mage could see were scales, teeth and ire. ‘My flame ducts may be dry but these -’ he snapped his jaws meaningfully ‘- are in perfect working order. I will be watching you. All of you. Do not give me cause to become disappointed.’

 


Selik wanted to laugh out loud. Even though he’d ridden hard from Erskan and they’d stopped well after nightfall for only a few snatched hours of rest before setting off again at daylight, he hadn’t expected to sight his quarries until the following day at least. Yet there they were, no more than a couple of miles ahead on the trail, the dust of their passage clouding into the warm late morning.

They were heading north on the principal trail that led to the ruined town of Denebre and then on into the mage lands. A fertile part of Balaia, the landscape here, like so much of the country, had been ruined. Trees lay snapped or uprooted, farms were abandoned and fields lay unplanted or with the remnants of rotted crops still in the soil. It was a gently rolling vista, with shallow slopes and vales criss-crossed with a lattice of streams and rivers. To the west, the Blackthorne Mountains made up the entire horizon, their gaunt majesty punctuated only by the eastern face of the Varhawk Crags, scene of one of the most famous victories of the last Wesmen wars.

But Selik wasn’t concerned with the scene around him right now. He and his men had reined in at the top of a rise and were looking down onto a grassland plain. In the middle of it, a single covered wagon drove slowly on, the reason for the mages’ slow progress obvious. Despite Erskan’s assertion that he numbered mages among his friends, he hadn’t been over-kind to these, however many there were. The carriage was being dragged by a single, fairly small horse.

‘What’s your guess at the numbers in there?’ asked Selik of Devun.

The man blew out his cheeks. ‘Well, they’re very slow but it’s impossible to see what the horse’s condition is from here. I reckon they’re overloaded so, assuming there are two up front, there could be as many as four inside, plus baggage.’

‘That’s assuming there were ever that many mages in Erskan.’

Devun shrugged. ‘Best to assume more than less.’

‘All right.’ Selik nodded, then raised his voice to address all of them. ‘We’re going to assume there are six but I doubt there’s a warrior guard in there with them. You all know what to do. Let’s not rush and they may not hear us until it’s too late. It’s time to make another statement. Let’s go.’

There was precious little cover and they would be seen as soon as anyone looked back; and with no magical defence, they were open to spell attack. But there were fifty Black Wings, all of whom knew the dangers of attacking mages, and their tactic was simple.

Pushing on at just under a canter, they narrowed the distance quickly, the carriage ahead bumping and rattling over the uneven ground. Selik rode front and centre of the formless group, feeling a thrill through his body as they closed. This would be a blow for Balaia. A blow for the righteous.

Perhaps half a mile behind the carriage they were spotted. The back of the square-framed canvas covering twitched aside, and though he couldn’t hear it, Selik could imagine the shout of alarm and saw its result as the single horse was urged to a flat-out gallop.

The carriage began to pull away but Selik could see immediately that it wasn’t sustainable. Resisting the urge to up the Black Wings’ pace, he was content to follow, waiting for the carriage to slow when the horse spent itself and enjoying the desperation he knew they must be feeling. Even if they didn’t know exactly who was following them, fifty men on horseback were never going to be good news at a time like this.

A quarter of a mile behind and with the horse slowing dramatically, the carriage slewed to a halt across the trail in a cloud of dust. Figures leapt from back and front to kneel motionless. Casting.

It was to be expected. Selik signalled spread and gallop, circling his arm above his head and splaying gloved fingers wide. Behind him, the Black Wings picked up the pace, driving into a rough double-rowed crescent. The quartet at the points, his finest horsemen, nocked arrows into bows, steering their mounts with stirrup and thigh.

The blood surged through Selik’s body, sending pins and needles into the dead parts of his face and chest. He dragged in a huge breath and yelled a triumphant cry, the sound of two hundred hooves thrumming in his head.

In front of him the mages remained still, bar one who looked up, spreading his arms wide in an enveloping motion. At the points, his bowmen tracked in, loosed their arrows and wheeled away immediately, Selik seeing the shafts all bounce from the cast HardShield.

The sky flashed orange.

‘Break!’ yelled Selik, half a dozen FlameOrbs soaring out towards them.

The Black Wing lines broke and scattered, the globes of mana fire, each the size of a skull, arcing across the sky. The mages were good, individual Orbs following their targets faster than a horse could gallop and splashing down to cover two or three riders and mounts, the soundless impact rendered horribly real by the screams of men and horses.

Hunched low in his saddle, Selik looked back over his shoulder, eyes narrowing and anger building. He counted four men ablaze in their saddles, horses shrieking, plunging this way and that, stumbling and falling as they attempted to dislodge their riders. Another three were already on the ground, beating uselessly at the flames that consumed armour and flesh. And streaking across the plain, fire gorging on mane, back and tail, a horse trailed smoke as it galloped to inevitable and agonising death, rider already gone.

But if the mages expected their attackers to be dismayed by death so easily wrought, they were sadly mistaken. The Black Wings were on them. One more mage cast, her ForceCone punching out, stopping three horses in their tracks and smashing riders from saddles. Selik heard the snap of equine bones, shut the pain from his mind, drew his sword and plunged into the enemy.

Leaning down from his saddle, he whipped his sword through low, the blade carving into the mage’s face, snapping the head back and cartwheeling her flopping corpse end over end. Not pausing, he rode down the HardShield mage and only then dragged at the reins to turn his horse round to a stop.

His men had done exactly the job required. A third mage was dead, body twisted unnaturally, a slick of blood already subsiding into the earth under his chest. The other two were being held while they were beaten into a state where they couldn’t have cast if their lives depended on it. Shame, because for one of them, it did.

Selik trotted back to the wagon, which two of his men were already ransacking. He smiled and swept back his hood, dismounting when he reached his captives, the sound of their gasps and grunts of pain sweet in his ears. He spared a glance at the fires still smouldering a hundred yards away and the smile left his face.

‘Enough,’ he ordered.

The rain of punches, sword pommels and kicks stopped, both men having to be supported to remain upright.

He nodded. ‘Good work,’ he said, seeing the blood running from noses and mouths, the puffed eyes and torn ears. But no amount of blood on their faces could mask the fear in their eyes.

‘More mages running from their responsibilities,’ he said, standing close to them, letting the venom in his mind spit from his mouth. ‘Running from what they have created. Where were you going, eh? Away to join your armies for a new assault on the innocents of Balaia?’

He shrugged. ‘You’re scum. Worthless, cowardly scum.’

‘We’d have stayed to help but your supporters wanted us gone,’ said one of the mages, voice thick through split and swelling lips.

Selik stepped up and grabbed him by the throat, pushing his head back. ‘The damage was already done, fool. What help could you give now?’

‘So what is it that you want from us? To stay or to leave?’ said the mage, desperation clear in his voice.

‘I want you to face up to what your kind has done to my world,’ said Selik, not releasing his grip. ‘You know what I saw in Erskan? Three children who would have killed each other for a scrap of bread a rat would turn down. You have sapped the strength and the will from those who trusted you. You have broken their spirit. But I am going to give it back to them and you and your kind will never wield your unholy power so freely again.’

‘We could have helped, had we been allowed to stay,’ pleaded the mage. ‘We could have healed the people. Healed the ground.’

Selik dropped his hand and stepped away. ‘You really don’t understand what you’ve done to Balaia and its people do you? How blind you are to think that after magic has destroyed so much, people would allow you to cast a few more spells to put it right. You have lost their trust but still you think it is as easy as waving your hands.’

He turned to the second mage, finding the man glaring defiantly back at him.

‘Nothing to say?’ he asked.

‘To someone who would deny magic to an entire population because of a single rogue, no. It is you who are blind, Selik, you and the monkeys who follow you so slavishly.’

‘Some fight still left, at least,’ said Selik to the chuckles of his men within earshot. ‘Trouble is, I don’t really think I want to hear your voice on the road. Because you won’t listen. So you will stay as a warning and your friend here will accompany us.’

He gestured to the men holding the mages. ‘Get him on that carthorse and away from here.’

‘I’m sorry,’ said the mage to his doomed colleague.

The man shook his head. ‘Don’t be. These bastards can never defeat us.’

‘But you won’t live to see whether that’s true, will you?’ said Selik.

‘I am proud you think me so dangerous that you have to kill me.’

‘Kill you?’ said Selik, a smile creeping over his face. ‘No, no, that would be too easy. All I can promise is that you will die unless you are very, very fortunate.’

The Black Wings captain saw the mage’s eyes flicker, his bravado punctured, and all he could do, while his colleague was loaded, hands bound, onto the carthorse and away with a guard of six, was watch while his fate unfolded in front of him.

Quickly, the cart was stood on its end and braced, its wheels facing in the direction of the mage lands to the north-west. The traces and lines from the harness were cut into four pieces and the mage strung upright between the four wheels with his clothes ripped from him to leave only a loincloth. Selik watched it all dispassionately, a slight twinge of disappointment at the bearing of the mage, who didn’t struggle or protest. When he was secured, Selik unsheathed a dagger and walked slowly over to him, the mage’s eyes never leaving his.

‘There are people like you all over this land. Left as warnings to others of your kind that the Black Wings are growing. That we will pursue you relentlessly, that you will atone for what you have done and that we will not stop until the evil of magic is scrubbed from Balaia. You, at least, will not join the war.’

The mage spat at him, the blood-veined saliva catching Selik on the cheek and running down the side of his face. He merely smiled.

‘You’ll regret that when your thirst becomes unbearable.’

‘Come closer and I’ll do it again. I’m not afraid to die.’

‘Lucky for you,’ said Selik, his mouth bent into a grotesque sneer. ‘Our trouble is that there can be no warning without a message. And, since we’ve run right out of parchment, we need to use a somewhat different medium.’ He turned to his men. ‘Hold him still and shut his useless mouth.’

Black Wings moved in and hands pressed on the mage’s head, shoulders, knees and the top of his legs, rendering him immobile. Selik walked up slowly, staring deep into the mage’s eyes, watching the fear begin to grow and the first cracks appear in his bearing.

Taking the tip of his dagger between his thumb and first two fingers, he began to carve letters on the mage’s chest, letting the blade bite deep, feeling his human canvas heave and hearing choked cries through his closed mouth.

‘Hold him, I’m trying to write,’ he said.

He bent back to his task, dragging the dagger in letter shapes, keeping the mage’s chest and stomach skin taut with his other hand. Soon it was done. He backed up, wiped and sheathed the dagger and looked at his handiwork, which was a little lost in the streaming blood. With a flick of his hand, he waved his men away. The mage drew in shuddering breaths, his face dripping sweat and pale. He swallowed.

‘You’ll die at the hand of a mage, Selik,’ he managed. ‘And when you do, my death will seem painless by comparison.’

Selik ignored his words. ‘I expect you’re curious to know what I’ve written.’

‘I couldn’t care less,’ said the mage, regaining some control over his wracked body. ‘You are worthless vermin, Selik. I’m surprised you can write at all.’

‘It says, “Mages: fear the Black Wings.” Succinct, I think. To the point, if you will.’ He laughed. ‘Of course it isn’t easy to read but I expect whoever finds you will fathom it eventually. And if you are very lucky, you’ll be able to tell them yourself.’

He swung away and strode back to his horse. ‘Mount up, Black Wings; we’ve a long way to go and a mage to educate.’

‘Burn in hell, Selik!’ roared the mage, straining at his lashings.

Selik laughed again. ‘No, dear mage, I will not. Because the righteous are blessed, not cursed.’

He kicked his heels into his horse’s flanks and led the Black Wings away, the mage’s shouts growing ever fainter in his ears. It had been a truly uplifting day.




Chapter 11

 


 


 


 


The Calaian Sun sailed slowly into Ysundeneth shortly after midday on the third day after leaving the Ornouth Archipelago. Even Jevin had declared himself surprised at the speed they’d made. A steady southerly wind had driven them through a light swell and the dolphins that had swum with them most of the journey added to the idyll.

Standing next to Ilkar as they cruised towards their berth at the heart of the docks, Denser could sense the relief in the Julatsan mage, shot through as it was with nerves. It mirrored Denser’s own feelings, though his reasons were very different. The voyage had not been easy. Erienne had barely left her bunk the entire time, her heart re-broken by the ever-increasing distance from Lyanna’s grave. And when she had walked the deck, the set of her body kept everyone away from her.

Denser could understand her reaction but was frustrated he wasn’t being allowed to help. She had withdrawn into herself completely, ate little and said less. Ilkar had given voice to his concern the day before. Calaius and its climate were not like Balaia in any way. It drained and fatigued the fittest of bodies and sickness was so easy to contract, particularly for those not born there. Erienne, he said, would be seriously risking her health if she refused to keep up her strength for much longer. And if her capacity for casting was impaired, she could be risking the health of The Raven too.

As he had so often in the last three days, Denser had sighed and hoped she’d come back to herself once they landed. But, with the sun beating down hard from a clear blue sky, Denser found he could forget for a moment by simply looking straight in front of him at his first clear view of a new land. When they had first sighted Calaius and The Raven had run on deck to see, he’d felt vaguely disappointed. All he could make out were cliffs, the outline of the land where it met the sea and the very distant shapes of buildings.

Now, much closer to, it was stunning in its vibrancy and beauty. In front of them, Ysundeneth, the capital port city of Calaius, filled his eyes. Translating as ‘Ocean Home’, or so Ilkar had said, Ysundeneth was a vast sprawling place whose dock area stretched for four miles along the winding coast; and whose buildings spread half as far back. It was almost the size of Korina but looked so utterly different. Where Korina’s skyline was filled with low, sturdy brick and stone structures built against the gales that swept the city’s estuary, Ysundeneth was a riot of spires and tall buildings, slim and sinuous but with an air of solidity. And every single one of them was made solely of wood.

Denser was astonished at the wooden buildings but Ilkar had only laughed and pointed beyond the city. Surrounding the port on all sides and covering the land for as far as he could see was a thick mat of green. Trees everywhere, punctuated by sharp rises, great sweeping cliffs and plunging soaking lowlands, but trees all the same.

Denser had stood and stared at it all for what seemed an age, only emerging from his reverie when Ilkar nudged him. He looked round to see the Julatsan arm in arm with Ren, both smiling at him.

‘What do you think?’ asked the elf.

Denser shrugged. ‘It’s extraordinary. I can’t believe how big this port is. I didn’t think many of you lived in cities. More to the point, what do you think? Been a long time for you, hasn’t it?’

Ilkar nodded, his smile fading. ‘It’s odd, no doubt about that. But I still feel like I’m coming home. I mean, I hardly recognise this place, it’s grown so much, but I was born here.’

‘Ysundeneth?’

‘Well, no, not here exactly. About three days upriver by boat, but I spent a lot of time here when I was growing up and it was never this big.’

‘So how does it sustain itself?’ The Unknown had come to the rail and was leaning out, his shaven head tanning deep brown.

‘Trade with Balaia is important,’ said Ren. ‘But the real money’s made trading around the coast. So much of the inland is impassable to boats of any real size that it’s quicker to go around. But this is the biggest port by far. None of the others are even half this size.’

‘There have got to be well over a hundred thousand elves living here, haven’t there?’ said The Unknown.

‘More,’ said Ren.

‘I’m amazed there are that many on the entire continent,’ said Denser. ‘Given the very few we see, that is.’

‘Calaius is a very big continent, Denser, and you’d be surprised how many elves there are here,’ said Ilkar. ‘But as a race, we just like to keep ourselves to ourselves. No one’s going to take you to their bosom when we land, I can tell you. And when I also tell you that the elves you’ll meet in the ports are the most outgoing, well, I’ll leave you to draw your own conclusions.’

‘The place must burn a lot.’ It was Hirad, standing just behind them. ‘All that wood.’

Ilkar cupped a hand to his ear. ‘Hark,’ he said, a broad grin on his face. ‘The lilting sounds of a barbarian making a daft comment.’

‘Bugger off.’

‘Does the term “rainforest” not give you any sort of clue?’ asked Ilkar. ‘I mean it doesn’t rain quite so much here on the coast but inland, well, you’ll experience it soon enough.’

Ren nudged Ilkar hard. ‘Tell him the truth. All of it.’

Hirad’s face hardened. Denser clapped his hands. ‘Gods, I love listening to you two.’

‘You could sell tickets to it,’ muttered The Unknown.

Ilkar puffed out his cheeks. ‘Fair enough, I was just taking a rise and am guilty as charged, although it does rain a lot.’

‘So what is the truth?’ growled Hirad.

‘That all the buildings are coated with flame-retardant resin. We just use nature’s own defences out here. Smells a bit if you’re not used to it but it’s good against lightning and fire.’

‘Make a simple statement, I don’t know . . .’ Hirad let his voice trail off but Denser could see his heart wasn’t in his anger. As it never was with Ilkar. It was one of the joys of travelling with The Raven. Those two could be pure theatre at times.

‘So what’s the plan?’ asked Hirad.

‘Simple, really,’ said Ilkar. ‘We’re landing in about an hour, I think. We’ll find a place to stay tonight and while you lot take a look at the sights, Ren and I’ll hire a boat to take us upriver tomorrow. ’

‘And you’re quite sure your village is the place to start looking for these mages of yours?’ The Unknown was frowning.

‘It’s as good a place as any. We used to send a lot of adepts to Julatsa at one time and there’ll be people there who are sympathetic and, more important, who will know where to look for more. Just hanging up a sign here won’t get us far. But of course I have personal reasons for wanting to go there, I’m sure you’ll understand. You don’t have to come if you don’t want to.’

‘The Raven never work apart,’ said Hirad.

Ilkar smiled. ‘You won’t regret it,’ he said. ‘It’s beautiful.’

‘And flame-resistant,’ said The Unknown.

 


The east gates of Xetesk opened and the massed ranks of refugees stood, their movement an expanding ripple across a human sea. Ten thousand and more with hope renewed that this time food and not soldiers would be disgorged.

From where Avesh stood on a patch of churned mud with everything he loved and everything he owned, he couldn’t see the base of the gates. Couldn’t see what or who came out, but he could rely on the mood of the crowd to give him the information he needed.

He pulled his wife and young son to him, their bony frames pressed against his, and stepped away from their pile of filthy blankets and scant possessions. How they hadn’t died of cold, starvation or disease through the winter, having lost their farm to the storms, he would never know. But they had been spared and that was all he cared about.

The family all knew the drill. If it was food they would split up and run because if you were slow you got nothing. But if you were lucky, you got three shares. At first Avesh had been against that but he’d been forced to harden his heart as the death toll from illness and hunger rose daily. Rather them than his family.

And now, with spring coming to ease the chill and the first colours of new life pushing through the thawed earth, it looked like their persistence might actually pay off. Though they were all haggard and thin they were still alive. Today, Avesh was daring to believe they would live to rebuild their lives.

The noise built around them. Those with the strength made ready to run or swallow their disappointment. But something was different. Avesh caught it in the air just before he heard the shouts. A cry of surprise. Another of indignant outrage.

He watched for a few moments, feeling the unease whiplash through the throng. His first instinct had been to move forward but he held his ground, his heart querulous. He bit his lip and stood on tiptoe.

‘Atyo, hop up on my shoulders. Let’s look see.’ The scrawny lad scrambled up. ‘What can you see?’

‘Soldiers,’ he said. ‘And riders. Lots.’

‘Coming along the path?’

They’d seen this a dozen times but the mood of the crowd suggested something new.

‘No, all over. Everyone’s moving.’

And now Avesh could see it. The move forward had faltered, was already reversing. The noise of countless scared people was growing to a crescendo shot through with the harsh shouts of soldiers carrying on the breeze.

The boy climbed down and looked up into his father’s eyes.

‘What will we do?’

‘Give me a moment, son,’ said Avesh.

The crowd was rippling again. No, not a ripple, a wave heading outwards away from the gates.

‘Gods falling,’ he breathed. He gripped Atyo and Ellin, turning them both to him. ‘They’re trying to clear the camp, the bastards. If we get separated, we’ll meet back at the crossing of the River Dord to the north. Can you both find that?’

‘Why would we be separated?’ asked Ellin.

He didn’t have to answer her. The wave hit them instead. He grabbed them each by a hand.

‘Come on, we’ve got to go.’

The press was thickening but Ellin hesitated.

‘Our things.’

‘Leave them. Come on.’

Avesh could feel the surge through the ground now. A drumming like a thousand hoof beats. But this stampede was human. He swung them both around, stumbling against somebody who rushed past. He caught the briefest glimpse of an ashen face before it was lost in the throng.

They began to run. There was only one direction. To try and cross the path of the crowd would be suicide. Avesh held them firm, taking care to move at the same pace as his boy, but when the youngster tripped anyway, Avesh scooped him into one arm and ran on, his wife right beside him.

He could see nothing but flailing limbs, hair streaming and the backs of countless desperate people driven to run though they barely had the strength. It was a chase that would exhaust itself quickly, and already the weakest were falling, their legs powerless to keep them upright, their spirits unable to take them a single pace further. And those that fell were left. There was nothing anyone could do, not even family, as the packed horde fled on, dragging the crying survivors with it.

Avesh ignored the ache in his wasted left arm muscles where he clutched Atyo and dared a look down at his wife. Ellin’s face was determined as she ploughed on, transmitting her fear through the painfully tight grip on his hand.

Through the screams, the shouts and the thrumming of feet across the ground, Avesh could hear horses and the rhythmic heavy thud of men running in unison, closing fast. The crowd gathered sudden extra impetus. Worse, it split. Avesh pulled left, Ellin went right. Their hands slipped agonisingly apart. Avesh tried to change direction and reached out his hand. Their fingers brushed but that was all and he caught only a glimpse of her gaunt face and despairing hand as the crowd swept her away from him.

Riders galloped through the gap, voices hoarse, shouting orders to move.

‘Ellin!’ Avesh yelled. ‘The Dord. Remember the Dord!’

‘Mummy!’ screamed Atyo, wriggling around, straining to see her.

Avesh saw her just once more, bobbing like a bottle in a stormy sea, helpless, unable even to struggle as she vanished from sight.

‘Mummy!’

‘It’s all right, Atyo,’ said Avesh, head down and running again, breath heaving painfully into his lungs. ‘We’ll find her. We’ll see her soon.’

Right in front of him, a man tripped and fell. Reacting fast, Avesh hurdled the sprawling figure. His left foot came down on slimy wet mud and slipped sideways. Hopelessly unbalanced, he pitched right, holding hard on to his son as he went down.

The sound of horses was very close again. He rolled over, people scrambling past him cursing, shouts chasing them, that rhythmic thump of feet mingling with hoof beats reverberating through the ground.

Avesh clambered to his feet, presenting his back to the streaming mob threatening to knock him back down again. His muddied and terrified son was screaming, out of control, clutching handfuls of his clothing.

‘We’ll be all right,’ said Avesh. ‘We’ll—’

He was standing in a space that suddenly contained too much horseflesh to dodge. He turned left and right, his vision filled with black and brown flanks, greaved legs and riding boots. He felt a heavy impact as a stallion reared near him, its rider yelling at him to move, but he could do nothing more than fall flat on his back.

He lay still, hooves coming down close to his head and body on their way past, driving the wailing refugees further and further from Xetesk. The relative silence flooded him. He gasped a breath.

‘We’ll be safe now, boy, safe now,’ he said, stroking Atyo’s head. His hand came away wet. Blood. He froze.

‘Atyo?’ The boy was limp in his arms. ‘Atyo?’

He scrabbled frantically into a sitting position and held the boy in his lap. Atyo’s head lolled to one side, blood matting his face. And, just below the hairline, his skull was stove in, caught by a horse’s hoof. He had never stood a chance.

‘No.’ The word was barely audible. ‘No.’

Avesh rose to his feet, holding his dead child to his chest. After all they’d been through, huddling in the intense cold, saving scraps of food from the ground and going days without. The boy had survived it all, only to be murdered by those he’d begged for succour.

The tears began rolling down his face, smearing the dirt as they came. Avesh fought back the nausea that swept through him, the blackening of his vision and the clouding of his mind.

His boy. Dead.

His vision cleared and he took in the litter of the camp, the scattering stragglers missed by the soldiers and the dozens, maybe hundreds, of prone forms lying where they’d fallen, clothes ruffling in the breeze. Some moved, most did not. And he saw the line of cavalry backed by the masked abominations that were the Protectors, their pace unremitting. Thump, thump, thump.

He looked down. He was standing on a tattered blanket. He laid Atyo on it and wrapped it around the boy’s body. At least he wouldn’t get cold. With a last look at that face so casually ruined, he kissed Atyo’s forehead and closed the blanket. He stood.

The blank walls of Xetesk faced him. They could not be allowed to escape justice but he would not toss his life away in a futile attempt at vengeance. That would mock Atyo’s death.

His body shaking. Avesh turned and walked away towards the north and the crossing of the River Dord, there to find his wife so they could bury their son together.

Then he’d be back. And he wouldn’t be alone.




Chapter 12

 


 


 


 


By the time they reached the canopy rope crossing of the huge sluggish brown force of the River Ix, Rebraal wasn’t sure who was supposed to be rescuing who.

A night where they’d both slept long through sheer exhaustion had given way to two days where it seemed the rain was Gyal’s tears, sweeping across the forest and drenching it almost incessantly. Sometimes it abated to a fine mist, but more often it fell in torrents with angry thunder cracking above the canopy.

Rebraal’s shoulder was agony, his multiple cuts and scratches from being dragged to the pile of bodies by the strangers and away again by Meru itched in unison. They’d done what they could - legumia root paste for the deep crossbow wound, poultices of rubiac fruits for his scratches and long drinks of menispere to ward off the effects of fever - but he knew he was getting sick. He should be resting, not running home, wading rivers and climbing high into the canopy to use the hidden walkways and ropes to pass the great rivers and waterfalls.

His muscles were tortured, his back aflame with searing pain and his mind often muddied and confused. He’d mistaken bird and monkey calls more than once, had blundered into a swarm of ants and escaped a crocodile by a mere heartbeat.

But for all his many woes, his greater concern was Mercuun. His was a sickness that defied understanding or remedy and attacked him apparently at random, leaving him gasping for breath one moment and driven with manic energy the next, though the latter was becoming increasingly infrequent. Meru had assumed it was something in his stomach and they’d searched and found a good supply of simarou bark with which they made strong infusions, but it did no recognisable good.

Between his bouts of energy, he lost muscle strength and bulk, his balance was dangerously off true and, on the second morning, Rebraal had wakened to hear Mercuun coughing as if his organs were fighting their way into his throat. His friend could not disguise the blood that flew from his mouth in a spray every time he convulsed.

Later that afternoon, they’d rested long by the banks of the Ix, sheltered from Gyal’s tears and prayed to Orra, the God of the earth’s life blood, for an end to the illness that plagued Mercuun. Rebraal had looked at him where they sat close together under the great broad leaves of a young palm and seen death stalking across his face. He seemed to be collapsing from the inside out, and for all their herbal lore they could find no antidote.

‘You’re sure you haven’t been bitten?’ probed Rebraal, moving his back against the bole of the palm and feeling a new pain shoot through his legs and neck.

‘I’m sure,’ said Mercuun, his voice a hoarse whisper, his throat raw from wracking coughs. Every time he breathed, he shuddered.

‘Have you checked yourself? If not a viper, a brush with a yellowback is all it would take.’

‘It’s not poison,’ said Mercuun.

‘Then what is it?’ Rebraal was at a loss.

‘I don’t know.’ Mercuun shook his head and lifted his face to Rebraal. He was scared; his eyes betrayed him and tears of frustration and fear welled up before he could catch them. ‘Shorth is coming. I can feel it.’

‘You aren’t going to die, Meru.’ Rebraal reached out a hand, which his friend grabbed and held tight. ‘We’ll be in the village before nightfall. There is help for you there.’

Mercuun dropped his head back to stare at the muddied ground. ‘There is nothing their healers know that we don’t.’

‘But they will also employ magic should they have to,’ said Rebraal, giving Mercuun’s hand a reassuring squeeze before climbing stiffly to his feet. ‘Come on. One more climb and it’s all down from then on.’

But as he looked up into the canopy and their hundred-foot climb, his confidence wavered. He had seen Meru stumble over the merest root. And he himself could only rely on one arm. The other was as good as useless, the strength of his grip diminished by the wound in his shoulder.

‘It seems so high,’ said Mercuun, staring up and out over the river.

High above the muddy flow, where the canopy leant in on both sides, the practised eye could see a trio of tensed ropes among the leaves and branches. Used by elves and monkeys alike, the crossing spanned the one-hundred-yard width of the River Ix. Upriver, a waterfall more than five hundred feet high plunged into a huge sheltered pool, its outflow slackened by long lazy twists in the deep river. Way downstream, where the Ix narrowed, rocks hastened the water through a cramped ravine before the river spilled back out into its natural slow state. And everywhere along its length, death lurked beneath the surface.

‘We can make it,’ assured Rebraal, leaving unspoken the fact that they would never swim the river. They were too weak and too much blood scent clung to them. They’d been lucky with panthers and jaguars. That luck would not hold out there in the water. ‘You go first. I’ll watch for you. I won’t let you fall.’

Mercuun dragged himself to his feet, leaning against the palm to steady himself before following Rebraal down to the towering banyan around which the ropes were fastened on this side, lost beneath a tangle of vines and secured from rotting by resin, oils and the occasional spell. He breathed deep, clenched his fists, took a brief glance up and began to climb.

 


‘There’s something wrong here,’ said The Unknown. ‘Can’t you feel it?’

Hirad shrugged. They were sitting in an eatery on the docks with Darrick and Thraun. Ilkar said it was a typical elven establishment, characterised by long tables and benches, high ceilings, plenty of windows and exotic-tasting soups and meats. It was busy but there was clear space between them and the rest of the predominantly elven clientele.

The Julatsan and Ren had agreed to meet them inside, while Erienne and Denser visited the city markets. Aeb, who had drawn the odd interested glance when they docked, was at the inn, speaking to his brothers, communing in the Soul Tank.

‘Elves don’t like us very much, you mean?’ said Hirad.

‘No, not that. And they’ve been perfectly civil so far, if a little reserved. No. There’s an atmosphere, like a growing fear of something. I can’t put my finger on it. You don’t feel anything?’

‘No.’ Hirad shovelled more soup-soaked bread into his mouth.

The Unknown shook his head. ‘I don’t know why I bother. You’ve got a skull thicker than a dragon’s. Darrick, what about you?’

‘Hard to say,’ said the former Lysternan general, leaning forward. ‘There’s an air of vague disquiet round the docks but that’s just lack of trade, I’d say. Nothing really sinister in it.’

Hirad looked at The Unknown, feeling a familiar sense of unease. Fifteen years he’d known the big man and he was hardly ever wrong. And since his, albeit brief, time as a Protector his instinct for trouble and danger had heightened still further. His expression told Hirad he was sure about this one.

The barbarian switched his attention to Thraun. The shapechanger had been feeding himself as though he’d not eaten for days but was now staring at The Unknown, mouth half open and next spoonful forgotten. The Unknown indicated him.

‘Thraun knows what I’m talking about,’ he said. ‘Don’t you, Thraun?’

There might have been the merest suggestion of a nod, but aside from that no reaction.

‘So what is it?’ asked Darrick.

‘Just a hint at the moment,’ said The Unknown. ‘Like overripe fruit. Sickly sweet and on the way to rotting. Whatever it is, it’s below the skin of the city now but won’t be for long.’

‘I’m not with you,’ said Hirad.

A moment later, Ilkar walked in with Ren and confirmed everything.

‘There are sick people all over the place,’ he said, sitting down and waving at a servant boy to come over. ‘It’s weird. Everywhere we’ve been.’

‘Plague?’ The Unknown raised his eyebrows.

‘If it is, it’s a new one on me. We’ve spoken to mages who can find no cause, just effects. And the traditional healers are struggling with the numbers. Only started a couple of days ago, apparently.’

‘You were right then, Unknown,’ said Hirad.

‘Unfortunately.’ he said. ‘What’s your view, Ilkar?’

The Julatsan shrugged. ‘Information’s patchy but there’s no obvious pattern or epicentre. Whatever, I think it’s a good job we’re leaving tomorrow.’

‘You’ve found a boat, then?’ asked Darrick.

‘And a guide. It’s not easy to navigate. I’m glad I don’t have to rely on my memory. Watercourses change, local landscape alters . . . you know.’

‘Not really, Ilks, no,’ said Hirad. ‘But then you’ve been around a lot longer than the rest of us, haven’t you?’

‘You could say.’ Ilkar smiled. It was always a slightly sad smile, Hirad thought. The subject brought home to Ilkar his relative immortality.

‘How worried should we be?’ asked The Unknown.

‘People are scared,’ said Ren. ‘Not so much here - the dock doesn’t seem affected yet - but fear spreads. They’ll be looking for something to blame and it doesn’t take much to figure out where the finger’ll be pointed first.’

‘Better get yourselves elven ears quickly,’ said Ilkar.

‘I’d rather take the abuse,’ said Hirad.

‘No pun intended but can we return to the point?’ The Unknown rapped his fork on the table. ‘Tell me who’s getting this thing and what happens when they do.’

‘From what we’ve seen it’s indiscriminate. Young, old, male, female, rich and poor,’ said Ren. ‘I don’t think it’s to do with living conditions. There are no outward signs - no sores or boils.’

‘No, nor any fever,’ added Ilkar. ‘From what we’ve been able to find out, it affects balance, brings on bouts of sickness and muscle weakness. One mage we found said she thought there was organ damage but it’s too early to say.’

‘Strange,’ said Darrick. ‘And how many have died?’

‘So far none, but it’s early days,’ said Ren. ‘Perhaps it’ll run its course and people will recover, but if there are deaths and no cure is forthcoming, it’ll just accelerate the panic we’ve already seen.’

‘And you’re hoping to get mages to leave here and travel to Balaia?’ said The Unknown. ‘You’ll be lucky if any ships are allowed to sail if this is a plague.’

‘The thought had crossed my mind. And no mage will leave here while there’s work they feel they can do.’

‘I’d have thought it a great reason to leave,’ said Hirad. ‘They might be saving themselves, after all.’

Ilkar shook his head. ‘You don’t understand elven society, Hirad. It’s honour-based, not driven by profit and magic like Balaia.’

‘So you should stay too?’ said the barbarian.

‘That’s a tricky one,’ said Ilkar. ‘If this is serious I’ll have to think about it, but I don’t belong here. My home is Julatsa. I feel no ties like elves who have lived here all their lives or only visited Balaia to train. It wouldn’t be dishonourable to leave, but that won’t make it easy.’

‘Don’t even think about it,’ said The Unknown. ‘We have to find mages to help you raise the Heart of Julatsa or this disease, whatever it is, will seem a mere inconvenience by comparison.’

Hirad could see they were attracting glances from further down their table and behind them.

‘I think we should keep our voices down,’ he said quietly.

‘We should do more than that,’ said The Unknown. ‘Let’s get back to the inn and stay in our rooms until first light tomorrow. I don’t like what I’m feeling. Anyone know when Denser and Erienne planned on getting back?’

Ilkar shook his head. ‘I shouldn’t worry about them. They’re mages and any elf will know it. They won’t be harmed. Asked to help maybe but not harmed.’

They stood up to go, Ilkar apologising to the serving boy who’d brought a plate of meat and cheese. He left coins for everything and led them outside.

‘Will we catch it, do you think?’ asked Hirad.

‘No idea,’ said Ilkar. ‘It’s not something we can really worry about right now, is it?’

He shrugged and walked on, trying to appear unconcerned, but Hirad could see that underneath anxiety was building. Not for himself, but for the ramifications of his mage-gathering mission. Hirad hoped dawn would bring some cheer but somehow he doubted it.

 


Mercuun’s fall was as shocking as it was predictable. A terribly slow climb up the banyan to the rope bridge had preceded a clumsy, nerve-shredding drag across the River Ix, Mercuun’s weakness and lack of balance a constant threat to them both.

Five times Rebraal had had to clutch the ropes of the yawing bridge as his friend slipped or stumbled, ignoring the fire that was his left shoulder to help Mercuun, or stand by him as he recovered his breath.

It was awful to watch. Mercuun had been the most sure-footed of them all, moving with the stealth of a panther and the agility of a monkey. He could have been a TaiGethen. And now something they couldn’t fathom had reduced him to a juddering height-shy oaf in less than three days.

Rebraal had breathed a premature sigh of relief when they’d reached the opposite bank and Mercuun, sweating and shaking, had wrapped his arms gratefully around a bough. Feeling dizzy with fever and the effort himself, Rebraal had begun to descend almost immediately, telling Mercuun to rest until he was sure enough to move, however long that took. It could have been days and he would have waited for his friend, but something about Mercuun told Rebraal that he didn’t have days. Meru felt it too. That’s why he moved too soon.

Rebraal had been twenty feet from the ground when a heavy branch had snapped above him. A dark shape had come hurtling towards him, leaves and wood flying everywhere. Soundless, Mercuun had fallen past him, arms and legs splayed to break his fall on every bough. It was an action, combined with the limpness with which he hit the ground, that undoubtedly saved his life.

And so Rebraal had found him broken but alive.

‘Meru, talk to me.’

‘Hurts, Rebraal. It hurts.’

‘Of course it hurts. You’ve come down eighty feet.’

Rebraal looked at him, not quite believing what he saw. Mercuun was moving and obviously aware but his left leg was turned behind him at an impossible angle and he lay stretched, his left arm beneath him and a trickle of blood running from his mouth.

‘Lie still. I’ve got to get some casimir and get rid of the pain.’

‘Hurry.’

Rebraal sprinted away, looking for the tell-tale bright broad green leaves and yellow-green ball-like fruit. He was heedless of his own condition, adrenaline banishing hurt and fever. He had to be quick. Not just because Mercuun was in agony but because the forest was full of predators and scavengers. And right now his friend was easy prey.

Mercuun had lapsed into merciful unconsciousness by the time he returned. Flies crawled on his face and a lizard sniffed at the blood from his mouth. In the trees above, birds were settling.

‘Tual, spare him,’ whispered Rebraal to the God of the denizens, fishing in Mercuun’s leather sack for his metal cup and small medicine skin.

He hurried to the river bank and scooped up some water, collected small twigs for kindling on the way back and built a tiny fire, using Mercuun’s tinderbox to light the wet wood. He heated the water above the guttering flame, using a cloth to protect his hands from the hot metal.

When the water steamed and bubbled, he dropped some leaves into the mug, their rich fresh scent blooming in his nostrils.

‘Almost ready, Meru,’ he said, though his friend couldn’t hear him. He was moving though, and close to consciousness again, a low moan escaping his lips.

When the infusion was ready, Rebraal decanted the murky green liquid into the skin, added some seeds from the casimir fruit and kept back the leaf sludge. While the drink cooled, he tipped the sludge into a palm leaf, blew on it until he could just touch it and spread it on Mercuun’s fractures, having cut his clothes where he had to. The remainder he smeared on his own shoulder.

Mercuun’s eyes flickered open. ‘I’m dying, Rebraal.’

‘No, you’re not. Now let me support your head while you drink this.’

He knelt down and lifted Mercuun’s head into his lap. The broken elf gulped down the infusion, knowing the powerful sedative would numb his pain.

‘What are you going to do?’ he asked when the skin was empty.

‘Carry you home, Meru. You need healing.’

‘But your shoulder.’ Mercuun lifted an arm weakly.

‘It’ll be all right. Trust me.’

‘Yniss keep you, Rebraal.’

‘And you, Meru. How do you feel?’

‘The pain is fading.’

‘Good, then let’s get going.’

Rebraal packed Mercuun’s sack and slung it over his right shoulder before stooping to pick him up. He felt his own wound give and the blood start to flow but the leaf sludge masked him from all but a dull ache.

Mercuun hung in his arms like a dead weight, his head cradled against Rebraal’s shoulder and chest.

‘Not far now,’ said Rebraal. ‘Try to rest.’

A chuckle trickled from Mercuun’s mouth. ‘Don’t lie. I may be sick but I haven’t completely lost my senses. You’re the one who should be resting.’

Rebraal gritted his teeth and set off. It was almost ten miles to the village through dense rainforest, up steep hillsides, down muddy valleys and along a treacherous stream course. Offering a prayer to Yniss to give him the strength to survive, Rebraal left the River Ix behind him.




Chapter 13

 


 


 


 


Dusk had fallen and the cacophony that greeted the night invaded the rainforest as it always had and always would. A persistent heavy rain was falling from low, deep grey cloud cover but the thunder and lightning had moved north, heading for the coast.

Not needing the sounds of the elements and nature to mask his movements, Auum walked forward, footsteps less than whispers on the forest floor, barely a leaf rippling as he passed. Five yards to either side, his Tai mirrored him. He had no need to look to know exactly where they stood. They were Duele and Evunn and, with Auum, formed one cell of the TaiGethen, the elite warrior hunters of the Al-Arynaar. There were fifty cells in all, spread through the rainforest. No single elf knew them all but every elf knew their purpose.

When called, they killed strangers.

And for Auum’s Tai, their quarry was close. They had no orders but the word had reached them and they, like every cell, would comb their zone of the forest, exterminating any threat they found.

For Auum it was his first call, but he didn’t think in terms of nerves, or reality versus training. This was what the TaiGethen were bred for.

The scents of the enemy camp had been in their nostrils for hours now as they had closed in. Like poison on the wind, woodsmoke, waxed canvas and cooked meat drifted where they had no right to. It was an affront to the Gods of the rainforest. To Cefu, God of the canopy; to Beeth, the lord of root and branch; and to Tual, who ruled the forest denizens.

The TaiGethen were willing slaves to the Gods and would do their bidding. The forest had to be cleansed and the balance restored.

The cell came together scant yards from the strangers’ encampment to paint themselves and pray. The destruction of the forest to make the camp clearing offended and Auum could see the contempt in the eyes of his Tai. Not anger. Anger was a distraction and a waste.

Opening his pouches of black and deep green pastes, he traced broken stripes over Duele’s deep brown face, his prayers sharpening their focus still further. And when the three were ready they rose to their feet, tan moccasins making no sound, green mottled jerkins and trousers blending with the tones of the undergrowth, faces now marked and hidden.

‘Work for the Tai. Faith will keep us. Now string your bows and we will do the Gods’ bidding.’

 


There was a commotion outside the tent, but during his fever Sorys had heard so much that was strange he’d stopped trusting his senses. He’d been hallucinating giant spiders and plagues of snakes at the height of his four-day fever but at least now his mind was capable, or seemed to be, of rational thought. His tending mage, Claryse, said the fever had broken but that he was to rest another two days before joining Yron at the temple. She’d said very little but Sorys had the distinct impression they’d encountered serious trouble there.

So he lay in a platoon tent on a makeshift hammock, alone but for an oil lamp on the ground nearby. His night terrors were still too real and the pale yellow light was such a comfort.

He listened hard. There was something not right about what he could hear outside but he couldn’t be sure if the fever had truly left him and he felt confused. So he just lay where he was, straining to pick up the sounds in among the raised voices.

The commotion died down. He thought he heard footsteps outside his tent but they were very quiet. And then, clear as the call of one of those damned howling monkeys, came a shrill wailing, passing left to right. It was the sound of loss, and it shuddered through his tired body. It scared him but he didn’t cry out. Best to lie very still.

The wail came again and again. A man shouted but was cut off abruptly. Sorys could feel his heart beating very hard in his chest. Nausea rose. He reached for his water bottle just as the tent flap flew open. Claryse stood there, the lantern light illuminating a face drawn by some awful fear.

‘Ghosts,’ she stammered, voice choked and broken. ‘Ghosts. We’ve got—’

The head of an arrow appeared through the front of her throat and her body jolted forwards. She stumbled, blood pouring from the wound. She reached out, tried to speak and crumpled.

Sorys was too terrified even to scream.

He heard a whispering on the breeze and the tent flap moved again.

 


With the tent canvas shredded, all ropes frayed and cut, bodies laid out, fires extinguished and all metal buried, Auum led the Tai in prayer. They’d killed seventeen strangers and he felt at peace though the scything of the forest around him was a stain that only the gods could remove.

‘Cefu, hear us. Beeth, hear us. Tual, hear us. We, your loyal servants who work according to your will, offer all that is around us to you and your denizens. May the flesh feed your creatures, may the cloth line burrows and nests and may the bones forever remind all who seek to destroy you that there is only eternal failure and damnation. Hear us and move us. Direct us to your will and so it shall be.

‘To the greater glory of Yniss, who presides above all who walk this land. Hear us.’

‘And so it shall be,’ intoned Duele and Evunn.

Each of the Tai bowed his head in silent contemplation for a moment.

Auum stood.

‘Come,’ he said. ‘We have more work to do.’

 


Yron and Ben-Foran were crouched by a small clutch of plants at the base of a balsa tree. Wide triangular green leaves sprawled out, seeming almost part of the tree but attached to a thick woody stem.

‘Now,’ said Yron. ‘This is a young pareira vine. Notice the leaf shape. When it gets older, it’ll flower and produce a red oblong fruit. Got that?’

Ben-Foran nodded.

‘It’s an important plant because a poultice of these leaves makes a good snake bite antidote and you can take a root infusion for the same purpose.’

‘Does it work?’

Yron gave him an old-fashioned look. ‘How do you suppose the forest elves survive day to day? So many of these plants have medicinal qualities. Learn. Because when you’re without mage support, you might need to know. Now. One more thing. See that?’

He pointed at a flash of yellow under the leaves. It was a frog, barely bigger than his thumb.

‘Yes, Captain.’

Ben-Foran reached out reflexively but Yron slapped his hand away.

‘Don’t touch it. Don’t let it touch you on exposed skin. This is the yellow frog. Remember my talk on the ship?’

Yes, but—’ began Ben.

‘Small, isn’t it?’ said Yron. ‘But there’s enough poison on its back to kill us all ten times over. You recall all of those who died from light puncture wounds? The elven arrows were all tipped with this poison.’ Yron grimaced. ‘Now, I know it’s getting dark but I want as many of the men as possible to see this frog. It’ll give them some sense of perspective.’

‘Yes, sir.’

The two men stood.

‘Captain Yron.’ It was Erys, running from the temple. He was clutching some papers and beaming all over his freckled face. Yron felt a warm glow, comforting despite the stifling heat.

‘Good news, I take it?’ He signalled Ben-Foran to stay with him.

‘The best,’ said Erys as he stopped in front of them, handing over two leather-bound books and a scroll of parchment.

‘Thanks,’ said Yron. ‘I’ll acquire their accumulated wisdom the moment I’ve grasped ancient elvish. A decade of your close tutelage should do the trick.’

Erys stared at him a moment before he got the joke. ‘Sorry, I just . . . Well, never mind. The point is, I could understand enough of that to know it’s what we’re looking for. It’s the key to the longevity argument.’

Yron raised his eyebrows. ‘Really? And how many doors are there left to open?’

‘Seven, I think. The Gods know when they’ll open.’

‘Hmm.’ Yron clacked his tongue while he thought. ‘Never mind the frog, Ben; we’ll find another tomorrow. Bring me the fittest sixteen men we have, barring yourself.’

‘Yes, Captain. Might I ask why?’

‘You might, but it would be a waste of your breath.’

Ben-Foran saluted and strode off, calling out names as he went. ‘It’s time we got some of this stuff away from here,’ he said to Erys.

‘You think we’re in some danger?’

‘This is the centre of their faith, or so you told me. How long before it gets visited by more Al-Arynaar, do you think?’ Yron hefted the papers. ‘These go tonight, and not via the camp. There’s something not quite right about the atmosphere round here.’

‘I can’t feel anything different.’

‘No indeed. But then you haven’t been here before, have you? It’s just a feeling. Trust me.’ He ushered Erys back towards the temple. ‘Show me everything you’ve got so far. We need an evacuation plan.’

Thunder cracked across the darkening sky. The rains came again.

 


The next morning, Hirad was woken by The Unknown Warrior to a surprisingly cool dawn. A sea mist had rolled in and was suffocating the docks and large areas of the city, hemmed in as it was by hills. Over a meal of bread and herb tea, Ren assured them the mist wouldn’t last.

Hirad didn’t care if it stayed all day. He was anxious to get on and could feel the energy building within him. He knew where it came from and he looked around the table and drank in the sight. The Raven. Together and united in a single purpose. To watch them and hear the desultory conversation it was easy to imagine they were as they had always been but that was far from the truth.

Thraun still hadn’t uttered a word and had the look of a man lost to the real world for much of the time. At the moment he was concentrating on food and was the most human he ever seemed. He followed The Unknown around like a faithful hound. Hirad was beginning to wonder if he’d prove a liability.

The dark patches under Erienne’s eyes told of another night of precious little sleep. Hirad had heard her quiet crying through the thin walls of the inn and Denser’s voice trying to comfort her. Neither had said much this morning but they had brought no good news back with them the previous evening. Though they’d not seen or heard of anyone dying, more and more were afflicted and to starkly varying degrees.

Some who had shown violent symptoms days before were now no more than tired, while others who had only just developed the disease were already too weak or unbalanced to walk, or else were struggling against sudden and severe internal bleeding. The Raven had done what they could, but without experience of the ways of elves had found themselves treated with coolness though not hostility.

Still, at least Darrick was with them now. Hirad remembered trying to get him to ride with The Raven during the final stages of their quest for Dawnthief. He’d refused then but Hirad had always known deep down that things would change. It was just a shame the circumstances of that change had been so bloody and tragic.

He looked forward to fighting with Darrick, if it came to that, back on Balaia. Aeb, of course, was a hugely powerful addition and The Unknown’s left-hand defence now he couldn’t use his double-handed sword. Ren worried him though. There had been neither the will nor the need to train her to fight in line and he worried about what that might do. He knew she enjoyed swordplay but perhaps they could persuade her to stick to her bow.

Time would undoubtedly tell. But on the trip to Balaia they’d have to get themselves back into fighting form. The Raven had survived for so many years because of their trust and unshakeable discipline as much as their skill. Hirad reminded himself to talk to The Unknown about it. He wasn’t sure how much fighting the big man anticipated back on Balaia but one thing was certain. Right now, they didn’t have their edge. They’d be fighting from memory, with two people who had only fought with them once, one who hadn’t hefted a sword in The Raven ever and one complete enigma.

Hirad drained his tea and stood up from the table in the inn where they’d gathered for breakfast. All that was for later.

‘Come on then, Raven. Let’s get moving before the sun clears this mist.’

There was a concerted move stalled only by Thraun, who was determined to finish every last crumb of bread.

‘What’s he planning to do, hibernate?’ said Ilkar. ‘Don’t bring too much. We’re in one boat. It’s got oars, a sail and forward decking for stowing gear. I’ll introduce you to the guide when we’re on our way. Until then, keep quiet. He’s already nervous about taking strangers upriver.’

‘Strangers?’

‘Yes, Hirad. If you’re not elven on Calaius, you’re a stranger. Remember that. Especially inland.’

They walked down to the river jetties in almost total silence, the thick mist giving the streets an eerie feel. Ysundeneth was very quiet. It shouldn’t have been, not even this early, but word of the illness would have spread fast and people weren’t anxious to open their doors and face the uncertainty of the day ahead.

The sun was barely beginning to penetrate the chill of the mist. Hirad shivered, wishing for his heavy leather or furs, but on Ilkar’s advice he, like all of them, had bought new clothes in the markets yesterday. Light leather armour and boots, lightweight cloaks and shirts. Everything dark brown, black or green, the colours of the forest.

‘It must be a drab place,’ Hirad had said.

Ilkar had laughed. ‘You have never seen anything like it.’

Hirad determined to remember that. He’d better be impressed.

Ilkar took them through twisting paved streets with houses and buildings close in on either side. Above the mist, seabirds called and answered. The jetties were a couple of miles inland from the docks and above the estuary. They were built for shallow-draught river-boats, and as they approached Hirad could see dozens of the boats tied up or hauled onto the muddy shore of the River Ix, which was named after the elven God of mana, or so Ilkar said.

He could smell the water. It was not altogether unpleasant, and although brown and its flow soporific in its sluggishness, it had none of the fetid stagnancy he associated with city rivers back on Balaia. The elves, it seemed, didn’t use theirs as dumps or sewers.

The wooden jetty echoed under the tramp of their feet, the odd timber creaking as they passed, water lapping against the piles driven into the river bed. Ilkar strode confidently over the damp and slippery surface, stopping in front of a quartet of identical craft each some thirty feet long with a single mast in the middle, sail furled horizontally against it. An elf was stretched out across a seat at the stern of one of the vessels, smoke curling from a pipe in his mouth. It reminded Hirad that he hadn’t seen Denser smoking his pipe in ages. Perhaps Erienne had cured him of the habit.

Ilkar hailed the elf and he sat up and waved them all on board, keeping his eyes down, not wishing contact with the Balaians invading his boat. He was old for an elf, his hair long and greying, his face full of sharp lines and heavy wrinkles. He had huge hands and powerful shoulders and possessed little of the natural grace of so many of his kind. He and Ilkar held a brief conversation in a dialect Hirad couldn’t understand before he untied the stern rope and pushed them into the flow with an oar, where there was a breeze getting up, clearing the mist.

‘Get the sail up, would you someone?’ asked Ilkar, taking up station at the tiller with their guide, Ren, close to him. ‘Kayloor thinks there’ll be enough wind to take us up against the current but if we could have oars ready, it might help if things get slack.’

‘No problem,’ said The Unknown, bending down and untying the oar beneath the bulwark. ‘You relax.’

‘Someone’s got to relay what he’s saying,’ said Ilkar, a smile on his face.

‘Right.’ The Unknown sat down, Aeb taking up the position beside him. Thraun looked on in some confusion but The Unknown just waved him to a seat and he seemed to understand. Denser and Erienne sat in the prow looking out, still saying nothing. It left Hirad and Darrick to raise the sail, which filled enough to push them gently out into the current.

‘Now it starts,’ said Ilkar. ‘Keep your eyes on the banks and don’t trail your hands in the water.’

‘Fish got sharp teeth, have they?’ said Hirad.

‘Oh it’s not the fish that should be worrying you, Hirad. There’s far worse than mere fish in here,’ said Ilkar.

‘You’re so reassuring.’

‘Just realistic,’ said Ilkar. ‘This isn’t like anything any of you have ever experienced. Don’t treat it like Balaia or even Herendeneth or you’ll come unstuck.’

‘ “Coming unstuck” meaning?’

‘Dead, usually,’ said Ren.

‘Great place,’ said Hirad. ‘How surprising you left.’

‘But it is great, Hirad,’ said Ilkar. ‘Just dangerous for strangers.’

Hirad shared a glance with Darrick, who raised his eyebrows.

‘All right, General?’ asked the barbarian.

‘Never better,’ replied Darrick.

A booming bellow echoed across the river from the opposite bank. Through the clearing mist, a flock of birds scattered into the sky, their calls piercing and shrill. Hirad jumped. The boat rocked. In the stern Ren and Ilkar were laughing.

‘Gods, but I’m going to enjoy this,’ said the mage.

The sail snapped and filled as the breeze stiffened in the centre of the channel. Choosing to keep his thoughts to himself, Hirad looked away into the depths of the rainforest.




Chapter 14

 


 


 


 


Selik, forty Black Wings and their mage prisoner galloped into Understone after a hard three-day ride through yet more devastated countryside, abandoned farms and desolate villages. Their horses were exhausted, riders saddle-sore and Selik himself was experiencing severe pain in his face and across the dead parts of his chest. It was something he’d never understood. The nerves had been frozen by the bitch’s spell so why could it hurt so much? Phantom pain, he’d been told. He preferred to believe it signalled some regeneration of his damaged body but in six years his condition hadn’t improved.

Understone had never recovered from its central role in the last Wesmen wars. A small garrison town, it had been run-down when the war began and the battles it saw had left it burned and battered. It was now barely a shell. And to think what it had been when first built: the great defence against Wesmen invasion through Understone Pass.

The Black Wings rode down its rebuilt but again abandoned main street, past boarded-up houses down to the small stockaded garrison itself, reining in by the open front gates. Less than four hundred yards away, the black mouth that was the pass yawned large. Under the control of the Wesmen once again, the pass was the only passable land route east to west across the Blackthorne Mountains.

Selik turned his attention to the guard who hurried out to meet them. He was a raw recruit wearing old shabby leather and chain armour and carrying a rusting pike. His helmet wobbled on his head and his white, pinched and hungry face held frightened eyes.

‘State your business,’ he said, his voice wavering.

Selik dismounted and walked over to the guard, his arms spread to indicate peaceful intent.

‘Please don’t be nervous. We mean our defenders no harm,’ he drawled through the ache in his face and mouth. ‘We merely seek a place to billet for the night before riding on south tomorrow morning.’

The guard’s eyes narrowed a little. ‘Why south?’

‘We’re on a humanitarian mission,’ said Selik. ‘Perhaps I should speak to your commanding officer.’

‘I will see if he’s available,’ said the guard, the tremor diminishing in his voice. ‘May I take your name?’

‘Of course. I am Captain Selik and these are the Black Wings.’

The guard took a step backwards. ‘I’ll go and get the Commander. ’

Selik shook his head and turned to his men.

‘Dismount. Go and find yourselves places to sleep. I’ll organise feed for the horses and make sure the garrison have nothing to fear from us, if you know what I mean. We’ll talk later. Be ready for my orders.’

He watched them disperse, one of his lieutenants taking his horse for him. His gaze fell on the Julatsan mage, his puffed face and bound hands, as he was pulled from his mount. The elf leant against his horse while the strength returned to his legs. Selik was forming a grudging respect for him. Despite threats, frequent beatings, smashed fingers and toes, the mage hadn’t even told them his name.

Selik would normally have broken a mage by now, frightened him or her into doing his bidding. But this elf had enormous mental strength. It couldn’t go on, of course. Selik had a message he wanted delivered. He didn’t want to wait until he returned from Blackthorne to despatch it and, right now, one thing he was certain of was that this mage would not obey him. Turning to watch the garrison commander walk towards him, the scared guard at his shoulder, he pondered what he might do.

‘Captain Selik,’ said the Commander gruffly, not offering a hand. He was a lean man, more from hunger than fitness, Selik suspected, with very short grey hair and a well trimmed beard of the same colour. His armour was obviously looked after if a little old and he carried himself with pride. ‘I am Anders, commander of this garrison. My private tells me you’re looking to travel south.’

‘Tomorrow morning, Commander Anders. I was hoping you’d allow my men to rest until then in the town.’

Anders raised his eyebrows. ‘Help yourself. I can offer you nothing in the way of food or bedding though we have a well in the compound here that you’re welcome to use.’

Selik smiled. ‘Many thanks. I appreciate the gesture.’

Anders’ face was stone. ‘It was not offered in fellowship. I care more for your horses than I do for you or your band of murderers.’

Used to the polarised reactions he inspired, Selik kept himself deliberately calm.

‘We are all entitled to our beliefs, Commander. Much of Balaia’s population would not agree with you, I fear.’

‘I have heard the reports, Selik. You are attempting to deny Balaia the very people it needs to drag itself out of this mess.’

‘A mess created by magic,’ snapped Selik.

‘I won’t debate this with you,’ said Anders, holding up a hand. ‘You are wrong and unwelcome, and were it not for your horses, you would not be staying here.’

‘Exactly what I would expect from a college lackey.’

Anders laughed. ‘Don’t try to rile me, Selik. I am proud of my college. And I am proud of the force I command here, small though it is. There may be conflict between the colleges at the moment but not here. We are, and ever will be, mindful of the Wesmen threat and we also police the trails north and south of here.’

‘Conflict? What are they telling you, Anders? Let me guess. The Xeteskian and Dordovan contingents had to be recalled but they have failed to explain why, am I right? I’d hate you to have to test their commitment right now.’

Anders stepped forward and ushered Selik away from the gates to the compound.

‘Let me advise you of a couple of things, Selik. First, the four colleges all hold to the pledge to supply a considerable force should there be any attempted incursion. I and my fifty charges are here to maintain defences, wards and to keep up trails, food and water supplies.

‘Second, I have mages inside that compound who I rate as friends. They will be very unhappy you are here even for a night but very happy that you are travelling south in the morning. I have no idea why you’re going and I don’t care as long as you leave at first light,’ he said, coming to a halt. ‘But if Blackthorne is your intended destination, I have no doubt he will be even less accommodating. He, like me, believes in both mages and magic.’

‘I’ll bear your warning in mind,’ said Selik.

‘I sincerely hope not,’ said Anders. ‘Now, I don’t expect to see you at my gates ever again. Only two of your men will collect water at a time, and they will ask permission at the gates before entering. And should any of my men or mages be abused verbally or physically by any of your men, I will seek you out and kill you myself. How do those rules sound to you?’

‘Whatever makes you happy, Commander. Good day. We will not speak again.’

Selik walked on, not sparing Anders another glance. He picked up his pace as he strode down into the town, noting the temporary picketing of horses and the boards levered off wrecked buildings to fuel fires. He snapped his fingers at a nearby Black Wing whose name escaped him. No more than a thug, the man, with thick neck and bald head covered in tattoos, ambled across, a stalk of grass hanging from his mouth.

‘Where is Devun?’

The man shrugged and pointed. ‘In the old inn, I think.’

‘See that Edman and Callom join us there immediately. And then start ferrying water, two men at a time, from the compound. And keep your mouth shut. They may be college scum but we need them until we get back, understand?’

The man looked at him with sullen eyes but nodded. ‘Yes, Captain.’

‘Then get on with it.’

Selik marched to the inn, identifiable only because of the brace on which the sign had once hung. Inside, he found Devun and Edman talking with another two. They were among a litter of splintered timbers but had found a serviceable table and bench.

‘You two, get out of here. See to your horses and wait for orders,’ said Selik, jabbing a thumb over his shoulder. ‘And if you see Callom, get him in here quickly.’

He watched them until they disappeared through the door out to the street.

‘Right. Where’s the mage?’

‘Callom’s got him. We’re still working on him,’ said Devun. ‘Gods, but he’s a tough bastard.’

‘Keep going. I want him cracked by the morning or his corpse in the ground.’

‘Yes, Captain,’ said Edman, a Black Wing veteran; tall, well built with dark brown hair and a bushy beard flecked with grey.

‘Right, I’ve learned two things. First, the garrison here is small but has reasonable mage strength. However, it is isolated. Second, Blackthorne is definitely harbouring mages.

‘Things need to move fast now. It’s eight days’ ride to Blackthorne and I’ll be leaving before dawn tomorrow. Give it half a day to talk to the Baron and scout the area and another eight days back and you have your timescale.’

‘Is it worth visiting Blackthorne, sir? After all, he won’t join us,’ said Edman.

‘I have to know the threat he poses to us, and I have to canvass opinion of our crusade in the outlying villages. Yes, it’s worth it. And I have to try to convert him before declaring him an enemy. Think if I could persuade him against his beliefs.’

‘And the rest of the plan still holds?’ asked Edman.

‘Yes. You and Callom each pick five good men. Mobilise support. Bring supply. Bring it here. I want the first true Balaians here by the time the garrison is cleared. I can give you a maximum of twenty days. Think you can do that?’

‘Yes, sir.’ Edman nodded. ‘And what about the garrison?’

‘Leave it to me. Don’t worry. By the time you get back, we’ll be in charge of Understone. Now pick your men, brief Callom when you see him, since he’s obviously otherwise engaged now, and get some rest. You’re leaving before me.’

Edman nodded and trotted out of the inn. Selik turned to Devun and breathed out long.

‘Any alcohol in here?’

‘No, sir.’ Devun smiled. ‘We’ve looked.’

‘Cellars?’

‘Empty.’

‘Dammit.’ Selik sat down heavily on the bench, which creaked alarmingly.

‘Are you worried, Captain?’

Selik looked up into Devun’s eyes and shook his head. ‘Not really. But this is our best chance to bring down the colleges and I can’t afford it to go wrong. We’ve got to crack that mage, make sure he takes our message. Their divisions need deepening.’

‘I’ll see what I can do, Captain.’ Devun cracked his knuckles for effect.

‘You’re a good man, Devun,’ said Selik. ‘I’m glad you’re with me. The sacrifices are many on the path to righteousness. Get to it.’

Devun beamed, saluted and left.

Selik smiled at his retreating back.

 


Heryst, Lord Elder Mage of Lystern, slapped his riding gloves down on the table in the great hall of the college’s vast tower complex and poured himself a large goblet of wine. He stared around at the tapestries of his forerunners while he calmed himself and waited for the council.

Galloping through the quiet streets of Lystern in the early hours of the morning on the last day of his ride from Dordover, Heryst had felt the anger redouble in him. This city was dragging itself back from the brink of famine. Its people had worked hard and believed in the rationing that had kept them alive. They had taken in refugees by the thousand, gone without to do so, and still there had been little disorder.

The streets were clean, the markets still bought and sold, trade was just beginning to show some recovery and he had seen real optimism in the faces of those he had passed.

And now it was being threatened. Pointlessly threatened.

Draining his goblet, he poured more, enjoying the taste of the wine so early in the day, feeling it warming his mind and easing his frayed temper. He walked to one of the great arched windows and looked down over his college.

The great hall sat at the top of the wide low tower that was the centre of Lysternan magic. Only forty feet high, with a plain tiled conical roof, it had a diameter three times its height and an intricate beam system bound by magic that kept the roof from collapsing. Beneath the great hall, ceremonial chambers, lecture theatres and laboratories were dug deep into the earth surrounding the Heart of the college.

Like the spokes of a wheel, seven stone corridors spread from the tower to an outer circle of offices and classrooms, and between the corridors were seven stunning gardens, places of contemplation reserved for the senior mages of the college. Orchards, shrubberies, rock gardens, pools and fantastic arrays of flowers; the mood of the mage and the season dictated where one might be found walking or sitting.

Linked to the outer circle, arcs of buildings spread hundreds of yards in all directions: the library, refectories, cold room, mana bowl, long rooms and chambers of those resident. Only Heryst himself had his rooms and offices in the tower. All built to a focused design, Lysternan magic found power in the geometry of its buildings, their precise architecture and the angles of walls and roofs. Heryst didn’t claim to know a great deal about the origins of the knowledge, he only knew he was not going to let it be torn apart.

He sat in his luxuriously upholstered and very high-backed chair, all deep greens and blood reds, and looked around the circular table, with its diamond-patterned marquetry and its hollows where the elbows of ages had worn its scratched but polished surface. What decisions had been taken here over the centuries, what great projects had been discussed. History hung in the air; you could all but smell it. But no subject could have been more important than the one about to be aired now.

Doors opened all along the semicircular corridor that bordered the great hall on one side and in came the council. Thirty men and women, expectant but a little anxious at being called from their beds so early. Each took his or her allotted place at the table. Not a one spoke aloud though Heryst could feel the odd surge of Communion as some tried to get a hint of what was to come from friends they thought in higher places than themselves.

‘My friends, I apologise for the intrusion on your rest this morning and for my appearance,’ said Heryst, when all were seated. He had no doubt the fact he was still dusty and sweaty from the road had raised a few eyebrows. ‘But there are things I need to know and you need to hear.’

There was a murmur around the table. Heryst looked to his immediate left, straight into the eyes of his mentor, Kayvel. He touched the arm of the white-haired strong old man, smiled and nodded.

‘It has come,’ he said quietly.

Kayvel sighed, his grey eyes sparkling in the sun and lantern light. ‘And in my lifetime.’

‘And I thank the Gods you are here to advise me.’

‘Speak,’ Kayvel said.

Heryst turned to the council table and spoke.

‘My friends, you will know I am just returned from Dordover. I had thought to seek assurances from Vuldaroq that the conflict at Arlen was at an end before riding to Xetesk to seek the same from Dystran.

‘Instead, I find that we are facing our gravest crisis for hundreds of years. We have suffered animosities and skirmishes in my lifetime but all these disputes were settled by negotiation. What we are facing now, my friends, is war. War between powerful colleges at a time when the very existence of magic is being questioned on Balaia. At a time when surely we should be pulling together to repair the damage magic has done to our land, two colleges seek to rip us all to shreds. All over a dead girl and the information two dying elves can give.

‘Should we have been surprised? Possibly not. After all, we have seen Xetesk and Dordover battle over Lyanna; we have seen Dordover betray Erienne, one of their own, to the witch hunters; and we have seen our own General Darrick so sickened by our liaison with Dordover that he deserted his command. And the results of what Xetesk’s Protector army did to Arlen are there today for all to see.’

‘But is it war?’ A voice sounded from the far side of the table. ‘Could this not be another flexing of muscles?’

‘I rode here and probably killed my horse in the process because it is war. Both colleges want it and we will be swept up in it, whether we like it or not. I fear for us and I fear for Julatsa because I do not believe this fight will end when either Xetesk or Dordover is beaten. The balance of magic will be irrevocably altered and the victor will inevitably desire dominion.

‘Vuldaroq informs me that Xetesk has cleared its refugee camps by riding the people out like animals. They have scattered, many towards the Dord to the north. Some will inevitably come here.

‘Kayvel, I need you to contact our deputation in Xetesk. Make sure they are unharmed and free. Are there any questions?’

He looked around the table. No one spoke.

‘Good. I am going to rest and change. You are going to stay here and begin planning. And remember, if war comes to our borders and our negotiations come to nothing, we may have to defend not just ourselves but Julatsa too.’

The doors at the end of the chamber opened with a crash.

‘My Lord Heryst, council. I apologise but I must speak.’

Heryst stilled the irritated murmur with a hand and acknowledged the head of his mana spectrum monitoring team.

‘Go ahead, Dunera.’

‘My Lord.’ She nodded. ‘We’ve got a problem in the spectrum over Arlen.’

‘What is it?’

‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘But whatever it is, people are going to die. Lots of them.’

‘And the signature?’ asked Kayvel.

‘The mana is in flux, density increasing. It’s huge, or it will be. And it’s offensive in nature, no doubt of it.’

‘Who’s casting it?’

‘Xetesk.’

‘Do we have anyone in the vicinity?’ Heryst kneaded his forehead.

‘Yes. We have representatives with the Dordovans,’ said Dunera, head dropping to her chest. ‘They have refused to leave and I have already commended their souls.’

 


Commander Senese ran along the back of the Dordovan lines, urging his men to greater efforts. Three days they’d repulsed comfortably the Xeteskians’ attempts to push them out of the northern streets. But now this.

Dawn had seen fierce fighting on three fronts, with Protectors in every attack. His men were holding but only just, keeping key intersections secure as well as the southern edge of the Park of the Martyrs. But in the mana spectrum, something much, much worse.

They’d been following its development for hours; a cooperative spell that must be taking the combined stamina of over fifty mages. And planning defence and reaction was taking most of his magical resource, leaving this as a battle almost entirely without spell attack. Somehow, though, he had to break the enemy onslaught.

‘Don’t falter!’ he called. ‘Push on. You can break them.’

The power of the Protectors was awesome. Huge men, masked and silent, their dual sword and axe attacks directed by the soul mind so quickly and accurately. But Dordover had to stand up to them. To be exact, the scared men in front of him had to.

One of those men took an axe in his chest. He was cast into those behind, threatening for a moment to cause a breach in the line, but Senese filled it, sword deflecting a low strike.

‘Keep going!’

Their commander’s presence fighting alongside galvanised those near him. The din of order and weapon increased, and the Xeteskians’ grinding advance was halted. Senese wheeled his blade and drove it at a Protector’s heart. Without looking, the masked man whipped his axe across to block, following up with a sweep of his sword. Senese ducked, yelling a warning. The blade whistled just over him, slicing through stray hairs on his head and burying itself in the skull of the man next to him at the end of its arc.

Blood and brain sprayed into the air. The victim tumbled sideways to the ground. The Protectors stepped up their pace. Senese moved to block and thrust again and felt a presence at his right shoulder.

‘Sir!’ It was one of his field captains, a brave young man named Hinar. ‘Drop back. You’re needed at command!’

Senese flat-bladed a Protector across the mask, sending him staggering. Hinar saw his opportunity and thrust forward, his point piercing the enemy’s armour and penetrating his stomach.

‘Go, we can hold!’ Hinar re-gathered himself to turn away an axe, the heavy blow making him gasp.

Senese forced a regular Xeteskian soldier back and ducked out of the combat, another man immediately moving to take his place. He ran back towards the ruined bakery in which he’d set up his command post. The lead mage met him halfway.

‘We’ve got to pull back,’ said Indesi, his face terrified, his hands grabbing at Senese’s jerkin. ‘We can’t defend against this spell.’

‘Find a way,’ barked Senese. ‘We are not running.’

‘It’s too big, it’ll destroy us.’

‘Then combine your shields and talk up your mages.’ Senese stopped and spun Indesi round to look at the fighting. ‘See those men? Up against it but they believe. Start believing yourself.’

‘But—’

‘And where will we run to, eh? Those bastards will chase us all the way to Dordover. We can’t let them run the supply route from here to Xetesk. I will not yield.’

‘Then break through right now or they will win anyway.’ Indesi’s voice was toneless, dead almost. ‘You don’t understand.’

‘I understand we cannot afford to lose this town. That’s what I understand.’

A piercing scream from inside the command post went straight through Senese.

‘What the—’

But Indesi wasn’t listening. He turned and ran to the door, shouted into its lantern-lit interior.

‘Weave the defence grid. No gaps, dual skin.’ He looked back over his shoulder at Senese before disappearing inside. ‘It’s coming. I warned you.’

Senese shuddered and began to run back towards the line. Perhaps there was still a chance. There were still men running across the small courtyard to the line he was defending. The enemy mages had to be right behind the Protectors. Surely the spell would be targeted by line of sight.

He opened his mouth to shout but swallowed it. A blue glow, brighter than the sun, washed over the buildings ahead, casting stark shadows down alleys, behind trees and across the courtyard. The fighting changed in tone. Voices lost their authority, blades fell with less power.

‘No!’ he shouted. ‘Fight. Now you’ve got to fight!’

He began to run forward again but his men were wavering. The Protectors would slaughter them. But they weren’t moving, satisfied to stand by and watch. And the reason became all too clear.

Above the level of tree and building rose a globe of fire, tinged deep Xeteskian blue and ringed by sparks and sheets of what looked like lightning but Senese knew was unstable mana.

‘Oh dear Gods,’ said Senese, staring up as the globe rose smoothly, its radiance glaring harsh, its size, bigger than a ship, awesome and stupefying. His men were starting to break. ‘Stay under the shielding. It’s your only chance!’

But while the Xeteskians stood and watched, the Dordovans scattered beneath the globe and the stillness that accompanied it.

‘Stand firm!’ screamed Senese, but they weren’t listening to him.

Weapons fell from nerveless hands, brave men stumbled and sprawled, legs pumping as they tried to flee, not heeding the most obvious fact. There was nowhere to run. Hinar came to his side.

‘Where are the mages?’ he shouted into the pounding of feet and cries of fear.

‘Trying to shield us. Pray Gods they can make it stick.’

Hinar nodded as the two men backed away, watching the globe gathering speed and, impossibly, size as it rushed over the heads of the Xeteskians.

‘Come on, Indesi,’ breathed Senese. ‘Come on.’

The globe struck the Dordovan outer shield. Mana flared and spat, the globe flattened over the curved surface, bulged down over them. Senese felt a sudden intense heat as the shield gave way.

He put his hands above him and crouched reflexively but the globe didn’t travel far, striking the second skin, but hard. The temperature was like the inside of an oven, the blazing heat of the Southern Continent desert and increasing. From the command post, Senese could hear screaming and voices urging effort.

‘They aren’t going to do it,’ said Senese, breaking at last. ‘Run.’ The two men turned, but at the same moment the second shield collapsed, the great globe crashing down into the courtyard. Senese was blown from his feet by the rush of displaced air and connected hard with the wall of a building. It jarred his back and he crumpled into a half seated position, winded and groggy. He focussed his eyes as the globe struck the ground.

Fire washed across the cobblestones, surging up the sides of buildings and blasting through windows and weakened timbers. Across the courtyard, a damaged tenement shattered under the blast, the rending of wood and squealing of nails torn from stays lost in the roar of flame. Everywhere, men, helpless under the spell, were rolled over or plucked from the ground, clothing and flesh charred in a heartbeat.

The heat in the courtyard intensified still further. Sword metal glowed red, stones blackened, timber disintegrated, glass dissolved. Roof tiles flew high into the sky as the globe breached another building, tearing it apart. A great pall of smoke billowed in the superheated wind, which took the screams of the dying and whipped them away like chaff in a breeze. A burning corpse struck the wall by Senese and broke apart, gaping skull pleading.

Indesi had been right; this was no ordinary FlameOrb construct. There was too much heat, too much energy. It consumed everything in its path, scoured the ground clean as would the fires of hell.

And as the heat lashed the moisture from his body Senese’s last view was of the Xeteskians, standing and waiting, their fire breaking over their mana shields which glowed blue and dissipated its power.

‘What have you done?’ he rasped.

The flame wall rolled over him like an angry sea.
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It was night. Yron was standing alone in the centre of the stone apron outside the ring of guard fires. Behind him, his men either stood nervous guard or tried to rest as best they could in the increasing humidity and heat that had penetrated the temple in the last few days. Presumably, the atmosphere had been spoiled by the removal of the doors but Yron thought there was probably more to it than that. It was like the ambience in the rainforest; he couldn’t put his finger on it but he knew all was not well.

He had come beyond the guard fires to listen and to think. Out in the forest the sounds of the night echoed around him; the growl of big cats, the calls of monkeys and birds under threat, the buzzing of an insect swarm under the canopy, awoken from rest. A spider scuttled across the apron right by his feet. The size of his hand, he watched it go, pursuing some prey he couldn’t see, perhaps one of the myriad frogs croaking all around him, or the cicadas rasping as they tried to attract mates.

Yron felt uncertain and that was a condition with which he was unfamiliar. The runner he’d sent to the base camp earlier today hadn’t returned and that worried him. He knew he should have sent two men but Pavol was very fit and wanted to see whether he could run all the way. Yron was a man to encourage endeavour and had loaded him with water skins and sent him at dawn.

Now he needed him back with news. There was danger coming and he was anxious about the sick in the camp. He needed to start moving back to the coast where his ships lay at anchor, and he was not about to leave anyone behind.

Erys finding the vital writings earlier that evening was good news in the extreme and Yron’s first squad was ready to go before first light the next day. He had outlined for them a different route based on his incomplete charts of the forest. It would take them up to six days to reach the ships, assuming they stayed healthy. They were a quartet in which Ben-Foran had faith and that was enough for him, yet he still felt nervous for them. The rainforest was a danger to all of them but more so now. Their invasion could not go unnoticed for long and inevitably the elves would seek revenge.

The elven guard at the temple had surprised him with their ferocity but there was much worse out there and it was those elves he feared and those elves that he was sure were coming. He knew his men didn’t understand why he was splitting his force. They had been taught there was strength in numbers, but in the depths of the rainforest it didn’t always hold true. Small squads of men, quiet and careful men, would have more chance of survival out there.

Yron blew out his cheeks and swatted at a fly that buzzed around his head. How long before the enemy got here? Should he call up the reserve from the ships to cover his retreat? How long could he give Erys and Stenys to research? Should he cut his losses now? After all they had the main prize, if Erys was right, and all but those papers were leaving for the ships tomorrow. Erys would take the most valuable material himself.

Looking up into the heavens, Yron could see it was clouding over again. Thunder rumbled distantly. Another downpour was on its way. He turned to go back to the watch fires but a crashing in the forest stopped him. He spun round, cocking an ear. Whatever it was was blundering wildly. Probably a wounded animal. Whatever it was was coming straight towards them. He backed up and drew his axe, listening to the snap of branches and the calls of distress that set off the howler monkeys and the wild shrieks of birds in their nests.

He reached the ring of fires.

‘Crossbowmen ready. If it’s injured, we need to take it down. It’ll attack anything that gets in its way and that includes us.’

A heartbeat later and those cries of distress resolved themselves into something that set his heart racing.

‘Stand down!’ he ordered.

He was already hurrying towards the path when the figure stumbled out of the forest, ran a few unsteady steps across the paving, slipped and sprawled on its damp surface.

‘Erys!’ Yron shouted, running to the fallen figure. ‘Get out here now. Bring me some light. Move!’

He slithered to a halt by the man, who was heaving in great ragged breaths, coughing and shivering the length of his body. He knelt and put a hand on the man’s shoulder.

‘Calm down, Pavol. You’re safe now,’ he said.

Pavol tried to push himself up on his hands, his head shaking violently.

‘No,’ he managed through a clotted throat. ‘No.’

‘Shhh,’ said Yron. ‘You’re scared and hurt. Take your time. Come on, let me help you over.’

Using his knees as a pivot, Yron turned the young man over so his head lay in the officer’s lap. One of his men brought over a lantern and the two of them gasped.

Pavol’s face was shredded. The left side had been clawed away, taking his eye with it. Bite marks covered his neck, the punctures oozing blood, and there was a flap of skin hanging from a deep gash in his forehead that had poured blood over his face. His clothes were ripped and torn in a dozen places, his right hand was mangled and broken and across his stomach more claws had gouged their paths.

‘Erys!’ yelled Yron. ‘Where is that bloody mage?’

‘Here.’ Erys ran up with Ben-Foran.

‘Get to work. See what you can do, then we’ll get him inside,’ said Yron. ‘Ben, remember those leaves I showed you earlier? Not the snakebite ones, the others. Take one man and a lantern and collect as many as you can. Get them in a pot and boil them. Make a drink but don’t throw away the paste you have left behind. All right?’

‘Yes, Captain.’ Calling a man to him, Ben-Foran hurried away.

‘Erys?’ asked Yron.

The mage shook his head. ‘It’s bad, Captain. He’s lost a great deal of blood and he’ll be infected from all these gashes and cuts. There’s nothing I can do about the eye but we should wrap him up. He’s in shock. I’ll put him to sleep.’

‘N-n-no,’ stammered Pavol. ‘Let me sp-speak.’

‘Later,’ said Yron, smoothing back his blood-matted hair. ‘You have to rest now.’

Pavol reached round and gripped Yron’s arm fiercely, his single eye boring into his captain’s face.

‘They killed all of them,’ he said, each word dragging from his mouth. ‘The camp. All dead.’

Yron tensed and put a hand out to stop Erys casting.

‘Wait,’ he said. ‘Pavol, carefully now, tell me what you saw.’

‘Something,’ said Pavol, and he coughed blood which sprayed on to Yron’s face, ‘moved so quickly. I should have helped. But I just watched.’

‘What were they? What did they do?’ urged Yron. ‘Animals?’

‘No. Elves. Just one or two. I just watched them all die.’ The young man’s eye filled with tears and he blinked furiously. An ooze of gore slipped from his ruined orb. ‘Then I crept away and ran like a coward.’

Yron’s heart was thumping in his chest. What he feared most was about to come to pass.

‘You’re not a coward,’ he said. ‘You did exactly the right thing. There was nothing you could have done for our people. But you might just have saved all our lives.’ He looked down at Pavol’s torn body. ‘What did this? Jaguar?’

‘Panther,’ he rasped. ‘Big. Black. Stalked me for hours.’

‘A panther? But there are no . . .’ Yron’s voiced trailed away.

‘Attacked me only once. And those eyes. It looked at me. Almost . . . human.’

‘And it left you for dead?’ Erys’s curiosity got the better of him.

‘Yes,’ said Yron, his eyes scanning the dark cloak of the rainforest all around them.

‘Why?’

‘Because, Erys, that panther was not hunting for meat.’ Yron rubbed his mouth and chin. At least it couldn’t get any worse now.

‘Please,’ said Pavol. ‘It hurts.’

‘I know, son. We’ll save you.’

But Pavol was suddenly dead. Yron laid his head gently on the ground and turned to Erys, his mind racing with possibilities, a shiver of fear running down his back.

‘How’s your stamina, you and Stenys?’

‘Pretty good. Your herbs do a better job than I’d thought.’

‘Right. Get yourselves linked and commune with the ships. I want the reserve out now; I want them to establish defensive positions in front of the estuary entrance. Tell them we’re coming in teams. Get to it.’

‘That panther—’ began Erys.

‘Later. Go.’ Yron turned away. ‘Ben-Foran!’

His lieutenant ran over. ‘Sir.’

‘I want to see all the squads with cargo ready to go now. Any that aren’t ready, get them so. That includes the two with Erys and Stenys. They’re leaving now and there’ll be a change to their routes. We’ve just run out of time here.’

‘And the rest of us?’

Yron shrugged. ‘We get to buy them as much time as we can before we die.’

 


Rebraal stumbled again and crashed heavily into the trunk of a tree, only managing to turn his body at the last moment to avoid Mercuun taking the damage. His shoulder sang out its agony and a cry forced itself out of his mouth. He rested a few moments, panting hard, his pulse pounding in his head, his body soaked in sweat and his limbs shaking with exhaustion.

He had no idea how far he had travelled or for how long. All he knew was that it wasn’t far enough and that now, with night full around him, he was fading fast. His eyesight wandered in and out of focus and every step was a trial. He felt constantly nauseous and faint and he was waiting for his body to give out and for Tual to offer him up to the rainforest. Him and Mercuun.

He pushed himself away from the tree and plodded deliberately on, seeking vegetation he could force through without a blade as he had done all day. It added to the distance but there was no way he could do otherwise. Once he put Mercuun down, he didn’t think he’d have the strength to lift him again.

He ducked under a stand of broad leaves, his vision swimming again, the colours he could usually pick out so cleanly in the dark all washed out and running together. Again he was forced to stop while his head cleared, each time taking longer than the last, and it was then that he heard what he had most feared. The quiet padding of feet. The almost imperceptible movement of vegetation at odds with the ambient breeze. The careful placement and sinuous movement that spoke of the consummate hunter. Tual had spoken her wishes.

Rebraal was being stalked.

Shivering, his body wracked with the fever pumped around his bloodstream by his exertions, he forced himself on. Mercuun, unconscious for much of the time and incoherent the rest, was a draining weight in his arms. Rebraal knew he hadn’t the strength to fight the jaguar, if such it was, and his only hope was to carry on, hoping and praying the animal was diverted from its hunt.

He upped his pace, his body screaming at him to stop, his mind fogging and new blood seeping from the wound in his shoulder. He tripped across a root, dropped to his haunches under a low branch and drove himself upright, gasping. He broke into a trot, imagining the jaguar’s footsteps increasing, the shoulders moving under the sleek fur, the eyes piercing the night and the nostrils twitching as they caught the scent of blood.

Behind him, he heard the crack of a twig and the rustle of leaves. He ran, praying for respite or a hiding place. Mercuun bounced in his arms and moaned in his unconsciousness, the pain of his broken limbs finding him even there. Liana and vine slapped Rebraal’s face as he went; he twisted this way and that, jumped more roots, slid down a slight slope and forced himself up its other side. He dared not look behind him.

The sounds of the rainforest filled his ears, their volume increasing tenfold, twentyfold, as he ran. The croaking of frogs, the rasping of lizards, the scurrying of ants and spiders. He could hear it all so loud, mingled with his ragged breath as he fought for air. He heaved them over the lip of another incline, not stopping, rushing onwards, splashing through a stream, his skull echoing painfully to the awful noise that built and built.

He felt his legs half give but drove himself for another pace. And another. He ignored the shuddering of his arms and the lancing stabs through his back every time his foot went down. He had to escape the jaguar, he had to get to the village and warn them. The temple. By Yniss, the temple had to be retaken. He couldn’t fail or the harmony would be lost.

He raised his head to look for his route, his vision clouded again and a branch caught him squarely across the forehead.

Rebraal felt himself go as if in slow time. Even as his head rocked back from the impact, his legs carried on forward a pace. Impossibly unbalanced, his grip on Mercuun was lost and his broken friend tumbled out of his hands and away. He circled his arms desperately but still he fell back, landing in a tumble on the soft muddy forest floor, his head a mass of sparks, his senses all but gone.

He heard the sound of those feet running towards him, could feel their vibration through his tortured body.

‘I am sorry, Meru,’ he managed as he waited for the end. ‘I have failed you.’

The hot breath of the cat fired into his face. He looked up into the eyes of Tual’s creature to see the wonder of creation even as it tore his life from him but it was no jaguar. It was a panther, black as night with the light of sentience in its eyes. Its head darted in and licked at his cheeks and forehead, an impossibly comforting feeling as the rough tongue dragged at his skin.

He frowned, the last vestiges of his strength gone, too weak even to raise an arm, but as he faded to nowhere he heard a voice.

‘How fast you ran, brave Al-Arynaar. But now you can stop. We have found you. We will take you home.’

 


Ilkar had told them it would be different but he hadn’t managed to get across the magnitude of that difference. The rainforest was vast. Unbelievably vast. It covered everything that they could see and, the Julatsan assured them, a thousand times more that they couldn’t.

Sailing gently up the River Ix, they were hemmed in by walls of green on either side. The tallest trees towered over two hundred feet into the sky; their shorter cousins hung their branches into the water, sucking up the life that gave their colours such verdancy. But just as the forest seemed about to overwhelm them, the bank would cut suddenly away on one side, and the roaring they had been hearing for an hour would reveal itself as a waterfall, many hundreds of feet high, falling sheer down moss-covered rock into a deep plunge pool that fed straight into the Ix. And elsewhere they would glimpse huge gentle slopes, running away from shallow banks and up the sides of hills, that gave way in turn to spectacular mountains, thrusting through the all-conquering forest and up into the heavens.

And everyone but Aeb stared, stunned by the majesty of the land. The Protector betrayed no emotion and Hirad wanted to rip off his ebony mask and implore him to look, to laugh in delight at the beauty and to drink in his freedom. But to remove the mask would be to subject Aeb to torment at the hands of the demons who controlled his soul and the path between it and his body. Such was the curse of every Xeteskian Protector.

So Hirad tried not to think about it, and felt happy instead that some of what they saw brought light even to Erienne’s eyes.

Everywhere was gorged with life. From the vibrantly coloured birds that flew overhead to the jaguars they’d seen lapping at the water’s edge; to the snakes that curled around so many boughs of so many trees, and the lizards, rodents and huge hairy pig-like mammals that watched them with nervous eyes and snuffling snouts as they journeyed by. Below them yet more lurked and Hirad was glad of Ilkar’s warning.

The lazy flop of fish at the river’s surface was occasionally counter-pointed by the thrash of the great armoured reptiles that swam the Ix and basked on its muddy banks. Some of them had to be more than thirty feet long and the only animal not scared of them was even bigger. These giants, only their frog eyes visible, watched The Raven pass from their submerged positions. One slip, Hirad thought, and any man would be prey, though Ilkar swore to him that these lumbering aquatic animals ate only plant life.

Still, the river had yielded food for the night’s stop. Before midday, the travellers had caught enough fish for a feast; they thrashed in a water-filled sack at their irascible guide’s feet.

As the day wore on, tempers began to turn. Where the morning had seen the mist burn off and the rains come to cool them, the afternoon took on a heavy stifling quality that dampened spirits and leached strength. And when the clouds had stormed over them, and the lightning flashed under the dark grey mantle with thunder the prelude to yet another savage downpour, it had failed to clear the air and the heat was like a wall.

When at last, with light fading quickly, they’d steered for the bank and made camp forty yards from the river, the smiles were a fading memory.

Hirad sat on a log in the tiny clearing they had made under the patronising instruction of Kayloor who, Ilkar translated every now and again, was apparently appalled at the damage they were doing to the forest. Hammocks were strung in a loose circle around a shallow fire pit and wood burned there, lit despite its damp by Ilkar’s FlamePalm.

Kayloor had produced a spit and stand from the boat’s storage locker and was making himself useful cooking the fish. On another part of the fire, water boiled in a sizeable pot. Ilkar sat next to Hirad and the two of them looked around the campsite in silence for a time, watching. Aeb cleaned and sharpened his axe and sword. The Unknown was doing likewise with blade and daggers. Denser and Erienne sat on the other side of the fire, she constantly kneading her neck and trying to cover everywhere at once with her eyes and he scratching at an itch below his skullcap. The other three were out in the forest, collecting more wood and, so Ilkar said, some useful herbs, if they could find them.

‘How are you doing?’ he asked Hirad.

‘Bloody awful,’ said Hirad. ‘I feel knackered but I haven’t done anything. I’m already dreading another day in that damn boat, and if that guide of yours makes another clever comment he’s going to find himself a snack for one of those great reptile things in the river. Oh, and my hands hurt from rowing.’

‘They’re called crocodiles. And quiet,’ hissed Ilkar. ‘We can’t afford to upset him.’

They both looked at Kayloor but he didn’t seem to have heard them.

‘Look,’ continued Ilkar. ‘I know it’s difficult to understand, but it’s not personal what he’s saying. It’s how elves think. They tolerate Balaians in the trading towns and ports, but inland it’s different. They don’t think you understand the lore of the forest and of course they’re absolutely right. Now, let me see your hands.’

‘They’ll be fine,’ said Hirad, not convinced by Ilkar’s defence of Kayloor. As far as he was concerned, the elf was just plain insulting.

‘No, they won’t, Hirad. You haven’t listened to me, have you? This isn’t Balaia. Are you blistered?’

‘Well, what do you think, Ilkar?’ Hirad raised his voice, feeling suddenly irritated. ‘While you were sitting chatting with king smart-arse there, some of us were putting our backs out trying to move us upriver more quickly. And looking around here, I fail to see why we bothered. I mean, is this the best you can do?’

‘Frankly, yes,’ said Ilkar. ‘Now let me see.’

‘Gods, all right,’ said Hirad, holding out his hands. ‘You’re worse than my mother.’

‘I’m surprised you can remember,’ said Ilkar shortly.

‘Oh, and I’m sure you saw yours only just the other day. Or was it a hundred years ago? I’m easily confused.’

Ilkar didn’t answer but grabbed Hirad’s hands roughly, stretching his damaged skin.

‘Ouch,’ he said.

‘Sorry,’ replied Ilkar brightly. ‘Right. It’s not too bad but you’ve broken the skin in a couple of places. Assuming Ren brings back some rubiac, I’ll make you a poultice that you should apply to each hand for an hour, all right?’

‘Why don’t you just do me a WarmHeal or something if you’re that bothered? Can’t imagine a few wet leaves is going to do much good.’

‘They’ll kill the infection and help the skin to heal over. Don’t argue. Don’t put your hands in the dirt if you can help it, and try not to row tomorrow.’

‘Tell our great captain that,’ said Hirad, pointing a finger at Kayloor. The elf said nothing, merely turned the fish skewered on the spit. Whatever Hirad thought of him personally, whatever the sort of fish he was cooking, it smelled fantastic. Hirad had forgotten how hungry he was. ‘I just don’t see why you’re so concerned. They’re just a few blisters.’

Ilkar breathed out loudly. ‘I don’t know why I bloody bother. Look - and I want you all to listen to this, not just cloth-ears, here. Worry about every cut, sore or blister you get. Worry about every rash, every stomach pain and every headache. For the last time, this is not Balaia. Infections are so easy to get, particularly if you weren’t born here. Never drink water before you’ve boiled it or before a mage has cleansed it. But you must eat and drink well. I can see how tired you all are and you’ve been sitting in a boat all day. What if we end up having to walk? You have to give your bodies time to get used to the heat, the humidity, everything. Please tell me you understand.’

Ilkar’s impassioned speech was met with a few muttered affirmatives.

‘Two other points, if I may,’ he said. ‘First, Aeb, you need to bathe your face every night. Ren or I will make you a balm, though it would be easier if you’d let someone help you.’

‘That is not possible,’ said Aeb. ‘I am the only Protector here. I will attend to myself alone.’

‘Understood. The other thing, Erienne and Denser, is please look after your mana stamina reserves. No matter how hard we try, someone will most likely get sick and we will all get bitten to pieces. There are snakes that can kill in a couple of hours and anything that bites will infect you.’

‘So glad you brought us here,’ said Denser. ‘I mean, is there anything we can do that won’t result in death or serious illness?’

‘Just take extra care. You’ll soon get used to it,’ said Ilkar. ‘And I should remind you that no one was forced to come here.’

‘Oh, really?’ Denser raised his eyebrows. ‘If you cast your mind back you’ll find there was considerable pressure.’

‘That’s because we’re The Raven. We work together and Ilkar needed our help,’ said Hirad. ‘I didn’t hear you object.’

‘But there was never any choice, Hirad, was there?’

Hirad snapped the twig he was holding and threw the ends into the fire.

‘This again? Gods drowning, Denser but I don’t remember you giving us any choice when you needed us to help find Erienne and Lyanna.’

‘And look what good it did us,’ whispered Erienne.

Hirad felt a pit open in his heart. ‘Oh, Erienne, I didn’t mean it that way—’

‘I’m sorry we were such a burden on your time,’ she said, voice rising. ‘Perhaps if you’d stayed at home with your damn dragons all this wouldn’t have happened. And perhaps if we weren’t The Raven I could be where I belong. At my daughter’s graveside.’

‘It was no burden, Erienne,’ said Hirad. ‘You know that.’

‘Let’s just leave it, shall we?’ said The Unknown. ‘We’re here because we’re The Raven and Ilkar asked us. It’s how we’ve always done things and how we always will. Choice does not necessarily enter into it.’

‘Well, don’t tell me that, tell him.’ Hirad pointed at Denser.

‘Grow up, Hirad, for Gods’ sake.’

‘I’m not the one complaining about choice or the lack of it,

Xetesk man,’ said Hirad. ‘In case you hadn’t noticed, none of us is exactly comfortable here but you don’t hear us making smart remarks. Just deal with it.’

‘What the hell have we come here for anyway?’ asked Denser. ‘Ysundeneth was full of mages.’

‘Yes, Denser, busy ones,’ said Ilkar. ‘And I know none of them. I thought I’d explained that I had to go to my home village to start. Find contacts, establish a line. You have to understand how it works over here. Nailing up a sign offering money to lapsed elven mages won’t work.’

Denser slapped at an insect that had settled on his hand. ‘One more bite,’ he muttered.

‘Want me to show you all mine?’ Hirad stood up.

‘Hirad, enough.’

‘No, Unknown, you know what he’s doing. It’s bloody typical,’ said Hirad, feeling his muscles tense. ‘When he needs us to find his daughter it’s fine. When the position’s reversed he’ll go on letting us know it’s all done under sufferance. Why can’t you just do something for someone else for a change, eh?’

‘For a change?’ Denser gaped.

‘Denser, please,’ said Erienne, laying a hand on his arm. He ignored her.

‘Who was it cast Dawnthief to save us from the Wytch Lords, eh? Who was it defied the Lord of the Mount to get The Unknown back from his Protector calling? Who was it lay with you and Ilkar to keep you both alive when you - you, Hirad Coldheart - were dying?’

‘That’s what being in The Raven is all about,’ said Hirad calmly. ‘Those are great things you did, Denser, and I’ll love you for ever for doing them. But this is now. And I don’t want to hear you bleating about how difficult it is for you.’

‘Don’t patronise me, Hirad.’

‘Did you have anything better to do with your time?’ snapped Hirad. ‘Aside from sunbathing and gardening?’

‘Stop it! Stop it!’ yelled Erienne, surging to her feet, hands about her head. ‘How dare you bring my child’s grave into your infantile row! I came here to try and forget, don’t you understand? Not for The Raven. For me. When will you let me start?’

She turned and ran from the camp, Denser making to follow her. Before she’d got five yards she ran into the hulking form of Thraun, who dropped his huge bundle of wood and caught her round the waist in one arm.

‘Let me go, Thraun.’

The shapechanger just shook his head. He traced a hand down the side of her face and looked very deeply into her eyes.

‘Not forget, Erienne,’ he said, his voice rusty, gruff and croaking. ‘Grieve. Live. Not forget.’




Chapter 16

 


 


 


 


The fish had been excellent but The Raven had paid little attention to its succulence, so stunned were they all by Thraun’s words, his first in more than five years. Where they had come from and what barrier had fallen in his mind to let him form speech they’d probably never know but he had spoken and that was enough.

In truth he’d done much more. Not just understanding Erienne’s feelings but defusing the whole stupid argument. Now, Denser and Hirad were chatting away like it had never happened and Ilkar looked at them across the fire and shook his head.

‘I know what you’re thinking,’ said The Unknown next to him.

Ilkar had noticed him studying the ants that swarmed over the fish bones at his feet, breaking down anything useful and carrying it off. It was the way of the rainforest. Everything was used.

‘I don’t understand those two and I probably never will,’ said Ilkar. ‘What is it with them? Put them round a campfire and they’re at each other’s throats about something trivial.’

‘It wasn’t trivial, though, was it?’ said The Unknown. ‘Hirad’s right.’

‘But he can’t communicate it, can he?’

‘And Denser should know that by now and stop rising to the bait. You should have a word.’

‘And do you think he’s got the right attitude?’ asked Ilkar.

‘Who, Denser?’

‘Who else?’

The Unknown shrugged. ‘Hard to say. He was only trying to protect Erienne, I think. He’s just looking for an outlet. He’ll be fine when we get back to Balaia and he can feel more useful.’

They fell silent, watching Thraun and Darrick. Since his first utterance, Thraun had said very little and much of his confusion seemed to have returned. But they were all working on him now in turn and Darrick was once again trying to get him to accept a sword. It was looking a lot simpler this time.

‘What brought it on, do you think?’ asked Ilkar.

‘Erienne,’ said The Unknown. ‘Or, more precisely, what she said. His words came from very deep, didn’t they?’

‘I’m amazed he can remember what happened to Will.’

‘Like I say, it came from very deep. Maybe we shouldn’t be surprised at what he retains from before he was a wolf those five years.’

‘Maybe not.’ Ilkar stretched out his legs. ‘Any more tea on the go?’

‘Just some muck you’re boiling down,’ said Hirad from across the fire. ‘Is it really all necessary?’

Ilkar smiled. ‘You’ll be glad of that muck tomorrow.’

But he had to admit he and Ren were monopolising the fire. Three pots hung from Kayloor’s spit. Hirad was already clutching cloth balls steeped in rubiac fruit and there was more boiling away for Darrick, who had suffered similar blistering. Next to it, Aeb’s legumia was infusing and the last pot held a dozen mashed gentian plants that Ren was boiling to a paste to dry out and use as an insect repellent. It wasn’t a perfect solution but it was the best they had.

‘Can I ask you something?’

‘Yes, Hirad, you can,’ said Ilkar. ‘And I say that with a due sense of foreboding.’

‘You keep going on about us not understanding how elves live over here, and according to Captain Miserable snoring in his hammock over there we even cut the brush down wrong. Are we upsetting something by just being here, is that it?’

Ilkar couldn’t hide his surprise. ‘How unusually perceptive of you. Let’s make some more tea and I’ll fill you in on some useful detail. It might stop you getting yourselves hurt.’

‘I’ve got a better idea,’ said Hirad, reaching into his sack. He threw a sealed pouch over to Ilkar. ‘I’ve been saving it.’

Ilkar unclasped the pouch and sniffed. He smiled. ‘Coffee.’

‘That comes under critical equipment, does it?’ Darrick’s head had snapped up at the word.

‘Indeed not, General, but any that think I shouldn’t have it can relieve themselves of the trouble of drinking any.’

Ilkar laughed into the silence. ‘Is there room for one more pot on there, I wonder?’

They made room, and soon, with the smell of the grounds pervading every nostril and steaming mugs in every hand, Ilkar spoke.

‘At the core of elven life on Calaius is their belief in the balance of life. The closest translation is “harmony”. They believe that all elements - air, earth, fire, water and mana - exist in this state of perpetual harmony and that it is a delicate balance that must be protected. I can’t emphasise enough how deeply these beliefs are ingrained in the elves who live here and the energy with which they uphold them. To this end, every elf believes him- or herself to be a guardian of the harmony to a greater or lesser degree and that is why you should be mindful of loose comments or careless actions.’

‘And what happens if this harmony is disturbed?’ asked Denser.

‘Well, that depends what you believe. There are writings that predict floods being sent to cleanse the land, or cloud shrivelling the canopy before allowing the sun through to grow new life. There are also writings about the demise of the elven race but, when all’s said and done, you have to take all these things with a pinch of salt. They’re just warnings to look after the land, if you want my opinion.’

Beside him, Ren was nodding. ‘Most elves use the teachings to educate the young to respect the forest. It provides their food, clothing, shelter . . . everything. Abusing it is not an option.’

Ilkar resumed his explanation. ‘Take Kayloor, for instance. He felt your clearance of even this small patch of forest clumsy at best and an affront to the harmony at worst. That’s why he doesn’t like you; because you don’t understand and never can. It’s nothing personal; no stranger can. So we had to accept certain conditions before he’d carry us.’

‘And pay him over the odds, no doubt,’ said Hirad.

‘No, Hirad, you’re missing the point. We’ve paid him a fair price for his time and the use of his boat. He doesn’t want any more. People like Kayloor live to serve the rainforest families, not the port paymasters. Like I say, you don’t understand and, coming from Balaia, you never will.’

‘And what were these conditions exactly, Ilkar?’ The Unknown said quietly, meeting the Julatsan’s eye. ‘We may not be risking our lives here but that doesn’t mean you can keep us in the dark about anything that might be material.’

‘I know and I’m sorry,’ said Ilkar, acknowledging his transgression by raising his hands. ‘But it was either acceptance then and there or a very long and uncomfortable walk. If you refuse one guide, you refuse them all.’

‘Even so, your negotiation was last night. The Raven don’t do things that way.’

Ilkar nodded. ‘Point taken, but the conditions aren’t in any way onerous. Common sense if anything. We’ve undertaken to respect the lore of the forest, not to cause wanton damage, to kill only for food or to avoid death, to make reparations as we go and to leave the lands of any family or village should they require it.’

There was little reaction bar the shrugging of shoulders.

‘So we shouldn’t swat any flies, then?’ asked Hirad, doing exactly that.

‘Absolutely not, Hirad,’ said Ilkar. ‘And you’ll burn in hell for that.’

‘Really?’

‘No, not really,’ said Ilkar. ‘What do you think? There are a million flies for each one you squash. The ratio is altogether smaller for snakes, rabbits and jaguars. Just use your judgement.’

‘Hirad doesn’t have any judgement,’ said Denser.

‘Let me do the jokes, Denser,’ advised Hirad.

‘You’ve said that before.’

‘And until you’re funny, I’ll keep on.’

‘Another mature debate begins,’ said The Unknown, silencing them both. ‘Presumably, this balance and harmony structure has its roots in religion.’

Ilkar nodded and leaned forward to refill his mug. Ren took over.

‘There are Gods at every conceivable level but there’s little temple worship outside the larger towns and cities.’

‘Mind you, the grandest and oldest of them all is out here,’ said Ilkar.

‘Mainly, houses have shrines to their favoured Gods and most elves believe the forest to be temple enough for worship. At the top of the tree, if you’ll pardon the term, is Yniss, God of the harmony, who pulls all the elements together. Beneath Yniss there are Gods and lords of the canopy, its roots, the animals, the wind, rain, death, fire . . . You name it. The ones you’ll mostly hear about are Tual, who controls the animals, including elves, by the way, Cefu, God of the canopy above, Gyal, who sends the rain, and Shorth, the death God.’

‘There are hundreds of minor deities,’ said Ilkar. ‘It’s all rather well structured for an ancient religion, if a little complex. The point, I suppose, is don’t underestimate the power of these beliefs and the lengths some elves will go to to protect what they have in the name of that religion.’

Hirad shifted and drained his mug. ‘Funny thing, Ilks. In all the years I’ve known you, I’ve never once heard you use any of these Gods’ names.’

‘That would have been hypocritical,’ said Ilkar. ‘After all, if I really believed, I’d have come back to do my part, wouldn’t I?’

‘Was that the idea, then?’ asked Hirad.

‘Something like that,’ said Ilkar, feeling suddenly uncomfortable. ‘Look, can we leave this for now?’

‘Ilkar’s got some embarrassing secret, I take it,’ said Denser.

Hirad nodded. ‘Must be.’

‘Can we? Please?’ Ilkar’s raised voice caused Kayloor to shift in his slumber, but he didn’t wake and it served as a timely reminder.

‘Another long day tomorrow,’ said The Unknown.

‘Yes,’ said Ilkar. ‘Look, can I suggest that you put the nets over your hammocks. It’ll feel a little odd but you’ll thank me in the morning.’

With a little grumbling, The Raven and Ren took to their beds, leaving Aeb to take the first watch and bathe his face. After him, they’d watch in pairs.

Lying in his hammock, shifting to try and find a modicum of comfort, Ilkar felt the anxious silence around him as an alien night closed in around the group. He could sense his friends straining to hear danger now that the camaraderie of the campfire was broken. But all they’d be hearing was the rasping, croaking, buzzing, rustling and cawing clamour that came from every direction.

‘Doesn’t this ever stop?’ asked Hirad.

‘Never,’ said Ilkar.

‘Wonderful. Could have told us to bring ear bungs or something. I don’t want to have to sleep with my fingers rammed in my ears.’

‘Believe me, Hirad. Not hearing things is altogether worse than hearing them.’ Ilkar smiled to himself. ‘Sleep tight.’

‘Fat chance.’

 


In the grey light of dawn, Selik could see the smirk on Devun’s face. He’d been wearing it ever since they’d ridden out of Understone, like a child who’d escaped punishment for some misdemeanour.

‘So,’ he said, finally addressing Devun. ‘You’ve been itching to tell me ever since we rode out of that slum. What was it you did to that mage that so changed his mind?’

Devun laughed. It was an uncomfortable sound, without humour or soul. Selik sighed inwardly. Like most of the Black Wings Devun was useful muscle but eminently dispensable. Of Callom and Edman, he hoped for better things.

‘The threats weren’t working,’ said Devun. ‘He didn’t believe us, I don’t think he ever would have. So I told him the truth.’

‘Which was?’ asked Selik, not sure he wanted to hear the answer.

‘That Xetesk was so intent on control of Balaian magic that they would march on Julatsa when and if they beat Dordover.’

Selik looked at him with a little more respect, wondering if he’d misjudged the man. ‘Well, it’s a view rather than the definite truth,’ he said, smiling a little. ‘It’s not exactly the message I had in mind for him to take to Julatsa, but still.’

‘Oh, I don’t think he’ll be taking it there.’

‘Why not?’ The doubt was back.

‘Because I advised him that he needed to tell the people best able to do something about it. So he’s going to Dordover.’

‘Are you sure?’ Selik had to admit to himself that this was a far better solution than he’d planned.

‘The look on his face,’ said Devun. ‘He believed me. I said they wouldn’t believe us, but they’d believe a mage. I left it up to him how he said he learned the information.’

Selik scratched his neck with an index finger. ‘I am genuinely impressed. Let us hope he doesn’t get cold feet at the gates of Vuldaroq’s college, eh?’

‘Always a risk.’ Devun shrugged.

‘Indeed.’

Selik spurred the Black Wings on, his spirits lifted in a way he had not anticipated. The Blackthorne Mountains glowered down at them from his right as they rode, heading through the Varhawk Crags and then Blackthorne Town. He knew it would be a difficult meeting, but the warming early dawn sun on his face effectively masked the problems of the future.




Chapter 17

 


 


 


 


It was almost dawn. A violent cloudburst, accompanied by spectacular lightning and resounding thunder, had doused the watch fires and woken everyone from nervous sleep.

Yron called for the guards to be relieved and fresher faces trotted out to the two camouflaged elven platforms still standing and to four other concealed positions a few feet up in the trees. Anything to give them even a hint of warning.

The captain hadn’t slept at all, standing at the door of the temple all night, feeling his anxiety grow as the inevitable attack drew closer. Four quartets of men had left camp hours before, skirting well away from their established path before heading north for the boats they’d left a couple of days downriver or on the longer walk direct to the ships moored in the Shorth Estuary.

With them they carried critical information from the temple. It was a gamble but, not knowing exactly who and what they faced, Yron felt he had no choice. He had entrusted the most valuable information to the group containing Erys.

His quick briefing of those left behind had been both poignant and uplifting. He hadn’t sought to fool them, to lie or to soften the blow. They were there to hold on as long as they could and die for the greater glory. The elves they would face, he had told them, would be few but extraordinarily lethal, and he had cautioned them against being mesmerised by the speed or grace of what they saw.

And their fight would be entirely without magic. Stenys had also been sent with a group of runners, his magical skills better used in ensuring survival of the booty than staving off the inevitable at the temple.

Yron took Ben-Foran on a last tour of the hurried defences they’d set. Thorn traps dug perhaps a little shallow, twisted woodpiles positioned in the hope of driving their attackers down certain overlooked ways and a couple of snap nooses. Little more than glorified animal traps, these last were strung using tensioned saplings on the approach to the apron. Yron was surprised that they had not been attacked during the night. It was a blessing of sorts. Bought them and their runners precious time. Always assuming they hadn’t already been hunted down. If he was honest, he expected only one of the groups to succeed and Erys’s was the most likely.

‘You should have left, Ben,’ said Yron, more proud than he would ever admit that the young lieutenant had refused to leave his commanding officer.

‘I’m a soldier,’ said Ben-Foran. ‘I’m not stealthy, I’m clumsy if anything, but I fight well. My skills are better used here.’

‘So you keep saying.’

‘So stop reminding me, Captain.’ He sipped from the mug of tea he carried.

‘You could have chosen life.’

‘I chose soldiering,’ said Ben-Foran. ‘That sometimes includes death. It’s an occupational hazard.’

Yron bent to check the snap mechanism on one of the nooses, wondering if Ben-Foran was as calm as he appeared. Gods knew, Yron wasn’t, but then he had a greater knowledge of their enemy and still couldn’t quite believe they hadn’t arrived yet.

The noose was excellent. He didn’t expect it to trap anyone but it would certainly give the elves pause for thought. He drained his own mug.

‘Very good,’ he said. ‘Who set this?’

‘I did.’

Yron smiled. ‘Bloody waste of time teaching you though, wasn’t it? Who’re you going to pass it on to, some sub-deity in the afterlife? Gods, but I should have been a career drinker. It’s so much simpler when you’re pissed.’

‘Teaching is never a waste,’ said Ben-Foran. ‘You never know when it’s going to be your time to die.’

‘Not a waste, eh? Then come and see this and learn. Unless you’ve something better to do.’

‘Nothing pressing, Captain,’ said Ben.

Yron led him away from the apron to the small natural clearing where they’d taken the elven bodies after the assault on the temple. He heard Ben take in a sharp breath.

Not four days ago, they’d left nine bodies there. None had questioned Yron on why. What was left were a few scattered bones and remnants of clothing. Everything else was gone.

‘The forest takes everything back,’ said Yron, his voice quiet and reverent. ‘They deserved that respect from us.’

‘I don’t understand,’ said Ben.

‘It’s an elven belief. One of many. All life returns to the forest in death. Everything is used. We owed them the respect of not burning them.’

‘Oh, I see.’

‘No graveyards in the rainforest, Ben. Burying corpses is a waste.’

Yron heard a sound at the far edge of his hearing. Ever so slight but not made by an animal, he was sure of it. He put a finger to his lips and gestured Ben-Foran into the shelter of a broad-leaved plant growing in the lee of a palm. The youngster knew better than to question him.

Stunned he wasn’t dead, Yron watched the lithe shapes pass by scant yards from him. He couldn’t help but be impressed by their economy of movement; it rendered them all but invisible, mere shadows across the forest floor.

With his heart loud in his chest, Yron turned his head to Ben-Foran, gesturing him to be still. The young soldier looked at him questioningly and nodded his head after the elves, a hand on his sword hilt.

Yron responded with a shake of his head and a frown. He scanned the ground at his feet and took the pace between them very slowly.

‘We’ve got to warn the others. Help them,’ whispered Ben-Foran.

‘We wouldn’t get twenty paces,’ said Yron, his head almost touching Ben’s, his voice very, very quiet. ‘It’s hard, I know, but the Gods have spared us for a reason or we’d already be dead. When the attack starts, we’ll move. Go after Erys.’ He paused and looked Ben in the eye. ‘This isn’t going to be nice.’

 


Auum moved smoothly across the forest floor, Duele and Evunn his shadows. They’d rested to eat and pray not far from the strangers’ camp in a place free of their stench. Ignoring the crudely hacked path the forest was already beginning to reclaim, they kept to the natural trails, aiming to see the temple at dawn when Cefu was at her most magnificent and their strength was at its height.

They could sense the strangers at the temple long before they could smell them. The forest was askew, Tual’s denizens confused by the destruction so carelessly wrought. The balance was disturbed but there was more. The TaiGethen could feel it deep within them. It was as if Yniss had turned away, His attention deflected. The imbalance caused by the strangers in the forest was just one small part. What Auum and his breed could feel went deeper, to the base of everything on which the elven races built their existence. He could feel it in the air and taste it on the rain. It ran through him on the mana trails and was heard in the rustling of the wind through the canopy. It was everywhere.

Auum experienced an unusual frisson of anxiety. The harmony was at odds with itself. He knew it was serious but it was a matter for prayer and contemplation later. The Tai had their task for the present, as did the others he knew would be approaching from the south. Others were surely near too. And Al-Arynaar. Drawn by the unease that must have swept through all of them, though some would feel it more keenly than others.

In the last few hundred yards, Auum’s senses heightened, bringing him an awareness of his immediate environment no stranger could possibly conceive.

Again they stopped for prayer and to mark their faces. Again they strung their compact high-tension bows. Again they headed towards their target, their total focus broken only by the two strangers outside the attack perimeter.

The Tai ignored them for now. Once their task was complete and the temple returned to the Al-Arynaar, they would be tracked to their destination. Just to be sure all the invaders died.

Auum stepped easily over a snap noose of fair quality. Interesting that they should attempt such crude traps. It suggested desperation, as did the thorn pits they skirted immediately after. A hiss brought him to a standstill. He looked left. Duele indicated trees ahead where men were concealed, two of them on the approach to the temple. Auum pointed to himself and then to the trees before indicating Duele and making a sweeping motion, pointing to his eye and up again into the branches.

Duele nodded and darted away. To the right, Evunn was a statue, barely visible even to Auum. He directed Evunn further right, both elves nocking arrows. The forest stilled. It was time.

The two bows sang together, arrows whipping away, striking their targets with deadly accuracy. One man was taken through the throat, the other’s heart was pierced. Auum was already running, another arrow in the string, ignoring the bodies as they fell near him. To the left, a jaqrui crescent whispered away, the thud of its strike reaching Auum’s tuned ears. Duele was at the platforms.

Twenty yards ahead, another stranger was staring out from a hide in the trees right by the stone path to the temple. He knew something was coming but could see nothing. As he opened his mouth to call a warning, Auum and Evunn both loosed arrows, the impacts in the enemy’s head and neck punching him out of the tree to crash into the foliage below, dead before he felt the fangs of the viper he disturbed.

A third arrow was in Auum’s bow before he broke cover at the side of the apron, sprinting round its left-hand side while Evunn took the right. He heard a shout from within the temple, an echoing scared voice. It was as they wanted, the expected reaction to his plan. Four crossbow bolts flashed out from the temple doorway.

Auum held up four fingers. Across the apron, Evunn mirrored his gesture, having seen the same number of bolts. In front of them, canvas fell across the opening, hiding the strangers inside the sacred trap they’d made for themselves and desecrated by their very touch. He heard voices from within; he couldn’t understand the language, but knew it jarred in his ears.

He and Evunn moved back into the edge of the forest either side of the apron. Duele appeared by him.

‘Five are dead,’ he said. ‘There are no more outside.’

Auum nodded. ‘Climb.’

Duele ran to the temple, keeping out of sight of the breaks in the canvas. He found footholds where there should have been none and climbed swiftly up the side of the building, moving onto the domed roof, arms and legs splayed for purchase, easing up smoothly. His route took him left and then right, allowing him to look down through six of the small tinted windows. At each one, he shaded his eyes with a hand. When he seemed satisfied, he came down to the stone lintel and sat just above the log that held the canvas covering in place.

Auum nodded he was ready. Duele lifted up two fingers, made a trigger gesture and indicated immediately left and right of the doorway. Next, four fingers twice and a spread of his arms describing a rough crescent. Finally, four fingers again and a flat-palmed sawing gesture left to right signifying a line. Auum nodded again and looked across to Evunn. He pointed at the doorway and swept his hand to the right. To Duele, he repeated back his own sawing gesture.

Loading his bow, Auum ran at the doorway, Evunn likewise, their footsteps nothing over the slick stone and vines of the apron. They were six paces from the temple when Duele heaved the log from its mounting on the lintel. Auum fired into the gloom, his bow discarded, light short sword and jaqrui in hands before he’d gone another three.

Together, they dived over the log, turning low forward rolls, crossbow bolts slashing empty air above their bodies. Duele swung down over the lintel behind them. Auum came to a crouch, his eyes adjusting quickly to the light in the temple. Shouts echoed off the walls and ceiling, men moved, swords before them, crossbowmen struggled to reload. His arrow had missed its target but no matter.

He darted left, surprising those immediately in front of him, who took a reflexive pace forward directly into the path of Duele as he rushed on. Auum’s jaqrui moaned away, its double edge whipping into the face of a crossbowman, who shrieked as he stumbled backwards, blood pouring from the bridge of his nose, one eye gone. Hand fishing in his pouch for another, Auum came up to his first opponent, seeing the fear in the stranger’s eyes. His blade licked out, slicing across the man’s shoulder and upper body before he could organise a defence. Auum kicked out straight, the blow taking the man in his midriff and catapulting him back against the temple wall.

Left, another jaqrui, this one clashing against the blade of a stranger, sparks seething as the edges connected. Auum rolled again, coming up and stabbing straight into the groin of another. A third roll right to avoid a blade that swept into the stone floor and he was standing again. A stranger came at him, hefting a longsword. The clumsy half-paced blow was turned easily. Auum punched him in the face, his blade flickered out and sliced the man’s throat, a kick sending him to the ground.

His movements fast and sure, Auum ran at the surviving crossbowman, who had loaded his weapon and was bringing it to bear. Auum leapt, his legs shooting out straight, catching his target in the chest. He felt ribs crack beneath the force of the blow and the man grunted his pain. Auum landed and rolled again, spinning around as he stopped to plunge his sword through the man’s heart and finish his cries for help.

He stood, able to take in the whole scene from his position by the wall of the temple. Ten were down. Duele and Evunn fought side by side, swords a blur, the clashing of metal echoing sharply in the enclosed space. Blood slicked the floor. Two men were coming at him, one with an injured shoulder. Both were wary. It would be their undoing.

Stepping back, Auum snapped out another jaqrui, this one whipping into the injured man’s sword arm just above the wrist. He dropped his blade, turned and ran for the door. The other came on. Auum rushed him, dropping at the last moment to sweep his legs from under him. The man crashed to the ground, sword swiping uselessly at thin air. On top of him in an instant, Auum’s punch crushed his windpipe.

The Tai leader tore from the temple after the fleeing stranger, eating up the ground between them. Jaqrui in hand, he cocked his arm but did not throw. Ahead of him, the man screamed, slithered to a stop at the edge of the apron and started to scrabble backwards. From the shadows padded a panther, its eyes locked on him. And behind the beautiful animal came an elf, dressed in jet black, face painted in halves of black and white. Elf and panther were one. A pairing of the ClawBound, their minds interlinked, their consciousnesses irrevocably combined.

Auum nodded at them and turned back to the temple. The stranger had nowhere to run.

Inside, all the enemy were dead. Evunn had sustained a slight cut to his shoulder and Duele one on his thigh. It was nothing. The forest would provide healing and Yniss would keep them safe for what they had done.

Auum strode up to his Tai. ‘We will scour this temple of their blood and present their bones to Tual. We will rest. But first we will pray.’

The Tai turned to kneel before the statue of Yniss and stopped. As if dragged against his will, Auum walked forward, stepping over the body of a stranger. He crouched by the pool and cried out. A fury rose within him that he had no desire to contain. His heart sounded doom in his chest, his face burned and his muscles tensed. His body shook. But he could not drag his eyes from the stump of the statue’s arm. He saw it as if through a haze, his mind unable to fully comprehend the enormity of what was before his eyes.

Duele dived into the pool and swam down, surfacing when he had finished his search of the bottom and heaving himself back out of the water. His face was streaked where his paint had run, his eyes were narrowed and he seemed to struggle to get his words out.

‘The hand is there.’

‘Then the statue can be remade,’ said Auum. But his relief was short-lived.

‘Part of the thumb is missing. It is not in the pool.’

Auum sat back on his haunches, staring at the ruined stream that fell uselessly into the pool from the smashed pipe under Yniss’s wrist. The flow was wrong.

‘Then we will find it,’ he said. ‘Search the temple. Search the bodies, search everywhere.’

Outside, a low growl was followed by a scream, cut off abruptly.

‘The ClawBound will help,’ said Auum.

‘And if we can’t find it?’ asked Duele.

‘Then we will take one of the strangers alive. And he will be but the first to pay for what they have done here.’

Auum pushed himself to his feet. The Al-Arynaar would soon arrive. And more TaiGethen cells. Much could be done to cleanse the temple and raise the hand from its resting place but the statue would not be complete until the thumb was returned. And until then, Yniss would forsake them.

Auum felt a chill dread creep over his body. He knew the writings. He knew the consequences. A tear ran down his cheek.




Chapter 18

 


 


 


 


Captain Yron had been frozen in terror, suddenly sure he’d never truly experienced the emotion before. Originally, he’d planned to make their escape once the temple was attacked, but the attack had been so swift and sure he’d kept Ben-Foran hidden by the scattered bones of the elves. At the same time, he’d heard a big cat advancing along the path.

He could just about see it in the shadows. The panther was fifty yards from him and directly behind it stood an elf whose face was painted half white. It was the only part of him Yron could see. They had moved towards the apron; there had been a commotion, a scream and the panther had pounced. Yron had closed his eyes, hearing his man’s cries cut off, and had prayed that he and Ben would be spared such a fate.

Now, with all four elves and the panther in the temple, or at least very near it, he signalled to Ben and they moved. Rising to their feet, the squawking of birds masking at least some of their noise, he took the most careful pace of his life, his foot coming down soundlessly. He indicated that Ben should step directly into his prints and moved off, all the time waiting for the whisper or wail of one of their throwing crescents or the thud of a bowstring.

With agonising slowness, he reached the path his trailblazers had hacked through the forest and started down it, still staring at the ground immediately in front of him, hardly daring to breathe. He could feel the sweat pouring down his back and face, he saw it drip onto the ground beneath his chin. Over and over, he told himself to keep calm, to resist the desire to run. They had to get out of earshot before they did and he had no real idea how far that might be.

Pausing and looking back over his shoulder, he saw Ben-Foran’s drawn and pale face. It too was slick with sweat and the young soldier reflexively clasped and unclasped his hand around the pommel of his sword. Yron raised his eyebrows, Ben replying with a nod. They walked on.

Just a little further, he told himself, just a little further.

The path was alive; countless ants scurried to and fro. He was careful to step over them as well as he could. Tiny though they were individually, they packed painful bites and he didn’t need them up his legs and in his boots. It was impossible to find silent footing now. The debris of the crude path lay on the ground and cracked beneath his feet, the reports like thunder in his ears.

He stopped again and looked up. The light was going fast. He couldn’t see the sky but knew cloud must be boiling up from the south. He let Ben-Foran catch up and whispered, ‘When you feel the first raindrop, run. Run as fast as you can for as long as you can. Don’t stop until you think you’re going to die.’

‘Where are we going?’

‘Towards the camp, then east to the river, any river. We’ve got to throw them off the scent or we’ll be dead before nightfall.’

Thunder rolled in the distance. The humidity climbed. Yron was soaked beneath his clothes. Rain would be refreshing. It came suddenly and very heavy, thudding into the canopy and driving through. A drop landed on the ground in front, immediately joined by a thousand others. He ran.

With Ben behind him, he ran faster than he ever had, fear driving his limbs. Though he tried to listen for noise, he could hear nothing but the sounds of his feet slapping on the ground, the rain drumming overhead and his breathing loud and fast. It was exhilarating, uplifting. Ahead the path was already being overgrown, and he brushed aside lianas, creepers and spiders’ webs. All around him, he knew the smaller animals would be seeking shelter while the larger ignored the deluge, accepting it with stoicism.

Sloths, monkeys, monitor lizards, tapir. All would sit it out wherever they were while he and Ben sprinted past, heedless of root and low branch, of striking snake and angry spider. Because what was behind them, Yron knew not how far, was infinitely more dangerous. Distance alone wouldn’t save them; distance and a river in flood just might.

Calling on everything he had left, Yron dragged another breath into his protesting lungs and ran on.

 


Rebraal wasn’t sure if he was awake or asleep. He knew he was lying down but had no idea if he was floating or not. He fought his mind, tried to drive it to think, but all he got were snatches of scenes of which he wasn’t even sure he’d been a part. Of ClawBound carrying him. Of Mercuun crying out. Of the rain pouring across his face and of people crowding, looking down on him and frowning.

He was inside, he thought. It was dark. But maybe that was because he couldn’t see. He felt hot. Very hot. He could smell the scents of menispere, casimir and of pokeweed mixing in the still air. And he’d felt the touch of a spell, too, though he might have dreamed that also. It was so hard to tell.

A shaft of light stabbed through the darkness and he realised at least he wasn’t blind. A face swam into view in front of his and leant over. It was fuzzy and he didn’t recognise it but he could see the smile that didn’t mask the concern. She spoke words but he couldn’t hear them, only a murmur as if he was underwater. He tried to move his head but his neck was locked and pain scorched down his back and across his shoulders.

She pressed her arms on his chest and shook her head. She was quite old, he thought. He wanted to speak. He knew his mouth was open and moving but whatever tumbled out was not understood. Maybe they were both speaking underwater. The random thought amused him.

Cool on his forehead. Wet. He opened eyes he hadn’t realised he’d closed and saw her dabbing him with a cloth. It felt good but the burning soon came back. He wanted to touch her but his arms were leaden. He wanted her to know he was thankful but he was locked inside himself.

A second figure joined them. Another woman. Younger. She laid her hands on his shoulder. She was talking too, and as she did the ache that hammered there diminished to nothing and a gentle warmth suffused his body. He thought he saw them withdraw but then wasn’t sure if they’d been there at all.

He closed his eyes and the nightmares came.
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The TaiGethen used water from the pool itself to cleanse the temple. Auum was possessed of an anger he could not quench as he scrubbed at the floor with palm leaves soaked in lime. The juice stung his fingers but he ignored the irritation. Every hint of stranger blood had to go. Every boot mark, every careless scratch had to be expunged.

Duele, Evunn and the ClawBound were outside, dealing with the bodies, offering them up to Tual. Auum couldn’t bring himself to join them, unsure whether those that had perpetrated this crime against the elven races should be consumed by the forest denizens. So he stayed to clean and he wouldn’t be satisfied until the floor ran with the blood from his own raw hands.

It was late in the afternoon when Auum had scoured the temple enough and the stone shone clean. He and his Tai had raised the marble hand and it sat next to the stump to which it had been attached. They had collected every chip of marble from pool and floor. All that remained missing was dust and the thumb fragment. And Duele had reported many writings gone from the temple’s chambers of contemplation, compounding the desecration.

Examining the tent the strangers had pitched to the left of the apron before tearing it and its contents to shreds, the Tai had found food and equipment for more than the twenty-one they had killed and the two they would soon hunt. It seemed clear that others had run too, and almost certainly north. It was critical that all these strangers were found, killed and searched. This was too big for one TaiGethen cell and one ClawBound pair. Auum brought his Tai together, and after their prayers had been offered and their fast of the day broken, he told them of his decision.

‘We will track the two we saw,’ he said. ‘They will lead us to others. The ClawBound pair can start now if they will. We will wait for our brother TaiGethen and the Al-Arynaar. Many are close, I can feel it.’

He stopped to chew a mouthful of food.

‘Yniss has set us the stiffest of tests and we must not fail. Every elf depends upon us. All that was taken from here must be returned. Let no one and nothing stand in our way. But do not indulge in retribution or revenge while our task is upon us. Those may come later. Rest now, for when we begin again we must not pause until the harmony is restored. Are you both full well?’

They knew what he asked them, whether the spiritual unease they felt had affected them physically or mentally. Both nodded their heads.

‘Do not be silent if you should change. I will talk to the ClawBound. ’

Auum flowed to his feet and walked across the apron to where the elf and panther sat at the edge of the forest. The heavily muscled sleek black feline had her paw on the bones of a large rodent and was chewing the flesh. Beside her, the elf crunched on raw vegetables.

‘You saw the two?’ asked Auum.

The ClawBound turned their heads to him as one, their eyes on him, the panther’s yellow and hooded, the elf’s a deep dark green. The elf nodded.

‘You understand what we seek? All must die. All that was taken must be returned. Will you track the two for us?’

Another nod.

‘Tual watch over you. We will not be far behind you.’

Auum returned to his Tai. Behind him, the ClawBound slipped silently back into the forest.
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Two more days. Two more days of heat, rain, sweat, flies, snakes, lizards, spiders, rats and bickering men. Erienne hardly slept a wink that first night and the next was no better. She spent the days staring into the waters of the River Ix as the guide took them away from the main flow and up countless turns, branches and tributaries. By the end of the second day, she was so unsure of their overall direction, she had to keep checking their position by the sun.

This was surely some form of elaborate torture designed for a purpose she couldn’t guess. The land was hell above ground, the skies disgorged rain that stung her head through the hood of her cloak, and everywhere there were animals large and small obsessed solely with killing her should she make one false move. Even the brightly coloured frogs, Ren had told her cheerfully, could unintentionally end her life.

And so, when they did land, for a break or for that dreaded second night, Erienne was scared every time she put her foot down, stretched out an arm to steady herself or sat on a log to eat around the fire. Even had she wanted to, she couldn’t have sustained a conversation. Her concentration was broken by every rustle and crack in the undergrowth and every call of every animal. It made her temporarily useless as a mage, and already Denser and Ilkar had become a little irritable that the cleansing and gentle healing spells they had to cast were not being shared equally.

She tried telling herself that the threat couldn’t be everywhere, that she was simply overreacting to an alien situation. She stared long at Ren and Ilkar, who seemed so completely at ease. And at Kayloor, respectful of the forest but comfortable. At Hirad and The Unknown, who accepted their situation with trademark phlegmatism, and at Thraun, who absolutely loved it and whose hunting instincts were sharper than ever, back beneath trees where he felt he belonged.

But she could turn to Denser and Darrick because she knew, without having to ask, that the strangeness affected them too. Her only other option was to retreat into her mind alone, which was even more distressing filled as it was with Lyanna. Being apart from her daughter’s grave had broken the direct association but nothing would ever dim the memories. Her desperation was as keen as ever, and those scant moments when her memories brought her joy were scarce jewels in the desert. But she couldn’t cry. Not here. This place didn’t understand her pain, and her tears and rage would be wasted.

To distract herself as they sailed, she tried to imagine what lay beneath them. Ilkar and Ren had been fulsome in their descriptions and she had bought it all, fuel for her fears. The shoals of flesh-eating fish that scented blood from ten miles’ distance. The thirty-foot crocodiles with jaws strong enough to pierce plate mail. The invisible creatures that burrowed into flesh and laid their young to grow fat on host blood.

She imagined war beneath the impenetrable surface. The flashing of scales in the dance of life. And seeing one of the armoured beasts surge from the river to take a tapir as it drank fed her fantasies until she expected a fanged head to spear through the floor of the boat and take them all to the terrible drowning death that dominated her nightmares.

But instead they landed for good in the late afternoon of the third day at a shallow beach fringed with palms and waving grasses, home to three dozen and more fishing boats and open canoes.

‘Home,’ said Ilkar, leaping onto the land and staring up the beach.

‘About bloody time,’ said Hirad, following him to stand with hands on hips.

Erienne felt a rush of relief. She needed to lie under a roof, in something more substantial than a hammock. The light was beginning to fade, she was tired, hungry and could no longer ignore the growing pulse in her head as a passing ache. It had been coming on for days. At least now she could hope for a little privacy and security to sort it out.

‘It’s beautiful,’ said Ren, slipping an arm around Ilkar’s waist.

A flight of red-backed parrots passed over them, heading for the cloud-shrouded green heights and the falls they could just make out in the distance.

‘Naturally,’ said Ilkar.

‘He’s going to tell us it’s a five-mile swamp hike through snake-infested forest to his front door,’ grumbled Denser, though he was smiling. He looked down at Erienne, his expression sobering. ‘Are you all right, love?’

‘Damn fool question,’ said Erienne, feeling the comfort of his closeness and empathy.

‘You know what I mean.’

‘Later,’ she said.

‘The village is literally just over the rise here,’ said Ilkar, pointing up the bank through which a path had been well trodden, its shingle all but covered in mud.

Erienne followed his arm and could see the odd plume of smoke rising into the heavy sky. It was getting very hot again. She felt the sweat prickling on her and had a sudden longing for winter and the cold. Even the rain here was hot enough to bathe in.

The Unknown and Aeb had hauled all of their kit from the boat under the scowling gaze of Kayloor.

‘Let’s get going,’ said Hirad. ‘I can feel rain.’ He shouldered his sack and glared at their elven guide. ‘It’s been a real pleasure.’

‘Respect the forest. Cefu watches you,’ said Kayloor in halting Balaian.

‘It speaks,’ said Hirad.

‘Yes, and so do you,’ said Ilkar. ‘Too much. He’s just giving you sound advice.’

‘Who’s Cefu again?’

‘God of the canopy, Hirad,’ said Erienne.

Ilkar smiled. ‘At least someone listens to me. And remember what I told you before. People will stare at you. They won’t want you to be here. Don’t react; let Ren and me guide you. And Hirad, no staring back.’

‘Me?’ Hirad’s expression was pained innocence.

‘Yes, you,’ said Ilkar. ‘Prolonged eye contact is a challenge. Don’t make it until they accept you. Really. Come on.’

He led the way up the bank, The Raven and Ren close behind him as the rain swept across the river and soaked them yet again. It wasn’t even worth hurrying. They’d learned that much. And at least it discouraged the flies.

Taanepol, Ilkar’s home village, which roughly translated meant ‘town on the river’, was a cluster of approaching two hundred wood and leaf-thatch buildings in an elf-made clearing somehow in total sympathy with the forest around it. Trees overlooked it on three sides, with the fourth largely open as the ground fell away towards the river.

It was not an obviously organised settlement to the Balaian eye because there was no discernible centre or dominating structure. Groups of buildings were gathered loosely around cleared areas in which fire pits sat, tables and benches were arranged, and cooking and hunting paraphernalia lay scattered. Every house had a wide covered porch, roofs angled to take the rain into shallow channels that ran away downhill and back to the Ix.

As they approached, the rain smearing their faces, Erienne thought she could see what looked like a moat along the edge of the village, bridged by lashed-together logs. Ilkar was speaking for all their benefits.

‘There’ll be about five hundred in all here, though at any one time half are fishing, hunting or farming. Or on Balaia mage-training, if they feel the calling. I know it looks a bit jumbled, but like every other village, it was originally settled by one family and has grown as others were accepted and joined.’

‘Why did it happen that way?’ asked The Unknown. ‘Protection presumably.’

‘That’s right. The elves of Calaius have a tribal history no less torn by war than the Wesmen’s. Even so, this is one of the biggest settlements you’ll find this deep in the forest.’

‘So how come you’re allowed to hack down the forest but when we break a twig Captain Miserable has a fit?’

‘Because, Hirad, it’s our land. We were born to it and we husband it. This isn’t wanton destruction. We benefit the forest; strangers destroy it,’ said Ilkar. ‘Like I say, just respect elven beliefs and you’ll have no trouble.’

It was a moat. Dug square, and she could see as she neared that it was the best part of six feet deep and around eight feet wide. Log bridges crossed it in five places.

‘Expecting attack, are you?’ she asked.

‘Not exactly,’ said Ilkar, turning and smiling through the downpour, his black hair smeared on his head. He stopped on the bridge. ‘It keeps our animals in and some of the undesirables out.’

Erienne caught her breath. The moat was lined with an inch or so of water and seemed to be teeming with life. Lizards, rodents, snakes - she could see them all in there - scuttling or slithering here and there or testing the sides of the moat. There had to be dozens of the things in the stretches she could see to either side.

‘It’s hardly going to stop a spider, is it?’ said The Unknown.

Ilkar shrugged. ‘Probably not, but we fill it periodically with a mild alkali. Creatures don’t like it. Then, in the morning, we clear it out and get them back into the forest where they belong.’

‘Is it that bad?’ asked Darrick.

‘Unless things have changed radically, it varies,’ said Ilkar. ‘It’s just a safer environment, particularly for the young ones. They need to be taught to treat animals correctly to avoid trouble. Some of these things don’t give you a second chance.’

Erienne walked briskly across the bridge, feeling altogether safer. It all made perfect sense to her. But, like crossing from light into shadow, the hostility hit her immediately too.

All activity had stopped in the village. Children came running out until voices stopped them. Adults moved deliberately and with common purpose. There were no weapons evident. None was needed to convey the message. Most of the villagers were dressed simply in dark-coloured tops and trousers. All were dark-skinned with pronounced cheekbones and deep frowns.

‘Always this welcoming, are they?’ asked Hirad.

‘Now’s the time to be quiet,’ said Ilkar sharply. ‘Remember, most of these elves have never seen a non-elf. I suggest you stop and let me see what’s going on.’

The Raven did so, each of them assessing the threat. Erienne saw The Unknown move to the centre of the group, Aeb to one side, Hirad the other. She found herself behind them with Denser. Darrick had seen the line forming and came to Hirad’s right shoulder. Thraun too moved instinctively into the line, his hand resting easily on the pommel of the sword he now carried, mimicking Darrick’s stance. Only Ren stood apart, caught between Ilkar and The Raven, unsure what to do. None of them fingered weapons but they were ready.

Despite herself and the clouding of her mind, Erienne was impressed. Well over two seasons since they had last fought together and the instinct was as strong as ever. And for the first time for so long, she felt a release in the comfort of their close company. Perhaps Denser was right. Perhaps this would be the beginning of her recovery.

Knowing she’d be unable to understand what Ilkar said to his people, she moved so that she could see the villagers clearly and tried to gauge their body language. She looked at Ilkar, seeing him ramrod straight, and felt total confidence in him.

It was not shared by Ilkar. The Julatsan mage, who had last seen his home before any of The Raven’s parents had been born, had rehearsed this moment in his mind over and over since they’d boarded ship at Herendeneth. In his dreams, he’d seen smiling faces and open arms as he strode across the bridge to his family group of homes, the lost son returned. But in his waking thoughts, he’d known suspicion would hide the smiles and that those arms would not be opened to him or those he brought with him.

But he’d expected nothing like this. There was no confusion on their faces, some of which he recognised although others were too young for him to know. There was no surprise either. What he could see were anger and fear. He scanned those in front of him, seeing neighbours and members of his wide family group, some of whom had aged, some not. Of his immediate family, his parents and less surprisingly his brother, there was no sign.

Ilkar glanced behind him and saw The Raven’s formation. It was unnecessary, of course, but it gave him security and faith. And more than anything else it reinforced who his family really were. They stood behind him, not before him. Ren looked at him a little helplessly. He smiled at her, gestured her to stay just where she was. To Hirad he nodded and mouthed his thanks before turning back to his family group.

He made a wide angle with his arms in front of his face, fingers linked at the first digit to mimic the canopy. It was an ancient greeting, and was returned by most of the thirty or so in front of him, more in reflex than friendship.

‘Hello, Kild’aar,’ said Ilkar, settling on a middle-aged elven woman, distantly related to him on his father’s side. She was standing near the centre of the group, arms folded firmly under her breasts, her jet-black hair covered by a soaking cloth and her light clothing sticking to her thin body. She looked very tired, her slanted oval eyes red around her pupils, the crow’s feet deep and pronounced. ‘I’ve come back seeking help. May I and my friends enjoy the hospitality of Taanepol?’

Ilkar was glad of the traditional opening speech required of any visiting an elven rainforest village, which included reasons for the visit and a request for lodging should it be desired. Kild’aar stepped forward, her face severe.

‘As a child of this village, you are welcome, as is the child of Drech with you,’ she said, cocking her head at Ren behind him. ‘But these strangers must go. Now.’

Ilkar started at Kild’aar’s vehemence.

‘What I ask affects us all,’ said Ilkar. ‘Calaians and Balaians alike. Julatsa stands on the verge of extinction. The Heart is buried and not enough mages remain on Balaia to raise it to beat life through the college again. What consequences for the elves of Calaius if it should fail? Please, let us all get out of the rain and talk.’

‘Julatsan magic has nothing to do with those who stand near you,’ said Kild’aar.

‘Until you hear me, you will not know how wrong you are,’ said Ilkar. ‘Kild’aar, have things changed so much in my absence that you cannot even begin to extend the hand of friendship?’

‘Perhaps they have,’ said Kild’aar. ‘A great crime has been committed here. Strangers are to blame. And now illness is sweeping the village. You saw the fishing boats tied up; it’s because there are too few fit to crew them. Who’s to say the strangers didn’t bring the sickness with them? Who’s to say those you stand with don’t support the desecrators?’

Ilkar held up a hand. ‘Wait, wait. You’re losing me.’ He looked at Kild’aar and then past her into the scared and angry faces of those behind her. ‘We saw evidence of illness in Ysundeneth when we landed there three days ago, but what’s been desecrated?’

‘Ysundeneth has sickness?’ Kild’aar ignored his question and looked around at her village folk. ‘Strangers visit there.’ She shrugged.

‘But not here,’ said Ilkar. ‘And it may not be the same sickness. Why don’t you let our mages see? We helped elves in Ysundeneth.’

Kild’aar sighed. ‘In truth, we’re stretched,’ she said. ‘We can’t find a reason or a cure and it strikes at random. Tomorrow the victim could be me, any of us. Our people have started to die.’

‘Then let us try and help you,’ implored Ilkar. ‘These people behind me, they’re much more than just friends. I love them like family. They are good people and I swear on every creature in the forest that they have nothing to do with any desecration.’ He paused. ‘Kild’aar, what has been desecrated?’

The elven woman looked older and more exhausted as she looked at him then, biting her lip. ‘Aryndeneth,’ she whispered.

‘What?’ Ilkar’s mouth was suddenly dry, the drumming rain on his head forgotten. ‘How?’

‘We don’t know,’ said Kild’aar. ‘But we know Al-Arynaar have been killed.’ She stopped. ‘One moment.’

Ilkar nodded and watched as she turned and spoke in low tones to a group of young and old elves. He saw nods and shakes of heads, he saw fingers being pointed and he heard sharp tones. In the end though, it was clear Kild’aar had got her way.

‘Take your friends, if such they are, to your father’s house. They can take drinks from the firepot if they are so inclined. I’ll wait for you. There’s something you have to see.’

‘And what of my parents?’ asked Ilkar, knowing it was the question she had been waiting for and he had been avoiding.

‘What do you think, Ilkar? You’ve been away too long.’ She shook her head. ‘We needed people like you here and you didn’t even send word that you were alive.’

She turned and walked away, taking the crowd with her, a murmur growing as they dispersed into smaller groups. Ilkar turned back to The Raven, catching Ren’s eye as he did.

‘Did you hear all that?’ he asked her.

She nodded and put a hand on his arm. ‘Are you all right?’

‘We didn’t get on,’ he said. ‘Or else I might have come back when I was supposed to.’

‘That wasn’t what I asked.’

‘I know,’ he said, but in truth he wasn’t sure how he felt. He hadn’t worked out whether he expected his parents to be alive or not; and finding out they weren’t had left him immediately saddened but hardly gripped with grief.

‘Hey!’

Ilkar looked over at Hirad. The barbarian was standing with his arms outstretched and palms up, his long dark hair dripping with the rain that still fell with no sign of letting up.

‘Sorry, Hirad.’

‘When you’ve quite finished nattering in elvish, I wondered if there was any danger of you letting us in on the big secret. Are they going to run us through or let us dry out a little?’

‘Well, I had to haggle,’ said Ilkar, wandering back up to Hirad and patting his soaking wet cheek. ‘They were concerned that you were too ugly to be allowed into such a beautiful setting. There are children here after all.’

Denser laughed aloud, hugging Erienne to him. She too could not suppress a smile. The comment had been worth it just for that. Hirad swung round to the Xeteskian.

‘You haven’t heard what they said about you and that miserable mould you call a beard,’ he said to Denser.

‘At least it doesn’t frighten children.’

‘Only because they don’t understand,’ said Hirad. ‘Scares the shit out of me that you think it’s attractive.’

‘Let’s get in out of the rain, shall we?’ said The Unknown. ‘I don’t know about you but I’m getting a little tired of this particular shower.’

Ilkar nodded. Once again, a couple of sentences from the big man and they all fell into line.

‘Follow me. And don’t make a mess. This is my house you’re about to see.’

He took Ren’s hand and led the way into the village, uncertain of what they were about to face and with the sceptical eyes of the people upon them. There was so much more to be done than he’d hoped. He sighed. It had seemed so simple. Just show up, get trained mages and gather a friendly support network. He should have known. When The Raven were involved, somehow things were never simple.
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‘Why won’t you let Denser and Erienne help you?’ Ilkar was fast losing his patience.

He’d seen The Raven to his house - it had been almost exactly the same as when he’d last seen it - and had sought out Kild’aar very soon after, suddenly anxious to be anywhere else than in his past. But his enquiries into how many villagers were actually sick were met with vague estimates and his offers of help with a blank refusal. The house they were headed for was no more than fifty yards across the village but this was the third time he’d asked.

‘Because you must understand first,’ said Kild’aar.

‘I understand already,’ he replied. ‘People in my village are dying and you won’t let two brilliant mages try and save them because of your intractable distrust of every non-elf. I don’t remember it being this way when I left.’

‘Ilkar, you have been away a very long time. And you’ve been with strangers for all that time. You are the one who has changed, not us. Even your skin is light. And now we’re seeing good reasons why we’ve been ever suspicious.’

‘But you need help.’

‘It can wait,’ snapped Kild’aar. ‘Gyal’s tears, Ilkar, you come wandering back into our village a hundred years after you left it and you expect us to accept you with open arms? And your Balaian friends? Maybe over there people are quick to trust. Here, as you well know, trusting the wrong people has led to so much harm.’

Ilkar had to concede the point though he would never admit it to her. They had never seen eye to eye. Truth was, Ilkar hadn’t seen eye to eye with anyone. Except his brother. And even that bond was gone now. Buried under a hundred years of separation.

‘What happened to my parents?’ he asked.

Kild’aar stopped briefly. ‘They died of old age, not knowing whether their son was alive or dead. Whether he had made a success of his talent or whether he had perished in the Mana Bowl or in some petty conflict of the Balaians. Perhaps the question should be, what happened to you?’

‘It’s a long story,’ said Ilkar.

‘And one we don’t have time for at the moment,’ said Kild’aar, setting off again across the soaking village. The rain was beginning to ease at last, blue cracks in the heavy grey sky.

‘What is it you want me to see?’ Ilkar struggled to keep up with the sudden pace, slipping on the muddy ground, unused to the texture underfoot, his reactions dulled by his absence. Kild’aar, of course, looked as if she were walking on flat dry rock.

She led him to a house on the southern periphery of the village. On the porch sat an elf dressed in jet black with a face painted in black and white halves. At his feet a panther lay, licking its paws.

‘What the hell is going on?’ demanded Ilkar. ‘What are they doing here?’

‘Waiting for answers,’ replied Kild’aar.

‘Fine,’ said Ilkar. ‘So what’s inside?’

‘You’ll see.’

‘Gods, but you’re frustrating, Kild’aar.’

‘Any particular God? Or just that amorphous deity Balaians always invoke?’

‘Now I’m remembering why I didn’t come back sooner.’

Kild’aar pushed open the door. ‘I’d hate to disappoint your memories, Ilkar. Room to the left.’

She waited while he went in. The room was lit by heavily scented candles set on the floor and on low tables. Otherwise it was bare but for a high-legged bed in its centre on which lay a shrouded figure. Ilkar turned, frowning, but was ushered on. He walked to the head of the bed, the sweet scents filling his head, and pulled back the shroud.

On the bed lay an elf of about his age, though it was hard to tell in truth. His face was wrinkled as if the moisture had been leached from it, a trail of blood ran from his nose and another from the corner of his mouth. There was no relaxation in death, as if the pain that had gripped him as he lost his fight for life had endured beyond. Ilkar knew him.

‘There was nothing we could do,’ said Kild’aar as Ilkar replaced the shroud. ‘He was all but dead when he was brought in. Nothing we did, magical or herbal, did anything at all bar relieving his pain a little. Everyone here knows the agony in which he died and they know our helplessness. All that lie sick know their fate unless we can find a way to save them. That’s why we’re so scared. Who’s next?’

‘Then let Erienne help,’ urged Ilkar. ‘She is the best healer mage I’ve ever met. She’s saved my life before now. Let her examine him, find out what she can. Please, Kild’aar, trust me on this.’

Kild’aar shrugged. ‘We’ll see. Come.’ She led Ilkar to the room next door. It was similarly bare though the shutters had been opened to let in natural light. On a table under the window sat a bowl of water draped with cloths. A single bed was pushed against a wall and on it an elf lay on his stomach, head to one side. A sheet covered him to his waist and his back was largely swathed in bandages, heaviest on his left shoulder.

‘Oh dear Gods,’ said Ilkar, rushing to the bedside and kneeling down to stroke the hair away from his face. It felt hot. ‘Not him too.’

‘No,’ said Kild’aar. ‘His fever was caused by an infected wound and it’s broken now. He’ll live. For now at least.’

Relief flooded Ilkar and he exhaled heavily, his breath playing over the prone elf’s face.

‘Rebraal,’ he whispered. ‘Can you hear me?’

The elf’s eyes flickered open, narrowed against the light and steadied. He frowned.

‘Are you real?’ he asked, voice no more than a croak.

‘Yes, I am. What happened to you?’

‘You’re not real. I’m still fevered. You’re a shade.’ He seemed to be talking to himself, his words barely distinct.

‘No. The fever’s broken. Kild’aar says you’re recovering. It really is me, kneeling in front of you.’ Ilkar smiled.

Rebraal’s face darkened. ‘Shade or real, let me tell you this. You’re too late. A century too late. Where were you when the strangers came and took Aryndeneth? Where were you when I was shot? We needed you. You promised to return. It was your destiny as it is mine. Get out of here. I don’t know you.’

‘Rebraal, I understand your anger. But my destiny changed. There was other work I had to do. But it doesn’t stop me being your brother.’

‘You betrayed me. You betrayed the Al-Arynaar. You are not my brother.’ He turned his head away. ‘Go back to your other destiny.’

Ilkar put a hand on Rebraal’s back.

‘Please, Rebraal. I can help you. I’ve brought people with me. We’ll take the temple back.’

‘I want nothing that you can give. We don’t need your help. Go.’ Ilkar felt Kild’aar’s touch on his shoulder. He looked up, his brief joy at seeing his brother extinguished. There was a lump in his throat and he shook his head to clear his mind, a cascade of emotions surging through him. His parents were dead, as he had expected, and he felt little grief at their passing. But Rebraal. Rebraal was only a little older than him and Ilkar’s love for his hero had never dimmed though his brother had often been far from his thoughts. And now he had been dismissed. Disconnected. He stood and strode from the house.

‘What did you expect?’ asked Kild’aar after him. ‘He thought you’d abandoned him. You were supposed to join the Al-Arynaar. It’s why you went to train in Julatsa.’

Ilkar rounded on her. ‘No, it isn’t!’ he shouted, then checked his voice. ‘It’s what you all assumed. You, him, my parents. You never let me speak my mind, you never considered what I actually wanted. I never, ever wanted to follow Rebraal and my father into the Al-Arynaar. I admired them for their sacrifice but I didn’t want to do the same.’

Kild’aar frowned. ‘So why did you go to train?’

Ilkar almost laughed. ‘Because I wanted to be a mage. Because I felt the calling so strongly I could never deny it. You have no idea the release I felt when I left here and the elation I felt every day I was training. I knew what you would all feel when I didn’t return but I couldn’t come back to explain because you’d never have let me leave.’

‘Didn’t you believe in what the Al-Arynaar represented?’

‘Of course I did,’ said Ilkar. He pushed a hand through his hair, searching for the words that would help her understand. ‘But I was never driven enough to spend my life defending something I thought would never be attacked. I know how hollow that sounds now but I wanted more.’

Kild’aar shook her head. ‘How can there be anything more than the honour of defending your faith?’

‘It wasn’t what I wanted. Why can’t you understand that? Why can’t Rebraal?’

Ilkar felt like telling her his life story, or at least the last decade of it. But she wouldn’t want to hear about how his and The Raven’s search for Dawnthief halted the Wytch Lords, or how their sealing of the Noonshade rip stopped Balaia being overwhelmed by dragons. Both actions had done more to protect the elven faith than guarding Aryndeneth. The trouble was, they were too isolated here. To Kild’aar, and to so many rainforest villagers, events on Balaia were of no importance.

All they knew or cared about the Northern Continent was Julatsa and the training it could give elves who felt the mage calling. And even then, most village elders would shrug at the demise of the college, blaming the elves who had stayed there for their stupidity in doing so. It was a paradox, but one the elven elders would face comfortably.

‘Your head was turned from true sight on Balaia,’ she said. ‘And Rebraal will blame you in part for the loss of the temple.’

‘Then persuade him to let me help put it right,’ said Ilkar. He pointed at his father’s house. ‘You don’t know it, but in that house you’ve got the most talented warriors and mages on Balaia. They are The Raven and they can make a difference.’

‘We have heard the name,’ said Kild’aar, unimpressed. ‘Our mages who did return as they promised brought word of you. We don’t need the help of mercenaries. We need believers. Rebraal is right, you should go.’

Ilkar felt his cheeks colouring, very aware that his paler skin tone from decades on Balaia now set him apart from his own roots. It was useless talking to Kild’aar. And while to a certain extent he could understand their sense of betrayal, he couldn’t fathom their obduracy in the face of a genuine offer of help.

‘Let me tell you exactly how it’s going to be,’ said Ilkar, his frustration getting the better of him at last. ‘We’re here to take mages back to Julatsa, because if we don’t there will be no college for you to send your precious defenders to train at. Then where will your Al-Arynaar be, eh? And we will find mages with or without your help. Secondly, we are going to help the sick in this village and we are going to help return the temple to the hands of the Al-Arynaar. We are The Raven and this is what we do. Now you can try and stop us, but consider who is betraying the elven race and faith then.

‘Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have some organisation to attend to.’

He turned and strode back to his father’s house, his desire to prove Kild’aar wrong, to prove that those he loved were not mere strangers to be despised, burning hot within him.

 


Heryst rubbed his hands over his face and leaned back in his chair in the great hall in the tower of Lystern. He seemed to have spent most of his time here in the last few days, meeting senior mages, desperately seeking a solution.

He felt the weight of responsibility bearing him down. In the many clear and frightening moments he experienced when he was alone, he saw himself as the only man truly capable of halting the appalling spiral of the war. But the chances for peace were slipping through his fingers and there was seemingly nothing he could do. His delegation in Xetesk was making no progress and all he heard from Dordover were demands to ally to save Balaia. And they were demands he was finding it increasingly hard to refuse.

‘You’re tired, Heryst,’ said Kayvel, who sat next to him, an unfailing support. ‘You should rest.’

‘It’s not even dark yet,’ he replied. ‘How can I be tired?’

‘It might be something to do with the fact that, to my certain knowledge, you haven’t slept for three days, my Lord,’ chided Kayvel gently. ‘Take an hour. It won’t hurt.’

‘I’m afraid there isn’t time,’ said Heryst.

He could feel war advancing like a virus. The hideous events in Arlen were still so fresh. The spell Xetesk had used was a statement, if any such was still needed, of their intention to crush Dordover. And would they stop? Vuldaroq was sure they would not. Heryst was scared he was right.

The violent clearance of the refugees from the gates of the dark college was another clear message and now there were reports of the fighting moving into college lands. Dordovan and Xeteskian supply hamlets and farmland were being fired, college militias were strung out defending vulnerable lands and the opportunities for conflict were growing by the day. And behind it all was that nagging feeling that Selik and the Black Wings would be the only real beneficiaries if the four colleges were dragged into all-out conflict.

It was time for big decisions.

‘I’m going back to Dordover,’ he said.

‘My Lord?’

‘I want you to contact Rusau in Xetesk, make sure he keeps up the pressure to meet the Lord of the Mount. But mind him to leave the moment he feels he is under threat.’

‘And what will you be saying to Vuldaroq?’

‘That we have to look to protect what is left of the balance of the colleges. That we must despatch forces to the defence of Julatsa and that we must consider a blockade of Xeteskian lands. It may be the only way to force them into negotiation. We all understand what they are trying to do and we cannot let them have free run of everything they need through Arlen. And that includes the return of the mages from Herendeneth. We are not strong enough to take them on alone.’

‘You will ally?’

‘I will take practical steps to ensure Lystern is not destroyed.’

‘Ever the politician.’

‘I have entered alliance with Dordover before. I will not make the mistake of such a formal arrangement again.’

 


Yron didn’t know how long they been running when they at last collapsed off the path, legs like jelly and lungs heaving in tortured chests; he thought they had at least bought themselves an hour or two. But he knew they couldn’t stop. Heading off at a gentler pace once they’d got their breath back, he led Ben-Foran east, away from the camp and towards a tributary of the River Shorth that would lead them eventually to the main force of the river and then to the estuary itself.

As they moved, he urged Ben to be as quiet as he was able, to disturb as little as he could and to keep his eyes peeled for anything that might indicate they were being followed. He knew all were futile gestures but it kept Ben from thinking about what had happened at the temple.

He wondered if Ben thought they had left the threat behind them, whether the boy considered the possibility of others in their path. This consumed Yron now, as they tramped through dense forest, ducking branches, vines and great dangling leaves and picking a path as best they could, trying to follow the sun through the thick canopy above when the cloud cleared.

Yron looked at his hands, thankful he’d ordered Ben to don his gloves too. The leather was caught and torn by thorns and bark and the Gods knew what else. His leggings had fared no better and he was pretty sure some snags had penetrated the material to scratch his skin. His light leather coat had kept the worst from his upper body and arms but his face was cut in half a dozen places he could feel and no doubt marked in many others he couldn’t. It raised a problem. Two problems, actually.

At their next rest stop, perched on a hollow log that Yron first checked for anything poisonous, he tackled them.

‘Ben, look at me,’ he said. ‘Now, describe every cut you see.’

‘Eh?’

‘I’m going to do the same for you. We don’t need infection and we don’t need blood traces.’

‘Eh?’

‘Are you practising some primate mating call, Ben?’ asked Yron. ‘And it’s “Eh, Captain.” ’

‘I’m sorry, sir, but don’t we just have to rest and go? You’ve nothing but a couple of thorn scratches. Nothing to waste time over.’

Yron cleared his throat and stood up, stepping over to a rubiac plant he’d just spied and plucking the fruits from it. ‘Ben, take this as more teaching. Teaching which won’t be a waste of time because we’re both going to survive this. Always, always plan to survive. And in an environment like this planning is everything. Now tell me, what are we going to do when we get to the river?’

‘Jump in, you said,’ replied Ben-Foran dubiously. He shivered. ‘Something like that. To shake our scent from those panthers.’

‘Correct. And it’s a dangerous enough move at the best of times. But these aren’t the best of times. I counted eight scratches on your face that have drawn blood. Eight scratches that unless we treat before we jump in the river will attract not only every water-borne disease you can think of and twenty you can’t, but the even more unwelcome attention of piranhas. And believe you me, these are not the sort of little fishes you want to go swimming with if you’re cut.’

‘Oh, I see.’

‘I’m glad,’ said Yron. ‘So we take half an hour here. Count our cuts, pick the fruit, make the poultices and apply. All right? Good.’

‘Sir?’

‘Yes, Ben.’

‘Are we going to survive this?’

‘Do you consider yourself lucky, Ben?’

The younger man shrugged. ‘Recently, yes.’

‘Me too. So I think we can. As long as our luck holds. And if you believe that, you’ll do something else for me right now.’

‘What’s that, sir?’

‘Keep your hands exactly where they are,’ said Yron. ‘Don’t put the left one down because there’s what I believe to be a taipan sliding right by your thigh.’




Chapter 21

 


 


 


 


Auum waited all day while they gathered. The TaiGethen, the ClawBound and the first of the Al-Arynaar relief. As each arrived, he ushered them into the temple to show them the desecration of the statue. And the news had continued to get worse. More of the daily and weekly contemplation chambers had opened to reveal their contents plundered. Auum’s mood, already dark, plunged into new depths. Every stranger would be made to pay for the crime.

He did not begin his chase immediately. The ClawBound pair had already departed to follow the two he had spared temporarily. But now the need to find the others was just as important. So he waited all the day, praying with his Tai or alone. Or sitting in quiet contemplation both inside and outside the temple, focussing his energies, honing his mind to peaks of concentration to allow him to connect with Tual’s denizens.

Finally the Al-Arynaar came, those who had first heard the calling from their brothers. Their numbers would grow but their task was here for the time being and would only take them northward should the TaiGethen fail to catch all the strangers.

When the light had begun to fade and the late afternoon rains had cleared for a moment, Auum called all those present to order. Ten TaiGethen cells, eight ClawBound pairs and fifteen Al-Arynaar. The forest was quiet around them, even the wind seemed to have ceased. Everything beneath the gaze of Yniss was listening.

‘We have trained all of our lives for the protection of our forest and the defence of our faith. Yet, as we can all see, our network was pierced by a large force intent on desecration of the temple and destruction of the forest. That we were all guilty of complacency is not contended. That our sleeper cell defence needs to be changed is not in doubt. But these are subjects for another day when, with the blessing of Yniss, we can gather and discuss the protection of the lives of all elves in peace.

‘For now, our response must be swift and without error. We are chasing between fifteen and twenty strangers of apparently varying skills. We have discovered four routes from the temple and the fifth pair we are tracking directly.

‘The ClawBound are abroad in the forest to the north. More TaiGethen cells will be alerted. We can close this net on them. We must close it.’

Auum paused. Every eye was on him. Every thought was focussing. The gods would soon be busy receiving prayer. Now for the tasks.

‘Two TaiGethen cells will take each group of strangers. The ClawBound I ask to find the tracks that we cannot. To be our messengers in the days ahead. To bring down those that elude us. You will, of course, decide on the course that best serves us all. The Al-Arynaar, be ready to move on signal. Until then stay here, repair what you can, rebuild the defence and pray that we are successful.

‘My brothers, this is the biggest ever threat to the elven races. These strangers have taken sacred writings; you all know the tally. They have stolen the thumb of Yniss and broken the harmony in so doing. We must recover every page, every fragment. We know where they will head. First to the rivers and then to the northern coasts.

‘They must not reach their ships. Now join me in prayer.’

Auum prayed aloud for them all and all prayed for Auum. They prayed to Yniss to repair the harmony, to Tual for the denizens to help them in their search, and for Shorth to exact revenge through all eternity on the perpetrators of the desecration.

And when all their prayers were complete, they melted into the forest, leaving no trail and making no sound. In their wake, the forest began to sing again. Justice would be done.

 


Yron and Ben-Foran didn’t make the river until late in the afternoon. They were both tired and hungry, having been unable to spare the time to search for food. Ben-Foran hadn’t fancied the taipan that Yron had skewered with a dagger through the top of its head, and in truth the gruff captain hadn’t felt hungry at the time either. They’d moved quickly enough but the route to the tributary of the River Shorth had been tortuous and beset with swamps and one very steep climb and drop.

They had heard the fast running water an hour before they reached it and had stood on the bank for a time, just gazing at the beauty unrolled in front of them. They’d slithered down a water run-off and were standing ankle deep in the flow. Across from them, some fifty yards away, a sheer cliff rose what had to be five hundred feet straight up.

Creviced and cracked, it was home to a mass of clinging vegetation. Birds by the thousand flew its length, gliding and spinning on the eddies in the air it created, and at a dozen places along its length that they could see before it swept away into a fine mist, water cascaded over its edge. The falls tumbled down glittering into the river, plumes of spray leaping at their bases, plunge pools gouged out of the rock by the erosion of ages.

Before them, the river ran quickly through the narrow strait. Further up, it had been faster, thundering through a defile and bouncing off the rock before settling down into the gentle but pacey flow. Yron couldn’t see too far into the mist north and to his left but he was left hoping that the silt-laden water calmed further around the next bend. Either that or they were in for a bumpy ride.

‘Good news or bad news?’ he asked Ben-Foran.

‘Bad,’ said Ben.

‘It’s going to hurt.’

‘And the good?’

‘You won’t have to paddle, and until it settles down no crocodiles. ’

‘Piranhas?’

‘I’ll let you know.’ Yron grimaced. ‘Now, we need to find something to hang on to. Shouldn’t be too difficult.’

He waded upstream, through the relatively still waters at the edge of the river, looking for a pocket pool. After thirty yards or so, he found one, filled with silt scum and, as he expected, plenty of driftwood. Heaving out his axe, he hacked free the largest log and floated it back down to Ben-Foran, trapping it between his leg and the bank and guiding it with a hand.

Despite his confidence that there would be no crocodiles in such a fast-flowing stream, he kept an eye out ahead and behind, looking for telltale ripples and those bug eyes creeping above the surface. He shivered and blew out his cheeks at the thought of being stalked by something so merciless and efficient but forgot his fears when he saw Ben. The boy was white as a sheet, hugging his body and staring out into the river as if hypnotised.

‘Ben?’ The boy turned and tried to smile. It was a feeble effort. ‘Are you all right?’

‘Is it really necessary?’ he asked. ‘Can’t we lose our scent just wading down the side?’

Yron laughed. ‘Depends if you think you can outrun a panther or an arrow.’

‘Surely they’re well behind.’

‘You have no idea, do you?’ said Yron. ‘In some quiet moment out there in the middle, I’ll explain who these people are and why we should be as far from them as is humanly possible.’

Ben cast a frightened glance over his shoulder back up into the deep green mass of the rainforest.

‘What are you worried about, Ben? Can’t you swim or something? ’ Yron’s encouraging smile died on his lips as Ben raised his eyebrows and pursed his lips. ‘Oh, no. Out of all the people I could have escaped with, I’ve chosen the sinker.’

But to his own and Ben’s surprise, he didn’t lay into his second in command for his lack of training, he just laughed, the sound booming off the rock opposite and then lost in the roar of water.

‘It isn’t funny,’ said Ben. ‘I just don’t like open water. Not to swim in.’

Yron crooked a finger and reluctantly Ben waded out the yard or so to him and the log.

‘I’ll let you into a secret,’ said Yron. ‘You won’t need to swim.’

‘No?’ Ben’s face brightened.

‘No. When the croc grabs you, you don’t get the chance.’

‘It’s not funny, Captain,’ repeated Ben. He was breathing hard and chewing his top lip. Yron saw him shiver.

‘Sorry, Ben, bad joke,’ said Yron. ‘But I was right about you not having to swim. All you’ve got to do is hang on for your very life. Reckon you can do that?’

‘Do I get a choice?’ Ben managed a weak smile.

Yron shook his head.

‘Then I’ll try,’ he said.

‘Good lad,’ said Yron. ‘You’ll be fine. Now let’s get out into the stream. Snap the lock over your scabbard. Don’t want you losing your sword.’

With that, he pushed the log away and plunged after it, Ben scrambling after him. The boy grabbed on tight, changing his grip again and again. Yron felt the tug of the current as they edged out into the flow. Gods knew if they’d survive but one thing was sure. If they didn’t put some distance between them and those chasing, they’d be dead in a day. Yron just prayed they didn’t escape one lot just to fall into the hands of those spread through the rest of the forest.

‘Oh well, only one way to find out.’

‘Sir?’

‘Nothing, lad. Just hang on, and keep your legs up as much as you can. This is going to be interesting.’

The main force of the current took them, the log gathered speed and they were dragged along in its wake, out of control and into the hands of the Gods. Yron wasn’t a religious man by nature; to him religion was a matter of convenience and a support for the weak. But there are some times when you are so small and helpless that you need something to hang your life on, however briefly.

So while he watched the cliffs rush by, the water crash down from high above, and the bank they’d left begin to rise sheer as the river narrowed again and angled down, he began to pray.

He hoped the Gods, whoever they were, were listening.

 


It was not the sort of news Blackthorne wanted. He was walking through the marketplace with Baron Gresse, talking to the fresh produce stallholders, who were seeing their profits shrink and their livelihoods threatened. He’d worked out a compensation scheme based on the prices he’d previously paid all suppliers for foodstuffs and was trying to ensure that those who sold what was grown or bred were not left high and dry. It was difficult to be fair and some felt aggrieved.

Still, it had been good having Gresse here to discuss the problems facing the country. He was into his late sixties now but had the vitality of a man two decades his junior. And with that mischievous twinkle in his eye and his disdain for the trappings of wealth, Gresse was a popular figure. He had stepped in to help his people much as Blackthorne had done.

Walking back to their horses and just about to ride out to an outlying hamlet on a cloudy and cool early afternoon, the two barons were hailed by a young squire racing through the marketplace on foot. He was barely in his teens, tall and thin as a rake and instantly recognisable. He skittered to a clumsy halt in front of them and bowed.

‘My Lords, sorry to call you in such a manner.’

Blackthorne nodded. ‘I take it this is an important message, young Berrin.’

‘Yes, my Lord. Luke sent me personally, said you would want to know right away.’

‘Well don’t keep him guessing, young man,’ said Gresse, a half smile on his face. ‘Or me for that matter. At my age patience is in short supply.’

‘Sorry, my Lord,’ said Berrin, blushing bright red below his cropped brown hair. ‘It’s just that some of the mounted militia have intercepted a group of twenty riders heading for the town. They demand an audience with you, Baron Blackthorne.’

‘Demand, eh? Who are they and where are they?’ asked Blackthorne.

‘Black Wings, my Lord, two miles north on the main trail. Selik is with them.’

Blackthorne cursed under his breath and swung into his saddle, his mood darkening. ‘I will attend immediately. Tell Luke where I have gone.’

‘Yes, my Lord.’ Berrin ran off towards the castle.

‘Coming, Gresse?’ asked Blackthorne.

‘I think I need to hear what you have to say to Selik. I wonder why he’s chosen to come here. Surely he knows where you stand.’

‘The man’s arrogance knows no boundary,’ replied Blackthorne, feeling some anxiety. Gresse was right. Selik wouldn’t come unless he felt he had real weight on his side. Truth or lie, Blackthorne was worried what he might hear. He signalled to his guard of six to accompany them and put his heels to his horse’s flanks.

Blackthorne rode quickly, Gresse at his side, his well armoured guards in a loose circle around him as they passed along the north trail out of the town. To the east, the skyline was dominated by the Balan Mountains but in front of them the land was flat, covered in bracken and coarse grass. It was a cool if dry day but there were clouds massing on the mountain peaks. Rain was not far away.

They could see both militia and Black Wings from over a mile away as they rounded a bend in the trail through a small area of devastated woodland. Blackthorne could see eight of his own men, who would have a mage with them, mounted and watching over the Black Wing riders who had all dismounted, leaving their horses to graze at will.

The Baron, feeling irritation at the waste of his valuable time but happy that his increased security had intercepted the Black Wings, reined in by the militia sergeant and dismounted.

‘Stand off but be ready,’ he said.

‘Yes, my Lord.’

Blackthorne and Gresse walked the short distance to the Black Wing captain, obvious by his wrecked face, and his men. Selik did not smile as he saw them.

‘Baron Blackthorne, a pleasure I’m sure. And made all the better by the presence of the famous Baron Gresse. You have saved me a further journey.’ He extended a gauntleted hand which both barons ignored.

‘You have nothing to say that I want to hear, so make it quick and be on your way,’ said Blackthorne. ‘I am a busy man.’

‘I thought it only fair to visit you, Blackthorne, and offer you the hand of alliance.’

Blackthorne folded his arms and frowned. ‘Against what?’

‘Well, magic of course. The scourge that has brought this great country to its knees, that threatens to destroy our land and that must be stopped from regaining its dominance over the people.’

‘A country that you would clearly like to see flat on its back with its eyes staring sightless at the sky,’ said Blackthorne.

‘No, one that I would see return to rude health without the ever-present fear of magical devastation.’

Blackthorne exchanged a quick glance with Gresse, who raised his eyebrows and shook his head.

‘You want me, us, to ally with you to throw down the colleges, is that it?’

‘It is a crusade of the righteous,’ said Selik. ‘You are respected men. Your presence could stop unnecessary bloodshed.’

‘Respect that alliance with you would destroy in a moment,’ said Gresse. ‘The Gods only know what bullshit your supporters swallow, but don’t treat us as fools. Your ultimate goal is the murder of every mage in Balaia. There is no unnecessary bloodshed for you, and while I have breath I will oppose you.’

Selik’s eye narrowed and his expression clouded. ‘The people are sick of magic. They want rid of it, they want it exterminated or controlled. And those who support it are the enemies of Balaia.’

‘And these people are the same ones who wallow in filth right now while their families die of hunger and disease and the only thriving creatures are rats,’ said Blackthorne.

‘And all brought upon them by magic.’

‘And magic will save them,’ snapped Blackthorne. ‘My town is free of vermin. It is free of disease. The people are fed. They can see an end. But only with the help of magic. Who will save these people should you succeed in your sick aim?’

‘Healing is a natural process and cats can catch rats,’ said Selik smoothly. ‘Breed more cats.’

Blackthorne walked forward. He was a head taller than Selik. He looked down at the Black Wing captain and saw a brief fear in his eyes that undermined his air of confidence.

‘You will not hasten an end to the college war by intervening. I want to see magic returned to balance, not exterminated. We must end this war by negotiation and strength of will. And while I am angry that there is war and disgusted at the actions taken by Xetesk and Dordover, I will not condone opportunists like you attempting to weaken the colleges to the point of collapse. Balaia must have magic.’

‘The colleges have no will other than to tear each other apart and damn the consequences for this country,’ said Selik, the fire back in his eyes.

‘And I and the barons that are with me will pressure for peace at every stage. You well know Heryst is a force for that peace and my allegiance is with him. Meanwhile, my borders are strong and my mages are loyal to me and wish the conflict ended as fervently as I do.’

‘The righteous will prevail,’ said Selik.

‘Yes, they will,’ said Blackthorne. ‘And you are not among them. This country has magic running through its veins. It is part of all of us. It makes us strong. You will never end magic, Selik, but I sincerely hope you die trying and before you consign more innocent men and women to their deaths. Now, leave my lands immediately. Any further incursion and you will be taken. Do I make myself clear?’

Selik laughed, a rattling unpleasant sound. ‘I have made my point, I have offered you alliance and now I know your allegiance. The people will not forget where you stand, Blackthorne. Nor you, Gresse. And when the army of justice rides south, remember my words.’

‘Leave.’ Blackthorne turned away to his sergeant. ‘See he leaves our lands and pass the word. They are not to be tolerated here again.’

‘Yes, my Lord.’

Blackthorne and Gresse walked to their horses.

‘So why didn’t you arrest him then and there?’ asked the older baron.

‘My dear Gresse, there are times when you must gamble and this is one of those times. Something must be done to draw the colleges together, for them to unite as they did when the Wytch Lords threatened. And I can think of nothing better than a Black Wing attack, can you?’

‘And the innocents that die in the process?’

Blackthorne sighed. ‘Regrettable. Regrettable but inevitable. Come, Gresse, we have places to be and I want to wash the taste of that meeting away with a good drop of ale.’
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Ilkar’s quick summary of his conversations with Kild’aar and Rebraal had given Erienne new focus. Leaving Hirad to berate the Julatsan for never revealing he had a brother, she, Denser and Ren hurried over to the house Ilkar had indicated, wary of the panther and its extraordinary keeper who sat silent outside. They were stopped at the door by Kild’aar. The elven woman spoke briefly. Ren turned to them.

‘She says you’re not welcome. She says you will not defile the body of the Al-Arynaar.’

‘Tell her I agree, I will not defile his body,’ said Erienne. ‘But if she wants us to help save her village, she’d better let us through now.’

It was late and Erienne was tired. The ache in her head was growing and it pulsed like a reminder, nudging her to do something, fulfil an obligation she didn’t feel. Ren was talking to Kild’aar. It was a curt exchange. At one point the older elf pointed meaningfully at the panther who so far, like its keeper, had paid them no heed whatever. Eventually, she stepped from the doorway, her contempt clear in the set of her body and expression.

‘She says the panther will claw out your eyes if you do wrong to the body.’

Denser looked at Ren with the expression Erienne recognised whenever The Raven were threatened. Utter disdain.

‘It wouldn’t get within five yards,’ he said, and stalked inside.

They went left as directed into a candle-lit and chokingly scented room containing a single bed on which lay the shrouded figure of Mercuun. Kild’aar followed them in and stood to watch, arms folded in silent disapproval.

Erienne knelt by the bedside and Denser pulled the shroud gently from the body, folding it back to expose his head and bare chest. In the flickering light, Erienne could make out a young, angular face. No bruising was evident on the dark skin.

She placed her hands on his chest, hearing a hiss of indrawn breath from Kild’aar. The skin was cold, hard and waxy. She ignored the unpleasant sensation and tuned herself to the mana spectrum, directing a sheet of mana across the body slowly from head to toe, her fingers picking up everything it touched and penetrated.

Almost immediately she felt a surge of nausea, like gulping rancid air. She fought to keep her concentration, focussing hard on her task, driving her mind to analyse what the mana stream fed back to her. The construct she was using borrowed heavily from the Body-Cast spell, but Mercuun couldn’t have been saved even by this most powerful healer casting. It could knit bone, repair muscle and organ, stop bleeding and soothe bruising. But it couldn’t reverse rot and decay.

She withdrew from Mercuun’s body, nodding at Denser to replace the shroud. For a moment she remained on her knees, rubbing her hands slowly down the top of her thighs. She breathed deeply to clear her head of the fetid sensations she’d experienced and returned her mind to its normal state.

‘All right, love?’ asked Denser, squatting down beside her and stroking her cheek.

‘Yes,’ she said, and looked across at Ren. ‘I need to know some things. Ask her how long he’s been dead.’

Ren nodded and asked the question.

‘Two days,’ she relayed. ‘They are waiting for Rebraal before they commit his body to the forest.’

Erienne shuddered. ‘So recent?’ She spared Denser an anxious glance. ‘Ask her if his bone breaks were tended to.’

‘They were,’ came the delayed reply. ‘They could be treated and they responded. Still he died.’

‘That’s because they weren’t the problem,’ said Erienne grimly. ‘What else do they know?’

‘Nothing,’ translated Ren. ‘He never regained consciousness.’

‘And what about the others who are sick?’ Erienne got to her feet, helped by Denser.

There was a longer delay, Ren listening to what she was hearing with a frown deepening on her beautiful features. She asked a couple of questions then took a deep breath and turned to Erienne.

‘It sounds horrible,’ she said. ‘Loss of balance, bleeding from ears, nose and anus, grinding pain in the gut and chest, loss of vision and hearing, muscle weakness and the clawing of hands and feet. I think there’s probably more but that covers the most common symptoms. The worst thing is, nothing seems to reverse or even ease the symptoms, and death has occurred in as little as four days. No one has survived yet.’

‘I’m not surprised,’ said Erienne. ‘How many are suffering at the moment?’

‘A hundred and thirty-three.’

‘Oh no,’ said Erienne, putting a hand over her mouth, the size of the problem sending her reeling inside. ‘No wonder she’s been so hostile.’

Erienne walked up to Kild’aar and gripped her folded arms with both hands. She saw a pleading in the elf’s eyes behind the stern mask, a barely repressed fear born of a lack of any answer.

‘I’m sorry, Kild’aar,’ said Erienne. ‘But I need you to show me one of those still alive.’

Kild’aar nodded but didn’t understand her words, only her expression and the emotion in her voice. Ren translated Erienne’s words and was asked another question.

‘She wants to know what you found.’

Erienne bit her lip. ‘He was rotten inside,’ she said as calmly as she could, recalling the feelings of decay and disease that had pervaded her so strongly. ‘All his organs just so much mush inside his body, some of them barely recognisable. His brain was the same. His bones were brittle, no calcium, like he was an elf hundreds of years older than he was. I’ve never seen anything like it. Outwardly, he was fine. On the inside, like he’d been dead for weeks. But I need to see a live patient. Someone I can talk to. Quickly.’

Ren was momentarily dumbfounded by Erienne’s description. She pulled herself together but shivered as she related the awful symptoms to Kild’aar, who gasped as Mercuun’s fate was relayed to her. She looked across at Erienne, all the anger replaced with shock and sadness. She spoke a few words.

‘Kild’aar asks if there is anything you can do.’

Erienne shrugged uselessly. ‘I don’t know. I hope so but I don’t know. I’ve never encountered anything like this.’

Kild’aar didn’t need her words translated. Beckoning them, she made to leave the room, only to stop at the sound of the door opposite opening. Leaning on the frame for support, a half-naked elf shambled out of the room and across the narrow hallway. His right hand was clamped over his left shoulder and his brow was furrowed and covered in a light sweat. His eyes burned as he took in Erienne and Denser, sparing Ren a brief glance before focussing on Kild’aar and launching into a stream of invective.

Erienne moved reflexively back until she felt Denser behind her, watching Kild’aar stretch to touch the wounded elf and having her hand slapped away. She responded to his words, her voice calming, but this only inspired him to shout, nodding into the room, his neck straining with his anger. Erienne felt her heart beating fast, the vehemence of the verbal onslaught shocking. She reached out and found Denser’s hand.

The elf wasn’t letting up. Whatever Kild’aar said, it wasn’t mollifying him. Ren was following the argument. Again and again she looked about to jump in but something she heard stayed her. The noise in the room was intensifying, Kild’aar shouting now. In the end, Ren did finish it. Erienne saw the young elf clench both her fists, step firmly between the two combatants and yell directly into the wounded elf’s face. The shock of the intercession stopped him and he glared at Ren with interest. Seizing her chance, Ren spoke, her tone firm but calm. She pointed behind her at Mercuun, at Erienne, and out past the elf to the front door. The only word Erienne picked up was ‘Ilkar’, but whatever Ren said had instant effect.

The elf nodded, spoke two words and Ren moved aside. He walked slowly into the room, Kild’aar next to him, an arm about his back. He pulled the shroud aside and gazed down at Mercuun, Erienne seeing his shoulders hunch and fall. He whispered words of prayer, knelt very awkwardly and placed his left hand on Mercuun’s forehead, bowing. He was silent for a time, lost in contemplation or memory.

Denser nudged Erienne and whispered.

‘Looks like a tanned version of Ilkar, doesn’t he?’

‘There’s some resemblance,’ agreed Erienne.

‘So there should be,’ said Ren quietly from beside them. ‘That’s Rebraal, Ilkar’s brother.’

At the sound of his name, Rebraal pushed himself slowly and painfully back to his feet and turned to Erienne and Denser. The anger was gone from his face and Erienne was surprised to see fear in his eyes. He spoke and Ren translated.

‘He says he has to go back to the temple. It must be returned to the hands of the Al-Arynaar. He’s leaving at dawn tomorrow.’

‘Tell him we’ll be with him,’ said Denser.

The mage tensed as Rebraal snorted in derision at Ren’s translation. Erienne put a hand on his arm to calm him.

‘Going to do it on his own, is he?’ asked Denser.

Rebraal snapped out some words. Ren held up her hands, replied and got a terse one-word answer.

‘He’s going to kill strangers. Why would he want more there?’

‘My question still stands,’ said Denser.

‘His brother Al-Arynaar will join him in a few days. He hopes it will be soon enough,’ said Ren.

‘And if it isn’t? He’s left the best chance he’s got here mopping sick brows. Put this to him. We’re coming. We can help, and whatever it is that’s got him so scared will be solved that much more quickly.’

Another short elven conversation.

‘He says the forest will kill you.’

‘I know I speak for us all when I say this. We want to help. We have to get mages back to Balaia quickly so anything we can do to speed that, to get the elves to trust us, we will do. And does he really have a choice? Right now, we’re all he’s got and, Gods burning, one of us is his brother.’

Erienne could feel the passion in Denser. It was a belief she knew well. She only hoped Rebraal saw it too. She watched Ren talk to him, saw him respond while looking over her shoulder at Denser. He shrugged, his expression hardened but he nodded.

‘So we’re all right by him now, are we?’ Denser was terse.

‘No,’ said Ren. ‘You’re here, that’s all. The Raven. He knows that he needs all the help he can get. Ilkar is the key. Without him, you would not be allowed to travel with him.’

Erienne felt a crawling sensation across her chest. ‘Just what is it that’s so wrong he thinks us worth risking?’

‘Rebraal knows what’s causing this. He’s studied the texts at the temple. He’s dedicated his life to preserving the harmony.’

‘And?’ pushed Denser.

‘Rebraal says the harmony has been broken. That the strangers who took the temple have done it, but he doesn’t know how. That’s why we have to go there. Because you can’t cure this sickness with magic or herbs, and unless harmony is restored the elves will die.’

Erienne frowned. ‘Which elves?’

‘All of us.’

 


Aeb was unsettled. Protectors were used to being alone, travelling with their Given Xeteskian mage. But in times of conflict the Soul Tank, deep in the catacombs of Xetesk, was always troubled. The souls of those Protectors who could not be physically together communicated their thoughts and their fears for one another. Aeb had been hearing much and the anxiety was rising.

Aeb’s position was unique. Officially he was the Given of Denser, the Dawnthief mage. A high honour in itself. But in reality he was more the defender of Sol, The Unknown Warrior, the only man to have been a Protector and returned from the calling, his soul repatriated to his body.

If Protectors could genuinely feel pride, then Aeb would have been proud. But it didn’t change the fact that he could hear the agitation of the souls of his brothers in his head. They weren’t scared. They were bred to fight and defend. But when they were split they were inevitably weakened, and so anxiety filtered across the Soul Tank.

Aeb had been sitting silent in his room, having bathed his face and let the air play across his maskless features in the dark, calming those he could and listening to the thoughts of others. But now, with the voices still whispering in his head - he could never shut them out and would never want to - he strapped the mask back over his face, ignoring the discomfort, and went to find Sol.

The Unknown Warrior was standing alone but turned when the Protector approached.

‘Aeb,’ said The Unknown, nodding to him.

Aeb could see immediately that he could sense something. It had been a mystery long cherished in the Soul Tank. How Sol, with his soul in his body and not in contact with his Protector brothers any more, could still sense them all and pick up on feelings, though not fully grasp them. It gave them hope that should they ever be released from thrall they would still be joined in some indelible way. It was what they prayed for.

‘I apologise for disturbing you.’

The Unknown shook his head. ‘You are still close to me,’ he said. ‘And something’s worried you. You should be at rest.’

‘Yes.’

‘Then speak freely. Denser has granted you that freedom gladly.’

‘It is still difficult,’ he said. ‘All these years . . .’

‘You’ve heard something in the Soul Tank,’ guessed The Unknown.

‘Yes,’ said Aeb. ‘It is not information I can volunteer, Sol. You know the strictures of the calling.’

‘But you cannot knowingly lie to a direct question from your Given,’ said Denser, joining them. ‘Sorry to overhear.’

Aeb swung to face the mage.

‘So ask,’ said The Unknown.

‘Aeb, take The Unknown’s questions as coming from me. Answer us both,’ said Denser.

‘Yes.’

Denser looked across at The Unknown to speak.

‘The Protectors are engaged in combat?’

‘Yes.’

‘Where?’

‘Arlen.’

‘And Xetesk are in control of the town?’

‘Yes.’

‘How far have the Dordovan forces been pushed back?’

‘They have been eliminated.’

‘What?’ The Unknown gaped and looked across at Denser.

‘Were they given the option of surrender?’ asked the mage.

‘No.’

‘And the Protectors were ordered to kill them all?’

‘All that survived the magical attack. Cavalry were despatched to deal with outlying forces.’

The Unknown and Denser exchanged another glance. Aeb was comforted by it, seeing in their expressions a reflection of his own unease. He would relay this to his brothers later.

‘Describe the spell and its effect,’ ordered Denser.

Aeb paused, consulting with the Soul Tank.

‘A cooperative FlameOrb. Mages called it a FireGlobe. Large area effect. It destroyed the north-western quarter of Arlen. At its splash point, the heat is still too great to bear, even after a day.’

The Unknown cursed. ‘They’re clearing a path,’ he said. ‘And riding roughshod over the rules of engagement. It’ll escalate the conflict.’

‘Clearing a path for who?’ asked Denser.

‘The mage researchers and my brothers on Herendeneth,’ said Aeb immediately. ‘They will return to Balaia soon.’

‘So,’ said Denser, staring at The Unknown. ‘Which of us gets to tell Hirad that Xetesk has no intention of helping his dragons?’

The Unknown raised his eyebrows and walked back into the house.




Chapter 23

 


 


 


 


Ben-Foran was asleep. It was born of exhaustion, both mental and physical, and the knowledge that Yron wanted more of the same from him the next day. For the Captain himself though, sleep was the farthest thing from his mind. He wasn’t sure how long they’d clung to the log. Two hours, maybe more. All he knew was that when the tributary eventually emptied out into the River Shorth, he’d never been so glad to feel the ground beneath his feet.

They’d been swept through gorge after gorge, across rapids, their bodies grazing rock and sandbar, through swirling currents and over one mercifully low waterfall. Yron’s only consolation during the whole bruising ride - apart from the knowledge that they were putting good distance between themselves and the elven hunters - was that no serious predator could be after them.

And the whole time Ben hadn’t said a word, just clung on to the log, keeping his head above water and his legs stretched out behind him as well as he could. His teeth had chattered from chill and fear but he hadn’t complained. And even though the journey must have drained every ounce of energy from his body, as it had from Yron, when the waters suddenly slackened and they joined the two-hundred-yard width of the Shorth, it was Ben who had kicked for the bank harder.

They had barely stopped even then until, with the evening beginning to close in and the light fading fast, they sought a place to rest. Yron hadn’t liked the look of the forest where they’d landed. It was very dense and heavy, the ground rising sharply away, and neither he nor Ben wanted to climb. So they’d walked along in the shallows, mindful of crocodiles but seeing none except those basking on the mud of the opposite bank.

With night almost upon them and an evening deluge keeping them drenched, they’d come to a section of bank where rock rose sheer from the water to a height of some two hundred feet. Opposite, the forest tumbled away up a long, gentle and beautiful slope, revealing the full glory of the rainforest canopy. Thousands of birds flocked above it, filling the air with their cries, while closer to the bank the trees rustled with a troop of monkeys, on their way to a new feeding ground.

Ben had seen a ledge up in the rock face and they’d pushed themselves to one more climb. It was about thirty feet but worth it. There would have been enough space for six men on its flat surface, and once they’d swept its crevices for snake, spider and scorpion, they settled down to rest, safe from most that the forest could throw at them.

The unyielding rock had clearly been to Ben’s liking and he was almost instantly asleep, but Yron had no desire to lie down and instead rested his back against the rock face and looked out over the river and into the vastness beyond. Above him the clouds rolled over incessantly, keeping in the heat of the day - for which he was grateful despite the rain they brought. They couldn’t have risked a fire. To those following, it would be an unmissable beacon.

Through occasional gaps in the cloud, moon and starlight filtered down, illuminating the forest with a grey light. As his eyes adjusted to the gloom, Yron could make out the herbivores that came to drink at the water’s edge, hidden by the night. He could see the nocturnal birds soaring and swooping overhead. It was a truly stupendous land. Primeval in so many respects but so close. Everything worked together. The elves were right to call it harmony. It was like perfectly arranged music and dancing. The greatest show nature could provide. He wouldn’t upset it for anything and, as he had done many times since they’d landed, he regretted the necessity of their actions.

But, he assured himself, the forest would recover from the small damage they had caused and the papers would one day be returned. He had no great fondness for elves but didn’t wish them ill either. He had experienced their coldness too many times to think of those who lived here as anything more than half civilised. Strange that their Balaian-dwelling cousins were so friendly. Perhaps it was a function of shaking off the manacles of the rainforest. Or perhaps Balaia really was a better place to live.

Right now he certainly believed it was. He would have given almost anything for a soft bed somewhere he wasn’t liable to wake up covered in bites and burrowing insects. Still, they’d be at the ship in a few days. If they could outwit the TaiGethen.

He shifted and moved to the rim of the ledge, hanging his legs over the side and banging them gently against the rock while he thought.

‘Where are you?’ he whispered. ‘How do you think? How do you hunt?’

So little was known about the TaiGethen bar their fanaticism. Indeed he was fortunate to have even seen one. They shunned towns and cities and bothered no one unless they felt threatened. He had hoped to avoid them but now he had to think around them. Do what they wouldn’t expect.

They’d assume he’d travel downriver but he might have fooled them by taking to the stream. But they would catch him. They’d be watching the rivers at key points. They’d probably already guessed where the ships were. What he really needed to do was find Stenys or Erys but that would be well-nigh impossible. Either of them could commune with the reserve and ensure they didn’t come too far, keeping themselves to a defensive line up across the river estuary in which the ships lay at anchor. It was the action he had ordered but they might get twitchy enough to send out search parties. Trouble was, it was as good as sending the unfortunates to their executions.

Knowing there was nothing he could do, he thought back to the plans he’d given the groups for their escapes. Almost immediately he had an idea. Ben wasn’t going to like it, but then Ben wasn’t in charge.

Relaxing now he had something definite in mind, Yron swung his legs back on to the ledge, scrambled in a little way and lay down with his hands behind his head to doze, a smile on his face.

 


‘You are not in a fit state to be out of bed, much less travel to Aryndeneth,’ said Ilkar.

He and Rebraal were sitting alone around a fire in the centre of the village, drinking a healing herb tea. It was late and very dark and the fire had drawn insects from everywhere. What Rebraal had learned made him talk to his brother but it hadn’t changed his opinion.

‘And you are not fit to be in my sight at all. You will not tell me what I can and can’t do. This is something that must be done, and it is betrayers like you who make it necessary.’

‘How did you work that out?’ Ilkar hadn’t thought to be blamed for the shortcomings of the Al-Arynaar.

‘Because those such as you did not believe. You thought you knew better, that what the Al-Arynaar and the TaiGethen believe in had no foundation. And because you refused to join us, you weakened us. And here is the result of that weakness.’

‘How many of them attacked you?’ asked Ilkar.

‘A hundred and thirty or so.’ Rebraal was matter of fact.

Ilkar was stunned. ‘How many?’ He had imagined a lightning strike by some very skilled raiders, not an armed invasion.

‘And nine of us killed almost a hundred.’

‘Nine?’ Ilkar swallowed.

‘Yes, Ilkar, nine. Including two mages. Because there are not enough of us. Barely enough to keep the net working. You’ve forgotten so much. Where did I go wrong?’

Ilkar heard regret and disappointment in Rebraal’s voice. And the net hadn’t worked. Neither the Al-Arynaar nor the TaiGethen nor the ClawBound had detected a large raiding group.

‘You didn’t go wrong,’ said Ilkar quietly. ‘It was me. I didn’t believe, not deeply enough.’

‘Do you not pray to Yniss, Ilkar?’

Ilkar dropped his gaze and stared into the fire.

‘Then truly I have failed,’ said Rebraal. ‘I couldn’t even teach you what binds us to the land and our Gods.’

‘I know the teachings,’ said Ilkar. ‘I just didn’t feel the power as you or Father did. I didn’t have it within me to be Al-Arynaar.’

‘But you had it within you to be a mage,’ said Rebraal. ‘Why didn’t you come back?’

‘Because I didn’t belong. I wanted to be a great mage, not one just adequate to guard Aryndeneth or scout the forest all my life.’

‘You follow different Gods,’ said Rebraal. ‘I hope it was worth it.’

‘Yes it was.’

‘And now? Now that elves are dying because of what strangers from Balaia have done?’

Ilkar had reached the limit of what he was prepared to accept. This was where he began to lose it. Funny. Denser and Erienne seemed more willing to listen to Rebraal than he was on this.

‘How can that be? How can we be so vulnerable that a hundred thieves can bring us to the brink of disaster? There has to be another explanation. There has to be a cure.’

‘Idiot!’ stormed Rebraal, pushing himself up from the bench, pain spearing across his face as it must have through his shoulder. ‘It has always been this way. Why do you think the Al-Arynaar exist? The TaiGethen? Why? To protect the elves from exactly this possibility. I have read the texts as you have not, Ilkar. I bothered to learn the one weakness in the glory of the harmony, of Yniss, Tual, Orra and every God in which I place my faith and trust.’

‘And what is it?’

Rebraal’s face fell and comprehension dawned on his features. He sat down very close to Ilkar.

‘You really don’t feel it, do you? And that’s why you never came back as I did.’

‘Feel what?’ Ilkar could sense the disappointment in his brother.

‘I see it now. And you’re probably not alone, are you? Every elf who stays on Balaia must feel like you do.’ Rebraal sighed, understanding bringing him a little peace.

‘Like what?’ Ilkar wanted to shake him but calmed himself, letting Rebraal order his thoughts in order to explain. He’d seen this in his older brother before. He had always been so thoughtful, so deep in his belief. It was one of the things Ilkar admired about him most.

In front of them the fire hissed and crackled as a light rain began to fall. Ilkar looked up into the heavens. The cloud wasn’t heavy; it would soon pass.

‘There is a text you will have heard of. That handed down by Yniss to Tual and from Tual to the elves when they were spawned from the rainforest and built Aryndeneth.’

‘The Aryn Hiil.’ Ilkar nodded.

It was the text the priests and then the Al-Arynaar guarded most jealously. The Words of the Earth, if you believed it, written by Yniss himself. Only those of a certain attainment were allowed sight of it. Rebraal would be one of them.

‘Yes. The Aryn Hiil describes elves and their place in the world. It tells that elves should be the guardians of the forest. That we should be the denizens blessed by Tual and charged with keeping the land and its creatures safe. That with this honour was given long life - so the ways of the forest could be learned and passed to the next generations - but that we would not be numerous, only wise and careful. And that we would be further honoured by being one with the forest and the air and the magic. That we would feel all these energies within us and this would give us the strength to fulfil our task for Tual.

‘But with it came a warning. That should we stop believing and let vine and rat gain dominion over our sacred sites; let sloth govern our minds and ignorance guide our hands, then this gift would be taken from us. And we would shrivel and die, our long life taken and our families lying dead beside us where they had lived. It would be the Sorrow of Elves, and only by turning back to Yniss could we be complete again.

‘It is happening, Ilkar, and we must put it right.’

Ilkar pondered. Parable it may be but it made awful sense. This was no contagious plague. It struck at random. At the young and old, the sick and healthy. It had no rhyme or reason. It just happened.

And even if he couldn’t quite bring himself to believe that this was some kind of divine retribution, it was enough that Rebraal and Kild’aar did. It meant elves everywhere would not rest until the balance was restored, until the harmony had returned. It meant that not one elf mage would leave these shores to help Julatsa.

‘And what is it that I don’t feel?’ he asked.

Rebraal smiled. ‘The forest and the sky and the air. It doesn’t suffuse you. Only the magic does. That is why you didn’t come back. I had no choice. I was pulled by the strings of my life.’ The smile faded from Rebraal’s face. ‘But do not think it makes you immune from the Elfsorrow. You are still one of us. Next heartbeat the Sorrow could take you, or me, or Ren’erei.’

Ilkar hadn’t considered the possibility of his own death and it was an uncomfortable thought. He took a sip of his drink. ‘And you think that whatever these strangers have done is enough to spoil the harmony and bring this warning to pass?’

‘It is the only explanation. We may be low in numbers but there is no turning from Yniss. The elves of the towns and cities and villages all pray as they have always done, and respect as they always have. The coincidence is too great.’

‘The Raven will help you, Rebraal, I swear it. We will kill them as we would any enemy.’

‘Hmm. The Raven. We are not so distant that we haven’t heard of you, some of us. We always ask for news of you when one of us returns from training in Julatsa. Your name is famous, isn’t it?’ He stood up. ‘A big reputation. Let’s just hope it isn’t all so much muscle and tits.’

Ilkar laughed and dragged a dry chuckle from Rebraal.

‘I can assure you it is not,’ said Ilkar. ‘And, with a turn of phrase like that, perhaps you spent too long in Balaia too.’

‘A day was too long. But I had to learn, though I could not be a mage.’

‘It might pay you to brush up your Balaian, if you can remember any.’ Ilkar stood too. ‘I was always sorry I didn’t come back, you know.’

‘No, you weren’t. You didn’t believe. It will be a mark on my spirit for ever.’

‘I was, but not for that. For you. I knew I’d let you down.’

‘I had a hundred years when I didn’t think I had a brother. I’m still not sure I have.’

‘Take your time,’ said Ilkar. ‘And get Erienne to see to your shoulder. If you want to leave at first light you need a WarmHeal cast by an expert.’

‘You don’t perform this spell, great mage?’

Ilkar ignored the jibe. ‘Not like Erienne. Come with me; she’s in the house.’

The brothers walked from the fire, one driven by a fervour that would never be extinguished, the other by a growing sense of guilt that he might just have been wrong and let down not just his family and his calling, but the entire elven race.

[image: 006]

Hirad lay back on his bed and closed his eyes, relaxing his body and opening his mind the way Sha-Kaan had taught him. He had missed contact with the Great Kaan and, as his Dragonene, should have made this effort before. It was possible that the hugely powerful mind of the dragon had probed his and discovered it not sufficiently at rest for him to risk communication. He wouldn’t be surprised. The last three days had hardly been his most restful. Nevertheless, he felt a nervousness. The Great Kaan wasn’t going to like what he had to say.

‘Sha-Kaan, can you hear me?’ he asked, letting his thoughts flow as though adrift on the sea.

Almost at once, he felt the surge as Sha-Kaan’s mind touched his, filling him with a slightly piqued warmth.

‘My memories of you were dimming, Hirad Coldheart,’ said Sha-Kaan, his mood definitely light.

‘And mine of your poor jokes,’ said Hirad. ‘It is good to feel my mind touch yours again.’

‘And I yours,’ said Sha-Kaan. ‘You are troubled. You have a question for me?’

‘We need to know the progress the Al-Drechar and you have made with the Xeteskian researchers,’ said Hirad.

‘Ah,’ said Sha-Kaan. Hirad’s mind filled with intensified warmth and an emotion that was easily defined. Hope. Hirad’s heart beat faster. ‘The Ancients know so much. And the Xeteskians have sound theory on which to rely. I can almost smell the forests of Teras and see the mountains of Beshara.’

Hirad bit his lip. ‘Have they told you how long?’

‘Half a season, they say, before they can be confident of the position of the dimensions again. But they are discovering much else in the meantime.’

‘Oh really?’

‘My hearing is a little more acute than the Xeteskians realise,’ said Sha-Kaan, and Hirad felt more humour. ‘After all, I am but a reptile, is that not right?’

‘Their mistake,’ said Hirad.

‘Yes,’ agreed Sha-Kaan. ‘Most humans are fools. But they believe they have isolated a power they can use in inter-dimensional space and they are excited at re-establishing a linkage to your closest relative dimension, though I am at a loss as to why. The Arakhe, the demons.’ He paused and Hirad felt the edge come off his mood. ‘You are keeping something from me. Do not.’

‘They are preparing to leave,’ said Hirad. ‘They want to use everything they’ve found to win the war on Balaia. We don’t think they intend to help you.’

The silence in his mind was total, and for a time Hirad thought the dragon had left him. But a brooding fury grew in the space so recently filled with hope. He felt it like a weight, pressing down on his brain. It hurt.

‘You are sure of this?’

‘The Protectors are sure,’ said Hirad, his breath a gasp.

‘Then we will ensure they do not leave.’

‘Be careful,’ said Hirad. ‘They are a powerful group.’

‘Better to die fighting for a way home than slowly on an alien hillside,’ said Sha-Kaan. ‘No one uses Kaan dragons.’

And he was gone. Hirad breathed easier, the pressure gone but leaving an ache in his head. The dragons were awesome fighters, but without their fire were weakened. He prayed that Sha-Kaan heeded him. If he didn’t, Xeteskian spells could finish what the Dordovans had started two seasons before.

 


Denser slipped between the rough-woven but clean sheets and blew out the single candle that illuminated the small room. He lay on his back and Erienne moved across to him, putting her head on his chest. He stroked her hair and she breathed deeply.

‘It doesn’t get any easier, does it?’ he said.

‘No,’ said Erienne. ‘Though at least I can distract myself here. The dark though. That brings it all back.’

‘I know, love. I’m no different.’

His heart was as heavy as the day they had left Herendeneth, and he knew Erienne’s must be too. And now here they were charged with something they didn’t expect. The elves were dying and Ilkar was at risk. And if he sickened, the only humane thing to do would be to kill him. More death of those they loved. They couldn’t let that happen. Bugger the rest of them but Ilkar deserved every day of his long life.

‘Funny though, isn’t it?’ he said.

‘What?’ He felt her head move as if she were trying to look up at him.

‘We came here to help Ilkar look for mages and now we’re off to fight at a temple to save the whole elven race. It’s horrible, I know, but I feel better for doing it.’

‘The Raven needs a purpose,’ said Erienne. ‘Shepherd to a flock of reluctant Julatsan elves wasn’t enough, was it?’

‘No.’ Denser chuckled. ‘How was Rebraal?’

‘I don’t think he enjoys the touch of a human,’ said Erienne.

‘Good.’

Erienne slapped his shoulder. ‘But he was fine. He’ll sleep till just before dawn. I only hope it’s enough. His determination is incredible. I think he’d have left tonight if Kild’aar and Ilkar hadn’t stopped him. And by all accounts two days ago he should have been dead.’

‘Like brother, like brother,’ said Denser. He paused. ‘And how are you?’

Erienne didn’t answer immediately, just lay silent, listening to his heart beating and the sound of the rain hammering on the leaf thatch above.

‘I miss her,’ she said, her voice trembling but controlled. ‘Every quiet moment her memory floods me.’

‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘It wasn’t quite what I meant though. How’s your head, the One?’

‘It hurts more every day,’ admitted Erienne. ‘Sometimes a pulsing pain, sometimes a dull ache. But it never lets me forget it’s there.’

‘And have you thought of opening yourself to it? And seeking the advice of the Al-Drechar?’

Denser expected an angry response and was pleasantly surprised.

‘Every day,’ she said. ‘When the pain is bad and Lyanna fills my mind. Then I wonder if I shouldn’t get started.’

‘Then why don’t you?’

‘Because they are causing the pain,’ said Erienne, tensing suddenly. She pushed herself up on her arms and looked at him. He could just see her face in the dark, surrounded by her mass of long curls. Gods, but she was beautiful. ‘I know it’s them. Somehow, they’re putting pressure on me and I will not dance to their tune.’

‘If it is them, you’d think they’d have realised that by now,’ said Denser. ‘Didn’t take me long, did it?’

He saw the flash of a smile. ‘But they’re old and fearful of dying before they can ensure the One survives. I’m just not ready and I wish they’d respect that. I could handle the learning; I just can’t handle them inside my head. Not yet.’

‘I understand. Just don’t do it on your own,’ said Denser, his hand rubbing her upper arm. ‘I’m here. We’re all here.’

She lay back down, her fingers running up and down his chest and stomach. His gut muscles tensed.

‘That tickles,’ he said.

‘I know.’ She carried on. ‘It’s good to have something approaching a proper bed again, isn’t it? I bloody hate hammocks.’

Denser laughed. ‘Can’t say I got used to them either.’

‘This feels great though.’ She raised herself up on her arms again. ‘Want to put it to some proper use?’

He didn’t answer, just dragged her face to his, kissed her deeply on the lips and let the mana cocoon them and their passion sweep them away.
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The Raven, led by Rebraal and flanked by the mysterious painted elf and his companion panther, set off towards Aryndeneth as first light began to pierce the morning’s heavy cloud cover. Just before dawn, they’d witnessed a deluge harder than any they’d seen before, accompanied by a spectacular lightning storm and splitting reports of thunder.

There was something indefinably powerful about the pair that Ilkar had named ClawBound. They were linked in mind, he’d said, and utterly dependent on each other. The panther had sized up and dismissed The Raven immediately. All bar Thraun. Shapechanger and panther had stared deep into each other’s eyes, Thraun crouching to stroke the animal’s head, the panther responding by licking his hand and face. An understanding passed between them, that was certain. And when Thraun had stood, Hirad saw the painted elf nod at him. Very slight, but there nonetheless. Thraun showed no emotion bar the slightest of smiles.

Crossing the log bridge, they could see the trench had claimed the lives of many small rodents while the lizards and snakes kept their heads above water while they searched for a way out.

Rebraal led them south, occasionally pausing to look over his shoulder, shake his head and offer prayers to whichever God he thought was listening before slipping away again through the dense forest, leaving almost no mark. The same couldn’t be said of The Raven. Rebraal had given Hirad and The Unknown a short, angled chopping blade each and told them in halting and very rusty Balaian that they should only use it when they ran out of room.

Through the morning, the heat grew and Hirad finally understood what Ilkar had meant by the sapping conditions in the forest. Sailing and rowing upriver, they’d been outside the oppressive heat-trapping weight of the canopy and a light breeze had kept conditions tolerable. Now though, only a few hours into their walk, he could see the wisdom of the light leather Ilkar had insisted they buy for armour.

Sweat beaded and ran on his face, it dripped down his back and soaked the backs of his legs. He felt as if he’d dipped his head in a hot stream, and the more he wiped it away the more it came. They were plagued by clouds of flies the magnitude of which they certainly hadn’t seen when camping on the way to the village. For a brief moment, Hirad wondered if he shouldn’t wear the fine net that covered his hammock at night. Imagining himself dressed in it brought the only smile to his face the whole morning.

Holding aside a draping plant, Hirad looked behind him. Denser and Erienne walked together, faces set and anxious, eyes darting everywhere, following every noise. But they’d drawn closer again and for that Hirad was grateful, even if the sounds of their love-making had kept him awake last night.

Darrick looked miserable, waving incessantly at flies or scratching at his legs and arms, while Aeb betrayed nothing and Thraun, bringing up the rear, was smiling, loving every moment of it. He still hadn’t said much but Hirad could see in his eyes that he was coming back to them. And the way he’d formed up in The Raven’s line outside the village had set Hirad’s heart singing. There was still pain there, though. The pain of the loss of his pack and of his friend Will Begman’s death, for which he blamed himself so unfairly.

‘Come on, Hirad, keep up,’ called Ilkar from up ahead.

Hirad turned to see Rebraal, Ren and Ilkar watching him. He held the plant aside until Denser reached it and then strode on, scowling.

‘God, I hate patronising elves,’ he muttered at The Unknown’s broad back.

‘Just don’t let it get to you too much,’ said The Unknown over his shoulder.

‘Too late. Just because they’re bloody born to it. I don’t have to be here, you know.’

‘Of course not, Hirad,’ said The Unknown. ‘After all, I’ve never heard you mention how The Raven never works apart.’

‘Some rules you live to regret, don’t you?’ he said.

‘No, you don’t,’ replied The Unknown. He upped his pace a little, Hirad responding. ‘What a place.’

Rebraal kept up a hard pace all day. The going was difficult and in the afternoon they tired quickly. A brief stop for food after the third rain of the day hadn’t brought much respite. Interrupted by having to move smartly away to avoid a foraging mass of inch-long ants, the meal of cold dried meat and bread was as tasteless as it was hard to eat.

Hirad had heard the sounds of water for some time before Rebraal brought them to a stop on the banks of a wide sluggish river. He could see the dirty brown water through the bankside vegetation and could just about make out the opposite bank some hundred yards away. Light was fading fast and he didn’t know about anyone else but he was exhausted. Soaked by sweat and rain and with blisters irritating in his boots, he was ready to string up his hammock, confident that nothing would keep him awake once he got his head down.

‘Which way?’ he asked.

They’d gathered under the branches of a huge tree which soared up into the canopy and leaned out over the river.

Ilkar pointed across the river. ‘That way.’

‘How, by boat?’

Ilkar smiled. ‘No, a bridge.’

‘Really?’ Hirad peered through the leaves and branches again. ‘Where is it?’

‘Hirad, this isn’t Korina. You’re not going to find a stone arch across the river. You’re not even going to find lashed logs. You’re looking in the wrong place.’

Ilkar tilted his head skywards. ‘We do things by rope here. That way, people that shouldn’t know crossing points don’t find them.’

Hirad followed his gaze. He could see nothing. ‘How far up?’ Ilkar asked Rebraal. ‘About a hundred feet. It’s an easy enough climb. Rebraal will show you.’

‘Wait a moment . . .’

But Rebraal was already climbing. Favouring his right arm, he stormed up the trunk, his agility leaving Hirad open-mouthed.

‘Hirad, light’s fading. We need to get across tonight. The opposite bank is far better for camping.’

‘Why?’

‘Less crocodiles, more space,’ said Ren. ‘And Rebraal doesn’t want to stop here. This is where Mercuun fell.’

Hirad sighed and spread his hands. ‘Let’s do it. Anyone else not looking forward to it?’

‘Didn’t you ever climb trees as a child?’ asked Denser.

‘They weren’t miles in the sky and full of snakes,’ said Hirad. ‘What are you two smiling about?’

Erienne and Denser had the look of people reprieved from execution.

‘Tell you what,’ said Denser. ‘I’ll try and catch you if you fall.’

Hirad frowned. ‘You’ll what?’

And then they were casting. So was Ilkar. In moments, all had ShadowWings at their backs.

‘Bastards.’

Erienne laughed, her fear of the forest forgotten for a moment. ‘One clear patch of bank is all we need. You should learn a bit of magic, Hirad.’

‘I should choose new friends.’ Hirad shook his head. ‘You’d better have a good fire going by the time I get across. Make yourselves at least a little useful.’

‘What, and miss the chance to see you wobbling on the rope bridge?’ said Ilkar.

Hirad ignored him, turning instead to The Unknown. ‘Who’s first?’

‘Don’t be an idiot,’ said The Unknown. ‘Denser, Ilkar. Carry us. Let’s show your brother we aren’t so helpless.’

Hirad smiled. ‘Great idea.’

‘It was always the plan,’ said Ilkar. ‘And so was winding you up.’

Hirad laughed as he was lifted from the ground, arms locked around Ilkar’s waist.

‘What is it?’ asked Ilkar

‘Thraun,’ said Hirad. ‘Just look at him.’ The shapechanger was scurrying up the tree, his agility a match for Rebraal’s. ‘Your brother’s got a lot to learn about us.’

 


Yron was woken by distant thunder and opened his eyes on a day kept dim by heavy cloud. He could see a swathe of blue over to the north but didn’t hold out any hope of avoiding a soaking before the break arrived. Not that it would make much difference, given his plan for the morning.

As if to prove him right the heavens opened, drowning out the dawn chorus he had come to expect and now didn’t disturb him at all. He shook Ben-Foran, the youngster coming to wakefulness with a start and groaning as he stretched his limbs and back, stiff after an uncomfortable night on the rock. He eyed Yron with a scowl but managed to force a smile onto his face as he stood up.

‘What’s for breakfast?’ he asked.

Yron patted him on the shoulder. ‘You know the rules of my army. Exercise before nourishment.’

‘Why am I not surprised, Captain?’ said Ben. He got to his feet and stretched again, arms high and back arched. ‘Which way are we walking, then?’

‘Same direction as yesterday. But there’s nothing better than a healthy swim first thing, I always say. What say we race to the other side?’

Ben looked at him in total disbelief. ‘You are joking, I hope, sir?’

Yron shook his head. ‘Got to put something more impressive between us and them than distance, if we’re going to survive this.’

‘Captain, if I may make a couple of points that may have slipped your mind,’ said Ben, face pale in the falling rain. ‘First, I’m scared in open water, and second, when we hit this calm stretch, you said we had to get out quickly to avoid crocodile attack. And now you’re suggesting we jump back in? Are you really sure?’

‘If we don’t, they’ll track us down and kill us before we get to the ships, unless we are incredibly lucky.’

‘And if we do, we’re breakfast for crocodiles.’

‘Not necessarily,’ said Yron. ‘It’s all a question of timing and appearance.’

Ben shifted and frowned. ‘You’re really scared of these elves aren’t you?’

‘More scared than I am of a crocodile or a piranha shoal,’ said Yron.

‘How can they be so good?’

‘When we get across to the other side, I’ll tell you,’ said Yron. ‘It’s time you knew what we’re up against.’

‘What about the others, then?’ asked Ben, jerking a thumb back into the forest.

Yron smiled. This boy would go far if he survived. About to risk his life in the water, he still had enough wit to be worried about the other men.

‘They had a good head start,’ said Yron. ‘They have a chance.’

‘Really, Captain?’

‘Don’t stop believing,’ said Yron, though inside he had very little hope left, none for the groups travelling without mages. ‘Come on, let’s find ourselves a float and a place to cross.’

Yron led the way back down the short climb, dropping the last couple of feet to stand ankle deep in the water. He cast an eye over the river, looking for telltale ripples or the eyes of a crocodile just above the surface. Ben was descending slowly, favouring his left leg. He looked clumsy.

‘You all right, Ben?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘What’s wrong with the leg?’

‘Just a little stiff I think. I must have lain on it bent or something.’

‘Right,’ said Yron. He looked closely, watching as Ben jumped into the water by him, landing on his left leg only. ‘Are you sure?’

‘It’s fine, really.’

‘Right,’ said Yron again. ‘Stay here, watch the opposite bank. Count the crocodiles on the mud and tell me if any take to the water before I get back with the flotsam. Think you can do that?’

‘Yes, sir.’

Yron hurried back upstream to the pocket of still water they’d finished their river journey in. The log was still there and Yron greeted it like an old friend. He edged it from its lodging place and shepherded it downstream much as the day before, smiling as Ben came into sight. The young lieutenant was staring across the river sixty yards to the mud slope where four or five of the big reptiles lay.

Yron knew they couldn’t see them from that distance but they’d sense vague movement and see clearly from about halfway across.

‘Anything happen?’ he asked.

‘Nothing at all. They haven’t moved a muscle.’

‘Glad to hear it. Right, follow me. And tread lightly; anything in the river will be able to sense movement, so take slow easy paces, all right?’

Ben nodded and Yron set off, keeping the log slightly ahead of him and brushing the rock face. His nerves began to tingle. Here there was no quick escape. Here they were vulnerable. But he really had no choice. Crocodiles were predictable to a point. TaiGethen were infinitely more dangerous.

There was no movement from the opposite bank. He didn’t necessarily expect any. Of course they wouldn’t all be resting, but it was early yet and reptiles that size would be sluggish until they warmed up. It was imperative they get across at the earliest opportunity.

About two hundred yards further downstream, the river took a bend to the left and narrowed to forty or fifty yards. The bank just before the bend was grass-covered and sloped sharply upwards but would be easy to scramble up in a hurry if necessary. The distance was as good as they were liable to get but the negative was that the river flowed that bit quicker here. It would take a lot of effort and noise to ensure they landed before drifting past the bank and into the next cliff-sided stretch.

‘You ready for this?’ asked Yron.

‘I’ll never be ready for it,’ said Ben. ‘So I’m just going to do it.’

‘Good lad. We’re headed there.’ Yron pointed downstream. ‘Anywhere along that stretch and we can get out quick. Now here’s what we’re going to do. Like yesterday, we’re going to push gently out into the stream and swim up a little way against the current. Once we’re across the middle of the river, I want you to stay quite still. Be part of the log. If you’re inert, you won’t attract attention. We’ll drift down a way before pushing for the bank. When we do, don’t thrash, for God’s sake. Do you understand?’

Ben-Foran nodded. ‘Sir.’

Gently, Yron pushed the log out and entered the water after it, hearing Ben do the same despite his care. With long slow sweeps of his legs, Yron moved them out from the bank, heading towards the crocodiles. It was uncomfortable but necessary. Fortunately the current was slow and they reached the middle of the river quickly. There they turned and began to drift downstream.

‘Now’s the time, Ben,’ he said, voice quiet. ‘Try not to move at all. Search the surface. Tell me what you see. Breathe slow.’

The rain had stopped and the cloud was breaking up quickly, for which Yron was not grateful. Heavy rain upset natural senses, cloud kept cold blood that way. Conditions were changing fast but out here peace was total. The water was cool beneath the immediate surface, and the sounds of the myriad rainforest creatures muted somehow. He forced himself to relax, to listen and to watch.

Beside him Ben was admirably silent, his eyes forward. Yron turned his head. Nothing he could see. The mudbank remained still. It was exactly as he had prayed.

Ben jerked back, his leg twitching. ‘Dammit!’

‘What was it?’ Yron, tense all over again, looked immediately behind them.

‘Nothing, I . . . Ow!’ Ben slapped the water with a hand. ‘Something bit me.’

Yron went cold all over. They were twenty-five yards from the bank. It could prove a very long way. Something bumped into his boot. He felt another impact on his leather. He knew this behaviour. This was the vanguard of an invasion. The army would not be far behind and they were unstoppable. Piranha.

‘Swim, Ben!’ he shouted, thrashing his legs to action, driving them across the river. ‘Pump those legs and don’t you fucking stop! Swim!’

He knew it gave out distress signals but they had no option. The fish had scented blood from somewhere and he and Ben were the targets. As he swept his legs through the water, bringing the log around to steer them straight for the bank, he saw the mudbank was empty. The crocodiles were already in the water, heading downstream. Their thrashing had been like a call to feeding time and none wanted to miss out. They had a start of a hundred and fifty yards or so. It was going to be very close.

Ben was under concerted attack. His heaving legs made purchase difficult but piranha were quick and their jaws awesomely strong. He cried out again and again as they bit clean through cloth and into his flesh, every bite pumping more blood into the water, attracting more of the voracious killers.

From their left, the crocodiles closed in, strong tails powering them through the water faster than any man could hope to swim. The bank was nearing, moment by moment. Yron felt a sharp bite on his ankle through the leather of his boot. He thrashed his legs harder.

Ben moaned.

‘Keep going, son, almost there,’ urged Yron. ‘You can do it. Don’t you give up on me, lad.’

‘No . . . intention,’ gasped Ben, but he was weakening quickly.

‘So much more to teach you, Ben. Don’t let go now, don’t let go.’

Yron’s legs struck the bottom. Reacting instantly, he plunged his feet to the bed of the river and stood upright, dragging Ben with him. He forced his way through the stomach-deep water, feeling the press of the fish around him, their incessant probing, feeling the brush of teeth and the tearing of cloth.

With Ben practically under one arm and barely able to stand, he scrambled up the mud at the edge of the river and pushed Ben ahead of him, the boy stumbling through the shallows and falling forward onto the grass. His right leg was a bloody mess, his trousers shredded; one of his boots hung by its laces and his jerkin was ripped and torn around the waist.

‘Don’t stop, Ben.’ He heaved in a breath. ‘Not safe.’

Ben tried to get to his feet, made it to a crawling position and dragged himself up the slope of the bank. Behind Yron the water boiled. A crocodile erupted from the river, hammering at them with extraordinary speed. Yron slipped on the bank, fell onto his backside and pushed himself backwards, his back against Ben’s floundering body.

The crocodile came on, head still, running at its intended prey. Behind it, others fought each other in the shallows but it ignored them. Its jaws snapped once, missing Yron’s foot by a hair. The captain lashed out with his boot, catching it across the snout. It hesitated then came on. He kicked again, another good contact. The crocodile stopped and hissed.

‘Ben, go!’ he yelled. ‘Go!’

Below him, the huge reptile shook its head from side to side, gave Yron one last malevolent look and retreated into the water. He looked down on it from the top of the bank, stood and dragged Ben further into the forest and under cover. He laid the boy down and stared at his wounds.

‘Damn you, boy,’ he said, though his tone carried no anger. ‘You were cut, weren’t you?’

Ben nodded feebly then slumped back to lie prostrate. He was a mess. Ignoring the scratches and bites on his own body, Yron assessed his charge. Blood poured from Ben’s ravaged right leg, and oozed from more other places than he could count. Flesh had been ripped from bones, which showed through where the piranhas had got to work. Back home the leg would have been amputated; here it had to be patched up.

One thing was clear. If Yron didn’t bathe and dress the wounds with the right herbs, the boy was going to die.

 


Auum led his Tai along the banks of the River Shorth, his frustration growing. These men he’d ignored near the temple had proved to be difficult prey, and within his frustration there was a sense of grudging respect. A respect, though, that didn’t lessen the outrage at the crime for which the strangers would pay.

They had followed the easy trail north and then east to the banks of the river. Footsteps had dragged down to the shore and there the trail had gone cold. It was clear they had gone downriver but how far was currently not known. Duele had found a disturbed pile of driftwood just upstream and it was then that Auum had to confess his surprise. The tributary was quick, with rocks not far under the surface. Even with driftwood to cling to, the chances of injury were very high, and where the flow eased, the predators massed.

They moved on at speed, never more than five yards apart in a line that gave them a view across the river and deep into the forest eastwards.

‘Thoughts,’ he asked of them.

‘The ClawBound has sensed nothing of them north to Shorth’s Teeth rapids,’ said Duele. ‘I suggest they are back on land upstream of the rapids, possibly on the opposite bank.’

‘They moved quickly to the river yesterday,’ said Evunn. ‘They have direction and they are unharmed. They may have reversed, leaving a false trail.’

It had to be considered, but Auum dismissed it. ‘Not that good,’ he said. ‘But quick, yes. I suspect one of them knows of us.’

‘So he would take great risk to escape,’ said Duele.

‘Speed is nothing without guile. We will always be faster,’ countered Evunn.

‘To a stranger, distance is safety. They chase the goal of escape,’ said Auum. ‘We should alert the ClawBound west of the river. These strangers must not escape.’

A roar lifted above the buzz of the forest. It was echoed at greater distance. The Tai stopped, waited. It was communication. A series of calls circled out, some elven, some animal. Growls, whistles, wails, grunts and barks. Auum understood none of it. Despite the closeness of their alliance, the ClawBound never revealed any of their secrets. The TaiGethen would know what was relevant soon enough.

The discordant messaging went on, silencing the forest denizens. This was noise at odds, noise that meant trouble and the determination to find a cure. None of Tual’s creatures would interfere. Most would be scared by what they heard; an instinctive memory cowed them where they stood, caused them to land on the nearest perch or hold themselves still in the water or high in the canopy.

The moment it died away, the forest buzzed once more and a ClawBound pair emerged from the shadows to Auum’s left. The panther trotted in and stood in Auum’s path, its eyes glistening, asking him to stop.

‘Tai,’ said Auum and they came to him.

The ClawBound elf, very tall, his face impassive beneath his paint, bowed his head and spoke, the voice unused to speech.

‘We have one group. Two trails are new. The fourth is west. The fifth group has crossed the Shorth. They are hurt. We will follow.’

He turned to go. Auum’s question stopped him.

‘Where are they running to?’

‘Verendii Tual,’ said the ClawBound. ‘Many strangers wait. We watch.’

He turned and walked away into the forest, the panther sniffing the Tai’s scent on the air before growling low and trotting after him.

‘Verendii Tual,’ said Auum. ‘We haven’t much time. The ClawBound will not lose them as I did. We’ll wait for them at the estuary.’

His Tai knew better than to question him and they followed him away from the tributary, which would soon carve away west to join the Shorth, the combined river flowing on to its mouth at Verendii Tual, the staggering high-cliffed inlet that bit deep into the forest.

All the groups were tracked and one would be down by dawn tomorrow. The net was closing.




Chapter 25

 


 


 


 


Just before dawn, Erys had woken experiencing a dread fear. Barely a day and a half out from the temple and the calming influence of Captain Yron and, while the group weren’t lost, their minds were full of the terrors of the forest and their thinking wasn’t straight. He’d tried to bring them back to themselves time and again in their ill-disciplined march towards the coast. He’d reminded them that Yron had trusted them to escape and had bought them time by sacrificing his own life.

And it had worked, brought them all back to what they had sworn to do. For an hour, maybe. Time was so difficult to judge. And then the bickering had started again. The backbiting and the fights about who was to lead. Erys had kept out of it. Let the egos of the other three battle it out. He gave up trying to reason with them and consoled himself by reflecting that it was he who carried the vital cargo. When it came to it, only he had to survive. Everyone else was expendable. He hoped they all went to hell.

It had been the previous dawn that they realised they were being followed. Tracked. There was nothing they could point to. No evidence. But it was there all the same, the indefinable feeling that they were being watched. Perhaps it was a change in the quality of a shadow; perhaps a branch cracked at a quiet moment in the din that was the forest day, or maybe the call of a bird didn’t ring true. Whatever it was, it had destroyed any semblance of order and the day had been little more than a blind rush north.

Heedless of where they had run, they had suffered cut, bruise and sprain. Only Erys, who had seen their charge for what it was, had kept a reasonable pace, kept up with them easily and so avoided injury. The Gods only knew how they had escaped broken bones or snakebite. And worse than it all had been the unearthly chorus of growls, barks, grunts and calls that had echoed from all around them, dimming the rest of the forest din for what seemed like an age. None of them had spoken of it, too scared at what it represented to give voice.

The night had been unbearably tense, but despite the determination of everyone to stay awake because they didn’t trust each other, Erys had slumped into an exhausted sleep. But now he was awake and his heart was thundering in his chest. He tried to quiet his breathing, lay completely silent in his hammock and listened. He turned his head slowly from side to side and in the thin light he could see one of the soldiers lying asleep. From where he was, Erys couldn’t see the other two. He couldn’t hear anything out of the ordinary.

But something had woken him. He was sure it hadn’t been a dream. Erys shuffled out of his hammock, slipping on the wet ground under his feet. A quick look round and he shuddered. There was no one on duty. An eerie quality lay over the camp. Walking quickly towards the nearest of his colleagues, Erys genuinely didn’t know if any of them was still alive, such was his feeling of impending dread.

He shook the soldier’s shoulder and was rewarded with a grunt. He shook it again.

‘Wake up,’ he hissed. ‘Can’t you feel it?’

‘What?’ muttered the soldier, a surly young individual called Awin.

‘Just get ready. We’ve got to go now,’ said Erys.

He hurried across the camp and woke the other pair, whose hammocks were strung close together. Once he’d got them moving, he ran back to his own bed and began to unstring it, his eyes flicking into the forest as the watery light grew in strength. He stuffed the hammock into his pack, checked the wrapped parchments were secure and slung the bag over his shoulder.

Straightening, he met Awin’s eyes.

‘What’s got into you?’ asked the soldier. ‘There’s nothing anywhere near. I—’

He stopped and looked past Erys’s shoulder. The mage swung round and saw it too. A shadow flitting across his vision, fast and low. Erys backed off.

‘Get behind me,’ said Awin, drawing his sword from his scabbard. ‘Trouble, you two, look lively. To your left. Get a shield up, Erys.’

The other two scrambled to shrug on leather armour and grab swords but Erys didn’t even begin to form the shape for a HardShield. He could see more figures moving. Upright this time. Like darker patches of shade and moving impossibly fast in the dense, overhanging, choking growth. He kept on backing away, his ears roaring with the clamour of his fear, praying that none of the shades were behind him. He’d have turned to look but he didn’t really want to know.

Awin was crouched low, snapping out what he could see as he scanned the dark depths. The others were circling round slowly, swords and daggers drawn, armour untied and flapping. Erys saw the shadows move. He heard a growl. Something black, sleek, low and full of muscle flowed from the forest. It slammed into one of the soldiers whose name escaped him in the muddle of his mind. The scream was inhuman.

Awin and the other soldier ran in opposite directions, the latter stopping suddenly as the forest moved in front of him. Steel glinted and his head snapped back, blood misting into the dawn. Awin saw him go down and ran back.

‘The shield, Erys, now!’

Erys desperately tried to clamp onto some concentration. He knew what he had to do. The shape was simple but its edges kept getting away from him and he had to lose himself before he could save himself. The shape formed. He dragged it together, blotting out Awin’s panicked shouts and the sounds of the sleek shadow ripping the life from a man he’d heard laughing the night before. He cast as Awin turned a despairing face to him. CloakedWalk.

He stepped back and knew by Awin’s expression that he’d disappeared.

‘Bastard!’ yelled the soldier. ‘Coward!’

He was almost crying; he knew his death was imminent. Erys edged further away. Awin turned at more sounds, a whimper escaping his lips. The black cat was gone, returned to the shadows. And from the forest they came.

Three of them, moving smoothly into the campsite. Tall, lean and with faces painted black, green and brown. Two carried short slim blades, the third had a hand in a pouch at his belt. Erys tried to contain his breathing and the urge to run. He heard movement and the black cat, the size of a war dog, stopped beside him. It sniffed the air, knowing something was amiss but seeing nothing with its keen eyes. It moved on, a low growl in its throat. And after it came another elf. White and black halved face, the stark contrast in the dark was terrifying, like the half-face was floating, ghostly. He too looked square at the delicately retreating Erys but didn’t stop.

Poor Awin was surrounded. He straightened now and dropped his sword. He held up his hands.

‘Please,’ he begged. ‘I surrender.’

But they said nothing, just carried on advancing. Two came to his sides and grabbed an arm each. The third stepped up, pushed Awin’s chin up with one hand and drove his blade through the man’s neck with the other. The cat roared, the black and white elf exulted.

It was all Erys could do to stop himself crying out. He put his hands behind him, feeling his way. They found the trunk of a tree. Erys carried on, edging himself around it. His foot came down on a twig which snapped with a report like thunder in his ears. Elves and animal looked towards him. Awin’s body dropped to the ground and he died ignored.

Erys fought the urge to stop moving, to become even more silent. He saw them speaking to each other. They couldn’t see him. One of them came towards him, his eyes piercing green, catching the first shafts of sunlight. Erys kept on taking his gentle steps. He wanted to turn and run but was fearful of letting them out of his sight.

The elf came on but he was shaking his head. He said something then turned and rejoined the others. Another brief conversation and the cat and the spectral elf ran off to the north. The three others bent immediately to their task, and as Erys watched and the forest slowly obscured his view, packs were torn apart and bodies were searched. Erys’s last memory was of the elves systematically shredding every item of kit and clothing.

Wanting nothing more than to find a place to hide, Erys clung onto the CloakedWalk, turned and walked forward at last, hoping to find the river to follow all the way to the coast.
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Yron had done everything he could. Dragging Ben-Foran into the obscurity of the forest, he’d laid him down on a clear patch of ground and used his soaking leather jerkin as a pillow of sorts. He’d lit a fire using rubbed bamboo and fashioned a rough tripod from damp wood. They both still carried the mugs they’d run from the temple with; Yron had forbidden Ben to discard his, knowing they might prove vital. He’d filled both from the river and balanced them on the tripod.

Taking off his shirt, he’d cut it into strips and put them in the water to boil. Finally, hoping no predators were attracted to Ben’s bloodied body, he made a quick hunt for legumia bark, rubiac fruit and vismia stems. He found none of the latter. He could have done with its antiseptic qualities and reminded himself to keep looking, assuming Ben survived.

The youngster was conscious when he returned and incredibly was struggling to sit up.

‘Lie back, boy,’ said Yron. ‘Best you don’t look.’

‘It’s bloody agony,’ said Ben.

‘I know. I got the odd nip myself.’ It was an understatement. Though the piranha had concentrated their attack on Ben’s legs, the Captain had been the victim of more snaps than he could count. Most were little more than exploratory attacks but enough were full-blooded bites to cause him serious pain. He mustn’t forget to treat himself. Ben would not be served by his own death.

Yron dropped the bark into the mugs and waited as it bubbled and spat.

‘You’ll be fine, Ben,’ he said. ‘You’ve broken nothing. It hurts like hell but I can numb the pain later. For now I have to clean it. That’ll sting but you’ll know it’s doing the job, right?’

The commentary was as much for Yron as it was for his frightened lieutenant. Yron stared up at the sky, seeing the smoke trailing up into the canopy. The cloud had disappeared and strong light was shining down, bringing with it humidity and heat. He was aware they’d have to try and move soon. The smoke, while keeping away the flies, was a beacon for any watching TaiGethen and their silent ClawBound brethren.

When he’d waited as long as he could, Yron took the mugs from the tripod and placed them by Ben. He cut the remnants of Ben’s trouser legs away, took a deep breath at what he saw and gave the stricken man a reassuring smile.

‘It’s not so bad,’ he said.

‘Liar,’ replied Ben. ‘Sir.’

Yron hooked a piece of cloth from a mug with a stick, let it cool a little in the air, then dropped it into his hands where he balled it up.

‘Try not to cry out,’ he said gently. ‘I have to do this.’

He began to clean the right leg, beginning at the foot. At the first touch of the infused cloth, Ben tensed and bit down on a scream. Yron pressed on; he really had no choice.

He had no real idea how long he worked. Meticulous and tireless for hour after hour, he cleaned each wound separately, biting his lip as he looked at the torn flesh, the flaps of skin and the deep bite wounds. The right leg was torn to bits. Bone and muscle were exposed and he covered what he could with the makeshift bandages. Perhaps magic could save it but they were far from such help and Ben’s survival chances were already low.

The left leg was better but his buttocks had both taken bites as had hips and lower stomach. Yron cleaned and bandaged, refilled the mugs again and again, kept the fire going and, latterly, made rubiac poultices for himself to try and combat any infection.

Finally, he dressed Ben in the remains of his trousers, helped him back into his leather armour, having used his shirt for bandages too, and sat him up. Ben-Foran was shivering in the heat as the shock of the attack began to set in. It was after midday.

‘We can’t stay here, Ben,’ Yron said, keeping his face close to the boy’s, forcing him to focus. ‘We don’t have to go far but we do have to go. Now I want you to prepare yourself, all right? Think strength, and know I’ll be supporting you. We can still make it.’

‘If you say so, sir,’ said Ben. His face was pale and sheened in sweat.

Yron smiled as best he could. If the infection didn’t get him, the blood loss or the shock just might. He turned from Ben to the fire, noting how the blood was already soaking through the boy’s bandages, and put out the blaze, trying to minimise the smoke as he did so. Ordinarily he’d have hidden the site, the embers and the remnants of the tripod to put off any pursuit, but with the TaiGethen it was pointless. Even without the fire these elves would have enough signs to track them easily.

Yron put his leather jerkin back on and stooped over Ben. ‘Come on, son. One arm around my shoulder, let’s get out of here.’

Gasping in pain, Ben hauled himself up Yron’s body. He leant heavily against the captain, not daring to put his right foot on the ground.

‘You should leave me, sir,’ he said. ‘You could make it on your own.’

‘To what purpose?’ said Yron as they moved slowly off, Ben in a half hop, half drag, wincing at every movement. ‘My duty is to my men. You represent my men.’

‘But—’

‘Decision’s made, Ben. Let me assure you, if I was carrying anything important I’d have left you. But I’m not. So shut up and save your energy for shambling.’

Through his pain Ben-Foran chuckled. ‘Thank you, sir.’

‘No problem.’
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The east gates of Xetesk opened on a mild cloud-strewn morning. Three hundred cavalry and mages trotted from the portal, followed by fifteen hundred foot soldiers and dozens of wagons.

At the front of the column, riding with the Xeteskian commander, Chandyr, was Rusau, senior mage and member of the Lysternan delegation. He looked with dismay on the litter of bodies and rags that covered what had once been the refugee camp, now brutally cleared. Carrion birds took to the sky as the horses passed, clouds of flies buzzed angrily over the flesh left to rot and the air was tainted with decay.

‘Look at what you have wrought, Commander Chandyr,’ he said as they rode past. ‘They were human beings and you have driven them away like animals. You killed so many.’

Chandyr looked across at him, no hint of remorse evident. He was a career soldier in his early forties and had seen a great deal of action in the last decade. His face was pockmarked and he sported livid scars on his chin and forehead. Clad in mail-covered leather, he was a ferocious sight and his views were simple.

‘First they were victims, now they are parasites. We have to look to our own problems, not take on other people’s. Dordover is a powerful adversary.’

‘But you could have chosen to help these people cut wood for new homes, plough fields for new plantings. Your blacksmiths’ wagons could have been the forges that made new hope.’

‘Building is preferable to dying in battle,’ said Chandyr, ‘but we have to defend ourselves before we can disperse ourselves across Balaia helping the people. Have you travelled the country in the last season?’

‘No,’ confessed Rusau. ‘My duties kept me in Lystern.’

‘You should talk to the mages who come in. It is true that the Black Wings are feeding the flames of hatred for us but the country is not quite as destroyed as they would have us all believe. There are blacksmiths out there. There are woodmen too. There are builders and farmers. The regeneration of the country must come from within. We as a college army are duty bound to protect our borders.’

‘But this is a fight that can be solved around a table. By reason and discussion. War only feeds the fires of hate. And, after all, the issues are trivial, aren’t they?’

‘The issues do not concern me. The protection of Xetesk does.’

Rusau took a breath. In front of them, the gentle sweep of the Xeteskian mage lands stretched north-east to Lystern and north to Dordover. It was undeniably beautiful. Shades of green dappled the landscape; trees, shrubs, brackens and grasses. And everywhere were splashes of colour as the first spring flowers pushed through the soil, a symbol of the enduring strength of nature.

‘I can stop this,’ said Rusau, and inside he firmly believed that he could.

‘Really?’ asked Chandyr. ‘Like the Dordovan delegation, perhaps? What have they managed so far apart from outrageous demands that do nothing but lighten the mood in the officers’ mess?’

‘It is the nature of negotiation to begin at an unattainable level and settle for compromise.’

‘Compromise!’ Chandyr spat the word. ‘We are defending ourselves from unwarranted aggression.’

‘And Xetesk is blameless in your view?’

Chandyr’s face darkened. ‘You ride at my side because I like you, Rusau. And because my Lord of the Mount, Dystran, wants independent reporting of what we find. But we are not the aggressors. We did not invite this conflict, it was thrust upon us. It is not our forces herding refugees into neighbouring lands. It is not us using innocents as pawns. But we will not stand by and watch it happen. Dordover will not be allowed to encroach on our lands. We will fight to preserve what is ours.’

‘I meant no offence, Commander,’ said Rusau. ‘But when we find the Dordovans I urge you to stand off and let me speak, whether they are on Xeteskian land or not. Words are one thing, significant loss of life is another. When they see you and hear me, they will think again.’

‘You are naive to believe that,’ said Chandyr. ‘But I pray you are right. Remember, though, that soldiers go where they are ordered and fight as directed. It is accepted that not all those who enter battle will leave it alive. I don’t think you will find anyone in the Dordovan force able to make the decision to stand down.’

‘Perhaps not, but would you choose not to fight if I could negotiate a truce to allow the rulers to speak again?’

‘I will assess the situation when we encounter the Dordovans,’ said Chandyr. ‘But we are at war, Rusau, and I will not take any decision that risks our borders.’

‘But I must be allowed to cross the battle lines,’ said Rusau.

‘Enough,’ snapped Chandyr. ‘I go to defend my lands. And I will take such action as I see fit in discussion with the senior mage. If you get in the way of such action it will be on your own head. I trust you understand. Now I must think. Please fall back to the centre of the column.’

He looked at Rusau, and for the first time the Lysternan mage felt a pang of doubt.

‘Now, Rusau. I don’t want to have you removed.’

Rusau did as he was ordered, and for the rest of the day’s march and the day following he kept his distance from the Xeteskian commander. Late in the afternoon of the second day, with light cloud covering what had been a warm spring day, he was summoned forward.

He found Chandyr in conversation with the senior mage, Synour, a man fast rising through the echelons of Xeteskian power. They were riding towards the crest of a low hill and Rusau knew that beyond it a shallow valley swept away to the River Dord, which flowed through Dordover and eventually let out into the River Tri just to the north of Triverne Lake. The Dord marked the northern border of the Xeteskian and Lysternan mage lands.

‘Commander,’ he said, as he rode to Chandyr’s free side.

Chandyr acknowledged his presence but finished his conversation before turning in his saddle.

‘My scouts have reported,’ he said, voice matter of fact, ‘a force of perhaps eighteen hundred Dordovans setting up camp just north of the river. There are an estimated five hundred refugees there too. They are corralled by the Dordovans but are south of the river. On Xeteskian land. You will see that they have been very careful to allow no one to occupy Lysternan land. I think their message is quite clear.’

‘And what are your intentions?’ asked Rusau.

‘The refugees must be freed immediately to return to rebuild their homes. The Dordovans must not stand in their way. I am sending a message to that effect to their commander, whoever he may be. You are welcome to ride under the parley flag but you will not interfere with the delivery of the message. We are not negotiating this point. Those refugees will not be used against us.’

‘I will see what I can do,’ said Rusau.

‘Try not to endanger your own life,’ said Chandyr. ‘I am not responsible for you and neither are the Dordovans. My messenger will return with their answer as soon as he is able. If that answer is negative, we will advance immediately, while there is daylight enough.’

‘Commander, you have to give me a chance,’ implored Rusau.

‘No, Rusau, I do not,’ he said. ‘I sympathise with you but my orders are quite clear. Dordover has invaded us. I will repel that invasion. The time for talking is when they are north of the Dord. I suggest you work quickly or get yourself to a place of safety.’

Rusau nodded. ‘I had hoped for more understanding from you. Where is your messenger?’

‘He is being briefed by the sergeant-at-arms now. You’ll find them to your right.’ Chandyr indicated a pair of riders slightly apart from the rest of the column. ‘And Rusau, I understand very well. We didn’t ask for war but we will wage it. Perhaps you can talk sense into the Dordovans, but if you ask me, the time for talking is done.’

Rusau joined the messenger as he cantered up the the rise and over the crest into the valley. Below them a wide grassy plain fell away down a shallow slope to the banks of the River Dord a mile and a half away. A mass of humanity waited on the south side. ‘Corralled’ was the right word. They were in a tight group, Dordovan cavalry and foot soldiers guarding them. To the north of the river, tents were pitched, fires burned and pennants flew. The sound of hammering and the whinnies of horses filtered up to them as they rode in silence towards the Dordovan army.

As they passed the refugees, a Dordovan cavalryman detached himself from the guard and fell in beside them.

‘You’re wasting your time, Xeteskian,’ he said to the messenger. ‘You should have saved your horse’s legs and your breath. While you still have it to waste, that is.’

‘What is the name of your commanding officer? I have a message for him.’

The cavalryman laughed. ‘Very disciplined, I’m sure. Turn around. Mark my words, boy.’

‘His name,’ said the messenger.

‘Master Mage Tendjorn,’ said the cavalryman. ‘He’ll eat you for breakfast.’

He peeled away and rode back to his companions. They shared an over-loud laugh.

‘Commendable,’ said Rusau to his companion.

The messenger didn’t reply. He kept his pace even, riding through the shallow waters of the Dord which, though thirty yards wide at this stretch, barely reached his boots. Unchallenged, they rode to the centre of the camp, where they dismounted. The command tent was obvious, its sides pinned back. A table inside was bare but for a scattering of goblets and a few bottles. Five men stood inside and waited for them to enter.

‘You took your time,’ said one. Rusau supposed him to be Tendjorn. He was an ugly man with a wide nose, small ears and thinning unkempt dark hair. ‘And you? Sent a Lysternan lackey to beg, have they? We’ve enough of your sort plaguing us already.’

‘I am Rusau of Lystern,’ he confirmed. ‘I seek peace, as I believe ultimately we all do.’

‘Well there’s your first mistaken assumption,’ said Tendjorn. ‘Xetesk’s protection of the Nightchild was the first act of aggression in this war and now we are delivering the consequences of their invasion to their door for them to deal with.’

‘These people are not consequences of this dispute,’ said Rusau. ‘You cannot use them as such.’

‘Can’t I? Xetesk prevented us from dealing with the Nightchild at the earliest opportunity. They were complicit in her prolonged survival, hence the prolonged elemental attacks on Balaia. Therefore these refugees are their problem.’

‘Your memories are coloured,’ began Rusau, but Tendjorn cut him off with a snap of his fingers.

‘Your message, Xeteskian,’ he said.

The messenger pulled a leather envelope from his breast and handed it over.

‘I would take your reply at your earliest convenience, my Lord,’ he said.

Tendjorn untied the envelope and took out the single sheet of paper it contained. It was a brief message, and the mage smiled and shook his head as he read it.

‘Gracious me, how predictable,’ he muttered, and handed it to the quartet of soldiers and mages grouped behind him. He slapped the empty envelope into the chest of the messenger. ‘Tell your commander that we will not withdraw until he agrees to take charge of the people whom his college has made homeless. Tell him that any move to force them across the river will be met with an appropriate response.’

‘Yes, my Lord.’ The messenger bowed, his face expressionless.

Rusau grabbed his shoulder. ‘Wait a moment. You can’t deliver that. This is madness. Tendjorn, I beg you to reconsider.’

‘You must remove your hand, sir,’ said the messenger. ‘You may not impede a messenger under the parley flag.’

‘I know but . . .’ He removed his hand and immediately the messenger turned and walked from the tent. ‘Think what your message means. Men will die.’

‘Quiet your bleating, Rusau, and face reality,’ said Tendjorn. ‘This conflict is about far more than just Herendeneth. It concerns balance. Something Xetesk is determined to upset.’

‘All it takes is for you to withdraw your forces and let the refugees move to their homes to rebuild their lives. It will give us a basis for negotiation. Please, Tendjorn. Someone has to make a gesture for peace to have a chance.’

Tendjorn walked the pace to Rusau and looked square into his face, holding his gaze.

‘There is but one way to stop this and that is for Lystern to stop dithering and join us. Isn’t it obvious to you? Xetesk always wanted war; we have merely upset their timing. Without you, they may well beat us. With you, they may well not.

‘Heryst is cautious. But what price that when Xetesk marches up to his gates, eh? You have done your best, Lysternan, you and your negotiators. Has Xetesk listened to you? Join us now. We don’t want to destroy Xetesk, we need them in balance. They want to dominate, don’t you understand?’

‘I understand that war will leave all of magic seriously weakened and will draw in the population who surely have suffered enough. More innocents will die in this conflict and hatred will grow. Do not assume non-mages are too weak to fight. Look at what the Wesmen did to Julatsa.’

‘Yes, Rusau,’ growled Tendjorn. ‘And look what that has done to the balance of magic. Even now we are protecting Julatsa from the inevitable Xeteskian invasion. Where are Lystern, their supposed friends, eh? Xetesk cannot be allowed to win.’

‘Heryst is on his way to discuss that very matter with Vuldaroq, have you not been informed? Wait for them to reach accord. Must you fight today?’ Rusau was exasperated in the face of such closed-minded determination to let blood.

‘Gods, man, are you blind?’ shouted Tendjorn. He strode away a pace and threw up his arms. ‘You’ve been in Xetesk; surely you’ve seen?’

‘Seen what?’

‘I don’t believe it,’ said Tendjorn. ‘They are arming and armouring every man of fighting age in the city. Every man. They are drilling women and children in battlefield supply. Their forges work day and night. They mean to win this war and they will not hear peace. And whether you believe it or not, the information they will get from Herendeneth will merely make them stronger. Now out of my way; I have a battle to organise.’

Rusau ran from the tent and jumped back on his horse. He fought his way through the army coming to order. Shouts were ringing through the camp, horses were being saddled and mounted, weapons given a final taste of the whetstone. Mages planned offence and defence. He was ignored as he surged across the river. To his right the refugees were being moved away from the likely battlefield. He could hear their fear now. Ahead of him the messenger was galloping hard up the slope. As he went, he waved his parley flag and then angled it vertically down.

‘Damn it,’ said Rusau.

A line of Xeteskians breasted the hill to stand silhouetted on the horizon.

 


Avesh stood with his arms around Ellin while she wept. It had been so since he reached her at the Dord and they had buried their son together. She had refused any sustenance, drinking only water from the river. He could understand. Her son lay dead and she couldn’t even escape to grieve because the Dordovans had blocked their progress. Not just across the Dord but anywhere. They had provided food and spoken gentle words but there was no doubting the hundreds here were prisoners to be used against Xetesk. How, he didn’t know and was scared to guess.

All he wanted to do was take her away. Somewhere where he knew she would be safe so that he could do what he had to do. Strike back. But right now he was helpless. Caught between two colleges, neither of whom cared whether he lived or died.

He had watched the two riders gallop over the rise to the south and cross to the Dordovan camp. He had watched them ride back separately, the one with the flag in advance of the other. And then he had watched the line of soldiers and horsemen appear, ready to charge. He shivered and cursed under his breath, not even having the strength to be scared like so many of those around him. He now had so little to lose.

He hugged Ellin tighter, kissing her on the top of her head.

‘Be strong, my love,’ he said. ‘And listen to me. We are going to have to run once more.’




Chapter 27

 


 


 


 


Chandyr had been organising his men from the moment Rusau and the messenger had disappeared over the crest. He’d split his cavalry into two wings, leaving his foot soldiers to take the central ground. Mages were dispersed along the line, providing offensive and defensive cover. Chandyr’s aim was simple. His men would not put one foot in the waters of the Dord, that was not their brief. But they would push every enemy across those waters.

He called his forces to order. Flags waved their readiness from the left flank cavalry. He would lead the right.

‘Archers ready?’ he called.

‘Aye!’ came the shout.

‘Soldiers ready?’

‘Aye!’

‘Engage only armed men, shoot at armed men only. I want as little refugee blood on my hands as possible. No one is to walk on Dordovan land. We are not mounting an invasion. Not yet. Lieutenants, sound the march.’

Orders were barked along the line, which stretched for about a third of a mile. Chandyr trotted back to his cavalry. It would be a classic pincer if he could close it but he expected the Dordovans to be aware of the tactic. If not, he had movement orders waiting and his command team had been fully briefed, orders ready to be passed down to all levels of the army. Chandyr had studied Ry Darrick for a time and had learned a few truths about effective battle. He wondered if he could put any of them into practice.

The army advanced at a walk up the incline, the cavalry keeping pace. It was steady and ordered, as it had to be. And interrupted by a scout tearing back over the hill on foot. He sped down towards Chandyr.

‘Messenger approaching, sir,’ he said, breathless. ‘Flag down, sir, flag down.’

‘Get your breath and fall in.’

‘Yes, sir.’ He saluted and ran off round the side of the cavalry.

Chandyr looked to his left. ‘Flagman, signal the full advance.’

‘Sir!’

A thin red flag was held aloft and swept around in a long circle twice. The order was taken up along the line.

‘To a trot!’ ordered Chandyr.

The line quickened its pace, trotting up the slope, cresting the hill and carrying on down at an unbroken pace. Chandyr could see the refugees being herded left but not fast enough. He could see the Dordovans forming up on the north bank, cavalry in loose formation behind their foot soldiers, scattered horsemen that had to be mages among the rank and file. And in the middle of the empty plain, one rider. Rusau.

‘Dear Gods, you fool,’ muttered Chandyr. ‘You bloody fool.’

There was nothing that could be done for him now. Chandyr’s warning had been clear enough, though he felt a stab of regret.

To the left, the refugee group had seen the approaching army. There was trouble in the mass and the Dordovans were having difficulty containing it. People had got away from the guards. Some carried on running to the left, others unbelievably were coming up the plain towards them but most were making for the river.

‘Keep it tight!’ roared Chandyr. ‘Keep it tight!’

As they descended the slope, the Dordovans were fording the river, their line reforming on the near bank and moving slowly, keeping to the flat ground, unwilling to give the Xeteskians any slope advantage. The forces closed, Rusau still between them.

‘Get out of the way,’ whispered Chandyr, then shouted, ‘Get out of the way, Rusau!’

His voice echoed out. Rusau pulled his horse round and drove headlong towards Chandyr. He was shouting but the Xeteskian couldn’t hear him until he closed to a few yards and slowed hard.

‘Stop this madness!’ he yelled.

‘Out of my way, Rusau. Get behind the lines. There’s nothing you can do now. Go back to Lystern.’

‘Damn you, Chandyr. Make it stop.’

‘Last chance, Rusau. Please go.’ He looked to his lieutenants and signalled with a clenched fist. They were a hundred yards from the Dordovans. Spells were prepared. ‘Flagman! Stand ready!’

‘Sir!’

‘Chandyr.’

‘Leave.’

Rusau wheeled his horse again and sped back towards the Dordovans.

‘Archers!’ called Chandyr. At the back of the lines his archers stopped and knelt. The Dordovans were doing likewise. ‘Deploy shields.’ Each order was relayed by his command chain. Hard- and SpellShields came on instantly, deployment confirmed across the line. ‘Fire at will!’

Arrows flew away, volley after volley, soaring overhead to clatter against the Dordovan shields and answered by the enemy. Across the divide, Rusau was being pushed away by Dordovan soldiers. Chandyr had no time to look at him any more. Dordovan cavalry had broken left and right and were galloping along the back of their line, which bristled with pikemen.

‘Waiting,’ yelled Chandyr. ‘Waiting.’

He watched the cavalry closely. They were spread quite thin and outnumbered by the Xeteskian horsemen, their tactic as yet unclear. Thirty yards. It was enough.

‘Engage!’ he shouted.

The flagman flung his flag forwards, the foot soldiers roared and charged, his cavalry sprang to the gallop. Archers dropped their bows and joined the fray, spells filled the air. And in the midst of it all, Rusau, seeing his folly, began a desperate gallop to the right. He was never going to make it.

A few Xeteskian FlameOrbs soared out into the late afternoon sky, targeting mages and archers and splashing down in their midst, fizzing and hissing over shields or detonating on the ground where there were none. HotRain fell from the sky in a brief torrent over the Dordovan foot soldiers. The enemy mages were ready; their shields held, as did the Xeteskians’ under the entirely predictable response.

But Chandyr had held something back. As they had been drilled, the Xeteskian foot forces, still just ahead of the cavalry, suddenly slowed for four paces. Unexpectedly, the Dordovan line was exposed to Xeteskian spell attack and more FlameOrbs fell in a concentrated burst on their left. At least one SpellShield cracked under the sudden and focussed barrage. Magical fire tore into armour and cloth. It melted faces and ate through furs and flesh, the unquenchable flames leaving their victims helpless as they died.

‘Push the right. Watch the cavalry flank!’

Chandyr rode headlong into the Dordovan cavalry, horsemen to his left driving at the disoriented and weakened line, to his right fanning out to guard against a flank attack.

Rusau was caught in the chaos, wheeling his horse left and right as swords rose and fell all around him. Chandyr leaned left and swept his sword over his horse’s head to clash with an enemy’s. He let go the reins and dragged at the man’s shoulder with his left hand as he snatched his weapon back. Pulled off balance, the Dordovan didn’t see Chandyr’s blade whip back and across to take him on the top of his helmeted head. Stunned, he fell from his horse, as good as dead under the churning hooves.

The Xeteskian commander glanced along his line. They had forced the Dordovans well back on the right flank and a breach wouldn’t be long coming. More spells flashed across the space above his head, keeping the opposition casting mages busy with shields. A detonation told of at least one more failing under pressure.

‘Rusau!’ he yelled, but his voice was lost in the roar of battle, the ring of swords, the screams of dying men, the calls of fifty lieutenants and the stamp of myriad hooves.

A sword swung towards him. Reflexively, he blocked right. It was a good stroke. The Dordovan was knocked back in his saddle and took a second thrust through his gut.

‘Push on, push on!’ he urged, seeing the Dordovan line falter.

Chandyr dragged his horse left, swinging down to connect with the shoulder of a pikeman whose weapon was trapped underfoot. In the mêlée all order had disappeared; men fought for their lives moment to moment. But Chandyr chose to fight for someone else’s. Rusau. Unbelievably, the Lysternan was still upright in his saddle, blood spattering his cloak and robes.

‘Pull back, damn you!’ Chandyr knew the mage couldn’t hear him; he was caught right in the middle of the fiercest fighting. His horse was cut and terrified, rearing and bucking, Rusau demonstrating remarkable skill to stay in the saddle.

Chandyr hacked his way towards the helpless mage, his own mount, bred and trained for the fray, kicking out as it moved, head butting low, driving enemies aside and giving its rider clear vision and sword arc. The Xeteskian kept his legs back, kept his sword forward and never gave an enemy a flank target.

‘Rusau! To me!’

Chandyr swept his sword into the face of a foot soldier. To his relief, the mage heard him.

‘Bring him round. To me!’

But Rusau’s mount wasn’t responding. The mage hauled at the reins, searching for space. There was none.

‘Help him!’ Chandyr leant over the shoulder of his horse and smashed his sword down. Another foot gained. Around him, his men pushed. Hard. ‘Go! Go!’

This was the time to trust. It was the only way. Orders to men beyond five yards were pointless. Local leaders picking up on the course of battle were vital. Men of better vision in the thick of metal and blood, of panic and death. Darrick had taught him that and he had trained his own. In this battle, it was making all the difference. All along the line, Xetesk held formation and Dordover fell back.

He heeled his horse again, it kicked a man aside and plunged forward.

‘Rusau!’ He was almost within touching distance. ‘Behind me, jump on.’

From nowhere, pikes thrust from both sides, freed by the movement of bodies. As it had been trained to do, Chandyr’s horse stepped smartly back and reared to use its forelegs as a shield. Rusau’s panicked creature reared too, but pitched its rider off. The mage fell calling out, grasping desperately, straight onto the point of a Xeteskian pike.

‘No!’ cried Chandyr, but it was done.

The blade speared straight through the Lysternan’s back and out of his chest, breaking his ribcage as it came. Blood rushed from Rusau’s mouth and he died, the pikeman dropping the staff and snatching out his short sword, too scared for his own life to realise what he had done.

Chandyr wheeled and galloped from the battle to check progress. The day would be won. The Dordovans would be forced back across the river. But Chandyr didn’t care much about that. Enough Dordovans had seen Rusau die. A neutral on a Xeteskian pike. He would tell the truth. The Dordovans would not. He could only guess at the consequences.

 


It was night and the battle was done. The Dordovans had been crushed and driven back across the river but not before herding many of the refugees to their deaths, caught helpless between the opposing forces.

Three miles west, the surviving refugees had regrouped, huddling together for comfort around fires. Another blow had been struck against their fragile spirits and here they were again with no food, shelter or hope.

The flight from the fighting had been terrifying. Once the Dordovan guard had deserted them to shore up their fractured line, Avesh had got Ellin away from the panic and those who ran to the Dord, or those who decided to throw themselves on the mercy of the Xeteskians. Many had followed him, and as the day wore on yet more joined the group.

They sat in almost complete silence. A misty rain was falling from a clouded night sky and in his arms Ellin was unmoving. He rocked her gently, cursing those who had reduced her from bright light to traumatised shell. He had to strike back but had no idea how to contact those he wanted, but then three of them rode into the camp just as he was fighting back sleep.

Alarm rippled through the exhausted refugees but the riders sought to quell it quickly, assuring them they were not from any college. Avesh sat up, fatigue fading, and as a hush fell, one of the riders spoke.

‘I and my men had sight of the events of today and I want to pass on my sympathy at your plight and my fury at those who treat you no better than animals. But the reason I am here is to offer you hope and a way to make a difference and to end the persecution of ordinary Balaians.

‘My name is Edman, and I am an emissary of the Black Wings.’

He waited while renewed nervousness coursed through the cold, wet and hungry refugees.

‘Please,’ he said, raising his hands. ‘I know our reputation but I want to assure you we mean you no harm. We seek to restore what has been lost but we need people to make it happen. I can offer you food and shelter. It is a long walk from here but we will help you every step of the way. We will keep you from contact with our common enemy and we will help your sick and your wounded.

‘Any of you who want to return to rebuild the lives the colleges took from you go with our blessing. But any who come with us will make sure that those lives can be lived in security in the years that follow.

‘Who is with me?’

There were questions, there was suspicion, there was fear. But Avesh was not alone in feeling a surge of purpose. By him, Ellin reached up a hand to stroke his face.

‘You must go,’ she said. ‘Avenge our son for me. And when you are done, find me at the broken timbers of our farm and we will start again.’

Avesh gazed down at her, tears standing in his eyes, and knew he had never loved her more than he did right now.

‘I won’t let you down.’

‘Just come back to me.’

‘You know I will,’ he said and, kissing her gently on the lips, he heaved himself from the ground and went to hear what Edman wanted of him.

 


Heryst rode into Dordover with the night full and cool. He and his delegation were tired from the trail but Vuldaroq wasn’t in the mood to give them much time for food and rest. Still feeling dusty, Heryst met the fat red-faced Dordovan Arch Mage in a small warm reception chamber hung with dour portraits and with a roaring fire in a large grate.

The shake of hands was perfunctory but the wine Vuldaroq gave him was very welcome. The two men sat in large leather chairs either side of the blaze.

‘So, come to your senses finally, my Lord Heryst?’

‘I have always been in full possession of my senses, Vuldaroq. I had hoped that Xetesk and yourselves might rediscover yours.’

‘Exactly what was it you were hoping for?’

‘A way to peace through diplomacy, what else?’

Vuldaroq smiled indulgently. ‘You know I respect your skill as a politician and mage but in this you are being as naive as a child. Surely you cannot close your eyes to what is happening now. Peace is only possible when both sides desire it.’

‘I have never been naive, Vuldaroq,’ said Heryst. ‘I simply choose to seek a less bloody path.’

‘You think we wanted war against them?’

‘I think Dordover was angry enough at its defeat on Herendeneth to view conflict as preferable to negotiation. You as much as they have brought us to this juncture.’

Vuldaroq was indignant. ‘Preposterous, Heryst. We sought justice for Balaia and the sharing of the treasures discovered on that island.’

Heryst blinked slowly, having to make a deliberate effort to keep a scornful smile from his lips.

‘Who exactly do you think you are talking to here? We formed an alliance, if you recall, with the express intention of stopping the Nightchild realising potential beyond her control. Her death was always a possibility we had to consider. But you had darker motives. Nothing would have survived there had The Raven not intervened, would it? Wasn’t that why you involved the witch hunters?’

‘They were the only people capable of finding those we sought.’

‘Damn you they were not!’ Heryst spilled his wine on his hand. ‘And you gave Erienne to them. One of your own.’

‘A betrayer,’ said Vuldaroq smoothly. ‘A little like your own General Darrick, wouldn’t you say?’

‘Darrick’s actions were regrettable, I admit, but he was not prepared to stand shoulder to shoulder with those who would see us all dead, as apparently you would. He will account for his actions, have no fear. He, at least, is a man of honour.’

Vuldaroq sipped his wine. ‘And I am not? I and my college, alone, stand between Xetesk and their dominion of Balaia. Remember why we allied. We cannot let the power rest with one college alone; it would return us to the wilderness.’

‘I agree utterly. It is the method to use that has been where our differences lie,’ said Heryst, knowing tit for tat accusations would get them nowhere fast.

‘And do you also agree that the war, whoever you believe is to blame, now threatens you as well as us?’

‘And Julatsa, yes,’ said Heryst. ‘That is why I am here. I am appalled by the actions of Xetesk around Arlen and at their own gates. At least you have respected the rules of engagement and the rights of refugees.’

Vuldaroq inclined his head. ‘From you that is compliment indeed.’

‘I want to make it abundantly clear, however, that I am not proposing a formal alliance,’ said Heryst. ‘But we have a joint obligation to shore up the defences of Julatsa. I also believe we must put in place a blockade of Xeteskian lands to prevent movement of troops and materials.’

‘There also we are in accord,’ said Vuldaroq. ‘But how is this not an alliance?’

‘Because Lystern is not at war with Xetesk and that is the way I want to keep it. My soldiers will not be under any command of yours. I am suggesting a sharing of responsibilities in order to pressure Xetesk to the negotiating table. I will be telling Dystran the same.’

‘Of course, I respect your wishes,’ said Vuldaroq, and Heryst could see the gleam of satisfaction in his eyes.

‘Do not betray this. I will be seeking assurances you will not use this goodwill to advance the conflict.’

Vuldaroq held up his hands. ‘Heryst, please.’

‘Good. I suggest we break and let our respective teams discuss my proposals. We can reconvene later to iron out points of difference.’

An urgent knocking on the door was followed by two of Heryst’s mages running in.

‘Excuse the interruption, my Lords,’ said one, a young mage named Darrow. ‘I have grave news.’

He looked over to Vuldaroq. Heryst waved him on.

‘He will hear it anyway, best first-hand from you.’

‘Kayvel has contacted us,’ said Darrow. ‘As you know, Rusau travelled with a Xeteskian force riding to engage the Dordovans at the Dord crossing. It seems he was caught in the middle of the conflict. I’m sorry, my Lord, but he was killed.’

Heryst closed his eyes. He had feared this. He took a deep breath before speaking.

‘How did it happen?’

‘The story we have heard from Dordovans in the field was that he was killed by a Xeteskian pikeman.’

Heryst dashed his glass into the fireplace. Liquid hissed and spat. He fought to regain control but his mind churned and his pulse ran high.

‘He was a diplomat. A neutral,’ he said, hardly able to get the words out.

‘Yes, my Lord.’

‘He was also my friend.’ Heryst put his head in his hands for a moment. ‘Are you sure the reports are true?’

‘That he’s dead?’ asked Darrow.

‘No,’ snapped Heryst. ‘That he died the way it is told.’

‘As sure as we can be. He was caught in the battle. In the centre of the line. He was in the way and Xetesk removed him.’ Darrow shrugged.

‘But could it have been an accident? Battle is confused,’ said Heryst. ‘You understand I have to be sure. Could it have been a Dordovan pike?’

Darrow shook his head. ‘No, my Lord. The picture is reasonably clear. A Xeteskian pike was driven through his body from the back. The battle continued. Xetesk pushed Dordover back across the river and their forces are now guarding the whole stretch and apparently sending more patrols out to secure their entire border with Dordover. ’

Heryst looked across at Vuldaroq, whose expression of sorrow appeared genuine enough, but the Lysternan knew that somewhere in that mind of his he was smiling at the news.

‘And what have we heard from Xetesk?’ he asked.

‘Denials, as you would expect,’ said Darrow. ‘Kayvel has spoken to the rest of our delegation there and they aren’t under any duress or arrest but the story they are relaying just doesn’t have quite the ring of truth about it.’

‘And what is it?’ Heryst straightened.

‘That the Xeteskian commander was trying to get Rusau out of the battle and didn’t make it before his horse threw him and he landed on a pike.’

‘Pure fantasy,’ muttered Vuldaroq. ‘I am sorry to hear of the loss of your friend, Heryst, but it casts new light on what we have just been discussing, does it not?’

Heryst held up a hand to silence the Dordovan Arch Mage. ‘Don’t you dare try to put pressure on me, Vuldaroq. At the moment I am not interested in what you think. Perhaps you would grant me the favour of leaving me for a moment.’

Vuldaroq nodded and rose. Heryst watched him go.

‘This changes nothing as far as Dordover is concerned,’ he said to Darrow. ‘You will continue negotiation as if this desperate event hadn’t happened. Do you understand?’

‘Yes, my Lord, but—’

‘But nothing, Darrow,’ said Heryst, keeping his voice quiet. ‘I do not trust Dordover any more than I trust Xetesk and I suggest you take my lead. I want to leave to return to Lystern tomorrow, so the pressure is on you. There, we will find the truth of this. All I will say is that it must hasten our deployment of forces.

‘Damn you, Darrick, where are you when I need you most?’
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‘Ow! Dammit!’ shouted Darrick, jerking his leg at the sudden flare of pain. ‘That hurt.’

‘I’m really sorry, Darrick, but they won’t be persuaded out with softly spoken words,’ said Ilkar. ‘Now keep still, you broke my concentration.’

‘Feels like you broke my leg.’

‘Well, I can leave them in there if you’d prefer,’ said Ilkar, meeting the Lysternan’s gaze in the firelight.

Darrick shook his head. ‘What on earth possessed me to join you lot?’

‘The glory and excitement,’ said The Unknown.

‘That’ll be it.’

The Raven had stopped for the night before walking to the temple the following morning. They’d endured two days in the dense rainforest which had tested the nerve and patience of them all. Stultifying heat had been punctuated by torrential rain; and the close attentions of seemingly every bug that hopped, crawled, flew or burrowed had been utterly relentless. They’d been tracked by a pack of small wild dogs, had to move their fire pit when an army of ants had chosen their site for a route to somewhere, and had interrupted an enormous constrictor devouring a young adult monkey.

It was hard to gauge which had been the most unsettling event so Darrick didn’t bother, concentrating instead on Ilkar and his ministrations. He knew what the mage was doing though he could see nothing: targeted needles of mana lancing into his legs to kill the burrowing insects and the eggs they laid. Every tiny wound was cauterised instantly and, with dozens from his ankles to his thighs, Darrick felt like he’d been showered with hot embers.

He felt a little aggrieved too. In the nightly checks that Ilkar insisted the mages carried out, whereas the others had largely escaped the tunnellers, having bites and blisters instead, he seemed to have been singled out. Unsurprisingly, Hirad found his discomfort a source of some amusement.

Rebraal, he’d noticed, had looked on with an expression of knowing mixed with distinct satisfaction. He’d concocted an insect repellent herb drink for them all but it only seemed to help the elves. And Thraun, for some reason. All the other humans needed magical intervention and the three mages were beginning to tire from the drain on their stamina.

‘You are sure it’s necessary?’ said Darrick.

‘Darrick, you have no idea what this country can do to you. How sick you will be if these insects’ eggs hatch. They’ll feed on you until they’re big enough to burrow out. Rebraal has immunity. Wonder why they eat you? It’s because you haven’t.’

‘What about the others, are they immune too?’

‘No, but you’re just a tastier target. At least you haven’t got boils behind your knees like Hirad. Just keep using the herbs we give you and remember you won’t have to be here for too much longer.’

Darrick knew Ilkar was right. He’d watched Denser and Erienne looking after cuts, blisters and bites under Ilkar’s instruction and had his share of the herbs Rebraal made them eat, drink and spread on themselves. Rebraal took no healing save for Erienne’s care of his shoulder. He belonged here. The Raven did not.

Not for the first time, Darrick yearned for the camaraderie of his officers, the obedience and respect of his men and the order of his life as a Lysternan soldier. Trouble was, the pull of The Raven was irresistible. Their energy, their delight in the challenges that faced them. And their belief in what kept them alive. The knowledge that they would prevail no matter what. You couldn’t bottle it, you had to breathe it. And Darrick had breathed deep.

‘Whatever you say, Ilkar.’

Ilkar nodded. ‘And I say quiet to let me work.’

And in these acts as much as in battle, Darrick understood The Raven. This was no macho brotherhood of arms. This was a group of people who routinely sacrificed themselves for their own. Because it made them stronger. Simple, really.

That night Darrick slept easier.

 


Erienne’s head throbbed. It was an increasing and incessant thump that no spell could diminish. Any energy she had, she spent on keeping The Raven fit. But it was hard. She felt drained and found it ever more difficult to concentrate. Her mind refused to focus clearly.

At the same time the ache didn’t feel like an illness. She knew what it meant and that soon she would be unable to deny it any longer. The knowledge crawled within her and she hated it. Loved it. Every pulse brought her fresh memories of Lyanna. They had taken on an unusual clarity in the days since they’d left the village. And they were good, as if her mind was filtering the dark visions. Erienne had her suspicions that the Al-Drechar were feeding both the ache and her memories though, in truth, she hadn’t felt them in her mind.

‘Are you feeling all right?’

It was The Unknown, with whom she was sharing the early watch. She’d been asleep but the ache in her head had forced her from her hammock. She found the fire comforting, and next to her The Unknown’s frame represented total security.

‘I’ll live,’ she said.

‘I’ve been watching you wince,’ he said. ‘Have you told Denser you’re in this much pain?’

Erienne shook his head. ‘I’ve burdened him enough.’

The Unknown chuckled. ‘I don’t think you could ever overburden Denser.’

‘You weren’t there. You didn’t see the worst.’

‘And you think he doesn’t understand why, or blames you, or something?’

‘Lyanna was his daughter too,’ whispered Erienne. And there it was still. The dread feeling of loss that dragged at her soul. It would never go. But at least it didn’t threaten to swamp her now.

‘Erienne, you’ve been through something entirely and tragically unique. Don’t add guilt to everything else you’re forced to endure.’

‘I can’t help it.’ Erienne shrugged.

‘But you know he’s forgiven your every action. Never blamed you in the first place. We all feel the same.’

‘I know.’ Erienne gazed at The Unknown in the firelight and recollected her surprise at the sensitivity that existed beneath those hard features. But those eyes that gazed back brimming with compassion and understanding could be so cold.

He was the most brutally effective warrior she’d ever seen. Had been. The smashed hip that had forced him to hang up his trademark two-handed sword must have reduced his effectiveness. On the other hand, looking at the power in his arms and shoulders, she thought he’d compensated. It was easy to see why his enemies feared him and equally easy to know why she and everyone else he cared for loved and trusted him without question.

‘I hated the lot of you for forcing me out here. Away from Lyanna.’

Another chuckle. ‘Right though, weren’t we?’

‘I don’t know,’ said Erienne. ‘I can’t shift the longing for her. I don’t want to.’

She stopped and looked around the quiet campsite - at Denser, Hirad and Ilkar sleeping in hammocks above the teeming life that dredged the forest floor - and she understood again what being with these men meant.

‘But you’re all with me now, aren’t you? All of you.’

‘We never left,’ said The Unknown.

‘I can see when I’m with you,’ she said, trying to explain herself.

‘That’s why you had to leave that place. We were there too but you wouldn’t see us.’

‘She was my life,’ said Erienne.

‘And she would have been your death too,’ he said.

The words stung but she knew he was right. But they were words she wouldn’t have taken from Denser.

‘I will never forget her.’

‘No one is expecting you to, Erienne,’ he said, and turned and covered her hands with his. ‘None of us ever will. But you had to get away from Herendeneth. You had to stop fuelling your grief.’

‘And that’s why I’m here?’ Erienne was taken aback, not quite understanding what he was saying.

‘No,’ said The Unknown. ‘Not really. You’re here because you’re Raven and Ilkar needs you. The Raven needs you. But no one is denying the fortunate circumstance.’

Erienne laughed. ‘Fortunate? Is that what you call it? Think I’d have entertained this if I’d known I’d be sleeping above snakes?’

‘Think you’d have made that comment ten days ago?’

‘No,’ said Erienne. ‘Gods, what is it about you?’

The Unknown squeezed her hands. ‘Simple. We love you. We wouldn’t see you come to harm and you were coming to harm on Herendeneth. We understand your pain and we understand you are greater than it. And we all know what you carry inside you.’

Erienne looked into the fire, unable to speak.

‘At the risk of sounding like Hirad, this is what The Raven is about,’ said The Unknown. ‘No one has what we have. You can’t explain it but it’s why I’ll leave my wife and child to do what I must with The Raven, and it’s why Diera understands. I hate to sound superior but we are unique. And you’re hurting at the moment so you should use us. We expect it. We want it.’

Erienne flung her arms around The Unknown’s neck and sobbed into his shoulder. She felt his arms crush her to him even as within her she felt release. She held on for a while, unwilling to leave the security of his embrace.

‘Thank you,’ she said.

‘You don’t have to keep it burning inside you.’ The Unknown moved her back so he could look into her eyes. ‘Let us take some of the weight.’

She nodded, but in her gratitude was the lonely realisation that they couldn’t take any of the burden of the One.

‘Now I think you should sleep, if that headache will let you. Your stamina reserves are low, aren’t they?’

‘It’ll be a problem before long,’ she admitted.

She kissed his cheek and stood up, brushing herself down. Above them, the rain was beginning to fall again. She barely noticed.

‘Erienne?’

‘Yes?’

‘You’ll have to let them in, you know. The One isn’t going to remain dormant. Only the Al-Drechar can help you with it. Talk to Denser again, all right?’

It was like he saw straight into her mind, finding in there the thing that worried her the most. She gave a tired smile. ‘I’ll think about it.’

‘That’s all I ask.’

‘Good night, Unknown.’

‘Sleep well.’

 


The rain fell for hours until just before dawn but by the time The Raven had eaten a light meal of wild mushrooms and hard bread, they were as dry as the humid conditions would ever allow. Hirad walked at the head of the line on the third morning with The Unknown, just behind Rebraal and Ilkar. The brothers had clearly had another disagreement. The set of both their bodies spoke volumes and Rebraal repeatedly failed to hold branches aside for Ilkar as they moved through an area of forest far more dense than anything they’d encountered so far.

In the trees above them, monkeys called and hooted and birds sang, the songs of a myriad throats mixing to a magical crescendo.

‘No one’s going to hear us coming, at least,’ said Hirad.

‘That’s why elves don’t rely on their ears here,’ said Ilkar, who was just ahead at the time. ‘If there are elves nearby, chances are they know about us already.’

‘And what does Rebraal think?’ asked The Unknown.

‘He’s suddenly decided that we shouldn’t have come and that he and the Al-Arynaar are able to handle everything perfectly well on their own.’

‘That’s not what I asked.’

Ilkar shrugged but he didn’t look round. They’d all learned that looking at who you were talking to was the easiest way of sustaining a graze or falling over a root.

‘So?’ prompted Hirad.

‘So, he says the forest has a bad taste to it, that the harmony is damaged and he can’t feel what he should. He’s not sure what we’ll find at the temple and he doesn’t know if more Al-Arynaar are close,’ said Ilkar.

‘And doesn’t he think some of his people might not have retaken the temple already?’ asked Hirad.

‘Apparently the forest wouldn’t feel this way if they had,’ said Ilkar.

‘He’s scared, isn’t he?’ said The Unknown.

Ilkar said nothing but Hirad saw his head nod.

‘Then give him some room,’ said the big warrior. ‘This is his land far more than it is yours. We need him on our side as far as possible.’

Ilkar tensed across the shoulders. ‘Thanks for your input, Unknown, but I think I understand my own brother.’

‘You are not behaving as if you do.’

The Julatsan didn’t respond and The Raven walked on in silence. The large insect bites on the back of Hirad’s knees itched and chafed and the constant sweat down his arms wasn’t helping the healing of the blisters he still had from his first day rowing. Not enough to worry him if it came to a fight but uncomfortable nonetheless.

After something like two hours of walking, Rebraal brought them to a sudden halt and beckoned them to group around him.

‘Close,’ he said, pointing forwards. ‘Quiet now.’

‘Talkative soul, isn’t he?’ said Hirad.

‘Just a little rusty,’ responded Ilkar. ‘He hasn’t had to speak Balaian for three times longer than you’ve been alive.’

Rebraal scowled and put a finger to his lips. ‘Quiet,’ he hissed. ‘You must um . . . I lead.’ He looked to Ilkar and spoke quickly in elvish.

‘He wants you to follow his lead. He says he’ll direct us where we need to go.’

‘Tell him if there’s a combat situation, we’ll assess and do things how we think they should be done,’ said Hirad. ‘You know the way it is.’

Ilkar smiled. ‘Anything to antagonise.’

Rebraal hadn’t caught the conversation and shook his head when Ilkar translated. Another sharp exchange ensued, ending when Rebraal threw his arms up, stabbed a finger at Ilkar, spoke what sounded like a threat and turned his back on them.

‘So he’s in full agreement then?’ said Hirad.

‘I’ve just tried to explain that we’ll listen to him, but when it comes to it we’ll decide on any attack or defence tactics. All I would ask is that you don’t do anything precipitate. He will be able to perceive threat far better than us and the last thing we need is to start fighting friends. All right?’

Hirad nodded and turned to The Raven. ‘Fair enough. But let’s assume we need a line before we set off. That means mages to the rear of the group now. Everyone knows their places. Ren, keep your bow handy and stay behind the sword line. We can protect you there.’

Swords drawn, The Raven moved off behind the sullen Rebraal and it was immediately evident that the elf had a new purpose about him. They thought he’d been moving quickly before but now he glided through the forest ahead, his feet sure, his passage obviously quiet even given the din of life surrounding them.

Hirad tried as best he could to mimic his movements, keeping low, head flicking from ground to directly ahead continuously. He felt a thrill course through him as they advanced. He had no idea exactly what lay twenty yards ahead, let alone at the temple, but his excitement at the thought of action drove him on. He felt himself detach from the world outside The Raven and his senses took on the clarity a warrior needed to survive the fight.

He could smell the sharpness of the plant life around him, the sweetness of fruit. He could hear their footsteps and their breathing and he could see a path where none had been before, obscured as it had been by his untrained eyes. But he never took his gaze from Rebraal for more than a few heartbeats. The Al-Arynaar was the barometer for what lay immediately ahead. He took them across a crudely hacked path and back into the forest, turned to his right, entered a small clearing and stopped dead. Behind him, Hirad held up a hand and The Raven were still.

Rebraal turned briefly, took them all in, one of his eyebrows perhaps edging up very slightly. Hirad looked down at his feet. He was standing on a human bone.

‘I can hear nothing,’ Rebraal whispered. ‘Follow. Slow.’

He set off again, Hirad and The Unknown in his footprints, Aeb, Darrick and Thraun close by and just in front of Ren and the mages. The slightest murmuring was heard as mana shapes were formed. Slowly, slowly, the vegetation began to thin and the building that loomed out of the forest was enough to take the breath away.

A great green-gold dome rose, partly covered in liana, lichens and mosses. It was a huge structure that should have been completely at odds with its surroundings yet somehow fitted them perfectly. Harmony, supposed Hirad.

That there was much wrong, though, was evident in Rebraal’s reaction to the place he apparently knew so well. He waved them hurriedly to a stop, crouched low to look either side of some obstruction, ducking his head this way and that, and finally stood and strode away.

‘Rebraal!’ called Ilkar, and broke position.

‘Get back in line, Ilkar,’ ordered The Unknown.

Ilkar complied immediately but Ren, right behind him, did not listen.

‘Ren!’ barked The Unknown, but she had gone on after Ilkar’s brother.

‘Raven, form up,’ said Hirad. ‘Let’s get after that idiot.’

All pretence at silence was gone. Ahead of them, Rebraal was calling to someone, his elvish urgent and strained. The Raven came on, slicing away vegetation, revealing more and more of the temple as they advanced, Ren in front, calling Rebraal’s name, her bow slack in her hands.

‘HardShield up,’ said Erienne.

‘SpellShield up,’ said Ilkar.

Secure, Hirad began a trot, The Unknown to his left and just ahead of him, Darrick to his right. Aeb and Thraun ran the other side of the big man. They burst into the stone apron clearing in front of the temple a few paces behind Ren, who had stuttered to a stop.

‘Get behind me now!’ roared Hirad.

The elf started and began to back off, head switching to either side. Rebraal was in the centre of the apron, walking slowly towards the temple doorway which was closed by rough wooden planking. From both sides of the apron and from behind the temple, elves were emerging.

Hirad stopped The Raven.

‘Check left,’ he said.

‘Twenty targets,’ said Aeb instantly. ‘More probably in shadow.’

‘Check right,’ said the barbarian.

‘Similar,’ said Darrick. ‘Bows and swords.’

‘Be calm,’ said Ilkar, voice quiet with concentration on his spell. ‘They’re Al-Arynaar.’

‘I’m taking no chances,’ said Hirad. ‘Keep focussed, Raven. Move slowly. Keep them in front of us if you can.’ Ren took her place in the line under Hirad’s glare. ‘Never again or you walk.’

‘But—’

‘Later.’ Hirad cut across her protest and returned his attention to the situation in front of them.

The Al-Arynaar - there were over thirty of them on the apron now - were clearly confused by what they saw. Their anger at the strangers in their midst was obvious enough but it was tempered by the sight of Rebraal. Hirad shuddered at the thought of what would have happened had he not been there. He’d had no inkling the elves were there until they appeared from the shadows. All that bothered him now was that they might decide Rebraal was an escaped captive. Shields or not, he didn’t fancy taking on this lot.

‘Rebraal?’ he called.

The elf held up a hand. ‘Quiet.’ But he looked round and the suggestion of a smile crossed his face. His next words were in elvish and Hirad heard Ilkar’s name mentioned.

‘Shield down,’ said Ilkar, and moved out from the line, stopping in front of Hirad. ‘Keep your guard up but don’t be aggressive. There’s no magic here but I’d keep the HardShield up if I were you. Some of them look a little twitchy.’

‘Be careful,’ said Hirad. ‘You’re vulnerable.’

‘I’ll be standing next to my brother,’ said Ilkar, but he didn’t appear convinced himself.

‘Yes, and not us.’

Ilkar nodded and walked onto the apron, Al-Arynaar eyes following him all the way. All Hirad could do was watch. Rebraal spoke quickly to an Al-Arynaar who had come forward to embrace him. He indicated Ilkar, gestured at The Raven and at the temple. Hirad saw him nodding, then start violently before running to the temple door, Ilkar right behind him.

The Raven took an automatic pace forward. The elves moved across the apron, blocking their route to the temple. Hirad held up a hand to calm them. He could see the hate dripping from some of their faces, the desire to kill clear in every gaze, the grip on every weapon and the intent in every stance. Perhaps fifty stood before them now. Too many.

From within the temple Hirad heard an anguished cry. Shouting echoed out into the forest. The rough doors were pulled aside and Rebraal came storming out, Ilkar pacing beside him, voice raised, talking into his ear. But Rebraal wasn’t hearing whatever it was Ilkar was saying.

‘Trouble,’ said Ren.

‘What’s he saying?’ asked Hirad, not turning.

‘Something’s been damaged in there. The statue. Rebraal’s blaming every stranger. That includes you.’

The tension spiralled. The Al-Arynaar bunched and moved forward as Rebraal and Ilkar passed them. Arrows were nocked, belt pouches unclasped and swords raised.

‘Ready, Raven,’ said Hirad. ‘Don’t strike first. Block away. Denser, you got something that doesn’t involve fire?’

‘Plenty,’ said the Xeteskian. ‘I’m ready.’

Rebraal’s face betrayed the blindness in his mind. He was pushing Ilkar away but the Julatsan kept on coming back, casting very anxious glances at The Raven. A handful of paces in front of them, with the Al-Arynaar bearing down, Ilkar got between Rebraal and his targets, shoved his brother back and snapped out a stream of elvish that stopped him a moment.

Hirad knew enough to realise it was a challenge.

‘Raven,’ he began.

‘Stay there,’ said Ilkar. ‘Trust me.’

‘Unknown?’ asked Hirad.

‘Be ready.’

The Unknown’s blade tapped on the stone in front of him, sending a chilling toll across the open space while his mind cleared for battle.

Ilkar grabbed the flaps of his own leather jerkin and pulled them apart, daring Rebraal to kill him. Hirad watched Rebraal’s eyes narrow, heard his words grate out and saw his gesture ordering Ilkar aside. Ilkar shook his head. Laid down the same challenge again. One word Hirad heard this time as clear as a bell at dawn. Raven.

The brothers stared at each other. Rebraal’s eyes didn’t flinch and didn’t blink. The forest around them faded in Hirad’s consciousness. All he could hear was the sound of The Unknown’s sword tapping on stone, all he could see were the two elves in a stand-off that would decide The Raven’s fate. He felt a drip of sweat run down his back and gripped his sword tighter, aware of his slick palm.

In front of him Ilkar was perfectly still, his nerve not faltering. He spoke again, quietly now into the relative silence. His words carried utter determination. Rebraal said nothing in response but there was a flicker across his face. He glanced briefly at The Raven, back to Ilkar and nodded once, curtly, before spinning on his heel and taking the Al-Arynaar into the temple.

Ilkar turned to The Raven, his face pale but a smile spreading across his face.

‘Thank you,’ he said. ‘We’re safe for now.’

‘Shield down,’ said Erienne.

The Raven surrounded Ilkar. He was shaking now and he put his face in his hands.

‘Oh Gods, it’s bad,’ he said.

‘What is?’ asked Hirad.

‘Give me a moment,’ said Ilkar.

‘What have they gone to do?’ asked Hirad, flicking his head at the departed Al-Arynaar.

‘Pray,’ said Ilkar. ‘And if you had any sense, you’d be doing the same.’




Chapter 29

 


 


 


 


The bandages boiled once again in the mugs above a small fire consisting mainly of embers. Smoke spiralled into the bright dawn sky, cloud clearing after the latest burst of rain. Yron had made Ben-Foran as comfortable as he could in a cut-in above the sloping banks of the River Shorth late the night before, after walking into the evening only because Ben had dredged energy from somewhere and didn’t want to stop.

Yron had boiled the blood-soaked bandages that night and replaced them, and now he was repeating the procedure he still refused to believe was futile. But Ben was dying. The fact would have been obvious to a blind man. His night had been full of delusions. He’d cried out and Yron had forgone any rest to be at his side, to soothe his fears. Infection was setting in quickly despite Yron’s best efforts and his knowledge of rainforest herbs.

He’d been without food too. They both had, existing only by chewing on the scraped bark and leaves of guarana, which provided basic energy. It had to be enough. They didn’t have the time or the energy to hunt, or forage for anything other than medicinal plants.

And Yron himself was beginning to succumb. His bites from the piranha weren’t healing and the insects had done their work too. He thought he might make it back to the ship but only if he was unencumbered. Trouble was, there was no way he was leaving Ben.

While the bandages bubbled, he fed Ben guarana and made him drink menispere to fight the fever. He laid boiled leaves of the same plant on his horrible leg wounds, apologising for the thousandth time as the pain ravaged his lieutenant. But as usual Ben didn’t cry out or complain. Indeed he even managed a smile.

Throughout the previous day, as they’d walked with agonising slowness along the banks of the river, Yron’s admiration for the young man had grown. His spirit was amazing. Unquenchable. He remained as alert as he could. He still talked, still wanted to learn. Even for a determined soldier like Yron, it was truly inspirational. Ben would be a great leader of men. Would have been.

‘You respect them, don’t you?’ asked Ben suddenly, his words coming through short breaths.

‘The elves?’

‘The ones chasing us.’

‘Oh yes,’ said Yron. ‘Their skill is extraordinary.’

‘They will catch us, won’t they?’

‘Yes,’ said Yron. ‘Unless our luck holds, that is. Hard to think we’ve been lucky so far, but we have. They are utterly ruthless and we have committed a crime that carries the death penalty in their eyes. If they do catch up with us, there’ll be no mercy shown.’

‘So why do you think they haven’t caught us yet?’ asked Ben.

‘Because they aren’t absolutely certain where we’re going. When they know, they’ll move.’ Yron stirred the bandages and began hooking them out. ‘And that’s the game for us and for anyone else still alive out there if they did but know it. Keep the TaiGethen guessing, keep alive. Simple.’

But it wasn’t. Soon, if not already, the TaiGethen would know their exact destination and the ClawBound would confirm it.

‘You ready to go?’ he asked.

Ben laughed, coughing at the same time. ‘Never better, sir. Get the bandages on and let’s run.’

‘Whatever you say, son.’

 


Auum completed the prayers and stood, his Tai around him. They turned to the small fire and unwrapped the fish that had been cooking in its embers. Swallowing the succulent flesh, Auum’s mood darkened. There were mages out there with the running strangers and though ClawBound and a full Tai had attacked a camp of four, they had not found the mage and the writings were still with him. A scouring of the camp had revealed nothing.

Elsewhere, a mage shielded another band of desecrators from the eyes of the panthers and the TaiGethen. But the two groups with no magical support were caught and dead, their prizes given up and even now being returned to Aryndeneth. But the mages worried him. Because mages could fly faster than a panther could run and a TaiGethen cell track. And on his own, with no companions to protect, a mage might well choose that option. It all depended on his energy in the stamina-sapping conditions of the rainforest.

‘Is there a ClawBound near?’ he asked.

‘Yes,’ said Duele.

‘Bring them.’

Auum sorted more fish from the fire while Duele was gone and took one of the fresh catch from the pole resting against the tree at his back. He laid it on the ground for the panther, which darted in to snatch it, retreating to the shadows to eat. Auum turned and handed the tall ClawBound elf the baked fish.

‘We risk losing our writings and our artefact,’ he said. ‘You are certain of the direction of travel the strangers are taking?’

The ClawBound elf nodded.

‘All the TaiGethen must reach the estuary by the quickest means. The Al-Arynaar must join us. And we will let the desecrators come to us. Tell your people. Spread the message. This must happen now.’ He paused. ‘And the man who is travelling the east bank of the Shorth. He is too clever. Kill him.’

The ClawBound nodded once more and looked at his panther. The big cat tore another bite from the fish trapped beneath its paws and walked over to him, muscle and bone fluid beneath its glossy black coat. Cat and elf stared at one another in silence, the communication that passed between them in a language and form closed to all but the bound pairs themselves.

And once they were done, they disappeared back into the forest. Auum turned to the Tai.

‘Yniss speed us to the mouth of the Shorth before our enemies,’ he said.

Out in the forest, the throaty growl of a panther rose in volume and pitch, spanning the miles of land between it and its fellows spread throughout the northern sectors. The growls grew to a roar, climbed to a high-pitched whine and then descended back to the original deep guttural sound before repeating over and over. Within the complex of sounds, Auum knew the message was being carried to his people.

He led the Tai in prayer again before they began their run to the estuary.

 


Erys flew high above the canopy, following the course of the River Shorth. He had never known such fear in his life as when the elves had attacked their camp. He had been amazed that he had been able to cast but had later reflected that the fear hadn’t really settled on him until some hours later. Then, hiding in the branches of a banyan tree, he had shivered and shuddered and tried to still his heart and the moans that escaped his mouth.

He knew he was no coward but it was right to fear something against which you had no defence and no hope. The snakes and lizards that came by him as he sat held no fear whatever. Indeed he had hoped in the dim recesses of his terrified mind that one of the snakes would bite him and he could die in a relatively painless way. But he was no threat to them and so they left him alone.

Eventually, the fear released its grip and he dozed fitfully through the night, tied to the branch on which he had sat all the day. The morning had brought fresh rain and fresh fear but he had been driven by the memory of Captain Yron, exhorting him not to fail. So he had climbed as high as he dared, into the tall exposed branches of the banyan that were the home of eagles. And here he had gathered every scrap of concentration his tired mind could muster and cast ShadowWings to bear him up into the safety of the sky.

He was secure up here but somehow he couldn’t shake off his nagging anxiety over what lurked below. The ship was two days’ flight away, more like three given his state of stamina. He was having to fly slowly and keep his mind fixed firmly on the mana shape that kept the wings at his back. ShadowWings was such an easy spell to master. Even after half a night’s sleep he should have been able to partition his mind enough to think ahead, but it was all he could do to keep from plummeting into the river.

Mid morning, he was looking for a place to land and rest for a while, to refocus his mind. He was constantly staggered by the scale of what lay below him. Right now, the sun was shining fiercely down on the river-veined mat of almost unbroken green that was the forest canopy. It rolled up hillsides and into deep mist-filled valleys from which the light bounced in dazzling rainbow colours. Great faces of rock sheared up, punctuating the green, and he knew that behind him spectacular mountains bordered the forest, silent sentinels gazing down on all they protected.

Blinded by the vastness, he flew lower, travelling directly along the river course and about seventy feet above the water, keeping clear of the overhanging branches that sought to snag him and send him tumbling.

A growl emanated from the forest. From his left and behind at first. And quiet, from a single animal, he thought, and far away. But the intensity gained, the pitch climbed and dropped. It was alien and it sent Erys’s pulse racing. Moments later it was taken up by other throats, the calls ricocheting across the rainforest. Birds scattered into the sky, a tumult of wings scrabbling at the air, their squawking momentarily drowning the roars.

But they came again, one very near. Erys rose sharply, the sound uncomfortably close. Looking down as he passed the bank of the river, Erys could see the source. He shivered again at the memory. The panther and elf, standing close, the animal lost in the chorus, the elf listening, intent. Fascinated, Erys circled, watching the pair set off at speed into the undergrowth. He lost them quickly but followed the direction of their travel, moving a little higher into the sky.

He badly needed rest but their movements had worried him. Like they were homing in on something. He flew forward, scanning for a likely quarry, and what he saw almost took the wings from him. In a tiny open space and hurrying to their feet were Yron and Ben-Foran, though something was very badly wrong. Ben-Foran leaned heavily on Yron, who seemed to be trying to push him towards cover.

Erys circled, losing height fast. Yron had half dragged Ben away from the open space. His axe was in his hand and he was searching the forest but it was plain he couldn’t see anything. The panther would be on them in moments.

‘Oh, hell.’

Erys flared his wings back and landed hard in the clearing, scattering the embers of the dying fire.

‘You’re looking the wrong way,’ he said, already forming the simplest shape next to ShadowWings.

‘Erys, I—’ began Yron.

‘Keep back,’ said Erys, took his courage and concentration in both hands and waited.

Not for long.

Eighty pounds of sleek black muscle exploded from the forest. It took a bound to see its target and leapt straight for Erys’s throat. The mage almost lost it. Almost. Yellow fangs, long and sharp, mouth gaping and eyes boring into him, the panther powered forward.

Erys braced himself and cast at the instant of impact, his hands clamped around the huge jaws. Fire erupted in the panther’s mouth, scorched along its nostrils and into its eyes. The panther howled in agony and rolled off Erys as it landed, running blindly towards the river, dying as it went, limbs beginning to buckle, all grace gone as it blundered into trees and bushes.

An inhuman wail emanated from the forest. It scoured the depths of anguish and dredged pain like Erys had never heard. It was a sound that clawed at his ears and lashed at his mind.

Below, at the river, the panther thrashed and roared, trying to extinguish the magical flame. From the forest stumbled its master. The elf clawed at his face, seeing nothing, his mouth bellowing agony, his legs boneless. He stumbled and fell, arms a blur as they sought to dull the phantom fire.

‘Dear Gods.’

Erys scrambled to his feet, a crushing pain in his chest. He looked down on the convulsing screaming body, searching for a way to help. Yron stepped from behind him and smashed his axe into the elf’s chest. The screaming stopped, as did the thrashing at the water’s edge. Erys took a pace back, gaping at Yron and the dead elf at his feet.

‘Believe me,’ said Yron. ‘You didn’t want to face him when his mind cleared. Now tell me you’ve got enough stamina to help Ben. He’s dying.’

‘I’ll see what I can do,’ said Erys, walking to the slope to look down at the body of the panther, already food for piranha. He felt shaken and clutched himself around the chest, taking in a pained breath. ‘Trouble is, I think that cat broke most of my ribs.’

 


Ilkar stood in the temple again with Rebraal. The desire to kill had dissipated but the anger remained. They were shoulder to shoulder not far inside the doors, which had been hastily rebuilt and rehung on the original hinges by the Al-Arynaar, six of whom were now lying inside, the Elfsorrow killing them. Rebraal could not take his eyes from the statue. Ilkar could not take his eyes from Rebraal.

‘I understand your anger,’ he said.

‘No, you don’t.’ Rebraal stopped but Ilkar knew there was more to come. ‘I never dreamed this. We fought so hard, Ilkar; you should have seen the magic and arrows fly. But they were so many. Meru saved me even though he was dying. Even then I thought we had time to regroup and kill the rest. Why did they have to do this? Why this?’ He gestured at the disfigured statue. ‘Yniss save me but I have failed the elves.’

‘Rebraal, you took on one hundred and thirty with nine. At the end they had a hundred dead,’ said Ilkar.

‘So I failed. And here is the result.’

Ilkar opened his mouth to argue but could see instantly it was pointless. It wasn’t Rebraal who had failed, it was the Al-Arynaar as an organisation. They and even the TaiGethen were guilty of complacency. It was tragic that so many elves would pay for the mistake without ever knowing why.

‘So let’s put it right,’ said Ilkar. ‘Now.’

‘Who did this?’ Rebraal shook his head. ‘Who did it?’

‘I don’t know,’ said Ilkar.

And he wanted to. Badly. Because if he didn’t find out, all Balaia was liable to pay.

‘They are your people,’ spat Rebraal.

Ilkar regarded him blankly. ‘No, Rebraal, they are not. The Raven are my people and we will help you catch whoever did this.’

‘You. Your clumsy Raven. Leave it to the TaiGethen.’

‘What?’

‘They will cleanse the forest and then we will all exact revenge.’

‘Dear Gods, no, they won’t cleanse the forest. Rebraal, this was no bounty raid. You were attacked by a highly organised small army and they will have serious back-up. Can’t you see that? The TaiGethen are brilliant hunters but they’re up against something big here and they need to think differently. As do you.’

‘ “Gods.” And which God is it today? Another of the nameless?’

‘Who cares, Rebraal? But we need to remake the statue and reclaim the writings. Gods do not enter into it.’

‘So you believe.’

Ilkar grabbed Rebraal’s shoulders and turned him. ‘Listen to me, big brother, because this is how it is. There’s a plague engulfing the elven race. Eventually, maybe tomorrow, you and me will both die. Either you can ignore The Raven and trust to your old ways, or you can live in the present and believe the best mercenaries in Balaia can help you. And we will make a difference. We will.’

‘Why should I believe you?’

‘Because I’m your brother and I only want to help you. Just come and talk to us.’

Ilkar could see the desperation in Rebraal’s eyes conflicting with his native pride and mistrust.

‘It can’t possibly hurt just to listen,’ urged Ilkar.

‘Quickly then.’

Ilkar smiled. ‘Come on.’

Outside, The Raven were gathered in the shadow of the temple. The sky was an unbroken blue above and a breeze was keeping humidity at bay for a few glorious moments. The idyll, however, was broken by raised voices. Hirad and Ren.

‘I thought he might be in danger,’ protested Ren.

‘And you thought the best way to help him was to put yourself, and so us, in the same position, is that right?’ said Hirad.

‘He needed cover,’ said Ren.

‘We were providing cover,’ snapped Hirad. ‘We were shielded, we had a line of swords, we had offensive magic ready to go and, we thought, a bow.’

‘You weren’t fast enough. He needed quicker help.’

‘Gods burning, I don’t have to listen to this.’ Hirad’s face darkened.

‘Let—’

‘There’s only one thing you have to understand, Ren. If you fight with The Raven, you do it our way. Our way works. You do not break the line ever because that causes people to die. Am I getting through?’

Ilkar watched Ren react. Saw her stubborn folded-armed stance and the sullen expression on her face.

‘I did what I thought was right,’ said Ren.

‘And it could have killed us all,’ returned Hirad. ‘What if the apron had been trapped? Or there were fifty enemies in the trees? What then, eh?’

‘I just—’

‘Ren.’ Hirad lowered his voice a little though the passion remained. ‘No one is doubting your skill or your desire. But the reason The Raven are still alive and still the best is because we trust each other and we can rely on each other. Utterly. If I don’t trust you and I can’t rely on you to be where you should be, it means I won’t die for you. And then I can’t fight with you. That’s The Raven’s way.’

Ren was silent. There really wasn’t much to say after that. The eyes of them all were upon her. Her gaze flicked towards Ilkar.

‘Doesn’t matter who shares your bed, either,’ said Hirad. ‘He agrees with me, I can assure you of that. Erienne and Denser understand. In battle, there are no favourites, there’s just dead and alive. And we do things our way because it’s the right way. Either deal with it or go away. That’s the choice.’

‘Are you going to stand there and let him talk to me like this?’ Ren demanded of Ilkar.

‘I never stop people when they’re right,’ said Ilkar. He shrugged. ‘It’s something you had to hear.’

Ren’s expression told him the debate was far from over but she backed away from Hirad nonetheless.

‘What was all that about?’ asked Rebraal, who had been looking on with a carefully neutral expression. ‘I didn’t catch too much of it.’

Ilkar smiled. ‘Call it administrative guidance. Come on, we’ve got things to discuss.’

With Ilkar translating where necessary, The Raven got to work.

‘What’s the story up to now?’ asked Hirad.

‘Apologies if I’m repeating any of this for any of you,’ said Ilkar. ‘The temple was attacked by a force of around one hundred and thirty strangers. Probably a hundred were killed but enough survived to take the temple. The TaiGethen cleared the temple three days ago but at least five groups got away carrying writings and, more crucially, the thumb from the statue of Yniss. The TaiGethen and the ClawBound are hunting the escapees.’

‘Is that it?’ asked Hirad.

‘So far.’

‘It’s not enough,’ said The Unknown instantly. ‘How many people are in each group? How many mages are there with them and where are they headed?’

‘Very little is certain, but it looks odds-on that they’re heading for the Shorth Estuary to take ship.’

‘Then that’s where we have to get to, and very quickly by the sound of it,’ said The Unknown. ‘I mean, if regaining all these things is so important, then we can’t risk one of those bastards getting away. Not one. And chasing them through the forest, that’s exactly what you’re risking.’

‘The TaiGethen have the skill. They will catch them,’ said Rebraal.

‘You can’t take that chance,’ said The Unknown. ‘Believe me. Look, your TaiGethen can chase if that’s what they want. But we have to get to the estuary. If a hundred and thirty came here to attack, you could be looking at a similar number held in reserve. We have to put ourselves between them and the runners. Close off their escape. That way, we can catch them. All of them. After all, they’ve nowhere else to go. The TaiGethen risk driving them into the hands of their helpers, don’t you see?’

Rebraal did see. It was clear in the relaxation of his expression. ‘What should we do?’

‘Get there and get there fast,’ said The Unknown. ‘But be mindful the enemy reserve could be in the forest, not just confined to their ships. You need the TaiGethen and any other forces in the forest to try and slow up the runners. Catch and kill them if they can but not spook them into a dash because they might just make it. Now I’m praying you’ve got boats nearby because we need to be on them as soon as we can, with as many of your people as you can spare from here.’

Rebraal bit his lip. He could see the sense but his mistrust ran deep.

‘You’ve got to make your people understand,’ said Ilkar, dropping back into elvish. ‘We want to help. Not just to save the elves but because Balaia needs mages freed so we can rebuild Julatsa for the future. You must trust us. You must.’

Roars of big cats, growing in volume, echoed through the forest, punctuated by growls, whines and almost dog-like barks. The Raven surged to their feet, spinning to find the source of the noise as two throats took up the calls from very close by. Across the apron and around the temple all work ceased. The Al-Arynaar, calm, stood listening and waiting as the sounds reverberated all around them, as did Thraun, that smile as if he understood on his lips. The calls cycled over and over before dying away, leaving a few moments of silence before the rainforest creatures rediscovered their collective voice.

Almost immediately a ClawBound pair emerged from the forest at their left. The panther trotted straight into the temple while its elven partner scanned the faces before him, passing briefly over The Raven, nodding at Thraun, before settling on Rebraal. He walked over to the Al-Arynaar leader and the two elves walked alone, talking quietly. As they did, the panther, muzzle soaked in water, walked from the temple and came to stand by The Raven - not threatening, just looking, gauging.

Ilkar couldn’t help but be taken by the beauty of the animal and the power it represented. Like every elf, he had been taught total respect for both the ClawBound and TaiGethen elves but panthers held an almost mystical position in elven lore. Even so, he found himself moving slowly backwards into the protective crescent The Raven warriors had automatically taken up.

‘She won’t attack,’ he said, as much for himself as for any who could hear him.

‘She’s beautiful,’ said Erienne.

Thraun knelt by the panther, his hands rubbing her flanks, her head nuzzling into the shapechanger’s chest, rocking him on his heels.

‘Big teeth,’ remarked Hirad. ‘Thraun’s got a knack, I’ll give him that. Still, never mind that, I wonder what they’re talking about?’

Attention moved to Rebraal and the ClawBound elf. The two had stopped. Rebraal was nodding. He bowed his head to the elf and walked quickly back over to The Raven, his hand trailing over the panther’s back. She looked at him and licked his hand before rejoining her partner. Rebraal was smiling. Ilkar translated.

‘It would appear the TaiGethen share our conclusion, so it’s time to move. But remember, we’re here under sufferance. We aren’t welcome and our actions have to be careful and considered. Any perceived threat will put us with the strangers, whoever they are.’

‘And you’ve got to wonder who, haven’t you?’ said Denser.

‘We’ll find out soon enough,’ said Hirad.




Chapter 30

 


 


 


 


Auum led Duele and Evunn along a shallow stream bed into which a run of low waterfalls fed when the rains were at their height. The stream led through a series of gullies, and the crags and rock faces either side were slick with algae and moss. A heavy smell of damp hung in the air and birds circled ceaselessly, looking for stranded fish in the pools, which cut off quickly when the rains ceased.

The stream, which flowed eventually into the Shorth, made travel easy, and the Tai moved quickly, keeping up a run for hours on end, bows slung across backs, boots slapping down on the wet rock. Auum felt an exhilaration through him as he ran. He could feel his hair flowing out behind him, his heart beating hard and fast, his legs pumping, his arms the perfect balance. Even though the harmony all around him was torn and bleeding, he could sense the energy of the forest and the sounds of Tual’s denizens filled him with hope and belief.

Trotting round a gentle left-hand bend, leaping a deep pool and splashing down into the ankle-deep water on a fine silt bed, Auum saw two from another Tai cell ahead. He recognised them instantly. Marack, the leader, stood over the seated form of Nokhe. Both her hands were on Nokhe’s shoulders and she was speaking to him, or was she praying?

Auum spread his arms and his Tai slowed to a stop by their colleagues. As they did, Marack looked up, her face a picture of anguish. Auum’s exhilaration drained from him and shifted his gaze to Nokhe. The chest of the TaiGethen’s shirt was covered in a fine mist of blood.

‘Yniss save us,’ he gasped, dropping to his knees in front of the stricken elf. ‘Nokhe.’

‘It is the Sorrow,’ said Marack, her voice quiet, robbed of its usual confidence.

‘When did it start?’ asked Auum.

‘At dawn today,’ said Nokhe, his breathing rasping painfully through ravaged lungs. ‘It is a pain like no other, Auum. I’m dying and there is nothing you or Yniss can do.’

‘I will do all that I can,’ said Auum, fighting the urge to scream his frustration at Yniss and his hatred of the strangers. ‘I will pray for you and all those afflicted. This is a test of our faith and I will not fail it.’

Nokhe’s smile was bloody. ‘Just find the desecrators. And their masters. Before the TaiGethen are gone and our people left defenceless. ’

‘Walk with me in the forest,’ said Auum.

‘I can sense all I need from here,’ said Nokhe, his breath hissing suddenly, his face lined and his colour drained and weak. ‘I cannot stand for now. My stomach is shivered and the pain is too much. I am so glad it is you I see with my last clear sight. You and Marack.’

Auum looked up at Marack. ‘And Hohan. Collecting herbs for the pain?’

Marack shook her head and her face fell still further. ‘He is not coming back,’ she whispered. ‘The Sorrow took him yesterday. He is giving himself to the forest while he still has the strength.’

Auum rocked back on his heels, stunned. Only now did he take in that TaiGethen would also die. No one was safe, not even Yniss’s most faithful servants.

‘And you, my brother?’ asked Auum.

‘I do not wish to die alone as Hohan,’ said Nokhe. ‘When the pain passes, I will walk the forest a final time with Marack. Soon, I hope.’ His acceptance of his fate could not mask his fear.

‘And I will also be at your side.’

‘No, Auum. Only Marack may see me die. You must remember me in life.’

Auum nodded and leaned forward. He cupped the back of Nokhe’s head in his hands and kissed his forehead, cheeks and finally, tenderly, his lips. ‘May Tual choose you as her champion in paradise.’

He stood and turned to Marack. ‘Strength,’ he said. ‘When you have walked alone and the contemplation is done, join us. I fear many Tai will be shorn of numbers.’

Auum signalled his Tai. Duele and Evunn paid their respects to Nokhe, exhorting Shorth to speed his passage to the heart of Yniss. But before they began to run again, Auum drew them close.

‘If you should be taken by the Sorrow, I will not hesitate to escort you into the embrace of the forest. And you will do the same for me. Now come, we have work to do.’

 


Yron and Erys supported Ben-Foran between them now but it scarcely made travel any quicker or easier. Moving away from the bank of the Shorth for the time being to avoid being seen from the other side, they had found no respite deeper in the forest. The lianas hung everywhere. Huge spiders’ webs drifted in any clear space and the trees were so close-packed they had to back up and change direction constantly.

With every pace Yron feared the sound of a jaqrui, its ghostly wailing as it scythed towards his back or his head. Erys’s arrival had surely exhausted their luck and came close to the miracle for which he’d been hoping, but the death of the ClawBound pair, when it was discovered, would intensify the hunt. And they were still two days from the estuary and - he hoped - the welcoming embrace of the reserve force and the ship back to Balaia.

He still hadn’t let himself believe they would make it because he was sure it would dull his focus. And with the TaiGethen after them, that was something he could not afford. Yet slung between him and Erys was a man whose cries would surely attract the hunters. Ben-Foran’s legs were festering. The bandages were mostly torn off now, exposing his terrible wounds to the elements and a new host of remorseless insects and burrowing worms.

How the boy was still alive was beyond him. Erys had intimated the same and had expended what little there was left of his mana stamina trying to numb the pain and fight the infection. But there was so much damage and he was already exhausted. Yron was grateful he had the strength to support some of Ben’s weight.

They’d walked without stopping for more than an occasional short breather until well into the afternoon. Ben had drifted in and out of consciousness but had kept up his questions and talk whenever he was alert. But thirst had overcome them and Yron had boiled water and herbs together for them all, scraping guarana into the mixture to disguise its unpalatable texture and taste.

Following the inevitable rainfall, they’d continued, and now the sun was waning in the sky as the clouds gathered for another soaking. Like them all, Yron suspected, he had come to almost welcome it.

‘Do they do anything else, the TaiGethen?’ asked Ben suddenly.

Yron hadn’t realised the boy had regained consciousness and he laughed.

‘Mind still going, is it, son?’ he said.

‘About the only thing that is, sir.’

‘Anything else than what?’ Erys joined the conversation.

There’d been a lengthy and deepening silence between them all and the sound of their own voices lifted their spirits from the pit into which they had fallen.

‘Well, I don’t know. Looking after the temple and the forest, I suppose,’ said Ben.

‘No, they don’t. And actually they don’t look after the temple directly. That’s the elves we fought, the Al-Arynaar. They are the keepers. They rotate their duties and live in villages much of the time. The TaiGethen never leave the forest. Not ever.’

‘So what do they do?’ asked Ben.

‘Well, besides the obvious it’s actually rather hard to explain. They have a complex set of beliefs built around the harmony of the forest, the earth, the sky and magic. The TaiGethen are effectively the most zealous priests of the religion and they spend their lives dedicated to maintaining that harmony. Whatever it takes. Hunting people like us they believe have wronged them, monitoring animal populations, keeping tabs on elven settlements and logging. That sort of thing.’

‘Like a city guard,’ said Erys. ‘But in the forest, if you see what I mean.’

‘Hardly,’ said Yron. ‘That’s like saying - I don’t know - that Protectors are like city militia, only better trained. The TaiGethen have tracking and hunting skills like you wouldn’t believe. Or maybe you would, Erys. They are silent, they’re impossibly quick and you never see them until they’re about to kill you. They don’t want pay or glory. Bloody hell, they make Protectors look clumsy and slow, that’s how good they are.’

There was a contemplative silence. They walked on, skirting a particularly thick web in which a huge spider was wrapping up its latest catch, and ducking under the moving branches of a balsa tree. Above them, a young python watched, too small to consider them likely prey. The air was getting heavier as rain neared.

‘And you think we can make the ship?’ asked Ben yet again.

‘If our luck holds,’ replied Yron, same as always. ‘I know what you’re saying, but they really are that good. There just aren’t very many of them in relation to the size of the forest.’

‘Will they chase us across the sea, do you think?’ asked Erys. ‘Gods, I want this to be over when we get on board.’

Yron shook his head. ‘Not them. We’ve only taken a few papers, when all’s said and done. It’s a crime, but when we’re out of the forest the harmony can be restored. No, we’ll get delegations from the Al-Arynaar and probably the race elders.’ Yron chuckled. ‘Don’t worry, Erys; you won’t have to spend every day looking over your shoulder.’

Another silence but it had a clearer quality to it. Yron might have scared them with his description of the TaiGethen, but the thought of the safety of the ships was a spur to the mind and body, and for a few hundred yards the forest didn’t seem so dense. And then the rain came, and the world closed in again.

 


With over a dozen Al-Arynaar staying at Aryndeneth, there was plenty of room in the boats at the moorings two hours east of the temple on the River Shorth. Word was that more Al-Arynaar were coming from all directions. They would be sent immediately downstream to the estuary, or towards Ysundeneth along the Ix in case any of the strangers broke that way. Hirad thought the latter unlikely, given they’d have very little knowledge of anything other than their original route, but it kept the net tight.

Four of the shallow elven craft began the race to the Shorth Estuary, which cut into the north coast of Calaius perhaps three days’ sail east of Ysundeneth. The Shorth was one of the three principal rivers draining the rainforest, but unlike the Ix and the Orra none of its feeder streams connected with its sisters. Three boats carried a dozen elves each and one The Raven and Rebraal, who was none too pleased to be forced to travel with the humans despite their grudging truce.

Hirad found it all a little comical if irritating. The Raven were shunned almost completely - tolerated only because Ilkar was Rebraal’s brother - and assumed to be inferior. It was also clear that Ilkar and Ren were somehow lessened by their association with the humans. That The Raven might actually be able to help the elves hadn’t occurred to them at all as far as he could see.

‘Don’t let it get to you,’ said The Unknown, seeing Hirad scowl across at the nearest boat full of Al-Arynaar.

‘We’re ready to fight a battle for them,’ said Hirad. ‘We won’t get paid although we might get hurt and they’re treating us like shit. Sorry, but it is getting to me.’

‘They can’t discard centuries of prejudice just like that,’ said Ilkar from further forward, beneath the billowing sail. There was no need to row just yet, the breeze angling across the Shorth driving them at a good speed on the back of the prevailing current. ‘Particularly with what’s just happened to them.’

‘But we aren’t anything to do with the temple raiders,’ said Hirad. ‘Do they assume all elves are the same? Is it so difficult for them to understand people can be different from one another? Gods, Ilkar, but if you weren’t an elf I wouldn’t be putting up with this.’

‘So do it for Ilkar alone,’ said The Unknown.

‘I am,’ said Hirad. ‘And Ren. And any elf I know that’s still alive back on Balaia. I would just like some recognition from this ungrateful bunch that we’re on their side and trying to help. Not too much to ask.’

‘They aren’t like us,’ said Denser. ‘You just have to accept that.’

‘That doesn’t make it all right, Denser.’ Hirad looked along the bench to where the Xeteskian sat with Erienne in his arms. ‘I’m not like them. Don’t see me being a tosser do you?’

‘Not yet, anyway,’ said Ilkar.

Hirad shrugged and rubbed at his unshaven chin, then at his legs. ‘Glad we’re out of the forest for a bit,’ he said. ‘What about you, Darrick?’

The Lysternan general looked around with pursed lips. ‘I was loving it,’ he said. ‘Nothing I enjoy more than being eaten from the inside.’

Hirad laughed, knowing the Al-Arynaar would look round. ‘It’s that pasty pampered cavalryman flesh of yours. I told you years ago you should have joined us.’

‘And then I’d have had to put up with boils and bites. How are yours, by the way?’

‘Very well, thanks,’ said Hirad.

‘There’s a serious point to be made here,’ said The Unknown in that voice none could ignore. ‘We’ve got a couple of days of relative calm now. We should use it. Mages should get as much sleep as possible, and the rest of us should look after ourselves as well as we can. Only ask for a spell if you’re getting sick. Agreed?’

Hirad looked over at Aeb, who occupied the back of the boat with them. The Protector had attracted no special interest from the Al-Arynaar. And that in itself was telling about how self-centred the temple defenders were. Someone of Aeb’s size and appearance got attention everywhere.

‘How’s the face, Aeb?’

The mask turned towards him, the eyes fixing him neutrally. ‘I am not inconvenienced.’

‘Good. So does that mean you’re clear of sores and bites or that they’re under control?’

‘I am not inconvenienced.’

‘Leave it, Hirad,’ said The Unknown. ‘It is Aeb’s business and he will seek assistance should he need it. That’s all you need to know.’

‘Whatever you say.’ Hirad was already bored despite the fact they’d only been on the boat a short time. ‘Hey, Thraun, you all right?’

The shapechanger had been silent since climbing the tree for the crossing of the River Ix. Hirad had watched him from time to time and there was no doubting his love of the rainforest. Thraun listened intently to the sounds and took pleasure in the creatures they encountered. He’d been the only one not surprised by the ClawBound communication and Hirad suspected he understood it.

What went on in that mind of his none of them could fathom. Darrick, who had taken on his blade training, had elicited almost nothing from him, and The Unknown, whom Thraun often shadowed closer than a Protector, couldn’t persuade him to talk. Despite his silence, however, his fighting instincts were clearly there and Hirad had total confidence in his ability to do the right thing. Something he didn’t yet have in Ren.

Thraun looked over and shrugged. His body was almost free of bites. Either the drink Rebraal made them worked particularly well for him or his skin retained its lupine toughness. Seeing he wasn’t going to get anything more, Hirad turned his attention to Ilkar, a smile returning to his face.

‘Hey, Ilks, your girlfriend all right, is she?’

He saw Ren stiffen where she sat in the prow, looking determinedly forward. Ilkar, though, needed no goading.

‘Drop it, Hirad,’ he warned, his ears pricking and reddening in irritation.

‘Just wanted to be sure everything was all right between you two, you know. I’d hate there to be bad feeling.’

‘Everything will be fine as long as you keep your nose out of it,’ said Ilkar. ‘Just leave it alone.’

‘You’re sure there’s nothing I can do to help?’

‘Besides throwing yourself over the side?’

‘Sorry I spoke,’ said Hirad.

‘As are we all,’ said Erienne. ‘Hirad, you can be such a child. You’re giving me a headache.’

‘Erienne?’ asked The Unknown.

‘It’s all right, thank you.’

The Unknown grabbed the scruff of Hirad’s jerkin and pulled him back, putting his mouth close to the barbarian’s ear.

‘We love your banter, Hirad,’ he said, ‘but sometimes silence is preferable to your incessant babble. Now is one of those times.’

Hirad shook himself loose, sat back up and looked round, seeing the warning in The Unknown’s face. ‘Roll on the estuary,’ he muttered.

It was two days before Hirad’s wish was granted.
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The Shorth Estuary was a confused conjugation of half a dozen channels feeding off the main river flow. The low-lying land had created a wide shallow swamp on the margin of which brackish water filtered into the silt-filled estuary, which was bordered by stunning waterfall-strewn cliffs. Far out beyond the estuary mouth, where the water ran deep, calm and sheltered, would lie the enemy ships.

The Raven had left their boats hidden well upstream and had been brought along the west bank of the Shorth to the edge of the dense rainforest where it merged into the largely open but mangrove-bordered swamp. Past it, the outflow to the estuary was just about visible.

‘This isn’t going to be easy,’ said Hirad.

Darrick concurred. He’d been imagining a wide shallow sand plain washed by tidal waters on which a battle could be organised and won by superior tactics. What he was faced with was his worst nightmare of close-quarters combat on uncertain and possibly deadly terrain. The only saving grace was that he had no horses with him. They would have been a pure encumbrance.

‘What do you think, Darrick?’ asked The Unknown.

Even though he shouldn’t have felt flattered by the question he was, but he’d not exactly been looking forward to answering it. With the Al-Arynaar spread out to cover the likely escape routes of any surviving runners and the fabled TaiGethen yet to make an appearance, The Raven were alone in the field and they were peerless tacticians.

‘The question is, what are the enemy thinking?’ said Darrick.

‘Is it?’ asked Denser. But The Unknown was already nodding, giving Darrick the confidence to carry on.

‘We’re making dangerous assumptions at the moment. Which is fine if the enemy either aren’t here or not expecting anyone. But not helpful at all if there are either more of them than we think, or they’ve been contacted and are already dug in and prepared.

‘Now we’re able to see the terrain we have to deal with we can ask the questions that need asking. What we know is that the enemy have, or had, mage support. Should we assume they have contacted the reserve and, if so, at what point? And then, what information could they have passed on and what is the likely response of the reserve?’

‘Right, assume this, then,’ said The Unknown. ‘They know the number of runners. They know how near they are and how fast they are. They also know the hunters are close behind and that they have to establish a safe perimeter beyond the open ground of the estuary itself. Any suggestions?’

‘Narrowest defensible point,’ said Hirad. ‘But where open space for the runners to cross is limited or at least covered by archer and mage fire.’

‘Correct,’ said Darrick. ‘See where the outflow begins between the cliff edges?’ He pointed to an area perhaps three hundred yards across. ‘It’s the most secure but it’s broken by the outflow and the larger channels. It can’t be completely spanned and any force would have to fragment to hold it.’

‘So why would they set their line there?’ asked Erienne.

‘Because if they come any further forward, the forest takes over and they can be outflanked far more easily. They need the cliff edges to secure their flanks. And because there can’t possibly be enough of them to hold a longer line. And to defend further seawards is pointless. The defenders will have their view of the swamp and forest edge disabled because there’ll be no flank view. And the flanks are where our runners are most likely to break cover.

‘There’s something else.’ Darrick smiled. ‘They might know a few TaiGethen are coming but there’s no way they can be aware that fifty swords and a few mages have come downstream. No way.’

‘So what?’ said Denser, looking around at the huge arc of forest that ten times fifty couldn’t hope to cover effectively.

‘So it gives me an idea.’

It was not long before the Al-Arynaar reported back that enemy forces were in place bordering the swamp area, so dispelling the vague anxiety that the runners had already been and gone. Without confirmation from TaiGethen or ClawBound about the position of any of the hunted, The Raven had to assume they could appear at any time.

After a great deal of debate, Darrick’s plan was put in place, though the former general had advised Rebraal to present it to the elves as his own. The Al-Arynaar scouts had been within thirty feet of the forward enemy positions and reported seventy swordsmen spread across the outlet to the estuary, backed by fifteen archers and what were assumed to be six mages. The elves were also confident that more strangers were positioned in deeper cover, less than Darrick had assumed but a threat nevertheless. The strangers were positioned much as expected, with good immediate fields of fire or open spaces to strike into, but Darrick had no intention of facing them on their own terms.

With the arrival of the TaiGethen imminent, Darrick had advised that to be sure of seeing and then stopping any of the runners, they should not spread their line too thin in an attempt to cover the impossible. So the Al-Arynaar and Raven were gathered in four groups - their boat groups - in an arc around the open area of the swamp looking both in and out.

The Raven and Rebraal were out on the left flank, as close as they dared to the enemy but in a position where none could circle them unseen. Al-Arynaar elves took up a similar position opposite them on the east bank with the other two groups closer to the Shorth, one on either bank. Darrick considered that the two flanking groups would be able to cut off runners from anywhere, while the central groups could take down any that came too close but, more importantly, would engage the reserve in the event of them being drawn out.

Tucked into position with nothing to do but wait, Hirad crouched at the end of The Raven line slightly apart from the rest to give him a view of the edge of the cliffs where they soared into the darkening sky and the ground between their position and the enemy line. Looking right, he could just about see Darrick, eyes everywhere, assessing whether he’d set everyone right and searching his mind for anything he’d missed. He was relying on the speed of response and the skill of the TaiGethen, and his lack of knowledge of them clearly worried him.

Behind Hirad, Thraun was looking back into the forest, his keen eyes as good as any elf’s, his ears tuned to the sounds around him, listening for any approach. The barbarian smiled. With his sword in his hand and The Raven poised around him, Hirad felt good.

He felt a prick in the side of his neck, sharp and deliberate. He moved his head, his eyes straining round. The blade of a dagger entered his vision. He raised a hand and began to turn his body slowly. His eyes moved up the hilt of the dagger, along the dark-garbed arm and up into a face painted in deep greens and browns. The elf behind the paint stared back with undisguised hatred, his whispered words conveying his intent though Hirad understood none of them.

He should have been scared, he knew, but instead he was impressed at the stealth that had brought the elf so close without any of them knowing. To cry out would probably be to die. He and half The Raven. The TaiGethen, and he assumed this was one, worked in threes, so Rebraal had said.

But they were not invincible. Hirad smiled.

‘I don’t know what you’re saying, my friend, but one thing you should know is that no Raven is ever alone.’

Thraun’s sword rested against the elf’s neck in turn. He stiffened and hissed, his eyes narrowing but never moving from Hirad. Sudden commotion from two sides and harsh whispered words stopped the situation developing any further. Two more elves came in from Hirad’s right as he sat, Rebraal and The Unknown from the left. Hirad pushed the blade of the dagger away.

‘Sheath it unless you intend to use it.’

The elf didn’t understand him either but he and Rebraal spoke quickly and urgently, the elf still with his gaze locked on Hirad.

‘These your famous TaiGethen, are they?’ asked Hirad.

‘Not now,’ warned The Unknown.

Ilkar had joined them and got Thraun to move his blade. At last the painted elf looked away and up at Rebraal. He snorted contemptuously and bent back towards Hirad, whispering something meaningful before moving silently away, taking his two colleagues with him.

‘Clever,’ said Thraun.

‘You’re lucky you’re not dead,’ said Ilkar.

‘So’s he,’ said Hirad. ‘Who is he?’

‘That’s Auum, leader of the TaiGethen. You don’t want to know what he was saying to you.’

Hirad shrugged. ‘No, I don’t. What I do want to know is, where are the runners?’

Ilkar put the question to Rebraal.

‘They’ve caught and killed another two groups of warriors further into the forest. That’s eleven men down altogether. There are others apparently on both banks but they haven’t a bead on any of them. This side, Auum says the strangers are travelling under magical obscurement of some kind. On the other, there’s someone he apparently respects for his forest skill but wants to skin for killing a ClawBound pair. Their guess is that both sets of men are close. More TaiGethen are crossing the river now. We shouldn’t have to wait too long.’

But they did. All the rest of that day and on into the night. It was a very uncomfortable vigil. They had no relief, they had no time to eat anything other than dried meat and they had to ignore the inevitable host of insects as best they could. In the heat, humidity and rain it was a test of stamina and endurance. The TaiGethen and ClawBound were combing the forest but had so far found nothing.

Leaving Thraun, Ren, Aeb and Rebraal watching in all directions as the light faded to nothing, The Raven talked.

‘It’ll happen under cover of darkness,’ said Darrick.

‘No reason why,’ said Ilkar. ‘They’ll know elves see just as well now as in daylight.’

Darrick tapped his head. ‘The reasons are all up here. Remember, they’re scared and tired. They want every advantage, real or perceived. ’

‘Think they’re in contact with this lot ahead?’ asked Hirad.

‘Impossible to say,’ said Darrick.

‘I doubt it,’ said Denser. ‘Communion’s a spell their mages can’t afford. It’s draining at the best of times. And thinking about how we were all beginning to feel just coping with the insect bites . . .’ He shrugged.

‘He’s right,’ said Ilkar. ‘And don’t forget, we’ve got one group apparently under some kind of moving illusion that’s good enough to confuse elves and panthers. That’s going to be one impressive spell.’

‘Why don’t they just come straight in?’ asked Erienne. ‘I mean, if that spell is so good, why are they worrying? Just wander up to the line and be safe.’

‘Good point, but I suspect it’s the terrain,’ said Darrick. ‘Splashing through that swamp will be like ringing warning bells, hidden by illusion or not.’

‘Right,’ said The Unknown. ‘Here’s what I suggest now.’

But he didn’t have time to impart his idea because, a hundred yards to their right, the swamp exploded into life. Footsteps rushed headlong through water, plumes of spray scattering in all directions. There was the deeper splash of thigh-deep water and, from the lines ahead, the odd voice raised in encouragement.

‘Raven!’ roared Hirad. ‘Raven with me!’

Hirad led The Raven out of cover, heading for their holding position on the left flank.

‘HardShield up,’ said Ilkar.

‘SpellShield active,’ said Erienne.

‘Keep watching that left flank,’ warned The Unknown.

‘On it,’ said Darrick.

‘Denser, we need that illusion pierced,’ said Hirad.

‘Way ahead of you,’ said the Xeteskian.

The Raven plunged into the swamp shallows, keeping their arc line as best they could in the heavy vegetation at its edge. Behind the hidden runners, the Al-Arynaar and TaiGethen were coming. The moon broke through the clouds, giving the swamp and forest an eerie luminescence; a multiple wailing pierced the air and Hirad saw the glint of metal in the sky. A panther roared, its voice taken up by a dozen more.

Denser came to a sudden stop, uttered a command word and shoved his arms out sharply. His ForceCone hammered away into the night, slapping into the roiling area of swamp where the runners had to be. Suddenly, men were visible, sprawling in the water, dragging themselves back to their feet. It hadn’t been an illusion. Some sort of multiple target CloakedWalk. But now it was gone and that was all the TaiGethen needed. With extraordinary speed, three of them cut through the swamp almost as if they were skating across the surface of the water. Blades glittered in the moonlight.

The shouts from the estuary entrance became louder and more urgent. The thrum of bowstrings was plain. Arrows arced across the sky, falling behind the runners, slicing into the swamp waters. After them came FlameOrbs, four pairs, their orange glows like dying suns, throwing shadows into sharp relief and lighting up the faces of the TaiGethen, who scattered instantly.

‘Ward!’ shouted Denser.

The Raven stilled. FlameOrbs spattered down on them, fizzing and crackling over Ilkar’s shield. It held. It always did.

In the afterglow of the spells, the runners saw their plight all too plainly. One threw a bag to another, the mage. He stood stock-still, desperately trying to cast. His three companions gathered in front of him as the TaiGethen tore into them. The first leapt high, left leg snapping out, taking his opponent in the chest. The man staggered back, sword swiping at empty air. The TaiGethen drove through his unbalanced guard, piercing his neck. The second and third elves flung jaqrui. They were knocked aside but their targets were distracted. With incredible swiftness, the TaiGethen blades whipped in. The expanding slick of blood was black in the moonlight.

ShadowWings sprouted at the mage’s back. He shot skywards, a laugh of relief on his lips. Jaqrui wailed after him, none finding its target. He turned in the air, flying for the enemy line.

‘Damn!’ yelled Hirad.

Behind him, a bowstring twanged. The arrow speared the mage between his shoulder blades. He juddered forward and shouted briefly, arms clawing reflexively at his back. His wings vanished and he fell, momentum taking him just beyond the swamp edge. No-man’s-land.

Hirad turned. ‘Good shooting.’

The smile was back on Ren’s face but there was no time for self-congratulation.

‘We must have that bag,’ said Rebraal in halting Balaian.

He set off, TaiGethen and Al-Arynaar two hundred yards behind him but sprinting through the swamp and gaining quickly. ‘Leave the water,’ he said over his shoulder. ‘Piranha.’

But The Raven were already chasing after him. Hirad saw more arrows arc towards them and the elves from the estuary defenders. HotRain fell from the sky. Here was where it would happen. The sides closed on each other, the mage’s body marking where the lines would clash.

‘Watch that left flank!’ he shouted as he raced on, sword raised high, running for the enemy.

 


Erys hadn’t the stamina to cast Communion again but ClearSight was far more simple. He’d related to Yron everything he could see through the darkness. TaiGethen and Al-Arynaar were on both sides of the Shorth, some closing in behind them now. As Yron had hoped, their reserve force was spread across the entrance to the estuary, unfortunately split by the Shorth and its channels, but so were the elves.

Yron, Erys and the miraculously still living Ben-Foran were an agonising three hundred yards from safety in the hands of the reserve. But Yron smelled a trap and he’d been alive too long to ignore his instincts. He put a hand on Erys’s shoulder, staying the mage, who was preparing to run in.

‘Wait,’ he said.

‘But . . .’

‘Wait,’ he repeated. ‘This isn’t the stroll it seems. Trust me.’

Almost at once he was proved right. A commotion on the other side of the Shorth shattered the relative peace of the rainforest. They could hear footsteps splashing through water and the shouts of men and elves. Arrows and spells flew, the TaiGethen pounced, panthers sounded from every angle. The ClawBound were near.

Erys grabbed Yron’s shoulder and pointed into the sky.

‘Stenys,’ he breathed.

Yron followed his arm and saw the mage climbing into the sky. ‘Go on.’ Yron clenched a fist. ‘Go on.’

Stenys wheeled and moved towards the estuary, getting higher all the time. Jaqrui wailed but missed. Yron’s heart beat harder.

‘Nearly there,’ he whispered. ‘Shit!’

He saw the arrow plunge into Stenys’s back. Saw him fall from the sky and saw the elves move towards his body. Erys’s grip on his shoulder slackened.

‘Sorry, Erys.’

Erys shook his head. ‘So close.’

‘And we’ll get closer still. Our chance is very soon.’

Yron focussed on the coming battle. He knew there were Al-Arynaar very close but in the confusion they might just get enough of a head start. If their luck held. He smiled grimly. This would not be a good time for it to falter.

The reserve waited, just as they should. Hidden from view. Arrows and spells arced into the moonlit night. He saw flaring as shields took the brunt of the magic and explosions on the ground where the Orbs fell directly to earth. Behind him he thought he could sense something but he couldn’t see any movement. Perhaps the elves this side of the Shorth were distracted. He had to hope so.

With a clash of steel, the two forces met. It had to be now or never.

‘Ready, Ben?’ Ben-Foran was propped against a tree. He looked dog-tired but nodded anyway.

‘Erys, you’re flying.’

‘No, sir. I’m carrying. I don’t have the stamina or the nerve for wings anyway.’

Yron nodded. ‘If we falter, run on. Don’t hesitate. We need those writings safe.’

The two men lifted Ben between them, balanced his weight and stood, breathing hard, pulses tripping fast, every nerve alive. In front of them, three hundred yards of forest, swamp, water and then safety. It looked a terribly long way.

‘Don’t look back, don’t cry out, don’t even blink,’ Yron said. ‘As soon as we break cover, run like you’ve never run before.’

They manoeuvred Ben to the very edge of the forest. Right in front of them, the swamp waters glimmered darkly. Yron prayed the piranha were too busy feasting on the bodies of the others by now. And the crocodiles. He shivered.

‘All right, you two bastards,’ he whispered, then almost laughed as he said words he never thought he’d hear himself utter. ‘Run for your lives.’
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Denser ran behind Hirad and The Unknown Warrior in what was surely the safest place on the battlefield. Beside him Ilkar and Erienne, minds deep in concentration, ran steadily, their consciousnesses divided using a skill only the finest truly mastered.

The Raven kept hard to the left flank, leaving the fight for the mage’s body and the bag he carried to the elves in the left centre. The mage had fallen close to the bank. While The Raven held the flank and pressured the centre, the elves would have to contend with the enemy in front of them and possible fire from across the river. So far, the elves on the right bank hadn’t moved to attack. Instead they continued moving up slowly, trying to flush out anyone that might be hidden there.

As he ran, Denser prepared again, this time the same spell as Erienne would choose once The Raven were engaged and she could drop the HardShield in safety. They would cast together so, for now, he fine-tuned his mana shape and scanned the enemy no more than twenty yards ahead as they splashed out of the swamp. More arrows came in, rattling uselessly on the HardShield, spots of HotRain fizzing over Ilkar’s rock-steady casting.

The scene had a distinctly surreal quality to it. The afterglow of spells burned a halo in the air above, the moon ebbed and strengthened as cloud passed across it, and the forest animals were silent under the sudden barrage of violence unleashed in their midst.

In the curious half-light, Denser saw the faces of those they were about to fight. Men who had been hiding for a pace too long, believing they would have the element of surprise but now having to charge at their enemy. And as they came Denser could see they recognised who they were about to fight. Mouths spoke The Raven’s name and more than one faltered in his stride while grips shifted on weapons and eyes betrayed growing fear.

They shouted orders and encouragement as they came, closing with Hirad Coldheart and The Unknown Warrior, The Raven’s heart for fifteen years. With Ry Darrick, Balaia’s most famous soldier and now deserter. With Thraun, the shapechanger. And with a blank-faced Protector. Men who gave you an edge even before a blow was struck.

Hirad roared to clear his mind, energise The Raven and inspire more fear, his sword crashing down right to left across his chest, his legs already moving to balance him for his defence and next strike. He sheared his enemy’s blade, sending the man stumbling back, then reversed his sword up into the unprotected chin, hurling his corpse back into his faltering comrades.

‘HardShield down,’ said Erienne. ‘Preparing offence.’

Next to Hirad, The Unknown caught a strike on the guard of his dagger, twisted the enemy weapon aside and swept his sword into the ribs of his opponent. Not waiting for him to drop, he stormed forwards, headbutting the man behind and punching his dagger into his temple.

Beside him, Aeb slashed a path, his wide-bladed axe scything through helmet and bone, his sword stabbing forward like a rapier. He made no sound, just exuded control and destruction. And at his side, Darrick ducked and twisted, his blade held in two hands, now in one, never letting a sharp edge get close to him, death and injury in every strike he dealt out. At the opposite end of the line, with Ren behind him firing shaft after shaft into the defending mages, Thraun powered his way into the line, his howls like those of the wolves he had left behind, his animal side allowed free rein.

‘Ready, Denser?’ asked Erienne.

‘I am,’ he replied. ‘On your command.’

‘Hirad, Unknown, Aeb,’ she shouted. ‘On my word.’

Denser saw each of them nod his understanding, never breaking the rhythm of their blows.

‘Down!’

The trio dropped as Denser and Erienne took a half pace and cast. IceWind savaged over their heads and scourged into the line ahead. The strangers’ SpellShields screamed as the cold hit, those under the Shields shrinking back, mist and gale filling the air in front of them. In the background a mage cried out in pain. Someone shrieked at him to hold firm. Still the IceWind raged, its edges reaching out and chilling everything it touched.

Ren’s bow sang, the screaming mage crumpled, the shield collapsed and the awful spell ripped into the helpless enemy, freezing flesh and bone, blinding, cracking and breaking. Cries cut off as mouths were paralysed. Metal shattered, men fell, the line fractured and The Raven ploughed on.

‘Come on!’ yelled Hirad, and Denser knew it was as much for the elves on their right as The Raven themselves. The barbarian hurdled a frozen body, chased into the vegetation and began the fight again, his friends left, right and behind as he knew they would be.

Denser glanced along the line, saw the TaiGethen weaving their swift death, the Al-Arynaar providing mage and blade support. More FlameOrbs soared out, casting their ghastly light. Across the river, he could see more of the enemy, looking on helplessly as their companions were taken apart. And there, splashing through the swamp and caught in the moonlight, were the other runners.

 


Almost straight away, Ben’s legs had given way. Erys and Yron scooped him into a chair lift, the lad gasping in agony as rough hands and leather scraped at his raw infected wounds. Yron had his arm high up around Ben’s chest, Erys supporting his lower back, as they splashed into the shallows of the swamp.

Yron tried to hear everything around him above the sound of his own breathing, of his feet hitting the water over and over. He strained for the sounds of pursuit, of the wail of jaqrui and the whistle of arrows. But with every pace he took he heard none of it. He began to dare to believe they might actually make it.

A hundred and fifty yards to go and he saw men standing up, beckoning them on, urging and encouraging. Others of the reserve ran to join them, some carrying bows. Shouts went up, increasing in their urgency as Yron and Erys pounded across the swamp, dragging their calves through the deepening water.

‘Keep going,’ gasped Yron.

‘I hadn’t thought of stopping,’ replied Erys.

Ben’s breathing was ragged and tortured.

‘Nor had I,’ he managed.

Arrows started to fly. The shouts of encouragement became a clamour for more pace and men ran towards them. Faces looked desperate now, exhorting them to greater effort. FlameOrbs soared high over their heads, heading for the pursuing pack. And now Yron could hear them. A flurry of feet rushing through the swamp. Not far behind. Perhaps not far enough.

More arrows arced over them. The elves replied in kind, shafts fired on the run hissing past, slapping into the water around them. Jaqrui wailed and whistled. Yron ducked reflexively.

‘Faster,’ he said. ‘We’ve got to go faster.’

Erys responded and the two men upped their pace. Yron felt the water become shallow again and relief flooded through him. He looked forward, seeing naked fear on the faces of those only seventy yards in front of them now and he thanked the Gods he had no time to look round. He didn’t need to. He knew how fast an elf could run.

‘Stay with us, Ben, we’re so nearly there,’ he said.

Ben’s words were little more than grunts of pain. ‘If our luck holds.’

‘It’s holding,’ said Erys. ‘Keep going.’

On they ran. More arrows splashed around them, others flew past seeking elven targets. Jaqrui fizzed and keened. A panther roared.

‘Oh dear Gods,’ muttered Yron.

He could hear his men now. Yelling at him, pleading. The second roar was close, so very close. Some of his men moved further forward and began to form a line. Thirty yards to go. Twenty.

A huge impact sent them all sprawling. Ben screamed. Yron felt his left arm torn half out of its socket. He rolled over and came to his haunches.

‘No!’ he bellowed. ‘No!’

The panther had leapt on Ben’s back and taken him down. Yron ran forward, hitching out his axe; the animal looked up, yellow eyes boring into him. It made to spring again.

Erys was shouting. ‘Yron, no!’

Very deliberately, the panther bit down, snapping the boy’s neck. ‘Bastard!’ Yron made to move but felt arms around his shoulders, forcing him back.

‘We’ve got to go, now!’ Erys’s face was right in his.

Yron could see the elves closing in just a few yards away. He saw his reserve running in to block their path. He saw more arrows and spells, FlameOrbs lighting up the sky giving him a last look at Ben-Foran. His strength abruptly went and his men dragged him away, his gaze locked on the body.

‘I’m sorry, Ben,’ he said, the tears misting his vision. ‘I’m so sorry.’

 


Rebraal had seen the action on the right bank of the river and came running up from the elven line, which was driving the enemy inexorably back. The Raven were trading blows with more competent soldiers now, progress slow but still sure.

‘Runners are through,’ he shouted.

Denser turned, losing the shape he’d been creating. In front of him, Hirad blocked a strike to his chest, shoved his attacker back with a grunt and rained down blow after overhead blow, swearing as he bludgeoned.

‘We’ll push hard,’ said Denser.

‘You must get to the estuary. We must catch them.’

‘Hirad!’ shouted Denser. ‘Runners broken through right.’

Hirad nodded. He crashed his blade down a final time, smashing the weakened defence aside and crushing his opponent’s skull, blood and brain spraying into the air.

‘Raven! Pushing right. Go!’

Darrick and Aeb responded immediately, arcing in, driving the defenders back towards the river. Aeb upped the rate of his strikes, delivering overhead with his axe and sweeping horizontally with his sword. Around the back of them TaiGethen came running, forcing themselves into the gap, sprinting away behind the strangers’ lines, dealing mayhem and death.

‘Let’s give them space!’ shouted Hirad. ‘Denser, the archers!’

‘Got you. Erienne, ForceCone. I’ll carry you.’

Denser uttered a short incantation. ShadowWings appeared at his back. Erienne nodded and he swept her into his arms and straight up into the night sky. He could see a group of half a dozen archers kneeling in a circle, loosing off shots at the TaiGethen elves.

‘Ready,’ said Erienne.

Denser angled his body horizontal to the ground and tightened his grip on Erienne, who hung below him, his arms clasped under her breasts, her legs locked around his. He heard her mutter and drag at the air with her fingers as she finished the preparation. He flew over the archers, just thirty feet above their heads. One looked up instinctively, shouted and angled his bow. Too late.

Erienne jerked her arms downwards. The ForceCone flared out, battering the archers to the earth. Bows and limbs snapped as the pressure of the spell beat relentlessly down, compressing everything beneath it into a six-inch-deep indentation in the soft ground, perfectly circular and ten yards across.

Denser circled while Erienne maintained the Cone until the pleading and crying out had stopped. She thrust her arms again, hard. Denser imagined, only too easily, the ribcages crumpling. He wheeled back towards The Raven before any fire could be brought to bear on them, magical or otherwise.

‘Angry about something?’ he asked.

‘You could say,’ she said. ‘My head is killing me.’

Denser cruised in low over the left flank. Below them The Raven and Al-Arynaar were breaking the last of the resistance. With TaiGethen in behind them, the enemy were cut off and frightened. And while the Al-Arynaar, unused to in-line battle, were able to make little headway, The Raven had no such trouble and corpses littered the ground in their wake. One massive strike from Aeb finished it. His axe smashed through an unprotected skull, top to bottom, the force of the strike taking the weapon through the man’s shoulder and shearing off his right arm. The survivors turned and ran.

‘Go, go!’ shouted Hirad, and The Raven charged after the fleeing enemy as they sought to dodge the TaiGethen, pursuing them through the gap in the cliffs, along a sandy beach and out into the flat, silt-filled estuary.

‘Stay up,’ said Erienne. ‘Assuming your arms are up to it. I’ll prepare again.’

‘Anything in particular?’

‘I thought HotRain.’

‘It’ll do the job.’

Denser swooped low. ‘Hirad, we’re going forward, see if we can’t disrupt the runners or the defence.’

‘Be careful.’

The mage pair headed up once more. Denser could see panthers in among the elves, joining the push forward, their enigmatic partners sprinting close behind, unarmed and unconcerned. The defenders on the other bank were falling back, trying to maintain an orderly retreat with the Al-Arynaar and the awesome TaiGethen pressing forward with increasing ferocity, though they were outnumbered almost three to one.

Denser flew on over the heads of the defenders and out into the estuary. A small knot of men was running towards one of ten or more rowing boats. Out in the bay, three ships were moored, flags fluttering atop mainmasts. One unfurled lazily as he watched, caught in a wash of pallid moonlight. It was unmistakable.

‘I don’t fucking believe it.’ He dived for the knot of men. ‘Let’s get those runners.’

‘Suits me.’

Denser flew in fast and low, keeping tight control of his concentration as his fury threatened to boil over. Erienne released the spell, sending a focussed cloud of HotRain spearing down, flaring in the sky as it fell, each drop of magical fire the size of her thumb.

Sudden blue light mixed with the orange of the spell as the HotRain crackled uselessly over the shield covering the runners.

‘Dammit,’ snapped Erienne.

Denser growled his frustration and wheeled once more, looking down on the faces that craned to see who it was that attacked them. Arrows came from the night, flicking close but harmlessly by. And from somewhere DeathHail sheeted up at them, forcing him into a desperate climb and turn. Too close. Gripping Erienne tighter still, he took a last look down, meeting the eyes of a man he recognised.

‘We’ll hunt you!’ he called, as he rushed skywards beyond sight and arrow range. ‘Don’t you realise what you’ve done?’

‘Calm down, Denser,’ said Erienne. ‘What’s got into you all of a sudden?’

‘Tell you when we land.’

The Raven were being left behind, refusing to sacrifice their discipline for a headlong charge. Not that it mattered. The TaiGethen and Al-Arynaar were outpacing everyone else.

Denser saw a TaiGethen come alongside a fleeing warrior, snap out an elbow and send him crashing to the ground, hands over his nose and mouth. The elf stopped and spun gracefully like a dancer, then stepped in to finish the man off, skewering his brain through an eye.

But they weren’t quite fast enough. Boats were already being pushed out into the bay, desperate oarsmen pulling hard, arrows fired at them sending the blue of HardShields flaring into the night. The Raven could see it all and slowed as one. Denser landed behind them and let Erienne out of his arms. Hirad, feet ankle-deep in estuary water, threw his sword down into the silt.

‘What did they think we were doing, fighting for the good of our health?’ he said, and directed a contemptuous gesture at the elves on the right bank.

All the boats were away now and the fugitives who hadn’t made it into one were plunging into the water and swimming out after them. Only a couple of bodies could be seen floating with arrows protruding from back or neck.

‘They aren’t used to fighting like this,’ said Ilkar. ‘It isn’t their way. SpellShield down.’

‘No? Well they’d better learn fast if they want their precious thumb and writings back,’ said Hirad.

‘Assuming those who escaped had anything.’

‘I don’t care about bits of parchment,’ said Ilkar. ‘I just want one of those we’ve killed to have the thumb in some inside pocket.’

Hirad nodded. ‘Me too, Ilks, me too.’

‘What now?’ asked Darrick.

The Raven began to walk back towards the Al-Arynaar, searching for Rebraal. Behind them, they could hear the cheers of the enemy as their boats neared their ships and safety.

‘Let’s see what my brother has to say,’ said Ilkar.

Denser felt weary. He followed behind his friends in silence, hand in hand with Erienne. She wanted to know the cause of his anger but he ignored the questioning look on her face. All of them had to hear it together.

They found Rebraal in conversation with Auum, his fierce expression telling them all they needed to know about the results of the fight. They were standing by the bodies of the four strangers who had been running cloaked. Hooked from the swamp before the piranhas could do much damage, they’d been stripped and every stitch of clothing searched and torn to shreds before being scattered on the ground around them. Ilkar asked the question before reporting back to The Raven.

‘Parchment and texts only, I’m afraid,’ he said. ‘The thumb is on one of those ships.’

‘How can we be sure?’ asked Erienne. ‘Any of them could have dropped it anywhere between here and the temple.’

‘Pray that’s not so,’ said Ilkar.

‘Put it this way,’ said The Unknown. ‘The men that escaped are the only clues we’ve got. Whether they have the thumb or not, we have to catch them.’

‘So we need our ship very fast,’ said Darrick.

Ilkar nodded. ‘And the elves are coming with us. The message will be sent. Every elf with a sword or bow is going to be heading north to Balaia.’

‘They’re going to invade?’ asked Hirad.

‘What choice do they have?’ Ilkar shrugged. ‘They don’t want to die. We don’t want to die.’

‘Right,’ said Denser, coming to a decision. ‘I’m flying back to Ysundeneth. Starting tonight. Jevin can sail round here, it’ll be quicker that way.’

‘Done,’ said Ilkar. ‘But I’m coming with you. You might just need a friendly elf.’

Denser smiled rather sadly and felt the blood pounding in his throat. ‘Friendly, eh? Well here’s a new test of our friendship, Ilkar. You want to know who it was attacked the temple?

‘It was Xetesk.’




Chapter 33

 


 


 


 


Jevin had confined his crew to the ship for the last three days and had paid two mages very well to travel with the Calaian Sun back to Balaia, whenever that day came. Like all elves Jevin wasn’t given to rushed action but the situation overtaking Ysundeneth was quite without precedent. For eight days he’d watched as first unease, then anxiety and finally panic had engulfed the city.

At the first signs of the plague being anything more than a localised infection, he had sent his crew out to hire the mages and to provision the ship. Water, cured meat, rice, grain, biscuit and root crops were the order, as well as apples and unripe grapefruit and lemons; anything that would keep longer than a few days.

Below deck, his cargo holds had already been converted to accommodate passengers. Conditions were cramped and public but neither Protectors nor Xeteskian mages had made any complaint. He wasn’t sure exactly how many mages Ilkar expected to make the trip. Over a hundred if he could get them, and Jevin had provisioned for that number.

But as he watched the disaster unfold in Ysundeneth and heard rumours of similar events in other cities, he wondered if Ilkar and The Raven would be back at all. It was unutterably depressing having to watch helplessly as the elves of Calaius’s largest port turned from calm private individuals into an angry mob in so short a time. Not altogether surprising, though.

The plague, and such it had to be, had gorged itself on the population, but at random. There were no patterns of contagion, just as there was no cure. It struck at eight members of a family and left a sole survivor with nothing but grief as a companion. No areas were immune, but in the middle of a street one house would be free, while in the next street it would be the opposite: one household annihilated, the rest untouched. The randomness inspired hope and hatred in equal measure but far more destructive to Ysundeneth society was the latter. Survivors in devastated areas had been persecuted as carriers of the plague, some beaten, some even killed for the crime of living.

But elsewhere those free of the disease pooled their eroding strength and demanded help from city authorities quite unable to provide it. Food had been looted and hoarded, rubbish had started to pile up in the streets. And so, latterly, had corpses. Businesses, inns and shops were closed and boarded up. Markets were empty.

Jevin, like all the skippers at the dockside, had moved to anchor offshore. It wasn’t just disease that concerned him; it was the mobs roaming the docks wanting out of the city by the quickest means possible. Already Ysundeneth was empty of every non-elf. They had been the first targets of suspicion but, being primarily merchants and seamen, they had simply hauled anchor and sailed back to Balaia, not that the Northern Continent was exactly stable. But a dozen ships had no cargo and therefore no financial means to sail.

And for elves to leave would be desperate, even futile. The plague was not contagious; it did not spread through the air or in food or water. It was something far deeper than that and it attacked elves at their core. There was no escape.

At a meeting on board the Calaian Sun, the remaining twelve skippers had agreed to monitor the situation and play the waiting game for as long as they could. Eventually, someone would have to sail north and beg for help. Jevin had said that he would go, but only when The Raven reappeared. Until then, the dozen ships would remain anchored in a defensive formation, protect themselves from attack by boat and magic and wait for the inevitable. For if one thing was certain, it was that one day, probably very soon, they themselves would begin to die.

 


Jevin stood with one of the mages at the port rail, gazing out at Ysundeneth on a perfect sunlit morning with the mist dispersing and the first clouds rolling across the mountains far to the south. From where he stood, the city was a tiny interloper in the mass of lush verdancy that was the rainforest. But his keen eyes could penetrate the quiet streets and see the catastrophe that had overcome it.

‘How many do you think have it now?’ he asked the mage.

Vituul was a young elf of average height, his dark blue eyes set in a classically angular face. His long black ponytail fell down the back of his light brown leather cloak. He had no family in the plague city and to be offered - with his equally poor friend, Eilaan - a good wage and a way out was a prayer answered. People were increasingly demanding that elven mages produce a miracle cure. The miracle wasn’t going to happen.

‘It’s almost impossible to say,’ he said. ‘The total is probably in the region of a third of the population, but as people start to die in large numbers so the actual number of live cases, if you’ll excuse the term, will decrease also.’

‘But there are a hundred thousand people there,’ breathed Jevin.

‘Not any more,’ said Vituul. ‘Thirty thousand are already dying.’

‘And no word on a cure,’ said Jevin.

It hit him then like it hadn’t before. He’d managed to ignore the ramifications of what was going on in front of his eyes but Vituul’s numbers scared him to the bone. If those numbers were right, in fifty days there’d be less than twelve thousand people left alive in Ysundeneth, and four thousand of them would be dying. And with that level of mortality possibly affecting the whole continent, Jevin wasn’t just witnessing a devastating plague, he was witnessing the death of the elven race. He shivered.

‘How can there be a cure?’ Vituul looked at him matter of factly.

‘No one is going to be alive long enough to do the research. And there’s no spell that can even slow its course. We don’t even have a lead yet.’

‘What can we do then?’ Jevin felt helpless. ‘There must be something. ’

Vituul smiled but there was no humour in his face. ‘Wait for it to pass.’

‘And if it doesn’t?’

‘Pray that Yniss forgives whatever sin we’ve committed, because the way it looks now, we’re all going to die, sooner rather than later.’

Jevin leant on the rail. He should be doing something. Every elf should. To his knowledge no one had survived having the plague so far, but then not many were in the final stages yet. Just one survivor could give them some hope. But what could he do? This wasn’t a question of tending the sick or supplying the herbologists with raw materials. There was no battle to be won. Not yet. Elf catches plague; elf dies.

Jevin’s own family lived deep in the rainforest and he preferred not to think about them. It kept his hopes alive.

‘So why have none of the crews gone down yet?’ asked Jevin. ‘Odd, don’t you think? Surely that’s a lead?’

‘It’s a point, I suppose. No stranger catches it. No travelling elf catches it. Yet.’

‘Surely it means something?’

‘We are still Tual’s creatures. Perhaps the curse of being away from the forest also carries a blessing. Perhaps your sin isn’t as great as ours.’

Jevin had been looking for something less theological. But this mage, at least, had no answers.

‘You see what I’m getting at?’

‘There is no biological reason why any particular elf catches the plague,’ said Vituul with a shrug. ‘It must be something else. I don’t believe you, I or any of the crew have greater immunity than the poor souls on shore.’

Jevin was considering his reply when his eye was caught by movement on the dockside. There was activity on the approach roads to the east and the odd shout echoed out across the water. The tone was of surprise, even astonishment, but not fear. People were congregating on the dock. Not a mob. Not the hundreds, even thousands, they’d seen a couple of days ago, but a slowly growing crowd.

It continued to grow over the course of most of the morning. Jevin thought at first that it was city folk gathering for a demonstration, but every time he looked up from his duties there were more of them. Just standing there like they were waiting for a ship to dock. Then Jevin realised what he was looking at. These weren’t Ysundeneth elves; the city folk’s clothes were so much brighter than the greens and browns he could see.

Around midday he rejoined Vituul, who had barely left the rail all morning. Despite his life taking him from the land of his birth and his Gods, Jevin prided himself on having enough of the Calaian elf in him still to understand his people. But not this. Left and right, the rails of other ships were crowded with crew and it seemed a quiet had descended across the city and the sea.

‘They are who I think they are, aren’t they?’ he asked.

Vituul nodded. ‘TaiGethen,’ he said, pointing vaguely, but his voice was edged with excitement. ‘Al-Arynaar. And ClawBound. I see the panthers. I see them.’

It was something most elves had never expected to see in the forest, let alone on the dockside at Ysundeneth.

‘What are they doing?’ Jevin implored anyone who might hear and answer him.

These people never, but never, came out of the rainforest. Never stepped on the worked stone of the streets. They thought them evil. Necessary but evil. A sin Yniss allowed because civilisation had to flourish. To them a city was an alien landscape. An imbalance in the harmony of the forest, its air, magic and denizens. Yet here they were, gathered and waiting, and quite suddenly, the disaster that faced the elves became so much more real.

‘What do they want?’ This time the question was directed at Vituul alone.

‘Whatever it is, it isn’t good.’

‘We should launch a boat,’ said Jevin. ‘Ask them.’

But answers came far more quickly than that. Up in the crow’s-nest, the lookout shouted and pointed east. Two dots were flying in from the forest, low and erratic. They swept over the docks, stopped momentarily and spiralled into the sky again, before moving out to sea and the ships moored there.

Jevin followed them, half knowing who it was, seeing them change direction twice before heading straight for the Calaian Sun. One of them dipped very low, called out, rose and then fell into the water a hundred yards from the ship. The other didn’t pause but flew over the deck, landed and collapsed in a flurry of limbs. When Jevin reached him, Ilkar had managed to turn onto his back and was gasping in air.

‘Ilkar?’

‘Jevin,’ Ilkar gasped. ‘Better . . . better get a boat over the side. Don’t think Denser can float for too long.’

The order was given. ‘Where have you come from?’

‘Shorth Estuary. Flew all night.’ He struggled to a sitting position. ‘Explanations later.’

He stopped to gasp in more air. His hair was plastered to his skull and his face was drawn and exhausted.

‘Xeteskians have desecrated Aryndeneth. They’ve destroyed the harmony. But we can stop them. Tell all the ships. They’ve got to take the elves to Balaia. A stranger is holding part of Yniss’s statue. And we’ve got to get it back before the plague takes us all.’

‘And me?’

‘You’re coming with us. Got some friends to pick up at the Shorth.’

Jevin nodded. Answers were before him and his desire to help was satisfied.

‘Bosun!’ he called. ‘Signal the ships. I need to see the skippers and it has to be now.’ Turning back to Ilkar, he grasped the elf’s shoulder. ‘Let’s get your wet colleague on board safely, then you can both tell me over a goblet of wine just exactly what is going on.’

 


The trio of Xeteskian vessels was under full sail, moving well across a swell of six to eight feet. The wind was strong and constant beneath thin rolling cloud and the acres of canvas billowed dirty grey.

Captain Yron sat beneath the mainmast of the lead vessel on some netted crates, turning the fragment of the statue’s thumb over and over. No one had dared come near him all morning. He must have looked a frightening sight with his hands and face covered in balms and bandages, but it wasn’t that which kept them away.

Throughout the night he had prowled the deck, unable to sleep despite his fatigue. Healing spells had been cast on him as he moved and the bandages were only there because Erys had made him stop for long enough. After the eighth or tenth man had congratulated him on the success of the mission he had exploded with vehemence enough to wake the slumbering on all three half-empty ships. It needed saying. As if any bounty could justify this loss, let alone the pathetic collection of parchments and texts Erys had brought out.

One hundred and fifty men had journeyed into the Calaian rainforest, wreathed in mirror illusions of enormous complexity to obscure their progress from TaiGethen and ClawBound. And until they had reached the forward camp, it had worked. Now only two of those one hundred and fifty were alive to tell the tale and a further forty had perished in the defence of the estuary.

Success? He had failed. Xetesk could go hang. The Circle Seven would greet his return with broad smiles and grasping hands. He had no doubt Erys’s assessment of the importance of the documents he had retrieved was accurate.

No. It was Ben-Foran. Ben, who had trusted him so completely and believed in him utterly. And Ben who lay dead because right at the last, he, Yron, had believed they were safe and had failed to take into account how fast a panther could run.

Yron had never had a son, a family. He had never married. He was the classic soldier, too engrossed in his career to realise the swift passage of years. But in Ben he had seen a way to release the regret and frustration he felt. To take the boy and make him the man Yron knew he could be. To give himself something of which he could be truly proud.

But he had failed. And the boy who could have rivalled the Lysternan, Darrick, as Balaia’s most talented soldier . . . all that potential would remain tragically unfulfilled. The only thing that could possibly give meaning to his death was the stolen writings. Otherwise it would all have been a waste. And Yron hated waste.

The netting shifted to his right and he looked across. Erys had sat down next to him. He sat in silence, the only companion Yron would tolerate, the only one who could possibly understand. And he waited for Yron to speak, if he wished. After a time that was exactly what Yron wished.

‘It’s not over, Erys. Not by a long way.’

‘The guilt will pass,’ said Erys.

Yron shook his head. ‘That’s not what I meant and no, I don’t think it will. Not completely.’

‘Oh.’ Erys was silent for a moment. ‘Don’t worry about The Raven, Captain,’ he said, getting it at the second attempt. ‘We’ll be safe inside Xetesk before they’ve even set sail. Where’s their ship? Ysundeneth at best.’

‘How old are you, Erys?’

‘Twenty-five, sir.’

Yron chuckled. ‘Thought so. Still at the young-and-talking-bollocks-at-every-turn stage, then.’

‘Eh?’

‘Don’t look hurt, boy; we’ve all been through it.’ Yron turned to face the young mage. ‘Thing is, when The Raven got going you were only ten. I know you’ll have heard a few stories but, locked away in the college like you were, you missed the reality.’

‘So explain it to me then, Captain.’

Yron paused and looked at the mage to make sure he wasn’t being made fun of.

‘First thing you should have asked yourself is, why in God’s name are they here? And, more unbelievable, why did they show up at the Shorth Estuary fighting for the elves? I mean, you’re sitting there saying, “Oh look, it’s The Raven but we’ve escaped them”. You’ve got to think harder than that.’

‘I’ll concede it was a big coincidence, but the point remains that we got away, so it doesn’t matter.’

‘And that’s what I mean by missing the reality. It always matters what The Raven are doing. Everywhere they’ve gone and everything they’ve done in the last decade has changed things. Not always world-shaping but significant. Always significant. And they aren’t used to failing.’

‘Didn’t stop the Nightchild dying though, did they?’ Erys was still plainly sceptical.

‘Yes, but she died; she wasn’t killed by Dordovans. There’s a difference.’

Erys shrugged. ‘If you say so, Captain.’

‘You’re young, Erys. And you think old warriors like The Raven can’t hurt you. But you’re wrong. Ask the people who faced them yesterday. They are awesome. And they aren’t on our side. Mark my words, boy, it will worry the Circle Seven. When you report to Dystran, he will want to know what they were doing on Calaius. Because they sure as hell weren’t taking a holiday. You got an answer to that?’

Erys shook his head. ‘None of us have. But then none of us should lose sleep over it either. I’m not going to be barring my bedroom window.’

Yron sighed and pushed himself off the crates, feeling a growing sense of irritation. He’d thought more of Erys but he was just as blind as the rest.

‘So leave your window open. But I for one am worried because Denser knows me and The Raven are after us. And I want to know why he said what he said. And before you smirk, think on this. The Raven don’t fight for money any more; they don’t need to. They fight only when they believe they have to. And they never give up until they’ve completed their task. Never. It tells me that what we’ve started is bigger than Dystran would have us believe. If I’m going to be a target, I want to find out why and I strongly advise you to do the same.’

‘You’re scared of them, aren’t you?’ said Erys, apparently surprised by his own statement.

‘Bloody right I am. But I’m also worried about the elves. We don’t know why The Raven went to Calaius but they’ve ended up allies with the elves. Think about it, Erys. The Circle Seven will. Don’t make yourself look a fool in front of them. Not after what you’ve achieved here.’

Erys nodded but said nothing, his expression thoughtful. Yron walked away towards the bow of the ship, his anxiety growing now he had given it voice. He looked over the rail down into the frothing bow wave. Thirty yards off the beam, dolphins tracked their progress, sleek bodies sliding effortlessly through the waves.

He understood Erys’s scepticism. The Raven were after all only a tiny band. But, as had been remarked upon countless times and even noted by students of warfare, The Raven alone or as part of something larger made things happen the way they wanted them to. Erys hadn’t seen them in action but Yron had. And he knew what would happen if he ever faced them, sword in hand. He’d die.
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By the time The Raven left the Shorth Estuary and put to sea they were three full days behind the Xeteskians. The Calaian Sun would make up some of that time but, with the best will in the world, they would reach Balaia at least a day and a half adrift.

However, the enforced inactivity was not without its benefits and The Raven had time to rest, heal, train and talk. But any thoughts that the elves travelling with them would thaw in their attitude were consigned quickly to the desert of dreams.

True, they sparred with the Al-Arynaar on deck, but their opponents were reluctant and there only because Rebraal had told them to be. But the six ClawBound pairs and ten TaiGethen cells who had come tentatively aboard with the thirty-eight fully fit Al-Arynaar were not so much aloof as invisible. They exercised at night, ate in their bunks and refused The Raven’s offers of discussions on tactics. Hirad was minded to let them stew and was insulted at their lack of gratitude. The Unknown, however, was more circumspect and ensured Rebraal was present early one morning when The Raven spoke about the days to come, knowing he would report back.

‘We’ve got to do this right,’ said The Unknown. ‘From mooring to travelling, to negotiating, to—’

‘Negotiating?’ said Hirad, as if he’d just popped rotten fruit in his mouth.

‘Yes, Hirad, negotiating,’ repeated The Unknown. ‘You may be happy taking on the considerable might of Xetesk but I’m certainly not.’

The Raven and Rebraal were in the Captain’s room, sitting round a table covered with plates and goblets. A steaming jug of herb tea rested against the raised lip by Denser’s right hand. Aeb was in a room forward, bathing his face and talking to his brothers in the Soul Tank.

‘So, your plan is for us to walk up to the gates of Xetesk and ask for the thumb back.’

‘In a nutshell, yes,’ said The Unknown. ‘You have an alternative?’

‘Not necessarily, Unknown,’ said Hirad, ‘but I think you’re being misty-eyed about Xetesk’s motives for wanting all the stuff they stole. It’s hardly going to be so they can enhance their relations with the elven nation, is it? They are at war and they want all the advantages they can get.’

‘I understand that but I can’t believe they knew what they’d be unleashing by taking the thumb. Surely they’ll just hand it straight back. Even if they do want to dominate Balaia, there’s no reason to exterminate the elven race.’

‘But look what they did to get it,’ said Ilkar. ‘We have to ask the question, could they have known? And so was the theft deliberate?’

They all looked at Rebraal. Ilkar repeated the question in elvish and waited for the reply, his brother not yet confident enough to always express his thoughts in Balaian.

‘He says it was impossible for a stranger to know the effects of desecrating the statue. Most elves don’t, and that includes me. But then he’d also have said the same about the location of the temple. He and all the servants of Yniss think it a deliberate act designed to harm the elven race; they are just finding it hard to believe anyone would do such a thing to them.’

‘We gathered that,’ said Darrick. ‘But that means Xetesk actually intends to destroy the elven nation, or at least deal it a catastrophic blow. I’m not sure I believe that.’

‘I’d like not to,’ said Denser. ‘I really would. And Xetesk may not have known the effect the theft of the statue fragment would have. But I’m afraid that things are rather falling into place.’ His voice was leaden and low. Hirad stared at him, feeling for his sense of betrayal.

‘Would you care to expand on that?’ asked Ilkar quietly.

‘Whatever Xetesk wants to learn from the writings and the artefact won’t be for anyone’s benefit other than Xetesk. They’ll be looking to gain an advantage over the elves, some knowledge of their inherent magical ability and make-up. Something like that.

‘They’re on Herendeneth too. I know we had to bring them there to have any chance of learning enough to release the Protectors and repatriate the Kaan but they have shown their true colours now. What we wanted was a by-product. What they want is access to their dimensional magic again. Don’t forget, Dystran is a specialist in inter-dimensional theory.

‘And, if all we hear is true, then Xetesk do want to rule magic on Balaia. Let’s face it, they haven’t offered any help to Julatsa, have they?’

Denser stopped for a moment, his frown deepening and his shoulders slumping even more.

‘What I’m trying to say is that although they might not know what they’ve caused by their theft, I don’t think Dystran will stand in the way of a plague wiping out the elves, should he discover that’s what the theft has caused. After all, no elves, no Julatsa.’

Hirad saw Ilkar’s jaw drop as he took it all in.

‘And dimensional magics will make them almost unstoppable,’ said Erienne.

‘Particularly if they continue to neglect to free the Protectors,’ added The Unknown.

‘Still want to get the thumb by asking for it?’ asked Hirad.

The Unknown shook his head. ‘I really hadn’t seen all these possibilities. Even if Denser’s wrong, we can’t afford to take the risk. No, this changes everything.’

‘You really think Xetesk would willingly preside over racial genocide? ’ asked Ilkar.

‘Not Xetesk,’ said Denser. ‘Dystran. He’s thirsty for power and wants to see Xetesk the dominant magical force, perhaps even the only magical force, no matter what he says to the contrary. And he won’t even have to see or acknowledge the destruction his actions have caused. All he has to do is not listen to the truth. Something he finds very easy, believe me.’

The door to the Captain’s room opened and Aeb walked in. Behind his mask his eyes sought Denser and The Unknown. He walked round the table to sit between them. Denser poured him a mug of tea.

‘Thank you.’ He sipped.

‘What’s up?’ asked Hirad, seeing the tension in the Protector’s shoulders.

‘I am uneasy,’ admitted Aeb. ‘I need guidance.’

He looked square at Denser, who nodded. ‘I understand you may have conflict in the Soul Tank. But remember you have done nothing bar protect me as you are directed and The Unknown Warrior as you desire. And while I remain your Given I will ensure you have all the latitude available to you.’

‘I am humbled,’ said Aeb.

‘Don’t be,’ said Denser. ‘We understand you, The Raven that is. We know something of the bond you share and the pain that you suffer every day.’

Aeb inclined his head and took another sip.

‘My brothers know I travel with you. Soon they will know we fought Xeteskian forces on Calaius. They will not reveal what they don’t have to, but at any time a mage might ask the question of my part in The Raven’s actions.’

‘Your unease is clear,’ said Denser. ‘We will have to keep you from direct conflict with Xeteskian forces on Balaia. But remember they cannot invoke punishment through the DemonChain unless the Act of Giving is rescinded from me. You are safe at the moment. We’ll talk later.’

‘All right,’ said The Unknown. ‘The central point to it all is this. We cannot risk Dystran finding out just how important the thumb is to the elves because if he is intent on damaging them, he’ll simply keep it. Rebraal, you’ve got to impress that on your people. If they must fight, let it be for the writings. That means we have to get the piece back by some other means, the best bet being to capture this Yron that Denser recognised and hope he has the information that can help us.

‘Bear in mind that once Yron reaches Balaia, or maybe before, he will be able to tell Xetesk that we are involved in some way and that will make us targets. Aeb is right to be concerned for himself and we will all have to tread very carefully. I suggest that we land near Blackthorne because at least we’ll get a friendly reception there. I’d expect to know by then where Yron made landfall, although I believe we can assume he is heading for Xetesk via Arlen.

‘The TaiGethen will help us by their actions whether they want to or not. Again, remember we’re all on the same side here. Hirad, that means don’t antagonise them, whatever the provocation. Anyone with any ideas, we’ll talk again at dinner. We know what we’re after, we know what the man we want to catch looks like and we know where he’s going. That at least is good news. I—Erienne, are you all right?’

Hirad looked to Erienne, as did they all, and it was clear that she wasn’t. Her face was sheet-white and she was rocking in her seat. Denser hastened to her side.

‘What is it, love?’ he said, as she half collapsed into his arms.

‘I feel awful,’ she mumbled.

‘Your head?’

She nodded. ‘Sorry to spoil the meeting.’

‘Don’t think about it,’ said The Unknown. ‘Denser, you know what to do.’ The Xeteskian nodded and helped Erienne from the room. ‘Look, I think we’ve done all we can here. Hirad, can you contact Sha-Kaan? I’m anxious for news. My family could become hostages in all this and I want to know if the Al-Drechar are still strong enough. Darrick, I want to ask you a few questions. Ren, Thraun, Aeb, hang on here. When we’re done we need to go out on deck and work on our moves to get Ren into the line to fight. All right?’

Hirad nodded and stood up, catching Thraun’s eye. He smiled. ‘How much of that did you get, I wonder?’ he asked.

‘All,’ said Thraun. ‘Erienne has too much pain.’

It was a comment that took Hirad by surprise. ‘What do you mean?’

‘She must open to those she hates. It is hard.’

Hirad frowned. ‘I don’t—’

‘It’s to do with the One,’ explained The Unknown. ‘I think she’s going to have to let the Al-Drechar help her now, and so does our quiet but very perceptive shapechanger.’

Thraun growled in his throat at the term, his eyes flashing brief anger. There was much of the wolf still left inside him.

‘Sorry, Thraun, but it’s what you are,’ said The Unknown. ‘I meant no offence.’

Thraun shook his head. ‘I am Raven.’

‘You got that right,’ said Hirad.

It was the most Thraun had said at any one time, and as Hirad left the Captain’s room to go to his cabin he felt hope that the lost man wasn’t too far from home.

 


Erienne lay down on the small cot with her head pounding like never before. It had come on so suddenly, though she’d been feeling rather elsewhere all day. She’d found it hard to concentrate, almost as if she’d drunk too much and was viewing events from a distance. And when, quite without warning, the pain had hit her like repeated and heavy blows to the back of her head, she’d struggled to remain conscious, too confused even to ask for help.

‘This can’t go on, love,’ said Denser gently, his face near hers, hand stroking her thudding head, a cloth held to her nose, which had begun to bleed.

‘But what if it’s them causing the pain to make me need them?’ she asked, fighting to think straight and glad of the gloom in the curtained cabin. She had her eyes closed and had managed to relax sufficiently to stop feeling nauseous.

‘How else will you find out?’ asked Denser. ‘But you can’t live with this pain. It was bad enough before.’

‘I know,’ said Erienne. ‘But—’

‘It’s not like admitting defeat,’ said Denser. ‘Don’t you think you’ve made your point?’

Erienne sighed. She knew he was right. But she hadn’t won; rather just not lost by not acknowledging what she carried for so long. She’d repressed it so easily when all she could think of was her grief over Lyanna. But now that had eased slightly, now her mind was more open and her mood that bit more positive, it was as if the One was trying to assert itself.

‘Will you stay with me? Help me?’ she asked, opening her eyes and clutching his arm.

‘Where else would I be but by your side?’

She felt a rush of love that swamped the pain for a moment. ‘All right. If you think I should.’

‘I do,’ he said, still stroking her hair. ‘But you must think so too.’

She nodded. It had to be now. The pain smashed around her head and she knew there was only one source of help. She closed her eyes again and spoke to them with her mind, hoping it would be enough.

Are you there? she asked, knowing her tone was unfriendly but with no desire for it to be otherwise. They should know from the outset that this was not forgiveness for what they had done but acceptance of what she carried. Myriell? Cleress? Are you there?

Erienne, we have been waiting. Always near but never within your mind. Cleress’s voice was like honey over a sore throat. It is a joy to hear you.

It is not a joy to be speaking to you but I must, said Erienne.

We understand that you still harbour anger and hatred, said Myriell. But please believe us that we just want to help you accept what you hold in your mind before it destroys you. And destroy you it will.

Don’t threaten me like that, said Erienne, the pounding in her head excruciating. I am not some child you can control with scare stories.

I am simply informing you of reality and nothing more, said Myriell. You are in pain, I take it?

I have never experienced anything like it, conceded Erienne. It has been with me for days but it is suddenly so intense I can barely see or stand. It had better not be inspired by you.

Oh, Erienne, how could you think that? We have never sought to cause you harm, admonished Cleress gently.

Erienne all but laughed as the bitterness showered through her. You killed my daughter. How much more harm do you think you can possibly do?

We so wanted Lyanna to live. But the One was killing her; I wish you would believe that.

And now I have the One whether I like it or not, don’t I? said Erienne, fighting back the throbbing agony a little longer. You didn’t feel the need to give me a choice. Your arrogance is that great.

Erienne, your daughter couldn’t contain the power because Dordover awoke it too early, said Cleress. You, being her mother and a Dordovan, were the only host capable of keeping it alive. Of keeping that part of Lyanna alive. And there was a battle going on. We had no time to discuss this and anyway you would have refused.

There was no hint of guilt in Cleress’s voice. No real regret. Just an assumption of necessity. Erienne knew she should have been enraged by them. But though she hated what they had done, at least she could feel that the One magic that resided in her mind had been nurtured and grown by Lyanna. Beautiful Lyanna. She felt tears on her face and Denser’s soothing hand on her brow and across her hair. He said nothing.

You have to take the pain away, she said. You have to.

We can, but for that you must let us into your mind all the way and you must accept that one of us will be with you always to guide you, said Cleress. We will be silent unless you ask something of us or if we believe your mind to be at risk. But you must know that once the process is started it cannot be stopped.

I don’t want any process to start. I just want the pain to go.

That is the beginning of the process, said Myriell.

So be it. But don’t push me where I don’t want to go. Don’t presume to control me or anything about me or I will fight you. Do nothing without my express agreement.

Both Al-Drechar laughed. Erienne, we know you well enough not to presume anything ever again.

It is no laughing matter, snapped Erienne.

No, it isn’t, said Myriell. Now, are you ready? Just relax your mind.

Begin, said Erienne.

And, with the most gentle of probing feelings, her pain vanished and she saw for the first time the well of power that was the One magic, hers to control if she had the strength. It was a force for good or evil far more comprehensive than any single college’s magic. It drew on the energies of land, sky, mana and sea. Its scope was endless. With it at her beck and call, there was so much she could do.

 


The ship had sailed in under cover of darkness, and before dawn much of the loading had been done. Sha-Kaan had woken to the sounds of Xeteskians preparing to leave on the next tide and he took to the air, anger surging within him, powering his tired wings.

Stay and rest, Nos-Kaan, he pulsed, as he swooped down on the house from which Sytkan, the lead Xeteskian mage, was emerging. I will call should I need you.

The mage knew he was coming. The boughs of nearby trees bent under the downdraught, dust and sand were whipped into the air and the noise of each beat of his wings drowned out any speech on the ground. To his credit the Xeteskian faced him squarely, having picked himself up and dusted himself down. Others of his order were not so calm, haring off down the path to the landing beach.

Sha-Kaan glowered down at Sytkan, choosing to sit up on his hind legs and angle his neck down, noting the ten Protectors who stood in a defensive circle around him.

‘Was I to be privy to your decision to leave these shores or were you hoping we would sleep until your ship was out of sight?’

‘Our work is done here, Sha-Kaan. Aside from the defence force we will leave to guard the Al-Drechar and their people, we must all return to Xetesk to validate our research.’

Sha-Kaan bent his neck further, moving his mouth close to Sytkan and sighting along his snout at the mage, whose eyes widened. Protectors drew weapons.

‘Tell them to sheathe those things. They cannot harm me.’

Sytkan gestured and blades were lowered.

‘What is it you want of me?’ asked Sytkan, a superior and rather bored tone to his voice.

‘Finish what you started,’ said Sha-Kaan. ‘You need go nowhere to validate your research. Indeed, I forbid it. You will free us to return to our own dimension before I free you to return to your petty squabbles on Balaia.’

‘You are in no position to forbid anything, Great Kaan,’ said Sytkan, clearly unaware of his own vulnerability. ‘We are in charge here, and I suggest that if you do want to return to Beshara, you let us set the timetable. That means we leave to employ our research in a practical fashion before turning to lesser matters.’

Sha-Kaan almost swatted him then and there but refrained, Hirad’s caution echoing in his mind.

‘You tread delicate ground, frail human,’ he said. ‘The timetable as you call it states that we do not have the luxury of waiting on your whim. And, as you will discover if you choose otherwise, there are no greater matters than completing your work to send us home.’

‘Don’t threaten me, Sha-Kaan,’ said Sytkan. ‘We have foreseen your reaction and taken appropriate steps. Without your fire you are much weakened, as the Dordovans discovered. Don’t think we will hesitate to defend ourselves. Together, we are very strong.’

‘But individually, very weak,’ said Sha-Kaan.

His head snapped forwards and he scooped Sytkan into his jaws, wings unfurling to project him into the sky and away from danger.

Nos-Kaan, take to the air. The Xeteskians have to be stopped.

In his jaws, Sytkan struggled. Sha-Kaan brought his head to a foreclaw and deposited the mage in it, bringing it in line with an eye.

‘You have very little time,’ growled Sha-Kaan. ‘Remove your work from your ship before we sink it.’

‘And lose everything for which we have worked and that could benefit you?’ shouted Sytkan into the wind. ‘It stays there. You don’t dare touch it. Set me down.’

‘You think me a foolish reptile, I am sure. Ignorant. But I hear much and am told more. I know the exactitude of a Xeteskian mage. All your papers are in watertight containers, are they not? And I am a very good swimmer.’

He watched Sytkan’s fragile confidence disappear and proper fear replace it. But the mage was not done.

‘Release me or Nos-Kaan dies now.’

Sha-Kaan swept round to face the hillside. Nos-Kaan was hovering, waiting for him. Below, hidden by the curve of the slope, a dozen mages. Nos hadn’t seen them and they were casting.

Sha-Kaan bellowed in rage and arrowed down towards them, pulsing alarm at his Brood brother.

Fly! They are below you. Fly!

Nos-Kaan moved as the mages cast their spell. An orb of fire thirty feet across raced from their position, catching Nos-Kaan’s left wing on the downbeat and rolling along its length to scour his back. Flame ate at his scales and burned the wing membrane. Nos roared pain and, smoke trailing from his savaged wing, spiralled into the sky, heading for the quenching ocean.

Sha-Kaan powered on, Sytkan forgotten in his claw. The Xeteskian mages could not react fast enough. The huge dragon landed just upslope and slid down on them, his great hind claws tearing up the ground as he came, his wings beating again, his weight shuddering the earth. His head launched forward, his fangs slicing through human flesh, jaws snapping open and shut to crush puny bodies. His claws scythed through torso and limb, dug up stones and dirt and flung them down.

With the next beat of his wings he took to the air again, banking sharply to check for any survivors. One was running, the rest either dead or dying. He powered in again and seized the running mage in his other foreclaw before chasing out to sea after Nos-Kaan.

The dragon’s entry point was clear and the smell of burning scale and membrane hung in the air. Sha-Kaan put Sytkan to his eye once again, seeing the mage shaken but still just conscious.

‘Weak am I? Pray to your false gods that Nos is still alive. Pray that your lungs can hold and your body does not break.’

With that he dived into the ocean, tucking his foreclaws in to protect the mages from the impact. He might have need of them. His eyes pierced the clear blue waters easily and he didn’t have to swim deep before he saw Nos-Kaan struggling to the surface, his left wing dragging him back, his tail stroking weakly.

Nos-Kaan, I am here.

Sink the ship, Great Kaan. I will survive. But his thoughts were feeble. They must not escape.

They cannot outpace me. I will be back.

Sha-Kaan stormed back to the surface and broke into the air. In his claw Sytkan gasped a lungful of air. The other mage hung limp. Sha-Kaan discarded him. He flew towards the ship, which still lay at anchor, keeping high to avoid the spells. On deck he saw two groups of mages crouching together, spells no doubt on their lips.

‘So anxious to get on board,’ he said, Sytkan once again large in his vision. ‘Let me help you.’

He threw the mage down, watching him cartwheel as he fell. The human prayed he hit the water. His Gods did not hear him. Sha-Kaan turned from the splayed mess far below on the deck and dived back after Nos-Kaan.

The wounded dragon was close to the surface now. Sha-Kaan swam under him and pushed him from below, moving him fast towards a nearby island with a beach on which he could rest. He could feel the pain through Nos-Kaan’s mind. The dragon, who had never fully recovered from attack by Dordovan mages out in the Southern Ocean two seasons before, was dreadfully injured.

He heaved Nos-Kaan from the waves. The stricken Kaan laid his neck out on the sand, leaving his tortured burned body in the salty water.

Tell me, Nos. Your injuries, can they heal?

But he already knew the answer. Nos-Kaan’s wing lay on the surface of the sea, outstretched, membrane ruined in so many places. And the scales along his back were puckered and oozing.

It has been a great adventure, Great Kaan. And I would have loved to rest back in our Brood lands, but it was ever a dream I feared I would never realise.

Then rest now, my brother. Rest now. You will be avenged.

But Nos-Kaan couldn’t hear him.

Sha-Kaan rose up on his hind legs, beat his wings and bellowed grief, rage and torment. Birds took flight and lizards scattered on the beach. Back at anchor, the Xeteskian ship lay waiting. He decided not to keep them any longer.

But even as he rushed into the air to revenge himself upon them, a voice sounded in his mind. It spoke reason and sympathy and it took the edge from his rage. It told him that he must live. That the Brood Kaan would wane without him, that there were other places to fight the battle. It told him it loved him and that it would see the research into the hands that would help.

The voice was that of Hirad Coldheart, his Dragonene, and it surely saved his life.
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Dystran, Lord of the Mount of Xetesk, was in excellent spirits. He had enjoyed his lunch enormously and took the remains of his wine out of the dining room he had shared with the rest of the Circle Seven into the Corridor of the Ancients. Looking along the impressive line of portraits in the brightly lit corridor, he reminded himself to organise his own. Every other master on the walls was very old. A dash of youth would be just the job.

He heard footsteps behind him and turned. Ranyl was walking slowly towards him, pain obvious on his face but defiantly upright despite the natural desire to stoop to try and relax the pain from the cancer in his stomach. He smiled as he approached.

‘My Lord Dystran, I have more news,’ he said, ‘concerning the search on Calaius.’

‘Really?’ Dystran’s pulse quickened slightly. ‘Good I hope?’

‘I would welcome a seat and a glass of whatever it is you have.’ Ranyl smiled.

Dystran raised a hand. ‘I’m sorry, my manners.’

He led the old and dying master back to the dining room, where they sat at the end of the cavernous chamber away from the inquisitive ears of the rest of the Seven. Servants were clearing plates and glasses from the long rectangular table on which seven candelabra supported strong white flames. In the wood-panelled room, voices echoed loud so Dystran lowered his voice as he poured wine and sat down with his adviser.

‘You’ll be glad to hear, old friend, that our key researchers are even now returning to Balaia from Herendeneth. There was trouble with the Kaan dragons but they escaped intact. They’ll land in approximately nine days and be in the college inside twenty. Fifty Protectors are with them. The answers are close, Ranyl. Very, very close. If we can hold our borders for just that little bit longer.’

‘Well, Heryst’s caution still plays into our hands though Rusau’s unfortunate demise was regrettable. Intelligence indicates he is mobilising his forces. His strength could yet be pivotal. We should consider talks of some kind,’ said Ranyl. He smiled as he drank from his glass.

‘About what?’

‘It hardly matters,’ said Ranyl. ‘As long as it stops any concerted invasion for long enough. Why not discuss the dispersal of the Herendeneth research? It won’t stop Vuldaroq but it might give Heryst pause, and that is all we need to see our people home.’

‘The timing will be important,’ said Dystran, a warm feeling creeping into his bones as he saw the sense of Ranyl’s plan.

‘Indeed. We should act as soon as possible. You might try personal Communion with Heryst. Soothe his pain, so to speak.’

‘My dear Ranyl, I will never find another to replace you,’ Dystran said, and squeezed the old man’s free hand. ‘But this isn’t what you wanted to tell me about. Calaius.’

‘Ah, my Lord, the Gods are organising everything to speed your ascension,’ rumbled Ranyl through a cough. ‘I have had Communion from our fleet. They are on their way back from Calaius. They have the writings we need.’

‘Are you sure?’ said Dystran. He felt elation rush through his body.

‘It was a difficult operation. We lost many lives but both Erys and Yron survived. Erys is as sure as he can be that what they have is the text you had in mind.’

‘How difficult?’

‘We lost almost one hundred and ninety people,’ said Ranyl quietly.

‘What!’ Dystran’s voice echoed across the dining room and stilled the hum of conversation from the remainder of the Seven. His next words were an angry whisper. ‘What in all the hells happened? Did they run into a storm or something?’

‘Elves,’ said Ranyl. ‘TaiGethen, Al-Arynaar. They are apparently far more deadly than the myths suggested they were.’

Dystran sighed. ‘Yes, but even so, we had a complex enough illusion pattern. What happened to that?’

‘It was fine until the mages started to get sick or exhausted,’ said Ranyl. ‘They couldn’t keep it up. By the time they reached the forward campsite, it was unsustainable. Yron was surprised at the tenacity of the temple defence and from then on the elves were closing in. We were lucky anyone got away.’

Dystran drained his glass and refilled it, his earlier good humour ebbing away. He was still buoyed by the thought of the elven text he craved - the key to their longevity - but the scale of the disaster that had befallen his raiders would leave a bitter taste.

‘What about the elders? When can we expect the demands?’

‘I’ve no idea,’ said Ranyl. ‘But we can replicate the text quickly enough. We’ll have the time. I’ll word a particularly compelling apology.’

‘Do that.’ The Lord of the Mount stared at Ranyl, whose eyes were sagging, drawn with fatigue and pain. He’d be taking the loss of life personally. ‘I’m sorry. You’ll have lost friends.’

Ranyl shrugged. ‘It’s not so much that. There’s something else you should know.’

‘Someone drop the writings in the sea, did they?’

‘The Raven were there. Fighting with the elves.’

Dystran was about to dismiss this final item of information with a wave of his hand but stopped in mid gesture, cold trickling across his mind. He almost shouted again but checked himself.

‘How the hell did they get involved? Why?’ He was blustering and he knew it, but their presence raised so many questions. ‘How did they know what we were trying to do? And why, Gods burning, was I not told they’d left Herendeneth?’

Ranyl waited until he was sure Dystran had stopped asking questions.

‘It’s impossible for them to have known our mission to Calaius. I feel it was a coincidence, though admittedly a very unfortunate one.’

‘I’ll say it is.’

‘Please, my Lord. Yes, it is unfortunate, but I think we should turn our minds to why they were in the middle of the rainforest at all. They’re up to something. As to why you weren’t told they’d left Herendeneth, it’s because it wasn’t a question that was ordered asked of the Protectors.’

The smile reappeared on Dystran’s face. ‘Well, we can soon put that right, can’t we? Denser’s still Aeb’s Given mage, I take it?’

‘Yes, my Lord.’

‘Well, get to finding out exactly what The Raven were doing there. Find out what they know. Aeb can’t refuse to answer a direct question.’

‘Should we not rescind the Act of Giving for this Protector?’

‘What? And give up our spy in the camp? I think not, Ranyl. He may be powerful muscle but he’s only one man.’

‘You should know that Denser swore to hunt Yron down,’ said Ranyl.

‘Did he? Well, that may answer some of our questions about what they know now, if not why they were there in the first place.’ Dystran thought a moment. This was an unexpected and potentially serious irritation. ‘They mustn’t be allowed to get their information, whatever it is, into the hands of anyone friendly towards the elves. And that means Heryst and Lystern. Presumably they’re after Yron.

‘Come up with a plan. We need safe passage for Yron, Erys and the research team from Herendeneth. It may be necessary to clear a path. But that’s not all. The Raven are a risk I’m not prepared to take. I want them caught or killed.’

A black cat trotted smoothly into the dining room and leapt onto Ranyl’s shoulder, where it turned to face Dystran before morphing into the demon form of the old man’s Familiar. Dystran screwed up his face.

‘I can’t understand why you are determined to keep that thing,’ he said. ‘How long have you had it now? Must be decades.’

‘Friend,’ corrected the Familiar, stroking Ranyl’s face.

The old man smiled. ‘He’s right. And, more than ever, I need companionship. Dying is a lonely business.’

Dystran shuddered. ‘Not me. Think I’ll stick to women. Gods, why do they have to be so ugly?’

He took in the monkey-sized winged and hairless body, the pulsating veined head and the tongue which hung from its fanged mouth, dribbling spit onto Ranyl’s collar.

‘It can prove useful for the uninitiated victim,’ said Ranyl.

‘I’d keep it as a cat if I were you,’ said the Lord of the Mount.

‘But the cat can’t talk. And the cat can’t fly.’

‘They are of little real use though, talking pet apart.’

‘Not so, my Lord,’ protested Ranyl. ‘Indeed, I am encouraging more of our mages to adopt them now we have some limited linkage back with the demon dimension. They are useful as spies, and unless you know how are particularly difficult to kill.’

‘Perhaps you should send them after The Raven then, prove to me they are worth the revolting body and endless drool.’

‘Perhaps I will.’

 


It was early evening seven days after Selik’s brief and predictable meeting with Blackthorne and Gresse. He had brought his men to a stop half an hour’s walk from the garrison at Understone. He wanted them to rest because in the early hours of the morning they had to be at their ruthless best.

They lit a fire in a shaded copse, knowing the light would not be seen in Understone, and ate very well from a deer one of his archers brought down with an astonishing shot as they rode into their temporary campsite. As he watched them eat and talk, even share the odd snatch of song, Selik knew they felt it. This was the march of the righteous. No one could stand before the Gods and stand in their way.

‘Rest!’ ordered Selik, once the carcass was stripped. ‘Sleep if you can; we have justice to serve.’

There was no complaint. They knew he was right. Come the end of the night some of them would be dead but a blow would have been struck. The first of many. While they slept, Selik watched and reflected. He had little need for rest these days, his mind churning endlessly with thoughts of duty and destiny.

When it was time to wake his men, Selik did so feeling like a father waking reluctant children. He served them hot tea himself, feeling closer to them than at any time and starkly responsible for what he was about to begin. For a moment these twenty men with dreams of their own - who wanted life, had wives and children - were more than just pawns to him. They were people he should nurture and protect. Just for a moment.

The walk was made in total silence. All the talking had been done. In the blank dark of early morning, deepened further by the looming shapes of the Blackthorne Mountains at their backs, the Black Wings took up their positions. It had been relatively simple. Anders, the garrison commander, posted no guards outside the compound, having long since abandoned the ghost town to its ethereal residents. This mistake allowed the Black Wings to lay their trap and, when they were ready, to spring it.

Across the quiet of the night came the sound of a lone horse, galloping hard. Its rider could be heard urging it on, begging it for more speed. The animal tore up the last twists and turns of the southern path before bursting into view in the dark cloudy early morning, sprinting for the only puddle of light it could see. Understone barracks.

Voices were raised inside. Feet could be heard running on earth and wood and the odd lantern was hung outside the walls, augmenting the firelight within and the braziers ranged along the top of the stockade.

The rider swung into the street and slewed to a halt in front of the gates in a cloud of dust, horse steaming and sweating, froth oozing from under the saddle and dripping from its bit. The rider all but fell from his mount, staggering to the gates and hammering on them, pleading with those watching from above to let him in, fear threatening to overwhelm him.

‘Please! Please let me in. Dear Gods, they’re right behind me. Please!’

‘Who are?’ demanded a voice. ‘Calm down, man.’

‘Black Wings,’ gasped the rider. ‘Can you not hear them?’

And there it was. The unmistakable sound of multiple hoof beats echoing across the town.

‘You’re a mage?’

‘What else?’ shouted the man, desperation edging his voice. ‘Don’t leave me out here to die, I beg you. Please.’

A brief conversation was ended by an order barked down from the parapet. A heavy plank slid back from its mountings and one of the braced stockade gates began to creak open.

‘Now!’ shouted a voice slurred by paralysis.

A dozen pairs of hands shoved at the gates as men ran from the shadows either side. Simultaneously, a quartet of arrows whipped up to the parapet, punching two men from their feet to thump lifeless onto the earth below. More followed, volley after volley, while the Black Wings drove the doors back.

Shouts ricocheted across the compound as the Black Wings pushed through. Selik headed them, moving left to slash his sword into the back of one of the men trying to keep the gates shut. His men piled in behind him, laughing as they came, slapping the gates back the last few feet and trapping one hapless college soldier against the stockade wall.

‘Split!’ yelled Selik. ‘Gain the ramparts. Loose groups. Watch for spells. Go!’

He sped on, breath wheezing into his part-paralysed chest. He ran straight across the compound, stables to his left, barrack buildings ahead. Devun was at his shoulder, others either side, and he felt energy flood through him.

The door to the wide low barracks building opened and men spilled out, half dressed, half asleep, still buckling leather as they came. Anders led them. It was too perfect. Selik swept back his hood and struck hard, right to left. Anders, distracted, missed the blow, which sheared into his left arm and on into his unarmoured ribs. The garrison commander went down in a welter of blood, not even having the breath to scream as the blade sliced through his lung and heart.

The fight against magic had truly begun, and as Selik blocked a disheartened sword thrust and the first spell bloomed behind him, he still had time to remind himself to praise Devun for his superb acting performance before the compound gates.
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Aeb lay alone. The Calaian Sun was three days from Balaia and sailing well, easing through the water and eating up the distance. Above him, on the sun-swept deck, The Raven trained. He could hear Hirad shouting orders and The Unknown urging better cohesion. He could hear the occasional ring of steel, the creaking of the ship’s timbers and the snap of the sails on the masts.

But he couldn’t be with them because, like Erienne, who spent so much of her time lying still under the tutelage of the Al-Drechar, he had been called to commune with the Soul Tank. He felt the unease as soon as he opened himself fully. It was uncomfortable, drowning for a moment, the intense feelings of brotherhood he had with every Protector, near or far. It was what kept him sane and focussed; it was his life. His soul mingling with those of the other three hundred and twelve now left, still mourning those lost, still joyful in their own union. Still so powerful.

To be called to commune was a seldom-used level of psyche in the Soul Tank. It was as close to an interrogation as the Protectors ever got, not that the voices were ever silent. Aeb could always hear the voice of every soul. He would hate the emptiness if they were taken from him and that was what he feared most about being freed.

My brothers, it is joy to share my mind and soul with you, pulsed Aeb.

He could sense them all near him, feel the warmth shot through with anxiety as they responded in kind to his greeting. The Tank was agitated.

We must know where you are, Aeb, said Myx, one of the Lord of the Mount’s honour guard. The Master worries.

It was what Aeb had been fearing. Thus far, he had kept the details of his mission from the Circle Seven but now his complex loyalties were set at odds. He was sworn to protect Xetesk but above that, he was given to Denser and stood by Sol. Sol, the beacon of hope, Sol the brother who had regained his soul. He felt a helplessness. Betrayal was coming. He knew it, his brothers knew it. All they could do was mitigate the scale.

Ask as you are ordered, said Aeb. I will respond as I must.

They could not refuse to ask a question they had been given and Aeb could not refuse to answer. To do so could invoke punishment from the demons who channelled the paths between their bodies and their souls. Nothing scared them but that.

Aeb listened and answered, and when the Communion was done, went to find Denser. There were things his Given had to know.

 


The Calaian Sun sailed into the Bay of Gyernath three days later, still at least a day and a half behind the Xeteskian force but with the advantage of a stop-off at Blackthorne to get a first-hand and trustworthy account of the current situation from the Baron.

Aeb had been as careful as he could during his questioning in the Soul Tank. He had been forced to admit that The Raven had joined elves seeking revenge for the desecration of the temple and the return of the stolen texts. The Raven’s original mission was also now known to the Xeteskians but Dystran would assume it had failed as The Raven hadn’t persuaded a single mage to come with them. The fact that a dozen were on board and plenty more were assembled at Ysundeneth was not something Aeb had been required to reveal. After all, no one had asked him.

For his part, having been given complete licence by Denser to ask whatever he felt he could, Aeb had gleaned some useful information. More than just the Xeteskian task force had landed at Arlen. The ship carrying the surviving researchers and Protectors from Herendeneth had arrived two days later and both groups were travelling north under guard.

Potentially more worrying from The Raven’s point of view was that Xetesk was effectively surrounded - by Dordovan forces to the south and by Dordovan and Lysternan forces north. Lystern had not yet struck a blow against Xetesk but Dordover was attacking at every opportunity, trying to disrupt the precarious link between Xetesk and its forces in Arlen. The fluid situation would make The Raven’s job of catching Yron all the more difficult and gave them much to ponder during their lengthy walk from the bay to Blackthorne.

Anchoring in mid channel, they’d landed at a deserted jetty surrounded by squat warehouses. Nothing looked particularly permanent.

‘Just a stopgap till Gyernath gets back open, I expect,’ The Unknown said.

‘Certainly isn’t up to Blackthorne’s usual standard,’ agreed Hirad.

He scanned the horizon, took in the Blackthorne Mountains at the head of the bay and the mist-covered peaks of the Balan Mountains to the east. He felt a pang when he saw them. The Balans had been his home for almost five years when the Kaan dragons began their exile on Balaia. Anger invaded his thoughts. Only one Kaan dragon left here now thanks to Xetesk, and he living on borrowed time.

‘Good to be back though, isn’t it?’ said Denser, coming to Hirad’s shoulder. ‘Feel that fresh cool air and the lack of a million mosquitoes.’

‘And snakes, rats, spiders and ants,’ said Erienne.

They were right. It smelled different here. It smelled good. It was home. Hirad chuckled and looked across at Erienne. She looked pale and tired despite almost constant rest. A frown creased her brow and in her eyes there was a depth that he found a little unsettling, like she was focussed on something elsewhere.

‘You all right?’ he asked.

‘I don’t know,’ she admitted. ‘I’ve slept most of the voyage but my mind is full, like I’ve been studying non-stop. There’s so much to take in. I can’t really explain it.’

‘Just as long as they aren’t hurting you,’ said Hirad.

Erienne smiled and placed a hand on his arm. ‘No, Hirad, but thank you.’

Behind Erienne, Thraun was standing on the edge of the jetty sniffing the air. Darrick was by him, looking about, before shouldering his pack and wandering off towards the warehouses. Aeb, as always, stood silent and close to Denser and The Unknown, his axe and sword crossed over his back in their snap fastenings.

Another boat nudged against the jetty. Al-Arynaar and TaiGethen jumped out and jogged away to join their brothers and the ClawBound where they were gathering on a rise. Ilkar and Rebraal were with them, the two brothers deep in yet another heated conversation. Hirad watched as one of the Al-Arynaar mages spoke to them briefly, nodded curtly and moved away as if being near Ilkar upset her somehow. More words were exchanged before Ilkar clutched Rebraal in a half-hearted embrace and Ilkar strode over to The Raven, shaking his head.

‘Another happy family discussion?’ asked Hirad.

‘Oh, it’s not him,’ said Ilkar. ‘Not this time. Come on, let’s go.’

He cast about for his pack and picked it up off the jetty, throwing Hirad’s to him at the same time.

‘And are they coming with us?’ Hirad jerked a thumb at the elves.

‘No,’ said Ilkar. ‘Come on.’ He set off along the rutted wagon trail that cut into the soft earth. ‘I presume this is the quickest way to Blackthorne.’

‘What’s got into him?’ asked Denser.

Hirad shrugged. ‘Them, I expect.’

The elves were all knelt in prayer, a low murmuring drifting across on the wind. It was going to be a fine if cool afternoon. Hirad felt a smile tugging at the corners of his mouth. He’d forgotten what it was to see open land and not be hemmed in by impenetrable forest.

Out in the bay, the Calaian Sun’s sails billowed. Jevin was heading for Arlen, hoping to pick up a cargo and news of Xeteskian strength. He’d be returning to the bay in twenty days.

The Raven set off after Ilkar. Simultaneously, the elves stood and headed away north and east, splitting as they went. ClawBound pairs ran alone, TaiGethen trios likewise, with the main body of the Al-Arynaar following.

‘Trouble for someone,’ said Hirad.

‘You’re not wrong,’ said Darrick. ‘Glad we’re not in the firing line.’

They caught up with Ilkar quickly and walked in a loose knot around the Julatsan mage, who explained as he pushed on.

‘They don’t feel they can wait,’ he said. ‘Not for information from Blackthorne and certainly not for us. I’m just worried they’ll run into more trouble than they can cope with.’

‘So what were you talking to Rebraal about?’ asked Denser.

‘I was warning him about the power of Xeteskian magic and what a Protector army can do. Not that he really wanted to listen. I mean they all saw Aeb in action but they don’t understand what two hundred at once really means. They’ve never seen a true college battle line - you know, properly organised cavalry, foot soldiers, mages. They won’t know how to handle it.’

‘But they’re confident all the same?’ said Darrick.

Ilkar shrugged. ‘It’s more the pressure of time. Three TaiGethen died on the voyage. So did four Al-Arynaar, along with a couple of Jevin’s crew. You can understand it.’

‘But there’s a problem,’ said The Unknown. ‘Or you wouldn’t have been so irritated.’

‘They still don’t think we can help,’ said Ilkar. ‘They don’t understand this place - the politics, the factions, who they can trust - though they think they do. They just assume people will be sympathetic or stand aside because we have a common enemy. I only just managed to persuade one of them to give me her Communion signature.’

‘And do you expect to hear from her?’ asked Denser.

‘No, but she’ll be hearing from me. Us. They may not care what they’re getting themselves into but I care about the effect it has on what we’re trying to do.’

‘So what are they planning?’ asked The Unknown.

‘Well, remember Rebraal and all the Al-Arynaar mages know something of Balaia. They’ve all spent a lot of time here. ClawBound are going to scout the likely route from Arlen to Xetesk. TaiGethen will be close and will gather any information they can.

‘If the Xeteskian force is too big to attack when they first find it, they’ll wait for the rest of the elven army and then attack. That’s it. No talking, no discussion.’

‘Bloody hell,’ said Hirad. ‘This is going to get messy.’

‘Quite,’ said Ilkar. ‘So we need to get hold of the thumb before the elves launch a war on Xetesk.’

‘How?’ said Erienne.

‘Right now I don’t know, but we’d better come up with a plan quickly. I’m rather hoping Blackthorne will be able to provide some good intelligence.’

‘May I speak, Master Denser?’ Aeb’s voice, deep and powerful, rolled over them.

‘Of course,’ said Denser.

‘I am a risk to everything you do,’ said Aeb. ‘You should dismiss me immediately.’

His voice was neutral but Hirad knew what dismissal meant; the Unknown had been very clear about it. Though not under punishment, Aeb would be bereft of his link to a mage. The demons in the chain linking his body to his soul would torment him until he made it back to Xetesk. If he made it back.

‘I can’t do that,’ said Denser. ‘You know why.’

‘Recovery of the statue fragment is more important than my discomfort,’ said Aeb. ‘Xetesk can track all of us through me.’

‘Discomfort is an understatement,’ said Denser. ‘But there’s more than that. You’re one of us. You’re my bodyguard and The Unknown’s left-hand defence. The Raven do not send their people away because it’s more convenient that way.’

‘I could bring about your deaths,’ said Aeb. ‘This is bigger than The Raven.’

‘Nothing is that big.’ Hirad locked eyes with the huge Protector. ‘Nothing.’

Aeb said nothing in reply, merely switched his gaze back to Denser.

‘Master?’

‘Subject’s closed, Aeb,’ said Denser. ‘You stay.’

‘I understand,’ said Aeb, and there was no disguising the relief in his voice.

‘What ties us together isn’t dissimilar to what binds the Protectors, ’ said The Unknown. ‘If Denser dismisses you it is a betrayal of us. You do understand that?’

‘Yes,’ replied Aeb. ‘But I also understand the Elfsorrow and what it will do if not checked. I risk that.’

‘We’ll have a better chance of reclaiming the thumb and returning it to Calaius if you’re with us,’ said The Unknown. ‘The only thing that worries me is Dystran rescinding the Act of Giving.’

‘Unlikely at the moment,’ said Denser. ‘While he thinks he can track us and keep us at a distance, he’ll see Aeb as an advantage.’

‘What happens if he does rescind it, though?’ asked Hirad.

‘Well, Aeb would no longer be under my control. He could be assigned to another mage or returned to Xetesk.’

‘But I will never fight against The Raven,’ said Aeb. ‘No Protector will bear arms against Sol.’

‘Still, Aeb, you’re only a risk if you know exactly what it is we’re planning to do, right?’ said Denser, a twinkle in his eye.

‘Yes,’ agreed Aeb.

‘I mean it’s all very well knowing where we are in Balaia but quite another thing knowing where we’re headed, would you agree?’

‘Yes.’

‘Well, you may not be able to lie but I intend to exercise my imagination to its fullest,’ said Denser. ‘And clearly you’ll have no choice but to report it as the truth.’

‘Yes,’ said Aeb a third time, and there was the faintest trace of humour in his normally impassive voice.

‘Excellent,’ said Denser. ‘Could be fun, this.’

‘Fun, he calls it,’ grumbled Ilkar, but there was a smile on his face. ‘The whole elven race is under threat and he’s about to engage in a game of bluff with the Lord of the Mount of Xetesk.’

The Raven reached Blackthorne late in the afternoon, under escort from a pair of mounted militiamen. Leaving an area of woodland, they were greeted by the sight of a busy vibrant town. Hammering echoed into the sky, the sound of children laughing floated above that of hooves on packed earth, and everywhere columns of smoke spiralled into the cloudy sky from furnaces and cook fires.

Blackthorne had a population of eight to ten thousand, though that number had been significantly swollen by refugees, and there were tented camps on three sides of the town. The rebuilt Blackthorne Castle presided benevolently over the southern end of the town, pennants flying white and blue in the breeze, its pale grey stone washed clean.

Walking through the town behind Blackthorne’s horsemen, The Raven’s reception was mixed. There was awed recognition, curiosity and shouts of welcome to Hirad as an old friend of the town, but concern because walking with them was a Xeteskian Protector.

Baron Blackthorne had no reservations and welcomed them in his private dining room with flagons of excellent red and white wine, plates of vegetables, bread and cheese. There was some meat but it was obviously in short supply.

His eyes sparkling under his stern dark-haired brow, Blackthorne greeted each one of them in turn, remarking on the return of Darrick, kissing Ren’erei’s hand on meeting her for the first time and shaking that of Aeb, though the Protector looked uncomfortable at the touch. Hugging Hirad to him, he ordered wine poured for all his guests and sat them down around his table. Aeb stood behind Denser but accepted a drink.

‘Gods, but it’s good to see you alive and well,’ he said. ‘We need some sanity in this country and I can only bring that to a small corner.’

‘We’ve heard plenty of stories about conditions here,’ said The Unknown. ‘You seem to be bearing up well.’

‘Only because I have enough men to defend my resources and the support of my people,’ said Blackthorne. ‘Elsewhere, it’s wild. Gresse and I have been touring but there’s little we can do and he’s back at Taranspike Castle. It’s down to the colleges now and the war is worsening by the day. So what brings you back from your tropical paradise?’

There was a pained silence. Blackthorne sighed and clapped a hand to his forehead. ‘Curse my stupid mouth. Erienne, I am sorry. I heard about your daughter.’

‘Seems like the whole world has,’ said Erienne, voice trembling slightly.

‘That’s about the size of it,’ said Blackthorne. ‘And I will say this because you need to know the mood of people outside my lands. The news of her death and the end of the elemental destruction was greeted with joy, not tears. She is not spoken of well, my lady, and neither are you, your husband or much of the mage community.’

‘I can see their point,’ said Erienne. She pulled out a handkerchief and dabbed at her eye.

‘I, on the other hand, am aware of the full story. It’s just a shame that the colleges have determined to compound their stupidity by going to war.’

Denser raised a hand. ‘Before you tell us what you know, and we tell you why we’re here, Aeb, you should leave. Go beyond earshot. I can hardly lie to you effectively if you’ve heard everything already, now can I?’

‘Master.’ Aeb bowed and left, placing his glass on the table.

Blackthorne was frowning.

‘It will all become clear, Baron,’ said Hirad. ‘I think you should recharge your glass. If you think the situation’s bad now, just wait till you hear this.’

Into an increasingly stunned atmosphere, first Hirad, then Denser and Ilkar outlined the events on Calaius and Herendeneth and their suspicions and certainties concerning Xeteskian involvement and motivations. Blackthorne didn’t touch his wine or food, just stared back at whoever was talking to him. He asked no questions, merely nodded his head to indicate he’d understood. And despite the fire in the grate Hirad fancied he felt the room chill. Not just due to Blackthorne’s shock, but because to hear it all again brought the enormity of the situation home to The Raven.

‘You’ve got to get word to Heryst and Vuldaroq,’ said Blackthorne into the yawning silence that followed, his voice oddly quiet. ‘Xetesk must not be allowed to take possession of either research or artefact.’

‘That’s why we need your help,’ said The Unknown. ‘Our clear priority is to recover the thumb fragment. Going to Lystern or Dordover is days out of our way. You’re a respected statesman and a supporter of magic. This sort of news might be better coming from you. We’re not exactly friends of Vuldaroq’s these days.’

Blackthorne rubbed his hands over his face and drained his glass in one long swallow, refilling it himself having dismissed all his servants.

‘The situation is very tense. Lystern has formed an alliance of sorts with Dordover, but Dordover, or more specifically Vuldaroq, is the more active partner. As far as I know, Heryst still has a diplomatic team in Xetesk but details are sketchy. He’s a man of reason as you know but he’s not in a strong position. He’s gone the only way he can, blockading lands and defending Julatsa, but it’s put him in thrall to Vuldaroq whether he likes it or not. There’s no doubt that knowing what you’ve just told me about Calaius and the elves would be enough to bring Lystern firmly into the war on Dordover’s side. But I’m not sure that’ll help you, considering in all probability you’ll need to get inside Xetesk.’

‘On the other hand, as soon as the elves encounter Dordovan or Lysternan forces, the story will be out and we’ll have had no chance to mitigate the message,’ said The Unknown.

‘Indeed,’ said Blackthorne. ‘Well there’s really only one course of action we can take as far as I can see. I reckon it’s time I sent a trade delegation to Lystern. Quickly.’ He smiled. ‘I might even go myself, perhaps try and find time to have an informal talk with Heryst. You lot, on the other hand, need to get towards Xetesk as quietly and as quickly as you can. I think I can spare some horses and trail food though having an elven archer might help you down something a little more appetising.’

‘My Lord, I hadn’t considered you travelling there yourself,’ said The Unknown. ‘You’re powerful enough to request Heryst communes with your senior mage.’

‘Face to face is the only way,’ said Blackthorne. ‘This is too important for third-party communication.’

‘Just make sure you take a mage we can contact,’ urged Ilkar. ‘If events overtake us, you need to know before you get too close to it all.’

‘I’ll do that,’ said Blackthorne. ‘We’ll discuss the finer points of travel later but there is something else I need to apprise you of if you’re travelling direct to Xetesk.’

‘Wouldn’t have anything to do with Selik, would it?’ asked Hirad.

‘Your friend and mine,’ said Blackthorne, nodding. ‘He paid me an unexpected visit a few days ago. Unexpected and odious. He’s getting cocky. Very cocky. And with some reason. He’s got considerable support. Desperation does that to people and he’s a master at playing on people’s fears.’

‘But they’ll be old men, young boys and farmers,’ said Hirad. ‘Not exactly battle-hardened.’

‘But there will be lots of them. Thousands,’ said Blackthorne. He leaned forward. ‘This is a warning, Hirad. Don’t underestimate him. He’s powerful now and most of the mages are too scared to come outside their college walls. He’s someone else that needs stopping.’

‘Well you’re talking to the right man,’ said Hirad.

‘Later, Hirad, all right?’ said The Unknown. ‘Let’s get this thumb back to the elves first.’

Blackthorne pushed himself to his feet. ‘Right, Raven, I’m going to organise you some beds and horses, then we are going to talk further. If we want Balaia back, we’ve got to do this right.’




Chapter 37

 


 


 


 


Erienne couldn’t sleep. The state room she shared with Denser was airy and large, the bed beautifully comfortable. Denser lay quietly beside her but she was unsettled from having spent so much of her time over the last few days exhausted from the continuous training the Al-Drechar had given her.

It had gone on day and night during the sea journey but they’d left her alone for the walk to Blackthorne. They’d known she needed her energy and said they’d be back to help her sleep, but she’d heard nothing and now she felt fearful because without the touch of those she despised to keep her safe she wasn’t sure she could control the power that had awakened within her.

She felt gorged with energy and thought of waking Denser before she realised she couldn’t channel it physically. It was there in her mind. So instead she lay quietly, trying to still her thoughts as Cleress had taught her, and visualised her mind as a plug that fitted precisely over the well of energy surging in the One entity. But every time she tried to force the plug into place, flares of deep brown mana energy escaped. Not dangerous but very uncomfortable, the mana energy sniped at her consciousness and fed on her doubt. She felt as if she were alone with a wild animal, trapped in the cage of her own skull. And then fear swept her. How could she hope to control what she couldn’t even understand? The pain grew again, thudding and reverberating.

‘Oh, Lyanna,’ she whispered, seeing for the first time the edges of the torment that must have gripped her innocent little child.

Yet saying her name brought Erienne renewed determination. Fail now and fail Lyanna. She repeated the words as she fought to calm herself, to see through the fear, and in doing so realised her mistake. She had been seeing the One as a force wholly like mana, the random fuel of magic. But it was something much greater. It drew on everything around it, on the air and the earth as well as mana itself, like it was an integral part of the world, bound into its fabric.

She would have to adjust the way she thought, for while the One could be moulded as mana could, it could not be contained in the same way. It was not inert until channelled, like mana; it was already focussed because it reflected the land and elemental forces around it. That meant its focus would shift wherever she went so her mind would have to do the same to retain control. It would be like continually starting from scratch.

Deciding sleep would be a long time coming, Erienne settled back and tried to examine the One magic that already seethed within her, barely checked but not yet even fully awakened. Tuning her eyes further into the mana spectrum to give her a clearer view, she could see the deep brown of the One, delicate strands upsetting the random flow of the mana around it. Where mana normally flowed through everything, it was repelled by the One yet drawn to it at the same time. Unchecked, she could well imagine the devastation a full awakening of the One would wreak on a defenceless mind and in the world around because as it drew and expelled the mana it gained in intensity.

Watching the gossamer strands gradually thickening gave her an idea. She traced them down to their source within her consciousness, to the dark pulsating entity she thought of as the heart of the One. Forcing the strands back with her mind as she had been trying wouldn’t work, she could see that now. Instead, Erienne wove a pattern with the mana around them, using the attractive and repulsive elements to funnel the strands back on themselves, making loops that fed back directly into the pulsing core.

Almost at once its energy lessened as it was forced into relative dormancy, feeding only on itself. At the same time Erienne felt a wave of tiredness travel through her. She could partition her mind to maintain the simple mana shape that blocked the One strands but it would drain her slowly.

She snuggled up to Denser, feeling the comfort of his gently moving body as he slept. He stirred a little at her touch, then stilled.

It is a lesson consummately learned. You are a very talented mage. Cleress’s voice, soothing and quiet, stole into her mind.

Erienne’s instant irritation at the intrusion was replaced by relief that the Al-Drechar were still with her.

I wondered if you’d be watching, she replied. But don’t push your luck.

You must learn to control the One without us as soon as you can. Tonight you understood a tiny part of that control.

Meaning?

That what you felt were the merest tendrils of the potential of the One magic. Myriell was holding back the tide with you.

Erienne blanked for a moment. How small a force was I being exposed to just then?

Perhaps a thousandth, said Cleress. Minuscule.

Erienne gasped. And she had felt that energy easily enough and seen it feed and strengthen.

How could I ever hope to control or use the whole?

You cannot. No one can, not even us. We will teach you to keep the mass dormant so that it becomes second nature, and to use only that which you need. It is a tightrope but you have the ability. Now do you begin to understand?

What? But Erienne knew exactly what the old elf meant.

Lyanna could never hope to contain it. She was too young even to weave the simple mana shape you just employed. Erienne, the One returned to rest when it transferred to you. In Lyanna, it was fully awakened. By the time we met her it was already too late. The Dordovans had set something in motion that was unstoppable.

You still let her die, said Erienne, but her hatred was fading.

We really did have no choice, Cleress’s voice pleaded inside her. As a host for the One, Lyanna was doomed, Erienne. And she would have killed us all before she died in torment had we not effected the transfer.

By ‘us’ you mean the Al-Drechar.

Initially, said Cleress. But you’ve seen how the One feeds on the elements around it. And you know what the uncontrolled power can do hundreds of miles distant. Before it killed her, the One would have gorged itself further, making the destruction you witnessed seem as nothing.

All right! snapped Erienne.

Transferring the One to you was the only way to stop it but keep it alive.

Yes, I—Erienne broke off, considering for a moment. And what if I hadn’t been there to host it?

We would have had to extinguish it, said Cleress, her tone leaden. And we couldn’t afford to do that.

Erienne froze, all thought of sleep gone. She opened her eyes and looked down on Denser, still sleeping beside her.

There’s something I have to know, she said, fearing the answer. Could you have extinguished the One and kept my daughter alive? Her heart thudded in the silence inside her mind. Could you?

Cleress sighed. It was possible, she said eventually.

Thank you for your honesty, said Erienne, feeling her strength collapse. Now get the fuck out of my head.

Erienne, no—

And take your senile witch sister with you.

Erienne, please—

Get out. Now.

I’m afraid we can’t do that, Erienne. It was Myriell, voice strong, with no hint of sympathy.

Erienne felt her mind filling with a fury she had no desire to quell, her grief washing over her again as if Lyanna had died just there and then.

Go. Your touch sickens me. She could barely get her thoughts in order.

It had to be that way, said Myriell.

You let her die for an experiment. She could still be alive. The tears were falling down Erienne’s cheeks and her body was rocking where she sat in the bed. She could still be alive.

And countless numbers would now be consigned to death with no one and nothing to save them. This was no experiment.

Don’t give me that. You’re lying.

First it would have been all the elves, next everyone on Balaia, said Myriell, like she was listing goods on a cart. And we mean everyone.

Go.

We will not.

You’re lying. Lyanna died two seasons before the Elfsorrow took its first victim. Erienne couldn’t believe what she was hearing. Just what exactly am I supposed to be able to do with this curse inside me? March to Xetesk and take back what they stole with my overwhelming power? Think I’m stupid? You want the One for yourselves. To perpetuate what you have. I’m your legacy and that’s all. Don’t try and make me into a saviour.

Erienne, you have to listen to me, said Myriell. Will you do that?

I don’t appear to have much choice.

Erienne felt used. More like a mere receptacle for the One than a saviour of nations. And helpless with it. Because the One was awakening, and though she wanted the Al-Drechar out of her head she knew she couldn’t survive without them. For now, at least.

Please don’t think of it like that, urged Cleress, her tone so much softer than her sister’s.

How the hell else do you expect me to think? Talk if you must. I’m listening.

Myriell’s voice filled her mind once more.

The One opens pathways. Lets you see outlines of possible futures if you know what to look for and if you study for long enough. And we have had all the time in the world to study. There was a sadness to Myriell’s voice now, its stridency gone. Before we were even aware of Lyanna, we feared for Balaia. The stress in the mana over the colleges was critical. So much mistrust, so much risk of destructive power being unleashed. And then Lyanna came along as an answer to our prayers. A girl strong in the One can do so much good.

And as we watched the world through the flow of the mana and harmony, we saw more danger signs, more potential for darkness. It was already apparent a crisis of huge proportions was coming. We could almost taste it. But even we were surprised at its scale and swiftness.

Yes, we could possibly have saved Lyanna but the risk in losing the new birth of the One magic was too great. And though we are distraught at the loss of your daughter, we have been proved right. What we see is never certain at the outset but there is always a sense of good or evil, and what we had sensed was so terribly bleak.

Erienne, you must remain strong, you must accept more power and you must remain alive. When the statue of Yniss was bound into the harmony of the elves thousands of years ago, it was done using the One magic. When the fragment is returned, the process must be repeated. We cannot travel to Calaius so you must be our channel. No one else can do that.

I am sorry for the burden this places on you.

Myriell had stopped speaking for some time before the roaring in Erienne’s ears died away.

And if you’d chosen to save Lyanna?

Nothing could have saved the elves and finding the thumb would have been futile.

What do I need to learn? said Erienne.

Later. Sleep now. We will withdraw from your conscious mind for a while, let you think in peace.

You’re too kind.

I really am sorry, Erienne, said Cleress.

Don’t bother, either of you. We’ll do what we have to do together but I would advise you never to assume any of my grief. Whatever your reasons, you let her die. You had better be proved right as you claim.

Erienne felt the Al-Drechar fade in the form of a quietness enveloping her mind. They were still there, keeping control of the One entity, but Erienne felt no comfort in that. She felt none of the enormity of what the Al-Drechar had told her. Maybe that would come when she had time to consider it. One thing she did know was that it wouldn’t change the way she acted with The Raven. And the first thing she had to do was tell them.

She looked down at Denser, wondering whether to wake him but finding she didn’t have to. He was lying there looking up at her, a frown creasing his forehead. He reached out a hand and rubbed her lower back.

‘What is it, love?’

Erienne opened her mouth to speak but instead a wave of sorrow broke over her. It was a long time before she was able to tell him what was wrong.

 


Auum sniffed the air of his first dawn on Balaia and didn’t care for it much. It was dry and chill, without the mists he was used to, the growing heat or the ever-present threat of rain followed by the glorious cleansing downpour. He felt exposed without the closeness of the trees, and though the landscape he looked at was green and healthy, to Auum it looked blasted. His sharp eyes recoiled at the brightness of the dawn in which he could see rolling plains, a range of mountains far smaller than those now behind them, and a collection of dwellings, fenced and still.

A wind blew above the Tai where they sat, backs to a low rise, a fire in front of them, rabbits roasting on spits above the flames. They’d travelled quickly the afternoon before, Rebraal’s descriptions and the position of the sun providing the information they needed. They knew what they were looking for. Their path was to travel north and east, past the Balan Mountains they currently faced, track to the west of a forest known as Thornewood, and then head north-east to pick up the trail which connected the port of Arlen in the far south with the college cities in the north.

There were signs that all was not well on Balaia. Rebraal had told them the land was fertile if bleak and open, with great swathes of evergreen and deciduous forest punctuating the rolling landscape. However, all they had seen so far were stunted boughs and some new growth as if, years before, a great hand had swatted the trees flat. They had also passed a hamlet late the evening before. It had been deserted, the buildings wrecked and stripped of timbers.

Auum turned to his Tai. They, like him, had their light cloaks tight around their bodies but could still feel the cold away from the fire.

‘It will warm,’ said Auum.

‘Small wonder their Gods have forsaken this place and none worship the ancients,’ said Duele, warming his hands over the flames.

‘You are fit to run?’ asked Auum. Both elves nodded. ‘And run we will, if only to warm our bodies. But first prayer and food.’

Auum led them in prayers to Yniss and Gyal to keep them safe in the wilderness of Balaia, and to Tual to keep their senses sharp though the rainforest was far away. They did not paint their faces. They did not anticipate combat yet, not for days, and in this land they had to be careful not to waste their paints. Where would they find the materials for more?

‘Are we covered for the route?’ asked Evunn, biting into a scrawny roasted rabbit.

‘Other Tai and ClawBound will track to the south of Greythorne and as far west and north as Understone and the pass beneath the mountains there. Our meet point with the southern trackers is the northern tip of Thornewood. There we can assess enemy strength and plan accordingly. Opportunities to kill are to be taken by any of us. The Al-Arynaar will also meet us there. And, if it is so decided, we will wait for the others. They’re three days behind us at present but will travel directly to the meet.’

‘And have the ClawBound recovered, do you think?’ asked Duele.

Auum blew out his cheeks. ‘We pray to Tual to calm their minds but the sea journey was least kind of all to them. But, like us, the feel of the land, whatever land, is like the touch of menispere leaves on a fevered brow.’

They all smiled at that. For a race born to forests and sluggish rivers, the days on the gently rolling ship, lost in the vast openness of the sea, had been purgatory. Below they felt sick, on deck nothing short of scared. And though this land was alien and unpleasant, for the first hours at least it had felt good simply because it was not the sea. Only now, in a new dawn, did they really begin to see where they were.

Auum bade them hurry to ready themselves and the Tai set off at a trot, bows slung on backs, swords and jaqrui sheathed. They moved quickly as the sun gained in strength, repeatedly looking up at its majesty in a blue sky unhindered by the endless but comforting canopy.

With the foothills of the Balan Mountains just ahead and the sun approaching its zenith, Auum slowed suddenly, his Tai responding. They were running through a scrub-filled shallow valley at the base of which a river burbled southwards. Trees flung their branches out across the valley floor and for a few precious moments they could have been back in the forest.

Ahead, through the trees, the valley flattened out and a handful of dwellings were grouped on the level ground. They were poorly constructed as if built in a rush or by those with no skill. Auum could see three people just away from the buildings, kneeling over the body of a fourth.

He nodded left and right and his Tai moved off soundlessly, Auum taking the centre. He had instructed minimal contact with Balaians. Elves could be approached but only because they might understand what was asked of them. Auum could smell fear ahead, and the tone of the voices backed up his instinct.

He crept to the edge of the cover, Duele and Evunn ten yards to either side, and looked out. About twenty yards away, on the bank of the river that now gushed shallow over rocks, the strangers huddled. From the houses he could see bows pointed and at the end of the ramshackle hamlet three men stood with swords drawn, looking away north. Auum concentrated on the scene in front of him, seeing one of the people, a woman, take a bloody cloth to the river and rinse it. On the ground, the injured man lay quite still as the cloth was reapplied to the side of his face.

Auum looked left and right, the nods he received telling him they had seen everything they needed to. He gestured a gentle push with both arms, stood and walked from cover, his hands loose by his sides and clearly visible. They were spotted at once, an urgent shout causing heads to turn and the swordsmen to come running. To his right, Duele was covering the archers. Auum didn’t believe they would fire, and given the shaking of the bows in their hands, they were likely to miss if they did.

Auum let the swordsmen come to him and Evunn, who closed in on his left. They grouped ahead loosely, unsure what to do. One of them held up a hand and shouted. Auum stopped and pointed at the stricken man by the water’s edge.

‘I would help this man,’ he said in the hope that one of these strangers understood common elvish. Their blank expressions told him they did not.

The three swordsmen spanned as many generations. Their blades were dull with neglect, their clothing shabby and patched cloth and fur. Auum could see hardship in their eyes and the effects of starvation in the slackness of their stances, their bony hands and hollow cheeks. He moved again and the swords were raised. He thought hard, fighting for the word in Balaian. He had heard one of the strangers on ship say it.

Auum pointed again. ‘Help.’ His mouth twisted as he pronounced.

The face of one of the men darkened, he mouthed a stream of gibberish and gestured threateningly with his sword. To Auum’s right, Duele tensed but immediately relaxed as his leader made a minute movement with his hand. Auum knew he should back away but his decision was made, and unless he was very much mistaken he knew how the injured man had become so. And he was unused to being baulked.

He pointed a third time. ‘I, help.’ And he made to take a pace left. Immediately, one of the swordsmen stood in his way. His blade moved too close. Auum stepped inside his guard, blocked the sword arm away and smashed the base of his palm into the man’s chest, knocking him from his feet. Another of the men moved but Auum’s gaze stayed his action.

‘Keep an eye,’ said Auum to Duele. ‘I will see if we were right.’

He walked over to the group around the injured man, ignoring the threatening raised voices.

The instinctive bunching around their fallen comrade loosened as Auum approached the two women and a man. He waved them aside, speaking the word again. Whether they understood him or not was unclear but he certainly scared them enough even though he was still unarmed.

He ignored their worried, angry stares and knelt by the man’s head, moving the bloody cloth to reveal a trio of deep gashes torn down the left side of his head. Another set had flashed across his chest but these were not as deep and the bleeding not bad. ClawBound.

He turned to Duele, who stood easily in front of the uncertain swordsmen; the one Auum had knocked down had regained his feet and was rubbing at his chest. Nothing would be broken, he hadn’t hit him hard enough.

‘The ClawBound’s minds are not yet clear,’ said Auum. ‘The panther has hurt this man but they aren’t killing blows, just warnings.’

‘These are not from Xetesk, then?’

Auum shook his head. ‘They have no magic. Look around. They’re barely alive. And scared. You can see how this could happen.’

The TaiGethen had no feelings whatever for these strangers but it was important to sense the mindset of the ClawBound. It gave them a problem. If this was typical, then the peerless trackers would be unpredictable, even a little careless, as had been the case here.

Auum unslung his sack and took out his herb pouches. He broke off some legumia bark, stood and walked away to the fire that burned in the centre of the settlement. Water in a pan bubbled on it and he scooped out a mugful, dropping the legumia into it to soften and infuse. He knew they were all looking at him. They amused him, these strangers who presumed themselves superior to forest-dwelling elves but knew nothing about how to bathe a wound and stop infection at its source. A bloody cloth rinsed in a stream would do more harm than good.

Walking back to the man, he cast around for some clean material, in the end pointing at a scarf around one of the women’s necks until she shakily handed it to him. He dipped a corner in the hot water and wiped away the blood from the man’s face and chest to expose the edges of the wounds. They would scar badly but he was lucky. He was alive. Then he took out the bark, tore it into fine strips and laid it over the wounds, hushing the fledgling protests. He beckoned one of the women to him, took her hand and pressed it against the bark, pointing up at the sky with his other and indicating one passage of the sun. She nodded.

‘Let’s go,’ said Auum, rising and shouldering his sack. ‘The ClawBound isn’t far ahead. Perhaps we can stop any more of this until we find our enemies.’

He led his Tai from the settlement, the stunned stares of the strangers on their backs, their silence breaking into a confused babble and fading with the distance.




Chapter 38

 


 


 


 


Heryst had just finished another long and difficult Communion with Vuldaroq and had woken shivering with exertion. Heryst thought he had made it clear to Vuldaroq that his position remained one of defence and negotiation unless he was attacked but the Dordovan would not listen. He was annoyed Heryst had refused to sign a full alliance and he meant to drag Lystern into the war regardless of her wishes. For that he had to tempt Xetesk into Lysternan or Julatsan lands.

Heryst had been particularly explicit concerning engagement. Commander Izack was to defend Lysternan land and to block any attempted hostile incursions by Xetesk into Julatsan territory. Nothing else. Heryst was aware of the rising tensions and had recently ridden out to reassure his own men and warn the Dordovan field command. But every day Dystran refused to speak to him, war came closer. Vuldaroq would ultimately get his way. A mistake would be made. For Heryst, it was like waiting for the death of a mortally wounded friend. This time the friend was peace for Balaia.

He barely had time to gather his thoughts and take in the spring shower rattling against the windows of his chambers when there was the sound of footsteps outside, a sharp rap on the door and someone, it had to be Kayvel, entered. He was red in the face and breathless.

‘My Lord, I have a report from Xetesk.’

Heryst’s heart was suddenly thumping in his chest. His thoughts became instantly clear.

‘Never mind the niceties of reporting, Kayvel. Tell me the outcome. ’

‘Dystran,’ he said. ‘Dystran wants to talk to you about sharing research. Apparently his people are on their way home.’

‘Yes!’ Heryst slapped the arms of his chair and surged to his feet to grip Kayvel’s shoulders. ‘I knew it. Dammit, I knew it! When?’

Relief cascaded through Heryst and the fatigue of the last dozen days melted like ice in a flame. Now there was hope, genuine hope. And Vuldaroq could be made to listen.

‘As soon as you are able,’ said Kayvel.

‘For this I am able right now.’ Heryst sat back in his chair. ‘Signal our delegation that Dystran can commune immediately he is ready. He has my signature and I am waiting. Likewise the Dordovan delegation. Tell them what is happening. Vuldaroq must be informed immediately.

‘Oh, and Kayvel. Have my aides monitor the mana spectrum and my MindShield. I do not trust Dystran as far as I can throw him.’

 


Dystran’s voice entered Heryst’s mind gently and expertly, with due deference and respect.

‘My Lord Heryst, there has been silence between us for too long.’

‘Not at my behest, Lord Dystran, but I welcome your decision to contact me at this most difficult time.’

‘Before we begin, may I offer my heartfelt sympathy for the loss of the Lysternan negotiator, Rusau. A most unfortunate incident.’

Heryst bridled but bit down on his response. ‘Though you are not personally to blame, your forces killed him. He was an innocent man.’

‘Indeed it was a Xeteskian pike but you must see it was an accident. We had no axe to grind with Lystern, so to speak. And we still do not.’

‘Even though we have made informal alliance with Dordover?’ Heryst was prepared to let the matter of Rusau’s death drop for now. Blame could be correctly apportioned at a safer time.

‘It was a decision we regretted,’ said Dystran carefully, and drew a deep breath, knowing it would boom and echo. It was a curious acoustic anomaly of Communion. ‘And it has been one reason for my continued silence though you are aware that we have not detained any Lysternan or indeed any other college official inside Xetesk.’

‘It has been noted.’

‘But, after taking considerable counsel, I understand the reasons for your action: we are nominally stronger, we have been blamed for the death of a neutral in battle and Vuldaroq is a very persuasive man. Very. For a man who only three seasons ago made an alliance with the Black Wings.’

‘I am aware of Vuldaroq’s past misdemeanours. As I am of Xetesk’s,’ said Heryst. ‘It was a despicable and unseemly act for any mage, born out of desperation, but the destruction caused by the Nightchild speaks in defence of his actions.’

‘Your General Darrick did not agree,’ said Dystran smoothly.

‘Neither did I,’ said Heryst. ‘And our cool relations since then testify to my unhappiness. I, however, prefer to look forward as, I hope, do you.’

‘I apologise, Lord Heryst; this was not the reason for my contact.’

Heryst chuckled, forcing himself to relax. ‘I should hope not.’

‘Our research on Herendeneth has revealed some fascinating possibilities which I am very happy to share with all other colleges.’

Heryst was taken aback. ‘Your actions in Arlen, which I abhor, do not support such a statement,’ he said. ‘You have ignored the rules of engagement and that cannot be forgotten. But that can be left for another time when the threat of wider conflict is gone. What are your conditions for sharing the information?’

‘They are few and simple. I require the immediate cessation of hostilities towards Xeteskian forces and the withdrawal of Lysternan and Dordovan forces from our borders.’

‘Anything else?’

‘I would like leave to call a Triverne Lake meeting at a time of my choosing when we have had a chance to evaluate the research of our mages.’

Heryst paused before replying. ‘Vuldaroq will refuse. He will not withdraw on a promise from you, a man he is unable to trust.’

‘In that case you can guarantee my mages’ passage to Xetesk yourself. You do not need Dordover.’

‘I am looking to reduce threat to Lystern, not increase it. I cannot

do this without Dordover’s consent. I’m sure you understand. And I can’t agree to Xetesk having exclusive first sight of the research.’

‘And what is your alternative?’

‘That your mages prepare and present to a four-college delegation at Triverne Lake at the earliest opportunity and before they come to Xetesk. And my forces must travel with your researchers as a sign to Dordover that you are genuine. That might mollify Vuldaroq. If your ambition is to share all that the Al-Drechar have revealed, surely that is a reasonable request?’

‘At first sight, yes,’ said Dystran. ‘But I believe there are issues with some of the information. Potentialities not necessarily being realities, work that needs more translation from ancient magics . . . I could go on.’

‘We are all capable of aiding in such an analysis,’ said Heryst.

‘Even so, I am advised that a few days’ examination by key experts in Xetesk will be of great benefit to us all.’

‘Meaning you personally?’ Heryst could well imagine the smug expression on Dystran’s face.

‘I flatter myself that I have more detailed expertise on the subject of dimensional magic than most,’ said Dystran.

‘And is it your understanding that what is coming will help repatriate the Kaan dragons?’

‘Signs are most encouraging,’ evaded Dystran. ‘But, as I say, some expert analysis is still required before we can present effectively.’

‘Right,’ said Heryst, drawing in breath expansively. ‘I will discuss your offer with Vuldaroq. He will refuse it and we will be back to square one. My offer of secure passage to Triverne Lake is one you must take more seriously. Otherwise the war will go on.’

‘Thank you for hearing me,’ said Dystran. ‘I will confer further with the Circle Seven.’

‘We can resolve this, Dystran. As long as we are all prepared to give a little. The question really is, do you want to see an end to this war?’

‘It is my dearest wish.’

‘Keep it so,’ said Heryst, and carefully but firmly, he broke the Communion.

Lystern’s Lord Elder mage sat with his eyes closed for a time, mulling over everything he had heard and considering how he would broach Dystran’s offer to Vuldaroq. When he opened his eyes, Kayvel was standing waiting.

‘He’s wavering,’ said Heryst. ‘Or he’s lying. Either way, we may have room to move peace a tiny step forward. But I have to make both him and Vuldaroq concede ground. But I suppose it’s progress of a sort. At least there is discourse. And now I must confess to a little tiredness. Wake me for supper and I’ll brief the council.’

 


The Raven rode from Blackthorne on a sunny morning with cloud far to the north. Hirad had not slept well. Beside him rode Ilkar, an elf and one of his oldest friends, under a sentence of death.

‘Can I ask you something, Ilks?’

Ilkar turned to him, his sombre face lifting a little. ‘Would it make any difference if I said no?’

Hirad shook his head. ‘How does it feel to be you? Your next heartbeat could bring on the Elfsorrow without warning. Not sure I’d deal with that too well.’

‘Thanks for reminding me,’ said Ilkar.

‘I’m sorry, Ilkar. I—’

‘I’m joking. Not a moment goes by when I don’t think about it. The point is, I have to live with it and being scared isn’t going to help. Best I can do is everything I can to repair the statue and stop this thing. And meanwhile I live every day as if it was my last.’

‘I think the whole of Blackthorne heard you and Ren treating last night as if it was your last.’

‘Hirad, do you mind?’ It was Ren from just behind them.

‘Those corridors didn’t half echo, you know,’ said the barbarian, revelling in Ilkar’s deep blush.

‘Hirad, stop it,’ said Ilkar.

‘Tried to get a good night’s sleep—’

‘Ah, Hirad, but many of us were with our loved ones last night, weren’t we?’ said Ilkar. ‘For me it was Ren, then there’s Denser and Erienne and I understand The Unknown had contact with Diera through Aeb. And you talked sweet nothings with Sha-Kaan.’

‘Now who’s lucky, eh, Hirad?’ said Denser.

‘Is it my fault if I am called by a higher intellect?’

‘Wouldn’t want to sleep with it though, would you?’ said The Unknown.

‘Too much chafing,’ agreed Ilkar.

The Raven dissolved into laughter, Ilkar bent double over his saddle, Hirad taking both hands off the reins to wipe his eyes.

Fifty yards ahead, Aeb had stopped and turned in his saddle, his blank mask asking the question more eloquently than any words. It served to sober them up a little. The Unknown waved him on.

‘How is Sha-Kaan, anyway?’ he asked.

‘Angry,’ said Hirad. ‘And now alone. We have a lot to hate Xetesk for, don’t we? No offence, Denser.’

‘None taken. I agree with you.’

‘Good,’ said The Unknown. ‘Then let’s keep focussed. We’ve got a job to do. If the TaiGethen can’t get the thumb from the Xeteskians before they reach the city it’ll be down to us to go in and get it for them. Remember who we’re doing this for and remember not to speak loosely around Aeb.’

Hirad leaned over and punched Ilkar lightly on the shoulder. ‘I’ll take it as a personal affront if you die before we succeed in this, all right?’

‘I’ll see what I can do,’ replied the elf.

The Raven upped the pace. Xetesk was at least seven days away.

 


Selik stood on the ramparts inside the Understone stockade feeling deeply satisfied. Since the massacre of Anders and his pathetic garrison of frightened boys, the twelve surviving Black Wings had been busy making as much of the town as habitable as they could. Water butts were full all down the main street, boards had been removed from buildings and firewood was stacked next to the butts. The bodies of the garrison had been burned long ago and their ash blown away by the wind.

Selik saw this town as the birthplace of his new order, and though it was rotten now it would one day be the centre of his power. The foundations were already there, they just needed renewing. Perhaps it should be renamed. After him would be good, or maybe after his mentor, Travers.

But first they would have to fight, and under cloudy afternoon skies he saw his army begin to assemble. From the east came a line of men from Pontois, some riding, most walking or hitching rides on the dozens of supply wagons rattling along behind them. Later, he knew militia from Orytte, farmers from the devastated lands around Corin and Rache and refugees displaced from Korina and Gyernath would all come. He had no idea how many there would be or what sort of men he could expect, but with every person who walked into Understone he saw his power grow.

He was under no illusions. Though his captains would drill and he would speak, the thousands who marched on Xetesk would be little more than an ordered mob. They would not have the skill of those they faced but if, as he expected, battle had worn down the colleges, his numbers could surprise and overwhelm.

Hundreds upon hundreds would die, but such was the price of freedom and righteousness. Selik nodded to himself and went down to meet his recruits.

 


Thraun cantered along at the back of The Raven formation, feeling a sense of distress invade him. His recollections of Balaia were occasionally very sharp and the scents all around him fed his lupine side. Along with the thrill of the grass and the trees they passed, the sounds of birds and animals and the fresh smells of spring life, came memories of fire and tortured howls. He saw again the betrayal in the eyes of his pack and their helpless bodies burning under mage fire, cut off from the embrace of the forest.

And in the laughter of The Raven and their close companionship were more images of death and fear. Of his best friend Will lying still beneath the sheets of an infirmary bed in Julatsa. Of his chest falling never to rise again. Blame. He was to blame. And there was nothing he could do to right the wrongs.

He had been in the body of a wolf when Will’s fatal wound had been received and had eventually fled in that body to escape his grief, only to be found wanting again. And so here he was. Back in a man’s body but feeling like an intruder in the world of men yet unable to face the prospect of life as a wolf. Nothing he could do would be right.

‘Thraun, are you all right?’

Thraun looked up. The Unknown Warrior was dropping back to ride beside him. He didn’t answer.

‘You had a bit of a wobble in the saddle just then. I wondered if you were feeling all right?’

Thraun shook his head. ‘No.’

‘Can you tell me what’s wrong?’

He could understand everything they said, everything they asked him, but just couldn’t find the words to explain the hopeless divide within him. The frustration threatened to overwhelm him at times like this and it was made all the more acute because he could remember being able to speak so freely. He had chosen silence until now rather than anger himself by failing to make himself understood.

‘The words won’t . . .’ He waved a hand uselessly. How could it be this way? He could think it all but he just couldn’t say it. Something was missing.

‘Then let us help you,’ said The Unknown. ‘Don’t be silent because there’s a block in that head of yours.’

‘I . . . I can’t.’ He sighed and punched the pommel of his saddle.

‘Take it easy. Why don’t you let me ask the questions? Just say yes, no or whatever you can. Repeat what you hear, if it’ll help.’

Thraun could see the sense but couldn’t tell The Unknown that it made him feel like a child. Worse, an idiot.

‘I’m not trying to patronise you, Thraun. You do understand that, don’t you?’

Perfectly, he thought. But it doesn’t make any difference. So instead he nodded and bit down on his shame.

‘Is there anything we say you don’t understand?’

‘No.’

‘Do you think in the words you want to speak, then?’

‘Yes.’

‘Do you remember all that happened to you?’

Thraun shrugged. ‘Yes?’

‘Or you think so at least. Sorry, stupid question. How can you know what you haven’t remembered?’

Thraun smiled. ‘Yes.’

‘You have memories as man and wolf?’

‘Yes.’

‘Bad?’

‘Bad,’ agreed Thraun. ‘Bad.’

‘You feel guilt?’

‘Guilt.’

‘Responsible?’

‘Yes.’

‘You aren’t to blame, Thraun.’

‘Yes, I am.’

‘And there’s nothing you can do, is there? Nothing to make it better.’

‘No, there isn’t!’ he stormed. ‘They’re all dead because of me and there’s not a fucking thing I can do about it. I ended so many lives because I can’t be man or animal so what do you expect me to say? Sorry? I’m in torment here in my head and no one understands because I don’t have the words.’

He broke off, aware that they were all looking at him. Yet despite his sudden fury, he felt massively relieved. He relaxed his bunched shoulders.

‘Thank you, I think,’ he said.

‘Any time, Thraun. I think you’re trying too hard sometimes. Don’t think. React. Let it happen.’

‘I’ll try,’ said Thraun, but he could feel the veil falling again.

‘And I’ll be there to provoke you, don’t you worry.’

Thraun nodded, unsure whether to laugh or cry.
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There was far more to the situation than Auum had appreciated and for the first time he wished he had listened more closely to The Raven. This was no simple two-way fight. At least two other factions were involved and that made decisions complex. However, the outcome was still not in doubt.

The ClawBound had discovered the party of Xeteskians on the third day of searching, moving steadily along the trail Rebraal had indicated. Their communications had spoken of a sizeable force. It had been another day before Auum and his Tai had found the pair. Although sympathising with how unsettled they were, he had rebuked the ClawBound for attacking an innocent. He had then personally tracked the Xeteskians for another day before moving quickly to the meeting point.

He reached it half a day ahead of the enemy and immediately began to plan, gathering other Tais to him and assessing information from the northern scouting. Troops in battle lines had been found a further three days north, their purpose unclear because they faced both north and south. There was no knowing if they were Xeteskian but the fact that they could be enemies added further weight to the argument for attacking the travelling force at the first opportunity.

‘The enemy strength is not considerable in numbers but the warrior and mage quality is high,’ said Merke, leader of the second Tai tracking the travelling Xeteskians.

‘Agreed,’ said Auum.

And it was so. The mounted forces numbered fifteen mages and thirty cavalry. On foot were twenty foot soldiers and fifty of the masked warriors. It was these last about whom Auum was most concerned. He had seen the one who fought with The Raven and his speed and raw power were beyond question. Rebraal had been at pains to emphasise that the more of them there were in one fight, the better they became. So fifty were to be rightly feared.

Given their strength and the focussed magic they could bring to bear, to attack them with the numbers that had landed from the Calaian Sun would be foolhardy. But the main elven force was now on land and travelling north. If they kept up their pace, there would be a chance to attack the Xeteskians south of the battle lines. Assuming the troops in the line were also Xeteskian, it was vital to attack the marching force as soon as possible.

Auum called Rebraal to him.

‘What are the numbers we can expect here?’

‘A further fifteen TaiGethen cells, four ClawBound pairs and a hundred and seventy Al-Arynaar. But every day more fall prey to the Elfsorrow.’

‘The Tai have been mercifully free of the Elfsorrow since we left Calaius but it won’t last,’ said Auum. ‘We have an opportunity but I need to combine our forces quickly. Hold Communion. Have the main force move more quickly northwards and be prepared for battle a day after they join us. We must strike before the enemy reach the college lines to the north.’

‘And if we don’t secure the fragment?’ asked Rebraal.

‘Alert The Raven,’ said Auum. ‘They say they can help. If we fail, we’ll see what they can do, won’t we?’

‘You are sceptical, Auum?’

Auum shrugged. ‘It is the way of an elf. You have listened too closely to your brother. Rebraal, one more thing. We are going to track the strangers from a distance. They must have no idea we are following them. If they increase their pace, we are lost. Be sure your people understand.’

‘Don’t worry. None of the Al-Arynaar will travel forward of the TaiGethen or ClawBound.’

‘We are in an alien land,’ said Auum, ‘People talk and messages cross long distances by magic. Unless you have no option, keep clear of Balaians. This must be the greatest victory since the unification of the elves. Our lives are all at stake. Be sure they are mindful of that, too.’

‘We understand, Auum,’ said Rebraal.

Auum nodded. ‘Pray with me.’

‘It will be my honour.’

 


Ilkar came out of his Communion with the Al-Arynaar mage and outlined the elves’ plans.

‘Where do they report seeing the college lines?’ asked The Unknown.

‘Three plus days north of Thornewood.’

‘That’s the southern border of the Xeteskian mage lands,’ said Darrick. ‘When you talk to her next, tell her the troops they can see are going to be Dordovan; the lines they can’t see a couple of miles further north will be the Xeteskians.’

‘And they’re planning on attacking where, exactly?’ asked The Unknown.

‘Rebraal’s brief is a little sketchy but it’ll be close to the lines. Perhaps not in sight but not far off. It’s all a question of getting the main force that followed us into the Bay of Gyernath north quickly enough. With the best will in the world, they can’t catch Yron and the researchers much south of the Xeteskian lines. They’re all on foot after all.’

‘But fast,’ said Ren. ‘And resolute.’

Ilkar nodded. ‘So where does that leave us?’

‘Simple,’ said Hirad. ‘We can get north of Yron’s force and perhaps even contact the Dordovan lines. Let them know what’s coming. What do you say?’

‘It’s good enough for me,’ said Ilkar.

The Unknown looked at Darrick, who nodded his agreement. ‘Let’s do it.’

 


Yron had never been able to shake off the idea that they were being watched. For practically every mile of the ten-day journey since they had left Arlen with the researchers, he’d had a nag at the back of his mind. He knew they drew glances from everyone they passed but that wasn’t it. Hollow-cheeked men and women trying to work the land or with bow in hand on the hunt, traders wary of attack giving them a wide berth on the trail and refugees in any number just drifting; they weren’t the problem.

Nor were the Dordovans. He’d been given clear assurances that their path to Xetesk was clear of enemy college forces until close to the mage lands. And he had no reason to disbelieve the army command. The devastation in Arlen, shocking as it was, served as ample proof of Xetesk’s intent to see them safely home. There were parts of the town where nothing would grow again, the magic had caused so much damage to the core of the earth. Like a smaller version of the Torn Wastes far to the west.

But something wouldn’t let him relax, and it wasn’t the vague threat of Black Wings and misguided non-mages. Riding in the midst of fifty Protectors he would hardly fear those. It was the elves. He had no evidence whatever that they had followed him across the ocean as The Raven would have done. And he had no evidence they were being trailed or watched but he just knew it was so.

And because of this feeling he ordered them to follow a path away from the cover of valley, crag and forest. He would even have avoided long plains grass if he could, but to do that they’d all have had to fly. So instead he drilled his guards and kept half of his mages awake and shielding them day and night. He was aware they thought he was mad, but they hadn’t been in the rainforest. They didn’t understand these elves’ capabilities.

The Protectors of course said nothing, and he was grateful for their reassuring presence. The rest of them would be welcome to laugh in his face the moment the gates of Xetesk closed behind them. In fact, he decided, he’d be the one to start the laughter. Only Erys understood, but all his words with the researchers, foot soldiers and cavalry served to do was make him seem as ridiculous as the Captain.

Yron had spent several nervous days riding between the ruins of Grethern Forest and Thornewood but with no incident. They had stopped off in Erskan to find themselves unwelcome and the gates of the castle closed against them. And they had skirted the earthquake rubble of Denebre over which the birds would not fly. Nothing. Not a hint of trouble.

They were less than half a day from the Dordovan blockade of the Xeteskian mage lands as late afternoon began to give way to dusk, but still Yron refused to relax. One word from him and the Protectors that ran with him would pass the message to their brothers in the battle lines and the way would be cleared, but still he could not stop fidgeting.

His eyes flicked over everything. There was forest to their left but it was a mile away and to their right a long rolling hillside ambled up to a sheer cliff twice as distant as the forest. They rode through a plain of waving grass that barely brushed his feet.

‘See anything, Erys?’ he said.

‘No, Captain,’ said Erys a little wearily. ‘But I am still watching, believe me.’

‘Don’t humour me, boy,’ said Yron. Never mind weary, he felt absolutely exhausted. He’d hardly slept a wink since they’d left Arlen. ‘Just do what I ask. Point and laugh later.’

‘I won’t be doing that,’ said Erys. ‘I’ve seen too much of you to take your hunches lightly.’

‘Good, because I’m still sure.’

But inside he wasn’t sure. Was he simply being paranoid? Dystran had assured him that The Raven were being monitored through the Protector, Aeb, and presented no immediate danger. And he hadn’t seen a single elf. But he couldn’t afford to be complacent. Because in complacency lay death.

The Xeteskian force rode and ran on easily, eating up the distance. Yron reacted to every bird call, every whinny of a horse, the rattle of tack, the chink of metal and the breeze playing over the grass. He shivered constantly, just waiting for the awful keening sound of a jaqrui crescent scything through the air.

Six miles from the lines he ordered the lead Protector to him.

‘We will be nearing the Dordovan supply lines or rear scouts,’ he said. ‘They know what we’re attempting and will be ready. Assume they know our position.’

‘Yes, sir,’ said Esk.

‘I want a clear run. I don’t want a single sword, arrow or spell coming within a hundred yards of me, do you understand?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Then I leave the timing to you and your brothers across the lines. Strike as required.’

‘It will be done.’

Immediately, Esk ran off, twenty-five Protectors moving seamlessly to join him. The remainder closed ranks around Yron and Erys, the cavalry forming a wedge ahead, the mages scattered through the foot soldiers and cavalry, half holding their HardShields as they rode, the others with offensive spells part formed for quick casting. It was a drain but it wouldn’t be for much longer.

Yron nodded, watching the Protectors sprint away to assault the rear of the Dordovan lines. It was oddly comforting to see them and he knew without any question that they’d achieve their aim. Still he carried on watching until long after they were completely out of sight. He turned his head to speak to Erys and the plain came alive all around them.

Shadows surged from the grass on both sides and crossed the path in front of them. An instant later, bows hummed and jaqrui howled through the darkening dusk. HardShields flared to deflect the incoming missiles, FlameOrbs arced into the sky, HotRain began to fall.

‘Oh dear Gods,’ muttered Yron, then shouted, ‘I told you, I told you!’

The cavalry charged, riding down the elves ahead, swords thumping into the Al-Arynaar, who had no experience of fighting mounted swordsmen. At the end of the charge, the cavalry turned and split to sweep back along the flanks. The Protectors unsnapped weapons and stormed away to meet their attackers, the foot soldiers trailing in their wake. Yron dragged his sword from its scabbard, kicked his horse to escape the HotRain that poured from the sky and headed for the mêlée.

‘No!’ shouted Erys. ‘No!’

‘What?’ Yron turned and saw Erys leaning out of his saddle, grabbing at his reins to pull him round. FlameOrbs splashed down close by, smearing across helpless foot soldiers.

‘We’ve got to go!’ yelled Erys.

‘I will not run, boy.’

‘Leave the Protectors. We have to get our cargo to Xetesk. Now.’

Yron knew he was right but recoiled from running and leaving others to die. TaiGethen and Al-Arynaar were closing in, hundreds of them streaming across the grass. How had they got here so quickly? More arrows bounced from the HardShield covering Yron. Somewhere nearby a panther roared, its voice picked up by others all around him.

‘ClawBound too,’ he whispered.

What in hell was going on? Surely this was a totally disproportionate response to the theft of a few crumbling parchments? But even as his blood chilled at the numbers suddenly against them, his horse moving nervously, skittish at the sound of the big cat, he could only marvel at how these elves had got so close.

‘Now!’ screamed Erys, as more HotRain appeared above them.

Yron nodded, put his heels to his horse’s flanks, called the research mages and his cavalry guard to him and forged ahead, the sounds of death echoing in his ears.

 


Auum made a quick analysis as he ran in, blade in his right hand, jaqrui in his left. The spells had served to scatter the foot soldiers and the tight knot of horsemen at the centre of the enemy but now answering spells were coming. Five elves at least were ablaze and dying, their bodies torches to light the gloom, their cries invitations to Shorth to take them.

To his left, well-ordered horsemen had carved through the ambush and were circling round to sweep along their flanks. Ahead, a line of Protectors spread in perfect order to wield the dual weapons they all carried and moved towards them. Behind them, spearmen moved nervously and, at the hub of it all, were the strangers he wanted, unsure and scared.

With Duele left and Evunn right, he sprinted in on a slight arc, other TaiGethen running counter arcs designed to confuse the enemy. Panthers roared and growled. He saw black shapes next to tall bound-elves running in from at least six points, one pair very close to him.

Auum flicked out his jaqrui. It flew straight and fast, wailing in the air. As he ran into the fight, he tracked it. The masked man hadn’t seen it. Auum had mentally noted the kill when the man’s blade came from nowhere to block it away in a shower of sparks. His gaze settled on Auum an instant later.

The TaiGethen joined battle, the enemy spacing allowing them two to a target. Auum flicked in a slash to the stomach which was blocked away, Duele carving towards the mask only to see the flat blade of an axe clatter against his sword, the sheer force knocking him momentarily off balance. Auum leapt, drop-kicking the enemy in the chest with both legs, forcing him to step back, but already the heavy axe was up and ready, the sword crashing down. Auum swayed right, deflecting the heavy blow, then skipped back a pace, narrowly avoiding a blow from the next Protector right. Duele mimicked Auum’s movement, an axe grazing his arm, tearing the leather.

Next to them, Evunn had the help of a ClawBound pair. He ducked a cross-swing from an axe, his blade licking up into his opponent’s body. Simultaneously, the panther leapt, clamping onto the sword arm in mid-swing and bearing it backwards. The Clawbound elf went for the man’s face, hardened nails clawing at the mask’s sides and teeth ripping at the eye slits. The Protector fell back, trying to push the elf away. His defence compromised, Evunn pierced his chest.

Auum checked in again, rolling under a sword thrust and whipping his blade up into the enemy’s thigh as he rose, his head crashing into the point of the man’s chin, snapping his head back. Duele saw his opportunity and roundhoused a kick to the Protector’s head. Auum slashed his throat, turning as the body dropped.

Across the line it was slow going. He saw one of the masked men decapitate an elf in front of him, and with the follow-up with his sword, thrash it through the chest of another. The Protector moved forward, another beside him deflecting a blow he had no right to reach, allowing him to carve his axe into the body of a third Al-Arynaar. There was no sound from them and they worked closely in concert, just like Rebraal had said. They would be overwhelmed but it would take time.

In the centre of the enemy, their key targets kicked at their horses and sprang away. Auum heard shouts and some of the horsemen broke off, turned and followed.

Auum called his Tai and raced off, gathering others to him. He whipped out another jaqrui, this one finding a gap in the shield net and thudding into the back of one of the rider’s heads. The cavalryman pitched from his horse.

‘Get the runners! Get the runners!’

Ahead of him arrows flew and elves sprinted on the chase. ClawBound joined them, the panthers snapping at the heels of cavalry horses, one cat leaping to snatch a trooper from his saddle and bear him screaming to the ground. But the key men were getting away.

The surviving Protectors curved in more sharply, blocking the elves’ route to the escaping Xeteskians, and around their flanks came the remains of the cavalry, swords held high, yelling war cries, their mounts thundering across the plain.

‘Arrows!’ yelled Auum, and he pulled another jaqrui from his belt pouch and flung it, seeing it miss its target as the rider ducked reflexively at the sound, hunching close over his saddle. ‘Tai, be sure.’

The horses were on them, eight riders crashing into the line of TaiGethen, the elves dodging, waiting for an opportunity to strike. From the sides, arrows came in, thudding into three of the horses, which grunted in pain but ran on. One rider was downed, tumbling forward and under the hooves of his mount.

Auum could all but feel the breath of the animal on him when he skipped right and slashed his sword high, taking his opponent in the leg. He turned to watch them halt and turn. Auum took off at a sprint, racing past battling elves and men and hearing the scream of a dying TaiGethen cut off abruptly. The rider had pointed his horse and was kicking it back into motion, holding his sword low this time and to his left, defending his wounded leg.

But Auum wasn’t interested in dodging this time. Going full tilt at the horse, he gauged the closing distance, leapt high, rolled in the air and arrowed in straight-legged, his feet catching the rider on the top of his head and catapulting him from the saddle. Auum landed rolling, coming up fast to finish the job, but there was no need. The broken angle of the still body told him everything.

He swung back to begin the chase after their main targets but could see immediately he was too late. Yelling in frustration, he turned to look for his Tai in the closing moments of the battle only to see a Protector impossibly close to him. He caught a glimpse of slashed mask and bloodied face behind it and an axe blade flashing towards him. He dived reflexively right, looking up to see the weapon coming at him again, head height. He raised his blade to block but knew it wouldn’t be enough.

A black shadow crossed his vision and a panther took the Protector at the neck. The axe came through, catching the animal’s hindquarters, shearing off a leg. It dropped to the ground dead, its ClawBound partner howling anguish. The bound-elf dived onto the prone enemy and stabbed straight-fingered again and again into his throat until it was nothing but bloody gore.

Auum placed a hand on the elf’s shoulder. Elsewhere, the fight was done, the Xeteskians disengaging and running; some escaping, others being cut down as they went, victims of sword, spell and arrow. The ClawBound’s howls split the air, his cries taken up by his brothers and their animals. The elf hugged his panther to him, smoothing its bloodied fur as ClawBound ran in from across the plain to mourn his loss.

‘I am sorry,’ said Auum. ‘That blade was meant for me.’

The elf looked up at him, paint streaked with his tears, eyes red and glistening. ‘It was vital you lived,’ he said, then he let his head drop in prayer. He would be buried with his panther.

Auum backed away and rejoined his Tai. The war was not yet won.

 


Tendjorn had been moved to command the Dordovan forces south of Xetesk and took it as a rebuke for his failure to lure the Xeteskians into an incursion across the River Dord. It had been a one-sided affair, he had lost far too many men and perhaps he was right to be shamed. The thought, though, did not improve his mood.

It was early evening, and in the camp between the south and north lines he was debating what to have for supper. He was bored with thick soups and stews and wondered if he could persuade some of the men to go out hunting deer. It was against regulations to leave the front but a forest two miles to the east was said to be home to a few. It could hardly hurt.

He was in charge of two hundred foot soldiers and mages spread thinly against an attack he didn’t believe would come; not now Lystern had joined the blockade. And they had been effective in reducing supply to Xetesk to a trickle at best. The Lysternan leader, Heryst, was engaged in diplomacy which Vuldaroq was determined would fail. And though part of Tendjorn wanted it to fail too, so he could avenge his earlier poor showing, most of him wanted to go home, put his feet up and continue his research.

Tendjorn ambled out of his command tent and wandered over to one of the perimeter guards to the south of the camp. The majority of his men were north, well dug in against a Protector force he knew was out there. But he had stationed as many as he could spare in his south-facing line because command said Xeteskian researchers were heading home and would try to break the blockade. He didn’t believe that either.

‘Anything to report?’

The guard saluted then smiled and shook his head. ‘Still nothing, sir.’

‘Have they checked in?’

‘A couple of hours ago, nothing to—’

FlameOrbs appeared in the sky perhaps three miles south, maybe less, quickly followed by the unmistakable sparkle of HotRain.

‘What on earth?’ he said. ‘Have we got anyone that far south?’

‘No, sir.’

‘The Lysternans?’

‘Not as far as I’m aware, sir,’ said the guard.

They watched for a while, seeing spell after spell crack across the sky, getting no nearer.

‘Get out to the first watcher,’ ordered Tendjorn. ‘Get me some information.’

‘No need,’ said the guard, pointing.

Someone was running towards them, arms flailing for balance, legs pumping hard at the coarse scrub-covered ground. He was shouting something unintelligible and seemed to be waving them away. Tendjorn stood where he was, a hand cupped to his ear.

‘I can’t hear you!’ he shouted, and beckoned him on. ‘Get closer.’

The man was screaming his words out. Tendjorn frowned. Someone else was shouting too, but from behind. The watcher got within earshot.

‘Protectors!’ he gasped. ‘Twenty-five, running this way. Bring in the defence.’

Tendjorn nodded and turned, running back towards the centre of the camp.

‘Captain, I need a defence south. Protector force coming this way. Twenty-five. Mages, FlameOrbs and DeathHail. Now move!’

But there was something else. While some ran to do the Captain’s bidding, more were running the other way, grabbing weapons from stands, other officers screaming orders, faces white with fear.

‘Gods, what is happening?’

Tendjorn hurried up to his north line, cresting a rise that looked out across a long plain. They had chosen this position as an ideal battlefield. Coming across it were more Protectors. A hundred more at least. They would have their battle.

‘Shit,’ he rasped. ‘Keep them back as long as you can. Beware our south! More coming from the south.’

He turned and ran back towards his tent. From the south line, the ring of steel and the crump of spells had begun. Tendjorn slipped inside the tent and lay back on his cot, trying desperately to calm himself enough for a Communion. Vuldaroq had better be receptive. Tendjorn didn’t have long to live.
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Hirad saw the bloom of spells above the treeline back to his right and urged his horse to greater speed, The Raven hard in his wake. Echoes of voices rose above the sporadic detonations, the battle itself hidden by forest and hill.

‘Running out of time, Raven!’ he called over his shoulder.

But they’d travelled as fast as they could. Keeping away from settlements of any size had been difficult enough and the route they’d taken had been made even less direct by their need to keep Aeb in the dark about their direction for as long as possible. Xetesk now knew their destination - that was a given - but in the lattice of valleys, crag formations and plains that made up the lands to the immediate east of the Blackthorne Mountains, it was easy enough to lose yourself if, like The Unknown and Darrick, you knew how.

It had worked thus far but now the hiding was over. Riding at the rear of the party, Aeb could sense Protectors close by. The Unknown and Darrick were at Hirad’s shoulders with Erienne, Ilkar and Denser in a line behind. Ren and Thraun rode just in front of Aeb.

The light was fading fast, the haloes of spells bright in the sky for a long time. Hirad felt a thrill as he hunched over his horse’s neck, The Raven with him, travelling fast over Balaian ground, heading for the fight. This was why he was alive.

They galloped up a very shallow slope, rounding a stand of trees that had somehow survived the elemental devastation of two seasons before, and saw it all mapped out before them. To the right, the elven army was tackling a Protector force augmented by mages and cavalry. The elves had been halted by the positioning of the experienced Xeteskian forces, which had allowed a group of over twenty-five to get away; they were charging north at a hard gallop.

Hirad swung north to give chase, The Raven following. They were perhaps a hundred yards behind and closing quickly enough to catch them before they hit the Dordovan lines. With any luck, they would be enough to stop them.

With a mile to go, spells flared into the night directly ahead and the distant roar of voices followed soon after. Hirad pushed harder still, eating up the distance. It didn’t take much to work out was what going on ahead but The Unknown confirmed it anyway.

‘Protectors backed by mage support,’ he shouted across to Hirad as they galloped. ‘I can feel them. So can Aeb.’

‘We’ve got to catch them fast.’ Hirad turned. ‘Ready, Ilkar?’

The Julatsan nodded, the SpellShield already formed, just waiting to be cast. Either side of him, Denser and Erienne prepared in time-honoured fashion. Hirad looked forward. They’d been seen.

‘It’s got to be now! Go Raven!’

Ilkar deployed the shield as weapons were hauled from scabbards and The Raven spread to a line, charging at the rear of the fleeing Xeteskians. Wings sprouted at Denser’s back and he left his saddle, plucking Erienne from hers, the two of them shooting forward, climbing high into the dusk sky, their horses following the chase, stirrups bouncing.

Ahead a group of cavalry swung back to face them. Denser tore down for Erienne to release FlameOrbs before arcing high towards the main body. The Xeteskian cavalry scattered from the approaching spell. It splashed onto a single rider, who died instantly with his horse in a deluge of flame.

Before they could reform, The Raven were on them. Hirad veered hard left and lashed out his sword, slicing into the chest of a cavalryman. The impact slowed him and he pulled back on the reins of his horse to keep from falling, dragging his blade back and hacking down through the man’s shoulder to finish the job. He pulled his horse round. Ren was trading blows but winning her battle, her quick strikes too much for the horseman who leaned away as he defended.

Further away, Aeb’s axe took the head from a horse and the rider plunged to the ground as the animal collapsed. Thraun was riding a wide circle, followed by a pair of riders. Hirad set off after them, roaring a call. He jumped a fallen horse, saw The Unknown with Ilkar, defending the mage easily from a clumsy attack, and drove into the flanks of the pair chasing Thraun. Letting go his reins, he leaned out and smashed his fist into an enemy face, feeling the cheek crack under the force of the blow, then raised his sword. The rider saw it coming, recovered to block but fell from his horse nonetheless.

Thraun had turned. He rode in hard, blond hair flowing behind him. Raven coming from either side, the Xeteskian turned and fled.

‘Let him go!’ shouted Hirad. ‘Raven! Raven with me!’

The regrouped Raven galloped away to resume the chase. Hirad could see Denser coming in from a great height, diving incredibly fast at the knot of Xeteskians who were now two hundred yards distant. Behind the group, three horses and riders wheeled to a stop. Mages.

Erienne released a blanket of HotRain to force a change of direction in the main group. Denser soared back into the sky. Hirad watched them go, saw Denser veer sharply right, dip suddenly as if hit, right himself temporarily then crash in a heap from a height of ten feet or more.

‘Thraun, Darrick! Defend them.’

The two men broke from the group and charged away to the fallen Raven mages as enemies closed in around them. Hirad erased unbidden thoughts from his mind and carried on north, finding himself riding through the evidence of a very recent massacre. Tents burned, fires were scattered everywhere, the bodies of men lay twisted and broken, their brutal wounds the type only Protectors could inflict.

With The Unknown and Aeb right beside him and Ilkar behind, the shield still holding, he charged up a short rise, plunged down the other side to continue the chase and found a wall of Protectors blocking their path.

He hauled hard on the reins, his horse slewing to a stop with an angry grunt as the bit sawed at its jaws. Beyond the Protectors, their quarry galloped on into safety. He stared at the blank faces in front of him, sensing The Unknown and Aeb riding to his sides, Ilkar and Ren behind.

There had to be close on a hundred of them. Hirad felt the sweep of reverence like a breeze across his face. The Protectors were facing Sol, who had almost God-like status among them. And there with him, Aeb, the Protector who was about as close to a rebel as any of the calling could get.

Hirad knew they weren’t going to be attacked. He laid his blood-spattered blade across his saddle and turned to The Unknown.

‘Can’t you make them move?’ He eyed the crescent line. They were not going to be able to simply ride around.

‘No,’ said The Unknown flatly. ‘They should be killing us but they won’t bear arms against me or Aeb. They will stop us following though.’

‘Damn, but we were so close to them,’ said Hirad. The sound of hoof beats had faded and a curious silence had fallen. Hirad was at a loss. ‘So what do we do?’

‘I don’t know,’ said The Unknown. ‘But their support mages must be close. We shouldn’t delay here too long.’

And then Aeb spoke.

‘We do not seek to harm Xetesk’s sons,’ he said, addressing the Protectors aloud presumably for The Raven’s benefit.

There was a ripple in the line but none spoke, the masks staring back impassive. Aeb continued.

‘We seek a fragment of a statue taken by Captain Yron. The elves will die without it.’

‘Aeb, enough,’ said The Unknown, and to the Protectors: ‘Xetesk is wrong to have taken it. Please. If there is anything you can do, help us recover it. A whole race depends upon it, not a few hundred lives. And do not speak Aeb’s words in the Soul Tank. You know where it might lead. They were my words. Let it be so. We are one.’

‘We are one,’ murmured the rank of Protectors, and Hirad felt the completeness of their union.

He looked left towards the sounds of shouting and horses. Four men, cloaks flying, were riding their way.

‘Time to go,’ he said. ‘We need to find the others.’

‘Incoming,’ said Ilkar distantly.

Fire flared over the SpellShield, venting harmlessly across its surface and into the ground.

‘Our Given mages are close,’ said a Protector from the middle of the line.

‘Too close,’ said The Unknown. ‘We wait.’

‘What?’

‘Trust me. They’ll need some administrative guidance, as Ilkar calls it.’

The quartet of mages cantered up, riding between The Raven and the Protectors.

‘Why aren’t you attacking them?’ one of them screamed at the Protectors. ‘Why aren’t they dead?’

‘Because I am here,’ said The Unknown. His voice was quiet but carried total authority. Hirad felt a shiver along his spine. ‘And they will not strike me.’

‘Ah, The Unknown Warrior,’ said one, turning to them. ‘They can protect you but you cannot protect them.’

‘That is true,’ said The Unknown evenly, taking the quartet in with his slow stare, a slight and dangerous smile on his face. ‘But if a single one of these men is subjected to punishment for his actions today, I will know. And then your lives, all of them, will be forfeit.’

It was why Hirad loved him. He didn’t have to shout or posture. He just had to speak and people listened and, more important, they believed.

‘They have prevented us catching those we want,’ said The Unknown. ‘Their task is therefore successfully completed and that is enough. Are we clear?’

Almost as one, the mages nodded. Hirad almost laughed.

‘We’ve done what is required,’ said one. ‘We can leave it at that, I think.’

‘Good answer,’ said Hirad.

They watched while the Xeteskians wheeled and trotted away, the Protectors following them in close guard.

‘It’s what the Master wants,’ said Aeb suddenly.

‘I beg your pardon?’ asked The Unknown.

‘For the elves to die,’ explained Aeb. ‘It is more than he dreamed of.’

‘How do you know that?’ asked Hirad.

‘The Soul Tank knows it,’ said Aeb.

‘Think we’ve got a good deal to talk about tonight,’ said Hirad. ‘Come on, let’s go and find the others.’

The Raven rode into the dusk.
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Heryst was surprised at Vuldaroq’s calm as he joined Communion.

‘Vuldaroq, I’m sorry,’ began Heryst.

‘What did I tell you?’ Vuldaroq said. ‘Gods burning, I warned you. He lies to us all. He played you for time, pure and simple. Kept you off your guard and from formal military alliance. It is I who should be sorry. Sorry that your ideals, naive though they are, are misguided. The research is through and on its way to Xetesk and there is nothing we can do about it. Now will you join me and save our country?’

‘What do you intend to do?’ Heryst felt so weary. He’d clung to hope and yet Vuldaroq was right. He had been taken for the fool he was.

‘We have to strengthen our defences south of Lystern, we have to block any route to Julatsa and we have to abandon the southern blockade to do it. And when we are assembled, we will march on Xetesk.’

It was a nightmare, pure and simple. Everything that Heryst had sought to avoid was coming to pass. Everything he feared for Balaia would happen. The war would engulf them all. He had failed. Dystran wanted dominion; he had to be stopped and war was the only way.

‘I will issue the orders to Izack and my field commanders immediately. ’

‘We have battle plans,’ said Vuldaroq. ‘You must fight to our design. You must let Dordover run this war as we have been for a season now.’

Heryst would have said no but Darrick wasn’t here to improve Dordover’s plans. And Heryst was not a student of the military.

‘I will grant you overall field command but I will not have my forces committed to suicide. There will be discussion on the ground at every front.’

‘Of course,’ said Vuldaroq.

‘One thing I want to make very clear, Vuldaroq. This war must not go so far as to destroy Xetesk. This country needs magical balance and so it needs the Dark College. This war removes Dystran and the current Circle Seven and nothing more. Do I make myself clear?’

‘I had planned for nothing more,’ said Vuldaroq. ‘You won’t regret this.’

‘I don’t doubt that I will,’ said Heryst.

He broke Communion and put his head in his hands. Lystern was at war with Xetesk.

 


Selik stood on the ramparts of the Understone garrison and looked down over the army assembled before him. The sun was warming the earth from a clear blue sky and a gentle breeze ruffled his cloak. Men, women and youths from two dozen towns and villages were standing looking up at him. Refugees scattered across the land had come to his side to avenge what had been done to them.

Most of them were tradesmen or farmers. There was a scattering of militia and soldiers but the vast bulk of the estimated two thousand seven hundred would be holding swords in anger for the very first time. Some would run, others would be heroes and many would die. That was the way of war. He scanned the pinched and hungry faces, the eyes looking to him for leadership, for a way out of their darkness. They had come to the right man.

‘My friends,’ he said, his voice loud, carrying across the silence. ‘You are all standing here because the time has come to right a great wrong. The time has come to win back the land of Balaia for its God-given people. To take it from the mages who destroy it so casually. To make it pure again.

‘Because make no mistake, our land is riddled with the disease of magic and only the righteous can purge that disease. And I am looking at the righteous here and now.’

A great roar erupted from the crowd below, fists and weapons punched the air. Selik held up his hands for quiet.

‘You have all seen the war spread. It has torn down our peaceful towns and is destroying our beloved land. And now it is our turn to strike. Last night Lystern joined the war, as we knew they would. Even those who preach peace have betrayed us now. What more evidence do we need that, if we let it, magic will kill us all? So we will join the war. We will fight on one front only and that front will be Xetesk.’

A murmur ran through the crowd.

‘They are the dark heart of magic and they must be thrown down. And once the surviving colleges see our power and the righteousness of our fight, they too will fall before us. We are on a march to victory. Nothing can stop us.’

Another roar.

‘My friends, this is a great day to be a Balaian. Return to your commanders, strap on your swords and prepare to march!’

Selik turned to face Devun, a smile broad across his ruined features.

‘It’s finally happening, my friend. What Travers began a decade and more ago, I will finish. When will you reach your positions south of Xetesk?’

‘Three days, Captain.’

‘Excellent. I will join you in the field as soon as I can. There are more reserves coming in and I need to be here for a while yet. Meanwhile, you know the plans and the people trust you. It’s beautiful isn’t it?’

‘Sir?’

‘Light will dawn on a new order, an order not dominated by the evils of magic. We will all live outside the veil of fear. We are the righteous.’

 


‘So what happened to you last night?’ said Hirad to Denser as they rode from their camp the following morning, heading to the west of Xetesk, aiming to throw any pursuit off the scent.

‘Some of their mages were sharp. As we flew in to drop the HotRain, I could see them casting. I veered away when Erienne cast but got clipped by the edge of a ForceCone. The jolt knocked my concentration all to pot and it was all I could do to hang on to the shape until a few feet from the ground. We were lucky.’

‘That’s what you call luck, is it?’

‘Could have been DeathHail. Then we wouldn’t be riding with you at all. As it was, I managed to get my legs under me as we landed but I was going way too fast.’

‘Bad moment,’ said Hirad. ‘How’s Erienne?’

‘Well the arm’s not broken but it’s sore. It’s a good job we’re a couple of days from more action or she’d have trouble casting.’

Hirad was silent for a moment. He didn’t feel in control of the situation and that made him uneasy. There were too many variables. Too much to go wrong.

‘Are you happy with this hare-brained scheme we cooked up last night?’ he asked.

Denser shrugged. ‘I don’t really see any alternative. If we’re going to try and snatch Yron, then we have to have accurate information on his location in the college or we’ll fail before we start.’

‘But Aeb . . .’

‘I know,’ said Denser. ‘It’s just a matter of time before he’s found out and he knows that. But he’s the only one who can talk to the Soul Tank and get us what we need. Other Protectors are going to risk themselves too. Funny, isn’t it? All these years and then you find Protectors have a collective conscience.’

‘Yeah, and all these years and we find they’re actually so vulnerable. ’

‘I suppose, but none of them have ever gone against Xetesk before, so a punishment for that crime has never even been considered. ’ Denser paused and looked across at Aeb, who rode between him and The Unknown. ‘We could still get away with it though. With the war escalating every day, rescinding the Act of Giving for one Protector isn’t going to be top of anyone’s agenda.’

‘I hope you’re right.’

‘Xetesk have more important things to worry about. Lystern have been forced into the war alongside Dordover and that changes the balance against them. Blackthorne will be in Lystern in a couple of days to effectively pledge baronial support. Rebraal is going there too and the elves will be fighting alongside the other colleges. It’s nasty out there.’

‘I can’t quite believe Dystran wants what Aeb says he does,’ said Hirad. ‘It doesn’t make any sense.’

‘Like I said, no elves, no Julatsa,’ said Denser. ‘But we’ve got to be focussed, not get caught up in the war. For us, saving Ilkar and Ren is all that matters.’

Hirad chuckled. ‘So strange. Remember when we first met?’

‘You wanted to kill me.’

‘Sorry about that.’

‘No offence taken,’ said Denser, smiling.

‘I hated you. So did we all. But now, a few years down the line, you’ll attack your own college to save Ilkar.’

Another shrug. ‘He’s Raven. That’s all there is to it.’
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Yron strode through the halls of Xetesk towards his meeting with Dystran, Erys scurrying to keep up, an escort of four mages and two Protectors around them. His anger had sharpened throughout the ride across Xetesk’s mage lands to the city of his birth, and the immediate summons to Dystran’s audience chambers at the base of the Tower had done nothing to calm him.

Filthy from the road, he swept through the doors as they were opened for him by a servant. The audience chamber was small but welcoming. Fires were lit on opposite walls and the sun shone in through a large arched window in front of him. Chairs were spaced around the room, all unoccupied. Leaning on the mantel to the left was Dystran, and standing next to him, supported by a stick, Ranyl, gaunt and sick.

Dystran came forward, his face alight with a smile.

‘My dear Captain Yron and the excellent Erys, may I welcome you at the end of your fantastic journey.’

‘Too many men are dead for any celebration, my Lord Dystran,’ said Yron. ‘And only by luck am I here at all.’

‘Yes, I heard you had trouble with elves,’ said Dystran.

‘Trouble? My Lord, there is an army of them out there. They are well trained fighters. Their mages are skilled and all are utterly determined. Don’t underestimate them. They are fearless and can take on Protectors because they are quick enough to beat them. And they will be coming here, though why the theft of some parchments, however holy, should inspire such a reaction, I’m not sure.’ Yron could see Dystran was barely interested. He bit his tongue to be silent.

‘Indeed,’ said Dystran. ‘But please, don’t worry about it. We have the situation well in hand.’

‘In the same way you have The Raven well in hand?’ Yron said sharply. ‘I am sorry, my Lord, but they came within twenty yards of catching me and I was assured they would be taken care of. Never even found them, did you? I say again, why are they and the elves so desperate to recover these texts?’

Dystran’s smile thinned. ‘Captain, Captain, Captain. Please calm yourself.’ Had he not been the Lord of the Mount, his patronising tone would have earned him a punch in the face. ‘It is true some of the efforts made to track The Raven have been less than effective but you have my personal assurance that they will shortly be dealt with decisively. Meanwhile, you are a returning hero. You have suffered terrible loss but all those who died have done so for the greater glory of Xetesk. And you have been on the trail too long. Look at you; clothes torn, axe blunted. I must apologise for dragging you here now but I would have sight of your treasures.’

Yron nodded, managing to relax a muscle or two. He turned to Erys, who passed over the leather satchel. Yron unclasped it and drew out the four texts that had made the trip. So many men dead, so little to show. He handed them to Dystran, who laid them immediately on a table near him and spread them out.

‘The one in the middle there, my Lord,’ said Erys, pointing at a bound volume with intricate embossing on the cover and gilt-edged pages. ‘That is the Aryn Hiil unless I am sadly mistaken. In there are the secrets of elven longevity.’

Dystran brushed his hand across the cover reverentially and looked up. ‘No mistake, Erys,’ he breathed. ‘If there was one text I needed, this was it. You two have no idea of the rewards Xetesk will heap on you for what you have done. This will bring us what we desire.’

‘My Lord, we live to serve,’ said Erys, bowing.

Yron looked at the young mage and shook his head.

‘And you have the healthy cynicism of experience,’ said Dystran, noticing the gesture. ‘Captain, all I can offer you now are my thanks, the respect of the Circle Seven and a place to bathe and change. I have had chambers readied for you both just a little way down the hall. I have had clothing laid out for you and while you bathe, Captain, your axe will be polished and placed in a new holster. I trust you like it. And that is only the very beginning.

‘But before you go, I would see the statue fragment you have.’ Dystran held out his hand.

Yron looked at Erys again. ‘Thanks a lot.’

‘I’m sorry, Captain, I . . .’ At least he had the good grace to look embarrassed.

‘My only memento of this whole mess and my only solid memory of Ben-Foran. You owe me, boy.’

He dug into his trouser pocket and pulled out the thumb, handing it across to Dystran, who clutched it greedily.

‘Oh, don’t worry, Captain; it will be returned to you. But it needs to be researched and studied.’ He looked up and smiled again. ‘Rest assured, it remains your property. Now, please, both of you, wash, rest and dress. We are hosting a dinner in your honour in the rooms adjacent to this one. There we can discuss what is to be done to appease the elves while we have to. Thank you, Captain Yron, Erys. You have done Xetesk a service greater than you know.’

But as Yron left the chamber, he wasn’t so sure he had. Not so sure at all.

 


It had been a long and, if Yron was absolutely honest with himself, very pleasurable evening when the war outside the gates seemed distant. He’d spent the day relaxing in sumptuous chambers, he’d taken two baths and he’d slept in a bed for the first time in so long he’d forgotten what a luxury a mattress and sheets were.

And dressing in the fine dark silk shirt and stitched leather trousers Dystran’s tailors had so expertly made from the template of old clothes taken from his barracks room, he began to feel that perhaps his earlier misgivings were, well, misplaced. His only regret was that Ben was not here to enjoy the fruits of their success.

He’d left the gold- and silver-veined holster, in which his old axe sat like a pig’s trotter in a velvet glove, on his bed, feeling the need to be free of the accoutrements of battle for the evening, and had gone to join the dinner. It had been everything Dystran had intimated. He and Erys had been toasted repeatedly, fêted by the most powerful men in Xetesk and urged to describe ever more freely their exploits on Calaius.

Yron, cautious and close at first, had found his lips eased by the vintage red wine in his seemingly ever-full goblet and had relaxed into the celebration with growing enthusiasm. For once in his life, he was truly ahead.

As the evening wore on, and feeling more light-headed from the wine than he was used to, Yron had gone to relieve himself and then wandered back along the lantern-lit picture-hung corridor to the huge vaulted dining chamber. Bright light spilled from the open doors and the sound of laughter and the chink of glasses and cutlery echoed out to him in welcome.

He paused just to the side of the doors to let a servant laden with dishes hurry out and became aware of Dystran’s voice inside but very close. It never hurt to hear the unguarded thoughts of the mighty so he checked the corridor was empty. Barring the Protectors flanking the doors, it was, so he listened.

‘The Aryn Hiil will provide great insight, I am sure,’ Dystran was saying.

‘My scholars are working on the translation even now,’ said Ranyl’s cracked voice.

‘Well, you must keep me apprised.’ The disinterest in his tone was obvious. ‘But now we have this outwardly insignificant item, we have a far less troublesome solution to our problem.’

‘It is a severe course of action, my Lord.’

‘Innocents die in every conflict, Ranyl,’ said Dystran. ‘But with this small piece of admittedly very well carved marble, we don’t have to lose a single man or mage in fulfilling this part of our plan. Julatsa will cease to exist as a magical power. All we have to do is hang on to it and watch the elves die. As many as we want. What a treasure.’

‘Assuming we can keep the allied colleges from our gates,’ said Ranyl.

‘That I entrust to our commanders and they assure me we will prevail.’

Yron’s head swayed and he placed a hand on the wall to steady himself. His mouth was dry and nausea galloped through his stomach. All the glory was gone, and in its place the betrayal and murder of an entire race. That couldn’t be allowed to happen.

Straightening his clothing and forcing a smile back onto his face, Yron walked back into the banqueting chamber and straight over to Dystran.

‘Ah, one of our heroes. How does it feel to be going down in history, Captain?’ asked Dystran.

‘Difficult to put into words, my Lord,’ said Yron, wishing to God he had his axe, though murdering Dystran wouldn’t right any wrongs. ‘I wondered if I might be excused for the night. The wine and my exhaustion have conspired against me.’

‘Of course, Captain. You have graced us for longer than we should have allowed. Erys has already retired, feeling a little sick, I think.’

‘I know how he feels,’ said Yron.

‘I trust you have a quiet and restful night,’ said Dystran.

‘Well done, Captain,’ said Ranyl. ‘I knew you would repay my faith.’

‘I’ve certainly done that,’ said Yron. He bowed stiffly. ‘Good night, my Lords.’

He spun on his heel and left the banqueting hall, walking quickly to his chambers. He listened at the doors of Erys’s room and could hear nothing, At least the boy was not being sick. Good, because he had a great deal of work to do. He turned and almost walked straight into the Protector standing directly behind him. His heart fell. Dystran must have known he’d been overheard. His hand fell to his waist but his axe was behind a closed door. He waited for the end.

‘We will not stand in your way,’ said the Protector. ‘We understand. ’

‘Eh?’

‘You will do what you must.’ And the Protector moved away silently.

Yron put a shaking hand on his door handle and pushed down. He would have to do it tonight or it would be too late. He might never get another chance like this. What was going on? Protectors turning against their masters? It could only be down to one group of people. People who rode with an ex-Protector.

He closed the door behind him, walked over to his wash bowl and made himself sick.

 


It was the early hours of the morning. Darrick was on watch and sat by the cook fire, letting it die slowly. It wasn’t a cold night. The Raven were in a sheltered hollow surrounded by undulating plains, the lowering presence of the Blackthorne Mountains on the western horizon. Cloud had come across the sky towards the end of their ride, locking in the warmth of the day.

They were deep in Xeteskian mage lands, to the north-west of the city and within a day’s ride of both it and Triverne Lake. Darrick was worried. The plan, though well laid, smacked of desperation. The Raven were famous for pulling off the seemingly impossible but this had to be beyond even them. A raid on the Dark College. It revolved around Denser and Ilkar carrying people over the walls to drop them in the college, snatching Yron from the rooms they knew him to be in and flying out again.

One bonus was that Aeb, being a Protector, was capable of maintaining ShadowWings and could fetch and carry too. But for Darrick there were going to be too many times when The Raven were split and when warriors were marooned inside the college with no magical support nor realistic means of escape.

Trouble was, he couldn’t think of another way. The coming battle at the walls of Xetesk would take too long. With the mortality rate from Elfsorrow, the elven army, such as it was, would literally die on its feet before the war was won. And back on Calaius the consequences were already almost too awful to comprehend. Dystran was not going to give up the thumb so it would have to be stolen, and only The Raven were capable of taking such enormous risks and living to tell the tale.

His eye was caught by movement high up in the sky. Outlined against the moonlit cloud, three birds were circling. They were big, about the size of vultures, but with stubby wings, narrow bodies and extended tail feathers. Actually, looking at them, they resembled winged lizards more than birds. Darrick frowned. It was hard to make out anything more at this distance but he’d not seen the like before.

He watched them making lazy turns and playing in the air, diving and climbing. He saw them come together in a line, hover for a second and then power down. Darrick shifted where he sat on a heavy log they’d dragged to the fire, his frown deepening. They were heading directly for the camp.

‘Dear Gods falling,’ he whispered, and stormed to his feet, sword already coming from its scabbard where it rested against the log. ‘Raven! We’re attacked!’

Those weren’t birds, they were Xeteskian Familiars, demons melded to and controlled by mage minds, and as the camp came to abrupt wakefulness around him, Darrick could hear them chittering and laughing as they drove in, promising death.

‘Ilkar, we need a shield; they won’t be alone,’ called Darrick, not looking round, knowing The Raven would be forming to defend. ‘Erienne, Denser, offensive spells at the Familiars, and let’s defend behind the fire.’

Aeb was at his shoulder first. ‘I sensed them,’ he said. ‘There are just three.’

They were hideous even to those like Denser who were well used to them. Completely hairless, their small bodies had long powerful limbs ending in vicious talons. Mouths were crammed with long fangs and their skulls pulsed, veins throbbing, eyes wild and black in the firelight. Darrick shuddered, had to breathe deep to drag his courage to him and squared up.

The Familiars attacked, taloned hands and feet outstretched, wings braking their descents, dripping mouths gaping, fangs catching the firelight. Aeb, axe in one hand, snapped out his free hand and grabbed one around the throat as it came at him, ignoring the raking of the talons on his forearm. He bore it to the ground in front of him, dropped his axe, picked up one end of the log and dropped it on the creature’s chest, pinning its arms and leaving it helpless; spitting, cursing and promising death. A second landed on the back of his neck.

Beside him, Darrick traced a defensive pattern with his blade, the third Familiar snapping at his sword but driven back into the air to circle behind, not able to find a way through. Darrick knew he couldn’t damage the demon with his blade but he could keep it at bay until spells were ready.

The Unknown ran into the firelight, grabbing at the Familiar on Aeb’s back, ripping it away and throwing it down into the embers of the fire. It skidded through the red-hot ashes squealing as it landed and thrashing its wings to take off, vitriol spilling from its mouth. The sky lit up as FlameOrbs soared from left, right and behind in concert, targeting the camp.

‘Ilkar, we need that shield now,’ said Darrick.

‘It’s there,’ said Ilkar, voice quiet. ‘Shield up.’

‘Raven, we’re surrounded,’ said Hirad. ‘Unknown numbers. Let’s circle, keep your spacing. Ren and the mages inside. Just as we practised.’

They formed up fast as the two free Familiars flew in again, darting close, lashing out claw or tail and rising again. Aeb, The Unknown and Thraun faced away from the fire, Darrick and Hirad into and beyond it, covering the angles. Ren, bow tensed, looked for targets among the shapes racing in, Ilkar stood behind Hirad like he always did and Erienne and Denser occupied the rest of the defended space, spells forming in their minds.

‘Keep eyes to the sky,’ warned Hirad. ‘We can’t let those bastards too close.’

As if to make his point, the demons streaked in again. Hirad slashed over his head, sword connecting with a leathery body. The demon yelped and fled back skywards. The other raked a cut into Darrick’s face and chittered in triumph as it corkscrewed back into the night, preparing to dive once more.

‘If we can take the Familiars, we can cripple their mages,’ muttered Denser. ‘Two birds, one stone, so to speak.’

‘Sure?’ asked Darrick.

‘Trust me on this. Focussed Orbs, Erienne. It’s the best way.’

‘With you,’ said Erienne.

Hirad watched the enemy come in, remembering he’d seen the advance pattern before. Two ahead of a third, six of the trios, well spaced and running.

‘Mage-defenders,’ he said. ‘But not with Protectors. Just swordsmen. ’

‘Ren, look for the mages. We can handle the blades,’ said The Unknown.

The FlameOrbs splashed down, fizzing over the shield and scorching into the ground around them. Simultaneously, DeathHail pattered against its edge, the razor-sharp mana ice shards bouncing and shattering as they struck.

‘Holding,’ said Ilkar. ‘No problem.’

And, thought Hirad, their own spells were keeping their Familiars away. He could see them wheeling above, looking for the next opening.

The Xeteskian swordsmen attacked, running in from all angles, spread well, shouting orders and confident. The Unknown tapped the ground at his feet and Hirad cleared his head with a roar. He raised his blade and swept down to knock aside the first blow, kicking the man back. Another came in, Hirad blocking him away too, his eyes adjusting to the shadows. He squared up, waiting. They came again, both at the same time, standard formation. Beat-able.

The first thrust came in low, Hirad sweeping his sword left to right to knock it away. He ducked as the second whipped by above his head but he was ready, thrashing his blade up as he stood, catching the man on the hinge of his jaws and shearing into his face. He screamed and fell, Hirad swinging quickly to face his second attacker. He was quick, his blade already cocked to strike. But as he stepped in to deliver, Aeb’s axe split his skull wide open.

‘Talking, Raven!’ shouted Hirad, looking out.

‘Orbs away.’

Balls of mana flame the size of apples shot out in lines from the centre of the Raven group. They fired into the sky and Hirad heard a screech as at least one found its target. The screech was accompanied by a howl from ahead of him and a mage crumpled to the ground, holding his head.

‘One surviving,’ shouted Denser over the clash of steel and the grunts of the fight.

Next to Hirad, Aeb had pulled his axe out of the Xeteskian he’d killed and used it to bat away a tentative strike. His sword came through straight afterwards, a massive strike taking the head clean off the same man. The body crumpled.

Around the other side, Darrick was trading blows with a pair of good swordsmen, blade and dagger in his hands. He had a cut on one arm but was holding his own. An arrow whipped out and took one of them from the game. Darrick muttered his thanks, pressed his attack, caught a blow on the hilt of his dagger and stabbed forward into the throat of his opponent.

‘Go Raven, we’re taking them!’

And then the third Familiar came in from nowhere. Dropping straight onto Denser’s head, it jammed its claws through his skullcap and bit down on his shoulder. Denser cried out, tripped and fell into Ilkar who, taken completely by surprise, stumbled into Hirad’s back.

‘Shield down! Shield down!’

And more spells were coming in. FlameOrbs.

‘Scatter Raven!’ roared Hirad, picking Ilkar up and moving dead ahead at speed, heaving his sword into the legs of an attacker.

Order dissolved into chaos. Aeb turned and dived for Denser and Erienne, scooping them and the Familiar up and diving headlong away from the fire as the FlameOrbs seared in. The Unknown rolled left, coming up quickly and slicing his dagger into the arm of a Xeteskian swordsman who hadn’t been quick enough to adapt. Thraun and Darrick simply charged into the enemy, looking to confuse and spread mayhem. Ren loosed off another shaft and ran into the night.

The Orbs splashed down just beyond the fire. Denser, the Familiar shouting curses into his ear and dragging its talons down his face, was covered by the body of Aeb. Erienne was crushed beneath them both but safe from the flame that spattered across the campsite. It smeared over Aeb’s back, eating into his leather, burning the skin where it touched. He rolled away, grunting in pain, tearing at his jerkin straps while the fire ate through to sear the flesh beneath.

Denser grabbed at the Familiar, rolling aside to let Erienne free, punching upwards blind and feeling his fist meet the demon’s head again and again. It yowled but didn’t stop, its tail raking down his arm, a fury of thrashing limbs and scything talons and teeth as the pair rolled on the scorched earth.

And then, incredibly, Aeb was there. Bare-chested, his axe in one burned hand, his other reached down to grab the Familiar at the back of the head and wrench it clear. Denser felt the talons gouging at him as it was torn free and heard Erienne’s voice close to him.

‘Aeb, hold it still, keep it still.’

Denser looked round, wiped a film of blood from his eyes and saw Aeb holding the Familiar at arm’s length while it boiled and heaved in its desperation, calling for its master.

‘Too late, you little shit,’ said Erienne, and she clamped both hands over its skull. FlamePalms erupted from them and blazed through its head, killing it instantly.

Aeb threw the body away, helped Denser to his feet and ran back into the battle, the Raven mages right behind him.

The Unknown saw a mage crumple ahead of him in the act of casting another spell and breathed a sigh of relief. He charged into the swordsmen defending him, delivering his sword overhead and through the shoulder of an unprepared man, rotating on his weaker left leg and kicking into the stomach of the other.

Pain from the old injury flared briefly and he landed unbalanced, barely getting his sword up to block. The Xeteskian was good and quick, moving to The Unknown’s left, seeing it was his weaker side and forcing the attack. The Unknown fielded blows on dagger and sword, looking for an opportunity, but didn’t need it. An arrow took the man clean through the neck as he backed off to compose himself and Ren ran past, nocking another.

The Unknown turned, searching through the dark for The Raven. Hirad and Darrick were together, Ilkar behind them, casting again. They were facing three swordsmen and a mage. The Unknown watched as Darrick disarmed one of them, disembowelling him with the return strike. Hirad leaned in and headbutted his nearest opponent, following up with a punch to the nose and his sword across the man’s chest. He turned far more quickly than the third man was expecting, switched his sword to his left hand and jabbed it forward, slicing through his neck. The two Raven men advanced on the doomed mage.

The Unknown ran back towards the fire and Aeb. The Protector, with Denser and Erienne in his wake, his axe in both arms and his back covered in burns, savaged into the two men attacking Thraun. The shapechanger was only just keeping them at bay but Aeb changed all that, unleashing a blow of shocking power that divided one of the enemy in two from left shoulder down to right hip. He hung together a split second, eyes wide, and fell in a mass of gore. The other disengaged and ran. He didn’t get far. Thraun was far quicker, clattering his blade through the enemy’s lower back.

It was over. Hirad and Darrick quartered the field checking the bodies of the Xeteskians, quick thrusts killing those that still breathed. Aeb, at Denser’s instructions, came back to the fire. The Unknown followed them, as did Ren and Thraun.

They had been lucky. Very lucky. The Unknown wanted to know how they had been found and attacked so easily and there, still trapped beneath a log by the fire, was the route to the answers. Damaged by FlameOrbs but still spitting and cursing was the surviving Familiar.

The Raven gathered around it.

‘See to Aeb, will you?’ said The Unknown to Denser. ‘I’ll ask this some questions.’

‘His master is dead,’ said Denser. ‘He’s fading but still dangerous. Don’t let him up.’

The Unknown nodded and knelt by the creature. It stopped its squealing stream of abuse and fixed its gaze on the big shaven-headed warrior.

‘Sol,’ it hissed, dragging out the word.

‘Yes, Sol,’ confirmed The Unknown. ‘And you are dying.’

‘Soon,’ said the Familiar, its voice like a rake over gravel. ‘Let me up.’

‘I don’t think so,’ said The Unknown. ‘But maybe I will if you answer me truthfully.’

The Familiar’s hairless head pulsated, veins throbbing. It spat into The Unknown’s face. ‘Traitor.’

The Unknown wiped the fetid spittle from his cheek. ‘No. We did not start this.’

‘We will finish it. Raven will die.’

‘How did you find us?’

The Familiar chuckled. ‘You know already. Your allegiance is your weakness.’

‘Aeb,’ he said, and the Familiar smiled, its fangs revealed, slicked in blood. Its tongue licked out. ‘Why do you want to kill us?’

The Familiar coughed. It was fading quickly and its voice was weaker now. ‘You would stop us. Take what we need . . . Not allowed.’ It was struggling for words. ‘There will be more.’

The Unknown watched the fury in its eyes dim as its heart failed. ‘You will not beat us.’

‘We hold the power.’ Its head fell to the side and it breathed its last.

The Unknown stood and looked at The Raven, Darrick, Denser and Aeb all with wounds. Aeb’s looked bad. Denser had blood running from his face and Erienne was seeing to him while Ilkar moved his hands slowly over Aeb’s burned back. The elf’s hands were shaking.

‘Are you all right, Ilkar?’

He nodded through his concentration but didn’t look round. ‘I’m just tired. I don’t like losing spells suddenly. It drags at the reserves. I’ll be all right.’

‘We’ve got to get on. We need to find secure rest and we have to get into Xetesk tomorrow night. Something tells me we’ve run out of time.’

From the corner of his eye, he saw Ilkar nod.
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Yron waited and waited. He threw the windows of his chambers wide to let in the fresh air, he paced the room, he ate from the fruit bowl on a side table, he plunged his head into the cold water of his wash bowl. He played word games in his mind, he fenced against the full-length mirror, polished his already gleaming axe and holster. Anything to focus his mind, sober up and stay awake.

He waited while the college quietened and the last of the revellers staggered to their chambers. He waited while the servants cleaned the banqueting chamber, cleaned the table and mopped the floors. He waited until the deepest depths of the night. And only then did he slip from his room, rough travel cloak covering his new clothes, cleaned leather and glittering axe holster, and into Erys’s room.

The mage was lost to sleep, flat on his back and snoring gently. A smile played on his face and his arms were flung wide across the luxurious bed. Yron placed one hand over Erys’s mouth and shook him hard awake. The mage’s eyes flew open and his hands scrabbled at Yron’s in sudden panic, only relaxing when he saw the captain’s smile. Yron removed his hand.

‘Don’t worry. Just me,’ he whispered. ‘Get up.’

‘What the hell is going on?’ Erys hissed. ‘It’s the middle of the bloody night!’

‘I’ll explain while you dress. We’ve got to do something. Now.’

Erys frowned and passed a hand over his head, breathing out heavily. ‘Is this your idea of a hilarious joke?’

‘No,’ said Yron sharply, dragging the covers from Erys. ‘Now get up. And you’d better be able to cast.’

‘I’ll see what I can do. Never tried it after so much wine.’ He sighed and heaved himself from the bed, heading for the wash bowl. He poured a jug of water over his head. ‘So what’s it all about, Captain?’

Yron told him, and by the time he had dressed Erys looked both awake and stone cold sober.

‘You are with me, aren’t you?’ asked Yron as he walked to Erys’s door.

‘I can’t be a party to genocide, unwitting or not,’ said Erys.

‘I thought not. Now, Dystran will have taken the thumb to his chambers.’

‘You’d better hope not. Have you any idea how many Protectors guard him up there?’ Erys jerked a thumb upwards.

‘Don’t worry about it,’ said Yron.

‘Don’t worry about it? Are you crazy? It only takes one, unless you’ve got an even better axe arm than I think you have.’

‘Just show me the way.’

Erys closed his eyes for a heartbeat and led the way from his chambers into the silence of the Tower. The two men walked back past the banqueting and audience chambers, down the darkened corridors that made up the wide base of the Tower and back towards the main doors.

Before they got there, Erys directed them down a left turn, through a curtained entrance and around another sharp bend and into a small oval chamber. The walls were lined with benches and hung with portraits of Lords of the Mount long dead. Directly ahead of them, in front of an intricately carved heavy wooden door, stood a pair of Protectors, silent and unmoving.

‘You’d better be right about this,’ said Erys.

‘Have faith, boy,’ said Yron.

He walked forward, feeling none of the confidence he hoped he was exuding, and stood before the Protectors. For one hideous moment he felt their hostile eyes sizing him up and thought he’d got it all horribly wrong.

‘You will not harm him,’ said one, and the pair turned away, their backs forming a passage to the now unguarded door.

Yron turned the handle and opened the door inwards, its travel silent on oiled hinges. He beckoned the open-mouthed Erys on and began to climb the spiral stair in front of him. It was carved from a pillar of marble and set on the western side of the Tower’s central shaft. Above, six levels ending in Dystran’s private chambers. Below, entrance to the catacombs and labs and the passages that criss-crossed under the college.

‘How did you organise that?’ said Erys.

‘I didn’t,’ said Yron. ‘I’ll explain later.’

Taking every step gently, his boots ghosting the surface, Yron climbed, refusing to let himself think about where he was or what he was doing. His heart thudded in his chest, his palms were damp and his breathing was shallow and rushed. His limbs were shaking and his muscles felt weak. He forced himself to go on, one step at a time.

They passed level after level. At each one, a Protector stood on a tapestry-hung landing in front of a door to a set of offices, personal audience chambers or guest rooms. Each masked man stood silent, watching them pass and making no move to interfere.

‘This is suicide,’ whispered Erys.

‘And if we don’t, it’s genocide,’ said Yron, pleased at his clever response.

Finally, they stood at Dystran’s door and it all came home to him. He, Captain Yron, was about to enter the most private chambers of the Lord of the Mount of Xetesk, Balaia’s single most powerful man, and steal a prized treasure. He shuddered the length of his body as the pair of Protectors moved a pace aside to allow him entry.

‘Just the thumb,’ he whispered. ‘Nothing else.’

Centre stage of the big open room was Dystran’s curtained bed. To the left, a screened-off washing area, to the right, wardrobe and dressing areas, and at the foot of the bed, the prize. Yron saw it immediately and held out an arm.

‘Stay there,’ he said, voice barely audible. ‘Keep the door open.’

Erys nodded and Yron stepped delicately into the room, his boots soundless on the thick rugs that covered the stone floor. On a table flanked by tall candle stands, on a silk-covered dish, rested the thumb of Yniss.

Sweat ran into Yron’s eyes and he wiped it away, smearing his palm against his cloak. He leaned over the table and reached out a quivering hand. He swallowed hard and picked up the fragment, finding its touch cool and comfortable. He took in a grateful breath and slipped it into his pocket. He turned to smile at Erys but the look on the mage’s face froze him where he stood.

He was looking to Yron’s right. The captain twisted his head as far as he could and peered out of the corner of his eye. The curtains around the bed were moving. A long slender leg appeared, followed by the rest of a naked woman. For two glorious paces, she moved directly towards the screened-off area and then, as if feeling their eyes upon her, she stopped and turned gracefully towards them.

‘Oh shit,’ breathed Yron, and he moved, fast.

She was going to scream. Reflexively, she covered herself with her hands and arms, drew in breath and opened her mouth wide. Yron’s punch took her square on the jaw and she staggered back, falling dazed to thump against the floor, head bouncing on the rugs. She yelped once and lay still.

A groggy voice sounded from inside the curtains and they moved again. Dystran’s head appeared. He took in the woman sprawled on the ground and Yron standing over her and very close to him.

‘Oh, no,’ said Yron.

‘What the fu—’

Yron’s fist swung again, swiping into the side of Dystran’s head. The Lord of the Mount grunted and sprawled but remained conscious.

‘Erys, get in here. He needs to sleep very deeply.’

Dystran dragged the curtains aside.

‘Guards!’ he barked, before Yron got a hand over his mouth.

Erys was casting as he came, Protectors only a couple of paces behind him. A touch from the mage and Dystran stopped struggling and slumped. Yron laid him down gently and faced the two masked warriors, both of whom had axes ready.

‘He’s not hurt. Just sleeping. Please.’

‘Your time is short,’ said one. ‘Run.’

‘See me go,’ said Yron. ‘Erys.’

Yron sprinted from the chamber, Erys a beat behind him, and clattered down the stairs.

‘Erys, which way at the base?’

‘Dystran’ll have a pulse out. The college will be waking,’ said Erys.

‘Don’t tell me how bad it is; tell me how we get out.’

‘Straight through the front of the Tower and head right to the long rooms. Let’s go for the west gate.’

Yron nodded. It made sense. They could lose themselves in the artisans’ quarter of the city more easily than anywhere else. He leaped the last step, slid by the Protectors in the oval room and kept on going, rounding the bend, tearing the curtain aside and racing towards the front door of the Tower.

As he headed across the marble entrance hall to the door, it opened and a pair of mages strode in. Yron ran straight at them while they dithered, shouldering one aside hard, sending him crashing into a wall. There was a crack behind him as Erys straight-armed the other.

They burst into the night, seeing torches and lanterns waving all over the college grounds as their holders ran towards the Tower. Going right, they raced round the base of the Tower, Erys dragging Yron right again and down the side of the first long room. Erys now leading, they turned behind a lecture theatre, along the side of the refectory and into the press of narrow passageways around the barracks and stables. Beneath a stone stairway to a hayloft, they stopped to catch their breath.

All around them, sounds of pursuit echoed in the dark. Harsh voices organised search parties and doors banged open near them, feet clattering down stairs and across cobbles.

‘No one’s going to open a gate for us,’ said Yron. ‘Any ideas?’

‘The postern door by the west gate,’ said Erys, breathing hard. ‘It’s small enough. I can focus a ForceCone, probably crack it.’

‘Probably?’

‘Definitely,’ said Erys. ‘It may not burst but a kick should finish it.’

‘You’d better be right,’ said Yron.

‘Your turn to trust me.’

Yron waited while Erys gathered himself and formed the shape of a ForceCone in his mind. His eyes moved under closed lids, his hands teasing at the mana Yron would never see. The captain was in awe of mages; they were blessed with a vision he couldn’t imagine and an ability at which he could only guess. Erys opened his eyes.

‘Let’s go,’ he said, voice elsewhere as he concentrated hard.

Yron led off, pacing evenly down the passage, keeping himself hidden in deep shadow. Twenty yards ahead, a team of soldiers ran across their path. Yron slowed further, approaching the crossway. Beyond it a short run and then the open space by the west gate. It might be full of men and mages. There was only one way to find out. He listened at the crossway. All was quiet in the immediate surroundings. Offering a short prayer, he hurried across the space, Erys behind him. His ears strained for the shout that would tell them they had been seen but he heard nothing.

He began to hope. Dangerous, he knew, but he did it anyway. At the end of the passage he could see flickering lights and hear more voices. He crept up to the corner; the walls to left and right were the mana bowl and the infirmary. Three paces from the end and a figure strode into the passage, tall and masked. Yron’s heart sank and he drew his sword.

‘Keep behind me, Erys,’ he said.

The Protector marched towards them, axe and sword ready. He stopped in front of Yron, looked at him briefly, and walked on.

‘Now or never,’ said Erys over Yron’s relief.

The postern gate was a forty-yard run directly across the marshalling area for the Xeteskian cavalry. Only a few soldiers were there and all were moving to join the search.

‘When you start, keep running, Captain. I have to stop to cast then I’ll be right behind you.’

Yron nodded. He didn’t want to leave Erys but there was no choice. ‘Don’t get caught,’ he said. ‘Ready? Let’s go.’

The two men sprinted into the yard and had covered ten yards before the shouts went up. Left and right, soldiers ran in to cut them off. Yron pushed harder. Crossbow bolts skipped off the ground at his feet. He heard Erys slide to a stop.

‘Good luck,’ he breathed and, giving Erys clear sight of the door, ran on.

The air was full of torchlight and shouts for him to stop. Behind him, he heard Erys’s command word, felt the shadow of the spell rush past him and saw the postern gate buckle outwards, hearing timbers creak and snap. He glanced over his shoulder, saw the mage surge to his feet and chase after him.

Left and right, his former colleagues closed in, yelling warnings, urging him to give himself up. Fresher and mostly younger, they were gaining fast, and he knew if he stopped at the gate he’d be caught. Already feeling the pain he was about to experience, he ate up the last few yards and shoulder-charged the spell-weakened iron-bound oak gate.

As he struck he didn’t think it would give, but, with the crack of splitting timber, the gate gave way and he sprawled out into the streets of Xetesk. His shoulder shrieked in pain as he dragged himself to his feet, sparing a glance back inside.

‘Come on, Erys!’ he shouted.

The mage was running hard, head down, legs and arms pumping. Framed in the gate arch he seemed so close to freedom. But from the side, a soldier rushed in, swung his sword and caught Erys a glancing blow across the shoulder. Yron saw the blood spray and Erys tumble heavily onto the cobbles before an arrow whipping past his head brought him back to himself and he tore off into the maze of roads, alleys and passages that made up Xetesk’s artisans’ quarter, cursing all the way.

 


Merke and her Tai were deep inside Xetesk. They and seven other TaiGethen cells were scouting the city at night, looking for information, looking for weaknesses but above all looking for a way into the Dark College itself. For all the Xeteskian soldiers and mages marching to battle the other colleges, the walls, the Protectors and their watchers, the TaiGethen had pierced the city defences easily enough, scaling the walls in four places and scattering into the night.

Three cells were combing residential areas, two were around the markets and three studied the college itself, including Auum’s. But for once he had not chosen the right place. From where Merke, Inell and Vaart were hidden, overlooking one of the gates of the college, they had seen an extraordinary sight.

Right before them, a side gate had buckled. Heartbeats later, a man had crashed through, rolling over, dragging himself to his feet and running from the college, heading down an alley not twenty yards from them. They waited for the pursuit and it duly came: men with swords and the masked Protectors, splitting into groups of three, four and five, scattering into the blank shadows of the warehouses and stinking foundries. Some ran straight past them, others took the alley their quarry had used.

Merke looked at her Tai. Vaart shrugged.

‘The one running is more likely an ally than an enemy.’

‘It’ll do as a reason for now,’ said Merke.

The Tai moved, ghosts over the ground, unslinging bows, un-snapping jaqrui pouches and scabbard covers. Merke was ahead, Inell and Vaart left and right, emerging from the alley where they’d watched it all unfold, across the front of a warehouse and down its far side.

The blank walls of its neighbour were no more than fifteen feet away, sheer sides rising up better than thirty feet to angled tiled roofs. They hemmed in the TaiGethen like no rainforest ever could, the smells of city life mixing with the drab buildings to produce a place Merke couldn’t believe any sane man would want to live. But live here they did. And die.

Merke whispered over the ground, sword and jaqrui ready, bows flanking her. Ahead, she could make out the figures of four men hurrying down the alley. They turned left and disappeared. She heard calls and shouts and upped her pace, rounding the corner. It led to a dead end and a man trapped against a high stone wall.

He was facing the quartet like a warrior, upright, with his axe ready as they approached him, two of them in masks, one weaponless, the other with a crossbow. They were speaking to him and he was shaking his head.

‘Left and right,’ she whispered.

Arrows flew, punching through the necks of the masked men, who fell without a sound. Her jaqrui wailed away, its keening sound setting roosting birds to flight. The weaponless man, a mage, turned in time to see it flash into the bridge of his nose. He screamed and fell.

Taking his chance, the hunted man leaped forward, one arm hanging limp, the other holding his axe effectively enough. Panicked, the crossbowman fired, taking him in the thigh, but he came on, blade smashing into the man’s face around his mouth, splitting the base of his skull and sending him crashing against a wall to slide dead to the ground.

He ignored the corpse and sized up the Tai, Merke a little confused at his reaction. There seemed to be no relief that he had been saved, only a sort of weary resignation. He stooped, wiped his blade clean and resheathed the weapon in a gaudy impractical-looking holster and held out his hands in a gesture of peace.

Merke walked forward, her Tai with bows ready and tensed.

‘Please,’ he said in serviceable elvish. ‘I have what you need. Let me help you.’

‘Then we will take it from you,’ said Merke. ‘Give me the thumb. No stranger should carry a shard of Yniss. You cannot help us.’

The man nodded and dug in a pocket, producing the statue fragment. Beside her, Vaart and Inell dropped to their knees in prayer. The stranger held out the piece reverently. Merke took it, kissed it and offered prayers that it had been returned.

‘It is ours once more,’ she said. ‘Harmony will be restored.’

She turned and gestured her Tai to rise, catching Vaart’s eye. He nodded minutely and she looked back over her shoulder.

‘You are hunted here,’ she said to the man.

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I am . . .’ He struggled for the word. ‘Unpopular.’

Merke smiled briefly. ‘You have done us a great service. We will take you out of here.’

‘Thank you,’ he said.

She shrugged. ‘Auum will want to know why. Follow. Do not tire. We will not wait.’
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‘My Lord, please calm down,’ said Ranyl.

‘I can’t think of a single reason why.’ Dystran nursed his cheek, feeling the tender bruising that covered it for the most part.

‘He will be found,’ said Ranyl. ‘But you have other matters to attend to urgently.’

‘Excuse me, dear friend,’ said Dystran, ‘but I do not. In case it escaped your attention, that bastard marched right into my bedroom and all the while my Protectors, whom I mistakenly assumed had no option but to protect me, were staring at their boots.’

‘My Lord, it isn’t—’

‘I could have been killed!’ Dystran heaved himself from his chair by the study fire, walked past the nervously fidgeting Ranyl and went to the windows to look out at dawn breaking over Xetesk. ‘Gods burning, I know Lords of the Mount have been assassinated in the past but never in the central Tower bedroom. That is not the sort of history I was planning on making.’

‘My Lord, you were in no danger of death,’ said Ranyl.

‘Oh, I am so relieved. Just a beating, then,’ said Dystran, turning back into the room. ‘And how did you come by that knowledge? The Protectors tell you?’

Ranyl nodded. ‘We are undertaking a thorough investigation.’

‘Hold on. Are you telling me that Xeteskian Protectors were complicit in the theft?’ Dystran frowned. ‘Is that possible? How did Yron gain such influence?’

‘Not Yron. He was merely the beneficiary of arrangements made for others.’

‘Then who . . . ?’ But he knew. He bloody knew. And Ranyl’s nod merely confirmed it for him. ‘The Raven. Is there something else you want to tell me about last night’s events?’

‘Our strike team was unsuccessful.’

Dystran shook his head slowly and kneaded his forehead. He was still slightly muddled from the spell Erys had cast but it was clearing fast.

‘Please entertain me with the details.’

‘As you know, my Lord, you yourself only authorised three Familiars, six mages and twelve swordsmen due to the war situation we find ourselves in. We have heard nothing from them. Word from the Soul Tank is that The Raven killed them all.’

‘Dear Gods, I am defended by incompetents and cretins. It was the middle of the night. They should all have been asleep bar a guard.’

Ranyl made an apologetic gesture. ‘The Raven are an exceptional group of people.’

‘I just don’t understand it,’ said Dystran, feeling the rage build inside him. ‘I do not understand it! I am supposed to be the most powerful man in Balaia yet some bunch of ageing mercenaries thirty miles away is managing to screw up all my plans. They turn Protectors into pussycats at will and it’s probably them that sent the elves in to snatch Yron from under our noses. This is a bloody walled city. How the fuck did they get in and out so easily? How is all this possible? Please tell me, Ranyl. I’d be really interested to know.’

Dystran watched for Ranyl’s reaction. He’d suffered these outbursts before and like the previous times his calm was commendable.

‘We will have answers to all your questions in due course. However, I think you will find that the elves are acting quite independently. And remember, we have the Aryn Hiil and a wealth of Al-Drechar research. Your original plans are still achievable.’

‘That makes me feel so much better,’ said Dystran caustically. ‘And how many years do we have to keep Dordover and the elven nation from our gates until we’re ready to use our new knowledge, eh? Let me tell you what’s going to happen. We are going to find Yron and the statue fragment and both are to be brought back to me undamaged. Commit as many men as you can without compromising our city defence and our main battle fronts. That is all that matters.’

‘And The Raven and Aeb?’

‘Use them. Track them and you’ll track the thumb; we know it’s what they’re after. As for Aeb, we’ll take him back when the time is right, but for now he’s more useful where he is. Now then, these more pressing matters?’

‘The war outside our gates, which has taken a turn for the worse,’ said Ranyl.

‘Oh yes, how could I forget?’

Dystran closed his eyes and listened.

 


The Raven woke to a misty, dew-heavy morning. Having left their last camp in the middle of the night to find a safer spot, sleep had been in short supply. They had eventually decided to rest with their backs to a low crag overlooking a sweeping hillside above a wooded valley. The mages had laid alarm and trap wards a hundred and fifty yards away on the open ground and, with Denser, Darrick and particularly Aeb needing healing spells, mana stamina was low.

The prevailing mood had not been improved by Thraun and Ren’s lack of success on the pre-dawn hunt, making breakfast a thin stew of root vegetables cooked over the fire they’d only dared light as dawn edged the sky.

More than all that, their plans had been rendered useless by the news Aeb had heard from the Soul Tank.

‘And what did they say, exactly?’ asked Denser.

‘My brothers did not impede Captain Yron or the mage, Erys. Captain Yron escaped the college. Erys was killed.’

‘So where is he? Yron, I mean.’ Hirad took a spoonful of the stew and grimaced.

‘He was chased,’ said Aeb. ‘He escaped but he had help. Two of my brothers were killed. We believe the TaiGethen have him.’

‘Well, that’s excellent,’ said Hirad. ‘Just make sure they don’t leave without us because of what Erienne has to do. Why are you looking like that, Unknown?’

‘There are other issues this raises,’ he replied. ‘Ilkar, can you commune with your Al-Arynaar contact? Make sure we link up.’

‘I can. Just don’t ask me to cast anything else today.’

‘I’ll do my best,’ said The Unknown. ‘Aeb, tell me about the college reaction.’

Aeb was standing near the fire. He had been lent a white undershirt by The Unknown. It covered the burned skin on his back but looked incongruous. Protectors only ever wore black.

They are searching for him,’ said Aeb. ‘Mages, soldiers and Protectors all left the college before dawn when the city sweep was complete.’

‘That isn’t what I was asking.’

Aeb’s stare signalled he knew that. ‘There is suspicion. The brothers of Dystran’s personal guard are under investigation. There could be difficulties.’

‘For you?’

‘My name has been mentioned.’

‘Then we have to get to Dystran,’ said Hirad. ‘Stop him recalling Aeb and invoking punishment.’

‘No,’ said the Protector. ‘There is no time.’

‘Aeb, the implications for you . . .’ Denser trailed off.

‘Master Denser, I acted by choice. So did my brothers who looked away. It is a freedom we had almost forgotten. What comes after is understood. Delay will kill more elves.’ He indicated Ilkar, deep in concentration, and Ren, who sat stroking his hair.

There was a moment’s silence before Hirad spoke. ‘That’s a Raven speaking.’

‘Nothing is certain,’ said Aeb.

‘Don’t hide the risk you’re taking,’ said The Unknown. ‘Styliann is long dead and the current Lord of the Mount is clearly capable of any atrocity. But whatever happens I’m going to make it my business to see your sacrifice, if it comes to that, is the last.’

‘It’ll be The Raven’s business,’ said Hirad. ‘Anyway, those researchers could have brought back key information. About releasing the Protectors, I mean.’

‘You can’t really think that’s likely,’ said Denser. ‘I mean, look about you. There’s a war on. Think he’s interested in releasing his most potent warrior force? Think it’s even on his mind that he promised to send the Kaan home?’

‘That’ll have to wait.’ It was Ilkar, propping himself up on his elbows, his expression one of deep concern. ‘She’s gone. My contact. She’s just not there.’

‘Dead?’

Ilkar nodded. ‘Gods falling, Hirad, this is terrifying. Every moment that passes, more die. We’ve got to stop it.’

‘We’ll do it, Ilks,’ said Hirad. ‘I swear. We’ll have to ride to find Rebraal. It’s the only choice we’ve got, isn’t it?’

‘Where are the Al-Arynaar based?’ asked Darrick.

‘South-east of Xetesk,’ said Ilkar. ‘We’ll have to ride across the lines to get to them.’

‘Well, no time like now,’ said Hirad, getting up and tipping the rest of his stew onto the fire. ‘At least I can avoid eating that dung disguised as vegetables.’

Beside The Unknown, Aeb had already strapped his weapons over his back and was donning the riding cloak Darrick had given him.

‘All right to ride?’ asked the big warrior.

‘Yes,’ said Aeb. ‘Fighting will be sore but not impossible.’

The Unknown nodded. ‘Thank you, Aeb. For everything.’

‘It is my calling to protect,’ he said simply. ‘Saving Ilkar and Ren protects you.’

‘Look!’ said Thraun suddenly.

The Unknown turned. The shapechanger, his sharp eyes focussed east, was pointing into the distance. Though the mist still clung to the bottom of the valley, further off it had burned away to a beautiful clear sunlit morning. Far away, where they knew Xetesk to be, they could see the faint lights of hundreds of spells in the sky. A pall of smoke was rising and they could imagine all too easily the suffering beneath.

The assault on the Dark College had begun.

 


The ease with which the TaiGethen and he escaped Xetesk would have worried the old Yron. They simply scaled the western walls of the city and dropped into open ground, hurrying away under the shroud of night. Once clear of immediate pursuit, Merke had stopped to attend to his crossbow wound, removing the bolt, applying a dried herb pack and tying it down with a tough bandage. It served to ease the pain of the puncture in the muscle at the front of his thigh but didn’t do a great deal to staunch the blood as he trotted along behind the Tai cell.

They were heading south-east as dawn touched the sky, looking to clear the college lines before joining up with the rest of the elven army. Yron had very mixed feelings about it all. While he was glad to have returned the thumb to its rightful owners, it was abundantly clear that neither Merke nor her largely silent companions had any idea who he was. This Auum, whoever he turned out to be, might have a much better idea. And if that was so, he could look forward to nothing but death, which by turn he felt he deserved and was equally sure he didn’t. Funny old world.

Moving across open ground and making for one of the few surviving forest areas five miles south of Xetesk, they were seen by a group of twenty riders galloping across the tufted muddy plain crossed by a lattice of narrow streams. The horsemen had been heading north but turned when they saw the TaiGethen, moving to intercept. Immediately, the Tai unslung bows.

‘Leave it to me,’ said Yron. ‘They could be friends.’

‘They could be Xeteskians,’ said Merke evenly.

‘They don’t have the look,’ said Yron.

‘We will be ready.’

‘I don’t doubt it.’

Yron faced the riders, the elves standing behind him in a loose group, bows pointing to the ground. The horsemen came to an orderly halt, one man trotting a little further forward. He took in Yron and the elven trio. Their faces were still covered in deep brown and green paint, having had no chance to clean them under prayer.

‘Hunting?’ said the rider abruptly.

‘Escaping,’ said Yron, knowing immediately they were not Xeteskians. ‘Xetesk is an unpleasant place.’

‘We are in accord there,’ said the rider. He was a black-haired man, youngish, with heavy brows and a hard face. Yron didn’t like him. ‘Tell me your purpose.’

‘It isn’t my way to state my business to total strangers,’ said Yron. ‘Perhaps you’d like to tell me who I am addressing.’

‘My name is Devun and these are men from the army of the righteous. We are the vanguard of thousands.’

Yron cursed under his breath. Black Wings. Not promising.

‘Pleased to make your acquaintance, Devun. Now I would ask you to move aside and let us continue. My friends and I have pressing matters away from your battles with the colleges.’

‘Not so fast, one of only four,’ said Devun, and there was threat in his voice and posture. ‘The only innocents fleeing the colleges now are refugees, hungry from seasons of deprivation. None of you have that look.’

He was looking past Yron again at the TaiGethen.

‘And these are neither refugees nor college representatives,’ said Yron, and he walked a little closer to Devun. ‘My friend, you are among those who hate Xetesk with the same passion as you do. Let’s not cause trouble here. These elves are not used to people standing in their way. It makes them nervous.’

‘Well, since we are friends, there is no harm in you telling me both your name and your business.’

Devun had no interest in letting them go. Yron could see his posturing impressing those with whom he rode. But there was no harm in the truth; it might just do the trick. He drew himself tall, ignoring the blood running down his leg and the dull ache of the wound.

‘I am Captain Yron, late of the Xeteskian college guard, now on the run for desertion and treachery. These are members of the TaiGethen from Calaius. Take me if you must but don’t get in their way. You’ll live to regret it. Or rather, you won’t.’ He spread his arms. ‘Your move.’

Devun didn’t even pause to think. ‘Commander Selik will want to talk to you all.’ He signalled to his men. ‘Hold them.’

Yron sighed and ducked to the ground, rolling over and out of immediate trouble. Riders heeled their horses, moving to surround them, others began to slide from their mounts, drawing swords. The TaiGethen exploded into action.

All three elven bows drew and released, knocking three men from their saddles. The cell split. Merke threw a jaqrui ahead of her, drawing her sword, running and leaping in a blur of movement. She caught a rider feet-first in the stomach, knocking him from his horse to hang by one stirrup. She landed smartly, rose and slashed out his throat. More jaqrui wailed, more men died.

Vaart was surrounded by four. He feinted and ducked a straight blow, punching his sword clean through the eye of his attacker and following him as he went down, rolling over the corpse and dragging his blade clear. The other three came at him. He lashed a kick out front, winding one, caught a blow on his sword from another and swayed away from a reckless swing.

He rolled right, coming up and stabbing into the thigh of the nearest man, whose sword lashed out and caught him a glancing blow on his left shoulder, biting deep before swinging clear. Vaart rolled again with the blow, fending off the two who still came at him. He stood, drop-kicked one in the windpipe, a killing twist of his foot as he landed atop the Black Wing. He spun on his heel, hurled a jaqrui into the face of the man with the thigh wound but the last was just quick enough to bury his sword in Vaart’s chest. The elf died silently.

Yron pushed himself to his feet, running to Merke’s aid. To his left, Inell was backing away from three bowmen, eyeing up which to take first, the bodies of two in front of his dripping blade. Yron ignored him, drawing his axe and thrashing it into the back of a man attempting to flank the cell leader. At the same time, Merke thrust her sword up into the belly of a swordsman still on his horse, spun and almost tore Yron’s throat out, just pulling her blow. She nodded and half turned but then stumbled forward, falling into Yron and bringing him down, an arrow deep in her back, puncturing her heart.

Yron fell flat, winded, his head thrown back, his gaze passing across Inell, two arrows in his chest, punching flat-palmed into the nose of the man who stood over him, driving bone into his brain. The man fell twitching to the ground, Inell following him, a blade driven through his lower back.

On top of him, Merke moved, her hand pressing on one of his. He opened it and the thumb was pushed into his palm.

‘You know what to do,’ she said, drawing a final ragged bubbling breath.

Rough hands pulled Yron from beneath her body, he making a play at struggling in order to slip the fragment into his pocket. His axe was taken from him and cast aside. Devun was in front of him, looking open-mouthed at the scene of carnage. More than a dozen men lay dead or dying.

‘I told you,’ said Yron thickly.

Devun swung round, his fist connecting with Yron’s front teeth.

He felt them give and pain flared in his head as blood started to flow from his mouth and down his throat. He spat to clear his breathing.

‘Don’t you say another word, Xeteskian. The only reason you’re still alive is that Selik will not thank me for killing you before he’s interrogated you.’

‘I’m already looking forward to it.’

‘But I’m damned if I’m going to listen to your filthy college tongue all the way to Understone.’

He nodded. Yron felt a sharp blow to the base of his skull. It didn’t hurt for long.




Chapter 44

 


 


 


 


The Raven rode hard throughout the day, aware that Aeb’s injuries and the lack of casting power of all three mages made them vulnerable. Denser would be sporting new scars on his face and neck from the Familiar’s attack but was otherwise not physically damaged. Ilkar had drained himself completely through healing, shielding and Communion, while Erienne was struggling with her concentration as the Al-Drechar fed her power from the One magic and asked her to cope with its increasing ferocity.

All the way across the south of Xetesk, Dordovan forces had pulled out, leaving Xetesk’s search for Yron and the TaiGethen cell unmolested. Their threat had forced The Raven further south than they had anticipated and, towards the south-west, they saw the disturbing sight of clouds of dust hanging in the air, the unmistakeable sign of an army on the march.

The smart money was on the Black Wings but it wasn’t something they could worry about unduly as they sought the allied college lines and information on the whereabouts of the elves and, most particularly, Rebraal and Auum.

They pushed their horses as far as they dared, hearing the battle very clearly long before they got close enough to begin identifying the forces engaged in heavy fighting to the south-east of the city. From their initial positions on the borders of the Xeteskian mage lands, Hirad estimated the Dordovan and Lysternan forces had driven in over thirty miles and were encountering Xeteskian resistance some five miles from the walls.

The Raven encountered several perimeter patrols, mainly Lysternan cavalry. These meetings gained them crucial information but the rumour mill would start too and its outcome was not necessarily positive. Although The Raven were a sight most allied forces could only dream of seeing, one of their number was the former commander of Lystern’s army and wanted for desertion. Another was a Protector.

There were two hours of light left when The Raven rode into the forward camp of Lystern and Dordover’s joint command. They were only a mile behind the battle lines, on a rise that gave a good view of the whole front. The Unknown and Darrick led The Raven to an observation point and they looked down on the extraordinary spectacle of college warfare.

The fighting was concentrated in an arc around a quarter of a mile across though other fronts were evidenced by smoke and light further to the east and north-east.

Below The Raven, the main allied force pressed a sword and spear attack. Behind both lines, ranks of archers fired at each other and the knots of offensive and defensive mages, while the flanks were protected by pikemen and the more mobile cavalry.

Izack was here, so they were told, directing battle and rotating his cavalry to keep them as fresh as he could. They harried the flanks of the Xeteskians, engaged their cavalry, feinted charges deep behind the enemy and rode hard in defence of any weakening areas of their own line.

The roar of battle was deafening, even from here. The desultory thud of spells punctuated the yell of orders, the cries of panic and pain, the whinnies of horses and the constant clash of metal.

Reinforcements ran in from both sides, groups of fighters moving under questionable mage protection. Shields flared under the bombardment; those that cracked leaving their charges helpless to the merciless mana power. And older men, women and youths were everywhere - supplying arrows, water and food where they could and carrying the injured and dying from the battlefield.

All around The Raven the air smelled of blood, sweat and fire. HotRain sluiced out of the sky over the support and reinforcements, ForceCones smashed out, DeathHail sliced away at groups of cavalry. Across the lines, ruptured earth and heaved stone were the residue of EarthHammers.

The Unknown turned to Darrick. ‘How do you see it?’ he shouted over the din.

‘Xetesk can’t outflank.’ Darrick pointed away west. ‘They must be fully committed on all fronts. We need to get down there onto the field. Speak to Izack.’

‘Got a couple of ideas for him?’

Darrick nodded, smiling, and The Unknown could see him yearning to be there in the midst of the confusion, a snorting horse under him, blood-slick sword in hand.

‘We’ll also get the best intelligence on the elven positions.’

‘I don’t see any Protectors here,’ mentioned The Unknown.

‘No, interesting, isn’t it?’

‘Raven!’ The Unknown turned. ‘We are leaving.’

The big warrior led them back to their horses, the animals tethered in a group fifty yards from the observation point. They looked tired and forlorn, eyeing their riders with weary resignation.

‘Hirad, Thraun, flank positions,’ said The Unknown as they mounted, the noise of battle diminishing just enough for normal speech. ‘Mages, inside the arc, and if you have enough for a SpellShield, now’s the time. Darrick, centre with me. Ren, Aeb, you’ve got the rear.’

The Raven kicked away, drawing cheers from some they passed. The Unknown took them quickly down the slope and into the maelstrom. Among the fighting, the untutored eye saw nothing but a storm of blood, mud, men and steel. Immediately to their left, a pair burst from the mass, Xeteskian tumbling over Dordovan in the mud, punches flying, each man desperate to get a blade round for a killing blow. But the Xeteskian was lost in the midst of the enemy. He was hauled up by Dordovan hands, stabbed half a dozen times and dropped face down.

Far out on the right flank, The Unknown saw a man who had trained under the best. Izack was leading a charge into a confused area of fighting. Xeteskian spells had crashed through one too many SpellShields and allied reinforcements had died before they reached the line. Archer support was weak and it was all the remaining mages could do to shield those who still stood.

As the Lysternan cavalry galloped in, Izack’s booming voice could be heard across the battlefield. Foot soldiers pushed away and disengaged, giving the horsemen maximum space to move through.

‘Tight!’ roared Izack. ‘Tight!’

The cavalry kept close form, dodging their own men as best they could, angling in steeply to avoid the worst of pike and spear to thump into the Xeteskian lines, driving men back, trampling those who failed to react, using their swords to fend off and scatter.

Behind them, the allies regrouped as arrows peppered the momentarily disordered Xeteskians. Izack’s cavalry withdrew and both sides ran in again, marshalled by the calls of field captains and lieutenants. Izack was now clear, cantering past the next section of Lysternan horsemen who took orders, wheeled and rode hard on a flanking manoeuvre.

The Unknown led The Raven across the back of the fighting line, cloaks flowing, arrows falling around them but bouncing off the HardShield lattice covering much of the allied rear.

‘Izack!’ bellowed Darrick as they approached.

The cavalry commander hauled his horse around, his face splitting into a broad smile in recognition of the voice of his erstwhile general. He leaned out of his saddle and clasped hands with Darrick. The Raven stopped and surrounded him, well out of spell and missile range.

‘Dear Gods, General, it lightens my heart to see you!’

‘And I you, though I’d wished for kinder circumstances.’

Izack nodded, glancing quickly over The Raven, his eyes never straying too far from the battle.

‘What brings you here?’ he asked. ‘I’d heard The Raven were near. Blackthorne told us as much but I thought you’d be headed back south again by now.’

‘So did we,’ agreed Darrick. ‘But we need to find the elves. We believe one of the TaiGethen cells has recovered something vital to them.’

‘I’ve heard nothing,’ said Izack. ‘The elves are all fighting further east. They’re with a Dordovan force trying to reach Xetesk’s east gate. They’re incredible fighters, so they say. The painted ones particularly.’

‘You’d better believe it,’ said The Unknown. ‘One to one as good as Protectors, in my opinion.’

‘And in Xetesk’s too,’ said Izack. ‘The Protectors are heavily committed against them.’

‘Are you in contact?’ asked Darrick.

‘Only by riders. Can’t spare mages for Communion.’

Darrick nodded. ‘We have to get to them. How’s the land in between?’

‘Safe enough,’ said Izack. ‘Don’t stray too far west, Xeteskian cavalry is moving out there.’ He smiled. ‘Go on, tell me what I’m doing wrong.’

‘Nothing,’ said Darrick. ‘But weight your left. Keep cavalry out there. We’ve seen an army on the march north. Don’t get caught.’

‘Know about it already,’ said Izack. ‘Black Wings. They’re here to attack Xetesk, I think. They might even help us.’

‘Not by choice,’ said The Unknown. ‘Don’t underestimate them.’

‘One other thing,’ said Darrick. ‘Their cavalry commander here isn’t confident. He sees things too late. Next time you see a breach, you might try riding through it, but take half of your men with you.’

The two Lysternans shook hands again.

‘You know I’m supposed to arrest you,’ said Izack. ‘Pity I didn’t recognise you.’

‘Another day,’ said Darrick. ‘I’ll come back, answer for my actions.’

‘Raven!’ Hirad took up his reins. ‘Raven with me!’

Taking The Unknown’s place at the head of the arc, he galloped away towards the east gate of Xetesk.

 


The dusk was deepening when The Raven finally rode into the allies’ forward camp on the eastern battle front. With the coming of night fighting had ceased, and the echoing memories of the battle clashed with the enforced calm of the aftermath.

The Raven had been forced to move slowly. Their horses’ exhaustion, marauding bands of Xeteskian cavalry and the deep suspicion of Dordovan patrols had all made for a circuitous and difficult passage. But a sympathetic finger had pointed them the way to the mess tents and the elven encampment. And although they drew glances that ranged from awe to open hostility, they had eaten and their horses were picketed, rubbed down and fed.

With Ilkar leading, they walked into the quiet of the elven camp. Most were already asleep, stretched out under the cloudy sky, but those still awake displayed the signs of people who had experienced their first day on the battlefield: shock, deep weariness, disbelief.

Hirad sympathised. They would have feared for their lives every heartbeat, and finished the day bruised, deafened, exhausted and guilty that they lived when their friends had died. And worse was to come. It would have to be faced all over again as dawn broke, but with every muscle screaming for rest and the risks as great, if not greater. But for these elves, there was also the fact that they would never have seen such a mass of humanity in one place all trying to kill each other. Never mind their willingness to fight and die for their cause and never mind their skill and mental strength. Nothing prepared you for that first day of mass battle. Nothing.

They found Rebraal and Auum together, cuts bathed and bound, sitting cross-legged near a fire discussing the day gone and the day to come. As The Raven approached, Ilkar ushering tired elves out of the way to let them sit to talk, Auum looked up, his distaste undisguised and eyeing Hirad with what amounted to contempt. The Unknown put a calming hand on Hirad’s shoulder and sat him next to Ilkar, who Rebraal had been plainly happy to see.

The conversation began, Ilkar translating the elven words.

‘So what brings you here, little brother? We thought you were in the city by now.’

Ilkar chuckled. ‘You know perfectly well why we’re here and not in Xetesk. The TaiGethen have recovered the Yniss fragment and we’re here to join you. Erienne has to travel with you to aid the binding, and where Erienne goes, The Raven go.’

That got Auum’s attention. His head snapped up and Hirad could see his eyes spearing Ilkar.

‘Wrong,’ he said. ‘We are going back in tonight to attempt entry into the college itself.’

‘I don’t understand,’ said Ilkar.

‘What is there not to understand?’ said Rebraal. ‘We don’t have it. And patently neither do you despite your grand words about The Raven’s skill. Why else do you think we’re still here?’

‘Aeb was in contact with the Soul Tank the day before we were due to raid the college. You remember I explained Protectors to you.’

‘And we fought them all day for very little gain,’ said Rebraal. There was a murmur around the fire.

‘Not surprising, really,’ said Ilkar. ‘The point is, two souls departing the Tank reported they had been killed by TaiGethen who took Yron, the man who holds the thumb.’

‘Which Tai?’ demanded Ilkar.

‘I don’t know. How could I?’

‘Where was this incident?’ Auum was sitting bolt upright now, an expression of anxiety across his face, his hands gripping his thighs.

‘Just outside the west gate of the college, right by the artisans’ quarter,’ said Ilkar.

Rebraal and Auum shared a glance. ‘Merke,’ said the TaiGethen. He looked back to Ilkar. ‘They have not reported back here. You are sure about this?’

Ilkar nodded. ‘Absolutely. Protectors are unable to lie.’

‘Then the Xeteskians must have retaken them,’ said Rebraal.

‘Not possible,’ said Ilkar. ‘Aeb would know. They escaped the city early this morning.’

‘They have not returned,’ said Auum.

Ilkar sighed. ‘I don’t believe it,’ he said, turning to The Unknown. ‘We’ve lost it again. Somewhere between here and the college. The Gods only know where it is.’

‘Well, we’ll have to search,’ said the big warrior. ‘Find out where this Tai went in and work back from there.’

Ilkar posed the question and didn’t like the answer.

‘South-west corner,’ he relayed. ‘Right where the Black Wings are advancing.’

‘Any chance they ran into a patrol?’ asked Hirad.

‘It would have to be a big one to stop a TaiGethen cell,’ said Ren.

‘How good is this Yron?’ asked Rebraal, dropping back into elvish to speak to Auum.

The TaiGethen snorted, getting his meaning. ‘Not good enough.’

‘It doesn’t matter anyway, he wanted to find them. It was Yron who stole the thumb from the college. The point is, they must be holed up somewhere, trapped maybe,’ said Ilkar. ‘Look, this is what we know. Merke’s cell got out of the city with Yron and now Xetesk will be looking for them and they have a head start. But coming at them from the south is an army of farmers driven on by Black Wing witch hunters. They are caught in the middle of it somewhere and we have to get them out fast.’

‘We will sweep from here to the coast,’ said Auum. ‘We will see everything. But first we have to rest. We’ll leave before dawn.’

‘You can’t do that,’ said Ilkar. ‘You can’t abandon this front entirely. Xetesk will know straight away what you’re doing.’

‘Then perhaps these Dordovans we fought for can return us the favour,’ said Rebraal. ‘Or perhaps you and your Raven. After all, what have you done so far?’

‘Got you here,’ said Ilkar. ‘And created the conditions for Yron to take the thumb and escape the college. And that’s just for starters.’

‘You have some great and better idea, do you?’ said Auum, his voice dismissive.

‘Yes, I do,’ said Ilkar. ‘What you’re suggesting is too slow and Xetesk will be able to track you all the way because the land is too open. All it’ll lead to is more mass conflict with Xetesk and Black Wings and you’ll get no nearer the prize. Do it The Raven’s way. Trust me, it’ll work.’

‘What do you have in mind?’ Rebraal looked at Ilkar hard. ‘We’re dropping like flies here. We need speed. We’re losing more to the Sorrow than to the Protectors.’

‘Just be ready to leave when we come for you. You and Auum’s Tai. And a ClawBound pair if you can get a message to one. Get some rest.’

‘What do you have that we have not?’ sneered Auum.

‘Horses, men who know the land and mages that can fly,’ said Ilkar shortly. ‘Any of those skills of yours?’

‘Ilkar—’

‘No, Rebraal, he has to hear this,’ said Ilkar, standing and looking down at Auum, who looked ready to strike, his face grey and angry in the firelight. ‘The Raven are doing this for me and for you. For all the elves. We’re doing it because it is right and, believe me, there are other things we could be doing. Like saving our own land from destruction for a start.

‘But we’re doing this first because The Raven would do anything for me. That’s what being one of us is all about and it is something you, Auum, should understand. So get your head out of the trees, respect those that deserve it and join in. Because we are your best hope of recovering the thumb. Believe it.’

‘Your confidence in your ability is remarkable,’ said Auum.

Ilkar leant in very close. ‘That is because we are the best. So watch and learn. This is our land.’

He stalked away, The Raven getting up and following him. Hirad spared Auum an ingratiating smile and a wink. ‘Told you, eh?’ he said, having not understood a word.

‘Feel better for that, did you?’ said Ren.

‘Needed saying,’ said Ilkar. He turned and grinned at Hirad. ‘You’d have been proud of me.’

‘So what did you say, exactly?’ asked Hirad.

Ilkar told him as they wandered back into the Dordovan area and kicked a dying and abandoned fire into new life.

 


‘And what exactly is your plan?’ Darrick poked at the new flame.

‘None of the Al-Arynaar have learned ShadowWings. It’s a pointless spell in the rainforest. We can all do it and that means we can scout a wide area very quickly. Look, I’m not talking about overflying Xeteskian or Black Wing positions, but there’s a mass of open ground on the route they’d have taken trying to get back here. We’ll find them, I can feel it. And if we leave a few hours before dawn, we can be beyond Izack’s lines before sunrise and practically on top of where Yron and Merke’s Tai came out.’

‘Then you’d better sleep,’ said The Unknown. ‘All of you. And if there’s anything you can do to boost your stamina, use it. Because if I’m not mistaken, none of you could cast wings big enough to lift a mouse right now.’

There was no argument but Darrick wasn’t satisfied.

‘Ren, can I borrow you to translate for me?’

‘Sure,’ she said. ‘What?’

‘Well, whatever we say, the elves are going to disengage and Ilkar is right about how the Xeteskians will react. So Ren and I are going to have a little meeting with Auum, Rebraal and the Dordovan command where I will explain how to conduct a phased withdrawal. Because if they don’t do it right and get enough Dordovans in to fill the hole, Izack will have a new army to fight and I’m not having my people left exposed like that.’

‘Ever the general,’ said Hirad.

Darrick shook his head. ‘No, Hirad. Just feeling guilty.’
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While he’d been unconscious, they’d blindfolded him and tied him across his saddle. He came to his senses at some point during the ride that followed, a ride that he thought would never end. They took him off his horse when they stopped for the night but didn’t untie his hands, remove his blindfold or feed him. And they wouldn’t speak to him, just gave him infrequent mouthfuls of stale water.

The crossbow wound in his thigh was excruciating. Periodically, he could feel the blood flow down his leg but he ignored it, such was his general discomfort and the racking jolts into his stomach which came with every stride of the fast-moving horse. He was certain he was being caused probably fatal internal damage and the blood he coughed into his mouth periodically was all the evidence he needed. It left him glad they’d starved him. He’d only have vomited anything solid up anyway.

When at last they stopped, after the dull thud of hooves had become an echo off buildings and he’d heard the sound of many voices, of hammering and harsh laughter, and he was pulled from his horse to lie flat on hard mud, he knew he’d travelled his last. Wherever they’d brought him to. Whatever town or village they were in, the Black Wings were in control and he wasn’t going to be leaving.

All that kept him alive was the elven salvation he had in a pocket. And even that was taken from him when he was marched somewhere quiet that smelled of old ale, with timbered floors and a high ceiling. After the search that revealed so little, he was forced into a chair, his arms were untied and the blindfold pulled roughly over his head.

He didn’t know what to do first so he tried to do it all. He blinked to get some focus into his gluey eyes, tried to move his arms and massage life back into his hands and fingers and felt at the wound that thudded with every weary beat of his heart. It all became confused so he stopped, took a breath and decided looking at his situation was the best start.

He forced one arm up to his face despite the protestations of his shoulder and elbow and used the stiffened fingers of the hand to gouge at his eyes. Slowly, painfully, he brought the room into bleary reality. He was sitting on a straight-backed chair across a table from a man. The man was flanked by two others. On the table were tankards, a jug and a plate of bread and dried meat. The look of the food repulsed him, his stomach turning over and sending renewed nausea swimming through his body.

He was in an inn - the shape, smell and remnants of a bar told him that - but it was an inn that had not seen custom for a long time. Heavy drapes covered window holes and he could now make out sounds from the outside. They were to his left and he got the impression he was as far into the building as he could get.

Focussing on the man’s face in front of him in the dim light, it seemed distorted. One of his eyes was white and his mouth was downturned but just on one side. He had never met the man before but knew exactly who it was.

‘Selik,’ he said through a mouthful of old blood.

‘Captain Yron, Xeteskian soldier,’ replied Selik, his voice a little slurred as if he was drunk. ‘Quite a mess you made of my valuable patrol, so I’m led to believe.’

Yron managed a dry chuckle though he had never felt less like laughing. ‘I tried to warn them.’

Selik raised a hand. ‘Well, we’ll get on to all that later. First, I’m sure you could do with water. I’d offer you wine but I’m afraid this place ran dry a long time ago.’

‘Where are we?’

Selik poured him a tankard of water and he gulped at it, feeling its chill freshness revitalise his throat. He spat on the ground.

‘A place of legends,’ said Selik. ‘Hard to believe I know, but so much that has shaped us happened here in years gone by. And is doing so again. I’m surprised you don’t recognise it even from this small sample. I’d have entertained you in my office but the compound is being used for drilling men and it’s all very noisy at the moment. Much more peace here.’

Yron had a better look round, took in the empty room scattered with broken wood and the dark of night through the door at the far end. There was only one place he knew as dead as this but still standing. He’d drunk here once.

‘Understone.’

‘Very good,’ said Selik. ‘I see the ride hasn’t jellied your brain though I see from your colour the same cannot be said of your gut. Shame. The bread is fresh.’

Yron was tired. He wanted to sleep or die. Either would have done. But he could see that Selik wanted to toy with him. Well, he didn’t want to play.

‘What do you want, Selik? I’ve just about lost everything except my life and I’m none too keen on that, so don’t go threatening death to get your answers. Giving me back to Xetesk holds much more fear.’

‘Hmmm.’ Selik tore off a corner of bread and fed it into the right side of his mouth, chewing carefully. ‘Yes, that was one of the things I wanted you to help me with. That and a few details about the layout of your beloved college. And, more out of curiosity than anything else, why you’re carrying bits of carved marble in your pocket.’ Selik indicated the thumb which lay on the table next to Yron’s empty holster.

‘Is that all?’

‘For now.’

‘Where do you want me to start?’

‘How cooperative.’

‘You haven’t heard me answer yet, boy.’

‘Just before we get on, I think I should make it clear that the only people who could ever call me “boy” were my parents. You will address me as “Selik”, or “Captain”.’

Yron scoffed. ‘Selik it is, then. You’re certainly no captain. That’s a term reserved for soldiers of rank, not self-styled peacocks like you.’

Selik smiled thinly, ignoring the barb. Yron wasn’t sure if he was pleased at that or not. He didn’t want to endure more pain unnecessarily but he had to know how far he could push.

‘I should make a couple of other things clear. You are going to die here. And I will get my information. It is merely a question of how easy you want to make your last hours.’

Selik sipped his water, looking at Yron over the rim for a reaction. Yron made sure he saw nothing but calm acceptance.

‘I think your men have already helped me along that path,’ said Yron, feeling his gut. ‘Ask.’

‘I’m intrigued,’ said Selik, ‘why a Xeteskian soldier should be found running from his college in the company of elves and not as their prisoner. I have heard of these elves in the past days. Are they not fighting against Xetesk?’

‘Xetesk has committed a great crime - unwittingly at first but now with full knowledge - and it has to be righted. The college would not do it so I took it upon myself. You stopped me. Us.’

‘I am sorry,’ said Selik. ‘Fortunately, I am the right man to talk to about righting college crimes.’

Yron managed a smile. ‘You have no conception of the scale of what you have done by stopping me.’

‘Perhaps you’d care to enlighten me.’

Yron shifted, wondering what he should say.

‘How much do you want to damage Xetesk’s ambitions?’

Selik frowned. ‘There is not enough time in a day to explain. Why?’

‘And how much do you want to live?’

‘There’s much more work to be done,’ evaded Selik. ‘And I do hope there’s a reason for these questions.’

‘Well, you have the tools to do both and neither right here,’ said Yron.

Selik cleared his throat. ‘The ice is thin beneath your feet, Captain. ’

‘Oh really? I thought it had already cracked and you were merely holding me above the drop.’

Selik waved a hand impatiently. ‘What is this?’ He turned the thumb over in his hands.

‘I had no idea you were interested in archaeology.’

Selik sighed. ‘I can make this very painful for you,’ he said without looking up. ‘But I had hoped it wouldn’t be necessary.’

It was Selik’s casual attitude that told Yron the Black Wing would torture the information from him. And if he was going to die, it might as well be on his terms. He was not afraid to die. Nor was he afraid of pain but he’d wanted to resist Selik and had tested his narrow limits. But as he sat there, aware of his own unpleasant smell mixing with the stale sweat and ale of the room and those around him, he asked himself what it was he was so desperate to keep from Selik.

And he couldn’t think of a single thing. He relaxed.

‘I’d talk easier over a hot drink,’ he said.

Selik shrugged and nodded at one of his men.

‘And for me too.’

‘Thank you,’ said Yron.

‘Now, Captain,’ said Selik. ‘Time for you to begin.’

‘Well, Selik, the summary is this. What you have in your hand there is part of the thumb from the statue of Yniss that stands in the Aryndeneth temple on Calaius. Its separation from the statue has unleashed a plague which threatens to wipe out the entire elven nation. I was taking it back. You must do the same. If you do you’ll gain a very powerful ally. If you don’t they’ll kill you. All of you.’ He leaned back. ‘I can see you don’t believe me but I assure you it’s true, if a little difficult to grasp that something so small could cause something so awful. So, ask me what you want and I’ll tell you all I can.’

Selik asked and Yron told him. Everything.

 


Barely rested but driven by a desperate need, The Raven rode from their forward camp in the dead of night, allowing their horses to pick careful routes through the tussocks of grass, moss-covered rocks and bracken thickets of their route back to the south-west side of Xetesk. During their rest, another dozen Al-Arynaar had succumbed to the Elfsorrow, as had three TaiGethen, one of them Marack, who had already seen the rest of her Tai cell die. To her it had been a release from grief.

A Communion between Dordovan and Lysternan mages eased their passage between the two battle fronts and on towards the no-man’s-land to the south and west, which was still nominally controlled by Xetesk but under pressure from the Black Wing force camped a few miles south.

The Raven, with their quartet of elven guests clinging unhappily to the saddles of their cantering horses, had made good progress through the latter half of the night, and as dawn brightened the sky, the three mages took to the air.

The decision had been made to cover the ground in a wide arc and track back along the most likely route Merke’s cell would have taken on leaving Xetesk. There was some risk attached to the tactic as Xeteskian mage-defender trios were out looking for the same quarry. Ilkar was the southernmost, Denser nearest to the walls of Xetesk but a good four miles distant, with Erienne in between them, slightly ahead of both and with a brief to look as much into the sky ahead as at the ground below her.

They flew a mile ahead of The Raven, who split as necessary to check knots of trees, heavy bushes and areas of taller bracken. With the horses going at little more than a trot, Auum and his Tai had taken the chance to dismount and track. But for hour after hour there was no sign.

From where he flew some fifty feet from the ground, Denser could see the plains south of Xetesk stretched out before him. Several miles ahead - it was difficult to guess exactly how many - he could see the smoke from dozens of fires and the off-white of tent canvas that must be the Black Wing camp.

It was large and within half a day’s march of the walls of Xetesk but Denser still didn’t feel they presented a threat. With no magic in their ranks they were terribly vulnerable to spell attack, and that was what would pour from the city walls should they approach too close. No doubt the Black Wings had already been scouted from ground and air and Xetesk was happy they could be contained. All that would worry them would be the drain on their mage resources.

Xetesk itself was wreathed in a heavy mist. It was a still morning and the mist wouldn’t lift too quickly. Behind them the battle had already been renewed, while ahead the Black Wings seemed in no particular hurry. Of the Xeteskian hunters, there was currently no sign.

He cruised over a dozen hues of green empty but for birds, a rabbit warren and a wandering fox on the trail of prey. Over pockets of mist in dips and shallow valleys. Nothing. Glancing behind, he saw the rest of The Raven trailing them and the specks that had to be the TaiGethen a little further in advance, tracing a cross pattern as they studied the ground.

A sudden rattle of wings and the harsh calls of birds as they took flight caught Denser’s attention. Away to his right, crows and seagulls rose out of a misty hollow on the plain, spooked by something. Probably that fox. Denser watched as the crows flew back down in ones and twos while the seagulls circled, waiting their chance. Curious, Denser drifted across and closer to the ground, the birds around him paying little heed, their attention focussed on whatever carrion lay hidden by the mist.

He overflew the area, hearing the irritated bark of a fox or wild dog and a scuffling on the ground as he approached. Just a few feet above the ground and what lay beneath the calf-deep mist revealed itself. A glint of metal, hair waving in the wind, a broken bow standing half proud from the ground, an empty face with dead eyes pecked out.

Denser landed. This close, the mist was thin enough to see through. He checked the bodies quickly, saw Black Wing tattoos on the necks of every dead man and found the bodies of three elves. Auum was not going to be happy. Of Yron, though, there was no sign, but here is where the hunt would truly start.

He took off again, signalled The Raven and waited, hovering above the corpses, seeing his friends galloping and flying towards him, the TaiGethen sprinting at remarkable speed. With them all nearing, he landed again and dismissed the wings, anxious to maintain as much stamina as he could. He stepped away from the scene and let the experts come in to assess what had gone on. Thraun, Ren and the TaiGethen examined the bodies and the area around them, occasionally kneeling to check a print in the grass or standing to talk and point.

Quickly, with Ren translating, there was consensus.

‘The Black Wing riders came in from the south. Twenty, judging by the density of prints and the tracks we’ve found,’ said Ren. ‘Can’t tell why a fight started but the TaiGethen caused mayhem when you consider where the Black Wing bodies have fallen. The survivors rode off back the way they came. We have to presume they took Yron with them. None of these dead have the thumb.’

‘Well let’s pray he still has it. How long ago did this happen?’ asked The Unknown.

‘A day, day and a half at the most. The Tai can track them.’

Denser looked at the TaiGethen and Rebraal. They had moved their dead from the mist and laid them out beneath the warming sun. Auum was crouched at their heads, leading his Tai in prayer. The Raven fell silent out of respect, heads bowed as the mist gradually cleared, Auum’s low voice in their ears, his tone reverential.

When he had finished his prayer, he touched each one of the elves on the forehead and stood up. His face was expressionless but his eyes betrayed his anger. He motioned to his Tai and they trotted away, following the trail left by the Black Wings.

‘Well, aren’t they going to bury them or something?’ asked Hirad.

‘No,’ replied Rebraal. ‘Nature will consume them.’

‘I just want everyone to know now that if I die I don’t want to be consumed,’ said Hirad. ‘Burned or buried, all right?’

The Unknown clapped his hands together. ‘All right, Raven, let’s get moving, I—’ He broke off. ‘Ilkar, are you all right?’

Denser beat them to the Julatsan, who was on all fours, coughing violently at the ground and drawing in great heaving agonised breaths.

‘Ilkar?’ he said, crouching beside him. ‘Something wrong?’

Ilkar turned his head. His face was grey with pain, his eyes sunken and dull like he hadn’t slept for days. ‘Yes, something’s wrong.’ His mouth was covered in blood and where he had been coughing the grass was stained red.

‘Relax,’ said Denser. ‘It’ll pass. Probably something you ate last night.’ But Denser’s heart was quailing. He could sense the others standing around them, no one able to utter a word.

Ilkar took them all in and managed a sad smile. ‘No, it won’t, Denser. You know that. We all do.’

Denser sat back on his haunches, feeling true helplessness sweep over him as it must be sweeping over them all. He could hear Ren begin to cry and saw her rush to Ilkar’s other side and cradle his head against her chest. He looked around at them. The Raven. Strong people. But this was surely beyond any of their capacities.

Hirad was staring at Ilkar. Denser could see the barbarian’s chest moving with his measured breathing and saw the refusal to believe in his eyes. When he spoke, his voice was husky, barely in control.

‘Aeb, Ilkar will ride with you. There’s been a change of plan.’
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The Raven followed Hirad because they trusted him, because they would not let him do what he planned alone and because, if by some miracle they were to save Ilkar, there really was no other choice.

They reined in briefly by the TaiGethen. Auum looked up from the trail, took in Aeb holding Ilkar before him in the saddle, and for the first time Hirad saw a gentle emotion in his eyes. He nodded to Hirad in sympathy and looked questioningly at Rebraal.

‘Tell him this,’ said Hirad. ‘Tell him that we don’t have time for him to follow a trail. Tell him we have to know right now if those bastards have taken Yron and where. Tell him he’s welcome to come with us if he can keep up but our friend is dying and it’s become personal now.’

And soon they were all galloping west. The TaiGethen’s natural sense of balance just about made up for their lack of skill in the saddle but still none of them was able to hold the reins alone and all clutched saddle pommels as their horses sped along beneath them.

Hirad spared them a glance, glad that they were with him. His head was full of rage and a sense of injustice he hadn’t felt since Sirendor Larn had died under an assassin’s poisoned knife in the time before Denser cast Dawnthief.

He was furious at the Black Wings for stopping and killing the TaiGethen. He was furious at Yron for stealing the thumb and condemning so many elves, and maybe Ilkar, to death. But mostly he was furious with Xetesk for what it had so casually brought about. Revenge for that would come later. Right now he cared about one thing only.

They tore towards the Black Wing camp, Hirad not knowing what he’d do when they got there but sure he’d think of something. With people coming and going from the camp on foot and horseback, and with the slackness inherent in a non-military organisation, The Raven rode right up to its edge before being so much as challenged.

Arriving at the mass of tents, weapon stands, wagons and fires, The Raven reined in. Three men walked towards them calling others as they came. Hirad slid from his horse and strode towards the three, seeing them falter as they recognised him and those behind.

‘Aeb, stay with Ilkar,’ he heard The Unknown saying. ‘Denser, we need a HardShield. Erienne, ForceCone - something to hurt them, not kill them. Remember who most of these people are. Form up, Raven. Let’s keep close.’

Hirad knew he’d be protected so he carried on, not even bothering to draw his sword. He focussed on the guard in the centre. He was no soldier. A trader by the look of him. Soft hands. He had no stomach for trouble. The barbarian grabbed him under the chin.

‘Where’s Selik?’ he demanded.

Another of the men grabbed at his arm. Hirad turned his head.

‘Take your hand away or lose it.’

‘HardShield up,’ he heard Denser say.

The Raven closed in around him and the hand on his arm was gone, gripped and crushed by The Unknown.

‘You heard him. Now get back.’

The man whimpered in pain. Hirad turned back to his charge, seeing people running in from all sides.

‘Speak. Selik. Where is he?’

‘I don’t know,’ stammered the former trader. ‘Not here.’

‘Gods burning.’ Hirad thrust the man away from him. ‘Get me a Black Wing.’ He raised his voice. ‘Any of you got the tattoo? Show yourself.’

By now quite a crowd had gathered. Not too close but there were hundreds of them. Hirad knew they were on dangerous ground but guessed none of them would want to make the first move. Someone shouldered his way through the crowd, a confident man with a bushy beard and grey-flecked hair. He walked into the space between the crowd and The Raven, taking them in and looking behind to where Aeb sat with Ilkar.

‘I am Edman,’ he said. ‘Your mages can consider themselves under arrest as can the monstrosity on the horse there. The rest of you are complicit in supporting magic. I suggest you lower your weapons.’

Hirad waited for him to get to the point of no return before pacing out to meet him. But instead of facing him, he stepped in, grabbed Edman’s lapel and swept his feet from under him, landing on top of him in the dirt. All around there was a concerted move forward but The Raven were in front of him in moments, the TaiGethen ready with bows to the sides.

‘You’ve got about a heartbeat to live,’ said Hirad. ‘Some of your men took a Xeteskian soldier to the east of here. Got into trouble with some rather handy elves like the ones standing with us. Know anything about that?’

Edman struggled uselessly beneath him. Hirad fetched out a dagger and held it to his throat.

‘I’m not going to ask you again,’ said Hirad.

‘You’re way too late,’ said Edman, forcing a smile onto his lips.

‘They took him to Understone. He’ll be dead by now. The cleansing is coming, Raven man, and you will be washed away like all the rest.’

‘Not by you though,’ said Hirad. He snapped the dagger into Edman’s throat, holding the thrashing soldier there while his blood pumped into the soil.

‘You shouldn’t have done that, Hirad,’ said The Unknown.

‘Just wait till we get to Understone,’ he said.

He stood and picked up Edman by the front of his armour, dragging him through The Raven line and dumping his body in front of the swelling crowd, which fell silent.

‘Anyone tries to stop us leaving, it’s the same for them,’ he said. ‘Gods, what are you doing here? You’re sensible people with your heads turned. You’re farmers, bakers, merchants. Husbands and fathers. Why don’t you just go home?’

‘Because we don’t have homes,’ said one. ‘Magic took them away.’

‘So build them again,’ said Hirad. ‘Why are you wasting your time here?’

He swung round and faced The Raven. An arrow whipped in, bouncing from the Shield. The answering shaft from Auum took the archer through the chest. There was a murmur in the crowd.

‘I’m disappointed,’ said Hirad, turning to face them once again, his voice loud enough to carry over their heads. ‘We have no fight with you, just your Black Wing friends. You all know you could overwhelm us if you wanted to but how many of you are going to die first, eh?’ He pointed at people in the crowd. ‘It’ll certainly be you. And you.’ He shrugged and tapped his head. ‘Just think about it. And think of the hundreds waiting for you on the walls of Xetesk.’

Slowly The Raven backed away to their horses, Denser keeping the Shield up, the TaiGethen and Ren with their bows trained on the crowd. Hirad had been right. None of them had been in a hurry to die. But as he spurred his horse away towards Understone, he wondered how many of them would waste their lives at the walls of Xetesk, helpless under a barrage of magic.

 


They rode until exhaustion and The Unknown forced them to stop and rest. Ilkar had recovered during the ride, and although weak was no longer in any pain and took food with them around their fire. Denser had set alarm wards around the campsite and Aeb had chosen to patrol, declining both food and rest.

Hirad couldn’t take his eyes off Ilkar. He was tired to the bone but could barely sit still and his mind was buzzing. Sleep would be a long time coming. They would all be feeling the same.

‘How’re you feeling, Ilks?’ asked Hirad.

‘Since you last asked me just now, nothing has changed. I feel all right. I ache and I’m dying, but apart from that no problem.’

Ren pulled him closer and he rested his head on her shoulder.

‘You might be dying but you won’t if we get the thumb back to the temple,’ said Hirad. ‘Right?’

‘Hirad, even if we had the thumb now, it’s eight days to Blackthorne, another seven across the ocean and another three upriver. As far as we know, this thing runs its course in as little as four days.’ Ilkar’s eyes were glistening in the firelight. ‘You work it out.’

‘Let me worry about that. You just fight it. Don’t give in.’

Hirad felt an arm around his shoulders. It was Erienne. She squeezed and he felt better for it.

‘My dear old friend, there are some things even you can’t sort out,’ said Ilkar.

‘But this isn’t one of them,’ said Hirad. ‘If you don’t stop believing, we can save you.’

‘Hirad—’

‘I don’t want to hear it. You aren’t dying on me and that’s final.’

He was aware his hands were shaking. Erienne kissed his cheek.

‘Keep on telling him,’ she whispered into his ear.

He nodded.

‘So,’ said The Unknown. ‘Before we all turn in, what’s your plan for Understone? Would I be wrong in thinking it included a good deal of riding through the town laying about us with swords and spells until we find what we’re looking for?’

Hirad couldn’t stop the chuckle though the Gods knew he didn’t feel like laughing. ‘You forgot the bit about where I cut down Selik, but apart from that you’re not far from the mark. You have something better in mind?’

‘Well, actually, I do,’ said Darrick. ‘I know plenty about Understone, and with one small alteration and a slight detour, your plan might just work.’

Darrick sketched out his idea quickly and accurately. Later, as Hirad felt sleep steal his thoughts from him, he felt they might just pull it off. They had no idea how many there were in Understone or where exactly they’d be but they didn’t have to. After all, they weren’t rescuing anybody, just one object. And eventually they’d find it, no matter how many were killed in the process.

Hirad turned over, his saddle a pillow for his head, the ground soft beneath him and his cloak covering him against the night’s cool. Only Ilkar’s coughs and his occasional gasp of pain kept him from easy rest.

 


Auum and his Tai sat by the fire long after The Raven had taken to their rest. They sat in silence, listening to the sounds of sleep and those of the night around them. The Protector, Aeb, was ill at ease as he walked the perimeter, sometimes stopping for an extended period in one place, his body quite still but his lips moving soundlessly. The ClawBound pair padded in some time after midnight, the elf sitting with his back to a tree stump, the panther curling up at his feet.

‘The Al-Arynaar and TaiGethen should stay,’ said Auum. ‘We can return the fragment and the Raven mage will facilitate the binding. We still have sacred texts that must be reclaimed.’

Duele raised his eyebrows. ‘Confident in their ability, are you?’ he said, scepticism in his voice.

‘They are certainly . . . determined,’ conceded Auum. ‘And they care, that much became apparent today.’

Evunn nodded. ‘They move fast and are direct. We would have been a long way further back down the trail tonight.’

‘I am confident enough that we can succeed on our own with them. Moving the rest of the elves will bring trouble. Ilkar was right. We should stop the withdrawal.’ He turned to the ClawBound elf. ‘You are in contact range?’

A nod.

‘The elves must fight on. I have asked for this. I’d rather the Sorrow took them while they fought than uselessly on board ship. We will recapture the thumb. Will you relay these messages?’

Another nod.

‘Yniss will see us safe. He has given us these strangers to aid us,’ said Auum. ‘We should not be ungrateful.’

The light of the next dawn was still faint when the panther began to growl and roar, the alien sounds of ClawBound communication echoing over Balaia for the first time.

 


Ilkar felt every stride of his horse through his body as if the hooves were trampling over him. He’d demanded he ride on his own, determined not be an invalid. Against all odds, he’d had a fairly comfortable night and it was not until the panther had set up its unearthly resonant calls that the pain had gripped him again and all but taken the breath from him.

He still remembered Ren’s touch and he recalled her tears as they fell asleep. He was just thankful she was still free. But his own sudden falling had been a stark reminder that in the next breath it could be her turn.

The Raven rode hard or walked their horses at a march for the whole day, once stopping briefly for a meal. Their direction would take them close to but east of Understone on a route that would keep them hidden from the town, with Darrick assuring them that ideal cover and a base for their attack was only a mile or so the other side.

Ilkar hoped and prayed he was right. At times during the day the pain became all but unbearable but he refused to cast to dull it or ask them to slow to ease it. There was fire in his veins and venom in his muscles. His stomach felt like it was being eaten from the inside, there was a rattle every time he took a breath and his heart beat off-rhythm, palpitating, slowing and pounding such that he felt it would crash through his ribs. His eyes played tricks on him while his ears heard sounds that couldn’t be - his mother’s voice calming him, his tutor at Julatsa chiding him for laziness, the sound of the wind in the sails.

Through it all he kept upright in the saddle and replied in the affirmative when any of them asked, and they asked so often it almost made him laugh, whether he was all right. Stupid question and they all knew it.

It was past dusk when they stopped in a river valley into which rocks had tumbled in ancient times, creating a maze of streams and a patchwork of green and grey. Darrick had been right. It was ideal cover. The ClawBound loped in an hour or so later. Ilkar only dimly heard what Hirad and The Unknown said to the pair before they settled down to rest. By the time he had eaten, his ears roared with a sound like thunder and his body shook with cold although the night was mild and cloudy.

‘It’s just us now,’ Hirad said, more for the benefit of Ren and Darrick than the more seasoned members of The Raven. ‘We have to work closely, move as one and keep on moving whatever we come up against. We faced down an army yesterday. Tomorrow we go to fight not talk. We all know why.’

‘We’ll be moving just before dawn,’ said The Unknown. ‘Take the fight to them while they’re still dull with sleep. We can’t rely on Ilkar’s defence because we won’t know his condition one moment to the next but we’re all right because they won’t have spell attack. We’ll be fighting without the TaiGethen or the ClawBound pair. They will attack as they must, all we’ve agreed are start points. Don’t look to them. We’re The Raven; we don’t need anyone else. Not to defend, and not to help us.’ He watched them all for reaction. ‘Now, Aeb, you have something you need to say.’

The Protector was standing at the periphery of the fire.

‘You were wrong to bring me,’ he said. ‘The Act of Giving will soon be rescinded. It is just a matter of time.’

‘It was a risk we were all happy to take,’ said Denser.

‘Xetesk know we are here,’ he said. ‘They know what we seek.’

‘And when will they get here?’ asked Hirad.

‘Tomorrow. Morning.’

‘Then,’ said Thraun, surprising them with speech after another lengthy silence, ‘we had better be quick.’




Chapter 47

 


 


 


 


When The Raven camp stirred, a light drizzle was falling. Ilkar had not slept much and looked every inch the dying elf. It was awful to witness. Shivering, Erienne kissed Denser, rose to her feet and breathed in deep. She felt the cool air rush into her lungs, banishing the fog she always felt around the entity of the One at first waking and easing the thumping in her head.

The Al-Drechar hadn’t spoken to her since that night in Blackthorne Castle and she was glad of it. They had opened the door a little further to power from the One and allowed her the freedom to handle it as best she could. And she had responded, working on partitioning her mind a third way to deal with the new power she alone on Balaia possessed. Further than that they had not offered questions or advice, leaving her and The Raven to do what they did best. And today was going to be a severe test of their belief. She wondered whether she dared employ what she had learned.

Windmilling her arms to smooth out the knots in her muscles, she looked at them all preparing. In so many ways like so many other preparations. While they honed the edges of their swords The Unknown, Hirad, Aeb and Darrick talked quietly, refining tactics and attack order, with Thraun standing near, taking in everything. Next to Erienne, Denser sat cross-legged in meditation, focussing his mana and examining his stamina levels. Ever since the casting of Dawnthief, he had come to a new understanding of mana. It had made him an exceptionally efficient caster.

Even Ilkar went through his routine, walking in tight circles, testing shapes and speed. Erienne wasn’t sure if he was achieving anything in casting terms but it would keep his mind as far as possible from the dreadful fate towards which he marched.

Only Ren was apart from it. The bags under her eyes and the puffiness of her face told their own story and she was just sitting on the grass, her back to a rock, staring out into nowhere. Her gaze occasionally crossed them all and she would shake her head.

Erienne walked across and squatted down beside her. She had great respect for the quiet elven woman who had been such a source of strength to her in the long days that preceded Lyanna’s death; when her desperation had been as keen as her grief subsequently became. Now the tables needed to be turned.

‘Hey, anyone there?’

Ren’erei looked at her, a tear squeezing past her eye. ‘I don’t think so.’

‘Time to get ready,’ said Erienne. ‘Have you checked your bow and blade?’

‘Eh?’ Ren frowned. ‘Oh, yes.’

She waved her hand vaguely at her bow, which rested against the rock next to her.

‘I’m no expert, Ren, but I always thought bows needed a string to work.’

The elf crumbled and threw her arms around Erienne’s neck, buried her head in her shoulder and cried hard. Erienne held her, looking around at The Raven and gesturing them to stay away. Even Ilkar stared on, his face creased with a guilt he had no right to be feeling.

‘Sorry. I’m sorry,’ said Ren eventually, pulling away and wiping at her eyes.

‘It’s all right. You probably needed it.’

‘Seems like I’ve been needing it constantly just lately.’

‘I know, Ren, but you have to put it aside for now. String your bow and be ready to fight with us.’

The elf nodded and grabbed her weapon from its resting place. ‘I don’t know how you do it, any of you,’ she said, fishing in her sack for her leather-wrapped bow string. ‘He’s dying and there’s nothing we can do and yet you go on like nothing’s happened.’

‘Don’t ever talk that way,’ said Erienne sharply. ‘You have to believe. Ilkar’s not dead yet and if Hirad believes we can save him, we all believe it and you must too. We’ve been here before. We’ve seen our friends die, and the best way we can honour them, if that’s all it can be, is by doing the right thing. This time it’s reclaiming the Yniss fragment and saving as many other elves as we can without losing any more of our people.

‘That’s why we look so calm. It’s because if we thought for one moment we might fail and that Ilkar might die, we’d already have lost. And The Raven do not like to lose.’

‘So I’ve noticed,’ said Ren. ‘But you’re not even with him, talking to him. It could be the last chance you get.’

‘Fate decides that, Ren. And, who knows, he could survive the trip to Calaius. Until he dies, we believe we can save him.’

‘But—’

‘No buts, Ren. It’s as simple as that.’ Erienne pushed herself upright. ‘It’s the only way to think. Come on.’

She held out a hand and Ren accepted it and pulled. The two walked back to the centre of the camp.

‘We all ready?’ asked Hirad.

‘Yes,’ said Ren decisively.

‘Good, then let’s be on our way.’

The Raven walked out of the camp. Hirad put an arm around Ren’s shoulder.

‘It’s all right to feel like you do. We all do. But do it later. Right now, we have work to do and we need you.’

‘You do?’

Hirad shrugged. ‘Of course. You’re Raven.’

Behind them, Erienne smiled. Denser was beside her and they watched as Ilkar walked as easily as he could to Ren’s other side and laid his arm across her shoulders too. She responded, wrapping an arm around each of their waists.

‘A picture of the professional mercenary approaching battle,’ said Denser.

Erienne jabbed him. ‘Leave them be.’

‘How’s the body this morning, Ilks?’ asked Hirad.

‘Agony,’ said Ilkar. ‘But I’m walking.’

‘Good. Can’t spare anyone to carry you, anyway.’

‘Your sympathy overwhelms me.’

‘I do my best.’ Hirad looked across Ren to Ilkar, and Erienne could see his expression in profile, picked out in the vague pre-dawn light. It was desperate, still disbelieving. ‘Anyway, the pain won’t last for ever. It’s only twenty-odd days to the temple.’

Ren tensed but Ilkar laughed. ‘I’ll attempt to keep my insides from decomposing too much before we get there.’

‘Bloody right,’ said Hirad. ‘I’m not sharing a cabin with you if you smell.’

Their chuckles echoed a little loud.

‘Keep it down,’ said The Unknown.

It was only a mile to Understone.

 


Auum watched The Raven go, ambling away down the slope like they were out for an early-morning stroll. He heard their talk and laughter and shook his head.

‘Perhaps my assessment was premature,’ he said.

‘It’s their way,’ said Rebraal. ‘We pray to ease the tension and fear, they talk to keep their minds from it until the moment arrives.’

‘I will never understand strangers,’ said Auum.

The TaiGethen bowed their heads and prayed to Yniss to keep them strong for the fight to come. Auum murmured offerings to Tual while he painted Duele’s face, and when all three were ready they stood with the ClawBound.

‘Fight with us, Rebraal. You are our link to The Raven so keep close. This day we will start to right the crimes committed against us. This day I will hold the thumb of Yniss in my hand or I will be travelling to meet him to account for my failings in this life. This I swear.’

The TaiGethen jogged from the camp, heading for the eastern edge of Understone, Rebraal with them. The ClawBound, swift and sure, were just ahead. Auum felt no thrill, just a sense that Yniss might once again be prepared to look their way.

And the god would be looking down when the desecrators and thieves and those who thought to kill his people paid.

 


The Raven looked down on Understone. It was quiet. Along the single street the ramshackle buildings still stood: the inn, the grain store, the boarded-up traders’ offices, the whorehouses, a few homes. Elsewhere the ground was covered with tents and shelters, all dark and silent. There were over a hundred of them. The only life was in the stockade at the western end of the town. Fires burned around the rampart and lanterns shone from barracks windows. They could see figures walking the raised platform. After the end of the second Wesmen wars, the town had been rebuilt in the image of the old in the hope of renewed trade with the west and just as quickly abandoned again. Only the stockade had remained staffed.

‘That’ll be where Selik is,’ said Hirad.

‘All in good time,’ said Darrick. ‘We’ll do this in the right order and be the safer for it.’

They moved quietly now, heading for the first tents. Spread panic, Darrick had said. Target the tattoos. Let them make the moves and see who is prepared to fight. Not many, guessed Hirad, but time would tell.

Fifty yards from the tents and all was according to Darrick’s plan. The bulk of the Black Wings were looking after themselves in the stockade and the innocents, if you could truly call anyone that who had travelled here to fight with Selik, were unguarded in their tents. They didn’t understand conflict. Didn’t realise the vulnerability of masses of men to targeted magical attack. Why should they? They were tradesmen.

‘He’ll have paid mercenaries too,’ said The Unknown. ‘We’ll know them when we see them.’

‘Paid,’ mused Hirad. ‘An unfamiliar idea for us these days.’

‘Erienne, Denser, ready?’

The pair nodded, preparing, melding their constructs for wider effect.

‘A short sharp shower. When it’s down, we go and we don’t stop,’ said Darrick. ‘Is everyone clear?’

‘Ilks?’ asked Hirad.

‘My ears are on the side of my head not in my gut, Hirad. Yes, I hear and understand.’

‘Just checking.’

Hirad felt a touch on his back. ‘Thank you.’

Hirad readied himself, checked his hilt for loose binding again and angled the blade to see the edge. The drizzle had stopped and the cloud was shifting. It would be a bright dawn. A few birds began to call. From somewhere the bleating of a sheep carried over to them. It was tranquil. Just for a moment.

‘Casting,’ said Denser faintly.

HotRain filled the sky above the southernmost tents. For a while they watched it fall, tears of flame the size of thumbs. Thousands of them. People were going to die in terror. So be it. From the stockade the first shouts of alarm were raised. HotRain struck canvas and canvas burned. The screaming began.

‘Raven!’ yelled Hirad. ‘Raven with me!’

He ran towards the first tents, seeing movement bulging against the canvas. The HotRain shower was almost gone but it had done its job, deluging the acre of canvas in flame. Everywhere smoke was rising, fires agitated at rope and cover and the pitch of voices rose with every heartbeat.

He slashed at the guy ropes of the nearest tent and thumped his hilt against a shape inside, sending the victim sprawling.

‘Run!’ he shouted. ‘Run!’

A head emerged from a flap. Hirad smashed his fist into it and dragged the body out, his clothing smouldering. He pulled their faces close.

‘Run. Don’t look back. Take your friends.’

The man jabbered as Hirad dropped him, then he wiped blood from his mouth and took to his heels away out of Understone.

The Raven roared through the burning campsite. Aeb laying about him with his axe, smashing ridge poles, splitting skulls and kicking burning canvas into the air. Thraun was howling like the wolf he had once been and, like Hirad, was shouting at men to run and not look back. The Unknown and Darrick strode in behind, the mages at their backs, preparing again.

Utter mayhem descended. Swords slashed, burning men flailed uselessly, cries crescendoed and the choking smoke thickened. Hirad turned on a pair of men standing with swords ready; neither was fully dressed, neither a soldier. He sprang at them, hacking downwards as he landed, his blow striking the blade of one and jarring it from his hands.

‘What are you waiting for? Fight or run, I’m happy either way.’ He switched his grip three times, very fast. The men turned and ran to join those pouring into the main street and away. Most of them headed out of the town but a few went up towards the stockade in which activity must be starting in earnest.

‘Raven!’ called The Unknown. ‘Move on!’

The campsite was pitched next to the grain store. The Raven gathered by its rear doors, out of sight of the stockade, hauled them open and ran inside.

 


Auum saw the signal. The rain of fire from the sky. He sprinted into the town on the north side of the main street and headed for the second tent encampment. The elves would spread their fear in another way entirely. The ClawBound panther roared and leapt at the nearest tent, her bound-elf at her side, slicing through the bindings.

Auum and his Tai split. His blade carved open the side of a tent, revealing all those inside, five of them just coming to waking. Very slowly. Auum whipped his sword into the upturned face of one, stamped down on the head of the next and moved through the panicked tent, his blade flickering, his feet jabbing out. Taking a man through the eye, he leant in to the last survivor and used the word he had been taught.

‘Run!’

He peeled away. Screams filled the air around him. The panther had torn the throat from a stranger and by her, the bound-elf faced a man carrying a sword he had no idea how to use. He swung it but the elf simply stepped inside the blow and rained straight-fingered blows into his exposed neck, blood spraying over his face. The man dropped. The ClawBound moved on.

Auum tracked them through the camp. Duele emerged from a tent right, a survivor racing in the opposite direction. Evunn had split the stomach of a stranger stupid enough to face him and was moving on towards the main street. The panther darted around the camp, roaring at every turn, growling deep, teeth and claws lashing out, scraping rents in tent sides.

The sound of voices was a babble of fear. Auum smiled mirthlessly, watching the strangers run, many only part-clothed. Across the street, the other camp burned fiercely and through the tumult he could hear The Raven. Like causing a stampede of animals. The night, the fire, the smell of blood and the threat of steel. Too easy. But down on the street, up towards the end of the town where the stockade stood, it would be more difficult. Men were gathering.

It was time to move.
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Lanterns were alight in the grain store, which had become a dormitory for three dozen and more. The Raven hauled the doors back to see men in the act of scrambling to put on clothes and belt weapons. Sleep was muddling minds and the storm that came at them stoked their confusion.

‘Run or die!’

Hirad chased in, The Raven forming around him. The Unknown left, Darrick right.

‘HardShield up,’ said Denser.

Already some of their opponents were running for the opposite door but others faced them, one with the Black Wing tattoo. Hirad swung his sword right to left, clashing against an enemy blade, driving the man back. He rebalanced, jabbed forward - the blow turned aside - easily blocked the riposte then swept his blade up in a left to right diagonal, catching the man in the base of the gut. He fell back, entrails boiling from his stomach.

Next to Hirad The Unknown wasn’t wasting as much time. His first strike crushed the ribs of his opponent and he stepped forward across the falling corpse, deflecting a blow with his dagger and driving his sword into the exposed midriff of the next man. Simultaneously, Aeb delivered a massive flat-bladed axe blow, catapulting his enemy from his feet to crash into the man behind.

The survivors wavered but the Black Wing brought them on. He snapped out a command for order and came at Hirad. He whipped in a quick jab which Hirad blocked, followed up with high strikes to either side of Hirad’s head which the barbarian ducked and deflected respectively before being cut at the top of his sword arm. He swore.

The Black Wing smiled and came again but found Hirad had changed his sword to his left hand. The expected block came from the other side, forcing him round and off balance. Hirad seized the opening, backhanding his blade into the Black Wing’s lower spine. The man grunted and fell.

‘Not smiling now, eh?’ spat Hirad, and looked into the face of his next victim. The man was nervous. Hirad feinted to move and he sprang back like a frightened dog. ‘Had your chance.’

Hirad struck out, the defending sword knocked aside, the tip of his blade slicing through cheek, nose and forehead. The man wailed and staggered. Hirad finished him with a thrust through the chest. Everyone else had run.

‘Good work,’ said Darrick.

He hurried to the front entrance of the grain store and looked out, The Raven crowding behind him. Right, the scene was still chaotic; fires were burning fiercely, dozens of men running in every direction. They could see the TaiGethen moving towards the main street just by some boarded-up sheds.

To the left the picture was little different barring a group of swordsmen walking out of the stockade and moving up the street.

‘There you go,’ said Darrick. ‘Told you they’d show themselves.’

‘We’ll take the back route,’ said The Unknown. ‘Come at them from the side.’

Nearby, the panther growled and then padded past, frightened people scattering in front of it. Her partner was close by. The TaiGethen had made the road and had obviously seen the organised group.

‘Excellent,’ said Hirad. ‘Perfect decoy.’

The Raven ran the length of the grain store and back out into the lightening dawn. They moved quickly along the back of the store, a private house of some substance and the remains of a brothel before turning back towards the street again.

‘FlameOrbs ready,’ said Erienne.

‘When we clear the buildings,’ said The Unknown.

Voices of authority were beginning to be heard over the chaotic shouts of the poorly prepared Balaian men. There was concerted running in the direction of the stockade. Time to snuff out the voices. Time to render the Black Wing army leaderless.
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Auum and his Tai sprinted down the main street, ignoring the white faces of fear they passed, heading for the heart of the army, such as it was. Rebraal was with them, sword bloodied, a gash on his thigh but grim belief on his face. In front of them, men were gathering about thirty yards in front of the stockade. Twelve men had formed a line across the street and others were behind them. Crossbowmen stood on the flanks.

The Tai unhitched bows and nocked arrows as they ran, releasing shaft after shaft at the crossbowmen. Auum’s first arrow was wild but his second found an enemy arm. Duele, who was their best archer, saw his first shot rip into the mouth of his target and his second drive deep into a stomach. The bolts that came back were few and inaccurate.

Discarding his bow, Auum unsheathed one of his swords and snapped open his pouch of jaqrui. The enemy had begun moving towards them now but were still some forty yards distant. The ClawBound pair raced in along the left, inducing more panic in the strangers’ ranks.

‘At will,’ said Auum.

Jaqrui wailed and whispered across the open space, another sound to add to the cacophony and another killer unleashed against the milling Black Wings. Auum flicked out three jaqrui. They were his last. One cut into the back of a running man’s neck, pitching him forward into the mud. The second bounced off a mail shirt and the third chopped into a sword hand, slicing away two fingers.

They were closing with the swordsmen when The Raven beat them to it. Rushing from between two buildings, they fell on the left-hand edge of the line, the barbarian hacking deep into the neck of the first man, kicking out into the stomach of the next and plunging his sword into the back of a third.

The enemy bunched and turned. The masked Protector exploded into a group of four, his twin weapons whistling through the air, burying themselves in flesh. The quiet powerful blond man with the animal eyes took the arm from one man and straight-punched his companion in the chin. Both victims dropped.

The Tai entered the fight. Auum backhanded his blade into the chest of one man, drove the heel of his palm into the same face to knock him from his feet and delivered a killing thrust to the chest. He rolled right, a blade thudding into the mud by him. Darting to his feet far too quickly for his opponent to follow, he stabbed straight through the man’s groin. He screamed and fell, blood pulsing out and down his legs.

The ClawBound roared together, the panther clouting a hapless Black Wing across the jaw with one paw and landing on top of her victim and biting down hard on the neck. Weaponless but never helpless, the bound-elf jabbed straight-fingered into the girth of his target, caught the sword arm in his other hand and bit forward himself, his teeth shearing through nose and tearing away. He spat out the flesh and flew in again.

Auum crashed a fist into his next enemy’s chin, spun, and delivered a straight kick which caught the man on the point of his jaw. He stumbled back, bringing up his sword in defence, but Auum had dropped to his haunches. He swept away the Black Wing’s legs and broke the man’s neck as he fell, catching his head and twisting hard. He stepped away from the battle, knowing he was covered, and turned to see where they had positioned themselves. While a great number of the strangers had run, panicked way beyond organisation, the braver were on their way back. He could see weapons glinting in the early light and heard more orders bringing men into the street at their backs. It wouldn’t be long before they were cut off and overwhelmed.

Fortunately, The Raven had seen the danger too and FlameOrbs soared out over his head.

 


‘Press in!’ shouted Darrick, slashing at the arm of a Black Wing, his sword biting deep. ‘We need to break them. Come on. Erienne, Orbs to the rear. They’re massing.’

Hirad hadn’t noticed. He had cuts on both arms now and the edge of a blade had nicked his left ankle as its owner had fallen dead but he didn’t care. This was what he lived for. Next to him, The Unknown hammered in blow after blow, his massive muscles delivering awesome power only matched by Aeb. The Black Wings were falling back before them, and with no escape right because the TaiGethen were there, were breaking towards the stockade.

The barbarian closed with a wiry old fighter, his tattoo dulled with age. Probably a man that had served with Travers. Their swords met high and Hirad pushed back hard but the man stood his ground, driving his heels into the mud for purchase. His fist whipped in. Hirad saw it and angled his head, the blow missing him left. He stepped back smartly, hauling his sword in front of him and striking out again. Slightly unbalanced, the Black Wing only just blocked. Hirad struck again, right to left. Another block. Jabbed straight. Blocked again. The man was good. But not that good.

Needing to change his point of attack, Hirad leapt to the left while his sword moved right, sweeping across his enemy’s body, forcing him to block away. He saw his peril just too late, began to turn square, but Hirad sent in a haymaking punch with his left hand that caught him on the ear and sent him stumbling into the path of Aeb. The Protector split the fighter’s skull with his axe, gore and brain spattering the ground and his mask.

Erienne’s FlameOrbs lit up the sky, racing away to the right to splash down on undefended bodies. What small order existed in the forty or so gathered there dissolved in an instant and the air was filled again with the screams of the burning and dying.

‘Raven!’ called The Unknown. ‘Pushing left, let’s go!’

The Black Wing resistance on the street was faltering; some had already made the run back towards the stockade and the remnants, just five, were staring full-face at death. Thraun and Darrick went at them, the pair working like they’d fought together all their lives. The shapechanger’s powerhouse blows rained down on the Black Wings, the sword in his hand wielded like a twig, while Darrick’s fencing skills left little to chance, his quick feet making him so hard to track. They’d downed another three before the final pair turned tail and ran.

‘Come on, Raven. They can’t be allowed to shut the gates.’

Hirad led The Raven down the street. He glanced at the stockade. Not a man moved on its parapet. They were close now, he could feel it. He ran as fast as he could but with ten yards to go the TaiGethen cruised past him, the ClawBound pair right behind them, Rebraal on their shoulders. They seemed to be making almost no effort and Hirad found himself wondering just how fast they could go.

‘Keep inside the shield!’ shouted Hirad. ‘There’ll be archers in there.’

Rebraal heard him and relayed the message, the elves all slowing. In a group, they chased the two survivors into the compound of the stockade. There were men ahead of them. Dozens of them. Hirad slowed. Behind him, the gates swung shut with a thud, the bolts thrown across. He looked quickly around him. Archers and crossbowmen now lined the ramparts. Swordsmen emerged from buildings to their left and the shadows on their right.

The Raven, a TaiGethen cell, a solitary Al-Arynaar warrior and a ClawBound pair. And they were surrounded by seventy at least. Too many.

‘Any ideas?’ asked Hirad.

The panther growled but was held in check by her partner. The enemy were waiting.

‘We can’t take all sides on at once,’ said Darrick. ‘What have we got spell-wise to disable one side? Somewhere we can back against.’

‘Denser’s got to keep up the HardShield,’ said Erienne. ‘I can’t deal with the area on my own.’

‘Keep thinking,’ said The Unknown.

A door ahead opened and a man walked out. Smeared face, one milky-white eye. Selik.

‘Welcome to Understone,’ said Selik.

‘I could take him from here,’ said Ren quietly.

‘Don’t do it,’ said Darrick. ‘We need time to think.’

‘Now, as you can see, your valiant but doomed efforts to take what I have in my possession are at an end. Actually, I’m hurt you think that I wouldn’t want to return the statue fragment myself.’

‘Anything that hurts you is fine by me,’ said Hirad. He was desperate to rush Selik but knew he’d never make it across the open space. ‘But we don’t have to fight here. Just give the thumb to us and no more of your men will have to die.’

‘I fail to see that you are in any position to make demands, Hirad Coldheart,’ said Selik. ‘And in case you hadn’t noticed, you are harbouring mages. I am at war with mages.’

He waved a hand and a dozen arrows and crossbow bolts hurtled down, all bouncing from the HardShield. Ren’s answering shaft took one of the archers down.

‘As we can see, you are shielded,’ said Selik.

‘And you are not,’ said Hirad. ‘The next arrow is for you.’

‘Unwise,’ said Selik. ‘You would all be killed as a consequence. I am aware of your skills but even you will see this as a situation you have lost. Put your weapons down and I might spare your lives. Erienne, it would be delightful to remake your acquaintance.’

Erienne ignored him though a shiver passed across her body.

‘We don’t have time for your games,’ said Hirad. ‘We have a sick elf here and you are holding the cure.’

‘Oh, I am sorry,’ said Selik. ‘Ilkar off-colour, is he?’

‘This is getting us nowhere,’ whispered Darrick. ‘Unknown, any thoughts?’

The big man shook his head.

‘I have,’ said Ilkar.

‘Am I interrupting something?’ asked Selik. ‘I think I made myself clear, did I not?’

‘What exactly?’ asked Darrick.

‘A mage can reverse the flows from any spell or construct and in doing so draw mana in from a wider area.’

‘I said, put your weapons down. There’s no room for debate,’ said Selik.

Hirad held up a hand. ‘Ren, put your bow on him. Don’t shoot,’ he said before turning to Selik. ‘Actually, we’re just debating whether to surrender or go down in a blaze of glory. You can attack now if you want but you’re first to die, Selik, and we’ll see fifty of your men go with us. Or you can wait and maybe we’ll all stay alive.’

And he turned his back on their captor, who just shook his head at the Black Wings’ questioning glances. ‘Be quick about it. I am impatient for your surrender.’

Erienne looked square at Selik and put a finger to her lips, feeling the voices of ancients in her head. Something flooded from her across the space to the Black Wing captain. She wasn’t sure she was in control of it but she knew it had worked.

‘Wait,’ she whispered. ‘Wait.’

‘Erienne?’ asked Denser.

‘Just buying us a few heartbeats. It’ll wear off momentarily.’

None of the Black Wing soldiers was moving. The sounds of the world about them had faded. It was as if they were standing in a painting, looking at still life.

Hirad hadn’t noticed the change. ‘Are you helping us, Ilkar?’

‘Look,’ replied Ilkar. ‘I’m dying already. But we needn’t all go. I can make the difference you need.’

‘You’re staying with us and we’re getting you out of this,’ said Hirad. ‘We’ll get the thumb and stop the plague.’

‘Hirad, you don’t understand. There is no cure. I’ve got Elfsorrow and I will die of it. All you can do is stop more catching it. And I’d rather die trying to save my friends.’

Hirad felt stunned. He’d assumed there was hope. He’d come charging in here because he could still save Ilkar. And now he found he couldn’t.

‘You didn’t tell me,’ he said.

‘Would it have made any difference?’

‘Probably not.’

‘So I’m going to do this.’

‘What?’ asked Hirad.

‘Ilkar’s suggesting a focussed backfire,’ said Erienne. ‘He can form the shape of a spell like FlameOrbs then detonate it within himself. And because the shape is within him, it will hold together for longer and draw in far more energy than it should.’

‘But how . . . ?’ began Hirad.

‘I’ll have to be high up.’

‘No way,’ said Hirad. ‘No way. There has to be another answer.’

‘Hirad, there isn’t.’ Ilkar clutched his arm. ‘Please let me do this. It’s all I’ve got left.’

The reality hit Hirad like a hammer. His grip on his blade weakened and he let it fall. The thump was unnaturally loud on the packed ground.

‘That’s better,’ said Selik from behind them.

The sudden resumption of reality made Erienne jump. She wanted to repeat the casting but realised immediately she didn’t actually know how. There was so much she still had to learn.

‘Shut the fuck up, Black Wing,’ grated Hirad, not turning. ‘You can’t die, Ilkar. You were there at the start. We can’t do this without you.’

‘You don’t have any choice,’ said Ilkar. ‘I am dying and you can’t save me.’

Hirad fought to keep himself together. They were in a desperate situation already and Ilkar had just made it worse. He couldn’t afford to lose control now. He set his jaw.

‘Please, Ilkar, don’t.’

‘I have to,’ said Ilkar. ‘Goodbye, Hirad.’

‘No.’ Hirad could feel his throat tighten.

‘You have always been my closest friend,’ said the elf. ‘Don’t forget me.’

Hirad looked around at them all, their desperate faces. At the tears flowing down Ren’s cheeks as she fought to keep her aim, not daring to turn round. He felt the briefest of kisses on his cheek, saw Ilkar caress Ren’s head, heard an incantation and then he was gone, shooting up straight into the sky.

‘Get back down here!’ shouted Hirad. ‘Ilkar, no!’

Arrows followed Ilkar skywards, none of them even close to their target.

‘What’s this?’ Selik’s voice was laden with sarcasm. ‘The Raven flying away, are they, Hirad? Those that can. Some bond.’ He laughed.

Hirad would have pitched after him then but The Unknown had a strong hand on his shoulder.

‘Wait,’ he said. ‘Soon.’

Hirad craned his head high. Everyone in the compound was doing the same. He watched as the elf manoeuvred himself above a parapet and ten archers, underneath which upwards of fifteen soldiers stood ready.

‘Ilkar!’ called Hirad. ‘Fly away. Please fly away.’

But the words caught in his throat. He leaned into The Unknown, felt the big man’s hand tighten and waited.

Above the compound Ilkar hovered, the pain in his stomach excruciating and threatening his concentration.

‘Just one more time,’ he said to himself. ‘Just one more time.’

He clung on to the ShadowWings, his body poised a hundred feet from the rampart, aiming to remove the archer threat in one go. It was the shortest side of the stockade, the one closest to The Raven and the easiest flank for them to defend. Partitioning his consciousness, he pulled the shape of FlameOrbs together, saw the lattice shape closing, felt the flows moving as they should, coursing around and over the shape, the excess filtering away into nothing.

He was ready. He began to descend, picking up speed. He sealed the shape, refusing to let the excess bleed away. The spell reacted, pulsing larger and larger as it dragged in, the flows becoming stronger and stronger. Thirty feet from the parapet, with arrows flicking past him, he lost the wings and plummeted. He opened the spell out, reversing the flows in an instant, feeling the pressure build and the shape decay as he had been cautioned against ever since his training began. The sphere flattened, became an unravelling cylinder, sucking in mana energy to accelerate its demise. There was no way he could contain it, his mind was not strong enough. No one’s would have been.

He heard Selik’s laughter choke in his throat and Hirad shouting words to him that he hoped he could take with him to the afterlife. They made him smile.

He opened his eyes, saw the stockade rush towards him and the men on it trying scramble clear. Too late. Much too late.

He struck.
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‘Down!’ roared The Unknown, and The Raven hit the dirt.

Hirad saw Ilkar plunge into the rampart just left of centre, the spell he’d kept within him detonating just before he connected. The explosion drove out and down with incredible force. Mana fire gouged out, destroying archers on the parapet, a great sheet of flame washing across the stockade, blasting away timbers, tearing men apart and hurling their bodies high into the air.

Below Ilkar’s body, the parapet gave way, bringing timbers and planks crashing down in front of a wall of flame. The flame speared out into the compound, the swordsmen in its path vaporised. A great whoosh of hot air surged over The Raven where they lay. Timbers bounced end over end in all directions, the explosions rang in Hirad’s ears and the agonised cries of the dying sounded in his head.

‘Shield down,’ said Denser.

Hirad heard The Raven begin to move but couldn’t take his eyes from the fires. In the centre of them, Ilkar’s body lay, consumed by flames of his own making. Dead. After all they had survived together.

He heard a concerted roar and the sound of running feet. The dirt by his head sang, an arrow skipping off a stone inches away. He could hear the Black Wings coming but he felt weak inside, unable to react.

But into his confusion came a voice.

‘Hirad, move!’

The Unknown stooped and grabbed his collar, jerking him from the ground. His face was too close to focus on.

‘Hirad, don’t let this be a waste. We have to move. Get in line.’

Hirad’s vision cleared. He couldn’t allow Ilkar to have thrown his life away.

‘I’m with you.’

He grabbed at his sword and moved. The Raven had backed up as close to the fires as they dared but there were gaps in the line where he and The Unknown should be standing.

He started to run, heard The Unknown clash swords right behind him and saw Denser spread his arms wide.

‘Down!’ shouted Erienne. ‘Down!’

Hirad dived straight forward, feeling a thump as The Unknown dropped beside him. The freezing chill of an IceWind washed over their heads into the approaching Black Wings. The screams began but Hirad didn’t stop to look, already scrabbling up and racing for the Raven line, the enemy closing fast to his left.

The Unknown was right by him again and they slithered and turned together. The Black Wing charge had been literally shattered. More than ten had been caught in the blast, their flesh solidifying, the blood freezing in their veins, hearts stopping as the ice rushed through their chests. Bodies had fallen to break into shards, and where the spell had caught a trailing arm or leg the victim writhed, shivered stumps clutched in disbelief, the sounds they made awful.

The Unknown tapped his blade on the packed earth, waiting. A surge of anger enveloped Hirad and he roared into the faces of the Black Wings.

From the right, the Black Wings ran in. Hirad snapped his blade to ready, blocked up and swept back low, the keen edge of his blade slicing through ribs and gut. He wrenched it clear and checked his next target.

‘Ren, seek the archers,’ said The Unknown. ‘Denser, Erienne, offence. We can’t afford a shield. Cast whenever you’re ready.’

Behind them weakened timbers continued to fall, and now the Black Wings came in from three sides.

On The Raven’s left the TaiGethen and Rebraal launched a stinging attack. All four had dual short blades drawn and used them to devastating effect, forcing the Black Wings back. Beside The Unknown warrior, Aeb, his axe and long sword whirling, practically struck the head from his first enemy and crashed his sword again and again on the weakening upper defence of the next, eventually breaking through to carve the blade through shoulder and deep into chest.

The Unknown himself fought silently and powerfully, his dagger flicking everywhere, defence that could attack at will. He slashed it across the face of one man, who reacted by bringing his blade up to block the return blow only to catch the Raven warrior’s sword in his waist. The Unknown turned it, pulled it clear and kicked the body away.

Hirad had no such pretensions to silence. Looking for a way through to Selik, he bellowed into the faces of those against him, using his sword two-handed, driving his arms to work it through again and again, his muscles beginning to protest. He ignored the pain, leaning in and butting the nose of his nearest enemy before heaving his sword through close to his own body and into the man’s ribs. He forced the blade clear, raising it to block the next Black Wing’s strike and sweeping immediately down to hack into his leg. The man fell on his dead companion and Hirad chopped down on his neck to finish the job.

Ren’s bow thrummed with metronomic regularity, her arrows taking the remaining two archers from the platforms above the gates before getting to work on the men in the middle of the compound.

But, for all their killing, The Raven were being pushed back by sheer weight of numbers. Hirad took a cut across his chest as he leapt away from a clever reverse strike, the blow slicing his armour and drawing blood. He blocked the next away, Darrick next to him taking the man out with a downward stab through the collarbone into the heart.

‘We need more effort!’ called Hirad. ‘Where are those spells?’

‘Right here,’ said Denser. ‘On my signal.’

Hirad changed to a one-handed grip, punched into the mouth of the man standing in front of him and kicked him clear.

‘Now.’

Hirad ducked. The DeathHail surged out, dealing awful damage. Needle- and razor-sharp flecks of ice fired into the faces of the Black Wings, flaying skin from bone, goring into eyes and ripping holes in hands and clothing. In front of Hirad the attack momentarily collapsed. At the same time Erienne dumped more FlameOrbs at the back of the press, and from the far left the ClawBound pair broke free and panic engulfed the edge of the attack.

‘Push Raven, now!’

Hirad stormed back into the fight, sensing The Unknown and Darrick on either side. He opened up a huge wound in the side of a man whose face was covered in blood, levered him down and raced on, hacking into the top of a skull, kicking out right and connecting sharply with a groin and ripping his sword clear to bury it in the chest of the next.

He looked left. A blade was coming at him. He raised his guard but there was no need. The Unknown turned the blow aside easily and plunged his dagger into the eye of the Black Wing, where it stuck as the man fell. Aeb thundered on, bleeding from his waist and thigh. His sword sheared that of his opponent, his axe bit through backbone.

‘Come on!’ shouted Hirad.

Almost too late, he saw a sword flash his way. He swayed instinctively left but it caught him in the side. He felt the edge come through his leather and cut his side, deep but not debilitating. He cried out, clearing his head of the sudden pain, and clamped his right hand on the hilt of his opponent’s blade, pushing it clear as he crashed his own down, chopping deep, very deep, into the Black Wing’s hip.

Next to him, Darrick slipped two amateur thrusts with embarrassing ease and shuddered his own blade into the neck of his enemy. The Black Wings were down to their last men and it showed. The battle swung conclusively The Raven’s way.

Out on the left, the ClawBound pair sank fangs, claws and fingers into exposed flesh. The TaiGethen, movements blurring, rolled, kicked, stabbed and slashed out, driving men in front of them. Hirad took on a raw recruit, saw the fear in his eyes and batted the boy’s axe blade aside before skewering his right lung. He coughed blood in a spray and fell back and aside. Hirad’s path was clear.

‘Selik!’ he shouted.

The Black Wing turned and ran back towards the barracks.

‘Raven leaving the line!’ said Hirad.

‘Covered,’ said The Unknown.

It was all Hirad needed to hear. He tore off after Selik, the cuts to his arms, leg and side pulling and bleeding. He gasped at the sudden pain but didn’t let up, leaping up the stairs into the barrack block and kicking the door in.

‘Nowhere to run, Selik!’

A door banged up ahead, Hirad shouldered his way through it and saw Selik at the opposite side of the small room, working at a lock and stiff bolt.

‘Turn round, Selik,’ said Hirad.

Selik did so, drawing his sword. They were in an office. A desk and chair were to one side and a bookshelf held various papers. A window let out on to the compound where The Raven and TaiGethen were mopping up the remnants of the Black Wings.

‘Brave move, that,’ said Hirad.

‘I felt I couldn’t take you all on,’ replied Selik.

‘Well, now it’s just me.’

Hirad beckoned him on, keeping his blade in his left hand. Selik rushed at him, over-arming his sword. Hirad stepped smartly aside. Selik’s motion brought him on, his sword cut thin air and Hirad helped him through, shoving him hard in the back and sending him careering into the bookshelf. Selik turned.

‘Oops,’ said Hirad. ‘Fancy another go?’

Selik was fast, Hirad gave him that. This time he moved in and whipped out a strike left to right at waist height. Hirad stepped back, his sword cracking across Selik’s, driving it down to thump into the floor. The barbarian saw his opening, slashing in an upward arc, but Selik saw it coming and swayed back, the breeze of the sword ruffling his hair. Hirad came on again, jabbing straight forward and moving right to dodge the counter-thrust and steady for the next. Selik obliged, a wild swing Hirad took on the up, knocking it aside hard.

Losing control for a heartbeat, Selik reversed half a pace, his sword in no position to defend himself. He tried to bring his defence back in front of him, but overcompensated and Hirad, waiting his moment, struck down two-handed and took Selik’s sword hand off just above the wrist. Selik howled in agony and staggered back against the bookshelf, papers cascading over him. He stared down at the bloody stump in disbelief and up into Hirad’s eyes.

Hirad’s heart was beating so hard he thought Selik must be able to hear it. He stood over the hated man for what seemed like an age.

‘I have waited for this for a very long time,’ he said.

‘We will still prevail,’ managed Selik. ‘You can’t beat us. No one beats the righteous.’

‘But you won’t be there to see it.’

With every ounce of strength in him, Hirad swung his sword, severing Selik’s neck. The head cartwheeled off, bouncing onto the floor and rolling to rest by the door the Black Wing had been trying to escape through.

‘Still no way out,’ said Hirad.

He turned and ran back through the barracks, bursting into the sunlight, a grim smile on his lips. Their leader was down, the Black Wings were beaten and The Raven and TaiGethen were mopping up the stragglers.

Close to him, Auum despatched a pair of frightened youths, moving impossibly fast. His left elbow crunched into one’s throat, the dagger in his right hand thudding into the other’s temple. Hardly pausing, he led his Tai up the steps and past Hirad into the barracks to search for their prize.

Back in the compound, Aeb delivered the final blow, weapons crossed in front of him, axe carving unprotected flesh, sword swiping into helmet, crushing metal into skull. His victim dropped, blood dribbling down his forehead.

It was over.

Hirad leaned heavily on his blade, feeling the exertions of the morning. His body was slick with sweat, he sawed huge breaths into his lungs, the cuts in his sword arm and side stung very badly and every muscle ached.

He looked at The Raven, experiencing none of the elation he was used to after winning a fight. None of them did. Erienne was comforting Ren by Ilkar’s charred body while Rebraal looked on, head half bowed. Denser and Darrick shook hands as if they’d played chess not won a game of life and death.

Thraun stood alone, blood dripping from his sword, just staring around him. The ground was stained deep red-brown and here and there severed limbs still clutched swords and axes. Already the birds were circling.

Of The Raven, only Aeb and The Unknown moved, checking bodies. They released the dying from their pain and searched for any without tattoos who could possibly be saved. Hirad pushed himself straight, circled his shoulders and walked towards them.

‘I got him,’ he said, satisfaction crawling through him. ‘I got that bastard.’

The Unknown wiped a hand across his bloodied face, wiping clean a cut across his brow. He nodded.

‘He was always going to be yours,’ he said, and opened his mouth to speak again but shock cascaded across his features.

Both he and Aeb snapped their heads round towards the gates and began backing away.

‘Oh dear Gods,’ said The Unknown. He hefted his sword. ‘Raven! Raven form up. We’ve got company!’

‘Oh, no,’ said Hirad, not sure he could swing his sword again. ‘Who is it?’

They continued backing away towards the barracks, Aeb, The Unknown and Hirad already in the chevron, Darrick limping over to join Hirad and Thraun loping up the other side. The Unknown turned to Hirad.

‘Protectors, mages, swordsmen,’ he said, voice bleak and scared. ‘Too many of them. And up in the sky, those aren’t birds.’

Hirad looked up. Now he could hear the chittering, see the shapes. And down they came. Simultaneously, the stockade gates rattled, The Raven twenty yards away from them now.

‘Spells coming,’ said Denser from close behind. ‘Be ready.’

The gates rattled again, bowed towards them and burst inwards in a hail of splintered timbers and sheared bolts. Hirad put his arms across his face, feeling the blast hit, wood whip by, dust ripple across him and a sizeable piece of timber thump into the palm of one hand. Daring to open his eyes, he saw dust beginning to settle and the Xeteskians walking calmly in.

‘Steady, Raven,’ he said.

‘SpellShield up,’ said Erienne.

Hirad glanced left and right. Ren and Rebraal both held bows. It would have to do.

Ten Protectors, five on each side, flanked the same number of mages while behind them a dozen soldiers fanned out, three with crossbows aimed and ready. And low over the compound now, Familiars. Laughing and spitting, promising revenge, they circled The Raven.

‘Well, what have we here?’ said one of the mages, stepping forward. ‘Balaia’s greatest mercenaries, I presume.’

‘It’s all over here, Whytharn,’ said Denser. ‘Leave us alone.’

‘Don’t be stupid, Denser,’ snapped Whytharn, a mage in his mid thirties, tall and powerful, a deep purple skullcap pressed down over his head, leather armour covering his neck and chest. ‘You know why we’re here.’ He looked around him. ‘Some mess you made in here.’

‘And there’ll be another one if you don’t leave now,’ grated Hirad. ‘We’re not in the mood.’

‘Your posturing is ridiculous,’ said Whytharn. ‘You are in no position to fight us. I am not under orders to kill, but I am to bring back the statue fragment. Give it to me.’

‘I’m afraid we can’t do that,’ said The Unknown quietly. ‘You know why.’

Whytharn studied the ground for a moment. ‘And how are you going to stop me, Sol? I am well aware the Protectors won’t fight you but they will protect us. And flying above your heads is plenty enough to kill you all. Don’t make this difficult.’ He clicked his fingers. ‘Oh, and I almost forgot.’ He pointed at Aeb, mouthed words in a language Hirad did not understand and dropped his arm to his side.

Denser cursed and clapped his hands to his head.

‘Come, Aeb,’ said Whytharn. ‘Your place is with me. Step away.’

Aeb took a pace from The Raven line. Hirad went cold all over. Beside him, The Unknown seethed, his hands tightening on his sword, his jaws grinding together, his muscles bunching.

‘Don’t you hurt him,’ he said.

‘I am his Given. My judgement will prevail.’

The whole Raven line took the pace that brought them back level with Aeb.

‘Don’t even think about it,’ said The Unknown.

Aeb took another step and before they could stop her Ren ran from the edge of the line, took cover behind Aeb’s huge frame and drew back her bow string.

‘He takes one more step, Xeteskian, and you die.’

Everyone started shouting at once.
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‘Tell her to stand down!’

‘Get back, Ren.’

‘I’m not moving. Hear me, Xeteskian?’

‘My men will fire, now get back.’

‘Keep down, Ren. Keep down.’

‘Last warning.’

‘Yours too, mage. He’s Raven. You leave him and us alone.’

‘Aeb. Come.’

Even the chittering above them ceased. Silence pressed. Hirad watched, they all did. Whytharn beckoned with a finger, The Unknown leaned forward.

In front of them, Aeb took a long deep breath. He moved.

‘No, Ren, no!’ shouted Thraun.

Arrows and bolts filled the air. Ren fired, missing Whytharn, the arrow smacking into the mage at his side, clear through the chest. A Familiar dropped from the sky wailing, already dying. A split heartbeat later, Rebraal’s arrow punctured the side of a crossbowman’s skull, spearing his brain. His bolt flew high and wasted, another thudded into timbers behind The Raven line but the third found its target. Ren was punched from her feet, sprawling backwards by Hirad’s feet. Her eyes were open but she was fighting for breath, the bolt protruding from her chest just above her sternum.

‘They’re casting,’ warned Denser. ‘Keep that shield.’

The barbarian saw red. He growled, his gaze moving quickly up and catching Aeb’s. The Protector’s eyes narrowed behind his mask, the pair of them looked again at Ren, back to each other and nodded almost imperceptibly.

‘Raven!’ he screamed. ‘Take them down!’

In front of him, Aeb put one hand behind his head and ripped the mask from his face.

‘Want me, you bastards? Then take me!’ He hefted his axe and ran, huge strides eating up the ground.

Chaos.

The Raven surged after him, Hirad at their head, The Unknown by him and Thraun tearing up the ground, an animal bellow on his lips. Aeb swung down, his axe hammering through Whytharn’s stunned body, dead before he could begin to loose a spell. Hirad drove in beside him, taking a casting mage apart at the shoulder, the arm flying into the air, spraying blood into the barbarian’s face, his own pain and exhaustion a dim memory as he piled in.

Soldiers fought to get through their own line of mages to protect them, the Protectors standing confused until their minds were made up for them. At the back of the group a mage invoked soul punishment and Aeb crashed to the ground, the sounds from his mouth alien as he gibbered for mercy, his hands clamped to the side of his face.

‘Get that mage!’ yelled The Unknown, delivering a blow that took the sword and face of a soldier with it, his other hand punching and shoving his way through the mêlée. ‘Release that punishment. Now!’

A bow thrummed, Rebraal’s next arrow another killing shot, and, with Aeb still crawling in agony in the dust, the Protectors turned on their masters. In a single move they spun and struck, axes hacking great splits in skulls, rising to spread gore and falling again. The Xeteskians fell back immediately, but there was no escape.

A Familiar landed hard on the back of Hirad’s head, clawed hands raking across his scalp. The barbarian reached round and grabbed the creature while he fended off a soldier in front who looked to gain from his distraction. He slapped the blade aside, clouted his hilt into the soldier’s nose and knocked him cold. Finding purchase on the Familiar’s neck, he tore it from his head and brought it in front of him, clumps of his hair in its hands, its slathering mouth snapping at his face. He tightened his grip, the Familiar’s tail whipping round and stabbing into his arm. He grunted in pain and looked for the Familiar’s mage.

‘This yours, Xetesk man?’

The Unknown had cleared a path, beating his sword into the back of a soldier, and Hirad pushed ahead, keeping his grip on the Familiar and dashing its skull again and again into the mage’s face, the man trying to fend him off, the Familiar screeching its hate.

‘Is it?’ he said as he piled the demon in again. ‘Is it?’

The mage went down, face a mask of blood, Thraun’s sword crushing his ribs. The Familiar went limp, its strength disappearing.

‘Good guess,’ said Hirad, and dropped its dying body to the ground.

He looked left. Thraun was a man possessed. He caught the sword arm of a soldier, forced it back and stepped forward, jamming his blade into the man’s stomach. Trampling over him, he over-headed his weapon into a mage’s collarbone, slicing through into his chest, pushed the dead man away and went searching for more.

All around the Protectors fought silently, never once giving an opening, showing no mercy to their Given. Axes rose and fell, masks were smeared with blood, brain and dust. Eyes stared brooding through eye slits and mouths moved wordlessly.

But still Aeb cried out. The Unknown smashed his blade across the legs of the last defending soldier and bore down on the mage holding the punishment.

‘Release him,’ he grated, pommel of his sword raised to crush. ‘Do it now.’

‘Too late, Unknown. Or didn’t they tell you? Once invoked, it can’t be stopped. There is only death.’

‘Right,’ said The Unknown. He brought the pommel down and dashed open the mage’s skull, swinging round immediately to run to the heaving Aeb.

Foam flecked his mouth, his legs thrashed, his back arched and his fists beat the sides of his chest. His eyes were bulging and wild, the demons ripping his mind to shreds from inside, his soul in torment in the Tank. But even in the hell of his consciousness he locked gaze with The Unknown and Hirad heard one word gasped out.

‘Please.’

The Unknown nodded, drew a dagger from his belt and stabbed quickly into Aeb’s temple. The Protector, at peace, lay still.

Quiet reined again.

Hirad sat down among the corpses, his hands draped over his knees, his body spent. He could feel blood oozing through his hair and dripping from his right hand to the ground but he ignored it.

The Unknown threw the dagger down by Aeb’s body, stood, grabbed his sword from the ground and walked away towards the barracks. Hirad followed him with his eyes, hearing a soft sobbing. Erienne was kneeling over Ren, her body crushed in Denser’s embrace, her shoulders hunched and jerking as she cried. Standing by them was Darrick, the bodies of three Xeteskian soldiers at his feet. Hirad hadn’t even realised they’d broken through. Thank the Gods for the General or they might have lost all their mages in a day.

Hirad sighed and looked up. Thraun held out a hand. Hirad took it and pulled himself to his feet. With his sword dragging over the compound dirt, he forced himself after The Unknown, who was walking slowly towards Ilkar’s body.

‘This is a black day for The Raven,’ said Hirad.

‘But we have the thumb,’ said Thraun. He pointed to the barracks. Auum was walking through the doorway, the prize in his grateful hands. Duele and Evunn came after him, pushing a man in front of them.

Yron.

Hirad started to move more quickly, a new target for his hate right before him. The Unknown stepped in his way.

‘Leave it,’ he said, his face full of sorrow, his voice shorn of its usual power.

‘He killed Ilkar,’ said Hirad.

Thraun growled deep in his throat.

‘Yes,’ said The Unknown. ‘But Auum will deal with him. He can dispense elven justice on Yron.’

The Raven trio walked towards him nonetheless. Yron focussed on them, his eyes still adjusting to the brightness.

‘Sorry the TaiGethen didn’t join you in the fight,’ he said. ‘What they had was more important than risking themselves against Xetesk.’

The Unknown nodded. ‘Why did you do it?’

‘I didn’t know,’ said Yron. ‘If I’d realised that . . . souvenir would have caused so much death, I’d never have done it.’

‘Ilkar is dead because of you,’ said Hirad. ‘Ilkar.’

Yron sighed. ‘Nothing I can say will help. But believe me I had no knowledge this would happen. That’s why I was trying to return it.’

‘You should die for this.’

‘I am going to, Hirad. That’s why I’m out here.’

The elves gathered to offer prayers. The ClawBound pair padded out of the barracks and Auum opened his eyes and waved The Raven away from Yron. The Xeteskian mouthed an apology then knelt on the ground, Auum’s hand pushing him down.

The TaiGethen spoke a few words, stepped aside and bowed his head. The panther padded up to Yron’s back, placed her paws on his shoulders and bit down into his neck, breaking it and killing him instantly.

‘We have our own rituals to observe,’ said The Unknown.

He, Hirad and Thraun joined Rebraal at Ilkar’s body.

There was precious little left of him. His clothes were burned away and his body twisted and scorched. But when Rebraal turned him over they could see his features, saved because he had landed face-down in the slightly damp mud under the parapet. He looked peaceful enough; his oval eyes were closed and his cheekbones still carried a hint of redness though his lips were drained of colour.

‘Oh, Ilkar,’ said Hirad, reaching out to stroke his face. ‘Saved us, didn’t he? I just wish he knew it. What am I going to do without you?’

Hirad tried to picture Ilkar alive and a startling vision of the elf’s beaming face as they talked entered his mind. He started and sucked in a quick breath.

‘We should prepare for the Vigil,’ he said. ‘There must be a shovel here somewhere. We’ll bury him out in the countryside somewhere. I’m not having him left where Selik has been.’ He took another look at his friend. ‘Goodbye, Ilks. Oh, no.’

And he started to cry. He couldn’t help himself. He shook his head as the tears came and he backed away, standing and facing The Unknown.

‘What are we going to do, Unknown?’

‘All the things we promised. Raise the Heart of Julatsa, free the Protectors, send the Kaan home. He wanted that as much as any of us.’ The Unknown put his bloodstained hands on Hirad’s shoulders. ‘Come on, stop the tears. You know he’d only have laughed at you for it.’

Hirad spluttered and rubbed a bloodied hand across his eyes. ‘Yeah, he would at that. Tell you what, Unknown, I’m absolutely knackered. And I could do with a bandage.’

‘That’s more like it.’

 


Avesh couldn’t move anything. Every breath was shallow, his mouth blowing bloodied bubbles. He lay on his back, life pumping from the wound in his side to puddle beneath him. He’d been staring at the sky while they fought around him, watching the billows of smoke blow across the dawning blue. It was going to be a very pleasant day. He’d so love to have shared it with Ellin.

Two of them were near him. He couldn’t see but he could hear them.

‘This is all so wrong, Unknown,’ said one. Avesh had recognised him. Hirad Coldheart. A man he admired as he did all of The Raven. He had been so disappointed to see them ranged against the Black Wings. He thought they’d have seen the light. The righteous path, Selik had called it. But then one of them had borne the child who started it all so perhaps he shouldn’t have been surprised. It was so confusing. He couldn’t get his mind to work properly.

‘I know,’ replied the other, The Unknown Warrior, a giant in folklore and no less in reality.

‘Look at them. All these dead farmers. Our fight was never with them. What happened to them all?’

‘Selik is a very persuasive man,’ said The Unknown.

‘Was,’ replied Hirad. ‘His head bouncing off the floor is the only good memory I’ll take from here.’

Avesh coughed and the pain surged through his body. He convulsed.

‘Gods, there’s one still alive here!’ Hirad again.

Avesh heard quick paces and the barbarian himself leaned over him. He felt a hand tracing down the side of his neck.

‘He’s no Black Wing,’ said Hirad. ‘Can we save him?’

Hope quickened Avesh’s heart and his severed nerves howled in protest.

‘No,’ said The Unknown, moving through the periphery of his vision. ‘Look at that wound. I’m amazed he’s still alive.’

Hirad knelt by his head and Avesh felt a hand gently smooth down his hair. He tried to speak but all he succeeded in doing was coughing more blood onto the soaked earth on which he lay.

‘Shh,’ said Hirad. ‘Don’t talk. Lie still.’

‘C’mon, Hirad,’ said The Unknown Warrior.

‘No,’ said Hirad. ‘The least we can do is be with him. It won’t be long.’ The barbarian appeared in his vision again, a frown on his weathered face, eyes betraying grief barely held in check. ‘Why did you do it?’ he said. ‘You were fighting the people trying to help you. If magic dies, this land dies. Didn’t you understand? All we want is Balaia returned to peace with its magic a force for the good of all. Has so much really changed in so few years? How was your memory so short?’

Avesh opened his mouth but the words wouldn’t come.

‘I’m sorry for your pain but I couldn’t let you get in my way,’ said Hirad. ‘You’re a fool, you know that? Blinded from the truth by a madman.’

Avesh felt tears in his eyes. He nodded. At the last he understood. It was all so simple. If only The Raven had ridden into the camp and not the Black Wings he’d be with Ellin still. Ellin. I’m so sorry. Please forgive me.

‘You’re a good man,’ said Hirad. ‘It’s in your eyes. I hope you have people waiting for you.’

Avesh smiled and nodded again. Atyo. He’d be seeing Atyo. In fact, he thought he could hear his son calling him.

 


Hirad let The Unknown drag him to his feet and the two men stood over the dead man for a moment.

‘That was good of you, Hirad.’

‘I killed him, Unknown. He never stood a chance. He was just a farmer.’

Hirad let his gaze rove over the compound again. The elves stood in silent respect; Denser, Erienne and Darrick were sharing a water skin and the Protectors had picked up Aeb’s mask and were mustered near the door.

‘What about them, Unknown?’

‘I’ll speak to them before they go but what they’ll face I just don’t know. They’re so vulnerable but the scale of their rebellion might even save them for now. Dystran can’t afford to kill them all. He’d lose the war.’

War. Hirad raised his eyebrows. He’d forgotten there was one. And just now he didn’t care who won. All he knew was that The Raven had lost too much for one day. For any day.

‘I’ll see you back at the campsite,’ he said to The Unknown. ‘Come on, Thraun, there’s Raven we need to carry to the Vigil.’

 


It was night and the TaiGethen had begun their walk back to Blackthorne and the Calaian Sun. Rebraal had stayed with The Raven. They’d found candles in Understone and four stood about the freshly turned earth of each grave, representing the points of the compass. It was time for the Vigil, one that Hirad had never thought he’d face.

The Unknown stood by Aeb, Erienne by Ren and Hirad by Ilkar. The barbarian nodded to the big man and he spoke for all of them.

‘By north, by east, by south, by west. Though you are gone, you will always be Raven and we shall always remember. The Gods will smile on your souls. Farewell in whatever faces you now and ever. The Raven will ride together again one day.’

As he spoke each point, candles were snuffed until darkness covered them all.

The Raven did not move from the graves until dawn cracked the sky, but after the silence they talked, though Darrick and Thraun contributed little. They recalled battles and arguments. They cried and laughed together, they speculated on who would be next. It lightened their hearts and their spirits just a little.

‘You never really got on with Ren, did you, Hirad?’ said Erienne.

‘Ilkar loved her and that was enough for me,’ said Hirad. ‘Let’s face it, we’d none of us ever seen him so happy.’

‘Evasion, surely?’ accused Denser. ‘You can do better than that.’

‘All right, all right.’ Hirad held up his hands. ‘I’ll admit she had her faults as far as The Raven was concerned. She was a brilliant archer, the best we ever had, but she was so impetuous. Look what she did at the temple.’ He paused. ‘And look what she did yesterday. ’

The Unknown nodded. ‘But we’d have taught her. And what she did was extraordinary. Proved she was Raven. Prepared to give her life for one of us without question. That’s why I honour her.’

‘I’ll drink to that,’ said Hirad. ‘As soon as we get to Blackthorne, anyway.’

‘I’ll miss the arguments, you know,’ said Denser. ‘I loved listening to you two.’

‘You’re not so bad at it yourself,’ said Hirad. ‘And don’t worry, I’ll switch to you now. Got to have someone to poke fun at.’

‘You mean you haven’t started yet?’ asked Denser.

‘Oh, my dear Denser,’ said The Unknown. ‘There were ten years before you even joined. You don’t know the half of it. He hasn’t even begun to scratch the surface.’

The sky was lightening. The new day was coming. It would be a day without Ilkar, and for Hirad that was something awful to contemplate. But in his death he’d given hope to every living elf, and that was something that burned in Hirad’s heart with an intensity that would never wane.

He stood up, brushed himself down and turned to The Raven.

‘Come on, it’s getting light. Time to leave our friends to rest a while.’ He knelt and patted the earth of Ilkar’s grave. ‘See you, Ilks, but got to go.

‘It’s a long way to Calaius and we’ve got work to do.’




Epilogue

 


 


 


 


Erienne knelt before the statue of Yniss and its shattered hand that the Al-Arynaar had reattached but did not have the magic to bind.

Are you there? she asked.

Yes, Erienne, said Cleress. Before we start, tell us how you felt in the stockade at Understone. You used the One.

Were you with me?

Of course, but only to help you should you falter. We cannot afford to lose you. But you learned the essence of it all. Casting reflects desire. You wanted The Raven to have time to talk, and you gave it to them. You will be able to achieve almost anything but this strength is also the curse. Go further than the power of your mind and the One will swamp you, kill you. This is the limitation you must understand before we can withdraw from you.

I didn’t feel in control.

You were not, said Myriell. Not entirely. It will become more natural as you begin to understand how it feels.

Erienne shook her head. No more now. Elves die as we speak. What must I do?

We will guide you, said Cleress. You must open yourself to the One, let us feel what you feel.

I’m just a conduit, right?

You are far more than that, said Myriell, her voice weak and distant. But for this binding, yes, you can put it that way.

What should I do?

Just place both hands on the statue. One on the thumb and one on the fracture at the wrist. Then delve down into the entity and feel us there with you.

Erienne placed her hands where she was asked and closed her eyes, tuning her mind to the mana spectrum. She dived deep within herself, down to the hated pulsating mass in her mind that was the One. She hovered above it for a moment, then plunged in.

The energy that stormed through her body was as overwhelming as it was beautiful. It took her breath away, stopped her heart and stole the strength from her limbs. But still she lived, still the blood raced through her veins and her grip on the statue was secure.

She felt uplifted and everything around her was so clear and pure. The water in the pool next to her, Auum and Rebraal standing near her, their bodies taut with tension, their minds so complex, so dark and yet so fundamentally good. She pushed outwards and everything was in focus. She could feel the beating heart of a bird in a nearby tree, she could feel the roots of the tree itself, growing down as they sought nourishment. She could feel a panther and its partner outside the temple, their bond closer than mother and unborn child, and she could feel The Raven, strong but bowed by grief, waiting for her. Waiting and hoping she could do what she was asked.

This may be painful for you, said Myriell. I am sorry if it is so.

Do what you must. I am ready.

Very well.

The sound of their voices grew in her mind and at once the tendrils of the One started to move together. The language was ancient and elvish but power reverberated in every syllable. They were forging a shape like a cast. It was huge and rotated, dragging the essence of the One from the entity inside her, melding it to what they had already built.

And then came the pain. From the tips of her toes to the top of her scalp, every nerve came alive and shrieked. The raw spirit of the One was surging through her, only kept in check by the strength of the Al-Drechar’s minds. The tendrils fattened to great twining ropes feeding into the structure that blossomed as it grew.

She knew she was juddering with the force of it all; her eyes and mouth flew open, spittle rolled over her chin and she heard a low wail that she didn’t realise at first was coming from her. The voices grew so loud in her head she feared she would pass out but the One kept her upright; it wouldn’t let her go.

The marble of the wrist, hand and thumb was moving, moulding and shaping. Like ants crawling on the forest floor, it shifted over itself, knitting together, the movement seething upwards, the stone feeling alive beneath her fingers. It pulsed and writhed, every shard moved to its place, every nick was covered and every crack smoothed away.

Her eyesight began to fade as the sound of the Al-Drechar’s voices dropped to a low bass. The floor under her began to vibrate, water in the pool splashed, dust filtered down from above, settling on her arms and head. She saw the sheath of mana pass over the hand, up the arm and then across Yniss’s body. And as it did, her body quivered, every muscle in minute spasm, her nerves still alive and open, her pain quite without peer.

Yet beneath the agony she felt the purity of the force, the completeness of the One. She caught a glimpse of the world with the One as its keeper. It was the harmony. It was Yniss on earth. It was wonderful.

 


Outside, The Raven waited nervously. The Al-Arynaar had closed the temple door, and even when Erienne began to wail they would not move. All Denser could do was pace.

Hirad stood with The Unknown as time dragged on, still feeling the bitter taste of fresh grief in his mind.

‘All this death and we achieved none of the things we left Herendeneth to do.’

‘Wouldn’t have been anywhere else though, would you?’ said The Unknown.

‘No, I suppose not.’ Hirad scuffed at the ground with his feet. ‘You know, I’m starting to believe in destiny. For The Raven, that is.’

‘How do you figure that?’

Hirad shrugged. ‘Just look at the facts. Everything major that’s happened has involved us right at its core. It’s like we were supposed to be there when Denser found Dawnthief. Supposed to be there when the rip was torn in the sky. And the rebirth of the One magic? Could have happened to any two mages, potentially, but it didn’t. It happened to Erienne and Denser. And now this. If we’d come here ten days earlier, we’d have known nothing about Elfsorrow until Ilkar caught it. But we were here. And we could help.’

‘Up to a point,’ said The Unknown grimly. ‘So what’s next? Not a quiet retirement.’

‘No,’ said Hirad. ‘Aside from finishing what Ilkar started by coming here, there’s the little matter of a college war going on. Reckon you’re up for that? See, if it goes the wrong way before we’re ready, there are things won’t get done.’

‘Ah. Well, I reckon I could stir myself,’ said The Unknown. ‘For a good cause or two.’

The door of the temple opened and Erienne emerged. Auum and Rebraal supporting her on either side, they led her over to Denser, kissing her cheeks before draping her in his arms. Across the stone apron, elves were offering prayers of thanks, their faces uplifted, light in their eyes, the haunting fear of imminent death removed.

‘I take it this was a success.’

Rebraal nodded. ‘Yniss is rebound. He will bless us once again. Can you not feel it? The harmony is growing again. It embraces us all.’

‘And how do you feel, Erienne?’ asked Denser, crushing his wife to him and stroking her back with his hands. ‘How does it feel to have saved the elven race?’

‘Tiring,’ said Erienne. ‘I think I need to lie down.’

Auum moved in front of Hirad and bowed his head, speaking a few words.

‘He is thanking you for all you have done. He salutes you and grieves for your loss. Among the TaiGethen and Al-Arynaar, you will always be welcome.’

‘It’s what we do,’ said Hirad.

‘I’m sorry we mistrusted you,’ said Rebraal. ‘I hope you will let us travel back to Balaia with you, to carry on the fight.’

‘I was counting on it.’

Rebraal smiled.

‘I’d give it all up to have him standing here,’ said Hirad.

‘Would it help if I told you that in death he saved all of this majesty for every elf ever born from now on?’

It was a different take to his own but a good one. Ilkar, father of the elves.

Hirad smiled. He rather liked the sound of that.




There are those without whom writing a novel would not be the pleasure it (mostly) is. Simon Spanton, who is a great friend and an inspirational editor; Nicola Sinclair, who juggles a keen eye for publicity with Olympic class arguing; Sherif Mehmet, a production guru with a neat line in veiled threats; and Robert Kirby, an excellent agent who manages to keep smiling despite the football team he supports . . .

 


Thanks also to Peter Robinson, John Cross and Dave Mutton, because you keep on criticising; to my nephew David Harrison for being this year’s number one fan; to Ariel for ongoing website magic; to Caffè Nero on Edgware Road for providing the best coffee and most comfortable leather chairs in London; and to everyone who took the time to email me about The Raven.


[image: ]




[image: 004]




Table of Contents

 


Cover

Title Page

Contents

Dedication

Cast List

Map

 


Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Chapter 42

Chapter 43

Chapter 44

 


Acknowledgements





For my two oldest friends,

Peter Robinson and John ‘George’ Cross.

More than three decades and still counting . . .




Cast List

[image: 001]


[image: 002]

[image: 003]




Chapter 1

 


 


 


 


The detachment of cavalry from the mage college city of Lystern wheeled and attacked again, charging hard at the defenders holding their positions outside Xetesk’s east gates. Targeting the weakened left flank, they sped in, hooves churning mud, swords and spear tips glinting in the bright, warm afternoon sunlight. Thirty horses, sweat foaming under saddles, galloping under the steady control of crack Lysternan riders and led by Commander Izack.

‘Come on, this time,’ whispered Dila’heth to herself, watching the attack from a rise above the blood-drenched battlefield.

Down in the centre of the line, the bulk of the surviving Al-Arynaar and TaiGethen elves were engaged in a cat-and-mouse game, trying to lure the stubborn Xeteskians out of alignment. So far, their efforts had been fruitless. Protectors at the core of the defensive line, so disciplined, so deadly, remained unmoved.

A fusillade of spells erupted from the ranks of Xeteskian mages behind their warriors. FlameOrb, HotRain, DeathHail, homing in on the cavalry as they drove in. Lysternan shields glared and flashed, revealing the rich green depths of the manalattice that held them firm, deflecting the deep blue of the enemy castings.

Dila’heth could feel the pressure of the shields through the spectrum and respected their strength and the ability of the mages who rode while they cast.

Immediately, response came from the elven and Lysternan mages in the field behind the combat line. Yellow and green Orbs, burnished with flares of deep red and orange, soared over the warriors. Two dozen of them, wide as cartwheels, splashed down into the Xeteskian support. Shields creaked, blue light like sheet lightning seared the sky; but they held. It had been this way for twenty days. Probing, watching, feinting and attacking. The battle had barely moved.

‘Keep up the pressure!’ shouted Dila’heth, her words taken by runners down to the field command. ‘Let’s give that cavalry time.’

Izack’s men struck, Dila’heth wincing at the impact. Horses snorted, men leant out left and right, swords and maces hammering down, their charge taking them deep into the defenders before they were halted. Even at a hundred yards and more, Dila’s keen eyes could pick out individual suffering with grim clarity.

Leading his men, Izack, mouth open in a battle cry lost in the tumult, struck the helmet of an enemy, his blade crushing the metal. The foot soldier collapsed senseless and the hooves of the horse following trampled him into the mud. Further right, a lone Xeteskian pike skewered a horse’s chest. The jolt threw the rider over his mount’s head. The desperate, dying animal screamed, its hooves flailing. It fell, one shod hoof splintering the Xeteskian’s ribcage, its body crushing its own rider. At the back of the charge, an enemy was knocked off balance by the press of horse flesh around him. He spun and staggered, his defence dropped and a spiked mace ripped off his face.

Swords flashed, horses reared, men roared. In the chaos, Dila watched Izack. The cavalry commander seemed to have so much more time than any of those around him. He pushed his horse through the throng, batting aside strikes to both him and his mount. She could see his mouth move as he tried to direct his riders to the point he sensed was weakest.

His horse kicked forwards, taking an enemy in the groin. Izack ignored the man’s cries, fencing a strike away from his leg and cutting backhanded into his attacker’s midriff. He was going to break through. The tide was with him and with those still in the saddle. Protectors were detaching from the centre of the line but they’d be too late. And waiting behind Izack, a hundred-strong reserve, made up of cavalry, Lysternan swordsmen and the Al-Arynaar. Enough to force the breach wide and open up the Xeteskian support mages to weapon attack. Dila’s only concern now was the centre of the main fighting line. It absolutely had to hold.

Feeling sure the battle was about to turn decisively, she swung round to call every able-bodied ally to arms and into the battle. At first, she thought the faintness and sudden nausea she felt was because she’d spun too fast. But she saw her condition reflected in the expressions of the Julatsan-trained Al-Arynaar mages standing by her and knew it was something infinitely worse.

‘Oh no.’

The chain of focused mana cells holding together the powerful, elven, linked Spell- and HardShields collapsed. It was a sudden and violent shifting in the flow, as if every casting mage had simultaneously lost the ability to maintain the simple shape. But this was no mass error. Dila’heth had felt it. Every mage carrying the linked Julatsan construct was left helpless as the power in the spell scattered back into the individual castings, shattering them instantly.

Dila rocked with the referred pain of three dozen backfiring spells. Out in the field, mages, their minds threshed by flailing mana strands, clutched the sides of their heads, fell screaming to the ground or dropped catatonic from the shock. And two hundred swordsmen and as many in the support lines were left exposed to anything Xetesk could throw at them. There were nowhere near enough Lysternan shield mages to cover everyone.

A cataclysmic event had disrupted the Julatsan mana focus. It had been brief and the question of what had happened had to be faced, but right now hundreds of elves and men were terribly vulnerable. Dila’heth began to run down the slope towards the battlefield, calling mages to her, those that could still function at all.

‘Shields! We must have shields!’

But the push was falling apart right in front of her. Nervousness had spread through the fighting force like cracks on thin ice. To the left, Izack hadn’t broken through fast enough. He couldn’t yet threaten the enemy mages and the Xeteskians had picked up on the crisis engulfing their opponents. Their warriors put more power into every strike, their arrows flew in tighter volleys and their mages . . . Tual’s teeth, their mages cast everything they had.

Dila’heth tried frantically to gather the shape for a SpellShield while she ran but it eluded her. The mana wouldn’t coalesce to give the shape its protective form, but was always just beyond her grasp, like a butterfly on the breeze. Scared more than she dared admit, she slowed to a stop then started to reverse, simultaneously seeing Izack breaking off his attack and the arc of the first Xeteskian spells surge across the sky.

‘Clear the field, clear the field!’ Dila’heth shouted, half turning, almost running.

She could see knots of mages trying to cast, others helping confused and comatose victims. More mirrored her own fear, unsure of what to do. Xetesk’s first spell impacts made the decision for them.

More FlameOrbs than Dila could count fell at the back of the allied line, detonating in the mud and splashing mage fire over defenceless men and elves. And where that fire touched a Xeteskian SpellShield, it flared brief cobalt and dissipated harmlessly. Safe behind their defence, the enemy just stood and watched.

A FlameWall erupted along the combat front and panic tore the allied line to shreds. Burning, trapped and terrified, the line disintegrated, men and elves scattering left, right and back, anywhere that the flame might be less intense. Here and there, pockets of Lysternan shields provided shelter for anyone lucky enough to get under their protection but the overwhelming reliance had been on the Julatsan-based elven construct and too few could find sanctuary.

Everywhere she looked, Dila’heth could see burning swordsmen running blindly away, heading for the camp and the help that would be too late for so many. Flaming corpses littered the ground and the air was filled with the screams of the dying, pleading for help and relief. But in places, field captains were beginning to call their men and elves to fledgling order. Dila shook herself.

‘Come on, we’ve got to help them!’ she yelled into the roar of flame and the shrieks of agony all around her. She ran to the nearest victim, trying to force the simplest healing conjuration into her mind. Anything that would extinguish the mage fire that burned his clothes and covered his bare arms, eating at his flesh.

The shape formed slowly, frustratingly so, but at least it was coming. But then, so did the HellFire. Columns of superheated blue scorched from the smoke-filled sky, each one targeting a single soul. Scant yards away, one struck the central figure in a group of mages. The deluge consumed his body in an instant, the splatter took the other five in a flood of flame and the detonation pitched Dila from her feet.

What little order there had been developing in the retreat was destroyed. With FlameOrbs still crashing to earth and HotRain beginning to tumble from the sky in fist-sized tears, the rout was complete.

Dila’heth lay where she had fallen, bleeding from a cut on her forehead. Beside her, the swordsman had died, his cries fading quickly as he succumbed. She raised her head to see DeathHail slashing across the field. It would be a miracle if anyone escaped alive.

Only Izack remained in control. Dila watched him lead his cavalry across the front of the Xeteskian line, blunting any move, the shields surrounding his men flashing deep green from repeated spell impact. But the enemy had made no effort to move forwards. Shorth take them all, but there was no need. They had already won the day. Chances were, the battle was theirs too.

Dila dropped her head back into the mud, tears of pain and frustration squeezing from her smarting eyes. Clouds of smoke billowed across the field, muffling the sounds of defeat and triumph all around her. Somehow, they would have to regroup but first they had to understand why their magic had failed so catastrophically.

Exhausted and aching, bleeding and strained, Dila pulled herself to her knees and began to crawl from the battlefield, waiting for the moment when the DeathHail ceased and she could run. Bodies lay thick on the ground before her. Some were moving, most were not. To her left, a further detachment of cavalry galloped out to support Izack. But on the rise in front of the camp she could see a line of men and elves just standing and staring in disbelief at the disaster that had swamped them all.

Yniss himself would have to smile on them if they were to turn the tide now.

 


The great hall at the top of Lystern’s squat, wide college tower felt chill despite the warmth of the day and the sunlight streaming through the ornate stained-glass windows that overlooked the huge circular table.

In an arc surrounding the Lord Elder Mage, Heryst, sat the four mages who made up the law council. All old men, all trusted advisers of the relatively young college and city ruler. Opposite them, The Raven were gathered around Darrick, who stood at their centre while they sat, listening to the charges laid against him. Otherwise, but for fifteen college guardsmen and a gaggle of clerks and monitor mages, the hall was empty, its spectacular domed and timbered roof ringing hollow.

Hirad Coldheart couldn’t shake off a fundamental sense of wrong. It pervaded his every sense and had settled like a cloying web over his body. He had already been reminded twice of court protocol and now The Unknown Warrior left a restraining hand on his shoulder, keeping him in his seat. He had been promised his say but he couldn’t shift the notion that it would be after any decision had been made in the minds of those opposite him. Not Heryst, the law council.

Darrick, of course, had remained impeccably disciplined throughout. Former General of the Lysternan armies and now accused of desertion, treason and cowardice he had returned to the college of his own free will to answer the charges. And nothing The Raven could say about the timing of his decision, and which priorities they felt he should place higher, carried any weight whatever.

He was a deeply principled man and for him, clearing his name transcended any action The Raven wanted to undertake. Those principles were one of the things that made him such a valuable addition to The Raven. But they were also a frustration Hirad found difficult to bear. So much remained to be done and he felt they were wasting time. Events were moving fast and they couldn’t afford to be left behind.

Heryst looked round from a brief whispered conversation with the law mages. Two were frowning, one shaking his head, the fourth impassive.

‘At this juncture,’ said the Lord Elder Mage, ‘We will drop the charge of treason. It is clear that your intention was not to act against Lystern. Indeed your assertion that our alliance with Dordover at the time was the potentially more treasonable act is one we cannot counteract with any great surety. Endangering the men under your command by virtue of that treason is therefore also dismissed.

‘But the charges of desertion and cowardice must stand and you will answer them.’

Hirad opened his mouth but The Unknown squeezed his shoulder.

‘Ridiculous,’ muttered the barbarian.

‘I know,’ said The Unknown.

‘I laugh at any suggestion of cowardice,’ said Darrick. ‘But within the laws of Lystern, I am guilty of desertion. That is not in dispute.’

‘That is not a clever opening to your defence,’ said Denser.

Darrick looked to his right long enough to spear the Raven’s Xeteskian mage with the stare that had sent a thousand raw recruits’ pulses stuttering before he continued.

‘It was desertion,’ affirmed Darrick. ‘But the circumstances mitigate my actions and indeed made my decision the only honourable one.’

‘There is no precedence for mitigation,’ rumbled one of the law mages, a heavy-jowled man with eyes sunk deep into fleshy sockets.

‘Then precedence must be set by this hearing,’ said Darrick, betraying no hint of his emotions. ‘Because this was not desertion through cowardice or fear. Neither was it desertion that in any way increased the risk to the men in my command. In peacetime, it would have been considered resignation on principle.’

‘But this was not peacetime,’ continued the mage. ‘And you were facing an enemy.’

‘Even so, the circumstances will be heard,’ said Heryst.

‘You are swayed by your personal friendship,’ said a second law mage, grey-haired and long-nosed.

‘And by his previously unblemished record of service, courage and honour in battle,’ said Heryst. ‘We are not trying a conscript here.’ He smiled as he turned to Darrick. ‘Make this good, Ry. There’s a heavy penalty attached to your unmitigated guilt.’

‘I am only too aware of that,’ replied Darrick. ‘And that in itself is the first part of my defence - that I came here voluntarily to answer this charge. There was little chance of my being arrested with war at our borders. I need to clear my name so I can take my part without looking over my shoulder for college guards carrying warrants.’

‘I’m sure you have all our thanks for offering yourself up without our needing to divert resources,’ said the long-nosed mage dryly.

Hirad scowled and tensed. He wasn’t happy with the atmosphere. The four old men were clearly intent solely on establishing guilt. Only Heryst seemed truly interested in the possibility that Darrick took the only decision open to him under the circumstances. The question was, did he have ultimate sanction in this forum?

‘The docks at Arlen, those three seasons ago, were a place where not just I but every Lysternan was betrayed. It was where some of those empowered to determine control of the Nightchild abandoned their morals and put her under sentence of death. And not just her, but also her mother, Erienne, who sits at my left.’

‘We are perfectly—’

‘You will let me speak uninterrupted, my Lord Metsas,’ said Darrick. There was no anger in his voice.

Metsas’s face darkened but he said no more.

‘As has been documented, I found myself commanding cavalry that, far from preventing a ship sailing at the behest of the Lystern-Dordover alliance, were in fact defending it from Xeteskian aggression. And that is because it contained Dordovan mages in cahoots with Black Wings. Black Wings, gentlemen. The ship also contained a hostage: Erienne.’

Darrick gestured to Erienne and Hirad saw remembered pain flicker over her features. She laid her head briefly on Denser’s shoulder.

‘Dordover was using her to get to Lyanna. Her daughter. And then the mages would have cast her to the Black Wings to be murdered while they did the same to the Nightchild. It was an inhuman tactic for which Dordover deserves nothing but eternal contempt. And if any here present were in tacit support, that contempt is yours too.

‘I love my city and college, make no mistake. I love its principles, its morals and its ethics. And I could not lead a force that would see those values betrayed. It was a decision which broke my heart but I had no other option. Surely, as the men who uphold our ethics and principles, you must understand.

‘But know this, too. I carried out my resignation correctly. I handed command to Izack in the knowledge that he was fully capable of carrying out his duties as correctly as I was. He proved me right, of course. My men were not put at excessive risk and the burden of Lystern’s actions was taken from them. It was I who received the orders; Izack and his men were merely dutybound to carry them out.

‘Yet, at the same time, I gave them a choice. I did not incite mass desertion and, as the record shows, no such action was taken. The decision was left with each individual’s conscience, but what choice did most of those men really have? They had families who relied on them. They had lives to lead beyond the conflict. And they had nowhere to go.

‘I was different. I had The Raven.’

Heryst shifted in his seat, evading Darrick’s steady gaze. Hirad watched the law mages too. None showed the slightest understanding of, or sympathy for, Darrick’s dilemma. And the words spoken merely confirmed the shallow nature of their thinking.

‘Indeed you did have The Raven,’ said the long-nosed mage. ‘And you fought alongside Xetesk while at the opposite end of the docks, your men were being killed by Xetesk. How do you equate that with responsible discharge of your duties?’

Darrick nodded slowly. ‘Lord Simmac, if my duty was to protect murderers and witch-hunters, then I am happy to have failed. If it was to protect the innocent and deliver the best possible outcome for Balaia and hence Lystern then, with one glaring exception, I and The Raven succeeded. Though subsequent events have removed any shine from our success.’

‘The exception being?’ asked Simmac.

‘That Lyanna died and so we will never know if she could have used her power for the good of us all.’

‘Of course,’ said Simmac, as if the fact had slipped his mind.

‘Dordover wanted her dead the moment she escaped them,’ said Hirad quietly. ‘What was your desire, I wonder?’

Heryst looked at him squarely. ‘Hirad, with all due respect, we are not here to debate Lystern’s flawed alliance with Dordover. Ry Darrick is on trial here.’ He allowed himself a brief smile. ‘But since you have been desperate to speak ever since we began, perhaps now is the time, if Darrick is done?’

‘For now,’ said Darrick. ‘Though I reserve the right to speak again.’

‘Granted,’ said Heryst. ‘Hirad, the floor is yours.’

The barbarian stood, feeling the cold stares of the law mages gauging him.

‘It’s really simple,’ he said. ‘The events Darrick set going saved the elves from extinction. He saved so many lives by joining us. Still not quite enough, though.’

The Unknown squeezed his forearm. The Raven still felt it. They’d been too late to save Ilkar, the elf who had been with The Raven since the start. An elf they all loved and who, ironically, had feared watching them all grow old and die around him.

‘And how exactly do you work that out?’ asked Simmac, expression all but a sneer.

Hirad felt the almost overwhelming urge to cross the table and flatten his long nose. He took a deep breath.

‘Because,’ he said carefully, ‘had he not organised the defence of the Al-Drechar’s house on Herendeneth; and had he not fought with The Raven and alongside Xetesk in that house against the Dordovan and Black Wing invasion, not just Lyanna, but all the Al-Drechar would have been dead. And with them, as it turned out, would have died every elf. Only they had the knowledge to rebind the statue of Yniss and halt the plague.’

‘I fail to see—’ began Simmac.

‘And where would your forces be now without the elves, eh?’ Hirad raised his voice, hearing it echo into the rafters. ‘Without their swords and their magic to back you and Dordover against Xetesk? Answer me that and keep sneering.’ Hirad almost sat then but there was one other thing to say.

‘Ry Darrick is one of the bravest men I have ever met. He is also without question the most moral and upright. Everything he does is for the benefit of Balaia, and that is something we should all be striving for, don’t you agree? Removing him would remove one of our most potent weapons from the fight that is still to come. And believe me, we are on your side. The side that would see balance restored to our land.

‘Remove him and you make The Raven your enemy. And you don’t want that.’

Hirad sat. He felt his pulse thudding in his neck and was glad of the weathered tan on his face; he was sure he was flushed.

‘Well done, Hirad,’ said The Unknown.

Darrick turned his head and nodded fractionally.

‘Does anyone else wish to speak?’ asked Heryst.

‘Hirad speaks for us all,’ said The Unknown. ‘Darrick is Raven. He was instrumental in saving the elven race and his honour and courage are beyond question. If you find Darrick guilty without redress, you must ask yourselves exactly what it is you are actually finding him guilty of.’

‘Desertion,’ said Metsas, the word snapping from his mouth. ‘From Lysternan lines.’

‘Or perhaps of doing his duty by his country.’

‘If you believe that,’ said Metsas.

‘Oh, I have no doubt,’ said The Unknown. ‘But it is you who sit in judgement.’

‘For the record,’ said Heryst, ‘and excuse the slight contradiction but I am both Darrick’s judge and commanding officer, I must make mention of Darrick’s unblemished record of courage and service to the city and college of Lystern. To list every event would take longer than we have, and that in itself should inform us of his character. They are all well documented but three stand out as shining examples of his loyalty, strength and ability.

‘The sorties into Understone Pass in the years before the pass fell. How much more damaging would the Wesmen invasion have been a decade later had we lost the pass earlier?

‘The battle at Parve six years ago. Darrick led his cavalry into the heart of Wesmen power to break their lines and allow The Raven through. Without him, would Denser have been able to cast Dawnthief and pierce the hearts of the Wytch Lords?

‘Finally, the Wesmen invasion. Darrick’s command of the four-college force was critical in delaying the Wesmen long enough for help, in the form of the Kaan dragons, to arrive on the closing of the Noonshade rip.

‘Within those commands, acts of personal heroism and sacrifice were played out. In his time as Lystern’s general, Darrick has, without question, been central to saving Balaia.’

Hirad could see the law mages’ expressions. Their disdain for what they had heard was plain. These were mages of the old school, which taught that allegiance to Lystern and a love of Balaia were not necessarily linked. And Darrick had chosen Balaia.

‘Are we done?’ asked Simmac. Darrick and Heryst both nodded. ‘Good.’ The elderly mage snapped his fingers and a young woman detached herself from the clerks. ‘The SoundShield, please.’

She nodded and began to cast. Her hands described a dome above the heads of the five who sat in judgement. She mouthed silently, cupped her hands and spoke a single command word, completing the simple spell.

‘How long will it take?’ asked Hirad, watching Metsas begin to speak and seeing him flick his hand at The Raven. Heryst frowned and shook his head as he replied.

‘Not long, I fear,’ said Darrick. ‘I’ve only the one ally inside that bubble of silence.’

‘But at least he’s head mage,’ said Hirad.

‘I suspect that means little in the middle of a war that half of Heryst’s council thinks Lystern should not be fighting,’ said Denser.

‘True,’ said Darrick.

‘You think Heryst may sacrifice you as a sop to the opposition faction?’ asked The Unknown.

‘It’s possible,’ said Darrick. ‘He’s not as confident as I remember him.’

‘I don’t see it,’ said Erienne. ‘Surely the salvation of the elves is enough.’

‘To save my life, possibly. To free me, I don’t know.’

To his left, Hirad heard a growl. He glanced across to where Thraun sat, eyes fixed on the law mages and Heryst. Thraun’s face was pinched and angry, lips drawn back over his teeth.

‘Blind men,’ said Thraun.

‘I know what you mean,’ said Hirad.

They fell silent, watching the law council argue Darrick’s fate while the tension soared in the great hall. Hirad felt sweat on his palms and, next to him, Darrick at last showed some emotion. His face was lined with anxiety beneath his tight brown curly hair and his fists clenched and unclenched by his sides. He swallowed hard and glanced round at Hirad, his smile terribly weak, his eyes small and scared.

Time stretched. The Raven couldn’t look at each other, their gazes instead locked on the scene being played out in silence across the table. Metsas and Simmac had already revealed their hands and Heryst’s allegiance was clear. It rested on the two who had not spoken a word during the hearing. Where would their heads and hearts fall?

The quiet dragged at Hirad’s ears while he watched Heryst reply in obvious anger. His hand slapped the table, vibrations carrying around its circumference. The Lord Elder Mage jabbed a finger at Metsas and gestured at the two undecided mages. The law mage winced and shrank back in his chair but his expression hardly changed. Heryst asked a simple question. Metsas shook his head, Simmac made no move and the other two nodded.

‘The decision is made on majority.’ Heryst’s voice was unnaturally loud, puncturing the silence once the SoundShield had dispersed.

If it was possible, Darrick stood a little straighter, his hands still once again.

‘The findings of the law council hearing in the matter of Lystern’s charges of desertion and cowardice against former general Darrick are as follows.’

Heryst’s face was carefully neutral but his eyes couldn’t disguise his discomfort. Hirad clutched the arms of his chair. He felt suddenly very hot and wished for just a morsel of Darrick’s bearing.

‘The charge of cowardice is dismissed. The charge of desertion, of leaving the men in your command to face a foe of unknown strength and of subsequently leaving the scene of battle to take up arms against an ally is upheld.

‘The usual penalty for desertion is death without appeal. But these are not usual times. And there is no doubting your abilities as swordsman, horseman and leader of men.’

Lord Metsas cleared his throat but a sharp glance from Heryst stilled any further interruption.

‘It is the decision of this court, therefore, that you, Ry Darrick, be redrafted into the Lysternan cavalry, there to serve under Commander Izack in the war against Xetesk. Your rank will be reduced to cavalryman second class but, as you are aware, the Lysternan armed forces have always rewarded clear ability with swift promotion, often in the field.

‘You will leave for the east gates front at dawn tomorrow. Do you have anything to say now sentence is passed?’

Hirad didn’t know what to think. Relief that Darrick wasn’t to be executed was diluted with the knowledge he was to be taken from The Raven. And on the back of so much recent loss, Hirad couldn’t shift the notion that somehow The Raven were being forced to share his punishment.

For a few moments, Darrick was still while the chamber awaited his reaction. It was not one that any of them expected.

‘I accept the decision but not the punishment,’ he said.

Lord Metsas snorted. ‘You speak as if you have a choice.’

‘I do,’ said Darrick. ‘I can choose to agree to your punishment or remain true to what I believe.’

Hirad was sure everyone could hear his heart beating in his chest, the silence was that pronounced. Heryst was completely confused; his face had fallen and he looked as if he was about to burst into tears. Erienne was shaking her head but The Unknown and Thraun were nodding. Hirad was with them.

‘And what exactly is it that you believe?’ Lord Metsas asked.

‘That Balaia needs me with The Raven far more than it does at Xetesk’s east gates. That we can right the balance if we’re left to act and the allies hold Xetesk at her walls. That my return to the Lysternan cavalry is a sham.

‘Gentlemen, you have to understand me. I am Raven. And that is all I will ever be now until the day I die.’

Across the table, Metsas and Simmac relaxed into their chairs. Heryst closed his eyes briefly and leant forwards, fingers kneading his forehead.

‘Then I have no option,’ he said. ‘I’ve done everything I can for you. Ry Darrick, if you refuse to join the cavalry, the sentence of this court can only be one thing. Death.’
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The silence that had fallen over the largely rebuilt College of Julatsa had lasted for so long that now no one dared speak lest he or she voiced the fears they all harboured. None of them had suffered, for which the Gods had to be thanked, because none of them had been casting at the time.

But they had all been touched so deeply it had taken their breath and their strength, and had drawn them all to the gaping hole in the middle of the college. It was the one thing they couldn’t put right because there just weren’t enough of them, but it was the one thing they needed because without it the college would not function as a fully formed magical entity.

The Heart.

Buried to prevent its destruction by Wesmen and now lost until enough Julatsans could be gathered to raise it and allow its pulse to beat through the college once again.

They had thought the Heart’s burial would merely cause it to lie dormant but that was not the case. And it was this dread realisation that had drawn them all, few that they were, to the jagged crater. Three hundred feet below and covered in impenetrable black, lay the Heart.

Burying it had toppled the Tower which had been built above it, entombing those few brave souls who had sacrificed themselves to save the college from ultimate destruction. Reversing the burial was far more difficult and the forty mages standing around the crater simply weren’t enough.

Pheone stood chewing her lip, trying desperately to frame words of hope for them all, but her heart was as heavy as the pit in front of her was deep. They’d clung to the belief that though it was dormant, the Heart still kept their magic alive. This had given them the faith that one day, however long it took, they would be able to return their college to its former glory. Not now.

‘It’s dying, isn’t it?’ Pheone said, her voice carrying across the courtyard. No one answered her though the shifting of feet told her they’d all heard her.

What in all the hells was she supposed to do? They’d all turned to her when Ilkar had left to do The Raven’s work three seasons ago. Expected her to take up where he had left off. Like it was that easy.

Gods, how she missed him. His strength, his touch, his kiss. Not a day went by that she didn’t look to the gates, wishing for him to ride through them. He’d know what to do, where to find the mages they needed to raise the Heart before it was too late. Perhaps he would still come. But news was so hard to come by with so few Julatsans in contact with the college and she’d heard nothing of his whereabouts for over a season. And every day without word chipped at her belief a little more.

‘That’s not possible,’ said Lempaar at last. The oldest mage amongst them, he was an elf who had stayed clear of a disease that had claimed ten of his race and a fifth of the already small mage population. Only now was news filtering through that the disease had afflicted tens of thousands of elves on both continents before apparently running its course.

‘We all felt it, Lempaar,’ said Pheone. ‘We all know what it means.’

It had been relatively short-lived. An abyss had opened up in each one of them, giving them a glimpse of an existence without the touch of mana. It had been terrifying. A void of unfathomable depth, of unbridgeable loss.

Pheone let her gaze travel slowly across the assembly. They all, like her, were trying desperately to argue themselves out of the obvious. Every teaching any of them had received on the subject had been clear. The Heart, they said, was the centre of Julatsan power but was not the portal between them and mana in itself. Losing it would be a terribly weakening blow but it would not end Julatsan magic, just make it more difficult.

So said the teachings.

‘But they’re wrong,’ whispered Pheone.

‘Who?’ asked Lempaar.

‘Everyone who ever taught us anything about the nature of Julatsan magic.’

They were all looking at her. Waiting for her to tell them what to do next. It would have been funny had they not been facing catastrophe. She was unelected, leader only because she, like Ilkar, had a flair for organisation. It had been easy when there was so much work to do. But now the building and repair was done, bar the Tower, and they were facing a future that made weak roofs and dangerous structures insignificant issues. Now they faced losing the ability to interact with the mana spectrum. Julatsa was dying.

‘We have to think straight,’ Pheone said, trying to force her own thoughts into some semblance of order. ‘There are steps we can take and we can’t afford to give up. Not after all we’ve achieved.

‘Lempaar, could you take as many people as you need and scour what texts we have for any hint of what is going on in the Heart? Maybe we can, I don’t know, feed it or revive it in some way. Anything to prolong its life, if indeed it is the Heart that is the problem.

‘Buraad, Massentii, Tegereen, we need a clear plan to get out our plea for help. Every Julatsan mage must have felt this. Every one of them must come here to help us raise the Heart.’

‘We need so many,’ said a voice from across the crater.

‘Then we’d better start getting them here now,’ replied Pheone.

‘Why do you think we’ll be more successful this time than before? We’ve asked, you know we have. So few answered. And now there’s a war going on out there.’ It was the same voice, from a mage who looked like they all must feel. Washed out. Lost.

‘I know. But we have to succeed. And at least the war has brought elves here from Calaius, though the Gods only know why. They are all Julatsan-trained and we have to make them understand what is at stake. What other choice do we have than to try? The alternative is unthinkable.

‘Listen, we have to stand strong, support each other. Anyone not included in the library detail, probe the mana. Let’s find out exactly how it feels to construct spells now. Can you shape as easily? That sort of thing. But be careful. We can’t afford to lose anyone to a backfire.

‘Is everyone clear?’ Silence. ‘Good, then let’s get cracking. We’ll talk again at dusk.’

Tessaya, Lord of the Paleon tribes of the Wesmen, looked down at the flowerbuds bursting through the earth at his feet, a smile unbidden on his lips. All around him, his village buzzed with activity. Water was being drawn from the wells, farmers were sharpening tools ready for the planting, dwellings were being re-thatched and strengthened. He could smell a freshness in the air. It was the smell of new life. It was the smell of hope, and hope was something his people craved.

Six years after the wars that had seen so many of the menfolk die fighting in the east, the mortal enemies of the Wesmen had sent more misery to haunt them, fractured as they were. To Tessaya it had appeared to be weather the like of which none had experienced in living memory. But his Shamen had smelled magic in the gales, the rain storms, the lightning that burned and in the earth that heaved and sucked the living down to hell.

Day after day they had been struck, and when the storms eased, they were roasted in hot suns. The crops had drowned or withered, the livestock had not bred and when winter had come, though the elements had ceased their battering, it was clear many would die.

Deep in the Heartlands, Tessaya had entrenched himself, calling surviving lords to him and pleading for a pooling of all they had. If, indeed, this was the work of the eastern mages, then their aim was to wipe out the Wesmen forever. Only by working together could they survive and come back stronger.

The lords had listened. Tessaya was the oldest among them and had survived wars with the east and tribal conflicts over two decades. He alone had gathered the tribes into a force strong enough to take on the east. And the lords, many of them new and scared, believed he could do it again.

But they had suffered through the winter. They had had wood to burn but nothing to cook above the flames. Animals had had to be kept alive to breed. Men, women and babes grew gaunt, and the weak and sick did not survive. Pyres burned daily on all the holy sites to remind them of their tenuous hold on life.

It was a time when the Shamen grew to a new stature. They preached the mercy of the Spirits and indeed, it seemed even to one as sceptical as Tessaya that they were not alone in their struggle. Perhaps the winter wasn’t as harsh as they remembered. Perhaps the hunting parties found more wild game than they had a right to do. Perhaps the hardy berries and roots had spawned a naturally greater harvest.

Or maybe some force was giving them the tools to live.

Tessaya was happy for his people to believe what they wished. His pact with the tribal lords meant there was precious little theft of food, and that which took place was punished by staking and death. And as the days of cold crawled past, he could see a new determination growing within the Paleon. Where so recently he had seen the acceptance of weakness, now he saw the desire to live, and more importantly, to grow again. What the mages had sent, the Wesmen would turn into strength.

And now, with the new season upon them, and life returning to the hard soil in abundance, he could look forward again to a glorious future. While there would still be hardship until the next crops were gathered, at least there would be Paleon to take in the harvest. It would be a time of celebration like no other.

Tessaya grieved for all those he could not help. Those who chose to live beyond the Heartlands; and those already too far gone to live on will alone. But now his mind turned again, inevitably, to thoughts of conquest.

Because the Shamen had only been half right, if the stories he had been hearing these last days were true. Yes, the elements had been powered by magic. But they had not been sent by the colleges. And even more interesting, the destruction that had been visited on the east was perhaps even more severe than they had suffered in the Heartlands. What state were their enemies in? Good enough to fight and win?

He had heard rumours of Julatsa’s failure to rise from its ashes and that the colleges were at war with one another, tearing each other apart. And even better, that the ordinary people, those not afflicted by magic, were turning against their would-be masters. And that these same people desired to rebuild their lives without the use of spell and chant. Very interesting.

Tessaya needed answers and he needed proof. He had made mistakes before, believing in the tales of others, and his people had died in their thousands because of it. This time he wanted to hear the truth from mouths he could trust. He knew the Wesmen were weakened, that his armies would be small. But if the prize were truly there for the taking, and if much of the east no longer supported the colleges, there was hope. Hope that the Wesmen could finally claim their birthright and dominion over Balaia.

Lord Tessaya breathed deep. He would need to talk to his closest advisers and Shamen. This was a matter that would need particularly careful handling. He bent and plucked one of the early flowers from the earth at his feet and took it back in to show his wife.

 


The smoke had cleared from the battlefield; the spells and arrows had stopped falling. The pleas for help were fading echoes against the blank walls of Xetesk and the only sounds filtering across the space between the enemy forces were the taunts of the victors and the calls of carrion birds.

Dila’heth, her head thumping at the site of the gash she’d sustained, stood up from the dying Al-Arynaar elf she’d been tending and looked again over the battlefield. Bodies lay where they’d fallen. Scorched mud and shallow craters signified where FlameOrb and HellFire had landed. Scraps of charred clothing blew on the light breeze. Beyond the bodies, the Xeteskians had stood down their front line, leaving a handful of guards to watch while the rest celebrated in full view.

She felt someone moving up beside her. She glanced sideways.

‘Why don’t they attack?’ she asked.

‘They don’t need to,’ said Rebraal. ‘All they have to do is keep us away from the walls and occupied while they finish their research of the texts they stole from us.’

The leader of the Al-Arynaar pointed to a group of Protectors and mages who were moving back towards the gates.

‘And they aren’t going for a rest, I guarantee you that.’

‘Where, then?’ asked Dila.

‘Well, they were struggling to the south, so the messengers said, so it could be there.’ Rebraal shrugged.

‘But you don’t think so.’

‘No. If The Raven are right, they’ll be looking to strike north as soon as they can.’

‘North?’

‘Julatsa.’

‘Would they?’

Rebraal nodded. ‘Why not? They want dominion, Julatsa’s the weakest player . . .’

‘But . . .’

‘I know, Dila,’ he said, touching her arm briefly to comfort her rising anxiety. ‘Tell me what it felt like. Out there.’

‘How could you understand?’ she asked, unwilling to recall the void she had touched. ‘I don’t know, it was like the magic just . . . failed. For that time, it just wasn’t there. I felt like you feel every day and you can’t know how horrible that is for a mage.’

‘Ilkar had been trying to explain.’ Rebraal’s smile was weak. His brother’s death had affected him more than perhaps it should, given Dila’s admittedly incomplete knowledge of their relationship. ‘But what does it mean?’

Dila shook her head. ‘We don’t know. We need to get someone to Julatsa, find out. Whatever it was, they’ll have more information, I’m sure.’

‘The reason Ilkar came to Calaius was to recruit mages to take back there to raise the Heart. Perhaps he knew something was going wrong. Is that possible?’

Dila shook her head. ‘I don’t think so. Like all of us, I expect he just wanted Julatsa returned to her former position. And if you’re right about Xetesk’s intentions, then that has become an urgent consideration. How many mages did he think he wanted?’

‘He wasn’t specific,’ replied Rebraal. ‘Hundreds, I think.’

Dila’s heart sank. ‘Rebraal, we’ve barely got two hundred spread around Xetesk now.’

‘I know,’ he said.

‘When will our reinforcements arrive?’

‘Hard to tell. When we left Ysundeneth to come here with The Raven there was precious little activity. The word has only just gone out and the Elfsorrow has taken so many.’

‘So what will we do?’ Dila’heth felt a surge of desperation. And the sensation that, despite the open ground on which she stood, she was trapped.

‘How many did we lose today?’ asked Rebraal.

‘Too many.’

‘That’s not an answer.’

Dila nodded. ‘But it’s still too many. There are one hundred and seventy-four bodies out there. And up here, seventy-eight won’t be fit to fight or cast for ten days. Another forty or so will be buried where they lie.’

She looked into Rebraal’s eyes, saw him doing the addition, the result making him wince.

‘We lost over half of our Al-Arynaar warriors and mages in less time than it takes to boil an egg.’ Dila gestured at the Xeteskians. ‘They could snuff us out on this front right now, so why don’t they?’

‘Like I said, they don’t have to. And actually, I’m not sure they could. Izack is still strong and they don’t know the extent of our magical problems. Anyway, why lose men against an enemy not threatening you?’

‘So what will we do?’ Dila searched Rebraal’s face for the answers she couldn’t find.

‘Wait and watch. Messengers have gone north and south. We’ll get relief. And you must organise your message to Julatsa, either by horse or Communion. Until then, we have a border to keep until The Raven arrive. And Auum gets back.’

‘Where is he?’

Rebraal gestured at the blank walls of Xetesk with his chin. ‘Where do you think? They’ve got our property and we want it back.’

‘Gyal’s tears, how did he get in? More, how will he get out?’

Rebraal smiled. ‘He’s Auum. Duele and Evunn are with him. They’ll find a way. They’re TaiGethen.’

‘I hope you’re right.’

‘Trust me,’ said Rebraal. ‘Trust him, too.’

‘Rebraal?’

The Al-Arynaar leader turned at the sound of his name, Dila following his gaze. It was Izack. Armour dented and blood-streaked but still very much alive.

‘Commander, we have much to thank you for. Without you, today could have been much worse.’

‘It is worse, believe me.’ Izack’s face was grim and his eyes darted around, as if the facts he knew confused him.

‘How?’

‘I’ve had word by Communion from Lystern. You aren’t going to like it.’
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Hirad flew from his seat as the guards closed in to take Darrick to the holding cell in the Tower, their swords drawn. His chair squealed across the polished wooden floor and Denser watched him, trying to take in everything at once: the six guards striding towards Darrick from around the left and right of the table; the law mages who had stood as Heryst delivered his verdict; and the rest of The Raven, who had spread reflexively to defend the condemned man.

‘Not one more step,’ warned Hirad. He reached for his sword but of course, he was unarmed as they all were. ‘You aren’t taking him, so back off.’

‘Hirad, this isn’t helping,’ hissed Darrick.

The swordsmen came on. Denser saw The Unknown turn towards Hirad as the barbarian switched his gaze to Heryst.

‘Make a new decision. Don’t let them make you murder him.’

Hirad’s voice was a growl, his eyes were bulging and his whole body tensed for action. Muscles rippled in his neck and arms and his breathing had the natural depth of the ready warrior. Denser had seen the danger signs before; they all had.

‘Stand aside, Hirad,’ warned Heryst. ‘You will not obstruct this court’s officials.’

‘I’ll do more than that to any man who tries to take him.’

The guards hesitated, looked to Heryst for guidance.

‘Hirad, please,’ said Darrick. ‘Do as he says.’

‘You’re Raven, Darrick. And this isn’t happening.’

At a nod from Heryst, the guards made another move. Hirad exploded. He took off at a speed Denser didn’t think him capable of any more. But The Unknown was both ready and quicker. The huge shaven-headed warrior met the barbarian square on, wrapping his arms round him and shoving hard, legs braced, feet slipping on the wood floor. The slap of the impact echoing around the hall made Denser wince.

‘Get out of my way!’ Hirad pushed, trying to lever The Unknown’s arms away.

‘Gods’ sake, Hirad, calm down!’ The Unknown shouted into his face. ‘Thraun, help me.’

Erienne was gaping. Denser made a half move and stopped. The guards kept on coming and Darrick stepped around Hirad’s back and walked towards them.

‘No!’ Hirad forced one of The Unknown’s arms back. ‘Let go of me. They’ll kill him.’

He pivoted and lunged after Darrick, threatening to break free, his rage giving him a strength to match even the big man’s. But as he turned, Thraun caught his free arm and the two Raven men bore him backwards, cursing, spitting his fury and heaving against their grip.

‘No, Unknown, you bastard. Don’t let them do this. Let me go, now!’

‘You are not helping, Hirad. Let it rest.’

The Unknown’s face was red with exertion. The muscles in his shoulders were bunched beneath his shirt and the cords of his neck stood proud. Hirad’s feet slithered, searching for purchase. But he had no answer to the combined power of The Unknown and the quiet, determined Thraun.

‘Damn you, Heryst!’ shouted Hirad as he was all but carried through a door and out into the corridor beyond. ‘You’re a murderer, you hear me? A fucking murderer. You should be the one dying, not Darrick. He’s trying to save Balaia. What are you doing? Murderer!’

‘Hirad! Enough!’

‘And damn you, Unknown. Damn the lot of you bastards who stood by and let this happen.’

The voices started to echo as the unequal struggle moved away and out of sight. A curious calm descended on the hall. Darrick had given himself up to the guards who were flanking him but not restraining him. Denser was aware of Erienne’s anxious breathing close by and he wrapped an arm around her shoulders. Across the table, Heryst and the law mages stood. Metsas and Simmac wore slight smiles while their clerks gathered around them, pale and frightened.

Heryst walked around the table to stand in front of Darrick. The Raven swordsman met his gaze squarely.

‘I am sorry, Ry,’ said the Lord Elder Mage. ‘But you gave me no option.’

‘I thought you a man of strength and vision. A man I could trust and be proud to serve,’ said Darrick. ‘But I saw it first in Dordover and here again today. You are weak. You would betray anything to cling on to power. What a disappointment. You are not the Heryst to whom I swore loyalty. I have nothing more to say to you.’

He looked away.

‘Take him,’ said Heryst. ‘Give him anything he wants.’

‘Yes, my Lord.’

Darrick led his jailers from the Great Hall.

‘You’re making the worst mistake of your life,’ said Denser.

Heryst glanced over his shoulder; the law mages were watching him.

‘You know, I’ve always respected The Raven,’ he said, walking across to Denser and Erienne. ‘You fight well, you’re honourable and you’ve helped Balaia through some of her darkest days. But sometimes, I think you forget who you are and where you came from. At heart, you’re mercenaries. You spent a decade fighting for money and glory. You’re the best, I’ll grant you that, but it does not put you above my laws. Not anyone’s laws. Hirad would do well to remember that.’

‘He’s just trying to save his friend,’ said Erienne. ‘His only mistake was thinking you were doing the same.’

Heryst sighed. ‘Ry Darrick refused my help and he is beyond salvation now. I cannot break the rules for anyone, and the Gods know I bent them as far as I could, or where would my authority be? I would be corrupt, favouring some and condemning others. That is not Lystern’s way.’

‘Darrick is Raven. Hirad isn’t going to forget this,’ warned Denser.

‘Hirad is one barbarian. And a short-tempered one at that,’ said Heryst. ‘The best thing you can do for him now is calm him down, get him saddled and get him out of my college. In fact, out of Lystern. He’s a nuisance that I don’t need.’

Denser shook his head. ‘Out of all of you, only Styliann ever really understood The Raven.’

‘And look where it got him. Dead in another dimension. Dystran is in charge now.’

‘Indeed,’ said Denser. ‘And the shame is that he, Styliann, is not here to explain to you what you should already know. Because then you would understand the gravity of your decision.’

‘Like I say, sometimes you forget your place.’ Heryst turned away. ‘Be gone by dusk.’

 


Bedlam in The Raven’s chambers. Denser could hear it as he and Erienne approached down the main stairs from the Great Hall and turned left through the tower doors to the senior mage and guest quarters. The Raven had been given three bedchambers leading off a high-ceilinged drawing and dining room.

Denser and Erienne shared a look of raised eyebrows before he pushed the door open. Hirad and The Unknown Warrior stood toe to toe, the former so furious he was sweating in the cool of the drawing room, his braided hair flying with every jerk of his head.

‘You aren’t listening to me, Hirad, you ca—’

‘Why should I listen to you? We had a chance to save him then and there and you blanked me.’ Hirad’s finger jabbed into The Unknown’s chest. Denser saw the big man’s fists clench.

‘Something wrong with your eyes, Hirad? Or is it the usual brain failure? I counted nine mages and fifteen armed guards. We didn’t even have one dagger between us. They would have killed you. All of us.’

‘I may not have your brain but at least I’ve got heart,’ rasped Hirad. ‘I’d prefer to die trying than look on like a scolded child. How about you, eh?’

The Unknown’s left hand whipped up and caught Hirad’s finger in mid-jab.

‘Put that down or I’ll break it. Don’t treat me like some boy you can push around.’

‘Someone’s got to push or Darrick’s going to die.’

The Unknown forced Hirad’s hand down to his side, their gazes locked together.

‘No one is dying today,’ said The Unknown.

‘No? Asked Darrick his opinion, have you?’

‘You know better than this.’

‘I know one of The Raven is about to be executed. What do you know? The sun’s got to your fat neck, Unknown.’

The Unknown’s arms moved in a blur. His hands gripped the barbarian’s upper arms and he lifted Hirad clear from the ground, moved two paces and dumped him in a chair.

‘Now you will sit there and you will listen.’

Denser recognised the chill in The Unknown’s voice. Hirad didn’t.

‘So now I have to sit and wait for the killing cast, do I?’

The Unknown leant in, hands braced on the arms of the chair.

‘You have tried my patience enough. If you want to take me on, feel free to try if it’ll make you feel better. Think you can down me, do you, Coldheart?’

‘Unknown, I—’ began Denser but The Unknown snapped out his left hand towards him, palm raised.

‘What’s it to be, Coldheart? Use your fists or your head. It’s up to you.’

Hirad stared at him, eyes bulging, breath hissing from his nostrils.

‘Tell you what,’ continued The Unknown, ‘how about I get the deepest thinker of us all to tell you what you should have known from the very start? Thraun?’

The shapechanger, who had been watching the exchange in agitated silence, frowned.

‘I . . .’ he began. Denser could see the confusion in his eyes.

‘If you wanted to rescue Darrick, when would you do it?’ asked The Unknown.

Thraun tried to frame the words but as so often, the block between his thoughts and his speech remained obstinately in place.

‘Now you listen to me, Unknown,’ said Hirad, voice quieter but brim full of rage. ‘I have just lost Ilkar and we were helpless. And if you think I’m just going to sit around here—’

‘Wait,’ said Thraun, instantly the centre of attention. ‘Wait until the very end. Until they think we have given up.’

‘What?’

‘Think, Hirad,’ said The Unknown, straightening, his voice pained. ‘For once in your life, think.’

‘What else do you reckon I’ve been doing?’

‘Absolutely everything but,’ said Denser. He walked over to the cold fireplace on the mantel of which stood a pewter jug and carved wooden mugs.

‘Wondered when you’d join in the fun,’ growled Hirad.

Denser poured mugs of ale and handed them round.

‘This isn’t fun for any of us,’ said Denser. ‘Heryst wants us, or more particularly you, out of the city by dusk.’

‘Well he knows what—’

‘Hirad!’ barked The Unknown. ‘Drink your ale, take a deep breath and count to ten. Slowly. You have to calm down.’

Hirad opened his mouth.

‘Just don’t,’ said The Unknown. ‘Because right now, you are the second biggest threat to Darrick’s life.’

‘And how do you work that out?’

‘It doesn’t take a genius, Hirad,’ said Erienne.

‘What?’

Denser almost laughed but kept it in check. He could see Hirad’s anger at them all crumbling in the face of his lack of allies.

‘I want to assure you of one thing,’ said The Unknown quietly. ‘The Raven will not abandon one of their own. It’s never happened before and it isn’t going to start now.’

‘I—’

‘Hold on, Hirad,’ said The Unknown.

He walked to the door and yanked it open, looking up and down the corridor. Satisfied no one had been listening, he closed it again, looking at Denser.

‘Just in case, eh?’

Denser nodded. ‘No problem.’

The SoundShield was a simple casting, done in moments. Denser nodded when it was in place. Hirad, still breathing hard, tried to take them all in at once, a frown across his face. He settled on Erienne who walked over to him and knelt by him, a hand on his cheek.

‘Oh, Hirad, you react in all the right ways but at all the wrong times.’

‘I have to do what I feel,’ he said.

‘Time and place,’ said The Unknown. ‘Show that passion later and we stand half a chance.’

‘Later?’

‘Yes, later.’ The Unknown walked around in a tight circle. ‘Erienne, how long until the execution?’

‘Midnight is traditional in Lystern. The condemned is not supposed to witness the joy of another new day.’

‘Midnight,’ confirmed The Unknown. ‘When we all come together in the Vigil for Darrick’s passing. Hirad, are you getting this?’

‘Sort of.’

‘Gods falling, a sign of life!’ The Unknown drained his mug and sat opposite the barbarian. ‘And now, at last, we can plan.’

 


Devun had been a long time coming to Understone. For so many days he’d feared what he would find. But the faltering Balaian army the Black Wings just about commanded needed reassuring. Selik had promised he’d join them but he’d failed to materialise. And so the army of ordinary Balaians, united against magic, had stopped in its tracks, scant miles from the walls of Xetesk. Their goal was in sight but they were too scared to approach it without their leader.

So, belatedly, Devun had ridden with a group of ten to find him. Understone had been turned to nothing more than an open grave. He dismounted fifty yards from the garrison stockade and let his horse bend its neck to crop the burgeoning plains grass. He could smell the sick taint of decay on the breeze and could see the damage to the wooden stockade which Selik had made his headquarters. A few yards later and the first bodies were clearly visible, lying in the grotesque shapes of their deaths.

Devun sent his men on down into the town and carried on towards the stockade alone, already knowing what he was going to find. A numb feeling spread across his body. He tied a rag around his mouth and nose, to guard against the stench that grew with every pace, and drew his sword, just in case. But the scavengers had been and gone. The bodies in the main street had been stripped of weapons, armour and clothes. And he could see, up towards the eastern end of the town where his men were headed, that every scrap of canvas had been taken from the makeshift site that had housed much of the army of the righteous.

Swallowing bile, Devun pushed open the gates of the stockade, a gasp escaping his lips. The ground was covered in bodies. Clouds of flies feasted on the corpses. Carrion birds pecked and tore at the festering, decomposing flesh. Every body had been stripped, just like outside, but here he could chart more easily the course of the battle. Slaughter, more like.

There had been two conflicts. One right here by the gates where a jumble of bodies, unrecognisable in their putrefaction, lay in close formation. The other had been concentrated to his right. A clear area in front of the burned remnants of a collapsed rampart was bordered by a press of bodies. Beneath them, the ground was stained black with their blood.

Whoever had been here had presumably taken their own dead away, leaving the Black Wings and ordinary Balaians to rot where they fell. Devun was disgusted. He walked on across the compound; the smell in the still warm air was staggering. He fought back the nausea, waved his free hand in front of his face to fend off the swarms of flies and stepped between the bodies as best he could.

He stopped for a while in front of the door to the garrison offices and barracks. He knew what he’d find inside, he just had to see for himself. And if not inside, he’d have to look at every corpse lying behind him.

Devun pushed open the door and the savage odour hit him like a charging horse. He gagged and coughed, leaning against the door frame until his vision cleared and the cold sensation eased enough for him to move on.

Just ahead and to the right, was the office door and an answer to his question. Scratched into it was a symbol. It was rough but there was no mistaking it. He spat on it, watching the spittle dribble down across the eye and claw of The Raven’s sign. He opened the door. The office had been ransacked. Papers were strewn across the floor. The table and shelves were all done for.

By the door in the left wall a rotting head lay separated from its stripped body. Devun walked over to it, knelt and grasped the hair that still covered the skull. So much of the face was gone, eaten by rats and insects, but the bone around the left eye socket was warped and the left cheek criss-crossed by dozens of tiny cracks. IceWind had done this but that wasn’t what had killed Selik. It was The Raven.

Devun placed the head carefully back on the ground, stood and walked quickly from the building.

Later, sitting on his horse in front of his men, Devun watched the flames consume the Understone garrison and give some belated respect to all those who had died within it.

‘What will we do?’ asked his new lieutenant. ‘Without Selik, the army will break up faster than ever.’

‘We have to bring new muscle and new energy to the fight,’ said Devun. ‘Captain Selik had always kept one idea back. Something he thought we could do if we were desperate. I think that time is now. It’s risky but if we bring down the colleges, it’ll be worth it. Follow me.’

‘Where are we going?’

‘To talk to the Wesmen.’

Devun turned his horse and trotted away towards Understone Pass.




Chapter 4

 


 


 


 


Dystran sat at Ranyl’s bedside, where he had spent every hour he could since the Circle Seven Master, and his close friend, had felt the cancer take its death hold. By the old man’s head lay a black cat, an expression of human desperation on its features. Dystran wasn’t surprised. When Ranyl finally died, the demon familiar would perish with him. The two had been melded for more years than he could remember. Certainly for longer than his tenure as Lord of the Mount of Xetesk.

Dystran sighed. He seemed to have been doing so a lot lately. He’d never really believed Ranyl would actually die. And now he had to face ruling without the man responsible for putting him there in the first place. It would be like losing a limb.

‘Stop mopping my brow and tell me what happened today,’ said Ranyl, voice still strong though punctuated by gasping breaths.

Dystran dropped the cloth back into the bowl by his left hand and smiled. ‘Sorry. I don’t mean to mother you. I just wish you’d let me ease the pain for you.’

‘I have eternity to feel nothing, my Lord,’ said Ranyl. ‘Let me feel what I can for as long as I can, even if it is somewhat uncomfortable. ’

It was far more than that. Ranyl’s drawn white face, pasty skin and feverish brow were evidence enough. But he had been quite determined that when he could no longer numb the pain himself, no one else was to do it for him. Not even the Lord of the Mount.

‘So tell me, young pup,’ said Ranyl, face softening when he used the over-familiar expression. ‘What taxes the mind of Balaia’s most powerful man today?’

‘Well, old dog.’ Dystran responded in kind. ‘We have witnessed an extraordinary event today. Something happened to Julatsan mana control. Every spell deployed failed at once during the morning’s fighting. Quite suddenly and quite without warning. I have people working on the spectrum now, trying to assess the situation though I understand it was only a temporary condition.’

‘But you took full advantage?’

‘Without wasting resources, yes,’ said Dystran.

‘Result?’

‘I’ve been able to recall a significant number to prepare for the press north.’

‘But you’re unhappy?’ Ranyl’s breath caught as he felt a sudden sharp pain in his stomach. He closed his eyes while it passed. He turned his head on his pillow. ‘What’s wrong?’

Dystran couldn’t hold the stare. He’d never been able to. He chuckled and stood, walking in a small circle, his fears plaguing him again. At moments like these he wondered how he had survived so long on the Mount. Surely true leaders had more conviction, more strength. All he felt were palpitations, the skin crawling on the back of his neck and the anxiety that descended when his vision tunnelled.

‘Am I doing right? Is what we plan the best path for Xetesk and Balaia?’

Ranyl breathed deep. ‘It is natural to doubt your path,’ he said, his voice soft. ‘Because only by questioning your actions do you ensure you choose the right ones. And you have, my Lord. Xetesk must rule and you must preside over that rule. Don’t be anxious if you doubt so long as your courage never wavers.’

Dystran sat back down, squeezed out the cold cloth and mopped his mentor’s brow. The old man worsened by the moment.

‘Who will guide me when you are gone?’ he whispered.

‘You do not need a guide. You can see the path, you know you can.’ Ranyl cleared his throat, gasping at new pain. ‘Now, enough soul-searching for one day. I am tiring and I want to know about the research on the elven texts. And the latest from Herendeneth.’

Dystran relaxed. ‘The Aryn Hiil is a treasure, a real treasure. We have hardly started to understand its most basic secrets but it is clear the elves’ linkage to all the elements is far more fundamental than any of us imagined. It is no myth, and one of those elements is magic. We were right. The Aryn Hiil has so much to give us. It’s the central writing of elven lore and the words it contains are only part of its importance.’

Ranyl’s watery eyes glittered with new energy. ‘And how long before we have spells to exploit it?’

‘I am awaiting an estimate,’ said Dystran. ‘But not imminently, unless the Aryn Hiil reveals information allowing us to adapt spell shapes we already know. You know the research time needed for anything we have to start from scratch.’

Ranyl managed a weak nod. ‘But when you are not at my side, I suspect you are spending time with our Herendeneth team, yes?’

Dystran shrugged. ‘The dimensions are where the power really lies. And what the Kaan and Al-Drechar have told us opens up so many possibilities. I can see a time when I could drown Dordover without having to leave the catacombs. But it is too far away for our current purposes.’

‘Is anything useful now?’

‘Oh yes. It is just a shame the One will die with the Al-Drechar. We will soon know about the realignment of the dimensions. On a whim I will be able to open a pathway and send Sha-Kaan home to his own world. On another, I could release all the Protectors. Or make more. The demons no longer have a monopoly on understanding. ’

‘Good,’ said Ranyl. ‘Then I can die confident.’

The familiar moved uneasily where it lay, half shifting to its repulsive demonic form. Dystran knew how it felt. Ranyl’s time was near.

 


‘Can we do this?’ asked The Unknown, when The Raven reassembled at dusk to eat and talk.

The time since the verdict had been difficult and enlightening by degrees. Everything had hinged on Heryst accepting Hirad’s apology for his outburst. And he had done so with little complaint, rescinding his earlier order for The Raven to leave by nightfall.

‘It was strange,’ Hirad had said, and The Unknown who had accompanied him had agreed.

‘He wanted to apologise to us,’ he’d said. ‘His hands are tied. He feels as badly about this as we do but anarchy is a heartbeat away in this city unless he is seen to be even-handed in this most delicate matter.’

The Raven had been given leave to begin their Vigil by the cell block, which was attached to the barracks, and would also remove Darrick’s body. In the time left, each of them had visited Darrick under observation, Erienne and Denser had taken the chance to study in the library and The Unknown had tested the feeling of the remaining cavalry and guardsmen in the college.

‘It’s possible,’ said Denser. ‘But it depends on getting inside the cells without casting. They’ll be watching the mana shield over the college very closely for sure.’

‘Find anything useful in the library?’ asked Hirad.

‘The odd snippet,’ said Erienne. ‘But as you can imagine, there were archivists taking a great interest in everything we read. The only truly useful fact is that the cells are outside the very heart of the Tower’s mana focus.’

‘Well, that’s a relief,’ said Hirad.

Denser chuckled. ‘You never studied.’

‘Bloody right,’ said Hirad. ‘Too busy trying to find enough food to live on when I was young. Unlike you pampered mages in your warm colleges.’

‘The point is,’ said Erienne, ‘that there’s something I’ve become aware I can do almost without thinking.’

The Raven shifted uncomfortably. There was something about the entity of the One magic that Erienne harboured so unwillingly that didn’t sit well with any of them. They had all grown up with college-based magic and accepted it even if they didn’t understand it. But the One, a myth made real, that took its power not just from the mana but all the elements, was a force about which so little was known.

Two ancient elves on the island of Herendeneth, far out in the Southern Ocean, were its last practitioners. For them, Erienne was the last hope of perpetuating the original magical force in the Balaian dimension. But for Erienne, every time she touched the power, savage memories resurfaced. Because her daughter had been allowed to die to effect the transfer of the One entity into her mind.

And now she was trapped. Needing the Al-Drechar elves to help her control and understand the One lest it overwhelm her untrained mind, but hating them because it was they who had let Lyanna die. The Raven knew it, and they knew it was pain they could do nothing to ease.

‘What is it?’ asked Hirad.

‘I can sense people. If the mana flow isn’t overpowering I can sense their signatures because magic flows around them differently, not like it does around buildings and the world in general. We are like the elements coalesced, you see, concentrated. It makes us stand out against walls or trees, whatever. This side or the other side, up or down. And if I concentrate, I can tell if they are mages or not.’ She paused, looking at Hirad. ‘You don’t understand, do you?’

‘Not really,’ he replied. ‘But if you’re telling me you can see through walls and floors, I don’t care.’

‘Only if the mana flow isn’t too strong. In the Tower, I couldn’t. At the cells, I probably can,’ said Erienne.

‘Probably?’

‘Sorry, Unknown, it’s the best I can do. According to the structural drawings of the college, the flows dissipate through the cells because it’s not part of the main geometric structure. Trouble is, if they’ve repointed anything since the original building was done, it could have altered the mana map.’

‘Why would they do that?’ asked The Unknown.

‘Broader focus for something like new lecture theatres or long rooms. Students need all the help they can get and part-focused mana is perfect when you’re learning a new construct,’ said Denser.

‘Can’t you tell by tuning into the mana spectrum?’

‘Unfortunately not. We’re not trained in monitoring. Put it this way. Dipping into the spectrum in a college is like standing in a rainstorm and trying to see if it’s not as torrential fifty yards away.’ Erienne shrugged.

‘Any risk in this for you?’ Hirad leaned forward.

Erienne raised her eyebrows. ‘With the One, everything’s a risk right now. But I think I can contain it. The Al-Drechar will help.’

‘Right,’ said The Unknown. ‘Thank you, Erienne. We’ll use that skill if we can but that leaves just Denser as cover. Once we’re inside, SpellShield, all right?’

Denser nodded.

‘Now, I understand there is to be a protest outside the cells and barracks,’ said The Unknown, leaning across the table conspiratorially. ‘It’s exactly what we need.’

‘Why?’ asked Denser.

‘Because I think it’s going to give us our way in. Help yourselves to more food and drink, then Hirad and I will tell you all about it.’

 


Nyam had always been suspicious of the old women. Outwardly compliant they might have been; very willing to help and to explain the finer points of their considerable dimensional knowledge. But whenever he talked to them, he got the feeling that at least one of them was, well, elsewhere. Not physically, he’d explained to the others more than once, but inside her mind.

But apparently he was making far too much of it. They were old, he was told, borderline senile. Hardly surprising their minds wandered away now and then. He couldn’t make them understand. They might be ancient but the light in their elven eyes was as bright as that in the eyes of the son he had left behind in Xetesk. So he decided to watch them. One day, something would give.

He smiled to himself as he ambled in the warm sun outside the house of the Al-Drechar. High up in the sky, the surviving Kaan dragon, with whom they maintained an uneasy peace, circled. It had threatened them all with death if they stepped out of line and none of them doubted its capacity to carry out that threat. They had seen all too clearly the results of its anger. That was why the five mages and fifty Protectors left on the island all wished they’d been chosen for the ship home thirty-odd days before.

Nyam walked a little way up towards the beautifully arranged terraces which housed the long dead of the Al-Drechar. There was Diera with the laughing little boy, Jonas. She was tending the Nightchild, Lyanna’s, grave while he sat, face upwards, pointing at Sha-Kaan’s circling.

Nyam smiled again and found a conflict of emotions running through him. He yearned for his wife and family; another part reached out and understood Diera’s loneliness and yet he couldn’t escape the fact that he was attracted to her. They all were. She’d been the subject of ribald conversation more than once but none of them would so much as touch her. You didn’t try it on with the wife of The Unknown Warrior, no matter how far away he was.

That part of him that sympathised so much with the helplessness of her exile was strongest. She cut a forlorn figure at times, standing on the rocks overlooking the channel into which a returning ship would sail, or spending hours wandering the little island with Jonas wrapped in her arms or experimenting with walking beside her.

Yet she wouldn’t reach out. She shunned the Xeteskians completely, never spoke a word to any Protector and didn’t seem interested in the Al-Drechar, whom she spoke to like old aunts rather than powerful mages. She ate with the few Drech guild elves who tended the dying mages but only really spoke regularly to Sha-Kaan so far as Nyam could tell. Outwardly bizarre but actually eminently reasonable. The dragon had a telepathic link with the barbarian, Hirad Coldheart. All to do with the Dragonene order. He’d have to read up on it.

Nyam turned at the sound of his name. His turn to sit with the Al-Drechar again and see if he could get clarification on a couple of points, no doubt. Another smile. Perhaps today was the day something would give. He’d be waiting.

 


They began to gather at dusk. Heryst and his closest adviser, Kayvel, watched them from a window high up in the Tower. He had always known Darrick was incredibly popular but this, following his desertion, was surely unprecedented. Posts were abandoned, meals went uneaten, families didn’t see their menfolk at the time they expected. With much of the army committed to the north and east of Xetesk, it was never going to be a huge gathering, but its import was not lessened by that fact.

‘There will be no one patrolling the streets or our walls,’ said Kayvel.

Heryst nodded. ‘But it’s a respectful gathering. They all know the law.’

‘They all love Darrick,’ observed Kayvel. ‘Don’t expect their respect to extend to you.’

‘We must have order,’ said Heryst.

He glanced behind him. His personal guard, four senior soldiers, stood waiting. Not every member of the military shared the prevailing mood.

‘So what action will you take against this?’ Kayvel indicated the crowd which now numbered in excess of one hundred and was growing steadily.

‘None,’ said Heryst. ‘They must be allowed to express their feelings. So long as the protest remains peaceful.’

‘So you feel they are justified?’

‘Of course I bloody do.’ Heryst’s voice was quiet. He turned his attention back on the cavalry and soldiers outside the barracks. He felt a sickness in the pit of his stomach. This was comfortably the worst day of his tenure. ‘What choice do I have? He isn’t the first to be executed for desertion in this conflict. You know the feeling in the council and out in the city. We’re on the brink here. Our decision to ally again with Dordover is very unpopular.’

‘And you think executing our most famous son will help you?’

‘We must maintain the rule of law. None can be seen to be above it. That way lies anarchy.’ Heryst sighed, searching for a way to change the subject. ‘Where are The Raven?’

‘In their chambers,’ said Kayvel. ‘Eating.’

‘Good.’ Heryst turned from the window. ‘Keep them under close scrutiny. I won’t have them whipping up the crowd. We can’t afford that sort of disorder. And tell the watching mages they have to be vigilant.’

‘You don’t trust them?’ asked Kayvel, his tone edged with surprise.

‘The Raven?’ Heryst smiled. ‘Oh, I trust them all right. Enough to know they’ll try something. Can you see them knocking meekly at the door to collect Darrick’s body?’

‘Then why did you not have them escorted from the college?’

Heryst breathed deep and sucked his lip, regarding Kayvel until understanding creased his features. He stepped in very close to Heryst and leaned so close their faces all but touched.

‘You are playing a very dangerous game, my Lord,’ hissed the adviser, voice barely audible.

‘On the contrary, there is very little risk,’ whispered Heryst. ‘The Raven are not murderers. They are, however, very resourceful.’

Kayvel clicked his teeth. Heryst continued.

‘I assure you I will do everything in my power to stop them should they attempt a rescue. However, I don’t believe I can spare the men for a pursuit.’

‘You must order the gates closed,’ said Kayvel.

‘I cannot do that,’ said Heryst. ‘You know our constitution and there is no external threat to the college. We must and will remain open to all who need our help. That is Lystern’s way.’

Kayvel shook his head and turned away, moving a step towards the window. When he turned, his expression was deliberately neutral.

‘You are making a mistake,’ he said.

Heryst moved to stand beside him again and looked down on the crowd which stood in almost complete silence in the courtyard.

‘If it is a mistake to let The Raven pay their respects to one of their own with dignity, then it is one I am happy to make.’

‘You know what I mean,’ snapped Kayvel.

‘Yes, I do,’ whispered Heryst. ‘Darrick is my friend. I owe him this chance.’

Kayvel’s face softened. ‘I hope you know what you’re doing.’

‘So do I, my friend,’ said Heryst. ‘So do I.’




Chapter 5

 


 


 


 


The Raven moved out of their chambers to join the silent crowd shortly after the last hour of the day was sounded. Some two hundred and more Lysternan soldiers, many of them Darrick’s men, were gathered from posts in the college and across the city.

The Raven split up, according to The Unknown’s design, interspersing themselves with those in the front arc by the door to the windowless cell block, which adjoined the barracks, while Hirad disappeared round the side to the stables. Positioned so he could watch the door to the cells and the base of the Tower from which Heryst would soon emerge, The Unknown didn’t see Hirad return but he heard his voice as he passed without stopping.

‘Stable’s deserted. Everyone’s out here. We’re saddled and ready.’

The Unknown said nothing. The time was approaching. Agitation was running through the crowd that had been building ever since Darrick had been moved to the barrack cell block as dusk fell. A murmur of voices stilled with the creaking of a door. Every head turned towards the Tower. Six men emerged from the brazier-bright entrance and out into the lantern-lit, shadowy courtyard. The stride was measured and confident.

The Unknown could see Heryst and his adviser, Kayvel, walking in the centre of the quartet of swordsmen. Their weapons were sheathed but their eyes roved the crowd. The Unknown knew they were being monitored. It shouldn’t matter.

Standing just behind the front rank of the loose crowd, The Raven waited. Heryst and his guard walked into the silence, the crowd closing around them as they came, no more than two paces away. Not close enough for The Unknown.

Standing to the left of the guard-flanked barracks door and looking across at the approaching entourage, he signalled Thraun with a slight nod. The troubled shapechanger made no sign he’d seen The Unknown but his feral eyes glittered in the light of a nearby lantern and the half pace he took was more than enough.

He nudged into the pair of soldiers in front of him, forcing both to take a balancing step forwards and bringing them very close to Heryst. Denser’s similar nudge ensured the ripple continued and Erienne’s gave the move a momentum of its own.

‘Shame on you!’

The Unknown heard Hirad’s voice, turning the murmur of disquiet into more vocal opposition. Cries of ‘Spare Darrick’ and ‘Crime’ sounded and the crowd pressed in. Immediately, the guards upped their pace. Seeing the concern on Heryst’s face, The Unknown moved.

He pushed hard into the backs of the two men in front of him, sending them stumbling into Heryst’s guards. The reaction was as automatic as it was predictable. The soldiers were fended off roughly, sent spinning left and right and into the gap came The Unknown. He allowed himself to be helped by the agitated group behind, his shoulder thumping into the first bodyguard who sprawled backwards, arms cartwheeling and striking another man who lashed out instinctively.

The jostling took on an edge, the atmosphere firing to tension in an instant.

‘Get back, clear the path!’ ordered one of the bodyguards.

The Unknown stepped round to face him, fist slamming into his gut. The guard’s eyes widened. The Unknown’s head connected sharply with the bridge of his nose. He fell.

Turning, The Unknown saw Hirad and Thraun closing in at the back. Denser had confronted another guard. He couldn’t see Erienne. He forced his way towards the barracks door, meeting Heryst’s eyes on the way. The Lord Elder Mage opened his mouth to shout but a hand clamped around his neck and dragged him back. The Unknown ploughed on, shoving soldiers aside, hearing the anger reach boiling point. The guards at the door had only just seen the danger to their Lord through the confusion of bodies in front of them. One had his sword half out when The Unknown straight-punched him in the face. His head hit the wall behind him. He sagged.

The other faced up, fists raised.

‘Sorry,’ said The Unknown and laid him out with a strike to the point of his jaw.

He headed for the door, sensing a change in the atmosphere. Behind him, Heryst called out for assistance and he heard Hirad’s gruff voice.

‘Bodyguard’s changed, big man.’

The Unknown opened the door quickly. It bounced against the wall. He ran in, knowing The Raven would be right behind him. The small hall was empty, so far. He swung round. Erienne had followed him in, Thraun and Hirad were forcing a protesting Heryst across the threshold. Denser came in last, already casting.

The barracks door was slammed shut, the fizzing of a WardLock echoed in the enclosed space and the sounds of the angry crowd were muted. There were a few thumps on the door but to no effect.

‘Welcome to your new home,’ said Heryst.

Hirad put a dagger to his throat. ‘Don’t try casting. You aren’t quick enough to beat me.’

Heryst’s face was flushed with anger and embarrassment. ‘You won’t get him out.’

‘Just watch us,’ said Hirad.

‘How long will that lock hold?’ asked The Unknown.

‘Hard to say. They’ll need magic. Good magic. But this is a college.’

‘Point taken.’

The Unknown faced forward. Ahead of them, the stone-flagged hall had two doors either side, one straight ahead.

‘Erienne?’

She was leaning against a wall as if to stop herself falling. Her eyes were closed and a fist clutched at thin air.

‘Difficult,’ she murmured. ‘Men below. Swords and magic. Can’t feel anything up here.’

‘There’s too much focused mana,’ said Denser. ‘We need to get down to the cells.’

‘What—?’ began Heryst.

‘Time for quiet,’ said Hirad. ‘Let us show you what we can do. Stairs?’

Heryst eyed him briefly before gesturing ahead. They moved off, hurried by a heavy impact on the door behind. The Unknown strode ahead, Thraun hard on his heels. He slapped the door back.

It was a guard room. The Unknown made instant assessment. A desk stood against the far wall, weapon racks were right and two guards flanked a downward spiral stair left. Both men drew swords immediately. The Unknown raised a hand.

‘We have Heryst and we’ve come for Darrick. You can make this easy or difficult. Your choice.’

The Raven and Heryst came in behind. Sword points dipped.

‘My Lord?’

‘Idiots,’ muttered Heryst. ‘Guard the prisoner!’ He shouted. ‘We’re attacked. We—’

Hirad’s hand covered his mouth and jerked his head sharply back.

‘We’ll carry you if we have to,’ he said.

The Unknown’s eyes did not stray from the guards. ‘Weapons down. Please.’

They hesitated. Thraun growled. It was a sound from his wolven past, chilling as it echoed from the walls. The Unknown smiled thinly. The two guards dropped their swords, metal clattering against stone.

‘Good choice. We aren’t going to hurt you, that isn’t why we’re here. Denser, Erienne.’ The two mages stepped up. ‘But you can’t take any further part in this. Like I say, you can make it easy or difficult.’

Two short incantations and the guards were cushioned to the floor.

‘Right,’ said The Unknown. ‘Hirad, you’re first. Heryst goes in front of you. I’m behind with Erienne so let me do the talking, all right? Denser, Thraun, you get the rear. Let’s go, Raven.’

Hirad pushed a resigned and unresisting Heryst ahead of him, dagger ready, free hand on the Lord Elder Mage’s shoulder. ‘Not too fast. I’d hate you to fall.’

The spiral stair was wide and lantern-lit. No sound came from below.

‘There is no one at the base of the stairs,’ Erienne said. ‘Further on, I don’t know yet. The stair ends in two more full circles.’

The Unknown nodded. ‘Hirad, keep a tight grip on him. This is where it gets interesting.’

The spiral stair unwound into a long corridor lined with blank walls and heavy wooden doors. A single iron-bound door stood at the end some sixty paces distant. The Unknown spoke for the benefit of the hidden guards.

‘Lord Heryst is in front of us. You don’t want him hurt any more than we do so I suggest that you stay wherever you are hiding. No one needs to be a hero. We’re all on the same side. But we’ve come for Darrick and no one leaves here until we get him.’

Silence.

The Unknown smiled. At least they had some discipline. The Raven, Heryst at their head, moved slowly along the corridor, footsteps echoing loud from the dark stone walls and low ceiling. The cell block smelled damp and vaguely rotten, as if the filth of ages had pervaded the stone where no amount of scouring could remove it.

‘Cheerful place.’

‘Shut up, Hirad,’ hissed The Unknown.

They passed the first doors, the cells they fronted dark and quiet. By the number and spacing of doors, the cells were very small.

‘Stop,’ said Erienne suddenly. ‘Left and right, second cells. Swordsmen. Two each side.’

Heryst drew in a sharp breath.

‘Not a word,’ whispered Hirad.

The Unknown considered briefly. He indicated Thraun and Denser to the left door, moving to cover the right himself.

‘Let’s move on,’ he said loudly enough.

Heryst opened his mouth but Hirad’s dagger pushed into his neck, pricking the skin.

‘I will bleed you,’ he said, voice low. ‘I don’t want to but I will.’

He pushed Heryst on towards the end of the cell block, their footsteps slapping echoes off the walls.

The Unknown waited, watching Erienne closely, uneasy at the split forced on them but needing to take the gamble. She walked slowly in Hirad’s wake, body tensed, her mind straining to keep a rein on the power sluicing through her. The walkers passed another two sets of doors before Thraun indicated noise. Simultaneously, Erienne stopped and looked sharply left. Doors seemed to open everywhere.

‘Damn!’ spat The Unknown, already moving down the corridor. ‘Hirad, keep Heryst moving.’

Behind him, he heard the sound of metal-shod feet on stone. Ahead, two figures emerged from a cell left and one from the right.

‘Erienne!’

Lost in the One, Erienne was slow to react. A leather-clad warrior ran at her, lowering his sword and thumping into her with his shoulder and sending her sprawling against the opposite wall. She cried out in surprise and Hirad turned, began moving towards her but found his way blocked by the second soldier.

‘Hirad! Behind!’ shouted The Unknown. But Heryst was already moving, running towards the end of the corridor. The Unknown could see his hands describing arcs in the air as he went. ‘Trouble.’

He charged up the corridor, his pace fast despite the stiffness in the hip damaged on Arlen’s docks. Fast enough to surprise the lone figure who stood in front of the open cell door right. Without pause, The Unknown whipped a fist into his cheek and chin, spinning him round and hard into the wall. He fell senseless. The Unknown hurdled both him and Erienne to chase the casting Heryst.

As he passed, Hirad swore, moving to attack the threat to Erienne. He stepped smartly inside a round arm strike, blocked the sword arm away with his left hand and thudded the hilt of his dagger into the soldier’s temple. The man sagged under the blow and Hirad helped him down with a double-handed strike to the back of his neck.

The Unknown closed the gap fast, footsteps ringing in his ears, the shouts and sounds of hand-to-hand fighting behind him that he couldn’t afford to let distract him. Heryst slowed and turned, eyes widening a little at the sight of The Unknown’s huge frame coming at him. He held his hands wide, encompassing his targets. The Unknown dropped and slid in, feet first, boot buckles striking sparks from the stone. Heryst’s mouth moved. The Raven warrior ploughed into him, sweeping his legs from under him.

The spell was lost. Heryst crashed heavily down, half on, half off The Unknown who was already shovelling sideways and coming to his haunches. He rested one hand on the back of the struggling Heryst’s neck.

‘Enough, Heryst.’

Back down the corridor, Erienne was in trouble. Overpowered by her attacker, he had her in a neck lock, his short sword close to her midriff.

‘Back off!’ shouted the soldier. ‘I’ll kill her.’

Hirad advanced another pace. Out of the soldier’s view, Denser and Thraun were closing in, leaving four still figures behind them. The Unknown could see blood on Denser’s face and Thraun’s knuckles but the floor had none of the slick that told of mortal wounds.

‘We have your Lord,’ said The Unknown, coming to his feet and dragging Heryst with him. ‘No one is killing anyone in here. Least of all you.’

‘You don’t want her to die,’ said the soldier, fear in his voice.

He retreated, his back to a wall. The Unknown saw him swallow hard as he watched The Raven close in but focused his attention principally on the door behind him. Darrick was beyond it, that much was sure, but how many others? Mages. Prepared and ready to cast. And an honour guard of anywhere between two and six. Not great odds and they had little time before the door above them was breached, trapping them.

Erienne was calm, waiting for what she expected to be the inevitable. In front of the soldier, Hirad and Thraun obstructed his view of Denser. The soldier was naïve. And in a magic college, that was unforgivable.

‘Idiot,’ hissed Heryst, his voice choked by The Unknown’s powerful grip.

‘Shame,’ muttered The Unknown.

‘When you’re ready,’ said Denser.

Thraun and Hirad parted. Denser cast. He was a very accurate mage. His tightly wound spell snapped out, catching the soldier square in the face. Blood spattered from his broken nose and in his surprise, he dropped his weapon, both hands clutching at his face. Hirad moved in and put him on the floor.

‘Good work,’ said Hirad. ‘ForceCone, was it?’

‘You’re learning,’ said Denser. ‘Are you all right, my love?’

‘Never better,’ said Erienne but she was pale and a deep frown pressed on her eyes. ‘Bit of a headache, though. Too much focused mana in here to do what I was trying.’

‘Raven, let’s step it up!’ ordered The Unknown. ‘Denser, SpellShield; Hirad, come take your charge back. Thraun, you’re with me. Erienne, stand down, we’ll take what comes through here.’

The room beyond was proofed against sound from without. It was to protect both those inside and those in the cells awaiting their fate. Not that a condemned of Darrick’s calibre would cry out for mercy. But even he would wish to enjoy his last moments in peace. The Raven, though, had no intention of letting these moments be his last.

The Unknown drew his sword.

‘Everyone inside signed up to Darrick’s sentence. Kill if you have to.’

‘Unknown, the Code.’ Hirad had his sword drawn but he was uneasy.

The Code: to kill but never murder. It had guided The Raven for more than fifteen years. Raised them above mere mercenaries. Earned them a respect they had never abused. Made them legend.

‘They would murder an innocent man,’ said The Unknown. ‘A Raven man. They forfeit their right to life within the Code. But remember. Only if you have to. The Gods know we need everyone we can get for the fight against Xetesk.’

‘I don’t understand,’ said Heryst.

‘No,’ said Hirad. ‘You don’t.’ He turned and faced the door. ‘Raven. Time to take our man back.’

It wasn’t a cell door. Thraun and The Unknown shouldered it simultaneously, the timbers cracking under the sudden, brutal force. Denser followed them as they tumbled in, scattering wood and heavy drapes, his SpellShield covering them. Behind them came Hirad and Heryst, the Lord Elder Mage bowed and humiliated.

Thraun rolled to a crouch and sprang at two soldiers standing opposite the door. Neither had a weapon drawn. The Unknown moved smoothly to his feet. To his left, two mages from the law council sat behind a table. Darrick sat in a plain, hard-backed chair to the right, writing in a book. He was flanked by guards who dragged swords from scabbards and paced towards The Unknown. Across the room, Thraun clattered his fist into the face of one soldier, stood and threw the other man at the advancing guards, a growl escaping his lips.

The Unknown put his sword’s point to the neck of a still seated law council mage.

‘Enough,’ he said into Thraun’s echoes.

The standing guards lowered their swords, taking in The Raven, Heryst and their senseless comrades.

Darrick completed his thought, scanning the words he had just written before looking up, a rare smile edging over his features. He closed his book.

‘I was wondering when you’d get here,’ he said, standing up and straightening his shirt.

‘Not even you can be that cool,’ said Hirad.

Darrick grinned. ‘Well, I must admit, I feel you cut it a little fine.’

‘And we’re not out yet,’ said The Unknown. He took in the room, its dark candles on tall iron stands, the dark drapes hanging from every wall, the chill in the air. Every bit an execution chamber. His gaze came back to rest on the law mages. ‘Let’s get these men into cells. Weapons stay here.’ He pushed the point of his blade a little harder. ‘My Lord Simmac, if you’d be so kind.’

‘You will all die for this,’ he sputtered.

The Unknown sighed. ‘I doubt that, Simmac. What we will do is rejoin the fight against Xetesk. We’ve already lost two days. Time you saw the bigger picture, little man.’

Thraun picked up unconscious soldiers by their jerkin collars, one in either powerful fist and dragged them from the execution chamber. He moved at a loping run, the men’s boots rattling across the stone flags. Denser encouraged the two remaining guards down the corridor with a meaningful wave of his sword, and The Unknown ushered the law mages along right behind him.

The Raven worked fast, splitting the soldiers and mages between cells, Darrick helping Thraun clear the corridor of men, both still and stirring. With a set of keys taken from a guard, the cells were locked down one after another but before locking the final cell door on Simmac, The Unknown paused.

‘I know you can break this door down in a heartbeat. That’s why Heryst is coming with us. Any noise from down here and he dies. You do understand me, don’t you?’

The Raven set off at a run, taking the stairs at speed and reaching ground level to find the pair of guards still down under Denser and Erienne’s spells. From the main door, there came the sounds of furious activity and heavy impacts. But the door was still holding.

‘They’re getting close,’ said Denser.

The Unknown saw the slight shake of Heryst’s head as he turned to face them.

‘So, mighty Raven,’ he said. ‘I’ve been waiting for this. Escape through that angry mob of loyal Lysternans is going to be a challenge.’

‘Yes,’ agreed Denser.

‘I can’t wait to find out how you plan to get away. I can hardly be a shield for all of you.’ He smiled, enjoying himself a little.

‘Oh, Heryst,’ said Denser. ‘You’ve been out of the game too long.’

‘I beg your pardon?’

Denser indicated the wall opposite the main barracks door. ‘The stables are this way and we have no intention of using the door.’

‘I—’

‘Watch and learn,’ said Darrick, voice cold. ‘Like I did.’

‘Stand away,’ said Denser.

‘No,’ said Erienne. ‘Let me do it.’

‘Can you?’ he asked.

She nodded. ‘I’d better, I think. Quieter my way.’

Heryst’s eyes had narrowed in confused suspicion once more. The Unknown ignored him.

‘Don’t take on too much.’

But Erienne was already lost inside her mind, standing absolutely still, facing the wall, her arms by her sides. The Unknown watched her in profile, mesmerised by the movement of her lips, the narrowing of her eye and the rapid movement of its pupil. A wind blew through the guard room, ruffling papers and blowing through clothing. Heat, like the summer sun bursting through cloud, surrounded them. Smoke poured from the wall, which cracked and moved. A glowing red line, rough but shaped like a doorway, etched and burned in the stones. Beneath the red line, stone became dust, dropping to the floor with a sound like spilled grain, leaving an opening into the night.

The Unknown gasped, feeling the power surging through the elements around him. He glanced at Heryst. The Lord Elder Mage’s face was taut, his eyes wide. Erienne swayed and fell into Denser’s arms.

He looked down at his wife then back at the opening she had created.

‘Bloody hell,’ he breathed.

‘Not seen that sort of thing for a while, then?’ asked Hirad.

‘Hirad,’ said Denser. ‘No one has seen or done that sort of thing on Balaia for hundreds of years.’

Hirad shivered and glanced at Thraun and Darrick who moved carefully over to the smoking opening which overlooked the stables and paddocks beyond. Outside, the way was clear and quiet but the sounds of the crowd filtered round the sides of the building.

‘We should go,’ said Darrick. ‘Quickly.’

‘Come on, Heryst,’ said Hirad. ‘We need you to order the gates opened.’

Heryst made no move. ‘We never close our gates,’ he said vaguely.

He shook his head, trying to clear his thoughts, his gaze tearing from Erienne to The Unknown.

‘She possesses it,’ he said. ‘Everyone will want her and what she carries.’

‘Not if they don’t know,’ said The Unknown.

Heryst gestured behind him. The sounds of spells impacting the door to counter Denser’s WardLock had ceased.

‘I felt it. So did Denser and every mage in this college. The Gods only know how far the ripples will spread through the spectrum. We all know what it means. It was no college-based casting because there was so much more involved than mere mana. The Nightchild told us that much.’

‘But her identity need not be known,’ said The Unknown.

‘The connection will be made.’ Heryst shrugged. ‘She will be safer here. You all will.’

‘Except Darrick,’ said Erienne weakly.

She was still clinging on to Denser. Her face was white and drawn and she was shivering.

‘You know we can’t stay here. We have made a promise to Ilkar. Julatsa’s Heart must be raised and Xetesk has to be stopped. That isn’t going to happen if we sit here under your questionable protection, ’ said The Unknown. ‘The question really is, are you going to make it difficult for us to ride away from here now?’

Another spell struck the outer door. Timbers heaved. The sound of angry voices grew louder.

‘Darrick is under sentence. I can’t change that,’ said Heryst. ‘But Erienne must stay. Xetesk must not be allowed to take her.’

‘She’s Raven,’ said Hirad. ‘And Xetesk, nor Dordover, nor you will ever own her. Let’s go.’

Heryst was going to be a hindrance.

‘He stays,’ said The Unknown. ‘Denser?’

Denser nodded, released Erienne into The Unknown’s arms and turned on the Lord Elder Mage of Lystern who stiffened. Hirad’s sword point rested gently on his heart.

‘It doesn’t hurt,’ said Denser.

‘Pain I can handle. The stain on my reputation will take longer to clear.’

‘You opposed us. You pay the price,’ said Hirad.

‘You’ll be hunted out there,’ said Heryst. ‘At least I offer you life.’

‘Life?’ said Hirad. ‘Hear that, Darrick?’

‘I hear.’

Denser spoke his short incantation. Heryst slumped backwards, Hirad cushioning his head. The main door splintered.

‘Run,’ he said.

The Unknown swept Erienne up and followed Thraun and Darrick across the short space to the stables. The shapechanger hurdled the paddock fencing and ran in through broad, open doors. Darrick pulled open a side door and disappeared inside.

The Unknown ran in after Darrick with Denser and Hirad right behind him. One man lay on the ground, groaning and clutching at nose and groin. ‘Thought you said it was empty.’

Hirad shrugged and pushed past him, leading the way through the tack room, past the saddle bars and on into the stables themselves. The pungent smells of dung and wet straw filled the air; the sounds of agitated horses mixed with the calls to arms from outside. Thraun’s silhouette was framed against the night sky as he worked in the dark stables, unlatching gates and pulling horses out, his eyes piercing the shadows easily.

‘Hirad, take the spare. I’ll carry Erienne, she can’t ride. Let’s go, let’s go!’ said The Unknown, turning his head as he ran.

Lysternan soldiers were moving quickly through the tack room. Ahead, Darrick had vaulted into his saddle the way only a cavalryman could and had snatched up a rake. Hirad was climbing aboard and Thraun had opened the last stable gate.

The Unknown switched Erienne from his arms to over his left shoulder, put a foot in the stirrup and heaved himself on to his mount, pain flaring in his hip. He moved Erienne to sit in the saddle in front of him. An arrow thudded into a timber by his head.

‘Ride, Raven. Ride!’

He yanked hard at the reins, turning his horse to the entrance. He dug in his heels and the animal sprang forwards. Darrick rode back down the stables, whirling the rake in his right hand. He heard the whistle as it whipped through the air and the dull thwack of wood on leather.

The Raven surged out into the paddock. Next to The Unknown, Denser was preparing. Just behind, Hirad hunched low, his left hand clutching the reins of Erienne’s horse. Thraun came to The Unknown’s right-hand side and he heard Darrick yelling his horse to greater effort.

In front of them, the low paddock fence neared. Beyond it, the walls of the college loomed above. Buildings rose on either side. From between these buildings, soldiers and mages ran to try and cut off their escape.

‘Hang on, Erienne,’ said The Unknown.

‘I’ve got nothing better to do,’ she said.

Denser had cast a SpellShield which flared deep blue under attack from Lysternan mages. The Unknown hadn’t seen a cast and that meant a ForceCone or mind attack. While relieved they weren’t going for the kill, he knew there was only one way to stop what could quickly become a barrage that Denser, on his own and riding, would find difficult to repel.

‘Let’s get amongst them!’ roared The Unknown.

He kicked his heels into his mount’s flanks again, gripped Erienne tight and jumped the fence, landing and turning left immediately, heading straight for a line of soldiers forming across the path to the gates. He looked quickly behind left and right. Denser and Hirad were in his wake. Thraun and Darrick had taken the flanking positions. The former Lysternan cavalry general veered far left, the rake now in his left hand and sweeping out, scattering soldiers unwilling to strike one of their own.

Ahead the soldiers, who included no archers, began to move. The Raven were not going to stop and their horses were trained and experienced at facing men on foot. They would veer to avoid contact but they wouldn’t pull up.

‘Clear the path!’ yelled The Unknown. ‘Stand aside!’

And then they were in the midst of the crowd. Without orders, the defence was non-existent, with no soldier willing to put himself in the way of a charging horse. Weapons and spells were no longer an option.

The Raven bore down on the gates which were open but blocked with carts too high to jump. Denser knew what to do.

‘Don’t fail us now, Denser,’ said The Unknown to himself.

The mage straightened in his saddle, dropped the reins and pushed his arms forwards, palms facing up and outwards. The ForceCone roared away, catching one of the carts square on. Wheels shrieked on cobbles, wooden sides buckled inwards, canvas coverings tore. The cart tumbled away, soldiers diving for safety.

‘Come on!’ yelled Denser triumphantly.

The Unknown laughed and chased him out into the streets of Lystern.
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Auum edged a little further back into the shadows while the college guards, three of them, walked past. They didn’t stray far from the walls of Xetesk’s college of magic, walls that burned bright with the light of torches, lanterns and spells, but their eyes were forever on the murk at the edge of the light. They knew a threat was near but had never laid eyes on it and wouldn’t until the time was right.

It was Auum who had to decide that time, yet he had to admit to himself and his Tai that gaining useful access to the college was going to be very difficult. His and four other TaiGethen cells had been watching the college for five days. The elite elven hunter-warriors had remained undetected for the whole of that time, looking for any gap, any way in and, just as importantly, any way out.

But Xetesk was on high alert. Ever since the theft of the Yniss statue fragment by one of their own, the Xeteskian college guard had been stung into action. Gates and doors had been reinforced, patrols had been doubled and trebled and the lights on the walls left little in shadow. Mages had joined the archers on the ramparts and the four main gatehouses vetted everyone who approached them, only opening for the minimum time needed to let people in.

Auum watched the guards walk past. They were young men, scared and uncertain. His Tai could have killed them all before they knew they were under attack but it wasn’t necessary and might only draw unwanted attention to them. He had no particular desire to kill, despite what the Xeteskians had stolen. Most of the men he had seen walking past were the same. Recruits who had little idea of the crimes their superiors had committed.

Inside the college, it would be no different. All he, as leader of the TaiGethen, desired was to recover the sacred texts stolen from them. He wanted to take them back to Aryndeneth, the temple of Yniss deep in the rainforests of Calaius. He wanted the mages inside to be unable to use them, as they currently were, for research into ways to dominate the elves. Revenge on those who had perpetrated the sacrilege could come later.

He turned to his Tai, the elves he trusted with his life every day and who trusted him without question. Both Duele and Evunn were painted in the deep greens and browns of their forest camouflage. It worked equally well here in the stinking alleys and quiet, cramped back streets of Xetesk. An alien landscape to Auum but one he could use. They had prayed to Yniss, the God of the Harmony and Tual, Lord of the Forest Denizens. More than once, Auum had wondered what the gods of the elves would think, looking down on their people.

The city was foul. It made him shudder. It closed in on him, an offence to his senses. The TaiGethen were far from home, as far as they could get from the embrace of the forest and the calls of its animals, the scents of its flora and fauna and the feel of the rain on their heads.

‘This place gets under my skin,’ said Auum. ‘We must reassemble outside the walls and pool our information.’

‘We will need all the Tais to get in and Al-Arynaar mages to shield us,’ said Duele.

‘There is very little in our favour,’ said Evunn.

‘We are the TaiGethen,’ said Auum. ‘And we will prevail. We do the work of Yniss and he will not discard us.’

The Tai became utterly still at a sound from behind them. The alley in which they were hidden, fifty yards from the walls of the college, was narrow and led between squalid tenements and warehouses to the central cloth market. It was not a thoroughfare used by anyone but thieves. Two who had made the mistake of running across the Tai earlier that night lay in thick weeds twenty yards into the gloom.

Auum signalled Duele to unsling his bow. He and Evunn drew short swords and unclasped jaqrui pouches. The sound came again on the light breeze blowing along the alley. Looking back down the alley, Auum could see no one. Black tenements stared back, desolate and oppressive. The air was still and cool and he could smell nothing above the stench of the city all around them. Yet someone was approaching and doing nothing to mask his progress.

He was singing.

It was a broken tune, half-remembered and sung in a mumble that would surely have been incoherent even to a local. Auum’s limited grasp of the eastern Balaian language gave him no chance of understanding it.

The drunk stumbled into sight out of a side passage about thirty yards away, steadied himself against a wall, considered his direction for a moment and began weaving towards them. The Tai held its collective breath and pressed hard into the deepest shadow. Duele squeezed Auum’s shoulder but the Tai leader shook his head. Yniss forever punished the murder of innocents.

The drunk’s passage up the alley was tortuously slow, the song discordant; now barely audible, now a gravel-throated low roar. Auum checked the college walls. So far, he had drawn no attention but approaching from the left was another foot patrol. Auum cursed silently.

Another stumble and the drunk was upon them, choosing that moment to lift the roof, his song reaching an incomprehensible crescendo. He caught Auum’s bleak eye as he loomed from the shadow and the alcohol-induced exuberance caught in his throat. He half choked. Auum watched the man look him up and down then, as if sensing others, turn with comical slowness and repeat the process with Duele and Evunn.

He pointed at Auum. ‘You—’ he began.

‘Go,’ hissed Auum. ‘Away.’

All thoughts of drink and song forgotten, he hurried out of the alley, bounced off the corner and turned left, heading towards the guards and glancing behind him every other pace lest death strike him down unawares.

Halfway to the patrol he had a change of heart and veered away but they were quick to intercept. One grabbed an arm, another asked a question and the drunk pointed back towards the alley.

‘Fall back,’ said Auum. ‘Be ready.’

The Tai retreated into the black of the alley, back to and just beyond the bodies of the thieves. Light approached the mouth of the passage and the patrol peered inside. Duele tensed his bow.

‘Let them come if they will,’ whispered Auum.

And they did. Cautiously, holding a lantern well out in front and with swords gripped in nervous hands. Two were in front of the third. It was a formation that would save none of them.

Auum and Evunn crouched in front of Duele. They prayed as they waited that Shorth, the god of the dead, would take these men swiftly and silently.

The lantern’s spread was maybe ten yards. It was a poor, smoky flame and the glass was dirty. Behind it, the patrolmen were picked out in ghoulish yellow light, their faces stark and scared, unsure. Auum waited. Like watching a hunted animal cross the point of no return, he scanned every movement looking for the sign that he had been sensed.

The moment they were too far into the alley to be seen from the college walls, the Tai struck. Duele’s bow thrummed, the arrow bisecting the two and taking the third through the eye. Immediately in its wake, Auum and Evunn powered up from their crouches, covering the short distance with frightening speed.

Distracted by the fall of their comrade, the two had stopped and half turned. Auum planted his left foot and kicked up and straight out at his target, catching him in the throat as he swung back just too late. His windpipe crushed, he choked and fell, clutching uselessly. Auum pounced, his short sword delivering the killing blow.

Left, Evunn had downed his man. Blood poured from a gash in his neck and the light faded from his eyes, his cries muffled to nothing by Evunn’s hand across his mouth. There had been barely a sound bar the lantern glass breaking when it hit the ground.

Auum nodded, gave brief thanks to Shorth for answering their prayers, and stood.

‘They will be missed and found,’ said Duele.

‘Yes,’ said Auum. ‘But with these.’

He stopped and dragged one of the thieves’ bodies from the scrub.

‘Overpowered by enemies of their own kind,’ he said. ‘We’ll place a blood trail for the one who got away.’

They worked quickly and then were gone, like whispers on the wind.

Heryst became groggily aware of his surroundings. He was in his chambers near the Great Hall. Trimmed lanterns cast a gentle light. The sweet smell of curative herbs bathed his nose and throat, clearing his mind like water washing away loose dirt. He stretched on his pillows and widened his eyes. At the foot of his bed, Kayvel came into focus.

‘How long?’ he asked.

‘Exactly one hour,’ said Kayvel. ‘It was a remarkably accurate casting. Denser, I presume? Xeteskian, certainly.’

‘Who else?’ said Heryst.

‘Anything hurt?’ asked Kayvel, walking around the bed.

‘You expect me to answer that?’ Heryst almost smiled. ‘You’ll have to try harder.’

‘Like The Raven, you mean, my Lord?’

‘Sarcasm is poor humour. Especially at this hour of the night.’ Heryst swung round and put his feet on the cold stone floor. He enjoyed the sensation. ‘Make yourself useful and pour me a glass of water.’

Kayvel turned to the jug and crystal glass sitting on a tray by the bedside. ‘It was too easy.’

‘No, no,’ said Heryst. ‘They made it easy.’

‘You let them stay here, my Lord. You let them carry arms on college grounds.’

‘Which they used for nothing but threats. Effective threats, but just that. Even so, I didn’t see that move in the courtyard. I thought I had it all covered but that was smart. Once they were inside, it was easy enough. Getting out, though, should have been well nigh impossible . . .’ He trailed off, the events replaying in his head. He drained the glass Kayvel gave him in one and wiped a hand across his mouth.

‘I saw it,’ he said. ‘And I felt it. Tell me you felt it too.’

Kayvel’s face told its own story. ‘Like someone dragging a hook down my spine.’

‘I want them followed,’ said Heryst. ‘And I want you to contact our delegation in Dordover and the lead field mages. I want to know how far the effects were felt. You might also talk to our Dordovan guests. No doubt they are already in Communion.’

‘Much of what you ask is in hand. But following will prove difficult. We have already lost them; however we do know with some certainty where they are headed. We can be waiting.’

‘She’s the ultimate weapon in this war,’ said Heryst. ‘I will not lose her to Xetesk. Nor Dordover. Right. See that our forces are alerted to The Raven. Use Darrick as the reason for their recapture.’

‘What about Izack?’

Heryst raised his eyebrows. ‘Put it this way, I don’t think we can rely on the cavalry to be available to help.’

‘But if it’s a direct order—’

‘Oh, he won’t actually refuse or hinder our efforts. But we’re a long way from the battlefield. Expect him to be otherwise engaged.’

 


Darrick brought The Raven to a halt in a quiet side street deep in an area of warehousing. He slid from his saddle and marched up to Hirad, dragging him into an embrace.

‘Thank you,’ he said pulling back, a surge of relief flooding every cell of his body.

Hirad shrugged. ‘You’re Raven. Leaving you wasn’t an option.’

‘We’ve done well,’ observed Denser, moving across to Erienne, who The Unknown had handed down from his horse. ‘We’ve turned you from respected general and hero of the people to deserter and now outlaw. Good going.’ Erienne clung to him. ‘Are you all right, love?’

‘ ’Course I’m not bloody all right. I’ve just been passed about and flung around like a bag of rags after casting a spell I probably shouldn’t have tried.’

‘Why not? The Al-Drechar were there, weren’t they?’

‘Sort of.’

‘Erienne?’

‘Look, they didn’t think I was ready. They said my casting wouldn’t be honed enough and that it would take too much out of me. They were right.’

‘What did you do, exactly?’ asked Denser.

‘I removed constituent elements. Just left dry dust in simple terms. Unpicking the physical lattice, mind you, that’s difficult.’

‘Impressive, though,’ said Darrick. ‘And I am forever in your debt, Raven or not. Now, can you ride, Erienne?’

‘So long as it’s not too far. I’m exhausted.’

‘We have to get out of the city and well away before dawn. I know a place a few miles east of here where we can rest. We’re heading for the Al-Arynaar, I take it?’

‘Let’s get ourselves going and talk on the way,’ said The Unknown. ‘We’ll take it easy until we hit open ground, give Erienne a chance to catch her breath a little. Anyone carrying an injury? No? Then let’s get moving.’

They mounted up, The Unknown and Hirad riding forward with Darrick, the horses at little more than a walk, through the quiet early morning streets. They could hear no pursuit.

‘They won’t bother,’ said Darrick. ‘They’ll guess where we’re heading. We haven’t got any other realistic choice.’

‘This complicates matters,’ said Hirad.

‘Every non-elf can now be assumed a potential threat - barring Izack perhaps but even he will have orders.’

‘You think they’ll come after us aggressively?’ Hirad looked across at Darrick.

‘You heard Heryst,’ said the former general. ‘He wants to control Erienne and more than that, he’ll not want her taken by Xetesk or Dordover.’

‘Hmm.’ The Unknown chewed his lip. ‘And if the ripple has been felt elsewhere we’ll find ourselves hunted by everyone when they work out what it means.’

‘I don’t understand,’ said Hirad. ‘It’s a different magic.’

‘But it draws on mana first,’ said Erienne. ‘The real power of the One is what else you can bring to bear.’

‘I believe you,’ said Hirad. ‘Just take care of yourself.’

‘Don’t you worry about me,’ said Erienne, but Darrick could hear the affection in her voice.

Hirad turned in his saddle.

‘It’s my job,’ he said.

The Raven rode out of Lystern.

 


‘Tell me what it means,’ demanded Dystran.

He was standing in an archive room just above the catacombs, and all the laboratories and research chambers they contained. Like every mage in the college, he had been rudely awakened by the ripple in the mana, coming to with a sense of déjà vu. He had wrapped a cloak around his night shirt and run barefoot to the archive room where his spectrum guards spent their days and nights. He was tired but excited and, little over an hour after the incident, impatient for answers. One answer.

‘It is difficult to be certain. The effect was only faintly visible in the spectrum though even that was strong enough to wake us all,’ explained the middle-aged mage, a man whom Dystran had never come across before.

‘But it came from Lystern,’ said Dystran.

‘Undoubtedly, my Lord.’

‘Humour me now,’ said Dystran. ‘And take your best guess. I understand your desire for exactitude but I have to plan. I, after all, am in charge. What do you think caused this ripple or polarisation, whatever the term you prefer to use?’

‘It felt familiar, my Lord,’ said the analyst. ‘Unpleasantly so. If you pressed me, I would say, and I must beg leave to verify, but I would say we had experienced a casting of the One magic. All the signs that we learned so well from the Nightchild’s devastation were there but this was ordered. Under control.’

‘Yes!’ Dystran clapped his hands together. ‘Correct answer. Verify away. Don’t sleep until you have the proof you need and don’t fear being wrong. I need the truth more than I need lies dressed up as good news.’

Dystran called his advisers to him and strode from the room.

‘Get me whoever it is that’s in charge on Herendeneth. I need to know why the hell the Al-Drechar haven’t revealed there was another practitioner. And get me Chandyr and Myx from whatever front they’re defending. The march on Julatsa might have to be postponed.

‘Oh, and get me an update on our dimensional experiments based on the information those two women supplied us. Gods, there’s so much to do.’

He turned a corner and took a spiral staircase, going up two steps at a time.

‘Ranyl,’ he said to himself. ‘You’ll have to postpone dying. I need you more than the darkness does.’

In Dordover, the night’s rest was over for every mage capable of reading the signs in the spectrum. Vuldaroq had received powerful and urgent Communion from Lystern shortly after midnight. The news had sent him surging from his bed, his overweight body sweating as he ran, wiping a cloth at his puffy red face.

Even in his dreams he had felt the unease that had whispered through the mana spectrum and on hearing the report from his delegation and his experts, knew his feelings were grounded in truth.

‘Be absolutely sure,’ he instructed the research team. ‘But be quick about it. I want to know how this is possible. And at first light, I want to see the Lystern delegation. In the meantime, I want every spare man hunting The Raven. I think it’s safe to assume, as our delegation suspects, that Erienne carries the One, if indeed we are facing that power again. I want her here, where she belongs, as a child of this college.’

He sat back in his chair. ‘Dear Gods falling, The Raven. Praise the day when they stop making my life so bloody difficult.’ He sighed and looked around him. ‘Come on, we’ve got work to do.’




Chapter 7

 


 


 


 


In contrast to the dawn weather, the mood was distinctly cool in the Al-Drechar’s reception room on Herendeneth. Myriell joined Cleress as usual in their preferred location by the kitchen, their elven helpers shadowing every uncertain, arthritic step. No one would dare disturb their sleep but a trio of tired-looking Xeteskian mages was waiting for them as they awoke. She recognised them all; Nyam, Leryn and Krystaj.

‘To what do we owe this pleasure?’ asked Myriell, having spent an inordinate amount of time having her cushions and blankets precisely arranged by her Guild elf attendant, Nerane.

She could feel their irritation growing but ignored it and the increasingly frequent ‘tuts’ coming from Cleress. But then Cleress had spent so much more time defending Erienne’s mind of late, including her rather rash use of a creation she wasn’t quite ready to use. Understandably, she was tired.

Myriell, on the other hand, had enjoyed her best night’s rest for ages and felt energetic enough to indulge in mischief-making.

‘You have not been straight with us,’ said Leryn. He was their leader and a fool. All slimy smiles and political intent.

‘I think you’ll find we have answered all your questions to the best of our ability,’ said Myriell evenly.

‘You did not tell us there was another practitioner of the One.’

‘You didn’t ask.’

‘So there is.’ Krystaj this time, a bored and ineffectual student. A poor mage.

‘That is your assumption,’ said Cleress, finally connecting with Myriell’s train of thought.

‘And we wouldn’t dream of questioning the assumptions of Xetesk,’ added Myriell. Looking Leryn square in the eye.

‘So tell us,’ said Nyam, the only smart one among them. ‘Is there another practitioner?’

Myriell smiled. ‘We were a widespread order at one time. There is a chance that others have survived like we have.’

‘That is surely untrue,’ said Nyam. ‘You two are over four hundred years old and have survived this long only because you’ve been here and have had daily care. We have detected the One magic on Balaia. We suspect a student and you are the only teachers.’

Myriell and Cleress were silent.

‘Tell us,’ said Nyam. ‘Is there a student with whom you have contact?’

We cannot tell them, pulsed Cleress.

They know already. All we can do is divert them.

They will guess.

This was always inevitable.

‘I would remind you that we are not under your control, merely your protection, such as it is,’ said Myriell. ‘And we are happy to help with your researches. The state of our order is, and will remain, our own business.’

‘Your evasion confirms our suspicions,’ said Leryn.

‘And your assumptions. Is the knowledge useful?’ Cleress employed her best patronising smile.

‘You will tell us the name of the practitioner,’ said Leryn.

‘Ah,’ said Myriell, holding up a finger in admonishment and beginning to really enjoy herself. ‘Definitely a mistaken assumption. No we will not, even assuming we know.’

Leryn snatched up the neck of her dress beneath the blankets, dragging her almost upright.

‘You are testing my patience, Myriell. Tell us what we need to know or we will extract it.’

Myriell felt no fear and displayed nothing but calm. ‘Fascinating. Don’t you agree, Cleress?’

‘Fascinating,’ she agreed.

‘We were wondering how you propose to do that,’ said Myriell.

‘Pain is a great loosener of tongues,’ said Leryn.

Myriell nodded. ‘How original.’

She gripped Leryn’s wrist with her right hand, her meditation quick and sure. Erienne’s chosen construct would be admirable. Short, sharp and very, very hot.

Leryn cried out in sudden pain, leaping backwards and dropping Myriell who released his wrist and settled back into her chair. Leryn looked at his blackened arm, the smell of his toasted skin in the air, the thin tendrils of smoke mesmerising.

‘Do not make the mistake of thinking you can threaten us, Xeteskian,’ said Myriell, all traces of humour gone from her voice and face. ‘We have power you can only guess at and while our bodies may be frail, the One sustains us and guides us until our last breaths. We are in charge here and you will not demand anything of us. Now, the audience is over. Cleress and I wish to talk. Leave at once.’

Myriell signalled Nerane to rearrange her blankets. Nyam opened his mouth but Cleress stayed his words.

‘We will not repeat ourselves,’ she said.

Nyam looked at Leryn who nodded, his pained expression a picture of shock and humiliation. The three mages left the room in silence.

It is dangerous to stoke their anger, said Cleress, still choosing to speak mind to mind.

It is time they knew their place, countered Myriell. When we were protecting poor Lyanna we had no strength to protect ourselves. Now it is different, if only by a small degree but they will not know that. We are the Al-Drechar. I will not have them think we are helpless.

Well, you’ve certainly achieved that.

Myriell relaxed further back into her chair, feeling a little tired. Her arthritis was flaring badly. But they will guess soon enough and it will make them desperate. Let’s not forget that friends and loved ones of The Raven are our guests here. I think we should have a quiet word with Diera.

 


Devun didn’t have Selik’s courage and belief. That fact had hit him hard as he rode through the damp chill of Understone Pass. He’d sent three of his men back to the righteous army to urge patience and begin to explain why they must seek the aid of the Wesmen, leaving a guard of six making the journey to the sworn enemy of Eastern Balaia.

None of them had travelled the Pass before. None had experienced its oppressive closeness, its deep darkness and its extraordinary majesty. To think it was only part natural. That so many had struggled and died for its construction only to unleash a conflict that had rumbled on for hundreds of years, occasionally exploding into bloody and destructive life.

It was an incredible feature that demanded respect but that wasn’t why Devun and his men took so long to travel a distance which would take a galloping rider a little over four hours. He knew that it was because he was scared. That he had no idea how he would approach the Wesmen they would encounter at the western end of the pass. And so he and his men moved with exaggerated care, and stopped more and more frequently the nearer they came. Their lanterns threw shadows in front of them that made their already nervous horses unwilling to move and they needed no second bidding to halt. Though who it was that needed calming more was open to debate.

Devun lost all track of time but thought they must have travelled through the night, given the exhaustion that descended on them all. It did at least allow him to formulate some sort of plan but he couldn’t shift the knowledge that Selik would have been far better equipped to face the Wesmen.

All Devun could do was adopt the sort of confident air he knew Selik would have exuded and hope that whoever stopped them failed to see through to the frightened man behind it. Assuming, they weren’t simply killed out of hand.

The answers came very suddenly. They had been anticipating the end of the pass for some time. There was more movement in the air. It was less dank and every now and again, the faint smell of wood smoke added to the mix. Their pace had slowed still further and, riding abreast, all seven of them were squinting to the furthest extent of their lanterns’ throw when a shout from ahead stopped them.

In moments, dozens of torches were alight ahead of them, stretching from ground level to the natural vaulted roof of the pass above. They illuminated a gated wooden barricade, strengthened with iron strips and punctuated with slits through which Devun could well imagine arrows pointed.

Immediately, he dropped his reins and raised his hands head high to signal peaceful intent, indicating his men should do the same.

‘No sudden moves,’ he said, breathing deep and slow while his heart pounded in his chest. Seeing the structure ahead of him, he was acutely aware of the folly of their position. Just seven men who could so easily be snuffed out. And who would miss them? Few barring those trying to hold the army together near the walls of Xetesk. How in all the hells did he expect to persuade the Wesmen into alliance?

‘Tough it out,’ said one of his men as if hearing his thoughts. ‘Act like Selik would have done and we’ll ride back heroes.’

Just what he was thinking. Carrying it out, now that was something else.

A crack appeared in the doors, and daylight flooded into the pass followed by the sweet smells of spring. Devun shielded his eyes. Three men stood silhouetted in the glare. They began walking when the gates had opened fully, revealing many more behind them. They walked with total confidence, one slightly ahead of the others who both carried unsheathed swords. Moving as slowly as he could, Devun dismounted to meet them.

He faced a shortish man, heavy set, bearded and dressed in light furs. His small eyes scowled from his face and his voice carried no warmth.

‘Who are you?’ he asked in heavily accented western Balaian.

‘I am Devun, leader of the Black Wings. I would know your name.’

‘Lord Riasu. You are far from home,’ he replied, struggling for the right words.

‘I need your help,’ said Devun simply, trying to pick terms Riasu might know. ‘I come to offer a deal to the Wesmen.’

Riasu raised his eyebrows. ‘A deal? We want nothing from you.’

‘You want what I can offer. But I must speak to Lord Tessaya. He is your leader still, is he not?’

Riasu shrugged. ‘Yes. But I can tell him what you tell me.’

Devun shook his head. ‘It must be face to face. Talk to him. Ask him. I will await your reply.’

‘I will think on it.’

‘Thank you,’ said Devun.

Another shrug from Riasu and he turned to go.

‘Lord Riasu,’ said Devun, and waited until the Wesmen lord looked back at him. ‘We are hungry and thirsty. Can you spare food and water?’

Riasu barked out a laugh. ‘You should be dead. This is our land. Be happy you still breathe.’ He paused. ‘I will think on it.’

Devun watched him go, seeing the gates close on him before blowing out his cheeks and turning to his men.

‘Well, what do you think?’

‘I think we’re still alive and that’s as much as we could hope for,’ said one. ‘What now?’

Devun scratched at his head. ‘We have no choice. We wait.’

 


Pheone awoke with the sun streaming through her unshuttered window in the newly built room in the south of the college of Julatsa. If she chose to look out she could see much of the college spread out before her but the last thing on her mind was enjoying the view despite the brightness of the new day.

She felt nauseated. Her head felt thick and heavy and her stomach churned like she’d eaten something bad the night before. She knew it wasn’t food and a wry smile dragged briefly across her face. For the first time in her life, she was wishing sickness on herself because at least it would mean the problem wasn’t infinitely more serious.

Pheone tried to relax and focus inwardly, switching into the mana spectrum. That was where the source of her nausea was, she was sure of it. For one terrifying moment, she couldn’t tune in at all but then there it was before her mind’s eye. The gentle flux of focused mana that was the signature of the spectrum at the core of a college.

Yet it was far from right. The flux was weak. She could see that as clear as day. There was a random edge to the overall focus and that was indicative of the failing of the Heart. She frowned. They’d been seeing the slight breakdown for a while now and that wasn’t why she was feeling off. There had to be more. She followed the flux focus into the deep core of concentrated mana that flowed around the Heart. The pulsing core of the college, the centre of its power. Buried from normal sight but visible on the mana spectrum.

It was there as it had always been but displaced by its burial those few years before. Years that had seemed like an eternity. A displacement that had stopped the college in its tracks. Julatsans were no longer called to the college because the pulse was not loud enough. But those that remained had kept faith that the pulse still beat as strong. Not true. Not any more.

Pheone searched harder, probed the core and soaked up the mana streams that to a mage were like standing in a warm spring breeze. She felt comforted for a moment but it was false.

A chill shot through her body and her eyes snapped open. The Heart was losing its colour. Julatsan mana was a glorious warm yellow. Gold if you were romantic. It was the colour of life, of vibrant, exuberant pure magic.

Or it should have been.

What Pheone could see through her experienced attuned senses was dulled. Tarnished. Just slightly but there. If a shadow passed across the land it dulled the beauty of its colours. So it was with the Heart of Julatsa. A shadow was across it, dulling its beauty, hiding its power. It hadn’t been there yesterday but it was there this morning. Hardly noticeable.

But if it grew it would take their power from them. Hide it behind impenetrable shade. And then the college would surely die. She couldn’t allow that. Not while she had breath in her body. Dammit, if only Ilkar were here. How she needed his strength right now. At least their message should reach the battle lines outside Xetesk soon. The Al-Arynaar would have to help them, surely they would. Their mages stood to lose just as much.

She tuned back to normal light. The nausea was subsiding now she had its cause. She sat up and began to pull on her clothes, wondering if others had felt and seen what she had. She hadn’t reached the door to pull it open before the first shout of alarm reached her ears.




Chapter 8

 


 


 


 


Hirad relaxed and let Sha-Kaan’s dominating presence into his mind. He noted a resignation in the great old dragon’s feelings. Acceptance of fate, perhaps. Weariness, certainly.

‘I am lonely, Hirad Coldheart,’ he rumbled. ‘Lonely, old and tired.’

‘I’m doing everything I can,’ said Hirad, heart skipping a beat at the melancholy edge in Sha-Kaan’s voice.

‘I need my own kind. I need the healing winds of inter-dimensional space. I need my home.’

He sounded so old. The will was waning. Almost six years in exile since the violent realignment of dimensions following the closing of the Noonshade rip. Six years with his life energy ebbing away, day after tortuous day.

‘What’s happened, Sha-Kaan?’ There must be something to force this change for the worse.

‘The Kaan birthing season is now. Our greatest joy and our time of greatest risk. They have looked to me for so long to protect them.’ Sha-Kaan grumbled deep in his throat. ‘And this time I will not be there. If I was, I wonder if I would have the strength to truly help.’

‘I feel your loss,’ said Hirad. ‘But please have faith in us. I made you a promise and I will keep it.’

Warmth flooded Hirad’s mind. ‘You are my friend, Hirad, and I trust you. But you are a rare breed of man, it seems to me. Most of your race are without honour or true soul.’

‘Lucky I’m on your side, then,’ said Hirad, both moved and embarrassed by the unbidden compliment from the most unlikely source.

‘Listen to me, Hirad. There is danger here. Erienne has employed the One magic, has she not?’

‘Yes.’

‘Xetesk felt it. They have passed their knowledge here through the Protectors and their mages are pressing the Al-Drechar for answers. So far Erienne’s identity remains a secret but these men are strong and I cannot stop them all, should they choose force to uncover it.’

‘Diera?’

‘Safe so far. She is the wife of Sol and the Protectors will not harm her or her son. It is the mages that concern me. Work fast, Hirad. Xetesk must be weakened and its attention drawn elsewhere. I must have my home and I can bring help. The One must survive to build a stronger world but I fear bloodshed.’

Sha-Kaan left Hirad’s mind abruptly, leaving the barbarian momentarily confused. He sat up gingerly and looked around the dilapidated barn to which Darrick had brought them. Its roof, such that remained, clung to damaged timbers and only one wall was anything more than glorified splinters. Still, it represented shelter and that was some comfort.

The Raven were circled around a small fire. Erienne was asleep in Denser’s arms, no doubt in contact with the Al-Drechar. Darrick too was sleeping, though his was an emotional tiredness. The Unknown was awake, lost in his thoughts and staring at the blaze. Thraun was outside. He would guard them while he prowled the overgrown fields and sniffed out scent-marked territories. Still so much the wolf. Still so much lost inside himself. Hirad doubted the Thraun he remembered would ever fully reappear.

‘How’s my family?’ asked The Unknown, seeing his eyes open.

‘Unharmed,’ said Hirad evenly. ‘I don’t think you’re going to like this much.’

 


‘He calls it administrative guidance,’ explained Hirad to Darrick.

It was an hour before dawn and The Unknown had urged them to be on their way, his face severe in the light of Hirad’s report from Herendeneth. He had said little as he pushed them to clear the camp, saddle up and go but there was no doubting the fire within and his renewed desire to get inside Xetesk. And quickly.

The city was two days’ ride at best and their situation was far from ideal. Lysternan and Dordovan supply chains were everywhere on the principal routes, their security augmented by college horsemen and mercenaries not willing to fight for the besieged Xetesk despite the higher wages.

Not so long ago, The Raven would have contracted themselves to Lystern or Dordover too. Their desire for balance in the colleges would have stopped them joining Denser’s home college. That and Ilkar’s determination never to work for Xetesk. How different it all was now. Once feted, The Raven were now effectively outlawed and hunted by all but Julatsa. And yet they were still Balaia’s best chance of lasting peace if they lived long enough to make good on all their promises.

‘It’s an interesting use of language,’ said Darrick.

‘He used it first when threatening Styliann, would you believe. Funny how Xeteskians always seem to be on the receiving end.’

‘And who do you think will be getting the benefit of his advice this time?’ asked Darrick.

Hirad shrugged. ‘Could be Dystran, though I don’t think that particular Lord of the Mount will be available to us. Put it this way, anyone who can affect the safety of Diera and Jonas is in the target area.’

‘Got to get in first, though,’ said Darrick.

‘The TaiGethen will help,’ said Hirad. ‘Should be fun.’

Darrick eyed him oddly then and Hirad knew all over again why he would miss Ilkar so much. The Julatsan elf would have lost no time commenting on how only Hirad would describe invading the Dark College as ‘fun’. Something to make him laugh and make him believe even more that they would succeed.

No one could do that now. Denser tried but he had a lot to learn. Ilkar was irreplaceable. But at least Darrick could read Hirad’s mood and thoughts right now.

‘That’s why we’re doing all this,’ he said. ‘To make Ilkar’s sacrifice meaningful.’

‘Yeah,’ said Hirad, voice gruff. ‘Can we talk about something else?’

 


The agreement to a daily Communion had seemed a small price to pay and a sensible measure in Lystern and Dordover’s latest military alliance against Xetesk but there had been times when Heryst rued sense. Today was one of those days. He’d had no sleep since The Raven’s audacious liberation of Darrick and he’d known that Vuldaroq, High Arch Mage of Dordover, would have questions, if not outright accusations. It didn’t help that it was his, Heryst’s, turn to seek Communion, so depleting his mana reserves further in a contact he had no wish to make.

‘At least you do me the honour of contact at the appointed time,’ said Vuldaroq, his tone cold, saying everything about his assumed knowledge.

‘There is no reason why I would not,’ said Heryst carefully, sensing already so many echoes of their past conversations.

‘Really? I had thought you might be engrossed in the search for a common enemy.’

‘I have people I can trust to conduct necessary investigations.’

‘Are they as good as your jailers?’

‘Vuldaroq, you will not tax me about events wholly within the legal compass of my college,’ said Heryst. ‘We have more pressing matters to discuss. Particularly the situation at Xetesk’s east gate.’

It was a deflection Heryst had assumed would fail but he had to try it anyway.

‘That situation, while unfortunate, is static and no more of our forces are currently at risk from further failures in the Julatsan magic system. What is surely a risk to us all, however, is the use of the One magic within your college borders last night and the escape of the likely practitioner. An escape you did little to oppose.’

‘And this view was given to you by men watching from windows how far away . . . a hundred yards? Perhaps a little less if I’m generous.’ Heryst felt ready for a fight. Dordover deserved nothing less.

‘Are you disputing The Raven escaped from your college around midnight last night?’ asked Vuldaroq.

‘No.’

‘And Erienne was with them.’

‘She was one of The Raven last time I checked,’ said Heryst.

‘Don’t get clever, Heryst, it does not become you when you are on the defensive.’ Vuldaroq’s voice in his head was full of righteous indignation. ‘I know the One magic was cast in your college grounds around the time The Raven escaped. My analysts have pinpointed the area closely enough. Gods burning, man, it wasn’t very difficult. I also know that The Raven were in your college and that Erienne is the only likely suspect as someone able to perform such a casting.’

‘And how do you work that out, Vuldaroq?’ Heryst clamped down hard on his irritation. ‘Recent history has informed us that the reason Erienne and Denser conceived the child was precisely because Erienne, in particular, had no way of casting such magic but wanted to produce an offspring that could. Perhaps you’d like to enlighten me as to how you know different. Is there something pertinent to our alliance that you have accidentally omitted to tell me?’

Silence in Dordover. Vuldaroq considered his response. Had Heryst not seen Erienne’s casting with his own eyes he would not have believed it possible she could harbour any knowledge of the One. But she did. The question was, given Vuldaroq had already guessed her to be the practitioner, as Heryst had thought he would, how would he back up his claim? What exactly did Dordover know that he was prepared to share?

‘It is the only logical explanation,’ said Vuldaroq carefully. ‘I was on Herendeneth when the Nightchild died. Erienne was with her as were the Al-Drechar. Something must have been passed to her or else she has somehow been able to use some knowledge of the Al-Drechar’s teachings. Heryst, I am not an expert. No one is. We have to work together.’

‘We are working together,’ said Heryst.

‘Damn you, we are not!’ snapped Vuldaroq. ‘You know something and you are not telling me. What did you see?’

‘I was too busy attempting to stay alive. Hirad Coldheart had a knife to my throat.’

‘That they could escape with Darrick from under your nose.’ Vuldaroq chuckled, returning to his preferred line of provocation.

‘Well, you’d know all about defeat at the hands of The Raven,’ said Heryst. ‘Remind me how many men you committed to the offensive on Herendeneth?’

‘It is hardly the same order of magnitude as being outwitted in your own college grounds.’

‘You still lost. One thing we can agree on. It hurts.’

‘So help me, Heryst, damn you. Did Erienne cast a spell of the One?’

‘I don’t know,’ Heryst replied. ‘The One was used but by whom, why and to what effect we are still investigating. In case it is The Raven, we have them under observation. We know where they are headed. They are only six. They cannot evade us forever, should we wish to stop them.’

‘I would have thought that your main priority. After all, Darrick is with them.’

‘That is an internal matter I am dealing with separately,’ said Heryst coolly. ‘You will not intercept them. You don’t understand.’

‘Oh, I understand, my Lord Heryst. I understand that you know Erienne performed the casting in question. I understand that you were not strong enough to stop her escaping you and I understand that my forces are all ordered to arrest The Raven on sight.’

‘Vuldaroq you—’

‘And before you protest, I understand something else too. If I were Xetesk, and I had pinpointed the One casting, I might be taking a detour on my way north, to ensure Julatsa never rises. Care to guess where that might be if I believed the ultimate weapon resided there?’

Heryst had no answer. There was none that left him with any credibility in this debate.

‘Lucky, then, my dear Heryst, that we are friends and allies, isn’t it? With me at your side, you might just stop them destroying your college. I think it’s time you were completely straight with me, don’t you?’

 


Thraun pointed away to their left and up on to the ridge along which the supply wagons had passed earlier that morning. Heading for Xetesk and heavily defended, the train had rattled past with a cloud of dust, squealing axles and hard-driven horses. Seeing the signs from over a mile away, The Raven had simply ridden further from the trail and rested their mounts while they watched it go by.

But now, galloping hard away from the Dark College, horsemen were approaching fast. The Unknown dragged his reins right, turning his horse on the canter and digging in his heels, demanding more speed. The Raven followed him, angling away from the ridge and trail, hoping to hide themselves in the folds of land. Here, the ravages of Lyanna’s uncontrolled elemental power had wreaked terrible damage. Barely a bush or shrub stood tall. Trees lay broken and rotting. And criss-crossing like whip scars across the back of the land, the top soil was torn away, leaving dark slashes in the green of spring grass.

Hirad urged his horse on in the wake of The Unknown and Thraun, sparing a glance behind to reassure himself that the others were keeping up. The sound of hooves hitting soft earth filled his ears, clods of mud churning into the air in the wake of their passage.

The Raven rode down a shallow incline, heading for a cleft between two rises that would take them back towards the ridge and beneath the sight of any riders. But they were not going to be fast enough. The dust from the ridge signalling the oncoming horsemen was already too close and while Hirad watched, the heads of the leaders appeared on the skyline no more than a hundred yards from them.

Forcing a reckless pace along the trail, Hirad clung to the hope that they wouldn’t see The Raven below them. But with a shout, the whinnies of horses pulled up sharply and a sudden change of direction, that hope disappeared. Whoever they were, they split into two groups, of at least six each. One began edging down off the ridge in direct pursuit, the other wheeled about and galloped back down the trail, looking to head them off.

‘Keep moving!’ yelled The Unknown. ‘We can beat them on open ground.’

He hunched over his saddle, Hirad mimicking him, the strong smell of horse sweat in his nose and mouth. And then Darrick was by him, riding easily as if he were out for a training gallop. He caressed his horse after The Unknown, eating up the ground between them, leaning over and pulling at the big man’s shoulder.

The Unknown turned his head. Darrick drew a finger across his throat, pointed front and back and with barely a flick of his reins, swung his mount right and began charging directly away from the path, heading for a steep-sided gully. The Unknown followed him, Hirad doing likewise, frowning, not understanding for a moment. Yet the reason for the move soon became apparent.

Darrick dragged his horse to a stop in a cloud of dirt and loose stones, ten strides from the gully edge. The Raven pulled up around him, the sounds of their pursuers loud in the sudden lull. As one, they turned. Left and right, riders came on, angling in at them, one group over a hundred yards distant, the other perhaps twice that, having picked its way down from the trail ridge.

‘Listen to me,’ said Darrick. ‘We couldn’t afford to get trapped between them on the gallop. They knew they had us there, they know the terrain.’

‘Whatever’s in your mind, tell us fast,’ said Hirad.

Darrick twirled the now headless rake he’d taken from the Lystern stables in his right hand as he spoke, Hirad acutely aware of how vulnerable the ex-general was, garbed only in his dress uniform.

‘Couldn’t you have picked up a sword?’ he said.

Darrick shrugged. ‘Without armour, I’d rather keep them a little further away. Right, we’ll go at the closer group on my mark. Let me lead. Don’t flinch. Denser, ForceCone at the far group if they close. Anything to slow them when they wheel as they will to follow us. Swords, everyone, Erienne centre for protection, casting SpellShield. Anyone ever wanted to be in the cavalry?’

Blades hissed from scabbards, free hands held reins loose. Horses, heads up, ears pricked, stood ready, shifting slightly. The nearer group came on. They weren’t flat out. Darrick waited and Hirad saw what he must have seen immediately. These weren’t cavalrymen against them. They didn’t have the form or the relaxation in the saddle.

‘Waiting,’ said Darrick. ‘Waiting, let’s have them wondering.’

‘Mercenaries,’ said Hirad. ‘You’d think they’d know better.’

‘Shield up,’ said Erienne.

‘ForceCone ready,’ murmured Denser.

Ilkar’s voice never came and Hirad’s heart missed a beat.

At less than thirty yards for the nearer group, maybe ninety from the other, Darrick spurred his horse.

‘Note their blade position. They’ll chop down, trust me. You know what to do. Come on! Close form. Ride, Raven!’

His mount sprang away, the rake handle held a third of the way down and pointed straight along the animal’s neck. The Unknown was after him, Thraun on the right flank, leaving Denser partnering Erienne in the centre while Hirad defended the rear quarter. He felt his pulse race and a grin split his face as the wind rushed into him. He roared his energy, Thraun taking up the call. The Raven rode.

Oblivious to the vulnerability of his unarmoured body, Darrick galloped directly for the centre of the mercenary charge. Deep green light splashed across Erienne’s shield from a mage rider, the casting dissipating harmlessly.

Darrick twitched the rake handle in his grasp, the wood now held horizontally away from him. He kicked his horse’s flanks again, closed the gap to engage, feinted low then whipped the pole through head high. His target had already begun to defend low and couldn’t readjust the heavier weapon in time. Darrick’s rake caught the top of his head, knocking him senseless. His blade fell from nerveless fingers and he slumped back. Darrick didn’t pause to look, ducking low in the saddle as an enemy to his left struck out, missing his back by a whisker.

A stride behind him, The Unknown and Thraun drove in. The big man’s sword whined through the air, striking right and out, plunging into the undefended body of Darrick’s left-side attacker. On the other flank, Thraun clashed metal with a fast-armed swordsman, carving his own blade round and riding on unharmed. His opponent was not so lucky. Hirad was following up, his blade straight and true and his grip strong, the man dead before he hit the ground.

The Raven punched a hole clear through to open ground. Darrick fended off more blows, his rake splintering in his hands. The Unknown dragged his blade through the thigh of the mage rider and Thraun nicked another on the way past but they weren’t finished. Denser rotated in his saddle, ForceCone cast with a single word. Without a SpellShield the surviving enemy were defenceless. The Cone slapped into the backs of them, catapulting riders from saddles, fracturing bones in men and horses.

‘No!’ shouted Darrick. ‘Too early.’

He pulled up and turned.

‘Wrong,’ said Hirad, seeing the faltering gallop of the second group. ‘That was cavalry, this is Raven. Kill but never murder.’

‘Form up!’ called The Unknown. ‘Darrick my left.’

They trotted into a single line abreast, still under Erienne’s shield. Loose horses milled in confusion, the injured limped or lay, their cries echoing mournfully from the ridge. Dead and wounded mercenaries were scattered over an area of twenty yards and Denser kept a weather eye out for mindless acts of bravery. Ahead of them, the centre rider of the group raised a hand. His five colleagues reined into little above a trot.

‘Shouldn’t go attacking The Raven, Tolmek,’ said The Unknown, commanding voice crossing the twenty yard divide. ‘And you can have the same but it is not what we want.’

‘There’s a high price on your heads, Unknown,’ replied Tolmek. ‘And those are my men you’ve killed and wounded.’

The mercenary leader had modelled himself and his team on The Raven. He was an experienced fighter, scarred from battle, his sharp blue eyes bright beneath a fluted helmet which crushed his untidy black hair to his head. If The Raven admitted to respecting any others in their trade, he’d be high on the list. Right now, though, he was a potential enemy. He understood that.

‘We have the right to defend ourselves.’

‘I have the right to try and fulfil open contracts,’ replied Tolmek.

‘I’m sure,’ said The Unknown. ‘Yet we’re all fighting on the same side. You want Balaia saved, you turn and ride away.’

‘What I want is money enough to retire before I’m too weak to hold my sword.’

‘Then fight with Xetesk. They’ll pay you more,’ said Hirad.

‘I think you know me better than that, Coldheart.’

He nudged his horse on ahead of his men, closed until The Unknown’s mount nuzzled his and spoke quietly.

‘Everyone is looking for you,’ he said. ‘I can understand Lystern’s anger but there’s more, I know it. Dordover is way too keen to see you taken. All of you alive, not dead. What’s going on?’

‘Time you were leaving,’ said The Unknown. ‘You don’t want to force us to fight you.’

Tolmek half smiled. ‘Tempting though it is to try and earn the reward . . . maybe another time.’

‘We won’t strike first against you,’ said The Unknown. ‘But force our hand and we won’t hesitate.’ He gestured to the mess surrounding them. ‘See to your wounded then go.’

Tolmek nodded. ‘Be lucky, Raven. I—’ He paused and frowned. ‘Where’s Ilkar?’

Hirad’s heart dropped at the sound of his name. ‘He’s dead, Tolmek. Elfsorrow took him. Xetesk is to blame.’

Tolmek raised his eyebrows and began to turn his horse. ‘I’m sorry to hear that. And perhaps I can make Xetesk sorry too.’

‘Just leave us alone, don’t follow us,’ said The Unknown. ‘Tell the trade. Don’t try to stop us. It isn’t worth it.’

The Raven moved to let Tolmek take his surviving men to their fallen.

‘I wonder how big the reward is,’ said Hirad, The Raven gathering to leave.

‘Huge, I would hope,’ said The Unknown.

‘I’d be insulted by a small one,’ agreed Hirad.

‘So why didn’t you ask?’ Darrick, like all of them, was dismounting.

‘Best not to know,’ said Hirad. ‘After all, however big, it could always be bigger.’ He put an arm round the general’s shoulder. ‘Now, while Tolmek is sorting out the mess you organised, why don’t you see if there’s anything round here you like. It’s your right, after all and besides, that rake of yours has seen better days and I think we should avoid bloodying your uniform any further.’




Chapter 9

 


 


 


 


‘All right, what have we got?’ asked Dystran, once seated around the dining table with his elven archivists and dimensional research teams. Ranyl was on his way, apparently. But it would, as with anything in these last painful days, take him some considerable time.

To Dystran’s left, an old master dimensional mage was about to begin when Dystran held up his hand for further silence.

‘I realise my last question may have given you the impression that I am merely after a quick update on our current state of research. Let me disabuse you of that particular notion.

‘In case it has escaped your attention, we are at war. There are thousands of souls beyond our gates whose express intention it is to nail me to the walls of my Tower. Probably upside down. We may have won a recent victory but the tide is still against us. Our people live in fear of invasion. Hundreds clamour every day to leave.

‘In this war, either Xetesk triumphs or we become a husk, never to reclaim our rightful position. Now, in order for the former and not the latter to be our fate - and let me assure you, if it is the latter you will all experience your fates before I do - there are certain things we must do, and do right. For that, I require your individed attention and assistance.’

He paused and looked around the table. Eight men between the ages of thirty and eighty had lost their appetites for the vegetable stew and bread before them. Wine and water settled in glasses.

‘So let’s start with the easy one. Was it the One magic cast in Lystern last night?’

‘Yes.’ Kestys, that was his name. Dystran had never been good at remembering names. But he remembered faces all right. And this man’s, unremarkable and slightly reddened as it was, was utterly familiar.

‘And the caster?’

‘That we have not yet ascertained.’ Kestys looked for help to either side of him. It did not come.

‘I see.’ Dystran sucked in a breath slowly and carefully. ‘Stop me if I make a mistake here. We still have Protectors on Herendeneth, meaning we have muscle and we have the means to communicate between there and here, correct? Yes. And you have presumably requested that the Al-Drechar be questioned about the identity of our mysterious practitioner?’

‘Of course, my Lord,’ said Kestys, shifting in his seat, a light sweat on his brow. ‘But they have not been forthcoming.’

Dystran pushed his hands through his hair. ‘On that island, our people face one dragon with no fire, one woman and a baby, half a dozen servant elves and two old mages. How is it they have been allowed to be “not forthcoming”.’

‘The Al-Drechar retain considerable power.’

Dystran smiled thinly. ‘They do. They are also very, very old, and dying. They spent themselves trying to protect the Nightchild from her own power and they have never fully recovered. Two of them died. Pressure them further. And if they resist, threaten someone else. The baby, for instance . . . any latent talent there that could scare five Xeteskian mages? I think you understand me.’

‘My Lord.’

A door opened behind him. Dystran turned to see Ranyl shuffle in. The cancer-ravaged mage was leaning heavily on two sticks but still refusing the aid of the mages trying to cluster around him. The room focused on him while he dragged himself to his chair next to Dystran and sat down, propping the sticks against the table. His face displayed his pain, his eyes his undimmed determination.

The Lord of the Mount poured him a glass of chilled water. Ranyl drank deeply.

‘Thank you, my Lord.’

‘Any time,’ said Dystran. ‘We will continue if you are ready.’

Ranyl smiled. ‘Make no allowances, my Lord. I am here, therefore I am capable.’

A dry chuckle ran around the table. Ranyl commanded enormous respect from every mage in Xetesk but there was more to it than that now. Every senior mage knew that Dystran would respect Ranyl’s wishes on his successor to the Circle Seven.

‘So that we don’t delay you any longer than necessary, we will deal with the progress of our research into the elven writings. I was hearing about a breakthrough?’

‘Small but very significant,’ said Gylac, the chief archivist and the only man truly capable of deciphering the ancient elven writings. Another man whom Dystran feared would die before his work was complete. ‘I have found a common thread in all the pieces we recovered from Calaius. It speaks of the encasing of all elven people in a sheath of magic that sustains them in the tasks laid down for them by their gods.’

‘The key to their longevity?’

‘It is the closest we have got so far, my Lord,’ replied Gylac. ‘What I find interesting is the similar language we have found in the admittedly vague references to the Elfsorrow.’

‘Oh yes?’

Gylac gestured at Ranyl. ‘My Lord Ranyl has theorised on the subject to a greater extent than I. I am concentrating on translation. ’

‘Gylac is being rather modest,’ said Ranyl, inclining his head. ‘This is not a small breakthrough. If we are proved correct and can understand fully the interaction between elves and mana, we should be able to create a spell that disrupts this sheath. Synthesise Elfsorrow, if you like. The construct is already in development but we have too many unknowns to complete it thus far.’

Dystran’s heart rate was up. It was more than he could have hoped at this stage. ‘How long?’

‘I cannot say,’ said Ranyl. ‘Gylac’s team are working as hard as they can but some of the language is so arcane it defies translation. I suggest we increase our efforts to capture an elf or two who could help us.’

Dystran nodded. ‘I am meeting our military commanders shortly and will discuss that option with them. Thank you. All of you. This is good news. But only as far as it goes. We must have new weapons or we will eventually lose this war.’ He paused. ‘Now, our dimensional experiments.’

‘Complete,’ said Ranyl. ‘We have re-established full contact with the demon dimension; the Al-Drechar’s information has allowed us to redraw our map of inter-dimensional space and calculate dimensional alignment events. When they occur, our full range of dimensional spells will be available for the event’s duration. We are ready. We are back in control.’

Dystran smiled again. ‘I want the alignment information passed to the army so we can factor it into our attack plans. When will the first helpful event occur?’

‘Three days,’ said Ranyl.

‘Then that informs our timetable.’ Dystran jabbed a finger at Kestys. ‘You need to do more work. Get me the identity of the One caster on Balaia and get it for me in three days. Given that we are again linked to the rest of dimensional space, we can send that damn dragon home. Perhaps you should offer a deal. Actually, I don’t care. If I catch you sleeping before this task is complete, I will feed you to the demons.

‘Eat quickly. This meeting is closed.’

 


To his credit, Riasu had despatched a fast rider towards the Wesmen Heartlands immediately he’d taken Devun in. To Devun’s irritation, he hadn’t advised the new Black Wing leader of the fact for over two days. They were two days when Devun alternately feared for his life and saw the potential of Selik’s plans open up for him.

Riasu wasn’t a particularly difficult man but he was suspicious. And his grasp of standard eastern Balaian was fragmented, though still far better than Devun’s tribal Wes. His suspicion was well founded and explained his initial hostility.

He had been tricked by eastern devils before, he had said, and he would not be again. One mage and his army of walking dead, blank-faced men had promised the Wesmen help in destroying all the colleges bar Xetesk six years before. He had been a liar, like all easterners. Many brave Wesmen warriors had gone to the Spirits because of him. He, Devun had discovered after more difficult questions, had been Styliann, former Lord of the Mount of Xetesk; and killed by a dragon in an alien dimension.

Still, it gave Devun his first glimmer of hope. Riasu had been very pleased to hear of Styliann’s demise. But it had still taken Devun two days of fragmented discussion to persuade Riasu first not to kill him and second, to take him to meet Tessaya.

And so to this. Devun and his few Black Wing guards, riding unarmed under the hostile gaze of ten times their number of Wesmen warriors. None of their hosts bar Riasu had horses but they seemed unconcerned by hours of jogging, leaving Devun impressed despite himself.

There had been a glint in Riasu’s eye when he revealed Tessaya had already been contacted and that a meeting point had been arranged. Devun had firmly gritted his teeth and consigned the memories of fear and uncertainty to the back of his mind. All that mattered was that he was making progress and Riasu could have his little victory. He was acutely aware, though, that Riasu was one hurdle, Tessaya another entirely.

The terrain they travelled was spectacular if bleak. Great shale and rock slopes fled away to the north while ahead a line of scrub-covered hills promised difficult conditions for man and horse.

‘Tell me, Riasu, did your people suffer under the bad storms?’ asked Devun, keeping his language deliberately simple as he referred to the elemental destruction wreaked across the continent by the Nightchild.

Riasu turned a harsh face to him as they rode together. The dark, unruly hair that surrounded his gruff, wrinkled face was shot with grey. His lips were small, his nose bulbous, having seen too much wine over the years, and his eyes were buried deep beneath his brow.

‘Warriors died with no enemy to fight,’ he said. ‘Children’s bellies swelled though no food was inside. Elders perished early to join the Spirits. We suffer still but nothing breaks the Wesmen.’

‘I am giving the Wesmen that enemy,’ said Devun.

He paused, fighting the urge to speak more quickly. Conversation had been little short of torture at times.

‘So you say.’ Riasu shrugged.

‘Do you not believe me?’

‘I believe you hate magic,’ said Riasu. ‘But can you give us our enemy? They will hide within their walls and cast their evil. Are they really broken or do you lie like all your kind? The Lord Tessaya will say.’

Riasu still hadn’t properly understood. Devun felt as if he expected the Black Wings to march the mages from the gates of Xetesk in chains. He hadn’t even tried to fully explain the ramifications of the war now consuming the colleges, nor his support from the non-mage Balaian population. It would have been pointless. Fortunately, the man he was being taken to meet was possessed of a far higher intellect.

Lord Tessaya had been the first Wesmen leader to unite the warring tribes in over three centuries. First, it had been under the banner of the Wytch Lords, and fear as much as respect had driven the Wesmen to a single purpose. They had so nearly succeeded too, their ultimate failure a combination of the sheer strength of the combined colleges and their magic and the extraordinary intervention of The Raven. So few, yet responsible for so much.

But the mark of the Tessaya’s true influence was the maintenance of tribal unity in the aftermath of defeat. He was still their leader, still their greatest hope of victory. And the only man worth talking to in the whole Wesmen nation. He was not to be underestimated. That was why Selik had hatched plans to ally with him.

They travelled all day and well into the early evening, covering a great deal of stark and barren ground, endlessly climbing and descending slope after slope, but still Devun felt frustrated. A rough calculation of the mid point between the Wesmen Heartlands and Understone Pass had them riding for at least three days before the first possibility of a meeting.

It was with great surprise then that, late in the evening, a glow emanating from behind a hill resolved itself into a camp lit by a ring of what smelled like dung fires and crisscrossed by braziers. A palatial tent was pitched at the camp’s centre and around it in clusters of two or three, a dozen smaller, circular tents were grouped by campfires, standards flying over each one.

Approaching closer, Devun could see that the standards were all identical, depicting the bear’s head and claws of the Paleon tribes. Fifty yards from the pool of light, Riasu halted them in the shadow.

‘Dismount,’ he ordered. ‘None may approach the Lord Tessaya on higher seat.’

‘What?’ Devun blurted out. Riasu looked at him askance, demanding he explain. ‘Tessaya is here?’

He’d been prepared to believe a camp could have been constructed but not that the Wesmen leader could have travelled here already. Riasu simply nodded. Devun signalled his men to dismount but his mind was racing. He walked round the front of his horse.

‘How can he be here? Is this where he lives?’

‘No,’ said Riasu, that sparkle in his eyes again. ‘He lives in the Heartlands.’

‘But he is here to meet me?’

Another nod. ‘Yes.’

‘So how can he be here already?’ Devun gestured at the camp. ‘I mean, how fast was that rider?’

‘The rider ordered the camp built,’ said Riasu.

‘So how . . . ? Did Tessaya fly or something?’

‘Horse,’ said Riasu. He laughed. ‘You think us savages. But those touched by the Spirits are closer to the Gods than you will ever be.’

‘I don’t understand,’ said Devun.

‘No,’ agreed Riasu. ‘You are not Wes.’

Devun was desperate to know how they’d communicated. Would a bird have been fast enough? Possibly. He knew they used them but still the distance was significant and the method uncertain. It was clear, though, that Riasu was happy to perpetuate the mystery.

‘What happens now?’ he asked.

Riasu smiled at his next small victory. ‘Your men will stop here with my warriors. They may move no further into our lands. You will come with me.’

‘Sir?’ said Devun’s deputy who had overheard the exchange.

‘We’ll do exactly as he says. Just keep yourselves quiet, demand nothing and you’ll be fine. Don’t let them provoke you.’ Devun indicated their empty sword belts; all their weapons were being held at the pass. ‘Remember our circumstances.’

‘Yes, sir.’

Devun turned to Riasu and pulled his cloak close, feeling an unseasonable chill in the evening air.

‘Lead on,’ he said.

‘Good luck,’ said the deputy.

‘If I have to rely on that, I think we’re in trouble,’ said Devun, a wry smile on his face. ‘But I appreciate the thought.’

Riasu led him towards the camp. At each fire stood a quartet of warriors. Around each tribal tent and fire group, men and women busied themselves cooking, eating and checking weapons. Around the palace tent, guards stood watchful. Tessaya was taking few chances. Just beyond the ring of fires, Riasu stopped him.

‘Wait. I must seek permission for you to enter.’

Devun watched him go, walking proud and tall, nodding curtly to the guards who stood aside for him to pass before turning to glare at Devun with undisguised malevolence. He stared back, becoming aware of his vulnerability. If things went awry, he would be dead very quickly.

While he stood waiting, the scents of the camp drifted over him. Wood smoke and cooked meat, rich herbs and even a hint of canvas wax. It was a very well ordered camp but he expected nothing less. Lord Tessaya was an impressive man; and that was before Devun actually met him. He felt a nervousness he hadn’t experienced since he was first introduced to Selik.

Riasu wasn’t long, walking quickly back to the camp perimeter and waving him in.

‘Come,’ he said.

Devun strode by the guards, hearing one of them mutter something. Though he couldn’t understand the words, the tone and intent were clear enough. He stopped and looked deep into the eyes of the Wesman who was a head shorter than him.

‘Say what you will,’ he said pointlessly. ‘But we will be allies. You will respect me one day.’

‘Devun!’ snapped Riasu. He uttered a stream of angry Wes and the guard paced back, hand moving from the hilt of his sword. ‘No games.’

Devun walked over to Riasu and the two men passed by the six-strong guard at Tessaya’s tent entrance. Down a short canvas hallway, another guard held aside a gold trimmed, deep green and tasselled curtain.

‘Show respect to the Lord Tessaya,’ warned Riasu.

Devun smiled at him, feeling his anxiety growing. ‘I had never thought to do otherwise.’

He walked into the grand single room of the palace tent, taking in the netted four-posted bed that stood at the far wall, the fine carved table and six chairs to his right and the plain woven rugs that covered every inch of grass. And he took in the group of three low, dark red plush sofas arranged around a rectangular table on which stood a jug, two metal goblets and a spread of meat and bread.

In front of the sofas stood Tessaya. He was a broad-shouldered man, his shoulder-length hair tied in a loose pony tail. His weathered, pitted face carried the scars of countless battles but his eyes were chips of pure energy. He was dressed in loose-fitting grey robes, cinched at the waist with a tri-coloured plaited cord. He paced forwards. He didn’t offer a hand but his face wore an expression of welcome not hostility.

‘Captain Devun of the infamous Black Wings,’ he said in faultless standard eastern dialect. ‘A shame neither Selik, nor his predecessor, Travers, had the wit to seek my help. I congratulate you on your good sense. Come, eat and drink with me. We have much to discuss.’
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It took The Raven almost three days to reach the periphery of the war zone. Three days in which The Unknown’s growing concern for the safety of his family was only tempered by his determination to see The Raven reach their destination capable of making a difference. That was the difference between them, Hirad decided. He would have hurtled down the trail, taking his chances because time was everything. The Unknown knew they would achieve nothing by being caught.

It hadn’t made him any easier to live with, though. Whenever they rested, hidden in a cleft, river valley or one of the few surviving stands of trees, the emotions he kept in check for the good of The Raven surfaced. He prowled, biting his nails. He irritated Hirad for more and more contact via Sha-Kaan and he snapped at Darrick, who had suggested a faster route.

Now, a mile and more from any supply trail and travelling over tricky ground in the dead of night in a direction designed to take them into the Al-Arynaar camp without crossing allied patrols, Hirad felt he should speak to Darrick.

‘This is us,’ he said. ‘The balance we strike between emotion and practicality is one of those things that makes us who we are. Or so Erienne says. She calls me the heartbeat and The Unknown the brain.’

‘And what am I?’ asked Darrick.

‘A friend with a lot to learn about us.’

‘But I could have helped. Selected a better route.’

‘The Unknown didn’t agree and we believe what he says,’ said Hirad. ‘But in this case it’s personal too. And if The Unknown wants us to be cautious, that is what we’ll be. He only turned on you because you didn’t understand that. We do it our way and you’re one of us now but we all have our key strengths. Yours are things like tactics, on and off horseback. One of The Unknown’s is always, always doing things the right way. Question him and you question his ability.’

‘I would never do that,’ protested Darrick. ‘The thought is ludicrous. I just wanted to help.’

‘And you’ll learn the ways. Believe me, Ry, he holds you in high regard. But this is his task we’re helping him with and we must let him do it his way. When he needs help, he’ll ask.’

Darrick blew out his cheeks and threw up his hands. With a mercenary sword at his side and an oversize leather jerkin over his uniform jacket, he at least looked more like a member of The Raven. But his youthful face wasn’t scarred enough for a long-term mercenary. Too pretty. Like Sirendor Larn. Hirad smiled to himself remembering his old friend. A long time dead and gone from The Raven but never forgotten.

In front of them, the way was suddenly full of figures blocking their path. They had melted from the night and were practically close enough to strike. Bows were bent back and the crouched stance of others carried threat and intent.

The Unknown held up a hand and The Raven halted, seeing themselves hopelessly outnumbered. The Unknown kept his hands away from his weapons, Hirad staying his initial reaction and doing the same. A heartbeat later, he heard laughter ahead and saw two figures moving through the line of archers.

‘I knew I was right,’ said the voice in accented, slightly clumsy Balaian. ‘And you are predictable.’

Hirad slid from his horse and trotted forwards, clasping Rebraal’s shoulders.

‘Only Ilkar’s brother would have guessed our route,’ he said, relief gladdening his heart.

‘I can’t take all the credit,’ said Rebraal indicating Auum, who stood beside him, not a flicker of emotion on his green-and-black camouflaged face. ‘He has an eye for the land not shared by our - uh - allies, if we can truly call them that.’

‘Oh, we can still call them that,’ said The Unknown, dismounting and walking to stand by Hirad, the rest of The Raven climbing a little more slowly from their horses. ‘We are still after most of the same things. And don’t take any credit, Rebraal. Why do you think I brought us this way?’

Auum wrinkled his nose at that though Hirad was unsure how much he really understood. Behind him, Thraun growled and crouched. A ClawBound panther loped from the shadows and nuzzled him. Its elven partner, face painted half black, half white, impassive, walked close.

‘We aren’t safe here,’ said Rebraal. ‘We have made a secure area near our camp. You can hide there. We must be quiet on the way.’

Leading their horses, The Raven followed the Al-Arynaar and TaiGethen elves in silence. It was a walk of over two miles, close to the Lysternan and Dordovan encampments, but Hirad didn’t feel under a great deal of threat. TaiGethen scouted ahead and on the flanks, ClawBound ranged in the deepest shadows. Any inquisitive ally would be turned away. Any enemy wouldn’t live to report back. What the elves did beyond fighting at the gates of Xetesk was their business.

The main elven camp was quiet as the early hours passed. The only fires were for cooking and they were positioned in a single area close to the Lysternan forces. Beyond them, and further into the shrub and trees that the elves preferred to the open camps of their allies, The Raven were shown into the secured area, patrolled by Al-Arynaar. Their horses were unsaddled before being led away to the central picketing area.

A small fire lay at the heart of this camp within a camp. Above it dangled two cooking pots and surrounding it, logs had been dragged in for seats.

‘Been expecting us?’ asked Hirad.

‘We have tracked you for a day,’ admitted Rebraal.

A single figure sat poking at the fire. He stood quickly and stepped forward, straightening his clothing. Hirad couldn’t quite see his face but Darrick knew exactly who he was.

‘Take a wrong turn off the battlefield today?’

‘No, General. I just heard you might be making an appearance.’

Darrick and Izack embraced, slapping each other on the back. Izack showed Darrick to a seat, turning and waving the others in.

‘Don’t worry,’ he said. ‘I’m acting on my own.’

Hirad shrugged and moved into the glow of the fire, The Unknown at his shoulder.

‘Do we trust him?’ asked the barbarian, voice low.

‘If Darrick does, I do,’ said The Unknown. ‘Let’s eat and talk.’

He seated himself the other side of Izack, Hirad next to him. Denser and Erienne sat across the fire from them. Hirad was worried by them both. Erienne had been so quiet since casting the One spell and her silence had affected Denser. There was more to it than the concerned husband. He didn’t want to think they were keeping something from The Raven. Surely Denser had been warned enough about that.

Last into the firelight was Thraun. His face carried a deep frown and he shook his head, troubled in the depths of his mind. If it was possible, the frown deepened when he saw Izack. His agile frame slid quickly around the fire and he dropped to his haunches in front of the Lysternan cavalry commander, blond hair flying briefly. He studied Izack’s face the way a predator studied prey before striking.

‘Thraun, it’s all right,’ said Darrick. ‘We can trust him.’

‘Risk,’ said Thraun, focusing on Darrick momentarily.

‘I won’t betray you,’ said Izack. ‘Hear what I have to say.’

‘Heryst’s man,’ said Thraun.

He straightened up but, before turning away, pointed to Izack and then to his right eye.

‘What’s got into you, Thraun?’ asked Hirad.

‘Later,’ said Thraun, his tone so low it was little more than a bass rumble.

A little less confident than when he’d greeted Darrick, Izack ladled out strong herbal tea for them all and pointed to the soup, bowls and bread.

‘Report,’ said Darrick. ‘Please,’ he added, remembering himself.

Izack chuckled.

‘A pleasure, General, though it makes grim listening. The siege is still secure but we are certain some supplies are reaching Xetesk. We suspect underground passageways but we have found nothing so far and, to be frank, can’t spare too many men to look. We suffered heavy losses here on the eastern front as a direct result of the first Julatsan mana-flow failure. This has left—’

‘Whoa, whoa,’ said Denser, holding up a hand. ‘What failure?’

Both he and Erienne were staring at Izack as if he’d just told them the world was about to end.

‘You don’t know?’ Izack gaped.

‘In case it has escaped your attention, our Julatsan is dead,’ said Hirad gruffly. ‘And your glorious leader told us nothing about events elsewhere.’

‘I’m sorry,’ said Izack. ‘Stupid of me. Look, I don’t know the technicalities, you’ll have to ask the Al-Arynaar mages. The effect was a multiple backfire of the shield net over our front line. The Xeteskians took full advantage. We lost hundreds.

‘Right now, we aren’t even attacking on this front. The northern gate forces are only just holding because Xetesk have reinforced from here. South and east, it’s pretty much as you were but we’ve taken all their reserve to ensure Xetesk can’t punch through here. Not that I think they want to. They’re just happy to occupy us.’

‘Erienne, Denser?’ The Unknown was staring across the fire. ‘How could this failure happen?’

Both mages shook their heads. ‘It’s absolutely unbelievable,’ said Denser.

‘I can answer that,’ said Izack. ‘Julatsans arrived here at the east gate lines this morning to talk to the Al-Arynaar. They say the Heart of Julatsa is failing.’

For a time, all that could be heard was the crackling of the fire and the breeze through the leaves above.

‘How can that be possible?’ asked The Unknown eventually.

‘It isn’t,’ said Erienne. ‘At least, that’s what we’ve all been taught.’

‘But assuming it is, what’s the result?’ asked Hirad.

Erienne shrugged and spoke plainly not really believing what she was saying. ‘Julatsan magic dies and the balance of magic on Balaia shifts irrevocably.’

‘That’s not happening,’ said Hirad. ‘No way.’

‘All right, Hirad, let’s keep it calm,’ said The Unknown. ‘Izack, presumably the Julatsans are here to get help from the Al-Arynaar, being Julatsan-trained initially.’

Izack nodded. ‘Absolutely. They say that only the Al-Arynaar can help raise the Heart because they have the knowledge of Julatsan magic. And raising the Heart is the only way to stop this failure becoming permanent. Does that make sense?’

Denser blew out his cheeks. ‘Sort of. Bringing the Al-Arynaar to Julatsa to raise the Heart was something Ilkar wanted to do. It’s why we went to Calaius in the first place, before the Elfsorrow struck. As for this failure of Julatsan magic, I don’t know. Like Erienne says, this goes against all our teaching. Burying a Heart will stop development because the core power can’t flow and that’s why you’d only bury one if it would otherwise be destroyed.’

‘Which is what Julatsa did when the Wesmen invaded.’

‘Exactly, Hirad. But it should still beat. The power should never falter. There’s no reason why, that’s what we don’t understand.’

‘So we get the Al-Arynaar mages and go to Julatsa. What are we waiting for?’ Hirad spread his hands.

‘Hirad, please,’ said The Unknown. ‘I know you’re anxious but we have to do this right. Where’s Rebraal?’

‘I am here.’ Ilkar’s brother, leader of the Al-Arynaar, walked from the shadows where he’d been leaning against a tree.

‘We need to talk to one of your mages. Well, Erienne and Denser do. Find out what timescale we’re dealing with here.’

Rebraal nodded. ‘Of course. Our lead mage is Dila’heth. I’ll bring her to you.’

‘Thank you. Now, Izack, what have you been told about us?’

‘The official line is that you’re outlaws and General Darrick is a condemned man wanted for his execution. But it doesn’t add up. We are told not to harm any of you but to bring you back to Lystern alive and well. And the Dordovans have been told the same thing.’ Izack smiled. ‘Heryst and Vuldaroq may dislike each other but we fight side by side. We’re friends, mostly, and we talk.’ The smile faded. ‘But everyone here knows there’s more to it. Unknown, every mage here felt the casting. The elves rejoiced, Lysternans and Dordovans were troubled. And everyone knows the timing of the casting and your escape from Lystern. It’s too coincidental.’ Izack looked square at Erienne. ‘People have drawn their own conclusions. That’s why you have to be so careful.’

‘And what about you?’ asked Erienne, meeting his gaze.

‘The General believes in you so I believe in you too.’

Erienne said nothing but raised her eyebrows a fraction in acknowledgement. Denser put a hand on her knee and she returned her gaze to the fire.

‘So tell me, have the TaiGethen completed their scouting?’ asked The Unknown.

‘Yes,’ said Izack. ‘But I think they’re still worried about how to get into the college itself.’

‘That’s where we come in,’ said Denser. ‘Or more particularly, where I come in.’

‘You’re planning on going in with them?’

‘Think we’re safer out here among our allies, Izack?’ said Hirad.

‘Surely in the elven camps—’ he began.

‘We’ve business to attend to,’ said The Unknown. ‘And we’re not sitting out here hiding our faces and watching the action.’

‘I take your point,’ said Izack.

‘One more thing, Commander,’ said The Unknown. ‘Just how would this front hold up if the elves were to leave it?’

‘Simple. It wouldn’t.’ Izack shrugged.

‘You do know that once we’ve finished inside Xetesk, the elves won’t stay here,’ said The Unknown.

‘I am well aware of their reasons for joining our fight thus far,’ said Izack shortly.

‘Then you have to be ready for them to leave - mostly to march north to Julatsa to help raise the Heart.’

‘Then the siege of Xetesk will collapse. They can rout us from the east gate at will, and every other front will be compromised as a result.’ Izack sighed heavily. ‘They know why we’re fighting this war. They will benefit from our victory. Gods, I’ve fought so hard to establish what we have and lost so many doing it. Don’t leave us defenceless. You’ll be handing the victory to Xetesk.’

‘Want to know what I think?’

‘About war, Darrick, absolutely everything,’ said The Unknown.

Rebraal and an exhausted-looking elven woman who had to be Dila’heth, walked into the camp. The Unknown pointed them at Denser and Erienne and, after brief introductions, the four engaged in fervent conversation.

‘The moment we retrieve the elven writings, as we must, keeping us at bay will become unimportant to them. Surely they are doing nothing more than keeping us from the walls because they are researching what they have learned from the Al-Drechar and those same writings,’ said Darrick.

‘Well, I like to think our forces are keeping them from surging north to destroy Julatsa, which I take to be their first goal,’ said Izack.

‘Let me ask you something, Izack,’ said Darrick, now every inch the general of the armies. The position in which he so excelled. ‘What is the purpose of your engaging the Xeteskians in this combat? ’

‘To probe for that weak point. To try and make the breakthrough. Turn the battle in our favour.’

‘Wrong. That is the Dordovan command holding sway over you, if that is what you really believe.’

Hirad leaned forward, rapt despite his tiredness.

Izack stared at the floor. ‘We have to beat them,’ he said. ‘Time is short. I’ve always known the elves would leave one day.’

‘In a siege you’re just wearing them down,’ said Darrick. ‘Bit by bit. Otherwise, why engage them at all? Why risk your own men? What you have to believe is that they will crack under the pressure, living in the prison you have created for them. This siege is being fought just as much in the mind as it is on the battlefield.

‘Now your defeat the other day was damaging. It allows Xetesk to rest because you can’t afford to fight them on this front. If he’s clever, Dystran will be making sure his generals are rotating duty on all fronts now.

‘His men are fresh out there in front of you, aren’t they?’

Izack nodded, mute, sucking in his top lip.

‘You won’t break them,’ said Darrick. ‘That isn’t where we will beat Xetesk. Whatever Vuldaroq and Heryst believe, we can’t win here.’

‘So what the hell am I doing!’ Izack bit down on his temper. ‘General?’

‘You’re showing them we won’t be beaten and you have bought us and the elves the time we need. You’ve weakened them, make no mistake. And when we get out of Xetesk with the writings, having done whatever damage we can to their research, they are going to come after us. And not just because of a few ancient texts.’

‘How so?’ asked Hirad.

‘There is more they will want. The power of the One, which they surely crave will be lost unless they break the siege. And if the Al-Arynaar succeed and raise the Heart of Julatsa and we can protect it while it strengthens, they will be on the brink of losing the war.’ Darrick raised his eyebrows.

‘And what makes you so sure they can break the siege?’ asked The Unknown.

‘They’re keeping plenty in reserve, I can feel it,’ Darrick said. ‘They have made no move to break out because they don’t need to. Not yet. But mark my words, they will be mobilising for a move north soon. If they start to push at all four gates you’ll know it’s imminent because they’ll be striving to occupy every enemy they can. What we can do by getting in and out of Xetesk is force their hand. We don’t want them ready, believe me.’

‘So what do we do?’ asked Izack. ‘How do we stop them?’

‘Now’s the time to be fighting harder than you ever have at every gate. Every one of them that dies or is forced to fight until exhaustion is a victory. I know we’ll suffer losses too but we’ll have the psychological edge. And when they try to break through the north gate as they will, we need to have enough men and mages in reserve to chase them. Don’t forget, we can’t abandon the siege or we’ll be just inviting more Xeteskian warriors to chase up to Julatsa. We cannot allow them to know we are reinforcing the north gate lines. We must make them fight to keep their city even while they run to attack Julatsa and reclaim the writings and, if they’re lucky, Erienne, when they guess her identity.’

‘But that’s the trick, though, isn’t it?’ said Izack wearily. ‘How do we manage our resources to manufacture a meaningful reserve? How can we take most of our men from the fight east, south and west and still keep the pressure up on Xetesk?’

Darrick smiled. ‘Well, that’s why I’m here, talking to you now.’

‘Good,’ said The Unknown. ‘Then I suggest we leave you two to it. We’re going in tomorrow night so work to that timescale. I’m sure Auum will agree we should wait no longer. Meanwhile . . .’ He stood up, his eyes on Thraun who had remained completely still, staring into the shadows beyond the fire. ‘Thraun, come and talk to me. I want to know what’s wrong.’

The shapechanger fixed him with a sullen look.

‘Now.’ The Unknown’s tone brooked no dissension.

Hirad watched The Unknown put an arm round Thraun’s tense shoulders and firmly but gently guide him from the fire. Deciding to get himself some soup, Hirad brushed himself down and ambled over to the cook pots. He caught Denser’s troubled gaze.

‘How bad?’ he asked, stirring the thick broth. ‘Want some of this?’

Denser shook his head. ‘Very bad. Very bad indeed.’

‘How long have we got?’

Denser half shrugged and glanced at Rebraal who was translating for Dila’heth.

‘That’s the problem,’ he said. ‘We can’t know. They’ve had one instance of mana-flow failure and the focus around the Heart isn’t complete. They say it’s like a shadow, leaching colour from the Julatsan mana spectrum. One day, soon probably, that shadow will deepen enough to stop the Heart beating and even now it’s spreading out, weakening every casting they make. Put it this way, the longer we delay, the harder it will be to reverse. It’s terrifying.’

‘Is it?’

‘Yes, Hirad, it is. To a mage, losing contact with the mana spectrum is the worst thing that could possibly happen. It would be like a living death. Like living in a Cold Room the rest of your life. How can I make you understand? I don’t know . . . for you the closest thing would be like losing the use of your sword arm. It would be hanging there, you’d know it was there but you just couldn’t use it. Send you mad, wouldn’t it?’

Hirad nodded. ‘Well, let’s not spend too much time in Xetesk, eh?’

‘I’m with you there.’

 


The Unknown Warrior didn’t take Thraun far. Just beyond the firelight and into the trees. He’d looked anxious; perhaps the woodland, such as it was, would calm him.

‘Thraun?’ The Unknown stopped and turned the shapechanger to face him. ‘What’s bothering you? Even for you, this is quiet and withdrawn. We need you with us all the way inside Xetesk. It’s going to be tough in there.’

‘We can touch our enemies,’ said Thraun, leaving The Unknown momentarily at a loss.

‘No, Thraun,’ he replied. ‘These aren’t our enemies. They still want what we want but with regard to us they’re misguided.’

‘He will betray us,’ said Thraun, nodding his head toward the camp.

‘Izack? You’ve got that wrong. He’s as loyal to Darrick as we are to each other. He’s—’

Thraun gripped The Unknown’s arm hard.

‘He won’t mean to,’ he said, and The Unknown could see him struggling for the words that just refused to come. His green eyes, yellow-tinged, shone with moisture in the dim flicker of the fire to their right and his face was pinched, angry. He swallowed. ‘He won’t mean to, but he isn’t Darrick.’

‘What? Thraun, please. Try to explain what you mean.’

But the shapechanger was looking away towards Xetesk, sniffing the air, tasting its quality.

‘I see what the wolf sees,’ he said.

The Unknown started. It was the first direct allusion to Thraun’s acceptance of his other self that he’d uttered in years. Somewhere inside his mind, another wall had fallen.

‘You’ve lost me,’ he said.

‘The air is not good here,’ Thraun continued, turning back to The Unknown. ‘I will fight with you. I am Raven. But wolves do not hunt where they will find no prey, only rotten meat. Do you see any other wolves here?’
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Dystran, Lord of the Mount of Xetesk, heard the distant roar of men and the impact of spells. He smelled the faint tang of smoke on the wind through his open windows and knew it was morning. But there was a different quality to it this morning. He dressed hurriedly, ignored the breakfast tray that had been left on his side dresser while he slept and headed down the stairs of his tower, which sat in the centre of a ring of six similar towers.

He snapped his fingers at his personal guards on the way to the stables and waited impatiently while their horses were pulled from stalls and saddled. He knew he could have asked for opinion but he didn’t want it. Too much in this war was going on without him seeing it first-hand. At least the delay gave him time to issue a few orders, the only words he was going to utter until he stood on the ramparts above the east gate.

‘Bring Chandyr to me at the gate. Bring him quickly. I don’t care if he’s lying in a pool of his own blood, I want to talk to him. Second, I want an assessment of Julatsa’s strength in my briefing chambers when I come back and a man of substance to discuss it with me. Third, I want to know to the hour when we will have a dimensional alignment that will enable us to cast DimensionConnect or something similarly destructive.

‘Now, clear me a path to the walls, I’m a busy man.’

One of his guards ran back towards the tower circle to pass on Dystran’s instructions. Two others mounted up and led off at a gallop towards the east gate of the college and out into the streets. The remaining three rode around Dystran as he put heels to flanks and cantered away into his city.

He’d not ridden out for too long. It was so easy to feel that the war was going largely according to plan when safe in the cocoon of the college. When those gates closed, shutting out reality was simple, but in the streets, his people were not at ease. Businesses were dying, people were slowly but surely going hungry as his rationing measures bit harder. It was the middle of spring and at a time when the farms that supplied food to Xetesk should be green and yellow with burgeoning crops, most lay idle and overgrown or, worse, supplied his enemies.

Dystran needed his people to understand that they’d come too far to turn back now, to surrender to the old order that would remove Xetesk’s power. Remove him. He needed them behind him, believing in the greater glory of Xetesk. For the first days of the siege, support had been so solid. His attempts to engage every citizen in the effort, make them feel involved in a struggle for their survival, had appeared to work. From stretcher teams to water carriers, soup-kitchen cooks to weapon sharpeners, everyone had been designated a task. The sense of togetherness had been extraordinary.

How quickly that support was waning. Barely forty days into the battle and they were losing faith. The eyes turned to him were scared, angry or both. He could understand the fear. None of them was allowed to witness the fighting unless directed for support duty and that meant, for most, that all they had was what they could hear, and the rumours that came back day by day. Most were exaggerated, some verged on being lies. Yet there was little Dystran could realistically do. In the absence of obvious signs of victory, minds naturally turned the other way and doom was easier to share over a few drinks.

It had been such a hard path to walk. Trying to keep his people believing in him but not letting them know why they had to suffer the torment of war outside their walls. War they couldn’t see but that could engulf them, should the tide turn against them.

How could Dystran tell them that all they had to do was wait a few more days? If he did, his enemies would know too and that he could not afford.

‘Just hold on,’ he whispered as he passed faces turned to him in desperation. ‘Just hold on.’

He rode through the military positions behind the east gates, positions mirrored at all four portals into the city. Waved through guard posts and directed down cleared channels, he made towards the great closed gate itself. Seventy feet high, iron-bound doors in frames of stone, sweeping a hundred and more feet into the sky to meet at the apex of the grand east gate tower. The spired tower boasted three ornate arches from which his generals would be directing the battle half a mile away on open ground, safe above multiple oil runs and reinforced ramparts.

Either side of the gate tower, the dun-coloured city walls ran away, a mile and more, studded with archer turrets and guard posts, quiet now with so much of his force concentrated around the main battle sites. But the walls themselves were surely deterrent enough. Founded deep in the earth and with internal buttressing, the walls sloped very slightly outwards as they rose some seventy feet tall, as high as the gates. They had never been breached and it gave Dystran great comfort to imagine the sheer size of any force that could genuinely threaten the sanctity of the city.

But, like any walled settlement, the gates were the weak points.

He dismounted, the noise assaulting his ears as he did so. Of hundreds of feet rushing everywhere in pursuit of orders; voices raised to bellow new instructions; forges hammering out new weapons, horseshoes, and repairing battered armour. The temperature had to be twenty degrees higher than in the college. To his left, steam covered the entrance to a kitchen and behind it, Dystran knew his men lay dying, dragged from the field every day.

But many more lay ready, fit and waiting for the order to advance. That day was close but not even his generals knew how close. Only Dystran and Ranyl knew. Any card he retained he had to guard with care.

Dystran double-stepped up the spiral stairways that curved around the gate turrets, his feeling of unease growing. He ran along the first rampart tier and up the central stairways into the tower proper. Reaching the central arch, he found Chandyr already there . . . and saw for himself the sacrifice being made in the name of Xetesk and its Lord of the Mount. He leaned on the uncomfortable but beautifully carved balustrade and stared out at the battle, what little he could see of it.

The recent dry weather had dried the topsoil and a cloud of dust hung over the scene of battle, thickened by smoke from fires and spell impact. Dystran could just about make out the opposing fighting lines in the fog. The Xeteskian line, some five hundred yards wide, was laid in a disciplined curve held firm by Protectors at ten points.

The huge masked warriors led the defence, provided communication along the entire fighting line at the speed of thought and fed confidence into his men. Dystran could imagine the Soul Tank, deep in the catacombs of the college, boiling with activity. Even though they fought individually, the Protectors operated with one mind, those close to brothers engaged in combat directing attention towards threat and opportunity. It made them the awesome force they were. So difficult to break down, so damaging to enemy morale.

Behind the front line, reserves stood waiting, shouting encouragement, pulling away the injured and plugging gaps in the line. Further behind, mages stood or sat in knots, with guards in close attendance. Some directed offensive spells across the lines into enemy support, others maintained the shield lattices against spell and missile attack.

Completing the picture were his archers and cavalry, both mobile, both with their own mage defence, and deployed tactically. The archers kept enemy mages busy with spell defence, the cavalry were in three loose groups, left, right and centre, positioned to counter surges by enemy swordsmen and cavalry, or take advantage of any weakness in the enemy line.

Dystran watched as the centre of the enemy line pushed hard, dragging men into the swell of battle. Steel glinted through the smoke and dust. The roar of voices increased. From behind the enemy warriors, spells arced into the sky. FlameOrbs, green- or yellow-tinged and trailing steam, the superheated mana balls rose and fell into the mage and archer lines behind. Deep blue shields repulsed, sheeting light over their charges. The power of the enemy spells dissipated into the ground, kicking up spats of dirt.

And behind the barrage came the arrows and, with a flash of weapons and thunder of hooves, the cavalry. They forged in heavy on the left flank. It was a thrilling sight. Dystran winced as the Xeteskian cavalry surged forward to meet them between the two main lines.

The opposing forces met, breaking into small groups with individual battles fought out in the mass of men and horses. And, riding across the back of the attack, came the Lysternan commander, plugging a weakness with an individual charge of breathtaking ability, weaving through a gap Dystran didn’t even see from his distance and striking a Xeteskian cavalryman from his mount.

He could have been Darrick. In fact, the whole attack could have been masterminded by the former general, so classically was it executed.

The Xeteskian mages and archers responded. The air thickened with arrows. DeathHail hammered onto metal, ground and shield. HotRain fizzed into existence, each drop trailing smoke. HellFire thrashed from the clear skies, its brief roar eclipsing every other sound. The Lysternan shielding flashed green, repelling what it could. Choking smoke billowed afresh into the air. At the periphery of the lattice, a SpellShield failed, telltale black spots rippling as HellFire hit it with too much force to be contained. With a clap like thunder, the Xeteskian spell drove through. Beneath it, the knot of archers had no chance whatsoever.

Dystran watched on a few more moments, happy that this latest enemy surge would be turned away. But, just as when he awoke, there was a nagging in his mind that something significant had changed. He hadn’t seen enough of the fighting to put his finger on it. Fortunately, he was standing next to a man who had.

‘Tell me, Commander Chandyr. What is it that is different about today?’

Chandyr smiled and turned briefly from the battle to look at his lord. He was an experienced soldier, weathered face crossed with scars from the skirmishes that were a fact of life for any career soldier. Dark circles around his eyes told of his overlong hours on duty but still they retained their energy.

‘I could have done with you in the army, my Lord,’ he said. ‘Most of my advisers have noticed nothing.’

‘But you have.’

‘Several changes and I should tell you that this is happening on all fronts and I have been forced to bring up some reserve, for the morning at least. First, they are pushing harder than at any time in the last ten days, leading me to think they suspect we’ll be launching an offensive soon. Second, the elven mages are few and far between, telling me they are either resting, unsure of their ability to cast, or both. Third, right now I can’t see enough elven fighters. And that is the strangest of all since there are more in the front line than I’ve seen since the siege started.’

‘Reinforcements?’

‘Where from?’ asked Chandyr. ‘And given that they want to break us, why haven’t we seen them in tandem with the elves before now?’

Dystran chuckled. ‘My dear Chandyr, you are the military mind. I rather think I should be asking that question of you.’

‘Apologies, my Lord, I’m thinking out loud.’ Chandyr cleared his throat. ‘I can only surmise that they have found some new mercenaries or perhaps that one of the Barons has been persuaded to lend his support. Whatever, it has given the bulk of the elves time to rest and regroup and I think that is significant. They are waiting for us to act and they will be ready.’

‘Your thoughts?’ asked Dystran.

‘There is little open to us, my Lord. Whatever your timetable, I suggest you stick to it. We also should not change our plan to attack through the north gate; any other leaves us in the open for long enough to lose the effect of surprise. I don’t think the elves are planning an assault, that would be futile but we had to expect them to expect us to force the pace at some stage.’

‘Thank you, Commander,’ said Dystran.

‘My Lord?’

Dystran turned to be faced by an anxious-looking youth wearing the armband of a messenger.

‘Speak up,’ said Dystran.

‘I am ordered to tell you from your college guard captain that he has found something you need to see urgently.’ There was an uncertain smile.

Dystran nodded. ‘Very well. Go and get some food from the kitchen and get back to your post. Well done.’

The messenger bowed and ran back the way he had come. Dystran shook Chandyr’s hand.

‘Keep me informed. Anything out of the ordinary and I must know it. Our time is close. Be ready.’

‘Always, my Lord.’

A canter back through the city and Dystran was intercepted at the college gates by Captain Suarav, the most senior college guard soldier. Like Chandyr, a career in the military had left him cynical and scarred, older than his forty years, but his sense of duty and loyalty shone out. He was a man Dystran instinctively liked and trusted. Dystran smiled to himself. Ranyl would remind him of his like and trust of Yron, hero turned betrayer. He wondered briefly what had happened to him. Dead, he presumed, and probably at the hands of an elf. Fitting.

‘My Lord, I wouldn’t normally bother you but I felt you should see this in person before it was cleared.’

Dystran jumped from his horse and handed the reins to a waiting stable hand.

‘What?’

‘This way, my Lord.’

Suarav indicated around the college walls and led the way. They walked quickly across the open space between the college and the rest of the city, heading for drab tenements and blank-faced warehouses. The guard captain walked down a stinking, narrow alley into gloomy shadow that gave a lie to the brightness of the morning. A buzzing sound up ahead revealed itself to be a cloud of flies underneath which, three guardsmen stood, swatting ineffectually.

‘This isn’t a time for a walkabout view of social deprivation in Xetesk,’ said Dystran, without a clue why he was being dragged down here.

‘I can assure you it is nothing of the sort,’ said Suarav. His tone was not encouraging.

They walked down the alley in silence. Thirty odd yards in, Dystran was presented with five bodies. The rats had got to work in the time since the men had died. Two of them were dressed in rough clothes and Dystran couldn’t care less about them. What concerned him greatly was the patrol of three that lay with them.

‘How long have they been dead?’ he asked.

‘A day, maybe more,’ said Suarav. ‘We knew they were missing but didn’t suspect this. As you know, we have had the odd attempted desertion.’

Ignoring the stench of death and the mass of flies swarming about the corpses, Dystran and Suarav knelt for a closer examination.

‘At first we thought this was a fight gone wrong between thieves and our men, but it can’t be that.’

‘Why not?’ asked Dystran, who had assumed exactly the same. He turned his head to one side to try and breathe some cleaner air.

‘Just look at the wounds,’ said Suarav. ‘These two bastards don’t have a mark on them but their necks are broken. Our men have been taken down by a clean arrow shot here, and a crushed windpipe and a single thrust here. The third’s had his throat torn out. I’m afraid these men have all been killed by the same foe. We’ve seen it before in these alleys.’

‘Elves,’ grated Dystran. ‘In my city. Again.’

Last time, with Yron’s help, the elves had taken back the ancient elven thumb fragment from under Xeteskian noses. It had stopped the elven plague in its tracks and swung the war away from Xetesk. Dystran wasn’t about to allow that sort of thing to happen again. He straightened quickly and strode from the alley, Suarav in his wake.

‘Double the number of patrols, treble the guard on the archives, use any spare men to watch the entrances to the catacombs. No one who can use a sword or a spell sleeps tonight in my college, understand? ’

‘My Lord?’

‘There aren’t many elves in the battle today. Chandyr thought they were preparing for a breakout by us but they aren’t, are they?’ Dystran shook his head. ‘Some of those bastards are coming in here tonight. Perhaps all of them.’

The trouble was, he reflected on his way back to his Tower, with almost all the remaining Protectors banished from the college grounds because of their questionable loyalties - Dystran suspected but not could not prove, yet, their complicity in the theft of the thumb fragment - he didn’t necessarily have the men to keep the college secure from the elves. Any normal strike force, yes, but these people were way too clever, way too fierce. One thing he had to do was put watchers on the city walls.

There was a great deal to be done.

 


In the end, Tessaya and Devun hadn’t spoken much that first evening. The Wesmen Lord had seen the Black Wing’s tiredness, had apologised for their treatment while insisting on its necessity and had seen Devun and his men to a freshly pitched tent outside his camp boundaries.

He hadn’t been recalled until after midday the following day, by which time he and his men were rested, refreshed and well fed, if still nervous at their position. Returning to Tessaya’s tent at the sullen request of a Wesmen warrior with the most halting Balaian, Devun breathed in the scents of steaming bowls of flower petals and incense candles, relaxing perceptibly.

Tessaya was dressed much as he had been the previous night and he showed Devun to one of his sofas, offered him food from the platter of bread, fruit and meat on the table between them, and sat down himself.

‘So, where did we leave it last night?’ he asked ‘You had told me of the appetite for war being displayed by the colleges, the continuing troubles of Julatsa following our own successful occupation there, and the siege currently in place around Xetesk. Lystern and Dordover in alliance, you said?’

‘Yes, my Lord,’ said Devun.

‘Please.’ Tessaya held up a hand. ‘I am not your lord. To you, I am Tessaya, as to me you are Devun.’

‘Thank you,’ said Devun, disarmed in spite of himself by the charm of this man, whom he had heard to be little more than a savage. ‘And they are aided by elves from the southern continent of Calaius.’

‘Yes, fascinating,’ said Tessaya. ‘Very capable, you said.’

‘Extraordinary,’ replied Devun. ‘I myself was witness to an attack of theirs when three elves killed fifteen of my men. A match for Protectors, I’ve heard it said.’

Tessaya raised his eyebrows. ‘Now that would be worth seeing. But to business. You came here looking for my assistance. I am at a loss as to how to give it. I can hardly join a siege perpetuated by my sworn enemies and I do not see the point of attacking them and letting Xetesk, the worst of them by far, off the leash.’

He sat back, having grabbed an apple from the platter, and now bit into it, washing down the fruit with a goblet of wine. Devun felt himself being pierced by Tessaya’s startling gaze, which blazed from beneath heavy brows.

‘I agree with what you say, and I am not asking you to join the siege alongside the colleges. Before Selik was murdered by The Raven, he had built an army of the righteous. Ordinary Balaians who, like you and me, want to see an end to the evil that is magic.

‘He wanted to attack Xetesk on a new front, bring down its walls and in doing so, allow Lystern and Dordover in to pull down its towers. But our army has faltered in sight of the walls and needs fresh energy. The Wesmen could provide that as our friends and allies.’

Devun hoped he’d set out the argument as Selik would have wanted. He poured a goblet of thick red wine with a slightly unsteady hand and tried to relax tense shoulders.

‘The Wesmen are not used to being a mere distraction,’ said Tessaya. ‘And it remains our sworn intention to stand in the centre of Xetesk and pull down its towers ourselves. Tell me, do you think that Xetesk is surviving the siege well?’

‘So far, it seems, and very well. While they have not threatened to break it, their lines in front of their gates have not been seriously tested by all the reports I have received, though I must admit my intelligence is incomplete.’

Tessaya drained his goblet, refilling while he spoke. ‘You are not a natural military tactician, Devun. I mean no disrespect by that. I, on the other hand, have studied the ways of eastern warfare as it has developed over the centuries our scribes have been recording events. The Spirits can tell us much too, if you know which questions to ask.

‘From what you have said and from what I know from other sources, I think one of two things. First, the siege is not intended to lead to the overthrow of Xetesk but to negotiated surrender. Lystern, to my knowledge, has no desire to see Xetesk die but clearly wants to change its leadership. About Dordover, I know little, though they are more combative. Second, Xetesk may be waiting its moment. Do not mistake lack of action for lack of ability to act.’

‘Why would they not wish to break the siege at the earliest opportunity? ’ Devun was both confused and embarrassed.

‘Who knows the minds of mages, Devun?’ smiled Tessaya, and Devun felt as if he was being gently chided by his father. ‘And I may be wrong. What we must do, though, is think very clearly. And what I think is this. If I was to emerge as the head of an army and march towards the college lands, I would instantly unite the colleges against a common enemy.

‘It is strange you and Selik failed to consider this possibility and a more suspicious man than myself might wonder at your real motive for coming here to invite me into the war.’

He paused and Devun felt the colour drain from his face. He thought about protesting but if Tessaya considered him an agent of some unification arm of the colleges, he was as good as dead already. So he decided to take a long drink instead.

Tessaya chuckled. ‘Good. I am glad you feel no need to defend yourself. And I know the beliefs of the Black Wings and share them. I think your only crime is naivety. So, assuming this is not an option, we must hope that the Xeteskians will strike out. Assuming they want to gain dominion over magic as we must, where would they go?’

Devun knew the answer to that one. Selik had told him. ‘Julatsa,’ he said. ‘To finish the job you started.’

‘Precisely. And so help us in our aim and, in the process, take much of the siege army away from their walls to stop them. In that circumstance, I might be persuaded to strike.’

‘So, what must I do?’ asked Devun.

‘Go back to Xetesk. Watch for their move if such they make. Remember. If no move is made and they are weakened by invasion or surrender, this helps us as much as them marching to Julatsa would. Indeed, if they do surrender, I would propose that Julatsa be our first strike.’

‘You seem very well informed already,’ said Devun.

‘No,’ said Tessaya. ‘But I can read the military mind. It is why I am still alive.’

‘I have heard about your heroics,’ said Devun.

‘Just necessities to keep my people from extinction.’ Tessaya waved a hand. ‘Now, the other thing we must discuss before you leave is what the Wesmen will gain from any alliance. I have to be sure you have the authority to grant me what I want.’

‘Tell me what it is and I will do everything in my power to see you get it,’ said Devun.

‘Ah, but there’s the problem. How great is your power? And please do not make the mistake of thinking we will simply melt back to the west of the Blackthorne Mountains when the colleges are thrown down.’

Another chill stole over Devun. He hadn’t thought through the consequences and now Tessaya knew everything about the weak state of eastern Balaia. Too late to put the djinn back in the bottle.

‘The force of the people is with the Black Wings whom I control. With magic gone, east and west can live side by side. We can take Balaia forward to a future of prosperity for us all. We would welcome your people into our lands to live alongside us. Over time, of course. People will be suspicious and even my words might not be enough, should others be seen to be taking advantage.’

‘Indeed,’ said Tessaya and his smile split his face. ‘Now, drink up and go and talk to your men. I have plans to make, a council to call and an army to raise. All in very quick time. I will call you back tonight. Then you will tell me what you offer the Wesmen and I will respond with our guarantees.

‘Don’t disappoint me.’

‘You need not fear that,’ said Devun, getting up, his heart heavy and his stomach churning. He tried not to think about what he might have just begun.

‘Oh, one last thing, just to humour me,’ said Tessaya. ‘You mentioned The Raven. Whatever happened to them?’

With anger replacing his nausea, Devun related everything he knew.




Chapter 12

 


 


 


 


It was early evening and the cloud was thickening appreciably overhead. It was going to be a fortuitously dark night. The Unknown Warrior, Izack, Darrick and Baron Blackthorne sat around their fire. The latter was a reluctant but welcome addition to the siege army, his normally stern, dark features deepened still further by his enforced decision.

All around them, the elven camp was alive with quiet activity. The Al-Arynaar prepared, the TaiGethen prayed and ClawBound stood sentinel while more of their kind travelled the ground to Xetesk and their planned entry point.

The Raven too, readied themselves. Armour straps were buckled and swords sheathed in silence. Strips of cloth were wound into buckles and cinches, hilts tied down hard, scabbards bound in thicker weave, chain links greased and darkened.

‘Second-guessing Xetesk has never been easy,’ said Blackthorne, one hand smoothing his impeccably trimmed, grey-flecked black beard.

‘True, but we have no choice but to assume a successful raid tonight will hasten their decision to attempt to break the siege,’ said The Unknown.

‘But how ready are they?’ asked Darrick.

‘Our view is that they could move any time they wanted to. The TaiGethen have been inside Xetesk every night for the past ten. They’ve seen the cycling of soldiers and mages, they’ve seen fresh units training in the streets. They’ve reported forges pressing more weapons than can possibly be used on the siege fronts and they’re building supply. Damned if I know where the food is coming from but it’s getting in. Importantly, we’ve seen an increase in activity following the Julatsan mana failure.’

‘So, do we assume they’ll attempt to break siege immediately we escape with the writings?’ asked The Unknown.

‘I do admire your confidence,’ said Blackthorne.

‘Never been wrong so far,’ replied The Unknown.

‘I think there’s every likelihood Dystran will mobilise immediately, ’ said Darrick. ‘We know he wants to destroy Julatsa first; that’s why the siege is in place, after all. Second, he knows the elves won’t leave here until they get their sacred writings back from him. And third, he knows we have to use the elven mages to help us raise the Heart of Julatsa. Hence, he’s happy to perpetuate the siege. We force his hand, he’ll come after us, mark my words.

‘But when we make the run for Julatsa, he’ll want to break us before we can establish a defence. He can’t do that if he’s two days behind us. If the TaiGethen are right, we may only be a couple of hours ahead of him when we start to move north.’

‘That leaves the allied forces with a dilemma.’ Blackthorne stretched out his legs.

‘How so?’ asked Darrick.

‘We are not of one accord regarding our field positions to await Xetesk’s expected attack,’ said Izack.

‘What’s not to agree? We’re in position aren’t we?’ Darrick let his shoulders slump. ‘You’d better explain.’

‘It’s another reason the Baron has joined the Lysternan lines,’ said Izack. ‘We’ve been in discussions with Dordover’s military command for days now and reached an impasse very early on. It all rests on where Xetesk will focus their breakout.’

‘The north gate, presumably,’ said The Unknown.

‘Exactly. And defended by Dordovans, as is the west gate. And so far there has been little activity there by the way - no probing, no attempts to get scouts into the field, Cloaked or otherwise. The Dordovans feel their forces at the north gate are going to be hit hard if not routed when Xetesk tries to break for Julatsa and it’s hard to disagree with them.’

‘So what are they proposing?’ asked Darrick, voice a little weary.

‘That the siege is lifted and we make battlefield preparations north of Xetesk. Take them head-on, all of us,’ said Izack.

Darrick was shaking his head. ‘When?’

‘General?’ queried Izack, slipping easily back into his old place in the chain of command.

‘When are they planning to start dismantling their camps and shifting their forces to wherever this mythical battlefield is? And, might I add, I can think of few places where we could use our possibly - and I repeat, possibly - superior numbers to our advantage. ’

Izack shifted on his seat. ‘Well, as soon as we apprise them that the elves are going in to raid.’

‘Gods burning, they are more stupid than I thought,’ said Darrick.

‘But they could be slaughtered,’ said Izack.

‘So what?’ snapped Darrick. ‘This is a war. Sacrifices have to be made for the greater good. We cannot risk Julatsa’s demise. If we lose them, balance is lost forever. Don’t they understand that?’

‘They understand they are in the front line,’ said Blackthorne. ‘They are just men.’

‘In war, no one is just a man,’ said Darrick. ‘He can be greater than his dreams or another passive victim of the conflict.’ The Unknown felt a slap on his arm. ‘You understand.’

‘Yes I do,’ said The Unknown. ‘But we are no longer dealing with soldiers here. Or not just soldiers.’

‘I appreciate that.’

‘Do you, Darrick?’ The Unknown raised his eyebrows. ‘I don’t think you do. Many of the men out there have had their spades, rakes and brushes taken from them and swords thrust in their hands. They aren’t soldiers. They will fight but they will fear. They aren’t like us. We are born to fight. These men will bake your bread tomorrow. Do you see?’

‘I see they are defending their freedom.’

‘But understand they see it through different eyes than ours,’ said Blackthorne. ‘Heap responsibility on them as high as you like but one man in every two facing both HellFire and Protectors outside that north gate was not a soldier even a season ago.’

Darrick was silent for a while. Beneath his lank curls, his face creased while he fought to get his thoughts into order. It was clear he was struggling.

‘It makes no difference,’ he said. ‘They have a role to fulfil. And that role is stopping Xetesk marching an army north for as long as they can. To the last man if they have to. And before you break in, there are two factors here.

‘Firstly, I can’t believe the Dordovan command believes it has a better chance of marshalling its bakers’ boys out in the open field in a battle line a mile long than it does here - with or without Lysternan assistance.

‘Second, the moment they pull back from the walls, they announce their intentions good and loud to Xetesk. They hand the Dark College the initiative and sentence all of us inside at the time to death - let’s not fool ourselves. Dystran is clever and well advised. He’ll know what we’re attempting and all attempt at secrecy will be lost.

‘And remember, when the soldiers pull back, they ease pressure at two gates, allowing reinforcement of the others, probable resultant victories east and south, and therefore a lessening of our strength.’

‘Assuming we don’t pull back with them,’ said Blackthorne.

Darrick ignored him, standing and pacing.

‘What are they thinking of? Keeping Dystran’s forces split is the only way. The consequences of defeat in open field are staggering. He would march unopposed all the way to Julatsa. And that would be just the start.’

‘They are thinking of self-preservation,’ said Blackthorne gently.

‘By abandoning their most defensible positions? By dismantling siege coordination? They are panicking. If it were Lystern, we would stand and face them, outnumbered or not.’

‘But it isn’t Lystern,’ said Blackthorne. ‘And that is the point.’

‘I should talk to them,’ said Darrick. ‘They have to see sense.’

‘Sit down, Ry,’ said The Unknown. ‘You’re under sentence of death, remember?’

Darrick paused in his pacing. ‘But there’s—’

‘No,’ said The Unknown. ‘You are not the man to negotiate. You’re Raven now. Sit down.’

Darrick sat reluctantly, unused to taking orders but unwilling to challenge The Unknown’s authority.

‘We’re trying the same arguments,’ said Izack. ‘All they can see is their north gate forces being overrun and Xetesk still having a clear run north.’

‘What can be done?’ asked Blackthorne. ‘This is no longer purely a military decision. Politics is involved and relative strengths of surviving college forces. No college will leave themselves open to future attack at their own gates. Nor should they.’

‘I know, I know,’ said Darrick, waving a hand in a resigned gesture. ‘Remember when we were all together against the Wesmen? That’s the template and it kept us alive. Right.’

Darrick lapsed into thought. Around him, the triumvirate of senior Balaian warriors watched on in silence. He wasn’t long in reaching a conclusion.

‘All we can do is appease the Dordovans. What we can’t do is let Xetesk know we’re anticipating a breakout - and that’s what a reformation to the north will do. It will also leave them with no doubt in their minds. They will attack and hope to end it there and then. Effectively win the war for Balaia at a stroke.

‘Here’s what I suggest. And it’s a risk worth taking. We strip all the reserves from the south and east gates and move them north, leaving just a skeleton Lysternan fighting force here, supported by Baron Blackthorne’s men and the Al-Arynaar now they’ve had a day’s rest. We can do that quietly and over the course of the night. Izack, you know how it’s done so I won’t lecture.

‘Baron, I think it’s down to you to talk to the Dordovan command and make our case. They will respect you and, most importantly, if you can take an idea of numbers to them, it’ll mean that Lystern and Dordover are truly standing together to counter Xetesk. You have to make it stick, my Lord.’

Blackthorne smiled. ‘I can be very persuasive.’

‘We’re all counting on it,’ said Darrick. ‘Meanwhile, the sooner we can get in and get out of Xetesk, the more chance we have. I suggest we don’t waste time.’

‘No doubt the TaiGethen will agree with you. Right, are we all set and clear?’ The Unknown looked around the fire, saw the nods in response. ‘Baron, Izack, do the best you can. Darrick, let’s go.’

The quartet stood up and shook hands, wishing each other luck and strength. The Unknown walked over to The Raven, sitting together at the edge of the firelight. All had been watching and listening intently.

Hirad stood up as he approached and strapped his sword belt around his waist. The talking, the resting, the frustrating watch of the day’s battle was done.

‘Our turn now,’ he said.

The Unknown nodded. He’d felt like a caged animal all day, anxious to get over the walls but knowing he had to wait his time to begin the process of protecting his family, hundreds of miles to the south across the Southern Ocean.

‘Everyone’s clear about everything, aren’t they,’ he said.

‘We could be little else,’ said Denser. ‘But however tight our plan, I can’t stress enough how dangerous the college will be. Dystran is not stupid. The Protectors may all be outside but he’ll have considerable defence in there.’

The raiding party was gathering as dusk gave way to night. The TaiGethen had been resting and praying all day. Four cells of the elite elven warriors would be taking part, along with Rebraal and six Al-Arynaar mages to supply shield and offensive support. ClawBound pairs were approaching the city to assess the strength on the walls, using the cloud cover that had prematurely darkened the sky. They would direct the elven warriors where to scale the walls and provide what diversion was needed.

‘There’s something else,’ said Denser. ‘Though I may be speaking to the deaf in the case of the TaiGethen. And that is that we aren’t looking to destroy Xetesk and its mages tonight. We need them in the future if there is to be any balance.’

‘I’m not running in there just circling my fists,’ said Hirad. ‘It was bad enough in Lystern.’

‘That’s not what I’m saying,’ said Denser. ‘And I will spare no one who threatens our lives. Just nothing indiscriminate, that’s all I ask. Xetesk is still my college.’

‘A college that would see you dead in a heartbeat,’ said The Unknown Warrior. ‘As they would all of us.’ His face was grim in the firelight. ‘Don’t expect mercy from me.’

The big man checked the edges of his long sword and daggers yet again, walked slowly to Thraun and Erienne while he rebound the weapons in their sheaths. ‘Erienne? You’re quiet. Tell me.’

‘I’m scared,’ she said, her eyes confirming it.

‘So you should be,’ said The Unknown. ‘We’re about to break into the Dark College.’

‘No, it’s not that . . . well, it is but that fear I can deal with. It’s what’s inside me. Every day I have to fight to stop it dominating me and it’s tiring. Consuming. Because one day I might fail.’

‘But the Al-Drechar help, don’t they?’

‘Without them, the power would swamp me,’ admitted Erienne. ‘But they’re so weak. Only one can help me block the One’s force while the other rests. What if one of them dies. Or both?’ She shuddered.

The Unknown frowned. ‘But it will ease, won’t it?’

‘It gets harder and harder to believe that,’ said Erienne. ‘Right now, the One is a barely contained power in an uneducated mind and body. I have so much to learn. Dordover awakened the One prematurely in my daughter and all of us may still pay the price of that stupidity. If the Al-Drechar can’t teach me how to restrain the One on my own before they die, I dread to think of the consequences. ’

‘Shouldn’t you be with them, then? The Al-Drechar, I mean.’

A smile touched Erienne’s lips. ‘And be away from the only people who keep me believing there’s an end to it? Look, Unknown, the Al-Drechar do what they can before I fall asleep, before I get up, and they talk to me in my dreams. It’s enough. It’ll have to be. Anyway, The Raven never work apart.’

‘Music to my ears,’ said Hirad from across the fire. ‘Glad someone listens to me.’

‘We rarely have a choice,’ said Denser. ‘That voice could knock holes in solid rock.’

Erienne put a hand on The Unknown’s arm.

‘I’ll be all right,’ she said. ‘I can suppress the One and cast Dordovan magic. I won’t let us down.’

‘I never doubted you would,’ said the Unknown.

‘They will have watched,’ said Thraun abruptly. ‘They will know we’re coming.’

‘Not The Raven, the elves maybe,’ said Hirad. ‘We’ve thought of that.’

‘No.’ Thraun growled. ‘Beware.’

Around the periphery, the TaiGethen were waiting for them. Two figures moved into the firelight.

‘Are you ready?’ asked Rebraal. ‘We need to leave as soon as we can. The cloud cover is breaking to the south already.’

‘You are sure you must come?’ Auum had been unconvinced of The Raven’s participation all day. Despite his rather grudging respect for them, he hadn’t changed his opinion that they would be a liability, particularly in climbing the walls.

‘Yes,’ said The Unknown. ‘With us, you are stronger.’

‘And we have business to attend to inside,’ said Hirad.

Denser chuckled. ‘A couple of trifling matters, that’s all.’

Darrick cleared his throat. ‘It’s not a laughing matter.’

‘Ilkar wouldn’t have agreed with you,’ said Hirad.

‘No,’ said Darrick. He smiled quickly, embarrassed.

‘Come on Raven, time to go,’ said The Unknown.

The Raven moved to join the elven raiding party. Hirad paused by Blackthorne.

‘Glad you dropped by, Baron.’

‘This conflict threatens us all now, Hirad,’ he said, eyebrows casting his eyes into deep shadow. ‘There is no strength in neutrality. Not any more. Any of us strong enough must fight to stop Xetesk achieving dominion.’

‘Remember there is more than one side fighting Xetesk,’ said Hirad.

‘I’ll continue to forgo the considerable bounty on your head if that’s what you mean.’

The two old friends clasped arms.

‘Be lucky,’ said Hirad.

‘Be careful,’ responded Blackthorne.

‘Hirad, move it.’ The Unknown’s voice came from the gloom.

‘Duty calls.’

Hirad trotted out of the camp. Ahead of him, the TaiGethen had broken into their cells of three. All but Auum’s cell were disappearing fast into the night, making no sound, leaving no clue as to where they had just been. Hirad couldn’t help but be impressed by their grace and speed. And when he turned to Auum, Duele and Evunn, he caught in their eyes exactly why they were so extraordinary, even among the ranks of exceptional elven hunter warriors like Rebraal.

From their black-and-green painted faces burned belief and determination, mixed with supreme confidence. Their faith in their Gods and in their own abilities precluded the notion of failure. And tonight, the Al-Arynaar and The Raven were similarly masked, all pale flesh covered in dark paint. But there the similarity ended.

‘Your weapons are secure?’ asked Auum, his accent thick, his command of the language uncertain.

‘Nothing will move,’ said Hirad. ‘We’ll be as quiet as you.’

A smile flickered on Auum’s face. ‘Do as we do. No talk until we are inside the city.’

He turned and set off at an easy trot, Duele and Evunn his shadows, The Raven following in their wake.




Chapter 13

 


 


 


 


They had travelled for around two hours, hidden in low brush and scrub and always at least half a mile from the walls of Xetesk. Hirad had kept up an easy stride. Being neither as fit nor as fleet as the TaiGethen he had accepted that he, like the rest of The Raven, would fall slowly but steadily behind.

Periodically, one of Auum’s Tai cell would appear to direct them or run with them. Their faces would betray nothing but Hirad could guess what they were thinking just the same. He smiled to himself. It was true, The Raven weren’t used to running any distance. But they had other strengths and he was determined to make them very apparent.

Now, they were facing the first major risk to the enterprise. Underneath the blanket of heavy cloud, which had just disgorged one heavy shower out of an almost constant mist of fine rain, they sat looking out at the four-hundred-yard wide stretch of open ground that ringed the walls of the Dark College. They had travelled slowly and quietly into the edge of the rough scrub and now all that kept them from a mage with augmented sight was patchy thigh-high grass and the night itself.

A ClawBound panther padded into their circle and nuzzled Thraun before eyeing the rest of The Raven with something verging on contempt and moving to its partner, who squatted next to Rebraal and Auum. Animal and elf gazed deep into each other’s eyes, their silent communication flowing between them. Hirad watched them intently, seeing nothing but the occasional flicker of their eyes. The ClawBound elf, the white half of his painted face unnaturally bright, turned his head to Rebraal and Auum only when he was ready.

Both warriors asked him questions, their elvish rapid and incomprehensible. Mostly, the ClawBound would reply with a nod, shake of the head or a hand gesture. Very occasionally, he would utter a single word, voice rough and unused to speech. And finally, he stood abruptly and led his panther away.

‘So what’s the verdict?’ asked Hirad.

‘There are more guards patrolling the walls than on previous nights,’ said Rebraal. ‘We will not get in without confronting some.’

‘That’s not good,’ said The Unknown. ‘We can’t afford our cover blown until we’re inside the college.’

‘We don’t see a choice,’ said Rebraal. ‘The TaiGethen will handle it. At least then we can ensure silence.’

Auum began to speak, lost his words and asked Rebraal a question which the leader of the Al-Arynaar translated.

‘Denser, your entry point to the college. Does it involve travel near the walls?’

‘It does not,’ said Denser. ‘I’ll show you the best route when we get inside, just like I said. If we die getting in, at least you know where you’re headed. Just as we agreed.’

Rebraal held up his hands. ‘Auum just wanted to know. In that case, our entry into the city being discovered at some point before we reach the college may work in our favour.’

‘You’ve lost me there,’ said Erienne.

‘No, he’s right,’ said Darrick. ‘If they know we’re inside the city but not yet in the college, they’re bound to increase patrols on the streets and strengthen guards around the college walls. Only we aren’t going in the front door and all those men will be outside.’

‘To begin with, at least,’ added Denser.

‘Any advantage we can gain is good enough for me,’ said Hirad. ‘So what’s the plan?’

‘You wait here with me until the TaiGethen have cleared passage to the base of the walls,’ said Rebraal. ‘There’ll be a diversion as well and we’ll make a run. If you get seen and challenged it’s down to you.’

‘And what about you, Rebraal?’ asked Hirad.

The elf shrugged. ‘I’m Ilkar’s brother. I owe it to him to help you get there unharmed.’

‘Thank you.’

‘Believe me, I’d rather not have to. You are putting yourselves in great danger and risking our mission.’

Hirad bridled but The Unknown spoke up quickly.

‘We understand your feelings but we have to do this as much as you do. Those we love are at risk.’

Rebraal nodded. Next to him, Evunn and Duele had come to Auum’s sides. The cell bowed their heads in prayer, acknowledged Rebraal with the briefest of hand contact and ran away into the dark towards the walls of Xetesk.

Hirad sighed. There wasn’t even going to be anything to see. Right now, all he could do was wait.

 


Auum led his Tai into the thick stalks of the plains grass and dropped immediately to his haunches. Evunn was five yards to his right, Duele the same distance left. The rest of the Tai cells were spread in a loose arc with Auum as the centre point. All had the same brief. Reach the walls unseen, unheard. Once there they were temporarily safe; the outward slope of the walls ensured that. It had made climbing a little more tricky but nothing a TaiGethen elf couldn’t deal with. About certain members of the Al-Arynaar and the Raven, Auum wasn’t quite so sure.

While he wouldn’t normally give chance any credence, Auum confessed to himself that they had been lucky thus far. Tonight was as perfect a night for the raid as they could have wished. Above, the cloud was deep, lowering and unbroken. The rain that fell light but steady added to the gloom and a breeze ruffled the grass around him, further masking his progress from watchful eyes on the walls.

He became still and listened to the sounds around him as he knew his Tai would be doing. He tuned into the low ambient noise that surrounded him; the rustle of the wind through the grass, the movement of animals within it, the buzz of night’s insects. He concentrated on the movement of the grass itself, the waves that spread across it, their frequency and scale.

And then he began to move himself, matching his low crouched steps with the grass, and stopping as it stilled. All the time, his eyes never left the walls as they grew closer, rearing into the sky, bleak and tall. He could see the light from torches and lanterns hung on their parapets or carried by guards. Away to the left, one of the dozens of small guard towers that studded the circumference was lit up by braziers within, luminescence spreading out from the narrow arched windows and the open door, picking out the mist of rain.

The ClawBound had been very accurate in their summation of the extra presence on the walls. He could see lights moving at intervals more regularly than at any other time. There was no doubt that there would have to be an entire stretch cleared to allow them all enough time to lower themselves to the other side and get to the relative safety of the muster point which was an empty house crushed between a bakery and a small disused stable block.

Closing on the base of the walls, Auum slowed still further. His pin-sharp eyes could make out the features on the faces of the guards walking seventy feet above. He could hear snatches of conversation above the susurration of the grass all around his head. And he could smell the stone and the city beyond. It was a mix of age and smoke, cold and fire, life and death. Ahead of him, shapes moved against the dark grey stone. ClawBound. The panthers padded noiselessly up and down the base of the wall, their partners shifted minutely, noses sampling the air, eyes sweeping the grass, watching the TaiGethen approach.

Soon, Auum was standing with them. They had briefly acknowledged his presence. Two of three pairs had set off along the walls, one left, one right. The third remained, the panther now sitting, licking its paws, growling quietly in its throat. Evunn and Duele emerged from the grass.

‘Climb,’ said Auum. ‘You know where the fastenings are.’

Duele moved immediately to the base of the wall. He took the coil of rope from his shoulder and tied one end to his belt. Pausing only to check his route, he began to climb.

Auum watched him go, seeing his sure movements make nonsense of the seemingly smooth surface of the wall. Age had forced small cracks in the stone cladding. Most were covered by moss but Duele’s fingers found them all, digging in and holding firm. His feet did likewise, fine leather boots edging their way into tiny crevices. One toe was enough to give him purchase enough to push further up.

Of course it was a climb he’d made many times before but Auum enjoyed watching him. Tual, lord of the forest denizens, had blessed him with a skill few could match. Auum had never seen him so much as hesitate.

The coil of rope unwound steadily. Evunn dropped to his haunches and bound his own length to Duele’s. It was the best they could do. The Balaian rope was coarse, thick and heavy. Strong enough, but cumbersome. Two lengths of something over thirty feet left enough play to loop it over the fixings they’d driven into the base of the overhang on previous visits and leave the bottom end at around head height. Simple for an elf to climb but Auum wondered, not for the first time, how the humans would fare.

Above him, Duele clung to the walls like a lizard on the underside of a branch. He was at the steepest angle of the overhang now, one move from the nearest hook that they’d had fashioned by Lystern’s battlefield smiths. He said a quick prayer to Yniss to keep Duele safe. He need not have worried. Duele untied the rope from his belt with one hand, swung deftly out to the fixing, looped the prepared rope end over the hook in the same motion and lowered himself easily to the ground.

‘Well done,’ said Auum. ‘We’ll use three ascent points tonight. Check your weapons again now. You won’t get another chance.’

The Tai tested blade edges, bowstring tension, arrow feathers and jaqrui throwing crescents, ensuring the whisper blades were foremost. Every heartbeat, more TaiGethen appeared from the grass, emerging as if from underground tunnels, the movement in the open was so slight.

Duele and Evunn took ropes from four Tais, Evunn binding the lengths, Duele attaching ends to his belt. Swiftly, he climbed the first rope, hand over hand, his movements strong and smooth. A few feet below the fastening, he stopped. Locking his feet on to the rope from which he was hanging, he took the free end of another rope from his belt and leant out at arm’s length, balanced like a dancer. Below him, Evunn began to swing the rope like a pendulum. In total control, Duele swung closer and closer to the next hook, looping the rope end over on the fourth pass and switching ropes to repeat the process. He finished on the furthest right of the three ascent points and hung there, waiting.

Auum turned to the assembled Tai cells clustered under the overhang out of sight of any Xeteskian guard.

‘Climb in Tai order,’ he said. ‘Wait for those above you to clear the rope and only complete your climb when you are cleared from above. You know your moves. The walkway will be secured left and right before we begin our descent to the muster point. Tonight, we go to reclaim the Aryn Hiil. Tonight the wrongs that have been done to us will be avenged. May Yniss keep you safe, Tual guide your hands and Shorth take your enemies quickly.

‘Tais, we move.’

Auum swarmed up the centre rope, Evunn to his left. From the hooks, it was an arm’s stretch to the edge of the overhang. The architects had indulged themselves with a narrow ridge and simple carvings which rested below the crenellations. They were a great help.

Auum led the way, pushing off from the wall and establishing a finger grip on the stone ridge. He let go the other hand and hung for a heartbeat over the seventy-foot drop before swinging to double his grip and immediately hauling his body upwards. He reached up and grabbed a carved motif with one hand, one foot now on the ridge. His other foot joined it and he straightened, hugging the wall tight, waiting for Duele and Evunn to join him. Looking right, he saw Duele had beaten him to it. He smiled.

And now it began.

Not six feet from him, Xeteskian guards walked by, their voices soft, their boots echoing off the stone walkway. Between them and the TaiGethen was a last pull up onto the battlements, a slide across the outer wall, four feet thick, and a drop down to the parapet.

Auum could not deny he was tempted. Surprise alone would probably be enough. But he was a born rainforest hunter and instead employed one virtue that above all others kept him alive and ensured his success. Patience.

As though hanging from strangler vines high above the forest floor, the Tai waited. Each prayed to Yniss, each to Gyal, to keep the rain falling and the cloud dark. And each counted the patrols as they passed. The density of footsteps, the distance between them, and their direction.

Experience told them that the walls were sectioned for patrol between guard posts but tonight there was much increased activity. Whereas before they had had enough time to cross the walls and lower themselves down the other side between patrols, tonight, Auum counted three on their section alone. Two each of two men, one of three. And with the distance between the guard posts only a little over two hundred yards, their attack would have to be without error. So be it.

The Tai were ready. A patrol of two walked by, left to right. Auum counted thirty in his head and moved on to the top of the wall between two battlements. Evunn was beside him and both elves crouched hidden between two battlements, invisible from both sides of the walkway.

The second two-man patrol approached from the opposite direction. Auum could hear them talking. They paused to look out over the darkened land. Same place as before. They walked on, strides out of step, passing the two TaiGethen.

Now the shadows moved. Auum and Evunn dropped to the walkway, took a single running stride and grabbed their victims. One hand went over the mouth, the other clamped to the side of the head. They pulled back hard, heads snapped round, necks cracked and bodies fell limp.

They dragged the corpses back to the wall, boots dragging on the stone. Auum listened hard. No alarm. Not yet. Behind them, the two-man patrol walked on unconcerned, while ahead, the three-man patrol continued on towards their guard post and the end of their section. Along the well-lit walkway, he could see they had just a few yards to go. This was going to be close.

Duele waited for them on the sloping wall, grabbing the collars of both dead men while Auum and Evunn leapt up beside him. They arranged the bodies as best they could in the moments available, torsos leaning on the wall, legs straight and arms laid on the wall, hoping to project the illusion of two men looking out into the night. While Auum and Evunn hung onto the corpses, Duele unslung and nocked his bow.

The wait was long but it was always so when the trap was baited. They heard the voices before the footsteps. Auum could make out the odd word but the tone was jocular, at least to begin with. The urgency came when the dead men failed to reply or to make any move.

An order was barked. Pace increased and angry words were exchanged among the patrol. They were scant paces away. Duele tensed his bow. Auum and Evunn readied themselves, knives in their hands.

A hand clamped on the shoulder of Auum’s dead man. The TaiGethen leader blurred, swinging round the battlement and plunging his blade into the throat of the guard in front of him, bearing the man down and out of line of sight. Evunn leapt too, knife catching the torchlight as it whipped home. Duele stood and fired, his arrow taking the third guard through the mouth. There was the chink of metal on stone as he fell.

Immediately, Auum and Evunn took off after the last patrol. Still oblivious, the wind over the wall and their own words masking what had happened behind them, they were about to make their turn expecting to see their comrades walking towards them. How different it would be. Auum unclasped his jaqrui pouch and plucked out a whisper blade. In his other hand, his knife dripped blood. The patrol paused at the open door to the guard post, taking a cursory glimpse inside before turning.

Auum’s jaqrui flew, cutting through the night air, chopping over the smoke from a bracketed torch, the sound of its passage sibilant and menacing. Simultaneously, Duele threw his knife, the blade twirling end over end.

Fifteen yards away, the guards only had time to raise their hands in defence. Duele’s knife flew true, striking his target in the chest, piercing his loose-tied leather armour. He grunted and stumbled forwards. Beside him, his companion lost three gloved fingers to the jaqrui which chopped into his cheek.

For an instant, both were silent, disbelieving eyes locking with their assailants who were coming on at frightening speed. The fingerless man began to emit an agonised wail, the sound choked with blood and fear. The other made a grab for his sword. Duele drop-kicked him in the chest, driving the knife through his back. Auum cut off the wail with a blow to the throat and a hand clamped hard over the enemy’s mouth.

Silence again. Auum waited over the bodies, straining for any sign that they had been heard. At a nod, Duele edged to the guard post and looked inside. He closed the door and stood guard, shadowed from any casual glance up from the streets.

Auum trotted back down the walkway, waving Evunn to the other guard post. Only now did he consider the city. The walkway was perhaps five feet wide with a sheer unprotected drop to the black streets and buildings below. Across the city only watch fires and a few house lanterns burned against the darkness but he could easily make out the shapes of Xetesk’s college towers against the clouded backdrop.

The stench of the city was much stronger here and would be worse once they’d descended to the muster point, which had been chosen for its relative lack of surrounding population, sleeping or otherwise. The cloying odours of packed humanity mixed with the reek of fires, sewers and foundries. It was an affront. Only by turning away could Auum smell the open ground and distant trees. How these people could live this way was beyond him.

He crouched for a while at the edge of the parapet. Nothing untoward could be heard. He rose and ran to the access point on the wall. Ahead of him, Evunn had reached the other guard post. Again, the door was closed and his Tai stood sentinel. Auum tapped his knife on the stone and waited for the next Tai cell to join him on the walkway. Each elf carried a coil of rope.

‘Marack to the ropes; Ataan, put the bodies over the wall; Uvoll, I need these lights doused. Work fast.’

The cell split. Auum knew darkening the wall section would eventually draw attention but he couldn’t risk being seen from the streets now. Soon, the parapet would be full of elves. He tapped the wall again. The next cell joined him.

‘Ropes,’ he said. ‘Quickly.’

A third strike and the fourth cell made the walls.

‘Down to the streets. Secure the muster point.’

Auum turned back to the open ground and struck the wall a fourth time. The second stage was about to commence.
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‘Thank you,’ said Tessaya, raising his goblet high and draining it off in one long gulp, spilling wine from the sides of his mouth.

Beside him, Riasu laughed, refilled both their cups and the two Wesmen lords clashed them together before draining them again.

From the door of his tent, Tessaya watched the flames climbing high into the clear night sky. He could smell the ash and the burned flesh on the breeze. He could hear the terrified shouts for help and the screams of pain. And he could see burning men stumble outside their flaming tomb to be cut down by his warriors before they had gone two paces.

He felt nothing for those he had ordered killed. Not for the men he had never met, nor their puffed-up and astoundingly foolish leader, Devun. A man who had been so happy to tell everything he knew and make himself utterly dispensable.

‘What a treasure to have fallen into our laps,’ said Tessaya. ‘Thank you Devun, and thank you Lord Riasu for bringing him to me.’

He turned and strode back into his tent, an arm around Riasu’s shoulders.

‘Can we do it?’ he asked, dropping into one of the plush sofas. ‘Do we have the strength of arms and do we have the will?’

Riasu remained standing. ‘That we have the will is certain. It is in our blood to conquer. And the war council will sit here tomorrow. Then you will know if we have the strength.’

‘I would know more than dead Black Wings or the Spirits can tell me,’ said Tessaya. ‘Send scouts to Xetesk. Tell them to count everyone they see. Tell them to memorise the state of the siege. And, Riasu, tell them to be careful.’

Out beyond the plains grass that surrounded Xetesk, The Raven waited. Despite his convictions, Denser was experiencing mixed feelings. Sneaking into his home city and the college that had nurtured his talent so expertly was making him uncomfortable. Beside him, Hirad was itching to get going. The barbarian could barely contain his energy. It was a good sign. Inside, they would need a Hirad who was unstoppable and who would drag all of them beyond their limits. Never would the heartbeat of The Raven be needed more.

Erienne leaned into him.

‘Gets to you, doesn’t it?’ she said softly, one hand squeezing his knee.

‘Eh?’

‘Remember how we all broke into Dordover a few years back?’

Denser smiled. They had been after one of the Dawnthief catalysts and had only just escaped with their lives. Erienne had risked everything.

‘This is a different situation,’ he said.

‘Not really. The feelings are the same whether they are declared enemies or not, and whether we are stealing or reclaiming. Makes you feel a traitor, doesn’t it?’

Denser nodded. ‘Sort of.’

‘Don’t feel guilty about it, that’s all I want to say,’ said Erienne. ‘It’s only natural. I will forever love Dordover. It is the actions of a few people who have destroyed my loyalty but I have my memories and the hope the leadership will change for the better in the future. You’re the same. You grew up under Styliann, Laryon and Nyer. Remember them, for all their faults, and try not to fix on a loyalty you feel you should have but can’t recall.’

Denser looked into her eyes, saw the battle going on inside her and smiled.

He leaned forward and kissed her cheek, stroking her hair beneath the hood of her lightweight cloak. ‘I love you.’

‘What I understand is that you can’t afford to think of any of those bastards in there as your people,’ said Hirad.

‘Your tenderness is overwhelming,’ said Denser, turning his attention to the barbarian. Hirad’s eyes were bright and fierce, shining from the darkness surrounding them.

‘They will feel none,’ he said. ‘And you are Raven. We are your people. You no longer belong to Xetesk and you can’t afford to wonder why.’

‘No, that’s not it,’ said Denser.

Hirad shrugged. ‘Doesn’t matter what the reason, if you hesitate once, you’re dead and perhaps we all are. If you go in there with anything less than total belief, you won’t come out. And I am not losing another mage. Understand?’

Denser chuckled, patted Hirad on the shoulder. ‘You know I do. Don’t worry about me.’

‘I have to worry,’ said Hirad. ‘Like I’ve said before, it’s my job.’

Near them all, Thraun stood up quite suddenly, staring towards the walls. Next to him, The Unknown and Darrick made to grab his arms to haul him down but he was too quick, taking a couple of paces out into the grass. He growled, sniffed at the air, crouched and turned.

‘They talk,’ he said.

‘Who?’ asked The Unknown.

‘Listen.’

It was ahead of them towards the walls but left and right, not where the TaiGethen and Al-Arynaar mages were clustered. It was a sound they had all heard before but in the depths of the Calaian rainforest. Growing in volume, everything from low-throated growls to high-pitched yowls and whines, the ClawBound panthers let rip, bringing an alien resonance to the heartland of Balaia.

It seemed to echo from the clouds themselves, reverberate through the brush and bounce from the walls of the city. It was at once beautiful and terrifying, carrying with it the mournful quality of lands lost and the taste of great age and reverence. It sent a shiver through Denser’s body and Erienne reflexively tightened her grip on his knee.

Hirad added a growl of his own. ‘Didn’t they think we were playing fair?’ he demanded into the noise. ‘So they thought they had to announce we were coming, or something? Make sure everyone was waiting for us once we got inside to make a fight of it? Gods burning, have they no idea of stealth?’

Rebraal appeared by his left side, speaking for them all to hear. ‘Inside the city, that sound is clawing at every door. Let me ask you, would you rush outside, sword in hand, or make sure the bolts were across and keys turned in every lock? And those few ClawBound are doing something for you right now. They are diverting every eye on the wall. Now run and don’t stop until you can slap stone.’

Hirad chewed back his retort and stood. ‘You heard him,’ he said. ‘Raven! Raven with me!’

The Raven ran in fighting formation, The Unknown at the head of the uneven chevron, Hirad and Darrick to his right, Thraun to his left with Erienne and Denser behind the warriors. Streaking away in front of them was Rebraal, the Al-Arynaar skipping through the thigh-high grass as if it barely covered his feet while The Raven struggled behind, forcing the sinewy stems aside as they came on.

For all it was an effort and he felt as if he were running headlong into the teeth of death, Denser felt exhilarated. The damp air was fresh and chill in his lungs, the sheen of rain on his forehead cooled him and the rush of the grass around him, the breeze in his ears and his friends charging on ahead lifted his heart. He would have shouted but for the folly that would have been.

Panting and out of breath, he made the relative safety of the walls. The last TaiGethen cell was climbing a trio of ropes that dropped from the overhang high above, and the only people left were Rebraal, the Al-Arynaar mages and The Raven themselves.

‘Stealth,’ said Rebraal. ‘When you have learned what stealth means, Hirad Coldheart, then you can question how we do things. The tracks you have made through the grass could be followed by a blind man.’

The ClawBound communication was dying away to echoes on the wind. Denser looked back and saw the dark trails slashed in the grass.

‘Hardly matters,’ said Hirad. ‘Your ClawBound saw to it that they know we are coming.’

‘They already knew,’ said Thraun, voice a hiss.

‘You keep saying that,’ said Hirad, his voice quieter now the panthers were silent. ‘What do you mean?’

‘They saw the battle,’ said Thraun. ‘They knew we would be coming.’

‘He’s right,’ said Darrick. ‘If their commander’s anything like a tactician, he’ll have seen the change in plans today. Nothing we could do about it. We had to test them. But the mere fact of more guards on the walls tells us all we need to know.’

‘Yeah, but they won’t be expecting us. Only elves,’ said Hirad.

‘I’m counting on it,’ said Denser.

The Raven looked up at the ropes disappearing into the deep shadow under the overhang. While they watched, the ropes stilled momentarily, signalling the Al-Arynaar to begin their ascent. Not hesitating, three elves hauled themselves up the ropes, making a nonsense of the effort, their lithe bodies ideally suited to the task.

Denser frowned, feeling his heart beat a little faster. Beside him, Erienne shuddered.

‘Bloody hell,’ she whispered.

‘Now at the top, there’s a slightly tricky move,’ said Rebraal, as if describing a walk along a beach containing the odd slippery patch of rocks. ‘You’ll have to swing out to grip the decorative ridge then pull yourselves up. There are people waiting to help you so you should be all right.’

‘Should,’ said Erienne.

‘Hmm,’ said Denser. He breathed deeply. It did nothing to calm his nerves and the obvious option was already in his mind. ‘Sure is a long way up.’

‘And down,’ muttered Erienne.

‘Fair enough,’ said The Unknown. ‘Here’s the order. We’ll follow the last of the Al-Arynaar. Hirad, you go with Thraun and me. Darrick, you’ll guard the base of the wall until we’re clear while you two,’ he turned to Denser and Erienne, ‘are flying. We can’t risk you.’

‘You’re saying you don’t trust us to make the climb?’ Denser bridled in spite of the relief he felt at The Unknown agreeing with his thoughts.

‘I’m saying you aren’t sure you can. Tell me if I’m wrong.’

Erienne shook her head. ‘No, you’re not.’

‘Denser, once you’ve carried Erienne, bring up Darrick. He should be light enough, unlike the rest of us.’

‘I can climb,’ said Darrick.

‘That’s not the point,’ said The Unknown. ‘We can’t spare the time.’

‘Whatever you say.’

Denser felt a strong hand clamp around his shoulder.

‘Never mind, Denser,’ said Hirad. ‘We can’t all have the muscle and guts.’

‘Fuck off.’

Hirad chuckled.

‘I’m letting you fall if you slip, Coldheart,’ added Denser.

‘More pull-ups,’ said Hirad. ‘Build your upper body and arms a little.’

‘In fact, I’m going to cut the rope above you.’

‘Just leave him,’ said Erienne. ‘Don’t let him get under your skin.’

‘He’s already there. Has been for years.’

Denser tuned himself to the Xeteskian mana spectrum, pausing to see the multiple points of focus all over the city, from healings to wards to Communion. One more casting wasn’t going to be noticed. He drew in the simple shape for ShadowWings. The basic planar structure, feathered along one edge, was complete in moments.

‘Ready?’

Erienne wrapped her arms around his neck, he swept up her legs and they rose up the wall. Denser found his heart hammering in his chest. He kept looking up and could see elves on the ropes, swinging out into nowhere to grab the narrow ridge. Not for the first time, he was glad to have alternative means at his disposal.

He flew slowly, breasting the battlements at snail’s pace. TaiGethen were waiting there. Erienne unlocked her arms and was helped onto the wall. Denser descended again to watch The Raven climb.

He found them a little under halfway up. They were all very strong men. Thraun looked like he was born to it, Hirad’s teeth were bared as he surged up, hand over hand, and The Unknown, typically organised, used his feet as a brake on the rope while his hands found new grips.

Denser smiled to himself and twitched his position to fly next to the barbarian.

‘All right, muscleman?’

Hirad glared at him. He was forty feet from the ground now and the exertion was beginning to show.

‘Absolutely fine,’ said Hirad between gasps for air.

‘I had every confidence.’

‘I know,’ Hirad grinned. ‘I’m me.’

‘Yes you are,’ muttered Denser. ‘The Gods save us all.’

There were no alarms. Denser plucked Darrick from his unnecessary guard duty and deposited him on the wall next to Erienne before watching his friends swing out to the ledge, elven hands helping them as they pulled themselves up.

He landed next to The Raven on the walkway. It was darkened and almost empty of elves. Auum and Rebraal were seeing the last of the Al-Arynaar down the ropes to the muster point. The TaiGethen leader looked over to them and nodded.

‘Quickly,’ he said. ‘There is an alarm further along the wall.’

Denser took one look at the panorama of his city. A place he had loved, still loved, but now he had to class it as an enemy. He shook his head, picked up Erienne and stepped over the wall, dropping steadily. Slowly, the sights were lost to him. The market square, dark and silent; the Park of Remembrance, lawns now surely turned over to crops or grazed by livestock; the iron foundry, still belching smoke and flame; the grain stores, huge and solid and the reason Xetesk could survive famine and now siege. And finally, the seven towers of the college, their target for the night. They could not have chosen one more difficult.

At the base of the ropes, Rebraal was waiting with a TaiGethen elf. Denser was directed to the muster point, floating quietly past the bakery, cold and lifeless, a victim of the war.

Inside the empty house, the raiding party gathered. Denser dismissed his Wings and set Erienne down, moving slowly while his sight adjusted, the assembled elves resolving gradually from the gloom. Twelve TaiGethen warriors, six Al-Arynaar mages, Rebraal and The Raven. About to take on the Dark College.

‘Dear Gods preserve us,’ he whispered.

‘What was that?’ Erienne’s voice too was barely audible.

‘Sorry, love,’ he said. ‘I’m just imagining what we could face in there.’

If anything, the quiet in the house deepened still further as Auum walked in. He spoke briefly with Rebraal, translating for The Raven.

‘One final time, here is what we know from our nights of scouting. The Protectors are outside the gates. Most of the college and city forces are stationed outside the walls of the college. We expect those walls to be heavily defended, leaving little sword strength but much mage strength on the ground. Secrecy for the maximum time is therefore critical.

‘But, my brothers and sisters, never forget that we face a powerful adversary. Keep within the Al-Arynaar shield whenever you can. Let Tual guide your senses. We know what we must do and what we must find. Keep your Tais close. This is a jungle like our own; it will show you no mercy.’

While Auum led the prayers before battle, The Raven gathered together.

‘Think we’ll die in there?’ asked Darrick.

‘If we pretend we are up against anything less than we are, I think there’s every chance.’ said Denser. ‘And if the Julatsan mana flow fails again while we’re inside, the TaiGethen will be defenceless.’

‘Not sure you can ever call them defenceless,’ said Hirad.

‘You know what I mean.’

Around the house, the elven prayers finished. Denser looked into Auum’s eyes and nodded.

‘You know where to go,’ he said.

The TaiGethen led them out into the Xeteskian night.
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Denser thought he knew his city like the proverbial back of his hand. Gods falling, but the walls had prevented much new building for centuries. He was shown alleys he’d never seen before, walkways he’d thought too narrow to travel, and ways across the city he hadn’t known existed.

The playhouse had tunnels beneath it. There was a network of accessways built around the edge of the central market. The north grain store had an outer skin providing gap enough to inch along. And the fact that the city was under curfew proved a gift because the TaiGethen were so quiet. Patrols might have littered the streets but the sound of their passage was like a klaxon from three streets’ distance.

It was eerie, Denser decided. Not real somehow. Xetesk was dying. Slowly, but it was dying. Yet beneath the apparent quiet acceptance of that fate, there would be barely suppressed energy. Neither the college nor the city would go down without a fight. The question was, when would that energy erupt?

The raiding party moved carefully, placing quietness above speed. There had been no further alarm from the walls and they could only conclude that the shouts they had heard pertained to something other than their incursion. That was not a state that would last very long. Soon, the guard would change, or someone would open the doors of the guard towers and find the darkness, the blood on the stone, and the disappearance of seven men. If they were lucky, that discovery would not be made until they were inside the college itself.

Denser glanced round at The Raven while they travelled, seeing care and determination on every face and in every step. They studied the ground before every pace, moving in the footfalls of the TaiGethen wherever they could. They walked across mud and weeds rather than stone and gravel, hugged the shadows of every alley and held their collective breath when forced to cross a major thoroughfare. Not even the TaiGethen had a way around every obstacle.

They almost made it undiscovered too. Auum had led the raiding party to the warehousing that bordered the artisans’ quarter he knew so well. Despite himself, he’d been impressed with The Raven’s ability to move silently. Moving up the alley where they’d killed the guards the night before, he saw that their bodies had gone, though the thieves’ corpses remained.

‘They know we were here,’ he said to Duele at his shoulder.

‘It was inevitable,’ said Duele.

‘Unfortunate, nevertheless. Pass the word.’

He crept up to the mouth of the alley and looked over at the college. The effect of the discovery of the guards’ bodies was clear. On the cobblestones in front of the college, patrols marched with purpose. Auum watched them long enough to know that the density of men meant that one patrol could always see their comrades ahead. It was the same up on the walls themselves. Lanterns and torches lit the entire length in front of him. Guards moved in pairs, lookouts stared out into the city and archers stood by them, ready and waiting.

He was beginning to back away when the alarm went up. Light bloomed away to the south as a warning fire was lit. Men started running along the walls. Shouts rang around the college. The south gates swung open and a detachment of soldiers trotted out and disappeared into the streets ahead of them. On the cobblestones, the patrols ceased their circular walks and fanned out, heading across the apron, some directly for them.

Auum fell back faster, seeing shapes flitting into the sky from inside the college. Like large birds but without the grace. His eyes tracked them as they flew. Wings like bats, heads like bald monkeys, their calls like diabolical laughter mixed with broken speech. He shivered, turned and trotted back to where the raiding party were waiting.

‘They are coming,’ he said, hearing Rebraal translate for The Raven. ‘We must move. Denser will lead us now.’

There was no debate. Denser, surrounded by his friends, turned and moved quickly but quietly away along the back of the warehouse. Auum signalled Evunn and Duele to hang back, keep any guards from their backs. At the far edge of the squat, low building, Denser paused and The Unknown Warrior checked left and right before leading them across a narrow path and into the passage the other side, along between another two warehouses. The sounds of alarm and search rang out to their left, closing but not too fast.

The second set of warehouses was different in character. Made of stone and slate rather than wood, they soared three times as high and had identical heavy, iron-bound wooden sliding gates facing each other. Denser stopped at a low, flat-roofed building just beyond, attached to the warehouse facing the college walls. Beyond it, the landscape of the district changed, becoming less uniform, studded with chimneyed workshops, dwellings and fenced yards.

Auum breasted through the TaiGethen for a closer look. Denser was standing square in front of a padlocked door set into a featureless wall.

‘This is it,’ he was saying. Auum looked to Rebraal for confirmation he had understood. ‘Give me room. If this goes off, I don’t want anyone hurt.’

At a gesture from Rebraal, the TaiGethen and Al-Arynaar fell back a few paces.

‘Marack,’ said Auum, getting the attention of a cell leader. She was a Tai that Auum respected as much for her strength of mind as her warrior’s abilities. Her original cell had been taken from her by the Elfsorrow but still she kept faith with the Gods and her new cell already admired and trusted her. She was an example to them all. ‘Take your cell, secure the next crossway. Porrak, your cell behind us. Strengthen mine. Wait for my call. If you have to kill, kill silently.’

He focused his attention on Denser and watched the mage at work, attempting to circumvent what he assumed were magical traps of some kind. He could hear Erienne talking to him and edged closer to Rebraal who began translating.

‘It’s not a trap,’ said Denser. ‘The entire door is an illusion and a particularly good one at that. You can touch the padlock if you like but it isn’t actually there. It’s a piece of shaped rock fused into a sheet of solid metal. Even a good thief can’t pick stone. The locks are all set into the door. There are three of them and all are operated by magic. I need to work out if they have changed since I was apprised of their key constructs.’

‘Why isn’t the illusion just one of flat wall?’ asked Erienne.

‘Because it has to reflect all the other workshop entrances around here. The people who constructed it maintain this work on the basis that hiding a door in plain sight is part of the art of illusion. It’s worked for years.’

‘What happens if you don’t divine the key constructs?’

‘A very loud noise and my death,’ replied Denser. ‘You should stand aside.’

But none of The Raven moved. Auum smiled inwardly.

‘Just describe what you’re seeing,’ said Erienne. ‘I might be able to help you.’

Denser relaxed his body and reached out his hands towards the door, touching various parts of its surface. Auum looked hard for the break between reality and illusion but couldn’t see it.

‘The three locks engage a single WardLock casting that covers the entire doorframe. It’s well maintained and skilfully cast. No chance of setting off the traps by accident which I would say was unusually thoughtful if it weren’t for the fact that this entrance is meant to be a secret from almost everyone and to stay that way. Each lock has a different construct code linked to an explosive and alarm-ward combination.

‘I have to form the three key constructs that temporarily block the lock and alarm mechanisms, so disengaging the WardLock.’

‘And these are constructs you have been taught, are they?’ asked The Unknown from behind Denser.

‘Yes. There is no clue in the lock constructs, which are just flat squares of mana each about the size of my hand. Each square has a keyhole described in it, for aesthetic purposes, I assume, because the key constructs have to cover the entire lock to unlock it, and don’t penetrate it as such. All very pretty.’

‘So, can you sort it?’ Hirad’s whisper was gruff. ‘Our elven friends are getting nervous about rapidly closing patrolmen and I’m getting old.’

‘It’ll take as long as it takes,’ said Denser. ‘I have to assume the key constructs are unchanged. And you have to hope so too or this’ll be the briefest raid in the history of Xetesk. Now let me be. Erienne, there’s nothing you can do for me except to stand away from any blast area. Please.’

Watching on, Auum felt the unusual desire to be able to see what Denser was seeing. But he could watch the mage’s intricate hand and finger movements as they teased mana into the shapes he wanted, the silent mouthing of words as commands augmented the structure formation, and the tiny beads of sweat on his brow as the effort gained momentum. That there was an element he could neither feel nor see that could affect them all so profoundly was a source of eternal discomfort to Auum. For him, it was an omission that Yniss had made when the world was created. He took it as a challenge to be overcome. To be quicker than cast magic. For the TaiGethen, it was the only way.

At the mating call of a motmot, faint and carried on the breeze, Auum turned. Evunn drew fingers across his eyes, pointed down an alley towards the college and held up three fingers.

‘Get him to hurry.’ Auum told Rebraal. ‘We have company.’

He ran to his Tai. The search net was expanding. He could hear men to their left and right now, some carrying lights, some moving without. He edged his head around the corner of the warehouse and saw them coming. Two were soldiers, one a mage by the look of him.

‘We don’t want blood or noise near here. Not now,’ whispered Auum. ‘Why didn’t you see them earlier?’

The patrol was only about twenty yards distant, approaching with exaggerated care and holding a lantern ahead of them.

‘They came from a side path,’ said Evunn. ‘I am sorry.’

‘You cannot know this place like them,’ said Auum. ‘Porrak, your Tai watch ahead. Bows ready. We will take the mage alive if we can.’

Porrak’s cell unslung bows and took a few paces back, fading into the shadows to give Auum’s trio room. A sense of déjà vu came over Auum, waiting while the glow from the lantern grew as it neared. The Tai were standing perfectly still in the lee of the warehouse. Auum would be happy if the patrol walked right past them but one glance and shout was all it would take to bring the might of Xetesk down on them.

The Xeteskian patrol were not talking. Auum could hear their steps, measured and deliberate, in time with each other. And while he listened, they slowed, as one, on closing to less than ten yards from the crossway. He frowned. This was not a conscript patrol. He hadn’t been able to see much of them beyond vague dress; the lantern had obscured their faces. But there was no aura of anxiety, no whispered fear. These were experienced professionals. That they would walk past the alley without at least scanning down it as far as they could see was inconceivable.

Auum held up three fingers. He bent first the middle finger, then those left and right in order. Duele and Evunn knew their targets and he knew they would not wait to attack. The lantern light intensified, spilling into the alley. Auum waved Porrak’s cell further back. He tensed his body, plucked his knife from his belt and reversed it in his hand.

The patrol was on them. He could hear the individuals’ breathing. One caught a breath, sensing something out of place. They paused. One could be heard inching up the warehouse wall, the others presumably just behind him. The plan changed again. Auum held up a single finger and pointed at himself. Next he gestured Duele and Evunn to follow him in an arc into the passage. Finally, he closed his fist.

The Xeteskian slid along the wall. Auum waited, hands poised, ready to pounce. His being was centred. He could all but smell the rainforest and every sound came to him as clear as cicadas in the evening. His enemy’s leather armour making the barest scratching on the stone. The man’s regular breathing, his boot tracing through stiff weed grass.

Three fingers of one gloved hand gripped the edge of the wall, first knuckle showing. Either a mistake or a calculated risk. Whatever, Auum ignored it, holding for the prize which came immediately after. A head began to emerge, eyes straining round, hair covered by a metal and leather helmet.

Auum wagged one finger. Duele and Evunn began to run. The TaiGethen leader took a half pace away from the wall and snapped out his right hand clamping onto the Xeteskian’s face. Startled, the man dropped back but he couldn’t break Auum’s grip. The elf’s left hand whipped round, the dagger hilt in his fist hammering into the soldier’s temple. He sagged, Auum pulling him forward into his chest.

Duele and Evunn were shades across the lantern light, movement hard to track against the blank walls. Duele hit the mage carrying the lantern. He’d backed away reflexively before gathering himself to try and cast but he never stood a chance. The elf clamped a hand over the lantern handle, jerked the mage off balance and cracked his right fist into his jaw. Evunn had no need of such restraint. He ducked under a flailing fist and jabbed straight-fingered into his enemy’s throat, crushing the man’s windpipe.

‘Get these men away,’ hissed Auum.

Porrak’s cell ran to help and, two to a body, they trotted back to the raiding party. Denser was still working on the locks, Erienne in close attendance. He was looking calm and in control. Hirad and The Unknown Warrior were standing apart, ready to run to assist. The other elves hadn’t moved a muscle. Auum hadn’t expected them to.

‘Well?’ he demanded.

‘Nearly there,’ assured Rebraal.

‘There’ll be more. We need in now.’

Denser must have heard him.

‘Got it,’ he murmured.

There was no sound but the mage straightened and pushed the door open.

‘In,’ said Auum.

The Raven, led by Denser, moved in first. The Al-Arynaar followed them and finally the TaiGethen, Auum last, making sure all his people were safe. He pushed the door closed behind him, hearing the faint fizz and crackle as the WardLock reset. A LightGlobe was set to hover, illuminating a blank chamber about thirty feet on the longer side and fifteen on the shorter. A door was set into the far wall. The room was empty of any furnishings.

‘Tell me again what this is.’ Hirad was looking around him, nonplussed.

‘Come on, Hirad, mages have not always been the most popular rulers in Xetesk,’ said Denser. ‘Boltholes were inevitable for the chosen few.’

‘Yeah, but you were never in the Circle Seven. How did you find out about it?’

‘I was the Dawnthief mage,’ said Denser. ‘It was felt I should be given the information. My mentors showed me the path and gave me the key constructs. I couldn’t tell you if they sought the permission of the rest of the Circle.’

‘And how would you get away from here?’ asked The Unknown.

‘Fly,’ said Denser. ‘In the event the college was surrounded and archers were positioned around the rooftops, the Circle could have disappeared into the artisans’ quarter and away.’

‘It’s a coward’s way out,’ said Hirad. ‘Fairly typical of Xetesk.’

‘Who cares? It gets us in and no one will suspect we’ll come this way because not even Dystran thinks The Raven are here, let alone that I’d know the combinations.’

‘Good,’ said The Unknown. ‘Now what about them?’

He walked over to the Xeteskians, Denser following him. The two soldiers had been dumped to one side of the door, Auum having snapped the neck of the one he’d knocked cold. But the mage, under the watchful eyes of Duele and Evunn, was showing signs of coming round.

‘Well, well, well,’ said Denser. He knelt and shook the mage, slapping his cheeks. ‘Wakey, wakey, Arnayl. You need to answer us some questions.’

Arnayl’s eyes flickered open and a hand moved to rub his chin while he stretched his mouth. Middle-aged, his light hair was streaked with grey and his square face was lined, eyes red-rimmed. He blinked in the gentle light, frowned while taking in the faces of elves and men around him and started violently when he focused on Denser.

‘What the f—’

‘No time for that,’ said Denser. ‘There are things we must know.’

‘Where am I?’

‘Somewhere you never believed existed,’ said Denser, smiling. ‘Now, what’s the current mage and college-guard strength inside the walls?’

‘Find out,’ said Arnayl. ‘You’ll get nothing from me.’

He tried to raise himself on his elbows but Denser shoved him back, his head cracking on the packed ground. He grunted.

‘Let me remind you of your position.’ Denser’s tone hardened.

‘There are more than twenty people in here. All of them would be happy to end your life. All of them have lost precious things because of Xetesk’s actions and your life is forfeit, as is anyone’s who stands in our way. Now I might be able to persuade them to let you live but you’ve got to help me out. Right now.’

‘I will not betray my college,’ said Arnayl. ‘You cannot ask that of me.’

‘The more we know, the fewer Xeteskians will die,’ said Denser. ‘But we are going in and we will get what we came for. You can help us save your fellow mages or you can die, knowing many will join you. Answer me.’

Arnayl stared back, closing his mouth deliberately. The sound of a sword being drawn echoed thinly in the small chamber. The point of that sword pressed against Arnayl’s throat. Hirad spoke.

‘Your people triggered Elfsorrow. You would have presided over genocide. Thousands died, including my friend Ilkar. Because of you—’

‘I had nothing to do with that decision.’

‘You are Xeteskian, sworn to your college. You are to blame.’ The swordpoint drew blood. ‘Don’t think I won’t kill you in cold blood.’

‘Please.’ Arnayl’s voice was choked and the colour had drained from his face. He spread his palms in supplication.

‘Tell Denser what he wants to know. And don’t try to cast. You aren’t quick enough to beat me.’

Arnayl swallowed and closed his eyes. ‘I can’t tell you anything. Surely you understand.’

‘I understand,’ said Hirad.

He drove the point of his blade through Arnayl’s throat. Blood fountained into the air. The mage juddered and died. Denser shot upright, jumping away from the mess.

‘Gods, Hirad, what are you doing?’

‘He would have told us nothing,’ said the barbarian, dragging his blade clear and wiping it on Arnayl’s cloak.

Auum nodded. ‘He is right.’

But there was something in Hirad’s eyes that wasn’t right. Like he’d lost his focus. Denser had seen it too. So had The Unknown.

‘Hirad, what is it?’ asked Denser.

Hirad was shaking. He fought to steady his arm to sheathe his sword and when he turned his face back, there were tears standing in his eyes.

‘I could have saved him,’ he said. ‘And now all I can do is avenge him.’

‘No one could have done that,’ said The Unknown. ‘Ilkar said it himself. When he contracted Elfsorrow he was already dead.’

‘No!’ shouted Hirad. ‘All that time we wasted. We let Yron escape into Xetesk and lost days. Days. And being here and listening to that bastard just makes it so real. I could have ridden after him. Gone round the Protectors and caught him, made him give us the thumb fragment. I stopped.’ He turned away from them. ‘I stopped. And he died.’

‘It wasn’t like that,’ said Denser. ‘You aren’t counting right. Even supposing we’d caught Yron, Ilkar would still have caught the disease and died on the voyage.’

But Hirad was shaking his head. ‘We could have made it to Calaius,’ he said, voice dropping to a hoarse whisper. ‘Back to the rainforest. We would have found a way.’

Rebraal walked over to him, the eyes of every elf and The Raven on him.

‘We must all take some responsibility,’ he said carefully. ‘I could have stopped them at the temple but I didn’t. The TaiGethen and ClawBound could have found him in the forest but they didn’t, not soon enough. We can’t go back and correct what has gone but we can shape the future, make Ilkar’s death mean what it should - the start of the return to balance in magic. And for that we need the Aryn Hiil and our other writings. We need that strength to go to Julatsa with the confidence to succeed.

‘Don’t lose it in here. We need you.’

Hirad breathed deep. He managed the briefest of smiles in Rebraal’s direction. ‘I’m sorry.’ He took them all in now. ‘All of you. This is very difficult.’

‘We all know what his friendship meant to you,’ said Erienne. ‘Do right by him and help us all get out of here alive.’

The barbarian nodded, a very definite gesture. He looked squarely at Auum.

‘Let’s go get your books,’ he said.
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Dystran hadn’t really slept at all. At best, a few hours’ edgy rest, broken by those damned elven-controlled panthers. There was something about the noise they created. Unearthly, somehow, it drove shivers to the core of them all. Broke their dreams. They were the enemy’s most potent psychological weapon though they didn’t seem to realise it. Dystran would have have had them calling all night. As it was, the alarm, when it came in the early hours of the morning, was almost a relief.

He’d agreed the defence plan with Commander Chandyr on the city walls and Captain Suarav in the college guard during the previous day and so dressed unhurriedly before leaving his tower and descending the long spiral stairs, past his guards and disabled static alarms and blocks.

Myx was waiting at the base of the tower. The huge Protector, like fifteen of his brothers, was being used more for city-wide and battle communications than protection. Dystran knew the humiliation they felt but he had no time for guilt.

‘News,’ he demanded.

Myx fell into step next to him. ‘The walls have been breached. There are enemies in the city.’

Dystran sighed. One failure already. ‘How many?’

‘It is impossible to say.’

‘Oh, right,’ Dystran smiled. ‘You’re going to tell me that no one saw anyone, I suppose.’

‘Correct, my Lord.’

Dystran stopped. Make that two failures. ‘I was joking.’

‘Yes,’ agreed Myx, uncertain how to respond.

‘You’re telling me that no Xeteskian guard or mage has laid eyes on the enemy even though they are inside the walls?’

‘Some will have, my Lord. We have not yet found the bodies.’

‘Was that a joke?’

‘No, my Lord.’ Myx was surely frowning beneath his mask but Dystran couldn’t see it.

‘Stupid question.’ Dystran waved a hand and set off again.

His mind boiled, the acerbic comments he might deliver churned away. He shook his head, muttered to himself and scratched his hair, unruly from his disturbed rest. He was halfway across the spectacular domed hall which lay at the centre of the tower complex and high above the Heart of the college.

Passages ran away towards the chambers at the base of each tower as well as to banqueting and reception halls, guest quarters and administrative offices. It was a maze for the unwary and the design was entirely deliberate. Ways to the real power of the college were not easily discovered and no senior or circle mage wanted the uninvited venturing into catacombs or tower.

Dystran’s sandals slapped on the exquisitely patterned marble floor as he headed for the intricately carved main doors. The left one opened and a soldier hurried in.

‘Ah, Commander Chandyr, how good of you to come before I called. I expect you’ll be bursting to explain to me how an unknown number of highly skilled elves are running loose in my streets.’

Chandyr’s momentary confusion cleared when he saw Myx.

‘You’ve heard,’ he said.

‘Evidently.’

‘Sorry, my Lord.’

‘So, would you care to enlighten me? I understood that no section of the city walls was to be unguarded at any time. I also understood that patrols would always be in sight of one another as they are outside the walls of my college. Given these two parameters, I fail to see how anyone got in without tunnelling. Difficult through our foundations, I would suggest.’

Dystran kept a firm grip on his anger. He knew Chandyr was a competent soldier but he was better suited to the open field, on the back of a horse. Circumstance, though, had conspired to install him to the city’s most senior military position.

‘No, my Lord, they scaled the walls. I have no explanation for it. I came here to report on our search and to offer my apologies.’

Dystran waved a hand. ‘Apologies later.’ He sighed again. Seemed he’d been doing a lot of that. ‘What do you know and what’s happening right now?’

‘Seven men are unaccounted for, presumed dead. We found three ropes leading down from an area of the south wall by the Darin bakery. There were no other signs. We have been unable to track them and have begun a spread search of the streets. We have cast the net from both their point of entry and the college walls assuming they intend eventually to gain entry here.

‘We will find them.’

Dystran chuckled. ‘You know, somehow I doubt you will but I wonder whether that matters.’ He paused. ‘You haven’t removed any of my guard from the college walls?’

‘No, my Lord.’

‘Good, see that you don’t. Here’s what I suggest because they have only one target and that is this college. They will not kill the common man, they will not spoil our grain, poison our water or fire our buildings. And do not think that they have not been pressured to do just that on any of the innumerable nights we may assume they have already run free in these streets. It is what I would have demanded.

‘They are a singular race. That much I have learned from men like Yron, and those incredible texts we guard so jealously. They seek that one prize and then they will go. So why don’t we let them come, now they have gained entry so effortlessly? They cannot gain our walls unseen. They do not have the magic to threaten us. Julatsa fails more by the day.

‘Rest your men, Chandyr. Guard my walls and guard my cobble-stoned yards. And when we see them at our gates, we can call two hundred of the reserve from their bunks to fight them and fifty mages to burn them. They will not enter this college.’

‘My Lord,’ acknowledged Chandyr.

Dystran turned away and wandered back towards his tower, a complete calm descending on him. ‘Now why didn’t I think of that before?’

‘Because until now you were unsure of their sole intent.’

‘It was a rhetorical question, Myx,’ said Dystran.

‘Yes, my Lord.’

‘Stand outside my door tonight. Wake me should the elves be spotted. The sport should be worth watching.’

‘I will, Lord Dystran.’

‘One more thing,’ said Dystran as they entered the base of his tower and headed for the stairs. ‘I would know the exact time we are able to cast the first of our new dimensional magics. And I would know which of our castings is the better prepared for use.’ He smiled at Myx and patted his shoulder. ‘Just in case.’

 


Hirad led The Raven along a passage hacked out of packed clay, shored up with timbers along its length. It bore the signs of considerable age and, here and there, despite the holding spells, timbers had fallen away and the tunnel threatened to cave in.

Beyond the door in the blank warehouse office, a flight of wooden steps had run down for more than thirty-odd feet before levelling into the slightly meandering damp and reeking passage. They’d run all the way, the LightGlobe never far from Denser’s shoulder, guiding them, the rats scattering before them, feet splashing in puddles.

The barbarian’s mind was a riot of conflict. It had fallen on him so suddenly though he knew it had been there, waiting for a moment of weakness to present itself. He couldn’t afford to let his guilt cloud his judgement but he couldn’t push it aside either. This place. This filthy passage led to the heart of everything and everyone he blamed for Ilkar’s death besides himself. No one was innocent. And the thought that they had come to steal and not mete out justice was one he found hard to bear.

He knew what they had to do. Knew their success could ultimately make sense of Ilkar’s wishes but within the walls they ran beneath, those who had casually signed away his life had live blood in their veins. How desperately he wanted to let it drown the entire college.

The Unknown had run beside him in the narrow passage all the way, talking, keeping him with them. Without Ilkar he was the only one Hirad would hear.

‘Don’t let it consume you,’ he said. ‘Control it. Master it. Use it to help us do what we must. Revenge can come later.’

But Hirad knew there would never be a better chance and enough of him hoped they would be discovered by those capable of facing him, to feed his desire.

‘Remember you are Raven. Remember what that means.’

He ran harder.

It was Denser’s voice that stopped him, stopped all of them.

‘Slow. We are sloping up. Quiet now.’

The pace dropped to a walk, breath pulled more easily into lungs, pulses slowed.

‘All right, let’s orient ourselves,’ continued Denser. Rebraal’s murmur could be heard, elven ears tuned to him. ‘This slope ends at a door beyond which is a store room for the Mana Bowl. The other side of the door is a basic illusion. The door is unlocked from this side but is locked and alarmed on the other. Once we go through, no one step back or you’ll trigger the bell ward. That’s very important.

‘The Mana Bowl sits just to the north-east of the tower complex and butts on to an administrative block. It is diagonally opposite the library, which also connects at one corner with the complex. I’ve explained to you the ways we can get in. Here is where we meet when we’re done. You’ll recognise the fallback positions if we encounter trouble. Let me remind you they are the banqueting halls which run south from the complex and the reception hall of the dome itself. Is everybody clear?’

Hirad scanned the TaiGethen. There was no doubting their readiness.

‘We won’t get in and out without encountering anyone so kill quietly,’ said The Unknown. ‘We only get one chance at this.’

Hirad walked to the end of the passage. A wooden door and frame were set into the stone surrounds of a building. There was no handle.

‘How do I—?’

‘I said it was unlocked, I didn’t say a non-mage could open it. Stand aside. I’ll have to lose the LightGlobe, sorry.’

The sudden dark was disconcerting. Hirad put a hand on the wall to steady himself. Next to him, Denser muttered under his breath. He could hear water dripping behind them, the scuttle of rodents and the ominous creak of the weaker timbers.

The hand on his shoulder had him jumping almost clear of his skin. He felt breathing by his ear and a voice spoke low, menacing and in elvish. It was Auum.

‘What did he say?’ Hirad’s voice sounded loud in the nervous quiet. ‘I presume you’re there, Rebraal.’

‘He said he will not let you risk his success. He says the TaiGethen are doing the work of Yniss tonight and any who threaten that work will be killed.’

Hirad bristled. ‘Well, you tell him his inspirational words need work. Tell him, The Raven do not make a habit of failure. And tell him if he threatens me again, he can have his fight.’

‘Hirad—’ warned The Unknown from close by.

‘He saw how you reacted,’ said Rebraal. ‘Your loss of control. He doesn’t believe emotion should guide you. He thinks that is weak.’

‘If I had no emotions driving me on, you couldn’t pay me enough to raid the Dark College. Don’t any of you ever presume to tell me how I should or should not act. I have nothing to prove to you, him or any elf, bar Ilkar.’

‘That’s not—’

‘Just leave it, Rebraal,’ said Erienne, somewhere to the left. ‘You don’t understand.’

Thraun growled his agreement. Hirad jumped again. Sometimes the shapechanger was so quiet you could forget he was there. It didn’t used to be like that.

‘Quiet!’ hissed Denser. ‘We’re in.’

A wan light washed down the passage from somewhere, soaking them all in grey, misty illumination as the door swung inwards. Hirad paused to lock eyes with Auum before a push from The Unknown sent him on to creep into the chamber beyond. It was small, too small to take them all at once. Shelves ran down two sides, forcing Hirad to edge sideways past ordered stacks of plain blue robes, simple sandals and cord ties.

‘Robes for the Mana Bowl,’ explained Denser.

‘Very nice,’ said Hirad, moving into the narrow gap between the shelves and looking up at windows in the ceiling through which the grey light was shining. He nodded at a door opposite. ‘What’s through there?’

‘A corridor leading to offices, other store rooms, changing rooms, a contemplation and relaxation chamber and the entrance to the Bowl itself.’

‘Thanks for the full tour,’ said Hirad. ‘Now, will there be anyone outside? We need to move ourselves.’

‘The Bowl doesn’t operate after dark, the focus is never right, strange as that may seem for the Dark College.’

‘I’ve no idea what you’re talking about,’ said Hirad. ‘I’m going out. Bring The Raven. We’re leaving first.’

Hirad marched to the door and put an ear to it. Behind him, the message was relayed back into the clay passage. Out came the rest of The Raven, Rebraal at their rear, keeping communication as smooth as he could.

‘Note these skylights,’ Denser was saying to the elf. ‘The library has the same ventilation and natural light source. If you’re going in from the top, that’s what you have to prise open.’

Hirad could hear nothing from the corridor. He laid a hand gently on the handle and pulled. The door swung open easily. Outside it was dark. Nothing moved. The barbarian moved out. The Unknown was immediately behind him, going left as he went right. Denser and Erienne followed them, spreading away either side with Thraun and Darrick in their footprints.

‘Hirad, head up the corridor. Door at the end. That’s our way out. We’ll be in the shadow of the Mana Bowl and follow it round to the tower complex offices. We break in, the elves carry on. Got it?’

‘Got it,’ said Hirad.

There was the unmistakable smell of age and reverence in the darkened corridor. Hirad didn’t feel he could have made a loud noise even if he’d wanted to. The atmosphere was oppressive, reminiscent of the rainforests of Calaius but without the humidity. He shook his head and paced on. The corridor had no windows, no skylights. Its only illumination came from behind and from under the doors of the rooms he passed.

He could feel the Mana Bowl to his right. It had a power all of its own. It was the place where initiate mages went to accept the mana or have it wreck their minds. A harsh but necessary test. Who’d be a mage?

At the door, Hirad stopped. The corridor was full behind him. Denser waved him on.

‘It’s all right. No alarms and no locks. We save those for the Bowl itself. That, the uninvited cannot be allowed to see.’

Hirad cracked the door and felt the dampness of the night air on his face. It smelled beautifully fresh after the underground passage. Orders were being shouted around the college. He could hear the sounds of running feet but felt they were above him, on the walls. He held up a hand and all movement behind him ceased. Rebraal came to his shoulder. They waited, listening, watching what they could through the crack in the door, which revealed nothing but a stone path, a hedge and a few manicured small trees.

Hirad turned to Rebraal who shook his head.

‘No one is near,’ whispered the elf.

‘Well, it’s now or never,’ said Hirad. ‘Come on, Raven.’

As he was instructed, Hirad opened the door just far enough and slipped out to the right. His heart was beating fast and reality hit him hard. He was standing in the grounds of the Dark College.

He closed his eyes momentarily, commended his soul to any God that was listening, and shifted crab-like along under the deep shadow of the Mana Bowl towards the towers of Xetesk.




Chapter 17

 


 


 


 


Lights burned in each of Xetesk’s seven towers. Six in the outer circle soared upwards one hundred and fifty feet, with the central, dominant tower’s peak at least a further fifty feet above them. A figure moved around that tallest tower, staring out from a balcony before disappearing from view.

Auum signalled that they could move again. All around them, the college was humming. Guards thronged the walls, walking their beats or staring out over the city. The two gate houses, east and west, were bright with lantern light, which spread pools over the courtyards within and, presumably, without. Up in the residential halls, light shone from many windows, indicating students losing a night’s sleep, ready should they be called upon.

But no one moved across the ground. Not by the quartet of long rooms in the south-east corner, not around the lecture theatres to the north or through the ornamental gardens that bordered two sides of the tower complex.

Complacency was an enemy. The elves had learned that to awful cost. Xetesk clearly had not. Not yet. While they covered every inch of ground outside the college walls where they believed their enemies had to come from, they had ignored the space under their very noses; safe in the assumption that their spells would defend their critical structures.

Moving in heavy shadows around the back of the shrouded and shuttered banqueting halls, Auum made his decision the moment he saw the library. There was no point risking a casual observer noticing that the soldiers guarding the library’s single entrance were missing. He nodded to Duele who began to climb at the junction of banqueting hall and library walls.

The architects had enjoyed their designing and the sculptors had given full vent to their talents, producing an extraordinary structure. In the context of the college, the library was a huge building, dominated only by the towers in whose shadows it stood.

Ornate buttresses climbed up the sides of the building, punctuating the three levels of grand arched windows of stained glass. The flat roof they knew to be studded with skylights and it was adorned along its edges and, so Denser said, its surface, with gargoyles and statues. The single set of double doors were set into the western end of the rectangular building.

Every stone was carved. Murals depicted the gathering and writing of texts. Scribes looked up in wonder from their work as mages conducted castings. Early scholars gazed down on the college, huge solemn faces lined with age and conveying knowledge and learning. Denser had assured them that in the daylight, it was a stunning sight. Auum cared little for that. What it meant to him was an easy climb, hidden for the most part from the eyes of his enemies.

Duele made short work of the climb. Evunn followed him at the same pace, with two Al-Arynaar mages in his wake. Next he signalled Marack to take her cell up. The two cells led by Porrack and Allyne would stay to be the eyes and ears on the outside, hidden in the shadows. Auum climbed up after Marack. He found the roof exactly as Denser described it. Impressive carved statues of demonic shapes, flying gargoyles and even piles of books and scripts.

Moving across to Duele and Evunn, he nodded to the rest of his charges, signalled them to wait hidden. There was no need to remind them to keep alert. Every eye scanned buildings or ground.

‘We move.’

Auum and his Tai spread to three consecutive skylights, lying flat on the roof to look but not touching them. The small windows were set into raised and sloped stone casements. Auum’s sight pierced the gloom below easily enough, helped by the fact that the library wasn’t in complete darkness. From somewhere on the ground floor, light was edging out, probably from under a closed door.

Directly beneath him, Auum could make out row after row of wall-mounted or freestanding bookshelves and glass-fronted cases, their strict order dominating the floor. Towards the main doors, a shelf-free area was home to small desks, larger tables, book stands and a scattering of chairs. Some of the tables had books and parchments on them and Auum could make out lantern stands, quill-and-ink sets and paperweights.

To his right, and east along the length of the library, Auum followed the central carpeted walkway to a grand staircase that wound up to two landings. Each landing swept around a wide balustraded oval that overlooked the floor below. More bookshelves lined the outer walls and where the floor widened, more desks and tables covered the space. It was an ordered arrangement, undoubtedly airy and bright in the middle of the day. A good place to study but nevertheless alien to him.

He lifted his head and glanced left and right. Both Evunn and Duele were waiting for him, shakes of their heads indicating they too had seen no one. A whisper barely more than a breeze around the statues reached his ears. He turned his head to the source. Marack and her Tai were deep in the lee of a gruesome demonic effigy. She raised her right eyebrow. Auum followed its direction.

A man stood on the highest parapet of one of the outer towers. The swirling rain might have deceived him but Auum felt sure the man was gripping the rail as if he would otherwise fall. Something flitted around his head. Not a bird but winged all the same. Denser had mentioned these creatures. They were a danger. Part of a world from which Yniss protected them. They had no place here.

He watched, knowing he was exposed but hoping that his stillness would make him appear little more than a shadow on the stone. The creature landed on the rail and looked into the man’s eyes. It reached out one hand and gently stroked the old man’s cheek. Auum frowned. It was a display at odds with its appearance and origin.

Leaning heavily on a stick and bracing himself on the rail then the doorframe, the man edged back into his tower, the pain in each step obvious.

Something nagged at Auum. It may have been just one old man but he had chosen that moment to stir himself from rest and his apparent agony had not stopped him determining to take the air. Perhaps some of the enemy sensed what the guards on the walls plainly did not. The TaiGethen would not delay.

He beckoned over one of the Al-Arynaar mages. She was called Sian’erei, of the same broad family as the Drech Guild elf who had recently ridden with The Raven and died in their service. Sian was fiercely determined and a talented mage, both factors that had made her an obvious choice for the raid. But, like all of them, her expression was chastened now with the fear that another mana failure could happen at any time.

‘We must be sure there are no traps on this glass. Work fast.’

Sian closed her eyes, Auum watching her eyes flickering beneath their lids and her mouth move soundlessly. She ignored the rain whipping into her small face and over her cropped dark-haired head while she probed the skylight for traps. The search was brief.

‘Nothing,’ she said. ‘And the spectrum is steady.’

‘Yniss keep it that way,’ said Auum. ‘Back to the shadow.’

She retreated and Duele took his cue, slithering across the roof.

‘Opinions?’ asked Auum.

‘The fixings are weak,’ said Duele after brief probing. ‘We must guard against the glass falling inwards. Hold here.’

Auum gripped the frame where Duele indicated while his Tai levered up the tarred waterproofing that surrounded the casement. Beneath it, the brackets which held the window in place were revealed. Auum nodded for him to continue. Duele worked his knife under the first bracket. The wood squeaked as the bracket bent back, the sound piercing so close but lost in the wind and the hubbub of orders echoing around the walls. Inside the library, they would surely have been heard.

Duele looked to Auum who raised his eyebrows.

‘We have little choice. Take your time, but be quick.’

A smile flashed across Duele’s face. ‘You have spent too much time with The Raven,’ he said, bending to his task.

‘We agree there.’

Four brackets held the window in place. Auum could feel it move easily in his hands after the second was removed. Shortly after, they were able to lever the window up and free, though he held it in place.

‘Bring rope,’ he said. ‘One length.’

It came immediately, one end tied around a stone horse’s leg. Auum removed the window, looking anxiously down to see the funnel of air playing delicately across loose pages. He grabbed the free end.

‘Lower me,’ he ordered, hanging his legs over the edge.

Duele and Evunn took the strain and he dropped through the small opening, feeling the change as the misty rain and breeze ceased and the atmosphere warmed and quietened. Once clear of the frame, he swung his body and descended head first, his legs balancing his body at an angle. There was no sound from below him. Indeed all he could hear was the strain on the rope as it bore his weight and turned slowly, affording him a comprehensive view.

He was coming down towards the third-level balustrade. It was a carved marble rail, as wide as his foot was long, off-white in colour and shot through with natural flaws in darker tones. Six feet plus from the woven rug-covered floor, he stopped, the rope played out to its full length. He pivoted again and dropped, landing lightly and crouching, eyes scanning the floor beneath through the balustrade rail.

Duele and Evunn joined him, splitting left and right and beginning to circle the floor. Marack and her cell came down behind Sian’erei and Vinuun, the other Al-Arynaar mage. Above them, the gap to the sky whistled and Auum spared it a look before moving off after his Tai towards the stairs.

Somewhere in here was the Aryn Hiil. Xetesk could keep the other writings if only they could reclaim that which contained so much that man should not discover about the elves and their genesis. Understanding of the Aryn Hiil would give Xetesk weapons against them. One had been unleashed unwittingly already. The others had to remain hidden.

Slipping silently down the stairs at the head of his people, Auum could feel the power of the work that surrounded them, as if each leather-bound volume, each protective parchment case and each glass display cabinet fought to contain the knowledge within. So much of Xetesk’s history was here. So much havoc could be wreaked by its destruction.

But that was for men to decide. Once the Aryn Hiil was retaken, the elves had but one more task on Balaia before they left it forever.

 


The Raven, bolstered by Rebraal and two Al-Arynaar mages, moved quickly through the block of administrative offices that bordered the Mana Bowl on one side and were accessed through doors set into the eastern arc of the central dome of the tower complex.

Rebraal had made short work of a locked window, allowing them into the building, and, with Denser able to advise on the position of locks, wards and alarms progress was fluid. Soon they were gathered by a door into the dome itself. In their wake lay a short corridor and six offices for the use of the Circle Seven’s private secretaries. Nothing useful had been gleaned from them, despite Denser having hoped they might gain clues as to who was in residence. Unfortunately, given the lights they’d already seen, it was likely every tower was currently occupied.

The Unknown Warrior took a moment to collect himself. He knew exactly what lay through that door. Last time he had seen it, it had been from behind the mask of a Protector. It was a majestic place. The bases of the six outer towers bordered it, the column of the central tower drove straight through its centre and down to the Heart. Its alcoves held statues of great masters long gone, the tower columns were carved with murals and warnings, the floor was spectacular tiled marble. And winding passages radiated out to a maze that led to the doorways to the towers and, ultimately, the catacombs.

He couldn’t help it, he shuddered. Down there, lost in the network of chambers, tunnels, caverns and hallways was the Soul Tank. Every Protector was taken there to see for himself where his soul was held and why his thrall was binding until death. He winced as a hand touched his arm.

‘Suffering, big man?’ asked Hirad.

The Unknown nodded. ‘I can feel them. No Protector likes to be this close to the Soul Tank. Standing outside your own prison brings a pain I cannot describe in here.’ He touched his chest above his heart.

‘And tonight the means to release them can be in our hands. We know it must exist,’ said Denser.

‘I don’t share your confidence,’ said The Unknown. ‘And I don’t know if we should release them, even if we discover how.’

‘That’s a question for later,’ said Denser. ‘There’s much for us to do here. One thing at a time, eh?’

Another nod from the Unknown. He swallowed, unable to push the visions from his head. He focused hard on what they’d agreed.

‘Go, Denser. Let’s get this over with.’

Hirad grunted. ‘Time to strike back.’

Denser crouched by the door. There was no conventional lock. What held the offices from unwelcome visitors was what Denser described as a magical door wedge. It was moved at dawn every day and replaced every night by the tower master, a mage with influence only bettered by the Circle Seven themselves. Not a difficult spell to overcome but, like everything in Xetesk, it could link to a hidden trigger that might do anything from setting off an alarm to firing a disabling spell.

‘Nothing here,’ said Denser. ‘No. Hold on.’ He fell silent again. ‘Ah. Clever. Very clever.’ He chuckled. ‘Hold on.’

He drew in a deep breath and held it. The Unknown looked on, brow creasing deeper and deeper. Denser was working his fingers at an extraordinary rate. All the movements were minute but there was an order and complexity at which he could only wonder. The casting, or teasing of mana as The Unknown suspected it was, went on far beyond the time Denser should surely have taken a breath. His face displayed no discomfort and his face defined his level of concentration, eyes screwed tight, jaw clenched, neck muscles corded.

At the last, he shuddered. ‘Release,’ he muttered and rolled onto his back, to exhale and heave in a fresh breath. They gathered above him, looking down as he recovered himself.

‘What the hell was all that about?’ asked Hirad. ‘You mages make things so difficult for yourselves, you know. Keys. They make sense.’

‘The whole point is that the Tower Master should be alerted if someone tries to break in,’ managed Denser.

‘I expect they’d just come in through the window like us, wouldn’t they?’ Hirad held out a hand and helped Denser to his feet.

‘Thanks. You see, what you don’t know is what we’ve triggered, coming through the windows and the office doors. It’s a clever system and I’ll explain it to you some other time.’

‘So what did you do this time?’ asked The Unknown, happy to be distracted.

‘The Tower Master had a single strand of mana attached to the holding spell on the door. I suspect releasing the spell would have the effect of a ringing a bell in his chambers. I had to put in a lattice that would keep the strand at the right focus - that’s tension to you, Hirad - and for that I had to calculate the focus. Not simple but not insurmountable.’

‘And you reckon you got it right?’ asked Hirad.

‘No, I’m just killing time until the Tower Master gets here.’ Denser shook his head.

Hirad suppressed a laugh. ‘Not bad, Denser. Not bad.’ He sobered almost immediately. ‘But not Ilkar. Not yet.’

‘Let’s form up, Raven,’ said The Unknown, taking the cue. ‘Hirad, with me, Rebraal, your bow behind us. Mages centre, Thraun, Darrick you get the rear. And no debate. We see someone, we kill them. With one exception. Everyone understand? Denser, we’ll do best with a SpellShield from you, I expect. Erienne, you and the others remember, no casting unless we’re caught. We can’t afford to be discovered through the mana spectrum.’

The Unknown indicated to Hirad to open the door. He stood to one side as the barbarian edged the gap wider. The domed hall was chill. Lanterns and braziers hung from wall spurs, the arcs of the outer towers and around the circumference of the dominating central stack that was Dystran’s seat of power.

It was a huge chamber. The dome wrapped the towers some thirty feet above their heads. Directly ahead and mostly hidden by Dystran’s tower, the massive gold-embossed arched wooden and iron doors kept out the night, reflecting the brazier and lantern light. Far left, a more sedate set of red-curtained doors led into the banqueting area while to the right, reception rooms were similarly shrouded, closed and empty.

But it was the unlit openings that set The Unknown’s pulse quickening. There were seven. They twisted around and down, led to blind alleys, wards, alarms and, for the mage or guard trusted enough to know, to the base of spiral stairs and the top of the entrances to the catacombs. Seven up to the towers, seven down to where, historically, the seat of Xetesk’s learning lay.

‘Ahead,’ whispered Denser. ‘Skirt Dystran’s tower to the left; we’re headed for the curtained passage to the left of the dome doors.’

The Unknown led them out, his footsteps muffled by the cloth still wrapped around his boots but torn and wearing thin. The marble would give them away if it could. So would his breathing, the creak of his armour, the heat from his body or the call of his soul. Gods, he was prepared to believe anything would. The trouble was, if one Protector was near enough, they would be discovered through him.

A knife was in his hand now and he indicated to Hirad to keep an eye right while he took left, knowing those behind him were doing the same. It was a walk that went on forever beneath Xetesk’s most secure quarters. Every pace could bring doom so quickly. Each footfall might reveal those that surely waited for them.

The Raven crept gradually around the base of Dystran’s tower. Pace by pace, their target passage was revealed and, inch by inch, he began to believe they would reach it without incident.

Footsteps. Echoing. The direction hard to tell but the sound was growing. The Unknown clenched his fist. The Raven stopped, the Al-Arynaar half a pace slower. Rebraal’s bow tensed. Hirad gestured left, the other side of the tower. The Unknown nodded, pointed either side of the tower and shrugged. Hirad shook his head. Denser pointed left and raised his eyebrows. Mouthed ‘trust me’, and began to edge back the way they had come. Right now they were visible from the dome doors. Whichever way the enemy came around the pillar, that was bad.

The footsteps were from more than one person, walking briskly, and clearly now from one of the tower entry passageways. The Unknown locked eyes with Rebraal. He nodded his readiness. All they could do now was to wait.

Men came into the dome. The muffling of the echoes gone as a curtain was pulled aside. The footsteps clattered across the marble, steelshod toe-caps and heels tapping out counter-rhythms. Soldiers. That was something.

There were two of them. Cloaked, helmets under one arm and marching purposefully towards the dome doors. They were talking, one plainly disagreeing with the other. The Unknown recognised the profile of the older one. The younger, the angrier one, he didn’t. He held up a hand, putting it in front of Rebraal’s arrow. The Raven watched the men through the doors, which opened and closed for them, the guards on the outside not looking in as they pulled the slick-hinged and counterweighted halves together.

‘Well, well,’ whispered The Unknown. ‘Still alive.’

‘Who?’ said Hirad, voice dead quiet.

‘Suarav,’ said The Unknown. ‘Must be the oldest soldier on the staff if he trained me, eh?’

‘And the other was Chandyr,’ said Denser. ‘Reporting to Dystran, the pair of them no doubt. Well, Raven, that’s the heads of defence of city and college introduced.’

‘I could have had them,’ said Rebraal, bowstring relaxed once more.

‘Not both of them and not without risk,’ said The Unknown. He stared squarely at Hirad. ‘We aren’t here to kill unnecessarily. Come on. We’ve work to do.’

 


For Ranyl, rest was elusive. A new pain had been growing just beneath his ribs above his stomach and he feared that very soon even the thin soups he was currently able to take in would prove too much.

Now, even his familiar was asking him to submit to spells to numb the agony. He had seen the referred pain in the creature’s eyes but was still determined that he would not allow others to cast on him that which he could not cast himself.

Having abandoned all hope of sleep, Ranyl had retreated to his most comfortable and supportive upright chair. His familiar had added logs to the fire, before curling up in his bed as a feline to sleep. Burrowing under the covers for warmth, his vitality was fading as his master slipped slowly away.

Ranyl knew he wouldn’t be seeing too many more dawns. It was an abiding sadness. From his highest balcony, he had seen the most spectacular fire-red dawns when the season was right. But autumn was more than a lifetime away.

Perhaps worse, though, was that he was unlikely to see the outcome of the war or the final fruition of either the elven or dimensional researches. He allowed himself a smile. Good of Dystran to give him so much involvement. Further sign if it was needed that Dystran had become a worthy and wily Lord of the Mount. After all, he had only allowed Ranyl access to such potential influence in Xetesk after discovering early that the cancer would be terminal.

Before Ranyl had, in fact.

Still, at least he would witness the first use of the adaptable dimensional magics gained from the understanding of the ageing Al-Drechar and the dragon, Sha-Kaan.

And there was another regret. How he would have loved to have met them, elf and beast alike. Again, though, he conceded he should really be grateful. He had, after all enjoyed a key decision-making position in these central affairs.

He must have dozed off momentarily because he felt the cool air on his face without seeing the door to his bedchamber open and close to admit whoever it was who had come to see him. He sighed and opened his eyes, his vision swimming slightly as it always did. Another messenger, was it? Or perhaps Dystran. That would be comforting. He had a sudden urge to know what was going on and how the hunt for the elven raiders went.

The room was darker. It was because two figures were standing in front of the fire. He could sense others in the room too but he focused on the nearest. Strange there should be so many and he felt a menace that unnerved him.

‘Our apologies for disturbing you, Master Ranyl,’ said one, the smaller of the pair. He could make out a beard but the finer features were still blurred. The voice he recognised but couldn’t place. At least it was human, not elven and he felt himself relax. He blinked and his vision cleared further.

‘But we have messages to pass to you and the Circle Seven, and we have information to collect and you know where it is.’ This was the other man. Huge, shaven-headed and deep-voiced.

Ranyl’s calm deserted him. He knew these men. And a glance told him he knew nearly all in the room. His bedchamber. His heart was racing and pain flared in his stomach.

‘Dear Gods burning, how did you get in here?’




Chapter 18

 


 


 


 


The TaiGethen fanned out from the base of the stairwell and ran across the ground floor. Two cells, six elite hunter-warriors armed with short blades, jaqruis and bows. Silent through the grid of shelves and cases, feet caressing stone, wood and carpet, their eyes missing nothing.

The Al-Arynaar mages walked in their wake, drinking in the mass of Xeteskian knowledge all around them, calm in the certainty that while the TaiGethen hunted in front of them, they had nothing to fear.

Auum ran at their head, with Duele and Evunn to his left, flitting in and out of his peripheral vision between the shelves. Marack and her cell mirrored them to the right. As on the upper floors, they expected to find no one. Their sweep took them through the desks and tables and all the way to the doors closed against the night and a threat that had already bypassed them.

Auum paused at the doors and the TaiGethen gathered about him. The library was a welcome change from the city outside and its filthy cloying odours. The air smelled of ancient paper, treated wood and the mustiness of age, mixed with traces of lantern oil. He breathed it in deeply before he spoke, voice low.

‘You have all seen the five doors we passed on our left. These are the archive chambers of which Denser spoke. If the Aryn Hiil is here, it will be in one of those. You have all seen the light from beneath two of the doors. Split by Tai cell, one mage to each. Remember Denser’s warnings and let Tual’s hands guide yours. We move.’

Auum led his Tai back into the library, heading past tables and around bookshelves to the row of five doors that led into the secure archive chambers. He stood back to let the mage move to the door. She stood directly in front of it and tuned to the mana spectrum. Beside Auum, Duele held his bow, and Evunn, two short swords.

Two doors along, Marack was ready. Auum nodded. The mages got to work.

 


Nyam’s curiosity was undimmed. And he had no doubt the Al-Drechar were shielding a One mage despite their obstructive comments. Ever since their arrival, they had been kept from the most private rooms in the old house. The few remaining elves from the Guild of Drech were most insistent that their mistresses be afforded quiet and rest much of the time, so limiting the Xeteskian interrogation and, importantly, observation.

It was also clear that they were friendly enough with Diera who in turn had the ear of Sha-Kaan. And the dragon, weakened and without fire though he was, had let it be known that he didn’t see the roof and walls of the house as a barrier to killing those who stepped out of line.

There came a time, however, when a mage had to make his move. Had to be noticed by the Circle Seven for initiative, ability, courage and loyalty. Gods drowning, on this small rock buried in the Southern Ocean that was difficult but Nyam had always been taught to grab opportunities, and he saw one now.

Let the others lick their wounds and remain scared of two old women and a dying dragon. He had listened to the messages passed via the Protectors through the Soul Tank. He knew the growing anxiety over the reality that the One still blossomed outside Herendeneth and not in Xeteskian control. He had heard the rumours of the identity of the practitioner; and in so many ways it all made sense though their research hadn’t revealed how The Raven mage, Erienne, might have developed the talent following her daughter’s death. Best guess was it arose coincidentally but the fact remained that there were two people on this island who knew the truth. Nyam had the chance for quick promotion sleeping not thirty yards from him. He wasn’t about to let his colleagues take it first. He had to gamble on the rumour being true and he had to do it now.

The night was humid and, as ever, still. Stars scattered the night sky delivering nothing in the way of light and the house itself had few lanterns burning. Nyam walked through the damp-smelling corridors to the wing where the Al-Drechar, Diera and Jonas slept. Two Guild elves stood guard at its entrance, barring his way.

‘I apologise for the unpleasantness of the hour but I have news concerning The Unknown Warrior that Diera must hear.’

‘She is sleeping,’ said one of the elves in heavily accented Balaian.

‘I know, and I would normally keep news until the morning but this she must hear now. He is in serious danger.’

‘You would worry her this much about things she cannot influence? ’

‘She has always said she would know everything,’ countered Nyam. ‘Please. Come with me to her. Ask her yourself before I even see her. At least give her the option.’

He knew they had no choice. He knew he looked innocent and sincere. One shrugged, the other nodded and the door was opened for him. He was accompanied the short distance down the corridor by the elf who had spoken to him, arriving at Diera’s door where he was told to wait. Further down the corridor, more Guild elves stood guard in front of the Al-Drechar’s private rooms. Shortly, the elf reappeared and beckoned him in. As they passed, the elf caught his arm.

‘Do not wake the child. Do not betray our trust,’ he said. ‘You are here but we do not want you here. Remember that.’

Nyam nodded and walked inside. Diera was sitting on the side of her bed, a light shawl draped over her shoulders and covering the top of her nightdress. One hand stroked her sleeping son’s head. A lamp, wick turned low, was enough to reveal her anxious face and knotted hair. Gods but she was so alluring. A woman just woken. How sweet it would be if she were to beckon him to her.

Of course, she did not. She stared at him with a mixture of trepidation and contempt.

‘Tell me about my husband,’ she demanded. ‘And make it quick. I may need to talk to Sha-Kaan.’

‘Of course,’ said Nyam. ‘And I am truly sorry for the intrusion.’ She waved away his apology. ‘And I am sorry for worrying you but it is not your husband who is in danger. It is Erienne.’

He held his breath for her reaction. There was none barring a coldness across her face.

‘If my husband is not in danger, then neither is Erienne. I suggest you provide better reason for this unwelcome visit.’

Beside her, Jonas stirred. She stared at Nyam meaningfully.

‘The power the Al-Drechar help her contain,’ he said, all the time studying her face. ‘They are not strong enough any more. We can help. Xetesk wants the One to grow.’

‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ said Diera, but there was no irritation in her voice and a flicker across her eyes gave her away.

‘You do,’ said Nyam gently. ‘I know you do.’

‘Go,’ said Diera. ‘I can’t help you.’ She pulled the shawl tighter around her.

Nyam leaned forward and grabbed her upper arms roughly. ‘Damn you, woman, you will help,’ he hissed, seeing her moment’s shock give way to fear. ‘We cannot afford to have her running around unprotected by us. If the Al-Drechar were to fail, Balaia would be devastated all over again. My reports are it is already starting. Why do you think I am waking you now? Whatever it is the Al-Drechar are doing right now, it isn’t enough. I must be allowed to see them, observe them, so we can lend our strength.’

‘Then why not talk to the Guild elves or the Al-Drechar themselves if you are so genuine?’ she asked.

‘Because without you with me, they won’t believe me. They will deny everything fearing what we will do. But all we want to do is help Erienne live.’

‘Let go of my arms.’

He did so. ‘I am sorry. Please Diera, for all our sakes?’

‘You must think me very stupid, deaf or both,’ she said, meeting his gaze. ‘Do you think I talk to no one? Do you think I know nothing of Xetesk’s desires? I am not the dim wife and mother you clearly think me to be. I am the wife of The Unknown Warrior. And you are in more trouble than you can possibly imagine.’

Nyam knew that already. A sense of calm had descended on him. He shrugged.

‘The time for such fears is past. Xetesk has a war to win. Control of Erienne will bring us that victory.’

‘She’s just one Dordovan mage.’

Nyam smiled. ‘Diera, I do respect you and your strength. Sol could not have chosen better. But respect me too. Erienne is very much more than just one Dordovan. Deny it all you like but we will prove it. Now, are we going to visit the Al-Drechar together?’

‘Why should I move? All I have to do is shout.’

‘Diera.’ Nyam’s lips thinned with his patience. ‘My actions might bring about my death, I’m not sure. One thing I am sure of is that if you don’t help me now, they will certainly bring about yours.’ He reached a hand down to Jonas. ‘Such a lovely boy. He needs his mother. Don’t you think?’

 


Gylac knew he was close to the breakthrough. It could see him to the Circle Seven on Ranyl’s death. The prospect excited him more than it should but he couldn’t help it. He’d begun to notice the links in the elven texts two days before. Amongst the partially translated passages and the tracts of so far indecipherable script, there was a pattern emerging.

This Aryn Hiil was so much more than the history and practice of a religion expressed in ancient elvish. He was sure of that now though in truth, Dystran and Ranyl had always suspected it.

His initial theorising had been backed up by independent research from another member of his staff. It built on the centuries-old notion that the elves were inherently and dependently magical. All of them. The Elfsorrow had proved that beyond question but had run its course before they could synthesise it as a spell.

Now it looked as if they wouldn’t have to worry about the loss of that opportunity. Because if he was right, and the magical theory supported him, there was a way of unpicking an elf from the mana that made him vulnerable. The elven nation would become Xetesk’s new thralled race. Never mind Protectors, this would be a weapon infinitely more powerful. And it would be infinitely less risky than making pacts with demons.

He wouldn’t sleep ’til he had the answer. After all, Ranyl didn’t have long to live.

Gylac heard the door behind him open. He turned in his high backed chair, placing his quill on his note book.

‘So, have you—’

What he saw in front of him was impossible. Laughable almost. He wasn’t sure if he smiled or not. He felt a hot, incredibly hot, lancing pain in his throat. His body was flung back, connecting with the edge of the table. He scrabbled at the pain, trying to look down. He saw the shaft of an arrow and felt the hot pumping blood on his hands. There was a roaring in his ears.

They were all around him now, soundless like spirits. He was pushed aside, heard a short exclamation. They had the Aryn Hiil. His prize. His safe passage to power. He grabbed at an arm.

‘You can’t,’ he gurgled, or thought he did.

A face stared down at him, so cold. The eyes held a hatred that made him shudder. He heard some words.

‘Shorth awaits you.’

His grip slackened.

 


Ranyl barely had the strength to be scared, the pain in his stomach had intensified and his breath shortened. But even he could not help but respect the tenacity of this most deep of the thorns in Xetesk’s side.

‘You are persistent, I grant you that,’ he said. ‘We had thought you hidden outside Lystern somewhere.’

‘Hiding is not in our nature,’ said The Unknown Warrior.

Ranyl nodded and craned his head. ‘Why don’t you all come round here so I can see you. It isn’t often one is confronted by The Raven in its entirety.’

‘This is not the entire Raven. Ilkar died because of you.’ Ranyl felt the touch of steel on his neck. ‘Don’t try anything. You aren’t quick enough to beat me.’

Ranyl chuckled. ‘Oh, Hirad, I am long past casting spells. I cannot muster the focus even to numb my own pain.’

‘Gods’ sake, Hirad, put it away,’ said Denser.

‘No,’ said Hirad. ‘No chances. Not in here.’

‘My Lord Ranyl, we mean you no harm—’

‘Right . . .’

‘Hirad!’ snapped Denser.

‘He is Circle Seven. He is guilty of Ilkar’s death. Mean him no harm if you like. I feel different.’

‘We should have factored you in,’ said Ranyl. ‘Never ignore The Raven, eh?’

‘My Lord.’

‘Denser, yes, I’m sorry. What is it you want?’ He felt for the bond with his familiar but it was weak. The demon was lost in sleep. He tried to pulse it awake, cursing his fading ability.

‘Your dimensional researches. Tell us where they are,’ said Denser. ‘We need them.’

‘Why?’

‘That’s our business.’

‘Hirad, please,’ said Denser. ‘We have a friend to send home.’

‘Ah, of course,’ said Ranyl. ‘The great Sha-Kaan. He will be repatriated when we have the capacity.’

The blade pressed harder. ‘Wrong,’ said Hirad. ‘Every day, he dies a little more. If you can do it, you’ll help us do it now.’

Ranyl waved a hand. ‘It is a fairly simple casting. We just don’t have the time. Now if you could persuade your friends to lift their siege, we could help you.’ He pulsed again. The familiar didn’t respond.

‘Where is the research held? And who is in charge of it?’ demanded Denser. ‘I know you. Nothing is left unrecorded. Which catacomb houses it?’

Ranyl shrugged. ‘I haven’t been down there for sometime, Denser. It could be anywhere.’

‘He’s stalling,’ said another voice. Female.

‘Erienne,’ he said. The prize had walked into his bedchamber. ‘I grieve for your loss.’

‘Liar.’

‘But a greater loss to the world would be you,’ said Ranyl. ‘You have such potential. Stay with us.’

‘I’ve had enough of this.’ The Unknown Warrior stepped in and grabbed Ranyl’s jaw in one huge hand. He squeezed. ‘No more games. No more delay. Let’s get one thing straight. We can get in here undetected any time we want to so I suggest you take what I am about to say very seriously.’

The Unknown’s face was very close to Ranyl’s and he could see in the ex-Protector’s eyes, the truth behind his words. There was more to this than capturing research. The warrior continued.

‘Already, the Aryn Hiil will have been taken by its rightful owners but that isn’t the only crime of yours we are halting here tonight. You will tell us where the dimensional alignment research is held so that we can end Sha-Kaan’s imprisonment on Balaia, a trivial action unworthy of your urgent attention or not.’ The grip on Ranyl’s jaw tightened and The Unknown’s face darkened further.

‘There’s something else. You and the rest of the Circle Seven will see to it that no harm comes to my wife and son on Herendeneth. They are there to keep them from the wreckage of this country. They are not your pawns. You will not suffer them to be threatened, used as any kind of ransom or even allow them to be touched by any Xeteskian.

‘Do not fool yourself I will not find out. You know we are in contact. If anything . . . anything . . . happens to my family through one of your power games, you will wish your sickness had taken you earlier. And the Circle Seven will wish fervently that they had listened to you relating my words.

‘Do you understand me?’

Ranyl was silent. No one had ever talked to him that way. His first reaction was to counter-threaten but he was in no position right now.

‘I—’ His mouth would barely open, such was the pressure from The Unknown’s hand.

‘Do you understand me?’ He relaxed his grip.

‘I hear you.’

‘Good.’

‘What a shame, though,’ said Ranyl.

‘I beg your pardon?’ asked Denser.

‘You could have been so much more.’

‘Who?’

‘You, Denser. The Circle Seven needs you. And you, Sol. You could have been the leader of the Protectors.’

The Unknown leaned in further, his smile carrying no humour.

‘I already am.’ He straightened. ‘So talk. The research.’

Ranyl breathed in deeply. They had handed him control though they appeared not to realise it. Anything to keep them here a little longer.

‘We are testing our theories night and day in the catacombs below my Tower. I am the Circle Seven mage sponsoring dimensional research. Kestys is my lead man.’ He shrugged. ‘You know where to go, Denser. Take it, if you think you’re able.’

‘Do we need to know anything else?’ asked Hirad.

Denser shook his head. ‘No. He’s telling the truth.’

‘Why would I do otherwise?’ said Ranyl. ‘I have so little still to lose.’

‘Let’s go,’ said The Unknown. ‘Denser. Ranyl looks tired.’

‘No problem.’

Denser began to cast. Ranyl knew he would. There was no point in raising an objection and, in truth, a large part of him looked forward to a few hours of blissful, pain-free rest. He felt a twitch in his mind. He smiled.

The Raven prepared to leave. Their big, blond, silent and clearly troubled warrior put an ear to the door and shook his head. Lystern’s greatest loss, Ry Darrick, went to his shoulder, others followed him.

‘Ready for this?’ asked Denser, voice a little faint with the effort of sustaining the casting, simple though it was.

‘I am,’ said Ranyl.

The spell was never cast. Ranyl’s bed exploded in torn cloth and feathers. His familiar screamed its fury, taking the air on leathery wings, mouth slathering, eyes burning with hatred of the invaders.

The reaction was instantaneous. Denser turned, dismissed the sleep spell and began to prepare again. The Unknown’s sword was out of his scabbard, pointed towards the familiar, his free hand pushing Erienne behind him.

‘Fly!’ shouted Ranyl. ‘Ignore them, fly!’

‘Block the window!’ Hirad was already running for the open windows on to the balcony. ‘Thraun, we’ve got to stop it.’

The blond warrior, Thraun, growled. Ignoring his weapons, he ran to the centre of the room, putting himself between the familiar and the window. Around him, the elven mages were preparing too. Darrick kept his attention on the door, another elf had a bow ready, arrow nocked, looking for a clear shot.

The familiar flitted above their heads, circled the small chandelier. It flew at Thraun, raked a claw across his face and laughed as the blood began to flow.

‘Denser, we need you!’ Hirad’s voice cut across the laughter.

Thraun made a jump, quick and powerful, catching the familiar by surprise and closing a fist around its trailing leg. It squealed. Thraun dropped back down, dragging the creature with him.

‘Hold it, hold it!’ roared The Unknown. ‘Denser.’

‘Time,’ gasped Denser.

Ranyl kicked out a foot. It caught Denser in the back of the leg. He flinched. It was enough.

‘Damn you!’ he grated. ‘Rebraal, keep this man quiet.’

Thraun was struggling with the familiar. The size of a monkey, it had a strength far greater than its stature. It swivelled in his grip, head biting down, jaws clamping on Thraun’s wrist. The warrior yelled, fingers uncurled.

‘No!’ spat Hirad.

The demon flew back into the air, screamed again and dived for the balcony window. Hirad launched himself at it. It balled a fist and lashed it into the barbarian’s face, snapping his head back. Hirad still laid a hand on it but it was too strong, flying out into the night, chittering and screeching, calling the college to arms.

Hirad dragged himself to his feet, a hand feeling the side of his face below his right ear. He stared out after the familiar before turning to meet The Unknown’s grim face.

‘Oh, shit.’

The alarms began to sound.




Chapter 19

 


 


 


 


Auum ran back out into the library from the archive chamber, the Aryn Hiil inside his tunic, its comforting presence had brought a glow to his whole body. He had felt energised, vindicated. Every elf would benefit. They had taken back something so precious and could return home to talk about what might come next.

But so quickly, his mood had evaporated. Outside the library, alarms were sounding. Even through the thick walls and the cloying quiet, they could hear the shouts of men and the chilling call of demon familiars in the sky. The college was awake, it knew the raiders were inside and TaiGethen were at risk out in the open grounds. Perhaps it was they who had been discovered. Somehow he doubted it.

He couldn’t afford the time to get back to the roof and led his people towards the doors.

‘Answers,’ he said as he ran. ‘Windows?’

‘Not viable. Fixed, large and spell-maintained,’ said Sian’erei from behind him.

‘Door, then. Check quickly.’ Sian and Vinuun paced away. ‘Marack, defend our right. Eye to the sky. You cannot kill the demons but you can hold them off. Duele, Evunn, bows. Yniss save us.’

‘Trouble,’ said Sian. ‘This door is locked by metal and spell. Those men we killed were in here for the night. The spell is a WardLock, timed to release at dawn. We can’t counter it.’

Auum cast his gaze to the heavens. The area above the doors caught his eye. Five richly-coloured circular windows ringed the portal. Decorative, probably telling a story judging by the depictions upon them and definitely a weakness.

He snapped his fingers and Duele followed his gaze.

‘We can all climb there,’ he said. ‘Tais, we move.’

Dystran cast around for something to punch. Not confident about the state of his knuckles if he threw one at Myx, he chose instead to smash his glass in the grate of his dying fire.

‘How? By all the Gods drowning, how?’

‘We do not know,’ said Myx. ‘We will discover. Mages are investigating. ’

‘Well, bugger that for now,’ said Dystran, grabbing his cloak and swinging it around his shoulders. ‘Come on. And pass on these instructions as we go.’

‘My Lord.’

‘Ranyl is available, I suppose?’

‘I do not know,’ said Myx.

‘Of course you don’t.’ Dystran hurried out of the office in his tower and took the stairs at a trot, knotting his cloak as he went. ‘I want the reserve in here, combing the ground. I want every available Protector back from the walls. Get me the Circle Seven in Ranyl’s tower quicker than they’ve ever moved before. And get every guard off the damn walls. Blind as they are, they might as well help look, even if it means they pat the ground with their hands.

‘Damn those bloody elves!’

Dystran simply could not believe it. What had he missed? How long had the elves been inside? Ranyl’s familiar had been apoplectic with rage. Unable to answer anything coherently and beside itself with anxiety about its master, Dystran had dismissed it before starting to break the glassware. All he really needed to know was that the raiders had got into Ranyl’s tower. And if they’d got there, they could have breached anywhere.

‘Last thing. Double the library guard. Do it now. Oh, and get me Suarav. He has some explaining to do.’

 


‘Go!’ shouted The Unknown. ‘Get out, now. We can still make the escape.’

‘What about him?’ Hirad pointed at Ranyl.

The Unknown grabbed his arm. ‘Hardly matters now, does it?’ He glared at the dying Circle Seven mage. ‘What I said about my family? Remember it and believe it.’

‘You aren’t getting out of here,’ said Ranyl.

‘No?’ The Unknown turned and spread his arms. ‘Raven! Raven with me!’

He led the charge from the top of Ranyl’s tower. Long sword in his right hand, he took the stairs two at a time, ignoring the pain in his hip and bracing himself on the outside wall, the spiral unwinding in front of him.

‘What about the wards?’ he called over his shoulder.

‘Straight through,’ said Denser, puffing at the effort. ‘What’s another couple of alarms, eh?’

‘What indeed.’ The Unknown ploughed on, hurdling the bodies of Ranyl’s personal guard on the second and first landings. ‘Hirad, you there?’

‘Right behind you.’

‘Hit anything that comes at you. I think it could be interesting in the dome.’

‘No problem.’

They were a few strides from the base of the tower. The wards would start tripping the moment they moved into the curving corridors that led to the centre of the complex.

‘Ready, Raven,’ warned The Unknown. ‘Rebraal, your mages need to deploy shields. Erienne, anything you like; Denser, something like a ForceCone?’

He heard the answers and focused ahead. His boots, still wrapped by strips of cloth, made muffled slaps on the stone. He spun off the base of the spiral stairs, up a short rise to a sharp left and into a longer, tight curve upwards. At the end of the curve, the way down to the catacombs, now denied them in the chase to escape. The Unknown didn’t spare it a look, running by, triggering an alarm ward which shrilled painfully in his ears.

He burst through the curtained alcove, the second ward sounding, a flat tone repeating again and again. The Raven surged out into the dome behind him, Hirad taking up station to his right, Darrick and Thraun left, the Al-Arynaar in a loose group behind Denser and Erienne.

‘Down!’ snapped Denser.

Hirad and The Unknown ducked. A ForceCone played over their heads, knocking two Xeteskian swordsmen from their feet. The Raven ran into the gap left, heading for the dome doors. One of the Al-Arynaar split off, aiming for the office entrance they’d come through.

‘No,’ shouted Denser. ‘We can’t go back that way! Stop.’

‘Rebraal, call him back,’ ordered The Unknown, not taking his eyes from the doors. They were opening. ‘Do we have a SpellShield? ’

‘You do,’ Rebraal confirmed before shouting in elvish.

‘Keep it tight, Raven.’

The Unknown tapped his blade on the ground in front of him as he advanced. The first of the Xeteskian guard spilled in, seven forming up with more filling the space behind them, expecting to be confronted by elves. What they saw, for those who recognised The Raven, was worse.

‘One pace and duck,’ said Erienne.

Tried and tested, the warrior line did as instructed, barely pausing while the IceWind howled over their heads, slicing into the oncoming soldiers. A shield flared deep blue, feeding the power of the Dordovan spell over its surface and away into the floor. Even so, the line faltered. Rebraal’s bow thudded, an arrow found its mark and the first guard died.

‘Tight form, Raven, let’s go,’ called The Unknown.

Using the central column as a pivot, The Raven spaced to the outer wall and moved in, Darrick the man on the flank watching for the expected flanking moves. Denser was with him, a second ForceCone poised.

‘This needs to be quick!’ Hirad’s voice echoed off the dome ceiling.

The Unknown brought his blade up and parried a heavy blow from a huge guardsman whose eyes peered from beneath a metal helm, his hands engulfing the hilt of his sword. Beside him, Hirad lunged straight forward, weight to the left, anticipating the block and maintaining his balance.

But it was the left of the Raven line where the damage was most quickly wrought. Darrick was far too fast for his opponent, feinting left by the tower base and striking right, his blade piercing chest armour and ripping into ribs and heart. And Thraun didn’t bother with subtlety. Clearing his head with a howl from his wolven side he swung overhead, one-handed, crushing the skull of his first attacker and moving on a pace to pile his left fist into the face of the next, flattening nose and driving him back into his comrades.

‘Come on!’ yelled Hirad, seeing the carnage to his left. He battered his blade in across his body, seeing it parried away but leaving his attacker open. The barbarian moved into the space and shoved the man back and off balance with a push to his chest, following up with a strike into his left leg, chopping deep into flesh and bone. The man went down screaming.

‘HardShield up,’ said Erienne.

‘Rebraal, how many more can you see?’ The Unknown was happy to keep the big man in front of him quiet while he marshalled the move. He dropped in a low strike left to right, saw it parried but clumsily. The man might be powerful, but he was slow. ‘Any time,’ he whispered.

‘Five in front,’ replied Rebraal. ‘Five behind.’ The sound of another arrow. ‘Four. Mage down.’

‘Denser!’ called The Unknown, blocking another massive overhead blow, turning the blade aside and slashing in with his dagger, forcing the enemy back. ‘Round left. Darrick, watch him. Rebraal cover. Pushing Raven.’

The Raven moved. Denser turned and ran away around the base of Dystran’s tower, Rebraal right with him. Darrick pressured forwards, engaging two opponents with Thraun by him, powering in strokes that drove his targets further and further back. And The Unknown stared the massive guard in the eye.

‘Time to die.’

Before his hip was smashed, The Unknown had been the fastest man in Balaia with a two-handed blade. Now without the core balance to trust himself with the heavier blade, his switch to the long sword and dagger had increased his strike rate even further. He already knew his enemy couldn’t follow him so he waited. Dully, the guard tried to get in first, unwinding a scything blow across his chest. The Unknown simply ducked beneath it, came up moving forward and, with his dagger parrying away left to block any return, stabbed clear through the guard’s throat.

The Raven stepped up again and now the Xeteskian mages responded, spells clattering into the Al-Arynaar’s shield. The Unknown held his breath. Julatsan magic wasn’t as sure as it had been. FlameOrbs splashed harmlessly away, DeathHail following, again repulsed. From the opposite side of the tower base, Rebraal found another victim and Denser’s ForceCone hit the enemy immediately after.

Without their mage shield, the Xeteskian guards were helpless. The Cone caught them flank on, tumbling men into each other and driving them across the floor towards the outer wall. Denser kept the pressure on, the shouts of the guards weakening as they fell to unconsciousness, crushing them together against unyielding stone. Some would never rise again.

In front of The Raven, the path was almost clear, with any Xeteskians left standing in disarray. Hirad drove his blade into the midriff of one attacker, The Unknown thundered his through, waist high, following up with a killing blow with his dagger. Rebraal’s bow let loose again, this time the shaft skittering off the far wall and falling harmlessly.

‘Go Raven!’ Hirad’s call sent The Raven running through the broken line towards the doors.

The Unknown turned to the two mages, beckoning them on. ‘Rebraal. Keep your mages up. We can’t afford them to lag, this is going to be tight as it is.’

‘Right at the doors!’ Denser’s voice rose above the turmoil of shouts of pain and warning coming from the Xeteskians and the sound of The Raven charging for the outside. ‘Follow the dome to the Mana Bowl.’

‘Raven!’ roared Hirad. ‘Raven with me!’

 


Dystran heard the impacts of spells, felt a faint vibration through his tower walls. He increased his pace, Myx stepping in front of him to lead the way.

‘What the hell is happening in my bloody college!’

‘Protectors are moving from the walls. Suarav has been summoned. The Circle Seven are gathering themselves to be with you in Lord Ranyl’s tower,’ replied Myx smoothly.

‘Damn that. Gods burning, Myx, who the hell is tearing up my dome! Right under my bloody feet!’

‘It must be the elves, my Lord.’

‘Yes,’ snapped Dystran. ‘Yes. Hurry up.’

‘My Lord.’

They made the base of the tower and Myx led them unerringly through the maze of corridors and passages beneath the dome that led to the other towers, to the banqueting halls and to the catacombs. Since the incident with Captain Yron, Dystran had insisted alarm wards be reinstituted and guards be doubled for all the Circle Seven. Not that they had stopped the raiders reaching Ranyl. He had also closed off the known route to the reception chambers from his tower. Too many people knew about it. Too many chances to be betrayed.

The two men chased up the stairs, Dystran muttering at the sight of the bodies they passed on the two landings.

‘Worse than bloody useless. What have I done to deserve this?’

‘My Lord?’

‘Never mind. Let me through.’

Myx paused and Dystran passed him. Ranyl’s bedchamber door was open and he could hear low voices. He strode in without bothering to knock.

‘My Lord Ranyl, are you hurt?’

‘Only my pride.’ Ranyl was sitting in his favourite chair by his fire. The familiar, much calmer now though veins stilled pulsed anger in its bald head, sat on the back of the chair, stroking the old master’s head.

‘No injuries? What did they want?’

‘The research of course. They want to send their dragon home, same as ever.’

Dystran paused, frowning. ‘The what . . . ? What do elves care about Sha-Kaan.’

Ranyl laughed. ‘Oh no, my Lord. The elves already have what they came for, or so I’m told.’

‘So who . . . ?’

‘Who else? The Raven.’

Dystran started violently. ‘What?’ For a moment, he couldn’t believe what he was hearing and then the thoughts started to cascade through his head. ‘Gods falling, the bolt hole.’

‘My Lord?’

‘Denser knows it exists. Think, Ranyl, he was the Dawnthief mage, he had to know.’ He spun to Myx. ‘Drive them away from the Mana Bowl. No wait.’ He swung back to Ranyl. ‘And she is with them?’

‘Of course she is,’ replied Ranyl.

‘Where’s Suarav?’

‘On his way, my Lord,’ said Myx.

‘Can’t wait for him. Look, get this word around,’ said Dystran. ‘I want the Mana Bowl sealed up so tight a mouse couldn’t squeeze its arse in. And when you find The Raven, it’s very, very important that Erienne is not harmed. Is that crystal clear?’

‘Yes, my Lord. And the others?’

‘No one leaves here. Not an elf, not a Raven,’ said Dystran. ‘And since Erienne is the only one I want unharmed, if I’m not mistaken that means every other enemy of Xetesk dies. Got it?’

Myx shifted uncomfortably. ‘I understand your desire.’

Dystran passed a hand over his face. ‘And if you and your questionable alliance of Protector brothers don’t feel you can fight against your dear departed colleague, Sol, don’t. There are plenty of elves out there, I am sure.’

‘Yes, my Lord.’

‘One more thing,’ said Dystran. ‘Get me a Protector on Herendeneth. I want to talk to one of my mages. Time to turn the heat up, I think, see if our all-but-caged bird really is the one we think she is.’

 


The windows were opaque with age and the shifting lantern and torch light did nothing to help Auum see what was immediately below him. He didn’t have time to worry. One TaiGethen elf stood on the wide and ornate frame surrounding each of the library doors. All weapons were stowed, each elf held a heavy book.

‘You know what to do, you know where we are spreading. Al-Arynaar, care. Shield us if you can. Tual will see us from this place.’ He nodded. ‘We move.’

Auum straight-armed the spine of the book hard into the window. The ancient glass and lead fell outwards in large pieces. Another strike and the window frame was clear. He dropped the book, grabbed the base of the window and turned a tight roll through it, straightening his legs when they cleared and landing in a crouch, hand already unclipping his jaqrui pouch, the other grabbing at a short sword.

Directly ahead of him, Xeteskians were running towards the library along the side of a long low building. Far enough away for now. He spun on his heel, taking in the Tais, all of whom had landed and moved. There were three guards in front of the library doors, already dragging swords from scabbards and forming up a defensive trio. He ran at them, Duele and Evunn were with him.

The TaiGethen cell tore in. Auum flicked out a jaqrui. It keened through the air, the ghostly sound echoing from the library walls, and ripped into the sword arm of a guard who grunted and clutched at the wound. Both Duele and Evunn favoured dual short swords. Evunn surged up the steps, ducked a blow, spun a roundhouse kick into the chest of his target and followed through with twin chopping strikes, left to right, biting deep into neck and shoulder. Immediately, he turned and backhanded the next guard, Duele burying his sword deep into the same unfortunate’s chest. Before Auum could finish off his wounded man, his Tai had completed the job.

‘Go,’ said Auum.

The Tai sprinted left around the library walls, across the way of the soldiers closing in. They would be on Marack quickly. Auum increased his pace. The gardens where Porrack and Allyne were hidden were close by.

‘Tais, move!’ shouted Auum. ‘We are discovered.’

The enemy were closing on them from ahead and right. Perhaps twenty swordsmen and crossbowmen appearing from around the sides of more of the long rooms in which their mages’ spells were tested. Ahead, he could see his brothers move fluidly to their feet and begin to run. Like spirits rising from the ground they came and he could hear the whine and whisper of jaqruis and the thrum of bowstrings through the growing clamour bouncing from the walls of every building.

Auum’s Tai split, creating a wide front and narrow targets. Auum whipped out two more throwing crescents. Left of him, Duele hugged the walls of the library in deep shadow, closing on men who could barely see him approaching through the gloom. Right, Evunn had sheathed a short sword and his jaqrui howled away. The enemy were scant yards distant and the crossbow bolts started to fly.

Auum zig-zagged into the centre of them, diving forward to turn a roll across the ground, coming to his feet and driving his blade into the groin of an enemy. He leapt away, Duele now in the mêlèe with him, drop-kicking into a face and carving a deep cut across a throat.

Now, Porrack and Allyne hit the rear of the Xeteskians, taking the crossbowmen apart. Auum ducked a blow, raised his sword to parry another and smashed the base of his left palm up into the face of his attacker, punching him off his feet. He danced backwards, assessing his next target. Three men rushed him. He grabbed out his other short blade, backed off a pace and let them come. To the right, one crumpled and fell, a jaqrui thrown by Evunn buried in his mouth, blood pouring from his ruined face.

Auum whirled his blades in front of him, feinted to strike, dropped to his haunches and swept the feet from the nearest man. Ignoring him, he drove upright, blocked two quick strikes from the remaining guard and whipped a blade into the man’s chest, sending him stumbling back, leather armour slit and blood welling from the wound.

The man on the ground was back on his heels. Auum lashed a kick into his head, laying him out cold. In front of him, Porrack was surrounded and took a deep cut in one arm. He responded, kicking high and straight into the head of his attacker. The man’s head snapped back with a sickening crack. Auum stepped in, his blade burying itself to the hilt in the lower back of another.

It was enough. The Xeteskians ran, disengaging and running back to the south of the college and relative safety.

‘Leave them,’ ordered Auum. ‘Tais, with me.’

The glow of spells bloomed to the north side of the library, deep blue and orange. The TaiGethen and their Al-Arynaar charges turned back to help Marack and her cell. Auum led them right around the library, seeing Marack backed up the steps of the building and against the doors. One of her Tai was down but moving, the mage was casting and a dozen men were moving in, swords, crossbows and magic.

Duele and Evunn took up the call of the spider monkey, the guttural sound distracting the attackers, some of whom turned. Orders were barked, warnings called and the line changed formation. The TaiGethen threw jaqrui crescents. The Xeteskians answered with crossbows. A bolt grazed Auum’s left arm. He heard a grunt behind him and someone stumbled. They would be helped, it was the TaiGethen way. He ran on.

Ahead, the Al-Arynaar mage loosed a spell. Deep yellow Orbs flew out into the enemy line, striking them dead centre. The SpellShield held, dazzling the night sky with sudden bright blue. And beyond the battle, the noise of more fighting.

The Raven.

They may have been to blame for their discovery by the Xeteskians but, true to their word, they were covering the agreed escape route. Auum let the smallest of smiles cross his face and stepped in to grace the field of battle once more.




Chapter 20

 


 


 


 


Nyam looked on, his mouth moving soundlessly. Surely, here was the evidence he needed. But whether he should take action was something else entirely. To his left, Cleress slept, so deep that nothing of the past few moments had disturbed her. In front of him, Myriell sat bolt upright in a chair, her head cushioned, tended by a Guild elf. Her eyes were closed but she was not asleep. He could see her eyes moving beneath their lids. Her hands occasionally teased at the air and, like him, her mouth was moving and her brow furrowed deeply but with concentration, not confusion.

He had misjudged Diera badly. The woman was far stronger than he had thought and that had led to the stand-off in which he now found himself. The moment he had threatened her life, she had snatched up her child and screamed for help, bringing the Guild elves into the bedroom. Almost immediately, Protectors had forced their way past the guards.

And now, Protectors ringed the entrance to the chambers, keeping the rest of the Guild elves away while Nyam studied the Al-Drechar. But more Protectors guarded the door to Diera’s bedroom too, underlining their split loyalties and the fine line Nyam was treading. His colleagues, he noticed, were either unwilling or unable to join him. Perhaps they were giving thought to the morning and how they would save their own pathetic lives when Sha-Kaan inevitably came to exact his retribution.

‘Why did you do it?’ asked Nerane, the elf mopping Myriell’s brow. ‘We were helping you every way we could. We answered your questions.’

‘Not all of them,’ said Nyam. ‘And now I have the answer I need for my masters in Xetesk. You should not have hidden the fact that another One mage was alive and under your protection. We want to perpetuate the order, see it grow again.’

‘You would take it for yourselves.’ Myriell’s voice was cracked and exhausted. ‘We will not allow that.’

Nyam looked at the old elf again, saw her eyes open and staring at him with unfettered disgust.

‘That assumes you have a choice,’ said Nyam.

‘We always have a choice.’

‘You are protecting her now?’

‘I am doing what I must. You risk what you covet by your intrusion,’ said Myriell, her eyes closing again.

‘You must let us help you,’ said Nyam.

‘We will never let our secrets fall into the hands of any college,’ she said, voice faint. ‘Get out.’

Nyam felt torn between his respect for the Al-Drechar and his need to exert his authority. Threats weren’t working. He heard footsteps behind him and turned his head to see a Protector approach.

‘You must hear me, my mage,’ he said. ‘I stand in communication with Myx.’

Myx. Dystran’s personal Protector.

‘Speak.’

Nyam listened and his heart began to charge in his chest.

 


Rebraal took up a position in the lee of one of the two pillars that flanked the entrance to the dome complex. As The Raven ran out in their trademark angled chevron, with the mages in a quartet just behind them, he stretched his bow again and assessed the state of the college defence.

Ahead of them, the ornamental gardens opened out into the courtyard before the west gates of the college, currently closed. Men were running towards the gatehouse from either side along the walls. More were gathered in the courtyard itself and The Raven were facing about four times their number of swordsmen, mages and archers.

To his right, the way they were planning to run, there was activity by both stables and barracks. Again, soldiers were gathering, some running away east in the direction of the Mana Bowl, others forming to move up to the tower complex. They would have to fight fast, keeping the path open for the TaiGethen who should be advancing from his left, having swept through the library. Assuming they hadn’t encountered too much trouble, of course.

Spells arced out to strike both forces as they closed. Rebraal searched the enemy for the shield mages. Light glared. Al-Arynaar Orbs flashed against the Xeteskian shield, which dipped under the pressure. Denser followed up with an IceWind. Clouds of supercooled air banked against the deepening blue of the enemy defence. From within it, Xetesk’s reply flashed hard against the Al-Arynaar barrier. Again, he could see it flex but hold firm, keeping The Raven safe.

The fighting lines came together, The Raven with typical force. The Unknown flicked his blade inside the guard of his first attacker, splitting his face from chin to forehead. He followed it with a dash to the side of the head to cast the man aside, giving him space to fight free. Beside him, Hirad switched his sword grip at the last moment, confusing his enemy, who tried to adjust the strike that was already on its way. Succeeding only in unbalancing himself, the guard watched helplessly while Hirad swayed left and whipped his sword into his undefended left flank.

Rebraal’s bow tensed. Xeteskians were rushing up from the courtyard to flank. There were archers and swordsmen, five of them in a tight squad. He loosed a shaft; it tracked slightly right, taking the front swordsman in the shoulder, spinning him round and dumping him on the ground. The others ignored their fallen comrade, running on. Hirad was going to be in trouble.

The Al-Arynaar leader plucked another arrow from his diminishing supply and nocked it even as he headed down the steps at a dead run to join the barbarian. He lined up another target, tensed and fired on the run. He missed the swordsman, the arrow nicking the cheek of an archer and doing nothing but drawing attention to himself.

Time to fight. He crouched low a pace, laid his bow on the ground and came on, drawing his short sword as he closed on The Raven’s line. Hirad hadn’t seen the risk to himself, caught up as he was with a skilful and quick opponent.

‘Hirad, your right! Guard your right!’ he called.

Arrows flew by him forcing him to duck reflexively. He needed to get under Erienne’s HardShield fast. Elsewhere in the line, Darrick and Thraun were forming an excellent partnership, the raw bludgeoning power of the shapechanger counterpointing Darrick’s slick swordplay and solid defence.

‘Flanking right!’ shouted The Unknown, taking up Rebraal’s warning and thrashing his blade at the guard confronting him. The man blocked the blow but staggered back under the impact. The Unknown saw him to the ground with a blow from the hilt of his dagger.

Hirad swept his blade in hard and low, his opponent blocking it aside, twisting away and licking his blade into the barbarian’s left arm, slicing leather and flesh. Hirad growled and sent in a riposte, chopping a cut high up on his enemy’s thigh. He backed away a pace and the move saved his life.

At the very last he saw the pair of swordsmen bearing down on his right flank, and wrenched his sword out to drive away the first strike though for the second time in quick succession a blade nicked his arm, this time his right. He ducked under a wild sweep from the other flanker but was helpless in the face of his original attacker. The quick man lashed in a killing blow but found The Unknown’s blade blocking his way and the big man’s dagger punching into his temple.

Rebraal took off in his last three paces and planted a two-footed kick into the chest of the second of Hirad’s flanking attackers. He landed atop the man, heard ribs crack and turned to get the barbarian’s grateful nod before the pair of them carved into the last standing swordsman, putting him down in a heartbeat.

The archers backed off in a hurry, taking the defending mages with them towards the courtyard. From around the side of the library, Auum led the TaiGethen into view right on cue.

‘Raven, let’s go!’ called The Unknown.

But from across the college to their right, from the barracks and stables, came more of the enemy. And simultaneously, the western gates of the college swung open and men poured in, heading straight for them.

‘Oh dear Gods,’ said Hirad, breathing hard, the muscles in his arms protesting, his thighs burning with exertion.

The Raven’s move faltered almost before it started, the TaiGethen gathering around them. From everywhere, it seemed, Xeteskian forces converged on foot and even on horseback. Arrows and bolts filled the air, clattering against Erienne’s HardShield.

‘We aren’t going to make it,’ said Darrick. ‘They’ve got us trapped.’

‘Ideas?’ demanded The Unknown. ‘We’re out of time.’

‘Only one place we can defend,’ said Denser and he was already moving back towards the tower complex. ‘Follow me.’

‘Back to the dome, back to the dome!’ yelled Hirad. ‘Rebraal, bring your people.’

The raiding party turned and ran headlong for the steps up to the open doors and relative safety. The shadows shortened right in front of Rebraal, Xeteskian spells rushed through the air, crashing down on the rear of the group. He heard Gireeth scream in pain, turned his head and saw the mage’s shield go. There was a wash of heat, hard cobalt light flashed and the lone FlameOrb burst on to the TaiGethen below.

Elves, burning and dying, were driven to the ground, their cries lost against the fire that rushed up the steps, biting at all their heels.

‘Faster!’

Hirad, breathing in gasps, upped his pace in front. The doors were within a couple of paces. Auum led his Tai cell in, The Raven charging in behind, the survivors of the collapsed shield in their bootprints.

Thraun and The Unknown bent their shoulders to the doors, shoving the well-oiled and counterbalanced side fast closed, hearing arrows rattle against the wood.

‘Denser, WardLock now,’ ordered The Unknown.

‘Ahead of you there.’

The casting was quick and efficient. Pale blue light crackled across the lock and through the veins of wood-and-iron binding. Rebraal slid to a stop in the blood of the fight so recently played out. He turned and took them all in, elf and Raven alike. Three TaiGethen and two Al-Arynaar mages hadn’t made it. And alive though the rest of them might be, the same thought ran through all their minds.

In the centre of the Dark College, they were trapped.

‘Ah, gentlemen, so glad you could all make it on this quite unbelievable evening.’ Dystran smiled thinly from his seat in Ranyl’s dining chamber on the second landing of the tower.

The dying lord himself was upstairs resting. The remainder of the Circle Seven were seated at the table.

‘You’ll note there are no refreshments,’ continued Dystran. ‘You’ll also note that despite my request, Captain Suarav has so far been unable to join us. Would you like me to summarise why that is?’

He looked around the table, seeing the group of men, all of whom were at least twice his age. None of them would look him in the face. There was a phrase concerning ivory towers. He’d have to look into ways of seeing they saw more of the world beyond their noses.

‘It is because this college is under attack by a few ageing mercenaries and some extremely impressive elves.’ No meaningful reaction. He slammed his fist on the table. ‘They are tearing up my college! Surely even you heard the odd shout or the odd spell marking our once pristine walls?’

‘My Lord,’ acknowledged someone though Dystran was barely listening.

‘Tell me, Myx, where are The Raven and their elven friends at this moment?’

‘They have just run into the dome, my Lord,’ said Myx. ‘The doors have been WardLocked.’

There was a stirring around the table.

‘Yes, gentlemen, they are scant feet below us. Fortunately, there is a small bright spot I can apprise you of. On Herendeneth, a proactive young mage by the name of—’ He clicked his fingers.

‘Nyam, my Lord,’ said Myx.

‘Nyam has confirmed beyond reasonable doubt that the Al-Drechar are shielding a One mage. As you know, we feel that mage to be Erienne of the same Raven who are currently trapped beneath us. Here is what we will do.

‘First of all, we need to send a message to some old friends. Then, I intend to prove that Erienne is that mage, and you must be ready to act on the mana spectrum the moment that proof is clear. We have always said that we should be able to adequately protect a One mage from his own mind while the awakening process completes, then school that mage in the art as laid down in certain of our more precious texts.

‘It is time for us to make good on that assertion.’ He turned to Myx. ‘Your brothers, how close are they to their positions outside the Tower complex?’

‘Before the hour turns, they will all be ready, my Lord.’

‘Good. In that case instruct our new friend Nyam that when the hour turns, he is to kill the Al-Drechar currently shielding Erienne.’ Dystran turned back to the table and examined the ends of his fingers before looking up into the blank faces of his Circle Seven. ‘That should give us our proof, don’t you think?’

 


‘We can’t stay here,’ said Denser.

‘No, really?’ snapped Hirad. He rubbed a bloody hand through his hair. ‘And there was me thinking we’d set up camp here, wait for the trouble to die down.’ There was an impact on the doors. Timbers creaked but it seemed half-hearted, an act of frustration more than a serious attempt to break in. ‘Gods, this is just like Lystern, except we don’t have horses waiting saddled and this city has walls.’

‘Quiet, Hirad,’ said The Unknown. ‘Denser, facts and quickly. What do you have in mind?’

‘This is an indefensible position, despite how it might look. Outside, they’ll be waiting for instructions from the Circle Seven who will be in here somewhere. Look, it’s grim. Our escape route is blocked. Right now, I don’t think there’s a way out for us. At least in here, or rather, in the catacombs, we can achieve something and hold out longer.’

‘Like what?’ asked Hirad.

‘Got a dragon to send home, haven’t you? I know where the research is held. Maybe we can last long enough to effect the casting. Depends how simple it is.’

‘You aren’t confident about our chances, then?’ said The Unknown.

Denser shook his head.

‘It’s the best plan we’ve got,’ said Hirad. ‘Rebraal, you hearing this?’

The elf nodded. ‘I’ve relayed it to the TaiGethen. We all knew it was a risk coming here. We’re with you.’

‘And the Aryn Hiil?’ asked Denser.

‘It will not fall back into their hands. We’ll destroy it first.’

‘Good, then let’s go,’ said the dark mage. ‘One last thing, Unknown. Where we think this research is, and the lead mage. It’s near the Soul Tank. I’m sorry.’

The Unknown nodded. ‘I’ll be all right. Just don’t ask me how I’m feeling, any of you. You already know.’

‘Follow me, then,’ said Denser. ‘I—’

A high-pitched sound flashed round the dome. Loud and piercing, it dug at the ears and vibrated through heads. Hirad clapped his hands to the sides of his head, grunting involuntarily. Across the dome, swords clattered to the floor and the elves were dropping to their knees, their pain written on their faces.

Abruptly, the sound ceased, leaving behind it the impression of great space. A voice, amplified by every surface and clear as a bell, filled the space.

‘Now I have your attention, I have a proposal for you. You can hear me, can’t you, dear Raven, dear elves?’

The voice echoed away. Hirad picked up his blade and scanned around, looking for the source. He saw Thraun breathing hard, his eyes closed, face pale. The elves were faring no better. The Unknown was glaring at the ceiling, chest puffed out, sword once again in his hand. Darrick was rubbing at his ears, face carrying that expression of irritation that was becoming a trademark, while Erienne stood close to Denser, looking to him for an answer which he duly provided.

‘Dystran, how unnecessarily loud to hear your voice.’

‘I rather thought you’d be impressed by it. You should be. You have gathered in the most perfect place for Intonation. Bear that in mind. I can be much, much louder.’

‘Yes we are all duly impressed by your ability,’ said Denser, his tone bored. ‘What do you want?’

‘I want to end the bloodshed,’ said Dystran. ‘You have proved your prowess fighting my people but that’s over now. You are caught, you know you are. But you need not die. I have a deal for you. Surrender yourselves now and none of you will be harmed. The elves we will guarantee safe passage back to Calaius once this siege is broken, assuming they let us have back what was taken from our library. And The Raven will remain here as our guests until this unseemly conflict is over. General Darrick, as a man under sentence of death in your own college, I should think that a very happy solution. Denser, you can reacquaint yourself with the place that made you. Sol, you can be sure your family are safe, talk to them through your Protector brothers whenever you like and Erienne . . . Erienne, with us you can fulfil your potential.

‘It is tempting, I know. But you’ll want to discuss it so I give you a short time to do so. Then open the doors. The other way is pain and suffering, believe me.’

Dystran’s voice echoed away to nothing. Hirad opened his mouth but saw Denser put a finger to his lips and point up. Then he spread his arms wide, asking the question. Every head shook. Denser smiled, put his finger back to his lips and beckoned them all on, pointing to Rebraal to come close.

‘They’ll have the entrances to the catacombs guarded. Perhaps Auum could do the honours,’ he said into the elf’s ear.

Rebraal nodded. ‘We will see to it.’ He walked over to Auum and relayed the message.

Led by the TaiGethen, The Raven entered the catacombs of Xetesk.

 


Pheone walked alone around the crater that hid the Heart of Julatsa, her mind torn between grief and hope. Her people had reached the Xeteskian siege lines and contacted the Al-Arynaar. Communion had confirmed what she wanted to hear. They would come but had a mission to perform before leaving the lines and heading north. The news had filled her with an optimism she had never thought to feel again. But so quickly, her heart had been crushed again.

The Raven were in the game, it seemed, though their location was a closely guarded secret because of trouble with both Lystern and Dordover. But she hadn’t really listened to the reasons why. Because when she had asked after Ilkar, she had been told of his death. The Communion had broken then and there, and the loss and emptiness had swept through her like a gale that had no end.

She had run from her friends, where they had been conducting the linked Communion, and they had been respectful in turn, leaving her to herself and her thoughts.

She had cried long for Ilkar, his smile, his energy and his sheer presence. The touch she would never feel again, the pain that must have accompanied his death from the Elfsorrow. She thought of The Raven too. Such a close friendship now destroyed by something they couldn’t fight. Helplessness. She knew how that felt all right.

Finally, she pushed the images of the elf she had loved from her mind and tuned in to the mana spectrum. The shadow was there, covering the Heart, smothering its colour, dulling its power. And the effect they’d noticed in the last couple of days was there, and growing too. The shadow was sending out flares of gloom like spears into the mass of the spectrum. She wondered what that meant. So far they had come up with nothing.

At least it hadn’t led to any further failures of the Julatsan focus. But it was inevitable that some would come. Every spell they cast took so much more effort, left them that much more drained than they should be. And the problems would be amplified for those casting outside of the college and city.

Pheone stopped walking and gazed down into the perfect blackness that the moonlight could not penetrate, letting her tears fall into its depth. Like the dark below, the shadow was intensifying, little by little, day after day. And every day, the chances of being able to raise the Heart when the elves arrived diminished a little more.

She prayed they would not arrive too late but the abyss was yawning wide.




Chapter 21

 


 


 


 


The most feared place on Balaia without question, the catacombs beneath the towers of Xetesk were told of in legend and myth, in dark tales and to keep children in bed. They inspired extraordinary exaggeration based on ignorance but some of the invention was shot through with truth.

Here was where the research to which the students weren’t privy was carried out. Where experiments on human subjects dragged there by Protectors had been carried out in years gone by. Where contact with the demon dimension was first established and the power of Xetesk enhanced. Where the Circle Seven had exclusive run with their teams of talented adepts in the neverending race for political influence through spell development. And where the Soul Tank lay.

But as they hurried past the guards so easily killed by Auum and Evunn and on into the labyrinthine passages designed to confuse the unwelcome walker, Hirad noted that the descriptions of jagged rock tunnels, narrow and dripping with water feeding underground pools stocked with hideous monsters were far from accurate.

‘What do you think we are, savages?’ said Denser. ‘Left here, Rebraal. Take the stairway down, then left again.’

‘Well no, but still. It’s a bit smart, isn’t it?’

Denser shrugged and followed Rebraal and Auum down the stairs. ‘I don’t know. I’ve never known it any other way. Just because it isn’t the way you heard it was . . .’

Far from the dank, rough underground horror he’d been led to expect, Hirad was walking through carefully constructed passages the quality of which wouldn’t have been out of place in a mansion house. Wide enough for three people walking abreast, the roughly circular corridors had been smoothed with plaster and painted in pastel colours. There were even a few paintings hung on the walls.

The whole place glowed with a gentle blue light and air circulated, keeping the passages fresh.

‘Mind you,’ continued Denser. ‘We haven’t reached the depths yet. This is just the upper level. Rebraal, straight on, then hard right. More steps. Wait at the bottom. That’s where the fun starts.’

‘How do you mean?’ asked The Unknown.

‘Hold on. Wait until we reach the bottom of these stairs.’

‘Ever the man of mystery,’ muttered Erienne.

‘Yeah,’ said Hirad.

The base of the stairs marked a change in the catacombs. Although the light remained, gone were the pleasant decorations, replaced by stark murals and smooth, unpainted rock faces. They stood in a domed chamber, the ceiling eight feet or more above The Unknown’s head. Passages led off it in four directions and the air was cooler. It was the first open space they’d encountered since they’d entered.

‘We need to stop,’ said Denser.

‘Why?’ asked Hirad.

‘Because you all need to understand how this works as far as you are able.’

‘So talk,’ said Rebraal.

He stood at the head of a group of confused and irritated elves. They were uncomfortable here below ground, beyond anything they could readily recognise.

‘I think we’ve bought ourselves a little time. It’s best spent here,’ Denser said. ‘Rebraal, please relay this as best you can.’

‘Whatever you say.’ His face betrayed some anxiety.

‘All right, listen,’ Denser said instead. ‘You have to understand the nature of the catacombs. They’ve been built over fifteen centuries, no one knows exactly what area they cover because there’s never been any organisation to their building. Generation upon generation of Circle Seven mages have built as they saw fit, extending their predecessors’ areas, digging their own, sealing off what they don’t want. Where I have brought you now is the full extent of my knowledge.

‘This is what we call a hub room. It’s the central point of a Circle Seven mage’s catacomb chambers, in this case, Dystran’s. Looks to me as though he hasn’t spent too much time on decoration recently. There are hub rooms all over the catacombs, dozens. Some mages own several. Dystran undoubtedly does.

‘Right, directly ahead of us is the place we want to be. You can expect alarm wards across most passages in the hub areas but we may not have time to look for them all and disarm them. Doors we need to worry about. Traps are as common as mistrust down here.’

‘Isn’t there a map of the catacombs at all?’ asked The Unknown.

‘There’s a map room where we’re going but it’s incomplete because Circle Seven mages are unwilling to admit to everything they’ve developed. It’s like a different country down here. There’ll be mages researching down here who barely ever see the light of day. I’m sure Kestys is among them right now and he won’t be undefended, though whether it’s by magic or muscle, I don’t know.

‘I just want to get across to you what it’s like. We could be attacked from any direction, it depends on the knowledge of the mages sending forces against us.’

‘Sounds completely ridiculous to me,’ said Hirad.

Denser shrugged. ‘It’s just the way it is in Xetesk. The way to the top is through influence and influence comes from new magical knowledge. That’s the currency of political power. Dystran is top dog because he has always been central to the development of dimensional magic and chosen his aides because of their limited life expectancy.’

‘I like nothing more than a history lesson, as you know,’ said Hirad. ‘But right now, all it means to me is that we have to secure whatever area it is you say we have to and keep it secure until you do whatever it is you do. Then we fight our way out.’

‘What could be simpler?’ said Denser. ‘This way.’

He trotted over to the passage directly opposite the stairway. The Raven gathered around him with the elves spreading naturally into the space behind, watching and listening. He held up a hand and crouched, closing his eyes to tune in to the mana spectrum. While he waited, Hirad looked up the corridor.

He could see half a dozen ways off it, up to what looked like a junction a couple of hundred feet away. It looked so harmless but the atmosphere that poured from it felt anything but; he turned to mention it and was confronted by a set of expressions that chilled him to the bone.

Thraun was staring straight ahead down the passage, his pupils huge in his yellow-tinged eyes. Sweat stood out on his forehead and he looked tensed to run. Beside him, The Unknown Warrior had a hand to his head. His mouth moving slightly, his eyes screwed tight shut. He was swaying. And Erienne, like the big man, was clutching at her head, her frown deep and her eyes, boring into the barbarian’s, small and scared. Only Darrick looked anything like himself.

‘Gods under water,’ breathed Hirad. ‘Darrick, see to The Unknown. Thraun, hold on there.’ He stepped up to Erienne and cupped her face in both hands. ‘Erienne? What’s wrong?’

‘It’s Myriell. They know, Hirad. Xetesk knows about me. It’s not a bluff any more. They’ve seen her shielding me. I’m the only one it can be. Hirad, there are Protectors in her chambers.’

‘Oh no.’

‘What are we going to do?’

‘It’s worse than that,’ said The Unknown.

Hirad swung round. The Unknown’s face was drawn and pale, as if he had a pain right behind his forehead.

‘How?’

‘I can hear them, Hirad. This close to the Soul Tank I can hear everything. They’ve been ordered to kill Myriell when the hour strikes. That’s any time now. A mage will order it; he’s standing in front of her now.’

‘Tell them not to, Unknown. You’ve got to stop them,’ said Hirad.

Next to him, Denser was moving his hands in an intricate motion, like picking strands of a web on each finger and moving them against a breeze.

‘I can’t, Hirad, I can’t speak to them. I can only listen,’ he said. ‘They’ve been recalled from the siege too. They’re coming here to the catacombs. They won’t fight us but they will fight the elves.’

‘The TaiGethen can take them,’ said Hirad.

‘There’s over fifty of them. Down here they are more awesome than anywhere else, despite how badly they’ll all feel. Believe me, it won’t go well for us. We are threatening the Soul Tank.’

Hirad drew breath, thinking for a moment. ‘One thing at a time. Thraun. Snap out of it. Thraun!’

‘Up there,’ said Thraun, indicating the corridor with a jerk of his chin. ‘It’s rotten. I can smell it, like ten days’ dead flesh.’

‘Not now, Thraun. Look after Erienne, you know you can help. I’m going to talk to Sha-Kaan, see what can be done. Unknown, Darrick, you’ve been here before. We need a defence tighter than a rat’s arse. Rebraal, we’re in trouble. Be ready. Darrick will have instructions, please don’t let Auum question them, we’re good at this. Denser, are you through?’

‘Almost there,’ said Denser, and Hirad respected the man’s concentration, given what he must just have heard. ‘Can’t trigger it. It would blind and deafen us all. Just for a while but long enough, if you know what I mean. Don’t rush me.’

‘We’re running out of time.’

‘I heard.’

Hirad smoothed Erienne’s cheek. She was badly frightened. ‘It’s all right. Sha-Kaan will stop them and Cleress is still there.’

Erienne shook her head, tears forcing themselves from her eyes. ‘She can’t do it alone, Hirad. My mind. They’re going to destroy my mind like Lyanna’s was destroyed. Please don’t let them.’

Thraun pushed Hirad aside firmly. ‘Talk to your dragon,’ he said, pulling Erienne to him. ‘I am here.’

Hirad dropped down to sit with his back to a wall. He closed his eyes and felt the presence of the great dragon deep in his mind. He was resting, unaware of the potential disaster unfolding before The Raven.

Great Kaan, I must disturb your rest.

I am tired, Hirad Coldheart. Tell me good news. Hirad could feel the dragon’s irritation.

I have none, Sha-Kaan. Please listen. Xetesk threatens us here and on Herendeneth. Mages on the island have been ordered to kill the Al-Drechar. It would leave Erienne unshielded.

Sha-Kaan’s growl reverberated through Hirad’s head causing him to gasp in pain.

I warned them, said the dragon. I told them the consequences of such action. I will attend to it. Tell me your position, your mind is in turmoil.

We are trapped inside the catacombs. Xetesk’s forces are coming for us but we are close to the research that can send you home. We want to hold out for long enough but if Erienne is hurt we will struggle.

Then don’t delay me. Tell The Unknown Warrior I am mindful of his family.

The contact was broken. Hirad shook himself and simultaneously felt a huge fist grab a handful of his leather armour and drag him to his feet.

‘Hirad, time to go.’ It was The Unknown, eyes fierce with new determination though deep within, the suffering under the tumult of voices from the Protectors dragged at his mind. ‘There’s been a change of plan.’

‘There has?’

‘Yes, there has. Now move.’

‘Sha-Kaan will keep your family safe,’ said Hirad as he was propelled towards the corridor down which Denser and the TaiGethen had just vanished.

The Unknown paused enough to nod his thanks. ‘The Protectors will be there for them too.’

‘What’s the change of plan?’

‘We’re going to release the Protectors.’

 


Nyam stood at the threshold of greatness. Or folly. He had heard the whispered words related to him by his Protector, Ark. He had stepped away from elven ears when the import of what was being discussed became apparent. But he had not for one heartbeat guessed what Dystran’s next move would be. And so he stood in the corridor outside the Al-Drechar’s rooms and his hands shook and the sweat dampened his armpits and face.

‘He cannot ask that of me,’ said Nyam. ‘The devastation that could be unleashed. We’ve learned that much, surely.’

Ark was quiet for a moment, relaying Nyam’s words and receiving Dystran’s next utterance.

‘He assures you the power resides in Xetesk to counter the threat of devastation. He demands your compliance.’

‘Please, it is an unnecessary risk, Ark. Impress upon him that capturing the girl will give him what he wants. He doesn’t have to do this.’

Another pause. ‘He feels it is time to exert his authority over this island. If you will not do his wishes, one of us will.’

‘Ask him to reconsider, please. There’s still time.’

Ark’s blank mask faced him. ‘He asks you to remember who is Lord of the Mount. His decision stands. He will give the word.’

Nyam nodded wearily. ‘Tell him it will be done on his word.’

‘My mage.’

Nyam waited until Ark focused on him again, hating himself for his cowardice. ‘Ark, you will carry out this deed.’

Ark merely nodded. After all, he didn’t have a choice.

A roar split the air, shuddering windows in their frames. Nyam winced.

‘Oh dear Gods burning, he knows.’

 


The Unknown Warrior tried without success to shut out the voices in his head. They spoke of confusion, of anxiety but through it all of purpose. They were advancing towards The Raven, they were sheltering Diera and Jonas and one, Ark, was standing by to murder Myriell. He didn’t feel he had any choice. His brothers concurred but the situation was causing unsettling currents in the Soul Tank.

It brought all the memories crashing back for him yet again but this time so much more acutely. The view through the mask; the hand of a demon hovering ever near his soul; the knowledge of the pain the creatures could cause him on a whim; the strength of the Soul Tank; the depth of brotherhood that he could never experience again and could never explain.

The Unknown breathed deep and looked left and right. Two of the remaining three Al-Arynaar mages moved slowly up the passage, tuned deep into the mana spectrum, looking for any hint of further Xeteskian wards as they moved towards the junction ahead. Behind them walked Marack and her surviving cell member, Harroc. Indeed all the Tai cells bar Auum’s had now lost a member following the piercing of the shield outside the tower complex.

Porrack and Jaruul, Allyne and Lisaan were guarding a left-hand passage opposite him and just beyond the catacombs’ map room in which Auum stood with Thraun and Erienne. The former two were trying to understand the three-dimensional mana model of the network of passages, chambers and openings, the latter trying to gather her broken concentration.

Hirad, Darrick, Rebraal and Auum’s Tai were covering the hub room they’d so recently vacated, waiting for the onslaught they could hear echoing through the catacombs.

Everything was ready. He and Denser were outside the door to the research room, Denser trying to divine the solution to the trap ward cast over its surface and just a few yards away, the place he’d never thought to see again but now knew he would. The Soul Tank.

‘Hurry, Denser,’ he said. ‘This is unbearable. They are closing. Please, I don’t want more to die.’

‘It’s complex, Unknown,’ whispered Denser. ‘I can’t see the solution.’

‘Dammit, I don’t have the time,’ growled The Unknown. He stepped across to the map room and beckoned Auum out. ‘Rebraal!’ he hissed. The Al-Arynaar elf ran back up the passage. ‘Are they closing?’

Rebraal nodded. ‘On us any time. Our mage is ready.’

‘Good. We’re getting nowhere fast here. I need that door opened and the trap triggered. Is he fast enough? Denser says flesh contact will trigger it.’

‘I’ll see to it.’

The conversation was short. Auum sized up the door, handed his boots to Rebraal and sprinted away about twenty yards.

‘Denser, move. Can’t be waiting for you.’

The Unknown motioned anyone in the potential target area aside. Denser saw Auum coming, muttered under his breath and stepped smartly aside. The TaiGethen leader came up the corridor at a pace The Unknown could never have matched, his legs a blur. By the research room door, he stepped around side on, snapped into a cartwheel and lashed out a foot as he travelled, connecting solidly with the heavy bound wood.

He was past it as the ward triggered. A rectangle of flame seared out from the door, scorching the wall opposite and billowing heat along the passage.

‘Gods burning!’ The Unknown put his hands in front of his face for a moment then dragged out his sword and marched to the door. ‘Unlocked? Good.’

He twisted the ring handle and kicked the door in, striding through in the same movement and running around the long table that dominated the floor space. Two mages had spun round from the blackboard they’d been sketching on, jaws slack.

‘Which one of you bastards is Kestys?’ demanded The Unknown bearing down on them.

One pointed to his comrade who, bravely enough, pointed to himself.

‘Lucky for you,’ spat The Raven man.

He grabbed the other and rammed his sword through his gut, the blade rasping on his backbone, and let the body drop to the floor, blood gushing over his boots. The dripping blade was against Kestys’s throat in the next instant.

‘Do exactly what I say, exactly when I say it, and Denser might just persuade me to leave you alive.’

‘Who—?’

‘Just pray you can do what we think you can or they’ll be mopping you up too.’

‘Unknown!’ called Hirad. ‘We’ve got company.’

The Unknown Warrior smiled at Kestys unpleasantly, saw the drops of urine puddling around his shoes and grabbed his collar.

‘The sand timer has started so I hope you’re really good. Because you’ve got even less time than we have.’




Chapter 22

 


 


 


 


The thud of spells pressuring the Al-Arynaar ForceCone protecting the open end of the corridor could be heard, heavy, regular and with an air of inevitability.

‘I need another mage here now!’ yelled Hirad. ‘Rebraal, get one of them, Sian can’t hold this on her own.’

A shout in elvish and the sound of feet slapping past but The Unknown could barely lift an eyebrow to care. Here it was. In a plain room, hung with darkest blue hangings. No pattern lifted the sombre atmosphere, nothing but the gentle blue light offered any life at all. The chamber was no more than a cell, fifteen feet on each side with a waist-high stone dais in the centre. And on top of the dais sat a carved stone block only the height of his dagger and twice as long. So physically diminutive but the ancient Xeteskian language and screaming faces carved on its flat surface told the knowledgeable everything about that which it contained.

It was the Soul Tank. It had no lid and the hollow inside was governed by the demons. Their deal with Xetesk meant that they linked each soul to its host Protector body; and in return for the control they exerted in the name of Xetesk, they leached life energy from the souls at their mercy. For The Unknown, it oozed power and evil. It was a prison with no windows and no air. One in which the essence of so many Xeteskian men had been trapped from puberty to death and one from which only he had escaped alive.

Until tonight. The Unknown laid his hands on its surface. He could hear the voices so loud now. In concert while they organised themselves around the tasks their masters had set and unsettled because they knew where The Raven were. And he was sure they could sense a change. The Unknown would see to it that change was effected or he would die in the attempt.

He turned to Kestys. The mage, with a dagger held to his throat by Denser, was quite white. He shivered and looked with wide, terrified eyes at the big warrior.

‘You know who I am,’ said The Unknown.

Kestys managed a nod. ‘You are Sol.’

‘So you know what I want.’

Kestys dragged in a tremulous breath and swallowed hard. ‘I can’t do that. Please. Don’t ask that.’

Denser slammed the hapless mage back against a wall, ruffling the blue cloth hanging. ‘You will, Kestys. This abomination must end and it must end now.’

‘I can’t—’

‘You can!’ snapped Denser. ‘Think I am without sense? I saw what was in that room. I know you can realign the dimensions and I know you have solved the script for undoing the Protector deal with the demons. I’ve been to Herendeneth, Kestys. I understand the depth of the knowledge they will have passed to you.’

‘It’s not that easy,’ protested Kestys.

The Unknown slapped the top of the Soul Tank. He pushed Denser aside and put a hand round Kestys’s throat. ‘I don’t have the time to debate this. I expect Denser can work it out. But I don’t want to risk that just in case my friends out there can’t hold on against your bastard master for long enough. And let me assure you, if he does break through, you will die before I do.’ He ignored the choking sounds the mage was making, instead gripping a little harder, lifting him from the ground. ‘I can hear them in my head right now. All of them, don’t you understand?’ He pointed behind him at the Soul Tank. ‘I feel them. I feel their pain and I know their desire to be free. But I can’t tell them I know because they can’t hear me. But you, Kestys, you will free them. You will allow them to take off those masks and live as men, not slaves.

‘Don’t miss this chance to do one thing of worth in your pathetic life. Because, believe me, if you don’t there will be no other chance to do anything. Your choice. Give my brothers their lives or drown in your own blood.

‘Which is it to be?’

Auum and Thraun had gone to stand behind the ForceCone, ready in case it should fail, leaving Erienne alone in the map room. She was trying to drag her thoughts together such that she could be of some use in the fight if it came to it. But it was so hard. She felt an axe poised behind her neck. Gods, she could feel its edge, hard and true.

And the One entity fed off her fear. She could feel that too. The mental mass that she tried so hard to repress was working so hard against her and Myriell. Trying to overwhelm her and release itself. She realised that in some fundamental respects, she didn’t understand the One entity at all. That it could destroy its host so deliberately and surely wither itself. She had to remind herself again that it was not sentient.

She shook her head but the conflict wouldn’t fade. Outside, she could hear Hirad exhorting the elven mages to more effort to keep back the barrage of the Xeteskian mages. Through the mana spectrum she could sense the weight of the battering they were taking. She and Denser needed to be there to help them but she couldn’t summon up a candle flame to save her life right now. And Denser was with The Unknown. She could hear them both shouting. Gods drowning, everything was falling apart.

She took a deep breath and held it, her eyes closed. Breathing out, she focused hard on the map hanging in the air. Like the light that caressed the entire catacombs, the map was a magical construct, sustained by the focused energy in the mana stream caused by the centre of Xetesk’s Heart. It was impressive too. Denser said that Dystran had sent a mana trace through the passages and chambers to try and create the first complete map of the catacombs. The resultant model was an extraordinary construction which grew that little bit every day. And it was vast.

Picked out in shades of blue and red, it covered between one and seven levels depending on which area of the catacombs you were standing in. It had to sprawl underneath the whole college and way out into the city beyond, perhaps even further. Erienne could understand why the walls of the map room were covered with sketches of small sections of the mana map. It was terribly difficult to discern locations. She had no idea which passage and rooms represented where they stood. The only positive thing she could take out of it was that they could surely lose themselves in here forever, far beyond the widest search.

Ridiculous. A tunnel complex of which no one truly knew the extent. She wasn’t at all sure that Dystran would find his answers from this bird’s nest of tiny mana trails. Erienne frowned. A tiny flash caught her eye. She leaned in close. Right at the base of the map and far to the left-hand side, beyond the furthest extent of the catacombs proper, the mana trace had found a rogue passage. Actually, now she looked, there were a few of them, stretching out further than the central mass.

She watched for a moment, saw the map growing minutely. She almost smiled but a sharp stab of pain within her head dragged her rudely back to reality. She gasped at its sharpness, deep in her mind.

Myriell, are you there?

I am, child, but I am scared, I cannot hide it from you. It affects my abilities.

Tell me what is going on. I feel like I’m under sentence of death here.

A frisson of humour stole across her thoughts. That makes two of us. I know what they are planning. They have already silenced Cleress with a spell to keep her sleeping. At least she will be spared this.

You have to stop them. Erienne felt a rush of desperation.

I cannot. My energies are consumed with shielding your mind. At least Sha-Kaan has been wakened. That may delay them, I don’t know . . . Erienne listen to me. If I should be killed, you must fight until Cleress can waken to your aid. The Xeteskians are planning to shield you but they don’t understand the nature of the One. They will treat it like a college magic. It is not.

Oh, Myriell, I don’t understand it either. Please help me.

Then hear what I say and pray that I have enough time left.

 


Another spell cracked against the ForceCone. Rinelle and Vinuun were holding but it was close. Beside Hirad, Sian’erei rested but had a SpellShield ready should the Cone fail. And in front of the barbarian, Auum, Duele and Evunn were poised to wreak mayhem amongst the Xeteskians waiting in the hub room beyond.

Hirad couldn’t see them all but knew there were more than the seven mages and thirty-odd soldiers he could count. They had to be trying to get behind too and that bothered him. The six TaiGethen guarded the two possible access points. Thraun was with them, and his keen sense of smell should act as some sort of early warning but it would only give them a few moments. And he seemed distracted somehow. Next to him, Rebraal spoke words of encouragement for his mages. Darrick patrolled the corridor. Ever the general, ever the tactician, though there was little even he could add. They’d abandoned one desperate situation and put themselves in another.

In front of Hirad, the spell attack stopped. ForceCone was an excellent spell. A simple shape, easy to cast and mercifully also very easy to maintain. It was largely invulnerable to magic attack though a powerful enough mage, or several in concert, could crack it. The problem the Xeteskians had was that this Cone was covering a small area and was particularly focused. And while The Raven couldn’t get at them through it because it barriered both ways, they didn’t have the guile or the linked power to knock it aside.

Abruptly, the mages and soldiers moved left and right. From the stairs came more men, mages this time. They were six and five spread in a loose arc around one who stood forward. Ten Protectors followed them out and formed a three-quarter circle around them. A sense of awe and undeniable power caused Hirad’s heart to skip a beat.

‘This looks bad,’ he muttered.

‘It is,’ said Darrick who had arrived at his right shoulder. ‘That’s Dystran and the Circle Seven minus Ranyl. It doesn’t get more powerful than that.’

‘Great.’ Hirad turned his head. ‘Unknown! I hope you’re getting somewhere in there. We’ve got a little trouble out here!’

Dystran stepped close to the Cone. The temptation Hirad felt to order the Al-Arynaar mages to push it forward and crush him was almost overwhelming but Dystran, like his attack mages before him, would be very well protected.

‘You are a master of understatement,’ said the Lord of the Mount. ‘Hirad Coldheart, isn’t it? Delighted to make your acquaintance. You have quite a reputation.’ Dystran’s gaze travelled slowly over all that he faced. ‘Remarkable. The Raven, or some of it at least. The extraordinary TaiGethen, or that is what I understand the elves to call themselves. And you, General Darrick. How is it, being an outlaw? I could offer you a senior position on my staff, you know. Now Lystern wants you dead, you are my ally, are you not?’

‘Your logic is flawed,’ said Darrick. ‘I am no friend to you just as I am no enemy to Lystern. They, at least, are merely misguided.’

Dystran chuckled. ‘Indeed. But they will execute you just the same. I don’t want to have to mimic them.’ His expression hardened. ‘This is over. Very valiant and all that but you cannot hold out against us forever. Your mages will tire, your ForceCone will fail and we will take you.

‘I repeat; you do not have to die. But you must surrender to me. I hold all the cards. I do not have to waste spells on you, I do not have to fight you. I simply have to wait.’

‘Go ahead and wait,’ said Hirad. ‘We’re in no rush.’

‘Only The Raven could mount such arrogance in the face of such circumstances. I will kill you if I have to. There is no escape. Don’t try my patience. It is already wearing very thin and the blood of too many of my men and mages is staining the stone of my college. I will not suffer more.’

‘Patience is a virtue,’ said Hirad. ‘And you’re going to have to learn to be more virtuous. We aren’t going anywhere.’

Dystran nodded and Hirad could see the anger building in him. ‘Yes. Ranyl has told me what you want from here. Very laudable. But we are not finished with the dragon and he stays here until we are.’

Hirad pointed a finger at Dystran. ‘You do not control Sha-Kaan. Gods burning, but he is far stronger than you can possibly imagine. And you know something else, Xetesk-man? Given what I suspect is happening to your precious men on Herendeneth, you’ll wish we’d already sent him home, believe me.’

‘Really, Coldheart? Think you can threaten me with that? One dying dragon? One more chance. Drop the Cone. Drop the SpellShield. Drop your weapons. Do it all now.’

‘Drop dead,’ said Hirad.

‘Fine. Seems I will have to take further steps. Can’t risk you actually succeeding with my research now, can I?’ He clicked his fingers and a Protector moved to his side. ‘Time to take one of yours out of the game. Myx, you know the order.’

The Protector nodded.

Sol we can sense you. We know you hear us.

‘Damn but you can’t hear me,’ whispered The Unknown. ‘Can you?’

He was leaning on the dais with his hands, his forehead resting on the Soul Tank itself. The stone was warm and the temperature was increasing steadily. Beside him stood Kestys and Denser, both lost in the mana spectrum. Kestys was sweating profusely, his concentration held under duress and difficult to maintain. Denser was monitoring the construct Kestys was making, or rather, the unravelling of the spells maintaining the link between the Soul Tank and the demon dimension.

Information was sketchy and The Unknown hadn’t had much time for explanations. But what he understood was that while each Protector’s soul was linked to his body by a DemonChain, a fundamental linkage formed the basis of the deal with the demons, allowing them to draw life energy from the souls in return for keeping the elite fighting force thralled and effecting the soul communication that made them so devastatingly effective.

Parts of the knowledge had been lost in the intervening centuries concerning the inter-dimensional construction of the linkage. The Al-Drechar had filled in those gaps.

‘How long, Denser?’ asked The Unknown.

The dark mage held up a hand. ‘Please, Unknown. The demons are resisting. Not long, I hope.’

‘Please hear me,’ whispered The Unknown, mouth all but kissing the Soul Tank, the clamour of voices in his head increasing as the souls within became more and more aware of the discord created by the warming of the tank. ‘Fyr, Ahn, Kol, any of you my brothers, please.’ He gripped the sides of the tank now, desperate to get through, hoping against all reason that his physical proximity would have an effect.

There is trouble.

We are one.

Sol is near.

Two across, catacomb right. Holding.

I am altered.

Change.

None are at rest.

The order is given. Ark, the Al-Drechar must die.

‘No!’ hissed The Unknown. ‘No, Myx. Ark, for Gods’ sake no. I am freeing you, don’t do this.’

It is understood. My mage will be apprised.

We are one.

‘No, damn you,’ breathed The Unknown. ‘No.’

He straightened and ran from the Soul Tank, running down towards the hub room where Hirad and Darrick stood.

‘Myx!’ he shouted. ‘Tell him to stop! Tell Ark to stop. Xetesk doesn’t understand.’

He saw Myx’s head move. He took an unsteady pace. Next to him, Dystran raised an eyebrow.

‘I . . . can’t. Please, Sol.’

‘Just tell him, for Gods’ sake, tell Ark now. No one will hurt you. You can feel the heat in the Tank, can’t you? Stop him!’ The Unknown slid to a halt by Hirad. ‘Call your man off, Dystran.’

‘Fascinating,’ said the Lord of the Mount. ‘That you can still hear them. Why don’t you rejoin them?’

‘Because there won’t be a them any more, you bastard. Now, instruct Ark off before it’s too late for us all.’

‘Drop dead,’ said Dystran, smiling at Hirad.

 


Brace yourself, Erienne. Myriell’s voice came to her clear and, for the first time, genuinely frightened.

What is happening?

They are coming for me.

No, Myriell. Run. RUN!

There is nowhere to run, child. Pray for me as I now pray for you.

Myriell. Protect yourself. A spell, use a spell. Leave me.

Too late. The Al-Drechar’s voice sounded tired, beaten. Be strong.

Erienne ran. She had no idea what she was going to do. She tore out of the map room, saw The Unknown and Hirad and made for them.

‘Hirad!’ she screamed. ‘Help me!’ And then she caught sight of Dystran. ‘Stop it now. You don’t understand. You’ll kill me. Please.’

‘I rather think we can help,’ said Dystran calmly.

Erienne backed away into Hirad’s arms, shaking her head. ‘You can’t. You don’t understand.’ She was shaking violently. Her heart pounded so loud she could barely hear her own breathing rasping into her lungs in painful gasps. ‘Please don’t kill her.’

 


There was a heavy impact on the roof of the house. Sha-Kaan roared unfettered fury, his claws and mouth tearing at the slate and timber. Plaster dust fell in torrents, the noise was deafening. In moments he would be inside.

Ark strode towards the Al-Drechar, his axe raised, his orders clear but his mind a muddled fog. The Soul Tank was in uproar. He could hear his brothers but something alien was building. He felt uncomfortable, as if his body were generating heat it couldn’t dispel and though Myx had been quite clear in his instruction from the Lord of the Mount, there was no doubting he was unhappy.

Sol had implored him not to but they had no choice. A demon’s fingers were so close to squeezing his soul, his and all his brothers’. They were angry too. Everything he had known was unsettled.

What must I do?

Ark, you have the option you have always had. Sol wants us to be free but the demons are alerted. How can we refuse?

I have no choice.

We are one. We will grieve.

He was standing above the Al-Drechar now. She made no move to escape, merely looked up at him, resigned, accepting of her fate. It was not right. Surely they should be protected. But if the Lord of the Mount wanted her dead, who was he to question? A part of him felt ashamed such thoughts had arisen but ever since Sol had left them, there had been the germination of doubt.

Help me, my brothers.

We cannot refuse the Master.

Sol shouts that you should not.

The demons are close to us all.

May the Gods forgive me.

Ark raised his axe. ‘I am sorry.’

The Al-Drechar nodded her head.

Ark tensed his muscles and powered in the swing and all but fell. His mind was silent, loss deluged him and in the same instant, unrefined joy battled it, his soul crying out on return to its rightful place.

Panicked, he tried to drag the axe aside from its target, a cry ripping from his lips.

 


Erienne saw the Protectors in front of her sway. One buckled, others staggered, struggling for balance, clutching at anything around them. Shouts filled the air, shocked, disoriented, scared.

She turned to The Unknown Warrior. He clenched both fists.

‘Yes! Yes, you bastard, yes!’

‘We’ve done it!’ she said, relief flooding her. ‘Myriell, we’ve—’

Myriell’s scream tore through Erienne’s head like exploding glass, her death a cascade of pain, and a welling of power she couldn’t hope to contain.

‘No,’ she whimpered. ‘Denser.’

But the last thing she saw was the dismay in The Unknown’s eyes as the One erupted into her mind and blew her consciousness to shreds.




Chapter 23

 


 


 


 


Denser had turned from the exhausted Kestys and reached the door of the Soul Tank chamber just in time to see Erienne scream his name and collapse to the floor. His triumphant words died on his lips and he had been about to move when a mana gale struck the catacombs.

Uncontrolled power surged from Erienne’s mind, grabbing what it could from the elements and augmenting it with the keenly focused Xeteskian mana. Denser gripped the frame of the door but no one else he could see was so lucky.

While Erienne lay motionless, the Al-Arynaar mages operating the ForceCone were pitched into the hub room. Auum’s Tai cell, reacting with typical speed, spread themselves linked across the passageway, sliding down it only gradually. But Hirad, Rebraal, Darrick and The Unknown tumbled in a heap, trying to grab each other to arrest their progress while Sian’erei was plucked from the ground and flung straight into Dystran.

And the Xeteskians fared no better. The gale hit them full force, scattering the Circle Seven and their confused Protectors like chaff in a breeze. He heard the clatter of metal striking stone and knew soldiers as well as other mages were suffering beyond his vision.

Dragging his head round, he could see Porrack and Jaruul clutching to corners much as he was while at the far end, Marack and Harroc were pressed hard against the wall, barely able to move.

Denser had no choice. He dropped to his hands and knees, braced himself against one wall and began to edge his way down to his wife and into the teeth of the gale in whose eye she lay helpless, her mind being ripped apart with every beat of her heart. Beyond her, chaos held sway. The Raven’s warriors had been swept into the hub room to join the helpless mass at the mercy of the extraordinary wind. He could see them struggling to create distance between themselves and the enemy. Auum and his Tai still resisted and it might prove a crucial advantage.

Denser fought every inch against being thrown back up the corridor. He couldn’t afford to fail. Not for The Raven and most particularly not for Erienne. The last few yards, he was flat on his front as the wind howled past him. Erienne was its epicentre and its focal point.

Reaching her body, everything stilled. He lay very close to her, feeling her ragged breathing, seeing the blood trickle from ears and nose, the drool from her mouth and her eyes twitching horribly beneath their lids. Her body quivered. Every muscle was taut to breaking and every nerve end fired. She was hot, too hot to live for too long, her face and hands sheened in sweat.

‘Hold on, love,’ he said, pushing aside his emotions for the moment. ‘I’m here. Please hold on.’

He knew what he had to do. He could shield her from the Xeteskian mana, starve the One of its fuel. Of course, that was why the Circle Seven were present. In their typically arrogant way, they thought that by doing the same, they could keep her safe until they understood the power and brought her back to herself. It had led them to this ridiculous folly and risked her life.

Of course they had an advantage. They were six powerful mages and could keep up the casting indefinitely. He was one man and it was terribly draining. He looked up and caught Auum’s eye. He mouthed ‘be ready’ and though not sure if the elf understood, bent to his task.

Partitioning his mind, he tuned to the mana spectrum and pulled in an oval construct, packed with pulsing mana energy. That was the simple part. Keeping the construct rotating and feeding on the mana about it, he sought the centre of the gale. What he saw all but made him lose his concentration. Into the darkened pit that was Erienne’s mind, mana was being dragged like water thundering into a sinkhole.

And from the centre of that same hole, the power was being channelled out. Struck through with a deep brown, the Xeteskian-based energy was gouting from her, thrashing in every direction. But it shouldn’t have been the Xeteskian colour. Every fibre of his training told him that mana dragged into a Dordovan mind would be coloured the vibrant orange of that college because her manipulation of it, the lore she applied instinctively, made it that way.

He drew breath and moved the oval construct forwards, feeling it buffeted by the tumult around it. Dragging on every ounce of the learning he had gleaned from his time with Dawnthief, he forced his shielding spell in. He couldn’t see Erienne’s mind but he knew its position. He stopped the rotation of the spell, opened it along one side, shot it down the sinkhole and snapped it shut.

The effect all around him was instantaneous. Without the energy to get to his feet immediately, he opened his eyes and looked straight ahead. Quickest to react, Auum, Duele and Evunn stormed into the hub room. Swords in hand, they attacked the soldiers on the left-hand side. Only just regaining their feet and sense of direction, half of them were dead or about to die before they’d even formed a defence. Blood flowed across the floor.

Auum tore the throat from one man, backhanded his blade into the chest of a second and straight-punched a third in the windpipe. He couldn’t see Duele but he saw the body that tumbled into view, Evunn leaping it smartly before crashing his left foot into the stomach of his first target.

In the centre of the room, Sian’erei wrestled free of Dystran and struck him on the nose, skittering back towards the corridor at an order from Hirad. She began to cast. The Raven warriors and Rebraal regained their feet quickly. The Unknown’s blade flew from his scabbard, tapped once on the ground.

In front of them, the Circle Seven mages, ever quick when self-preservation was needed, had scrabbled to stand and were diving for cover behind the statuesque Protectors or running headlong for stairs or other passages. Denser saw Dystran take a single pace and disappear, a look of thunder on his face as he went. Another of the Circle Seven did likewise before all of them had taken themselves from the immediate vicinity.

Hirad snarled and lashed out at a mage too slow to rise. The blade caught him on the top of the skull, splitting it apart and spreading gore across the stone flags. Darrick fenced briefly with a soldier before dragging his blade hard across the enemy’s stomach and stepping back smartly as entrails disgorged through his wrecked armour.

It was carnage, all watched with total detachment by the men in the masks, the former elite fighting force of Balaia. And it was all over in moments.

‘Back off, back off,’ said The Unknown. ‘Auum, leave the Protectors. Sian, keep the shield going. Rebraal, make sure they understand. ’

A shout went up behind Denser, urgent. Rebraal answered and the TaiGethen backed away into and down the corridor. Protectors watched them go, weapons slack in their hands.

‘How is she, Denser?’ asked The Unknown into the sudden uneasy calm.

‘What are we going to do, Unknown?’ Denser felt his world collapsing around him. ‘What the fuck are we going to do?’

 


Sha-Kaan bellowed and tore a hole in the roof big enough for his head. He plunged it inside and snatched up a Protector, crushing his bones and spitting him aside. Somewhere a woman was screaming. He looked around again. A mage was backing away. Nyam.

He swivelled and took in the room. One Al-Drechar was dead. The other, apparently unaware, was asleep. Other Protectors stood in the room but none made a move. There was something altered about them. None made any attempt to cover the mage but three still stood in front of Diera who had run in, sensing something at the last moment. She was too late, though at least was safe. But it was she who was screaming. The babe in her arms was too traumatised even to cry.

He turned back to Nyam, arrowed in his head and stopped inches from the mage’s face.

‘Speak,’ he ordered, knocking the man back against the wall with his breath. ‘Explain now. Your life hangs by the merest thread.’

 


‘We can’t stay here,’ said The Unknown. ‘Denser, can you get up?’

Below him, Denser nodded and pulled himself up. ‘Be careful with her. I’m shielding her but I won’t be able to do it for long and it isn’t protecting her, only us.’

‘All right, Denser, all right. Let’s get ourselves away from here,’ said The Unknown, dragging the mage towards him. ‘Keep your concentration. Thraun, carry Erienne. Be careful.’

Thraun nodded and padded over, smoothing Erienne’s hair from her face before picking her up, resting her head in the crook of one arm, her knees across the other.

‘She is fading,’ he said.

‘Just look after her,’ said The Unknown. ‘Ideas. Darrick?’

‘Gods know how much time we’ve got,’ said the erstwhile general. ‘Not long. The Circle Seven mages all got out and they’ll be back in strength. All we can do is lose ourselves from here, I guess. The TaiGethen are at the access points right now but whatever we’re going to do, we need to do it now. What about them, Unknown?’ He pointed at the Protectors.

There were fifteen of them standing in the centre of the hub room amongst the blood and bodies covering the floor. Weapons had been stowed and they stood in a loose circle, saying nothing.

‘I think you’re needed, Unknown,’ said Denser, levering himself away, ‘I’ll be all right. Go on.’

‘Right,’ said The Unknown. ‘Rebraal, Hirad, go with Denser into the research room. Take what he says we need. Everything else destroyed, all right? Oh, and make sure Kestys is dead. He knows far too much about all this.’

The Unknown walked into the hub room, his heart heavy when it should have been singing. He had released them, all of them. So simple in the end. And that made him angry. Dystran wouldn’t ever have done it, however easy, and might even have increased the number. Behind him, Erienne was probably dying because of what that man had chosen to do, and in front of him were men he wasn’t sure would thank him for returning them their souls despite the dream he knew they had harboured in the Soul Tank. It was different when you lost the brotherhood. He knew.

The circle opened when he approached, admitting him to its centre. It closed around him again. He turned slowly, taking them all in, still masked, unwilling to test their freedom. He understood that too.

‘I know what I have taken from you,’ he said. ‘I know the loss you are all feeling. I know the quiet in your minds feels like the murder of your family. But I know the prayers of the Soul Tank too. The desire of every Protector. The legend of the free man. Me. I have survived. I have known the love of a woman and the joy of the birth of my son.

‘There is life for you. It is different to anything you can remember from your pasts. But it is what you craved. And you will always have a bond as close as I enjoy with The Raven.’ The Unknown allowed himself a pause. ‘Tell me I have done the right thing by you. Tell me you can forgive me all that you have lost for all that you have gained.’

They said nothing. For a timeless moment the eye of every Protector bored into his head.

Hands moved to the backs of heads and buckles were snapped free. Slowly, nervously, masks were taken from faces and, one by one, dropped on the ground at The Unknown’s feet.

He turned full circle again, saw youth, saw the strength of full manhood and the craggy knowledge of early middle age. Every face, pale and covered in red streaks and weals where the masks had rubbed, gazed back at him and on their first moments of a new life. Every eye held fear but it also held hope. It was enough.

‘Good,’ said The Unknown. ‘Now if you’ll take my advice, you’ll put those back on for the last time and bluff your way out of the gates of the college. Find your other brothers. Get out of the city. Please. You owe nothing to anyone.’

‘No,’ said one, a voice The Unknown recognised as Myx’s. ‘We will not abandon you here.’

‘You must. Ally yourselves with us and you’ll be killed. Don’t waste the opportunity. Please, I beg you.’ There was no movement. ‘If you respect me, you’ll go. We will prevail. We’re The Raven. Please, pick up your masks and go.’

‘Do it,’ said Myx but he kicked his own mask aside as his brothers stooped to retrieve theirs, watching it kick up a trail in the blood. ‘I will come with you.’

‘Why?’ asked The Unknown.

‘Because one with you means all are with you. We are brothers. We are one.’

The Unknown looked into his eyes, saw his conviction. His was a face that had seen so much beneath his mask. The first lines of age were on him and grey flecked his temples.

‘I understand.’

‘And,’ said Myx, a glint in his eye, ‘there is another way.’

Deep blue light flared in the corridor left.

‘Move!’ yelled Auum, flinging himself right.

The Protectors and Unknown scattered. Duele and Evunn turning to face the danger and dancing aside. The FlameOrb seared into the hub room, scorching blood into steam, baking dead flesh and splattering against the far wall, setting hangings on fire.

‘Raven!’ yelled The Unknown. ‘We are leaving!’

‘Brothers, obstruct,’ said Myx ahead of him, running up the Soul Tank corridor, TaiGethen in his wake.

‘Go, go!’ shouted The Unknown. ‘Follow Myx. Come on, Hirad. Anything you haven’t got to hand, forget.’

‘We haven’t—’

‘No time. Come on.’

The Raven, Al-Arynaar and TaiGethen charged away into the depths of the catacombs.

 


Dystran, dabbing his still bleeding nose, strode into the hub room behind a quartet of college guards, including Captain Suarav. He was met by the blank masked faces of over a dozen Protectors. One pace in, he slipped on the blood-slick floor, grabbing out at Suarav for balance and standing on a corpse while he regained it. He sighed.

‘Look at this. Look at what they have done.’ He shook his head. All his years as Lord of the Mount. All the years of near constant war and he hadn’t seen this much death close up.

It stank. Entrails and their contents were strewn over the floor, still steaming gently. Bodies lay in the twisted attitudes of their deaths. Eyes stared at him, sightless and reproachful. The course of the FlameOrb was marked in blackened, smoking gore. But it was the blood that really shocked him. How many people were there lying here? Twenty perhaps but even so, how could they disgorge so much blood? It spattered the walls and the ceiling and across the floor it was a slick that splashed with every footfall.

‘We didn’t even kill one of them. And they’ve got away. Temporarily. ’ He turned on the nearest Protector. ‘And what did you think you were doing, eh? Nothing. Standing like statues while real men were slaughtered by bandits. I don’t know what they have done to you but I will find out. Anything to say?’

Silence.

‘No, I thought not. Suarav, where are you?’

‘Here, my Lord.’

‘Extend the search. Split into six groups, it’s your only choice. One Circle Seven mage with each group to direct you. Who knows what they think they’re going to do? I also want every exit from here into the complex guarded. I—’ He clapped his hands together. ‘The vents.’

He walked towards the Soul Tank corridor. ‘Of course, how can I have been so stupid. Suarav, let me show you something in the map room.’ Protectors were standing in front of the corridor entrance. ‘Out of my way.’

The three masks turned to look at him. ‘Things have changed,’ said one.

‘Don’t I bloody know it. But I still have the magical power to obliterate you. Now move. In fact, get out of the catacombs altogether. ’

One of them shifted. ‘Let us talk of respect.’

Dystran closed his eyes. He was going to have to be very careful.

 


‘It’s a good distance and they will find us,’ said Myx.

He was keeping the pace high, trying to put a sensible gap between them and any immediate pursuit, but anything was going to be only a temporary breathing space. The Unknown and Hirad ran with him, Thraun and Denser behind with the unconscious Erienne. Darrick and the elves followed. Already, Denser had made them stop once to feed more energy into the spell around Erienne’s mind and he looked a tired man.

‘How big are the catacombs?’ asked Hirad.

‘Bigger than you know. It is mostly this.’ Myx gestured around them. ‘Interconnecting tunnels between each hub. We were in Dystran’s hub. We’ll slow at the next one. It has . . . history.’

The Unknown let the remark pass.

‘And you know all this because . . . ?’ asked Hirad.

‘I am . . . was, the Lord of the Mount’s Given. It was my job to know.’

‘Fortunate.’

‘I hope so.’

The Unknown had been a Protector such a short time but still he understood the method behind the apparent madness of the catacomb construction as if it had been bred into him. Generations of paranoia bred by violently short tenure in the Circle Seven had led to the chaotic maze of finished and unfinished passages that encircled every hub.

It was a twisted morality that had driven it. While assassination by poison or blade had been a recognised method of advancement in years past, the use of destructive wards in the catacombs had always been considered unethical somehow. Naturally, entering a chamber uninvited was a different matter but in the myriad corridors which were considered almost neutral territory, such traps were beyond the pale.

The Unknown had no doubt they would have tripped many alarms and reminders for anyone working down here but that was a risk they had to take. To avoid every one would have been tantamount to suicide, so long would they have had to delay.

At the rear of the group, Auum jogged along easily. His limbs could stand the activity indefinitely but he was very unhappy. For the first time in his life, he considered that he was not in control of the situation. Deep below ground in the fetid tunnels of a Balaian city, he was out of anything he understood. He could, though, feel the patterns of space in the rock. It was the only crumb of comfort he had.

He had been confused by the turn of events, as had all his people. Rebraal’s explanation did little to help. He understood that the woman, Erienne, carried an ancient elven magical power and that the enemy had murdered one of the Al-Drechar to claim her. It was typically human ignorance. The TaiGethen would attend to it another time.

He held up his hand and his Tai stopped with him, letting the echoing boots of the others recede. Marack turned but he waved her to continue. It would not be hard to find them again; the noise The Raven made would see to that.

‘We will pray and we will listen,’ he said. The Tai gathered on their knees. ‘Yniss, hear us. Tual, hear us. Guide our senses in this place. Where the air is bad, where no birds fly or animals walk. Where no tree could survive or river creature swim. Yniss, we ask that you look down on us as we complete your work and return that which was stolen to your bosom. We remain, as ever, your servants.’

They remained kneeling, ears straining for any clue. Auum could still hear the others moving away. He marked the direction which had not changed though their movement had slowed. He turned his head. Behind and to their left, the enemy were travelling. It appeared to be on a parallel path though it was difficult to be certain.

‘Do you hear them?’ he asked.

Duele and Evunn nodded.

‘Ready your bows. Mine was broken while we fought the wind.’ He stood up, motioning his Tai to follow him. ‘I am tired of running. We will hunt now. Tai, we move.’




Chapter 24

 


 


 


 


Myx slowed, The Raven and TaiGethen closing up behind him. Ahead, Hirad could see that the nature of the passageway was changing, or at least its decoration. He looked behind him to check everyone once again.

‘Where’s Auum?’ he asked, stopping.

‘Helping,’ said Rebraal. ‘He’ll find us again.’

‘Helping in what way?’

‘Hunting the hunters,’ said Rebraal. ‘It’s better for him this way. And for us.’

‘I hope you’re right.’

The change in décor was abrupt. The pastel shades ended and in their place wooden panelling, dark stained, lined the walls. It affected the quality of the light, darkening the surroundings.

‘What’s this?’

‘The next hub,’ said Myx. ‘Or rather, its borders. Not all of them are the same.’ He smiled for the first time. ‘Some former Masters had more style.’

He led them to the end of the passageway. Despite the magical augmentation, there was moss and mould in places on the wood. Hirad trailed a finger along it, feeling the slight dampness before replacing his glove. At a deep-blue painted door, Myx turned.

‘We could face trouble in here,’ he said.

‘Whose is it?’ asked The Unknown.

‘Laryon’s,’ said Myx. ‘Or it was. It is now an extension of Dystran’s empire.’

‘Well, it’ll be a delight to clear it of all the detritus,’ said The Unknown.

He drew his blade. Laryon. There was a name that would live with The Raven forever. Laryon had been the master mage who sacrificed his life to free The Unknown from his mask. He had long championed the release of the Protectors and among Xeteskian mages had been rare in being truly respected by them. Dead these six years, his spirit lived on.

Myx reached out his hand to the handle.

‘Whoa!’ hissed Denser suddenly. ‘Are you sure about that?’

‘This door contains wards for explosion and lock. I am tuned out of them both. Once opened, the wards are disabled.’ He turned to The Unknown. ‘Be ready, brother.’

‘Raven, let’s concentrate,’ said The Unknown. ‘Nothing good in here, all right? Thraun, you stay outside ’til it’s clear.’

Myx opened the door. Lantern light flooded the corridor. He cursed and slammed it quickly shut again. The roar of a spell shivered the timbers and the air outside chilled dramatically.

‘Three targets,’ he said. ‘Go.’

This time he put a foot to the door and kicked it back. He ran in, plucking his weapons from his back, The Unknown and Hirad directly after him.

‘Myx, no!’ shouted The Unknown, seeing the former Protector falter on raising his axe to strike. ‘Clear the path!’

In front of them were two mages and another man, neither mage nor soldier. Half skidding on the ice of the spell they’d cast, The Unknown closed in on the mages, who abandoned their attempts to cast again and turned to flee. He didn’t have time for the niceties of combat and clattered his blade through the midriff of one mage before he’d taken a pace. On his shoulder, Hirad swiped at the trailing leg of the second, his blade carving into bone and sending the mage down screaming in pain. Before they could turn to attend to the non-mage, an elven arrow had punched him from his feet.

The Unknown finished off the crippled mage and looked about him.

‘It’s clear, Thraun, in you come. Last in, close the door.’ He raised his eyebrows at what he saw. ‘Where the hell did all this come from?’

To all intents and purposes, they were standing in the hallway of a house. It was wood-panelled like the passage outside, hung with tapestries. Tables along the walls were littered with ornaments, some now broken by the fall of the unfortunate mages. Three doors led off the hallway and at the end of the hall, a stairway led to an upper landing.

‘Laryon always was a man apart,’ commented Denser.

‘Sol, I am sorry,’ said Myx.

‘Don’t be. Your training is ingrained. You direct, we’ll fight when we have to.’

‘Through here, the whole way,’ said Myx. ‘Dystran keeps a big research team in here and a standing guard. Something important is going on.’

To emphasise his point, there was the sound of movement from up the stairs.

‘Any other ways out of here?’ asked The Unknown.

‘Three,’ said Myx. ‘All up the stairs.’

‘Up?’ asked Hirad.

‘Don’t forget, we are underground. It may look like a house but there are no windows, no gardens.’ He turned back to The Unknown. ‘We should clear the rooms on this level.’

‘Darrick, any thoughts?’

‘House clearance was never in my training, Unknown,’ said Darrick. ‘But I’d be guarding door and stairs while we did it.’

‘Agreed. Rebraal, can you do the honours. Thraun, Denser, stay with them. We need one mage with us to operate a shield. Let’s move. They aren’t hanging around upstairs.’

Myx indicated the single door left. ‘Research room.’

The Unknown nodded and led Hirad and Darrick forward. Behind them came Sian’erei, already casting.

‘Shield up.’

‘Keep it that way,’ said Hirad. ‘And stay behind us. We can’t risk you.’

‘You need a bowman,’ said Rebraal. ‘No arguments.’

‘None offered.’

The Unknown kicked the door at its handle, the timbers cracking, the catch bursting and the door shuddering inwards. He and Hirad crouched, Rebraal covering the area within. It was empty of life but dominated by a long table covered with papers and a complex wooden model.

‘Turn,’ ordered The Unknown. They backed and turned. ‘Thraun, in there. Denser, cover them. Myx?’

‘Drawing room, both doors.’

‘Rebraal, left hand, take the angle, we’ll draw any fire.’

The Unknown led them across the corridor, past the waiting TaiGethen. Not a flicker crossed their expressions, their bows tensed and ready up the silent stairs. Defending mages had shields cast.

‘Ready?’

Hirad nodded, choosing to unlatch the door and push it wide. A crossbow bolt buried itself in the wall opposite.

‘Left edge, single target, red chair!’ shouted Hirad, running into the room in front of his comrades.

The Raven warriors were presented with rugs, chairs, sofas, low tables and even a fire place. The crossbowman was crouched behind a chair, reloading. Mages stood by him, three of them. They cast but to no discernible effect, their arms quivering with effort, their faces betraying their anxiety.

‘Oh dear,’ said Hirad, hurdling a sofa, Darrick matching his move while The Unknown curved right.

Rebraal’s bow sounded, taking the crossbowman in the hand, pinning it to the stock of his weapon. The elf followed into the room, reloading. Hirad landed, bringing his sword through from above his head and carving through the neck of the nearest mage. He went down in a welter of blood. Darrick, ever less dramatic, simply speared his target through the heart. The Unknown chose a similarly efficient path.

Three more dead, one soldier incapacitated. The Unknown hauled him up by his leather jerkin.

‘Talk. How many in this complex?’

‘I don’t know. Ten?’ Blood was pouring from his wound and he tried to support it, clutching the crossbow close and whimpering in pain. ‘We were told to stay. You won’t get out. They knew you’d come this way.’

‘Who?’ The Unknown shook him hard, drawing a gasp from him.

‘All of them.’ He managed a smile.

The Unknown dropped him, Hirad crashing his sword hilt into the side of his head, knocking him unconscious.

‘Think he was telling the truth?’

‘Every likelihood,’ said Myx, looking into the room from a doorway.

‘We’d better get out of here. We can’t wait for—’

From the hallway, there was a shout of alarm. They heard the twang of bows and saw the glow of an Al-Arynaar FlameOrb. The volley was answered by shouts from above, the snap of crossbows and, lastly, a blinding bright blue light. Myx had taken half a pace into the room and turned just as the spell impacted. The detonation cracked the walls. The Protector was hurled across the room, thumping into the far wall and slumping down it. A gout of blue flame scorched the door frame.

Out in the corridor, they could hear the screams of the TaiGethen trapped outside. A burning elf staggered past and collapsed.

‘What was that?’ Hirad started towards the door but Sian’erei stopped him.

‘We’ve lost the flow again,’ she said, her eyes full of tears. ‘They had no shield.’

Footsteps, a lot of footsteps, were clattering down the stairs.

 


Auum led his Tai deeper and deeper into the catacombs. Denser had been right. The place was a chaotic structure but although it was below ground, their prayers had given them strength and he was treating the confusion of passages and directions like the rainforest paths. No outward logic but animals left their marks on their best routes and humans were no different.

They had established the direction The Raven were taking and had chosen a path that ran above them and to their right. While there was no direct route, the Xeteskians had left plenty of signs. Less dust on the ground, grease marks from fingers on walls, shinier surfaces where clothes had brushed past. Easy to miss unless you knew what you were looking for.

Auum was five paces ahead of Duele, Evunn a further five behind him. His Tai had bows ready while he had unclasped his jaqrui pouch and had a short sword in his right hand. He was concerned that his Tai were running short of shafts and, even with those he had given them, a prolonged hunt would exhaust their supply.

There were men ahead of them, there were men behind. The Tai moved without sound and without speech, their signals and gestures all the communication they needed. Auum upped his pace. He wanted to pick off those ahead. They were moving with some urgency, twenty or more, making no attempt to hide their advance, assuming they were the hunters not the hunted.

He reached a junction of passageways. Left, he sensed the catacombs opening up. The air was a little fresher, circulating more freely. It was probably another hub but the corridor floor had a thin film of undisturbed dust on its surface. Interesting that no one turned left to get there. He checked right. The enemy were clearly audible still. He padded around the corner and set off, gesturing his Tai to maintain distance.

Auum was running now. The corridor, like every other, was blue-lit, palely decorated. It inclined slightly and gently curved away right. He breathed it in. It was short. He powered around the curve, feeling an opening on his left before he saw it. The prey were close. Breasting the rise of the curve, he saw the last boot disappearing around a left turn not ten yards ahead of him.

He took the earlier left, pacing parallel to the hunted, feeling his senses focus to every sound. Nothing came from behind him, it was all to his right. He felt for what he needed and in the currents of the air, he found it, a crossway right, curving back towards the enemy. The Tai closed swiftly.

From their ultimate destination, Auum heard an explosion. Dulled by rock but fed through the tunnels on a wave of air it was not far off. The enemy responded, breaking into a run. To Auum, it was an advantage. He pushed on, seeing them cross his path right to left. They wouldn’t see him, his angle left him in the periphery of their vision and they were intent on their way ahead. Not people who would last long in the rainforest.

The last pair of soldiers moved away with Auum four paces from the junction. He didn’t break stride, reaching into his jaqrui pouch and sending a crescent whispering away. It struck the back of his target’s head, slicing through skin and bone, before jamming to a stop in a spray of blood and sending him sprawling into those ahead.

Duele and Evunn compounded the instant confusion moments later. Arrows flew either side of Auum, cutting down two more. Auum’s blade chopped into the lower back of a man who hadn’t even responded to the damage inflicted on the one next to him. He fell to his knees, still moving forwards, arms flying backwards. Auum caught his head and cut his throat.

Only now did the soldiers respond. Shouts echoed through the corridor, panic and order mixed with the sound of swords being wrestled from scabbards and soldiers turning to face their enemy. Auum took what advantage remained. He unsheathed his second blade, and plunged it in to the neck of a soldier, pivoted on his right foot and kicked out down and straight with his left, cracking the knee of another and finally danced back a pace to free himself from the press coming at him.

Duele had dropped his bow and joined him, Evunn rattled in another arrow which skipped off a chain link and buried itself in the arm of a different target. At the rear of the pack, Auum could see a mage beginning to prepare. Happy that he couldn’t cast any destructive area spell without killing his own men, Auum stepped into attack again.

The Xeteskians were still in shock and their defence was poor. They tried to fit three in a fighting line. It was too many and all they could do was fence. The TaiGethen had no such restrictions. Auum’s blades blurred in front of him. He chopped aside a half-hearted prod and slashed a deep cut into one soldier’s face, ducked inside another strike and buried both blades into the chest of another. Both men fell back. Duele sent another crashing to the ground, throat slit and blood fountaining into the corridor.

The Xeteskians faltered, those at the front of the line unwilling to suffer the fate so quickly handed out to their comrades. Auum followed them as they began to edge away. A blow came in low, he jumped the blade, pirouetting as he landed and smashing in a high kick that broke the soldier’s nose.

He had them on the verge of breaking when the mage cast, his hands clutching hard at the air as if trying to crush a skull. Evunn cried out. He dropped his bow, his hands flying to the sides of his head. He crumpled, tortured choking the only sign he was still alive.

There were at least ten men between them and the mage. Too many.

‘Duele, keep them busy.’

Auum took six quick paces back, watching Duele defend against two men, his body movements efficient, his swords working well against the heavier weapons of the enemy. At his feet Evunn stared at him, imploring the pain to stop. Ahead, the mage’s hands tightened, the air between them diminishing.

Auum sprinted forwards. Two paces from the fight, he leaped forward into the air, swords before him. He passed like a spear over the soldiers and the mage, turning a roll in the air and landing flat on both feet. He spun round, crossed his arms over and out, his blades slicing into the mage’s neck, almost severing his head.

There was no time to pause. Evunn was down. Anger flooded Auum. It was an emotion he shunned but now it fired his body, drove him to more speed, more precision. He moved in and with Tual guiding his every move, his Tai like a mirror opposite him, they brought death in the name of Yniss.

 


‘Keep that bastard door shut!’ Hirad shouted at Darrick as another heavy spell impact bent the timbers. It was smoking now but the general held the table against it, leaning in with everything he could muster. Rebraal was by him, waiting.

At the other opening nearer the stairs, Hirad kept the Xeteskians back. The hallway was full of soldiers, blood and charred flesh. Three bodies lay at the barbarian’s feet. Blood from a cut to his forehead was dripping into his eyes.

The mages couldn’t get an angle on him to cast offensive spells, nor on Thraun, who battered away at the enemy from the research room opposite him. But there seemed no end to the swordsmen. Behind him, The Unknown was tending to Myx but would soon be up to take the fight and Sian was searching the mana spectrum, hoping like them all that the Julatsan focus would form again.

Hirad kicked out straight, forcing his man back. He slithered on blood and fell but another took his place, sizing up Hirad before coming in two-handed, using the door frame to shield his open side. The barbarian beckoned him on.

‘Like your friends,’ he said. ‘You’re going down.’

The soldier didn’t take the bait, preferring to defend the space. Hirad stepped in and slashed upwards. The soldier swayed backwards, fenced out with his blade, missing comfortably. Hirad stepped up on the downswing, his opponent off guard. His man stepped back further, blade cutting air again. Hirad smiled and rocked away himself.

‘Nice try.’

Another spell crunched into Darrick’s door timbers. The centre of the door splintered, shards of wood flew into the drawing room. The table heaved and Darrick was pushed well back.

‘Next time!’ he warned. ‘They’re winding up the ForceCones.’

‘We need an angle,’ said Rebraal.

‘Then let’s make one,’ said The Unknown, voice loud and close in Hirad’s ears. ‘If we’re going to go down, it might as well be with their blood on our faces.’

Hirad grinned at his opponent, who beckoned him on.

‘Soon enough, sonny. Soon enough.’ He raised his voice. ‘Hey Thraun, you all right?’

The scream of a Xeteskian soldier was all the information he really needed. Thraun spared him a glance, his feral eyes wild, his hair matted with sweat, and then another enemy took his fallen colleague’s position and it began again.

 


Auum could hear the crash of another spell close by. He turned them all right and headed up a sharply inclined passage, sure of himself once more. Evunn’s bow was over his shoulder, Evunn’s arrows had been ripped from corpses and placed back in his quiver and Evunn himself hung between Auum and Duele. The elf was senseless. Not unconscious but talking nonsense, unaware of his surroundings. He was almost walking but lost his step so often it was easier to drag him. His eyes were unfocused and his arms twitched where Auum and Duele held them around their necks.

‘Yniss tests us further,’ said Auum.

‘I am not sure that this isn’t Ix demonstrating his power tonight,’ replied Duele.

And it might have been so. The capricious God of the mana element was known for disrupting the works of Yniss, laughing in delight at the distress of his servants. Auum determined to have the last laugh. His anger had faded as the last Xeteskian fell in front of him, eyes wide with terror, drowning on his own blood. What had replaced it was perhaps more dangerous still.

He could hear the clamour of voices now. He heard a cry of pain, an order being given and the sound of running feet mixed with it. There was the echoing clash of steel; and on the air, he could smell fire and yet more death. He hurried them along a gloomy passageway where the light spells were weaker and the shadows a little more pronounced.

The construction of the corridors changed. They reached a junction where the walls were planked with wood. He edged his head around to the right. Two guards stood at an open door, looking in. Fools. Beyond them, the sounds of fighting were unmistakable.

‘Found them,’ said Auum.

They laid Evunn down. He had no strength to resist but smiled faintly and closed his eyes.

‘Two targets,’ said Auum. ‘I’ll take the left.’

The TaiGethen elves stepped smartly around the corner, their bowstrings tensed. Sensing danger, the soldiers spun together. Their crossbows began coming to ready but death for them was already far too close for it to make any difference at all.




Chapter 25

 


 


 


 


‘Let this one take the door, and be ready to act,’ said The Unknown Warrior.

Darrick stood facing his own death. The Unknown trotted quickly back to where Hirad kept the same soldier occupied, ensuring the frame of the door was too full of the Xeteskian for anyone to risk a crossbow bolt. Rebraal was next to Darrick, his last arrow ready in his bow.

It was a desperate measure but they really had no choice. The one closed door was going to go and when it did, the way would be opened for them to be overwhelmed by spell attack. Their only chance now was to get at the mages and be in the thick of the enemy to stop any chance of more casting from up the stairs. That and crossbow fire. And that meant fighting with knives and daggers. It had been a long time since Darrick had practised. Time would tell whether he, or any of them for that matter, remembered the balance and moves to survive.

Myx was standing again and Sian had gathered herself even if she hadn’t got her magic back. They had to break. Thraun was being slowly worn down and there was no way Hirad was going to let any of The Raven die without the others standing next to them, or at least fighting to get through.

He took a deep breath. There was a moment’s calm out in the hallway, broken only by Hirad’s taunting and the heavy blows of Thraun’s sword. It really was now or never.

‘Ready, Raven,’ said The Unknown, his voice so reassuring that for a heartbeat, Darrick actually considered they’d survive this. Seeing the expression on his and Hirad’s faces, he realised that was precisely what they believed.

They had faced death down so many times, thought Darrick, and he hadn’t. Not really. Not even at the Understone garrison or the fields at Septern Manse had he really thought he’d die.

In here it had been different from the moment the familiar had flown from Ranyl’s window.

He saw the flash of the castings moments before the door disintegrated. Shielded either side of the doorway, Darrick and Rebraal suffered no injury, waiting a count of three for the Cone to disperse.

‘Go!’ shouted The Unknown.

Rebraal stepped around the door and fired his arrow, Darrick seeing it lodge high in the chest of the mage before he could scramble clear and let his soldiers cover him. Darrick breathed deep and rushed out of the door, sensing The Unknown and Hirad wading into the battle next to each other.

His heart lurched in his chest. Xeteskians were everywhere. The hallway could take three in a line with room to swing long swords but for now he faced only two. Behind him, the space to the door back into the catacombs was blocked by the hideous smouldering corpses of the TaiGethen and Al-Arynaar mages. Ahead, the enemy. Guardsmen lined the hallway, more were waiting on the stairs, many armed with crossbows which were swung to bear. Mages stood well back. He saw one on either side of the stairway and others on the stairs themselves.

He threw himself into the front rank of the Xeteskians. A bolt flashed past him, thudding into the door. Rebraal was by him, the elf’s speed remarkable, his bow discarded and dagger and short sword now in hand.

‘Keep close, watch the peripheries,’ called Darrick as the shouts began to rattle around the enclosed space. He blocked two blows in quick succession and shoved his man back, looking for the angle to close. ‘Don’t give the mages line of sight.’

Darrick’s man made his first mistake, attempting a round-arm strike. The general stepped inside, blocked the arm at the height of its arc and punched forward with his right-hand dagger, piercing the man’s heart. He shuddered and the strength left him. Ready for it, Darrick leaned into the body shoving him back hard into those behind him.

With no time to admire his handiwork, Darrick leaped the body, hunching low to keep his frame out of sight. His new opponents were off balance but Rebraal hadn’t been as quick dispensing with his first man and Darrick was exposed on his right. A blade flashed in. He blocked it, just, catching the blade on the hilt of his dagger and twisting down. Looking left, he jabbed half forwards, drawing a false stroke from his other direct opponent. A third man joined the line but couldn’t strike from his far right position. For that he was grateful.

He planted a foot carefully behind and rocked backwards as a second strike came in from the right, feeling it swish past his face. His momentum brought him forwards again and he let it carry him, again getting inside his man but finding the way blocked by a chop to the top of his left arm. He whipped in his right arm, dagger blade planting into the man’s side beneath his ribs, driving deep into flesh.

A heartbeat later, the second Xeteskian stabbed forwards. Darrick, not quite quick enough to adjust his body shape, felt the blade slice through his armour and cut across the top of his hip. The wound burned and the blood started to flow. He grunted in pain and dropped back.

‘Rebraal, I need you.’

‘Right here.’ Rebraal’s short sword took the right hand from Darrick’s tormentor. The elf’s dagger slashed across his face, removing an eye. Finally, he stepped up and kicked forwards, knocking the screaming man onto his back. ‘Darrick?’

‘I’ll live,’ said Darrick.

And with his right leg soaking in his blood, he drove forwards again.

 


Auum and Duele shouldered their bows and picked up Evunn again, their beloved Tai unresisting, drifting in and out of consciousness, his head slumped forwards. Auum feared for him but could not let that fear dominate him. He cleared his mind while they moved past the two guards. Duele paused to rip the arrows clear of the bodies and they ran on into what had to be a catacomb hub.

In front of them the noise level had increased. The spells no longer sounded but instead the sounds of close fighting filled the air, coming from an area ahead and below them. They were in what looked like the inside of a house. Wood-panelled and hung with pictures, the narrow corridor was lined with doors, all closed. Auum chose to ignore them, moving his Tai quickly towards the sounds ahead.

At an empty alcove, he motioned Duele to take Evunn while he slipped forwards. The corridor ended in a blank wall and to the right, turned into a similar door-lined landing. He crouched low and peered around the corner. At its end were stairs and crowded on the landing were Xeteskians, he couldn’t be bothered to count them. Doors on either side were open. The sounds of fighting and dying were loud in his ears and above it all he could hear the voices of those he knew, one louder than all the rest. Hirad Coldheart.

He was back with Duele moments later.

‘We must leave him. We have work.’

‘Here?’

Auum looked down at Evunn, his mind darkening anew. The Tai was unconscious now. ‘He can come to little more harm than he has suffered already.’

He knelt down and kissed Evunn’s lips, taking the stricken elf’s head from Duele’s lap and lowering it gently to the floor. Evunn’s legs protruded into the corridor but that was a further risk he had to take.

‘We will not leave you, brother. Stay with us. Yniss will protect you.’ He stood, drew a short sword and unclasped his half-empty jaqrui pouch. ‘I will not waste arrows on these men. They are less than animals and deserve no respect. We move.’

The two TaiGethen padded away, Evunn lying in their wake, their prayers with him but their thoughts ahead. Their only chance for him was to get a mage to examine him. Whatever spell the Xeteskian had used, it had attacked Evunn’s brain.

Auum motioned Duele to run side by side with him. Without pause, he rounded the corner, jaqrui in his right hand, his sword held in defence as he passed doorways should he need it. After two sets of closed doors, the next pair were open. Ten yards ahead, soldiers craned their necks to see the action below them.

Left-hand open door, a figure appeared. Auum didn’t even break stride, reversing his blade in his hand and stabbing into the enemy’s neck. He choked and fell back, a strangled cry emerging from his ruined throat. Above the clamour of fighting, the soldiers ahead heard it, turning to see their doom approaching at a speed they could never hope to counter.

Auum’s jaqrui howled away. Now was not the time for quiet, now was the time to instil fear. The crescent blade scythed into his target’s stomach at the waistband. Duele’s found the arm of his man. Both yelled the alarm, demanding help, that would not arrive in time. The TaiGethen hit them like a whirlwind.

Duele dragged out his second blade and swept it into his enemy’s face. Auum planted a foot, turned a high roundhouse kick and sent his man spinning backwards. Landing, he snapped in a punch to the back of the neck and stepped over the falling man. He jabbed his sword into the thigh of the next as the enemy fought to bring up a defence.

Auum let his limbs work without conscious thought, reaching that plane where he sat almost as an outsider, seeing everything, Tual directing his every move. They were so slow, the Xeteskians, their long blades cumbersome in these close quarters. They paid, every one that fell, for the crimes committed against the elven nation and, more immediately, Evunn and every TaiGethen who had fallen as a result of their masters’ actions.

The calm settled on Auum. His blade worked inside the guard of another enemy, spearing into his eye. His free hand worked in double time, balled as a fist to smash nose or mouth, open and upright for the base of his palm to slam into forehead, nose and chest or straight-fingered to crush windpipe.

They couldn’t get near him. His legs kept him dancing beyond their attempts to strike back, his feet swift, dealing out blows to knee and ankle if not balancing him to strike again or dodge blow after blow.

He could hear the whispering in his mind, his mantra to the Gods that he served, repeated again and again, over and over. I will serve beyond death, I will preserve all you have wrought.

Auum’s blade blocked another attack, he sidestepped a second, ducked a crossbow bolt and killed another.

He moved forward again.

 


Thraun howled and thrashed his sword into the side of a Xeteskian head, where it lodged. He left it where it quivered, the man collapsing in front of him. The shapechanger plucked a dagger from his belt sheath and launched himself out of the doorway, enveloping another hapless guardsman.

It had to be this way. Ahead of him, in the fighting that had become a deadly brawl, The Unknown and Hirad were in danger of being overwhelmed. Blood ran from the cut in the barbarian’s forehead, he had suffered wounds to both arms earlier and as Thraun watched, a quick slash opened up his chest leather. The material begin to darken further. But far from worrying him, the damage served to galvanise Hirad further and he surged forwards, both weapons burying in his victim’s chest.

Behind Thraun, Denser stood sentinel over Erienne. His mana stamina was all but spent so he stood with his sword, waiting for Thraun to fail. He would not fail.

He bit down on to the nose of his victim, pushed his dagger hard into the flesh of his upper thighs and kept him close with an arm locked around his neck. Struggle as he might, the guard couldn’t break free. Not until Thraun was ready and that was when he drove his dagger into the unprotected shoulder, driving down behind his ribcage.

Thraun growled again, dropped the corpse and sought another to kill. He could smell the blood and the death, he could taste it. In his mind the memories of the forest and the hunt crowded in again. The pain of what he had lost drove him on. He would not lose the pack he ran with now. Not while he still lived.

Those closest to him tried to back away but the press from the other side of the hallway kept them close enough. Thraun barked, saw the fear in their eyes, bared his bloodied teeth and waded in once more.

 


‘Come on!’ yelled Hirad. ‘Any of you bastards think you can take me?’

Every inch of his body was covered in sweat and blood. His breath was acid in his lungs, his arms and legs burned and his head was thumping. Bodies littered the ground making footing difficult and he had slipped almost fatally when taking the slice across his chest. He could feel the wound every time he lashed out and he could see that despite the men he had downed, there were so many more.

He caught the eye of a frightened youth and snarled. The boy took a pace sideways and the next instant collapsed under The Unknown’s massive punch to his temple. The more alert had discarded their swords now and fought for that modicum of space to allow two and more to attack each Raven target.

Just as hard, he and The Unknown battled to keep it tight, using their targets as shields against crossbows and mages, who stood ready but unable to cast or fire lest they strike their own. But he feared a senior mage or Circle Seven master joining the fray. They had the ability to deal with individual targets wherever they were.

But he couldn’t let it worry him. He struck out, catching a guardsman on his arm, feeling the knife bite deep, ruining tendon and muscle. The man gasped and dropped his blade. Hirad pounced, balling one fist around a dagger hilt and punching into his enemy’s mouth. Teeth broke and blood flew from split lip and torn gum. His left hand came round directly after, knife sliding deep into groin. He turned and twisted it before dragging it clear. The guard dropped to the floor, clutching himself and lost to the fight.

His vision clouded again and he wiped the blood from his face. A fist clattered into his cheek sending him staggering back a pace. He saw a sword arrowing towards him and no way to defend himself. But the blow never landed; instead its owner jerked violently and fell forwards, a curved metal blade jutting from the back of his head.

Hirad looked up the stairs. There was panic above and for good reason. Their limbs a blur, every strike finding its mark, the TaiGethen were back in the fight.

‘Yes!’ shouted Hirad. ‘Yes!’

Energy flooded through him. He glanced right. The Unknown’s fist connected with the chin of his opponent, knocking him from his feet to land on top of two men behind. He could hear Darrick encouraging Rebraal all the way and knew that the balance of the fight was shifting.

A mage was backing away beyond the stairs. Hirad snarled. He was next but there were enemies in front of him. He stepped inside the guard of another soldier, ducked a haymaking punch and stabbed upwards through his stomach. Still moving he pushed the dying man aside, lashed a fist into the face of a soldier targeting The Unknown and moved on again.

The Raven would be triumphant. It would soon be over.

 


Vuldaroq and Heryst had both been enjoying the news from Xetesk. Noting that their spies were both deeply embedded in the Dark College and highly skilled, they had settled back in their respective colleges to hear, through a cooperative Communion, about the elven raid that had brought such chaos and apparent destruction.

While piqued that they had not been consulted, there was satisfaction in any mayhem and Vuldaroq found himself unwilling to appear disgruntled. Well, not completely. He wasn’t enamoured with the Al-Arynaar mage who conducted the Communion. She was under duress from Lysternan and Dordovan mages, who felt the need for her to deal direct with their rulers. She, it appeared, didn’t feel it was any of their business. It was not a way in which he was used to being spoken. Nor Heryst, though the Lysternan leader had other reasons not to make protestation. The shame of letting The Raven escape was hard to face down.

‘And when exactly do you expect your raiding party to return?’ Vuldaroq remained fascinated that anyone could breach the walls of the city so easily, let alone the college but it had most definitely happened.

‘That is unknown,’ said Dila’heth. ‘Perhaps they will not return at all. We cannot be sure.’

‘But you are sure they have completed their tasks inside,’ pushed Vuldaroq.

‘Your spies are more able to draw that conclusion. Clearly, the news that the library has been raided is very good. Auum will die before giving up the Aryn Hiil, should he have found it there.’

She sounded very tired. The pressure of the siege front, the second failure of the Julatsan mana focus and the stress of talking to the leaders of two colleges must be taking its toll.

‘I am sorry that we press you,’ said Heryst. His voice drifting across Vuldaroq’s mind like balm on a wound. ‘But there are other questions. Did not your raiding party seek to cause damage to the Dark College as part of their brief?’

‘Your dispute is your business. We are, and have always been here in order to recover what was stolen from us,’ said Dila’heth. ‘When we have confirmation, we will move north to Julatsa as has always been understood.’

‘Of course,’ said Vuldaroq. ‘And our heartfelt thanks for your aid, however given, will always be with the elven nation.’

‘Do not patronise me, Dordovan,’ said Dila’heth. ‘Your conflicts have caused harm on Calaius. Xetesk may be in the dock but none of you are blameless.’

‘Young lady I—’ began Vuldaroq.

‘I think what Vuldaroq is saying is that we are eternally grateful for your intervention. We have not deliberately sought to harm your country but we do seek to end any chance of that harm worsening by deposing the current Xeteskian regime.’

‘I apologise,’ said Dila. ‘This war makes its mark on us all.’

‘Indeed it does,’ said Vuldaroq. ‘Please do not take offence.’

‘I do not.’

‘Good,’ said Vuldaroq. He drew a breath. ‘One more thing. We understand there is trouble in the Xeteskian tower complex and catacombs, though we are unable to get too close for obvious reasons. I had no idea the elves were attacking there too.’

‘They are not. The Ra—’ Dila caught herself but it was too late.

‘I beg your pardon?’ Vuldaroq wasn’t quite convinced of what he had just half heard.

‘There are other targets in the college,’ said Dila hurriedly. ‘I was not privy to all the TaiGethen’s discussions with their advisers.’

‘Their advisers being The Raven, clearly,’ said Vuldaroq casually.

‘That is not what I said,’ replied Dila’heth frostily. ‘Now if there is nothing more, I have a war to fight tomorrow.’

‘You understand that the allies seek The Raven,’ said Heryst. ‘They are criminals and must be arrested.’

‘They are friends to the elves,’ said Dila carefully.

‘Meaning?’ demanded Vuldaroq.

‘Meaning, if I knew where they were, I would not place them in the hands of those who would harm them.’

‘They are outlaws,’ said Vuldaroq.

‘They saved the elven nation almost single-handed amongst men. Their sacrifice is enough to absolve them of any crime in the eyes of elves.’

‘Tell me,’ said Vuldaroq. ‘Are they in Xetesk or are they not?’

‘I trust you heard my previous utterances,’ said Dila. ‘Would you like me to repeat them?’

‘We will talk more when you are perhaps less tired,’ said Vuldaroq.

‘I think not.’

The connection broke, leaving Vuldaroq alone with Heryst.

‘I trust your humiliation is now complete, my Lord Heryst.’

‘Stop your tiresome jibes, Vuldaroq. We have serious matters to discuss.’

‘Do we?’ Vuldaroq smiled to himself. Not for long.

‘The Raven are no longer just an irritation and a band of fugitives, ’ said Heryst. ‘And before you snap back, I think you should consider not what happens when they escape Xetesk, but what happens if they do not. I will not treat you as a fool. You will be as aware as I am of the rumours surrounding Erienne. It appears she is locked in the Dark College. Dystran will know what we do. What if she should be captured?’

Vuldaroq considered. ‘We will have to rescue her. For the good of Balaia.’

‘Indeed,’ said Heryst. ‘And not just the good of one or other of us. If she is who we believe, she will not be silenced like her daughter.’

‘But whose hands will she fall into, eh?’

Heryst sighed. ‘That cannot be the issue, save that it should not be Xetesk’s. Please, Vuldaroq, let us not compete over this. It is too important to us both.’

‘She is Dordovan,’ said Vuldaroq. ‘She belongs with me.’

‘If she is a woman of the One, she belongs to none of us, that is the problem.’

‘If you capture her, you will surrender her to me,’ said Vuldaroq.

‘Don’t be ridiculous. Any capture attempt has to be a joint venture. Any reward has to be shared,’ replied Heryst.

‘But what if they should escape and fall into your hands, eh?’

‘Or yours?’

‘Perhaps we must agree to differ on this issue,’ said Vuldaroq.

‘Vuldaroq!’ shouted Heryst, his voice echoing painfully around the Dordovan Arch Mage’s skull. ‘This is not an argument about supply chains or battlefield communication. This affects the future of Balaia. A Balaia that you and I want to see returned to balance. Am I not right?’

Vuldaroq was silent.
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What had begun as a desperate breakout attempt became a slaughter. Panicked by the TaiGethen at their backs, the Xeteskian guardsmen had pushed forwards towards the Raven. The resultant jostling and lack of space meant no room to bring crossbows to bear and had brought first Thraun and then Hirad to the helpless mages.

The barbarian pulled his dagger blade from the chest of the last man standing and let the body fall, life fading. The silence was palpable, broken only by the sounds of hard breathing. His whole body ached. Blood ran from six separate cuts; the worst of them, on his chest, stung with his sweat.

‘We should move,’ said The Unknown, though the set of his body suggested he desired anything but.

Blood smeared his face and body, most of it not his own. He supported an angry wound below one ear and his arms were blood-slick and crisscrossed with cuts. Next to him, Darrick’s face was ashen beneath the red spatters, one hand pressing hard on his hip. Rebraal looked to be in a state of shock, though it could have been purely surprise that they had survived.

Auum picked his way quickly through the covering of corpses and fatally wounded on the floor.

‘Denser?’

Hirad pointed to the research room and followed the TaiGethen with his gaze. He strode up to Denser, grabbed his arm and pointed up the stairs.

‘Evunn,’ he said by way of explanation.

‘What?’ Denser looked up sharply from smoothing Erienne’s hair, irritated at the interruption.

‘Please?’ Auum frowned and sighed. He called for Rebraal and snapped out a stream of elvish. Something in his voice pricked Hirad’s attention, Rebraal was already heading for the stairs.

‘It’s Evunn,’ he said for Denser’s benefit. ‘He’s been hit by a spell.’

‘He’s not the only one,’ said Hirad grimly.

‘No, but he’s alive. Auum says his mind is gone.’

‘Oh no,’ muttered Denser. He hurried out of the research room. ‘Bastards, that’s cruel.’

‘What is it?’ Hirad found it all bemusing. It was all he could do to remain standing. His legs were shaking. He leaned against a wall.

‘MindMelt,’ said Denser. ‘Got to be.’

Auum followed him out, Hirad touched his arm and indicated the charred remains of the elves by the door. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said.

There was the faintest flicker in the elf’s eyes and a tightening of the muscles in his face through his smeared paint. Auum glanced up the stairs to see Duele and Rebraal with Denser. He walked slowly towards the bodies, Hirad indicating that Darrick should give him room. For a few moments he stood looking down at them, hunched in the attitudes of their deaths. The FlameOrbs had consumed them, six TaiGethen and two Al-Arynaar mages. They were blackened beyond recognition, fused together, clothing and flesh burned away exposing bone and sinew.

Reverently, Auum knelt by each one, placing a hand on the head, speaking a few words and kissing the lipless mouth. When he turned and rose, Hirad caught the grief and fury in his eyes as he swept past and back up to Evunn.

‘We aren’t safe here,’ said Myx, appearing at one of the drawing-room doors, leaning heavily on Sian’erei.

Hirad’s sarcastic retort stopped at his lips. One half of Myx’s face was burned and blistered, one eye swollen shut. His armour was shredded down the same side and blood oozed through the rents. He winced as he breathed and the air dragged over scorched lungs. The barbarian nodded and offered his support, freeing Sian.

‘Thraun, you all right to carry Erienne?’ he asked.

Thraun nodded, blood dripping from his nose, and limped back into the research room. There was a dark stain on his trousers just below the right knee. Hirad watched him pick up Erienne before turning himself and starting up the stairs.

‘Tell me we’re close to the way out,’ he said.

‘No,’ said Myx. ‘They knew we would come this way if I was with you and they will know where I am headed. But, if we hurry, we might get there before they catch up with us again.’

Hirad raised his eyebrows. ‘We aren’t in a fit state to go far.’

‘There is nowhere else,’ said Myx. ‘This is your only chance.’ He coughed, face screwing up, the air misting red in front of him.

‘Hang in there, Myx.’

Approaching the end of the landing, voices were raised. Auum was remonstrating with Denser, Rebraal trying to translate as best he could.

‘Tell him I can’t just fix him. It’s not that simple,’ said Denser.

‘He says your mages made him this way and you can put it right,’ responded Rebraal.

‘Maybe. But not here and not now.’ Denser’s face was reddening, his temper at breaking point.

Auum reacted angrily to his statement, jabbing a finger back towards the hallway. The Unknown increased his pace.

‘Hey!’ he said. ‘Enough. All of you.’ Whatever it was in his tone, it transcended language barriers. ‘Thank you. Now, Denser, is he dying?’

‘He’s not in immediate danger, no.’

‘Is he deteriorating?’

‘Slowly.’

‘Are a few hours going to make any difference?’

‘Not really.’

‘Right.’ The Unknown looked squarely at Auum. ‘Rebraal, translate this, it’s the final word. We can’t help Evunn now but he isn’t going to die. We will carry him out like we will carry Erienne. But if we don’t move right away, none of us will get out. So we are going. Now. Myx, which way?’

‘Follow me.’ Myx and Hirad, moving quickly together now, walked ahead and turned right at the end of the landing and down to the blank wall. Myx reached into what transpired to be an illusion and slid back a panel. ‘New building going on. If Dystran doesn’t come through this way, it’ll save us some time.’

The light was poor but was enough to walk by. Every surface was rugged and unfinished, the curve of the tunnels often not far above their heads. Myx had to stoop. In places, chambers had been completed, but elsewhere all that could be seen were marks on the bare walls.

The lattice was uncomplicated thus far with little more than the major corridors fashioned. Myx took them in more or less a straight line, angling down then back up. It was a walk that had no discernible end and Hirad’s nervousness grew with his awareness of their vulnerability.

One arm around Myx’s waist to support the struggling Protector, Hirad carried his blade in the other. He tried to ignore the pain firing across his chest while concentrating on listening hard for sounds ahead and treating every turn and crossing as a potential ambush.

But it was difficult to maintain, this made more so by their pace which slowed remorselessly. Myx’s breathing was truly tortured, his legs more badly burned than he wanted to let show. Thraun, with Erienne in his arms and refusing to pass her to The Unknown, limped badly. Darrick was forced to lean on Rebraal, his hip bleeding steadily. And the surviving TaiGethen carried their sick brother between them. Only Denser and Sian were uninjured though Hirad could only guess at what was going through their minds.

The corridors became progressively darker and somewhere ahead, water was dripping, both factors evidence of spells decaying. Apparently, work was suspended now the war was on. Abruptly, Myx stumbled and fell to his knees, gasping, his armour pulling across his burns.

‘Come on, big fella,’ said Hirad, ignoring the fresh blood from his chest while he half dragged the Protector upright.

‘Just a moment,’ said Myx, his voice hoarse.

Hirad feared for him. It wasn’t his legs that had caused him to stumble. His breath was short and agonised, his face covered in sweat and his body carried a tremble. Behind them, Auum spoke and Rebraal translated.

‘We are pursued.’

‘Shit,’ managed Myx. ‘It’s Dystran. It has to be.’ He pushed himself on, breaking into a half-trot. ‘Not far. Come on.’

He was ahead of Hirad, using the wall to propel himself along. The Raven ran blind behind him, knowing that if he fell, they were lost. Hirad didn’t know how many turns they made, he couldn’t gauge the slopes they travelled, he lost count of the side passages they crossed. Head down, every pace pulling at his wounds, he ran, looking behind him to check his friends were all with him when he trusted himself not to fall. He couldn’t hear the pursuit but the haunted look on Rebraal’s face told him it wasn’t far enough behind.

Ahead, the failing blue light was replaced by a misty grey luminescence.

‘Tunnelling spell. It’s decaying like the light,’ said Denser as they ran. ‘It should be as bright as the sun.’

The sound of water was louder, a steady trickle into puddles. The going was slippery and muddy underfoot, the walls even more ragged, sharp edges of rock protruding from dense wet clay.

‘Where are we now?’ asked The Unknown.

‘Outside . . . the . . . city.’ Myx struggled to frame the words. ‘Not far.’

And it wasn’t. At the edge of the grey light, Myx turned down a narrow unfinished side passage ending in a blank wall. Again he felt inside the illusion and pushed a panel aside, waiting for them all to come through before closing it.

‘Can you lock that, Denser?’ he asked.

Denser shook his head. ‘Barely. I’ll try but it won’t add up to much. After that I’ll be spent.’

He stepped up and began casting.

‘What about Erienne?’ asked Hirad.

‘Whatever I do here, we need another mage to help me. Soon.’

‘I’ve got an idea. Don’t worry, Denser. I’ll see to it,’ said Hirad. ‘So, where now?’

Myx pointed down the passage they found themselves in. It was finished and well lit, apparently in regular use. A chamber lay to their right, empty and chill. Ten yards ahead, a large leather bound basket sat on the floor. It was attached to a rope that disappeared through a sizeable hole in the roof.

‘Oh, great,’ muttered Hirad.

‘Izack said he assumed they were getting in supplies,’ said The Unknown. ‘Looks like he was right.’

Myx nodded, his breath a little more even now but still pained. ‘The top is hidden by illusion. There’s a grille to stop animals falling as well. It comes out in a bank of gorse and bracken to the west of the city. It has proved useful.’

‘What is it usually, a ventilation shaft?’ asked Darrick.

‘Yes. There are six altogether. Four have been sealed. The other is not far from here.’

Denser turned from the door. ‘I’ve done what I can. It won’t keep them for long. Certainly not if Dystran is with them.’

‘Right, let’s get moving.’ The Unknown made quick assessment of the rope and basket, staring up into the dark above. ‘Right. Thraun, me and you will go up, Sian between us. We’ll haul up Evunn and Erienne in the basket. Denser, you with Erienne, Auum or Duele with Evunn. We’ll have to pray it’ll hold but it looks strong enough to me. Then, climb one by one, fast as you can. The remainder have to hold off any attack. If it gets bad, shout, I’ll be back down. Go.’

He pointed at Thraun. The shapechanger passed Erienne to Denser, who stood her into the basket. It would be just big enough for them both standing upright. Thraun stood on the edge of the basket, grabbed the rope and disappeared up the shaft, which was something in the order of five feet wide. They could hear him bracing himself against the sides, dust and grit showering down. Soon after he disappeared, Sian’erei went after him.

‘How high?’ asked The Unknown.

‘I don’t know,’ said Myx. ‘We aren’t at the lowest level. Over fifty feet. You’ll find a pulley wheel and brace stowed at the top of the shaft that you can lock into position.’

The Unknown raised his eyebrows. ‘The fact that that is the best news I’ve heard since we got in here says everything.’

It seemed an eternity before they heard Thraun moving the grille. The Unknown started to climb.

‘Be ready, Denser. As soon as we’re set, we’ll pull.’

‘Understood.’

Hirad turned to face the illusion, imagining a Xeteskian horde tramping towards them.

‘How far away are they?’ he asked Rebraal.

‘By now, all but on us.’

‘Right,’ said Darrick. ‘Let’s organise. Myx, move away and sit down. It’s a long climb for you later.’

Myx was about to raise an objection but a thud on the panel stopped him.

‘Move, Myx!’ hissed Hirad. ‘Darrick, I’ll stand up.’

‘No Hirad, you’re hurt.’

‘And you’re not?’ Hirad growled. ‘I’m not shifting. Rebraal will stand by me.’

The Al-Arynaar leader nodded and moved forward but he was pushed aside by Auum.

‘Right,’ said Darrick tersely. There was another experimental thud on the portal. ‘Rebraal, stand with me the other side of the basket, we can’t afford to be backdoored here.’

The group rearranged. Hirad looked across at Auum and nodded his gratitude. The TaiGethen spoke a few words he took to be a prayer for their safety and drew a single short sword, the fire undimmed in his eyes.

‘Don’t you die down here, Coldheart,’ said Denser.

‘I’ll do what I can,’ said Hirad.

There was another impact. Heavier this time.

‘That was a spell,’ said Denser.

‘How long before they get through?’

‘Not long enough to get us all out, I fear.’

Hirad waited, his thrill at the prospect of the fight absent. He stood here because of those he protected, nothing more. But even that knowledge couldn’t hide the ache in his limbs, the biting pain from his wounds or the exhaustion in his mind. Unbidden came the thought that if the Xeteskians broke through, all of them would have to be downed for the rest of The Raven to escape. Alternatively, someone would have to make the ultimate sacrifice.

He gripped his sword tighter and smiled grimly. At least he would be able to reacquaint himself with Ilkar. Sooner than he expected but a prospect he welcomed, not feared.

A warmth filled Hirad’s mind, Sha-Kaan entering his consciousness gently.

These are not thoughts I am happy to feel, said the Great Kaan.

I had not realised you could sense me, said Hirad.

He was dimly aware of a concerted attack on the panel. Swordsmen were trying to weaken the timber so making Dystran’s job breaking the WardLock easier. Even in his weakened state, it was clear that Denser’s skill was considerable.

But they are the thoughts I would expect of such a man as you, Hirad Coldheart, continued the dragon.

Accepting death has always been my way of avoiding it, said Hirad.

I—Sha-Kaan stopped. That is by way of a joke, is it not?

Sort of. Sha-Kaan, this contact is fortunate, given where I stand now. I need to ask you to help us.

Ask.

We know one of the Al-Drechar was murdered.

Myriell, confirmed Sha-Kaan.

Erienne’s mind was damaged by it. She is unconscious now and Denser has been holding back the storms. But he’s spent and he can’t help her where she needs it most. We need Cleress to be with her, in her mind. She’s in trouble.

I will do what I can. Cleress is asleep under a spell now but she is also free of the Xeteskians. When she wakes, I will be there.

Thank you. And for you, we have the information we need. When we get out, we can make it happen.

Renewed warmth and sudden joy flooded Hirad’s mind. Then, frail human, you had better ensure you survive. I will have need of my Dragonene when I return home.

I’ll do what I can.

I am sure you will.

Sha-Kaan’s contact ceased. Hirad came fully to himself, with the battering on the door constant and the pressure beginning to tell. Behind him, the basket carrying Denser and Erienne lifted out of sight, creaking and protesting, the movements deliberately smooth. He focused back on the door from which Auum had never taken his eyes.

Another impact, and the illusion collapsed.

‘Can that happen?’ asked Hirad.

‘Apparently,’ said Darrick from the other side of the shaft.

Hirad was looking at a plain panel of oak, dark and heavy. There was a recess to the left into which it would slide. Not that Dystran planned anything so gentle. When the WardLock failed, the door would go with it. Already, the wood was stressed and warped, only Denser’s spell keeping it in place now. Hirad backed up three paces, Auum following suit, understanding they were too close for comfort.

The hammering of weapons continued while Dystran presumably gathered himself. At Hirad’s back, the basket rattled down, slapping onto the floor. It was wet, the rope above it dripping and dirty. Duele and Evunn were in the basket in moments. Duele tugged the rope hard to indicate he was ready and up they went, quicker this time with Denser clearly on the rope too.

‘Come on, come on,’ muttered Hirad. The hammering on the door ceased. ‘Here we go.’

Auum clutched his sword tighter and looked half away, braced against the expected blast. The spell hit the door, driving into the mana lattice of the WardLock. Blue light sparked across its surface, a rush of air hit them and the door began to topple forwards.

For a heartbeat, Hirad stopped to wonder why the wood hadn’t splintered and Myx was past him, hurling himself against it and ramming it back into place.

‘Help me,’ he said.

Hirad and Auum leaned their weights against the panel. It was warm. On the opposite side, the enemy pushed hard, handicapped by the narrow passage width on their side.

‘Rebraal,’ called Hirad. ‘When the basket comes down, you’re next.’

‘No—’

‘Yes,’ snapped Hirad, arms shaking under an impact. ‘You’re the quicker climber. Darrick, you’re after him, the rope will take you both.’

‘I hear you.’

Hirad could hear the reluctance in his voice but unlike Rebraal, he understood who led down here.

The pressure on the door grew more sustained. They could hear shouts ordering more men to the press. Inexorably, the panel was moving. Myx turned and braced his legs against the stone floor, his broad shoulders flattened across the panel. Either side of him, Auum and Hirad, leaned side-on. Hirad looked up into the face of the Protector, saw the sweat on his brow and knew they didn’t have long before his strength deserted him.

The basket crashed to the floor, cracking on impact.

‘Rebraal, go!’ shouted Hirad.

He saw the elf leap to the rope and start climbing. Darrick watched him too. The barbarian could see the pallid colour of the general’s face. He had lost too much blood.

‘Don’t faint before you get to the top,’ he said.

Darrick was stone-faced. ‘I’ll make it,’ he said.

‘Three to go,’ said Hirad. ‘This should be interesting.’

Suddenly, the pressure against the panel vanished and it thudded back into place. Hirad would have preferred had it not. Dystran’s voice sounded in the sudden quiet.

‘Let me through, idiots. I’ll do it, myself.’

‘Not good,’ muttered Hirad.

‘We’re out of time,’ said Myx.

‘Right,’ said Hirad. ‘Auum, go.’ The TaiGethen looked at him. ‘Spell coming. Go.’

Auum nodded, understanding and respect in his gesture. He sheathed his sword and jumped onto the rope.

‘Go, Hirad,’ said Myx.

‘The rope won’t take four.’

‘You have no choice.’

‘You’re coming with me. I’m not leaving you here.’

Myx met his stare. ‘I will not yield. Go. Sol understands. We are one.’

‘You’ll be killed.’

‘We are one!’

Hirad hesitated but Myx had turned away. It felt wrong. This wasn’t necessary. He eyed the rope which flexed and jumped, under the strain of those climbing it. He stepped onto the rim of the basket.

‘The Raven will help you,’ he said. ‘You should come.’

‘No.’

Hirad sliced the rope below him, sheathed his knife and began climbing hard.

‘Pull!’ he yelled. ‘Darrick, make them pull. Myx, come on, you can make it.’

Below Hirad, the world turned blue, a force of air whipping up the shaft bouncing him from side to side. Myx tumbled beneath him like a doll cast carelessly aside, shards of the oak panel a storm about him. Urgent shouts were followed by soldiers clustering under the vent bringing crossbows to bear.

‘Oh shit,’ said Hirad. ‘Pull up, pull up!’

Bolts clattered and bounced in the shaft, one thumping side-on into his boot. He climbed faster, hand over hand, legs driving him upwards. The wound in his chest, pulled and twisted, fresh blood dripping down his body.

At the base of the shaft, the reload was complete but the shots never came. From nowhere, Myx barrelled across his vision, head down, arms wide, sweeping into the bowmen, pushing them away. The sounds of the fight followed but Hirad couldn’t see it because at last, the rope began to rise and he was pulled quickly from sight. He could hear though, and all too soon, the sounds ceased.

Hirad closed his eyes for a moment before turning his head upwards. Fresh air reached his lungs and drops of rain hit his face. He could hear the wind howling across the top of the shaft. It had been calm when they had entered Xetesk and now a storm had begun. It was somehow entirely appropriate.
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Dystran stared up the ventilation shaft, dodging backwards when, predictably, the rope dropped down. They had escaped him for now and the thought made him as angry as he had ever felt. But he couldn’t shake the grudging respect he also felt. They’d escaped from two colleges in the past four days, and he recalled they’d done something similar in Dordover when recovering a Dawnthief catalyst from the crypts there a few years back.

‘Extraordinary,’ he said quietly. ‘Quite extraordinary.’

He wanted to shout, lash out, anything to ease his frustration. Uncharacteristically, he chose not to. Turning and looking at the men around him he saw fear, shock and relief. He saw trepidation too. He knew they were anxious about his reaction. They expected him to blame them. He found he could not.

Down at his feet, Myx lay dead. He’d known the Protector for a decade and had never seen his face until now. A man. How easy it had been to ignore that fact. He looked peaceful in death, his face relaxed, his eyes closed and the red marks fading from his face.

Part of Dystran feared the passing of the Protectors. Something of Xetesk’s invincibility went with them into history. He knew the political will to reinstitute the order wouldn’t exist and that he was weakened because of it.

He shook his head and took a last look up the shaft. How often had he heard that you should never underestimate The Raven? He should have listened. He blinked away the dust that was falling, dislodged by foot and rope. They were outside the city but not outside his control. Not completely, and not if he acted quickly and decisively enough.

There was so much to organise, so much to do. The war had taken a turn against Xetesk. His hand was about to be forced. Fortunately, it was a strong one. He turned back to his men.

‘Let’s get out of here. Any of you who feel able to help clean up this mess our friends have created gather in the dome when you’ve had a stiff drink. Suarav will organise you. Any who don’t, stand yourselves down until dawn.’

‘My Lord,’ came the response.

‘My Lord?’

Dystran faced the soldier, he didn’t know his name.

‘Speak.’

‘We will get them, won’t we? We’ve lost so many friends tonight.’

Dystran smiled sadly. ‘I know,’ he said. ‘I’ll do everything in my power to catch them. They’ve hurt us and I’m sorry for those of you who have lost friends. Tonight, we assumed no one could get in and get out and we were wrong. It’s a hard lesson, isn’t it? We can stand here and say we had no luck in catching them but The Raven would consider there was no luck involved. We have to accept that they may be right. Come on, I’ll show you the way out.’

 


Ark stood in the warm air of the early morning. He couldn’t sleep. He thought perhaps he never would again. Herendeneth was quiet once more but everything had changed.

He felt the air playing over his face and couldn’t resist the temptation to touch his skin. It itched where the mask had rubbed and the soothing balms worked to stop infection. He traced the contours of his features, fascinated. The freedom to stand in the open and let the night see him was so alien and he couldn’t shake the thought that he would be struck down for experiencing it.

He wished the sensation was something he could enjoy. But the only enjoyment he had ever derived had been in sharing his consciousness with his brothers in the Soul Tank. That had gone forever. His soul was within him now. It had been the prayer answered but the price was a loss that dragged at the heart and left loneliness untamed in the mind.

Freedom to be as other men. He wondered what he would do with it and, for the thousandth time, sought contact with his brothers, only to find silence. He turned. Four stood behind him, hair blowing in the warm breeze, dark clothes and armour at odds with their unmasked faces. Faces that mirrored his confusion.

‘We have work, my brothers,’ he said.

They nodded. ‘We are one,’ they said.

They followed him back to the house. It stood stark against the deep of the night. The dragon, Sha-Kaan still sat on the torn roof, his great body still, his head inside, close to the surviving Al-Drechar. None came near her bar her elven servants.

They walked the corridors to the private rooms where blood had so recently been spilt. The dragon’s eyes bade them approach. He knew their minds and their desires.

‘I will accept only peace,’ said Sha-Kaan. ‘There will be no more threat to Cleress or the family of Sol.’

The voice from the cavernous mouth brooked no dissension. He had killed to protect them already. He would not hesitate to do so again.

‘We will stand with you,’ said Ark. ‘We are one.’

‘I know your loss,’ said Sha-Kaan. ‘But your gain is greater. Your brothers in my land enjoyed their freedom.’

‘Cil,’ breathed Ark, invoking the name of another who, like Sol, lived beyond the Soul Tank but was thought lost.

‘Yes,’ said Sha-Kaan. ‘He is one of three.’ He was silent for a moment though his breath like a roaring fire filled the space. ‘There remain on this island those that would threaten me,’ he said. ‘Together, they are powerful.’

Axes snapped from back clasps.

‘We understand,’ said Ark. ‘They are no longer our masters.’

Removal of threat. It was what Protectors did best.

 


The storm across Xetesk had brought strong winds and driving rain but the air smelled fresh and vibrant after the confines of the catacombs. For long glorious moments, Hirad hadn’t cared where they were. He had lain flat on the muddy ground, heaving in air untainted with the stench of death while rain washed over his aching body, pattering on his face and sluicing blood from his armour.

Eventually, he’d pushed himself up on to his elbows, his body a little calmer, the pain throbbing down to a dull ache. Reality had intruded harshly. They were hidden in a bank of thick gorse, scattered with bracken as Myx had described. The thorny bushes offered a solid barrier around the small clearing in which the vent was situated and provided some break from the wind. Low tunnels ran away through the bank in three directions.

In the small space, Thraun cradled Erienne in his arms while Denser, Auum and Duele crowded round the prone Evunn. Paint was smeared and running over their faces, anguish plain beneath the spoiled camouflage.

Darrick was standing close by, his feet edging into the illusion that so comprehensively hid the vent grille that even close inspection might reveal nothing to the eye. Sian’erei sat under the gorse, trying in vain to keep herself dry. Of Rebraal and The Unknown, there was no sign though he could hear one or both of them approaching through the gorse.

‘How far does it extend?’ asked Hirad when The Unknown appeared.

‘Well, this vent certainly wasn’t positioned here by accident,’ said The Unknown. ‘Fifty or so yards east towards the city, there’s a short crag. Twenty feet down, no more but no one’s going to ride this way. South it extends probably a mile along a shallow slope, north probably the same and given that Rebraal isn’t back yet, I’d say west, the way the Xeteskians bring in their supplies, the gorse will extend a couple of hundred yards. It’s neat, I’ll give them that.’

‘Sounds like an ideal place to rest up,’ said Hirad. Darrick didn’t see his knowing smile.

‘I think that would be an extraordinarily bad idea,’ said the general. ‘Dystran knows our exit points. He wants to stop us. I can see us suffering familiar attacks any time. Just as soon as he gets organised.’

‘So you think we should throw ourselves on the mercy of the Lysternans or Dordovans instead?’ asked Hirad.

‘No,’ began Darrick.

‘Or perhaps whatever’s left of the Black Wings’ army of the righteous.’

‘Hirad you aren’t helping,’ said Darrick.

Hirad winked at The Unknown. ‘Actually, we’re probably strong enough to take them on. Couple of spent mages, several injured warriors and the seriously ill. No problem.’

‘Hirad, stop now,’ said The Unknown. He held up a hand to Darrick. ‘What our barbarian is trying to say in his bludgeoning, tactless way is that we need a place to hole up, at least for a few hours. We’re too sick to travel to the Al-Arynaar camp right now. But we can’t afford to be behind the Xeteskians when they break the siege.’

‘I know all that,’ said Darrick rather testily.

‘Yes,’ said Hirad. ‘And you’re carrying a wound more serious than you are admitting.’

‘I’ll live,’ said the general.

‘That’s not good enough,’ said Hirad.

‘Meaning?’

‘Meaning you’re no good to us crippled. You could help yourself by sitting down for a start. Then turn that mind of yours to where we can rest relatively safely.’

Darrick glared at Hirad but sat next to him anyway. ‘A lot depends on Denser,’ he said.

‘Doesn’t it always?’ replied Hirad.

‘And on Sian,’ added Darrick. The elven mage looked up. ‘Are you able to cast?’

‘It is difficult,’ she said, feeling for the words. ‘The mana is dark. Weak.’

‘That does not sound encouraging,’ said The Unknown. ‘Denser, what’s your situation?’

Denser pushed himself to his feet, giving Auum’s shoulder a consoling squeeze as he did so.

‘I have nothing left,’ he said, walking across to stand by The Unknown. ‘Evunn is not as bad as I feared but he needs a mage soon who understands MindMelt to undo the damage. It’s a senior spell. And my spell around Erienne’s mind is bleeding away. I have to rest and I have to seek the demon gateway to get my stamina back quickly. But there doesn’t seem much prospect of that. There’s more. I did have some time to look at a few of the theories back there in the Laryon hub. It’s dimensional connectivity and power they’re looking at and I didn’t like the look of the way the research was headed.

‘We should warn the allies, because if you remember the DimensionConnect spell Xetesk used at Understone a few years back, they’ll need to be prepared. So, all in all, I’d say the situation is somewhere between dismal and desperate. The only bright spot is that the familiars won’t be able to fly in this. There’s too much power in this storm, it’ll upset their senses.’

‘So where do we go right now?’ asked Hirad. ‘None of us is fit to fight, we don’t have a mage that can cast and we’re carrying Erienne.’

‘Like I said . . .’ Denser glanced across at Erienne. Thraun was hunched over her, keeping the rain from her face. ‘Erienne is the real worry. She’s battling the One on her own until Cleress wakes. This storm will seem like nothing if Cleress can’t help her and I dread to think what damage is being caused to her mind.’

‘She is strong,’ said Thraun, looking up for a moment. ‘She fights.’

‘I know Thraun but I can’t be there with her. It’s not . . .’ Denser trailed off and the desperation he’d been trying to hide burst on to his face. He stood helplessly, the rain pounding down harder now, and gestured uselessly. ‘She’s alone in there. What if I’ve lost her?’

Hirad scrambled to his feet and stood in front of Denser, grabbing his shoulders.

‘No one’s losing anyone,’ he said. ‘Not this time. We can beat this, all of it. We’re—’

‘I know,’ said Denser, his smile weak but genuine. ‘The Raven.’

‘And don’t you forget it. She’s not alone and neither are you.’

Rebraal had returned during the exchange and was checking on Evunn.

‘Here’s what we do,’ said The Unknown. ‘The elves go back to their lines. Evunn needs help and maybe he’ll get it there. We have to get ourselves away from here and hidden. Darrick, how far can you walk? Hirad, Thraun, you too. No exaggeration.’

‘It’s a question of where, not how far,’ said Darrick. ‘We’re the opposite side of the city to where we need to be. And we’re too close to the walls. I’d say the walk back for us under normal conditions would be about three hours. It’s four ’til dawn. There’s nothing I’d call good cover without taking a massive detour. We either head for the Al-Arynaar, or burrow in here. Getting halfway and being captured in the daylight won’t help us.’

He was right and they all knew it. Hirad felt his chest. The bleeding had stopped but he’d lost a fair bit of blood. He couldn’t fight again until the cut was at least partially healed. Darrick’s limp was pronounced and Thraun’s trouser leg was stained dark with blood. Four hours wouldn’t be enough.

‘Then we have to stay here.’

‘No,’ said Rebraal, joining them. ‘It’s too dangerous here. Supplies come here every night.’

‘So what do you suggest?’

‘We will run back with Evunn. Sian will stay with you and you walk as far as you can. The ClawBound will find you. We will send help. Elven help.’

‘We can’t afford to be caught in the open,’ said The Unknown.

‘The ClawBound will find you first.’

Hirad shrugged. ‘What choice do we have?’

 


Dystran had changed his blood-soaked shoes and washed the sweat and grime from his face and hands before joining the survivors of his top team. None of them looked any better than Ranyl who had also made the early-hours meeting in the minor banqueting hall.

He surveyed the tired, drawn pale faces in front of him. The Circle Seven was broken. Two had died, one in the corridors under attack from the TaiGethen, one by The Raven. Kestys was dead too, so was Gylac, removing his most senior dimensional and elven archive expertise. The mages who had been researching the connectivity spells were gone too, slaughtered in Laryon’s hub. The Gods knew how many others had fallen. Suarav and Chandyr had yet to confirm the number of dead college guard and reservists but it had to run close to three figures.

The shock around the table was understandable. All this damage, and caused by so few. Dystran took them all in one by one. Suarav and Chandyr sat together, backs to the door, which was flanked outside by guards. The oval table was only half full. Ranyl, with his cat in his lap, was the only one exhibiting calm. For the remainder of the Circle, Dessyn, Prexys and Hyloch, the night in the catacombs had shattered their belief in their own security. Each of them knew that they were alive only because they had not run into The Raven or the TaiGethen.

‘Gentlemen,’ began Dystran, once a servant had poured him a mug of sweet herb tea and withdrawn. ‘I am aware of how you must all be feeling. I am aware that it is tempting to cast about for blame. We will not fall to that temptation. The purpose of this gathering is to assess the damage to our operation quickly, agree what actions will follow and so allow us, those that can, a few hours’ rest before dawn.’

‘We must examine the failings of our security,’ said Dessyn, the Soul Tank Master. He was a middle-aged man of massive magical ability but no real strength of will.

‘I think I have already made myself clear,’ said Dystran. ‘The time for such an assessment is in the future. May I remind you that outside our city, there are a considerable number of enemies determined to win the war. It is our duty to stop them and examining our security lapses will not do that. Besides, we know how they got in and where they got out.’

Dessyn opened his mouth and had half-raised a finger to point at Suarav when Dystran cut him off.

‘Enough. Dessyn, if any of us had foreseen that Denser and The Raven were not only at Xetesk but with the elves in the raid, we would not be having this meeting. Do not point at others except in so much as to blame yourself. After all, Suarav knew nothing of the passage from the warehouse. No non-mage did until tonight. Instead, tell me this. Where are the Protectors?’

‘Not all are accounted for,’ replied Dessyn, his face reddening from the rebuke. ‘Some have disappeared into the city, others tried to leave Xetesk altogether. Thirty-seven are currently inside the college. We are holding them in the barracks.’

‘Leaving how many loose?’

Dessyn looked at Chandyr. ‘Commander?’

‘Given I don’t know if any, other than Myx, were killed in the catacombs, though I doubt it, that would leave sixty-eight at large. I am assuming they are not necessarily loyal but not necessarily a threat, either.’

‘Very well,’ said Dystran. ‘Chandyr, you need to assess those we hold. I suspect like you that they will not fight with us. Make sure they are treated well. They are a problem of our own making and they will be respected. None will be hurt or forced to do anything against their wills. Ensure they understand that and see that word gets out into the city. Don’t waste resources searching for the lost; let’s hope they choose to come to us.

‘Next, research.’

Faces around the table became, if anything, longer than before. Dystran tried to ignore them.

‘Elven translations?’

‘Unfinished,’ said Ranyl. ‘And with Gylac and his assistant dead, we would struggle to confirm any theory, or indeed complete our researches even if the Aryn Hiil and associated writings hadn’t been taken.’

‘Right, so that’s a disaster,’ said Dystran. ‘Let’s scrub it for now, there’s nothing we can do about it in the short term. Dimensional connectivity and inter-dimensional focus?’

‘Well, Kestys demonstrated the Soul Tank linkage was divisible without risk,’ said Prexys, dryly. ‘At least it suggests our calculations of dimensional alignment are correct.’

Dystran rather liked Prexys. He was ancient, older than Ranyl, and trustworthy because he had no desire to rule. Not any more. His age had refined his acerbic wit, though this time, Dystran was the only one who smiled.

‘That’s something, I suppose. Did anyone check the research rooms in Laryon’s hub?’

‘Nothing has been damaged there, my Lord,’ said Prexys. ‘Unlike your own base. Much of the information there has been destroyed or taken.’

‘And what has gone?’

‘Oh, nothing much,’ said Prexys, eyebrows rising. ‘The latest map, the seeker-spell routines and the gateway structure research.’

‘Nothing much,’ muttered Hyloch. ‘The damage they have done.’

‘It is not terminal,’ said Dystran. ‘It is a setback, nothing more. It changes nothing except the speed of our actions.’

‘They have taken the basis for everything,’ said Hyloch.

‘But not the method for that which we need most urgently.’ Dystran could see that they didn’t understand. He leaned back. ‘Let’s go back a little way. The vents. Suarav, tell me your plan.’

Suarav looked surprised. ‘Well—’

‘For the benefit of us all,’ added Dystran.

‘Oh, of course, my Lord.’ He composed himself. ‘They are being blocked as we speak. We must assume the supply chain is compromised and the vents do, or did, represent a potential point of enemy entry.’

‘So, you see the extent of our problems. However, we can strike back but it must be sure. I believe we have one option only. Stop me if you disagree.’ He spread his hands. ‘You’re tired so I’ll try and be brief. To swing the war back in our favour and ensure our plans for the rulership of Balaia and Calaius are not irreparably damaged, we must reclaim the elven writings. We must also, given the likely and immediate destination of both The Raven and the remaining elven mages, break the siege quickly.

‘I would remind you all that though Julatsan magic is weak it is far from dead. To irrevocably shift the balance our way, it must be suffocated. That means thwarting any attempt to raise the Heart. Am I clear so far?’

He saw nods, lips moving and the gesture of a hand.

‘Good. My friends, it has come to this. Our adapted magics are not fully tested, nor fully theorised. But we do not have the time to wait. We have to confess to being outthought by the elves and outfought by The Raven. This means that occupying the siege forces for a moment longer while we research is rendered pointless. We will also begin to suffer quickly with vital supplies now being denied us.

‘So, Commander Chandyr, you will put into operation the advance plans we have been working on so diligently. Please report to me as soon as you can about the state of the familiars, magedefenders and assassins. When this blasted storm dies down, we can send the familiars out; I feel they may be a potent weapon. Captain Suarav, you will assist, in addition to activating the backward college defence plans. You know how long you might have to defend us. The numbers against you will only become clear when the siege is broken. Commander, you haven’t as long as I wanted to give you. One day and one night, to be precise.

‘I will personally oversee the final hours of work on the dimensional spells and will make a decision which spell to employ nearer the time. You, my Lord mages, will rest. Gather your wills and your strengths. Advise those trained of what is to come and relieve them of their duties in order to rest. I will not look kindly on failure.

‘At dawn the day after tomorrow, we will show those bastards what a big fucking mess is really all about. Any questions?’
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In the end, the One-inspired storm did more than keep familiars from the air. It kept the sky dark until well after dawn. The Raven, exhausted, wounded and carrying Erienne, who showed no signs of regaining consciousness, had made tortuously slow progress through the gorse and then across open land, first west, then south and finally east and back towards the Al-Arynaar camp.

Though they kept to deep shadow, shallow valley and tree or scrub where they could find it, they ran a constant risk of encountering Lysternan or Dordovan patrols. It made the walk mentally as well as physically draining, the wild weather conditions merely compounding the problems they faced.

The first ClawBound found them after perhaps an hour. It might have been more, Hirad couldn’t be certain. The rain was driving head-on into them, the wind forcing their movement back to little more than a shuffle. He was leading, the blood loss from his chest making him light-headed, with pain spearing his lungs every time he breathed. The Unknown was at his side, one arm around Darrick’s waist. The general was in trouble, his hip having stiffened, sending an ache up the entire side of his body and into his neck and face, his blood loss from beneath makeshift bandages a cause for real concern.

Behind them, Thraun’s huge arms enveloped Erienne, keeping the worst from her, while beside her, Denser shivered with the cold and mental fatigue, his cloak wrapped around his wife. Sian’erei walked with them too, cutting a lone hunched figure, lost in dread thoughts about the death of Julatsan magic.

The panther had approached from downwind, appearing from the dark and wiping a wet flank along Thraun’s undamaged leg. Another had immediately run out of low cover to their right and not long after, came their unmistakable elven partners. Tall, long-fingered, impossibly graceful, their white-and-black painted faces unspoiled by the rain.

Hirad had felt a relief that surprised him, while The Raven were happy to have their direction changed, edging them south-east. One of the pairs walked with them, the other well ahead, scouting the terrain for cover and any sign of allied patrols. The pair with them didn’t stray from Erienne. The panther walked easily by Thraun, the elf on his other side. Normally impassive, the elf’s face wore a frown and he rarely took his eyes from her. As if he could sense the turmoil within her.

Hirad relaxed. Not just because the ClawBound would give early warning of any attack, but because he had to. He couldn’t fight his weariness any longer. His chest was freezing and a riot of pain, his whole upper body felt like he’d taken a beating with iron bars and his legs were leaden and sluggish. The only way to keep himself going was to retreat inside himself and concentrate on just putting one foot in front of the other.

Even so, by the time they had walked for over two hours, he was forcing himself to continue by sheer effort of will. He could sense The Unknown struggling too, though he had the considerable burden of Darrick to weigh him down. The general could hardly walk at all, but they would not stop, and nothing would stop them. Not the wind throwing dirt and leaves in their faces, nor the rain tearing at their clothes and chilling their skin.

‘Can you ride a horse?’ asked The Unknown suddenly, his words just carrying over the gale.

‘I would kiss anyone who presented me with one, kiss the horse and leap on its back in a single bound,’ said Hirad.

‘I look forward to it.’

Hirad raised his head. Incredibly, The Unknown was smiling. The big man nodded forward, Hirad followed the gesture. There in the path ahead, hidden from plain view by a bank of trees on the down-slope of a shallow valley, was a group of elves. Each one had a horse by its reins, the animals grazing quietly or looking about them vacantly. Actually, they weren’t all elves. One was bigger and broader; he was standing next to Rebraal.

‘Blackthorne,’ said Hirad.

‘I’ve heard that beards rub the skin of the face,’ said The Unknown. ‘Pucker up.’

Hirad laughed. It was brief, the pain flared across his chest. The elves and Blackthorne were walking the horses towards them. The barbarian stopped and looked behind him. He felt like sagging to the ground but knew he’d never get up again. Relief was stamped across Thraun’s face and Denser’s had softened just a little.

‘You boys need a ride?’ asked Blackthorne as he reached them.

‘Now you mention it,’ said Hirad.

Blackthorne’s dark eyes sparkled but his expression was grim when he took them all in.

‘Come on,’ he said. ‘Let’s not waste time. You need help, all of you.’

Hirad nodded. ‘I’ll kiss you later.’

‘Pardon?’

‘Never mind,’ said The Unknown. He clasped Blackthorne’s arm. ‘We won’t forget this.’

 


It was a long time before Erienne even recognised that the world she knew was gone. It was a long time before she recognised anything at all. Awareness was not something she could take for granted, she thought. Or did she? This could be a dream, in which case, she was not necessarily aware. She had no sensation of breathing, movement or life. None of her external senses revealed anything to her. She might well even be dead.

In fact, the more she thought about it, the more likely that outcome became. Her memories were fragmented. Not those of her past; they were as clear as they had always been. But there had been a transition. And somewhere between Myriell’s shattering cry and the restart of her thought processes, the memories had been broken, scattered.

Parts of it were still there. Dimly-heard shouts. A pain like she had never experienced before, splintering through her mind. Voices in the darkness. A curious odour like paint burning. An enveloping of her consciousness in a strangling mesh. Contracting, contracting.

It was this she had woken to, with the thought that she must fight. With no idea of the passage of time, she was unaware how long her mind had been under attack. And it was an attack, she was sure. Like it had been waiting for a slip, the One entity inside her had reacted instantly to Myriell’s death and the removal of the suppression of its potential.

Now she could recall it burgeoning within her with a power far too strong to control or even deflect. It had used her mind as a focus and gorged itself on the elements around it. But it had not been allowed to give unfettered vent to itself. Something had blocked it from the outside. Denser. It had to be. Only he understood. Only he among those she had been standing with was capable.

For the first time in what felt like an age, she experienced warmth in her mind. She reached out and probed gently for Cleress but the Al-Drechar was not there. She might be dead too. Probably was. That meant that she, Erienne, was alone to fight the One. Not to defeat it, but to bend it to her will. She imagined it like a spider, the great mound of its body resting on her conscious mind, its eight legs gripping her and squeezing. She couldn’t hope to push the body away, not with her limited experience. But she had to stop the constriction. So, in her mind’s eye, she had to keep on prising away one of the legs, or maybe two. Keep it occupied, keep it off balance.

The question, of course, was how.

What had Myriell and Cleress told her? She struggled to remember. Her mind was clouded, the One all around her, trying to feed off her, drag her mind’s energy, leach it away and use it. It came to her. The One was not sentient and it was dangerous to think of it as such. That was what they had said. In fact, it was little more than a channeller for elemental forces as much as her mind was a focus for those same forces.

This was where she had had difficulty understanding them. It was not sentient but in one sense it had to be an entity or how had they managed to transfer it from her dying daughter to her? The point was, she had been told, that it was an unguarded channeller. Her mind had to be both guardian and focus. And it was the guardian-ship that was hardest learned, the suppression of the ability of the One to suck in energy and use it destructively.

That was what the Al-Drechar had been doing. Closing off its access to the elements. And this was what made it different from any magical power. Mana was naturally chaotic and unfocused, harmless in its natural state. So were earth, air, fire and water harmless. The One entity, though, gave them direction. And the mind of the mage in which it rested gave them focus, gave them outlet.

In order to prise one of the legs away, then, she had to force her mind to focus in the way she wanted it to. Wrest back control. Imagination was the key as it was to most magic. The ability to see the shapes the power formed and imbue them with the necessary motive force.

Actually, she thought as she swam towards some form of active conscious thought, that was a very simplistic view. Her Dordovan masters would have chastised her for it. The Al-Drechar would have praised her.

She kept the idea of the spider and its legs uppermost in her mind. The first thing she had to do was stop the dragging in of elemental chaos. That was like a gale inside her head. Once she had done that, perhaps she could begin to bend the One her way. Perhaps not. She looked deep inside herself and saw the yawning chasm the One had opened up to the flow of the elements. It was terrifying, like standing at the mouth of a volcano as the lava boiled up and knowing she had to close the crater.

She quailed from the task, immediately feeling the legs begin to tighten.

No, she said to herself and for the benefit of her unwelcome parasite. I will not yield to you. You will not have me.

And it will not, said a voice. Not with your strength. And not while I have mine.

Cleress? Delight flooded her. Another voice. A hand in the dark.

I am weak but I am here. Come on child, let us get you back to those who love you. The One blocks you. It is a case of knowing where to push and then how to hold open the door.

Can I do it?

Only you can ever know that.

 


Tessaya, Lord of the Paleon tribes, and leader by consent of the Wesmen nation, had been pleasantly surprised by the response of the lords and tribal heads gathered before him as dawn broke over the encampment.

His palatial tent was full of leather and fur-clad senior tribesmen, all of whom he knew by name. The air was thick with pipe smoke, sweat and opportunity. The eyes that stared back at him from beneath hard brows were concentrated with energy and desire.

Representatives of forty tribes had answered his call, spurred to action by the mode of communication, passed by the tribal Shamen through the Spirits rather than by bird or rider. War council was invoked, his message had said. Muster your men. Be ready for victory over our oldest enemy. Come and hear my words.

And they had come and Tessaya was pleased. Now they waited for those words.

‘The storms have passed and we have emerged strong and united. That you are all here and in such obvious health is proof enough. Through the harsh times, we did not fight. We shared, we survived. We are fit, our crops grow once more and our children laugh while they play, their bellies full.

‘It is not so in the east.’

Murmurs ran around the tent. He saw Riasu nod and smile. He knew more than most but less than Tessaya. It would forever be the way while he lived. Information was the key to power, not strength of arms.

‘My Lords,’ said Tessaya, holding up his hands. ‘The warring colleges are tearing the east apart. The colleges blame each other and a single small child for the forces that raged against them. I prefer to think the Spirits have exacted their vengeance. Now it is our turn.

‘It has set college against college, mage against mage. It has set man against his brother. But more, it has weakened them and the fabric of the society of which they are so proud. They sneer at us across the Blackthorne Mountains, terming us savages. Yet who is it whose children die in the streets in front of their fine-built houses? Who is it who determines to war until the last man lies dying in his own blood?

‘We may not have the minds of mages. We may not have the great cities and ports. But we have something far more important.’ He thumped his chest. ‘We have heart.’

The Lords in front of him roared their approval. He waited for the noise to die down, draining his goblet and refilling it, enjoying the atmosphere. It would not be so easy from here.

‘The true test of a people is that they can thrive in adversity. We have done so. We have emerged stronger but I also like to think we have emerged wiser.’

The assembled tribesmen quietened further, sensing they were not to hear exactly what they expected.

‘The wars of six years ago have taken their toll. We are no longer a numerous people, able to mass tens of thousands of willing warriors for the fight. Indeed, had we taken Balaia in the last invasion, we would have lost it again when our enemies regathered. The Wytch Lords sought dominion by destruction. My vision is of a place where the Wesmen tribes can prosper, becoming stronger every day. A place where our children can run free and where each of us here present is spoken of as our Gods are today.’

He paused and smiled, noting their reactions. Some were confused, others disappointed, most angry.

‘So, are we to fight the colleges?’ asked Riasu.

Tessaya nodded. ‘No Wesman will ever offer them the hand of peace. For us nothing but their elimination will make our children truly safe and let us build our world. The colleges are a curse on this land. In that, if in nothing else, we agree with the Black Wings. But they would have been our masters in an unequal alliance. The reason their bodies smoulder still is that the Wesmen will be mastered by no one. No one.’

Faces were relaxing, expressions softening.

‘I will invite your thoughts in a moment,’ said Tessaya. ‘And I will invite your support also. In this fight, we must stand together and not stray from our singleminded path.

‘Julatsa is still ruined and only hanging on to its status by the merest thread. Every piece of intelligence I have points to Xetesk being on the verge of collapse under the onslaught of Lystern and Dordover, who are in uneasy alliance and supported by elves who will return south when their work is complete.

‘I propose that we strike now at Xetesk. We take the city as we did Julatsa. We destroy the college as we did Julatsa. When Xetesk is gone, the balance of power will shift. Dordover will fight Lystern for dominion. All we have to do is wait for them to weaken each other while we reinforce and plan. When the time is right, we will move north and take them, one by one.

‘But we will not repeat the mistakes of our past, when our lust for victory drove us on and on, ever thinner in strength. We will not fragment and we will not overstretch. So when the colleges are gone, we will stop, build our lives and share our new lands. And we will trade with the Barons and Lords of Eastern Balaia, letting their greed help us grow to dominance. What say you?’

‘We are a warrior race,’ said a voice from the back. It was Quatanai, a man with plenty of popular support. ‘It is not our way to farm ourselves into decadence.’

‘Neither is it our way to live in cities,’ said Tessaya. ‘Why should we tear them down when they can work for us? The colleges must be destroyed because magic must die. But beyond that, it is surely better to parley from a position of strength, make the Eastern Balaians trade with us on our terms.’ He smiled. ‘How many of us do not enjoy Blackthorne’s wines?’

He heard chuckles and affirmatives and shrugged his shoulders, his palms up.

‘Who here knows they can ferment the grapes better than the Baron’s men? It is simple, my Lords. We keep what we need, destroy what we do not. Anything else is a waste of our blood and I will not have my people die needlessly. Not now, not ever again.

‘Now, are you with me?’

The massed cry of ‘Aye!’, the clashed goblets and the cheers told him he had them, for now at least. But he didn’t fool himself that they bought all that he had said. For them, the chance to strike the killing blow against magic was enough. The test of his leadership would come should that battle be won.

Tessaya caught the gaze of Quatanai, saw his thoughts as plain as if he had spoken them aloud.

He would have to be careful.
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‘Denser!’ Thraun’s voice was low and urgent.

It was mid morning. The sounds of fighting at the east gates of Xetesk rolled up the gentle slope, filling the air with discordance. From where he had been lying, Denser had guessed that the combat was mainly magic-based, the two opposing armed forces having all but fought themselves to a standstill.

But this morning, both sides would have renewed hope of a breakthrough. With no Protectors in the Xeteskian lines and no elves in the allied lines, both were weakened in muscle and in spirit. Mere men opposed each other now. And those with the greater will, who had remained the stronger through the days of battle, would prevail.

Denser scrambled to his feet. Above him, the trees were calm and a warm sun dried the sodden ground. While he had been resting on leather under his elven-made bivouac, the mana had coursed into him through the dark gateway Xeteskians had used for centuries, and the mana storm had blown itself out.

Thraun was sitting by the embers of the night’s fire, one leg stretched in front of him. The trouser had been cut away and he wore clean bandages through which a hint of blood had soaked. Next to him lay Erienne, beautiful but so pale in the broken sunlight. He stroked hair from her face and looked up at Denser.

‘She is strong,’ he said. ‘I told you.’

Hope gripped Denser. He dropped to his knees at her side and stared at her face. Beneath their lids, her eyes were moving.

‘Erienne,’ he said, leaning in close, his lips brushing hers, feeling their warmth. ‘Can you hear me, love?’

‘She fights,’ said Thraun.

‘How long has she been like this?’

Thraun frowned, struggling to frame the words. Denser prompted him.

‘An hour ago? Just now?’

Thraun nodded. ‘Now,’ he affirmed. ‘The sun helps her.’

Denser understood. Thraun had refused to leave her side when Denser had been forced to rest to regain mana stamina. She had slept in his arms under a leather and leaf shelter, his warmth about her. They went back a long way. Thraun had been a good friend of Alun, her first husband, and now the troubled shapechanger was uniquely positioned to understand her pain. Like him, she was possessed of a force she hated and craved in equal measure.

‘You think Cleress is there?’ he asked.

Thraun nodded again. ‘Her spirit is calm.’

‘Thank you, Thraun,’ said Denser. ‘What would I do without you?’

Thraun shrugged. ‘Raven,’ he said by way of explanation. ‘You must rest more.’

Denser couldn’t refuse. He looked into Thraun’s eyes and saw the frustration boiling there. He didn’t think Thraun would ever quite recover himself. The worst thing was that Thraun knew it too.

‘I know it’s hard,’ he said, climbing slowly to his feet and putting a hand on his chest. ‘But in here, you are everything you always were, and we’ll never forget that.’

He walked back towards his bivouac. Placed at the heart of the elven camp, they were shielded from the prying eyes of the Lysternans near them. It was probable that the allies suspected they were here, or at least very close. The mana storm would have seen to that. But the camp was sealed by TaiGethen and ClawBound. None would dare cross the line. The elves would not hesitate to fight back.

He paused by the sleeping forms of Hirad, Darrick and The Unknown. Men pushed right to their limits and now paying the price. On their arrival back in the elven camp it had been immediately apparent that all needed spell treatment in addition to their bandaging and wound cleansing. Their plan to leave at next dusk was simply not practical.

Darrick was the worst. He’d collapsed from his horse the moment they’d stopped. His blood loss was serious, the wound across his hip deep and open through his forced action. The spell had knitted the damage, bandages held the wound closed but only time would replace the blood. He would be weak for days.

Hirad’s armour was being repaired elsewhere. What was left behind was a shirt barely recognisable as such. Both arms were ragged, his chest was bandaged from throat to gut and his forehead too was hidden beneath clean coverings.

The Unknown had fared better in the fights but had followed that exertion by all but carrying Darrick for over two hours into the teeth of a gale. His was a muscle weariness only rest would relieve.

Strange. Before meeting the elves of the Al-Arynaar and TaiGethen, there was no way The Raven would have slept without one of their number on guard. How necessity bred reliance and trust, how the world moved on. Denser dragged the leather from his bivouac and lay down in the warm open air. He began to relax into himself, seeking the demon gateway from where the mana flowed to feed Xeteskian mages at rest. The demons would close it if they could but until that day, it was the best source of stamina replenishment a dark mage had.

Dimly, he heard the soft padding of a panther, no doubt come to check on Thraun and Erienne. That was why The Raven could rest. Denser closed his eyes.

 


‘She is so close,’ muttered Vuldaroq. ‘And we are powerless.’

He pushed a forkful of food into his mouth and chewed slowly, looking up and across the table at Heryst only when he’d swallowed. He reached for his wine glass and sipped.

Lystern’s Lord Elder Mage had arrived in Dordover the previous evening to discuss the next moves in the war. So far, the allies had been less than convincing in their efforts to overcome the defence of Xetesk. They had been surprised by the tenacity of the enemy and had been forced to commit too many men to the watcher ring around the city. Rightly they feared the excursions of familiars and assassins but had failed to stop the attacks by both demons and Cloaked mages. They had also failed to stop supplies entering the college, and The Raven were still free.

The strained relations with the elves hadn’t helped. They couldn’t deny their intervention was valuable, even critical, to the effort. But it wasn’t as a partner in belief. The elves had their agenda. And now they’d taken what they wanted and were moving on. That changed the battle plan, as did the worsening of the Julatsan mana focus.

Vuldaroq found himself wondering about the benefits of Julatsa failing terminally. Heryst, he was sure, was not.

‘We will bide our time and wait for our opportunity,’ said Heryst. ‘She and The Raven have the protection of every elf on the battlefield. We cannot act now. She’s going nowhere except, presumably, Julatsa. We can wait.’

‘Tempting, though, isn’t it?’ said Vuldaroq.

Heryst smiled briefly. ‘You and I can sit here and say that. My commanders on the east gate front would say otherwise. I suspect we do not have the warrior or mage strength there to take them on though we outnumber them almost three to one. And even if we did, we would have to leave the east gate unguarded to do it. Like I say, we wait. She will fall to us eventually.’

‘And when she does, we must be agreed on how she is handled,’ said Vuldaroq.

‘She must be treated as a joint asset, Vuldaroq. We have been through this already. Please don’t claim fealty over a woman who does not see herself as belonging to any of us.’

Vuldaroq held up his hands. ‘Another time, my Lord Heryst. Other matters are more pressing.’

‘We agree there.’

‘Now, clearly your forces at the east gate will be most affected by the departure of the elves to Julatsa. And, with Izack’s very astute decision to reinforce the north front with Lysternan forces, you are further weakened there. I have some reserve still in Dordover that I can offer to you. What do you need from me? Men? Mages?’

Vuldaroq smiled inwardly at Heryst’s reaction. How easy it was to disarm a man who expected nothing from you.

‘That is a most kind offer. I thank you for it.’

‘Surprising too?’ Vuldaroq couldn’t help himself.

Heryst raised his eyebrows. ‘It is not your most common stance,’ he said. ‘We are, I believe, faced with a critical decision. My commanders, who have briefed me extensively, are in no doubt that the war will turn upon it. It has doubtless been on the minds of you and yours.’

Vuldaroq inclined his head, sure of Heryst’s direction. He was not disappointed.

‘Xetesk wants Julatsa gone and the elves threaten that. Their move north will not go unchallenged and that has an effect directly on us, which is why Izack has reinforced the most likely place for an attempt to break the siege.

‘But, in my opinion, we have to take wider factors into account. I am not sure that providing extra strength at the east gate is the best use of our forces, not least because they may be too late. After all, the breakout is liable to be staged very soon, and there is no doubt that we will struggle to contain them, given the information we have about their reserve strength.

‘As you’ll be aware, Baron Blackthorne has joined the struggle on our side and has brought with him seventy swordsmen and eight mages. This represents almost all of his trained guard and he has taken the gamble of leaving his lands guarded by Baron Gresse whose small militia is already stretched over almost the whole of the south. Why are they doing it? Because while this war goes on, the economics of the entire country are destroyed more each day.

‘And they are not alone in their anxiety. Havern is sending men, so is Orytte, so is Rache. Many other Barons aren’t capable of sending anyone, of course. But again, reinforcing the east gate might be pointless. It may be that riding north to Julatsa is the better decision.’

‘Sorry,’ said Vuldaroq, raising a finger. ‘You sound as if you don’t necessarily agree with the turn of events.’

Heryst refreshed his water glass. ‘It adds a layer of complexity. Blackthorne has agreed to put his men under the command of Izack and indeed is not planning on staying too long on the field himself. That’s because he feels he needs to exercise his diplomatic skills in the heart of the country. He, as you know, along with Gresse, is an exception. Both are Barons working for the common good, not purely self interest. Many of those deciding to join the battlefield have more personal agendas to complete.’

‘But you can’t deny that more forces committed to bringing down Xetesk has to be a good thing from our point of view.’

‘Are you really convinced of that, Vuldaroq? I suggest you familiarise yourself with the histories of some of the relationships between those ostensibly coming to help us. We may be here to restore the magical balance by first deposing the current Circle Seven but there are landed Barons out there who would like to see all the power of the colleges subservient to them. We must be careful that we remain the directors of this war.’

Vuldaroq smiled indulgently. Heryst sometimes thought too hard. On the other hand, it wouldn’t do to unnecessarily raise his suspicions.

‘I have been open with my talks with any Barons or Lords,’ he said. ‘Any forces I am hiring are signing themselves to serve under my battlefield commanders. You do not have to worry about their conduct. We are all after the same thing.’

‘Are we?’ Heryst’s smile was thin.

‘Who among us does not want peace for Balaia?’

‘Vuldaroq, that is not in doubt. It is the nature of that peace which taxes me.’

‘Then we must strive to ensure it is a peace which suits us all,’ said Vuldaroq, feeling a growing irritation. ‘But we are diverted from our task for today. You were talking about the east gate before outlining our options as you see them?’

‘I was,’ said Heryst. ‘If I don’t have enough men to preserve the balance now, there will not be time to reinforce. However, I have hope. I may have lost the elves but I have gained Blackthorne’s men and magic, and Xetesk has lost the Protectors. We have no choice but to fight there and occupy as many Xeteskians as we can.

‘We have no more men to commit in time. Indeed I suggest that we never really had enough to force a significant breach in Xetesk’s defences though we have all fought hard.

‘You mention Baronial forces joining you. Like I have said, I have others joining me and their management is very important. But the decisions to be made are tactical. The most critical is this. Do we assume the Xeteskians will break through whatever our strategy and therefore let them out and take them on open ground? We still have the time to organise that. Plans are in place.

‘But can we prosecute such a fight successfully? Can we contain them on the open field? And if we can, where do we draw our line? Who should be in overall command? There is more, Vuldaroq, but this will do as a beginning.’

Vuldaroq was impressed and annoyed in equal measure. His commanders had not brought up all these questions, some of which were blindingly obvious issues.

‘Are you sure none of your people have been in contact with Darrick?’ he asked.

‘I think not,’ said Heryst. ‘And I resent the suggestion that he is the only man capable of assessing our tactics. Many of my commanders have served under Darrick in the past. His knowledge has been passed on. I won’t deny we could do with him but he made his decision and will live or die by it.’

‘And what is the considered opinion of your command team as to our next moves?’

‘Our first priority is to give the elves as much time as possible to get away to Julatsa. They are preparing to leave now and will begin travel at dawn tomorrow. We have to hope we can hold the Xeteskians inside the city. We cannot risk Xetesk beating us in the open. If they do, we have nothing left.’

Vuldaroq considered. It was the most sensible solution but also the one Xetesk would expect.

‘It has little surprise in it to upset Xeteskian plans.’

‘And little room for them to surprise us. Even if they did break out east, for example, we would have considerable forces blocking their path.’

‘Have you thought about the remnants of the Black Wing army?’ asked Vuldaroq. ‘I understand them still to be encamped in significant numbers.’

‘They are a leaderless rabble,’ said Heryst. ‘Selik is dead, my spies report Devun is missing, and every day, more of them are returning to their homes. We should encourage that. Significant numbers, no. There are only a couple of hundred still there and they are the ones with literally nowhere else to go. They are an irrelevance to us.’

Heryst pushed a leather satchel across the table. ‘Our full recommendations and current strengths at each front are here. Consult your advisers; mine are on hand to answer questions and I have a Communion link to Izack on standby should you need it. But we need answers fast.’

Vuldaroq nodded. ‘I will be back within the hour. Why don’t you rest by the fire there? I have a particularly fine spirit you might like to try.’

‘Thank you, Vuldaroq.’

The overweight Arch Mage pushed himself from his chair. There were many matters to consider here. Heryst had outlined a solid plan for the benefit of the whole country. Vuldaroq just wasn’t sure he wanted to go back to being a mere part of the balance. There was opportunity here, the question was, could he unlock it fast enough?

 


Sha-Kaan had returned to his favoured place on the upper slopes of Herendeneth, with its views of the terraces and the house below. Calm had returned to the island. The Protectors were back working to repair the damage caused by fight and flood; Cleress was awake and helping Erienne until her energy was gone, and Diera and Jonas were safe once more. No mage bar the Al-Drechar remained alive.

He watched as Diera approached, her boy in her arms though struggling to get out. He could just catch his noises of frustration on the hot breeze and worry filled his mind. How easy for humans to reproduce. Not so for dragons. Back on Beshara, the Kaan birthings were imminent. He should be there, protecting his Brood at their most vulnerable time.

He knew what he had to do. So did Diera; it was why she was coming to see him now. He waited for her to come close, setting her son down. Typically, he gazed at Sha-Kaan until he’d convinced himself he’d seen it before and returned to the more interesting experiments he was conducting with walking.

‘He is a remarkable child,’ said the Great Kaan.

‘I think he understands you are friend not threat. And you have been so good to us,’ said Diera.

‘We have helped each other,’ he replied. ‘Your child has been a source of light during these last days, lifting my spirits as I wait for the news I am so desperate to hear.’

‘And you have heard it,’ said Diera.

‘I have,’ he said. ‘I can almost feel the currents of air over my Broodlands. I can smell the scents of my world.’

‘And now you’re going, aren’t you?’

‘I must,’ Sha-Kaan said, feeling a pang of guilt. It surprised him but it shouldn’t have. He had learned so much about human emotion recently. Why should he not start to feel for them? It was difficult, he conceded, to remember exactly how he had thought before his exile. He determined not to forget how he felt now after he returned.

‘Jonas will miss you,’ she said. ‘So will I.’

‘And I likewise,’ said Sha-Kaan. ‘But I am dying here. I will begin the flight back to Balaia at dusk. I must help The Raven. I cannot afford for them to fail.’

‘And that’s why I want you to go, more than anything.’ Diera smiled. ‘Knowing you will be watching over my husband will be a great comfort.’

‘But your contact with him will be lost,’ said Sha-Kaan.

‘I know. But it’s a price I’m happy to pay if it means he lives to see us again.’

‘I will be speaking to Hirad again before I go. There are things he must know about Xetesk’s meddling with inter-dimensional space. Be here with me and you can pass messages to Sol.’

‘Thank you, Sha-Kaan,’ she said. She reached out a hand and touched his muzzle. He could barely feel it through his thick hide but the gesture was enough.

Jonas had sensed a change in the emotional atmosphere. He crawled quickly to his mother and pulled himself up her leg, looking him in the eye.

‘Kaan!’ he said suddenly, pointing and smiling.

Diera laughed. ‘That’s right, darling. And soon it will be time to say goodbye.’

‘Bye,’ said Jonas.

Deep in the plains of Teras, Sha-Kaan’s Brood mothers were calling to him. He could feel it.
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The first signs of light were beginning to edge over the horizon and the allied camp outside the east gate was ablaze with activity. Lysternan and Blackthorne guards were being readied to take the field, the night watch was withdrawing and the Al-Arynaar were close to departure. Izack had already taken much of his cavalry to the north gate front, leaving one detachment to defend the foot soldiers. It would have to be enough.

The Raven were eating a quick breakfast. The horses given to them by Blackthorne were being saddled and prepared. Sore, stiff and tired, there was nevertheless an energy about The Raven that came with imminent action.

Denser, having seen to Erienne, cleaning her after the night and checking that Cleress was still hanging on, had joined them, sitting by Hirad who was inspecting his repaired armour.

‘Will it hold?’ asked Denser.

‘It’s a fantastic job,’ said Hirad. ‘Can’t say they don’t know needlework, these elves.’

Across the fire, The Unknown sat gazing at his boots, one hand massaging his neck.

‘She’ll be fine,’ said Denser, guessing his trouble.

‘Of that I have no doubt,’ said The Unknown. ‘I just can’t help feeling it’s going to be a long time before I see them again.’

‘Just as long as you do one day,’ said Denser. He turned his attention back to Hirad. ‘Now listen, I know you were right not to wake me when you spoke to Sha-Kaan last night but I need to know exactly what he said.’

‘I told it all to Rebraal. He’s spoken to the Lysternans and the message has gone round all the fronts. They are as prepared as they can be which is not at all since we don’t know what, if anything, Xetesk are going to do. But they’ll have the shield lattice up and concentrated. That’s it.’

‘So tell me,’ said Denser. ‘What did he say?’

Hirad sighed. ‘All right. He said he’d been sensing something for a while. Ever since the Xeteskians got home with the information from the Al-Drechar. Initially he was happy because he supposed that they were investigating inter-dimensional space to send him home. Now he knows that wasn’t the case and the feelings he gets are as if they’re channelling the energy out there. He doesn’t know why but it doesn’t feel right. He likened it to someone diverting rivers to form a waterfall. Right now, the level isn’t high enough but he can sense it growing.’

‘Right,’ said Denser. ‘And did he say anything else?’

‘Yes,’ said Hirad. ‘And this made him happy and angry. Happy because he can sense the dimensions again, meaning the Xeteskians have been successful in realignment and mapping, something like that. Angry, because he says the meddling, which got much worse yesterday apparently, has aroused the attentions of the demons. He said they would be waiting and that Xetesk doesn’t understand what it is doing. He said we should stop them.’

‘That’s going to be difficult,’ said Denser.

‘That’s what I said.’

‘And is that all he said?’

‘Isn’t it enough?’

‘Actually, it probably is,’ said Denser, feeling his heart sink. As if it could get any lower. ‘What I saw in the Laryon hub were papers and maps outlining cooperative spells drawing on the raw power in inter-dimensional space. I couldn’t tell how close they were to being ready to cast. But I think the allies need to be prepared for more than the offensive power they’ve been used to, that’s all.

‘It’s a shame we can’t get Sha-Kaan up there. He could probably disrupt it.’

‘Why can’t we?’ asked Hirad.

‘Well, because he needs a gateway opening here. He can sense the flows but he can’t access them without it. When we do that, he’ll be able to travel home, his dimension will be there for him if he’s right and the mapping has been successful.’

The Unknown cleared his throat. ‘I don’t understand. How does Xetesk’s knowledge of where the dimensions are currently located translate to Sha-Kaan flying home?’

‘Right,’ said Denser. ‘Good question and forgive my incomplete knowledge. Effectively, what Xetesk’s researchers will have done is take the information from the Al-Drechar and use it to read the pathways in inter-dimensional space. Don’t ask me how but there are some and its forces are like mana that flow along them, seeking the route of least resistance in a way. But to get a complete and ongoing picture, they’ll have sent focused streams of mana into space and bounced them off dimensional shells, along pathways and all that sort of thing. Those streams will always be there and the signature of the bounce will give Sha-Kaan his direction because he knows what his dimension feels like.

‘It only works from this direction and he’d find other signatures of other dimensions confuse his senses. So his path will be clear because it’ll be the only one he can make sense of. That’s what I understand from talking to him and my scant knowledge of dimensional research. Sorry if it’s vague.’

‘Good enough,’ said The Unknown.

‘For you, maybe,’ said Hirad. ‘Once again, I thank the Gods I am not a mage.’

He pushed himself to his feet and began to stretch, pushing his arms back and chest out very slowly and deliberately. Denser saw him wince a couple of times but the expression on his face told of pleasant surprise at how he felt.

‘Feel all right?’ asked Denser.

‘Stiff but not bad,’ said Hirad. ‘I may even be able to fight again sooner than I thought. Can’t say the same for the young general, here.’

Darrick was spooning broth into his mouth as if he wouldn’t be allowed to eat ever again. Torn bread sat by him on the ground and a mug of the elves’ enriching herbal tea steamed away by his left boot. His face was pale still, dark rings around eyes that sat deep. He had a slight shiver.

‘Can you ride, Darrick?’ asked The Unknown.

Darrick nodded. ‘Let’s just not go at a tan gallop all the way, eh?’

‘We’ll do our best. Perhaps we can persuade Sha-Kaan to give you a lift,’ said Denser. ‘When will he arrive?’

Hirad shrugged. ‘He can’t fly too fast, you know his condition. If we go as well as we want to, we should all arrive at Julatsa at about the same time.’

‘That’s handy, because I might need help opening this gateway. Assuming the mana focus is strong enough, that’s where I’ll get it.’

‘So,’ said Hirad. ‘Are we all ready?’

He wandered away a few yards in the direction of Xetesk. They’d found a point where they could see through the trees to the battle front. No doubt he was having a look at the set-up for the day of battle which would begin in earnest any time. Already, a few desultory spells were probing at shield lattices while the lines drew up and closed.

A sudden gust of wind blew through the trees, rattling branches and dislodging leaves and blossom. Denser looked across at Erienne where she lay under the sentinel-like guard of Thraun. A frown crossed her forehead, gone in a heartbeat.

‘Thraun?’ he asked.

He shook his head. ‘Not her. She feels it.’

‘Denser, what the hell is that?’

Thraun trotted over to Hirad, and The Unknown and Darrick likewise. No one had to ask what Hirad was looking at.

Up in the partly cloudy sky, two slashes had appeared, moving gently, like seaweed resting on the surface of the sea. But there was nothing restful about the intent behind them. One sat above the east gate, the other to the north. It was impossible to guess exactly how big they were at this distance but the measurement would run into hundreds of feet.

Each slash was edged in the deep blue of Xeteskian magic and inside darkness roiled, occasional flashes of a dull red spitting outwards. Another breeze rolled across them, and there was a rumbling like thunder as the air of Balaia came into contact with the raw energy of inter-dimensional space. With a crack that echoed across the battlefields, the blue edging brightened to a dazzling level and began to pull apart, the blackness growing.

Down on the field, the fighting had stopped almost before it had begun and wary Lysternans were beginning to back away, fearful of what they were seeing. It wasn’t going to be anywhere near enough to save them.

‘Dear Gods, they won’t stand a chance,’ said Denser.

He turned and began running towards his horse, Hirad and The Unknown calling after him. He yelled over his shoulder as he went.

‘Come on! We’ve got to make them clear the battlefield. Raven let’s go! Mount up, come on!’

‘Denser no!’ shouted Hirad. ‘You can’t expose yourself. They’ll catch you.’

Denser spun on his heel and ran back, grabbing Hirad’s collar and pointing over the barbarian’s shoulder. ‘See those people. They are going to die. Very soon. Maybe we can save some of them. Hide here if you want.’

Hirad growled but his face cleared. ‘That’s why I like you,’ he said. ‘Unknown, we’re going. Thraun, Darrick, get the elves moving. Let’s go.’

All around them there was noise. Mages shouting for more lattice-strength, soldiers demanding orders. Out on the battlefield, the Xeteskians were falling back fast, the allies, unsure, began a push forwards only for it to peter out with the rent in the sky above them yawning wider, the thunder louder, the blue edges fizzing and jumping.

Denser ran into the makeshift paddock in the elven camp, grabbed the reins of his horse from the hitch pole and mounted up.

‘Come on!’ He kicked the animal’s flanks and it shot forwards, jumping the rail. Elves scattered out of his way. ‘Get moving. North now!’

He didn’t know if they could understand him, he didn’t really care. He galloped down the muddy path that led to the battlefield, yelling for anyone who could hear him to clear the battlefield. He cleared the camp and the wooded area, flying down the slope, angling across to the Lysternan command position. He felt The Unknown and Hirad come up on his shoulders, driving their horses hard.

To his left and above, the rent was enormous. The edges flailed; Denser imagined the mages struggling to maintain cohesion. He prayed for one, just one, to fail. The Lysternan command was in turmoil, everyone shouting at once. A huge soldier sat on horseback bellowing for his men to advance, to drive home the advantage. A mage next to him was passing messages out via runners. None of it was going to help.

Denser dragged his horse to a halt in front of them.

‘Clear the battlefield,’ he shouted into their faces. ‘Clear it now, it’s your only chance. Signal the north gate. Make them do it too. Now, damn you!’

The soldier pointed at him, at them. ‘You’re wanted, Raven.’

‘Do you think I care, you bloody fool? Your men are going to die,’ he said feeling the blood run into his face. ‘Listen to me!’

‘Arrest these men,’ said the soldier. ‘Hold them.’

‘Fuck’s sake,’ spat Denser.

He hauled on the reins and set off towards the front, hearing Hirad shout some abuse and The Unknown order him away.

‘Denser!’ called The Unknown. ‘Keep clear.’

‘Clear the field!’ Denser had never shouted so loud in his life and, even so, he knew they couldn’t hear him. The thunder was deafening, the air flattening against his face, the pressure growing beneath the rent. He carried on, an eye on the spell as it grew, determined not to be caught in whatever it was that was cast.

He rode directly behind the fragmented line, bellowing for people to run, to scatter, to make for the camps, anything. They were beginning to pay heed but were caught in two minds. The field lieutenants were watching the flags from the command post and were loath to disobey orders. The cloaked man riding along their rear exhorting them to flee was surely either mad or a spirit sent to save them. They didn’t know which it was, he could see it in their faces.

There was another crack, the sound whiplashing over his head, spearing pain in his ears. ‘We’re out of time!’ he shouted.

There was nothing more he could do. Knowing Hirad and the Unknown would follow him, he turned his scared horse and rode directly away from the battlefield, hunching over its neck, praying he wasn’t too late. A few hundred yards later, the spell was released.

A blast of air caught Denser on the back. His horse, terrified, bucked and threw him, too confused to know where to bolt. He rolled over on the ground, came up and watched as his worst fears were realised right in front of him.

From the dark mass of inter-dimensional space, sheets of deep red-tinged blue light flared out. They were shot through with forks of pure energy, the whole striking the ground with incredible force. Sheet after sheet slammed downwards, exploding on impact, sending out fingers of light which lashed away.

Great mounds of earth blew into the air, men were picked up like leaves and flung aside. Others caught the forks and fingers of energy directly. Some simply disintegrated where they stood, others burst into flames, saw limbs or torsos instantly burned or had their bodies torn apart. At least the screams didn’t last for long.

The shield lattices were not designed for such pressure. Denser saw them flare green, deflect the first wave but crumble under the second. And still the spell came down. Sheet after sheet, deluging the area in front of the gates where the Lysternans had stood. He could see survivors running, saw the dead collapse, saw men with their faces burned off walking blind, and others who became so much ash on the wind that howled down after the lightning.

BlueStorm. Those were the words he had read in the Laryon hub. That was what he was witnessing. And Dystran would be behind it all. All Denser could think of was that the same would be happening over the north gate. Xetesk had struck the most enormous blow. Hirad’s shout told him it was only getting worse.

The spell finished with a splitting slap of sound, the rents whipping shut, the BlueStorm cutting off, leaving an afterglow in the dawn sky, smoke and dust like a fog around Xetesk and the smell of smoke and carnage in the air.

But the fog wasn’t so thick he couldn’t see what was happening now. The gates had opened. Xeteskians were running out to join their forces, swelling their numbers and charging ahead east and north in an arc that would take in the camp. Above the walls, mages flew, safe from spells now, like the familiars that accompanied them. Dozens of them breaking away in as many directions, their chittering laughter on the breeze, their sense of delight at destruction clear in their cavorting.

‘Denser, let’s move.’

The Unknown and Hirad both had men across their saddles, snatched from the lines as they turned to run. The lucky two were pushed away, The Unknown trotted up and handed Denser his reins and the mage remounted.

‘We’ve got to join up with the elves,’ said The Unknown. ‘There’s nothing more we can do here.’

The Lysternan force at the east gate had been all but destroyed. The Raven trio rode hard through milling survivors and those who tried to come to their aid from the camp. The Lysternans were in rout, fleeing back into the trees and beyond. Denser prayed they would regroup.

The Unknown led them along the base of the slope that marked the edge of the panicked Lysternan camp. The command post was deserted as they galloped by, only a couple of hundred yards ahead of the Xeteskians who were advancing on foot, any horsemen riding behind the lines.

But above and ahead, the familiars circled, diving on any enemies they found, crushing skulls with their inhumanly strong hands, biting deep into flesh and goring cuts with their tails.

The Unknown turned them just east of north before they reached the corner of Xetesk’s walls. The roar of battle echoed from the direction of the north gates, smoke and dust hung and blew above the gatehouse and Denser could clearly hear the thunder of a cavalry charge.

Breasting the corner, the situation became distressingly clear. The joint Dordovan and Lysternan force there was scattered, destroyed or in full retreat. No order existed and the Xeteskian forces were driving north fast, chasing down the injured, slow and shocked. More familiars flew, more mages in the air directed the battle but at least here they met some resistance.

Izack and his cavalry, their shield and offensive mages in their centre, were performing heroics in the face of the rout. In charge after charge, Izack broke the Xeteskian advance, targeting weaker areas of the slightly disorganised lines, getting out before the enemy could close around him. As he watched, a concentrated Orb shot out from one of the cavalry mages, catching a familiar full in the chest. It screamed and fell, its master by its side tumbling from the sky, his hands gripped around his head.

Denser should have felt sympathy for the mage. He’d experienced the pain of losing a familiar himself. But all he felt was the lift of a tiny victory over the college that he had loved for so much of his life.

Even Izack couldn’t hold back the tide. Behind the soldiers and horsemen came wagons and carriages and mages on horseback. This breakout had been well-planned and executed with typical Xeteskian ruthlessness. It threw all the allied plans into chaos and, more urgently, made Julatsa incredibly vulnerable. The elves would have to travel fast to arrive with enough time to raise the Heart. But even if they did, would it matter? The Xeteskians wouldn’t stop. Somehow they had to bring enough defence to the college to keep them at bay and then drive them back. He wasn’t sure that was possible.

Denser switched his attention ahead of him. They were riding well ahead of the remnants of the Lysternan forces whom he could still see scattering east and north. The way before them was clear, across open fields and away towards the first cover on their run to Julatsa.

Before long, they had left the slaughter outside Xetesk behind them. The Xeteskian charge had slowed a little, as it had to if it was ever to become organised. Having won such a devastating victory and having dispersed their enemies beyond any immediate chance of renewed cohesion, they could afford to take time.

Half a mile beyond the battlefields, he saw what he’d been waiting for. Quick, disciplined and organised, the elves were moving north. Riders in the midst of the advance meant Darrick, and Thraun. He spotted him, carrying Erienne in front of him, holding her head against his chest.

They had scouts forward, ClawBound pairs ran the flanks and at the rear, TaiGethen marauded. They moved with purpose and represented Balaia’s best hope of holding the Xeteskians at bay. It was difficult to guess how many there were; their movement was fluid, they dropped in and out of sight against changing backgrounds and into trees and tall grass.

Whether the estimated requirement of two hundred mages were with them he doubted. His best guess was that he was looking at a total of less than four hundred warriors and mages. But that hardly mattered now. All that had to be done was to preserve the mages they had. Every one that fell on the run north was a blow against the survival of Julatsa.

But like Hirad and The Unknown, who rode ahead of him, Denser would not let Ilkar’s dreams die.
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Vuldaroq strode through the cloister corridor of Dordover, seeking out Heryst, whom he had been told was in the Chamber of Reflection, a room of polished granite slabs, fountains, small waterfalls and wicker furniture. The perfect place to relax. Or to contemplate disaster.

Heryst was sitting with his head in his hands. It had been a shattering blow, leaving Xetesk firmly in command of the battle. Unless fortune favoured the allies, the war was now Xetesk’s to lose.

Reports from outside the city were still sketchy but it was clear that both the eastern and northern siege fronts had collapsed completely. South and west, the allied lines had fallen back, fearful of a similar fate, leaving Xetesk unmolested. Xeteskian forces had also withdrawn inside the walls of the city, comfortable now that not enough force could be mustered to mount a serious threat, at least for the time being. They were right, too.

Heryst looked up when Vuldaroq’s sandalled feet slapped across the marble floor. The Dordovan lowered himself onto a two-seater bench, the wickerwork protesting at his weight.

‘Anything new?’ he asked, keeping his voice respectful and quiet. Though they had both lost men, Lystern had been the harder hit overall and Heryst, he knew, would take every death personally.

‘We had committed so much. Why did we have no clue what they were preparing?’

‘A message was relayed but none of us could have guessed the magnitude of what was cast at us. The Raven knew something. The word is, they tried to help.’

‘I heard!’ snapped Heryst. ‘Sorry. I heard. And when the spell was forming they tried to clear the battlefield and even saved two men. Damn but it’s hard to hunt them.’

‘We cannot stop now.’

‘I know.’ Heryst was silent for a while. ‘I have no real idea how many men and mages I have left in the field,’ he said eventually. ‘I’ve been in three Communions since dawn. Two of them with terrified individuals barely able to keep their concentration and talking about scattered bands of my people being hunted down by familiars, mage defender trios and come nightfall, no doubt, assassins too.

‘Neither could put a figure on the casualties but, conservatively, let’s say the reinforced line this morning lost eighty per cent. Say it’s the same north. It leaves us with a force of less than three hundred facing nearly a thousand Xeteskians just north of the city. And that’s assuming we include the walking wounded and can regroup to form a sensible defence. We’re finished, aren’t we?’

Vuldaroq surprised himself by reaching out a hand and laying it gently on Heryst’s arm.

‘Not until the last of our soldiers lies dead. Not until Dystran himself stands before me in my own Heart. Don’t lose hope. Not now.’

Heryst nodded. ‘I know, I’m sorry. Bad moment.’

‘Forget about it. Instead, tell me what you’re planning for those you still have camped south of Xetesk.’

‘You know, I haven’t planned at all. We’ve been trying to pull the pieces together.’

‘Join with me, then,’ said Vuldaroq. ‘Our belief is that Xetesk has only enough men inside the city to defend it, not strike out at any other targets. Move your men with mine north to Julatsa because the battle for Balaia will be fought there. If you have enough strength left in Lystern you must do it.’

‘I will direct them to your command,’ said Heryst.

‘Good. That’s a wise decision. And now, I’ll leave you. I think you have people to contact, fears to quell as best you can.’ He stood to go. ‘One thing. Your man, Izack. He saved a lot of Dordovans this morning. I won’t forget that.’

Heryst smiled. ‘Thank you.’

Vuldaroq nodded and left, the door to opportunity pushed a little wider open.

 


She understood her name but she could not recall it beyond her Loved speaking it to her. But she knew why she was here and who was friend and who was prey. She could sense that which instinct told her she should not. And she understood that which mere men did not. She was ClawBound and no one could break a bond forged since birth. No one.

She padded swiftly through the unfamiliar lands. Every scent was foreign, every pawfall unlike any other she had experienced before the journey. A brief shudder ran down her flanks. The ocean had been broad and the land had moved upon it. Small and stinking of men, though the Keepers were in charge. And her Loved had always been by her side.

The memory was distant and it passed quickly through her mind. Now, she protected. The Keepers were running. Threat was everywhere. It could not be allowed the freedom to strike.

So she moved beyond them, her Loved nearby, directing and calming her, stroking her mind. She sampled the scents that assailed her, distant and close. The plants, the flowers and the trees, healthy and growing. The small prey animals, quivering and scared when she passed them, ignoring them for now.

Upwind, there was threat. It was not far. She let free with her emotions, her Loved understanding the change within her, the tightening of her focus ahead, the increase in her pace. He matched her.

A small animal appeared in the path. Fur black like hers, the size of a cub but sleeker. She would have termed it a relative but the scent told her it was not of her family. It radiated danger. Her Loved closed in to guard her while she investigated.

The animal stopped in front of her, waited for her to approach, didn’t flinch as she pushed her muzzle in very close. In every mannerism, it was a distant cousin, small and fragile. But it radiated a strength and a strangeness that she had never encountered before. It scared her. She withdrew a pace and growled low in her throat.

The animal mewled, darted in and pushed a paw into her face. It should have been playful but the claws bit deep. She bared her teeth and cuffed the animal hard. It tumbled over and over into damp leaf mulch beneath a tree. But as it fell, it became another. Bigger, with limbs like a monkey. The fur vanished and a head full of fangs and spitting anger looked at her, a long leathery tail whipping behind it.

She yowled in shock, leaping away unsure, her Loved coming to her side. The creature rushed at her, making a chittering sound. Confused and fearful though she was, instinct took over. She crouched low, waited her moment, and sprang.

The creature was fast but she was faster. It had looked to bite her but instead found her front paws, claws exposed thumping into its chest and bearing it to the ground backwards. It screeched and spat, tried to work its arms and tail free, its legs scrabbling just beneath her belly but far enough away. She clamped her jaws around its skull, looking for the crushing grip. She flexed the muscles in her face, pressing and pressing but there was something wrong. Although it was helpless under her weight it was not trying to struggle and her teeth were making no impression. She released and bit again, striking hard. Again, no impression.

She pulled back her head, knowing above all that she must not let this creature gain purchase. She looked down at it, snarling, saliva dripping from her mouth. It looked back, cocking its head on one side. It spoke. She could not understand. But then the sky burst with blue and there was noise everywhere.

 


They hadn’t tried to hide their progress and their intent was clear. Hirad watched them fly clear over the elves running hard north, well out of range of any spell. He counted four familiars, ugly shapes against the afternoon sky, and four mages, their masters, grouped behind them. Somewhere, he was sure there would be riders, swordsmen to add defence to the strike that was certain to come in against the forward runners.

‘Who’s ahead?’ asked Hirad of Rebraal who ran easily by the side of his half-cantering horse.

‘ClawBound. Three pairs. TaiGethen sweeping behind them.’

‘That won’t do it. The familiars can only be damaged by spells.’ He looked round. ‘Sian, get up behind me. Darrick, Thraun, you’re staying here. Raven with me!’

Sian’erei swung up behind Hirad, clutching him around the waist. He dug his heels into his horse, The Unknown and Denser behind him, elves scattering from their path.

‘Come on!’ Hirad felt an exhilaration flow through him as he urged his horse to greater effort.

They were riding through the wreckage of a small wood, trunks broken and bent, dead wood scattered thick and wide. Branches hung low and obstructions were everywhere. His horse picked a clear path, forcing him and Sian to duck and sway in the saddle. The air blew about his head, his braids flying out behind him. It was a wonderful feeling in the midst of such desperation.

They were closing fast on the forward positions of the TaiGethen when the first spells began to strike about a quarter of a mile ahead.

‘Concentrate on the familiars!’ he shouted to her. ‘One at a time. We’ll protect you. Take the mages and swords out for you.’

‘I understand.’ Her voice was unsure.

‘You have to trust the magic, Sian. Believe it won’t fail you.’

In front of them, TaiGethen sprinted from cover, bows strung and taut, arrows ready or swords and jaqrui in hand.

‘Hirad, circle!’ yelled The Unknown. ‘Let’s backdoor them.’

Hirad pressed his thigh in left and dragged the reins around, turning his galloping horse. Above, a familiar dived from treetop level, lost among the odd living bough that studded the wreckage. The damp smell of smouldering vegetation and the first tendrils of smoke reached them. To the right, he saw TaiGethen pause, release arrows and run on again.

‘Twenty yards,’ he warned Sian. ‘Hang on.’

He hauled the reins in, horse protesting at the treatment, snorting and stamping.

‘Off, off!’ he ordered, swinging his leg over the horse’s neck and jumping down, dragging his sword from his scabbard. ‘Behind me. Stay behind me.’

He ran back in towards the centre of the woodland, The Unknown joining him on his left, Denser with him, forming the shape for a spell as he ran. Hirad wasn’t sure if Sian had that sort of skill.

The way ahead was cluttered. He could see shapes moving in and against the trees and broken trunks and branches, vanishing into shadow or behind drifts of brush. The clash of swords rang across the space, men were shouting. There was a low thud, dirt kicked into the air.

Hirad charged in. Checking left, he thought he could see riderless horses, confirming that Xeteskian swordsmen were in the fight. The scene became clear. Familiars were attacking ClawBound and TaiGethen at the edge of a small clearing, mages behind them in cover, swordsmen almost certainly with them. He couldn’t tell how many.

He hunched as he ran, signalling with The Unknown that they should keep close. Without a shield, they were vulnerable but it was a chance they had to take. Familiars were probably the greater risk.

In the few yards before they were seen, Hirad could see that the fight remained in the balance. He watched a TaiGethen cell split with dizzying speed as a focused Orb flashed their way, two tumbling gracefully to the sides, the third dropping and rolling beneath the spell. All three were up and running before the Orb struck a rotten trunk behind them, exploding in a shower of mana fire and flaming splinters.

The cell closed on the mages but a pair of familiars blocked their path. Jaqrui whispered out, striking harmlessly. The TaiGethen had no answer to the demons, just hoping to hang on until mage support arrived. And though they were wary of the familiars, they displayed no fear. Hirad smiled. It was time to even up the odds a little.

Hirad ducked under a branch and felt something pass just over his head. Looking up, he saw the familiar flit away. It called a warning and swordsmen came running.

‘Two your left, Unknown. I’ve got centre. Sian, target overhead. Denser, you know it all already.’

Hirad heard The Unknown’s blade thump the ground ahead of him. The familiar dived, cracking through dead wood.

‘No shot,’ said Denser. ‘Hirad, he’s on you.’

The barbarian sized up. The first swordsman was only a few paces away. The familiar cackled. Hirad stepped back smartly, his sword flashing above his head. The wound across his chest pulled painfully. He felt the blade bounce from skin. The familiar yelped and, knocked off balance, tumbled hard into a tree, dropping to the ground dazed.

Hirad didn’t have time to look further and faced front. The soldier, wearing thick chain armour, swung a heavy two-handed blade at him. He heard a whistle as his keen axe sliced the air and barely blocked the stroke, his defence battered by the other man’s power. He felt his wrist spring at the impact and he stumbled backwards.

Encouraged, the Xeteskian advanced. Hirad had no strength in his right wrist. Quickly, he switched the sword to his left. Behind him, sudden heat and blue light, the familiar screeched and burned. Somewhere ahead, a man screamed. Hirad managed a smile.

‘And you’ve had your chance too,’ he said.

The soldier spat and struck, another huge carving swing. Hirad dodged this one with more comfort, catching enough of the blade on his to off-balance his man just a little. He readjusted quickly and thrust straight, his sword grating off the shining chain, gouging up sparks and bruising his enemy’s ribs, forcing him backwards. Hirad moved after him, cutting downwards this time, hoping to get inside his enemy’s guard. But the man was quick, rebalancing after a single pace and bringing his axe back up in front of his body.

But he used fractionally too much force and caught Hirad’s sword only a glancing blow. The momentum of his swing took his axe too high. He began to fall. Hirad had seen it before. He jumped in, shoulder first, and put the man on the ground. He snatched out a dagger with his weaker hand and punched it through the Xeteskian’s throat.

No one else directly threatened him. The Unknown was advancing again, sword dripping blood. Behind, Denser stood with Sian, watching for familiars. They were all engaged ahead. One TaiGethen lay wounded, perhaps dying, another wrestled with one of the demon creatures briefly until a panther tore the thing from his chest and bowled it away, fizzing with frustration.

A ForceCone knocked two elves flat. It had come from the left. Hirad looked, saw the mage. They locked eyes, the Xeteskian going pale. Hirad roared and charged, the mage losing concentration on his spell, turning and running, calling help to him. The familiars disengaged, other soldiers moved in, a pair of mages appeared from shadow to join them.

‘Break off!’ came the shout.

The attack folded. With TaiGethen and ClawBound sprinting past the slower Raven warriors, the enemy mages cast as they ran, ShadowWings powering them skywards, familiars shadowing them into the relative safety of the air. Hirad flung his dagger, watching it just miss the trailing foot of the last mage to take off.

He cursed but it wasn’t quite over. From his right, Denser and Sian both cast. Focused Orbs flared away into the afternoon sky. The blue missed their target, the yellow did not, ploughing into a mage and setting clothes and hair on fire.

Helpless and in agony, he plummeted from the sky, his familiar circling him, desperate, its keening wails soul-piercing. A ClawBound pair watched them fall, running to intercept. The mage hit the ground dead, bouncing sickeningly. The familiar trailed after him, strength going quickly, hovering just too close. The panther leapt, snatched it from the air and bore it to the ground, savaging the dying creature, its protection fading, its skin vulnerable to raw power.

Hirad winced when the creature’s neck broke and it flopped still.

‘What a way to go.’

‘Almost as bad as that.’

Denser was pointing away into the trees. A TaiGethen cell had trapped two soldiers. They stood back to back, swords ready. They didn’t even see the blows that killed them. Two of the cell drew their attention, the third launched into the air, drop-kicking one flush on the left hand side of his chin. His head cracked round and back, slamming into his comrade’s. There was a sickening crunch as bones fractured.

The elves had turned to go before either man had stopped moving, trotting back towards their wounded and dead. Around the woodland, a low growl sounded, taken up by the ClawBound, elf and beast mourning their fallen.

Hirad and The Unknown Warrior walked over to the bodies of the two soldiers attacked by the TaiGethen. One was still breathing. Hirad stared down at them dispassionately. Both men wore similar chain mail and carried two-handed blades.

‘What do you make of this, Unknown?’

The Unknown shrugged. ‘They’re mage defender guards, no doubt about it. But I’ve not seen them in such heavy armour before. I wonder who it was we were attacking?’

‘Circle Seven?’

‘Not a chance,’ said Denser, joining them. ‘But without the Protectors, the trios are weakened. I’m guessing these are elite college guards.’

‘Yeah?’ Hirad raised his eyebrows. ‘Perhaps we shouldn’t be running after all.’

‘You turn and face them all, I’ll be right behind you,’ said Denser. ‘Several hours behind you, to be precise and heading in the other direction.’

Hirad chuckled and slapped him on the arm.

‘C’mon, Xetesk-man, let’s collect these spare horses and get you back to your wife. I need someone to look at my chest again, too.’

‘Good idea,’ said The Unknown, looking at the advancing shadows of the lengthening afternoon. ‘This isn’t a mistake they’ll repeat. It’ll be dusk in a couple of hours and we need a plan. The assassins will be next.’
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Commander Chandyr knew his destiny was upon him. It was inextricably linked with the fate of the college and city of Xetesk but he preferred to consider just himself and his men. Facing the responsibility for the futures of so many mainly innocent people was more than he wanted to cope with right now.

The Xeteskian force were making steady progress through the mage lands, taking the quickest route to Julatsa. They would skirt Triverne Lake, leaving the sacred lands unsullied, taking nothing, not even water. He had time to see the irony of that. Despite all the horror that had been visited on Balaia by the colleges, that was still seen as a step too far.

Riding sedately in the middle of his tightly organised twenty-wide column of men, he considered his current tactical challenges. For a student of the military, which he considered himself to be, they were very interesting. As he always did, he tried to put himself in the mind of General Darrick. Or was it ex-General Darrick? Idiots, the Lysternans. Only the pretentiously pious would seek to destroy their greatest asset because of a moral misdemeanour. Had they engaged him rather than trying to kill him, Chandyr suspected the war would have followed a very different path. More pressure on the walls of Xetesk, no panic in the face of the dimensional spell’s power. Still, it was no concern of his.

At his disposal, Chandyr had approximately thirteen hundred men, a hundred of whom were horsemen, the rest divided into six equal companies under field captaincy. Most of his men were relatively rested, having been cycled carefully at the fronts. Some were raw but all had undergone at least basic training. He had seventy mages, most with little battle exposure beyond the recent siege, and experience only of basic offensive and defensive castings. And all of them were young, graduates of the last five years. This worried him. Linked shields, cooperative offence and long-distance Communion could be beyond them.

More pleasing was the well-organised supply train. Food would be basic, and they were expected to forage and hunt to supplement themselves, but they would not starve. They had blacksmiths, stable masters, field medics and a talented quartermaster to run their camps. Chandyr was not expecting a long battle but they were well served should it prove to be so.

In front of him was a fragmented, but in places very dangerous, guerrilla force. He had already decided not to attempt to slow up the elves. His testing of the forward scouts had cost him too much and setting a large enough force in front of that enemy wasn’t feasible in the time available. They were over two hours ahead of him and moving fast, still catchable by horse but his cavalry were by no means numerous enough to risk. He would take them on in Julatsa instead. In the meantime, his assassins and familiar-backed strike groups were tasked to kill identified leaders, The Raven if they could, and to steal back the elven texts if they got very lucky.

Elsewhere, his scout mages were slowly building him a map of the enemy close to him. Fragmented groups of Lysternan and Dordovan soldiers were scattered over a wide area. Many small groups of soldiers, often injured and clearly without direction, were heading back towards their home cities. These he would ignore.

Others, those with mages in their midst, were clearly receiving orders and either heading directly north in front of Chandyr or moving to intercept other groups and swell their numbers. These he wanted to keep fragmented, his outriders attempting to harry them, mage defenders attacking them and the threat of assassins exhausting them through the coming night. He fully intended to stop them, his scouts telling him of any meaningful moves being made. With the enemy already sapped in energy and morale, he didn’t expect anything.

Not even from the two groups of horsemen who were his greatest concern. One, the remnants of Blackthorne’s men and including the Baron himself, was making a nuisance of itself connecting the split enemy forces. The other, Izack’s excellent cavalry, perhaps seventy or eighty, had broken off its initial attack but was patrolling the space ahead of Chandyr, denying his ground scouts and outriders the freedom they needed.

He was sure that Izack wouldn’t attack him head-on and neither would Blackthorne or the elves. But he was equally sure that Izack would be able to slow his movements by judicious charge and withdrawal. His mages were experienced rider-casters and would be able to protect themselves against spell and familiar attack.

And everything Chandyr had learned of the elven warriors through his long days of observation on the city walls told him that these were natural-born hunters and frighteningly skilled with bow, sword and those deadly curved throwing blades. More, they were equally at home fighting night or day and he couldn’t believe they wouldn’t try to disrupt the Xeteskian march.

Interesting. He could send his cavalry out to tackle Izack but he wasn’t convinced they would prevail despite their superior numbers. Izack was a star pupil of Darrick’s. And succeed or fail, having no horse guard left his own flanks exposed for a greater or lesser time to attack from elves.

He could push on, marching into the night and resting only sporadically but his men would tire and they had a fight ahead of them, whatever his strike groups’ successes against the disparate pockets of resistance. And moving at night, without the capacity for a fixed perimeter guard and internal fire ring, the elves would rip them to pieces at will.

Chandyr could detach more of his core fighting force to sweep north and push back Izack but again, the Lysternan commander was too clever to be sucked into a combat that would leave him open to attack from horse, mage or familiar.

What would Darrick do? Actually, it was obvious. He was doing most of it already and that pleased him. He would keep harrying the enemies he found, keep them and their comrades on their toes, with their nerves jangling and their bellies empty for want of the hunt. He could destroy much of what was left because he had them running scared. He would let the elves go. He couldn’t stop them getting to Julatsa ahead of him and they were better off the field in any case.

But the critical thing Chandyr considered was this. He knew a good deal about what he chased but nothing about what lay in Julatsa. They had mages, they had soldiers, they had militia. Not many, he knew that, but some nonetheless. It was not going to be an easy fight and he would need every man and mage at his disposal to quell the populace and reach the college with enough strength to tear it down.

Yet even as he nodded to himself and let the finer points of his march strategy coalesce, Chandyr was sure he had missed something. Left out a factor that might turn the tide against him. It nagged at him but he couldn’t pin it down. Was it as simple as he thought? Darrick had always lectured that the straightforward tactic should always be the first considered because it was less likely to fail in the face of the enemy.

And he’d picked the straightforward, hadn’t he?

He remembered something else that the general had said to him personally after a lecture at Triverne Lake a few years back. It made him laugh suddenly and heads turned towards him. He waved that he was fine and the heads turned away.

What history has told us, Darrick had said that time, is that battle theory is best left on the table in the castle, three hundred miles from the fight. Because what you need most is a nose for that thing you forgot. And when you smell it, you’d better pray to the Gods you can communicate it before whatever it is comes at you from downwind and slits your throat.

Chandyr sniffed the air. Dusk was coming and it was going to rain again.

 


And now Pheone had lost contact with her deputation to the elven lines outside Xetesk. Just at the time she had thought them on the verge of being saved and feeling joy despite her grief and another mana-flow failure. The elves had recovered what they wanted from Xetesk and were preparing to come north.

Everything had finally seemed to be coming together. She had been giving the good news to every mage in the college when another Communion had come through. She had recognised the signature and accepted it immediately. In less than two hours, the whole situation had changed. Xetesk was coming, the elves were running ahead of them, the allied defence was smashed and no one knew who would get to Julatsa first.

The Communion had ended abruptly and she had not been able to raise it again though every mage had lent their strength to the signal. They were lost, they had to be.

So now she stood, as she had so often in the past days, gazing down into the pit containing the Heart, her thoughts chasing around her head, settling nowhere.

‘You know why it’s fading, don’t you?’ said a voice near her.

She turned. It was Geren, a mage she had distrusted when he had appeared, a dishevelled, stinking wreck, from the Balan Mountains something like a year ago but who now represented much of the will to survive that they still retained. He was a young and energetic man. Not a great mage but willing.

‘No I don’t, why?’ she asked, biting back on her frustration.

Geren scraped some lank black hair from his face, pushed it back behind his ears and scratched his nose.

‘It’s because we are so few.’

‘What?’

‘Think about it,’ said Geren. ‘This shadow appeared and deepened at the same time the Elfsorrow was killing the elves. Think how many mages died, lapsed or not, during the plague. It weakened the whole order. And every day since they arrived here, the survivors have been whittled away. More and more Julatsan mages dying. Remember how it deepened more after the first mana-flow failure? I reckon that’s because of the elven mages who died in the Xeteskian barrage that followed it.’

‘I don’t understand what you’re saying,’ said Pheone.

‘I’m saying it isn’t a one-way flow. I’m saying I think that every Julatsan mage alive feeds power back into the Heart, keeps the flow a circle, if you see what I mean. Doesn’t matter how far they are away, they still do it. And now we’re so few in number, we can’t feed in enough power and so the Heart is fading. Don’t forget, now the Heart is buried the normal cycle of mana beneath it is gone so it can’t self-sustain.’

Pheone frowned. She looked hard at Geren, trying to see doubt in his eyes but there was none at all. Could he be right?

‘It makes sense, doesn’t it?’ he asked. ‘Have you checked the shadow on the Heart today? I bet, if you do, it’ll be deeper. Not much but you’ll see it. More mages died today. Julatsans. Why don’t you check?’

Pheone shook her head. It didn’t seem worth it. She could sense the sickness without tuning in to the spectrum to see the dull yellow, like thick dust on paint, that covered the mana flow.

‘Have you told this to anyone else?’

‘No,’ said Geren. He smiled but it was a regretful gesture. ‘It hardly makes any difference does it?’

‘Why not? I mean, if this is the answer . . .’

‘Then all we know is that with every mage that dies, we get weaker, only it’s worse because the Heart weakens with us. We knew most of that already and the conclusion is still the same. The fewer of us that attempt the raise, the less likely it is to succeed. Let’s hope your elves make it without losing anyone else or we’ll be left with nothing but a shadow Heart in a few days, won’t we?’

Pheone gazed at him and he returned her stare apologetically.

‘Was there anything else you came to tell me?’

‘Yes. The city council is here, like you asked. What are you going to tell them?’

Pheone began to walk to the new lecture theatre. It stood in the ruins of the six the Wesmen had pulled down and was a less impressive structure than any of its predecessors. ‘Hear for yourself, why don’t you?’

He shrugged and followed her in.

The audience in the lecture theatre was sparse. Thirty rows of stepped benches climbed up to the back of the medium-sized auditorium, all looking down on a brightly-lit stage containing a single long table, a huge raised blackboard and a podium. The lantern light was augmented by LightGlobes and the last of the afternoon sun, which shone through huge angled windows set in the roof.

Pheone walked straight to the podium, nodding at the five temporary college elders at the table supporting her. Geren walked across to sit with what looked like every other mage in the college, ranged along a few benches to the left. She counted about fifty. Pathetic, really. Perhaps one per cent of the number the college should have and could comfortably support. Geren’s theory was looking solid.

To the right sat the city council of Julatsa. All decent people, she had to admit. Businessmen, the commander of the city guard, such as it was, local nobility and the city mayor.

‘Thank you all for coming,’ she said, her voice carrying easily to the empty benches at the back of the theatre, augmented by engineered acoustics and amplification spells. ‘I just wish I was here to bring you good news.’

A ripple went round the sparse auditorium.

‘The siege of Xetesk has collapsed. At dawn this morning Xeteskian forces using a powerful magic we are still trying to understand, swept through the Lystern and Dordovan defences north and east. Our information is incomplete at best but we have to assume that at present, there is nothing standing in their way. We know that the elves, who were not taking part in the siege this morning, have escaped almost unscathed and will arrive before the enemy, but not long before.’

She paused, listening to the depths of the silence, every eye upon her.

‘Ladies and gentlemen, we know why the Xeteskians are coming here. They are coming to destroy this college and its Heart before we have a chance to raise it. Indeed, they may be too strong even if we do. As Julatsan mages, we have to stay here, we literally have nowhere to go and nothing to gain by standing aside. Everything we have striven for is here. As is our future as mages.

‘But you, mister Mayor, honoured council members, are not under any direct threat and neither are the people of the city.’ She paused again. This wasn’t coming out quite right. ‘What I am saying is this. You are innocents in this conflict. Xetesk doesn’t desire destruction of the city like the Wesmen did. The people of Julatsa have a choice and they must make it quickly.

‘Those who are tired of war and suffering should leave now. Join those who already find the city claustrophobic and those who do not want to face hunger in the name of a future here any more. No blame could possibly be attached to any that leave after the sacrifices all have made in the name of the college and city of Julatsa since the end of the Wesmen occupation.

‘Those that choose to stay, and I pray it is the mass of the able bodied and willing, I urge to lend their strength to us because if Xetesk beats us and throws down our college, the freedom you have enjoyed so long will be gone. That is all. I welcome questions.’

The silence hung like a thick cloying fog before a hand was raised among the twenty council members.

‘Master Tesack, please speak.’

‘If we pledge our strength to you, can we win?’

Pheone spread her arms wide. ‘I do not know. I believe so, as I must, but there is no certainty that any strength of arms we can muster will be enough. We do not know how many men Xetesk is bringing, nor the strength or state of the remaining allied force that might or might not arrive before them.

‘We might laugh or we might be swept away. But I could not live with myself if I did not tell you the risks we are facing as a city and college. There will be a battle fought in our streets, in our parks and squares. Xetesk will struggle to the last man to reach the college and people who get in their way will be killed.

‘What you must ask yourselves and the people of this city is, after everything else that has befallen us, can you stand with us again or must you try to find another place to build your lives? The choice is that simple.’

Another hand was raised. It was Geren. Pheone nodded for him to speak.

‘I have not always been the perfect loyal mage,’ he said. ‘So you might choose to ignore my words. I have not always lived here to lend my support to the cause. But I could not leave now, whether I was a mage or not. The Heart of the college is also the heart of the city. If it dies, the city dies with it. And the wider implications of the loss of a college for the whole of the country do not bear thinking about. Any able to defend are honour-bound to do so.’

‘For me the choice is simple,’ said the city guard commander, standing. ‘I am the appointed defender of this city, part of which is the college. I have forty full-time officers and experienced soldiers and I have perhaps a hundred volunteer constables. We will not leave. We will stand and fight side by side with our mages to defend our city.’

‘Thank you, Commander Vale,’ said Pheone, smiling. A smattering of applause ran around the gathered mages.

The Mayor rose to his feet. He was a tall man, his gaze imposing and his shining bald pate instantly recognisable.

‘Pheone, you speak openly and, I assume, honestly. As have all who have spoken thus far. Yet I do not know how I should react. With gratitude that you have forewarned us and given us a chance to save ourselves? With anger that you might think we would consider deserting a college that has sustained us so long? Or with cynicism because you have left us with no real choice but to bear arms in defence of our city - and that, because living with a magic college in our midst invites trouble?’

Pheone’s jaw dropped. There was a rumbling of voices from the table and the assembled mages. She waved them to quiet. ‘Should you not just be glad that we have given you maximum warning and genuine choice? We have been ready to speak to you since this morning. I just don’t want to see innocents die. Would you have preferred your first knowledge of Xetesk’s arrival to have been as soldiers marched past your house?’

The Mayor raised his hands. ‘Pheone, please, don’t overreact. I am merely expressing the range of emotion that the people will express. The history of Julatsa is well-known to all here. And I concede that much of what we have here is credit to the college.’

‘Good of you to say so,’ muttered Lempaar, the old elven elder.

‘Indeed,’ said the Mayor, smiling. ‘The glory and the destruction. It is the way of cities. Korina grew because of its docks, those required to service them and those using them for profit. But wheels turn full circle. Surely the pattern of trade is such that the docks now serve the people, should they ever be rebuilt. And perhaps it is so with the college of Julatsa. The world moves on. And my city is saying to me, how long can we support this college? This elite gathering that in the last decade has brought us so little but cost us so much?’

Pheone could not quite believe what she was hearing. The Mayor had begun with a confused message. Now his opinion was becoming unfortunately clear.

‘Mister Mayor, we don’t have the time to debate theories and attitudes. We need to know what it is the people of Julatsa intend and what you will recommend. We have to make plans quickly.’

The Mayor’s expression hardened. ‘Then I will not delay you. Clearly the complex feelings of the city are of no real concern to you.’

‘That is not—’

‘I understand,’ he said. ‘The college comes above all considerations. ’

‘I am talking reality, not theory. Xetesk is coming.’

But the Mayor was enjoying himself. He looked to his council who, Commander Vale excepted, nodded their support.

‘This city is so much more than its college. This city is its people. And those people are tired of being targets in conflict, tired of suffering for the good of the college, and tired of being hated for things beyond their control.

‘All across our country, people are starting to put their lives back together. After the magic-inspired storms we all suffered, crops are growing again. In the baronial lands, towns and villages are being rebuilt, farms are working. Perhaps you have been disconnected from life outside of the college lands but I have not. No one wants this war. In fact there is no war outside the mage lands, barring what we might call normal baronial disputes. Even Arlen, practically destroyed by Xeteskian forces, has been ceded back to its few survivors.

‘Why should we Julatsans suffer one more day of conflict? Why should innocent people in any college city do so? I understand who is coming here. I understand what they want. I also understand that I cannot stop them. But I will not stand by while they destroy what little we have left. Our esteemed city guard’s commander is out on a limb, siding with you.’ He didn’t look across as he spoke, focusing solely on Pheone. ‘I will not have fighting in the streets of this city. If he wants to stand with you, he can do it on your walls. If Xetesk has come to tear down the college, I will not ask my people to stand in its way.’

Pheone nodded. ‘Am I to understand,’ she said into the void, ‘that you are going to chaperone an invasion force to its target? Is that right?’

The Mayor shrugged. ‘I won’t stand in its way. Indeed, I will be trying to organise matters such that it makes its way through my city peaceably. There will be no battle on these streets, in the parks or squares. The message I will send to the people of Julatsa is simple. They will have nothing to fear from the Xeteskians. If they wish to leave for the time being, they can. If they wish to fight with you, they must join you here.’

‘Gutless coward,’ snarled Geren.

‘Geren, stop,’ snapped Pheone. ‘Insults get us nowhere.’

‘You had better hope Xetesk prevails, hadn’t you?’ Geren said ignoring her.

‘Are you threatening me, boy?’

‘I am theorising,’ said Geren nastily. ‘About what might happen to the balance of power in this city if my college repels the invasion. And repel it, we will.’

‘I hope you do,’ said the Mayor, though his voice was cold. ‘I hope still to count you as friends. But I must look after my people. They are not to be sacrificed on the altar of magic.’

‘Friends?’ said Geren. ‘Friends stand together. You are no friend of this college.’

‘I do not like your tone,’ said the Mayor.

‘You aren’t supposed to.’

Pheone just watched and listened as the clamour grew, unwilling and unable to stop it. Commander Vale stood and walked out, brushing aside the council members who sought to stop him. He shook hands with her and the elders before striding purposefully from the lecture theatre.

But what could he really do? The Mayor was popular and his views shared widely. If he had his way, ordinary Julatsans would not lift a finger to help them and her thoughts of the enemy being hounded on every street corner went up in smoke. Dammit but this man would practically escort Dystran to the gates of the college. Pheone bit back the tears of anger and frustration but felt, as a physical pain, another nail being hammered into the coffin of Julatsan magic.
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Night was falling over the mage lands north of Xetesk. Auum had found the run a release after the cramped passageways of Xetesk’s catacombs, and they had made good progress. He and Rebraal had organised their forces into scouts, flank and rear defence, and hunter-gatherer parties, while the mages were defended by Al-Arynaar swordsmen supported by TaiGethen.

ClawBound did as they always did. They took no orders but knew instinctively where to be, what to watch and when to report. The loss of two of the dozen pairs, along with three TaiGethen in the earlier attack, had hurt them deeply; and the ClawBound calls that echoed across the miles of charmless damaged countryside were laced with mourning. The information they carried, though, was important and welcome. The Xeteskian forces had stopped and set up camp. Fires were lit, tents were pitched and horses picketed. This was not a brief halt.

But there was an undercurrent of anxiety in the communication. Not every enemy was in the camp and some were sensed and not seen. There was danger everywhere, some of which would melt out of the night to strike. They could not lower their guard for a moment.

Auum had continued the run for another hour before his forward scouts reported a perfect site for a camp. Flat ground along the banks of a river was bordered on the other side by steep crags and with narrowed access front and rear. While he was only too aware that Xetesk could attack from the sky, the assassins, he had been told, would be on foot. They would find their task harder tonight; he would see to that.

Offering a prayer of thanks to Yniss for their fortune, he led his people in. One by one, his hunting parties returned and, though the meat was not plentiful, an abandoned farm had yielded some root vegetables among the weeds and they would have broth before the fires were doused.

Auum and Rebraal saw to the structure of the camp defence, positioning elves on riverbank and crag heights as well as front and rear. The mages were scattered through the camp in groups against the risk of spell attack and the ClawBound rested or scouted as they pleased.

Satisfied, the pair walked to the centre of the camp where The Raven sat, their horses picketed nearby. Their fire, like all the others, was soon to be doused but while they could, they enjoyed its light and warmth under the cool, cloudless sky.

Auum still wasn’t sure about them. For humans perhaps they were exceptional and it was true that their actions during the days of the Elfsorrow made them friends to all elves. But he couldn’t help but blame them for the problems they encountered in Xetesk. They were too driven by their emotions, and in combat, Auum did not believe that was the way to win. Even so, he was forced to concede the truth of history. They still fought, and won, sixteen years after they had started.

Auum accepted the mug of tea Hirad handed him and walked over to where Sian’erei tended Evunn. The elf lay next to Erienne, who still had not regained consciousness. Once more, Denser was protecting them from the power of her mind while Cleress slept to rest and regain her strength.

‘Tual has smiled on him,’ said Auum. Evunn looked so much better. His face was relaxed and the colour back in his lips and cheeks.

Sian looked up. ‘He has,’ she said. ‘The Lysternan mage has healed his mind. There is no damage that I can sense now. The mana aura is complete around him. When he wakes, he should be recovered, though we were warned that his memory of recent events might be incomplete.’

‘He will be happy Tual has blessed him with another day,’ said Auum. ‘And the One mage?’

They both looked down at Erienne. Thraun sat beside her, Denser nearby, already looking tired from his spell casting.

‘I do not know,’ said Sian. ‘Her mind is a confusion to me. They say she improves but I cannot see any signs. But she is warm and breathing. Her body is strong and her friends are always with her. All we have for her is hope.’

Auum nodded. ‘Thank you, Sian’erei. The Tai are in your debt.’

She flushed and smiled.

Auum turned and took a seat next to Rebraal. The Raven had banked their saddles on top of leather wraps, creating something passably comfortable to lean on.

‘Let’s talk,’ said Auum to Rebraal. ‘I want to understand these assassins and the winged creatures more. We must also consider our route for tomorrow. Translate for me.’

‘Of course,’ said Rebraal. ‘Hirad, Unknown, may I interrupt?’

‘Why not?’ said Hirad. ‘How are we doing?’

‘Well, the camp is as secure as we can make it. The Xeteskians have stopped for the night. We have hunters out in the field. They will strike if the risk is warranted. ClawBound too may wish to exact retribution. Auum, and I for that matter, need to know more about what we might face tonight.’

‘Denser, you know about this stuff,’ said Hirad.

‘It’s not complex,’ said Denser. Auum looked hard at him. The strain of the last few days was not being kind to him. There were deep shadows under his eyes and there was a cut in his voice. He needed Erienne to awaken. ‘I doubt we will come under familiar attack. They are vulnerable to spell attack and we have a hundred and thirty-odd mages here. But if they do attack, remember that you can’t hurt them with swords. And if their mages are with them, killing one will damage the other. It gives you options. But if I were Xetesk, I’d be sending familiars over shorter distances and attacking Lysternans or Dordovans without mage cover. Stands to reason.’

‘They are not natural creatures,’ said Auum.

‘No, they’re demons. Be careful of them. They are strong and to be feared.’

‘Not by the elves,’ said Auum. ‘However ugly or strong, they are not a match for us. Tual protects us.’

Denser half smiled. ‘I noticed. Now, assassins are altogether different. They will travel Cloaked, silent and in pairs. Always in pairs. We need to worry about these men. They are powerful casters, ruthless knife- and poison-killers and they leave no trail.’ He nodded at Auum. ‘They are the closest thing we have to the TaiGethen. They won’t kill indiscriminately, it isn’t their way. Indeed, they may not attack at all tonight, preferring to watch. If I know Dystran, they will be tasked to recover the Aryn Hiil, kill The Raven, barring Erienne, and also kill any elf they identify as key. That means you two for a start.’

Auum nodded. ‘The ClawBound must be informed,’ he said through Rebraal. ‘And then every elf in the camp. The breeze on your cheek could be the passing of an enemy. This won’t wait.’

He rose and, having spoken quickly to Rebraal, he trotted out of the firelight.

Hirad watched him go then raised his eyebrows in Rebraal’s direction.

‘He wants to get the message out. They are also going to mark the camp accessways with leaves and brush. It might help but the wind works against us. We will have to be vigilant.’

‘We’ve got another idea,’ said Hirad. ‘We think that the assassins’ first target will be us. Judging by the pace of the main Xeteskian force, they think they can take you on at the College so they’ll let you go. If we aren’t with you, you’ll be free to move faster and in darkness if it suits you. We can outrun the assassins, the familiars and the mage defenders. We’ll take the spare horses as well. We’ll be leaving before dawn. Hopefully, we’ll be seen, if you see what I mean.’

‘Is that . . . ?’ Rebraal paused and frowned. ‘That’s a risk. A big one. You are much safer with us.’

‘But we’re putting you at greater risk,’ said The Unknown. ‘Think about it. It makes sense. We can act as decoys, we can look after ourselves. We aren’t helping you here and we don’t like that. We’d be happier on our own.’

‘Doing things The Raven’s way, is that it?’ asked Rebraal.

Hirad smiled. ‘Now you’re getting it.’

‘What about Erienne?’ he asked.

‘She comes with us,’ said Denser.

‘She’s one of their main targets,’ added Darrick. The pale general was lying against his saddle already half asleep, the day’s ride having worn him down.

‘I don’t know,’ said Rebraal. ‘Splitting our forces, isn’t it? And you aren’t just hunted by Xetesk.’

‘Oh, I think Lystern and Dordover have other things on their minds,’ said The Unknown.

‘I’ll speak to Auum,’ said Rebraal. ‘I don’t think he’ll like it.’

‘It isn’t like you have a choice,’ said Hirad. ‘We’re going to sleep on it and if we like the idea when we wake, we’re going.’

Rebraal sucked his lip, his cheeks reddening slightly. ‘Right,’ he said and pushed himself to his feet. ‘Right. Well listen, don’t leave without saying something.’

The Al-Arynaar looked crushed. Hirad couldn’t let him leave like that.

‘Hey, Rebraal, we’d love you to come with us. Gods know, we could do with your skills. But your place is here, with your people. Ours isn’t. Anyway, it’s for two days. We’ll see you in Julatsa.’

‘You’d better. The ClawBound will shadow you.’ The elf left their fire.

Out in the camp, flames were being dampened. Hirad and The Unknown followed the lead, kicking dirt over their already guttering fire.

‘Denser, get some rest,’ said The Unknown. ‘I’ll wake you when I wake Hirad for watch. Darrick, you’re sleeping and no argument, you look terrible.’

‘Who’s arguing?’

‘Good answer,’ said The Unknown. ‘Listen, we know what could be out there. We know how good the elves are but we’ve encountered assassins before. Let’s not lapse, all right?’

 


He stood tall, sampling the night air, his thoughts clouded by the wrong. Her emotions of anger and loss were in his mind too, and thrashing through his veins. He yearned for the canopy above him, the heat of the day, the cacophony of night. The comfort of the rain.

But he was here doing Tual’s work. The TaiGethen had asked many of the ClawBound to stay and so they had. He looked to the right and locked eyes with his Claw. She was standing stock still, feeling his emotional tide as he was hers. Around them, the scents of the alien land came to them on a soft breeze, dry and cool.

He took in the landscape, its hues standing out in stark tones of grey. The tall grassed plains that ran away to the south-west and the bulk of the enemy, the hills rising north and the undulating land close to the elven camp. The sounds of the river, though it was quite distant now, were as clear as the rustling of the low brush and damaged trees in front of him.

They moved on south, sorting the scents. Cooked meat, a fresh kill, wood smoke and ash, horses, grass. But overlaying it all was the stench of man. His hand was everywhere, tainting all that he had. Humans knew so little about their land, how to keep it, how to work in harmony with the riches their Gods had given them. There was no comfort in the land, it felt aggressive somehow to the ClawBound. Ill at ease.

Ahead of him, a broken fence led on to the overgrown fields of an abandoned farm. He hurdled the timbers easily, seeing also through his Claw’s eyes the tangled vegetation at ground level and understanding the scents that she encountered there. A wisp of leather, the strong smells of damp earth and rotting vegetables.

Nothing moved in the ruins of the farmhouse. It had no roof and all of its wooden walls were holed and splintered, one collapsed entirely. Beyond it, and quite suddenly, a new scent was on the air, coming to them on the prevailing breeze. They halted again, she flat against the earth, he crouching by a broken wall. It was an unusual taste, masked such that although it was undeniably human, it was frayed somehow, hard to pinpoint.

His Claw echoed his slight confusion, even her highly developed receptors having difficulty deciphering what she was scenting on the breeze. Ultimately, her mind cleared and she set off, angling south and west, paws making no sound, head up, constantly checking her direction. He strode behind her, watching the land and the sky, determined that they would not be surprised from the air, or by hidden creatures as their unfortunate kin had been.

They travelled on, leaving the farmhouse far behind, his Claw turning first west and then north-west. He could see the route turning inexorably towards the elven camp. A threat approached the resting elves. They would hunt it down.

The panther increased her pace and he ran too, the scent strong, its masking failing as they closed. Ahead of them, open land rose gently towards the camp. It was empty but they had been told to trust their noses and disbelieve their eyes.

They ran on, the knowledge of the threat all around them but nothing bar the scent to confirm its presence. They had no clear target and the breeze picked up immediately they hit the open ground. He slowed and stopped in the rise, his Claw circling, growling deep in her throat. They were close, he could feel it. He ignored the emptiness, turning a slow circle himself, the smell all around him but stronger in two areas. They had been told this too. These men did not travel alone.

Beneath his feet, the grass was wet and footfalls quiet upon it. He studied it, looking for the darker trails that would signify the passage of man over the ankle-high grass. And there were trails but they were so many. Animals passed this way and these men were clever, walking in the tracks of the fox or the horse.

His Claw’s ears pricked and she stopped in mid stride, paw raised, her whiskers twitching. Her head swivelled round until she was staring at the space right in front of him. Her eyes could discern something his could not. He used them, seeing in the few yards between them, a ghosting over the landscape, a caressing of the grass in the tracks of an animal. Like a mist that moved so slowly it barely blew at all. But move it did.

He flexed his long strong fingers and felt each of his sharpened nails in turn against his thumb. The outline, broken by its spell and reflecting nothing but the night scene around it, was moving away from his Claw and towards him but so slowly.

Perhaps in the brightness and noise of the day, the outline would have been truly invisible but in the stark monochrome of ClawBound night sight, any blemish stood out eventually.

He waited, appearing to look away, his Claw’s eyes giving him his information. The man, for it was a man, tall like him, stealthy and patient, came closer, closer.

He straightened the fingers of both hands and whipped his left shoulder round, his nails spearing flesh. His right hand followed, fingers gouging deep, nails of both hands clicking as they met within his victim. In front of him, the man flicked into vision, eyes wide with shock, mouth moving only to deliver a choking sound and a spray of blood.

He dragged his fingers from either side of the man’s neck and watched him fall, gasping for air, suffocating in the open, his windpipe wrecked. The assassin’s partner attacked, a noise betraying him before he too became visible. From nowhere, the Claw swatted his lower back with a taloned paw, brought him down face first and bit down on his neck, breaking it easily.

She licked her whiskers, he sensing the warmth of the blood and the unpleasant sharpness of the taste. Not like the blood of true prey. Their eyes met again. There would be more.

They ran away south and west, searching.

 


He soared high and his mood was higher. His master was asleep and safe within the confines of the camp. No enemies were close enough to strike and so he was free to fly and to kill, though he was minded to be careful. The enemy might be weakened but enough mages remained to threaten him if he should attack the wrong targets.

So he searched for those who carried swords and who huddled in little groups, fearful of the night and what might come from it. He chuckled to himself, his thoughts full of the taste of blood and the feel of human offal on his hands. And he dreamed that one day all his kind would be free to plunder this land as they wished, to kill whom they wished and drink the fire of the souls of any human. Barring his master, barring all such masters. These were warm and he loved them all for their gift to his strain. None more so than his own master, who looked over him and protected him always.

He swam in the air, turning a circle, spinning his body and letting himself fall fast, only to spread his wings and curve away. He laughed again, this time aloud, hoping some of those hiding below would hear him and be afraid. And there was movement below. Just a little but his eyes were so keen in the darkness.

A shape stood against a tree in amongst a small sheltered wood. He quieted himself and dropped lower to investigate. Through the branches and leaves, the man couldn’t see him. He landed lightly on a bough and stared about him. On the ground by the standing man, another lay. Both were soldiers. Neither was obviously injured and that made them fortunate. But not for long. No one else was near.

He took off, flew high and away, banking gently around to find his target. He meant to come in from the side. The man was looking ahead still, back to the tree. The demon licked his lips and dived. The wind across his body was chill but invigorating, his arms were stretched in front of him, ready to grip the skull. Entering the wood, he slowed a little, needing control for the quick kill. He could smell the man now, the anxiety bled from his pores, his sweat stinking, his clothes damp and reeking.

Too easy. He was silent, his target had no notion of his approach. He wanted to see the terror. At the last, he chattered his delight and the man began to turn.

Sudden green light erupted to his left and heat, terrible heat, seared into his flank and the side of his head. He screeched and tumbled away, unable to stop himself striking the ground, one wing ruined, his whole body burning with the mana fire.

‘No, no, no,’ he wailed as he rolled in the mulch on the ground, the spell eating into his flesh, unquenchable, draining his life from him.

His thoughts flew to his master. He could feel his pain across the miles, the crushing in his mind, the howling agony and the loss that was to come. He rolled over and two men stood above him, watching him die. One had a greying beard, his expression stern and cruel. The other, younger man he recognised too. He led the cavalrymen of Lystern.

‘I’m sorry, master,’ he muttered, knowing it would make no difference to his pain.

He could feel himself slipping away and a tear squeezed from his eye. The bearded man spat on to his scorched body and he was too weak even to threaten revenge.

‘Very good, Izack,’ said the bearded man. ‘Let’s get to the next sector.’

The cavalryman nodded and the two turned away. The demon’s vision faded and greyed. He felt the pull and was gone.

 


Denser couldn’t sleep. He knew he needed the rest, the spell cocooning Erienne’s mind was so draining with the One fighting to break it every moment. He poured mana into the structure to keep it strong and saw that mana picked apart by the enemy in his wife’s mind.

It was a battle he was helpless to aid. He lay down beside her, stroked her face.

‘Please wake, my love,’ he whispered. ‘Give me something to tell me you’re fighting.’

He tuned in to the mana spectrum and tasted the turmoil surrounding Erienne. He could sense the power of the One through his shield and the Dordovan mana that resisted it. The force surrounding her was immense. He could see the raw fuel of magic being dragged into her mind, into the One entity. The damage it had to be doing . . . he could hardly bear to watch.

There was no way to cap the well. Erienne and Cleress had to do that. And so they did when Cleress was awake and with her. But the ageing Al-Drechar was alone and when she was forced to rest, all her work was undone. He snapped out of the spectrum and swallowed hard.

‘You can do it, Erienne. You have to. We can’t lose you,’ he said. ‘I can’t lose you.’

Helpless. Weaponless. Impotent.

‘Please,’ he said, hearing his voice strain with the desperation and feeling the tears begin to come. ‘Please.’

He felt strong hands lift him and arms crush him close.

‘Let it go, Denser,’ said The Unknown. ‘Or you will never rest and she needs you rested.’

‘But it won’t help her,’ he managed, choking back a sob. ‘I can’t help her.’

‘You are helping her. If the power could escape untamed, you know the One would draw in yet more to feed it. You help her, you help us all.’

Denser nodded. Perhaps it made sense but it was so difficult to see. He drew in a shuddering breath and pushed away from The Unknown, wiping his eyes.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘Sorry.’

‘Why be sorry?’ said The Unknown. ‘We all yearn to help the ones we love and when we can’t, what’s left but tears?’




Chapter 34

 


 


 


 


However many times he had told them, in live exercise, in training rooms and now, in the reality of action, both in the early hours when he had toured the guard positions and the evening before when they had stopped for the night, they hadn’t taken heed. Not when it really mattered. And men would die in their sleep because of it.

Chandyr had no time to don his armour, merely grabbed his sword and ran from his tent. He’d been awake, just composing himself to get out and organise the cook fires. He’d wanted to be away at dawn. The first impact had been enough and he’d left his tent before the second and third had hit. There had been no prior warning and that was what made him seethe.

‘Get out to the margins!’ he yelled, hurdling a fire pit and racing out to where the green Lysternan mana fires were burning tents and helpless soldiers. ‘Get the cavalry mounted. What did I bloody tell you!’

So quick, so incisive, exactly as he had warned. While his mages were preparing shield defence and attack, he heard the thundering of hooves.

‘To arms!’ he hollered. ‘Where was my fucking perimeter!’

He was joined by some of the quicker minds and limbs. Ahead of him, all was in disarray. He could see six tents on fire, men running in every direction, too many straight towards him.

‘Get back. Think it’s over?’

And in they came, forty-plus horses and riders in close form, undoubtedly under a defensive shield. It would be a single thrust, just like he’d said. Izack wasn’t amongst them, he saw that immediately, but they didn’t need him. They rode thirty strides into his camp, chopping down any one that got in their way, those mages not involved in the shield dropping HotRain and scattering men and precious equipment with ForceCones. Torches in the hands of half the riders flipped away, setting more tents and wagons on fire.

They had turned and begun to ride out before the first spell lit up their shield and the first arrows flew in. That brought down one man. One. His own cavalry galloped around to his right, setting off in pursuit. They wouldn’t catch them. They had a hundred and fifty yards and it was more than they needed. At least it would keep them from another attack. Not that Chandyr thought they planned one.

He stopped running and slammed his sword flat on to the ground.

‘Shit!’

He rubbed his hands across his face and set them on his hips, his face burning with an anger he had scarcely felt in his life before. All around him, the bedlam was in full flow. Injured men were being helped away, orders were being called to get the fires out and the cries of the dying echoed into a dark sky just edging with first light.

A lieutenant, smeared with soot and with a livid wound across his cheek ran up, saluting smartly, his expression betraying his apprehension. Chandyr glared at him.

‘Don’t try and make it sound good,’ he said. ‘This is a calamity that could have been avoided had any of you idiots listened to a damn word I said. Just report.’

‘We didn’t see them,’ he replied, voice shaking. ‘The perimeter was set but they were on us from the dark.’

‘Which way were they looking, eh?’ snapped Chandyr. ‘There is no way those spells could have reached our tents without the mages being inside the perimeter. That is why I set it where I did. You’re telling me you didn’t see them? None of you? Where was the alarm, tell me that?’ He stepped in very close. ‘Men have died because you were not watching. You let your guard slip and the men under your command were either slacking or sleeping.

‘You will consider yourself relieved of your duties. Join your column when we march. I’ll be promoting your sergeant. Dismissed. ’

‘Sir.’

Chandyr turned to face the rest of his command team, who had sensibly assembled behind him.

‘This will not happen again. I cannot afford to lose men to incompetence and dereliction of duty. This is not some jaunt. We are facing desperate men and some very skilful leadership. We can still lose this fight if we are not at our best for every hour of every day.

‘Right, I want a full report on the casualties and hardware we lost, and I want the perimeter guards who managed to avoid seeing forty cavalrymen in front of me by the time I reach my tent, assuming they are still alive. Move.’

Chandyr watched them go, spun on his heel and took a slow walk back through his camp.

 


The moment Thraun confirmed that Cleress had joined Erienne once more, The Raven had ridden from the elven camp. They were at little more than a canter, the shapechanger still carrying the stricken One mage and holding her head against his chest. To balance her against him, he leaned back in his saddle. It was uncomfortable but it would serve.

They put quick miles between themselves and the elves, heading due north. ClawBound had run with them for a time but soon peeled away to continue their scouting. It was another two days’ long ride to Julatsa. Two days in which they had to survive the best Xetesk could throw at them while distracting those same enemies from attacking the Al-Arynaar mages on whom so much hope had come to rest.

They were still so much below strength. Darrick was pale and weak but recovering, Hirad had problems with his right wrist and they were all tired from so little rest. Thraun himself was feeling strong but his heart was weary. He tried to be strong for Denser, to believe that Erienne could live through this but in truth, he was unsure. Not because he didn’t believe that she was strong but that he wasn’t sure anyone would have the sheer will.

It was curious. He didn’t know why he should think this way or why he should know so much. He was not schooled in any of the art behind the One magic, nor any magic. But something was giving him feelings that helped him to understand. Perhaps it was the elemental nature of the One magic. He too was close to nature in the raw, could smell its moods. But the actual link between that and his innate sense of the trouble in Erienne’s mind was one that eluded him.

She had not moved since she had fallen back in the catacombs and he had sworn on seeing her that he would not leave her side until she awoke. The Raven had seemed to understand. And for Denser, it had relieved him to do what he had to do, though the strain was telling on him quickly, both mentally and physically.

Thraun had managed to feed Erienne, stroking her throat to trigger the automatic swallow response, and had cleaned her too. He would not stand by while she lay helpless. He and Denser had maintained her dignity, desperate in their own ways to do anything they could to help her.

He wondered whether she could sense him through her unconsciousness. He hoped so and that in some fashion it gave her comfort and left her free to fight the One. He rode with Denser next to him. The Unknown and Hirad were at the front, both with other horses tethered to their saddles. Darrick was behind them, a spare mount with him too.

No one challenged them the entire morning. The sky had been clear and bright since dawn and mercifully free of the erratically moving dark shapes of familiars. But they were under no illusion that they would be followed. They might get clear of foot-bound assassins but Chandyr wasn’t stupid, and if he could get riders through, particularly mage defenders and familiared masters, he would do so, trailing them until dusk, when they would be at their most vulnerable.

It was a great risk they were taking but one they felt they had to take. The elves would move better without them and had mapped a separate path to bring them to Julatsa. Given that they would run late into the night, it was touch and go which of them would arrive first. Thraun wondered whether The Raven would arrive at all.

The shudder that ran through Erienne’s body had been so sudden that he had nearly let her fall. She had spasmed twice and murmured something unintelligible.

‘Denser! Raven stop!’

He pulled up sharply and climbed from his horse with her in his arms, laying her on dry grass under a warm mid-afternoon sun. The Raven came running, gathering round him, staring down at her.

‘What is it?’ said Denser, dropping to his knees.

‘She moved,’ he said.

But she was still again. Denser’s face creased.

‘Are you sure?’

Thraun nodded. ‘She fights. Cleress fights.’

‘What does it mean?’ asked Hirad.

‘Let’s not lose focus, Raven,’ said The Unknown. ‘We’ll break and eat, it seems a good time. Hirad, Darrick, let’s check out the immediate vicinity. If we aren’t defensible we’ll move until we are.’

Thraun didn’t look up while his friends ran away to their tasks. He just gazed down at Erienne, praying for her to open her eyes.

 


Erienne didn’t understand what Cleress was asking her to do. Like falling on the fire to snuff it out, or plugging the hole by wedging your own body in. It didn’t make any sense.

I will be giving myself up to it. This is surrender, Cleress.

It might be that, child, but I don’t think we have any other choice.

Why not?

I am failing, Erienne. I cannot get enough rest and the power in you is burgeoning so strongly. I know what your husband is doing and it must be exhausting him too. But he is young and I am old and so tired, Erienne. And what I do to hold back the One is so much more draining than the shield he casts. He does all he can and it is not enough. I do all I can and I am merely holding back the inevitable too.

Erienne thought she had heard Cleress beaten before. But the sheer enervation in the Al-Drechar’s voice sent shivers through her subconscious mind where she had retreated to battle the enemy within her.

You can’t leave me alone.

I will be with you for as long as I have the breath.

Erienne considered for a moment. The wheel had turned full circle. For so long she had shunned the Al-Drechar, refused to let them enter her mind to help her, believing that she could hold back the One on her own, stifle it until it withered and died. But the pain had become too much and she had been forced to grudgingly let them in. But they had helped her so much. Only time had been too short. Even with Myriell, it had been a struggle and she had feared being alone. Now there was just Cleress and she already knew why she feared solitude inside her mind. The spider’s legs clamped ever tighter when she was on her own.

She craved Cleress’s mind-touch and soothing caress. Was not sure if the knowledge that it had gone would be too much for her. To fight the spider alone, that bulk pressing down, the legs clamped over her will, crushing, trying to break it. She shivered violently.

That’s good, said Cleress. Your friends will know you are still alive in here.

That isn’t funny, Cleress. This isn’t a game.

I know that, child! But you must retain yourself if you are to succeed. And for that you have to remember you are flesh and blood. Always remember that.

What difference will that make?

If you forget who you are, the One will take you.

You know I can’t do this.

I know that you must, child, or we are lost anyway. I will protect you for as long as I can but you must understand that the power you are about to let flow through your entire body will quickly overwhelm me. You must be ready to snap out. You will only get one chance. Will you do it?

But you have so much to teach me.

You will have to learn it for yourself. And that is the hardest road of all.

Cleress, does it have to be now? Don’t you think you have longer?

Child, every time I go to sleep I am surprised to see the dawn. It has to be now, while I have the will left in me.

Erienne let the thoughts run wild in her mind for a while, feeling the One shifting, trying to tighten its grip but she and Cleress combined to keep prising up the legs. Yet she had known deep down that it was always a temporary measure. That Cleress would announce a solution sometime or other. And the time was now. It was just that the solution seemed pure madness.

Let’s try it, then.

Remember, Erienne, what you are using your body to do. You have to be aware of every part of it. Feel it with your mind. Force the One to distribute through you.

I don’t like being a plug.

If this works, Erienne, believe me, you will be a great deal more than that.

And if it doesn’t?

I hope The Raven can run fast enough.

I wish you could hold my hand through this.

Ah, Erienne, to hold you close through your torment is all I desire but I’m afraid that chance is gone now. Keep this in mind. Do what I ask successfully and physical contact will be returned to you.

So, this is goodbye, is it?

We’ll see, child, we’ll see.

Thank you.

No, you are the one who we all should thank. You are the one who can save everything we hold dear.

Why?

You will survive this and you will see. One day soon, I think.

You can’t tantalise me like that! Erienne felt indignation growing in her.

It’s all I can clearly see. But use it to help your determination. Erienne, this will hurt you. The One will fight you and those dearest to you will have to understand. It is a power you cannot fight with your mind alone, not yet, and that is why you need the substance of your whole body. It is a skill we have all learned. For you it will be difficult as you will be alone. Remember, you are a One mage with everything that is you.

I think I understand.

Good. Then let us begin.

Erienne felt Cleress leave direct contact. She withdrew into her subconscious, and looked within herself, seeing the One entity there, menacing, determined to break her will. And she saw it buckle suddenly and withdraw, become smaller somehow, as Cleress drove it back with everything that she had left.

It was now or never. Dragging every iota of her belief to her, she broke from her subconscious, feeling the pain through her body as she reached out once again to the body she had abandoned. She felt herself judder, saw the One react and fight back, trying to expand itself to crush her back into the small space she had occupied and where it could bring maximum force. So hard to believe it wasn’t sentient but a power reacting automatically to her mind and body. Better she kept the thought of its sentience alive; it gave her more to focus on.

With the One still shrouded in Cleress’s essence, she fought her way back to her conscious state. It was like swimming up from a great depth, her breath locked into her lungs and bursting to get out. She could not fail, had to reach the surface. Sensation returned to her fingers and toes. She could feel the air on her face and hear, indistinctly, the sounds of voices. Still locked inside herself, she battered at the One, pushing it further back, feeling Cleress with her for one fleeting moment.

And then she was gone and the One spread to envelop her once again. This time, though, she was ready, and though it wrenched at her muscle and thought, she swam upwards still, defying the power that sought to drag her back down. She saw the body of the spider flatten and spread, the legs try to grip her consciousness as it expanded to every extremity.

It was too slow. She felt herself judder again, felt a tingling across her skin and the feel of her clothes. The surface of her mind was so near. The noise of life assaulted her ears, she could smell horse and grass and . . . and Denser.

Gasping in a lungful of air, she opened her eyes.

 


The joy that flooded through Denser weakened him and he almost fell on top of her, just managing to lock his elbows again. She reached up, wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him hard, her tongue seeking his. Almost at once, she let go and lay back down, looking at him.

‘You’re back, love, you’ve beaten it.’ She did not reflect his smile.

‘No, Denser,’ she said and she sighed as if in pain. ‘Remember I love you. Remember I love all of you. Whatever happens now.’

‘I don’t understand? You’re awake, you’ve won.’

‘It is in me now,’ she replied. ‘It touches everywhere. Please don’t think badly of me.’

‘Why would I ever—?’

He saw something pass across her eyes, like a black cloud across moonlight. And when she looked at him again, those eyes were so cold.




Chapter 35

 


 


 


 


Dystran had thought to ride with his small army to Julatsa but Ranyl had dissuaded him, despite the lure of glory. Another wise decision, given what he had heard from Chandyr via Communion report this morning. What would he do without him?

He had sat in Ranyl’s rooms for much of the day, talking to his dying friend, acutely aware of the brevity of the time they had left together. The old master had reacted badly to the attack on Xetesk and the intrusion into his chambers, shock settling on him, weighing him down.

‘I could not have fought back,’ he said for the tenth time that day. ‘I was powerless.’

Ranyl was sitting in his favourite chair by the fire which roared out heat despite the warmth of the day beyond his open balcony doors. His hands wrung together, his face was damp with sweat, and the agony of his cancer was evident in every breath he drew. His skin had taken on a yellow pallor and his body had a distinct tremor to it. He had refused food all day.

‘They meant you no harm,’ said Dystran gently. ‘It was me who failed you. I am sorry.’

‘I was in my own chambers and they just walked in,’ he said.

Dystran could see the fear in those bright, wise eyes and was reminded that great mage though he was, Ranyl was first and foremost an old, tired man facing death and scared at the prospect.

‘I have news for you,’ said Dystran, determining to take his mind off it.

It was news he had known since before dawn but had not revealed while Ranyl struggled with his pain as he always did for half of the day. At such times, it was best to talk memories but today, his mind had been preoccupied.

‘Oh yes?’ Ranyl perked up and Dystran wondered if he had made a mistake in delaying.

‘As you know, we put scouts into the field last night,’ he said. ‘It seems the damage we inflicted was worse than we hoped. The southern and western camps have been abandoned. They are moving north but of course almost a day behind us.’

‘It was an obvious move in some respects,’ said Ranyl, straightening in his chair. ‘They have guessed rightly that we cannot afford to send men from here to harry them, we would leave ourselves too exposed. And they of course, can no longer attack us here. Are we assuming they are headed for Julatsa or are they actually going to return to Dordover and Lystern?’

‘That’s difficult to answer,’ replied Dystran. ‘They have over a hundred wounded with them, and I suspect they will be returned home. But the bulk of the force, something in the order of four hundred could well continue north.’

‘Interesting.’

‘What do you suggest we do to counter them?’

Ranyl was silent for a while, rubbing the top of his nose with an index finger. ‘I am no military tactician,’ he said eventually. ‘Chandyr is best placed to assess the threat. Surely if we keep scouts trailing them and him informed, that is our best option. Unless . . . When will we be able to cast dimensional magics of the same magnitude again?’

Dystran raised his eyebrows. ‘In two days, I am told. And this time the window is much longer, perhaps a whole day before alignment becomes unhelpful again.’

Ranyl nodded. ‘Well, it’s an option. Chandyr may have other ideas but should we not consider getting a team of mages into the field and behind the enemy now? Not let the distance get too great. They can rest on the trail enough to be able to cast. I must say, it worries me that the elves will reach Julatsa before Chandyr has taken the college. Three hundred is a significant number in this game.’

‘My thoughts exactly.’ Dystran smiled. ‘Thank you.’

‘It is always a pleasure,’ said Ranyl.

He coughed, the pain wracking his body. On his lap, his familiar raised its head weakly and settled down again, looking nothing more than a sick cat.

‘You need to rest,’ said Dystran.

Ranyl chuckled. ‘I will have an eternity to do that, young pup. An eternity that is very soon to begin.’

 


North and west, the people poured out of Julatsa. The meetings across the city had been brief and harsh. The mayor had played his cards well, barring mages from the gatherings, determined to ensure that the people heard the unexpurgated truth, as he put it. Anyone who Pheone had managed to speak to following the meetings, which had gone on well into the night, reported nothing short of rabble-rousing.

The result had been angry but directionless demonstrations outside the college, a few threats levelled at the mages within for the trouble they had brought to the city and now this exodus. Early guesswork and a close watch on those leaving suggested that the charge, for such it appeared when it gathered momentum in the early afternoon, had been led by those who had only come to Julatsa for shelter.

The ranks had been swelled by women and children chaperoned by a sizeable number of armed men, often on horseback. It was a somewhat different story among businessmen, who could see their already precarious livelihoods collapsing around their ears if they left. But while many of these people determined to stay in the city, keeping open areas like markets, bakers and blacksmiths, they were not openly declaring their support for the college.

Julatsa, they had said, is my home and I will protect it and my business. If I help the college as a by-product, so be it. Hardly the vote of confidence Pheone had been hoping for. To be fair, friends had come to the college to pledge their support but they were so few that Pheone had considered sending them away for their own safety. Instead, she had welcomed them in and put them to work.

Despite the ever-present risk of mana failure, Pheone watched the ordered column of Julatsans leaving the northern border of the city from under ShadowWings. The effort of structuring and maintaining the simple casting told her all she needed to know about the depths of trouble in which Julatsan mana found itself but she was determined that she would not be scared out of using it. Indeed, if Geren was completely right, using magic helped maintain the Heart.

A determined movement from below caught her eye. Someone was waving up at her. She dipped lower and smiled sadly. Another friend deserting the city. The woman was beckoning her down and she obliged, pulling up to land just outside the last house before the empty north route guard tower. She heard muttering behind her at her arrival but no one spoke up.

‘Hello Maran,’ she said. ‘Sorry to see you’re leaving.’

‘I’m sorry too,’ said Maran. Her daughter, Maranie was walking along hand-in-hand beside her, the five-year-old sensing only the excitement, not the uncertainty. ‘But I can’t let her see what might come.’

‘I do understand,’ said Pheone. ‘You are why I spoke to the council. You should be assured of your safety. It’s what everyone in the college wants.’

‘The Mayor didn’t speak too kindly of you. None of you but you in particular,’ said Maran.

‘I’m sure he didn’t.’

‘You know, most of us don’t believe much of what he said.’

‘And what did he say?’

Maran paused before speaking. ‘That you courted war and expected us to defend you. That you felt above every other citizen, assuming yourselves rulers of the city. He was quite forceful about who was really in charge.’

‘It’s not something I’ve ever disputed,’ said Pheone. ‘We only ever wanted to work together to make the city great again.’

‘He said you had become a cancer that should be excised.’

That stopped Pheone in her tracks for a moment. ‘This is our city too,’ she said. ‘Why are you turning against us?’

‘We’re not. Well, I’m not. I just have to think of Maranie. I can’t take the chance.’

Pheone had heard enough. The Mayor had turned full face against them, that was clear. His words of passivity had turned to active hostility and she wondered what exactly he would say to the Xeteskians if he managed to talk to them.

‘I have to get back,’ she said. ‘Good luck.’

The two women kissed cheeks. ‘I’ll see you when I get back.’

Pheone felt a sudden rush as of cold water across her body. She stumbled suddenly and gasped a breath, ShadowWings disappearing, leaving a pain in her back.

‘We’re dying and you’re running,’ she said, the shock of the mana failure forcing unbidden anger into her voice.

‘I’m not—’

‘I wonder what city it is you will come back to, Maran. Perhaps you shouldn’t come back at all.’

She turned and walked back into the city, the void where her connection with the mana should have been tearing at her soul.

 


The desperation of the day before had made way for an extraordinary sense of optimism. It had no foundation. The allied forces were largely destroyed and the survivors only now banding together, with a force probably six times their complete size only a couple of hours behind them and closing, but still hopes were raised.

The only factor Blackthorne could attribute it to was the fact that, the more bands of twos, threes and fours he brought together, the more men who had thought all was lost saw that it was not quite as bad as they had believed. All animosity between Lystern and Dordover had disappeared. Strangers were greeted like long-lost brothers.

But in the face of this lightening of mood, Blackthorne was reminded of their situation all too often. His had been a simple yet challenging brief from Izack, one that he had been happy to accept from the Lysternan commander, who had demonstrated himself an exceptionally brave man.

Riding with the eight members of his guard who had survived the BlueStorm, he had undertaken to be the link between the fleeing groups of allied soldiers and mages, using the pace of his horses to cover the ground and his powers of persuasion to make those he found change direction in order to unite.

But for every three groups he found, from two terrified men clinging together, to one of a dozen and more with guard mages, he found another which had not escaped familiar, assassin or mage defender. He’d seen bodies scattered across a clearing; men who had died back to back, their desperate defence not enough; and the eyes of the dead open to the sky. What terrors they must have seen. The situation had worried him enough that he had ridden alone the previous night to speak to Izack. As a direct result, the familiar traps had been laid, catching some and scaring off many more.

Now though, Blackthorne was tired. He hadn’t slept since before the siege had been shattered. He’d changed horses twice and the one beneath him was showing reluctance. Making instant decision, he dismounted and led the horse by the reins, its expression pathetically grateful.

He was walking with the united shards of the allied force. He had found forty-seven soldiers and six mages. Paltry. Yet it was something. His men had heard of another four groups west or slightly ahead and were trying to round them up now. To keep up the spirits of these men and the pace of the walk, which pushed many beyond their normal limits, he dropped his baronial air.

He moved among them, cajoling and joking, asking after their health and promising plenty he could never deliver. And though it kept them going, it made his heart heavy. Mentally and physically, these men were finished. It was three days’ walk to Julatsa. And even if he got them there, what good would they be to the defence?

It was a question with a simple answer and that meant he had to change his plan. He had considered his options for an hour while they marched, mercifully without incident as they had been doing the entire day, when he heard a rider approaching. Natural consternation quickly gave way to relief when the men recognised the man in the saddle.

He cantered up to Blackthorne, dismounted and walked beside the Baron.

‘My Lord,’ he said.

‘Hello, Luke,’ he said. ‘So, what news do you bring me from Izack?’

‘Good news,’ said Luke, the orphaned farmer’s son who had become one of Blackthorne’s most valuable men after their chance meeting during the Wesmen wars that seemed an age ago. ‘Izack raided the Xeteskian camp at dawn as planned. Fired tents, killed some, broke wagons and got out losing one man and two injured.’

‘Did you hear that lads?’ called Blackthorne. ‘Izack has struck another blow at the Xeteskians. A successful one!’ There was a cheer. ‘He’s minding our backs, let’s pray he comes through.’ He dropped his voice. ‘How far away are the enemy?’

He glanced back over his shoulder. The terrain was the same from here to Julatsa. Undulating and studded with low peaks, sharp valleys and woodland, much of it broken down. A clever enemy could get very close without being seen. Blackthorne hadn’t got rear guards. No one wanted to be alone out there just yet.

Luke shrugged. ‘Marching, probably three hours, but he’s pushed his cavalry ahead this morning to keep Izack away. If they pushed hard and beat Izack in the gallop, they could be on us in less than an hour.’

‘Hmm,’ said Blackthorne. ‘Still, it leaves their flanks exposed. Someone ought to get word to the elves about that.’

‘Someone already has.’ Luke smiled. ‘He is smart, isn’t he?’

‘Izack? Yes, very. Schooled by the best of course.’

‘You, my Lord?’ There was a twinkle in Luke’s eyes.

Blackthorne laughed. ‘You’ll go far, young man,’ he said. ‘Keep that wit, you’ll need it.’

‘Yes, my Lord.’

‘Now, then, I have something more to ask of you,’ said Blackthorne. ‘I need you to go back to Izack. Ask him his opinion of the pace of the enemy march and its direction. Will it deviate? So far, I suspect they will walk in our footprints.’

‘Might I ask why, Baron?’

‘These men need rest. If they march into Julatsa three hours ahead of Xetesk, they will get none and be slaughtered because of it. Chandyr’s men are sleeping at night. Mine are not. I want a place to hide away from the route. Somewhere secure enough we can hold out against familiars and assassins if it comes to it. I don’t think Chandyr will change course to confront us, we are not enough of a threat for that.

‘I’d rather lead these men on a rear assault when the battle is already joined than see them pointlessly cut to pieces because they are too tired to cast or hold their blades steady. Take that to Izack, find out his views. He gives the orders and I will follow them but be firm in expressing my recommendation. Do you understand? Strike that, I know you do. Are you fit to ride?’

‘Yes, my Lord.’

‘Good. Then go when you’re ready. The sooner the better. I’d like an answer before sundown.’

 


Lord Tessaya stood with Lord Riasu near the entrance to Understone Pass. It was a place in which he had stood once before. That time, he had been directing the Wesmen armies and his Shamen, backed by Wytch Lord magic, as they attacked and destroyed the four-college force that had taken the western end of the Pass. It had been a day of death and respect, his enemies never turning and running to the safety of the dark but standing to fight and die to a man. He did not have such respect today for the rulers of the four colleges who let themselves be divided by a hunger for power.

Today, he stood and watched the Wesmen assemble once more. Riasu, his lands encompassing the Pass entrance, had his tribesmen already assembled by the time Tessaya and the Paleon arrived. Tents were pitched in traditional order, standards and banners hung and tribal distance respected. Almost two thousand were camped, representing over half the force he expected though he hoped to be surprised.

He had the best men from a further twenty tribes coming, those that could muster above fifty men. The others, tribes who had suffered hard at the hands of the east and the mana-driven storms, would not march. Never again would he allow any tribe to risk disappearing altogether. Enough had to remain to ensure survival.

Tessaya looked forward to seeing the banners of his people arrive. The Heystron, the Liandon, Revion and Taranon, great names in the warrior history of the Wesmen. All had lost their commanders in the last wars, all sought vengeance.

He breathed in the spring air, felt its warmth in his chest and nodded his head.

‘Can you feel it, Riasu?’ he asked.

‘I believe I can, my Lord Tessaya. I believe I can.’

‘There is a change in the very air. The shadows lengthen over the rule of the colleges. Never before have we genuinely had such an opportunity. Never. Think, Riasu, how we trusted in overwhelming numbers and assumed it would be enough. We took Julatsa but the cost was so high. Now, mage numbers are low and the colleges take more from the game every day, strengthening our hand if they but knew it.’ He nodded again. ‘We must not fail.’

‘We won’t, my Lord,’ said Riasu. ‘Every man down there can feel it too.’

He gestured at the sprawl of tents. Smoke rose from a hundred fires and the noise of tribal life was punctuated by the menacing barks and snarls of Destrana wardogs. The plain would soon be full. And then it would be time.

‘How long before the Taranon arrive?’

Every Lord who had responded to his summons had also responded to the call to arms and waited for the word to march east. The Shamen had passed on the message through the Spirits who watched over them, and had bade them be victorious.

‘I am told it will be two days,’ said Riasu.

‘Then on the dawn following their arrival, we shall go,’ said Tessaya.

There was a surge of men towards the southern edge of the camp. Cheering and songs broke out. Away in the distance, he could pick out standards fluttering on their long poles. The Liandon were come and would be sung in all the way. The sound raised Tessaya’s heart and he felt his blood rushing through his veins, invigorating him. He was old to be leading men to battle but he felt like he had just crossed the threshold from childhood.

He led Riasu from the rise and began to run towards the camp. If they were fast enough, they would be in time to join the songs and greet their brothers to the gathering.




Chapter 36

 


 


 


 


Dusk was beginning to take hold on the second day of the run north to Julatsa but Auum had a different target, and his Tai was complete once again. He ran with an extra spring, Duele and Evunn flanking him, the shadows that gave him every confidence that he needed. Tual had smiled on them, Yniss had too and Evunn had awoken as Sian had said, none the worse physically but with hazy memories. When time was once again with them, they would tell him the story he had missed.

They had parted from the main elven group at midday, leaving Rebraal in sole charge, and heading on a long curved route that took them well away from any enemy scouts. They had not rested until they had reached the rear of the Xeteskian column. ClawBound had been with them all the way, keeping them from harm and completing the picture of what they faced. Now, they walked with two pairs a mile adrift of the nearest rear guard or scout, safe in the knowledge that those familiars and assassins that remained were concentrated ahead. Some of the latter had tried to get into the elven camp the night before and their remains had been left just beyond the forward perimeter of the Xeteskian camp before dawn.

Auum had no feelings for these people. He knew the ClawBound wanted revenge for the deaths among their number and while he understood the reaction, it was not the way of the TaiGethen. Nor of the Al-Arynaar. But the ClawBound were a breed apart and one who channelled their anger without compromising themselves. It was the bond the pairs shared that kept them clear and decisive. For Auum, it was merely necessary to reduce Xeteskian numbers as far as possible to aid the Al-Arynaar.

Ahead and to their left and right, the pairs walked, their quick pace forcing the Tai cell to trot to keep up. None of them needed a tracker to follow the Xeteskians. Even a blind human could follow the trail left by cartwheel, foot and hoof. Debris littered the path too, just one more example of their casual disregard for the land, their misunderstanding of what their Gods had given them. A broken buckle, a square of cloth, a chipped and rusting dagger. He’d seen so much that it failed to surprise him any more.

They closed steadily and stealthily on the rear guards, ten men in pairs, spread across an arc a half mile wide. ClawBound had reported that this circle existed all around the marching column now the cavalry were marauding ahead. It was a reasonable strategy, Auum supposed, but he was no expert on military movement. He didn’t need to be. All he knew was that those detached from the main group without the skills to sense the threat were vulnerable.

Like the lame deer in the herd. Unprotected. Easy meat.

He brought the cell to a halt. Ahead of them, a river the enemy column should just have crossed, wove through low-lying marshy land between a series of gentle rises scattered with heavy brush, bracken and woodland. They had waited for the sun to decline and now the terrain was perfect.

Auum led them in a prayer to Yniss to watch over them, and to Tual, the God the ClawBound most revered, to guide them.

‘There can be no sound,’ he said. ‘Our jaqrui pouches remain closed, the Claws must restrain their voices. We are few. We can inflict damage to help our brother Al-Arynaar and repay the debt owed to the ClawBound but we must not be heard. There is nowhere for us to run from their mages and their familiars.

‘We have our targets. We move.’

The ClawBound pairs made no gesture to suggest that they had heard or agreed. They were still for a moment, and then ran away, one pair directly ahead, the other to the right, leaving the Tai cell to take the left flank.

‘Care with your bows,’ said Auum. ‘Only if you are certain of a clean kill.’

He drew his twin short swords and sped away through thigh-high grass towards a bracken-covered mound, while Duele and Evunn, bows prepared, moved five yards left and right and ten behind.

Auum sensed every footstep he made, minimising the pressure, feet finding sure hold. The drying ground still held treachery for the unwary but the elf, born to the rainforest, would rely on it as he would solid rock. He breasted the bracken, easy movements at one with the direction of growth, stems eased aside rather than crushed underfoot. Beyond the mound, the land fell away sharply to a muddy tributary. He sized it up as he approached, the fast failing light no barrier, finding the solid ground, footfalls not sounding.

Climbing up from the tributary he slowed momentarily, assessing the land ahead, seeing a knot of trees left, another fall in the land and clear tracks through tall grass. At the base of the dip, a figure disappeared into another small wooded area. He raised a hand, pointed to the relevant tracks and curved away, sprinting hard down the slope, eyes to his right.

He could see them both now, walking calmly through the trees that sprouted new life after the storms that had all but destroyed them. The men were close together, eyes ahead, looking forward to their rest. With the sky near full dark, it would not be long. But they were not destined for rest among their friends.

Auum checked his run and curved back towards the right, closing in. He held out an arm, three fingers straight, his order taken up by Duele and Evunn who made up the ground for the cell to advance in line. Duele was running with his bowstring taut, an enemy in range but no definite kill shot available. Evunn still searched, his mind perhaps not as keenly resolute as those of his Tai fellows.

Auum did not think he would need either of them. The ground plateaued in front of him and he crossed it with barely a whisper. He could hear them talking, their quiet tones carrying to him above the sounds of breeze and tree, rodent and predator. At the base of a tree, its bulging trunk stripped bare by deer, he stopped, watching. They were oblivious. They were looking around themselves again, checking back and watching the route they had travelled now their eyes were adjusted to the dark.

The Tai had needed no such wait.

Auum let them move ahead ten yards, nodded to Duele at his right and moved in. Beneath the trees, the ground was soft and damp. No twig lay underfoot, tinder dry, to snap. He was within four paces when one felt the skin crawl on the back of his neck and began to turn.

Auum took off, body spinning and right leg stretched, catching the man in the cheek, his cry muffled by Auum’s boot smearing across his mouth. The TaiGethen landed next to the other man and jammed a short sword up under his jaw, spearing his brain through the roof of his mouth. He dragged the blade away, made to finish off the other but he already had two arrows in his chest.

Duele and Evunn trotted in and cut the shafts free, cleaning and dropping them back in their quivers. Auum nodded their direction and the cell set off again.

Not a bird had been put to flight though the blood of fresh death stained the earth.

 


Thraun missed the closeness of Erienne, her hair and the feel of her skin. He missed that he couldn’t help her any more and that she had no use for him. For any of them. He treasured the touch she had given him, cupping his cheek, her lips just brushing his and then she was gone again as she had been from Denser. He had felt hurt but now he just felt deeply sorry for her because, to him, the torment she was going through was obvious.

Not just that every move she made was jerky and uncertain somehow. And not because she said very little but to make demands to stop, to ride, to eat or drink. But because he had seen into her eyes and not even Denser had seen the raging within. Every cell of her was fighting to restrain the One and it took her almost completely from them.

But he knew that she was better for the fact that she could sense them again. The times she had been close to him, the briefest touch or a lifting of the corner of her mouth told him she was still there with them.

Thraun was the watch now that they had eaten and the fire was doused. It was dark but his lupine eyes could separate the shades and his nose was keen, the strong smell of wood smoke hanging in the air just one of the myriad scents he could discern. The Raven were sleeping and that was compliment enough. He sat with them, right in their midst, silent.

From where would the threat come, he wondered. They had camped as they must, hidden from plain view land- or airborne but there was no geographic feature nearby to guard any point of the compass. So threat could come from anywhere and strike at anyone. Not Erienne. She would not be killed though she could conceivably be taken. But any member of The Raven was as critical as any other.

The question was, who would they target? If, indeed, any of the Lord of the Mount’s assassins were even in the vicinity.

Thraun pushed himself to his feet and padded carefully across the small camp site to where the horses were tethered. He stood with them, watching as they did, the eddies of the night around them. Horses were always nervous with him on first contact. This group had calmed now but they sensed something other than the human in him. It was just something he had to accept.

Like so much that was frustrating. Like his lack of language and the gap between thought and articulation. Like the love that remained for his wolven side but that he denied because he feared the prison of the animal form. So much he didn’t fully understand.

He stood with the horses for some time, their warmth and innocence comforting. They demanded so little. But they missed almost nothing of what was around them. There was a moment when all their attention was in the same direction. Thraun moved away from them then, walking smoothly back towards his friends. Denser was stirring but in his anxiety he might have done that at any time. Might have.

Thraun paced evenly and very quietly towards Denser, seeing the mage flap his arms as if pushing away an unseen enemy. Indeed. Thraun saw the shimmer against the heat signature of the dead embers. He walked past Denser’s feet, bent down and dropped his hand on the Cloaked figure, catching him a little high but adjusting his grip. Thraun pushed, the assassin becoming visible as he stopped moving, his face driven into the ground, a knee on his back. The shapechanger growled.

‘Knife,’ he said.

The assassin held out his right arm. The dagger in his right hand was coated. Thraun punched his wrist and the weapon dropped from his grasp.

‘You will not move,’ said Thraun. He tightened his grip on the assassin’s neck, dragging him backwards and up, the other arm wrapping around his front grabbing his groin. ‘Raven!’ Thraun’s voice boomed across the campsite.

Around him, they awoke, rolling and standing, shaking sleep from their minds and dragging swords from scabbards lying on the ground.

‘Form up!’ shouted The Unknown.

Quickly, the four Raven men ran to positions around the still sleeping but stirring Erienne. Thraun pulled his man inside the ring.

‘Where’s your friend?’ asked Hirad.

The assassin said nothing. Thraun pulled him closer, both hands gripping a little tighter.

‘Talk.’ Where there was one, there would be another. He would be watching them, probably from close by. ‘Talk.’

The assassin let go a small groan of pain. Denser turned at the sound. Thraun saw the disappointment in his face.

‘Takyn?’ he said. ‘You?’

‘I am sorry, Denser,’ replied the assassin. ‘I am so ordered.’

‘That’s just bloody great,’ said Denser, he swung back round. ‘Now they’re sending my friends to kill me.’

‘You should have chosen better friends,’ said Hirad.

‘I did.’

‘Yes, Denser, you did,’ said Takyn.

‘Call the other one out,’ said The Unknown. ‘Either that or have him watch you die.’

‘I’ll do it,’ said Denser. ‘Gythen, I know you’re there. Come in and join the party. Let’s work this out and all walk away with our lives tonight.’

‘Don’t be naïve, Denser,’ said a voice from the dark. Thraun struggled to pinpoint his direction. ‘How can you possibly let us go? Takyn knows it. I know it.’

‘Come out and take us on, then,’ said Hirad.

They heard a dry chuckle. ‘Getting myself killed on duty has never been in my plans.’

Denser turned to Takyn. ‘In a moment, it looks like you’ll never be able to father children. Call him out, we won’t kill you.’ He paused. ‘How could you accept this job? Don’t our years of training together mean a thing to you?’

‘They were a long time ago,’ said Takyn between measured, difficult breaths. Thraun did not slacken his grip anywhere. ‘You chose your route, I chose mine.’

‘But this?’

‘I’ll admit I never expected to be assigned to The Raven but you have to be prepared. You know how it works. You’d have made a good assassin.’

‘I’m so flattered.’

‘Denser,’ said The Unknown sharply. ‘This is not helping our problem. Gythen, this is your chance to walk away with your friend, not alone. Show yourself.’

Hirad spoke to Takyn over his shoulder, loud enough for the other to hear.

‘Denser may have trouble killing you but I won’t. Anyone who does Dystran’s bidding shares the blame for the death of my friend. All your lives are forfeit.’

‘Hirad, please.’ said Denser.

‘I’m just telling it how it is.’

Erienne stirred again and awoke, finding herself in a ring of men, tension in the air. Thraun watched her puzzlement turn to irritation, the light that was in her eyes diminishing quickly.

‘Assassins,’ he said.

‘So kill him and let me rest,’ she said, her voice rough and dry. ‘I must have rest.’

‘We’re dealing with it, love,’ said Denser. ‘But there’s another one. You could pinpoint him. You know you have the talent.’

She was on her feet now. Thraun could see her expression clearly when she looked at her husband. It held contempt and impatience but she forced those alien thoughts away, leaving Thraun to see the struggle she was enduring and the fear when her face relaxed.

‘I don’t know if I can stop it if I start it,’ she said, her voice now small and desperate.

‘What are we debating this for?’ asked Hirad. ‘I’m with Erienne. Denser, light up the site, I’ll slit this bastard and we ride out. The coward in the shadows can get us back if he can keep up with a galloping horse. How about it?’

‘Ever the diplomat, Hirad,’ said Denser.

‘We have a Code,’ added The Unknown.

Hirad scoffed. ‘Assassins have no honour. I will show them none in return.’

He spun round, his movement quick enough to surprise even Thraun and Takyn started violently. The barbarian’s sword point prodded Takyn’s chest above his heart. ‘Any of you think you’re quick enough to stop me?’

Erienne’s voice in the void was enough. ‘If it’s any help making up your mind, whoever you are out there, you are moving very slowly to my right. You have just ducked under an overhanging branch. In your next pace, you will pass a small drift of leaves. Denser’s FlameOrbs will be ready in moments. You can’t get away from the splash zone. Your call.’

Thraun watched Erienne’s head fall to her chest and her arms clutch at her ribs as if she was feeling an acute pain. Outside the circle, Gythen blinked into view.

‘Sorry, Takyn,’ he said.

Takyn shrugged. ‘It’s why we want her.’

‘Not another word,’ said Hirad.

‘Gythen, drop your weapon,’ said The Unknown as Darrick moved purposefully towards him. ‘Right now. Hirad, lower your sword.’

‘Un—’

‘Now!’

Thraun watched the conflict on Hirad’s face. His respect for the big man prevailed over his desire for more revenge. His swordpoint dropped and he pushed his face into Takyn’s.

‘Consider yourself one lucky bastard.’

Next to Thraun, Erienne swayed. He thrust Takyn at Hirad and caught her before she fell. The Unknown spoke into the moment’s uncertainty.

‘Darrick, bring him over here. Denser, you can forget the Orbs now, I think deep sleep is more what they need. And us, for that matter. Man on watch guards them too.’ He nodded in some satisfaction. ‘Reckon that makes us safe tonight, don’t you?’

 


Erienne sank into brief and broken, haunted dreams, feeling more alone than at any time in her life. Since forcing herself back to consciousness to do battle with the One entity throughout her body, she had sought Cleress but the old elf did not or could not answer her. There had been occasions when she thought she had heard a voice but it was vague, like a whisper in a gale. Perhaps the One had shut her out. Perhaps she really was dead.

The effort of adopting the structure allowing her to see Gythen had taken such energy. The technicalities of the casting were simple, enough. Stopping the One from using it as a route to vent power was not.

The Al-Drechar had taught her so much in the short time they had been with her. The possibilities and the dangers, so closely connected, the partitioning of her mind that was demanded to keep castings under control while capping the well of One power. But she hadn’t understood the most basic lesson they had been trying to teach her since that first day she had let them into her mind. She understood it now.

Every moment of her training in Dordover had taught her that magic was an element controlled purely by the mind, formed into shapes by the mind and using physical movements merely to focus the mind to perfect the desired construct. Physical tiredness was the result of the mental effort. She had brought this doctrine to her dealings with the One.

But the One was so different. The One demanded, if you were to control it for any length of time, the use of the whole body. Muscles were flexed, tendons tightened and arteries swollen, with the blood driven through them in pulses. Mana was just one element of the larger magic. Everything else was open to her too and the One entity attracted the raw fuel like moths to light. From metal deposits, to water and the air around her, to verdant foliage and the living earth. Anything with a vitality that could be stripped.

The problem was, it was an unbalanced magic. Where mana would dissipate on casting, returning to its natural chaotic state, the One magic did not, making it potentially so much more destructive. It could not simply be formed into structures and let go. The structures of the One, through which power was vented in a controlled fashion, had to be disassembled to make it safe. Otherwise a structure could drag elemental energy from around itself, becoming almost self-perpetuating while it slowly unravelled. How easy now to understand why the storms and disasters Lyanna created had been so vicious, so long-lived.

Her poor daughter’s body had simply been too small to exert the physical control and her mind alone was helpless to contain the power it held. That was what the Al-Drechar had been trying to explain since the beginning but her grief at Lyanna’s death had stopped her listening.

Erienne’s body was strong enough, though barely. She had wondered why the Al-Drechar hadn’t asked her to accept the entity as part of her entire being rather than just her mind but even that made sense now. The mind had to be trained first. The mind had to be the cork in the bottle as well as the casting focus. The body could only be trained once the stopper could be put in place.

What her body did was channel the One in an endless circuit. It had no outlet and could drag no more power in unless she chose to open the bottle to cast a spell. Every urge in her body told her to yank out that mental cork because doing so would relieve the surging she felt inside her. Every thought in her mind drove her to keep the stopper in tight. What a paradox. The very time when in theory she should be in maximum control of the One magic was the time it was at its most dangerous to her and everything around her.

Now she understood, truly understood, the challenge that faced her. She would never fully control or cap the energy the One contained. All she could do was suppress it. And whenever she cast she had to use just exactly the right amount of power to achieve her end. That right amount being dependent on the strength of her body and the freshness of her mind combined. Too much at the wrong moment and she was lost. Not enough and the casting would fail.

Erienne’s mind began to relax just slightly as her path became clearer. She was aware that she would hate what she had been forced to become. The spider would always be there, looking for a way to break her. And yet she could never fight it, never beat it. Just cage it and let it run to her design.

A more peaceful sleep overcame her now. Her last thought before the shouting woke her at dawn the next morning was that she was going to have to get to know herself all over again. She hoped her husband would understand.
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Hirad had been left with the last watch of the night and The Unknown cursed himself for his stupidity and complete misreading of Hirad’s emotional state. The big man himself was the first awake that morning, Hirad shaking his shoulder. He’d looked and known what Hirad had done. Now he and the barbarian stood over the scene, his eyes adjusting to the early light of dawn.

At least he had been clinical. Both necks were broken. There was not a mark on either of them but the stillness of the dead had a quality about it that forewent any thought that they might still be sleeping.

‘Oh, Hirad, what have you done?’

‘I thought about slitting their throats or cutting out their hearts but in the end that would have been messy.’

The Unknown looked across at Hirad. He was assessing them like he might assess a selection of cuts of meat for his table. There was no remorse or regret in his stance or expression. In his mind they had deserved death and so they had died. It made the moral conversation he was about to have completely redundant.

‘This isn’t what we agreed,’ said The Unknown, changing tack.

‘We agreed we’d guard them,’ said Hirad. ‘If it makes you feel better, imagine they both broke their spells and tried to run or something. Do you think we should move them before Erienne wakes?’

‘Or Denser.’

‘Denser is already awake,’ said Denser.

‘Oh dear,’ said The Unknown to himself, hearing the dark mage get up and walk towards them.

‘What’s the—’

‘Denser, I think you’ll need to consider the larger picture,’ said The Unknown.

Denser was standing to Hirad’s right, his face darkening with fury.

‘What the fuck has happened here?’ He gestured at the bodies, plainly unable quite to convince himself about what he was looking at. Hirad filled it in for him.

‘I killed them, Denser. What does it look like?’

Denser took a pace back, his mouth falling open in almost comical reaction. He stared at Hirad, naked disbelief in his face slowly dissolving into incredulity. Hirad wasn’t looking in his direction. The Unknown knew what was coming. All he could do was be ready to step in if it got out of hand.

‘They were my friends,’ began Denser.

‘Not for a long time,’ said Hirad. ‘They didn’t come here to ask after your health.’

Denser gestured down. ‘But how could you? They were no threat.’

Finally, Hirad turned to meet his gaze. ‘No threat? Are you taking the piss? These two came here to kill us. They walked in invisible and if they could have stuck a knife in all of us, they would. And then taken Erienne. Well, now they can’t.’

‘It wasn’t your decision to make,’ said Denser. ‘We’re a team, as you’re so very fond of telling me.’ He was about to say more but bit his tongue.

‘And one that I will not see torn up by assassins. I can’t believe you would consider any other option for these bastards.’

‘But it wasn’t what we had agreed. There was a decision to be made and it might not have been this one.’ Denser knelt by Takyn, reached out a hand but didn’t touch him.

‘And what was your idea, Xetesk-man?’ Hirad’s voice was getting louder. ‘Ask them not to do it again and send them on their way?’

Denser surged back upright and went nose to nose with Hirad. ‘We could have disarmed them, turned them loose with no chance of finding us again. Made them safe as far as we were concerned.’

‘Well they’re safe now, aren’t they?’ Hirad didn’t flinch. ‘Don’t see them giving us too many problems now, do you?’

‘You’ve murdered them, you bastard!’ shouted Denser, shoving Hirad hard in the chest, sending him stumbling back. ‘In cold blood. Where’s your precious Code now? You’re just a murderer.’

Hirad tensed and advanced on Denser menacingly.

‘Hirad,’ warned The Unknown.

The barbarian ignored him. ‘You think they’d go and not come after us? Do you? You can’t be that stupid. They are assassins. They have a target and that target is us. Xetesk is only a few hours behind us and Julatsa does not have walls. Why should we risk it, Denser? We cannot afford to be picked off and I will not risk any of us dying because you knew someone a few years back. Ilkar’s memory is what matters, and you’d better start seeing it.’ He let his voice drop to a harsh whisper before continuing. ‘And don’t you ever quote the Code at me again, Denser. This war is ongoing. It is only murder outside the rules of war.’

‘They were our prisoners,’ said Denser.

‘They were trying to kill us. I have just removed that threat. What does it matter how it was done? If we’d killed them on sight last night would that have made it better for you, Denser?’

‘It mattered to me,’ said Denser. ‘This is a step down a path we should not be treading. Back off it.’

‘Don’t come over all moral on me, Denser. I did what had to be done.’ He gestured around at the camp. Darrick, Thraun and Erienne were all awake now. ‘And though they might not admit it to you openly, they all know this had to happen. You should be thanking me for keeping your conscience clear.’

Denser gagged on his reply and The Unknown saw his self-control snap. He bunched a fist, ready to strike but found his arm caught by Thraun. The shapechanger looked at him for a moment.

‘His knife was above you, Denser,’ he said.

Hirad smiled. ‘Right. You’d have been and would still be the first. Some friend, eh, Denser?’ He turned away. ‘I’m going to saddle the horses. And if you don’t like the path I’m going down, feel free to ride in a different direction.’

 


The calm over Julatsa was unsettling everyone in the college. Pheone had been restless on the college walls most of the day, and much of the night before. The latest failure in the mana focus had been prolonged and deeply disturbing. And when mana did return, they had stood around the Heart pit, tuned in to the mana focus and felt chill at what they had seen. The shadow across the Heart had deepened. Fingers of dark grey spread from it and the vibrant yellow they sought was dull and tired, suffocating beneath the cloying blanket.

But now, more than ever, they couldn’t afford to be fearful. They had to invest as much as they could in strengthening walls and gates. The spells that bound the stone and wood had to be strong or they would be torn apart by the Xeteskian mages who would not just outnumber them but would be operating without risk once any attempt to raise the Heart got under way.

They had found, though, those few Julatsan mages inside the College, that their mana stamina levels were low; that forcing spell structures and lattices to coalesce was terribly difficult; and that for castings of any complexity, two of them now had to do the job of one. Progress had been slow and demoralising.

Having orchestrated wall bindings throughout the morning, Pheone had been spent not long after taking lunch. The expressions of those around her reflected her own inescapable feelings that whatever they did, it simply would not be enough. That no matter how many elven mages came through their gates, they would fall short of the number needed to raise the Heart.

Before saying anything she might regret, she had returned to the walls. Despite her weariness she had walked their circumference again and again, trying to gain some hope or comfort from the warmth of the day and the irrepressible goodwill of birds whose songs gloried in the vitality of spring.

It hadn’t worked. Outside in the streets, the quiet was ominous. So many had left Julatsa, for the Gods alone knew where, leaving behind a void where the babble of life should have been. She could hear the odd cart rattling over the streets and smelled bread baking and forges working. But the sense of community was gone. The mayor might have been right to urge his citizens not to fight but in effectively driving so many from their homes in fear, he had ripped the soul from the city.

And now, all Pheone and her pitiful band could do was wait to see who arrived first. If it wasn’t the elves, everything was lost anyway and, frankly, she wasn’t sure if she’d have the energy to fight. If she was true to herself, she wasn’t sure she had fight in her in any case. The thought that they might walk away had crossed her mind but every time it did, she was reminded of the appalling emptiness of life without the ability to touch mana. It gave her the reason to carry on.

Below her in the college, the work went on. Commander Vale had brought his guard into the college and the militia had joined them once their families were gone and their houses boarded over. He had been vocal in his condemnation of the Mayor and felt that this betrayal of Julatsa left him, Vale, with no alternative but to pledge his allegiance to the college alone.

It was a grand gesture and one that had brought back some much-needed but temporary belief. The truth of the matter, however, was in the numbers. Not many more than a hundred armed men had come to stand in defence and less than half had any experience of battle at all. Xetesk was bringing hardened soldiers.

She heard someone call her name and looked around. Ahead of her on the west side of the parapet, he was waving at her. She waved back and set off towards them, seeing a couple of others gather and look away out. Closer to, she could see it was Geren. He seemed to be everywhere and his belief had never wavered. He had redeemed himself completely; transformed from the shambling ingrate who had walked through the gates a year before, and he was a lesson for them all.

‘I hope this is good news,’ she said as she joined them.

‘That remains to be seen,’ said Geren. ‘Look.’

He pointed out into the cloudless sky. Beyond his finger, Pheone could see the dark mass of the Blackthorne Mountains and the dazzle of sunlight reflecting off the Triverne Inlet way distant and sending up a glittering haze.

‘What?’ She spread her hands. ‘It’s a beautiful scene, I’ll grant you but—’

‘Look higher, above the mountains.’

She looked. A ‘V’ formation of geese or ducks was high in the sky. She tracked them for a while and saw them scatter and dive quite suddenly. A black dot was left in the space where they had been, growing larger very quickly.

‘What is it?’ she asked.

‘It’s quite simple,’ said Lempaar. The old elf had joined them unannounced. ‘It’s a dragon.’

Pheone had no idea how to react to that statement. Out of everything she might have expected to hear, it was the least likely. But it made a kind of bizarre sense nonetheless and the connections were not long forming in her mind. She supposed also, that there were few other things of such apparent size that it could possibly have been. At least it wasn’t a completely ridiculous suggestion. There were dragons somewhere south, she’d heard. And The Raven were friends to them. Ilkar had spoken of it before and had clearly been moved by his encounter with them.

She felt fear and anticipation at once and felt her pulse quicken and her throat go dry.

Before long they could all make it out and Pheone sensed panic spread from them and whistle through the college. People were shouting, some making for buildings they thought might be safe. She heard the frightened whinnies of horses and then the question to which she had no answer.

‘What will we do?’

‘There’s nothing we can do. It could be friendly and if it is, we should . . . I don’t know, welcome it? If not, I fear we aren’t enough to stop it killing us all. If I were you, I’d be praying to whatever God you think might help you best.’

She knew that was pathetic but the faces of those by her told her they had no better solution. So they watched as the extraordinary beast flew closer. Seeing its shadow cross the city, Pheone got an early impression of the sheer size of it. Its great wings stroked the air, propelling its huge but graceful body through the sky. Its head, on the end of a long, ridged neck held a mouth that could swallow a horse whole. Its rear legs, carrying powerful taloned feet, were swept back under its bulk.

Those feet swung forwards as it closed. Pheone saw its startling blue eyes searching for a landing place. The wings beat back. She felt the breeze through her hair and across her face, breathed foul air and heard the whump of the sails as they applied a braking force. The sight almost blinded her to her duty but in the last moments, she turned her attention to those below and yelled out.

‘Do nothing! Don’t attack, keep your distance.’

She should have laughed. As if anyone would do anything else. Instead she felt a nervousness clamp around her body and realised she was shaking. She watched the dragon sweep once around the college and land with a shuddering impact in the centre of the courtyard and knew she was the one who had to approach it.

‘Stay here,’ she told them unnecessarily.

She made her way to the nearest stairs, seeing the dragon fold its wings back and wobble slightly as it gathered itself to settle down. Descending the stairs, it was lost from sight and she hurried the last flight and trotted through the buildings surrounding the courtyard, waving people to adopt a calm she did not feel herself.

Emerging from between a lecture theatre and the infirmary, she paused for a few moments, trying to take in what she saw. Ilkar had told her they were awesome but he hadn’t prepared her for this. She was looking at its flank, the sunlight glinting off the few golden scales that sat within a duller mass. Its back arched high, three or four times her height, and its tail curled back along almost the entire length of its body.

She started moving again, open-mouthed, letting her eyes track down the long neck that had a girth wider than most trees she had seen. Temporarily, the head was lost to sight. The dragon was looking into the Heart pit. She approached in a wide circle, not wanting to get too close, aiming for the edge of the pit. It seemed to sense her and the neck withdrew for what seemed like an age, the head appearing above the lip of the pit, one eye fixing on her. She stopped moving immediately.

It did not. The head came towards her, the breath firing from its nostrils, blowing sour air into her face. She swallowed hard, helpless as it came on. The mouth opened to reveal its fangs, stretching wide, saliva dripping to the ground. It stopped maybe three feet from her, its eye level with her head, its snout pointing past her. It considered her for a moment.

‘I feel the echoes of friendship here,’ it said. Its voice boomed across the corridor and every other noise stilled instantly. ‘This is Julatsa.’

Pheone didn’t know how to respond. The sheer scale of the animal she faced was completely overwhelming. So long thought to be mythical but always there had been rumours that Masters in her college knew more than they would say. That some were friends or servants to dragons. Presumably that was what this one meant.

‘Yes,’ she said, her voice so small next to the dragon’s. ‘I . . .’

‘You have trouble believing I exist, or at least that we are talking,’ said the dragon. ‘I am, after all, just an animal.’

‘No,’ she said quickly. ‘Not at all. I just feel . . . you know.’

She assumed it was laughing, or whatever passed for laughter for a dragon. Gouts of air blew into her and a gravelly noise emanated from its throat.

‘Do not worry, frail human, it has all been explained to me by my Dragonene who is not as shy of speaking. At least, not now.’

Pheone gripped herself mentally. She knew every eye was on her and that full panic was just a heartbeat away should the conversation go astray. She asked what she had to ask.

‘Why have you come here?’ she asked.

‘Let us begin by exchanging our names,’ said the dragon. ‘I understand humans do that vocally. I am Sha-Kaan, Great Kaan of my Brood.’

‘Pheone,’ she replied and found herself proffering her hand. She snatched it back, feeling very stupid but the dragon didn’t seem to have noticed.

‘I am pleased to make your acquaintance, Pheone of Julatsa,’ said Sha-Kaan. ‘You are a troubled people but the fact you remain here says a great deal about your courage. The Brood Kaan has profited from it over the years.’

‘There is war coming here,’ said Pheone, experiencing a modicum of relaxation. ‘Will you . . . I mean, have you come to help?’

‘Ahhh.’ Sha-Kaan’s exhale was full of regret. ‘I wish it were so. I have friends that travel here and I would prefer to help them and you. But I am weak. So I await them because they have the knowledge to send me home.’

Pheone hadn’t expected such an admission from a creature so obviously powerful. But there was something in the eye that had not left hers that told her of troubles at which she could only guess.

‘I am sorry to hear that,’ she said, heartfelt. ‘Is there anything we can get to make you comfortable? Food or drink perhaps?’

‘No, Pheone, thank you for your concern. I will rest until dark and then hunt my food. The lands near your mountain range, the Blackthornes, are quite plentiful.’

‘Did you not fly over the college lands?’ she asked.

‘I was told there are enemies who should not see me in case it sped their progress. I saw none of them, nor was I seen. I flew very high.’ He shifted his hind legs, Pheone feeling the ground vibrating beneath her feet. ‘Now, tell me. Why is it that deep under the earth your essence is failing you?’

Pheone sighed and explained as well as she was able, the shadow over the Heart of Julatsa.

 


It was well after dark but the elves had not stopped running. The lights of Julatsa glowed brighter as they neared and the memories of the Al-Arynaar mages were fresh enough to keep their route sure. There had been attacks the previous night. Four mages were dead and only the intervention of a ClawBound panther had stopped further damage.

The camp had woken angry and vulnerable and the consensus was for a long run all the way to the relative safety of the college. Auum had returned from his attacks along the rear of the enemy line and had forced the Xeteskians to slow still further, their lookouts now scant yards from their wagons and their caution maximised. It would buy the allies a few more hours but nothing would prevent them from reaching the city.

Rebraal ran at the head of the elven column, ClawBound spread in an arc ahead, the active TaiGethen cells sweeping rear and along the flanks. He was sure they had outpaced any enemy and the familiars had kept their distance since that first skirmish but they had to be certain. He was relieved the demons had not been aware of the loss of magic in his ranks or they could have found themselves in serious trouble.

A few miles from the city, with the night full and dark, he had seen a shape climbing away from the ground and flying west. He presumed it to be the Kaan dragon of which Hirad often spoke. He quelled any anxieties by assuring his people it was friendly, his words helping him in equal measure.

He began to worry less than a mile from Julatsa. The ClawBound had reported seeing no one. No perimeter guard, no scouts looking for the enemy advance, no routine patrols on horseback. It was as if the city was at peace. The scents in the air, he was told, were of mass movement to the north and west but the ClawBound had not been free to investigate.

‘Where are the defenders?’ asked Auum, jogging easily beside him, Duele and Evunn ever his shadows.

‘I don’t know,’ said Rebraal. ‘We must be prepared that the situation here is more grave than we thought.’

‘Or perhaps they expect us to help them though they are unwilling to help themselves.’

‘We will see.’

‘Pray to Yniss it is not so,’ said Auum. ‘We are not numerous enough alone and the will must be there or they will crumble under attack.’

The streets were deserted too. Houses were locked and empty. Street lanterns were lit but they illuminated empty cobbles and darkened windows. The atmosphere might have been fitting for a city sleeping in the hours before dawn but this one should have been crawling with those desperate to see that Xetesk did not invade without a struggle.

Rebraal knew little about city defence but surely every main junction should have been defended. Guards should have been walking or riding every lane, thoroughfare and back alley. The people of Julatsa should have been too fearful of invasion to sleep. Auum expressed the fear that he held.

‘They have gone,’ he said.

And it seemed, to a large extent, that they had. The only concentration of lights in the city was at the college and there they burned bright. During their run from the first abandoned perimeter post to the closed college gates they saw fewer than ten people. And all of them just stood and watched the elves pass. No one challenged them, no one raised a hand in welcome or a fist in threat. It was as if they didn’t care.

Rebraal could feel Auum’s contempt while they waited to be admitted to the college.

‘If you believe, you fight,’ he said.

‘It isn’t the college,’ said Rebraal. ‘It is the city around it.’

‘They are part of the same,’ he said. ‘Yet their history means nothing to them, it seems. That is what makes them trivial, and takes them away from their Gods, whoever those nameless ones are. And you ask why it is I dislike humans?’ He checked himself. ‘Most humans.’

The gates opened and the elves ran in, gathering in the courtyard. Coming towards them were mages from the college accompanied by Hirad and The Unknown Warrior. The barbarian looked angry, The Unknown weary.

‘Glad you made it,’ said Hirad.

‘You don’t appear so,’ said Rebraal, smiling.

‘This place is a complete bloody shambles,’ he said. ‘Sorry, Pheone, this is Rebraal and Auum. People who might save your lives. Pheone runs the college.’

The woman was so relieved to see them she was on the verge of tears.

‘I cannot tell you how much it means to us that you’re here,’ she said. ‘Please, let my people show you all to accommodations. We need to speak to your lead mages as soon as we can. There is much to be done both to the defence of the college and in preparation to raise the Heart. I don’t think we have much time.’

Rebraal translated to Auum who turned away and began issuing instructions, his voice full of the irritation he was feeling.

‘Our lead mages will wait here to talk to you,’ said Rebraal. ‘And you are right, we don’t have much time.’ He turned to The Unknown. ‘When did you get here?’

‘Late this afternoon, replied The Unknown. ‘How far behind are they?’

‘They’ll be here well before dusk tomorrow. What is going on in the city? Why is there no guard?’

‘Because all that are left are inside here already,’ growled Hirad. ‘It is the most pitiful expression of loyalty I have ever seen. I’m almost glad Ilkar isn’t here to see it.’

‘It’s worse than that,’ said The Unknown. ‘Until we got here, the gates had been left open. If Xetesk sent assassins here when the siege broke, they could already be here in hiding.’

‘Shambles,’ muttered Hirad.

Rebraal nodded. ‘The TaiGethen and ClawBound will sweep the college.’

Hirad turned to Pheone. ‘And make sure everyone keeps out of their way and treats them with the respect they deserve. Someone’s here trying to rescue your college, even if your city folk aren’t.’

‘I know, Hirad,’ said Pheone. ‘I share your frustration, believe me.’

‘He does,’ said The Unknown. ‘But your council have struck the biggest blow yet against their own way of life. Forgive us for feeling as we do when we come to help.’ He turned to Rebraal, wincing and putting a hand to his hip. ‘As soon as you can, bring Auum to the refectory. It’s the building over there.’ He nodded to a low structure whose doors were open to spill light on to the courtyard. ‘We have the guard commander in there. He seems bright enough. We all need to talk and then we need to rest. Too many wounds from the catacombs are not healed enough.’ He paused and chewed his lip and for the first time since he’d known him, Rebraal saw doubt in The Unknown’s eyes.

‘Let’s just hope your Gods are behind us, eh? I think ours have run north with the Julatsans.’
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Pheone was up with the dawn the next morning feeling torn and unsure but strangely confident. For most of the college, optimism was the dominant feeling.

The arrival of the elves had galvanised the college effort. The extraordinary warriors, the painted TaiGethen, had moved like ghosts through the rooms and corridors in a sweep that left no hiding place. They, together with the mysterious and disturbing ClawBound, had established that there were no Xeteskian assassins in the college but it was more likely as the hours went by that these killers would be present in the city. So the gates remained closed and they scanned the skies ceaselessly.

The Raven, though, their effect had been amazing yet entirely predictable. Among the hundred and seventy or so mages, guards and militia, there was the undeniable feeling that they could no longer lose because The Raven never lost. And here they were, fighting for the college. Pheone couldn’t help but feel the same. Something about their air of confidence when they rode into the place, their bearing and their authority. When The Unknown Warrior spoke, you listened. When Hirad looked at you, you tried harder. When Darrick explained a better way to work in defensive teams, it seemed obvious.

But she had seen them later on that night, talking with Commander Vale, and it left her wondering whether this might not end up being their graveyard. There were three of the six over whom she had serious concerns that she dare not voice. Darrick, who had been weakened by a deep wound on his hip and who had plainly suffered through their three days of hard riding. Hirad, who, though he would never admit it, was barely free enough to fight, having sustained a sprained wrist and a damaged chest that restricted the movement of his upper body. Both clearly pained him. And, of course, Erienne. She had heard so much about Erienne and now she knew what the poor woman carried. There had been so much grief in her life, so much pressure and now she was alone with a magical force she could have no real idea how to properly control. That she was at the table at all was impressive enough. But her temper was short and she was isolated, as if continually biting back something that wasn’t her. Something that might escape if she invoked its name.

Pheone wasn’t sure whether the rest of them could see the trouble she was in and the energy she consumed in just trying to remain herself. Pheone could but, like them, could offer no assistance. Even so, she couldn’t shift the irrational thought that, once the fighting started, they would prevail. And if that belief was shared throughout the college, then The Raven would already have had the desired effect and for that she was eternally grateful.

After breakfast, with the elves still resting for the attempt on the Heart that would take place after midday, she climbed up to the walls as was her habit, finding Hirad standing there, looking south. He wasn’t the only one up there. It was another fine day and away past the boundaries of the city, anyone who cared to look could see the cloud of dust that signified the approaching Xeteskians. All of them had their fingers crossed that more allies, particularly Izack and Blackthorne, arrived before their enemies.

‘How far away do you think they are?’ Pheone asked, coming to his shoulder.

He turned and smiled at her. ‘Hard to say. Half a day, perhaps a little more. Like Rebraal said, they’ll be here before nightfall. I reckon they’ll posture for the rest of the day, try and get us to surrender and then attack at dawn. But they’ll send in assassins and familiars if they can before then.’

‘It’s not a happy picture.’

‘No,’ he agreed. ‘But we have to know what we face. No sense in hiding, is there?’

‘I guess not.’

There was a long silence. Although the college walls were taller than most buildings in Julatsa, their vision of the open spaces beyond the city was still obscured by rises in the ground. When and if lzack did appear, they’d have little warning.

‘Pheone, I’m sorry about last night. It had been a long day.’

It was an apology she hadn’t expected and struggled to accept easily.

‘It’s fine,’ she said. ‘We were making mistakes.’

Hirad shook his head. ‘It’s not that, really it isn’t.’ He paused. ‘I miss him. Every day when I don’t hear his voice it adds to my anger and I can’t let it go. You understand. It’s funny. When I didn’t see him for years, it hardly mattered because I knew he was fine. Now he’s gone and that time seems such a waste.’

Pheone couldn’t find the words to say anything meaningful, just nodded her head, feeling vaguely embarrassed that this man, who looked so uncompromisingly tough and had seen so much death, would speak to her like this.

‘He’s why I’m here you know,’ Hirad continued. ‘Ilkar wanted us to come and help raise the Heart but it’s gone beyond that now. I can’t help with that. But I can strike back at every one of those bastards coming here. They are all to blame.’

The warmth and sadness in his voice had vanished, to be replaced by something entirely cold. Pheone leaned away a little, desperate to change the subject.

‘But we will do it. Raise the Heart, I mean. Even if it’s only a temporary victory it’ll be for the memory of Ilkar, won’t it?’

‘It won’t be temporary,’ said Hirad and he turned and stared at her, his eyes burning into hers, not allowing her to look away. ‘Because we aren’t going to lose.’

‘I know,’ Pheone said, hoping she sounded as convincing as he did.

‘I hope you do because belief is everything.’

Hirad had none of the charisma of The Unknown Warrior but he had a heart so proud and full. No wonder Ilkar always spoke of him as the man who made The Raven live. At least now she could see exactly what he had meant.

‘Where’s Sha-Kaan?’

Hirad chuckled, his eyes losing their penetration and his expression softening. ‘Yes, he told me he’d made your acquaintance yesterday. Don’t be scared of him. He actually quite likes humans these days, I think.’

‘That’s a relief.’

‘He’ll be in the Blackthorne Mountains, resting. Some cool cave or other that reminds him of his homeland, I expect. When we’re ready to send him home, I’ll call him. He’s excited about it. Can’t say I blame him. Sometimes I wish I was going with him.’

‘Why don’t you?’

‘Because I won’t betray Ilkar’s memory,’ he said.

‘Do they live in caves, then, dragons?’ Could it really be like all the stories she’d read?

‘No. They have places called Chouls where they go to rest with their Brood brothers sometimes. They’re a bit like caves. Mostly though, Sha-Kaan’s land is hot and humid and they live in buildings built by their servant race. I’ll explain it all to you one day. Maybe take you there.’

Pheone couldn’t fathom Hirad at all. That was an offer no one could turn down and so casually made like you might buy a round of drinks. From anyone else, it would surely have sounded boastful, flaunting of influence. From Hirad, not so. And he clearly meant it.

‘Could you do that?’

‘Why not?’

‘I’d love to.’

‘Good. Another reason why you need to believe we can win, isn’t it?’ Hirad stretched his arms and a flicker of pain passed across his face. ‘Right, I’ve got to go and have some balm put on this damn chest.’ He paused at the top of the stairs, massaging his strapped wrist. ‘Thanks for being with him the time you were,’ he said. ‘You meant a lot to him, made him very happy. I won’t forget that.’

She watched him go and the tears began to fall.

‘Neither will I,’ she whispered.

 


All things considered, it couldn’t have gone much better for Dystran. He had to put aside the debacle in his catacombs because, as Ranyl had pointed out, something always goes wrong, but everything else was working out perfectly.

With few real alarms, his forces were closing in on Julatsa, where they would crush the college, the remnants of the allied forces and the elves. They would take The Raven apart, capture Erienne and the elven texts, and be effectively unopposed as rulers of Balaia.

There was no way Lystern or Dordover could threaten him now and it really just came down to how long he left them alone before crushing them too. How both cities must have wished they had built walls. How both must have wished for a less ethical approach to magic. Vuldaroq alone saw the mistake his college had been making but he wouldn’t have time to put it right. They would all pay for it now. At Dystran’s leisure.

He should have been concerned that the mages and guards he had dispatched after the few hundred allied men left him a little exposed to a concerted attack but frankly, there was none coming. His scouts had had the run of the mage lands for three days and nothing was heading his way.

The pathetic few tents that represented the army of the righteous, as that fool Selik had dubbed it, became fewer every day as more and more realised the Black Wings weren’t coming back. He’d even recalled his spies from the encampment. It was a waste of resource.

He had spent a great deal of his time in the Laryon hub, now that the place had been cleaned. He and his newly assembled research team checked and rechecked their calculations. In a day, a spell would be available to them and for a prolonged period. He had ordered his dimensional casters not to strike until the allies were within sight of Julatsa. He wanted the enemy to see their comrades destroyed if he could.

It was just a shame that the BlueStorm could not be cast. That particular conjunction would not happen again for some time. Still, the alternative would be just as devastating, if less visually impressive.

Dystran foresaw the end of the war in a maximum of three days from now. Standing on his balcony before flying across to see Ranyl, he reminded himself to give some thought to the order of the country once he had assessed his own home strength. It was going to be a big task, ruling Balaia, but, as the only magical force left, he would be uniquely positioned to be its first ever sole leader.

It was a frightening thought, he had to admit. He cast ShadowWings and drifted slowly across the space to Ranyl’s tower. One day soon, he would land and find the old man dead. The one man he needed more than any of them.

He hoped today was not that day.

 


The refectory was empty barring one table in its centre. Across it were spread maps of the city and hastily drawn sketches of the surrounding mage lands. Though they had all begun sitting down, all but Erienne were standing now, intent on the plans. Izack had arrived shortly before midday and the meeting had taken place immediately, with Xetesk’s forces just a few hours behind and marching with great confidence. Izack stood with The Raven, Commander Vale, Pheone, Rebraal and Auum.

‘So you’re saying that Blackthorne won’t be here before Xetesk?’ asked The Unknown.

‘Yes,’ said Izack. ‘Right now, he’s holed up here.’ He tapped the map of the land between Xetesk and Julatsa. ‘He’s made the right decision. He’s got about fifty with him but they are in no condition to fight. Better he rests a day and attacks the rear when he can. We’ll be in contact so I can direct him.’

‘I’ll trust your judgement,’ said The Unknown.

‘On a brighter note, we know that the allies have moved from their siege positions south and west of Xetesk and are coming to reinforce. They’ll be here a day after the Xeteskians, all things being equal. Now Xetesk will know they are coming so they’ll be pushing very hard when they attack which, I think, we all believe will be tomorrow. But it could be late this afternoon, so we have to be prepared. Agreed?’

There were nods around the table.

‘Right, General.’ The Unknown winked at Darrick. ‘Since you’re a wanted man but Izack doesn’t seem too keen on taking you into custody and his men have searched high and low but can’t find you, perhaps you’d like to repeat what you suggested to us last night.’

‘Be glad to,’ said Darrick. ‘All right by you, Commander Izack?’

‘I’ll only arrest you if I don’t like the plan.’

Darrick almost smiled. ‘All right. Well, it doesn’t take much to see that the numbers don’t add up. This college is too big for us to hope to defend the walls from the inside. We simply don’t have the forces. Not only that, not all of our skills suit defence of this nature so I’m advocating a split approach.

‘You, Izack, need to hide the cavalry outside of the college. There are good stabling facilities to the north of the central market and there’s little reason to believe you’ll be found. Even so, we are going to do a general sweep of some areas with ClawBound, should they agree, before the Xeteskians arrive in force.

‘Second, the TaiGethen are masters of the hit-and-run, and of close-quarters hand-to-hand. So, I’d like most of them outside these walls. Same goes for the ClawBound. This leaves us with all the mage strength, the Al-Arynaar archers and old warriors like Hirad to keep the walls and gates clear. We’re presuming they’ll try and breach the walls with spells, because they won’t have siege ladders or the time to build them, and roping up is suicide. What we have to do is stop those spells and I’ll go into how to do that in a moment. Remember, they have to get in fast or risk us not just raising the Heart but being rested as well.’

He stopped and poured himself a goblet of water.

‘Are you all right with this, Izack, or do I consider myself under arrest?’

Izack shrugged. ‘No General, you remain a free man. It’s the plan I would have suggested. My only comment so far is that we must be mindful of Chandyr’s cavalry. He has kept it out of sight during the march so he may be anticipating this sort of move.’

‘It’s a fair point. Now, I’m assuming, Pheone, that the investiture of spells in the walls and doors is healthy?’

‘It’s solid. We’ve been lucky. The problem we could face at any time, mind you, is the inability to reinforce should the mana focus fail. We just can’t rely on it.’

‘Also, if there has been an attempt to raise the Heart, we’ll have a lot of tired mages and little spell capability,’ said Denser. ‘Don’t forget that.’

Darrick paused and clacked his tongue. ‘When are you attempting the rising?’

‘Any time,’ said Pheone. ‘We’ve been ready since mid-morning now that everyone has been reminded of the casting.’

‘So why has Chandyr not pushed on faster, I wonder,’ said Darrick. ‘If he knew you could act almost immediately.’

‘I very much doubt he did,’ said Pheone. ‘Look, all colleges have castings for this eventuality but only in Julatsa is it woven into the basic lore and structural teachings from a student’s first day. In Xetesk, they’d have to study from scratch, isn’t that right, Denser?’

Denser nodded.

‘But here it’s different. It’s a question of history. When Julatsa was founded, we were under threat for years. So the ability to bury and raise the Heart had to be at the middle of everything, just in case. And now it’s our way of getting a student started. The construct is very basic. The energy we have to pour in is not.’

‘Good,’ said Darrick. ‘And how long does it take?’

‘Under normal circumstances, no time at all. Today? I’d hate to guess.’

‘Then if you don’t mind taking an order from an ex-general, go and start now. Maximum time, maximum rest.’

‘You don’t need me?’

‘Not that much,’ said Hirad. ‘Get on and good luck.’

Pheone nodded and left to calls for good fortune from around the table.

‘Right,’ said Darrick. ‘Let’s wrap this up and go and watch. It fascinates me.’

‘Hold on,’ said Hirad. ‘We’re forgetting one thing on the magic front, before you go on.’

‘Which is?’ asked The Unknown.

‘Sha-Kaan,’ said Hirad. ‘There’s a casting to get him home. That has to happen before the battle. Denser?’

Denser turned a carefully neutral face to him. ‘Why must it be done before the battle?’

‘Because we can’t take the risk of dying and leaving him stranded here. Not now we have the knowledge.’

‘Old friends dying is a risk of war, as you so ably pointed out yesterday morning,’ said Denser. ‘I need my stamina to protect this college. He’ll have to wait.’

Hirad stood quietly for a moment, Izack watching his face. It betrayed no anger though his body had tensed.

‘That isn’t acceptable,’ said Hirad.

‘Rough justice,’ said Denser. ‘If he can wait six years, he can wait another few days.’

Hirad thumped the table. ‘No!’ he shouted. ‘He has to go now, today. I spoke to him last night. The flight nearly killed him. He has so little left that a few Xeteskian mages could take him down. Think, Denser. And do the right thing.’

‘Hark at you, Coldheart.’ Denser shook his head. ‘The right thing is what you think at the time, isn’t it? Well, no dice. This time, I’m in the chair and I decide. And there’s nothing you can do about it.’

Hirad breathed in deeply. His shoulder muscles bunched then relaxed and he held up a hand. ‘Denser, please. If there is one innocent in all this it is Sha-Kaan. Gods, he was trapped here saving us and now he has to go home. He’s not a part of this war. If you want to take out your anger about what I did, then do it on me. Don’t use him as a pawn. He deserves better than that from all of us. He deserves to live and if you don’t send him back now, you might be condemning him to death. Please, Denser.’

Denser looked at Hirad askance and then turned fully to face him. ‘You know, Hirad, I’m genuinely impressed by that. And I’ll not often say that after hearing you talk. Look, let’s get this meeting over with and I’ll go and check the texts I took from the catacombs. If I’m right, it shouldn’t take too long. All he needs from me is a line to follow, after all.’

Hirad beamed but then remembered himself and nodded solemnly.

‘Thank you, Denser.’

Denser shrugged.

‘And I’m sorry, all right?’

‘Later, Hirad. Let’s discuss it later.’

Hirad slapped the table. ‘So, General, what’s the big idea?’
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Erienne listened to them for as long as she could. Men standing round maps discussing the futures of other men. Who lived and who died being tossed around like an orange stolen by children in a market. She wondered if they ever actually stopped to think about what they were doing. That positioning that man there and that man there actually condemned one man and saved the other.

Probably, they didn’t. And a part of her didn’t blame them because they made the same decisions about themselves and lived or died by them. But the larger part thought of them as playing gods because they mentioned her name and assumed her compliance without knowing any longer what she was capable of doing. They remembered her Dordovan magical skills. She didn’t think she could use them any more.

She tried to tell them but they wouldn’t listen. All they could find to say was that they would help her, that they would be there and that they were The Raven. So instead she walked out into the sunlight to watch the attempt to raise the Heart. She didn’t feel much of the warmth of the sun and everything seemed a little detached. She knew why. The One was probing her senses, keeping her away from the people she needed in any way it could. It was trying to deprive her of her humanity. Her hearing, her sight and her touch all seemed to be under attack.

Erienne watched the elven and Julatsan mages gather around the Heart. Almost two hundred of them in two concentric rings coming no nearer than forty feet. Though she might not be able to feel the warmth of the sun, she could certainly sense the atmosphere. She had never known one so tense around a casting. They should all have been confident. Instead, they feared a dropout of the mana focus, a darkening of the shadow. It would be catastrophic.

Pheone stood next to Dila’heth, the elf relaying the human’s instructions. A thought clear as spring water came to Erienne’s mind. She probed the Heart of Julatsa. The sight jerked her back to herself. She should not have been able to view the mana with such clarity, almost as if she were Julatsan herself. Another thought. Of course, she was every mage now. Magic was just one element. For her it was no longer split along the lines of college and lore.

Feeling an almost voyeuristic excitement, Erienne tuned back into the Julatsan mana spectrum and watched, expanding her viewpoint to take in the mages congregated around the Heart pit.

The Heart itself exhibited all the signs of a mortally sick organ. It pulsed rather than flowed at its deepest level, sending vibrations into the flow around it. Its energy was low, constricted by the shadow that sought to crush the life from it altogether.

What should have been a brilliant yellow oval, imbuing every Julatsan mage, was in reality a stuttering tarnished teardrop. The desperation to raise the Heart was all too easy to understand. It had to be returned to its exact previous position to stop it deteriorating further. Like a sundial partially hidden in shadow, it had to be moved to where its effect could be maximised. And then enough Julatsan mages had to be trained to build its strength. Pheone had asked her opinion on Geren’s theory. She had thought him almost certainly right. That meant raising the Heart was only one step on a long trail back to strength.

Erienne noted with great interest, the effect of the mana flow on the elemental power streams about it. The pure magical force dragged them into similar shapes, upsetting their own rhythm. The free energy of the air and earth around the Heart were weak in its presence and she could feel the solidity of the buildings surrounding the courtyard.

The combination of the elements was so potent. Beguiling almost. She knew she could draw on any of it, all of it. That the failure of all the colleges would not stop her practising magic. She could be the only mage, giving true title to the name of her magic. One.

Erienne clamped down on the thought and felt the pressure of the One entity ease. She fought her breathing back to near normal and refocused, seeing the structure for the raise begin to form.

Like so many core castings, the structure was inherently simple. To Erienne, it looked like nothing more than an eight-sided splint. Each panel of the splint was linked to those adjacent by cords of pulsating mana and inside it, there were as many links into the Heart itself as there were mages to cast the spell.

All of these links were mirrored by poles of mana on the outside of the splint, one representing each mind. The formation was quick and without error, each mage feeding in as much energy as the next to keep the balance perfect.

When it was done, they paused. Erienne heard Pheone issue a series of quick commands, tidying up a slightly tattered edge here, filling in a striation in one of the splint panels there. When Pheone was finished teasing at the few imperfections, they waited again, all watching the dull-coloured but powerful shape, making sure it was settled.

Now it got tricky. Slowly, on a single command, all the mages tensed their minds in unison, clenching their fists for emphasis and raising their arms gradually as their minds gripped, dragging the Heart upwards, agonisingly slowly. But move it did. Inching upwards, the mages taking the strain.

Erienne sampled their minds, felt the draining effects of the expense of such levels of energy. So much poured in to keep the shape true through the shadow that covered everything they did. She could see the delicacy of their operation. Every mage had to push at precisely the same rate, the balance had to remain perfect. Each was responsible for making sure their rate of input placed no lateral strain on the structure. And where they did, Pheone linked in, cajoling or smoothing, evening the flow. She was a natural.

Erienne felt a twinge in the elemental forces surrounding the Heart and focused in. There, buried deep within the stone of the building that housed the Heart, and that they raised along with this most vital of mana structures, was a mote of darkness.

She could see the mass of the energy from the earth, air and stone spiralling in support, dragged upwards by the intensity of the mana and mimicking the shape of the sheath. But there was a blemish and it was fast infecting the point at the base of the Heart.

She couldn’t tell whether it was a coincidence or a direct result of the casting but it was happening all the same. The swallowhole in the elemental energy expanded quickly, soaking up into the Heart, distending its shape fractionally at first but then faster and faster. It was enough to begin a chain reaction, the Heart darkening, deep shadow consuming its already dull colour. And all the time around Erienne, the mages continued to inch the Heart and its surrounds towards the surface.

They seemed oblivious, they were oblivious. The focus was failing and none of them had noticed. For a heartbeat, panic gripped Erienne and she considered trying to absorb the black hole in the elemental energies, cover the vortex that was destroying the focus. But a beat later, she knew she could not. Dark lines pulled and shadows thickened over the surface of Julatsa’s Heart.

And still they lifted it, their minds so concentrated on the splint and its coherence, and on the stamina they were having to feed in that the drain on them was escaping their attention. Their minds were linked as one to the construct, their combined force stopping them sensing what any one individual would see instantly.

There was nothing Erienne could do to slow the rate of the shadow’s advance. At the base of the Heart, yellow was gone, replaced by grey and darkening every moment.

‘Pheone,’ she said, her voice loud, pitched to penetrate. ‘Release the structure now. The focus is failing.’

‘So close,’ moaned the mage. ‘We can do it.’

The spell had her, like it had them all.

‘No,’ barked Erienne. ‘Trust me, listen to me. Abort the attempt now.’

‘Nearly there, we have momentum.’

‘Dammit!’ spat Erienne. Without thinking, she reached out, harnessing the elemental energies surrounding the splint. They coalesced immediately into a hard edge. In the centre of the splint, darkness was flying along the length of the Heart. When it eclipsed it entirely, the splint would collapse violently, reversing its energy through every Julatsan mage mind. It would mean the end of the college.

Erienne had no time to think of the short-term pain she was about to cause. She forced her mind to firm the edge still more, feeling the One entity surge painfully within her. Trying so hard to keep the stopper in its power, she whipped the edge through the poles of mana spiking the outside of the splint, releasing mage after mage as she sheered through them.

It was so easy, Julatsan magic so weak and unable to resist. The One edge flashed bright, sucking in the raw mana it freed, Erienne fighting to keep it sharp, imagining with increasing desperation a knife carving through water, up and down.

Quickly, with fewer and fewer mages feeding power into the splint, it began to sag, the Heart falling back down. From its apex, the raising construct unravelled, Erienne scything through the poles while the blackness gorged on the Heart. Abruptly, the spell collapsed and Erienne shut off the edge with the last of her energy. She opened her eyes and tried to pick out Pheone who was standing close by. The mage was blurred to her sight as she swayed on her feet.

Somewhere she could here people running. Elsewhere, shouts of anger and gasps of pain.

‘What did you do?’ demanded a voice. Pheone, she thought. Yes, definitely Pheone. ‘I felt you. It had to be you. We were so close. What have you done?’

‘Done?’ she repeated, feeling her strength give way. ‘Not much. Saved your college and the lot of you. That’s all.’

She tottered and crumpled.

 


‘How is she?’ asked The Unknown.

Denser turned from Erienne’s bed in the infirmary and shrugged.

‘Hard to tell,’ he said. ‘She’s not as bad as before. I think it’s just the exertion but there’s no sense from her yet.’

Denser stood and looked towards the doors. They were open, letting the mid-afternoon light and breeze into the spotlessly clean building. The warmth touched the four occupied beds of the fifty in the infirmary. Three elven mages had been injured when Erienne disrupted the Heart-raise attempt. Their damage was, like hers, difficult to assess, though for different reasons. Mind-damage from the backwash of a spell was always so.

‘Come on,’ he said, beginning to walk. ‘I don’t want to stay in here right now.’

‘Stay with her, Denser,’ said The Unknown. ‘We can prepare without you.’

‘It’s all right,’ he said. ‘This place is just too full of memories. I’m having her moved to our rooms.’

The Unknown nodded. He felt it too. In fact he felt it all over the college. A battle site revisited. So much had been rebuilt since the Wesmen invasion and not a speck of blood remained. But the memories were still fresh. The infirmary had seen the results of the suffering on the walls and gates. And it was where Will Begman of The Raven had lost his fight for life. Thraun wouldn’t go near the place. Not even for Erienne.

‘She did save them, didn’t she?’ asked The Unknown.

‘All of them,’ said Denser. ‘The mana-focus failure followed the same path as all the others, according to Pheone. They were lucky Erienne was watching.’

‘And is the focus still gone?’

‘Apparently not but it makes little difference. Every Julatsan and elven mage has gone to rest. None will cast again before tomorrow.’

‘That could prove costly. We’re liable to face familiars.’

Outside, the waiting was beginning to tell. The TaiGethen, ClawBound and Izack were all hidden around the city and the Mayor and entire city council were being watched. Darrick wasn’t risking what he’d heard of their actions becoming outright betrayal. The gates of the college were closed and the dust cloud signifying the approaching Xeteskian army was almost at the city borders.

Lookouts were spread around the college walls, with a heavy presence at the gatehouse where Darrick, Hirad and Thraun stood with the impressively determined Commander Vale. The Unknown and Denser headed in their direction, feeling the mood. The optimism of the morning was gone, replaced by a sombre introspection. Their best chance was already gone and the enemy was not even at their gates. The Heart remained buried and without spell protection they faced a force they could not stop with swords and arrows alone for long. A force that would be on them within the hour. And it wasn’t the men that worried them the most. Enough familiars could make the difference if they were employed in the right way.

And as he walked up the steps of the gatehouse tower, a thought struck The Unknown hard.

‘Are you feeling strong, Denser?’

Denser managed a smile. ‘That thought has occurred to you too, has it?’

‘Only just now.’

‘Do you think Darrick overlooked it?’

‘You’d think not, but even great generals are fallible.’

Not this one, though, Denser thought a short while later. At least, not this time.

‘It isn’t the plan I would have chosen,’ Darrick said, ‘but we have no choice. We do have some protection here. We can keep them on their toes for as long as we have arrows but that’s as far as it goes. After all, there will be magical shielding though soldiers might not enjoy the same protection as the mages. It depends how many mages they have and how many the Xeteskian commander thinks he needs to knock over the walls. Everyone here is briefed to watch and move in the case of spell attack. Izack and Auum both have their targets. I had to leave the cavalry mages with Izack. He represents our best chance of winning this so long as he can deal with the Xeteskian horsemen.’

‘And meanwhile, we just stand here as targets?’ said Hirad.

‘No, Hirad, you stand here and don’t turn away. Strength for us, anxiety for those attacking us. That is why all The Raven are here. To be seen. Anyway, the more spells they waste on the walls, the better I like it for the time being. Assuming Pheone’s assessment of the shielding is not too generous.’

‘What about the ClawBound?’ asked The Unknown.

‘Well they’re out there,’ said Darrick. ‘But since they don’t really even like to speak to the TaiGethen, you can imagine how far I got. Anything they do is a bonus.’

‘You know what the Xeteskians will do once they realise we have no spells, don’t you?’ said Denser.

Darrick nodded. ‘It had not escaped my attention. I have grouped the Al-Arynaar archers and they are fast around the walls. Plus, Izack knows what to look for. Any conventionally shielded concentration of mages is a prime target.’

‘And what if they make, say, four groups?’ asked Hirad.

‘They’ll need twenty at least in any group-casting to do breaching damage,’ said Darrick. ‘I don’t think they have enough strength to make four such groups.’

‘Or you hope they don’t.’

‘Hirad, if there is only one variable in this battle, I will be very happy.’

‘Whatever you say.’

‘We’re standing above the weak point now, where we need to be. This is where they will come.’

And they did, within the hour as predicted. Marching through the streets, cavalry outriders keeping them ordered. The noise of their approach wasn’t triumphal. None of the few citizens who looked on from upper windows waved, cheered or quailed. There were no songs, no taunts, no jeers. Every side had lost too much to make any assumptions. But there was purpose and there was belief. The Unknown worried about that. The moments to come would be critical.

The college of Julatsa was an island surrounded by a sea of cobbles. Heading off the square were roads to the central market, the grain store, the merchant quarter and the north tenements. Without a fuss, the Xeteskians surrounded their goal under the watchful eyes of The Raven, Commander Vale and his small but loyal guard, a handful of volunteers. The Al-Arynaar looked on with blank contempt.

The Unknown saw Darrick stiffen as the enemy general rode up to the gate house, flanked by two riders carrying flags of parley in white and deep blue quarters. A shield mage rode behind him. He led a disciplined force. There was no talking in the ranks, they just stared, their confidence in their numbers obvious.

‘I believe I should be addressing Commander Vale or a mage named Pheone,’ said the Xeteskian. ‘Though, and I mean no disrespect, I am before perhaps more illustrious company. General Darrick, it is an honour to remake your acquaintance.’

‘I remember you well, Commander Chandyr,’ said Darrick. ‘However, I do not speak for the college of Julatsa. Commander Vale stands to my right.’

‘I am Vale,’ he said. ‘What is it you wish to discuss?’

‘Commander Vale, my request is simple. Open your gates. Lead those inside from the college grounds. You will not be harmed, merely disarmed. We have come to take control of Julatsa.’ Chandyr’s voice echoed for all to hear this side of the college. Vale’s was similarly resounding.

‘You understand that what you ask is impossible,’ said Vale.

The Unknown watched him, confident he would not flinch. Talking with him had been to hear a man possessed of a keen understanding of what was at stake here. Not just for Julatsa, but for Balaia. A shame his erstwhile council colleagues had not been so well informed.

‘Any student of magical history is aware of the critical importance of maintaining a balance between the colleges,’ continued Vale. ‘Each strand of the art as supporter and moderator of the others. Leaving our college would lead to irrevocable destruction of that balance.

‘Our counter request is also simple. We call for an end to this conflict and aid in placing our college back on an even footing. We ask that for ourselves, yes, and also for the whole of our country, which we can all agree has surely suffered enough. If we do not work together as we did until so recently, magic across our land will ultimately die.

‘Finally, I would remind every Xeteskian mage of the personal consequences every Julatsan mage faces should you destroy this college’s Heart. I cannot speak from knowledge but I have seen the haunted expressions of those contemplating a life without magic. Ask your mages what they fear the most. For all of them it is the same. Can they willingly submit their fellows to that appalling fate?’

Chandyr did not reply immediately. He was a man confident in command and aware enough to test the atmosphere among his own men. He turned in his saddle to see what, if anything, his mages betrayed. When he looked back, his face was bleak. He shrugged.

‘The reality of war is harsh, Commander. The victors gain what they desire and the vanquished suffer. Sometimes this is death, at other times imprisonment or servitude. And for mages in this conflict, it will be the loss of their life purpose and worse.

‘I cannot be sentimental. War is fought by at least two sides. Neither are blameless, neither desires the pain they inflict but they see there is no alternative. War comes when every other option is exhausted. Commander, I will repeat my offer. Surrender the college. No one else has to die. The conflict will end and Julatsa will remain self-governing.’

‘We will not surrender,’ said Vale. ‘We cannot.’

‘I know you can’t, Commander. But I am not an honourable man if I do not offer you terms. I also offer you this. One hour to talk and think. If the gates are not open in that time, you will be attacked.’

Vale nodded. ‘Go sharpen your swords, Commander Chandyr. You will need them. Should we relinquish this college, it will be at the severest cost to yourselves that we can inflict. And we have allies. Are you so sure you can defend against them after that cost is borne?’

‘One hour,’ said Chandyr.

He turned his horse and rode away with his men back to his lines. The Unknown watched him go before following Vale and The Raven back down into the courtyard inside the gates.

‘I think a cool drink is in order,’ said Vale, leading them to the refectory.

‘It was a fine performance,’ said The Unknown. ‘It will give him cause for thought.’

‘It’ll do more than that,’ said Darrick. ‘Your last comment about his strength even should he win was very well judged. It will make him cautious.’

‘It only occurred to me at the last moment,’ admitted Vale.

‘Such things turn battles,’ said Darrick.

‘So, General,’ said Hirad. ‘How well did you train him, then?’

‘He was a good student,’ said Darrick. ‘But Lysternan soldiers always had extra lectures and training. Wouldn’t do to tell them absolutely everything, would it?’

‘Bloody hell,’ said Hirad. ‘Even thinking about fighting them as you taught them.’

‘Yes Hirad,’ said Darrick, ushering him into the refectory. ‘And learning about all of their weaknesses too. And Chandyr is about to show us one of his.’

‘Which is?’

‘Impatience.’
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Darrick had a last look around him as Chandyr’s patience ran out. His forces were stretched so thin. All it would take was the Xeteskian to see the opportunity and the college could fall before nightfall. He had played his cards and now he had to trust those outside to save them when the time came, if it came.

Around the walls, the waiting was all but over. He had committed all of his bowmen to the walls, forty in the arc around the gatehouse, the one entrance into the college. Around the walls, they were collected in five groups of fifteen, each connected by hastily trained flagmen of the Julatsan guardsmen and knots of Al-Arynaar warriors.

The solitary fit mage, Denser, stood with him, as did all The Raven. They were powerless right now but should a breach be forced in gate or wall, The Raven would be all that stood between Xetesk and a rout. They would never turn their backs and run.

Buildings obstructed his view across the college, as they did at points all around the walls. Communication, he had insisted, would be critical if they were to react to Xetesk’s moves. This would not be a conventional siege. Xetesk had to get in before the Heart could be raised or risk facing enough Julatsan magical power to hold them off.

Darrick wasn’t surprised Chandyr had chosen to attack tonight but he thought it was a mistake. His men had marched for three and a half days, covering the ground quickly. Their horses would be tired too. He had familiars and mages high in the sky, looking at what they could see from beyond spell range but they should have been looking further out into the city. Out there, their enemies were far more deadly.

Chandyr might be aware that the cavalry weren’t saddled and ready in the compound, but Darrick doubted he’d thought about the possibility of the small allied forces being split inside and outside the college walls. He was soon to get one of those lessons Darrick kept for Lysternans only.

‘Let’s be ready,’ said Darrick. ‘Signalman, flag the stand-by.’

‘Yes sir,’ the young guardsman, excited by the chance to stand with not just General Darrick but The Raven too, turned and held his flag horizontally above his head, hands either side of the bright yellow material. The signal was passed quickly around the walls.

Chandyr had massed his cavalry, a hundred of them, behind his lines facing the gate. It was all the evidence Darrick needed that the Xeteskian had no idea where Izack was and it was the move he and his former second-in-command had been counting on. But Chandyr wasn’t showing his entire hand. He still had his foot soldiers scattered in a loose ring around the college, and of the mage group there was no clear sign.

Chandyr rode up and down in front of his men, watching the walls of the college, waiting and hoping. He would have waited until the day he died for the gates to be opened for him.

‘Here it comes,’ said Darrick. ‘Signalman, when it starts, listen to my commands. We will need our response to be instant.’

‘Yes sir.’

Chandyr stopped, dragged his horse to face his enemies, nodded once towards them and held up his sword in salute. He kicked into the flanks of his horse and dragged back on the reins. The animal reared, his sword swept down and the battle commenced.

Orders rang out around the courtyard and Chandyr’s soldiers formed up. Shield bearers moved to the head of two large groups in front of the gates, crossbowmen and archers behind them. In the centre of each group, unarmed men who had to be mages, came together. Darrick counted twenty at least in each group. Swordsmen stood at the flanks but as they approached, he could see the rear of each group not defended.

‘Archers, pick your targets!’ he shouted. ‘I don’t want to see a single shaft strike a shield. Signalman, flag the attack. I want your response as soon as you have it. Don’t be polite.’

‘Sir.’

‘Waiting,’ said Darrick. ‘Waiting. When those spells come over, remember what we practised.’

The message passed along the lines immediately left and right. Al-Arynaar archers stood ready, Julatsan guardsmen creating the illusion of numbers though Darrick was keen to ensure no concentrations of men. Scattering was still an option. Above the gatehouse, the carved stone roof gave significant protection. Elsewhere on the walls, no such protection existed. Gods, they never thought they’d need it again and even above Darrick, the stone was more ornament than armour.

Forty yards from the gates, more orders and the groups stopped. To Darrick’s left, a bowstring twanged, the shaft skipping off the cobbles well ahead of the enemy. The General glared at the guardsman.

‘Take your lead from the elves,’ he hissed. ‘Elevation, timing, everything. We do not have the arrows to waste.’

Two ranks of men held shields, the first at ground level, the second at head height. It was a decent wall but there weren’t enough to go around. A good archer would find the gaps. Another shouted order from the courtyard and arrows and crossbow bolts began to fly, smacking into walls and flying high over the parapet. It was a poor first salvo but that wouldn’t last.

‘Return fire!’ ordered Darrick. ‘Do not flinch, they will be casting now.’

His order was translated and forty elven bows were brought to bear. The air filled with metal-tipped shafts carving their way into the enemy, slamming into armour, shields and exposed flesh, forcing Chandyr’s bowmen to duck their heads. Another volley from the elves took out more along the flanks but the mages were well-protected. A third volley bounced off HardShields, none getting through.

‘Come on, Auum, where are you?’ whispered Darrick.

‘Sir, single group attack to the rear. No others,’ reported the signalman.

‘Thank you. Move two groups of archers rear.’

‘Sir.’

The deep blue glow was visible a split second before the spell was cast. It was a single FlameOrb, the size of a covered wagon. It appeared above the heads of the left hand group, a second mimicking it above the right hand group. They hung for a heartbeat before flying straight and fast towards the gatehouse, one for the defenders, one for the wood.

‘Watching!’ roared Darrick. ‘Watching!’

The lower Orb ploughed in fast, shaking the walls around it, blue fire splattering wide.

‘Go!’

The gatehouse defenders ran left and right as instructed, clearing the area in moments, scattering around the walls, crouching below the ornamental battlements and watching the spell crash in. It burst like a waterskin, fire raining over the roofing, blasting through the open spaces where they had just been standing and shooting high into the sky. The wall bindings crackled but held comfortably, the mana blaze dying away quickly with nothing to feast upon.

‘Form up!’ said Darrick. ‘Let’s stand tall!’

He led the defenders back into the gatehouse, Hirad and The Unknown next to him.

‘This is fun, isn’t it?’ growled Hirad.

‘They can’t cast forever,’ said Darrick.

‘They won’t have to,’ said The Unknown. ‘Not like that. As soon as they know we’re not shielded, they’ll change their attack.’

‘I know,’ said Darrick. ‘I know. Where are—’

A shuddering impact behind them sent smoke and blue flame soaring into the sky from the rear of the college. Into the relative quiet that followed, Darrick heard the sound of hooves on cobbles and, nearer to him, the roar of a panther.

‘Our turn.’

 


Izack had walked his horses as close as he’d dared while the Xeteskians arranged themselves for battle. Chandyr had shown his naivety as Darrick had hoped, assuming everyone would be inside the college. And the fact that the city had capitulated had worked to their advantage, allowing Chandyr to feel relatively secure he was not about to feel an arrow in his back from every window.

But he had set a perimeter guard nonetheless and before reaching them, Izack had taken the muffles from every hoof and had mounted his men. He had precisely sixty. Fifty swordsmen and ten mages. He knew his route to the rear of the college, aware that a central street would give the attackers thirty yards of warning when he rounded the last right-hand turn. But he would be at a gallop, and their minds would be elsewhere.

Stopping for a moment, he turned in his saddle and nodded at his men. Spell and HardShields were up, his swordsmen were in disciplined order and would spread to fill the street as they entered it. They had their attack orders. He would call the fight after first contact. He faced forwards once more, raised his sword arm and swept it down, simultaneously kicking into the flanks of his horse. The animal sprang away and the Lysternan cavalry pounded through Julatsa, the voices of his men loud and confident.

Izack rounded the last corner, his cavalry fanning out to left and right, straightening and powering in for the college. He saw spells striking the walls, arcing out to scatter defenders. HotRain was falling like a torrent in one quarter, the rocks of an EarthHammer were standing jagged from the cobbles in front of the walls which were displaying the first crack. The Al-Arynaar answered as best they could, picking targets but seeing most of their arrows bouncing from solid magical shields.

They were seen at the full thirty yards’ distance by the perimeter guard whom Izack could see shouting the alarm. The Lysternan cavalry ate up the space between them, closing fast on the thin line of perimeter guard to whom help was coming but too late. Izack, his horse bred for this and not flinching, watched the odd crossbow bolt bounce from the shield surrounding them, held his sword down and to his right. He set himself low in his saddle and whipped his blade up into the defence of the first perimeter guardsman, battering it aside and knocking the man from his feet.

He didn’t look round, knowing the enemy had no chance under the hooves of his cavalry, and drove on. In front of him, Xeteskians were running in from both sides and the tight-formed group attacking the walls was breaking as bowmen turned, swordsmen tried to form up to take on the cavalry and defend their mages who still pounded the walls.

Izack yelled for the charge to increase pace and kicked again, feeling his horse surge beneath him. ‘Single charge and break!’ Although if they could hear him, he’d be surprised. What they would do was follow his lead.

He felt a thrill course through him, the air thick with noise and fear and the strong smells of horse, leather and the acrid taint of spell fire. He set himself again and drove into the half-made rank of Xeteskians, his horse kicking up and out, landing hard. Izack drove his blade straight through the chest guard of his first target, dragging it clear, his momentum carrying him forwards. Next blow took the arm from a bowman and he slowed dramatically, his men widening their attack behind him and sweeping up the flanks of the group.

‘Care your open flank!’ roared Izack, hearing the shout relayed.

He blocked a blow to his right, saw his left-flank man smash his sword into the helmet of another enemy before a third Xeteskian reached up a hand and pulled the man from his saddle. Izack kicked his horse again, and stepped in two more paces, thumping his blade down on the shoulder of an enemy, sending him sprawling. Directly ahead, the mages had broken, some were running right, others casting again.

‘Push!’ shouted Izack. ‘Push!’

He saw a thrust blocked aside but leaned out in his saddle to change his angle and whipped his sword back, right to left, and scored a deep gash in the enemy’s upper arm. Another pace and he was through the defence and into the mages. Knowing it was a brief chance he laid about him with all the energy he could muster, his sword carving into chest, head, arm and back.

All around him, the press of cavalry had broken the Xeteskian group. A handful of riderless horses cantered in confusion but the attack had been a great success. He knew more than to outstay his welcome. Xeteskians were closing in good numbers left and right and he could see, emerging from around the right hand wall of the college, the Xeteskian cavalry.

‘Break!’ he yelled.

Heaving his sword one more time and feeling it connect with unprotected flesh, he dragged on the reins and began to force his way out.

‘Keep form, mages let’s go.’

The Lysternan cavalry clattered their way from the carnage they had made and began to make their escape. In front of Izack, a lone Xeteskian swordsman stabbed straight through the leg of a cavalryman, the blade carrying on into his mount. Both cried out, the horse rearing and galloping away, the rider flung back and left, his leg rotating around the sword as he fell screaming. He was dragged a short way before the blade tore free, the horse, pumping blood, running terrified after its kin.

Izack at a fast canter himself, despatched the swordsman before he had time to turn or grab another weapon and headed off back the way they had come. Shouting encouragement, he drove his remaining cavalry hard, seeing over his shoulder the Xeteskians continuing their chase. Cheers from the walls reached his ears and he could already imagine the arrows starting to fly from elven bows now the Xeteskian shields were down.

Sensibly, the enemy cavalry carried on the pursuit, never closing too much but not letting them out of their sight. Izack, moving through his men to lead once again, galloped through the empty streets across a beautiful blossom-strewn park, through an area of high-walled tenements and out into open land. Behind, the Xeteskian cavalry stopped at the city boundaries.

Izack reined in gently, holding up his sword hand. They slowed to a halt, spread to a line and turned. He had a quick count. Eight of his men were gone but four of their horses were with him.

‘Well done!’ he shouted. ‘That is a blow we can never repeat but you are all exactly the men I thought you to be. Xetesk will not be caught like that again so we must make contact with the TaiGethen before we attack again. Now, we must rest, remember those we have lost, and bind our wounds. We have friends trapped in that college, including General Darrick, so though we may have made small victory today, we have much more to do. Gentlemen, I salute you!’

The answering call warmed his heart and he led his cavalry away.

 


Auum responded to the call of the ClawBound panther and led his small band of TaiGethen towards the rear of the enemy. Of all those cells that had travelled to Balaia, only five now remained and he led the only one with all of its original members. The toll had been terribly high and would leave them vulnerable to their enemies on Calaius if they did not defeat them here.

On every first street junction beyond the college square, the enemy had posted guards. For him, that presented the immediate threat of only six men but even these he would not strike down yet. They knew how the Xeteskian commander would react to the cavalry attack on the other side of the college and so they waited.

Reminiscent of their concealment in Xetesk, the TaiGethen hid in narrow alleys that let directly onto streets which connected with the main thoroughfare to the college gates. With them, the ClawBound stood quiet. They had called when the cavalry began their charge. Other pairs watched over the enemy lines though Auum was sure he would hear for himself, the moment the inevitable response was made.

He was not disappointed. Simultaneously with the roars of four ClawBound panther throats, the sound of multiple hooves rattled and echoed into the air.

‘Let Yniss watch over you and Tual guide you,’ he said to them all. ‘Tais, we move.’

They sprinted into the street, heading left to the guarded junction. Duele and Evunn as they always were, at his shoulders, the other four Tais in their formations left and right of him. ClawBound padded behind.

Bows were flexed and fired on the run. Two shafts found their targets, another four did not. Auum unclasped his jaqrui pouch and felt inside for a throwing crescent, counting the diminishing number. He gripped one, dragged it out and flicked it away in one movement, hearing its keening wail. The target couldn’t see it against the dark of the buildings and it struck him high on the forehead. The enemy shrieked, clutched at his head and fell, the blood pouring down his face.

The TaiGethen hit the three remaining guards like a wave breaking over sand. The cell to Auum’s right arrived first. Swords flashed, men fell. Only one withstood the first strikes, backing away, fear marking his face. He fended away one more blow but the Tai leader landed a kick in his chest, knocking him back and off balance, leaving him open to the flanking Tais to drag blades through throat and gut respectively.

Auum didn’t break stride, racing down the centre of the street, seeing the gates ahead of him. Up in the gatehouse stood The Raven and Al-Arynaar elves. In front of them, what had to be at least three hundred men in two tight groups. Spells were pounding against the gates, which smoked but held firm. No one looked in their direction but it would not be long. Auum cared little. These enemy deserved the fate that Shorth had in store for them and, face him or not, they would still die.

The street was wide and the TaiGethen spread into a single line. ClawBound joined them, three pairs striding easily alongside. They were no more than ten yards away when the first enemy sensed the silent peril behind him and turned, only to catch an arrow in his throat as he opened his mouth to shout the alarm. Too few Xeteskians were strung across the entrance to the square to mount real resistance. All swung about as their comrade fell choking to the ground in their midst and the mood of the battle changed instantly from confidence to panic.

Auum threw another crescent ahead of him, seeing it gouge into the arm of his target. He took another two paces and leapt, one leg outstretched, the other gathered beneath him, two short swords now in hand. His foot connected with his enemy’s face and he felt the man’s nose crumple and his teeth break beneath the blow.

He landed softly, turned and plunged his sword into the chest of the same man, finishing him. He darted right to dodge a blow from the left, spinning on a heel and reversing his sword into the ear of the nearest opponent. Duele had swept the legs from under a third and dropped his knee into the prone man’s throat, bouncing to his feet and running on.

Ahead of them, the mage groups remained well defended, their guard turning now, bows and sword coming to bear. Around Auum’s right, a ClawBound panther growled and pounced, her partner two steps behind her, jabbing his fingers into the neck of a bowman, ducking under a careless swing and biting into the face of another, bearing the screaming man down, bloodied hands free to rake flesh from his victim’s cheeks.

Auum called Evunn and Duele to him, saw his other cells closing and drove into the Xeteskian rear flank, waiting for the ClawBound call to pull back.

 


Denser watched the awesome speed of the TaiGethen attack. They were so fluid and quickly so deep into the heart of one of the Xeteskian attack groups that the enemy had no real idea how to defend against them. The elves were too close in for bows, the mages were helpless and swordsmen were being chopped apart, not knowing where the next strike was coming from.

The other attack group had faltered in its mission. Spells had stopped striking at doors and walls and nervous glances were being cast left. Field captains were exhorting them to concentrate but the storm of the few TaiGethen and ClawBound was simply mesmerising.

Denser, like all of The Raven surely, was watching Auum. He was so graceful and so accurate and, with Duele and Evunn next to him, the whole cell appeared quite simply unstoppable. He knew they would be fearful of the MindMelt that had damaged Evunn but it hadn’t stopped them attacking and Denser knew that spell would not be cast. Only the mages they attacked were close enough and none of them would have the peace to construct it.

He tried to follow Auum’s movements, occasionally finding it hard to do so, counting to himself. The TaiGethen leader ducked and struck, leaped high to dodge a blow and was alert enough to lash a leg out as he dropped to shatter an enemy jaw. He whirled on his standing leg to drag his blades through the chest of another, jabbed an elbow into the throat of a third in almost the same movement and head-butted a fourth before taking another pace and trying again.

Denser had counted to six.

But not everything was going right. Behind, the Lysternan cavalry was being driven off, their hoofbeats fading fast. He heard cheers but they were short-lived, the tenor changing. He swung from the spectacular demonstration of fighting below him and could see immediately why. Above, the familiars had stopped circling and watching. They were diving and neither the elves who stood and waited or the guardsmen who scattered, could harm them.

‘Raven!’ he shouted. ‘Trouble!’

He didn’t wait to see if they would follow but began to race around the walls to the opposite side of the college. The problem had been seen by others within and without the college. Elves were chasing ahead of him, guardsmen backing off. Behind Denser, The Unknown barked at them to stand their ground but from below, arrows, crossbow bolts and spells were flying in at suddenly undefended walls.

Denser tried to cover his head with a hand as he ran, hearing arrows biting into the stone around him, feeling the air whip as a shaft passed by just in front of him. HotRain began to fall but it was behind them. Another FlameOrb sailed out.

‘Down!’ roared Hirad.

Denser flattened himself on the walkway, the heat of the Orb singeing hairs on the back of his hands as it passed to fall into the courtyard below. He was up on his feet immediately, looked ahead and saw the first familiar strike down. It collided hard with an Al-Arynaar archer, knocking him off balance. The elf raised his hands to try and grab the demon from his face but it was too strong, its momentum too much and both fell from the walls. Only one struck the ground, the familiar climbing back into the sky, chittering and laughing.

‘We’ve got to catch them and hold them,’ Denser shouted back over his shoulder, now only twenty yards from the fight. ‘I’ll be ready with the spells.’

There were four familiars in the attack, flitting around elven heads. The Al-Arynaar, Rebraal amongst them, had almost all dropped their bows and held short swords or knives. The remaining archers were being forced to look out to counter the returning threat from below while trusting in their kin to keep the familiars from pitching them over the walls.

Thraun, Hirad and the limping Unknown, all with daggers in their hands, overtook him and joined the Al-Arynaar. He heard Hirad shout instructions to Rebraal, who was weaving a complex pattern above his head with his short blade while the familiars wheeled just above them. As he approached, Denser constructed a FlamePalm.

‘One at a time!’ shouted The Unknown to The Raven. ‘See the one with the red flash on its forehead. He’ll do.’

Denser paced into the centre of The Raven’s loose circle. Hirad was dangerously close to the unrailed edge to the courtyard below but in typical fashion, was more worried about the threat to his friends than his own position. He stabbed up, catching a familiar on an outstretched claw and sending it spiralling and yelping. They couldn’t damage the familiars but that didn’t mean they felt no pain.

‘Keep it tight,’ said The Unknown.

He reached up a hand and grabbed at a foot but missed. Next to him, Thraun jumped to do the same. The familiar’s tail whipped and cut the back of his hand.

‘Careful, Thraun,’ warned Denser, fighting to keep his concentration.

Thraun growled, his knife carved at the air again and his hand whipped out a second time, this time catching that flailing tail and dragging the familiar down, kicking, raking and squealing.

‘Hold him, hold him!’ shouted The Unknown.

The Raven warriors dropped on the monkey-sized beast, trying desperately to get a hand on any of the flailing limbs, the head that held those snapping jaws or even the heaving chest or wings that beat against the ground. All Denser could do was watch or he would lose his concentration as the demon, with a strength far beyond its size, fought for its very life and the sanity of its master.

Hirad took a claw right down the inside of one arm but came back and punched the familiar square in the face, slapping the back of its skull off the thick wooden parapet. The Unknown had knelt on the demon’s legs and was trying to grab at a wing while Thraun, the tail still in one clamped fist, was attempting to get a grip on its right arm.

‘Don’t let go of anything,’ said Hirad. He punched again, his chest wound protesting, drawing a snarl of fury from the indefatigable beast.

Above them the other three familiars flew to their captured one’s aid, the elves, finding themselves no longer the targets, organising quickly to drive them back or take another one down. Denser felt his hair parted by a claw and clung on grimly to his concentration. The Raven almost had the familiar subdued but still it spat its vitriol, promising them all death.

Hirad snared an arm, The Unknown had his wing and Thraun got a hand on the top of its skull, stilling the head.

‘Keep it there,’ breathed Denser. He knelt down quickly, trying to keep away from the free limbs which etched at the air.

‘Denser,’ drawled the familiar. ‘Your death is mine one day. Let me go. Your Raven’s soul will fill me with energy and you will suffer—’

‘Quiet,’ said Denser and clamped a hand on the familiar’s mouth, sending his FlamePalm shooting into its skull, holding steady while the mana fire extinguished its life. ‘One down, one mage too. Let’s go again.’

‘Denser!’

It was Rebraal. Yards away, they were holding a familiar by its wings. It could find no angle to get at its captors but it was slowly dragging itself free. Denser began casting again, knowing he wouldn’t make it to use another FlamePalm before the demon broke away.

‘Against the wall.’ He pointed. ‘There.’

The Al-Arynaar threw the demon face first into the battlements. It hit them hard, fell to the ground and turned immediately, shaking its head to clear its vision. Denser caught its eye, smiled and cast, his focused FlameOrb engulfing the small body. The familiar screamed, tried to fly but succeeded only in flopping out over the walls to crash in front of the Xeteskians. Above Denser, the fight was done. The other two had fled. Horns sounded from below and the Xeteskians began to pull back.

Denser sat down to gather himself. Hirad crouched in front of him. He could hear shouts from below and the sound of running feet.

‘Good work, Xetesk-man,’ said the barbarian. ‘Got anything left for my dragon?’

Denser nodded. ‘Should have,’ he said. ‘But I’d rather wait until morning. I never did do that reading. Things rather overtook us this afternoon, didn’t they?’

Hirad nodded, stood up and held out a hand. Denser grabbed it and dragged himself to his feet.

‘I can wait. Xetesk have finished for the day.’

‘What about the TaiGethen?’

‘Well, I suspect that they did rather well, given the haste of the retreat tonight.’

Denser smiled and walked with Hirad back around the college walls to the gatehouse. The Xeteskians were indeed leaving the college square, taking their wounded with them. The Al-Arynaar, bows ready, let them leave, as did Darrick who was nodding to himself as the rest of The Raven came back to him.

Down on the cobbles, blood slicked the ground. Denser counted two dead elves among the dozens and dozens of Xeteskian bodies. One panther too lay dead, its partner lying next to it, preferring to die in defence of the fallen Claw than leave with the rest. He watched the Xeteskians clearing themselves away and wondered where they had placed themselves.

‘Today was good,’ said Darrick. ‘Tomorrow will be far more difficult. I wonder if we can delay the Heart raise. We need those mages. We can swing it with them, I think.’

‘Tomorrow, we’ll know,’ said Denser. ‘Erienne should be awake and she can tell what she saw. Otherwise it’s more of the same. Reckon we can see it out in a full day?’

‘Well, there is no surprise element now,’ said Darrick. ‘The cavalry will be watched for like the TaiGethen. Getting close to here to distract them will be a challenge. Chandyr is not a stupid man.’

‘But can we hold out?’

Darrick considered a moment. ‘Without help from the south? No. But we’ll take as many of them with us as we can.’

‘Come on, Raven,’ said Hirad. ‘Let’s eat.’




Chapter 41

 


 


 


 


Erienne awoke in the middle of the night and sat up, biting back a scream. Her dreams had been full of tortured magic and the cries of mages shivered from the mana forever. They had been full of a crawling blackness that consumed everything it touched, that dulled the brightest tones and choked the songs of the young. She had seen herself at the gates of the college, presiding over the demise of all magic, laughing down at the upturned faces.

And around her feet had been her children, brought back to her from death. Returned to where they would be forever safe. At her side, being as she was. One.

‘Shh, love, it’s all right.’ Denser’s voice from next to her in the bed did nothing to calm her heart.

‘It cannot promise that,’ she said. ‘Nothing can promise that.’

‘Promise what?’

‘You wouldn’t understand,’ she said, tasting the bitterness in her own voice. ‘Leave me. I can beat it.’

‘Don’t shut yourself away from me,’ urged Denser. ‘Let me share the burden, please.’

‘What can you share?’ she snapped. ‘It’s all inside me. I cannot give it away, I cannot let others carry it. It is in me. It is trying to beat me.’ She forced herself to stop, to lower her voice. She had turned to face him, still lying there, hurt in his eyes and concern in his face. ‘It taunts me, Denser. But how can it? It is not sentient. How can I beat something that is not there at all?’

‘Whatever your mind sees as the fight is what must be beaten. It is a fight for control of your own body too. I know I cannot really help you but don’t shut me out. Please don’t do that.’

She stroked his face. ‘I’ll try,’ she said. ‘But it’s so hard. I feel like I am the only thing stopping a flood from drowning us all. It’s so hard to find room for anything else.’

‘Then do not.’ Denser smiled but his eyes retained their pain. ‘I will understand.’

‘Tell me that in a year,’ she said. ‘Or in a season.’

‘Assuming we live that long,’ said Denser. ‘We might not see out another day.’

He shifted his position, sat up, his hands behind him, taking his weight.

‘Tell me what you saw today,’ he said. ‘What made you break the spell?’

‘Their casting caused the problem,’ she said immediately. ‘I’m sure of that now. The very mana they forced into focus triggered something in the stone around the Heart, like a black stain spreading upwards. It was like it was being forced to close, to shut down. It’ll happen again the next time they try.’

‘Darrick doesn’t want them to. Not tomorrow,’ said Denser. ‘He doesn’t think we can hold out another day without the Julatsans casting to stop Xetesk.’

‘Well they can’t,’ she said, frustrated at his lack of understanding. ‘It’s obvious, isn’t it?’

‘No,’ said Denser. She sighed impatiently, caught herself at it and stopped herself retorting.

‘Sorry.’ She calmed herself. ‘It’s mass use of magic that causes the problems. If they are all out there casting shields tomorrow, the focus will fail. There’s no doubt about that in my mind. Geren was only half right. The only chance is to raise the Heart, get it back into the place where it can generate the flow again, and hope the shadow can be suppressed while they raise it.’

‘How?’

She shrugged. ‘Well, I’ll have to think of something, won’t I?’

‘Like what?’

‘How the hell do I know! Gods Denser, I’m not the bloody oracle.’

‘Yes, but you are the only one who can do something to help. No one else can even see the problem, let alone do anything to stop it.’

She pushed away and stood up, feet chilling on the cold stone. ‘Great. Erienne, the saviour of Julatsa. Erienne, the saviour of the whole bloody world.’ She turned on him. ‘Pity is, I have no idea how to do it.’

‘Well, can I—’

‘No!’ she shouted. ‘No one can.’ She put her head in her hands. ‘Sorry, Denser. Please go back to sleep. You need rest for tomorrow.’

‘Come back to bed,’ he said, voice gentle, the one she had fallen in love with.

‘I can’t sleep any more. I need to think.’

‘When will the Al-Arynaar be able to cast again?’ asked Denser after a pause.

She shrugged. ‘They were drained, you know. I couldn’t help that. Maybe in the afternoon. Maybe later.’

‘I see,’ he said. ‘Erienne, will you do something for me?’

‘If I can,’ she said.

‘Tell everything you’ve told me to Darrick. I don’t think he was going to sleep much tonight and he should know. He’ll be in the refectory or the gatehouse.’

‘It’s as good a place to walk as any.’ She searched around for her shoes and a shawl to put around her shoulders.

‘I love you, Erienne.’

‘Don’t you forget it.’

 


The news for Blackthorne was as good as it could possibly be. Communion between Dordovan mages had informed him that a force of around two hundred and fifty was closing in on Julatsa. With those he had with him, they would make three hundred and they could yet strike the decisive blow.

A Lysternan cavalry mage had brought further news in the early hours of the morning that the college still stood and that Izack was planning another assault on the Xeteskians at the earliest opportunity. Though their cavalry was stronger, the Xeteskians had lost the day and were camped just outside the city to the south. He had been advised to enter from the north or west.

It was not quite dawn when Blackthorne roused his band of tired but willing Dordovan and Lysternan fighting men and mages. With them rode his own few men and their spirit had grown by the hour as their wounds had healed and their aches and pains eased. There would not be a better time to move and attack, and he was not going to miss the rendezvous point a mile west of the city.

They marched quietly as they approached the silent college city. Away to their right, the sun was beginning to climb over the horizon and the enemy had to be close. But friends were closer still and would soon be in sight.

‘This could turn out to be a great day, Luke,’ said Blackthorne. ‘If The Raven can mastermind holding onto the college for another morning, we could be on them. The war is not yet lost.’

‘I have prayed that we wouldn’t be too late, my Lord,’ said Luke. He was smiling, his young face bright and alive.

‘Some day, everyone’s prayers are answered. Perhaps today it is your turn.’

Blackthorne was leading his ragtag bunch up a gentle wooded incline. At the crest, they would be able to see all the way down to Julatsa. He was hoping too that they would be able to see where the allies were waiting. He was looking forward to seeing a friendly army for a change.

The further they walked, the more Blackthorne demanded quiet. He had dismounted and was leading his horse as were all of his own men. One hand was on the bridle, the other flattening his sword against his waist to stop it from jangling. It would not do at this time to blunder into an enemy they had not foreseen. His scouts, however, few though he could spare, had reported nothing for a mile all around them ever since they had left their rest stop.

Those scouts had returned now and were only a hundred yards or so ahead, the furthest still in sight, just cresting the rise. Blackthorne saw the scout crouch suddenly and slither off out of sight. Immediately, he stopped the march, the men already knowing better than to question the Baron. He waited and it was not long before the scout reappeared, haring down the incline and sliding to a stop.

‘My Lord,’ he said.

‘Calm yourself,’ said Blackthorne. ‘Tell me what you see.’

‘The allies are not far ahead, they are along the banks of the River Taalat no more than a mile distant. The city is close. But there are others closing in on them. I cannot be sure but I would say they are Xeteskian. Mages. There are few but they move with great purpose. My Lord, I would stake my life that they aim to attack.’

‘And do the allies outnumber them?’

‘Ten to one, my Lord.’

‘Then . . .’ Blackthorne trailed off. Everything became awfully clear. He turned to his men. ‘The allies are going to come under spell attack. For ease, split down college lines. Dordover, run to them, warn them off but don’t get too close, Luke go with them, take four of our people. Ride hard. They may not see you early, that’s why I need Dordovans behind you making a racket. Lystern, come with me. We have some mages to kill.’ He swung into his saddle. ‘Oh, and we’ll be running and we’ll be shouting too. The time for quiet is at an end. Come on!’

The band ran up the slope, Blackthorne at a half-canter at their side. Luke and the other riders had ploughed off and were already over the slope and heading hard towards the Dordovans. Blackthorne breasted the rise and saw it all laid out before him. The allies, oblivious to the threat that approached them from the south-east, the Xeteskians, and he was certain his scout was right, riding quickly towards their goal, directed by familiars, flying above them.

‘Let’s go!’ shouted Blackthorne, and set off down the long slope after the Xeteskian riders.

He was well in advance of the foot soldiers but he had three of his own about him. It didn’t matter if he was killed, so long as he disrupted for long enough the casting he was sure was coming. He closed the gap steadily but the Xeteskians were well ahead, their familiars now high in the sky, hovering over the allies who were, he could see, beginning to shift, unease rippling through them.

Way to his left now, Luke was flying along, hair streaming out behind him, one arm waving wildly. Blackthorne fancied he could hear the boy’s shouts.

‘Just don’t get too close,’ he said to himself.

Ahead, the Xeteskians dismounted and formed a tight group, swordsmen remaining mounted, cantering around in a protective ring. Behind him, the Lysternans were making a game attempt to keep up but he was already fifty yards ahead and pulling further clear.

A pressure beat down on his ears and his horse slowed dramatically, its head rocking from side to side, its flanks shuddering. A black line appeared in the sky, quickly resolving into half a dozen such lines, crossing to make a star that dragged cloud to it in great swirls that thickened and darkened.

‘No, no!’ Blackthorne shouted and urged his horse on but it was reluctant to move.

Ignoring the growing pain deep in his ears, Blackthorne dismounted and began to run on towards the waiting horsemen whose own mounts had suffered the same discomfort as his; the loose mage horses had bolted, heading away to sanctuary wherever they could find it.

Blackthorne could still see down the slope to the allied camp, where men were now running in all directions. Unwilling horses were being mounted and people starting to scatter. A half mile from them, Luke had been forced to stop.

Above them all, the star opened like the petals of some malevolent flower. For a heartbeat, Blackthorne thought the spell must have failed. No lightning was disgorged, no inter-dimensional power bit the ground. But this was not BlueStorm and in the next instant, he was forced to his knees by a high-pitched whine in his head that flattened his strength and threatened to blur his sight.

He clamped his hands over his ears but it made no difference, yet looking up, he saw that he was one of the lucky ones. The allied camp had been the target and there, the spell struck with appalling force. The river rippled and bounced in its bed, flowers and bushes were pressed down, their leaves and petals driving away as if propelled by some unseen hand.

And the men and horses. Oh dear Gods, the men and horses. Like the trees near which they stood, they sagged, helpless and writhing. Those that could, shouted and screamed. It was impossible but it seemed that they grew in size, inflated against their clothes and their skin. Men wailed and gasped, horses kicked at the air, trees ripped along their trunks, their leaves falling like autumn. And when the pressure became too much, they burst.

Like being detonated from the inside, they exploded outwards and upwards, just lumps of flesh, bone, shivered wood and skin. The debris filled the air like a cloud tinged pink and still the spell was not done as it ripped up the ground too, catapulting rock and earth high into the sky then shutting off.

Instantly, the pain eased and a fury gripped Blackthorne. He drove himself to his feet and called his men to him. And when they were all standing and ready, he charged. They bellowed their rage and their disbelief at what the Xeteskians had done, their swords whirling around in their hands, catching the sunlight.

Ahead of them, the mounted soldiers forced their horses into order and rode at them. Blackthorne felt possessed of the energy of a teenager. He rolled under the blow of a horseman, came up on to his knees and savaged his sword through the legs of the next beast past him. Not waiting to see what he had done, he rose and ran on, slashing out at another rider, feeling his blade connect he knew not where. He had one target in mind and one only.

The mages were in no condition to cast or to defend themselves but it would hardly have mattered otherwise. Blackthorne and his men fell on them like wild animals, carving through hands that tried to protect heads, splitting skulls, slicing stomachs and puncturing chests, groins and backs. And above, the familiars who had directed it all, screamed and fell as their masters died. No one was spared, no one escaped and the blood soaked into the green grass, staining it as black as the robes of the men they had slaughtered.

But that was as nothing to what the Xeteskians had wrought. When he was done and the exertion and shock fell on him like a cloak too heavy to wear, Blackthorne walked to the scene of the spell and looked on it. He felt detached from the horror and that was surely the only way he could have stayed standing and not fall to his knees, vomiting his guts into the river.

Scraps of flesh lay everywhere. It was impossible to distinguish man from beast. Blackthorne had visited an abattoir once. The waste buckets would have been full of pieces of meat this size. Chunks of gristle and bone that were no use for anything but grinding down for dog food. He could barely believe that this had ever been men.

He turned to see his men gathering behind him. Many had succumbed and were sick, others had let swords drop from nerveless fingers while they stared in complete incomprehension. It only took a moment to see that none of them could go on. Not right now and perhaps not ever. So he gave them an alternative.

‘We must take news of this to Dordover and Lystern,’ he said, his voice thick and shaking. ‘Xetesk must be stopped. Not at Julatsa but at its very heart, in the college itself. This power can never be used again.

‘Look at what they have done. Hundreds of men with no chance. Remember what you have seen here, remember why you will want to fight at the gates of the Dark College again.’

He turned and led them away.

 


‘Contact cannot be made,’ said Dystran, sitting by the bedside of his old friend Ranyl.

The master was fading fast now and perhaps would not even see out the battle. His voice was brittle, every cough brought up fresh blood and his face was grey and terribly thin. He had not eaten in two days and even a sip of water was taken with the knowledge of certain pain. But still he clung on and those eyes reflected the pin-sharp mind inside his failing body.

‘But they cast the PressureBell?’ he asked, Dystran having to lean in close to hear the grinding whisper.

‘Yes, it was cast. We monitored it from here,’ said Dystran. ‘But we do not know its effectiveness. It is apparent that not enough survived with energy enough to link a Communion with me.’

Ranyl nodded. ‘Best assume they are all dead, young pup.’

‘And we’d better pray the allies were destroyed. We suffered heavy losses yesterday. But the walls and gates are weak and the Julatsans cannot cast, or so it would seem. We can break through today. We must.’

Dystran looked out through Ranyl’s balcony doors. Another fine day was dawning, the wispy clouds already burning off. A good day for triumph.

‘We are so close,’ said Ranyl, a tear of pain squeezing from his eye, the cough spraying blood on to the cloth he held to his mouth. ‘I may yet live to see it.’

‘You will, old dog, you will,’ said Dystran, starting to believe it himself if the battle could be won today.

There was a tentative knock on the door.

‘This had better be important,’ muttered Dystran. He stood and strode to the door, snatching it open to reveal Suarav standing there. The guard captain looked anxious. ‘Yes?’

‘I am sorry my Lord but you must come to the walls of the city.’

‘Any particular reason?’ asked Dystran. ‘An odd cloud formation perhaps or may be a herd of deer galloping across the battlefields of yesterday.’ He dropped his voice to a clipped whisper. ‘Can’t you see I’m with a dying man?’

Suarav dropped his voice too, and spoke so low that Dystran had difficulty in hearing. He caught one word though, or thought he did and prayed he was mistaken.

‘I beg your pardon?’ he said.

 


The Wesmen songs had reached a new crescendo when they had reached the eastern side of Understone Pass. Their pace had increased, as had their belief in victory. Understone itself lay in ruins, the stench of death reaching them hundreds of yards distant, as did the calls of the flocks of carrion birds, fighting over putrefied flesh.

There really had been no one left to fight them, just as his scouts had reported. So the four thousand warriors, led at a rhythmic trot by Tessaya, Lord of the Paleon Tribes and ruler of the Wesmen, picked up their voices and drove themselves north to glory.

Tessaya felt the energy through every muscle as he ran. He sang too, his bass voice adding to the throng of sound that delighted his ears and would terrify all who heard it. The Wesmen were back on eastern Balaian soil and this time, they were here to stay, he could feel it.

They had camped for a glorious, dancing- and fire-filled night only six miles from the walls of Xetesk, their Destranas howling and hunting, the Shamen conferring the strength of the Spirits on everyone there assembled. No one fought, no tribe sought to gain advantage. Here was unification, here was an army that would be unstoppable.

Before dawn they had risen, their few hours’ sleep enough, their vigour undiminished. They had heard Tessaya’s words and then they had run again, faster than before, desperate that the head of every rise should show them a view of their goal.

And now it was in sight. They could see a few houses dotted below them, farmsteads that would no doubt serve them as they had served Xetesk before. They would not be damaged, their people would be unharmed because this now was the Wesmen way. Their effort had to be singleminded, nothing wasted.

The army gathered about two miles from the imposing walls and towers of the college city. They could see smoke rising through the haze of the morning, the sun shining down to pick out the seven spires that represented the college’s power base. It was an awesome sight and one that had filled Wesmen with dread and thoughts of the centuries of defeat.

Not this time. This time the fields outside the city were already soaked in Xeteskian blood and the ground was trampled and dead like the spirit within the walls. Tessaya climbed a nearby dead tree and stood out on a naked bough, one hand resting on the trunk. The expectant face of every Wesman turned to him.

‘My brothers of the tribes, we are come.’ The shouts were deafening. Tessaya held up his hands for quiet. ‘You see before you the mountain we must climb. You see high walls and solid gates. On those walls will be mages and archers and swordsmen. But they are few and we have archers of our own. No longer can they destroy us with their magic.

‘We will not try to storm the walls only to die. We will wait and we will kill and when the walls are clear, we will send our grapples onto the battlements and gateposts and we will climb. Harvest the trees you see here. The wood is still strong. We can use them as ladders, we can use them to batter the gates. Nature provides and the Spirits watch us and give us their blessing.

‘My brothers, the next few days will see the fruition of all that we have planned. It will see the deaths of our people avenged and it will see the Wesmen attain their rightful place as rulers of Balaia!’

 


Dystran watched from the south walls of the college. Half a mile away, the last handfuls of the Black Wings’ failed army were scattering. Dystran understood how they felt. He saw tree after tree come down. One hundred-foot oaks, thick-trunked pines, anything that had withstood the gales, it seemed, was being felled. And when they were done, the Wesmen ran towards Xetesk.

There were thousands of them.

‘You have got to be fucking joking,’ Dystran breathed.




Chapter 42

 


 


 


 


Chandyr had been badly stung by the defeat of yesterday. Nothing had gone according to his plan. Darrick had out-thought him, and Izack’s cavalry and the quite extraordinary elven warriors had comfortably outfought him. He had ridden back from chasing away the cavalry to find carnage by the gates. He had a hundred men dead or wounded, fifteen of them mages, while his charges had taken down three elves and one panther.

He knew they were good, but frankly he hadn’t thought them that good. However, the ten man patrols he had sent through the city to search for them had been lost and now he faced the gates again with his men demoralised, reduced in number, while the same faces stared down at him.

But today would be different. Today, his cavalry was ready and split around the college. He didn’t care how quick an elf was, a galloping horse was faster, more powerful and would trample them without mercy. So he had told his men that they should not fear. That setbacks were a part of war. He told them that their efforts had not been in vain and that the enemy could not cast and the gates were weakened. And he had told them that the allied forces chasing them had been destroyed.

He hoped fervently that last statement was true. The fact was, no one knew for certain. The spell had been cast but there were no reports of its effects. Still, if lie it turned out to be, at least it kept his men facing the right way. And Chandyr wanted to be inside the gates by midday.

He ordered the attack. Same two fronts as yesterday, same weight of mages but this time, there was little backup. Around the walls, his loose mages sent HotRain into the air to fall on the unshielded defenders, driving bowmen from the walls and allowing his mages more comfort to link, to concentrate and to cast. FlameOrbs battered the gates, ForceCones heaved against the timbers and Earth-Hammers undermined the foundations.

Again and again, the spells struck and the defenders seemed to have no answers. Few arrows came and, critically, no spells at all. He watched from his horse, knowing the tide was turning. He ordered DeathHail to strike the battlements and saw men and elves die. He demanded another EarthHammer from every mage in the link and at last the gates shifted.

He knew his mages were tiring but surely they could make the breach. Another FlameOrb, the size of his house in Xetesk crashed into the timbers and this time he could see the flame take hold. His soldiers roared in approval.

‘Come on!’ he shouted. ‘One more, the bindings are failing.’

And he knew it was true. Already men were running from the walls, no doubt to take up defence in the courtyard beyond. Only The Raven still stood in the gatehouse, smoke billowing across their faces. They were the factor that concerned him most. While they still stood, the Julatsans would not break, and so far his attacks on them had come to nothing. Worse, they had even found time to kill familiars, leading him to keep the rest back. He couldn’t afford the cost in mages.

The ForceCone swept towards the gates. He could hear the flaming timbers protesting, the weaker of them cracking. He saw the gates buckle and one of the great iron hinge braces snap. But still they stood.

‘Again,’ he ordered. ‘Again. Stand ready. Captains, have your men stand ready!’

Across the courtyard his companies formed up. Moments away. He was just moments away.

A shout to his right caught his attention through all the noise, flame and smoke. Men were pointing into the sky. He followed their arms. He saw it too, watched it grow larger and larger, great wings scooping back the air, powering it towards them. He had believed them all dead but it was not so. A chill gripped him. Dragons were friends of The Raven.

‘Change target!’ he yelled to the mages. ‘Right and up. Quickly!’

He saw it in their faces when they turned. Their concentration was gone. The dragon stormed in, its bark eclipsing all other sound. It was huge. Dear Gods, it could take them all. He fought down his panic and tried to calm his horse, which bucked beneath him. Men were beginning to break from their formation. Arrows had started coming again from walls suddenly full of elven archers. Men were dying. His men.

‘Hold!’ he screamed. ‘Hold! Mages FlameOrb. Hold!’

His horse reared and he was flung backwards from the saddle, crashing heavily into the ground. He fought himself groggily to his knees and saw, through the smoke from the gates, his mages bending their heads to cast.

 


Sha-Kaan had rested in the cool of a cave high up in the Blackthorne Mountains, far from the prying eyes of man. He had hunted well and the chill over his body in the cave had been a welcome counterpoint to the warmth of the sun. It had eased some of the aches of the long flight and worked the stiffness from his wings. Now he was ready to go home.

Hirad Coldheart’s mind, however, was not calm. The battle at the college had been sudden and brutal and he had begged one more night for Denser to be fit and able to cast. Sha-Kaan had grumblingly consented. After so many years, one more night would make little difference.

However, the folly of that decision was as clear as the dawn light that had flooded his resting place. The enemy had attacked ferociously the next morning and the outside defenders, the elves and cavalrymen, had not struck back. He did not know why, nor did he care. All he knew from his briefest of contacts was that Hirad and therefore Denser, were in great danger and he would not die because they were killed while he waited uselessly.

And so he flew, Hirad’s protestations loud in his mind. He flew low and fast feeling the wind rushing past him, his wings strong and his talons flexing. He had no fire and he would not need it. If he could drive them back it would give him the time he needed for Denser to cast for him. And much though he wanted to stay and help The Raven, he had to return home. The birthings were imminent but, more than that, he had to assess what damage the Xeteskian dimensional spell-casting had done to the space between. He had felt another casting this morning and their lack of awareness was rupturing the boundaries.

Sha-Kaan kept the thoughts of home fresh in his mind. The scents of the Broodlands, the calls of his Brood and the Vestare who supported them so selflessly. The feel of the warm, damp air over his scales, the taste of the flame grass and the embrace of the clouds. Today he would return to experience it all or he would die on Balaia.

He saw the spells pounding the gates on one side and a section of wall on the other. He saw scattered elves trying to pick off targets and others lying where they had been hit by spell or bow-fire. He saw the first enemy look around and the mass of faces that followed the inevitable shout. He saw them lose their discipline and some start to run. He barked loud, the sound splitting the air, and he dived.

Driving in, wings swept back and away to present the smallest target, he could make out mages in a group, sitting quite still. He knew their plan. Arrows flicked past him, any that struck bouncing harmlessly from his scales. Those men could not hurt him. He barked again, his jaws wide, sucking in the air. He closed them with a snap that could be heard a mile away and plunged in, seeing the spell released.

It was a ball of blue flame, bigger than his head and streaming smoke behind it as it rushed towards him. He let it close then unfurled his wings, the sudden bite on the air slowing him and giving him dramatic lift, sending him soaring above its trajectory.

He arced gracefully in the air and came in again. Below him, most men were running for cover but the mages, now split into several groups and defended by the most courageous, were steadfast. Barrelling in just above the rooftops, he swooped into the college square, his huge bulk seeming to fill one side of it completely.

He landed deliberately hard, crushing men beneath talon and body, sliding forwards and ripping up the cobbles, and using his wings to brake him and send him back into the air before he collided with the buildings the opposite side. He banked sharply and came in again, his bark echoing from every wall. He beat down, slowing, hind feet stamping down on more men, his neck jabbing forwards to snatch and crush mage after mage.

Sha-Kaan flung them at the ground, bit them in two and spat out the remains. He moved heavily across the ground, feeling the pin-pricks of swords. His fore-claws lashed out, ripping heads from shoulders and gouging great rents in chests and stomachs. Bodies were flung away and there was nothing they could do. He ran forwards and took off again, climbing hard, banking and turning for another pass.

Below him, men crawled or ran from the square. He had broken them. He trumpeted and dove again, swooping low and snatching another man from the ground. Hirad’s warning came too late and he hadn’t seen it. From around the corner of the college, came a torrent of hail, driven by a mana wind. He dropped the body and tried to climb but the hail raked down the underside of his body, tore into his wings and peppered his great tail.

Sha-Kaan howled in anguish, the pain biting into him, deeper and deeper. The mages from the other side of the college had been quick. Too quick for him and he had been blinded by his success. He had to climb away, to reach safety where he could see to his wounds. But the hail had damaged the wing membrane and it was weak. Too weak to withstand this atmosphere for long. The muscles at the roots were cut deeply and blood poured from him like rain.

He looked down. Only one place to go, only one hope remained. He angled sharply again and half flew, half fell into the college.

 


‘No!’ roared Hirad. He pushed past The Raven and began to run down the gatehouse stairs.

He knew where Sha-Kaan intended to land. He had felt the pain of the DeathHail strike as if it was his own. But he was unharmed while the Great Kaan was seriously, if not mortally, wounded. Weakened from his long years of exile, he was so vulnerable. Why had he not listened?

Hirad burst into the gateyard and ran up the wide pathway that crossed the entire college and that had as its centre point the Heart pit. The Al-Arynaar and Julatsan mages were gathering there for the second, and what would be final, attempt at the Heart raise. Denser and Erienne were with them, all of them looking into the sky at the stricken dragon trying to control his fall.

‘Get out of the way!’ he yelled as he ran. ‘Clear the area. Move, move!’

He was waving his arms frantically and it took an age for them to see him. When they did, they began to run, heading for cover in the refectory, the infirmary, the lecture theatre or any long room that was close enough. He saw Denser shepherding Erienne to safety and breathed again, not slowing his pace.

Sha-Kaan took the roof off the lecture theatre, his hind legs ripping through stone, wood and slate, bringing half the building tumbling down. The impact drove him up a few feet before his wings folded and he crashed to the ground, legs giving way, sending him rolling and bouncing over the Heart pit. His tail bit through the frontages of both refectory and infirmary, striking stone, his neck was coiled in to protect his head as he rolled and eventually he slid to a stop, his back hitting a long room with a shuddering force that bowed the stone.

Behind him, dust billowed into the air and Hirad ran with a hand over his mouth and the other trying to keep the grit from his eyes. He was half blinded but he could see the heaving mass of Sha-Kaan and the neck still moving, dragging his head around to fix on his Dragonene.

Hirad slithered to a halt by his head and looked into a slowly blinking eye. He didn’t have to ask after the dragon’s condition, he could feel everything. Sha-Kaan couldn’t shield the agony from him. The spell had blistered him where it struck, the cold hail prising up scales that had torn free when he crashed. He seemed to be bleeding from every part of his body.

Hirad placed a hand on the dragon’s head, fighting back panic. Around him, he could hear running feet and cries from those who had sheltered in the wrong places. He sent a short prayer that few had been badly hurt and turned his full attention to the ailing beast.

‘It was not my best landing,’ said Sha-Kaan, his voice choked and pained. ‘It was the landing of a newly weaned birthling.’

‘This is not the time for jokes,’ said Hirad. ‘You’ve got to hang on.’

‘You have told me that there was always time for jokes,’ responded Sha-Kaan.

‘Not now, not now,’ said Hirad. ‘What can I do? Gods, but you are a mess.’

The startling blue eye blinked very slowly, the lid seeming to struggle on its way back up. ‘There is little you can do,’ he said. ‘I have overstayed my welcome in your dimension.’

‘So we’ll send you home. Now,’ said Hirad, turning. ‘Denser! Denser get over here!’

‘Hirad, I don’t think I have the strength to get up on my feet, let alone fly inter-dimensional space back to Beshara. Keep your mage’s strength, you need it more than I.’

‘No way,’ said Hirad. ‘No way. Hold on.’

He felt the surge of pain that ran up and down Sha-Kaan’s body. Ribs were cracked, wing membranes torn, neck sprained and tail broken. He turned and opened his mouth to shout throught the dust cloud that still swirled around the Heart pit.

‘D—’

‘I’m here,’ said Denser, running up, Erienne with him. ‘Oh dear Gods, is he all right?’

‘Of course he’s not bloody well all right! He’s dying.’ Hirad swallowed. ‘Please Denser, it has to be now. We won’t get another chance. Before the Xeteskians get themselves reorganised. Please.’

But the Xeteskians were already reforming. Darrick was issuing orders and a quick glance told him that the next spell against the gates was only moments away. The General himself was clearing the gatehouse and a defensive line was in position beyond any backwash when the gates gave way.

‘Don’t do it, Denser,’ said Sha-Kaan. ‘Finish what I started. Keep them away. Raise the Heart. I will wait.’

The eyes were closing.

‘Don’t listen to him, Denser, please.’ Hirad grabbed his shoulders, shook him while he spoke. ‘We could all die here. It looks like we will. But if there’s one we can save, we can’t miss the chance. Sha-Kaan is that one. For everything he has done. Please.’

Denser nodded. Hirad dragged him forwards and kissed his cheek.

‘Don’t—’ began Sha-Kaan.

‘Now you listen to me, Sha-Kaan,’ said Hirad, rounding on him. ‘You are not going to die here. I promised that you wouldn’t and I keep my promises. You cannot let it end like this. You have work, we have work and yours is on Beshara, leading the Brood Kaan.

‘You’ve had your rest and now is the time to roll back on to your feet, test your wings and be ready. Got that?’

Sha-Kaan’s nostrils flared. ‘Frail human, I am not so weak I cannot snuff out your life.’

Hirad grinned. ‘That is what I like to hear. But you’d better be standing up first or I’ll outrun you. Denser, make sure whatever it is you open, it is right in front of his face.’

‘No problem,’ Denser’s voice was faint with concentration.

‘Hirad!’ Darrick’s voice carried to him. He could see the General running over.

‘Right with you.’

‘Now, Hirad,’ said Darrick. ‘They’re coming through any moment.’

‘Right with you,’ repeated Hirad. ‘Erienne, that Heart has to come up.’

‘I know,’ snapped Erienne. ‘It was happening until he dropped in.’

‘No time for argument, get it done,’ said Hirad. He caught her expression. ‘Shout all you want but we’re on borrowed time here.’

‘Can it work?’ asked Darrick. ‘The Heart raise?’

‘Of course it can.’ Erienne led their gaze to the pit to which elves and Julatsans were already returning, some being supported by their friends.

‘But will they have anything left when they’ve done it?’ he pressed. ‘Anything at all?’

Erienne smiled at last. ‘Enough,’ she said. ‘Perhaps.’

Hirad barely concentrated on the exchange. Darrick was already running back to his defensive postion. He felt an impact through the ground and heard timbers giving way.

‘Hurry, Denser,’ he said quietly.

He placed a hand on Sha-Kaan’s head again. The eye opened and fixed him with an unblinking stare.

‘Move aside.’

Hirad moved and so did Sha-Kaan. Slowly, painfully, he rolled, pushing with a twisted hind leg and feebly flapping a free wing. But he moved upright, his neck still dragging on the floor, he without the strength to lift it or his head. With his legs finally beneath him, he pushed and relieved the pressure on his chest and torn underbelly. Blood ran from the hundreds of puncture wounds and he sighed.

‘Next time you touch down, it’ll be in your own Broodlands,’ said Hirad. ‘Think on that and keep yourself strong.’

Sha-Kaan said nothing, merely concentrated on breathing that was getting more and more ragged.

Denser was lost within himself, picking at the air with deliberate movements. Once again, Hirad found himself wishing he could see what a mage took as read, the mana flow, the structures it made and the wonder of it all. Next to him, Sha-Kaan twitched violently and his snout picked up off the ground.

Hirad jumped, made to ask what was wrong but instead felt the warmth of rediscovery flood through him. Around Denser’s head, a tiny slit had appeared and emanating from it was a line of blue light, hair-thin and rippling in one direction.

‘Follow your path, Sha-Kaan,’ Denser said, his voice hushed. ‘It will take you all the way home.’

Hirad felt the Great Kaan move and that head nudge him gently, almost knocking him from his feet. He twisted his neck and looked one more time into the deep blue pupil.

‘Don’t you dare die,’ said Hirad. ‘Not now.’

‘Thank you,’ said Sha-Kaan, the simple words burning into Hirad like the gratitude of thousands.

The Great Kaan shifted out of Balaia.

Behind Hirad, the gates of Julatsa were sundered.
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Izack moved his cavalry forward but he was not going to enter the city from anywhere but the south this morning. He had half of his shield mages in the air, spotting ahead, one having reported back on the attack by Sha-Kaan. For a few glorious moments it had seemed that the dragon had singlehandedly broken the enemy but the mages from the rear of the college had gathered, having driven him away, and now they assaulted the gates once more.

He led his men in at a gentle canter, watching for the signs in the sky. Darrick had instilled in him the importance of not making a hasty move and he had been proved right already today. His spotters had been chased by familiars and harried by Xeteskians but they had seen enough to stop him sacrificing himself in front of the walls at dawn. Nor had the TaiGethen been drawn to attack, but now the situation would change.

Izack waited his moment. They were very much alone. No support was coming. The Xeteskians had destroyed the relief force completely and all that was left was Blackthorne and he had gone his own way. High up the three spotters circled, diving and climbing to avoid the menacing familiars. The demons were the only immediate threat now that every available Xeteskian mage was presumably at the college gates.

While Izack watched, the flight pattern changed. The slow circling and diving switched to the figure of eight, each mage describing his own. Simultaneously, new smoke rose above the city. The spotters, their job done, dropped into the college to provide support.

‘Lystern, let’s move!’ shouted Izack. He snapped his reins and the cavalry accelerated. He had two miles to travel and the gates of Julatsa were down. The next stage of the fight relied on The Raven.

The heavy gates had rocked back against their hinges and the left-hand had sagged and fallen. Splinters filled the air and with a roar, the Xeteskian soldiers stormed in through the breach to be met head-on by Al-Arynaar warriors, Julatsan guardsmen and, at their centre, The Raven.

Hirad had run the moment Sha-Kaan had vanished into inter-dimensional space, dragging his sword from its scabbard and howling some barbarian cry that Denser never had understood. For himself, he took just a moment to collect himself, readying a HardShield and sprinting in Hirad’s wake to the back of the defensive line.

Up on the walls, Al-Arynaar archers were firing the last of their arrows into the backs of the attackers who, temporarily unshielded, were taking significant losses. But while he watched, FlameOrbs exploded in three places in the parapet. Elves were catapulted screaming into the air amongst clouds of stone chips, wood slivers and dust, to fall burning to the ground behind the defensive lines.

On the ground, the Xeteskians had run into solid defence as they knew they must but were still moving forward, trying to clear a path for a cavalry charge. Denser could see Chandyr lining up his horsemen. Crossbow bolts traced out over the forward line to strike at the line of elven archers responding in kind and he had to take his life in his hands, running across the space to where he could cast and direct.

‘Shield up,’ he said.

Hirad nodded but didn’t take his eyes from the enemy in front.

‘Pushing Raven!’ he roared.

Hirad’s blade, quick as ever, licked into the face of an enemy, reversed and chopped down through his chest guard, dragged out and turned away another blow. Next to him, The Unknown was deep in the heart of the enemy line, the dagger in his left hand blurring as he struck out, the long sword in his right carving gracefully, blocking, twisting and thrusting.

His power was immense, every blow from either weapon knocking opponents back, giving him all the time he needed for the killing thrust. One man died with the dagger clean into his eye when he had thought a heartbeat earlier he had scored a hit on the big man. Another took a cleaving blow into his side which opened up his gut and he fell, spilling entrails over the blood-slick ground.

To The Unknown’s left, Darrick and Thraun fought in a partnership that was beginning to work very well indeed. Darrick, the consummate swordsman, played defender while Thraun, raw power in every blow, thrashed his blade two-handed into enemy faces.

But it was the flanks that worried Denser. He could see the Xeteskians pressing there. For all their speed, the elves were very lightly armoured and their short blades didn’t have the reach. Too often, they were being dragged a pace forwards, too often the result was a cut, a body blow or a killing thrust.

‘Flanks weakening,’ warned Denser. ‘Cavalry waiting.’

‘Archers!’ shouted Darrick, pushing away a man. The Unknown clubbed him down with a huge blow to the top of the skull. ‘Flank support! Fire at will.’

Rebraal stood in the left flank, sporting a cut to his face and holding his left arm gingerly, his sleeve soaked red. He called out in elven and Denser heard the bows stretched behind him. Another shout and every elf to the left of Thraun dropped to his haunches and turned a backward roll, arrows flying over them into the enemy beyond. They stood back up to run in but a volley of crossbow bolts from behind cut hard into them, felling four at least.

‘We need more shields!’ called Darrick. ‘Someone get me a Julatsan from the pit.’

But there was no one free to do it and, Denser suspected, not a single mage able to detach by now. The enemy pressed on both flanks while making no progress against the centre. He heard a shout from behind and the thundering of hooves. At the rear of the Xeteskians, the press of hundreds parted and the cavalry, two abreast galloped in.

With no respect for the few of his own caught beneath hooves, Chandyr drove his horses through the weakened left, scattering Al-Arynaar and knocking Thraun from his feet.

‘Break!’ shouted The Unknown. ‘Reform at the pit. Go, go!’

Denser dropped concentration, turned and ran. The Raven were all in a group, Al-Arynaar behind them keeping the cavalry from forming a charge. Spells detonated behind them, arrows filled the air and the sounds of hoof beats rang loud in the courtyard.

Racing for the path to the Heart pit which ran between the library and the long room Sha-Kaan had fetched up against, Denser dragged in concentration for a new casting. No time for defence now. He had to disrupt the charge.

‘Turning, Denser!’ warned Hirad.

Denser stopped and turned. A dozen cavalrymen were charging them. Behind them, the gateyard was chaos. Al-Arynaar fought in packs, Xeteskian soldiers and mages formed up into a cohesive line again, and more of Chandyr’s cavalry piled through the shattered gates. In front of him, The Unknown tapped his blade. This time, though, Denser was faster. He brought his arms together across his chest, his fists clenched, held at his shoulders. He focused on the centre of the charge now ten yards distant and widened his mana vison. His voice was calm and certain.

‘HellFire.’

Multiple columns of superheated blue mana fire scorched down from the clear sky, seeking the souls of the cavalry. The centre of the charge was deluged in an instant, the lead man disintegrating under the force of the spell, his horse driven into the ground, legs ripped to either side. On either flank, the columns gorged on flesh, their targets screaming briefly before dying. Fire splattered everywhere, riders veered away and circled, the burning horses plodding painfully to a halt, collapsing in agony. A wave of heat washed over The Raven and to a man, they staggered backwards.

‘Too close,’ breathed Denser, feeling the exertion of the powerful spell drag at his reserves.

‘Good work,’ said The Unknown, his sword still tapping its rhythm.

Al-Arynaar were running in their direction, aiming to strengthen their line. Out in the gateyard, the Xeteskians were slowly winning, their superior numbers telling. But The Raven couldn’t break. Here they had to make a stand. Behind them, the last chance for Julatsa was being played out.

But to Denser’s ear came the unmistakable manic laughter of familiars and following that, the calls of the ClawBound.

 


Erienne had seen the mages fly in and heard them call out their college allegiance as they came. A quick dip into the mana spectrum had revealed the truth and she had bade Pheone carry on the preparations. Mercifully, Sha-Kaan’s untimely crash into the grounds of the college had injured several but killed none and the wounded had all come out to cast.

‘You can hold off the shadow, Erienne?’

‘We’ll soon find out, won’t we?’ she said. ‘One way or another, this is it. Get casting.’ She had turned to the first Lysternan mage. ‘Guard us,’ she ordered. ‘Never mind what’s going on out there, The Raven will handle it. Familiars are my biggest concern. We can’t afford to have any distractions, and you can’t afford to show them any fear. They can be downed with magic. Believe in yourselves.’

‘I understand.’

‘Now leave me be.’

Erienne immersed herself in the elemental spectrum and saw its colours. She could see the deep blue of Xeteskian magic mixed with the dull yellow that signified Julatsa and, surrounding both, the multiple hues of brown and dark, dark green that made up the base of the elemental flow. The power churned from the stone of buildings, from the earth at her feet, and from every living creature. She could pick out every mage standing around the Heart and, further afield, every man and mage who fought at the gates.

She narrowed her focus and found the Heart. So much darker than yesterday before the failure. The tendrils of shadow had thickened to corded strands and were twining about each other, adding to the solid grey already covering the core structure. And there, right at its base, she found the pulsing fracture that flared up whenever Julatsan magic was cast. That was where she would fight her own personal battle while the Julatsan adepts fought theirs against the shadow.

She waited, watching again the construction of the splint and its connections, saw the poles form and attach, saw them puncture the shadow to grab at the Heart itself. She felt a moment’s pure panic. They all had no choice but to trust her completely. Should she fail, and should the darkness take the Heart once more, there would be no coming back. Julatsan magic would have been destroyed.

Around her, the mages took the strain and the Heart began to lift. She ignored its delicate progress and instead edged the stopper from the well of One power and began to try and meld it to a form she could use to suppress the darkness. Almost immediately, she saw it begin, the trickle of black into the base of the Heart.

Erienne reached out with her mind to touch it, felt its intense cold, like the power of the dead earth flow through her. She jolted and drew back. It grew and grew, spreading up. She had no choice. Letting her mind free, she dragged in the live flows of all the elements around her and plunged into the dark, screaming as the cold force channelled through her.

 


Auum led the TaiGethen to the fight one more time. ClawBound moved ahead. The gates were crowded with men trying to get in. He could hear the desperate fight inside the college and knew there was no way he could wait.

‘Right-hand side,’ he said. ‘Single point of attack.’

The Tais cruised in, jaqrui and arrows punching into the men just to the right of the shattered gateposts. The survivors reacted, turning and backing off as the elves tore at them, no man wanting to face them alone.

Auum hurled his last jaqrui into the neck of an enemy, grabbed his second short sword from its scabbard and let his mind stand above his body. A blade was thrown towards him, flicking end over end; he swayed left and it passed him. From the right a spell was cast, flaming blue in his peripheral vision. He hit the ground and rolled, coming up to his feet in one movement, momentum maintained.

He was on them in the next stride, a ClawBound pair savaging into the men to his left, Duele and Evunn his shadows. He held both swords horizontal, one slightly above the other. The upper he backhanded into the face of his first target, the second stabbing low, foot coming through in the next beat to kick the man away.

Swords were thrust at him, he ducked one, blocked a second away and killed the third man before he could finish his strike. He moved on, sensing the panic among the men, who outnumbered the elves by twenty to one. Tual guided him, let him free. He reversed one blade in his hand, battered the hilt into the jaw of his enemy and stabbed through his shoulder blade on the downstroke. He dropped to the ground to sweep the legs from the man to his right, slicing his hamstrings as he rolled to escape.

A panther leaped clear over his head, driving back the attackers. One more man and they had the space they needed. Duele, cut on the cheek, took him down with a straight-fingered blow to the windpipe and the TaiGethen made the gateyard.

‘Mages only!’ Auum called.

He sprinted in, seeing the confusion of the mêlèe around him. Al-Arynaar were backed into small groups, fighting hand-to-hand while enemy cavalrymen charged repeatedly at a larger force of elves led by Rebraal, his face a mask of blood, his eyes undimmed.

Auum nodded at him. Rebraal nodded back and pointed towards the Heart pit. At the same moment, the ground began to shudder and a rending sound of stone on stone vibrated through the college. Immediately, a group of mages broke from cover under the parapet and ran towards the path to the pit. Standing in their way were The Raven.

‘With me!’ called Auum.

He turned and set off across the gateyard, cavalry wheeling to block his path. They squared up but he was in no mood to fight them. Three paces from them, he leaped high, turning a somersault in the air and carving down with a blade as he passed, taking the cavalryman through the top of the skull. He landed, steadied himself and ran on, blowing out his cheeks as he considered what he had just done without thinking. Behind him, Evunn and Duele had rolled beneath the horses as he might have done himself and were again at his shoulders. Soldiers were closing in on either side. Ahead the mages were pausing to cast and The Raven were running at them.

Auum didn’t think they’d make it in time.

 


‘Denser, go!’ shouted Hirad. ‘See to Erienne.’

They had all heard the chittering and her scream of pure pain but they couldn’t turn. Ahead of them, TaiGethen and ClawBound had broken into the compound and were heading their way fast. But the sheer weight of the enemy was taking its toll. He saw one of the painted warriors go down with a crossbow bolt in his back, a panther taken in mid-leap by a focused Orb. And the Al-Arynaar were being rounded up and slowly cut to pieces.

Behind The Raven, the ground shuddered violently as the Heart began its tortuous progress upwards. Hirad glanced across at The Unknown.

‘Pray they do this,’ he said.

‘They’ll do it if we can hold back Xetesk,’ said The Unknown.

Mages and soldiers were running at them. Far too many for them to take on. But from behind he saw Auum and the remaining TaiGethen literally leap over cavalrymen and run to their aid.

‘Now’s the time,’ said The Unknown. He tapped his blade once on the ground. ‘Raven with me!’

The Raven and the few Al-Arynaar with them broke and ran, hoping to meet the TaiGethen in the middle. Ahead, the mages had stopped and were casting. There were eight of them, enough to wipe out The Raven in one go.

‘Trouble, our right,’ said Hirad. He could feel that the wound in his chest had opened again, blood was coursing down his body, soaking into his shirt.

‘I see it,’ said The Unknown. He had dropped his dagger and was hefting his long sword in two hands. Already limping, that style of fighting would add to the pain but for him, as for them all, it was everything or nothing.

Auum was powering towards the stationary mages, Duele and Evunn with him, bows unslung and loaded. The cavalry had turned and were chasing them, eating up the ground quickly. Hirad changed the point of the attack.

‘Let’s give them some help!’

Nearby, Thraun growled his approval and The Raven closed in, the Al-Arynaar turning to meet the foot soldiers head-on. Hirad felt the time slipping away. The mages would finish casting and the spell, whatever it was, would wash over them. But he couldn’t let it affect him. Only thirty yards from the cavalry, he had to be picking his target.

Everything seemed to happen at once. Duele and Evunn loosed arrows, both shafts finding their targets, punching mages from their feet and disrupting the casting for a few heartbeats. In front of Hirad, his target disappeared under the paws of a panther, her partner leaping to snatch another from his saddle. The ground shuddered again, right under his feet and he fell, sprawling to the earth, The Raven all pitching down around him and rolling.

Hirad stood up, a little disoriented, and saw dust and smoke disgorging from the pit. Spells were firing into the air around it. It was Denser, with some Lysternan cavalry mage help, taking on familiars. He heard the shout of warning a little too late and spun, sword up reflexively, the hoof catching him in the midriff and sending him flying backwards to connect hard with the courtyard stone. He fought to sit up but his vision clouded and, with so many closing in, he slipped back, clutching for his sword.

 


Erienne experienced a unique sensation of pain. She fought hard to gather her concentration, channelling the One force around her body, barely keeping it in check and using her mind to direct it at the blackness that inched inexorably up the Heart. It was blackness that represented a manaless void. Worse, it was the antithesis of mana, an element that none of her learning had told her could exist. Should it cover the Heart, Julatsan magic would be gone forever. She was slowing it, she knew she was, but the effort was draining her so very quickly. She felt the Heart rising and knew she had to cling on.

It was in her mind, taunting her with visions of her daughter running free through meadows and woods. Just let go, it was saying and you can be anything you desire and have anything you desire. You can be the One above all. You can be the only mage. Let me have Julatsa.

It tore at her, the temptation undermining her strength, but she carried on, drawing the cold, bleak dark away from the Heart and into herself where the true One power extinguished it. The toll on her body was tremendous. She was aware her legs were shaking and that she should have collapsed by now but for something holding her upright. She searched briefly for what it was and the charge of knowledge revitalised her.

‘You will not have me,’ she said to the shadow. ‘You will not use my daughter against me.’

She drew more power into her mind and began to force the shadow away.

 


Denser had left the familiars to the Lysternan mages, who kept them away with careful use of DeathHail and focused Orbs. One of the demons already lay charring, deep in the Heart pit. Denser had seen Erienne swaying, her legs beginning to lose their strength and had run to her, catching her before she had fallen.

‘It’s all right, love,’ he said, though he knew she couldn’t hear him. ‘I’ve got you.’

She was dead weight in his arms but what he saw pushed all thoughts of losing grip from his mind.

The shuddering deep within the ground intensified, loose stones on the surface bouncing and skipping, but the mages stood rock solid, each completely in tune with the movement below them. And from the pit came the sounds of stone grinding against stone, and the indefinable feeling that whatever the movement was, it was upwards.

A gout of dust burst from the pit, sparks following it. The ground heaved once more and Denser heard a rumbling, deep and powerful. The edges of the pit fell inwards, cracks forked out across the cobblestones, rippling beneath them, fracturing them, spitting some into the air. And, finally, came the Heart itself. Its casing was a column a hundred feet wide and wreathed in dark smoke. Carvings adorned its outside and they seemed to come to life as the sun touched them.

Denser stared in simple awe as the stone emerged from its grave, shedding dust as it rose, inch by slow inch.

‘Come on, come on,’ he breathed. ‘You can do this.’

He saw the ancient Julatsan runes standing proud on its surface, the intricate friezes of the building of the college, the wars that led to balance and the rise of Julatsan magic. Ilkar had spoken of them many a time. Normally encased in the outer skin of the Tower, they were never seen by mages from other colleges but Denser was privileged.

It climbed, Denser watching it go to a height of twenty feet, the rasping as it came almost musical. And then it paused. Time stood still for a moment and Erienne slumped in his arms, a low moan escaping her lips.

‘Come on, love,’ he whispered. ‘Come on.’

She shifted in his arms, opened her eyes. She saw the Heart and smiled.

‘Pheone,’ she muttered. ‘Keep the faith.’

The Heart edged upwards again. Denser could feel the effort and glanced around at the casting mages. Every one of them wore their effort in their expressions. Arms quivered, teeth ground and tears squeezed from tightly closed eyes.

They would do it. Unmolested they would succeed. Determination radiated like a physical force. But only a few hundred feet away, the Xeteskians were pressing like never before. And Denser wasn’t sure the Julatsans and elves would be given the time they deserved.




Chapter 44

 


 


 


 


Thraun knew he had to save Hirad. He growled loud to attract The Raven who were already running in the direction of the prone barbarian but he was the closest. There were four enemies nearby, each wanting to make the killing blow and earn the right to say that they had killed the legendary Raven man.

He could not let that happen.

So Thraun ran faster than he had ever done before. He felt the smells of the forest in his nostrils, the closeness of the pack and the warm scent of his prey ahead. The sounds of the battle around him dimmed but he heard someone call his name. Or he thought it was his name.

He wanted to heft his sword, to throw it at them all but there was nothing in his hands. He ignored the thought, snarled, snapped his jaws and leapt.

The prey screamed beneath him but he would show no mercy. He dashed a claw through its back and plunged his teeth into its neck, the hot blood pouring into his mouth. Leaving the prey to die he turned on the other three, seeing them back away. With one bound, he was on the next, paws thumping into his chest and knocking him flat. A single claw tore out his throat and he moved again, fangs locking into the calf of the third. And while he yelled for help, the last fell dead beside him, a wound dividing its stomach, another across its face. The one he held fell too, cries stilled.

Thraun let the leg go and swung around. Two stood over him. Not prey. He backed away to the one he had to save, hunched to pounce should any threaten him.

He howled.

Izack drove his cavalry on at a gallop through the streets of Julatsa for what he prayed would be the last time. The cavalry met no resistance. Chandyr had committed all his men to the battle at the gates now they were down, and his perimeter guard had deserted their posts to join in.

Izack gave his horse its head and yelled a battle cry to clear his mind. Forty men were at his back, swordsmen and mages. He could see those still outside the college unable to get in, the spray of bodies that spoke of an attack by the TaiGethen, and he could see the clouds of smoke rising above the walls and the shattered gates.

The Xeteskians barely saw them until they were attacked. Izack drove in hard, slicing down right-handed, taking the ear off one man, his blade going on to shear through shoulder, ribs and vital organs. He raised his sword again and lashed out, deeply denting the helmet of another, stunning him senseless. A blade came at him but it was blocked by another of his men. More and more pushed into the left-hand side and inexorably, the Xeteskians began to fall back.

But as they did, they fought hard. He saw three of his men taken down by a group of soldiers working together out on the left periphery. Crossbows and arrows sliced through the air, one whistling by his ear to bury itself in the shoulder of a cavalryman behind him.

‘About wheel!’ he ordered. ‘Reform! Mages, give me shields.’

He dragged the reins about, all the time chopping down at his enemies and kicking with his stirruped feet. A blade dragged across his right leg and he saw below him a man who surely should be dead, half his lower jaw missing, still trying to fight. He acknowledged the bravery and ran him through the heart.

He kicked his horse to leap out of the press, his men following him. He galloped away to the edge of the square, turned, gathered and charged again.

 


The appearance of the shapechanger had caused confusion and panic in Thraun’s immediate circle. Xeteskians, Julatsans and elves alike had scattered. His howls had chilled the fraught air of the battle and led to a critical uncertainty that The Unknown was not going to allow to pass him by. Thraun himself was pacing up and down before the prone form of Hirad, daring any to try and take the barbarian’s life. There were no takers.

‘Leave him,’ ordered The Unknown, catching Darrick’s arm. ‘You can trust him. This way.’

Xeteskian soldiers were trying to force their way through to the Heart pit. Cavalry were behind, being tackled by a group of Al-Arynaar. Rebraal was still there, he could see, still fighting hard. He should have gone to the elf’s aid but there were more pressing concerns. Auum was in the thick of the battle for control of the passage to the helpless mages behind and being slowly pushed back. Only four TaiGethen stood with him.

The Unknown flung himself into the attack, trying not to think that Hirad wasn’t by his side. He dared not even contemplate what Thraun had done to himself by assuming his wolven form after so long. The Raven were all over the place in the college and he didn’t like it. Best he got them back together again.

He tapped his sword once and thrashed it into the back of the nearest Xeteskian, alerting the rest to their peril. There were a good thirty of them, trying to organise themselves and in the confusion, Darrick chopped through the back of another’s legs and pushed him hard into his comrades. The Unknown struck again too, his blow biting deep into the skull of the soldier, the momentum of the swing dragging the man from his feet and flicking him across the line to collapse into the arms of one of his comrades.

The two Raven men backed off a pace, the Xeteskians forming up. The Unknown gasped a breath, his hip a furnace of pain. They could see Auum and the TaiGethen, blurs in the late morning, blades whispering through the air, feet and hands employed as lethal weapons. The Xeteskians had no choice but to drive on, those in front of the elves reluctant, knowing only luck would keep them alive. And luck played no part in anything the TaiGethen did.

‘Keep close, Darrick,’ said The Unknown. ‘Angle away, keep an eye on the flanks. Don’t be pretty. Hit them hard.’

‘Got it,’ said the general.

Three enemy moved in, head-on, others moved to flanking positions. The Unknown tried to keep his eyes on them all. Darrick had switched to a two-handed grip, sacrificing finesse for bludgeoning power. He swung in an upward curve right to left, battering the defence of his first man away, bringing the blade back across his face and connecting with his enemy’s skull, splitting it like a coconut and careering the body across the short line.

Seeing his chance, The Unknown struck forward smartly, taking an opponent in the stomach. He dragged the blade back quickly and cut across the thighs of another, not quite balanced. Three were down quickly but more came to fill the space. The Unknown found himself fending off blows from two sides, angling his blade up and down, the defence quickly becoming more desperate.

Darrick too was getting hemmed in, forced to jab and cut, the full swing leaving him open to counterthrust. The Unknown changed his tactics. Feinting to catch the next blow as more closed in, he thrust low instead, ducking and shoving forwards hard with his hands, driving a space. Taking the enemy by surprise, he swept his blade up, striking one Xeteskian in the groin and backed away fast, feeling a sword whistle across his head.

He straightened too quickly, his hip screaming pain and threatening his balance, and savaged a blow left to right. He roared to clear his head. It was a sound taken up by animal throats as first a panther and then Thraun stormed into the attack. The Unknown, slightly taken aback, half turned away from a man racing in to strike and couldn’t find his position fast enough. The blade was swinging towards his head but it didn’t arrive. Hirad’s sword cracked it away and his return strike severed the man’s head.

‘Raven with me!’ yelled Hirad.

The Unknown couldn’t believe it. He saw the barbarian half running, half stumbling towards the Heart pit, his head covered in blood, his sword held defiantly before him. Thraun was pacing beside him and no enemy chanced getting too close. The Unknown sized up the problem. He and Darrick held the immediate Xeteskian attack on one side and the TaiGethen were whittling them away on the other.

Beyond him, he could see the Heart grinding into the light of the day, smoke pouring from its sides, its runes glittering in the sunlight. But the reason for Hirad’s urgency was clear. Seeing the tide of the battle beginning to turn, Xeteskian mages had taken to ShadowWings and were bypassing the block to land in amongst the casting Julatsan and elven mages. Denser and Erienne were in there and they were defenceless.

‘Damn it,’ he breathed. ‘Darrick, let’s go!’

He thundered his sword through the guard of the nearest soldier and set off around the attacking group, following Hirad towards the Heart pit. Between them and their friends were enough Xeteskians to delay them too long.

 


Hirad could barely focus. He felt pain in his head, his chest and his legs and his sword was so heavy in his hands. Every pace he was blinking away blood but still he ran forward. Beside him Thraun, who knew what had to be done, leaped at the back of one of the Xeteskians blocking his way to the Heart pit. The man screamed and those by him moved reflexively aside, unwilling to be the next victim of the wolf.

In front of him, Auum with only one sword in hand now, whipped that blade into the face of his opponent and slammed the heel of his palm into his nose, snapping him off his feet.

‘Auum!’ yelled Hirad. ‘Got to break through.’

He shoved an enemy aside, shouldered into a second and lashed out at a third. Auum had heard him and at a command, the TaiGethen concentrated their attack on Hirad’s flank. The enemy folded in front of them. The barbarian roared, struck his blade into the neck of the last man in his way and ran into the courtyard beyond, praying he was in time.

Barely keeping his balance, Hirad headed forward, wiping blood from his face. Thraun bounded past him and disappeared among the casting mages. Everything was confusion. In the centre, the Heart speared upwards. Seventy feet and more of it was above ground now and still it came. Surrounding it, the mages who breathed life back into Julatsa held their arms aloft, pouring themselves into their own salvation. And they were heedless of the enemy in their midst, landed now and taking them down one by one.

Outnumbered, the Lysternan cavalry mages were under intense pressure and dying quickly. Hirad stumbled towards Denser, who still held Erienne, and was looking around him at the Xeteskians closing in fast. They weren’t just trying to stop the Heart raise, they wanted to snatch the ultimate prize too.

No way. Following Thraun into the circles of casting mages, Hirad cracked his sword into the skull of a Xeteskian mage. Three more were heading for Denser. Others killed Julatsans. The Heart shuddered and faltered.

‘No!’ he screamed ‘No! Don’t give it up. Push, you bastards, push!’

He didn’t care if they heard him but the Heart was moving again anyway. He tried to run faster, tripped and sprawled. The pain was extraordinary. His chest wound split wide, his head bouncing off the cobbles. His vision dimmed.

‘Not yet,’ he breathed. ‘Not yet.’

Somehow, he dragged himself back to his feet. He heard footsteps near him. The Unknown and Darrick came past him, the latter sprinting, the former limping heavily. Both took down Xeteskian mages, leaving his path clear once more. He shambled on. Ahead, Denser had drawn a short blade but could not let Erienne go. She was limp in his free arm.

They were closing on him. Hirad dragged a breath across his chest and pushed himself to a run. The first Xeteskian to threaten Denser felt Thraun’s claws through his back. The second took just one more pace before he stepped into Hirad’s range. One final time, the barbarian overarmed his sword. It bit into the man’s back and sliced out beneath his ribs.

‘Denser, there’s another,’ he said.

But if the Xeteskian attacked, Hirad didn’t see him. He sagged to his knees completely exhausted.

 


The Unknown carved his sword through the waist of a Xeteskian mage and looked down on Denser. He didn’t want to move another step. His hip was agony and breath was hard to come by.

‘You all right?’

‘In a manner of speaking.’

In Denser’s arms, Erienne relaxed and sighed a long breath. Simultaneously, the Heart stopped, turned through ninety degrees and was still, the last wisps of black smoke issuing into the bright morning sky.

The Unknown looked around the mages who clearly could not quite believe what they had achieved. Lysternans were moving among them as was Darrick, searching out the final Xeteskian intruders.

Some of the Julatsans had their heads in their hands, some were crying, others just staring in stupefaction. The din of the battle didn’t seem to impinge on them at all.

‘Pheone,’ he said. She didn’t turn round. ‘Pheone.’

‘I . . .’ she gestured at the Heart. ‘Look at what we’ve done.’

‘It is the most stunning achievement for which you will all go down in history,’ said The Unknown as gently as he could. ‘But we have trouble in the gateyard. Have you got anything left to give? People are still dying.’

She smiled at him and nodded vigorously. ‘The Heart is raised. Our focus is clear. Yes, I’d have said we had something left.’

She didn’t have to say anything more. All around, her mages were returning to themselves and their elven helpers sought the focus of the battle and ran to the aid of the Al-Arynaar.

In the passage between the Heart pit and the main gates, Auum and his Tai still fought. The Unknown just couldn’t leave them to it. He patted Hirad on the shoulder, left the barbarian sitting on his haunches, hands on his thighs, and trotted as quickly as he could towards the elves, damaged hip protesting all the way. But at every pace more of the Al-Arynaar mages were coming by him and the spells were already beginning to fly. Focused Orbs took individuals and ForceCones knots of enemy forces. Almost at once, the passageway was clear and Auum’s Tai set off to free Rebraal and the rest of the Al-Arynaar.

‘Got you,’ breathed The Unknown.

Hirad was spent, he knew he was. Behind him, The Raven were in no condition to fight on. Whatever happened now was out of their hands. He leaned on a wall. Thraun’s muzzle nudged at his hand. He looked down.

‘Gods, I hope you know what you’re doing,’ he said. Thraun looked up at him, humanity blazing from his lupine eyes. ‘You come back to us, you hear?’

From the gates there was another roar of noise and Xeteskians fell over themselves as they were forced into the gateyard. A horse neighed loud and Izack leaped a fallen man and galloped in, followed by his cavalry, his sword dripping blood.

The men that had fallen in before the cavalry and had survived, got up and ran. And they were just the first. All over the yard, Xeteskians detached themselves from battle and headed for the gates. Mages cast ShadowWings and took off, clearing the walls and climbing high from danger.

The Unknown watched them run and nodded to himself. Auum roared a rallying cry and the Al-Arynaar and surviving TaiGethen surged once more. Bottled up by the gate, enemy cavalry and elves around him, the Xeteskian commander yelled for order, for a new attack, but all around him, his men were running. They outnumbered their enemies but with Julatsan and Al-Arynaar mages on the parapets and racing along the stones, casting into their midst, they were broken.

Chandyr bellowed his rage. He turned his head and met The Unknown’s gaze. Reluctantly, he nodded, snapped the reins of his horse and rode out of the gates, his men following him. Not satisfied, Izack bellowed his cavalry to order and chased them out, Al-Arynaar elves with him.

The Unknown felt a hand on his shoulder. He looked round to see Hirad leaning against him. Blood slicked his face and dripped from his nose and ears but he still couldn’t keep the smile from his face though his eyes were a little unfocused.

‘What the hell do you think you’re doing?’ asked The Unknown.

‘Watching us win, I think,’ Hirad said.

He wobbled slightly on his feet and The Unknown caught him under the shoulders.

‘Come on, old son, let’s get you seen to.’

The cheers were ringing round the college. Up on the walls, the elven and Julatsan mages were hugging each other and down on the bloodied ground, Al-Arynaar warriors and mages clasped each other’s hands, too tired to do anything else. The Unknown and Hirad were joined in their walk to the infirmary by Auum, who was supporting a bedraggled-looking Rebraal. Duele and Evunn walked beside them, both cut and bleeding. Gods, wasn’t everyone?

‘We did it,’ said Rebraal.

‘Did you ever doubt it?’ asked Hirad.

‘Of course,’ said Rebraal.

Hirad smiled. ‘Got to learn not to, if you’re ever going to be in The Raven.’

Thraun was sitting outside the infirmary and staring in. Hirad unwound himself from The Unknown and knelt by him, ruffling his fur.

‘Thanks, Thraun. Saved me again, eh?’

The wolf stared at him, some comprehension in his eyes. His tongue licked at Hirad’s face.

‘This is some risk you’ve taken. You can come back, can’t you?’ He held the wolf’s cheeks in his hands and looked at him. ‘Listen to me, Thraun. Remember.’

Thraun backed away, yowling in his throat. Then he growled, cocked his head and trotted away.

Hirad stared after him a moment, then let himself be helped inside.

 


Vuldaroq completed his Communion with Heryst and sat back in his chair, feeling the warmth of the sun on his obese body. He felt a surge of excitement though it had been such a mix of a morning. First, one of Izack’s cavalry mages had reported to Heryst that the relief force had been completely wiped out. Only a handful of allied men had been left in the field barring Izack’s and they were under Blackthorne’s questionable control.

The wait for more news had been interminable and when it had come, just as he was going to turn down an early lunch, it had been better than he could possibly have hoped for. Izack, the elves and The Raven had been victorious. The Heart of Julatsa was raised and the Xeteskians were in retreat.

It wasn’t the fact of victory that had so lightened his mood. Indeed, had Julatsa fallen, he wasn’t sure that would have been too bad a thing. But it stood and better, the prize remained inside. More than that, Heryst said that he had nothing left to commit. And Izack was not going to be the man to arrest The Raven, that was abundantly clear.

That left Dordover to do, well, the right thing. Vuldaroq rang the bell by his chair and waited for his servant to appear.

‘The reserve,’ he said. ‘See it is sent to Julatsa with all speed. I will be writing a letter to the acting High Mage, Pheone. We have one of our own that needs to be returned to the bosom of the college.’

Dystran could still not believe what was happening. He stared at the Wesmen army that was organising itself outside his college. Carefully out of spell range, they calmly pitched tents, lit fires and fashioned battering rams and ladders. He shook his head, rested his elbows on the wall, and rubbed his face in his hands.

It wasn’t just the enormous numbers of men that were being assembled, it was the mode of their attack. They hadn’t, as in years gone by, thrown everything they had at their enemies, only to be beaten back by spell and arrow.

Instead, they’d hurled abuse for a while and now this. They were having a party outside his south gates. It couldn’t have become much worse except that his Communion team had just reported the final defeat at Julatsa. His men were routed and fleeing south even now.

‘I suppose I should be thankful for small mercies,’ said Dystran.

‘I beg your pardon, my Lord?’ said Suarav.

‘At least Chandyr is bringing some people back.’

‘We can keep them from the walls, my Lord,’ asserted Suarav.

‘How many fighting men do we have in the city right now, Captain?’

‘Two, maybe three hundred.’

‘And how many mages of any real experience?’

‘Forty or so, my Lord.’

Dystran could see light dawning over his face. It wasn’t a pretty sight. ‘They have three or four thousand out there. They fear magic but it won’t stop them. If they get over these walls or through those gates, and I don’t doubt that they will try very, very hard, they will sweep through this city like a dose of the shits, do you understand? I suggest you go and read up on their normal tactics. It might tell you something.’

‘Yes, my Lord.’

‘Lucky I’ve got another dimensional team in the catacombs, isn’t it? I wonder when the next conjunction is.’

 


The mood of celebration had taken hold though it was tempered by the numbers of dead. Sixty Al-Arynaar warriors had perished, along with twenty mages. Another twenty would not make the trip home to Calaius. Commander Vale had died too, in the gateyard. He’d dived on an elf as a spell had struck and taken the full force himself. The Al-Arynaar would respect him for it forever. Auum, Duele and Evunn had survived, a testament to their extraordinary awareness of each other as much as anything. They were three of just five TaiGethen. And just a single ClawBound pair remained. They mourned their fallen alone.

But there remained a feeling of intense satisfaction around the table in the refectory. Hirad sat with his head and chest bandaged, a goblet of wine in his hand. Surrounding him were The Raven minus a sleeping Erienne, Rebraal who had more bandage than skin showing, Auum and his cell, and Pheone.

‘Ilkar will be watching,’ said Denser.

‘He’d bloody well better be,’ said Hirad. ‘I don’t do this sort of thing for just anyone.’

‘Feel better now it’s done?’ asked The Unknown. ‘Any of that anger left you?’

Hirad chuckled. ‘Some of it,’ he said. ‘I’m glad it was the Xeteskians we walloped to get here, though. They owe us.’

‘They have paid,’ said Thraun abruptly.

‘I’m almost prepared to believe anything you say,’ said Hirad. ‘Do you remember any of how or what you did?’

Thraun looked troubled and shook his head. ‘Not how,’ he said. ‘Seemed . . . right.’

The Unknown raised his eyebrows. ‘Really? I thought that side was closed to you. What made you do it?’

‘No choice,’ Thraun said and looked at Hirad. ‘Sometimes we must all do that which we fear to save those we must. And we must all come to terms with the pain we carry.’

‘What are you looking at me for?’ asked Hirad.

‘They have paid,’ repeated Thraun.

Hirad held up his hands. ‘I’ll see what I can do.’

‘So what’s next for the Al-Arynaar and TaiGethen?’ Darrick’s question turned all their heads.

‘Home,’ said Auum. ‘I hate this place.’

There was not the hint of a smile on his lips but Hirad laughed anyway. ‘To the point as ever. You too, Rebraal?’

‘Yes. There is so much to do, so much to rebuild. Think of the warriors and mages we have lost. We must rebuild our orders or this will happen again.’

‘I doubt it.’

‘We doubted it could ever happen in the first place,’ said Rebraal.

‘Point taken,’ said Hirad. ‘Unknown, fancy a trip south?’

‘Try and stop me, barbarian. I’ve got a wife and son I have to see.’

‘Then we should all go,’ said Denser. ‘Erienne will want to visit Lyanna’s grave on Herendeneth. So do I.’

‘How is Erienne?’ asked The Unknown.

Denser grimaced. ‘You know I have absolutely no idea. Has she won her battle with the One? I doubt it. Does she know what she did today? Yes, I think so. But what effect it will have on her when she wakes, who knows?’ He looked at them sadly. ‘Some parts of her mind are closed to me. To all of us. Like Thraun says, we have to come to terms with the pain we carry. It’s her turn now, I think.’

‘What was it all about, her and the Heart?’ asked Hirad.

Pheone answered for Denser. ‘The Heart was . . . infected, if you like, while it lay in the pit. And though mana, in the form of the raising was the only thing that could stop that infection, it also encouraged the infection to flourish. Erienne held the infection at bay, channelled it into herself to kill it, while we raised the Heart. Julatsa is forever in her debt. And yours, all of you.’

‘No you aren’t. All we’ve done is what Ilkar wanted,’ said Hirad. ‘That’s enough.’ He paused. ‘Right then, unless there are any dissenters, The Raven will travel south. And say nothing, General, everyone here wants your head, after all.’

‘And yours now, no doubt. I will admit it is an enticing prospect, sleeping without the axe hovering.’

Hirad pushed back his chair and stood up. ‘Funny isn’t it. We’ve spent the last, what, six and a bit years saving this ridiculous country from everything that’s been thrown at it and all they want to do is kill us. Perhaps we shouldn’t ever come back.’

‘You would be welcome on Calaius,’ said Rebraal.

‘In a city,’ added Auum and there, at last, were the corners of his mouth turning up. ‘I’m not sure the rainforest is ready for you just yet.’

‘We’ll think about it,’ said Hirad. ‘Right now, I need some air.’

He wandered out of the refectory, feeling exhausted. It should have been night time from the effort he’d exerted today but it could only be mid-afternoon. He walked across to the Heart casing and looked at its carvings. The column, some eighty feet high, stood proud against the night sky. He felt intensely sad that Ilkar hadn’t lived to see his college reborn but he was sure that, in some way, he would know. And Julatsa would remember him always.

‘This is for you, old friend,’ he said. ‘We did it for you. I hope you like it.’

Hirad scratched at his bandages and headed off towards the gateyard, feeling the need to see if there was anything he could do. He didn’t know why but it just felt right. Izack’s cavalry and the remaining city guard patrolled the walls, and Al-Arynaar filled the gap where the gates had been, just in case of another attack. Somehow Hirad doubted it. Izack had chased the Xeteskians clear out of the city and the last patrols back that night had reported them reformed and heading south, back to Xetesk.

Outside, the city would be coming to terms with the legacy it had bestowed upon itself and that would be worth hanging around to see. Somehow, though, he didn’t think the elves would want to stay for the reckoning.

The dull thud in his head eased as if a balm had been spread across his brain. Feelings of warmth and the smells of humid air and cold white stone filled his senses. He could touch the air passing over a wing and feel the touch of a kin after so long apart from so many. And he could hear the distant roars of greeting. A sound he never thought would reach him again.

Hirad smiled and let the sun play over his face.

‘Home at last, old friend,’ he said. ‘Home at last.’
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Chapter 1

‘Again!’ Tessaya swept his arm down. ‘Again!’

The Wesmen charged the walls of Xetesk once more, tribal banners snapping in the breeze, voices mingling to a roar. The ladders drove into position, his warriors stormed up their rough rungs. Below them, archers tried to keep the defenders back from the wall. A difficult task over such a distance.

In the deep night-shadows of Xetesk’s walls, tribesmen pivoted more ladders. Along a four-hundred-yard stretch of wall they arced up. The best of them just rough-cut and bound, the worst little more than shaved trunks of the tallest trees they could find. In earlier attacks, some had not been tall enough. He saw the ladders catching the light of the torches on the battlements before they thudded into place, warriors already swarming up them two abreast.

This time he had his enemy. This time, the Wesmen would break through the defences. He could feel it. In the daylight, many had died. Spells and arrows had ripped into wood and flesh. Burning warriors had tumbled to the ground screaming. Ladders, charred or frozen, had cracked and collapsed in heartbeats.

Yet the tribes had not faltered. Urged on by their lords who could see victory so close they had continued to press. And while hundreds scoured the land for the wood to build more ladders, hundreds more died at the walls doing exactly what had to be done. They exhausted the spell casters.

Tessaya saw the outlines of men running along the battlements to prepare their defence. Below them, holding shields above their heads, came his warriors. It was the fourth attack of the day. The night was just passing its zenith, and the spells no longer deluged them.

In desultory fashion, the odd casting blew away the top of a ladder and the men that scaled it. But that was all. Tessaya had foreseen this moment and had kept back his greatest force. Xetesk no longer had the magical power to stop them. Now it came down to who was the stronger with sword, axe and spear. And that was a battle he knew the Wesmen would win.

He watched for a moment longer. Arrows still peppered the warriors streaming up the ladders. His people still fell in their dozens. He breathed the night air deeply. The smells of ash and fear mingled with the freshness of grass in the breeze. He heard the voices of the Wesmen, their tribal songs echoing from the walls of Xetesk. They were the anthems of strength and victory, swelling in volume with every heartbeat.

He turned to Lord Riasu. The man’s small eyes sparkled in the darkness and his heavy-set features had reddened with excitement.

‘You can feel it too.’

‘I can, Lord Tessaya,’ said Riasu. ‘We are so close.’

‘And what is your desire now?’

Riasu nodded in the direction of the walls. More and more Wesmen were higher and higher up the ladders. Arrows alone were not enough and the spells had all but stopped falling. One deep blue flash to their left served as a reminder of the diminished threat.

‘My men are on those ladders,’ he said. ‘I would join them. Lead them onto the walls.’

Tessaya smiled and slapped Riasu hard on the back. ‘It is a wish I share.’

He looked quickly about him. Six other tribal lords stood with them, their warriors, a thousand and more, ready to charge forwards. Their shouts of encouragement to those already engaged sounded across the open ground. Beyond them, the fires of the camp burned and the Paleon guard stood watch over the Shamen while they prayed for guidance and strength from the Spirits. Prayers that had surely been answered.

The group of lords was close to him. All wanted just one thing but waited for Tessaya’s word. Ten tribes and their lords had been unleashed already. The glory of being the first to make the walls outweighing the risk of death. Three of those lords had joined the Spirits as heroes. Four more would join them shortly. The remaining three were at the walls now.

‘It is time,’ said Tessaya. He unhitched his axe and held it in one hand. ‘My Lords, let us deal the greatest blow.’

He raised his axe high above his head, roared a Paleon war cry and led the charge to the walls. Behind him, the lords invoked their tribal Spirits and came after him, a thousand warriors with them, voices raised to a deafening crescendo.

Tessaya ran. His braided silver-grey hair bounced on his shoulders; his arms and legs pumped hard, the breeze was on his face. He couldn’t remember ever feeling more alive. Not even leading the Wesmen out of the shadow of Understone Pass matched this. Then, they had so much still to accomplish and had failed. Now, their goal was within his grasp.

His forgotten youth surged back into his middle-aged veins. His heart thumped life through his body. His mind was clear, his eyes sharp. The Spirits were with him and within him. Nothing could stop him. He laughed aloud and upped his pace.

The darkness deepened in the lee of Xetesk’s walls. Seventy feet high, with a slight outward slope. Imposing, menacing and never before breached. Here, the noise of the fight intensified. Tessaya could hear the thud of bow strings, the creaking of the wood against its bindings and the calls of the Wesmen above him, silhouetted against the flare of torches.

As they had been ordered, the Wesmen, barring those bracing and those about to climb, did not cluster around the ladder bases. They were scattered across the field, waiting the shout to approach. No dense targets for the mages, no easy masses for the archers.

Tessaya ran past the waiting warriors, his name being taken up and spreading across the field quicker than a scrub fire. And by the time he had run through the waiting warriors and had his path cleared to the base of the ladder, all he could hear was the chanting of his name.

He thumped onto the bottom rung, exhorting those around and above him to push harder. Riasu was right behind him, yelling in a tribal dialect Tessaya could barely understand. Not that he had to. The message was clear enough.

Tessaya climbed fast, feeling the timber give beneath his feet and the ladder shake and bow. But the bindings were firm and would hold. Left and right, Wesmen hurried up their ladders. Energy was pouring into the assault now Tessaya had joined. Those in the fight knew they would not fail.

‘Keep close to the rungs,’ ordered Tessaya. ‘Don’t give them a target.’

A shame not all of his men heeded that advice. Arrows were still streaming by. One thudded home into the exposed neck of a warrior who risked looking up to see how far he had to go. Screaming, he plunged past Tessaya and bounced dead on the ground below.

‘Keep moving!’ he shouted.

There was a man right above him. Tessaya unashamedly used him as a shield. He noted how far he had climbed by the closeness of the wall behind the ladder. Not far now.

Another spell flashed across the night sky. To his left, ice howled into flesh and wood, expanding into cracks and splitting bindings and rungs. The ladder shattered, spilling survivors onto the long drop to death. Tessaya cursed. But the roar was intensifying above him and he heard the first glorious sounds of metal on metal, his warriors finally face to face with the Xeteskian defenders. A smile cracked across his face.

‘Still with me, Riasu?’ he called.

‘I am, my Lord,’ came the slightly breathless reply. ‘I can smell their fear.’

‘Then let’s not delay you seeing it in their eyes,’ said Tessaya. ‘Push!’

Now Tessaya looked up. He was only ten or so feet from the battlements. The arrows had stopped now. His men were climbing faster and he along with them, desperate to reach the walls before the small bridgehead was closed. One body fell to his right. Sparks flew as weapons collided and the songs of the Wesmen grew still louder, instilling in them all the desire to fight harder. For the tribes, for themselves, and for all those who had died to bring them to this place.

Those above him were still moving too slowly for his liking. Holding his axe outside the right-hand edge of the ladder, he shifted as far as he dared to that side and began to shout warriors from his path.

‘Left, go left. Let me through. Go, go!’

He could sense Riasu right in his tracks. Using his left hand to steady himself, Tessaya surged up the rungs, using the ladder’s angle against the wall to give him momentum. The breach was still holding. His men were breasting the walls scant feet from him. He could smell the stone, cold and ancient.

The sounds of the fighting came slightly muted to him. The individual battles. Grunts of exertion, cries of pain and shock. The thud and clash of weapon on leather and chain. The squeal of blades thrust together. The drop of bodies on stone and the scrabbling of feet desperate for purchase and balance.

Right at the head of the ladder, the reason for the slow progress above became clear. One warrior clung fast to the top rung. He had been sick over his hands and his weapon was still sheathed. Tessaya paused by him, swallowing his disgust at the cowardice when he saw the warrior’s age.

‘Stand with me, boy,’ he said. ‘Live or die you will know glory.’

The boy gave him a terrified look but nodded minutely.

‘Good lad.’

Tessaya grabbed his collar and hauled him up the final step. In the next pace, they were on the walls and surrounding them was bedlam. Even Tessaya found the surge in volume of noise and the closeness of the action hard to take in. His charge wobbled at the knees. Urine poured down the boy’s leggings and he vomited again. But in the midst of it all, he drew his blade, a short stabbing sword.

In the light cast by torches and braziers, the small breach was under concerted attack. Three other breaches could be seen left and right. Xeteskians were running in from the right and were packed left but coming under pressure from Wesmen on both sides. The parapet was no more than five feet wide, was unfenced and had never been built to defend in this fashion. Tessaya saw the game at once.

‘Push out!’ he yelled and jumped from the wall onto the bodies of the dead and into the backs of the living, shoving hard.

The Wesmen in Tessaya’s way were forced off balance, able only to try and brace themselves against their enemies. In front of them, the reflex backward pace was fatal. With nowhere to go, the three Xeteskians nearest the edge stepped out into nowhere, grabbed at those nearest and at least half a dozen fell into the city far below. One of his warriors went with them. Two others saved themselves.

‘Keep the breach open,’ he ordered. ‘Fight, my tribes, fight. Hold right, push left. Let’s isolate those bastards. Someone get these bodies over the edges.’

They obeyed. Tessaya was with them and they would do anything he asked of them. He looked back to see where the boy was and saw him fighting and killing; terror replaced by the desire to live. He would not.

Riasu breasted the battlement and howled a battle cry, circling his axe above his head.

‘Riasu, pass the message back down the ladders. I want clear wall between the two nearest gatehouses. Do it!’

Without waiting, Tessaya plunged into the fight. His axe carved down between two of his warriors, splitting the skull of an enemy. Blood fountained into the torchlit night. The first Xeteskian blood he had spilt in years. He drew back his axe to move into the space his warriors left him.

Before he focused on his next victim, he stared out over the city of Xetesk. The towers of the college stood stark against the sky, light blazing from every window and wall.

‘I am coming,’ he growled. ‘I will cast you down.’

 


‘Get back to the walls!’ ordered Dystran, Lord of the Mount of Xetesk. ‘Wesmen are standing on them. I look at my senior commander and do I really have to wonder why?’

Dystran had intercepted Commander Chandyr in the dome of the college tower complex having seen his most decorated soldier thundering through the streets on his horse. The otherwise empty dome echoed to raised voices. Chandyr’s battle-scarred face was pale and angry. Dystran knew exactly how he felt.

‘No, my Lord,’ said Chandyr. ‘You have withdrawn too many mages to the college. Give them back.’

‘I will not exhaust every mage I have.’

‘Then do not expect me to hold the walls much longer.’

‘Ever the poor soldier blames lack of resource and support.’

Chandyr’s eyes narrowed. ‘Three thousand men against a few hundred, and many of those only just returned exhausted by forced march from Julatsa. What would you have me do, Lord Dystran?’

‘I would have you do your job.’

‘I am doing it,’ said Chandyr quietly. ‘I am before you trying to prevent a massacre.’

‘Then how is it Wesmen have scaled my walls?’

Chandyr snapped. Dystran saw the shadow cross his eyes and felt the sharp prod of the commander’s gauntleted finger in his ribs.

‘Xetesk’s walls, not yours,’ he said, menace in his tone. ‘And they are there because the defence to keep them away was taken from me by you at dusk. You have a responsibility to this city which you are shirking. What use is the college if the city is burning around it, eh?’

Dystran did not speak for a moment, allowing Chandyr to lower his hand.

‘The college is the city,’ he said. ‘And as ruler of the college, all the walls are mine. I shirk nothing, Chandyr. Indeed I should be applauded for taking mages from the slaughter over which you are presiding. They at least will be able to strike back.’

‘Another of your indiscriminate dimensional spells, Dystran?’ Chandyr scoffed. ‘You will kill more innocents than enemies.’

‘I will stop the Wesmen,’ said Dystran, feeling his patience expire. ‘And you, Commander Chandyr, will remember to whom you are speaking and, if you take my advice, will choose your next words very, very carefully.’

A half-smile flickered across Chandyr’s mouth. It didn’t touch his eyes. He nodded and took a pace forwards, coming so close Dystran could barely focus on him.

‘Never accuse me of being a poor soldier again.’

‘Men are judged by their actions,’ replied Dystran mildly, though his heart was beating faster.

‘You only get one warning,’ said Chandyr.

The commander spun on his heel and strode from the dome, shouting for his horse. Dystran watched him go, letting his anger build. He had no wish to suppress it and enjoyed the heat it generated in his mind and body.

Chandyr did not understand, he reflected, hurrying out of the dome towards the base of his tower. His guards saluted him on his approach. Something else Chandyr had failed to do. A typical soldier. Blind to the bigger picture. Fit only to accomplish the task set before him and sometimes not even that.

‘I want Sharyr in my reception chamber right now,’ he ordered. ‘He’ll be in my hub rooms.’

‘Yes, my Lord,’ said both men.

Dystran began to climb his stairs. He replayed Chandyr’s words, the tiny claws of doubt scratching at his self-confidence. That they had underestimated the Wesmen was not in question. This had been no disordered attack. There were brains and tactics behind it along with brimming determination and a willingness for self-sacrifice that had been breathtaking. Tessaya was out there somewhere.

What taxed Dystran most was not that the Wesmen lord had managed to marshal his warriors into very effective decoy and draw units. The issue here was that he plainly knew Xetesk was poorly defended by mage and soldier and had deliberately kept up his attack waves to force stamina exhaustion. Where had he got his intelligence?

Tessaya’s aim had been obvious earlier in the day. It was why Dystran had withdrawn a core of mages to join the dimensional team and prepare for the next casting window. A window that had better be open.

Chandyr had been unable to hold the Wesmen back, though. He was surprised and disappointed by that. Xeteskian soldiers and archers should have been able to deal with a few ladders. How was it then that Wesmen had done that which no one should have been able to do?

Perhaps he should have probed further.

By the time he reached his reception chamber on the third landing, he could hear running footsteps behind him. He threw open the balcony shutters of the dimly lit room to reveal an uncomfortable picture of the threat to his city. He augmented his sight with a quick casting to sharpen the fine detail.

Lights blazed in a wide ring around an area over two hundred yards in length. It was bustling with Wesmen but not thronged. They were attacking left and right towards the nearest turrets and had built a shield wall, fresh-cut wood for the most part, towards the city. Archers were having some success but it was not affecting the advance along the battlements.

Chandyr had defended the turrets heavily. The Wesmen were suffering significant casualties but without a solitary spell to force them back to their ladders their weight of numbers would ultimately tell. How soon was hard to say. Before dawn in all probability.

‘Dammit,’ he breathed. ‘Where did I go wrong?’

‘My Lord?’ queried a voice behind him.

‘Sharyr,’ said Dystran, not turning to face his new head of dimensional magics. Barely more than a student but the best he had left. ‘Come here. Tell me what you see.’

He heard a nervous shuffle then slightly laboured breathing mixing with snatches of noise from the walls. Dystran looked across to Sharyr and watched the balding young man scanning the night, anxious to pick up whatever he was supposed to see. He shifted uncomfortably and gave a half shrug.

‘Wesmen on the walls?’ he ventured, voice tremulous.

‘Excellent,’ said Dystran. ‘Does that scare you?’

‘Yes, my Lord,’ said Sharyr. ‘I have family in the city.’

‘Then they are fortunate because you will personally be keeping them safe, won’t you?’

‘Me? I—’

Dystran turned to face his nervous student.

‘The distance between the walls of the city and those of this college is slight for a rampaging Wesmen army. Less than a mile, wouldn’t you say?’

‘My Lord.’

‘This is not a big city,’ said Dystran. ‘When do you think the Wesmen will take either of those turrets?’

Sharyr stared at him blankly.

‘You see,’ continued Dystran. ‘When they do, they will have access to our streets and more importantly, the south gatehouse. And there are thousands of them just itching to get in.’

‘Yes, my Lord.’

‘The point is that this undefined but quite possibly short length of time is how long you have to be ready to cast the spell of your choosing.’

‘I—’ Sharyr backed up a pace into the room.

Dystran turned to follow him. ‘You do understand that none of those men will reach the college, don’t you? If Chandyr can’t stop them, you will. Won’t you?’

‘The - the alignment isn’t going to be complete until this time tomorrow night,’ managed Sharyr.

‘Oh dear,’ said Dystran, putting a hand to his mouth. ‘Whatever will you do?’

‘Well, I don’t know, my Lord,’ replied Sharyr, missing Dystran’s sarcasm completely.

Dystran bore down on Sharyr, forcing the younger man to back away across the room.

‘Then let me enlighten you.’ His voice barely above a whisper carried all the menace of long practice. ‘You will be ready to cast because you and I both know that the alignment can be forced for the purposes of the casting. I have written at great length on the subject. The spell will be difficult to control and you will instruct your charges how to handle the forces and inform them of the personal consequences of failure. Backfire from a dimensional casting is very, very messy.’

Sharyr fetched up against the mantle of the fire. Fortunately for him, there was no heat from the embers.

‘The risks to our city . . .’ he began.

Dystran leant in further. ‘The Wesmen will take this college if they are not stopped. That is the risk to our city. You will stop them or you will die in the attempt. Any of your team who feel they are not up to the task can report to me to discuss it.’

‘I—’

‘Do not fail, Sharyr.’ Dystran straightened and stepped back a pace, seeing the terror in the student’s expression, the sweat beading on his brow and the darting of his eyes. He chose to smile. ‘You have heard the shout, “Death or glory”? Bet you thought it only applied to soldiers, didn’t you? Think again, get down to the catacombs and be ready. When the time comes, I will call you personally to the walls of the city. Go.’

Sharyr had the presence of mind at least to bow his head and mutter, ‘My Lord.’

But the door to the reception chamber opened before he reached it and an old man with tears on his face stood in the brazier light from the stairway. It was Brannon, Ranyl’s manservant of decades.

‘Please, my Lord,’ he said. ‘You must come quickly.’

Dystran felt his world dropping around him and fear shiver though his body.

‘Oh no,’ he breathed, already starting to run. ‘Not now. Not now.’




Chapter 2

Hirad Coldheart sat on the steps of Julatsa’s refectory. The night was warm and peaceful. From outside the college, he could hear the odd snatch of life. A cart rattling over cobbles; horse hoofs echoing against buildings; a voice raised in greeting. He breathed in deeply, feeling his chest wound pull under its bandages. It was a stubborn one. Magic had knitted the muscle but his skin was still sore and tight. A mark of age, he supposed. A little like the grey flecks he’d found in his long braids.

He knew he shouldn’t but he felt released. All the problems that Balaia still faced and for the first time in so long he and The Raven were not bound by honour or contract to do anything about them. He knew he should still care but he found he couldn’t. Not at the moment. Not ever, probably.

There was tension in Julatsa as those who had fled began to return. The city’s rulers still hadn’t had the guts to come to the college. There would be trouble, he was sure of it. And beyond this city, Dordover, Xetesk and Lystern presumably still fought. They’d battle themselves to a standstill. All too proud to sue for peace before the maximum blood was spilt.

He knew he should worry about where the country he loved was going but something was missing. Looking over at the Heart of Julatsa, around which would soon be constructed a new tower, he knew exactly what it was. It wasn’t the country itself that was great and worth saving. It was the people he loved that wanted to live there. And they were dead or leaving. All of them.

Ilkar might have been the final straw for him but there were Sirendor, Ras, Richmond, Will and Jandyr too. All dead despite everything he had tried to do to save them. And The Unknown, Denser and Erienne were all thinking of their families across the ocean, alive or dead. Thraun would go with them because The Raven were his family. Either that or return to the pack. He would not be drawn on the subject. That left Darrick. Hirad chuckled. If there was one man more wanted than the rest of The Raven, it was Darrick. He really had little choice.

So they would all be travelling back to take ship near Blackthorne with those very few elves that could be spared from the effort to shore up the college now the Heart was risen. Rebraal had to go. The Al-Arynaar needed their leader on Calaius. The same was true of Auum and the TaiGethen and of course, where he went, so did his Tai. Finally, Hirad would have bet everything he owned on the single ClawBound pair returning to the rainforests. They had been mourning for those of their kind lost since the end of the siege. That they missed their homeland and their kin was something he could read even in the eyes of the panther. They were outside now, staring up at the stars and knowing their positions were all wrong.

Hirad drained his goblet of wine and looked down at his plate. It was empty of the bread and meat he’d taken. Thinking it was probably time to turn in, he picked up the plate and turned to rise. Denser and The Unknown were just coming out of the refectory, a wineskin and goblets in hand. He smiled at them both, the sharp-featured mage and the shaven-headed warrior.

‘Where do you think you’re going, Coldheart?’ said The Unknown.

‘For a refill?’ ventured Hirad.

‘Correct answer,’ said Denser.

The two men sat either side of him. Denser filled his goblet.

‘What’s this, some sort of deputation?’

‘No,’ said The Unknown. ‘We just thought it’s a long time since we’d sat and drunk wine together. The others’ll be out soon.’

‘Time to toast the dead and move on, eh?’ Hirad nodded at the Heart.

‘Something like that,’ replied Denser.

‘Well, no sense in hanging about.’ Hirad raised his glass. ‘Ilkar. An elf without peer and a friend I will miss for ever.’

The goblets clacked together. Hirad drained his in one and nudged Denser for more.

‘He’ll be proud of us, you know,’ said Denser, rubbing a hand across his neatly trimmed and still jet-black beard.

‘He’d bloody better be. Almost saw the end of the lot of us, dragging that piece of rubble from its hole.’

Denser laughed loud. Out in the courtyard, the panther turned her head lazily. ‘Ah, Hirad, ever able to bring everything down to its most basic level.’

‘Best thing is, though, whatever happens to us, this is a memorial to him, isn’t it?’ said Hirad. ‘I mean, it’s only raised because of what he started us doing.’ He sighed, heart heavy for a moment. ‘Should have been here to see it though, shouldn’t he?’

There was a silence, each man lost in memories.

‘You ready to go?’ asked The Unknown.

Hirad shrugged and looked up into The Unknown’s flint-grey eyes. ‘Well, it’s not as if I’ve got much to pack.’

‘That isn’t what I meant.’

‘I know.’

The Unknown punched him on the arm. ‘So tell me.’

‘That hurt.’

‘Not as much as the next one will.’

Hirad eyed the bunched muscles beneath the smile. ‘Actually, I was thinking about it before you two interrupted me. There’s nothing keeping me here now. And I’m tired of fighting. Really. Look at all we’ve done. And the only monuments are those we have built for our dead friends. Nearly everyone else wants us dead too. Ungrateful bastards.’

‘We thought we’d go tomorrow. First light,’ said The Unknown.

Hirad raised his eyebrows. ‘Are we fit for that? I’m talking about Erienne, of course.’

‘She’s fine,’ said Denser. ‘Physically at any rate. I think she just can’t make up her mind which part of arriving back on Herendeneth she is looking forward to least. Seeing Lyanna’s grave or getting taught about the One by Cleress.’

‘We’ll get south all right, will we?’ asked Hirad. ‘There’s still a war on, you know.’

‘Nothing escapes you, does it?’ said Denser.

‘Darrick picked a route. I agree with it,’ said The Unknown. ‘It’ll see us back to Blackthorne without much problem. Then all we have to do is wait for the Calaian Sun to put into the Bay of Gyernath.’

‘So long as you’re happy,’ said Hirad.

‘I am,’ said The Unknown. ‘But you know how it is. We don’t move until you say.’

Hirad felt that familiar surge. Even on their way out of the country they’d fought to save from itself for so long, even on their way to retirement, The Raven was still working. He nodded.

‘There’s no reason to stay if we’re all fit to travel.’ He smiled and looked across at The Unknown. ‘Thanks for asking.’

‘You know how it is.’

‘Yeah.’ Hirad stood up and looked down into his goblet, seeing the ripples in the dark liquid. ‘Where are the others? I feel the need for another toast to someone or other.’

 


Sha-Kaan turned a lazy roll in the air. Below him, the mists enveloped the valley of the Kaan Broodlands. Ahead of him, the plains of Domar and the dense steaming forests of Teras fled away beyond the encircling mountains of Beshara from which the dragon dimension took its name. The mountains that made his valley so rich and humid, trapping the moisture and heat.

He could hear the calls of his brood-in-flight, operating the patterns that kept intruders from entering the Broodlands. Now more than ever, they must not fail. Now more than ever, they were prone to attack.

Sha-Kaan blessed the strength of Hirad Coldheart and The Raven. He blessed their belief and determination, their energy and their courage. Without them, he would not have been here to lead his brood at this most critical time and their own belief would surely have faltered. And without Hirad in particular, he would not have been able to spend these last days in the healing streams of inter-dimensional space. To relax in the Klene, the melde corridor that was anchored at one end by the brood consciousness and at the other by the remarkable barbarian’s, and there be tended by the Vestare. His servant race. Faithful, steeped in awe of their masters and living to serve under their protection. It was a pleasure he had thought denied him for ever.

Sha-Kaan felt the frightened excitement of a dozen brood-at-spawn. Their time was upon them. The next cycle of light and dark would see new births for the Kaan to celebrate and protect. The energy of a birth could be felt far beyond the Broodlands, in the minds of their enemies. Such was the danger linked to the joy of every birth. It was the reason the brood flew now, securing their borders, and would fly in even greater numbers very soon. The Kaan were ageing. They could not afford to lose any of their young.

Sha-Kaan pulsed out with his mind to his brood. His return had been like a birth to them and now of course they looked to their Great Kaan for guidance as they had done for so many cycles. He pulsed orders to be wary, to ensure the flight patterns were kept tight, and to keep the Kaan-in-flight changing and so keep them all fresh. And he pulsed harmony, calm and his confidence in living births to the brood-at-spawn.

Driving his wings hard for a dozen beats, he swept upwards, meaning to look down on his lands from the outer markers where his patrols circled, eyes and minds alert for early signs of enemies. He greeted them with barks and a pulse that warned against complacency.

Reaching his desired height, he turned into a gentle downward-spiralling glide, feeling the rush of the wind over his scales and fully extended wings. His eyes searched below, looking for anything he had missed, any gap that should be closed. He counted just on a hundred Kaan above the mist layer. There would be an equal number below it and twice that many at rest in chouls across the Broodlands.

It looked an impressive defence but it represented the immature and the very old in addition to those of fighting age. The Naik were strong. They knew Kaan birthings were close. He wondered whether they believed an attack worth the probable losses. They had so often proved an impossible brood to gauge. At once utterly dismissive of rival broods’ rights to land in Beshara and surprisingly concessionary and honest in alliance.

The Kaan had not experienced alliance with the Naik themselves but knew their ways from the Veret, a dying brood threatened and now defended by the Naik in a bizarre turn of attitude.

An attack depended on the Naik ability to defend their own homelands while trying to take the Kaan’s. That meant new alliances would have to be made. Sha-Kaan wished he had the time to visit the Veret to get some indication of likely force but they were too far distant.

Satisfied his flight organisation left no unseen access for their enemies, he sailed down faster. A rest in a choul was what he needed now to further ease his ageing muscles, not yet healed by his rest in inter-dimensional space; its coolness, darkness and companionship would be very welcome. But before that, he probed Hirad Coldheart’s mind. Across the uncertainties of inter-dimensional space and into Balaia, he let his consciousness wander.

He could sense the enemies that probed its enclosing membrane, looking for a way in. The Arakhe. Demons, the Balaians called them. An ever-present danger to every creature that inhabited the countless dimensions; and besides enemy broods, the only threat to the Kaan. Balaia was calm. The dimensional magic that had alerted the Arakhe had caused no lasting damage. The tears in space had been small and short-lived. And Hirad Coldheart was sleeping, his mind free though he did not know it.

Sha-Kaan withdrew, satisfied. Yet the density of the Arakhe surrounding Balaian space bothered him. Like they anticipated something. He could feel their minds like thorns in flamegrass. Unpleasant, unwelcome and unnatural.

He would keep close watch on them. Once the birthings were complete and the disruption to the brood psyche settled, he would have more time. Perhaps then he might build alliances of his own, do something about the Arakhe. Something terminal.

Barking his approach, he flew to a choul.

 


Dystran tried to calm himself before he entered Ranyl’s private chamber. He took a moment to readjust his shirt and be sure his hair was smooth against his head. He slowed his breathing and hoped his face wasn’t too red from his run. He nodded at the guard on the door who opened it for him. A wave of heat washed out from the dimly lit interior. He walked in.

To the left, the fireplace glowed hot, yellow and orange flames spreading beguiling shadows over walls and drapes. To the right, the light from a hooded lantern revealed Ranyl’s bed and the woman sitting beside it. She had one arm resting on the bed, her hand gripped by Ranyl’s. At her side on a low table, a bowl and cloth.

Dystran had expected to hear the rasping of a man near his end but the room was quiet. Yet the atmosphere was thick with expectation, smelled sweet from bowls of infused herbs and petals and was hardly supportive of Ranyl’s longevity. He moved quietly towards the bed.

‘Thank you, my lady,’ he said. ‘Your tending has been most welcome these last days.’

After a moment’s hesitation, the woman stood. She moved Ranyl’s hand from hers, squeezed it briefly and leant in to murmur a few words before kissing him on the forehead. With head bowed, she hurried past Dystran, who did not miss the tracks of tears on her cheeks reflecting the firelight.

As he sat, Dystran had the overwhelming urge to run. Not to face what he knew he must. The sounds of fighting echoed across the dark city. Everything he knew and treasured was under threat. And here, breathing so quietly he could hardly be heard, the man he needed most was slipping away from him.

He took Ranyl’s hand in his and felt the fingers move weakly in his palm.

‘Feeling tired, old dog?’ asked Dystran quietly, concentrating on keeping his voice steady. So few days had passed since Ranyl had seemed strong, able to walk, sit up, eat. The suddenness of the change was brutal to see.

In the gloom, Ranyl’s eyelids flickered and opened. His eyes, so recently bright and full of determination, were dull and sunken. His mouth moved, breath a sibilant hiss over which his words were barely audible.

‘. . . can’t bear to see Xetesk attacked. Keep them from us.’

‘The Wesmen won’t make it off the walls,’ said Dystran gently. ‘Rest easy. Hold on. See us victorious.’

‘No, young pup. I’m tired.’ He managed a brief smile. ‘I will leave it to younger men. I was . . . I was really only waiting until you came to say goodbye.’

Ranyl’s voice was fading such that Dystran had to lean closer and closer. His words chilled the Lord of the Mount. He gripped the old man’s hand, shaking it.

‘No, Master Ranyl,’ said Dystran. ‘I need you to guide me. There is no one else I can trust.’

‘You have been such a friend,’ said Ranyl. ‘And you are a great leader. You need no one.’

‘No, Ranyl. Hold on. This pain will pass. You’ll soon feel stronger. ’

But the words weren’t true, he knew that. He could see it in the pallor of Ranyl’s complexion, ghostly in the gloom. And he could smell it in the air.

Ranyl coughed weakly. ‘Mourn me, but don’t miss me.’

Dystran nodded, accepting. He smiled and placed a hand on Ranyl’s cold forehead. ‘Everything I have achieved is because of you. I will be in your debt for eternity.’

Ranyl chuckled. ‘A fitting epitaph,’ he said, his eyes brightening just briefly.

And then he was gone.

Dystran walked to the balcony shutters and opened them, admitting the cool air of night. He saw fires towards the walls and could hear the sounds of battle and of panic beginning to grip the streets. He even fancied he could taste blood in the air.

Mostly, he felt isolation. Only one man could save Xetesk now. Unfortunately, it was him. For a time he let the tears fall, his mind focusing on the tortured screams of Ranyl’s familiar as it faded to death after its master.

 


The prize was so close Tessaya could almost touch it. Men were bred tough in the Heartlands and he felt proud to fight next to them. The Xeteskians were falling back before him and his heart sang victory.

He had led his warriors in a hard drive right along the battlements. His axe ran red and his arms and chest were cut by his enemies. But now the turret was theirs. In front of him a warrior fell, skull crushed by a mace. Tessaya grabbed his collar as he went down, dragging him back. He strode into the space, axe carving through an upward arc left to right across his body. Its blade caught his enemy under the chin. His helmet flew off, his jaw shattered and his head snapped back, taking his body with it and striking those behind him.

Warriors surged forward, the noise intensifying in the enclosed space.

‘Hold the far door,’ ordered Tessaya, pushing men at it. ‘The rest of you, let’s take these stairs.’

Handicapped by the direction of the spiral, the Xeteskians were forced back quickly. Tessaya led his warriors down, taking the inside himself. His axe was in his right hand, sweeping in front of him.

As Tessaya knew it would, the Xeteskian retreat stopped at a landing. Orders were shouted up the stairs. In front of him, the terrified boys, for that was all they were, squared up. Outside, he heard the rare impact of a spell. He snarled and stepped away from the centre of the thread and gripped his axe in both hands. A warrior stood to his right, the pair of them filling the stairwell. Behind and above, the fighting continued on the battlements. He heard his warriors chanting as they drove onwards, their voices echoing down to lift his spirits even as they crushed those of whom he faced.

‘You will die, boy, if you lift that blade against me,’ said Tessaya into the impasse. He pitched his voice to carry further than the whelp he addressed; a quivering youth whose helm sat too large on his dirt-streaked face. ‘But at least you will know more courage in death than those who command you. Where do they stand, eh?’

‘Who . . . ?’ The Xeteskian didn’t know whether to ask or not, caught between fear and awe.

‘I am Tessaya, Lord of the Paleon tribes and ruler of the Wesmen, ’ he replied. ‘And what a prize should you beat me. The time has come. Lay down your blade and be spared. Or die dreaming of being a hero.’

Tessaya didn’t think the boy even had the courage to lift his sword in attack and in that at least he was mistaken. But in everything else, he was not. Deflecting the ill-learned strike and chopping downwards through the poorly armoured shoulder, he muttered a prayer that the boy be respected by the Spirits.

He stepped across the body, a chant erupting from his lips and taken up by the men around him. Invoking the Spirits of strength, of true aim and keen edge, it was a guttural sound, its rhythm in time with the strokes of his axe.

Tessaya paced forward, chopping up through the defence of one Xeteskian, sweeping left to eviscerate a second and back right and down to hack into the arm of a third. The warrior next to him, voice booming in song, moved in closer, forcing his enemy’s guard down and butting him on the bridge of the nose. The Xeteskian sprawled backwards, flailing his arms, more of a danger to his comrades than the Wesmen.

Tessaya saw the fear in their eyes and the tremble of their limbs. Blood slicked the walls, the floor was covered in gore and the bodies of fallen Xeteskians and the air stank and steamed. The Lord of the Wesmen licked his lips and drove on, breaking them further with every step.




Chapter 3

None of Chandyr’s experience had prepared him for this. He had fought Wesmen before but of course there had been the backing of mages able to break lines and obliterate enemies at will. And in combat with enemy colleges, the balance of spell power gave the warfare a symmetry that he could understand.

But here tonight, hand-to-hand and face-to-face, he was seeing ferocity that was simply awesome. The Wesmen were indefatigable. They were skilful. And they were cutting through his men like paper.

On his horse outside the lost turret, he saw men spill outwards, regroup and push in again. He heard the turret captain yelling for order and getting precious little. The faces of those few around him were lined with fear. Either side, high up on the battlements, the Wesmen taunted his toothless forces. He had so few mages and the spells cast recently had been wasted. Now the chastened casters awaited his order in an arc around the turret. They wouldn’t be kept long.

Chandyr had thought about riding back to the college again. But the mood was fragile and he couldn’t afford to be seen leaving the battlefront. Instead he dismounted and turned the reins of his horse over to the nearest messenger.

Before he spoke, he took in the fires burning on the walls and those buildings onto which the Wesmen had managed to cast torches. He saw more and more join those already behind their makeshift wooden barricade on the battlements. And he didn’t have to imagine the number who waited outside for the gate to be taken.

In the streets around him, the confidence of many city folk had given way to panic. People thronged the main roads, heading for the north gate and the college, no doubt to demand escape or sanctuary. Dystran would not give them the latter. But by the Gods burning, he could buy them time to achieve the former.

His messenger waited expectantly, wincing as roars of triumph sounded from the Wesmen advancing towards the south gate tower along the battlements.

‘Ride back to the college,’ said Chandyr, handing the messenger his badge of command. ‘Use my authority and speak only to Dystran himself. Tell him this:

‘If he is to cast his spells it must be now. We are losing the battle for control of the south gate. He must give us more mage support or they’ll be at the college before dawn. Got all that?’

‘Yes, sir.’

Chandyr grabbed the messenger’s arm. ‘One more thing. Tell him he does not need to cast his dimensional spells. We can hold on without them, at least. Go.’

Chandyr watched him mount up and ride away before turning to add his strength to the fight for Xetesk.

 


Spring nights could be chill and the hours before dawn were the coldest. But Sharyr hadn’t known how lonely they could be until now, particularly not in the company of so many friends and enemies.

Of course it wasn’t just this that set him alone. It was the awesome expectation placed upon him to succeed and the enormity of the risk he was being forced to take to achieve that success.

He and the dimensional team of twenty - hardly enough anyway - had rested in shifts while they made their calculations. They were looking for any edge they could give themselves. Something to provide focus yet minimise exposure to the power with which they toyed. By the time Dystran ordered them to the walls, they had found precious little. Hardly surprising. So little time had passed.

The urgency of the orders had frightened him and he’d led the team at a run from the catacombs. Much of the rest had been a blur of impressions. Voices clamouring. Armour clanking and grinding as soldiers ran beside them. The glare of fires against dark buildings. People running towards them, pushed aside to speed their progress. The smell of wood smoke. The cobbles beneath his feet. The extraordinary din of battle that grew with every pace they took nearer the walls.

The college guard brought them to the roof of a building with clear line of sight up to the embattled walls. Commander Chandyr had joined them almost immediately. Sharyr missed his first words, transfixed by what he saw in front of him. A mass of warriors on the battlements, bodies choking the street below. Fires in two guard turrets. And desperate defence on the ground. Xetesk under threat.

‘. . . are not who I wanted here. Why are you here?’

‘My Lord Dystran ordered us here in response to your messenger. ’

‘I don’t want your dimensional spells, Sharyr. You know my feelings.’

‘Commander, Ranyl has died. Dystran wants to make a statement. We’re all you have and we have instructions about which spells we will use.’

Chandyr nodded. ‘Fine. Then do so carefully. Take out that turret. Destroy the stairway.’

‘Commander, that kind of focus is not possible. The minimum strike area will cover left and right for twenty yards. And that assumes we can keep it tight. The dimensional alignment is not right.’

Chandyr regarded him blankly. ‘You’re talking to me as if I should care or understand. Fifty yards either side is Wesmen. Take them down too.’ He shrugged. ‘I asked for mage support and here you are so do what you have to do. But don’t hurt a single Xeteskian.’

‘Have your mages shield our forces,’ said Sharyr. ‘It’s the only way to keep them safe.’

Chandyr spun round at a renewed roar from the turret. Xeteskians spilled into the street once again but this time could not drive back in. The first Wesmen set foot on Xetesk’s soil.

‘And you’d better do it quickly,’ said Chandyr. ‘Or they’ll be up here too. Don’t let me down.’

Sharyr watched Chandyr stride from the rooftop then turned to his team.

‘You can see the target. You know the risks. Shut out everything. We cannot afford to slip. Are you ready?’ The chorus of assent was loud but anxious. ‘Then we will begin.’

Sharyr felt a charge race through his body and lodge in his gut. The mage team gathered about him. He tuned to the mana spectrum and could see through the chaotic streams the dark outline of the walls. He began to focus, constructing the shape to pierce the fabric of the Balaian dimension to access the raw energy beyond.

One by one his mage team joined him. In the stark colour contrasts that made up the Xeteskian mana spectrum the deep blue mana stream gained intensity. Power surged through every strand.

Like all base magical constructions, this one was essentially simple. The shape was a shifting octagonal column no more than ten feet wide. At its head, gossamer threads wove a complex pattern that mimicked the flows of inter-dimensional space, allowing them to lock onto the chaos outside the Balaian dimension.

The column itself acted as direction for the power they were tapping and as a seal against that power spilling out uncontrolled. Where the column attached to the dimensional fabric was entirely at Sharyr’s discretion. And because this spell was statement as well as destruction, he drove it high into the night sky, issuing the command that activated the threads just beyond a layer of thin cloud.

They felt the backward surge along the column, saw the shivers in the mana light. And that was just the start. With the threads fast on the fabric, Sharyr began to feed energy into the column. Half the team followed his lead.

‘Brace,’ he warned, his words carrying to them across the spectrum in sound and light. ‘And expand.’

They pulled. And in the fabric of Balaia was torn a hole. Immediately, they felt the rush of the forces of inter-dimensional space, apparently grabbing at the hole, trying to force it wider. It was purely a reaction as chaos and order clashed. The mages were ready for it and used it. They allowed the tear to grow to optimum size and only then stiffened the borders, feeding in mana energy and locking it tight.

‘That was the easy part,’ said Sharyr. ‘Column team, prepare. You know this isn’t going to be easy to handle. Alignment team with me, keep your concentration if you keep nothing else. Let’s go looking.’

The information given Xetesk by the Al-Drechar and Sha-Kaan had allowed mages to draw a new dimensional map. They could predict with some accuracy the movement of those dimensions closest to Balaia. They also had some perception of the enormous number of dimensions crowding space. The old notion that all dimensions were somehow occupying the same small area of space had been disproved beyond reasonable doubt. Now it was about alignment. And the more dimensions aligned with Balaia at any one time, the more powerful the spell effect.

Sharyr’s problem was that there was no alignment. Almost, but not quite. And while it was still possible to cast, the streams of energy would not be as focused and would be difficult to control.

Sharyr, using the combined energies of his team of nine, pushed the seeker pulse into the void, already knowing roughly what he would find. They were awaiting a four-dimension alignment. It was expected to begin the next midday. What Sharyr was presented with was a confusion of power streams, still in partial conflict though with a common broad direction given them by the partial alignment in which they were caught.

He could feel the pull of the distant dimensional shells and imagine their ponderous movement. Every heartbeat that passed brought the alignment closer but at this moment there was a problem.

The first and third shells were about in line, the latter moving slightly faster than the former. But the second shell was still way out of place though travelling quickly in relation to its peers. Currently, he couldn’t sense the fourth shell at all.

‘This is going to hurt,’ he said. ‘Brace yourselves.’

Lacking the natural focus alignment would bring, the mages would have to channel the power themselves while holding the sheath spell construct in place to avoid a casting without control. Without a certain end.

On Sharyr’s command, the alignment team poured mana energy into the seeker pulse, changing its polarisation from repulsor to attractor. At once, the part-aligned streams fed into the seeker pulse. Sharyr felt the force thunder through his mind, a sudden and prolonged deluge of crudely directed energy. The seeker pulse bulged under the strain.

‘Hang on!’ Sharyr gasped, sensing the tension in those around him. There was a roaring in his ears, reminiscent of a distant waterfall. ‘Right, let’s use it.’

The alignment team shortened the seeker pulse, dragging the inter-dimensional power with it. Sharyr knew that there was too much to control safely. It raged through his mind while he struggled to hold his concentration.

With the sound of air rushing to fill a void, the inter-dimensional force met Balaian space. It coalesced into thin discs, trailing smoke in their wake. Shaped by the minds of the mages and set spinning by nature. Tens, hundreds of them, cobalt blue and travelling at extreme speed, fled down the octagonal mana corridor. They bounced hard against its surface, the collisions increasing the stress on the structure further, to emerge from its protection to slam into ground, walls and men.

The Wesmen could see the spell approaching. Those at the base of the tower had some route of escape but they were the only ones.

The discs sheared into the tower, the ground surrounding it, and any flesh in their way over a sixty-foot spread. With a sound like a thousand metal spikes hammered into rock, they bit into the stone. Sparks flew, lighting up the night in garish relief. Dust was projected into the air, sections of the stonework cracked and crumbled. The tower shook under the impact.

On the ground, those Wesmen who hadn’t reacted instantly were cut to pieces in moments. In front of them, the Xeteskian shield over the defenders bucked and twisted, its mages driven to their knees by the effort to keep it together.

Sharyr exhorted his mages to maintain their focus. Below them, their casting was scything the tower apart, shredding its stone, sending lethal fragments to every point of the compass. He fought the forces channelling through his mind, kept the polarity of the seeker pulse firm. It was he and his team who were responsible for reversing the flow when the time came.

But the drain on the alignment team was greater than any of them had imagined. The discs were further out of control with every heartbeat, crashing into one another and increasing their impacts on the column, which bulged under the pressure. And though the tower wasn’t down, Sharyr felt he had no choice but to order the disconnection of the spell. He was the blink of an eye too late.

At the base of the column, multiple discs collided and scattered into its sides, threshing it with enough force to break the shape. Tattered in an instant, the base of the column was flayed apart. Wisps of mana clung to order for a few moments and were engulfed again in the mass. The sides of the column rippled and ripped upwards, chasing back towards the hole into space.

And spewing out unconfined, came the discs. Along a front hundreds of feet wide, they gouged into Xetesk’s walls and buildings or collided in mid-air to scream away back into the city.

One plunged into his mage team, chopping two men down. The other mages lost their concentration. The column vanished completely and Sharyr clung desperately to the seeker pulse, feeling its power weaken.

‘Reverse!’ he shouted. ‘Reverse!’

He tried to ignore everything around him. The wails of dying men on the walls and right by his side. The clouds of dust billowing into the night sky. The unfettered discs of pure cobalt brutality destroying the walls.

Dragging in everything he had left, Sharyr forced his will on the seeker pulse, switching its polarity. ‘Push,’ he gasped. ‘Damn you, push.’

The building shook. Dimly, he heard a deep rumbling. The dust was in his nose and mouth and had forced itself into his eyes. He could feel the irritation and the tears but had to ignore them. He pushed against the tide of inter-dimensional energy, those that remained with him taking his lead. Around them, the storm continued. Next to the tower, the parapet collapsed, spilling Wesmen seventy feet to the streets. A series of detonations sounded. The discs had bulged into huge, harsh teardrops and they poured into the walls, the street, the tower and buildings all around. Only luck was keeping Sharyr and his team alive.

Sharyr gathered himself again, feeling the seeker pulse finally move under his control. ‘Got you.’

Quickly, the movement gained momentum. Sharyr and the remains of his team pressed. The pulse whipped up into the night sky. Ahead of it, the teardrops lost their strength, unable to fight against the opposing force. Up to and through the hole went the pulse. And the tear itself, without the energy flowing through it and with no spell keeping it open, shut hard.

Sharyr had no strength in his legs. He sagged to his knees, staring at the point in the night sky where the tear had been. It glittered blue. He frowned.

‘Someone check that,’ he said, gesturing upwards. ‘That isn’t right.’

He became aware that the silence following the end of the spell had given way to a growing tumult of voices and action. He dragged himself back to his feet and walked unsteadily towards the edge of the building to see what he had wrought in the name of Xetesk and its Lord of the Mount.

His heart chilled at what he saw through the clouds of dust and smoke blowing all around him. Bodies lay everywhere, few moving and many burning. Around them, Xeteskian soldiers hurried to fulfil Chandyr’s barked orders. In front of him, the target tower was gone, rubble was all that remained. It had taken with it the parapets to either side. Stone had fallen clear across the street to destroy other buildings.

But there was far, far worse and the reason for Chandyr’s urgent shouts became all too clear. And all Sharyr could do now was watch.

 


Truly the Spirits kept Tessaya alive for a greater purpose. The great purpose. That much was evident now. He had been blown from his feet when the first screaming lights from the sky had struck. Catapulted out of the tower doorway to sprawl in shadow under the parapet.

He had watched the Xeteskians’ spell break their own walls and kill their own men even as it took brave warriors to the glory of death in battle. But he had once again been spared.

He had heard the crack of the failing walkway above him and scrambled to safety in a doorway while chaos descended. Mute, he had seen it collapse with the deaths of so many. He had seen the tower shiver and slide to the ground. He knew he shouldn’t smile as the smoke and dust cleared in front of him. Indeed Riasu was surely among those dead. But in their attempts to break the Wesmen spirit, they had sealed their own dooms.

The walls of Xetesk were breached.




Chapter 4

His head fuzzy with the after-effects of too much red wine, Hirad led The Raven from the college and city of Julatsa with the sun climbing high into a beautiful, clear spring sky.

He had made his peace with Ilkar. His anger at his friend’s death was much diminished. It was time to move on and, despite the knowledge of their immediate destination, he wasn’t sure where he wanted to move on to.

One thing he felt well able to do, though, was put as much distance between himself and the war as was physically possible. The Raven felt the same way, a feeling shared by many in Julatsa. But not all had their choice. Almost all of the elves were staying on for the time being. The threat from outside, though not as potent, was still present. And with the mage strength that much greater and the Heart beating strong once more, there was much restorative work that could now be done.

Some, though, had to return to Calaius. It was as he had surmised sitting on the steps of the college refectory the night before. Rebraal to gather together the remnants of the Al-Arynaar; and Auum to tackle the enormous task of rebuilding the TaiGethen order. With him went Duele and Evunn, ever his shadows. To complete the odd assortment came the one ClawBound pair to survive Balaia. They yearned for the touch of the rainforest and the calls of their kind. No one invited them to travel south. No one questioned them either. Hirad was just glad to have them nearby.

Their route to Blackthorne and thence to the Bay of Gyernath to await the Calaian Sun was of necessity going to be, initially at least, circuitous. They had decided to travel due east for a day and a half before turning south. Even then, they would have to travel carefully through the forests, what was left of them, and low hills that made up the eastern border of the mage lands. Darrick considered that even though the focus of aggression would once again fall on Xetesk, Dordovan patrols would be looking for The Raven, and Erienne in particular. And they might well be backed by Lysternan forces. Once beyond the mage lands south, they would be able to breathe more easily but that was days away.

Hirad shook his head. The Raven, hunted by those they had fought so long to save. At least ordinary Balaians would still hold them in high regard, those that even knew who they were. He let a smile cross his face. Their fame was countrywide and no doubt embellished in story and verse in places they had never even been. But he wondered how many actually knew what they looked like.

It was a question that would be put to the test later in the day. Darrick knew of a hamlet that they should reach by late afternoon or early evening. A comfortable place to sleep and the chance to buy supplies before ten days in the open was an attractive prospect. They had taken very little from Julatsa. The Gods knew the city was struggling even to feed its own people let alone groups of ex-mercenaries.

With the ClawBound pair of tall, black-and-white-painted elf and sleek black panther ranging ahead and south-east, The Raven felt able to ride in the open, making good time over easy ground. Beside them ran the elven quartet, their regular long strides conserving energy and making the pace for the horses.

The first hours of their journey were peculiar for the almost complete silence in which they were conducted. There was none of the banter Hirad associated with The Raven riding to their next job, running from enemies or returning home from a fight. In every face he saw reflection, and felt a sense of loss himself.

Erienne was deep within herself as she had been for much of the time after the battle to lift the Heart. The fact of Cleress’s continued survival had been a source of great comfort but scared her more than she would admit. The elven Al-Drechar mage was instructing her even now in points of the One magic. It would mean exposing herself to more danger and Denser wasn’t sure his wife was ready for it.

Erienne’s introspection led Denser to the same state. He barely left her side when she was awake. And Thraun, who could sense so much more than he could say, also rode close. Hirad had joked that he’d have shared Erienne and Denser’s bed if he’d been allowed. No one had laughed.

Darrick, when left alone, descended to an anger he refused to let loose in word or action. But Hirad could see it in his eyes. He felt betrayed by those he had served so faithfully. He had placed the security of his college, city and country above his own for years and they had expressed their gratitude by giving him a death sentence. Hirad knew how he felt.

Only The Unknown carried anything approaching a good mood and the big man was riding by Hirad with a half-smile on his face.

‘Not long now, eh, Unknown?’

‘I hope not,’ said The Unknown. ‘You know when we left Herendeneth and I waved them goodbye, I didn’t think I’d see them again. It seems so long ago but so little time has passed.’

‘Cleress has told them we’re coming?’

The Unknown shook his head. ‘No. And not because I want it to be a surprise. It’s just that until we’re on board ship, I won’t let them believe we’ll actually make it.’ He turned to face Hirad. ‘How hard it would be to know something was so close but then have it snatched from you.’

Hirad nodded. ‘It’s your choice.’

‘And what about you, Coldheart? You’re quiet. We’ve learned to worry about that. And this group could do with some more of your ill-chosen comments, I think. Not a great mood, is it?’

‘That’s because you don’t know why, Unknown. You’re heading for something. You have a target.’ Hirad paused. ‘You know how it was when we had retired at Taranspike Castle before Denser and Dawnthief buggered things up? Well, for me it’s like that except I have no desire to fight. It’s odd. I’ve got no clear idea what I want to do bar travel with you to Herendeneth but I know it’s the right thing to do this time.’

‘So it isn’t like Taranspike at all, then, is it?’

Hirad chuckled. ‘I don’t think I said it right. I mean it’s the end of The Raven, isn’t it?’

‘And you never thought you’d live to see the day.’

‘No, Unknown, I always thought I’d live to see the day, I just didn’t ever know when the day would be. Funny thing, even when we were apart for those five years after we closed the noonshade rip, I somehow didn’t think that was the end.’

The Unknown smiled. ‘And now there’s no prospect of anyone wanting us, is there?’

‘That’s it exactly,’ said Hirad. ‘I’m just not sure how I should feel.’

‘Let me ask you something. Was it the prospect of fame and fortune that kept you fighting?’

‘At the start, of course it was. But not lately. Now it’s all about being with The Raven and fighting for the people I love, dead or alive.’

‘And had you wanted to fade into gentle retirement or did you want to be fêted everywhere you went?’

Hirad shrugged. ‘A bit of both, if I’m honest. Not much chance of being fêted now though, is there?’

‘Not here,’ agreed The Unknown. ‘But on Calaius they respect us for what we did. And elves have longer and better memories than Balaians, it seems.’

‘Think I should go and live there?’

‘It’s a thought. Put it this way. Our time, The Raven’s time, is over. We have to face the fact that we’re a little creaky, not as fast as we were. More than that, we’re unpopular with Balaia’s power brokers. But we’ve never reneged on a contract and we’ve never been beaten. We’ve preserved all that we can both here and on Calaius. We’ve made a difference. No one can take that from us. So I’m saying go and live somewhere you can have peace but keep in touch with your memories. The elves will provide that for you. Besides, I think Herendeneth would bore you rigid. You and Darrick both.’

Hirad laughed. ‘Yeah, can’t see us tending the gardens till we die.’

‘Exactly. You aren’t cut out for a quiet life. Something will find you, mark my words.’

‘So long as it isn’t sharp.’

 


Dystran’s head ached with lack of sleep. That and the sound of EarthHammers destroying every building surrounding the college for forty yards beyond the cobblestones. His familiars, those that were left, were harrying the Wesmen who had no defence against them. But they were so few and could do little more than irritate. They seemed to have lost their capacity to terrify and Tessaya - he had seen the Wesmen Lord prowling the shadows at dawn - had quickly worked out that what could not be killed could at least be caught and trapped. Already the stones and timbers of Xeteskian houses were pinning two of the thralled demons to the ground.

With the sun halfway to noon, Dystran stood on the walls of the college above the gatehouse, having just completed another circuit. Wesmen surrounded his college. Unbelievable. The spells and arrows kept them at a safe distance for now; and the CobaltFury had made them wary, but Tessaya would wait until he deemed them weak enough and attack again.

When the tower had collapsed, tearing holes in the walls, the city defence had quickly folded and terror had gripped the streets. Every soldier and mage had fled back to the college, Wesmen chasing them down. The south gates stood open, under the control of the enemy. The other gates to the city were also in Wesmen hands though they remained closed.

The city populace had nowhere to run. The Wesmen had herded them away from the gates, the spell barrage had kept them from the college and so they cowered in their homes, not knowing whether they would live or die. Dystran knew the answer. The attitude of the Wesmen had changed. The only people Tessaya wanted dead were inside the college.

Dystran turned to the duty officer standing by him.

‘Marshal your spell reserves well. When he attacks, I don’t want to find all my mages having to rest.’

‘My Lord.’

The Lord of the Mount hurried down the steps from the gate tower and across the courtyard to the tower complex. Those he had ordered to provide him with their current situation awaited him in the cavernous banqueting hall. Three men, two exhausted, one in old age, awaiting his pleasure in the chill room. They sat at one end of the high table near a fire hours dead. Light streamed through the dark stained windows but provided precious little in the way of warmth. Dystran’s footsteps echoed hollow as he approached them. They stood on seeing him but he waved them down impatiently, taking the steps to the platform two at a time.

‘I seem to be holding such meetings with monotonous regularity, ’ he said. He sat in his chair and laid a hand on the arm of the one adjacent, squeezing its upholstery. Ranyl’s absence made the room truly cavernous.

‘May I add my condolences to those of the mage community for the passing of Ranyl. He was a great man,’ said Chandyr, his head bandaged, an oozing cut on his left cheek.

‘And I would consign him to the next life in peace!’ Dystran thumped the arm of his chair.

‘We will prevail,’ assured Chandyr.

‘Will we?’ Dystran snapped. ‘And what leads you to that happy conclusion? Our astonishing defence of our city walls or our ability to demolish our own warehouses and civic offices? Commander Chandyr, we have exchanged one siege for another and I must say that I found the former far more agreeable. More spacious. I fear that our chances for victory lie not in arms but in spells. Prexys, what of our casting strength?’

The old Circle Seven mage scratched his head and allowed a small smile to cross his face. ‘As Ranyl would undoubtedly have said, we have had easier times for our stamina reserves and for the security of our dimensional gateway for their replenishment.’

Dystran nodded. ‘But he is not here, though your thoughts are welcome. How long do we have before Tessaya knows we are spent enough for him to attack?’

Prexys sighed. ‘He is a clever man. He probes close enough to force casting almost continually but he is not losing men at the rate we need. You know how depleted our mage strength is. We can cast at our current expenditure for another day at the most before it becomes apparent we are struggling. And with the dimensional team out of the picture temporarily, we have nothing else to throw at them except our few remaining soldiers.’

‘I see.’ Dystran sucked his lip and turned to face Sharyr. He and fifteen of the team had made it back to the college. All were resting bar him and he was fit to drop, his face not washed clean of the dust of the walls. ‘And why are you out of the picture, Sharyr? I would have thought a day plenty enough to ready yourselves for a decisive casting.’

Sharyr’s eyes widened. He shivered. ‘You can’t ask us to do that again. You saw what happened. The alignment isn’t there. We cannot contain the energy.’

‘They are already through the walls, Sharyr,’ said Dystran. ‘Scatter the power wherever you choose. Destruction of buildings is a small price to pay for all of our lives, surely?’

‘With respect, my Lord, you don’t understand.’

‘I understand that alignment closes with every passing heartbeat. I understand that fifteen rested men can and will cast on my command if it becomes necessary. I understand that there is no price I am not willing to pay for the survival of this college.’

‘Even its destruction?’ Sharyr raised his voice.

‘Well now, Sharyr, if it were destroyed, it would hardly survive, now would it?’

‘Damn you, don’t patronise me!’ shouted Sharyr, shooting to his feet. ‘We were not enough before and we are not enough now.’

‘You will not—’

‘There is residue where the connection with inter-dimensional space was made. Something of the tear remains, I’m sure of it.’

Dystran paused and frowned. ‘What are you trying to tell me?’

‘That we may have caused permanent damage, my Lord,’ said Sharyr, calming a little and sinking back into his chair. ‘And that casting again might cause us serious problems. You see, my Lord, if there is still the residue of a tear, I have no idea how to close it.’

‘We had a tear in our skies once before, as you will recall. It could have led to an invasion of dragons. Please tell me this is different.’

‘Oh, quite different, my Lord,’ said Sharyr. ‘There is no hint of a link to any other dimension at this stage. I’m just currently at a loss how to deal with it.’

‘Then I suggest that you rest now, Sharyr. And when you are rested, see that you investigate what you have left in my sky. I will have my spell ready, with you or without you. Because when I pay my last respects to my dear friend Ranyl tomorrow night, I will have peace and not a horde of Wesmen vermin battering at my door.’ Dystran smiled thinly and saw the fear in Sharyr’s eyes. ‘I trust I make myself clear.’

 


The village of Cuff was a settlement of probably fifty houses and farms nestled in a shallow and sheltered, tree-lined valley. Grazing animals ranged free up and down its length, crops were sprouting through fertile earth. To look at Cuff, it was clear the Nightchild storms had hardly touched it. The scene before them was at odds with much of the rest of Balaia given war and so many displaced people.

While farmers worked their land and the odd fisherman netted the free-flowing river on which the village stood, others on horseback patrolled its borders and guarded the crests of the valley east and west. Two rough watchtowers had been built, visible at either end of the village, looking out north and south along its single track.

The Raven approached at an easy trot, the elves running beside them in the late afternoon sun. The ClawBound had disappeared. Hirad’s guess was they were already downwind of all the livestock and horses. In the trees to the south, hunting.

‘Times are hard and people are desperate,’ said The Unknown. ‘We’d be the same. Let’s tread carefully, Raven.’

‘What do you think about the guards? Mercenary or local?’ asked Hirad.

‘Soldiers,’ said Rebraal. ‘Well armed. Used to armour.’

‘We probably know them,’ said Hirad.

‘That’s not necessarily a good thing,’ said The Unknown. ‘Let’s be prepared. Just don’t look like you are.’

There was a price on The Raven’s capture and return to Lystern or Dordover. Probably a very high price at that.

‘I’ll keep my hand just far enough from my sword to be of no use if there’s trouble,’ said Hirad.

‘You know what I mean.’

Hirad smiled. He glanced meaningfully at the TaiGethen moving fluidly by him. Even without their faces painted, he found it hard to imagine them anything less than fully prepared. Readiness oozed from every pore.

They watched the mercenaries gather at the head of the village to meet them. It wasn’t an overtly threatening gesture but a statement of intent nonetheless.

‘There are seven. Four swordsmen split two and two on horses. Three behind. Two mages, one archer,’ said Rebraal.

‘Hirad, watch the right-hand side. Rebraal, Auum, look for others joining. I’ll watch left. Thraun, back me up, Darrick to Hirad. Denser, prepare HardShield, Erienne, SpellShield.’

The Unknown’s words calmed them to focus. No one moved a muscle in response. No hand strayed towards a weapon yet they all had their targets. It was enough.

At twenty yards distance, a strong voice sounded out at them. In the fields and on the river, all action had ceased.

‘Dismount and walk, strangers.’

A moment’s hesitation.

‘As he says,’ said The Unknown. The Raven dismounted. His voice lowered to a mutter. ‘Mark the far left, hand to his sword. Archer is loaded and tensed. No reaction, Raven. These are not our enemies. Yet.’

They slowed, the elves falling naturally into narrow order with them, sensing the threat they might otherwise pose. The Unknown brought them to a halt five yards from the first mercenary, who they took to be the leader.

‘What would you have us do?’ asked The Unknown.

‘State your business.’

‘Rooming and food for the night. Stabling for our horses and supplies for the journey in the morning. We have coin for all we need.’

The man in front looked them over slowly, appraising. He lingered over the elves. Hirad took the opportunity to weigh up the mercenaries. They appeared capable enough. Confident, at ease. Hirad raised his eyebrows. One of the mages was an elf. Echoes of the past.

‘Food is short, costs are high,’ said the mercenary leader. He was a large man, carrying a two-handed sword across his back.

The Unknown shrugged. ‘We can cover your costs.’

The leader nodded. ‘We’ll see. Enter. Find rooms where you can though I would suggest Ferran’s barns and house over there is your best bet. You’ll pay in advance for everything. We don’t appreciate late-night chases, if you understand me.’

‘Perfectly,’ said The Unknown. He relaxed his face. ‘We’re no threat to you. We are just passing.’

‘See it stays that way. One more thing. You will not unsheathe swords in this village. We are a peaceful community.’

‘But it hasn’t always been that way, I take it?’

The leader shook his head, indicating his men move aside to let them through before he replied.

‘A lot of refugees have passed this way from the mage lands, and before them we had them from as far east as Korina and as far south as Arlen.’ He paused. ‘Not all of them would take “no” for an answer. That’s why we’re here now.’

The Raven led their horses into the village, angling for the indicated farm on its eastern edge. The elves followed them, their suspicion plain.

‘What do you make of it?’ asked Hirad.

‘Well, they aren’t faces I recognise,’ said The Unknown. ‘And they clearly don’t know us, which is a blessing. I think we shouldn’t get involved.’

‘I don’t know,’ said Hirad. ‘I don’t like the set-up. Think about it. Mercenary teams are being paid very good money to fight for the colleges or side with baronial defence. This lot? How can they possibly earn enough from a place this size to make it worthwhile?’

‘Ask the farmer, why don’t you?’ said Denser.

‘I will. Let’s get sorted out first though.’

There was precious little space but it served them well enough. Denser and Erienne had the one empty room in the farmhouse. Ferran spread it with straw and blankets. The rest of them were given shelter in the two barns, one for grain storage, the other part stables, part hayloft. It was serviceable though the price was ruinous.

The Raven plus Rebraal gathered around Ferran’s prodigious kitchen table once the horses were unsaddled and Auum and his Tai had taken their leave. Not all of them had seats but there were enough places to rest and enjoy the thick vegetable stew and tough rye bread served by Ferran’s daughter, a girl barely into her teenage years but with eyes that had already seen a long hard life.

Ferran was a humourless middle-aged man. His hands were callused and split from many years working hard cold earth. His chest was a barrel and his eyes were deep set in a weathered face.

‘Long journey, is it?’ he ventured of his guests.

‘Long enough,’ conceded Darrick. The ex-General still managed to look neat despite their time on the road, his young face already clean of grime and his brown curls shaken free of dust.

Ferran nodded, apparently gleaning everything he needed from the General’s brace of words. ‘Well, it’ll be a comfortable night. No trouble.’ His eyes glinted. ‘We’re protected.’

‘So we see,’ said Hirad. He leaned forwards, arms resting on the table, hands clasped together in front of his bowl. ‘Treat you well do they?’

‘I’m begging your pardon?’

‘You’ve bought their services,’ Hirad explained. ‘Are you getting what you expect?’

Ferran thought on the question, aware all eyes were upon him.

‘They keep us alive,’ he said. ‘We’d been raided. Three times. They offered us protection for a consideration.’

‘Which is?’ asked The Unknown.

‘Well now that’s a deal between—’

‘Which is?’

Recognise him or not, no one refused The Unknown Warrior.

‘They keep us alive,’ he repeated. ‘And safe. We carry on, they take the rest. It’s right.’

‘They take all your profit?’ Denser blew out his cheeks. ‘There’s your answer, barbarian.’

Ferran nodded.

‘And no doubt food and lodging is part of the deal,’ said Hirad. ‘This is some easy deal.’

‘It goes without saying.’

‘But the war is as good as over,’ said Hirad. ‘When were you last threatened or attacked?’

‘They say there is still danger,’ said Ferran. ‘They keep us alive.’ That sparkle was in his eyes again. ‘And you don’t question the best.’

‘And that’s what they are, is it?’ Hirad couldn’t help but smile.

‘Well yes,’ said Ferran. He looked at them all, imploring them to understand. ‘Don’t you recognise them?’

‘Should we?’

‘Of course.’ He stood tall. ‘They are The Raven.’

‘Oh,’ said Hirad, feeling his skin crawl. ‘Are they indeed?’




Chapter 5

‘Hirad, sit down,’ barked The Unknown Warrior. ‘Let’s decide how to deal with this.’

‘I’ll tell you how we deal with it,’ said Hirad. ‘We go outside, call them out and take them down.’

‘Calm down, Hirad,’ said Darrick. ‘We can’t just run out, swords waving. It’s an unnecessary risk.’

‘It might not mean much to you, General, but these bastards are trading on our name to bleed this village dry. I will not see our reputation ruined by bandits.’

Hirad’s head was thumping, his body tense with the frustration boiling within him. Outside, people who believed in The Raven were being taken for everything they had when, more than ever, they needed every scrap of fortune they could lay their hands on. Perhaps their fortune was about to change. But what really made Hirad seethe was the bad taste that would be left in the mouths of these people whenever The Raven was mentioned again.

‘We can’t just walk out there and kill them,’ said Denser.

‘Why not?’ Hirad jabbed a finger at Ferran. The farmer and his daughter had frozen at the exchange, their mouths slack and eyes widening. Their disbelief at what they were witnessing grew with every heartbeat. ‘These people have been made to think that it’s right that The Raven should take from them anything they want because of who they are. That’s never been our way. It’s a betrayal of all that we stand for. Someone needs to be taught a lesson.’

‘We were mercenaries too,’ said Denser.

‘Yeah, and we were paid a fair price to fight. A good price because we were the best. People who hired us understood the rules. But this . . . this is robbery and I’m not having it.’

He moved towards the door.

‘Hirad, where do you think you’re going?’

‘I’m going to demonstrate who The Raven really are. Back me up, why don’t you?’

‘I know the hurt you feel,’ said The Unknown. ‘I feel it too. We all do. But we do things a certain way. That, as you are so fond of telling us, is why we’re still alive. And now it’s your turn to play by the rules. Sit down and listen. Whatever we do, we do as The Raven.’

The Unknown didn’t have to raise his voice to command complete authority. Hirad paused, nodded and returned to his seat.

They did not emerge until dusk. The last vestiges of the day’s light clung to the tops of the valley but the village was cast largely in shadow. The Raven had talked while the afternoon waned, not letting Ferran light lanterns or a fire in his kitchen. They had seen the impostors patrolling the streets, still on horseback. And from the rear windows of the house had watched them trot past regularly. While not exactly prisoners, it was clear The Raven were not to be given licence to roam Cuff at will.

The leader had visited them once, to check they were settled in and to ask after the whereabouts of the elves. The Unknown had simply shrugged and intimated they had continued on southwards. Without evidence to the contrary, the man had withdrawn.

Ferran had confirmed that there were indeed seven of them, the number popularly associated with The Raven. Hirad wasn’t sure they had convinced him that they were the genuine article. What he did know was that the moment they left the house, Ferran was running for his neighbours to set the rumour spreading, his daughter heading in the opposite direction. They were fulfilling expectations perfectly.

The Unknown led them, Hirad to his right, Darrick and Thraun left. Erienne and Denser were behind them. The track through the village was quiet but the four men who had been paying particular attention to the farmhouse now rode in from front and back, intercepting them as they reached the street. Thraun dropped back to cover any threat from the rear.

Neither pair of riders had any presence. They were uncertain, nervous and looking to each other to make the first move. The Raven made it for them.

‘Better call your leader down here,’ said The Unknown. ‘You’ve got a problem.’

The Raven had weapons sheathed but both Erienne and Denser were ready with shield spells should the need arise. In front of them, a heavy-set man with both hands on the pommel of his saddle spoke.

‘He’ll be along presently, I have no doubt. Now, what is this problem we have?’

‘You all need to hear what we have to say. All seven,’ said The Unknown.

Hirad smiled unpleasantly. ‘Yeah, six men and an elf. You’re a little behind the times.’

‘Listen, you don’t need to test yourselves against us,’ said the heavy-set man, frowning in Hirad’s direction. ‘It isn’t worth your while and we have no wish to spill your blood.’

‘Well, that’s comforting,’ muttered Denser.

The second pair of riders rode around to the front of the standoff. Hirad could hear more hoof beats coming up the village. To his left, a door opened and a man ran across the street, not pausing to knock on the door of the house opposite before barging in.

‘Which one are you, then?’ asked Hirad of the heavy-set man.

‘I am Hirad Coldheart,’ he said without hesitation.

‘I’d heard he was better-looking,’ replied Hirad, no humour in his voice.

‘Stop it, now,’ said The Unknown, turning to him.

The remaining impostors rode up along the street, doors opening with regularity behind them now. The archer unslung his bow as soon as he reined in, the leader trotting calmly to the front of the group.

Looking at him again, Hirad could see immediately who he had modelled himself upon. In fact, he was surprised he hadn’t already noticed, the likeness was that obvious. He supposed he just hadn’t been looking. Shaven-headed, broad-shouldered and strong-faced. The two-handed blade on his back was something else that should have pricked his memories.

‘Don’t fancy yours much, either,’ he said.

The Unknown glared at him.

‘What is it I can do for you?’ asked his double in a passable impersonation.

‘Several things,’ said The Unknown. He glanced around him, looked past the impostors and along the street. ‘Seems we’ve drawn quite a crowd. Good. Here begins the lesson.’

‘Get back to the farmhouse,’ said the leader.

‘Be quiet,’ said The Unknown. ‘And listen. It might just save you.’

The sounds of swords being pulled from scabbards echoed across the instant’s silence. The Raven followed suit instantly, forming up into their trademark chevron.

‘Shield up,’ said Denser and Erienne together.

‘I suggest you lower those weapons,’ said the bandit leader, the only man among them whose sword was not drawn. ‘You will prove nothing by taking us on.’

‘On the contrary,’ said The Unknown. ‘We will prove what we must.’

‘Which is what? That you can beat The Raven?’

‘No, my apparently blind double. That we are The Raven.’

A ripple ran around the villagers close enough to hear and spread quickly to those who could not. The crowd, now more than forty, bunched and moved forward a pace. But the men, women and children still kept a respectful distance.

Hirad watched the impostors stare at them, trying to gauge if The Unknown could be telling the truth.

‘Look hard,’ growled Hirad. ‘Believe.’

The leader snorted, straightened in his saddle. ‘Look at you,’ he said. ‘Just six. One a woman. No elf. And you,’ he pointed at The Unknown Warrior. ‘A little old aren’t you? And if you had heard the stories, you would have a two-handed blade. A pale imitation. It’s been fun. Now it’s time you left before we run you down.’

‘But that’s the trouble with stories, isn’t it?’ said The Unknown, his face a mask, while Hirad felt his own burning with renewed anger. ‘They don’t take account of the passage of time. We have not fought in line for six years and in the troubles that have followed, even we have lost friends.’

‘There is no elf because Ilkar is dead,’ said Hirad, staring down the elven mage. ‘No one lives on his name. No one.’

‘All right, Hirad,’ said The Unknown. ‘So you see the problem we have. We cannot let you simply walk away. You have taken our name and used it for profit. And that is not the worst of it. You have betrayed what The Raven stand for and believe in. We were mercenaries, not parasites.’

‘And you expect these people to believe that you, not we, are The Raven?’

‘I don’t much care who they think we are,’ said The Unknown. ‘All they need to know is that you are not The Raven.’

His voice was pitched to carry to the villagers. Hirad heard the mutterings of conversation. The impostors’ heads all turned, their anxiety rising.

‘You surely don’t believe them, do you?’ demanded the leader.

Unexpectedly, Ferran stepped from the small crowd.

‘We pay you to keep our village free of undesirables,’ he said. ‘If they are such, do your jobs. Get rid of them.’

His words were greeted with assent from those around him.

Hirad grinned. ‘Yeah, Hirad,’ he said. ‘Take me on. Run me out of the village.’ He spat on the ground in front of him, enjoying the tension that grew in the space between them.

‘I’ll tell you what’s going to happen,’ said The Unknown. ‘You’re going to give back every coin you have taken from this village. You’ll also leave them your horses because you are walking away from here. Your return will be to your graves.’

‘Not a chance,’ said the leader, tone dismissive but fear edging into his expression. He was eyeing The Unknown ever more closely, the doubt eating at him.

‘Your alternative,’ said The Unknown, ‘is not to leave here at all. Mind you, since you’re The Raven, that threat won’t impress you much, will it?’

Hirad saw the band wavering. He knew why. In front of them was unshakeable belief born of fifteen years of winning. The Raven, standing quite still, did not and would not flinch. Their adversaries, even with the advantage of being mounted, were losing the battle of wills. It was what separated The Raven from everybody else. Always had.

‘There is only one Raven, and you aren’t it,’ said Hirad.

Tap. Tap. Tap.

The Unknown’s blade struck the ground in front of him.

‘No time to debate,’ he said. ‘Get off your horses now.’

‘Boss?’

There it was, the first vocal crack in the façade. The impostors’ leader scowled. Then he swallowed and looked back at The Unknown, hesitant.

‘You’re out of time,’ said The Unknown. ‘Dismount.’

Tap. Tap. Tap.

‘Go,’ snapped the leader.

He kicked the flanks of his horse. Startled, the animal sprang forward. The Unknown reacted instantly, diving forward and left. Hirad mirrored him right, both men rolling to their haunches. The Unknown was confronted by a wall of horseflesh on the move. Two others had followed their boss and were right on top of Thraun and Darrick. Hirad surged to his feet and grabbed at the arm of the mounted man in front of him. He pulled hard.

‘Mage casting,’ warned Darrick.

‘Shield down,’ said Denser. And in the next instant, ‘Got him.’

Men tugged hard on reins, horses reared and whinnied, dust was kicked into the air. Swords flashed in the dying light. Thraun roared. Metal clashed. A single arrow flew. There was a shout of pain.

Hirad kept on pulling, unsaddling the man. His horse turned sharply, its head butting Hirad, sending him stumbling. The man scrambled to his feet to face his smiling double.

‘So, Hirad,’ he said, beckoning him on. ‘Let’s see if you measure up to the real thing.’

The man lunged forwards, thrusting to Hirad’s open side. The barbarian switched his blade between his hands, blocked the attack aside and drove an uppercut into his enemy’s exposed chest.

‘Didn’t think so.’

Hirad left him to bleed to death and turned back to The Raven, slapping the riderless horse away. From the back of the group, the elf had detached and was spurring his horse towards the gathered villagers.

‘Oh no you don’t,’ breathed Hirad and set off after him.

The mage cast, his ForceCone meeting Erienne’s implacable shield. Denser’s focused Orb drove him from his horse to die screaming in flame on the dry earth. Thraun and Darrick had stopped the fledgling charge of two of the group, and, like The Unknown, had hands on reins or bridles, keeping themselves out of strike range in front of their enemies’ horses.

The last rider broke and galloped away to the north of the village and open ground, abandoning his comrades to their fates. The Unknown beckoned the leader down and waited while he drew his sword. Beside him, Darrick and Thraun killed effortlessly.

‘Are you who you say you are?’ asked the leader.

The Unknown nodded, his sword tapping again. ‘At least you will have faced me.’

The leader brought his sword to ready. The Unknown ceased his tapping, made nonsense of his double’s ponderous defence and skewered his heart. ‘But not for long.’

Hirad sprinted through the crowd and after the elf. ‘Get back here, you bastard. Face me! Face Ilkar!’

He would never catch him but he ran on anyway, hoping for a slip, anything. A shadow moved against the buildings at the end of the village and leapt unerringly. The riderless horse galloped on a little way before losing momentum. On the ground behind it, Hirad saw Auum’s single thrust. He stopped running, smiled and walked back to The Raven.

‘What about the other one?’ asked Hirad.

‘Leaving one to tell the tale can’t hurt.’

He stooped and cleaned his blade on an impostor’s clothing, sheathing it and walking towards the villagers. Hirad glanced around. So easy. So effortless.

‘Not much of a security force, I wouldn’t have thought,’ he said to Darrick.

The General, one hand pressed against his opposite shoulder, tried to smile.

‘No. Can you help me with this?’

He lifted his hand. The arrow had struck him just under the collarbone. Darrick had snapped off the shaft to leave a couple of inches remaining.

‘That was careless,’ said Hirad.

‘Denser let his shield down,’ said Darrick. ‘No blame intended.’

‘Indeed I did,’ said Denser, coming to his side. ‘The least I can do is sort you out. Hirad, why don’t you talk to our new friends or something?’

Hirad shrugged and wandered off after The Unknown. Some of the villagers were walking into the combat area, staring dumbly at the bodies and blood.

‘Looks like you’ve got yourselves some new horses anyway,’ said Hirad. ‘Hope you don’t mind clearing up. Think of it as payment.’

He saw the odd nod and smile but there was wariness amongst the villagers.

‘Hey,’ he said. ‘You didn’t need them. And they weren’t who they said they were. They deserved it. They were damaging the reputations of friends I have lost.’

The Unknown was standing with Ferran. The farmer was frowning.

‘And what will you do now, take their place?’

The Unknown shook his head, smiling. ‘We’ll move on in the morning, like we said.’

‘Are you The Raven?’

‘Does it matter?’

‘We have tales to tell,’ said Ferran.

‘Fair enough.’ The Unknown looked across at Hirad, who shrugged. ‘Yes, we are The Raven. Very different from the tales you’ve been told, I expect. We’re tired, we’re wanted by both sides in the war and all we want to do is leave Balaia and hang up our swords.’

‘Leave?’ Ferran’s eyebrows raised.

‘We’ve done all we can,’ said Hirad. ‘And there are too many out there who will thank us by having us locked up or executed. Draw your own conclusions.’

Around them, the crowd stood mute. Not quite believing what they were seeing, what they had heard, or what they were hearing right now. Hirad couldn’t help but chuckle.

‘None too impressive-looking, are we?’ he said. There was a little laughter in the crowd. On an impulse, he continued. ‘But we couldn’t let them go. We couldn’t. So many of those they were mimicking are dead friends. And I will not stand by while their memories are sullied by this sort of filth, and while the deeds of those with us now are ignored.’ He gestured at the corpses. One, his double, still breathed. Hirad hoped he was being heard. He continued.

‘We lost Ras at Taranspike Castle, Sirendor Larn was poisoned by a Xeteskian assassin and Richmond died in Black Wings’ castle. All more than six years ago now but they are the names you have been told, are they not?’

There was a murmur in the crowd. Heads were inclined. They hung on his every word.

‘Yet there were so many more. Jandyr, who died on the fields of Parve; poor Will Begman, terrified from his life by the touch of a demon. Aeb, the Protector who sacrificed his soul to The Raven. And Ilkar. Ilkar who even in the act of his death, saved the rest of us. That is what The Raven is. That is who we are and what those of us who remain represent.’ He indicated them one by one. ‘Erienne; Denser; Thraun; Darrick; The Unknown Warrior. And me, Hirad Coldheart, lucky enough to have stood with them all.’

He stopped, aware that he was welling up and that his voice was in danger of breaking.

‘So,’ he said and clapped his hands together, smiling as he swallowed at the lump in his throat. ‘Do you have ale and wine here?’

‘That we do,’ came a voice from the crowd.

‘Good. Then anyone who wishes, join me in raising a tankard to The Raven, all of us. I’m buying.’

The Unknown turned to Ferran as the crowd broke into excited conversation and set off as one to the tavern. ‘Is that a good enough tale for you to tell?’

Ferran nodded. ‘His heart speaks, doesn’t it?’

‘Always,’ said The Unknown. ‘Hey, Coldheart, get over here.’

Hirad strode towards him and found himself enveloped in The Unknown’s arms.

‘Well said, Hirad. Well said.’




Chapter 6

Tessaya ducked as another FlameOrb smashed into the rubble of a building behind him, its deep blue flame gorging on whatever wood it could find. The garish light it cast threw harsh shadows on the walls and ground around him. He ordered another attack on the gates.

Conservatively, he reckoned he had lost a third of his men to Xeteskian sword and spell; most of them when the tower and parapet had collapsed the previous night. Riasu was dead, so were at least two other tribal lords. Tessaya himself was bandaged along one arm, cut and burned in four places he could feel and probably others he couldn’t.

But the belief of the Wesmen was unwavering. Here they stood, in front of Xetesk’s college gates, night full around them and the defenders increasingly desperate as their strength ebbed away.

Tessaya concentrated much of his efforts on the gates though he had tribesmen all round the walls under command of their tribal lords. The tactic was simple. Hit and run. Force them to use spell and arrow. Keep them from consolidating in one place. Fear nothing. Not even the winged demons, impervious to the kiss of metal. Even they could be dealt with if the will prevailed.

Tessaya glanced right. One of the creatures was pinioned beneath the rubble its masters had created. It cursed and spat, struggled and shifted. But the four warriors guarding it simply piled on more stone. It would not escape and its humiliation undermined it. Without fear as a weapon, it was diminished.

His warriors charged the gates with the battering ram they had built outside the walls of the city. An oak trunk with branches thick as a man’s leg. Beside the twenty who carried the ram ran twenty more carrying thick bark shields above their heads. And beside them, archers fanned out, four on either side. And all around the walls, more teams with trunks and ladders, roared on by their tribes.

The noise of song and shout sent a thrill through Tessaya every time he heard it. It was the call of the Wesmen to victory and it filled him with joy. On the walls, the defenders responded. But as it had been with every attack through the night, they were holding back because they didn’t have the spells or arrows to do anything else.

The ram clattered into the centre of the doors, his tribesmen flailing at the familiars who flew in amongst the arrows. Splinters flew, timbers groaned and the spells that strengthened the doors sparked. Arrows and rocks poured down. Three men fell. The ram reversed and simultaneously the familiars withdrew. FlameOrbs and IceWind drove into the bark shields. Warriors screamed and toppled among the fallen of earlier raids. There was no quarter here. The dead would lie uncollected.

The ram went in again and this time Wesmen archers were close enough to fire. Shafts skipped off the walls, chipped shards from the crenellations. Some found their targets. Since the zenith of the night, the defenders had not had the capacity to shield their own men with magic. It was one more indication of their weakening. And every blow of the ram, every spell they were forced into using and every arrow fired from the walls weakened them further.

Tessaya nodded, satisfied. He flexed the muscles of his thigh and felt the pull where a Xeteskian arrow had punctured it. Never send your men where you were not prepared to go yourself. But by the time he was called upon to carry the ram again, he thought the gates would already be down. Soon it would be dawn. It was fitting that the new day should see the fall of Xetesk.

He took another look at the college’s seven towers, soon to be toppled. Men were gathering high up on the tallest of them. Tessaya sniffed. The air tasted suddenly sour. Xetesk’s evil was about to be unleashed once more.

 


Dystran stood with his dimensional team. Dawn was just below the horizon. He and they had spoken at some length and watched the Wesmen cycle their forces, never giving the defenders a break. Dystran’s mages were close to exhaustion, his archers were almost spent and his commander was at the end of his tether, desperate to get out and fight in the streets. Swordsmen were idle, Chandyr had said, while Wesmen went unchallenged. Dystran wanted them fresh. If this last gambit failed then every sword would be required to defend the tower complex. There was still scope for victory, but timely deployment was crucial. Dystran felt Chandyr was running on emotion, not logic.

He had argued long with Sharyr about the risk. He knew the alignment was incomplete. But the Wesmen had to be knocked back. The moment couldn’t be delayed.

‘Make me proud,’ he said to the team as Sharyr readied them for the casting.

‘Either that or I’ll make you dead,’ said Sharyr sharply.

Dystran respected his strength of belief. It made him a man with whom he could identify; and perhaps one to bring onto the Circle Seven where he could be kept more firmly in control.

‘Just get started,’ said Dystran. ‘You’ll be fine.’

He heard the thud of the Wesmen ram on the gates once more and felt the sharp spike in the mana spectrum indicating stress on the binding spells. All around the college, spells flew out, carving lines of dark blue in the pre-dawn sky. Fires burned in a ring and everywhere he looked Dystran could see Wesmen.

‘Sharyr, if this spell only stops one thing, make it stop that damn chanting. It is as distracting as it is tuneless.’

Sharyr almost smiled at that. He turned to those he could see of the fifteen that encircled the Tower and the casting began. Dystran sent a short prayer to whatever God might be listening. StormFront was a dangerous casting, barely developed and never live-tested. But it was the only one that would break the Wesmen in time. It required accurate construction, visualisation and placement. It needed the power of inter-dimensional space to drive it. And it needed huge mental strength to hold it while the storm coalesced. Everything went into the formation. After release, they could all stand and admire while it washed out to every point of the compass.

Dystran smiled. The situation to test the casting was ideal; the desired formation circumference was just within the boundaries of the theoretically possible; and they were surrounded by enemies. StormFront was designed for exactly this scenario. Its successful casting would complete the suite of inter-dimensionally powered spells and defeat the Wesmen at the same stroke. It would be a most satisfying outcome.

Sharyr was an efficient mage. No fuss. He managed his team closely. Dystran felt the pull of the mana and the order of a focused casting. He almost wished he had joined them. Almost.

The first indication of the casting was an impressive slit in the sky. Blue-edged, it appeared directly above his head and moved out to the periphery of the college where it stabilised. To begin with it was a slice of silk only a few feet long, alluring and delicate. It hardened then, taking on the shape of the spell: an arc, glimmering deep blue and ragged at its height. Abruptly, the arc lengthened. It ran away left and right, faster than the eye could follow, tracing the circumference of the college.

The circle completed. White flashed briefly in the blue mana light. The air hummed. Up on the walls, archers straightened and mages moved to standby, letting their casting constructs disperse. The Wesmen were withdrawing. Dystran didn’t blame them.

The slit opened downwards slowly as the StormFront coalesced. To Dystran’s left and right, mages gripped the balcony rail, steadying quivering legs while the energy washed through them and they fought to first contain it and next, feed it into the casting. He heard Sharyr’s suddenly ragged breathing.

‘Hold on,’ he was urging his team. ‘Hold on. Breathe easy.’

Inside the widening front, forks of bright blue light flashed. There was the roaring of a hurricane punctuated by the bass rumble of rolling thunder. On its lower edge, descending fast now and almost out of sight, the front boiled and bubbled in the Balaian air, hungrily grabbing at the elements to blend with the raw power of inter-dimensional space.

‘Holding steady,’ muttered Sharyr. ‘Focus. Focus.’

The nature of the front changed slowly. It thickened. Its colour turned a deepening grey, muting the flashes within it. A wind whipped up around it. Even at this distance, it picked at Dystran’s cloak. Down on the walls, soldiers hunched behind the battlements. Outside the college, Wesmen ran to the edge of the cobbles by the first rubbled buildings where their fires burned. They thought the spell was a shield but they were gravely mistaken. They had not retreated far enough.

Dystran sampled the construct. Felt its solidity and the effort of the mages keeping it secure while the forces poured in. It was the textbook shape. The casting would be a triumph. All he could do now was wait. The field strengthened further, discordant noise filling the air. The Wesmen had stopped singing.

Next to him, Sharyr stood with every muscle tensed. His forehead was damp with sweat that trickled over his closed eyes and down his cheeks. Dystran became aware of the murmuring of the casting team. Their words were barely distinguishable as they spoke to each other across the construct and used command words that opened up new pathways in the shape, closed off others or bled away excess power.

A frown passed across Sharyr’s face.

‘Instability. Base level. Lock it down.’

To Dystran’s right, a mage gasped with the effort, his teeth grinding. He swayed. Across the surface of the front, chaotic blue light surged and flashed.

‘Spreading,’ said Sharyr. ‘Something’s wrong. The alignment isn’t firming, it’s failing. How can that be . . . Prepare to release.’

‘No,’ said Dystran. ‘Believe. Hold on for full term.’

The top edge of the front rippled violently. Dystran was buffeted by a sudden howl of wind. From the opposite side of the tower, he heard a cry of pain.

‘One out, one out!’ called Sharyr. ‘Release on my mark.’

Dystran pursed his lips. Before him, the StormFront bucked and twisted. Its grey colouring was shot with dark lines. Bolts of pure energy seethed across its surface or grabbed at the ground. The intensity of noise grew sharply, battering at the ears. It was the sound of a thousand dragons breathing fire.

‘Release!’

A moment’s pause and the StormFront surged outwards, precisely as designed. An expanding wall of Balaian elemental destruction, focused and powered by the energy of inter-dimensional space. It would dissipate in no more than seventy to a hundred yards, minimising the risk to ordinary Xeteskians. But before it became little more than a puff of air, it would obliterate everything in its path.

Scant feet from the walls, the StormFront guttered and halted. Dystran staggered under the weight of the backwash through the mana spectrum.

‘What—’ he began.

It guttered again, rippled across its surface then the whole front delivered a blistering white light that scoured the night from the city in an instant. Through the patterns across his tortured eyes, Dystran saw the StormFront blink and suck back towards its starting point, the constant light casting harsh day over Xetesk. At dreadful speed, the circle wound back. The entire construct reversed until just a twinkle of blue mana light remained in the air just above and outside the college gates.

Blackness flooded the void left by the light. Dystran blinked hard, trying to shift the shapes that flowed across his vision. In monochrome, he could just pick out the sparkle of light over the gates, the fires indicating the Wesmen and, too bright to be anything other than a problem, the glimmer from the previous night’s CobaltFury that had never dissipated.

Hypnotised, he watched a strand of blue emanate from the glimmer above the city walls and trace across the sky towards the college. It was pencil-thin and quite steady but Dystran sensed such menace inside it that it made him shudder.

There was no sound he could hear above his own breathing and the crackle of fires and hiss of lanterns and torches. Every waking eye would be transfixed by the line being drawn above the city. Every voice was mute.

‘Sharyr?’ hissed Dystran. ‘Answers. Quickly.’

‘I have none,’ said Sharyr, his voice weary.

Dystran would have looked at him but he was reluctant to leave the spectacle. The points of light were almost joined now and the sense of foreboding growing.

‘It’s going to be a gateway,’ said Dystran. ‘But to where?’

‘You can’t be sure,’ said Sharyr. ‘It’s probably just something caused by the meeting of our elements and inter-dimensional space.’ Sharyr’s tone suggested he didn’t believe what he was saying.

The line of light reached the walls of the college. Alien sound abruptly split the nervous quiet. From the windows of towers, open doors and shadowed recesses, familiars flew. Two dozen and more, all that remained in the college. Gone was the mischievous laughter and the chittering contempt to be replaced by hollow keening and long, high-pitched and querulous wails.

Shivering, Dystran watched their flight pattern. It was tightly formed, one leading all the others in a helical pattern around the beam of light. They dispersed back into the sky after a few turns, rising in graceful arcs before plunging back towards the college, voices changed, sounding warning and alarm.

One by one, they disappeared back where they had come but the last diverted and flew to the balcony where Dystran stood. It hovered in front of him. Dystran considered he had never seen a familiar display fear before.

‘Prepare,’ it hissed. ‘Save the masters. They are come.’ And it dropped from sight.

Dystran’s eyes snapped back to the beam.

‘Oh dear Gods, what have we done?’ he breathed.

Already, the first signs of panic were evident in the grounds of the college. People were running and shouting to no discernible purpose. Dystran fancied he could hear doors slam and lock. As if that would make any difference. Around him, the alignment team were pressing towards the balcony doors, eager for an escape.

‘I tried to warn you,’ said Sharyr. ‘The alignment was never favourable enough for the power we had to use. A breach was surely inevitable.’

‘They must have been waiting,’ whispered Dystran.

‘Ever since we first cast BlueStorm, I expect,’ said Sharyr. ‘Congratulations, my Lord Dystran. You have killed us all.’

Fierce cold washed out from the beam. Teeth ached in chilled gums, hair frosted and eyes dried out and stung. Through the frozen mist filling the air, Dystran could see the beam move. Edges appeared along its length and blue light spilled out. Not the deep blue of Xetesk but the livid colour of the demon dimension.

And out they spilled in their tens, hundreds and thousands. Multiple shapes and innumerable sizes and colours. Dystran saw demons the size of small birds flit off on buzzing wings. He saw others that would tower over houses, floating. He saw tails and tentacles. He saw necks like those of dragons, the heads of disfigured men, animals and other forms totally alien. Snakelike demons shimmered in the sky, bulbous-skulled demons roared across the firmament.

Still they poured out on a wave of blue demon-light. And when they had finished their cavorting, they grouped together. Four main groups and dozens of smaller ones fizzing and diving, setting off to every point of the compass, or so it seemed.

Dystran couldn’t move. His mouth was dry and his body shook.

‘Do something!’ yelled Sharyr.

‘Nothing,’ mumbled Dystran, gesturing uselessly. ‘There’s nothing to do.’

‘Organise, damn you!’ Sharyr grabbed his lapels and shook some sense back into his mind. ‘We have to work together or we’ll all die, do you understand?’

‘Yes,’ said Dystran. ‘Yes. ColdRooms. Make ColdRooms. And work. Research. We must fight. Muster in the mana bowl.’

Thousands of demons descended on Xetesk. Their approach was soundless and awesome, on a wave of freezing air. Others were surely on their way to Dordover, Lystern and Julatsa. They were the centres of mana energy and life force. The jewels the demons had craved for so long.

‘Go,’ said Dystran. ‘Let me face them. They will want to talk.’

‘Talk?’

‘Yes, Sharyr. Demons always want to talk.’

At the head of the advance, three detached themselves and floated towards the tower. Sharyr took the remnants of his team and fled. Dystran, his heart thrashing in his chest, his consciousness threatening to desert him, faced the new enemy. The three were monstrous. Better than thirty feet tall, they had roughly human torsos but beneath their trunks tentacles writhed. Colours flashed across their sexless bodies, rainbows chasing each other to nowhere.

‘You are not welcome here,’ managed Dystran. ‘Respect the ancient laws and treaties. Return to your dimension and seal the rift you have made.’

‘The time of humans has passed,’ said one, chest rippling and writhing. The voice was deep and carried far and wide. ‘We rule here now.’




Chapter 7

Hirad awoke with the sense of unease he had learned to trust. He lay where he was for a time, breathing in the rich scent of hay around him in the barn loft, seeing the rays of the dawn sun through the gaps in the planked walls and hearing the sounds of horses. Quite a number of horses.

He hurried to his feet and looked around for The Unknown. The big warrior was already standing at a small window, Thraun and Darrick by his side, looking down onto the village’s single street.

‘Trouble?’ asked Hirad.

‘See for yourself,’ said The Unknown. ‘Dordover has arrived.’

Through the window, Hirad could see at least twenty horsemen in college livery. Next to them was the one impostor that had escaped the previous evening along with several villagers. They were grouped at the bottom of the path that led up to Ferran’s farm and there was no doubt at all where their attention lay. While he watched, Hirad saw small bags being tossed to the impostor and each of the villagers, who were then waved away.

‘They’re paying our ransom,’ he said.

‘Yeah,’ said The Unknown. ‘A little premature, don’t you think?’

Hirad heard the sound of a sword belt being buckled on.

‘Damn right,’ said Hirad. ‘Ideas?’

The Unknown looked out of the window once more. Hirad broke away to pull on his boots, and belt on his own sword. ‘Ferran isn’t with them, I see. We can presume he’s innocent. That means that while they know we’re in his buildings they won’t know who’s where necessarily. But we aren’t going to get to the farmhouse without being seen and I think a little surprise is what we need.’

‘I wonder if Denser and Erienne know what’s happening.’

‘I don’t doubt it,’ said Darrick. ‘What we have to worry about is that we’re unshielded. And I disagree with you, Unknown. Surprise is not what we need. After all, we’ve got a little help coming.’

He pointed to the left towards the southern edge of the village. Figures were racing in from the forest just beyond the last houses, disappearing into shadow to reappear far closer than they had any right to. And very much adjacent, a panther roared. The predatory sound scared the horses. A couple reared, the rest shifted, backing away. Riders began to dismount.

‘Well, even if our loving couple were asleep, they aren’t now,’ said Hirad. ‘Let’s go, Raven, there’s work to do.’

Thraun hung back. ‘I will run with the panther one last time on Balaia,’ he said.

‘You sure?’

The blond warrior nodded, his yellow-tinged eyes bright. Hirad didn’t wait for him but led the way down the ladder to the empty horse stalls. At the barn’s double doors, The Unknown halted them briefly.

‘Remember, if they want to arrest us, we can talk. Buy time. Just like last night.’

‘I doubt they’ll be as incompetent as last night,’ said Darrick.

‘Take my lead,’ said The Unknown.

He pulled open the doors and strode out into the cool air of early morning. Darrick and Hirad were at either shoulder. Thraun was still inside. Not two paces into the sunlight and FlameOrbs arced towards them.

‘Run!’

The Raven trio scrambled back inside, the Orbs crashing into the barn and the ground where they had been standing. Loose hay ignited, timbers flared and the ageing structure groaned and protested the impact. Fire took swift hold of the village side of the barn. It raced up the lintel where tongues licked down, daring them to attempt escape. It ate across the floor, finding ample fuel. Darrick, joined by the others, kicked a makeshift firebreak while behind them Thraun prowled, growling nervously.

‘How strong are the walls d’you reckon?’ asked Hirad. ‘You know, just in case.’

‘Not strong enough,’ said The Unknown.

Smoke fled across the underside of the roof, choking the timbers and carrying sparks to the hayloft. Already, flames threatened the thatch high above them.

‘We don’t have a lot of time,’ said Darrick.

‘Patience,’ said The Unknown, coughing.

‘Raven!’ came a voice. ‘Surrender immediately or we’ll burn you where you hide. You have—’ He made a choking sound. Hirad fancied he heard a dry thud.

‘Auum,’ said Hirad. The panther roared into the teeth of another spell detonation. Men shouted. There were running feet.

‘Hirad, shoulder at the edge of the flame, we’ll break through there. Roll and split outside. Don’t give them a target.’ The Unknown sheathed his sword. ‘Raven with me!’

Hirad and The Unknown sprinted for the fire’s edge which was advancing along the wall at frightening speed, its heat drawing sweat from their brows. The warriors launched themselves on the last pace, shoulders connecting with scorching timbers. The impact of their combined weight on weakened wood was predictable and they punched through to fresh air in a shower of sparks and splinters.

Both men rolled on the packed earth, drawing swords as they regained their feet and running at angles towards the enemy. Thraun howled and charged. Darrick moved up in their wake. From the left, the TaiGethen and Rebraal advanced carefully behind accurate bowfire that skipped off a HardShield but kept its caster concentrating hard. The ClawBound were sprinting in a wide arc to reach the back of the Dordovans, their horses beginning to panic and split.

Already, one of their number lay with a shaft through his throat. Others circled and ran to defensive positions. Mages, one still on horseback, were either casting or held shields in place. The Raven’s betrayers were backing off north. Hirad noted them and was just wondering if Denser and Erienne were with The Raven when the Xeteskian announced that he was.

Two focused columns of HellFire speared down from the clear sky. Rich blue and targeted at two standing mages, they struck with unstoppable power. A shield flared briefly orange and collapsed. Beneath it the two victims vaporised, not even having the time to scream.

‘Let’s take them, Raven!’ yelled Hirad, changing the angle of his run to strike the centre of the demoralised and confused Dordovan force.

Thraun was past him on the next heartbeat, leaping to take the remaining mage from his horse. Blood fountained into the air and his horse bolted.

‘They’re open!’ shouted The Unknown. ‘Keep firing!’

Arrows flew. Two men were struck. From behind, the ClawBound elf strode in and buried his fingers deep into the face of a terrified conscript. His panther was by his side.

Half the remaining Dordovans turned to run and found themselves facing The Raven. Hirad was in no mood for games. The man in front of him recognised him and had all but resigned himself to death before Hirad struck. He raised a guard. Hirad stepped inside it, blocked away the sword arm with his left and buried his blade deep into the Dordovan’s gut, driving up under the rib cage. Blood exploded from his mouth, spattering Hirad’s face. The barbarian dragged the blade clear, turned to find his next opponent and crashed a fist into his face above his sword guard. The soldier staggered back. Hirad paced after him, punched him again, square on the chin. The soldier’s sword dropped from nerveless fingers. Hirad growled and sliced out his throat.

Darrick had already downed two men who mistakenly thought him the easier target, while beside them one hapless soldier had met the full force of The Unknown’s sword and had been all but divided in two at the midriff. The sword had caught in his splintered ribs. The Unknown struggled to drag it clear, another soldier closing on him, looking to carve himself a piece of history.

‘Your right, Unknown,’ called Hirad, blocking away a quick attack from one of a duo he faced.

The Unknown swung round, straight-punched the soldier on the nose with his right fist, paced in and butted him hard. The man stumbled backwards and The Unknown finished him, driving his blade deep into his gut.

Hirad pushed away his closest attacker and backed off a pace, smiling.

‘Shame for you,’ he said. ‘Because you’ll never know what hit you.’

In front of him, the soldiers hesitated. And Auum’s Tai hit them with a speed that made Hirad gasp. Duele kicked head-high, snapping the neck of one man, Auum and Evunn scything into the legs and chest of the other. Hirad looked about him. It was over. The one remaining impostor leaped onto the back of a horse and kicked it into frenzied action. His limbs flailed as he urged it desperately towards a gallop.

‘Not this time,’ said Hirad. ‘Thraun!’

The wolf looked up from the throat of a victim, blood covering his muzzle.

‘The rider!’ Hirad pointed. ‘Quickly. Betrayer!’

Thraun barked once and set off, the panther quickly at his side. The impostor looked over his shoulder and screamed at his terrified mount for more speed. But instead of that, all he got was a stutter and a half-turn on the gallop. Thraun closed the distance quickly, nipping at the animal’s heels. It kicked out and bucked and in the same instant the panther leaped high and bore the impostor from his saddle. Fangs ripped and tore.

Hirad looked away. Straight into the eyes of one of the village betrayers.

‘You,’ he breathed and began to advance.

All five of them were in a group twenty yards from the fighting, all set to run.

‘Reckon you can outrun the wolf or the panther, boy?’ snarled Hirad at one, a youth of no more than sixteen, freckled and ginger-haired. Urine coursed down his legs. ‘Don’t you move a fucking muscle.’

The villagers froze, caught between the advancing barbarian and the knowledge of the two wild animals behind them.

‘Hirad,’ warned The Unknown. ‘Don’t you do it.’

‘Do what?’ asked Hirad, not breaking stride.

‘You know what I’m talking about.’

‘Damn you, Unknown, you know me better than that.’ He dropped his sword to the ground, unbuckled his sword belt and dropped that too, complete with its sheathed daggers. He stopped and turned, arms outstretched. ‘All right now?’

‘Still hardly a fair contest,’ said The Unknown.

‘There isn’t going to be a contest.’

Hirad marched up to the five men. They all looked so small though at least two were bigger than he was. Strong farmers and farmers’ sons. But where it mattered, they had no strength at all.

‘I don’t know,’ said Hirad. ‘I really don’t.’

He stood close to them, looking from one to another in turn, seeing scared eyes beneath shamed brows. He could barely control the fury coursing through his body. The Unknown had been right to make sure he was disarmed.

‘I would cut you all down and piss on your rotting corpses but it would be a waste of my edge and my water.’

He saw them cower and it gave him no pleasure. He struggled to understand what they had been prepared to do. These were ordinary Balaians. His people. The people he had been fighting for ever since the discovery of Dawnthief more than six years ago.

Hirad pointed at one, a broad-shouldered man with a thick thatch of unruly brown hair and a long nose.

‘I drank with you last night. We bought each other ale. Exchanged names. And you.’ He jabbed the freckled youth’s chest, forcing him to back up a pace. ‘You pestered me all night for stories.’

He shook his head sadly.

‘And I told you everything you wanted to hear and every bit of it was true. And did you count the number of times The Raven stood against the enemy and saved your lives? We’d never met you and still we wanted you to live.

‘That’s honour. That’s wanting what’s best for the people of your country. We spent six years fighting battles we didn’t start to give you the chance to grow your crops and tend your cattle.

‘Yet you meet us for one night and decide to help another man betray us.’

His voice, carrying strongly, rose to a shout as his control finally broke.

‘My friends died for you!’ he stormed. ‘Saving you so you could turn round and sell us for a few pieces of fucking coin.’

Hirad bit back bitter tears.

‘If you ever had an elven friend and he’s alive today, that’s down to The Raven. You are not a pile of dragon-fired ash because of The Raven. Because the Wytch Lords don’t own your souls, you should be thanking The Raven. And my friends died in that time. Ilkar the last of them. A sacrifice to stop those who would dictate how you thought about magic.

‘You are free because of us. Yet you would sell us. For how much, eh? What’s in those purses of yours? What are The Raven worth?’

They fidgeted, looked to one another. Like last night, the village had assembled to see the spectacle. Hirad held out his hand.

‘Show me. Now.’

The youth fished in his pocket and dropped a small purse in Hirad’s palm. The barbarian eyed him meaningfully and poured the contents into his other hand. A few gold coins. Little real value in today’s market where produce was king. He emptied them onto the ground.

‘I could multiply that by five and still it would come to bugger all, wouldn’t it? That’s the price you put on everything The Raven have done for you is it? The price you put on Ilkar’s death?’

The youth didn’t see the left hook that laid him flat. Hirad rounded on the four still standing.

‘Purses. Now. On the ground.’

They hesitated.

‘You were paid a reward. But unless you are planning on arresting me yourselves, I suggest you hand it over. You have not completed your contract.’

A second hesitation was ended by a significant growl from Thraun who had padded up silently behind them. With great reluctance, hands reached into pockets. Four purses clinked to the ground. Hirad kicked them away and turned at last to face the villagers. To the left, Ferran’s barn, wrapped in flame, began to collapse. Smoke boiled into the air.

‘We didn’t ever demand much. Payment for our services. Sometimes not even that. Mostly we just wanted a country where we could all live in peace.

‘What you do with these behind me is up to you but personally I wouldn’t be happy if they were part of my village. They are barely part of the human race. The money we’ll take, barring what Ferran will need to rebuild his barn.’

He turned to walk back to The Raven but a final thought struck him.

‘You know the thing that really makes me sick to my stomach? It’s the fact that next time Balaia is threatened, the same people who betray us today will call for us to help them. Well, we won’t be hearing you. Perhaps you’ll think on why that is before the enemy kills your children in front of you. Find yourselves some new heroes. Because we’re leaving and we won’t be coming back.

‘The Raven will not ride again.’

 


Dawn’s light had brought little real respite in Lystern. The demons had flooded through the city and into the college two hours before. Heryst had lost a third of his mage strength then and there, their life energy and souls feeding their attackers; their deaths mere prelude to lingering purgatory if the myths were true.

Heryst and the council had reacted smartly and enough mages were holed up in the great council chamber to keep a ColdRoom casting going almost indefinitely. The spell, which banished mana from within it, was their only effective defence against the mana-based demons which quickly suffocated without it. Any that tried to attack within the ColdRoom were easily dispatched because swords were also affected by the spell and carried no mana in their steel.

Heryst, Lystern’s Lord Elder Mage, prayed for the souls of any not within similar sanctuary. He could not Commune from within the ColdRoom. Mana would not coalesce. Indeed the only strands of mana were those that led from the five casting mages that fed the spell construct.

Latterly, the demons had seemed content to walk or float just outside the transparent spell. It was enough to keep the one hundred and sixty-three mages, soldiers and assorted college staff on edge. Heryst knew he couldn’t let the situation stagnate. He could feel the anxiety in the chamber and sense all of them begin to add up the practical problems they faced.

He squeezed the arm of his most trusted aide and friend. A man who he was so pleased to have with him now.

‘Kayvel, it’s time to get organised. Check on the casting team will you?’

Kayvel smiled through his own fear and climbed onto the council table. The casting team, surrounded by swordsmen, were in its centre, as far from accident as was possible. Heryst watched Kayvel walk rather awkwardly across the intricately designed wood and kneel by the team to exchange soft words.

‘People,’ said Heryst, clapping his hands and stilling the quiet hum of conversation. ‘Let’s gather ourselves. Over here, please. We’ve got work to do.’

He could see it so clearly in all their faces. From the most senior mage to the youngest serving girl or kitchen lad. Incomprehension edged by terror. Loss. The war had been hard enough though it had never touched them. But this. Most of these people had gone from knowing about demons only from text and story, to the staggering certainty that nothing would be the same again. And that everything they had known and taken for granted was gone. Heryst had worse news for them.

He waited while they assembled. Every eye was on him, needing him to help them find a way back. If they could only but sample the desperation he felt. Too much knowledge could sometimes be considered dangerous. But he felt that he had to tell them what they were up against. But first, a little balm.

‘We are safe here,’ he said. ‘I know you don’t all understand what we have created but, as you have seen, it keeps the demons at bay and those who try to breach it are easy targets. Remember that because it is as good as our position gets.’

A murmur went round the crowd in front of him.

‘There are things you have to know. And because I need you all if we are to survive, I will not hide anything from you. Outside this spell, we cannot fight them for any length of time. Though they are vulnerable to spells, they will barely be harmed by swords because of the mana in the air and over everything.’

A hand went up. It was a young girl that Heryst recognised. She was attached to the staff of the tower kitchens. In her early twenties, dark-haired and slim-built.

‘Please my Lord, I don’t understand. What are these things?’

Heryst smiled. ‘I’m sorry, yes, let’s start at the beginning. I’ll be brief though so anything you don’t quite get, ask a mage later. Mages, you will answer all these questions. This is no time to feel you are somehow above helping ordinary Lysternans.

‘These demons are from a dimension other than our own. We have had contact with them for many hundreds of years. Enough to know that they covet our land because of its richness and the vitality of life here. Demons need mana in the atmosphere in order to breathe and maintain their natural armour and that is why we are cocooned in the ColdRoom spell. But they live on the life force of other creatures. You’d call that their souls, I guess, and it is as good a word as any. They can drain your soul in an instant or feed off it over the course of years. They can choose to keep you alive while they drain you. It would be a drawn-out death. And we understand that the souls of those they take can be kept in existence in their own dimension, stimulated by pain to pulse out life for years.’

He paused and looked around the room. Tears were running down the cheeks of men and women alike. He saw others shivering. And yet more looking to the edges of the casting, into the corridors beyond the council chamber where demons hovered. A hand was raised. Heryst nodded for the soldier to speak.

‘Can we beat them back?’

Heryst shrugged. ‘I don’t know. I have to say I have my doubts. We can only guess at the numbers they have in the city and beyond. Fighting them one to one is probably not worth it. What we have to do ultimately is find out where they are coming from and literally close the door.’

‘How are we going to do that stuck in here?’ shouted someone.

Heryst held up his hands. ‘Calm, please. That is why we are talking now. Here is what I want us to consider. First, the practical. We have no food, water or latrine facilities and we have to work out ways to get them.’

‘My Lord Heryst,’ said Kayvel. ‘I can partially solve the latter.’

Kayvel’s voice was like a cool breeze over hot skin. Heryst smiled. ‘Then let us hear you. I have managed only to depress people so far.’

A fractional easing of the tension was evidenced by the odd chuckle.

‘The spell’s coverage is a little wider than we thought. It does cover the latrines beyond the north doors. Only just, but it does nonetheless.’

‘Thank you,’ said Heryst. ‘But it isn’t enough for a long-term siege in here. They will fill and we have no way of clearing them. But for now, it is a piece of genuinely good news. As soon as I’ve finished speaking, Kayvel, who I am putting in charge of soldiers and non-mages, will organise a rota. No one is to visit the latrines without an armed guard. Remember, the demons will watch our every move and try to counter it.

‘Right, food and water. We all know where our stores and wells are. The question is, how do we reach them without being taken by the demons? Mages, I need you to work out if it is possible to effect a moving ColdRoom. Kitchen and cleaning staff, identify every place where there is a bucket, a basin, a barrel . . . anything we can use to carry food, water, clothes, bedding up here. Assume we are going to be here for some time while we decide how to strike back. When Kayvel is ready, he will hear what you know.

‘Any questions?’

‘My Lord?’

‘Yes, Oded, speak up,’ said Heryst to the young council mage.

‘Thank you, my Lord,’ he said. ‘Do you think we can expect any help from the outside?’

Heryst noted the concentrated gaze of all present on him. It was a hope to which all had been clinging.

‘No, I don’t think we can,’ he said quietly. ‘I’m sorry. I’ll come back to why in a moment but before I forget, Oded, I want you to take a team of three and think hard about how we can communicate. I know there is no Communion from within the ColdRoom but consider this. There are strands of mana feeding the ColdRoom construct. Is there any way you can piggyback those to reach the mana spectrum? And if so, what can you do when you get there?

‘Now, back to your question. We don’t yet know where the demons are getting into the Balaian dimension but we were attacked from the north. I suspect Xetesk was the focus. But we have to assume that the demons have attacked all colleges, and other centres of population will no doubt follow in due course. If we’re lucky, mages in all the colleges have gathered together like we have. Elsewhere on Balaia, I fear for our people, I really do.

‘I expect that at some stage the demons will make their plans known. Whoever is leading them in Lystern will come here and want to talk to me. That is when we will perhaps know the extent of what we face. But we have to face facts.

‘The demons control Balaia.’
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With a growing sense of incomprehension, Tessaya and the Wesmen had watched the events taking place in the air above Xetesk. They had watched the line being drawn in the sky and had seen the extraordinary creatures spill out of it like entrails from a slit gut. With a collective furrowed brow they witnessed them group up and fly off to all parts of Balaia. None, he noticed, directly towards the Blackthorne Mountains. Tessaya had gathered his men as it became obvious that the threat from Xetesk’s defence had gone in the face of whatever it was that attacked them. He didn’t want any of his people anywhere near it.

Initially, the Wesmen had cheered and sung as the creatures in every possible hue, and on a tide of purest blue light and cold, attacked within the walls. Spells had flashed and flared into the pre-dawn sky. But so quickly, it had quietened. The songs had died in their throats and all they could hear were the occasional shouts of men, the swish of a thousand bodies swooping in the air, and the shuddering sound of Xeteskians screaming and wailing. It was a sound that would live with him for ever. He had heard frightened men before but this was something so much worse. Like the opening of a gulf into unending despair.

He was at a loss. To all intents and purposes, Xetesk’s new enemy had done their work for them. That should have made them an ally. But Tessaya was not about to offer his hand to any of those that he saw and that still emerged from the slit in the sky, scattering through the city and the lands beyond.

Not one of them had shown the slightest bit of interest in the Wesmen gathered outside Xetesk’s college gates. And for that he was glad. Because something was badly astray with what he was seeing. This wasn’t the work of mages. The cold in the air was unnatural and it smelled bad. And there was an evil in the way the creatures moved and attacked, in the way they sounded and in the cries of the Xeteskians as they died, if die they did.

Part of him wanted to remove his men from the area, return to the Heartlands. But in all truth he could not. He refused to turn and run from the new invaders; and indeed felt that would be futile, so fast did they travel. Far more than that though, he was in sight of realising the dream of the Wesmen. To throw down the Towers of Xetesk. Their defiance had been comprehensively broken but what had replaced it was clearly a power of considerable strength.

For the first time in many years, he did not know what he should do. So he waited. Waited while the noise died to a whisper within the walls and the screams that had echoed through the city had ceased. And while the chill in the air deepened, the glow of blue light from the slit in the sky spread and the sense of evil pervaded the walls behind him and the mind of every warrior standing with him.

They spoke in low tones, sang tribal songs and stared at him and the college. He knew they were scared but not one would run, not even in the face of an enemy they had no idea how to fight.

‘My Lord, look!’ shouted a warrior.

A renewed hush fell over the two thousand. From behind the college walls arose six of the creatures. One, huge, half as tall as the walls and truly awesome, was at their head. It had the body and head of a man but was tentacled from the waist down. The tentacles wavered like an anemone, propelling the creature through the air. Those grouped around it all had wings, tails and flat features in cold dead faces. All of them were hairless and had adopted blue colouring though flashes of reds and greens rippled across their flesh.

Tessaya drew his blade and gripped it hard.

‘Don’t flinch,’ he shouted. ‘We are the Wesmen. We fear nothing. ’

He heard his words shouted back at him and he nodded, a fierce smile cracking his features. He watched the creatures which approached fast, on a wave of cold. The giant one settled onto its tentacles in front of him. It was completely odourless.

‘We are the new masters here,’ said the creature. ‘You will submit to our rule. You will not bear arms and you will offer all your subjects for sacrifice. We will take as we please. It is the way.’

‘No one rules the Wesmen. We will fight you and we will prevail.’

Tessaya struck out with his blade. He saw the sword cut deep, he felt the resistance of the creature’s flesh, but when he ripped the blade clear the wound healed while he watched. Pain flickered momentarily across its face.

‘You cannot fight us,’ said the creature. ‘You will be the first. Your people will learn to respect us. There is no other way.’

The creature reached out and touched Tessaya above the heart, gripping. A frown creased its face. It pushed harder. Tessaya stumbled a pace and was pushed back upright by the men behind him.

‘What is this?’ hissed the creature. ‘Your soul is mine. All your souls are mine.’

Tessaya laughed loud and in its face.

‘Demons.’ He spat on the ground, recollecting the Easterner word from the stories and rumours. ‘Do you really know so little? You cannot touch the Wesmen. The Spirits protect our souls.’

‘Then we will break the Spirits before we break you.’

‘It is a battle you cannot win.’

The demon stared at him for a moment, turned and floated away back to the college. An uneasy calm fell over the Wesmen. Tessaya looked back to the towers of Xetesk.

They were clever, these Xeteskians. The demons were susceptible to magic but stamina for offence was finite and the enemy had overwhelming strength. But they had worked out quickly what it was the demons feared and had set it in front of them as a barrier. And for all their force of numbers, the demons respected it and had backed off.

Whatever the casting was, demons died within it and so remained outside of it. There had been very few times in his life when Tessaya had wished he understood magic but this was one such. He envied the potential it gave them and he was filled with a curious impotence. The fact was that these Easterners could kill the demons, or damage them at the very least, while he with all his passion and strength could not.

The sun was dipping behind the towers before he had seen enough. There came a moment when the barrier had sapped the wills of the demons for the time being and they had turned their minds to the recently enslaved populace. Tessaya had no desire to join them.

‘The mages will not die easily or quickly,’ he said to his nearest lieutenant. ‘Our opportunity for today has passed.’

‘And perhaps for ever,’ said the warrior.

‘There will be other days and the demons fear us,’ replied Tessaya. ‘But for today, we are finished. Call the tribes. We will withdraw. The city belongs to the demons.’

‘Camp at Understone?’

Tessaya nodded. ‘But with a forward camp within sight of the walls. We must not lose touch. Something extraordinary is happening. Sound the fall-back.’

 


Dystran watched the Wesmen go and felt deserted. The ColdRooms deterred the demons for now but he needed his every ally and his erstwhile enemy had surely become one.

They had something, they must have. Because the demons didn’t, or more likely couldn’t, take their souls. Dystran was damned if he knew what it was. But their departure marked the passing of the last vestige of what could laughingly be described as normality on Balaia.

He wondered what they would do. How far they would go. However far, it would not be enough. Strange. He almost felt sorry for Tessaya. Know it or not, the Wesmen lord’s fate and that of all his tribes depended on whether magic survived. Another day, he would have laughed at the paradox. Today, though, he had lost his city and most of his college. His mages and soldiers had died and those that remained were few and scared.

Never mind Tessaya, he had to get his devastated people through just one more day. And then the next.

‘Gods, Ranyl, how I need you now.’

But Ranyl, like so many, could not hear him.




Chapter 8

‘Ilkar!’

Hirad sat bolt upright in his bed, the sweat pouring from him. He was soaked in it. Just like in the early days of his life on Calaius. But this was nothing to do with acclimatisation. His heart was pounding so hard his throat hurt and he was quivering all over. He rubbed his hands over his face and into his hair. He closed his eyes briefly but the images replayed and he couldn’t control his breathing.

With a shiver playing down his back, he swung his legs from the bed and stood on the matting. He heard voices elsewhere in the house and craved their company. In two years he had learned enough elvish to get by. In fact it was a language he enjoyed and these days when Rebraal visited the village, the two of them spoke more in the elf’s tongue than Hirad’s.

He pulled on a shirt and loose trousers and walked out of what had once been Ilkar’s room in his parents’ house, heading for the veranda and what he hoped would be friendly faces. Outside in the cool but still humid air deep in the Calaian rainforest, Rebraal and Kild’aar, a distant aunt by some means Hirad couldn’t quite understand, were sitting and talking. Drinks steamed gently on a table between them. A fire burned in the pit in front of the house, smoke spiralling into sky that was clouding for more rain.

It was the middle of the night. Out in the rainforest, the noise of life and death went on as it always did. The air smelled of rain and fresh vegetation. Hirad sat on one of the three other swept-back chairs on the veranda, feeling the weave shift to accommodate his broad shoulders.

‘I’ll get you some tea,’ said Kild’aar, levering herself out of her chair and walking slightly stiffly down the steps to the fire pit.

‘Your shouting eventually woke you up too, did it?’ said Rebraal, a smile touching his lips.

‘I’m sorry,’ said Hirad.

Rebraal shook his head. ‘Tell me. If you want to.’

‘I’ve felt the same thing a few nights but not with this - uh - sorry Rebraal, I don’t have the words.’ He switched into Balaian. ‘This intensity. It’s like someone’s been battering on the door and now finally they’ve broken it down.’

‘Ilkar?’ asked Rebraal.

Hirad shrugged. ‘Well, yes. Daft I know. I still miss him, you know.’

‘What have you seen?’

‘Oh, that’s hard to say.’ Hirad pushed his hand through his hair, feeling the lank braids and the moisture left on his hands. ‘I know it’s him but I can’t quite make him out. His essence, I can feel that so clearly. Everything that made him. And I fill in the smile and those damned ears myself. But he’s in trouble. That’s why the dream is so bad. I got the feeling he was running but I don’t know where. That something was close that scared him. And though I reached out, I couldn’t help him. He was always just beyond my grasp and my vision.

‘Huh, speaking it makes it sound lame. Not scary at all.’

Kild’aar came back up the steps and handed him a mug of the herb tea that Ilkar had been so fond of. Deprived of coffee for more than a year now since his supply had run out, Hirad had developed a taste for the sweet aromatic teas of the elves. He’d had no choice really. The trade to Balaia had gone. No ships had come from the northern continent for three seasons now. Part of him worried about what that might mean. Most of him was glad they didn’t trouble to make the journey. There was only one man on Balaia that Hirad missed and Blackthorne had never relied on trade with the elves so he would be unaffected. And Jevin, the last time he’d seen the elven skipper, had said he preferred not to sail north any more. He didn’t say why.

‘Thank you,’ he said, once again speaking elvish. ‘I’m sorry I woke you.’

Kild’aar waved away his apology and sat down, her eyes on Rebraal. ‘You haven’t told him yet?’

‘We hadn’t got round to it,’ said Rebraal.

‘Hadn’t got round to what?’ asked Hirad.

‘You didn’t wake us,’ said Rebraal. ‘Or at least, not me.’

‘So you were having a late night, so what?’

‘So I’ve had the selfsame dream,’ said Rebraal.

‘I beg your pardon?’ Hirad felt cold despite the humidity of the night and clutched his mug tight between his hands.

‘I have felt him too. He was your good friend. He was my brother.’

‘Yeah, I know, Rebraal, and we’ve laughed and cried about him a good few times these last couple of years but, you know . . . He’s dead, and there’s nothing we can do about that.’

‘No, we can’t. But that doesn’t mean we can’t help him.’

Hirad felt a growing unease. Rebraal and Kild’aar were both staring at him too earnestly. He frowned.

‘You’ve lost me completely.’ He knew his tone was a little sharp but he was tired and this was just riddles. ‘That’s the trouble with dead people. It’s too late to help them ever again.’

‘Hirad,’ said Kild’aar softly and leaned forward to cover his hands with hers where they were locked around his mug. ‘I know it hasn’t always been easy for you here and that we, at least in the beginning, did not make it easy for you at all. But we have always respected why you wanted to come here. We know of your love for Ilkar and your desire to learn the ways that made him what he was.

‘And you and your Raven will always be friends of the elves because of your actions in stopping the Elfsorrow. Rebraal calls you a brother and Auum, well, Auum let you run with the TaiGethen for a season, didn’t he? And that is respect no human has ever had before.’

‘He still said I was slow and deaf and blind, though,’ said Hirad, smiling in spite of himself and the increasing feeling he was going to hear something he didn’t want to.

‘You will always be human,’ said Rebraal. ‘Some things not even Auum can teach you.’

‘Tell me about it,’ grumbled Hirad. ‘Never give me a jaqrui again. I think I scarred Duele for life.’

‘The point is this,’ said Kild’aar, stilling Rebraal’s next retort with a sharp glance. ‘Though we trust you, there are those facts about us that you as a human should never know. Secrets that could be used against us. We have already seen what humans do with such knowledge. ’

‘Not me, Kild’aar. Never me.’

‘I know, Hirad,’ said Kild’aar, releasing his hands so he could drink. ‘Even so, we are only telling you this because you have had the dream and that makes you closer to us than we could ever have thought possible. It makes you family.’

‘Telling me what?’ Hirad took a long sip of the tea.

‘The dead of an elven family are never truly lost,’ said Rebraal. ‘We can always hear them if they need us.’

Hirad felt a thrill through his heart. ‘And can you talk to them?’

Kild’aar’s smile extinguished his hope. ‘It isn’t communication as you would understand it because the dead do not exist in any way you can conceive. But messages can still be passed. It is one of the purposes of the temple at Aryndeneth.’

‘The Al-Arynaar have been the keepers of this secret too,’ said Rebraal. ‘No other order can hear the dead. We learn it over years, decades. And even then it is difficult and uncertain.’

‘What do they ask you? Why would they need you?’

‘That is a difficult question to answer,’ said Kild’aar. ‘Elves make life bonds of incredible depth and often the transition to death is difficult. The dead seem to have moments of clarity amongst so much else we cannot guess at. They seek support if they feel lost. News of loved ones. They impart knowledge they had no time to speak when they were alive. You must understand that any communication that comes through is broken and sometimes all but incoherent. The dead no longer have the rules that guide us.’

‘All right,’ said Hirad carefully, trying to take it all in. ‘But that doesn’t explain one thing. How come I heard him tonight, if indeed I did?’

‘Oh you heard him, all right,’ said Rebraal. ‘But you shouldn’t have been able to and that is what is worrying us. I shouldn’t have been able to do any more than sense him outside of Aryndeneth.’

‘So didn’t you ask him what’s going on?’

‘I couldn’t. It was like he was shouting for anyone to hear him, to help him. Anyone with a connection as strong as family. Hirad, other Al-Arynaar have had this same dream in the past days . . . this same contact I should say. But no one can communicate at the temple. Something is wrong in the world of the dead. Something is threatening them.’

Hirad made to speak and then stopped, at a loss. He sat back in his chair. ‘What can threaten someone who is already dead?’

‘We don’t know,’ said Kild’aar, sharing a guilty glance with Rebraal. ‘Or at least, we aren’t sure.’

‘Well we’d better find out and fast,’ said Hirad. ‘We’ve got to help him.’

Hirad was half out of his chair before Rebraal’s hand on his shoulder pushed him back down.

‘That’s why we’re talking to you now. It might have been better in the light of day but since you are awake, now is the right time.’ Rebraal levered himself out of his chair, took all three mugs and jumped lightly down to the fire pit around which insects buzzed and died. ‘There are other elements to this which are too convenient to be coincidence.’

‘Like what?’

‘The lack of trade from Balaia. I don’t think you’ve thought why it’s happened. Despite the war, it was beginning to pick up before we left to come back here two years ago. But it stopped abruptly. Merchants who travelled north didn’t return. Elven vessels have reported seeing lights in the sky and felt a sense of wrong that no sailor will ignore. Ship’s mages think they have felt the edges of Communion, but faint and desperate. That’s why they won’t land.’

‘Don’t expect me to cry if they’ve managed to destroy Balaia. We did what we could. Everything they suffer they have brought on themselves.’

‘The Al-Arynaar who stayed to help Julatsa have not returned. We sent others north a year ago to find out why and they are gone too but we can’t sense any of them among Shorth’s children.’

‘Who?’

‘Shorth’s children is the name we give to the dead. He looks over them.’

‘I thought he was a figure of fear,’ said Hirad.

‘Only to those who are our enemies,’ said Kild’aar. ‘A god of the dead is not necessarily vengeful on his own people. Ours is benevolent to those who serve our people well in life.’

‘I’m sorry for those you may have lost in Julatsa,’ said Hirad. ‘But it sounds to me like the college has fallen. Either to Dordover or Xetesk, it makes little difference.’

But both Rebraal and Kild’aar were shaking their heads.

‘Something else you’re not telling me?’

The two elves exchanged glances. Rebraal motioned the elder to speak.

‘In our mythology there is the belief that the dead face an enemy from whom they were sheltered in life. That death is a constant battle to achieve peace and sanctity of the soul. It is a belief shared with those on your continent Rebraal tells me, you call the Wesmen.’

‘I wouldn’t put yourselves in the same arena as them. Hardly worthy,’ said Hirad.

‘Do not scoff at what you do not understand,’ said Kild’aar sharply. ‘They have a link to Shorth’s children, this is certain.’

‘Oh, come off it. That’s all just primitive beliefs.’

‘At least they have beliefs!’ snapped Kild’aar. ‘That is the problem with humans. You have denied the teachings of generations and lost your religion and now it is coming back to haunt you. But like with everything you people do, you don’t think. And once again, you bring us trouble. This time to our dead.’

‘Gods burning, Kild’aar, calm down,’ said Hirad. ‘You’re blaming me for things I have no control over. Just tell me how I can help, that’s all I need to know.’

‘You need to know what all this is based on,’ said Kild’aar.

‘No I don’t,’ said Hirad. ‘Learning and me never went well together. Ilkar would tell you just to point me at the problem and tell me how to deal with it.’

Rebraal chuckled. ‘He’s right of course. But so is Kild’aar, Hirad. Look, this is what you need to know. You understand dimensions, you know the dragons have one and we have one. So do the dead, that is our belief, or else where do they go? No, don’t answer that. I’m not suggesting we could ever go there, it is hidden. But there are creatures who travel space and feed off the very thing that all creatures alive and dead hold. Life force, soul, call it whatever you want. Such is our belief.’

‘You’re talking about the demons,’ whispered Hirad, a chill stealing across him.

‘If that is what you call them,’ said Kild’aar.

‘We need Denser and Erienne,’ said Hirad. ‘They would know what to do.’

‘I think we will need the whole of The Raven. I have already taken the liberty of calling Thraun from the ClawBound patrols and messengers have been sent to Ysundeneth to find Darrick,’ said Rebraal. ‘I’m sorry, Hirad, but for such as yourself, there doesn’t seem to be any peace. Not for ever.’

Hirad shrugged. ‘But can even we do anything? I don’t understand, how can we help Ilkar?’

‘We aren’t sure,’ said Kild’aar. ‘And it will involve all of us. Humans, Wesmen and elves. But there is something about The Raven that burns brighter than life. Together, you can achieve that which as individuals you cannot. That none of us can. I can’t explain it. But Rebraal and Auum have seen it and all who meet you can feel it. If we are right the task is immense, perhaps impossible, but we must attempt it.’

‘You aren’t telling me anything I don’t know already. What I don’t know is what The Raven can do. Besides killing ourselves and standing by Ilkar, that is. So I’ll tell you what I’ll do. I’ll travel to Herendeneth with Thraun and Darrick if they want to go. The Raven will talk and we will decide. That’s our way.’

‘It is all we ask,’ said Kild’aar.

Hirad nodded. ‘You know, I’ve understood almost nothing of what you have said and I’m finding it hard to believe the rest. But I do know what I dreamed and if you say that means Ilkar is in trouble somehow, I will not rest until he is saved, whatever it takes. But first, I’m going to return to my bed, talk to Sha-Kaan. Perhaps he can explain it to me.’

‘The dragons would be a useful ally,’ said Rebraal.

‘They call the demons “Arakhe”, you know,’ said Hirad, getting up and placing his mug on the table between them. ‘What do you call them?’

‘ “Cursyrd”,’ said Kild’aar. ‘The robbers of life.’

‘We should start first thing in the morning. Will Thraun be here?’

‘Yes,’ said Rebraal. ‘Hirad. Thank you.’

‘I’m not doing this for any of us. Not for Balaia or Calaius. I’m doing it for Ilkar because he is Raven and he needs us.’ He laughed, surprising even himself. ‘You know it’s incredible. What is it about that elf? Even dead, he can’t keep out of bloody trouble.’




Chapter 9

Thraun had heard the ClawBound communication and knew it concerned him. He had spent the last days running as a panther’s shadow while she worked. Her partner had welcomed the wolf and together they had shown him so much of the ways of the forest and he had learned to love it again.

Two years and the only other man he had seen in that time had been Hirad. He missed the barbarian sometimes but in the rainforest, away from all the prejudices of man and the memories of the pack, he had learned to understand himself just as he slowly understood the ways of the ClawBound.

Nothing was quite as alive as the Calaian rainforest. Its sights, smells, joys and dangers. He had thrilled to hunt as a wolf and delighted in tracking as a man. He spoke the language of the panther, knew the signs of the ClawBound elves and spoke easily with Al-Arynaar and TaiGethen. He had never felt more at peace with himself in either form.

He knew why he had been accepted so easily where Hirad, for all his strengths, had struggled for three seasons at least. It was because he was not pure human and because he was looking for a new way to live and had an innate understanding of the ways of the forest. Hirad tried hard, but in the end he would always be making the best of what he had and yearning for the life he did not.

Still, Hirad had become an accomplished hunter and tracker and the elves respected him.

The communication had the overtones of sorrow laid on it because there were some of Tual’s creatures who would be leaving the rainforest and none knew when they would return. He could not grasp the nuances but he was undoubtedly one of the subjects.

There had just been a prolonged downpour and the forest at night smelled fresh, clean and vibrant. Thraun stood and brushed water from his clothes. The panther lay beside him, her head resting on her front paws, her eyes fixed on him. The ClawBound elf was crouched a little further distant, but at the sound of the communication he had taken up the calls and had walked back to stand by his partner.

‘It is me, isn’t it?’ said Thraun.

The elf nodded, his white-and-black-halved face impassive. He pointed away down the trails that led to Taanepol, where Hirad lived.

‘Others too,’ he said, voice gruff and forced.

‘Lead on,’ said Thraun.

He bent down and kissed the panther on her forehead. She growled, pleased. ‘We will run as brother and sister again another day.’

The panther’s ears pricked and she shot to her feet, looking north into the rainforest. Thraun heard a low call and the ClawBound relaxed. He became aware of sounds that he would not have picked up two years before, not as a man at any rate.

Auum, Duele and Evunn emerged from the vegetation. He greeted them each with the bear-hug that had become his trademark.

‘What’s happening?’ he asked.

‘Shorth’s children need us,’ said Auum. ‘And they need you too.’

‘Why?’

‘Because Ilkar is among them and Hirad needs The Raven.’

Thraun stopped in his tracks. The rain began again, pounding on the canopy above and searching towards the ground, spattering leaves and trunks, quietening the wildlife. Duele touched his arm. Thraun looked into the TaiGethen’s face, saw the fading scar there from Hirad’s accident with the jaqrui.

‘You will understand,’ he said. ‘We will explain on the way. But now we must go.’

‘Tai,’ said Auum. ‘We move.’

 


‘Now release the power gently into your mind and channel it through your construct,’ said Cleress. ‘Feel how the elements stay around you, nipping at your fingers, but they can’t release their energies because you have the control.’

‘It hurts,’ grated Erienne. ‘Gods, woman, it hurts.’

‘Hang on to it for a moment longer. Feel the pressure points and know you can eliminate any part of the elemental structure at any time for the effect you desire.’

‘The effect I want is not to have every muscle screaming at me.’

‘I think you might be exaggerating slightly but still, time to relax. Let it go but in control. See the power release harmlessly. Now stop. The shape you have, what will it do if you release hard and close off earth and stone as you do?’

‘It’ll rain won’t it?’

‘Find out. And don’t worry, you won’t do any harm.’

Erienne drew a breath, looked across at the ancient, stooped elf bathed in beautiful warm sunlight under a cloudless sky and scowled.

‘I wish you wouldn’t make me do this,’ she said.

‘Go on. I’ll keep them off you.’ She picked up one of the sticks she’d been leaning on and waved it minutely.

‘I feel safer already,’ said Erienne. She released the construct.

Elemental energy surged out of her mind and into the air. Broken from its shell, it fed on that around it, seeking equilibrium. As instructed, Erienne had shut off the energy from earth and stone, keeping it within her to bleed harmlessly back to its natural state.

What was left reacted immediately in the air above Herendeneth. Cloud boiled from nowhere, forming a dense black covering in moments. Mana light flashed within it, setting off the anticipated reaction. The deluge was brief but intense, drops the size of her thumb thundering into the ground, driving up spats of dirt and flattening leaves and grass to the earth.

Erienne laughed at the result and the relief in her body and clapped her hands. She looked down at the beautiful bed of flowers at her feet, soaking up the moisture.

‘See that, Lyanna, see what Mummy can do!’

She knelt as she always did after they had finished a session and spoke words only Lyanna could hear.

‘So much we owe to you, my darling,’ she said, moving specks of wet earth from yellow and blue petals. ‘So much we still have to learn. Remember I always love you and so does your father though I can hear him shouting even now. It’s not at you. It’s at me. Lie and rest.’ She trailed her fingers through the blooms covering the grave. ‘See what your beauty makes grow?’

She stood up. Cleress, bedraggled but smiling, was watching her, leaning heavily on her sticks. Behind her, Erienne could see Denser marching towards them, shaking his head.

‘Here comes the complaint,’ said Erienne, wiping rain and a tear from her face and smoothing down her soaking hair.

Above her, the clouds dispersed as quickly as they had come and the sun got to work drying out the ground.

‘Was that really necessary?’ called Denser. ‘I had been reading. A little warning would have been nice.’

‘The pages will dry out quickly enough,’ said Cleress. ‘And we are done for the day. I need a rest before dinner.’

‘Wait a moment and I’ll help you in,’ said Denser. He walked to Erienne and gave her a kiss. ‘Feel better for doing that?’

‘Actually, yes,’ said Erienne. ‘Today was a breakthrough day.’

‘I can see where that would be useful. Deserts and such.’

‘As ever you miss the point,’ said Cleress, swapping a conspiratorial glance with Erienne. ‘You see, the secret of the One lies not in learning individual castings for individual effect but understanding the nature of the elements and the nature of your problem. Then, all you have to do is bring the two together. Erienne has all but grasped it, but for a few control exercises that need more work.’

‘Then what?’ asked Denser.

‘Then I can at last die and join my sisters,’ said Cleress. Her smile was brief and Erienne didn’t like what was behind it. ‘I worry about them, you know. It is so long since I heard them. All there is now is a wailing. I do worry so.’

‘I’m not with you,’ said Erienne.

‘No, dear, of course not.’ Cleress turned to begin the slow walk to the house. ‘Denser, if you would be so kind.’

Erienne stood and watched them go, frowning. She wondered if Denser had been listening to the Al-Drechar. She knew he didn’t always. He felt her to be edging into senility and it was true she rambled from time to time. What it was she dreamed she heard from her sisters probably fell into that category.

‘But you don’t really believe that, do you Erienne?’ she said to herself.

Shaking her head, she knelt to tidy Lyanna’s gave.

 


The Unknown pushed Diera’s sodden hair from her face and kissed her lips. Caught in Erienne’s downpour, they could do nothing else but laugh under the warm rain and try to hide the bread and cheese. Unsuccessfully. Some of it washed over the rock on which they were sitting and into the ocean. The Unknown had pushed the rest after it.

‘I hope Jonas wasn’t caught in that,’ said Diera.

‘I doubt it,’ said The Unknown. ‘Anyway, he’ll be as wet as us but by choice. He’s still over at Sand Island swimming with Ark.’

Ever the doubt was in Diera’s eyes when she knew her little boy was with any of the ex-Protectors. Nothing The Unknown could do would completely convince her they were safe. She had seen them under the control of Xetesk and knew what they could do. Even now, two years on and with their masked, thralled lives and painful memories, she was unsure.

‘Will he be safe?’ she said.

‘Ark’s the best swimmer amongst them,’ said The Unknown.

‘You know what I mean, Sol,’ she replied.

‘Yes, which was why I answered a different question. You already know the answer to the other one. You ask it every time.’

‘He’s my son,’ she said.

‘Hey, I’m not criticising,’ said The Unknown.

‘Come on, let’s go down to the landing. Wait for them.’

‘You go.’ The Unknown helped Diera to her feet and crushed her to him. ‘Think I’ll walk the estate. Have a think to myself.’

Diera looked into his eyes. He held her gaze and tried to smile but it didn’t convince her.

‘You still miss it all, don’t you?’ she said.

‘It’s in my blood,’ he replied. ‘Balaia is my home. I’d so love to take you back one day, you and Jonas. Do what we set out to do.’

He looked past her at the house and the lands surrounding it on the small southern island of Herendeneth. They had worked miracles in their time here the last two years. He and the five remaining ex-Protectors had rebuilt the house, turned some of the land into fertile crop land and brought more animals to farm from Calaius. But it wasn’t his and he wanted that so badly. Something he could build and pass onto his family.

And of course, he wasn’t the only one itching for change. The Protectors needed their own lives. Gods, Hirad and Darrick had only lasted a season here before getting bored to the point of madness. Only Denser and Erienne seemed content. But then, they had everything they wanted.

‘And yes, I miss the loudmouth and I wonder what’s happened to Tomas, Maris and Rhob in Korina. We didn’t get the chance to say goodbye to them. But I know how much you love it here. It is so peaceful. And Jonas . . . he is the most beautiful child and I wouldn’t sully his innocence for anything. But one day he’ll be curious. He’ll know this isn’t it.’

‘So we’ll go back. But only when it’s safe,’ said Diera.

‘And when will we know that, I wonder?’

‘One day, Jevin and the Calaian Sun will sail into the channel and what you hear will tell you all you need to know. Perhaps we’ll all go back then. What do you say?’

‘I say I love the images you paint.’ He planted another kiss on her mouth and shoved her gently towards the path to the landing. ‘So you’ll always know where to find me, won’t you? Right here, looking for sails on the horizon.’

Diera turned. ‘Never leave me again. Promise.’

‘Never. I promise.’

 


Ry Darrick put his head in his hands and sighed long. ‘Gods, this is like pulling teeth,’ he muttered.

It was another ridiculously humid day though he’d been assured of fresher air on the coast. And last time he looked, Ysundeneth was still on the coast. It had been like this ten days straight now. He couldn’t sleep, he had no appetite and it was grating on his nerves. And in the paddock in front of him, his apprentice was deliberately misunderstanding everything he was saying.

The young elf stood up and brushed himself down, turned to see the stallion standing irritably on the opposite side of the ring, its tail swishing. It snorted.

‘What did I tell you just now?’

‘Don’t approach from the back?’ he ventured.

‘Right. So could you confirm by pointing which end is the front?’

The boy pointed. That was something else. No sense of irony. Clearly Ilkar had learned his over long years of exposure to Hirad.

‘Correct, the end with the teeth and the rolling eyes. Now, I’ll tell you once more, and go carefully this time. Approach steadily and calmly from the front and let him see you all the way. If you surprise him you’ll end up flat on your back again if you try and mount him.

‘Let him get used to you before you get a hold of the bridle and then move down his flank slowly. Make sure you keep in physical contact. Only then put your foot in the stirrup. Do it slowly and calmly and should be skitter, back off and try again. I’ll tell you when to be more forceful, all right?’

‘Yes, General,’ said the boy.

‘Go on then, he won’t bite.’ Actually, he might, thought Darrick.

Dear Gods drowning, would he ever be able to let the boy loose on a horse not already broken in? Stupid thing was, when he was up in the saddle, the boy was a natural, which wasn’t something you could say for many elves.

And it had seemed like such a good idea at the time. He had brought half a dozen horses with him from Balaia when The Raven had left the continent, all courtesy of a very generous Baron Blackthorne. His idea had always been to breed them and introduce them to the elves after a short stop on Herendeneth. The elves knew precious little about horses and, if nothing else, learning to ride could be an expensive gift for rich children.

From a business point of view, it worked very well. Blackthorne’s horses were good stock and he was anticipating a third generation. They should be the calmest yet, now he didn’t have to rely on the old stallion. Great horse to ride. A bugger for passing on his bad temper, though.

He watched the boy approaching the horse. It eyed him warily but made no move away. Better. The lad held out his hands and the horse obliged, nuzzling them before giving him a playful butt in the chest. The boy hesitated.

‘Keep going, lad,’ said Darrick. ‘You’re doing fine.’

He turned away at the sound of a cart rattling along the street behind him, pulled by mules. He waved at the owner, who nodded back. And that was all it took for it all to go wrong again. When he returned his attention to the paddock, the boy had his foot half in the stirrup and his hand clutched the loose rein tight.

‘No,’ shouted Darrick. ‘You’re dragging his head round. He won’t . . .’

The lad tried to mount. The rest was inevitable. He gave a sharp tug on the rein, forgetting he was holding it, so much was he concentrating on the stirrup, his footing and the pommel where his other hand was planted. The stallion nickered and pulled back sharply. The boy didn’t know which to let go of and in the end released the pommel not the rein and still tried to get up in the saddle.

The horse trotted a pace and unbalanced his would-be rider who fell flat on his back in the dirt with a shout of frustration.

‘Give me strength,’ muttered Darrick.

‘You look like a man who needs a change of career,’ said a voice he recognised very well indeed.

He swung round. Hirad was standing a couple of paces away. Darrick gave a shout of surprise and embraced him hard. ‘Gods, Hirad, it’s good to see you,’ he said.

‘Steady,’ said Hirad, pushing him back. ‘People will talk. All going well is it?’

‘That depends on what you’re really asking. I’m making money. I’m working with horses and other dumb animals.’ He spared the boy a glance. ‘Again! Bruising is good for the character. And don’t think that about me. You’ll thank me later.’

Hirad was laughing. ‘Glad to see you’ve kept your cool.’

‘Hirad, I have to tell you something. I am so bored.’

The barbarian’s smile broadened. ‘So if I was to suggest something with rather more potential for excitement what would you think?’

‘I’d think you were a blessing from the Gods,’ said Darrick. ‘So what is it?’

He’d been ignoring the other figures spread around the paddock fence while he spoke to Hirad but now he looked more closely.

‘Isn’t that—?’

‘Rebraal, yes. And Auum. And Thraun’s around here somewhere too.’

‘What’s going on?’ Darrick chewed his lip. Auum had sworn never to leave the forest again and his presence with his Tai was drawing attention. Hirad’s smile had disappeared.

‘We’ve got a problem. I’ll explain on the way.’

‘The way where?’

‘Herendeneth. Listen, Darrick, do what you need to do here and I’ll see you on the docks at nightfall. There’s a tide and Jevin is going to be on it.’

Darrick stiffened. ‘Tell me what is going on before I get more irritable.’

‘You know how I said The Raven would never ride again? Seems I was lying.’




Chapter 10

Dystran, Lord of the Mount of Xetesk, though the title rang hollow now, stared out at another dawn and shed a tear as he had almost every day for the past two years. It was going to be another beautiful day. That was one of the things the demons had not taken from them though they had done their best. The air was perpetually cold and the quiet made late spring a sham. No birds sang, dogs barked or children played. There was no sound outside at all but the keening of despair on the breeze.

Like every day, he wondered at the conditions on the outside where the demons ruled practically unopposed. How much worse it must be for those kept alive out there; though much of the time he wallowed so far down in his own desperation that the possibility others could be in a deeper plight was inconceivable.

So little news came in from the outside. Less and less as the seasons turned and resistance inexorably weakened. At first it had been relatively straightforward. They had unsealed the catacomb vents and been able to get people into the countryside. In the early days, the demons had only attacked a few population centres. Food and water in the wilds had been plentiful and survivors had been brought into the security of Xetesk’s ColdRoom network. They’d even driven the demons back from the walls of the college at one stage and taken back some of the city.

But the situation hadn’t been sustainable. The use of magic was like a beacon to any demon and he had lost mages in sudden overwhelming attacks across the mage lands. Mages he could ill afford to lose.

Slowly, they had retreated as numbers dwindled as a result of demon attack and, ever increasingly, illness and a breaking of the spirit that left no room for life. There was only so much a healing spell could do and regaining mana stamina was fraught with danger. Xetesk had had just three small areas of the catacombs the demons had still not found where a mage could sleep outside a ColdRoom, replenish and cast. And always under the eyes of guards ready to pull them the few inches back to relative sanctuary should they be discovered.

Now, the Xeteskian sphere of influence covered just the tower complex and the catacombs north. Everything else belonged to the demons. Scouting parties still searched for food and fuel but their sorties were the stuff of nightmare. Only the knowledge of starvation kept men venturing out under the rolling ColdRooms they had perfected when all they had in plentiful supply was time. But nothing could guarantee their safety. It was genuinely incredible what men and women could achieve when there really was no other option.

At least they had water. Wells had been dug in the catacombs. And that meant they could eke out what little food they had into thin stews as well as drink their fill. They could heat their food too. Stones fired with focused Orbs or FlamePalm were more than adequate but another drain on stretched mana reserves.

Dystran looked out for as long as he could at the flitting shapes of the demons about their business in Xetesk and beyond; and at the slash in the sky that was the most hated symbol of Balaia’s almost total subjugation. From irritants the size of kittens to the tentacled monstrosities they had dubbed ‘enforcers’, all had their purpose, all had their place. That fact of their organisation maddened him because it had become so clear that in their thousand-year association with demons, they had learned nothing about them. If only the reverse had also been true. If only.

But it was the people that he saw that depressed him. And it dragged at his soul when he caught one of them gazing up at the tower. Without spirit, without hope. Abandoned but still walking. And still building, growing, eating and sleeping. Still, he was convinced, breeding. They had to of course. There was that part of the human that denied even the most cataclysmic situation. And above that, there were the demons, seeing to it that all was done to their design.

It was the reason he came up here and shed tears every day and why all who survived looked out every day too. He had to remind himself why he still fought because in the base of the complex hope fled so easily. He knew what he was looking at down there. It was a farm.

Dystran turned from the window, weary despite the early hour. He caught sight of himself in a mirror and shuddered. Gaunt. Sunken eyes and cheeks. Skin flaking and blotched. Patchy beard and hair hacked short as pitiful defence against the lice. A quivering line for a mouth, lips pale and split. And he was one of the fitter ones. He had no choice. Soldiers and mages got the greater shares of food.

He signalled to the two soldiers who went everywhere with him.

‘Let’s go,’ he said. He spared a glance across at Ranyl’s tower, shuttered and abandoned. ‘Gods be thanked that you didn’t live to see this, old dog.’

‘My Lord?’

‘Nothing.’

They began the descent to the dome. Below them, teams of mages kept ColdRooms linked to provide best coverage of as wide an area as they could. He had seventy-eight mages, a hundred-plus soldiers and another two hundred-odd souls to protect. Pitiful.

Not far down, the sour smells of the last resistance of Xetesk hit him. Ventilation was not enough alone. They could not clean or scrub adequately, they had to bury their waste in catacomb tunnels but they could not lime it. Around four hundred people living and breathing for the most part in tight conditions because they felt there was safety in numbers. Gods burning, it was one of the few things they could cling on to.

There had to be something they’d all overlooked. Something that would give them the spark they needed to strike with purpose, not merely seek to exist another day. After two years it seemed faint hope.

A thought struck Dystran then. There had to be a reason why the demons seemed content to let them live like this. How long had it been since a concerted attack, a season or more, surely? It didn’t make sense and it irked Dystran that it had never occurred to him to wonder why before now. The life force of a mage was so prized by demons. Their connection with mana made them burn bright. For a demon, comparing a mage to a non-mage was a fine Blackthorne red wine as compared with vinegar.

Yet every day, they must know they risked mages dying. It could be that they were not as numerous as he assumed but he wasn’t sure that would make enough of a difference. Gods drowning, but they no longer even sacrificed city people in front of them to make them surrender.

Something in the demons’ plans meant that keeping all the college cores where they were, helpless but alive, was the right way to go. It was a change in strategy from the constant attacks of seasons gone by. Now it was like they were waiting. But for what?

There had to be information and knowledge buried somewhere.

‘Where are Suarav and Chandyr? Where’s Sharyr?’

‘All in the banqueting hall, my Lord.’ A sad irony at breakfast time.

‘Good. Take me there.’

It was time for another raid on the library.

 


Pheone took her shift like they all did. And every moment outside the college grounds was terrifying. It tore at her gut and tripped up her heartbeat. It gnawed at her belief and concentration. The knowledge of what she was doing was what kept her focused. It was the only thing that could.

She slipped out of the tunnel entrance and into the heart of the city. It was a tunnel they had dug without the aid of magic and because they would otherwise starve, so tight was the ring of demons around them. She had ordered another dug too. One day, the demons would find this one. They found everything eventually.

And to think that Julatsa should consider itself fortunate. When the demons had flooded Balaia, they had been given warning. A panicked Communion from a Dordovan mage had been picked up by Pheone’s spectrum analysts. It had been cut off abruptly but had brought them precious hours to prepare. Mages had been called back into the college grounds. The grain store was cleared and the contents moved. City guardsmen were invited to leave their perimeters and beats. Livestock had been driven into the courtyard.

It was a time when Pheone had found her heart to be unyielding. They had assessed quickly how many souls they could shelter and had taken them from the streets. Whole families where they could. Smiths, builders and healers too. No sentimentality. It was only about survival.

They had plotted the ColdRoom coverage, ensuring wells and stores were well protected, and had withdrawn everyone they wanted behind the repaired college gates. The council had pleaded with her to let them in as panic had gripped the city riding on rumour and hearsay. The mayor had promised them the wealth of Julatsa for personal salvation. They had threatened to storm the gates but they didn’t have the strength. Julatsa’s mages were backed by Al-Arynaar swords, bows and magic.

She would for ever recall the last words she spoke to the mayor before the gates were sealed with WardLocks.

‘Your money means nothing as does your word. Much as the life of every elf and mage in this college meant nothing to you when Xetesk invaded. Where was your loyalty then? We asked for your help. You refused. Reap what you sow.’

And thus she had condemned him to a life of servitude or, if he was lucky, a quick death. She felt no pity for him or his council of cowards. But for those innocents they could not take, she had wept hard. For them, the curse of magic had surely struck its final and most devastating blow and unleashed on them an enemy they could not combat.

Mages were their only hope but mages across Balaia were struggling merely to survive; those that were left. It was a cruel irony that Julatsa, once just hours from extinction was, a few days later given the information she had gleaned, surely the most powerful college.

Julatsa boasted almost one hundred and eighty mages, Al-Arynaar and current Julatsans, and almost two hundred of the elven warriors had also still been in the college when the demons attacked. They were still so strong in mind and body. Truly amazing people. So determined, so resolute. They kept the college going through the earliest and darkest days. They hunted, they fought and they survived. It simply did not occur to them that they might be beaten.

The demons were wary of them too, which was the one ray of real hope they could work on. Elven souls couldn’t be taken by mere touch. Dila’heth said their god of the dead, Shorth, protected them.

Whatever it was, it meant that the elves chose to travel without ColdRoom spells when they foraged. And humans like Pheone simply had to trust them when it was their turn to provide mage back-up. She knew how effective they were but their tactics still couldn’t assuage her base fear.

There were six elves with her. Five warriors and one mage, all whispering through the silent street towards the immaculate and high-yielding farm land that had been created on the city’s borders. At one time they had developed a conscience about stealing this food. But when the reprisals for doing so had ceased and it became clear that they were as good as being catered for, that guilt ebbed quickly away.

The paradox of course was that demons still guarded the farm land. They were happy to exact revenge for attempted theft if they could while apparently conceding the necessity for over-supply because theft was often successful. And for their part, the elves were happy to take them on if the need arose.

‘We all have our demons,’ Dila’heth had said. ‘But you have named yours and they are real as well as being that dark part of the psyche we all harbour. Of course they have power over you. They are your nemesis. It is not so with the elves. Our association was never so close. Never myth made real.

‘For you they are the descent. Everything your mothers and your priests warned you about. For us they are a powerful adversary but in the end just an alternate race. They have a place in our legends but that is because they threaten Shorth’s children, not the living.’

‘You’re saying the reason we’re vulnerable is a difference in perspective? ’ she’d asked.

‘State of mind and belief are powerful. The touch of a demon can kill you. It cannot kill us unless our will is broken. Shorth protects us but our souls are bonded into our faith and our race. It makes us strong. You are individuals so you are vulnerable.

‘Humans have never really understood what binds a people. It is a shame for you that the demons do.’

Creeping through gently waving stalks of spring crops, it was hard to disagree with her. The elves had an intuitive understanding of each other. They barely needed to speak or gesture. But she remained ultimately unconvinced of Dila’s reasoning. She, like all elves, held her faith up as the reason for every circumstance. Pheone considered their greater resistance to a demon’s touch was their innate link to mana.

Ahead of her, the elves had stopped moving. Lost in her thoughts, Pheone almost stumbled into the warrior in front of her. He turned and placed a finger on his lips, then pointed to his eyes and out across the fields to the livestock barns. Darkened for camouflage, shapes moved against the walls. Demons. Dila’heth had made it seem such a dramatic name but it was what they were. To humans at least.

The raiding party crouched low in the field, out of sight unless they were overflown.

‘They are few,’ said Kineen, the leader of the group. ‘It is a chance.’

‘A chance for what?’ whispered Pheone.

‘To take breeding pairs,’ said Kineen. ‘We need more livestock.’

Pheone paused, hearing the leaves wave about her head. Ahead, a cow lowed.

‘Couldn’t we have had this discussion before we left?’ she asked.

‘To what purpose? There could be no decision until now. We know you will support us.’

‘You want to steal livestock?’ A nod. ‘And drive them back down the tunnel without killing them and without the demons finding the entrance?’

Kineen managed a brief smile. ‘The animals will not be conscious for the way back. We will deal with that. Four demons are circling the barn. We need to take them all together but we won’t have much time between casting and more arriving. You will have to be quick.’

Pheone blew out her cheeks. Her heart was crashing in her chest and sweat was beading at her hairline. She felt a shiver in her limbs. She only hoped that when the time came, she could muster up the concentration to cast.

‘Just tell me what you want me to cast.’

Another smile from Kineen. ‘Good. And Pheone. Run when we tell you and don’t look back.’

The five warriors fanned out into the field, keeping below the line of the crop. Pheone and the other mage, Afen’erei, moved in behind them. Neither prepared yet. The mana spectrum had to be kept quiet until the last possible moment. After a few yards, the two archers split off left, increasing their pace, hurrying for one end of the barn.

Pheone could just about make out the demons now. Four of them, a little smaller than man-size with wings and tails. Their vein-run skin writhed. Every inch the archetypal figures of nightmare. It was the shape most had adopted on arrival in Julatsa. She presumed they found it easier to control their human flock that way.

‘Hit them when they clear the barn to your right,’ said Afen’erei.

‘Got you.’

‘IceWind and DeathHail are best. Something quick to cast.’

Pheone nodded. She’d have preferred to crush them with a ForceCone but they couldn’t risk the barn collapsing under the pressure.

The three sword elves were running now, feet silent over the ground. They broke cover at the instant the first arrows struck the demons, deflecting their attention. The fact that the shafts couldn’t kill didn’t stop wounds hurting and the demons wailed in pain, shaft after shaft thudding home. They had not gathered themselves to attack before the warriors were on them.

Swords swept from scabbards and the blows rained in. Pheone saw it all in a kind of detached awe. The relentless motion, the speed of the strike. All to a purpose. Swords bit into heads and arms, sliced through wing membrane. Feet thudded into gut, groin and temple. Disorientating, temporarily disabling. The demons had practically no reply. They lashed out with claws and tails or tried to bite. But the ferocity of the elves made mockery of their slight numerical advantage.

Only one made it into the air at all, to be brought down with arrows crippling critical wing muscle. The onslaught was quick but could it possibly be quick enough? Already, Pheone could hear the hoots of alarm that meant the cries of the attacked had been heard.

‘Prepare now,’ said Afen. ‘No sense in delay. They are coming.’

Pheone dragged herself into the mana spectrum. It was unadorned by any casting barring the mass of activity that signified the ColdRoom lattice. She brought together the shape for IceWind, a flowing sheet of interlaced mana strands, glowing yellow with captured energy, just waiting for release when it would tatter in the face of its targets.

Almost at once, the hoots became howls and the hunt was on for those casting magic. The warriors responded, driving demons out of the shadow of the barn and into a pool of moonlight.

‘Break!’ called Kineen. ‘Cast.’

IceWind tore away from Pheone’s fingers, mingling with the slivers of DeathHail cast by Afen’erei. The effect was at once hideous and incredibly satisfying. Where Afen’s spell gouged strips of flesh from the demons, Pheone’s IceWind ignited the loose mana so freed, feeding on it as a FlameOrb did on human flesh, gorging, consuming.

The demons screamed, their voices like those of infants in agony, tearing at Pheone’s heart and dashing her concentration. The IceWind ceased but the damage had been done. Again, a solitary demon took to the air but it was little more than a mass of pure blue flame, bubbling a few feet up and crashing back to earth, wing beating feebly at the ground.

‘Go!’ shouted Kineen. His warriors and archers ran for the barn doors. ‘Pheone, retreat.’

‘No.’ She felt alive, vindicated. In two years, these were her first victims among the thousands that occupied her city and she found herself hungry for more. ‘I’ll defend you.’

‘They can outrun you,’ said Afen. ‘But not us.’

Pheone looked to her left. Shadows climbed thick into the sky. Far right, she heard the pounding of feet in scrub. It was no time for heroics.

‘Don’t get caught,’ she said, turning and running back into the field of spring crop, retracing her steps back into the city.

Behind her the yellow bloom of a spell lit the sky and a flat crack spoke of a FlameOrb detonating. More screams of dying children, this time further out of the city, away from the barn. Pheone smiled. A diversion.

The part-focused mana from the castings brought the demons to it, searching for the prized life force that only a mage possessed. Pheone ran harder, her ears playing games with her mind. She fancied she could hear a gravel-laden voice calling her name but it could have been the breeze through the crops. Wings beat close to her head though it could have been wind-echo.

She was alone and unguarded in this demon-run city of the walking dead. She broke through the crops and into the streets, trying to keep her footfalls quiet and maintain her speed. But all she produced was a dry slapping that sounded like a herald of her passage.

Pheone slowed, ducked into heavy shadow and stopped, breathing hard. She heard no sounds of pursuit. The howling of enraged demons was distant but she knew she couldn’t relax. She studied the silent buildings while she caught her breath. No one lived here any more. The demons had herded everyone they’d kept alive into the centre of the city, where they were penned and housed like animals.

A hand clamped across her mouth. She felt breath on her neck. She tried to struggle and scream but she was held tight. She let herself relax, made herself think. Kineen’s face came into view and she all but wept. He released her.

‘Bad place to stop,’ he said. ‘They are closer than you think.’

‘Gods burning, you almost frightened me to death,’ she managed, relieved and angry.

‘Sorry,’ he said and set off towards the tunnel entrance and safety. ‘I couldn’t risk you screaming.’

She followed him, nodding. ‘What about the others?’

‘They have taken other routes to split the pursuit. We have four lambs, four piglets. A good raid.’

Pheone smiled, feeling safe though she ought not to. Only she was safe enough here, wasn’t she? Here in a quiet empty back street the demons never travelled; as much as inside the college where they never attacked but just watched. No. Waited.

She caught up with Kineen. ‘Why don’t they attack the college any more?’

‘They fear us.’

‘Yes but that’s not all of it, is it?’

Kineen glanced across at her. A few more turns and they were home. ‘It is why we fight them out here.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘To keep that for which they wait as distant as we can.’

 


Deep inside the crypts of Dordover, the last remaining bastion of college resistance huddled. Barely two dozen were left now. The onslaught had been relentless. They hadn’t been able to replenish stamina outside the ColdRooms when the demons had found all their borders and they had too little strength to cure all the afflicted when disease had struck. Dysentery had stolen their best mages once it had taken their ability to heal themselves and now the demons were coming after what was left. They could sense the weakening. The ColdRooms were not secure, the casters were weak and the swordsmen barely had the muscle to raise their blades.

Vuldaroq, a shadow of the obese bulk he had been two years before, listened to the battering on the doors of the outer crypts. They had fled here the night before and had nothing with them. The Heart of the college was below them and they could no longer reach it.

He dragged himself to his feet and looked around the chill, lantern-lit chamber.

‘They will be here soon,’ he said. ‘They must not take any of our souls.’

A swordsman, Marn, turned to him. ‘The college must survive,’ he said. ‘Even if none live here until the demons are defeated. We cannot let our light fail.’

Vuldaroq managed a smile. ‘That you still have hope makes you the strongest among us, my friend.’

‘Not for myself, my Lord Vuldaroq, but for you and the mages we still have.’ He gestured about him. ‘We have been talking, the non-mages I mean. If you all have the stamina left for one more casting, there is a chance you can escape.’

Vuldaroq shook his head. He was tired. The bluster and arrogance he had carried were long since gone and he had developed an unflinching loyalty to those who had fought the demons so bravely though their efforts were ultimately to end in failure.

‘We will take our lives here, leave them nothing to leech from us,’ he said. ‘It is as we agreed, Marn. We will die together.’

‘No,’ said Marn. ‘It is you they want, you they prize. We can get you out.’

‘How? We are trapped.’

‘Yes, my Lord, but not yet quite helpless.’

Vuldaroq listened on and the spark of chance warmed his heart once more.




Chapter 11

‘Unknown!’

Hirad’s shout shattered the peace of Herendeneth, setting birds to flight and scattering the cattle in the yard behind the house. He pounded up the track from the landing, not even noticing the swaying trees to either side that flanked the path with such grace. All he could see was the man he hadn’t laid eyes on for well over a year. It was a great sight.

The big man was dressed in light linens, his shaven head hidden from the sun under a tied-back cloth. The smile on his face was broad and his bulk almost blocked out his wife and child standing a little way behind him.

Hirad hurtled into his embrace, rocking him back a step. The two old friends spun each other around, the barbarian kissing him on the cheek before stepping back.

‘Surprised?’

‘I thought you’d gone elven native,’ said The Unknown. ‘It’s wonderful to see you looking so well. Still off the wine?’

Hirad wrinkled his nose. ‘They have something almost as good. Made from some tree sap or other.’ He blew. ‘Very sweet, very powerful.’

‘So not wine at all then. Got some young stuff you should try.’

‘When on Calaius, Unknown . . .’

The Unknown shook his head. ‘Very funny. Seriously though, how have you been? There’s a lightness about you, I’ll say that.’

‘Life with Auum teaches you a few things.’

‘Hasn’t quietened your voice though, I see,’ said Diera.

Hirad stepped around The Unknown, kissed Diera and ruffled Jonas’s blond hair. The boy hid behind his mother’s skirts.

‘And a good morning to you, Lady Unknown,’ he said.

‘It’s good to see you, Hirad. It’s been too long.’

‘Yeah,’ said Hirad, stepping back and taking them all in, feeling the guilt begin to nag at him like it always did when he saw them standing together, the perfect family. ‘Yeah it has.’

‘Come on up to the house, it’s almost time for lunch anyway. Denser and Erienne are going to get a real surprise,’ said Diera.

‘Yes, they are,’ said Hirad, unable to keep the light in his expression.

‘So,’ said The Unknown, slapping him on the back. ‘You’ve got a year or more to fill me in on, man-elf. How long is Jevin staying for or is the Calaian Sun coming back to pick you up another time?’

‘He’ll be here a few days. As long as necessary, really,’ said Hirad. ‘Look, Unknown—’

But The Unknown wasn’t listening to him. There were voices coming from around the corner in the path, still just out of sight.

‘Who’s that man, Mummy?’ asked a small voice.

‘That’s Hirad, sweetheart, one of your father’s . . .’

She trailed off, sensing the tension that had stolen through every muscle of The Unknown’s body. Hirad looked briefly at her, saw the colour drain from her face and the tears already beginning to well up behind her eyes.

‘Brought some friends with me, Unknown,’ he said, voice close to cracking. ‘I’m sorry, Diera, I’m so sorry.’

And round the corner they came, their smiles and greetings dying on their lips as the scene unfolded before them. The Unknown spared Hirad a dangerous look and turned back to watch them approach, most of them people he hadn’t ever thought to see again. Darrick, Thraun, Rebraal, Auum, Duele, Evunn.

‘Hirad, what is going on?’ he hissed.

‘Think we’ll be all needing that drink,’ said Hirad.

Whatever it was The Unknown said next, Hirad lost in the sound of Jonas beginning to cry and Diera shouting ‘no’ over and over.

 


‘There, see it?’ Kayvel was pointing out over the south-west of Lystern.

Heryst was one of a dozen faces pressed against the highest window in the tower. The day was dull and drizzling, adding to the misery of the population of the enslaved city. He could barely concentrate on what he was supposed to be trying to see, his eyes as always drawn to the perpetual terrified drudgery that unfolded daily beneath him.

The demons had assembled the people they wanted to keep alive into buildings ringing the college and had cleared areas of the city in full view of the rebellious mages for crops and livestock. It was a reminder every heartbeat if one were needed of the Lysternans’ failure to do any more than survive.

In two years, while they had expanded their domain within the college, nothing outside of it belonged to them. They had wells under their control but had to raid farms for food or fly high and fast to hunt or forage in distant areas still apparently ignored by the invaders. Those making the flights had at least brought back information about the wider state of Balaia and it made grim listening.

Those still living outside the control of demons lived in constant fear of being the next into the inexorably expanding net. In addition to the college cities, all major population centres bar one were in thrall. Korina, Gyernath and all the northern and eastern baronies were captured, leaving only Blackthorne as a bastion in the south. It was a testament to Baron Blackthorne’s skill and farsightedness that he still remained free, if that term could really be applied to any of them. Only Blackthorne outside of the colleges had refused to victimise and drive away the mages in his town or employ when the Black Wings were at their height of influence. He was alive now because of that decision.

In the scattered villages, isolated farmsteads and hamlets, a subsistence life went on but there was precious little travel or trade. After all, the demons controlled every marketplace and port and had thrown an impenetrable ring around Blackthorne. Those living in these small communities would all have fled but there were no ships to anywhere. Some had tried to make it to Understone Pass but no news of their fate ever came back.

And everywhere the stories about what the demons were doing were the same. No one unable to father or bear children was left alive. The old, infirm and barren had been taken for their souls in the early seasons of the occupation. Those that were left were drilled into a workforce designed purely to keep them alive, let them breed and so perpetuate the supply of souls. And while the new generation were born and grew, the demons satiated themselves by draining life force slowly, using a horrifyingly exquisite touch to draw off only that which they needed.

Heryst had seen it from the windows of the college. He wondered why the enslaved hadn’t given up, taken their own lives or their children’s. He had witnessed in their faces the enduring shock and incomprehension. The eyes not dead but not alive either. The look of hope extinguished.

But somewhere inside them, most of them, the will to survive still lurked. It drove them to exist through the nights of terror, the knowledge of why they were being kept alive. The human spirit, never truly broken.

Heryst knew why that inner light still burned. It was because every day they could see the college. Still holding out. A torch to guide them through their bleakest moments, something to cling on to though they were helpless themselves. It meant an expectation was laid on Heryst and those few who worked to find an answer. It was why Heryst looked out every day to remind himself. They had to strike back. They had to. If only they had the means.

‘My Lord?’

‘Kayvel,’ said Heryst. ‘I’m sorry, miles away.’

‘Please, just for a moment, look away from the city.’ Kayvel placed a hand on his shoulder, all it did was remind him how thin he had become.

‘Show me again.’

‘Look towards Xetesk, tell me what you see.’

Heryst looked. Beneath the shale-grey cloud, there was a lightness in the south-west. It was faint but it was there. Sometimes stronger, sometimes fading. There seemed to be a pale blue hue to it but that could have been a trick of the distance.

‘What is that?’ he asked.

‘You know how you’ve been asking why it is the demons don’t try and attack us any more?’ said Kayvel.

‘Yes.’ Heryst shrugged and drew back from the window. ‘So what?’

Kayvel pointed. ‘Well, I think that’s why.’

Heryst regarded him coolly. ‘You’re going to have to explain that.’

‘Naturally.’ Kayvel chuckled and scratched at his beard. They all had them these days. There were other things more important than putting the edge of a dagger to your chin every day. Until the lice struck. Then they shaved. ‘We know that what we possess as mages makes our souls prized by demons. That’s surely why they targeted the colleges from the outset.’

Heryst nodded, about to tell him to stop repeating the obvious when he realised Kayvel was speaking for the benefit of the whole room, which had fallen silent.

‘But we saw them back off quite quickly when they knew they couldn’t take us without great loss of life on their side. We know this has happened in Xetesk and Julatsa too but we don’t know about Dordover. Worryingly quiet over there, if you ask me.’

A murmur ran around the room. Heryst looked round. On the council table, the ColdRoom mages were lost in their casting. Two others sat next to them, monitoring the mana spectrum as best they could for any communication through the strands of mana that linked to the spell that kept them safe. How strong they had all been against all the odds. What character had been shown by so many. Heryst didn’t know about anyone else but he knew he’d have gone under a long time ago without the spirit they had engendered here.

Kayvel continued. ‘So it seems clear they are waiting for something to happen before they can attack us with hope of success and without huge losses, right?’

‘It’s logical,’ said Heryst.

‘They have been completely systematic in their approach to taking Balaia. It has been a textbook conquest.’

‘You sound as if you respect them for it.’

‘I think we must,’ said Kayvel. ‘Because the chaotic creatures we read about in our myths bear no relation to the organised race we witness every day. It’s time to stop thinking about them as the evil in our mythology and start thinking about them as a capable, intelligent enemy playing perfectly to their strengths.’

‘Haven’t we always done that?’ asked a voice from the crowd that had closed in to listen.

‘No, Renarn, I don’t think we have,’ said Kayvel to the gaunt youth who had spoken. ‘It’s so difficult to change the teachings of thousands of years. Don’t forget that, with the exception of Xetesk and to a certain extent Julatsa, we have never viewed demons as anything other than a nightmare symbol. They really were the story told to keep children quiet at night. Trouble is, they are far more dangerous than that. They are a dimension-travelling race seeking domination of this dimension. And they are ninety per cent there already. Once Balaia falls completely, who will stand in their way?’

‘Wesmen and elves, presumably,’ said Renarn.

‘For how long?’ asked Kayvel. ‘They have come to the colleges to take out the biggest single threat to them, that of magic. The other races they can defeat at their leisure because weapons can’t kill them.’

‘The elves have magic,’ said Renarn.

Heryst went cold. ‘Not when the tower of Julatsa is destroyed.’

‘Right.’ Kayvel’s smile was grim.

‘All right.’ Heryst gestured for calm as consternation swept the room. ‘Come on, let’s keep our focus. We’re already deflected from the question, which is, what does that mist signify?’ He pointed out of the window.

‘It’s mana,’ said Kayvel.

Heryst started. ‘I beg your pardon?’

‘Think about it. What is the one thing stopping them from attacking us inside our ColdRoom constructs?’

‘Mana of course.’

‘Yes. It is an integral part of their being. It’s armour on one level but actually it’s far more than that. Without it, they die. It’s clear that there’s enough mana in the atmosphere of Balaia to keep them alive, but not enough to overwhelm our castings and flood the ColdRooms.’ He indicated the window to the south-west. ‘That, I am certain, is the demons introducing mana to the air above Xetesk for just that purpose.’

‘But surely we’d feel it,’ said Renarn.

‘No,’ said Heryst. ‘Not at all. We’re inside a ColdRoom here, we won’t feel anything. What about those that have flown outside?’

‘Well, the spectrum is turbulent, or so I’m told. But that in itself isn’t proof though I challenge you to tell me another reason why it should be so. There’s something more. The temperature is dropping like it always does when mana is too concentrated. This is supposed to be late spring. It is unseasonably chilly.’

Heryst sighed and walked back to the window. He looked out on the mist with greater suspicion. ‘Can it really be mana? I don’t know. Don’t we need to know more than anything exactly what it is the demons have planned for us? Mages and wider Balaia, I mean. Because extermination doesn’t seem to be on the agenda, does it?’

‘It would be incredibly useful to know,’ agreed Kayvel.

‘Right,’ said Heryst, nodding. ‘Let’s go and catch ourselves a demon and ask it, then.’

 


It had taken The Unknown quite some time to calm Diera enough for her to take Jonas and walk the island. He didn’t know how to feel. On one level he was furious with Hirad for threatening his idyll and the life he loved; just being with his family. But he knew that Hirad would not have come to Herendeneth this way unless he felt he had no choice. And indeed had he not been approached and whatever it was turned out to be Raven business, he would have been just as angry.

But he felt retired. Although he kept himself fit and sparred with Ark every day, the desire to fight had gone. He’d fought and won his battles and he’d earned the right to be here on this beautiful island, watching his son grow while his wife lay in his arms. It was almost everything he’d dreamed of though he would have preferred to have been on Balaia, and be landlord of The Rookery too.

So he’d kept a silence to let his emotions settle while he walked ahead of the party from the Calaian Sun. He took them to the kitchen of the house, away from the sights and sun of the island. Into a place where they could focus and talk. The only time he opened his mouth was to call Denser and Erienne to join them.

And now here they sat with drinks and food in front of them, waiting for Hirad to speak. At least he had the decency to look deeply apologetic.

‘So, Hirad, perhaps you can explain why you’ve come here bringing who you have brought with you,’ said The Unknown. ‘And it had better be very bloody important.’

‘It’s as important as it can get,’ said Hirad. ‘This is bigger than Dawnthief, believe me.’

The Unknown raised his eyebrows. He looked for some hint of exaggeration in Hirad’s tone and found none. He felt his heart beat a little faster.

‘So you have our attention.’ The Unknown gestured to his left. Both Denser and Erienne were impassive but their hands gripped a little tighter together.

‘Look, we don’t know everything at this stage but we believe that the demons have invaded Balaia and are threatening the spirit dimension and if they can beat Balaia they can take out the dragons too.’

‘Whoa, whoa!’ said Denser, half laughing, his face a picture of scepticism. ‘Gods burning, Hirad, that’s a statement and a half. Bloody hell, I don’t believe there even is a spirit dimension.’

‘Then that is your weakness,’ said Auum.

Denser ignored him. ‘And what is this about demons? Come on, one thing at a time.’

‘You wanted to know if it was important. Why it was I came here with everyone. Now you know.’ Hirad sat back, his face set. The Unknown recognised it so well. That was why it worried him. Hirad wasn’t given to over-egging anything.

‘It’s all right, Hirad,’ he said. ‘One thing at a time. Demons in Balaia. Let’s hear that first.’

‘I can’t do it like that, Unknown. It’s all linked together.’ He stopped and chewed his lip, taking a deep breath. ‘And I don’t understand it all. What I do know is that if the elves think it’s worth leaving Calaius for and worth coming to The Raven for then that’s all I need to know. And I know that one of The Raven is in trouble and we never leave our people that way. Never.’

‘All right then, tell us whichever way you can,’ said Erienne. ‘Just know that this is so unexpected. We’re happy here.’

‘And I was happy in Taanepol. Thraun was born again in the rainforest. Some things are bigger than our happiness.’

‘Gods, hasn’t it always been the way?’ breathed Denser.

‘Yes it has,’ said Hirad and The Unknown felt his regret like a wave over the beach. ‘You have to understand this is the last thing I wanted.’

‘What’s going on, Hirad?’ asked The Unknown. ‘Just tell us the way you know.’

Hirad relaxed and looked to Rebraal and Auum. Both nodded for him to speak. He took a drink and was silent for a little while, gathering his thoughts.

‘This all sounds so ridiculous. A few days ago, I heard Ilkar. I was asleep but it wasn’t just a dream. Wherever he is now, he’s in trouble. All the dead are. Rebraal will tell you. It’s because the demons are attacking them on a new front. They need to break down the resistance of the Spirits because if they do it makes all of Balaia and Calaius vulnerable to them. And if that happens, the dragons are under threat too. Don’t ask me to explain it because I can’t. But we can stop this, if we have help and if we do it now.’

‘Trouble is,’ said Denser. ‘Coming from you, it isn’t ridiculous at all. Far-fetched, yes. Ridiculous, no.’

Hirad managed a smile. ‘Thanks, Denser.’

‘It doesn’t mean we understand it, though,’ said Erienne. ‘Why does it mean Balaia’s been invaded?’

‘And how the hell have you heard Ilkar?’ demanded The Unknown. ‘He’s been dead more than two years.’

‘I just did, Unknown. And Rebraal has heard him too. It’s too real to be just nightmares.’

‘Rebraal?’ asked The Unknown.

The leader of the Al-Arynaar inclined his head. ‘Hirad speaks the truth as you know he does. There is so much humans don’t understand about what exists outside their vision.’

‘We don’t need patronising,’ said Denser. ‘Just the facts.’

‘There is a place that all the dead go, all the souls as you would call them,’ said Rebraal. ‘You deny it because it doesn’t fit with your understanding of life and death but it exists nonetheless. It is a dimension as you understand them but the journey there is something only the soul can make, not the body. It is not a place you can ever visit though you can connect to it. Belief is everything. We know it. So do the Wesmen. It is time you knew it too.

‘All the souls of the dead go there but most are silent because they don’t know they can still communicate with the living. Ilkar knows as do all the elves who pass there. But right now, he shouts with a voice full of fear. The cursyrd are pressing the fabric of their realm.’

‘Why?’ asked Denser.

Rebraal regarded him as if he was simple. ‘Because it contains countless millions of souls. It is everything the cursyrd want if only they could force a breach.’

‘Are you with this?’ The Unknown asked of Darrick and Thraun.

The shapechanger nodded.

‘We’ve been on board ship with them for three days,’ said Darrick. He shrugged. ‘I believe them.’

‘Which is fine,’ said Erienne. ‘But I don’t get the connection with Balaia and I don’t see that we can do anything to help. And I don’t understand why Auum and the TaiGethen are here.’

‘Contact with our dead is a gift granted to us by Shorth,’ said Rebraal. ‘The Al-Arynaar and TaiGethen come to Aryndeneth to speak, to gain strength and to seek advice. It is written that they will defend us in death as we defend ourselves in life. We will not suffer the cursyrd to break that cycle.’

Erienne smiled, disbelieving. ‘How will you stop them? This is a place you can’t go to until you die. And then you will be in the same position as your dead. Helpless.’

‘They are not helpless,’ said Rebraal. ‘They fight. Every moment. To keep the enemy away from their borders.’

‘But you can’t help them,’ said Erienne, frustration edging her voice.

‘They aren’t talking about joining the battle in the spirit dimension. We have to remove the threat further back along the chain,’ said Darrick.

‘Great.’ The Unknown stood up and paced around the table. ‘This makes about as much sense as one of Hirad’s battle plans. Look, I know you’ve all been on ship talking about this for days but it’s coming across as gibberish, it really is. Ilkar’s in trouble but he’s dead. In fact everyone dead is in trouble and it’s got something to do with a demon invasion of Balaia but the elves think they can sort it out by stopping some so far unnamed target in an unnamed place.’ The Unknown felt his patience thinning to breaking point.

‘My wife is scared that I’m going to leave her and go off again with The Raven. I’ve told her it must be something critical or you wouldn’t be here. What the hell am I going to tell her? “My dead friend is sending dreams to my living friend and I need to sort it out?” ’ He thumped the table. ‘Someone start making sense or the lot of you can sod off back to whatever it was you were drinking on Calaius.’

Rebraal gestured for him to sit down and waited until he had done so.

‘Unknown, I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘But the fate of three dimensions hangs in the balance. One of them is ours, another is that of the dead and the other is the home of dragons. You can’t stay here and hope it goes away because if you do, the cursyrd will eventually come here and you won’t be able to stop them.’

‘So what can we do?’

‘It’s simple,’ said Hirad. ‘We have to kill the demons controlling it all.’

‘That’s simple, is it?’ said Denser.

‘The way Sha-Kaan described it, yes. In theory.’ Hirad stopped and a slow smile spread across his face. ‘Do you want to come and talk to Sha-Kaan?’




Chapter 12

They all went in the end. Something about Hirad’s manner meant that though the case had been introduced poorly, the notion that events worlds away would impact on them was never in doubt.

Darrick supported Cleress on her right side with the former Protector, Ark, on her left. She said little but there was a knowing look in her eyes. Like she had expected it all along.

Darrick left her to her thoughts. Walking apart from the rest of The Raven, he had the opportunity to assess them as he would have done his cavalry before a battle; searching for a weak spot. He knew he wouldn’t find one but The Raven’s demeanour was a constant source of fascination. They drew strength from each other. There was a power about them. You felt it on the inside and could see it from the outside. Like an aura. They moved so naturally around one another. The Unknown at their centre, Hirad next to him like always and the others grouped in close attendance. Darrick felt a surge of pride at being one of them.

The image was punctured by Jonas, who trotted along next to The Unknown, his tiny hand engulfed by his father’s huge fist. And by Diera, who had forgiven Hirad to the extent that the pair strolled arm in arm. It was at Hirad’s behest that so many would meet the dragon. And including Diera and Jonas in the group was a master-stroke. The pair had spent much time in the company of Sha-Kaan when he was marooned in Balaia and rested on Herendeneth. Diera would listen to him.

They were heading for the stone needle that dominated the island from its highest point. It was for no other reason than that Sha-Kaan had expressed a desire to see the island from the top.

They gathered in quiet anticipation, Hirad to the fore. He had told them what to expect but they all still took an unconscious pace back. A tall rectangle traced in the air in front of them. It drew itself slowly on three sides with the ground making up the fourth, and brightened from black to a blazing white. The doorway, half the size of a barn’s, filled with swirling colours that moved sluggishly, like oil poured onto still water.

‘Behind here would normally be a robing room and an antechamber before the main hall but I think the design has been changed,’ said Hirad.

The doorway dissolved, the intense edge light reducing to a warm orange glow and the slow-moving colours dimming to reveal a dimly lit interior. The scents of wood and oil carried on the breeze, sharp and pungent, but there was little sound from inside barring the crackle of fires. Heat flooded out, its humidity swamping the dry warmth of Herendeneth.

‘Just like old times, eh, Unknown?’ said Hirad.

‘One old time only, Hirad,’ said The Unknown. ‘And the familiarity ends with my sense of impending doom.’

‘Better not keep him waiting.’

‘Hell, no,’ muttered Denser.

They moved inside, the relative gloom resolving itself into a short arched hallway, painted in dark green silhouettes of landscapes and dragons. Beautiful in their simplicity, sombre in their depiction.

At the end of the hallway, huge double doors stood ajar letting onto a vast space. Hirad led them in. The chamber was vaulted and stone-clad, its sides scored and fluted horizontally. It reminded Darrick of a healer’s sketch of a muscle. The walls were otherwise unadorned but fires burned in grates at ten-yard intervals in the one-hundred-yard-square space, filling it with an oppressive, moist heat. Sha-Kaan sat in the middle of the chamber, his head and neck resting on the ground, his body a mound behind him and his tail flipping idly about his hind legs.

Little Jonas broke free of The Unknown’s grip and ran forwards. He displayed no fear, toddling towards a creature that could swallow him whole. He stopped in front of the great dragon’s jaws and half-turned towards his mother as he pointed.

‘Kaan!’ he said.

‘Yes, darling,’ said Diera, walking forwards to join him.

The Raven hung back, watching the reunion from a respectful distance. Sha-Kaan moved his head slowly off the ground, speaking softly just above the boy’s head.

‘Hello, little man,’ he said, voice so tender in a beast so large. ‘You have grown. I had not expected to see you again. And I am sad that I must at this time.’

Jonas didn’t respond verbally, instead reaching up to rub the horned scales at the front of Sha-Kaan’s muzzle. The dragon turned his attention to Diera.

‘Your son is beautiful,’ he said, voice a bass rumble, his eyes a brilliant blue, shining with affection.

‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘It is good to see you.’

‘But the reason why breaks your heart.’

She nodded. Darrick saw her hands clench together.

‘I don’t understand why anything that happens on Balaia should affect my husband. He has earned the right to peace.’

Sha-Kaan sighed. ‘I cannot argue against what you say. You married an exceptional man who is part of an exceptional group. And when the world is in trouble, it calls on such people and expects them to respond. It is the mark of their greatness that they choose to do so, though it is also your misfortune, is it not?’

‘There must be someone else now.’

‘You must listen to what I have to say. I think you will agree that there is not.’

Darrick saw her shoulders sag as she nodded her head and pulled Jonas to her. Sha-Kaan raised his head a little.

‘Approach, all of you,’ he said. ‘I have no desire to shout.’

Hirad chuckled and led them forwards. ‘Your whisper would carry clear across the Southern Ocean, Great Kaan.’

‘It gladdens my heart to see you, Hirad Coldheart.’

‘And you, Sha. You’re looking well.’

‘The air of Beshara and the streams of inter-dimensional space are kind to me.’ Sha-Kaan shifted. ‘How do you like my Klene?’

Hirad gave the chamber, where dragons came to rest and heal in inter-dimensional space, an appraising glance.

‘It’s a little plainer than your old one. Decorating not finished yet, or something?’

Darrick had to smile. Never in his most vivid dreams had he ever thought to witness a man debating wall coverings with a 120-foot-long dragon. Next to him, The Unknown had also seen the humour in the moment.

‘Effectiveness over aesthetics. The shape of the chamber and those grooves in the walls are efficient channels for the healing streams.’

‘Oh, right.’

Sha-Kaan rattled phlegm in his throat, the sound echoing in the chamber and startling Jonas who clutched his mother tight.

‘But in the fullness of time, we will hang the walls with tapestries, if it bothers you that much.’

‘Not for me to say, Sha-Kaan,’ said Hirad. ‘I just have to be at one end so you can use this thing, I don’t necessarily have to look at it.’

‘I fear we are straying from the point,’ said Sha-Kaan, a hint of irritation in his voice. He looked beyond Hirad to those grouped in front of him. ‘I remember the days when I considered all humans except the Dragonene mages to be unworthy of the attention of dragons. Hirad Coldheart changed that assumption and you before me are examples of my folly.

‘It makes it all the harder then to ask one more task of you. I am not surprised to see the elves represented by their best. You understand in a way humans do not the link between the living and the dead. Cleress, your presence honours me. Those who were Protectors, I am the happier to be able to gaze upon your faces. And The Raven. My friends. The fears that Hirad expressed to me are well founded. Our position is already desperate. Many will be involved in defence and attack; you will be the spearhead. And for that necessity, my heart is heavy with fear for you.’

‘You’re selling it well so far,’ said Denser.

Sha-Kaan’s head snapped round to regard the mage with slitted pupil narrowed.

‘Would you rather I lied about the challenge ahead, frail human?’ he asked. ‘Would you rather begin your journey one-eyed?’

‘Not at all,’ said Denser. ‘But you have to understand that for most of us we had no inkling of any problem until Hirad put to shore. I’m still getting round the shock of it.’

‘Then let me explain what has happened.’ Sha-Kaan breathed heavily, the air rushing over their heads, sour and sharp. ‘Kaan birthings began a little more than two cycles ago, a little less than two years for you. It is a time when our efforts are focused solely on our brood and when the paths of inter-dimensional space are closed to us because the resonance set up by the brood at birth upsets our directional sense. It is the time when the Vestare repair and improve the Klenes.

‘But you will understand that it is a time when we are most at risk from attack. The brood has fought in the skies every day of the birthings and the damage we sustain can only be salved by the ministrations of the Vestare. The fight has left us weak but the enemy broods of the Naik and the Skoor have not been able to break us and for that we give thanks. Now we are building our strength again. Our young are strong and, like Jonas, they grow fast and are confident, unafraid.’

He paused, reflective. Darrick searched his face for expression but the mass of scales obscured anything but a tightening of the muscles around his eyes.

‘Our joy has been tempered, though, by what we found when the Klenes were opened again and we tried to communicate with our Dragonene partners here on Balaia. Many were simply not there. And those that were, were in a state of such panic their minds were barely coherent. Worse, the Kaan have been attacked in their Klenes by the Arakhe, who are marauding in inter-dimensional space. They are strong and getting stronger and that only happens when they find a new home. That home is here.’

Sha-Kaan’s last words hung in the air, resonant and laden with ruin. Darrick felt a chill in his body despite the heat of the chamber. He’d heard all this once already but first-hand from Sha-Kaan made it so appallingly close.

‘So the demons have invaded Balaia?’ said Denser.

‘Yes,’ replied Sha-Kaan. ‘And they will enslave every man, woman and child in this dimension. Then they will bleed them dry of their souls and when the land is spent, they will move on. They must be stopped.’

‘I still don’t understand why this affects the dead,’ said The Unknown.

‘Balaia is a key dimension for the demons and you must understand their nature. They are nomadic. They exist outside the boundaries we understand, taking dimensions where they can to increase their strength and, like I said, moving on when they are spent.

‘But Balaia is different. They need it for the long term and that is why they have chosen enslavement rather than massacre. It marks a departure in their nature. A mode of organisation that is worrying to us all. Another reason they need Balaia is the links that both elves and Wesmen have with the spirit dimension. If they can break the will of either race, they believe they will have free access to the dead and all their myriad souls. I believe them to be right. As, I am sure, does Cleress. And the dead are under greater pressure than at any time in their fight against the Arakhe. From what the elves tell us, that much is clear. What do you say, Cleress?’

‘It is a future I have seen, though it is uncertain,’ said Cleress. ‘There is still hope, therefore.’

‘So why didn’t they attack Calaius or the Wesmen directly?’ asked Erienne.

‘For two reasons,’ said Sha-Kaan. ‘They have been waiting for a way in for millennia. Xetesk finally gave them that way in by meddling with powers they did not understand and causing a breach in the fabric of the Balaian dimensional shell. The souls of mages are prized and will give them great strength for battles to come. Second, they are attacking the colleges and the wider east of your country first because if they can remove magic, then none in this dimension have a weapon against them.

‘The Brood Kaan, and through us every brood on Beshara, is at risk. The Arakhe are our enemy of eons. We cannot afford to grant them access to our home or they would overwhelm us as they will Balaia.’

‘They are that strong?’ questioned The Unknown.

Sha-Kaan said nothing. Darrick watched him see everyone digesting the situation as best they could. Darrick couldn’t see all their faces but those he could told him they believed. Gods, they had to.

‘Xetesk has a great deal to answer for.’

It was a heartbeat before Darrick realised who had said that.

‘But no one blames you, Denser,’ said Hirad.

‘Every Xeteskian mage is to blame, and I am one,’ he said. ‘We all swore the oath that brought us to Xeteskian magic, we all wanted to see the development of dimensional spells and we all gladly accepted the deal with the demons that brought us the increased mana flow.’

‘There will be a reckoning if there still is a Xetesk when the Arakhe are beaten,’ rumbled Sha-Kaan. ‘Your guilt is natural but Hirad is right. You cannot be to blame for that over which you have no control.’

‘It doesn’t make me feel any better.’

‘Then use your anger,’ said Sha-Kaan. ‘Fight.’

‘But how?’ Denser threw up his arms. ‘It sounds as if we are already too late.’

‘Not yet.’ Sha-Kaan shifted again, his claws grinding against the stone floor. Diera shushed Jonas who had become restless.

‘Perhaps you should take him back outside,’ said The Unknown.

‘I need to hear this,’ said Diera. ‘For me and for him. I have to be able to tell him what happened if you don’t ever come back.’

The Unknown looked pained. He drew a hand down her cheek. ‘I always come back. I promise you this will be no exception.’

‘You promised you would never leave again unless I was with you,’ said Diera though there was no accusation in her tone. ‘Why did I marry a Raven warrior, eh?’

‘We cannot choose who we love,’ said Sha-Kaan. ‘In that if nothing else, we and you are the same.’

Diera knelt by her boy. ‘Will you be good for me and your father? We need you to be quiet just a little longer while Sha-Kaan speaks.’

‘Then will he fly away again?’ asked Jonas, his bright eyes on his mother. She shrugged.

‘I expect so, darling. He can’t stay in here all the time.’

‘How will he get out?’

‘Well,’ said Diera. ‘He’ll probably use the doors like we will.’

Jonas’s face held such an expression of doubt that Darrick had to fight back a laugh. In a voice that was meant to be a whisper, the boy said, ‘I don’t think they’re big enough, Mummy.’

It broke the tension at least. All of them laughed hard, Hirad almost doubled over, leaning on The Unknown for support the big man was in no position to give. Sha-Kaan rumbled loud, the sound booming in the chamber, and Cleress had to wipe the tears from her eyes.

‘Perceptive for such a nipper, isn’t he?’ said Hirad.

‘You’d better believe it,’ said The Unknown. ‘Like father like son.’

‘He’ll get stuck!’ shouted Jonas, revelling in his new-found confidence and all the attention. ‘But we could pull him out.’

‘Calm down now, sweetheart,’ said Diera. ‘There’s a good boy.’

‘But he will!’ insisted Jonas. ‘He will.’

He found himself confronted by Sha-Kaan’s muzzle, canted to one side so he could be seen by one enormous eye.

‘I do not have to use doors,’ the dragon said. ‘I will use the pathways of . . .’ He paused. ‘I will use magic. One day I will show you. But not today.’

Jonas sat down hard on his behind under the force of Sha-Kaan’s breath. He was still smiling.

‘All right now?’ asked Diera. The boy nodded.

‘Let us discuss what must be done,’ said Sha-Kaan. ‘Because the fight for Balaia will be difficult and, like the fight for the spirit dimension, will not be fought here, not by The Raven at least. And then I will prove to you all that Jonas was right. But while I cannot fit through the doors, I can poke out my head and look again on this beautiful island.’

 


They ate outside that night. A breeze kept the air fresh and the tide was sending waves onto the southern coast, the sound comforting, bringing them all back to reality, at least for the time being.

They set up tables along the southern cliff edge so that they could see out across the expanse of ocean while the sun dipped down in the west, sending spectacular reds across the water. With a lamb gently turning on the spit and the young wine flowing, The Raven talked about everything but that which was to come. Around them, the elves and the former Protectors were relatively quiet but they listened intently, interjecting when they could.

When Jonas complained once too often, Diera took him to his bed. Hirad turned to The Unknown as soon as she was out of earshot.

‘You could stay, Unknown,’ he said. ‘Look at her. Her heart is broken but she can still smile and laugh. But we’re going to have to go and what then?’

The Unknown’s eyes shined in the moonlight as he watched his wife walk away up to the house.

‘You know I can’t stay,’ he said. ‘But thank you for the offer, even though you didn’t really mean it. I always said I would fight for the world in which my family could grow up in peace. I thought that here, and eventually back on Balaia, I had achieved that. But now it is clear that there is still one more enemy to be beaten and I will be there to do my part for Diera, for Jonas and for The Raven. This isn’t going to be anything but personal for me and I think we’ll all work better if we feel the same way.’

‘The Raven never work apart,’ added Thraun. ‘And what good would any of us feel if we didn’t join the fight and that fight failed? We would die just as surely.’

‘Myriell once spoke to you, didn’t she?’ said Cleress. ‘About the One magic and why it must survive?’

Hirad turned his head to see the Al-Drechar looking at him and The Unknown, her eyes as strong as ever, burning with the barely suppressed energy of the One.

‘She did,’ said Hirad. ‘After we’d beaten off the Dordovans from Herendeneth, if I recall correctly.’

‘You do,’ said The Unknown.

‘But you probably don’t remember what she said. She knew even then as we all did that there was a threat coming to Balaia and, we feared, to other dimensions. She told you that the One had to survive because it would be a potent weapon in the fight to come, whatever form it took. That time has arrived. The world will be grateful you kept your side of the bargain and that Erienne still lives.’

‘Thanks for keeping the pressure off me, Cleress,’ said Erienne.

‘Ah, but you must understand what you can bring that no one else can,’ she said. ‘Yours is a magic that doesn’t rely solely on mana for creation. It is one of the reasons the demons will want you gone. They will fear you as they will fear all The Raven because your belief, not just your power, makes you dangerous. Sha-Kaan sees it or he would not have involved you.’

‘But it’s not as if I can create extra devastation at will and forever,’ protested Erienne. ‘I get tired too and if Sha-Kaan is right, there’s one hell of a lot of demons out there.’

‘Think, child,’ said Cleress. ‘Remember what we learned so recently? How easy it is to strip one element from the target area? Mana is one element.’

The silence around the table grew ever more knowing and, slowly, a smile spread across Erienne’s face.

‘We have a couple of days before the tides will be right,’ said Cleress. ‘You and I have a lot of work to do.’

‘Better pass me the meat and wine, then,’ said Erienne. ‘Looks like I’m going to need all the strength I can get.’




Chapter 13

It was dawn when it happened. Damp and chilly with low, brooding cloud. An altogether fitting atmosphere for the state of Xetesk. Later, Dystran would see the fortune of the weather front but first sight had simply depressed him.

It was the day they had identified for the raid on the library. Dystran was contemplating the task ahead when shapes began dropping out of the cloud. At first he assumed them to be more demons. But the clarion calls, gale of noise and thrash of action from the streets told him instantly that they were anything but.

They were a way distant, probably a couple of miles and maybe more, and the demons were clamouring to get at them, whoever they were. Dystran took a quick look down into the occupied parts of the college. It was all but deserted. He took a deep breath and stepped out of the ColdRoom construct and onto his balcony, signalling his guards to flank him, ready to haul him back if any threat appeared.

Immediately, the feel of mana energised his body, a tonic for the weary like the sun on cold skin. He wasted no time in casting to augment his vision and reaching out to see what was approaching.

Men, flying. Mages. Pursued by demons who were bursting through the clouds around them and faced by more rising up from Xetesk. They flew hard, pushing the limits of ShadowWings, dodging, splitting, reforming. A battle where a single touch would be fatal. Where one side could not strike at all.

He concentrated harder, searching their faces, and his jaw dropped. At their head, a man who despite the weight that had fallen from him was immediately recognisable.

Dystran turned and ran from the tower, shouting for his mages, shouting for his library raiders. It was the diversion of his prayers and he was going to grab the opportunity with both hands.

 


Vuldaroq had no idea how any of them had maintained their concentration in the freezing air high above the clouds. They had started out exhausted, they had trimmed their wings for speed and they had pushed the limits from the word go.

But that was not all. The escape had been a nightmare scene of pulsing demon bodies; brave men facing them down, sacrificing themselves for their mages. It had been dark, dark corridors, shadowed halls and the stench of rotting flesh. It had been the pleading cries of the enslaved; the squeals of the newborn into horror and the briefest graze of a demon’s finger that had chilled his soul. And ultimately, it had been the flight through the glass domes that roofed the chamber of light with the shrieking of demons just far enough adrift.

All leading to a day of pure torment. As quickly as they outpaced a demon pack, another would rise to block their path south and west. They could smell the mana from so far away. It meant they could not rest in each other’s arms as they had planned and so cycle their effort.

How many times had they cowered behind clouds, dived at suicidal pace or spun dangerously close to each other risking collision? It was something of a miracle that they had lost only one of their scarce number. There was no time for reflection. There had not been time to mourn the fading scream.

And so they faced the final run. They’d dived from the clouds a little early but that didn’t bother him. What did was whether Xetesk had seen them or not. It took only a few heartbeats to realise the demons had. Like a multi-hued cloud in the morning gloom, they lifted off, their alien calls taken up by their current pursuers who drove a little harder.

‘Come on!’ called Vuldaroq though he knew his words were lost in the battering wind on their faces.

He led the four remaining mages down sharply, off-balancing the pursuers who lost a little ground. Any chance was worth taking. Vuldaroq was surprised to feel a thrill pass through him. So close to death for so long but with relative sanctuary almost within reach, he had never felt more alive.

He breathed the feeling in deep, felt the energy revitalise his aching body and pushed more speed from his ShadowWings.

‘Come on, Dystran, you bastard, now’s the time.’

Vuldaroq glanced back through his gossamer-thin wings, the protective film over his eyes adding to the slightly unfocused outlook. They were all still with him. The demons flitted in and out of his vision, blurred reds and blues, trying to steal a few feet to pressure the mistake. It was hard to tell how many there were. Ten or twelve at least.

But he considered them too far adrift if he and his could maintain their punishing pace just a little longer. To maximise their speed, the mages were all flying head first, arms pressed to their sides, legs straight and feet pointed backwards. It left little room for communication but they had organised a few signals in quieter moments of the flight and Vuldaroq knew they would all be looking at him for their cues.

In front of them, the seven towers of Xetesk stood grim and gaunt against the dull sky. A few lights burned in Dystran’s but the others appeared closed and dead. Much like the city. It was wreathed in an undulating dawn mist trapped within its walls and punctured only by the glimmer of a handful of fires.

The demons rising from the city had fanned into a wide net. Some were streaming towards them, others hanging back. There had to be two hundred at least, thronging the air above the silent buildings, flashing greens and deep blues.

Vuldaroq went hard at the line approaching them, saw it straighten to counter their expected direction. It was a surprisingly naïve move, but then the leader caste was not among this vanguard and without them there was little spatial awareness.

Dordover’s Arch Mage flickered his fingers to draw his mages’ attention. Then, he pointed up with his index fingers before splaying his hands. All he could do now was hope they had seen him and trust they would react when he did. Delay carried the severest of consequences.

Vuldaroq clung to his courage. He closed with the demons at high speed and sensed his few mages come onto his shoulders in a tight group. The demons mimicked them instantly, a good sign.

‘Keep coming,’ he breathed. ‘That’s it.’

He was so close he could hear their calls when he angled upwards at practically ninety degrees. The mana shape controlling the wings strained. Physical wings would surely have snapped. Vuldaroq felt the braking force across his whole body like he was going into reverse. If not for the demons racing beneath him and the undeniable forward motion driving him on, he would have believed it.

One quick look told him they’d all made it this far. Below him, the demons were braking and turning from all directions. Vuldaroq spread his arms, his body adopting a cruciform shape, falling forwards in the air to arrow vertically down.

They all knew the sign. It was the last run and, of necessity, it was every man for himself. Mouthing good luck to any that were watching, he plunged groundwards. He had about a mile of distance and a thousand feet of height to lose. No distance at all but surely the longest flight of his life.

 


‘We’re moving!’ shouted Dystran. ‘Now!’

He pounded along the corridors from his tower and into the dome complex, seeing the torpid surprise register on dozens of faces.

‘Up. Warriors to the doors. Mages, let’s be thinking about focused Orbs. We’re going outside. Library team, make ready.’

His orders were carried on down into the catacombs. Puzzled expressions faced him. He paused.

‘I do not have time to explain,’ he said. ‘Time to trust me. Allies are flying in from the north-east.’

‘Allies?’ a warrior, standing, questioned.

Dystran grabbed the filthy blue kerchief tied at his neck and pulled. ‘Yes, allies. Anyone who isn’t a demon is an ally now. Clear?’

‘Yes, my Lord.’

The sound of running feet came from all quarters and he waited for the gaunt, sick-looking figure of Commander Chandyr to appear before issuing orders.

‘No time for whys. Dordovans in the sky heading this way. The demons have all but cleared the college to hunt them. I want eight mages out there giving covering fire as they come in. Another four will defend the flanks from demons still hidden inside the grounds. Twenty warriors as spotters, in and outside the doors. And the library team is going in now. We’ll not get a better chance. Move.’

‘All right, you heard him!’ Chandyr clapped his hands together. ‘Mage teams one and two, cover duty. Swords two and three, spotters. Sword four, you’re on the doors as back-up. Library raiders, to me. Gentlemen, it is time for some fun.’

Dystran had to admit Chandyr was good. They moved for him, respected him. The Lord of the Mount himself, they just feared. He liked it that way.

Noise battered around the dome. Men shouting, weapons and armour clashing. Metal-shod boots ringing on stone and marble. Dystran swallowed on a dry throat. The great doors swung open onto the cool, misty dawn.

‘Go!’ shouted Chandyr. ‘Forming up flanks quickly. Focused Orbs for attack, I want an IceWind cover for area attack, ForceCones on defence. Ready for changes any time on Lord Dystran’s word.’ His voice cleared the din easily. A commander’s voice brought back to life by the promise of action. ‘Spotters, I only want to hear numbers and direction.’

Soldiers and mages ran through the doors, across the marble apron and down the stairs in front of the tower complex. Out of the protection of the ColdRoom lattice.

Dystran followed them, buoyed by the flow of mana that coursed through him and the beautiful fresh air in his lungs. He pulled in the shape for a focused Orb, following three mages taking up a central position. A quick glance showed him the defence and spotters deploying. Behind him, Captain Suarav led the library raiding party left and out of sight. His last three archivists were with the scarred garrison commander under the eye of Sharyr. It was a gamble that couldn’t afford to fail.

In the grey sky north of Xetesk, the desperate flight neared its conclusion. Tens, hundreds of demons thronged the sky, a net for the five shapes that darted, twisted, ducked and soared trying to dodge them. It was hard to see how any of them would get through.

‘A path,’ muttered Dystran, then raised his voice. ‘Let’s make them a path. Concentrate on the area dead ahead, where the lead flyer is coming in. Time it, my mages. The gaps we make will fill quickly.’

Spells flew and the first demons perished in fire and ice, blasted aside to give Xetesk’s erstwhile enemies a chance of life.

 


Blessed emptiness on the approach. The raiding team slipped left, passed the dome defence and trotted quickly and quietly around the base of the complex. The library doors stood open, hanging from their hinges. The timelock ward was no use now, broken when the timbers had been battered apart in the early days of the occupation.

In the bloom of spells across the spectrum, the augmentation they gave their sight to counteract the gloom inside the library went unnoticed. Sharyr led three archivists, Captain Suarav and a spotter soldier up the edge of the broad steps where the shadows remained deep enough and the mist clung to the stone.

Inside, he could make out the shapes of bookshelves and tables. Little seemed to have been seriously disturbed though the wind picked at the pages of a few volumes scattered on the carpeted floor.

There would be demons in here somewhere. An earlier abortive raid had reported what appeared to be a systematic search through every piece of work. They’d had two years to find what they wanted but still the searching went on. Sharyr wondered briefly what it was.

He checked the team. They nodded their readiness and he moved in, every footstep fraught with the potential of a protesting floorboard. He felt naked outside the protection of the ColdRoom yet energised by the connection with the mana spectrum. The crack of the first spell behind him told him he was not alone.

It was a curious mix of feelings. He’d grown accustomed to the aura of security the ColdRooms provided but always lurking was the pain of being shut off from the spectrum. This way round, he had the comfort of mana at his command. All he had to cope with was the dread that accompanied it. Death a mere touch away.

Suarav came to his right shoulder as they entered the library. Sharyr’s augmented eyes picked out objects and edges in sharp, monochromatic relief. It showed him Suarav’s face, lined with concentration, beaded in sweat despite the chill of the air. He felt a surge of respect for the man. Nominally, he and the other soldier were spotters. In reality, they were there to sacrifice themselves to save the mages should the need arise.

The grand three-floored building was silent but for the ruffling of loose pages. Light was edging through the stained-glass windows leaving deep shadow untouched under stairwells and recesses.

Sharyr kept to the centre of the carpeted path, the team bunched behind him. Their eyes would be everywhere. Left and right past every aisle of shelves, up into the arches and upper floors, ahead into the heart of the library and down lest they kick a stray book or put boot to bare wood.

He could feel the tension soaring. Suarav repeatedly tightened and relaxed his sword grip. Sharyr had to fight hard to keep the ForceCone construct steady. The breeze outside threw unsettling eddies into the library, like the downwash of wings. Sharyr drew in a deep breath and moved further in.

The signs of the demons’ search were everywhere. Bookcases had been moved, glass fronts smashed. Parchments, volumes and tied scrolls were heaped in piles on shelves, stacked on the floor or scattered into corners. The damage was worse than at first sight. Ripped pages sat in drifts on lower shelves. Ancient texts were torn, spines broken. The knowledge of ages discarded. Whatever it was they were looking for, the demons had gone about their work methodically.

Sharyr felt his heart fall. This organised demolition was going to make their job all the harder and they couldn’t afford to be in here a moment longer than absolutely necessary. Looking about him, he wondered if they’d find anything useful at all.

At the base of the grand staircase that swept left up to the next floor, he took them from the central path and underneath the marble steps. The demonology section was just ahead. It was the first of three they’d identified. Sharyr checked them all again, saw the strained but determined faces. Outside, spells cracked and echoed in the quiet of early morning. Distantly, a demon screamed.

He turned back and there they were. Floating gently down from the upper floors. He wasn’t sure how many. Ten at a quick count. He backed up under the stairwell. Suarav just in front of him, the others behind, all wanting to feel a wall at their backs. The demons were stark grey against the deeper background, shining slightly. They were all of one strain. Long faces containing huge oval eyes. Tiny mouths but rimmed with fangs. Distended skulls. Delicate feathery wings and long slender arms at the end of which spidery fingers writhed.

‘Keep calm,’ said Sharyr. ‘Keep your concentration.’ He had lost his ForceCone construct and was desperately trying to reform the shape. ‘Don’t show them fear. We can take them.’

‘You heard him,’ growled Suarav. ‘They’ve got to get past me first.’

He stepped square in front of the mage team, indicating the conscript do the same. The man didn’t move but for the quaking of his body. A whimper escaped his mouth.

‘Stand aside, Captain,’ said Sharyr.

‘They will not take you before me.’

‘You’re standing in the line of our spells.’

‘Just tell me when to duck.’

The demons watched the exchange intently. Sharyr, who hadn’t taken his eyes from them, felt as if he were being examined. Studied. He became aware that he could hear the whirring of their wings at the edge of his consciousness.

‘We don’t want to have to cast,’ he said.

‘The damage to the library would be considerable,’ replied one of the demons immediately, voice soft and seductive.

The conscript muttered again.

‘Strength,’ snapped Suarav. ‘They don’t know what to do.’

The demons spread slightly, moving to cut off any escape back towards the main doors. There was a gap to the back of the library. It had been left quite deliberately. No escape there.

‘They’re going to get us,’ said the conscript.

‘No they aren’t, not if we stick together,’ said Suarav. ‘Keep your blade out front.’

‘Won’t do any good. Just one touch.’

Sharyr felt the soldier tense to run. They had little time. ‘Mages, what do you have? Speak quickly.’

‘Orbs.’

‘Orbs.’

‘Ice.’

In concert, the demons opened their arms and glided in. ‘Your souls will replenish us.’

‘No!’ The young soldier broke left and ran, colliding with one of the archivists and sprinting away into the shadows.

‘Structure down.’

‘Reform!’ snapped Sharyr.

‘Get back here!’ roared Suarav.

‘Forget him and duck,’ said Sharyr. Suarav dropped to his haunches. ‘Orbs now.’

It was a single focused FlameOrb and it struck the centre of the pack. The glare was painful, the effect brutal and instant. The tight globe of flame singed wings and burned coarse hair. It ate demon flesh. Smoke roiled. The scream was terrible. Sharyr followed it with his ForceCone. He directed it at the left side of the group. Unprepared, the demons were flicked away, twigs in the gale. He drove them up and back, flattening their bodies against the marble balustrade opposite. He wouldn’t kill them but it represented space and time.

‘Ice, right!’

Hardly had he uttered the command than the spell washed out, sucking and tearing at demon bodies, driving freezing air through their mana protection. Gouging, flaying.

‘Now run, left. Find that idiot and get searching. We’ve still got a job to do. I’ll hold these here.’

His men obeyed without question, scattering into the back of the library. ‘And be careful of what’s down there!’

Sharyr took stock. He held four struggling demons in check. The others were dead or dying. The IceWind blast had covered shelves, texts and tables over a ten-yard area with a thick coating of frost. That wasn’t what worried him. It was the fire taking hold where the Orbed demon lay. And as the first scream of pure terror rang out from the back of the library, he turned to warn them that time was running out even faster than they had first thought.

 


The four surviving mages flew in at a frightening pace. Left and right, spotter soldiers called out the locations of demons now turning their attentions to the Xeteskians in front of the tower complex. Focused Orbs scattered out in a wide arc. In the thinning mist, demons howled and the noise grew as more and more ignored their airborne quarry. And in the centre of the mage defence, deep blue ForceCones and IceWind kept open the slimmest corridor.

‘Let’s be moving back slowly!’

Chandyr’s voice towered over the slowly rising panic. They had to get this just right or they’d lose more mages saving Dordovans than if they’d all stayed inside and let their erstwhile enemies die. Dystran eyed the sky again. Vuldaroq was at their head, the other three now in close attendance. They had abandoned any thoughts of evading the mass of demons closing around them and were flying headlong and head-first straight at the doors of the complex. The timing was going to be tight.

‘FlameWall preparation now,’ he barked to the mage at his side.

Both men formulated the rigid, single-sided structure into which was built the mechanism that caused the flames to decay slowly. It was a static spell. They could cast and forget. Right now that was more than merely a blessing.

From his left, Dystran heard a sudden surge in shouting. Demons were attacking hard on the flank, threatening to overwhelm the flimsy mage defence.

Chandyr’s voice sounded softly in his ear. ‘It has to be now, my Lord.’

Dystran nodded his understanding. ‘Ready,’ he said.

‘Last spells and retreat!’ shouted Chandyr. ‘Don’t look back, get inside the ColdRooms. I want men ready if any of those bastards follow our friends in. Go!’

Heartbeats later, a volley of spells clattered into the mass of demons still a hundred yards distant but closing hard. To the left, the distance was not so great. Mist burned away, screams filled the sky and cold washed out over the college, IceWind finding its targets and flaying the skin from its victims. But there were so very many of them. They choked the sky and now the ground in front of the college. All the spells had done was buy them a few moments.

‘Run!’ Chandyr led the charge back to the doors, stopping by Dystran who had backed right to the edge of the ColdRoom.

Soldiers and mages rushed past. Demons closed in from left, right and above. The corridor down which the Dordovans flew narrowed, the quartet dropping to line astern to keep the demons crucial feet from them. The last mage didn’t want to look back. A huge winged creature was slashing at his feet, missing them by hairs alone.

‘Wait just a moment,’ said Dystran, feeling the anxiety of the mage next to him. Vuldaroq was fifty yards away. ‘Right, let’s give them something to aim at.’

The two mages cast, FlameWalls, parallel, forty feet high and a hundred long sprang up either side of the doors. Demons coming in from the flanks were forced to stop, those above veered away. Vuldaroq charged headlong.

‘Oh Gods,’ muttered Dystran and stumbled back inside the complex, dragging Chandyr and the other mage with him. ‘We’re going to have to break their fall. Get in front of the tower pillar. This is going to hurt.’

He’d only got a few yards inside and turned before Vuldaroq flew into the doorway. The ColdRoom snapped off the flow of mana. His ShadowWings disappeared and he plunged the dozen or so feet to the ground and rolled out of control towards the uncompromising stone of Dystran’s tower. Fortunately for him, he hit Dystran first and the two men sprawled to a stop.

Immediately after him, the surviving three flashed in, dropped and bounced, mages rushing to their aid. Behind them, those demons too enraged to pull away followed them in. Three of them, one huge, the size of a wagon, two smaller, man-size, and all three keening in pain inside the ColdRoom that stripped them of the mana that gave them life.

The battle was brief but loud. Swords flashed in the torchlight. Chandyr shouted for concentration and caution. The demons flew raggedly, dropping quickly as their strength ebbed but determined to take any with them that they could. Right in Dystran’s eyeline, one of his men moved too slowly. His blade missed the claw that dragged at him and he was helpless, his soul snagged and taken. He crumpled.

Chandyr’s blade thudded into the back of the same creature, others joining him. They drove it to the ground, hacking and slashing. One blow took its head from its body and the whole of it shuddered and lay still.

Silence but for heavy breathing and quiet reassuring voices. The other two demons had fled through the open complex doors which were shut on the decaying FlameWalls. Dystran looked about him at the white-faced men sitting or leaning against walls. Many had their heads in their hands. He could see tears, though whether through relief or terror he couldn’t say. The close friends of the man who had died surrounded him. There was the sound of a blade dropping from a tired grip.

‘Well done, everyone,’ said Chandyr. ‘Well done.’

Dystran turned his attention to the man lying in his arms. Vuldaroq. The last time he had seen Dordover’s Arch Mage, he had been belligerent, obese and arrogant. The man he looked at now was a shadow. Gaunt and pale, the skin of his face and neck hanging loose as it must do over his entire body. Dystran felt the shake in Vuldaroq’s muscles and saw the tears squeezing from his tight-shut eyes. He drew breath in ragged gasps. Blood ran from cuts on his face and hands, and already skin was discolouring where he had struck the ground hard.

Dystran knew he should hate the man but two years changed so much. The war had been over ever since the demons first appeared and the Wesmen had left the city. Since then, the scant communication between the colleges had been like finding long-lost friends. There had been no time for recrimination.

The Lord of the Mount of Xetesk sat up and dragged Vuldaroq to a seated position. The Dordovan was spent. He surely could not have flown for much longer. A quick glance told him that the others were in no better condition.

‘Get me hot drink, food and blankets. I want beds made for these men to rest on,’ said Dystran. ‘We’ve saved them from the demons. Let’s not lose them to exhaustion.’

Vuldaroq’s eyes flickered open. They were red and brimmed with tears.

‘Thank you,’ he croaked, voice dry and cracked.

‘That was quite some entrance,’ said Dystran. ‘What the hell happened?’

‘Dordover is gone,’ said Vuldaroq, voice suddenly loud in the silence that fell in the dome as he spoke. ‘We’re all that is left.’

Dystran felt cold. The second great college of Balaia. Reduced to four mages.

‘How?’

‘We were never strong enough and they grew stronger every day. It was sudden in the last few days. Like they’d gained power from somewhere.’ He coughed. It wracked his entire body and he shivered.

‘Later,’ said Dystran. ‘Food and rest now. You’re safe here for the time being.’

But the words Vuldaroq had spoken backed up everything Dystran feared. He searched for Chandyr. The commander met his gaze levelly from across the dome.

‘I need some good news,’ said Dystran. ‘Where’s my library team?’

‘They aren’t back yet,’ said Chandyr. ‘Patience, my Lord.’

‘It’s happening now,’ said Dystran. ‘We don’t have time for patience.’

 


The shadows of demons flitted in and out of Sharyr’s peripheral vision. The whir of their wings was the only sound they made. He had to keep out of his mind the thought of their spindly fingers reaching for his soul while he searched feverishly among the shelves for anything that might give them a clue to the demons’ tactics.

Smoke was filling the library from the fire that was fast consuming the accumulated knowledge of Xetesk. Whatever he and his team collected now could well be all that was ever salvaged.

Sharyr knew the demons had lost him temporarily after he’d pushed them through a skylight and dropped the ForceCone. But they hadn’t lost Suarav. What a spirit the man had. He could hear the captain’s taunts and shouts, trying to draw the soul stealers away from the two surviving archivists looking for Dystran’s prayed-for panacea.

The conscript was gone. The sound of the man’s cut-off scream would live with him forever. He smiled grimly at the thought that forever for him could be a very short time indeed.

Sharyr grabbed a demonology scroll and with a surge of excitement having seen the author’s name, stuffed it into his cloak. Behind him, new flame flared high into the library and sent a billow of choking smoke across the lower hall. The shadow of a grasping demon was cast huge against a wall. He heard one of his archivists call a warning.

‘Time’s up!’ roared Suarav. There was the sound of a sword thudding dully. A demon yelped and screeched. ‘Meeting point, now!’

Sharyr turned right, heading back towards the seat of the fire. Back towards the library doors. He heard the whir and saw a demon round the corner and float gently towards him along the aisle. He backed away.

‘No escape,’ said the demon, advancing with hands outstretched. ‘We seek what you seek.’

‘It’ll burn before you set eyes on it,’ said Sharyr. He backed off further and felt a chill, heard the whirring again, this time behind him. He was trapped.

‘No escape,’ repeated the demon. It came on, fingers rippling.

Right was wall, left, bookcases. Sharyr’s mind was made up. The rest went by in a blur.

‘You will not have me,’ he whispered.

He could not cast, there was no time. Flames crackled menacingly in the centre of the library. Smoke irritated his eyes. The demons closed lazily. Sharyr had only one chance at what he intended to do. He threw himself shoulder-first into the freestanding bookcases that were the left-hand border of the aisle. It was a long, solid structure with more shelves racked beyond it. About ten feet high and heavy with books. Mercifully, it was not bolted to the floor.

Sharyr felt it move and he started to climb, scrambling up the shelves, arms and legs scrabbling for purchase. His momentum carried him up while the bookcase tipped away from him. With his feet on the top shelf, the bookcase passed the point of no return. The thundering sound of books falling mixed with that of his breathing, his heartbeat, Suarav’s shouts and the flames. The shelving creaked. He stood, riding the case. It gathered momentum and cannoned into the one across the next aisle.

‘Oh shit,’ he muttered. There were six aisles before the wide gap of the centre aisle of the library.

He began to move again, running at an angle across the cases, jumping to the next, almost stumbling. He could feel the quickening movement beneath his feet. He kept himself going, his paces light. The clattering of the cases and the slipping of books reached a crescendo. Suarav was barking orders. He could see the heads of his friends bobbing as they sprinted down the centre aisle, demons in pursuit. He daren’t guess how close his own pursuers were.

Sharyr took one last leap, caught the falling edge of a case and tumbled hard to the ground. He turned a diving forward roll, feeling a sharp crack in his collar-bone. He sprawled and cried out, clutching at his clothing, desperate to keep the texts with him.

A strong hand gripped him under his good arm and hauled.

‘By all the Gods burning, that was quite a performance,’ growled Suarav. ‘Now go, run hard left at the main doors as we’d planned. You know the way in.’

Sharyr could feel the heat of the fire on his face. It was eating up at the walls. The pain in his right shoulder was terrible, nauseating.

‘What about you?’

‘I’ll keep them back.’ Suarav leaned in. ‘Don’t argue with me, boy. We always knew this could happen.’

Sharyr nodded, turned and ran; the last thing he heard behind him was Suarav daring them to try and pass him.




Chapter 14

The Unknown made them all wait. The longboat was ready to take him and The Raven to join the others already aboard the Calaian Sun but he wasn’t ready yet. There was never enough time for goodbye. Particularly when he had no desire to leave.

‘I can’t believe I’m doing this,’ he said, walking arm in arm with Diera through the woods to the left of the path that led to the landing beach. Jonas trotted along next to them, oblivious to the mood for the moment, lost in a nonsense game of his own devising.

‘It’s the price we have to pay because of who you are,’ said Diera, her words carrying no conviction.

A stiff warm breeze swayed the narrow trunks surrounding them. A few dead leaves fell.

‘We’ve paid enough,’ he said.

‘Apparently not.’

The Unknown stopped and faced her, looking into her lovely face, the fear in her eyes clear behind her forced smile.

‘One word and I’ll stay,’ he said.

‘What, and wonder how they are coping without you? We’ve been through this, Sol. There isn’t a choice.’ She looked down at Jonas who had stopped his play to stare at them, a frown across his innocence. ‘There never is.’

‘I’m sorry.’ Every word was clumsy. None of it helped. He was trapped between his desire and his calling. Gods, he’d shunned the soldier’s life to avoid exactly that. At least now he knew why. It hurt.

‘What for?’ She placed her hands on his chest, smoothed his shirt to either side. ‘I heard Sha-Kaan. I do trust him. This is the only way.’

He was unsure who she was trying to convince.

‘Come on,’ she said. ‘Or you’ll miss the tide and we’ll have to go through all this again.’

He crushed her to him and felt her strength give and the sobs coming. Jonas clung onto his mother’s leg, his expression collapsed into anxiety.

‘Mummy?’

The Unknown swept him up and the three embraced long and hard.

‘You’re not coming back, are you?’ said Diera, voice thick and half muffled by his chest. ‘Not this time.’

The Unknown released her, keeping hold of Jonas. ‘I—’

‘No time for dreams or lies,’ said Diera, stroking his face.

‘I want to believe it,’ said The Unknown. ‘The Gods know it’ll be the one thing that keeps me going.’

‘But your head says what?’

‘That we’re going against an enemy so powerful it has all but overrun the four colleges and controls Balaia. That in all probability, we will all die attempting to liberate our country. That what sort of husband and father would I be if I didn’t at least try?’

Unexpectedly, Diera smiled, this time with warmth and humour. The Unknown smoothed away her tears.

‘You know, when I was growing up, I dreamed I’d have a husband who was a true hero. Someone who I’d wave off to fight for me and welcome back time and again. I got my wish, didn’t I? Almost.’

‘Looks like it,’ he said. ‘You should have chosen better.’

‘And be a demon-slave or dead,’ she said. ‘I’ll take the heartache.’

‘There is that.’

‘I can’t wave you off. Not again.’

The Unknown nodded. He unhooked Jonas’s grip from his shoulder and brought the boy in front of him. Jonas regarded him quizzically.

‘You look after your mother, won’t you?’

Jonas’s sombre nod dragged a chuckle from The Unknown’s dry, sore throat where he’d been swallowing hard. He kissed the boy on his cheeks and handed him back to Diera.

‘Goodbye, Sol,’ she said, tears falling anew. ‘I love you.’

‘And I love you. With every beat of my heart,’ he said. ‘Keep believing.’

‘I’ll try.’

He leaned in and kissed her on the mouth, a tender, lingering touch. Their tongues met briefly, firing passion, and pulled away. He stepped back, let his hand brush her cheek and then forced his legs to turn and carry him to the waiting longboat.

 


Sha-Kaan had stayed in the Klene a very long time. He had cursed the conspiracy of circumstances that had taken the eyes of the Kaan from the Balaian dimension. But he knew also that there was little the brood could realistically have done. The Xeteskians had dabbled once too often with the power of dimensional space and now they were all paying the penalty. Contact with Dragonene mages was sparse and difficult. Soon it would cease altogether. The demons grew stronger every day.

He was unused to the fear he felt at what he had to do. His brood urged him not to travel alone but he really had no choice. A flight of Kaan dragons would be seen as a threat and destroyed. Further, he still could not afford to take able dragons from the defence of his Broodlands while the newborn were so weak.

So it was that he flew high and alone for the Broodlands of the Naik, his fiercest enemies. He already knew he could rely on the Veret to support him. Long-time allies, they had foresight that the Naik had never displayed. His greatest fear was that the Naik would see this as an opportunity to destroy the Kaan, as indeed it was. But if they did, it would consign them to death also. The question was, could he persuade them of that fact?

One factor was of some comfort. Should he fail, the enemy would not be long following him to the dead lands.

No Kaan knew the exact location of the Naik Broodlands but they all knew in which part of Beshara they would encounter attack. Sha-Kaan prepared himself for the inevitable challenge. His flame ducts were full and lubricated should he need them. The Vestare had spent days massaging balms and oils into his scales and the old muscles at his wing roots to give him increased flexibility; and he practised in his mind what he would say to buy him life enough to at least face Yasal-Naik, their brood leader.

And once he was prepared, he pulsed a message to Hirad Coldheart that he was among enemies and dived through the high cloud, barking loud to announce his presence.

For a while, he saw nothing in the skies. Below him, a vast desert fled away to distant iron-grey mountains. The great ocean was far away to his right and behind him the lush plains of Teras were a distant memory. He saw them first as a cloud like a sandstorm brewing ahead and close to the ground. The cloud boiled upwards, spiralling fast towards him, resolving itself into six rust-brown Naik dragons. All were young to his eyes, all desperate to reach him first, all charged with aggression and hate.

Sha-Kaan watched them come. He made sure he displayed no aggression himself. He circled slowly, his belly scales fully displayed, his neck straight and his wings deployed. Their formation worried him. It was by no means a holding pattern. It was an attack chevron.

He barked again, a sound of submission, but they still drove on unchanged, their calls a challenge to him and his brood. He held station a moment longer until it became plain their pace was going to take them straight through him. Barking his irritation, he beat his wings hard, propelling himself up and north of them, forcing them to break formation to intercept. One was ahead of the others. Sha-Kaan saw its mouth open.

He had not survived so many cycles without being a master of timing his dives. The Naik drove onwards, sure of his quarry. Sha-Kaan saw the breath draw in and the neck swell around its flame ducts. Orange fire washed the space where he should have been but he had furled his wings and dropped like a stone, bringing his head round to pour flame over the young dragon’s flank.

In the next instant, he spread his wings wide, braking his fall dramatically. He roared loud. The remaining dragons faltered in flight, watching their brother plummet groundwards. Perhaps for the first time, they realised who it was they faced. This was no ordinary enemy. This was Sha-Kaan.

The five remaining fanned out around him where he hovered, again beating his wings gently, displaying his scales, hanging perpendicular to the ground thousands of feet below.

‘Do you know nothing, or are you so full of anger you cannot read the signs of your visitors?’ Sha’s voice carried across the winds of heights. He saw them hesitating, caught between their awe of him and their knowledge that together they might just take him down and strike a decisive victory.

‘You are alone, Old Kaan,’ taunted one. ‘Vulnerable.’

‘That I am,’ said Sha-Kaan. ‘And perhaps your minds should turn to wonder why that is? Had I come to challenge you, I would not have come alone.’

‘We are unsure that you are alone,’ said another.

Sha-Kaan looked long and slow at the skies all around them. The clouds he had come through were ten thousand feet above their heads. There was nowhere to hide.

‘Then you should open your eyes, whelp. Now take me to Yasal-Naik, I must speak with him.’

‘We will not. It is a trick to gain access to our Broodlands.’

Sha-Kaan sighed. ‘Then bring him to me.’

‘We do not take orders from the Kaan.’

Sha-Kaan rumbled in his throat. ‘It is a request.’

‘State the reason.’

‘Because if he doesn’t come and he doesn’t listen to me, the Arakhe will soon destroy us all.’

There was a pause while they digested his statement and no doubt spoke among themselves, pulsing thoughts and ideas.

‘There is no evidence to support this. Yasal will not thank us for disturbing him but he will thank us for bringing back your carcass.’

‘And you will condemn your brood to extinction.’ Sha-Kaan beat his wings once and extended his neck before bringing it back to a respectful ‘S’ shape. ‘I ask you to believe me. I am Sha-Kaan and I have travelled alone to speak to Yasal. Let him decide my fate. I will abide by whatever he decrees.

‘The choice, my young Naik, is yours.’

 


The Unknown didn’t say much for a day. Hirad left him to it. The big warrior, limping a little more heavily, spent most of the time leaning on the aft rail, gazing back across the open water. He watched the Ornouth Archipelago diminishing towards the horizon. It was a beautiful sight with the sun still catching white sand or the azure shallow waters and throwing vibrant patterns onto the haze in the sky.

But Hirad knew he wasn’t seeing that. All he could see were his wife and child disappearing beyond his reach and he had no real expectation of ever seeing them again.

It was dawn on the second day of their voyage back to Balaia. Hirad was on the wheel deck looking down on The Unknown’s shaven head. Behind him, Jevin was guiding his novice helmsman. The elf’s gentle voice little more than a murmur as he described the nuances of steering his sleek vessel.

Hirad felt a hand on his shoulder. Denser.

‘Hey, big fella. Thinking too hard?’

Hirad turned briefly. ‘Look what I’ve done.’

‘He knows he’s in the right place,’ said Denser. ‘Just give him time.’

‘I’ve torn him from his family. It’s unforgivable.’

‘True but you can’t think of it that way. Take it back as far as you like. Like I say, I’m more to blame. I’m a Xeteskian.’

‘No you aren’t. You’re Raven.’

‘I believed them for long enough.’

The Unknown turned and stared up at them, his face stone.

‘Neither of you are helping me with your feeble angst,’ he said. ‘I have my own mind. I exercised it. Now let it drop.’ He returned his gaze to the ocean.

‘Where’s Erienne?’ asked Hirad after an uncomfortable pause.

‘Resting. She and Cleress are still working on that casting.’

‘Will it work?’

‘We’d better hope so,’ said Denser. ‘Or this is going to be a very short attempt to save the world.’

Hirad chuckled but he didn’t feel the humour, more Denser’s unconscious adoption of Ilkar’s turn of phrase. ‘It could be that anyway. ’

‘How so?’

‘Sha-Kaan pulsed me before dawn. He’s trying to speak to the Naik.’

‘Ah,’ said Denser. He scratched at his neatly trimmed beard. ‘Tricky.’

‘Yeah. And if I don’t hear from him again before we sight Balaia, we can assume he’s dead.’ Hirad didn’t believe the words as he spoke them.

‘Do you think he was serious when he talked about how he felt the dragons had to help us?’

‘Denser, he is not given to talking bollocks, unlike your good self.’

‘Just asking.’

‘Tell me something, Denser.’ It was The Unknown again. ‘How long can Erienne keep this casting going?’

‘I’ve no idea. It’ll be draining. All the One castings are.’

‘You two want to join me amidships? We need to think about tactics.’

Hirad smiled and gestured Denser to precede him. This was The Unknown he wanted. Reluctant, maybe, but thinking. The three men sat on netted crates under the mainmast.

‘You understand what I’m getting at,’ continued The Unknown. ‘It’s all very well when we’ve evened the odds under Erienne’s casting. What if she is unable to cast for any reason?’

‘Well, we won’t be able to take down a single demon,’ said Hirad.

‘That’s not strictly speaking true,’ said The Unknown. ‘What it will be is a question of keeping them distant enough for Denser to destroy with spells, right?’

‘That’s not something we can keep up indefinitely either,’ said Hirad.

‘Correct, but we have to work on the premise that we won’t have to. It’s a contingency until we can find shelter or Erienne can cast herself.’ The Unknown must have seen the cynicism in Hirad’s expression. ‘Put it this way, if we are in a situation where Denser is our only effective weapon, we’re already dead.’

‘Thanks a heap,’ said Denser.

‘You know what I mean,’ growled The Unknown. ‘We’ll be working to buy time and space, right? I’ve had an idea we should work on.’

‘And there was I thinking you were back there mooning over your family,’ said Hirad.

The Unknown almost smiled. ‘Only ninety-nine per cent of the time. Go and get the others except Erienne. Auum and Rebraal too, we need them to act as demons.’

Hirad pushed himself off the crates. ‘I hope this master tactic of yours protects us from a demon’s touch. It only takes the one.’

‘Been thinking about that too,’ said The Unknown.

‘Busy, this one per cent of your mind, isn’t it?’

‘Yes, Hirad, you should try it some time. Think about it. Rebraal says they are impervious because their religion gives them a single focus, a group belief. The Wesmen are apparently protected by the Spirits whom they worship and revere. The two are similar to my mind. It’s about having something greater than yourself surrounding you. Something that binds you to the mass, gives you the strength of everyone who is like you.’

‘Fantastic. I’ll convert to elvish immediately,’ said Hirad.

The Unknown’s hand slapped him hard on the forearm. ‘No! Bloody hell, Hirad, you can be truly stupid sometimes. This should have occurred to you already. Remember when the demons got at Will in Sha-Kaan’s Klene that time?’

‘Yeah. I remember he died. So what?’

‘Couldn’t steal his soul though, could they? Will died because they chilled his life and he wasn’t strong enough to resist. Why don’t you think his soul went to the pit, eh?’

Hirad shrugged and looked at Denser who was smiling at him. ‘Something funny?’

‘Only that I’m about to quote to you something you’ve quoted at me so many times I’m thinking of having it tattooed on my forehead. ’

‘What? That he was Raven and that makes a difference?’

‘Stole my thunder.’

And even as he opened his mouth to object, Hirad could see The Unknown was right. He had felt it the moment they had sat together as The Raven in the Al-Drechar’s house a few days before. You couldn’t bottle it, it was just there. He could feel it now. Strength. Belief. Spirit.

‘You know it,’ said Hirad.

The Unknown stood and stared him in the eye. ‘And I’ll tell you something, Coldheart. I’ve already had my soul taken from me once. And nothing and nobody is going to part me from it again.’

‘We can do this, can’t we?’ said Hirad, believing for the first time.

‘Course we can,’ said Denser, his face splitting into a grin. ‘We’re The Raven!’

Their laughter echoed out across the open sea.




Chapter 15

Yasal-Naik circled Sha-Kaan very slowly, eyes following the Great Kaan as he spun on his tail, displaying his belly scales at all times. A gesture of respect, of peace and of submission. Sha-Kaan bit down hard on his pride, knowing that to gain audience with this most aggressive of brood fathers was more than he had genuinely believed he would achieve. To jeopardise that with a petulant display of superiority now would be truly calamitous folly. They both knew Sha-Kaan was the stronger dragon. This was not the time to demonstrate it.

The five young Naik circled nearby, keeping watch on the open skies, searching for the Kaan attack that would never come.

‘You have killed one of my brood,’ said Yasal-Naik. ‘That alone is enough to see you taken from the skies with flames as your final companion.’

‘The whelp attacked me despite my attitude and bearing. I had no choice but to defend myself.’

‘And your intrusion into my skies is punishable equally severely.’

‘Then carry out your sentence, Yasal. My only regret is that I would not live to see you confront your blindness.’

The Naik brood father continued to circle, aware of Sha-Kaan’s discomfort.

‘It is an action I can take at will, is it not?’

Sha-Kaan rumbled deep in his huge chest. ‘Then hear me, since you have nothing to lose. Know why it is I have come here alone to speak with you.’

Yasal ceased his circling finally, clicking the back of his tongue. The rattling echoed in his cheeks. Sha-Kaan flicked his wings in acknowledgement, returning to horizontal flight.

‘Let us fly, Great Kaan,’ said Yasal. ‘You have my attention.’

‘I am grateful to you.’ Sha-Kaan took up station beside Yasal and followed him in a lazy glide. ‘Your decision demonstrates maturity.’

‘From you that is a compliment,’ said Yasal. ‘But don’t mistake maturity for conciliation. There is none.’

‘Just listen to me,’ said Sha-Kaan. ‘I am tired of your threats.’

The two dragons’ eyes met across the narrow gulf between them. Yasal’s burned with an anger Sha-Kaan recognised in himself as a younger dragon.

‘Speak.’

‘Yasal, I am not here to surrender, I am not here to challenge you. I have travelled alone as a demonstration of my veracity. You may always have hated the Kaan and despised me in particular. That is natural. All broods desire dominion and one day we will assuredly return to that state.’

‘ “One day”? What is wrong with today?’

‘Because today that battle is rendered pointless.’

‘One of my escort mentioned something similar. Explain.’

‘The Arakhe have taken Balaia,’ said Sha-Kaan.

‘Surely a cause for celebration.’

‘You know what that means.’

‘Yes, Sha-Kaan. That your melde will soon be shattered, that the Kaan will dwindle. That I need not spill one more drop of Naik blood to beat you. Merely bide my time.’

Sha-Kaan feathered his tongue in humour. ‘All these things are true. But can you fly a little further?’

‘Where else do I need to travel? I will have achieved the Naik’s destiny. I will rule Beshara unopposed.’

‘Idiot youngster,’ snapped Sha-Kaan. ‘Think.’

‘About what? You have promised me victory.’

Sha-Kaan sampled Yasal-Naik’s tone, smelled the odours of his body, faint in the wind. He was sure he was being toyed with but the Naik’s bearing suggested interested neutrality.

‘Should the Balaian dimension fall, the Arakhe will have everything they want. Doorways to this dimension, the dead, and thence to everywhere. Your melde, every brood’s melde. You have heard the prophecies and the warnings. They are as much Naik lore as they are Kaan or Gost or Veret. They have to be stopped now.’

‘You have controlled your melde dimension poorly,’ said Yasal.

Sha-Kaan spat fire in sudden anger.

‘Skies curse you, Yasal, I wonder why I haven’t stayed at home to watch you die.’

‘Because, old Kaan, you need the strength of my brood; or at least to know that your lands are safe while you sort out the problems you say have afflicted your melde. You deny your lack of attention caused what you say we now face?’

‘You know the birthing cycle of the Kaan. Your attacks over my skies were not random events, after all. You know what happens around the time of our birthings. So, it appears, do the Arakhe. What they did, to use a human phrase, was give mages enough rope to hang themselves with, then sit and wait until we were not guarding Balaia’s fabric. Mages ripped the fabric and we were not there. The Arakhe were.’

‘You should have controlled your subjects more effectively.’

Sha-Kaan let the comment ride for a while. He wasn’t being goaded now. There was a gulf in the understanding between the two broods. It was as fundamental as their hatred for one another. After a long pause, he responded.

‘That is why you will never be the dominant brood.’

‘How so?’

‘Because you do not understand the relationship between your vitality and the independence of the minds in your melde dimension. ’

‘You’ve lost me.’

‘I expect so.’

‘Dragons rule dimensional space. We take what we need,’ said Yasal.

‘I agree with the latter statement. I take issue with the former purely because if you don’t help me now, it will soon no longer be true.’

‘So you say.’

‘Kill me and find out for yourself,’ said Sha-Kaan.

It was a challenge but he knew Yasal could not afford to take him up on it. The Naik gave something approximating a laugh.

‘You intrigue me, Great Kaan. And I respect the risk you have taken travelling here alone. Foolhardy but still . . . Tell me exactly what it is you want the Naik to do. Agree a truce perhaps.’

‘You and every brood,’ said Sha-Kaan. ‘And I am afraid a truce on its own will not be enough. The invasion of Balaia is far more advanced than you realise.’

‘Accepted. State your plea.’

Sha-Kaan told him and watched all that arrogance and humour fall from his scent, his eyes and his attitude on the glide. He saw genuine uncertainty and abrupt realisation. When he had finished speaking, Sha-Kaan waited as he knew he must. Yasal’s wings were twitching slightly, the skin around his eyes pinched.

‘Land with me,’ he said eventually. ‘I would take food and water. And so should you.’

 


Hirad landed hard on his backside and laughter rang out across the deck again. He propped himself up on his elbows and looked round at Denser.

‘Fancy a swim, Xetesk-man?’

‘Sorry, Hirad,’ said Denser, plainly nothing of the kind.

‘You should try having him as your practice demon,’ said the barbarian. ‘See how far you get.’

In front of him, Auum reached out a hand. Hirad pulled himself to his feet.

‘You saw my move,’ said Auum.

It was as close to a compliment as the TaiGethen leader ever came.

‘Seeing is one thing, reacting is another,’ said Hirad, the elvish easy on his tongue.

‘You are faster than the rest.’

‘That is small comfort.’

‘What’s he saying?’ asked Denser.

‘That you should take a turn and he’d wipe that smile off your face,’ said Hirad.

‘All right, enough,’ said The Unknown. ‘It doesn’t matter that Auum is faster than any demon, he’s found a flaw in the tactics. We’ve left a gap in the defence and it means we can’t make the space between us big enough for Denser to cast.’

‘How much does that matter?’ asked Hirad. ‘Assuming our souls really are safe.’

‘Just because a demon can’t take your soul doesn’t mean it can’t rip your arms off while I’m helpless to cast,’ said Denser.

‘Good point. So what do we do?’ asked Hirad.

The Unknown looked at Darrick. ‘Any ideas?’

‘I have,’ said Rebraal.

He along with Auum’s Tai and four former Protectors had been playing the part of demons, unarmed but carrying thick wooden crate lids to deflect The Raven’s blades - scabbarded though they were.

‘And?’

‘It has nothing to do with your tactics. The pushing roll is fine. The line defence is effective enough and tricky to pierce. The problem is there aren’t enough of you to repel eight of us.’

‘There is more, though,’ said Darrick. ‘The nature of what you are trying to have us achieve leaves us vulnerable. We aren’t going for killing thrusts, we’re going for weighted blows to drive them back. Swords aren’t balanced for that and our follow-throughs leave us exposed as Auum is so good at demonstrating.’

The Unknown nodded. ‘Agreed, I was wondering about our weapons. Should be relatively easy to accommodate. Blackthorne should have maces enough for us. Rebraal’s point, though, is more difficult, I fear.’

‘No it isn’t,’ said Rebraal. ‘Some of us will have to come with you.’

‘That won’t work,’ said Hirad. ‘We’ve already agreed we need you in Julatsa and Ark and his people in Xetesk. We have to have people in place to motivate and who know what is going on.’

‘And what is the point of that if you are overwhelmed by demons before you can achieve what you must?’ Rebraal shrugged.

‘You are only six,’ said Auum in halting, heavily accented Balaian. ‘Two mages, four warriors. It is too few.’

The Raven looked at each other. Thraun inscrutable as always, The Unknown calmly weighing up all he was hearing, and Darrick nodding. Hirad knew the elves were right. And it wasn’t as if The Raven hadn’t fought with others countless times before. Gods burning, they’d spent ten years fighting in mercenary lines. But this felt different. It was admitting before they really began that they weren’t up to the task. It left an unpleasant taste.

‘We can’t afford to be taken out,’ said Darrick.

‘Thanks, General, I had worked that part out,’ said Hirad.

‘I mean we have to be as prepared as we can be. Part of that is going in with the right numbers.’

‘Well let’s take an army,’ said Hirad. ‘Do the job right.’

‘What’s got into you all of a sudden?’ The Unknown was frowning.

‘Nothing.’ Hirad spat over the side of the ship.

‘The problem is,’ continued Darrick carefully, ‘that we haven’t sat and really thought this all through. The Unknown’s tactics play here has demonstrated that we can’t realistically hope to beat significant numbers of demons without Erienne to strip their protection from them. And we don’t have the time to raise an army. And if we did, their souls would have no protection.’

‘We could ask the demons only to come at us in groups of eight or less,’ said Denser.

The Unknown spared Denser a brief bleak look before turning to Hirad.

‘Well?’

‘You are our heart,’ added Thraun.

‘But none of you think we can do this alone, do you?’ said Hirad.

‘That’s about the size of it,’ said Darrick. ‘But ultimately, if you believe otherwise, we’ll be with you.’

‘So, no pressure then,’ said Denser.

Hirad smiled thinly at him. ‘Funny.’ But bad taste or not, he couldn’t blind himself to reality. He looked over at Rebraal. ‘What do you have in mind?’

‘My heart says we should all go with you. I would consider it an honour to fight with you to save my brother’s soul. But my people are in Julatsa. I lead the Al-Arynaar. What other choice do I have but to be with them?’

‘Fine. So you’re going to do exactly what we agreed all along.’

‘Hirad, what is wrong with you?’ asked The Unknown. ‘This is impatient even for you. Just listen.’

Hirad closed his mouth. He hadn’t meant it to sound like it did. His mind felt unsettled. Like he was about to lose control. He nodded an apology. Rebraal acknowledged it.

‘The same is true to a certain extent of Ark and his men. Some of them have to remain in Xetesk to organise what must be done. But you need more blades. Auum’s Tai will come with you and, if they are agreeable, a pair of the Protectors.’

‘You’re practically doubling our numbers,’ said Hirad.

‘It isn’t meant to be a slur on The Raven,’ said Rebraal. ‘But the fact is, not all who go will come back. We have to give ourselves the best chance. You’re at the centre of this. The Raven, I mean. But even you need support and dragons can’t give you that on the ground hand to hand. Without it, one mistake and the demons win. We can’t take an army, as Darrick has said, or we leave Balaia defenceless. But we do have us.’

‘Spoken like Ilkar,’ said Hirad. ‘I know you’re right. It’s just hard to admit.’

‘None here would do The Raven disservice and you are still its core. While you burn, we can win. Don’t let pride extinguish you.’

Hirad breathed deep. He didn’t have to look back at his friends to know what they were thinking.

‘Right,’ he said. ‘We’ll do it your way. Now I’m going to rest. I don’t feel quite right.’

Hirad walked as quickly as he was able to his cabin, his mind aflame. It made him nauseous and unsteady. For a moment he wondered if he was seasick but the ship was making serene progress and it was not an affliction to which he was prone. Entering his cabin, he splashed water on his face and towelled it dry before lying on his bunk and closing his eyes.

He felt detached from his body though he could still feel it; as if touching it from a distance. His mouth was dry and his forehead lined with sweat. He swallowed hard, his heart racing in his chest. He’d have cried out but he wasn’t sure anyone would hear him.

The cabin was dim but behind his eyelids stark lights danced. Hirad felt himself slipping away from the creaking of ship’s timbers, the call of orders across the deck and the screech of gulls far from shore. He didn’t fight it, he had no defence. The last coherent thought he had was one of relief that he hadn’t collapsed on deck. He didn’t want anyone to worry.

There was a battering sound. It accompanied the lights that were so bright that Hirad couldn’t see beyond them though he was aware something was out there. The battering was frenzied and constant, the work of countless rams and cudgels desperate to break in. He didn’t pause to consider where. The tumult was accompanied by screaming. Faint at first but gaining in volume, getting closer.

He had heard the like before. It was the sound of a routed population driving headlong away from danger. It was disordered, panicked and terrified. He fancied he could see shadows behind the lights but it might just as easily have been a trick of his mind.

Pressure built behind his eyes. It grew quickly, in harmony with the screaming which dragged painfully in his head and the battering which dulled to a background clamour by comparison. Like the incoming tide it was inexorable and like rising flood waters it threatened to engulf him, drag him under.

Pain grew, blossomed across his consciousness. He thought he might have screamed but he couldn’t hear the sound over those of the masses behind the light. But with the pain was the warmth of recognition. A touching of minds like the meeting of old friends.

Could it be Sha-Kaan? Hirad opened his mouth to bid him welcome but then the spirit passed through him on the crest of a scream and he was shovelled to wakefulness. He blinked at the half-light of the cabin, unsure whether to laugh or cry. He carried with him the tender feelings of the encounter; all the energy, life and love of his oldest friend. Yet beneath it, the fear of oblivion. Real, almost tangible, shouting from each of his muscles and the dulling thud in his head like a warning siren.

He sat up quickly, felt darkness threaten to close on him and a hand on his shoulder.

‘Hey, not so fast,’ said Erienne. ‘Take your time.’

Hirad focused on her slowly. ‘How long have you been here?’

‘Ever since you shouted Ilkar’s name the first time.’

‘I knew it!’

Hirad swung his feet out of the bunk and stood up, letting Erienne guide him.

‘Where are you going?’

‘On deck. Rebraal must have felt this.’

‘Felt what?’

Hirad moved past her and yanked open the door. ‘Ilkar. He moved straight through me. He was running. He was frightened.’

‘That’s not . . .’

Hirad didn’t stop to ease Erienne’s confusion. He trotted along the short corridor to the aft steps and up out into the fresh smells and bright light of the deck. The sun washed over the timbers, the sails flapped idly in the light breeze and the scent of the sea filled his nostrils.

Rebraal was in a seated position, leaning against a crate and surrounded by The Raven and TaiGethen. The Unknown passed a cup to him and he drank. His face was pale in the light and his eyes darted here and there, settling on Hirad.

‘You felt it too,’ said Hirad.

Rebraal nodded. ‘Through every fibre.’

‘What does it mean?’

‘It means he is chased. It means the demons are breaking down the doors. It means they think they have found a way in.’ Rebraal paused and sighed. ‘It means we need the wind. I think the dead are running out of time.’




Chapter 16

Dystran made sure the survivors had space, warm food and blankets. He had taken them into his tower and sat the three of them in his chambers. They were chilly like the day outside but the chairs were deeply upholstered and comfortable. Dystran had often sunk into one of them himself to try and imagine what life had been like before the demons came.

Already he had people looking at the texts they had brought back with them but he was more concerned with the condition of the raiders right now. They had lost one swordsman in the library, which still burned though it was clear the demons were trying to extinguish the blaze. Slaves had formed a bucket chain that snaked and split to six wells in and around the college.

One of his archivists had also perished, right at the moment he must have thought he was safe. It was ironic that the raiders’ escape route back into the dome should be that first trodden by The Raven when they broke in. A time of life that seemed so distant now.

Suarav had survived by sheer force of will, holding off demons to give his mages enough time to get through the window and away into the ColdRoom lattice. But he was suffering for it now. He sat hunched in a blanket, staring down at his quivering hands. His fingers were blue and the twitching of his muscles meant he could barely hold his mug. Dystran pressed his hands around it and helped it to his lips.

Suarav’s hands were so cold. Unnaturally so. His face bore the scars of a dozen demon’s claws, his lips were cracked and pallid. The soldier had trouble taking the drink. Much of it dripped down his chin.

‘Take your time,’ said Dystran. ‘You can relax now, you’re safe.’

‘They couldn’t take my soul,’ said Suarav. ‘They couldn’t take it.’

‘No indeed.’ Dystran had been genuinely surprised by the fact.

‘And do you know why?’ Suarav’s face cracked into a pained smile. The cuts on his face crinkled, spilling fresh blood. ‘Because not all of them can do it.’

‘What?’ Dystran started and had to remind himself not to take his hands away from Suarav’s.

‘Some of the lesser castes clearly don’t have the ability or I would not be here.’

Suarav took another sip of his drink and coughed. A shudder ran the length of his body and he sighed, collapsing in a little on himself.

‘All right, enough now,’ said Dystran. ‘Build your strength. Rest easy. We will guard you here.’

‘It’s cold,’ said Suarav.

‘Yes it is,’ said Dystran, though not cold enough to account for the captain’s condition. ‘I’ll get you another blanket. Maybe some gloves.’ He snapped his fingers at one of the guards. ‘See to it.’

He pressed Suarav’s hands to his mug once more and turned to Sharyr who sat on a small sofa with the other archivist, Brynel. Both men were lapsing into shock. Bodies trembling, eyes staring. Brynel swallowed repeatedly. He was going to need attention quickly. Sharyr was only marginally better. At least he raised a smile and was able to drink.

‘You’ve done a marvellous thing,’ said Dystran.

‘If the texts we took reveal anything.’ He tried to laugh but it came out a splutter.

‘Even if they don’t, it shows we are still fighting. That we still believe we can beat these bastards.’

‘Without him we’d all be gone.’ Sharyr nodded at Suarav. A glance told Dystran he’d closed his eyes, his breathing was laboured but at least it was even. ‘He was immense. He saved us all so many times.’ Abruptly, tears streamed down Sharyr’s face and a heaving sob shook his body. ‘Sorry, sorry.’ Tea slopped over his hands and he dropped the mug which shattered in the empty fireplace, making him flinch violently.

‘Shh,’ said Dystran. He placed a calming hand on his shoulder and stroked his upper arm. ‘Let it out. It’s all right, you’re safe now.’

Sharyr clutched Dystran’s robes. ‘They kept on coming and we were too frightened to cast. They clicked their jaws, they reached for us with those hands. They got so close. We just ran and he kept them away though they bit him and scratched his face. They wanted his soul but he was so strong and they couldn’t get round him to get to us. But they taunted us, they taunted us and they reached out for our souls.’ He gripped harder. ‘I looked deep in their eyes and there was nothing there. Nothing. It’s what we face if they take us. Emptiness.’

Dystran gripped Sharyr’s wrists and gently eased his hands away. ‘But they won’t take us, will they? Because in this room, three men of incredible courage have given us a chance. You Sharyr, and Suarav and Brynel.’

‘They were so close,’ moaned Sharyr.

‘And that is as close as they’ll ever get. Think on it, Sharyr, and remember you’re safe now. They can’t get you in here. I promise.’

At last, another smile from Sharyr. ‘Thank you, my Lord.’

‘No, my friend. It is Xetesk who should be thanking you. Rest. Rest, all of you.’

Dystran stood up and spread his arms, embracing them all with the gesture. ‘Anything that you want that is within my current power, you may have. And consider yourselves stood down from any duties until further notice.’

None of them were looking at him. He wasn’t even sure any of them even heard him. He snapped his fingers at Chandyr and strode out to the first landing.

‘Laid that on a bit thick, didn’t you?’ said the commander as soon as the door had shut behind them.

‘What would you rather I do? Rush them back to the front?’ Dystran moved away to the top of the stairs. ‘Did you stop to look at them?’

‘Yeah, they look in some trouble.’

‘Some trouble? Bloody hell, Chandyr, I’m no healer but I’d say they were all dying, wouldn’t you? Suarav is in desperate straits. Now you’re out here to take orders, not discuss whether I’m patronising our survivors or not. I don’t know what to do with any of them. Get our best up here and get me an answer. If that means getting them into the control zone in the catacombs so we can cast, then do it. Your men love Suarav and I need Sharyr able to help examine our new texts.’

‘And Brynel?’

‘We need every mage, Commander.’ He indicated Chandyr go ahead of him. ‘I’m not prepared to lose any of those men in there. And that means you need to run faster than I do.’

Dystran paused at the top of the spiral stair and watched his commander go. Halfway down he heard a hurried ‘Sir!’ and then a second set of footsteps came closer as Chandyr’s diminished. Dystran waited for the man to climb the stairs. It was a mage, Feiyn.

‘My Lord,’ he said, breathing hard. He was weak from poor food and confinement and, like them all, dying by degrees.

‘I’m presuming you aren’t running up here merely to tone your legs.’

‘No, my Lord.’

‘Well, I’m on my way down. If you have breath, walk with me and tell me what it is that couldn’t wait.’

Dystran led the way down the stairs at a gentle pace.

‘Vuldaroq has read one of the texts.’

Dystran had to check himself before he spoke. ‘He could read our lore, could he?’ he said instead.

‘This is a general research paper. A theory based on a mapping of energies in inter-dimensional space.’

‘Ah. Sounds like the work of dear old Bynaar to me. He was the first man to postulate that mana flow could be ordered and driven without . . .’ Dystran trailed off even as he heard the sharply in-drawn breath behind him. ‘I don’t recall asking for texts on that subject.’

‘It was inside another on demonology,’ explained Feiyn.

Dystran stopped. ‘What does it say?’

‘Vuldaroq can explain it better. He asked if I’d come and get you.’

‘Right, let’s hear what he has to say.’

They found Vuldaroq sitting in the dome complex, his back to Dystran’s tower, much as he had been since his dramatic arrival. There was still no colour in his face but his eyes had regained a little sparkle. He managed a smile as he looked up from his study to see Dystran approach.

‘My Lord Vuldaroq, I understand you’ve been busy.’

‘Best that way,’ he said. Like those in Dystran’s chambers, exertion and fear had left a tremble in his body and voice. But at least the shock hadn’t set in. Not yet anyway.

‘Care to enlighten me?’

‘Your man Bynaar was an astute researcher. Arteche speaks highly of him in works we treasure . . . well, treasured.’

Vuldaroq flourished the paper. It was a small but heavy-looking set of parchments, torn about its edges. Dystran estimated a dozen pages, no more.

‘Go on.’

‘He was tracing shifts in mana density centuries ago. And in this paper he links it to the movement of demons from one space to another. I’m presuming the knowledge we have concerning your links with the demon dimension is sound.’

Dystran coughed. ‘If our spies’ assessments are accurate then, yes, you’ve done rather well.’

‘Normally, I’d be flattered,’ said Vuldaroq. ‘Now it all seems just a waste of effort.’ He cleared his throat. ‘Bynaar was the first to theorise that demons were a nomadic race, using up one home, then moving on by conquest.’

‘I am a scholar on the subject,’ said Dystran before he could stop himself.

‘Then you will know that Bynaar has tracked demon progress across inter-dimensional space by measuring mana density and movement. Particularly noting the disappearance of mana clouds which he concludes is caused by those clouds entering the fabric of another dimension.’

Dystran’s smile was thin. ‘One cannot hope to assimilate every piece of knowledge.’

‘Assimilate this now. It’s not a solution but it does answer the question of what the demons are doing.’

‘Which is?’

‘Well, according to Bynaar, for demons, mana is an eminently movable element, one which they can attract to themselves. Which is how they move it of course. Establish demons at both ends of a path, so to speak, and send the mana along it - and the more they have, the stronger they get. It’s almost a commodity to them, hence their obsession with getting into Balaia. We are mana-rich.

‘Now I’ve cross-referenced that with your young mage, Feiyn here, who was kind enough to read a passage from the demonology text into which Bynaar’s work was inserted. Would you be so kind as to repeat it, young man?’

Feiyn glanced at Dystran who nodded and shrugged simultaneously.

‘It said that demons are forced into their nomadic existence because they consume the dimensions they inhabit. It says that when they have access to another dimension, that is when they destroy the last of what they have and move on. All of them.’

‘And they send the mana they have accumulated on ahead, to their vanguard,’ added Vuldaroq.

‘So they aren’t just passing through,’ said Dystran. ‘We aren’t a territory.’

He’d known it all along when it came to it.

‘No. I’m afraid we’re home for them now,’ confirmed Vuldaroq.

‘And the mana build-up?’

‘You’ll have to take readings,’ said Vuldaroq. ‘But for what it’s worth, I’d bet the little I have that when it is complete, they will be strong enough to breach the ColdRooms. Or else why be so happy to leave us as we are - the stronger colleges, I mean. We can all feel the cold that the mana seems to bring - this chill is unseasonal and it’s getting worse.’

Dystran thought for a moment. Emotions clouded his mind. His immediate reaction was to dismiss the Dordovan’s inferences simply because of who he was. But that attitude had to be consigned to history now if they weren’t all to go before it. Vuldaroq had put a time limit on their future but the deadline was unknown. The course, difficult though it might be, was clear.

‘Two things,’ he said. ‘One, we need to know when the density of mana in this dimension will give the demons the strength to overwhelm our defences. Second, we need a four-college strategy to see they never get there. And we need it fast.’

 


Arabelle ducked a killing blow and backhanded her sword across the demon’s chest. It howled and tumbled back. Four of her men closed in.

‘Hold it, this time, hold it!’

Two were already dead, victims of the demon’s soul-touch. Two others stood with her, one a mage, ready to cast if capture became an impossibility. They’d cornered the beast after days of surveillance from the upper windows of the tower had identified a pattern in its behaviour. They knew what it was doing: searching for their tunnel entrances, but it had become obsessed with a blind alley close to the northern wall of the college. This night, they were waiting for it.

The plan had been simple but they’d miscalculated its strength. Their first volley of blows hadn’t weakened it enough and it had snatched its two victims too easily. Arabelle wasn’t going to make the same mistake twice.

‘Makkan, Terol, club it!’

The blows rained in on its body and head. The other two pounced on its arms, pinning them to the ground. The demon’s fingers grasped and clutched, looking for a death touch, but it couldn’t angle its wrist enough. It was a tall demon, better than six feet in height. Its hairless body was a livid sky blue and the veins and muscles writhed below its skin. Underneath its back, its gossamer, mana-based wings beat uselessly at the ground. It howled and screamed, its toothless mouth snapping. They would not be alone for long.

Arabelle and her remaining two men closed in. They pinioned its legs, she moved to its head.

‘Struggle all you like, you are coming with us. Now I can have my mage cast to subdue you or you can do it yourself.’

The demon’s small black eyes regarded her from a heavy brow, tongue licked the edges of its lipless mouth. It relaxed and quietened, holding her gaze.

‘Don’t ease your grip even one degree,’ she warned, not flinching from its stare. ‘That is exactly what it’s waiting for.’

The demon snarled. A sibilant hiss escaped its mouth. ‘You will still all be ours,’ it said.

‘Maybe, but not yours, eh?’ She turned to her team. ‘Right, on the double. Let’s get inside.’

The demon started to struggle again when they lifted it from the ground, contorting its body, shaking its limbs and arching its neck. But these were strong and determined men Arabelle had selected and they moved with purpose.

Pounding through the streets back towards the northern tunnel entrance they could hear the calls of demons to which their captive responded with a series of hoots and screeches. In the quiet of the night in Lystern, when the cries died to echoes, they were replaced by the swoosh of hundreds of wings. Arabelle was washed with a brief sense of futility. Here, they had captured one. Elsewhere in the city, there were thousands, and more arrived every day. She had to remind herself why it was she was out here.

Inside the tunnel, the passage was wide. Mages at its end laid trap wards before running after the kidnappers. They had to assume the demons would find this tunnel now. It had served its purpose. At least the wards would take some more of the beasts down with them.

In the centre of the ColdRoom constructs was a clear area measuring around fifty feet on a side. It was where the mages came to rest and replenish their mana stamina. The demon gasped as it was dragged into the ColdRoom lattice, exhaling only when they reached the centre of the great hall where the mana coursed freely. Arabelle ordered her team to set the demon down. Others ran from all parts of the hall, relieving the kidnap party and pinning the creature to the ground so tight it could barely move.

There was a pause for breath. The demon rotated its head, trying to take in whatever it could. Arabelle looked down on it, a smile creeping across her face.

‘Got you,’ she said.

The demon hissed, its pointed tongue flicking out of its mouth. Abruptly, it settled, looking over her shoulder. Arabelle could hear footsteps. She turned round, her smile widening.

‘Well done,’ said Heryst. ‘Well done indeed.’

‘We lost two,’ she said, deflating a little.

‘I know, I know.’ Heryst squeezed her shoulder. ‘It was always a risk.’

He turned his attention to the creature and knelt by its head. It tried to back away, sensing his aura, but only succeeded in writhing feebly under the weight of those pressing it down.

‘You are aware who I am.’

‘Heryst,’ it said, almost spitting the name out.

‘Good. Then you understand that whatever I say carries complete truth. You are caught and will answer our questions.’

‘No answers,’ it hissed.

‘You will notice that at the moment, we are being very generous,’ continued Heryst, ignoring the creature. ‘You are lying in a place where the mana still flows. Do not mistake this as a sign of weakness. Where mana still flows, we can still cast and so we can hurt you very badly. Or, if we choose, we can take you into our ColdRooms to watch you die slowly. Do you believe me?’

The demon regarded him silently, breath rasping through its taut jaws. It nodded fractionally. ‘Then also believe that if you answer our questions and we judge you to be truthful, we will let you go.’

The demon sputtered its contempt at the statement. Heryst cocked his head.

‘It remains the truth. To take your life would be pointless. How many thousands of others are there to take your place? Nevertheless, it is your choice. But you will answer us.’

‘Nothing I tell you will help you, mage.’

‘Then there can be no harm in telling us the truth, can there?’

The demon smiled, bone ridges inside its mouth shining with saliva. ‘You will not know.’

Heryst leaned in further and his tone surprised even Arabelle. ‘Oh yes, we will. Believe that also.’

A hush fell in the great hall. Around the edges of the clear area, people crowded, not wishing to come too close to one of those that had caused such devastation and pain. Nearer, swordsmen kept watch for any incursion and mages stood ready to cast, should they be needed. Heryst circled the captured demon, Kayvel by his side.

‘Now,’ he said. ‘This is where it begins. I will give you a choice. You can either answer my first question truthfully or I can ask my colleague here to demonstrate the pain that a tiny spell can wreak upon your body. Which is it to be?’

The demon hesitated a moment. ‘Ask.’

‘We know why you are here, we want to know why you have left the colleges alone.’

‘Not all colleges. Dordover is ours.’

If Heryst was shaken, he didn’t show it. ‘But we are still here. As are Julatsa and Xetesk. Why do you not press us?’

‘We have no need. You are no threat.’

‘But surely one day you must move to attack us.’

‘When we are strong and you cannot repel us. We have time, you do not.’

‘Ah but do you, I wonder?’ Heryst walked a slow circle around the demon which watched him every step of the way, face betraying its suspicion. ‘We have had some interesting intelligence from friends and it is backed up by knowledge we have uncovered here. We think you have miscalculated. We think your home is dying and you are forced here. We think you will never be able to overwhelm us because you cannot force enough mana here before your home is lost to you. We think you are fearful.’

‘Lies. We fear no one. Balaia will be ours.’

‘Will it, my enemy?’ Heryst stood tall over the demon. ‘Is it not true that to complete your conquest you should have controlled our Hearts by now and you are not strong enough?’

‘I have answered enough questions.’

‘Oh, I don’t think so,’ said Heryst. ‘Tell me, it is true that you can never hope to beat Balaia’s mages, isn’t it?’

The demon was silent, as were all the occupants of the great hall. Arabelle considered Heryst’s approach. His considerable embellishment of Xetesk’s message, received just before she had gone to catch the demon, had taken the creature unawares.

‘Answer me. You need to consume the Hearts but you will never have the strength?’

‘No more questions,’ spat the demon.

‘Kayvel, explain to our captive that he doesn’t have the option.’

Kayvel’s casting was quick and sure. FlamePalm. The middle-aged mage breathed in deep, a frown on his face, and brought his palm towards the demon’s stomach. The creature tried to writhe away but was held too firmly. From the centre of Kayvel’s hand, a green flame sprouted, firm and hot. He played it over the light blue skin. Immediately, smoke curled up, the flesh charred and a rank odour bit at the atmosphere. The demon screamed. Heryst raised a hand and Kayvel withdrew.

‘If you keep quiet you make me do that again,’ said Heryst. ‘Answer my questions.’

‘You will be taken, mage,’ snarled the demon. ‘Nothing can stop that.’

‘Tell me why you wait, then? The real reason.’

‘I told you.’

‘Can you stop the mana flow?’ Silence. ‘Kayvel, again.’

More smoke, more stench and a murmur through the hall. More screams.

‘Answer.’

‘No.’

‘No you won’t or no the flow can’t be stopped?’

‘Please.’ The edges of the demon’s wound might have been cauterised but it was deep and blood pulsed out over its belly.

Kayvel withdrew again.

‘Well?’ demanded Heryst.

‘It cannot be stopped. Why should it? We are come and you will be taken as we please.’

‘Easy, eh?’ said Heryst. ‘Now, when will you be strong enough to attack us? When have your masters said you will take us?’

‘We have no orders.’

‘Liar.’

The demon’s eyes widened. Kayvel closed in.

‘We attack when they say. No warning, we obey. Please.’

‘Liar,’ repeated Heryst. He nodded.

This time, Kayvel’s hand played over the demon’s chest and neck. Slowly, deliberately. Skin crisped, flesh bubbled. The creature whimpered, barely moving. Its eyes remained fixed on Heryst, the hatred almost tangible. The Lord Elder Mage did not flinch.

‘Speak. My colleague can keep this up longer than you can live.’

The acrid smell of burning demon flesh stung Arabelle’s nostrils. She looked on at the torture, feeling nothing for the demon. Nothing at all.

‘Truth. Please!’

‘When you take the Hearts, will you destroy them?’

‘No!’ The demon quivered through its body. ‘Too valuable, too potent a source.’

Heryst snapped his fingers. Kayvel withdrew his hand.

‘Well, well,’ he said, catching Heryst’s eye.

‘Yes,’ agreed Heryst. ‘And so presumably you’ll be keeping every mage alive too.’

A gasping chuckle. ‘Your souls are most prized. We will enjoy you.’

‘A shame, then, that your masters are ignorant of reality.’

There was a sheen of oily sweat covering the demon’s body now. It was weakening quickly. The burns covering most of its torso were still bubbling and oozing. It regarded Heryst anew, forehead creasing slightly. A most human expression.

‘Mages keep the Hearts beating,’ said Heryst. ‘No mages. No Hearts.’

‘Liar.’

Arabelle wasn’t sure but she thought the ghost of a smile crossed the creature’s face.

‘I cannot prove it, of course, but I have spoken nothing but truth to you so far. Perhaps you should have studied Julatsa’s problems more closely.’

‘Your lies will not buy your life.’

‘Nor will yours save you, my enemy. Now. One last time. How long before you attack the colleges?’

‘I do not know.’

Heryst straightened. ‘A shame.’ He nodded at Kayvel. ‘And this time, only stop when it ceases breathing.’

‘No! No!’ The demon’s anguish echoed through the chamber, its eyes sought allies.

‘Then answer me,’ snapped Heryst, raising his voice.

‘Soon. It will be soon.’

‘Not good enough.’

‘All I know. Please.’

Kayvel’s palm rested flat on the creature’s chest. It jerked violently, a gurgle dragging from its mouth.

‘Tell me.’

‘You said you would let me go. Please.’

‘After you answered my questions. After. Speak. While you are still able.’

The demon juddered, tried to speak but only succeeded in gargling deep in its throat. It mouthed the word ‘please’ once more and tried to frame other words while its body melted away and Kayvel’s hand sank lower. Smoke poured from its wounds, the stench worsened. The demon convulsed, spat black gore from its mouth and lay still, eyes milking over.

‘Keep a hold,’ said Heryst to those pinning it down. ‘Don’t relax.’

Kayvel dismissed his spell. There was a muttering around the hall and an air of shock pervaded the chamber.

‘Brutal, wasn’t it?’ said Heryst, addressing them all. ‘Cruel even. Speak if you feel the need.’

There was a pause and a shuffling of feet.

‘You didn’t have to kill it,’ said one.

‘Maybe it was telling the truth,’ said another.

A louder murmur accompanied this last utterance and heads nodded around the hall.

Heryst sucked his lip. He took a long slow stroll around the periphery of the clear area, taking in all those standing inside the ColdRooms.

‘And is that what you think?’ he asked, pointing at one. ‘And you? You? Hmm.’

Heryst swung by Arabelle and she could see the set of his face and the disappointment in his eyes.

‘Been comfortable in here, hasn’t it?’ he said. There was a ripple of laughter. ‘Funny, is it? In here where the demons can’t pluck you like ripe fruit and you don’t even have to admit what is happening outside. Any here think they are unfortunate? You have my permission to go and join those beyond these walls. You have become distanced, soft. Complacent. Weak.

‘Perhaps I should send a few of you outside who haven’t been, eh? Outside where there is nothing but fear and the certainty that one day they will come for you. Where you exist only to serve the invaders. Where every day you would gaze at the college and curse your misfortune while you wonder why we sit here and do nothing to help you. Where creatures like this wretch at my feet have your life or death literally in their hands.

‘And you want me to show mercy? Damn you for your weakness. We cannot afford it. The day is coming when they will try and destroy us and I will do anything, anything to give us a chance.

‘Never show these bastards mercy because believe me they will show us none.’

He took them all in again.

‘We are the lucky ones. But with that fortune comes the responsibility for the survival of our entire dimension. We have worked hard to earn what little we have today but it is clear we have been too slow. Soon we will have to fight and any of you who shirk from what you must do I will feed to the demons myself. You heard him. They want the Hearts. So we have to defend with all we have to stop them and give those with the strength the time to beat them.

‘I hope you are scared. You should be. The fate of Balaia rests with each one of us. Now harden your hearts. Because if you do not, we are already lost.’




Chapter 17

There was little hint of what had befallen Balaia when the Calaian Sun sailed easily into coastal waters and headed slowly up the Bay of Gyernath. It had been a voyage free of troubled waters, but approaching the southern coast of their homeland, The Raven had gathered often to see it growing on the horizon and wonder what they would find there.

Now, with the sun climbing high into a clear sky and a cool breeze speeding them up the bay, they assembled on the deck once more.

‘You know, I’ve assumed Blackthorne has survived but we have no hard evidence,’ said The Unknown.

‘We’ll get some soon enough,’ said Hirad.

Each of them was scouring the shoreline at a mile distance, searching for any sign of demons. They shouldn’t find any. Everything they knew about the race told them that they would stay close to centres of population. Much as any predator likes to stay close to its prey.

‘Jevin’s information states that Blackthorne is still alive and kicking, ’ said Darrick.

‘Yes, but it’s old news. A season and more since he’s been this way.’ The Unknown shook his head. ‘It worries me. Gods burning, he’s not a college, his mage strength will be minimal. It’s a miracle he survived at all but it’s a situation with only one outcome, surely.’

‘That’s why we’re here, isn’t it?’ said Hirad. ‘To make sure there’s another option.’

‘He will be useful to us if he is still alive. And not just because of the weapons he can provide us. Two years fighting demons on a knife-edge. There will be things he knows. Weak points,’ said Rebraal.

‘I’m not sure demons really have weak points, magic excepted,’ said Denser.

‘Everything has a weak point,’ said Auum quietly. ‘And I will find theirs.’

‘Fair enough,’ said Denser.

‘Beautiful, isn’t it?’ said Erienne. ‘I’ve dreamed about this so often and here it is, just as I remembered.’

‘Apart from the occupation by demons,’ said Hirad.

‘I don’t mean that,’ said Erienne. ‘Can’t you see it and feel it?’ She shook her head seeing Hirad’s blank expression. ‘You’ve no soul.’

‘That’ll help,’ said Hirad. ‘Won’t give the demons much to aim at.’

‘Gods, Hirad, you are an infuriating man.’ Erienne tried hard to keep the smile from her face. ‘This is our home. This is where we belong. Not on some island, no matter how warm it is and the memories it holds for us.’ She looked at Denser. ‘We can’t let Balaia die. It’s too beautiful and it’s ours.’

‘Home,’ agreed Thraun. ‘Where the pack runs.’

Hirad gazed across at the coastline. The gentle green rolling hills bordering the pebble-strewn shore. The dark mass of the Blackthorne Mountains rising up from the head of the bay. The call of seabirds. The smells of land and sea mixing in his nostrils.

‘That’s why I love you, Erienne,’ he said. ‘You make it real.’

Erienne kissed his cheek and scratched the back of his neck. ‘Just as long as you’re looking out for me, big man.’

‘Do you mind?’ asked Denser. ‘You’re making me seasick.’

‘All right,’ said The Unknown. ‘Nauseating it may be, correct it also is. We’ve been on board ship almost seven days. We’ve been through our drills, we’ve sharpened ourselves up as much as we can. The Gods know we aren’t what we were ten or even two years ago but we’re still more than a match for anyone we meet. Here is where it starts. We’ve come to get our country back and we don’t know exactly what we will face, how strong they are and whether or not we can win. But we know who we are. Whatever we face, we have to believe, all right? Sorry, Hirad, I feel I’ve stolen your lines.’

Hirad chuckled. ‘Delivery needs work but apart from that, not bad. So, how close are we going in?’

‘Near as Jevin can get. They can’t take the crew but they can bother us. Best we aren’t in longboats for longer than necessary,’ said Darrick. ‘We’ve got extra mage support but we’re hoping not to have to cast until we’re very close for the run into the town.’

‘Gods burning, but it would help if he knew we were coming,’ said Hirad.

‘He can,’ said Thraun.

‘How? We’ve established we’re not sending a mage in the air. It’s too risky.’

‘They will be looking only for men, Hirad,’ said Thraun. ‘Not a lone wolf.’

 


Ferouc flew lazily around the object of his orders feeling, as ever, peripheral to the organisation and deeply hurt by his exclusion. Below him, fires burned and humans moved in defiance of their rule. Free for a moment beneath their protection.

It confused him how they resisted still. He had done so much to weaken their resolve. Taking their food-production areas; enslaving or draining those that supported the population centre; probing ceaselessly at the barrier; keeping up a cacophony of noise during their resting hours; sacrificing slaves in front of them.

It hurt them but did not break them. Ferouc would admit privately to a certain frustration but he took solace in the knowledge that he was not alone. In every large gathering of humans barring the fallen college of Dordover, resistance remained, based around the barriers their mages could cast.

They were all that his cohorts feared. A casting that stripped the strength from their bodies and left them gasping and vulnerable should they breach it. And always, their warriors waited, cold metal sharpened to kill.

Ferouc had watched the humans around their dwelling for a long time now. He knew how they moved, where they went, why they performed any action and who it was they looked to for courage.

Their strength was based in the settlement’s largest structure, over which their arrogant flags still flew. They also controlled a ring around it that accounted for perhaps a third of the area. The rest of the settlement, and the souls that dwelt there, belonged to Ferouc.

He had used these as he must, to drain the morale of his quarry and keep that of his cohorts high, bodies satiated. He had to work to weaken his enemies a little more every day even if he couldn’t beat them yet. What irritated him most was that all the effects had been at best short-term. And the reason was clear enough.

One human was the difference. Tall, dark-haired and bearded. Eyes like crystal. His aura burned more brightly than any mage within. Blackthorne. He led with empathy linked to iron discipline and control. The latter Ferouc could respect and understand. The former was completely alien to him. Nevertheless, it gave them belief.

Ferouc flapped his wings lazily and fell into a glide above the settlement. The free below him paid him no heed. That had irked him but he understood it better now. Besides, he knew something Blackthorne didn’t. Long-lived as their resistance had been, their time was finite. Their thrall and eventual destruction was an inevitability.

It had made him wonder why they didn’t just wait. Use the souls they had and enjoy their new world. But he had been made to understand and it was why he had not been moved from this place. There had always been a contingency for dangerous resistance in the colleges. And that had been put into place. A no-risk approach to wearing them down. In the outlying settlements, the capital city, the major ports and regional capitals, there was no such allowance. The masters wanted these places under control before the final battle. There was just the chance that their strength would not be sufficient if they could not move forces from the regions to the college centres when they wanted to.

And one thing they could not afford was for there to be damage done to them in places that should be theirs by right. They had a dominant position now but when the time came that position would be at risk if they had not exerted the control they needed over all but the three remaining colleges.

The demon canted a wing and soared upwards on a cool current of air. He breathed deeply, enjoying the sensation through his body. So much like home now. As it should be. He barely remembered the taste when he had first arrived, though he could recall the feelings of repulsion he had been forced to overcome.

A new scent caught in his receptors. Powerful. Desirable. He recognised it instantly as they all would. One of the true prizes in this dimension. Every thought he had harboured about his expulsion to the provincial settlement was washed away on a tide of pleasure and anticipation.

He soared higher, searching, calling to his cohorts. He felt an unconfined joy, his receptors ablaze with this most precious of auras. It was them. It was The Raven.

 


‘Are you sure you want to do this?’ asked Hirad the moment they hit the beach.

Auum’s Tai, Rebraal and from the ship’s company two elven mages, Vituul and Eilaan, had run to the first rise to scout the immediate terrain beyond the temporary wooden dock to which they had tied. The Raven had grouped around Thraun.

‘It gives us a better chance,’ said Thraun, unbuttoning his shirt and handing it to Hirad.

The barbarian stuffed it into a pack along with his boots. Thraun’s weapons were already strapped to The Unknown’s back.

‘I know. But I can’t let you go without reminding you what happened last time.’

Thraun met his gaze levelly, remembered pain flaring in his eyes.

‘I will never forget why Will died. This is different. This is for speed, not stealth. You know that.’

‘You’re sure?’

Thraun gripped Hirad’s shoulders. ‘I’ll be fine. Just bring my stuff and be there to call me back.’ He stripped off his breeches and handed them over. ‘Now get going and don’t look back.’

‘Come on, Hirad,’ said The Unknown. ‘Let’s get on with it.’

Hirad nodded and The Raven formed up into a combat line adapted for the shapechanger’s absence. The elves were to provide forward protection and warning, the Protectors remained on board ship, their souls being saved for the battles to come. Erienne and Denser were to prepare nothing unless they were attacked. It was two hours on foot to Blackthorne. A long time in a country occupied by demons.

It was a land Hirad had travelled so often but a land he hardly recognised now. The grass still grew in its multiple hues of green and yellow. The budding new trees swayed in the breeze and wild flowers decked the gently rolling land in glorious colours. But under his feet and to his senses it was alien. For a moment he couldn’t place why, but slowly he began to understand.

None of the ambience of life was present. Where he had heard gulls on the open water, here the birds were silent. Only the breeze ruffled the undergrowth, while rodents kept themselves hidden. The distant echo of bleating or lowing was absent. And it was chill. Not right for the time of year and somehow malevolent. It was as if the seasons had become confused and let the vegetation burst into spring verdancy while the wildlife struggled to awaken from hibernation.

The answer came to him then and it fired his determination afresh. Balaia’s soul was failing.

The Raven kept up a fast walk behind the all-seeing shield of the elves jogging ahead. Concealment was pointless, it wouldn’t necessarily get them there safe since the demons didn’t work just by sight. Speed just might.

Ahead of them, the land rolled up a slow incline bereft of anything but gorse, coarse shrub and loose shale. Blackthorne lay on the extremities of a flood plain that ran south to the southern ocean, dry itself because beneath the soil the foundation rock was porous, drawing water far underground. The town would be hidden until the last mile of travel but, even so, distant smoke smudged the otherwise perfect sky. The tiny circling black dots had to be demons.

Hirad shuddered. Behind him, something moved quickly through the undergrowth. Not breaking his stride, Hirad looked round. The dark, lithe shape of Thraun approached, loping easily in the bracken. His face was alert, his muzzle light-striped and long, he sampled the air, tongue hanging between powerful jaws.

The wolf paced by Hirad, looking up into his eyes.

‘I’ll be there for you, Thraun,’ he said. ‘Just be careful.’

Satisfied, Thraun ran away into the brush.

 


Thraun could taste the dying of the land. It pervaded his every sense, growing stronger with every pace that he left The Raven behind. The rotting assaulted his nose, the crushing of life he could feel on his tongue and see through his eyes. The prey wasn’t there. No spoor, no trail. Gone into hiding or disappeared for ever.

Thraun ran on, sampling what was left. The vegetation, unburdened by demon conquest, was alive and growing strong. Towards Blackthorne, the scent of wood smoke and human was on the air. It was gentle compared with the sick odour of the demons. They were the life after decay, the feeling after death and the dark that shattered the pack.

It was passed down through the generations. The fear. Thraun tried to shut it from his mind. He padded swiftly across the land, his wolven senses alert, that part of his brain that retained his humanity driving him towards his goal. His memories would dim quickly but the image of the human he needed was clear in his mind. Tall, strong. A leader with the scent of courage on him. Thraun would not mistake him.

At the periphery of his hearing, Thraun caught calls high in the morning sky. He hunkered down beneath a stand of gorse and scanned above. Demons. Flying west towards The Raven. He growled. They had smelled prey. Thraun felt an urge to protect The Raven, the pack. But his mind still retained the reason why he now lay so close to the human dwellings and it spurred him on more strongly.

He broke cover at a dead run, howling at the sky.

 


A mile from Blackthorne and the elves saw the demons’ circling pattern change and come at them. Initially thirty, cascading from the heights and flying low to the ground. Rebraal barked out a warning.

‘Time to put all those theories to the test,’ said Hirad. ‘You up for this, Erienne?’

‘I guess we’ll find out, won’t we?’ she replied, tension edging her voice.

‘We’ll protect you,’ said Hirad. ‘Just relax, you know you can do it.’

‘Easy for you to say,’ she replied through a half-smile.

‘Remember we have to keep moving forwards,’ said The Unknown. ‘We can’t afford to get bogged down here, not when we’re so close.’

The elves moved back into the pre-arranged fighting line. Auum and Duele flanked The Raven’s left, Evunn and Rebraal right. They had dispensed with their classic uneven chevron formation this time. The line that approached the enemy was a shallow concave curve with The Unknown at its focal point. Behind the curve, the four mages ranged, elves flanking their Raven colleagues.

Erienne could barely control her heart rate. They were relying on her like never before. Without her, only mages could kill. It wouldn’t be enough. The demons were coming in low and fast. She could hear the beat of wings and their harsh calls.

Fighting to concentrate on the move, she unstoppered the power of the One and felt it surge through her body and into her mind. The sensation was terrifying. In two years of Cleress’s tutelage she had learned to control the well of power that surged around her body, but barely. And even now, the level of control her mind could exert when she released the energy to cast was minimal in the scale of One magic understanding.

Her sense of that which she contained was highly tuned. She understood very well the consequences of her failure to fully control it. What had been done could not be undone. The One was within her. She had no choice but to accept it.

She still considered the entity an enemy to be suppressed lest it should overwhelm her. Cleress had done little to disabuse her of that notion. Merely saying she would learn over time to work with what she had, not fight it for control.

But time had run out. And now the dam that Erienne had built in her mind to contain the power in her body was breached. She couldn’t afford to fail.

The One flooded her senses, dimming her sight and hearing. The Unknown said something about being encircled but she didn’t catch it before the full majesty of Balaia’s energies was laid out before her. She staggered and almost fell, her feet and legs numb, but she was held up.

She saw the raw strong energy of the bedrock pulsing through the ground; the fluxing, capricious trails of the air thickened by wind and sun; the wisps from coarse grass; the complex auras of The Raven and elves around her; and everywhere, the scattered motes that were mana. Searching the sky, she found the demons. They resolved from a cloud of muddled elements into individual powerful forms. Lattices of life with none of the gentle modulation of man or elf, and meshed firm by hard mana.

It was just as Cleress had described and the theory of the spell, like any One casting, was simplicity itself. In the myriad streams of energy she could sense about her, natural linkages were everywhere, binding the elements together. She could see the arrays that gathered mana to the demons in the natural shield that made them invulnerable to anything but magic. All she had to do was disrupt the process and scatter the mana back to its natural random state.

Erienne paused for a beat, feeling the swell of the One through her body. She drew it to her, holding it tight inside while she built the construct. In her mind’s eye, it formed. As with her Dordovan magic, she drew mana strands into the order she required, a fine-meshed net of pulsing deep brown magical energy. That was the easy part. Now she had to feed in exactly the right amount of One power to let the spell live. Cleress’s words came back to her then and she fancied she could feel the presence of the ancient Al-Drechar in her mind once more though distance surely precluded that now as the frail elf’s powers weakened.

You cannot calculate this. It is not a mana casting, just a mana construct. Mana alone will not power it, the One makes it live. You must believe, you must trust and you must feel. Be one with it, let it take you as far as you can. Always up to the point of no return but never further. Your mind will tell you. Trust your mind. Always trust your mind.

With the words running round her head, Erienne allowed the One power into the construct and held it there while it grew, clinging on with her mind. And all the time, the entity was whispering in her ear that she should feed in more, that to let go would be to win. This was her demon and she could not allow it free rein.

She could see the lines of elemental force all around her bend and reach towards her. The One sucked it in voraciously, using her body as a conduit while she kept iron control of her mind to stop from being washed away. The construct pulsed bright under the power flowing through her. A moan escaped her lips. The mesh glowed and then burst into a fine mist, every minuscule droplet still bound to every other.

She released the spell and it flooded out from her, covering everything around her, floating into the sky and across the ground, behind and in front. It washed past The Raven and it engulfed the demons moving to attack. She saw its result and knew they would not even know what had happened until the first blow was struck.

The mist soaked into them, penetrating deep into their skins where it simply dissolved the linkage that bound the mana to them. Immediately, Erienne could see the mana sloughing from the demons. Tiny particles glimmering in the mass of energy trails. Undetectable to everyone except her but, if she was right, absolutely deadly.

Dimly, she heard the thump of a sword point on the ground, rhythmic and sure.

 


Thraun was desperate to run faster. Demons were after him. Swooping low, raking at his back with claws and talons. Biting down on his body, slashing at him with sharpened tails. He wove this way and that, ran through thick vegetation, slewed through streams and leaped hedge and fence to enter the farm lands of Blackthorne.

His howling had brought them on as he had desired but their stench had gripped him and he was afraid. His heart was pounding and there was a shudder along his flanks that threatened the rhythm of his legs.

He dared not look around or up, instead he ploughed on. Men and women, their expressions cold, stared at him. Children with dark eyes pointed or ran. A few animals scattered but they need not have feared him. He was not hunting. He was hunted.

A demon’s jaws snapped shut just above his head. He felt a deep chill and sudden pain flared in his ear. The beast climbed high into the sky. In front of him, another dived, arms outstretched, taloned hands grasping. He did not flinch but veered at the last instant as he would from a man holding a weapon. Behind him, the demon screeched its anger.

He was past the last people now and the dwellings he ran by were silent and empty. The streets were deserted and the smell of life was gone from the ground and weak in the air. But ahead he could hear shouting, rising in volume. The sound of weapons clashing and the vibration of feet on packed earth came to him too. He pushed harder and the demons behind him did the same.

Thraun felt a tap at his hind leg and almost lost his balance. He half sprawled but maintained his momentum while the reek of demon filled his head and dragged desperate barks from his throat. From either side of the road he ran, demons closed in. So many of them, crowding his way. He howled again and ran at them, eyes open, terror pulsing in his neck.

He darted this way and that, slewed almost to a standstill, jumped away, ran headlong. And ever more, those claws and teeth grabbed at him, looking to bring him down.

At the very last, one of the beasts clamped jaws on his back. Thraun tumbled, rolling in the dirt with the demon. The cold fired through his body. He convulsed but his speed carried him on. His vision clouded and he barked again, weaker this time.

The shouts were around him then, the ring of steel harsh and loud. He heard a squeal and the pressure on his back was lifted. He shivered and lay in the dirt while men ran past him to hold a position at the edge of a row of dwellings. One man shouted louder than the rest. His voice was close.

Thraun picked his head up to look round. He could feel the breath ragged in his throat and the cold of the bite ate at his flesh. A human squatted in front of him. Dark-haired, strong, and with the scent of a leader just as he had remembered.

The man looked at him, his frown turning to comprehension. He said something to Thraun but the wolf had no ear for what men said. The man stood, shouted. Other men ran. And then he knelt once again and rubbed warm hands across Thraun’s heaving flanks.

He spoke once more but Thraun did not hear him. And deep, deep inside, his humanity prayed that he had done enough.




Chapter 18

The Raven lengthened their stride with the demons screaming in. The Unknown’s sword thumped onto the ground, keeping time with their footfalls, chinking on shale. Beside him, Hirad readied himself, circling his arms, sword in his right hand, its weight feeling good for the fight. It had been too long.

‘On my mark, Raven!’ he shouted. ‘Denser, you have Erienne.’

Fifty yards distant and the demons dispersed, scattering into the sky and making flanking moves. A core of eight came straight on. Immediately the elves responded, falling back to protect the mages.

‘Looking, Raven. Mages, targets and hold.’

Hirad’s voice sounded above the calls of the demons and the rush of wings. He could see three coming directly for him, another trio just to the left moving hard at The Unknown.

Twenty-five yards and closing.

‘Brace and hold. Let’s take these bastards down.’

Elven arrows streaked out. Hirad didn’t see them strike but he heard the squeals of pain and surprise. He smiled. Deep blue and bright yellow flashes lit the sky. FlameOrb and Ice Wind scoured the air. Demons screeched. Hirad focused ahead. The Unknown’s blade struck the ground twice more and the demons were on them.

Hirad knew the impact would be hard. He half-crouched. Watching the trio closing. Their speed had tempered after they watched others pierced by arrows that should have had no effect. But still they were confident. Mottled green and with vein-etched wings they attacked, claws outstretched and jaws agape, calling their fury.

Left side was on him too early. Hirad ducked and struck, feeling his blade bite deep. Dark fluid gushed from the wound and the demon yelped and spiralled away. Centre and right were in concert and he was barely ready for them. One came in, reversing its body to aim its feet at his chest. The other cocked its hands to slash on impact. Hirad ignored it for the moment, concentrating on the other. He squatted and rolled, feeling the creature part his braids, and was up in the same movement, swiping at empty air. The other demon lashed out a claw, snagging his armour and half turning him round.

Both beasts climbed to turn back to the attack and it gave Hirad a moment to orient himself. He was facing The Raven now. The air seemed full of the deep-coloured shapes of demons. His ears rang from their calls. To his left, Auum and Duele wove death at great speed, their backs to Erienne and Denser. Auum faced two. He lashed a roundhouse kick into the first’s chest, sending it sprawling. He continued his spin, short blade flashing in the sunlight and carving into the second’s neck. It howled and dropped, fluid sluicing into the dry earth.

Right by Hirad, Darrick and The Unknown fared well. The General fenced with a single assailant who was already bleeding from several cuts and weakening fast. The Unknown had one by the throat at arm’s length and, with Hirad watching, drew back his blade and plunged it into the creature’s stomach, casting the corpse aside.

Hirad’s two demons rushed back to the attack, one from either side. He took a two-handed grip on his sword and waited, seeing both close from steep angles. They had reached the point of no return when he spun on his right leg and carved the air above his head, turning two revolutions. His blade cut into the face of one and took the arm from the other at the elbow. Both thundered into him, bowling him from his feet.

Half-dazed, he struggled to strike again. One of the demons was on top of him. He could taste the rank stench and feel its blood running across his armour. He scrabbled backwards, keeping hold of his sword, and tried to shovel the beast from his legs. From nowhere, a claw whipped into his face. He reacted fast but the nails dragged at his cheek. Cold pain fired into his head and he was knocked back against the ground. He felt faint for a moment, his vision dimming for a heartbeat. Fear flashed through his body and he grabbed at his chest as if that alone would keep his soul in place if the demons could really touch it.

He saw more spells detonate and heard the heavy thud of steel against flesh. A hand gripped his shoulder. The Unknown hauled him upright. At his feet, the bodies of two demons. One moved feebly, the other had been decapitated. Dark gore ran down The Unknown’s sword. He shrugged.

‘I think we frightened them off,’ he said.

Hirad breathed deep, feeling blood on his face. He wiped at it gingerly with a gloved hand. The demons were retreating, those that could. The ground was littered with their bodies. Twenty, perhaps more.

‘We’d better get moving. Anyone else hurt?’ he asked.

Shakes of heads greeted his question. He nodded. Erienne smiled at him, looking a little tired but satisfied.

‘I’d call that a successful test,’ said Denser, hugging her to him.

‘Just about,’ said The Unknown, leading them on towards Blackthorne. ‘What was that pirouette?’

‘Something Auum taught me.’

‘I’d have preferred it if you’d just ducked and rolled.’

Hirad smiled. ‘I’m still learning.’

‘Hmm.’ The Unknown pointed at his cheek. ‘You were lucky. If you hadn’t turned your head, it would have had your eye. You feeling all right?’

‘A little cold around the wound but otherwise fine.’ He chuckled, though his body trembled along its length. ‘Can’t just grab our souls, can they?’

‘Fortunately not.’

They crested a rise and looked down the last mile to Blackthorne. The town was teeming with activity. Demons on the ground and in the sky hurried about tasks. Many were headed towards the castle where Blackthorne’s flag still flew proudly. There was a gathering of people, clearly none were demon captives. They held weapons and the bark of orders carried across the quiet space to The Raven.

‘Welcoming committee?’ said Darrick.

‘Reckon Thraun must have got through safely,’ said Hirad. ‘What next?’

The Unknown began trotting down the slope, the others following him. Left and right, the elves moved further ahead. ‘Let’s not keep them waiting. I hardly think the demons are going to usher us in. Can you hang onto that wound until we’re inside?’

‘It’s not so bad,’ said Hirad.

‘Good. Erienne, ready for a repeat dose?’

‘No problem.’

‘Let’s go, Raven.’

Wary now, demons flew high, tracking them all the way. Dead ahead, a formation was building above Blackthorne. It was large, over a hundred, and spread like a net over the town, covering their route in. The Raven were committed now but Hirad shared an anxious glance with The Unknown at the scale of the force laid out before them. Whatever it was that Blackthorne had planned, it needed to be effective.

The Raven ran on, having no option but to trust themselves and their friend on the other side of his ColdRoom protection. Hirad found himself trying to look everywhere at once. Left and right to check the elves, about and behind him to make sure The Raven were one, and ahead and above him to try and second-guess the next action of the demons.

But it was quickly clear that the demons were unsure. The slaughter of twenty-plus of their number by The Raven had undermined their sense of automatic domination and inside Blackthorne the Baron was making no secret of the fact that he was ready to strike out. It bought The Raven the time to make over half the distance to relative safety. It was a hiatus that couldn’t last and duly, with The Raven and elves passing the outlying farm land, the demons moved.

‘Watching, Raven,’ warned The Unknown. ‘Let’s try and keep moving. Erienne, you’re up.’

The hoots and croaking cries of demons choked the air, echoing across the open space. Hirad felt a chill down his body and gripped his sword tighter. His cheek burned where he had been caught, a numbness spreading to his jaw. Moving in towards the outskirts of the town, the Raven line tightened appreciably. Auum and Duele fell in behind the mages, leaving Rebraal and Evunn scouting ahead, bows in hand.

‘We’re moving too fast,’ said Denser. ‘Erienne can’t hold this pace and cast.’

They slowed. Darrick dropped back to the other side of her, Hirad and The Unknown directly in front. From above, the cries of the demons intensified to a stunning crescendo. They packed and attacked.

‘Dear Gods.’ Hirad almost froze. ‘We’re in trouble.’

‘Holding positions, Raven. Spells at full spread!’ shouted Darrick. ‘Let’s give ourselves a chance.’

They stopped again, needing the cohesion of a static formation to give them any chance at all. Hirad could hear Denser murmuring words of encouragement to Erienne.

‘We can’t afford that, Denser. Cast. They’re on us.’

‘Can’t afford for Erienne to fail either.’

‘We can’t afford that for any of us. Please, Denser, not now.’

‘Got it,’ said the mage, an edge to his voice.

‘Come on, Baron,’ whispered Hirad. ‘We need you.’

He couldn’t count how many demons were coming at them this time. It had to be twice the number of the first probing attack. Enough to overwhelm them if they weren’t all right on their game.

From the direction of the castle came simultaneous deep orange and blue flares. The sound of a detonation and the cries of hundreds of men followed it. More spells struck out, tearing at the demons still hovering over Blackthorne. They were joined by those of the elves. DeathHail flayed across the clear blue sky, more IceWind surged behind it, catching the leading edge of the demon attack. But still they came on and Blackthorne’s intervention was too late.

Sudden calm fell in the air, pressing on Hirad’s ears. Behind him, Denser swore.

‘Cover your eyes,’ he shouted. ‘Now!’

‘Do it, Raven!’ ordered Hirad.

He closed his eyes and put an arm across them. An instant later there was a flat crack. Searing light ripped across the sky. Hirad could see the glow through his squeezed-shut eyes as it flared through the flesh of his arm. Screams filled the air all around him.

‘Safe!’ called Denser.

Hirad looked up. The sky was a confusion of blinded demons. They crashed into one another, flew very high to escape the chaos or tried to land, tumbling. Some hovered where they were, their fists wiping at their faces. But most blundered on, trying to use other senses to reach their prey but distracted by the pain that would be pounding in their skulls.

Hirad and The Unknown glanced at each other, The Unknown nodded.

‘Raven!’ roared Hirad. ‘Raven with me!’

And they ran hard, all pretence at an organised fighting line gone. SunBurst was a spell rarely used and easily combated by area reverse castings. But when it worked, its effects were spectacular but, as they all knew, short-lived. The demons’ sight would return and soon.

Auum’s Tai and Rebraal took the lead, racing through Blackthorne’s all but empty streets. In places, demons and humans alike clung to walls or sat with heads in hands, briefly united in their distress. Where they filled the road, the enemy were unceremoniously beaten aside.

Closing on the area of the town still under Blackthorne’s control, Hirad had an idea. He sheathed his sword.

‘Unknown!’ He grabbed at the big man’s arm as they ran. ‘We can save some. One each.’

The Unknown nodded. ‘The others will follow the lead. Take the young, we can carry them.’

Ahead, Blackthorne’s men were beating a path clear for them among the disoriented demons who nonetheless tried to fight back. Spells roared out, engulfing hapless victims, and cudgels and clubs knocked sense from any who got too close. Hirad shot past an opening and saw a small boy, perhaps ten years old, yelling for his mother, his fists buried in his eyes. The barbarian slithered to a stop, darted back down the passage and grabbed him, throwing him over one shoulder, heedless of the knocks he’d take.

‘Safer with me, boy,’ he said.

Panicked, the child began to beat on Hirad’s back, his frenzied screaming reaching new volume. Hirad didn’t have time to pause. He glanced right at the end of the opening and saw the demons regrouping and charging through the air.

‘Time to go.’ He sprinted for safety. ‘Come on, Raven!’

Erienne and Denser had picked up a mother and baby between them and were chairing her to the line. The Unknown, typically, had one infant over either shoulder. In the midst of the crowd of demons milling in their path, Auum and the elves got to work.

They were a blur, kicks, punches and pulls driving the demons back and away. The mages killed with FlamePalm and close-focused IceWind. Ahead, the humans had retreated to the safety of the ColdRooms, edges marked by stones in the earth, and were beckoning them on. Darrick was furthest ahead, carrying something in his arms. The Unknown was behind him. Hirad dropped his pace to see Erienne and Denser to safety.

With the enraged screeches of the demons closing in on them at frightening speed, The Raven reached the relative sanctuary of Blackthorne’s domain. Hirad carried on running for thirty paces until a familiar voice yelled at him to stop.

Lungs labouring, chest heaving and sweat running down his face and mixing uncomfortably in his cuts, he pulled up and turned round. Blackthorne was striding towards him, a broad smile on a face that couldn’t quite believe what it was seeing. Hirad released the hysterical child into the arms of others and greeted the Baron with a long hug.

‘Couldn’t you have sent a note?’ asked the Baron, stepping back. ‘I’d have cleaned up a bit.’

‘Well, we sent Thraun,’ said Hirad. ‘Clearly he got here.’

Hirad looked around for the wolf, a little worried he wasn’t immediately apparent.

‘He did but he was hurt,’ said Blackthorne. ‘Don’t worry, we’re looking after him, but it was a demon bite. He should be dead.’

Hirad chuckled. ‘Like me, eh?’ He pointed at his cheek. ‘The Raven aren’t that easy to kill.’

‘So I’ve noticed.’

‘Is he still a wolf?’ asked Hirad.

Blackthorne nodded. ‘But he’s calm enough. I’ll take you to him.’

‘And at the same time you can tell me how you worked out from one wolf that we were coming. He’s not exactly talkative like that.’

Blackthorne put an arm around his shoulder and began to lead him back to the rest of The Raven who were standing or sitting in a group, drinks in hands, looking back at the demons clustered outside the ColdRooms.

‘Later, Hirad. First of all, you should rest. We’ll talk later over food and wine and you can tell me what by all the Gods falling you are doing here. But let me tell you this one thing. However much a wolf Thraun is, his eyes are still human. I recognised him straight away and where he goes, The Raven go.’

‘My Lord!’ A young man ran towards them from the periphery.

‘Luke,’ said Blackthorne. ‘Meet The Raven.’

Luke stood confused for a moment before nodding at them all. ‘I’m glad you’re here. Please excuse me, though.’ He paused and Hirad could see the conflict in his face. He was trying not to be overawed and mixed with it was the reason he stood in front of the Baron in the first place.

‘Tell you what, Luke, join us at dinner. Now, what is it, you look flushed.’

‘It’s him, my Lord. He wants to speak with you.’

Baron Blackthorne nodded. ‘As expected but perhaps rather sooner than ideal.’ He took in The Raven. ‘You should come with me.’

‘To see who?’

‘Head demon of hereabouts. We call him Fidget.’ He smiled enigmatically.

Erienne spoke for them all. ‘Why, and what is his real name?’

‘Come and see.’

Blackthorne strolled across the open space towards the periphery for all the world as if it was a lazy afternoon and he had not a care in the world. The Raven followed him, the elves in close attendance.

‘I had this area cleared of buildings to give us a sight zone all around the castle. The demons own everything beyond it and they know where our ColdRooms start. We understand each other. We’re still thinking of building a stockade, a physical barrier would be good for morale, but raw materials are hard to come by.’

‘It would make the place almost comfortable,’ said Hirad.

Blackthorne shot him a dark glance. ‘Never that, Hirad.’

Mages and soldiers were grouped near an area of the perimeter, facing several dozen demons. They moved aside as Blackthorne and his retinue approached. Standing with wings furled in front of them was a demon of better than eight feet in height and jet black in colour but with veins pulsing blue across his skin. His face was human-shaped but his features were anything but. He had a flat lipless slit that was his mouth, above which a single dark oval was presumably his nose. He appeared to have no ears at all and his eyes were huge, yellow orbs covering much of his forehead. His hands ended in long-boned fingers which clicked incessantly.

‘Ugly bastard, isn’t he?’ said Hirad.

‘I’m sure he feels the same way about you,’ said Denser.

‘Does he really do that all the time?’ asked Erienne.

‘Hence the name,’ said Blackthorne. He strode up to the perimeter, standing only two paces from his enemy. ‘What do you want, Fidget?’

‘I am Ferouc,’ stated the demon looking square at The Raven, fingers increasing their speed temporarily.

‘Of course, how forgetful of me,’ said Blackthorne. ‘What do you want, Fidget?’

‘You harbour that which we want and that which we own,’ said Ferouc, his voice whining, sibilant through lips unused to framing human words.

‘You own nothing in this world. Theft does not denote ownership. ’

‘Those behind you took six who are ours,’ said Ferouc. ‘They will be returned or others will suffer.’

‘Come in and get them,’ said Hirad.

‘Quiet,’ snapped The Unknown.

‘Brave out there, aren’t you?’ said Hirad, feeling his anger rising. He took a pace forward and began to unsheathe his sword. ‘Come on in, let’s see how big you are.’

Blackthorne waved him back. ‘As you will gather, we will do no such thing.’

Ferouc looked past Blackthorne. ‘Raven,’ he hissed. ‘In my trap now.’

‘Is that how you see it?’ Blackthorne raised his eyebrows and idly scratched at an ear. ‘We rather think that this is a place you are unable to breach. A place that strengthens every day.’

Ferouc’s laugh, if such it was, resembled the rumbling of phlegm. ‘We wait. We grow. You weaken. Your soul will be mine, Blackthorne.’

‘Is there anything more you wish to say?’ asked Blackthorne. ‘I’m a busy man.’

‘Return the six to me. Give me The Raven. You will lose six of your fellows for each of those who stays in your shell.’

Blackthorne shook his head. ‘The Raven do what they will and are not under my control. Something you would do well to remember. And of those in your thrall, to me they are already dead. Nothing you can do to them affects my heart.’

Blackthorne turned smartly away and it wasn’t until Ferouc couldn’t see his eyes that they filled with tears.




Chapter 19

Tessaya had had a great deal of time to think since his retreat from Xetesk two years before. In rotation, he had released his warriors to return to the Heartlands on leave and he had allowed himself similar time. He had returned to a land where old tribal tensions had resurfaced in those that had been left behind. And his lack of a victory had done nothing to reaffirm his influence and standing.

Tribal conflict had robbed him of warriors and more than one attempt had been made on his life during his times away from the East. That these attempts had failed reminded him whom the Spirits had chosen to lead the Wesmen to dominion over Balaia.

And so he had been able to keep his counsel during the upheaval and wait for the blood to cool and the tempers of the enraged to ebb. It had not always been easy for his people to be branded cowards in the face of provocation. But he had their unflinching loyalty after so many years of provident rule and he rewarded it again. Once the tribal struggles had burned themselves to mere sparking embers, the Paleon remained the strongest tribe in the Heartlands.

Once again the tribal lords had been driven to kneel to him. Those who had backed the opposition to him had been banished to that place where the spirit would never find rest.

With the Heartlands at relative peace and with those he trusted most ruling the tribes he most feared, he could turn his mind once again to conquest of the East. And for the first time he wondered if it would be truly possible. Mages he could wear down. Mere men he could defeat by force of arms and courage. But he had no weapon against the demons.

Worse, if they defeated the eastern mages, they could eventually threaten him and his people. It was a curious paradox. On the one side, he had travelled back from the mage lands knowing that the rule of magic on Balaia was finally at an end. Yet on the other, he had confronted an adversary of which the Spirits themselves were scared. He had no reason to suspect that they would attempt to invade the Heartlands but there was trouble among the dead and he had no way to calm it.

Tessaya was sitting outside his farmhouse under a porch of woven thatch that kept away the heat of the sun as it climbed into early afternoon. It had been hot this late spring and they had been concerned about the survival of their main crop. It had been fortunate that hostilities among the tribes had concluded with enough time to see irrigation organised, the crops saved and starvation averted.

Around him, his small village was alive. A hundred farmsteads grouped in concentric circles with his at their hub. Young animals ran free in their paddocks, wheat, corn and potato crops burgeoned and swayed in the cooling breeze. Children laughed, men and women put their backs to their work.

From the small stone temple that was the spiritual centre of every Wesmen settlement, Tessaya watched his ancient Shaman, Arnoan, bustle towards him. Across the dirt road that separated their buildings he came. Tessaya called his wife and asked for more pressed fruit and spice juice. The old man would be out of breath at the rate he approached.

Arnoan was red in the face by the time he had crossed the short distance. Tessaya pulled up a chair for him and helped him up the few steps onto his porch.

‘Sit, sit before you fall,’ he said.

Arnoan, dressed in the heavy cream robes of his office despite the weather, waved him back to his own seat.

‘It is not me you have to be concerned about, Tessaya.’

He was the only man whom Tessaya allowed to use his name without prefix, and then only in private.

‘You have received wisdom, my Shaman?’ He handed Arnoan the cup of juice his wife had poured. The Shaman gulped at it gratefully. The remaining wisps of his pure white hair blew about his head and the spotted skin on his face lightened visibly as he cooled. He regarded Tessaya with those sunken grey eyes that the Wesmen lord had long thought were years past death.

‘How long ago was it? That the dragons came from the stain in the sky and you told me you had no need of spirits?’

Tessaya chuckled. ‘You have a long memory, old man.’

‘And I know how the world turns, Tessaya. And the problems you face are far more severe than any you have faced thus far.’

Tessaya raised his eyebrows. ‘Really? How so?’

‘Tell me. Do you truly believe in the strength of the Spirits?’

‘They have influence over the hearts and minds of the Wesmen,’ he conceded. ‘They are wise and have helped us in difficult times past.’

‘And if they were no longer there, my Lord, what then?’

‘Then we would have to seek our path in this world without the guidance of our dead,’ said Tessaya after a pause.

‘No, Tessaya. Because there would be no path for us. The demons would take it from us.’

Tessaya laughed but he felt a moment’s anxiety. ‘They cannot touch us. The Easterners are weak and their souls are taken easily. Ours not so.’

Arnoan leaned forward and gripped Tessaya’s arm hard. ‘We only resist because the Spirits protect us, you know that.’

‘And they always will.’ Tessaya looked down at Arnoan’s hand. The Shaman did not relax his hold.

‘Should the demons defeat the East, they can strike west or south without opposition. They desire passage to the Spirit world from this one.’

‘How?’

‘That I don’t know but the Spirits believe they will find it here. And should they succeed we are all forfeit to them on a whim.’

Tessaya shook his head. ‘This is madness. How can the demons threaten the dead? The heat has upset your reason.’

‘Perhaps it has, Tessaya.’ Arnoan let go his grip and fell back into his chair. The weave creaked. ‘After all, I am just an old man overdue to join them, am I not?’

‘Maybe you are. I would not be tempted to think so if you made sense.’

‘I can do no more than issue the warning that I have been given. The contact is never transparent, Tessaya, you know that.’

Tessaya threw up his hands. ‘But isn’t it part of the Shaman’s art to decipher the jumble they receive?’

‘And it is a miracle we understand as much as we do.’

‘Tell me what it is you must.’

‘You must prepare, Lord Tessaya. A battle is coming and help will appear from an unbidden angle.’

‘Is that it?’ Tessaya pushed a hand through his hair.

‘The Spirits are in ferment, Tessaya. They fear the invaders and so should you. They have to be repelled. All I know is that you will not be alone in your struggle.’

During the night that followed, Tessaya slept little. His mind was plagued by visions he could not begin to understand. He did not know whether it was the Spirits who talked to him or if it was his own mind churning over Arnoan’s words. When morning came, he could not deny that the Shaman had shaken him, but he had no answers.

He went to the temple to pray before returning to the East and Xetesk.

 


It was a sight that no dragon had ever thought to see. Not Skoor, Veret, Gost, or Stara. And least of all Kaan or Naik. A sight that would have fired the breath of the ancients. But so it happened and word of mouth did so much more than their entreaties ever could.

Sha-Kaan and Yasal-Naik, flying wing to wing. Allied if not friends. Carrying a simple message. A plea.

The Great Kaan’s feelings were mixed. The cessation of hostilities between the two mightiest broods of Beshara was a triumph but left him deeply dissatisfied in spirit. He knew Yasal would be feeling the same. Both would have preferred the other’s capitulation and extinction. So it was with warring broods.

Yet linked to his deep-seated unease, Sha-Kaan could not shift the feeling that he had embarked on a task of soaring magnitude. A task that would secure, if it was successful, the survival of dragons. Which broods would prosper beyond that survival, he could not begin to guess.

‘Does it not concern you, Sha-Kaan, that broods might pledge their support then not deliver it when the time came? It would leave such broods with an overwhelming advantage in Beshara.’

Sha-Kaan regarded Yasal with his left eye. The pair were flying south across the great ocean, the aquatic Brood Veret their destination. For this meeting they had no need of escort and flew unaccompanied in the upper thermals.

‘It is something I had assumed you would consider, Yasal,’ he said, not unkindly. ‘Indeed I would have been disappointed if you had not. But it is exactly that which we must counter in the minds of the brood leaders.’

‘Might they not also consider this an elaborate ruse on our part to gain dominion?’

‘Yasal, if you still harbour such issues yourself, then speak them openly, not from behind another’s mouth.’

Yasal grumbled in his throat. ‘Not all of my brood believe you. None of them trust you even as far as I have chosen to do for now. How will you . . . we, answer them?’

Sha-Kaan sighed. ‘It is simple. I will lead by example and so will you. All but those who must remain in my Broodlands will fly with me. There will be no defence because there is no point. My brood will go first to the battle. If others choose not to follow but remain to destroy my home then they will be killing themselves for the briefest satisfaction. That is my belief and I back it with the lives of all those I rule. This is not a gamble. If we are not together, we will all perish.’

Yasal-Naik said nothing but Sha-Kaan caught the change of scent on the breeze and saw the deferential tip of his wings.

‘I need you by me, Yasal-Naik.’

‘I will be there, Great Kaan.’

Below them, the bass-throated calls of the Veret floated up to them and they began their descent towards the ocean.

 


By the time The Raven were called to dinner, Blackthorne had regained his composure. They sat around one end of the grand banqueting table in the central hall of the castle to eat. The tapestries still depicted glorious deeds past; the arches still flew to balconied heights and the fires roared in nearby grates to ease the chill of evening. But in every other way, this was most unlike the celebration of a meeting of old friends.

They could not spare the candles for anything more than light by which to eat. The kitchen duty staff brought through the meagre platters themselves; and the quiet of the castle told them everything about the paucity of people Blackthorne had at his disposal.

In front of him, Hirad saw green vegetables, a sprinkling of chicken, and potatoes. Not exactly a Blackthorne feast of old but a step up from the broth he was assured they ate most other times. Still, they all had enough to satisfy them. And while they ate, they talked.

Blackthorne’s eyes gleamed dark in the candlelight and his expression was set with a grim smile.

‘This feast you enjoy is in honour of the return of The Raven,’ he said. ‘And the elves we are humbled to count among our friends. But for the life of me, I have absolutely no idea why it is you are here.’

‘News, advice and weapons,’ said Darrick.

‘Yes, but really,’ replied Blackthorne. ‘Plenty of stories have surfaced as you might expect. We are led to believe you slaves to the demons; mastering the resistance; living with dragons; and hiding on Calaius. It is clearly none of these.’

Hirad took a long sip of his vintage and quite exquisite Blackthorne red.

‘Until recently, Baron, the latter was the most accurate,’ he said. ‘But I would like to correct the man who claimed we were hiding.’

‘I feel he would be in need of some of The Unknown’s famous administrative guidance,’ said Denser.

A chuckle ran round the table. Even Blackthorne allowed a smile.

‘Oh, I have no doubt that hiding was the very last thing you were doing.’ His face sobered. ‘What concerns me is why you are here now. Don’t misunderstand me, your arrival has brought new hope to everyone here but, well, this was already a desperate situation you were well away from. Why put yourselves in it? Have events turned further for the worse?’

The Unknown told him everything they knew. For Hirad, every time he heard it, he doubted that little bit more that Balaia would survive. Blackthorne listened without interrupting a single time. But as the enormity of the crisis was revealed to him, he sagged visibly, scratched at his grey-flecked beard and chewed his lip.

A silence broken only by the unnaturally loud sounds of cutlery on crockery followed The Unknown’s summary. When at last Blackthorne spoke, there was a weariness in his voice. It described so eloquently the slow crushing of his spirit since the demons had invaded.

‘I’d always believed we were doing more than simply existing. For two seasons we even made ground. Tortuously slowly, but we made it. Took back some of those the demons had taken from us. Some even got to sleep in their own beds again.’ He paused, memories replaying. ‘But we paid every time. They killed our friends in revenge for everyone we took. Just as they will do tonight. And every time, we all die a little more but we can’t let them see it.

‘Strange, but we actually felt we were winning the fight. We wouldn’t let ourselves see it, I suppose. How could we afford to? Not even when we reached the limits of our ColdRoom capability. Even when it became obvious that we couldn’t help anyone still outside without losing as many as we saved.

‘Still we waited, though. And worked and planned and thought. And hoped. Just that others were resisting. It had to be true or we’d have been overwhelmed. But after another season or more we heard nothing. We sent out brave souls who never returned. We risked our mages in linked Communion. But we had to carry on hoping. What other choice was there? For us, for our friends outside, slaves and prey to demons.

‘Do you know how hard it is to lift the spirit of everyone you meet on the days that your own is beaten to nothing?’

Blackthorne stopped. He took a long, measured drain of his wine. His guests did not twitch a muscle. Barely even blinked. Beside him, Luke gazed at him transfixed with pure adoration. Blackthorne looked across at him and reached out to squeeze his shoulder. Luke dropped his gaze to the table.

‘We have known such despair. Looking out at misery from our own prison. Waiting for the end in whatever guise it came. We go hungry. We are sick so often. The weakest we buried a long time ago. Women are barren, their men impotent. Eggs are laid sour. Livestock is diseased. Milk yield is almost nothing. We are dwindling slowly, though we try to pretend it isn’t happening. All those bastards really have to do is wait for us to die but of course we’re no good to them dead, are we?

‘And then you come from a blue morning and for a moment, we are reborn. Feel the energy from our victory if you will! But the reality is that we lost four mages and seven soldiers bringing you in and now I’ve heard you I’m not sure whether you are here as our saviours or to read us our last letters before death.’

His eyes glittered as they welled up.

‘I want so much to believe you can save us. Can you really?’ It ended as a hoarse whisper.

Hirad looked around the table. At Auum who would have understood only snatches but who reflected the mood in his eyes. At Thraun who took it all in without a flicker of emotion but who he knew would be replaying the run in here as a wolf and living the nightmare afresh. At Denser on whose shoulder Erienne rested her head, the two of them reflecting Blackthorne’s pain as if it were their own. At Darrick whose eyes displayed fierce determination and the indomitable spirit that made him such a leader of men. The spirit that Blackthorne would never let fail while he was with his own people. And finally at The Unknown who understood the Baron perhaps better than any of them. He nodded at Hirad.

‘Tell him,’ he said and the ghost of a smile touched his lips. ‘You know. In your own words.’

Hirad knew exactly what he wanted to say. He wasn’t exactly sure how it would come out but he was certain he’d get his meaning across.

‘The only reason we are here is because men like you never give up on what you believe. You remind us of us. And that means we can win, but only because you’re behind us, fighting all the way.

‘Baron, outside of The Raven, you are the bravest man I know and we need you to help us. Every demon you kill makes our job more possible. Every demon you occupy here is one less that can strike north, and so you help the colleges to survive, and survive they must.

‘Everything you have done has been right. You’ve got people who love you and will die for you. You and I know how valuable that is. And there will be others like you. There must be resistance in Korina and the Baronies. Baron Gresse is surely still alive - he’ll be taking this as a personal insult. But everyone has to believe like The Raven do that these bastards can be destroyed. If you let go that hope for a moment, we are all lost.

‘Look around this table, Baron. Do you see anyone who doubts that we will eventually triumph? This is our land. And no one is going to take it from us.’

Blackthorne did look around. He searched all of their faces carefully. Hirad could see it in Blackthorne’s face. This wasn’t any sort of bravado. He absolutely had to know.

‘When you say it, it all sounds so simple,’ he said.

‘He does simple very well,’ said Denser.

There was a burst of laughter. Hirad pointed a finger at the Xeteskian.

‘Now that was almost worthy of Ilkar.’

‘I’m honoured you think so.’

‘You should be.’

The Unknown held up a hand for peace.

‘All right,’ he said. ‘Down to business. Baron, we wouldn’t be here if we didn’t think we could turn this around. I’ve left my family behind and I will see them again.’

‘Of course,’ said Blackthorne. ‘Now, what is it you need from me?’

‘Later, Darrick will need to visit the armoury for weaponry but right now, there are two things. First, you’ve fought and studied the demons for two years now. Anything you can tell us, no matter how insignificant, could help. Not necessarily now and not necessarily you. Throw it open to your warriors, mages, everyone. Anyone can approach any of us with information.’

‘No problem,’ said Blackthorne. ‘Luke, handle that for me, will you?’

Luke nodded. ‘Now?’

‘Time is short,’ said The Unknown.

Blackthorne smiled at Luke’s retreating figure. The young man was upright, confident and full of energy despite everything.

‘I don’t know what I’d do without him to run the place.’

‘He’s why you can’t ever give up,’ said Hirad.

‘I know. Now, you said there were two things?’

‘Yes. Well, clearly the demons feel they have us trapped. So we need a way out.’ The Unknown had the decency to look apologetic.

‘Now there I can help you. As you know, our cellars are particularly extensive and we’ve extended them further.’ He allowed a smile. ‘Actually, we’ve built quite a network of tunnels to exit points beyond our ColdRooms, like I’m sure anyone else still holding out must have done. We rotate their use and close sections from time to time and as it happens have just completed another. You could be its first users. When do you want to leave?’

‘Good question,’ said The Unknown. ‘Short answer is, soon. More helpfully, I think it rather depends on how we all feel tomorrow, Thraun in particular.’

‘I can run,’ said Thraun.

‘We may need more than that, old son,’ said Hirad.

‘Ideally, we’d like to leave tomorrow night. There’s a favourable tide early the next morning and we should be on it,’ said The Unknown.

‘It’ll give us time to sort out a few things for you,’ said Darrick. ‘We’ve been working on some tactics I can adapt for you.’

‘Well, it’ll give our warriors something to tell their grandchildren, won’t it? Taught battle tactics by General Darrick of The Raven,’ said Blackthorne.

‘And the more they listen, the more likely it is they’ll actually be able to relate it,’ said Darrick. ‘I’ll need them in squads of twenty or thirty or it’ll get too ungainly.’

‘I’ll see it’s organised for you. Or rather, Luke will.’

‘There is one more thing,’ said The Unknown.

‘Really. That makes three, doesn’t it?’ Blackthorne was smiling a little more easily now.

‘He never was too good with numbers,’ explained Hirad.

‘Gods drowning, hark at that,’ said Erienne, stirring herself from Denser’s shoulder. She looked very tired. Her eyes were a little sunken but they still held their mischievous spark. ‘The barbarian looking down on another’s numeracy.’

‘Isn’t it time you turned in?’ said Hirad. ‘I’m sure you and Cleress have much to talk about.’

‘I don’t think she can hear me, Hirad,’ said Erienne, sobering. ‘I can’t feel her in my mind.’

Hirad frowned. ‘But I thought . . . ?’

‘I was on Herendeneth for two years, Hirad. I wasn’t tending the garden all that time. I learned things.’ Erienne’s tone was testy, impatient. ‘I can hold it back without her now. It’s hard but I can do it.’

‘What else?’ he asked.

‘The rest we’ll just have to wait and see, won’t we? You’ll know if I do it wrong, that’s for sure.’

Hirad shook his head. ‘I don’t understand.’

‘No, Hirad, you don’t.’ Erienne rose and moved towards the doors of the hall, all eyes on her. ‘You don’t know what it’s like to go to sleep at night and wonder what state your mind will be in when you wake. You’ll never have to experience the dread of using a magic you barely comprehend and that has the capacity to destroy you utterly. And you’ll never once wonder, when you uncap the power, if the casting you make will help the people you love the most or instead kill them in an instant. That’s me, Hirad. Me.’

Hirad listened to her footsteps echoing away towards the stairs to their two small rooms; all that Blackthorne could spare.

‘Sorry, Denser. I didn’t mean . . .’

‘It’s all right,’ said the Xeteskian. ‘She’s finding it difficult right now. When she gets used to Cleress not being there, I’m sure she’ll be less moody.’

‘Sure?’

Denser looked squarely at him and sighed. ‘Actually, Hirad, I haven’t got a clue. That’s the most she’s said about the One for ten days. I think you might even have done me a favour.’

‘We’re all here for her, you know,’ said Hirad, feeling guilt grip his heart.

‘She knows that. But sometimes I think she’s so alone in her mind that not even we can be of any real use. That’s hard.’

‘Here,’ said Blackthorne, pushing the decanter across the table. ‘Fill your glasses. I don’t pretend to understand any of what I’ve just heard so I’m going to change the subject in as obvious a fashion as I can muster.’

He waited for all their glasses to be charged then lifted his. The crystal caught the candlelight and the smooth red liquid within danced and sparkled.

‘I’d rather Erienne were here but still, there’s always tomorrow. To The Raven. To mankind across Balaia and to the endless support of the elven nation. May we all live to look back on this when we’re old and infirm.’

They drank. It didn’t ease Hirad’s sense of guilt about Erienne and what he had forced her to reveal but it did lighten the mood.

‘So,’ said Blackthorne. ‘What was this third thing?’

‘It’s a difficult one,’ said The Unknown. ‘There’s something we’re going to need you to consider very carefully. It may never come to this but if it does, you’ll receive a message, I promise you that.’

‘Go on.’

‘It’s something you must do. You must make contingency for abandoning Blackthorne and for travelling north to Xetesk with everyone you can save.’

Blackthorne’s glass had paused midway to his lips. ‘Gods drowned, Unknown, why?’

‘Because if we don’t make it, it could be the only chance the rest of you have to give the demons one final bloody nose. Now, I know you say you’ve heard nothing from any other pockets of resistance. But not all of your scouts have failed to return, surely?’

Blackthorne smiled. ‘There are always methods of getting information. I’ll tell you what I know.’




Chapter 20

The Unknown Warrior watched the three Protectors jog away up the western side of the Bay of Gyernath, the elven mage Vituul with them. Ahead of the group was a journey nominally the lesser of two evils. They would have to avoid contact with Wesmen and take one of the mountain passes to the north of Understone Pass to bring them within a few hours of the walls of Xetesk.

Ule, Ryn and Qex had made their goodbyes to their brothers Ark and Kas, and to Sol the one to whom they all looked now they were free. For his part, The Unknown felt as they did, that it was unlikely that they would all stand together again. By the time The Raven reached Xetesk, he couldn’t conceive that they would all have survived.

‘We can’t afford one error,’ said The Unknown when the longboat had put in to the bay to head back to the Calaian Sun. ‘If Blackthorne’s information is anywhere near accurate, Balaia is in a far more desperate position than we feared.’

‘They will not fail us,’ said Ark.

‘Dammit but we’re so thin on the ground.’ The Unknown scratched his shaven head. ‘I wish there was some other way.’

‘Don’t think that way,’ said Darrick, who had accompanied them to issue final orders and check they understood exactly what they were to relay to Dystran, assuming the Lord of the Mount still lived. ‘We’ve passed the point of no return. We can’t afford to worry at the corners of what has been decided. A change now could be catastrophic. And even if they don’t make it to Xetesk, we have to be confident we’ll make it, though vital preparation time will have been lost.’

‘You’re right, I know,’ said The Unknown. ‘But there’s no contingency. No back-up.’

‘Like there was when you went to cast Dawnthief, you mean, or when the Noonshade rip was closed?’ Darrick’s tight brown curls blew about his head in the offshore breeze.

The Unknown raised an eyebrow. ‘Funny, but it seemed different then. For all the risk we faced, I didn’t give any serious thought to failure.’

‘And you do now?’

‘Yes,’ he confessed. ‘For some reason, the stakes seem higher for Balaia. Stupid, I know, but they do. After all, destruction or domination have always been the cost of failure.’

‘But not for the scattered dimensions too,’ said Darrick. ‘Not for the dead, not even for the dragons. And it’s more personal to you, Unknown. You have a family beyond The Raven and that changes everything.’

The Unknown shook his head. ‘There’s more to it than that. Look, I’m worrying about elves and Protectors when it’s us that concerns me most. When push comes to shove, it’s us that has to win this for everyone. I know we’ll be helped but we’re in the centre of it again. I don’t know if you were watching our skirmish with the demons but we were rusty. The fact is, General, we’re getting too old for this. One fight and a sprint and we’re all nursing pulls and aches except Hirad. And he almost got himself killed trying something he shouldn’t.’

Darrick was nodding. ‘I noticed. Well, we can do some fitness work on board ship as well as practice with those maces Blackthorne gave us.’

‘It won’t be enough.’

‘Every little helps. And believe me, we’ll get fit quickly once we’re in action.’

‘That assumes we live long enough,’ said The Unknown.

Darrick opened his mouth to reply but paused and frowned. ‘Don’t take this the wrong way, but this does not sound like you.’

‘No, I don’t suppose it does. But then I’ve never been about to take on an enemy I’d be worried about losing to if I was accompanied by an army. Gods drowning, Darrick, there are about ten of us. What chance do we really have?’

‘On our own, none. That’s why we’re calling on dragons to help us and the rest of Balaia to fight. It’s why Erienne is training so hard. Unknown, you can’t afford to think like this.’

‘Why do you think I’m airing this when only you, the Protectors and our oarsmen can hear me? And they can’t understand a word I’m saying.’

‘You’re worried what Hirad will think if he knows you’re like this?’

‘Course I am,’ snapped The Unknown. ‘Look. This is going to be really difficult. Like nothing we’ve ever done before. And I felt lethargic fighting those demons. Really slow.’ The Unknown shook his head again. ‘I’ve done nothing but half-hearted sparring with Ark for two years, what else do I expect? The point is, I want you to watch us, all of us. You have the eye of the professional soldier still, it’s not something you ever lose. I want you to tell me anything that is awry with how we do things. Hirad will take it from me better than you and we can’t afford to fall out. Watch Erienne especially. I don’t like the way she reacted last night. She’s not handling the pressure so well and we’ve barely begun.’ He sighed and looked at Darrick, saw the understanding in the General’s eyes. ‘If she falls apart . . .’

‘She has The Raven behind her,’ said Darrick.

‘One day, even that isn’t going to be enough.’

‘Hey, well let’s make sure it isn’t this time, eh?’

The Unknown relaxed a little. ‘Yeah, let’s do that.’

 


Baron Blackthorne strolled up to the periphery of the ColdRoom shielding and barked for Ferouc. He was used to delay and this time was no exception. He stood calm and quiet until the demon master was in front of him.

The dawn had been chill and the early morning sun was doing little to warm the land. It left Blackthorne almost glad he had no vines in the ground. In these conditions, they would have withered anyway. He lamented the loss of the vineyards and the object of his blame floated before him, his membranous wings rippling to keep him airborne. He was a comfortable shade of deep blue, his skin still. Not for long.

Blackthorne had gathered all his commanders with him to gauge Ferouc’s reaction. It was a gamble but, as Hirad had said on more than one occasion, this was a time for gambles.

‘It’s a fine morning isn’t it?’ said Blackthorne, adjusting his coat against the cold breeze.

‘Every day the air you breathe makes us stronger,’ replied Ferouc. ‘Your time to strut about your meagre kingdom is short.’

‘Ah, but is it? You’ve not tasted real frustration barring your abject failure to take my town, have you? How does it feel to know a damaging reverse?’

Ferouc looked nonplussed. ‘I am not aware that I had experienced one.’

Blackthorne made an extravagance of turning round to smile at those gathered behind him, taking in the protective steel of those closest to him.

‘Well, well, well.’ He couldn’t suppress a heartfelt chuckle of genuine surprise and pleasure. ‘This is better than I could possibly have hoped.’

Consternation flickered briefly across Ferouc’s features, characterised by a shifting of veins and a modulating of his pigment. ‘I fail to see any cause for amusement in your position.’

‘Our position? No, my jailer, you misunderstand as so often. We are laughing at you.’ Blackthorne cleared his throat. ‘I would have thought you could sense their absence much as you sensed their arrival. But what’s really amusing is that you clearly never had any inkling at all that they’d left. You haven’t even mounted a pursuit, have you, Fidget?’

Ferouc snarled, his colour paling dramatically. Veins writhed under his skin and the muscles across his chest rippled violently. His fingers clacked together.

‘You are lying.’

‘No, I am not. The Raven have gone. Spirited away from beneath your noses, Fidget. That’s why you can’t sense them. And you can’t, can you?’ Blackthorne paused. ‘But if you don’t believe me, search for yourself. I’ll guarantee you safe passage around my town. It’ll be uncomfortable for you but I expect you’ll live. Long enough to report back to your masters that you have lost something you so very badly wanted.’

Ferouc opened his mouth and emitted a high-pitched shriek. He tore into the air. Blackthorne followed his path which criss-crossed the town. He would pause occasionally, dart to the edges of the lattice, sniff and back away. But largely it was a frenzied movement, desperate. When he landed again, his rage was almost too intense for him to speak. His skin was a pulsing, roiling bright blue.

‘Where have you hidden them?’ he managed.

‘My dear Fidget,’ said Blackthorne calmly and quietly. ‘I assure you they are gone from here. My, it’s as if you were scared of them being outside your control.’

And there it was. Just what Blackthorne had been hoping to see. A flicker across Ferouc’s eyes and a trembling through his body. Fear. The first time any of them had seen it but unmistakable nevertheless.

‘You will pay dearly for this.’

‘Really? Going to kill more of the already-dead, are you? Please. There is nothing you can do to hurt us further. But we have released The Raven and there is much they can do to hurt you. The world is turning, Fidget, and you have been found wanting.’

With a second shriek, Ferouc was gone, high into the sky, calling his cohorts to him.

‘See that?’ Blackthorne pointed at the fast-receding figure. ‘That is why we must fight on. Fidget knows as well as we do what The Raven represent. We’ve been divided and kept weak. The Raven can unite us and they fear that more than anything.

‘Now, I think you should prepare those under your command. I imagine things might get a little warm around here.’

 


For fifteen days, the Calaian Sun sailed the southern, eastern and finally northern coasts of Balaia. The view from the starboard rail was endlessly striking and beguiling. Untamed landscapes, stark cliffs and glorious expanses of white sand studded the coastline with the promise of much more beyond.

Not that The Raven saw a great deal of it between dawn and dusk. Darrick put them through a punishing regime of exercise as tough as that to which Lysternan cavalry recruits had been exposed in years gone by.

He had them spar for hours with their new maces; relay-race with weighted barrels; and climb the mainmast rigging using just their hands. He had them swim laps around the ship when the wind was light; he cut lengths of rope for skipping and pressed longboat oars into service as group exercise poles. It wasn’t with a view to bringing great gains in their speed and endurance but for them to test themselves, feel the state of their bodies and give them just a little more sharpness.

And unlike in years gone by, he participated in every exercise, putting himself through extra rounds if he felt he was below standard. And while he drove them as hard as he could, he watched them, fascinated. They grumbled as he knew they had to but every task was undertaken with enormous energy, spirit and determination. They fed off each other. If the battles to come could be won by sheer will alone, they would be unstoppable.

Individually, though, he had his concerns about them. Besides himself, Hirad had remained very fit. His time with Auum and Rebraal had dictated that. But that couldn’t hide the fact that he was not a long way from forty years old and just not as fast as he used to be.

The Unknown Warrior’s problem wasn’t so much his forty-two years but the long-term degradation of his left hip following his hideous injury on the docks at Arlen over three years before. It stiffened quickly in the chill water and relay-running had him limping from early on. That and the inevitable softening gained from two years’ easy living on Herendeneth. It was the difference between farming fit and fighting fit and it could prove fatal.

Thraun looked and acted no different. Quiet, withdrawn at times and without an ounce of excess bodyweight. Life on Calaius had clearly suited him.

But Denser and Erienne worried him the most. Their contentment at being back where they truly belonged, in the bosom of The Raven, was undermined by their awareness of the situation. It wasn’t that they were unwilling; they would quickly become as fit and capable as ever if allowed the time. It was that he could see in their eyes that they simply weren’t ready. Not for the task ahead, not to put their lives at risk as a daily habit and not to accept the responsibility that had been thrust upon them.

And Erienne was clearly struggling to make sense of what she was required to do. It drew her attention away, took her edge.

Darrick knew he could rely utterly on the elves. And the Protectors still maintained their aura of confidence, inscrutable even without their masks. No, the problems all lay at the heart of the operation, with The Raven themselves.

He spoke to The Unknown Warrior every evening and the big man listened. He spoke candidly about his hip, but like all of The Raven was far more concerned about his friends than himself.

‘Everyone needs to understand the reality of their situation and limitations,’ Darrick had said one evening. ‘And that includes you just as it includes me.’

‘I’ll be all right.’

‘That’s exactly the problem, Unknown. Until you accept that you’re not twenty-one any more, you’ll be taking too much risk.’

‘You think I don’t know that?’ said The Unknown Warrior.

‘Judging by what I see out there under exercise, no,’ replied Darrick. ‘Don’t get me wrong. We’re an extraordinary team. The weapon skills are still there, the belief is undimmed and the will is staggering. But it’s been two years since Julatsa and our stamina is not what it was. That’s why we struggled after the short fight the other day. We aren’t used to that exertion and it showed. The trouble is, you all still act like you fight every day. You don’t conserve because you’ve never had to.

‘You asked me to do this, Unknown. Now listen to what I’m saying. You’re the one who has to relate this to the rest of The Raven. And you-know-who isn’t going to like it.’

‘Thanks for reminding me.’

‘We haven’t got time for tact,’ said Darrick.

‘Hirad’s never thought so.’

‘Then he should respect what you tell him.’

‘You know, Darrick, that is no help whatsoever.’

 


The Calaian Sun dropped anchor in the quiet waters of Triverne Inlet on a chill but sunlit morning. All eyes scanned the eastern shore, searching for signs of demon activity. They found none, keen elven sight revealing only late spring growth in a peaceful landscape.

From the shore, Hirad watched the ship take sail and turn for the open sea once more. Jevin took vital messages home with him for the TaiGethen and Al-Arynaar. Should The Raven fail and Balaia’s colleges fall to the demons, the elves would have to prepare for invasion.

Hirad turned to them, assembled on the sandy beach.

‘This is it, then,’ he said. ‘I still think we should be coming with you to Julatsa.’

Rebraal shook his head. ‘You know what was discussed. The cursyrd want you. You’ll endanger us all in there.’ He smiled. ‘Besides, we’re quicker without you. See you at the lake.’

‘Don’t be late.’ Hirad hugged Ilkar’s brother and clasped hands with each of the TaiGethen then finally, Eilaan. ‘Remember why we’re doing this.’

The elves ran away towards Julatsa and were soon lost to sight. Hirad felt exposed without them.

‘Come on, Raven,’ he said. ‘We can make the lake by tomorrow nightfall if we sail through the night.’

The Raven returned to the longboat which had been fitted with a single mast for their journey along the River Tri. With packs already stowed under the gunwales and benches, they were under way quickly. The atmosphere, as it had been outside Blackthorne, was oppressive. Only the sound of the breeze rustling reeds and grass came over the gentle burble of the water against the timbers of the hull. Balaia was dying meekly.

Despite being unlikely to encounter any demons in countryside bare of all but scattered farms and hamlets, they kept very quiet throughout the trip, resting as much as possible. Thraun in wolven form scouted ahead periodically, giving them extra security.

The Unknown took his time to watch The Raven during this curiously peaceful interlude. Despite his own concerns and those raised more recently by Darrick, he felt happier with the tightness he saw around him now. Two years apart had dulled them without question but their time aboard ship had rekindled their spirit of togetherness. But what they had to guard against was overconfidence in the fight. Looking across at Hirad, it was not a conversation he was looking forward to having. He’d save it for Triverne Lake. Now was not the time.

‘We all feeling all right?’ he asked.

Darrick raised a thumb from his position on the tiller. Erienne and Denser, sitting together and talking in whispers, both nodded. Thraun’s eyes were sparkling after a recent run in the undergrowth and Hirad grunted assent.

‘Hard to believe we’re headed for the toughest days of our lives, isn’t it?’ said the barbarian. ‘This is all very pleasant.’

‘Don’t lose focus,’ said The Unknown.

‘Hardly.’

‘Denser, Erienne, a question for you.’ The Unknown waited for them to look back to him. ‘This information that Blackthorne got from Lystern about the sanctity of the Hearts. What do you think? We’re relying on it, after all.’

Erienne shook her head. ‘Not really my area,’ she said, a smile on her lips. ‘Demons are more Denser’s thing. He used to own one after all.’

Denser jabbed a finger into her side. ‘Technically correct. I suppose whether it’s likely or not, I trust information from Heryst and Lystern. Actually, despite my wife’s denial, we’ve been talking about this a fair bit and it makes good sense. Look at it this way.

‘Best intelligence suggests that the demons are here to stay, to milk the life force of this dimension for as long as they can, not just rape it and move on. That means they need to keep people alive and mages particularly. Not just because of their souls but because they hold the key to mana. Demons are mana creatures, why would they destroy that which they need to live? The answer is, they wouldn’t. Not if they plan to stay. We know they’re flooding mana into Balaia, that’s why it’s getting so cold. And in future years, the Hearts will keep it from dissipating, give them a base from which to rule.’

‘But we know something they don’t, don’t we?’ said Darrick.

‘You’re talking about the Julatsa experience, I presume,’ said Denser.

‘Absolutely. Which raises an interesting question. Should we not be considering burying all the Hearts if colleges have to be deserted? ’

‘No no no no no,’ said Erienne quickly. ‘For one, we can’t assume the mages are there that know how to bury the Hearts. But much more than that, burying the Heart takes what little strength we have for a long battle. The Hearts are useful to the demons but hardly critical to their success, I’d say. But the other part of your point the survivors will be forced to employ if the demons break us finally. We do know that Hearts die without mages to sustain the mana flow but will the demons believe us?’

‘Well, we’ll never have to find out, will we?’ said Hirad. ‘Because either we’ll have beaten them or we’ll all be dead.’

The Raven reached the stunning setting of Triverne Lake deep into evening. The fading light reflected off the lake’s surface, picking out the extraordinary beauty of the landscape. Triverne Lake lay at the base of the Blackthorne Mountains. The lake waters, touched by magic, were sheltered, giving perfect conditions for the vibrant green vegetation that bordered them on three sides. Only the eastern shore was open. In the half-light, little of the colour of the vegetation that burgeoned among the trees was visible. But the sense was there of a spectacular matting that clung far up into the foothills before the cooler air running off the mountains let only hardier scrub, moss and heather grow plentiful. Last time he was here, Hirad remembered the calls of thousands of birds. This time it was quiet and as the longboat nudged the shore, it was clear that the beauty was tarnished.

Thraun trotted over the open ground towards them as they climbed out of the boat. Hirad brought his clothes and left them in a pile on the shore. The wolf trotted up to them and sniffed them closely, a contented growling in his throat. The rest of The Raven walked away up the short beach to give him a little privacy.

‘There’s been fighting here,’ said Darrick.

The Unknown nodded. ‘Indeed there has.’

The ground underfoot was broken and scuffed deeply. Grass lay flattened and dead, the earth was cut and scored, scattered with loose clods. Far to the right, haphazard stones thrust twenty feet into the air, remnants of an EarthHammer casting. And everywhere were the dark stains of blood and the blackened scorches of spell impact.

‘Strange, eh?’ said Hirad.

Darrick agreed. ‘You’d have expected some scraps at least but this place has been cleaned.’

‘Thorough, these demons, aren’t they?’

‘So sure it was them?’ said The Unknown.

‘Spell battle at the birthplace of magic,’ said Darrick. ‘And recently, too. Hirad’s right, I’d say.’

‘How recent do you think?’ asked The Unknown.

Darrick shrugged. ‘Hard to say. Looks fresh. Forty days maximum? I’m guessing though.’

‘Where’s an elf tracker when you need one, eh?’ said Hirad. ‘Hey Thraun, what do you think?’

The shapechanger was pulling on his shirt as he trotted over from the longboat. Hirad watched him kneel and touch the ground. He crumbled earth in his palm and rubbed grass between his fingers. He breathed deeply over the bloodstains and scorch marks. And finally he sat back on his haunches and gazed all around him.

‘The air is still bad,’ he said. ‘And the blood is human. Less than twenty days since a man walked here.’ He turned towards them. ‘But who?’

‘Now that is an extremely good question,’ said Denser, coming to the shoulders of the warriors. ‘After all, Blackthorne is sure every free mage is in one or other of the colleges.’

‘Looks like he was wrong,’ said Hirad.

‘How many involved in the fight, do you think, General?’ asked The Unknown.

‘Given the combat area, upwards of fifty swords and magic,’ he replied. ‘The Gods only know how many demons.’

‘Hmm,’ The Unknown sighed. ‘This isn’t good. I think we can forget any ideas of a fire tonight. We should take the longboat across the lake and sleep under tree cover. Tomorrow, let’s see if we can’t piece together what happened in the light of day. Any objections? Good, then let’s get to it and remember, there have been demons here. They’ll know this place now and the mana flow around here. We’re not safe.’

Hirad found himself quite happy at the prospect of sleeping under the trees. He hoped it would remind him of the rainforest, a place he would very much rather have been.




Chapter 21

‘South-east quadrant!’ yelled Blackthorne. ‘New attack. Luke, commit the reserve.’

Blackthorne was already running to the northern incursion. Flags in the castle towers signalled Luke’s shouted order, flashing green and white in Blackthorne’s periphery. He ran down the central stairway and through the arched hallway, leaping down the wide castle steps and on through the courtyard gates. Shouts came from all around him. Men, women, children. Running, screaming, calling out alarms or orders.

Above him the ColdRoom lattice held firm, but circling around it incessantly were demons. Soul stealers all, with their leathered or gossamer wings, their long taloned fingers and bald skulls on which the skin writhed in tune with their excitement. They were every hue he had ever seen, from the deepest blue to the most vivid of red or yellow. Their shrieks echoed around the buildings and their threats chilled his heart.

Beneath the lattice, spotters stood on every vantage point, watching the skies. They could come in anywhere. Usually it was in groups but occasionally they had taken to trying to snatch a vulnerable individual alone. It was a nervous time but they were holding.

Blackthorne called a guard to him and barrelled through the tight streets in front of the castle. He could hear the sounds of the battle on the northern periphery of the ColdRooms where he had stood six days before with The Raven. He had thought at the time that Ferouc would not take kindly to their escape. He had been right.

Entering the cleared ground, Blackthorne assessed the situation. Not thirty yards from him, thirty of his men had formed a tight square, shields and maces a barrier against a concerted attack by a greater number of demons. Circling just above and outside the lattice other enemies waited, and on the ground more squads of swordsmen darted into the backs of the demons, striking hard and running away before they could be overwhelmed.

It was exactly as Darrick had taught them and Blackthorne grinned fiercely. The demons were attracted to the largest spread of life energy and had left themselves open to the counter. Satisfied though he was with their defence, these attacks marked a change in Ferouc’s attitude. But more than that, they told of the swiftly increasing strength of the invaders. While still vulnerable within the ColdRoom lattice, they were no longer merely sitting targets. Their power lasted long enough for them to make meaningful incursions and the length of time they could fight within the mana-free environment was growing.

Next to Blackthorne, his mage looked on in concern. The young woman’s face was thin from lack of food and the worry lines etched deep on her pale features.

‘What it is, Kayla?’

‘They’re different somehow,’ she said. ‘I can see a mana signature encasing them. It’s like they’re coming in on bubbles of mana energy which isn’t dissipating like it should.’

‘That explains a lot.’ It was as Ferouc had said in earlier conversations. Mana density was growing. He didn’t really need Kayla’s confirmation. It was getting very cold now.

A burst of noise from the south-east told of the reserve engaging the demon attack there. Blackthorne wiped a gauntleted hand across his mouth and tightened grip on shield and sword.

‘Kayla, back to cover. Three of you go with her. The rest, with me. Time for some fun.’

Blackthorne ran in, feeling the cold air fill his lungs, blowing away the cobwebs from his mind and body. Ahead of him, the demons were upping their frenzy. More fell from the sky to join those attacking the square. Beyond the thrashing limbs and beating wings of the blue, black and green soul stealers he could see the faces of his men. Scared for their lives but determined. They focused on what Darrick had taught them. Heavy body blows to weaken. Drive them back, don’t break ranks. Shields up and to the fore. Don’t blink, don’t flinch.

A tall, wiry demon staggered backwards from a mace blow to the chest, its flailing hand missing its target by a hair’s breadth. Blackthorne scythed his sword through its back, slicing its left wing from its body. Dark blood sprayed and the creature screeched and tried to turn. Blackthorne backed up one pace. The demon’s skin writhed. Veins pulsed and its colour snapped to a startling blue. Unbalanced by the loss of its wing, it couldn’t face up to attack and Blackthorne drove his sword deep into its gut and heaved it up and out. It dropped.

‘Back!’ he yelled to his guard. ‘Looking up!’

Four of them dropped from above. Claws in front, wings swept back and tails streaking behind them. As he had been taught, Blackthorne held his shield above his head and peered round it, waiting for the beasts to strike. He and his men bunched close.

‘Steady,’ he said. ‘Waiting.’ The demons were on them. ‘Crouch!’

They dropped to their haunches, feeling the clatter of demons on their shields and the swish of claws. Next to him, one of his guard crumpled, talon marks deep in his face, his soul taken. Blackthorne bellowed fury and surged upright, bringing his other four men with him. The demons flittered away but the killer not far enough. Blackthorne smashed his shield into its face and whipped his sword through its chest, practically dividing it in two. Like its victim, it didn’t have time to scream.

Around him, his guards beat back the others, leaving Blackthorne a run back towards the square which was holding firm. Sword squads ran in from three sides and he joined them. Demons were cut down, blades opening up their backs, the cuts as easy as scything corn.

‘Hold, they’re weakening,’ he called. ‘Let’s hear you!’

A roar greeted his shout and he punched the air with his sword, backing off a pace again, collecting his guards and looking up. Around the periphery, the activity was lessening. Ferouc was up there, flitting from side to side, his pigment close to white in his unfettered rage.

‘Got you this time you bastard!’ Blackthorne laughed upwards.

And it was true. The sword squads came in again. More demons perished, more alien blood spattered his ground. With one ear-splitting shriek, Ferouc called the attack off. Blackthorne saw winged figures climbing back into the sky from three locations and heard cheers sound around his town.

He nodded and breathed out heavily. A quick count around him told him he’d lost eight men, but the price for the demons had been much heavier. Even so, it was an attrition rate with only one outcome. He turned to a guardsman.

‘Find me Luke. They’ll be back and they won’t be so easy next time.’

Blackthorne strode back towards the castle. He could see Ferouc’s game plan. It was as obvious as day followed night. Weaken them enough, then go after the lattice mages. He wasn’t sure if the demons really knew where they were but he would have to increase the guard on them. Either that or pull them further underground. It was an option but doing so reduced the ceiling above the town.

He and Luke had much to discuss.

 


Dystran and Vuldaroq stood side by side and watched the demons drift slowly across the ColdRoom shield above Xetesk. There were hundreds of them, if not thousands, like a carpet across the sky. So many that the light of day was dimmed and lanterns were lit inside. It was a new departure for them and a new class of demon. Unlike the classic terror shapes of myth, legend and now hideous reality, these had already been dubbed ‘gliders’ when they first appeared in the sky two days before. Since then, their number had multiplied dramatically and he had received reports of flights of gliders heading north towards Julatsa and north-east to Lystern.

They were a strange-looking demon and that was among a race of unusual creatures. Flat, coloured and textured not unlike a beaten and tenderised steak. Thousands of fine hairs covered their undersides, which also housed eyes and mouth. These hairs rippled and swayed as the creatures moved, undulating their bodies gently. They had little in the way of limbs. Vestigial arms either side of their head section and no legs at all.

That they weren’t soul stealers had become apparent very early on, not to mention a huge relief. The gliders were present in numbers enough to really threaten them but instead they had crawled over the lattice, directed by the tentacled masters who hovered nearby, eyes on everything.

‘You know what they’re doing, don’t you?’ said Vuldaroq.

Dystran looked across at the man at his side. He had discovered a respect for his former enemy during the few days of their enforced close contact. The Dordovan Arch Mage had worked tirelessly with Suarav and Sharyr, helping them in the aftermath of their ordeal in the library and bringing them, if not out of their shock, then at least to a place where they could begin to deal with it. Neither had taken up his duties to the full and the other survivor, Brynel, was still in the makeshift infirmary, the chill deep in his body.

‘Enlighten me,’ he said.

‘Watch the way they move across the shield. It looks random when you first look but there is an order to it. I’ve counted greater densities in some areas that then disperse and allow other even more concentrated groups to form in the same place. Like they’re confirming what they think they’ve discovered. It’s actually very logical.’

‘You haven’t done a lot else but stare at them, I take it.’

Vuldaroq shrugged. ‘There is so much time for your mind to play tricks on you and undermine you. Best to keep busy.’

‘What are they tracking?’

‘The mana trails feeding the ColdRooms, I think.’

Dystran pulled his cloak tight around him, a chill gust whistling through the open doors of the tower complex in whose shadow they stood.

‘That’s a worrying thought.’

‘I suppose it rather depends why they’re doing it,’ said Vuldaroq.

‘Much as I’d like to, I can’t believe it would be out of curiosity,’ said Dystran.

‘No, but there is more than one possibility.’ Vuldaroq had never had much of a sense of humour but these last two years had removed whatever vestiges remained.

‘They shouldn’t be able to detect the trails, you know,’ said Dystran as the thought occurred. ‘They would dissipate instantly on contact with the edge of the construct.’

‘Well, I think they can and you only have to see where it is they’re hovering for longer periods and where their density increases. It’s always above the mana-feed trails.’ He shook his head. ‘They’re getting stronger.’

‘Agreed,’ said Dystran. ‘Mana density is rising fast out there now. So, you think they’re coming in?’

‘Yes, and it won’t be too long. The most likely reason for tracking the feed trails is to target the casting mages. But they could be doing something as simple as probing the linkages. After all, where the overlap is less, we are more vulnerable.’

‘But you don’t think so.’

‘No. If I was them, I’d be wanting to fly straight down the trails as far as I could and take out our only real defensive weapon. It’s blindingly obvious.’

Dystran blew out his cheeks. ‘And now they think they’re strong enough to do it.’

‘We’re moving into another phase, young Lord. Best we’re prepared. ’

 


They assembled on the plains of Teras over the course of three days. The burnished red Naik; aquamarine Veret; golden-scaled Kaan; dark green Gost; bronze Skoor and pale brown Stara. And these representatives of the largest broods were joined by those of another seventeen. All the colours of the brood spectrum were represented in the largest single gathering of dragons ever seen.

It was a scene that would never be repeated. Sha-Kaan and Yasal-Naik sat on a small rise in front of the mass of scale and furled wing. Both chose upright, respectful stances, their necks in ‘S’ shapes and belly scales revealed. Both dragons wore the scars of their recent work. The Skoor had attacked them. Yasal bore a long burn along the top of his head and down the first third of his neck. Sha-Kaan’s displayed belly was scorched black and painful. Six Skoor had died before the reluctant emissaries had forced their leader to hear them. Six they could ill afford to lose.

Immediately before Sha and Yasal, the brood fathers were gathered. It was an uncomfortable grouping. Old animosities were barely hidden, postures were hostile. Some would not rest within scent of others. But these dragons had at least agreed to carry the message to their broods gathered behind them. They would relay by thought pulse what could not be heard across the crowded plain.

Sha-Kaan gazed out over Teras and felt enormous pride in his achievement mixed with a deep anxiety. Here lay the greatest risk. Here they had to prove to all assembled that what they proposed was the only way to save them all. The only way to preserve their right to hate, attack and attempt to eradicate each other. To preserve the dragon’s way of life.

Spread out before him, at the edges of his vision in every direction, some two thousand dragons weighed each other up. So far, minor flaring and disagreement had been easily calmed. Kaan, Naik and Veret diplomats moved among the gathering.

But this would decide it. If they couldn’t mass and debate in relative peace on the plains, what hope of constructing a robust attack on the Arakhe to give The Raven the time and backing they needed?

Sha-Kaan scanned the extraordinary assembly. Far away to his right, dragons were squaring up. Wings were deployed, bellies clashing. He pulsed to his brood to quell the disturbance. Elsewhere, the rasp of breath and the rustle of wings furling set the ambience. From the north, another flight of Gost approached. He waited for them to land, drinking in the veneration that dominated most of those present.

Not all of them knew why they were here but every dragon knew it was momentous. It couldn’t be otherwise.

‘It is time,’ said Yasal-Naik. ‘We cannot hold the peace any longer without giving them something.’

‘I will speak for us both if you will allow it.’

Yasal turned an eye to him that spoke everything about the respect in which he was held and about the Naik dragon’s aspiration to his position.

‘They will listen to you,’ he said.

Sha-Kaan rose up on his hind legs. He unfurled his wings and beat them three times. His tail flashed as it made the whip shape for attention and he barked long and loud, a huge gout of flame scorching the air above him. Across the plains, the gathering calmed and quietened. In front of him, the brood fathers prepared to relay his words. Sha-Kaan felt a wash of reverence cross him and he all but choked on his first words. We may hate you, it said, but we are here for you, Great Kaan.

‘You know me,’ he began, voice booming across the hush. ‘I am Sha-Kaan. I stand here wing furled with my sworn enemy, Yasal-Naik. Always we have shared hatred but always we have had respect. And today we stand before you as one. Allied as you all must be.’

There was a rustle through the assembly, spreading out to the periphery as the pulsed thoughts reached every dragon and the reaction came back.

‘Today we face the greatest ever threat to our home dimension. To counter that threat, we must become one brood with one mind. There are those of you who do not know your role, why you are here. I will tell you why. The Arakhe have invaded the melde dimension of the Kaan.’

Noise erupted across the plain. Hoots and barks shattered the calm. Flame gouted into the sky on a battering tide of sound. Sha-Kaan drew breath at the scale of the tumult but kept his bearing proud while he waited for it to subside. He had to wait some time for the last echoes to fade.

‘Indeed a cause for celebration.’ He felt the wave of mirth. ‘Normally. But they will not stop there. We all know their nature. Total conquest of Balaia will grant them access to the dead through the races of the elves and Wesmen. And to Beshara through the surviving Dragonene.’

Sha-Kaan paused to sample the rapt attention. He and Yasal shared a glance and the younger Naik indicated he continue.

‘Our task is simple. There are those who seek travel to the dimension of the Arakhe to stop the invasion. They cannot fail. One of them is my Dragonene. When he arrives, we will have our beacon. We will attack in support of these Balaians. We must keep them alive because they can go where we cannot.’

Sha-Kaan spoke through the roars of disapproval.

‘You are here because your brood fathers believe that this threat is genuine. But there will be those of you who do not. To you I say, fly to my Broodlands. Destroy them. I shall not raise a wing to stop you. But neither will I lead you to the Arakhe. And when they come here, as surely they will do, I will be deaf to your pleas and entreaties.

‘This threat is real. Dragons will perish in repulsing it. Fight together to save us or fight each other to a swift oblivion for us all. The choice is yours.’




Chapter 22

Auum looked across at the borders of Julatsa from the deep cover of dense heather and the dark of night. So much for the complete overrunning of Balaia by the demons. They had seen very little activity in the outlands and though the air was cold with the flood of mana, the demons were certainly content to concentrate on the major population centres. And this was after two years of invasion.

Of course, it could be that they had swept up any outlying villages and towns and driven the people into the cities. It was no concern of Auum’s. All he knew was that he had to get the five of them into the college unseen. He had to nudge from his mind the disbelief that he was here and trying to get into the college for a second time. On his return to the rainforests of Calaius, he had sworn never to leave his shores again. And again it was humans who had caused him to travel north. Enough.

‘Thoughts,’ he said.

‘Baron Blackthorne is certain all the colleges operate tunnel systems to keep their supply lines open, such as they are,’ said Rebraal. ‘One thing we do know is that they won’t be hidden magically.’

Auum nodded. ‘Then we can search using the old ways. An unexpected pleasure. Eilaan. Prepare nothing. Just follow. Rebraal, be with him. Tai, we move.’

Julatsa was a quiet city. Barring the circle of light and life that signified the college itself, precious little illumination punctured the darkness. Away to the south of the city, some lights burned from windows in what looked like long, low warehouse structures, and ahead of them lanterns bobbed on poles, lighting a group of people on their journey back into the city. Above them, demons hovered, watching. None of the slaves made any noise whatever.

They were returning to the city from the farmed fields that stretched left and right in a ring that disappeared around the city and presumably encircled it.

‘Look for the signs of passage. Elven not human,’ whispered Auum. ‘Spread five paces and sweep.’

The TaiGethen leader brought his people quickly to the edge of the fields. The crops were whole and hearty, apparently untroubled by the air temperature. Thick stalks of corn jostled in the breeze. Root crops grew well in ordered banked rows, their leaves strong and broad.

Auum paused, listening to the ebb and flow of the wind. He could hear the diminishing echoes of demon calls and sporadic cries from young, scared mouths. Dying away slowly. Like Balaia.

He waved his Tai on towards a low barn set between two corn fields, aiming to skirt it to its far side and approach the college from the north. To his right, he could just make out Duele’s progress through the stalks. Behind him, Rebraal and Eilaan kept as quiet as they were able. Left, Evunn had paused. Signalling stop, Auum joined him in the deep shadow cast by the barn.

Evunn pointed at three tiny holes in one of the timbers. They sat below a timber split and splintered by arrow strikes. Only a rainforest elf would have understood their significance.

‘Hope or expectation?’ whispered Evunn.

‘Good habits,’ replied Auum. ‘And Yniss brought you here to find them.’ He touched Evunn’s shoulder. ‘We have direction.’

A sharp wave of the hand and the elves moved off again, a little faster now. Entering the first streets of Julatsa, silence fell abruptly, the wind broken by a high stone courtyard wall. Auum paused briefly, cupped a hand to his ear and put a finger across his mouth for the benefit of the Al-Arynaar. Here, the merest sound could be heard streets away.

Twenty yards ahead, Evunn had found another marker, this time mere grazes on the wooden wall of a dark empty house. Further into the city, the lights of the college burned unnaturally bright, casting a halo over the surrounding buildings.

Auum indicated he turn into a side alley away from the wan wash of light. They continued on, veering right, further north of the college. Elves had been busy everywhere. The tiny marks were visible on buildings and brazier stands, on windows and the bark of trees.

They were taken in a lazy curve that would end near the college and, Auum presumed, a tunnel entrance. He resisted the temptation to run, hard though it was. Not just the muted stench of human civilisation insulted his senses but the insidious evil of the cursyrd that pervaded everything, even the air he breathed.

Leading them through a network of tight-packed houses, Auum picked up a faint scratching sound ahead and left. He held up his hand. Behind him movement ceased and the silence closed around him. Even he could not discern without looking that any others stood behind him. He angled his palm left and held out his index finger. Moments later, he felt Duele’s breath on his neck.

The scratching echoed faintly in the cramped space. The passages they travelled were narrow enough in places that their shoulders all but grazed the damp, moss-covered stone and timber either side. In hunter’s stance, Auum paced deliberately towards the opening in the left. His weight was slightly forward, short blade in hand, his feet probing the ground ahead each pace.

In this city of shadows and silence, it might have been a rat but his instincts told him otherwise. The sound was too ordered. He edged his head slowly around the opening. Crouched facing the right-hand wall, the cursyrd was dragging a piece of flint repeatedly over the same foot-long section of stone wall. It was completely rapt in its task, oblivious to the world around it.

Auum frowned. One reason for its action came immediately to mind. It would have to be stopped. Auum reached back and touched Duele, never taking his eyes from the slim, wingless creature he guessed would be about his height if it stood up straight. It had a small head on wiry shoulders and a covering of fine hair. Little apparent muscle and a solid dark hue were strange make-up for the cursyrd; surely a lesser creature in their hierarchy.

Duele could see the cursyrd now. Auum pointed to himself then at the target. He tapped his leg, indicated the target again and finally Duele. The Tai nodded his understanding.

In the next instant, Auum had sprung, landing square on the cursyrd, driving it flat to the ground face down, one of his hands clamped across its mouth. A beat later and Duele had pinned its legs down. It tried to bite, shout and scratch. Its body rippled strength despite its slender frame and a kaleidoscope of colour chased across its writhing skin. Auum held it until he felt the thrashing pass its peak. He put his lips by one of the flat slits it had for ears and spoke pure elven.

‘You know my race. You know my calling. You cannot take me,’ he whispered. The cursyrd subsided immediately. ‘Struggle is pain.’ All that heaved now were its lungs. ‘Good. Do not test me.’ Auum half turned his head. ‘Duele, release and watch.’

The creature was pulled upright, Auum’s hand still over its mouth, his short sword at its eye. They both knew the weapon wouldn’t kill it. But the pain would bite so deep.

‘Move.’

Auum drove the restrained cursyrd forwards, following the arc marked out for them. They turned again and again, deep into the heart of Julatsa’s slums where the stench was unquenched by time. Duele had taken the lead and when he stopped to read a more detailed mark, Auum knew they were close.

The TaiGethen paced away and round a right turn into a dank dead end. It was bare but for weeds, grass and the detritus of humans long gone. The opening was marked by a delicate pattern in cracked mud that was obscured by grass about halfway down the passage. He knelt and plucked it open, speaking softly into the hole he uncovered.

It was man-width but made by elves. The demons would never find it unless led straight to it. Auum nodded for Duele to continue and the five elves and their demon captive entered the college of Julatsa.

The warrior and mage guard in the tunnel clearly couldn’t quite believe what they were seeing. The leaders of the TaiGethen and Al-Arynaar dropping unannounced into their laps and accompanied by a captive demon. Auum had no time for explanations.

‘We need a large open room. Defensible. Now.’

One of the warrior guard led them down the tunnel into the college proper. They brushed aside elven questions and the fears of men. The demon, cowed and scared but very alert, was held now by just its arms.

The tunnel ended inside a cellar beneath the library. Their guide took them through the sparse bookshelves and across the short distance to the single lecture theatre. Already, word was spreading and elf and human alike were being drawn in.

Auum spared one glance up into the sky at the cursyrd circling there and pushed his captive inside. He hurried it to the centre of the stage.

‘Rebraal, guard the door,’ he said. ‘Evunn, stand ready and watch.’ He released the cursyrd which backed away confused, deep reds and blues chasing each other across its skin. Auum’s smile was bleak. He turned to Duele.

‘Fight it.’

 


Ule backed a little further into the cave. He looked down at Vituul, spent and shivering; and across to his brothers, bloodied, frozen, but unbowed. Both stood to his left, mace and axe in hands, waiting.

‘They are coming back.’

Minute nods greeted his words, a tightening of grips on weapons, a shifting of stance.

‘When the time comes, you know what to do.’

The three former Protectors stepped forwards to the cave entrance where the gap was at its narrowest. They looked out over the last foothills of the Blackthornes. To their right, Understone, the Pass and a sizeable encampment of Wesmen. To their left, the forward Wesmen positions and the city of Xetesk. Their destination. A day’s walk but impossibly distant.

Ule wasn’t sure how the demons had detected them as they descended from the peaks into the deep grey and black mass of the range. Perhaps a lone scout. Perhaps the elf mage’s aura was too bright. It hardly mattered now.

Upwards of fifty demons were flying at them. Most were soul stealers and all were of the warrior strain popularly termed ‘reavers’. They were tall and well muscled with powerful wings, trademark hairless bodies and writhing veins. The band had repulsed three attacks on their descent, with spells accounting for dozens of the enemy, but still the demons came and Vituul had no more to give. His face bore the terror of the fight and the wounds that iced his blood and sapped his will to a point where he could no longer protect his soul.

Ule had time to appreciate the irony of the position in which he and his brothers found themselves. So long in thrall and so relatively short a time released. Had they never been freed they would be in the halls of Xetesk even now. He breathed in the air, felt it over his face. He experienced a moment of pure release, almost joy. He smiled.

The demons flooded the cave mouth but paused just out of weapon range.

‘Ule,’ said one, a pulsing deep green creature with huge eyes in an otherwise largely featureless face. ‘Return your soul. It belongs to us.’

Ule stared at the demon. He felt calm, at peace. As did his brothers.

‘There is no hope,’ said the demon. ‘You cannot resist us.’

‘You will not taste our souls again,’ Ule said. ‘While we live, we will fight you. And in death, we will escape you.’

‘You cannot harm us.’

‘Wrong. We cannot kill you. Know pain.’

The Protectors’ speed was startling. Ule’s mace came from his right side and blurred upwards catching the demon on its chin. The force of the blow echoed in the confined space and catapulted the squealing creature end over end into those massed behind it, wings flapping uselessly.

Ryn and Qex drove into the enemy simultaneously. Ryn flat-bladed his axe into the side of one’s head, sending it tumbling sideways, scattering others back and forwards. Qex slammed his mace into the midriff of his target and scythed left to right with his axe, biting deep into the demon’s forehead. It fell back, screeching.

The wound did not bleed but instead healed over almost immediately, leaving a livid blue line where it had scored most deeply. And then the demons bunched and charged. Ule faced a blistering assault of claw, tooth and tail. He worked feverishly to keep them at bay. The mace was a potent weapon thudding time and again into head, chest and gut. And with it came the axe; flat-bladed to block strikes, edge-on to inflict pain.

But inexorably, the press grew and deepened. Claws raked his face. Tails threatened to trip him and fangs bore ever closer. He could feel the desperation beginning to creep into his brothers as he could the chill of the demons’ touch through his body. Every time they struck, he felt himself weaken. But he would not let it show.

He dragged the spikes of his mace across the throat of his nearest enemy, deriving strength from its strangled yowl. He followed it up with a carving swing into its waist. It was a blow that would have severed a human. But here it cut just so deep, forcing the creature back.

To his left, his brothers suffered. Qex had been on his knees more than once and Ryn’s face was a lattice of cuts, bleeding and blue from the cold. They didn’t have very long.

‘Once more my brothers!’ he shouted, his voice bouncing off the cave walls.

He launched a ferocious attack, summoning everything he had left. He battered at the press of demons, seeing his mace buried in face and arm, his axe chop claw from hand, only for it to regrow. He took what pleasure he could from the cries of pain and the anger of his enemies that they had not cowed their prey. And nor would they.

‘Duck.’

It was a moment before he realised it was Vituul who had spoken, so unlike him was the voice. But there was no mistaking the intent in the word.

‘Brothers, drop!’

And they did, together as always.

The IceWind scoured over their heads and swept into the defenceless demons. And now the screams were of agony and death. Flesh boiled away, wings froze and shattered and eyes glazed. Veins stood out proud and still, the supercooled mana penetrating skin and stopping flow in an instant. The entire front rank of the demons died before Ule could blink and the rest scattered back into the air, howling their anger and fear.

Ule turned to look at Vituul. The elf slumped back onto his side, his breath laboured and his eyes sunken deep into his skull.

‘You were spent,’ he said.

‘I am now,’ said Vituul between gasps. He managed a smile. ‘That really was the last.’

‘I didn’t think you had it in you.’

‘Neither did I.’ Elf and Protector eyes locked. ‘We cannot take another round.’

Ule nodded. ‘I know.’

He swung back to his brothers. Both were leaning on their weapons, exhausted, all but finished. Out in the light, the demons had gathered once more and were approaching cautiously.

‘Ule,’ said Vituul, dragging his attention around. ‘Just make it quick.’

‘It is something I am very good at,’ he replied.

Vituul chuckled. ‘Glad to hear it.’

‘My brothers,’ said Ule. ‘Prepare. They shall not take our souls.’ Each man drew a dagger from his belt, letting his other weapons clatter to the floor of the cave.

‘Vituul,’ said Ule. ‘You understand we will die as one. Your journey must begin sooner.’ He knelt by the elf and wiped the tear from the mage’s eye. ‘Your courage will be remembered among the Protectors. Even in death, we will not forget you.’

The strike was quick and sure.

Ule stood and embraced his brothers. Daggers rested against throats. ‘Release is ours, my brothers. We are one.’

‘We are one.’

 


The crowd watching the fight grew steadily. Auum could sense them and at times even hear low words but he didn’t ever take his eyes from the scene being played out in front of him.

At first, the cursyrd had been reluctant. It had felt the weakening effects of the ColdRoom construct but slowly had come to terms with it. What it had found more difficult were the probings and lightning strikes of Duele.

The elf tried to goad the cursyrd into retaliation and aggression but for an irritating length of time it merely squealed and backed off, rolling itself into a ball or standing with its hands covering its face. But when Duele jabbed a straight-fingered blow in its throat, its temper snapped and it struck back.

Duele stood his ground while the creature attempted to land blows with its clawed hands, whiplike tail and long fangs. The fluid movements of the TaiGethen left no room for the cursyrd which found its best efforts countered easily. Duele blocked, ducked, jumped and counterstruck with the speed that had made him so formidable even among the elven elite. Time and again, the cursyrd would lash in left and right with its claws and attempt a bite only to find itself dumped on its backside by foot sweep or the heel of a palm in its chest.

As the weight of Duele’s blows and the cumulative effects of the ColdRoom casting took their toll, the cursyrd became at once weaker and further enraged. It knew it would not get out of the college alive and became ever more desperate to inflict damage where it could.

Three times it tried to break away to attack those watching it but Duele was too fast and its screeches of frustration grew louder. But well before it became too weak to defend itself, Auum had seen what he wanted to. The cursyrd didn’t once raise its arms over its head to strike, only ever to defend blows to the head, and even then it preferred to duck and move or use its tail.

He moved into its compass.

‘Duele, rest now.’

Auum paced forwards, assessing the cursyrd’s attention. It switched to him right away, a frown on its face. Its skin modulated from a livid green to a deep, menacing blue. It was breathing hard.

The TaiGethen circled it for a moment, seeing the track of its eyes and the movement of its feet unchanged from its combat with Duele. It was disciplined at least. But it was lagging slightly, tired and bruised. Auum struck.

He ducked inside a flailing right arm, grabbing its wrist with his left hand and holding the arm high and away from its body. He continued his movement forward, raised his right elbow and smashed it into the cursyrd’s exposed armpit. The creature jerked once and collapsed.

Auum stepped back and nodded. ‘Everything has its weakness,’ he said. ‘Everything. Tai, we pray.’




Chapter 23

Pheone kept her distance while the TaiGethen prayed. Around her, all the elves had heads bowed, listening to the words Auum spoke and murmuring in response. By Auum’s feet, the demon lay unmoving. Pheone couldn’t tell whether it was dead or just stunned. But like all present she had been beguiled by the dance Duele had led the demon and shocked by the sudden violence meted out by Auum.

The import of what she was seeing trickled slowly into her mind. Not the fight with the demon or the fact that Auum had rendered it unconscious or even killed it with a single blow that hadn’t broken its skin. The fact he was here at all, with his Tai and Rebraal. Why now? Why ever, come to that. It didn’t take a seer to tell her that it wouldn’t be good news.

The Tai cell finished their prayers and rose to their feet. Auum gave the demon a cursory glance and said something in elvish. Two Al-Arynaar warriors picked up the body and carried it out of the lecture theatre. Auum watched them go before walking to Pheone. Julatsa’s High Mage found herself more than a little nervous. Auum had an air about him that combined total authority with a controlled menace. A heady blend.

He and Rebraal held a brief conversation and the latter, at last, gave her his attention.

‘We apologise for the abrupt entrance and this little display,’ he said, gesturing at the stage. ‘Auum had to work while the cursyrd was strong.’

‘Did he kill it?’ Pheone heard herself say despite the dozens of more pressing questions she had.

‘Not quite. Warriors will complete the job. The body must be pierced.’

‘So what did he prove?’

‘That they have a vulnerable spot we can exploit.’

Pheone half-smiled. ‘Come on, let’s go somewhere more convivial. I think there’s some soup on the go.’

She led them out of the lecture theatre and across the dark courtyard to the refectory, trying to marshal her thoughts. The shapes of demons flitted around the periphery of her vision, watching everything. Once seated opposite the two elves, soup and herb tea at hand, she felt a little more in control.

‘I do admire your confidence, Rebraal, but don’t you feel that it was already weak and Auum caught it with a lucky blow?’

Auum regarded her through the steam from his tea, his expression unreadable.

‘The TaiGethen examine every move a prey makes. They chart their strengths, learn their failings. We strike only when prepared. Only humans have a god of fortune; and he has turned against you.’

Pheone felt she should apologise but stopped herself. Instead, she drained a spoonful of soup before speaking.

‘It’s been two years and it seems like ten,’ she said. ‘What are you doing here? I’m pleased to see you but I don’t think five are going to make a whole lot of difference. Not even if two of them are you two.’

‘Nevertheless, we are here to organise the last chance for humans, ’ said Rebraal. ‘The last chance for all of us.’

Pheone almost laughed but the fear in Rebraal’s eyes stopped her. She didn’t think she’d ever seen an elf afraid before; not like this.

‘It’s really that bad?’

‘What do your reports tell you?’

‘That we’ve reached an impasse,’ she said. ‘The demons barely press us. They know they can’t force a way in with the numbers they have. We think the balance will shift.’

She saw Rebraal’s eyes widen.

‘Do you have no contact with other colleges?’

‘Precious little,’ she said. ‘Why? Surely when the demons know they can get no further they’ll withdraw. Or we’ll force them back.’

‘Pheone, the cursyrd are home,’ he said. ‘You haven’t heard from Xetesk in the last days, you’re sure?’

‘Certain,’ she replied.

Rebraal and Auum exchanged a look. ‘That explains your confusion and the lack of any preparation,’ said Rebraal. ‘Vituul and the Protectors must have fallen.’

‘What is this all about?’

‘You will be aware of the increase in mana density, yes?’

‘Of course.’ She shrugged. ‘Comfort for demons.’

Rebraal shook his head. ‘You misunderstand. The cursyrd are flooding Balaia with mana from their dimension because they are abandoning it. Soon the density will be enough to overwhelm your castings and the demons will truly rule Balaia. Then they will strike west and south and neither we, and certainly not the Wesmen, have the ability to resist them for long.’

‘Unless we stop them, right?’

‘Pheone, before I tell you what we must do, you must understand this. We believe Xetesk remains the focal point of their attack, Lystern to be under increasing pressure, and that Dordover has fallen.’

‘What?’ Pheone felt her heart race and a sick feeling cross her gut. ‘Dordover?’

‘We can’t be certain but Baron Blackthorne, who still resists, reports that his last spies saw no light in the tower. But the Heart still beats because it feeds the demons mana strength. But what has happened to Dordover will happen everywhere unless there is unification. The colleges are the last free outposts of any real substance. If they are picked off one by one we are all lost. Elves, men, Wesmen, dragons and the dead.’

‘The what?’ Pheone’s nervousness allowed a smile to creep onto her face.

‘Don’t mock what you cannot understand,’ snapped Rebraal.

‘I’m sorry,’ said Pheone quickly. ‘It just all sounds so far-fetched.’

‘Have you not talked to the Al-Arynaar?’ asked Auum. ‘Humans are so blind. You do not even know when you are dying.’

‘The cursyrd are on the verge of dominating this, and through it, every dimension we hold dear. We must unite to defeat them and it must be now. The fight will not take place here, it will take place in Xetesk. That is why we are here and that is why you must prepare to leave Julatsa.’

Pheone was so surprised that she replayed Rebraal’s words to make sure she’d heard him correctly.

‘You want us to do what?’

 


He had known constant fear. And beside that fear there was a pulse that he could sense and it was growing stronger. Malevolent in intent. He distanced himself from it like they all did. It confused his senses, threatened to overwhelm them.

And he experienced utter clarity too. Clarity of thought and memory brought him joy, comfort and a pure sense of belonging. These times were as common as they were craved.

He was aware of meeting others, of their presence and support. Whoever they had been they were immense in character and clear of purpose. And like him, they retained the link to those they had left, though he wasn’t sure, like them, if his communication was truly understood.

All his senses were changed, were more complex than mere sight, touch or smell. He had no words to describe them but he understood and used them as if he had been born with them. He could describe without seeing, listen without hearing and speak, if speak it was.

He believed he communicated on his new sensory level without the need for words though he still considered it speech. It produced images, soundless yet they contained the meaning he needed.

When he had arrived here, with its warmth and comfort, with its beauty and calm, and with its threatened borders and fear, it hadn’t been the way it was now. How long ago that was, he couldn’t say. There was no conception of time passing, though surely the knowledge of change indicated such.

Now, though the link provided his most clear sense of the life he had left, it was no longer the only way. He had become aware that he could sense those for whom he felt enduring love without the need for the link buried in his ancestral homeland. But he couldn’t always feel them and he didn’t know if he was felt by them.

He felt a growing worry. The sense of threat to their existence was building and he, like all of them, had travelled away from the developing pulse to minimise its effect. But in travelling, he had lost the link and his ability to feel his loved ones. He was certain that distance dulled feeling. Others felt it too and it worried them. The threat was forcing them from the link quite deliberately and it was weakening them, denying them joy and comfort.

He craved the sense of touch and he knew what he must do to try and regain it. Others would follow if they understood his reasoning. He had to approach the pulse, approach the burgeoning fear. He wanted to know if those he loved felt it too and if they could remove it and leave him with the peace and calm that was his by right.

He began to seek the direction of travel, a curious reminiscence flowing over him. The familiarity of purpose and of knowing he would soon be where he knew he truly belonged. He brought the words to his mind and the images washed through him. Had he lips he would have spoken the words. As it was, he felt exhilaration power his soul.

He reached out to them, sought them and pushed away the fear.

Them. The Raven. And within them, one mind and soul was for him so much brighter than the rest.

 


Hirad’s head felt full and it kept him from his sleep. It had been coming on through the evening and he’d bitten his lip several times during the talking they’d done to avoid sparking a dispute. He knew it was something the others couldn’t feel or understand. So he’d taken himself to sleep away from them, volunteering to take the last watch before dawn.

He tried to examine the way he felt. It was nothing like the touch of Sha-Kaan, which was warm; a gentle probing that sought permission to enter his mind. What he was experiencing now was more akin to an attack. Like someone was hammering on a door, demanding entrance. Everything was muffled but the pressure grew until he developed a thumping pain in his head.

Denser had offered a casting to give him relief from the pain but he didn’t want that because he thought he knew what was causing it. Because as he lay and studied the weight inside his skull, he filtered feelings from the morass. He felt love, strength and the longing for contact, lost in time. And he felt fear too and that was reminiscent of that night in Taanepol.

But unlike that awakening, which had a dreamlike quality to it full of half-remembered images and snatches of sound, this was a solid block of emotional force. And closer than the dream. Hirad closed his eyes and tried to probe the block but he had no real idea how to. All he knew was that the more he relaxed, the more certain he became that his first impressions had been right.

‘Ilkar?’ he spoke out loud but softly. ‘It is you isn’t it? Gods burning, I don’t know how but it is. I can feel you, Ilks, but I can’t understand you. I don’t know how to respond. I’m not a mage, my mind isn’t trained. But if you’re sending a message keep on.’ He chuckled. ‘But perhaps you could speak a little quieter, I’m not enjoying the hammering.’

He paused. His words had had no effect. He took a deep breath and tried to concentrate on the seat of the pain in the back of his skull.

‘Ilkar, please. If you can hear this, back off a little. I can’t understand you, it’s just coming over as pain and noise in my mind. Ilkar?’

And abruptly, the feelings were gone. Hirad sat bolt upright and closed his eyes against the yawing of his mind and the blackening of his vision as the blood rushed away. There were tears standing in his eyes.

There was something else too. Just like Rebraal had said he’d understood back in Taanepol.

It was a desperate cry for help.

 


‘I have to put this to the council,’ said Pheone.

‘We have no time,’ snapped Rebraal, his palm smacking on the table top. ‘You have a hundred and eighty mages here, almost two hundred Al-Arynaar warriors. You represent the strongest force on Balaia, don’t you understand? Without you, the pressure on Xetesk will become intolerable. And we can’t afford that to happen.’

‘Well why the bloody hell aren’t they coming here then if we’re so damned great?’ shouted Pheone, losing her cool. She was already tired and hungry and now these elves were putting her under enormous pressure. Damn, why was she the only one of the council awake?

‘Because they won’t make it and we need the information we know they hold. We have to make preparations now and leave in a day. Every moment is critical.’

‘Hold it again,’ she said, drawing breath and waving a palm at Rebraal. ‘What information?’

Rebraal smiled. ‘I haven’t been able to tell you everything yet. You’re quite a forceful character, you know. Probably what my brother loved about you.’

‘Among other things,’ said Pheone, relaxing a little. ‘Go on.’

‘We can’t beat them simply by fighting them here. Our job on Balaia, and more critically, in Xetesk, is to drain them of resource, force them to bring more demons here than they want to. Keep them at bay to give the time to strike them in their own dimension; cut off the mana flood and stop the invasion at a stroke.’

‘And you think Xetesk has the knowledge to get people there?’

‘We know they do,’ said Rebraal. ‘Sha-Kaan is certain that the development of their dimensional spells, together with the link they’ve always had with demons for mana channelling, means they will be able to open a gateway to the demon dimension that we can use.’

‘And who’re the lucky ones getting the job of going through it?’

Rebraal gestured to his left. ‘Auum, his Tai, some Protectors, a little mage support and The Raven.’

Pheone shook her head, she’d heard it all now and wasn’t the least bit surprised to find The Raven cropping up. ‘Even after all their time away, why did I half expect you to say it would be them?’

‘Perhaps because Ilkar is one of those under threat.’

‘Ilkar?’

‘I told you, the dead are vulnerable. The demons crave their souls and they are helpless.’

‘Gods drowning, this is all too much to take in,’ she said. She rubbed a hand across her forehead. ‘Look, it’ll be dawn in a few hours and I’m exhausted. Let’s go through it again with the council, discuss it with the Al-Arynaar and we’ll go if everyone agrees it is the right thing.’

Rebraal shook his head.

‘What?’ demanded Pheone. ‘Look, I’m not saying I don’t believe everything you have told me and I want to do everything I can to save Ilkar’s soul if he is in danger as you say. And I want Balaia to be free. I just won’t get driven at one solution when there may be others to consider.’

‘The decision is made,’ said Rebraal.

‘Not yet it isn’t.’

‘Listen to him,’ said Auum in a voice barely above a whisper but that sent a chill down her back. He leant forwards. ‘You do not see what is before your face. Rebraal commands the Al-Arynaar. He will issue orders at dawn. They will accompany him. You can stay if you so choose.’

Rebraal held up his hands both to stop Auum saying any more and Pheone retorting.

‘I didn’t want to fall back on that but Auum is right. But we do need your help. Your college is the one allied most closely to elves. We would not be suggesting this if we thought there was any other way to save it long-term. I want you to agree to this willingly. But if you won’t, I will take my warriors and mages anyway and you will be taken.’

‘I’ll be deserting all those people out there beyond the ColdRooms. Abandoning them.’ Her voice was quiet now, defeated. They had left her no alternative.

‘Sleep on it.’

‘Sleep? Fat chance.’

‘And then talk to your council, tell them what must be done. We will be leaving at first light the day after tomorrow.’ Rebraal covered her hands with his. ‘I believe you will be saving more lives this way than if you hold out here for another decade. The Raven believe it too.’

‘Oh, Rebraal, I wish I could, I really do.’




Chapter 24

Sha-Kaan had dispersed the broods across the plains of Teras in the hopes of maintaining peace while keeping the gathering close enough to react when the time came. Now, with Hirad and The Raven hidden above Triverne Lake and less than two days from Xetesk, he had called them together once more.

It would not be enough, he had reasoned, to simply shift to the home of the Arakhe and fight independently of one another. For this time only, they had to fight together; a single force with a solitary purpose to give The Raven support while they fought those who controlled the gateway and mana flow into Balaia.

He was reminded of the days of the uncontained rip in the skies that had joined Balaia and his home, Beshara. How different the conditions were this time. Then, warring broods had threatened the Kaan defence of the rip as it widened uncontrolled. The Raven had developed a way to close it before it became of a scale that would invite invasion of Balaia from enemy broods.

This time the gateway was managed and controlled by the Arakhe. Its origin somewhere in their dying dimension and its outlet, by all calculation, somewhere in the sky above Xetesk. And all brought about by Xeteskian foolhardiness. This time, the dragons could not afford to do battle over it because it could be the end of them all. And again, The Raven would have to succeed. As Hirad Coldheart would put it, be there at the sharp end.

As much as the sprawl of thousands of dragons on the plain had been impressive, the sight that he could see all around him now was simply awe-inspiring. Skoor, Naik, Veret, Kaan, Stara, Gost and the lesser broods, flying in their familial formations, providing honour guard for those gliding lazily at the centre of them all. Sha-Kaan had called the leaders of all the broods to this summit in the skies but even he was distracted by the sight of light dancing on a rainbow of scale colours. He basked in the sounds that echoed across the clear blue sky and delighted in the complexities as each brood tried to outdo its rivals.

‘None have been idle during our short isolation,’ rumbled Sha-Kaan.

‘We all tired of waiting for your call,’ said Caval-Skoor.

‘I trust you have news of our ultimate destination,’ said Koln-Stara. ‘I am not alone in having those within my brood for whom this delay has bred suspicion.’

‘And have any of you experienced attacks on your Broodlands?’ Sha-Kaan waited. ‘Perhaps that is because you and your broods have all had time to reflect on what I and Yasal had to say. Don’t forget that was a principal reason for you to scatter across the plains.’

‘Some of us are waiting for our scouts to return from our lands,’ said Caval. ‘I for one do not know if my Broodlands are safe. I am too distant from them to hear the calls of the attacked if such there are.’

‘But do you really believe your lands are under threat?’ asked Yasal-Naik. ‘Surely the presence of every brood here is evidence enough that we are, for now at least, of one mind and purpose.’

‘I have not counted the head of every dragon,’ said Koln. ‘None of us knows if members of any other brood are absent from here.’

‘You are accusing us of something, Great Stara?’ Eram-Gost’s voice was sharp.

‘I accuse no one of anything. My knowledge is incomplete.’

Sha-Kaan felt the tension rise among the circling dragons, instantly transmitted to the cohorts surrounding them. The displays of skill ceased. Ranks closed and distance was sought. All around them, broods massed and waited. How easy it was. How fragile the peace. High above them, Kaan and Naik dragons maintained their mixed flight and kept a watching brief.

‘My broods, please,’ said Sha-Kaan. ‘We have no cause for mistrust. ’ He let his words filter through the tension. ‘Almost two thousand dragons are circling in this small area of Beshara. There are two ways this can go. It is either the greatest opportunity in our long and bloody history, or it is the greatest disaster to afflict us and all our melde dimensions. Remember: if the Arakhe reach us, all those on whom you depend will be vulnerable to them. I say again, we cannot afford to fail.’

He flew into the centre of the ring of Beshara’s most powerful dragons and altered his attitude, hanging vertically in the air and rotating slowly, displaying his belly scales to them all.

‘Which is it to be?’

There was a long moment when Sha-Kaan wondered for the first time whether he had constructed a monumental folly. But with increasing pace, one by one, each of the brood leaders mirrored his attitude. He let feelings of warmth and comradeship pulse away from him and he barked a huge gout of flame into the air.

‘Then let us get to work.’

 


Auum considered this the time of greatest risk. The moment they had detected the change in activity within the college, the cursyrd had swarmed the periphery of the ColdRoom shell. A strain had appeared that he hadn’t seen before. Flat and largely featureless but for a coating of fine hairs on their underside. At one stage they had covered the shell, blocking out the dawn light. He had watched them while they crawled and had summoned an Al-Arynaar mage to him. An elven female he knew and respected.

‘They are seekers,’ Dila’heth had said in answer to his question. ‘At least that’s what we call them. We have seen a few but nothing like this density. They are searching for the trails in the mana.’

‘Good,’ Auum had said. ‘So they waste their time. Tomorrow, the location of our casters will be obvious even to the blind.’

‘Well, I will give thanks to Yniss for anything that stops them trying to disrupt us.’

‘Nevertheless, we must be prepared.’

And so while Rebraal, with his greater command of Balaian and his god-given patience, had the unenviable task of placating reluctant humans, Auum marshalled the defence. Guard on casting mages was trebled. Watchers studded the college walls and the roofs of all buildings. Mages waited undercover in groups with Al-Arynaar warriors, ready to react to incursion. And everyone in the college carried arms, tasked to move as ordered.

From his vantage point Auum scanned the shell for indications that an attack was imminent. He could see groupings of the quick, powerful soul-stealing reavers cruising the shell. He presumed they were looking for weak points. It was a futile exercise. What worried him more were the occasional overflights of the senior strain; the huge Arakhe which floated on beds of tentacles but had the bodies of grotesque men. These were the masters over Julatsa. Their decisions would bring attack or maintain the examinations.

Down in the tower courtyard, Rebraal had emerged from the lecture theatre and was heading for the main gates, surrounded by humans. Auum couldn’t hear them but their body language suggested anger and a heated exchange. He turned to Duele and Evunn.

‘The humans are being difficult,’ he said. ‘I will see what I can do. You know what needs to be done here.’ He sighed and felt a surge of irritation. ‘Yniss preserve us, but these people would argue themselves to guilt if pronounced innocent.’

Auum ran quickly down the stairs by the main gatehouse, leaping the last few steps and landing on the cobbles right in front of Rebraal and the group of six unhappy humans. Pheone was not among them. Auum had their attention.

‘We have problems?’ he asked Rebraal in elvish.

‘They do not agree with us,’ said Rebraal. ‘They haven’t seen and heard what we have. They do not believe in a threat to other dimensions.’

‘It makes no difference to what must be done.’

‘It makes a difference to us,’ said one of the humans in passable elvish. Auum nodded minute respect. ‘We have had two years with your people,’ he explained. ‘And much time on our hands.’

‘Name?’

‘Geren.’

‘Geren, your efforts are appreciated but your objections are damaging.’

‘We feel there are other ways.’

‘There are no other ways. You will leave Julatsa tomorrow or become a slave of the cursyrd.’ Auum turned for the stairs once more but Geren’s raised voice stopped him.

‘How dare you come in here and lay down what will or will not be done? This is our college and only we, the council, will decide when or if we leave it. Do you understand?’

‘Rebraal?’ Auum dropped into an older dialect. He didn’t turn back.

‘I have been hearing this for an hour and more,’ said Rebraal, taking his lead. ‘They are belligerent and their ears are closed to my explanations.’

‘Then it is time to stop being polite. You have done all you can.’

‘Auum, we need the human mages’ help. Their expertise in the castings that shield us is much greater than ours.’

‘And you will get it.’ Now he swung back to Geren, his expression bleak and his mind cleared. He saw the man step back a pace as he should.

‘Your threats will mean nothing,’ he said, his voice holding a slight quaver.

‘I threaten nothing,’ said Auum. ‘This college stands only because the Al-Arynaar, ClawBound and TaiGethen died to preserve it. It maintains its independence because the Al-Arynaar have supported you for the last two years. Rebraal, the leader of the Al-Arynaar, has explained to you why we must all leave and travel to Xetesk. And this is the respect you show those who have saved your lives?’

‘Your sacrifices for the college will never be forgotten and our respect for you all is undimmed. But what you ask is not in the best interests of Julatsa and the wider city, I’m sorry,’ said Geren.

Auum’s hand clamped around Geren’s throat and he drove the man backwards into his companions, all of whom appeared too scared to speak up in his support.

‘Do you think for one moment we wish to be here? We have no choice because humans have let the cursyrd into our dimension. We are here because we too will die from your folly if we do not put a stop to the threat. Do not make the mistake of thinking that I care if you live or die, human. We will take our people and what we want and we will travel to Xetesk where your race and ours has its best chance of survival. Rebraal says we need your help, so help us. Make the choice to live.’

He thrust Geren away. The mage looked at him with undisguised hatred.

‘All of you, go and do what I ask, please,’ said Rebraal. ‘I’m sorry it had to come to that.’

Auum took his arm and led him away from them. ‘Enough. Forget them. We have the strength without them should they refuse to come.’

‘We have a responsibility to save them too.’

‘You have spent too much time listening to Hirad and your brother’s spirit.’ Auum allowed himself a small smile. ‘Now. Carts and horses. Do we have enough?’

‘Barely,’ said Rebraal. ‘We’re fortunate that Pheone demanded Julatsa keep its breeding pairs alive. Consequently, we have some young and strong animals capable of pulling carts though fertility is as bad here as it was in Blackthorne. How they would fare under attack, we won’t know until we try. Carts are a more pressing problem. ’

‘Firewood?’

‘Enough have gone that way but even those that remain are in disrepair. There isn’t a wheelwright in the college. Carpenters are doing what they can and we’re searching the stables and college buildings for traces and tack. We should have enough workable gear to carry casting mages and the bulk of provisions but any other mages might have to travel unprotected.’

Auum nodded. ‘I will instruct the warriors to that end.’

‘Will they attack, do you think?’ Rebraal gestured above his head at the demons circling and watching there.

‘Unlikely,’ he said. ‘They know we are planning something but they also know the price they pay for attacking this college. What would you do?’

‘I would wait until I was certain what was happening. When we drive through the gates, that would be the time.’

‘Yes, my friend, it would. We will be at our most restricted and vulnerable. Our warriors will have to fight hard.’

‘Tual will guide our hands.’

‘And Shorth will see our enemies to torment.’ The two elves clasped arms. ‘We will do this.’

‘Yniss will watch over us all.’

 


With night full, Auum had been proved right and the demons hadn’t attacked. But there were signs that they were massing, expecting a break-out. Roadblocks were plainly visible on all approach roads to the college. Demons flew a grid over the area immediately surrounding the college walls. Others hovered above the college, looking, watching. Waiting.

Auum and Rebraal had conducted a series of briefings with the Al-Arynaar mages and warriors in the lecture theatre, discussing tactics for the first move out of the gates and what was expected of them on the anticipated three-day journey south to Xetesk. For some of that time, the TaiGethen cell would be absent, heading for Triverne Lake to collect The Raven.

Finally, Rebraal was standing with Pheone before the college council and the surviving humans in the college. There were one hundred and seven of them all told. Thirty-four mages and the rest college guard and those who had been invited inside the walls before the demons attacked. All were scared, all resentful. But all resigned to what was going to happen.

‘Much has been demanded of you all in the last day and there has been little time for politeness. Much more will be demanded of you in the days to come. Most of you have questioned the decision that was taken without your consent. There is no debate. Now is the time to trust me. Trust Auum.’

He waited for a murmur of conversation to settle.

‘You have heard all you need to about the conditions outside this college and the plight in which we find ourselves. Now is the time to believe that you can make a difference. That by this journey and the subsequent defence at Xetesk you can play your part in the salvation of man- and elvenkind.’

He held up his hands at the ripple of comment.

‘You think that overdramatic? How quickly you have become accustomed to the way you now live, if that is the case. When was the last time you made significant advance or saved a soul from beyond the shell of the ColdRooms? Do not doubt that the cursyrd, the demons, are in control of your country. They mean to stay here and consume you. You have become prey, and like all other natural predators they pluck you as they need you. Do you truly believe that by staying in this cocoon you will defeat them?’

Again he waited, this time greeted with an uncomfortable shifting. He nodded.

‘Those of you who know me and who have got to know the Al-Arynaar during your confinement here will no doubt have gathered that elves do not necessarily hold humans in high regard.’

A chuckle ran around the chamber.

‘But neither are we frivolous with your lives. Many of us have lifelong friends among you and we appreciate your strengths as well as lamenting your weaknesses. My own brother chose to live and die among humans. For me, there is no greater measure of the potential of your race. And for that reason alone, I would see you thrive, and us with you. That is why you must accept that the course we now take is all that remains open to us. The evidence you will see with your own eyes beyond these walls.

‘The journey we will undertake at dawn tomorrow will be dangerous. But I want to give you this assurance. Elves know your vulnerability to the demons’ touch. We do not expect of you heroics and sacrifice. That is to come in Xetesk and all of you need to live to see the walls of the dark college. We will take on the burden of defending the caravan while you rest as you can and watch as you need. For the mages, we need you to be the bedrock of our moving ColdRoom construct and so you will travel for much of the time in the wagons we have repaired.

‘For the rest of you, we need those who can drive wagons and who know horses to volunteer for that duty. We are not knowledgeable about these animals.’ He smiled. ‘It seems even we have weaknesses. ’

More laughter, a little easier this time. He held up his hands.

‘I won’t keep you from your rest much longer and I urge you to sleep for as long as you can because this caravan will only stop to rest horses, not humans. Two final things. You will naturally feel that the caravan leaves you more vulnerable than the college. It does not. Only the ColdRooms keep you from being taken by the demons at will. This structure will still be around you. Walls are no certain defence against demons, only spells.

‘And last, wherever you stand, walk, cast or rest, there will be an elf watching over you. An elf who will stand against the demon that comes for you and who will protect you. In this we are stronger and you need not fear otherwise. We will never desert you.

‘We leave at first light tomorrow. Be ready.’

Rebraal started at the unexpected sound he heard. They were clapping him.

 


Hirad had his back to a tree, knees pulled up to his chest and his arms around them, hands locked in front. His sword leant sheathed against the trunk. Around him, an early leaf-fall was testament to the cold that the demons had brought to Balaia. They had risked a fire to cook by when the night closed in but it was long dead now and in these hours before dawn the world was frosty and quiet. Hirad felt exhausted. His sleep had been broken first by Sha-Kaan and subsequently by the force he assumed was Ilkar, still trying without success to contact him.

And now he was awake on the dawn watch and looking over his sleeping friends, the two Protectors, Kas and Ark, and the quiet but determined elf, Eilaan. None of them slept undisturbed. Thraun chased the demons of his past, his body twitching and his mouth moving, murmuring. And Erienne, he knew, was occasionally found by Cleress despite the huge distance and the ageing elf’s condition. Right now, she was somewhere to the left, having woken suddenly.

He had asked her to call his name regularly but she hadn’t. In the end, she wasn’t gone long and he felt her hand on his shoulder as she eased herself down to sit beside him.

‘So I’m not the only one hearing voices tonight, eh?’ said Hirad softly.

Erienne linked her arm through his and laid her head on his shoulder.

‘She didn’t say much. She doesn’t have the strength, poor woman.’

‘Does she help you?’

‘What can she really do? She speaks the right words when I can hear them but I’m not skilled enough to reply over this distance so it’s all rather one-way.’ She picked her head up. ‘Look, Hirad, sorry about Blackthorne, the way I behaved I mean.’

‘Erienne, you never have anything to apologise to me or to any of us for. All I care about is that you’re feeling more comfortable now.’

‘I’m not sure I am, that’s the trouble. It isn’t the One magic itself, because in theory I can perform the castings. But this isn’t like casting an IceWind or putting up a HardShield. Failing in those is one thing, failing to strip the mana shell from demons would be fatal for all of us. It weighs on me.’

Hirad thought to reply immediately but some words from The Unknown replayed in his mind and he paused before saying something different.

‘We can’t help you with your power, I know that and I won’t pretend to understand the pressures it places you under. But remember how hard we’ve worked on fighting assuming your casting isn’t there to aid us. Keep that with you because it means we can survive if you’re having a problem. You are the most potent weapon we possess but you aren’t the only one. We’re all still here.’

Erienne chuckled. ‘How do you do that?’

‘Do what?’

‘Say something patronising and belittling and make it sound like comfort and support.’

‘Because that’s what it is supposed to be.’

‘And there’s my answer.’ She pulled at his arm with hers. ‘Tell me about your voices. Are you really sure it’s Ilkar? I mean, that’s far-fetched even for you.’

Hirad shrugged. ‘Oh, I don’t know. I’ve sat here tonight wondering if it’s all because I so want to believe he’s still here in some way that I’ve created the whole thing.’

‘And what did you conclude?’

‘That it’s all too coincidental. This has happened only since the demons began to flood mana into Balaia, if Blackthorne’s timings are right. But more than all that, it just feels like him. I can’t explain it. I’ve heard no words. It’s all just fuzz and mist. But you know when you can smell someone on the clothes they’ve worn? It’s like that, only inside my head. I just wish I could make it clearer.’

Erienne moved so that she faced him and laid her forearms on his knees.

‘Go with it,’ she said. ‘Try not to fight it or force it. Let it drive you on. If that’s what means you fight harder, then use it.’

‘I’ll try.’

‘But it’s hard, isn’t it? Having something inside you that you want but can’t use. I know a little about that.’

‘I guess you do.’ Hirad smiled. ‘Now if you’ll take my advice, you’ll get your head down. Auum could be back any time from tomorrow and then this little oasis of calm is gone for ever and it’s fight and fear all the way.’

‘But just one more time. Then we can go back to being bored.’

‘Do you really believe that?’

‘What do you think?’ Erienne leant in and kissed his cheek. ‘Goodnight, Hirad.’




Chapter 25

The cursyrd were waiting for them before the first wagon was hitched to its nervous horse. Since they’d begun loading the fifteen wagons, some little more than makeshift covered trailers, in the dead of night the enemy had been preparing. Auum knew they would. For him, it had always been a question of superior tactics come first light.

But for the humans and those Al-Arynaar who hadn’t listened to everything said at the briefing, the sight had to be truly terrifying. Reavers swarmed the shell, anticipating the moment it was dispersed. They thronged the area in front of the main gate, emitting a staggering kaleidoscope of colours. They hovered above every roadblock, herding slaves into the road as human barricades. And from their mouths came a cacophony of sound that echoed against the buildings of the college and high into the air, sending shivers through the bravest soul.

‘I want runners either side of each horse!’ shouted Rebraal. ‘Drivers let’s mount up and assemble in the courtyard. Free mages, to your wagons. And watch those borders. Move!’

Auum’s breath clouded in the cold air, mixing with that of around one hundred and eighty mages and two hundred and twenty Al-Arynaar warriors, college guard and the free Julatsans. He turned a full circle. Blinkered horses were goaded from the stables and out into the arena. Two to a wagon, they were skittish and either side of their heads elves stood and whispered soothing words, stroking cheeks and necks.

In front of the first clutch of five wagons, thirty Al-Arynaar mages gathered with fifty warriors. They were the vanguard, tasked to clear the path for the first wagons and if they could, blast a hole through the mass of cursyrd gathered beyond the gates. In each of the wagons, which would go through the gates two abreast, six human mages and six warriors, human and elven. For them, the task was to set up the forward ColdRoom shell immediately they left the protection of the college. The wagons would be flanked by elven warriors and mages, some of whom were already perched atop the wagons themselves against attack from the sky.

Behind this first wave would come two others made up almost identically. The few spare horses were tethered to wagons in the second wave. Again they were blinkered and near them would run elves ready to cut them free should they threaten to bolt.

They had done everything they could. Auum was as satisfied as he could be. He and the Tai would bring up the rear because there they perceived lay the greatest immediate risk of losing mages. Right now, heavily guarded in cellars in the college, the ColdRoom casters still held the barrier strong. They would have to be moved.

He understood it was the nature of the casting that three mages were needed for each one to maintain its core strength. Under normal circumstances, if any of this could be considered normal, mages coming to take over the casting would feed into the same construct, thereby maintaining a seamless shell. Moving all three would inevitably lead to the spell collapsing.

They approached the moment of greatest danger. In five locations around the college, ColdRoom trios were waiting to move. In order, they would disperse their spells and run to their designated wagon, flanked by Al-Arynaar. For three of the trios, the problem wasn’t too great. Their exits were clean, the wagons parked close and they could disperse their castings without risk to any but themselves. When those parts of the college were cleared, they could be moved and the cursyrd could take the territory.

For the remaining two, the situation was entirely different. Their castings covered the courtyard and main gates. And because those mages in wagons inside the courtyard were unable to cast until they could touch the mana and form new constructs, there would be a time, short but telling, when there was no cover. Everyone was aware of it and so were the cursyrd. It was what they were waiting for.

Auum waited. Three times he was given the signal that areas of the college were clear and three times ColdRooms were dispersed and their casters ran hard to wagons beneath the remaining shell. First went the refectory and lecture theatre area; second, the Heart and library; third, the personal chambers, rooms and offices. The cursyrd didn’t attempt to chase the casters. They didn’t have to. A better chance was coming.

Three wagons lined up, making their part of the third wave. Two remained empty, surrounded by Al-Arynaar. They were placed centrally in the courtyard away from obvious casting points. Dila’heth was of the opinion that the cursyrd knew where the casters were located but anything that threw them off the scent for any time at all was crucial.

Cursyrd flowed into the parts of the college so recently vacated. The ColdRoom constructs now grounded right at the edges of the courtyard itself and they clustered around, taunting, promising death. The reavers strutted around their new domain, displaying colours from deep green through purples and blues to jet black. Hundreds of a tiny dark grey strain flittered overhead, chittering. These were no real danger alone but their claws would be sharp and their touch cold. Enough could overwhelm man or elf. And way overhead, the master strain hovered on their tentacles, directing their minions. In all, the Julatsan escapees had to be outnumbered at least ten to one right here.

‘Rebraal!’ called Auum. ‘Prepare them!’

The cacophony from the demons rose to a deafening level. Al-Arynaar and TaiGethen switched to sign language to make themselves understood. Words were whispered into the ears of wagon drivers, horses and the few human swordsmen who refused to be placed in wagons for the escape.

Auum heard a demon calling Rebraal’s name. He swung round and strode to the border of the shell. There it stood, taller than he, wings furled at its back, long face glaring in, a smile on its lipless mouth, its colour shifting grey to green.

‘Rebraal,’ it cried in a poor impersonation of Auum’s pronunciation. ‘You will be first. Your soul will be mine. Step to me, come closer.’

It beckoned at Rebraal who surely could not hear it, its arms piercing the ColdRoom shell as it did so. Auum faced it until it focused on him.

‘And you, elf, will not stop us,’ it hissed. ‘Come, surrender to me. Let us touch and you will know—’

Auum’s hands flashed out and he caught the demon’s wrists, dragging it inside the shell. It squealed and broke free but stumbled. Auum pounced on its chest, swept a short sword from its scabbard and pinioned one arm to the dirt. It screamed.

‘Be careful what you wish for,’ he said.

The dagger in his other hand stabbed deep into the pit of its arm. Its eyes widened in fear. It spasmed and lay still. Auum retrieved both his weapons and swung back to the shell’s edge, moving fluidly to his feet.

‘Shorth will take you all.’

He backed away a few paces, Duele and Evunn at his shoulders.

‘We are prepared,’ said Duele.

‘Then we will pray.’

The Tai dropped to its knees. Auum led the short prayer that was taken up by every elf in the courtyard. With one voice they spoke, their ancient words stilling even the calls and shrill of the cursyrd.

‘With our breath, Yniss, we are yours. With our bodies, Tual, we are yours. With our souls, Shorth, we are yours. Guide us, keep us and bless us as we do your work. Let it be so.’

Auum brought the Tai to its feet.

‘Tai, we move.’

The TaiGethen cell jogged back to the centre of the courtyard in between the two wagons waiting for their casting trios. The cursyrd found their voices once more. Howls, shrieks, calls and cries battering on the ears, etching on the mind, scratching at courage and fortitude. Auum commended his life to Yniss a final time and nodded at Rebraal.

The gates of Julatsa were hauled open. The vanguard of Al-Arynaar warriors, led by Rebraal, drove out of the gates. Behind them, Pheone led the mages beginning to prepare the moment they were beyond the shell. The first wagons started to roll. Horses stamped and snorted, moved forwards under protest. In the stables and in the gatehouse guard room, mages cut off the last of the ColdRooms and hell descended on the college.

Cursyrd poured down from the sky and rushed in from the periphery. In the centre of the courtyard, mages inside the second-and third-wave wagons began to cast, as did their colleagues in the rolling first wave. ColdRooms took care and time to prepare, so outside, Al-Arynaar mages and warriors had to buy them the space they needed.

Auum signed and shouted as he moved to the second-wave wagons. ‘Hold the horses! Mages, casting at will. Warriors, drive space, protect your mage groups.’

IceWind and ForceCones drove into the air, battering cursyrd aside or melting the flesh from their bodies. In front of the mage groups, warriors hacked, slashed and bludgeoned, forcing a ground perimeter. The tiny strike demons dropped like rain from the sky, digging their claws into skull, shoulder and back. As fast as one was torn away and thrown into space, another two struck down, scratching and biting, weakening their targets with the frost in their touch.

‘Strike the weak point!’ roared Auum. ‘Send them to Shorth!’ He rocked back on his left leg and lashed in a kick to the head of a soul stealer racing hard at one of the wagons. The creature fell flat on its back, bounced back to its feet and advanced on the TaiGethen leader, spitting bile and hatred. Auum moved fast, dagger in his right hand, left hand free. He delivered a blistering multiple strike, thundering blows into the creature’s midriff and chest, stabbing high into its throat and upper body, looking for the killing stab.

But the creature was quick enough to keep its vulnerable area clear though it couldn’t land a single blow. Others joined it, flanking Auum. He backed up a step. Took in the five that faced him, the dozens of the strike-strain flying at him, and smiled. Around him, he could hear the desperate cries of Al-Arynaar being overwhelmed. He heard the shriek of cursyrd caught in the howl of IceWind; the sickening crunches of the creatures crushed beneath ForceCones. And above it all, the whine and buzz of the winged enemy as they attacked in storms.

Quite deliberately, he shut out everything else but his targets. He took a pace forwards, feeling the first strike-strain home in. His smile was undimmed. Shapes moved to his left and his right, closing at extraordinary speed. He, like the cursyrd, was never alone.

 


Rebraal led the Al-Arynaar through the gate and into the open space beyond the walls. Cursyrd thronged the path ahead and the sky immediately above them. Their attack was instant. Soul stealers and the strike-strain flooded towards them.

‘Keep formation, keep driving!’ he called into the teeth of the enemy gale.

The two sides collided head-on. Rebraal struck hard straight ahead, battering a reaver aside. He used a shortened mace in his left hand, a short sword in his right. The creature stumbled backwards and Rebraal drove on. The diminutive strike-strain lashed in like hail, each one smaller than his head but full of claws and fury. They swarmed over the front ranks of the Al-Arynaar, biting and scratching. Rebraal felt the chill of the wounds they inflicted and the blood run freely from his neck and arms.

Head-butting the reaver ahead of him, he made a heartbeat of space and used it to sheathe his sword. With a hand free, he ripped at the strike-strain clawing at his body, hurling them aside, urging his people to do the same. Spells roared into the air. DeathHail and IceWind froze the sky right above his head. Cursyrd screamed and fell from the air, skin boiling from the Wind or tattered and torn from the Hail.

In front of him, the cursyrd fell back. He saw them bunching on the flanks and running down left and right.

‘Front rank keep driving, second fall back, guard the mages. Keep those wagons moving!’

He had turned to sign as well as shout and swung back only to catch the claw of a reaver clear across his face. The blow raked his cheek, freezing the side of his face. He felt his muscles tighten then weaken. Al-Arynaar piled in front of him, carving into the attackers and forcing them back. Rebraal felt dizzy, his vision blurred. Arms grabbed him, pulled him back into the mass, behind the front rank of mages.

Strike-strain were everywhere, disrupting the concentration of his casters. He had to do something. Not enough spells were coming out, and in the sky the cursyrd were massing to dive again. He wiped the blood from his face and blinked to clear his vision. There was a roaring in his ears. He shook his head. The sound of weapons thudding into cursyrd reached him. A few spells crackled into the sky.

He focused hard. Strike-strain landed on the top of his head. He snatched one away from him and hurled it to the side. Time to act.

‘Keep the mages clear to concentrate. Let’s go.’

Warriors moved through the mage teams, grabbing strike-strain from them. Around their flanks, reavers were being kept away on the ground. More Al-Arynaar moved to attack those that came from above. All was confusion. Their line was completely compromised.

‘We need that ColdRoom,’ he muttered, dragging a strike-strain from the back of a mage, ignoring the chilling scrapes down his own neck. At least they were still moving forwards.

Warriors worked feverishly in the morass. Blades glinted in the early light. The buzz of the strike-strain grew more intense. A ForceCone struck into the air, bludgeoning a path and a little respite. Behind him, he heard a squeal. He turned.

The lead wagon was under concerted attack. The elves guarding the terrified driver were both standing and weaving their blades in intricate defence patterns. Strike-strain were being batted aside, reavers hovered menacingly overhead, looking for the way in.

Rebraal began to move back through the fight. He hitched his mace and took out a dagger. Strike-strain flittered before his eyes and he carved the air in front of him, trying to keep them away.

‘Keep that wagon coming,’ he yelled at the elves walking by the horses.

The animals were beside themselves with fear. Under their blinkers, eyes were white. Every pace they took, they skittered to the left or right and the anguished snorts touched his heart. No doubt those behind, two abreast in the street, were faring no better.

Rebraal was scant paces from the wagon when the cursyrd made a critical breakthrough. Three reavers plummeted from the sky and thumped onto the canvas roof, feet cannoning into the elves positioned there, sending them flying. While one began to tear at the flimsy covering, the other two ran forwards.

‘Behind!’ roared Rebraal, pointing.

But the driver’s guards couldn’t hear him. The first they knew was when one of the creatures landed square on the driver and clutched his face. The poor man had no time even to scream before his soul was gone. The reaver exalted, lashing out left and right, catching both guards in the chest and flattening them against the wagon frame. The other leapt straight onto one horse’s back and bit down into its neck.

The animal reared and screamed. It sought escape and, without a driver to control it, plunged away left across the cobbles, the other only too willing to follow its lead. Strike-strain and reavers gave chase. On the wagon’s roof, cursyrd had torn up the canvas and were dropping inside. On the kicker board, the elves fought with the reaver in the driver’s position. Others made to pursue.

‘No!’ shouted Rebraal. ‘Keep discipline. You can’t help them. Keep moving forwards. Drive on, Al-Arynaar!’

They listened to him as they always would. And in the midst of the disaster, an opportunity opened up. Carried away with their success, a large number of cursyrd were pursuing the wagon. The pressure lifted just enough, the enemy were distracted. Rebraal seized the moment with both hands. Amidst the howls of anger from high above as the master strain saw what was unfolding, Rebraal led his warriors and mages in a renewed assault.

Strike-strain were grabbed from mages, who were left free to cast. Warriors reformed at the head of the wave and drove hard at the reavers massed in front of the first barricade. Moments later, spells blazed into the sky and head-on once more. Demons were melted by IceWind, flung high and wide by ForceCones, ripped to shreds by DeathHail. Strike-strain burned under the focused power of FlamePalm. FlameOrbs arced into the sky. To the left, a FireWall roared into life.

Rebraal, at the head of the wave once more, ignored the blood running down his face and the deep cold that had frozen his cheek. At a call from the mage teams, the warrior rank paused and ducked. Spells flashed over their heads, scattering reavers from their path. Warriors ran left and right, pressing home their brief advantage, battering a path for the wagons to follow and opening up the route to the barricade.

In front of piles of wood, stone and rubble, cursyrd had herded dozens of Julatsans. The white-faced humans stared from black and sunken eyes and through lank hair. They made no move when the cursyrd were driven from the path of the Al-Arynaar and oncoming wagons. The pace wasn’t fast, ColdRoom casting would be impossible otherwise, but it was inexorable. And Rebraal was not going to stop for anyone.

‘Move!’ he bellowed. ‘Move!’

His dagger lashed into the face of a reaver that landed in front of him. He kicked out straight and caught it in the stomach. It grunted, fell back a step and was engulfed in Al-Arynaar.

‘Move!’

But they didn’t. They were beaten, terrified and unable to think for themselves. They were caught between two horrors, their cursyrd masters and the oncoming elven forces. Neither was going to give.

‘Prepare the Cones,’ said Rebraal.

There was no dissent behind him. The elves advanced at a trot, the mages now with clear sight of the barricade, both material and human. Rebraal waved his arms again.

‘Please! Get away. Get away!’

Nothing. And in that moment, he wondered whether they actually welcomed the end that approached them. None pleaded, none cried for rescue. Not a tear was being spilled. They merely stood and waited.

‘We are ready,’ came a voice from behind his left shoulder.

Rebraal fell back behind the mage line.

‘Cast,’ he ordered.

The barricade had been erected at the head of the road that led south through the city. Tall buildings reared up either side. It was a perfect focus for ForceCones and their effect was as dramatic as it was terrible.

The invisible rams of mana energy slammed into the unprotected humans, and their cursyrd shepherds. Man and cursyrd were plucked from the ground and flung backwards into the barricade. Blood splattered the walls left and right, bodies smeared against the buildings. The barricade exploded backwards. Elven casters kept up the pressure, driving the rubble and timber left and right. Rebraal heard the agony of men whose bodies were crushed flat, and the squealing of metal on stone. Shattered, the elements of the barricade bounced and spun down the street. Cursyrd shrieked in fury. He watched one man try to rise and begin to run but another Cone tossed him full-face into a building across the street, no more than a doll in a gale.

‘I’m sorry,’ muttered Rebraal. ‘May Shorth speed you to your rest.’ He had no time for anything else. Too much rubble littered the ground. ‘Focus on the cobbles. Clear the street or we’ll lose wheels going down there.’

Left and right, Al-Arynaar were closing back in to guard their mages as they entered the street. Cursyrd ran and flew at rooftop height. Their masters had gathered their attention once more and they came again from above and behind. Rebraal ran back down the line.

‘Single file. Wagons single file.’

They were rolling now. More wagons were coming from the gate. The sounds of fighting from within the walls echoed up to the sky where cursyrd massed from all points of the compass. Rebraal smiled grimly. They had made one small advance but the journey had only just begun. He prayed the ColdRooms would not be long in casting. He wasn’t sure how much any of them really had left.




Chapter 26

Auum saw it all with utter clarity. He and his Tai moved as one, acted as a single entity, a boiling of controlled action in a sea of confusion. They targeted the reavers. Easy prey for the cell. Strike-strain clawed and buzzed around them and were knocked away as an afterthought. The real threat to the human mages, the wagon drivers and horses lay in the tall strong soul stealers who stalked and dived in the throng of the courtyard.

Duele and Evunn pirouetted together and downed a muscular deep blue creature. It barely had a chance to breathe before Auum pinned it down by its chest. Duele snatched an arm outwards, Evunn backhanded a dagger into the nerve ganglion revealed and the cursyrd died.

Auum rose to his feet. To his left, an Al-Arynaar had become detached from his warrior group. Cloaked in strike-strain, he became confused and disoriented. Quickly, three reavers were on him, lashing in claws, biting and gouging. One clutched him under the chin as he weakened and drained his broken soul.

It would be happening everywhere. Cursyrd flooded the courtyard, dropping from the sky; the strike-strain like malevolent hail, their reaver brethren sails on the breeze. Duele and Evunn came to his shoulders. They watched a change in the cursyrd tactics as the second-wave wagons started to roll. Combat against the Al-Arynaar on the ground and on wagon was both difficult and, should their weakness be exploited, deadly and now they were concentrating solely on the horses, trying to take out the escape’s prime motive force.

Barking out orders and signing the alarm, the Tai cell raced into the centre of the courtyard. They were already too late to save one wagon. The driver was swarming in strike-strain, the flanking elves were under attack from twice their number of reavers, and the horses were being cut to pieces.

‘Leave it,’ said Auum. ‘Left and right. I’ll take centre. Tai, we move.’

The trio split, heading for three separate wagons in the third wave. Al-Arynaar were keeping the cursyrd away on the ground but more fell from the sky. Auum dodged individual battles, increasing his speed dramatically. Dagger in hand, he took off, arrowing feet first into a reaver just landed on the back of a terrified horse. He caught the creature in the side of the head and the two of them hurtled to the ground, the cursyrd disorientated. Auum took a forward roll on landing, coming smoothly to his feet and spinning on his heel, balance perfect.

The soul stealer was struggling to get its legs under it. Auum pounced, stamping a foot into the creature’s neck, wrenching one of its arms up and driving his dagger deep into its nerve centre. He turned and ran back to the wagon, leaping onto the kicker board and straight-punching another which tumbled to the dirt.

Next to him, the driver was screaming in panic, covered in strike-strain. Auum grabbed the man’s face.

‘Calm,’ he said. ‘Drive. I will protect you.’

Slowly, the man focused on him and managed to nod.

‘Drive,’ repeated Auum.

The TaiGethen swivelled and made quick assessment. On the roof of the wagon, Al-Arynaar were holding off the reavers while on the ground warriors and mages kept their perimeter around it. On the roof of an adjacent wagon, Duele danced. Auum could have watched him all day. Feet planted on roof struts or blurring through the air to strike. Arms laid out for balance, block and punch.

To the right, Evunn, like Auum, was standing by his driver. An Al-Arynaar stood on each horse’s back. All three wagons began to move. Across the ground, the bodies of cursyrd and Al-Arynaar were scattered; more of the latter than the former had fallen in the hand-to-hand combats but losses on both sides were climbing. Skirmishes raged across the open space. Warriors drove space for wagons to move into. Spells fired across the ground and into the air. Mages using FlamePalm ran in all directions, burning strike-strain, wounding reavers. Under the eaves of the stables and behind a solid rank of elven warriors, mages cast hard and fast. Cursyrd were being washed from the sky and flung far from the combat. The air stank of blood and burned flesh but still they came on.

Auum nodded at the Al-Arynaar warrior beside him on the kicker board.

‘Clear the driver. I will watch.’

A soul stealer landed heavily on the back of one horse which reared and threatened to bolt, kept in its traces only by the weight of the other which skittered. The driver, with strike-strain being pulled from his back and face, fought for control. Auum jumped lightly onto the animal’s rump, his left foot already coming round to clatter into the upper back of the cursyrd. He planted the foot and struck with both fists, tipping the creature onto the ground.

Beyond the walls the ground shook and the sound of tumbling stone echoed across the city. Auum heard screams. Still on the horse, he crouched and turned to the driver. The Al-Arynaar stood by him, working to keep him clear of strike-strain.

‘Faster,’ he said. ‘We move.’

The wagon picked up pace, the flanking Al-Arynaar being forced to break into a trot to keep up. A movement caught Auum’s eye, high and to the right. Reavers, eight or more, diving hard for the wagon. Not even he could keep them all away. He leaped back onto the kicker board.

‘Above,’ he said to the Al-Arynaar. ‘Trouble.’

The reavers came in steeply, claws first, shrieking fury. Auum stepped up onto the roof with the two Al-Arynaar. It was temporarily clear of enemy. The gatehouse was approaching.

‘Faster,’ he ordered. ‘Gallop.’

He heard the reins snap. The horses took off, happy to be let go, jerking the wagon behind them. Auum knew the mages beneath would lose the spell but others would still be casting. Above, the reavers adjusted their direction, knowing they wouldn’t reach the horses before they reached brief cover. Three of them pulled away, flying over the gatehouse to meet them on their exit. The others ploughed on for wagon and driver. These would strike in time.

A shiver ran across the college. Nothing could be seen, but the sense of power rushing into the air was undeniable. Cursyrd howled and screamed. Hoots of alarm bounced across the courtyard. A concerted roar from the masters above rent the air. Auum smiled. It was mirthless. He dropped his dagger and had two short swords in his hands in a heartbeat.

Above, the reavers came on but they had slowed dramatically, deep inside what had suddenly become a dome of pain. They couldn’t brake in time. Three, wings swept back, tried to change their attitude to feet first. It made no difference to Auum.

‘Take them,’ he said.

He sidestepped the first and drove both his swords deep into its back. Dark gore sprayed into the air but the thrusts were not fatal. The mana shells surrounding the cursyrd were stronger now, making them dangerous even within ColdRoom castings. Auum dragged the blades clear, ducked a claw from another reaver and whipped one blade across its throat, stabbing the other into its eye.

‘Our turn now,’ he spat at the creature as it died.

Across the courtyard, cursyrd broke off their attacks and fled back into the air. Denied mana, Al-Arynaar mages took swords from belts and formed up by the wagons once more. Strike-strain died in their tens and dozens, snared by the same claws that so recently had been hooks to drag through the flesh of men. Reavers not quick enough to flit up to safety were hauled to the ground and hacked to pieces, their skins boiling through bright colours, their veins spewing their life onto the cobbles.

The Julatsan wagon train drove out of the college and south through the city at an easy trot. Within the eleven surviving wagons, human and elven mages with their Al-Arynaar warrior guard searched for space among the baskets and barrels of provisions and water. The ColdRoom shell held steady, covering the train front to back and spilling over into adjacent buildings, keeping the cursyrd at bay for now. Auum moved back to sit by the driver, nodding his respect at the man who, though bloodied and shivering, held the reins steady, determination in every muscle.

But the sky outside the shell was thick with cursyrd, tracking them as they fled to open ground. And what worried Auum was that with the mana density clearly growing stronger, it wouldn’t be long before the enemy could fight effectively inside the shell.

The fate of man and elf hung by the slenderest of threads.
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It was dawn in Lystern but the light was dim and the few lanterns they could afford to use burned bright in the gloom. Faces were pressed to every window of the grand council chamber, though that was a misnomer now. The periphery of their ColdRoom castings was scant yards outside the filthy stained glass and across its surface, for the third day running, the flattened seeker demons crawled, searching for the telltale threads of mana they could use to direct their attacks.

In two days, they had lost two casting teams to lightning raids from the winged reavers and had been forced to withdraw into an ever-tightening space. They had too few mages to cycle their strength should they lose any more teams and their warriors were exhausted, trebling their day and night guard on this most precious of resources.

Heryst had no desire to look. Others would tell him if the seekers found what they were looking for. A slight discoloration in their pale underbellies would give them away. He had done all he could, moving the casting teams time and again. But their available area was small enough that it surely only put off the inevitable.

It had all been so sudden. The demons had seemingly become so much stronger. They had known the mana density was increasing but nothing had indicated this ability to strike so quickly and effectively at the heart of his defence. The last message he had received from Blackthorne told him that the wily Baron was under similar pressure and that they were considering running north to Xetesk where apparently the last vestiges of Balaian resistance were gathering.

He had no idea if that was true. So what if The Raven were back on the scene? So what if elves still fought in the open? He had heard nothing from any other college in over fifty days. For all he knew, his was the last that still stood free. Free. He almost laughed at the word. He had been right. They had grown complacent in their sanctuary. Lazy. They hadn’t seen the signs. The growing numbers of demons, the sudden appearance of these seekers early one morning three days ago. They hadn’t pieced it together.

And here they sat as a result with only the tower still to call their own. They had lost, temporarily it was to be prayed, access to all their tunnels and all but one well. If they couldn’t regain some space quickly, the next problem he would be facing was starvation. It was a factor that had escaped none of his dwindling band of survivors.

‘My Lord?’

Heryst took his head from his hands and looked up into Kayvel’s sick pallor. His old friend was dying by degrees. Gods drowning, they all were but something had infected this brave old man in the last days and he was fading so fast.

‘Sit, Kayvel. Gods man, you should be resting.’

Heryst pulled out the chair next to him and Kayvel sank gratefully into it and rested his elbows on the table. In the centre of the table, guards completely obscured the casting trio who held death away from them all.

‘We need a plan,’ said Kayvel gently. ‘They need to hear your voice, your strength.’

‘Do they believe I really have any?’ said Heryst, feeling the spear of doubt that had become all too familiar.

‘Never let them hear you say that. You are their leader. They love and respect you. Don’t ever forget that.’

Heryst nodded. ‘I know,’ he said. ‘But it’s so hard sometimes. Just look at what I have brought them to.’

He gestured around the council chamber, knowing what they saw was reflected in every room of the tower they called their own. Dirt, dust and rubbish covered the floors. The stale air was heavy with the smell of lantern oil and sickness. Every man, woman and child carried lice, was clothed in little more than rags and had the lank hair, dark expression and stoop that signified imminent defeat. He knew he looked the same. They had a mirror in one of the latrines but he didn’t think anyone looked in it any more.

‘Yes,’ said Kayvel. ‘It is dirty, it is squalid, it is diseased, and soon we will all succumb one way or another. But out there is the only alternative. Do you really have to ask which any of these people would prefer?’

‘But am I not just prolonging their deaths? Kayvel, you are a realist. You know what is happening to you. If what you have is infectious, well . . .’

Kayvel nodded. ‘And we have had to face it since the first day. But nothing will kill them faster than a lack of faith and belief.’

Heryst sighed. ‘What can I tell them? They aren’t blind and we are failing. What? That they should hang on and hope for salvation? That eventually the demons will get bored and drift away? What can I tell them?’

He felt helpless. He’d have cried but his tear ducts were, like his mouth, dry. How could he give them hope when he had none?

‘You have to give them a purpose and that purpose cannot be simply to hold on until they are overwhelmed. Until four days ago, we thought we were secure enough and we were wrong. Look at the fear. Taste it. Do something about it.’

Heryst looked into Kayvel’s face. He saw the fading light in his friend’s eyes and knew he had to give the dying man something to take with him.

‘You think we should try and leave, don’t you?’

‘Staying here can have but one conclusion, Heryst.’

‘Dammit.’ Heryst rubbed his hands over his face. ‘I can’t make them do this, you know. Gods burning, not all of them are fit enough to travel.’

‘Talk to them,’ said Kayvel, his tone gently chiding. ‘Your silence is damaging.’

‘Yes. Yes, I know,’ said Heryst through a breath. ‘Thank you.’

‘I’ll stay here with any that can’t travel. None of us will be taken.’

Heryst jolted at Kayvel’s words. ‘I wouldn’t leave you.’

‘Don’t be daft, my Lord.’ Kayvel smiled. ‘I’m too ill to run. At least let me die with dignity because die is what I undoubtedly will do.’ He paused. ‘Anyway, this could all be hypothetical. We don’t know if anyone will want to leave.’

‘Well, let’s find out, shall we?’

Everyone that could be spared from watching, guarding or casting was assembled in the growing light of the grand council chamber now that the seekers were beginning to melt away. While the light was welcome, what it meant was that the seekers had probably found what they were looking for. Heryst didn’t necessarily have much time before the next attack came in.

He took a look around the gathering. He knew every name, he knew all their family histories. He knew their strengths and their weaknesses and he knew their desire to live. He was looking at about a hundred people. All of whom looked back at him, desperate for answers. That wasn’t exactly what he was going to be giving them.

‘I’m not going to patronise you and I’m not going to pretend things are any less desperate than you already know them to be.’ Heryst smiled gently. ‘And things are extremely desperate.’

A dry chuckle ran around the chamber.

‘Kayvel and I have been talking and we are faced with a choice. Long ago, I stopped being the man who told you what to do and we have tried to do everything by consensus. This is why I am going to put this choice to you now. The demons are getting stronger and we are weakening though we are far from beaten. I look at all the faces assembled here and I see the will to survive burning bright. The question is, how will we best achieve our survival?

‘And so to the choice. It is stark. We can stay here. Defend more stoutly and pray for release because it is clear we will not beat them with the numbers and resources we have. Or we can leave. Head north for Xetesk where the rumour is that the last free Balaians are gathering to fight. But I must stress it is only a rumour. We have no confirmation from the dark college, they are silent.

‘You know what we face should we stay here. Making a run for it might seem attractive and indeed we will be in the open air, we will have access to fresh water and vegetables, perhaps even wild animals.’

He paused while the smiles spread through the gathering.

‘But we will also be vulnerable. There will be no walls to guard us, only the ColdRoom shell. And to maintain casting on the move will be difficult. We are going to have to steal our own wagons and horses before we start.

‘Now, again, before you decide for yourselves, think on this. If we strike out, we strike out into the unknown and we might be overwhelmed quickly. Here, we know how long we can hold out, health willing. And there will be those of us who will be unable to travel.’ He held up his hands. ‘Please. Hear me out. Those of you know who you are. You could not survive the trip and you would be a burden on the rest. It is harsh but we must face the full reality.

‘Among those who would not travel is Kayvel.’ Heryst had to pause, fearing his voice would crack. The sick mage gripped his hand tight. ‘It breaks my heart but he knows his condition and he still believes the fit should leave. He will be with those who have to remain behind. He knows what it means and he will not let any be taken by the demons.

‘Think on it, and we will talk at nightfall. Thank you. Thank you all for everything you have done so far and everything that you still have to do. We will prevail. We will survive. Balaia will rise from the ashes of this invasion.’

The babble of conversation that broke out was doused quickly by a screech from below. The demons were attacking again.




Chapter 27

Lord Tessaya was in the forward positions overlooking Xetesk when the demon master approached. Not for the first time, the creature came to speak to the Wesmen. Always feeding them their forthcoming doom unless they joined the fight to bring the colleges down.

Tessaya recalled the offer that had been made the day before. Something to do with the sanctity of the western lands should the Wesmen complete the job the demons had begun in Julatsa. The Wesmen Lord had spies in the field near each college and was not as blind as the demons liked to think he was.

He had his chair brought up for him. It was horse hide, padded and stretched across a hardwood frame. High-backed, it was stitched with the Paleon crest. He settled into it and accepted a mug of herb infusion. He cupped his hands around it gratefully, the warmth combating a little of the freezing midday air. His furs were gathered about his shoulders and he had let his beard and hair grow thick, covering much of his battle-scarred face.

Settling into his chair, his lieutenants around him and every warrior tasked to show nothing but strength and belief, he waited for the demon to issue across the ground. He watched its tentacles rippling beneath its torso and was pleased to see its colour brighten to a mid-blue, its temper already frayed by Tessaya’s lack of respect for its authority.

Closer to, he could see its brow was pinched in hard on its hairless head. Its nostril slits were flared and its long-fingered hands were clasped together in front of its writhing chest. It came to a halt about ten feet from him. It towered better than twenty feet above him, a fetid smell drifting on the light breeze. An imposing figure but impotent to do him harm.

‘You push my patience to its limit, Wesman,’ it said.

‘Let us at least use the names we know we have,’ said Tessaya, taking a sip of his drink. ‘Unless, Drenoul, you wish me to call you “demon”. Can I offer you a beverage?’

‘I would rather chew my own body than accept the filth you drink,’ replied Drenoul. ‘Enough, I have a great deal to do. I will hear your answer to my proposal.’

‘A moment,’ said Tessaya, raising a finger. He beckoned one of his lieutenants close. ‘Speak softly and make as if you are responding to my questions. I think this demon needs to understand its place in the eyes of Wesmen.’

‘Indeed, my Lord,’ said the warrior. ‘One thing that might interest you is that we have received a scout from the college of Lystern recently.’

‘Really?’

‘He reports the college is on the verge of breaking.’

‘Ah, something of a shame. I would hate to see the enemy forces able to divert north to join the Xetesk battleground. Is there any indication as to their ability to hang on for any length of time?’

The warrior shrugged. ‘They like all mages have proved themselves tenacious. It is inconceivable that they will simply roll over.’

‘We will talk more later,’ said Tessaya. He turned back to Drenoul. ‘My apologies, I was reminding myself of the detail of your offer.’

Drenoul breathed out in a snarl. Its fingers unclasped and grasped at the air in front of it. Its colour lightened a shade further.

‘As I understand it,’ said Tessaya, ‘you felt that we would best serve you by attacking Julatsa and its attendant elven defence under your local commander’s direction. The reward for this was a promise that you would not seek to enslave my peoples.’

‘That is an accurate summation.’

‘What I nor my ruling cadre can understand is why you would make this offer. You have consistently told me over the last two years that we could not hope to stand against you once the colleges had fallen and magic destroyed. Yet here you are plainly unable to complete your task and apparently needing my assistance. You’ll understand my scepticism and my reluctance to trust a race for whom utter dominion has long appeared to be the only conceivable goal.’

Drenoul was quiet for some time, forcing its colour back to a more palatable deep blue.

‘We would concede some surprise at the length of college resistance, ’ it said eventually. ‘And we want a swift resolution to allow us to take rightful control over the mage lands and the entirety of eastern Balaia. Those who aid us will be treated as allies in the years to come. Those who stand by or oppose us will be enslaved. There is your choice.’

Tessaya smiled, knowing it a patronising gesture. ‘Or perhaps the reality is that without us you do not have the strength to beat the colleges and never will have. Perhaps you have lost more of your minions than you expected and your forces, finite as they must be, are actually being stretched.’

Drenoul flashed bright sky-blue. ‘And perhaps you need a personal demonstration of our strength, Tessaya. The loss of Wesmen Spirits might serve to remind you of your tenuous hold on your own life.’

Tessaya fought the urge to stand, and instead leaned back further into his chair. ‘But you cannot afford to, can you, Drenoul? Is it not true that should you send a force capable of taking some of my warriors, you would compromise your siege of Xetesk, or of Lystern or Julatsa, and allow them to strike out?

‘You do not frighten me, Drenoul. Nor do you frighten any of those I command. I am aware we cannot kill you or any of your race but neither can you break us with a touch or a cut. My warriors are strong and they are numerous. We can keep you back at will. We have Understone Pass at our backs. We are a problem you wish you didn’t have to face. As are the elves. Easterners are weak, their spirits are vulnerable. And in two years you have failed to break them. What makes you think you will ever be able to break us?’

Drenoul made a move forwards and immediately eight warriors drew their weapons and responded. Drenoul stopped, his colour now a thin, pale blue verging on white.

‘Your words will not save you when we march on your helpless lands, Tessaya. They will ring hollow in your ears. The offer is withdrawn.’

Drenoul floated high into the sky, turned and flew quickly back towards Julatsa.

Tessaya pushed himself from his chair. ‘Withdrawn? Rejected, I would suggest.’ He looked for the lieutenant again. ‘They don’t need us to help them fight in Julatsa, I am certain of it. But they want us out of the way. Every scout that returns from the north, I want reporting immediately to me.’

‘Yes, my Lord.’

Tessaya began to walk back towards the fires at the centre of the camp.

‘Something is about to happen. Something critical. I can feel it.’

 


Dystran and Vuldaroq were studying one of the more arcane and complex texts stolen from the library when the change in atmosphere happened. It was quite sudden, like the sun burning through thin cloud to warm the earth. They were in Dystran’s chambers, surrounded by guards and with their few script-scholars nearby. These latter four were working on language which had defeated both the senior mages.

It took Dystran a while to work out what it was that had alerted his subconscious and caused him to look up and through his closed balcony windows.

‘What has just happened?’ he asked, pushing his chair back.

‘You were struggling to decipher this word and wondered where it was they went, whoever they were, and if there are any of them left,’ said Vuldaroq, a half-smile on his thin face.

Dystran glanced sideways at Vuldaroq as he got up. How strange the fortunes of Balaia had revealed themselves to be. Vuldaroq was a man that Dystran would gladly have seen swinging from a tree in the college courtyard before the demons had invaded. But without losing any of his trademark bite, the head of the Dordovan college had revealed himself to be a man of depth and strength as well as possessing a sharp analytical mind. It had taken him some time to throw off the memories of his flight from Dordover but he and his few mages had proved a tonic in the college of their erstwhile enemies.

If only they could break down the terminology contained in the texts Sharyr had brought back. Something important was eluding him and it was based around an allusion to a people called the Charanacks. They held knowledge, so the text maintained, that had been the basis of the first deal struck between demon and Xeteskian mage well over a millennium ago. Dystran was frustrated. He’d have loved to know who they were. They would almost certainly be worth talking to.

‘I don’t mean that,’ said Dystran. He walked to the balcony doors and opened them, standing inside while his guards gathered about him. ‘Just listen.’

Everyone in the chamber did so. Dystran saw a frown cross Vuldaroq’s face.

‘Quiet,’ he said.

‘Silence more like,’ said Dystran.

He indicated his guards accompany him and he walked out into the fresh air of his balcony. Every day since the gliders had finished their search of the mana trails that identified the positions of their ColdRoom casters, demon activity had been incessant.

They had suffered a number of quick attacks from the reavers that they had been lucky to repel without losing any of their mages and only three swordsmen. And when the attacks weren’t coming in, the creatures swarmed the shell, probing and teasing. They kept up a barrage of sound, hoping to distract their targets, and further away, any who cared to look would see enslaved Xeteskians being herded from one area of the city to another. There seemed no discernible purpose to this barring the sapping of morale.

But now the shell was deserted. Dystran couldn’t see a single demon flying above the college or walking the outer walls. Further afield, he could see no slaves in the streets, no clusters of demons hovering over them as they worked. He could hear no cries of the exhausted, terrified and dying. There was no smoke from cook fires. Nothing.

Far in the distance, he could see the shapes of demons clustered in the air to the north. Confident, he walked the circle of his balcony. Away to the south, the fires of the Wesmen signified their confusing and continuing presence. Dystran wished they’d join one side or the other. Or indeed return to the Heartlands. Occasionally he had seen demons hovering near to the Wesmen. Attacking, talking or simply watching, he couldn’t tell. There were none there now. In the distant east there were more demons. West towards the Blackthornes too. Dark patches in the sky at the edges of the city and beyond.

Dystran completed his circuit and looked up into the sky above the college. In the blue, the vibrating white slash hung. If he tuned in to the mana spectrum he knew he’d be able to see the pure mana flooding into Balaia, strengthening the demons with every passing heartbeat. And occasionally, more demons would travel from wherever it was their homeland lay across inter-dimensional space, swarming into the sky before dispersing about whatever tasks they had been summoned to perform.

There was a crowd at the balcony doors.

‘A trap, do you think?’ asked Vuldaroq.

Dystran shook his head. ‘It isn’t their style, is it? I just don’t understand it.’

‘We should take advantage,’ said Chandyr, who never left Dystran’s side. ‘Bring some of our people into the college.’

‘No,’ said Dystran.

‘My Lord—’

‘No,’ he repeated. ‘Think, Chandyr.’

‘I am,’ said the commander, bristling. ‘We have a chance to save some of our own.’

Dystran ushered them all back inside. He shared the urge to do exactly what Chandyr desired but he knew it was folly. ‘Whether it is a trap or not is immaterial. For one thing, I don’t think you will find any Xeteskians within a mile of the college. Wherever those demons are hovering, that is where our people are, believe me. But even should you bring them in, it is impractical. We can barely feed and water ourselves, let alone any more mouths.’

Chandyr relaxed a little and inclined his head. ‘I know you’re right, it’s just . . .’ He gestured out towards the city.

‘I understand,’ said Dystran. ‘There is no one in this room, in this college, who does not want to save every man, woman and child in our city. But we have to liberate them when we can truly help them. That isn’t now but we will do it.

‘But you’re right, we must take advantage. So don’t stand there. Take the fastest runners you have and let’s get something more from the library, assuming it didn’t all burn. And Chandyr, we don’t trust these bastards, right? So make sure some of your sprinters can cast, won’t you?’

 


The Raven had enjoyed a peculiar rest. They, plus Kas, Ark and Eilaan, had camped on the idyllic shores of Triverne Lake for three days and four nights. They had seen no sign of demons. They had seen no sign of anything barring forest creatures, in truth. Curious. They’d sparred and trained, talked and rested but it all had a surreal quality. None of them could ever ignore the fact of what was to come.

If they’d been in a storm before then surely this was its eye.

Understanding Rebraal and Auum’s likely timescale for evacuating Julatsa, they ate a quiet breakfast on yet another cold and clear morning before heading back for the longboat to row themselves to the main shore of the lake. No one spoke the whole way across the placid water either. Hirad had wanted to break the ice but had seen the look in The Unknown’s eyes and kept himself quiet.

He shook his head. He found it absurd that in this one longboat the future of Balaia and at least three dimensions rested. To him, it felt like a funeral procession. Prophetic perhaps. Hirad left them all to it for the row but couldn’t keep himself quiet when they’d reached the eastern shore, hidden the boat and moved to shelter.

‘Brooding doesn’t suit you, Unknown. Thinking about the family? ’

‘Not this time, Hirad.’ The Unknown shook his head.

‘So? I’m not going to guess just to amuse you. Tell me.’

The Unknown smiled briefly and looked across at Hirad to gauge his expression. Hirad mugged at him, stretching his eyes.

‘This is serious. Think about what we’re about to attempt. Think about the weight we carry, the lives of those reliant on us. Like never before, this is no game. We need to watch ourselves, Hirad,’ he said. Hirad didn’t reply. ‘We need to watch what we do, how much we take on ourselves and how much we rely on those around us. Not overstretch.’

‘Right.’

‘Hirad, we are not sharp. How can we be? It’ll take time even to get close and that means we cannot rely on each other the way we could.’

‘I’m not with you.’

‘I can’t say it much plainer, Coldheart. What we were five years ago is a memory. What we were two years ago is probably unattainable. If we fight on those memories, we won’t survive.’

Hirad frowned. ‘We knew we weren’t enough on our own. That’s why we’ve brought a crowd with us.’

‘You aren’t listening to me.’ The Unknown took a quick glance behind him and hushed his voice. ‘I’m just asking you to wise up and understand that The Raven we all remember isn’t the one walking here. It’s got nothing to do with belief in ourselves. But we’ve sat around for two years. You know what that does and Darrick has seen its effects in our stamina, in our speed and team-work. It’s a matter of degrees but it’s critical.’

‘Unknown, in case it escaped your attention, I spent my time running with the TaiGethen and Thraun with the ClawBound. I am faster than I have ever been.’

‘Fine!’ The Unknown slapped his hands against his thighs. ‘But I am not and nor is Darrick, Denser or Erienne. Nor are Ark and Kas come to that. Remember your little spin move outside Blackthorne? It almost got you killed. I was only just in time.’

‘But you were there.’ Hirad felt confused and a familiar anger grabbed at him. ‘So what’s the problem?’

‘The problem, Hirad, is that you cannot rely on us as you did. And that means that for now at least, you have to slow down. Stay in line and in touch.’

‘If you think I’m going to ignore an opening to kill because you think you’re too old and slow you’re wrong. I fight my way. Like I always have. And you yours. And we look out for each other. Like always.’

The Unknown stopped and faced Hirad, his eyes hard, face reddening slightly. ‘Why do you always have to be such a stubborn bastard? I’m trying to help you stay alive here.’

Hirad could sense The Raven bunching around them. He thought to walk away but stayed. ‘No you aren’t. You’re trying to clip my wings. Undermine my belief in you all and I can’t understand why you’d do that. Where we’re going, we’ll need every advantage we’ve got and what I’ve learned from Auum is a big one.’

‘And stopping any of us dying is another,’ growled The Unknown.

‘All I know is, we survive because we don’t compromise. Because we do things our way. We’re The Raven, Unknown.’

‘Think it had slipped my mind? Gods drowning, it’s because we’re The Raven you need to understand this. Face reality. We’re too old to be doing this but there is literally no one else. And we have to stay alive. We have to.’

‘It’s a tactic I like to employ myself,’ snapped Hirad. ‘Don’t you stand there and tell me you can’t watch my back. Don’t ever say that.’

‘When did I say that, Coldheart? What I recall telling you was that if you persist in trying fancy elven moves I’m not ready for, I might not be fast enough to save you if you get in trouble. Big difference. My hip is weak. You have to be aware.’

The Unknown was standing very close now and shouting into his face. Hirad could feel his heart beat and hear their voices echoing from the bleak faces of the Blackthorne range foothills. Hirad should have backed away, he knew he should.

‘You’re always there. That’s why I have the courage to fight.’

‘And what if I’m not, eh?’ The Unknown’s eyes searched his face. ‘It’ll be too late to realise I might have been right when you’re lying in a sludge of your own intestines.’

‘You’re giving up, Unknown. You’re giving up.’

The Unknown grabbed Hirad’s face and pulled him close enough to kiss. ‘No, dammit, I’m being real because if I ever let you down I could never live with myself. What are you being?’

Hirad stepped back a pace, The Unknown’s admission rattling through him, shuddering his every nerve. He had no answer to it, how could he? The Unknown had begun by trying to advise him and had ended baring his soul.

Hirad became acutely aware of the silence that surrounded them, punctuated by the swirls of wind across hillside and lake. He stared into The Unknown’s eyes, still at a total loss.

‘This is it for us,’ said The Unknown. ‘I so want us all to live.’

‘Movement,’ said Kas abruptly.

Hirad bit down on his response, on his shock and confusion at what The Unknown was saying. Instead, he and the big man gave themselves room and drew their swords. Thraun and Darrick moved easily alongside them while Denser and Erienne took station behind, already preparing to cast.

‘Direction,’ said The Unknown.

‘Due north, moving against the low ridge,’ said Kas. He, Ark and Eilaan were slightly detached from The Raven but working as an individual unit as they had trained.

‘Running?’ asked Darrick.

‘Yes,’ replied Kas.

‘Good,’ said Darrick. ‘Probably not demons, then.’

‘Let’s hope you’re right,’ said Hirad.

The Raven moved north along the lake front. Presently, they could see shapes moving against the horizon. Three of them, quick-stepped and sure. Auum’s Tai. It wasn’t long before Hirad could see Auum’s expression, one of irritation and exasperation.

Hirad smiled and put up his sword, waiting for them to approach.

Auum, Duele and Evunn ran up to them, barely breathing hard.

‘This is your idea of concealment,’ Auum said to Hirad.

‘We’ve only just rowed over here.’

Auum tugged at his ear.

‘And you are fortunate there are no others to hear you,’ he said. ‘Gyal’s tears, but humans are noisy when they argue.’ He appraised them all. ‘You can all travel now.’

It was not a question. The Unknown inclined his head.

‘We’ve said what needs to be said right now.’

‘Keep it so,’ said Auum. ‘Threat closes.’

He turned to his Tai and spoke quickly. Duele and Evunn jogged away. When he switched his attention back, his face held familiar contempt.

‘We move,’ he said. ‘The caravan is in trouble as it approaches Xetesk. Rebraal feels your presence will aid belief. I am at a loss why.’

Denser grabbed Hirad’s arm.

‘Just don’t say it,’ he said. ‘We already know.’




Chapter 28

Baron Blackthorne stood in his banqueting hall and battered the demon about the head again and again. Gore splattered across the filthy stone flags, oozing into cracks and puddling under the creature’s body. And with every blow, Blackthorne roared his defiance.

‘You . . . will . . . never . . . take my castle. You . . . will . . . never . . . take me.’

He felt a touch on his free arm and swung round, ready to hack at another enemy. He raised his dripping blade but halted his strike when he saw it was Luke.

‘It’s over,’ said Luke, holding his gaze. ‘It’s dead. The demons have withdrawn.’

Blackthorne became aware of the heaving of his chest and the heat in his face. His eyes would be blazing and wild, he knew. He took a few moments to calm himself, laying his sword on a table and smoothing down his hair. He nodded.

‘I’m all right,’ he said. ‘Thank you, Luke.’

But he could see that Luke wasn’t. The young man’s face was crossed with cuts that bled freely. His leather armour was torn and his right hand was covered in a makeshift bandage, already stained dark and dripping. He was shivering violently and leaning heavily on his long-handled mace.

‘Gods falling, Luke, you need attention,’ he said. ‘Come, lean on me. I’ll take you to the infirmary.’

‘There won’t be room,’ said Luke. ‘But I’ll lean on you gratefully. Show you what we have left.’

Blackthorne turned to walk back through the banqueting hall and stopped in his tracks. Ten days since he had hosted The Raven here and felt such hope. Now it had been reduced to a battlefield and almost all of that hope had been extinguished.

The main table was strewn with demon and human bodies. One end of it had collapsed under the weight of the fighting, spilling dishes and candelabra onto the floor. And that was only the half of it. Across the length of the two-hundred-foot room, those who could still walk moved among the bodies of those who could not, trying to help where, how and if they could. A quick count told Blackthorne that at least forty of his people lay dead, dying or incapacitated. Should that weight of numbers be replicated throughout the ColdRoom shell . . .

‘How much do we have left?’

Luke’s face was grim through the sheen of blood.

‘The castle, the stable block, the back courtyard, the inner courtyard and the equipment sheds. That’s about it.’

‘Oh dear Gods.’ Blackthorne shook his head. ‘How many have we lost?’

‘I don’t know,’ said Luke. ‘We’ll do a count later but it’s bad. We’ve a core of mages for the ColdRooms but there’s no way we can see off another attack of that magnitude.’

‘We might have to find a way.’

Blackthorne, with Luke leaning on him heavily, headed for the main doors of the hall. On his way, he caught the eye of a warrior looking up from a dead companion.

‘He put himself in front of me,’ the soldier explained. ‘The demon tore at his heart. Should be me.’

‘But it isn’t, Sergeant,’ said Blackthorne gently. ‘And everyone, living or dead, is a hero today. If we weren’t, they would have overrun us. Pay him back; never give in.’

The sergeant nodded. Blackthorne could see the man shivering. His eyes were unfocused as if there was nothing behind them. He was absolutely terrified, traumatised by the experience. Blackthorne reached out and helped him up. At least he was steady on his feet.

‘There is nothing you can do for him. The duty watch will take him with the others, if there’s anything left of them that is. Why don’t you fetch my sword from the table over there and help me with Luke?’

Blackthorne took a last gaze around the banqueting hall. It was a charnel house. It stank. At the far end, teams were being organised to clear the bodies out to the courtyard where they would be buried. They couldn’t afford the wood for pyres, nor the water to wash away the blood. Not until they’d ascertained what supply they had left.

He became aware of the filth on his own body; demon as well as human. And also the increasing weight Luke was putting on him.

‘Hey, boy, not feeling so good?’

‘I’ve felt better,’ agreed Luke.

The soldier hurried back across the floor.

‘Take his other side,’ ordered Blackthorne. ‘I take it the barracks are out of bounds.’

‘Yes, my Lord,’ said Luke.

‘Then you will rest in my quarters.’

‘No. There is so much to do.’

‘Yes, there is. And I and the good sergeant here will organise it. When I have the numbers, I will bring them to you. No buts, Luke, I need your mind and right now it’s not all there, is it?’

Blackthorne all but crumbled faced with Luke’s look of gratitude. The young man slumped against him.

‘Dammit,’ he said. ‘Come on, let’s get moving.’

He and the sergeant hurried Luke from the hall. The situation in the corridors they travelled was little better than that they’d just left. Bodies, not enough still moving, littered walkways, stairs and chambers. They passed the infirmary, a hive of activity and bursting at the seams, on the way to his rooms.

‘Attention, my chambers. Now.’ He barked, not waiting for a response.

They bundled Luke up the stairs and all but threw him on Blackthorne’s wrought-iron, curtained bed. It was dim in the bedchamber. The fire was cold, no candles were lit and the windows were shuttered and nailed. Demons marauded outside.

The sergeant wrung out the cloth in Blackthorne’s basin and folded it for a compress.

‘He’s not got a fever, man!’ snapped the Baron. ‘Bank and light the fire. Quickly.’

Blackthorne pulled the covers to Luke’s neck and sat on the bed. He used the cloth to clean away the worst of the blood, feeling Luke’s icy skin.

‘Hang on, lad. Hang on. It’ll pass.’

‘Not going anywhere,’ said Luke faintly.

‘Good.’

There was a tentative knock on the door. He shouted them in, two healers.

‘Don’t let him die. We need him. I need him.’

Blackthorne ran from his chambers. He had to know what he still controlled, what forces were still under his command. At every turn, the prognosis became less palatable and it forced him to consider three questions. Why had they suddenly become so very much stronger; why had they pulled back if they were really as strong as they appeared; and when would they be back to deal the fatal blow?

Until that afternoon, his ColdRoom shell had covered about a third of the area of his town; and they had held it comfortably. He was now having to come to terms with the fact that he was a prisoner in his own castle. Luke had not been exaggerating and Blackthorne was thankful that enough order remained for a watchful defence perimeter to be in place. He owed Darrick particularly and his determination that they set up multiple overlapping defensive cells. He’d probably never have the opportunity to thank him personally.

Blackthorne took a longer look in the infirmary the second time around. The once calm and quiet whitewashed chamber was awash with noise and blood. It echoed to the cries of the injured and fading, the exhortations of healers and the squeal of metal on stone as cots were dragged from examination to treatment and, if the incumbent was fortunate, recovery. Every inch of floor space was covered with his warriors, mages and ordinary townspeople. They lay on makeshift pillows, were propped against walls and pillars and cradled in the arms of loved ones.

He paused to offer comfort to those he could and promise resources to the healers if he could muster any. Hot water and clean cloth were in desperately short supply.

Clattering down to the kitchens, he found some cause for hope. Deep in the bowels of the castle, with their chimneys grilled and venting smoke into the foundations and caves, they had escaped the attack. Food was being prepared, water was boiling and a bucket chain was in operation from the trio of wells. Blackthorne nodded approval at the level of guards in this room that now found itself the hub of operations.

He shook hands, patted backs and spoke encouragement. It was crucial he was visible. Gods, half the castle probably didn’t know if he was dead or alive. He toured quickly; checked the stable block, assessed the condition of horses and mages, the courtyard where guards still walked but where anxiety had replaced confidence and where twos had replaced threes and fours, and the periphery of the shell. He felt its closeness and tried to count the demons.

They were still there but they had suffered huge losses. Blackthorne and his people had given them a real bloody nose but at great cost. Surely, the demons, even if they were temporarily depleted which he doubted, could simply reinforce. His numbers were severely diminished and they knew it. Yet there were no taunts, no displays and no shows of strength or intent. The town was quiet. So quiet that they were barely even being watched.

Later, having completed his tour of the grounds, gardens and buildings still in his gift, he went back to his chambers and sat with Luke. The boy’s eyes bored into the ceiling while he spoke.

‘What would your assessment be . . . it could be worse? That about covers it. We have the mage strength to cycle our casters. We have the secure area for mana replenishment and we have access to food and water; the latter indefinitely, the former for another forty days at least.

‘It would have been fewer but I’m afraid our losses have been steep. We might have a shell over the castle but realistically, we can’t defend much more than the kitchens, stables, ground chambers and banqueting hall. We should really relocate the infirmary too. If we do that, I feel we can hold out until there is no food in our bellies. We’re still strong, we have our belief. But we can’t break out though. We don’t have the people any more. At least, I don’t think so.

‘Your opinion would have been so valuable. Your insight and organisation too. And most of all, your optimism. I’m sorry I left you, Luke. I’ll grieve when I am alone.’

Blackthorne reached over and closed Luke’s eyes. He turned to look properly at the bodies of the healers and the sergeant he had brought up here only to die.

‘I am moved almost to tears, but I cannot cry. Was that speech for me or for him? He with the glorious soul that so sates me now.’

‘His name was Luke and it was for us all,’ said Blackthorne, standing.

‘And do you believe it? Truly?’ Ferouc moved from the shadows, wings furled at his back, his colour a resonant, relaxed deep green. ‘Or have I finally convinced you that this futile struggle is at an end?’

‘It’s funny, you know. Had you come to me as I walked outside instead of this,’ Blackthorne indicated the broken shutter, ‘I might have had half a mind to agree with you. But you have just killed the wrong man and now I will fight you to the very last. Do you find that funny, Fidget? What drives men on?’

Ferouc’s colour flared briefly bright. Its fingers clacked together.

‘Beware your insults, Baron Blackthorne. You are unarmed.’

‘And you are within my shield. Weak. Vulnerable.’ Blackthorne moved towards the demon. ‘Want to find out who would prevail?’

‘Just one lingering touch, human.’

‘Do you really believe I would succumb that easily?’ Blackthorne found he had no fear of the creature. Powerful though it was, he could feel only a brooding anger and determination. It gave him true courage and a line to every like-minded man and woman across Balaia. It was the perfect defence. ‘I am Baron Blackthorne. No one dominates me. No one takes from me what I am.’

Ferouc’s hands clasped together and in its throat, it forced a dry rasp.

‘It is a shame for Balaia that not all humans are so strong. Even so, you can be defeated. Broken.’

Blackthorne saw the reavers float in through the twisted shutter. Three of them.

‘We have won, Baron Blackthorne. Our strength is too much for you even inside your shell now. But believe me, surrender is painless.’

Blackthorne snatched the dagger from his pocket sheath, backhanded it across the throat of the nearest creature. The demon crashed backwards, dying quickly, and Blackthorne moved into the space and to the door. He felt small gratification at the genuine surprise on Ferouc’s face and the lightening of its colour.

‘Every Baron has enemies, Fidget, and none ever walk unarmed,’ he said. ‘We will prevail. The Raven and the elves will beat you and you will die never having taken my castle or tasted my soul.’

He took the stairs down three at a time, bellowing for his guards.

[image: 006]

The furious barks split the Besharan sky. Immediately, the choreographed grace of the mock attack pattern dissolved. Broods pulsed and called their dragons together. Sha-Kaan watched helplessly while across the arena the structure broke up. Gost climbed high and circled. Stara bunched and gave themselves space in their homeland direction. Skoor sank into a cloud layer, taking on a defensive pattern.

Smaller broods scattered to the winds and the orb. Dragons bumped and barged. Flames lit up the fading day. Several dragons could be seen spiralling from the sky, trailing smoke. Tension flared, sudden anger drove the mood. Naik and Kaan dragons flew into the gap, appealing for calm.

From the south, Sha-Kaan watched the clutch of Brood Koli approach. None could fail to feel the fury that they pulsed into the psyche. And all knew instantly at whom it was directed. Space widened around the Skoor, who protested innocence and defiance in equal measure. Sha-Kaan requested Yasal follow him and he soared away to join the gathering of both their broods.

‘There must be no conflict whatever the crime,’ he pulsed. ‘Surround the Skoor. Yasal, please, with me to the Koli.’

‘Of course,’ said Yasal.

The forces of the Naik and Kaan flew onto the cloud bank where the Skoor waited. The psyche was packed with disgust, betrayal and anger, and tinged with a little conciliation.

Sha-Kaan felt a burgeoning sense of inevitability. Tension and grievance had taken longer to surface than he had anticipated. His naivety had been in beginning to think they’d escape without serious trouble. Flying towards the onrushing Koli, just seven of them, Sha could see flights of dragons from almost every brood detach and fly for their Broodlands. He had been tempted to do the same.

‘Slow,’ he pulsed to the Koli. ‘Slow.’

They ignored him, powering on and adjusting to fly by the two emissaries for peace. Yasal angled away too, Sha letting him go and continuing on his trajectory to bring him into formation with them rather than bar their passage.

‘Falon-Koli, you will stop and you will talk. You cannot reach them.’

‘Do not try and stop me, Sha-Kaan,’ pulsed Falon. ‘This is not your concern.’

‘Every conflict is my concern at this time,’ said Sha, letting irritation enter his tone. ‘We work for all our futures.’

‘I have no future!’ roared Falon. ‘The Skoor have attacked our Broodlands. We are destroyed. We are all that is left.’

Another pulse flooded Sha.

‘We trusted you, Sha-Kaan, and we have been betrayed. You fight for your future. All we have left is revenge.’

‘No,’ said Yasal, his pulse angry. ‘You must not attack. You must not risk all that we are building.’

‘You build nothing,’ spat Falon-Koli. ‘Alliance based on lies and rumours. Where is your threat, Sha-Kaan? I will tell you. It is the Skoor. And they have used you to destroy us. We will die but we will exact revenge. It is all we have.’

‘One more time. Slow. Please.’

Sha-Kaan was cruising in a high arc above them now. Closing fast. Yasal bored up from below on intercept.

‘Stop us and feel our flame.’

At a signal, the seven Koli split. Sha-Kaan bellowed his frustration. He pulsed his brood as Yasal would be doing. Skoor scattered from their cloud base. One hundred and seventy-five of them; completely overwhelming for the Koli.

‘Flame take you, Caval-Skoor,’ he pulsed. ‘What have you done?’

‘What we had to,’ came the calm reply. ‘And now the task will be completed and you will have my attention.’

Caval had broadcast to all that might hear. A flood of enraged responses filled the psyche. They would not fly with the Skoor; they had put aside their disputes; they would side with the Koli to drive the Skoor from the skies.

Naik and Kaan dragons begged for calm while they aligned themselves for defence. Sha-Kaan, his heart thundering in the centre of his body, felt the hope drain from him. He roared again, blasting flame into the empty sky. Koli and Skoor closed on one another, calls of hate, taunts of death sounding loud. Broods across the sky formed into attack and defence formations. Stara and Gost packed together. The smaller broods gathered, some already flew in the slipstream of the few Koli. The first flames struck, the first jaws clamped on.

‘Yasal, break away. Don’t put yourself into this. Kaan, to the heights.’

The Broods Kaan and Naik spiralled upwards. Sha-Kaan heard the screeches of burned dragons and he closed his eyes.

‘Please,’ he pulsed to any that would listen. ‘Pull away. Tanis-Veret, Koln-Stara, Eram-Gost. All of you who would save our dimension pull away. Join us in the heights.’

But the deafening roars of battle below tolled at him that they were lost.




Chapter 29

The Raven had been aware the elven-led Julatsan force was approaching long before they could see it. Auum had brought them slightly south of Triverne Lake to a hidden position overlooking the route of the wagons.

It was largely a psychological cover point. True, the crag formation gave them a sight and attack barrier from everywhere but head-on; but The Raven had a signature that the demons craved and they would sense it long before they needed their eyes. The risk was a calculated one. Denser considered the density of mage souls would be enough to deflect their attention for long enough to allow a clear run in.

For some time, they had been watching the demons tracking the train, swarming and swooping to attack in their hundreds. Spells had flared and bludgeoned in response. The low roar of order, combat and movement had been a constant companion. But only now was the picture complete.

Coming into view on the crest of a long, shallow rise, the first wagons were picked out in late-afternoon silhouette. They were no more than a mile away. Hirad could see elves shadowing each wagon as well as those that rode canvas roofs and running plates.

Demons clustered in the sky above and battled inside the ColdRoom shell as the train made its ponderous progress towards Xetesk, pace governed by the fragile concentration of the casters within the wagons. The mages without whom the allies would be overwhelmed.

Yellow light washed out from just behind the crest of the hill. Demons screeched and scattered. Some fell, spiralling helplessly, others dived on the casters.

‘How are they doing that?’ asked Hirad.

‘Rebraal must have spaced the ColdRooms,’ said Erienne. ‘Created mana-rich areas.’

‘Fascinating,’ said Denser. ‘If you consider that mana is channelled over the outsides of the shells, it’ll create areas of real density if the spacing is right.’

Hirad looked across at him. ‘We really must talk about it some more. I’d so love to learn.’

‘You are such a heathen, Coldheart,’ said Denser. ‘It’s a very clever idea. Nothing you’d ever dream up.’

‘Risky, isn’t it?’ said Darrick.

‘Only if they hang around once they’ve cast,’ said Erienne.

Hirad watched the fighting inside the shell and couldn’t help but smile. From this distance it was impossible to identify facial features but it hardly mattered. A demon attack went in. A swarm of tiny demons Auum identified as strike-strain, and that Hirad recognised only too well, were backed by the man-size reavers.

The strike-strain were there to cause confusion where they could and they plunged straight for the wagon drivers. And there they met the defence. The elves, deliberate, graceful and always on the offensive. And their human companions, those that had survived this far, frenzied, panicked and forever on the back foot. That was why Rebraal needed The Raven. To give the humans focus and belief.

‘How many wagons set out?’ he asked.

‘Fifteen,’ said Auum.

‘Dear Gods burning,’ said Hirad.

The end of the train was in sight. Eight wagons remained.

‘They’ll be here in less than half an hour,’ said Denser.

‘Know that for a fact, do you?’ said Hirad.

‘Educated guess.’

‘Hardly matters. We need to get in there and get involved. We’ve done enough hanging around. We’ve—’

‘Hirad, are you all right?’ Erienne’s hand was on his neck.

‘I—’

The full force of the rage hit him then. He knew he was falling but he was helpless to save himself. His body was suffused with the strength of Sha-Kaan’s fury and he had no option but to let it wash him away.

‘Sha-Kaan,’ he managed. ‘I can’t—’

The Great Kaan was close to losing control. The frustrations and anger thudded around Hirad’s skull, rendering him helpless. He was dimly aware of his friends speaking to him, touching him, but he had no way of responding. He gathered the vestiges of his consciousness to him and did the only thing he could.

‘Sha-Kaan, stop. You’re killing me.’

Abruptly, the hammering of emotion within him ceased but did not allow him to return to consciousness.

‘Skies take them, they are destroying all our hopes.’ Sha-Kaan’s words flooded his senses. Hirad felt his despair and impotence.

‘Who?’ he asked into the void.

Sha-Kaan sighed, a sonorous exhalation laced with sorrow. ‘It would take so long to explain. Since you’re unexpectedly at rest, I will grant you this. See through my eyes. Feel what I feel.’

Hirad experienced an acute sensation of falling. He felt the ground disappear and a sense of vastness take its place. Cold air channelled across his body and every nerve and fibre was suffused with ancient pain and longing.

He heard the beat of wings, felt their resistance against the air, their driving power. His nostrils caught the harsh scents of wood and oil, the smell of wrecked, burned flesh. He could taste something acrid and sour in his mouth. His mind reeled under the weight of emotion pressing from every direction. And finally, he opened his eyes and drank in the skies of Beshara.

What he saw chilled his bones. Beneath him, as Sha-Kaan’s head swept around to give him the panorama, the sky was a mixture of flashing scales, blinding yellow flame and dark smoke, torn by the winds of the upper skies. The battering roar of mouths disgorging fire swept up to him on a tide of fury so intense it shuddered him.

Hirad couldn’t begin to count the dragons intent on destruction below. He recalled the sight he had seen in these same skies at the time of the Noonshade rip but it was a mere skirmish compared to this.

‘Almost a thousand dragons chase a petty squabble and damage us all such that we may never recover,’ toned Sha-Kaan. ‘And outside our dimension, the Arakhe will be sensing it all. Fire this intense and the temptation of dragons to switch out of the battle and move into inter-dimensional space to escape could open the door to them.’

The noise from below was truly extraordinary. A flight of Skoor, twenty strong and glittering sand-yellow, curved in a tight arc and drove through the left flank of their enemies where they pressured fellow Skoor. Massed in a roughly spherical formation, they tore into their targets. Flame scoured every point of the compass around them. Forward, the lead dragons collided with those in their path.

It was a devastating tactic and one being mimicked across the fight. Dragons bellowed and squealed, their wings, bellies and backs scorched and bubbling. Smoke trails criss-crossed. Fangs ripped into necks. Dragons by the dozen fell from the sky. Yet still the Skoor were losing the battle. Outnumbered five to one, their moves couldn’t hope to counter the enemy strength for ever. But their pride kept them fighting. The attrition rate was awful.

‘On a day when we should have been working to secure all our futures, one brood has been rendered extinct and others will be so depleted they cannot hope to survive.’

Hirad felt the ocean-deep grief as if it were his own.

‘In our pride we used to think it was other species so blind that they would fight each other over nothing though their mutual extinction was the only sure result. And yet we are worse. Our failure could extinguish so many lives because we have chosen to touch them without offering them the choice to refuse us.

‘Tell me you are close to Xetesk.’

‘Less than a day, Great Kaan. But there’s one hell of a fight coming to get in there. The demons aren’t exactly going to usher us in, are they?’

Sha-Kaan paused. Below, the centre of the fight exploded in appalling flame, engulfing fifty, a hundred even. ‘When is the fight?’

‘It’s already begun. Julatsans and the Al-Arynaar are under attack as they approach Xetesk. We’re joining them and we’ll all enter the city early tomorrow morning.’

‘I will bring the Kaan to you.’

‘No,’ said Hirad. ‘We shouldn’t declare our hand and announce all our allies. Save your strength, save as many as you can and be ready when I call.’

Sha-Kaan rumbled. ‘You could fail at the gates.’

‘We won’t fail,’ said Hirad. ‘We’re—’

‘Don’t,’ said Sha-Kaan. ‘Don’t say it.’ Embryonic humour flared, gone in a wing beat. ‘Time to go, Hirad Coldheart. I must pick through the ashes and rebuild what I can.’

‘Good luck.’

‘Skies keep you, my friend.’

Hirad opened his eyes, pain already a fading pulse in his head. Above him, a ring of anxious faces. Thraun’s cracked a smile.

‘Sha-Kaan?’ he said and held out a hand.

Hirad grasped it and pulled himself up.

‘Yes,’ he nodded. ‘More trouble, I’m afraid. Look, we need to get a move on when we get into Xetesk. I’ll tell you on the way but it seems to me that every day we delay, fewer dragons will be alive to shield us.’

 


The cacophony surrounding the wagon train was so complete Rebraal could barely make himself heard. The demon attacks were incessant now and since the disastrous loss of two ColdRoom mage teams the previous night, the pressure on the Al-Arynaar warriors was acute. The humans were panicked now, losing their heads and then their souls when their discipline failed. Five of the eight wagons had elven drivers now and so few humans actually remained that Rebraal contemplated placing them all in wagons. Through his irritation at their failings, though, he couldn’t help but be impressed by the sheer doggedness that they showed. And every time their numbers fell, they still found time to joke. The Al-Arynaar couldn’t understand laughter in such dire circumstance but Rebraal had seen it all before with The Raven.

Right now, though, he was more concerned with the horses. All of them were tired and the accumulated stress was evident in trembling limbs and eyes that spoke of their confusion. His elves still spoke soothing words to them but eventually that would not be enough.

Above him, the demons were massing again. He didn’t have much time. Rebraal ran down the line of surviving wagons. His limp was becoming more pronounced. The cloth tight around his thigh could do only so much. The claws of the cursyrd had raked deep during the last attack and of course he hadn’t been able to rest and so the blood still flowed. The wound felt frozen, his muscle damaged, but he could not afford to stop. Not until Auum and The Raven reached them.

But where were they?

The wagon train was passing to the south-east of Triverne Lake now. Before long, they could expect concerted attack from the Xetesk cursyrd, adding to the legions that had dogged them from Julatsa.

Two days of constant noise, repeated attacks and movement broken only to change horses was taking quick toll. They were all tired: the mages in the wagons with paper-thin concentration; the warriors running beside them with muscles burning and fatigued; attack mages with barely time to cast the simplest spell in the mana holes before the cursyrd were upon them.

In every face he passed, human or elven, he saw exhaustion growing. In humans, he saw belief wavering. He shouted encouragement, clenched his fists and demanded strength. He invoked Yniss and Tual. He muttered under his breath for Shorth to be ready to accept them all.

Over five hundred had left Julatsa, man and elf. They had lost over a hundred and the survivors needed fresh hope. The Raven would provide it. The Raven never joined the losing side.

He reached the head of the column. Elves drove the leading pair of wagons now. Tired horses flagged but he was loath to stop. He glanced up for the thousandth time. The sky was darkening with cursyrd, their voices clamoured ever louder.

‘Ready!’ he called.

The word was passed down the line. Elves rode wagons, clustered by their sides, defended mages running close to mana holes. All felt their hearts quicken.

‘Dila’heth!’

The lead elven mage answered him. She was out of sight on the other side of the wagon. He jogged round to her where she talked with Pheone. The Julatsan leader was still strong, hanging onto the threads of human courage.

‘Gyal’s tears, Rebraal, you should be resting.’

Rebraal grinned fiercely. ‘You know I can’t.’

‘Where are they?’ asked Dila. She like him was shouting to make herself heard above the din of the cursyrd above.

‘Close,’ he said. ‘They have to be.’ He caught Pheone’s eye. ‘They’ll be here.’

She smiled. ‘I’m sure.’

‘Where’s your position?’ asked Dila.

‘I’ll be with the second pair of wagons. Keep the horses straight. Try that move outside the shell if you get the chance. Anything to disrupt them.’

She nodded. ‘They are so many. And think of the hundreds we have already killed.’

‘No, don’t think that way. Think only that Xetesk will be in sight before dark and that we will be inside before noon tomorrow. They’ll be expecting us.’

‘I hope so.’

‘Yniss watches over us.’

‘He needs to do more than that.’

‘I hear you, Dila. Run strong.’

He turned to Pheone. ‘Get on the wagon.’

‘No,’ she replied. ‘I need to be seen.’

‘You need to live,’ said Rebraal. ‘There are greater fights to come. Please. I don’t want to have to put you on there myself.’

Pheone bit her lip but nodded. ‘I guess you’re right.’

Rebraal inclined his head and jogged away back towards the second pair of wagons. He could barely see the horses for the elven escort. The human drivers though, he could, and they were terrified, eyes up not ahead. He breasted through the flanking guards, shouting his confidence and hearing it reflected back. He leapt onto the kicking board of the left-hand cart.

‘We go forwards, not upwards,’ he said, his hand on the shoulder of the driver.

‘Yeah, but death comes from upwards not forwards,’ growled the middle-aged man, Brynn. He had a face latticed by the cuts of the strike-strain, a bandaged head and a belligerent belief in his right to survive. Rebraal liked him. He was Hirad, ten years hence.

‘Let me watch the sky, Brynn. Just keep these animals in a straight line.’

‘They know better than to deviate with me behind them,’ said Brynn, face softening by a degree. ‘Ride with me this time, eh? See what it’s like from up here.’

‘I intend to,’ said Rebraal.

And the sky fell in.

Strike-strain poured into the back of the line, reavers to the front. It was a tactic they had worked before, attempting to drive the train at different speeds front and back, creating a chaotic middle ground.

‘Keep your form!’ called Rebraal into the din, his words carried up and down the line. ‘Hold your pace! Hold your pace!’

Like the locusts that plagued the southern dry plains of Calaius, the strike-strain flooded the rear wagons. For a few moments, Rebraal watched the clamouring cloud descend. Blades flickered in the sudden half-light. An IceWind howled a tear in the enemy and the wagons were obscured from view.

But Rebraal had problems of his own. A large number of reavers, well into three figures, was rushing at the front wagons from both flanks, from ahead and, inevitably, from above. Taunting and laughing, they dove into the ColdRoom shell whose effects clearly lessened by the day.

‘Keep those horses forward. Blinkers tight!’

The lead wave swooped over the front wagons and drove on headlong.

‘Yniss preserve us,’ muttered Rebraal.

His sword in his right hand, his left squeezed Brynn’s shoulder and they were engulfed.

‘Brace!’ he yelled.

The cursyrd struck the wagon, more of them than he could quickly count. He placed his body in front of Brynn, turning his back to the impact and feeling claws rake his armour and teeth graze the top of his head.

‘Still here,’ said Brynn.

In front of them, the horses bucked and Brynn struggled to control them, demanding calm. Al-Arynaar carved the air around them, beating back the reavers intent on ripping out their eyes and throats.

Rebraal straightened, sword whipping out in a wide arc. He felt it catch the wing of a cursyrd which squealed and twisted upwards, colour flaring a bright red. He took in the quick view. The roof of the wagon was threatened. The cursyrd’s charge had taken three elves from their precarious canvas perch to a fight in the dust and grass behind. Two remained. Rebraal glanced across Brynn.

‘Gheneer, keep him safe.’

The Al-Arynaar nodded, not breaking from the fight. Rebraal jumped onto the canvas, felt for a strut and balanced instantly, the wagon bucking beneath him. The Al-Arynaar with him fought hard and fast. A sword sliced high into the chest of a cursyrd. A kick to the stomach saw it from the wagon. Another lost an arm to a downward slash and took off, wailing and cursing.

Rebraal took in three, two others flying to join one with its claws already rending canvas. The Al-Arynaar leader took a pace to the next strut and smashed his left foot into its head. The creature somersaulted backwards, wings flailing to break its fall and propel it back into the air. The other two flew on, back-beating their wings, wary of the elf barring their way. Rebraal stood over the tear, sword in two hands, waiting.

They came in left and right. Rebraal smiled and feinted left, ducking low. He jabbed upwards, his sword driving deep between the cursyrd’s legs. It screeched, dark gore pouring from the wound. Rebraal twisted the blade and dragged it clear, surging upright and in the same moment beating his right foot into the midriff of the second creature. Off-balance, it couldn’t drag its arms back quickly enough to stop the elf’s blade puncturing its chest.

Keeping himself moving, Rebraal headed down the wagon towards the rear. The remaining two Al-Arynaar were heavily engaged, strike-strain adding to their problems. He pulled a reaver back by the neck, his sword grating against its spine on the way through its body. He threw the corpse aside. The elf in front of him nodded his thanks, backhanded his blade into the face of another enemy and turned for the next.

Reavers filled the air above them. Al-Arynaar were climbing back up the sides of the wagon. Rebraal looked into the body of the carriage, saw the upturned faces of the guards and the bowed heads of mages. So far, the shell remained protected and intact. But with the air full of cursyrd and The Raven nowhere to be seen, they would have to fight well to keep it that way.




Chapter 30

Dystran had felt it like they all had. The demons’ extraordinary withdrawal to gather at the periphery of Xetesk the day before had allowed them not just to relieve the library of a mass of texts but to go among the people and reassure them of their intentions; bring in fresh food from the farms within the city; gain information about the demons and their ways; and most importantly, bask in the mana stream in the open air and sample the spectrum.

But they had been reluctant to move too far out. Over two years of imprisonment had taken their toll and each mage and soldier could see danger and death in every shadow and corner they passed.

The Lord of the Mount stood on the walls of his college above the main gates and looked out over the city. He could see demons in the sky way to the south where the spectrum was in complete turmoil. The Julatsans were coming.

‘What do you think it means?’ asked Prexys, one of the surviving members of the Circle Seven.

‘Opportunity or desperation. Probably both.’ Dystran smiled, luxuriating in the fresh air. ‘But I still can’t work out why they have left us so alone.’

‘Perhaps they are under more pressure out there than they expected. ’

‘I can’t see it,’ said Dystran. ‘There are so many of them. But even those coming out of the tear are heading straight out there. Whatever the size of force that’s heading this way, they certainly don’t want it arriving.’

Prexys shook his head. ‘Julatsa. What must have happened to drive them out?’

‘Be a shame not to find out, wouldn’t it?’ said Dystran. He turned to Chandyr and Vuldaroq. ‘Gentlemen, are we not honour-bound to help our people under duress? Tell me, Chandyr, do you think they are heading this way?’

‘There’s no doubt about it but they are in a great deal of trouble. I’ve had mages in the sky over the college and they can see the dust cloud but it’s almost covered by a cloud of demons. I don’t recommend we leave here to help them but we can plan to smooth their progress through the city.’

‘Wards, waymarks and mage defender trios, those we can spare,’ said Dystran. ‘But do not compromise the defence of the college, that would be foolhardy in the extreme.’

‘I’ll see to it.’

‘Good. I want sight of your plans so be quick. We have limited time.’ He turned to Vuldaroq. ‘Meanwhile, I think you and I would be well used looking at a few more texts. There has to be more we can discover.’

‘I concur,’ said Vuldaroq.

‘Good. Then let’s be about our business. And Chandyr?’

‘My Lord Dystran.’

‘Arrange a delegation to visit the Wesmen, would you? I’ll prepare a message. I think it’s time we invited Tessaya to the party.’

 


‘Slow that wagon!’ Rebraal straight-punched a cursyrd on his way to the back of the canvas, seeing one of the third wagon pair closing too fast, driver smothered in strike-strain. ‘Al-Arynaar to the rear.’

He swore under his breath. Behind him, Brynn called a warning. Swinging round, he saw the right-hand lead wagon veer sharply away, chased hard by a pack of some twenty reavers. It was the resting wagon, it had to be. No mage could have retained a ColdRoom structure at that pace. And Pheone was inside it. A cloud of strike-strain swooped overhead and plunged onto the roof, claws jabbing into the already damaged covers. Still standing, three Al-Arynaar laid about them with blade and knife, trying for Auum’s trademark killing blow, but they’d surely soon be overwhelmed.

‘Guard the casting wagon!’ he yelled, kicking out at a lone strike-strain, catching it in the gut. ‘Dammit.’ He tugged the sleeve of an elf. ‘Hold this roof.’

Rebraal dropped down next to Brynn. ‘Straight on. Don’t flinch.’

Brynn’s face ran with blood. To his left, Gheneer kept two reavers at bay. Rebraal snatched a strike-strain from Brynn’s back and crushed it under his foot.

‘Don’t be too long,’ growled the human.

Rebraal jumped to the packed earth and sprinted away towards the stricken wagon. Around him, a storm of noise and chaos was breaking. The wagon-pair captains roared orders. Al-Arynaar warriors tore into their attackers and amongst the thud of weapons, he could pick out the screams of those whom the cursyrd overwhelmed.

Ignoring the fighting that closed in around him, Rebraal focused on the wagon. The reavers had caught it and were engaged on its roof, at its rear and were tearing at its sides. Above, a ForceCone launched from one of the mana holes, battered brief respite into the horde of strike-strain that threatened the driver and his guards before it dissipated quickly within the shell.

Closing on the wagon, Rebraal saw an Al-Arynaar blade sweep into the neck of a winged soul stealer. The creature’s grip on the roof strut was lost and it tumbled to the earth, bouncing and rolling. Rebraal hurdled its bright blue dying body. He increased his speed and leapt at the wagon’s tail board. Pain lanced into his back from his injured leg as he landed. He grabbed hold of the rocking carriage and drove his blade into the back of a cursyrd, hurling it backwards and out of the entrance to the wagon.

Inside the light-shot gloom, the fight raged. Strike-strain and reavers battled with Al-Arynaar and desperate human mages. At least one lay dead among the cursyrd bodies and blood gleamed wet on tattered canvas. Pheone was still standing, covered by Al-Arynaar.

‘We have them,’ came a voice. ‘Go forward.’

Rebraal nodded and hauled himself up onto the roof. Three warriors fought there, beating back the reavers storming in from all sides and above. Rebraal couldn’t stop to help them. Running from strut to strut, he struck out at any that came into his path with blade, foot and fist. He felt bone crack and wing tear. Colours flashed in front of his face; dark gore and elven blood mixed underfoot, dripping onto the combatants below.

Carving his blade through the spine of a tall, thin cursyrd, he made the front of the wagon and looked down to the bench and kicking plate below.

‘Yniss protect us.’

A dead Al-Arynaar sprawled half-off the right seat. The driver was still alive, his screams muffled by the strike-strain covering his head. A reaver was poised above him and Rebraal was going to be too late to save him. In front, Al-Arynaar warriors tried desperately to control the panicked horses under constant bombardment from around them.

The reaver plunged its hands up to the wrists into the driver’s exposed back, delivering appalling pain in the moment before its theft.

‘No!’ shouted Rebraal.

He thudded down beside the startled cursyrd and snatched a strike-strain from the air, jamming it onto the point of his sword. The reaver’s eyes met his, hands still buried in its victim’s shattered rib cage. Its colour, a smug deep brown, swam to a bright purple. It knew what was coming and that it could do nothing about it.

Rebraal closed his posture, spun on his uninjured left leg, unwound and took the cursyrd’s head from its shoulders, seeing the dead strike-strain fly from the point of his sword moments before impact.

‘Shorth bring you eternal pain.’

Rebraal had to act fast. The wagon was heading out of the ColdRoom protection, such as it was. Uttering a quick prayer, he shovelled human and cursyrd bodies from the kicking plate, first taking the reins from the dead elf’s hands. He straightened, knocked a strike-strain aside and breathed hard. He had never driven horses before.

Behind him, demons surged onto the wagon and his warriors fought for all their lives. Ahead, elves ran hard, keeping up with the horses, distracted by cursyrd buzzing around their heads and harried by reavers. One slip would be fatal.

‘What do I do?’ he shouted.

‘Slow them!’ came the reply. ‘Turn them left.’

‘And we are all Tual’s children,’ he breathed. ‘That much is obvious.’

He had seen the humans drive. The sure hand, the confident voice of order. He did what he felt Brynn would do. He pulled hard on the reins.

Far too hard.

The horses half-reared in their traces and bolted afresh, the sweat flying from their flanks under the chafing leather. On the roof behind him, elves rebalanced but cursyrd suffered. Wings beat, claws scrabbled. Blood was spilled quickly.

In Rebraal’s hands, the horses were an unstoppable force, driving headlong towards certain doom. As they had for two days, cursyrd swarmed outside the shell, waiting for such a moment.

‘Stop!’ He snapped the reins. The horses merely hastened. ‘Gyal’s tears, no.’

He stared around the sides of the wagon. In the air directly above, more cursyrd bayed and called, whipping the horses’ panic.

Rebraal knew he was helpless but he would not abandon his cargo. He urged the animals to stop. He dragged the reins more softly, pulling left, but they were lost to control. His ears were filled with the protestations of axle and timber, the desperation from within and the calm destruction of cursyrd foolish enough to attack the roof. Dust filled the air around him, clogging his lungs. The horses ploughed on across broken ground. It was a toss-up whether they’d be driven through the edge of the shell aboard the wagon, such was its shaking.

Rebraal consigned his soul to Yniss. Inside the shell, the cursyrd attack was faltering. Outside it, excitement grew. He had watched this from afar three times. Now it was his turn. Again he pressured the reins. Again, nothing.

‘Clear!’ he shouted down to those Al-Arynaar sprinting alongside the runaway horses. ‘Clear!’

They ignored him and he felt proud to die with them.

A detonation sounded beyond the shell. A curious momentary silence followed. Cursyrd bunched then scattered like birds dogged by a predator. A deep green light washed across the space, scattering on impact with the ColdRoom shell. For the first time, Rebraal heard fear in his enemies’ cries. The attack faltered. Reavers took to the air. Strike-strain bunched and flew high. And where the green light touched them, the cursyrd melted.

Wings dripped away, bodies sloughed flesh. They fell in their dozens, wailing and agonised. And through the gap they had made, came The Raven, Auum’s Tai and the Protectors. Rebraal shouted his relief though in truth he wasn’t sure they would save him. The cursyrd were regrouping quickly, determined not to let their prize escape them, and yet more gathered in the sky above The Raven, wanting to claim the greatest prize of all.

Resigned to his position as passenger and spectator and content to keep the strike-strain away, Rebraal watched the extraordinary approach. Thraun, Darrick, Hirad and The Unknown formed a forward line, maces battering the cursyrd in front of them. Immediately behind strode Denser, his dark cloak flowing behind him. From his fingers, a ForceCone claimed space in the air above them.

And finally, the ace in the pack. Erienne, with a guard that brought laughter from Rebraal’s lips. She was flanked by the two Protectors, Kas and Ark, at whose flanks ran Duele and Evunn. They moved as blurs, keeping the space around the One mage’s head clear. Almost anonymous, Auum and Eilaan swept behind and the whole advanced with total belief, total control.

Again the glorious green light surged across the field and again the cursyrd panicked and broke. But this time Erienne stumbled and half fell, pushing her hands out towards her husband. Immediately, the formation changed. Evunn and Duele ran ahead of the Raven line. Ark scooped Erienne into his arms, passing her immediately to Thraun, and took up station behind with Kas and Auum. Denser and Eilaan’s next ForceCones were directed ahead. And they ran straight for the shell and into the path of the runaway wagon.

Sensing an opportunity, the demons regrouped in the air above the shell. The wagon was suddenly free of concerted attack but the horses showed no inclination to slow. Rebraal turned.

‘Al-Arynaar mages to the roof. Now!’

The wagon approached the edge of the shell. The Raven ran on. Rebraal could see The Unknown pointing. Cursyrd flocked in the air. A group of reavers circled behind. A hundred yards from relative safety and it could prove too far.

Rebraal snapped the reins. ‘Get on!’ he shouted.

The horses had no intention of doing otherwise. Spooked out of any vestige of good sense, they drove on towards the waiting pack who had parted to allow the wagon a way through. Ahead, Hirad and Darrick broke formation and angled towards the bouncing, bucking cart. Rebraal heard the sounds of elves across the roof of the wagon. He turned his head.

‘ForceCones,’ he said. ‘The moment we break the shell.’

But facing forwards again, he wondered what he could realistically achieve. Perhaps a little confusion. It would have to be enough.

 


Hirad had never run so fast. Trying to remember all that Auum had taught him on his sprint technique, he forged on. Darrick ran beside him, an athlete born to the land. The two raced. And while they did, the fortunes of many were in the balance.

Auum had identified the runaway wagon and the helpless Rebraal holding its reins. While The Raven approached, it had been a curiosity. Now it was a chance at life.

‘Coldheart, you are old and slow,’ chided Darrick.

‘General, you owe me a drink for every failure. This will be one.’

‘I’ll be proud to buy it.’

‘And I to drink it.’

Hirad could feel the breath scorching into his lungs, mixing with the taste of spell residue and demon stench. They were above him and the General now, gathering to dive. And before them, reavers turned into their path to begin attack runs.

The two men hefted their maces, feeling the weight on tired arms. Behind them, Denser unleashed another spell, freezing the air. Demons tumbled from the sky.

‘Here they come,’ said Darrick.

‘Rebraal needs to drive that wagon faster,’ said Hirad through gasps.

‘Hirad, he isn’t driving it at all.’

‘Roll!’

The pair dropped to the ground, rolled once and regained their feet. Claws slashed the air above them. Wings beat a downdraught across them. Hirad spun and thumped his mace into the back of the nearest enemy. Darrick’s blow crushed wing bones in another. It would slow them but no more.

Strike-strain rained down on them as they ran on. Hirad felt claws scratch at his head and neck, teeth nip into his legs through heavy cloth. He ignored the frost that each break in his skin fed into his body, striking out left at a reaver cruising in to the attack. The blow caught it in the face but it came on, knocking him from his feet. He tumbled and rolled. A tail sliced across his back, cutting into his skin, leaving ice behind.

Not stopping, he scrambled back to his feet. Darrick was ahead of him now, mace cracking strike-strain aside, the feeling of metal on flesh heavy and satisfying. Ahead, the wagon ploughed on. Hirad could see its roof and sides busy with elves and its wheels bouncing on the uneven ground as it rushed towards them. The periphery of the shell moved too, its speed governed by that of the wagons bearing the casting mages and mercifully under greater control. Its edge could be estimated by the demons clustering outside of it and Rebraal was all but through it.

Hirad caught Darrick in time to bludgeon away a clutch of strike-strain poised to attack the General’s head. Reavers were coming in again too, but this time it was spells that stopped them. Rebraal’s wagon plunged out of the ColdRoom shell. Back in the world of mana, his mages cast quickly and efficiently. ForceCones drove rents through the demon clouds, scattering them through the air. Immediately, they were attacked from the rear, the Al-Arynaar fighting hard to keep them away.

‘Confident?’ shouted Hirad.

‘Never not so,’ replied Darrick.

They were twenty yards from the wagon and running straight for it. Maces were stowed in belt loops, strike-strain were free to snipe at them.

‘Good luck.’

Darrick timed his run to perfection. He angled into the galloping horses, caught the rein harness of the right-hand beast and swung up onto its back. Two paces later, Hirad leapt for the kicking board, impacting heavily on the frame of the wagon. Ignoring the flare of pain in his ribs, he turned to Rebraal, grinning and taking the reins from him.

‘Bloody elves. Never did understand horses.’ He looked ahead. ‘All right, General, let’s get this thing pointed the right way!’

He felt a blade whistle above his head. A reaver tumbled away, flaring a ghastly yellow.

‘Thanks.’

Rebraal shrugged and sought his next target.

Darrick, flanked by elves, was calming the horses. Commands mixed with soft words in one’s ears brought it back to its senses and it began to slow, bringing the other with it, suddenly aware of its peril and needing direction. Hirad provided it, turning them right towards The Raven and snapping the reins to maintain impetus.

His friends were in trouble. Strike-strain in their hundreds had gathered above them and reavers approached from all quarters. The Tai cell fought with grace and control at the head of the running pack, never seeming to break stride. The Unknown and the two Protectors were a power block, delivering shuddering strikes that battered a path clear. Thraun ran alongside Denser and Eilaan in their wake. The two mages clearly held ForceCones above their heads, sweeping them around and behind, denying the demons access to Thraun’s vital cargo.

‘We need more spells keeping the sky clear,’ said Hirad. ‘Darrick, get your arse up here. It’s going to get interesting.’

Rebraal called out the order. Al-Arynaar mages on the roof of the wagon turned their attention to The Raven. Two followed Denser’s example, deploying ForceCones ahead of the horses, using them as battering rams. Hirad waited for Darrick to step nimbly up the horse’s back before snapping the reins again, encouraging more speed from the tiring animals.

The two groups closed quickly, demons getting caught between them. Elven ForceCones drove the creatures left, right, up and forwards. Hirad saw the danger.

‘Move those Cones!’ he shouted, gesturing with his arm as he did so. ‘Above head height.’

Rebraal confirmed the order and The Raven could run in under temporary cover. Hirad threw the reins at Darrick.

‘Your turn, General. We need Erienne inside at the earliest.’

With that, he thumped to the ground and ran towards The Raven, the ice from his demon cuts stiffening his muscles, the sweat streaming from his forehead and the blood rushing in his veins. And at the periphery of it all, he kept at bay the fear that they all harboured. That these hordes were always within an ace of snuffing them out for ever. That one slip would end it all.

He roared to clear his head and dragged his mace out to smash it into the back of the first reaver he encountered. It felt good. It felt very good.

‘Unknown, get ready,’ yelled Hirad, voice carrying over the narrow press of demons separating them.

He saw The Unknown nod and thunder his mace into the skull of a reaver. The creature shrieked and fell backwards, shaking its head, its skin a blazing bright blue. Beside him Ark and Kas, operating with mace and axe, upped their pace. Demons flew from their path. Strike-strain carrying clear over Hirad’s head, reavers crumpling and falling, trampled as they tried to rise, shaking off the shock of the blows.

Auum’s Tai had dropped behind Thraun and the mages now and were operating with dreadful efficiency. Not for them the path-making power of the mace. Instead, feet and hands denied the demons the rear of the Raven line and, where they fell, they’d find a TaiGethen pounce to deliver the short-sword stab under the arm.

Hirad slapped his mace into the demon pack once more. He could hear the rattling of the carriage and feel the thud of hoof underfoot.

‘Break them, break them!’ ordered Darrick.

The wagon slewed hard right, dirt and grass flying up from under its wheels. Denser shifted the focus of his ForceCone, driving a wedge through the demons, dismissing the spell before it could threaten either Hirad or their transport. The barbarian battered his way towards Thraun, mace in both hands now. He felt a claw swipe across the top of his head and the blood began to run. He staggered and straightened, took two more paces and was knocked clean from his feet. Pain scorched into his side, winding him. Demons closed around him, their calls and shouts mixing with those of The Raven.

Rolling onto his back, he saw sky above him and the wings of demons closing in. He carried on rolling, a claw missing his face by a hair. A weapon whispered across his body. He heard a thud and a cry of frustration. A fist grabbed his collar and hauled him upright.

‘Get on board, Coldheart,’ said The Unknown.

Thraun had reached the back of the cart. Kas and Ark flanked him still, their weapons keeping the baying demon pack at bay. IceWind, bleak yellow and Julatsan, swept out from the roof of the wagon. The TaiGethen sprinted past him and vaulted to the wagon’s roof to join the fight. Denser and Eilaan paced backwards, the latter’s ForceCone still under control, still keeping the enemy back from the sky above.

‘The roof, Unknown. We need to get there.’

‘Not you,’ said The Unknown. ‘In the back. You’re hurt. I’ll take the bench with Darrick.’

‘Hurt?’

‘Yes.’

The Unknown’s mace struck again. He ducked a flailing tail, dragging Hirad with him into the lee of the wagon. He pushed the barbarian to the tailgate and thrust him at Ark.

‘Don’t let him go.’

Hirad frowned. His head was swimming a little but otherwise he was fine. He smiled up at Ark but the Protector’s face was impassive.

‘Get aboard,’ he said.

Hirad thought to disagree but he took one more pace and staggered, legs suddenly lacking strength. He glanced down and saw the blood from his side staining his leather. He began to shiver.

His last certainty was hearing The Unknown shout for Darrick to get the wagon going. But after Ark had picked him up and he thought he’d heard Rebraal order more ForceCones, everything else was a chill blur.




Chapter 31

Sharyr and Brynel knelt to prepare the ward. They were far from the gates of the college and could hear the sounds of demons whose attentions were mercifully still diverted elsewhere. Next to them stood Suarav. He was the only man they would have trusted to look over them. It was a curious strength they had gained from their ordeal in the library. None of them had truly recovered from it. They all still shivered intermittently and felt the chill of demon touch and proximity.

Yet it had instilled in them a fierce fatalism and brought the three of them together in a bond of mutual respect and belief. It was something that would be put to severe test in the hours to come.

‘Attach it to the corner there,’ whispered Sharyr.

Brynel nodded. The ward structure was simple and designed for a closely directed effect. Positioned on the junction of streets running away to the broken north gate, to the cloth market, and the college itself, it was a key focus of Chandyr’s plan to help the Julatsans into Xetesk. Another key part of that plan was the three of them.

Sharyr watched his charge meld the ward into the building. When it was fixed he fed in exclusions to its activation to ensure no stray human or elven approach caused disaster. It was a quick process.

‘All right,’ he said, standing and helping Brynel up. ‘That’s our lot.’

‘Well done,’ said Suarav.

The three men looked at each other in the gloom of the street. The quiet was eerie and suffocating. Each knew what the others would be feeling. The desire to run back to the college. The dread at what they had volunteered to do. The pride at their own strength and the trust that had been bestowed upon them.

While other trios, some classic mage-defender structure, completed the ward lattice to Chandyr’s design, they would be leaving Xetesk to contact the approaching allies. No one had to tell them the risk they were taking. No one had to remind them of their chances of success. They already knew that Chandyr had a contingency for their failure. It wasn’t supposed to discomfort them, it was simple reality.

‘Do you need to rest?’ asked the gruff guard captain.

Both mages shook their heads.

‘We should go,’ said Sharyr.

‘Just remember to follow my lead and keep yourself moving. To stop is to die,’ said Suarav.

Sharyr chuckled. ‘Only that?’

‘Strength,’ said Suarav.

‘Let’s go,’ said Brynel. ‘It’s cold standing here.’

 


Denser looked down at his wife and a tear dropped from his cheek onto hers. It was the deep of night. The demons were attacking again. He could hear their calls echoing across the wagon train as it rolled inexorably on towards the gates of Xetesk. Feet skipped across the roof struts overhead and he could see the stress in the canvas in the half-light that permeated the wagon.

Rebraal had said the night would be the worst and so it was. Because the demons, indefatigable, lit up the sky with the colours of their bodies. They set up a stunning array of lights, at once terrifying and undeniably beautiful. Shifting patterns across the rainbow of colour, bright washes and gentle tones that were quite extraordinary, almost mesmerising. But they denied man, elf and horse any rest. Their calls gnawed at the nerves. And periodically, they would swoop into attack. Not with the intention of destroying the convoy, but in the knowledge that with the dawn would come new fear.

Denser tried to put it from his mind while he considered the folly of what The Raven would soon be attempting. Next to Erienne, Hirad lay sleeping fitfully, his many scratches and wounds bound and treated and his body shivering. He was strong. He would come back. But Erienne was a different case. Denser tried to believe that she was as strong-willed and determined as the woman he had met all those years before. But tragedy had dogged her and the pressure to be what she did not want to be was tearing up her soul.

Her façade cracked often yet still she tried to achieve what The Raven desired and what Balaia and all its linked dimensions needed. Out there in the fields as they had run towards the ColdRoom shell and the security it represented, Erienne had attempted something new, something awesome.

Denser understood what it was. She had created a structure that expanded on encountering the air and had evacuated the space it covered of any vestige of mana. But this super-ColdRoom wasn’t the end. She had then stripped an element from demons that they could not survive an instant without. Something that bound their flesh. It would be like taking water from a human body. Whatever it was she had seen in their make-up, she had used to devastating effect. But as with all the castings of the One, there was risk in the new idea.

And the second time she had cast, she had let too much of the power flood her body. Her collapse had been her body’s defence mechanism against a complete disaster for her and for Balaia. They had been lucky. The storms Erienne would unleash if out of control would make those that Lyanna had triggered seem like puffs of breeze.

But when would she awake from this latest trauma? And when she did, what would she be like? He could only hope that somewhere in her mind, Cleress was with her.

‘Why did you try it, love?’ he asked, stroking her warm cheek, wiping away his tear. ‘There’s nothing you need to prove to us. Nothing.’

Around him in the wagon, resting Al-Arynaar mages and humans including Pheone kept their thoughts to themselves, respecting his need for whatever privacy of mind he could eke out. A strong hand rested on his shoulder.

‘Deep inside, she knows even that. But she cannot deny that part of her that desires to experiment. To find her limits.’

Denser turned his head to look at Thraun. The big blond shapechanger was seated behind them, sword across his knees. He would not leave her side while she was helpless. He never would. Thraun had known her longer than any of them. He’d seen her twins grow and had buried them alongside her first husband. Theirs was a bond that comforted Denser. Something he knew would never fail.

‘What makes you say that?’

A smile touched Thraun’s lips. ‘A shapechanger drives his body when he is not a human. He desires to push it further than he ever could his human frame. It is something he never truly controls but in that lack there is such life and excitement. It is to be feared as it is to be loved.’

The wagon bounced across a rut in the ground. Above there was a shifting of feet and the multiple impact of weapons. Bodies hit the ground, death cries fading to nothing.

‘You know, you might be right but I think there’s more to it,’ said Denser. ‘The One is Erienne’s only link to Lyanna. When she lets it thrive it’s like life.’

Thraun shrugged. ‘Yes. It is why I have to live part of my life with the pack. It is a link to something I cannot deny.’

‘Do you remember any of the years you spent as a wolf after the Noonshade rip?’

Thraun’s face darkened. ‘No. It is at best like scent on the breeze. Fleeting reminiscence, soon dispersed. I’d rather it was that way.’

Erienne shifted in her sleep and Denser caressed her brow. ‘It’s all right, love. You’re safe.’

Denser hated himself for saying it but it was the only way he could feel any worth at all. He glanced up at Thraun but the shapechanger wasn’t looking at them. He was sniffing the air, sword clutched in his hands and his muscles tensed.

‘Thraun?’

The shapechanger’s eyes glinted yellow in the swimming lights reflected from the demons’ bodies as they flew outside. ‘Threat,’ he said.

He stepped over Erienne and Denser and stood at the covered rear of the wagon, silent and unmoving. Denser could see him balancing with the shifts of the axles and could hear The Unknown shouting instructions from where he was riding with Darrick at the front.

There was an impact on the wagon’s tail board. Thraun stiffened, crouched very slightly. The canvas rippled. Thraun’s right hand shot out through the opening and dragged a reaver in by the throat. He held it down by his knee and growled, sword cocked and ready.

The demon screwed its head round, its body flaring yellow, bathing the wagon with an alien light. Both Hirad and Erienne moaned. There was a concerted movement towards the front of the carriage.

‘Shapechanger,’ grated the demon, voice strangled through Thraun’s grip.

‘And the reason you will never take what you want so badly,’ he replied.

He jerked the creature further into the wagon. It spat and struggled, wings beating against the canvas, arms clutching Thraun’s wrist. Thraun merely tightened his grip.

‘Look,’ he said. ‘Look at what you are so close to but can never touch.’

His sword drove through the demon’s chest. Within the ColdRoom shell, there was no defence against that. The creature convulsed and died. Gore drained onto the floor timbers. Thraun flung the body from the wagon and thrust his head out into the open air.

‘Any more of you come right in.’

Denser had never seen him this animated. The big warrior withdrew and retook his seat.

‘Glad you’re on my side,’ said Denser.

‘Always,’ said Thraun.

‘What’s got into you?’

Thraun’s eyes bored into his. ‘I have watched her these years, only leaving her side when I thought her to be safe. I have seen her grow in strength even as her heart broke. She can save us all. It is best that they know it.’ He gestured outside.

‘You’re baiting a trap,’ said Denser.

‘And The Raven are its jaws.’

 


Hiela was unused to resistance. But the incompetence of the aggressor strains over an insultingly long time had forced his early appearance in Balaia. It had not been in his plans for this time. The orderly transfer of mana energy from their home of the last generations needed careful marshalling and he was particularly schooled in the linkage between their land and Balaia.

Hiela, of course, was the designated Shroud Master. He had overseen the capture of so many souls from the Balaian mages when their petty squabbles had forced them to come to him for protection. He understood how they thought. How anything was better than that which they had just faced.

He still remembered how the Julatsans had capped and dismissed the shroud around their college almost at the moment he had forced a breach that would have made all that had happened since an irrelevance. Balaia had been so weak at the time. One rabble had been fighting the other and breaking the spirit of the whole. How easy it would have been to invade at that moment.

But dragons had become embroiled in the dispute. And so had this group of humans and elves that so went against all their teaching about the weakness of the spirit of those from Balaia’s northern continent. This Raven. To find they were still a thorn in the side of conquest and dominion had hastened his departure.

And so, rather than sit basking in the warmth of the mana flow and see to the needs of the masters who maintained the gap and focused the stream, he was here. In the heat of the Balaian dimension. Smelling their foul air and hearing the pathetic excuses as to why the land they had identified was not yet sanctified for habitation. Why so many humans, elves and damned Wesmen ran free to cause them trouble rather than build, breed and die at their pleasure.

Hiela hovered outside the walls of the city known as Xetesk. He was aware of the activity within its boundaries. Of the lift the withdrawal of forces from its people had given them. It bothered him very little. He had overflown the city before agreeing to the order to defend the borders and had found them broken. Even those still nominally at liberty within their spells were cracked and their wills close to collapse. He could hasten that inevitability by the destruction of those who came to their aid. Hence the arrangement of his forces as a welcome. Latterly, though, this tactic had been somewhat complicated.

‘They are within, you are sure?’ he demanded.

‘Yes, Master Hiela,’ said the messenger. ‘All of them.’

‘I see.’

He turned to his advisers. Incompetents all but with more knowledge of the developing situation at present.

‘Tell me, any of you, why this force should be so keen on driving to the heart of a college which we have so effectively sealed from the outside?’

Hiela regarded them, waiting for one to speak. He scratched at the beard he still preferred to sport. It was a legacy of his grudging respect of the Julatsan mages of old. Men and elves of some strength and spirit. Those who would have been a challenge to break.

‘It is their way,’ said one. ‘They group together for strength in times of duress, believing their best hope for survival lies in their numbers.’

‘Hmm.’ Hiela nodded. ‘But there is more, isn’t there? The Raven are with them now. These are not men who come merely to extend their lifespans. These are men who expect victory and travel only to the places where they believe that chance exists.’

Silence.

‘Idiots. Isn’t that why you crave their souls? Isn’t that why they fascinate you yet more than a mage or an elf? Within them is that life force that is so exquisite it burns us not to be able to touch it. Do you believe such as these would join a hopeless defence?’

‘But even for them there is nothing to be done,’ said another. ‘We will prevail. It is a question of time.’

‘Even at the time of our burgeoning strength there lies risk,’ said Hiela, letting his colour drift to a brighter blue. ‘You swallow too much of what you are told by the masters. They have not dealt with these people before. I have. And this is not a futile gesture. There will be a purpose.’

‘But surely there is only one . . .’

Hiela snapped around in his position, floating in their midst, to stare hard at the long-fingered cerebral that had uttered the words. He let the import sink in.

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘And can you think of another reason why the Julatsans would leave their college - the one place where we had doubts about our ability to dominate - and travel to the heart of dimensional research and understanding of our race? And why do the Wesmen still watch? Why are they so close?’

There was a wind blowing across the open lands. It brought a welcome chill though the assembled company barely acknowledged it. Hiela turned a slow rotation in the air, making sure they all heard him.

‘Out there, travelling towards us, are those who are capable of beating us, should they receive the help they need. We can suppose that this is why they are travelling to Xetesk. And you can suppose this is why we are ranged here. Because they shall not make the walls of the college. And they shall not ask for what they need, let alone find it.

‘This is no longer a battle to defeat the will and farm the souls of those who approach. This is an order to destroy. We have all we need here. Never mind the sweetness of its taste, let us kill that which we can live without. We must focus on this and this alone. What is the state of our conflicts to the south and the college of Lystern?’

‘The resistance is weakening in both places but it still holds. These are determined men,’ said Drenoul, master of the Xeteskian battle front.

‘So they are but that must end. I know your commanders will want the prized souls of those within but we need their strength of numbers here to keep the Wesmen from causing us delay while we face Julatsa and Xetesk combined. Order them to extinguish that which will not be cowed and travel here with all haste.

‘It is time to deploy the destructors.’

‘Surely they will be too weak yet. The mana density is not high enough,’ said Drenoul.

‘But not for long and they are many,’ said Hiela. ‘Summon the karron.’

 


The malevolence was causing panic throughout. The others were packed far away from the pulse of pure hate that was spreading. Like a battering on the door to their world. And it was getting louder and stronger. He had struggled with the concept of there being a force wanting to harm them. But then he had travelled to a place where the sense of evil intent and salacious desire washed over him in a wave.

While searching for The Raven he had seen in a moment of clarity that the threat was genuine and that they in their countless number were helpless against it. Those who could have heard him in his homeland were gone from there but one had resurfaced near The Raven. It would be his brother, he was sure. It was logical, if logic held sway here, that they were aware of the threat and were battling it.

But did they really know the extent of it? And did they know where to travel? He knew. And now here he was, unsure how to proceed. He had the battering pulse filling his mind and soul. He had The Raven, bright lights surrounding one that dazzled. And he had the sense of the destination. It was a place of enormous power that ebbed slowly as if that power was being drained. He could feel it pass him like a wind through his being and tracing it back had found its source in an otherwise cold and dead land.

The Raven had to go to there and nowhere else in that land. He needed a way to contact them that was not the loose meeting of subconscious minds that he had managed so far. So often, Hirad had almost grasped him but each time the fluidity of dreams had snatched away what he was trying to say.

He concluded that he had to get closer, if closer was possible. Before him, indeed all around him, the battering was weakening the Spirits within. The anxiety had spread through all of them and communication was laced with terror and the knowledge that they had no defence against those wanting to break through. There would come a moment when the door would fall and the panic would overflow and communication would be impossible. But until that time, he had to believe in his own safety and in the strength of the Spirits that wished him success.

He forced himself to concentrate. There was a point between The Raven, the place where they had to go and the door through which they must pass. It was a place of great risk, where the boundaries between worlds were weak and the malevolence waited its chance. But it was the only place he was sure he could make a difference.

Letting the light of his friends suffuse him and protect him, he journeyed on.




Chapter 32

‘You are in no fit state to be standing here,’ said The Unknown.

‘You can say what you like, Unknown, but I don’t think what we’re looking at leaves us any choice, do you? You need me here.’

‘Gods, just let him do it,’ said Denser. ‘At least if he dies we won’t have to listen to this sort of bleating any more.’

‘Thank you, Denser,’ said Hirad.

‘You are not helping,’ said The Unknown.

‘I can’t believe you’re surprised he’s here.’

‘I’m not surprised, I’m questioning the wisdom of his decision.’

‘You think wisdom ever applies to anything Hirad does?’

‘All right, Xetesk-man, I thought you were on my side.’

‘He is, Hirad,’ said The Unknown. ‘We all are. If you must do something foolish, why don’t you do it in the wagon where you can protect Erienne at the same time?’

‘Thraun has got that covered.’

‘You are so stubborn.’

Auum shook his head and scratched at his forehead. He would never understand how they had survived this long. Always arguing. He finished applying the green and black paints to Duele’s face before leading them all in prayer. Throughout, he could hear The Raven bickering like children over a broken doll.

He brought his Tai back to their feet and they walked to the front of the stationary wagon train. It was dawn and it was cold, very cold. The breath clouded in front of his face and the chill breeze whipped it away. The wagons had been halted when the cursyrd had ceased their attacks an hour or so before first light. They had retreated as far as the edge of the shell and most of them were grouped on the ground. Very few still remained in the air and none encroached on the periphery.

The temptation had been to continue on but both Darrick and Rebraal had advised the stop. It was inconceivable that they would not be attacked severely on their way into Xetesk, which now lay just three miles ahead, and any chance to rest horses and mages had to be taken.

It was a decision that looked at best over-cautious as light had strengthened. It could turn out to be a huge mistake. Beyond those gathered before them, other cursyrd were moving up. These were not reavers and they were not strike-strain. They were a strain none of them had seen before in this conflict.

Auum watched them approach. There were hundreds of them. Squat wingless figures with rolling gaits. They were covered in a dense, dark, fine hair. Each one had eyes to the front and sides of its head and no discernible mouth or nose. But what they did have was arms that ended in what for all the world looked like spiked clubs or hammers.

The assembled company had fallen silent while these things advanced towards the shell. Other cursyrd made way and a screeching filled the air. Auum couldn’t make out what it meant but it was more a sound of anger than of anticipation.

‘Gods drowning, but they’re ugly bastards. What are they?’ asked Hirad.

‘Karron,’ said Auum, the word leaving a harsh taste in his mouth. ‘Destructors.’

‘This isn’t going to be any fun at all,’ said Hirad.

‘I don’t understand this,’ said Denser. ‘I mean, these look capable of causing us a real problem. Why haven’t they thrown them at us before?’

‘Because before, they wanted our souls,’ said Rebraal. ‘Now I fear they just want us dead.’

‘That’s comforting,’ said Hirad.

‘Thoughts?’ asked The Unknown.

‘They’re slow but powerful,’ said Darrick. ‘If I’m not mistaken, we’ll be harried as we have come to expect by the winged strains and these will look to break us from the front.’

‘Can’t we just drive round them?’ asked Hirad.

Darrick shook his head. ‘If they got into our flanks they could fragment the train. Far better we take them head-on, at least we can marshal forces in the right direction.’

‘I don’t think it’ll be enough,’ said The Unknown. ‘They’re strong enough to stop us moving forwards and that’s something we cannot afford. We have to break that line or we’ll be surrounded and picked off.’

‘I’ve got an idea,’ said Darrick. ‘But it’s a big risk.’

‘Let’s hear it,’ said The Unknown.

Darrick looked around him. ‘Is Pheone here? I need to know our casting strength.’

‘Will it make a difference?’ asked Hirad. ‘We’re inside a ColdRoom here.’

Darrick smiled. ‘Yes it will. And you know the thing with ColdRooms is you can let them go all of a sudden. If you want to.’

Auum nodded his head. He understood what Darrick was about to suggest. It would be, how would Hirad say it? Interesting.

 


Tessaya, Lord of the Paleon tribes, stretched his mouth in a prodigious yawn. He had slept well the last night and welcomed the cold of the new day. He wrapped his furs about his shoulders and strode from his tent. Around him, the activity was frenetic. Weapons were being sharpened, fires heated water and broth, warriors ran in all directions taking messages, striking camp and loading pallets. Others foraged for what food they could sweep up easily before the move.

Patience, Tessaya had always said, would pay off and today was that day. Because yesterday he had received the most extraordinary visit of his life. A deputation from Xetesk, in effect inviting him into the heart of the college. He had felt it churlish to refuse, and now two thousand warriors made ready to advance.

The demons had left them alone these past three days and his scouts had reported them massing to the north. They had also reported an approaching dust cloud that was overflown by the enemy and under apparently constant attack. Clearly, others were heading for the college too.

This had been confirmed by the Xeteskians and it was proposed that the Wesmen help these runners into Xetesk and then join the final battle for the freedom of Balaia. He had been given a blank slate to demand whatever he wanted from the Easterners in return for his aid. Short of the end of magic of course. That, he conceded, was unlikely but the deal he had struck would make the Wesmen the dominant power across the whole of the country. The Xeteskians would have seen that. He would have to tread carefully.

Tessaya walked quickly down to the forward positions, trailed by his aides. There he found Arnoan, the ancient Shaman apparently lost in thought. Communing perhaps. Still, it was a reverie easily broken.

‘Am I being lured into a trap, do you think?’

‘I consider that to be very unlikely,’ said Arnoan, focusing on him with a frown. ‘The Xeteskians have nothing to gain by so doing barring a hastening of their own demise. I am merely saddened it has taken them so long to see that the Wesmen are their best chance of salvation.’

‘And you believe us so to be?’

‘I do, my Lord.’

‘But let us not fool ourselves,’ said Tessaya. ‘The Xeteskians have only come to us because the demons allowed them the time to do so. Consider also that the demons themselves may have orchestrated this whole event.’

‘Again, unlikely,’ said Arnoan. ‘After all, we are not even being watched, which I find very curious. They will only know of our decision to move when we are under way.’

Tessaya chuckled and slapped Arnoan on the back. The Shaman staggered and coughed. ‘Perhaps their grasp of battle tactics is as poor as yours, my friend.’

‘Let us hope so, Tessaya, let us hope so.’

Behind him Tessaya could hear the strains of songs rolling down the slope towards him. They filled his heart with strength and pride. The standards were raised and stood together.

The Wesmen were marching once more.

 


It had become their only hope of reaching the Julatsans and it was a terrible choice to have to make. They had cowered in renewed terror when the new strain had appeared from the rip and descended to the ground to march away into Xetesk and out towards the Julatsans. They had an aura about them that sucked the will and brought a dead shiver to the limbs.

Sharyr would have welcomed death then but in their hiding place they had been ignored and had been able to watch the gathering of demon forces. It had become obvious then that their plan of running in while the demons were engaged in battle was unworkable. Most of the demons were covering the ground around the periphery of the ColdRoom shell surrounding the wagon train. The only way in was by air.

‘I will remain here and see you safe and then return to Xetesk,’ said Suarav, the words dragging reluctantly from his mouth.

‘No,’ said Brynel immediately. ‘We are stronger with you. You must come with us.’

Sharyr agreed. ‘Without you, I do not believe I have the strength.’ Suarav gripped an arm of both of them. ‘My friends, you can do this. You have to. And besides, I cannot fly.’

‘We can carry your weight between us,’ said Sharyr. ‘We won’t leave you. How much chance do you really think you have of getting back into the college?’

Suarav closed his eyes and Sharyr knew he had touched the reason for the soldier’s fear. Alone and travelling back through the streets of Xetesk. One swordsman. It would be suicide.

‘But split up, you have a better chance of one of you reaching the Julatsans.’

‘The difference is slight. The journey is quick but fraught. I’d rather the confidence of you with us than the extra mobility,’ said Brynel.

Suarav sighed. ‘Can it really be done?’

‘Oh yes,’ said Brynel. ‘Shadow Wings do not tangle. They aren’t corporeal. You hang onto our belts and we fly. Low and fast.’

‘One thing more,’ said Sharyr. ‘When we pierce the ColdRoom, the Wings will disperse very quickly. It’ll be a rough landing.’

‘I’ll bear it in mind.’ Suarav sighed again and shook his head. ‘You know, I’m too old for this sort of thing.’

‘You’re never too old to fly,’ said Sharyr.

‘All right, let’s do it. But if I fall, do not come back for me. I outrank you and that is an order.’

Both mages nodded. Brynel turned to Sharyr. ‘Ready to cast?’

‘Ready. Captain, take your grip now. As soon as we begin to cast, the demons will be aware of us. We’re going to have to leave quickly.’

The two mages stood side by side. Suarav knelt between them. His hands gripped the front of their belts, his arms between their legs.

‘Cast now,’ said Suarav.

The spectrum responded to them and the demons began to howl.

 


The instructions had been snapped out quickly and Darrick just had to trust that they would be understood. If it worked, they’d break the demon line, he was sure of that. If not, they would be in desperate trouble and praying for a miracle from inside the walls of Xetesk.

Forty Al-Arynaar mages now stood in front of the two lead wagons. They were guarded by an equal number of warriors, leaving the rest to continue normal duties back down the train. The front of the shell was fifty yards ahead of them and it was crowded with karron, reaver and strike-strain. Around the flanks and behind, winged demons waited for their orders to attack, most resting on the ground as they had been since before dawn.

In the traces, the horses were as fresh as they could be. Darrick had handed the reins to another human driver, a man named Brynn whom Rebraal recommended as the ideal man to hold the front line. Darrick went with the elf’s decision. Brynn was a man covered in scratches and bandages but clearly unbowed despite the shiver in his body.

Now Darrick stood with The Raven, minus Erienne and Thraun, and the TaiGethen, just behind the line of mages. Hirad had won his battle as they all knew he would and had taken his place at The Unknown’s right-hand side. He was plainly discomforted but Darrick for one would rather a half-fit Hirad in the line than no Hirad at all. And it was equally plain on The Unknown’s face that, despite his protestations, he felt precisely the same.

Time was almost upon them. There were still karron moving up to the edge of the shell, sorting themselves into dense lines. And overhead, two masters floated. One with the tentacled underbody, the other a rather plain-looking blue demon, small but clearly important, given its position. Pheone moved in front of her charges, Dila’heth near her. They knew what they had to do. Each one had casting instructions and direction. That they would fail was inconceivable.

A movement caught Darrick’s eye to the right beyond the shell’s periphery. At first he thought it demons flying in to join the attack but the movement was erratic and had the air of a chase. He brought it to Auum’s attention. There was growing consternation among the demons as they too became aware of it. The level of noise, building steadily, had an angry edge to it. Strike-strain left the shell to intercept.

‘It is humans,’ said Auum. ‘Three. Two carrying the other one.’

‘Coming this way?’

‘Yes,’ he said.

Darrick raised his eyebrows. Something had to trigger the attack. He had expected it to be the demon masters. Perhaps it would be this random event. What he couldn’t afford was for the Al-Arynaar to be distracted.

‘Eyes front!’ he ordered. ‘Check your targets.’

Rebraal translated his words and focus was restored. The same could not be said of the demons and there was just a small chance that this would work in their favour. It was a chance that did not come off. The trio of flyers, skimming the tree line, dipping and rising suddenly to shake off a growing tail of pursuers, closed on the shell. High above, the masters raced to the back of their main force. The noise rose to a deafening volume and the karron came to shambling readiness.

‘Ready!’ called Darrick. ‘Remember your roles. Do not deviate, do not falter. Dila’heth, cast when ready.’ He turned to a flagman. ‘Now. Signal the disperse.’

Up on the roof of the lead wagons, flags were waved. Inside the right-hand one, the casting mages dispersed the ColdRoom structure. Demons howled, sensing victory, and from above they poured down to attack. Immediately the flags were seen, the wagons behind began rolling forwards, bringing the remaining ColdRooms closer.

‘Come on, come on,’ muttered Darrick.

The front line of Al-Arynaar was motionless, lost in casting. The General looked anxiously up to the heavens. The sky was full of demon bodies, clamouring for their souls, gibbering their desire. The karron upped their pace, trotting over the packed ground, arms pumping, the weapons that replaced their hands glistening. They were followed by packs of reavers and flanked by clouds of strike-strain. This was going to be close.

As one, the elven mages raised their heads. Pheone snapped out an order and the spell barrage was unleashed. ForceCones jabbed into the air, scattering the onrushing winged demons which squealed their displeasure. They were the lucky ones for now. Immediately following the Cone deployment, bright yellow light flashed across the early morning sky. FlameOrbs arced out. At least fifty wheel-sized globes fizzed through the damp air. Steam trailed in their wake.

The karron could see them coming and warning cries echoed out but they could do nothing to protect themselves. Harsh magical fire burst across and through the demon lines. Karron directly beneath the Orbs exploded under their impact. Gobbets of flame splattered far and wide, eating into defenceless flesh. The detonation of spells sent fire hurtling into the sky, trapping three reavers not fast enough to move. Black smoke belched from bodies and trailed behind those falling from the sky.

On the ground, blinded and agonised karron collided with one another as the ordered advance became a chaotic rout. The air stank of charred hair and flesh, it reverberated to the screams of those caught in the holocaust. And the elves had only just begun.

Now, Dila’heth’s voice sounded once more and IceWind delivered appalling damage to the still-advancing flanks. Flesh sloughed from bodies, eyes were frozen and voices were stilled in throats. Karron fell shattering to the ground, dark bodies scorched blue and hairless by the cold. Strike-strain fell like fruit from a tree in a gale, cracking on the ground. A terrible wailing was taken up across the battlefield. It was demon rage and it struck at the heart.

Darrick turned his head. The second wagon pair was moving into range, and would fill the space in between the lead pair, bringing with it the respite of a replacement ColdRoom.

‘Advance!’ he roared.

Dila’heth and Pheone brought their mages back from the mana spectrum and they split left and right, running back along the sides of the train. The Al-Arynaar and Raven moved forwards towards the demon lines and the ColdRoom covered them once more.

It had been a devastating blow and Darrick was tempted to let the mages strike again. But stamina was finite and the Gods alone knew when they would next be able to replenish. Looking forward through the clearing smoke, he could see the rents they had torn in the demon force. But even now it was beginning to reform and if they were to break through and reach Xetesk, it had to be now.




Chapter 33

I can’t do it, Cleress, I can’t.

Oh my child of course you can. You are a most able student.

Don’t bloody patronise me. Want me to start calling you ‘old woman’? You weren’t there. You weren’t in my mind. That casting should have worked exactly the way of the first. The fact that it didn’t means I cannot be trusted to do this right every time and if I don’t, my friends will die.

If you don’t try they will die anyway.

Erienne had a sensation of movement but nothing more. Her awareness was otherwise limited to the roar of the One magic force surging around her mind and body and the attempted calming of the frail and distant Al-Drechar elf. Erienne was not dead and therefore The Raven must have made it to the Julatsan carriages. She was, she presumed, aboard one of them. And if she concentrated very hard, she felt a comforting strength nearby. She knew who it would be.

And you think my giving them false hope will make it better?

Don’t be stupid, Erienne. Yours is not a false hope. The power you oversee can be the difference. All you have to do is understand where you went wrong. Explain what happened.

Erienne bit back her retort. It would have made her precisely the schoolgirl she had been about to deny.

I didn’t go wrong, Cleress, I didn’t. I had worked out the gauge of the casting so well and it worked exactly as I had planned. You would have been proud. I mapped the mana trails, plotted the link lines to the demons and removed the linkage that held their blood vessels together. It was perfect. But when I did it again in just the same way, there was some form of surge within me and although the casting began, I had to shut down but I wasn’t ever in complete control of that decision. It was like my body sensed the danger before my mind did. What happened? Why can’t I repeat? I have to be able to repeat, it’s all we have.

Erienne felt her anxiety rising and the One power bore down on her. As ever she fought the entity, imagining it was a spider whose legs she had to pry from her mind to stop them crushing her. Abruptly, the pressure eased and Cleress’s presence pushed the power aside.

Calm, Erienne. It knows your fear and it feeds off it. Remember what we showed you.

It’s so hard, Cleress. I’m so tired.

I know. But listen to me. You pose so many questions yet the answers are there before you. I am proud of the casting you made. It shows true understanding of the potential of the One and demonstrated your control over the entity.

But—

Please, let me finish. You are the one who always felt the entity had more sentience than it actually possesses in reality. It was we who explained to you that it is your mind that gives it this virtual life. What you imagine, it can become. That is why you need to control your mind so closely when you release the power.

You’re saying I caused the problem with the second casting?

We have all of us done the same. You crossed a waypoint in your understanding though I know it feels like failure to you at the moment. What you realise is that it is as we have always said. Casting with the One is essentially very simple but it is the feeding of power that is the complex part of the equation. I would stake my life that all you did the second time around was relax just that iota, as if you couldn’t quite believe how easy it was.

Erienne thought to reply but Cleress wasn’t finished.

Think before you respond. Recall what went through your mind as you prepared the second casting and saw how easily it all slotted into place. Examine your process. If at any moment you felt that it was too easy, that would have been enough. That would have relaxed the muscles of your mind to let the wrong gauge of power out. The One became what you imagined, just that little bit slack. And in a One casting, that can spell disaster.

She was right. She was absolutely dead right.

So what should I do? Next time there may not be a sanctuary.

You do nothing but believe in yourself, as I’m sure your friends have been telling you all along. The good part of this is that your body is now so attuned to the power flow within you that if it detects a flaw, it will close off. And it won’t always leave you unconscious, either.

I’m just so scared of failing.

Then don’t. You are equipped with all you need to know. You do trust me, don’t you, Erienne?

Yes.

Good. Then trust what I say. Believe what I say. You must not doubt yourself. Focus on all the castings you have made that have been perfect. They far outweigh those which were not. Remember the tautness of your concentration.

It all sounds so straightforward when you say it, Cleress. But when I open my eyes, what will I find, I wonder?

Remember you are everything you think you can be. You are the One mage.

I am when you are with me.

Cleress laughed but it was a tired sound. You don’t need my strength. You have a surfeit of your own.

If only I knew where to find it.

You know where it lies, child.

And you must be tired, old woman.

I am. So if you will excuse me I will rest. Bring yourself round. Gain from the contact of The Raven. You are each other’s best chance.

Thank you, Cleress.

 


Sharyr knew he was screaming but he had no desire to stop. He thought perhaps Brynel and Suarav were doing the same and if they weren’t, they ought to be. They were moving as one, he leading, shouting commands between his screams and keeping them simple. One thing he couldn’t afford was for he and Brynel to pull in opposite directions. It would leave Suarav a dead man.

‘Left!’

And they flew left, feeling the wind as a pack of strike-strain missed them to the right. They turned back in towards the shell. The sky lit up with a Julatsan barrage. Sharyr exulted. What a sight.

‘Straight in. Trim those wings, Brynel.’

The mages adjusted their wings for raw speed and immediately began to lose height, Suarav’s weight dragging them down. Sharyr heard Suarav shout in shock as the speed struck them. This was a final approach. They wouldn’t get another chance. In front of them, the wagons had started to move but there were those who had detached and were heading towards the edge of the shell where they were aiming to break through.

Their way was blocked by strike-strain and reavers, floating in the air ahead of them. Sharyr looked briefly below. They were no more than twenty feet in the air now and still sinking. They had nowhere to go.

‘Hold course, Brynel. Close your eyes and let’s pray.’

He felt a strange exhilaration. This was the defining moment of his life. For once he had been in control of his own destiny, and had chosen this path. He recalled being browbeaten by Dystran, he recalled his protestations and how he could never hope to have his voice heard. Not this time. So he didn’t pray. He bellowed his rebellion.

‘Hang on, Suarav. Enjoy the ride.’

They collided with the strike-strain. Sharyr felt the small creatures buffeting him. He put his head down and let it happen. Bodies hurtled into his head, midriff and legs. He felt the drag on his waist when Suarav was struck and just one huge impact that could only be a reaver.

And then he was falling.

He opened his eyes. They were inside the shell and the Wings had dispersed on the instant. The ground rushed towards them. They were travelling so fast. Too fast surely. Then they were all bouncing over the ground. Every impact was a new pain. He felt hard earth on his backside and the sharpness of wood or rock in his gut. He tasted dirt in his mouth and cried out when his shoulder jerked uncomfortably under him as he slid to a stop.

‘Oh dear Gods, I’m still alive.’ And he began to laugh.

Hands were about him and he could see faces. Voices questioned him, heavily accented. They were elves of the Al-Arynaar. He had heard about them.

‘Are you hurt? Can you stand? We have to move now.’

He didn’t know the answers. He moved to stand and pain lanced through his back. He winced. The arms helped him slowly to his feet. He looked about him. Suarav was still on the ground but shaking his head, and moving freely. Brynel was smiling and gasping at the same time, a difficult combination.

Sharyr became aware of the sounds in the shell. The calls of demons and the cries of men and elves. The rattle of wagons, the hoofbeats and the fighting in every quarter.

‘The cursyrd attack. We must move.’

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Yes.’

They started to move. Demons flew down on their heads. Tiny strike-strain nipping at their scalps and ears. He flapped his arms ineffectually. The elves hurried them along.

‘They cannot really hurt you,’ said the elf running beside him. ‘Why are you here?’

‘I need to speak to the man . . . the elf in charge. You need to know about the streets of Xetesk.’

‘I will take you to Rebraal.’

Sharyr had never heard of him but the reverence in the elf’s voice was enough.

‘He sounds perfect.’

The elf didn’t answer him.

 


Behind them the wagons were rolling under attack from the skies above. Auum led his Tai through scorched grass and smouldering flesh. The cursyrd line had broken but it was reforming quickly. They, the Al-Arynaar and The Raven had to keep the cursyrd on the back foot. If the karron should reform in any great numbers, the mages’ work would be undone.

Working within the compass of the ColdRoom shell, Auum tore into the attack, operating with twin short swords. Duele and Evunn were on either flank.

‘Target the karron. Tai, we strike.’

The karron were identically formed, unlike their reaver brethren. The fine hair he had seen from a distance was in fact a writhing, coarse sensory mat. The eyes were small and dim, perhaps only able to tell the difference between light and dark. The squat creature’s raw power lay in its trunk and arms. And these latter swung with surprising swiftness, defying its lumbering gait.

Auum ducked a swinging spike limb and lashed his blades into karron legs. He stepped smartly aside, a hammer thumping the ground where he had been standing. He pulled back, reassessing the creature’s speed. It came at him, arms punching and swinging. A bludgeoning tactic but directionless. Auum swayed left, took a pace and lashed in a kick to the side of its head. It grunted and shook its head to clear its senses but Auum was already upon it. He stepped inside its arms and buried both blades in its face.

The karron wailed and collapsed forwards. Auum dropped and rolled backwards, bouncing back onto his feet. Beside him, Duele and Evunn tackled three that worked in unison.

‘Feel the dance, my brothers,’ said Auum.

Behind him The Raven crashed into the fight. Auum dodged another battering attack and struck out, carving his blades into the club arm and seeing grey gore spurt out of the deep wounds. He moved to deal the killing strike but Hirad got there first. The barbarian’s sword sunk deep into the karron’s midriff, driving it backwards.

‘Let’s keep these bastards going our way!’ shouted Hirad.

He dragged his sword clear, grinned at Auum and ran to join The Unknown Warrior. Auum cleared his throat and stepped in to aid his Tai. He breathed deep and achieved the pure state. The karron could not move fast enough to threaten him. He looked into their small eyes, buried deep under heavy brows, and watched the movement of the mat of hair. The limbs followed the sensing of its targets but it could not hope to lay a blow on the TaiGethen.

Auum needed quick kills. He rolled under the arms of his target and hammered his blades into its chest. He stepped right, jumping high and thudding both feet into the face of the next, landing on its stomach as it crashed onto its back. He tore out its throat with a double slash. A club fist whistled towards him. Still too slow. He jumped over it, turned in the air and straight-kicked the assailant. He dropped low, swept its legs from beneath it and jammed his blades high under its left arm. It spasmed and lay still.

He rose to his feet. Duele and Evunn were next to him. The Al-Arynaar and The Raven were deep in the fighting, driving a wedge for the wagons that trundled along behind. Auum felt a burning inside him and realised it was pure pleasure. It was not an emotion he associated with consigning his enemies to Shorth but he was prepared to enjoy it.

He smiled.

‘Tai,’ he said. ‘As one. We move.’

 


You could only stand and admire. It all but cost Hirad his life. He had dragged his sword through the ribs of one of the ugly haired demons and watched the creature bleed to death at his feet when he felt a moment of space. It was then he had seen Auum’s Tai go to work and had known that for all that he had learned in their company back on Calaius, he would never come close to their ability.

He almost felt sorry for the demons they faced. After all, he couldn’t follow every move they made himself. And they were so much in concert that it left no room for inroads into their attack or defence despite the fact that reavers had joined the fight against them.

Auum led them in a ferocious assault dead ahead of the wagons’ path. His swords glittered in the early morning sun. Each strike left a trail of blood in its wake. The clumsy karron tried to batter at him but he drove on relentlessly, his blades biting into neck, chest and under the arms where he could deal the fastest death blow. And his accuracy was matched by the mesmeric moves of his Tai in his defence.

Each elf carried a single short sword at his outer flank which he used to slice into karron flesh at every opportunity. But the main focus was inside and up. Every strike by a karron was parried or countered. Every dive by a reaver met with a kick or a fist, sweeping high over Auum’s head. Demons shrieked in frustration or spun away half-senseless. The Tai’s focus never wavered. Their understanding of each other was total. It was what The Raven had striven for all their years of fighting. They thought they had achieved it. They weren’t even close.

It was a dance that the Tai wove and those who didn’t know the steps had no chance of survival.

Hirad staggered under the force of a blow to his stomach. He looked down to see a severed hammer limb strike the ground.

‘Gods’ sake Hirad, watch yourself.’ The Unknown backhanded his blade into the face of the same karron and limped a pace to his next target. ‘Fight or leave.’

Hirad broke his reverie. The Raven were fighting close to the Tai. The karron were quick but not quick enough. Denser, blade in hand, was watching their backs from attacks by reavers. The Unknown and Darrick ploughed a furrow straight ahead. Furious with himself, Hirad dived back into the action. A club fist came at him. He blocked it away with his blade, feeling the strength of the strike. Quickly, he switched his blade to his left hand and lashed out at the creature’s head, bursting one of the eyes on the side of its skull. It howled and fell back. Hirad pounced after it, slicing through the tendons at the back of its legs. It collapsed and he finished it through the chest.

‘That’s more like it,’ said The Unknown.

‘You know it,’ said Hirad.

He stretched to deflect a blow aimed at the big man and felt the stitching on his hip give way and blood flow. The pain pounded through him and he swayed. The karron’s next strike battered into The Unknown’s defence, knocking him into Darrick who stumbled sideways, just avoiding the arm of another enemy.

Hirad dragged himself forward and punctured the karron’s side. Grey splashed onto his armour.

‘Don’t even think about it.’

The Unknown had recovered and unleashed a huge strike left to right, decapitating the karron. The line was almost broken. Reavers flew down to bolster it but the strike-strain were flitting away. Hirad felt a new energy and ran forwards, trying to ignore the tear on his hip.

A shout from behind slowed him and he looked back. The wagons were with them now. The Al-Arynaar flanking the cart horses moved with purpose, using their numbers as a battering ram, and the Julatsan wagon train burst through the demon line and aimed for the sundered north gate of Xetesk.




Chapter 34

The demons had come back in force and they’d brought some new friends with them. His teams falling back into the sanctuary of the college had reported the karron disappearing into all quarters of the city. It was too late to tell the Julatsans but they, it seemed, were making good headway.

Dystran stood on the balcony of his tower as he had so often during the past two years and experienced another new hope. That both Wesmen and Julatsans would be flooding his courtyard before noon. Gods, how alien it was but how natural it felt to wish it.

Looking north, he could see the cloud of dust that signalled the Julatsan approach to the city. South, another showed the Wesmen advance. The latter’s was under minimal pressure. The demons clearly didn’t consider them a threat. Dystran prayed fervently that Tessaya would demonstrate to them otherwise.

Everything was set in the college. Every man, woman and child knew their task when the order was given. Dystran couldn’t cloak the excitement he felt. Something had run through the college when it was sure that the Julatsans were coming this way. It gave them all new life and new hope for whatever spurious reasons. This didn’t feel like resistance; more like rebellion.

Where would it go wrong, that was the question. He couldn’t fault the ward grid. It was something of which Septern himself would have been proud. All it needed was activation and it was he that would take that task. Chandyr’s strike and fall-back plans were sound, he knew that. The commander was a skilful tactician and had studied General Darrick for many years.

But he couldn’t shake the nagging feeling that the demons were still a step ahead. What was it they had missed? There had to be something. There was always something.
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Hirad’s wound had been rebound but he had conceded he should travel on the kicking plate of Erienne’s wagon, driven once more by Darrick. Thraun still rode inside. The rest of The Raven were out front and just behind the Al-Arynaar line, keeping the path clear.

The success of Darrick’s tactic seemed to have confused and demoralised the demons. Half-hearted regroupings of karron had been battered mercilessly aside by the TaiGethen-led elven force. The lumbering demons appeared badly hampered fighting inside the ColdRoom shell.

It had been left to the reavers and strike-strain to continue their sniping attacks. And while they scored small victories, they couldn’t slow the advancing wagon train which was crossing the old battle-fields in front of the north gate. It was a curious atmosphere dominating the demon forces. Hirad likened it to defeat and he told Darrick so.

‘Don’t believe it. They’ll look to pin us down in some narrow street in the city,’ said Darrick.

‘Well, we have surprises for them in there too, don’t we?’ said Hirad.

‘And it’s all main street,’ said Denser, hauling himself up to the bench. ‘We can drive two abreast all the way to the college.’

‘Simple enough,’ said Hirad.

The General shook his head. ‘I doubt that very much.’

It was less than a mile to the college from the north gate. Hirad had travelled in Xetesk enough to know that even the widest of its streets felt tight. Tall and ancient buildings loomed over the equally aged cobbles and stone pathways, blotting out half the sky. Every street in Xetesk had the potential for ambush. The recently arrived Xeteskians needed to be right about their ward work.

They had seen flights of demons heading back towards Xetesk, giving credence to Darrick’s observation. The General’s initial delight at the outcome of his snap tactic had quickly given way to introspection and now he wore a troubled expression.

‘Come on, Darrick,’ said Hirad. ‘We’ve broken them. What’s the problem?’

‘You know it was too easy, don’t you?’ he replied.

‘I know we gave them a good hiding.’

Darrick shook his head a second time. ‘They were inept in the extreme and I don’t buy it. They planned to fail.’

‘Hardly. From where I stand they didn’t expect us to drop the ColdRoom and we took them down.’

‘Maybe they didn’t but after that, that’s what worries me. They didn’t attempt a concerted reformation, they didn’t bring up reserves from the rear of the shell. They practically stood there and let us slaughter them. How many did we lose? Five? Ten?’

‘I think you worry too much,’ said Hirad.

‘Do I?’ Darrick turned his head to stare at the barbarian. ‘Think it’s plain sailing from here on in, don’t you?’

Hirad raised his eyebrows. ‘So long as Xetesk lends the hand it has promised. I mean, look at the enemy. They aren’t up for this, none of them.’

‘Right. And that’s what most of the elves think to look at them. Don’t let your guard slip for one moment. I’m telling Rebraal the same thing.’

Hirad swallowed his retort. ‘You really mean it, don’t you?’

‘I wouldn’t say it otherwise. The demons are not this lame. They’re in charge here, never mind what just happened. It is inconceivable that we’ve broken them.’

‘If you say so, General.’

‘I do.’

Hirad chuckled. ‘Lucky we didn’t have you join us for your sense of humour.’

‘I see nothing to laugh about.’

‘Exactly.’

An hour later and barely under attack at all, the Julatsan wagon train rolled through the north gate of Xetesk. The imposing gatehouse edifice, sorely damaged though it was, was the first of many ideal ambush points. Nothing.

‘Still sure, General?’

‘Don’t tempt fate, Hirad. They only need one place, one chance. Keep looking.’

The instant they cleared the gatehouse, the atmosphere changed. The cold intensified. Breath clouded in front of faces, and with no breeze to disperse it, hung in a cloud around the train. The city stank with the scent of fear, death and decay. The quiet set Hirad’s teeth on edge. Not even a demon made a sound. Nothing came from the buildings around them, the streets that ran away into the city or from the college. Not a bird sang or a dog barked. All Hirad could hear was the creaking of the carts, his own breath and the sounds of hoof on stone.

Turning into Norgate Road, the buildings seemed to climb so high into the cold blue sky. Bleak timbers and shuttered windows glowered down on them. Unconsciously, the pace slowed.

‘Keep it up ahead,’ said Darrick, voice unnaturally loud.

‘Can you feel it?’ said Hirad.

‘It’s why we’re all whispering,’ said Denser. He shuddered.

‘Watch for any movement,’ hissed Darrick. ‘Rebraal, put the word out. Concentrate.’

The demons had gone from the sky. Not a one tracked their progress. The empty shell above them was almost unnerving after so long under attack. On the second wagon of the lead pair the Xeteskians, Suarav and Sharyr, his arm in a makeshift sling, were indicating ward positions. They were pointing ahead at the first crossroads which the train would traverse on its way to the playhouse. That building stood in the middle of the tight Seamstone Square. Once on the square, they would be at their most vulnerable.

Approaching the crossway, Hirad could feel his heart thumping in his chest. He readjusted his sword grip constantly, wiping sweating hands down his trousers. Every hoof-fall was a clarion call for a demon rally. Every nervous whinny or snort an invitation to attack. But still no demons. Darrick’s frown deepened still further.

‘Where would I do it?’ he muttered. ‘Where?’

His voice was the only one puncturing the edgy quiet. More than three hundred elves and men travelled the dead streets. Hirad felt his earlier bravado draining away.

‘Just one place, you think?’

Darrick nodded. ‘And with everything they have got.’

Hirad swallowed on a dry throat. The Al-Arynaar at the head had just entered the junction. To either side, Flame Walls, deep and scorching, sprang up, fifty feet and more high. Drivers fought with suddenly panicked horses. Shouts of alarm rang out in the enclosed space. Hirad swore. He could feel the heat on his face.

‘Scared me half to death,’ he said.

On the adjacent wagon, Sharyr managed a smile.

‘They got the wards out further than I thought. That’s good.’

‘Would have been nice to have a little more warning.’

‘Hmm.’ Darrick shrugged then raised his voice, scanning about him to check all horses were back under control. ‘Let’s keep this tight. Maintain your pace, maintain your focus. Do not give those bastards opportunity.’

Hirad could see the response to the voice of authority. Postures straightened, calls of encouragement bounced around. Swords and axes were gripped with more belief, back to the ready position. The trotting of feet and hoof took on a military rhythm.

‘That’s more like it,’ breathed Darrick. ‘Nothing like a little purpose.’

The wagon train drove on up Norgate Way. The detritus of two years’ neglect lay underfoot. The collected filth of decay powerful in the nostrils. At the playhouse, they turned right in response to Sharyr’s promptings and the FlameWalls burning to the left, obscuring that part of Seamstone Square.

The playhouse was a circular structure with entrances at the four major points of the compass. Around its edge, the square was packed with darkened eateries, inns, shops still displaying gaudy clothes, all topped by two or three storeys of rooms and lodgings.

The sound of their passage was amplified here, echoes reverberating across the enclosed space. It was a sobering counterpart to the silence covering the city. The gargoyles and carved faces gazed down at them, laughing, crying, enraged, desolate. Monitoring the passing of the last desperate attempt to wrest control of Balaia from their nemesis.

Hirad bit his lip. The quiet was picking at their nerves and courage. Every doorway, every window could conceal an enemy. The sky could fill at any moment. There was no safety among the buildings that had once provided security for so many.

‘Where are the Xeteskians?’ he said, unable to speak at more than a whisper.

‘Out of the way,’ said Denser.

The train turned left and right to exit the square and start along King’s Approach. Nicknamed ‘The Thread’, the street wound its way to the heart of the city. They could see lights burning in Dystran’s tower in the college, beacons still almost half a mile distant.

Alleys and side streets ran off The Thread all along its length. Some were barely the width of a man. Others as wide as a wagon. All were silent, all deserted.

A short distance further on, The Thread narrowed and twisted around the rear of the central grain store. The Al-Arynaar vanguard closed form. The Unknown, Ark and Kas dropped back and hitched rides on the sides of Erienne’s wagon. Hirad noticed Sharyr look behind him and curse.

‘Problem?’ asked Darrick, noting it too.

‘The wards should have triggered behind,’ he said. ‘Something’s dropped out.’

‘Or been interfered with,’ said Hirad.

‘Unlikely,’ said Sharyr. ‘We—’

The rear of the grain store burst out onto the street, engulfing Sharyr’s wagon. The noise, a crack like thunder followed by the bass rumble of an avalanche, pressed on the ears, juddered through their bodies. Huge blocks of stone smashed into the wagon’s flimsy side, crushing the roof frame, battering into the horse and its driver. The two helpless Xeteskians were thrown aside. The wagon was driven sideways across the cobbles. The axles collapsed under the pressure and the splintering mass collided with The Raven’s wagon in a squeal of torn metal. Standing on its left sideboard, Kas took the full force of the impact. Darrick, Hirad and Denser were jerked violently left and then away, tumbling onto the ground and into the traces and horses.

Now the air was full of screams and the sudden roar of demon cacophony. Hirad scrambled to his feet and grabbed his sword from the ground, trying to take it all in. He skipped out of the way of the horses which were bucking and trying to drag their wagon forwards, though its wheels were blocked by fallen stone.

There could be no survivors inside the other lead wagon. Suarav and Sharyr were getting to their feet but they were all there was moving. Karron were streaming out of the shattered grain store. Ahead, the Al-Arynaar and Auum’s Tai were already engaged in fierce fighting and half cut-off from the wagon train. They weren’t making any real headway. It was obvious why. The crushed wagon had been carrying ColdRoom mages. The demons were protected.

The situation was quickly becoming desperate. Al-Arynaar had rushed to stem the advance of karron from the grain store but were outnumbered and fragmented. An alert group of elven mages was crouched in the open, casting, but above them winged demons were heading into the attack.

‘Darrick, Denser. Up, up. Wall side, now.’ Hirad led them, coming across a groggy Unknown Warrior being helped to his feet by Ark. ‘We’ve got to get Erienne away. They’ll want her.’

The storm of demons thickened, strike-strain barrelling down on them. Hirad led The Raven to the rear of the wagon. Thraun appeared with Erienne in his arms, blood streaming down the side of his head.

‘Get her back inside the ColdRoom shell. Run, Thraun, we’re right behind you,’ ordered Hirad.

The first strike-strain were on them, reavers closing in.

‘We need to get Kas,’ said Hirad.

‘You cannot help him,’ said Ark. ‘He is released.’

The Raven ran hard. Hirad came to The Unknown’s left to help Ark. Demons flew around them, reavers landing in front and stalking into the attack.

‘Go,’ said The Unknown, his head running with blood, voice a little slurred.

Hirad nodded and ran on, streaking round Thraun’s left, Darrick mirroring him right. Both men sheathed their swords but while Darrick drew his mace, Hirad had another idea. There were too many of the reavers for them to take quickly. Al-Arynaar were flooding in to help but weren’t going to be fast enough.

Dagger in hand, the barbarian barrelled straight into the clutch of reavers, taking three of them to the ground with him. He landed on top of them, hearing Darrick join the attack and Thraun shout a warning.

The reavers were strong. Hirad took a punch across his face that knocked him half away. He felt hands scrabbling to get purchase under his chin and over his heart, searching for his soul. He blocked a clawed hand and jabbed his fingers into the eyes of the demon struggling to rise from beneath him. The creature howled. Hirad’s next thrust took the creature under the arm. It spasmed and was still. Another pushed him away. Thraun ran by.

‘Keep going!’ shouted Hirad.

A hand clamped around the top of his head and jerked him backwards. He fell onto his back, fists flailing out to either side. His vision was full of demon flesh. There was a flash of steel. One of his assailants was flung aside. He turned onto his stomach and pushed himself to his haunches. Ark stood above him, The Unknown on one arm, his mace in his other hand.

‘Down,’ he said. Hirad ducked his head and the mace swept by again. There was a squeal. ‘Go.’

Hirad came back to The Unknown’s side. ‘Not without him. Come on.’

They set off again, Darrick taking up station ahead of them and Denser, a ForceCone directed ahead, clearing a path. Al-Arynaar had surrounded Thraun and were shepherding him back down the train. Demons were flying in all along The Thread now, attacking those within the still-functioning shell. Behind, the fighting was intense. Elves falling back in control. But the way ahead was blocked. The two ruined carts and tons of stone were strewn across the way. Just back inside the shell, Hirad took the time to look hard. He dragged strike-strain from his back as he did so, crushing their bodies in his fists or underfoot.

The two surviving Xeteskians ran past him. He could still make out Auum, leading the Al-Arynaar. There was a huge density of the squat karron in between the TaiGethen and the remainder of the train. He would survive, he always did. And the train had troubles of its own, Under heavy attack from above, there were still efforts to turn it around but in the tight space and with frightened horses it was proving almost impossible.

Thraun, with Erienne crushed close to him, was heading towards the nearest wagon. Denser was by his side. Darrick had run further down the train to oversee the turning of the wagons. The Unknown, coming to his senses, pushed Hirad away.

‘I’m all right.’

‘You’re as bad a judge as me.’

‘What’s the situation?’ asked the big man.

‘Auum’s cut off but he’s all right so far. Darrick’s back there. We have to turn this train around, get out of the east end of the playhouse square. The rest of us are here but Kas has gone. I haven’t seen Eilaan or Rebraal. We’re in trouble.’

‘Very astute,’ said The Unknown, smiling through the blood slicking his face.

They paused. Al-Arynaar ran around them. Reavers were beaten back while The Raven headed for relative safety. And Hirad heard a voice that gladdened him. Strong, authoritative, elven.

‘Let’s get those wagons turned!’ shouted Rebraal. ‘Move, Al-Arynaar. Yniss protects us.’

Wagons began to move with more purpose, elves and humans goading terrified horses into action. Hirad could see Darrick directing those turning the rear wagons. The General’s mouth was moving but he couldn’t hear him over the din around them. But whatever he was saying it was generating instant organisation. He smiled and grabbed Denser’s arm.

‘Look at Darrick. Can’t really stop being a commander, can he? I—’

At the back of the line, buildings were burst from the inside left and right. Rubble flew in a storm, tattering the rear wagons, destroying them both and collapsing the rear ColdRoom. Demons poured into the street and from above, driving their advantage home while the Al-Arynaar struggled to regroup. The sound of the collapse slapped into their faces, drained their spirits.

Hirad stared, mouth hanging open, his sentence never to be finished. Darrick was gone, buried under the deluge of rock. Gone. For an instant he thought he saw the General through the dust, struggling to rise, but it could only have been the demons storming into the attack, a trick to torment him.

‘Darrick. NO!’

Hirad started to run but Denser got in front of him.

‘Hirad, stop.’

‘Out of my way, Denser. Darrick’s down there.’

‘He’s gone, Hirad, you know what you saw.’

‘I saw the building fall, I saw the demons come out. Get out of my way.’

‘Hirad, he’s dead. And if we don’t do something very quickly, we’ll be joining him. Please.’

Hirad looked into Denser’s eyes, saw the tears forming there, the desperation for Hirad to understand, to accept. Biting back his anger, he nodded his head.

Around them demons shrieked their delight. Karron roared and pressed their attacks harder. He could hear Rebraal bawling orders. Elves and the few surviving men outside of The Raven fell back towards the centre of the train from both sides. Strike-strain rained in on the closing space. He looked to The Unknown who was wiping blood from his face and looking left and right, disbelief in his eyes.

Darrick was dead. The wagon train was stopped for good. They were trapped.




Chapter 35

Seeing the broken bodies of Al-Arynaar, Xeteskians and the Protector Kas, Auum had time for a whispered prayer while he led his Tai into the fight against the karron.

‘Tai, as one.’

Al-Arynaar were streaming in, arranging themselves around the flanks of the TaiGethen cell. The karron were being hampered by the rubble they had created. The TaiGethen, born to the treacherous surfaces and obstacles of the rainforest, had no such problems.

Auum hurdled a block of stone, ducked a support strut and launched himself into his first enemy. He landed both feet on the creature’s chest, driving it onto its back and into the massed ranks behind it.

His balance sure, Auum stepped right, pivoted and lashed a roundhouse kick into the next, knocking it sideways and buying him all the space he needed. Evunn followed up his attack, sliding into the arm of the first downed karron, dragging it away from its body. Duele, sweat beading on his brow, dealt the killing blow. Neither elf stopped moving, coming fluidly to their feet and pouncing on their next victim. Auum didn’t need to look to know they were with him. He heard the touch of their feet and the power of their strikes. And he heard the cursyrd die.

He rose in front of a karron, breathing hard, feeling the exertion and seeing the tide of enemy still before them. The creature grunted and swung both arms inwards. Auum blocked right and left, feeling the shudder through his body. He locked eyes with the lesser cursyrd and saw its incomprehension of his strength. He butted its eyes. It squealed, arms rising. Duele’s knife snapped in.

Auum stepped left and glanced right. He flat-palmed a karron in the chest, pushing the creature out of his way. His Tai ran around his flanks, knives catching the morning sunlight. The karron was stretched and killed.

But while the Tai fought going forwards, the Al-Arynaar were being forced back. More karron were pouring into the line, hammers and spikes whirling. The squat creatures had no care for their own and no coordinated attack pattern. Each called its own guttural squawk while it bludgeoned its way forwards, desperate to feel elven flesh under its weapons. Auum saw a press forming behind.

‘Break!’

His Tai danced back into the space they had created. Behind them, Al-Arynaar mages had deployed ForceCones to keep the winged cursyrd busy.

The karron surged out of the shattered grain store. Auum saw creatures batter each other in their haste. Deep-coloured blood sprayed into the air. To the right, the elves hadn’t retreated quickly enough. The wave of karron beat into them. A spiked arm drove left, catching a warrior in the side of the head. The karron squawked its pleasure. The elven body was tossed aside. Hammers fell fast and dense. Auum poised to strike back, identifying targets.

‘Hold!’ he called. ‘Let Tual guide your hands.’

But down the train, the winged cursyrd were flooding the street. There was precious little movement from the remaining wagons. Auum had to buy more time but the karron were strong and determined. Not enough mages could be brought to bear to break the line without allowing the reavers to attack their rear. The warriors had no choice but to stand.

The right side of the elven line fractured. Karron trampled elves underfoot, crushing skulls and bodies with hammer limbs, splitting flesh with spikes. The Al-Arynaar responded and closed the line but seven karron were through, threatening the thinly guarded mage defence.

‘Tai, we move.’

Auum slammed the heel of his palm into the chest of an advancing karron and turned to run at the loose enemy. He didn’t take a single pace towards them. In the line beside them, an elf missed his strike. The spiked arm of a karron swung, splintering his skull. The dead elf was flung back and sideways, colliding with Duele. The TaiGethen half fended the body away but stumbled to his knees on slick cobbles. The karron stepped through and struck its hammer limb into the elf’s chest.

‘No!’ Auum saw Duele flung across the street and was already on the move to his side. Evunn swept the karron’s legs from under it and delivered a blistering attack to the creature’s body. Its squawk of triumph clotting in its throat, Evunn’s short blade buried in its armpit.

Auum reached Duele just as the Al-Arynaar line collapsed. To the right, mages were attacked, ForceCones dispersing. Winged cursyrd stormed into the space, cutting them off from the wagon train. He had no time to care. He scooped his Tai into his arms. Blood ran from Duele’s mouth but he was still breathing.

‘Yniss protect you, my friend,’ he whispered, his limbs shaking. He raised his head and voice. ‘Break. Run for the college.’

And with the pounding of the karron vibrating cobbles underfoot and the shrieks of winged cursyrd loud in his ears, Auum led his people in a desperate run for sanctuary.

 


There was a single explosion to mark Darrick’s death, a Xeteskian ward triggered way too late to stop the carnage. A handful of karron were caught in its blast and tongues of flame brought demons down from the sky but it didn’t stop their advance.

Karron smashed the shattered wagons and allied bodies aside, driving up The Thread towards the one remaining ColdRoom casting. The sky darkened with strike-strain and reavers, their chittering and taunting reverberating from the blank faces of the buildings. Al-Arynaar rushed to form a fighting line within the ColdRoom but the tide was going to sweep them away.

‘We’ve got to get to cover,’ roared The Unknown into the tumult. ‘Denser, I need an option.’

Denser was ahead of him. He indicated a narrow alley ahead and right. ‘The playhouse. It’s our only chance for this many people.’

‘What’ll it do for us?’

‘Buy us time. Here, we’re all dead.’

He was right. The back of the train was lost completely. Demons were diving into the shell, karron battering into defenders on the ground. Hirad turned to the head of the column in time to see the Al-Arynaar line fold.

‘Fuck.’ He ran to Rebraal and grabbed his shoulders, his own limbs quivering with rage. ‘I want ForceCone mages down that passage now. We’re heading for the playhouse. Disengage your forward line. Do it now. Don’t let those bastards get anyone else.’

Rebraal nodded and began barking commands. Hirad swung back to The Raven.

‘Thraun, behind me with Denser. Ark, don’t drop the big man. Look out for Pheone and the Xeteskians. Rebraal, it’s now. Raven! Raven with me!’

Rebraal had been quick and his mages accurate. Three strode down the passageway, warriors at their backs. Hirad went after them, hearing The Raven in his wake. In The Thread, the bodies of man, elf and demon littered the ground. A Raven was amongst them. The four remaining wagons emptied and the last ColdRoom dispersed. The demons surged, pushing the routed Balaians before them. The tight entrance to the passage was quickly becoming a bottleneck.

‘Dammit.’ Hirad broke into a run and shouted ahead in elvish. ‘Too slow. Drop the Cones and let’s move.’

It became a headlong dash, mirroring that led by Auum to the gates of the college. Strike-strain fell about their heads, nipping, biting and scratching. No sooner had he pulled one away from himself or Thraun beside him than three more cackled and attacked. Others threatened Erienne. Thraun ignored his own pain to keep her as safe as he could. Hirad could hear the sounds of karron in the buildings either side of the narrow alley, running through thin walls, trying to get in front.

‘Left ahead!’ shouted Denser.

Hirad relayed the message forwards. A few yards behind The Raven, karron beat a wall into the passage, spilling out after it. He risked a glance and saw elves driving through the sudden barricade, kicking, punching and butting. There wasn’t time for artistry and the only saving grace for the runners was that the alley was too narrow for all but the smallest reavers.

The leading elves turned the corner flat out. Hirad and Thraun were falling back a little. Hirad could see light that indicated Seamstone Square and the playhouse. It flickered like the light above them. The sky was filled with demons.

Hirad chewed his lip. In the square, the enemy would be waiting. They needed spell cover but the incessant picking of strike-strain and the force of numbers running through the alley wouldn’t give mages much opportunity to cast.

‘We need a safe corridor,’ he said, panting a little. ‘Mages, get the nearest door open. Swords and maces left and right. Pass the message back. Thraun, stay in the passage. You too, Unknown.’

‘Forget it.’

They reached the square. The nearest playhouse door stood less than ten yards across the open street. Reavers crowded the entrance. Hirad heard prayers and the Al-Arynaar went to work. Unable to kill without using Auum’s move, the elves chose containment for the moment and all used blade and fist to quickly force a small space. Hirad ran into the centre of it.

‘Let’s go, Raven!’

In front of Hirad, an Al-Arynaar backhanded his blade into the chest of a reaver. It skittered backwards, squealing. The elf moved left allowing Hirad in. He accepted, powering his mace through in an upward arc, connecting with his enemy’s face and following through. The demon’s head snapped back and it staggered into those behind it.

‘Pressing!’ yelled Hirad and then Rebraal and The Unknown were beside him.

The elf’s mace pushed end-on into the gut of his enemy. The Unknown’s carved left to right, clattering his aside in a flurry of claw and wing. Ark led more Al-Arynaar from the passageway, strengthening the break-out and driving further across the street. The demons, surprised at the ferocity and organisation of this attack sprung from the ashes of a rout, struggled to maintain any cohesion.

Strike-strain descended. Hard to ignore, their claws like sharp frost, they flittered over the heads of elves and men, trying to get into their faces where they could be most effective.

His mace in his right hand, Hirad ducked a claw to his face and whipped in a blow of his own, seeing the spikes rip into flesh and drive the demon back. Strike-strain locked onto the back of his head, scuttling forwards. He grabbed at one with his free hand and jerked it clear and flung it away, feeling blood begin to trickle from his scalp.

His limbs felt leaden. He roared to clear his mind and wiped a hand across his sweating face. He had to keep going, had to drive them all. He knew his arms were fatigued and his back sent pain through his body with every pace, every blow. They had no choice but to push on. Blocking aside another blow, he took a pace into the shadow of the playhouse. Their goal was only three yards away. He heard the dull rumble of falling stone and the crack of shattering masonry topped by the exultant squawks of demons. The karron had reached the square.

 


‘What the fuck is going on!’ bawled Dystran at his mages and Chandyr, ranged around his balcony.

Demons were clouding in two areas of the city. He watched them dive into the attack and soar high, cackling. He could hear fighting and screaming. Men’s voices sounded out when the demon cacophony lulled. Dust clouded the air in the direction of the playhouse.

‘The ward grid has failed,’ said Chandyr.

‘Oh, do you think so?’ Dystran rounded on his commander. ‘And do you also have in that incisive mind of yours the memory of my request for a contingency?’

‘You know I do, my Lord.’ Chandyr’s face was unreadable.

‘Care to enlighten me, my esteemed commander?’

Chandyr nodded. ‘Prexys, would you be so kind?’

The old Circle Seven mage closed his eyes briefly. ‘He is coming,’ he said.

‘Well he’d better be quick,’ said Dystran. ‘Our new friends are getting slaughtered.’

From the centre of the city, one shape detached itself from the mass and sped back towards the college. The familiar, one of only three that still remained at the college, landed lightly on Prexys’s shoulder.

‘Master,’ it said, drooling slightly, its chest heaving in and out.

‘You know it occurs to me that we should have persuaded these things to leave the college earlier. They’d have made useful spies.’

Prexys calmed his tired familiar. ‘It is risky enough now,’ he said. ‘And enemy attention is diverted from us. Speak. Tell us what you saw.’

And the familiar related everything. The attacks on two fronts. The elves approaching at speed and the larger group trying to get into the playhouse. The lack of any real watch on the college and the breaking of the ward grid. It was enough for Chandyr.

‘We can get the elves inside,’ he asserted. ‘We can also trigger the rest of the wards but they’ll all go up at the same time.’

Dystran looked heavenwards. ‘Yes, I mean there are a few buildings that haven’t been damaged yet. And how do you propose to get the elves in?’

‘Well,’ said Chandyr. ‘I don’t want to bore you with the fine detail but in essence, we open the gates and rush the demons. There’s more to it than that. I mean, every mage knows position and casting for a run up The Thread. It was always the most likely route into us. It’ll work.’

‘It had better.’

‘It will.’

‘And another thing,’ said Dystran. ‘Will somebody please tell me what in all the hells has happened to our other new friends the Wesmen?’

 


Auum knew every approach to the college of Xetesk but he felt lost for the first time in his life. Duele was dying in his arms. Every pace he took seemed heavy, referring vibrations through his stricken Tai’s body. He held on as gently as he could but surely his arms were like bindings, constricting more and more. His very breath crushed his friend and all his prayers would not be enough.

It was Evunn who retained his purpose and direction and would lead them all to safety. They ran at the head of around fifty Al-Arynaar warriors and mages. The karron would not catch them and many of the strike-strain had chased after The Raven. But enough reavers remained in the sky to threaten them. He could hear them above, harrying him, and he could see them in front, landing and challenging, aware of the relative vulnerability of their quarry.

Evunn was an elf possessed of a focused rage. He led a dozen Al-Arynaar hard at the reavers, snapping out orders and signalling positions. Auum ran in behind the crescent that formed, defended on both flanks and to the rear by more of the elven elite. His Tai did not break his stride under the torrent of taunts and the confusion of wings and cursyrd bodies advancing on him or dropping from the sky. He had his own way to respond.

Auum muttered a short prayer. Evunn struck low, foot sweeping into the ankles of two enemies. They went down even as he bounced back to his feet, snapping kicks into either face and coming down hard on bodies stunned to the ground. Auum heard his voice, indistinct words in the clamour. The Al-Arynaar responded. Blades flicked out. Fists and feet blurred. Cursyrd were driven from their path. Wings were sliced and torn, their owners tumbling from the sky.

Ahead, Evunn faced a powerful, black-skinned reaver. He leapt at it head first, turning onto his back, a move Auum had seen before. In the last instants before impact, the Tai reached forwards, grabbed the creature’s shoulders and pivoted around them. The cursyrd didn’t know how to react. Evunn’s momentum brought him slamming down behind the reaver, ripping it from its feet. They landed hard. The cursyrd squealed its frustration and flailed its arms to try and break Evunn’s grip. It was the last mistake it ever made. An Al-Arynaar blade drove into its armpit.

Auum increased his pace. More cursyrd were flying at them from the direction of the college. He ducked under a reaver that flew at his head. It came back for a second pass. He crouched again. This time, the reaver landed ahead of him, sensing his slight isolation and seeing his burden. It hissed at him, spreading its arms and wings in challenge.

In Auum’s arms, Duele moved weakly and coughed blood. He was broken, his soul a mere touch away from being taken. Auum felt the disgust on his tongue. Duele was being targeted like the weak of a herd by its predators. Not Duele.

‘You know nothing of our strength,’ said Auum, covering the space between them, accelerating all the way.

He planted his right foot, half turned and struck out with his left. The blow caught the cursyrd on its extended knee, driving the joint backwards. He felt sinew snap and bone crack. The creature screamed, collapsing to its right. Auum followed up, his knee thudding up under its chin as it fell, forcing lower teeth through upper lip.

He didn’t pause. Those behind would finish it before it had time to heal. He ran on after Evunn. Scant yards ahead, the fighting was growing more intense and Auum feared they would be overwhelmed. Cursyrd flocked, tracking the elves’ movement. Near them, a tentacled master floated, observing the chase. They had not managed to slow Evunn’s pace. The wedge he had forged through the cursyrd on the ground was reinforced by those flanking him and Auum, leaving the TaiGethen to run with his cargo.

But the demons would not allow the situation to continue. Dozens, hundreds of reavers had now gathered, interspersed with strike-strain. They curved up into the sky, turned and dived, along the length of the street.

‘Yniss preserve us,’ breathed Auum. But not even Yniss could counter this. ‘Evunn!’ he called. ‘Shelter. Get to the sides, get inside.’

The Al-Arynaar scattered left and right but they were all going to be too late. Auum prayed again. This time, his plea was answered.

Spells washed across the sky, dashing cursyrd into the sides of buildings. Cold air swept above his head, shattering wings and freezing bodies. Reavers and strike-strain plummeted down. The attack disintegrated. And then the buildings started to erupt. Huge sheets of flame grabbed at the sky from the rooftops. FlameOrbs sheared through clusters of cursyrd trying to regroup. Detonations rocked the ground under his feet. Across the street, a building buckled under the strain of the spell it held and began to crumble.

‘My brothers, we move!’ yelled Evunn.

He led them, this elf. The light that even Auum needed in this darkest of hours with his friend fading in his arms. Through the smoke and ash they ran. Through the acrid stench of burning and the rubble bouncing down into the streets they went. Heedless of demon attack now that their enemies had a far greater immediate threat to counter. Auum stared through streaming eyes at the figure of Evunn leading the elves to sanctuary. It wasn’t only the smoke that brought his tears.

The Xeteskians. At last the Xeteskians had fought back.

‘Hang on,’ he whispered to Duele though he doubted the elf could hear him. ‘Please hang on.’

More IceWind howled above his head. ForceCones battered great swaths through the demon attack force, driving them high and distant. Auum would have laughed aloud but for the clogging dread in his throat and the burning of exhaustion in his lungs, his arms and legs. He pleaded once more with Tual to keep his friend alive. And with Shorth to stay his hand and wait a little longer.

He felt Duele breathe, coughing again as the smoke touched his lungs. But it was life that they could save if they could get him to a healer quickly enough.

Rounding a bend, he saw that the gates of the college were open. And this time he couldn’t suppress the shout of triumph.




Chapter 36

Hirad stood in front of the two mages and swept his mace ahead of him again. Strike-strain were flung right. He brought the weapon down sharply, connecting with the claw of a reaver, sniping in from the left. Beside him, The Unknown stood, a massive presence. Mace in one hand, long sword in the other, he fought like the Protector he had once been. Hirad at once drew strength from him and feared for him. The blow to his head had slowed him. Blood ran freely over his face and slicked his arms. And his old hip wound was locking his right leg periodically, threatening his balance.

Hirad spoke over his shoulder at the mage crouched at the door’s heavy lock.

‘We don’t have much time,’ he said.

‘I am aware of that,’ came the testy reply.

‘I am not losing any more of my friends.’

‘Then leave me to work.’

The second mage swept his ForceCone back out over the elven-wrought pathway through the throng of demons, scattering the enemy from the sky. On the ground, three steps below, the situation worsened by the heartbeat. Demons were pressing in hard from both sides. Karron were at the fore, backed by reavers. The Al-Arynaar were fighting a desperate rearguard action, trying to keep the pathway open for those still in the alleyway.

The elves barely had room to fight now. They had been forced into close quarters and most had dropped swords for knives and daggers. In the midst of them, Ark battered away, oblivious to the strike-strain covering his huge body. He used his mace in both hands as a ram, relying on the elves flanking him to keep away the flailing limbs of other karron.

Back in the alley, Thraun held Erienne and was ready to run. With him, Denser, Pheone and the two surviving Xeteskian emissaries. All three mages had ForceCones deployed. Hirad knew that without that trio of spells, they would all have been killed already. But even so, inch by gradual inch, the demons were forcing the elves back into each other. Already, the pathway was barely two men wide and it was closing visibly.

At his back he heard the plop of molten metal and felt a brief wash of heat.

‘Come on, come on,’ he whispered.

There was a click. ‘Got it.’

‘Well done,’ said Hirad. He thudded his mace into a reaver’s face, feeling its skull crack. The creature shrieked and flew high, straight into the path of the elven ForceCone that drove it across the street to slap into the part-rubbled wall of the building opposite. ‘Both of you, get inside. WardLock the other doors. Go!’

He didn’t look round. Instead he drew in breath and roared: ‘Mages! Mages to me.’

The chaos was instantaneous. Al-Arynaar warriors ran to fill spaces in the wall left and right as their mage companions withdrew. They rushed from the alley under the protection of Denser and Pheone, neither of whom made any move to leave Thraun. Suarav and Sharyr began to run, the latter with his ForceCone playing over his head, shielding those that came with him.

To either side, the demons surged. The Al-Arynaar held firm, Ark in their midst, bellowing his defiance. Hirad saw the hammer of a karron crush the skull of an elf, driving his body into the ground. Standing next to him, Ark’s face darkened and he grabbed the creature by its throat and crashed his mace single-handed into the top of its skull again and again before flinging the squat body into the press behind it.

The first mages reached the stairs and the door to the playhouse. The Unknown and Hirad made space for them to pass, the barbarian issuing orders to each as they went.

‘We need light inside. Globes to rid every shadow. I want ForceCones on every window above head height. Let’s start investing WardLock in the stone. These karron do not need to use doors. Prepare IceWind, hold it in reserve. Not one demon gets in before I do, understand?’

Elves were pouring through the decreasing gap. At the alley end, karron had forced the Al-Arynaar back, threatening the rest of The Raven.

‘Unknown, stay here,’ he said. ‘I’ve got to get back for the others.’

‘I’m not going anywhere.’

Hirad jumped off the steps and pushed back towards the alley, roaring on the elves that passed him. He found Rebraal in the line and pulled him back.

‘Get to the steps. We need the defence marshalled inside.’

Rebraal, blood dripping from his nose, nodded and moved away. Hirad pushed on. Just seven yards.

‘Thraun! Get ready. Denser, keep that Cone up.’

Hirad clattered back into the action at the mouth of the alley. Karron had killed two Al-Arynaar. Their broken bodies were dragged clear down the narrow passageway giving Hirad room. He swung his mace down, striking a dripping spiked limb, and immediately up into the throat of the same karron. The demon staggered and Hirad helped it back, driving into its body with his, regaining a little lost space.

‘Faster. You have to move faster.’

His voice echoed into the alley. Still the Al-Arynaar poured out. At the back of their number, the battle continued as it had since they ran from The Thread. Karron poured in from all sides through shattered buildings.

Hirad pushed away, feeling revulsion at the writhing body matting. He brought his mace down on its head, keeping it back. From his left he saw the swinging spike of another karron. He blocked it aside. The limb struck him on the upper arm, spikes just grazing his back. His left arm numbed under the blow which shunted him sideways and into the alley mouth.

He heard a satisfied squawk. More karron pressed in. Hirad levered himself from the wall, striking out with his mace. He felt it connect with flesh but couldn’t see where in the confusion. Al-Arynaar drove in again. Kicks swept low, unbalancing the enemy. He heard the roar of falling stone. A cloud of dust erupted from the alley. He shuddered.

‘Thraun, Denser, move!’ yelled Hirad.

And so it began. Denser came first, hanging onto his ForceCone and still sweeping it above their heads. Thraun was after him, Erienne still in his arms, with Pheone in his footprints.

Hirad rocked back and thudded a straight kick into an enemy midriff. In the moment’s space, he glanced down the alley. Through the clogging dust, he could see Al-Arynaar fighting the karron. Just a handful against the storm, unaware of the situation at their backs.

‘Disengage,’ he called. ‘Run.’

He didn’t know if they really heard him but one looked back, saw the space and brought his brothers with him. He led bruised, bleeding and shivering warriors into the light, still moving only because the adrenalin kept their exhaustion at bay a few moments longer. The last of them exited the alley. Karron were pouring down it at surprising speed.

‘Dear Gods,’ breathed Hirad. There was no one left to stop them. ‘Fall back in turn. Disengage by pairs.’

The order was passed back down the line. Hirad placed himself in the centre of the collapsing pathway. Elven hands on his shoulders guided him backwards. All around him he could hear the cries of demons and the thud of weapons. He gripped his mace in both hands and watched the karron stream on. He wondered if he could hold them long enough to let the elves escape into the playhouse.

Demons piled into the space they were leaving. Hirad backed up, swinging his mace in a figure eight. It did nothing to halt the tide. They’d be on him in heartbeats. He glanced up. Reavers were massing to dive.

‘Shit,’ he muttered.

He was only four yards from the doors. It was too far through the crowd of elves at his back. Those guiding hands left him but another squeezed his shoulder.

‘Duck.’

The word in his ear was like cold ale in a summer-dry mouth. He grinned mirthlessly at the advancing demons. And he ducked. The air froze. IceWind seared death into the mouth of the alley. Simultaneously, a ForceCone swept over his head, driving the flanks clear, and FlameOrbs dropped left and right.

For an instant the demons’ triumphal voices were stilled and all that could be heard were the shrieks of the burned and frozen, punctuated by elvish orders.

‘You are coming with us,’ said The Unknown from his left.

Rebraal was on his right. Behind was Denser.

They were all backing away slowly, the elves disengaging with them. The moment’s pause ended. The demons attacked again. With renewed pride swelling his heart and strength filling his body, Hirad called out over the heads of the enemy.

‘Raven! Let’s see our people inside!’

With Pheone’s ForceCone still deployed and sweeping above, The Raven fought the rearguard action. Hirad snapped a karron hammer aside, stepped inside the spike and smashed his mace high into its forehead, splitting its front eyes. The creature staggered and raised its arms to cover itself. Rebraal skewered its nerve ganglion.

Left, The Unknown held a mace in either hand now and both dripped with demon gore. He cycled them in quick ovals, striking out at body and limb, yelling his challenge. He caught a reaver on the side of the head sending it skittering into the pack. The karron that took its place took blows to its gut and neck before it could marshal a strike. The Unknown’s attack was relentless, forcing it into desperate defence.

Rebraal’s quick hands kept the attackers at bay to the right. His mace in both hands, he weaved a complex defensive pattern that confused the karron facing him. Above them, reavers screamed exhortations to attack while they tried to get themselves under the Cone. And all the time, The Raven backed off. More FlameOrbs fell, relieving the press of bodies. Rebraal grunted under a karron blow, his mace taking its full force but still it unbalanced him. Another blow came in, Rebraal quick enough to duck. And on the next pace, he stepped back into the shadow of the playhouse.

‘Almost there, Raven!’ called Hirad, feeling his heel against a step. ‘Al-Arynaar step it up, get inside.’

He moved up a step. More spells flashed out over his head to crash into the defenceless demons, spreading fire and chaos. Karron rained in blows, desperate to take anyone they could in the final flurry. The Unknown’s maces whirled defiance. Hirad slammed his mace again and again into heads and limbs. Rebraal took another blow to his side, half blocking it and recovering to defend.

Hirad felt for the last step. The ForceCone snapped off. Reavers dropped into the attack. Hirad raised his arms to strike out but felt hands dragging him back. He was pulled unceremoniously into the playhouse. The door was slammed against the demon pack. WardLock fizzed across its timbers and not even the hammers of karrons could break it. Not for a while.

Hirad dragged himself to his feet, his limbs quivering, his mace discarded for the moment. The gloomy playhouse was full of noise, activity and dust. Outside, the demons were hammering on doors, walls and roof, the sound reverberating dully through the heavily draped space. He counted off The Raven. There was a gaping hole in their ranks. Thraun and Denser were kneeling over Erienne who was lying where the injured were being gathered in one part of the standing area that circled the stage.

Rebraal was with Dila’heth on the stage which rose from the centre of the playhouse. He was already snapping out orders to his warriors, she organising her mages. Spells crackled away, disturbing dust during their otherwise invisible progress across the open space. Al-Arynaar warriors ran to all corners, checking for unforeseen access ways. LightGlobes hung over the scene, casting gentle light that slowly lifted the gloom.

The Unknown was making for the stage and Hirad followed him, aware of the aches washing over his body. His left arm was still tingling where the karron strike had been blocked and his head itched interminably from the sweat mingling with the scratches inflicted by the strike-strain.

‘Gather all the wounded on the north floor. Pheone and Denser are assessing them,’ said Rebraal. ‘ColdRoom teams to the stage, please. Prepare and wait for the casting order. Let’s hope we don’t need you.’

His smile was grim and weary when he saw Hirad coming towards him. He grasped the barbarian’s shoulders.

‘You saved a lot of lives,’ he said. ‘Thank you.’

Hirad shrugged. ‘Not quite enough, eh?’

‘You know what I mean.’

‘Difficult space to defend,’ said The Unknown.

Hirad could see what he meant. The standing area around the circular stage was flat ground ten yards in all directions. It ended in a rail beyond which a series of fourteen rows of benches were bolted onto steep steps. Gangways led from each of the bolted and Ward-Locked doors and a thin path ran all around the periphery of the playhouse. Stairs ran up the side of the outer wall to the left of each door, leading to the ornate and overhanging boxes for the rich of Xetesk. Empty windows now, drifting with the memories of privilege. Strange. He could all but hear the applause and smell the expectancy of the crowd. As if the walls retained the atmosphere of past triumphs.

‘We need numbers, stamina and sustainability estimates now,’ said The Unknown, bringing him back to himself.

‘We also need a way out,’ said Rebraal, wheezing.

‘First things first,’ said The Unknown. ‘Dila’heth, what have you got?’

Dila blew out her cheeks. ‘It’s not a good picture,’ she said, biting back her emotion. ‘We left Julatsa with one hundred and eighty mages not three days ago. And now’ - she began indicating as she spoke - ‘I have six mages keeping ForceCones on the ceiling. I have thirty investing the walls with WardLock constructs. I have nine ready to cast ColdRooms, five are on healing duty and the other seven are injured too badly to cast. That’s fifty-eight including me.’

‘We’ve all lost people,’ muttered Hirad.

Dila let the figures sink in. Hirad looked about him. It had seemed such a throng when they had run for the playhouse but now, in the enclosed space, the scale of their losses was all too clear.

‘And what about the warriors, Rebraal?’ asked The Unknown.

‘Less than a hundred,’ he said, face drawn and pained. ‘We can’t know the numbers Auum still has with him but at worst we’ve lost well over half our sword and two thirds of our mage strength. And it gets worse, I suspect. Pheone?’

The Julatsan High Mage looked up from her search of the wounded.

‘How bad is it?’

Pheone’s face was a picture of despair. Her face was streaked with fresh tears and she was shaking, the fear setting in to her body. She took a moment to compose herself and walked onto the stage, the mage Geren at her shoulder.

‘I’ve lost almost everyone. There’s only ten left. Pathetic isn’t it, but Geren and I are the only human Julatsan mages left. Everyone else is dead or a non-mage.’

‘There’ll be others, Pheone,’ said Hirad. ‘Hidden and scattered. Blackthorne has Julatsans in his employ. You can rebuild.’

‘From this?’ blurted out Geren. ‘You talk like it’s over and we’ve won. Look at where we are. We’ve just swapped one trap for another. There’s no way out, is there? Nowhere for us to go.’

‘There is always a way,’ said Hirad, his tone ominous and stilling Geren’s outburst. ‘That’s what we do. What you do is go back and get our people fit to fight again. And I will do the same with mine.’

Geren nodded.

‘And Geren?’

‘What?’

‘We’re all tired and scared,’ said Hirad. ‘But fear is a disease. And it spreads where it shows. Remember that when you look into the eyes of those you are healing or you’re no good to us.’

Geren backed away, Pheone laying a comforting hand on his arm as he retreated. The battering on walls and doors was incessant and intensifying. Loose plaster fell from the balcony-box carvings and from the pillars which were hung with dramatic deep red drapes.

The Unknown spread his arms. ‘So, what’s the prognosis? Presumably we’re at a stage where we can keep them at bay. The question is, how long can we maintain it?’

They all looked at Dila’heth.

‘There’s no easy way to say this. Even if I cycle the ForceCone mages and rest the WardLock casters now, we can’t keep this up until nightfall.’ She shrugged. ‘Three days in the open and under attack. We just didn’t come in here with enough stamina. Then they’ll break in and all that we’ll have are the ColdRooms. I’m sorry.’

‘Looks like Geren might have been right,’ muttered Pheone.

Hirad looked at her sharply but didn’t have the heart to rebuke her. Part of him agreed with her. He could still see walls collapsing and Darrick disappearing beneath them, helpless. He shouldn’t have died that way. Not him. Outside, the demons were baying for their souls, sensing the parlous state in which their captives found themselves. The endless thudding on the playhouse was giving Hirad a headache. There would be thousands of them out there, most of them just waiting for the inevitable while reavers picked at the roof and karron thrashed at the walls and doors. Far too many for them to hope to break through.

‘Anyone know a secret way out of here?’ he asked.

Rebraal shook his head. ‘We’ve checked. The trapdoors just lead to dressing rooms and closed storage. There are only four ways out and none of them is appealing.’

Over on the north floor, Denser slapped Thraun on the back, the ghost of a smile on his face. On the ground in front of them, Erienne was stirring.

It would probably have been better for her had she stayed unconscious.




Chapter 37

They had run into the tower complex under a guard of ForceCones, Xeteskian warriors flanking them. The cursyrd had pulled away when they had entered the dome, shrieking their anger and frustration, promising lingering death.

Auum had barked for healers, for a place to lay Duele. Evunn shadowed him. The Tai was cut and bleeding, his eyes fierce and furious. Someone had shown them the path deep into the catacombs he remembered so well. Through multiple turns and antechambers to where the Xeteskian mages slept under guard to replenish their mana stamina. It was empty now. Just an anonymous chamber with bare walls, a single table and rolls of bedding.

Al-Arynaar had followed them through the maze and immediately began to prepare. Auum laid Duele on a bedding roll on the table. The Tai moaned feebly, blood bubbling from his lips. Auum smoothed his semi-conscious frown and kissed his forehead.

‘You have come so far, my Tai,’ he said. ‘Stand with us again and we will complete Yniss’s work.’ He turned to the elven mages. ‘Save him. And if you cannot do that, see he suffers no more pain. Evunn, we pray.’

The Tai knelt at Duele’s feet while the Al-Arynaar worked on him, doing whatever they could.

‘Yniss, our Tai lies before you, broken. His fate is in your hands. It is you who will call upon Shorth or keep him behind you. We are ever your servants and do your work without question. Keep Duele with us. Let Shorth wait for him. We will let your wisdom guide us and will never turn from the path. But . . .’ Auum breathed deep. Evunn’s arms were about his neck pulling him close, their heads on each other’s shoulders. ‘Do not take from us the best of us, we beg you. His soul is pure. He must run with us, not the ancestors, not yet. Save him. Do not let Shorth take him. We are your servants, Yniss. Hear us in our time of direst need. Hear us.’

Auum rose to his feet, Evunn supported him. He wiped the tears from his face and felt the weight of despair crushing him. He knew before he looked into the eyes of the healers what he would find. But Duele was still breathing. Indeed his eyes blinked open. Auum’s heart raced with brief hope.

‘He is dying, isn’t he?’

The mage nodded and Auum’s heart faltered. His mind was suffused with a rage he had little desire to control.

‘His chest cavity is crushed beyond repair. His lungs are ruined and his heart is pierced. He should have died when he was struck but his will is so strong,’ said the mage. ‘Had we been standing over him then, we could not have saved him. I am sorry.’

‘Do not be so,’ said Auum. ‘You are blameless.’

‘He feels no pain. You should talk to him now. There is little time.’

The mage moved aside, ushering the others with him. Auum and Evunn stood together in Duele’s eyeline, watching his deliberate movements. He raised his hand a couple of inches. Auum grabbed it and squeezed hard. Duele licked his lips, smearing drying blood. His eyes opened, lids flickering a little. He frowned again, trying to focus.

‘Yniss takes me for another purpose,’ he managed through wheezing breaths. Every word stung Auum with its optimism. ‘Shorth is waiting. I can feel him.’

‘So it is, my Tai,’ said Auum. He swallowed hard.

‘Don’t grieve,’ said Duele. ‘I go to the ancestors.’

‘It is a journey we had pledged to take together. All three,’ replied Auum. He gripped Duele’s hand harder. ‘You were always the best of us. Yniss sees it. Do this for me. Seek the one who seeks Rebraal and Hirad. Seek Ilkar. Shadow him. Protect him. Show him the path.’

‘I will, Auum.’ Duele coughed blood and smiled. ‘Always orders.’

‘Not orders. A request. A hope.’ Auum leant in and kissed Duele’s lips. ‘Goodbye, Duele. Until we meet, be strong. Serve Yniss. Find Ilkar.’

He withdrew, letting Evunn take Duele’s hand.

‘Forty years TaiGethen,’ Evunn said. ‘Forty years as one.’

‘And not a day’s regret,’ said Duele, his voice faint and rasping.

‘There should have been forty more.’ Evunn’s voice quavered. ‘This is not right. This is chance.’

‘It is all Yniss’s design. We are his servants.’

‘Yes and we—’ Evunn paused. Auum saw his shoulders sag. Evunn leaned in to kiss the Tai. ‘Shorth show you the glory you deserve, my friend.’ He laid Duele’s hand by his side and turned to Auum, his voice breaking. ‘He is gone.’

Auum moved back to Duele, standing opposite Evunn. He took the pouches of paint from his belt and the two of them re-applied the hunting colours to Duele’s face, taking exaggerated care over every detail, leaving no part uncovered. Auum drew Duele’s twin short swords and placed one in each of his hands while Evunn unsnapped his jaqrui pouch and laid a whisper crescent high on his broken chest.

‘Where you go now, you go armed,’ said Auum.

‘Fight well,’ said Evunn. ‘Fight strong.’

In silence, the surviving Tai painted each other’s faces, speaking quiet prayers to Yniss to watch over them all, for Tual to keep them strong and for Shorth to take their enemies quickly. Eventually, Auum addressed the chamber; three Al-Arynaar mages and a Xeteskian warrior.

‘No one will touch him until we return. He will remain as he is with no covering. He is of the TaiGethen elite and he still performs the work of Yniss. Evunn, come. We have the memory of our Tai to honour. There is cleansing to be done.’

They ran through the maze, their direction unerring. In the dome, Dystran moved to stand in front of the great doors. Outside, Auum could hear the shrieks of countless demons. Their calls of triumph and mastery; and their promises of failure and enslavement. Auum recognised Dystran instantly. He had no quarrel with the man. Not now in the moment of the greatest need of all Balaian races. Another day he would have killed him for his crimes against the elven nation.

‘Move,’ he said.

Dystran smiled indulgently. ‘I understand your pain . . .’

‘No you do not, human.’

‘. . . but I cannot let you out there. You will be killed.’

Auum felt the blood drain from his face. He took a pace forwards.

‘Move,’ he repeated.

Dystran held up a hand to stop his guards closing in. ‘Idiots. How close do you think you will get?’

‘We have prayed,’ explained Auum, fighting for the words and to retain his calm. ‘Now we honour our dead and cleanse our minds.’

‘How?’ asked Dystran. ‘There is nothing outside but death and demons.’

‘Leave open the doors and watch,’ said Auum. ‘Move.’

Dystran clearly knew he would not ask again. He shook his head and stepped aside, nodding to his men. The doors swung gently open.

‘Tai, we move. Tual will guide our bodies.’

Auum walked calmly out into the cold fresh air. Cursyrd cavorted in the air over the courtyard. Karron had beaten down the gates and were gathered by their shattered remains. A tentacled master floated serenely overhead. All eyes fixed on the TaiGethen pair moving into their midst.

Auum walked to the edge of the steps, well beyond the periphery of the ColdRoom shell. He spread his arms wide, his head was cocked to the heavens. He felt the desire then, the craving for absolution. Duele would be watching them.

‘I am Auum of the TaiGethen. I stand with Evunn and in the presence of Duele. You know us and you know our calling. Today, you took from us. And for such action, there must be recompense. Which of you will offer yourselves to honour our dead? Which of you will journey with Duele to face the judgement of Shorth? Which of you will send us before him? I, Auum, am waiting.’

‘I, Evunn, am waiting.’

Screeching with pleasure, the cursyrd descended.

 


The pressure on the ForceCones was intensifying. Reavers had torn away windows and ripped timbers and stone from the roof. Only the spells kept them out now. At ground level the situation was no less difficult. WardLocks and investitures bowed under the incessant hammering of the karron. Yellow mana light crackled across groaning joints. Plaster castings cracked and crumbled, thudding to the floor.

The Al-Arynaar waited, their calm spreading to all but one corner of the playhouse. Hirad wasn’t hearing the roar of the demons gathered outside, baying for their souls. He was stalking around Rebraal, whose leather and shirt lay on the floor nearby. Denser and Pheone were studying him. Both had hands on his right arm and chest, their eyes closed as the mana probed his badly bruised body.

‘You didn’t think it something we needed to know?’ Hirad couldn’t believe it. He fought to keep his temper, aware that they needed focus for what was sure to come. ‘What if we needed you in the line?’

Rebraal faced up to him, expression set. ‘Organisation had to be done. We had to be secure above anything.’

‘We’re capable, Rebraal. Or hadn’t you noticed? I can speak elvish.’

‘I wanted to be sure.’

Hirad shook his head. ‘How bad is it?’

‘Ribs, arm, shoulder . . .’ Rebraal shrugged and half smiled. ‘The rest just aches.’

‘Anything broken?’

‘Of course there is,’ said Denser, opening his eyes. ‘And of course he also knows that to fix it we’ll have to put him to sleep. Fractured collar-bone, three cracked ribs and one broken and leaning on his lung.’

‘Bloody hell, Rebraal,’ said Hirad. ‘What good do you think you’re going to be like that?’

Rebraal’s eyes flared. ‘More than if I’m lying over there asleep. I am not in your Raven. I will fight beside you and with my people if I choose.’

‘Perfect,’ growled Hirad. ‘Want to tell me how you propose to tie up the right-hand side when you can’t hold a mace?’

‘I have two hands,’ snapped Rebraal. ‘I’ll fight on the left instead.’

‘And who’s on my right, Sirendor Larn? Only he’s been dead for eight years. Want to be joining him today?’

‘Hirad, enough,’ said The Unknown, striding over from the healer mages. The cut on his forehead had been closed by a WarmHeal. It glowed unnaturally red and was edged dark yellow, almost gold in the Globe light. ‘Let’s get thinking.’

‘That’d be a novelty.’

‘Coldheart, stop it.’

Hirad leaned into Rebraal. ‘Fight with us, but withdraw if you’re weakening. Promise me. We can’t afford to lose you too.’

Rebraal nodded, a reluctant gesture. To their left, a six-foot section of the outer wall gave way to the accompaniment of roars from the massed demons outside. Above the tear, a balcony box teetered and collapsed, thundering to the ground and sending up clouds of plaster dust. Karron moved in, wading through the rubble.

‘Get a Cone on that hole!’ ordered Rebraal.

‘Gheneer, do it,’ said Dila’heth.

Gheneer moved forwards quickly and swung his spell from the ceiling to the ground.

‘Clear!’ he shouted.

Elves ran left and right. The Cone caught the karron, driving them back outside.

‘I need another Cone on the roof now,’ said Dila. ‘Afen’erei. Sorry but I need you.’

The weary Al-Arynaar mage dragged herself to her feet. There was not the slightest hint of discontent in her expression. She began to cast.

‘Whatever we’re going to do, it had better be fast,’ said Hirad. ‘These investitures aren’t going to last.’

As if to confirm his words another gap, longer this time, was dragged in the walls. Dila’heth called for more mage back-up. Healers left their charges and ran to the defence. Pheone moved up to the stage once again, urging greater concentration and efficiency.

‘Thraun, all of you, get over here,’ called The Unknown into the growing din. ‘We’re forming up. Someone help Rebraal on with his armour.’

‘Gods falling,’ said Hirad. ‘They’re going to bring this place down on top of us.’

‘The ForceCones will keep the roof up,’ said Dila’heth.

‘Not for long,’ said Pheone. ‘That’s a lot of weight and pressure.’

Thraun led Erienne, Denser and Ark over. Around the playhouse, elven warriors readied themselves. Mages prepared offensive spells and led prayers. Demons howled and shrieked. Reavers gathered in the sky, visible through the tears in the roof. Strike-strain clustered. Another gash was ripped in the playhouse wall. Timbers collapsed bringing more balcony boxes down.

‘We’ve got to make a decision here,’ said Denser. ‘When to drop the spells and use the ColdRoom so at least we can kill some of them.’

‘Only when we have nothing else. We’re holding for now,’ said Pheone.

‘Raven, form up,’ ordered The Unknown. ‘Rebraal, my left. Thraun, switch to the right by Hirad. Ark, far left. Denser, you know where you need to be. Erienne can you cast?’

‘I don’t have much choice, Unknown,’ she replied. ‘I’ll be all right.’

‘Use the weakening casts,’ said The Unknown. ‘We’ll do the rest.’

‘Whatever you say.’ She sounded tired. Frail.

‘Ready to move, Raven,’ said Hirad. ‘Where’s Eilaan?’

‘Injured but recovering,’ answered Pheone. ‘I’ll back you up.’

‘ForceCone overhead,’ said The Unknown. ‘And thank you.’

Two men ran over to the stage, flinching at the sound of falling stone from behind. Another tear, another weak point. They stopped in front of The Unknown.

‘Captain Suarav.’

‘Sol,’ said the captain, a man already in the Xeteskian college guard when The Unknown had been prepared as a Protector. ‘Brynel is gone but we aren’t done. It would be an honour to fight in your line.’

The Unknown smiled mirthlessly. ‘How the world turns, eh? You’re welcome. Our right, by Thraun if you don’t mind. Sharyr, I suggest you prepare something suitably lethal. Stand in the mage line.’

‘My pleasure.’

‘Maces, Raven,’ said The Unknown. He raised his voice, cutting across the cacophony, Rebraal translating his words. ‘Waiting. Remember, we need to force a viable breach if we’re going to break for the college. Al-Arynaar, you have to shore up the flanks and rear. Just keep a holding pattern. Dila, Pheone, we need someone near the wounded to bring them out of sleep if we have to.’

‘You want to break out?’ asked Pheone.

‘Not if we don’t have to. If we can hold them, that’s what we’ll do.’

‘And then what?’

‘Pray for assistance,’ said The Unknown grimly. ‘Because if we do have to break out, we’ll lose a lot getting to safety.’

‘Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that,’ said Denser.

The Raven watched the increasing desperation of the Al-Arynaar mages. Hirad’s heart thumped in his chest. He felt the adrenalin wash away his aches, hiding them from his body while he prepared for battle. He took a long look at Rebraal. The elf was clearly hampered by his injuries. He stood left-side-on and held his right arm across his chest. He was pale and sweating.

‘Leave the line, Rebraal,’ said Hirad. ‘You aren’t fit to fight.’

‘I’ll be the judge,’ said Rebraal. ‘I do not desert my friends or my people while I can stand.’

‘You aren’t in the rainforest now, Rebraal,’ said Hirad. ‘We need you for later.’

‘Think there’s going to be a later, do you?’ he asked. ‘Listen to the noise. Look out through the holes. We need everyone fighting just to survive for whatever help The Unknown thinks is coming. The Al-Arynaar must see me here in the front line.’

‘Be ready,’ said The Unknown.

He indicated a buckling area of wall behind the raft of injured. The Raven began to move. The WardLock cracked and protested. Plaster burst from the binding. Timbers groaned and splintered. The tear would be at least six yards wide and there weren’t enough mages to keep ForceCones in place.

‘Not too close,’ warned Hirad. ‘It’s time to complete those spells.’

Al-Arynaar moved up on either flank, covering the route to the injured. To Hirad’s right, Thraun snarled. His yellow-tinged eyes were wide but the set of his body calm and composed. Beside him the Xeteskian, Suarav, gripped his sword tight in his right hand. He was determined but in the shake of his body was the memory of the horrors he had suffered to get to this new place of danger. His soul would not be easily taken.

The investiture failed. The stone and timber of the playhouse wall burst in, tumbling across the gangway and sweeping aside benches. Balcony boxes fell across an area of thirty yards. Dust and debris billowed towards them where they stood at the edge of the standing room, clouding around the edges of the ForceCones. Karron bellowed and squawked. They charged in, reavers behind them.

‘Spells away!’ roared The Unknown. ‘Raven, let’s use what we learned on board ship. Suarav, take our lead. Steady. Steady.’

Pheone’s ForceCone blazed overhead, slapping into the reavers flying in behind the karron. Deep blue FlameOrbs leapt from Denser and Sharyr’s fingers, arcing over The Raven and dropping into the pack still outside the playhouse. Hirad felt the heat when they passed, saw the detonations and heard the screams. Mana fire splattered across the defenceless karron. It had the desired effect. Those in front of the fire clustered in.

‘Casting,’ muttered Erienne.

The air dried out all around them. Dust dropped from the sky, clearing the scene dramatically. The One casting, otherwise invisible, struck the karron in the front rank and over a wide arc in front of The Raven. These lesser demons, far more reliant than their better-evolved reaver brethren on the density of mana, sensed the linkage to their life force shorn from them.

Hirad sensed panic spreading through the karron but another set of FlameOrbs from Denser focused their attention once more. They came on again urged on by the reavers but vulnerable with Erienne’s casting settling on them.

‘Ready, Raven!’ The Unknown’s mace tip tapped rhythmically on the floor of the playhouse. The first karron reached the standing-room floor. ‘Stepping up, let’s take them.’

The Unknown double-tapped his mace. At the left-hand side of the line, Ark took a pace forwards and left. He thundered his mace through in an upward curve, following up with a downward slash with his blade. The karron was knocked backwards, its stomach opened up, spewing its internal organs to the ground. The Raven all followed suit in order, a heartbeat apart. Blows catching karron on limbs, heads and torsos. The ferocity of the attack stopped the demons in their tracks, confusing them with its direction.

Suarav hadn’t followed the move and had gone straight forwards, many Al-Arynaar likewise. But the space it left between him and Thraun was bait the karron in front of it could not resist. It stepped forward and flailed its limbs outwards.

‘Thraun, go.’

Ahead of The Unknown’s order, Thraun had ducked and moved right, coming up under the karron’s strikes and crushing its skull with a massive overhead strike. The creature collapsed and Thraun paced forwards and right again, leading the line this time. Suarav had anticipated too and moved with him. His blow was caught by the karron ahead but still the demon was pushed back. The Raven’s line drove hard, maces aiming at gut and chin, beating a space in front of them.

‘Down,’ ordered Denser.

They dropped to their haunches, Thraun dragging Suarav with him. IceWind wailed into the space. Simultaneously, Sharyr dropped more FlameOrbs outside the playhouse. The elven flanks moved up left and right, forcing the karron into an ever tighter area. Abruptly, the lesser demons broke and fled into the teeth of screams of rage from the reavers.

‘Hold!’ bellowed The Unknown.

Outside, the demons massed again. Strike-strain bunched and clouded. Karron jostled and reformed. Reavers landed and began to run.

‘Plenty more work to do, Raven. Good start but they might not fall for that again.’

The Unknown tapped his mace once more and The Raven paused for breath.

 


Flanked by guards and with Vuldaroq next to him, Dystran watched. He tried to take it all in but didn’t really believe what he saw. Tried to understand and follow the speed of strikes. It was all but impossible, a fact that the demons were finding out in far more brutal fashion.

Auum and Evunn stood back to back and about a yard apart. Stances slightly crouched and feet planted at shoulder width, they fought with an effortless grace that was simply breathtaking. Dystran couldn’t see exactly how they tackled the enemies that came at them on the ground and in the air. They barely seemed to look. But their strikes were efficient and unerringly accurate. He focused on Auum as the reavers flew in. Not in great numbers. Perhaps fifteen and accompanied by dozens of the tiny strike-strain. Karron grouped and moved up but did not attack.

Auum had logged his immediate targets. The first approached on foot, three others in the air around it. Auum dropped and swept its feet from under it, bouncing back and striking out and left with his knife hand at his next target, dragging the point deep into wing membrane. The demon flittered clear. Auum ignored it. The next had whipped out its tail. Auum caught it in front of his face, looped it around his wrist and dragged the reaver from the sky. It bounced onto the ground. The TaiGethen dropped onto its chest and drove his knife up under its arm.

Never stopping, he rose and turned, sweeping his right foot high over the head of Evunn, scattering the strike-strain that dived on him. His momentum carried him round and he planted his foot before delivering an extraordinary series of strikes that Dystran couldn’t follow. The first downed demon had got to its haunches in time to catch a boot in its face, sending it sprawling. Auum’s arms were a blur. Dystran could see the flash of his knife in the sunlight. He saw reavers beaten aside, he saw them die in spasm and he saw strike-strain flung far and wide. He saw Auum block the odd strike and deliver a riposte before he had any right to be balanced. His limb speed was simply awesome. As if it was being directed from elsewhere.

Seven reaver bodies lay on the ground around the two TaiGethen. The others gathered and dived straight down. The elves waited. Without a word, they dived left and right in concert, cartwheeling back onto their feet and running back into the space they’d vacated. The reavers had landed hard and were in some disarray. The TaiGethen ploughed into them. Evunn took the lead, his punches designed to cripple temporarily. His knife sheered wing membrane, his fists and fingers crushed throat and thumped into chest, nose and temple, his feet denied them balance.

Behind him came Auum, sliding into their prone forms, knives in both hands driving home. His body was a shadow across the courtyard. And where he went, demons died. Fifteen reavers were downed and strike-strain littered the ground before the karron attacked too.

Auum and Evunn stood to face them, bowed fractionally and walked calmly back towards the tower complex. The two elves strode past Dystran without saying a word. Their bodies were covered in small cuts. Evunn had a long gash down one arm and Auum’s left leg was dripping blood.

Dystran ordered the doors closed. Heavily invested with protection, they would stand massive bombardment by the karron should the need arise, and Dystran had no doubt that it would.

He watched the elves return to the catacombs.

‘Extraordinary,’ he said.

‘But even they knew when to stop,’ said Vuldaroq. ‘A handful of demons are dead and tens of thousands still fly.’

‘If only we had a few hundred more like them, eh?’

‘Shame that you killed so many of them with the Elfsorrow, isn’t it?’

Dystran glanced sharply at Vuldaroq but there was no blame in his expression, merely statement.

‘And all for nothing,’ he said, feeling suddenly weary. ‘Would that I could have that time over.’




Chapter 38

The karron attacked again, backed by reavers on the ground, underneath Pheone’s ForceCone. They swamped the space inside the playhouse, driving hard into The Raven and taking on the Al-Arynaar flanking forces. Erienne cast again, rendering the enemy vulnerable. But without offensive spell back-up, barring Denser and Sharyr, the demons slowly made ground.

‘Firm up left,’ barked The Unknown.

Rebraal took a glance. The Al-Arynaar had faltered. They were distracted by the rubble and broken benches around them and the slope of the auditorium. Reavers, floating a couple of feet from the ground, were hitting them hard.

‘Gheneer,’ he called. ‘Bring up defence.’

But he knew there was very little of that. He struck out at a karron’s hammer limb. The spikes of his mace dragged gouges in its flesh. It reared and fell back. Ark followed up and drove his sword deep into its gut. In the heartbeat’s space, Rebraal assessed their situation. It was becoming ever more forlorn. The cursyrd were pressing on every casting, keeping the pressure up on the ForceCone mages, not letting them have a moment’s respite. In five areas around the playhouse and all across the roof, reavers and karron launched themselves at the constructs. And every time they did, more plaster and loose stone was dislodged and a degree of stamina leeched from the caster. It was only a matter of time.

In front of him, more cursyrd poured through the gap which they widened at every stroke. Overhead, the timbers supporting the roof shifted, seeking new solidity they’d never find. The walls of the building were seriously compromised. Without the ForceCones overhead, Rebraal wasn’t sure the roof would hold.

They had been forced a few paces back across the floor towards the stage. Rebraal felt tired. His right arm ached up at the shoulder where the collar-bone was cracked and every breath sent a skewer of pain through his chest. Sweat dripped down his face and he had the first inklings of a shake in his left arm. The mace felt too heavy.

Pheone swept her ForceCone above their heads once more. Strike-strain were dispersed to all points, squeaking frustration. Rebraal blocked a spike arm and reversed his mace across the neck of a reaver following up. The cursyrd reared into the air and was pinned against the wall by the Cone. Ark battered the skull of a karron, sending the creature back into the lines behind. The Unknown jabbed his mace into the eyes of another and he could hear Hirad’s shouts clear across the floor. The barbarian demanded more effort. He demanded strength and unbroken will in Darrick’s name. All those around him gave it without question.

Taking Ark’s lead, Rebraal drove forwards. He ducked a flailing limb and struck left to right. His mace caught the karron on the side of the head, sending it sprawling across the line. The disruption was used instantly. The Unknown moved up and split his next enemy groin to chest. Hirad swivelled and kicked out high, taking his on the chin. Planting his foot he smashed his mace in under its arm, killing the creature instantly.

‘Pushing!’ he shouted.

Reavers flew low into the line, blocking any move of the allied forces. Rebraal saw a claw rip out and scratch three lines down Ark’s face. Strike-strain followed in, buzzing in their faces, distracting their focus. One bit Rebraal high on the right arm. He jerked with the sudden pain, ice flowing into his cracked collar-bone. He moved to snatch it away. A reaver saw its chance and lashed in its tail and a claw simultaneously. Rebraal tripped and went down hard on his right side, his mace just about blocking the claw.

He roared in agony and for a moment thought he was going to pass out. He heard The Unknown shout an order and saw the big man’s mace flash across his eyeline and bury itself in the reaver’s side. Rebraal pushed himself back and away. Gheneer hurdled him to take his place in the line, sword in hand for now.

He dragged himself to his feet.

‘Still standing, Rebraal?’ called Hirad.

‘Still standing,’ he confirmed.

Erienne was at his side. ‘You should leave the line. Let me dull this for you.’

‘No time,’ said Rebraal.

‘Down,’ ordered Denser.

IceWind again, forcing the cursyrd back, killing them in their dozens. How much stamina he had left was open to debate but it would be plenty. He was the most efficient mage Rebraal had ever seen. Sharyr, though, looked tired. Inexorably, the battle was turning the cursyrd’s way.

Rebraal moved back to the front. Gheneer noted him, savaged a cut through reaver wing membrane and ducked backwards. Rebraal moved into the fight once more. His next strike killed the reaver Gheneer had crippled.

‘Press!’ The Unknown sounded off. ‘Erienne, another casting if you can. We have new blood coming in.’

‘On its way.’

To the left, a massive section of wall disintegrated inwards. Al-Arynaar were trapped under rubble, others knocked from their feet. Karron poured in through the new gap, reavers at their backs. Rebraal heard Gheneer shout orders. The Unknown joined him.

‘Alter the angle of defence, Raven. Let’s give them some breathing space.’

The pain in Rebraal’s chest was intensifying. His right arm was completely useless now and he held it hard across his chest, trying to account for the lack of balance it created. The Unknown ordered the move and right to left. The Raven angled towards the new attack. The right-hand flank of the Al-Arynaar followed suit, keeping up the pressure, denying the cursyrd freedom to press home on the left.

But the battle front was too wide to hold for too long. Rebraal wielded his mace in front of his face while he thought hard about how they could turn the tide. Above the noise of the cursyrd that reverberated around the playhouse, and the sounds of orders and struggle, Rebraal could hear something else. Like approaching thunder carried on the wind. He fancied he could feel it through his feet too but dismissed the thought.

‘Unknown!’ he shouted. ‘We need to relieve the pressure left. Orbs and IceWind to the gap.’

The Unknown concurred. ‘Denser, Sharyr. Redirect. Pheone, keep those strike-strain away.’

The cursyrd were pressing hard on the left. Gheneer had been quick, organising a new defensive line, yet he had lost ten or more warriors. The line hadn’t actually broken but it was perilously stretched. Mages from the holding areas behind turned their attention front. FlameOrbs landed in the gap, detonating plaster dust and incinerating enemies.

Rebraal ducked a tongue of fire that scoured into the cursyrd ranks. The air was hot and choking. He followed Ark into a fresh attack, feeling his mace biting deep into exposed cursyrd flesh. The reaver howled and lashed out, catching the top of his head. He felt cold blood flow. He staggered back. Ark was with him, fending off the next attack while he regained his balance.

‘Drop back,’ said Ark. ‘You are not fit.’

But that noise of thunder was getting louder. Something was happening. If it was cursyrd, they would be washed away. If it was help, they had to hold out. Whichever it turned out to be, there was nothing to be gained by pulling himself out.

‘I’ll be fine.’ And to prove it, he struck out right to left and slightly upward, splintering a karron jaw. The strike it had thought to put in died with it. ‘Can you hear the thunder?’

‘Yes.’ Ark’s blade blocked a hammer limb, the return severed it. ‘It is not thunder. It is singing.’

Rebraal fenced away a reaver claw and thrashed above his head at a strike-strain. The kitten-sized cursyrd was dashed to the ground. Ark was right. It was singing and it was definitely getting closer.

‘Let’s keep them back!’ roared Hirad. ‘Help is coming.’

Hirad’s words were taken up all across the line, giving tired limbs more strength. Rebraal felt invigorated. Hope flowed through his veins. The ache in his arm seemed to diminish. But if they thought the enemy would crumble, they were mistaken. Reavers set up a dreadful cacophony that bounced around the confined space.

The effect was instant. Strike-strain withdrew and bunched just outside the playhouse. Rebraal frowned, wondering why. The karron backed up a pace, some a little further. It was the first concerted move he had seen them undertake.

‘Steady!’ roared The Unknown. ‘Watching.’

A handful of Al-Arynaar moved up. Rebraal and The Raven barked them back. Three were too late. The karron, under the spell of the reavers’ voices, whirled back into the attack at astonishing speed. Limbs cycled twice, three times as fast blurring in the air in front of the allies. Those too late and cut off were battered dead in moments, unable to raise a defence in isolation.

Two karron broke through and ran straight at Erienne. Rebraal saw them coming.

‘Erienne, your left! Left!’

But she couldn’t hear him, lost deep in her casting. Denser too was preparing, unaware of his peril. Al-Arynaar detached and chased. Others moved up from the back but all would be too late.

Rebraal turned left-side-on. The karron in front of him rushed on. Next to him, Ark with his longer reach dismembered the first creature that came into his range and swept his mace at a second. He moved his sword to Rebraal’s defence, deflecting the hammer limb. Rebraal fended away the spike and knew he had to detach.

‘Ark, cover me.’

He danced back a step, turned and raced into the gap to protect Erienne. The karron squawked, their limbs flowed fast. Rebraal gripped his mace in both hands and felt the pain flooding his shoulder and chest. He drove the weapon through hard and low, taking the first creature across its hammer limb and deep into its chest cavity. The karron reared and flashed its spike limb across its body. Rebraal fenced it off but didn’t have the balance to deliver a counter of his own. The speed of the limb beat him. The karron’s hammer limb thudded into his defence, hurling him from his feet even as Al-Arynaar blades tore through its body.

He felt the sensation of falling. It was a weightlessness combined with a roaring in his ears and deep inside his mind. Somewhere distant, a voice called his name. He felt no pain until he struck the ground. Darkness closed over him.

 


‘I ask you this as an adversary for whom I have developed a certain respect,’ said Ferouc.

His hands clicked together and his skin flowed from a deep green to a livid blue, his emotions clashing while he spoke. Blackthorne stood alone before him on the steps of his castle keep, far enough away that he could turn and escape should Ferouc attack. But he didn’t think the demon would. Not that he trusted his enemy. Ferouc simply didn’t have to risk himself or any measure of humiliation. Ranged behind him were hundreds of the demon strain he called karron, destructors. Hovering above them a similar number of reavers. The strike-strain were gone. Not needed now.

‘Respect is a long time earned, Ferouc,’ he replied, choosing not to irritate the occupying commander with his nickname. ‘But understanding of the spirit of humans would take you a lifetime. We have been so long resisting you that the thought of surrender can never now enter our minds. And even more so knowing what that surrender would mean. This is not mere captivity and subjugation, after all.’

‘But you are beaten,’ said Ferouc.

‘Not so, my enemy,’ said Blackthorne, enjoying the reaction his words provoked. ‘We accept that we cannot beat you. Your numbers are vastly superior. But we are not beaten. One does not necessarily follow the other.’

‘The instruction has changed,’ said Ferouc. ‘I am to bring about the end of your resistance and if that means taking your lives but not your souls, so be it. You may be relatively few but you are dangerous and I am required to the north to aid in our final victory.’

‘And hence these . . .’ Blackthorne indicated behind Ferouc. ‘Karron.’

‘They are a race not suited to any but the most mana-dense atmosphere,’ said Ferouc, and there was a note of disdain in his voice. ‘It is a measure of our inevitable victory that we are now able to use them in Balaia.’

‘We will kill them as we will kill any who come against us.’

Ferouc’s colour distilled into a bright blue, his anger surfacing strongly. ‘I had wanted to taste your soul, Baron Blackthorne, but now I would laugh over your soulless corpse. The karron will tear down your walls and expose you to us. And while they might fear your ColdRooms, we no longer do. Ask your people. Life even if it is brief under the rule of the demons is preferable to ignominious death beneath the rubble of your own castle.’

Blackthorne laughed. ‘Oh Fidget, you will never understand. No, it is not. Do you not see that every moment we resist you, our friends in Xetesk close in on the way to beat you and The Raven get ever closer to your beating heart? Before you came we were a divided nation. It took you to bring us together, to give us the will to fight again as one. And for that, we will always be grateful.

‘One day, you will be beaten. You do not believe it I know but that is where your weakness lies. Come, attack us if you will. Taste death in your hundreds and frustration over the days we resist you.’

Blackthorne turned and strode back into his castle, knowing he had to deliver the speech of his life to stop his people being overwhelmed before nightfall.

 


Hirad thrashed his mace through waist-high. It tore across the karron’s hammer limb and into its midriff, ripping flesh away. The knife now in his left hand jabbed into its face. Across the line, the karron were slowing dramatically. They hadn’t forced the breakthrough they wanted. The Raven had held firm and the Al-Arynaar had responded with typical courage to the change of pace of the karron attack. But the attack wasn’t fading fast enough and Hirad burned with the frustration.

‘Someone get to Rebraal. Now!’ He battered his mace into a karron skull. ‘Get the fuck back.’ Every muscle burned. He felt the sweat pouring from his body. ‘Erienne, see to him.’

He had glanced around as the Al-Arynaar’s leader had taken the blow from the karron, saving Erienne as he did so. He had landed unmoving. The Unknown had led The Raven on the counter, defending until the whirling limbs began to slow. After that it had turned into carnage. Al-Arynaar forged into the karron lines, driving them back towards the holes in the playhouse walls. Reavers shrieked and strike-strain dived but ForceCones kept them away. FlameOrbs crashed again and again into the back of the demon horde already distracted by what was coming up behind them.

‘Pushing,’ shouted The Unknown. ‘Don’t lose your focus, Coldheart. Put these bastards down.’

Hirad let the rage settle on him like Auum had taught him, using it to give him clarity. He kicked the legs from a karron and broke its neck with his mace when it fell in front of him. He straightened and jabbed out with his knife, feeling it connect with flesh. The karron reared. Hirad butted it in the face and struck it under the chin with his mace. From his right, a laboured spike limb strike curved his way. Thraun had switched to his long sword and took the spike off at the wrist.

Outside, the sounds of approaching running feet and chanting were filling the air. Panicked calls went up from the demons around the playhouse. Hirad watched reavers darting into the air. He saw karron falter and stop at the back of the line.

‘Let’s break them,’ he growled. ‘Raven with me.’

He moved and knew he wouldn’t stop until they were running or he was dead. His mace crashed again and again into bodies rendered weak through exhaustion and Erienne’s casting. His knife licked out, inflicting pain and frustrating riposte. Next to him, The Unknown wielded sword and mace in tandem as did Ark nearby. The karron had no answer. Their ploy had failed. Their enemies too skilled. And with the new threat almost on them, they were called off, broke and ran.

‘Holding!’ called The Unknown. ‘No one move after them.’

Hirad saw the first of the relief pouring into the square. Banners flew, axes and swords glinted in the sunlight and the songs echoed from the louring buildings.

‘Gods falling, Wesmen,’ said Hirad. ‘Now there’s something I never thought to see.’

‘Let’s hope they’re offering help,’ said Thraun.

‘Oh they are,’ said Suarav. The college captain had fought quietly and effectively next to Thraun. He was cut and bleeding but still very much alive. ‘We’ll make the college now.’

Hirad remembered and his relief turned to fear. He spun on his heel and ran to where Rebraal lay near the stage. Erienne and Denser knelt by him. Denser was casting. Hirad could see Erienne’s hands shaking. He prayed it was with exhaustion and not grief. He joined them, crouching at Rebraal’s feet.

‘Oh dear Gods, no,’ he said. ‘Not you too.’

A trail of blood ran from beneath his head. His face was pale. His mace lay twisted by his side, his left arm underneath his body and his leather torn, buckles broken. At least he was breathing.

Denser finished his casting. ‘This is one lucky elf. He’s got a cut on his scalp and no doubt a concussion from the impact. But his mace took the force of the blow, deflected it along his leather here. It only glanced him or it would have burst his stomach, surely. But when he wakes he’s going to be in a lot of pain.’

‘Dammit, Rebraal, what did I say to you?’ whispered Hirad. ‘Why did you have to stay in the fight?’

‘Because he’s Raven at heart,’ said Erienne. ‘Because that’s what he knew you’d do in his place. What any of us would do. He saved me, Hirad. Think how close we came to losing everything.’

Hirad reached out and smoothed his hair. ‘Well done, Ilkar’s little brother. Well done.’ He looked up to the sky. ‘We won this one, General,’ he said.

All around him the Wesmen songs filled the air. From the corners of his eyes, he saw warriors pouring into the playhouse and through the gaps he saw them surrounding the building. He heard voices shouting orders and the calls of demons, more distant now.

He became aware of a presence in front of them, standing a respectful distance away. He raised his head. In front of him stood a man with a middle-aged face but whose furs and leather covered what was plainly a powerful body. That face was criss-crossed with scars and fresh cuts. His greying light hair was braided and long, his eyes fierce. He exuded an aura of authority and power. Yet he waited for them to acknowledge him. The huge axe gripped casually in his hand dripped demon gore. Hirad had never set eyes on him before but there was no doubting who he was.

‘Lord Tessaya,’ he said.

Tessaya inclined his head. ‘The Raven. It has been a meeting long in the making.’ He frowned and looked hard at Hirad. ‘We have all lost brothers. Your loss pierces you. It is written on you as plain as script. Which of you has fallen?’

‘A great man,’ said Hirad. ‘General Darrick.’

‘Ahh.’ There was genuine regret in Tessaya’s voice. ‘He, I respected above most men though his actions caused the Wesmen such pain. I wish we could have spoken together. I am saddened by his passing. The Spirits will keep him.’

‘His body is still on the street. We can’t leave it there,’ said Hirad, turning to The Raven. ‘We need it. We have a ritual to perform.’

‘No,’ said Tessaya. ‘You cannot.’

‘You don’t understand,’ said Hirad, keeping himself firmly in check. ‘He’s Raven. We owe him respect.’

Tessaya placed a gentle hand on Hirad’s shoulder. ‘No,’ he repeated. ‘It does not matter where he fell, you cannot get to him. The demons are gone but merely to regroup. They will be back and we must make the college grounds before they do. If you stray they will take you.’

‘Unknown?’ Hirad looked to the big man. ‘He’s only on The Thread. Just a little way north.’ The Unknown bit his lip and shook his head.

‘Then he is behind us and he is lost,’ said Tessaya. ‘The demons have the north of the city, everything beyond this building.’ He glanced around him. Most of the Al-Arynaar were standing still, plainly without the energy to do anything else. ‘Your forces are exhausted. Consign his Spirit through prayer and he will find his way. But you must come now. The storm is building again outside. The Wesmen will guard you all. Run amongst us. And have your mages keep the demons from over our heads.’ He allowed himself a small smile. ‘I may detest magic but I concede it has its uses. Particularly today.’

‘Unknown?’ asked Hirad again. ‘Darrick’s so close.’

‘Not this time, Hirad,’ he said. ‘We can’t risk losing more of us to find him. Look inside yourself. Remember why we are here and what we have to do. You know I’m right.’

Hirad rubbed a hand over his chin, determined not to break in front of Tessaya. ‘I know, I know,’ he said, though the words dragged reluctantly from his mouth. He could feel his cheeks burning. His fury, pent up. His frustration at boiling point. ‘Tell you something, Unknown, I’ve had it with these demons. I’ve had it with enemies destroying my country and killing my friends. Think I was angry before? That was nothing. Nothing. Let’s make these bastards regret the day the first of them ever dared breathe our air.’




Chapter 39

The attacks had been incessant ever since the Wesmen and their charges had burst through the rubble and broken timbers of the college gates. Tessaya had seen The Raven, the wounded and the exhausted back into the heart of his former nemesis, leaving his tribal commanders to organise and defend.

He had received unexpected but very welcome help from the elven mages who began by keeping overhead their defensive shields and then delivering the castings they called ColdRooms.

Tessaya didn’t know how they worked. He didn’t much care. What he did know was that the spell rendered the demons vulnerable to sword and axe and his warriors could kill at last.

The realisation had fired the tribes and the first battle had been a short, intense slaughter. The quick winged demons were more resilient than the lumbering karron but all fell to the released frustration of a Wesmen army previously impotent to inflict anything more than temporary disability.

Gallons of demon blood had washed the stone flags of the college courtyard, mixed with mere splashes of their own, before the demons had withdrawn. The Wesmen songs had begun then and had barely let up since. This was not just victory over the demons, this was the knowledge of where they stood as masters. Tessaya slapped his Shaman, Arnoan, on the back and laughed as he listened.

‘Hear that? Today, we have met our destiny.’

‘You are being a little premature,’ said Arnoan. ‘We have not beaten the demons yet.’

‘But when we do, we will be standing as victors in the heart of the Dark College. It is surely a matter of time.’

Arnoan frowned. ‘The Spirits would have it another way. They are scared and under threat. There is more to this than you or I can see.’

Tessaya looked above him at the towers of Xetesk where his erstwhile enemies gazed out over the Wesmen in their midst. He turned his eyes to the sky where the borders of the invisible ColdRoom shell were marked by the demons that travelled its outer surface. There were those that waited their moment to attack at speed; and those who sought the location of the casting and directed the attacks on the mages they divined.

Four incursions were under way that he could see from his part-covered position near the barracks. All from reavers trying to snatch the elven mages. His warriors guarded them. Dragged the enemies from the sky. Split their skulls and tore off their wings. It was the Wesmen way.

On the ground the karron stood mute. Tessaya could see them through the holes they had torn in the walls and the gates they had destroyed before the ColdRooms had pushed them back outside the college grounds. They were strong in attack but weak in body. They succumbed so quickly to the effects of the ColdRooms. ‘Lesser’ the elf Rebraal termed them. Tessaya agreed.

‘You worry too much,’ said Tessaya. ‘The Spirits are far from us and their minds are confused more than they are clear. Look at the demons now. Futile, isn’t it? Why don’t they use all their force to attack, do you think? They outnumber us by ten to one at the very least. It’s because they know that in here we can beat them. They don’t fight well. They rely on fear and we are not afraid.’

Arnoan shook his head. ‘Perhaps, my Lord. Perhaps.’

‘You disagree?’

‘I think we have merely been contained. While they grow stronger. How long will the karron remain so weak they are barely able to enter the mage casting? They have all the time in their hands and we grow weaker.’

‘I think not.’

‘I mean them.’ Arnoan pointed at the towers. ‘When the mages are gone, we have no weapon. Why else do you think they have not tried to attack us until today if not that we can be kept until all meaningful defence is gone?’

‘We will prevail,’ said Tessaya.

Arnoan raised his eyebrows. ‘I need to pray.’

‘Try and calm your Spirits, my Shaman.’

Tessaya watched Arnoan go to the shrine he had created in the barracks’ officer quarters. The attacks had broken off for the moment and Wesmen jeers chased the demons out of the casting. Drenoul was up there too, gazing down on the mistake he had made by leaving the Wesmen unchallenged. A movement in the tallest tower caught his eye and he glanced up. Arnoan’s words returned unbidden to his mind and he frowned.

The atmosphere inside the tower complex was one of relief, not victory as it was outside, and he found himself doubting his confidence. He wondered what news The Raven had brought to Xetesk and what his part in it would be. He had asked not to be involved in their debate and was beginning to regret that decision though it had seemed the right one at the time. His presence would have been inflammatory both among the tribal lords and high in the towers he detested so much; and for now at least, they had to be a united force against the common enemy.

Finally, he stared through the gates at the karron. Thousands of them. Waiting. He had to accept the fact that Arnoan might be right and so instead of taking to his bed for an hour as he had thought to do, he barked for his commanders to attend him. There was defensive planning to be done.

 


Hirad wasn’t sure if Dystran or Vuldaroq had listened to a great deal of what The Unknown said. Both men could barely take their eyes from Erienne. She sat leaning on her husband, the grief evident in her face and her hands still shaking from her One castings, still so recent.

Enough to know what was being asked of them but little more. Hirad was feeling tired and sore. His mind was full of images of Darrick. He was furious that he hadn’t been able to save him and he wasn’t in the mood for anything but the answers he wanted. He barely waited for The Unknown to finish speaking.

‘Either of you know who’s been talking?’

His voice, loud and sharp, brought both their heads round.

‘I beg your pardon?’ said Dystran.

‘It’s just that The Unknown is sitting beside me and you barely looked at him.’

‘Your point being?’

‘That we’re offering the one chance all of us have to beat these bastards but the pair of you are eyeing up Erienne like a prime steak. Let me make a couple of things absolutely clear.’

The Unknown tensed but didn’t speak.

‘We have fought our way in here to do what has to be done to save our country from the problems you have caused it. And not just our country but probably countless other dimensions in addition to those we know about. Already, we have lost Ry Darrick in the struggle and Auum has lost Duele. We have lost those we sent to try and warn you what was coming. All because of you. But this isn’t the time for revenge and recrimination. If it was, you’d be dead already. But what it also means is your desire to control Erienne is also behind us, for the good of us all. Erienne is Raven. She will be coming with us. All you have to worry about is what The Unknown has just asked you. Assuming you were listening. If you can’t put aside what is past and gone then none of us have any future. What is it to be?’

Dystran stared at Hirad as if composing a suitable retort. But something in the barbarian’s expression changed his mind and instead a wry smile crossed his face. He spread his arms.

‘No one underestimates the problem we face or the losses you have suffered. But at heart we remain mages. Erienne, please forgive us but what you are is a unique fascination.’

Erienne shrugged. ‘Whatever makes you happy.’

‘But as to what you ask . . .’ Dystran shook his head. ‘We have no way of sending you or anyone to the current demon dimension. Our link to them was all to do with focused mana trails and nothing to do with their location. I’m sorry, but we’re going to have to think of another way to beat them.’

‘There has to be a way to get us there. It’s the only chance to close the tear, stop any more of them coming here and to disperse the mana. Without it, we’re all as good as dead, you know that.’

‘Yes, we know that,’ said Vuldaroq wearily. ‘And believe me we’re sure there is a way but we just don’t know it. We scoured every text we managed to steal from the library for anything useful. And we found something incredibly important. Unfortunately, it speaks of a religious punishment based on an ancient magic that died with a race called the Charanacks. Find one alive and no doubt we’ll be fine.’

‘Because?’

‘Because according to a note in the margin of one of our demonology texts, they, whoever they were, had a link to the demons. That was the punishment apparently. Banishment or some such.’ Dystran paused and looked past Hirad. ‘Something funny?’

Hirad turned. Rebraal was smiling despite the prevailing mood and Auum wore that curled-lip expression that denoted utter contempt. The TaiGethen spoke.

‘Humans are so stupid,’ he said in elvish that Rebraal translated. ‘Always you ignore your past enemies because you think them unimportant by the mere fact of their apparent passing. And yet you wonder why it is you have no future.’

‘Care to enlighten us?’ said Dystran.

‘Charanack is a play on an ancient elvish term,’ said Rebraal. ‘Chorun-y-ayck. It means man-of-the-west. I trust I don’t need to make further connection.’

Hirad exhaled a breath he hadn’t realised he was holding. Shaking his head he pushed himself to his feet and walked stiffly over to Dystran’s balcony doors where Thraun and Ark stood on guard. He was exhausted. Gods drowning, they all were. Erienne and Denser practically spent. All the warriors carrying cuts, muscle tears and the aches of a long time out of the routine of battle. Like all of them, Hirad couldn’t wait to get his head down for a few hours. Perhaps even feel the benefit of a WarmHeal from someone. For now, they were as safe as they could get on Balaia. He only had to look down to know that to be true.

The doors were open and he strode outside and looked down on the reclaimed college. The courtyard was crawling with Wesmen. They had clearly just repulsed another demon attack. Around two thousand warriors and their Shamen had brought a quite extraordinary optimism to the college. Their songs echoed into the sky, their cook fires burned bright and the smells of the provisions they had brought with them were driving the taste-starved Xeteskians to distraction.

They had occupied the open spaces, the stables, the barracks, three of the long rooms, and liberated the library and mana bowl. They had access to the courtyard and stable wells and they were using the surfeit of water to wash demon slime and corpses from the stones towards the edge of the ColdRoom shell. They seemed to have no fear of the enemy gathered scant yards from them though as he watched, Hirad saw Tessaya stride into the centre of the courtyard to begin marshalling something or other.

An extraordinary man and one of the few to live up to Hirad’s expectations. He watched the Wesmen forming into more cohesive defensive units in front of the gaps in the walls through which they could see the karron. The lesser demons hadn’t attacked the ColdRoom so far but clearly Tessaya’s distrust of magic wasn’t appeased.

‘So,’ he said. ‘Before we all fall asleep, who’s coming with me to ask the great man a big favour?’

 


He felt the pulse of pure panic through them all and the massing of the malevolence close at hand. They pushed and tore where the fabric between the living and the dead was stretched. Gone were the feelings of light and warmth, of closeness and joy. Replaced by a marauding dread and a chasm opening to an eternity of absence.

Those others that he sought for communication had gone with the mass pressed as far from the threat as they could be. Though distance held no real meaning. But he would not run. There was nowhere safe. The threat had to be removed. He sought again the light of those he loved through the thinning fabric. How had the malevolence gained such strength? He had no conception, no answer. Time was a meaningless measure.

He felt a presence near him. Strong. Calming. Reminiscent but not loved. How would he describe it . . . respected. Revered. He felt urging and saw the images of running feet and fast-flowing water. He felt the words too. They signified security.

I have found you.

He communicated, still moving toward his goal, his impetus increased. In his mind the blurred began to focus. He felt clarity and direction such as he had not developed in the presence of any of the others.

I will show you.

The presence by him dominated his mind now. It held disdain for the malevolence nor did it fear the threat. He saw images. Blood flowing and a body hitting cold earth. He saw arms raised in triumph. He saw a building and felt the burgeoning of that power he knew had to be shut off. The feelings of urging intensified.

The living have little time.

Who are you?

A friend.

He journeyed on towards the place of greatest threat. Comforted. Justified. Near him he felt the brief touch of a bright living light. Alien. He tried to connect with it but it shied from him, seeming to glow brighter when it turned towards the mass. Ilkar felt the spring of a new thought. But all around him, the helpless fear only deepened. There was sudden and enormous pressure. Light dimmed. Feelings chilled.

They were inside. It was not just the living for whom time was short. He thought of the name and shouted for help.

 


Hirad would have pitched down the stairs but for The Unknown’s broad back breaking his fall. He turned and caught the barbarian, ignoring the sharp pain in his hip.

‘Hirad? Hirad!’

The Raven clustered around him. He was holding his hands clamped to his head. His eyes were wide and searching. His mouth, initially clamped shut, began to move. A frown deepened the lines of his forehead.

‘Let’s get him to the next landing. Thraun, take his legs.’

They moved off. The Unknown backed down the spiral, using the outside wall and rail to guide him.

‘What do you think. Sha-Kaan?’

The Unknown shook his head. Sha-Kaan’s presence caused a relaxation in Hirad’s body. This was more like a seizure. Hirad’s eyes held a deep anxiety he hadn’t seen before. He experienced similar misgivings as they laid the barbarian down on the landing, a cloak under his head.

‘Ilkar?’ suggested Erienne.

The sound of the elf’s name seemed to echo in the enclosed space. The Unknown felt a shudder pass through him.

‘Let’s hope so,’ he said. ‘But it’s never been like this before.’

‘No indeed,’ said Rebraal, coming to Hirad’s side. ‘Listen to him, my friend. Listen hard. Try to understand.’

The sounds of renewed battle filtered up to them. The Unknown ignored them. He clasped one of Hirad’s tight-bunched fists.

‘All right, Coldheart,’ he said. ‘We’re all here with you. Breathe easy.’

But he wasn’t. His chest was fluttering and his face pale. The Unknown looked to Erienne who was stroking Hirad’s hair back across his head. Her expression reflected his concerns.

‘Can you do anything?’

‘I daren’t,’ she said. ‘Look at him. It’s deep in his mind. This is all physical symptom. I can’t stop it. I wouldn’t know how.’

‘And you mustn’t try,’ said Rebraal.

‘Just checking.’

Erienne smiled. They all looked back at Hirad. His eyes still jerked and his mouth moved. He was whispering. The Unknown put his head closer.

‘Where are you?’ Hirad’s voice was very quiet, his breath shallow and pained.

‘Right here, old son,’ said The Unknown.

‘I can’t see you. Can feel you, Ilks.’

The Unknown glanced up.

‘It is Ilkar,’ he confirmed.

‘Let me through.’ Dystran’s voice was over-loud. He shouldered his way through his guards and more gently eased Denser and Thraun aside. ‘What’s going on? Why did no one think to tell me? I could have walked out there alone. Hardly fitting.’

‘Hirad’s got a contact. Just be quiet,’ said The Unknown.

Dystran inhaled sharply.

‘Don’t disturb him,’ said Rebraal. ‘It would be dangerous for both of them.’

‘A contact. Who with, that damned dragon?’

The Unknown looked up into Dystran’s face and saw the arrogance still there.

‘No, Dystran,’ he replied, his voice deliberately cold. ‘Ilkar. In another dimension you’ve placed at risk.’

‘But he’s dead, surely?’

‘Yes,’ replied Rebraal.

‘Yes but—’

‘Just accept it,’ snapped Erienne. ‘Leave us alone.’

The Unknown became aware of a growing noise from outside. Below them, in the complex, men were shouting.

‘You have to run,’ shouted Hirad.

They all jumped.

‘Gods,’ said Denser. ‘You think he means us?’

‘No,’ said Rebraal. ‘He’s not aware of us at all.’ The Al-Arynaar leader looked strained.

‘Please. Make yourself safe. We are coming,’ said Hirad.

‘I take it this is unusual?’ said Denser.

‘Impossible,’ said Rebraal. ‘He should not be understanding Ilkar so clearly.’

A colossal roar split the air. Wesmen voices raised in song and call. Xeteskians in the dome were running. They heard the doors cycle closed, the boom reverberating through the tower.

‘Ark, go and find out what’s happening,’ ordered The Unknown. ‘Come on, Hirad, I think it’s time you were back with us.’

The former Protector moved away and out of sight. Auum and Evunn went after him. The Unknown could see Thraun sniffing the air. He watched the shapechanger’s face. His forehead pinched and his jaw tensed. Their eyes met.

‘The hunt has begun,’ said Thraun.

‘What?’ said The Unknown.

From below, Ark was shouting for them. Dystran was on the move, closely followed by Vuldaroq and their guards. The Raven held station, willing Hirad to regain consciousness.

He obliged, his eyes snapping open. He gripped The Unknown’s arms and pulled him close. The barbarian’s eyes were bloodshot and desperate.

‘We have to go now,’ he said. ‘They are inside.’

 


Arnoan gasped. He wrenched himself from his prayers and fell flat on his back. His chest heaved and his pulse raced. His head throbbed and pounded. Shards of pain speared his forehead and temples. The clouds of incense further fogged his damaged vision.

He lay where he was until he was sure he wasn’t about to join those he had so recently contacted. Slowly, his heart calmed, the incense suffusing his blood and forcing him to relax. Residual pain like a pulled muscle remained. His breathing eased, his vision began to clear and he unclenched his fists. It seemed there was little he could do about the thrashing in his head or the sweat running from every pore.

The old Shaman hauled himself to a sitting position against the wall facing the door to his shrine. Anxious faces looked in. He waved them away feebly.

‘I’m all right,’ he said. ‘All right. Some time, please. Some privacy.’

The faces withdrew. Arnoan placed shivering hands on quivering legs. He closed his eyes, fighting for control. He tried to recall the Communion. It had in so many ways been like any other. The gateway had opened in his mind. The physical expression of it in the hardening of incense smoke. He had stepped to the open portal through which his body could not pass and he had knelt. He had travelled with his mind and almost lost it.

First, the touch of something fresh. Bright and new and almost apologetic. He had ignored it though, seeking the Spirits of the ancients. The force of their emotion would have overwhelmed a lesser Shaman. Left them lost in themselves. But it had spoken loud and unequivocally; a coalescence of all the tendrils of anxiety he had been feeling for so long.

Terror. Helplessness. Desperation. Pleading. The expiration of time and opportunity.

Arnoan opened his eyes and pushed himself to his feet. He staggered and clung to the wall, waves of nausea sweeping over him. Outside, the sounds of battle were taken up once more but the noise was intense and alien. The old Shaman, his heart rattling painfully in his chest, waited for the sickness to pass. He pushed himself away from the wall and bustled towards the barracks door.

‘Where is Tessaya?’

The warrior at the door turned frightened eyes to him. ‘Out there,’ he said. ‘Leading the tribes.’

‘Shadow me,’ ordered Arnoan. ‘I must speak with him’

The warrior drew in a deep breath. ‘Yes, my Shaman.’

Arnoan gestured him aside and strode out into the freezing late afternoon. The demons were attacking on multiple fronts and from above. It was to be expected. Tribal banners flew proud, the songs of the Wesmen reached beyond the ColdRoom shell and the warriors fought bravely.

It was several paces before Arnoan’s confident stride into the courtyard faltered. There were the bodies of demons on the ground but too many Wesmen lay with them. He saw Al-Arynaar elves running from the dome complex, splitting into two large groups and running towards gates and long rooms, the latter where elven casters were protected.

The atmosphere was wrong. The songs weren’t those of victory but those of struggle and grit. The songs that kept scared warriors together and fighting against the odds. Ahead of him, he could see the Paleon banner flying high. Tessaya was underneath it, fighting against reavers and strike-strain. Immediately in front of the Wesmen lord, the walls of Xetesk crumbled and burst in, scattering rubble into the courtyard. The walkway above collapsed along a forty-yard length. And through the gap came the karron. Transformed.

‘Spirits preserve us all,’ said Arnoan.




Chapter 40

The Raven followed the Al-Arynaar out of the dome complex while the Xeteskians were still organising themselves. The elven warriors and mages split, heading for the ColdRoom casters. The Unknown brought The Raven to a halt on the steps to take stock.

The courtyard was in upheaval but the reason for the roar they’d heard beginning from inside Dystran’s tower was high in the sky above the college. From the slit in the deep blue sky, white clouds billowed and jetted into Balaian space. It was mana, pouring in at a hugely increased rate. The temperature, already low, was dipping fast towards freezing and there was no doubting that the colouring of the cloud was ice crystals. Those crystals were warming just enough as they fell to drop as chill rain onto the combatants below.

Down on the ground, the Wesmen and Al-Arynaar were under a blistering attack. Reavers had stormed the ColdRoom shell with strike-strain clouds backing them. Karron were battering on the walls in a number of places and fighting to try and gain access through the sundered gates. So far, the two thousand Wesmen warriors were holding comfortably enough but they were suffering casualties. Hirad, still feeling bleary after his frightening contact with Ilkar, couldn’t work out why but felt the scene didn’t quite ring true.

‘Is it just me or are the reavers quicker and stronger?’ he asked.

‘Definitely,’ said Rebraal. ‘Tell me what Ilkar told you.’

‘He said they had broken into the spirit dimension. He said they were fighting but that they only have their belief to defend them and their links to us to sustain them and give them strength. We have to go and close off the demon power now or they’ll be overwhelmed.’

Hirad set off down the steps.

‘Hirad wait,’ said The Unknown. ‘I’m sorry but I don’t see the connection.’

‘And how did they break in?’ asked Erienne. ‘I understood that to be possible only if they broke either the elves or the Wesmen.’

Hirad rounded on them, feeling suddenly hot. ‘Do you think we’ve got time to debate this? Look around you. The demons are pressing like never before. Isn’t it obvious what’s happened? We have to go or Ilkar will be lost and so will we.’

‘Hirad wait,’ said The Unknown. ‘We have to approach Tessaya the right way. We have to be sure of our ground. We’re about to use a centrepiece of his religion. He’s hardly going to just wave us goodbye.’

‘Well why not? We’ll be saving his dead too. Gods drowning, why are you all being so cautious? Look!’

He pointed up into the sky. Reavers plunged on the Wesmen and Al-Arynaar. Tired warriors fought hard. From gaps in the shell elements, elven mages cast IceWind into the sky. He backed up the steps to stand with The Raven. So far, they had been ignored but it wouldn’t last for long. Hirad could see the masters floating high above, directing battle. The noise was growing. The walls groaned under the battering of the karron. Abruptly, a five-yard section gave way, bringing down the parapet on a long stretch either side.

The karron stormed in. Or at least, they began as karron. These were striding into the ColdRooms apparently unhampered by the lack of mana within. And they were growing with every stride. Seven and eight feet high now and they weren’t finished. Bodies filled out with new muscle. The hammer and spike limbs lengthened a little, weapons developing, building. Halfway down their torsos, under their arms, more limbs were sprouting. Sinuous, long and pincered. True monsters, facing which the Wesmen sang defiance and courage. Unwavering in the face of a new and deadly threat.

‘Gods burning,’ breathed The Unknown.

‘Reckon we’ve got time to have a little chat now?’ asked Hirad. ‘Darrick died to get us all in here. Let’s not waste what he gave us.’

‘Right,’ said The Unknown. ‘Rebraal, Auum, we need their head Shaman. And find Eilaan. Raven, with me to Tessaya. Meeting at the barracks, that’s where their shrine is. Go.’

The Raven ran down into the maelstrom. They took up their classic angled chevron but with Thraun at Hirad’s right-hand side now Darrick was gone. The Unknown and Ark formed the forward muscle to the left. Behind them, both Denser and Erienne had blades in their hands. Al-Arynaar came to their sides, providing a flanking defence.

‘Tessaya!’ shouted Hirad. ‘We need Tessaya.’

They could see the Paleon banner fluttering in the breeze towards the front of the line where the boosted karrons were engaging the Wesmen. Warriors turned to see The Raven approaching. Orders were shouted. Ahead of them, a path was created somewhat reluctantly.

Reavers dropped in front of The Raven. Strike-strain gathered overhead and dived.

‘Keep moving, Raven!’ called The Unknown.

‘No problem,’ said Hirad.

Holding his blade in both hands, he ran on. The first of the reavers were engulfed in a storm of Wesmen axes but others were heading in. Hirad, head cocked up, saw three coming in.

‘Upwards, Unknown!’

Hirad ran on a pace, spun on his heel and whipped his sword in a circle above his head. The blade caught reaver feet, sawing through claw and bone. The demon screeched. It tried to regain some height but its momentum brought it on down. Thraun’s blade chopped through its left wing, bringing it to the ground.

To the left, The Unknown had heeded Hirad’s warning. The big warrior’s mace dragged through reaver flesh and his sword took off its tail. Unbalanced, the creature crashed to the stone where Ark crushed its skull. The third flew in at a shallow angle, aiming for the mage targets. Hirad left Thraun to finish the first and moved fast.

‘Erienne, down!’

She dropped to her haunches. Hirad’s blade swept through, cutting to the reaver’s spine. Gore flew and splattered. The reaver flew on a couple of beats and fell among the Wesmen.

‘Moving on, Raven!’ The Unknown’s voice kept them focused.

Strike-strain rained down on them. More tenacious than they had been before but carrying no greater threat in reality. Hirad kept his sword up and forward, watching for reavers. He kept his free hand in front of his face, warding off the strike-strain trying to take out his eyes. Wesmen and Al-Arynaar closed in around them. He could see the Paleon standard at hand.

Scant yards ahead, the new karron were deep in the fight along an expanding front. They moved at frightening speed against an unmoving Wesmen wall. Lord Tessaya’s voice sang out, giving his people strength. Axes rose and fell. Warriors screamed. Karron died.

Hirad saw through the crowds a glimpse of the power of the boosted demons. A Wesmen axe flashed into a karron face. It fell back but another was in so quickly. A pincer limb whipped out, grabbing the warrior’s axe arm. The spike limb thrashed across his undefended body and his corpse was hurled aside.

‘Hold!’ said The Unknown.

The Raven stopped and formed up to defend. Ahead of them, Tessaya roared more orders. Hirad saw his axe take the head from his enemy. The Wesmen pushed forwards, halting the karron advance. Hirad could feel their pure ferocity like a shivering in the air. He dragged a strike-strain from his shoulder and crushed it under his heel. By the time he looked up, Tessaya was standing in front of them.

‘You come to stand with the Wesmen?’ he asked.

His face was cut and bleeding but his eyes shone with his determination and energy. Warriors around him took the strike-strain from the air near him much as the Al-Arynaar did for The Raven.

‘No,’ said Hirad. ‘Our fight is elsewhere but we need your help and that of your Shaman.’

Tessaya frowned. ‘I do not understand.’

‘We’ll explain but not here. Please, come with us to the barracks where your Shaman is waiting.’

‘I will not leave the battle with the ul-karron,’ he said. ‘I must stand and fight with my warriors.’

Hirad watched him square his shoulders. His eyes had barely left the fight to his right.

‘Just for a few moments,’ said The Unknown. ‘It concerns the future of us all.’

Tessaya sized them up. Hirad felt like he was in a bubble. He was aware of the fighting all around him. The desultory spells working across the shell and the sound of reaver and strike-strain attacks. The chants of the Wesmen as they drove hard at the ul-karron. But it seemed distant somehow. Almost unimportant compared to the workings of the mind of the man in front of them.

Tessaya turned and spoke quickly to his lieutenant. He nodded at Hirad.

‘You have my attention,’ he said. ‘Don’t waste it.’

Al-Arynaar and Wesmen rushed their charges to the barracks. The move had not gone unnoticed by the master demons and already the focus of reaver attacks was switched. It bought the Wesmen in the front line some respite but posed a new problem. Wesmen reserve were already organising themselves to ring the barracks building while Rebraal, standing at the door, was overseeing his people scaling the walls to stand on the flat roof.

They were ushered inside to the officers’ quarters. Arnoan was already there and with him were Auum, Evunn, Pheone, Dystran and Vuldaroq. Eilaan stood in one corner, looking nervous. With The Raven, Rebraal and Tessaya completing the complement, the incense-heavy room was crowded and hot. Hirad felt a rush of nerves combined with a sense of excitement and history. In this room were the men, women and elves on whom the fate of the entire dimension rested.

Tessaya, his presence the single greatest in the room, laid his axe on a table by the door and strode across to Arnoan. He took in the assembled company and was clearly impressed despite himself.

‘We have a battle to win outside these walls,’ he said, speaking in eastern Balaian for the benefit of those around him. ‘Explain to me what is proposed.’

Arnoan had the look of a haunted man close to panic. His hands were shaking and his face was grey with exhaustion. Tessaya gripped his shoulders and his expression softened.

‘My Shaman, calm yourself,’ he said. ‘I understand we have more problems than those immediately without. What has happened?’

‘I was on my way to find you, my Lord,’ said Arnoan. ‘The demons have broken into the Spirits’ resting place. They fight but they have no real weapons. The attack is confirmed by the elves. We have to act or our ancestors will be lost to us. We cannot let this happen.’

‘How can this have happened?’ demanded Tessaya. ‘The Spirits are inviolate.’

‘The incursion is as yet small but it will grow,’ said Arnoan. ‘I fear one of our Shamen must have been taken by demons.’

‘Then we will find him and rescue him. Close this breach and continue our fight against the enemy on our own terms.’

‘That is not possible,’ said Dystran. ‘Xetesk is a big city. The demons control both it and all the surrounding lands. You can never hope to find him.’

‘But there is another way,’ said Hirad. ‘The Raven’s way.’

‘The only way,’ added The Unknown.

Tessaya’s head swung round to The Raven. ‘Speak,’ he said.

Hirad nodded at Denser, best able to make the explanation.

‘My Lord Tessaya, the demons attack us on multiple fronts. What we must do now was always a certainty but we are forced to act sooner than we would have wished. The only way to stop the enemy is to close the gap in the sky above the college. Cut off the flow of mana and the pathway to this dimension before the density of both enemies and mana becomes overwhelming.

‘With the breach in the spirit dimension, that time has drawn much closer. You can already see the strength it has given them and that strength will only grow. We have to travel to the demons’ dying home and shut off the power, close the gap. Force the demons to defeat. We had thought Xeteskian knowledge of dimensional magics would be able to send us there but it cannot. You can. Your religion and your Shaman’s powers allow for travel to the heart of the demon lands. You must agree to send us. You must or we will all perish under the power of our enemies.’

Tessaya’s doubt was evident in his expression and mirrored in his words. ‘This is preposterous,’ he said. ‘The ceremony you speak of is the severest punishment we can hand down to a warrior. It is banishment and damnation without possibility of resting with the Spirits.’ He shrugged. ‘It is death alone without salvation.’

‘Nevertheless, you must agree,’ continued Denser. ‘It is a gamble but one that we must take. It is the only thing which can save us.’

‘And to take on this mighty responsibility, we send a few exhausted Easterners? If it is so important, then the Wesmen will undertake it. Why send a few when there is an army outside?’

‘Because, my Lord, if your army travels, then Xetesk has no defence and will be overrun. Julatsa is abandoned, Dordover has fallen and Lystern must be close to failing too. If Balaian magic dies then it will not matter if we close the gap or not. The demons will rule Balaia.’

‘The Wesmen will never bow to demons.’

‘Damn you, Tessaya, but you remind me of me,’ growled Hirad. ‘If there is no magic there are no weapons. You cannot kill demons without it, and you know that. So stop the posturing and do the right thing.’

Tessaya’s head snapped round. ‘Never speak to me in that fashion, Raven. I am Tessaya, Lord of all the Wesmen.’

‘I know,’ said Hirad. ‘And I admire and respect you. But you will be lord of an enslaved race if you do not let us attempt this.’

‘What do you have to lose?’ asked Erienne. ‘If you don’t believe us, so be it but don’t stop us doing what we believe to be right. Listen to your Shaman, Lord Tessaya. Give the order.’

‘Arnoan? Speak.’

‘My Lord, I cannot say if they will succeed but I, like you, know where they will travel. No Wesman will go there willingly and to be forced to do so would weaken them. We cannot afford to take an army. We have to defend while they make this attempt. I would say let them go. And should they not come back, we will still be here to fight. The Wesmen will prevail.’

Tessaya considered again. On the roof above them, the Al-Arynaar fought reavers trying to gain access to their prizes. A demon fist smashed a hole in the roof, scattering tile and plaster.

Hirad indicated above his head. ‘The demons know we are a threat. They may not know what we intend but they want our souls. While we live, they cannot win because the will of our country cannot be broken.’

Tessaya chuckled. ‘Your arrogance matches my own,’ he said. ‘But you are asking me to agree to something in which I can see no benefit. I agree the demons think you a threat. So surely you should fight by me. Show enemies and allies alike that we are unbowed.’

‘Not this time,’ said The Unknown. ‘The Raven have a different path. You are critical to the worth of it. You must hold the college. Keep magic alive.’

This time, Tessaya laughed out loud. ‘Save that which I despise. That I should stand here and be forced to agree with such a sentiment.’ He sobered. ‘You really believe this to be our only hope?’

Hirad nodded. ‘And we will not be alone. While we have no army of Wesmen, which I would welcome, we have allies who will travel the dimensions to safeguard our path. Dragons, Lord Tessaya. You know their power and you met only three. This time, I can call on thousands.’

‘A powerful ally. Perhaps they should be here with us.’

‘They are not because they know what must be done. Their battle will not be fought here.’

Tessaya turned from Hirad to the quartet of elves. ‘And you?’

Auum inclined his head. ‘There is but one solution. I travel with them.’

And finally he settled on Dystran. ‘And you, my Lord Dystran. How do you see this folly?’

Dystran smiled. ‘I have learned over the years that The Raven are seldom mistaken and always victorious. I do not pretend to understand the links between the living and the dead and will be fascinated to research them at a later date. But for now, I need to know I have a chance of living long enough to indulge myself in a world free of demons. If The Raven feel this is the way, I will not dissuade them.’

Tessaya nodded. ‘Very well. Travel where you will with the help of my Shaman. You have my blessing and my hopes travel with you though I believe you travel to your deaths. It is a wasted opportunity. I would have welcomed the chance to see you fight by my side.’

‘We also,’ said Hirad, the relief at Tessaya’s acquiescence warming his body.

‘When you return, there may still be time,’ said Tessaya.

‘No,’ said Thraun, quiet until now. Until the reality of their decision had to be faced. ‘I think we all understand that while your Shaman can send us to the demon dimension, he cannot bring us back.’

There was a pause. None of them could look another in the eye but the determination remained.

‘Raven?’ said Hirad. ‘Unknown, you have family.’

‘That is precisely why I am here,’ said The Unknown.

‘None of us will turn,’ said Denser. ‘Isn’t this the ultimate ride for The Raven?’

‘All the way there,’ said Hirad, not afraid. ‘No coming back.’

‘Then my grief for the loss of General Darrick extends to you all. May the Spirits welcome you to your rest.’ Tessaya picked up his axe. ‘Now, I have a battle to win or as I understand it, your sacrifice will be meaningless. And that would be unforgivable.’




Chapter 41

The attack halted so abruptly that it was far too long before anyone spoke. The pressure was so intense in defence that it was hard to break out of the mind-set.

‘Stand down, stand down,’ said Heryst.

He lowered his own dripping sword and felt the shivering in his arms and legs and the heaving in his chest. Again they had beaten off the demons. Reavers had stormed through the windows and doors of the grand council chamber and tried once more to take out the two last remaining ColdRoom teams. The battle had been desperate but it had been successful.

Yet the cost, like always, was far too high. Bodies of demons and Lysternans mixed in the hall and would have to be cleared aside. The floor would have to be washed again of the blood and gore but the stench would inevitably grow. And the sickness would intensify in its wake. He stopped the thought. He saw the chamber afresh and knew there would be no time for new sickness to develop.

How quickly real hope was extinguished. So recently, they had been contemplating a break-out. They had laid plans to steal their wagons and their route from the city was known inside out by them all. They had bagged up provisions and filled waterskins. They had been set to go.

And then quite without warning the demons had launched an attack with numbers Heryst hadn’t thought them able to bring to bear. It had been short but devastatingly effective before it was beaten off. Three successive attacks later and it took too little time to count up the survivors. They were less than fifty now.

Heryst looked around his people and still their spirit hadn’t been broken though with every moment their inevitable deaths drew closer. He studied each of them in turn, seeing in their pale faces and their bloodied expressions the knowledge of their impending doom. Arabelle, Makkan, Terol, Renarn . . . all still lived, all still fought. From soldier through mage to cook’s runner, they stood proud but exhausted. All wondered how many more attacks they could resist before the ColdRoom mages were taken or killed.

‘Why did they break off?’ asked Arabelle. ‘They had us, you know.’

‘Perhaps they didn’t realise,’ said Renarn. ‘Perhaps they were called to another battle.’

Heryst chuckled in spite of their situation. The filth, cold, hunger and thirst. ‘Ever the optimist, Renarn. There is little else, I suppose. I think that no matter their overwhelming numbers, they are still wary. They know we can hurt them as we have proved. They are many but finite.’

Heryst beckoned them all to him, but for the guard that stood on the council table and over the mages that gave them their remaining glimmer of hope. He felt a curious elation.

‘My friends,’ he said, and he meant that term with every fibre he possessed. ‘We have held the enemy for so long. We have bought time for those who are stronger and who can damage the demons more severely. We have occupied so many and that has kept them from the souls of others. Never forget what you have achieved. Nothing you have done has been wasted.

‘When next the demons come, we can expect it to be the last time. They have merely gone to report. Those who wish to surrender to them now, you have my blessing. It may be that you will survive with hope for your liberation. All I do know is that there is no hope for you if you stay here.’

Not a single person moved. Heryst nodded.

‘I expected as much. It would be like betrayal, wouldn’t it?’

Murmurs of agreement greeted his words.

‘We want nothing but to stand by you until the end,’ said Arabelle.

‘Then now is the time to make your peace with the Gods if you believe in such and to say goodbye to those you have come to love. There won’t be the opportunity later. I will see you all individually but you know where I must begin.’

Heryst walked to the quiet corner of the chamber. One of the five who lay on makeshift beds there was Kayvel. His old friend and mentor was close to death and that was a blessing. He had lost his sight in the last day and his skin was sallow and cold to the touch. Heryst knelt by him and wiped the mucus from his mouth and nose.

‘You heard what I said?’ he asked, voice gentle and quiet.

‘It was a fitting speech,’ said Kayvel, his voice dry and cracked. ‘You always did pick the right moments.’

‘Then you know why I’m here.’

‘I am honoured to be your first port of call.’

‘Where else would I begin, Kayvel?’

Kayvel grabbed at his sleeve, catching a grip at the second attempt. ‘Then listen to me one last time. You and the remaining mages must leave and leave now. Lystern cannot be allowed to die. Drop the ColdRooms, cast ShadowWings and fly anywhere.’

‘I will not leave my people.’

‘You know I am right,’ said Kayvel, breath rasping in his throat. ‘We have no more time for sentimentality.’

Heryst was silent. Of course Kayvel was right but it was an impossible course to follow. He’d struggled with these people for so long. How could he possibly look down on their deaths from beneath ShadowWings?

The unmistakable rumbling of advancing karron was heard through the shattered windows. It had purpose about it. And in the sky, reavers called and strike-strain chattered. It was beginning. Heryst turned to Kayvel to say his last words.

‘Don’t let them take me,’ said Kayvel. ‘I will not lose my soul.’

‘Whatever your wish,’ said Heryst.

A dull thud resounded through the tower’s foundations. Then another. More. In moments, a constant pounding reverberated across the building. Plaster was dislodged, remaining window glass rattled and timbers squeaked at their joists. The pounding intensified quickly. The council chamber rumbled and shook. Doors rattled in their stays.

‘Dear Gods,’ muttered Heryst.

Kayvel’s grip hadn’t loosened. ‘Do what I say, Heryst. Soon you’ll have no choice.’

Heryst leaned in and kissed the dying man’s forehead. ‘Goodbye, old friend. Don’t worry about me.’

‘Goodbye, my Lord Heryst. It has been an honour to serve you.’

Heryst swept to his feet and looked back into the chamber. The karron were taking the tower apart from the bottom upwards. Arabelle was organising the remnants of the defence. On the table, the guards looked down anxiously on the casting mages. The whole table was vibrating. The mages, all seated, were juddering. It was only a matter of time.

‘Arabelle!’ called Heryst. The chamber shifted violently. ‘Arabelle!’

She shouted more orders and ran over to him. ‘Get ready to go.’

‘Where?’ he asked.

She pointed straight up. ‘You know where. I was listening to Kayvel. We agree with him. We’ll hold them off for long enough.’

Another juddering series of impacts. The tower rocked in its broad foundations.

‘Arabelle, they aren’t going to come up here again. They’re going to bring the tower down.’

‘I know,’ she said. ‘We’re going to distract them. You take the mages.’

The sound of falling stone echoed up the tower. A timber in the roof cracked and crashed to the ground. His people scattered. It fell square on the table, crushing two of the guards.

‘ColdRoom down!’ shouted one of the casting mages. ‘We’re defenceless. ’

Arabelle grabbed Heryst. ‘It has to be now, my Lord. The windows are open, you can cast.’

‘No.’

‘The college must survive. Don’t argue with me.’

Heryst looked past her at all the faces staring back at him. Every one of them was behind Arabelle.

The first reaver appeared at the windows to look inside, checking on the state of the Lysternans. Below, karron took great gouges out of the tower. The floor was cracking. More timbers groaned overhead.

‘Fly well, fly safe,’ she said.

Heryst, the tears forming in his eyes, nodded his thanks and admiration. Arabelle turned to the defenders.

‘To your positions. Go!’

The reaver backed away as the tower shifted and angled. Timbers split and began to fall. Heryst ran to his mages on the table.

‘With me, my mages. ShadowWings and fly.’

Seven. Seven mages. Two more than the flight from Dordover if he did but know it. The casting complete, the Wings at his back, Heryst flew for a shattered window. Below him, the bravest people he had ever known bought him the precious time he needed.

He whispered last words to his friends and flew hard for the clouds.

 


Arnoan was deep in concentration performing the banishment ritual while the demons tore at the barracks roof and fought the Al-Arynaar. Wesmen warriors had filled waterskins and provided provisions sacks. Now all they could do was wait for the Shaman to be ready.

‘Where does it draw from?’ asked Erienne. ‘I mean, it is magic, isn’t it?’

‘Plainly,’ said Vuldaroq. ‘But there is no mana usage.’

‘It’s a conversation for another time,’ said Dystran. ‘Dear Gods, look at you all. Some last-hope group you make.’

Hirad thought to round on him but stopped. He was right. Hirad himself felt like sleeping for ever and around him none of The Raven were in any better condition. Both Erienne and Denser had to be close to their stamina limits, The Unknown was limping heavily on his bad hip and Thraun, like Hirad, had suffered so many demon cuts he had a constant shiver. Only Ark looked anything like ready. Even Eilaan looked tired. Beside him, the TaiGethen were impossible to gauge. Decked out in their paints, they had completed their prayers and were standing silent, betraying nothing.

‘We’re the only choice you’ve got,’ said Hirad.

‘But even so, the human is right,’ said Auum, breaking his silence. ‘Rebraal, you will fight with the TaiGethen.’

Rebraal all but jumped out of his skin. ‘Auum, my place is here, with the Al-Arynaar. They need their leader.’

‘Tessaya will use them effectively.’ Auum turned to Dystran. ‘See the message is relayed.’

Hirad waited for Rebraal to protest but the elf’s expression was not one of irritation, it was one of honour and pride. He simply nodded and joined them in new prayer.

‘Will you look at that,’ breathed Denser.

Arnoan’s incense smoke was taking on form in the air. Grey wisps gathered and appeared to harden into a long shallow oval. Inside it, the view of the barracks room faded to be replaced by a flat grey. It rippled once and was still. The Shaman’s eyes opened.

‘The gateway is prepared,’ he said. ‘Use it quickly.’ He paused. ‘I think it is traditional for Easterners to wish each other luck. So, good luck.’

‘Thank you.’ The Unknown shouldered his pack. ‘Come on, Raven, no sense in delaying.’

‘Keep in physical contact with one another,’ said Arnoan. ‘Or you will be lost on the journey, scattered about the banished lands.’

Vuldaroq helped Erienne on with her pack. She nodded at him curtly.

‘Could have all been different you know,’ she said. ‘All you had to do was leave me to educate my daughter in my own time.’

Vuldaroq raised his eyebrows. ‘Sad history now.’ He moved away to stand by Dystran. ‘Tell me one other thing. At Triverne Lake when you passed through it. There was no one there?’

‘There had been,’ said Hirad. ‘But whoever they were had been killed by demons. Why, people of yours?’

‘We had to try,’ said Vuldaroq.

‘Try what?’ demanded Dystran.

‘Later, my friend. Much later.’

The Raven gathered in a line two abreast. Behind them were the elves.

‘What happens in here?’ asked Hirad.

‘I don’t know,’ said Arnoan. ‘Often the warrior screams but I suspect that to be more in anticipation of the arrival than the journey. ’

‘I hope you’re right.’

The Unknown spoke. ‘Remember. We’re going somewhere we know nothing about. We don’t even know we’ll be able to breathe. But presuming we can, we first need a place to hole up so Hirad can call in the dragons. I need to know if mages have access to the mana spectrum for casting. Erienne, your condition is vital to us as you know. Don’t keep it a secret. We’re relying on all three of you to tell us where the mana is flowing out because that’s where we’re headed. ’

‘Let’s just hope we appear somewhere relatively close by,’ said Denser.

‘If we don’t we have ShadowWings and we have rope. We can ride dragons.’ The Unknown paused. ‘Are we set?’

He and Hirad locked their arms around each other’s shoulders. Behind them, the other pairs did the same and with free hands grabbed the belt or wrapped around the waist of the person in front.

‘Keep fighting,’ said Hirad. ‘We aren’t doing this for nothing.’

‘Don’t fail us, Raven,’ said Dystran.

‘One thing, Dystran.’ Hirad couldn’t help himself. ‘I have not and will never forgive you for the death of Ilkar and every other elf you sentenced to death when you unleashed the Elfsorrow. So let’s get this straight. I am doing this for him, then for the elves, then for the rest of Balaia. Even Vuldaroq. But not you. Understand?’

‘If it makes you happy.’

Hirad laughed. ‘It’s almost a shame we aren’t coming back. At least then I’d have the opportunity of killing you myself.’

‘Good luck, Raven,’ said Vuldaroq. ‘Make me proud, Erienne.’

‘Don’t push your luck.’

‘Raven! Raven with me!’

Hirad stepped into the gateway.

He felt the drag almost at once. It was like the tide, slow but undeniable. There was an absence of anything and yet it wasn’t dark. A pale light surrounded them. He tried to look in the direction they were being taken but could see nothing. He looked down too. It was the same. He noticed he was moving his legs as if he was walking but there was nothing solid beneath him. He stopped.

‘We all here?’ His voice sounded muffled but at least he could speak.

He heard murmurs and presumed they were assent. He tightened his grip on The Unknown and felt the reassuring tug on his belt that meant Erienne was behind him still. It was an odd sensation. A controlled fall. It was just a pity he couldn’t see the destination. But perhaps stranger than that was the realisation that he wasn’t at all fazed by the experience. His life had been punctuated by extraordinary events. Dimensional travel, links with dragons, speaking with the dead . . . and this was just another. To be endured and remembered.

Abruptly, their path was buffeted. They were flung from side to side and only then did they realise they were within walls.

‘Hold on, Raven!’ he called.

He heard wind whistling outside the confines of the tunnel, as he now thought it to be. And he fancied he could hear the calls of demons but it was probably just his imagination. He fended off the wall once more, feeling it give like taut cloth, and felt a surge of energy through his body. He jerked.

‘Hirad, you all right?’ asked The Unknown, his voice distant despite his proximity.

‘I think so, I . . .’

There was a presence in the tunnel with them. No, two of them. Hirad had the sense that they were floating ahead. He fancied he could see something in the pale light, like shadows of shadows. Indistinct yet with purpose. He felt a warmth, like the touch of one thought lost.

‘Do you see it?’ he shouted. ‘Ahead. Do you see it?’

Clearly, no one did. But the voice was something all of them could hear.

‘You’re going the wrong way, Coldheart. As usual.’

Hirad heard laughter behind him. Erienne closed and hugged him with her free arm. Her lips were at his ear. ‘It’s him. It’s really him.’

Hirad wiped at eyes suddenly brimming with tears. His heart surged in his chest and he was infused with pure elation. He could feel him too. Almost smell him.

‘Where are you, Ilks?’

‘You’re looking straight at me, idiot,’ said Ilkar. ‘I am a little insubstantial as far as you’re concerned but I’m hurt you don’t see me.’

‘A little? I can see a ghosting ahead. Nothing more.’

‘Well, it’ll have to do. I’ve brought a friend. He hasn’t worked out the talking bit yet but I’m showing him. Thanks for sending him, Auum. I wouldn’t be here without him.’

‘I said for you to get somewhere safe,’ said Hirad. ‘This doesn’t seem much like it.’

‘Begging your pardon but I thought dead would be safe. But apparently, the living have screwed that up too.’

‘Xeteskians,’ said Denser.

‘Might have known. Never trust a Xeteskian, eh? That’s why I’m here. Gods, Hirad . . . Raven . . . but we’re in trouble. The enemy are inside. We know the source of their energy but we can’t reach it. So far we can hold them off but they’re growing so fast.’

‘Well, that’s why we’re here,’ said Hirad.

‘I knew you’d come. I knew you’d help. The Raven never leave their own to suffer. But you have to be quick.’

Hirad felt the emotion wash over him. The relief and the love mixed with the fear of threat.

‘Hey, Ilks, we’re going as fast as we can. Haven’t tried this sort of transport before.’

‘And like I say, taking it in the wrong direction. Gods drowning, but I can’t leave you alone for a moment without you taking a wrong turn, Hirad.’

‘Ilkar, if it is you, stop this and tell us what to do. What do you mean wrong direction? We weren’t offered a choice.’

‘Ah, Unknown, although I feel I should call you Sol now. It is me. And believe me, this is as weird for me as it is for you. This isn’t possible, you understand, but for the fact that the fabric of my world is weak and I can feel you enough to be with you. Now you’re here, anyway. Don’t think it’ll last.’

‘And where are we?’ asked Erienne.

‘At the junction of every dimension, or three of them at least. Yours, mine and the demons’. The Wesmen portal sends you to a single point in the demon dimension but you don’t want to go there. They’ll be waiting for you like they have all the lost souls banished there.’

‘So take us where we need to go,’ said Hirad.

‘With you it is always so simple, Coldheart,’ said Ilkar. ‘Lucky really, that your outlook mirrors your intellect.’

‘Dear Gods, but I’ve missed you. Denser is no substitute on the abuse front.’

‘I am peerless,’ said Ilkar. ‘Now listen, all of you. Rebraal, are you there?’

‘You know I am, my brother. I can feel your strength through the touch of our souls.’

‘Yniss provides for us all that which we need in the direst of circumstance.’ Ilkar paused and for one awful moment Hirad thought he was gone. ‘Rebraal, remember to keep hold of the knowledge of the ancients. It will bind you all.’

‘I understand.’

‘What are you talking about?’ asked Hirad.

‘It’s not your concern. Now listen. The path you’re taking will drop you right where they expect you. You don’t want that—’

‘Always the gift for understatement,’ said Hirad.

‘I learned it all from you. Now, we can break the path before you arrive but it’ll be a little rough. It’ll drop you beyond their immediate influence but they’ll sniff your souls or magic quickly and be onto you.’

‘So what’s the catch?’ asked Denser.

‘While I can get you nearer the energy source, I can’t guarantee where exactly you’ll appear.’

‘So long as you land us on something soft,’ said Hirad.

‘I’ll see what I can do.’ Ilkar’s voice was full of doubt.

‘How do you know all this?’ asked The Unknown.

‘Ah well, Duele and I caught a demon and, you know, asked it.’

Hirad laughed. ‘You never change, Ilks.’

‘Yniss did indeed have a greater destiny for you, Duele,’ said Auum. ‘Why did I ever doubt him?’

‘When is all this going to happen?’ asked Thraun.

‘Pretty much right now,’ said Ilkar. ‘It’s been wonderful, my friends, but it’s time to go. I doubt we’ll have this sort of contact again. But hey, Coldheart, you know where to find me.’

‘I’ll drop by as soon as I can.’

‘Not too soon, eh, old son?’

Ilkar was gone and they were falling. The light had changed from its pale tint to a startling blue and it grew in intensity around them. Hirad closed his eyes but it made no difference. He felt suffocated for a moment, a huge weight crushing down on his chest. He fought to breathe but nothing came into his lungs. He tightened his grip on The Unknown, seeking what solace he could from the big man’s presence. Around him he heard screaming and realised it was all of them, the sounds torn unbidden from their mouths. Momentarily, he experienced the sensation of his skin being dragged from his body. The pain was extraordinary. But at least it was brief.

Freezing-cold air hit his face and a sour odour drove into his nostrils. He opened his eyes.

‘Oh, shit.’

They weren’t on the ground but they were about to hit it. Hard.




Chapter 42

‘Break! Break!’ yelled The Unknown.

He pushed himself hard away from Hirad and felt the loosening of the grip on his waist. They plummeted groundwards towards a glistening green some twenty feet below. A stench arose from it that assaulted the nostrils and fogged the mind. He hardly had time to register what it might be before he struck.

Just about turning his shoulder against the impact, he ploughed into the fetid mud, water and reeds. He rolled for what seemed like an age, keeping his mouth tight-closed and forcing air out of his nose to keep the stagnant slime from driving up his nostrils.

He slowed to a stop and came quickly to his feet, checking his weapons as he looked around him for the rest of The Raven. His mace was still in its bracket and his sword in its sheath. One of his belt-sheathed daggers had broken and his pack had torn from his back. It lay a little further back along the path he had dragged through the swamp.

He flicked his wrists to shake off the worst of the stinking mud then wiped down his arms and legs with the back of his hands. The Raven were scattered around him, all in various stages of coming to their feet.

‘If he wasn’t dead, I’d kill him myself,’ muttered a voice alongside him.

He looked round. Hirad was smeared from head to toe in black mud. His eyes peered from his face like stars in the night-time sky and the ooze dripped from his braided hair. He wiped at his mouth and nose with one filthy sleeve.

‘Yeah, but at least it was something soft,’ said The Unknown. ‘Come on, let’s help everyone up.’

‘Do I smell as bad as you look?’

‘Probably.’

The Unknown reached down a hand and Erienne grabbed it, pulling herself to a sitting position.

‘Terrific,’ she said. ‘Where’s Denser?’

‘He’s here.’

‘You all right?’

‘Yes, love, never better. Nothing I like more than bathing in putrescence.’

The Unknown scanned around him in more detail, seeing the four elves and Thraun making their way over. Ark was shaking his head to clear it. At least no one was hurt. At least not badly.

‘What have we got?’ asked Hirad, coming to his shoulder.

‘You know, I’m not at all sure,’ said The Unknown.

Up above him, the sky was loaded with deep-grey cloud. A dull light was cast on ground that in some ways was little different from parts of Balaia. There were hills to their left and an open plain that ran away to their right. A quick look behind revealed shale running up gentle slopes with steeper ground beyond. Directly ahead, the land levelled out and what looked like it might have been a settlement lay at the edges of his vision.

But it was dead. All of it. Silent. Still.

The Unknown looked down at his feet, ankle deep in sludge. What he had thought were reeds were long ribbons of algae floating in the stagnant water. Underfoot, the mud was soft and yielding. They had had a lucky landing. Less fortune would have seen them on the shale and their mission would have been over before it had begun.

Everywhere, the colours were drab. From the grey of rock to the dull brown of the plain sprinkled with the odd patch of palest yellow. He couldn’t see the petal of a single flower anywhere he looked. There were no cart tracks, no animal trails. There were no trees. Not as far as the eye could see. But for the undulations of the land, it was completely featureless. And it was cold, very cold.

The breath clouded in front of their faces and dissipated upwards. Tracking it, The Unknown looked into the empty sky. No birds, no insects. No demons either and that was a blessing. He wondered how long that would last. He glanced left and right. Erienne had her arms wrapped around her and was shivering. Denser was doing the best he could to warm her but his own nose was pale with the cold and there were only tiny dots of colour on his cheeks.

A wind blew at them from the direction of the hills behind. It mourned over the rock and sent icy gusts into their bodies. It wasn’t exactly the popular vision of hell but it would do just as well.

‘We must be the only souls still here,’ said Erienne.

‘Which should worry us,’ said Thraun. ‘Ours will be like a beacon fire to the demons.’ He sniffed the air. ‘I can’t smell anything above this stench.’

The Unknown nodded. ‘We need to get out of sight and into some shelter. Not just because of the demons. We’re cold and we need to warm up and dry off.’

‘Can’t see much firewood lying about,’ said Hirad.

‘There are other ways of providing heat,’ said Denser.

The Unknown turned to the elves and raised his eyebrows. While Eilaan had a good covering of the cold mud and slime, the warrior trio had little more than splashes up their trousers and over their boots.

‘You need to know how to land when you fall hard,’ explained Auum, seeing his expression.

‘You never taught me,’ said Hirad.

‘You could never be with us long enough to learn,’ replied Auum.

‘What can you see?’ asked The Unknown.

Auum pointed ahead of them. ‘Tumbledown settlement. All but dust now. Just a few stones. The plain is broad and barren. Behind, there will be shelter. The land is folded. If we are lucky, we’ll find a cave.’

‘That would be very useful,’ said The Unknown. ‘That way it is, then.’

He stooped and dragged his pack out of the mud and icy water. One strap remained and he slung it over his left shoulder. He felt a great stiffness in his hip and shook his head.

‘I’m too old for this.’

Hirad clapped him on the back. ‘Don’t worry, big man, it’ll all be over soon.’

‘Hirad, you are no comfort whatsoever.’

Auum and his Tai led the way, clearly ill at ease. The stagnant water continued for over a quarter of a mile before they began to travel up slope. The drier ground beneath their feet was a welcome change and the slope afforded some protection against the biting wind. Even so the elves set a cruel pace, driving up the shale at close to a trot. And while their every pace found firm purchase around the loose stone, The Raven slipped and slithered continually, adding grazes and bruises to their shivers and aches.

‘Whose idea was this?’ grumbled Hirad, picking himself up and brushing shards of stone from his now gauntleted hands.

‘Yours, I think,’ said Denser. ‘Unless my memory fails me, it was you who arrived on Herendeneth and said that something had to be done.’

Herendeneth. The Unknown felt sudden sadness welling up. Every day, his wife and son would stand on the rock overlooking the anchorage awaiting his return. He brought images to his mind of Diera’s smile and the wind blowing her hair about her face. And of his son, shouting with wild excitement as he toddled towards his father’s open arms. And there really was no going back.

‘It’s for you,’ he whispered. ‘This is all for you.’

They continued to climb. Beyond the slopes they could see from the swamp, others revealed themselves, giving the truth to Auum’s assessment of the land. The higher they went, the colder and more barren it became; and after an hour’s walk, there was no vegetation around them whatever. It was a desolate scene. With their backs to a damp crag that towered hundreds of feet above their heads, they stood or sat to rest.

The Unknown crouched by Rebraal, the two friends looking back over the way they’d travelled.

‘Just look at this place,’ said The Unknown.

‘Small wonder the cursyrd covet Balaia,’ said Rebraal.

‘Well, for Balaia’s vistas today, substitute this glorious view in a few years’ time.’

‘Unless we put a stop to it.’

‘Right.’ The Unknown turned to him. ‘So, what do your eyes tell you?’

Rebraal shrugged and gazed long out over the decayed landscape. ‘It meets exactly the expressions of desolation in the texts in Aryndeneth. This is what the cursyrd do and it is why the sanctity of the dead must be maintained. If it is not, all dimensions will ultimately fall to this state.

‘There is nothing out there, Unknown. The settlement we could see that is just so much dust and rot is the only one as far as any of us can see or sense. The only break from the wind that we can gauge is the hills at our backs. So the topsoil is eroded and the vegetation has died because it has no purchase. There are no trees. Unknown, there are no trees. So the low-lying land will flood as it rains and more and more is leeched from the earth. And so it dies. As will the air because the vegetation provides the last part in the cycle of life.’ He shook his head. ‘If this scene is repeated across this dimension then soon it will not be possible to breathe here. And where is the power source my brother said he would set us near? It is not out there.’

‘Then we must hope it is behind us.’ The Unknown looked down at Erienne and Denser. Both were struggling with the cold. ‘Come on, let’s move on. Can’t have The Raven’s mages catching cold.’ He helped the pair to their feet. ‘Not far now.’

‘I hope you’re right,’ said Denser. ‘My cloak wasn’t made to carry this much mud.’

‘I’ll have a servant clean and dry it the moment we arrive.’

Denser smiled. ‘And have him draw a bath too, would you?’

Auum trotted down a shallow slope to the right of the crag. Beneath his paint, the elf’s face was impassive but The Unknown thought he could detect the ghost of a smile.

‘What have we got?’

‘Shelter,’ said Auum. ‘This way. But quick and quiet. The cursyrd are beyond these hills.’

 


Hovering behind his new karron force, Ferouc berated Blackthorne for his stupidity and cursed him for the time he was wasting. It merely served to fire his spirit. He led his warriors out of the castle keep and down the steps, driving headlong into the karron taking lumps out of his walls. He carried long sword and kite shield, his armour was his ceremonial chain and in his belly his anger was a cold knot.

Blackthorne thundered his shield into an enemy, knocking it backwards. It flung out a pincer but didn’t connect. The Baron stepped after it and drove his blade into its gut, wrenching it sideways before dragging it clear. The beast died at his feet, belching dark blood.

He roared his approval and swung hard at the next. Its hammer limb sheared off.

‘Yes!’ His shield blocked a pincer and he reversed his blade into its face. ‘Keep them moving backwards!’

Twenty men had run out with him to stop the destruction of his castle. The shields half of them wore represented all the armoury had to offer. But all carried swords sharpened or maces that gleamed in the half-light.

At his right-hand side, one of his men struck out, catching a karron on the side of the head. Its skull was crushed but still it came at him. One pincer gripped his shoulder and the spike limb flashed in, driving straight through his chest. The man was flung back to slide on the marble floor of the keep. The karron died under a welter of blows.

Blackthorne cursed and struck out again. His shield thumped into a karron left and his sword flicked out right, nicking a pincer limb. Gore sprayed into the evening air. The limb coiled quickly and snapped out at him, glancing into his side. He felt the air knocked from him but his armour held. He rebalanced quickly, fending off a hammer and striking right to left, carving into unprotected flesh.

Above the karron, reavers screeched their displeasure.

‘Beware overhead,’ warned Blackthorne.

To the left of his tight line on the steps and under the overhang of the grand door stones, one of his men took a hammer in the side and was flung into those next to him. Three men went down. The karron, moving faster than they had any right to, bounded up the steps and slaughtered the trio where they had fallen.

Blackthorne’s eyes narrowed. He flung himself left. His sword drove through the chest of a karron rising from its bloody task and his shield jabbed up and took a second under the chin, the force snapping the creature’s neck. A third swung at him but he caught the blow on his shield, bracing his feet and chopping down through the karron’s shoulder.

Reavers prepared to dive on them. Left and right now, the karron attack was faltering. More were massing but Ferouc hadn’t ordered them in.

‘Back off!’ ordered Blackthorne. He pointed his sword at Ferouc. ‘One day it’ll be you, Fidget. For every man that dies, we take six of yours. Sound familiar, you bastard?’

‘You fight against the inevitable, Blackthorne. Two days and you are crushed.’

Blackthorne made sure he was the last man inside. Five of the twenty lay dead. Some of their weapons had been snatched away but their bodies would have to lie where they fell.

‘Your ambition is not matched by your ability, Fidget. You won’t beat us. You don’t have the will.’

He stepped back inside the castle and the doors were swung shut behind him. He handed his sword to a footman and clapped the man on the back.

‘Another bloody nose, eh Daniel?’

‘Yes, my lord,’ agreed Daniel.

But Blackthorne could see in Daniel’s eyes the futility of their actions. He wrapped his arm around the boy’s shoulder and walked with him back towards the kitchens, the only place they were truly safe.

‘Don’t lose faith, youngster. We have very determined friends out there. They won’t let us down.’

 


It wasn’t much of a cave but they could at least get out of the worst of the chill sweeping across the land. The space was dank, dark and cold but sitting close together they shared warmth. The indent in the crag that Auum had found went back no more than ten feet but was overhung by a further six, making it reasonably defensible from air attack. He and Evunn stood just in shadow at the entrance, looking out over the bleak landscape and searching the sky for evidence that they had been discovered.

Just within earshot and above the wailing of the wind, they could hear the low rumble of demon activity. It was the sounds of calls and orders mixed with the whip of thousands of wings and the tramp of innumerable feet.

‘So he did get us close then,’ said Hirad.

‘Very,’ said Rebraal. He smiled. ‘He did well.’

‘Except we all smell absolutely terrible.’

‘Makes a change from it just being you, doesn’t it, Hirad?’

‘My, my, Xetesk-man, I admire you for still trying. But like I said to Ilkar, you have a long way still to go.’

Under his right arm, Erienne was shaking. ‘Still cold?’

Erienne snorted. ‘No, Hirad,’ she managed. ‘It tickled me, that’s all. I think Ilkar would have been proud of that one. Remember those furs you used to wear?’

Hirad nodded. ‘They weren’t the most fragrant.’

The Raven laughed.

‘All right,’ said The Unknown. ‘Let’s get serious. We need to do several things. Hirad, you have to contact Sha-Kaan, bring him here as soon as you can. Eilaan, confirm that the mana is concentrated where we think it is. Denser, do what you do best and warm this place up a little, would you? We might as well be comfortable. Thraun, Ark, see about preparing some food. Erienne, get yourself some sleep when the temperature goes up. We’re going to need you.’

She looked up at him and all the doubt was back in her eyes. ‘I hope I don’t let you down.’

‘No chance,’ said The Unknown. ‘Now listen, everyone, we seem to have been fortunate up until now but if there’s one thing guaranteed to bring on demons, it’s spell casting. I don’t see there’s any harm them knowing we’re here. A ForceCone will keep them out of the cave until the dragons arrive. But if any of you want to empty bowels and bladder, I suggest you do it now. We don’t know what length of wait we’ll have. Denser will pause until you get back. Any thoughts?’

There were no dissenters.

‘Good, then let’s get to it.’

The group broke up and immediately the biting cold returned. The Unknown put his back to a wall and beckoned Erienne over. He held his arms out and she moved gratefully into his embrace.

‘Gods falling, but I hope people aren’t too long taking a leak,’ she said.

‘You don’t feel the need?’

‘Too cold to be out there,’ she said, snuggling in closer. ‘Good job my husband’s not the jealous type.’

‘How do you know he’s not?’ Denser’s voice carried back to them from just outside the cave.

‘It’s just the impression I get.’

‘I see.’ Denser buttoned his fly back up and walked back inside. ‘Convenient how The Unknown organises everyone else to work and leaves himself free to get fresh with you.’

‘Perk of the job,’ said The Unknown.

Denser chuckled. ‘I’ll set about this spell then. Make yourselves comfortable. Don’t think to help or anything.’

‘We won’t,’ said Erienne.

The Unknown watched Denser collecting stones from outside and arranging them in the centre of the cave. He was very precise in the shapes and sizes he chose and in the way they were arranged.

‘It’s all about reflecting the heat from the spell,’ said Erienne in answer to his question. ‘The mana will bounce around for longer if the stones are placed right. Keep the heat in for longer, you know.’

‘I see.’ He paused. ‘How are you feeling?’

‘Warming up.’

‘That isn’t what I asked.’

‘I know.’ She sighed. ‘Look, Unknown, I know I can do it. In the playhouse, I had no doubt. But look how many of us there were and how relatively few of them. We could afford a mistake and so I didn’t make one. Now the stakes are higher. One slip and it isn’t just us that’s gone, it’s everyone. That’s a burden.’

‘I understand. Look, if it’s any help, we’re all scared about who we’ll let down if we fail. But that’s how it’s always been, hasn’t it? The Raven united does what it has to despite how we feel individually. Draw strength from us.’

‘I’ll try. Thank you. Hmm. Can’t really imagine Hirad being scared.’ They looked across at him, seated with his hands in his lap, searching for his dragon. ‘And you . . .’ Erienne trailed off and The Unknown felt her shoulders sag. ‘Oh, Unknown, you poor soul.’

The Unknown knew what she was talking about. He smiled grimly and shifted in his position, swallowing hard. ‘We have all had to make sacrifices.’

‘But you’re the only one of us for whom family waits on your return.’

‘Diera knew this time I was unlikely to come home.’

‘And this time you knew all along, didn’t you?’

The Unknown nodded. ‘We all did, didn’t we? When we thought about it in the quiet of the night, there was never any chance of us surviving what we have to do.’

‘There’s always hope,’ said Erienne.

‘You listen to Hirad too much. The hope we have is for the survival of our dimension, not for ourselves.’

‘And are you handling it all right?’

The Unknown blinked away the moisture in his eyes. ‘Erienne, it guts me every time I think about it. The last things I said to my family were lies. How long will it be before Diera finally gives up hope of me ever coming home? How long will she be forced to grieve?’

‘Then do what you would have me do. Focus on The Raven and our strength. Know that what we do now will mean that your family has a future even if it is without you. When the grief has faded, they will rejoice they had you for as long as they did. Believe me, I know.’

‘Thank the Gods you’re here, Erienne.’

‘That we’re all here.’

‘All right, I’m ready,’ said Denser. ‘All of you done the necessary?’

The Unknown jogged out of the cave briefly but could hear Denser speak.

‘Eilaan, as soon as I begin to prepare, we can assume the demons will be onto us. We need a flattened Cone ready right away. You up for it?’

‘I know what to do.’

‘Good. Well, it may bring the hordes down on our heads but at least we’ll be warm and dry. Unknown, may I?’

‘Be my guest.’

Denser closed his eyes and developed the FlamePalm construct. The simple casting was complete in moments and he played the flame over the stones in a circular motion. They began to emit heat. Smoke curled lazily upwards. The blue of Denser’s spell played over their exposed surfaces and took on a cycle of its own, bouncing and reflecting as Erienne had described. The warmth began to fill the shallow cave.

But from all around them, the sounds of the demons changed and a new call grew. It was a call of fury and it was taken up by myriad throats, gaining quickly as it neared.

The demons had found them.




Chapter 43

‘I have your signature, my Dragonene. We are coming.’

Sha-Kaan broke the contact with Hirad Coldheart and wheeled in the air. In the day since their last contact, he had probed the human’s mind and found it stressed and active, denying him safe access. And during that same time the damaging battle in the skies of Beshara had finally burned itself out but the cost to the dragon population and that able to travel with him had been severe.

Almost four hundred dragons had perished in flame and fall, taking from him more than a fifth of those who had originally assembled on the plains and offered such hope. Now, they numbered a little over fourteen hundred. It would have to be enough.

Around him, the Kaan and most of the Naik circled, guarding against further trouble. Yasal was on the ground, talking with representatives of the recently warring broods while those that had taken no part were flying distant defensive patterns. It would take time to gather them all and Sha-Kaan was not confident that all would come.

He rose high above the circling Kaan and Naik and gouted flame long into the clear sky. He roared and dived, pulsing out his message, demanding their attention and their respect.

‘Our time is now,’ he sent. ‘Gather in the skies, my allied broods. Put aside your petty squabbles. We are already weakened and we cannot afford further diminution of our strengths. The battle for our futures and for all those of our melde dimensions begins for us.

‘Fly, my friends. Fly to me.’

Sha-Kaan dipped below his brood who were forming up as they had drilled. Around them, Naik did likewise. From the ground, he saw the dust flood the air, a thousand wings beating skywards. The pulse message would be passed out among the Stara, Veret and Gost. Soon those that still believed would come.

Yasal-Naik barked his relief that the call had finally come through.

‘So your human has survived and made his journey.’

Sha-Kaan pulsed feelings of warmth and pride. ‘Did I not tell you he was tenacious? I never doubted him.’

‘Then you were alone.’

‘I alone understand his capabilities.’ Sha-Kaan turned his head to Yasal as they flew side by side. ‘And what were the results of your diplomacy, young Naik?’

‘I have salvaged much of the support but none will fly with the Skoor. They are dismissed and with them must go an equal number of Kaan and Naik to ensure they do not abuse their temporary advantage in our skies.’

‘It is as much as I could have hoped,’ said Sha-Kaan. ‘But it leaves us a further eighty mouths short. We take with us barely more than thirteen hundred to do battle with our enemy.’

‘Then we must all fight as hard as two,’ said Yasal.

Sha-Kaan inclined his head in respect. ‘You have grown, Yasal. It makes me almost glad this crisis fell upon us.’

‘And I, Great Kaan.’ Yasal’s mind pulsed regret. ‘We have lost so many to each other over the cycles. Perhaps our future will be more productive.’

‘We can rule the skies together.’

‘Yes, we can.’

The two master dragons flew into the centre of the gathering. Though they were much reduced in number, the acreage of wing and scale remained truly awesome. The days of drills and organisation had benefited them in structure in the sky. Each brood was formed and solid. The outlying patrols swept and dove and the mass was prepared.

‘Now is the time of greatest risk,’ said Sha-Kaan. ‘Now we will know whether our talk was believed.’

‘Does it matter if it is not? If you see what I mean.’

‘I do and to us perhaps it does not. But it matters to Hirad Coldheart. He expects and we must deliver.’

Sha-Kaan led Yasal high above the massed ranks of dragons. Beshara’s last and only hope.

‘Now is the moment of trust. You know me and you know my honour. Yes, many of us have battled in the past but now that must be consigned to history. Now we fight for our survival. And for that I give to each of you the trace signature of my Dragonene who sustains me.’ He pulsed the signature.

‘And now, I exhort you all to follow me. Save us, save every dimension we hold dear. Be ready to fight.’

He switched out of Beshara and drove through the void to Hirad Coldheart.

 


Tessaya’s warriors were holding but only just. Elves were with them, their fast blades and skilled movement disrupting the ul-karron attacks. Reavers and strike-strain concentrated on attacks from above, quick-fire strikes that dealt swift death to those snatched but cost the enemy more than the allies.

The Lord of the Wesmen, flanked by four lieutenants, strode into the tower complex and demanded audience with Dystran and whoever else commanded the eastern forces, such as they were.

‘They are in conference,’ he was told by a callow youth, barely strong enough to hold the sword scabbarded at his waist. ‘They cannot be disturbed.’

Tessaya hefted his axe meaningfully. A silence had descended on the complex, punctuated by the muted sounds of battle without and the rhythmic dripping of demon blood from his axe to the marble floor.

‘And on what do they confer, boy?’ he said quietly.

‘The defence of the college,’ said the youth. His face was red with anxiety and he couldn’t keep his hands still.

‘The defence which I alone conduct while they cower in their towers!’ Tessaya’s voice rang around the complex. In front of him, the youth jumped backwards. ‘Get them down here now or so help me, boy, I will take my warriors and leave the demons to feast on your rotting souls.’

The youth hesitated.

‘GO!’

The youth ran through into a curtained passage. Tessaya let his gaze travel around the people sitting in the complex. Some with swords resting on walls beside them. Some plainly mages, wringing their hands in their impotence.

‘Is there not one of you with the desire to stand by me and live or die a hero? Yes, that’s it . . . turn away. Block your ears to what happens beyond your cocoon. The Wesmen are dying for you. And this is how you demonstrate your gratitude?’ Tessaya shook his head. ‘There are those who have travelled the path of banishment by choice because they believe it the only way to victory. Each one of you I would gladly consign there as cowards in the face of battle.’

There was a rustling of bodies and the odd mutter.

‘So prove me wrong,’ said Tessaya. ‘Stand with the Wesmen. Fight for your lives.’

Movement from the passage revealed itself to be Dystran and the Dordovan, Vuldaroq. Behind them came two women, one an elf, and two more men, both soldiers, both scarred from battle. Tessaya recognised both women and one of the men. All three should have been resting after their ordeal in the playhouse and before on the road from Julatsa. He had heard their stories.

‘Lord Tessaya, you asked to see me,’ said Dystran, smiling and opening his arms in welcome.

‘I need support out there,’ said Tessaya. ‘You have men and mages idle. Give them to me. Right now, Wesmen and elves are keeping you alive. You have had your rest. It is time to fight.’

‘Now we need to keep reserves and ensure the sanctity of the Heart. Our involvement will and must be on need alone.’

‘That need is now,’ growled Tessaya. ‘My warriors die to protect you.’ He pointed at Dila’heth and Pheone. ‘Their people die to protect you. Be visible or we will leave you to your fate.’

‘And what exactly do you suggest?’ asked Dystran.

Tessaya sniffed. ‘Spells will kill more enemy than swords ever will. We have seen that. Warriors will occupy their ul-karron, you must cast to destroy their commanders and their reserve.’

‘My Lord Tessaya, you must know that we cannot cast inside the ColdRoom shells,’ said Dystran.

‘You must think me an ignorant savage,’ said Tessaya, carefully holding onto his temper, ‘if you think that pathetic excuse will impress me.’

‘Now listen—’

‘The elven mages stand at risk in the spaces between the castings they have made so we can fight and they do what they can. But they are not enough. Mages must travel outside the college. Come into the back of the demon lines and kill them where they wait the order to attack. Defence alone is no longer enough. It will not give The Raven time enough to act, should they be able to do so.’

Dystran paused and held up his hands in a placatory gesture. ‘Now let’s not get carried away. What you suggest sounds plausible but surely mages scattered outside the college will be committing suicide, not supporting the defence.’

‘And is what we do for you any different? It is slow but we will be overwhelmed eventually. That is, unless we disrupt their chain of command and damage their morale and belief now. Now.’

‘I’m sorry, Tessaya, but I will not commit my mages and warriors to battles they cannot win. Their souls are vulnerable in a way yours are not.’

‘Vulnerability is no excuse for cowardice.’ Tessaya took a pace towards Dystran, feeling his anger infuse his body. ‘And that is what you are. You and all those that follow you and do your bidding. Cowards deserving of nothing but my contempt.’

‘I will not stand by and let that slur stain me,’ said the soldier Tessaya didn’t recognise.

‘And who are you, hiding behind your ruler’s platitudes?’

‘I am Chandyr, commander of the Xeteskian armies, such as they are.’

‘Then stand by me, Chandyr. Fight for your freedom. You are clearly no stranger to battle. And you, Captain Suarav, my words do not apply to one such as you.’

‘Chandyr, you will not walk outside of this complex without my express permission,’ spat Dystran. ‘I will not have this man making demands in my college.’

Chandyr walked calmly in front of Dystran. ‘Go ahead and hide, Dystran. I will not do so. The fact is that Tessaya speaks wisely and you know he does. All stood here know that your decisions are based on your fear of the order of power should the demons be defeated and you will risk all of us to hang onto that power.’

‘Commander Chandyr, I will say this just once,’ began Dystran.

‘Save it for someone who will listen,’ said Chandyr. He tore the insignia from his chest and arms. ‘I resign my commission and fight as a free man. And I encourage any who despair of your weakness to do the same.’ Chandyr smiled. ‘What of your power now? To cast to stop me you will have to place yourself at risk. I would like to see that, I really would. At least it would show some courage.’

Behind Chandyr, Tessaya nodded, knowing this man had true spirit. Here was a man he could respect and trust to fight next to him. Chandyr turned to him.

‘Lord Tessaya, I place myself at your command.’

‘As do I,’ said Suarav.

‘And already you are heroes. Come, let us do that which your leader dare not and try to save us all.’ He jabbed a finger at Dystran. ‘You have until dawn to schedule your remaining warriors and mages to the defence of this college or I will do it for you. Pheone, Dila’heth, I urge you, work with me.’

He turned and strode from the dome, his heart swelling with new belief and his brain racing with the possibilities. Should they defeat the demons, he would be the most powerful man on Balaia. He roared a battle cry and charged back into the fray in the dying light of a freezing day, his warriors at his back.

 


‘How long is the journey?’ asked Denser.

‘I don’t know,’ said Hirad. ‘But they are coming. We’ll have warning, I’m sure.’

He turned his head to the scene outside the cave. Demons crowded the entrance. Some strains he recognised, some he did not. In the darkening sky, he saw reavers hovering, screeching orders at the lesser demons in front of them. He saw ul-karron beating on the face of the Cone; and there were other, smaller wingless demons, completely hairless and pure white. Their thin fingers leeched into the Cone, trying to disrupt the construct. So far it was holding but there were signs of stress on Eilaan’s face.

‘How long can he hold on?’ asked Thraun.

‘Hard to say,’ said Erienne. ‘He will let us know if he comes under serious threat.’

The cave was quiet and warm. They were trying to relax. Erienne had slept for a long period and looked a little refreshed. Ark and The Unknown also slept as did the elven warrior trio. Outside, the cacophony would be undimmed but Denser’s casting of a SoundBell had shut off the din, leaving them in a bubble of relative calm.

‘We know Denser can cast the same spell. What can you do?’ asked Hirad.

‘Something similar but I’d be loath to try it. I need my strength, Hirad, and I don’t need to experiment with new castings right now.’

‘But if we had to call on you?’

‘Hirad, do you really have to ask?’

The barbarian smiled. ‘No. Just making conversation. All right, let’s try something else. How far does Eilaan reckon the power source is?’

‘Close. Probably no more than a short run,’ said Denser. ‘It’s impossible to say after that.’

‘What will it be?’

Denser scratched at his beard. ‘Gods, Hirad, how the hell do you expect me to know that? All we can tell is that it’s a massive mana construct and it is driving mana out of this dimension and obviously into ours. There’s still a significant density here but it’s interesting that where we landed there was a relative lack. Whatever it is they have done, it is attracting mana into a huge concentration to pump it out.’

‘What’s interesting about that?’

‘Well, that as far as our writings are concerned, what is happening is impossible. That makes whoever is doing this very powerful indeed. And we have to kill it or them. And that’s after we get through the hordes waiting outside our front door.’

‘Should be fun.’

‘I very much doubt it,’ said Erienne.

‘Now, surely it’s your turn to get some rest, Hirad,’ said Denser.

‘What makes you say that?’

‘Because your inane questioning is setting my teeth on edge.’

Hirad thought to retort but when he considered it, was too tired. The hours they’d had behind the ForceCone had allowed Denser and Erienne to deliver a few key healing casts and they were as fit as they would ever be. But nothing was going to take away the raw fatigue.

Hirad lay back on his pack, punching it into an acceptable pillow and trying to ignore the stink. He closed his eyes and was immediately suffused by feelings of warmth and speed.

‘No time for rest, my Dragonene. We are come.’

Hirad shot to his feet. ‘Game time, everyone. Hope you’re feeling good. We’re about to get help.’




Chapter 44

‘Maces everyone, we aren’t going to have spell back-up on the run. Mages, do whatever you can, just don’t risk yourselves.’

The Unknown’s words were bawled into the tumult from outside the ForceCone Eilaan still held. The Raven were formed up to run. Packs were discarded at the back of the cave, empty waterskins with them. The demons knew they were ready to break out. Their excitement had reached fever pitch and the thudding on the ForceCone reached new pressure. Eilaan grunted.

‘Just a little longer,’ said Rebraal, his hand on the young mage’s shoulder. ‘You’ll make a fine Al-Arynaar.’

‘They have no idea what’s about to happen,’ said Hirad. ‘No idea at all.’

He could feel the closeness of Sha-Kaan. The great dragon brought with him the largest assembly of his kind ever to fight together. It was going to be some spectacle. They were all homing in on Hirad’s position and they all knew what they had to do. The only question remaining to be asked was whether they would prove to be enough.

They were just about to get their answer.

‘Ready, Raven,’ said Hirad. ‘Here it comes.’

Hirad felt the jolt through him as Sha-Kaan entered the demon dimension. He heard the bark of the Great Kaan taken up by a thousand throats and the dragons joined the fight for survival. Shadows passed over the darkening landscape. Demon voices stilled then raised in alarm. Flame swept across the mouth of the cave and in a swath forty yards at least down the slope away from them. The demons in its path were simply obliterated, scorched to ash by the extraordinary heat. Never mind their mana protection, nothing withstood dragon breath.

‘Yes!’ Hirad punched the air. ‘Come on Sha-Kaan.’

His mind warmed again. ‘We are with you. You have safe exit.’

‘Raven! Raven with me!’

Rebraal squeezed Eilaan’s shoulder and the mage dispersed the ForceCone. He was dragged to his feet and the run began. Auum and Evunn sprinted from the cave and turned immediately right and away. The Raven followed in standard formation with Rebraal and Eilaan bringing up the rear.

The noise outside the SoundBell was a shock but not as much as the heat. Dragons had fired the air hotter than inside the cave. Rock was scarred black and smoking, dirt and stone had fused and where any vestiges of plant life had clung, they had been snuffed out in an instant. The ground was hot underfoot.

Of the demons who had been massed outside the cave there was no sign. Nothing at all. Hirad had time to shudder at the power the dragons generated and thanked the gods they were on his side.

Up in the skies the battle had already commenced. The heavens were darkened further by the mass of scale and wing that had appeared in the dimension and the element of surprise was being used to the full. Hundreds of reavers were in the sky with them but were being taken apart by flame and claw, crashing to the dead earth. And on the ground in front of The Raven, the demons were being swept aside as flight after flight screamed overhead, fire gushing from their mouths. Beyond the hills too, and out of sight, they could see the flare of flame brightening the sky. Dragons climbed above the horizon, chasing packs of winged demons, panicked into misguided attempts at escape. They might have been masters on Balaia but everywhere dragons went, they were undisputed lords of the skies.

It was glorious.

‘Keep the pace up,’ called The Unknown. ‘They’ll get themselves together sooner or later. Come on, Denser. This is what Darrick had you swimming round the ship for.’

They were heading up a steep slope. The stone was smoking from dragon fire and presented a hot and slick surface.

‘Don’t put your hands down,’ warned Hirad. ‘Keep moving.’

‘Sound advice,’ said Denser. ‘You’ll be sure and tell me when we get there just in case I don’t realise.’

‘Concentrate,’ snapped The Unknown. ‘No accidents. Not now.’

Reavers had gathered in the air ahead and they plunged. Forty winged demons diving headlong, heedless of their lives, desperate to kill those that threatened them. Hirad raised his mace to a defensive position knowing it wouldn’t be enough. He slipped almost immediately, planting the weapon in front of him to break his fall and push himself upright. He looked back to where the reavers were coming, saw the flash of scale to his right, and a blast of flame brushed them from his sight, squealing as they died, tumbling helpless from the sky.

The dragon pulled a tight circle and flew close, head snaking down.

‘At the top of the next rise,’ said Sha-Kaan. ‘Where your elves have reached already. Wait for the signal. There are many enemies.’

And he was gone with a beat of his wings that almost knocked Hirad over. He reached flatter ground and looked after the mighty dragon, still in awe of his grace and speed. He ran on up the shallow slope to where Auum and Evunn waited, looking down.

‘Right,’ he said, reaching them ahead of the rest of The Raven. ‘What have we . . .’

His voice trailed away, caught in his throat. He sensed the rest of The Raven come to his sides and he felt their hearts sink.

‘How the hell did we ever think we could achieve this?’ asked Denser.

Hirad would have berated him for his lack of faith but couldn’t find it within him to disagree. Stretched out below them, across a plain maybe half a mile long and four times that in width, was a carpet of demons. Tens of thousands, perhaps hundreds of thousands, it was hard to tell in the half-light. It was a shifting mass, ordered and with one purpose. It moved towards a massive low edifice on which stood hundreds of spires angled out like the spines of a hedgehog. Each spike glistened and flashed at its end, and closer to the roots a maelstrom of colours danced and clashed.

The entire front of the edifice was open to the air. Hirad could see light within it and watched as demons entered its shadow and were lost in the brightness. Countless karron moved across the plain. Reavers flew in complex patterns overhead while strike-strain cavorted amongst them. The long-fingered albinos issued slowly towards the edifice, trailed by the mana gliders. And around the periphery masters floated on their tentacle beds, directing the remorseless advance.

But there was consternation in the ranks of the enemy. Not every demon was intent on its goal and eyes had been turned behind from where a threat had risen quite without warning. Even now, cohorts of karron were racing for the rise on which The Raven stood. Great clouds of reavers chattered and grouped, flying high to assess, and strike-strain bunched and flocked.

‘Dear Gods,’ said Erienne. ‘At least it’ll be over soon.’

Above, the sky darkened and a wind blew straight down on their heads. Hirad looked back and a smile crossed his face. There they were, moving serenely across the heavens in drilled formations on two levels. He recognised Kaan colouring in the vanguard with Naik red flanking them. He saw Veret blue in the upper skies mixed with sand-yellow and deep green from broods of which he had no knowledge. They were poised.

‘It’s never over,’ he said. ‘Raven. Once again. Let’s be ready to run. But first, I think we should crouch or we’ll be blown away.’

The dragons attacked. Sha-Kaan’s bark echoed loud and was washed away in the beat of three thousand wings. Hundreds of dragons power-dived down the slope, passing just a few feet above their heads. Fire belched from their mouths left, right and always down. The karron approaching up the slope were destroyed in the blink of an eye but the attack did not pause there. Sha-Kaan led his legions onto the plain and the demons scattered before them.

Fire gorged again and again. From every mouth, heat singed the flesh from demon backs, blew them aside in their hundreds and drove an expanding wedge all the way to the edifice. Above them, the second wave stormed into the attack. Keeping high, they took reavers and strike-strain from the sky, the bodies falling like rain on the packed earth.

Hirad could only stand and stare at the extraordinary force ranged above him. Flame banished the dark, orange after-echoes ringing his vision. The sky was full of the huge bulk of dragons, the roar of a thousand mouths and the panicked cries of demons being slaughtered in their homeland. The fight in the sky waged as far as he could see in every direction until the dark swallowed it. The stench of burned flesh assaulted his nostrils.

On the ground the demon armies were scattered and running; and watching it all, The Raven and a handful of elves. Pitifully few looking for a way through this battle of ancient enemies. Two species locked in war across dimensions and the centuries, facing each other in mass conflict for perhaps the first time.

Hirad felt indescribably small. He shivered despite the heat beating in from all around him and brought himself back to their immediate situation. Reavers were flying in from every point of the compass, rising from hiding places surrounding the plain. And despite the dragons’ awesome power, their flame without fuel was finite. The time to move was now.

‘Go! Go!’

The Raven and TaiGethen surged down the slope at full tilt. Ahead, the dragons had reached the end of their run and already the demons were crowding back into the centre of the plain, running for the only safety they could see. The Kaan led the glide up into the air and down they swooped again. More fire, more death, more screams of demons echoing unheeded into the air.

Hirad felt the heat on his face. His legs and arms pumped and his eyes scanned the ground ahead, looking for anything that might trip him up. Occasionally, he glanced upwards and each time he did, he saw the fight beginning to balance. Reavers had organised themselves into attack groups and were falling on dragons from above and behind. Ten and twenty on a single back, clawing and biting. They tore scales out by the root while strike-strain confused their prey, clawing at muzzles, necks and softer underbellies. He saw his allies begin to falter, attack runs break up as thousands more reavers appeared from hiding behind the edifice, screaming challenge.

They hit smouldering flat ground. Sha-Kaan and his wave soared over their heads and climbed again, themselves the targets of reavers now. Karron closed on the ground. Albinos sprinted in front of them, scampering stride driven on by powerful hind legs.

‘Don’t look back!’ yelled Hirad, doing exactly that.

The ranks had closed behind them but above, dragons were coming in. Sha-Kaan had broken his wave into three. One shot straight overhead, scouring the path clear once more. The beat of wings weighed down the runners, the heat from dragon fire burned into their lungs. Each of them stumbled more than once but always there was a Raven hand to keep them up and forward.

The second and third waves passed by left to right, one in front, one behind. Fire lashed across their path and Hirad felt the heat bloom behind them as well. He didn’t risk a glance back this time, imagining the carnage that would have been created in an instant.

They were closing on the edifice but now the dragons were beginning to fall. A mournful roar to their right and a Veret thudded into the ground, sending vibration through their feet. Nearby another flew low, spiralling in the air, trying desperately to shake off the reavers that tore at its body and wings. It failed, ploughing into the earth and sending up a spray of mud, stone and demons. A third plummeted straight down, landing just off the path ahead. Too many, too regular.

The flame was guttering now. Less and less, the night was lit by new fire from dragons’ mouths. More and more they were fighting with tooth, tail and claw. And that was a fight they would not necessarily win.

Hirad upped his pace, gaining a little on Auum and Evunn who ran at the periphery of the fire-blasted path, blades out and held against an onrushing enemy. Again, the dragons came in. Fewer this time as more were tied up in the battle overhead. Sha-Kaan was still there. Hirad saw his mouth open and fire lash ahead. He saw demons flung burning into the sky, others disappear in the melt of the flames and still more dive aside, rolling and burning.

He could make out the detail of the edifice now. Its open front was crowded with demons, looking out at the destruction wreaked by their enemies. The stone above the wide entrance was decked with swirls and scratches, as if some great claws had raked across it while it was forming. The spines atop it throbbed and glowed, attracting mana to them. He could see clouds of the fuel coalescing in the air and felt swaths of cold in between the heat of dragon fire.

But one thing was absolutely certain. They weren’t going to get inside.

‘Sha-Kaan!’ he yelled, pulsing simultaneously, trying to hang onto his limbs and keep running. He stumbled. Thraun caught his shoulder and steadied him. ‘Sha-Kaan! The entrance. You have to clear the entrance.’

Karron closed in. Ahead, Auum swayed left and struck out, sending an enemy sprawling. On the next pace he leaped into the air, coming into a full tuck and rolling over the karron’s head. He landed behind it, spun and kicked out, catching the back of its head. It fell flat on its face and the TaiGethen turned and ran on. In his wake came Hirad. The karron raised its head only to take the barbarian’s mace square-on. He felt the satisfying crush of bone.

‘Don’t stop. Keep running!’

Hirad felt a warmth spread across his mind.

‘Be ready to duck,’ came the voice of the Great Kaan.

Six dragons flew overhead, Sha-Kaan leading them. His fire scorched the ground and he pulled up, the last remnants of flame shrivelling spines on the roof of the edifice. But the other five had no such intentions. They drove on, unflinching. Mouths open, disgorged killing fire into the entrance. And in they followed it. Wings caught in stone, bodies connected with the massive lintel and they crashed hard, sliding inside, bellowing pain. Stone shivered and fell. Wrecked spines were shaken from the roof to shatter on the ground. Dust filled the air. They had almost done too much. Five Kaan all but sealed the entrance. Up in the sky, Sha-Kaan barked respect for their sacrifice.

‘Do not let it be wasted,’ he toned in Hirad’s mind.

‘Raven let’s go!’

More fire swept across and behind them. Right above his head he felt the beat of wings and the snap of jaws. A Naik dragon soared away, reavers in its mouth. It bit down and spat the pieces to the ground. But while it flew free, so many of its brethren were weakening under the concerted attack of many thousands of reavers.

Auum and Evunn had made the entrance. They found a path through broken dragon bodies and picked their way through the fires that pitted it. Inside, Hirad could see demons moving but he wasn’t sure how many.

‘Mages, we’re going to need you.’

One last glance behind. They were all with him. The Unknown and Thraun either side of Erienne. Rebraal with Denser; and Ark, a flap of skin hanging from his cheek, shepherding Eilaan. Hirad ducked inside the edifice. He squeezed by the flanks of two Kaan, letting his hand trail across their cracked scales, feeling their lives ebb away. He whispered words of thanks but had no time to stop to pay them proper respect. The Raven followed him in.

Inside, it stank of burned flesh and dragon, sharp oil and wood. It was thick with smoke and he coughed each time he drew a heaving breath. He took quick stock of direction but there was only one way to go.

The edifice was one huge room, dominated by the shimmering brightness they had seen from the rise. It cut a slash clear across the bedrock floor, wall to wall. Light danced in the air and off the crude murals that adorned every vertical surface. He didn’t need to be told what the shimmering was, that much was obvious. All he cared about were the two stone pathways that crossed its centre and the sight that greeted him on the other side.

‘My friends, you are in big, big trouble.’

He turned and yelled for Erienne but behind her every demon left standing was trying to get inside.

 


The light was fading but the ferocity of the demon attack had not abated. The Wesmen had been driven back across the courtyard and were now in possession of just half of it. They had lost both barracks and long rooms plus the ColdRoom mages therein and now the library was once again threatened as was the mana bowl on the other side of the complex.

Dystran watched from his tower while his fury turned to admiration and his arrogance to shame. Down in front of the steps, Tessaya, Chandyr and Suarav fought side by side. The Wesmen lord was indefatigable. His axe in both hands, he chopped an ul-karron in two, shoulder to waist, and had turned to strike at the next before it had directed its pincers to hold him.

Suarav was a man possessed. His head was a mass of blood but he fought like a fresh entrant. His sword snaked out, piercing karron eyes, his dagger weaved in front of him, chopping at pincers. He ducked, twisted and swayed, defying hammer or spike to touch him, and he roared his disdain at them. Put furs on him and you would have sworn he was a Wesman.

And lastly Chandyr. He was the skilled fighter. The one in Ry Darrick’s image. He and three other Xeteskian soldiers fought as a tight quartet, each targeting a separate point in the enemies they faced. Chandyr focused on the killing thrusts while his men blocked pincer and limb with axe and mace. It was mesmerising but ultimately it would be futile. Above the shell, the masters floated, directing their forces in ever more focused attack. Reavers were taking their toll on the back of the lines now, looming out of the gathering darkness to split skulls, rake throats and steal souls. And outside what was left of the walls, ul-karron paced forwards while more of their number spilled from the gap in the sky to glide quickly down on gossamer wings that stowed in folds of flesh as they landed hard.

A single shout of alarm echoed up the tower. It was Chandyr’s voice. Dystran’s gaze snapped round and down. One of his men had taken a spike through his head. He was stuck on the limb and his corpse was thrashed through the air. It swept into another of Chandyr’s men not fast enough to duck. Cruelly exposed, Chandyr bounced to his feet, blocked away a second enemy but, with Tessaya’s axe slicing through the air to his defence, was unable to escape the third. The hammer came down on top of his skull and drove his body to the ground. The ul-karron exulted; and died.

Dystran tensed. ‘All my fault,’ he muttered.

He looked across to his left around the balcony where Pheone and Dila’heth stood. Their mages were already outside the college backed by elven warriors. He had seen spells light up the evening. IceWind and FlameOrb destroying enemies only for more to take their place. No, something more drastic was called for.

Dystran looked right instead. ‘Sharyr, who’s the heavier, me or you?’ Sharyr dragged himself from the fight below. He was living every sweep of Suarav’s sword. ‘You, I think.’

‘I agree. Then I will carry you. Pheone, go and tell the ColdRoom casters to lower the shell to below the level of this balcony. Just for a short time. Dila’heth will tell you when it should be reverted. Sharyr, we’re going flying. I’ll take you places, you kill what’s in front of you. All right?’

A smile spread across Sharyr’s face. ‘Yes, my Lord.’

Pheone was already on her way. Dila’heth raised her eyebrows.

‘Are you sure that’s wise?’ she asked.

‘Never order that which you would not do yourself,’ said Dystran. ‘That’s what Tessaya says, as I understand it. Time to admit he was right, I think. Sharyr, stand in front of me.’

Mana played over his face and imbued his veins with energy. He felt awakened. Free. He cast quickly, the wings at his back in moments. He put an arm under Sharyr’s knees, the other across his back and under his arms, and took off, hearing Dila’heth shouting Pheone’s name as he did so.

‘Time to bring down one of the big bastards,’ he said to Sharyr. ‘You comfortable?’

‘It’ll have to do.’

‘Focused Orb, my friend. I’ll get you in close. Tell me when you’re ready.’

He flew straight up and looked all around him. Even though Sharyr was lighter for the lack of food over two years, he was still a weight in Dystran’s arms for the same reason. They were only going to get one chance at this. He could see no one rising to attack him. It was hardly a surprise. Every demon eye was focused on the battle they were winning in the college courtyard. He circled, picking out the demon master, Drenoul, silhouetted in the light of Wesmen fires below him. Perfect. He wondered why they hadn’t thought of this before but then Tessaya hadn’t been in the college grounds before.

‘Ready.’

‘Cast on my command then we’re away. We’ll drop to the balcony. It’ll hurt but at least we’ll be alive.’

‘You’re in charge.’

‘Correct.’

Clutching Sharyr as tight as he could, Dystran moved almost directly above Drenoul. Still unseen, he dropped, feet first and fast, coming to an abrupt halt next to the demon master.

‘Surprise,’ he said. Drenoul swivelled, eyes widening. He reached out his hands but Dystran was carefully out of reach. ‘Tut, tut,’ he said. ‘Now. Die.’

Sharyr cast. The deep blue focused Orb seared across the short distance and took Drenoul in the face. He screamed and shot straight up, the flame spreading quickly over his body. Dystran was already powering away back towards the tower when Drenoul’s tentacles caught fire and he plunged to the ground, howling all the way.




Chapter 45

‘Over the bridges!’ roared Hirad. ‘Now. Don’t look back.’

He saw them all past him. Outside, the dragons swept by again. Every time, less flame touched the ground and more was expended in mid-air as the reavers took their toll. Demons were slaughtered in sight of the edifice but so many were still advancing. He turned and ran after The Raven. Eilaan had managed a ForceCone and had beaten a few of the survivors of the dragon suicide flight against the left-hand wall. Denser played an IceWind right and forward, taking out some more. The rest of them were sprinting for the bridges and the prize beyond.

Hirad stormed past the still-breathing hulk of a dying dragon and swallowed hard at the scene before him. Across the shimmering light, two figures stood on a raised dais. Their shapes were hard to discern beyond tall and slender, with long arms raised palms upwards towards the sky, because of the light that bathed them, head to foot. They stood thirty or so feet apart and between them spanned an arc of light. And from that arc a canopy of shimmering luminescence flowed out, feeding down into the gap which led back to Balaia.

That they were alive was never in doubt. He could see them shuddering and through the light he thought he saw eyes burning into him but it could have been his mind playing tricks. He ran on and across the nearest bridge. The power roiled and sucked below him, threatening to pluck him from a path only just wider than his shoulders. He fixed his eyes dead ahead and reached for The Unknown’s hand.

He turned, his heart pumping painfully in his chest. His breath came in huge gasps and he felt like dropping to his knees. But instead, he dragged himself around to face the hordes coming after them. Desultory fire played outside the edifice, lighting the demons within in harsh relief. Reavers, too many of them, floating in and joined by more every heartbeat. Ul-karron paced up to the bridges, albinos scampering around them.

‘Kill those fuckers behind us,’ said Hirad. He brought his mace to the ready.

Denser’s spell was quick and sure. A focused Orb lashed out, plunging into one of the demon conduits. There was a flare, then nothing. The reaver advance stopped. The karron ceased their pacing. Denser cast a second Orb. Eilaan followed with IceWind. No effect.

‘What is happening?’ demanded Hirad.

‘We can’t harm them,’ said Denser. ‘Magic won’t do it.’

‘Magic has to,’ said Hirad. ‘It’s the only way.’

‘It must be the One,’ said Auum. ‘The Al-Drechar saw it.’

‘Erienne?’ asked Hirad.

‘I’ll try.’ Erienne’s voice was weak with the exertion of the run.

‘You can do it.’

The Raven formed up one more time in front of her. The demons watched them, moving closer by degrees but convinced they were no threat. More and more were crowding in. The Unknown came to Hirad’s side, Thraun the other. Behind him, Eilaan and Denser prepared once more and encasing Erienne were Auum’s Tai.

Hirad felt a presence in his mind. ‘We are weakening,’ pulsed Sha-Kaan. ‘Our fires are spent. The reavers are many and strong. You must be quick.’

‘One moment,’ said Hirad to his friends. And he pulsed out the message he had to. ‘Go home, Sha-Kaan. You have done all you can. It’s up to us now.’

Warmth flooded him. ‘Skies keep you, my old friend. You will prevail. I can feel it.’ Then a pause. ‘Expect my touch one more time. I will not abandon you here.’ And he was gone. Hirad smiled. There was always hope. But first, there was a job to be done. Preservation could come later.

‘Erienne, over to you.’

She began to cast. The demons screamed and attacked.

Reavers flew over the gap. Karron ran for the bridges, albinos in their wake.

‘Brace!’ called The Unknown. ‘Remember the ship. Let’s do honour to Darrick!’

There were fewer of them than had organised the mock defence on board ship but the principle was the same. The reavers came at them quite low, dictated by the height of the carved stone ceiling. Each man stood his ground, half crouched.

‘Now!’

Maces flew low to high. Hirad connected with a reaver groin, beating the creature back over the shimmering light. Beside him, The Unknown had battered his target high. It collided with the roof, only just steadying itself. They had all the space they needed.

‘Down!’

They dropped to their haunches on Denser’s command. IceWind howled away. Reavers froze in flight. Wing struts shattered, membrane frosted and bodies were whipped away into the shimmer to fall into the Balaian night.

Again they rose to punch hard with maces. Hirad ducked a flailing tail spike and crashed his mace into the reaver’s side. It slewed away and came again, this time slicing down with its arms. Hirad brushed aside one but felt the other rake into his right arm. He felt the ice gather there and grunted in pain.

‘Down.’

Eilaan this time and a ForceCone drove the reavers away.

‘It’s a good idea,’ said The Unknown. ‘Denser. ForceCone. Keep the reavers off the both of you. We have other problems.’

Eilaan and Denser backed away to the dais, ForceCones playing out over the heads of the Raven warriors. Ul-karron came on, pincers snipping at the air, writhing in front of the weapon limbs, searching for purchase.

‘Two to a bridge. One sword, one mace,’ ordered The Unknown.

It made perfect sense. Hirad flung his mace at the nearest karron and dragged out his sword, running right with Thraun. Only able to come across one at a time, the karron were severely hampered. Hirad grinned fiercely, feeling the aches grow in his tiring body.

‘Let’s send these bastards on a journey, Thraun.’

Thraun howled like a wolf from his human mouth and the two joined battle, the ex-Protector duo mirroring them four yards away.

Behind the fight at the bridges, Rebraal watched the reavers and strike-strain trying to evade the two ForceCones. Beside him, Auum and Evunn stood in silence, waiting for the inevitable. Kneeling by them, Erienne tried to form the casting that would break the light cycle and close the gap.

But she seemed to be struggling. He heard her gasp and curse, berate herself and slap the ground.

‘Easy, Erienne. Plenty of time. We are with you.’

‘Shut up, Rebraal.’

Ahead, Hirad shouted in triumph as a blow from Thraun’s mace sent a karron tumbling into the pit. But simultaneously, two sets of reavers worked out the flaw in the Raven defence. Left and right they came, under the ForceCones, and there was nothing either mage could do to stop them without striking their own people.

‘Eilaan, Denser, disperse and defend, it’s your only chance.’

Rebraal could only hope they had heard him. The reavers were amongst them.

‘Blades,’ muttered Auum.

He blurred. A reaver died. Short blade in his right hand, Rebraal dragged at a reaver’s legs as it dropped towards Erienne, pulling it across his body and onto the ground. The creature lashed out with its claws, ripping into his thigh. He gasped and dropped hard onto its chest. It choked and spat, lashed in again. This time he rocked backwards, ducked under its claw and drove his blade high up under its arm.

He turned as he rose. More were coming at them, targeting Erienne. Auum and Evunn stood either side of her, hands and feet moving in harmony, knocking enemies from above her head, dragging their blades through wing membrane, hurling strike-strain towards the pit to be swallowed to Balaia. But even they would not be enough.

‘Raven,’ called Rebraal. ‘We need you here!’

He saw Hirad turn his head and mouth a curse at what he saw. Ten, twenty, fifty reavers circling and darting in, each needing only one strike to disrupt her concentration. Hirad dropped, swept the feet from under a karron that plunged left. He called to The Unknown and ran into the maelstrom.

Erienne screamed in frustration.

‘You can do it!’ shouted Denser.

He and Eilaan joined the fray. Both mages held FlamePalms. Denser leapt at a reaver pacing along the floor, bearing it to the ground. He took a claw across the face but buried his palm in its mouth. The mage fire took hold quickly, bursting from its eye sockets. He stood and turned, the next creature punched him from his feet.

All sense of cohesion had gone now. The room was full of wings and screams. Blades flashed in the shimmering light. Rebraal saw Hirad grappling with a reaver, plunging his sword into its side and ripping it clear only to see the creature come back at him and backhand him across the floor. The Unknown and Ark had one by the arms. Ark savaged his mace across its face. The Unknown stabbed it through the chest and up into its nerve ganglion and they threw it aside.

Rebraal ducked a tail, stood and straight-punched his assailant in the gut. It doubled up and dropped to the ground. Eilaan’s hand clamped around its neck and charred the veins in its head. At his feet, Erienne’s arms moved in slow motion. A strike-strain appeared in front of her but Auum’s hand was faster and it bounced from the wall right and spun into the gap.

Evunn was bleeding from a cut on his neck. The reaver in front of him ducked his blow and landed its tail on the side of his head, knocking him off balance. It reared to strike Erienne but Hirad’s body flashed across Rebraal’s vision and the scream of frustration was all he needed to hear.

He turned towards Evunn. The TaiGethen was scrambling to his feet, Auum guarding him, his hands and feet doing the work for both of them. Reavers still flew in. Ark and The Unknown had moved closer to Erienne now and The Raven had formed a circle around her. She was still casting, her movements fluid now, but still she had not released.

Rebraal lashed out at a strike-strain pair, catching them both and beating them aside. One disappeared back over the gap, the other struck something far more solid.

‘Karron!’ he yelled.

They had stormed across the bridges and were running hard at The Raven. Hirad had killed the reaver he had dived on and stood in time to block the first hammer strike. The Unknown and Thraun flanked him, sword and mace thudding home, sending the creature stumbling back.

Auum drop-kicked another in the chest while Evunn fenced away pincer limbs as best he could, blood running from his neck and temple. Above them, reavers gathered for one more attack.

‘Now would be a good time, love,’ said Denser, staggering back into the circle, a bruise the size of an egg coming up under one eye. He held his sword at ready but the reaver coming at him wasn’t going to worry about it. The demon lunged with its pincers but had failed to notice either Eilaan or Ark. The former Protector chopped down hard on the searching limbs and Eilaan drove FlamePalm into its chest.

Ul-karron by the dozen were streaming into the attack. The Raven backed away, the circle around Erienne tightening ever further. With blood running into his eyes, Evunn missed a strike and took a glancing hammer blow in his thigh. He went down. Auum stepped across him. His hand whipped out and grabbed a pincer, his foot speared low into its abdomen and his blade sliced into its spike.

‘Keep it steady, Raven!’ called Hirad, but his voice was weary. ‘Just a little more time.’

But they had no more time. The reavers screeched and dove, the karron charged. A reaver claw connected with the back of Erienne’s head but with a scream of pure release, she cast.

Green luminescence fountained from her hands, face and chest, boiling into the space around her. It coalesced into multiple spears that shot away, each targeting a demon heart. Reavers and karron were impaled, their bodies sloughing flesh while the spears dissolved inside them. Rebraal saw one pass straight through him and sink deep into an ul-karron forehead. The creature fixed him with a stare of incomprehension as its mouth collapsed and its face fell like slime over its chest.

More of the light pulsed from Erienne. Stronger and stronger it came, each pulse jolting her body and drawing shuddering cries from her throat.

‘Erienne, stop,’ shouted Denser but she couldn’t hear him.

The spears still rattled away across the gap, seeking their targets, but around Erienne a coil formed. It gained in intensity at frightening speed. Rebraal shielded his eyes from the glare but was captivated by what he saw. Where they stood, the demon conduits started to moan and shiver. Their bodies bucked and twisted as if they were trying to break shackles far too strong for them. All too human faces stared out of the light, eyes imploring mercy.

The coil around Erienne tightened and flew away. It struck the nearer demon, travelled up its body, across the arc and into the second in less than a heartbeat. It bled into the canopy of light and down into the gap. The conduits struggled, suffocating as the coils pulled tighter and tighter. Eyes bulged from sockets and breath was forced from tortured lungs. They pleaded for the pain to stop and stop it did.

Erienne opened her eyes, closed both fists and uttered a single word.

The world went black and the wind began to howl.

 


The karron were coming. Blackthorne could hear them pounding on the doors that led down to the kitchens. It hadn’t been two days. Ferouc had beaten them. Too many demons, too few defenders and no respite. Incessant and draining, the karron had attacked. He had lost men in the grand hall, in the cloisters by his council chamber and in the banqueting hall. He had fought the enemy all the way down the stairs to the armoury and around the corner to the quartermaster’s stores. He had held them at the servants’ chambers and driven them back briefly but the result had never been in any doubt.

And now he and the thirteen that were left with him were holed up with no place left to run. Blackthorne was tired beyond belief. His left arm was broken and bound to his side so he could still strap on a shield and his left leg bore deep cuts raked by a karron spike.

But still he stood in the middle of the line, waiting for them. Still the ColdRoom was in operation and he could take some of them with him. He heard timbers splinter and the sound of karron feet tramping down the stairs. He knew Ferouc would be behind them, far enough to avoid harm himself.

The first hammer on the kitchen door sprang a hinge but the second barely made an indent. The third was more a gentle knock and there was no fourth. He heard squawks and shrieks echo about his castle. And then he heard nothing at all.

He took a pace towards the door and stopped, wondering how long it would be before he dared believe that they had won.

 


Hirad found that there was light. It came in from the fires surrounding the entrance to the edifice and from those that still burned around the mouths of the dead Kaan dragons. He opened his eyes against the gale. The conduit demons were screaming in terror that had no end. Their bodies were being stretched into the arc that joined them. Little by little, they were picked apart. Their heads distended, their legs split and their bodies twisted and elongated. How they still lived he didn’t care but that sound they made cut him right to the bone and he prayed for it to stop.

From the gap he heard a sucking sound. Above, the darkened canopy bowed inwards, its centre drew closer and closer to the gap. It touched and shattered and for a moment the room was filled with a dazzling light. The conduit demons wailed their last and were sucked into the arc which fed at dizzying speed into the canopy which in turn was snapped up by the gap. The howling of the wind reached a crescendo, then with a bass thud that slammed through Hirad’s skull the gap closed.

He lay where he was for a moment, listening to the sound of his heart and feeling the energy drain from his body. He had no more to give but then, there was no more he had to give. And yet he felt no joy, no victory. Instead he felt cheated. They had closed the path to Balaia and cut off the demons’ power. The mana would dissipate through the Balaian dimension and the demons would not be able to sustain themselves for long. The Raven had saved their world and yet for them there was nothing. Sha-Kaan was silent.

It wasn’t right.

Hirad dragged himself to a sitting position and let his eyes become accustomed to the darkness. There was movement around him and the sound of sobbing near him. He pushed himself to his feet and found The Unknown helping him up. He swayed. Blood was running from his face, his hands, his left shoulder and his right leg. The big man was in little better condition. He limped heavily and reaver claws had left his right ear flapping and pumping blood.

But it was as nothing to Erienne. She lay sprawled at the scene of her triumph. Denser was sitting at her bloodied head, stroking her face, and the shake in his shoulders told him everything. He knew he should move to comfort the Xeteskian but he couldn’t bring himself to break into his grief. Perhaps it was better that way.

‘We won, then,’ he said to The Unknown.

The big man shook his head. ‘No, Hirad, we lost. Balaia won. We have nothing. And Denser has lost everything.’

Around them, people were forcing themselves to their feet. Auum supported Evunn who was clearly barely conscious. Thraun was staring at Erienne, his head shaking, his lips moving in denial and his feet taking him gradually closer to grim truth. Ark was wobbling on his feet but found Rebraal’s shoulder on which to lean. All of them gravitated slowly to Erienne and Denser.

Hirad could see her stillness. Her eyes closed and her chest unmoving. She lay on her back, her arms thrown above her head.

‘I’m so sorry, Denser,’ he said.

Denser didn’t move. ‘Not you as well,’ he whispered. ‘Not you as well.’

They all spun at a sudden infuriated din from outside. Hirad’s heart pounded anew. The noise grew and grew, the voices screaming revenge, promising purgatory.

‘Not again,’ said Thraun.

‘What did we expect?’ said The Unknown.

Karron, albino, reaver and master walked, flew or floated into the edifice. Strike-strain buzzed around them. The mass grew and grew. They advanced across a floor wide and unblemished. They took their time. After all, The Raven had nowhere to run.

‘We have to keep fighting,’ Hirad said. ‘Sha-Kaan might still be able to save us. If he can make it back to Beshara he can open the portal to me. We can make it.’

But those that faced him plainly did not believe him. They couldn’t conceive of hope, they just wanted rest. And even as he uttered the words he didn’t really believe them himself. Demons were crowding the space and Sha-Kaan was going to be too late.

He glanced over his shoulder. ‘Sleep well, Erienne. Best you didn’t live to see this.’




Chapter 46

Tessaya shuddered under the blow from the hammer limb, pushing it aside with the flat of his axe. He was running with sweat despite the frost of late evening. He drew in another exhausted breath and worked his axe back, fending off the spike from the same karron. The creature writhed its pincers, looking for a hold. A blade flashed across in front of him, severing the sinuous limb. The strike continued up, connecting with a reaver diving overhead.

Tessaya pulled his axe back across his body and buried it in the ul-karron neck. He glanced sideways and nodded his thanks to Suarav. The old soldier still stood though he had no right to. A spike had torn a gash in his left shoulder and reaver claws had dragged the armour from his back, missing his soul by a hair. He had refused to leave the line and rest. Tessaya could see his point. The end was upon them. Better to die in defence than be taken in your sleep.

More karron, backed by reavers and a cloud of strike-strain, were heading through the main wall breach. They crowded behind those already pressing against his faltering warriors. The ul-karron had wreaked dreadful havoc, weakening even their traditionally indomitable spirit. Tessaya opened his mouth and began to sing again.

He battered his axe through the next karron attack, taking off both pincer and spike limb. His song was taken up by throats all around the college. It was a song of defiance that spoke of endurance and the glory of death. It didn’t allow for fear.

Tessaya raised his blade to strike again. A flaming body fell screeching from the sky, landing among the karron just ahead of him. Even through the curtain of fire, he recognised Drenoul. For a moment, the attack faltered. The demon master’s squeals upset their rhythm, disrupting the flow of calls from the reavers.

Tessaya didn’t care why Drenoul had died. He saw opportunity. Yelling a forward order he ploughed into the confused enemy. The karron, dull of mind, had stalled completely.

His axe swung, taking the head from an enemy. He used the purity of the cut to set up an unstoppable rhythm of pace and strike. Spells erupted outside of the college, mages taking advantage of the moment.

The Wesmen roared, sensing the change. They advanced quickly, chopping through an enemy that didn’t back off before them. Overhead, reavers circled but their calls were altered. It couldn’t just be put down to Drenoul’s death.

Tessaya paused and stepped back, wiping gore from his face. He took a breath. Around him, his lieutenants signalled the halt. Overhead the wind picked up, blowing around the courtyard. Abruptly, the slit in the sky guttered. A green light flashed within the white. The wind blew harder, like the gales of the One magic. But only for an instant. With a report like the crack of an avalanche breaking, the slit blanked out.

Silence but for the sound of reaver wings. It lasted only for a few heartbeats before the winged demons set up mournful cries. They spiralled skywards towards the glorious emptiness that had been the basis of their power. They cried in panic and loss, flocked with the strike-strain and keened across the heavens rudderless.

In front of Tessaya the karron stood mute. Limbs hung limp, resting on the ground. Eyes were dim and confused. He could hear their rasping breathing. They didn’t even have the sense to try and run. Around the college, his warriors engaged in slaughter. Songs of triumph reverberated around the grounds. Chants of victory, voices of conquest.

Tessaya didn’t join them. He stepped away from the carnage and turned to Suarav, a great weariness settling on him.

‘I didn’t believe they’d do it,’ he said.

‘Never underestimate The Raven,’ said Suarav.

Tessaya laughed and clapped Suarav on the back. ‘Or a Xeteskian soldier who fights like a warlord.’

‘It was an honour to fight with you, my Lord.’

‘And I with you, Easterner.’

The two men walked together towards the tower complex. At every pace, Wesmen roared his name and raised their weapons in salute. He acknowledged them all but though he smiled, he couldn’t accept the triumph. Not yet.

The scene around him was charnel. So many warriors lay dead. So many elves lay with them. And the Xeteskians who had come to join the last defence lay among them, most of them. It left every faction so weak. None of them had the strength to push onto dominion now. Tessaya wasn’t sure he had the will left anyway.

Dystran and Vuldaroq were coming down the steps towards them. Both wore expressions of exhausted disbelief.

‘Congratulations, Lord Dystran,’ said Tessaya. ‘A late entrance to the fight but effective.’

Dystran inclined his head. ‘The plaudits are all yours, Lord Tessaya. I am shamed by my outbursts.’

‘You’ll learn,’ said Tessaya. ‘If you live long enough.’

‘I wonder if it’s really all over,’ said Vuldaroq.

They all followed his gaze. Demons still thronged the sky. Wesmen and mages destroyed those unable to take sanctuary in the air.

‘Inevitably, time will tell,’ said Dystran.

‘Meantime,’ said Tessaya. ‘We all have a great deal to discuss.’

‘Yes,’ said Dystran, his smile almost sickeningly grateful. ‘Indeed we do.’

 


Thraun had pushed Denser aside and scooped Erienne into his arms before anyone else blinked.

‘Put her down,’ ordered Hirad over his shoulder. ‘You can’t help her now.’

The demons closed on them quickly. The Raven backed off across the floor and over the dais, at least denying their enemy rear attack. Still, there was no way out.

‘She’s not dead,’ growled Thraun.

‘Don’t be stupid, Thraun,’ said The Unknown.

‘Honour her,’ said Rebraal. ‘Take down some of those who brought about her death.’

‘She’s not dead.’

Hirad glanced again. He saw her eyelids flicker.

‘Oh Gods be hanged, he’s right. Denser, get in line and get casting. Let’s buy ourselves some time.’

‘What difference will it make,’ muttered Denser.

Hirad turned back to face the enemy that already outnumbered them at least thirty to one.

‘Because for one thing, The Raven is not going anywhere meekly and for another, every beat we give her means she might wake. And if she does, anything is possible.’

The Unknown tensed and took a pace forward and shouted into the growing din.

‘Form up, Raven!’

New hope pulsed through them. Hirad stood by The Unknown. Thraun laid Erienne down behind him and snarled at the advancing demons. Ark took up his position left. The TaiGethen paced to the right-hand side, affording Erienne more protection, Rebraal with them. And behind, Eilaan and Denser prepared.

The demons were close now. Karron spread across the floor. Reavers, their skin rippling with colour and vein, chattered and called to marshal their forces. Albinos loped to each flank. They moved in, desire for vengeance almost a taste in the air.

‘Well,’ said Hirad in The Unknown’s earshot. ‘It gives us something to do.’

The Unknown smiled down at him.

‘One more time, Hirad Coldheart?’

‘One more time, Unknown. Sol.’

The two men touched gauntlets. The Unknown’s blade tapped against the floor, metronomic, comforting. It echoed around the edifice.

‘Ready, Raven,’ he called. ‘Pick your targets. Mages, tell us when to duck. Good luck everyone. Let’s leave them with a few bad memories, eh?’

The karron hung back, leaving the reavers to attack alone.

‘Bastards want our souls,’ said Hirad.

‘There’s a lot of pain between now and then,’ said Thraun.

‘Down,’ said Denser.

They complied. Both mages cast. Eilaan’s FlameOrbs described a shallow arc to land in the midst of the karron. Denser’s IceWind blew straight into the first of the advancing reavers.

In the enclosed confines of the edifice, the wails and screams tore at Hirad’s ears and the stench of burned demon flesh assailed his nostrils, overpowering the clean frost of Denser’s supercooled air. Reavers dropped to the ground in front of them, shattering on impact. The mass packed and surged backwards, leaving a hole where the karron burned.

Hirad grinned. ‘We’re The Raven, bastards!’ he shouted. ‘Who’s next to die, eh? Who really wants us?’

‘Tell me you’ve got more of those, Denser,’ said The Unknown.

‘One or two.’

The demons gathered. Reaver calls bounced from walls and ceiling. Albinos scampered past the karron. Strike-strain massed and flew in and the mages cast again. Eilaan’s ForceCone swept a swath of strike-strain from the right-hand flank. Denser’s second IceWind ripped into the reavers. But this time, the rest didn’t pause. While the karron blocked any hope of escape, reavers and albinos attacked.

The Unknown’s blade ceased tapping and the final fight began. Hirad thrashed his sword into the body of an albino, sending the creature spinning backwards. He stood tall as reavers crowded in. A tail whipped into his legs. He responded with a circular strike that dragged through wing membrane and sinew. The reaver crashed down but already the wounds were healing.

By him, The Unknown operated a figure-eight defence, blade in both hands. Thraun was howling, cloaked in strike-strain, while further right Auum, Evunn and Rebraal blurred into action, beating back the overwhelming weight of enemy.

Inexorably, the demons forced further in. Hirad could taste their breath. He fenced off claw and bite, snatched a knife from his belt and drove it into the nearest albino face. The demon reacted, neck extending, jaws agape. It sank its teeth into his leg, drawing a cry from his lips.

A reaver fist caught him square on the jaw, knocking him over. Immediately, The Unknown stepped half a pace right, slashing his blade across the open space, denying the reaver access. Hirad struggled to his haunches, blood dripping from his chin. familiar warmth flooded him. Sha-Kaan. Their words came at the speed of thought.

‘Where are you, Sha-Kaan?’

‘I am home. I can feel your pain.’

‘Get us out of here. Use the Klene.’

‘I am coming. Did I not say you would feel me again?’

Hirad surged to his feet and waded back into the fight. He carved his sword down into an albino skull and up into a reaver groin.

‘Raven, with me. Fight on. I told you. Sha-Kaan is coming. Fight.’

To their right, beyond the press of reavers, a pure white horizontal line appeared in the air.

‘Right!’ roared Hirad. ‘Right.’

He clattered his blade through a reaver’s claws and kicked out straight, catching an albino in the side of the head. He moved into the space.

‘Drive. Drive.’

The line described the outline of the door to the Klene. To Hirad, it appeared desperately slow and terribly distant.

‘Down.’

More IceWind, blasting a path halfway across the edifice. The elves rushed into the gap. Reavers closed in left, karron blocked them head-on. The winged soul stealers dropped on the trio, obscuring them from sight. Kicking out at albinos, Hirad saw Auum drag a reaver from Evunn’s back. His knife flashed under its arm, killing it instantly. But more dropped down. Auum danced among them, Hirad saw reavers fall. He saw fists and feet fly, knocking them back, keeping open the merest of gaps.

‘Move, Raven, move!’

Thraun, with Erienne in his arms again, dashed forwards. The Unknown was in front of him and past Hirad, crashing into the reavers and karron ahead, intent on forcing them back. Ark came behind Thraun, his axe slicing left and right in a fluid motion. Strike-strain were about his face and neck. He ignored them.

‘Eilaan. ForceCone over the doorway. Keep the reavers back. Denser, keep the rear clear. I’m with you.’

ForceCones played out ahead and behind. Reavers were swept aside just to rise and run or fly back in. The pressure to the rear eased just a little.

‘Hurry, Great Kaan.’

The doorway drew down the air inch by tortuous inch. At the front of the fight, Evunn was in trouble. Auum’s roundhouse kick cracked a reaver from above his head but another two rushed in, one lashing claws into his side though he ducked the other. The Unknown savaged his blade through waist-high, scattering albinos from the group around the elves. Evunn blocked away tail and claw. Reaver jaws closed on his shoulder. Auum’s fists flew faster than Hirad had ever seen them. Strike-strain circled. Evunn thudded his knife again and again into the reaver’s head, dislodging it. But so many were on him. Claws dragged into his back. Strike-strain were about his head, forcing it back. A reaver tail tore out his throat.

Hirad saw Rebraal and Auum diving on the collapsed body of the downed Tai; the next he heard were the screeches of agonised reavers.

The Raven line was compromised along its length now. Reavers fell on Thraun. Ark’s powerful defence not quite enough.

‘Unknown, behind!’

Nearly overbalancing on his damaged hip, he turned and chopped hard down, taking the arm from a reaver which collapsed, nerve ganglion punctured. Simultaneously, karron forced a blockade across them, cutting Hirad and Denser off. Hirad could barely see as strike-strain poured down from overhead.

From the left, reavers crashed in feet first. Eilaan was struck side-on and sent sprawling into the karron closing in right. Hammer and spike rose and fell. Blood fountained into the air.

At the doorway, the loss of Eilaan’s ForceCone left the reavers free to attack in even greater numbers. Karron shoved their way forwards. From the mass, Auum and Rebraal shot back to their feet, drenched in demon blood. They stood back to back, defending themselves from the onslaught.

‘Unknown, get forward!’ yelled Hirad. ‘I’ll cover Thraun. Denser, clear these bastard karron. We need to get to Erienne.’

‘Got you.’

The barbarian fenced away a ferocious reaver attack and ran headlong into the karron left while Denser switched his ForceCone half forward. Hirad thrust his long sword deep into the creature’s gut. The two fell. Hirad leant on his sword. The blade screamed against the stone, bent and snapped. The karron howled in agony, thrashing uselessly. Hirad searched for the opportunity to kill, the creature’s stench filling his head. He pinioned its spike limb away for a beat and drove his dagger in deep.

He rolled away, abandoning his shattered blade. A hammer struck the karron carcass where he had been lying. He scrambled to his feet, spun and smashed a kick into the karron’s face, hurling it back. He ducked a reaver flashing over his head; it missed by a claw. Straightening, he stabbed the karron through one baleful eye, dragged his knife clear and moved a pace closer.

The doorway was complete. Light flooded the edifice as it opened.

‘Inside. Inside.’

Denser’s ForceCone drove demons back left. Hirad ran into the space by Thraun.

‘Go, Denser. I have to be last. Go.’ He took in the situation in the moments he had. They weren’t moving fast enough. ‘Defend the door. Go, Raven.’

It became a headlong charge. The Unknown battered a karron aside. The elves fought with controlled rage. Auum backhanded a reaver in the face with his knife. Rebraal followed up, delivering the killing blow.

Denser was just ahead of Thraun now. Ark covered the shapechanger still, his axe cleaving into enemies right, but the karron were pressing hard now, filling the gaps, narrowing the path.

‘Thraun. Down!’

The shapechanger dropped to his haunches. Reavers whipped overhead. The last of three flicked out its tail, catching him on the temple. He sprawled, clutching Erienne to his chest. A karron hammer came down on his legs, dashing his right knee. He roared in agony and tried to get up. The spike followed up and raked up his back. He fell again, Erienne spilling from his grasp; reavers pounced, claws poised to slash into her helpless body.

‘No!’ shouted Hirad. ‘Denser, clear the karron left. Unknown, get inside. Ark, let’s get them.’

Ark barrelled into the reavers threatening Erienne and stood astride her. Hirad forced a path to protect Thraun and his charge. Ahead, Rebraal and Auum were at the doorway, keeping it clear. Denser’s ForceCone scattered demons from their left in a wide spread. He backed away, The Unknown shadowing him.

Hirad glanced down at Thraun. The shapechanger was still alive, clutching at the hem of Erienne’s cloak. He was trying to drag himself nearer to her. Blood puddled on the floor beneath him. His face was grey.

‘All right, Thraun,’ he said. ‘We’ve got you.’

‘Go,’ said Thraun, blood dribbling from his mouth. ‘Can’t move, Hirad.’

‘We’ll take you.’

But he looked around and it was clear that he could not hope to fulfil that promise. Denser was trying his best to keep the demons away left and right but he could do nothing about the mass that packed in behind, out of the compass of the ForceCone.

‘Hirad!’ bellowed The Unknown. ‘Come on. It’s your only chance.’

‘Hang on, Thraun,’ he said. ‘Ark, get Erienne away.’

‘It is done.’

Hirad turned to face the enemy. Karron and reaver pressed in. ‘Go,’ said Thraun. ‘Please.’ Hirad felt the tears running down his face. ‘Go.’

He turned and started to run. Reavers flocked down on Thraun. He died without a sound.

Hirad felt the demons closing in on his back. Ark and Erienne were just a few yards from the doorway. He could see The Unknown and Denser beckoning them all on. Rebraal and Auum kept the edges of the doorway clear.

‘Run!’ yelled The Unknown. ‘Don’t make me come out there. Run!’

But there was such despair in his voice. He made to move but Auum shoved him back hard. Hirad frowned. The claw of a reaver ripped up his back and into the base of his skull. He was pitched from his feet, tumbling head over heels. He scampered to his feet, a wave of nausea sweeping across him. He staggered, ran on a couple of paces. He heard the beating of wings close, so close. They were all around him. He felt the lash of a tail into his legs, claws grabbed at his back and shoulders and the hot breath of a reaver fired right in his face.

 


‘Hirad!’ cried The Unknown. ‘Hirad. Get up. Get up.’

He tried to push past Auum but again the elf knocked him back. Hirad dragged himself to his hands and knees. They were all over him.

‘Do something!’

Ark was moments from the doorway. A reaver exalted and buried its hand into Hirad’s ribs. The barbarian gasped. He locked eyes with The Unknown briefly, favoured him with that damned smile and collapsed to the ground.

The doorway snapped shut.

 


Ark slithered to a halt as the doorway disappeared, clicking out of existence as if it had never been there. All that was left was a memory of it in the air. In his arms, Erienne’s breath was ragged and faint. He closed a hand over her nose and mouth until it ceased altogether. He laid her on the ground and stood astride her, snapping his sword from its back mount. He turned, saw the faces of reavers look up from Hirad’s body and the whole room of demons focus on him and move in.

He lifted one hand towards them and beckoned them on.

 


‘No,’ said Denser, panic spearing his voice. ‘No. Open the door, open the door.’

He scrabbled at the blank wall. The Unknown fell back a pace, swaying. Rebraal and Auum were next to him. Supporting him.

‘Open this fucking door!’ screamed Denser. ‘She’s still out there. Sha-Kaan. Please open the door.’

‘Oh no,’ said The Unknown. ‘Not him. Not him. If one of us deserved to live it was him. Oh, Hirad, not you.’

‘Please open the door,’ mumbled Denser.

But it would not open. Hirad was dead and the link was gone. Denser slumped to the ground by the wall and was leaning against it, desolate, his body wracked with sobs.

The Unknown, his tears flowing free, shook off the elves and knelt by Denser, enveloping him in his powerful embrace. Behind them, the elves joined in prayer. And from the chamber behind them, they all heard the wailing of a dragon lost in grief for his Dragonene.

‘Please make him go back.’

‘They’ve gone, Denser. Dear Gods burning, they’ve all gone.’

The Unknown had no idea how long he sat with Denser. How long until he stopped crying and he could take control of his shuddering body. But when he did release the mage, when the poor man had sobbed himself out, he looked up into Rebraal’s eyes and saw the light of relief there.

‘You can feel them, can’t you?’ he said ‘Sense them.’

Rebraal nodded. ‘The fabric between worlds is thin here, I can feel so much of those I love who are dead. And he is with my brother even now. The spirits rejoice. They are only lost until we travel to be with them again. And he will be there, sensing you, with you. All the time.’

The Unknown managed a smile though it tore at his heart.

‘You know, Rebraal, that is a truly scary thought.’

He pushed himself to his feet, Auum stepping in to help him up. He was covered in blood and his body felt like he was still being attacked.

‘Thanks. I think it’s time we went and saw Sha-Kaan. Shared some memories and found out where it is this Klene is taking us. His world for now, I expect, until he can find himself a new Dragonene.’

He reached down a hand which Denser took and hauled himself upright. The Unknown threw an arm around his shoulder and looked into his eyes.

‘Raven,’ he whispered. ‘Raven with me.’




Epilogue

Sol unlocked the door of The Raven’s Rest in response to the insistent knocking. He cleared his throat irritably.

‘We aren’t op—Oh, if it isn’t the Lord of the Mount elect.’

‘Very funny,’ said Denser. ‘Mind if I come in?’

‘Be my guest.’ Sol stepped aside and let him in out of the chill rain. ‘Fancy a glass of wine? Just had some excellent young Blackthorne red come in.’

‘Sounds ideal.’

‘Hungry?’

‘I could eat a scabby horse.’

‘Sold out of that at midday. Still, I’m sure I can find something. Sit yourself down if you can find a seat.’ He gestured around the big empty room, clean for the evening traffic. He limped around the end of the bar and took a bottle from the racking beneath it. ‘Jonas, you in the kitchen?’

‘Yes, father.’

‘Bring in some bread and ham for two, there’s a good lad. Denser’s here.’

‘Oh, great.’

Sol fished in his pocket for a corkscrew. He watched Denser walking around the walls of the tavern, looking fondly at the paintings of The Raven hanging there. And like always, he lingered at the portrait of Erienne, reaching out to touch it, brush away an imaginary hair.

The cork pulled with a satisfying pop. He sniffed the bottle then set it on a tray with a couple of glasses.

‘You know,’ said Denser. ‘I’ve wanted to ask this for a while but don’t you think we should think about taking these down? You know. Let them fade naturally in memory?’

‘You cannot expect me to answer that question when you ask it wearing an expression like that. Besides, they bring in the punters.’

‘I’m not really sure what I’m trying to say. I don’t mean don’t display them at all. It’s just that The Raven isn’t for everyone. They’re ours.’

‘There are plenty who would dispute that,’ said The Unknown. ‘Are you saying that I shouldn’t profit from them?’

‘It’s not even that. Gods drowning, but everyone alive still owes us . . .’

Sol set the tray down and sat beside Denser. The dark mage had chosen a high-backed leather chair; one of four grouped around a low table and large open hearth. Same as always. It reminded him of their back room at The Rookery. Long demolished now of course. Gone along with Tomas, Maris and Rhob. Like the loss of so many friends on that cataclysmic day in the demon dimension, the fact still haunted Sol sometimes. At least with Tomas and family he didn’t have the nightmare memories too. The unwelcome recollection brought a shake to his hand as he poured the wine.

‘See what you make of that,’ he said, sitting in the next chair.

‘The nerves never really recover, do they?’

Sol shook his head. ‘Some days it’s worse than others. Yesterday, I couldn’t have poured the wine for you.’ He felt the familiar sickness twist his stomach. ‘That’s really why I keep them up here, you know. How their souls escaped the demons I don’t know or care but we need to . . . I need to remind myself every day about their sacrifice. I actually find talking to one or other of them a comfort. Keeps me sane.’

Denser chuckled, a laugh born of intimate understanding. ‘You talk to pictures to keep yourself sane.’

Sol smiled and the two men chinked glasses.

‘Good health.’

‘Oh, now that’s very good,’ said Denser, savouring the taste. ‘And tell you what, when that slight sharpness softens in a year or two, it’ll be phenomenal.’

‘My thoughts exactly.’

‘Have you seen him recently?’ asked Denser.

‘The Baron? No, not for a couple of seasons,’ said Sol. ‘Funny the effect all this has had on people long-term. Blackthorne doesn’t often leave his town these days and you know what he used to be like.’

Jonas walked in from the kitchen carrying a tray of bread and meat. He set it down on the table. The Unknown ruffled his blond hair.

‘Thanks.’

‘Hello, Denser,’ said Jonas.

‘Good to see you, young man. How are you?’

The tall and very solid lad shrugged. ‘All right. The Julatsans ask too many questions. I’d rather be riding my horse.’

‘Good points. Pheone is up at the college now. I think she was planning on dropping in to speak to the young man here,’ said Denser.

Jonas sighed dramatically. ‘Do I have to?’

‘It won’t last for ever,’ said Sol. He patted Jonas’s backside. ‘Go on now, see if your mother wants anything then you can go and take the horse out if you want. But don’t be out after dark.’

‘All right.’

Jonas trudged wearily away. The two friends watched him go.

‘How old is he?’ asked Denser.

‘Eight.’

‘Five years . . .’ Denser shook his head and looked again around the bar at the pictures. ‘Is he finding it difficult?’

‘Some days,’ conceded Sol. ‘He’s reached a stage where he understands how important he is but he doesn’t really understand why. After all, he’s only ever seen Sha-Kaan as a friend and protector, never as a key inter-dimensional link.’

‘He is only eight.’

‘Exactly. He’s a quarter the age of the next-youngest Dragonene and like Hirad he’s not a mage. It confuses him. It’s bound to.’ Sol took another sip and then reached for a hunk of bread. ‘When you see Pheone, tell her to go easy, will you? Sometimes she forgets herself, I think.’

‘I’ll certainly mention it.’

Jonas clattered down the stairs and ran out of the back door towards the stables.

‘I take it she didn’t want anything then?’ called Sol after him. He didn’t get a reply. ‘Children.’ He shook his head.

‘How’s Lady Unknown, then?’ Denser cut a thin slice of bread and loaded it with ham.

‘Bearing up, thanks. She’s due in ten days so she doesn’t get around too much but her health is good. Thanks for keeping an eye on her. She’s pleased it’s going to be another son, by the way. We both are.’

Sol refilled their glasses.

‘Have you decided which name, yet?’

‘I could only really call him Hirad, couldn’t I?’

‘It’ll be good to hear that name echoing round again.’

‘He’ll have plenty to live up to.’

Sol leaned back in his chair. He looked over at his friend, who scratched his grey-flecked beard then reached into his pouch for his pipe and weed. He’d been a tower of strength in the intervening years when Sol had found it very difficult to come to terms with what he’d lost. He’d managed his own grief so much better and been able to sit with Sol night after night until the horror and pain began to fade.

‘So, Denser. What really brings you down The Thread from the Mount this wet afternoon? I seriously doubt it was merely social.’

‘Ah, glad you asked,’ said Denser. He tamped down his pipe, brought a flame to the end of his thumb and lit up. ‘I’ve got a job for you.’

Sol tensed. ‘See this fist? Do I have to point out again that I own and run a bar?’

‘Hear me out,’ urged Denser.

‘I’m not leading any more demon-hunter teams into the Blackthornes. I’ve told you.’

‘Sol, no one is asking you to. Suarav and that Wesman with the long and involved name are doing what’s necessary. We’ve not had a raid in Xetesk for, what . . . a season and a half? Like I said, hear me out.’

Sol shrugged. ‘All right. Sorry.’

‘I’ve just come from the Balaia reconstruction council meeting and we’re starting to run into some problems. With Dystran being forced to step down, there’s a vacuum building. Whether or not I take over is neither here nor there. The trouble is that some of the Barons are talking about reinstituting the Korina Trade Alliance. While that’s not a bad thing in itself, it starts to divide eastern Balaia.

‘Tessaya doesn’t like it and neither does Rebraal. I can see their point. After all, Tessaya speaks for the whole of the Wesmen, Rebraal for the elven nation. But here, we’re all of a sudden going to have mage and non-mage power blocks. It smacks of the past.’

‘So find yourselves someone to unite you. Everyone respects Blackthorne. He’s perfect.’ Sol drank more wine, washing down his bread.

‘But like you say, he doesn’t really like to leave Blackthorne and we have to be honest, he’s not quite the man he once was.’

There was a long pause. Sol didn’t like the way this was heading at all. He stared at Denser, daring him to speak.

‘Sol, don’t make me say it.’ Denser had read his expression.

‘You want me to speak for Balaia? Come on, Denser, I’m no diplomat.’

‘No, you’re not. You’re thinking too small. I know you see yourself as the quiet man running his bar with his family in Xetesk. But to everyone of influence in Balaia, and for that matter, the Weslands and Calaius, you’re the voice and presence of the East. You survived the demon dimension; you’ve led the hunt into the Blackthornes; you’ve been at the centre of so much of the reconstruction planning; you aren’t a mage. And you were the centre of The Raven. There’s not a man or woman that wouldn’t accept you.’

‘All right, all right, enough massaging of my ego. You’re making me blush. Accept me as what?’

Denser leaned forward and placed his glass down on the table.

‘I’ve been asked to come down here after a unanimous vote of the council meeting. Sol, this country doesn’t need a diplomat or a representative. It needs to follow Calaius and the Wesmen. For the first time in our history, we need a leader. You.’

Sol almost dropped his glass. He felt his face flush and his heart race.

‘That’s quite a step up from bar owner,’ he managed.

Denser didn’t smile. ‘I’m not joking, Sol. Balaia needs stability. We’re in danger of reverting back to the old schisms. We have to be united or what we’ve been building will be wasted. What The Raven achieved will be wasted.’

‘Don’t you bring The Raven into this,’ snapped Sol.

‘Doesn’t stop it being true. You are the man who can keep it all together. You know you can. Come to the Mount. Talk to us. Please.’

‘I’ve got a bar to run and a wife to look after. I have a new child on the way and a son who needs me by him right now, I don’t have the time and I don’t have the energy.’

‘And they all need to have a secure future.’ Denser poured more wine into Sol’s glass. ‘Talk to us. See what we have in mind. Think about it.’

Sol looked at Denser and allowed a smile across his face. Anyone else and he would have dismissed the notion out of hand. To this man, though, he owed more than to anyone alive.

‘Tomorrow,’ he growled. ‘Now drink up and get lost. I’ve got to open up in a couple of hours.’

‘Thank you, Sol. You won’t regret it, I promise you.’

‘Denser, I already am. What the hell do you think I’m going to say to Diera?’

‘You’ll think of something suitably pithy and persuasive, I feel sure.’

‘Go.’

Denser drained his glass and walked back to the door, opening it on the rain sheeting down, pounding on the street. Sol wondered if Jonas had actually gone out. The two men shook hands and Sol pulled Denser into a brief embrace.

‘See you tomorrow,’ said Denser.

‘After lunch, when I’ve closed.’

Sol watched Denser walk away up The Thread and back to the Mount of Xetesk, pulling his cloak close about him. He shut and bolted the door and walked back through the bar towards the stairs. He paused by Hirad’s picture. The barbarian gazed back at him, eyes intense and full of belief, that damned smile on his face.

‘What on earth would you think, Coldheart?’ he said. ‘Probably nothing. Too busy laughing I expect. How does it sound . . . Sol, The Unknown Warrior, Ruler of Balaia. Daft, eh?’

And as he turned away, he could have sworn he saw Hirad nod.
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Chapter 1

 


 


 


 


Blood sprayed across Geskard’s chest. He grunted in satisfaction and stepped back out of range. He needn’t have bothered. His strike had beaten his mark’s defence and bitten deep into the shoulder, carving through leather jerkin and flesh before smashing the collarbone.

The uneven contest was done. Their eyes met. The victor and the unfortunate with too much money on his belt and too little skill with his blade. This city was no place for such imbalances. Never had been.

‘You should have given me your purse when I asked you,’ said Geskard. He smiled, recognising the dismay at approaching death that contoured the man’s face. ‘But I am much obliged you chose to fight.’

The man dropped to his knees, his sword falling from his right hand, which then clutched at the wound in his left shoulder. Nothing he could do would staunch the blood. His eyes dimmed and regret was his lingering, final emotion. He slumped forward, face in the dirt.

Geskard took a quick look about him. Again he blessed the chaotic sprawl of streets behind the north edge of Xetesk’s central marketplace. A man of his profession had surely designed it. In the warm light of early evening, tenements threw shadows across the alleyway. Above him, tatty washing hung on rotting lines. The sounds of the market day winding down rolled gently over him. If anyone had heard the brief exchange, they preferred not to make themselves known.

‘Very sensible,’ said Geskard.

He cleared his throat then cleaned and sheathed his sword, humming tunelessly. He knelt down by the body of the erstwhile merchant who had been just too eager to make one more deal in the day.

‘This wasn’t the sort of killing you had in mind, was it, my friend?’ said Geskard.

One big hand had reached for the man’s belt and bound purse, the other for a knife to cut it clear when Geskard shivered and paused. He looked round. A shadow had moved across the light behind him, making a shape like a man tattered by wind. He had seen it quite clearly, though just for a heartbeat.

No one there. He shrugged and returned his attention to his prize. The merchant moved. A tiny twitch but there nonetheless. Geskard started then chuckled.

‘Fight in you yet, is there? I’m impressed.’

Geskard felt for a pulse at the neck. Nothing. He moved his fingers and pushed harder. Still nothing. It didn’t matter. The man wasn’t about to offer any resistance. Geskard looked about him once more. He remained alone. He smiled to himself, shook his head and reached a third time for the purse.

The merchant abruptly pushed himself up on his hands, coughed and spat blood onto the hard-packed ground. Geskard scrambled backwards, his heart thumping. He dropped his knife and put his hand to his sword hilt.

‘Why aren’t you dead?’ he asked, backing off a pace.

The man looked at him as if for the first time. Blank dead eyes met Geskard’s. The merchant’s body rose to stand, a little unsteadily at first. Geskard watched slack-jawed while the man looked himself over, scraped ineffectually at the blood soaking his clothes and rolled his good shoulder with a cracking sound.

‘Hmm. It’ll do for now,’ said the merchant, light entering his eyes. ‘I can’t wait any longer anyway.’

‘For what?’ asked Geskard not knowing why he had uttered a sound.

‘There are people I need to see,’ said the man.

Geskard was not a man normally prey to fear but when those dead eyes fixed on his and the sagging mouth tugged into a smile, something let go inside. He could feel his legs shaking, his crotch warm.

‘Oh. Dodgy bladder?’ said the merchant. ‘Now then.’

Geskard wanted to run. To scream his terror. But he still couldn’t place why he was so afraid. The man was a head shorter than him and half as powerful. He posed no threat. And yet, and yet. Geskard drew his sword, watching the merchant stoop to recover his own, the wound in his left shoulder gaping hideously, exposing raw flesh, sinew and bone. Fresh blood ran over his jerkin.

‘There is no honour in murder, so we will make this fight again,’ said the man. ‘But this time you will find out something new. That you aren’t quick enough to beat me.’

‘You’re dead,’ said Geskard. ‘I killed you.’

He backed away another pace and swallowed on a dry throat. He’d have fled but he’d never run from a fight in his life. His reputation was based on it. So he brought his blade to guard.

‘You murdered a man for a few coins, that’s true. And now you face me.’

‘What?’ Geskard couldn’t suppress the laugh. ‘I don’t have time for this.’

He already knew the man’s weaknesses and they were many. He crossed the space between them, a two-handed grip on his long sword, and wound up a strike to sever the left arm completely at the shoulder. But the merchant didn’t try to defend like before. He merely swayed to one side and had jabbed his sword into Geskard’s midriff even before Geskard’s blade hit the ground.

Geskard gasped in pain and jerked back to give himself some space. He clutched at his belly. The cut was not deep but it should have been. In front of him, the merchant smiled but the eyes remained so bleak.

‘Told you,’ said the merchant.

‘Don’t dare to toy with me, boy,’ said Geskard.

‘Hmm,’ said the merchant, moving in. He switched his sword between his hands three times. ‘I’m used to greater reach in my right arm.’

‘Grea—’ Geskard swallowed. ‘What is this? A game?’

‘No game,’ said the merchant.

The sword hilt settled in the man’s left hand. Geskard wasn’t ready. The blade came across him, carving into his right shoulder and thudding into his neck. The pain was exquisite but brief. Warmth, then cold. Geskard felt himself falling.

 


Auum stared up into the rainforest canopy and let his gaze travel over the dripping foliage. The sun that had emerged from the latest bank of cloud would bless the treetops until the rains returned. A sniff of the air told him that time was already very close.

Everywhere, spears of luminescence bore down through the shadow, sparkling on raindrops and forming pools of bright light that warmed the forest floor. It was a time to drink in the glory of Yniss, God of all creation, Father of the rainforest and all that drew breath there, grew there and died there.

Yet Auum did not kneel to pray. Instead he listened to the sounds of bird, beast and insect. All muted, fearful. His gaze came to rest on the temple of Varundeneth, the last home of Shorth, God of the dead. The glorious structure sat in a clearing four days travel from the nearest settlement. Deeper inside the rainforest than any other. Hidden so completely from the unwanted eye that only those called, or those blessed like Auum, could ever find it.

A great hand, carved from a single block of marble, grasped at the sky. It sat atop the towering green dome of the temple and was protected by the statues of seated panthers set at each corner of the compass. Fashioned from obsidian, these sentinels had watched for enemies over the long centuries. No storm could etch them, no rain could wash the glint from their eyes. Thirty feet and more they rose, half the height and girth of the Hand of Shorth.

At the base of the dome, the stone doors were open on their wheeled rails and stood against the walls of the temple. Inside, darkness was broken by the flicker of lantern and brazier light. And from within, only silence. This was the time of Shorth, when he rose to bless the living and give succour to the dead; and when Communion between the living and the dead was eased and the pain of loss was lessened.

‘So where is everyone? Where is the lament?’

Auum turned. Rebraal, leader of the Al-Arynaar, the army of Yniss, stood nearby with five of his people. Auum’s TaiGethen cell were at his shoulders, both elves quiet and contemplative. Their faces were camouflaged with deep green and black paint.

Rebraal was showing the effects of his efforts to rebuild his people after the wars on Balaia and the scourge of the Elfsorrow that had claimed so many of the elven nation. Tall, powerful and quick, he was dressed, like the TaiGethen, in greens and browns. About his shoulders, he wore a cloak in the deep blue of the Al-Arynaar calling.

Auum sympathised with every line on Rebraal’s once youthful face, the depth of the dark under his eyes and the vague tremble that occasionally afflicted his voice these days. Auum suffered the same way.

‘If there is no call, then no one will come,’ he said.

Rebraal stiffened. ‘How can that be? Choice is not a word entertained by Shorth.’

‘Nonetheless, the temple is empty of the summoned. And the wanderers too have found no path here. Call it what you will, the effect remains the same.’

‘But what does it mean?’

Auum stared around him again. The rainforest and all its sounds and smells held a haunting quality, almost mysterious. He couldn’t tell how far the strangeness extended into the canopy. The hairs stood up on the back of his neck. He felt uneasy. Not an emotion he had ever experienced before in this place that he knew so well.

‘Shorth is silent. The temple carries no lament.’ He shook his head. ‘Elven eyes are turned from the triumph of death. And like Tual’s children, they are afraid. It should never be this way.’

‘I don’t understand,’ said Rebraal.

A cry torn from the heart of a terrified elf echoed from within the temple. Auum was running before the echo had died.

‘Come with me and you will,’ he called over his shoulder. ‘Tai, Al-Arynaar, guard the entrance. No one enters until we return.’

Auum ran hard. The cry had turned into a wail and another voice had joined it, clogged and weeping, pleading. Auum’s heart was pounding. The sounds from within were his darkest fears given voice. Rebraal fell into step behind him. Together they entered the cool of Varundeneth.

A short entrance hall led directly into the centre of the temple, beneath the dome. The vaulted ceiling sat high above them, the light from its multiple coloured windows casting gentle shapes and shadows on the stone-flagged floor. The walls were covered in murals of great deeds and heroism and of the path from life to death. The welcoming embrace of Shorth was depicted as glowing tendrils outstretched from the darkness of the unknown.

A round grey marble altar sat under the centre of the dome. It was placed on a circular marble platform with white marble rails and posts running around its edge. Two steps led up to a gap in the rail. Auum stopped short of the altar. A figure was slumped face down across it, arms thrown forward, hanging limp over the near edge, covering part of the carving of clasped hands that ran its circumference. The figure was in the grey robes and green sash of the temple priests. There was a slight tremble in her hands. Another priest was trying to swing her legs onto the altar, his grunts of exertion punctuated by sobs.

There was a smell in the air. A scorched smell. Magical, not mineral or wood. Auum held out a hand to stop Rebraal approaching further.

‘Ryish,’ said Auum quietly. ‘What are you doing?’

The High Priest of Shorth raised his face to the TaiGethen leader. The rims of his eyes were bright red, bloodshot in the whites. His pupils were tiny despite the gloom.

‘What I have seen,’ he whispered. ‘She is dead but she is returning. The mana fires burn our resting place.’

‘You may not place the living on the altar of Shorth,’ said Auum. ‘You must remove her.’

Ryish showed no sign that he had either heard or understood. He was a very tall elf, looming over both Rebraal and Auum from his elevated position on the dais. His large, oval face was partly turned away from them now but Auum could not fail to see the confusion written there.

‘She will attempt travel again. I must prepare.’

‘Ryish.’ Auum’s tone was sharp, cutting through the priest’s rambling and startling him. ‘She will travel nowhere. She is not dead. Remove her from the altar or we will be forced to do it for you.’

Ryish stared at him once again. ‘Do not let her movement fool you.’

‘You are our friend,’ said Rebraal. ‘Trust us. Trust Shorth who will not turn away from you. You are the High Priest of Shorth. What you are doing cannot be allowed.’

‘Shorth is already hidden from us,’ whispered Ryish. ‘Before you denounce me, behold my torment.’

The priest stooped, grabbed the woman’s legs and swung them onto the altar. Before Auum could move to stop the sacrilege, the smell of burning magic flooded the temple. Deep green flames engulfed the altar. The two warrior elves backed away, leaving Ryish bathed in the fire, chanting prayers and exhorting Shorth to hear him. His skin was beginning to blacken where the burning mana breached his natural defences. His robes were ablaze. Yet he did not flinch nor cry his pain. Ryish’s agony ran deeper than fire.

‘Hear me, Shorth. Find a path for your daughter. Let her rest; do not—’

The priestess sat bolt upright. Green flame writhed and twisted about her body. Her clothing ignited yet her skin was untouched. Pale and delicate as the morning to which she had awoken. Her eyes opened slowly, revealing orbs black as night, destroyed by mana fire. She turned to face Ryish. Her mouth opened and she uttered a wail that shattered glass in the roof of the dome and shivered through Auum’s body like a plunge into an icy pool.

‘O Shorth, find a path for your servant. Ease her passing to your embrace.’

Ryish’s cries boomed into the temple above the priestess’s wail. The stench of mana fire, burning cloth and scorched flesh grew stronger. Smoke billowed up around the beams supporting the dome. The heat compressed the chests of the elves and brought sweat to their brows.

The priestess fell back, body contorting, hands reaching towards the sky. The flames deepened in colour, gained intensity and then were gone, leaving nothing but a flare in Auum’s eyes when he blinked. Still, the priestess trembled. Her mouth closed, opened once more and a single word was whispered.

Ryish slumped to the floor. Auum and Rebraal ran to his side, Rebraal dragging him into his arms, trying to comfort him.

‘Rest, my priest,’ said the Al-Arynaar. ‘We will tend to you.’

‘Nyluun!’ shouted Auum. ‘Healer mage inside now. No one else.’

Ryish’s burns were extensive but he would live. Though when he turned his eyes to Auum, the TaiGethen wondered if living would be a mercy.

‘Now you see,’ Ryish said, croaking through a cracked throat. ‘We are lost.’

‘I don’t know what I saw,’ said Auum.

‘There is no path for the dead to travel,’ said Ryish. ‘Nowhere for the soul to rest. Shorth deserts us.’

Auum glanced at the priestess, whose body was quivering on the altar.

‘She is . . . ?’

Ryish was nodding. He grabbed Auum’s arm. His fingers, red raw and black from the flames, gripped hard, smearing the TaiGethen’s ritual camouflage.

‘She cannot walk the rainforest yet she cannot rest with Shorth. Her doom is the doom of any who now die. Neither dead nor alive. No end to pain. Only fear.’

Ryish broke down and Rebraal rocked him in his arms as if he were a child in distress.

‘Her soul will find rest.’

‘It will not,’ sobbed Ryish. ‘It cannot stay within her body and it cannot find a path to the embrace of Shorth. It will be cast adrift. Lost for eternity, never to know the Communion with the living, never to feel the strength of the dead.’

‘That cannot be,’ said Auum. ‘We cannot exist if we fear to die. There must still be a path to the dead.’

All three were silent for a while. Ryish composed himself and sat up again, nodding his gratitude, wincing his physical pain.

‘And what of the dead?’ asked Rebraal.

Ryish shook his head. ‘My mind is a desert, my soul a dry ocean bed, my will a forest blackened and destroyed. I cannot feel them. I cannot speak with them. The heart of Calaius is rotting away.’

Rebraal wanted to ask more but Auum stopped him.

‘Ryish, what did she say? What was the word she uttered?’

Ryish took a deep breath and swallowed before he spoke. The word was jagged glass dragged through flesh.

‘Garonin.’

Auum and Rebraal shared a glance. Garonin. A word that denied hope.

‘I have not saved my people from the Arakhe merely to lose them to this evil,’ said Auum. ‘We must call a Harkening.’

‘There is no salvation if they have truly seen our hiding places,’ said Ryish. ‘All we can prepare for is extinction.’

‘If there is a way, I will find it. If there is not, then we must seek a new place for our people. A new home.’ Auum turned to Rebraal. ‘Summon the ClawBound.’
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But it was a shifting grey and an indistinct horizon this time. Not like any other time. Yet the same. The abject helplessness still ripped at his soul and the cries for aid speared his head like needles driven into his brain. And the hands reached for him and the faces were of those he loved drawn into pictures of torment. Their desperation bit deep inside him.

He reached out for them as he always did, to help as he always had done and always would. Though when he did he could not reach them. A barrier he could neither see nor sense kept him from them, kept their fingers from locking together. And the more he strained and grasped, the further they were from him. He shouted for them to come back but the smoke engulfed them once more.

Sol was bolt upright in bed. The sweat was slick on his face, on his shaven head and across the powerful chest on which grey hairs had begun to dominate. He knew his eyes were wide, sucking at the half-light, desperate to see. He tried to drag in his breath quietly. Failed.

‘Sol?’

Sol looked down at the shape next to him in the bed. Earlier that afternoon, they had been as close as he had remembered for a very long time. Like a memory of a decade past. Now, the veil of disappointment had risen once more. One word was all she had said. And it carried so much frustration.

‘I’m sorry, Diera.’

‘Same dream, huh?’

‘What would you have me say?’ he asked.

‘That you believe it is a dream. It’s all I ever want you to say.’ Diera whispered the words.

Sol reached out a hand to her, touched her bare shoulder where the sheet had fallen from her soft skin.

‘I won’t lie to you,’ he said.

Diera shrugged off his hand, threw the covers aside and stood up, her back to him. He watched her take in a deep, relaxing breath before she reached for her shirt and skirt. There was nothing more to be said. There never was. But he couldn’t let her leave the bedroom like this. It was a mistake too often repeated.

‘I’ve tried to tell you how real the vision is. How intricate the detail is that I have seen and, Gods drowning, I have seen it so many times. How can it be a dream?’

‘How can it be anything else?’

She wouldn’t face him.

‘It’s a message.’

Now she did and on her face, still beautiful and framed in fair hair streaked with grey, was the contempt that had become depressingly familiar.

‘And one day you’ll be able to tell me what it says, right? And when will that be? Right now? Tomorrow?’ She picked up a shoe and threw it at him. ‘Never?’

Sol caught the shoe and dropped it onto the bed. He pushed back his covers and stood. They stared at each other for a time from opposite sides of the mattress. Diera snatched her shoe back off the bed and rammed a foot into it.

‘The visions have been more vivid of late,’ he said into the void. ‘But I still don’t understand it all.’

‘Don’t say it,’ said Diera, expression a warning, the bed an inadequate barricade. ‘Just don’t.’

‘They’re in trouble. I cannot ignore it.’

‘Trouble? How can they be in trouble?’ Diera jumped onto the bed. She raised her fists to beat him but he snared them easily enough. ‘They’re all dead, Sol! Dead. Their troubles are over.’

Sol caught her gaze and held it. He could see the pain within her. The desperation for him to be other than he was. As for the love, that was fading. He let go her fists and her arms dropped to her sides.

‘Death is no guarantee of peace,’ he whispered. ‘The demons taught us that.’

Diera sobbed. Her face crumpled and she held the sides of his head in the palms of her hands.

‘But the demons are gone,’ she said. ‘You of all people know that. The threat is finished. It’s over.’

‘I want nothing more than to believe that is true,’ said Sol. ‘But I don’t.’

Diera slumped to the bed and buried her head in her hands. ‘Why are you doing this to me?’

‘Doing what?’

‘Five years, Sol. Five years of this and you’ve been getting worse and worse. The Raven is gone a decade past. We are your life now, me and the boys.’ She raised her face to him and the tears spilling from her eyes drew some to his own. ‘Please, Sol, this obsession is killing us. Let the dead be. Come back to me. I need you. We all need you.’

‘And I am here,’ he said. ‘But I must find out what is happening. I cannot rest until I am sure they are at peace.’

‘How can you ever know? They’re dead!’ Diera shouted the word into his face, levered herself from the bed and strode towards the door.

‘There—’

‘I won’t hear this any more, Sol. I won’t.’ Diera smoothed her skirt and faced him, forcing herself to relax. ‘I can’t deal with it. When you were hunting the demons I understood. Because I wanted a future free of those things for our boys just as you did. But this? This is chasing shadows. It will always be unfinished and I am sorry for that. But you have to accept it. Open your eyes to what is in front of you now, don’t keep them on the distant past.’

Sol sat on the bed and massaged his hip. It was beginning to ache. The spell was wearing off again.

‘It doesn’t feel distant. Not to me.’ He looked up at Diera. She was studying him but wouldn’t meet his gaze. ‘I stood in that doorway and watched Hirad die. I could have done something. I could have saved him.’

‘And that’s what all this is about, isn’t it?’

‘What?’

‘Redemption for you, for your imagined failings.’ She shook her head. ‘I’ll never understand why you torture yourself. None of the other survivors are. They know what they did and they know what you did. You’re the living embodiment of a hero, Sol. Why can’t you see that?’

‘Because heroism didn’t save Hirad or Erienne, or Ark or Thraun, did it?’

‘No, but it saved Balaia and me and Jonas and young Hirad. Those of The Raven died doing what they always did. Be proud, not desolate.’

‘I am proud. And that’s why I have to know if there’s trouble.’

Diera shook her head. ‘You hear but you do not listen. And you are blind to what you are doing to me and the boys.’

‘No, I’m not,’ said Sol, moving around the bed towards her. ‘It is as much to protect you as it is to help my friends if I can.’

Diera gave a short laugh. ‘Don’t try and justify your obsessions using us, Sol. At least be honest with yourself even if you can’t be anything else. I’m asking you one last time. Think, really think about this. Then come down and join your family or don’t come down at all.’

There was a hammering on the door downstairs. Diera cracked.

‘Can they not give us a moment’s peace?’ she shrieked. ‘We’re not open for three hours!’

Sol was in front of her in a moment, taking her by the shoulders and sitting her back down on the bed.

‘I’ll go,’ he said quietly.

He pulled on his clothes and left the bedroom without saying more though his mind was drenched with words. His heart was beating hard and he was aware of a growing confusion. Sol shivered and tied his shirt tight at the neck. On the stairs, pain flared in his leg, an old memory resurfacing. The docks at Arlen. The sweep of a sword. Hirad saving his life. Again. The imagery was so intense it was within a ghost of being real. Sol leaned against the wall and descended more slowly, letting his shoulder slide along the age-smoothed dark timbers.

The hammering on the door was repeated.

‘Patience!’ roared Sol. ‘I’m coming. The Gods save me from the curse of the impatient drunk.’

When he reached the bottom of the stairs, Sol could feel the heat from the ovens in the kitchens to his right. A clatter of pans told him at least one of the staff was already in. Evenings at The Raven’s Rest were always busy. It helped that so many of the city’s influential people were regular customers but Sol liked to think that both the food and the wine cellar were worthy of those he served.

Ahead of Sol, a short passage led out to a fenced yard where he could hear at least one of his sons, Jonas probably, playing a loud game with friends. And to his left, his pride and joy, if he could be said to experience joy these days. His bar. No. Their bar. A place of laughter, memory and reminiscence. The place where he always retreated when he tired of the attentions of state. When he was allowed to.

The place where The Raven would live forever.

But now, walking towards the heavy, bound oak door that let out on to the street, he wondered if this shrine to his past really was poisoning his mind. Diera thought so. Sol walked slowly past the portraits of his friends a decade and more dead. He didn’t feel the barbs of grief as he had done in the early days but he didn’t think he’d ever shake the regret that he would never stand with them again.

Sol could hear Diera’s voice in his head, telling him to move on. Celebrate their triumphs, learn to smile.

He couldn’t. He never had been able to, and now his head was full of disaster like it hadn’t been in five years, ever since he stopped hunting demons. Sol let his gaze trail over the portraits of Erienne, beautiful of face but sad of mind; Thraun, forever troubled but so loyal; and Ilkar, sharp-featured and acerbic, before pausing as he so often did at Hirad.

The barbarian’s scarred face was packed full of belief and raw power and it sported that damned smile with which he had died.

‘So, old friend, what is it? I’m either right or I’m losing my mind. No in between, as you’d have said. Trouble is, I don’t know what to do. I don’t know where to begin. Any ideas?’

It was a moment before Sol became aware that he was actually waiting for a response.

‘Talking to a picture.’ Sol shook his head. ‘I think we have an answer, don’t we?’

Another bout of hammering on the door, and this time Sol was relieved to hear it and let it distract him from himself.

‘All right, all right. I’m here.’

He strode to the door, drew back the top and centre bolts, kicked up the bottom one and turned the key in the lock. The levers moved back with a satisfying, heavy sound. He pulled the door open, stepping back as he did so. You can never be too careful.

The man who stared at him with an expression bordering on elation was young and smartly dressed very much in the style of a merchant. There was blood all over his left shoulder and chest. Sol frowned. He looked at the wound and wondered how the man was still standing.

‘Unknown, is it really you? Did I really find you?’

Sol flinched at the sound of his old name. The man made to move forward, his arms reaching out.

‘No one calls me that,’ said Sol, his voice gruff. ‘Not any more.’

‘Shame,’ said the man, raising his eyebrows. ‘I always thought it rather suited you. It was one of Ilkar’s better nicknames.’

Sol’s skin prickled and his head cleared. He stepped forward and jabbed the man in the chest.

‘You are treading a very fine line with the memories of my friends.’

‘Don’t you recognise me, big man?’

‘Clearly not,’ said Sol. ‘And be assured that if you make one more familiar remark, I will deck you.’

‘The body is unfamiliar but the soul and the shadow are mine, Unknown. And you have to help me. You have to help all of us.’

Sol felt cold. He straightened. The man’s eyes held a desperate sadness, and he was frightened. Not of Sol but of something far, far more deeply embedded in his mind. There was something about him Sol couldn’t grasp, something recognisable. But he’d been begged for help by passing acquaintances before. Everyone knew Sol’s face and reputation.

‘Who are you?’

The man smiled and a spark lit his eyes just for a heartbeat. He spread his arms.

‘It’s me. It’s Hirad.’

Sol decked him.

‘Bloody hell.’ The merchant put a hand to his left eye. It was already beginning to swell. ‘Didn’t lose your strength when you got the wrinkles, did you?’

Sol paused for a moment and glanced up and down the street. The Thread was busy as always. Heads were turning and no doubt jaws already exercising opinions laced with ignorance. There were always stories to be invented about the first and reluctant king of Balaia. Sol stooped and grabbed the merchant by his lapels. He pulled the man upright and threw him inside the bar, where he slithered to his knees. Sol walked in and kicked the door shut behind him.

The merchant displayed no fear when Sol loomed above him.

‘I’ll give you one more chance. An abject apology just might save you from a few more broken bones.’

‘You need to believe me, Unknown. Balaia’s in trouble. The whole dimension and loads of other things only Ilkar understands.’

‘Right, that’s it.’

Sol grabbed the merchant by his wounded arm and dragged him to his feet. He clamped a hand around the back of the man’s neck and marched him to the picture of Hirad.

‘Take a good close look, you little bastard. This is Hirad Coldheart. This is the heartbeat of The Raven. A man I loved and a man I miss every single day. You will not pass yourself off as one of Balaia’s great heroes. Do I make myself clear?’

The merchant nodded. ‘You do. And it’s a good likeness though I remember my teeth being straighter than that.’

‘Fucking weasel.’

Sol hurled the merchant across his bar. The man knocked aside two chairs, sprawled across a table and collided with the back shelf, upsetting a candelabra and smashing the glass in two lanterns. He scrabbled for purchase. Sol could see his eyes. There was fear of him in them now. Too late.

Sol’s cudgel for the control of the unruly was hanging in its brackets on a cross beam just above his head. He fetched it down and advanced.

‘Why didn’t you listen to me?’ The cudgel’s face slapped against his open left palm. ‘No one plays with the memory of The Raven. Certainly not some puffed-up pretty boy like you. I’m going to make sure that cut on your shoulder is the least of your concerns.’

The merchant pushed himself to his feet and backed away. There was nothing behind him but the corner of the alcove into which he had been thrown. He felt the wall behind him and held out both hands.

‘Unknown, please. You have to believe me. I’m not taking the piss. Please.’

‘No one calls me that and walks out of here. Not any more.’

Sol pushed a chair aside and dragged the table from in front of the merchant. The back of his neck was hot. The cudgel felt good in his fist. It had been a long time since anyone had tried it on with him. It seemed that not quite everyone had got the message.

‘I love that you are the protector of our memories. But we’re in trouble. You have to listen. I know you’ve been having dreams. Ilkar’s been—’

‘It’s about respect,’ said Sol. ‘And the young never seem to show any these days. I try and be reasonable but some of you just don’t do reason, do you? So be it.’

Sol stepped into range and cocked the cudgel for a blow to the legs. The merchant tried to protect himself with his hands.

‘Unknown, no! I can show you where you died. Where your body still lies. Please.’

It was an arrow to the heart of him. Sol froze and swallowed hard. The cudgel dropped from his hand. The fury drained from him and the strength left his legs. He sagged to his knees, supporting himself with a hand on the table top. His fingers rested on last night’s candle wax.

‘No one knows about that,’ he said, his voice a whisper, blood pounding in his head. ‘How can you know about that?’

‘Because I am Hirad, Unknown. I know how I look. The body is different but the soul is the same. And we need you. The Raven dead need you. You are our beacon. The rally flag on the battlefield. And we have to make a stand or we are all lost. The living and the dead.’

‘What are you talking about?’ Sol stared at the merchant, looking for the lie in his eyes. ‘A soul cannot return. You cannot be here.’

‘Think I want to be? It hurts, Unknown. Badly. Ilkar will be here soon enough, I’m sure. He’ll make you understand.’

Sol put his head in his hands. ‘This can’t be happening. Not really. I have . . . dreams.’

‘Told you.’

Sol snapped his head up. So like him, those words. So typical. The merchant was standing over him, offering a helping hand.

‘If you promise to hear me not hit me, I’ll help you up. We could have a glass of wine. Does Blackthorne still do that red of his? I wonder if I can taste it?’

The merchant wore a crooked smile. Sol glanced over at the picture of Hirad and shuddered. He allowed himself to be helped to his feet.

‘I have truly lost my mind.’ Sol gestured to a chair. ‘Pick it up and sit on it. I’ll get us a drink. While my back is turned, you have the option to leave. If I come back and find out you’re lying, I will kill you where you sit.’

‘I have missed your administrative guidance,’ said the merchant.

Sol jabbed a finger into his chest again. ‘Don’t push your luck.’

He blew out his cheeks and wiped a hand across his head on the way back to the bar. There were footsteps on the stairs. Diera appeared and treated him to a scowl as she tied on her apron. She looked beyond him into the inn.

‘Been rearranging the furniture, have you? Can’t say I like the upturned chair and broken glass look. What the hell has been going on? And who is that? We aren’t open yet.’

Sol stared at her for a moment, considering the lie that would best placate her. He dismissed every option. He plucked two pewter goblets from the bar top and wrapped his little finger around the neck of a stoppered bottle of wine. Half empty and not the good stuff.

‘He says he’s Hirad Coldheart, back from the dead.’

‘And you believe him?’ she asked. Sol said nothing. ‘My darling husband, where have you gone?’

Diera cupped her hands around his face. A single tear fell from her left eye. She sucked her lip, turned and walked out of the back door and into the yard, where the children still played.
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‘I take it the good Lady Unknown doesn’t believe me?’

Sol said nothing while he poured them each a goblet of wine. He sniffed his to make sure it was still drinkable and took a hearty sip. The Gresse red had a mellow flavour and a strong aftertaste.

‘Good with stew,’ he said.

‘I’ll remember that next time I’m cooking.’

Sol stared at the man. Young and proud-looking. Shoulder-length brown hair tied in a ponytail. Sharp green eyes stared back above a crooked nose and a mouth in which the teeth were starting to discolour. The wound in his left shoulder was deep. Deep enough to be fatal. Sol could see torn flesh and bone showing through the ripped clothing. He should have been pumping blood onto the inn floor. Sol was thankful for the mercy.

‘Who are you?’ he asked.

‘I’ll repeat it until you believe me, you know,’ said the merchant, eyes twinkling briefly. ‘You do believe me really, don’t you?’

‘Let’s just say I’ll listen to you. Give you a chance this side of doubt. But believe? What’s to believe?’

The merchant took a sip of wine and a look of almost beatific pleasure crossed his face. ‘Now that was almost worth coming back for.’

‘Almost?’

‘Another time, Unknown. But for now accept that returning from the dead isn’t all it might be.’

‘If you say so.’

Sol cursed himself, feeling drawn in already and wanting more. He wanted it to be true, that much he would readily admit.

‘Look, think about this logically.’

Sol laughed. ‘Logically? Now that is something very much in the Hirad mould. The ability to choose absolutely the wrong word at will. You appear at my door, sporting a wound that should have put you on the slab, and claim to be my friend returned from ten years dead. Logic? Please.’

‘All right not logic then, just what is in front of your eyes. Rely on what you know.’

‘I know Hirad Coldheart is dead. I am still counting the days, wishing it wasn’t true.’

‘And you also know that this wound has carved through my left collarbone and has torn nerve, sinew and artery. It’s a killing blow and you’ve seen enough to know one, right?’

‘Which means I’m looking at a fake of some sort. Because dead men cannot walk.’

‘Put your finger in, then. Give it a wiggle.’

The merchant demonstrated. Sol winced.

‘Isn’t that painful?’

‘It’s fucking agony.’

‘Well, stop it, then.’

‘Do you want a go?’

Sol stared at the merchant yet again. Memories thronged his mind and dragged to the fore emotions long-buried. Thousands of words that should have been said. Wrong body, wrong voice. An impossible return. And yet there in the cock of his head and the manner of his speech. So much familiarity.

‘It cannot be you,’ he said. ‘How can it be you?’

‘I take it you’ve had your fair share of fakes?’

‘You could say that,’ said Sol.

‘What people will do for a free drink, eh?’

‘They’re just the sad cases.’ Sol rubbed his nose. ‘It’s the ones that trade on my memories for profit. They make me angry.’

The merchant reached out and patted Sol’s hand.

‘Well you hide it very well.’

Sol burst out laughing. He refilled both their goblets. ‘Remember you’re still on probation here. Though I must admit, I’ve never seen anyone as convincing thus far.’

‘You’re telling me you’ve had others come to you like this?’

Sol nodded. ‘People claiming they were possessed by the spirits of one or other of The Raven fallen.’

The merchant straightened his shoulders, grimacing at the pain. ‘Recently?’ he asked.

‘Last four or so years . . . until I introduced the cudgel.’ Sol frowned. ‘Why do you ask?’

‘Anything very recent might not have been a fake.’

‘You mean I might have beaten the backside out of Ilkar or something?’

‘Ilkar’s rather confused living host, to be precise. We were trying a number of ways to get hold of you.’

‘A number?’

‘Two.’

Sol sighed. ‘If you are Hirad, I have to tell you your jokes have not improved.’

‘It’s important, Unknown.’

‘All right. But you’d better surprise me or it’s the cudgel and a trip face down along the river.’

‘Ilkar is much better at this stuff. Basically, we’ve been trying to get to you through your dreams but although if we got together we could sense you, all we could do was the equivalent of wave at you in the fog. You were always so close but just out of reach. And then, when the walls of the dimension started to fall, we started to try sending ourselves out and getting hold of bodies to speak for us. They were always of the living and I guess you just found possessed people annoying. But I thought I might as well give this a try. Y’know, finding someone freshly dead and using them. Didn’t have to wait too long in the north alleys to find a host.’ The merchant paused. ‘Are you getting this so far?’

‘What? Sorry. Just trying to work out how it is you could describe my vision to me.’

‘Because we sent it.’

‘Who?’

‘The Raven’s dead.’ The merchant stared into Sol’s eyes. Desperation and bottomless pain flooded out. ‘We need you, Unknown. They are come and we cannot stop them.’

Sol bit back on the threat of tears.

‘I’m losing my mind,’ he whispered.

‘No you’re not, Unknown. This is real.’

Sol’s vision was blurred. He wiped a hand across his eyes. He couldn’t stop himself. With Diera, it was too fraught. With this stranger, as natural as sunlight.

‘Don’t you know how much I want that to be true? Every day I walk past those paintings and I crave the company of the men and women I see. I want it so much I see movement within the frames. I crave our bond and to live by our code once more. The pride of standing in line with them. The sheer energy of our battle. The closeness that comes with facing death together day by day and living till morning yet again. The knowledge that any of them would die for me and that I would do the same for them. Things I can only embrace now when I sleep.

‘I want to tell them so much. About my joy that I can see my sons grow up; that I awake each morning and see my wife. That I am living everything I dreamed of but that it is just a puff of smoke rising from the embers of the life I had, and to which I can never return. That on some days, too many days, I wish I too had fallen that day. A hero to live on in the memory, not growing fat behind a bar and dreaming of glories past.’

The merchant was silent. He drained his glass. Sol did likewise and refilled them both. He cleared his throat and stood up, needing to fill his hands with something, anything. The Raven’s Rest felt a little gloomy. Apt in one sense but no good for the custom Sol expected through the door later. King or not, he still had an inn to run.

The fire needed laying but that would wait. He lifted a lantern from its alcove and retrieved flint and steel from his pocket. He was aware of the merchant’s gaze on his back.

‘Don’t repeat any of that,’ said Sol.

‘You’ll be able to tell them all personally before long. And you’ll wish you couldn’t.’

‘Why would I wish that?’

Sol struck sparks onto the oiled taper which sputtered to yellow life.

‘Because with the best will in the world, Unknown, we are not happy to see you. Not here, not in this dimension. We’re dead, big man, and we want to stay that way. But we’ve been attacked. Our dimension has been plundered and we are cast out. It hurts and it is lonely.’

‘And you want my help to get you back where you belong, is that it?’

‘If only it was that simple.’

The Unknown chuckled. ‘Sorry, I shouldn’t laugh. If you’re telling the truth, that is. It’s just that—’

‘Nothing’s ever that simple with The Raven.’

Sol nodded, feeling the warmth of familiarity return. It felt like grasping an elusive childhood memory. He put the taper to the lantern wick, trimmed the wick to stop the flare of flame and replaced the glass before returning the lantern to its alcove. The light cast garish shadows in the dim room.

‘Looks like I’ll have to light the whole lot n—’

The taper dropped from Sol’s fingers. The merchant was casting a shadow on the opposite wall. It spoke of a powerful upper body, long hair tied into waving braids and a thick fist wrapped around the goblet. It was utterly at odds with the man sat at the table and Sol knew the silhouette so well.

‘Gods burning, Hirad, it is you.’

Sol’s heart slammed in his chest and he shuddered throughout his body. His face felt hot and for a moment he thought he might faint. He strode to the table and stopped only when Hirad held up a hand.

‘Best not hug me, big man. This shoulder’s really starting to sting.’

‘Then we’ll bring Denser down to fix it. I’ll send one of the boys. How could you possibly find me? How did you know I was here? How will the others get here?’

Sol felt giddy, light-headed like after his first sword fight. A mixture of excitement and fear but this time overlaid with an odd sense of detachment.

‘This can’t be real,’ he muttered.

‘I wish it wasn’t,’ said Hirad. ‘Look, I can’t answer everything. Ilkar understands it so much better. And Erienne too. It’s to do with the familiarity of our souls. Almost like they are linked in some way. It meant we could all find each other when the attack started.’

Sol’s elation dissipated. He sat back down and looked at Hirad in the merchant’s body. He was quite still and in his eyes was an aching sadness.

‘What happened?’ asked Sol.

‘How do I explain to the living how it feels to be thrust from rest?’

‘Is that what it feels like when you’re dead? Rest? What does it look like?’

‘There aren’t the words, Unknown. Or I certainly don’t have them. There is no time; there are none of the things you associate with life. I don’t know if there is colour but I do know there aren’t trees, cities, any of that stuff. People assume that a glorious death will be like the sunniest day they can remember. It’s nothing like that. Maybe Ilkar can describe it to you. I can’t. But I do know it is peaceful and it is comfort and it is happiness. Or it was.

‘We cannot fight and we cannot defend ourselves.’ Hirad allowed himself a small smile. Sol was struck by how characteristic it was of him despite the merchant’s face. Hirad continued. ‘And that hurts almost as much as being here now. All those dead around you, you can sense them, you see? And you can taste their fear and feel their despair. They had nowhere to run. Most of them. Nowhere to go.’

Hirad’s expression had become vacant and the body of the merchant wobbled before steadying. A hand gripped the table. The other put the wine goblet to his mouth.

‘Fear makes you call out for those you love, Unknown. To be saved and be saviour. That’s how we found each other again. And when the skin of the dimension was finally torn, we could sense you too. And Denser. You represent the end of a path and we found we could travel it, though it is like clinging to a rope in a hurricane. We dare not let go. Souls cast into the void will never be found and will roam without rest.

‘None should suffer that. Not even the most evil of men.’

‘But they are suffering it, aren’t they, Hirad?’

A tear fell from Hirad’s eye and ran down his pale cheek to drip onto the table top.

‘Thousands of years and countless souls. No wonder the demons tried so hard to open the door to the dead. So many are already lost to the void and immeasurably more will follow. Any who cannot find a path back to the land where they once lived will become victims.’ Hirad looked up and he was pressing his jaws together to hold back a sob or worse. ‘You can hear them scream when they are torn away. Each one like a piece of skin ripped from your living body.’

Sol heard someone coming through the back gate and it reminded him he needed Jonas or young Hirad to go and ask for Denser up at the Mount of Xetesk. Just a short and familiar walk.

‘What can be done?’ asked Sol. ‘Who is this enemy? Why do they attack you?’

‘I have no answers,’ said Hirad. ‘We cannot see or feel them. All we know is that they are tearing our resting places apart and that they are following the fleeing dead too. We have to find a way to stop them. Should they wish to plunder Balaia too, we could all be lost.’

‘But you have no reason to think that they will.’

‘And also none to think they will not.’

‘What do they want?’ Sol’s delight at Hirad’s return had given way to a chill anxiety.

‘I don’t know, Unknown; I’m dead. We don’t spend our time gazing out at the living and being happy for your continued life, you know. Can you imagine how frustrating that would be?’

‘We need Denser,’ said Sol.

‘Then it is fortunate that Denser is here already.’

Sol turned. Denser was walking around the bar, Diera following him. She was wringing her hands and had obviously been crying. He looked much as ever: frowning, severe and with the cares of the world on his shoulders.

‘Pull up a chair. Diera will furnish you with a goblet, I’m sure,’ said Sol.

He tried to catch her eye but she would not humour him. Instead she walked behind the bar and stooped to get a goblet for Denser.

‘I’m here because Diera believes you have finally taken complete leave of your senses.’

Denser sat next to Sol and stared at the merchant, nodding minutely.

‘But you don’t think so, Denser. Do you?’ said Sol.

‘It is hard to know what to believe.’ Denser glanced over at Diera. She was watching, listening, reluctant it seemed to come closer. ‘Your wife was very upset. She didn’t say much about why, just that you had caved in, just like she feared you would.’

Denser sucked his lip and turned to glare at Hirad.

‘You know, I don’t appreciate total strangers grinning at me like they’ve known me all my life,’

‘Don’t you recognise me, Denser?’

‘No. I would have thought that was obvious.’

Sol found himself smiling and tried to cover it.

‘Well, it’s no surprise,’ said Hirad. ‘This isn’t my original body after all. But I have to be honest, Xetesk-man, the years haven’t been kind.’

Denser gaped. ‘What?’

‘Beard’s gone grey, you’re looking a bit paunchy in the cheeks and you’re probably bald under that skullcap. Mind you, I see you’ve been promoted. Congratulations. Good to see you finally made something of yourself.’

Hirad pointed at the embossed bronze circle on the front of Denser’s skullcap, which denoted his position as Lord of the Mount of the College of Xetesk.

Denser’s eyes had narrowed and his cheeks were pointed with red.

‘Clearly, you’re angling for a matching wound on your right-hand side. Who is this cretin, Sol?’

‘You ought to recognise the lack of tact if nothing else,’ replied Sol. ‘This is Hirad. Or rather, Hirad’s soul in the body of a dead merchant. ’

‘God’s falling, it’s pathetic,’ muttered Diera from the bar. ‘See what I mean, Denser?’

But Denser didn’t hear her. He was staring at Hirad, one hand absently scratching at his beard.

‘It is technically possible, you see,’ he said as if to himself. ‘How are you doing it? Is the heart beating?’

‘Not yet,’ said Hirad. ‘If it was, I’d die again, pushing blood out of this wound.’

‘Well, we can soon fix that. Tell me how it works?’

‘One soul leaves, another enters. Mine in this case. I was attracted to the body and filled it. I don’t know how. Ilkar probably does. But it isn’t too badly damaged or sick inside so I can hang on. Just about. But it hurts. I can make it move as if it were my own. But I need to get the heart to beat soon or Ilkar says I’ll decompose.’

‘Bloody hell, you smelled bad enough when you were alive,’ said Denser.

Hirad chuckled. ‘This body is altogether more fragrant.’

Denser stretched out a hand and felt Hirad’s neck for a pulse.

‘Amazing,’ he muttered.

‘Are you all right, Denser?’ Sol put a hand on Denser’s arm.

‘You see, the thing is,’ said Denser, ‘I’ve got about fifty reports from around the city of dead people walking and talking. That’s just in the last day or so. It’s making people nervous, as you can imagine. And there’s something a little closer to home too. I’ve got a five-year-old girl up at the Mount claiming she’s Erienne.’
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The heat intensified still further. Steam billowed under the canopy. The orange glow of fire stretched in a broad arc east to west. Thick dust blew on a scorching wind. The flat clang of the Garonin harvesters thudded across the sky and under the earth. The roar of great beasts meshed with the crash of falling trees that signalled the death of the rainforest.

A face appeared in front of Auum’s. Streaked with ash, eyes white and wide in the fire-backed half-light.

‘They have breached the outer ring. We have had to fall back.’ The Al-Arynaar warrior gripped Auum’s shoulders. ‘We have barely given them pause.’

‘Yet every moment buys time for our people. What of the Temple of Ix?’

The warrior shook his head. ‘Gone before those inside even knew what was upon them. Behind the fire, all is scorched and ruined. Auum, we cannot stop them.’

‘I know that. We all know. Our task is to fight, die if we must, and pray our souls find the path to Shorth, though our enemies stand before us after death as they do in this life. Keep moving, keep hitting. We need to try and take down at least one of the machines. I will join you.’

Auum took the warrior’s face in his hands and kissed his forehead. ‘Faith, my brother. We knew this day would come.’

The Al-Arynaar nodded, turned and ran back towards the enemy, shouting others to his side. The din of conflict, screaming and fire was an assault on the ears. Auum looked about him. Everything they had was here. Every TaiGethen cell, every Al-Arynaar warrior, every ClawBound pair that answered the call to muster. And it was not enough. Ysundeneth, capital of Calaius, was only two days travel north. Beyond it, nothing but the southern ocean and seven days sailing to Balaia.

‘Rebraal!’ called Auum.

The leader of the Al-Arynaar was striding towards him. Blood matted the side of his face and leaked from beneath a bandage wrapped around his head.

‘Auum, I thought you gone to oversee the Harkening.’

‘Be assured, I will arrive there at the last possible moment. There is still damage to be dealt here. Listen to me. The Temple of Ix is gone.’

Rebraal closed his eyes briefly.

‘Then we are silent,’ he whispered. ‘Balaia will not know what is coming.’

‘They may already have arrived there,’ said Auum. ‘Tell me your news.’

‘Everything we could retrieve from the remaining temples is nailed into crates and on wagons. All headed for the docks. The statue of Yniss at Aryndeneth has been lifted successfully and is already aboard ship. At least the Elfsorrow will not return unless the statue is broken again. All that could not be moved can only be lamented because it will inevitably be lost.

‘So much of ourselves will be gone. And the people are confused and scared. They do not understand why Yniss will not act to save them. Many will perish unless the teachings of the ancients excite them to do what they have to do in order to survive. The ClawBound are doing all they can to bring the words home but I fear not all our ships will be fully laden. And there is tragedy in that.’

Auum inclined his head. ‘Tragedy lies all around us already. Go to the ships. I will bring our warriors to you when we can do no more but die.’

‘Do not overstay your welcome in the faces of our enemies.’

‘Tual will guide my hand; Yniss will guide my mind. I will not fail.’ Auum turned to his TaiGethen cell. ‘Tai, we move.’

The three TaiGethen flowed over the parched ground and out of the forward camp that now lay less than a mile from the invasion front. Ahead of them through the withering rainforest were the orange glow of the burning canopy, the stultifying heat that pushed on before it and the last desperate defence against the Garonin.

Auum ran slightly ahead of Ghaal at his left shoulder and Miirt at his right. It had been hard learning to trust a new cell but he had chosen well, he believed. Now would be the test to end all others.

The land they trod was no longer their own. Auum knew they were moving south but no scent, no trail and no recognisable set to the foliage remained. He could no longer read this place. It had ceased to be their home, more alien than Balaia, to where the survivors would flee. Yniss had surely turned his back on them, unable to assist.

Smoke choked their lungs. Ash lay heavy in the air and crumbled underfoot. The green beauty was gone along with Tual’s children, the forest denizens, replaced by a churned, dead land. The war had been lost the moment that Garonin had landed. All that was left now was survival.

The fight against the Garonin was confused and it had to be that way. The warriors of the TaiGethen and Al-Arynaar used the density of the canopy as best they could, keeping the enemy guessing. But with every Garonin pace forward, that density lessened and the fire that came in its wake took more lives.

Auum ran past an elf lying prone, his back a mass of charred flesh. Another tended to him but it would be hopeless. Not even magic could save him, and magic was being taken from them.

‘Keep tight,’ he said. ‘Strike in, turn out. No hesitation.’

A series of white lights flashed through the trees at just above head height. Like teardrops but slicing horizontally, ripping through bark, sundering timber to pulp and bringing down mighty trunks. Fires leapt up where the teardrops impacted. Fire dampers ran in, those that still lived.

Warrior elves in deep green and brown camouflage clothing and paint criss-crossed his path. They were close now. The thud of the machines, the roar of the fires and the steady crump of beasts treading the ground filled the air.

‘Do not be afraid to die,’ said Auum. ‘Our souls are promised to Shorth and he will find them.’

But images of the priestess in the temple of Shorth crowded into Auum’s mind and he found himself doubting his own words.

‘Yniss protect us,’ he whispered. ‘Your servants.’

And there they were. Garonin.

Auum stopped in his tracks, feeling a unique sense of fear. Just like before. Ancient history repeated.

‘It’ll never be over, will it?’ said Miirt, her voice steady.

‘They may not have changed. We are different,’ said Auum.

‘They do not need to change,’ said Ghaal, who had stopped a pace ahead of him.

Auum followed his gaze. An arc of soldiers protected three harvesters, each pulled by two of the great beasts. Hanfeer, the elves called them. Created for this single purpose. The harvesters were huge, bulbous skins taut with the pressure of the gas they contained. Their funnels belched waste into the sky, sensors sought new pockets of mana to exploit and the rumble of another detonation cloud built above.

The massed hundreds of warrior elves faced no more than sixty of the enemy and yet they were losing the fight here and on four separate fronts of which Auum had certain knowledge. The rainforest was being laid to waste.

‘This is not as before,’ said Auum. ‘This level of destruction. This number of soldiers.’

‘They come not just to harvest,’ said Miirt. ‘Their memories are long and bitter.’

God’s Eyes castings struck at three enemy soldiers advancing on the left flank. One went down. The other two staggered and were driven to their knees under the force of the assault, their armour flaring a blinding white. Immediately, two TaiGethen cells sprinted in, backed by a number of Al-Arynaar warriors and mages.

Every Garonin head turned. In every hand, weapons were brought to bear, raised to the eyes and their power unleashed. Streams of white teardrops fled away. Vegetation from ground to ten feet in the air was obliterated, a path of energy driven towards the attacking elves and into their midst. Auum turned his eyes from the impacts but his ears could not block out the screams.

Elves ran in from all sides.

‘Diversion,’ said Ghaal.

Auum was already running. ‘We are TaiGethen. We do not stand and watch our brothers die. Tai, to my mark.’

He made a curving run. Ahead and right an Al-Arynaar exploded under the weight of white tears thudding into her chest. Another lost an arm even as he raised it to strike. Auum kept his head down, pushing his legs to more speed, dragging hot, painful air into his lungs.

His target hadn’t seen him yet. The soldier was moving steadily forward, his weapon still facing the initial attack point.

Auum’s head cleared. He could hear his every breath and the sound of his feet on the cracked ground between the trees. He used what remained of the immediate cover as best he could. The world slowed around him. He closed on his enemy, his Tai at his heels. The Garonin saw them eventually, weapon beginning to come to bear. Auum planted his right foot and used it to launch himself. He twisted as he came off the ground and brought his legs together. He spun in the air, his body a spear, his heels its tip.

Auum struck the soldier in the neck just above his weapon. The enemy could not absorb the blow and crumpled backwards. Auum raised his arms for balance, straightened and landed softly, coming to a crouch and drawing his twin short swords from their back-mounted scabbards. He turned.

Ghaal and Miirt were there before him, blades hacking and stabbing into gaps in the Garonin armour. Auum knelt across the enemy’s neck and ripped away his helmet. The white lettering across the armour faded. What stared back at him was not human. Black orbs bulged from bony sockets. Flat nostril slits flared. The huge mouth clacked together, toothless ridges sampling the air. There was no fear in that face.

‘We will find your weakness,’ said Auum. ‘And we will stop you.’

‘Auum, you know better than that. You cannot beat us. Not in this world, nor in the next,’ replied the Garonin. ‘Yours will be the race extinct. None who escaped us once will do so again.’

The Garonin growled deep in its throat and vanished, leaving Auum clutching at empty air.

‘The hanfeer,’ he said. ‘We can give them pause. Tai, we move.’

‘He knew you,’ said Miirt while they ran towards the great beasts. ‘How did he know you? You cannot be so aged, even for an Ynissul.’

‘My time is longer than you think,’ said Auum. ‘And it is not done yet.’

Precious few had broken through the protective arc to run towards the harvesters, their beasts and the Garonin who marshalled them. Auum tried to shut out the sounds of pain behind him. God’s Eyes arced in overhead, splashing harmlessly against the shielding the harvesters possessed, doing little damage. The rumble was deafening here. The crushing of age-old timbers under the hooves of beast and runners of machine was an ugly symbol of death.

The fires at the rear of the machines ate at the dead ground and gorged at the excess gasses in the air, torching tree stumps and incinerating anything living that came into contact. Nothing would be left in the wake of their passing. Nothing.

Auum ran directly at a trio of Garonin in front of the centremost machine. His Tai were level with him. That the Garonin saw him was not in doubt, but their confidence was such that they did nothing to halt his advance. Theirs was millennia-old information. And it told them the elves would turn aside. Ten yards from them, Auum saw the first flicker of concern in the slight turning of a head.

‘Split,’ he ordered.

His Tai stepped aside left and right. Two paces later, all three dropped and rolled below the sweeping fists of the marshals, coming up behind them. Auum drove his blades into the gaps between boot and calf armour. The Garonin shrieked, anger and pain clashing as he pitched forward. Auum leapt on to his back, dragged his head back and drove a blade into the eye slit of his helmet. The Garonin jerked and disappeared.

Miirt and Ghaal had followed his lead, but to either side none of the other attacking elves had got any further.

‘Strike and turn,’ said Auum. ‘Hesitation is death.’

He led them to the two hanfeer yoked to the vydosphere. Dull eyes peered from beneath heavy brows. Bone stood proud from flesh, natural armour against predators. But the beasts were weak in the legs, just like their masters. Auum moved in for the crippling blow.

This close, beast and machine were a sight to take the heart of even a strong elf. The hanfeer stood almost twice Auum’s height, their massive shoulders straining against the yokes that they bore. Hawsers as thick as his thigh ran from the yokes to the machine, tensing and relaxing with each measured pace forward.

The vydosphere was a towering monument of creaking metal, raging heat and thrumming malevolence. Auum had no idea what much of it was made from. Its skin was not hide, more like expanding metal. The whole was as tall as a three-masted elven cutter, twice as broad as the ocean-going vessel and set on runners that barely settled on the ground, as if the hand of some giant were holding it just in contact. All that he saw, he logged for the future, for the time when they could strike back with an eye to victory, not to mitigate defeat.

White tears ripped up the earth in front of them. Auum threw himself to his right, the ground at his feet blistering and bubbling in the heat of the strike. He rolled and ran into the lee of the hanfeer pair. His Tai were still with him. Ghaal had fear in his face, Miirt was burned down her left leg.

‘Strike and turn,’ he repeated.

Auum’s blades whipped down into the lower leg of a hanfeer. The beast bellowed, a primeval sound, and fell forward, its ankles collapsing under its weight. Immediately, an alarm rang out from the vydosphere. With a squeal, it halted, belching smoke. Miirt struck at the second beast, Ghaal with her. Blood gouted from deep wounds. Another scream of bestial agony.

‘Run,’ said Auum.

He led them right, away from the Garonin attacking them and briefly into the shadow of the vydosphere. Above him, its skin groaned and protested. He saw bubbles appear beneath its surface and a rippling that ran along a seam. Steam escaped.

The fires were close, the heat unbearable. He turned to run back into the rainforest. The remaining Garonin were all staring at the stricken hanfeer and the machine halted behind them. Some were moving, hurrying even, towards the beasts. Tears fled from weapons held high. Flesh ripped from the beasts, heads caved in. In that same moment, two more hanfeer blinked into existence. So did another thirty Garonin.

Auum glanced over his shoulder as he ran, free from attack for the moment. All the vydospheres had stopped. Every Garonin worked to shepherd the new hanfeer towards the yoke of the stranded machine. The corpses of the dead beasts were fading, taken back by their masters. Al-Arynaar and TaiGethen surged back to the attack, seeing opportunity.

But Auum knew they had already achieved what they must.

‘Break off!’ he yelled.

ClawBound heard him if no others could. The calls of panthers echoed across the battlefield. Warriors turned at once.

Auum raced back into the relative safety of the deep canopy, not pausing until he had reached the forward camp. Rebraal was issuing orders. Carts were rattling away towards the docks at Ysundeneth, three days distant. Squads of warriors were forming up, ready to join the attack.

‘I thought I told you to leave for the docks,’ said Auum. ‘I need you standing with me at the Harkening.’

Rebraal smiled. ‘Too many still left behind. I will leave with the last of them.’

‘That time is now,’ said Auum. ‘We have stalled them for the moment. Precious time is ours. Use it. Evacuate the rest.’

‘We can strike further. Damage them more.’

Auum shook his head and leaned in to whisper into Rebraal’s ear.

‘No, my friend. More have come. And not merely to harvest this time. To destroy us. More machines are arriving too. Enough to lay waste the entire rainforest. They mean to destroy us and our lands.’

Rebraal stared at him, not believing. ‘They will not let us go?’

‘And they will pursue us. They have not forgotten.’

Scant hundreds of yards to their left, a huge detonation. Flame swept across the horizon. Trees cracked and fell. Elves and animals screamed, broke and ran.

‘How long have we lived here?’ asked Rebraal.

‘Three thousand years and more, and now we have no time,’ said Auum. ‘Miirt, have that leg healed. There is more work to do. Tai, we move.’
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There was an acid taste to the air. It was the sort of taint that signalled trouble for delicate grapevines.

Baron Blackthorne trusted that whatever caused it would not travel south to his burgeoning slopes. He was expecting a supreme harvest, much as Baron Gresse had been. And indeed the evening before there had been no hint of any problem. But this morning that aftertaste to every breath lingered.

The two men stood on the wide, decked veranda of the plantation lodge hidden among the hills, terraces and valleys of the Gresse vineyards. They had enjoyed a fine dinner the night before and had broken fast well this morning. But now coffee was growing cool in mugs and frowns weighted the brows of both men.

Gresse wrinkled his nose yet again.

‘Stinks like old magic,’ he said.

His voice, gruff for as long as Blackthorne could remember, was further deepened to a painful phlegmy rattle .

‘You should have someone check out that throat of yours.’

‘Hardly, Blackthorne. Damn mages have done enough damage to my land and people over the years. I’m not going to start entertaining them in my house now. Too old for that sort of thing.’

‘You’re what, sixty-five? A few years older than me, anyway. Never mind damage; you might even get saved.’

Gresse waved a hand impatiently. ‘Cancer is just nature’s way of telling you to step aside for your sons.’

‘And you think that’s what it is?’

‘If the blood I cough up and the pain when I swallow are anything to go by.’

Blackthorne sighed. He couldn’t help himself. He stared at Gresse and those sunken brown eyes stared back, the hanging skin on his cheeks quivered and the pale small mouth tugged into a smile. At least he had the decency to blush a little.

‘Stubborn old goat,’ said Blackthorne.

‘It’s the progression of life, my friend.’

‘Yes, and I’ve lost enough to war, disease and demon to last two lifetimes. I don’t need to lose any more unnecessarily. Certainly not those with a part to play while we try and climb out of the mess the demons left behind. It’s not burning martyr I can smell but it surely should be, shouldn’t it? What by the Gods falling is this defeatism?’

‘You really want to know?’

‘I’m all ears.’

‘I am, as it happens, seventy-two, Blackthorne. Twelve years older than you. And I can’t be bothered any more, I really can’t. Look at you. I know the effort it takes for you to travel these days but you still haven’t gone grey. Just a few flecks in that sculpted beard of yours. Hardly a crow’s foot around the eye and think what you endured. Think what you still endure when the night releases the worst of your memories.’

Blackthorne reached for his coffee mug and found the tremble in his hand that usually only came on waking from his nightmares.

‘So what’s your point?’ he asked a little more sharply than he intended. Gresse didn’t seem to notice.

‘Can’t you feel it? It’s not just the stench of old magic in the air. Something’s on our skin. It’s absorbing through every pore. I’d had enough of fighting when The Raven beat the Wytch Lords. And when was that . . . fifteen years ago, wasn’t it? When the demons were defeated I thought we might actually see a lasting peace.’

Blackthorne spread his hands. ‘Well, we have. Ten years and counting.’

Gresse shook his bald head. ‘You know better than to believe it will last. You’ve had the visions and you’ve heard the voices. I can see it in your eyes.’

There was no hint of age or his illness diminishing his mind. Indeed Gresse seemed particularly sharp this morning.

Blackthorne studied the vines growing along the valley to the south of the lodge.

‘I have nightmares, not premonitions,’ he said.

‘It comes to the same thing,’ said Gresse. He coughed and put a hand to his lips. Blood stained the back of his index finger. ‘And I can’t fight any more. I just don’t have the energy. Nor the passion.’

‘So what is this smell in the air then?’ asked Blackthorne.

‘It is the start of whatever is to come. We’ll know soon enough.’

Blackthorne drained his coffee, set down his mug and leaned on the veranda.

‘If there’s one thing I hate, it’s people being mysterious and oblique. Do you know something or not?’

‘It’s just a feeling, Blackthorne. I’ve had them before and I’ve always been right. This is just worse than all the others and I don’t have the will to face it.’

Blackthorne rounded on him. ‘So you’re just going to sit and rot in your rocking chair, is that it? You think any mage will rethink their morals and ethics merely because you choose to die rather than let them heal you?’

Gresse was staring right past him though, not hearing him.

‘Told you,’ he said.

Blackthorne followed his outstretched hand. Miles to the east, towards the mountains of the Burrs and away across rolling acres of vineyards and rich arable farmland, there was a shimmering in the air. Accompanying it was a very slight vibration beneath the feet as if the Earth itself was trembling. Up in the sky above the shimmering, cloud spewed to brief life and then burned away. A bleak foreboding settled on Blackthorne.

‘We just never get a break, do we?’ he whispered.

‘I may not want to fight it, but that doesn’t mean I don’t want to see it,’ said Gresse. ‘Care to ride with me?’

Blackthorne nodded. ‘Why not? Sight of the enemy brings with it the comfort of knowledge, so they say.’

‘They, whoever they are, must be idiots. It’s always struck me with dread.’ Gresse clicked his finger at a servant. ‘Have our horses saddled and ready at the north paddock on the instant. And we’ll be needing a guard too. Half a dozen or so.’

‘Yes, my Lord.’

‘More coffee, Blackthorne? It might be a while till your next one.’

‘Don’t mind if I do.’

The riding was easy and would have been pleasant but for the dark thoughts Blackthorne could not keep from his mind. There was a noise in the back of his head too. Like a distant voice, familiar yet disconcerting. It became a persistent itch as they trotted and cantered up and down slope over Gresse’s well-maintained vineyard trails.

It was a shame the glorious smells of sweet vine and young grape were obscured by the strengthening odour blowing over them from the east. Gresse was right. It did taste like old magic and more particularly like the product of something violent.

‘It’s a particularly painful way to go,’ said Blackthorne. ‘And before the end you won’t even be able to eat, or drink your best reds and whites. Imagine that.’

The two men were some way ahead of Gresse’s guard. Both barons wore light trail clothes and had cloaks tied to their saddles. Gresse hadn’t even bothered with a weapon. Blackthorne couldn’t face leaving a place of sanctuary without one even now.

‘Trust me, it won’t come to that. I shall sit in my rocking chair with a glass of the decade vintage and salute our enemies as they torch my vines.’

Blackthorne shook his head. ‘Balaia never lies down.’

‘Ah, but back then we had The Raven. Now what do we have? A grumpy man with an arthritic hip who is still unsure if he should be king or innkeeper. And a Lord of the Mount who has become far too deeply embroiled in college politics to see what is in front of his face. I’ve nothing against either of them personally. Sol has done some great work but the responsibility weighs too heavy on him. And he doesn’t like the attention. “King” is too grand a term and Sol was right when he refused to adopt it. It’s just a shame the populace didn’t accept his decision. Whatever, the two of them are hardly saviour material. Not that it would matter if they were. Nothing can stop what is coming.’

‘You don’t know that,’ said Blackthorne. ‘You don’t even know there is an enemy. All we’ve got so far is a heat haze and a rumble in the earth.’

But that was not entirely true and he knew it. Gresse had heard, just as he had, the clank and thud of machinery. It sounded much like someone perpetually raising and dropping a portcullis, though there was a wheezing undertone, like ten thousand Gresses drawing in pained breath as one.

‘I’ve had the visions and the voices. And, deny it all you like, you have too. I just paid attention.’

They were riding up a steep valley side into which terraces had been cut for red grapevines. The path wound through the terraces, ascending gently. The morning was hot and the vibration under hoof combined with the shimmering air and the clanking of chain and metal to bring unease.

Beyond the valley edge, the land swept steeply down to rough grassland and, further east, fine farming territory. If whatever was coming was on the fields or open ground, they would be afforded a peerless view. Blackthorne was not convinced he wanted one. Looking to his left, he could see that Gresse was nervous. His tongue flickered over his front teeth and licked his top lip. His hands were white on the reins.

‘We’ll be plenty far enough back,’ said Blackthorne.

‘I do not share your confidence,’ said Gresse.

They crested the rise.

‘What in all of mighty fuck is that?’ breathed Blackthorne.

Gresse would normally have chastised him for the use of language he attributed to Blackthorne’s friendship with the lower classes. This time he was mute, merely shaking his head in reply.

Two miles away and advancing across the farmland, came, well . . . men, beasts and a machine, if such terms could be applied in this instance. Blackthorne had seen interesting plans for machines before, wine presses and the like. And Denser had once shown him the drawings for a machine designed to trap and hold demons. But they were nothing like this, whatever it was. Those had been relatively small devices. This was more akin to a ship on a sled being pulled across the land by beasts of burden. And whatever the beasts were, they weren’t oxen or mules.

It was a while before they could see absolutely clearly, until the figures and their contraption had materialised from the shimmering in the air. Blackthorne wished they had remained indistinct. The machine was simply incomprehensible. The size of an ocean-going trader, it was principally a long, slender oval from which jutted multiple funnels, each angled differently from the next, over thirty of them and yet maintaining a sculpted poetry. From a raised spine, what looked like five masts fled skywards. Each held four spars and from these spars drifted dozens of lines that probed at the air as if seeking something.

It was a striking piece of work, and while Blackthorne had no idea what it was actually doing, the effects of its passage were as clear as they were devastating. The land in its wake was burned and ruined. Buildings were levelled and trees torched such that only broken blackened stumps remained. Flora and fauna were simply smoothed from existence as easily as Blackthorne might blow dust from a book. Man and animal eliminated without a cry. And for what purpose?

‘It isn’t the only one,’ said Blackthorne. He pointed away to the north where more cloud smudged the sky, dark and filled with lightning. ‘And see how the damage spreads in the wake of the thing. If it continues and if there are enough of these machines . . .’

‘. . . then the whole land will be consumed,’ breathed Gresse. ‘Who are these people?’

The machine was being pulled along by a pair of massive brown hairless beasts with tiny heads, barrel bodies and enormously powerful legs. Blackthorne switched his gaze onto the figures walking ahead of them.

They were three in number, walking at a languorous pace. Deliberate, a plodding speed more like shire horse than man. Yet they ate up the ground. Behind them, the machine rumbled. Heat swept out from it in waves, creating the shimmer in the air. A cloud formed above it, shot through with flames of green, blue, yellow and orange.

The outlines of the figures distorted in the force of the inferno at their backs. They had come quite close before Blackthorne realised how tall they were. Perhaps eight feet. Huge bodies wearing ornate helms. Bone spurs jutted from shoulder guards. Ribs of boned leather layered torsos and legs. Gauntlets of obsidian and white covered huge hands. He could see no weapons.

The three walked in a loose line. The full faces of their helms, carved to depict something Blackthorne was too far away to discern, looked unflinchingly forward. Not a glance to their machine or beyond it to the annihilation of everything in their wake.

‘Well, that clears it up,’ said Gresse when the machine quietened and the cloud dispersed. ‘Magic’s involved somewhere, wouldn’t you say?’

‘Those colours leave little room for doubt,’ agreed Blackthorne.

‘Then I won’t be welcoming them onto my lands.’

He swung his horse about and cantered back down the slope, shouting orders to his guard. Blackthorne chased after him, glancing to the north and south to see yet more shimmering in the air.

‘I thought you were too tired to fight any more,’ he shouted when he caught up with the older man.

‘But the idea was to leave all my worldly goods to my children. Can’t have them wiped out now, can I?’

‘What do you intend to do?’

‘Bring everyone I can and ask these gentlemen politely to stop and turn back. That or get carved up. The choice will be theirs.’

‘I don’t share your confidence,’ said Blackthorne.

‘And nor should you, as I have none to spare.’

 


‘We’ve been monitoring some very odd movements in the mana flow all over Balaia. Research on inter-dimensional magics has had to be suspended because the streams have been rendered unstable by something we are trying hard to fathom . . . sudden huge dropouts in the density of mana. Like someone’s blotting it up and leaving nothing behind. Am I boring you, Hirad?’

‘What do you think?’

‘Your ignorance is not my concern,’ said Denser.

‘Gods falling, Denser, I’ve been dead ten years. There are gaps in my knowledge.’

‘There were plenty of those when you were alive.’

‘It was part of my charm,’ said Hirad.

‘So what’s with the sighing and the tapping of your foot? Or the foot of the dead man whose body you have appropriated.’

‘I just don’t see what it has to do with our problem.’

Hirad felt hot. It was not a sensation he was familiar with any more. He felt like his body wasn’t big enough to contain him, like he was pushing at the skin from within, threatening to burst out. And his head was thumping madly, blurring the merchant’s already poor vision still further. Hirad didn’t know how to stop it. Maybe he needed a bigger body or something. Ilkar would know. If Ilkar ever made it here.

‘You’re telling me you fail to see a connection between the mana shield around the dead dimension being ripped to shreds, and disturbing changes to mana flow pretty much everywhere else?’

‘I’m telling you I don’t much care. I just want to go back but I can’t. It’s all any of us want.’ Hirad couldn’t fail to notice Denser’s cheeks colouring. ‘All right, all right. Tell me what it all means.’

‘It means our dimension is under attack too.’

‘Strange thing but I thought that’s what I came here and said.’

Hirad scratched his head. Everything felt wrong. It was like someone was trying to pull him out of his body. He glanced at his shadow. It was shredding like paper in a gale. He put his hands over his ears.

‘You all right, Hirad?’ asked Sol.

‘Dear Gods drowning but it hurts,’ said Hirad. ‘I think I’m going to explode out of this skin.’

‘That’ll be your ego trying to escape,’ said Denser.

Hirad laughed and the pain eased a little. ‘Not bad. Not bad at all.’

‘Never mind that,’ said Sol. ‘What does the pain mean?’

‘I don’t know, Unknown.’ Hirad couldn’t keep the exhausted whine from his voice. ‘I’m not supposed to be here. I think I need to be with the others. It always felt easier when our souls were close.’

‘You should bring Erienne down here,’ said Sol.

Denser shook his head. ‘We should all go to the Mount. You need to open your bar and then join us. There is already unease on the streets. We need as much normality as possible. We need you on the street doing kingly things.’

Hirad screwed his eyes shut. There was a lengthy silence.

‘So,’ he said to Sol eventually, ‘you got a promotion too, did you?’

‘It’s not how it sounds,’ said Sol. ‘I’m just an occasional spokesperson for the ordinary Balaian. People come to me with problems; I try and sort them out.’

‘I think you’re being a little modest,’ said Diera. ‘He brokered peace with the Wesmen; he’s set up trade agreements with the elves on Calaius that brought us the food and wealth to rebuild; and he chairs the meetings between the colleges, lords and barons. Someone has to see fair play.’

Sol smiled at her and she stroked the top of his head, pride in her eyes for a change.

‘Shame I believe in dead people walking though, right?’

‘King,’ said Hirad. ‘Well that sounds about right, I reckon. And in how ever many years it is they haven’t built you a palace? Very poor. And what’s more, you’re still working behind a bar.’

‘All right, Hirad,’ said Sol.

‘I suppose it keeps you in touch with the common man. What do they call your courtiers? “Bar staff”, is it?’

‘Hirad. Enough.’

‘And no crown, either. For the best. Must be hell trying to keep it on that slippery bald head of yours.’

Denser cleared his throat. ‘The point is, Sol can calm people down by being outside and strolling around. Making it seem like nothing untoward is happening until we have a plan of some kind.’

Hirad snorted. ‘And you think dead merchants possessed by old Raven souls is out of the ordinary, do you?’

Denser smiled. ‘Maybe just a little.’

‘I just can’t believe you are swallowing any of this nonsense,’ said Diera.

‘I know what this must sound like to you—’

‘I’m sure you do, Hirad.’

‘I’ll prove to you I am who I say I am, Lady Unknown, I promise. I can’t ask you to trust me but do one thing.’

‘What’s that?’

‘Be ready to leave.’

‘No one’s leaving,’ said Denser.

‘Just be ready,’ said Hirad. He glanced at Denser. ‘Just in case.’




Chapter 6

 


 


 


 


No one wanted to get so close but the men and their machine were not going to stop.

Gresse, Blackthorne and thirty riders drew up on the downward slope of the outermost of Gresse’s vineyards. The invaders had not paused. Behind the machine the devastation stretched as far as the eye could see and the totality of it was breathtaking. The expansion north and south continued, like a creeping disease. Nothing but scorched soil, blackened trees and broken walls was left behind. Of people and animals, there was no sign whatever. Consumed in the fires that burned so terribly hot.

‘And do you still feel your tactic is right as you stand here?’ asked Blackthorne.

The debate had gone on for the entire ride. Both men had to raise their voices. The clanking of the machine was echoing from distant valley sides and its alien rumble underfoot made the horses skittish. While they watched, another cloud formed. Another wash of heat. More obliteration of Balaia’s beautiful land.

‘Look at them, Blackthorne. A bunch of Wesmen waving swords is something I understand. This . . .’ he waved a hand at the approaching party ‘. . . casual harvesting is something else. It suggests supreme confidence, does it not?’

‘So why would they stop to talk to you?’

‘A couple of reasons. One, everyone is open to a bargain of some sort and I cannot believe we have nothing to offer them. Two, if they don’t, I will attack them. They are not setting foot on my land.’

Blackthorne raised an eyebrow. ‘So you’ve said a dozen times. But we are not equipped for a fight. Gods drowning, I’m here on a relaxing wine-drinking break. I have none of my regular soldiers with me, and my armour is trail dusty at best.’

‘What choice do I have?’

‘Well, let my mages take them out from a distance. We need never get involved. You know it makes sense.’

‘I’m surprised at you, Blackthorne. You were always a man who liked to negotiate.’

‘That was before the demons came.’

‘These are not demons,’ said Gresse.

‘How can you be sure? And if your feelings are to be believed, they’re even worse.’

Gresse’s eyes narrowed. ‘This isn’t like you, Blackthorne. How would it be if they were approaching your vines, eh? Kill from a distance, is it? It’s like you’ve lost your nerve.’

Blackthorne felt a surge through his body and bit back his first words. He leaned close to Gresse, his eyes boring into the older man’s bright gaze.

‘Damn right I lost my nerve. I watched the demons take my lands, my town and the souls of my people. I heard them battering on the doors of my castle. I had to stay strong for the ever-dwindling number of survivors. I lost my dearest friends, my closest advisers and I lost my Luke. Taken from right under my nose.

‘Right up until the end they hammered and picked and gathered ground. Each day they gained strength while we weakened. We were alone, barricaded into the kitchens in the final days. Twenty thousand reduced to a paltry handful. Men so terrified by the relentless grind and the knowledge that a single touch meant perpetual torment that it was only memory that kept them going, kept them fighting.

‘All the while, the demons delighted in our suffering. They knew our souls were as good as theirs and they waited for the inevitable. They could taste the fear; they breathed it, exulted in it. Day after long, tortured day. Night after desperate night. No respite, no rest, no salvation. No hope.’

Blackthorne’s hands were clutched tight around the reins of his horse and trembling violently. He straightened in his saddle, trying to calm himself. But the visions flooded him. The masses outside his defensive spell ring, clawing to get in. The demon master, Ferouc, chilling and determined. The hordes of baying minions waiting their chance. His people standing with him even though they must have known he could not save them. Fighting and falling at his side. Luke, cold and dead in a place Blackthorne had told him was safe.

‘But you did it. You won.’ Gresse’s voice was quiet and gentle.

Blackthorne scoffed. ‘Won? It was not victory. Not for us. Survival of the very few because The Raven did what had to be done and laid down their lives for us all.’

‘It is what we all had to do,’ said Gresse. ‘Just try to stay alive and pray someone would do something to free us. We had to make sure there was still a Balaian people to rebuild. We had to make sure there was something left.’

‘I cannot shake the nightmares, Gresse. I have forgotten what a peaceful night’s sleep is. They left so little behind. And that is why we cannot afford to talk to those who would take what we still have. That is why you should be pounding them with Cleansing Flame and Winter’s Touch. Ripping their flesh with IceBlades.’

Gresse reached out a gloved hand and squeezed Blackthorne’s forearm through his riding coat.

‘I will be forever sorry I was not standing with you, old friend.’

‘You had your own battles to fight. Though I would have gained strength from your presence,’ said Blackthorne. He sighed. ‘You must do what you feel to be right. These are your lands.’

Gresse nodded. ‘But all the same, should I fail, at least you have a plan, eh?’

‘Yep. Cast everything I have and run for it. Some plan.’

‘See you back at the lodge for that fine dry white I was talking to you about.’

‘Don’t die,’ said Blackthorne. ‘After all, I don’t know where you keep your best cut crystal.’

Gresse took his twenty men and set off down the slope. So easy to be brave when you had the advantage of height and the buffer of distance. But this was like riding into the shadows of mountains. Gresse had not grasped quite how big the invaders were, how vast their machine or how immense their beasts.

His horses, a quarter the size of the other animals, would not close further than a hundred yards. Gresse couldn’t blame them. Down here, on the flat and even, the reason for the invaders’ confidence was clear enough. They dwarfed everything else. The vibrations through his feet shook the vertebrae in his back. Each footfall of a beast rattled the earth under his boots. Each drag of the machine was like the thrum of a thousand horses. Each blast of the machine’s infernal workings was a rake of fear dragged across his heart.

The stench was powerful, nauseating. It brought tears to the eyes and a turning of the gut. This close, the ambient heat of the machine brought sweat to his brow. But he walked as steadily as he could to within fifty yards and stopped outside the line of his first vines. His men gathered about him, some casting guiltily envious glances at the three left behind to keep hold of the horses.

Watching the men and their machine approach, Gresse was acutely aware that, should they decide not to stop, there was little he could realistically do to save his party from being trampled underfoot. They might be able to bring down the walkers but halt the machine? Hardly.

Gresse was too in awe of the scale of those approaching to be truly frightened. But the moment he realised the giants had taken notice of him, he began to shake. It wasn’t dramatic but it was there, in his heart and in the deeps of his courage. Anyone able to look into his soul would see his fear.

Only ten yards from where he stood the central figure waved a hand, a languid gesture in keeping with their unhurried, strolling gait. The mighty beasts snorted, shook and bowed their heads, bellowing their displeasure. The sound startled man and horse alike. Gresse heard a shout and the thundering of hooves.

‘Looks like we’ll be walking back to the lodge then,’ muttered a guardsman.

‘The exercise will do us no end of good,’ said Gresse. ‘Face forward. Don’t flinch.’

The machine halted and fell silent. The quiet was almost as shocking as the noise had been. Gresse could not hear a bird. But as the heat haze began to fade in the machine’s wake, he had his closest glimpse yet of what was being done to his country. The accompanying anger did nothing to quell his dread.

The three figures approached. As Blackthorne had guessed, they were a good eight feet tall. Every stride ate up the space, the thud of their footfalls like tolling bells.

Those boots, their leggings and breastplates were all like leather but not. Apparently flexible yet burnished the way only metal could be. The designs upon the armour, if such it was, were as alien as anything the Calaian elves might dredge from their long and isolated history. A homage to ancient Gods perhaps. There were supplicating hands, spears of fire and great open maws wrought in chaotic fashion across the centre of each wide chest. And surrounding the images were either letters of a language he could not begin to fathom or angular scrollwork.

‘They look like mathematical symbols,’ he said.

‘Beguiling, almost, my Lord,’ said his captain.

The designs were picked out in a silver-coloured material that seemed to shimmer, even move, as the figures took each stride. It was not until the three of them stopped just five paces away that Gresse saw that his eyes had not deceived him. The silver settled to a gentle pulsing, only hurrying around those disturbing full-face helms as they looked down upon him.

Gresse could discern nothing about the figures inside. The narrow eye slits betrayed nought but shadow. More of the leather-like armour hung from the base of the helmets to cover the neck completely. The face plates themselves were carved with more of the symbols and with mouths open to scream. Of hands clawing for mercy. Livid images of pain.

‘You are on the borders of my lands,’ said Baron Gresse. ‘I would know your intention before requesting you turn aside. You may not bring your machine any further.’

The figures did not respond at once. The three heads angled towards one another and moved as if they were conversing, yet without words. Gresse exchanged a glance with his captain, who shrugged his own uncertainty.

‘I will have a response,’ said Gresse at length.

The centremost figure turned back to him.

‘My . . . apologies. Your language is seldom heard and less well understood.’

Gresse was startled. The words flowed like music, though slightly discordant. Symbols on the figure’s clothing shone briefly. The figure cleared his throat and this time was beautifully in tune.

‘That is better. We cannot accede to your request. Our route takes us one way only. If you stand on your lands as you say then we shall be walking across them. The lines of energy dictate such. But have no concern. We will take nothing that we do not need. We are simple foragers but we must collect or many will perish.’

‘Collect what?’ asked Gresse, transported so far by the gorgeous tones of the figure’s voice that he found it hard to be angered by the rebuff.

‘Material for our fight. Energy for our weapons and strength for our armour. Our foe grows more powerful and our need grows with it. If we are not to be defeated, we must bring fuel for our fires. Clear the path. Our time is precious.’

Gresse held up both hands, the spell of the glorious male voice broken.

‘Whoa, whoa! I don’t think so, forager. These are my lands and I decide who crosses them. And you will turn aside and you will not operate that machine in my country. You are destroying our lands and that cannot be allowed.’

The forager glanced back over his shoulder. Gresse thought he might have seen the ghost of a shrug.

‘Damage is temporary. Your vegetation will regrow.’

Gresse gaped. ‘Temporary? You bastard.’ He jabbed a finger at the devastation. ‘People lived out there. They won’t regrow, will they?’

‘People must learn to avoid the compass of the vydosphere. Until then, there will, unfortunately, be casualties.’

Gresse looked briefly at his captain. The soldier stared back, shaking his head, mirroring the baron’s disbelief.

‘And you think I’m just going to let you amble across my lands and swallow your temporary damage and unfortunate casualties, is that right?’

The forager straightened; Gresse hadn’t realised he was leaning forward. The other two turned their heads and there was another silent exchange.

‘We consider that you have no choice. We are Garonin. Stand aside. Our conversation is at an end.’

‘Damn right,’ said Gresse. ‘Captain, let’s cut these bastards down to size.’

Gresse heard the noise of the machine roaring back into life. He heard his captain order the attack. He even drew the sword one of Blackthorne’s men had lent him. And the last things he remembered clearly were the sensations of swift airborne travel and of heavy impact.

 


‘Take them down, take them down!’ yelled Blackthorne at his mages.

The baron was already running towards Gresse, who had landed in a heap and rolled three times before coming to a stop. Action was all that prevented Blackthorne from refusing to believe what he had just seen. A brief conversation, plenty of finger pointing and, latterly, drawn swords. But never mind all that. Lines on the armour of the figures had blazed with light which had lashed out at Gresse and his men.

The invaders themselves didn’t so much as move a muscle. Yet Gresse was hurled fully fifty yards back and he was the lucky one. Others who had rushed in more quickly were lying dismembered amongst the first row of vines. A few had survived the initial onslaught and were being ignored by their attackers while they screamed their agony clinging onto the stumps of hands, fought with boiling entrails or stared wide-eyed at terrible gashes. And all in the blink of an eye.

The invaders moved on. One stopped to brush what must have been gore from his boot and then all reassumed their long, casual stride, the machine following in their wake.

‘Get messengers back to the lodge. Every mage to be ready. Every horseman saddled and awaiting a message to take out to the cities and towns.’

Blackthorne shouted his orders over his shoulder as he ran headlong down the slope, using vines to break his speed. Gresse was moving but it meant little. One leg was broken at the knee and jammed under his body at a sickening angle. There was crimson staining the dry earth. The enemy would roll right over him.

Every fear that Blackthorne had for Balaia surfaced once more. Every nightmare revisited him in those few moments while he slipped and slithered to his friend. And all that Gresse had said so recently hung in the air to taunt him.

The air flashed yellow. Blackthorne turned to see God’s Eyes arcing high towards the enemy. Six of them, moving fast.

‘Catch those, you bastards,’ he said.

Blackthorne saw the trio tracking the skull-sized orbs of mana fire. They made no attempt to run and he got the impression they were merely curious about what was coming at them. They didn’t break stride, they didn’t flinch. The orbs struck them square on. Armour flared. Yellow light swept across the valley floor. An alien screech echoed out.

And when the light faded, Blackthorne could see the invaders lying motionless, burning brightly. Behind them, the machine and the animals that pulled it had stopped. Blackthorne jumped to his feet and punched the air.

‘Die screaming, you fuckers!’ he shouted, and cheers rose from the watching riders and mages.

At his feet, Gresse coughed. Blackthorne knelt to tend to him and found the older baron smiling.

‘You still can’t shake it off, can you?’ Gresse said, voice sounding strong and sure.

‘What, old friend?’

‘That gutter language Hirad Coldheart taught you when he was living in the Balan Mountains all those years back.’

Blackthorne chuckled. ‘He had a unique way with words, it’s true. Effective if a little lacking in sophistication at times. Right. Think I’d better arrange a stretcher for you. That leg looks bad.’

‘You should try knowing how it feels,’ said Gresse.

‘Lie still.’

‘I hadn’t thought to leap nimbly to my feet.’

Blackthorne stood and waved a rider to him. ‘I need four men and I need a stretcher rigged up. There’ll be plenty of material back at the lodge. Be quick. And send a mage. Baron Gresse needs his pain removed.’

‘I do not need a mage, thank you very much.’

‘Yes, you do, Gresse. Trust me on this. Go.’

‘Yes, Baron.’

The rider turned and put his heels to his horse. The animal galloped away. Blackthorne sat on the dusty ground next to Gresse and looked down over the valley. The corpses of the invaders still burned. Behind them, the machine was quiet and the beasts were still, staring straight ahead. Some of his mages were making a slow and wary approach. One glanced in his direction and he nodded his permission for them to continue.

‘I wonder who they were,’ said Blackthorne.

‘Garonin. Or I think that’s what one of them said.’

‘Well it’s a name, but I was thinking a little more widely than that.’

Gresse drew in a pained breath.

‘There’ll be a mage here soon,’ said Blackthorne.

‘I’ll try to contain my excitement,’ said Gresse. ‘So what do you think? From another dimension?’

‘Probably. Good to see them folding under spell attack, though. It means we can fight them.’

‘And win.’

‘Easily.’

A smell of burned mana drifted across them. A moment later the valley was crowded with Garonin. Blackthorne shot to his feet, gaping. Fifty and more of them where a heartbeat before there had been none. Materialising as if dispelling a massed Beyen’s Cloak spell. And these had not come merely to walk in front of the machine. As the beasts’ roars split the air and they began to walk, Blackthorne could see what he assumed were weapons in the hands of most of the new invaders. They advanced.

‘Gresse, I don’t think we can wait for that stretcher.’




Chapter 7

 


 


 


 


The mournful calls of the ClawBound soared above the anxious rainforest, a companion to Auum’s run north with his Tai towards Ysundeneth. The proud roar of the panthers, the guttural call of the elves combining to summon the nation to the Harkening. By day a clarion call to action. By night a haunting resonance that denied rest and demanded movement.

Every creature in the rainforest heard the song. For Tual’s denizens, it was an alien sound that kept them in hides, burrows and nests; for the elves, a sign of mortal peril that none dare ignore.

From every corner of the mighty rainforest they came. Temples were left untended. Villages and towns deserted. Crops abandoned and fishing fleets drawn up onto riverbanks. All making the journey that had existed before only in legend and myth, lost in the ancient writings of elven history. Still, some had personal memories of the time before they would rather forget. All gathering at the huge natural amphitheatre that the elves called Ultan-in-Caeyin, where Gods are heard.

The last gathering here had taken place in the aftermath of the Elfsorrow which humans had unleashed on Calaius and which other humans had helped defeat. Auum had not been in attendance. This time it had to be different. Then it had been in celebration, now it was in fear of extermination.

Ultan-in-Caeyin was a gem unearthed not long after the founding of Ysundeneth on the northern coast of Calaius. A huge bowl of stone and grass banks on the edge of the rainforest, carved by the Gods for their words to be heard. Ringed by sheer cliffs, bordered by river and ocean, it had been embellished over the years. A vast stage stood at the northern end away from the entrance. Bridges and paths had been laid for people to walk the short distance from the city’s western edge. Hundreds of brackets for torch and lantern had been hammered into the walls. Benching had been built in vast concentric arcs. Ultan-in-Caeyin could seat two hundred thousand comfortably.

Auum shuddered as he approached the wide entrance. Elves were streaming in and that was bad enough. But inside there were, he was told, upwards of thirty-five thousand already assembled. He stopped and stared at the masses inside. The gloom of evening was descending. Cook fires were being lit all across the bowl.

‘Is there no other way to the stage?’

‘Straight ahead is the only way,’ said Ghaal.

Auum looked over at the stage, impossibly distant through the throng and blazing with light that taunted him. The walls of the Caeyin appeared to press in, sheer and impassable, pushing the crowd in, shoving them towards him. He backed up a pace.

‘I don’t like crowds,’ he said.

Miirt exchanged glances with Ghaal.

‘We will make passage for you,’ she said.

Auum nodded his thanks. ‘You are sure?’

‘We were not born as you were,’ she said.

‘Tai, we move,’ said Auum. ‘Quickly.’

Elves outside the warrior castes stepped aside for he and his Tai to make their way to the stage. The faces that turned towards him were anxious but cleared on sight of him. He betrayed no fear, nodding at those who bowed their heads to him though he wanted no more than to close his eyes and have it all be over.

Word of his arrival spread like oil over sword steel and a hush descended on the Caeyin.

‘Even when they are quiet, they make noise enough to shatter bark,’ said Auum.

His Tai kept their silence, moving fluidly at his sides. He was glad of their attentions. Fine additions to the calling though none could ever truly replace those he had lost. He would forever mourn Evunn and Duele. At least their souls had made the journey to rest with the elders.

Rebraal was awaiting them on the stage. With a trembling hand Auum acknowledged the applause that broke out.

‘Why do they applaud?’ he asked, taking Rebraal’s arm and leading him to a dark corner at the back of the stage.

‘The great Auum is among them,’ said Rebraal a broad smile on his face. ‘Reluctantly. Why would they not?’

‘None of them knows me.’

‘There is nothing anyone hates more than unfounded modesty,’ said Rebraal. ‘Your reputation has no need of embellishment.’

Auum faced him. ‘All my work, I do for Yniss. These people are Tual’s people and Tual kneels before Yniss. That is enough.’

‘The world has changed since you first ran in the rainforest,’ said Rebraal. ‘Then, people feared the TaiGethen because they did not understand your purpose or your methods. Now, while they are still wary of you, they revere you also. They love you. It is you who protects them from harm.’

‘Not this time,’ said Auum. ‘That is why we are here. Shorth remains silent. Yniss cannot help us.’

‘He will always watch over us.’

‘Only if he is able.’ Auum gazed out over the crowd from the shadows. It had become obvious to most that he had no intention of speaking and the hubbub of conversation was growing once more. ‘So tell me, Lord of the Al-Arynaar, how soon can we leave Calaius?’

‘I’m just . . .’ began Rebraal, then he chuckled. ‘All right, point taken. Preparations are going as well as they can. There is scepticism and resistance as you can imagine but we are getting through to most of the people who matter. Ships are assembling. We have pledges from three hundred and we hope for more every day.’

‘That is nowhere near enough.’

‘I cannot produce ocean going vessels out of thin air. We should give thanks for the huge trade we have developed with Balaia or we’d be in a worse state.’

‘I know.’ Auum nodded. He felt weary. Like a two-day fever at its height. ‘You have the administrators of Ysundeneth working?’

‘They have some of the Ynissul amongst them,’ said Rebraal. ‘They understand.’

‘So few remain,’ said Auum. ‘Too many chose to die, thinking we were forever safe.’

‘You didn’t.’

Auum felt no satisfaction. ‘Elves are never safe from harm. What is it, Rebraal?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘You are twitching away like a stranger bitten by a taipan. Speak your mind.’

‘We’re just running away. Can we really not beat them?’ The words came in a rush when they started. ‘We have lived here so long. We have beauty and we have peace. We have the rainforest. So much to lose.’

Auum shook his head, feeling every year he had breathed the air. ‘They are too strong. Even for us, and we have worked so hard to keep ourselves hidden and to build our strengths. They are relentless. A menace without conscience. Without mercy.’

He closed his eyes against the memories.

‘You faced them.’ Rebraal breathed in sharply. ‘Didn’t you?’

Auum blinked and opened his eyes onto the young elf’s steady gaze. ‘And I ran. It is easy for you who were born here to believe this your home for all time. I’ve lived through too much history ever to get comfortable. I have watched too many friends die.’

‘At least you have the blood to grant you all those years.’

‘It is not the blessing you think it to be,’ said Auum sharply.

‘I’m sorry, Auum. I didn’t mean that quite the way it came out.’

Auum nodded. ‘I am certain you didn’t. But the nation is in peril. Old prejudices never die, they merely hide.’

‘You know Ilkar once said he almost wished he had never met a human much less befriended one. Hard to outlive those you love by so many hundreds of years, he said. It was the thing he feared the most.’

‘Your brother was right about that, just as he was right about many things.’

‘I can’t feel him,’ said Rebraal. ‘Is he safe?’

Auum sighed and shook his head. ‘We none of us can feel those we love. Last time it was the same. The dead were not safe. Many were lost to Shorth, never to be found again. I’m sorry.’

Expectant noise rippled across the crowd in the Caeyin. Robed elves hurried hither and thither across the stage. Auum trotted back out into the light. The TaiGethen arrived thus far assembled behind him.

‘It’s the priests,’ said one.

‘Early,’ said Ghaal in Auum’s ear.

‘That cannot be good,’ said Miirt.

A crescent of Al-Arynaar warriors and mages was advancing down the wide central aisle of the Caeyin. Behind them came seven separate groups of priests and attendants, each one guarded by two TaiGethen cells. At the rear, more Al-Arynaar. Auum could just see the silhouettes of ClawBound pairs at the entrance to the bowl. And at the head of the cliffs all around the Caeyin, more ClawBound appeared. Sentinels and messengers, waiting.

Auum spared the time to wish he were up there in glorious solitude rather than in front of a crowd that was swelling every moment.

‘They are not all here,’ said Ghaal. He pointed out into the midst of the approaching priests. ‘Ryish is missing.’

‘I expected it to be so,’ said Auum. ‘He would not leave his temple, not while the path to Shorth is obscured. We must assume he is lost.’

Quiet replaced expectancy. Out there, where the knowledge of why they had been summoned to the Harkening was incomplete, the nervousness was beginning to grow. For many, the significance of the priests’ early arrival was not lost. And anyone who cared to look at the stage to see it filling with TaiGethen and Al-Arynaar would be forgetting the food they had thought to cook. The last time Auum had been in the presence of so many of the warrior castes, they had been about to sail for Balaia. So it would be again.

When they reached the stone apron in front of the stage, the Al-Arynaar fanned out to guard its periphery. The apron, a huge slab of granite laid by the Gods, was carved with the elven religious hierarchy, depicting its many glories. Each group of priests moved to pray by its God’s symbols and images.

Yniss, father of them all; Tual, of the forest denizens; Gyal, of the rain; Beeth, of root and branch; Orra, of the earth’s lifeblood; Cefu, of the canopy, Ix, god of mana. All were represented, leaving a hole at their centre where Ryish should have been standing.

Everyone dropped to their knees, fingers grasping the ground or palms raised to the sky, spread like branches or covering their faces. Each elf was drawn to a lesser god in addition to Yniss. Each elf prayed. Whispering and chanting grew in harmony, amplified by the rock walls of the Caeyin. Caressing the mind and soothing away ache, pain and fear. Auum shed a tear for the beauty of the moment and for the knowledge that precious few remained.

While the prayers continued, the high priests moved onto the stage. Each wore robes of a single, simple colour and carried the words that blessed them with their authority sewn onto their robes and written in the leather-bound volumes in their arms. Auum felt a hand on his shoulder and looked up.

‘My Lord Auum, it is with gladness that I see you and with desolation that I know why.’

Lysael, High Priest of Yniss, had always been possessed of a beautiful voice. Beauty that spread to her face and the shape of her gentle hands.

‘Yniss keep you, Lysael. I am relieved you are here.’

‘Stand, Auum; you and your TaiGethen have no need to kneel before anyone, least of all the mere mouthpiece of a God.’

Auum stood and the two embraced. From the crowd he could hear cheering, and the chanting in the name of Yniss grew louder. Lysael kissed his forehead and stepped back. Her expression brought fresh tears to Auum’s eyes.

‘We cannot wait until the appointed day to perform this Harkening, ’ she said. ‘Let the ClawBound sing now.’

‘It will be done. And we’ll talk later.’

Auum moved past her to the front and centre of the stage. Few probably noticed him. Most were still engaged in prayer, chant and song celebrating the arrival of their priests. All but ignored, Auum turned to face the stone at the back of the Caeyin, spread his arms wide, tipped back his head and called to the ClawBound.

‘Jal-ea! Jal-ea! Jal-ea.’

On the second repetition, he held the ‘a’. The note boomed around the bowl, flying up the walls and into the darkening sky. It stilled song and chant and reduced prayer to a whisper. A ripple fled across the crowd and the ClawBound sang the final call to the Harkening.

It had no words. From the mouths of the panthers came a circulating low growl that echoed and layered in melancholy, from the Bound elves a sound from the top of the throat that ran up and down a scale of high pitch, modulating and harmonising. It cut through the air. It would travel through roof and wall. It would traverse the harbour and penetrate the timbers of every ship. None within earshot who heard it would deny the call. They could not.

The ClawBound would sing until night was full. And then all the elves gathered at Ultan-in-Caeyin would hear their fate.

 


Denser was aware that the four of them were attracting considerable attention. In one respect, it was what he wanted. The citizens needed to see their rulers taking the short walk along The Thread up to the Mount of Xetesk in apparent calm. Yet there was no disguising the tension that pervaded the streets. It had deepened even in the short time he had been in The Raven’s Rest.

The walk was uncomfortable. Hirad, naturally, was not helping in the slightest, and this stressful stroll was banishing any lingering doubts that he was who he affirmed.

‘For the last time, will you get your finger out of that wound?’ hissed Denser.

Hirad was grinning at the disgusted expressions on the faces of those for whom he had been staging his little demonstration. Again.

‘Sorry, my Lord Xetesk-man.’

‘And stop calling me that.’

‘Age hasn’t stopped you being grumpy, has it? Made it worse if anything.’

Hirad came to his shoulder. Denser glanced at Sol, who was walking slightly behind with Diera and fielding questions from those brave enough to approach him.

‘Yes, we do have reports. And the man next to our Lord of the Mount does claim to be one of them and we are going to ascertain his truth or falsehood. There will be a full statement nailed to every notice board in the city by dawn tomorrow. Please, until then, there is no need for fear. Xetesk will protect you whatever the outcome.’

Denser gripped Hirad’s arm. ‘Don’t you say a damned thing.’

‘I’m hurt,’ said Hirad. ‘I remember being known as the soul of discretion.’

Denser upped his pace a little. ‘Even for you, that is a poor joke. This is serious, Hirad. Let Sol do his job and we’ll talk about something else.’

‘All right. How by every God crying did two members of The Raven end up as Lord of the Mount and, unbelievably, king, respectively?’

‘You know neither of us really wanted what happened after the demons were beaten,’ said Denser.

He felt cold. It was always the same when the dark days resurfaced in his mind.

‘I believe that of Sol. Not so sure about you,’ said Hirad.

‘I’m really disappointed you think that of me.’

‘Oh come on, Denser. I may have spent my youth in the wilds of Rache and my best years trying not to die but I did pause to look around once in a while. And even I know that every Xeteskian mage aspires to the Mount. Why are you different?’

‘I’m not. And yes, I did aspire to the Mount but not in the way it happened. Because I didn’t want The Raven to be gone. But it has gone and we move on. And does not every man aspire to be king? To rule others?’

Hirad jerked a thumb at Sol. ‘In his case, no. Seems to me you’ve been shut in the Mount for too long.’

‘Seems to me you haven’t been dead long enough.’

Denser saw Hirad flinch. So hard to believe it really was him behind the mask of a murdered merchant; so hard to argue it wasn’t him having heard him speak of things none but Hirad would know. The heartbeat of The Raven, Sol always called him. He never had been good at tact, though.

‘Sorry, Hirad.’

Hirad shrugged. A line of fresh blood leaked from his wound.

‘It’s just that you weren’t here and you don’t understand what happened in the aftermath of the demon war.’

‘Being dead does take the edge off, doesn’t it?’

Denser sighed and stopped walking. ‘Whatever else you blame me for, don’t blame me for surviving, all right? If you’re bitter, fine, that’s your choice. Me and Sol, we’ve had to get on because it’s the only thing left to do. Not a day goes by that I don’t wish you were still alive. And not a moment goes by that I don’t want Erienne, my wife remember, to be beside me still. We’re trying to build something worth the sacrifice you and the rest of The Raven’s dead made that day. Wallowing in grief and bitterness won’t do it. Remembering your friends and those you loved that would lay down their life for you, that is what is behind every breath I take.’

‘Right, I get it,’ said Hirad. ‘Your wealth and position are things that you hate. A heavy burden you take on your shoulders for the good of us all. Well, we’ll see what you’re made of, won’t we? Because what’s coming at you is going to make the demons seem like irritating insects.’

Denser smiled. ‘It’s been a long decade and we have made great strides. Perhaps I should show you a few reasons why we shouldn’t get too worried about this enemy right now.’

‘Well my time dead hasn’t dampened Xeteskian complacency at all, has it?’

‘Let’s keep this for inside four walls, shall we?’ Sol’s voice stayed Denser’s next words. ‘And can we move on? I’ve become tired of repeating myself. We need to compose a city wide announcement.’

‘Yep, one that orders immediate evacuation,’ said Hirad.

‘Where to?’ Denser spread his arms. ‘Somewhere safer than within the walls of Balaia’s most powerful city? I’m sure we’d all love to know where this mystical place is.’

‘Denser . . .’ began Sol.

‘I don’t know,’ said Hirad. Tears had begun to fall down his cheeks. ‘I just know we can’t stay here and I want you to believe me before the pain inside gets too bad. Please, Denser, I don’t want to be here but I know I have to help.’

Denser stared at Hirad and sucked his lip, feeling about as tall as the pebble by his foot.

‘Let’s get to the Mount, shall we?’ he said.

There were a few people waiting at the gates of the college. All of them were plainly bodies of the recently deceased; and all of them were waiting for Denser and for Sol.

 


In a large meeting room in Denser’s tower sat The Raven. Or rather, the souls who had once made up The Raven now unhappily ensconced in other bodies. What struck Denser immediately was that some of them had never even met each other though they had all been part of Balaia’s most famous fighting team. What made him uncomfortable was that Sirendor Larn, who was currently seated next to Hirad, kept staring at him. He could understand the baleful expression. But mostly he just felt sad because this was an unwanted reunion for them.

The silence was stifling, adding to the already suffocating odours emanating from the assembled bodies that the opening of every window and balcony door had failed to address to any significant degree. While none of the bodies had ever been interred, each had brought with it the dirt of where it had fallen and in some cases the disease that had killed it. One of Denser’s mages had already cast a number of cleansing spells.

‘You know, it’s depressing to realise that so many Xeteskians die alone and lost,’ said Denser.

No one replied. The Raven were staring at one another, desperately trying to come to terms with their plight. The shadows on the walls from the steady light of lanterns picked out the true identity of each soul, but more than that, they all just knew too much to be any other than who they said they were. And, that done, they had lapsed into this confused quiet.

So much tragedy, so much irony too. Darrick the great cavalry general had found a body most unlikely to prove as competent in the saddle as he had been. Very tall and altogether too middle-aged. Died of a heart attack.

And Ren’erei too, lover of Ilkar, now sitting bewildered and scared, in pain and with nothing anyone could do about it, not in the short term. Her new body was that of a girl of about twelve. Pretty but for the sores across her face, evidence of the disease which had claimed her.

But no greater cruelty than poor Erienne in the body of a five-year-old girl. Erienne’s daughter, his daughter, Lyanna had been five when she had died. And she was not here. And of The Raven, four were missing, most notably Thraun the shapechanger.

There were tears running down Ras’s cheeks. The warrior, who had died on the same day Denser met The Raven at Taranspike Castle, was rocking back and forth, his arms folded tightly around his ribs. His body was that of a middle-aged man who had died of a cancer of the kidneys. The body was yellow and covered in dull brown spots. Ras’s soul had made the body walk but that was about all.

‘This man did not die alone,’ said Ras eventually, his voice rasping out over a throat raw from coughing up the blood that still stained his once-white woollen shirt. ‘As his soul fled, mine entered his body. He is lost forever and all I have done is cause such pain to his family, all there to comfort him into death. I don’t understand why I’m here.’

Sirendor put a hand on his shoulder. ‘It will come to you. It seems both you and I have been dead a long time. How fate plays her hand, eh?’

‘We can ease the pain further,’ said Denser. ‘Fix you up so at least you can function.’

Denser felt Sirendor’s gaze again and there was hate in it. He met it full on. Large bloodshot eyes stared out of a thickset face with chin, neck and cheeks hidden by a large growth of beard. What could be seen of the skin was sheet white. Blood matted the beard on his neck and dried onto a filthy brown shirt that reeked of damp. The slashed throat still oozed when he turned his head. It needed properly repairing before too long or he wouldn’t be able to start his heart, much as Hirad couldn’t just yet.

‘I didn’t mean it to be the way it was,’ said Denser.

‘That’s comforting. One little cut of a poisoned blade. The wrong man moulders in the ground and the other rises to become Lord of the Mount.’

‘I’m sorry, Sirendor. I don’t know what else to say.’

‘Your death saved Balaia from the Wytch Lords,’ said Sol. ‘You died a hero.’

‘No, I didn’t. A hero should know his death has meaning. I had no such knowledge. I died with a heart full of hate for him. And I have come back with it too.’

‘And what of your time dead?’ asked Hirad. ‘Why did we not find you?’

Sirendor shrugged. ‘There are corners of our resting places for us all, did you not know? I abided with many whose hearts were blackened at the moment of their passing. Together, we eased our suffering and knew the joy of death just as all of us surely have. But it seems the hate never really leaves our souls. Does it, Ras?’

Ras shook his head and his eyes locked on the boy across the table from him. Nine years old and dead of a waterborn illness that was still ravaging the poor tenements in the north-west of the city. He wore the loose-fitting nightshirt in which he had died; his hair was lank about his face and his lips were swollen as was the tongue in his head. He could not meet Ras’s eyes.

‘Nothing to say to me, Richmond?’ asked Ras. ‘You broke the first rule of fighting in line and I died. Nothing to say?’

Richmond shook his head.

‘We were friends, weren’t we?’ continued Ras. ‘All those years together even before The Raven. Nothing to say after what you did?’

The boy slammed his hands on the table and stood. His voice was shrill.

‘I lived with it. Every day after, I lived with it. And when the Black Wing struck me down I was glad because the pain of the blow was nothing compared to that I carried with me. And I sought you out then. But I could not find you. Do not hate me, Ras. Don’t make that the reason you were called back.’

The boy’s chin was wobbling. He sat back down. Beside him, neither Ilkar nor Erienne offered any support.

‘It gives me something to hang on to and that’ll have to do for now,’ said Ras.

‘You know, we’ve only just sat down but I think we should break till morning. Give us all a chance to settle our emotions and make repairs to our bodies, those that need them,’ said Ilkar.

People immediately began getting up to leave.

‘That’s just terrific,’ said Hirad.

Denser could feel the beginnings of a smile on his face despite the tone of Hirad’s voice. He caught Sol’s eye and the big man winked. Hirad didn’t notice.

‘The Raven. Sitting round a table hating each other. Aeb, Erienne, anyone you want to point the finger at? No? Well, thank the Gods falling for that at least. For me, I’m here to do something. Help those I loved in life escape the menace that ripped our rest to shreds. I haven’t come here to settle old scores. Anyone who does, leave now; you are not welcome. And though I love you, Sirendor, that means you too. Give it up. You tried to save Denser and you died. It still hurts. But it is not his fault. And whatever you think, you are a hero.

‘Ras, you could start a fight with yourself if my memory serves and we need your aggression. Don’t waste it.’

Hirad looked deep into each one of them.

‘It is not hate that brought any of us back. But hate will undo us and cast our souls into the void. None of us wishes to be here but here we are, and any of us who turns, turns against the memory of everything The Raven became. Now I know that when some of you died we were just mercenaries and it was all about money.

‘Well, money means nothing to a dead man, so what you do, you will do because you love those who stand with you. If anybody can’t deal with that, step forward now. And I don’t care if you look like a sick old man or a little boy or girl, I will drop you where you stand and send your soul screaming into the night. Whatever you take with you as you leave here now, take this:

‘Dead or alive, when we stand together, we are The Raven.’

 


The ClawBound song was still resonating in the depths of the cliffs and out into the rainforest when Lysael began to speak. Before her, the elves crowded in. Ysundeneth had emptied. Children sat in the laps or on the shoulders of their parents, who sat or stood cheek to cheek with their families and neighbours. Tens of thousands of torches and lanterns set up a glittering picture, a firmament of elven-kind. Humans came too and this time were welcome. It concerned them in equal measure.

Auum could feel the awe from the crowd as they looked at the assembly on the stage. The stage itself was a gently sloping platform that swept back four hundred yards and measured more than a quarter of a mile across. It was lit by Keyel’s Globes maintained by Al-Arynaar mages standing in the wings to either side. An arched timber roof painted with the colours of vibrant joy, a reminder of better times, projected the sound out over the bowl.

The stage floor was busy with the great and the rarely seen of Calaius. In addition to the seven high priests, a thousand Al-Arynaar stood as an honour guard. In front of them forty TaiGethen cells; and every Tai in every trio felt much as Auum did. Uneasy in the company of so many. Even a little nauseous.

‘Friends, hear our words.’

Lysael’s voice silenced the crowd completely. Expectancy, fear and pride swept over those present. A powerful mix, uplifting to the mass.

‘A Harkening is called only in times of the most dire threat to all in the elven nation. Most of you would hope never to hear the call, whether Ynissul, Tuali, Gyalan or indeed human. There was no time to call Harkening when the Elfsorrow swept us. Now there is, but barely.’

There was a ripple through the crowd, quickly hushed. Lysael held up an ancient volume. The elves’ most sacred text.

‘The Aryn Hiil speaks of much that is central to the life of every elf in our nation. Of what made us, our purpose, where we came from and why. Hear me, my brothers, my sisters, my children. Hear the Words of the Earth.’ She allowed herself the briefest smile. ‘And forgive my translation. These are words not often spoken.

‘ “And from the air they came, as if spun into creation on the instant. With a voice that spoke friendship and a hand that spoke death. Some were joyous. The petty ire of elves forgotten. All faces turned to a mighty foe that cared not for battle yet garnered it with every pace.

‘ “Civilisation be trampled underfoot. Sucked in by the bellows of machines that bled the land dry. Yet proud are elves. And doughty. But for pain inflicted on our enemy, thrice back and more it came upon us. Oh that all should have taken up arms.

‘ “And so the greedy and the powerful clutched to their trappings and they died with them. And the weak and the young in dreadful numbers too high to count, the tears blurred eyes and minds.

‘ “Yet still we linger though not where we began. That place is lost in time and memory. The weak faced death, the strong searched for answers. And across the void they travelled and slammed the door against the faces of the enemy. Yet drifting across the emptiness, came the promise of destruction.

‘ “Even so, vigilance pales. Eyes turn and ears are distracted. When again the footfall is heard seek not battle. Seek instead Home. Because they are come and all you thought yours is dust and ashes though you still hold it in your hands.

‘ “They are come. Garonin.” ’

Auum felt the pages of his life turning. The entry in the Aryn Hiil was typically short but for those with memories long enough it unlocked all the pain, fear and despair. In the utter silence that followed Lysael’s reading, Auum thought he could hear weeping mixed with the crackle of ten thousand torches and the nervous shuffling of infants.

Lysael waited a moment for her words to sink in. And when she spoke again, her voice was barely in check.

‘Speaking words unchains the beast,’ she said, her whisper carrying across the silence. ‘There is no easy way. There is no way that can ensure success or even raise the odds above poor. But we have to leave and leave now. Shorth is silent. Our loved ones cannot be heard. In the Temple of Shorth, High Priest Ryish, witnessed by our own Auum and Rebraal, saw the passage of a soul denied and heard the poor victim speak the word. The Garonin are coming. They are already landed in the southern territories and they move north unstoppable. They will be on our seaboard in three days at most. We have no choice but to seek Home the only way we know how.’

Lysael raised her hands to quell the growing hubbub.

‘Please, my friends, please. It is impossible to comprehend, I know, but we must or we will perish. There is little time but there will be questions. If you wish to speak, come forward to the stage. If you wish to prepare, go with our blessing. You will be summoned to the harbour and designated a vessel. Only bring what you can carry in your two arms. We sail north to Balaia in two days.

‘Brothers, sisters.’ The crowd quietened. ‘We will survive and we will find Home. Deneth. We need you. All of you. Help the weak, the overburdened. Help any who need it. The Aryn Hiil speaks of times when we must put aside petty squabbles. This surely is one of those times. Trust in Yniss. Pray to Him. Pray to your chosen deity under Him. Trust us, his servants.’

Even among those assembled on stage, few had dry eyes. Lysael waited, her hands over her mouth or alternately in supplication to Yniss, praying for mercy. Praying for more time than she knew they had. Auum came to her shoulder, his Tai with him. He said nothing. She acknowledged his presence. Together they waited while those with burning questions for all to hear came forward.

Auum saw their type. He had seen it before. The rich. Land-owners. Merchants. Bankers. He sniffed. Among them, ordinary elves seeking order where there would be none. Questions to which there would be no answers. Few were leaving the Caeyin. To do so was to admit the unbelievable. He could see anger, frustration and, more than anything, the desire to hear it wasn’t true.

‘Questions will be asked. Answers shall be given. Speak in turn.’

Lysael gestured for the first elf to speak. Slender, narrow-faced and dressed in the sort of finery Auum shunned which wouldn’t last an hour in the rainforest. Nor its wearer.

‘Girales of Ysundeneth.’ His voice, confident and already strident, rang out as clear as sky after rain. ‘This is our home. We are stronger, more numerous than at any time in our history. We have no need to run. Surely there is another way?’

Auum acknowledged a fair question but shook his head when Lysael invited him to speak.

‘I understand how hard this is to comprehend,’ said Lysael. ‘That anyone should announce on a moment that we must all leave our homes and our lives, our certainty, and head north into anything but certainty. But it remains the course we must take. There are enough writings. There are enough who were there and stood to fight the time before. And to fight is to die. To run is to live. Please, the next question.’

‘Halis of Ysundeneth.’ Fat like a human. Bulbous face. Loose clothing failing to hide a shameful body. And a voice that grumbled deep in the throat. He had probably never even entered the canopy. ‘What I cannot leave behind is everything I own. A significant part of Ysundeneth. Houses, warehousing, the dockside marketplace. None of these can I transport by ship to Balaia. How will I be compensated? How will all my workers be paid if I have no business?’

‘You will still be alive,’ said Lysael. ‘It is all anyone will have.’

‘No, no, no, no.’ Halis wagged a stubby finger. ‘I have worked all my life to attain my position in the city. You will not take that from me with one sweep of the hand.’

‘I offer no one anything but survival for now. Money, possessions, all will mean little. You have to understand, Halis, that we will all have to start again should we be lucky enough to live at all.’

‘Preposterous. That I should be expected to simply abandon all I have built. I will not do it without guarantees of future ownership in this fabled Home you speak of.’

Lysael was lost for words but there was enough support in the crowd for Halis’s point of view. Auum moved smoothly in front of the high priest, stopping a hand’s breadth from Halis’s nose. The fat man barely saw him coming and raised his hands as if in defence.

‘Then stay,’ said Auum, never taking his eyes from Halis but speaking for the Caeyin. ‘Be king of the city. Own it all. Count your riches. But know this. When the ships sail, there will be no escape from the Garonin. No deals to be done with them. No money to be made. They will move through here as easily as your hand brushes aside ears of corn in a field. And they will leave nothing behind. Not your buildings. Not your marketplace, not your flesh though you are possessed of enough of it. Any who stay will die. That is my promise.’

‘You cannot know that,’ said Halis, the stridency gone from his voice. ‘Like Girales said, there has to be another way.’

Auum grabbed Halis by the lapels and jerked him forward.

‘You know me. I am Auum, Lord of the TaiGethen. I faced them once before. More than two thousand years ago. In our former home, our beautiful, peerless former home. Now burned beyond recognition, repair or recovery. I fought them with every skill I possess and with the blessing of Yniss to guide me. I fought them with thousands at my left and right. Our numbers should have overwhelmed them then as should our passion and our determination to save our lands.

‘But they did not. Tens of thousands died at their hands when they should have been journeying to their new home, far from these beasts. They died because people like you did not understand like you do not today. And I? When all was surely lost and all I could do was save as many as I could, I ran for my life. I ran because there was no other way to survive. We ended up here, sharing with the humans but at least we were alive. It is the same today, but today I will not let my people die in their thousands to serve such as you. Today we will run because tomorrow we must live. The elven race must endure.’

He let Halis go and turned to face the Caeyin.

‘Any further questions?’
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Ilkar couldn’t sleep. The skin in which he found himself kept him from comfort and his mind blazed with the pain of expulsion from his rest. Tonight, though, there was something more. Far beyond his subconscious, deep in his soul, that part of him forever tied to the elven nation bade him journey to stand with his brothers and sisters. He stood on the college walls and looked south, tasting the air.

The pull was distant. Distant enough to be denied. To go would be pointless. He would be too late. Yet still he rose from his bed in a servant’s chamber beneath the tower of the Lord of the Mount and walked out into the quiet of Xetesk’s night. He stared into the southern sky while his soul yearned to be lying beneath it.

There was an easing to his pain, just for a heartbeat. A knowledge that he had no need to travel. It should have made him glad but it did nothing but increase his desperation for them all. The elves would come to him. They were leaving Calaius. And that could mean only one thing.

‘Looking for some company?’

Ilkar turned. For a moment he didn’t recognise the man before him but then he put a name to the crooked smile he saw.

‘Hello, Hirad. Insomnia got you too, has it?’

‘I don’t know about that but I can’t sleep.’

‘That was a joke, right?’

‘You and your fancy words. How are you feeling?’

‘Dreadful,’ admitted Ilkar. ‘This isn’t much fun.’

‘You know you don’t look so good.’ Hirad strolled up and patted Ilkar’s cheek. ‘You’ve looked better. When you had pointed ears.’

‘I’ll take that as a compliment. Fancy a stroll around the streets? We might even drop in for a drink at The Raven’s Rest. I quite fancy staring at my picture and reminding myself how much better-looking I was than you.’

Hirad looked dubiously out over the walls and into the quiet streets. There was plenty of noise echoing around Xetesk. Plenty of light and smoke too.

‘Bit of an atmosphere out there, don’t you think?’

‘Hmm. Not everyone is pleased to see the dead walking about.’

‘I can’t say I blame them,’ said Hirad. ‘I just wish they’d see we have no choice. Come on, let’s go. Might get to the inn before closing time if we’re lucky.’

‘I think he might serve us after hours, Hirad.’

The two old friends in strangers’ bodies trotted down the stairway to the courtyard and out onto the apron before the college. The Thread ran left and right past the gates. They turned right, heading down a gentle slope along the narrow winding road towards Sol’s inn. The air was warm but carried a current of disquiet across the whole of the city. Three hundred and more dead had returned - figures were tricky to establish - and much of the living population had not taken to the events terribly well.

‘What do you think they’ll do?’ asked Hirad.

The Thread was quiet. A few individuals and small groups wandered here and there and the cloak of the night meant no one could tell if they were living or dead unless they came good and close.

‘You know what they’ll do. They’ll head out and try and fight.’

‘It’ll be carnage.’

‘Will it?’ Ilkar felt the pain in his body easing as they neared the inn. ‘We had no defence but we had no magic and weapons either. Perhaps Xetesk will turn them aside.’

‘You don’t believe that. None of us do. We have all felt their power and it translates into something simply too big to handle.’

Ilkar nodded and sighed. ‘You’re right of course. But we have to hope, don’t we?’

‘What we have to do is get the returned dead and their loved ones away from here. This place is a target. West is the only sensible option. Beyond the Blackthornes and into the Heartlands of Wes.’

‘Well, we’re going to the right man to get that sorted out.’ Ilkar shuddered. ‘Damn but that felt strange. Do you—’

Bull’s-eye lantern beams stabbed out from the left from one of the many side streets leading off The Thread. Temporarily disoriented, Hirad and Ilkar backed across the street to the right. Ilkar could just about see the shapes of men spilling into the street behind the lanterns. He shaded his eyes and immediately began casting to form the spell shape for a defensive wall. He heard Hirad drawing his sword.

‘Get behind me, Ilkar,’ he said. ‘This smells very bad.’

The two of them had stopped retreating, leaving space to their left and behind, where their shadows on the buildings gave away their status.

‘Want to run?’ asked Ilkar.

‘What do you think?’

‘Just asking.’

Hirad squared up. Ilkar could still see nothing but shadows of men behind the lanterns. The street was suddenly deserted of casual strollers.

‘Hirad Coldheart and Ilkar,’ came a voice, strong and powerful, commanding. ‘Members of The Raven deceased and you really should have stayed that way, don’t you think?’

‘You’re welcome to come out and try sending me back,’ said Hirad.

Ilkar shook his head. ‘That’s it, Hirad, work on defusing the situation. ’

Hirad glanced over his shoulder. ‘Just back me up.’ But the merchant’s face didn’t inspire the same confidence that the old Hirad’s had.

More people were pushing into the street and filtering around the lanterns. Ilkar counted twenty shapes. There didn’t look to be too many weapons on display but this was a college of magic. There didn’t have to be.

‘I intend on doing just that,’ said the voice, and the body from which it came moved in front of the lantern beams, which were hastily uncapped to shed a more general light. ‘But I wanted you to see me first. And know why I am here.’

The face of the figure was still cast in shadow but he was tall, broad-shouldered and thick of limb. He wore chain armour and carried a two-handed blade. Ilkar cursed under his breath. He was bigger than Sol. Much younger too, maybe mid-twenties. It was hard to tell due to the half-helmet that covered his eyes and nose, leaving only his mouth and chin visible. There was an ugly slash across his throat that had been crudely sewn.

‘All right, I’m impressed,’ said Hirad. ‘But clearly you’re a returned soul too so you are aware we had no choice in the matter. What brought you back, though, I wonder?’

‘You did.’

Ilkar frowned and saw Hirad pause, uncertain. The man moved a step closer.

‘But you aren’t Raven,’ said Hirad.

The man scoffed. ‘Hardly. I’m hurt you haven’t made a better guess. Perhaps if that bitch who froze my face were with you she might work it out.’

Hirad straightened then pointed his sword at the man. Ilkar knew there was a sneer on his face by the set of his head.

‘Selik? You returned because of me? I’m so touched.’

‘And here to put many wrongs to rights.’

‘Odd place for a Black Wing to show up,’ said Hirad. ‘You could lose your head in a place like this, you know.’

‘It is I who will be wielding the killing blade this time, Coldheart. First over you, and then your mage friend.’

‘Interesting choice of words for a man standing amongst the living population of Xetesk,’ said Ilkar.

‘Not all here are mages or mage lovers,’ said Selik, and he moved forward again. ‘These here want an end to the curse that is the allying of the college and the dead. This is magic of the very worst kind. And who better to help them achieve that?’

‘We all want the same thing, surely,’ said Ilkar. ‘An end to the torment that puts our souls in unwilling bodies and a safe place in which to rest.’

‘Dreams,’ said Selik. ‘I am happy enough. Happy that my time dead and wronged can now be cleansed from my soul by the blood of The Raven on my blade. Hold them.’

Men ran from either side of Selik. Ilkar, his spell prepared, cast and pushed his wall of mana to Hirad’s left and into the crowd, pressing them back to the right-hand side of the street. Hirad took a pace back and slashed hard at the space Selik’s lackeys were running into. Three of them pulled up short. Two, armed with broad blades, came on.

The street filled with the sounds of shouting and anger. The city guard would be here before long but they would not stop what was about to happen. While Ilkar edged left, taking in more of Selik’s crowd but leaving the man himself free as Hirad would want, the two men attacked.

They came in left and right. A good strategy but with one error. Hirad ducked the high blow and blocked the low hard, pushing the man back. Then he was up and striking out at the first, his upward cut slicing through arm and glancing off his opponent’s head, severing his ear. The man fell away, clutching at the side of his head. Hirad spun back, caught a blow from the second attacker on the hilt of his blade, straight-punched the man in the mouth and sliced back through his midriff, opening up a deep cut.

Hirad turned to face Selik.

‘Body of a merchant, mind of a warrior,’ he said. ‘How about you?’

Selik said nothing. He moved very quickly, his blade coming around at waist height with frightening power. The old Hirad, the barbarian, would have been able to deflect the blow and riposte. But the merchant’s body did not have the same strength. Hirad got his blade in the right place and avoided being cut in two but the force of the strike buckled his sword arm, jamming the edge of his blade against his body. He was sent sprawling to the dirt.

Ilkar began to move the mana wall but Selik was ahead of him. Hirad managed to turn onto his back but his arm was useless and the sword fell from his hands. He stared up into the face of the Black Wing. There was a smirk on Selik’s face. He placed his blade on Hirad’s throat.

‘I hear the void calling you, Coldheart. Pleasant travels.’

Selik tensed to drive the blade home. There was a heavy thud. Selik’s eyes rolled back in his head and he fell sideways, landing on the ground next to Hirad, blood seeping from the back of his skull. There stood Sol, cudgel in hands and a look on his face that would brook no opposition. He checked both Ilkar and Hirad were all right and helped Hirad to his feet before turning to Selik’s people and the crowd of onlookers.

‘Anyone else who wants to test my commitment to The Raven, feel free to go right ahead,’ growled Sol.

Men and women were backing away from him as he spoke. City guards were elbowing their through the growing crowd. Sol collared the first of them and pointed down at Selik’s prone form.

‘He goes to the cells. And there he stays. He gets no treatment. If he survives till morning, he goes before the court. If he doesn’t, then this body will be host to a less odious soul.’

‘Yes, sir,’ said the guard.

Sol addressed the crowd. ‘These are my streets. You tell me you are my people. Act like it. There will be no summary justice dealt out by the living or the dead. If you have a grievance, you bring it to me or to my officers. That is the way it is and will stay. We are in a serious situation. The rumours of invasion will have reached all your ears. Transgressions will be dealt with swiftly. I need all of you to back your city and your college. We must stand together if we are to prevail.’

A pale-looking woman pushed to the front of the crowd and spoke into the silence that had followed Sol’s words. She was no older than forty but had a haggard look about her that told of too many tears and too little sleep. She wore poor clothes but tried to make them appear smart with ribbons and ties. She stared at Ilkar and, before she uttered a word, he knew with a guilty cold feeling exactly what was coming.

‘Then hear me speak, Sol of Balaia,’ she said, her voice trembling. ‘Tell me how should I feel and how should I react? There stands my son. The body of my son. Stolen by another soul. He treats the body as his own, yet it is not. He desecrates my son’s memory by using his body though I know him to be dead because he does not know me.

‘I want that body back and I want it now. To offer the respect my son deserves and to see him laid to rest in the right manner. This walking body insults me and it insults all my family and all of those taken by grief over the ones they have lost yet still see walking our streets. This cannot be right. It must be ended now.’

Ilkar felt the tension rise around them. Two of the city guard had begun to move the senseless Selik away, leaving four to stand in a loose ring around Sol. The crowd was still growing, albeit slowly given the hour of the night, but those present were four-square behind the poor woman. For himself, Ilkar could only nod and let his head fall forward a little to avoid her stricken gaze. He saw Sol move towards her.

‘I am sorry for your loss and I will not claim to understand it,’ he said, his voice gentle. The crowd fell quickly silent. ‘How can a mother react when the son she knows is dead is seen to walk but it not be him? Your desire to want his body for respectful burial is natural and will not be denied any longer than it must be. But you must understand these are days the like of which we have never seen and we must all be patient, wary and have courage. People like you most of all.’

Sol reached out to touch her but she drew away.

‘Your words mean nothing to me.’

‘Will you hear me?’ asked Ilkar.

‘You even speak with his voice,’ said the woman, tears falling down her cheeks. ‘He was no virtuous lad but he doesn’t deserve this, no one does.’

‘No, he doesn’t. But right now his soul is lost and that is far, far worse. Those of us returned, most of us, seek only to find a new resting place where we, and those like your poor son, can be at peace. Grieve for his soul but not for his body. The body is merely the vessel that your son used for his time alive. And if you can, rest easier knowing that his body, young, fit and wiry, is used now in an effort to save not just his soul, but yours too, everyone’s.

‘I don’t know if that makes sense but I promise you I will take care of this body as if it were my own and will make every effort to leave it unsullied.’

‘But where will that be?’ asked the woman. ‘Some distant battlefield? Some lonely corner of Balaia where I will never find him, never have the sight of him to close my mind on his life? What good is that to me?’

She turned back to Sol.

‘This has to end, Sol of Balaia. I am but one of many who hurt this way and there is no comfort for us. We don’t want the dead in the bodies of our loved ones. We want them gone. Leave us to fight our own battles. We do not need them. And we do not need you if you offer them sanctuary.’

Sol sagged visibly. ‘My lady, all I want is to help you live through what is to come. You must try and understand where we find ourselves. Find it in your heart to trust me and the decisions that I make.’

But the woman shook her head. ‘You are the mouthpiece of every ordinary Balaian, yet you are too close to the college, too close to the barons and too close to the elves. I have spoken but you have not listened. What more do we have to talk about?’

She turned away and was lost in the shadows. Angry faces glared at Sol, Ilkar and Hirad but no one said anything more. Ilkar put a hand on Sol’s shoulder and Balaia’s king turned an unhappy face to him.

‘I’m failing them,’ he said.

‘No, you’re not,’ said Ilkar. ‘They just have yet to see what we do.’

‘I feel like a fraud,’ said Sol.

‘I’m the fraud. Standing here in her son’s body. I feel for her, I really do. But what choice do we have?’

‘Either to stand here and yak about it, or get inside and yak about it over a goblet of wine.’

Sol managed a smile. ‘Well put, Hirad. Well put indeed. Come on. I’ve got some good stuff uncorked. Needs drinking with those I love.’

 


The evacuation fleet came in a night early. Throughout that night, quiet knocking on doors and silent escorting to the docks to take ship had worked well. Yet it was a slow process and with the morning came the inevitable anger and with it panic. Word spread quickly through those not destined to leave and tensions around the dock soared.

Ysundeneth was all but surrounded by flame and the clattering of the Garonin’s vydospheres. Beyond the borders of the city, the rainforest was part inferno, part charred dustscape. Out in the harbour, the forest of sails was slowly thinning out. The deep-water berths were full and every small craft had been pressed into service to ferry elves out to their only means of escape.

Forty thousand had come to hear the words uttered at the Caeyin, and all who desired it were offered passage and issued with papers. Yet twice that number now clogged the approaches to the docks or muddied the waters of the harbour in their own little boats, begging for passage. Ten thousand would be lucky. Thirty thousand would either take their chances in small craft or be abandoned to die.

Rebraal had said three hundred ships were guaranteed, and that was a number that would have been beyond imagining only ten years before. Yet, as Auum had predicted, it was nowhere near enough. Not even for the population of Ysundeneth alone, far less those who had journeyed from the rainforest.

Many thousands still waited to take ship and their path was being hampered by their less fortunate brothers and sisters. Standing in the harbour flag tower, Auum looked down on the growing and inevitable disaster. However much they had planned, it would still have come to this eventually. There had simply not been enough time to counter every threat. The Garonin, for all their ponderous advance, had left nowhere else to run.

Down on the harbour apron Al-Arynaar warriors were under serious pressure trying to keep the crowds from storming the dockside. So far they had held the approaches while administrators searched for those holding transit papers. There had been scuffles and little else to this point but that would not continue.

‘How long before we deploy mages?’

Auum turned to Rebraal. Ilkar’s brother looked in little better shape than his long-dead sibling would have had he been dragged from the grave to stand here.

‘How long since you’ve slept or eaten?’

‘Long enough. But once we’re away, I have plenty of time to rest, do I not?’ Rebraal sighed. ‘Do you feel guilty? Look at all those we are consigning to their deaths.’

‘We have to focus on who we can save, not who we cannot,’ said Auum, the nausea clogging his throat. ‘One day we can weep. But it is not today.’

A surge of noise to their left signified the first concerted attempt to break through the Al-Arynaar. Forty warriors with mages behind held the line, just.

‘We need to pre-empt,’ said Rebraal.

‘Agreed,’ said Auum. ‘But go carefully. Tint the walls. These people have enough pain to come. Best we do not add to it ourselves.’

Rebraal signalled the warning flag to be hoisted. Auum watched the black-cross-on-yellow standard climb the flagpole.

‘It’s going to get ugly,’ said Rebraal.

‘I know. Time we made ourselves known down there.’

Auum paused to watch the reaction. A short time after the flag was unfurled defensive castings were deployed on all four approaches to the harbour. Essentially walls of mana, the spells raised swirling yellow barriers in front of the increasingly desperate crowds, leaving small gaps to admit those with papers.

The howls intensified; simmering anger turned to spitting fury. Missiles were hurled at the walls, where they stuck before sliding harmlessly to the ground. Directly opposite the tower, the crowd had pulled back, leaving a couple of paces gap before the wall.

Auum frowned.

‘Is—?’ began Rebraal.

The crowd surged forward, crashing hard against the barrier. Auum saw the casting mages stagger under the weight. Their casting flickered then steadied. Auum was on the move.

‘Someone’s orchestrating that,’ he said. ‘Tai, we move.’

Ghaal and Miirt ran ahead, down the two flights of steps and out onto the harbour side, heading directly for the trouble. The apron was crowded, noisy and deeply unhappy. Crying children led by their parents. Angry shouts for speed and order. Al-Arynaar shepherding elves to their boats or directly aboard the docked ships. Confusion was rife. It was ever going to be this way.

Auum saw the elven wave roll back again. Rebraal was shouting for more mage support. The Al-Arynaar line stood back a pace and readied themselves. One or two refugees were still squeezing through the opening on production of papers. Many would never make it because their fellows had lost their courage.

‘But can you blame them?’ said Auum as they ran.

‘I cannot,’ said Miirt. ‘What must we do?’

‘Protect the chosen,’ said Auum. ‘That is Yniss’s task for us this day.’

He felt both his Tai pause in their strides before nodding and eating up the last yards to stand in front of their Al-Arynaar comrades. Auum stood dead centre of the defence. Through the yellow tint he could see all he needed: a line of elves about ten rows back, clapping in time, generating noise, order and anger. The crowd ran against the wall again. The casting shivered violently. One mage cried out and crumpled. The other three still held.

‘What’s happening?’ hissed Auum. ‘Why is this casting so weak?’

Ghaal nodded his head towards the rising fires and the burgeoning heat closing in on the city. ‘Garonin. They take too much mana from the air. Ix is weak today and our mages can find no consistency.’

The elves without had paused to see the effect of their work.

‘End this futility,’ shouted Auum into the moment’s relative calm. ‘Please. It cannot end well for any of us.’

‘Not bad for you, TaiGethen!’ came a shout. ‘You get to live. We get to burn.’

‘I know you, Halis. At the Caeyin you chose to stay, did you not? Despite my warnings. You had your chance. Another more worthy elf will travel in your place.’

Quiet had fallen and was spreading out across the harbour. Eyes and ears turned, sensing something.

‘You have to offer us a way out.’

Auum straightened. ‘All I can offer you are my prayers.’

Halis laughed. It was a short, bitter sound. ‘And our souls will be trapped without rest much as our bodies are now. We will take ship and you will not stop us.’

Auum stared into the eyes of those in the front rank of the crowd.

‘Yes, I will.’

‘He cannot stop us all,’ urged Halis.

Auum let his finger trail along the line of ten or so frightened, desperate elves.

‘Who of you does not believe me? I have no desire to prove myself upon you. All the ships are full. You are putting your lives above those of your fellows. Do you really believe yourselves more worthy than those with papers whom you hold back? Yniss turns his head in shame from such conceit. It is you who should turn. Pray while you still have the time. Invest your energy in the survival of our race. Prepare your souls because we will free you to travel.

‘Do not test me, for I will not fail.’

‘Filthy Ynissul lies,’ spat Halis. ‘He claims more life yet how long has he already lived? We only have one chance to live. This is it. Push.’

The barrier shimmered for a moment and Auum heard Miirt curse under her breath. Seeing the spell weaken energised the crowd and Halis felt it, beginning his rhythmic clapping again.

‘Tai, be ready,’ said Auum. He pushed the regrets and the guilt from his mind.

‘We need to get those with papers through these crowds,’ said Ghaal.

‘I know,’ said Auum. ‘We need the TaiGethen in the crowd, not fighting them. Damn these fools. I am ashamed to be an elf when I look upon them.’

Those near the front of the crowd could hear him. One or two had the decency to look guilty but none turned away. Like a spring tide, the crowd surged against the barrier once more. It guttered, wavering on the verge of settling for a moment, and then collapsed.

Ten wide, the crowd stumbled forward, some tripping, others leaping across the fallen. Death was behind them and it reduced their compassion to ashes. Auum’s Tai stood before them, unflinching. The advance lost momentum. Auum could read the indecision in their faces. None would have faced TaiGethen before. Few, if any, would have seen them in action. Reputation stole the will from them, just for now.

Auum stared at the central figures in the front row, urged on by those standing safely behind. The truth was that a surge would roll over TaiGethen and Al-Arynaar warrior alike.

‘Stand fast,’ said Auum, pointing at one scared elf. ‘Remember your words on crossing to adulthood.’

His Tai intoned: ‘ “Unto my race, I pledge my life. That my death should serve my people, such shall be my fate. Gladly accepted. Proudly travelled.” ’

‘Then swap places, TaiGethen,’ called a voice. ‘Serve your people.’

‘Gladly,’ said Auum. ‘And can I count on you to fight the Garonin street by street to allow the last ships to sail? Will you speak with the Lord of the Mount in Xetesk and describe our slim chance of survival? Will you finally lead the rest of our people to the west to talk with Tessaya, Lord of the Wesmen?

‘Which of you will do this in the service of your race and hope to succeed?’

A momentary pause was followed by a ripple in the crowd. There was forward movement.

‘Not another pace,’ warned Auum.

He kept his arms by his sides; the jaqrui pouch on his belt was closed and his twin swords remained sheathed.

‘We are many,’ shouted a voice. ‘And the ships won’t wait. See the sails flying. To remain is to die.’

People burst forward. Fists were bunched. Crazed expressions replaced fear. Auum swayed inside a flailing blow and thumped the heel of his palm into an elven chest. The elf was propelled back into the crowd.

‘Yniss forgive me,’ he whispered.

Miirt dropped and swept the legs from another. She bounced back up to catch a punch in one hand and slam a fist into the chin of the same elf, knocking him senseless. Ghaal blocked a blow aside, paced forward and kicked out straight into the midriff of his opponent. The elf staggered back. Ghaal stepped in, both fists hammering out, taking down two more. Auum, next to him, and Miirt on Auum’s right, moved up as one.

‘We need that casting back,’ called Auum. ‘Tai, let us take the head from this beast. Arrowhead formation. Mind your flanks.’

Halis, his face contorted and reddened with his rage, was standing and shouting not more than ten yards away. Auum moved onto the offensive. He set himself a pace in front of his Tai, freeing his legs. One pace and he spun a kick into the temple of the elf in front of him. He twisted on his standing leg, reversed another kick into the chest of a second. He landed to face the next three. Auum punched the first square on the nose, splitting skin, The next he flattened with a reverse punch to the side of the head and the third pressed himself back into the crowd.

‘Get out of my way,’ hissed Auum.

All the impetus had gone from the surge. Twenty had been downed before the ordinary elf had time to draw breath. Some were unconscious. Any who moved were dragged aside by Al-Arynaar. The weight of the mass pressed against those at its head but none wanted to be next to face the TaiGethen, on whom not a blow had been landed.

A movement right and there was a scream. Auum glanced to see Miirt clutching the wrist of an elf. In his hand a blade dangled. Miirt continued to press. The wrist and two fingers broke. The blade fell.

‘Next elf who shows a weapon dies here and now,’ said Auum. ‘I want Halis. Give him to me or I will come and get him.’

There was a gap of about two paces now between the Tai cell and the crowd. Halis was still calling for attack but the heart had left those of his foot soldiers who stood in the immediate path of his intended targets.

‘I am not in the habit of repeating myself.’

A single arrow hissed from the crowd. Auum jerked his head to the side. The shaft whispered past his ear.

‘The taipan is not quick enough to strike me from cover,’ he said, his blades in his hands, his voice cold. ‘For I do the work of Yniss and my time is not yet come to die. What makes you think you are faster than the deadliest of Tual’s denizens?

‘Bring Halis. Bring him now.’

‘Spell ready. Casting on one.’

The words changed everything.

‘Down,’ said Auum.

The Tai dropped prone. Auum felt the spell come past him. It thudded into the crowd, flashed yellow and steadied. Auum rose to his feet and turned his back on the crowd, whose shouting had begun again in earnest.

‘I want Tai cells to bring in those who are granted passage. I want archers here to fire on anyone who brings down the barrier. Leave Halis. His time is done.’

He turned back to the crowd and walked all the way to the barrier.

‘And now I take my Tai and we will face the Garonin once more. That is how I serve my race, giving you more time to face your fate like elves, not frightened humans.

‘I am prepared still to lay down my life for you. And that is far more than you will ever deserve in this life or in the next. Tai, we move.’




Chapter 9

 


 


 


 


While much of Xetesk still struggled to recover ten years on from the wars that had all but seen the end of life on Balaia, the college itself had been restored to its opulent original state. The very centre of the college, the Circle Seven, six towers set around that of the Lord of the Mount, had escaped largely undamaged. But buildings of great age and importance had been severely battered or, in the case of the library, destroyed altogether.

‘The shell is complete but inside the hollowness echoes for all we have lost,’ said Denser.

‘Very poetic.’

Ilkar did not turn from the balcony. They were stood at the tower’s highest point. It was the morning after their abortive first meeting and some tempers had cooled considerably. Beyond the grand marble courtyard, on whose borders the other six mage towers stood, he could see library, Mana Bowl, long rooms, refectory, lecture theatres and the massed buildings of the college administration. All wrapped up in the college walls and all shining with recent paint and polished roof tiles.

Outside the college walls, repairs were still not complete on the city’s own defences. Many buildings would never be rebuilt, their stone stripped for use elsewhere. There was poverty in parts of the city. Resentment too but no power with which to act. Smoke from open fires rose into the still sky. To the east, the horizon was obscured by mist.

Rich drapes hung in Denser’s meeting room. Fine-spun rugs lay on the stone floor. Paintings and tapestries hung around the circular walls. Cut glass and gold-inlaid jugs sat on trays on the carved wooden table in the centre of the room around which The Raven sat. A bizarre gathering. The bodies of strangers with the shadows of lovers and friends.

‘I wonder what the criteria are for making it back here,’ said Ilkar ‘We rather hoped you might be able to tell us that,’ said Sol. He was sitting in between Hirad in his merchant’s body and Erienne in her five-year old girl’s.

‘I’m working on it. The trouble is, this whole thing is so essentially wrong I can barely bring myself to believe what I am seeing and feeling. Indeed that I have the capacity to see and feel at all.’

Ilkar gazed down briefly at the body he inhabited. Its previous soul would never have seen the sort of finery on display in Denser’s tower. Ilkar’s soul, bursting into the air over Xetesk, drawn there by the presence and strength of Sol and Denser, had sensed the body immediately and he had reached it before others could take it for their own.

It had been lying sprawled in a narrow alley between the walls of two warehouses. From the attitude of the body, Ilkar had assumed the unfortunate youth had fallen while trying to jump between them. It had been an assumption confirmed by the broken neck, arms and ribs.

He had managed to heal the worst wounds but the pain of the fall was everywhere in the body. Still, it was young and strong, not yet twenty by his reckoning. Human though, and that was fundamentally unpleasant. Like putting on a suit of crawling insects.

‘I have to say that I don’t really understand that,’ said Sol. ‘I realise you are in strange bodies and that there is pain and confusion. But this is a second chance at life. Why is it so bad? Why does Hirad keep on saying he doesn’t want to be here?”

All around the table Ilkar saw the reactions of the dead. And he saw their inability to put their thoughts into words. Hirad looked up at him.

‘Go on, Ilks,’ he said.

‘All right. You see, the trouble is you are using assumptions based on the fact that you are still living. You assume that because of the manner of our deaths we must feel robbed of the life we expected and so would desire a return to finish what we started. Am I right?’

‘Something like that,’ said Sol.

‘Well we don’t. I haven’t spent a moment regretting being dead. And that isn’t a conscious choice; the thought just never occurs.’

‘So what is it like being dead, then?’ asked Denser. ‘It seems you all find it hard to put into words.’

‘Well that’s because death doesn’t conform to anything anyone living thinks it might be,’ said Darrick, his new voice rich and full toned.

‘Exactly,’ said Ilkar. ‘There is nothing to see, there is nothing to do in the way you would understand it. But the souls of those you love are always close and there is no risk that you will ever be separated from them. At least, there wasn’t. Can you imagine the comfort that brings? We have memories; we communicate but not through speech. We drift, I suppose. Time does not exist. Every moment is both a lifetime and the tiniest spark.

‘I know what you’re thinking, Denser. It sounds terribly boring. Interminably so. And standing in this skin and breathing the air of Balaia, I can see why you’d think that. But it isn’t. It’s, well, bliss, I suppose you’d call it. Endless bliss.’

‘Good job, Ilks,’ said Hirad, and he was not alone in having a mist of tears in his eyes.

Denser was frowning. ‘But you cannot see, hear, feel, taste or smell. There is no colour. There is no music. How can it be bliss?’

‘That’s exactly what Darrick was saying,’ said Ren, her young voice chirpy and bright. ‘You cannot apply the joys you experience as a living person to your existence after death. There is no comparison, barring the deepest feelings of love, friendship and intimacy. ’

‘You’ll have to take our word for it,’ said Hirad. ‘It’s not just enough, it’s everything.’

‘Coming from you, that is some statement,’ said Sol. ‘So how do we get you home? Presumably ridding ourselves of our latest enemy would be a good start.’

Silence inside the meeting room. The Raven dead could not look at him.

‘Did Hirad not tell you?’ said Ilkar, his voice quiet, the pain in his body intensifying. Heat was flooding him and the gale of the void threatened suddenly to sweep him away, such was the despair that surged over him. ‘You cannot beat them.’

‘He did say that but we are not bound to believe him,’ said Denser.

‘And even if you could, the land of the dead lies ruined. There is no going back.’

The words, like ice on Ilkar’s tongue, rolled over the room.

‘You’re stuck here?’ said Sol.

‘Oh great,’ muttered Diera. ‘Mouldering Raven has-beens cluttering up my inn.’

‘That would be the least of our concerns,’ said Sol sharply.

Ilkar winced at the expression on Diera’s face.

‘He’s right, Lady Unknown,’ said Hirad. ‘Our souls no longer have a place to rest.’

‘So what?’

‘So where do you think yours will go if you die?’

Diera put her head in her hands. ‘You know, I’ve seen and heard a lot in my time. Being married to The Unknown Warrior and the first, albeit reluctant, king of Balaia means I can’t get away from it. But this is too much. And I’m worried that I’m starting to believe you, like my daft husband and the Lord of the Mount do. So I’m going. Home. To open up.’ She shot a glance at Sol. ‘Let me know what hare-brained scheme you end up with. Meanwhile I’m going to spend some time with our boys.’

Diera got up to leave, ignoring the hand that Sol put out towards her. Hirad pushed himself from his chair and opened the door for her.

‘It is us,’ he said. ‘Just look at our shadows and say you don’t recognise them.’

Diera gazed at him. ‘This is Xetesk, city of magic, home of the Dark College as was. You think this couldn’t be some spell? Give me some credit, won’t you?’

‘Keep your boys close, Diera,’ said Hirad. ‘Be ready.’

‘You know we named the youngest after the real Hirad Coldheart. There was a man we could all love. You? I don’t know what you think you are.’

Hirad’s face cracked into a huge grin when the door had closed.

‘You’ve got a boy called Hirad, Unknown?’

Sol nodded, the beginnings of a smile on his careworn face. ‘We have.’

‘Hirad.’ The barbarian’s eyes sparkled. ‘Not Ilkar, then. Or Sirendor, or Darrick. Hirad.’

‘All right, Coldheart, we get it.’ Ilkar felt his mood lift despite himself.

‘Never mind, Ilks. Perhaps if they have a few more and are really scraping about for a name, yours might surface like a bloated corpse in Korina Bay.’

‘Can we concentrate on what we are here to discuss?’ said Ilkar. ‘I don’t know about you but every breath I take is shot full of needles, or so it feels. What happened to Hirad and me last night should also be concentrating our minds, don’t you think?’

‘It’s the knowledge that my name will live on in a younger generation that I find so gratifying.’

‘If we are to believe you, Hirad, there is to be no living on,’ growled Sol.

Hirad sobered. ‘We cannot let any of our names go to dust.’

‘That is what I invited you all up here to avoid,’ said Denser. ‘And we have got nowhere fast. So why don’t you, any of you, tell me what you know about whoever it is that is coming here to do whatever it is they’re planning to do. Because I, for one, do not wish my soul to be casting around for a resting place when I die.’

‘It’s worse than that, my love,’ said Erienne, the little girl’s voice dripping with weary experience. ‘We think that any souls unable to reach their birthplace are already lost in the void between dimensions, and that is an eternal screaming purgatory no one should have to suffer.’

‘So talk to us,’ said Sol.

‘We can’t tell you about their strengths, weaknesses, modes of attack and goals,’ said Darrick. ‘It doesn’t work like that. Where we’ve come from there is nothing but certain knowledge and intense feeling. So all we know is, they have destroyed the dead dimension and they are here now and will do the same to Balaia. So everyone who wants to live and everyone who wants to die in peace has to leave because there is no point in trying to fight. This much we know.’

Denser kneaded the bridge of his nose, feeling a weight of frustration beginning to build.

‘At the risk of repeating myself, go where?’

‘I think that should be self-evident,’ said Ilkar. ‘Out of this dimension. Out of every known dimension, come to that.’

Denser threw up his hands. Sol held up a hand to still his protest.

‘Even if that’s possible, it doesn’t help you much, does it? Where will you go?’

A short silence followed Sol’s question. Hirad shrugged. Sirendor looked blank.

‘We don’t know,’ said Ilkar. ‘We hope to find another place to rest but we don’t know. We aren’t here for us. We’re here for you, to try and save you. Stop you dying and being lost to the void. Believe me, you want to avoid that.’

‘I’m not getting this,’ said Denser. ‘You’ve told us that the dead dimension is gone, but that to save us we should all leave for somewhere . . . else, right? So what happens when we die in this wonderful new home of ours? Where do our souls go?’

‘We have to believe that a dimension beyond those we know will bring with it a new dimension for the dead,’ said Ilkar. ‘The theory is that the elves enjoy a different resting place now to that which they had in their home of millennia past.’

‘Theory.’

‘Yes, Denser, but it represents the only chance for all of us. The living and the dead.’

‘And that is just plain ridiculous. Look . . .’ Denser paused, seeing the expressions on all their faces. ‘I really appreciate your passion and your belief but you’re all a decade out of date. So much has happened here in the last ten years. So much strength has been built by so few but it is so solid. There is no more conflict here. Not with the Wesmen, not between colleges or barons. We can’t afford it, the demons took so very many of us.

‘We have worked together to make sure no one can threaten us again and we will not run away because our departed loved ones tell us we must on the basis of old information.’

‘But it won’t help you when you die!’ shouted Hirad. ‘Why aren’t you listening to us?’

‘Because I have to believe that if we defeat this enemy then your resting place, our resting place, will become, I don’t know the right word . . . viable again. I don’t see we have another choice,’ said Denser, hanging on to his temper.

‘We have just offered you one,’ said Erienne quietly.

Denser’s eyes pricked and he looked down at his wife. Now a five-year-old. He felt a surge of frustration. He sighed.

‘But you don’t know how to get us there,’ he said gently, trying hard not to adopt a patronising tone. He reached out a hand to stroke her hair but pulled it back. ‘I need to have proof or I have no option but to stand and fight. Evacuating the continent is not a realistic option.’

‘How can you be getting this so wrong?’ asked Erienne.

‘At least tell us you’re sending messengers to the colleges and Calaius,’ said Darrick. ‘Letting the powers know there is a threat.’

Denser smiled. ‘And there you are, adding example to my argument. We are in constant contact with Lystern, Julatsa and Calaius. We have delegates in the Wesman Heartlands and can speak with every baron and lord, and with the Mayor of Korina, at very short notice.’

‘How?’ asked Ilkar.

‘I’ll show you later. But right now I need you to trust that we have not been idle. We can and will repel this enemy. We have new spells and have enhanced those that already existed. Together, the Balaian people are strong. And you have our reluctant king to thank for all that.’

All eyes turned to Sol, whose face remained impassive. ‘And yet I worry, Denser. Exaggeration has never been part of The Raven. This power, whoever it is, is strong enough to have destroyed the dead dimension, something the demons were unable to do. So while I share your confidence in our new-found strength, I think we must also plan for defeat.’

Ilkar nodded. ‘At least that.’

Denser shrugged. ‘But our main focus must be on repelling the enemy. Not running to our so far unnamed haven.’

‘And we will face them as far from our cities as we can,’ said Sol. ‘We will identify their positions and we will go to meet them.’

Hirad sighed. ‘I urge you not to. All you’ll get is bloodshed, not enough of it theirs. And you will lose so many souls to the void.’

‘You know it is something we have to do, don’t you?’ said Sol.

‘I had hoped to persuade you otherwise.’

‘We must attempt to secure our lands,’ said Denser. ‘Just to run is unthinkable, disastrous.’

‘We must fight. We will not meekly surrender Balaia to anyone.’

‘And, who knows, while you hold on to that belief, Unknown, perhaps there is a chance,’ said Darrick. ‘But we, the dead, do not see it, though we will stand by you.’

‘Why?’ asked Denser. ‘If you believe it such a lost cause.’

‘We don’t have a choice,’ said Erienne. ‘Our souls were brought back here by the strength of our bonds to you in life. We cannot be parted from you by such a distance. The pain is too great and our souls would not be able to hang on to these bodies. Think about it, my love. What you intend involves us whether we like it or not. Don’t force us to throw away what life we have.’

Ilkar pushed himself to his feet and walked back to the balcony window. The library caught his eye again and he felt a coldness enter his soul.

‘You cannot have regained the power you had before the demons came,’ he said. ‘How much of the archive did you lose?’

The regret in Denser’s eyes was answer in itself. ‘Nearly everything. During the siege Dystran managed to salvage some texts but we have lost so much that was precious. Irreplaceable.’

‘But, even so, you were more fortunate than Dordover,’ said Ilkar.

Denser nodded. ‘I can’t ever see Dordover recovering as a college of magic. The Heart is gone and there are not enough surviving mages to construct a new one. But isn’t it strange that, when all is said and done, Julatsa is the most complete college of the four?’

‘You tell me; I’ve been dead almost fifteen years.’

‘Lystern has its Heart and precious little else. Dordover has nothing but a library of lore that no one can use. Xetesk has lost two thousand years of teaching. Julatsa is almost untouched. The decision to abandon the college and run here worked in ways your fellow mages and elves could not possibly have imagined. The demons always meant to go back and consume the Heart after the battle here was done. They never made it. It makes Julatsa strong.’

‘Only potentially, Denser. I can’t imagine too many mages survived to begin the process of recruitment and training. You have numbers at least. But they won’t do you any good.’

‘So you all keep saying, and you’ll excuse me if I don’t immediately buy the opinion of people who have been dead for a good long time. We need to see this enemy for ourselves. Understand that I’m only just buying the idea that you can possibly be here at all.’

Ilkar nodded. ‘Then do it quickly. Being dead was good. Being alive again really isn’t.’

‘And that’s why Hirad has gone all emotional on me, is that it?’

‘No, Denser, it’s because he can feel something that he cannot explain.’

There was a knock at the door.

‘Come,’ said Denser.

A young messenger entered and bowed. ‘Please, my Lord Denser, Master Haldryn of the Communion Globe sends his urgent wish for your attention. Calaius has fallen silent.’

Ilkar watched the colour drain from Denser’s face.

‘I take it that’s not good, then.’

Denser shook his head.

‘And what’s a Communion Globe?’ asked the elven mage.

Denser rubbed a hand across his forehead. ‘Wait here, all of you. I’ll be back as soon as I can.’

They all watched Denser go, following the messenger out of the door and away down the long spiral stairway. Ilkar took a seat next to Hirad and smiled, squeezing his old friend’s healthy shoulder and regretting that he couldn’t see the barbarian in his original body. For all the awful reasons they were here at all and not floating in the timeless sanctuary of the dead dimension, there was still pleasure to be derived from being among friends. Even the different faces and bodies could not detract from the sense of well-being.

‘So what’s eating the Lord of the Mount?’ asked Hirad.

‘Not sure, really. One of his toys is broken and he wanted to show it off to us, I think.’

‘Oh, I see.’

As usual, it was plain that he didn’t see at all. Ilkar looked over at Sol. The big man was studying the edge of the table, kneading the carved knotwork with his thumbs.

‘It’s not just a toy, is it, Unknown?’

Sol shook his head. ‘It’s the first line of defence against any invasion of Balaia or Calaius. It’s the way we can talk over huge distances at any time. There are only two reasons for Calaius to fall silent. Deliberate cessation of the casting by the elves, and I dismiss that out of hand.’

‘Or . . .’

‘Or something overcame them so fast they had no chance to send a warning.’

‘Go and have your fight if you must but you need to believe us, Unknown,’ said Hirad. ‘You need to worry about evacuating west right now. There is no time for doubt.’
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Pain where there had been comfort.

Fear where there had been calm.

Loneliness from love.

He would have screamed but he had no voice with which to do so. It had been so long, it seemed, since he had ascribed any living sensations to how he felt or what was happening to him. The pain soared, ripping at his being. Unstoppable, rising all the time, scaling heights he could never have conceived existed.

Tearing. Like he imagined it would be should his flesh be torn from his bones while he still lived. And he could not cling on. Could not save himself from being thrown into the teeth of the gale that carried him away from his resting place.

Flesh and blood. Bones and breath.

The trappings of the living. He had forgotten them and how they felt. Why should he be reminded of them now? Dimly, he had been aware that those around him had moved or were gone. He had felt fear through the mass but had not known what it meant. Still he didn’t. Yet he was gone from where he had been content until now. But not adrift. There was something just beyond the borders of his awareness and slowly, slowly it resolved itself.

Direction.

He was travelling.

There was no reference. He could not see or feel his movement but there it was nonetheless. There was no scent to guide him, no light to show him a path. But there was something that dragged him onwards, that would not let him be lost to the chaos that surrounded him. And what coalesced from the confusion encasing him jolted through him with, he remembered, surprise.

It was need. That feeling of the heart reaching out to implore help, satisfy yearning and quench desire. To beg for attention. And to be reciprocated, meaning to love. All of this flooded through him and he thought that his speed, if he had one, increased. He had the sensation of flying headlong towards those that needed him the very most whether they were in trouble or just hoping without reason that he would return to them.

It was a feeling of the most basic kind. A necessity without which there was no life. And certainly no return to life. Because shortly before light blazed into the comforting darkness that had been his dead soul, that was what he was sure was coming.

He remembered nightmares from his living days when he was falling, falling. Always waking up just before he hit the ground. Yet though this was no nightmare, it was no less terrifying. The light was forming into vague shapes and he had the impression he was hurtling towards them at a speed he could not hope to arrest before he struck them.

There were many of them, grey and indistinct for the most part but surrounding a separate, familiar shape. And it was to this he was being dragged. Curious. The winds buffeting him were enough to blow him away like chaff in the wind but the draw to the shape was so strong. Like he was swimming down to an anchor.

In the next instant he was gasping in breath, opening his eyes and feeling the fear that had killed him. No, not him. The one who had inhabited this space before him. He lay on his back, barely daring to move. One at a time, he lifted his hands in front of his face, seeing strong, farmer’s fingers, calloused and thick. He was not young or, rather, the body was not. Over forty but not yet in decline. The lungs heaved in the wonderful scents of grass and pine and the thick, heavy odours of animals.

He sat up, his soul clinging hard to the body, feeding energy into the heart to steady himself. The heart was tight, the muscles still in spasm. He could not afford to let the body die again. The winds would take him and he had nowhere else to go. He could not go back, that much he knew, and the knowledge sent pain through his new body. Pain of loss. Grief, he supposed, for all that was gone and could never be recovered.

The wolves surrounding him were all old but still he recognised them. Elders of the pack, his pack. He reached out a hand and nuzzled the nearest under the chin, feeling a delightful warmth. Sudden anxiety gripped him and he withdrew the hand.

‘You have been waiting,’ he said, though he knew they could not understand. ‘This body. Waiting for me. You did this. How did you know?’

Words from his mouth. It seemed only a moment since he had spoken his last yet time had passed. Much time. He could see that in the whitening of lupine coats and he could feel it in the air around him.

The wolves, six of them, moved in to smell, lick and know him again. He could sense their relief but it was tinged with fear. Threat.

He stood. ‘I am Thraun.’

His name echoed around the valley in which he found himself and the laughter that followed it from his mouth hid the pain of his return just for a moment. He stretched his new body, feeling strong muscle in his chest, arms and legs. The wolves had chosen well. Thraun bit his lip.

‘I wonder who you were,’ he said, looking down at himself, his rough woollen trousers and shirt. ‘I wonder when you will be missed.’

Thraun scratched the back of his head. He was bald too. He looked down at the wolves, all of whom were stood utterly still, staring at him. Waiting.

‘Something’s not right.’ He laughed again. But briefly. ‘Something more than being back here at all, that is, and not having a blond ponytail. Bugger it, I wish you could talk. Where am I anyway?’

The valley was full of trees. Oak, ash and chestnut mainly. Pine too, of course. A very familiar landscape. He’d run here before but on four legs, not two. The valley rose to east and west, and if he wasn’t mistaken this was Grethern Forest and he’d be able to see the castle and rooftops of Erskan if he climbed west. So he climbed.

The ground felt amazing beneath his feet, and despite the pain in his soul and the heat in his body he couldn’t keep the smile from his face. Yet with every pace, that nag of something being seriously misplaced grew stronger. And every time he glanced back to see the wolves following him up the steep slope, whining quietly, his smile faltered a little more and his brow furrowed deeper.

He reached the top of the valley side and the edge of the forest. The sight of Erskan in the distance was satisfying but no more than that. He could hear a distant thumping sound, like a mighty machine battering metal on metal, echoing darkly. And to the north he was drawn to where he knew the towers of Xetesk lay.

‘They are there,’ he said. ‘All of them.’

Thraun crouched by the wolves again, putting his arms around two of them and letting them all come close, to fire their breath into his face and give him comfort.

‘I know I’m here to help you but I don’t know how. Those I lost when I died are away to the north. They will know what to do. I have to find my friends. The Raven. Come with me. I will keep you from harm.’

 


The catacombs below the college of Xetesk had been extensively redeveloped in the decade since the demon wars. The Raven themselves had caused a good deal of damage there in their time and Denser had been keen to see them returned to their proper use. Research and archiving, rather than plotting and scheming. Parts of the one-time maze had been turned into a museum of the gory past of the Dark College and Denser had seen the catacombs signposted, properly lit, drained, ventilated and decorated.

Yet the odd bleak corner still remained, and he indulged one in particular. Knocking on the dark-timbered door of the suite of chambers hidden in a side passage near the old Soul Tank, now part of the museum, he always felt like a student sent to the master for some misdemeanour or other. It was an association the incumbents were keen to foster, leaving Denser having to remind himself every time he turned the handle that it was he who was Lord of the Mount.

‘Enter.’

Denser pushed the door open onto a sprawling chamber clad entirely in oak and dominated by a huge fireplace in the left-hand wall. No fire burned within it and the chamber was cool. As always, tables across the back wall were covered in parchments, diagrams and equations. Books lined two walls on shelves which reached floor to ceiling.

A quartet of deep-upholstered chairs was set in a loose arc around the fireplace, its carved marble mantel and ornate candleholders. Above the mantel, a portrait of Dystran, former Lord of the Mount, gazed down benevolently upon those assembled in the chairs. At this moment, as with every other time Denser had been called down to the suite, those assembled were Dystran himself, demonstrating that no longer being lord of the college had not lessened his ego a great deal, and Vuldaroq, former Tower Lord of Dordover, now to all intents and purposes a dead college.

Both men looked up at him, adopting expressions of patronising sympathy, scrutinising him over their identical half-moon spectacles.

‘Drives me mad,’ muttered Denser. ‘Am I to issue myself with a mild rebuke to save you the bother?’

‘My dear boy, no. Come, sit by us. We have matters to discuss and decisions to make,’ said Dystran, patting the arm of the chair next to him.

‘Boy? Dystran, I am older than you.’

But he didn’t look it. Denser sat and sucked his lip. Poor Dystran. A few wisps of white hair clung to his head. He was painfully thin and his hands trembled violently whenever the calming spell began to wear off. Even so, his bony digits shook a little and his voice was faint as if to speak any louder would be to court disaster.

And Vuldaroq was no better. Admittedly he was significantly older but Denser could still remember the truculent fat man who had hated The Raven as much as he hated Xetesk. Now he was reduced to a skeletal figure, blind in one eye and with a sagging right side to his face following a stroke four years previously.

That the two were the closest of friends was an unlooked-for blessing for them and an occasional pain in the backside for Denser.

‘We have been noting the arrival of many, shall we say, old friends,’ said Vuldaroq, wheezing as he spoke, his words a little slurred but wholly comprehensible.

‘It’s in danger of reaching epidemic proportions,’ said Denser. ‘How—?’

Dystran rang the little bell sitting on the arm of his chair.

‘Tea?’

‘Coffee,’ said Denser.

‘Ah. Still like to remind yourself of the tin pot of coffee on a Raven campfire, eh?’

‘No, I just like it better than tea,’ said Denser.

‘And, speaking of which, we understand many of your former mercenary friends are on the Mount as we speak.’

Denser frowned. ‘You’re very well informed for men who never leave the catacombs for anything barring funerals.’

Dystran managed a shaky smile. ‘Ah well, you know the way the Mount works. We must all have our sources, must we not?’

‘So it seems.’

‘And we understand that the Communion Globe on Calaius is currently not functioning,’ said Vuldaroq.

Denser sucked in his cheeks and said nothing.

‘Now, if you assume as we do that this is linked in some way to the problems afflicting the mana spectrum at present—’

‘Wait,’ said Denser sharply. ‘That is not open research.’

‘Oh Denser, all research is open to the Lord of the Mount,’ said Dystran, patting Denser’s wrist.

Denser moved his hand. ‘Former.’

‘Some will remain forever loyal,’ said Dystran.

‘You do remember it was me who gave explicit instructions that you were not to be killed, don’t you?’ Denser sighed. ‘It has left you in a unique position and I rather hoped you might respect that. There are moments when I regret my leniency.’

Dystran laughed but it was brief and forced. ‘There are times I do too, Denser.’

Denser nodded. ‘Yes, I suppose there are. So tell me, what are your thoughts on all this?’

‘You see?’ said Dystran. ‘Having the old lord about isn’t all bad. If you’re lucky, it’ll become the done thing.’

‘I think we’ve moved beyond assassination as a mode of ascension,’ said Denser.

Dystran raised his eyebrows. ‘Only a fool would truly believe that. And only a fool would see what is happening here and now as a serious threat.’

‘Then I am a fool,’ said Denser. ‘I have dead souls reanimating fresh corpses all over the city, perhaps all over Balaia. I cannot talk to the elves even if I wanted to. I have massive mana dropouts to the east and getting closer, and I have reports that whatever it is that forced the dead out of their dimension is heading for the gates of Xetesk. How is this not a serious threat?’

Vuldaroq shook his head and exhaled loudly. Denser looked away and closed his eyes briefly.

‘Something wrong, Denser?’ asked the erstwhile Dordovan Tower Lord.

‘Nothing that not being patronised won’t fix.’

‘Don’t be so touchy. Instead, consider an alternative viewpoint.’ Denser motioned for Vuldaroq to continue. ‘Thank you. If there is one thing we learned from the demon invasion it was that the dead are far from the helpless onlookers we assumed. Not only do the Wesmen have direct access to their elders, the elves have a basic communication mode and was it not Ilkar who guided you to your destination all those years ago despite being dead?’

Denser shrugged. ‘Yes. So what?’

‘Open your eyes,’ snapped Dystran, slapping the arm of his chair and dislodging the bell which fell into his lap. He was interrupted by a brief fit of coughing.

‘You really believe they are here because something ripped open their own dimension? Something that powerful would not just be here by now, it would have destroyed us already. Think, my Lord of the Mount. This is not threat, it is opportunity. Find out what they really want. Find out why the mana spectrum is unstable. Xetesk thrives on harnessing fear, we always have.’

‘You’re saying I should dismiss the statements of my dead friends as lies?’

‘We’re saying treat anything a dead soul says with a little healthy scepticism. Every time one speaks, repeat to yourself, “Would I want to regain life if I were to die?” ’

‘Well of course I would. No one wants to die.’

‘Exactly,’ said Vuldaroq. ‘And expect them therefore to come up with a solution to the problem they have so conveniently appeared to warn you about.’

‘They already have,’ said Denser and a frown crept on to his face. ‘Are you saying . . . ?’

‘Ha! I rest my case,’ said Dystran, folding back into his chair, an expression of smug satisfaction on his pasty, thin face.

‘Wait, wait, young Dystran,’ said Vuldaroq, leaning further forward. ‘What form does this solution take?’

Denser shrugged. ‘Well, to be fair, this is where I have begun to lose it. They are convinced the enemy they say we face is too powerful and that we need to leave.’

Dystran gaped. Vuldaroq’s smile was half knowing.

‘Leave? And go where?’ he asked

‘Anywhere that isn’t Balaia, apparently.’

‘By which I suppose they mean south to Calaius, do they?’

‘Oh no, that would be too easy. They want us to leave the dimension entirely.’ Denser paused, sudden anxiety rippling through his mind. ‘Look, I can see where this is going.’

‘I should bloody well hope so,’ said Vuldaroq. ‘Bored dead people reappear in Balaia and announce the living should leave. I have no doubt you have been told their own dimension is damaged beyond repair or something like that.’

‘Something like that,’ said Denser. ‘But hang on a moment. These people are my friends, my wife. I trust them. I love them. And they want to leave too. With us, I think.’

‘So they say. And look who has come back so far,’ said Dystran. ‘That we know of. No simpletons. Of those who have announced themselves at our gates, or to you personally, every single one was a player before they died. The Raven. Styliann, my own predecessor, though his appearance was confusingly brief. Dear Gods burning and sorry you don’t know this, but there is a man sitting in the Mana Bowl right now who claims to be Septern.’

‘I did know that, and he is a fraud,’ said Denser. ‘He must be.’

‘You are so certain?’ said Dystran.

‘I just don’t see what point you’re making. It isn’t just powerful people. Ordinary Xeteskians are back too.’

‘But they are not shouting, are they? And that’s because they are merely pawns in this game. People of influence have returned. Drawn by something they clearly need. That, given what you have told us, appears to be a new home. Our home. And without us in it.’ Dystran leaned right forward and his voice was a husky whisper. ‘We don’t know what being dead does to people, Denser. Even those we love. Don’t trust any of them.’

‘I may not agree with them, but I will never deem them liars. You are talking about the most loyal people ever to have walked Balaian soil,’ said Denser. He pushed himself from his chair, unable to sit. He could feel his cheeks reddening. ‘You are talking about the woman I love and over whom I still weep ten years on. You who sit here in your cave, too frightened to face the world a decade after we, The Raven, freed it from the shackles of the demons. You are not fit to empty their piss from a bucket.’

‘And you will do your duty by your college!’ Dystran’s voice still held a surprising amount of power when he needed it. ‘The Raven is gone. You are Lord of the Mount. Start thinking like him.’

A servant came in bearing a tray of tea and coffee and no doubt heard enough of the conversation to keep him in free ale for ten days.

Denser had to restrain himself from spitting on the tray on his way out.

‘I only drink with friends.’
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Blackthorne had been chased by murderous enemies before but there was a bizarre quality to this one that was in danger of causing fatal complacency.

In the days since the Garonin had responded to Gresse’s attack with such appalling violence, the survivors had moved ahead of them. But such was the slow pace of the enemy advance that Blackthorne and the partially recovered Gresse had been able to undertake considerable planning. And because the Garonin stopped at dusk, standing stock still as if frozen in time, and restarted at dawn, they could camp, rest, forage and track at leisure.

It was early morning on a misty but warming day. The thud of the Garonin machines was distant and they had become accustomed to it winding up with the morning songbirds. Blackthorne walked his horse alongside the open wagon in which Gresse sat a little reluctantly. Mages had healed the bone breaks but his distrust of magic was such that he refused the administration of Mother’s Warmth to complete the healing process.

‘It leaves me vulnerable. Out of control,’ he grumbled.

‘It leaves you asleep in your wagon for a day and fit to ride the next. Stubborn old goat.’

‘The body recuperates at a given pace for a reason. No one has ever looked into the lasting effects of hurrying healing along with spells.’

‘I’m not going to argue with you, Gresse,’ said Blackthorne, rubbing at his mouth and beard to hide the smile. ‘But you’re grumpy because you cannot ride, yet you will not take the cure. It’s up to you. Meanwhile, I thought you might not like to hear what our scouts are telling us.’

Gresse looked up at him and grimaced. ‘That bad, is it?’

‘We’ve riders on the ground and we all have ears. We’ve counted five of these machines. All of them travelling in straight lines, all of them driving people in front of them, leaving devastation in their wake. The devastation continues to expand as you feared, eating up the ground, killing everything. There’s no escape. And all of their destinations are depressingly clear.’

‘Let me guess. Korina, Xetesk, Julatsa, Lystern and Dordover. Key population centres.’

‘Almost right,’ said Blackthorne. ‘But you have made one small error in your assumptions. It isn’t populations and people they are after, necessarily. There is no machine headed for Dordover. It’s going to Triverne Lake, to the site of the original college of magic.’

‘Of course, silly me. No Heart in Dordover and not so many people either these days. You think they’re after mana just like I do.’

‘They are harvesting something, aren’t they? And we’ve seen what the detonation clouds are run with. And the aftermath is very much like a mana fire. Stands to reason.’

‘So it does. And as it happens, I agree with you completely. So presumably you have riders on their way to the target cities?’

‘Of course.’

‘Mages would be faster.’

‘If they make it. Few will take the risk of flying such long distances. Hit a mana dropout and that’s your lot. Too risky.’

Gresse was quiet for a moment. Blackthorne watched his old friend weighing up what he’d heard. He looked very old and sick this morning. His eyes had dulled since the run from the vineyards. Blackthorne wondered how long he could count on his wisdom and his enquiring mind.

‘Stop looking at me like I’m about to die, Blackthorne. It’s very off-putting.’

‘Sorry. I’m sorry. It’s just . . .’

‘Well as a matter of fact I don’t feel great but I am not yet on my last legs. Not on any legs right now as it happens. But it has given me time to think. Here’s a question for you. Why didn’t these machines appear right by what we assume are their targets? They seem to be able to appear anywhere they like so why this slow procession?’

‘I don’t know.’ Blackthorne shook his head. ‘I’ll put it to the masses. See if anyone has anything bright to say.’

‘No need.’ There was a gleam in Gresse’s eyes. ‘I have a theory. Perhaps they need to attain a critical mass before attacking a college where the mana density is so great.’

Blackthorne felt genuine surprise. He took a sidelong look at Gresse before facing forward again.

‘I see the cancer hasn’t addled your brain just yet, then.’

‘Improved it if anything,’ said Gresse. ‘Well, what do you think?’

‘Plausible. Would you care to expand on your thoughts?’

Gresse sat up a little straighter. Blackthorne stepped closer to the wagon and rested a hand on its side.

‘It’s just observation, really. When we first saw the machine at the vineyards, it was big, yes, but looked, I don’t know . . . deflated, if you see what I mean. And when the detonation clouds built up, the whole thing was rattling and wheezing fit to burst. Look at it now. That outer skin seems tighter, and when the clouds build, it all looks depressingly smooth and well-oiled, for want of a better expression. Still noisy as hell, but the noise of health not the rattle of death. The only thing I can liken it to is a horse. It needs breaking-in and running for a long time before it matures and understands what is asked of it. Before it can do everything for which it was born.

‘What do you think?’

Blackthorne raised his eyebrows. ‘I think I wish I’d been able to tell my riders that. It makes perfect sense to me. I’ll talk to my mages and have them observe what they can both inside and outside the mana spectrum. The more we understand these things, the more we can report to Denser and Sol in Xetesk.’

‘Bet you never thought you’d end up on a survey and research team, did you?’ said Gresse.

Blackthorne chuckled. ‘Not with a grumpy old sod like you, that’s for sure. Is there room on that wagon for me? I feel like I deserve a rest. Feeling my age, you know.’

‘You should try feeling mine.’

‘All in good time, old friend. All in good time.’

 


Heryst, Lord Elder Mage of Lystern, had seen enemies come and go. Cheating death was a habit, so they said, and he thought it a good habit to adopt. But that was before the lost souls began lining up demanding access to the college, the city and their loved ones. All of them in other people’s bodies. But what he had thought to be a distasteful charade had turned out to be the truth and a deep disquiet had settled on him.

Lystern was a poor city now. Perhaps in a dozen generations she would attain her former glory. Now, ruins and relics were all that remained alongside a fierce spirit among the people who had survived imprisonment by the demons and a feeling of close family among the handful who had kept the college from finally falling into demon hands.

Heryst would lament those who had died in that service. And it was their memories he would not see go to waste. The Heart had been saved and the college was beginning to recover. He looked with envy at the ease with which Xetesk appeared to have risen from the mire of the war, but at least he didn’t have to fear them. The incumbent Lord of the Mount, a genuine hero of Balaia, was the first of his kind to eschew Xeteskian dominion for Balaian stability.

It gave him great heart for the future, but this morning he feared that future was about to be snuffed out. From the walls of the college he could look out south and east over the stinking city and see what was coming at them. He was told they were not numerous, indeed that a well-placed spell barrage would stop them. But those who told him these things had not spoken to his old mentor Kayvel, or to any of the other returned souls barracked in the college. He knew there were plenty in the city too. He wondered if they were saying the same things to their already nervous loved ones.

‘How long before they are at your gates?’

Heryst was deep underneath the Heart of the college, where the mana ran so strongly and so true. He sat with a long-fingered hand on a silk panel linked to the Communion Globe by filaments of gold thread. He currently made up one of the six who kept the line of communication forever open. All six sat in low, comfortable chairs in order to preserve stamina. The panels were built into the left arms of the chairs, which circled the stand in which the Globe sat. The Globe itself was made from gold and steel and covered in fine cream silk. The combination channelled mana particularly well and the silk glowed with the base colour of the college magic. A green light bathed Heryst as the signal strengthened.

‘Mid-afternoon at their current speed, my Lord Denser.’

‘And you have not even managed to slow them?’

‘Slowing them isn’t the issue. Their pace is ponderous in the extreme. But they will not turn. They will not negotiate and they will not trade. They do not believe they have to.’

‘What will you do? I can spare no one. We are mounting an attack on the enemy coming towards us, but like you the dead in our midst tell us we will fail. I refuse to believe that.’

‘As do I,’ said Heryst. ‘We have precious little in the way of meaningful defence but what we do have will be unleashed the moment they set foot inside the city boundaries. They have been told this will happen. My conscience is clear.’

‘Keep the Globe running,’ said Denser. ‘We can win if we work together. Anything you learn, anything we learn, we must exchange.’

‘You have my word on that.’

‘Good luck, Lord Heryst. The wishes of the whole of Xetesk are with you.’

‘That means more than you know. I must go. The refugees are building up and I need to position my forces. We will speak later in the day.’

‘I’m counting on it.’

The Communion Globe changed from vibrant green to a dull grey. Idling, the Communion teams called it. Heryst relaxed and removed his hand from the panel. Two others did the same, leaving three to maintain the casting at a low level. After a moment to gather himself, he stood.

‘Whatever you hear and whatever you see in the coming days, we must keep this alive. I do not know if we can stop the enemy. All we know is that in their wake lies devastation and that they are coming right for us. Keep strong, you and the resting teams. Balaia needs you.’

Heryst moved to the heavy door of the chamber and knocked for it to be pulled open. Cool air washed in. The door was made from thick oak timbers and bound with iron. A dormant spell lay on the door, a WardLock ready to be activated by a command word from inside should anyone threaten the Globe. Heryst thought it likely they would need to use it soon enough.

Outside, the energy of the Heart warmed his body. It rested thirty feet above his head. A tall, cylindrical stone, similar to those in all the colleges in a chamber designed to circulate mana at high density. Without it, mages aligned to the college anywhere in the world would be unable to cast spells with any degree of certainty or success.

Heryst nodded to the guards and began to climb the long, gentle, circular stairway up to ground level. There were mirrors set along the outside wall every thirty feet or so, all of them ancient and tarnished, hung as a security measure by a high elder mage of generations past. He caught his reflection in one of them and rather wished he hadn’t.

He admitted to being sixty but looked more like ninety. His once-proud head of hair was gone and he wore a skullcap to keep the chill away. His face was wrinkled and puffy, his nose and cheeks perennially red and veined. Heryst knew why but the shakes in the morning were only ever quelled by strong spirits.

The demons had taken so much. Maybe not his soul but the man he had been was lost forever. Sleep was a fleeting pleasure ruined by nightmares and food was taken merely to live. The joy of taste was a bitter memory.

Heryst sighed. His eyes were not still. The pupils performed a tiny, jerking dance and took the edge off his focus. He reached out a hand to the mirror and touched it with the tips of his skeletal fingers.

‘I’ve been fooling you, haven’t I? This isn’t life; it is just a long decline to the grave,’ he whispered. ‘Perhaps defeat would be best for us all.’
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‘I don’t see this lot as being too much of a problem,’ said Denser.

‘No indeed,’ said Sol. ‘Hard to remember a time when I could count an enemy invasion force on the fingers of one hand. A well-placed Jalyr’s Sun should do the trick.’

‘You do realise it can’t be that easy, don’t you?’ said Denser.

‘Of course,’ said Sol.

‘Where do you think we should try and take them?’

Sol looked out over the gently rolling countryside that was so typical of inland Balaia. They were three days easy ride south-east of Xetesk on the southern borders of the Pontois Plains. The land north was beautiful and green, scattered with the purple flowers of heather. To the south the landscape was dominated by the great Grethern Forest, where Thraun used to run as a wolf. But to the east the ground was parched and dying, as if anticipating the disaster about to overcome it and reduce it still further. Its rolls and shallow dips hid the enemy for short periods, though their position could always be marked by the belching cloud, metallic thudding and occasional flash of mana fire that preceded a wash of heat.

The horizon was full of dust and the air tainted with an acrid burning scent that stuck in the throat. The enemy was transforming Balaia into a wasteland and their ambling pace told of a power mighty enough to have no need of urgency. It was clear even from this distance that they did not consider the soldiers and mages of Balaia any sort of threat.

The shock of seeing the enemy and their extraordinary machine had passed quickly enough. The moment’s fear of the unknown had been washed away by relief that only three men walked in front of the machine which, it had been confirmed quickly, was drawing in mana, or rather whatever it was mana became after it had been ignited. It had made sense of the spreading dropouts in the mana spectrum. The huge, bulbous, metallic balloon being dragged on sled runners sent gouts of steam and smoke from multiple chimneys, while from within the thundering of metal parts hammering together occasionally drowned out all speech.

There was to have been a discussion about talking to the enemy. Seeing the spreading destruction left in their wake had strangled that thought at birth.

‘I think as soon as we are ready we should attack. No sense in delay.’

They were standing with thirty mages and two hundred college guard, having ridden to their forward camp late the previous evening. The returned Raven, unable to ride horses because no horse would take a dead man on its back, had joined them this morning.

‘I thought all you dead folk liked to stick together,’ said Denser ‘I’m surprised no more of you came. Solidarity and all that.’

‘They can’t, as I am tired of explaining,’ said Hirad. ‘Not unless their loved ones are standing here too. And add to that, they’re bloody scared of this enemy. Just like me.’

‘But I thought the whole was greater than the sum, if you get me,’ said Denser.

‘And that is why they congregate close together in Xetesk for the most part. But they, like we, have other compulsions,’ said Ilkar.

‘You’ve felt it, Unknown,’ said Hirad. ‘Don’t pretend you haven’t. Or you, Xetesk-man. The weight of souls around you. They need something to hang on to. Alone they just get blown away one by one. But together there is strength.’

Ilkar nodded. ‘In our own dimension we congregated because the more that are in one place, the greater the bliss and comfort. Now we congregate if we are not to fade. Not all of them have purpose beyond survival, and for them the dual support of being by their loved ones and in a mass is safe. But for us it’s different. For us to survive, we need a purpose and we need someone living to show us the way. We’re beginning to think that, for better or worse, that’s you, Unknown, and you, Denser.’

‘I’m not with you,’ said Sol.

‘You two are what binds us all, that’s what we think,’ said Erienne, her young frame dwarfed by that of Sol. ‘We can’t prove it, but what we do know is that now we’re back, the further we are from you, the more it hurts.’

‘So you’re saying you want to help us in this fight? I thought you said we couldn’t beat them,’ said Sol.

Hirad hefted the sword in his hand. ‘Yeah, but you have to try, don’t you?’

‘You’re talking about revenge,’ said Sol.

‘Bloody right. Now we’re here, it seems rude not to. I still don’t want you to fight, but if you are that determined, we will stand with you.’

Sol smiled, a little familiar warmth from standing with The Raven seeping into his bones.

‘Well, fair enough, but this isn’t a Raven fight, it’s Xetesk’s. We’re casting. There won’t be anything left for you to confront.’

Hirad’s eyes widened. ‘That’ll give you a bit of an itchy sword hand, won’t it?’

Sol laughed. ‘I’m over fifty. I use the cudgel on unruly drunks but I don’t pick up my sword any more.’

‘But—’

‘Hirad, this isn’t going to be like the old days. Gods drowning, if I walk too far the arthritis in my hip puts me in a chair for two days. That body you’re wearing gives you twenty years on me. At least.’

‘So what’s that on your back, then?’

Sol’s two-handed blade was sitting in its snap-clip fastenings, hilt over his right shoulder like always. He shrugged.

‘You know how cautious I am, Hirad.’

Hirad nodded. ‘Whatever you want to believe. But when the fight begins, I still want you on my left-hand side, arthritic hip or not.’

‘I’ll bear it in mind.’

‘Good. So when are you casting?’

‘About as soon as you stop jabbering, Coldheart,’ said Denser. ‘Just watch what a Jalyr’s Sun can do.’

Ilkar and Erienne blinked in unison.

‘A what?’ asked Erienne.

‘That’ll be the new name for a FireGlobe,’ said Denser. ‘First successfully tested by Jalyr in the Xetesk long rooms seventy-odd years ago, as you no doubt recall from your history.’

The little girl’s face pouted beautifully, and Sol had to suppress a laugh.

‘Why have you renamed it?’ she asked.

‘We renamed pretty much every offensive spell,’ said Denser. ‘And a few others.’

‘Why?’ asked Ilkar. ‘What was wrong with the old names? Never left me in any doubt what the effect was meant to be.’

Denser spread his hands. ‘Well, it was felt, when we eventually got round a table - the three colleges, the elves, barons and Wesmen - that certain spell names were overly aggressive and gave a negative impression of mages. And they had no style either, some of them. No imagination.’

Ilkar’s eyes sparkled. ‘You’re joking, right? You sat round a table and discussed spell names with the Wesmen. Was Tessaya there?’

‘He’s not joking,’ said Sol. ‘And yes, he was there. Still going strong too, our lord of the united tribes. Made some good suggestions on the names too.’

‘Didn’t you have more important things to discuss?’ asked Erienne. ‘Like how to get the birth rate up and repopulate the place. How you were going to rebuild the country. Tiny trifles like that? Seems to me you’re trying to reinvent mages into some outdated romantic ideal. Bit stupid, really.’

‘Say what you think, my love,’ said Denser. ‘I hate it when you vacillate.’

Erienne smiled, the gaps in her teeth augmenting her air of innocence. ‘So go on, then, what did you call HellFire?’

‘Could I point out that we have an enemy advancing on us? Slowly, I admit, but advancing.’ Darrick hadn’t taken his eyes from them. ‘You’re going to miss the best place to cast this spell if you don’t get on with it. If they get another half a mile closer, you’ll have lost the slope for any infantry advance and your watchers back there on the hill will be feeling a little close to the action. I presume they are to run if it all goes wrong?’

‘Bloody soldiers,’ grumbled Ilkar. ‘Always have to be so practical.’

‘We’re in danger of losing focus,’ said Darrick. ‘And that would surely be catastrophic.’

Sol nodded. ‘He’s right of course. Thank you, General. Let’s get the mage team preparing. They need space and a little peace. Any of The Raven who want to stand with me, I’d be honoured.’

‘I wouldn’t stand anywhere else,’ said Hirad.

He moved to Sol’s right-hand side and Sol felt a tingle through his entire body, even though the sight of their borrowed bodies made him sad. He had to stop himself reaching for his sword. Sirendor came to stand on Hirad’s right, the place Thraun had filled after Sirendor’s death. Ras came to Sol’s left, standing next to Aeb, once a huge warrior from the disbanded Protector calling, now in the body of a street fighter, short, squat and powerful.

In the old days Ras would have taken position with Richmond but his nine-year-old’s body could not handle a sword and he was standing frustrated behind the mage line. Darrick completed the line to Sol’s left. Erienne and Ilkar were with Denser while the Lord of the Mount issued his instructions to the casting team.

‘Gods falling, we’d better get this spell right,’ muttered Sol.

The air became taut. Mana poured into the spell construct as it expanded. Sol couldn’t see mana, only a mage could tune into that spectrum of light, but he knew well enough what he would see if he could. Long hours with Denser drawing him diagrams had seen to that.

A circle, widening every moment and with lines criss-crossing it like hundreds of spokes on a cartwheel, to keep it under control. The shape would be a deep, pulsing blue, the colour of Xeteskian magic. Once the circle had reached the required size, more power would be fed into it. The lattice of lines would bow out above and below, like the inflation of a pig’s bladder for a child’s game. The lines would glow brightly. They would strain and then they would hold.

The spell was almost ready to cast. Denser, his eyes closed, his body linked to the construct but not a part of it, spoke final words of encouragement to his mages. Their faces were red and sweating. They were all blowing hard, concentrating everything they had on keeping the shape steady.

Denser opened his eyes and smiled. He looked out over the enemy, still half a mile distant. The concentration of mana had caught their attention. Heads that had been looking down now gazed directly at the group of mages, whose spell, invisible to the naked eye, would be bobbing just in front of them, awaiting release on Denser’s command.

As if in response, a resonance built up in the air. A cloud quickly formed above the machine. It was shot through with lightning spears of colour. Yellow, green, orange and blue clashing and exploding. Another wave of heat pulsed out. Fire raged briefly in the wake of the machine and more of the Balaian landscape was turned to dust and ash.

‘I’ve seen enough,’ said Sol.

‘Me too,’ said Denser. He turned to Erienne and smiled. ‘Cleansing Flame.’

‘What?’

‘HellFire, my love,’ he said. ‘It’s now called Cleansing Flame.’

And accompanying her delightful child’s laughter, Denser inclined his head and the Jalyr’s Sun was released.

Barely fifteen feet from the ground, the deep blue sphere, flashing with white and blue light deep in its core, sailed out from the casting team. It was vast. Forty yards in diameter at best guess.

‘You really mean business, don’t you?’ breathed Hirad.

‘People really shouldn’t take bits of my country away without asking, should they?’ said Denser.

The sphere crackled with barely suppressed power. It increased in speed as it approached the enemy, and veered sharply up right in front of them. Their eyes followed it. The beasts pulling the machine ignored it completely. A curt nod from Denser and the sun set on the invaders.

The sphere dropped like a stone, impacting the ground and the enemy, bulging at its base before exploding in a deluge of blue fire. A hot wind rushed out, forcing Sol to turn his head briefly. The sound of the detonation rattled overhead, a thunderclap in a clear sky.

In its midst the invaders had been obliterated. Sol could see nothing of the three who had been walking in front of the beasts, nothing at all. One of the two beasts had let out a brief wail but now both huge corpses burned blue, the flame eating them to ashes faster than the eye could see. Grass, bush and tree had been scorched in an instant. Through the clouds of smoke all that could be seen was the machine, glowing red in the heat, its seams turning white.

The sound of metal straining and rivets popping echoed across the land. The shell of the machine was expanding. Sol put his hand up to his eyes to protect them from the fierce heat the Jalyr’s Sun had caused. He could see masts buckling and melting, funnels falling and the links of chains turning to drips of molten metal. A metallic screeching and grinding scattered the watching mounted guard. Everywhere men and women clamped their hands over their ears.

Steam and an oily smoke erupted from bursting seams and through the torn openings of funnels. The blue fire continued to gorge on the metal, eating quickly through the shell. A dull thud was felt through the ground. In the side of the machine a dent had appeared, as if smashed there by the fist of a giant. The next instant it bulged back out with an agonised tearing sound.

‘Down!’ yelled Sol. ‘Shields. Shields!’

He dropped to the ground, dragging Hirad with him. He put his face to the dirt and covered his head with his hands, praying everyone was following his lead. The machine exploded. A scream was torn from Sol’s lips, lost in the teeth of the detonation that roared overhead, filling the sky.

He dared a look. Ash and dust were a thick, choking cloud. Ripped metal sheets whistled overhead. Others sailed high into the sky, turning and spinning. The air was hot, painful in the lungs. The blue of the mana fire was gone, replaced by the orange and yellow of burning wood and glowing metal. All around him pieces of the machine were beginning to fall to the earth, slapping onto the ground and into defenceless bodies.

‘HardShields up,’ said Ilkar and Erienne together.

More debris drummed onto the outside of their dual shield, harmless now, bouncing or sliding to the ground around The Raven. Sol could hear other shields being cast. He could hear the screams of the wounded too. They would have to wait just for a moment. He rose to his feet and brushed himself down, giving Hirad a helping hand when he was done.

Denser lay where he was for a moment before rolling onto his back and spitting dust from his mouth.

‘HardShield,’ he said, getting gingerly to his feet. ‘I think you’ll find you mean Orsyn’s Cocoon.’

Ilkar just laughed. ‘Call it what you like, Denser.’

The air had stilled and Sol turned back to the devastation the Xeteskian spell had wrought. Small fires burned all over the ground and the base of the machine flickered with dozens of flames.

‘We need to see to the wounded.’ Denser was behind him, talking still.

‘Agreed,’ said Erienne. ‘A somewhat unexpected result, wasn’t it?’

‘Indeed,’ said Denser. ‘I hope no one is too badly hurt. Something wrong, Sol?’

Sol didn’t reply. He began walking towards the husk of the machine. Unless his eyes were deceiving him, burning parts and charred debris were disappearing, plucked by an unseen hand. So were the bodies of the beasts.

‘This can’t be good.’

The wreckage of the machine blinked out of existence, leaving baked earth beneath it and runner marks as the only evidence it had been there at all. Sol stopped and began to back away. At the edge of his hearing there was a whine like the distant buzzing of bees.

Fifty men stood before him, no more than a hundred yards away. Big men. Eight feet tall and more. Armoured from head to toe. Another fifty. Then another hundred. Another harvesting machine appeared behind them. Sol was rooted to the spot. He could hear Hirad shouting from just a few paces behind him but could do nothing but stand and stare.

Every one of the enemy had something in his hands. Not a sword nor a spear but surely a weapon of some kind. They raised the weapons and pointed them at Sol, at The Raven, at the whole Xeteskian force. And they began to march.

The Unknown swallowed.

‘Oh shit.’
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The south walls of the college rocked once and simply crumbled. Heryst, standing on the wide raised courtyard of Lystern’s tower had not even seen what had hit it. It hardly mattered.

The enemy had reached the city boundaries and not even paused for breath. Terrified people ran before them. The few who stood up to them had been trampled underfoot, rendered to dust. A swathe of destruction two hundred yards wide and expanding angled directly towards the college gates. Buildings had rippled and fallen. He’d seen streams and teardrops of pure white light streaking out from the approaching attackers.

Mages had dropped spell after spell on them. And all it seemed to do was bring more of them to the fight. Twenty armoured soldiers walked lazily over the rubble they’d created. In their wake came the machine his mages told him was sucking the mana from the air. The Heart of the college was next.

College guard and mages streamed into the lower courtyard below him. City folk were running in the opposite direction, fleeing north, heading out of the city.

‘Volley!’ he yelled into the tumult, unsure if anyone could hear him to relay his message. ‘Volley!’

In truth, his orders were immaterial. Order existed but barely. Archers, the precious few he had, were firing at will. A truly pointless exercise it seemed with shafts bouncing off armour wherever they hit. But still they tried.

The noise seemed to intensify with the heat belched out by the machine. Another cloud was forming above it, crackling with energy, shot through with green light, draining away the power of Lystern, college of magic. Heryst fought the urge to cry, to turn and run from his utter helplessness. He was surrounded by his leading mages and every one of them looked to him for direction.

‘Bastards,’ he said. ‘Give them everything you’ve got. Pour fire and ice on them. Take them down. They can’t reinforce forever.’

Mages began casting and Heryst did too. A wildness gripped him and he found he did not care if what he did stopped them or not. He just wanted some of them to die at his hand. Heryst had always been an accurate and efficient mage. His casting was sure and quick; IceBlades were his favourite attack.

He targeted the centre of the enemy line, brought his hands together palms up and sides touching, and blew gently along the line of his fingers. The casting fled away, multiple flechettes of ice, flat, needle-pointed and with razor-sharp edges, flying to their mark. Heryst kept his hands steady. In the smoke and dust the enemy would not even see them coming.

Moments later they struck, snipping through armour and biting deep, pushing and burrowing before the heat of the target body rendered them useless. The enemy howled in pain. Blood spurted and streamed from countless wounds in his chest and head. He dropped his weapon and put his hands to his helmet. He fell to his knees and pitched forward.

More spells poured in from the upper and lower courtyards. More ice and fire, deluging their foe. Three more were cut down, two bodies burning where they lay. Lystern gathered a little confidence. Heryst prepared to cast again. Once more his preparation was smooth.

The enemy continued to advance, curious light chasing itself across their armour, illuminating what looked like runes or figures. Heryst chose his target and cast. The Blades struck the enemy’s armour, which flared blinding white in response. Heryst shut his eyes reflexively, opening them again to see the armour of every invader beginning to pulse.

In moments the figures were obscured by the glare coming from the lettering covering their bodies. Tongues of light lashed out on the crest of a wave of force. The tower of Lystern rocked on its foundations. Below Heryst, men and women were screaming. He had never seen such carnage. Heads, limbs and body parts littered the ground where just a heartbeat before sixty and more mages and archers had been standing. Some had survived the onslaught but the enemy turned on them. White light like teardrops poured from the complex rods they carried, tearing into the helpless wounded, blowing them apart.

‘No!’ screamed Heryst.

‘Time to go, my Lord,’ said Kayvel, returned from the dead and still standing by him though his new body was hardly more healthy than the one in which he had died.

‘We must fight.’

‘We cannot, Heryst. It is as I told you. They are too strong. Cut the head from one beast and ten more appear.’

All the energy, all the strength and belief flowed from Heryst and he sagged, letting the sound of the machine and the dying cries of his own people wash over him. From the upper courtyard mages still cast. One section of the courtyard wall exploded inwards. More died. It was a procession.

‘Then what can we do?’

‘The only thing that is left. Get to the Communion Globe and warn the others. Tell them to run.’

Heryst nodded, direction giving him something to cling on to for just a while longer. He ran from the courtyard shouting to his people to run, to save themselves in any way they could. The rumble of falling masonry was loud in his ears. The stonework shook beneath his feet. The tower of Lystern was coming down.

Heryst took the long spiral staircase two steps at a time. Everyone he met he ordered away from the college. Down beneath the still-beating Heart he went to the chamber of the Communion Globe. Outside the door two frightened-looking guards remained at their posts.

‘There is no hope,’ said Heryst. ‘Go. Save yourselves if you can. Do not fight. Run north.’

‘My Lord, we are sworn—’

‘I release you from all such bonds. Go. Please.’

He opened the door, stepped inside and closed it behind him. Peace descended. All he could feel was the rumble of the approaching machine and all he could hear the distant crump of collapsing stone. Not long now.

‘Xetesk. I must speak to Xetesk.’ Heryst half-threw the nearest mage from his chair. ‘Enact the ward. Lock that door.’

He sat down and placed his hand on the silk.
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Sharyr had retired from the research and casting of dimensional magics after the demon wars. The fact was, he couldn’t stand casting at all after it was over. His hands weren’t steady, his mind wasn’t sharp and he had simply had enough. But when Denser asked him to be master of the Xeteskian Communion Globe, he had felt it was a job he could safely accept. Not difficult and yet commanding great respect among the colleges and even the elves.

Since the failure of the Globe on Calaius, Sharyr had spent much time in the chamber, set away from prying eyes, deep in the catacombs. Rumour had it that not even Dystran knew where it was but Sharyr didn’t believe that for a moment.

They had not raised a whimper from the elves.

Sharyr was not an old man, though like every veteran of those terrible days he surely felt like one. He’d managed to keep his hair, an achievement of which he was proud. But still the nightmares plagued his sleep and tripped up his bladder. One day he was certain it would all fade away. One day.

He sat in one of the six low chairs with his hand on the silk, on call just in case he should be needed to help channel messages through to Denser out in the field. Just like his last conversation with Heryst over in Lystern. The enemy would be at their gates now. But their Globe was still active and stable. In Xetesk they could feel it.

‘What if the Calaian Globe isn’t actually down but the focus of the spell has shifted for some reason,’ he said as the thought occurred. ‘We assume a certain shape to their construct, and it is that we cannot find. What if we should be looking for a slightly altered shape. We should think what the construct might look like if it was, you know, just ever so slightly tuned out or something.’

‘Master Sharyr. It’s Lystern,’ said a voice from across the Globe.

‘I’m here,’ said Sharyr.

He settled more deeply into the chair, flattened his palm against the silk and fed his own Communion structure into the Globe where it joined with the other five to amplify and solidify the contact with Lystern.

‘I am Master Sharyr and this is Xetesk.’

What came back when the contact was open sounded like screams and rock falls. Nothing should penetrate the sanctity of the Globe chambers.

‘Lystern, speak.’

‘They are at the doors. They’re at the damned doors,’ shrieked a voice consumed by terror.

‘Heryst? My Lord Heryst, is that you?’ Sharyr’s heart was pounding. He could feel the anxiety of his team adding to a rippling in the construct. ‘Steady. Steady.’

‘Sharyr, listen to me.’ A second voice. Calmer. This was Heryst. ‘The enemy have breached the college. The tower is coming down around us. They—’

A massive crash sounded. Sharyr pressed his hand to the silk to stop himself jerking it away to hold over his ear. He winced as the report fed through the Globe. At least one of his team lost the casting.

‘Get yourself back in,’ he hissed. ‘Steady it. Come on. Breathe.’

‘Dear Gods above. The Heart. Stop them.’

More sounds of destruction. Sharyr heard a scream, cut off abruptly. The Communion flickered and steadied.

‘Heryst. Can you hear me?’

Sobbing from Lystern. Screams and explosions. It had to be happening right outside the chamber. Or within.

‘It’s gone,’ managed Heryst, his voice tight and whispering. ‘They’ve ripped it right out of its cradle. Dear Gods burning, we are finished.’

‘What, Heryst, what?’ But he knew.

‘The Heart, Sharyr. Taken and consumed. Listen to me. Run. Do not fight them. You cannot possibly win. Tell Denser. Call off his attack. Save lives, it’s the only—’

A cracking of timbers.

‘They’re here. They’re inside,’ hissed Heryst.

‘Who?’ urged Sharyr. ‘Who is inside? What are they?’

A strangled cry and the Globe flickered.

‘Where are they?’ demanded an alien voice that bounced in Sharyr’s skull. It was strangely melodic but this did not disguise either the power or the menace.

‘Who?’ Heryst’s voice was cracked and desperate.

‘Those who light the way. Those who will seek the path to us.’

‘I don’t know what you mean,’ said Heryst. ‘Please, you have what you want. Spare my people.’

Sharyr heard the sound of something cracking. Bone and cartilage. The alien voice said something else but he couldn’t pick it up. The voice of another of the Lysternan Globe team began to speak. Something fell, something heavy.

The Communion Globe was silent, reducing to a dull grey.

‘Heryst? Heryst, can you hear me? Any of you?’

Sharyr kept his hand on the silk still, praying for the contact to be re-established. Futile. All he could hear was the hard breathing of his team.

‘They’ve gone,’ said one. ‘They’ve gone.’

‘Did anyone catch what the other voice said?’ asked Sharyr, his cracked voice echoing painfully in the Communion chamber.

‘I believe so, but it hardly matters,’ said the mage to his right. ‘Garonin, or something.’

‘Everything matters right now. Go and look up that word. Any clue as to who they are could help. I’ve got a feeling I heard it before when we were researching dimensional alignment. Those texts weren’t in the library; they’re still down here in my old work-shops. ’

‘As you wish, Master Sharyr.’

‘And the rest of us, let us not be next,’ said Sharyr. ‘Let’s get this construct back steady. We have to get hold of Lord Denser.’

 


‘Unknown! Get down!’

The impact in Sol’s back sent him sprawling to the scorched ground. The earth vibrated beneath him with the force of multiple explosions. He heard screams and rolled onto his back. His scabbard dug in painfully. Hirad and Ras were both above him, looking towards the enemy.

‘What di—?’

‘Down!’

Hirad again. The barbarian in a merchant’s body flung himself on top of Sol. There was a distinct clicking sound like the unlatching of many doors. An arc of white pulses in the shape of teardrops fled over Sol’s head and slammed into helpless mages, soldiers and mounted guards.

Defensive shield castings collapsed under the onslaught, flaring deep blue as they failed. Light ripped through bodies, obliterating people, punching holes in torsos and tearing horses apart.

‘It’s going to be a slaughter,’ said Hirad.

‘No, it isn’t,’ said Sol. He pushed Hirad off him, got to his feet and snapped his sword from its clasps. ‘Let’s get to it.’

‘Raven!’ roared Hirad. ‘Raven, with me!’

Sol was ahead of him, charging towards the slowly advancing line of enemies. They were huge, all of them tall and powerfully built. Covered from head to toe in armour that seemed to glisten in the sunlight. Numerals and lettering woven into breastplates and leg guards shone.

‘Get amongst them,’ he called over his shoulder. ‘They can’t shoot at you if you’re inside their guard.’

More fire spat from enemy weapons. Sol felt the heat as a teardrop fizzed past his shoulder. There was no time to check how far behind the rest of The Raven or the Xeteskian guard were. He ducked his head as more fire whipped about his ears. He felt the pain begin to flare in his damaged hip and whispered an apology to his wife and sons.

‘What do you think you’re doing, old man?’ he muttered.

Sol brought his sword to ready and hoped he remembered how to use it. There was not a flicker from his target. The enemy were well spread out, marching forward carefully. Detonation followed detonation but Sol dared not look behind to see what was happening.

The man in front of him had turned his weapon. Sol ducked reflexively. A teardrop smashed into his blade, shearing the top clean off above his head. His hands rang with the vibration of the impact. Sol swung the remainder of his blade through two-handed. It thudded hard into the midriff of the enemy just beneath his arms. Sol’s momentum carried him straight on, barging the man off his feet.

Sol landed on top, snatched a knife from his belt and jammed it under the chin strap of the enemy’s helmet. The scream of death was a keening wail. Blood pumped from the wound briefly and the man lay still. Sol rolled away, coming to his feet in time to see Hirad and Ras enter the fray. A few paces behind them came the rest of The Raven, mages behind warriors, magical shields in place for what good they would do. He knew it was them behind the masks of their borrowed faces but still he worried. They looked so ordinary.

The Xeteskian mage team had been largely annihilated. Four still stood of the thirty who had cast. They were casting again. God’s Eyes of blue fire sailed over Sol’s head to crash into the ranks of the enemy.

‘Form up, Raven!’ ordered Sol. ‘Dead or alive, get your memories working.’

The Raven surged across the open space. As one, the enemy stopped moving. Hirad buried his blade to the hilt in the neck of his victim, having to angle high to reach his target. Ras sliced through a leg guard and his opponent fell. The front rank of the enemy dropped to one knee; the second rank remained standing.

Sol frowned and squared up to his next target. His two-handed blade was useless. No balance and no bludgeoning point. He discarded it and drew a second knife. Many eyes had turned towards him and The Raven coming up fast in support.

‘Shield covering you,’ said Ilkar. ‘We have projectile and spell covering. Those teardrops are mana based.’

Sol relaxed just a little. The Raven took their positions. Angled chevron. Just like the old days. Well, almost. They advanced. In front of them the enemy, still widely spaced, checked their weapons, made small adjustments and brought them back to bear. Still Xeteskian spells dropped in their midst but now a white flaring told of their impotence.

‘Hit them hard, Raven,’ said Sol. ‘Let’s go.’

The Raven ran in. Every enemy weapon fired. The front rank spewed teardrops. Others launched projectiles that trailed smoke in lazy arcs. Multiple impacts shivered into Ilkar’s shield. Sol heard him grunt with the effort of maintaining it. But behind no such strength prevailed. Explosions ripped the Xeteskian guard apart. Volley after volley landed in their midst. And each detonation sent red-hot fragments of metal in all directions. Flesh was flayed from bones. Skulls imploded. Limbs shredded or torn from bodies entirely. Souls shrieked as they were cast into the void.

Sol heard a drumming sound. Metal shards were raining against the projectile shield. Erienne gasped, a terribly frail sound from her young mouth. The shield flared the intense brown of the One magic casting, the ancient original magic discipline reborn in her daughter, Lyanna, and that had passed to her on Lyanna’s death. The Raven halted. The fire on them intensified.

‘Ilkar?’ called Sol.

‘Holding. Just. Move on. Be quick.’

‘Pick your targets,’ said Sol. ‘Get inside those weapons. Fight dirty.’

‘Just the way I like it,’ said Hirad.

White light, metal, heat and fire washed over the shields which Ilkar and Erienne clung on to. The attention of the enemy was on them. Huge figures turned and moved in.

‘Keep it steady, Raven!’ called Hirad.

Sol could see the eye slit of his target’s helmet. The armour was beguiling. Cool light swam through the runes and symbols. But inside the helmet the eyes were shadowed and dark. The enemy brought his weapon to bear. He fired. White teardrops flattened against Ilkar’s shield. Sol grunted a smile. He stepped in close, grabbed the man’s shoulder and drove his blade up into his neck. The enemy reared back, blood spewing out. Sol’s blade was all but ripped from his hand.

Two more filled the gap. Hirad was next to him. The young body he inhabited was fast, the soul inside adding skill to speed. He ducked a flailing weapon and slipped his sword into the gap between leg and torso armour. His target collapsed forward, Hirad shovelling him sideways.

A figure flew into the fight on Hirad’s right. It was a moment before Sol realised it was Sirendor. Simultaneously, the squat power of Aeb barrelled forward to Sol’s left. He brought down an enemy, arms around his waist, his body slamming into the surprised man, toppling him backwards. The two turned over, Aeb’s fists smashing again and again up into his opponent’s face. The enemy managed to bring his weapon round. He fired from close range. Inside the shield Aeb had no protection. His body juddered, smoked and blew apart, raining gore across The Raven’s line.

A second man inside the shield turned his weapon on Ras. The Raven warrior jumped and sliced his blade at the enemy helmet. The dull clang reverberated inside the shield. The man did not flinch. He fired. Ras’s head disintegrated and his body flopped to the ground.

‘God’s drowning!’ spat Hirad.

He ducked a flailing blow and came up to block the return and hack down with his sword on the man’s arm. His strike bit but did not pierce the armour. Sol wiped blood from his face. The enemy had seen the way to victory. They came on.

‘Back up!’ he shouted. ‘We’ve got to back up. We can’t let them inside the shield.’

The enemy ate up the ground. The Raven retreated. Every weapon appeared trained on them. Projectiles trailing smoke fell on them in their dozens.

‘Turn and run,’ ordered Sol. ‘Go, go, go.’

The decade of inactivity, the lack of familiarity with new bodies and simply being dead told. Sol spun round, the pain in his hip shooting agony into his lower back. He stumbled. Hirad reached out a hand to support him but the barbarian’s body was not the one his memories knew. Sol brought them both down, clattering straight into Ilkar, who pitched to the dirt.

‘Shield down, shield down!’

White teardrops tore into them. Ren lost her entire right leg, screaming as her soul was torn from her body. Darrick had charged at the enemy line, drawing fire all the way. His body jerked, smoked and was torn through with burning holes, falling unrecognisable to the ground. Denser paused to cast but Sirendor dragged him away.

‘No time, come on.’

Sol tried to get to his feet but his leg wouldn’t support him. He stumbled again. And then Erienne screamed. The cry of a little girl in agony. And in the midst of hearing Hirad shout for them all to run, Sol saw her staring at her arms while they blistered and burned, the flames reaching up to her head and engulfing her hair and face.

‘No, no!’ It was Denser, but Sirendor wouldn’t let him go. ‘Not again, please, not again.’

Sol began to crawl towards her. She was lying writhing on the scorched earth, beating at the flames which encased her. The others of The Raven downed were already gone. So brief a return, snuffed out so easily.

A foot came down on his back. He turned his body to grab at it and another pressed into his neck. Weapons pointed at his head and chest. He lay still. All he could see were the helmets of three of the enemy ringed by smoke and fire. He heard the screams of the few survivors as they were hunted down and obliterated. He fancied he could still hear Hirad but it had to be wishful thinking.

‘Sorry, Hirad. Why didn’t I listen?’ he whispered.

‘You.’ The voice belonged to one of the helmeted figures. The voice of a God. ‘You are the key.’

Sol frowned. A thundering, guttural roar told him the new machine had begun its work.

‘We will fight to the last man and woman. Your losses will be beyond contemplation.’

‘Not any more.’ Sol wasn’t sure, but he thought the man laughed. ‘Come.’

‘I—’

It wasn’t an invitation. A hand reached down to grip him and Balaia ceased to exist.
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Auum waited until the Calaian Sun had reached deep waters before shedding his tears. The greedy and the disbelievers had burned in their paper castles surrounded by their brief empires just as he had said they would. Clamouring and crying on the docksides as the last ships sailed.

He should not have been desolate for them but he was. Desolate for what they had become. More human than elf in their last moments. Hanging on to material things when the elven nation was reverting to that which it had been for long periods of its history. Back to the life of which the most ancient writings spoke. As nomads. Akin to the Arakhe, the demons, in more respects than they would care to admit.

And just like the Arakhe, the elves were chased from dimension to dimension, their enemy relentless in pursuit of the prize which each elf carried and each temple and city harboured in great density. Mana.

Auum had watched the glorious spires and proud houses of Ysundeneth consumed by flame. Scorched by the heat of mana fire. He had seen the clouds rise above the vydospheres and had known the hungry machines sucked in the very life of Calaius with each belching breath. He grieved for the city. And he grieved for every elf who died trying to keep the Garonin back for long enough that the fortunate few should escape.

But he grieved for the rainforest infinitely more. Not its temples. Though they were beautiful and ancient, they could be rebuilt and rededicated. But for all of Tual’s denizens, innocent victims of a war of millennia that simply brushed them aside. The rainforest was gone. His home for over three thousand years. The place where he had thought he might choose to step across to his rest when his work was finally done.

It might recover. Eventually. There was little more tenacious than the root and branch over which Beeth presided, after all. But would Tual’s denizens return? Those not immolated would have been pushed south into the desert lands or north and east into the sea. So many species would be gone forever. Just like the elves. Forced to adapt and move on, otherwise to perish.

Auum stood in the stern of the vessel. Five days on, the tears had long dried up but the cloud was still visible above ruined Calaius. Behind him Captain Jevin kept a steady hand on the tiller as he had done for as long as Auum had known him. A sea captain without peer and a braver elf Auum had yet to meet bar those of the TaiGethen themselves.

‘It will get no better for the want of staring at it,’ said Jevin.

Auum turned to see Jevin’s broad back.

‘We killed our own to save ourselves. There can be no greater crime.’

Auum’s memories came flooding back. The flames hemming them in as Ysundeneth burned. The desperation to make it aboard ship. The pleading, the threats and the promises. And finally the spells deployed to force order and the TaiGethen attacking those demanding passage when they had originally chosen to stay.

‘Think on who you saved, not who had to die. It is the way of elves.’

‘I cannot forget so easily,’ said Auum. ‘Every drop of blood is on my conscience.’

‘Who said anything about forgetting? We’re a long time alive, some of us, and our memories come with us all the way. But for now focus on what you have, not what you have lost.’

‘You sound like me,’ said Auum, coming to his side.

Jevin smiled at him. ‘Well, you talk a good deal of sense. Most of the time. And I make it my mission to listen to elves who kill with your efficiency.’

‘And what do we have, Captain?’

‘Look about you, Lord Auum. The sea is full of elven sails pushed hard by the devil wind the Garonin have caused with their fire. Almost three hundred, and all will make landfall before night.’

‘But do you know how few of the elven population of Calaius that represents?’

Jevin’s smile faded a touch. ‘Less than ten per cent, I am sure.’ ‘Less than five, my friend, even though every vessel is overburdened. I should be happy, I know. It is more than we took from the fires of the Garonin before. But we must also pray for the souls of all those who perished. For all that we achieved, we only saved forty thousand of our people. Every other soul is trapped and restless until we can find a new home.’

Jevin nodded and turned back to the wheel for a moment. Auum looked out over the crowded deck at the desperate and desolate, the bemused and the stricken. The confidence of millennia swept away in a few days.

‘You have many problems ahead before that time comes,’ said Jevin, inclining his head at the civilians.

‘The Garonin at our backs, an army of the displaced to move and feed, and Yniss only knows what state Balaia will be in. We have to assume they are also under attack.’

‘You’ll be lucky to find a college standing,’ said Jevin.

‘Yet we must hope Julatsa’s Heart beats for long enough to see us safely to the Wesmen and away.’

‘And you. Still determined to go through with your plan, then?’

‘Two men still live who I regard as highly as any TaiGethen elf. I will not leave them behind. The bulk of the civilians will travel to the west with Rebraal to appeal to the Charanacks. They have no mana, surely their path to the spirits is clear, and if it is, it might provide our means of escape.’

‘And if it doesn’t?’

‘Then the elven race dies on Balaia.’

Jevin blew out his cheeks and nodded his head. ‘Anyone else would sound overdramatic. You just scare me.’

‘Remain scared, it is a wise state of mind.’

Mages were flying back to the fleet. Dark specks against the cloud-strewn sky, flying against the wind. Auum felt his heart rate increase. News was at hand. He watched the trio approach. Jevin ordered a red burgee raised atop the main mast to guide them in. Rebraal had chosen well. All appeared unhurried and in control of their castings after several hours away although they had probably been unable to land.

But as they drew near he could make out the distress on their faces ever more clearly. He prayed to Yniss that it was simply exhaustion but he knew otherwise. The trio circled the Calaian Sun and landed on the wheel deck.

Everyone on board was looking at them. Every elf on deck had risen and there was a concerted bunching towards the stern. Auum didn’t blame them. The first mate asked for calm and assured them that information would be given to all. It did little to quell the thirst for knowledge.

‘I hardly need to ask, do I?’

Dila’heth shook her head and wiped dust from her face.

‘They are there, my Lord Auum. Yniss preserve me, you can see the clouds from here if you look for long enough. It is no mirage.’

‘Is Gyernath secure?’ asked Jevin. ‘Can we still land there?’

‘Yes, but it will do us little good other than to disembark the ClawBound we need to scout north. The Garonin will have pressed into Xetesk before you can make it on foot, Lord Auum. You will need to find another route to Xetesk.’

‘And the colleges?’ Auum was sure more bad news was on the way.

‘Lystern is gone. Xetesk and Julatsa will be under direct attack in a little over ten days. Other vydospheres are headed to Korina and to Triverne Inlet, meaning even the site of the One college will not be spared. Balaia is dying. Consumed by the fires of the Garonin and soon to be dust and ash.’

Auum put his head in his hands. He heard a collective groan from the assembled crowd behind him on deck.

‘Are we already too late?’ he asked.

Dila’heth shrugged. ‘It is hard to be sure of anything. I do not want to give you false hope.’

‘Did you land? Is there any good news?’

Dila laughed and exchanged glances with her two fellow mages.

‘The Balaians are fighting, we saw evidence of that. But they are compromised just like us. Some of their dead are returned. Their messages carry no hope of victory and speak only of running, but they do not know where. They have no idea who to turn to.’

Auum nodded. ‘Then they shall turn to us.’

 


The survivors of the massacre barely stopped running until they reached the questionable sanctuary of Xetesk. The enemy had stopped moving once the defenders had fled. Scouts reported them actually turning away from their path, heading further north with their machine.

Inside Xetesk, confusion obscured all else. Refugees, living and previously dead, were flooding into the city from Erskan, Blackthorne, Pontois and Denebre. All told the same story. Unstoppable advance, total devastation. No quarter given, no hostages taken. Nothing left but ashes and dust, the stumps of trees and naked rock.

The authorities, shorn of Denser and Sol, had struggled to cope. As many as possible had been directed to parks and waste grounds and given what food and shelter could be found. Others received charity in private dwellings and yet more had been fleeced by unscrupulous landlords and inn owners. The city was creaking.

The arrival of the Lord of the Mount, dishevelled and riding with just a handful of those with whom he had set out, only deepened the disquiet. Tensions had been rising steadily between the living and the dead. Violence was breaking out. Divisions were deepening and the advance of the enemy added fear to the mix. Denser’s ears rang with problems, none of which he was immediately willing to face.

In the relative peace and quiet of the Mount, Denser poured a jug of water over his head and let the icy liquid soak down over his shirt and trousers. He handed the jug back to his apprentice, who refilled it from the butt in the corner of the bedchamber. He upended this second jug too, hearing the water splash over the stone floor and force life into his bones and muscles.

‘Thank you, Brynar. You can go. Find me some food; I’ll be down to the main chambers shortly.’

‘Yes, my Lord Denser,’ said Brynar, a keen young mage, bright and determined. ‘Baron Blackthorne, Sharyr and Lord Dystran all request urgent audience. As does Mayor Haved.’

‘And I will see them as soon as I can, assure them of that. First I must rid myself of this dust and stench.’

‘My Lord Denser?’

‘Yes.’

‘It is good to see you back safe.’

Denser nodded and suddenly he was clinging hard to his emotions. ‘I can scarce believe it myself. Off you go.’

The door closed behind Brynar and Denser sank down onto his haunches and let the sobs roll over him, his tears mingling with the water that dripped from his face and hair. His body shook. He clamped his hands to his thighs, rocking back and forth.

The pounding flame and the incessant white teardrops. Her hair alight, surrounding her face while she screamed. The fire engulfing her hands at which she stared until the heat blinded her and suffocated her. Fingers clawing at the ground while she died. The tearing agony as her soul was lost to the void.

Worse than before. Ark had saved her soul from the demons the first time. Nothing could save her now, and even in his death Denser would not be near her. Not ever again. Denser let images of her face, her first face, settle in front of his eyes. He reached out but they distorted like reflections on windblown water.

Denser sat while the water chilled his body, making him shiver and interrupting his despair. He raised his head and wiped his face with his hands. He drew in a huge pained breath and coughed violently. So brief, returned life.

‘Get up, Denser,’ he said to himself. ‘Wallow later. Do something. Do something.’

He pushed himself to his feet. And, while he dried himself and found a change of clothes, he thought. He cleared his mind of his visions as far as he could and thought back over all that had happened out there on the battlefield and all that the dead had said in the days before.

And when he was done, he found that there was only one question that really mattered. Had his mind been playing tricks and, if not, what in all the hells had happened to Sol?

Denser studied himself in the mirror. A little greyer than the last time he had looked. And plainly exhausted too, but rest would have to wait. He placed a fresh skullcap on his head and made his way down the spiral stair of his upper tower to where Brynar would have left his food for him.

He opened the door to find he would not be eating alone.

‘Bloody hell, what’s brought you up out of your hole? And who let you in without asking me?’

‘My Lord Denser, it is customary to extend the hand of friendship to those with your best interests at heart,’ said Dystran.

The old Lord of the Mount chose not to stand, and instead remained seated on one of the leather-upholstered chairs in Denser’s dining chamber.

‘I see you’ve already helped yourself to most of my lunch. Don’t they feed you down in the catacombs? Too many rats and grubs, is it?’

Denser stalked into the room and slammed the door shut behind him. He rang the communication bell, poured himself a large goblet of wine and sat opposite Dystran, whose eyes were sparkling from his prematurely aged face. Mischief and conspiracy, no doubt. Dystran waved a hand impatiently.

‘Oh, Denser, do shut up. There is more and better food in this tower’s kitchens than in entire quarters of our once-great city.’

Denser looked past Dystran to the grand fireplace, above which a portrait of the man in his younger days looked down. It was one of a set depicting the last eight Lords of the Mount in what could loosely be termed relaxed attitudes. Dystran was smiling.

‘And one day your picture will hang above the fireplace and mine will be consigned to the corner by the old broken window over there.’

‘I think not,’ said Denser. ‘I have told the committee that deals with such things, whatever it’s called—’

‘Heritage and History.’

‘Yep, them. That the most relaxed painting of me they’ll get is when I’m dead.’

Dystran laughed hard. ‘Very good, Denser. Very good indeed. I’m glad your sense of humour remains intact.’

‘It has been some time since I made that remark,’ said Denser. ‘Now tell me what you want. I have much to do.’

‘Indeed. One of the few survivors, I understand. Even King Sol is missing and, we presume, lost.’ Dystran’s attempt at a sympathetic expression was poor, more resembling a smirk. ‘No doubt the last few days have been . . . difficult for you.’

Denser gaped.

‘Difficult? I have witnessed a massacre. I have seen my best field mage teams obliterated. I have seen my guards dismembered, literally, right before my eyes. I have seen The Raven dead torn to pieces . . . and I have seen my wife, my wonderful wife, burn. Gone in moments. And I was helpless and so I ran. I ran, Dystran. Like a scared child behind the legs of its mother, hoping the monster wasn’t real. But it is real. And it is coming this way. So yes, you could say things have been just a little tricky.’

He grabbed Dystran’s plate from him and shoved over to him the thin remains on the serving dish instead.

‘And I come back here to find my city in chaos. The dead are bunching together towards the east gates because too many of my people think they are a curse on the living or whatever. Refugees are sleeping on every street corner and in every doorway and I have no way to feed or house them all. And profiteering appears rife. Such are the mercies of our wonderful city folk, eh?’

‘The problems within the city can wait a while. There is more to your massacre than you think,’ said Dystran.

Denser spoke through a mouthful of meat. ‘Meaning.’

‘Meaning you need to ask more questions of those here to help you and lean less upon the dead you choose to trust. The solution is plain to see but you have allowed old loves and loyalties to obscure it. You have witnessed a massacre, yes. But you have also witnessed the path to defeating this enemy.’

Denser scratched at his head under his skullcap. A pain was growing behind his eyes.

‘It’s an interesting version of events, I’ll grant you that. My own battlefield mathematics reckons we lost about two hundred, maybe more, once the wounded are brought back or not. Whereas the enemy lost one machine, a couple of animals and, what, twenty men? All of whom were replaced by ten times that number as quickly as you can snap your fingers. If this is the path to victory, then damn right it is obscured from me.

‘You know, I’ve had a really trying day on top of about ten really trying days. I don’t think I want to hear your befuddled reasoning if it’s all the same to you.’ Denser stood. ‘And if the words “you can’t trust the dead” are in anyway allied to your theory, I suggest you go and speak it to the deepest stone in the catacombs because I already don’t believe it. They warned me this enemy was too powerful. I should have listened.’

Dystran remained in his chair and eyed Denser coolly. His hands were trembling but not with the effects of his nightmares. Not this time.

‘Then you are more stupid and obstinate than even I had imagined. And you will consign us all to death. I should warn you that Lords of the Mount holding the reins of inevitable disaster are often thrown from their runaway wagons.’

Denser felt a cold breeze across his entire body. A smile played on his mouth and he pointed a finger at Dystran.

‘You’re threatening me,’ he said. ‘I really don’t believe it.’

‘No,’ said Dystran. ‘I really am your friend and ally. One of the few that remains, I suspect, within or without the Circle Seven. I will take my leave now; my appetite has diminished considerably since you came in. But I will say this. Ask yourself why it is that the enemy is not currently heading directly for Xetesk. There is a man here who knows why. I believe him at any rate. A most trustworthy man. And you might want to speak to your Communion Globe master too. He has a name for this enemy. Amongst other things.’

Dystran stood and walked to the door. He paused there for dramatic effect.

‘Your dead want you to run. They spread dissension among those who will listen in Xetesk, and some have taken heed and departed. The dead do not wish for you to see. The enemy creates a barren wilderness where nought but a floating soul could possibly find joy with its fellows. I see glory for Xetesk and I want to be standing before the man who will finally deliver it to us.’

‘Get out,’ said Denser, ringing the communication bell.

‘I am yours to call.’ Dystran smiled. ‘When you need me.’

Brynar entered before the door was fully closed.

‘You summoned me, Lord Denser.’

‘Bring me Sharyr. And Barons Blackthorne and Gresse. And someone who can tell me how far the surviving Raven dead are from the gates.’

‘Yes, my Lord.’

‘And, Brynar?’

‘Yes, my Lord?’

‘Dystran is not to leave the catacomb chambers he scurries about in with Vuldaroq. Neither is anyone to have access to him without my express permission. His cook, his bed-maker and his arse-wiper can live with him until I say otherwise. Am I clear?’

Brynar nodded. He was chewing his bottom lip.

‘It is time, young apprentice, that people understood who is really in charge on the Mount of Xetesk.’

‘That’s you, isn’t it?’

Denser gave a wry smile in defiance of his heavy heart.

‘Go to the top of the class.’




Chapter 15

 


 


 


 


Sol was seated. Not uncomfortably though he could not move his arms or legs to any great degree. Looking down he could see no ties or chains binding him yet the chair sucked his body into place, it seemed. He could recall little from the moment the Garonin had spoken to him and Balaia had vanished. A vague sensation of movement was all. And now he was here, wherever ‘here’ was. Sol looked about him.

His first thought was that he recognised this place, yet that was plainly ridiculous. It had no memorable features whatever bar the fact, he supposed, that it was completely featureless. The ground, if such it was, ran away endlessly. He could see no walls. Everything about him was the same pale ivory in colour. Even the chair on which he sat, though that at least had solidity. He’d have clung to it had he not been secured to it.

Dark motes wandered across Sol’s vision. He blinked but they remained. It was a while before he realised that they were not dust in the air close to his eyes but figures moving in front of him. Distance was impossible to gauge and the figures were all faint, shimmering as if only partially there. Some were tiny and he assumed them far from him but it could be a trick of the even, gentle light.

Sol felt no fear. He was beyond that particular emotion. The enemy had not killed him and so they wanted him alive, temporarily at least. Curiosity, then, that was what drove him. And frustration. He wondered how long he would be made to wait.

Not long.

Figures resolved from the emptiness. Three of them, walking slowly towards him. They wore no armour and appeared the epitome of three friends out for a stroll. Long robes covered their huge, powerful bodies. Hands the size of Sol’s head hung from thick wrists. Their heads were large and covered in bone ridges. Their eyes were bulging and black. They had no noses, but slits in the centre of their faces opened and closed in what he assumed to be a breathing action. And when they opened their mouths, he could see no teeth. They reminded Sol of a lesser strain of demon but it was plain enough that they had infinitely more power than those dangerous creatures.

The three came to within a few feet and towered above him where he sat. They fell silent, the melodious tones of their voices echoing away into the vast space, bouncing from whatever it was that formed this place. They studied Sol, their gazes so intent he turned his head away until a force he could not resist turned it back.

‘You have achieved that of which few are capable.’

The words flowed like music about Sol’s head. He fancied he could see symbols flashing to brief life in the air in front of his eyes. Sol did not answer. In truth he took a while to realise he was being addressed.

‘Speak. You are worthy.’

How words sounding so beautiful could issue from mouths so ugly was a mystery. Sol stared up at each one of them.

‘I will stand as an equal,’ he said, his own voice sounded harsh in comparison, like fingernails scraped on metal.

He heard a ripple as of water over pebbles.

‘But you are not equal. We are Garonin.’

‘Then I will say nothing. You want my information, I presume. I demand your respect.’

‘If you did not have that, you would not be here.’

Sol felt as if they were talking in concert. Their voices flowed over one another.

‘I will stand,’ he said.

And he stood, the chair no longer able to bind him. It faded away and now the four of them were truly alone in a barren land.

‘You learn quickly. That is . . . advantageous.’

‘To who?’

Sol was only half talking to them. He was trying to hide his amazement at what had just happened. The simple act of standing. Impossible moments ago. Achieved through what? Belief? Will-power?

‘To all of us.’

Sol focused back on the Garonin. He gazed up at their faces. Ugly they might have been but there was no malice in them. There was nothing in the dark orbs of their eyes. Nothing in the set of their jaws that Sol could read.

‘Why have you brought me here? Where is here?’

What probably passed for a smile appeared fleetingly on all three faces.

‘People are drawn to you,’ said one. ‘Why is that?’

‘I—’ Sol paused. ‘I’m not sure what you’re getting at.’

‘We want you to bring all the people to you. To make it an easier passing for them. We have no wish to inflict unnecessary suffering.’

‘You could have bloody fooled me. Last thing I remember seeing was one of my dearest friends dying in a wreath of flame.’

‘We will take what we need. The mode we employ is the only variable.’

‘And what is it you’re taking? Mana, we presume.’

There was a shrug. A very human gesture.

‘If that is what you call it. The element your world possesses in such abundance is useful when combusted. We have need of considerable quantities.’

Sol scratched his neck under his chin. He hadn’t shaved in days and the stubble was beginning to itch. Something didn’t ring true here. They had no need of any negotiation, surely. Still, an opening was an opening.

‘Let me tell you what I understand,’ said Sol. ‘I understand we’ve caused you a problem you didn’t anticipate. That’ll be the achievement you talk about. The destruction of your machine, perhaps. And while I accept you are far more powerful than we are, no one has infinite men and resources to fight. Eventually you reach breaking point. And I think we are delaying you, and you cannot afford that.

‘How am I doing so far?’ Sol smiled up at their hesitation. ‘Pretty well, eh?’

The three Garonin turned their heads to one another, conversing without words.

‘You must see that you cannot beat us,’ said one eventually.

It was Sol’s turn to shrug. ‘I see that we have not yet perfected a way to defeat you.’ A thought occurred. ‘And in any event opinion is split as to whether we should be attacking you at all. There are those recently returned to us who believe we should run.’

‘There is nowhere to run. Nowhere you have the means to go.’

The reply was just a little too quickly spoken.

‘You fear us, don’t you?’ said Sol

‘Preposterous.’

‘You fear what we might become, where we might end up. You even fear that what we do now is enough to cause you serious damage. You say you need some element that is created from burning mana. Why?’

‘We all have those we fear. Be assured that you are not among them.’

Yet they paused and spoke again, came to another agreement though it was clearly not unanimous.

‘Verrian. That is what we call the element you term . . . mana. Its combustion yields vydos, an element central to the construction of our weapons, armour and projectiles. Without it, our enemies would roll over us as simply as we roll over you. That is our situation. We fight a war that claims the lives of countless millions. We must be victorious. You will not stand in our way.’

Sol raised his eyebrows. His heart was beating hard in his chest.

‘So you need something we possess. So there is a negotiation to be had here.’

‘No!’ It was the first hard sound any of their voices had made. Sol flinched. ‘We take from the weak; we do not negotiate.’

‘We lie down for no one,’ said Sol.

‘We appeal to your sensitivity as a ruler of men. To die in fear is needless. Die in sleep. Die painlessly. This we can guarantee. But die you must, to provide us with what we need.’

‘I cannot. I will not ask my people to close their eyes and be slaughtered,’ said Sol. ‘You must understand that. We fight to defend our lands. That is our right. Our duty.’

The merest hints of light appeared in the eyes of the Garonin. A transitory tightening of their faces.

‘People come to you. Trust you,’ said one. ‘Your living . . . and your dead.’

‘How do you know that?’

‘We see all that passes through this place.’

‘What?’

But they would not elucidate.

‘You will tell your people to lay down their arms and die with dignity.’

The tone was more strident now.

‘I will do no such thing. I don’t even understand why you want us dead. If it is the mana you want, take it. But leave us alive. We know where you are headed. The Hearts of our colleges are thick with mana. Why must we die for you to take them?’

‘Every soul possesses verrian. We will take what we must.’

‘Then you must fight for it,’ said Sol. ‘ We will not surrender and become extinct to satisfy your desire for simplicity.’

‘Then do it knowing an acquiescent soul holds more verrian than one in torment. That your chosen way of death can help others to live, to win their battles.’

Sol stared at them open-mouthed.

‘You have one fucked-up morality, my enemy.’

‘We will take what we must.’

‘And you will pay for it in your blood every step of the way.’

‘Destruction in agony, death in peace. It is your choice.’

Again the flashing in the eyes, the hardness of tone. But this time Sol was ready for it. He jabbed a finger into the chest of the centre Garonin, feeling great solidity beneath the robe.

‘You have made a huge mistake bringing me here. You reveal your fears and you attempt desperate, ridiculous bargains to cover for them. No deal. No surrender. I repeat: your blood on our lands every step of the way. Unless you guarantee the lives of every man and elf in my world. What is it to be?’

‘We do not need to make bargains with the weak.’

‘Then our business is concluded. And now I will return to my people. Those I love and will protect with every mote of my strength.’

‘No. You will not.’

‘You think you can stop me? Then you underestimate just how quickly I learn and what I understand about this place.’

‘You cannot hope to go against our wishes, human. You have neither the wit nor the means.’

The three of them stared at him and he heard that sound again, water over pebbles. Laughter. Sol’s head cleared and he felt a satisfying coolness in his body. Releasing himself from the chair had been merely the first step. He held his hands in front of him, imagined his old two-handed blade, its weight, its every nick, its pommel and grip. And there it was in his grasp, as real as the breath in his lungs. Sol was moving before the Garonin had registered their surprise. The blade moved easily, as if wielded by his younger self.

Sol punched the blade straight forward, piercing the middle enemy’s stomach. He dragged it clear and swung it up and left, catching the second Garonin’s right shoulder and hurling him from his feet. Sol squared up to the third, in whose hands a weapon now lay. But there was fear in his face and a tremble in his arms. Sol brought his blade back to a cocked position under his chin and buried it in his enemy’s chest.

Sol stood over the man as his blood soaked into the ground, leaving no trace. They locked eyes.

‘Two things. One, I have learned enough to defeat you here. Second, it is rude to laugh.’ He let his blade go and it had disappeared before it hit the ground. He felt terribly tired. ‘And now I will go home.’

Sol pictured Balaia. He pictured The Raven’s Rest and he pictured the empty place beside Diera’s body in their bed.

And the next thing he knew was Diera screaming into his face where he lay.

Sol grabbed her arms and dragged her close to him. She was incoherent, a quaking shuddering through her body. Her face was wild, terrified. He tried to calm her but his own terror was beginning to bite. Delayed, kept under control while he had been gone from Balaia but now given licence.

‘Diera. Stop. Stop. Please.’

Sol was choking up. His throat was tight and the tears were welling in his eyes. Diera’s fists were balled and she was thumping them into his chest. He was still dressed in the bloodstained clothes he had been wearing on the battlefield. Even down to his boots.

‘How can you be here!’ she screamed. ‘How can you just appear like that?’

The dark was complete. It was night in Xetesk. Outside, there was quiet. In The Raven’s Rest peace was shattered. Sol could hear his boys crying, frightened by the explosion of noise from their mother. One of them was already banging on the door to the bedroom.

‘It’s all right, boys,’ said Sol. ‘Go back to bed. Just nightmares.’

‘Of course it’s not bloody all right,’ Diera shouted into his face. ‘Their father has been missing for three days. Dead for all we knew. And then you appear in the blink of a cat’s eyes. They lost their father and I my husband. How can you be here?’

Sol pushed her away, held her at arm’s length.

‘Three days?’

Diera sagged in his arms. The door to their bedroom opened and in the gloom he could make out both Jonas and young Hirad, standing fearful in the frame. Hirad was crying and clutching a small soft toy to his mouth.

‘When did you get back?’ asked Jonas.

‘Just now,’ said Sol quietly. ‘Look, I’ll come to see you in a little while, all right?’

‘Why is mother shouting?’ asked Hirad, mumbling through the toy.

‘I’m sorry, darling,’ said Diera. ‘Your father gave me a shock. It’s nothing. Go back to bed. We’ll see you before you know it.’

The two boys hesitated. Diera pulled her arms from Sol’s grip and went to them, hugging both of them to her.

‘Everything’s all right, I promise.’

‘But my friends say an enemy is coming. That we’ll have to run and that there are dead people everywhere and they are helping the enemy,’ said Jonas.

‘That is a lie,’ said Sol sharply. ‘You tell your friends in the morning that the dead are here to help us. I know they scare you but they mean you no harm. We will keep you safe. Nothing will happen to you. I will not let it.’

‘See?’ said Diera brightly. ‘Your father will protect you. Now run along. We’ll come and tuck you in. Go on now.’

She shooed them away and closed the door, turning an angry, pale face on Sol.

‘Tell me it is going to get better. Explain to me what I do with our children. Make me understand what just happened. This is too much for me, Sol. You know that, don’t you?’

Sol nodded. ‘Just tell me one thing. Did anyone say how far the enemy are from Xetesk right now?’

‘They are not heading this way at all at present, so Denser said when relating your heroics. Stupid old man that you are. If and when they turn, we will have four days, maybe five. How is your hip, anyway? ’

‘A little stiff.’ Sol smiled.

Diera did not respond in kind. She came and sat on the side of the bed. She gestured at him, his clothes, and she shook her head.

‘Where have you been?’

Sol swung his legs over the side of the bed to sit next to her and brushed dust and dirt from the sheet. The blood of the Garonin was still wet on his clothes and would stain.

‘Sorry about that.’

Diera shrugged. ‘Doesn’t really matter now, does it?’

‘I suppose not.’ Sol leaned forward. ‘I don’t know where they took me. The enemy, that is. I hope Denser and the college can help me with that. Somewhere beyond our dimension . . . any dimension come to that. But there was familiarity there that I can’t explain.’

‘Why didn’t they just kill you?’

‘They wanted to make me agree to passive genocide, if you can believe it. But I made them see that we would fight them to the last man.’

Diera smiled at last. ‘The mighty King Sol. Still fighting the good fight though this enemy is by all accounts too powerful to defeat even if we had a dozen colleges and a million soldiers.’

‘Who told you that?’

‘Hirad. Old Hirad, that is.’

‘Survived, did he? That’s good.’ Sol felt a little warmth for the first time since he had returned. ‘And you believe him to be the soul of Hirad in another body now, do you?’

The nod was fractional. ‘The weight of evidence suggests that he might be telling the truth. His shadow completely freaks me out. Why does that happen?’

‘Because the soul remembers the body it once inhabited, I suppose. It just goes to show that whatever skin you’re in, you’re still the same.’

Diera chuckled. ‘And you can stop your lectures on the nature of man right there. And how did the enemy respond?’

‘Garonin, that’s what they call themselves. They didn’t believe me. Showing them resulted in the three of them dying.’

‘Back to the old methods of negotiation, is it?’

‘You have been my wife for too long. Is my face really that revealing?’ Sol shook his head. ‘They made me angry. Wanted to stop me getting back to you. I can’t have that, can I?’

Diera stroked his face. ‘You never could. Lucky for me you always make it, isn’t it?’

‘I tell you one thing though. They mean to drain us of every drop of mana we possess and they will not stop until they get it. They are too powerful here on Balaia. We can’t turn them away forever. And that means for you, for ordinary Xeteskians, it is time to leave.’

‘And go where? If they are determined to kill us all, then nowhere is safe.’

‘We’ll find an escape,’ said Sol. ‘Things the Garonin said to me, mistakes they made. This isn’t over, not by a long way. The dead will help us.’

Diera threw her arms around his neck and they clutched each other tight.

‘Why does it always have to be you?’ she said, her face buried in his shoulder.

‘I’m just lucky, I suppose.’

She broke away and punched his arm. ‘Bastard. What happens now?’

‘Well, we get a few hours more sleep. Then I go to the Mount and we work out how to turn the Garonin away once more and where to run in the time that gives us. As for you, my love, I mean what I say. Take the boys. Take anyone else who believes enough to go with you. Head west. Find Tessaya. He knows you. The Wesmen will guard you until I get to you again.’

Diera nodded and sighed. ‘All right. But you know Jonas is already talking about Beshara. He’s not stupid. If we have to run, why not to a place where dragons will guard us?’

Sol blinked. Beshara. Realm of the dragons and inextricably linked to Balaia by the mental connections between Kaan brood dragons and selected human mages. And Jonas was a Dragonene. The Dragonene of Sha-Kaan, leader of his brood.

‘How can I have been so stupid?’
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Sha-Kaan soared back into the clear blue heavens above Beshara and looked down at the devastation below. A line of seven vydospheres travelled the plains of Dormar, driving towards the steaming forests of Teras. His forests. Home of the Kaan.

The vydospheres spanned a huge swathe of the once-beautiful plains. Flush with Flamegrass, dense with life and the dwellings of the Vestare, human servants of the Kaan and all of Beshara’s multiple broods of dragon. The war-torn world had known peace for many cycles and now this threatened to destroy all that had been built.

Behind the vydospheres, Dormar was a wasteland, worse than the ancient blasted lands of the Keol. The Garonin had already visited destruction upon the homelands of the Naik, the Skoor and even the ocean-going Veret. Now, closing on the lands of the largest brood, they were meeting significant resistance. Sha-Kaan could still see the wilderness expanding, the fires burning, spreading and consuming on a wider and wider arc.

Away to the south, the smoking ruins of an eighth vydosphere littered the ground, sparking fire here and there as it slowly disappeared. From the funnels of the others belched smoke and ash while above them the ground was occasionally obscured by the clouds formed as mana was burned for collection.

Sha-Kaan roared his flight to him. Thirty dragons, climbing hard into the sky, beyond the range of the tracers of white fire and the looping, smoking explosive projectiles. The Garonin had flooded the plain with men and weapons. They crushed Flamegrass underfoot, powdered the homes of the Vestare in their path and rendered all that was living to pale dust.

Yet they were still vulnerable. Six flights of dragons were in the air above them, awaiting the order to strike. Others from allied broods were on the way. The sky was filling with the massive shapes of dragons and the deafening noise of their calls and barks.

Sha-Kaan twisted his long, slender neck to check the damage to his one-hundred-and-twenty-foot-long body. Russet gold scales, some warped with age, others blistered by the heat of enemy weapons. Those blackened by the lick of dragon fire were trophies earned in forgotten conflicts.

He snapped his wings to their fullest width and executed a long, graceful turn, bringing him round behind the centre of the Garonin advance.

‘Hold your shape. Breathe only on my command. Do not break, do not falter. Escape at best speed and angle.’ Sha-Kaan’s pulsed orders were greeted with thoughts of acknowledgment, determination and assurances of victory. ‘Kaan. Dive.’

Sha-Kaan’s bark was a shattering cry that echoed over the clanking, thundering noise of the Garonin invaders and their machines. In their harnesses, the dim-witted hanfeer tossed their heads and shuddered. The dragons dived. Wings tucked in tight, necks stretched out, the wind whistling over the mounds of their bodies. Their tails stabilised their lightning descent.

Sha-Kaan led them screaming towards the ruined plains. He snapped his wings out to brake and turn barely a hundred yards from the ground. He swept up to the horizontal, dipped even closer to the dust, and forged in. Garonin weapons were trained. They fired. A hundred teardrop streams of white light rattled out.

Heat blossomed on Sha-Kaan’s body. Scales were burned and ripped from his belly, from his back and flanks. To his left, a Kaan was struck square in the muzzle. The dragon roared agony. The head, engulfed in fire, was torn apart and the body dropped to the ground to impact the dust and roll over and over. Sha-Kaan ignored the pain in his body and the tears in his wings as fire drops clipped them. He urged his dragons to hold and they did. Up and to the right another was caught in a crossfire of six weapons. The vast body exploded under the pressure of the impacts. Flesh filled the sky, knocked dragons aside. A wing spiralled down, folding in on itself and colliding with another Kaan below it. The dragon lost his bearings and, temporarily blinded, ploughed into the plains.

Sha-Kaan opened his mouth and felt the flame ducts swell. He swept through the line of Garonin soldiers. His jaws beheaded one, his claws dropped and tore up four more, breaking them and casting them aside. Around him his Kaan exulted. Sha-Kaan tasted blood in his mouth and sniffed more revenge.

He focused on the rear of the vydosphere. Huge before him, a billowing metal shell, vibrating as it built to another combustion. He let the fuel from his flame ducts enter his mouth. Through his nostrils, he inhaled the air of his land.

‘Breathe.’

Twenty mouths disgorged super-heated flame. The dragon flight split around the body of the vydosphere, pouring flame across its surface. Funnels collapsed. Antennae shrivelled and melted. The skin darkened, blistered and bubbled. Sha-Kaan breathed again, coming over the spine of the machine. His flame ate into the vydosphere. Rivets popped and plates buckled. The whole skin heaved.

Sha-Kaan crested the apex of the vydosphere. In their harnesses, the hanfeer were burning, screaming impotent rage. One had fallen sideways. The other still tried to move forward.

‘Clear, my Kaan. We are done.’

The vydosphere gouted smoke and steam through torn plating. Huge areas of the skin were sucked inwards. Sha-Kaan did not look round to see the explosion. He used the wave of force to drive him over the ground at even greater speed and into the forward lines of Garonin already engaged in fighting the dragons clouding the air above them.

Sha-Kaan dropped until his claws were brushing the ground. He opened them and scooped enemies into each before angling his wings and beating away high into the sky. Safe in the heavens once more, he snaked his head down to his claw and brought one of the writhing, struggling figures to his eye. He set his wings to a lazy glide.

‘All will go the same way,’ he said. ‘Take your machines and leave our lands.’

‘We will take what we must,’ said the Garonin. ‘You will not stop us.’

‘Wrong,’ growled Sha-Kaan. ‘Beshara will not fall to you.’

‘Even you are vulnerable and we know how to hurt you.’

‘You will not find them.’

The Garonin laughed. ‘You are mistaken, Great Kaan. We already have.’

Sha-Kaan closed his left claws and let the blood flow over them. His other claws he opened, letting his victim drop.

‘Puny foe.’

But there was anxiety in his mind. He needed to know they were lying. He flew to the upper skies and sought the mind of his Dragonene while the battle raged on below him.

 


Jonas was awake when Sol looked in to see him that morning. Or rather he was vaguely conscious. Sol hurried to his bedside and knelt by him, smoothing the hair from his face and putting a hand on his sweating brow. Jonas’s eyes were moving rapidly below fluttering eyelashes. The rest of his body was utterly still.

‘Diera!’ he called. ‘Jonas is speaking with Sha-Kaan. He’ll need you. Hirad, go and get dressed and washed. Wait in our bedroom.’

‘But I want—’

‘Hirad, please. Be a good boy.’

Diera appeared in the bedroom doorway and held out her hand. ‘Come on, Hirad. Let’s find a game. I’ll be back, Sol.’

Sol nodded and turned back to Jonas.

‘Jonas, can you hear me? I’m here right by you.’

‘Fire . . .’ mumbled Jonas, a line of dribble coming from the corner of his mouth. ‘Burned scales. White fire. Ahh!’

The gasp was accompanied by an opening of his eyes. He stared about him for a moment before settling on Sol. His face cleared a little and a hand moved to grip his father’s arm.

‘Are you seeing or relaying?’ asked Sol.

‘Seeing,’ whispered Jonas. His bottom lip trembled. ‘The enemy are there. Garonin. The dragons are fighting. I think they are losing.’

‘Jonas, it’s important. I have to know if we can escape to Beshara. Can I speak to Sha-Kaan? Will you channel for me?’

Jonas frowned and his teeth grabbed at his upper lip. ‘Father.’

‘I know I’m asking you to endure pain. Believe me, I wouldn’t ask unless I thought we had no other choice. I need answers and I don’t think you can ask the questions, even if I’m here. I need to hear Sha-Kaan. Jonas?’

Jonas’s eyes had closed but his mouth had curved up into a smile.

‘The Great Kaan says you had better be careful with me or . . .’

Sol laughed. ‘Or he’ll crush me like a twig, I know.’

The room filled with a new presence. A smell of oil and wood and the weight of great age and power. Jonas’s mouth hung open. He breathed deeply but otherwise was completely still.

‘Sol. It is good to feel you though the times are our darkest yet.’

‘As ever, your presence honours me.’

‘We can dispense with that. Your family gives so much that the Kaan value. You have questions. I have questions. Jonas is strong but he still cannot support this for long. He is young yet.’

‘Then ask, Great Kaan.’

‘Jonas relates that you are attacked. Is it the Garonin?’

‘They destroy everything in their path and leave an expanding disaster behind them. We have hurt them but I do not think we can stop them. I have to know. Can we escape to Beshara? Can you protect us?’

There was a heavy silence. Sol could feel Sha-Kaan’s concern in the air. He could all but taste the tension.

‘No. They would combine forces and we could not repel them. The damage they have caused is extensive but I believe we can turn them if they do not reinforce. But not if we lose Balaia. Not if I lose Jonas.’

‘You will not lose him. Not while I still draw breath,’ said Sol. ‘But we are on the verge of losing Balaia already. Only Julatsa and Xetesk still stand and both are weak.’

‘You have questions. You need another way to fight.’

‘Yes. Sha-Kaan, I was taken by the Garonin. They wanted to negotiate a peaceful end to our existence. They took me to a place beyond anything I have known and yet it was familiar. Something they said made me wonder. They said they saw all that passed through the place. I got the impression it was outside everything else, every other dimension but perhaps a route to each one. Something like that. And I travelled from there by force of will to appear back here. This is vague, I know, but you are a dimensional traveller. Do you know of this place?’

‘It is impossible,’ breathed Sha-Kaan, and for the first time in their long association Sol heard awe and fear in the great dragon’s voice.

Sol’s heart sank. ‘What is?’

‘I know of where you speak,’ said Sha-Kaan, his voice rumbling but quiet, his tone reverential. ‘In your language we would describe it as the top of the world. It is not a place any should be able to travel to by choice.’

‘But it is a place we can fight them, I’m certain of that.’

‘That may be so but there are two things you should know. If indeed you were there and the Garonin can travel there at will, they are more powerful than even I imagined. And for them to have taken you there speaks even more highly of their abilities as travellers and more dangerously of their capacity to rape any dimension they discover. Because from all the lore I know, only the soul free of the body may travel there, and even then only to pass through on the journey to ultimate rest.’

Sol felt another door close on their chances. Diera laid a hand on his shoulder. He covered it with one of his own and squeezed.

‘Diera,’ said Sha-Kaan. ‘Your son bears up well.’

‘He looks weak,’ she said. ‘But it is good to hear you.’

‘We have little good news. Sol, should you wish to pursue this path, speak with me again. But tell me. Jonas said the dead have returned. No doubt pursued by the Garonin into Balaia through the top of the world. Who has returned? Only the strong bonded souls?’

Sol relaxed a little. ‘So it seems. Much of The Raven though we have already lost many of them again. Hirad is here.’

‘Ahhh. I would love to feel his mind again.’

‘I’m sure it can be arranged. He has not changed.’

The Great Kaan chuckled. Pictures vibrated on the walls.

‘Is Septern returned? His soul would desire it and his ego would bring him back, I am sure.’

‘There is a man in Xetesk claiming to be him,’ said Sol.

‘Then speak to him of where you were taken. He knows much he did not commit to parchment. Jonas is unsteady. I must tend to his mind and return him to you.’

‘We will speak again, Great Kaan.’

‘Remain strong. We will fight, you must fight too. If you should flee, do not leave us in the dark.’

‘Never.’

Sha-Kaan’s presence left the room. Jonas was still for a moment before screwing up his face and opening his eyes.

‘Mama!’

Sol left them to their embrace.

 


Hirad had been clutching at his stomach while the pain threatened to swamp him and the wind threatened to tear his soul from its anchorage and cast him into the void. Neither Ilkar not Sirendor was in any better shape. Yet abruptly the pain had eased, returned to what Ilkar would describe as a manageable level. He blew out his cheeks and straightened in his chair. To his left and right he could see the other two were feeling the same. Across the table Denser paused in his reading and looked at the three of them.

‘What just happened?’ he asked. ‘Something good, I’m hoping.’

Hirad could not keep the smile from his face.

‘He’s back. I told you he wasn’t dead. I told you.’

‘What?’ Denser was gaping. Hirad knew how he felt. ‘Where?’

‘Close. Right now that’s all I care about.’

Denser smiled. ‘That is good news. We need him on the streets.’

Hirad nodded. News of the losses of Xeteskian mages and soldiers had spread quickly through the city. The confidence the departing force had inspired had dispersed like dust on the breeze with the returning stragglers. The populace was nervous and the returned dead were beginning to have a serious impact. People were leaving.

‘And what do you expect him to be saying?’ asked Ilkar. ‘I’d have thought he’d be showing the way to the west, not trying to shore up morale.’

‘There is no need for this panic reaction,’ said Denser.

It was dawn now and a pale light was streaming through the window of the dining chamber, where an early breakfast had been laid and ignored by all but the Lord of the Mount.

‘Where does that opinion come from? The catacombs? The destruction of one machine shouldn’t give us rash confidence about saving Balaia,’ said Ilkar. ‘You heard Sharyr. They just rolled into Lystern and rolled out with the Heart. We are down to two functioning colleges and Julatsa is likely to fall within days. You know where that leaves us.’

‘Yes, with Xetesk still standing and not even under threat because we turned them away.’

‘But that is not victory,’ said Sirendor. ‘It is delay at best. Don’t revise what you know you saw out there. It was slaughter. And your mage team that broke the machine? All dead.’

‘And your second salvo of spells was useless because they learned how to defend against them,’ added Ilkar. ‘Come on, Denser. You know it as well as we do. We cannot win here.’

Denser’s face reddened and the bread in his hand remained halfway to his mouth.

‘No? I’m looking at facts, not suppositions. We now have proof that Gresse’s theory holds water. Those machines are initially incapable of sucking in the mana density from an attractor as big as a Heart. They have to reach a critical mass first. That means if we time our attacks well, we can keep them at bay indefinitely.’

‘Your logic is seriously flawed,’ said Ilkar.

‘I’d have put it differently,’ said Hirad.

‘That’s why I jumped in before you. We can do without your version of tact right now.’

‘Please explain the errors of Xetesk to me, my dead friend,’ said Denser.

‘Enough sarcasm, Denser, we’re talking about the lives of everyone here. And the deaths of everyone too. We cannot afford any errors, don’t you see that?’ Ilkar cleared his throat. ‘Isn’t it obvious how they will react to another machine or two being destroyed? They’ll just appear here with everything they’ve got and level this place.’

‘Why haven’t they done that already?’ asked Denser. ‘Where’s your logic for that?’

‘They want to achieve their aims with minimal manpower,’ said Sirendor. ‘Just as we would. I have no doubt they have the capacity to do whatever they want but why commit it until necessary?’

‘I’ll tell you why. It’s because they can’t,’ said Denser. He pushed a scorched parchment across the table. ‘Sharyr found this. It refers to these Garonin and talks about an unending conflict beyond the boundaries of our known dimensions. Unending. And this was written by Septern. That’s well over three hundred years ago. All we have to do is chip away and we will turn them for good. They’ll give up and go somewhere easier to exploit.’

Hirad closed his eyes. ‘How can you read this so wrong? Denser, you’re a Raven man. You know Lystern is gone. You know Calaius has gone the same way. That leaves plenty of enemy to focus on Xetesk. We have to concentrate on finding an escape, not on futile defence.’

‘Ah, and there’s the rub, isn’t it?’ Denser leaned back in his chair and picked up his coffee mug. He cradled it in his hands. ‘Neither my mage teams nor you have any idea where we might escape to. I mean, you have come back here - and I love you for it - to tell us to run, but you cannot tell us where. You say nowhere on Balaia is safe but you cannot supply a single ship, so to speak, to transport us to sanctuary. What is this desire to head for the west? What will it gain us?’

Hirad sighed. ‘All right. Admittedly, we don’t know. But we are drawn there. The Wesmen will be able to help us. I know this sounds flaky but their paths to the dead are different from ours. We think they can open the door to a new home. But we can’t prove it.’

‘Right. And until you can, my streets will remain unsettled by your divisive presence and your scaremongering, and my efforts will necessarily have to be focused on defending my people. Keeping them from running to an uncertain future when they should be standing and fighting. If I do not, I am derelict in my duty, am I not? Do you really feel I have a choice?’

Hirad shook his head and stood. ‘You believe them, don’t you? You believe the word that we are here to chase the living away and have this place for ourselves. Be straight. Do you think the Garonin are here at our behest? Is that what you actually believe?’

‘Gods drowning, of course I don’t. Bloody hell, Hirad, I have locked Dystran up in his rooms precisely because I don’t believe that rubbish.’

‘But you still visit him, don’t you?’ said Hirad, feeling his skin getting hot. ‘You still hear what he says.’

‘Who I visit and what I ask and listen to is my business and not yours, all right? And yes, I do listen to him because he is smart despite his unfortunate views in some areas. And one thing we do agree on is that we don’t know what more good you can really do. The dead as a whole, that is.’

Hirad reached across the table and hauled Denser from his chair by the collars of his shirt.

‘I’ll tell you what we can do. We can stop you from signing away the lives and deaths of everyone who ever came from Balaia. We can help you find a place where we can all start again.’

Hirad’s breath fired into his face. Denser’s face deepened into a scowl.

‘You will unhand me, Hirad. Right now.’

Hirad did not.

‘You have to listen to him, Denser,’ said Ilkar, coming to his feet also. ‘There is only one way to delay the Garonin and give us the time and chance to find a way out of here. Surrender the Heart. Do a deal.’

Denser stiffened. ‘Surrender the Heart of Xetesk? Never.’

‘Then they will take it from you,’ said Ilkar.

‘That you could utter such . . . heresy, here in this tower,’ said Denser, his face blazing with his rage. ‘I am the Lord of the Mount and you will release me, Hirad. Perhaps Dystran was right. Guards!’

The door opened but it was not guards who entered, it was Sol.

‘Fantastic,’ he said. ‘This is the face of unity, is it? Gods drowning, Hirad, put him down. And all of you calm down. I could hear you half way down The Thread.’

Hirad shoved Denser back into his chair.

‘I want—’

‘Denser, shut up. We’re in big trouble but there might just, just be a way out. We need to talk to Septern. I presume you’ve verified it is him by now. And first you need to hear an old friend.’

Sol pushed open the door. Hirad sat back in his chair, unable to believe his eyes.

Standing in the doorway was Auum.
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Auum stared at the humans, the living and the dead, as they bickered their way towards catastrophe. At first it had been fascinating. The legendary mage Septern had spoken at length about the history of his dimensional discoveries but had not been allowed to discuss what he was here to discuss. Hirad Coldheart, whose shadow adorned the wall to Auum’s left, had brought to the table all the raging belief that had at first irritated but now endeared him to Auum and indeed all the elves. And Ilkar had spoken carefully and tactfully about what had happened to the dead of Balaia. Yet still they fought, and in the middle Denser appeared not to know who to believe.

Auum himself had remained silent, answering only direct questions thus far, and there had been few enough of them. He had been content to rest a little, eat a little and drink a good amount of water. The mages who had carried him and his Tai from the ship and all the way north to Xetesk on flickering Freedom Wings were exhausted and sleeping. He had no time for that. Not yet.

‘I’m not going to repeat myself again,’ said Denser. ‘No one else is leaving because there is nowhere to go. Here we stand and here we fight. As for you and your dead, Hirad, you do what you like.’

‘That is a shameful statement,’ said Hirad. ‘We exist in pain every heartbeat yet we endure it because we desire only to help the living survive and so secure ourselves a new place of rest. Or we hope that. The fact is, we have no certainty whatever about the outcome. We’re here because of those we love. I had counted you among those people. Perhaps I was mistaken.’

‘But you have no answers!’ Denser was practically screaming in his frustration. ‘Your best gambits so far are: give them the Heart and hope they stop, or get us all to the west and some mythical Wesmen-organised escape route. You are talking about the end of magic on Balaia at the very least and an abandonment of our home dimension at the ridiculous worst.’

‘We are talking about a return to a more natural state of magic,’ said Ilkar. ‘And is that not better than certain extinction?’

‘I will not relinquish our only true chance of beating these bastards, Ilkar.’

‘No, what you won’t relinquish is Xetesk’s power over Balaia. And it’ll do you no good because they will simply come in here and take it. They make the demons look like a bunch of apple scrumpers. Why won’t you understand that?’

Denser was on his feet again and Ilkar stood opposite him. Both jabbed fingers and puffed out chests. Auum watched Ilkar with discomfort, the elf’s words coming from a youthful human mouth.

‘You fear that, don’t you, Ilkar? Xetesk being the only magical power remaining on Balaia. It’s pathetic.’

‘I’m dead, in case you hadn’t noticed. I couldn’t care less who is left and who isn’t so long as it means I can return to my rest. But you, you and your Circle Seven and that bastard snake Dystran, you desire dominion, don’t you? And that should scare us all. Because you’ll sacrifice the lot of us pursuing this folly. But you have to listen to what everyone bar your inner circle of power-mongers tells you: we have to run.’

‘Where, damn you, where? What do I advise my people? Follow these dead west but I don’t know where or why? Dear Gods falling, please throw me a scrap here.’

‘I know where,’ said Auum.

For a moment the noise of the argument continued but Auum’s voice had a way of leaching through even the most sewn-down of ears. One by one, they turned to him. He waited until he had the attention of them all.

‘And so do the Wesmen.’

‘You could have said so before,’ said Hirad. ‘Told you, Denser.’

‘But then, like all of you, I would have been speaking before I was truly ready,’ said Auum. He was staring at Denser. ‘I will speak without interruption.’

Denser spread his hands. ‘Help yourself.’

‘Then sit, all of you, and hear me because time runs short and your complaining brings all of our deaths closer. Denser, you are wrong. The Garonin are unstoppable but they are escapable. Their resources are stretched but this dimension is so dense with mana that they will pour what they must into it to gain it all. And they will come back time and again when the density builds. This world is no longer viable for man or elf.

‘Ilkar, you are wrong too. They will not stop after gaining the Hearts. The mana held in the soul of each man living and in each dead soul is too much to ignore. This is still a populous country. They will annihilate everyone while collecting their verrian. You should have read the lore of the Ynissul more closely while you still lived.’

Auum gestured at Septern. ‘And you, great mage returned, you have many of the answers but your memories are flawed. You have been dead too long. But even you are aware of the cost to some of our survival, as are all of the dead around this table though they hesitate to admit what they truly need. I see it in your eyes. In a moment you shall speak of Ulandeneth but first I shall say this:

‘Any who wish to escape the Garonin, and that is the only way to survive them, have two choices. The first and infinitely preferable, though terribly dangerous, is to travel west to the Charanacks, the Wesmen. They and their Shamen can open the first door. It is dangerous because such a concentration of souls will attract the Garonin and you will be beset.

‘The second choice is to try and hold the fastnesses of Julatsa, Xetesk and Korina for long enough to allow those who travel the first door to find the new home and open escape routes there for all remaining souls in this dimension. However, the Garonin are already too close and will overwhelm your cities within days. Far too quickly in any event for the corridors to be opened.’

Sol raised a hand. ‘Auum, if I may speak before you call on Septern?’

Auum nodded.

‘Thank you. One point of interest you raise is the concentration of souls. Surely if we break up those concentrations, we deflect Garonin interest or certainly dilute their attack front by spreading ourselves more thinly.’

Auum smiled. ‘That may be so but it merely delays the inevitable. The Garonin means of travel and detection of mana will bring them to their quarry in time.’

‘But surely worth a try,’ said Denser, staring squarely at Hirad. ‘Anyone who wants to run and hide in the Blackthorne Mountains and the Wesman Heartlands can do so. That will draw attention from those dedicated to the service and defence of Xetesk and Balaia.’

‘I may be dead, Denser, but I’m still quicker than you, all right?’ said Hirad.

‘Spare me, Hirad.’

‘You are betraying The Raven.’

‘I am trying to save my people,’ said Denser.

‘We are your people.’

‘Were.’

‘Enough,’ said Sol, resting a restraining hand on Hirad’s bunched arm. ‘Auum.’

‘You demonstrate further ignorance, Denser,’ said Auum.

Denser shook his head and sighed. ‘I will beat myself later. What is it this time?’

‘None of the dead around this table have the luxury of running to hide. Do they, Septern? Do they, Hirad, Ilkar?’

‘What is he talking about?’ asked Denser.

‘Ulandeneth,’ said Septern. ‘It is the place through which all souls are said to pass on their way to birth, and on their way to death. It is the only place that links every dimension in every dimensional cluster. If we are to escape the Garonin, those tasked with opening the corridors must travel there to seek the new home. I searched for it all my life. I found so many places and all spoke of it. But I never found Ulandeneth. That is the elven term by the way. The Soul Home. There are many others but it is perhaps the one that sits most easily on the tongue.’

‘Can we go back a bit?’ asked Denser. ‘Dimensional clusters?’

Septern nodded at Sharyr, another so-far-silent presence. ‘Go on. I like your explanation of it. You’d have made a fine student of mine, you know.’

Sharyr blushed. ‘When Sol described how the dragons were under attack, it led me to thinking. The demons have been destroyed, so we understand from souls claiming to have escaped them. The dead dimension has also been torn apart; Balaia is under attack; every place that we know, simultaneously invaded. To me, it means that the Garonin found them all at once.’

Sharyr crabbed his hand. ‘Imagine this to be Ulandeneth. It sits at the top of everything. It’s the hub of all life, like this tower is the hub of Xeteskian magic. Then imagine lines coming out of Ulandeneth, countless lines probably and each one leading to a cluster of dimensions.

‘What I think is that each cluster is self-contained. It has a place for the dead and a number, probably variable, of places for various living species. It’s a way of organising the vastness of creation, if you like. If you are able to travel dimensions, even in a limited sense like dragons and demons can, it is because you can sense some of the lines that lead between dimensions. And when you die, you are channelled back up to Ulandeneth and then down to your particular place of rest.’

‘You’re sure there is a place for the dead in each cluster, are you?’ asked Denser.

‘It’s just a theory,’ said Sharyr. ‘Nothing is certain.’

‘And Auum, you cannot confirm absolutely that your dead travelled to a different place in your former home than they do now, am I right?’

Auum inclined his head.

Denser glared briefly at Ilkar. ‘Go on, Sharyr.’

‘Thank you. Now because for every soul there is no pause, the transit through Ulandeneth is brief indeed. Rumours of seeing light, sensing others around you, helping hands, fleeting fear just as you die . . . all these things make sense if you believe in Ulandeneth. It provides for them all. And it is a safe haven. The only trouble is, it appears the Garonin have learned how to stop there.

‘And not only that, they have begun to detect the lines that lead out to other dimensional clusters. I think they do this by following the souls of the dead because, as we know, the barrier between the dead and the living dimensions is actually very thin. It is a short step from communicating with the dead across the barrier to crossing it physically. All the Garonin had to do was rip open the dead dimension and then follow the dead to whichever home was theirs.

‘Simple, really.’

Sharyr leaned back and took a long draught of water from a goblet held in a slightly shaking hand.

‘Yeah,’ said Hirad. ‘Really, really basic stuff. I just soak up dimensional theory, I do.’

Denser was considering all that Sharyr had said. ‘So, in effect, you could argue that the dead have brought all this trouble on us.’

Ilkar’s shoulders sagged. ‘Oh dear Gods falling, is that really the way your mind has started to work?’

‘Stands to reason. If you don’t come back, the Garonin don’t follow you,’ said Denser.

‘You really don’t see what a prat you’re making of yourself, do you?’ said Sirendor. ‘And to think I died to save you and they all spoke so highly of you. We didn’t have a damn choice, Denser. It wasn’t like we could drift in the void and decide whether to return here or whether to carry on drifting. If we felt the pull of Balaia, that’s where we went. I hate all this apportioning of blame shit. We’re in trouble. Let’s deal with it if we can, all right?’

‘I can’t help feeling that a solution is near but that a couple of crucial pieces are being left out, possibly deliberately,’ said Sol. ‘Because at the moment it is clear that the most sensible thing to do is to head west, get the Shamen to open the door and people like Hirad and the rest of The Raven dead go through and we wait for them to open the door to our new home while we fight off the Garonin if we can. So, where are the snags and why do I feel I am going to be directly affected?’

There was silence for the first time since the meeting convened. Auum studied them all. None of the dead could face Sol. Denser looked perplexed now as well as angry and Sharyr, who had done his part, seemed lost in his own thoughts.

‘Anyone?’ Sol spread his hands. ‘Hirad, you’re looking embarrassed. What are you hiding?’

‘I’m so sorry, Unknown. When I came back, I did not know it would lead to this.’

‘To what? Come on, I’ve got an inn to run. Special ale to offer the Garonin when they come a-knocking.’

‘We’re here because we were attracted to your soul. You’re the reason we made it across the void. You and Denser, to be accurate, but you mainly. Fortunately. Anyway, without you we are just a loose collection of souls again. Without cohesion or direction. We’ll be lost.’

‘Fine, so I’ll take you to the doorway myself before I wave goodbye. So what?’

‘Don’t make me say it, Unknown, please.’

‘I’m afraid I must insist,’ said Sol.

Hirad swallowed. ‘We need you with us all the way, Unknown. To Ulandeneth and beyond. The Garonin know your influence. Why do you think they took you? This cannot be done without you.’

‘Terrific,’ said Sol. ‘Fucking terrific. And how do I travel there with you alive?’

‘You do not,’ said Auum. ‘If my memory serves, the ritual to open the door to Ulandeneth requires the sacrifice of a man of free will because the soul must be pure in order to seek and to lead.’

‘I see,’ said Sol. ‘Does anyone here want to volunteer how I explain my imminent and voluntary demise to my wife?’
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‘I should have beaten you with the cudgel while I had the chance,’ said Sol.

‘I’m sorry, Unknown. Truly. We all are.’

Denser had largely cleared the room. Sharyr and Septern had returned to the catacombs. Auum had gone to rest. The Raven, such as they were, were alone in the dining chamber.

‘Why did I let you in and listen to you?’

‘Because it’s me!’ Hirad spread his arms and smiled.

‘It certainly was bloody you. Mayhem from beyond the grave. Who else could it be?’

Sol slumped into an armchair. His body felt strange, like he was in the grip of a fever. He wanted to be furious. He wanted to shout and scream at them about the injustice of it all. That he had a wife and children and had sworn to protect them.

‘And that’s just it, though, isn’t it?’ he said.

‘Sorry, Unknown?’ said Sirendor. ‘I didn’t quite catch that.’

‘Just thinking aloud. Denser, pour some wine, would you? And let’s all sit. Like we used to do in the back room of The Rookery all those years ago.’

He waited until they had all taken seats by the cold fireplace. Hirad’s feet were on the low table in front of them. Sirendor and Ilkar both leaned forward, forearms resting on their thighs. Denser sat upright, tense and uncomfortable. And Sol, well he sprawled like he always had.

‘Remember when we first met Denser? How we all felt it was a long, hard and probably fatal journey ahead even before we heard he was after Dawnthief? And how when he talked to us in the back room that sinking feeling took over for a while before we decided we just had to face what was coming? Sorry, Sirendor, I know you don’t.’

‘But you were there,’ said Hirad helpfully. ‘We put your body on the banquet table and covered it with a cloth.’

‘I am thus reassured,’ said Sirendor. ‘I trust I looked my best.’

‘Well there wasn’t much blood or anything, except what you coughed up when you were dying.’

‘Can we leave this until later?’ said Sol.

‘Sorry,’ said Hirad.

‘Me too,’ said Sirendor.

‘You’ve ruined my moment,’ said Sol. ‘Forget it.’

‘No,’ said Hirad. ‘Go on.’

Denser leaned forward. ‘I do not believe you are seriously entertaining this prospect.’

‘Why wouldn’t I?’

‘Because it is preposterous and the ultimate act of selfishness on the part of the dead to demand you kill yourself to save them.’

‘But if it is the only way to save the Balaian people? My people?’

‘If. Yes. If.’ Denser sipped at his wine. ‘And I say what I am about to say with due deference to all the quite unbelievable things I’ve seen and places I’ve been with The Raven. Isn’t this just a little bit far-fetched? ’

‘You’re joking, right?’ asked Hirad. ‘A load of dead people walking about and Calaius evacuated and destroyed being normal business, I suppose?’

‘No, Hirad, I’m not joking.’ Denser pulled his skullcap off his head and rubbed a hand through his close-cropped grey hair. ‘Look, I’m not playing down the threat we face. I’m not pretending the situation isn’t desperate. But you’re expecting Sol, The Unknown Warrior and King of Balaia, might I remind you, to follow you into the Wesman Heartlands and commit suicide to open a gate to somewhere so you can head somewhere else and open a gate back? It’s madness.’

‘It’s the only possible solution,’ said Ilkar.

‘It quite clearly is not,’ said Denser.

‘Your solution will lead to our annihilation,’ said Hirad sharply.

‘Big word, barbarian. Who taught you that one?’

Sol was out of his chair and between them before a blow could be landed. He felt a perverse sense of comfort and satisfaction.

‘That’s what I was thinking about. Real Rookery debate.’ He allowed the smile to leave his face. ‘Now sit down, both of you.’

Denser threw up his hands and sat heavily. ‘It wouldn’t be so bad, Sol, but they are offering you no choice, no alternative. This is blind faith at best. It was never the way we did things.’

‘Oh, you misunderstand,’ said Sol. ‘It was always the way we did things. The Raven’s way was trust even in the face of ridicule. Nothing has changed bar the fact that there is no chance I will survive versus a very slim chance.’

‘But isn’t that it? We always believed that somehow we would escape and survive.’

‘I’m not sure that’s true either,’ said Sol. ‘I had no thought that we would survive the demons. I was certain we’d be trapped there, weren’t you?’

‘But there was always the tiniest chance,’ said Denser.

‘All right, you’ve made your point. Now I want to speak. It is me after all who is being asked to die in this rather inglorious manner.’

‘Could be Denser,’ said Ilkar, his eyes twinkling. ‘Any man of free will can make the sacrifice.’

Denser scoffed. ‘I don’t think so.’

‘Neither did I,’ said Hirad.

‘The thing is, Denser,’ said Sol, beginning loudly before letting his voice drop a little. ‘The thing is, that there was never really any hope of surviving this one, was there? And so any chance to save Balaia’s living and dead must be taken. However small and however far-fetched it may appear.

‘When we were at our best, it was in pretending that the only option open was in any case the best one and that others would present themselves if needed. But we never had choice, not really. There was never the option to stand aside and let someone else do it because there was no one else. And it is the same now.

‘I am king, you are right. And as king I am responsible for all the people of Balaia. Right now they are being slaughtered, and I don’t see that we can defend against this enemy. That means we have to go elsewhere to live. It’s something you have to learn, Denser. Sometimes you cannot win. And you have to choose the next best option. In this case, survival.’

Denser slapped his hands on the table. ‘But you won’t survive, Sol. Win or lose, you’ll already be dead.’

‘But if by my death others live, that is enough. If I can save my wife and sons by this action I will do it in a heartbeat, don’t you see that? Wouldn’t you do the same?’

Denser’s shoulders sagged. ‘Well, yes. But I’d have to believe. Do you believe?’

‘When The Raven assure me that something must be done, I believe them. When that assertion is backed up by Auum, I believe them even more. But when I’ve been to the place where we must go, where we can fight the Garonin if we must, there is no room for doubt in my heart.’

‘Yes. You’ve been there. And come back. Alive. Why not again?’

‘Because the Garonin are not going to take me there again.’ Sol finally sat down again. ‘Denser, if I face the Garonin here again, I will die. If I am to fight them and help my people live, I need to take the chance to even the odds.

‘It just makes perfect sense. In Ulandeneth you can do anything you believe you can, I’m certain of it. And who else to travel with but those in whom I believe the most. The Raven. I wish you’d come but I understand if you feel you can’t. Decision’s made, my dear friend and Lord of the Mount. I will do this thing and we will prevail.

‘Denser. Denser, look at me. Thank you. I respect your objections. Gods drowning, I love you for your caution and your pragmatism. But the time for both has passed. And I need you to support us in what we are about to do. You may be Lord of the Mount now but you are still Raven. In spirit it may be but we need you with us. What say you?’

Denser studied his wine goblet and sucked his bottom lip. When he looked up, he was shaking his head.

‘I cannot,’ he said. ‘I cannot because you are my friend and I think you’re making a colossal error. And because you are king and first warrior, and your people need you to stand with them, not disappear off to converse with Wesman Shamen. And because your head is turned by the thought of fighting with The Raven one more time. Only it won’t be how you remember. How does a soul fight, do you think? I’m sorry, Sol, but I can do nothing but repeat my strong objections. I can’t let you do this.’

‘Can’t?’ said Hirad. ‘Exactly how are you going to stop him?’

Denser said nothing. He sipped at his wine and stared out of the window.

 


The Raven quartet descended the long spiral stairway in silence. They found nothing to say as they walked across the floor of the tower complex and out into the warm of the morning sun.

‘Fancy a walk, anyone?’ asked Ilkar.

‘Not if it’s like the last one we took,’ said Hirad. ‘How is dear Selik, by the way?’

‘Raging in his cell. We’re wondering whether to put him out of his misery and let another soul take the body.’

‘Pointless now, I should think,’ said Ilkar. ‘No one else is going to make it here now. The void will have taken them all. We just can’t hang on to anything without a body and the dead dimension is utterly destroyed. We can feel it. Let him rot.’

‘I’ll put your opinion to the Circle Seven,’ said Sol. ‘Look, I really need to go and talk to my wife and children. Stop by later, why don’t you? Pick up the pieces of my teeth perhaps.’

‘She’ll understand, Unknown,’ said Hirad.

‘Don’t be stupid, Hirad. She will neither understand nor accept it. And neither should she.’ Sol tried a smile but it didn’t come off. ‘See you later. Don’t drift too far; I know how much it hurts.’

Ilkar, Sirendor and Hirad watched him go before a shrug from the latter and a point towards the eastern quarter of the city sent them on their way. Just beyond the apron outside the gates of the college Ilkar saw, through the passing hubbub of a nervous day on The Thread, three figures detach themselves from the shadows ahead. He touched Hirad’s arm.

‘Seen them,’ said Hirad.

The three old friends carried on walking across the stone of the apron and made their way across The Thread itself. The figures were waiting for them, watching. There was no point avoiding them. And no need. Hirad took his hand from his sword hilt.

‘I thought you’d gone for a lie-down,’ he said.

‘There are more pressing matters,’ said Auum. Ghaal and Miirt stood close behind him. ‘This city is on the verge of tearing itself apart.’

Ilkar felt the hairs on the back of his neck stand up. Not a pleasant experience in this body. ‘What’s going on?’

‘Come.’

Auum didn’t wait to see if they were with him. He spun on his heel and trotted away into a wealthy residential area of Xetesk. Much of it was empty of its usual occupants. All senior mages and administrators had been closeted in the college for many days now. It gave the area an eerie feel.

An angry shout rang out close by. Abruptly, Auum and his Tai broke into a run, leaving the Raven trio trailing in their wake. Ilkar recognised the tenor of the shouting. Violence hung in the air. Breaking out into a square bordered by tall houses and centred by a fenced garden, Ilkar saw a handful of figures in pursuit of something or someone with Auum’s Tai hard on their heels, eating up the distance between them.

Ilkar, running a few paces behind Hirad, couldn’t quite see the head of the chase through the trees and hedges bordering the garden. He heard a scream and the sounds of combat. He upped his pace. Ahead of him, Hirad and Sirendor drew their swords. Ilkar began to prepare a HardShield, or whatever it was Denser called it these days.

A mob of Xeteskians was attacking at least one poor unfortunate. Ilkar was in time to see Auum fly into the aggressors two-footed and at head height. One of them took the force full on the side of his skull. Auum dropped in amongst them. Ghaal and Miirt splitting left and right behind him.

The TaiGethen’s leader blurred. He flat-palmed a second in the chest, sending him sprawling. A third had his legs taken from under him, and before a fourth could react, Auum had bounced back to his feet and round-housed his target in the temple. He finished his move standing astride the single victim, both short swords drawn and ready.

Ghaal and Miirt pulled others away but in truth they had lost all desire for a fight. Hirad and Sirendor trotted into the circle of angry locals and Ilkar joined them. It was the safest place he could think of.

‘Ilkar, see what you can do,’ said Auum, nodding down at the prone form.

Ilkar knelt by the woman. Blood from repeated blows matted her head. Her arms were held up to shield her face and she had drawn herself into the foetal position. She was not breathing. Ilkar shook his head and stood. Auum looked up at the attackers. All of them just normal citizens of Xetesk. They held clubs, knives, axes and shovels. There were about twenty of them standing. Three others moved on the ground, groggy and moaning. The fourth was still and by the set of his head would remain so.

‘This is how you treat those who return among you, love having guided them here,’ said Auum.

‘Leave us to our business, elf,’ said one, a young man, face fired with rage and carrying an axe in a way that suggested he knew how to use it.

‘Which would be what, exactly?’ asked Hirad. ‘Beating innocent people to death?’

The young man pointed at Hirad. ‘Only your sort. Dead men. Time you all went back where you came from. You’ve brought bad luck to Balaia.’

‘Simpleton,’ muttered Ilkar.

‘We brought you a message, idiot,’ said Hirad. ‘Pity you weren’t listening.’

‘You’ve stolen bodies. Now you sleep in our houses and eat our food. You have brought war to our doorsteps.’

Ilkar rubbed his forehead, already tired despite the time of the day. He made to speak but Auum got there first.

‘You will disperse and take this body with you to be returned to her loved ones. Now you have rendered her unrecognisable, I am sure her family will be delighted by your efforts.’

‘This is our city. You do not tell us what to do.’

Auum stepped up to the young man, who immediately brought his axe to the ready in front of him. Auum planted both of his swords in the dirt by him.

‘Then mete out your justice. Strike me down if that is your will. I am unarmed.’

The man swallowed, confused. His lower teeth rubbed on his top lip.

‘You are of the living. Our fight is not with you.’

‘But I side with the dead. Strike one and you strike at me.’

Silence had fallen around the group. Somewhere a bell was ringing and there was the sound of running feet approaching from the south, across the gardens.

‘You will trick me if I try to strike you,’ said the man.

‘No.’ Auum’s head shook fractionally. ‘I will kill you.’

Hirad cleared his throat. ‘Aren’t you getting this? He’s giving you a chance to back away and leave. I strongly suggest you take it.’

‘I—’

But the youngster did not get a chance to speak further. Auum broke the grip on the man’s axe, moved inside his guard and had placed a finger on his lips before he blinked. Auum’s other hand held a blade to his eye. The axe clattered to the ground.

‘Not another word,’ he said quietly. ‘Take her and your fallen friend and go.’

A tear spilled down the man’s cheek as he nodded.

Auum stepped back and away, leaving a path to the dead woman. He watched as the two bodies were lifted up by a few of the mob and carried away.

‘I see what you mean,’ said Ilkar. ‘What do you intend to do? What’s down here?’

‘Allies. Many of the dead too.’ Auum began walking again, sheathing his blades as he went. ‘We need to get them away from here. Out of the city and to the west. Now. Tonight.’

‘But they can’t stray that far from their loved ones. You know that,’ said Hirad.

‘Some of them are here too. The rest we must find and persuade to our cause.’

‘Denser is not going to like this,’ said Ilkar.

‘If I have my way, he won’t even know about it.’ Auum stopped and turned to them. ‘Will you help me?’

‘What do you need us to do?’ asked Hirad.

Auum smiled and walked on. ‘Keep Denser busy. Keep his eyes from the north and south gates. We’ll move them out those two ways a few at a time as often as we can.’

‘No problem,’ said Hirad. ‘And who are these allies so we don’t hit the wrong people?’

Auum chuckled. ‘The two old barons. Seems they don’t much like the way Xetesk leans either. They are very useful. Money still turns heads on Balaia, even now when disaster comes.’

‘Good for them,’ said Sirendor.

Auum stopped once more and the humour had gone from his face.

‘I respect Lord Denser more than any other living human mage. But his mind is wrong. You can see it in his eyes. He will not be turned from his action. Look to your friends and see they escape, and look to Denser for he may betray you yet though he means you no harm. Someone has poisoned his thoughts and this will bring only death to any who stand with him. I have seen it before. Only those who run will live.’
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Sol did not go home immediately. Sitting there in Denser’s tower, brave words were easy. Out here on The Thread, just a few hundred yards from his family, they sounded so hollow. So he walked while he gathered his thoughts. And he did many of the things that Denser wanted him to do.

He spoke to his people. He spread calm and confidence though he felt none himself. He answered the questions of the fearful and calmed the anxieties of the desperate. He reminded any who would listen of the help the dead were bringing. Of the strength they added to the defence of Xetesk and the belief they brought to the beleaguered and the weary.

Words. Easy. And all the while his wife was organising the day in the inn. Almost normal but for the fact that nothing was normal here any more. Trade was stuttering. The prices of food and drink were rising sharply. Only the caravans coming through Understone Pass from the west still arrived every day. It was not only word that was scarce from Korina, Blackthorne, Gyernath and any other place he cared to name.

How comforting it would be to get lost in the affairs of state. To sit with Denser and organise messengers and scouts. To plan rationing and discuss defensive tactics. He envied Denser. Right now the Lord of the Mount would be heading to a meeting with Septern where the peerless genius was going to impart his knowledge on building a ward grid to protect the city.

‘But you have to stop running, old man,’ he said to himself.

Sol sighed and turned around. He walked back along a couple of side streets and back onto The Thread. The college and its great ornate gates, open to all comers, was just to his right. He paused a moment to look at it. Imposing walls fifty feet high and with the Circle Seven Towers visible as they were from every point of the city, fingers of power thrusting into the sky. Foreboding and awe-inspiring.

‘But they won’t save you, Denser. Not this time.’

Glancing to his left, he could see the sign of The Raven’s Rest swaying gently in the breeze that seemed forever to be blowing up Xetesk’s main street. The Thread ran from the north to the south gates. As colourful a street as any in Balaia. Packed with history, filled with the dark times of the old college, which were only just washing away in the face of the new Xetesk. A place of which they could all be proud.

‘And soon to be so much rubble.’

Sol chided himself. The king muttering to himself as he tried to avoid going home to his wife. No better than the midnight drunks he ejected from his inn every closing time.

He took a deep breath, calmed himself and strode down The Thread, nodding and smiling at all he passed though there was only anxiety on the streets. There was an ugly undercurrent too and he felt eyes on him, not all of which were friendly.

Sol walked down the alleyway to the side of the inn and opened the gate to the yard. In the stables to his left Jonas was grooming his horse. The other two mares were turned out into the small paddock at the back of the inn. There were the clattering sounds of work going on in the kitchens and someone was whistling tunelessly to the accompaniment of a sweeping broom.

‘Jonas, how are you feeling?’

Jonas turned a beaming face on Sol and ran over. Sol hugged him and ruffled his hair. He was going to be every bit as big and powerful as his father. Sol hoped he got his hair from his mother’s side.

‘I’m fine, Father. Did you tell them what Sha-Kaan said? What are we going to do? He’s in danger, Father, I can feel it. Despite what he says. We have to help him. What’s going to happen?’

Sol fought the urge to crush his son to him and burst into tears. A wound opened in his heart and the ache was unbearable.

‘Everything will be all right, Jonas. I promise.’

Jonas pulled back and looked up at Sol, his head cocked to one side and his eyebrows raised.

‘I’m thirteen, Father, I’m not stupid. That doesn’t mean anything. Only little Hirad would be satisfied with that sort of answer. What are you going to do? It hurts in here.’ Jonas placed his hand on his chest. ‘The Kaan are fading.’

‘What do you mean?’ Sol crouched down and took Jonas’s arms. ‘Fading how?’

‘Their link to Balaia, to me and all the Dragonene. The melde. It’s weakening. I can feel it.’

‘Then you aren’t fine, are you? Why didn’t you say this before?’

‘I didn’t know before, Father. Or I wasn’t sure what I was feeling.’

‘And I’m fifty-one and I’m not stupid either. Tell me what happened. ’

Sol stared into Jonas’s eyes. The young man was frightened beneath the bravado, and to see it in him was a sword to the soul.

‘It was the last fleeting thought Sha-Kaan gave me. The melde is attacked directly. Dragons resting in their Klenes have been killed where they lie. Inter-dimensional space is filled with enemies. What happens if they kill Sha-Kaan, Father?’

‘They won’t. He’s too smart and too powerful. But this is big information for our fight to come. Why didn’t you tell someone?’

‘Because I was waiting for you to come home. Don’t be angry with me.’

Sol pulled Jonas into another embrace. ‘All right, son. You’ve done the right thing.’

‘What happens now?’

‘We get you sorted out. I’ll speak to Denser. There will be others in your situation after all.’

‘What about the enemy? What about what you told them?’

Sol stood. ‘That’ll have to wait.’

Jonas followed Sol into the inn. The kitchens were a-buzz with activity but there was none of the usual humour in the voices he heard. Diera was wiping down tables in the bar, and when she turned to see who it was, her face turned his heart to dust.

‘What’s up?’ he asked. ‘Somebody die?’

Diera threw her cloth into the pail. Water slopped onto the floor.

‘You, apparently.’

‘Wait outside, Jonas.’

‘What does she—?’

‘Jonas!’ Sol caught himself. ‘Please, son, just for a moment.’

‘All right.’

Sol waited until Jonas had closed the door behind him.

‘Denser’s been here, has he? Doesn’t waste much time, I’ll give him that.’

Diera turned her back on him. ‘Yes, he has. At least there’s someone in this ridiculous city who still has a steady head on their shoulders.’

Sol moved towards her. She wrapped her arms around herself and stiffened.

‘I need you to understand why there is no choice for me.’

He reached out a hand.

‘Don’t touch me, Sol.’ She rounded on him. ‘And I understand perfectly well, thank you. Your dead friends want you to join their merry band of lost souls, and you’re too stupid and blinded by your wonderful Raven past to see you’re being sold serpents for firewood.’

‘I can hear Denser in everything you say, Diera. So let me speak. Do you really think I’d be doing this if I felt there was any other choice? It’s a long shot, granted, but we are truly desperate. Denser has no answers and the Garonin will tear this city down stone by stone. Come with me to the west. I can protect you all the way and you can be first to follow me to our new home.’

‘Follow you? You’ll be dead, damn you! What good is that to me?’

‘There is no other way to save you and the boys.’

Sol hadn’t seen her arms tense and he felt the full force of the slap across his face. The sound ricocheted about the bar and Diera was screaming at him.

‘How dare you say that to me. Your death does not save us, it damns us. What will I say to the boys when nothing comes of it? That their father threw his life away after people long dead but still more important to him? You can’t do this to me, you can’t. I can’t do this without you. It isn’t life without you.’

Sol resisted the urge to reach out to her again. She stood tall and resolute despite her words. He chest was heaving and her cheeks were damp but she would not crumble.

‘What will you tell them if, by my actions, countless thousands are saved?’ he asked quietly. ‘What then? Would that be throwing my life away?’

Diera put a hand to his face and stroked the red mark she had made.

‘No, of course it wouldn’t, my darling. But you don’t do this any more. It’s all just a memory. You have to listen to Denser, to reason. The place to stand and fight is here. Chasing heroic deeds won’t work. Look at me. At Jonas and at little Hirad. Can you really bear to know you have seen us all for the last time? Can you die knowing you are depriving your children of the father they worship? Can your sacrifice really be worth such loss?’

‘What I cannot do is follow a path in which I do not believe and have that cause your deaths. This isn’t about being a hero, Diera. It never has been. It’s about doing the right thing. The only thing.’

‘Oh dear me, they really have done a number on you, haven’t they?’

Sol spun round. Denser had appeared from nowhere and was walking the last couple of paces to the front door.

‘What the fuck are you doing here?’ demanded Sol.

‘Determining the state of mind of my king,’ said Denser. His hand rested on the door bolt. ‘And I don’t like what I hear.’

‘I don’t have to explain myself to anyone who eavesdrops from behind a cloaking spell.’ Sol turned to Diera, sure she had knowledge of Denser’s presence, but the look on her face told him otherwise. ‘I suggest you leave, my Lord of the Mount.’

Denser nodded. ‘I will, Sol. And I’m sorry, I really am.’

He opened the door, stood back and began to cast. Six men were running in. Big men.

‘What the—’

Diera screamed Sol’s name. No time to think. Sol picked up a chair and threw it at Denser. It caught him around the waist and knocked him into the wall just below the painting of Hirad, disrupting his casting preparation. Sol strode towards the six, reached above his head and grabbed the cudgel from the beam mounts on his way past.

‘Come on then, boys. Let’s see you take an old man, eh?’

The college heavies fanned out, shoving tables and chairs aside to give themselves clear space. Sol moved into the centre of the room and tapped the end of the cudgel on the timber floor of the inn. To his left, Denser was getting back to his feet.

‘Diera, keep on poking that bastard; don’t let him get a spell off.’

‘With pleasure.’

‘Who’s first? You?’ Sol pointed his cudgel at a squat man with a barrel torso. Pasty skin, flabby arms and a thick powerful neck.

The man grunted but didn’t move forward. Sol cursed under his breath. He knew what was coming. They rushed him as one. Two dived forward, aiming to grapple his legs. The other four went for his upper body. Sol jumped, bringing his legs up under him. He swung the cudgel, feeling a satisfying thud as it connected with a long-haired skull.

He landed on top of one of the divers, forcing the air from his lungs. He brought the cudgel round again, meeting the gut of a third man. Below him the diver moved, sending Sol off balance. He fell backwards, already beginning to turn before he hit the floor. He thrashed the cudgel above his head, missing this time.

Someone was on his legs and he kicked out hard, feeling his boots pummel soft flesh. But the arms clung on. Three others dived on top of him. Sol dropped the cudgel and smashed his left then right fist into the face of the closest heavy. The man’s nose and lips burst, showering blood everywhere. Sol took a punch to the stomach. And another. Someone else was on his legs now and he couldn’t move them.

He heard the splash of water, plenty of water. Denser swore. Sol managed a smile. He cocked his fists again but this time his shoulders were forced back onto the ground and his arms pinned by his sides. Sol bucked and twisted under the weight of the men on top of him. He glared up at the nearest, who set his fist above Sol’s face.

‘Don’t make me, Sol. Relax. Relax.’

Sol let the tension flow out of his body. The college men did not let up their pressure and they would not. He was beaten. For now.

‘Stand him up,’ said Denser. ‘And one of you get Diera off me, please?’

A slap of hand on face. Another expletive from the Lord of the Mount.

‘Don’t any of you so much as lay a hand on her,’ growled Sol. ‘Diera, it’s all right. It’s over.’

Sol allowed himself to be hauled to his feet. He pushed the college men away and tried to shake off restraining hands. Diera retreated towards the bar. He saw her hand go over the counter but he shook his head and she withdrew it. He let his eyes play over the six in front of him. One had blood pouring from the side of his face where the cudgel had struck him. Another was resting on a table, hands on his belly. A third stared balefully at him while the blood continued to run from his nose and mouth.

‘Don’t worry, you were ugly already,’ said Sol.

‘Don’t push your luck, my King,’ slurred the man.

Sol turned his head to stare at Denser. The Lord of the Mount was soaked through.

‘And you.’ Sol spat on the ground. ‘You have betrayed me, Xetesk, Balaia and most of all The Raven. I no longer know you.’

Denser stalked in to stand a few feet away.

‘I am doing what is right for our city and our country. You will not be allowed to fragment our defence by running off on your fool’s errand. No one is leaving Balaia. No one needs to. I know what Auum and those foolish old men are planning even if you don’t, and they will be stopped. We have the power and the strength to beat these Garonin. Xetesk will prevail.’

‘You will all die and I will laugh in your faces,’ said Sol.

‘Lystern has fallen. Julatsa is under attack. Dordover is long gone. And that leaves Xetesk as the one power on this continent. Do you think I or any mage of my college would pass up the opportunity for us to take up our natural position as rulers of Balaia?’

Sol felt numb. He stared at Denser and searched his eyes.

‘What’s happened to you, Denser? All that we’ve done in the last ten years. Does it really mean that little to you? The deaths of your friends?’

‘Until the Garonin came, it meant everything. But it’s all been washed away now and I cannot have dissension. There is a single purpose, and it is the protection of this city and its college. You need to spend some time alone thinking about that and about why you should be protecting the living, not seeing them into the hands of the dead and a fool’s march west.’

Sol shook his head. ‘I would rather protect the dead than the living like you.’

‘Right,’ said Denser. ‘Time for you to rest. We don’t want a scene when we return up The Thread, now do we?’

Denser began to cast, Sol’s eyes burning into him the whole time. And when the spell was done and the hands laid on him, Sol slipped quickly into unconsciousness, his head falling to one side and his eyes flickering closed. But not so quickly that he didn’t see the door to the yard, which had been open a crack, closing quietly.

 


Above the mage college of Julatsa a dense, dark cloud exploded and evaporated. Rebraal stood with his primary mage, Dila’heth, five miles from the city yet still they could feel the heat and the vibrations through the ground. Their horses, bought from a farmer on the coast of Triverne Inlet, grazed nearby, showing little sign of nervousness.

Julatsa sat like a pearl on flat open ground below them. Even from this distance the elves could see the dust of the Garonin approach, the flash of spells and the damage the city had already taken. At its centre the college still stood proud. Banners from her masts fluttered and a constant stream of spells fled out from her walls, tower and other high places.

‘The Garonin are in the city,’ said Dila. ‘It will soon be over.’ Rebraal turned to her. ‘I am sorry, Dila. Tual will give you strength. Ix will not desert you nor your brothers and sisters.’

Dila’heth fell to her knees.

‘Tual help us,’ said Rebraal. He crouched by her. ‘Dila?’

She was not looking at him but past him. Down across the plain the sky was dark. A cloud wider and deeper than any they had seen before was building over the centre of the city. It was spiralling slowly and its core was dense with the yellow of Julatsan magic.

Dila retched and groaned. Rebraal put an arm about her shoulders and held her to him, feeling her trembling and gasping for breath as if her chest was constricted. The cloud was spinning and growing. The cracks of lightning sent echoes across the plain. Spells still flew from the college but nothing would save them now. A stillness fell, emanating from the centre of the cloud. The pressure built, pressing on Rebraal’s ears like he had dived too far underwater. Dila was shuddering in his arms. He could feel her tears splash on his fingers and the low moan she uttered was strangling his heart.

Wider and wider the cloud spread. Faster and faster it turned. Yellow light shimmered all around and flashed dangerously within it. The stillness became a hum and the ground began to shake. Just a slight quiver through his feet but there all the same.

Rebraal saw buildings rocking. He saw slates fall and walls begin to collapse. From the west gates, people were running. Tiny dark shapes on the pale grass of the plain. The hum rattled the teeth in his jaws. Dila put her hands to her head and scratched at her skull. Her voice became a keening wail.

The cloud detonated.

A blinding yellow light flashed across the plain. Thick black smoke chased it away. The sound wave rolled out. Buildings shivered and fell. The tower of Julatsa exploded outwards. Stone was catapulted high into the sky, huge boulders turning lazy arcs to smash down on the city and the college. A massive column of yellow light streamed up, turning to smoke and haze before shutting off with the finality of a prison door slamming.

The force of the explosion swept out. Grass was flattened, trees bent, snapped, were uprooted or swayed back, scattering their leaves. Heat washed over the elven force. Rebraal turned himself and Dila away. The wave knocked them down. He breathed in hot air and choked out a cough.

Struggling to breathe for a moment, Rebraal dragged himself and Dila’heth to their feet. Across the plain was a sight that he could not take in and one that would remain with him until death closed his eyes the final time.

Half of the city was gone. Levelled. Dust was rising and billowing. Only the western edge of Julatsa remained, while beyond it the escaping Julatsans could be seen still running, protected at the last by the stone of their homes.

In the midst of the devastation he could hear exultant voices raised to the sky. In his arms Dila was reduced to wracking sobs, the centre of her life stolen away. He rocked her there for a while until she had calmed. She pulled away from him a little.

‘Nothing left for us here now,’ she said, her voice empty. ‘We should get back to the ships. Time is against us.’

 


Ilkar pulled himself upright and leaned back in the deep armchair. The nausea passed but the gulf in his body remained. He met the barbarian’s even gaze and could see the old Hirad shining through the unfamiliar face he now wore.

‘It’s over,’ he said, feeling a strange sense of relief. ‘Only Xetesk left now. And I think that should worry us.’

Hirad stretched over from his chair and patted Ilkar’s knee. ‘Well it would if it weren’t for the fact that the Garonin are going to roll over here in a few days too. How are you feeling?’

‘Like I’ve been robbed. I can’t touch anything that is mine, if you see what I mean. The house is empty and will never be refilled.’

He smiled but was aware how hollow it must look. Hirad rubbed a hand over his chin.

‘So is that it? End of you as a mage?’

‘Well, some would argue that happened when the Elfsorrow killed me.’

‘You know what I mean.’

‘Yep, sorry. And no, it isn’t the end, but you have to understand the mechanics of spell casting.’

Hirad’s face fell. ‘Must I?’

Ilkar laughed. ‘Gods drowning, I’m glad you’re with me. This is the most depressing day in the life of any Julatsan mage but at least I can console myself that I am not you.’

‘Mechanics,’ said Hirad.

‘Look, until the Garonin take every bit of mana, then any mage can still cast, sort of. What a Heart does is concentrate and feed out mana. It brings consistency to the mana density and each college’s Heart balances the others. Or used to. Now, if I try and cast, I’ll find it hard to drag enough mana in to construct my casting. It’ll take a whole lot more effort too and the outcome will be less certain.’

‘So, more difficult, more tiring and more dangerous to cast.’

‘Nothing gets past you, does it, Hirad?’

‘Fu—’

The door to the frugal student chambers that the two of them were sharing with Sirendor opened with some vigour. Denser stood in the doorway. Dystran was at his back and a cluster of other men could be seen in the corridor outside.

‘Come in,’ said Hirad. ‘Oh, I see you already have.’

Ilkar stood slowly, a crawling sensation in his gut. ‘What’s going on?’

His tone was picked up by Hirad, who tensed and let a hand drop to his sword hilt. Denser walked in and let the room fill behind him. Ilkar nodded at Dystran and counted the number of guards with him. Too many.

‘Ilkar, I am deeply sorry about what has happened to Julatsa. We were tracking the battle by Communion Globe but of course there was little we could do.’

‘Any idea how many escaped?’ Ilkar raised his eyebrows. ‘Or who in particular?’

Denser shrugged. ‘They had begun an evacuation when it was clear all was lost, but who actually got out is anyone’s guess.’

‘Pheone?’ Ilkar didn’t really want to utter the name of his former lover, now High Mage of Julatsa, lest it damn her.

‘Like Heryst she was in the Globe chamber until very late on. Heryst did not try to run, we know that. As for Pheone . . . I’m sorry, I think you have to assume the worst.’

‘The good news keeps on pouring in, doesn’t it?’ muttered Hirad.

‘It does rather,’ said Denser. Ilkar saw him shift uncomfortably and redden a little at the neck. ‘And that’s kind of why I’m here. Why we’re here. There’s been a change of plan.’

‘Oh?’ Ilkar did not like the way Dystran was smiling.

‘With Julatsa fallen it rests with Xetesk to rise to the challenge as the last bastion of power on Balaia, the last chance to save our country for all who survive the Garonin. We cannot countenance desertion. So many people in far-flung parts of the country will be untouched by the enemy but will feel the effects of their passing. For the greater good of Balaia, for her people and for the continuation of magic, Xetesk must and will survive. No one is going to the Wesmen. Here we stand and here we fight. I am closing the gates to the city.’

‘Have you completely taken leave of your senses?’ asked Ilkar, disbelieving what he had just heard for a moment. ‘I mean, no doubt you are about to deliver that same great leader speech to the masses or something, but this is me. This is Hirad and Sirendor. You know you can talk to us person to person. We’re friends, remember? And we all agree we need a way out of here should you fail. Right?’

Denser shook his head. ‘Wrong. We will not fail. We have the means and we have the ability. Xetesk will stand and will rule the new Balaia.’

Hirad’s mouth hung open. It was almost comical. Ilkar cleared his throat and rubbed his face.

‘I know you aren’t wild about our escape plan but you can’t just put a stop to it. It doesn’t make any sense. What does The Unknown have to say about this?’

Denser looked at the ceiling. ‘Our king is currently indisposed.’

Hirad exploded across the room. Two of Denser’s guards got to him. Just. He jabbed a finger between them as they pushed him back away from their Lord of the Mount.

‘Fucking idiot. Fucking betrayer. You’ll kill everyone. Are you blind? I am coming for you, Denser. You can’t do this.’

‘Shut up, Hirad,’ said Denser. ‘I can and I will. I am Lord of the Mount of Xetesk. This is my duty.’

Ilkar had his hands on his mouth. He felt detached. Like he was watching a play or something.

‘You stand on the brink of annihilation and yet still you dream of power and dominion,’ he breathed. ‘I will not help you do this. No dead will help you do this.’

‘That’s not strictly speaking true but we anticipated such a reponse. We know what drives the dead. We know what you desire for yourselves and for those who brought you back. Did you really think I wouldn’t get wind of your little plan to sneak my people out of my city?’

‘You have no right—’

‘Don’t talk to me about rights, Sirendor. This is my city. I cannot, I will not have the dead poisoning the minds of my people any longer. There is fighting in the streets, there is tension where there needs to be calm preparation and there is divisiveness where there must be unity. But you can still help me. Your friend Auum has conveniently collected nearly every one of the dead in a single place. You will join them but you will not leave there. And when the Garonin breach the walls of the city, you will have your chance for revenge while we continue laying our plans for victory. Every moment will count. Fight hard.’

Ilkar sat back down. ‘You bastard.’

‘What?’ asked Hirad, still restrained by the college guardsmen.

‘You heard what Auum said. About splitting the density of souls to fragment the Garonin invasion force. That bastard wants to use us as a decoy.’

Hirad’s face greyed. ‘You traitorous little fuck.’

‘That’s enough, Hirad,’ said Denser. ‘I have to save those who can be saved. You are dead. It is already too late for you.’

‘Have you listened to nothing?’ Hirad’s lunge forced his guards back a pace. ‘There is nowhere for the dead to go. Nowhere for the living who die to go. You are betraying everyone. For fleeting power. You were a man I loved and trusted. A Raven man. What happened to you?’

‘Goodbye, Hirad. Ilkar, I wish you well. And Hirad, don’t make it hard, eh? You will leave the college right now or your soul will fly to the void.’




Chapter 20

 


 


 


 


‘It really is the only way,’ said Dystran.

‘Then why do I feel like I am the lowest form of life in this city?’ said Denser.

‘Feeling sorry for yourself won’t help you.’

‘It seems a good place to start, all right?’

Denser walked out onto the highest balcony of his tower. It afforded him unsurpassed views of his college, his city and beyond. It showed him the few remaining dead scattered about his city being rounded up and escorted to their desolate quarter of Xetesk. Easy enough to do. For the ones that weren’t displaying the manner of their deaths like a badge, all that was needed was to shine a lantern on them and their shadow gave them away. No hiding place. No exceptions. Well, one.

‘But you can feel the tension lifting, can’t you?’

And he could. It was quite something. With his guards erecting barricades across all exits from the area of parkland and abandoned homes in which the dead were effectively corralled, the living were regaining control of their city. Already, they were beginning to gather in the college courtyard, on the apron outside the college’s south gate and anywhere on the approaches. Denser was due to address them from the tower.

Denser turned. The exception, Septern, was at his shoulder. On the table behind them the master mage had overlaid a ward grid on a map of the city. It was a true work of art both aesthetically and technically.

‘You had to do something,’ added Dystran. ‘The dead were dividing us just by their presence and the more dangerous souls were sowing rotten seed. Feel the mood of the city when our defence is organised. Think of the support when you remind them that hundreds and hundreds of mouths to be fed are gone. Never underestimate the greed of the individual desperate to survive.’

‘I certainly won’t do that,’ said Denser.

Out in the city his mages were laying wards in locations matching Septern’s exact specifications. Beyond the gates the horizon was obscured from north to south by the Garonin’s expanding cloud of dust and burned mana. Korina was the only other major city still standing and was not as yet under concerted threat; it was as though the capital was being left until last.

What Denser really needed to know was when the new Garonin machine would achieve its critical mass and head back towards Xetesk. He had scouts tracking it and mages ready to fly in with any news. So far though, the Garonin were content to amble along in a seemingly random pattern about four days out. It was a hiatus that would not last for long.

More dead were moving along The Thread. Hirad, Ilkar and Sirendor were with them. He had acquiesced and let them say their goodbyes to Diera and her boys but had refused them leave to see Sol. At least they were causing no trouble. He bit his lip and swallowed a lump in his throat.

‘They were fine people when they were alive,’ said Dystran. ‘But something changed in them when they died. The manner of their deaths, the places they died. Something. They are different. Not The Raven you remember. Don’t be beguiled into remembering what you saw as your friends. They stopped being that the day they died.’

‘What do you think, Septern?’

‘If death changed me, then I do not remember my old life. But I care not for loyalties and guilt. Both are wastes of effort. I only care whether my grid will work. Let me take you through it.’

Denser moved to the table. Septern was right. And he was different from every other dead person that Denser had met. Completely consumed by himself and what he could do for magic on Balaia. Just like the stories about him when he was alive. And Hirad had been different from his old self, hadn’t he? The old Hirad would have wanted to fight to the bitter end. Save his country and all that. It was not and never had been his way to run from his enemies.

‘I’d better be right about this,’ Denser said.

‘I beg your pardon?’ asked Septern.

‘Nothing. Let’s look at your plan.’

The three men leaned over the map and its overlay. The city was picked out building by building, street by street. On top Septern had indicated the position of every ward, and had added a symbol as code for its exact construction, direction, exclusions and power. Each ward was connected to others by lines either dotted or solid. He had drawn arrows to indicate things like mana flow, energy spill and trigger direction.

‘The beauty of this is its simplicity and its perfect logic. As with all my finest creations.’

Denser smiled at him. ‘You haven’t lost your modesty, I see.’

‘What use have I for modesty? I suspect I still am the greatest mage ever to walk any dimension in this or any other cluster. And cut off in my prime too. Betrayed by my own students, agents of the Wytch Lords would you believe?’

‘Yes, but we got the Wytch Lords,’ said Denser. ‘I cast Dawnthief to destroy them.’

Septern choked on his next words and pulled back from the map. He grabbed Denser’s shoulders and turned him round.

‘You cast it? What were you, crazed? That spell was never intended to actually be used. It was a theoretical demonstration.’ Septern spluttered a little more then waved a dismissive hand. ‘But clearly you got it wrong or else none of us would be here, would we? This place would be a vacuum.’

Denser bridled. ‘I didn’t get it wrong, thank you very much. I adapted it. Luckily you left enough room in the lore for Dawnthief to be cast at less than its complete power using an altered structure. So it destroyed the Wytch Lords and left us, well, nearly intact.’

‘Nearly?’

‘There were . . . consequences. Side effects.’

Septern shook his head. His eyes were twinkling and there was a smile on his face. ‘Fascinating. So tell me. What did it feel like to actually cast?’

‘Painful, if I remember rightly. I stopped breathing for a while, I know that.’

Septern looked crestfallen. ‘Not engorged with power or elated or something like that?’

‘Possibly, but the pain blotted it all out.’

Dystran cleared his throat. ‘Much as I would love to hear more, can it wait until later? We need this working and understood or the Garonin will do to us what Dawnthief didn’t.’

Septern chuckled. ‘It is turning into quite a day. We must dine together, Denser.’

‘I think that is a very good idea. So. The grid.’

‘Yes. Now, when I was constructing the grid for my own house, a somewhat smaller task I admit though the principles are the same, I was concerned to build outer deterrents followed by inner cells designed to kill everything that ignored the first warnings.

‘Here I’ve dispensed with the deterrents as I think they will be of little value. I’ve concentrated on feeder cell formation and causing maximum damage when a given ward is tripped.’

Denser may not have felt elation when he cast Dawnthief, nor when he was throwing his old friends out of the college to face the Garonin. But he felt it now, listening to the man whose genius remained, as he had guessed, unsurpassed.

‘So, to illustrate. Take this cell here.’ Septern circled a group of about fifty wards positioned by one of the outer grain stores and covering some of the south-eastern streets leading onto The Thread. ‘Now, all the wards will be active when the enemy move into the area but only one has a physical trigger. This one here.’

He pointed at a central ward at the head of the grain store where the Garonin would have to pass if they were to access any of the surrounding streets.

‘When this ward is triggered it dominoes mana through every second ward in this cell and they all go off simultaneously. HellFire, FireGlobe, FlameOrb, EarthHammer. I don’t know your fancy new names and I care less about them. The area is deluged in flame and levelled by earth movements in less time than it takes me to drain a glass of wine.

‘But that’s not all. Because we expect the Garonin to be determined and adaptable, we can expect them to come through the same area again, assuming the danger has passed. So the triggering of the first set of wards also passes mana to the other half. The trigger ward becomes this one here and the process begins again.

‘And that’s not all either. The fact of a detonation of a set of wards feeds mana back up through the chain to the adjacent cells, bringing them to a ready state. The point of that is that we leave as little mana floating about as possible, making it very hard for the wards to be detected. Dormant wards last for ages if they are set correctly.

‘And the final thing is this. Right here, above the gates of the college, is your master ward. Master switch, if you like. The whole system lies dormant until this ward is completed. Once it is, the mana circuit is active and we sit back and watch the Garonin getting destroyed while we manage our mana stamina for any close combat.’

The twinkle remained in Septern’s eyes. ‘Good, eh?’

It was a while before Denser could speak. He stared at the map, the cells and the connectivity and could do nothing but shake his head.

‘Good? It’s genius.’

‘That’s all I ever deliver.’

‘This would have saved us a whole lot of bother when the demons came knocking,’ said Dystran.

‘Yes, but it will level the city,’ said Denser.

‘Which is no more than the Garonin will do anyway,’ said Dystran.

‘Thank you, Septern. That is truly amazing.’

‘I can do nothing but agree with you,’ said the master mage.

‘Can we bring all the population within the college walls?’ asked Dystran.

‘I have designated safe areas to the west as well,’ said Septern. ‘Plenty enough for those who remain.’

‘And the dead? They are going to be right in the middle of the grid. Murdering them wasn’t in my plans,’ said Denser.

Septern waved a hand to quieten him.

‘If you look more closely, you’ll see that I have excluded their area from the main grid but left a defensive line on their borders. Your guards will not need to stand there once the grid is activated. And, in addition, we can expect any Garonin stumbling into the dead’s area to be damaged and demoralised. Easier to fight. A positive outcome, wouldn’t you agree?’

Denser nodded, feeling just slightly less guilty at his actions.

‘Yes, thank you. Though I’m not sure my former friends will feel the same.’

There was a knock on the door. After a brief pause, Brynar entered.

‘You, my young mage, have just missed a master class,’ said Denser.

‘But don’t worry,’ added Septern. ‘I’ll be walking the grid with Sharyr later, checking the accuracy of today’s work. Why don’t you attend me?’

Brynar looked at Denser, who inclined his head.

‘It would be an honour, my Lord Septern,’ he blustered.

‘Then it is settled,’ said Septern.

‘Brynar, you have something to report? No doubt our king is still ranting about dragons?’

Denser chuckled at his own cleverness. Something about Septern and his effortless genius was infectious and energising.

‘Yes, my Lord Denser. He is adamant that he must speak to you because he says the entire melde is in crisis, and should it fail, we will be yet further weakened.’

‘I see. And what have you told him?’

‘That you will see him as soon as you are able. As soon as the city defence is complete. He said that wasn’t good enough.’

Denser chuckled. ‘I’m sure he did.’

‘But he was a little more cheerful when I left,’ said Brynar brightly. ‘His son had come to see him.’

Denser went cold and clammy. ‘You didn’t let him in, did you?’

Brynar’s face had paled. ‘W- well yes. He’s thirteen years old. What harm can he do.’

‘Idiot!’ stormed Denser, his mind tripping over a thousand things as he ran for the door and sprinted down the stairs yelling for guards to follow him.

‘What have I done?’ asked Brynar.

‘You have much to learn, youngster,’ said Dystran. ‘Jonas may only be thirteen but he is also Dragonene to the Great Kaan.’

Brynar mouthed the word before speaking. ‘That matters, doesn’t it.’

‘Just a bit,’ said Dystran. ‘Just a bit.’

 


At least Denser had seen fit to provide him with comfortable accommodation for his incarceration: a bedroom and living area with decent furniture and even a fireplace. The decoration was somewhat austere but that was the way of many of the catacombs beneath Xetesk’s tower complex. Since his abduction Sol had ignored the food brought to him and had found no time to sit. He had preferred to pace between the rock walls of his limited domain.

His last conversation with Jonas nagged at him and his anger flared ever more brightly every time his demands to speak to Denser about the dragons were rebuffed. He cared little right now about the Garonin, travelling to the west or the dead. His boy was at risk and he was impotent to do anything about it.

The door to Sol’s rooms was unlocked and opened. Sol ceased his pacing and turned to glare but his frown turned to a smile.

‘Jonas!’

Sol ran to his son and hauled him into an embrace. Jonas hugged him back.

‘Are you all right, Father?’ he asked.

‘Never mind me, how are you? Anything more from Sha-Kaan?’

Sol glanced back to the door. Two guards stood in the doorway, watching.

‘No. I feel fine, really.’

Sol put an arm around Jonas’s shoulder and both turned away from the guards and walked towards the armchairs and sofa.

‘I have to get out of here quickly,’ said Sol quietly.

‘It’s why I’m here, Father.’

‘Those guards won’t move so they’ll see a doorway appear. Whatever happens, don’t break contact. Go with me when I talk to you. I’ll divert their attention somehow, all right? Sit here.’

There was a chair with its back to the door. Jonas sat on it and Sol took the one at right angles to him.

‘So, how’s your mother?’

Jonas shrugged. ‘Angry and panicking. Lord Denser has closed the gates of the city and forbidden any of the living to leave. The dead have been herded to the eastern parks and the mage quarter.’

‘What?’ Sol’s eyes widened. ‘Dear Gods falling, he really has lost his mind. This is madness. When did it happen, all this?’

‘Straight after they took you away. He’s speaking to the city in an hour or two, I think.’

‘Really?’ Sol stopped himself saying more. He raised his eyebrows to Jonas, who nodded and settled back into his chair. ‘A drink, Jonas? I’m afraid the cellar isn’t well stocked. Water?’

‘Thank you, Father,’ said Jonas, voice a little distant.

Sol smiled, pressed his shoulder and stood up. Standing beneath a mirror near the door was a table carrying drink and food. Sol walked towards it, nodding at the guards and making sure he was interfering with any sight of Jonas beginning his contact with Sha-Kaan.

‘Thank you for letting me see my son,’ he said, pitching his volume just a little high. ‘It means a lot that I can calm him myself. Perhaps you’d like to remind Lord Denser he needs to speak with me if we are not to get into even more precarious a position very soon?’

One of the guards shrugged. ‘I’ll mention it to Brynar, I suppose.’

Sol filled two goblets with water, picked them up and sauntered towards the door. The two guards straightened a little and hands dropped to sword hilts.

‘You think I’m going to make a break for it? Old man, dodgy hip, son in a chair by the fire? Come on, relax. I’m merely offering you some water.’

‘You should come no closer,’ said a guard, sweating under his helmet, his expression anxious and embarrassed, as it had been ever since Sol had been here.

‘Fine. Be thirsty.’ Sol stopped moving.

From behind him Jonas emitted a brief moan of pain as he made contact with Sha-Kaan.

‘What’s that?’

‘Toothache,’ said Sol. ‘Funny thing, isn’t it? About me being in here rather than in a cell.’

‘Why?’>

The question dripped suspicion. Both guards were looking past Sol, or trying to as his powerful upper body was in the way.

‘Well it’s the door, isn’t it?’ he said. He stepped forward and threw the goblets at the guards, who brought their arms up reflexively. ‘It opens the wrong way.’

Sol dived for the door and slammed it in their faces. He sat with his back to it and jammed his hands and feet as hard as he could onto the stone floor, bracing himself for the inevitable.

‘Jonas, as quick as you like,’ he said.

There were shouts outside the door. He felt the first impact against it. The door opened maybe an inch before his weight shut it once more. He had little time.

Next, a double impact. One high, one low. Sol was shovelled across the stone a good way. Hands came around the frame. Sol put his shoulder to the door and forced it back hard. There was a pained cry and he heard his name being taken repeatedly in vain.

‘Jonas . . .’

A thin white line had appeared in the air above Jonas’s chair. It described a horizontal about eight feet long before beginning to draw down both sides to form an opening into Sha-Kaan’s Klene, his corridor and resting place within the healing streams of inter-dimensional space.

Sol heard a flurry of conversation outside the door and, echoing down the corridor, the unmistakeable sound of Denser’s voice. Sol braced himself for another impact but there was quiet instead.

‘That can’t be good.’

The door shattered, its timbers cracking and bursting inwards. Sol was hurled across the floor, rolling and tumbling. Pain flared in his lower back and he felt the warm slick of blood at his waist. He came to a halt and tried to stand. The pain in his back intensified and he stopped, having to be satisfied with a stoop.

In the doorway stood the guards and a mage. They had taken a pace but stopped. None of them was looking at Sol but beyond him. There was the sharp smell of wood and oil. Sol craned his neck. Sha-Kaan’s golden-scaled head was thrusting from the opening to the Klene. Inside the chamber it looked massive. It was as tall as a man on its own, suggesting the enormity that could not be seen beyond the portal. A bone ridge ran from between Sha-Kaan’s eyes and away down his body. That mouth opened lazily, revealing twin rows of fangs and molars.

‘Lie down, Sol, you’re in my way,’ he rumbled.

Sol gladly complied, the pain in his back easing. Jonas was standing next to Sha-Kaan’s head, one hand resting on that portion of his neck that was visible.

‘Damn you, Sol, don’t do this.’

‘I have friends in all sorts of places, Denser.’

‘You will not obstruct our departure,’ said Sha-Kaan.

‘Xetesk and Balaia need their king,’ said Denser.

‘Locked up in the catacombs. I don’t think so,’ said Sol. ‘What they need is a way out. What you’re building is a mass grave.’

Sol shuffled away from Sha-Kaan’s line of sight and got gingerly to his feet. The blood was flowing fast from the wound in his back and soaking into his breeches. He felt a little light-headed.

‘You will come back,’ said Denser. ‘Need I remind you that your wife and younger son are still here.’

‘Need I remind you that if one hair of either head is so much as breathed upon, I will rip your fucking head off.’ Sol glanced at Jonas. ‘Apologies for my language.’

Jonas shrugged. ‘We need to go.’

Sol nodded and moved to the portal. Denser stayed the hand of one of his guards with a shake of the head and a knowing look.

‘One last chance for redemption, Denser. Come with us. We are stronger with you.’

‘Sorry, Sol. Xetesk is where true strength lies. I think I’ll stay where I’m likely to stay alive.’

‘If you remember one thing, remember this,’ said Sol. ‘The Raven never get it wrong.’

Sol and Jonas stepped past Sha-Kaan’s head, the dragon withdrew it into the Klene and the portal snapped shut.
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With Jonas anchoring the Balaian end of the Klene, it was a stable, secure edifice. With him standing inside when the link to Balaia was broken, it became as a loose end of rope flailing in the gale of inter-dimensional space. Sha-Kaan did his best to moderate the buffeting but, with the Klene only tethered in Beshara, it was a bumpy ride.

‘I have to find safe purchase quickly or return to Beshara,’ said Sha-Kaan. ‘We are vulnerable this way.’

‘Who can you feel?’ asked Jonas.

Sol and Jonas were each being held in one of Sha-Kaan’s front claws. The great dragon was being as gentle as he could but with each violent shift of the Klene, the claws tightened reflexively. Sol could focus on nothing. The pain in his back was immense and the shuddering and shaking of the Klene made him nauseous.

‘Old friends,’ said Sha-Kaan, and the wistful quality of his voice brought a smile to Sol’s lips. ‘The great Septern and Hirad Coldheart. So long dead it is both pleasure and pain to feel their minds once more.’

‘Go for Hirad,’ said Sol. ‘He’ll have Ilkar with him. We can work out what we need to do.’

‘I will see what I can do,’ rumbled Sha-Kaan. ‘His mind is not as tuned as once it was.’

Even through his pain, Sol had to suppress a laugh. ‘Hirad, tuned? When did that ever happen?’

‘He had more ability about him than you know,’ chided Sha-Kaan.

‘I miss Hirad’s talents every day,’ said Sol.

The Klene bounced once before ceasing its random movement. Sol breathed deeply, his stomach settling, his eyes able to focus.

‘I have him,’ said Sha-Kaan.

The Klene was smaller than Sol remembered. Still grand with its huge fireplaces, Kaan crests, mural-painted walls and oppressive heat but somehow lessened.

‘What happened to all the drapery and antechambers?’ asked Sol.

‘We are not as strong as once we were,’ said Sha-Kaan. ‘We can no longer afford such excess.’

Sol caught Jonas’s eye and saw the sadness there.

‘I am a very old dragon,’ continued Sha-Kaan. ‘It is inevitable.’

Sha-Kaan released the pair of them and Sol felt at the wound in his back.

‘Jonas, come and help your father, would you? Tell me what you can see.’

Sol pulled up his shirt at the back. Jonas took in a sharp breath.

‘You need attention, Father. That must hurt.’

‘What is it?’

‘Splinters of wood. Some quite big, really. Do you want me to—?’

Sol felt a touch on his back and winced.

‘No, no. Don’t move them. I’ve lost enough blood as it is. Dammit.’

Sol moved onto his hands and knees. The pain eased a little. He crawled across to the wall of the Klene and lay down on his side.

‘Hardly the heroic arrival I’d envisaged,’ he muttered.

The main door to the Klene swung back. Fresh air flooded in. Sha-Kaan rumbled happily to himself and shifted forward a little way. Four figures appeared in the doorway, silhouetted against the light. Others were clustering outside. There was a hubbub of voices. Sol managed a smile when he saw Hirad’s face. It might have been the face of a dead merchant but the joy in the eyes and the display of every rotting tooth in his mouth was the old Hirad, pure and simple.

‘Sha-Kaan,’ Hirad said. ‘Now here’s something worth coming back to life for.’

He walked in and placed a hand on the tip of Sha-Kaan’s muzzle. Ilkar, Sirendor and Auum were just behind him. If Sha-Kaan was perturbed by the sight of his old Dragonene, he did not show it. The great dragon pushed forward fractionally, dumped Hirad on the seat of his breeches and laughed, a huge guttural sound more akin to a building falling than anything else.

‘Very funny, Sha,’ said Hirad, standing again.

‘It is good to feel you again,’ said Sha-Kaan. ‘The body is substandard, frail human, but your soul is every bit as strong. Well met.’

‘What are you doing here? The Garonin after you too, are they?’

‘They are failing to beat us on Beshara. But not here. You need help.’ Sha-Kaan inclined his head fractionally in Sol’s direction. ‘And your king needs attention now.’

Sol waved weakly. ‘Good to see you lot. Ilkar, a little help?’

Ilkar trotted over, leaving Hirad talking to Sha-Kaan.

‘The best help you can give us is torching Denser. Bastard traitor is going to kill us all,’ Hirad was saying.

‘Killing him will not solve your problem,’ said Sha-Kaan. ‘My Dragonene reaching a new safe dimension will. That will secure the future for us all. That is where we must focus our efforts.’

Sol tried to raise himself to speak but his head was too foggy. Ilkar’s hand on his shoulder was enough to stop him trying further.

‘Don’t move, Unknown, you’re a bit of a mess.’

‘Will he be all right?’ asked Jonas.

Sol nodded. Ilkar didn’t.

‘Ilkar is a fine healer. Watch and learn,’ said Sol. He caught Ilkar’s expression. ‘What’s up? A quick bit of wood extraction and some Healing Hands should do the trick. Easy for you.’

‘You don’t know, do you?’

‘Know what?’

‘Julatsa has fallen. The Garonin have taken the Heart. Nothing I try is easy any more.’

Sol sighed and moved a hand to squeeze Ilkar’s forearm. ‘It all starts to make sense, doesn’t it? Sorry, Ilkar. But we knew it was coming, didn’t we?’

‘I feel empty, Unknown,’ said Ilkar. ‘Hollow. And the void wind is stronger now. I’m not sure how much longer I can cling on to this body.’

‘Try and keep strong,’ said Sol. ‘Look, I’ll be fine. Just bandage me up or something.’

Ilkar’s expression turned to one of slighted hurt. ‘I may have lost my college but I think I can do a little better than bandages, Unknown. Now try and relax and don’t say anything. I need to concentrate.’

Sol winked at him and settled down onto his front to give Ilkar room to work.

‘Sha-Kaan, we need to get the dead that Denser rounded up away from here. All Xetesk’s returned dead. Hundreds of them. Just outside the walls of the city is far enough. They have to be close enough to feel the souls of those who brought them back. Can you do it?’

Sha-Kaan grumbled in his throat. ‘Travel without the beacon of a Dragonene is difficult. Tiring.’

‘We can’t leave them. They’re trapped in the city and right in the path of the Garonin.’

‘I will not know when I have travelled far enough,’ said Sha-Kaan.

‘Oh you will,’ said Hirad. ‘Because every one of them will start to scream when the pain in their souls grows unbearable. Then it’s time to stop.’

Sha-Kaan considered for a moment. ‘Bring them inside.’

Hirad ran to the door. Sol could hear him shouting for the dead to come in, not to be afraid. The latter would be difficult for them.

‘And afterwards. After I have ferried them to safety. What must we do?’ asked Sha-Kaan.

‘Find a Wesman Shaman able to perform the ritual of opening,’ said Ilkar.

Sol coughed. ‘No.’

‘What did I just say?’ said Ilkar. ‘Hold still and shut up. This is delicate, all right? Jonas, can you give me a hand? I need you to staunch the blood while I cast.’

‘Hold on,’ said Sol. ‘Hirad. I’m not leaving my wife and son in Xetesk to die.’

‘There’s no time, Unknown; you know that.’

Sol tensed. ‘Then we have to make time. I’m not sacrificing my life until I know my family will be safe.’

‘What are you talking about, Father?’

Sol closed his eyes, cursing himself for a fool.

‘Father?’

‘Do you trust me, Jonas?’

‘I love you, Father. I won’t let you die.’

Sol blinked back his tears. ‘Trust me now. Help me. Be brave and be strong. We have a lot of work to do.’

Jonas nodded but there was confusion in his face. ‘Tell me what to do.’

Hirad was walking back into the Klene. The dead were following him, albeit rather reluctantly.

‘Sol.’ It was Auum.

‘Yes, my friend.’

‘I will find your wife and son. I will see them to safety. Don’t go back to the inn. Come east. Seek me.’

Sol nodded, wincing as Ilkar probed his injury a little roughly.

‘I am in your debt.’

Auum bowed. ‘Any debt was repaid a very long time ago.’

The TaiGethen leader turned and trotted out of the Klene, hurrying the last of the dead inside, where they stood in fear, crowding as far from Sha-Kaan as they could. Behind them the Klene door clunked shut.

‘Hang on,’ said Hirad. ‘We’re going for a little ride.’

 


‘Now is the time of our greatest peril.’

Denser’s voice boomed out from the top of his tower. The Intonation spells turned every flat surface into an amplifier for his words. His voice carried out over the college, across the apron and into the wider city beyond. He was a just a speck from Diera’s vantage point just inside the college gates. She hadn’t wanted to hear him but knew she had to. Young Hirad, holding her hand tight, was at her side, and she hadn’t missed the positioning of three college guards nearby. Life with Sol had taught her many and varied things.

The crowd that had gathered after the entire college guard had walked every street, summoning the population to hear their Lord, was easily fifteen thousand strong, probably twenty thousand. Perhaps eight thousand were Xeteskian born and bred, survivors of the demon invasion and utterly loyal. The rest were refugees and migrants, curious and anxious.

‘But it is also the time of our greatest opportunity. Any of you who have come to our great city for protection will know first hand how dangerous and deadly our foe is. But their advance will break against the walls of Xetesk. We are prepared and we are strong. We will defeat them.

‘And from the ashes Balaia will grow again. Stronger and better than ever before. Under the leadership of Xetesk as the lone college of magic, there will be an end to magical conflict. There will be stability and there will be order. There will be growing wealth for all those who work with us.

‘We don’t want to rule this great country. We want to lead you forward to a brighter future where you can make every choice yourself. But for that to happen, I need your trust. And I make you this promise. Xetesk will protect you in the days to come. We will keep you safe and we will keep you from becoming hungry or thirsty. And when the battle is done, we further pledge to reward you for all that you do for Xetesk.

‘And now I ask you, Xetesk, my brothers and sisters, are you with us?’

Diera had to admit the roar of approval was impressive. Hirad cheered too. She kept her mouth firmly closed.

‘Please, my people, enough,’ said Denser, and his voice cast a shroud over the noise. ‘Our time is short before the Garonin are at our gates. We must all pull together. Next follows instruction on how you can help and where you must go when the general alarm sounds. Listen closely because your lives truly are at stake.’

Diera felt movement around her and she clutched Hirad in front of her. Gentle hands touched her arms.

‘My lady Diera, here is no longer safe for the wife and son of The Unknown Warrior.’ An elf stood in front of her. He seemed to have appeared from nowhere. ‘I am Auum. Do you remember me?’

Relief cascaded through Diera’s body. ‘Yes, of course I do. Sol said you were in the city. Surely you are a divisive element under the new terms pushed under my door. Haven’t they arrested you?’

Auum raised his eyebrows. ‘They have tried. Come with us; we will keep you safe.’

They began to make their way back through the crowd to the gates of the college. Guards tracked them all the way. And others. Mages planted in the crowd. Auum’s hand moved minutely. His Tai disappeared.

‘Where are we going?’

‘Somewhere quiet,’ said Auum.

‘Sol will come back for me. I need to wait at the inn.’

‘No. The college is watching your home. Trust me. Your husband knows where to find you.’

Auum led her quickly through the crowds massed around the gates and across the apron. Diera could see others moving in the periphery of her vision.

‘We’re being followed,’ she said.

‘Yes.’

Auum headed for one of the east-facing alleys that snaked away from The Thread. Home to tenements and warehousing mainly, they were a quiet, narrow maze where only the unwary would tread after dark, even this close to the college itself. Auum upped his pace. Once inside the alley, the noise of the crowd diminished. Another voice was speaking from the tower. Diera caught snatches of it and didn’t much care for what she was hearing.

‘What’s going to happen to the city?’

‘Denser thinks to raze it to the ground in an effort to stop the unstoppable,’ said Auum. ‘Stand over there, under that overhang.’

Diera led Hirad to where she was directed. Despite the bright sunlight, the alley was gloomy and frightening. Buildings leaned across it from both sides. The ground was mainly mud with weeds and tufts of grass here and there. The overhang sheltered a pair of doors on runners that let into a warehouse. Diera backed into the shadows and pulled Hirad close to her. The little boy was too scared to utter a sound and clung on to her arms, digging his fingers into her flesh.

‘It’ll be all right,’ she said, though it looked anything but.

Auum had stopped about ten yards from the entrance to the alley and had turned to face it. Diera heard careful footsteps. One by one, eight men appeared. Six guards and behind them two mages in skullcaps and long dark robes. Old Xetesk garb. She shuddered.

‘You have one chance to turn and go,’ said Auum. ‘You will not be harmed.’

‘A lone elf is in no position to make bargains,’ said one of the guards. He signalled behind him. ‘Cast at will.’

‘You are mistaken,’ said Auum. ‘A TaiGethen is never alone.’

Two shapes dropped from the rooftops at the end of the alley. A blur of movement and both mages crumpled. Auum moved, his speed truly startling. The guard in front of him had no time even to raise his sword to his waist. Auum’s blade flickered in the mottled gloom and he buried it to the hilt in the guard’s neck. Diera covered Hirad’s eyes.

‘Every guard is to be valued and respected,’ came the voice from the tower. ‘No violence against them can be tolerated. Every mage is one who might just save your life.’

Auum had not paused. He dragged his blade clear, dropped and swept the legs from under another guard. A second blade was in his other hand. He rose and stabbed down. The guard’s cry was cut off. He jerked and was still. Auum was still rising. He twisted in the air and kicked out straight, catapulting a third guard backwards. His Tai’s blades whispered. The guard was dead before he hit the ground.

Three remained. Their confidence was gone. Two of them dropped their swords and held out their hands.

‘No prisoners,’ said Auum.

His Tai brought each man down. Blades bit into throats. Blood surged out over the ground. One more. He clutched his blade in both hands and faced Auum. The elf nodded and brought his blades to the ready. The guard struck forward. Auum was not there. One of his blades knocked aside the powerful thrust. The other swept through the back of the man’s neck from close quarters. He fell without a sound.

Diera mouthed silently. She had seen fighting before. She had seen Sol kill four men in a similar alley in the port town of Arlen years ago. That had been shocking in its brutality. But the speed of the violence she had just witnessed was terrifying. Sol had said the TaiGethen were the fastest he had ever seen. He had not done them justice.

‘I am sorry you had to see that but I could not have you any further from us. Enemies are all around.’ Auum cleaned and sheathed his blades. ‘Ghaal, Miirt. Ahead. Bring the cleaner team to clear this alley.’

‘Why did you have to do that? They had surrendered to you. That’s murder.’

Auum’s face bore no guilt.

‘We cannot risk discovery.’

‘What are you talking about?’

‘Come,’ he said. ‘Trust me.’

Auum trotted away down the alley. Diera shuddered as she turned her back on the bodies and followed him. Hirad seemed happy to run. It relieved the tension in both of them. The base of the alley opened out into a small square. Gated and fenced gardens were at its centre and it was ringed by the houses of the wealthy, all shuttered and dark. Shapes moved on the roofs. Like cats only much bigger.

Auum crossed the cobbled street and into the gardens. Diera followed him. Through the trees was an ornamental lawn. She stumbled to a stop and once again clutched Hirad to her. The boy had started to cry and tried to crawl up her body. There were wolves. Lots of them. And a man in their centre with his hand ruffling the fur of a pair of them like they were nothing more than pet dogs. The man smiled at her.

‘Diera,’ he said.

‘Thraun?’ she said, fear turning to hope. ‘Is that you?’

‘Back and running with the pack.’
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It felt like slipping into the most exquisite tailored clothes. The enemy were on his doorstep, his oldest friends presumably wanted him dead and the fate of Balaia rested squarely on his shoulders. And it felt now as if not a single stitch were out of place. Birthright, Dystran had just called it.

‘Destiny,’ said Brynar, who had been given a chance to redeem himself.

The word didn’t matter too much. The three of them clinked their cut crystal glasses, full of the finest Blackthorne red from the cellars, and drank.

‘You know the most amazing thing of all is the energy I feel. I really can do all that I have promised. I can rule here and make Xetesk a power to rival any other in any dimension, known or not. Birthright? More like reborn.’

‘But to be complete, to truly own Xetesk and by definition now, Balaia, to have the unwavering loyalty of the Circle Seven for long enough, there is one more thing you must do,’ said Dystran.

‘And what is that?’ asked Denser, mind bright with opportunity and hazy with authority. Damn it if he didn’t feel a little drunk.

Dystran indicated the three huge and ancient leather- and brass-bound books he had brought with him from the catacombs.

‘You have always been something of a rebel. Accommodated by such lords as Styliann because of your rather unique aptitude for Dawnthief. But the time has come, my Lord Denser, to write your name indelibly into the lore of this college. You must take the “y” into your name. Let it speak for the power you wield as it has done throughout the generations of our great college. Become a true Lord of Xetesk.’

He patted the book. Denser felt a frisson of discomfort. Ever since he could remember, he’d fought against this. Seen himself more as a fighter against the system. For a moment it was difficult to admit he now was the system.

‘It is not a big change,’ continued Dystran.

‘Wrong. It changes me forever.’

‘Surely that has already happened,’ said Dystran.

Denser considered briefly and then nodded. Dystran opened the book to display a double spread of pages. On the left-hand page, wrapped in ornate decoration, was his own name and beneath it those of the Circle Seven and other named mages and officers of influence or particular bravery or commendation. The page opposite was blank. Brynar had inked a pen and he gave it to Denser. Dystran turned the book to face him and held the page flat.

Denser bent to write then let the pen hover. He closed his eyes and fought his doubt. So many years about to be washed away. So much youthful anger and righteous thought. And it had brought him full circle. He suspected that Styliann, Nyer, Laryon - all of those who had nurtured and schooled him - had known all along. Presumably it was why they had tolerated him at all.

Denser put the pen to the heavy parchment and wrote in careful, Xeteskian lore script:

D-e-n-s-y-r

He leaned back when it was done and looked. Fitting. Entirely fitting.

‘You are so named,’ said Dystran. ‘I, Dystran . . .’

‘And I, Brynar.’

‘. . . witness the taking of “y by the mage Denser, who shall now be remembered in perpetuity through the lore of our college.’ Dystran took the book back and blotted Denser’s work expertly.

‘The scribes will do the rest. I think a full ceremony is out of the question until we are safe from the Garonin. Do you agree?’

Densyr nodded. ‘I do.’

‘And what are my Lord’s next wishes?’ asked Brynar.

Densyr looked out on a quiet Xeteskian evening. His people scurried about, doing his bidding, securing his city and seeking out the few dissenters.

‘Where are we with our - ahem - high-profile handful of rebels?’

Densyr had taken the news that the dead had departed en masse inside a dragon’s Klene with some relief. He didn’t much care where they had gone though he presumed it would not be far from the city. But what it did mean was that the blood of the dead, and more importantly The Raven, was no longer on his hands. And it might still deflect a portion of the enemy’s attention from the college.

‘We are yet to find where they are hiding this time,’ said Brynar. ‘General Suarav is confident they are scattered about the city.’

‘That is no basis for confidence and you can tell Suarav from me that I believe he is wrong. Blackthorne, Gresse, our TaiGethen friends . . . scattered, no. They are together and plotting something stupid, I have no doubt. I want them caught and incarcerated. Killed if they resist. They are taking precious resource from the city’s defence. Tell me you still have Diera and young Hirad under close observation?’

Brynar paused just a little too long. Densyr sighed.

‘My last report is of her in conversation with Auum of the TaiGethen. They were followed from the college but I have had no reports since.’

‘Terrific,’ said Densyr. ‘And you know why that is? It’s because anyone who followed them is undoubtedly dead. Did no one listen to me when I said the TaiGethen were dangerous? This isn’t steep-stairs dangerous. This is get-slaughtered-in-a-heartbeat-unless-you-are-unbelievably-careful dangerous. Am I clear?

‘And so Auum has Diera too. All I need now is Sol to come riding in on a white charger and my day will be complete.’

‘Um . . .’ began Brynar.

‘You’re about to tell me that’s already happened?’

‘No, but there were other reports following your speech and the instructions from General Suarav. Guards have reported people saying that there are wolves and panthers in the city.’

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘Wol—’

‘I heard you. Go away. Dystran go with him. He clearly needs an older, wiser head to help him.’

‘Of course, my Lord Densyr,’ said Dystran. ‘Do you have any other requirements?’

‘I trust you, Dystran. Do what you consider needs doing. And send me Septern. I feel in need of good news. At least he won’t let me down.’

Densyr watched the two mages leave. The door closed behind them. He stood up, drained his glass and refilled it. He stood over the Book of Names. It held the name of every Lord of the Mount since the sundering. And now it held his. Living up to this was not going to be easy.

Densyr took his glass and walked out onto his balcony. Panthers. That meant ClawBound were loose. Not good. And wolves. Wolves just had to mean that Thraun was back and had found Diera too. Their bond would certainly be strong enough after all their shared time on Herendeneth. The years when Thraun was lost to himself.

Panthers or wolves. He found himself wondering which would be better and quicker at tearing out his throat. He was still itching at his neck when the door opened to admit Septern.

 


The Klene was being buffeted again by the void of inter-dimensional space. The dead had been left outside the walls of the city, no more than a mile distant, and asked to trust that The Raven could deliver their loved ones to them soon. The Raven, returning to Xetesk, had no idea how they were to make good on their promise.

Sha-Kaan’s and Jonas’s minds were locked together while the dragon sought Diera through him. All The Raven quartet could do was hang on and hope purchase was found soon. Sha-Kaan would be unable to make absolute connection with Diera so their landing was going to be hit and miss but it was better than nothing.

Sol, hanging on to one of Sha-Kaan’s forelimbs, couldn’t take his eyes off Jonas. His back throbbed and occasionally sent shooting pains throughout his body but Ilkar had done enough to give him some movement and had staunched the bleeding.

Jonas looked so terribly small where he lay in the crook of Sha-Kaan’s other forelimb. He was not conscious though he burbled and cried out from time to time. His face was pale and sweating and his breathing was too shallow and fast.

‘How long can he keep this up?’ asked Sol.

‘I will not let him suffer harm,’ said Sha-Kaan, opening one of his huge blue eyes, its centre a flat black slit. ‘He is strong. In his father’s image.’

‘And how’s it going?’ asked Hirad. ‘This is making me feel seasick.’

He and Sirendor had secured themselves to Sha-Kaan’s left rear claws with belts. Hirad was clutching the claw in both arms too. Sirendor appeared to be asleep, though how he was able to do that was beyond Sol. The Klene thumped again, like a ship on a down swell.

‘Frail human,’ rumbled Sha-Kaan. ‘We can sense Diera. We know she is calm and safe. But the city is not so large that I can open the Klene anywhere and expect to find her. If we are wrong by five per cent, we might find ourselves inside the college. Patience, my old friend. It will not be long.’

Sol smiled to himself. How gentle the great dragon was and how terrifying he had been when first they had encountered him. A lot of years ago now. But he had changed from the haughty king of his brood and user of man into something so rich and deep. Jonas loved him. Hirad did too. Sol could understand why, and a pang of jealousy crept into his heart for that which he could never fully know himself.

The Klene thumped again. Sol imagined it as a tail behind a behemoth, swishing this way and that, searching for a comfortable place to coil. And again. Sha-Kaan’s eye flicked open once more, and this time his pupil was narrow to the point of invisibility. A sound reverberated through the Klene like a distant impact. A second was much closer.

‘We are discovered,’ said Sha-Kaan. ‘Prepare to—’

To Sha-Kaan’s right a section of the Klene crashed inwards. One of the huge fireplaces disappeared into fragments. A howling wind tore into the chamber, grabbing and sucking.

‘Hold on!’ shouted Sha-Kaan above the din of the gale.

The dragon’s neck twisted and his head darted towards the hole, which was as big as a house. Loose debris was being dragged out of the hole, through which Sol could see nothing but a roiling brown mass shot with pale flecks like snow. Sha-Kaan opened his mouth and discharged a searing tongue of flame into the void. The sound of screams was surely a figment of Sol’s imagination.

What wasn’t his imagination was the increase in the power of the wind in the Klene, nor the voracious nature of the hole in its side. The ragged edge was growing by the heartbeat. Sol saw pieces being torn away and sucked into the void. And Sha-Kaan was beginning to slide himself.

‘How do we stop this?’ yelled Sol, but the noise was far too great to be heard.

Like the scything of a mighty claw, a rent was dragged in the left-hand wall of the Klene. The wind of the void was all-consuming. It roared from side to side. It tore the mantels from the walls, ash from the grates and the Kaan crest from above the Great Kaan.

Down on the ground, Ilkar, Hirad and Sirendor were hanging on desperately to Sha-Kaan’s claws even while the dragon was being dragged slowly across the floor to the larger hole. Sha-Kaan’s head spun and he looked first at Jonas before twisting down to Sol.

‘We must make purchase on Balaia. Then I can fight.’

‘Anywhere,’ said Sol.

The Klene rattled as if some ancient God had picked it up and shaken it. Sol’s grasp was broken. Jonas, poor unconscious Jonas, was thrown like a rag doll into the teeth of the wind and sucked helplessly towards the gaping, expanding opening. Sha-Kaan roared.

‘Jonas!’ Sol cried and tried to steady himself.

Pressed against the floor, he found a little purchase. Above him, Sha-Kaan’s neck writhed and twisted as he fought to keep Jonas from being drawn into the void. But it was as if the wind had fingers and they plucked the boy away from him.

Sha-Kaan moved to place his bulk against the hole. A second rent appeared in the opposite wall. And a third. Sol saw the flash of metal beyond, just for a beat. Jonas had woken and was screaming for help. There was blood on his face. Sol didn’t pause. He sprang from the floor, diving upwards.

The wind caught him and propelled him further up. Jonas flashed by. Sol reached out a hand and grasped his son’s leg. Their combined weight brought them both down to the stone floor, hard. Sol landed back first, Jonas square on top of him, winding him. His wound flared pain.

‘It’s all right, son. It’s all right, I’ve got you.’ The stone floor shuddered. Slabs rippled and bucked. ‘Oh no.’

Sol turned his head where he lay. Sha-Kaan was moving across the floor towards them. Of Hirad, Sirendor and Ilkar, there was no sign. The Great Kaan’s head snaked out, mouth agape. A thundering crash reverberated through the Klene. The wind strengthened yet more. And Sol, with Jonas clinging to him, was sliding feet first along the floor.

‘Hang on!’

About ten yards ahead of them much of the floor had gone. They picked up speed. Sol tried to dig in his feet but there was no grip to be had on the polished stone. A shadow whipped overhead. Sha-Kaan’s head and neck arced past and thrust into the hole. Flame gorged out. He withdrew.

Sol’s slide was unstoppable. His back bumped over broken stone at the edge of the hole. He flailed with one hand and gripped briefly but the gale was too strong.

‘Close your eyes, Jonas. It’ll be over soon.’

Sol felt hot breath firing over his shoulder. His vision filled with scale and fangs and he was airborne once again. He grabbed Jonas even closer to him as they swung wildly in the air. Sha-Kaan’s neck withdrew to the formal ‘s’ shape and he reared high. Sol felt the bone of the dragon’s fangs scrape his shoulders and upper right arm. Sha-Kaan held him as lightly as he could.

Through the smashed floor of the Klene, in the midst of the maelstrom, Sol could make out indistinct shapes.

‘What now?’ he yelled.

‘Now we land,’ said Jonas, and he’d be damned if the boy wasn’t actually smiling.

Abruptly, the Klene stopped its juddering and the wind lost much of its power. Sol could still hear the roar as the chaos passed by the openings the Garonin had torn in the fabric of the Klene but the sucking and grabbing strength had ebbed almost to nothing.

Sha-Kaan moved swiftly, placing Jonas and Sol on the ground.

‘Beware,’ he said. ‘They are outside.’

Sol became acutely aware that he had neither armour nor weapons. He backed away to a safer section of wall, keeping Jonas behind him.

‘Where are the others?’ he asked, imagining them being pulled helplessly into eternal night.

‘They chose a safer place to be,’ said Sha-Kaan, glancing back over his body.

And there they were. All three of them. Unclasping their arms from the very tip of Sha-Kaan’s tail. Hirad stood and brushed himself down; Ilkar was rolling his shoulders and Sirendor flexing his legs. All looked battered and bruised. But still here.

Without warning, Sha-Kaan turned his head and breathed fire into the gaping hole in the floor. Flame boiled around its edges, smoke billowed. This time Sol did hear the screams above the roaring of the wind.

‘You must leave now,’ said Sha-Kaan.

‘We need to stay and fight with you,’ said Hirad.

‘No. They cannot hurt me. In a blink I will be back on Beshara.’

The door began to open inwards, revealing a night-time scene.

‘Where are we?’ asked Sirendor.

‘We’re about to find out,’ said Hirad.

Sol walked towards the door, the others following him.

‘Jonas,’ said Sha-Kaan.

‘Yes, Sha.’

‘Your mother is quite close. Go. I will be here when you need me again.’

Jonas smiled. Sol put an arm about his shoulder, as much for support for himself as comfort for his son. His back, shoulder, arm and legs were all protesting.

‘I must warn you of one thing,’ said Sha-Kaan. Sol turned. The dragon was not looking at them but tracking something beyond the Klene. ‘They are closer than you think. And they move faster than you know. Good luck, my friends.’

The Raven and Jonas walked out into a mercifully quiet night in Xetesk.




Chapter 23

 


 


 


 


Auum haunted the empty streets by the east gates of Xetesk. Miirt and Ghaal ran the rooftops above him. A ClawBound pair sat in the shadows on the gates themselves, sampling the air and looking back at the college or out over the open ground to where the clouds were gathering.

Sol and Hirad were here somewhere, he could sense it. Diera’s mumblings had been mere confirmation. The ClawBound had chosen the hiding place in the small park well. The bordering houses belonged exclusively to the mage elite and all of them were ensconced full time in the college. The odd servant had been in residence but none now remained at large to cause any trouble. It was amazing how good a jailor a single wolf could be. No bars had been necessary.

Auum heard footsteps. He faded into the shadows and indicated to Ghaal and Miirt that an intruder was approaching. A man appeared from an intersection of the narrow, winding artisans’ quarter. He turned right and towards Auum. The TaiGethen withdrew further into his chosen doorway and ceased all movement. He watched.

The man was dressed in plain shirt and trousers and wore a light cloak about his shoulders. He was of average height, with short dark hair. He appeared unhurried. However, his actions marked him out as a man not merely out for a stroll. He was criss-crossing the street, crouching occasionally and laying his hands on blank stone or timber. Each time he did so, he uttered words of incantation.

Auum waited and watched. There was little point in doing anything else. The man, clearly a mage, moved closer. He crouched to attend to a spell not five feet from Auum, crabbed two paces to his left and saw Auum’s boots.

‘Ah,’ he said.

He tried to leap out of the way but Auum’s hand was already around his neck, pushing his head back and lifting him upright.

‘Ah, indeed,’ said Auum. ‘Do not attempt to cast. Do not attempt to cry out, or I will kill you.’

‘What do you want? Why are you here? We thought . . .’

‘Speak. Thought what?’

‘Thought . . . you were hiding elsewhere.’

‘Then I have disappointed you. What are you doing here?’

‘Just walking. These are the streets where I was born,’ said the mage brightly.

‘And where you will die if you lie to me again. You were studying trap spells - wards you call them. Why?’

The mage’s brightness had deserted him and he had begun to shake. He put his hands to Auum’s to try and shift his grip. It was like trying to crush stone.

‘Please, you’re hurting me.’

Auum cocked his head. ‘I know. What of it?’

‘I’ll tell you if you let me go.’

Auum shrugged and released his grip. The mage turned to bolt and collided with Miirt’s fist. He doubled over, coughing and retching, dropping to his knees.

‘Speak,’ said Auum.

‘It’s nothing,’ gasped the mage, wrapping his arms around his stomach. ‘We have to test the segments of the defensive grid. Check the linkage. Can’t afford any errors.’

Auum looked up at his Tai. Both shook their heads.

‘We do not believe you. Try harder.’

‘It’s true, I swear.’

‘Kill him,’ said Auum.

A short blade flashed in Ghaal’s hand. He dragged back the mage’s head and struck down, stopping a hair’s breadth from breaking the skin. The mage fouled himself and held up his hands.

‘Please no,’ he said, wheezing and crying. ‘Sorry, sorry. I’m sorry.’

‘Speak.’

‘Septern changed the exclusions of the wards. We hoped you were still in the grid somewhere. Needed to trap you here. Anything larger than a dog will trip them when they go active. I was checking to see the exclusion formula had filtered down to the periphery. Please, I’m telling the truth.’

‘Yes.’ Auum took a step back, happy to be away from the stench of excrement and urine. ‘When will the grid be active?’

‘When all the mages have reported back to the college.’

‘You will not be reporting back,’ said Auum.

‘Please!’ The mage held out his hands in supplication. ‘I told you the truth. Please.’

‘You will come with us. We have a place where you can clean yourself.’

‘Yes, yes of course. Thank you.’

Auum’s nose wrinkled at the pathetic gratitude. ‘You may be of some use to us yet.’

 


‘I’m hoping you recognise this place,’ said Hirad.

They’d walked out into an area of scrubland that bordered the blank faces of warehouses. The scrub was littered with pieces of stone and broken timber. A quick scout of the immediate area had told them that the college was to their north. Directly opposite the warehouses, more buildings rose about a half a mile away, and the city walls loomed a further mile or so distant.

Sol was sitting with his back to a wall while the pain in various parts of his body settled. He’d fussed over Jonas’s scrapes and cuts until the boy had pushed him away with a comment about his age and ability to look after himself. Sol felt tired and at a loss.

‘I’m too old for all this racing about,’ he said.

‘Well you should die and pick yourself a younger body,’ said Hirad. ‘It does wonders, you know. Anyway. Where are we, exactly?’

‘South-east corner of the city. Not too far from the east gates. This used to be a pretty rich area until the demons came. It never got rebuilt and all people did was steal the stone and wood to repair elsewhere. I think Denser wanted it to be some form of remembrance park or something. As you can see, dreams are yet to become reality.’

‘We ride around here quite a lot,’ said Jonas.

‘Didn’t I tell you not to because of the risk of injuring your horse on all this loose stone? Full of holes, this place.’

Jonas shrugged. ‘Probably. Anyway, we’re lucky we didn’t appear in the middle of the college or somewhere like that, aren’t we? At least I can tell you every way out of here that takes us away from most patrol routes.’

‘Yes, but where are we going?’ asked Ilkar. ‘Back to where the dead were? Auum won’t have stayed there.’

‘Yes, but he said he’d be in the eastern quarter somewhere,’ said Sol.

‘Diera’s relatively close to here, so Sha-Kaan said.’ Sirendor was walking in small circles, scanning the Xeteskian night.

Sol nodded. ‘I have no doubt at all that Denser would use her as a hostage if he had to. So if she’s calm and safe as we are told, that means she’s away from him and we can assume Auum has been as good as his word yet again. The question is, where would he hide her and himself?’

‘Some place with trees. With high-sided buildings and plenty of routes in and out,’ said Hirad. ‘When I was running with the TaiGethen back on Calaius, he used to keep going on about keeping every option available for as long as possible and having height on any enemy. Easy in the rainforest, not quite so easy here because he doesn’t know it so well. How’s Xetesk off for parks?’

‘Well, there are a good number of squares with gardens. There’s the old Park of Remembrance but that’s just lawns and grazing these days. Jonas?’

‘There are three or four squares a short ride from here,’ said Jonas. ‘The park is way over the other side of the city and it’s too open if Auum wants what Hirad says he does.’

‘Can you take us to these squares?’

‘With my eyes shut, Father.’

Sol stood up slowly and grimaced at the state of his body.

‘That won’t be necessary. Lead on. Hirad, up front with him just in case you remember some of your Tai training on markers and tracks.’

‘Fat chance,’ said Ilkar. ‘He has trouble walking and breathing at the same time most days.’

‘Can we keep it quiet?’ asked Sol. ‘We’re not welcome here.’

Jonas led them to a wide street that ran away in the direction of the east gates. Every house, every tenement and business, was shuttered and quiet. No lights could be seen, no noise could be heard close by.

‘This place has been evacuated,’ said Sirendor quietly.

Sol nodded. ‘I presume Septern’s ward grid has been laid by now. No doubt Denser was planning to squeeze the entire population into the western side of the city beyond the college. I hope he’s right about which gate the Garonin come through. He’s taking a big gamble.’

‘It won’t make a damned bit of difference,’ said Hirad. ‘It’s not a gamble, Unknown, it’s a guaranteed defeat.’

‘I want everyone to stop right now.’ Ilkar’s voice brooked no dissent.

‘What’s up, Ilks?’

‘Well, I don’t want to alarm anyone, but if we’re about to walk into a ward grid, our chances of walking out of it again are slim in the extreme, wouldn’t you say?’

‘The elf in man’s clothing has a point,’ said Hirad.

‘But you go right on walking, Hirad. Test my theory, why don’t you?’

‘Touchy, touchy.’

‘Focus,’ hissed Sol. ‘Ilkar, what I know is that Septern was intending to tune out anything man-sized. He was also going on about leaving the grid dormant until the Garonin got here. Something about maintaining cohesion of wards and retaining mana stamina; does that make sense?’

‘Kind of. And easy enough if you’re a genius, like him. Put it this way. If he hasn’t done the things you said he was talking about, every step could be our last.’

‘Can’t you detect them as we approach them?’ asked Sirendor.

Ilkar’s face was glum. ‘Not now. That kind of fine work is denied me. Our turn to gamble. How big was this grid going to be, anyway? ’

‘The whole eastern half of the city if we had time,’ said Sol.

Ilkar whistled. ‘Now that is something I’d like to see.’

Hirad began walking. ‘Well, if the Garonin get here before we’re done, you’re going to get your wish. Come on, Raven, and sons of Raven, let’s get out of here.’

‘Hirad, be careful.’

‘How?’ asked Hirad over his shoulder. ‘If I can’t see it, how can I avoid it?’

Jonas fell into step with him, and at an indication from the boy the two of them turned left. Sol spread his hands and began to follow. They’d turned into a wide residential street that led towards the eastern grain store. Ten yards along it, Ilkar gasped.

‘Whoa,’ he said, dropping to his haunches and blowing hard. ‘That is not good.’

‘Jonas, Hirad. Stop moving. Ilkar? Talk to me.’

Sol’s eyes darted left, right and up. Nothing out of the ordinary.

‘Something . . .’ Ilkar closed his eyes and reached out with his hands. ‘Something.’

‘What?’ Sol thought he heard a whisper on the wind. A sound from his distant past.

‘There’s—’ began Ilkar.

‘How interesting,’ said a voice from above their heads. ‘Even without a college Heart, a Julatsan may still feel a construct should it contain enough power, I see.’

Two figures descended slowly into view, hovering thirty-odd feet away. Denser and Septern.

‘I wondered how long it would be before you came back here to get your wife and completely bugger things up, Sol. Did you really think a dragon opening a second Klene corridor in one day could go unnoticed in my city?’

‘I will do what I came here to do, Denser, and that includes beating you to a bloody pulp. One punch for every time I considered you my trusted friend. That’s a lot of punches.’

‘A couple of points, if I may. First of all, no, you won’t lay a finger on me, and I’ll tell you why in a moment. Secondly, and it’s a small thing, but I have, um, adjusted my name. Just to aid the record keeping of the college, you know.’

Sol felt a rush of sadness, the end of possibility. A closing-down on the potential for redemption.

‘You’ve taken the “y”, haven’t you?’

‘Yes. So it’s Densyr, not Denser.’

‘Makes no difference to me,’ growled Hirad. ‘You’re still a traitor to The Raven and Balaia and you will die for it.’

Densyr chuckled. ‘How I have missed your idle threats, Hirad. Now, as Ilkar will be able to tell you when he gets his breath back, you have walked into the middle of a cell of explosive fire-based ward constructs which, as luck would have it, Septern was able to make active when we spotted you. These wards, like all of them across the city, have been tuned to include moving shapes of your size, but I’ll leave it to you to decide whether to believe that or not. I don’t really have the time to care.

‘Should you stay exactly in the positions you are, you will come to no harm. Not until the Garonin blunder into them in a day or so, anyway. I’m sorry it has come to this and I truly don’t want to kill any of you. So the choice remains yours. To try and get out of your current predicament or to come voluntarily into custody and let me decide your fates when the battle is won.

‘I’ll leave you for a few hours to make up your minds. I trust I don’t need to demonstrate what happens when a ward is triggered?’

‘Not for my benefit,’ said Ilkar.

‘Good. Until later then.’

Septern and Densyr rose quickly into the night and were lost, missing much of Hirad’s colourful volley of abuse.

‘Do you mind?’ said Sol. ‘My son is standing next to you.’

‘It isn’t like I haven’t heard all those words before,’ said Jonas.

‘But perhaps not strung together with such alacrity and with the multiple repetition of certain choice terms, eh?’

‘So do we believe that bastard?’ asked Sirendor, who was standing next to Ilkar.

‘Ilkar?’ asked Sol.

Ilkar, who had recovered from the shock of the surge of mana all about them, scratched at his chin.

‘I think testing if he’s bluffing would be incredibly stupid.’

‘Can’t we just throw something at one of them?’ asked Hirad.

‘Must I repeat myself? You haven’t studied Septern. There are very interesting passages and witness testimonies discussing his death, and more than one talks about wards triggering other wards in chain reactions. Big chain reactions. Throw one stone, bring down the whole street, that sort of thing. What I need is a little quiet and I’ll see if I can divine any wards, triggers or linkage lines.’

‘I thought you said you couldn’t do that any more,’ said Hirad.

‘Got a better idea?’

‘Nope.’

‘Then shut up.’

 


Diera came to, lying on her back with her head cushioned by a cloak. The images she’d seen, so real and so terrifying, began to fade, and the relief of waking from a dream washed over her.

‘Welcome back,’ said a voice.

She turned her head. Baron Blackthorne was kneeling by her. His kindly face wore lines of worry.

‘What happened?’ she asked. ‘Where’s Hirad?’

‘He’s safe. Thraun is showing him not to be scared of wolves. As for you, well you were complaining of a headache, and the next we knew, you’d collapsed. You muttered some strange things about dragons and your son. You said they were coming. You said that over and over. Who did you mean?’

Diera shook her head. ‘Can you help me up?’

Blackthorne supported her to a sitting position and waited while her blood settled and the faintness passed.

‘I don’t remember too much. It was just a dream. Jonas and Sha-Kaan being attacked somehow. There was wind and darkness. It’s nothing. Just a mother worrying about her son.’

‘I don’t think so. Neither does Auum. He is out there now, looking for Jonas and Sol. You said they’d come for you. We believe they have.’

‘Based on a dream?’

‘And elves know the perspicacity of dreams.’

Diera hugged her knees. ‘I hope they’re right.’

‘And let’s hope they get to them before the guards do. Altogether too many roaming the city right now.’

‘Will they find us here? The guard that is?’

‘Eventually,’ said Blackthorne. ‘But we’ll be ready for them.’

‘I don’t really understand what we’re doing here. Shouldn’t we be going west?’

‘Auum has high ideals and I share them until my courage falters.’ Blackthorne chuckled at his own joke. ‘He aims to break the college hold and get people away from here before it’s too late.’

‘He doesn’t have much time and very few here to help him. What can he do?’

‘He is waiting for an opportunity to present itself.’

‘And will it?’

‘When the battle starts.’ Blackthorne raised his eyebrows.

‘But surely that will cut things too fine.’ Diera searched her memory. ‘Sol wanted everyone away days ago. You know what he’s planning to do, don’t you?’

‘Rumour has it that there is some thought we can escape to a new home. Seems a distant prospect to me. But I know that staying here is folly. I’ve seen this enemy, and a few spells set about the city will not stop them.’

There was a brief commotion at the gates to the garden. Auum barked an order and ran in. Diera had never seen worry on his face before. Blackthorne stood.

‘Auum?’

‘We have a problem.’

Away to the south and east of the city, a ClawBound panther called out. It was a disquieting sound. Auum listened to it and his frown deepened.

‘Two problems.’




Chapter 24

 


 


 


 


The awful truth about the fate of Julatsa had dampened hope three days before. The fleet had been sailing out of sight of the north Balaian coast and there had been no encounters nor indeed any sightings whatever of the Garonin. The ships were scattered over a wide area, attempting to diminish the density of souls for the enemy to sense. There had been an uneasy quiet across the whole fleet. It felt like the absence of belief.

And now, approaching Wesman territory at North Bay, with the hard grey peaks of Sunara’s Teeth dominating the near horizon, trepidation reigned. Mage reconnaissance had revealed no evidence of Garonin activity but neither had it revealed any sign of the Wesmen.

Rebraal was not unduly concerned by that. This desolate, dangerous coast had been largely abandoned since the storms of the Night Child had swept away the bay’s lonely fishing village over fifteen years ago. They were a superstitious race, the Wesmen, and Sunara’s Teeth were cursed.

‘I’ll drop anchor half a mile from the shore,’ said Jevin. ‘Well before we get snagged in the currents close in.’

He and Rebraal were standing in the prow of the Calaian Sun, staring at the coastline and searching for any sign, good or bad.

‘Let’s hope your plan works. I feel nervous at the thought of three hundred ships crowding in here, even in rotation.’

‘We’ve had plenty of time to plan,’ said Jevin. ‘Weather conditions and tides are both in our favour to begin right now. Have faith.’

‘It’s still going to take three days to disembark. We’re exposed the whole of that time.’

‘I do not rule the tides. It’s the best I can do.’

‘Forgive me. I’m not being critical. I’m just . . . well.’

Jevin nodded and slapped Rebraal on his back.

‘So are we all, Rebraal.’

‘Indeed.’

Rebraal looked back to the beach and wished it four miles long rather than the four hundred yards afforded them. North Bay was a funnel trap for the unwary sailor, an invitingly broad shelter that narrowed quickly into rock-strewn shallows around which the water eddied and surged, denying escape for ocean-going vessels that strayed too close to the shore. Multiple wrecks beneath the waves only added to the risks.

Three TaiGethen cells had already landed to scout the immediate area and secure the path away from the beach. One cell waited on the beach. The other two would be looking for shelter and cover. They would not find a great deal of either outside the lee of the mountains.

The Calaian Sun was leading the first twenty ships into the landing area. The decks were crowded with evacuees, who had now been joined by all of the TaiGethen and Al-Arynaar warriors. Half their mages too. It had been a risky transfer. Jevin kept a tight grip on the ship’s progress from his forward position. Topsails hung from two masts, giving a speed of little more than one knot. Periodically, Jevin would hold out his right or left arm to direct the helm to starboard or port. He would also display a number of fingers to indicate the degree of turn he desired.

The flagship of the elven exodus slipped into the wind shadow of Sunara’s Teeth, which ringed the entire bay and glowered down on all who sailed within their compass. Immediately, the topsails flapped. Here the eddies in the water and the currents that drove them played havoc with the handling of the vessel.

Jevin held up two fists to signal steady as she goes. Any desultory conversation died in throats. People lined the rails, staring down, looking for disaster to loom up at them. Plumb lines in the water spoke their depth. The beach crawled closer.

‘That’ll do, I think.’ Jevin began striding back towards the wheel deck. ‘Helm, bring her up into the wind. Bosun, make our masts naked. Stand by, anchor. On my order. Signals, fly the all stop. This is as far in as we dare go. Oars, ready the boats. Rebraal, get your people organised. I want out of this bay in two hours or I’ll not get another squadron in before the tide moves against us.’

Rebraal nodded. The ship had exploded into activity. Al-Arynaar and TaiGethen assembled by their boats. Refugees were herded this way and that as crew set about their tasks. Blocks and tackles were set up to winch out cargo. Nets were filled with crates and barrels.

In the hold of the Calaian Sun was the statue of Yniss that bound the elves to life on Balaia. He would not be coming ashore. When Jevin’s work with the refugees was done the captain was to perform one last task. To scuttle his ship and send the statue to the bottom of the ocean, far from the destructive hands of the Garonin. Jevin had expressed his intent to see Yniss all the way down.

‘Anchor away,’ called Jevin to an accompanying rattle of chain.

Rebraal checked his armour and weapons. He stood before his warriors and the TaiGethen. To their left another ship had dropped anchor about fifty yards away. ClawBound crowded the deck. Panthers growled. Bound elves sniffed the air.

‘They, like us, desire the ground beneath their feet,’ he said. ‘My brothers and sisters, now we reach the most dangerous part of our flight. The lands of the Wesmen are open. Our souls are a beacon for the Garonin, bound as they are with the mana that suffuses each one of us.

‘Yet we must not rush. Our people depend upon us. They must be supported at every point. Our camps must be sound and our direction clear. We must neither pause nor falter. You all have your tasks. Contact with the Wesmen at the earliest opportunity is vital. Warning of attack equally so.

‘My friends, we hold in our hands the fate of the elven race. Yniss cannot help us. We must help ourselves. To your boats.’

Four longboats were lowered to the sea. Elves swarmed down rope and net. Cargo followed for forward and aft stowage. Oars were readied. Rebraal felt Jevin come to his side.

‘Good luck out there,’ said the captain.

‘Yniss blesses you, Master Jevin,’ said Rebraal. ‘Your path to the ancients is assured.’

‘Only if you succeed.’

Rebraal turned to find Jevin smiling at him.

‘And we will.’

‘See that you do,’ said Jevin. ‘I might have had the wander in me as a sailor but I like to think my soul will find eternal rest. No pressure.’

Rebraal and Jevin clasped arms. ‘You should wander the northern oceans a little. How many are coming with you?’

‘Twenty assuming no others change their minds. And we intend to. Who knows what sights there are to see?’

Rebraal climbed down into his longboat, and when he looked back to the ship’s rail Jevin had already turned away. He could hear the captain barking orders. The longboat pulled smoothly from the ship and sped into the shore at North Bay. Up in the sky, the cloud was heavy and grey. Rain was coming, perhaps a storm. Rebraal, his heart a little heavy, looked forward. There was no sense in looking anywhere else.

 


‘You cannot let them kill my son,’ said Diera. ‘Please. You have to do something.’

‘He is no immediate danger. None of them are,’ said Auum. He turned to Miirt. ‘Get our prisoner back here now. I don’t care how bad he smells.’

‘No danger? You’ve just told me your panther has seen them and that they are plainly trapped. You told me that Densyr knows exactly where they are. How does this represent no danger?’

‘I think it is a relative term,’ said Baron Gresse. He was lying flat out on the grass, his leg surely agony yet he retained a morbid cheer.

‘In any event it appears action is imminent, and if that means damage to the wielders of magic, I count myself satisfied.’

‘Bloody right it’s a relative term,’ said Diera. ‘We’re talking about my family.’

Auum stared at her for a moment. He was unsure what he saw and felt a frisson of nerves.

‘Were you joking?’ he asked.

‘Kind of,’ she said. ‘It’s what I’d call executioner’s humour. At least it got your attention. What are you going to do about my husband and son?’

‘We have another problem,’ said Auum.

‘That isn’t an answer. What of it?’

Auum paused again, gauging her mood and likely responses to what he wanted to tell her.

‘The two are connected,’ said Auum carefully.

Down on the ground Gresse was chuckling away to himself. And patting the ankle of Blackthorne, who was standing by him and failing to get him to be quiet.

‘Are you drunk or something?’ asked Blackthorne. ‘We are in serious trouble here, Gresse. Laughter isn’t the answer. Not this time.’

‘Oh but it is, my dear Baron Blackthorne. Besides, whichever way this goes, I am soon to die. And is not the confusion of a male over a female always the most magnificent thing to watch. Even the great Auum squirms.’

‘I am not trying to confuse him, Baron Gresse,’ said Diera.

‘You never do, my dear, you never do.’

‘Patronising bastard,’ she said. ‘Go on, Auum, unless you’re too nervous to speak to me. What are we going to do? My family are in trouble and I will not stand by and wait for them to die. Do you understand me?’

‘We are all in similar trouble,’ said Auum.

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘We have information that makes staying here impossible. It also makes leaving here extremely difficult.’

Auum felt the pressure of a dozen pairs of eyes on him. The two barons and their small retinues, Diera of course, and also Thraun, who had remained in earshot. Of his eight wolves, four were by him. Of the others, there was no sign. Auum feared for them.

‘Difficult how, exactly?’ asked Gresse.

Auum respected the old baron though their paths had barely crossed. Anyone who had survived the demon invasion, remaining free the whole time, was clearly worthy.

‘The ward grid, when it is activated, will not exclude human or elf. Neither will it exclude wolves and panthers.’

‘But we’re right in the middle of it, aren’t we?’ said Diera.

Auum nodded. ‘There are spells covering much of this area.’

‘We’re camping in a trap,’ said Blackthorne.

‘Well, there’s one way out of it,’ said Gresse, and he gestured at the rooftops. ‘Those who can’t fly will just have to climb and jump, won’t they?’

Auum nodded again and Gresse smiled at him, understanding very clearly what it meant.

‘There is one other possibility,’ said Auum.

‘Well there needs to be. Certain among our party of young rebels are not merely old and riddled with cancer, they also can’t walk.’ Blackthorne was glaring at Gresse. ‘I told you to stay behind.’

‘Right. To bring down the system from within. Not really my style, Blackthorne. Don’t worry about me. I’ll keep the place warm for you.’

‘I think when the God’s Eyes start firing you’ll find it warm enough,’ said Blackthorne. ‘Stupid old man. I bet you thought this might happen. I’m not leaving you.’

Gresse stuck two fingers in his mouth and made a retching sound.

‘Spare me the bleeding hero stuff, Blackthorne. I’m sure I can make myself a nuisance.’

‘It’s got nothing to do with that. I have hauled your wretched carcass from your own vineyards. You owe me.’

Gresse laughed out loud and clapped his hands. ‘Good for you.’

‘I’m sorry, I’m not finding this at all funny,’ said Diera.

‘When you get to our age, Diera, you are forced to see the funny side of most things.’

‘Well, right now, getting to your age seems a distant prospect, doesn’t it? And what about my son? He’s five years old. He deserves the concentrated effort of every one of us, don’t you think?’

Gresse reached out a hand, which Diera, a little reluctantly, took in both of hers.

‘Yes, he does, my lady,’ he said quietly. ‘And he shall get it. I’m sorry if I offended you.’

Diera shook her head. ‘No, it’s not that. It’s just, you know . . . all of you. You’re used to this. You’ve grown up with fighting and death and blood. I married someone who has too, but I’ve seen so little because he won’t let me see it. So I’m scared. And I’m terrified for my boys. Auum, please?’

For a third time, Auum nodded.

‘Miirt. Bring him.’

The mage was brought forward. Dressed in breeches and shirt both several sizes too big, he cut a ridiculous figure. He was deathly pale and the sight of the wolves caused him to jam his feet into the soft grass. Miirt’s hand in the small of his back kept him moving.

‘Name?’ asked Auum.

‘Brynar,’ said the mage. Young and scared. Good. And there was more.

‘You are apprentice to Densyr, aren’t you?’

‘And you are Auum.’

‘Neither of us wishes to die this night. Help us and we will not cause you harm. You know where you are?’

‘Hespyrin Square.’

‘Then you know that when the ward grid is activated, we are in a poor position.’

‘We’ll all die,’ said Brynar. ‘There are thirty wards in these gardens alone. And they will trigger the collapse of every building on the four sides.’

‘So, we are in agreement,’ said Auum. ‘I need options. Did Septern plan safe routes through the grid?’

Brynar shook his head. ‘The Garonin would probably divine them. Too risky. It’s complete blanket coverage.’

‘Second. When will the grid be activated?”

‘When all the mages return to the college, as I said. But not necessarily at that instant. Don’t get your hopes up, though. Any of us over an hour late will be assumed lost, probably to you as it happens, and therefore the grid will not be delayed.’

‘And how late are you, young man?’ asked Blackthorne.

‘I am well beyond my time already. I was late when I met Auum.’ Brynar shuddered.

The howl of a wolf sounded to the east. It was picked up by those in the park and joined by the granite growl of the ClawBound panther. Thraun calmed his pack as best he could but the four were on their feet, pacing and sounding anxiety deep in their chests.

Auum was still for a moment. He sniffed the air. Tension and magic, which was no surprise. But the agitation of the wolves and the guttural tone of the panther’s call were not to be ignored.

‘Thraun?’ he asked.

‘They’ve heard something. I don’t know what. I can’t sense anything.’

‘Well, let’s not hang about,’ said Blackthorne, and then he raised his voice. ‘Everyone. Prepare to leave. Gresse, you are going on a stretcher and I will drag you up the sides of buildings as and when I have to . . . I’m sorry, I didn’t catch that. What did you say?’

‘I said, you are a stubborn old goat and you have the beard to prove it.’

‘Ungrateful wretch.’

Auum shook his head and turned back to Brynar. The young mage stared all around him, blinking and swallowing hard.

‘It is real,’ said Auum.

The wolves howled again, their voices rising quickly to a whine high in the throat. All four gathered in front of Thraun, staring up at him and backing towards the west.

‘Something’s coming,’ said Thraun.

There was a pressure in the air that hadn’t been there a few moments ago. And Auum could hear a low throbbing sound on the periphery of his hearing. He exchanged glances with his Tai. They felt it too.

‘Quickly. Tell me. What is the trigger radius of a ward in this grid? Are we safe on the rooftops?’

‘Until someone triggers a cell of wards that brings the building down in a ball of flame around your feet,’ said Brynar. ‘I can’t overestimate the trouble we are all in.’

‘Then I am glad you are sharing that trouble with us.’ Auum stared at Brynar, looking for malice and trickery. The mage could not hold his gaze for long. ‘Do not think to walk us to our deaths. I will know your thoughts.’

‘If it’s any consolation, I think the Mount has got this all wrong. We should be heading west.’

‘Then you should have made your voice heard a little more clearly, shouldn’t you?’ said Gresse.

‘Why do you think I was dispatched to check on the ward grid, my Lord Gresse?’

‘It matters little to me,’ said Auum. ‘I do not trust you. My Tai do not trust you and nor do the ClawBound. I would have you understand that.’

Brynar nodded. ‘Not that we really need to head west. Septern told me he knew all about the Wesman ritual. He just doesn’t believe it’ll work.’

Auum pulled up short. ‘Are you sure?’

‘Yes. He likes a drink and he likes to talk. Put the two together and all sorts comes out. Have I said something wrong?’

‘Does Densyr know about this?’ asked Auum.

‘Not as far as I’m aware. Septern told Sharyr about it and Sharyr told me. I have told no one until now.’

‘That changes everything.’ Auum waved his Tai to him. ‘Miirt. Contact the ClawBound. Ghaal. Run with Thraun. We need his wolves alive. I want a route to the college. Quickly. I’ll see you on top.’

‘You can get to the rooftops through most of the houses on this square. I’ll show you if you like,’ said Brynar.

‘Go,’ said Auum. ‘Tai, we move.’

Miirt grabbed his arm. ‘Look.’

Up on the rooftops immediately to their left, the ClawBound elf was standing and staring away to the east and high up into the sky. While Auum watched, the elf’s panther joined him and he laid a hand atop its head. The physical contact worried Auum more than anything he had seen this night that was bleeding away to a pale dawn in the eastern sky. The gesture was only ever for mutual comfort in the face of fear. And the ClawBound feared almost nothing.

The throbbing sound intensified, grew louder. The wolves were beyond control now, running this way and that, desperate for Thraun to move. Down on the ground Blackthorne was feeding Gresse some form of drug against his pain. Two of the larger men stood ready. The old baron was to be chaired away. Diera held young Hirad close. Auum came to her side.

Up in the eastern sky, the clouds were heavy and grey. It was the same grim picture all the way to the sunrise horizon. Auum fancied he could see movement within. Something that showed itself where the cloud was a little thinner. Whatever it was, the noise it emitted was rattling the teeth in Auum’s jaws and sending low vibrations through his body.

A silver shape descended through the clouds. Gently, serenely. It was bulbous, like a worn waterskin, stretched and bumpy, destined to leak. And huge. The size of a ship. Auum stared up at it. What else could any of them do? Below it, lights shone from what looked like windows and other lights played out over the city still swaddled in the last throes of night.

‘Vydosphere,’ he breathed.

‘What?’ Diera next to him could barely hear him for the growing drone.

‘Garonin.’ Auum’s heart pounded in his chest. ‘We have to get to the college before it does or we are all lost.’

Diera shook her head. ‘What about Sol and Jonas?’

‘We will rescue them,’ he said, though he had no idea how that might now be achieved.

A beam of intense light stabbed down from the vydosphere. Somewhere near the east gates there was a detonation followed quickly by a dozen others. Orange, blue and yellow fire flared into the night sky. There was a rumble and the ground shifted beneath their feet. The sound of falling buildings echoed across the city to them. Brynar gasped.

‘The wards,’ he said. ‘They’re triggering the wards.’

Blackthorne swore under his breath.

‘Run,’ said Auum and he raised his voice. ‘Run now.’




Chapter 25

 


 


 


 


Densyr ran to his east-facing balcony, Dystran and Septern to either side of him. Flame was leaping into the dawn sky, licking at the thick cloud cover above. He could see lights in the sky and blinked before realising that the dark shape he thought he had seen disappearing up into the clouds was a mere trick of the half-light.

‘Where is that?’ he asked.

‘It is the single active cell right by the east gates. Within the boundaries of the city,’ said Septern. ‘So far the gates themselves are untouched.’

‘How can you tell from here?’

‘Because the colour of the main ward spell is a deep, vibrant green over the gates. I’ve colour-coded most cells to give us more accurate information.’

‘But if the gate hasn’t gone down, then surely the Garonin are not inside,’ said Dystran.

‘Which means that some stray idiot has probably blundered into them,’ said Densyr, feeling a clash of emotions.

‘I told you it was a risky strategy,’ said Septern. ‘Now those wards are gone and only half the cell is left. It weakens us there. What damage could a few elves do anyway?’

‘More than you would ever believe,’ said Dystran.

Densyr raised his eyebrows.

‘What now?’ asked Septern.

‘It’s dawn, near as dammit,’ said Densyr. ‘I want mages in the sky to the east. Keep them high and reporting back on a regular basis. Are all our testers accounted for?’

Dystran shook his head. ‘Three are still out there. Including Brynar.’

Densyr clacked his tongue. ‘How long do we dare wait before we activate the whole grid? They’ll be coming, you know. I can feel it.’

‘Can you hear something?’ asked Septern. The dead mage put a hand to his chest and breathed in a shuddering lungful. ‘I don’t feel quite right.’

‘Sit down, take some water,’ said Densyr. ‘And whatever you do, don’t die again before you’ve activated the grid.’

‘It’s like a weight pressing hard on my soul,’ said Septern, gripping the rail of the balcony and blowing hard. ‘Can you not feel it?’

Densyr shook his head. ‘But I can hear something. It’s faint. A droning noise, like those appalling death dirges people took to singing after the demons left.’

‘It’s like a Wesman chant,’ agreed Dystran. ‘But it’s everywhere.’

‘The wind is howling,’ said Septern. ‘Something comes.’

Densyr caught him before he fell. He and Dystran helped Septern to a chair and sat him in it. The ancient genius was still breathing, his eyelids fluttering.

‘Can you activate the grid?’ asked Dystran.

‘In theory,’ said Densyr.

‘Good. Then let us make Septern comfortable and get busy. We could do with seeing more of the dead. I wonder if it is affecting them all.’

The flat tone of a thousand horns sounded. Crystal disintegrated and windows blew in, showering glass in every direction. Densyr ducked his head and put up his hands, feeling shards rip across his skin.

‘Dear Gods drowning, what was that?’ he spat.

Densyr ran for the balcony again. He could hear people screaming and shouting all across the college. He stared up into the sky to the east and saw all his plans for the folly they surely were.

 


Auum whispered up the stairs behind Brynar. Diera followed him, carrying young Hirad. The young mage had a good turn of pace but he was noisy. Fortunately, they had no need of secrecy. Four flights and Brynar pushed open a door to the roof of the house. It was like another world. Half a dozen chairs and a table sat on a manicured lawn. They were surrounded by all manner of decorative pots in which a host of brightly coloured flowers demanded attention. The sweet scents were beautiful.

Diera put Hirad down for a moment while Auum ran to the edge of the building to assess their route. She gazed over the rooftops. Everywhere was colour and light, and she found herself wondering why they hadn’t thought of a roof garden at the inn.

‘Silly woman, does it really matter?’ she muttered.

‘Why are we up here, Mama?’ asked Hirad.

‘It’s not safe on the ground, darling. So we’re going over the roofs. What an adventure!’

‘Where’s Father?’

‘We’re going to get him now.’

And how she wished he was standing by her right now. She felt desperately scared. Auum and his Tai were so strong and quick and full of confidence but she was not. Did they really expect her to leap across the chasms between houses? It couldn’t be done.

Behind her, elves and men spilled onto the roof carrying sheets. They set to tying them together. Someone had even found a length of rope. An irritable voice below told her that Gresse was approaching, carried by two others and arguing all the way.

Up in the sky, the machine had retreated back into the clouds and there was some small respite from the droning noise that had hurt Hirad’s ears. But she didn’t imagine it would be gone for long. She drew her son back close to her as the wolves leapt out of the doorway, following Thraun. Soon a line of elves and wolves plus the returned shapechanger were standing on the edge, looking out. Auum was pointing. Brynar was shaking his head. Miirt took a pace back and leapt the gap, landing easily on the other side. Diera spread her arms. ‘I can’t do that,’ she said.

She took Hirad by the hand and trotted to the edge. Auum made a space for her.

‘I will carry your son on my back,’ he said.

The gap was about ten feet where roofs overhung the street below. Beyond, there was a clear run to the next square.

‘But I can’t jump that gap.’

‘We will not let you fall,’ said Auum.

‘What about Baron Gresse?’

Auum’s face was impassive. ‘He knows where his journey ends.’

‘The grid around us is not yet active,’ said Brynar. ‘They could take their chances on the ground.’

‘That is for him to decide. Ghaal, Miirt. Back over here. Help Diera.’

Across the city, the flat horn tone washed out from above and the machine descended once more through the clouds. It hung above the east gate for a moment and then began a slow move west. Lines fell from its sides to the ground and the rooftops. Garonin slid down the lines, advancing the moment their feet found purchase.

Brynar drew in a huge gasping breath. ‘That’s the grid active.’

‘It will do them no good,’ said Thraun. ‘The Garonin can target the wards from a distance.’

‘Don’t be so sure,’ said Brynar. ‘Septern’s linkage is quite brilliant. Some wards lie dormant until others are triggered. They will not find them all.’

Garonin were moving across the rooftops towards them. Black-armoured and -helmeted, weapons in their hands, they appeared to simply step across the largest of gaps, their armour flaring briefly white as they did.

‘Yniss preserve us, I have put you in greater danger,’ said Auum. ‘Give me Hirad.’

Diera crouched by her son. ‘Hang on to Auum, darling. I’ll be right behind you.’

‘No, Mama. I want to stay with you.’

Diera kissed Hirad’s cheek and wiped away a tear. ‘It’ll be all right. Fun. Auum is going to teach you how to fly.’

Hirad looked at her suspiciously. ‘Really?’

‘Really. Now go with him.’

Hirad let go of her. Diera stood. Auum inclined his head and took her hand.

‘Trust me. Come, Hirad. Jump up on my back.’

He crouched and the little boy threw his arms around Auum’s neck. The TaiGethen put his arms under Hirad’s legs and held him piggyback-style. Diera breathed deeply. Miirt and Ghaal had returned over the terrifying gap.

‘We’ll all do this together,’ said Auum.

He bounced Hirad on his back and walked back a few paces. Diera, with the Tai either side of her, let them take an arm each.

‘Don’t think about it,’ said Ghaal. ‘Just run as fast as you can. We’ll do the rest.’

Diera’s heart was pounding. ‘I don’t think I can do this.’

‘Don’t think at all,’ repeated Ghaal. ‘Do.’

Garonin were closing. Diera could see them only three streets away. She gathered her tattered courage.

‘All right,’ she said.

‘Go,’ said Auum.

They ran for the edge. Diera’s scream built on her lips, and as she planted her foot and felt the TaiGethen pull on her arms, she let it have full voice. She cycled her legs in thin air and closed her eyes momentarily. An endless heartbeat later she felt another rooftop beneath her. She stumbled but the Tai did not let her fall. Diera opened her eyes and looked back and then into Hirad’s beaming face. Auum crouched to let him down.

‘Run to the far end. Join the ClawBound. Tai, we fight.’

And in no time the elves had jumped the gap again and were running back along the rooftops, straight at the Garonin.

 


The pain in Hirad’s chest caused by the arrival of the vydosphere made his head swim. He and Sirendor were seated together, holding each other upright. The Unknown and Jonas were standing, arguing, and Ilkar, bless him, was still trying to find a safe way out of their prison despite the crushing weight he must surely be feeling.

‘The door will trigger any ward near it,’ said Sol. ‘We cannot take that risk.’

‘Then what do we do, Father? Sit and wait for Densyr to come back and kill us? I’m prepared to take the chance.’

‘And we will if we must. But not yet. Let Ilkar do what he can first.’

Away to the east, they could see the Garonin machine hanging in the air. They had heard explosions and Ilkar had felt a massive flood of mana as the whole ward grid activated.

‘Even if we do get out of here, there is nowhere to run,’ said Jonas. ‘There will be wards everywhere, won’t there?’

‘He’s right, Unknown,’ said Hirad, gasping for breath. ‘Ilkar?’

‘Wait,’ said Ilkar. ‘I’m just . . .’

Ilkar’s face tautened visibly, like his skin was being stretched over too much bone. Where his hands were in contact with the ground, it seemed to shimmer slightly, obscuring his fingers.

‘Ilkar?’ The Unknown began moving towards him. ‘Ilkar.’

‘Gods . . . burning.’

Hirad struggled to his feet, bringing Sirendor with him. The pressure inside his body was growing steadily more intense. The pair of them began to move towards Ilkar.

‘Talk to us, Ilks,’ said Hirad.

‘Help . . . me . . . trapped.’

‘Trapped how?’ asked The Unknown.

‘Does it matter? We have to move him, don’t we?’ said Hirad. ‘We have to break him away from there or his soul will be torn out.’

‘And set off a ward or ten? Think, Hirad.’

‘You know that’s never been my strong point.’

Hirad pushed Sirendor away from him and began to run at Ilkar.

‘Hirad, no!’ shouted The Unknown.

‘My advice would be to duck,’ said Hirad.

He had planned to dive at Ilkar, to knock him carefully aside from his entrapment, but the pain in his chest flared throughout his body. He stumbled once, lost his footing completely and fell into the returned mage, barging him from his feet and taking them both into the wall of a building and then into a heap on the ground.

The ward Ilkar had been probing triggered. Flame seared across the street at an angle of forty-five degrees from the ground and on a line five yards wide. The blaze clipped the back of Hirad’s boot and his entire foot was engulfed in mana fire. He dragged his foot clear, hooked the heel into a crack in the stonework of the building and pulled. Hard. Heat grew incredibly fast inside the boot. The leather smouldered and began to melt. He pulled harder, crying out as his toes started to cook.

Mana fire chewed through the laces and tongue. The boot released and he yanked his foot out, gasping as he did so. Still the flames rushed out of the ward. Their power magnified in the narrow street, reflecting from the walls opposite before channelling upwards into the dawn air. Hirad could hear Jonas crying and through the flame could see The Unknown covering him as best he could. Clothing and hair were smouldering and skin would be blistering.

The spell shut off.

Cold air rushed to fill the gap and it tasted so sweet. Slowly, they stirred, barely daring to move. Ilkar’s body shivered beneath Hirad’s and the barbarian rolled away to let him sit up and breathe. The elf in human skin nodded his thanks and winced at the sight of Hirad’s foot.

‘It doesn’t feel so good.’

‘I’ll see what I can do.’

Hirad heard footsteps. He turned in time to be hauled from the ground by his lapels. The Unknown’s face pushed in to his.

‘I told you to think, you idiot! You could have killed us all.’

‘I had to save him, Unknown. I had to try.’

‘You had to wait, you bastard. Look at us now. As if being here wasn’t enough, we all look like we fell asleep in the sun for five days. Look at my son.’ The Unknown spun him so he could see. ‘Look at him.’

‘I’m sorry,’ said Hirad. ‘I didn’t—’

‘No, you never damn well do, do you?’

Sol thrust Hirad away, winding him against a wall. He put down his foot to steady himself and the pain tore a cry from his lips.

‘Burned, is it?’ asked Sol.

‘It’s a little tender,’ said Hirad.

‘Good. It’ll remind you what an idiot you are.’

‘I saved him, didn’t I?’ Hirad spread his arms. ‘What were you going to do? Stand there and watch the life getting sucked out of him? Because that’s what it looked like was happening. At least I did something.’

The Unknown bunched a fist, thought for a moment and then let it drop.

‘You just don’t get it, do you? Dead for ten years and you still have no more sense than when you fell. Septern’s grid is interlinked in ways that even he probably barely understands. You could have set off five, ten, twenty more wards, all in this small space. What then, eh? Who was going to head west and kill himself to save the living and the dead then?

‘Sorry, Ilkar, but if you had died before we came up with a plan, that was just going to be tough.’

Ilkar nodded. ‘Yeah. Yeah, I understand.’

Hirad felt heat in his face but it was from inside him. ‘Right. I see. So you’re ungrateful too, are you?’

‘No, Hirad. I just see the bigger picture.’

‘I’ll tell you the big fucking picture,’ said Hirad, voice rising in volume all the time. ‘We’re trapped in this dusty little street, Xetesk at one end and the Garonin at the other. And neither you nor the Unknown has the first clue how to get out, do you? What happened to you anyway?’

Hirad’s last thought took all the anger from him.

‘I thought you’d never ask.’

‘I got sidetracked.’ Hirad rubbed his hands across his face and tried to ignore the burning throb in his foot. He gave the Unknown a light punch on the shoulder. ‘Sorry, big man.’

The Unknown nodded. ‘I know. And as usual you were luckier than a fox born in a chicken run.’

‘Sorry, Jonas.’

‘It’s all right, Hirad. Do I really look all red and blotchy?’

The Raven quartet all nodded simultaneously.

‘Look what’s happened to my clothes. Mama’s going to kill me.’

The Unknown ruffled his hair. ‘I think she’ll forgive you just this once. So, Ilkar, is it the usual news or do you have something good to tell us for a change?’

‘Good, I think. Look, the whole ward grid has gone active. Septern has done some very clever things with how mana is channelled between groups of wards. Some of the energy from an exploding trap goes to activate other so-far-dormant groups, that sort of thing. Don’t say it, Hirad. If you can’t understand me, assume I’m talking to someone else, all right?’

‘If you insist.’

‘I do. The point I’m getting to is this. The whole system is clearly linked all the way back to Xetesk and draws its mana direct from the Heart, because that way no mage has to expend mana stamina. All very clever so far. But the Garonin have found a way to tap into it. They are drawing off huge amounts of mana, direct from the Heart. Septern’s whole grid is like one big feed pipe to them. Hirad was right: I was literally having the life sucked out of me. Every mote of mana I possessed, dragged out kicking and screaming all the way.’

The Unknown laughed but there was little satisfaction in it. ‘Poor Densyr. He refuses to listen to what is coming. How unprepared he is.’

‘So the good news is, the Garonin can drag off mana as fast as they want in the short term and so don’t need to attack the college directly,’ said Sirendor. ‘But there’s an obvious problem, isn’t there?’

‘Top marks,’ said Ilkar. ‘At any moment Septern and Densyr might close down the grid.’

‘And that is bad for us how?’ asked Hirad.

‘Well, they have two choices. Either shut down the grid nice and gently, rendering every ward inert. Or send a massive pulse through it and set the lot of them off.’

‘Ah.’

‘And from the Garonin point of view, someone will have shut off their flow of mana. What do you think they’ll do about that?’

‘Ah.’

‘We have got to get out of here,’ said The Unknown. ‘Ilkar, where are the wards around us?’

‘There are nine that I can divine, spread relatively evenly.’

‘Anything in front of that door, for instance?’

‘I’m afraid so,’ said Ilkar. ‘I don’t know what exactly, but it’ll either be very hot, very cold or make the walls fall on us.’

‘We’re going to have to take a chance,’ said The Unknown.

‘Oh, all right if it’s you, eh?’

‘Shut up, Hirad. Ilkar, do you have it in you to put up an Ilkar’s Defence?’

‘A what?’

‘Or maybe an Ilkar’s Heal My Foot spell?’

‘Hirad.’ The Unknown glared at him. ‘You’ll have to wait. Ruminate on why you got burned or something. Sorry, Ilkar, that’s the new name for a ForceCone.’

‘Very flattering, I’m sure. Look, I know where you’re going with this. Are you sure? I can’t guarantee the Cone will stand up to much.’

‘I can’t think of a better idea. Can you?’ Ilkar shook his head. ‘Then let’s get started.’




Chapter 26

 


 


 


 


Auum led his Tai back across the rooftops, across a fifteen-foot gap to the next line of houses, along five pitched roofs and into the lee of a huge chimney stack at the east end of the square. Here the smoke from the cook fires of every dwelling in the tenement house was released to the sky. He wasn’t sure if the Garonin had seen them coming but he was sure they had hit the roofs and ground looking for him and his kind.

‘Ghaal, what can you see?’

The Tai peered slowly out around the edge of the stack.

‘They have stopped about two hundred and fifty yards from us. Something’s happening. Perhaps they aren’t after us after all. On the ground they have stopped too, as if they’ve formed a perimeter at the edge of where they cleared the wards earlier.’

Auum joined him, Miirt went the other way.

‘The vydosphere is collecting,’ she said.

And so it was. The cloud was darkening slowly above the malevolent shape hanging in the sky, which had begun a lazy spiral. Funnels were belching out smoke and the metal rods across its bulk were fizzing and crackling with energy as the reaction built to detonation.

‘Where is it getting the mana from?’ asked Ghaal.

‘It doesn’t matter.’ Auum was sizing up the distance to the enemy. ‘We can strike here. They are unprepared.’

‘They will follow if we do.’

‘So much the better. We need to bring them further into the grid and away from the others. We can do both if we’re quick.’

Ghaal was smiling. ‘Like a decoy run in the rainforest.’

‘With the rooftops as our canopy,’ said Miirt.

‘Are we one on this?’ asked Auum. ‘Draw them to the south if you can.’

‘Yniss will guide us,’ said his Tai.

‘Split and run hard, my warriors. Keep low and loose. Tai, we move.’

Auum hurdled wall, low chimney and alleyway. He sprinted on a long gentle curve, his angle and the presentation of his body making it hard for any projectile weapon to take certain aim. Seventy yards into the run, the Garonin began to fire, the entire front line of over seventy enemy soldiers carving up the dawn with their white teardrops.

Tile and flowerpot exploded by him as he ran. He saw Ghaal turn, dive and forward-roll while energy bit into a loft window where he had been standing momentarily. He came up low and ran behind a decorative wall. The fire followed him but when the smoke and debris cleared, he was long gone.

Auum had time to acknowledge his Tai’s skill before he approached a wide avenue. Thirty feet wide at a guess. He needed speed. The wind was already behind him. Garonin weapons tracked him. In his wake the tiles of a pitched roof shattered and melted. He leaned forward, gathering pace, stepped onto the building’s edge and launched himself head first, arms tight by his sides, body axle-straight. The white tears flooded his vision. He felt heat as they ripped by underneath him and he angled his body to allow a stream to pass by his left-hand side.

Auum brought his arms in front of him, took the impact of landing on his right shoulder and turned into the direction of motion, coming to a stop on his haunches. The Garonin were just over the next roof apex. He could hear their footsteps as they advanced on his position. Beads of fire still swept into the sky, chasing Ghaal and Miirt. Auum unclipped his pouch of jaqrui throwing crescents, plucking one out and taking a short blade in his right hand. He moved diagonally up the slate-covered roof, heading for a cluster of chimneys at the centre of the building.

The Garonin felt no need for the same stealth, their tramping feet giving away the position of each of six soldiers. Auum put a mental picture of them in the forefront of his mind. He switched his blade and jaqrui around.

‘Yniss, spare my soul to do your work as dawn lightens tomorrow. Tual, guide my hand to smite my enemies. Shorth, hear my prayer; I commend my soul to you should I fall. Seek for me a path to my resting place. This I ask in the names of the great Gods of the Ynissul. Hear me, my masters. I am Auum, your servant.’

Auum reached the cluster of chimneys, stepped to the right and threw the jaqrui round-armed. The blade whipped across the rooftop, taking a Garonin under the chin guard and burying itself in his neck. He jerked backwards and fell, his weapon firing wildly into the sky. Auum dived back behind the chimney stack. He grabbed another jaqrui. Masonry and tile blew apart above his head under the wilting fire of the Garonin.

Auum ran left. He threw again. The holes in the body of the jaqrui caused it to make a keening, unearthly sound as it travelled straight and true. The target Garonin raised his weapon reflexively in defence. The blade sheared deep into the weapon, which exploded in the Garonin’s hands, taking off his arms at the elbows, ripping deep holes in his chest and forcing upwards to shatter his jaw.

Metal shards whistled as they flew. Auum flattened himself against the roof. The four remaining Garonin had turned their backs against any impact. Armour flared white. Auum was up and running left. He dragged his second short blade out with his right hand.

He leapt and spun in the air, his blades flashing left to right in quick succession buoyed by the power of his turn and the pace of his body. The first slashed deep into the helmet of his target, the second, adjusted lower, whipped through his throat, ripping free and carrying blood and gore with it.

Auum landed facing right. The remaining three were moving towards him. They could not see Miirt sprinting up behind them and the fire from their fellows nearer the vydosphere was tracking Ghaal.

He heard the howl of a jaqrui. The blade flickered past his left shoulder and embedded in the arm of the leftmost enemy. The soldier jerked back, but steadied and fired. Auum glanced back to see Ghaal duck and roll under the stream of white tears.

Auum rose and ran. He came under fire from the other two. He dived left, rolling and rising, the roof at his feet obliterated. He dropped a blade, reached for a jaqrui and threw. The Garonin ducked it, his head moving to track it just for a moment. More than enough. Auum picked up his blade, ran four paces and launched himself two-footed at the Garonin’s midriff. He caught the soldier square on. The enemy doubled over, and as he fell, Auum’s blades jabbed up under both his arms.

Auum shovelled the body aside and came to a crouch. Miirt had leapt up and backhanded her blade through the back of a Garonin neck. Ghaal had jumped and struck the other in the eye slit. Blood was running down the side of the roof, staining the red tiles a dark shade of crimson.

‘Yniss saves us for greater deeds,’ said Auum.

He turned to the vydosphere. More Garonin were advancing. Fifty-plus breaking from the main force. Above them, the sky darkened by degrees and the pace of the cloud spin increased.

‘Breathe the air, my warriors. And let us run like the jaguars are on our scent.’

The Tai cell touched hands briefly, stowed weapons and ran south, exhorting Tual to guard their every move. Behind them not every Garonin turned to follow. Auum watched eight carrying on forward.

‘The Ravensoul worries them,’ he muttered. ‘I hope it is strong enough to turn them aside.’

 


Baron Gresse settled into his chair on the rooftop garden of one of Xetesk’s premier mages, it didn’t matter which, to watch his last, glorious Balaian dawn. The house was well stocked and he had one of his servants find him some fresh leaf tea, a plate of bread and cold meat and some fresh fruit. The table was laid properly, with white cloth, napkins and crystal glasses. Wine would follow the tea. A little early perhaps, but when one was short of time, early was not in the lexicon.

Blackthorne reappeared from the house.

‘It’s mine,’ he said. ‘One of my finest vintages too. A pity to let it go to waste.’

Gresse had dismissed his servant but his and Blackthorne’s retinues were still loitering at the far end of the garden, unwilling to desert their lords.

‘Then join me, old friend. And take a look at this spectacular, if unfortunately unique, sunrise.’

‘There’s still time to get away from here,’ said Blackthorne. ‘We can enjoy this under a new sun.’

Gresse indicated over his left shoulder. Eight Garonin soldiers were making their languid way across the rooftops.

‘No, there isn’t, Blackthorne. And I’m tired of running. Tired of being hauled about like some chattel. I am a baron of Balaia. And that is how I will die. Better than straining to reach some foreign shore and having the cancer claim me anyway.

‘What are we running for, you and me? Are you really going to build another Blackthorne Castle? Do you have the energy? All those you protected have been swept away by these bastards. Just like my people. I’m going down with this ship and I’m looking forward to it.’

Blackthorne looked away towards the Garonin heading directly towards them and then to those making their steady way towards the college.

‘Go!’ he shouted to the servants still waiting at the end of the garden. ‘We’ll be along presently.’

Not one of their men moved. Instead, a show of hands resulted in them returning to the barons and forming a ring around them at a deferential distance. Blackthorne nodded his respect and thanks, pulled out a chair and sat down.

‘You know, you are absolutely right.’

‘It’s a common complaint.’

‘Can I pour you some more tea?’

‘I think wine more appropriate now.’

‘Good man.’

Blackthorne produced a corkscrew from his pocket and set to work. He drew the cork expertly and sniffed the end, nodding approvingly. He handed the cork to Gresse while he poured each of them a mouthful to taste. The two barons sniffed, sipped, rolled and swallowed.

‘A red to satisfy the desire for a full body, a head of blackcurrant and an aftertaste of dark plum,’ said Gresse. ‘Outstanding. We should have ordered the steak.’

A servant stepped in, took the bottle from Blackthorne and poured each of them a full glass with a remarkably steady hand. The sounds of the enemy approaching were growing louder.

‘A little late for steak. Even for something blue.’

Gresse shifted his legs on their footstool. ‘Do you remember that time when we brokered that agreement with the Wesmen for a supply of each vintage?’

‘Interesting negotiations. I’m not sure they were ready for the concept of laying down a wine for a decade.’

‘Who was that idiot who insisted on broaching a bottle of the thirty-eight vintage?’

Blackthorne chuckled. A detonation sounded away to the east. He paused while the echoes faded. ‘Riasu. Almost choked on it. Nothing so sharp and unpleasant as a young wine.’

‘As I recall, he was keen to have us both divided in two,’ said Gresse. ‘Remember what you said about trusting the vintage?’

Blackthorne laughed out loud this time. He held up a finger and wagged it as he spoke. ‘ “Patience is the province of the civilised man. A fine wine is the fruit of that patience just as it is proof of the wisdom of its owner. However, if you are not completely satisfied when you come to open the first bottle in ten years’ time, I promise to provide you with a full refund. Just bring the shipment back to the castle and I’ll authorise payment on the instant.” I recall it as if it was yesterday.’

‘Lucky that envoy of Tessaya was listening in, I’d say.’

‘They were good days, Gresse.’

‘Damn it but they were, Blackthorne.’

The two barons clinked their glasses and drank deeply.

The footsteps drew ever closer. Gresse ignored the thudding steps, the drone of the machine and the calls of wolves. When you put your mind to it, it was quite easy.

‘We have company,’ said Blackthorne. ‘I’m proud to have called you my friend, Baron Gresse.’

‘And you likewise, Baron Blackthorne. Good hunting in the forests of your fathers.’

‘I’ll send you an invitation should I ever find them.’

Gresse turned to see the eight huge figures looming over them and the men who had refused to leave their sides.

‘Join us, the red is a quite superb vintage. Oh. I see.’

 


‘One cannot simply turn it off,’ snapped Septern. ‘Not without taking down the whole eastern side of the city.’

‘Do you see anyone who cares if that happens?’ Densyr pointed out towards the Garonin machine and the malevolent shapes of soldiers bounding over his rooftops. ‘It is only enemies out there. Take down every wall if you like. I don’t care. But do it quickly. Meanwhile, our enemies are sucking the life out of the Heart of Xetesk. It is an unsustainable loss. They are killing us from a distance. ’

‘And your friends? The Raven?’

Densyr bit his lip.

‘Casualties of war,’ he said, the words ash in his mouth.

‘Yet they represent the best alternative should we fail to hold the city.’

‘We will not fail,’ said Densyr. ‘We cannot.’

Septern held his gaze for a moment and then nodded. ‘Very well.’

‘Are you sure you’re all right?’

Septern was pale, even for a dead man.

‘Whatever it is the Garonin are doing, it affects the souls of the dead or, rather, the mana surrounding them. The call to the void is strong and painful to resist. But don’t worry; I won’t let you down.’

Densyr let his eye wander out over his city once more. Way to the east, not far from the gate and in the shadow of the machine, he could see a fight going on. Garonin weapons were firing. At who? he wondered. It had to be Auum and his TaiGethen. A shame the elf had taken the wrong path. He would have been a useful ally today.

‘How long will it take you?’ asked Densyr.

‘That is hard to quantify right now. I need to understand the nature of the mana flow and the volume being dragged through the grid. There will inevitably be some risk attached to the shutdown procedure.’

Densyr’s eyes narrowed and he felt a chill anxiety in his gut.

‘Risk?’

‘Well, simply put, if I snap off the flow, two things happen. First, as I said, every ward will trigger because there is no longer a circuit, and hence no way to channel the mana away safely. But second, there will be far more mana in the grid than it was intended to support because of the Garonin action. There could be feedback.’

‘Feedback?’

Densyr’s anxiety had coalesced to dread.

‘Into the Heart. That’s why I have to know the level of the depletion. Because enough mana feeding back into the Heart all at once could, theoretically, destroy it.’

‘Theoretically?’

‘Well this has never been tested, as you can imagine . . .’

‘Stop blustering. What is your view? And let’s say for the sake of argument that the Garonin are dragging away half of the Heart’s power at any one time.’

Septern shrugged. ‘Theory would become practical reality.’

[image: 002]

Ilkar had concentrated like he never had before and yet forming the shape of the spell had still been torturous. The pain in his chest was a constant drain on his concentration and the howling of the void echoed around his head. Yet here it was. An Ilkar’s Defence construct. Conical, formed of a lattice of yellow lines of mana, tightly bound. Slightly modulating but nothing serious, and rotating a little quickly. It would have to do.

With eyes and mind tuned to the mana spectrum, Ilkar could see the ward in front of the door through which The Unknown wanted to go. FlameOrbs would fly from it when it was triggered, he could see that now. On a spread that would cover a hundred men in flesh-dissolving mana fire. Best not to think about it.

‘Are you ready, Ilks? The Garonin will be tapping us on the shoulder if we wait much longer,’ said Hirad.

‘I’m not sure why I bothered,’ said Ilkar. ‘I completely forgot that all you have to do is open your big fat mouth and the FlameOrbs will get sucked right in. Idiot. And yes, I’m ready.’

Ilkar nailed his concentration back down to the spell. He made sure he was standing square in front of the door. He checked again that the spell diameter would cover the spread of the ward. He took a deep breath.

‘Tuck in behind Ilkar, Jonas,’ said The Unknown. ‘Sirendor, behind me.’

Ilkar glanced over his shoulder. Hirad winked at him.

‘You could have chosen a wider body,’ said Hirad. ‘You’re a bit weedy for us all to cower behind.’

‘You know that in all the years I was dead, all I ever dreamed about was being an elven shield for your filthy carcass.’

Hirad laughed. ‘I knew you always loved me best.’

‘All right,’ said Ilkar. ‘On the count of three. I’ll cast and move the spell to the door. Everything else, I leave to your imaginations. One, two, three . . .’

Ilkar cast. The Defence hung in the air in front of him. Solid, shot through with yellow, rotating gently about its axis. He pushed out his arms slowly. The conical shape lengthened, the flat circle expanded to take in the door and then the entirety of the wall of the building. He could see the pulsing of the ward as the Julatsan casting neared it.

‘Be ready,’ he said, voice distant with effort.

‘For what?’ asked Hirad.

‘To sweep me into an ash bucket if this goes wrong.’

Ilkar crabbed his hands to better grip the spell and thrust it against door and wall. The ward triggered. Blinding blue light flashed across the surface of the Defence. Ilkar leaned his weight against his spell while the FlameOrbs, or whatever fancy name they had these days, formed and crashed into it again and again.

He shuddered. Nausea gripped him. The spell shimmered. Ilkar grunted defiance and forced more strength into the head of his casting. The Defence steadied again. Blue light rippled across its surface, fizzed into the ground and slapped back against the building. Fire leaked around the edges of the spell and lashed at the air and the ground at Ilkar’s feet. Sweat dripped into his eyes.

Ilkar could see the end coming. The effort of dragging in so much unfocused mana told eventually. There was not enough flow to keep the construct steady for long. The sides of the cone wobbled. The lattice unpicked from front to back. Another orb slammed into the cone and the spell collapsed.

‘Down!’ yelled Ilkar.

He angled his hands up. The final orb deflected off the remnants of his spell and arced away into the dawn sky. He followed its lazy movement up until it reached its zenith and began to fall back down.

‘This is not good,’ he said.

The Unknown had seen it too. ‘Up! Up! Get inside. Move it, Raven.’

He picked up Jonas by the back of his collar and charged through the wrecked entrance of the building. Sirendor and Hirad were scrambling to their feet, the barbarian cursing at the pain from his burned foot. But still he stopped to grab Ilkar and help the tired mage up.

The orb fell to the ground on the right-hand side of the street. Hirad and Ilkar dived inside the house, rolling away from the opening and heading for the stairs up which The Unknown was already running. The orb splattered across wall and street, triggering wards all around it.

Flame lashed inside the building, reducing broken timbers to ash and engulfing the stairs in fire. Ilkar dived headlong onto the landing from the top step. A whoosh of heat behind him and a crackling of paint on the walls told him how close he had been to incineration.

The ground heaved beneath them. Great rending sounds of stone on stone, rock smashing into rock and the splintering of wood sounded far too close. Ilkar came back to his feet and grabbed Hirad’s arm, helping him along. The others were ahead, stampeding up another stairway towards the roof. A massive column of stone broke through the floor and carved its way up through the bedrooms on Ilkar’s right.

‘EarthHammer!’ he shouted into the tumult but no one could possibly hear him.

Plaster dust and debris filled the air. The house rocked. Detonations of more columns of stone breaking upwards could be heard surrounding them. Hirad made the stairs and took them three at a time, wounded foot almost forgotten in his desperation to escape. Ilkar was right on his heels, pushing him faster.

Light poured in from above. A great swathe of the roof slipped and fell into the street, showering shattered tiles down on the fleeing Raven. Up ahead, Ilkar saw The Unknown battering down a door with his feet and running into clear sky. The front wall of the house cracked along a jagged horizontal, the upper portion teetering and falling outwards, dragging roof and beam with it.

Ilkar gave Hirad a mighty shove and rolled out of the top door after him. Hands grabbed him, almost lifting him from his feet and running him towards the shuddering building’s edge. He cried out as he left the ground, cycled his legs and landed on the other side in a heap. He turned to watch Hirad make the jump. The barbarian’s poor foot gave way beneath him. He didn’t have the height to clear the balustrade. His hands grabbed at guttering and he disappeared from view.

Behind him, the house crumbled to the ground, sending up clouds of dust that glowed in the blue flame of Xeteskian wards. As the sound of the collapse rolled away, Ilkar could hear Hirad swearing. The Unknown ran to the building’s edge and hauled the barbarian to safety

Ilkar felt someone’s gaze on him. He looked round. A man was standing by him, four wolves at his feet. He recognised those hands as the ones that had helped him escape. Others were there too. A woman and a boy who would bring joy to The Unknown’s heart and, oddly, Brynar, Densyr’s apprentice.

The man with the wolves was smiling. The sun on him projected his shadow onto the wall of a dormer window behind him. It was of a tall, powerful man with hair tied in a long ponytail at his back. Ilkar felt a comforting warmth.

‘Hello, Thraun,’ he said. ‘Glad you happened by when you did.’
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Auum led his Tai to the city walls. Leaping and climbing, rolling and dodging, they had easily kept ahead of the Garonin sent to chase them down. Yet the vydosphere had not changed its course. Indeed, it had not moved, and Auum worried what that might mean. Threads of comfort sprang from the knowledge that despite all their might, the Garonin were still prey to feelings of revenge. It was the reason they were chased and the reason the Ravensoul was sought.

The enemy knew that harm could be done to them. Men could be lost, perhaps enough to affect their battles elsewhere. This deflected their attention only minutely, but minutely could be enough to buy the time they so desperately needed.

Once on the walls, the TaiGethen ran free, putting real distance between them and their pursuers. Auum tore around the battlements and through abandoned watchtowers. He scaled the outer sides of the south gates and dropped onto the roof of the gatehouse. Only here did he pause. He climbed onto the crenellations.

From here he could see across the city to the walls of the college. The towers within stood proud and he could make out a solitary figure on the uppermost balcony of the central edifice. Auum whispered a short prayer to Shorth. He let his eye wander to the east, to the deserted streets of Xetesk bathed in a watery sunlight.

Auum could pick out figures running across rooftops. In amongst them, he could make out the bulk of Sol and the flashing shapes of wolves. And he could see the Garonin advancing too. In the skies above, the vydosphere sucked up its fuel. The clouds still darkened and the swirl still gained pace. He wondered briefly when Densyr would realise the appalling mistake he had made.

‘Auum.’

It was Ghaal. He was perched on the crenellations looking out over the west of the city. Auum followed his gaze and his heart fell into his boots. When you saw one, suddenly, thousands were revealed. People. Ordinary Xeteskians with their faith in a college that would inevitably fail them.

‘Cattle awaiting slaughter,’ said Ghaal.

‘Enjoying the dawn of their last day in this or any other life,’ said Miirt.

‘And we will free them when we can,’ said Auum. ‘Now, my friends, it is time to break into the college.’

‘Can it be done?’ asked Ghaal, he and Miirt jumping back onto the roof.

Auum put a hand on each of their shoulders. ‘With Yniss to guide us, we must believe it so. Tai, we pray.’

 


Densyr had been staring straight at where he had left The Raven when it happened. He watched the single blue orb fly skywards and did not even consider why it had travelled in that direction, so consumed was he with watching it fall to the earth. No time to get Septern to deactivate the cell. Time only to pray the wards would not trigger.

A prayer that went unanswered.

Ten wards. He knew the number so very bloody well though it was impossible to count them going off individually, such was the force and speed of the multiple detonations. Flames lashed from both sides of the narrow street on shallow angles, incinerating everything taller than a house cat. God’s Eyes pounded the enclosed area and EarthHammers shoved their fingers of stone high into the sky, ripping apart buildings and standing as insulting gestures in his mind. He was stricken with a sudden regret.

Last night, he had been so cocksure that leaving them trapped was the best way to neutralise them until he decided to free them. So sure that they would not attempt an escape. Ilkar might have been shorn of his college’s Heart but he was no fool and would be able to detect active wards given the amount of time he had.

‘What did you do, my old friends?’ whispered Densyr. ‘Why did you try to outwit the master? I’m sorry. I’m so sorry it had to end like this.’

Densyr took one last look at the dust cloud that covered the scene of their deaths and closed the balcony shutters on his crime. In his deep armchair by the fire, Septern was studying the ward lattice. The sheen of sweat on his face didn’t encourage Densyr’s confidence.

He sank into the chair opposite and sipped at the tea his servants had left them. All the way down the line, he’d made the right decisions. He was certain of it. What the dead had told him really did make no sense. There was no other home. No escape route. Just like every time before, Balaia had to stand up and fight for herself. And win. Just like every other time.

Maybe he had been a little heavy-handed with those he once counted as close friends and allies. But decisions had to be made and some people always had their noses put out of joint. Not everyone would ever be happy. And at least his people, the Xeteskian people, knew he was doing all this for them.

Should it have worried him that Auum claimed to have seen all this before? Surely not. If indeed he was thousands of years old as he claimed, things move on. The elves had had no magic back then, no defence. Densyr had the might of Xetesk and the unexpected advantage of Septern. Balaia had to survive, and for that to happen, Xetesk had to remain strong. The right decisions still had to be made.

Even if it meant his friends had to die.

‘Septern, can you hear me?’

‘Of course,’ said Septern, his voice clear enough though a little strained.

‘You needn’t concern yourself with The Raven now.’

‘I know. I felt it. Saw it. Doesn’t feel so much like casualties of war now, does it?’

‘No,’ whispered Densyr. ‘Tell me what you can do.’

‘The news isn’t too good.’

Densyr’s heart skipped a beat. ‘What do you mean?’

‘The enemy is cleverer than I thought.’

‘Smarter than you?’

‘Let’s not give them too much credit. The problem lies in shutting off the mana flow.’

‘Not doing so isn’t an option I’m prepared to entertain.’

‘I know, Densyr. But the risk to the Heart is greater than I thought. It is possible that they intend us to shut off the flow, triggering an explosion in the Heart. Mana will be pumped up into the atmosphere . . .’

‘To be collected by the machine hanging up there for just that purpose, if it can collect mana that way.’

‘Precisely.’

‘But you can stop that, Septern, can’t you?’

Septern’s face held the first element of doubt Densyr had seen.

‘Probably,’ he said.

‘Probably isn’t good enough.’ Densyr leaned forward in his chair. ‘You know the stakes here. We cannot fail. Not now.’

‘Now your friends are dead.’

‘Indeed.’ Densyr pressed his lips together. ‘And anything you do, do quickly. We don’t have much time.’

‘I shall attempt the cell-by-cell closedown. That way, I can isolate surges in mana being fed back and dissipate them through harmless areas of the grid.’

‘If you say so. And what if it begins to go wrong?’

‘A mage can always act as a buffer if necessary,’ said Septern.

‘Get going.’

 


‘They know what we intend, I’m certain of it,’ said Sol. ‘Brynar. Hirad needs attention. Ilkar, Sirendor. Assess the next jump and the bridge the ClawBound has left. Thraun, let’s see if we can’t find ourselves a better route than the one we already have. But don’t go far. Quickly. The enemy are closing.’

He stood with Diera and his boys. All four of them in a huddle and he at least realising that it could be their last. The Garonin still came on. He had counted eight of them. Moving carefully over the rooftops, no doubt aware of the capacity of the TaiGethen and hopefully unaware of their current whereabouts.

The rooftop to which they had jumped from the collapsing building was a work in progress. They were standing amidst the debris of a building site. Half-built walls, piles of stone, sand and barrels of water. Pots of whitewash, brushes, trowels and even a couple of straw hats. A block and tackle had been hanging from the near edge of the building but the ClawBound elf had stripped it for its rope. Every tool of the trade was scattered about, evidence of a hurried evacuation or perhaps merely a poorly run site.

‘Why do you say that?’ asked Diera.

‘Because while the bulk of them stand and guard their machine, these eight are heading right for us. Raven, I want an ambush plan. Here or at the next intersection.’

Sol looked after the ClawBound, who was still creating a path to the college gates. He had laid ropes and even knotted sheets where he could and left markers for jump points, so Thraun had reported. The Garonin were less than a hundred yards away now and would soon be in weapons range. Sol pulled away from his family.

‘Time to move. Brynar, how are you doing?’

‘Hirad is all right to walk now.’

‘Good. Freedom’s Wings for you again if you don’t mind. Brynar.’

‘Yes, my King .’

‘Not “king”, just Sol. And thank you for not abandoning my family.’

Brynar shrugged. ‘What sort of man would I be? Besides, Auum made it clear the fate I would face if I ran.’

‘I’ll bet he did.’

A short incantation and gossamer wings appeared at Brynar’s back. He held out his arms and Diera placed young Hirad in them. It was several hundred yards to the apron in front of the college gates. They had to traverse another four intersections and get across the heavily trapped open space.

‘I could take him all the way,’ said Brynar.

Sol paused on the verge of agreeing. ‘But they wouldn’t let you leave. We need you.’

‘Keep out of sight of the college as long as you can,’ said Brynar. ‘I’ll open the postern gate for you.’

‘There isn’t a postern gate any more,’ said Sol.

Brynar raised his eyebrows. ‘Trust me on this.’

Sol nodded. ‘Diera?’

‘Gods drowning, yes, take him inside the walls. All right, Hirad? You go with Brynar to the college and he’ll keep you safe.’

‘Yes, Mama.’

‘I’ll be there very soon.’

‘Go, Brynar,’ said Sol. ‘And thank you.’

Brynar took to the air, skimming low over the rooftops. Sol watched him, a lump in his throat.

‘We need to get out of here,’ said Sirendor.

Sol glanced back at the Garonin and shook his head. ‘No. I’ve had an idea. The next roof is too open. Pretty garden but too open. Plenty of places to hide here.’

‘Good thought,’ said Sirendor. ‘The Garonin will have to drop out of sight of us before they reach the adjacent block.’

‘Good,’ said Sol. ‘Diera, Jonas. Time to go.’

‘Father . . .’

‘Don’t argue with me, Jonas. We don’t have the time.’

Sol stooped to pick up a shovel. It was a satisfying weight in his hands.

‘The rest of you, I suggest you pick up your choice of implement. I will stand centre to make sure they know where to come.’

‘Sol . . .’

‘Diera, it’s all right. This is what I do. Did.’

‘Remember you aren’t thirty any more.’

‘Just take Jonas and run. And be careful on the ropes. Raven, hide where you can back me in a hurry. I know we wouldn’t normally lower ourselves to such tactics but today I make an exception for any underhand attack from the rear without warning. All these Garonin have to go down. You all know the attack signal.’

Ilkar took no weapon but hid himself on a narrow ledge behind a wall that was to hold a dormer window. Sol heard him begin to mutter as he attempted to draw mana from the chaos around him. Sirendor picked up a crowbar, hefted it in one hand and picked up a cement trowel in the other. He moved forward of Sol and crouched by a group of three barrels.

Hirad picked up a pickaxe, smiled and lay flat behind a stack of wooden beams to Sol’s right, pulling a canvas sheet over his body. Thraun had not yet returned but Sol was in no doubt that the dead shapechanger was keeping an eye on them. He looked forward to a few wolves entering the fight.

The Garonin, just as Sirendor had said, had dropped briefly out of sight, forced to take a slightly different path due to the collapse of the building through which The Raven had escaped. Sol could hear them though, their heavy footsteps like metal sheets clanging together, the impact of their jump landings echoing against the surrounding blank, deserted buildings.

‘I hope my hip stands up to this,’ he muttered.

‘I think you’ll find it’s your head they’ll be aiming at,’ came a voice from beneath the canvas.

‘Thank you, Hirad. Here they come.’

Sol tensed. The risks of his strategy became depressingly apparent and his words to Diera sounded awfully hollow. Eight giant soldiers in full body armour landed on the roof in a semicircle around him and began to close, their weapons trained exactly as Hirad had said.

Sol hefted the shovel, patting the shaft into his open left palm. The Garonin closed, stopping only when they could almost reach out and touch him. Weapons dropped very slightly. Diera and Jonas were way too close but getting more distant with every passing moment.

‘Fascinating weapons,’ he said. ‘You must show me round one.’

‘Sol,’ said a voice full of beguiling melody. ‘How disappointing. You stand alone. All your subjects have deserted you.’

Sol shifted his feet, taken aback. ‘You. You’re joking with me? I killed you.’

‘Not so. Some among you are fascinating and worthy of some small investigation to further our knowledge of your world. You are one such. No other has demonstrated understanding and belief. No other has been able to leave our domain by an act of self-will.’

‘Your domain? I’ve heard from several reliable sources that it is no one’s domain but a transit to everywhere. A place you have infiltrated and where you can be beaten.’

Sol considered he might have shown too much of his hand.

‘The risk of such an eventuality is small. But we do not deal in small, we deal in nil. And so your journey ends here, Sol. As it will for all your people in this city, your other major population centres and for those you think are escaping beyond your western mountain range.’

Sol’s face must have betrayed him. One of the Garonin cocked his head.

‘Did you think we were not aware of those running west? Elves mostly. We concede that your people are brave and resourceful. We concede that we underestimated you and have been forced to move our vydospheres into the air, an inefficient use of vydos that we cannot afford but one that conserves our equipment.’

‘So why are you talking to me? If you intend to wipe us out, why bother to tell me all about it? Seems a waste of time.’

‘Not for us. Respect is a ritual.’

‘But all rituals are finite, aren’t they?’

Sol tapped the blade of the shovel on the ground, once, twice, three times.

‘It is time,’ said the concerted voices of the Garonin.

‘Yes.’ Sol ceased tapping the shovel. ‘Time for you to meet The Raven.’
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Sol was fast. Even at fifty-one, he was the better of most men half his age. The shovel blade whipped up and forward, Sol darting in a step simultaneously. The cutting edge struck under the chin of the centremost Garonin. Sol felt it bite into flesh. Blood poured down the shovel’s muddy face.

The Garonin reacted quickly. Weapons snapped up to ready. They spaced themselves for clear shots at Sol, who dived into the midst of them, bowling the stricken Garonin over. He pulled the shovel clear of his victim and rolled onto his back with the blade covering his face.

A Garonin soldier readied to fire. He jerked violently. Blood flew from his mouth and he slumped forward onto his knees revealing Sirendor behind him, bloodied cement trowel in hand. He did not pause. The crowbar in his other hand swung across the back of an enemy skull. The soldier’s head rocked forward but he did not drop, turning instead to backhand Sirendor across the face with his weapon. Sirendor tumbled back into the barrels, scattering them.

At the same time, Hirad leapt up from his hiding place and planted his pickaxe straight through the midriff of his nearest enemy, driving the man backwards from his feet. His weapon fired. Hirad screamed in agony.

‘Keep down.’

It was Ilkar. Winter’s Touch flew from his open palms. A howling, super-cooled blast of air that struck the Garonin square on. Two turned their backs, taking the force of the freeze on their armour on which the runes flared white. Two were caught in the helmet, burning cold drilling into their eyes, freezing them blind in moments. Weapons dropped from hands to clutch at faces and claw inside eye slits.

A weapon sounded close by Sol’s head. The half-built wall disintegrated into a shower of stone shard and cement dust.

Sol scrambled to his feet, thrashing the shovel blade in front of him, clattering it into the legs of one of the two Garonin still facing him. The enemy fell. Sol moved to finish him. A blow caught him on the side of the head, sending him spinning. He rolled into a pile of sand.

Sol spat grit from his mouth. He looked up into the darkening sky. The cloud framed the helmet of a Garonin soldier and his cruel weapon. Sol held his gaze. The weapon was raised. A black shape flew from left to right. Howls split the dawn. The Garonin’s fire flashed past Sol’s shoulder, kicking up sand.

Sol sat up. The ClawBound had arrived. The panther was ripping the throat from one enemy, the elf had enveloped another. Wolves streamed in. A solitary Garonin weapon traced teardrops through the air. One of the animals fell, soundlessly. The other three feasted in revenge.

From behind him Sol heard the thump of metal on leather. Again and again. He climbed painfully to his feet. Back, arms, legs and now the side of his head. Everything was bruised. He put a hand to the hinge of his jaw. It came away wet. Sirendor straightened up from behind the tumble of barrels. His nose was bent across his face and blood covered his lips and neck. His crowbar too was covered in blood, hair and gore.

‘Never take a fallen man with a crowbar as beaten,’ he said.

‘Hirad,’ said Sol, starting to run across the roof.

He jumped the bodies of the fallen Garonin, those that had not already faded back to whence they came, and dropped to his knees by the barbarian in his merchant’s body. That body was broken. White tears had blasted through his right shoulder and all the way down his body to the hip. Clothing had been burned away and the flesh was smoking and cauterised. Hirad still clung on to the pickaxe handle, his face buried in the Garonin armour.

Sol rocked back onto his haunches. ‘Damn it,’ he breathed.

Sirendor placed a hand on his shoulder and crouched by him. ‘Don’t despair, not just yet. He’s still with us. Just.’

‘What does it matter? He will never survive a journey to the west like this. His soul will be lost. We can’t stop it.’

Sol’s mind filled with visions of Hirad’s outstretched grasping hands disappearing into the murk of the void, his mouth open in an eternal scream.

‘Not west. College.’

Sol looked up into the eyes of the ClawBound elf. Blood dripped from the ends of the sharpened nails on his long fingers. His black and white halved painted face was impassive and his voice, as with them all, was hoarse and unused to speech.

‘What do you mean?’ Sol searched the roof for Ilkar. ‘Sirendor, find our mage, would you? Assuming he’s alive behind that pile of broken stone, I need him to do whatever he can for poor Hirad.’

‘Thraun. Speak.’

The ClawBound elf pointed to where the shapechanger was kneeling by his downed wolf. Sol nodded and dragged himself away from Hirad. The barbarian’s soul could barely be breathing and Sol feared to move him lest he do more harm than good. Sirendor had made his way over to the shattered half wall and was kneeling behind it, already talking.

Sol made his aching way to Thraun.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said.

Thraun nodded. ‘They brought me back, you know? My soul had no direction when the Garonin ripped our resting place apart. They called for me. They needed my help. They knew something was wrong. And here they are, dying one by one. Three remain here. Four are lost in the city somewhere.’

‘We’ll save the rest. But tell me. Why does our ClawBound friend say we no longer need to go to the Wesmen? I’m presuming you know what we intend to do.’

‘I have spoken to Auum about it. The mage, Brynar. He is sure Septern knows the ritual of opening but is reluctant to perform it. Auum feels that he can persuade him.’

Sol felt as if a door to hope had just been edged open. ‘And I thought he was taking young Hirad into Xetesk purely to keep him safe. My mind is clearly not sharp. Thank you, my friend. Get ready to go.’

He straightened up and looked east. The black cloud swirling around the Garonin machine was growing deeper and spreading across the city. Dark blue light flashed within it. Ominous signals. So far, Xetesk appeared powerless to stop the drain on its Heart. But Sol could feel the pressure building. Densyr had already proved himself prone to desperate decisions and he would not allow this situation to continue.

The enemy soldiers were beginning to fan out along the rooftops of eastern Xetesk. They were readying for something. Sol had to assume it was the final assault.

‘Sirendor, have you—’

‘Yes, he has,’ said Ilkar. ‘Didn’t anyone hear me calling?’

‘Sorry,’ sad Sol.

‘Clinging on by my bloody, literally bloody, fingernails for ages.’

‘And still alive,’ said Sol. ‘Which is more than we’ll be able to say for Hirad unless you can do something fast.’

‘I know, I know.’ Ilkar knelt by the prone Raven warrior and studied his wounds briefly. He shook his head. ‘This is way beyond me, Unknown. He needs powerful focused magic. Only one place to get that.’

‘Then it’s fortunate that all our answers are within,’ said Sol. ‘The only question that remains is, how in all the hells do I get him to the college gates without killing him.’

A shattering, rippling detonation ripped the momentary calm apart. The foundations of Xetesk shuddered. Sol turned east to see flames and dust in the sky on an arc that stretched almost from south to north gates. The east gatehouse had gone. Buildings lining the walls were falling. Fists of stone ground their way into the sky. And up above them the machine wobbled and the detonation cloud above it flashed a dangerous white.

Moments later, another line of wards exploded and the next concentric ring of buildings was demolished under the force of Orbs, walls of blue fire and the Hammers deep in the earth. The rumble did not die away. More quickly than the second ring, the third triggered.

Massive mana energy burst into the sky, far more than Septern would have planned. Garonin soldiers were consumed in the roar of flame and the collapse of buildings. The machine rose higher into the air, the cloud moving up with it. there was huge energy within it. Unstable. The drone intensified and the flat tone of horns sounded over and over.

‘This is not controlled,’ said Ilkar.

‘Yep. And heading our way. Oh, Densyr, what have you done?’

 


‘Help me,’ gasped Septern.

‘What the hell have you done?’ shouted Densyr. Once again, the balcony doors were open and this time they showed the crumbling of Xetesk. ‘The outer wards are collapsing. The stream is heading this way.’

‘Polarity. Reversed,’ managed Septern. ‘No control. Please.’

Densyr tore his eyes from the ruination of the city.

‘Inside out, I said.’ He sat down next to Septern and put a hand over the great mage’s clawed fingers where they grasped at the arm of his chair. ‘Must I do everything myself? I . . . Oh dear Gods drowning.’

Densyr had tuned into the mana spectrum, and saw the disaster rolling towards them with the speed of a tidal wave being forced up a narrowing channel. Flares in the grid described wards triggering with ridiculous power. Every line on the complex lattice was throbbing with barely controlled mana energy. The loose ends of the unpicked grid flailed in the chaotic maelstrom of unsuppressed mana, sending bursts of fire into the sky.

Densyr could see the shape of the Garonin machine and its cloud, depicted by the dense, dark roiling blue that seemed to hang over the entire spectrum. The blue deepened with every detonation, and the spinning of the cloud intensified. They were causing this, he knew, but couldn’t see how. All he could see was a chain reaction with an inevitable conclusion.

‘We have to break the cycle,’ said Densyr.

‘I have not the strength,’ said Septern. ‘The flow of mana is too great.’

‘Then let me help you. Tell me what to do.’

Densyr had lent his strength to Septern and the mage’s voice steadied but remained full of panic.

‘Have to block the feedback. Break the linkage and place your mind in front of the Heart. Deflect the pulses away.’

‘You’re asking me to render myself helpless in front of this assault.’

‘Not helpless,’ gasped Septern. ‘Hero.’

Into Densyr’s eyes sprang unforeseen tears. He closed them and entered Septern’s failing construct.

 


Sol, with Hirad slipping ever nearer towards death in his arms, ran headlong at the next intersection. His hip protested, his back was bleeding again and his arms screamed for relief. But behind them the rattle of explosion and demolition grew louder, the space between each set of wards firing grew shorter and the surge and shake beneath their feet grew more violent.

Already, the dust clogged their lungs and threatened their vision ahead. Loose roof tiles slipped and crashed underfoot. Balustrades wobbled. Every landing point was a shuddering accident waiting to happen.

‘Hang on, Hirad,’ said Sol. ‘That soul of yours has never given up on anything. Don’t you dare start now.’

Sirendor hit the edge of the building and leapt into space, circling his arms and coming down for a slithered landing on the sloping tiles across the alleyway. He turned as soon as he’d stopped and stood a little to the left of Thraun.

‘Six feet maximum,’ he called. ‘We’re ready.’

‘Sorry for the jolt, Hirad. Over soon.’

Sol ran harder and faster, the dead weight of Hirad a terrible drain on balance and strength. He leaned his body forward, caught the very edge of the building and pushed off with everything he had. He tried to work his body a little more upright as he flew but time was so short. He was falling fast. Too fast.

Sol sought forward with his left leg and prayed. His foot snagged the edge of the building’s balustrade. Sirendor snaked out an arm and gripped his collar. Thraun’s arms took the weight of Hirad. Sol blew out his cheeks, steadied and stepped off the balustrade.

‘Next up, not so easy,’ said Thraun.

Sol looked behind them. The Garonin were in temporary disarray. Up in the sky, the machine was being forced higher and higher as the mana energy blasted upwards. Of the soldiers on the ground, there was nothing. Not a sign. A small mercy. A quicker, surer death was stampeding towards them.

‘We have to try. Go, go.’

Thraun carried Hirad. His younger body was stout in the arm and chest and Sol was blowing badly. They ran up the slope of the roof, over the apex and slid down the other side. The air was full of the sound of explosions and the cloying drab of dust and smoke. Heat billowed around them as intense as dragon fire.

The next roof was flat and held an ornamental garden and fish pond. The carp in the pond all floated belly up. The water was steaming. The Raven tore across it, shadowed by wolves running along the roofs of adjacent buildings. Another flat roof ended in a gap of twelve feet.

‘No way,’ said Ilkar. ‘Don’t even attempt it.’

‘What do you expect me to do, leave him here to burn?’ Sol beckoned Thraun over and held out his arms to receive his old friend.

‘No,’ snapped Ilkar. ‘I don’t know. But this is suicide. I mean, we need you to commit suicide but not here and not now.’

‘So bloody comforting,’ muttered Sol.

Explosions blew apart the roof of the building they had just left. All three ducked reflexively as splinters of stone rattled the tiles at their backs.

‘We can’t stay here,’ said Thraun. ‘I will jump.’

‘You won’t make it. None of us can make it.’ Ilkar looked around desperately. ‘We have to risk the ground.’

‘We won’t get ten yards. The wards go from here to the apron.’ Sol’s fists clenched in frustration. ‘Which way did the ClawBound go? And my wife and son?’

Thraun gestured away across the street. ‘Easy. ClawBound jumps. Ropes are fixed. People cross. ClawBound retrieves ropes.’

‘And never mind the stragglers,’ said Ilkar.

‘Well they got that bit right,’ said Sol. His sigh was lost in another detonation. Smoke billowed up from the alley they’d crossed. ‘Hirad’s last chance. Any ideas.’

There was nothing. The street was too wide to jump, the ground was covered in traps none of them could see and they had no rope, no focused mage and now no hope at all.

‘Drop him and go,’ barked a voice from directly above their heads.

‘Brynar. What are you doing here?’ asked Sol.

‘My bit,’ he said. ‘Hurry. Get down to the street and run. I’ll take Hirad.’

‘The street?’

‘Trust me, Sol. The wards are triggering out to in. I’ve been into the spectrum to see what Densyr is doing. Nothing is active ahead—’ Detonations, very close. A whoosh of flame and a grinding of stone. ‘It’s all behind you. Run. Please.’

‘Bless you, Brynar. Thraun, put Hirad down.’

‘How do we get down?’ Panic edged Ilkar’s voice.

There was a skylight in the roof. Sol jumped straight through it, covering his face. He landed on timbers about eight feet below.

‘Come on!’

The building shook to its foundations. Sol saw Ilkar at the shattered skylight, Thraun shadowing him. He turned and ran to a wide stair that led down to a second level. He leaned against the wall with the building shaking enough to cast ornaments from their stands, shudder a table across the floor below him and bring down plaster-work in lumps.

‘Up the bloody stairs, down the bloody stairs. Make up your mind, Unknown,’ grumbled Ilkar, stamping down the stairs behind him and overtaking him on the way to the final flight.

‘Where are you going?’

‘Ahead of you. If Brynar is wrong, best it’s a dead elf that catches it rather than a live king we want to make into a dead king later on.’

Sol found a smile on his face as he hurdled a low table. He felt a spear of pain through his old hip wound and took the last stairs one at a time. Thraun was right behind him, his wolves anxious to be outside.

‘And for a moment I thought your action truly selfless.’

Ilkar pulled open the front door on a scene of dust and crumbling stonework not thirty yards to their left.

‘Wrong word. I put the “elf” in selfish, old friend.’

‘That is a joke worth dying to avoid,’ said Sol.

The Raven and the three wolves ran from the door, taking a hard right turn away from the arcs of wards that were reducing Xetesk to rubble. Above them, Sol saw the shape of Brynar rise into the sky, struggling under the weight of his charge.

The heat from the countless fires raging in their wake washed over them in waves. Sol coughed, a spasm fled down his back and into his hip. He stumbled into a wall and would have fallen but for Thraun’s grasp on his arm. Sol could see the stone apron that sat in front of the college gates. It looked distant.

He set off after Ilkar. Thraun’s wolves were already way ahead, giving some comfort that Brynar had been right about the wards. But still, with every step, the thought of tripping something instantly fatal played on the mind. Behind him the noise of detonation and collapse was deafening. It rang straight through his head and set his feet vibrating in his boots.

Sol counted the paces he ran between each new set of explosions. Blue auras flashed in his vision and stark shadows played on the walls ahead and to the sides of him. Eight paces. It kept his feet one in front of the other if nothing else. A leaden fatigue was beginning to settle on him. The pain in his back was soaring with every jarring step he took. His hip protested. He was losing ground to the rest of them.

‘Stupid old man,’ he said to himself.

Six paces. The jolt through the ground took his balance and sent him sprawling. Sol turned onto his back and saw the house they’d descended through disappear, consumed by mana fire, stonework reduced to shards by God’s Eyes and EarthHammer.

Too close. Way too close. He scrambled back to his feet and pushed himself on. He was limping badly, the pain shooting into his jaw and up into his skull. Four paces. The wave of heat scorched the back of his head and his clothes began to smoulder gently.

Sol ran out of the street and into the open of the apron. Two paces. The last buildings bordering the apron teetered as EarthHammers thrust through them. Sol gave himself one last push. He was gasping for breath, could barely put his right leg down and his lower back was losing blood way too fast.

The detonations were right behind him. The borders of the stone apron exploded under the pressure of a Jalyr’s Sun that formed and burst at ground level. Sol felt the heat and the fire in the moments before the wind plucked him from his feet and hurled him across the apron. He landed, slid and thumped into the walls of the college.

The last ward arc had triggered and the sound of detonations rolled away across the city. The reverberations carried on and on. As an encore, weakened buildings tumbled, strewing stone, timber and tile.

Sol rolled onto his front. He didn’t even have the energy to look and see if he was on fire. He didn’t think so but he could smell his own flesh.

‘Dramatic. I’ll give you that,’ said Ilkar from somewhere nearby.

Sol turned his head. There was a gap in the wall. Ilkar, Thraun and Brynar stood in it, the latter looking very anxious and casting repeated glances behind him.

‘Everyone’s looking over the walls at the moment, but it won’t last long.’

‘Can someone help me up?’ asked Sol. ‘Presumably, we’ve been seen.’

‘Yes, but not all the way into the postern gate,’ said Brynar. ‘Please hurry.’

‘How’s Hirad?’

‘Alive, Sol, but that’s about it,’ said Thraun.

‘Well then, let’s make this count.’

Sol, helped by Ilkar, climbed slowly and painfully to his feet. He took one last look east. Obscured by dust and fire, the city was gone. The only question was how long it would take for the Garonin to regroup and attack the college itself.

‘Come on, Raven. A day standing with you and death seems a blessing.’
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The panic spread through the western side of the city almost as fast as the explosions from the east. Auum, Miirt and Ghaal ran hard through the periphery of the populous zone, ignoring the shouts of guards and patrols, knowing that in the maze of narrow, deprived alleys, little could be done to stop them.

At the outset the population of Xetesk had crowded onto the streets in huge expectation. The first set of wards had been greeted with cheering. The second set as well. But very quickly the mood had darkened. This was a city of magic. Plenty enough knew that the repetition and speed of the triggering of wards was not what was intended. Either a massive invasion force was pushing through the kill zone or something had gone badly wrong.

By the time the TaiGethen had steered back towards the walls of the college, ordinary folk and a good number wearing the livery of the college guard were making their hurried way to the west gates and out onto open ground. Auum only hoped they weren’t too late. The Garonin were creatures of habit and marched in straight lines everywhere they went, but even they would eventually realise that another path existed. And then stopping the exodus, to herd, corral and massacre the people, would be relatively simple.

Auum led his Tai into the lee of the western walls of the college. The explosives display to the east had turned every head. The barrier before them was some fifty feet high, dark and imposing. But Ghaal merely smiled.

‘Smooth walls and beautifully repeated stonework,’ he said. ‘Old concrete and moss. My trusted friends.’

He reached up with both hands, set his feet into a crack at about hip level and began to climb, his brother and sister following his every move.
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Densyr was weeping with the effort. He could easily imagine himself standing between two forces desperate to pull apart and release the power contained within while he held on to each one with every mote of strength that he had. And he wouldn’t be able to hold on forever.

He could feel Septern with him. The master mage was weak but his mind still clung on, and would do for as long as his soul could do the same in his borrowed body. Septern’s grid had come under extraordinary pressure but some sections remained undamaged by their efforts to pull the plug on the Garonin attempt to drag mana direct from Xetesk’s Heart.

Densyr, his own heart flailing and his temples pounding, relaxed enough to be able to look about him in the mana spectrum. The Heart had returned to something like normal balance. The hourglass shape of mana encasing the Heart was no longer distorted like a glass-blower’s nightmare. There were wild pulses within it but the depletion had been halted, with Densyr acting as the door wedged firmly into the frame.

Still, the remains of the grid, particularly at its periphery, were a disaster waiting to happen. What had been a tightly bound structure built on lines of energy criss-crossing in arcs, horizontals and verticals to join each and every ward together, had become a fractured mess.

Loose lines whipped and spat with the remnants of mana within them seeking a place to earth themselves. The entire security of the arc lines was gone, ripped to shreds by the feedback of mana along the grid itself. Eighty per cent of the wards had detonated when they had been torn asunder. Densyr shuddered to think what had happened to the eastern side of his city. The remaining parts of the grid were all active, and that was some relief should the Garonin still pursue their plan to march east to west without deviation.

Unfortunately, it seemed to Densyr that he would be unable to abandon his position. The grid was so unstable that to remove himself, and probably Septern too, from their buffering duties would allow the flailing mana lines to reconnect to the Heart so closing the circuit once more and feeding back the remaining mana. It might only be twenty per cent active, but there was enough power there to do serious damage. Destruction? Only Septern could tell.

‘Did we win?’ asked Septern.

Through the haze of the mana spectrum Densyr could see him slumped in his chair, eyelids fluttering.

‘That depends on your point of view.’

‘Where are the enemy?’

‘I can see no sign of them in the spectrum. But that means little, I suspect. We’ve surely given them a bloody nose and pause for thought.’

Septern chuckled. ‘And now you want me to work out a way to unpick the rest of the grid safely.’

‘It isn’t that I don’t enjoy standing between these two unruly forces, it’s just that I have other duties today.’

‘You are a strong mage, young Densyr. I am not surprised you were entrusted with Dawnthief.’

Densyr felt a warmth radiating through him, calming the forces pummelling him from the outside.

‘I am flattered,’ he said. ‘But let’s raise a glass to ourselves when we’re out of this. I’m tired. You must be exhausted.’

‘I can take the pressure now,’ said Septern. ‘Release yourself. Let me work.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘We’ll find out.’ Another dry chuckle. ‘Just don’t go far.’

Densyr disengaged himself from the point between Heart and grid, feeling Septern take the strain. Densyr sagged back into his chair. The roar of unsuppressed mana faded but there was no peace. He became immediately aware of a low unsettling noise from behind him, to the west. And of angry shouts coming from below, inside the college.

‘Sing if you need me, Septern,’ he said, pushing himself to his feet.

Densyr had to cling on to the arms of his chair just for a moment while the blood rushed away from his head, threatening to black him out. When it cleared, he walked to his balcony doors, took a deep breath and threw them open.

Ten years of rebuilding and pride, wiped out in the time it took to boil a cauldron of water. Densyr felt physically sick. In his mind’s eye he had seen rubble and dust but nothing could have prepared him for this. A few half walls were standing beyond the college gates but aside from that nothing remained of the entire eastern section of the city. On an arc that stretched for four miles left to right and three miles in depth, everything was gone.

‘Who needs the Garonin when we have such means at our disposal? ’ he whispered.

Fires still raged in hundreds of places. The yellow flame of burning wood mixed with the harsh dark blue flame of mana gorging itself on any material with which it came into contact. Those flailing strands of the grid, easily identifiable now, spewing out their energy, adding final insult to the crime that had been committed on Xetesk. The Wesmen had come and been beaten off. The demons had done such awful damage. Yet no enemy had managed quite the complete desolation that Densyr and Septern had been forced to perpetrate to save . . .

Beneath him the Heart was still intact and the college walls had not been breached. But what of the body of Xetesk? He didn’t even need to look west to know what the rumbling hum was. People were leaving. They were scared and they were running and they didn’t even know where. The security of their college had proved not to be enough.

‘Despair is the province of the weak,’ said a voice behind him.

Densyr straightened his shoulders, lifted his head and turned.

‘What am I saving, Dystran?’ he asked. ‘How am I benefiting Xetesk and Balaia?’

‘Don’t let what you see fool your mind,’ said Dystran gently. ‘When the battle is won, and it may be that it is already, there is but one beacon for the leaderless and it is here. Only one place capable of rebuilding all that we have lost. Only one place with the strength and the desire to make Balaia a power again. And only one place that can rule.

‘The Heart of Xetesk still beats and it must beat on, my Lord of the Mount. It is our destiny to lead and yours to rule. And it is surely all within your grasp.’

Densyr felt almost too tired to argue. ‘You know they are not beaten, don’t you?’

‘Perhaps, but now they have seen the extent of our power and the sacrifices they will have to make to take our Heart. Surely a negotiation is the least we can expect and a withdrawal is something for which we can now hope.’

‘I wish I shared your optimism.’

‘Take a look outside.’ Dystran moved past him and out onto the balcony. Densyr followed a little reluctantly. ‘What do you see? What do you hear?’

‘I see the mess I’ve created in the most beautiful city on Balaia and I hear the sounds of my people panicking and running to the west.’

Densyr glanced below him and then away again, unsure whether to believe what he was seeing.

‘You are being too literal. Perhaps I should have asked what you don’t see and hear. No Garonin foot soldiers. No machine. I—Are you listening to me at all?’

‘Now I really do believe I have seen it all,’ said Densyr by way of a reply.

Coming across the courtyard, with guards and mages closing in, were a man being helped along by a woman and a second man. Two boys walked just in front of them. A third man walked head bowed and arms outstretched and could only be a mage. A fourth man was carrying a fifth and was surrounded by wolves. In front of them all came Brynar, his loyal apprentice, waving people aside as best he could.

‘Erstwhile apprentice,’ muttered Densyr. ‘Little bastard.’

‘Have them killed,’ said Dystran, waving a hand.

‘Without finding out how they survived that inferno? I think not.’

Densyr pulled the bell to summon a servant and didn’t have to question the relief he felt and the smile that was fighting its way onto his lips.

‘The bloody, bastard Raven,’ said Dystran.

‘Yes,’ said Densyr. ‘Amazing, aren’t they?’

 


‘They aren’t just going to wave us into the tower complex,’ said Sol.

‘What are we going to do?’

‘Get as close as possible,’ said Brynar. ‘Ilkar has us shielded. I don’t think any guards will be drawing weapons with me here.’

‘Don’t count on it.’

‘Move!’ shouted Brynar. ‘Wounded coming through.’

The courtyard was packed with the anxious, the scared and a few with the desire to organise. Thraun’s wolves were keeping all but the most persistent at a safe distance. But mages were gathering at the entrance to the tower complex fifty yards ahead and guardsmen were with them in good numbers. Left and right they were being shadowed by more.

Ilkar’s Mage Shelter gave them the protection they needed from targeted magical attack and no one was going to fire arrows in such a crowded space. But all it would take was a guard captain with a little courage and they would be arrested immediately. Brynar was not going to let anyone fight and for their part The Raven had neither the desire nor the capacity to do so.

It was a question of whose nerve would hold the longest.

College guards were creating a path in front of them, pushing people back on either side. The clear view it gave of the doors to the tower complex was not encouraging.

‘Keep moving,’ said Brynar.

Thraun came to Sol’s left. ‘I can scatter them.’

‘Wait,’ said Sol. ‘Let’s see their intent.’

‘That’s close enough!’

An old soldier moved out in front of those guarding the doors. Suarav, captain at the time of the demon invasion. General now. A much-decorated hero.

‘We must see the Lord of the Mount,’ said Brynar, not pausing in his stride. ‘We must speak with him and with Septern.’

‘Not here and not now, Brynar,’ said Suarav. ‘Stop. You will yield to me.’

‘Can’t do that, General,’ said Brynar. ‘There is no time left.’

‘Correct,’ said Suarav.

He nodded. Two mages stepped forward, knelt and cast. Ilkar gasped, stumbled and refound his footing.

‘Ilkar’s Defence,’ he said. ‘How apt.’

‘Can you hold?’ asked Sol.

‘They aren’t pushing. But there’s no way I can move forward.’

To their left and right, soldiers were lining the path. Behind the wolves more came but stayed at a careful distance. Ahead and left of the complex and out towards the south walls there was a flurry of movement. Sol looked first at Diera and then Jonas. Finally, he winked at young Hirad.

‘Ready to run?’

‘Where?’ asked Jonas. ‘Trapped, aren’t we?’

‘Trust your old father, all right? Opportunity approaches.’ Sol raised his voice a little. ‘Thraun. Be ready. Allies to our left. Sirendor, don’t let me fall and don’t go too fast for Diera.’

‘What’s going on?’ asked Sirendor.

‘Eyes front for answers,’ said Sol.

Sol never tired of watching them in action. Auum appeared from the crowds to the left. He was at head height, his left leg and arm outstretched ahead of him, right leg tucked beneath him and right arm cocked to punch. He slammed into the first of the crouching mages, cannoning him into the second.

‘Defence down,’ said Ilkar.

‘Run, Raven,’ said Sol.

Thraun’s wolves split one left and two right as the motley assortment of wounded, women and children began to run towards the tower complex. The animals patrolled the flanks, snapping in the direction of any man who thought to move in.

Brynar was running hard, Ilkar behind him. Ahead, Auum landed, spun and sprinted towards the tower guards. Ghaal and Miirt powered in from the left. Ghaal dropped low, sweeping the legs from a soldier and smacking the heel of his palm into the fallen man’s forehead, bouncing it from the stone steps.

Miirt ducked under a clumsily drawn sword, blocked the sword arm to the right and butted her victim in the head, sending him down in a shower of blood from his nose. Auum planted a roundhouse kick into the side of Suarav’s head. The old general fell like a sack of potatoes. Auum stepped over him, spread his arms and beckoned the next men on. There were no takers.

Screams to the right took the attention of one who didn’t even see the ClawBound pair striding to the tower complex doors. A fist doubled him up and a knee to the chin put him on the ground. The mages had dispersed back into the entrance hallway of the complex. The doors began to close. The ClawBound pair ran inside, quickly followed by Ghaal. The doors stopped moving and shrieks echoed out.

Sol moved as fast as his aching body would let him. He leaned on Sirendor and used Diera for balance. In front of him, Jonas was holding young Hirad’s hand and the little lad was laughing with the excitement of it all.

He was too small to see Auum leap and dive over the last rank of guardsmen, landing behind them and striking out at two before any had the chance to turn. The gap he made was enough for Brynar, who darted inside. Moments later, a deep blue Ilkar’s Defence thrust out, beating back any defenders from the left.

Miirt and Auum faced right. In front of them, swords had been drawn by six guards. Auum took a single pace forward, dropped to his hands and spun round, legs whipping out and in. Three men fell. Miirt moved forward.

‘Time to run,’ she said.

And so they did.

‘Clear inside!’ called Brynar.

Sol nodded to Jonas to go in. Auum and Miirt shadowed him and his brother. Sol limped in with Diera, young Hirad and Jonas, and last came Thraun and the wolves. Brynar shifted the Defence spell, placing it in front of the doors.

‘Well-timed, Auum,’ said Sol. ‘Lucky you got here.’

‘We were waiting for you. Luck was not involved. Yniss keeps all of us for sterner tests.’

Sol took a quick look round. The ClawBound pair had pinned eight mages against a wall. The panther was padding up and down in front of them, the elf studying their every twitch, looking for a reason to attack. From within the complex Sol could hear running feet and the clash of metal.

‘Best you go,’ said Brynar. ‘I’ll hold the passage up to Densyr’s tower as long as I can.’

Sol unhitched himself from Diera and Sirendor and limped over to the mage.

‘You have done greater service than you know, Brynar. Your masters should be proud but they are blind instead. The Garonin will be back. Get out of here. Head west with your people. If what we’re attempting works, we’ll find you. Don’t let them get you. The world, whichever world it is, will need mages like you.’

‘But what if I am merely a man?’ said Brynar.

Sol tapped his chest. ‘In here is where you are strongest.’

Brynar blushed. Sol turned.

‘Raven,’ he said. ‘Raven with me.’




Chapter 30

 


 


 


 


‘Get me some strong spirit.’ Densyr snapped his fingers at Dystran.

‘Quickly. Same cabinet where you kept it.’

Dystran huffed and walked across the room. Densyr squatted back down by Septern. He had long ago turned from the sounds of combat emanating up from below.

‘Hey. Snap out if it. Don’t lose yourself in there.’

‘Safe inn . . . side,’ mumbled Septern. ‘Nottt harm we.’

‘What the hell is he muttering about?’ Dystran poured a clear oily liquid into a goblet and handed it to Densyr. ‘Just don’t let him lose the grid.’

‘I’ll do my best,’ said Densyr.

He tuned into the mana spectrum. The shapes that signified the Heart and Septern were no longer distinct. Like the Heart had reached out and grabbed him, part-consumed him. Or that he had decided to become one with it. The Heart itself appeared normal in terms of flow and density but Septern’s mind map was confused and flickering.

‘Septern. Septern, can you hear me?’ Densyr laid a hand on Septern’s arm. ‘Dystran, I think you might want to join us. Is Vuldaroq anywhere nearby?’

‘In the catacomb chambers, working on resonance theory with Sharyr,’ said Dystran. Densyr heard him kneel down. ‘Are you going to use that spirit or . . . ? Oh dear Gods drowning.’

‘Septern, what are you doing?’ demanded Densyr.

‘I didn’t even think this was possible,’ said Dystran.

Densyr shook his head. At least the remnants of the ward grid appeared to be calm. He’d done something to stop the loose ends flailing. A gentle blue pulse was running along the existing lines. A circuit had been closed, temporarily at least.

‘Nor me. Septern?’

‘Mmmm . . . ore control. Beauty. Form fails.’

Septern’s breathing was shallow and rapid.

‘He’s pouring himself into the Heart,’ said Dystran.

‘He can’t,’ hissed Densyr. ‘It’s like making yourself the wind or fire or something. Can’t be done.’

‘Can we be sure?’ asked Dystran. ‘On the point of death, when our soul is about to leave our body, who’s to say what is possible?’

Densyr heard wonder in Dystran’s voice. ‘I think you’re missing the point, rather. He’s supposed to be buffering the failing grid from feeding back into the Heart and blowing it to smithereens.’

‘And who’s to say he isn’t doing just that? Presumably you want to know whether we should try to bounce him out using the spirit.’

‘And?’

‘I have no idea.’

‘Smashing,’ said Densyr. ‘Septern. How long can you survive like this?’

‘Approaching . . . near. Survival no. Change. Have seee nn . . . Nottt harm we.’

‘Septern, you are making no sense. Can you keep the grid secure any more?’

‘Always always. Housssseess safe.’

‘He’s delusional, Dystran. If he loses his mind, he loses any hold on anything.’

‘Can you be so sure? Really sure, I mean.’

‘I hardly think this is the time for research and experimentation concerning the soul’s ability to fuse with mana on death. We have to know if he’s secure. Xetesk depends upon it.’

Dystran remained calm. ‘Look at the Heart. Look at the ward grid. Steadier than you or I could achieve, no?’

‘I’m aware of that,’ said Densyr through gritted teeth. ‘But he is surely close to death. When that happens, we might lose the college.’

‘You can step in, Densyr. I can help you. What other duties must you be free for?’

‘Nothing much. Organising my guard, directing my mages, securing my college and defending what remains of my city and hence Balaia. Trivial, really.’

‘But nowhere are your talents more useful than in saving the Heart. Is there really anything more important than that?’

Densyr dropped out of the mana spectrum and looked at Dystran hard, searching for signs of duplicity. Any senior mage had to be considered a threat, even one who had willingly stepped aside from his post.

‘It is one of a number of key areas,’ fenced Densyr.

‘Let me command the defence. I do have certain experience in that area.’

‘Following my orders?’

‘Naturally, my Lord Densyr.’

‘Knowing I could pull the plug on any opportunist ambition by simply disconnecting myself?’

‘That is a comment unworthy,’ said Dystran.

Densyr shrugged. ‘I’m Lord of the Mount. I can suspect who I damn well choose.’

Dystran chuckled. ‘And a fine one you are too. And thinking clearly at last.’

Densyr was interrupted by a commotion a little way down the wide spiral stairway leading up to the chambers that had become his centre of operations.

‘Ah, excellent. At least someone is capable of following my orders. I do believe the reluctant Raven are about to be presented to us.’

There was no knock on the door. Rather it flew back against its hinges so violently that a cracked decanter was upset on a nearby table, crashing to the ground and spilling fine wine over a priceless rug. Glasses rattled on the tray and a bookend fell over, disgorging some rather ancient texts onto the floor, mercifully clear of the pool of vintage red.

Auum, Ghaal and Miirt issued across the floor to stand far too close to both Densyr and Dystran. Following them came the bizarre menagerie that was The Raven, Sol’s family, a trio of wolves and a ClawBound pair. Thraun pushed his way to the front and laid Hirad on the table, taking a cushion from a chair for his head.

Densyr’s mouth dropped open, and when he closed it, he had to suppress what would have been an ill-timed smile.

‘How did you . . . ? Oh, need I really ask; I know already. Three elves and a few dead people are plenty enough to breach Xetesk’s inner sanctum these days.’

‘And we should not have been forced to try,’ said Sol, unhitching himself from Diera and Sirendor and moving painfully to a free armchair. His sons sat one on each of the leather arms and Sol put an arm around each one’s shoulders. ‘Ilkar, can you help me with a little pain relief? My back’s the worst. Followed by my hip and then everything else.’

‘What do you want?’ asked Densyr. ‘I haven’t time to chat right now. We are unsure if the enemy are defeated.’

‘You can be assured they are not,’ said Auum, standing less than a pace away from Densyr and piercing his skull with those cold, hard eyes.

‘All the more reason to let me get on with defending what little we have left,’ said Densyr.

‘You can do what you like. We only want Septern.’ While Sol was speaking, he was looking at the master mage, his frown deepening. ‘Is he all right?’

‘That depends on your—’ began Dystran.

‘No. He’s dying,’ said Densyr. ‘He’s currently engaged in stopping the Heart of Xetesk from exploding. So you can’t have him. Sorry.’

‘But we must,’ said Ilkar.

He moved towards Septern, and Densyr tensed to stop him. Auum shook his head minutely. Densyr backed off. He watched Ilkar tune into the mana spectrum and saw the disbelief register on his face.

‘I think we have a problem here,’ said Ilkar.

‘Why?’ asked Sol.

‘Septern appears to be inextricably melded to the Heart of Xetesk. It’s like he’s poured his soul into it.’

‘Is that possible?’ asked Sol.

‘Apparently.’

‘So what do we do? We have to get him out of there,’ said Sol. ‘I doubt very much that we have a great deal of time.’

‘Whoa, whoa, whoa. No one is getting anyone out of anywhere.’ Densyr tried to talk around Auum. ‘Please try to understand. Simply wrenching Septern back would be like setting the tower complex atop an erupting volcano. Ilkar will confirm, I’m sure.’

‘Then you do something,’ said Sol. ‘Now.’

‘Why, Sol? I’m not unhappy with the situation as it stands.’

‘No? Really think you’ve turned the tide, do you? Well let me tell you something, O Lord of the Mount. While you were hiding up here, some of us, as you’ll recall very well, were in the middle of the shit storm you unleashed. We saw Garonin die for sure. But we also saw their air machine rise above it all. You think it’s gone? Then you are more stupid than I ever imagined. They’ll be back and what do you really have left?’

‘What do you want Septern for anyway?’

‘He knows the ritual of opening,’ said Sol, and he clutched his sons a little tighter and shared a glance with Diera.

‘Commm . . . ng,’ muttered Septern. ‘Fsssst sss-sston.’

‘What’s he saying?’ asked Ilkar.

‘Nothing that makes any sense,’ said Sirendor.

‘Coming. Fist. Stone,’ said Jonas. He blushed into the silence. ‘Well that’s what it sounded like to me.’

Distantly, an explosion was heard. Densyr’s heart tolled painfully.

‘Oh no.’

The flat horn tone sounded once more but this time appallingly close. Papers were picked up and shredded. The balcony doors smacked back so hard that one fell from its hinges. Miirt reacted the quickest, heading outside to look.

‘It is right above us. And there are Garonin in the ruined city. Many hundreds.’

‘Endgame, Densyr old chum,’ said Sol. ‘Your time has just run out.’

‘I will not let this city fall.’

Sol stood, ignoring his pain, and marched over. Auum moved aside for him.

‘Fine, but let everyone who doesn’t share your vision take the chance to run if they want to.’

‘No! And I’m saying that for you, Sol. Because I care. Their demand that you die is one that no friend should ask of another.’

‘But they may ask it of their king, and their king agrees it is the only path.’

‘You will not take Septern.’

‘Watch us,’ said Auum.

‘Looks like you’d better be ready to fill the breach, doesn’t it?’ said Ilkar, already with a hand on Septern’s shoulder. ‘You know I can wake him.’

Combat erupted all around the college. God’s Eyes, IceBlades, Winter’s Touch. Spells arced away to strike the Garonin machine where it hung directly above the tower complex. Coming through the blasted streets, a large force of Garonin drew heavy fire from the east walls. Septern’s face darkened. His hands twitched and a low growl escaped his mouth.

Wards triggered out to the east.

‘Not appprooo . . . ch.’

‘You cannot move him,’ said Densyr. ‘We’ll all die if you do.’

‘You aren’t talking to a room that cares terribly much,’ said Sol, but he looked over at his family and the desperation within them was clear for all to see. Young Hirad had his face buried in his mother’s chest. Jonas’s eyes were everywhere. And Diera was glaring at her husband.

‘Sol. Don’t let this be the end. Just don’t. We deserve better.’

Sol stared at Densyr. ‘My family are three of those you have sworn to save. Help them.’

Lines dropped past the balcony window.

‘Here they come,’ said Miirt.

She drew her twin short blades. Auum did likewise, giving Densyr a telling look as he turned away to join her. Ghaal moved to the opposite balcony doors, standing ready with the ClawBound pair. Thraun and his wolves gathered near the table. Sirendor moved to stand with Sol. Blades taken from college guards were in hand.

‘We can get away,’ said Jonas. ‘Sha-Kaan will take us.’

‘We cannot bring him into a battle like this,’ said Sol. ‘The Klene would get ripped apart. Someone tell me about Hirad.’

‘Alive,’ said Thraun. ‘Just about.’

There was the thud of heavy boots on stone from somewhere above. Possibly on the roof, possibly an upper balcony. All eyes glanced up.

‘The door,’ said Sol. ‘Thraun, your job.’

‘I’ve got it.’

‘Ilkar, how are we doing?’

‘Not good,’ said Ilkar. ‘Densyr is right. Moving Septern will certainly bring mana feeding back into the Heart. Probably enough to destroy it. And even if it didn’t, he’s too far gone to move. He’ll die.’

Sol closed his eyes briefly, and when he opened them again, Densyr saw him stare at his family. Diera was rocking young Hirad. Jonas tried to comfort them both.

Densyr began to weave a spell. ‘I’m sorry, Sol. But we’re all in this together now.’

‘We should run for the catacombs,’ said Ilkar.

‘No,’ said Densyr. ‘That’s where they’ll be going to attack the Heart.’

‘But well defended surely?’

‘Extremely.’

‘Then why—’

‘Come on, Ilkar, think. Full of souls, full of mana. Full of wards.’

Outside, the lines jerked and jumped as more Garonin began the descent. There were the sounds of breaking timbers from above and footsteps on the stairs. White tears flooded down to impact the courtyard and walls. The tower complex rocked under the weight of spells and energy. A bright light flashed at ground level.

Densyr held the shape of his chosen spell and faced the door. He felt a strange calm descend on him, like a fond memory soothing nightmares away. So different yet so very much the same. Standing with The Raven, facing ridiculous odds. Backs against the wall.

And trapped with no place left to run.

Nowhere in this dimension anyway.

 


The call to arms rang out, bells ringing a discordant tone, a sound that was picked up across the west and north of the city. General Suarav looked to Brynar.

‘Let’s put this aside. We have a college to defend. Stand with me.’

Brynar, from the entrance to Densyr’s tower, over which he had cast his Ilkar’s Defence, took but a moment to nod his head and dismiss the spell. College guard ran at him.

‘Hold!’ bellowed Suarav. ‘Touch not so much as a hair on his head. Secure the stairway. Guard every level. The Raven won’t harm the Lord of the Mount; they’ll protect him now. Trust me. Brynar, organise your mage teams. Just as we rehearsed. Someone find me Chandyr. I want lookouts stationed by the west gates. I want the citizen commanders waiting to distribute their teams to their designated tasks. I’ll be outside the tower complex. Move it.’

On his way past, Suarav grabbed Brynar by the shoulder.

‘I won’t forget this, you little bastard. You had better prove yourself one fucking big hero today, do you understand me?’

‘I will die protecting those who protect the people of Balaia,’ said Brynar.

Suarav grunted. ‘Good enough. Go.’

The general rubbed a hand across his face, picked up his pride from where those damned elves had left it and ran out into chaos and fear. White tears spat into the ground. Two guards were ripped apart right in front of him. Burning corpses already littered the ground. He could see spells arcing out into the ruined eastern city as the enemy closed in on the college. Stone rippled and broke under the weight of enemy fire.

Above, the bulbous machine pulsated. It was enormous, casting a malevolent shadow across the whole college. Dozens of lines hung from it and Garonin slid down them one after another, landing on towers, the dome of the complex and heading for the ground.

‘Where are my defensive mages? I need the walls bound up now. And bring those bastards down to earth. Brynar, get more concentration above.’

Sliding down the lines, Garonin leaned out and triggered their weapons, showering the pure energy of the white tears over the college. Brynar, out in the open, had gathered a group of mages together. One knelt to shield the other five, who were all forming the shapes for their spells.

IceBlades raced away from open palms, spreading as they rose. Frozen shards of mana ripped into Garonin bodies, sliced through lines and plunged into the fabric of the machine. Enemy soldiers fell to the earth, and where they landed, guards swooped to finish off any survivors.

More Garonin were on the lines now. More lines were dropped from the machine, and up on the hanging carriage Suarav could see frenzied activity. Above, the clouds were beginning to build and darken. Brynar nodded at Suarav and set off with his mages to find another angle to cast.

‘Keep it up, youngster,’ Suarav said. ‘Redemption is at hand.’




Chapter 31

 


 


 


 


Garonin swung onto the balconies. White tears flashed into the chamber, smashing portraits hung on the walls and setting fire to a tapestry rescued from the library during the demon invasion. Nothing would save it now.

Densyr held an Ilkar’s Defence steady across the doorway. Garonin poured fire into it. Auum could see the sweat beading on the mage’s face. Next to him, Miirt ducked a swinging weapon and planted her elbow into an enemy gut. She jumped up and reversed her fist into his helmet, knocking him back. Auum straight-kicked into his face, sending him over the edge.

‘Sol, call out status,’ said Auum. ‘Direct us.’

‘Understood,’ said Sol.

The tower rocked above. Loose masonry fell past the balconies. The thud of Garonin fire could be heard and felt as it pounded into the upper floors of the tower. A volley of spells flew up from the courtyard. More Garonin lines dropped. Three more soldiers landed on the balcony in front of Auum.

‘Get down inside!’ called Auum.

White tears lashed into the chamber. Auum threw himself forward, cutting his blades across and out in front of him. He felt them bite deep into flesh through armour not designed to defend against blade attack. A Garonin howled in pain and fell across him. Auum rolled and kicked, shoving the wounded man aside, ramming a sword up under his chin.

A weapon was on him. Miirt’s blade flashed across Auum’s vision. The weapon fell, a dismembered hand still clutching it. Auum arched his back and sprang to his feet, burying his blades in the midriff of the same soldier. Miirt round-housed the third, taking him clean off the balcony.

‘Holding inside,’ said Sol. ‘Doorway secure. Left balcony holding. No casualties.’

Auum risked a glance behind. Prone on the table that dominated the centre of the chamber, Hirad was awfully vulnerable. To the left, Sol had turned Diera’s chair to the wall and she was hunched up in it, her arms covering young Hirad, who was abandoned to screaming terror. Jonas crouched next to them, sheltered by the mantel of the fire. His head was down and his hands were on his knees. Auum could see him murmuring, talking to Sha-Kaan.

Sol stood by his family. One hand rested on the back of the chair. He was finding it difficult to stand and equally difficult to be out of direct combat. The doorway was secured. Garonin moved beyond the barrier, which stretched on an arc covering the door and the entire area of wall the Garonin could attack if they chose.

Thraun stood sentinel, his wolves by him, waiting. Dystran was crouched by Septern, tuned into the mana spectrum. The master mage himself was absolutely still but for his mouth, which moved to form speech no one could hear in the tumult that echoed in the chamber.

And finally, opposite Auum, Ghaal and the ClawBound held the second balcony entrance. Sirendor was stamping the last of the embers from the tapestry, which he had ripped from the wall.

‘Sol,’ said Auum. ‘Hirad.’

The barbarian in a merchant’s broken body was stirring.

‘Sirendor, Thraun,’ said Sol. ‘Get Hirad safer. Under the table. Anywhere. Auum, on your right.’

Auum swung back to the balcony. A Garonin soldier was swinging towards them on a line. Others followed on the same calculated arc. Arrows flew into the air from below, all missing the fast-moving targets.

‘Miirt, monkey snare. Take low,’ said Auum.

‘Down on my mark,’ said Sol. ‘Enemies coming in right hand.’

Auum moved back half a pace, setting himself just behind the frame of the balcony doors. Miirt flattened herself on the floor, blades at her sides, arms ready in front of her.

‘Mark!’ shouted Sol.

Everybody crouched or dropped prone bar Auum. White tears flooded in, smashing into stone, punching straight through the walls in several places, leaving ragged holes that fizzed and cracked, the mana binding them ripped apart. The Garonin followed behind his fire, landing inside the chamber. He balanced quickly and raised his weapon but had no chance to use it.

Miirt reached out and grabbed both his ankles. Auum leapt onto his back, wrapping arms around his chest. He crashed to the ground. Just like bringing down a larger monkey in the rainforest. Sirendor, alive to the situation, grabbed the Garonin’s head, lifted it and thrust a blade deep into his throat.

Auum nodded and rolled away. Three more Garonin came in, one after another, dropping and rolling. Auum jumped above one but was caught by the second. The third landed on his feet, brought his weapon to ready and fired in an arc right to left. A wolf blew apart, smearing gore across the chamber. The ClawBound pair reacted just too late. White tears ripped into panther and elf as they dived at the enemy, shielding Raven warrior and TaiGethen elf from the same fate.

Auum bounced back to his feet and knocked the weapon from the Garonin’s hands. Miirt lashed her blades into the enemy’s back and he crumpled in a welter of blood. The air stank of burned flesh and fur. Thraun and the remaining wolves pounced on one of the remaining two Garonin, exacting grim revenge.

Auum turned from the sight. The second Garonin had risen. His weapon thudded butt first into the back of Ghaal’s head while the Tai was fighting another on the balcony. Auum moved to strike, but Sol was ahead of him, thrashing his blade through the Garonin’s lower back.

The Garonin spun round, weapon limp in his hands. His gaze fixed on Septern and he raised a hand to point.

‘You,’ he said, and tried to bring his weapon to bear.

Dystran rose, stretched to place a hand up to the soldier’s eye slits and let mana flame gout from his palm.

‘You will not touch him.’

The Garonin screamed, clutched briefly at Dystran’s hand and fell, his helmet ablaze with mana fire.

‘Sirendor. Fires. Get them out. Thraun. Thraun!’

The shapechanger looked up at Sol, his eyes rimmed with tears.

‘So much pain,’ he said.

‘Hang on, Thraun. See to your wolves. See to the ClawBound. Auum, back to your watch. I’ll check Ghaal.’

The intensity of Garonin fire on the tower increased as if a message had been relayed. The structure shook as raw energy spewed into it from all sides. Slate and stone blistered, broke and fell. Huge chunks of intricately carved work teetered and fell from the highest floors, tumbling down to the ground hundreds of feet below.

On the ceiling above, the paint was darkening.

‘They’re coming through the roof,’ said Sol. ‘Densyr, we need your Defence up there if you can do it. Thraun, Sirendor. The doorway. You have to hold it.’

‘I hear you,’ said Densyr. ‘Tell me when.’

‘Now. Right now.’

Densyr moved the Ilkar’s Defence spell upwards. Thraun and the two wolves rushed straight through the door. Xeteskian guards came from the left up the stairs. The Garonin fell back before the onslaught.

Sol limped over to Ghaal. The TaiGethen was moving but groggy. Sol dared a look through the balcony doorway. For now the lines were empty but the Garonin in the floors above were free to take the tower apart piece by piece.

‘What the hell are they after?’ asked Sol, swaying back in as more stone tumbled from the roof. ‘The Heart is nowhere near here.’

‘But Septern is,’ said Dystran. ‘And we need to bind the walls to stop the tower falling. They want him because of where he is and what he’s doing.’

A thunderous crash rattled the tower to its foundations. Light flooded in from above. Densyr gasped and dropped to his knees. The upper floors of the tower concertinaed, dumping hundreds of tons of stone, furnishings and timbers onto the Defence.

‘Tilt it!’ yelled Dystran.

Densyr moved his right hand. The Defence moved up a fraction on that side. Enough to dislodge a mountain of ruined stone. Garonin swarmed around the outside, trampling on the Defence, dodging debris as it slipped and slid. They fired incessantly at the spell, each tear splashing white and blue as it impacted.

‘Whatever Septern’s doing, I suggest he does it quickly,’ said Sol.

Up above, they could see the Garonin machine. It was massive, bulging under the pressure of mana stored within its bell. The clouds above it were swirling but slowly, as if something was interrupting the sucking in of fuel to the detonation area.

In his chair Septern sighed, long and feeble.

‘Twocanbeone,’ he said.
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Binding spells were strengthening the walls and the damage was being limited for now. Brynar ran with Suarav and Chandyr, away from the tower complex. With them a dozen guards and six mages, all under a spell shield. Up in the machine weapons fired down. More powerful versions of those held in the hand, they tore great rents in buildings, ground and exposed walls. Anyone caught in their fire simply ceased to exist.

But on the ground the tide was going against the enemy. Fifteen groups of shielded mages and soldiers moved in and out of combat areas as the Garonin landed. The focus of the assault was the base of the tower complex, as the enemy sought access to the catacombs and hence the Heart of Xetesk.

High up above, Densyr’s tower was taking a dreadful pounding. Slabs of stone were falling to the ground, dealing as much damage to enemy as to ally. Suarav wondered what it was they wanted from up there.

‘Hold,’ said Suarav. ‘Use the angles. Garonin on the deck.’

Mages crouched and prepared. Surrounding them, guards watched outwards. Time slowed. A section of wall a hundred yards to the left burst in. Chandyr cursed.

‘There next,’ said Suarav.

‘Ready,’ said Brynar.

‘Cast at will,’ said Suarav.

Twenty Garonin were walking through the gap in the wall. Their weapons sprayed death in a wide arc around them.

‘Wait,’ said Suarav. ‘New target. Our left.’

‘Got them,’ said Brynar. ‘Cleansing Flame. Cast.’

Multiple columns of super-heated mana flame roared down from the sky. Each one sought a single target. Armour flared white, twenty suits trying to ward off the power of Xetesk’s most powerful individual offensive spell. They had no chance. The deluge of fire reached inside their bodies and destroyed them in an instant. No screams, no flailing limbs. The Garonin were driven into the ground. One moment walking, the next burning and still.

‘Back towards the tower complex,’ said Suarav. ‘Good work, Brynar.’

The group moved quickly. Across in front of them, a stretcher party of civilians wearing blue armbands ran to deal with wounded on the walls. Others in yellow, green and orange bands brought up replacement weapons, got water to any who had the chance to drink but mainly tried to patch up the wounded and clear away the dead.

Xetesk had learned from the mistakes of Julatsa and Lystern. Suarav was pleased. A long way to go yet but so far they held. Frontal defence was not the way. Fight them hand to hand. Spread your force. Keep moving and keep alive. And invest mana in your walls to stop the enemy flooding over you like a spring tide.

‘General, look!’

Brynar was pointing up at Densyr’s tower. A mass of Garonin fire was trained on it. As Suarav watched, he saw the pinnacle and upper floors buckle and fall. His breath caught in his throat. The weight of falling stone accelerated the collapse of the floors below. The pinnacle itself tumbled almost gracefully down on a cloud of debris, smashing into the dome of the tower complex and breaking through it.

He began to run but knew he was already too late. Nothing could save those within. And as quickly as he had started, he slid to a stop. The collapse halted right above Densyr’s dining chamber. A spell flared deep blue beneath the piles of rubble, broken furniture and flapping clothing and drapes. Suarav breathed again.

‘He’s good, our Lord of the Mount,’ said Chandyr.

But Suarav was not smiling yet. He saw the spell and the rubble begin to shift.

‘Clear the complex approach. Move, move. Shields above you now!’

He was running again, waving his arms and yelling over and over for people to get out of the way. Timber and stone fell in a torrent. Where it didn’t beat straight through the roof of the dome, it bounced and rolled, thundering onto the courtyard and steps in front of the complex doors.

Suarav saw men crushed, others diving and rolling away. He saw mages trying to get shields in place and he saw, from above, more Garonin dropping to the broken roof of the tower.

‘Brynar, see to the wounded. Take three guards with you and get blue team to help. The rest of you, Chandyr, Densyr needs us.’

Suarav felt every one of his fifty-nine years. The breath was pained in his chest and his lungs felt clogged with dust. He lengthened his stride. The violent heaving of the courtyard under his feet took him completely by surprise and sent him sprawling on his face.

For a moment he thought he’d imagined it, but when he got himself back to his feet, he saw cracks in the courtyard cobbles and people everywhere brushing themselves down. A curious quiet fell across the whole college. The Garonin weapons had fallen silent and all that could be heard was the wheezing of the machine and the cracks of lightning in the detonation cloud.

It was a quiet short-lived. A wailing blare came from the floating machine and a melodious call from the mouth of every Garonin. As one, their weapons turned on Densyr’s tower and an extraordinary weight of fire deluged the ancient bound stone.

The courtyard rippled again, and this time, from beneath the stones, he saw a flash of blue light.

 


All three mages had Ilkar’s Defence spells running and spread on as broad a front as they could manage. The intensity of Garonin fire scorched paper inside the wrecked chamber as the heat spiralled.

Sol tried to protect his family as best he could. Auum and his Tai had fled the chamber to join Thraun’s attack on the Garonin directly above. Sirendor was trying desperately to keep Hirad from suffocating. Ilkar, Densyr and Dystran, faces drawn into rictus grins by the strain, were clinging on but the Julatsan was struggling. Ilkar was quivering all over and a strangled choke was being dragged from his throat.

‘Can’t do this,’ he croaked.

‘Hang on, Ilkar. Hang on.’

But Sol didn’t know what for or for how long. In his chair Septern twitched and muttered. They had felt the heaving of the floor beneath them and Dystran had shouted something about the Heart but that was all.

‘Re. Re. Pel.’ Septern’s eyes opened briefly, fluttered and closed again. ‘Fo . . . usss.’

Blue flame encased the tower. Denser and Dystran screamed and clutched at their heads. Defence spells failed. Enemies dropped into their midst, followed by the feet and blades of the TaiGethen. A wind howled through the tower, threatening to pluck them all from their precarious perch and throw them down to their deaths.

Sol crouched and laid his arms across his family. The flame gathered density; it curled and twisted into a spire above them, wreathing and pulsing. The pressure built quickly. Septern was juddering in his chair as if shaken by unseen hands. Densyr was flat on his back, tears streaming from his eyes. Dystran was unconscious.

The Garonin fire increased but every tear that hit the mana spire deflected harmlessly away. The spire’s blue deepened almost to black and a spear of mana punched upwards and crashed into the underside of the machine, knocking it sideways through the air. The carriage hanging beneath it disintegrated in a ball of flame, scattering debris and bodies to fall to the earth.

Briefly, the colour of the spire lightened. Septern squeezed his eyes shut. Another spear shot up. This one skewered the machine’s bulbous bell.

‘Oh dear God’s falling,’ whispered Sol.

The machine exploded. White, blue and grey light flashed like hot sun into a blackout room. Flame ripped across the circumference of the bell. Repeated detonations rippled its hide, sending fresh flame clawing at the sky. The shock wave reflected down, rattling the tower and sending a great swathe of heat across the college. Flame dispersed over the cylinder of mana encircling the tower.

The machine hung in tatters in the air for a moment, flaps of burning skin clinging to the ribs of its skeleton, before dipping left and crashing down onto the east walls. Sol could hear the screams of Garonin soldiers. Melodious no more but a lament just the same.

Spells still fell, taking out the remaining invaders. Sol slowly dragged himself to his feet. He could hear cheering from the courtyard. And barked orders. Suarav and Chandyr were still cautious. Sol looked down on his family. Diera was cuddling young Hirad, whose shocked white face stared into his.

‘It’s all right now, little one,’ said Sol. ‘It’s all over for now.’

‘We’ve won,’ breathed Densyr. ‘We’ve actually won.’

Jonas stirred from his slumber in the mind of Sha-Kaan and his face was full of regret.

‘No, Lord Densyr, I’m afraid we haven’t.’




Chapter 32

 


 


 


 


TaiGethen had found and secured the old trail that ran from the abandoned, destroyed Wesman fishing village on North Bay. It ran away through the foothills of Sunara’s Teeth and down a long tree-studded valley that stretched away out of sight and led, they had to hope, through the mountains and into Wesman lands proper. The valley was broad and its slopes ran up to a jumble of outcrops and crags. It was bleak but the air was fresh. The scents of the land and of Tual’s creatures gave the ClawBound panthers a strut to their stride.

While Al-Arynaar disembarked elves on the beach before moving them on in ordered groups to the first of the camps just to the south of the old village, Rebraal was with the forward party, looking for a second campsite. The day was young and the ground was easy. Panthers scouted ahead while their Bound elves ran the flanks of the force of thirty TaiGethen cells and four hundred Al-Arynaar.

Dila’heth was at his side. She, like every Al-Arynaar mage, wore the cloak of loss that Julatsa’s fall had thrown about their shoulders. They could still cast, but even the simplest spell had been rendered difficult, tiring and even dangerous.

‘How will it feel in our new home?’ asked Rebraal.

‘Different,’ said Dila. ‘We have little expectation of being able to cast in a wholly separate dimension. But mana is everywhere, and if it should exist there, we can eventually build a new Heart to focus it. We will have hope for the future once we have arrived home. Here, we have precious little.’

Heat blossomed to their right. The ground heaved and shuddered. Rebraal pitched forward, turning a forward roll before coming back to a crouch. Elves across the force stopped to look. A ClawBound panther’s mournful warning echoed against mountain and valley side.

And there they were. Blinking out of nowhere. Standing still for a few moments before marching downslope, firing as they came. Garonin. Hundreds of them.

‘Shields!’ yelled Rebraal as the first teardrops tore into the Al-Arynaar. ‘Dila, get your mages casting whatever they can. Al-Arynaar, we are attacked. Break and skirmish. Go!’

Explosions ripped up the ground at Rebraal’s feet. He hurled himself left and rolled into the lee of a standing stone. Back along the elven line, he saw his brothers and sisters ripped to shreds by the concentration of fire from the Garonin weapons. Blood misted in the air, mingling with the screams of the injured and dying.

He drew his blade.

‘How did they find us so soon?’

But there was no one to answer. The TaiGethen were on the attack. A ClawBound elf stood astride a Garonin soldier, plunging his sharpened nails into flesh again and again until the white fire blew his head from his shoulders. Time to fight. Time to die. Rebraal raced up the slope, rage blinding his fear.

‘Al-Arynaar. For Tual! For Yniss and for your brothers!’

Rebraal ducked under a Garonin weapon and rammed his sword up and into the neck of his enemy. The man gurgled and collapsed. Rebraal pulled his blade clear. Left, the TaiGethen were too quick for the ponderous Garonin. Elves leapt, spun and kicked at the huge invaders. They dropped, rolled and dodged. Their strikes were fast and deadly.

Bodies littered the valley side. Small fires burned all over. Rebraal ran back into the thickening smoke at the centre of the fight. Ten Al-Arynaar were with him. Once the shock of the appearance of the Garonin force had dissipated, the elves had quickly split to surround their foe. With the TaiGethen leading the way, they had got in amongst the Garonin, making every shot they fired a risk to their own.

Ahead of Rebraal, a stream of teardrops pulsed from a weapon, deluging a pair of Al-Arynaar not quick enough to dive aside. The next instant, a TaiGethen boot had kicked the weapon aside and a jaqrui throwing crescent had lodged in its wielder’s helmet. The Garonin fell, the last thing he would have seen, the blade that took him through the eye.

Rebraal ran at a tight knot of Garonin. There were five of them, back to back and tracking elves with their weapons but not firing. Rebraal grunted satisfaction. They were conserving power, no question about it.

‘Break up and move in,’ said Rebraal. ‘Watch them closely. Those weapons will still have plenty in them. Dila. Drop something on them. Anything.’

Dila’heth stopped running and crouched low to begin casting. Rebraal’s warriors spread out in a wide arc and closed in, keeping low to the ground and moving fast. All around them weapons still fired. Smoke hung thick over the ground and the screams of the wounded haunted the air.

The enemy saw them coming and weapons were brought to bear. Rebraal prayed to Tual to guide the hands of his warriors and deflect those of his enemies. And then Dila’heth’s spell struck. The cone of pure mana rammed into the Garonin. Shielded as they were from many offensive spells, they had little defence against the bludgeoning force Dila sent against them. Three were downed; the other two scrambled left and right to escape a similar fate.

Rebraal sprinted in, calling his warriors to him. They fell on the helpless enemy, leaping to hack and slash at heads and necks. This was close to frenzy and Rebraal did not like the way it felt. He saw the lust in the eyes of some of his warriors. Rebraal stooped to deal a quick killing blow to the last Garonin and stood back.

‘Remember who you are,’ he said. ‘We are Al-Arynaar. Keepers of our faith. Leaders of our people. Fight and fight well.’

He turned to look out over the battlefield. A weapon sounded from close by. Teardrops ripped through a cloud of smoke. He dived left but one caught his right arm, sending him spinning to the ground. His sword fell from his hand and he cried out as a burning pain hit him with nauseating force.

Rebraal clutched his right forearm and brought his hand up to his face where he lay writhing on the ground. His wrist was smashed. The skin was blackened across his hand and down almost to his elbow. He could see gory daylight through the centre of his arm where the teardrop had cut straight through him. The smell of burned flesh clogged his nostrils.

He screamed until the breath left him. And then he dragged in another breath and screamed again. It was like nothing he had ever experienced. A crawling agony that filled his arm and his entire body. He barely felt the comforting hands on him. He could see nothing beyond his ruined limb. A cool palm caressed his forehead and the pain ebbed away.

Rebraal was brought to a sitting position. Dila’heth was in front of him. Behind her, another cone of mana struck the Garonin who had fired, but this time it seemed to slide past him. Yet the adaptation to the spell did not help him. A TaiGethen elf whirled past him, slicing a cut deep into his chest through his shining armour, and a ClawBound panther sprang and tore out his throat.

The valley side was silent but for the breeze blowing the smoke gently away and the cries of those still in pain. Rebraal swallowed and looked at his arm again. He felt sick. The wound, blackened and cauterised, looked even larger than it had the first time. He could not move his fingers and a dull ache was spreading down from his shoulder.

‘Oh Dila,’ he said. ‘Look what they’ve done to me.’

‘You’ll be all right,’ she said. ‘In time. You still have your hand and we can make the nerves regrow. Be strong, Rebraal.’

The Garonin were in full retreat but they had nowhere to go. With the TaiGethen after them, they chose cowardice rather than valour and began to blink out of existence. Dila’heth bent to her task. She whispered words Rebraal could not understand and placed her hand around his wrist.

A moment’s intense heat was washed away by a freezing cold that penetrated the wound and spread up his arm, numbing all sensation. Rebraal watched while the blackened, burned skin began to pale at his elbow and recede downwards towards the centre of the wound, turning to a healthy tone.

When he looked back up at her, Dila was done, and the slump in her shoulders and the sweat on her brow told of her efforts. Rebraal could still see the wound clearly enough. It was red raw and the ache was spreading in again. But he had some movement in his hand now.

‘It will need bandaging and cleaning. I can do no more. It will heal completely, given time.’

Rebraal rose to his feet and reached out for Dila to help her up. He pulled her into an embrace.

‘Tual will reward you every day for all that you have ever done in his service,’ he said. ‘Walk with me. I will support you.’

But there was to be nowhere to go. A flat harsh sound echoed from the mountains, pressing on the ears. The Garonin attack had been a mere prelude. From within the clouds vydospheres descended gracefully. Four of them in the valley. Rebraal stared back towards the beach and the open sea. He could count another five, hanging above the last remnants of the elven race and waiting to pounce.

Garonin soldiers appeared in their hundreds and thousands. High on the peaks and on both sides of the valley. Elves began to move back down to the centre of the path. TaiGethen and ClawBound set up a perimeter and waited for the attack, yet none appeared imminent.

‘They have us,’ said Rebraal. ‘They must have been tracking us all along.’

‘Why don’t they attack? Why are they waiting?’

‘I really have no idea,’ said Rebraal.

‘What can we do?’

‘At the moment, nothing. They have the numbers to slaughter us before we get close to them. Until the TaiGethen report a weakness, we can do nothing but sit and wait.’

‘For what?’

Rebraal looked at her and shrugged. ‘The end.’

 


‘Father, you have to make him listen to me,’ said Jonas. ‘Please, there isn’t much time.’

‘Jonas, we hear you,’ said Densyr. ‘But we have to get out of this tower.’

‘But you aren’t listening.’

‘Jonas!’ snapped Sol. ‘Wait. Let me deal with it.’

Dystran and Densyr were standing over Septern.

‘He’s dead, isn’t he?’ said Ilkar.

Densyr nodded. ‘A true hero. He saved all of us.’

‘Forget the pathos,’ said Sol. ‘Now we have to find another who can perform the ritual. And we won’t do so standing up here in this teetering edifice.’

Densyr straightened. ‘You cannot seriously be thinking of going through with your suicide on behalf of the dead? There’s no need. We’ve won.’

‘It is a small victory in a war you will still lose,’ said Auum. ‘You should be listening to Jonas.’

Densyr tensed and bit down on a retort. Instead, he took a moment to calm himself.

‘I am listening. But do you not agree that whether the Garonin are gone or merely pausing for breath, we need to get down from this tower with anyone who can stand the trip.’

‘Not entirely,’ said Dystran, his voice a little distant. ‘Right now I am holding the grid from feeding back, just like before. One of us has to stay here until the other reaches the catacombs and can organise a team to dismantle the grid piece by piece.’

Sol spread his hands. ‘Fine. You two sort it out amongst yourselves. But the rest of us need to go. This structure is plainly unsafe. And we need to hear from my son about why it isn’t over.’

‘And where exactly do you think you’ll be going?’ asked Densyr.

He checked with Dystran that he was acting as buffer safely and rose to face Sol.

‘Where I should have gone long before you interfered. I should have listened to Hirad from the start.’

‘I shouldn’t have to remind you that you are the King of Balaia whether you like it or not and we have just scored a huge victory. What signal does you running west send out, do you think?’

‘How about that we are still in massive danger and the king is searching for an escape route should the worst happen.’

Densyr shook his head. ‘I cannot let you do that. I cannot have my people deserting this city on a fool’s quest for a promised land.’

Sol straightened. He was taller than Densyr by almost a head.

‘Your people? Since when did you own them? The days of college fiefdoms are over and have been for hundreds of years. The people will do what they want.’

‘I don’t think so, Sol.’

‘You know, standing here all alone, with your big ally stuck next to the Heart, you are not in a position to demand or expect anything at all.’

Densyr shrugged. ‘Go then. We fought well here and there are more fights to come. But if you would rather run, turn your back and flee like a coward, then do so. And take your elves and your dead with you. And the zoo animals. Xetesk needs none of you.’

Sol glanced briefly over his shoulder and stepped right up to Densyr. He could smell the other man’s sweat and the taint of ash and dust on his clothes. And the acid reek of mana from recently cast magic.

‘You are fortunate my family are in this room,’ said Sol quietly. ‘Questioning my courage is very, very dangerous. Jonas, what are you doing?’

His eye had been drawn by Jonas leading Diera and young Hirad to the door, what little was left of it.

‘Mother said you are posturing and it is pathetic. I just know it won’t make any difference who is braver and who stands and fights. They are coming back.’

‘Let them come,’ said Densyr. ‘We have beaten them once already and we will do so again.’

Auum and his Tai fell into place by Sol’s family. Sirendor and Thraun picked up Hirad and began a cautious descent with Ilkar walking in front of them. Auum directed Miirt and a rather shaky Ghaal to follow them down the rubble-strewn stairs. The Lord of the TaiGethen paused.

‘The proud do not listen to the wise,’ he said. ‘Their eyes are blind to the path and the only scent in their nostrils is glory. You have done well but you have beaten nobody. Yet here you stand in the ruins of your majesty and claim victory. The proud celebrate alone and fleetingly.’

Auum spun on his heel and was gone, Sol’s family following him at his nod of consent.

‘I’m sorry it had to end this way,’ said Sol.

‘We made a fine team,’ said Densyr.

‘I thought so. Perhaps I was wrong all along.’

‘Don’t think ill of me, Sol. I have done only what I thought was right.’

Sol sighed and the regret felt heavy enough to slump his shoulders. ‘Oh, Densyr, what else can I think?’

Pressure beat down. Crushing. Bowing the shoulders and weakening the knees. It funnelled into the ears and dragged at the eyes. It tightened the throat and sent the heart into arrhythmia. Densyr clutched at his chest and fell to his knees. Sol staggered, gripping on to a fallen timber and trying to look up through the ruined ceiling. He heard someone stumble and fall on the stairs not far below. Wolves whined.

A piercing sound cut through the fog of Sol’s consciousness, quickly falling to a low drone and then fading away altogether. The pressure eased. Sol helped Densyr back to his feet. The two men stared at one another for a moment, Sol seeing virgin doubt in Densyr’s eyes.

They looked up.

Five machines descended through the cloud to ring the college. The flat blare of their horns shivered broken glass to splinters. Densyr’s mouth hung open but his lower jaw moved a little as he tried to form the word ‘no’. Sol almost felt sorry for him. But not as sorry as he felt for all those people denied the chance to run west days ago. Before it was too late.

Densyr snapped quickly out of his shock and hurried to Dystran.

‘You can’t stay here,’ he said.

Dystran, lost in the mana spectrum and embraced by the Heart, smiled. ‘Nor can I leave. It is fitting. One lone soul. They will not seek me here. I will hold on for as long as I can but I will not let them take the Heart.’

‘I understand,’ said Densyr. He got back to his feet and turned to Sol. ‘How fast can you run?’

Every pace down the stairs sent shivers of pain through Sol’s back, hip and scorched scalp. He trailed Densyr by a few steps and was determined not to fall too far behind the Lord of the Mount. The air was full of screams and shouts for order and to arms. Already, the spells were flying and the white tears were crashing to the earth.

‘Where are we going?’ called Sol.

‘The catacombs. We have to catch up with the others, stop them going outside.’

Sol imagined his family trying to escape across the college courtyard and his blood chilled in his veins. He ran faster.

‘Diera!’ he bellowed. ‘Catacombs. Keep on going down to the catacombs.’

The tower shuddered under multiple impacts. Loose stone tumbled and bounced down the stairs after them. Round and round, down and down. Dust clogged the stairway below. Sol could smell the aftermath of fires and the sick stench of blood and innards.

They hurtled down the last few stairs, jumped a body that lay across the bottom step and out into the dome. It was carnage. Much of the roof had collapsed. Corpses were flattened and smeared beneath it. Stone was scorched and scattered, mixed with body parts.

The main doors had been splintered. Outside, defensive groups were fighting hard but the weight of enemy fire was enormous. Sol silently wished them all luck and searched the wreckage for his family. Instead, he and Densyr saw Brynar, standing by the entrance to the catacombs. He looked terribly pale and blood oozed from where he held his hands to his stomach.

‘They’ve gone down before you,’ he wheezed.

‘Come with us,’ said Densyr. ‘We can fix you.’

‘Why down there? The Heart is there. They are coming there to take it.’

‘But not yet; we have a spell to cast. Get healed and help me. We have to find Sharyr quickly.’

Densyr was pushing Brynar towards the entrance. Sol came to his other side.

‘Come on, lad. You can make it. Let me do the saving this time, eh?’

Brynar smiled and blood dribbled from the corner of his mouth. ‘If you insist. Which spell, my Lord?’

Densyr risked a quick glance at Sol.

‘The Ritual of Opening.’

Sol almost tripped on the first flight of stairs. ‘When we get him to some help, you had better keep on running, Densyr. Because if I catch you I am going to flatten your stupid fucking head.’

‘Promises, promises. Don’t be naïve, Sol. This is a blood sacrifice. We used to specialise in this sort of thing. Borrowed it from the Wesmen a thousand years ago.’

‘But I thought only Septern—’

‘Not you too, Brynar. All spells that deal with the travel, transport and destruction of souls derive from the same lore. Sol, I need to tell you it is the same base theory that was behind the capture of souls in the Soul Tank for placing the Protectors in thrall.’

For the second time Sol almost tripped. He felt a cold sweat on his forehead and a numbness through his body.

‘I don’t want to hear this.’

‘But it isn’t the same. Trust me; I know how to do this. Theoretically. ’

‘Theoretically?’

‘It’s been a long time since we asked for volunteers to commit suicide.’

A chuckle escaped Sol’s lips. He stopped moving, forcing Densyr to do likewise. Brynar groaned.

‘And why the change of heart? What happened to selfishness and cowardice?’

Densyr winced.

‘I’m sorry,’ he whispered.

‘Gods drowning, Densyr, thousands will die because of your stubbornness. ’

‘I didn’t think they could continue reinforcing, Sol. I really believed they would retreat from us. But they hate us, don’t they? They hate us more than they need their precious fuel, and it drives them to keep on coming back in greater numbers. I can’t beat five of those things. I got it wrong.’

‘Finally you open your eyes.’

‘Now all I can do is help others survive. I’ll face my guilt and, Gods falling, it’s everywhere already.’

Sol moved on.

‘My heart bleeds.’ Sol grunted. ‘When you make a mistake it’s always a fucking belter, isn’t it? Which way?’

They had reached the bottom of the stairs and entered the first of the hub rooms from which multiple passages led. The elves, the Raven and his family were waiting for them.

‘Glad you could make it,’ said Ilkar. ‘But what’s he doing here?’

‘Attempting redemption,’ said Sol.

‘Do we have that much time?’ asked Ilkar.

‘No, we don’t.’ Densyr nodded his head. ‘Straight on. We need Sharyr, Vuldaroq, a couple of old books and a mage to trip the evacuation alarm ward.’

‘Where are we going?’ asked Sirendor.

‘To a new world via a very old one,’ said Sol.

And he dared not look at Diera because he would have seen her tears start to fall.




Chapter 33

 


 


 


 


General Suarav roared with frustration when the alarm sounded. The system had been put in place after the demon wars to ensure the populace was never ensnared again as it had been a decade ago. A line of wards had been set in the city, maintained by the merest trickle of mana. The key ward was in the catacombs and it triggered the energy to release the rest.

The alarm was simple. Four tones, rising in pitch over an octave and repeating quickly until the Lord of the Mount declared the emergency ended. Suarav crouched in the shelter of one of Xetesk’s long-room doorways and gazed balefully out at the Garonin machines hanging in the air above the college. He thought the alarm might well sound forever.

Every Xeteskian citizen knew what they had to do. Flee the city by whichever gate and by whichever means. Bring food, water and clothing. Bring weapons if you had them, particularly hunting weapons. Be prepared for a long time in the open and on the run. Head for your allotted rendezvous point. Do not return to the city if you value your life.

‘We can still fight,’ said Chandyr. ‘We lost none of our teams after the initial bombardment. The shielding works and the binding on the walls is strong. Let the population run. We are sworn to protect city and college. Let us not shirk that responsibility.’

Suarav nodded. ‘The Circle Seven are all still in the catacombs. I will not abandon them.’

He turned to the rest of those gathered with him. He saw fear and he saw determination.

‘Are you with me?’ asked Suarav. Five mages and twelve guards nodded. ‘With courage we can hold them long enough.’

‘Why do they wait?’ asked Chandyr. ‘Surely they presume their force to be overwhelming.’

The bombardment of white tears had ceased temporarily. Smoke drifted across the college from multiple fires.

‘They are cautious,’ said one of the mages. ‘Nervous even. That we could unleash such destruction without warning.’

‘The trouble is, none of us knows what the hell that blue spear was, do we?’ said Suarav.

‘But then, neither do they,’ said Chandyr. ‘And, like us, they have no idea if it is repeatable. Presumably that is why they’ve been targeting Densyr’s tower. And it still stands.’

Suarav faced his squad. ‘Then let’s waste no time. Mages, I need a shield. Let’s find every group we can and set up the defence of the tower complex as far as we can. You are brave people and I am proud to serve with you. Face whatever comes with spirit and we will see the enemy defeated yet or at least bring our masters to safety. And while we may all lose our lives, we must not be careless with them. Every moment we resist allows our citizens time to escape. Your loved ones and mine. For Xetesk, city and college of magic.’

‘For Xetesk!’

Suarav led his team out onto open ground. The five Garonin machines hung in the sky like giant insects waiting the chance to strike. Their drones combined to form a modulating bass over which the Xeteskian evacuation alarm rose in discord. Suarav saw people emerging from every door in the college to make their escape.

There was no move from the enemy to stop them. After their initial bombardment they were, without question, waiting and assessing their options. The city of Xetesk had been rich with mana but that was now largely collected or spent. The greatest prize on the continent was ensconced deep in the catacombs and any enemy, even one as powerful as the Garonin, should be wary of the task ahead.

Assuming they could not hack straight down through the-Gods-knew-how-much-rock to expose the Heart, an assault corridor by corridor, chamber by chamber was their only option. It meant a large number of soldiers were likely to descend at any given moment and try to gain access to the catacombs by the single entrance.

‘Bottleneck,’ he said.

‘Sir?’ asked a mage running along bedside him.

‘I’ve had an idea.’

 


The barrage had ceased but the tension was unremitting. Having released Brynar to a healer mage, Densyr had led them through numberless twists and turns until they stood as far from the entrance as it was possible to get while still being in habitable chambers. It felt cold and unfriendly so far from the surface.

The chambers he had brought them to were joyless. Hardly a picture hung. There were no coverings for the uneven floor, and while braziers could be lit to generate plenty of light, there was no heat here. No fireplace and flue. There were three workbenches ranged across the far wall underneath a set of blackboards. Chairs stood where they had been abandoned by mages in a hurry. A dark, heavy-timbered door was set into the right-hand wall.

‘You really know how to make your guests feel at home, don’t you?’ said Ilkar. ‘What was this, some sort of torture chamber or something?’

Densyr didn’t rise to the bait. ‘This was the dimensional research section. You won’t fail to see the scorch marks on the walls nor yet ignore the faint scent of blood that still hangs in here.’

Sirendor stepped into the centre of the dusty chamber, which measured perhaps thirty feet on a side.

‘I’ll take it. When can I move in?’

Sol led his family in and took Jonas and young Hirad to a couple of high-backed dining chairs that stood on the left-hand side below an artist’s impression of colliding dimensions.

‘I’m failing to see anything amusing about our position,’ he growled. ‘Densyr, get yourself sorted as quickly as you can. There is pain here for the living and the dead.’

Auum and his Tai moved silently across the chamber to the corner opposite the door and knelt to pray. Thraun laid Hirad on one of the workbenches and signalled Ilkar to look at him. Diera did not leave Sol’s side.

‘With every breath I dream you’ll return to your senses,’ she said. ‘Don’t do this, Sol. Don’t leave us here alone.’

‘If I don’t do this, there is no hope for any on Balaia,’ said Sol. ‘And, believe me, I would not be volunteering unless I felt we truly had no other choice.’

‘That’s not true. Any one can be the . . .’ Diera dropped her voice to a whisper with their sons so close. ‘. . . sacrifice. Please, Sol, think of us.’

‘I am, Diera.’ Sol closed his eyes. There truly was nothing else in his mind. ‘And there is no one else. This isn’t to be a walk through fallen leaves: it will be challenged by the Garonin every step of the way. A leader must take those steps. I am their king. It has to be me.’

Diera threw up her hands and turned her attention on Densyr, who was looking anxious and impatient.

‘And you. I thought you were on my side. You of all people know how selfish this is. How dare you change your mind and, worse, how dare you be prepared to aid my husband in his stupidity.’

Densyr let his shoulders sag a little. ‘But is it?’

The door opened. In walked Vuldaroq and Sharyr, arms laden with texts. Vuldaroq’s eyes blazed with curiosity.

‘You know it is,’ said Diera. ‘No guarantee of any kind of success. In fact the only certainty is that for him there is no turning back.’

‘But look outside,’ said Densyr. ‘We cannot defend against such force.’

‘So you’re prepared to take any chance to save your own skin even if it means pushing the head of a friend beneath the surface? Why aren’t you putting yourself forward, O Lord of the Mount?’

‘The caster cannot enter the opening.’

‘How convenient.’

‘You have me wrong, Diera,’ said Densyr. ‘I will not attempt to explain my errors of the past few days. It hardly matters now. But you should know that, succeed or fail, I am not leaving Xetesk. While anyone is left to fight the Garonin, I will stand with them. But I can no longer expect my people to do the same. I want them to escape.’

‘So noble,’ said Diera. ‘Offering the hand of salvation to strangers and the hand of a murderer to your oldest friend.’

‘Diera,’ said Sol. ‘Please.’

‘Please what? Shut up and sit primly by my sons and watch you die?’

A heavy sound struck through the catacombs. Like a giant fist had been slammed against the upper level. Dust was dislodged.

‘That doesn’t sound so good,’ said Ilkar.

‘We’re as safe as we can be,’ said Sharyr, spreading out texts on a bench and beginning to pull them open.

‘There is no comfort in that,’ said Diera.

Sol took Diera’s arm and turned her away from the awkwardness she was generating.

‘I cannot let you disrupt this. I need you to be strong for the boys. Make them understand.’

‘How can I make them understand what I do not?’

Sol smiled. ‘You understand perfectly well. You just don’t like what you’re hearing.’

‘Well we agree there.’

‘There will be time for us. Before I . . .’ Sol trailed away.

It wasn’t just for her he could not finish his sentence. He was only just clinging on to his own courage too. Diera sagged and let herself be drawn into his arms. Sol looked over her head and saw the mages getting to work.

‘What will happen afterwards? When you go into this opening or whatever it is?’ she asked.

‘I really don’t know. I know where we will end up but not how it will feel to travel.’

‘I don’t mean that. I mean what will you actually be able to do.’

Sol was silent just a heartbeat too long. ‘It’s all about belief.’

‘What’s that supposed to mean? That is the lamest answer I’ve ever heard you give.’

‘But that’s the point, isn’t it?’ Sol began to find himself. ‘Those with the belief can function. Can achieve what they intend.’

‘So this is just one big leap of faith, is that it?’

Sol shrugged. ‘Yes.’

He saw Diera contemplate a retort but she changed tack instead. ‘How will they, you know . . .’

‘The Xeteskian library of nerve toxins is extensive. It’ll be quick and it’ll be painless, I promise.’

‘Promise me one more thing.’

‘Almost anything.’

‘That I give it to you. Give you the cup or whatever it is. It has to be me.’

‘Why?’>

She stared up into his eyes. ‘Because every moment with you is a lifetime’s worth.’

Densyr watched Sol and Diera’s embrace. He saw the pain and the tenderness, the strength and the fear. His own mind was in turmoil. The appearance of the five Garonin machines had sent him into a spiral, he could see that now. He had rushed here, defaulted to the wisdom of The Raven and Auum as so often in the past.

‘This is reckless,’ he said. ‘Surely it cannot work.’

Vuldaroq’s shaking hands paused in the act of turning a page.

‘When all other options have been exhausted, what else is there but desperation?’

‘I arrested him for his own good. To stop him walking to his death with his eyes closed. Now I’m about to give him a helping hand along the road. Diera is right. I am weak.’

‘What difference does it make now?’ said Ilkar, moving close to him and dropping his voice. ‘No way out but this. You do see that, don’t you?’

‘I don’t really know what to think. I still don’t see how doing this will get you to a new cluster of dimensions or anywhere but oblivion. I can see the conviction in your eyes and in his but I can see the sorrow in Diera’s too, and I will have to face that once the ritual is complete. What can I say to her?’

‘Nothing,’ said Ilkar. ‘Except to trust that we are right.’

‘But this isn’t like Sol marching off with his sword strapped to his back. He is going to die and she will never know his embrace again.’

Ilkar bowed his head, unable to hold Densyr’s gaze.

‘Yet it is the only way for her and the boys to live.’

Densyr’s heart was pounding painfully. ‘I have to be sure that is true.’

‘What’s done is done, Densyr, and you cannot undo what you did to us and the cost of delay. But know that we are not changing our position. We have not ever since we were thrust back here. The pain grows every day. The longer we are kept here the more attractive the prospect of letting go and disappearing into the void becomes.

‘We have never looked to defeat the Garonin and we are not suddenly seeing this as our last option. It has always been the only option for the populations of Balaia and Calaius. We were never here to live again on Balaia.

‘Densyr . . . it’s me. Ilkar. And it’s Thraun, Sirendor and Hirad too. We need your help. You’ve come so far down the road. Don’t turn away from us again.’

Densyr looked beyond Ilkar and saw Diera. Her gaze implored him to step back. Outside, the pounding was relentless. It echoed through the catacombs and sent vibrations through the stone beneath his feet. He fancied he could hear screaming but that was surely a trick of the mind.

‘We are ready, my Lord Densyr,’ said Sharyr quietly, his voice clanging like a bell in the silence that had fallen.

Densyr acknowledged him with a curt nod. He bowed to Diera and looked square at Ilkar.

‘Let’s get started,’ he whispered.

 


Dystran sought the purity Septern had achieved. He was only dimly aware of the pounding of weapons against the walls of Densyr’s tower. In all his years he had never been so deep in the mana spectrum. He felt almost as if he were swimming, his mind was so free. It was as frightening as it was uplifting. He was unsure if he would be able to find his way back to himself.

Perhaps that should not scare him. Returning to his body was probably pointless. He could cruise here in the embrace of the Heart of his beloved Xetesk or he could die as the tower inevitably collapsed. Here he felt safe though he could not entirely divorce himself from his physical bonds.

And that was what Septern had been able to do. His soul had been clinging on to an alien body, always in pain, always at risk of being swallowed by the void. But he had found a new place to go and had used himself to focus the Heart as a weapon.

‘Are you still here?’ asked Dystran. ‘Are you truly gone or are you part of the Heart now?’

Silence.

The Heart of Xetesk was beautiful. The hourglass shape of infinity. Glorious deep blue mana coalescing and moving in the dance of power around the dark stone. A sight only a mage could ever see. Hundreds, thousands of lines disappeared from the core. Links to everywhere and to mages drawing on the bedrock of their talent to cast. And all in defence of their college.

Dystran felt a gentle buffeting. The remains of Septern’s grid were still dangerous. The power held within was not bleeding away as he had hoped; rather it was building up at critical nodes. It was an irritation in his search for a way to repeat what the master mage had done.

The fluctuation from the Heart took him completely by surprise. A mass of mana, like a skull trailing fire, burst from its centre, upsetting the dance of power. It scorched the edges of his mind as it plunged deep into the ground. Dystran tried to track its movement but it was gone so quickly. Someone was casting something ancient and terrible.

The Heart had not regained its placidity before huge shapes appeared on the periphery of his senses. Spasmodic with clashing mana and reaching towards him with tendrils that became arms ending in claws, opening and closing, grabbing. Five of them.

They were seeking him and soon they would find him.

Dystran retreated within himself and called out for aid.




Chapter 34

 


 


 


 


The next impact cast Suarav from his feet and sent him rolling down the shattered steps of the tower complex. He scrabbled upright and backed away a few paces. His team had been scattered but all seemed to be moving. The brief hurricane of air had been forced out of the broken doors, catching them square on. Left and right, other teams still stood under their shields while mages tried desperately to shore up the weakening bindings of the towers that made up the circle of six and the seat of the Lord of the Mount.

Tower Prexys was teetering. A hole had been driven through it on a diagonal from upper chambers to servants’ quarters. The pinnacle was rocking. Slate and stone was tumbling onto what remained of the complex’s dome.

‘Oh dear Gods burning,’ breathed Suarav. He began to run. ‘Cover. Cover! Prexys is falling! Shields now.’

In the darkest moments of the worst nightmares of any Xeteskian, the towers of the college would fall, signalling the end of everything. So it was that Suarav felt tears welling as he shouted his warnings. He could see it with his own eyes and still he didn’t believe it.

In front of him, mages were casting. No longer were there any hands on the stonework of the complex, feeding binding spells into the towers. Instead, shield after shield ghosted into existence, hoping to shelter men and women from the falling tower. Suarav ducked back under cover by Chandyr, who sported a deep cut on his left cheek from a flying piece of debris. His expression was bleak, his eyes betraying fading hope.

‘That we should see this day,’ he said.

‘Strength, old friend,’ said Suarav, wiping the tears from his face.

Prexys bulged a third of its way down as the weight above defeated the compromised structure below. The rending sound ricocheted across the courtyard. Beams snapped, steel supports sheared. Bricks and slabs of stone broke free. The pinnacle collapsed inwards. Wood and slates thundered through the weakened structure causing fatal damage.

Slowly, desperately, Prexys toppled. Showering loose stone and glass, the top section fell to the east, its ragged end cannoning into the bottom section, ripping away what little support remained. Every head turned to watch. Chandyr clutched Suarav’s shoulder.

Three hundred feet tall. Over a thousand years old in its current form and a survivor of wars, the mana storms of the last days of the One magic, and the worst nature could throw. Tens of thousands of tons of stone, flashing with the breaking of bound mana, came down. The two sections struck the complex roof one after the other, bursting through or sliding from it. A torrent of crushing weight followed by a storm of choking dust. And a barrage of noise so deep and intense it drew a scream from Suarav’s mouth.

Around the edge of the complex, far from the collapse, people hugged each other until it was over. Inside the damage zone, mages fought to keep their shields strong enough to deflect even the largest slab of masonry. Not all succeeded. The sheer mass of stone sent a shock wave throughout the whole complex. Thirty yards to Suarav’s left, the wall of the dome blew out, simply sweeping away the team that had been standing there. When the dust cleared enough to see, there was nothing to show that they had been there at all.

The echoes of the fall rippled away. Stones still tumbled over one another inside the dome. Everywhere was coated with a thick film of dust and more fell all the while. In the sky, the Garonin machines readied for another assault.

‘What do we do now?’ yelled a mage into Suarav’s face. ‘Look what they’ve done. First of seven. First of seven.’

‘Control your fear. We cannot afford to lose anyone to despair,’ said Suarav.

‘So much for binding the walls and forcing a bottleneck at the catacombs,’ said Chandyr. ‘They’re going straight through the ground, aren’t they?’

Suarav nodded. He dared a glance up. One of the machines was all but prepared. Above it, the sky was dark with a swirling cloud, but beneath it, right below the carriage suspended underneath, a dazzling light shone. It was coiled about by mist and fog. While he watched, the light moved from yellow to white, the mist thickened and a beam struck down. It bored through the dome roof where Prexys had been and caused devastation in the catacombs that he was scared even to consider. The beam moved in a tight circle and then shut off, leaving an edge around his vision.

‘We cannot reach them,’ said Chandyr. ‘Their foot soldiers are dispersed through the city, hunting down our people. We should try and protect those we can.’

‘Our duty is here,’ said Suarav.

‘But we can do nothing.’

‘We can bind the walls more strongly, we can invest in the stone of the catacombs. Spread a shield across the whole damned place. I don’t know, but we have to find a way. I am not leaving here without the Lord of the Mount.’

But as he watched the machines in the sky and saw the cloud pillar moving ever faster as yet another detonation built within it, he wondered at his own mind. Because this didn’t smell like mana collection any more. More like straightforward annihilation.

 


‘ “Where the door lies, the elders know, yet their voices are silent,” ’ intoned Densyr, reading from one of the scripts Sharyr held for him.

‘ “Entry is only granted to those free of their mortal shackles. Free to travel, free to find rest. Their Gods shall guide them and their souls shall know peace.” ’

He waved the parchment away.

‘So speaks the lore of Xetesk.’

Densyr knelt on the stone floor facing Sol and Diera. Young Hirad and Jonas were still in the room and Vuldaroq had managed to move close enough to them to offer any comfort he could. Auum’s Tai had not lifted their heads from their prayer.

Densyr’s back was straight and his hands rested in his lap. From what Ilkar could gather of the technical part of the lore Densyr had read out, this casting was as much meditation as mana shape building. Another day, in another life, Ilkar would have been fascinated by the whole process. But right now all he wanted was for it to be over.

From the moment Ilkar had known Densyr was actually prepared to perform the ritual, the pain in his borrowed body had deepened and the gale trying to snatch his soul away to the void had strengthened. To such an extent indeed that he found it a challenge to hear anything that was being said and harder still to concentrate. A quick glance at Sirendor and Thraun told him they felt the same. Hirad surely would not last long with his defences so low.

‘I will now perform the ritual. It has no words but it requires peace. Please, then, do not speak until I do. Sol, Diera. When the ritual requires its soul of free will, the shape will be stable enough for you to have the time you need.’

Sol nodded. Diera looked blank and confused.

‘If it is a lengthy process, we may need to stabilise Hirad again,’ said Sharyr.

‘Do it quietly, then,’ said Densyr. ‘I—’

The chamber shook. Braziers rattled in their brackets. One of the chalkboards broke free at a corner and leaned out from the wall. The workbenches juddered. Ilkar clutched at Sirendor to steady himself. The vibration went on and on. The sound of a huge rock fall reached them and the rumble echoed away like thunder in the Blackthorne Mountains.

‘What was that?’ asked Jonas.

Densyr and Sharyr both had the same thought. Sharyr put it into words.

‘I fear the circle of seven is broken,’ he said, his voice small.

Densyr brushed dust from his clothing. ‘Then I have no time to waste. It begins.’

There was the slightest reaction on Densyr’s face as he tuned into the mana spectrum. His mouth moved silently, reminding himself of the process he must follow. His head fell slowly forward towards his chest and his hands came to his temples. He pressed in with middle and forefingers.

Ilkar saw each tiny twitch in Densyr’s eyelids as he drew the shape of the casting together. Ilkar had always loved to watch a consummate mage at work and Densyr was certainly one such. Efficient, economical and accurate. Every movement was precise, every slight error corrected without pause or panic.

The temperature of the chamber began to decrease. A deep grey mist formed slowly above Densyr’s head.

‘What—’

‘Shh, Hirad,’ whispered Jonas. ‘Just watch.’

Ilkar thought he saw the tiniest of smiles flicker across Densyr’s expression. The mist expanded, like corn seeds scattered over water separating and spreading. It was set about five feet above Densyr’s face, which was turned upwards to see his work. It was no bigger than a quarter-light window.

Densyr took his hands from his temples and clasped them in front of his chest. His eyes closed and he became perfectly still. His breathing slowed and deepened and the pause between each inhalation grew. Ilkar dropped into the mana spectrum and suppressed a gasp.

It was beautiful. The mist was wreathed in strands of mana, each one pulling out at a different angle to keep the mist taut in its frame, as it were. And from Densyr’s upturned face came a gentle stream of deep blue, wispy and shot through with light. It was as if he was giving of his own soul to the construct.

Ilkar nodded his appreciation and tore himself away and back to the chamber. Diera was staring at the mist while her arms clutched hard at Sol’s waist. He was seated with her on the ground, stroking her hair and whispering. On their chairs, Jonas was still but young Hirad was restless with Densyr’s continued meditation. He opened his mouth but this time Vuldaroq turned to him, put a finger to his lips and ruffled his hair with a stick-thin hand.

Ilkar felt a growing pull inside his body. Not painful now but a yearning to recover what was lost and an impatience to begin. He breathed out slowly and deliberately and glanced around. Sirendor and Thraun beckoned him to join them by Hirad. The yearning eased.

Densyr let his head fall forward once more and his hands dropped back into his lap. He rubbed them on his thighs and turned to Sol, his expression sorrowful.

‘It is done,’ he said. ‘Sharyr.’

Sharyr picked up a goblet and brought it to Densyr. The Lord of the Mount held it in a hand that displayed a slight shake.

‘Look at me,’ he said. ‘Just like the early years after the demons left.’

‘A shame we can’t sit and reminisce about it any more,’ said Sol.

‘Just one sip will do. But we have diluted the poison with some particularly fine Blackthorne red so you might feel a long draught is in order.’

‘How . . . how quickly does it work?’ asked Diera, voice admirably steady.

‘A matter of moments,’ said Densyr. ‘And there is no pain.’

‘Nothing physical anyway,’ she said, trying to smile and bursting into tears instead. ‘Sorry, sorry.’

‘For what?’ asked Ilkar. ‘For having more courage than the rest of us put together? Or for marrying a man determined to be a hero even after he’s dead?’

It was a weak attempt at humour but the tension released just a little anyway.

‘I need you all to leave now,’ said Diera. ‘You don’t have to move Hirad if you don’t need to. And you might as well leave Auum too. They don’t seem to be taking part any more.’

Ilkar glanced at the elves. Their heads were still bowed in prayer, their arms on each other’s shoulders.

‘C’mon, let’s go. Through here, Densyr?’

‘It is marginally more comfortable than the corridor,’ said Densyr.

‘Jonas, Hirad, come here,’ said Sol.

Ilkar ushered Vuldaroq through the door and closed it quietly behind him.

‘Jonas, you have important work to do,’ said Sol.

‘I know what’s happening, Father. And I’ll be strong and I’ll look after everyone for you.’

Sol smiled and put a hand to Jonas’s cheek.

‘Tell me you really understand,’ said Sol.

Jonas swallowed hard and blinked away the moisture in his eyes. ‘I know what is in that goblet. And I know you are going to drink it. I know that means I will never see you again but—’

Sol dragged him into a crushing embrace as Jonas broke down, sobbing on his father’s shoulder. So much surged through Sol. Conflicts raged within his mind, his heart and his soul. Holding his son so close, smelling his hair and feeling his heaving chest and his breath, all desire to leave deserted him. He didn’t care how long he clung on to Jonas. He didn’t flinch when another massive impact struck the college but he covered his boy’s head to stop the dust falling in his hair.

Sol looked at the goblet placed on the ground near him. The wine and poison had a film of dust on its surface. Sol reached out a hand, ready to knock it flying, scatter the contents across the stone and bring an end to the madness. Sol felt his pulse rattling in his temple and the heat in his face. The tears flowed down his cheeks. Slowly, he pulled Jonas away from him. Their two faces were close together. Jonas wiped Sol’s cheek.

‘I wish with all my heart you didn’t have to do this,’ he said. ‘But I am proud. Because you always want to save those you love and even those you do not know. Just like you taught me.’

Sol almost choked and his love for his son deepened further than even he thought possible. He saw Diera’s face, admiration through the pain. She reached out a hand and stroked Jonas’s hair.

‘You really are your father’s son,’ she said. ‘Gods falling, but you will keep me strong, I know it.’

‘Remember this day,’ said Sol. ‘Remember this moment. Because it was when you became the man you were destined to be. So much important work lies ahead of you but none more than this. Contact Sha-Kaan. Tell them what we are doing. We need his help on the journey.’

‘I will, Father.’

‘I love you, Jonas. And from beyond death, I will always do so.’

‘One day, we’ll stand together again,’ said Jonas. ‘But I’ll be old and grey like you before that happens.’

Sol chuckled. ‘I am proud you are my son. And I trust no one more than you to see the family safe. No one.’

Jonas almost burst as he breathed in and stood up. ‘I will not let you down, Father.’

‘I know you won’t.’

Jonas stepped away and let young Hirad come to Sol’s embrace.

‘And what about you, young man?’ he asked.

Hirad’s little round face was creased with the anxiety he had picked up around him but there was no genuine understanding in his eyes.

‘I want to come with you,’ he said brightly.

‘Oh, I don’t think so,’ said Sol. ‘Too dangerous. And I need you to look after your mother.’

‘When will you be back? You promised to teach me to ride a horse.’

Sol bit his lip. ‘Sometimes we cannot do everything we want to do. Sometimes there isn’t enough time.’

‘But when you come back,’ said Hirad.

‘I cannot lie to you, young Hirad. Even if you don’t understand now, one day you will and it is better that the truth was not hidden from you. So listen.’

Sol shifted his body and hoisted Hirad to sit on his thigh so he could hold the boy close while he spoke.

‘I have to go to a place now from which I will not be able to return. I have to go to search for a new place for you to live because it is not safe here any more.’

‘But why can’t you come back?’ There were tears in Hirad’s eyes now and a quiver to his voice as the message began to sink in.

‘You remember what happened to your grandmother just a little while ago?’

Hirad nodded. ‘She died.’

‘Yes, she did. And . . . and for me to go to the place I must go, I have to die too. And that means I cannot come back to you because no one can come back when they are dead.’

Hirad frowned. ‘Yes, they can. There are lots of them here now. You can do that too, can’t you.’

‘Get out of that one,’ whispered Diera, her hand resting on the back of Sol’s neck.

‘Well, at the moment, some dead people are here again but they shouldn’t be. And when you go to your new home, those people will go to their new home and they are in different places. I will be in the other place.’

‘You’ll be dead?’ asked Hirad.

‘Yes, I will,’ said Sol quietly. ‘So I need to tell you now how much I love you and how proud I am of you.’

‘Please don’t go!’ Hirad threw his arms around Sol’s neck and buried his face in Sol’s chest. ‘I don’t want you to go.’

‘Neither do I, Hirad,’ said Sol, caressing Hirad’s head. ‘But I have to. Because you and Jonas and your mother have to be safe. That is why I have to go.’

‘NO!’ screamed Hirad, and his limbs flailed in Sol’s embrace. ‘You mustn’t.’

‘I’m sorry, Hirad.’ Sol beckoned Jonas closer. ‘Goodbye, little one. Remember me as I remember you.’

Sol unpicked Hirad’s arms from his neck and released him to Jonas. Hirad was screaming and crying, and Sol had to look away to save himself from breaking.

‘Father.’

‘Yes, Jonas,’ said Sol, turning back.

‘Let me down!’ shrieked Hirad. ‘I want Father. Let me down!’

‘Goodbye, Father. I will make him understand.’

‘All in good time,’ said Sol. ‘Go on. It won’t get any easier.’

Jonas nodded, smiled and walked quickly to the door, trying to calm the screaming Hirad. Sol watched them go, breathing in every last glimpse. As the door opened, Jonas turned back a final time. Hirad looked up from his shoulder and reached out.

‘Goodbye,’ said Sol, feeling the sobs building again. ‘Know that I love you.’

The door closed on his boys. His world. Diera’s hand was on his shoulder. He covered it with one of his own. He turned to look at her. She drew him slowly to his feet and they fell into a long, silent embrace.
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Diera did not want the dance to stop. She moved her hands all over his back and arms, feeling the strength of him and the tenderness. She touched the wound in his lower back and felt him relax into it. She breathed in his scent. Male and powerful, sweat and determination. Belief. Another day it would have been an aphrodisiac too powerful to resist.

His breath was caressing her neck and his hands were stroking her back. They swayed gently where they stood, closer than she could remember for years. Before the visions began.

‘I’m sorry I didn’t believe you,’ she said.

‘When?’

Neither of them moved to look at the other. The touch was everything.

‘When The Raven came to you in your dreams.’

‘I’m glad you didn’t,’ he said. ‘Someone had to challenge me. It’s always been you.’

‘And are you ready now?’

‘No. But I never will be.’

‘I love what you said to the boys. They will hurt but they will never feel cheated.’

‘I hope not. And what about you?’

‘I’ve felt cheated of you so often it ceases to surprise me,’ she said, and did surprise herself by laughing.

‘What’s so funny?’

‘You, my hero husband. Because you ought to be a ridiculous figure but you never were and you never will be.’

‘How so?’

‘Men puff themselves up for all sorts of stupid things. Trying to make themselves great in the eyes of their women and their children. But you . . . well you just went and did what you had to do every time. Hardly even a backward glance and never any big words. That was hard. Sometimes I wanted you to be all grand and speak about the great good you were setting off to do.’

‘You’d have seen straight through that.’

‘And you always came back like you’d spent the day at the bakery or something.’

Diera could feel Sol smiling.

‘Not this time. And I suppose my grand words lacked a little.’

‘Well you’ve not had a great deal of practice.’

They fell silent again, continuing to sway. But Diera knew it could not go on. Three further impacts rattled through the catacombs, each one sounding closer and more violent than the last. She prised herself away from him and the chill that touched her body was a prelude to all that was to come.

‘Come on. I don’t want this to be more of a waste than it already is,’ she said.

Sol took her by the hand and they walked slowly towards the goblet that sat on the floor beneath the grey, static mist. They stood staring down at it.

‘That dust will seriously impair the flavour,’ said Sol.

Diera punched his shoulder. ‘Don’t.’

Sol drew them down. He sat cross-legged on the floor. She let him go and picked up the goblet, caressing it in both of her palms. She gazed down at the liquid that was to kill her husband. A teardrop fell into its centre, rippling the dust. Everything that she had tried to shut from her mind came crashing back in and she felt the strength desert her. Sol had taken the goblet from her, replaced it on the ground and dragged her to him before she gave in. The agony washed over her and through her, wiping away her courage and leaving her only with despair and a desperate longing that felt like a shard of ice in her heart.

‘I can’t . . .’ she began. ‘I don’t . . . want . . . this.’

‘I know, love, I know. Lean into me, let it out.’

And she did. She tried to talk but all that came were mumbles of her anguish. Her cries came out hard, tearing from deep within her and rasping in her throat. Her body quaked in Sol’s arms and she thumped uselessly at his chest.

‘Don’t make me . . . don’t make me. Don’t leave me alone.’

‘My darling, you will never be alone. I will live in you and the boys for as long as you need me.’

‘But I cannot reach for you in the night. I cannot feel you close to me.’

‘I know, I know.’

Sol’s chest was heaving and she felt dampness on her shoulder and the fall of tears on the side of her face. She forced the collision of memories, future fears and current pain from her mind and fought to regain a little control.

‘How will I know you have done what you go to do?’

‘Because a door will open next to you and you will walk through it and into a new world. A new home where you and the boys can be safe forever.’

‘How long will it take?’

‘I cannot say, my love. But trust me that I will succeed. Believe in me, and it will make me stronger on my journey. And stay hidden down here, far from the Heart and far from the surface. The enemy will not touch you here. Let Densyr keep you safe. He is returned to himself just in time.’

Diera nodded and let Sol go again. She wiped at her tears with the backs of her hands. Sol cupped her face and kissed her tenderly.

‘It was always you who was the true hero,’ he said. ‘Wherever I was and whoever I fought, you always stood by me, gave me faith. I need you to do that one more time.’

‘I will,’ whispered Diera.

She leaned to her right and picked up the goblet. Her hand did not shake any more. She sat down beside him, switched the goblet to her left hand and put her right arm about his shoulders. He let out a great shuddering breath.

‘I will not fail you,’ he said.

‘You never do,’ she replied.

Diera brought the goblet towards his lips. His right hand came across and held it with her.

‘Goodbye, my love. My life was ever sweetened by your presence,’ said Sol.

‘Goodbye, Sol. Until our souls touch each other again.’

They brought the cup to his lips and after the slightest pause he drank, not stopping until the last of the mixture was gone. Diera took the goblet and laid it on the ground. She put a hand to his cheek and turned his face towards hers. Sol placed both his hands on her, cupping her neck and she did likewise. They held each other’s gaze and a lifetime flowed between them.

Sol’s eyes blinked slowly. One of his hands fell to his side. She turned him then, leaning his head against her chest so that she could stroke his cheek. Her other hand lay on his chest.

‘Rest now, my darling. Rest.’

Above her, the mist cleared and a warmth entered the room, caressing their bodies. Sol’s chest rose and fell. It did not rise again.

‘Oh Sol. My strength, my brave heart. I love you. Don’t leave me. Please don’t leave me.’

Diera held her to him and rocked him gently until she felt tender hands about her.
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He felt no pain and no regret. There was no fanfare within to mark his passing. He had no idea what to expect but the memories of words spoken by returning souls. He could see nothing and he did not feel as if he was moving. No sensations touched him and the fact of his solitude did not scare him.

Here was the place between life and death. He knew his soul had left his body, that all he was now was a soul. Slowly, his new awareness and senses, if he could call them that, brought him knowledge of his surroundings. Luminescence, like light seen through closed eyelids. Sound. A rushing, scourging noise, distant and contained. The void, he assumed.

He moved towards the luminescence. It was the only thing in his new reality. Anywhere else he cast his senses, there was nothing at all. He needed to know more. The closer he came, the greater his understanding. Here was a doorway. That meant he was floating in the chamber in the catacombs. The doorway was open. Through it, he could distinctly sense a pathway. That meant his death had indeed completed the spell.

He reached out further. Energy encased the door. Strands of it, keeping it steady while the void beating around outside it fought to snap it shut. He could sense the void more definitely now. A seething ocean of random energies revealed as flecks of yellow-gold and deep bronze in a sea of pale grey.

It was the flecks that added light to the passageway. They shone through its walls. Walls that were not solid, and if he had still possessed a body it would have been like walking on taut canvas. He came to the doorway and reached out.

For the first time he felt fear but it was ephemeral. A sudden clash of light and sound had startled him and he had no reference point for safety. But his act of reaching had triggered something. The pathway fled off to a point he could not make out. The chaotic sounds of the void became muted. And he heard voices. More shockingly, he could see his own hand and he stared down at the shapes it made as he trailed it in front of what he assumed were his eyes, or the soul’s equivalent.

‘Yes, yes, we all did that. Making blurry motions with our shiny new limbs.’

Sol - he thought of himself as Sol again - turned in the doorway. Shapes were approaching. Like silhouettes formed of a grey light. Slowly, they resolved themselves as they walked towards him. But even if he didn’t recognise their shapes yet, he knew the voice.

‘Hirad?’

‘Yes. Me. Us. Ilkar, Sirendor, Thraun. And a few others who might come in handy although I don’t really know how fighting is done here.’

‘Where are we?’ asked Sol. ‘Why do you appear to be walking? I thought souls had no physical form.’

‘Interesting, isn’t it? I think we’re still technically on Balaia at the moment, by the way.’ Ilkar. ‘It happened the first time I died too. I think the mind can’t stop working the way it does when you’re alive. Not for a while, anyway. When I got to my rest, this body stuff all faded away and everything changed to bliss.’

‘Same here,’ said Sirendor.

‘What now?’ asked Sol.

‘You opened the door and you must be the first through it. Then others can follow.’ Thraun.

‘And it leads to Ulandeneth?’

‘We’d better bloody hope so,’ said Hirad. ‘Or Diera is going to be seriously unimpressed with your sacrifice.’

‘That is where it leads, though the pathway is dangerous.’

Another new voice. Other figures were approaching but a little distant yet.

‘Then we should go,’ said Sol.

He moved inside the pathway. All at once he heard a sigh as of a thousand voices finding comfort together.

‘What was that?’ he asked.

‘You will see,’ said the new voice. One he recognised but could not place. ‘But we must go. The enemy will be aware of this corridor. ’

Sol shrugged. Or he thought he did.

‘No time like the present.’

‘Raven,’ said Hirad. ‘Raven, with me.’

 


‘Hold it!’ roared Suarav and Chandyr. ‘Hold it. You can do it.’

Tower Prexys had fallen. Tower Laryon had fallen and there was little they could do to shore up Tower Nyer now. Suarav was damned if any more would tumble. The five machines continued hovering above them. The new weapons continued to fire. The detonation clouds continued to build and burst. The machines continued to grow.

But now Xetesk was fighting back again. Beneath a cooperative Ilkar’s Defence casting, thirty mages kept the weapons away from the tower complex. Another six were in reserve and supported a second shield above the working team. Twenty-five guards stood on the perimeter. The machines had fired again and again, each time leaching more strength from the casters. Even so, precious time was being bought and it was hoped fervently that people were escaping into the wild. Garonin were advancing on all sides. Perhaps because they had caught all who had tried to run. Perhaps because they had failed to do so and had been called back for the main prize.

‘Clear!’ shouted the lead mage, an elderly man named Gythar. ‘And steady.’

‘Great work, people,’ said Chandyr. ‘Machine four is building. Be ready.’

‘Guards, look to your fronts. Enemies closing on foot,’ said Suarav. ‘Mage reserve, we need shields on the ground and facing out. Let’s keep the dome wall at our backs.’

Inside the shattered complex more mages worked on binding what was left of the circle of seven towers and the superstructure of the dome. Suarav did not think the enemy had seen them move in.

‘Come on and have a go,’ muttered Suarav. ‘I’m sick of using my sword as a pointer.’

Forty or fifty were advancing carefully from across the width of the courtyard. It was littered with bodies and rubble. Their weapons were trained on the small knot of defenders but they had yet to open fire. From behind Suarav, he heard confirmation of shields dropping into place in front of them.

‘What are they waiting for?’ asked Chandyr at his side.

Suarav shook his head. ‘I don’t know. Think we’ve scared them?’

‘Well, if it helps, I think we’ve worried them enough for them to want to wipe us out to the last man.’

‘Ever the voice of comfort, though I happen to agree.’

‘They fear the Cleansing Flame,’ said Gythar. ‘They’ve countered most offensive spells. Not that one.’

‘Then we should use it,’ said Chandyr.

‘No. They will sense the lessening of our shield cover.’

‘Gythar’s right,’ said Suarav. ‘We’ve got all the time in the world. It is they who are in a rush, it would seem.’

The enemy soldiers loped on, their big strides eating up the distance. At thirty yards, each slung his weapon back over his shoulder and drew what looked like a short sword though with an extremely thin blade. White light seemed to play up and down their edges.

‘Well, well, what have we here?’ muttered Chandyr.

‘They mean to take us on hand to hand. Inside the shield.’ Suarav raised his voice. ‘Not one of those bastards gets past our sword line. Protect the mages. Look to your flanks. They are playing in our world now.’

At twenty yards the Garonin broke into a run, taking Suarav by complete surprise. It was not just that this was the first time they had seen any Garonin do anything other than walk, they were fast too. Very fast.

‘Brace yourselves!’ called Suarav and he set his sword to ready, holding it out front and in both hands. ‘Blunt the charge.’

The Garonin loomed tall and powerful. The drum of their feet sent shivers through the ground and up through his body. He took his own orders and braced his feet as best he could. The Garonin soldiers struck.

Suarav ducked a flashing blade and buried his sword to the hilt in his opponent’s stomach. The momentum brought the Garonin clattering into Suarav and both men tumbled to the ground. Suarav’s blade was ripped from his grasp. Suarav shovelled the dying man from his legs. Right above him, a Garonin blade beat the defence of a young guardsman. It sliced straight through his neck, down through his ribcage and out of the side of his chest. The stink of cauterised flesh rose. The side of the guard’s body slid away and the rest of him collapsed.

‘Dear Gods falling.’

Suarav snatched up the fallen man’s weapon and swiped it as hard as he could into enemy legs. He felt it bite deep despite the flaring of the armour. He dragged it clear and hacked upwards as he came to his feet, his blade meeting chest armour and bouncing clear.

Suarav backed away a pace. The Garonin had torn the guard line to pieces. Chandyr blocked a weapon aside and struck high to slide his own blade into the eye slit of his enemy. Another guard near him lost his arm to an easy swipe of a Garonin blade.

‘They’re amongst the mages.’

Suarav saw some space and ran into it. He carved his sword through the back of enemy legs at the knee, feeling bone collapse. He kicked the Garonin in the calves and he fell backwards, arms flailing. A guardsman ran past him and leapt onto the back of another, ramming a dagger again and again into the side of his neck.

Suarav sensed danger and ducked. A blade buzzed over his head. He saw enough of it to know it was steel but edged in mana, pure and deadly sharp. Something Xetesk had been trying to perfect for generations. Suarav spun away. The Garonin followed him, stabbing straight forward. Suarav sidestepped, grabbed the man’s arm and pulled him off balance. The general brought his sword round high above his head and felt it connect with helmet and then bone.

Above him, the Defence spell flickered and steadied.

‘Gythar!’ he called.

The old mage was in the thick of the melee, defended by two guardsmen. One fell under a mana blade that stabbed clear through his body, spitting and smoking as it went.

‘Chandyr! To Gythar!’

Chandyr nodded. He brought the pommel of his sword down on the head of a Garonin trying to rise and smashed a knee into his faceplate for good measure. Enemy slaughtered mages but some fought back, having discarded the obsolete spell shields.

Suarav saw one calm young mage leap up and grab a Garonin faceplate to feed a superheated flame of mana inside it. The Garonin screamed. Three others turned and bore down on the youngster. Suarav diverted from his course and hammered his blade into the neck of one. The second went down under another tightly cast spell but the third sheared his blade left to right and opened up the mage’s back.

Gythar was still standing. Chandyr was near him. Garonin closed. A third of the defence mages were down. Above, a weapon cycled up to fire. Suarav knew they wouldn’t be able to resist the impact. Garonin blades halted in the act of falling. Faceplates turned skywards. A hideous sound rang out from the machines floating above.

Suarav saw an opportunity and swept the throat out of an enemy neck.

‘I didn’t agree a ceasefire,’ he growled.

And the next moment they were gone. All of them. The machines blinked out of existence, the detonation clouds dispersed and the foot soldiers simply ceased to be. Suarav turned a quick circle, looking for the counterpunch but there was no one to deliver it.

Xetesk was silent.

 


Densyr had wondered how, without screams from Diera, he would know when Sol was dead. But in the end it was as obvious as it got. Sirendor, Thraun and Ilkar dropped soundlessly to the ground, Thraun’s wolves howled grief and padded across to Diera’s boys, and there was an extraordinary explosion of sound from above. An alien sound like rage but metallic in tone.

Densyr opened the door and was first through it, the boys and Sharyr hard on his heels. Wolves and a more stately Vuldaroq came along behind. Diera was sitting on the floor, cradling the still form of Sol. His head was against her chest and she stroked the side of his face. Her weeping was quiet, reverential, and Densyr found a lump in his throat that would not swallow away.

Above her, the doorway was plainly open. Its properties had changed. The grey mist had cleared and a wan light shone out. He could see nothing within but there was a very slight breeze heading up into it. He found the thought that it might be returning souls a comfort.

Jonas and Hirad had run to their mother and were clinging to her. Densyr and Sharyr walked around to crouch in front of her. The sight of Sol, King of Balaia, the Unknown Warrior of The Raven, lying dead, was truly shocking. As close to an immortal as Densyr had ever considered any man. And to think he had betrayed this great man’s trust.

‘Diera?’ said Densyr.

Both of her boys were crying too and the three of them put their faces close to one another, sharing their grief, gleaning what strength they could from each other.

‘Diera, we should move him. Somewhere safe. Now more than ever he deserves our protection and our respect. Diera?’

Diera opened her eyes. They were red-rimmed and puffed.

‘So brave,’ she said. ‘So determined and so full of belief. We must all believe that he has done the right thing. He said it would help.’

Densyr nodded. ‘And I do. Belatedly, I do. I mean that. He is Raven. And they are not prone to wasting their efforts. We should remember that.’

Diera moved the boys aside just a little bit and the two wolves padded over. She looked at them briefly but realised they were no threat and laid Sol’s head on a rolled-up cloak which Sharyr had placed on the ground. Diera kissed his lips and smoothed his cheek one more time.

‘Don’t cover his face. Let him see. Let the air pass over him. He always loved the breeze on him. When you have to take him, take him where you must but still don’t cover him.’

She turned back to her sons and Densyr heard her ask a question though he only heard Hirad’s over-loud reply.

‘Thraun told them to take care of us. And he told us to make sure they got home,’ the boy said proudly.

‘What now?’ asked Sharyr.

Densyr gazed about him. There seemed to be bodies everywhere. Hirad and Sol in here, the other three in the antechamber. His gaze alighted on Vuldaroq, who was bending over the kneeling forms of the TaiGethen cell.

‘Poking them isn’t usually advisable,’ said Densyr.

Vuldaroq looked round. ‘I don’t think they’ll notice. They’re dead. All three of them.’

Densyr started. ‘They’re what?’

‘Dead,’ said Vuldaroq. ‘Check if you doubt me.’

‘What happened to them?’

Try as he might, Densyr couldn’t get himself around this. First Sol and now Auum. Two of the finest warriors ever to grace Balaia. Both gone in moments.

‘They are Ynissul,’ said Vuldaroq. ‘The long-lived of the elves. Immortal, actually. I mean that in its literal sense. They can be poisoned and die of an arrow or a sword thrust but, left in normal health, they do not ever have to die.’

‘Well they’re dead now,’ said Densyr.

‘Because, and this is a presumption but an educated one, they chose to die.’

‘Why?’ asked Sharyr.

‘Presumably they felt they could be more help to Sol than to us,’ said Vuldaroq.

‘We could have done with them here,’ said Densyr. ‘Their sort of fighting is always useful.’

‘But haven’t the Garonin gone?’ asked Sharyr. ‘That sound we heard. And it’s quiet above.’

‘They’ve gone after Sol,’ said Jonas. ‘Haven’t they? It’s why Father wanted Sha-Kaan to know what he was doing.’

‘I don’t know,’ said Densyr. ‘All I do know is, the Garonin came for our mana. They want to rip out the Heart of Xetesk. That is why they are at our gates and in our skies. And whatever Sol has done, that won’t change. They may have gone for now but they’ll be back and we have to be ready for them.’

‘We’d best get ourselves outside then,’ said Sharyr. ‘See what’s left.’

Densyr nodded. ‘Vuldaroq, if you would be so good as to see Diera and company to more comfortable quarters and organise the moving of our departed to the Master’s Morgue, I’d really appreciate it.’

Vuldaroq inclined his head. ‘Of course, my Lord Densyr. And anything else I can do . . . Um, one favour though?’

‘Yes?’

‘Dystran’s condition is a concern.’

‘He’s top of my list,’ said Densyr. He moved to go but brought himself up short before Diera. ‘My Lady Unknown.’

‘Only Hirad calls me that.’

‘I know but . . . well, you know. Sol’s sacrifice. It’s the most extraordinary thing I’ve ever known anyone do. And I have seen some truly stunning acts.’

Diera nodded but could not raise a smile. She had a son under each arm and the wolves flanked them.

‘It doesn’t stop him being dead though, does it?’

‘No, of course not. I just wanted you to know, that’s all.’

‘Thank you, Densyr. Really. It is bearable, just, to know the reasons why he has done what he has done. What would be truly unbearable, would be for it to be a waste. That means you and your college have to try and save as many souls as you can.’

‘That’s exactly where I’m going now.’

‘And one more thing. We haven’t got along well in the last few days but I won’t forget what you’ve done for my family in the last ten years. Dismal shame though it is, you’re pretty much all I’ve got of the old life barring my two wonderful boys. So when you go out there, be sure not to die.

‘We need you. The old you. Denser.’
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Densyr picked his way over the rubble having already scared himself a dozen times on the way up the remains of the spiral stair to his formal dinner chambers. He was amazed the tower still stood. Holes had been blown in the walls in too many places to count. Several timber floors had collapsed, but it was testament to the original builders that all the stone floors, placed to strengthen the tower in key areas, remained intact.

He looked up to the open sky, mercifully clear of Garonin machines, and wondered at the sheer level of the destruction and whether they could possibly rebuild. A matter for the future, should they have one. Meanwhile, he and Brynar moved aside beams, shelves, burned portraits and tapestries on their way to where Dystran still sat in the chair next to Septern’s abandoned borrowed body. A body that looked very suddenly about ten days dead.

‘Doesn’t smell too good, does he?’ said Brynar.

‘Strange. Presumably, the returned soul holds off decay but only to the extent of hiding it. I wish I knew how that worked.’

Dystran was partly covered by a beam that had fallen across his chair. Coming closer, Densyr could see that the beam had lodged between the back and side panels of the chair, which had broken its fall and stopped it from crushing the old Lord of the Mount’s skull.

‘How close we came to ultimate defeat,’ breathed Densyr.

‘Then you think he’s still alive?’ asked Brynar.

‘Of course he’s still alive, idiot. If he wasn’t, the Heart would have been destroyed by mana feedback.’

‘Oh right, yes.’

‘Gods drowning, Brynar, you really ought to meet Hirad Coldheart again. You’d get on like a house on fire with your similar-sized intellects.’

Densyr helped the young mage shift the beam and blow the dust from Dystran’s face. He looked very peaceful. His breathing was deep and sure and his body was uninjured so far as they could see. Densyr knelt by him and took his hand, dropping into the mana spectrum right by him.

Dystran’s aura pulsed strongly where it rested as a perfect buffer to the loose mana charging around the ruined grid. Densyr could see that Dystran had done good work in allowing some peripheral areas of the grid to feed back into the Heart under control. But still enough remained to do severe damage and most likely destroy it.

‘My mother would have said it is like unpicking a woollen knit,’ said Dystran, making Densyr jump. ‘You have to retain the integrity of the pattern, you see, or else the whole lot just falls in a knotted heap. Something like that, anyway.’

‘It’s good to hear your voice,’ said Densyr.

‘Told you they’d not see me here.’

‘Well, I’m not sure that’s entirely true. Have you seen this place? It isn’t how I left it.’

‘A little more untidy, is it?’

‘You could say.’ Densyr waved in Brynar’s direction. ‘Have a look round, see if by some miracle any water has survived in a container.’

‘Bless you, Densyr. Tell me, how are we doing?’

‘Average to awful,’ said Densyr.

Dystran managed a dry chuckle. ‘You really must go back to your propaganda classes.’

‘Only when I can issue blindfolds to all the sceptics too. The college is in ruins. Two towers are gone. This one and Nyer are on the verge of collapse. The other three are relatively sound but only because binding work went on all through the attacks. The dome is rubble, most of our outbuildings are destroyed and the population are scattered and, we presume, chased by Garonin.

‘Sol is dead and, again we presume, travelling with The Raven and with Auum’s TaiGethen cell, who also took their own lives down in the catacombs.’

‘Oh. Ynissul deciding that enough is enough, I suppose.’

Densyr shook his head. ‘You and Vuldaroq really had too little to do down in your rathole of a suite, didn’t you? Too much time to study ancient elven lore and history.’

‘No, no, no. We did all this during the Elfsorrow crisis, trying to work out how they manage to live so long. Not my fault if you never bothered to consult the popular texts on the matter.’

‘I was otherwise engaged, if you recall,’ said Densyr. ‘The question I need you to answer for me now is, can we move you? We are assuming the Garonin are chasing The Raven but we don’t really know why since the mana in our Heart is enormous compared to anything they have around their souls. But in any event the Garonin will surely return to complete the job. And you have to be somewhere safer.’

‘Very thoughtful of you.’ Dystran’s aura pulsed as he tested his mind. ‘All I will say is, be gentle. And I’d like to go back to my chambers if you consider them safe enough. Rathole or not, they smell good.’

‘Consider it done.’ Densyr turned to Brynar. ‘You heard the man. Bring up a stretcher party, though they might want to just pick up the chair with Lord Dystran in it. Less mucking about, I’d say. And ask them not to drop him. There would be . . . repercussions.’

‘Yes, my Lord.’

‘And Brynar.’

‘My Lord.’

‘Your antics out in the city earlier. With The Raven.’ Densyr paused and let Brynar sweat. ‘Good work.’

Brynar’s smile was broad. ‘Thank you, Lord Densyr.’

‘Sentimental nonsense,’ muttered Dystran.

‘I remain lord of this pile of redesigned stone and wood,’ said Densyr. ‘And hence I shall be as sentimental as I like to whomsoever I choose. Thank you very much for your input. Time to relax. Help is at hand.’

‘Did the young pup find any water?’

‘Apparently not.’

Densyr made his careful way down the stair, already feeling nervous about Dystran’s journey to the catacombs. He passed Brynar’s team on the way up and favoured them with what he hoped was an encouraging smile. At the base of the tower, guards and mages were at work trying to make a path to the shattered complex doors and to clear the rubble-strewn mess that cluttered the entrance to the catacombs.

The evacuation alarm still sounded across the city, and while it had merged into the background for a while, Densyr heard it loud and clear again now. He clapped his hands for attention.

‘I’m speaking loudly because the evacuation alarm is, as you are aware, intrusive. Exactly as it is designed to be. Now, as you also are aware, evacuation is a term meaning leave, run, go away, don’t look back and any number of colloquialisms that put together lead to the conclusion that the city should be cleared of its entire population.

‘This leads me to my question, which is: what the hell are you all still doing here?’

Densyr found it difficult to keep the smile from his face such was the pride he felt at the efforts still being made on behalf of himself and Xetesk. There was a moment when every man and woman inside the devastated complex thought his verbose utterance was in all seriousness. One by one, however, he saw them begin to relax. One spoke up.

‘General Suarav asked if we would stay and help the fight. This is our college. So here we stand.’

‘And I am more proud of you than I can say. Thank you for your courage and your strength. With people like you standing firm, this college and city will survive, rebuild and be great once more. But right now my advice to you is to rest. Mages, your stamina reserves must be low. Guards, your arms must be tired, your every muscle crying out for pause. There will be plenty of time to clean up this mess when our victory is complete. For now we have to assume the Garonin will return. Rest. For there is still much work to be done.’

They cheered him on his way out through the doors of the complex, and he had never felt more like a fraud in his life. Suarav was waiting for him.

‘My Lord Densyr, it is joy to see you alive and well.’

‘And it is joy to be so.’ Densyr walked forward and clasped arms with his trusted friend. ‘I always knew you to be a great man. But even I had no idea about the depths of your courage and your powers of persuasion. How is the college still standing?’

‘I’ll explain later, if there’s time,’ said Suarav. ‘For now I need to give you a situation report.’

‘Do I want to hear it?’

Suarav shook his head. ‘You can learn most of it just by looking around you.’

There were not enough survivors to clear away the dead and the scattered body parts strewn across the courtyard. Smears of blood stained every surface that wasn’t touched by the scorch-marks of Garonin weapons. Brave Xeteskians were abandoned in the grotesque poses of their deaths. Survivors were moving through them, searching for any who might still be breathing.

It would have been impossible to drive a wagon across the courtyard to the east gates of the college, which themselves stood open revealing the destruction of the city beyond. Rubble and debris covered the ground. Two out of three long rooms were flattened. The mana bowl existed only as a crater and the living quarters, refectory and medical buildings were all holed and partly collapsed.

Densyr turned a slow circle and drew in a sharp breath at the parlous state of the tower complex. Its symmetry was destroyed by the wrecking of Prexys and Laryon. His own tower was leaning to the north and Nyer was in even worse shape.

‘Only binding magic holds any of it together now,’ said Suarav. ‘The structure of the complex and its foundations are essentially unsound. When this is over, it will all have to come down.’

‘I’m sure the Garonin will be only too happy to help in that regard, ’ said Densyr, feeling a bitterness that surprised him. ‘So what do we have besides rubble and ruins?’

‘I have twenty-seven mages able to cast. I have fifty or so fit sword guards and another thirty injured but prepared to fight.’

‘That’s all?’

‘And that represents a good survival rate given where we started. Don’t forget, you can add to that the entire catacomb defence. What’s that: fifty personal guard, the Circle Seven and the research teams plus people like the Communion Globe team. Thirty mages in all working down there?’

Densyr nodded. ‘Yes. Not as many as we’d have liked but clearly the weight of numbers had to be up here. We’re going to need to be clever with spells. We can bind the catacomb ceilings and walls as far as possible and take them on down there unless you have a better plan.’

‘Not on the face of it but my concern is that they will not try and walk through the front door. Looked to me as if they were trying to come straight through the top. Means that binding is all very well, but should they breach it, we have nothing because they can just reach in and grab the Heart.’

Densyr glanced up at his tower, wondering how far Dystran had got down the stairs.

‘There is one thing we can keep up our sleeve. It’ll stop the Garonin getting the Heart for sure.’

‘There’s a but, isn’t there.’

‘We won’t have it either.’

‘Still preferable.’

‘Agreed. All right. Look, you’ve done an extraordinary job thus far, General, and I would not presume to alter your plans. Have who you need from the catacomb defence. Strengthen where you see fit and just tell us all what we need to do. Fair enough?’

‘The best I could hope for.’

Densyr clasped arms with him again. ‘We can do this. If The Raven are successful, we can be sure the Garonin will be weakened and it gives us a chance.’

Densyr heard his name being called. Brynar was picking his way out of the complex, waving as he came. He tripped, fell flat on his face, got to his feet and ignored the scrapes evident on his hands as he ran on.

‘Good to see you looking better,’ said Densyr. ‘What can we do for you?’

‘Brynar, take a deep breath,’ said Suarav.

‘Communion Globe. They’re Korina, it’s there them.’

‘Brynar,’ said Suarav, his tone commanding this time. ‘I am unused to repeating myself.’

‘Sorry. Sorry.’ Brynar stared at Suarav and took a deliberate deep breath. And then another three. ‘The Communion Globe is active, my Lord Densyr, General Suarav. Korina is still there and still fighting. They are surrounded but the enemy is not moving. They say the Garonin are waiting.’

‘For what? I wonder.’ said Densyr. ‘Brynar, tell Sharyr I want communications open as long as is humanly possible. In fact longer. Suarav, the floor is yours. I’ll be in Dystran’s chambers until the Garonin return.’

‘If,’ suggested Brynar.

‘Until,’ repeated Densyr. ‘Just accept it.’
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Sol stared at their silhouettes and felt a keen sadness. ‘Why are you here?’ he said. ‘You didn’t have to be here.’

‘It is ever the way,’ said Auum. ‘The TaiGethen serve Yniss in whatever realm we are most needed.’

‘But your sacrifice—’

‘Is no greater than your own in any event. And we do not consider it so.’

‘But you can never go back,’ said Sol. ‘You are dead, like me. Like all of us here.’

‘But our work does not cease. We are Ynissul, servants of God. I have been alive for thousands of years. Now is my greatest challenge. ’ Auum chuckled. ‘You are feeling guilt.’

Sol nodded. ‘Because I am glad that you are here. And that means I am glad that you are dead.’

‘Then do not think of it in those terms. Consider that together we have a greater chance of saving both our peoples.’

‘That I can do.’

The dead crowded the corridor, which was no wider or higher than fifteen feet at any point thus far. All of Balaia’s returned dead were thronging along it, most in a desperate hurry to reach Ulandeneth. The Raven and Auum’s Tai were behind the mass by some distance now and moving with growing unease.

Sol was finding the physical laws that bound the corridor very disconcerting. The corridor itself was like walking over a huge sponge. The floor had little tension to it. It was the same if you pressed a wall. But there was no imperative to walk as such; with an effort of will it was entirely possible to float above the floor and in whatever attitude you chose, and move with no apparent motive force.

Hirad had been keen to demonstrate his skills in the area until Sol had worked out that he could also, with another effort of will, give him a thump in what had once been his gut. And it still hurt, which was completely bizarre.

‘You know what really rankles with me?’ Sol said. ‘It’s that even though I’m dead, I’ve still got things to learn. Worse than that, things Hirad already knows, which is a first.’

He didn’t look at any of the others because to do so made him feel intensely sad. He had come to terms with the fact that each of them was represented by what was in effect a silhouette picked out in varying shades of bright grey. But what he couldn’t get over was that, though outlines were recognisable, when any of them turned to him, all he could see was a blank canvas where a face ought to be.

‘But this is not true death,’ said Auum.

‘How do you work that out?’

‘Until all physical manifestations are cast aside and the soul rests in eternal bliss, death cannot have truly occurred.’

‘Yet we cannot go back.’

‘No, Sol, we cannot, but there is a place between life and death, and this is it,’ said Ilkar. ‘We all came back down something not dissimilar when the Garonin ripped open our resting place.’

‘You’re telling me you were genuinely alive back on Balaia in those alternative bodies.’

‘Yes, of course,’ said Ilkar. ‘How else would you describe it?’

‘Possession,’ said Sol. ‘To us, you were you all right but walking dead nonetheless.’

‘Charming,’ said Sirendor.

They moved in silence for a while. Sol watched the mass of the dead moving further and further ahead of them. They had become an amorphous bright blob. Sol wished he had some reference to work out how far they were ahead. All he could come up with was: out of easy reach to feel in his soul comfortably.

‘There’s so many things I’m not getting about all this,’ said Sol.

‘And that surprises you, does it?’ asked Sirendor. ‘I mean, you are dead. Lots to take in and all that.’

‘Just ignore him and tell me what’s bothering you,’ said Ilkar.

‘Well, for starters, why is there distance here? I thought all travel was instantaneous between dimensions and that being dead was a seamless transition.’

‘Can’t believe everything you read.’

‘Shut up, Hirad. I’ve thought about this one, and it’s easy really. We aren’t travelling between dimensions. We’re outside anything we know, both when we were cast out of our rest and right now. Ulandeneth is a place that exists beyond our sphere of comprehension. Sorry, that sounds lame, doesn’t it, but it’s all I can come up with.’

‘It’ll do, Ilkar, thanks. But given I accept that, then what are all the other dead doing here? We’re here because we’re hoping to find new lands beyond Ulandeneth, though God knows how that’ll manifest itself. Where do they think they’re going?’

‘You forget that the reason any of us came back was ultimately to get all the living to leave, admittedly knowing that at least one of you had to lay down his life to open the first door,’ said Ilkar. ‘And now it is open and the path to salvation is ahead. I know there is no end at the moment but you must understand that the pull of this corridor is incredibly strong for a returned dead soul. Far too strong to resist if you are clinging on to a possessed body. It is what we want. The relief from pain alone makes it worth the risk.’

‘What risk?’ asked Sol.

‘That this goes nowhere but oblivion,’ said Thraun.

‘Right. Well, leaving that aside for now, can someone tell me why we aren’t travelling at greater speed? Presumably, we can go as fast as we can will ourselves. This is a snail’s pace, is it not? And we are anticipating trouble. How in all the hells do we repel it?’

Ilkar didn’t get the chance to respond. Hirad’s silhouette flashed a deep gold rimmed with warm red.

‘Company,’ said Hirad.

Sol tensed.

‘Who?’ asked Sirendor.

‘Take a look.’

Hirad’s silhouette arm gestured at the translucent walls of the passageway. Sol stared into the maelstrom without. Grey-, white-and gold-flecked brown. A chaos of light and dark, swirling and racing. He shuddered to think of the forces at play out there, beyond the flimsy barrier.

For a while he saw nothing but the void. A ghostly wing, there and gone. The merest glimpse of a long, sinuous neck. A trailing tail, lost in the roiling space. And then there, flying by their sides, beneath them and above them, Kaan dragons. Dozens, a hundred maybe, cruising the walls of the passage, spiralling around it, enclosing it in a solid wall of dragon scale.

‘We are come,’ rumbled Sha-Kaan, his voice reverberating along the corridor.

Ahead Sol heard screams and saw the mass of the dead pack even more tightly together and increase their speed. He tasted their fear as if it were his own.

‘We will not harm you. We have come to protect you.’

Sha-Kaan’s voice stilled the panic as surely as day follows night. Now, Sol heard chatter and cheers and he felt a surge of relief that suffused his entire being. It felt wonderful, and reminiscent of a life long past.

‘Oh yes, forgot to mention that. Emotionally, you’ll find we are all very close indeed,’ said Ilkar.

‘Thanks for the warning, but this one I think I can handle. The Soul Tank gave the same sense of togetherness to the Protectors.’

‘The Garonin are close,’ said Sha-Kaan. ‘Already, we have fought them out here. They are attracted to the mass of mana within, just as I am attracted by the touch of your mind, Hirad.’

‘Good to feel you too, Great Kaan.’

‘Let us make sure this ends well. The Garonin will try to breach the corridor. We will do what we can. But you must also be ready.’

‘What can we do?’ asked Sol.

‘You will know.’

Multiple flares of light erupted outside a little way further along the corridor. Sol heard dragons roaring. Sha-Kaan beat his wings and was gone. The walls wobbled under a collision. Above their heads Sol saw a Garonin soldier bounce and roll, his body a mass of flame. A dragon’s jaws came down on him, ending his pain.

‘It begins,’ pulsed Sha-Kaan. ‘Fight hard.’

Hirad was already pulling at Sol’s arm.

‘We need to catch up with the rest,’ he said.

‘What will we do?’

‘Come on, it’s where the fight will play out.’

The Raven quintet and Auum’s Tai soared away down the corridor. Sol forced himself to believe it could be done, and with every passing moment he found it easier to follow them. He shook off Hirad’s arm.

‘I’m all right,’ he said.

He was certain Hirad was smiling. Seeing his face would have brought great comfort. The thousands of dead were moving as fast as their combined mass would allow. The corridor bulged as they pressed on. Outside, there were flashes like a cloud shot through with lightning. He heard solid thuds and saw the crowd swaying right, a shoal of fish trying to dodge a predator.

‘They’ve landed!’ called Hirad. ‘We have to stop them. Sol, it’s you we need.’

‘Why? I don’t understand?’

‘You are the free soul,’ said Auum, close by. ‘You bind us all just as you bind this place.’

Sol tried to stay calm and he forged ahead. Flame splayed across the corridor. There was a scrabble of claws and the shape of a dragon’s tail stabbed down almost to the heads of the dead. Sol looked right. A limp body, huge and lifeless, its wings shredded, spiralled away and was lost to sight.

‘Dear Gods burning.’

Lines of harsh white light appeared on the wall of the corridor. They spread quickly, looking like a lattice of ice across a window. The wall hardened around them. Flame beat down in the same place. Garonin soldiers cried out. The light flickered briefly but was not extinguished.

‘Move!’ shouted Hirad from somewhere ahead. ‘Move, keep going.’

The wall exploded inwards and Garonin soldiers entered the corridor on the wings of a hurricane. The noise was incredible. A harrowing whistle and a roaring gale in one. Dead near the breach were sucked out into the void. Garonin waded though the masses, striking out with the instruments they held in both hands. And where they struck, bright grey silhouettes faded quickly to black and then were gone.

Everything was being dragged towards the breach. The void was inhaling and it meant to capture them all. Flame lashed across the tear. Sol saw Auum, Ghaal and Miirt’s silhouettes flash by him and slap into a Garonin soldier. Auum’s hand came back across the enemy’s neck and his head parted company from his body.

The shocking sight brought Sol hope and understanding. He let the gale take him and he threw himself forward, arms outstretched. They plunged into the chest of his target and he felt his hands squeeze the enemy’s heart. Hirad and Sirendor were flying together. Sol saw them crash into the midst of the dead and he saw a Garonin flattened against the far wall, rebound from it and be sucked from the corridor.

The gale intensified. Garonin still came through. Braced against something Sol couldn’t sense, Auum, his Tai and Thraun waited to pounce. The dead were racing away up the corridor with Hirad and Sirendor in pursuit of the enemy amongst them. Silhouettes faded with hideous regularity.

‘The breach!’ called Auum from across the other side of it. ‘Sol, close it.’

Auum thrust his hand deep into the skull of a Garonin soldier and flung his lifeless body back into the path of others coming through. Ghaal, clutching one side of the tear, evaded a flailing weapon and smashed his free hand into the gut of another, tearing out entrails as he pulled it clear.

Sol dived for the breach. Here, the howl of the wind was extraordinary. Its pull was immensely powerful. Sol was dragged towards it off balance. He collided with a flapping section of wall and grabbed hold. A Garonin weapon swung towards him. Miirt’s hand clamped on the enemy’s wrist, squeezing and crushing the bone inside to dust. The Garonin screamed. Thraun completed the kill.

Sol looked at the breach. He could taste the chaos. He could feel his soul drawn to it. He reached out a shadow hand and touched the wall at the top of the breach. The two sides flowed together beneath his hand. Sha-Kaan had been right. This felt as natural as waking in the morning. A Garonin soldier thrust his upper body through the breach. Sol drew his hand quickly down. The wall knitted seamlessly together, snipping the enemy neatly in half.

The wind died but further along they could hear another tear being made.

‘No rest,’ said Auum. ‘Not yet.’

Sol stared at his hand very briefly but could see nothing at all. He angled his body and flew on forward.

 


Fyn-Kaan took the full force of the concerted fire across his belly. The scales split and his body was torn apart. Sha-Kaan roared fury. He plunged through the gore being scattered into space and unleashed flame across the corridor. Five Garonin were reduced to charred remains. He angled his wing and turned along the length of the corridor. In three more places, the Garonin were forcing breaches. He called flank dragons to him and ploughed along the surface, his claws ahead of his body and his neck arched to strike.

Garonin turned their weapons and fired. White tears spanned the space and thudded into Sha-Kaan’s wings and chest. He did not flinch. Snapping his neck forward he snatched two soldiers in his jaws and bit down with all his prodigious strength. The feel of bone cracking was satisfying. He spat out the remains. With another beat of his wings, he was onto more of them. His claws tore into armour, which flashed white uselessly as it was ripped aside.

Sensing danger, Sha-Kaan flipped his left wing and climbed sharply away from the corridor. A thick column of light slammed into it where he had been, searing the wing and left-hand side of one of his flankers. The dragon mourned as it fluttered away into the void, out of control and spinning to its death. The corridor was undamaged though within, the panic of the dead was evident.

Sha-Kaan sensed Hirad and his people in the heart of the fight. He pulsed to the Kaan to support him. He turned away, arcing up and left in a long looping curve that brought him above the Garonin vydosphere, which was hanging in space, loosing its huge bolts of energy and launching its teams of soldiers.

He circled while others joined him. Ten in all came to his call. Enough to do the work.

‘They will sense us,’ he warned. ‘Loose formation, flame and claw. Pass quickly and turn sharply. Give them no target.’

He felt the warmth of their understanding.

‘The Dragonene must survive or our melde will fail and with it the Kaan Brood. We must not let that happen.’

‘We hear you, Great Kaan.’

Sha-Kaan tucked his wings into his body and dived. He stretched his neck out straight before him and his tail moved gently behind him, a rudder to keep him on course. The gales of inter-dimensional space clashed and pulled. Eddies appeared, strong enough to suck even a dragon off course.

He breathed in the purity of the air and let his flame ducts open. The vydosphere was taut but not bulging, a machine taken from its former task before time to come here and counter a genuine threat to the Garonin. Sha-Kaan felt satisfaction in that. This race that knew no enemies beyond its own dimension threatened by frail, primitive humans. Complacency. An enemy the Kaan had known in their past.

Kaan dragons were widely spaced about him. Below, left, right and behind. Sha-Kaan flew in close to the skin of the vydosphere. He saw streams of white tears pouring out from its underside. He opened his mouth and breathed. Flame spewed onto the skin, bubbling and melting it. Joints buckled and small sections twisted up, gouting steam into the void. He let his wings and body smash through antennae and funnels, feeling them bend and snap against his bulk.

In two beats of his wings, he was past the machine. He angled sharply down. Kaan were taking terrible damage from the weapons on the carriage slung beneath it. One of his brothers lost a wing, sheared off near the root. Another’s head was destroyed, taking a thick beam of light square on.

Sha-Kaan dived hard, spread his wings and executed a sharp U-turn. A wounded membrane protested but held. The carriage was directly above him. White tears streamed from all sides. A Kaan dragon was caught in two bursts, his body rippling with the fire and his wings ablaze.

‘No more,’ pulsed Sha-Kaan. ‘Clear and retreat.’

Sha-Kaan forced his body up. He beat his wings hard and fast. The Garonin could not see him, searching as they were for the Kaan just departed back to the corridor. He closed on the carriage, saw it looming large. With a final beat of his wings, he swung his body around. His hind claws and huge bulk slammed into the base of the carriage.

The force of his impact bent metal, splintered glass and shattered strut and fixing plate. The whole vydosphere was shunted upwards. Garonin were thrown into the void, snatched away without the means to save themselves. Sha-Kaan whipped his tail into the structure again and again, feeling parts of it weaken under the blows. His head snaked in, biting down on man and machine, tearing anything loose away and spitting it into the maelstrom.

Here and there, Garonin clung on to whatever they could. One brought a weapon to bear. The white tears caught Sha-Kaan on the side of the face, burning his scales away just beneath his eye. He roared his pain, snapped his jaws in and took the head from his tormentor.

He let go his claws and fell away, looking back to see what he had achieved. The vydosphere was drifting without apparent control. No more weapon fire came from it. Steam and smoke was pouring from gashes and holes in its skin. Funnels hung from its sides. Two Kaan dragons, standing off while Sha-Kaan attacked, flew in now, their flame encasing the front of the machine. The entire section collapsed inwards. The Kaan beat up at a steep angle. Sha-Kaan flipped his body and drove away, feeling the force of the explosion across his broad back.

‘Seek more,’ he pulsed to his Brood. ‘You know what to do.’

Sha-Kaan saw the corridor in all its glory as he approached. A strand of light that stretched as far as he could see in either direction. A beacon of hope for man, elf and dragon, an icon of fear for their enemies. The single gossamer filament of a spider’s web, shining through the swirling chaos of light and dark. Within it the dead still moved and the Garonin still stole the mana from them. And The Raven still fought.

The journey would soon be at an end. In the distance an ethereal light could be seen. Ulandeneth, the elves called it. The top of the world in dragon lore, where no single term could describe it. The Kaan could not help them in there. In there they would either believe or they would fail.

And the fate of all would be decided.
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The instrument in the hand of a Garonin grazed Hirad’s silhouette. Weakness flooded him and he dropped. The enemy advanced on him. He scrambled backwards, soul energy deserting him. The dead had scattered in front of the soldier. The instrument was a pale ball held in the palm of the hand. It had a neck like a gourd which ended in a needle-sharp point. The point was thrust at him again. He managed to roll aside. He came up against another silhouette, and this one did not flee.

Legs straddled his body and hands lashed out. The Garonin withered and crumpled.

‘I did it when I was alive and I’m still doing it now I’m dead,’ said Sirendor.

‘What?’

‘Saving your thick hide, that’s what.’

‘And you’re still moaning about it,’ said Hirad. He flowed to an upright position and felt the strength begin to return. ‘Best if you don’t let one of those things touch you.’

‘Valuable safety tip. Thanks, Hirad.’

Up ahead, Sol and Thraun were fighting their way towards a breach in the corridor. Auum’s Tai rushed into the flanks of a group of four Garonin who had dropped through a second breach. More helpless dead were drained of mana. More souls failed as they were pierced.

‘Let’s go,’ said Hirad. ‘It would be nice if some of you others decided to fight.’

‘Same as it ever was,’ said Sirendor. ‘Is it just me, or is this passageway starting to angle upwards.’

The pair of them flashed past the ranks of the dead, now broken into smaller groups. Some of them were trying to fight back but something was missing. Hirad ignored them. Sirendor was right. The passage had an incline to it now. Gentle here but it curved up ever more steeply.

‘Up to the top of the world,’ said Hirad.

A broad flash of light bathed the corridor. Hirad gazed to his left. The afterglow of an explosion lingered for a while in the midst of the void then was snatched away. Sha-Kaan’s mind touched his again.

‘You are close,’ he said. ‘The enemy is weakening.’

‘It doesn’t look much like it,’ said Hirad.

The corridor was full of Garonin. Right behind Sol, another breach had been forged in the base of the path. Garonin surged up. Dead fell in their hundreds under the onslaught. Sirendor raced ahead, planting his feet into the chest of an enemy, swivelling and driving right through the Garonin’s body.

‘That I must try,’ said Hirad.

The shade of the barbarian launched himself head first at his nearest enemy. The Garonin saw him coming, his hands came up, weapons in hand. Hirad was going too fast to avoid him. Sirendor washed past his vision. The Garonin stared at the stumps of his wrists. Hirad plummeted through his chest, feeling the faintest resistance and a glimmer of heat.

On the other side, he turned, feeling cold and a measure of sympathy that surprised him.

‘No souls,’ he breathed. ‘They’ve got no souls.’

‘Down!’ called a voice.

Hirad ducked. He felt something pass over him. He swung round, saw Garonin armour large in his vision and the arm of a dead woman sinking up to her elbow in the soldier’s body. She shouted her triumph.

‘We can fight,’ she said. ‘We can fight them.’

The word spread. Hirad flew about, heading for Sol.

‘They have no defence against you but your own fear,’ he said. ‘Go at them.’

Sol had his hands on a tear and was closing it. Garonin turned to stop him. The dead simply engulfed them. Elsewhere, knots of Garonin soldiers paused and Hirad could see the uncertainty in them. Outside, there was another wide flash of light, another machine destroyed by the Kaan dragons. Fire played over the corridor. Claws dragged along the wall right by Hirad. Garonin were swept away.

Inside, the dead surged. Garonin stabbed out, bleeding the energy from as many as they could. But for every two that fell, an enemy was downed. Unencumbered, Sol flew for the next tear. The tide had turned. Garonin were trying to escape back out to the void.

‘Hold them here,’ shouted Hirad. ‘The Kaan need respite.’

Sol nodded. Thraun moved ahead of him. Auum came to the shapechanger’s side. The shadows of the warriors struck out high and low. Garonin soldiers fell back. Auum crushed the waist of one in a killing embrace. Thraun’s fists punched holes in another’s chest. Ghaal crashed in to take the head from another.

The enemy began to panic.

‘We have them,’ called Hirad. ‘Keep it going.’

The broken groups of dead moved to reform. Garonin were cut off in their midst. Sol landed at the next breach, the last breach. He laid his hand on it, fused it shut in moments. The noise of the gales was gone. The pull of the void shut off. Silence but for the dying cries of the last Garonin. The soulless sent to nowhere.

The dead were crying victory. They packed together and moved on up the incline. Far ahead, a pale glow was evident. Hirad nodded his satisfaction. The Raven and the elves came together.

‘Everyone all right?’ he asked.

‘Never better,’ said Ilkar. ‘Besides being dead, that is.’

‘Hardly a surprise,’ said Hirad. ‘I didn’t see you making holes in the Garonin.’

‘Fighting never was my thing, Coldheart, you know that. And magic doesn’t seem to work in here. Thought I’d be better used keeping the dead moving in the right direction.’

‘Will they be back?’ asked Sol.

‘They will not,’ said Sha-Kaan. ‘Not here in the void.’

Hirad sensed him very close. He looked about him. There, by the right-hand wall, the Great Kaan was cruising alongside them. He had burns the length of his body and perilously close to one of those huge glorious eyes. His wings looked in tatters.

‘You look a complete mess,’ said Hirad.

‘At least I still live,’ rumbled the dragon, a warmth filling the corridor.

‘Still crap at jokes though, aren’t you?’

‘I had a fine tutor in that regard,’ said Sha-Kaan.

‘Still good at insulting you, though, isn’t he, Hirad?’ said Ilkar.

‘What’s next?’ asked Sol.

‘The Kaan must go to rest. We will watch Balaia when we can. The enemy still move in Beshara and we must look to defend our lands even now. They are not beaten anywhere. Do not relax.’

‘And will you find us when we reach our new home?’ asked Hirad.

‘When Jonas reaches there, I will find him,’ said Sha-Kaan. ‘As I will now. The healing streams are stronger within a Klene than out here.’

‘Tell him how we’re doing, won’t you?’ said Sol.

‘I will. And I will speak with your wife, Sol, if I can. Don’t speak now; I know it is difficult. I know what you would wish to say to her.’

Sol’s sudden grief washed through them all. Hirad felt it as keenly as if it were his own.

‘Thank you, Great Kaan,’ said Sol.

‘This is goodbye,’ said Sha-Kaan. ‘Where you go now, I cannot follow.’

Hirad nodded and smiled. Though none of them could see his smile, they would be able to feel it.

‘Your touch has been joy, old friend,’ he said.

‘For me also.’

‘Farewell,’ said Hirad.

‘Always believe,’ said Sha-Kaan.

And he was gone.

Sol bowed his head. He hadn’t thought to feel grief. Perhaps there was something in what Ilkar said about the path between life and death. If that was the case, he just wanted it to be done. He gazed back the way they had come and immediately felt comfort from the closeness of The Raven.

‘No way back, big man,’ said Hirad. ‘Only way is on.’

‘I know, it’s just . . .’ Sol sighed. ‘So much time I was away from her. And she never ever failed in her love for me. I never told her how much that meant.’

‘You don’t think so?’ said Hirad. ‘You told her every day you were with her. You didn’t need words to say it, Unknown. You should have seen the way she looked at you even when she was angry.’

‘Not always,’ said Sol.

‘Always,’ said Hirad.

‘I wonder how fa—’

Sol stopped in his tracks. He was standing in a wide, open, featureless place. Around him, below and above, all he could sense was a pale ivory colour. Slowly, distantly, dark specks appeared in his vision. He was here. Ulandeneth. He looked all around him and felt the crushing weight of defeat on his shoulders.

He was alone.

 


It was never too late to learn. Sharyr had returned to the dimensional research chambers to study what he could about the doorway through which only the dead could travel. The pale light still shone from the doorway and he could see nothing through it. Like staring into sand.

Dropping into the mana spectrum briefly, he studied the mana lattice that framed it. Densyr had created a network of fine lines that anchored in space. None of them did any more than touch the very edges of the doorway yet the frame was utterly rigid. He pushed at it with his mind. The force that returned through the spectrum was enough to sit him on his backside.

‘Wow,’ he said.

He brushed his hands together, stood up and had another look into the light. Garonin soldiers were clustered against the doorway. Sharyr shouted a warning but there was no one else to hear it. He backed away, still staring. Something wasn’t right about this. The Garonin had their hands against the entrance. They brought curious-looking instruments to bear on it. One in particular had a blade that revolved at high speed. It was clear that this piece of equipment was being pushed against the doorway but was having no effect.

Sharyr smiled. ‘Can’t get out, can you?’

His smile was short-lived. They might not be able to get out, but since they had got in somehow, what was the state of any allies within? It didn’t bode well at all. Sharyr moved forward again to stand beneath the opening. He pressed his fingertips against it, just able to reach it if he stood on the tips of his toes.

They could see him. He saw weapons brought to bear. He didn’t move, confident in what he believed. White tears splashed against the entrance, dispersing harmlessly. Sharyr laughed and beckoned them on with both hands. Fists thumped soundlessly and uselessly against the doorway.

The Garonin withdrew a pace. One looked over his shoulder. Three of them threw themselves back against the doorway, clawing and scrabbling. Abruptly, the doorway vibrated and Sharyr feared his goading would be his undoing. He watched helplessly as the frame buckled, held for a moment and folded in on itself. He saw a last desperate Garonin fist hammering on the opening before it winked out of existence leaving nothing but the faint whiff of burnt mana.

‘What was all that about?’ he whispered.

Sharyr hurried back to Dystran’s quarters to report all he had seen to Lord Densyr.

 


‘How can it end here like this?’ whispered Sol, fear gripping him.

He felt as if he was shaking but his shadow form revealed nothing. Ulandeneth was empty. The black flecks moved in the distance but perhaps they were a trick of his eyes this time.

‘Where do I go? What do I do?’

So much he had yet to learn. So many assumptions he had made. About those who would stand by him to help him. Those who would show him the way. All gone now. He truly was alone.

‘Where are you!’ he shouted. ‘Hirad! Raven! Where are you?’

Where are you?

A door. He needed a door. But there was none. He needed a sign, something to set him off in the right direction. All his life the path had been before him. The solution had always presented itself. He had always known when to talk or to fight or to run.

‘But you’re not alive now, are you? And none of the rules apply.’

Sol stood where he had appeared. He turned another slow circle. For all its vastness, the place bore down on him, closed around him, sought to smother him. He dropped to his haunches to feel the ground beneath his feet but his hands transmitted nothing to him. Neither did they sink in.

‘There is substance here.’

In his mind time passed terribly quickly. Only he could help the living and the dead and he had no idea where to start. He forced his mind back over what he knew. Ulandeneth was a place where he had been. Where he had fought and lived and from where he had escaped. It was the place, so Auum and Sha-Kaan had it, that held the doorways to all other places.

It was a place where will and belief held sway over the rules of the living lands.

‘You have to believe,’ he said to himself, his voice swallowed up by the immensity of the space around him. ‘But in what?’

The capacity to succeed and the victory of the righteous were just too huge, too imprecise. Not beliefs he could hold on his own. Not yet anyway.

‘So, let us start at the beginning.’

Sol stood tall. He held his arms out from his body and in front of him as if he was about to orate. He jutted his chin and spoke loudly and clearly to whoever, whatever, would listen.

‘I am Sol. I am The Unknown Warrior. I am Raven.’

The simplicity of his conviction flowed through him. He felt energy surging through the shadow. He felt warmth. His fingers began to tingle. He stared at them. Flesh burst through the shadow like he was picking his hands out of black oil. Sol saw the swirls on the tips of his fingers, the hard skin of his palms and every nick and scar that had never quite faded.

The skin flowed down over his wrists, across his forearms and round his elbows. He watched it form his shoulders, pick out the lattice of old scars on his chest and his legs. He felt it creep around the back of his shaven head. He felt a breeze on him. A glorious, beautiful, cool breeze.

‘Now we’re getting somewhere.’

Sol was aware of other changes in the atmosphere of Ulandeneth. His nose twitched and in that there was joy. His sense of smell had returned and with it he found an acrid, burned odour in his nostrils. His ears picked up distant sound yet though he narrowed his eyes there was nothing to see. Wait. Forms in the mist, if such it was. Unrecognisable but moving all around him.

‘I am Sol,’ he repeated and he smiled, feeling the familiar pull of muscles in his face. ‘And I never walk outside naked.’

Clothing began to form on his body. Shirt, trousers, trail boots. The ring he wore that Diera had given him seven years ago was there on the middle finger of his right hand. A delicate piece, depicting a raven in flight.

‘Almost there.’

Sol tried to remember his thoughts when last he was here. Then as a living being. Some of them eluded him. He remembered he had travelled home but now he could not think how. He supposed that was right and just. He remembered that he had been without a weapon when he arrived then too.

‘That I can do something about. I am The Unknown Warrior. Sword of The Raven.’

Across his back he felt the comforting weight of his scabbard and in it his two-handed blade. Interesting. Not a weapon he would use now. His hip wasn’t . . . But then of course that had been when he was alive. He laughed. Around his waist came his belt and everything that hung from it. Daggers, flint and steel.

‘Now all I need is a place to go.’

Sol took a pace forward and six Garonin stood before him. He backed up and looked behind him. No one there. He turned back. Light flowed around the armour of the Garonin. Their hands rested by their sides. None appeared to be carrying the white tear weapon but something that looked like a blade hung from each waist. Sol snapped his sword from his back and held it before him.

‘I believe,’ he said.

In front of him the blade felt momentarily light and it all but fell from his grasp. He reformed his grip, taking careful note of how it felt, how the steel shone sharp and how even the nicks along its edge were part of its perfection. It rested balanced in his hands.

‘Good. Right. I may go down here and now, but some of you fuckers are coming with me.’




Chapter 40

 


 


 


 


The dead clustered at the end of the passageway. The Raven and Auum’s Tai were at the head of them. Ilkar still probed the wall. Behind them, the passageway fled off beyond their senses. Outside, the void clashed and raced. But surrounding them was an ivory light that came from beyond the end wall.

Every one of them could feel it. They were drawn to it, pulled along by it. None would so much as consider moving away from it by even a toe. Yet none of them could reach it. None, they assumed, but one.

‘Where is he?’ asked Hirad.

‘Gone,’ said Ilkar.

‘Now if I’d replied that way to you, I’d be on the end of a long, long line of abuse.’

‘Sorry, Hirad. Gone through here. He must have done. Ulandeneth. ’

‘We have to get through,’ said Sirendor. ‘He’s going to need our help.’

‘Perhaps he doesn’t,’ said Ilkar. ‘Perhaps this is part of the whole scheme.’

‘Not if Sha-Kaan is to be believed,’ said Auum.

‘Something must open this wall,’ said Ilkar.

‘Another astounding revelation,’ said Hirad. ‘Is it too stupid of me to ask what that might be?’

The dead surrounding them were restless and anxious. Adrift at the end of their journey. Feeling vulnerable as they stood waiting for answers in a place open to attack. They made a hum of chatter and a swirl of emotions that sometimes made coherent thought difficult.

‘We must stop thinking like the living,’ said Auum. ‘This door will never have an iron latch.’

‘Sol had an advantage over us all,’ said Thraun. ‘He has knowledge of this place. Did that help him travel there?’

‘Well if it did, I wish he’d given us some pointers,’ said Hirad. ‘Unhelpful, just disappearing like that.’

‘I don’t think he had any choice in the matter, do you?’

Ilkar’s ears would have pricked when he said that. Hirad smiled, another invisible gesture.

‘No, probably not. So. Any ideas?’

‘Everything so far has been an act of will,’ said Thraun. ‘Or a use of the soul’s energy. We should start there.’

‘You think we can will ourselves over there, do you?’

‘Got a better idea, Hirad?’ asked Thraun.

‘No, it’s just that it’s difficult to will myself to a place where I’ve never been and which lies somewhere . . . you know . . . else.’

‘I don’t want to rush you but I think you’d better start believing as quickly as you can.’

Sirendor’s shadow was facing back down the passageway. Hirad rose above the mass of the dead and looked in the same direction.

‘This does not look promising.’

Three Garonin were pounding up the corridor but none of them was intent on attacking the dead. All three had eyes only for what was behind them. Panic spread among the dead. There was a concerted move to the wall, which remained steadfastly blank and impenetrable.

All the while the Garonin ran on. And well they might because the passageway was folding up behind them.

 


‘So many problems.’

The melodious voices flowed over Sol, taking the ire from him. He lowered his blade. The Garonin were standing about five yards from him.

‘We underestimated you.’

‘Damn right,’ said Sol. ‘Lucky for you we weren’t all acting together. We’d have kicked your sorry carcasses right out of Balaia.’

‘We think not.’ There was a susurration that Sol took for laughter. ‘But we warned you that resistance forcing us to expend our resources would ultimately go badly for you.’

‘I do remember that. And since then we’ve seen all sorts of wonderful things and bigger and nastier weapons. And yet, when last I looked, Xetesk still stood and you were denied her Heart. And here I stand once again, ready to take you on. No one who stood before me then is alive to tell you about it.’

‘Ultimately.’ The whispered word was discordant and sent a shiver up Sol’s spine forcing him to hunch his shoulders. ‘So much has been expended. So many of our people gone because of your fruitless resistance.’

‘It is not fruitless.’

‘No? One wrecked city still stands. Another is ready to fall. Your land is no good to you. It was ever going to be thus. And yet still you thought to fight, though to accept defeat would have been the easier option.’

‘For you, perhaps. Your problem is that you have fundamentally misunderstood what drives us. It is the will to survive. The belief that we will survive, whatever the odds and however powerful the enemy. And we will. We will.’

Sol saw them hesitate. One of them even fell back a pace.

‘You have spirit but you do not have the strength to turn us aside.’ The melodious quality was back. ‘You think to find a new home. We will follow you and we will destroy you there. You cannot escape us.’

‘So you say.’

‘It is forever the way. We need new worlds to harvest. We do not allow interference. We demand compliance.’

‘Well, as my friend Hirad Coldheart would say, you can shove your compliance right up—’

‘However. We respect a worthy foe and a worthy ruler of men. You are both of these.’

‘I don’t care for your respect,’ said Sol, and he spat on the ground at his feet.

‘No? When you have the lives of so many in the palm of your hand. Lives we can snuff out on a whim.’

‘I’m aware of my task.’

‘But not perhaps of the risks you take. Watch and . . . believe.’

The Garonin all lowered their heads. Sol felt a rush of energy in the air about him. The space above him turned black. He stumbled, almost fell. Night had fallen. From horizon to horizon it was the most complete blackness. But there was movement within it. Images resolved slowly, coming into focus like the world through a bleary eye after a long night.

Korina. The central marketplace. The Rookery. His old inn, now under new ownership but maintaining the tradition. Sol smiled at the memories. But the picture was not right. The market was empty and rubble-strewn. The inn’s sign hung from one hinge and was split down its middle, ready to drop.

‘What is this?’

Sol could not keep the quiver from his limbs. Dreams he could understand. This was something utterly different. The image drew away, like he was rising into the sky. Korina was slowly revealed before him. The once-beautiful capital city, the place where he had fallen in love, reduced to ruins and populated by gangs of survivors searching for scraps.

He saw whole areas barricaded off and the people within them carrying bows and spears against those without who begged for entry. He saw a man being kicked mercilessly by a gang of other men, some in ragged rich clothes, as still he tried to eat the bread he gripped with both hands.

Higher he went, and the scene or one like it was played out over and over. Shapes came into the image on either side of his view, as if he were passing between two high structures. Quickly they were revealed for what they were. Garonin machines. Vydospheres. Floating in the skies above Korina. And not just two. As the image continued to expand, he counted nine in a circle around the city. Worse, on its borders stood foot soldiers in their hundreds. Just waiting to fall on the helpless and desperate thousands within.

‘We have their fate in our hands. They cannot get out. We can destroy them. We can wait for them to destroy themselves. Or we can set them free. It is the same for these people. Some friends, I think.’

The image switched, and Sol was transported to the wilds of Balaia. He didn’t recognise where but he knew the faces that dominated the image he was shown and that lowered down on him. It took all his strength not to sink to his knees.

Rebraal and Dila’heth.

Their faces were grey with exhaustion and fear. Their eyes were wide and their expressions were of helplessness and despair. He saw their mouths move and knew they were speaking to one another but he could hear nothing.

‘What are they saying?’

Sol tried to read their lips but the image was not quite distinct enough. Again the image pulled away. Not as high this time though it didn’t have to. A few campfires sent smoke spiralling into a grey sky. In an open space stood multiple cells of the TaiGethen and a fair-sized group of Al-Arynaar. Surrounding them, a very large number of Garonin foot soldiers. Two thousand at a quick guess. Too many even for the TaiGethen though the battle would be fierce and bloody until the bitter end.

‘They have come so far to reach this dead end. We were always watching them even if they did not know it. They are tired. They need rest. You will ultimately decide whether they should get it. We are not always unmerciful.’

‘Why are you doing this?’ demanded Sol.

Not a head rose. There was no acknowledgement of his question. He thought about rushing them, seeing if he could take one of them down, but it seemed so futile and his emotions were churning anyway. He wasn’t sure if he could hold his sword steady.

The Garonin showed him one more scene. It was of a huge fleet at anchor. Hundreds of elven vessels in the waters off Sunara’s Teeth. North Bay. Wesman territory. The decks of the vessels were crowded with people. Many of the ships appeared to be riding low. Many others bore the marks of battle. There was flotsam in the water. Above them hung six vydospheres. On the peaks of the mountains stood foot soldiers. On the plains behind, a war camp.

‘You thought we would not realise such a density of verrian could be taken by sea? These elves’ lives are already forfeit. Long have we searched for them and we have delighted in their demise. There are over thirty thousand elves on those vessels. They are dying slowly of course. It is not in our nature to be merciful to such vermin. Yet there may be room. There may be.’

The Garonin’s heads came up. The last image disappeared and the ivory sky returned. Sol sucked his lip, fighting against a rising despair. Again his sword began to feel light in his hand. He concentrated on the victory in the corridor and the familiar weight returned. And there was something else too. It gave him hope but he couldn’t figure out why. Something was missing. Something had been left out.

‘So you see, Sol of Balaia, despite your best efforts there really is no hope left. Even should you reach your mythical new home, there will be no living to take there; and no dead either, we will see to that. All you will have done is open fertile land for us to exploit. You have lost the war.’

‘So why are you wasting your time with me?’ Sol stood tall again and stared at them, each and every one. He raised his blade and pointed it at them. ‘Eh? So destroy them all. Harvest your fuel and go back to where you came from to waste it on an enemy you cannot defeat. What are you waiting for?’

There was more hesitation before the reply. Sol found strength in that too.

‘We are offering you and all these people salvation. It benefits you because no more of your people need die. It benefits us for the same reason. All you must agree to do is let us harvest unhindered now and at any point we choose.’

‘I trust you about as far as I would trust a madman with a rapier. How can you expect me to believe you will honour such an agreement, ludicrous though it is? Effectively to allow you free access to our lands in exchange for . . . what? A few of my people being allowed to survive in a blasted country? You have no need to make such deals if your power is so great. And we all know that should you want more of your fuel you will take it without regard for the lives of my people. Gods drowning, but power comes with no guarantee of intelligence, does it? And our dead, what of them? Their resting place is destroyed.’

There was the slightest pause.

‘The dead are irrelevant. There is nothing meaningful beyond life.’

Sol shook his head sadly. ‘You have no souls. You do not understand. ’

‘Time is precious.’ There was a note of stress in the mellow sound of the Garonin voice. ‘Your decision.’

Sol smiled, the missing piece fitting into place.

‘You’re not sure you can cover your losses, are you?’ He took a pace towards the Garonin. ‘You don’t want us to fight because you know the damage we’ll do even as we are defeated. You want me to help you stop the fighting on Balaia to leave you free to plunder the Heart of Xetesk. And you didn’t show me Xetesk because you damn well couldn’t, could you? You are not in control. They’ve held you off, haven’t they?’

Sol laughed. Again the Garonin displayed anxiety.

‘And what happens if we choose to fight, eh? I’ll tell you. You might be forced to retreat, mightn’t you? To save your forces for the battles on your doorstep. Denied victory on Balaia and denied the chance to follow me to a new realm. The mighty Garonin undone by primitives. But primitives who can harness mana in a way you can never do. Let’s see, shall we?’

Sol raised his blade and advanced further.

‘Do not choose to fight us. You cannot defeat us.’

‘Well you know what? I think I’ll give it a try anyway. After all, I’m dead and I don’t have anything better to do.’

‘You will be responsible for the slaughter of many thousands of your people. Your loved ones, your peers. Your children. You are a man alone.’

‘Don’t believe everything you see,’ said Sol. ‘A Raven is never alone.’

The Garonin susurration irritated again. ‘You are at our mercy. We know what we see.’

Sol backed away. ‘Better start getting your killing sticks ready. Things are going to get bloody.’

‘So be it.’

Sol spread his arms wide, his two-handed sword in his right hand, and began to turn a circle. He felt young, vital, like before the docks at Arlen, where he had seen his hip smashed beyond complete repair. Armour covered his chest, shining in the ivory light. And while the Garonin stood and watched, he raised his voice, gambling with his death and the life of everyone still living on Balaia.

‘Raven! For all the times all we had was our belief, join me. For every moment we stared defeat in the face and returned victorious, join me. To avenge every one of us who has fallen, join me. You, The Raven dead. To believe is to prevail. To stand by those you love and pick up your swords one more time for Balaia and for The Raven.

‘I believe in you. All of you. Hirad Coldheart, you have never run away from a fight in your life. I believe in you. Ilkar, your shield never once failed. I believe in you. And you, Thraun, who stood by us man and wolf. Belief brought you back; it can do so again. Sirendor, the warrior with a blade to mesmerise. You were stolen from us too soon. I believe in you. Auum, your whole being is belief. Your Tai will never desert you. Stand with us.’

Sol continued to turn. The Garonin continued to watch. Briefly, an image played out above. Korina under bombardment.

‘Raven, where are you!’ Sol shouted. ‘Past and present. Believe in me. Believe in you. Believe in our fight. For the dead of Balaia, for the living of Balaia, believe in victory. Hirad, Thraun, Ilkar, Sirendor, Ras, Erienne, Will, Ren, Ark, Aeb, Darrick, Richmond, Jandyr. Whoever you are, you are Raven. Wherever you are, come to me. Stand with me. Stand with me!’

Nothing but his words echoing away into the ivory. Nothing but the susurration of the Garonin as their confidence grew. Sol narrowed his eyes and clung on to his belief.

‘Don’t you desert me now, you bastards. From wherever you are gone, I call you all. The Raven dead, the Tai of Auum. I call you. Stand with me. Fight with me. Raven! Raven, with me!’

The Garonin tired of watching. Weapons were drawn. Sol could hear the buzz of the white light that ran around their blades. He brought his sword in front of him and gripped it in two hands. He glared at the Garonin walking directly towards him.

‘One at a time, if that’s what it takes,’ he said.

There was a whisper in the air. Sol felt a presence standing beside him. He breathed in a huge, glorious breath. There was no need to turn to look.

‘Hirad. Just in time.’

‘Never a truer word.’

In front of Sol the Garonin advance had faltered. Sol dared a glance at the barbarian. Hirad was gazing down at himself, his filthy, beaded and braided hair hanging in front of his deep-tanned face. The scar on his forehead and left cheek was plainly visible. His leather armour was a patchwork of repair. But the sword in his hand was sharp and held with total confidence.

‘Don’t worry about it; believe it. Work to do.’

‘Where’s Ilkar and Sirendor? Or Auum?’

‘Plenty of time, Coldheart,’ said Sol. ‘Until then it’s just us.’

‘Should be plenty enough.’

The sound of a two-handed blade tapped rhythmically on the ground echoed across Ulandeneth.

‘What do you reckon, Hirad?’ said The Unknown Warrior. ‘One more time?’

‘You know you said that to me once before.’

‘Well, this time I really mean it.’

Hirad grinned. The two men touched gauntlets.

‘One more time, Unknown. Sol.’

The Unknown’s blade ceased its tapping.

The Unknown thrashed his blade upwards two-handed. The edge ripped through his opponent’s guard, smashing his sword from his hand. The swing continued, connecting with the Garonin’s helmet. The heavy blade shattered the faceplate and tore through nose and cheek on its way out. The victim was cast back, a bubbling scream breaking from torn lips.

Before the others had a chance to adjust, The Unknown circled the blade about his head and brought its tip crashing down on the head of another. The Garonin’s helmet crumpled under the force of the blow and his arms flew up as his body was driven to the ground. The Unknown roared and brought the blade through again, left to right. It buried itself in the hip of the third Garonin with a crunch of broken bone.

Hirad stepped in to block a white-edged blade angling into The Unknown’s unguarded right flank. He forced the enemy sword down and away. Hirad adjusted his grip and reversed his blade high and across the Garonin’s neck, finding the gap between armour and helmet. He moved his blade to his left hand.

The fifth moved in fast. Hirad spread his feet for balance and beckoned the man in. He moved to Hirad’s right and struck low. Hirad turned his body sideways. The blade fizzed by his thigh. He grabbed the enemy’s arm and pulled him off balance. Hirad’s sword cut deep into the Garonin’s back, sending him sprawling.

One man standing. The Unknown had dragged his blade from where it had lodged and began to move to the right. Hirad nodded understanding and went left. The Garonin inclined his head, lowered his blade and blinked out of existence.

The Unknown didn’t pause to curse the cowardice. He ran over to his first victim and dropped down, one knee on the Garonin’s chest. He pulled away the remains of the faceplate and stared into deep, dark orbs. The Garonin was bubbling blood from the slit of his nose and his cheek pumped crimson onto the ivory floor, where it faded quickly.

‘You’re going nowhere,’ growled The Unknown.

‘Impressive,’ managed the Garonin.

‘Just wait till we’re all here,’ said Hirad. ‘And Unknown, we need to get the others here fast. The passageway is folding up behind them.’

The Unknown jerked his head round.

‘What?’

‘It started when you left. Everyone is stuck but us.’

The Unknown swore and turned back to his victim. ‘Talk quickly. You want something from me. Something more. What is it?’

The susurration again. ‘You already know, Sol of Balaia. You are a light to follow. Cursed to lead us to where we want to go.’

‘And if I refuse to open the door?’

‘Your people are already dying. It is not an option, is it?’

The Unknown stood. ‘No, it’s not. Hirad, join me. We can call them. Why did you come?’

‘Because I was born to stand at your side to fight. I could feel your soul.’

‘Exactly. Think that of the others. Bring them to us. Will you fail?’

‘I will not.’

The two men spread their arms wide and called The Raven to them.
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Auum watched Miirt dispatch the three Garonin and felt almost sorry for them. The elves, like all of the dead, had nowhere else to run. The collapse of the passage was inexorable and unstoppable. It was folding in on itself, chasing towards where they were packed and trapped.

The Raven’s dead had blinked away one by one and Auum had viewed this with some small satisfaction.

‘He calls them,’ said Ghaal. ‘The Ravensoul is a powerful entity.’

Auum nodded. ‘And so are the elven Gods. Do you believe Yniss would abandon three of his chosen to a fate such as this?’

‘I do not.’

‘Neither do I. Miirt. Join us.’

Miirt flew out over the heads of the dead and came to rest where her brothers were floating. The three shades bowed their heads, their arms about each others’ shoulders.

‘Tai, we pray,’ said Auum.

‘Much good will that do you,’ said a voice from the crowd.

Their agitation had long since peaked and it seemed their energy had slipped away with the approach of what they assumed was oblivion. Even the sight of the quartet of Raven shadows departing had failed to lift their hopes.

‘Humans despair before all is lost,’ said Auum, his tone stilling the crowd. ‘And you have no Gods to protect you, nothing to which to anchor your souls. For elves it is different. We will not end our journeys here. Yniss keeps us for other tasks. Any who choose to believe that might do well to form a chain of touch that begins with us.

‘Tai, we pray.’

Auum bowed his head again, hearing worthless scepticism, sarcastic comment and open insult from those about to becoming nothing whatever. Such it was with humans. Offer them their only possible means of escape and their ridiculous pride would still ensure their annihilation.

‘Yniss, hear your servants. From beyond the bonds of flesh, we call you. We seek that which all elves desire. To find a new place to call home. A place to bring our people where they might flourish in your glory. Where Tual’s denizens might run free. Where Beeth holds mastery over all that grows and where Gyal’s tears bring life. Where Shorth may speed our passing from one life to the next.

‘Hear us, Yniss, your servants ready to do your bidding. To serve the purpose for which we are chosen. Hear us Yniss. Spare us for greater tasks in your name. The enemy still fights. We will cast them down.

‘Hear us, Yniss. Use us, love us. Your servants ever.’

There was a brief reverential silence, broken by ignorance.

‘Well, that got us precisely nowhere.’

Auum raised his head.

‘If I did not respect those of your kind already fighting for you, I would cast you all aside to perish in this miserable void where your souls will find no rest for all of eternity.

‘Wait.’ Auum looked at the end of the passage, coming ever closer. ‘Believe.’

 


Ilkar and Sirendor came across without difficulty. The elven mage took one look about him and sat on the ground, head in hands. Sirendor stood exactly where he had appeared, staring down at his perfect chain mail shirt and fine, tailored clothes. His blade rested in a delicately carved scabbard, its hilt freshly bound and its pommel buffed to a brilliant shine.

‘Admire yourself later,’ said The Unknown. ‘We need to get Thraun out of there.’

Sirendor nodded. ‘And quickly.’

‘Ilkar. We need you.’

Ilkar raised his head. His sharp features were drawn with sadness and his dark hair lay lank across his shoulders.

‘There is no mana here. Not a breath.’

‘We don’t need your magic right now, we need your soul,’ said The Unknown.

‘I feel empty.’

‘Well, Thraun is going to feel pretty flat too in just a moment,’ said Hirad.

Ilkar nodded. He pushed himself wearily to his feet and stood with the three warriors. Arm in arm, they bowed their heads. Ilkar leaned gently into Hirad.

‘Good joke, by the way. Probably your first.’

‘Concentrate,’ snapped The Unknown. ‘Invest your faith in The Raven. Push out with your soul. Reach for Thraun. Reach for all The Raven dead. Remember Thraun. Loyal, great heart. Whether man or wolf, Raven born and ever one of us. Stand with us, Thraun. We need you. Fight with us.’

Hirad sensed them all deep within him. The bond they had shared when they lived intensified now they stood together as souls clad in memories. The warmth and strength it brought suffused him. He cast his mind out, visualising the corridor. He thought one word and pulsed it through his soul.

‘Remember.’

A wolf howled close by. The Raven quartet broke up. Thraun padded towards them, scenting the air. He was hunkered low as he came, semi-submissive and plainly anxious. Hirad moved to him, kneeling down in front of him.

‘You’re safe, Thraun. Among friends.’

‘Where are we?’ asked Sirendor.

‘Ulandeneth,’ said The Unknown.

‘I’ve been in some dull places but this beats them all,’ said Sirendor. ‘Which way is out?’

‘I don’t know. But we’re going to need more of us, to build the combined soul that has the power to sense our destination.’

Hirad looked at The Unknown and wrinkled his nose. ‘I don’t want to doubt you or anything but how do you know that?’

‘I don’t. It’s a hunch. But feel us now, even with four and a wolf. You all came back to me, remember, and you were stronger when you were close to each other. Well nothing’s changed except I’m dead too. The Garonin have tried to get to me twice now. There’s something I can do alongside The Raven that bothers them. Something they can’t comprehend or control.’

Sol had begun walking. The others fell into step with him.

‘The Ravensoul,’ whispered Ilkar. ‘They don’t possess souls. It’s our one advantage up here.’

Hirad rubbed his hands over his face. ‘Have any of you taken a look about? There’s nothing here. I mean, I don’t see a whole line of doors, do you? Where are we headed, exactly?’

The Unknown spread his hands.

‘Come on, Hirad, you can’t be that literal. For one thing, everything is here, we just can’t see it yet. And for another, there was never going to be a line of doors, was there? This isn’t one of Korina’s filthy brothels.’

‘Well all right then, smart-arse. What are we looking for?’

The Unknown rounded on him. ‘I do not need your quick mouth and slow brain in my ear, Hirad. And aren’t these questions I should be asking you? Correct me if I’m wrong, but I died at your behest, you and the rest of The Raven, to help you find a new resting place. Right, well I’m here. You tell me what’s next. All the time we delay, the Garonin are slaughtering our people. So either make a positive comment or shut up.’

‘If that’s the way you want it.’

Hirad turned and wandered away in another direction.

‘Gods drowning, Coldheart, you can be such a child,’ said Ilkar.

Hirad’s frustration boiled over. He stalked back among them and none of them would catch his eye.

‘Think I want to be here in this miserable wilderness walking from one blank space to another? Seems to me I’m the only one brave enough to ask a few tricky questions. Sorry if I ask them in the wrong way but that’s me, isn’t it? None of us is real, all right? We do all know we’re not really standing here looking ten years younger than when we died and in our old armour, don’t we?

‘I mean, we’re here, but this is all a figment of memory or something like that. It has to be. I’ve just killed three Garonin with this sword and I don’t want to think too hard about how that could possibly be. After all, they were actually alive, they actually bled and lost limbs, and I’m just a floating soul. Is anyone else finding this just a little bit odd? And that’s even though it is unbelievable to be standing with you, fighting with you and arguing with you, and I never want it to end.

‘The fact is that none of you has the first fucking clue what to do, have you? We’ve lost all the dead we came with. We can’t help the living by standing with them any more and we haven’t even got an enemy to fight. I’m happy to admit I do not know what we are supposed to do here. The rest of you seem to be relying on blind faith. Stupid. It really is.

‘Well. Has any one of you got anything to say?’

Hirad’s voice boomed around them as if they were in an enclosed space. Ilkar and Sirendor both looked at their boots. Thraun was prone, watching Hirad’s outburst with his head cocked to one side and ears pricked right up. The Unknown had stopped his march too. He didn’t turn for a while and Hirad saw him shaking his head. When finally he faced Hirad there was a smile broad enough to relax the most tense of muscles. He walked to the barbarian, took the sides of his face in his hands and kissed his forehead.

‘And I love you too, Unknown, but I think the others will get jealous that you only have lips for me.’

‘Hirad, as usual, in your random and confused fashion, you have come up with the answer.’

‘I have?’ Hirad raised his eyebrows. ‘Care to point me at the cleverest bit of what I said?’

‘Shouldn’t be too hard,’ said Ilkar. ‘It’ll stick out like a mage at a Black Wing party.’

‘Actually, it’s most of what you said in one way or another,’ said Sol. ‘But, in a nutshell, blind faith is exactly what it’s about. Look, they had me here once before tied to a chair and I couldn’t see the bonds. Only when I believed I could stand up was it possible to do so. Same as when I decided I wanted to come home. I had to know that was what I wanted above all else. And I had to visualise it to make it happen. This is a place beyond life or death. It’s both and neither. Stop believing and you’ll fade. Believe utterly and there’s nothing you can’t do.’

‘But it doesn’t get us to the door, does it?’ asked Hirad.

‘That’s because we’re trying to find it rather than let it bring us to it . . . Is anyone getting this?’

‘Yes, I think I am.’ Ilkar was scratching at an ear. ‘After all, when you die, you travel to the last resting place without thought, it’s just where you go. And when the Garonin threw us all out, we travelled back to Balaia in pretty much the same fashion, didn’t we? All of us drawn by Sol or Densyr, bless his Xeteskian intransigence. And what you’re saying is the same, isn’t it?’

‘That’s about the size of it.’ The Unknown frowned at Ilkar. ‘You all right?’

Ilkar shrugged. He was shivering. ‘I’ll be fine.’

‘What, so we lie down, smoke something interesting and let it happen, is that right?’ said Hirad. ‘Bit dull, isn’t it?’

‘I’m sorry but you can’t always wade through rivers of blood, all right?’ said The Unknown. ‘And yes, we do let it happen in a sense but more along the lines of opening our souls to where the doorway is and then making our way to it.’

‘Open our souls to what? When I died, I travelled, just like Ilkar said. No choice. When I came back, I recognised you, Unknown, and could follow your soul all the way home. But this new place, we know nothing about it. It’s hidden from everyone and for a good reason, assuming it even exists. How do we open our souls to it?’

‘I’ll concede that’s a good question,’ said The Unknown. ‘Any thoughts?’

‘I’ve got another good question. What are they all doing?’

The Raven followed the direction of Sirendor’s index finger. Indistinct, like figures in a heat haze, were people. Quite a lot of them.

‘How long have they been there?’ asked The Unknown, already walking towards them.

‘Just caught them out of the corner of my eye,’ said Sirendor. ‘What are you thinking?’

‘I’m thinking it looks bad. If I’m right, Garonin can travel here at will but they are also sensitive to what happens here and are drawn to opportunity,’ said The Unknown.

‘Which is how they got into the Balaian cluster, you think?’ asked Ilkar.

‘No doubt about it.’

‘So, what are they drawn to this time?’ asked Sirendor.

The Unknown pursed his lips. Hirad’s soul was already crying out before he replied.

‘Big collection of souls in the corridor, Sirendor,’ said The Unknown. ‘Big enough to hold a lot of mana and attract a lot of attention if the Garonin turn up here.’

‘Auum,’ said Hirad, and he broke into a run. ‘Come on, Raven.’

Hirad heard the sound of their footsteps after him. Thraun loped easily by his side. Across the bleak land, Hirad could see the Garonin making deliberate progress, their long stride metronomic like the tapping of The Unknown’s blade. In the clearing haze he could make out well over thirty.

He scanned ahead of them. Dimly he thought he could see what looked like a structure of some kind. What was definitely there was a different quality of light. He upped his pace. Curious that he felt no breath in him. And strange that there was still a limit to how fast he could run. The limit of his memories, he assumed. Still, it would be good to reach a fight on the run and not be gulping in air when he got there.

‘Through the back of them or join Auum, if it is him?’ asked Sirendor as they ran.

‘We need to upset their attack,’ said The Unknown. ‘Ilkar, how’s it coming?’

‘Not so . . . well.’

Hirad glanced back. Ilkar was struggling. He looked as if he was running in thigh-deep mud and there was an odd quality to him, like he was shimmering or something. Hirad slid to a halt.

‘Unknown. Quickly!’ He grabbed Ilkar’s arm and made him stop. ‘Ilks. Come on, stop a moment.’

‘Need to . . . get attack. In . . .’

Ilkar stumbled and fell forward, sprawling on the ivory floor. Hirad’s eyes were drawn to his legs. His boots were gone and below the knee his legs seemed indistinct, grey beneath a shifting mist.

‘Stay with us, Ilkar,’ said The Unknown. ‘Sirendor, get here. Thraun!’

‘Can’t find anything,’ mumbled Ilkar. ‘No energy. My mind is cold.’

‘It doesn’t matter, Ilks,’ said Hirad. ‘We’re with you. Get your strength from us. It’ll come back.’

‘Listen to him,’ said The Unknown. Sirendor joined them and all placed hands on Ilkar’s body. It just seemed the natural thing to do. ‘We know you, Ilkar. We remember your sacrifice at Understone. We know how strong you are. Believe in yourself as we believe in you. The magic doesn’t matter. Your soul next to ours, that matters.’

Ilkar’s shivering began to subside and the shimmering that had encased his body cleared. His boots reformed slowly over his ankles and feet. Thraun trotted up and nuzzled Ilkar’s head, licking him hard across the face. Ilkar spluttered and thrashed to a sitting position.

‘That is disgusting.’ He stared at them as if for the first time. ‘What happened?’

‘We thought we were losing you, Ilks,’ said Hirad.

Ilkar wiped his face. ‘I have never been licked by a warrior before, in whatever shape he currently resides.’

‘Well, pull a fading stunt like that again and it’ll be me next time,’ said Hirad.

‘What more incentive could an elf want?’ Ilkar held up a hand to The Unknown, who was standing. ‘Can you help me up?’

‘Sure you’re all right?’ asked The Unknown.

‘Much better for the pep talk, Unknown.’ Ilkar smiled.

The Unknown gathered them all close. ‘Before we run, I want you all to bear in mind one thing. We cannot lose faith, not for a moment. It makes us weak and we cannot afford that. Whatever happens, we are Raven, we are strong. We have never been defeated.’

He held out his hand, palm down. One by one, Sirendor, Ilkar and Hirad placed theirs on his.

‘We are The Raven,’ he repeated. ‘Now let’s go save Auum and find ourselves a new place to rest.’

A soul-tearing scream stopped them before they had taken a single step.
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Two figures lay on the ivory ground not five feet from where Ilkar was standing in The Raven’s huddle. Their screams called out to his soul, burying themselves in the centre of his pain. He could feel theirs so cleanly it brought him, all of them, to their knees.

He led the crawl over to them while the screaming dug at his ability to put one hand in front of the other. His teeth were gritted together and a taut sound was being dragged through them. Wreathed in flame, her hair burning like the brightest lantern on the darkest night, the little girl had her hands over her face, helpless in her agony. Arms wrapped around his head as if to protect him from whatever fell on him, the other figure, a grown man, was tucked into the foetal position. He was covered in dust as if fresh from the trail. His head was a mass of blood, his skull smashed at the back. Shards of bone had pierced the brain within.

Sol reached them first, laid his hands on the girl. The flames were extinguished immediately and her body relaxed. A shuddering sigh escaped her burned mouth and a transformation overcame her. Her body lengthened, grew. Beautiful angled features were drawn on her face. Auburn hair covered her skull and a full figure developed beneath tough trail clothes.

‘Erienne,’ gasped The Unknown, and she dragged him into an embrace, body shaking, her bright green eyes looking out over his shoulder, staring and confused.

Hirad hurried to the man. His screaming had subsided. Tight curls now adorned his head and the dust of the trail was gone. He wore cavalry boots and trousers, a chain mail shirt and a cloak was about his shoulders, trimmed the green of Lystern. Slowly, he straightened out and came to a sitting position. His face was pale but in his eyes shone the determination that had made him such a valuable member of The Raven.

‘Thank you,’ he said. ‘Oh, thank you. I was lost. I heard you.’ He smiled. A rare occasion when he had been alive. ‘I found you across the void.’

‘General Ry Darrick, late of the Lysternan cavalry,’ said Hirad, holding out a hand which the other man took, shook and used to pull himself upright. ‘We thought you gone forever.’

‘Where are we?’ Darrick asked.

‘Where we should have been a long time ago,’ said The Unknown, helping Erienne to shaky feet. ‘Seeking our new home.’

‘But there’s a problem, right?’ asked Darrick. ‘It isn’t as simple as that.’

‘We are The Raven,’ said Hirad by way of explanation. He turned back towards the Garonin. ‘And we’re late to the fight.’

‘Are you all right, Erienne?’ asked Ilkar, coming to her other side.

She smiled at him but there was still confusion in her eyes and the memory of agony.

‘It already felt like forever,’ she whispered. ‘I didn’t think you would ever find me.’

‘What did?’

‘The void. It is worse than any myth. Trapped in the moment of violent death for all time. I have been burning, my flesh melting and my bones cracking. I can still feel it, Ilkar.’

‘It will fade. You’re with us now,’ said Ilkar. ‘What’s your story, Darrick?’

Darrick turned a haunted face to him. ‘Even though I came back, I have been feeling the pounding of endless tons of stone on my head and across my body. Why that?’

‘Perhaps it is still your most vivid death memory,’ said Erienne. ‘My latest most certainly is.’

Darrick nodded. ‘Every moment I can feel the one that dashed my skull and the smell of the karron demons. I can see you all there on The Thread and I die endlessly, never knowing if you succeeded or not.’

‘You all ready to run?’ Hirad had broken into a trot. ‘And as you’ll have guessed, we did succeed. Couldn’t have done it without your help on the way, though.’

‘Thank you. Where are we running?’ asked Darrick.

Hirad pointed and Darrick fell in beside him. Ilkar smiled and his body felt strengthened, more complete. Perhaps Sol was right. And perhaps more would come. Still, though, the mana spectrum was dark . . . no, not quite. Beyond the Garonin, from where the luminescence emanated, there was something.

‘Souls,’ said Ilkar. ‘Thousands of them. We’d better make this fast or it’s going to be a slaughter.’

 


The souls huddled together in the lee of the edifice their combined strength had created. The escape from the corridor had been close. Auum had never doubted they would make it but enough of the dead had lost faith and so had inevitably perished. They had been cast back into the void as the passage folded to nothing. The rest were scared and the crumbling of the rock, if such it was, behind them was evidence of failing belief.

None of them would help the TaiGethen. Indeed it was hard to pick out many individuals. Most had coalesced into an amorphous shifting globe, each with a voice that shouted for help. Some had remained grey shadows. All waited for Sol to appear to lead them to safety. But The Raven was nowhere to be seen and Auum had more significant and immediate problems.

‘Ghaal, how many?’

‘Thirty-eight. All carrying the mana drain needles. Forty yards distant.’

‘Work to disrupt them. They’ll try to get round us to the mass. Choose your blows.’

Auum unclipped his jaqrui pouch, loosened the swords in his twin back-mounted scabbards and thanked Yniss for his gifts. He turned to the two greatest gifts of all. TaiGethen. Souls he’d thought lost forever. Friends garbed for the rainforest and painted brown and green on their faces in the manner of Tual’s children. Evunn and Duele.

‘Yniss calls you for your greatest challenge, my friends,’ said Auum. ‘Fight with me one more time. Protect the dead. Help is coming.’

Duele and Evunn nodded. Both looked confused, fearful even. But the sight of their Tai leader brought them hope and, more importantly, faith.

‘Tai to me. We pray.’

Auum knelt and bowed his head as the Garonin moved closer. He could feel their footfalls through the ground and he could hear them slapping dully on the ivory. The four knelt with him and they knew the closeness of touch.

‘Yniss, we stand before an enemy that knows no mercy. Protect us. We prepare to fight in your name. Guide us. We do your work and ask only that you bless our struggle. Hear us. Ulandeneth speaks with one voice, elf and man. Join us.’

Auum raised his head and gestured to his Tai to stand.

‘Ghaal, Miirt, get amongst them. Duele, Evunn, my left and right. Spread as you must. Watch your brothers. Watch your sister. Tai, we move.’

Miirt and Ghaal moved out a few paces, remaining close together. Auum, Duele and Evunn spread across the mass of souls. They couldn’t hope to cover it all. The huge body of souls, thousands of them, spread over an area easily fifty yards wide and twice as high. The structure in which they huddled afforded them some protection but the anxiety spawned by the approaching Garonin increased with every moment and the walls were weak, laced with cracks and beginning to crumble.

The structure was essentially simple. A scooped-out circular overhang, bordered by rough spires of rock and with a further tall spire rising above the centre of the overhang. It looked like an ancient weathered hand, with index finger pointing at the sky. Ivory was its colour.

The Garonin began to spread into a wide line, seeing their advantage.

‘Pick your targets and work fast,’ said Auum. ‘Yniss will guide you.’

‘I had thought myself lost in the void forever,’ said Duele. ‘Your call brought us back.’

‘No,’ said Auum. ‘Yniss brought us together. Now we must show our gratitude.’

Ghaal and Miirt dropped into a half crouch. The Garonin broke into a run. Auum turned his head to face his enemies.

‘Dance.’

Ghaal and Miirt sprinted forward a few paces, planted their left legs and jumped, soaring over the oncoming first line of Garonin with their bodies straight and arms ahead like a diver entering the water. Both curled their bodies, rotated and landed to run at the second line.

Auum moved a heartbeat later. A jaqrui crescent wailed away from his hand, catching his target on the wrist and chopping hard into the flesh. The Garonin’s weapon fell from nerveless fingers. He turned to find Auum right in front of him. Auum’s right hand came up under the enemy chin, driving his head back. His left came through, the blade in it biting deep.

Auum stepped back and ran right. The Garonin surge was fully on them. Duele swayed away from a running enemy, planting a straight kick into the side of his knee. The cracking of bone ricocheted across the edifice behind. The Garonin went down clutching at the injury. Duele ensured he was not suffering for long.

Evunn was surrounded. Garonin were unwilling to face him. Most preferred to run by, trying to get at the body of souls. He jumped. His swords whipped outwards left and right. Two Garonin pitched forward, deep cuts to their necks. Evunn brought his blades back, crossing them in front of him. The Garonin before him stumbled and collapsed. His head lolled to one side, spurting gore, all but severed. That got their attention. Three turned on Evunn and he was quickly on the defensive.

Screams rose from the mass as mana was siphoned away. Dark spots appeared briefly, fading to nothing. Too many Garonin were getting past the wafer-thin defence.

‘Fight!’ called Auum. ‘You have to fight for your lives. For your souls.’

But their fear was too great and it played into the willing hands of the enemy. Auum ran the line of the pulsating, terrified mass of souls. Garonin were deep within it. Auum flashed a blade into the back of a Garonin, who spun round to stab his needle point into Auum’s soul. Auum could see it coming as if it were being pushed through tar. He stepped to one side, grabbed the Garonin’s arm and pulled the enemy onto the point of his sword.

Back out in the middle of the fight, Ghaal and Miirt were under increasing pressure. Garonin bodies fell and disappeared. Too many for them to ignore. The Tai were back to back against ten, their limbs blurring, swords tracing paths in the air. But it was all in defence.

Auum thought to help them but before him stood three Garonin. Others ran left and right of them, diving into the mana-rich souls behind him. More screams, more pleas for help. Auum drew his second blade. The three Garonin rushed him, their speed startling. Needle points flashed out from their hands, joined to their armour by lines of some kind.

Auum swayed left to dodge the first, bringing a blade through to sever the line. He ducked down as he moved, his other blade chopping into the second needle, shattering it. The third came straight for his head. Dropping the blade from his left hand he caught the needle scant inches from his forehead, hurling it to the ground, where it smashed.

Auum launched himself forward. Left fist connecting with the faceplate of the centremost enemy. His momentum carried him on. The Garonin had no chance to react before Auum’s blade lodged in his gut. Auum dropped to the ground with the body and rolled aside, dragging his blade clear. The remaining two Garonin had been joined by three others.

Auum drove to his haunches and scuttled backwards, giving himself precious room. Another figure loomed over him. He glanced up into the hard black eyes of his enemy. No blow came. The Garonin toppled sideways and a human hand reached down to help him up.

‘Can’t have you taking all these for yourself,’ said Hirad.

Auum smiled. A deep green-brown washed the ivory land to his right. Garonin by the dozen disintegrated, screaming as they went.

‘Raven!’ called Sol from behind him. ‘Raven, with me!’

Auum sent a brief prayer of thanks to Yniss and let his blade speak again.

 


God’s Eyes arced through the sky, falling in the midst of the Garonin blocking the mouth of the valley and the path back to the beach. Rebraal and the Al-Arynaar pushed hard up the right-hand slope, mages with them, shielding them from the white tears that blew the unwary apart. But the mages were weak and the shields fragile. The Garonin knew it too.

The attack, when it came, had been as shocking as it had been overwhelming. The valley had flooded with the weapon fire of the Garonin. Beams of energy had surged down from the vydospheres above them, obliterating those they touched. TaiGethen and Al-Arynaar rendered to so much ash in moments.

But still the Garonin could not force surrender. ClawBound and TaiGethen charged into the enemy forces. Al-Arynaar warriors and mages regrouped under shielding spells and the fightback had begun.

The God’s Eyes did little but cause armour to flare. Rebraal cursed. Ahead of the surviving Al-Arynaar, perhaps a hundred and fifty of them, the Garonin were waiting, weapons raised.

‘Get our shields overlapping to the front,’ he called. ‘The Tai have our backs. Pushing my warriors. For Yniss and our people!’

The Al-Arynaar moved forward, Rebraal at their head, Dila’heth just behind him. Down on the valley floor the TaiGethen pressed into the central mass of Garonin. The enemy pressured them at the rear, where the ClawBound and more TaiGethen were amongst them, disrupting any concerted advance.

‘Slowly,’ said Dila’heth.

‘We cannot afford to be slow,’ said Rebraal.

‘My mages are weak. Concentration is fragile. We must be careful. ’

But Rebraal could hear the sounds of destruction and pain from beyond the valley. He could see the bodies of his brothers and sisters littering the valley floor. Garonin weapons kicked up shards of rock and mud all around them. White tears from across the valley and from above splashed over the shields. Mages gasped under the pressure and the enemy in front still weren’t firing.

Eventually, Rebraal nodded. ‘Slowly, warriors! At the pace of your mages.’

‘They’re waiting,’ said Dila. ‘I don’t like it.’

‘They have no need to force anything,’ said Rebraal.

There was a series of detonations from the foothills of the mountains. Rebraal looked up. Smoke and dust billowed out a few hundred feet above his head. A bass rumble vibrated through the rock wall that formed the valley side along which the Al-Arynaar moved. Shards of stone began to fall. Rebraal went cold. A dull thump echoed out. And another.

‘Shields!’ he roared. ‘Shields above. Orsyn’s Cocoons now. They’ve broken the mountain!’

The thumps had become a thundering rattle and rumble. Rebraal stared up into the dust. Boulders tumbled down the steep slopes, bouncing high and crashing through shrub and tree. They splintered on rock. Thousands of tons swept down the mountainside.

Simultaneously, the Garonin ahead began to fire. White tears washed across the front of the shield, heaping pressure on already weak mages. There was no time to split and run. Nowhere to go but into the arms of the Garonin. Al-Arynaar began to run into the lee of the valley side but the rock slewed down so quickly.

Rebraal could not take his eyes from the avalanche that rushed towards them. And when it struck, he had no idea how many mages had the strength or the skill to cast the Orsyn’s Cocoons that might just save them. Not enough. Rock slammed into warrior and mage alike. Some were swept away. Others crushed, smeared into the ground by boulders the size of wagons. Screams and panic were lost beneath the tumult. Rebraal reflexively tried to shield his head with his arms. Stone slapped down towards him.

And bounced. He heard a sigh. Dila sank to her knees, holding her arms outstretched above her. The Cocoon covered at least forty elves. Some were mages keeping shields steady against the Garonin. Others were warriors praying to Shorth for swift transport of their souls. And Shorth would have to wait.

Rebraal crouched by Dila’heth, trying to peer through the dust cloud that temporarily enveloped them while he lent her the support of his damaged body. The torrent of rock had lessened dramatically but merely allowed Rebraal to hear the cries of the injured and dying.

As the dust began to clear a little, he could see three groups of elves standing beneath Cocoon castings. Down on the valley floor, the fight still raged on. TaiGethen and ClawBound fought like never before. Claws, jaws, blades and fists ripping into the enemy. But they were outnumbered by more than ten to one. It was a brave action but it could not go on forever.

The Garonin in front had ceased firing for the moment, no doubt assessing the damage their soldiers had done in causing the avalanche. A vydosphere thrummed overhead, sucking the mana from the dead and dying. Dila’heth let her spell disperse. She swept her gaze over the survivors.

‘We cannot win this way,’ said Rebraal. ‘We are trapped.’

‘But not helpless,’ said Dila’heth and, bless her, she smiled. ‘It’s our turn now.’

Rebraal frowned. Dila’heth called a few mages to her.

‘What are you—?’

‘Just keep them off us. Just for a little while. And run when I say. We don’t have much but what we have we’re going to use right now. All of it.’

Rebraal kissed her forehead and stood. ‘Warriors! Fight with me.’

He charged ahead towards the waiting lines of Garonin, caring not if the white tears tore his body to pieces. He felt his brothers and sisters with him. The enemy readied, some choosing blades above weapons as they sought to harvest mana rather than simply kill. So much the better.

The leader of the Al-Arynaar roared the name of his brother to clear his mind for the fight. Looking left and right, he guessed fifty were with him. The elves sprinted into the attack. Weapons fired. Energy seared across the diminishing space, ripping into bodies, hurling smoking corpses to the ground and blasting limbs from bodies.

Rebraal ducked, dived headlong and rolled over his left shoulder. White tears fled over his body. He came up to a crouch, jumped and smashed his sword into the face of his target. The Garonin’s helmet split. Gore spilled out. The body disappeared. Rebraal gripped his blade with both hands, ignoring the pain from his damaged wrist. He stabbed straight out. A weapon blocked the thrust. Rebraal carved out and down, slicing through thigh and knee.

Al-Arynaar waded in next to him. Others hurdled him, driving feet first into the ranks of the enemy. Blood misted the air. The stench of innards rose. Rebraal surged to his feet. Directly in front of him, two Garonin. He blocked the blade of one and hacked down into the weapon of the other. Both enemies stepped back. They loomed over him, tall and powerful.

Rebraal moved into the space. He feinted to the right and brought his sword through from the left, clattering it into the shoulder of the blade carrier. Armour flared white. The other turned his weapon on Rebraal. The hand of an Al-Arynaar clamped on it, forcing the weapon down. A short blade whipped through and severed the enemy wrist.

Rebraal nodded thanks. He punched out into the midriff of the blade carrier. He dropped to his haunches and swept out his left leg. The Garonin saw the move and jumped but he landed off balance, stumbling forward. The thrust of an Al-Arynaar sword took him under the chin.

Rebraal rose again. Garonin were thick about him and his warriors. White tear weapons were useless now. He fielded a blade on the hilt of his sword and shoved the Garonin back. To his right an Al-Arynaar took a blade through his throat. Blood spurted from the wound. The elf fell yet even in the act of dying held out his sword. Rebraal took it and swept it through his killer’s gut.

Blade in each hand, Rebraal moved into the space.

‘Disengage!’ Dila’heth’s voice carried into the heart of the fight. ‘Al-Arynaar. Scatter free!’

The speed of their withdrawal was as exhilarating for Rebraal as it was confusing for the enemy. Thirty warriors, maybe a few more, ran hard into open space. Rebraal headed straight for Dila’s team of six mages.

‘Down in front,’ she said.

Rebraal hit the deck. Yellow heat flooded the air above him. The Jalyr’s Sun, which normally traced an arc, barrelled straight ahead only a few feet from the ground. The Garonin had seen these before and adapted to them. But the loss of Julatsa’s Heart made every casting a compromise. It made them different. Different enough.

The Sun, perhaps three wagons in diameter, exploded across the Garonin, covering dozens of them in superheated mana fire. Armour flared but could not withstand the force of the barely controlled spell. The withering flames consumed flesh and bone. Burning Garonin screamed. They fell, some trying to crawl away from the fire that ate at everything it touched.

The Garonin line holding the valley wall collapsed. Soldiers scattered before the conflagration that rolled across the ground. Some even turned and ran. Rebraal climbed to his feet and caught Dila’s eye. She smiled.

‘Spell Shield up,’ she said.

‘Our turn now,’ said Rebraal.

And, calling his warriors to him, he charged across the fires and down to the unguarded flank of the fight for the valley mouth.




Chapter 43

 


 


 


 


The fighting washed around Sol, leaving him feeling detached. It all seemed sped-up to his mind and he experienced confusion and a slew of nausea. Hirad’s blade crashed through the top of a Garonin helmet, beating the man to the ground and spreading his brains across the ivory floor.

The Raven, along with Evunn and Duele, had fought to form a rough circle in which stood Erienne and Ilkar. The former was causing devastation with One magic castings against which the Garonin armour had no defence. The latter seemed unable to grasp the concept of where they were. Ilkar relied on actual feelings, not memories and beliefs. Right now he was a passenger.

Outside the circle, the remaining TaiGethen weaved their unique form of death with astonishing accuracy and speed. But even they were coming under increasing pressure. The Garonin had ceased their attack on the mass of souls in an attempt to destroy the aggressive defence provided by Raven and elf.

‘We need to get to the TaiGethen. Bring them into the circle,’ said Sol.

Sirendor blocked a strike to his waist and stabbed out, landing a glancing blow on his opponent’s hip.

‘That’s the third time you’ve said that.’

Sirendor feinted to move in and instead swept his blade low, carving deep into the thigh of his target. The Garonin staggered back. Another took his place. Sol scowled and lashed out with his blade. The Garonin in front of him blocked the strike, grunting with the effort.

‘Fight me,’ growled Sol.

But they would not. The Raven circle was moving steadily towards Auum. Erienne cast again. Reinforcing Garonin were hurled aside like a child discards a toy. A path opened up to the TaiGethen leader. Sol saw him surrounded. Six Garonin converging on him. Auum turned full circle, taking them all in. His movements impossibly quick and sure.

Auum crouched. Blade in one hand, jaqrui in his left. He powered to his feet, taking off and twisting his body. His left arm came round. The jaqrui howled away, slamming into the helmet of a Garonin soldier. His blade came next, spinning on the horizontal as it left his hand. It hacked deep into the arm of a second soldier. Both men fell back.

Auum landed and was running at his next target. Sol couldn’t focus on him. He shook his head to clear his vision but there were clouds before his eyes. He gasped, pain gripping his soul.

‘Unknown!’

Hirad’s voice came from a long way off though the touch of his hand was immediate. Hands dragged Sol backwards. The circle closed. Sol could hear fighting. The clash and spark of weapons. He felt a huge pull on his body, like someone was trying to suck his heart clean out of his chest.

‘I have him.’ Ilkar’s voice. ‘Unknown, lean into me. We’re still moving.’

Sol had no idea if was standing or seated. Warmth was growing around him. The light of the mass of souls burned incredibly bright in his mind, like staring into the sun. Pinpoints closer were those of The Raven and TaiGethen. He heard voices. Distant echoes of those he loved. And those of the lost seeking sanctuary.

Sol’s entire body was juddering. In a brief moment’s vision, he saw Ilkar’s arm and clung to it. The elf’s face was confused and bright, so bright.

‘Keep it inside you.’ The voice came from everywhere. It was Auum. ‘Do not let it take you. Not yet.’

But Sol did not know how to achieve any of that. He felt as if his body were being flushed by the force of the void. A chasm had opened up between the body that had drawn around his soul and the soul itself. He reached out, trying to grip himself. He saw a spectral hand clutching at the centre of his spiritual body. He found purchase. And he found a tiny degree of calm.

The fight was raging on around him. Sol shook off Ilkar’s hand and straightened his shoulders. Garonin had closed in on Miirt. Ghaal was fighting his way towards her but he wasn’t going to make it. Hirad was moving The Raven’s circle in the same direction. The barbarian’s blade licked out, cracking against the armoured shoulder of a Garonin shoulder. Next to him, Sirendor ducked a wayward thrash and jabbed his blade up and into the gut of his opponent.

The pull on Sol’s body declined. He looked about him. The soul mass was pulsating, lanterns to banish the darkest of nights. They could feel the pull.

‘Enough,’ he said.

‘Unknown, are you . . . ?’ said Ilkar.

‘Let me go,’ said Sol.

He walked between Hirad and Sirendor, moving them both aside. His blade was held in one hand, leaving his right hand free.

‘Follow on. Keep your guard up,’ he said to Hirad.

Sol strode up to the Garonin, who fell back a pace ahead.

‘Fight me!’ he barked at them. ‘What, no guts for it? Then cease your attack. Now.’

The Garonin ahead of him stopped. Sol moved up and drove his blade straight through the soldier’s chest. The man was hurled backwards, skidding across the ivory floor, blood pulsing from a deep gash.

‘I can take you one at a time,’ growled Sol. ‘I know what you want from me. Cease your attack.’

Sol was wavering. He fought to keep his body steady while his mind was ablaze with light and a yearning that he would soon not be able to deny. The Garonin paused. All of them.

‘Miirt, hold.’

Auum’s voice came as if from a long distance. Sol felt The Raven move up around him again. He heard Hirad calling Miirt and Ghaal into the circle.

‘What are you doing, Unknown?’ asked Darrick from by his right shoulder.

‘Buying time,’ said Sol.

The Garonin began to move away from The Raven. Sol could hear the susurration of their conversation or laughter or whatever the hell it was. Hirad was standing close to him, as was Darrick. Close enough that he couldn’t fall sideways. Thraun padded up and down in front of the Garonin lines. There was blood about his muzzle and on the fur of his shoulders.

‘You accept your fate,’ came the voice of the Garonin.

‘We accept nothing,’ said Sol. ‘But that the price you have paid is far too high for the mana you have managed to harvest. We may not have beaten you but what price your failure in your own world, I wonder.’

‘What’s going on?’ asked Darrick. ‘I don’t understand.’

‘They know what Sol represents,’ said Auum. ‘What he is here to do. They wanted to take as many of us from him as they could to weaken us. To make it easier for them to gain entry to our new home through him. And in that they have failed.’

‘And what do we do now?’ asked Sirendor.

‘Prepare,’ said Auum.

Someone took Sol’s arm and helped him move towards the edifice. There was comfort there amongst the thousands of souls that had survived the Garonin attack. The Raven gathered in front of him, Ilkar and Hirad helping him to a seated position with his back to the wall, directly under the finger of rock.

‘Who built this?’ he asked, though the answer was obvious.

‘They did,’ said Auum. ‘The souls. To focus themselves. To give them a place to congregate and a place where you would find them.’

Outside, the Garonin mustered. More and more were appearing. They stood still for a few moments as if orienting themselves before moving forward. Darrick was standing and looking out.

‘This is not a good situation,’ he said. ‘We may have a wall at our backs but we have an overwhelming number in front. How long will this all take?’

‘I don’t know,’ said Sol, brightness again growing within and without him, his soul reaching out. ‘But we have to hold them off until we can bring our people to us.’

‘And what then?’ Sirendor spread his arms. ‘How can we stop them following us? How can we stop them doing exactly what they did on Balaia and following the dead to their rest and then back to the land of the living, wherever that is?’

‘Have faith,’ said Sol.

‘Faith isn’t going to be enough,’ said Sirendor.

Sol climbed to his feet and grabbed Sirendor’s shoulders before The Raven man began to fade.

‘No, Sirendor, it is everything. Believe. You must believe. Anything less and we are lost. We will find a way to prevail.’

There were tears on Sirendor’s face. ‘I cannot see it. A thousand against a handful.’

‘Trust me,’ said Sol. ‘Trust the Ravensoul. Just a little longer.’

Hirad put his arm around Sirendor’s shoulders, nodding to Sol to sit back down.

‘Stand by me,’ said the barbarian. ‘They can’t touch me and I will not let them touch you. More will come.’

‘How do you know that?’

‘Because we always find a way,’ said Hirad.

The ivory sky darkened. Garonin voices blared out across Ulandeneth.

‘Do not delay us. Open the door, Sol of Balaia. Your people are dying. Their suffering is on your hands. Let us into your new home. End the pain of your people.’

Sol sat down hard against the wall of the edifice, thrust there by unseen hands. The clamour of the mass of souls was renewed inside him. Fear swept them. The sky became black again. Thraun howled. He saw The Raven and the TaiGethen putting their hands to their ears, shutting out the sounds of a gale of suffering voices.

‘Now, Sol of Balaia. Now. End the agony. Bring us what we desire.’

The sky flickered. Flashes of light ran across it from horizon to horizon. Images appeared. Images to take the heart from any of them. Images to crush hope. Erienne was screaming. Ilkar was on his knees, hugging himself, his chin on his chest, body shaking. Hirad stood tall, thrusting out his chest and bawling some unintelligible cry at the waiting Garonin. Sirendor and Darrick were transfixed, gazing up at the sky and the horrors it displayed. Auum and the TaiGethen appeared locked in prayer.

Thraun howled again and Sol let the yearning in his body take him.

 


The east walls of the college blew apart for a stretch of over three hundred yards. Garonin soldiers poured in. Guards and mages who had been standing on the walls were lost in the cataclysmic failure of binding. At the ruins of the tower complex dome the binding work continued though the effort had become desperate.

Suarav stood with Brynar. The young mage’s shield, in concert with four others, held firm against the withering fire from the six vydospheres circling above. But they could no longer defend the entire tower complex. Bindings were weakening on the remaining towers while feverish attempts to shore up the walls of the catacombs were ongoing.

The noise was extraordinary. White tears flooding over the shields set up a resonating whine while the clattering of the vydospheres’ heavy weapons added a juddering roar that could be felt through the feet.

‘We’re surrounded,’ shouted Suarav. ‘Chandyr, we need swords to the east. Brynar, shields ahead and left.’

How many hundreds of Garonin advanced on them was impossible to guess. They did not close for hand-to-hand fighting, not yet at any rate. They were content to bombard the shields that Xetesk’s tiring mages held against them. Not one offensive spell was being cast. There were no longer the numbers to do it. Suarav bit his lip.

‘We can’t hold out here,’ yelled Brynar. ‘We’re just waiting for the end. I can feel others weakening.’

‘Just a little while longer. Keep them away from the catacombs. Let Densyr complete if he can.’

Below them, the Circle Seven were placing defence around the Heart. Not enough mages remained to bury it out of the reach of the Garonin so their only chance was to booby-trap it to keep them away for as long as they could. Densyr had one last card up his sleeve, and if he meant to play it, it would be when he could inflict maximum damage on the enemy.

Somewhere, The Raven would be trying to find a way to rescue them into an uncertain future. No one knew how long they would take, or indeed if they would succeed at all. Until then, Suarav and his people hung on grimly, just trying not to die.

The moment Brynar shifted his shield across to block the fire from the advancing soldiers, the focus of the vydospheres changed. Streams of pure energy slammed into the now-unprotected towers. Bindings flashed and flickered. Stone shifted. Dark blue light rippled up and down the length of Densyr’s tower. The Mount Tower. Suarav gulped in a breath.

‘We have to get more focus on the Mount Tower. We have to keep it standing.’

‘We aren’t enough,’ said Brynar. ‘The bindings will have to hold.’

‘They will not.’

‘Then move the catacomb binders to shore it up. We can’t help you here.’

As if to illustrate his point, Brynar gasped and dropped to his knees. The Garonin deluge was growing. More soldiers poured onto the courtyard, moved within range and fired their weapons. To their right a shield collapsed. White tears rampaged through the defenceless soldiers.

‘We’re just targets!’ roared Chandyr into Suarav’s face. ‘We have to move now.’

From above, a flat crack echoed out over the college. Suarav saw dust rip out from the Mount Tower about a third of the way up. Blue light flared briefly. The entire tower shifted violently to the right. More Garonin fire pounded the walls. The result was inevitable. Catastrophic.

The Mount Tower, the symbol of Xetesk, fell.

Grinding and shearing, stone, metal and wood failed and tumbled. The remaining upper floors collapsed inwards, the weight of material battering through the tower, bringing the whole sliding and crumbling. Tens of thousands of tons of ancient building sent clouds of billowing dust flooding out as it thundered down on the complex and the defenders below.

Suarav just stood and stared. There was nothing else to do. Around him, people were scattering but with nowhere to go. Some ran into the teeth of the Garonin advance. Others fled into the tower complex, directly beneath the falling stone of the Mount Tower.

He saw Brynar turn to him and open his mouth to speak, but a piece of debris struck his left leg and he fell. Chandyr cannoned into him, pushing him into the lee of one of the only piece of wall still standing at their backs. Suarav snapped out of his trance. Chandyr rolled off Suarav. Pieces of the tower dashed through the complex ruins, shattered on the courtyard stone. All around them it fell.

Suarav could see Brynar writhing on the ground with stone falling all around him. He was screaming and clutching at the stump of his left leg, gone below the knee.

‘Chandyr, we’ve got to—’

A shattered timber slammed end first into Chandyr’s head. His skull was crushed. His body jerked and was flung to the side. Suarav threw up his arms. Gore and splinters sprayed across his face. He breathed in gasping breaths. Every shield was down. Every binding spell not yet complete was gone. The defenders had been blasted away from their positions by the stone of their own college.

And beyond the clouds of dust that choked his vision and clogged his lungs, dragging wracking coughs from his throat and chest, he could hear the Garonin march on the catacombs. Suarav fought the urge to panic. He scrambled back to his feet and stumbled over to Brynar. The mage was unmoving but breathing. His ruined leg bled freely.

‘Hold on, Brynar. Hold on.’

Suarav ignored the pain in his body and the protestations of his weakening muscles. He picked the young man up. He turned and moved as fast as he could through the rubble and into the complex, hoping to find the entrance to the catacombs still open. Garonin weapons were firing again. Suarav coughed up more dust and hurried away, seeking brief salvation.
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‘Where are we going?’ asked Diera.

Densyr stopped and turned to Sol’s family. The three of them, and the wolves that flanked them, were scared witless by the astounding noise from above and the echoing organisation of Xetesk’s last defence all around them. The continued barrage had brought down various ceilings throughout the catacombs and the place where he had been keeping Diera and the children was no longer safe. Every corridor was full of smoke and dust to a greater or lesser degree. Wounded guards and mages left blood trails on the ground. The whole maze was awash with fear.

‘I have to get you to a place where we can get you out if we have to.’

‘Wait, wait,’ said Diera, hugging her children close to her. ‘This is going back towards the main entrance, isn’t it? Back towards the Garonin.’

‘The only entrance,’ said Densyr. ‘I’m trying to give you the best chance if we’re compromised here. Do you trust me?’

Diera hesitated before inclining her head. ‘Do I have any choice?’

‘Nowhere is safe in Xetesk,’ said Densyr, feeling a weight of responsibility greater than any he had experienced in his time as Lord of the Mount. ‘But I will not put you at unnecessary risk. I’ve made mistakes. You won’t be another of them.’

Densyr looked into Diera’s eyes. And then into Jonas’s. He found the strength there that he needed. He turned and led them back into the centre of the catacombs. Another huge jolt shook the whole underground structure. Densyr lost his footing and stumbled into the wall at his right hand. Young Hirad had fallen and grazed his knees. Diera scooped him into her arms, letting him sob into her shoulder.

‘Where are we now?’ asked Jonas.

‘Map room just ahead and right. Old Soul Tank chamber this door on your left. The Heart is below us now and my tower a little way ahead. Let’s keep moving. Everyone all right?’

‘Still alive, anyway,’ said Diera.

Densyr moved on. There was a worrying groaning of stone above. Some part of the complex struggling under the Garonin assault. One of the wolves was whining. They were approaching a hub. Figures were rushing past the corridor and he could hear anxious shouts echoing down to them. A second, lesser jolt rattled through the catacombs. It was followed by a hideous cracking sound.

‘Oh dear Gods,’ breathed Densyr. ‘Run. Quickly. Follow me.’

Densyr grabbed Diera’s free hand and pulled her with him. Mages ran past them and away back towards the dimensional research chambers.

‘It’s coming down! Run, my Lord Densyr, run!’

‘What’s coming down?’ demanded Diera above the groaning, cracking sounds ricocheting down from above. Plaster fell from the corridor. ‘Denser!’

Densyr said nothing, dragging them into the hub room. To the right, the roots of his tower plunged deep into the ground. Passages ran down either side of the foundations. Gaping cracks had been torn in the stonework and the wall was vibrating. He led them left and away towards Dystran’s chambers.

‘Denser!’

‘It’s my tower,’ Densyr called over his shoulder. ‘Don’t look back.’

The corridor down which they now hurried was shaking violently. Debris and plaster fell. There were small cracks in the floor at his feet. Hirad was screaming. Diera tried to comfort him though her voice was trembling. Jonas kept up a running commentary, encouraging them, keeping them running. So much his father’s son.

A thunderous crash hurled them all from their feet. A torrent of stone and metal barrelled through the roof of the catacombs, sending dust rushing down all the passages away from the hub.

‘Down!’ yelled Densyr.

Diera covered Hirad’s head. Jonas was lying half on his mother. The dust howled past them, carrying with it shards of rock and wood. The wolves ran on, away from the avalanche at their heels. The sound of the falling structure, the noise of rock on rock, splintering timbers and the grind of twisting, tearing metal, boomed around their heads. On and on it went. Densyr felt debris cover his boots and the lower part of his legs.

As the din subsided, he could hear crying. He lifted his head, relief making him a little light-headed. Diera and Hirad clung to each other, tears streaking their grimed faces. Jonas was shaking muck from his back, legs and hair. Densyr stood and held out his hands. Behind them, the hub and corridors were gone, filled by tons of rubble.

‘Come on. The enemy will be down here next. We have to make one short stop and then get out of here.’

Diera got shakily to her feet and looked behind her, gasping in a breath. Hirad had stopped crying but wouldn’t be put down. Diera nodded and gestured Densyr to lead on. Jonas came to his shoulder.

‘What are you going to do?’ he asked.

‘Light a fuse, in a manner of speaking. One long enough to allow us to get out.’ Densyr dropped his voice as they took a right turn then another left. ‘Can you use a sword?’

‘My father taught me a few things.’

‘Good. We’ll find you one. Just in case.’

‘You will do no such thing,’ said Diera.

Densyr didn’t pause or look behind him. ‘Sorry, Diera, but you need to know what the collapse of my tower means. The outer defence has failed. We can assume no one has survived up top. The Garonin will be down here ripping the walls out to get to the Heart. We’re liable to run into some of them. Right turn, Jonas. Second door down on the left. Go straight in.

‘We have little choice but to arm ourselves. Just in case.’

‘Where are the wolves, Mama?’ asked Hirad.

‘They’ll find us again,’ said Diera. ‘Don’t you worry.’

She caught Densyr’s eye and he did nothing to hide the doubt he felt. He ushered Diera and Hirad intro Dystran’s chambers and closed the door on the disaster unfolding outside. Densyr cast his eyes around a dust-filled oasis of calm. A fire was in the grate. A servant was pouring tea and Vuldaroq was seated in front of Dystran, a hand on his wrist.

‘How is he?’ asked Densyr.

‘Fading,’ said Vuldaroq. The old Dordovan Tower Master took in Sol’s family. His face cleared and he smiled. ‘It’s time, is it?’

‘Yes,’ said Densyr.

‘He can’t speak but he can hear you,’ said Vuldaroq. ‘But he is proud of you and the decision you’re taking. As am I. It is a fitting end.’

Densyr knelt by Dystran. ‘We’ve had our battles, my Lord Dystran. But I like to think we’ve carried ourselves with respect. Most of the time, anyway. The Garonin are crawling all over this place. You know what to do. Don’t leave it too long. Don’t build too much. You will be remembered as a hero of Xetesk for this even more than the demon wars. May your soul find peace.’

The slightest of smiles crossed Dystran’s face. Densyr rose.

‘Come with us, Vuldaroq.’

Vuldaroq shook his head. ‘I don’t think so, Densyr. I’ll stay with him. We both need the rest.’

The two men shook hands. Pain flitted through Densyr’s head. Dystran had begun his work.

‘What’s going on?’ asked Diera.

Densyr smiled. ‘The end of magic, Lady Unknown. Only way to make this world not worth further plundering. Come on, we’ve fresh air to breathe.’

 


The yearning was overwhelming. Sol knew there were tears falling down his cheeks. He knew he should feel the anxiety that the rest of his friends were experiencing as they awaited the inevitable attack. But he felt a joy that he could not confine. The hopes of every soul around filled him. Their lights shone so bright within him.

Sol reached out to gather in the strength of The Raven. He could touch each one of them. The huge presence that was Hirad. The determination that shone from Erienne. Ilkar’s stoicism through his frustration. Sirendor’s will buoyed by Hirad’s refusal to let him fade. Darrick’s calm purpose. Thraun’s animal power. He would have wished for more of them to be with him, but they were enough.

The weight of the body of souls was his foundation. The Raven were his keystone. Sol opened his soul to the void. Warmth washed through him. He had never paused to wonder how he would find their new home. The soul searches and the soul finds, so Auum had said. And it was true. He could smell trees and flowers, sea and stone.

Yet there was nothing to see. There was no passageway down which to travel, no door that needed to be opened. There didn’t need to be. Sol was all these things and he was the bridge to a place he would never see. A place where hope would be kindled by the fact of his death. Yet a place open to plunder unless the final battle was won.

Sol opened his eyes to find his vision changed. He could still make out the forms of his friends standing in front of him but they were altered. They were shadows again though now with a pulsing white soul energy that coursed around them. The Garonin too were changed. No longer the tall imposing soldiers he knew. They too were silhouettes though no energy shone from them. They were dark mist. No soul, no cohesion.

Sol breathed in the wonder of it all, forgetting for the moment that the enemy were massed to attack. The ivory of the land had gone too, so had the blackness in the sky. It was an even grey to Sol and there was what looked like dust in the air. Clouds of it. Not dust, he realised with a gasp. They were the marks of souls. Thousands, maybe millions. Travelling towards life or to their rest. Painting patterns in the comforting grey, like flocks of birds in flight.

‘It’s beautiful,’ he breathed.

‘Unknown.’ Hirad’s voice. Close. Sol looked and thought he could make out the barbarian’s shadow. ‘Unknown, can you hear me?’

‘Yes, Hirad.’

‘You’re sounding like you drank something way too strong, old friend.’

‘You can’t see or sense what I can, Hirad. It’s wonderful.’

‘I’m sure it is. But the Garonin are getting restless; we can see our people dying in the sky, though that might be a trick. We can’t see how we can stop them taking us, then you, and ripping the heart out of wherever it is you’ve found . . . You have found something, haven’t you?’

‘Oh yes, you could say that. And I can’t hold the door closed any longer. My soul desires to feel a new dawn. All these souls need a berth just as yours does. Keep strong, Hirad. You’re the heart of The Raven, don’t forget that. Trust me. Help is coming.’

‘From where?’

‘From everywhere. That’s why it had to be me that died for this.’

‘What are you talking about?’

‘Just be ready. We’re going home, Hirad. Home.’

Sol closed his eyes again. Everything had become very clear. The only risk now was that the Garonin would overwhelm the defenders before he was ready. But if he trusted anyone, it was The Raven. Sol let his soul fly. The scents of life suffused him. A breath played over him, gentle caressing growing to a breeze. It was the passage of souls, flooding forward into their new lands, there to find their resting place, there to find the paths back to their loved ones. There to end the torment of those marooned on Balaia.

Yet not all the souls that flowed over Sol passed through. Again and again he felt the touch of familiarity amongst the mass. And each one responded to his call to arms. To turn from sanctuary and defend the resting place none had yet seen.

‘My brothers, the world is forever in your debt,’ said Sol.

‘We are one,’ they responded.

Sol, the bridge between worlds, the director of the souls of the dead and the seeker of the paths back to the living, opened his eyes once more and he smiled.

 


Rebraal smashed his sword into the unguarded flank of a Garonin soldier. The Al-Arynaar bludgeoned into the enemy force holding the valley mouth. TaiGethen attacked with renewed vigour.

‘Down in front,’ said Dila’heth.

Rebraal ducked, bringing his warriors with him. IceBlades whipped over their heads. From somewhere, she had found another casting. The slivers of ice as hard as diamond sliced into the helmets of the Garonin. Seventy and more held the valley mouth. Before them, the dead of the TaiGethen lay, the enemy’s corpses long since claimed back to whence they came.

It sickened Rebraal to look at the dead but they gave him more energy for the fight. He surged up and chased in after the IceBlades. Dila’heth’s spell had wreaked havoc in the Garonin line. They had been unable to adapt to the out-of-tune Julatsan casting. Blood poured from the split helms of dozens of soldiers. Those nearest the impact were down. Others were pierced but still standing, unsteady on their feet.

The Al-Arynaar ploughed on. White fire ripped through their ranks. Rebraal swayed outside a stream of tears, leapt high and brought his sword down onto the helmet of a Garonin soldier. The man’s head broke apart under the force of the blow. Rebraal landed, rolled and came upright, in the thick of them now. He stabbed left and right.

His warriors were with him, driving a wedge deep into the enemy line. A white-edged blade came at him. He parried and thrust out, knocking his man back. The Garonin came on again. A jaqrui tore into his neck. Blood spurted from the wound. Rebraal stepped up and finished him.

Elves poured down on the diminishing knot of the enemy. Behind, further up the valley, the vydosphere’s weapons were useless during the melee. And on the ground the TaiGethen and ClawBound defence kept the balance of the Garonin from joining the fight.

Rebraal punched straight out, feeling his fist crack against stomach armour. There was a flare of white. Rebraal ducked instinctively. Something had lashed out from the armour. He heard elves scream. Rebraal chopped down hard on the Garonin’s right arm, battering the weapon from his hand. He reversed his blade and slashed up into the helmet, denting it deeply and sending his opponent sprawling.

Rebraal glanced behind him. Dila’heth lay on the ground, blood pouring from a gash across her face. Mages were running to her aid. Rebraal turned back. Still the Garonin fought. A TaiGethen warrior fielded a blade on his short sword but a second came round and carved the top of his skull clean off. His Tai brothers spun, leapt and kicked, feet driving into chest and gut. The two Garonin went down. Rebraal turned from the kill.

‘Break their line,’ called a voice from behind him. ‘You’re close. You’re so close.’

Rebraal faced a new enemy. The soldier raised his weapon to fire. Rebraal turned sideways and grabbed at it, feeling the heat along its length as it discharged. He forced the weapon down. White tears rattled into the dirt. Rebraal bounced on the balls of his feet. He jabbed his left elbow into the soldier’s faceplate and his blade through the eye slit. The man fell soundlessly.

Al-Arynaar surged around him. A ClawBound panther from the rear defence leapt over elf and enemy. She flattened a Garonin soldier, her jaws closing on his neck as he struck the ground. Rebraal followed up, hacking through the thigh of the last man in front of him as he struggled to find his blade, unable to fire for fear of hitting his own.

Rebraal was clear. He tore down the path to the abandoned village. From ahead he could hear screaming and shouting and the detonation of weapons. Spells lit up the sky in desultory fashion, impacting both the ground and the vydospheres hovering over the bay.

He rounded the last bend, ran through the village and slithered to a stop, his heart thrashing in his chest.

‘Oh no,’ he said. ‘Dear Yniss, preserve your people.’

The sea was aflame. He watched a Garonin heavy weapon fire from the carriage of a vydosphere. The ship beneath it disintegrated in a ball of flame. Timbers and planking were reduced to ashes in moments. Those aboard were incinerated in the blink of an eye.

Rebraal could not see beyond the fire and smoke to the open sea and the remainder of the fleet. He could not see the Calaian Sun and could only pray that Jevin had escaped to deep water and away to preserve the bound statue of Yniss. But he could see the staging point on the beach. Or what was left of it.

Smoke trailed over blackened sand. Remnants of marker flags blew across the shore. Three thousand he had left there. All gone, their souls cast into the void. Rebraal fell to his knees. The only thing left now was to pray.




Chapter 45

 


 


 


 


Densyr took them at a dead run on a circuitous route back towards the catacomb entrance. All around them the sounds of fighting echoed through the corridors, replacing the earlier bombardment. It was hard to hear. His guards and mages defended the Heart while he ran for his life, hoping they could delay the Garonin long enough for Dystran to complete his final task.

Diera was struggling under the weight of young Hirad. The lad wouldn’t touch the floor to run or walk now. Densyr brought them to the junction of two corridors and stopped before making a right turn.

‘Do you want me to take him?’ he asked.

‘You need your hands free to cast,’ said Diera, blowing hard. ‘Hirad darling, please, will you run if Jonas runs with you?’

‘I can’t, Mama. I’m frightened. Why aren’t the wolves here?’

‘They must be ahead somewhere, checking the way is clear for us. It’s going to be all right. You’ll see.’

Hirad clung to her neck. Diera raised her eyebrows at Densyr.

‘I’ll be all right. Just you look after Jonas. I don’t like seeing him with that sword in his hands.’

Densyr glanced down at the blade they’d taken from one of Dystran’s guards. It rested easily in Jonas’s grip. He had hefted it like a veteran but Densyr knew he had only ever fenced with Sol. Real combat was horribly different. For his part, Densyr had part-cast an Ilkar’s Defence. It was the best he could think of without risking his charges.

‘Are you ready? We go right here, all the way down to the end of the corridor, then it’s left, up a short incline, straight across the hub and up the stairs to the way out. It gets hard from here. Do what I say and we’ll make it.’

‘Ready,’ said Jonas.

Diera nodded again and put her hands under Hirad’s backside to lift him onto her chest.

‘Put him on your back, Mother,’ said Jonas. ‘He’ll be better protected that way.’

‘Hirad?’ asked Diera.

The boy shrugged and climbed up on Diera’s back. She put her arms under his thighs.

‘Thank you, Jonas.’

‘Let’s go,’ said Densyr. ‘Jonas up front with me. We’ll shield your mother.’

Jonas kept pace with him. They hurried down the corridor, a long, narrow space that inclined very slightly along its length. As they approached the end, Densyr heard a sound from ahead and brought them to a sliding stop. Footsteps, heavy and deliberate.

‘Be ready,’ he said.

Jonas clutched his sword in both hands. The point tapped on the ground. Densyr could not suppress a smile.

‘Sol used to wait until we could see them at least,’ he said.

‘It helps the nerves,’ said Jonas.

‘For us too.’

Round the corner came a figure, carrying another in his arms. Densyr sagged with relief and ran towards them.

‘Suarav. Dear Gods above, man, how are you still alive?’

Suarav’s face crumpled. Tears streaked down the dirt encasing his face. His shoulders shook. The head of the man in his arms fell outwards. Brynar. Behind him, Diera gasped.

‘Hide your head, Hirad. Do it now.’

The whole of Brynar’s left leg beneath the knee was gone. Ripped away by some huge force. Blood still dripped from the stump.

‘Help him,’ managed Suarav. ‘He fought so well.’

‘Put him down,’ said Densyr. ‘There’s nothing anyone can do for him now.’

Suarav shook his head. ‘Don’t say that. So many of them out there. We held them. He deserves to live. He—’

Suarav’s body juddered and blew sideways, slamming into the opposite wall of the corridor. White tears thudded into his body, ripping him and the dead Brynar into smoking pieces. Diera screamed. Densyr swore. More footsteps. Powerful and rhythmic. Two men at least, possibly three.

‘I’m ready to cast. Jonas . . . Jonas, no!’

‘Jonas!’ shrieked Diera.

The boy had heard neither of them. He had run to the end of the corridor and was waiting just away from the turning, sword cocked back. Densyr could see his body heaving and the tremble in his legs. Densyr began moving towards him, his spell itching to be cast. It shouldn’t feel like that.

A Garonin soldier appeared at the corridor entrance, stooping to squeeze his frame into the confined space. Jonas hesitated, looking up at the eight-foot-tall figure hunched under the low ceiling. But not for long. With a cry, he swung his sword round and up. The blade sheared through armour at the waist. The Garonin howled in agony and fell back.

Densyr made the end of the corridor and cast his Defence spell down it. Two more Garonin stood there. White tears played over the blue-washed barrier. Densyr could feel every impact through his arms. He clung on to the casting, finding it hard to concentrate.

‘What’s going on?’ he asked himself.

By him, Jonas was staring at the blood on his sword. He was shivering.

‘I killed someone,’ he said, his voice tiny.

‘And though I shouldn’t say it, your father would have been proud of you. Just check your moves with me first next time, eh?’

The answer to Densyr’s first question became obvious. The walls all around them and throughout the catacombs glowed deep blue and trembled. Densyr pushed hard at his casting, forcing the Garonin back along the corridor.

‘Time to leave. And quickly.’

 


There was beauty in the way it all folded back, thought Dystran. A certain symmetry of which Septern himself would have been proud. The lines of the ward grid had gathered together when he had let go the entry point between Heart and casting. The place where he should have set his mind to keep the opposing forces at bay was now empty. There was more he could do, however, and do it he did.

Dystran imagined himself humming as he did his work. His mother used to hum when she was cooking so it seemed the right thing to be doing. Dystran did not want to let the small chance that the energies within the grid would dissipate come to fruition. So he directed the mana flow back along the grid lines, using his failing mind to force them into the shape of a rope with individual fibres spiralling together.

And when that was thick enough, for his own amusement he gave the shape of this focused mana an arrowhead. Feedback. The most terrifying force any casting mage would ever face. But at this moment, Dystran’s last on this Earth, it was simply stupendous in its simplicity and its power.

The arrowhead slammed into the gentle pulsing hourglass of the Heart’s mana. There really could be only one outcome. He hoped Densyr escaped it. That would somehow be just.

For Dystran the world turned a fiery blue and then to utter dark.

 


Densyr gathered every ounce of strength in his mind and pushed. The Garonin were shoved straight into the hub room and flattened against the wall to one side of the stairway. Surely there were many hundreds more enemy up the stairs but that was a chance they’d have to take.

Densyr held the spell a few moments more.

‘Got to ask you to do something, Jonas,’ he said.

‘I know,’ said Jonas. ‘I’ll take left.’

‘Good lad. Don’t think about it. Only consider what they have forced your father to do. Don’t let them take any more of your family.’

Jonas nodded, a grim expression on his young face. The sight of it angered Densyr more than anything he had seen these past days. He gave the Ilkar’s Defence another shove, batting the heads of the Garonin against the wall one more time.

‘Dropping on three,’ he said. ‘One, two . . . three! Defence down.’

The two of them rushed the stunned Garonin. Densyr dragged a dagger from his boot sheath, reached up and rammed it into the neck of his target. Beside him, Jonas gave a wavering call and stabbed his man through the stomach. His blade ran straight through and screeched against the wall.

‘And now it’s time to run.’

Densyr ran for the stairs up to the ruined tower complex. He had not got two steps before he felt the air being sucked out of his lungs. A wind howled down the stairs, a mana gale that blasted through his mind. Behind him Sol’s family couldn’t feel it at all. He screamed and clamped his hands to the sides of his head, dropping to his knees and tumbling back.

He felt hands about him, trying to help him. All around them the blue in the walls had faded to a crisp white and frost bulged out, thick and grabbing. Ice fingers probed into millennia-old stone. The catacombs gave a death rattle. A complete silence fell.

‘What’s happening?’ asked Diera.

‘The Heart is about to stop beating,’ said Densyr.

There were footsteps on the stairs. Densyr swore. Hirad screeched and clutched hard at Diera’s neck. Four Garonin pounded into the hub room. Densyr wasn’t ready. He had no spell prepared. His head was thumping as loud as the enemy boots. Jonas rushed in, yelling at them to leave his mother alone. A Garonin arm came round. The back of the soldier’s hand clattered into Jonas’s chest, sending him sprawling.

Diera and Hirad both shrieked Jonas’s name. Garonin weapons trained on Densyr. He bowed his head and closed his eyes. From his left two shadows whipped by. He heard a Garonin shout. There was a howl and then the crunchy of fang on flesh and bone. A weapon was fired, dust and stone fell from the ceiling. Densyr dared to look.

Both wolves had attacked from a side passageway. Two Garonin were down. The other two trying to beat the wolves back. Jonas stormed past him and hacked his sword into an exposed back. Densyr, impelled to action, freed his dagger again. He paced forward. The one free Garonin reared back, a wolf snarling and snapping in his arms. The soldier roared with the effort.

Densyr jammed his dagger blade hard into the back of the Garonin’s left thigh and kicked into the back of his knee. The Garonin pitched forward. The wolf spun in his grip. Claws and fangs lashed in. Before long, the enemy had ceased his struggle. Blood slicked across the hub room floor.

Densyr, breathing heavily, nodded his thanks at Jonas. He wiped his dagger on his trousers and sheathed it. A bass rumble rippled out from the centre of the catacombs. The hub room shook. Areas of the plaster ceiling fell in. The walls heaved. Fissures appeared within, shattering ice. The wind began to howl again but this time all could hear it.

‘Run!’ yelled Densyr.

He sprinted back to the stairs, trying to ignore the pounding in his head. Jonas was by his side, bloodied sword still held in one hand. They ran out into the devastation that had once been the tower complex. Nothing was left now but treacherous ruins. Ruins filled with Garonin. A hundred eyes turned on them as they fled the top of the stairs and were forced to stop by the piles of stone blocking their path. Fifty weapons were brought to bear. The wolves placed themselves in front of Hirad and Jonas, barking out warnings. Lips curled back from teeth and hackles rose.

‘To me,’ shouted Densyr. ‘Huddle close.’

There was a growing whine in the air, replacing the silence. Densyr cast quickly and efficiently, trying not to think about the fact that it would be his last casting as a true mage of Xetesk. He had a choice to make. To deflect the Garonin weapons was one option. He chose a second. Densyr stared at the nearest Garonin as the soldier’s hand rested on the trigger of his weapon.

‘I’d duck if I were you,’ he said.

The Heart of Xetesk exploded. The speed of the shock wave was incredible. The ground rippled underfoot, upsetting every Garonin, pitching them from their feet. It was followed by a series of detonations from deep within the catacombs. Densyr’s Orsyn’s Cocoon covered the four of them above and below, a seamless bubble of mana that he would cling on to for as long as his mind would let him.

From the centre of the catacombs the ground heaved in expanding concentric circles. Cracks were torn and blue fire lashed out, sending shards of stonework out in lethal clouds. Garonin, struggling to their feet, were cut to shreds in their tens and dozens. The ripple detonations thundered beneath Densyr and his charges. They were cast up eight or ten feet and dumped back down.

The ground collapsed beneath them and they fell further. All around them Garonin soldiers died. The air was full of whistling missiles. Great slabs of catacomb wall spiralled high, crashing down on the undefended. Bodies were smeared beneath falls of rock that would have crushed dragons. The ripples fled ever outwards, blue light gleaming under the surface. The wolves leapt out and bolted, howling as they went.

Densyr could just see the remaining college walls to the north judder and fall. Below, in the catacombs, nought would be left but dust. Stones and debris rattled on the skin of the cocoon. Densyr could feel his link to the Heart fade and die. An intense sadness swept into his body and the shield was gone. There was still mana here. He could feel it, taste it. But the flow he knew, the security that had always been there . . . nothing was left. Not a trickle. Mage rendered man.

‘I wonder if this really was always inevitable,’ he said.

‘Probably,’ said Diera.

She hugged Hirad close to her. The little boy was cut and crying but otherwise unharmed. Physically at least. Jonas coughed and sat up, using his sword as a prop to help him stand.

‘Is it over?’ he asked.

‘Well, that depends whether the Garonin find us of no more use or whether they feel annihilation is fitting revenge. Either way, we should probably get out of this hole. I dread to think what it’s like below us. As treacherous as shifting sands, I should think.’

‘Densyr,’ said Diera, feeling able to use his new name at last

‘Denser, I think,’ said Denser. ‘That little ego trip didn’t last, did it?’

‘Denser, then. Sol would have been proud of you. Thank you.’

‘Don’t thank me. Not yet,’ said Denser. ‘Not until he comes for you. Come on. We need to find somewhere safer to hide.’

 


The doorway was open. The light that encased Sol was blinding. All any of them had to do was turn and walk towards it and they would be gone. And the Garonin would be right behind them. The pull, the temptation, was enormous. But to give in would be a betrayal of everything for which Sol had sacrificed his life.

And so Ilkar turned back, the howls of the Garonin loud in his ears, and watched them charge across the open space. There had to be two thousand of them in ranks forty yards wide. They would reach The Raven and TaiGethen in moments. They would roll over them as if they were wheat in a field and they would plunder a new set of dimensions.

Even so, Hirad, who stood a few paces in front of him, did not flinch or turn to run. And he held The Raven with him, daring any of them to weaken. Erienne was casting beside him and how he wished he could do the same, but something was still missing. It hardly mattered now, he supposed.

‘Pick your targets, Raven,’ said Hirad as Garonin weapons came to bear. ‘Ilkar, Erienne, we need shields now. Let’s keep them back as long as we can.’

Which would be a few heartbeats at best. Ilkar searched within himself for the ability to make something from this place bereft of mana. For Erienne, the task was plainly a simple one.

‘Shield up,’ she said.

The Garonin halted twenty yards from them. Ilkar watched them move into an arc, surrounding The Raven completely. He felt powerless, useless. With Erienne shielding them, he was the one who could actually deal damage but he had no idea how. Thraun stood stock still to Darrick’s left, lips drawn back from his teeth. He snarled. Darrick, like Hirad beside him, faced the enemy with no hint of fear. But to Hirad’s right Sirendor was twitchy, unsure. The TaiGethen flowed left and right along the thin Raven line, seeming far more than the five they numbered.

‘Are you ready for this, Erienne?’ asked Hirad.

‘We’re about to find out,’ she replied.

‘You can hold on,’ said Sol, his voice around them all, comforting and strong. ‘Trust me. Help is near.’

The Garonin opened fire.

White bloomed across Erienne’s shield. A thundering and crackling noise built up, reaching a screaming crescendo. Ilkar couldn’t see beyond the front edge of the shield, such was the density of fire. Erienne was driven to her knees. She stretched out her arms and a guttural sound escaped her throat. She gasped. Ilkar blinked. She was being pushed slowly back across the floor, and the shield would be coming with her.

‘Pace back, Raven,’ called Hirad into the booming noise. ‘We won’t see them until they step inside. Ilkar, is there nothing you can do?’

Ilkar felt the question like a slap in the face.

‘There’s no mana here,’ he said.

‘There’s nothing here. No swords, no armour. Nothing,’ said Hirad. ‘This isn’t about reality. It is about belief. You believe you see me, don’t you?’

‘Yes but . . .’

‘It’s the same for your mana,’ said Hirad. ‘Believe you can cast. Expect to cast.’

Ilkar shook his head. His mind remained a blank for constructing spells but there was something he could do. He hurried over to Erienne, dropped to his haunches and leaned his weight against her. Ilkar felt her move into his body. He put his arms about her stomach and held her close.

‘Tell me how you’re feeling,’ he said into her ear.

‘You ssshould, ttry, tthhis,’ she said.

‘I wish I could. You’re doing brilliantly. Keep talking to me.’

‘Ignore the emptiness,’ gasped Erienne. ‘Use your memories. You already are for everything you see of us. It works, I promise.’

The fire density increased steadily. Either more Garonin were attacking or . . .

‘They are closing,’ said Sol, his voice sounding deep in Ilkar’s head.

‘How are you doing that?’

‘Things are a little different from where I’m sitting. You have squads of Garonin coming in at the far left and right of the shield where it touches the edifice. The main bulk are standing off and there is another force behind them. They will look to get to me. Be wary.’

Ilkar saw the TaiGethen split and move to the flanks. Within the bubble of Erienne’s shield the open ground was quite limited. Perhaps only forty feet square. But the defenders were very thinly spaced.

‘It will only take one to touch me,’ said Sol as if reading his thoughts. ‘And we are lost.’

‘Where’s that help you promised?’ asked Hirad.

‘Just around the corner,’ said Sol. ‘In a manner of speaking.’

‘Ilkar.’ It was Erienne, and her voice sounded as if she were about to break.

‘Not long now,’ he said. ‘Be strong.’

‘I need you to be able to help me,’ she said. ‘They are speaking to me.’

‘They’re what? Who?’

The sky over Ulandeneth turned black.
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Ark’s last living memory was of the moments before the demons took his soul. Beyond that, the awful pain of their torment and, later still, the dread knowledge that even when the demons were destroyed, his soul’s fate was eternity in the vast screaming purgatory of the void. Over and over, he had lived the last beats of his heart. The ice of the demons’ touch. The dragging of their claws through his body and the freezing agony of a reaver’s grip on his soul.

Unlooked-for and beyond his capacity to hope, the touch of Sol had found him. Somewhere a door had been opened and he had been pulled towards it, helpless to avoid its embrace whether it be fair or foul. Then had come the strength of Sol, imbuing his soul with light and hope. And with it had come the rush of voices in what he began to think of again as his mind. Comforting, supporting, powerful. As one. Their souls mingled but this time not in the thrall of the Soul Tank. No demons forced them to their work. This time they did so as free men under the banner of the first to have escaped the order of the Protectors. The first to stand in battle without a mask.

For Sol they gathered, and for Sol they would fight.

 


Images played out across the sky above them while the Garonin weapons blinded them head on. Erienne was groaning with effort and slowly losing her own personal battle. Ilkar prayed that she didn’t look up but he could see her head moving as if someone were forcing it back.

‘Don’t do it,’ he said. ‘Face front or close your eyes.’

‘I . . . No. NO!’

Erienne’s arms trembled. Her whole body shook and her fingers, splayed out to keep the shield taut, began to draw into fists. Above her Xetesk destroyed. Barely recognisable. Yet in the middle of the ruined college figures ran while white tears bit at their feet and spat at the ground right behind them. Wolves flanked them, blood running from their blackened flanks.

‘Please no,’ said Erienne. ‘Don’t let it be true.’

Denser. Running for his life. And with him all that was precious to Sol and to Thraun.

‘Don’t believe it. Don’t trust it.’ Sol’s voice sounded loud but even his tones carried a tremble to them. ‘Be strong and we will save them all.’

Garonin burst through the opaque shield to the left, running along the wall of the edifice, firing as they came. Thraun howled and leapt to the attack. Auum and Duele closed in. Hirad made to move.

‘Stop, Hirad,’ boomed Sol. ‘More coming at you. Hold the line, Raven.’

Ilkar stood up behind Erienne. He drew his short blade from its scabbard. The weapon felt heavy and unbalanced in his hand. Four Garonin had punched through the shield. White tears fled across the enclosed space, missing their targets. Thraun’s leap took him onto the shoulders of the lead Garonin, bringing him down. Auum hurdled the pair of them. He landed, spun and kicked up and out. The sole of his right foot slammed into the chest of his target, rocking him back. Auum continued his spin. His blade snaked out, slicing into neck and faceplate. The Garonin staggered.

Duele whispered past Auum. He ducked a stream of energy fire, bounced back up and hammered his blade into the ribcage of his enemy. The man fell against the last of the four invaders. Weapons were triggered reflexively. White tears ripped into the walls of the edifice. Cracks ran away along its surface.

Auum jabbed his blade into the gut of his victim. Without pause, he grabbed a jaqrui and threw. The keening wail was brief. The razor edge sliced through the arm of the last attacker. His weapon fell from his hand. Duele leapt to carve his blade into the Garonin’s faceplate. Auum followed up his jaqrui and buried his blade two-handed into the gut of the wounded man. Ilkar heard the blade shriek as it exited his back and scraped the edifice behind.

Another howl from Thraun. The wolf sprang up and ran right. Ilkar followed him. Garonin had pushed through the barrier. White light filled the space. Ghaal ducked but not quickly enough. He took the full force of two streams of fire in his face. His head was engulfed in flame. His body juddered and was thrown back to slide across the floor. Ilkar had to turn away. Ghaal’s neck smoked, his skull was blasted to shards.

In front, Hirad called a warning. Ilkar heard the clash of weapons. But to the right was the greater threat. Thraun had his jaws clamped around the leg of a Garonin soldier who was beating the wolf’s skull with the butt of his weapon. Evunn and Miirt surged into the attack. But one Garonin was free. He could see Sol, sitting helpless, light streaming into him and away from him. The door open to invasion. Auum, running headlong, was not going to make it in time. Ilkar hefted his blade. He was standing no more than ten yards from Sol.

‘Get this wrong and it ends here,’ he said to himself.

Ilkar hurled his blade. It caught the Garonin in the right thigh. The soldier stumbled, slowed and regained his feet. He ran on, a shout of victory ripping from his alien lips. He reached out to Sol, to touch him and render everything the great man had died for a waste.

The Garonin did not make contact. An axe materialised in the air before him, swinging across with frightening power. Behind it the body of a huge man in jet-black armour washed into being. The blade savaged straight through the Garonin’s neck, taking his head clean off to bounce across the floor towards Ilkar.

The elf blinked to dispel the illusion but it didn’t shift. There stood Ark. Protector and Raven. He was carrying the sword and axe of Xetesk’s dread calling. He wore their colours but without the mask that bound them to the demons. Ark roared. His arms shook and his fists ground against his weapons. His face cleared and he stared square at Ilkar. Blood dripped from his axe.

‘We are come.’

 


Hirad pushed the Garonin’s weapon to the left and swung his sword high. The edge slid from the man’s shoulder and clattered up into the side of his helmet. The Garonin stumbled. Darrick’s reverse sweep carved a gash deep into his chest. The Garonin gasped. Hirad thrust up under his chin strap.

Hirad was aware of shouting from behind him and resisted the urge to turn. More Garonin came through the barrier in front of him. To his right Sirendor ducked a stream of white tears, swayed left as he came back up and jabbed up into the armpit of his attacker. Hirad paced forward. He switched his sword to his left hand, dropped to his haunches and swung the blade low across him, feeling a satisfying connection. Blood spurted from the Garonin’s right shin. The soldier stumbled forward. Hirad darted right, reversed his blade and cracked it into the back of his opponent’s knees.

The sound of running filled the air around him. It came from behind, to the left and the right. Sol managed a chuckle that reverberated through his head. Protectors swarmed by Hirad, forming a solid line around him and the rest of The Raven. At the centre of the masked army was a man whose face felt the air.

Garonin surged through the barrier again. Hirad smiled as they faltered in their charge.

‘Good to see you, Ark,’ said the barbarian. He beckoned towards the enemy. ‘Come and get it, boys.’

Ark and the entire Protector line stepped forward. Axes came through left to right, low to high. Swords came the other way, chest-high. Garonin screams filled the air. The weight of fire on the shield intensified still further. Hirad felt the pressure of souls crammed into the small space. At last he turned. The shield was full of Protectors. Hundreds of them materialising in front of Sol and spreading across the space.

‘Bloody hell. Brought a few friends with you too, did you?’ Hirad’s voice rose to a shout. ‘We have to spread the shield. Ilkar!’

Abruptly, the sky darkened once more. The sound of white tears splatting against the cobbles of ruined Xetesk was replaced by silence. Simultaneously, the deluge against the shield ceased. Protectors moved out of its compass, forming a line four deep, stretching across the face of the edifice.

Hirad heard Erienne cry out. In front of him the shield flickered. He turned and ran back to her, glancing up at the images played out above them in huge hideous detail. Black Wings castle. Two boys lay on a filthy bed. It was covered with blood. The boys were unmoving, throats carved open. Hirad slithered to his knees.

‘That’s not the future; it’s the past,’ he said. ‘And we all still grieve for your boys. Don’t let them beat you. Don’t let our new world become another graveyard for us.’

‘I couldn’t save them,’ she said. ‘I couldn’t save Lyanna. I can’t save anyone.’

‘Erienne, you’re saving us right now. Hang on to that. You’re saving the future for everyone still alive and the souls of your boys.’ Hirad turned. ‘Raven! Get here now. Lend Erienne your strength.’

But Hirad could see she was crumbling. Above their heads images played of storms lashing the coast of Balaia and of a little girl in the centre of them, calling out for her mother. Erienne was shaking horribly. Her shoulders were hunched as if against a cold wind and her hands were closing again.

Thraun padded up behind her and sat, leaning his body into hers and nuzzling her neck. Darrick stood in front of her, looking down. He stripped off a glove and placed his hand on the top of her head. Sirendor did not come so close. Sirendor, who had never met her, stood to watch the Garonin. They were unsure for the present as they gauged the Protector force. Hirad looked for Ilkar. The elven mage was moving towards them one moment and gone the next.

 


For an instant Ilkar thought he had lost faith entirely and simply ceased to be in Ulandeneth. But a warming feeling washed over him, familiar and strong. A metaphorical arm around the shoulders from a huge presence.

‘You need to get your brother to safety now because we haven’t got much time,’ said Sol.

‘Where are you?’ asked Ilkar. ‘Where am I?’

Ilkar could see nothing but a brown and gold blur.

‘Travelling,’ said Sol. ‘And I am where you left me. I hold the door. You and your brother must bring the elves through now. And then you have to return and play your part.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Erienne cannot shield us on her own. Hirad cannot fight them on his own. Belief is only so great in any one of us. Find it in yourself. And think on this. Hirad was right. Absolutely none of what we have seen in Ulandeneth can possibly be happening. So why is it? Find the answer within you and turn this fight around.’

Ilkar wanted to ask more but the blur in front of his eyes coalesced into a scene of devastation. He was standing on the beach of North Bay. Around him the bodies of thousands of elves were scattered in the nauseating attitudes of their deaths. Ilkar tried to move but found he could do nothing but turn on the spot.

Coming towards him across the beach was a small knot of elves pursued by three Garonin firing their weapons. White tears wiped across a flaring, sputtering spell shield. The elves ran on. Not five yards from him they stopped and turned. Four of them, mages, bent to a casting. Rebraal faced the onrushing Garonin with five Al-Arynaar. Ilkar could see his brother was wounded. He held his blade in the wrong hand.

Rebraal was speaking but Ilkar could not hear the words. The Garonin stopped ten yards from them and continued firing. Other enemies were approaching. This was a fight only going one way. But not quietly. From the hands of one of the crouching mages IceBlades tore out. Garonin armour flared white. One of the enemy clutched at his helmet, blood spurting from his eye slit. But, even as he fell, a finger of white lashed out along the path of the spell and buried in the caster’s chest. The mage blew apart. The spell shield flickered but steadied.

‘Rebraal,’ said Ilkar.

Rebraal, with his back to Ilkar, stiffened. His head turned this way and that.

‘I’m behind you. Turn round and look.’

Rebraal shook his head.

‘Bloody hell, little brother, do I have to draw you a map?’

Rebraal spun round, clearly surprising the Al-Arynaar warriors standing by him. His face was angry, his mouth ready to deliver a threat. But his jaw dropped and he pointed directly at Ilkar before beginning to walk towards him. His people were asking him why.

‘Can you not see him? He’s standing right there.’

Ilkar could not hear their responses. But he could see their expressions. Disbelief. And why not.

‘Don’t worry, Rebraal. They can’t see or hear me yet.’

‘Ilkar?’

Ilkar nodded. ‘Well, sort of. I’m still dead but at least I can get you out of here. You don’t need the Wesmen. Come to me, all of you, and I’ll take you home.’

‘We’re scattered, Ilkar,’ said Rebraal. ‘Our people are trapped aboard ship and back along the valley behind me. I cannot leave them.’

‘You won’t be,’ said Ilkar. ‘Reach out to me. Touch me. And we will appear to each and every one of them. End their torment. Bring them home.’

Rebraal shook his head. ‘I’ve seen too much to believe this. It cannot be you.’

‘I cannot prove it but that you look at me and see me,’ said Ilkar. ‘You’re my brother.’

‘Then tell me what you always feared the most,’ said Rebraal.

Ilkar still felt a twinge of pain at the memory. ‘I feared walking this earth long after my friends, The Raven, had gone to their graves. Hundreds of years of bleak grief. Lucky for me that I died in screaming agony before the lot of them, wasn’t it?’

Rebraal’s face cracked into a huge smile and he walked towards Ilkar.

‘You came back for me,’ he said. ‘After all this time.’

Ilkar shrugged. ‘Someone has to look after you.’

‘Where will we end up?’

‘Ah, now that I can’t tell you. After all, I’ll end up elsewhere, being dead and all that.’

Rebraal’s smile faltered. ‘So this is only to be a brief meeting.’

‘The briefest. But worth the moment.’

‘So it is, my brother, so it is.’

Rebraal reached out and touched Ilkar’s hands. Ilkar felt the faintest of physical contact but it was enough to last him eternity. With that touch the doorway opened for every surviving elf on Balaia and on Calaius. And in that same moment Ilkar was thrust back to the desperate now of Ulandeneth but this time with an answer shrieking for attention.

 


Brothers fall. Grieve for their souls. Run hard. Strike back. Protect The Raven. Protect Sol.

The pulses of thought ran around Ark’s head. The Protector line forged towards the Garonin forward position. They covered the short space quickly but the Garonin weapons were tearing his brothers apart. Behind Ark, the shield of the One mage was guttering. Garonin were waiting for it to fail. His brothers would die to keep them from her. From all who sheltered within it.

They still ran four deep. The white tears smashed into them. To Ark’s immediate left his brother Kol took the full force of a weapon in his chest. His body was lifted and hurled backwards, scattering those in his wake. Multiple tracers of energy moving right to left, burning, gouging and blistering. Protectors fell soundlessly. Others stumbled, limbs shorn away. Wounds to torso and head brought down more. But the Protectors would not fold.

Reform. Run on. Close the line. Strike.

The Protectors broke across the Garonin. Ark exulted. He smashed his axe through the chest of the first enemy. He kicked the body aside. He thrust his sword deep into the gut of the next. Orn’s axe whipped across to block a weapon coming back up to fire. The voices were loud in his head.

Duck low, jab up. Strike left, sword. Axe defence chest, Orn. Spin blade. Upper cut sword. Brother down. Body away. Fill. Drive axe forward, Pel. Pace up. Lower left flank block.

The Garonin were wavering in front of them. There were no gaps in the Protector defence barring those torn by the desultory white tears that some from the rear risked around the bodies of their fellows. Blank masks faced flat faceplates. Pitiless enemies squaring up. Ark buried his axe in the top of a Garonin skull, splitting it open and showering gore. He wrenched it clear. Orn clattered his axe flat into the waist of another.

Ark could see beyond them. The plain was empty. The remnants of the Garonin force broke and ran, blinking out of sight as they went.

Hold, my brothers.

Ark looked about him. The shield was thirty yards to their rear. Protector bodies covered the ground, two hundred and more taken by the white tears. He could feel Sol’s tension in his mind. He asked of him.

‘They are not gone. They’ve drawn you out a long way,’ said Sol. ‘Fall back.’

A shimmering in the air appeared less than twenty yards ahead. Garonin dropped into Ulandeneth. Hundreds of them. They stood like statues for a moment, gathering themselves. Weapons were raised to fire. It was going to be a slaughter.

Back, my brothers. Back to the shield.

Above, the sky was dark again. The images changed.

‘Fall back.’

Sol’s voice sounded through each and every one of them. Above, the black images had changed. Demons tortured souls where they stretched away from the Soul Tank. Protectors had masks ripped from their faces and they died in torment.

Strength. Move fast. Don’t look back.

The Protectors turned and ran. Behind them, the Garonin unleashed a storm of raw white power.




Chapter 47

 


 


 


 


Hirad watched helpless while the Garonin slaughtered the Protectors. Erienne’s shield had strengthened. The images had changed away from her personal torment, leaving her free to concentrate, with Thraun acting as strength and comfort right by her. But the cost had been savage and was worsening.

The Garonin had materialised in huge numbers just too far away for the Protectors to reach. Their only course was to try and get back inside the shield. The white tears spoke another outcome. Protectors were hurled forward. Backs of skulls were crushed in. Holes were punched through chests and legs were blasted from beneath strong bodies.

Hirad could see Ark, and now Aeb, running headlong. Arms pumping, weapons flashing in the glare of the tears. Fire was back on the shield too, rattling and fizzing, reminding Erienne of the grim task before her. Garonin closed in on all sides. He could even hear weapons fire behind the edifice now, blasting through the stone, leaching away the belief of every soul still yet to cross home.

‘Be ready, Raven! Steady, Erienne. Sirendor, looking forward.’ Hirad’s voice couldn’t cover that of Ilkar. The elf so recently disappeared was plainly back amongst them and he was raving about something. ‘Ilkar! Drop the speech. Get casting.’

‘No! You don’t understand. Well you do but you don’t. Gods drowning, what am I saying? You lot only believe so far. I see it now. I see everything. We are just spirits. They cannot even touch us if we don’t believe they can. They only hurt us because that is what we expect! Listen to me. They cannot break us. They cannot!’

‘We haven’t time for this, Ilks. If you believe, cast something to help us.’

Hirad never took his eyes from the Protectors. White tears splashed against the few that remained. Less than fifty. A masked man fell against Aeb’s legs, bringing him down. Ark stopped to drag him clear. Fire splashed across Aeb’s body, tearing it apart where he lay. Ark ran on. The few ran through the barrier, stopped, turned and faced.

The mass of the Garonin surged at them.

‘Listen to me, Gods drowning, listen!’

‘Cast, Ilkar you bastard. Just cast!’

‘All right, I will.’

Hirad drew a deep breath and picked his first target. He dared a glance left and right. The line was solid but there was precious little in reserve. The TaiGethen held the flanks by the edifice. The Raven warrior trio had the centre with Protectors filling the gaps in between. The Garonin came through the shield.

Darrick fenced a weapon aside. He found a gap in the enemy defence and slid his sword up under his arm. The soldier fell. The one behind him opened fire. White tears splattered against the shield. He closed, still firing.

Hirad tore into the Garonin ahead of him. He batted away a weapon, smashed his fist high into the soldier’s faceplate and dashed the pommel of his sword into the side of his helmet. The soldier fell. Hirad leapt over him.

The Protector line struck their targets. Hirad felt the power. Axes came down in unison. Blood sprayed into the ivory sky. Swords flashed through. The Garonin juddered to a temporary standstill. The Protectors stepped up, still just inside the shield. Hirad saw an axe remove the arm of one Garonin. He saw that same axe turn out to block a thrust to a brother Protector. And he saw the Protector lose his head to a stream of white tears as it moved a fraction beyond safety.

‘The line’s not going to hold,’ shouted Darrick.

The earth shook just beyond Erienne’s shield. Garonin broke off and stepped back. The Protectors stopped as one. Hirad looked out over the juddering landscape while beneath his feet he could feel nothing at all. He glanced over his shoulder. Ilkar was casting. He watched the elven mage stare out over the Garonin and raise his hands from by his sides.

The ground of Ulandeneth heaved. Mighty spears of rock thrust up, spilling Garonin to either side. High the walls of bedrock climbed, and between them hundreds of enemy soldiers were standing and staring. The ivory mountains shuddered to a halt, loose pebbles running from their impossibly smooth surfaces. For a heartbeat the battle ceased.

Ilkar clapped his hands.

Hirad fell back a pace and had to turn his head away. The dread thump of the low mountains coming together was augmented in his imagination by the crunch of bones. Enemies, yes, but snuffed out so coldly. Surviving Garonin were too stunned to react for a moment. Above, the sky had returned to its bland ivory. Hirad turned to face Ilkar. The elf’s hands were still clasped together. The clap they had made had been heard across Ulandeneth.

‘That was some trick for an elf who can’t see a way.’

‘What did I tell you? They cannot beat us.’

But outside the survivors reformed. Still over a hundred remained. They scattered themselves across the front of the shield, raised their weapons and ran.

‘Ilkar, we need another of those.’

‘No time. Just believe what I say.’

‘Ilkar. A shield,’ said Sol. ‘I need Erienne. And I need Hirad.’

The Garonin breached Erienne’s shield. White tears flared across the space. Protectors fell. Darrick took a bolt across his left shoulder. Sirendor ducked and flailed his weapon. Hirad swayed and jabbed out, deflecting a weapon which fired high and wide.

‘No time, Unknown!’ he called.

‘Make time.’

‘Shield up,’ said Ilkar.

Hirad was plucked away.

‘Unknown, no!’

‘It is our last chance. The Garonin will break us eventually. We have to complete the job and hide the door from them. First we need every soul to cross. Thousands are coming in from the void, heading for rest. Now we need the living to join them. Erienne will bring Densyr. You will bring my family.’

Sol’s voice was like a warm cloak about Hirad’s shoulders. He could sense Erienne but could not see her, and if he looked at all, he could see nothing but a blurred mess all around him.

‘Why me?’

‘Why do you think she named our son Hirad?’

‘Thought that was your idea.’

‘No.’

‘She’ll want it to have been you she saw, big man.’

‘You’ll understand why I cannot move.’

The Unknown’s voice was leaden. Hirad felt his regret as if it was his own.

‘It’s probably for the best,’ said Hirad.

‘I can think of no scenario where that would be true. Just tell them I’ll be watching over them always.’

The blur coalesced. Hirad and Erienne were standing in the ruins of Xetesk. Diera, the boys and Denser were running towards them. The wolves had peeled off and were harrying three Garonin, keeping them away. Both animals were badly wounded. Neither would last long.

 


Denser could feel her before she appeared before them. The four of them were running towards a temporary haven in the ruins of the refectory. Garonin still prowled the grounds of the college but the vydospheres were gone, snatched away to some other task.

Erienne stood with Hirad. Warmth flowed out from them. Diera and the boys saw The Raven duo too. Diera slithered to a stop, young Hirad still on her back. Jonas walked towards Hirad, sword still in his hands.

‘Hello, Jonas.’

‘You’re like that painting at our inn. How can you be here?’

‘It’s a long story. Your father sent me. But I’m here to show you to your new home. You, Hirad and your mother. Reach out to me; let me take you there.’

Jonas turned to Diera.

‘Mother?’

She looked up and there was joy in her face despite the tears. ‘Why isn’t he here?’

Hirad smiled. ‘He’s busy making sure every soul that ever was gets safely to the other side. You know The Unknown.’

Diera smiled. ‘Yes, I do.’

‘And he says he’ll be watching over you, keeping you safe.’

‘He actually means it, doesn’t he?’ said Diera.

‘You know, I think he does.’

‘Time for you to come too, my love,’ said Erienne.

‘Yeah, Xetesk-man. Get over here and feel my spectral boot in your arse for all the crap things you did.’

But Denser shook his head, suddenly certain of his path. ‘I don’t think so.’

‘What?’ Erienne and Hirad spoke together.

‘Not because of you, Hirad. I never was scared of you, not really. But there’ll be so many people left here, people that won’t cross over. So much work to be done if we are to rebuild anything of our former selves. And all without the aid of magic now.’

‘Are you sure?’ asked Erienne.

‘I’ve never been surer about anything,’ said Denser, and he felt a weight lift from his shoulders. ‘I can’t abandon those who cannot leave.’

Erienne nodded. ‘The words of a true leader of men. You’ll make a fine king, Denser. I’m proud of you.’

‘Not a king. Never that.’

Hirad chuckled. ‘Good job. Come on, you lot. Time to go.’

Denser watched the three of them reach out to Hirad and disappear. Hirad nodded to him.

‘I’m glad, Denser. You’ve restored my faith in you. Something I didn’t think you could do. Never mind your college trappings. This is a destiny you can make all for yourself.’

‘I’ll do my best.’

Hirad vanished, leaving Erienne standing in the light alone.

‘I will never cease to love you,’ said Denser. ‘Or our daughter.’

Erienne smiled, blew him a kiss and was gone. Denser looked about him.

‘Interesting decision,’ he said. ‘Thoroughly thought through. Hero, king or utter fool. Time will surely tell.’

Denser ducked into the refectory ruins as a Garonin soldier thumped past his hiding place. He could still hear the wolves but they were distant now, perhaps chasing Thraun’s soul. He hoped so.

The Lord of the Mount watched the Garonin soldier march away.

‘Right. Well, best get started.’

 


The Garonin were amongst them.

‘How long, Sol?’ asked Ilkar. He had kept his shield up against the few enemies who remained outside but increasingly he felt it to be a waste of time.

‘You’ll know,’ said Sol.

‘We could do with the others. Why won’t everyone see what I see?’

‘They are coming. And your time is soon.’

Sirendor and Darrick fought back to back. Darrick’s left arm hung useless at his side. He was sweating heavily and struggling to keep up his defence. But there was no doubting his courage. He jabbed and fenced, keeping enemies busy while Sirendor killed with his trademark stylish efficiency. The remaining Protectors held the line as solidly as they could but were being worn down inexorably.

Around them, the TaiGethen were a blur of ruthless murder. Every time a Garonin soldier got inside the shield, a TaiGethen was on him before he had gone five paces. Yet Ilkar could not relax. Surely the enemy were being snuffed out and indeed it did seem their numbers were thinning beyond the shield. Ilkar, though, felt the approach of something bad.

Garonin soldiers broke through on the right again. Four of them. Thraun barked a warning and leapt. White tears tracked him, searing across his flank. With a yelp, Thraun crashed to the ground and slid against the side of the edifice. His body heaved and smoked, shuddering its last.

Auum was already running, Evunn with him. The two TaiGethen rolled under streams of white tears flashing over their heads and into the backs of two helpless Protectors. Auum surged up and left the ground, going two-footed at the nearest enemy. Evunn made to do likewise, but at that moment Erienne and Hirad dropped back into the melee.

Evunn collided with the pair of them and all three tumbled and rolled. In front of them the Garonin could not believe his luck. His weapon discharged. Evunn was caught by the stream of energy and his body blew apart, spattering gore in all directions.

The Garonin hurdled his fallen body and raced towards Sol. Auum downed his man, turned and gave chase. Hirad was getting to his feet. Two other Garonin faced him. He had nowhere to run. Below him Erienne had begun to cast but would not make it.

Time slowed for Ilkar. Him again. He could stop the lone Garonin. Possibly. But the consequence was stark. Move and attack and lose the shield keeping the remaining fire from the defenders. Enough fire to wipe them all out. He heard Sol’s last words repeat in his head.

‘Now or never,’ he said. Ilkar drove to his feet and dived headlong at the onrushing Garonin. ‘Shield down! Shield down!’

White tears lashed into the open space. Protector, Raven and elf alike threw themselves to the ground. Ilkar prayed they all survived but knew they could not. His outstretched hand snagged the ankle of the Garonin. The soldier, in mid-run, sprawled to the ground. Ilkar scrambled up and dived on top of him as he tried to get back to his feet. White tears smashed all around him, ripping chunks out of the edifice but keeping well away from Sol, who held the door open, helpless to stop what came at him.

The Garonin shoved Ilkar off. Ilkar rolled and rose. The Garonin was on his feet too. Ilkar got in front of him. The Garonin raised his weapon. He fired.

‘Ilkar!’ Hirad was screaming at him. ‘No!’

The white tears flowed into Ilkar’s body. He spread his arms wide and he laughed.

‘See me, Garonin? See me? You cannot hurt me. You do not know how. I have mastered you. I understand. Raven. TaiGethen. Listen to me.’

The Garonin ceased firing and made to sweep Ilkar aside. Ilkar raised a hand and clamped it under the chin of the soldier, holding him off while his blows slid from Ilkar’s body.

‘They can only do to you what you expect them to do. What you believe they can do. They cannot hurt me. You, my enemy, cannot hurt me. But I can hurt you.’

From Ilkar’s hand the flame was the bright yellow of Julatsa and hot enough to melt metal. It scoured into the Garonin’s neck. His armour buckled beneath Ilkar’s hand. Ilkar closed it into a fist, crushing his neck like a twig, dropped the Garonin and walked into the midst of the white fire, letting it slam into his body, feeling nothing but an intense satisfaction.

‘This is us, Raven! We are spirits. We are souls. We cannot be killed because we are already dead. Let them fear us. They cannot hurt us but they know that we can hurt them. They are real. They bleed. They die. For us it is only memories.

‘Rout them! Rout them!’

Ilkar ran at the nearest Garonin. He saw the soldier flinch, take his hand off his weapon and take a pace back. Behind him, he heard Hirad roar:

‘Come on, you fuckers! Fight us now, eh?’

Raven, Protector and TaiGethen took up the cry. The Garonin were swamped. Armour could not deflect blades. Punches found their mark. Blood was spilled. Garonin blood. And though the fire still came back at them, the defenders let it slide over them, doing no more harm than would water or a puff of air.

‘Make a shield around Sol,’ ordered Darrick, his wound gone. ‘Let’s not forget what we’re here to defend.’

Hirad, standing next to Ilkar, gave the mage a shove on the shoulder. The Garonin fire battered them. The soldiers feinted to attack. Auum prowled in front of the line, daring any to come close.

‘You can still feel me push you, then,’ said the barbarian.

‘Of course. I expect you to be able to. Be bloody boring if you couldn’t. Then I couldn’t do this.’

Ilkar rubbed his knuckles hard against Hirad’s forehead.

‘I think I preferred you lacking in belief,’ he said.

‘Look.’

Sirendor was pointing out at the Garonin. They had ceased firing and were moving slowly towards the defenders. One detached himself from the group of perhaps forty and walked to within a few paces.

‘The day is yours,’ he said, melodious voice tainted with discord. ‘But your new worlds will be ours. The fight will never be over. One day we will follow an innocent soul through the doorway and your efforts will be rendered nought.’

‘Not if we close it in your fat face, you won’t,’ said Hirad.

The sound of water over pebbles.

‘How little you know, human. Your ignorance is our greatest weapon. Think on it and enjoy your rest if you can. The dead are irrelevant.’

The last echoes of the Garonin’s voice rattled against the edifice. The plain of Ulandeneth was empty.

‘What was he talking about?’ asked Hirad.

He turned and led The Raven, Protectors and TaiGethen back towards Sol, or the shimmering luminescence that represented where he was seated. He knelt by Thraun much as Auum did by what remained of Evunn.

‘Don’t worry about them. Their souls rest with me for the time being,’ said Sol.

Hirad smiled. ‘Seems like a good place. So what about this door, then?’

‘Once opened, the door can be hidden and protected but never shut. It must allow the passage of souls,’ said Sol.

‘So how do we stop them?’ asked Hirad. ‘After all this bother, I don’t want to think we just moved our people from one dead space to another.’

‘Well, we could wedge a grumpy barbarian in it, ‘said Ilkar. ‘That should keep it shut.’

‘Funny elf,’ said Hirad.

‘Ilkar is more accurate than he knows,’ said Sol. ‘Even when hidden, the doorway is vulnerable. Witness their access into our cluster of worlds.’

Ilkar and Hirad exchanged glances.

‘Are the words, “someone has to guard it” marching towards your lips, Sol?’

‘As Hirad would undoubtedly tell you, Ilkar, you are sharp of mind today.’

Hirad chuckled and nodded his head. ‘Funny how we never seem to reach the end, do we?’

‘Indeed we don’t,’ said Erienne.

‘What do you lot think. Darrick, Sirendor?’ Hirad turned to his old friends.

Sirendor shrugged. ‘Well, I didn’t have a lot else planned for the rest of the day.’

‘You mean eternity,’ said Darrick. ‘And I would be honoured to be considered a soul great enough to perform this task.’

Murmurs of agreement met his words. Hirad clapped his hands together.

‘Right, well let’s get comfortable. Ark? What say you and the Protectors?’

‘I will stay,’ said Ark. ‘My brothers will travel to their rest. Should they be needed, they can be called upon once more.’

Sol’s warmth spread out to cover them all. ‘Then come, walk into me, my brother Protectors. Find your brother souls. Know they are safe and have gone beyond me.’

The few remaining Protectors bowed their heads to Ark and moved into Sol’s compass. One by one, they disappeared.

‘Which leaves you, Auum, and your TaiGethen,’ said Sol. ‘Three thousand years and more you’ve walked the earth. Twice you have saved the elves from the Garonin and never have you turned your head from Yniss, your God, or the tasks he set for you. Blissful rest is the very least you deserve in the company of the ancients.’

Auum’s smile was brief. ‘Yet I do not consider my tasks complete. Now I will serve Yniss through Shorth himself, securing the passage of souls on their final journeys. I will not falter. And never again will the Garonin lay claim to the lands of elves or men. For Yniss I say this: I, Auum, will stand sentinel for eternity. There can be no greater honour in the service of my Gods. My Tai brothers and sister will make their own choices. Those standing here and those resting with Sol.’

Neither Miirt and Duele hesitated to stand by Auum.

The luminescence dimmed and Sol was visible once more. The great shaven-headed warrior standing with his arms outstretched to them.

‘Walk with me,’ he said.

 


Jonas leaned back against the rough scales and wrote a few more lines. The sun was warm here on the hillside but he could not smell the grass or flowers, such were the overpowering odours of wood and oil from the dragon’s hide.

‘Read it to me,’ rumbled Sha-Kaan. ‘I enjoy your ramblings to your dead father.’

Jonas turned his head to the right. Sha-Kaan’s muzzle was resting on the soft grass a few feet away. His eyelids were heavy but occasionally snapped open to reveal his startling blue eyes.

‘All right. Let me know if I get anything wrong.’

‘As ever.’

‘“Dear Father. It’s been a hundred days since we all arrived here and there still isn’t a name for the place. All we know is that it has a lot of water and not a lot of land. Sha-Kaan says we all live on one big island in a scattered archipelago and then there is nothing but ocean for thousands of miles. Perhaps one day we’ll explore the rest of it and find new lands. Right now, though, there aren’t very many of us so it doesn’t seem a good idea.

‘ “If there are other people here besides those that escaped from Balaia and Calaius, we haven’t seen any evidence of them yet. Meanwhile, we try to organise ourselves into some sort of society. Mother says we should follow the model of Korina and make a central city state from where people can move out to live where they please. She’s much respected among the survivors.

‘“Of course there has been the odd bit of trouble. Once the euphoria of escape wore off, plenty of people started to regret what they’d left behind. We’re all living in wooden huts here, at best. We’ve precious few tools, no way of quarrying stone just yet and nothing to eat but what we find in the ground and on trees. Mind you, Sha-Kaan says there are animals that might be farmed and I’m sure we’ll get around to that.

‘“We did a census when we got here. Everyone was counted and we carved names in strips of bark and wood. Two hundred and seventy-two thousand, one hundred and forty-one humans made it. Not many when you think about it but it’s best not to dwell on the past, isn’t it?

‘“As for the elves, well, they are few in number. Twenty-three thousand, four hundred and five. But they seem content enough. Most of them have disappeared into the forests to build temples and settlements. We see a lot of Rebraal although he is quite busy. He seems to be the ruler of the elves, if they have such a thing.

‘“Then there are the dragons. It’s strange to look up and see the sky full of them. Comforting for me. Not so for others. But they are not numerous and have no access to the healing streams of inter-dimensional space. Sha-Kaan says they will have to seek new dimensions in this cluster in which to live or they’ll all fade and die. That is not a happy thought.

‘“By the way, Hirad is being a real pain. Remember that dragon you carved for him? He left it at home and he wants to go back and get it. He doesn’t understand and it’s driving me and Mother mad.

‘“It’s hard to say if we’ll survive and flourish. There is such hope, but when I talk to Mother, there are so many problems to face. We need a government and an economy, she says. I think we need you.

‘ “I miss you, Father. I always will.” How’s that?’

Sha-Kaan was silent for a moment and Jonas thought he had drifted off to sleep. But then he opened his mouth wide and clacked his jaws together gently.

‘It is perfect. Every word is from the heart. And you will survive, Jonas Solson. And the people will no longer need Sol. They will have you.’

 


‘What we really need is a deck of cards,’ said Hirad. ‘You know, something to while away the centuries when we run out of things to talk about.’

‘Don’t be stupid, Hirad,’ said Ilkar.

‘Why, don’t you like cards?’

‘No,’ said Sol. ‘It isn’t that. It’s just that there’ll never be a time when you don’t have something to say.’

‘You have a point,’ conceded Hirad.

‘And anyway, time is meaningless here,’ said Sirendor.

‘So?’

‘So, dear barbarian soul, we cannot count the boring centuries, nor the exciting ones. We’ll only know the moments when we are called to defend the door,’ said Erienne.

‘You aren’t making our eternal task sound all that exciting,’ said Darrick.

‘I’m with you, General,’ said Hirad. ‘We should have gone to the halls of the ancients and left Auum here to see the place safe.’

‘Or back to the bliss of the dead with the Protectors,’ said Darrick.

‘Neither of you means that, do you?’ said Sol.

Hirad smiled. ‘I never was one for having nothing to look forward to.’

‘It really is very dull, this place, isn’t it?’ said Ilkar.

‘It could do with a lick of paint of some other colour than ivory,’ said Erienne.

‘Hey, Ilks, maybe you could whistle up some more mountains, squeeze a few more Garonin and eke out some red for us.’

‘Maybe if I cut out your tongue we’d get both a lovely red and a bit of peace and quiet.’

Hirad took a long look about him. The ivory expanse of Ulandeneth surrounded them endlessly. The door to the new dimensional cluster was hidden now but souls travelled it nonetheless. The threat of the Garonin would never fade though, and so the decision to remain had been an easy one.

The Raven were seated for the time being on the Ulandeneth side of the door. Their place of rest was within. Timeless sleep until the footfall of the enemy summoned them to fight.

‘This must be the perfect eternity for you, mustn’t it?’ said Thraun, back in human form. ‘Knowing The Raven will go on forever.’

‘You know what,’ said Hirad. ‘It is.’

‘While for us the thought of being saddled with you in perpetuity is nothing short of a living hell,’ said Ilkar.

‘Ah, but you love me really,’ said Hirad.

‘That is occasionally true,’ said Erienne.

‘When you’re asleep, mostly,’ said Sirendor.

‘Speaking of which, come on, Raven, TaiGethen.’ Sol clapped his hands together. ‘Time to sleep. Hanging around out here will only garner us unwanted attention.’

Hirad stood. ‘Fitting, don’t you think? The Raven? Guardians of the new world?’

‘Yes,’ said Ilkar. ‘They must all sleep so soundly knowing they are defended by a dead barbarian. The door kept closed against the Garonin by the sheer weight of your ego.’

Hirad’s laughter echoed away into the vastness of Ulandeneth. One by one, they faded to grey specks and disappeared inside to enjoy comfort and rest as one. The Raven, together again. And, as Hirad attested as they slipped into blissful sleep, as it was always destined to be.




Acknowledgements

 


 


 


 


Thank you to Simon Spanton for wanting to see The Raven ride just one more time; to Lizzy Hill for providing insight and help every step of the way; to Robert Kirby and Howard Morhaim for their unflinching support and friendship; and to my wife, Clare, for always being there for me.

 


www.jamesbarclay.com


A Gollancz eBook

Copyright © James Barclay 1999, 2000, 2001, 2002, 2003, 2004, 2008

All rights reserved.

The right of James Barclay to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

First published in Great Britain in 1999, 2000, 2001, 2002, 2003, 2004, 2008

by

Gollancz

The Orion Publishing Group Ltd

Orion House

5 Upper Saint Martin's Lane

London, WC2H 9EA

An Hachette UK Company

This eBook first published in 2011 by Gollancz.

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

ISBN 978 0 575 12909 2

All characters and events in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor to be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published without a similar condition, including this condition, being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

www.jamesbarclay.com

www.orionbooks.co.uk

images/00011.jpeg





images/00010.jpeg





images/00013.jpeg
“Barclay writes with powek; pace and a wonde hurmbat: Betcr. a2
| thag, he creates novels yott want to read again DAVID GEMMELL





images/00012.jpeg





images/00015.gif
THE RAVEN

THE
COLLEGES

THE SOLDIERS
SAILORS AND.
EARLS

THE
AL-DRECHAR

THE KAAN

Hirnd Coldbenrt BARBARIAN WARRIOR.
The Unknown Warrior wARRIOR

Ilkar JULATSAN MAGE

Denser XETESKIAN MAGE

E

Dystran LORD OF THE MOUNT, XETESK.
Valdaroq TOWERLORD, DORDOVER

Heryt LORD ELDER MAGE, LYSTERN

Sypkan LORD MAGE, XETESK

Ry Darrick GENERAL, LYSTERNAN CAVALRY
Aeh A prOTECTOR

Lyanna ERIENNE'S DAVGHTER

Rew'erci GuiLp oF pa
Tryun GUILD OF DR
Jasto Arlen EARL OF A
el CAPTAIN OF THE BLACK WING:
Jevin CAVEAN OF Th Calaian Sun

Ephemere
Cleress
Myriell
Aviana

Sha-Kaan GREAT KAAN
Hyn-Kaan
Nos-Kaan





images/00014.jpeg
Noonshade

CHRONICLES OF
THE RAVEN

JAMES BARCLAY

SA
<%





images/00031.jpeg





images/00030.jpeg





images/00033.jpeg





images/00032.jpeg





images/00035.jpeg





images/00034.jpeg





images/00037.jpeg
ELFSORKOW





images/00036.jpeg





images/00028.gif
THE RAVEN

THE
COLLEGES

THE SOLDIERS
SAILORS AND
EARLS

THE
AL-DRECHAR

THE KAAN

Hirad Coldheart BARBARIAN WARRIOR
The Unknown Warrior waRRion
Ilkar JULNTSAN MAGE

Denser XETESKIAN MAGE

Erientie DORDOVAN MAGE

Dystran LORD OF THE MOUNT, XETESK.
Valdaroq TOWERLORD, DORDOVER
Heryt LORD ELDER MAGE, LYSTERN
Sytkan LORD MAGE, XETESK.

Ry Darrick RNAN CAVALRY
Aeh ArroTE
Lynnna, ERIENNE'S DAVGHTER

Rew'erei GUILD OF DRECH
Trywn GUILD OF DI
Jacto Arlen EARL OF ARL
Selik CAPIAIN OF THE BLACK WINGS
Jevin cavians ok i Calaian Sun

Ehemere
Cleress
Myriell
Aviana

Sha-Kaan GREAT KAAN
Hyn-Kaan
Nos-Kaan





images/00027.jpeg
Nightchild

CHRONICLES OF
THE RAVEN

JAMES BARCLAY

S
P/





images/00029.jpeg
SEN, 2

%mm g

Uncharrec) 2RI
(AN
A

LR

=5
T o
A 5 SSUTHERN-QTEANS XX






images/00020.jpeg





images/00022.jpeg





images/00021.jpeg





images/00024.jpeg





images/00023.jpeg





images/00026.jpeg
MIGHTCHILD





images/00025.jpeg





images/00017.jpeg





images/00016.jpeg





images/00019.jpeg





images/00018.jpeg





images/00051.jpeg





images/00050.gif
THE RAVEN Hirnd Coldieart sasnawias waksion
The Unknown Whrrion/So. wakton
Thrmun suarscuaxcr
Ry Darrick cavaiay sworpsuax
Denser xrrgskias sace
Evienne vokvovax sscr

THE COLLEGES  Dystran L0k of T8 MOUNT, XETE5K.
Ranyl cincus StV MASTER NAGE, XETESK
My A rrotecron
S CAPTAIN, XETESKIAN COLLEGE GUARD.
Clhandyr CoMMANDER, KETESKIAN ARMIES
Ny seston mac, xeTisk
Vidarog Avcit sac, pokbovin
Horyst LoKD ELD1R MAGE, LYSTERY
Izack. COMMANDER, LYSTERNAN GAVALRY
Phione WGH MAGE DESIGNATE, JULATSA

THE ELVES

At LEADER OF THE TAIGETHEN
Evnn 1 e or Ao
Duce s or Ao

The ClowBound.
BALAIANS, Blackthorne A waxox
WESMEN AND Do Liabek o Tk sLAck wiscs
ADRAGON Diera wire or T UNKNOWS WARRIOR

Tisayn LokD oF THE ALEON TRIBES
Rittt LoxD KEEPER OF UNDERSTONE PSS
Shn-Knan Grext ans





images/00053.jpeg
_James -
Barclay:

T

DEmOHS’fOs\\'?

of b






images/00052.jpeg





images/00055.gif
THE RAVEN

ELVI

AND DEMONS

Hirnd Coldliart sARARIAN wARRIOR
T Unuwn WrriorSl waxwion
Tiraun suavscuaxcex

Ry Darvick cavairy sworbsias
Denser xereswaas wace

Erienne poroowax st

Dystn 10w or T iousT XETESK
Sharyr DIMENSIONAL MAGE, XETESK

SUFIY CAPTAIS, XFTESKIAN COLLEGE GUARD
Clindyr GoMMANDER, XETESKIAN ARMIES
Vidary 10wk Lown, poxbovER

J A

Phione won snae prsiaxats yuLaTsa

Cleres cun or vrecn
Relnall LEADER oF THE AL-ARYSAAR
LAt LADER OF THE TAIGETIEN
Evum i or auum

Dude 1a1 civs or avum

Dilalet saves wace

Blackthorne x vavox
Ark ax pxerotecrox

Dicra wirt or i uNKNOWN wARRION
Rinstt LoxD KEEPER OF UNDERSTONE PASS
Shn-Knan cuut xanx

Yncal Nk crext s,

Feroue suxsrew st

Drenoud sxstin stuais





images/00054.jpeg
Demonstorm

LEGENDS OF
THE RAVEN

JAMES BARCLAY

sl
A/





images/00057.jpeg





images/00056.jpeg





images/00059.jpeg





images/00058.jpeg





images/00049.jpeg
Shadowheart

LEGENDS OF
THE RAVEN

JAMES BARCLAY

s
P/





images/00040.jpeg





images/00042.jpeg





images/00041.jpeg
e

énumm DAVERN ORI
,M






images/00044.jpeg





images/00043.jpeg





images/00046.jpeg





images/00045.jpeg





images/00048.jpeg
SHADOWHEART





images/00047.jpeg





images/00039.gif
RAVEN Hirad Coldleart BARBARIAN WARRIOR
The Unnknawn Wrrior/Sol warmior
Thraun SHAPECHANGER
Ry Darrick CAVALRY SWORDSMAN
Denser XETESKIAN Ma

Erienne DORDOVAN M

THE COLLEGES  Dytran LoRD OF THE MOUNT, XETESK
Ranyl CIRCLE SEVEN MASTER MAGE, XETESK
Myc A prOTECTOR
SUarAY CAPTAIN, XETESKIAN COLLEGE GUARD
Chandyr coMMANDER, X
Nyam’ SENIOR MAGE, XETESK
Viddarog ARCH MAGE, DORDOVER
Heryst LORD ELDER MAGE, LYSTERN
Izack COMMANDER, LYSTERNAN CAVALRY
Pheone MAGE DESIGNATE, JULATSA

KIAN ARMIES

THE ELVES Myriell AL-DRECHAR
Cleress AL-DRECHAR
Rebraal LEADER OF THE AL-ARYNAAR
Attum LEADER OF THE TAIGETHEN
Evinn Ta1 CELL OF AUUM
Duele a1 cELL OF AvUM
Dilaeth ELVEN MAGE
The ClawBound

BALAIANS Blackthorme a naro

WESMEN AND  Devwn LEADER OF THik BLACK WiNGS

ADRAGON Dicra WIFE OF THE UNKNOWN WARRIOR
Tisiayn L0RD OF THE PALEON TRIBES

Riash 1ORD KEEPER OF UNDI
Sha-Kaan GREAT KaAN

STONE PAS:





images/00038.jpeg
Elfsorrow

LEGENDS OF
THE RAVEN

JAMES BARCLAY

a2
H





images/00070.jpeg





images/00060.jpeg





images/00062.jpeg
,RHVE]'ISOUL





images/00061.jpeg





images/00064.gif
THE RAVEN Hirnd Coldieart sasnawias waksion
The Unknown Whrrion/So. wakton
Thrmun suarscuaxcr
Ry Darrick cavaiay sworpsuax
Denser xrrgskias sace
Evienne vokvovax sscr

THE COLLEGES  Dystran L0k of T8 MOUNT, XETE5K.
Ranyl cincus StV MASTER NAGE, XETESK
My A rrotecron
S CAPTAIN, XETESKIAN COLLEGE GUARD.
Clhandyr CoMMANDER, KETESKIAN ARMIES
Ny seston mac, xeTisk
Vidarog Avcit sac, pokbovin
Horyst LoKD ELD1R MAGE, LYSTERY
Izack. COMMANDER, LYSTERNAN GAVALRY
Phione WGH MAGE DESIGNATE, JULATSA

THE ELVES

At LEADER OF THE TAIGETHEN
Evnn 1 e or Ao
Duce s or Ao

The ClowBound.
BALAIANS, Blackthorne A waxox
WESMEN AND Do Liabek o Tk sLAck wiscs
ADRAGON Diera wire or T UNKNOWS WARRIOR

Tisayn LokD oF THE ALEON TRIBES
Rittt LoxD KEEPER OF UNDERSTONE PSS
Shn-Knan Grext ans





images/00063.jpeg
Ravensoul

LEGENDS OF
THE RAVEN

James Barclay

GOLLANCZ






images/00066.jpeg





images/00065.jpeg
SEN, 2

%mm g

Uncharrec) 2RI
(AN
A

LR

=5
T o
A 5 SSUTHERN-QTEANS XX






images/00068.jpeg





images/00067.jpeg





images/00069.jpeg





cover.jpeg
The Raven
Collection






images/00002.jpeg
Aamés |

Barclay.
s

DAWNTHIEE






images/00001.jpeg





images/00004.gif
THE RAVEN Hirad Coldpeart nananias wanmion
Ras wxrwion
Riclmond wxwion
Talan wawwion
Sirendor Larn wasuion
“The Unkowown Warrior wansion
Ilkar yurarsax wace

XETESK Styliann voxp or T MouNT
couscrorvAGic  Denser sexion sk
Selyn v sey
Nyer wexton 10 paxsix
Laryon neseanci uastn
Sol s mmorecron

DORDOVER Erienne ox wac
couscroryAGic Al wsnaxp oF Eiex
Thraun wanwion
Jndyr vavex nowiax
Wil Begman rer
Vaddaroq 1owix 1oxo

LYSTERN Heryst 1owo voem e
couscrorsage Ry Darrick cexsat oF Tk amws
JULATSA Barras cuer NeGomaTo

COLLEGE OF MAGIC

BARONS, LORDS  Blackhorne sovries naox
AND SOLDIERS  Gresse sovri iastims maros
Tessays wrswex Loro.
Travers A carrans





images/00003.jpeg
Dawnthief

CHRONICLES OF
THE RAVEN

JAMES BARCLAY

s
N Y





images/00006.jpeg





images/00005.jpeg





images/00008.jpeg





images/00007.jpeg





images/00009.jpeg





