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   PROLOGUE
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Where does a story begin?
 
   Some will say that a story is like a piece of string, with a beginning, a middle and an end. A perfectly simple sequence of events. A young girl is sent to carry food to her grandmother’s house in the middle of a forest. She encounters a wolf who devours them both, before, depending on the mood of the storyteller, they are saved by a passing woodsman. The end.
 
   They are wrong.
 
   What has happened in this ancient’s life that, bed-ridden and infirm, she has taken refuge in this forest, where such predators are known to dwell? Is she fleeing some past mistake that leaves her unable or unwilling to live among her own kind? Was she once wedded and now widowed by one of the woodsfolk, perhaps even the ancestor of the one who would later – or not – save her life? And what of the wolf himself? Capable of devising stratagems well beyond the ken of normal beasts, and even of speech, is he the victim of some arcane experiment, or a member of hitherto unknown species? What is the girl’s relationship with her mother, that she would happily dispatch her to journey, alone, through a dangerous forest?
 
   Sometimes, where a story starts and where it begins are very different things.
 
   But if even a simple tale is not a string but a tangled knot, then the big stories, the stories that affect the fates of entire worlds, are an ocean. They are vast and fraught with dangers. They will carry you drifting upon them towards mysterious, unknown shores. They will thrill you and chill you, leave you breathless at the unimaginable wonders that dwell below the surface and trembling at the dark and near-infinite depths that yawn wide beneath your feet.
 
   Where does an ocean begin? 
 
   There are those who would say that this story begins within the black tower crouched upon the howling plains, and the incident with the mirror. Many things came before that, of course, but it could be said that it was there that all the troubles began.
 
   But between that unfortunate event and this story are numerous other tales, each as grand and important as the last, and to recount each in turn would drag us down into the icy depths long before the end.
 
   Like an ocean, big, world-changing stories are fed by hundreds – thousands – of rivers and tributaries, each one the life of a mortal being, flowing with a multitude of needs, desires and motivations. 
 
   Far from the shore, there is a tiny stream, little more than a miniscule trickle just about dampening the pebbles upon its bed. It would barely wet the boots of any traveller who cared to step into it. But from such humble beginnings even the mightiest torrents may arise.              
 
   A girl is born.
 
   At first, she is as small and insignificant as the stream. As she grows, the waters begin gradually to swell, becoming stronger and faster. Soon, if that same traveller continued to wade downriver, it would soak their ankles.
 
   For a time, little of interest occurs. The girl, like any being, is remarkable in some ways but decidedly unremarkable in others, her days filled with the various joys and dramas that form the tapestry of a life. There is little sense yet of what influence, if any, this little brook will have on the vast ocean that awaits.
 
   Then, one day, another tributary connects with the stream, one of an altogether different hue, and everything changes.
 
   The rumble of distant, rushing water fills the air.
 
    
 
    
 
   *      *      *
 
    
 
   “Tell me child, of what do you dream?”
 
   The girl stared up, astonished, at the bright green eyes peering down at her. This wasn’t how it was supposed to go. Past experience told her that when you bumped into a grown-up, most of the time they either shook their heads or clucked their tongues. Sometimes they even cuffed you behind an ear, though her father’s habit of visiting those people later that day to, as he put it, ‘have words’ meant that such occasions were rare.
 
   What they never did was ask peculiar questions.
 
   She decided to ignore it. “Papa says I’m not to talk to you.”
 
   The green eyes crinkled at the edges, as the mouth beneath them smiled. They glittered with what could have been amusement, mischief... or both. “Ah, our inestimable blacksmith,” the man said. His voice was not like the other grown-ups in the village either. His tone was faintly mocking, even if his words were not. “Did he tell you why?”
 
   The girl shrugged. This didn’t seem to satisfy the strange man in the brown robes,  into whose back she had collided moments before as she rushed home, so in a small voice she told him, “He says that what you tell people is foolish and dangerous. He says that it’s hearsay.”
 
   “Really? I doubt that very much,” the man replied with a grin, as the girl’s cheeks reddened. “I expect that what he meant was ‘heresy’.”
 
   “Oh,” the girl said. Then, when her brain caught up with what she had heard, she added, “How did you know papa is the smith?”
 
   The green eyes rose and stared back at the collection of squat thatched huts that made up much of the village. These were interspersed by narrow, dirt tracks, which had been baked hard by the summer sun. Several people bustled past on business of their own. The man watched them until they disappeared from sight. “My Brothers and I have been here now for a fortnight,” he said at last. “In that time we’ve spoken to nearly everyone, and you are the only one who looks as you do. Surely you know this?”
 
   The girl toyed nervously with a strand of dark hair. Not just dark, but a perfect black, the colour of midnight. With eyes downcast, she thought about the taunts of the village children, of the nights spent lying awake, her eyes misty with tears, wishing to be as fair as they. She nodded miserably.
 
   “It would be stranger, then, if I did not know you,” the man went on, not unkindly. “More so, since in all the places we have visited, towns and villages across the realm, never before have we seen your like.”
 
   Perhaps it was intended as a comfort, but hearing his words the girl was dismayed. She didn’t want to be different, to stand out from the others. In her mind she heard the taunt that always stung her the most when flung in her face by the other children. Freak! Her lip quivered, but a sudden determination not to let this stranger see her cry hardened her heart.
 
   If the green-eyed man realised what effect his words were having, he did not show it. “It’s a shame,” he continued, oblivious. “The others of his profession that we have encountered have all embraced our message, seeing how it can aid their craft. Alas, it takes some longer to come to the Faith than others, but I am confident that all will get there in time.”
 
   The girl thought about her father and was sceptical, but did not say so. She went to move around the man and continue on her way, when a firm hand grasped her shoulder. Her skin squirmed beneath its touch. An icy coldness spread out from his fingertips, raising goosebumps along her arm. “You still haven’t told me,” the man said.
 
   “Told you what?” The girl scowled and tried to pull herself free without making it obvious that was what she was doing.
 
   “Your dreams, child. I would have you speak of them.”
 
   “I don’t know,” she replied petulantly. She tried to think of what the silly, giggling girls of the village would dream, of what a normal girl approaching her sixth summer would desire. “Stupid things, like ponies, sweet-cakes and-”
 
   The grip on her shoulder tightened. The green eyes bore intently into her own. “I think you can do a little better than that.”
 
   The girl thought about lying again. Or, better still, breaking loose and running for her father’s forge and having him chase this unsettling Brother and his fellows from the village for good. But something inside her yielded. She thought about the images that came to her in the night-time... not the ones that faded with the morning light, but those that stayed with her right through the day, their meaning unclear. “There’s a tower, as tall as the sky,” she said, in a faraway voice. “At the top of the tower are a man and a monster. The man is nice, but the monster... isn’t.” She began to tremble, reliving the dream. “The monster tries to catch me, but before he can, the green fire comes and takes me away.” She looked up at the robed man, who was watching her with great interest. “Then I wake up.”
 
   At first, the man said nothing. A smile crept slowly over his face and he released his grip. His eyes stared at her searchingly, and she wondered what he was looking for. “There are those who will tell you that they can make your dreams come true,” he said finally. “Such men are liars and charlatans. Nobody wants that. Most dreams are silly and foolish, some strange and inexplicable. Others still are dark and frightening, and those who have them pray they will never come to pass.
 
   “What they are of course talking about is not dreams, but desires. This is just as foolish. What everyone desires is power and wealth, but only one man can be king. If one man possesses all of a country’s wealth, then everyone else lives in poverty. You cannot grant every person their deepest desire.”
 
   The girl took a step backwards. “I don’t-” she began.
 
   The man reached into a pouch that hung at his hip, and withdrew an unseen object clasped tightly in his hand. “What I am saying is this: that while others will come to you with empty promises and falsehoods, I offer the world.” He opened his fingers and there, sitting on the palm of his hand, was a large green gem. It caught the light and sparkled prettily. Despite a voice of warning deep inside, the girl drew near to see it better.
 
   “Is it valuable?” she asked, unable to tear her eyes away.
 
   “It has a worth beyond all the gold of the Empire,” the man answered.
 
   “What does it do?”
 
   The man closed his fingers again around the stone, and the girl felt a faint tug of longing for it. “It is a bringer of miracles,” he said. “Keep this by your side as you sleep, and everything that your heart desires will be yours. It will keep the bad dreams away.”
 
   He pressed the crystal into her hand, which she wasn’t even aware she had raised. It was smooth and fitted nicely in her palm. There was a slight warmth to it that was not unpleasant. Just then, a loud ringing filled the air, the sound of metal on metal, and it was as if a spell was broken. The girl glanced back up at the green-eyed man. “I have to go,” she said.
 
   This time he made no attempt to stop her, merely inclining his head and smiling after her as she scampered away towards the village square. As she went, she unconsciously slipped the crystal into the pocket of her dress. 
 
   Just as she had thought, her father had thrown open the doors of the forge, in a vain attempt to let some of the heat of the furnace out and some fresh air in. She cut straight across the square towards it, ducking and weaving through knots of people milling around, chatting and enjoying the sunshine.
 
   In the forge, her father was bent over his anvil, briskly hammering a length of blackened metal. Without a word, she pushed inside and hopped up onto a workbench. For a while she sat in silence, content just to watch him work. His powerful arm rose and fell rhythmically as his hammer beat the metal into shape. A damp line of sweat ran down his back, staining his shirt dark.
 
   After a time, he straightened and wiped his sweat-streaked brow with a large hand. Then he turned and smiled at her. “Back already?”
 
   The girl shrugged and nodded which, combined, seemed to accurately sum up her current feelings.
 
   Her father looked her up and down. He took in the mud stains on her dress, the fresh scuffs on her shoes. To a parental eye, these said a great deal. “Been playing with the other children again?”
 
   Another shrug. A scowl. 
 
   “I see.” Her father dragged a stool over to the workbench and eased himself down onto it. They sat in silence for a while, each waiting for the other to speak first. Finally, the blacksmith clapped his hands on his knees and stood up. “Well, back to work,” he announced.
 
   “They call me a crow,” the girl murmured suddenly, in a voice so quiet it could barely be heard above the crackling of the furnace and the faint hum from the square outside. Tears welled in her eyes.
 
   “Ah.” Her father sat down again. “Children can be cruel,” he said, patting her knee. “They see something that’s different and single it out. Most of the time they don’t understand what they’re saying or why. If we lived somewhere else they’d pick on that Daisy girl’s birthmark or Judd’s boy’s pimples. I’d bet most of them only say those things because they know if they didn’t it’d prob’ly be them being picked on.”
 
   “Crows are horrid,” the girl sobbed. “They’re stupid ugly birds that eat dead things!”
 
   Her father stared off into space sadly. “Well, perhaps you do look a bit like a crow, with those dark locks,” he said finally. He saw her open-mouthed shock and laughed. “But then, so do ravens. And ravens are wise, clever birds. As the hunters tell it, they can even be trained to talk. No other bird, from the ice floes to Sentry Bay, can do that. That’s why you’re my little raven.”
 
   “Raven...” She tried out the sound of it. “I like that better.” She sniffed and smiled weakly, more than anything else to show her father she appreciated his words.
 
   He grinned. “And just remember, anytime anybody calls you the wrong name, it’s only people with less brains than the Divine gave a horsefly as can’t tell the difference.”
 
   The girl jumped at him, wrapping her arms around his muscular neck and hugging him tightly. The blacksmith, bemused, smiled and held her close. “Well,” he said, standing. “I shall have to get back to it, a few of the lads are meeting tonight for a drink and I want to get this finished first.”
 
   The rest of the day passed much like usual. She pottered around the house until her father finished his work, after which he came back into the house and prepared a simple dinner for them both of stewed rabbit and boiled greens. After dinner she washed and dressed for bed. After climbing under the blankets, her father kissed her forehead as he always did.
 
   Suddenly, without quite knowing why, she asked the question that had been bothering her. “Did mama look like me?”
 
   The question clearly caught her father off-guard. His eyes widened in surprise. For a time he didn’t say anything, until she grew afraid that he would never answer. Finally, he spoke. “That she did.” He sighed. “That she did.” The heavy silence descended on the room once more.
 
   Having come this far, she swallowed hard and took an extra step. “Were people mean to her as well?”
 
   Her father seemed to age before her eyes. The big, powerful man became hunched and weary. “Your mother wasn’t from here. For a time I thought that it... that it might work. But people never let her forget. Never let either of us forget. And then one day,” he sighed again, head bent low, “one day she was gone.”
 
   Seeing the change in her father, hearing the great sadness in his voice, she was afraid to ask anything more. Then he stood, bending over to kiss her forehead once more. “When you’re older, I’ll tell you more about her, lass, honest I will. But that’s for another time.”
 
   She listened to him leave, closing the door softly behind him. For a long time after, she lay awake, thinking about birds with dark feathers. 
 
    
 
   *      *      *
 
    
 
   She woke to screams and smoke.
 
   The girl’s eyes flew open in the darkness. At first she didn’t know where she was, disorientated by the shouts and sounds of struggle outside. Then a woman’s shrill scream pierced the night and she jumped out of bed, her nightgown billowing behind her.
 
   Shadows danced around the walls of her bedroom, which was filled with flickering orange light. Fire. She ran to the window and peeped out. Dark figures, male and female, ran around the village square, silhouetted against the flames that licked across the thatched roofs of several buildings. Fights had broken out around the square, knots of dark figures grappling, lashing out with makeshift weapons, crying out in pain. All around them, others raced in every direction, desperately seeking an escape.
 
   What was happening? She had no answer, no idea who was fighting who in the streets outside. Bandits? she wondered. Surely they wouldn’t be so bold as to attack the whole village?
 
   A figure ran towards the smithy, and she heard the front door click open and slam shut. Her blood pounded in her throat as she tiptoed to her bedroom door. Holding her breath, she eased it open a crack, just enough to catch a glimpse of the intruder.
 
   A girl, only a few years older than she, was leaning with her back pressed against the door, panting heavily. She saw a pale nightdress smeared with ash and soot, and thought she could see other stains as well, dark and wet. The girl looked up, saw her and gasped.
 
   “Oh, it’s you!” she cried. “Please, you have to help me.” She took a few hesitant steps forward. Then the girl stepped into the light of the oil lamp her father had left on the dining table, and she saw a distinctive birthmark covering one cheek. Daisy. If not for that she would have had trouble recognising her; the girl’s hair was dark with soot.
 
   “They came while we were sleeping. I heard mama and papa shouting, then mama started screaming... I woke up and I ran.” Daisy started to cry. “They’re... they’re taking people, dragging them away somewhere. Some of the men tried to stop them, but there were too many. I... I lost mama and papa. I don’t know where they are, don’t know if...” She stopped, as another shaking fit took hold of her.
 
   “Who is it?” the girl hissed.
 
   Daisy looked up, tears streaking her face, glistening wetly in the lamplight. “I don’t know. I... I thought I saw...”
 
   “Saw what?”
 
   Daisy frowned, confusion momentarily breaking through her terror. “I thought I saw people I knew, from the village. Only... they were helping the men. But, I must have seen it wrong...” She met the girl’s eyes again, pleading. “Please, you have to help me!”
 
   Running feet outside the door. Men shouting. Then clearly: “In there, the smith’s girl.”
 
   Hammer blows rained down on the door. Daisy screamed. “Help me!” she wailed. The door burst open, and a heartbeat later she slammed her bedroom door closed. The sight of Daisy’s face, contorted in terror, was burned into her memory.
 
   She heard the heavy stamp of boots as she ran to her bed and slid underneath. A gruff male voice cried out, “There she is, take her,” followed by Daisy’s animalistic screams. “No, I’m... I’m not...” There was a sharp slap, and the screams turned into sobs. The sound of footsteps grew fainter. Gone.
 
   She stayed curled up under the bed, too petrified to move. They came for me. The thought chilled her. They knew her, and they could come back at any moment if they realised their mistake.
 
   She lost track of how long she lay there. Outside, the shouting and sounds of struggle continued unabated. Eventually she crawled out from under the bed, and went back to the window. She raised her head above the sill just enough to see outside, scared that someone would spot her.
 
   Fewer groups were fighting now, but the attackers, whoever they were, were meeting fierce resistance. In the middle of the square was a huge figure, standing a full head taller than those around him. A powerful arm grasped a hammer, and was laying about itself in a fury. Any man that came within range was swatted aside with a mighty blow.
 
   Papa.
 
   As she watched helplessly, he seemed to be beating a path towards the forge, like a man crossing a field knocking aside tall grass with a stick. He roared like a bull, throwing attackers to the ground as if they weighed no more than a child’s toy.
 
   An angry shout rang across the square, and the attackers withdrew. They stood in a wide circle around the giant blacksmith. He moved towards one, but they skipped away beyond his long reach. From outside the circle, another man approached slowly. He was broad-shouldered and nearly as tall as her father.
 
   The man spoke to her father, but she was too far away to hear the words. Whatever he said enraged the smith, for he charged forward, bellowing in rage.
 
   Her father swung his hammer towards his foe, but met only thin air. The man span away with catlike agility, and responded with a lightning-fast punch to the side of his head. It didn’t look particularly powerful, but there must have been surprising force behind the blow. Her father staggered, momentarily stunned. Then, with a grunt, her father spun the hammer around in a chest-high circle, but the man ducked easily under it. Another quick succession of punches saw her father drop to his knees. The man pulled an object from his belt, and struck the fallen smith in the head with a savage blow. Her father collapsed to the ground, insensible. It was over.
 
   She tried to scream, but fear locked her throat tight. The only noise she could make was a ragged croak. I even sound like a crow. Near-hysterical with panic, the thought rose unbidden in her mind. She could only watch as the man gestured to those around him. Several of them darted forward, and heaved her father up, carrying him between them. Just beyond the square was a row of covered carts, and the men threw him inside the rearmost one. Beneath the canvas cover she could just see a barred door, which was then slammed shut.
 
   More dark figures swarmed around the square, but it seemed that her father had been the last to resist. A handful of others – men, women, children – were being dragged, weeping, towards carts, but soon it was done. As he turned to leave, the man who had felled her father glanced towards the forge. For a fraction of a second their eyes met. She gasped, and dropped to the floor. It had only been a fleeting glimpse, but enough to recognise the face she had seen only that morning. The Brother with the bright green eyes. When she got back up and risked another peek, he was already striding off across the square. He climbed onto one of the departing carts, and soon it trundled away out of sight.
 
   The fear that had paralysed her broke then, and she ran out of the bedroom, flew down the stairs and into the street. Papa! The word streaked through her head, as bright-hot as a spark from the furnace. She raced through the carnage, not looking at any of the still, prone shapes that lay scattered around the village. She ran through the square in a blur, past the houses and along the road beyond, her feet pounding the dry, cracked earth.
 
   She was out of breath by the time she reached the rearmost cart. As it rumbled along the track, she threw herself at it, clinging to the bars. “Papa!”
 
   Strong hands found hers, then wrapped around her. Arms that she had always known would keep her safe. Her father pressed his face to the bars, one eye swollen and closed. “I couldn’t reach you,” he said. “I’m so sorry. I... I wasn’t strong enough.” He sounded ashamed.
 
   She didn’t know what to say, so she just held him. She was afraid of what would happen if she let go.
 
   Her father let out a shuddering sigh. “When that monster told me they had you, what they would do...” he tailed off. “I’ve never seen a man move that fast before.”
 
   “Daisy was there when they came. I hid.”
 
   He patted her hair. “You’ve always been a clever girl, and brave. Now you need to be even braver. You need to go back, go into the smithy. Search ‘neath the thatch, in the corner by the furnace. There are things you can use. Help you stay safe.”
 
   She stared, not understanding. “Papa, I don’t think I can go back and then find you again.”
 
   He carried on as if he hadn’t heard her, his voice strained. “Take the other road out of the village, in a day or two you’ll come to another one. There’s a man there, a good man. Fletcher. Tell him about what happened here. He’ll take you in.”
 
   “Papa, no.” She shook her head violently. “I’m not leaving you.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” he said again. The strongest man she had ever known looked at her sadly. Tears rolled down his cheeks. “You have to fly now, little raven. Never forget that I love you.”
 
   “Papa!”
 
   With a grunt of effort, her father swung her sharply to one side. She flew through the air before landing in a patch of low bushes beside the road. Branches pricked her arms. She landed with a thud, and a sudden sharp pain exploded in the back of her head.
 
   The world went black.
 
    
 
   *      *      *
 
    
 
   Over the next two decades, the stream continues to flow, gathering speed, growing stronger, its course forever changed. Soon enough, it will be a stream no longer, but a torrent, racing towards an ocean upon which it will leave its mark.
 
   As for what happens to it in the meantime... that’s another story.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 1
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Brother Merryl hauled himself cautiously up the spiral stair, wheezing like a broken bellows and trying to ignore the sharp protests from his joints that greeted each laboured step. He gripped the wooden staff tighter, using the solid haft to push himself upwards, relieving some of the strain from his aching knees.
 
   In days past he might have offered up a short prayer to the Divine to see him safely to the top, but such things were now frowned upon. Instead he paused to catch his breath and tried, unsuccessfully, to put his faith in his own strength. There is none greater than Man. The doctrine of his Order. He opened his eyes and waited a moment longer, but he felt no different. Cursing his lack of mental fortitude, he resumed the climb.
 
   “Too old, and that’s the truth,” he muttered to himself. As if in assent, his left knee went into spasm. It was all very well trusting in Man, he reflected, but when the man in question would never again see his seventieth summer it became another matter entirely.
 
   Moments later, in solidarity with its colleague, his right hip took up the protest. The boy will be the death of me, he thought, wincing.
 
   With great relief and no little surprise, he finally reached the top of the winding staircase. Before the plain wooden door he took a moment to allow his pulse to slow, and listened. Silence. There was no outward sign that the garret’s occupant had heard his approach.
 
   Merryl knocked. When there was no answer, he pushed open the door.
 
   The cramped garret was one of the keep’s highest points. It was small but airy. A crisp breeze blew in from the one window, carrying with it the distant cries of seabirds and the susurration of the waves far below. The sea that surrounded them on all sides was a sight that Merryl never tired of.
 
   Inside, the garret was sparsely decorated. Aside from a small washstand in one corner, the only furniture was a wooden bed topped by a thin, straw-stuffed mattress. On this was sat a young man dressed in a simple initiate’s robe. As the door opened, the room’s sole occupant looked up, his face impassive.
 
   “I trust the morning finds you well, Cole?” Merryl ventured.
 
   “Brother Merryl.” The boy’s face split into a wide grin of genuine warmth. “It is good to see you.” A pair of grey-blue eyes, in colour not unlike the sea far below them, met his own from beneath an unruly thatch of brown hair.
 
   Merryl nodded, smiling. It was difficult to maintain the Order’s official stance of stern disapproval in matters of indiscipline, when he had such affection for the initiate in front of him. “You have had time to reflect on your actions?”
 
   “I have.”
 
   “And?”
 
   The boy put a finger to his lips and stared at the ceiling, as if deep in thought. “I think that next time I should definitely expect the feint, and knock Eirik onto his spotty arse instead of the other way around.”
 
   Merryl chuckled as the young man, Cole, jumped up from the bed and stretched, his arms flung wide. “Nothing, then, regarding the punch you threw in retaliation, one that sparked an unseemly brawl between yourselves and a dozen others?” He clucked his tongue. “I suspect Elder Tobias would be unhappy with your conclusions.”
 
   “I suspect Elder Tobias would be unhappy even if one night he retired to find two of Westcove’s most limber ladies of negotiable morals waiting in his bed.” Cole shook his head in mock sadness. “A sourer man I have not met.”
 
   Merryl smiled, before remembering that he was meant to present an authoritative face. “You’re a very wicked boy,” he chided. For good measure, he wagged a gnarled finger in the boy’s direction.
 
   “I was always told that honesty is a virtue,” Cole retorted, grinning once more. “Come, Brother, tell me my confinement is over and that I may return to the fold. Suitably chastened, of course.”
 
   The old man sighed. “You may. Elder Tobias has expressed his hope that this will be the last time you are excluded from the Hall of Novices.” He winced at another twinge of complaint from his knee. “I share his hopes.”
 
   The boy placed a hand over his heart, his face solemn. “I promise that I will make every possible effort to become just as stuffy and joyless as the rest of my Brothers.”
 
   Brother Merryl shook his head in mild disapproval, turned, and shuffled from the room. After a moment, the boy followed.
 
   They descended the spiral steps in silence, which pleased the aged Brother. Oftentimes, he enjoyed the initiate’s company, providing as it did a welcome relief to the earnest nature of his fellow brethren. But, in the twilight of his days, he’d learned to appreciate the quiet. It was in these moments that he could be alone with his thoughts, rather than attempting to keep up with the verbal jousting that was a regular feature of conversations with the boy. Merryl concentrated instead on the descent, trying to put faith in his ailing strength in the hope that he would not lose his footing and pitch forward. He had no wish to end his days in an ungainly tumble of limbs, the sole comfort of which was that after the first turn of the stairs he would no longer be in a position to care how foolish he looked.
 
   Narrow slits were cut vertically into the stone of the tower at regular intervals, and as he carefully picked his way down the steps, Brother Merryl stole a glimpse through to the ocean beyond. Far below, waves sparkled in the  afternoon sun. This late in the autumn, there were many days where there was a distinct bite to the wind that blew through the draughty passages of the fortress, carrying with it the promise of the approaching winter. Today, though, the weather was fair and the sight of the calm ocean soothed him.
 
   After nearly three score years spent on the tiny isle of Stelys, Brother Merryl was as familiar with the sight of the sea as he was his own face, knew its many seasons and moods. In the depths of winter it was iron and sullen, gripping the keep in a chill that reached into his bones and persisted until spring arrived, no matter how long he spent huddled beneath wool blankets before the roaring hearths of the Great Hall. Spring brought warmth and unpredictability. It was a season of sudden squalls that might last for days, or blow over as quickly as they arrived. But on a bright day such as this, so reminiscent of summer, the sea was a deep, inviting blue, as still as a mirror. It was at such times that he felt grateful to still be alive. If there was one thing that made him hope for just one more winter, it was the promise of another summer to follow.
 
   The mountainous island that crouched in the middle of the ocean was little more than a rocky outcropping, a clenched fist of stone emerging from the waves. Atop this sat the fortress, encompassing almost the entire summit and as ancient as the island itself. Who had built this venerable bastion, or what name they had given it, was a mystery, its early history lost and forgotten. To the Brothers of the Order of Enlightenment who now inhabited it, and the folk of the mainland to the east, it was simply the Crag. Over the years, curious Brothers had occasionally spent time within the Deep Archive, searching the musty, faded tomes within for clues about the island fortress’ origins, to no avail. Brother Merryl was not among them, for spending time in those chilled, dank vaults that seemed to delve into the very heart of the island itself was not an attractive prospect.
 
   Despite such efforts, it appeared that whoever had raised the fortress simply held little interest in recording its history, nor maintaining it. If not for the Brothers’ careful and constant restorations, the Crag’s walls would have long ago crumbled into the waves it had for so long gazed down upon.
 
   A gentle tap upon his shoulder startled Merryl from his reverie. “Brother?”
 
   He glanced around, disorientated. They were both standing at the foot of the stairs leading to the garret. Lost in his own thoughts, he had failed to notice. “Forgive me, my son,” he said finally. “Sometimes, the mind wanders.” More and more, the older I get.
 
   He watched the boy’s face for a trace of mockery, but none came. The young initiate waited patiently.
 
   “Yes, well,” Merryl continued, “you have missed lunch I fear, but I’m sure we can scare up a crust of bread if you’re hungry. Some cheese perhaps?”
 
   The boy shook his head. “I’m fine. Just a bit restless. Three days is a long time to spend sitting in that pigeon coop.” He grinned as an idea came to him suddenly. “How about a little sparring on the training field, Brother?”
 
   Merryl sniffed haughtily. “It would not be seemly for a senior member of our Order to scuffle in the dirt with an initiate, and an unruly one at that. Besides,” he smiled benignly, “never forget that while youth may have the advantage of strength and speed, elders such as myself have a long lifetime of experience to call upon. Or, as I prefer to call them, dirty tricks.”
 
   Cole grinned. “With as much experience as you have Brother Merryl, you must be among the deadliest fighters in the realm.”
 
   The old man shrugged. “Let us pray neither of us ever needs to find that out. If nothing else comes to mind, I suggest we continue with your studies.”
 
   Side by side they walked down near-identical passageways, heading towards the keep’s east wing. It was there that the novice and initiate sleeping cells, training rooms and other facilities could be found. It was a journey familiar to them both; Brother Merryl had walked every passage within the fortress more times than he could count in his lifetime, while the route from the garret to the east wing was one the boy had come to know well.
 
   They stopped outside a plain wooden door, that looked much like any other within the keep. As Brother Merryl pushed it open, there was little remarkable inside, either. Just a wooden table in the centre, a chair on either side and a small metal pedestal in the centre.
 
   The old man indicated one of the seats. Obediently, Cole sat down. With an involuntary grunt, yet another blessing the passage of years had bestowed upon him, Merryl took the chair opposite. He pulled open a small drawer set in the table and rummaged within. After a few moment’s searching, he withdrew a bright green sphere: a crystal the size of an apple. Carefully, he set it down onto the pedestal.
 
   Merryl’s eyes met Cole’s over the top of the crystal, and the young man smiled. “Where?” he asked.
 
   Merryl made a show of carefully considering the question, but he already knew the answer. The boy knew, too. It was always the same.
 
   Brother Merryl adored the sea. He had moved to the Crag a young man himself, and had grown up and grown old beside it. He knew that one day, soon, he would die on this rock surrounded by the ocean, that he had long thought of as a friend.
 
   But, long ago, before making that gruelling trek across the breadth of the realm, there had been a cottage filled with children. Brothers – his true brothers – and sisters. A mother and a father. It was a place of easy laughter and sibling squabbles, as sudden, fierce and quick to dissipate as a spring squall.
 
   Behind this cottage was a garden. His domain. The others spent time there too, but it was in the garden where he truly felt at home. It was a place of adventures and magic; dangerous expeditions through the undergrowth and endless summers. It was a place of beauty and light, of wondrous smells and discoveries. It was his. He would not live to see it again.
 
   “Are you ready?”
 
   Brother Merryl nodded. Cole took hold of the crystal with both hands, pressing the stone with his fingertips gently but firmly. With sudden intensity he gazed deep into its core.
 
   Merryl felt the familiar dizziness, a not unpleasant sensation. Around them, the room seemed to fall away, leaving behind nothing but he and the boy. Between them, the green crystal pulsed with light, throbbing like a beating heart.
 
   The faint sound of the waves far below faded away, replaced by the low drone of bees dancing from flower to flower. Brother Merryl breathed in deeply, and the heady bouquet of dusk-lilies filled his nostrils.
 
   He closed his eyes, and smiled.
 
    
 
   *      *      *
 
    
 
   They were disturbed by a light knock at the door. Brother Merryl returned to himself with a jolt as Cole’s hands fell away from the crystal.
 
   The daylight flooding the room had taken on a more golden quality, and from the position of the shadows Brother Merryl could tell that several hours had passed. At least, he thought. So long, and yet so fleeting.
 
   He glanced towards Cole. The boy’s eyes were screwed tightly shut. His hands shook as he raised them from the crystal to knead his temples. As ever, the connection took a toll, but he knew from experience that the boy would soon recover.
 
   He felt the memories of the summer-bathed garden fall away from him as he rose to open the door. In the passageway beyond stood a nervous young man in the grey tunic of the keep’s servants. As the door opened, the boy’s eyes darted between Brother Merryl and Cole, still seated at the table. “Yes?” he asked.
 
   “My pardons, Brother,” the boy replied. “Elder Tobias has requested your presence in his solar.” His eyes flitted back to Cole. “Both of you.” His message delivered, the boy scurried away.
 
   Merryl closed the door quietly and returned to the table. “We have been summoned,” he said.
 
   “So I heard.” Cole opened his eyes, squinting at the light.
 
   “Are you well enough to travel?”
 
   “That depends on whether you’re up to carrying me on your back, Brother.” The boy smiled weakly. He rubbed a hand against his forehead, and Merryl saw the tremble in his arm. “I’m sorry,” Cole continued, noticing Merryl’s stare. “The connection can be quite... draining.”
 
   “No need to apologise, my son. As far as we have been able to surmise, yours is a unique talent, one that we have barely even begun to understand.” As he reached out for the crystal, he paused, hand outstretched. A vague feeling of regret and unease tugged at him. A moment later it passed, and he returned the gemstone to the drawer. “Does it become more difficult?”
 
   “No.” Cole shook his head. “Easier, actually. The first time, it was like...” He frowned, searching for the right words. “Like walking through a fog, where you don’t know where you’re going, or how far away your destination is. Where it’s safe to walk, and where it isn’t. I felt lost.”
 
   Brother Merryl listened, keeping his face carefully blank. He still recalled the first time they had sat a number of the novices and initiates, Cole among them, in front of the crystals to observe the results. A few of the other boys had suffered mild headaches. Cole, however, had remained unresponsive for over an hour. He was being carried to the infirmary by two concerned Brothers when he had finally woken.
 
   “Each time, it gets easier,” the boy continued. “I’m still in the fog, but I know the way now. It is just... tiring,” he finished.
 
   Brother Merryl smiled and patted the boy’s arm kindly. “If you are well, then we should not keep the elder waiting.”
 
   They rose and made their way to the keep’s solar. Unlike the climb to the garret, it was a walk that Brother Merryl did not mind. On the west wall of the keep stood a wrought iron gate, beyond which was a bridge, almost a hundred yards in length. At the end of the bridge was a tiny islet, little more than a column of rock that half a hundred men, linking hands, could comfortably encircle. Perched atop this column, assailed on all sides by the sea, stood the Crag’s solar.
 
   They passed through the gateway, which was habitually left raised when Elder Tobias was in residence. Beyond, the sound of the waves grew louder. They walked in silence, content to gaze upon the vista all around them. Before them the sun sank lazily towards the horizon, leaving behind it a sky of vivid reds and oranges edged with pale violet. The sunset was reflected by the sea far below and Brother Merryl felt as though he had stepped into an oil painting. The sky always seemed much bigger here than on the mainland. He felt the salt tang of the ocean air and breathed it in deeply.
 
   Across the bridge was the solar, a circle of flagstones hemmed by slender columns as tall as two men. Wooden trellises connected these, and dozens of sea-orchids had been trained to grow along them and down the columns. The bright red, gold and purple blooms perfectly complemented the sky around them. There was no roof of any kind.
 
   They passed through a small archway leading to the solar. Behind a table carved from a single slab of stone sat a middle-aged man wearing the pale robes of an elder. Before him, a stack of papers sat on the tabletop, secured by a small lead weight. As they approached, he stood and gazed out across the sunset.
 
   Cole opened his mouth to speak, but Brother Merryl shook his head. In silence, they waited as the sun slowly fell past the line of the ocean, and the sky around them darkened.
 
   Elder Tobias sighed, then turned and seated himself behind the desk once more. Two servants appeared from behind them and busied themselves lighting torches attached to several of the columns.
 
   “For twenty years I have served the Order as the head of this college, and that is a sight I have yet to tire of,” said the elder at last.
 
   Brother Merryl bowed his head in a gesture of assent. “It is truly a wonder to behold.”
 
   “Stelys, a tiny island a league west of the westernmost shore of the realm,” the elder continued. “And west of that, an even smaller rock, too insignificant in size to merit a name of its own. Beyond us, nothing. Here we sit, three men at the edge of the known world, the last men in the Empire to see this day.” He smiled sadly and stared off into the distance. “It is something to think upon.”
 
   After a moment, when nothing further was said, Cole coughed impatiently.
 
   Elder Tobias frowned. “To the matter at hand, then,” he said gruffly, searching among the papers stacked upon the desk. With a satisfied sound he found the parchment he was looking for, and reached across to hand it to Brother Merryl.
 
   “Do you recognise the seal?” Brother Merryl leaned across to examine the emblem pressed into the blob of wax on the back of the bone-white paper. Then his eyes widened and he nodded. “Read.” As the old man’s eyes scanned the closely written lines, Elder Tobias regarded him silently, his fingers steepled and held against his lips. Cole fidgeted, unsure as to why his presence had been requested.
 
   Presently, Merryl looked up from the parchment. “The Archon is to come here, to the college?”
 
   “Indeed. He will be here one week from today, it seems.”
 
   Cole’s brow wrinkled in puzzlement. “Is that unusual?”
 
   “You have been with us your whole life, boy, eighteen years if I am not mistaken. In all that time, do you recall such an occasion ever before taking place?” Elder Tobias spoke as if lecturing a dim-witted child.
 
   “Forgive me, Elder, but my memory of the first few years is somewhat hazy.”
 
   Brother Merryl shook his head in dismay. Elder Tobias gave Cole a cool look. “Mark this, boy,” he said sternly. “The Archon has not left Ehrenburg in fourteen years. He has not returned to Stelys since he graduated from these halls some quarter century past.”
 
   “Do we know the reason for this unprecedented visit?” Merryl interjected, before the boy could open his mouth again and further incense the elder. 
 
   The elder held Cole’s gaze for a second longer, before his eyes flicked back to Merryl’s. “We do.” He held up another letter. “It seems the Archon has taken a particular interest in your... studies.” He gestured towards Cole. “One student in particular.”
 
   Brother Merryl bowed his head low. “It will of course be an honour to demonstrate our progress to the Archon in pers-”
 
   The elder cut him off with a swipe of his hand. “Yes, yes, I am quite sure. My main concern is that this... this... rapscallion,” he glared at Cole, “does not embarrass us all. His past conduct is not becoming of the Order and our tolerance of his misdemeanours is at an end. Your task, Brother Merryl, will be to curb his behaviour and see that he is kept under control for the duration of the Archon’s stay. Is that understood?”
 
   “Most assuredly, elder.”
 
   “Good.” Slightly mollified, the elder picked up another paper from his desk, and curtly waved them away. “You may go.”
 
   As they made their way back across the bridge, Brother Merryl’s staff clacking loudly over the flagstones, the boy muttered, “I don’t believe the elder cares for me overmuch.”
 
   Merryl glanced at him from the corner of his eye. “Elder Tobias has never been fond of rogue elements. He wants his world to run in an orderly fashion, and you remind him that not everything can be controlled.”
 
   Cole considered this for a time. Eventually, he said “Is it true?”
 
   “Hmm?”
 
   “About the Archon, I mean. Has he really not left the Ehrenburg in all that time?”
 
   They passed beneath the gateway. Two servants in grey tunics stood nearby, ready to winch down the small portcullis as soon as the elder returned to his chambers. “As I understand it, no,” Merryl replied. “He has become a trusted advisor to the emperor, and His Excellency is loath to be without his sage counsel. Then, of course, he has been heavily involved in overseeing construction of the Spire.”
 
   Cole perked up at the mention of the Order’s new tower, being built in the heart of the imperial city. “It sounds like an impressive sight,” he said. “I would love to see it one day for myself.”
 
   Merryl chuckled softly. “You may get your wish, my son. After its completion, many Brothers currently without a position elsewhere will be called to the Spire. The Archon feels that the Order is better served by having its college in the capital.”
 
   “So what will happen to the Crag?”
 
   Merryl sensed the concern in the boy’s voice. Of course, he thought, this is the only home he has ever known. “I’m not party to the Archon’s intentions,” he replied gently. “It’s possible that these halls will soon stand empty, just as they did until the late emperor granted it to the Faith in his wisdom. All things pass,” he added, wanting to reassure but not willing to lie just to ease the boy’s fears.
 
   Cole didn’t reply. For a few moments they walked again in silence, the young man staring at the flagstones, lost in his thoughts. Merryl decided to change the subject. “He was a student of mine, you know.”
 
   Cole glanced up, his interest piqued. He had not heard this before. “The Archon?”
 
   Brother Merryl nodded. “As a novice he was bright. Gifted, even. Inquisitive. For him, it wasn’t enough to know that something happened. He wanted to know why. How. He was also impetuous, impatient. Hot-headed and argumentative. He always believed that he was right. Most often, he was.” Brother Merryl stopped walking, and raised his eyebrows. “You remind me a lot of him, Cole.”
 
   The boy smiled awkwardly. “I’m sure I don’t know to what you refer, Brother.”
 
   They resumed the walk back to the Hall of Novices. “So, what happened?” Cole asked eventually.
 
   “Happened?”
 
   “Well, if Elder Tobias is anything to go by, hot-headed know-it-alls do not rise up to the higher echelons of the Order, no matter how gifted.”
 
   “True. Shortly before he was due to graduate and don his Brotherly robes, he left Stelys. We found a note in his sleeping cell, which said little other than that he believed he had found something of importance, far from here.” Merryl clucked his tongue. “Impulsive, as always. Shortly before he disappeared, he had cloistered himself within the Deep Archive, researching goodness knows what. We could only assume that while there he made a discovery that others had missed. Or believed he had, anyway. After nearly two years, he returned.”
 
   “Did he explain where he had been all that time?”
 
   Brother Merryl shook his head. “Not a word. But he came back a changed man, no longer the foolhardy boy we had last seen.”
 
   Cole frowned. “Changed how?”
 
   “More serious, driven. It was difficult at first to reconcile the man who arrived with the rebellious youth that had left us. He returned with a vision for the Order, said that it was imperative that we evolve, for the good of the realm. He graduated with haste, and rose quickly. I would never have believed it possible, had I not witnessed it myself. As he gained seniority, he was able to enact his vision. The Divine was gone, he told us, if He had ever even existed. If any other had spoken so, he would have been expelled, cast out. But he spoke with such conviction.” Merryl sighed. “He gained followers, those with whom his message of mankind’s supremacy struck a chord. It shook the church to its foundations.”
 
   “You’re talking of the Great Schism, Brother?”
 
   “A dark time,” Merryl agreed. “A bloodless civil war that lasted a decade. By then an elder, his support grew until it became the majority. Eventually, every church and shrine stood empty and he took on the mantle of Archon of the new Order of Enlightenment. Over time, all who remained fell into line with the new way. It was better than the alternative.” He grimaced. “Perhaps it was not so very different. We were still preachers, of a kind. But now the word we spread spoke of the need to progress, to advance the species. To elevate mankind above all.”
 
   “What did the common folk think of this? Was there no opposition to what was taking place?”
 
   Merryl did not answer immediately. “At first we thought there would be an outcry,” he said after a pause. “But our fears were unfounded. Ours is a hard land, our people lead lives of strife and struggle. After a lifetime of having their prayers go unanswered, belief in the Divine was not as strong as it once had been. Oh,” he went on, “I’ve no doubt the pious continue to worship in hidden corners away from prying eyes, but they are not so many as you would think. Many seized upon the knowledge we offered, using it to make tangible improvements to their lives. Others ignore us just as they ignored the sermons that came before. For them, life goes on as it always did. One preacher in robes is much like another.”
 
   They walked on in silence, the only sounds the clack-clack of Brother Merryl’s staff echoing along the stone corridors.
 
   “What do you believe he discovered?” Cole asked finally.
 
   “I have often wondered. In truth, I have no idea what could change the nature of a man so. But he did return with something else, which he believed should become the symbol for the new Order. A symbol that could unite the people of the realm.”
 
   “The crystals.” Cole, like all the novices, had been lectured on their role in the Order’s recent history.
 
   “The crystals.” Brother Merryl nodded agreement. They had reached the Hall of Novices, and he stopped before the door that led to the sleeping cells. “We had never before seen their like, but we could immediately see they were special. The green star became our sigil.” He reached into the collar of his robe, and withdrew a small silver chain and pendant, into which a small green stone was set. “Now we each wear one around our neck.”
 
   Brother Merryl opened the door to the hall, and ushered Cole through. “Rest now, my son,” he said. “A week is no time at all to prepare, and there is much to be done. I will call for you at daybreak.”
 
   Cole watched the old man leave, lost in thought. The sound of his staff echoed back up the passageway towards him.
 
   Clack. Clack.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 2
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Cas, your eyes are sharp, what do you see?”
 
   Grumbling under his breath, the scraggly youth clambered onto the parapet and leaned out. Two pairs of hands clung firmly to the back of his tunic, all that stopped him from a two-hundred foot plummet onto black, salt-sprayed rocks below. Shading his eyes with one hand, he squinted out across the water, towards the faint shoreline away to the east.
 
   “A ship,” he called to the group of boys loitering behind him. “Just leaving Westcove by the look of it.”
 
   There was a ripple of excitement. “Is the Archon there? Can you see him, Cas?”
 
   “Course I can’t! Mayhap if he was forty feet tall I’d have a chance. Pull me back.”
 
   The youth was pulled backwards to safety behind the stone ramparts. The flat top of the keep’s tower was crowded, as pale-robed novices jostled with white-clad initiates to peer hopefully across the sea.
 
   “It will probably take them an hour to reach us,” sighed one.
 
   “More like two, then there’s the climb up to the Crag from the dock. Call it three. If you’re lucky, he’ll be here for supper.”
 
   Several of the nearest novices turned to glare at the speaker. “Know everything, dontcha, Cole?”
 
   Cole shrugged. “Less than some, more than most, Oaf.”
 
   “That’s Ulf, clown,” growled the novice. He was a stocky mound of a boy, with a heavy brow and a tangle of greasy, unkempt hair. Cole’s jibe, drawn as much from the boy’s name as anything, was nevertheless cruelly apt.
 
   “Ah, I always get that wrong, don’t I?” Cole stifled a yawn. “I was speaking from experience, though. Unlike any of you I have made the crossing recently.”
 
   Groans went up from the assembled boys. “Just ‘cos you’re Brother Merryl’s pet dun’t make you better’n us,” spat Ulf.
 
   “Not all of you, no,” Cole replied, grinning wolfishly.
 
   There were a few nervous titters of laughter, and the stout novice reddened. “Why’re you even here, fool? You’ve not shown no int’rest in the Archon’s visit till now.”
 
   “Why indeed. Perhaps I just find the sea air conducive to a healthy appetite.” He nodded towards the lanky youth. “Fancy seeing what culinary delights the cook has conjured up for us this morning, Cas?”
 
   “Anything that shuts you up for a few minutes is fine with me,” retorted the scraggly youth, smiling.
 
   Cole slapped him companionably on the shoulder and turned his back on the novices, ignoring the venomous glare thrown by one in particular. It was all he could do to stop himself laughing as they disappeared down the steps into the keep’s interior.
 
    
 
   *      *      *
 
    
 
   The modest dining hall in the novice’s wing was by far the smallest of the two housed within the Crag. For decades, the cavernous Great Hall had hosted regular banquets for scores of cowled friars and students. It wasn’t unusual for such occasions to stretch long into the night as course after course was brought out, each more sumptuous than the last.
 
   As their numbers dwindled, however, the Brothers and their young charges more often took repast in the Small Hall, as it was known. Visiting elders and dignitaries were still welcomed with a grand banquet that matched those past in sentiment if not scale, though as the years passed such occasions became fewer and farther between. It had been many months since anyone other than a servant had even entered the larger hall at all.
 
   As Cole and the scraggly youth pushed open the door of the Small Hall, their faces flushed as the warmth hit them. The tips of Cole’s fingers prickled as if prodded by dozens of tiny pins. After the chill of the sea breeze blowing across the ramparts, the thick, close air of the dining hall felt like a furnace.
 
   A smattering of other initiates, novices and one or two brown-robed Brothers sat dotted around the benches. Several were deep in conversation, their voices too low to make out what was being said. But most sat apart from their fellows, happy to break their fast in solitude.
 
   On the far side of the hall, a fire burned merrily in a plain stone hearth. Above it hung a large iron kettle, its contents steaming. From the doorway, Cole was unable to see what was cooking, but the aroma that reached his nostrils dampened his expectations. Nobody looked up from their bowls as Cole and his companion crossed over to the pot and risked a look inside.
 
   “I see the cook has outdone himself once again,” sighed Cole, his nose wrinkling in distaste. “Some might say that it just isn’t possible to burn porridge this watery a thousand times in a row, yet his standards never slip.”
 
   “There’s bacon, too,” said his lanky companion, as he grabbed several charred rashers and spooned some of the unappetising grey sludge into a bowl. Cole shook his head sadly and reluctantly followed suit.
 
   They found an empty bench in a corner. Cole poked sullenly at his porridge, as his companion wolfed down his own with every sign of enjoyment. “I don’t know how you can stomach this, Cas.”
 
   “Food’s food,” the boy replied with a shrug, his mouth full. “I don’t know why you rile up Ulf and the others so. Do you like it in that pigeon coop so much you’re desperate to go back?”
 
   Cole spooned up some porridge and sniffed at it suspiciously. “Oh, it’s not so bad,” he said finally, pushing his bowl aside. “Unlike this slop, anyway. You get fresh air, time to think...”
 
   “Fresh air, we’ve all got plenty of,” Cas replied, indicating the unglazed windows that faced onto the courtyard. “And some would say you do enough thinking as it is.”
 
   Cole chuckled. “Others would say I need to do more, particularly before opening my mouth. Elder Tobias for one.” He bit off a mouthful of bacon, which shattered into charred, salty slivers in his mouth. The taste was not unpleasant.
 
   “Ulf is right about one thing, though,” Cas said thoughtfully, inspecting his bowl for any remaining globules of porridge. Before Cole could answer, he went on, “You do think you’re better than the rest of us.”
 
   Cole reddened. The point had struck a nerve. “Look, Cas, I know I give Ulf and his cronies a hard time, but-”
 
   The younger novice waved a grubby hand dismissively. “Mayhap you’re not wrong, though,” he said. “Not better, perhaps. Different. We all decided to come to the Crag.” He thought about that for a moment, then sniffed. “Or, someone decided for us, leastwise. But you were born here.”
 
   “Not born, Cas. Do you think Elder Tobias is my mother?”
 
   “You’re ugly enough,” Cas conceded. “Come here as a baby, then. You’ve never known aught else but these cold walls. You’re not even a novice like the rest of us. Not proper, anyways.”
 
   Cole tapped his fingers thoughtfully on the bench. “I’m to make a decision soon, Brother Merryl says,” he said after a pause. “I always knew it had to happen one day, but I thought when the time came I would know what to do. This has always been my home, that’s true enough. But join the Order?” He glanced around the hall, at the robed figures all around them. “Is it wrong to wonder what else lies beyond the Crag?”
 
   “I’ll tell you what there is, Cole. Trouble and strife, that’s what. Lots of one and more of the other. Take it from me.”
 
   “You sound like Merryl.” Cole sighed. “Maybe you’re right.” They talked of other matters then, gossiping about their fellows, but Cole still found his mind wandering back to thoughts of what lay beyond the island fortress.
 
   Their daily chores had long been completed; in anticipation of the Archon’s arrival, the novices had been summoned from their beds before dawn to tirelessly scrub every dusty nook and cobweb-strewn cranny of the keep. Their studies, meanwhile, had been suspended for the occasion. Finding themselves with unexpected free time on their hands, the idle young men of the Crag prowled the grey halls in search of diversion. In no great hurry to be elsewhere, after they had broken their fast, Cole made himself comfortable before the hall’s hearth.
 
   Cas was idly leaning out of a window, when he let out a sudden cry.
 
   “Hoy, Cole... wake up you laze-bones!”
 
   “I wasn’t asleep,” Cole protested, the muzziness of his voice betraying the lie.
 
   “Aye, and I expect you always snore when you’re awake,” Cas retorted. “Anyway, look who just strolled onto the training field with his mates, bold as brass.”
 
   Cole yawned and joined him at the window. A familiar shape was standing in a group of four other novices. “You know,” he said slowly. “I have a sudden urge to get some exercise.”
 
   They left the hall together, strolling across the courtyard to the area the novices used for sparring. A couple of pairs were already clacking staves half-heartedly, attempting to use their free time profitably, more from habit than any great desire for self-improvement.
 
   Cole ambled amiably towards the group of four standing to one side, talking amongst themselves. “Eirik!” he cried, drawing close. “It’s good to see you back on your feet so soon.”
 
   The four boys turned to face him. One was markedly taller than his fellows, with close-cropped blonde hair. Although nearly faded, a bruise still encircled one eye.
 
   Cole grinned and folded his arms. “The swelling has gone down, I see. Sorry about that little misunderstanding we had.”
 
   The boy called Eirik smiled serenely. “It is good to see you too, Cole.”
 
   Cole’s grin faltered. There was something about his rival’s mild tone that unsettled him. “Yes. Well.” He gestured towards the sparring novices. “How about another round, best of three?”
 
   Eirik stared at him, unblinking, his face impassive. “I don’t think that is a good idea, do you, Cole?” he said at last. “I believe Elder Tobias would take a dim view of such an encounter.”
 
   Cole grabbed a quarterstaff from a nearby rack. He span it idly, appreciating he heft of the wood. “Oh, I don’t know,” he replied. “I think the elder would appreciate the need to confront ill feelings rather than let them fester.”
 
   Eirik shook his head, sadly. “There need not be bad blood between us, Cole. We are brothers, in body and spirit. I have no desire to fight you.”
 
   “Brothers?” Cole scoffed. “It didn’t seem very fraternal when you left me on my back in the dust last week.”
 
   “I regret my actions on that day, Cole.” Eirik expression was solemn. “I would beg your forgiveness, if you would accept mine. I... am not the boy I was then.”
 
   Frowning, Cole looked down to the silver chain around the other’s neck. Whatever hung from the end of it was hidden beneath his plain woollen tunic, but the significance of it was not lost on him. “You have taken the vows, then?”
 
   Eirik drew out the pendant, green crystal set in silver. “Three days past. As I said, Cole, I am your Brother, now. Any quarrel you or I might have once had is in the past.”
 
   Cole nodded thoughtfully, then in one swift movement swept the stave around behind Eirik’s legs, knocking them out from under him. He landed on his back with a thump.
 
   As the other boy climbed unsteadily to his feet, Cole took another stave from the rack, and threw it to the ground in front of him. “No quarrel, then, just practice,” he said, grinning.
 
   At first, Eirik merely stood staring at him, his face red. Anger flared in his eyes, then vanished as quickly as it had appeared. “As you wish,” he replied, stooping to pick up the weapon.
 
   Cole was dimly aware of distant shouts as they circled each other warily. He watched the other boy’s movements closely, tensing himself to react as soon as his opponent made a move. After a few moments, when that failed to materialise, Cole’s confident grin began to fade. Growing impatient, he tested a tentative feint to his right. Eirik did not so much as blink.
 
   A second later, Cole lashed out to his left, no mere feint this time, and the staves met with a loud crack that echoed around the courtyard. Battle joined at last, the staves twirled and struck as both combatants ran through the moves that were drilled into every novice, neither able to break through the other’s defence.
 
   As they fought, a tiny doubt flickered at the back of Cole’s mind and began to grow. This felt different to their previous bouts, but it took a minute or more to pinpoint why that was. Then, after a failed downward strike that was easily parried by his opponent, Cole stumbled, just a fraction, caught off-balance. At that moment he was wide open to a counter-attack, but it never came. It was then that he knew for certain. He’s holding back!
 
   Once he had seen it, it became impossible to ignore. His strikes were being effectively blocked each time, yet he had yet to need to make so much as a single parry himself.
 
   “Afraid that I’ve got the best of you this time, Eirik?” he panted, as another feint went ignored.
 
   Eirik merely smiled.
 
   His opponent’s demeanour incensed Cole. He began to put more force into each of his attacks, putting his opponent on the back foot. Finally, Eirik failed to recover quickly enough from a parry and Cole seized upon it, planting the butt of his stave into Eirik’s gut. The young Brother collapsed to the ground with a moan.
 
   A triumphant Cole turned to look for Cas, only to see dozens of his fellows gathered around the training square. It was only then that he noticed the hush that had fallen over the courtyard. His cry of celebration died on his lips at the sight of Elder Tobias striding towards him, red-faced and shaking with anger.
 
   “What is the meaning of this?” he demanded. “You attack one of your brothers, without provocation, on an occasion such as this?” The slap echoed across the courtyard. Cole’s head rocked to one side with the force of it. His cheek throbbed where the elder’s palm had struck.
 
   “Elder.” A voice Cole didn’t recognise called out. “It is unbecoming for those of higher station to meet violence with violence.”
 
   His cheek still stinging and feeling shamed by the public scolding, Cole looked towards the speaker. A figure dressed in a robe of purest white crossed the courtyard towards them. A pair of eyes as green as the sea on a hot summer’s day looked upon him with the merest hint of amusement.
 
   “Is this the boy you spoke of?” the green-eyed man asked, addressing the elder but continuing to hold Cole’s gaze.
 
   “Indeed, it is, Archon. Cole. A talented if infuriating initiate.”
 
   “He fights well?”
 
   “Well enough. He lacks not for enthusiasm, but his instructors say he continues to fight too much with his heart and not enough with his head. It is control that he lacks.”
 
   The Archon nodded thoughtfully. “My servant has been known to wield a stave on occasion.” He smiled at Cole. “What say you to one more bout, initiate?”
 
   Cole sensed that a refusal would not be looked upon kindly. “If my lord pleases,” he replied, at a loss what else to say.
 
   Without a further word, the Archon turned and snapped his fingers towards a group of unfamiliar Brothers that lingered at the edge of the courtyard. His attendants, no doubt, thought Cole. He eyed them with interest, wondering which he was to fight.
 
   But instead, the brown-robed figures parted. From behind them strode another – taller by a clear head than any of his fellows. He wasn’t simply tall, Cole realised as he neared them. Everything about him was on a larger scale than anyone else he had ever laid eyes on. Powerful shoulders and a chest like the tuns of mead kept in the elder’s cellar were covered with a roughspun wool tunic, which ill-concealed the muscles beneath. One huge arm, its bicep as large as Cole’s head, was bare, the other oddly covered by a grey cloak that hung only on one side. The giant’s face was hidden behind a steel mask, fashioned with ghoulish, inhuman features. This was held to his face by a number of tight leather straps that encircled his skull – itself as large as a bull’s.
 
   A pair of fierce eyes stared out from the depths of this unpleasant visage. While holes had also been cut into the metal to allow its wearer to breathe, no such provision had been made for the giant’s mouth.
 
   As the huge figure approached, it almost seemed as if the ground trembled with each heavy footfall. Around the courtyard, the Brothers and novices gawped.
 
   The giant reached them within moments, his long strides carrying him across the ground deceptively quickly. He stopped before the Archon and loomed silently above the three of them.
 
   “Your servant... I, ah, I don’t believe I’ve ever seen the like,” stammered the elder.
 
   The Archon smiled. “Impressive, is he not? I found him many years ago, the last captive in a forgotten dungeon in the Shadowlands. The wretch was half starved and near death. He was a slave, I presume, and tortured. Unfortunately, the exact nature of his confinement remains a mystery, as he is not too communicative. Isn’t that right, Dantes?” The giant growled, and fell silent again.
 
   “Why does he wear that mask?” The elder asked the question all in the courtyard were wondering.
 
   “For modesty’s sake, elder,” the Archon replied. “I regret to say that his former captors were not kind, and quick to apply hot irons and pincers. They took his tongue and also, perhaps to control such a man,” the Archon swept the cloak aside, “his arm.”
 
   There were gasps and a few shocked cries from those assembled. Even the elder looked momentarily taken aback. In place of his right arm, to the giant’s shoulder was attached an array of metal bands and leather straps, held together in such a fashion so as to resemble the limb they replaced. These were interwoven with metal circles and discs, where a normal man’s elbow and wrist would sit. At the end of the bizarre contraption was a metal hand, made of similar constituent parts but on a smaller scale. This close, Cole could see the workmanship was exquisite. Impossibly so, even. It was hard to believe there was a smith in the Empire who could fashion such a contrivance.
 
   “A prosthetic? My my, how ingenious.” The elder peered more closely at the workings of the metal arm. “A terrible thing to lose an arm, of course, but this is very impressive work. Does it function?”
 
   “A little.” The Archon turned back to Cole and raised an eyebrow. “So, is the initiate prepared for a training bout with my servant, one with such an unfortunate disability?”
 
   Cole was still horrified at the thought of facing off against a man of such stature, but the sight of the metal arm had put him more at ease. “He will be able to fight one-handed?”
 
   A smirk tugged at the corner of the Archon’s mouth. “His remaining arm will bear the weight of a staff, I believe. Dantes is a most capable servant.”
 
   Cole lifted another quarterstaff from the rack and tossed it to his opponent. The giant plucked it out of the air with his left hand as though it was no more substantial than a reed blown in the wind. 
 
   Nervously, Cole began to circle, just as he had before, trying to block out the jeers of his fellows around the training square. More than a few of them were hoping to see his brains dashed upon the floor, he suspected.
 
   As he moved, the giant merely turned to follow, twirling his stave in one hand. The air hummed as it span.
 
   With a mental shrug, Cole struck with snake-like speed, hoping to knock the stave out of his opponent’s hand and put a quick end to the farce. Instead, the giant met the strike with such force it took all his strength to keep hold of his own weapon.
 
   As if taking that as his signal, the giant began a furious barrage. He rained heavy blows down on Cole from seemingly every angle. He was able to deflect a few, more by blind luck than design, but many more landed. One blow to the side of his head left him seeing double.
 
   After a successful parry, he glanced up, and saw Ulf’s mocking face above him, hanging from an upstairs window. The stocky novice seemed to be enjoying the spectacle enormously.
 
   Cole roared and charged forward two steps, hammering away another strike with all the strength he could muster. He used the second of respite it bought him to slide onto his back, his momentum carrying him through the giant’s legs. With cat-like agility he jumped to his feet, and before the giant could turn he swung his stave around and smashed it against his foe’s broad back. With an exultant cry, he raised his arms above his head and turned to the watching crowd.
 
   His triumph was short-lived. The giant swivelled to face him, his smouldering glare burning through the mask’s eye slits. Cole may as well have tried to halt a raging bull with a fly swat.
 
   “Bravo, young man, bravo,” the Archon called across the training square. Cole risked a glance across, to where the white-robed man was clapping appreciatively. “It has been a long time since I have seen any man land a strike on formidable Dantes.” He smiled. “But the fight is not yet over, I fear.”
 
   Cole turned back and readied himself for another assault. To his confusion, however, the giant threw his stave high into the air.
 
   The assembled crowd could only look on in astonishment as the prosthetic arm whirred into life, the metal circles in the joints spinning at dizzying speed. The countless workings of the arm clicked and whirred and hummed, their movements a hypnotic dance that left Cole mesmerised. The arm raised gracefully into the air, and caught the stave effortlessly mid-fall. Mechanical fingers closed deftly around it. The giant met Cole’s gaze. Although his mouth was hidden behind the steel mask, Cole could tell that beneath it he wore a smile.
 
   It suddenly occurred to Cole that perhaps only having one arm was not such a disadvantage, after all.
 
   If the giant’s attacks had been swift before, what followed was nothing short of an onslaught. The staff was a blur as it swung and spun, his metal prosthetic moving at impossible angles of which no human arm was capable. As the mechanical arm came to life, so too did its owner. The giant no longer faced him with feet planted firmly on the ground. He danced around Cole, more agile than a man his size had any right to be.
 
   Cole blocked as best he could, but for every successful contact, half a dozen blows struck him. Every inch of his body ached, and soon he could barely lift his own weapon, let alone defend himself with it.
 
   He jumped back, and dropped his weapon to the ground. “I yield,” he rasped. He toppled forward to his knees, utterly spent.
 
   A guttural hacking sound made him look up. At first, he thought perhaps the giant was choking, but eventually he recognised the sound as laughter.
 
   The metal arm raised towards him, still holding the staff. As Cole watched, it began to twirl, the mechanical hand rotating a full circle on its wrist. Faster and faster it span, becoming a blur. Cole could feel the wind it generated blowing his sweat-dampened hair from his face.
 
   With a grunt, the giant twisted his enormous torso and hurled the staff high into the air. It arced over the keep’s ramparts and curtain wall, and was soon lost from sight.
 
   In the stunned silence that followed, the Archon leaned towards the elder and confided: “You should see him with a sword.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 3
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   After the drama of the morning and the furore that followed, calm settled over the Crag once more by the afternoon. Brother Merryl was one of those relieved by its return.
 
   Once his young charge had been carried back to his sleeping cell near-insensible after his bruising encounter with the giant manservant, the Archon and his party were escorted around the keep by Elder Tobias. Brother Merryl followed a short distance behind the group, more out of a sense of duty than any real need for his presence. As he trailed behind them, the drone of the elder’s voice washing over him, his thoughts drifted to Cole. He hoped that the wounds he had sustained were not too grievous.
 
   The Archon listened politely as they walked through the novices’ wing, study halls and the Long Gallery that housed portraits of each of Elder Tobias’ predecessors, each of whom received a long-winded history.
 
   They had reached the Crag’s library, an immense, domed room, lined on all sides by bookshelves the height of eight men, stuffed full of dusty tomes and tightly bound rolls of parchment. The elder reeled off dry statistics demonstrating the depth and breadth of knowledge stored therein.
 
   “...seventeen distinct varieties of sea kelp,” he was saying. “Brother Leif has spent the last two years classifying these and documenting his findings in three volumes. It is his belief that...”
 
   “Fascinating,” the Archon interjected, in a tone that suggested it was anything but. “It is pleasing to see that these halls are now given over to more scholarly pursuits since I was here last. However, the hour grows late and I am keen to turn to the real purpose of my visit.”
 
   The elder’s face drooped. He blinked several times, giving him the appearance of a maudlin owl. “But we haven’t even begun to touch on the exciting research Brother Samson has been conducting on the genealogies of the great Westcove Fisher Houses, for example...” He caught the Archon’s expression and tailed off. “Yes, well, perhaps that is something we can revisit on the morrow. Brother Merryl?”
 
   He stepped forward. “Yes, elder?”
 
   “Could you look in on our brave warrior,” Elder Tobias allowed himself a thin smile, “and prepare him. The Archon is keen to see a demonstration of the research you have both been conducting.”
 
   Brother Merryl nodded and turned to leave, almost stumbling into the Archon’s giant in his haste. Several of the visiting Brothers had disappeared around the keep shortly after arrival, but the largest servant had not left his master’s side for even a moment.
 
   “My p-pardon,” he stammered. The giant growled from the recesses of his steel mask in response, and Merryl hurried from the library.
 
    
 
   *      *      *
 
    
 
   Cole lay groaning on his cot when he heard a rap at his door. “If that’s you, Cas, you can bugger off,” he called.
 
   The heavy oak door creaked loudly as it was pushed tentatively open. When he saw that the head that emerged from around its frame belonged to the Crag’s eldest Brother, and not the scraggly novice, Cole sat hurriedly up on his cot.
 
   “I suspect young Caspian has decided your recovery would be swifter without his presence,” Brother Merryl observed. “He has already confessed whose idea it was to venture onto the training field earlier.”
 
   “He’s not wrong.” Cole tested a shoulder, and winced. “Divine’s teeth, I feel like I’ve fallen off a cliff.”
 
   “It would be wise to curtail any references to our former deity around the Archon,” said Merryl, smiling. “Even blasphemous ones. Are you able to walk, my son? The elder has requested that we show the Archon the fruits of your studies.”
 
   Cole nodded wearily. He struggled to his feet, and together they made the short journey along the passages of the novices’ wing to the training rooms.
 
   Elder Tobias, the Archon and his party were already gathered in one of the small, plain rooms when they arrived. The giant, Dantes, filled one corner on his own, the top of his head mere inches from the ceiling. Cole eyed him warily, the bruises he’d received in their earlier encounter still fresh in the memory, but if the hulking, mute servant harboured any lingering malice it was not immediately apparent.
 
   None of those gathered in the poky study room said a word as Cole and Brother Merryl entered, though Elder Tobias shot him a glare that made it clear any further mischief would be ill-received.
 
   Brother Merryl seated himself at the table and began to carefully assemble the apparatus. The steel frame clinked softly against the tabletop as the old man’s hands trembled ever so slightly. Cole took the seat opposite and waited patiently as the crystal was placed onto its stand. “Are you ready, lad?” Merryl whispered. Cole murmured assent.
 
   He felt no nerves himself. It was a ritual he was by now very familiar with. He placed his hands on the crystal, and just as he did so he looked up and saw the elder again. The head of the college glared, radiating disapproval. The sight of him made something inside Cole rebel. So, he wants a show, does he? He winked. The elder could not have looked more appalled if Cole had clambered onto the table and dropped his breeches.
 
   As Merryl closed his eyes, Cole felt the familiar tug at his consciousness. He allowed the feeling to take him, sweeping his mind away from that room and the people within it. The first few times, the dizziness had been almost too much to bear, but over time he had learned to ride the sensation like the crest of a wave.
 
   Then he was flying through an impenetrable darkness, a blackness that seemed to have actual weight to it, such that could smother a candle flame, or a host of them even. It was a primeval void, a yawning oblivion beyond the edges of anything experienced by men. It was the darkness that existed before life, at the beginning of time. Or the end.
 
   The notion was fleeting and left his mind as quickly as it had entered it. He wasn’t even sure where it had come from. He travelled on towards his destination. He felt, rather than saw, vast presences, leviathans of darkness, but paid them no heed. They were no more aware of him than a whale is of a minnow.
 
   After an eternity, Cole felt the sand beneath his feet. He had made it at last, to the place of dreams. He walked forward, confidently now, feeling the scrunch of the grey desert beneath his feet. Gradually, the enveloping darkness began to recede and shapes began to form.
 
   There were a half-dozen of them, gathered close together. Floating orbs that gave off a pale green light. They bobbed gently up and down, as though caught in a light breeze, though Cole had never known the air in this place to move. Up close, they were large, the size of a watermelon, and from each one protruded a thin cord of light: a tether of some kind, that disappeared away into the darkness and out of sight.
 
   They were all there, Cole knew, in a manner of speaking. He knew that the orb closest to him was Brother Merryl. He brushed his hand across the surface. It rippled like liquid, and when it grew still again he saw a sun-kissed garden within. He watched for a moment, tempted to give the old man another taste of his favourite memories. It would not be the same as when he was asleep, Cole knew, but at a touch he could ensure Merryl’s waking mind recalled a happier past. Besides, that was what he was here to do, the point of this demonstration.
 
   Instead, he approached the other orbs that floated nearby. One was the elder, he knew. With his fingertips, he gave it a cursory examination and found it filled with grey days within the walls of the Crag, dusty books and resentments. Much as expected. A truly dour man, Cole thought.
 
   Clustered nearby were several others he didn’t recognise. Cole ignored these, presuming them to belong to the Brothers that accompanied the Archon. The last two stopped him in his tracks.
 
   Where the giant, Dantes, would have stood floated a tiny red orb, smaller than his fist. Unlike the others, it was untethered. His curiosity piqued, Cole peered at it, but was unable to make out any images within. He reached for it, and cried out, drawing his hand back immediately. The orb burned like fire.
 
   When the pain had subsided somewhat, Cole turned to the final orb. This, too, was different to the others. It was cloaked in a black mist, which obscured everything within. A sick feeling of dread came over him at the sight of it. Suddenly, he wanted nothing more than to return to Merryl’s orb and continue with the exercise as planned. But rather than turn away from the smoke-shrouded sphere, he instead reached out a shaking hand towards it. He tried to pull away, but it was as if an invisible force grasped his hand firmly, pulling it towards the black fog.
 
   For a moment he held himself still, his open palm hovering a hair’s breadth above the dark, writhing tendrils. His arm shook with the effort required to hold it back.
 
   Finally, unable to stop himself any longer, Cole plunged his hand into the mist.
 
    
 
   *      *      *
 
    
 
   Brother Merryl’s eyes flicked open. Straight away, he sensed that something had gone awry. Yet, at first glance, all seemed as it should. Cole was utterly focused on the crystal in front of him, grasping it in both hands.
 
   Merryl turned around in his seat. The Archon’s party stood behind him, watching the experiment with polite interest. Elder Tobias, meanwhile, was simmering with poorly concealed impatience.
 
   “I’m sorry, elder,” Brother Merryl began. “I’m afraid I don’t know what-”
 
   He was interrupted by a loud snort. Startled, he turned to face the Archon, and gaped. “Oh my,” he murmured.
 
   The Archon’s face was a grey mask of horror. All colour had drained from his skin, and his mouth hung open, limp. His eyes bulged from their sockets. As Merryl watched, the head of the Order began to shake, first his hands, then his entire body. His mouth opened and closed wordlessly, like a landed fish gasping for breath.
 
   The others had noticed it too, and his attendants hurriedly caught hold of him. Merryl rose from his seat and signalled for the Archon to be lowered into it.
 
   The elder simply stood dumbfounded, paralysed in shock at the scene unfolding around him. “Should I send for Brother Burdock?” Merryl asked. “His healing herbs may...”
 
   Wordlessly, the elder raised his hand and pointed. Merryl turned to see Cole, gaping and shaking like the Archon, still clutching the crystal. A line of blood trickled from one of the young man’s nostrils.
 
   Merryl felt his panic rising. What do I do?
 
   Just then, Cole started to scream.
 
    
 
   *      *      *
 
    
 
   Run.
 
   Cole’s lungs burned, but still he willed his aching legs to keep moving. A stitch in his side made it painful to draw breath. But still he dared not stop.
 
   He ran blindly, once more in total blackness, the cloying, stale air telling him he was somewhere far underground.
 
   What were those things?
 
   The passage he found himself in was cut roughly into the rock, barely tall enough for him to stand upright. More than once he stumbled over some unseen obstruction. Am I running in the right direction? he wondered. Am I leaving that madness behind, or headed for something even worse? Desperately, he stopped and tried in vain to find his bearings.
 
   In the darkness of the passage behind him, something skittered against the stone. With a moan Cole broke again into a weary lope.
 
   Is this a memory or a dream? Surely the creatures he had seen inside the cavern were the product of nightmare, not reality...
 
   At the sound of alien chittering in the tunnel behind, Cole urged his legs to move faster, terrified shrieks still ringing in his ears.
 
   It had all started off so promisingly. After joining with the mist-wreathed orb, Cole had opened his eyes in darkness. The only light came from a torch burning a short distance away, held aloft by a young man. The orange glow illuminated rock walls all around. A cave, he’d realised.
 
   As the halo of light moved away from him, Cole had followed at a discreet distance, wishing to remain undetected. Every so often, the young man would pause and sweep his torch along the tunnel walls. Once or twice, Cole had caught sight of markings of some kind. The young man seemed deeply intrigued by these, running his hands along them.
 
   Now, as he ran, Cole found himself missing that light. Vaguely, he wondered what had happened to the torch. No doubt it had been snuffed out when the young man dropped it upon the floor of the cavern when he was taken. Cole’s mind recoiled from the memory of that place, and what had happened there. They came from the walls!
 
   Just then, his toe snagged on another rocky protuberance and he fell hard. His chin slammed into the jagged floor, sending shooting stars of pain across his vision.
 
   He was about to rise, when something cold brushed against his leg. His heart hammering against his ribcage, Cole jerked onto his back, scrambling away on his elbows. From the tunnel behind, green eyes floated in the blackness, luminescent and inhuman. Cole held his breath, too afraid to move. With mounting horror, he watched as they were joined by a second pair, then another.
 
   For several long moments that stretched on for an eternity, the eyes stayed still, watching. Slowly, Cole moved a hand behind his back, hoping to creep away. A loose stone, brushed by his groping fingers, clattered against a wall. In the silent darkness, the noise was loud enough to fill the world.
 
   There was an angry hiss. The eyes leapt.
 
    
 
   *      *      *
 
    
 
   Cole awoke on his cot. Brother Merryl sat to one side, worry etched deep on his face. Beside the bed, upon a small stool that served as a night stand, a candle burned.
 
   Finding himself in familiar surroundings once more, relief washed over him. He tried to speak, but all that came out was an unintelligible mumble. His tongue was numb and unresponsive.
 
   “Don’t speak, child,” said Merryl, patting his shoulder. “Try to sleep. You’ll feel better in the morning, I’m sure.”
 
   Cole fought get the words out. “What... happened?” His voice came out in a feeble croak.
 
   Brother Merryl wrung his hands anxiously. “Nobody is certain. Our theory is that it was an unforeseen consequence of having so many present at once during the experiment, but it’s impossible to say. We understand so little about it, though it shames me to admit it.”
 
   Cole stared at the ceiling. He tried to remember what had happened to him, but everything after joining with the crystal was a confused jumble in his mind. “How... long?”
 
   “Three hours, I was starting to worry if you would wake at all.” Brother Merryl sounded fretful. “The Archon was carried to his chambers by the giant servant of his, and recovered more swiftly. In fact, he seemed in remarkably good spirits as he accompanied Elder Tobias to the Great Hall for his welcome feast. He enquired after your health, so I returned here to keep watch until you woke.”
 
   A nagging feeling tugged at Cole’s mind as he lay on his cot, listening to the faint sounds of the festivities carrying across the courtyard. Every time he thought he had laid hands on it, the feeling dissipated like morning mist.
 
   Mist. He felt a memory surface then. With the end of the thread in his grasp, he was able to pull upon it. Not so fast that he would lose it again. Slowly but surely, he felt the memories flow back. Cole’s eyes widened. He lurched upright, and swung his feet over the edge of the bed. Brother Merryl was aghast. “Lay down, Cole,” he begged. “You’ve had a terrible shock and must rest.”
 
   Before he could argue, Cole felt his head swimming. He crashed back down on to the mattress. “Please,” he groaned.
 
   “What is this all about?”
 
   Cole clutched his temples, trying to quell the tumult building there. “Archon...” 
 
   “What about him?”
 
   Cole squirmed onto his side, and grabbed Merryl’s robe tightly. He had to make him understand. “You... have to... he...”
 
   Brother Merryl wrenched Cole’s hands from his robe. “I think perhaps I should seek out Brother Burdock,” he announced, standing. “A concoction to help you sleep, perhaps.”
 
   He slipped from the room, and Cole heard the sound of his sandals slapping along the passageway.
 
   “Please,” he croaked despairingly at the closed door. “He... he’s not what he seems.”
 
    
 
   *      *      *
 
    
 
   It was a banquet unlike any the Crag had seen in over a decade. Servants had spent a fortnight preparing the Great Hall in readiness for the Archon’s visit, cleaning away the cobwebs and layers of dust. Every bench had been polished until the wood gleamed. The enormous hearths standing at each end of the hall had been lit. The air around them shimmered with the heat.
 
   Every Brother, novice and initiate in the keep was present, bar Merryl and Cole. Indeed, it would have been a near-impossible task to keep any away from an occasion that had held the entire keep in a state of eager anticipation for the past week. Dozens of them lined the benches, their ranks bolstered by a score from the Archon’s party. To his dismay, the elder’s well-stocked wine cellar had even been breached to mark the occasion, and beer and mead flowed generously along every bench.
 
   If there was a slight pall cast over an otherwise convivial atmosphere, it stemmed from the oddly standoffish attitude of many of the visitors. As festivities began, a number of the Crag’s Brothers had tried to open dialogue with their counterparts from the Archon’s party, only to be either politely rebuffed or ignored entirely, until such attempts were abandoned. As the evening approached its end a state of uneasy truce existed between the two groups, though the flow of alcohol ensured that any grudges were, if not forgiven, then at least temporarily forgotten.
 
   Caspian, seated near to the hall’s great double doors, felt sad that Cole would miss the festivities; the Crag’s cooks had excelled themselves in stark contrast to their efforts at breakfast, and course after course was greeted with a hearty roar as it was carried in atop heaped, steaming platters.
 
   Upon a raised dais that ran the length of one side of the hall stood the top table. Seated at its head, in a place of honour, the Archon cast a benign eye over the proceedings. Elder Tobias sat to his right, befitting his station as master of the college, while the hulking figure of Dantes stood silently a few steps behind, half-hidden in shadow.
 
   “I must apologise again for the events of this afternoon, Archon,” Elder Tobias burbled muzzily. While he had reluctantly allowed the contents of his cellar to be shared to help mark the occasion, he had ensured that all the best vintages were reserved for the top table.
 
   “Please, I assure you that it is already forgotten,” the Archon replied genially.
 
   “It is good of you to say, Archon. Brother Merryl’s work with the boy had been progressing so well.” He gestured vaguely with his goblet, slopping purple wine across the table. “Blast,” he muttered.
 
   The Archon smiled at his host’s evident intoxication. “What I saw was impressive. It definitely warrants further investigation.”
 
   “Oh, I am so pleased to hear you say that, my lord,” the elder simpered. “If the boy is recovered, perhaps we could try again tomorrow.” His face darkened. “Of course, I wouldn’t put it past him to have been the cause. If I find out-”
 
   “Please,” the Archon said placatingly. “It is not necessary. What happened, happened. As for resuming the demonstration tomorrow, I suspect this will not be possible.”
 
   The elder frowned in confusion, but decided not to press the point. “That aside, my lord, how have you found your return to our little corner of the Empire?”
 
   The Archon smiled. “Enlightening. In many ways, the academy has hardly changed since my days as a novice within these walls. In others,” he waved towards the pennants that hung around the walls of the hall, displaying a green star set on a field of purple, “it has progressed impressively.”
 
   Elder Tobias practically glowed with pride. “Well, we try to adhere to the tenets of the Order in all things.”
 
   “Indeed.” The Archon patted the elder’s shoulder. “It is important that we lead by example. Where we march, the world will follow.”
 
   The elder nodded sagely. “And Emperor Maximilien, he fares well?”
 
   “It gives me great pleasure to report that His Imperial Excellency is both hale and hearty, with the vim and vigour of a man a third his age. No doubt he will live to see us all in the ground.”
 
   “It must please him to see such a magnificent construction as the Spire rising up within the walls of the imperial city,” the elder observed.
 
   “Indeed, His Excellency has taken a personal interest in its progress, and he is not alone. The streets of Ehrenburg rejoice to see this monument of the Empire’s pre-eminence nearing completion. It is a sight unmatched anywhere in the world.”
 
   A sudden thought occurred to the elder. “Perhaps you would make a toast, my lord? I know my Brothers would be inspired by hearing you speak.”
 
   The Archon grinned and clapped his hands together loudly, startling several of the revellers sitting nearby. “A capital idea!” he exclaimed.
 
   He rose to his feet. One by one the Brothers and novices fell quiet, the clamour fading by degrees a low hum and finally silence.
 
   The Archon surveyed the hall, smiling. “My Brothers,” he called out, in a voice accustomed to public speaking. “I am honoured that a humble visitor like myself has been welcomed in such a fashion. Our Order has set out to illuminate the path for the rest of the world to follow, and truly your hospitality is an example to us all.” This was greeted with several cheers.
 
   “Many of you are new to our Order and have been brought up according to the Tenets of Enlightenment. This is as it should be. Many more of you wore the robes of the Divine Brotherhood before our eyes were opened to the role we must play in the advancement of mankind. I myself was one such. Some of you may even hold doubt in your hearts.” Many heads were shaken, and one or two loud ‘no’s’ and ‘for shame’s’ rang out across the hall.
 
   The Archon raised a hand to restore calm. “A period of adjustment is to be expected. It is not so long ago that we walked a different path, before I divined our true purpose... if you will forgive the expression.” He grinned broadly as a smattering of nervous laughter went up from those assembled. “But the time for indecision is over. We must be bold, and take our first united step on the path to the new dawn. We are the vanguard of a new age for humanity! We are the guardians of the light, shining a beacon into the darkest corners and chasing away the shadows of ignorance. Our truth will shape the new world. We are the future!”
 
   The cheers and applause that greeted this speech was deafening. After a few moments, the Archon raised both hands, and silence fell once again.
 
   “My Brothers,” he continued, “a toast!” He reached down for his goblet, and raised it high. Others followed suit, and soon the hall was a sea of upraised arms.
 
   “To enlightenment!” The Archon bellowed. “That the days of man will never again grow dark. To truth, that all may know our wisdom and rejoice.” Several novices took this as their cue and quaffed their drinks, to the chagrin of their seniors. “And to the dread Lord Maldonus, whose dark dominion we live to serve: we, the harbingers of his glorious return.”
 
   In the confused hubbub that followed this last proclamation, few of the assembled brethren noticed a number of brown-robed figures rise from the benches and slink to the outskirts of the hall.
 
   His toast concluded, the Archon drained his goblet, and slammed it down upon the table. He sat down, smiling jovially. Elder Tobias was agape. “I beg your pardon?”
 
   The Archon started laughing, and one or two Brothers chuckled amongst themselves. Clearly the head of their Order, in his cups no doubt, had seen fit to play a prank. “I really am terribly sorry,” he said finally.
 
   The elder relaxed slightly. “A most amusing toast, I agree Archon, but I hardly think-”
 
   “Yes, I am most sorry,” the Archon interrupted. “I was speaking the truth when I said you had made impressive progress with the boy, but I’m afraid I must relieve you of the burden of continuing with this work.”
 
   “My lord?” The elder did not understand what he was hearing. “It is no burden, I assure you. Brother Merryl believes we are coming closer to understanding-”
 
   “Nevertheless, it is time to put an end to this,” said the Archon, smoothly cutting across the elder once more. “All of it, in fact. Alas, I fear your progress has been rather too impressive, Tobias, but what’s done is done. I just hope the boy hasn’t developed too far to be of use. But I can be more certain of that after he returns with me to the Spire.”
 
   “Take Cole?” The elder’s face flushed, and not only due to the wine. The Archon’s toast and subsequent words had sobered him like a splash of cold water. “For what purpose?”
 
   The Archon smiled. “Be assured, elder, nothing that you need be concerned with.” He rose from his seat. “Now, as diverting as this evening has been, we must bring it to a close. And even though you and your colleagues have outlived your usefulness, I really am grateful for all your hard work. I hope that is of some comfort to you during what follows.”
 
   As Elder Tobias looked on in mute astonishment, the Archon took hold of the green gem hanging from the thick silver chain around his neck. With his other arm outstretched, his eyes screwed shut in concentration.
 
   The elder felt a slight twinge of pain inside his skull, and several Brothers on the benches were rubbing their heads with surprised expressions. But the sensation passed a moment later. Whatever the Archon had been intending, it had obviously not occurred. Abruptly, his eyes flew open and he stared around the hall, radiating confusion. “Fascinating,” he muttered.
 
   Every pair of eyes in the hall was fixed on the top table, most wide open in shock. Elder Tobias climbed unsteadily to his feet and smoothed down his robe. “I think that it is high time you left, my lord. I don’t know whether this is a cruel jest at our expense, or if you have actually taken leave of your senses, but in either case I think this visit has run its course.”
 
   He sensed movement behind him. The gigantic form of Dantes lumbered into the light.
 
   “Nonsense, the night is only just beginning.” The Archon clicked his fingers. “We’ll just have to try more traditional methods.” With an ominous whisper of steel on leather, one of the Brothers from his party drew a longsword out from the folds of his robe and tossed it toward the top table. Metal fingers snatched it out of the air.
 
   The giant sliced the blade through the air a few times, testing its weight. The grotesque mask nodded once with approval. Then the mechanical hand and the sword it grasped began to spin. Slowly at first, then gathering speed.
 
   A commotion broke out as Brothers and novices around the hall leapt to their feet, panic in their eyes, sending platters and half-filled goblets flying. One of the younger boys began to bawl. 
 
   At a signal from the Archon, the other robed figures spread out around the hall drew out swords of their own. The elder fell to his knees beside the Archon. “Please, lord,” he begged. “I-”
 
   The giant’s metal arm swept down. With a gush of blood, the elder’s head flew from his shoulders. It landed in the nearest hearth in a puff of ash. Moments later, the stench of burned hair and roasting flesh filled the air.
 
   There was a heavy thud as the doors of the Great Hall were barred. Then the slaughter began in earnest.
 
    
 
   *      *      *
 
    
 
   As the first scream shattered the stillness of the night, Cole sat up on his bed with a jolt. Only a few seconds had passed when he heard the sound of running feet outside his door. Before he could stand, Brother Merryl barrelled into the room, his face a sickly grey pallor.
 
   “Cole, can you walk?” the old man demanded. Outside, the sounds of battle carried across the courtyard.
 
   “Yes... I think so.” Cole was already beginning to feel better. He swung his legs to the end of the bed and planted his feet on the ground. He swayed slightly as he stood, but did not fall.
 
   “Good,” said Merryl, opening the door. “We must leave, now.”
 
   “What’s happening?”
 
   Merryl shook his head. “I’m not sure. Just as I reached the doors to the Great Hall, I heard shouts, and then screams. We are under attack, that much is clear, but I cannot say by whom. I returned here as fast as I could.”
 
   An old cloak hung by his bed. Cole grabbed it and threw it hurriedly around his shoulders as they stole from the room. Merryl hesitated, glancing up and down the corridor. They could still hear the fight raging on nearby, but so far it seemed contained within the Great Hall.
 
   Satisfied that they were alone, Merryl hurried in the direction of the main gates, Cole at his heels.
 
   “Where are we going?” he whispered.
 
   “To the dock, it is the only way,” the old man hissed back.
 
   “What?” Cole was appalled. “I am no craven. Flee if you must, I cannot leave my Brothers behind to be slaughtered!”
 
   Brother Merryl’s hand darted out as he turned to leave, and fastened onto his cloak. “If we go back, child, then we die. I cannot wield a sword and you can barely walk. There is nothing we can do. We must go, and bring aid if we can.”
 
   Cole stared across the courtyard to the closed double doors of the hall, his jaw tight. Even now, the sound of fighting was lessening. Merryl began to shuffle away. Reluctantly, Cole followed, casting one last glance over his shoulder.
 
   They stumbled along darkened corridors and galleries, moving as fast as age and injury would allow. As they neared the gatehouse, Merryl pressed himself into a shadow along one wall, and gestured for Cole to do the same. He raised a finger to his lips.
 
   Cole risked a peek around the corner of the wall they were huddled against. The outlines of two men were visible in the torchlight of the gatehouse. He heard a murmur of voices, but was unable to make out what was said. Friend or foe? he wondered.
 
   The old man had clearly had the same thought. “We must assume they mean us ill,”  he said. He broke away from the wall, beckoning Cole to follow.
 
   “What now?”
 
   “To the solar,” Merryl replied. “There is a secret stair that leads to the dock. It will be perilous in the dark, but I see no other choice.”
 
   They had to double back part of the way they had come, until they found a flight of steps leading to the ramparts. “If we’re careful, this should bring us there safely,” Merryl explained.
 
   The ramparts ran the whole length of the curtain wall. They would be exposed to any eyes within the courtyard that chanced to look up, but luck was on their side; the night was overcast, the moon and stars hidden behind banks of cloud. Brother Merryl was right, if they were careful, there was a chance they would not be spotted.
 
   Once they reached the wall, they proceeded in silence. As they hoped, the way was clear, and a short time later they reached the walkway that skirted the upper storey of the gatehouse.
 
   Taking care to not step into the torchlight, Cole peered down toward the main gate. The two guards he had seen before still stood sentry.
 
   Just then, across the courtyard, the doors of the Great Hall opened and dark, cowled figures spilled out, silhouetted by the light of the fires within. Even at this distance, Cole could see they were armed. Barked instructions rang out, and the shadows scattered. Half a dozen trotted towards the Hall of Novices.
 
   “Come, we must make haste,” Brother Merryl whispered urgently.
 
   They continued on, as silently as they could. Soon, the gatehouse was behind them, and before long they had reached another flight of steps. “Down, quickly,” Merryl hissed. “This should bring us near to the solar gate. I fear we have tarried too long already.”
 
   Cole bounded down the steps, Merryl close behind. The old man was breathing hard after their flight across the keep.
 
   “There!” Cole spotted the open portcullis, beyond which lay the bridge to the solar. It already seemed like a hundred years since he and the old man last crossed it, though it had actually been but a scant week earlier.
 
   No sooner had Brother Merryl reached the ground than there was a shout behind them. Cole’s heart leapt into his throat. He turned to see two robed figures rushing along the corridor towards them, brandishing swords.              
 
   “Hurry, boy, through the gate!” Cole felt a shove at his back, and he leapt through the opening. He heard the old man’s sandals slapping on the flagstones behind him.
 
   Their pursuers were less than forty feet away when Merryl limped through the gateway, feeling every one of his seventy summers in his joints. The instant he was through, Cole pulled a lever set into the wall. Chains flew up into the brickwork with an ear-splitting screech and the portcullis dropped with a crash. The winch to raise it again was hidden in a small alcove nearby, on the other side of the arch, and he hoped it would take their pursuers a while to discover it.
 
   Brother Merryl breathed a sigh of relief. “Well done, my son, that should buy us a few moments. Follow the wall to the left, there are some handholds carved into the cliff face. Eventually you will come to a path that-”
 
   Cole watched, dumbstruck, as metal burst through the old man’s chest, dripping with gore. Merryl gasped and crumpled to the ground. 
 
   “Merryl!” Cole lurched forward to grab him as the blade withdrew. The old man was limp in his arms. Blood gushed from the wound in his chest, pumping his life away with every beat of his heart.
 
   Two hooded faces stared at him from the other side of the metal grille, their expressions strangely blank. One of the men still held out the blade he had thrust into Merryl’s back.
 
   “Open the gate, boy,” called the other, his voice flat.
 
   “The master wishes to speak to you,” said his companion, in the same  strange inflectionless tone. They sounded almost bored.
 
   Cole backed away, half-supporting, half-carrying Brother Merryl. The old man’s breaths came in wet, whistling gasps. Cole fought to keep his rising panic under control.  Not knowing what else to do, he dragged them both to the long stone bridge that led to the rock spire, upon which sat the elder’s solar.
 
   Behind him, Cole could hear the clang of metal as the cowled men made ineffectual attempts to raise the portcullis by hand. He caught a few words that sounded much like “get the brute”. He quickened his pace.
 
   Half a hundred yards along the bridge, Cole paused and gazed out across the water, towards the dock far below. Just then, the moon shone through a gap in the clouds, and he groaned at the tiny but distinct silhouettes of men on patrol beside the moored ships.
 
   He hurried along the remainder of the bridge, by now supporting the entire weight of the old man, shocked at how light he was. Eventually, they reached the solar. Cole ducked beneath the hanging tendrils of orchids, and gently eased Brother Merryl onto the stone floor beyond.
 
   In spite of the darkness, he could see that the old man’s chest barely moved. The blade that had torn its way through his chest had missed the heart, but he had lost so much blood. He surely did not have long. “I’m so sorry,” Cole whispered, blinking away tears.
 
   Merryl’s eyes fluttered open. He smiled weakly. “Only a fool cries at the passing of an old man. I am done, Cole. You must...” He grimaced at a sudden stab of pain. “You must leave.”
 
   Cole shook his head. “The dock is guarded. I didn’t know what else to do, so I came here, to the solar.” He hesitated. “There is not much time. But, if you wish, I believe I can take you there again. One last time.”
 
   The old man nodded, and the gratitude in his eyes tore at Cole’s heart. He reached for the chain around Merryl’s neck, and withdrew the crystal pendant. He wasn’t sure he could make the journey again so soon. But he had to try.
 
   Cole wrapped his fist around the small crystal, and focused. He fought back the dizziness and flew through the dark, willing himself on. Faster.
 
   His feet touched down on sand, and he ran. He found the Brother Merryl of this strange other plane, the floating orb that contained all the old man’s memories and dreams, and thrust a hand beneath the liquid surface.
 
   As it yielded, Cole felt the old man’s fear, his pain. He tried to soothe as best he could while he searched. Finally, he found what he was looking for, took hold and twisted...
 
   He stood in dappled sunshine, outside a familiar cottage. In life – real life – he had never been to this place, yet he knew it well just the same. In front of him was a wooden gate. It had once been painted blue, but exactly which shade was now a mystery, with the gate bleached almost white by the sun. He pushed it open, and stepped through.
 
   It was high summer and the garden was filled with blooms of every colour, the air thick with their scent. Butterflies danced from flower to flower. Cole couldn’t help but admire the beauty of the place, as he walked around the side of the cottage.
 
   If the garden at the front was blooming, the back was a verdant maze of plants, shrubs and trees of all sizes. Two rose bushes had been trained into an archway above the path. In all the times he had visited the garden, he had never ventured beyond that point. Today, he stepped through the rose-arch without a second thought. He followed the path, which wended its way past beds overflowing with greenery.
 
   Around one corner there was a plain wooden bench. An old man in a brown robe was seated on it, his head tilted back, drinking in the sunshine.
 
   As he sat beside him, Merryl spoke. “Thank you, Cole.”
 
   Cole stared at his feet. “I’m sorry,” he murmured.
 
   “Don’t be,” the old man replied gently. “You have given me a fine gift. I always believed I would die beside the sea. You have brought me home.”
 
   For a time they just sat, without speaking. Cole watched a fat bumblebee buzz past them, its flight ungainly.
 
   “How long?” Brother Merryl’s tone was matter-of-fact, but Cole could hear the fear behind his words.
 
   “I’m not sure exactly,” he replied. “Time moves different here, I’ve noticed, more slowly. I’ve spent hours here before, and returned to find that only minutes have passed out there.”
 
   The old man nodded, satisfied. “Cole, when you return, you must flee. Those men, the ones who chased us, they arrived in the Archon’s party.”
 
   “I saw them, the ones who...” Cole tailed off, unable to finish the sentence. “They seemed strange, as if in a trance,” he finished.
 
   The old man paused, mulling over his words. “I believe now there is a sickness within our Order,” he said. “I have felt uneasy for some time, but ignored my concerns. Fool that I am! If only we knew how far it has spread.”
 
   “One of the other bastions, perhaps?”
 
   The old man shook his head. “Most have already been called to Ehrenburg now that the Spire is nearing completion. But perhaps...” he tailed off.
 
   “What is it, Brother?”
 
   “In the mountains far to the east, on the tallest peak of the Dragon’s Back, there is a sanctuary, Frosthold. Less than a dozen Brothers remain, scholars all. I have heard very little of them for many years, but that is the point; they are isolated. There is a chance, perhaps, that whatever sickness infects us has yet to take hold there.” He paused, thinking. “They may even have noted something amiss themselves. The Brothers of Frosthold are some of the wisest of our Order.”
 
   Cole stood. “Then that is where I shall go.”
 
   “You must be careful, child.” Merryl sounded anxious. “The road east is fraught with dangers. It would be wise to seek company, a guide who can steer you safely along your path.”
 
   “I will try.” Cole sighed. “It is time for me to leave.”
 
   “Yes.” The old man smiled placidly. “I believe I shall just sit awhile, and enjoy the sunshine. All things considered, it was not such a bad life.”
 
   Tears stung Cole’s eyes. Before he could turn away, Merryl spoke again. “Before you go, Cole, one final word. Your powers...when you reach the sanctuary, you may find some of the answers you seek.”
 
   Cole nodded. “Goodbye, old friend,” he whispered. He closed his eyes, and pushed with his mind.
 
    
 
   *      *      *
 
    
 
   When he returned to himself, he was greeted by the sound of screeching metal away beyond the end of the bridge. It seemed that he was out of time.
 
   On the floor before him, the body of Brother Merryl lay still. The old man’s eyes were shut fast, and he looked at peace. There was nothing more Cole could do. He looked down and saw that his fist was still clenched around the old man’s small crystal pendant. Gently, he lifted the silver chain over Brother Merryl’s head, and slipped it over his own.
 
   At another urgent screech of metal on stone, Cole leapt to his feet. With a loud crash, the portcullis smashed into the roof of the gateway, and armed men poured through the opening. Behind them loomed the unmistakable hulk of the Archon’s giant, stamping along in their wake. No mystery about who lifted the gate, thought Cole bitterly.
 
   As the figures dashed onto the bridge and neared the solar, Cole edged away. His back bumped into the stone rail that separated him from the long drop into the roiling waves below. The men burst through the dangling foliage, and with his back pressed against the rail, Cole circled around until he was behind the elder’s stone desk.
 
   “You must come,” said one of the cowled men. Cole could not tell whether he was one of the two that had cut down Brother Merryl, but he spoke in the same odd, lifeless tone.
 
   Cole twisted his head, towards the distant waves. A hundred-foot drop. At least.
 
   Armed men approached him from either side of the desk, the tips of their blades pointed toward him. Before they could reach him, Cole clambered onto the top of the rail. His legs trembled.
 
   Between the long drop to the sea and the men spread out before him, there was no escape. Just then, Dantes pushed his way through the throng, his gaze fixed on Cole. There, at least, was emotion. The giant’s eyes burned through the mask like hot coals.
 
   Cole’s mind raced as he tried to find a way out, but there was none. In a way, the lack of options was liberating. The only choices left were to be caught by the Archon’s men, or jump.
 
   He jumped.
 
   Rough hands grabbed after him, but it was too late. He was already falling. He filled his lungs with air and tried not to think about whether he had made the right decision.
 
   As he fell, a large head and broad shoulders appeared at the rail, silhouetted against the moonlit sky. Cole closed his eyes and braced himself for the imminent impact, feeling a small exultation of victory.
 
   A moment later, when the shadows of other men joined the first at the rail and peered down at the sea, the boy was nowhere to be seen. There were only the waves, dashing themselves into white foam on the rocks below.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 4
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The harbour town of Westcove was in many ways a reflection of its inhabitants; rough, vibrant and irrevocably bound to the ocean.
 
   Ramshackle buildings lined both sides of the only street in Westcove worthy of the name, which climbed steeply up from the sandy bay. Many of the shops and houses of the town were built from the driftwood that regularly washed up on the shore, a gift of the sudden squalls and rocky coastline to the south that had been the end of many an unwary vessel and its crew.
 
   A number of these buildings seemed to lean at dangerous angles, as if perpetually on the verge of tumbling back into the sea from which they had emerged. It would not be for the first time in Westcovian history.
 
   A cursory inspection would uncover the basis of the town’s livelihood. The shops of fishmongers and ship-chandlers were dotted along the main street, the air of which was thick with the smells of freshly caught seafood, thick tar and oils of various types and purpose. Set behind these were large, rickety workshops of shipwrights and sail-makers. Sat right in the centre of the main street was a building larger, and somehow even more ramshackle, than the rest. Outside this establishment hung a painted sign, bearing the likeness of a coy-looking woman with a silver-scaled tail. Crudely painted letters along the wooden frontage proclaimed it to be the Mermaid’s Bounty Tavern.
 
   Along the waterfront itself squatted several long and low warehouses, each of which was adorned with the coat of arms of one of the Westcovian Fisher Houses, as faded as the fortunes of those once-great seafaring families. Like the town from which they had sprung, the fate of these houses was inextricably linked to the ocean; unlike the others of the Empire, their holdings were predominantly at sea, with great swathes of the north-western ocean carved up between them. In contrast, they owned only relatively small holdings of the surrounding lands. Harder times had pinched the nobles of the west every bit as much as its people, and it was not unusual for the once-bustling warehouses of Westcove to stand silent and darkened for days at a time.
 
   At its furthest reach, the town extended into the ocean itself; two short wooden piers reached out over the waves, supported on thick pilings driven deep into the seabed. Along each pier were moored a dozen or more fishing boats, laden with nets and cages.
 
   Whatever was beyond the dock was hidden behind a blanket of mist that lay across the surface of the water, giving the bay a ghostly feel in the half-light of the early dawn. At this hour, the dock and street were both deserted, adding to the eerie atmosphere. Even the tavern, usually rowdy throughout the day and night, was at rest.
 
   A large shape glided through the mist, soon revealing itself to be a wooden vessel. It approached the dock silently, the mist serving to deaden the sound as it cut through the water.
 
   When it reached the nearest pier, several men jumped from its deck and secured the vessel to the moorings. That done, they then busied themselves unloading crates and cages that bristled with the sharp spines and pincers of assorted shellfish.
 
   The vessel’s captain strode along the deck, issuing orders to the bustling crew, who rushed to see them carried out. He stood watching for a few moments with a keen eye, running a hand absently through the wiry hair of his beard. Though still in his middle years, he had already noticed it begin to grey; a life spent at sea often made the men of Westcove age before their time. The black felt tricorn that he was rarely seen out of doors without also helped conceal a worrying thinning of the coarse brown hair on his scalp. Like the russet longcoat he wore, it was always impeccably maintained. Evidently satisfied with what he saw from his crew, the captain then strolled towards a figure sitting huddled in the prow beneath a rough woollen blanket.
 
   “Well, lad, we’ve made land at Westcove as promised, and once we’ve unloaded, my boys will be heading to their beds. Have you somewhere to go?”
 
   The young man shook his head miserably. He had barely spoken a word to the captain or crew since they had dragged him, half-drowned and barely conscious, from the sea some five leagues from shore. After being revived, he had asked their destination, before slumping down in the prow. Not a word had passed his lips since, and he’d spent the short voyage back to the town staring moodily into the mist.
 
   The captain considered turfing the boy onto the dock and washing his hands of him. His muscles ached from a long night at sea, and tiredness seemed to seep into his very bones. The warm bed that was waiting for him not three hundred yards away up the hill was calling to him. His instincts also warned him that pulling the boy, whose attire marked him as hailing from the Crag, from the sea was unlikely to bring good fortune to any of them.
 
   In the end, his natural curiosity got the better of him. “If you’re hungry, the good lady wife always has a pot of stew waiting at home after a long night,” he offered. “Or if you want a bed to rest up in awhile, could be you’ll find one of those as well. It’s not soft, but it’s clean and free. I don’t believe you’ll find many better offers in the whole of the ‘Cove.”
 
   The boy looked up. There was a pause as he weighed up the captain’s offer, then he nodded wearily. “Thank you,” he said, his voice barely above a whisper.
 
   Wondering vaguely what had happened to his young charge to cause such sorrow, the captain nodded brusquely, then turned and stamped across the gangway onto the shore. The boy watched him for a moment, then clambered to his feet to follow after him.
 
   The captain strode past the dock buildings and up the main street, the boy trailing in his wake. Neither spoke. The windows of the buildings they passed were all dark, and it almost felt as though they were the only people awake in the entire town. There was a chill in the predawn air, and the boy shivered in his still-sodden clothes.
 
   The house the captain had spoken of turned out to be one of a cluster of small, wooden cottages behind the main street. A maze of dingy, damp alleys led the way to his door. As the captain wended his way easily through the warren, the boy’s head darted warily from side to side.
 
   At length, the captain pushed open a door indistinguishable from any of the others that they had passed, and gestured for the young man to enter.
 
   They entered a room that, while small, was scrupulously clean. A table and pair of chairs sat close to a stove that was burning merrily. Upon its top sat a bubbling pot. Whatever lay within it filled the room with a mouth-watering aroma.
 
   The captain collapsed into the nearest chair with a contented sigh. Still somewhat cautious, the young man tentatively sat down across from him. Just then, a woman bustled into the kitchen from another room. She opened her mouth to speak, and stopped as she caught sight of the unfamiliar boy seated at her table.
 
   “Olyvar, you didn’t tell me to expect company,” she chided.
 
   “Unforeseen circumstances, love.” The captain looked sheepish. “We picked up some unexpected cargo on the return voyage.”
 
   “Unexpected indeed.” The captain’s wife folded her arms. “Ye’ll both be wanting something to eat, no doubt. It’s a good thing I made plenty.”
 
   The woman’s face was stern and careworn, her golden hair tied up in a severe bun that was practical rather than an attempt to adopt a particular style. A short-sleeved blouse revealed forearms that were red to the elbow, signs of a life of hard work and toil. She brought two bowls to the table, then gasped as she caught a closer look at their guest. “Olyvar,” she cried. “Did you not even offer the lad some dry clothes? Look at the state of him, soaked to the skin!”
 
   The captain murmured an embarrassed apology, as his wife helped the young man out of his wet cloak and shoes. Then, as she disappeared into the house in search of fresh garments, he stood and ladled a thick, brown stew from the bubbling pot into each bowl.
 
   As he set the steaming bowl down in front of the boy, his wife reappeared with a stack of clothes, and laid them down on the table. The young man hesitated, and she smiled. “There’s a bedroom down the hall,” she said. “You can change there and spare your blushes.”
 
   The boy thanked her as he took the clothes and left the kitchen. A short time later he rejoined them, looking much improved. The captain’s shirt and breeches were large on him, but not ridiculously so. “That’s better,” said the captain’s wife. They waited for him at the table, steaming bowls as yet untouched. “Now, come and break your fast.”
 
   The young man did as he was bid. His mouth watered at the smell of the stew, and after taking a first small polite spoonful, he eagerly gulped down the rest. The captain and his wife shared a smile and tucked into their own meals at a steadier pace. “How is it?” the older man asked.
 
   “Delicious,” replied the boy, scraping his spoon across the bottom of the wooden bowl to catch the last few drops. “What is it?”
 
   “Lab skaas,” said the captain. “A Westcovian specialty; onions, carrots, potatoes and fish. Frey likes to add a little ale to warm you up. Eat up, it’ll put hairs on your chest.”
 
   Without waiting for a second invitation, the young man hastily ladled another helping into his bowl. “Olyvar,” said the captain’s wife as he began to attack the stew with relish, “you haven’t even told me our young friend’s name.”
 
   The captain shrugged. “I cannot tell you what I don’t know meself.”
 
   “Cole,” said the young man in response, between mouthfuls.
 
   “Is that your first name or your last, lad?” asked the captain.
 
   “First.” The boy swallowed. “I haven’t a family name, or at least none that I know of. I’ve lived on the Crag since I was born.”
 
   The captain grunted, pleased that his guess had proven correct. His wife smiled kindly. “Well met, Cole. I am Freyja, and my husband here is Olyvar, or Captain Brandt to those reprobates he calls a crew.”
 
   “Freyja, captain, thank you for your hospitality,” said Cole quietly. “You’ve shown me more kindness than I had any right to expect.”
 
   “They teach manners up at that old castle, at least,” Freyja replied. “But as far as I know, the priests there have never taken wives. How is it that you came to be born in that place?”
 
   “Well, in actual fact, I wasn’t.” Having finally satisfied his hunger, Cole placed his spoon down in the wooden bowl. “But I have lived there all my life. I was a foundling,” he went on, seeing their puzzled expressions. “The Brothers raised me as they would any other young child that came to them, but I never took their vows. I was never told who my parents were, or where they came from.”
 
   Freyja grimaced. “What a terrible thing, to give up a child.”
 
   Captain Brandt watched his wife for a moment, but she did not look up to meet his gaze. “Whoever they were, they may not have had a choice,” he said at length. “Times are hard all over.” With that, he leaned back from the table and lit a small clay pipe. He puffed thoughtfully for a few moments. “So how was it that you came to be swimming out to sea in the middle of the night?”
 
   His wife threw him a disapproving look but didn’t intervene, obviously interested in the boy’s answer.
 
   “I fell,” Cole said simply.
 
   The captain watched him patiently for a long time, exhaling grey clouds that quickly filled the air of the small kitchen. It became clear that no more was forthcoming. “You were lucky we came upon you when we did,” he said carefully.
 
   “Lucky indeed,” Cole agreed. “If you had not seen me, I would have drowned, I have no doubt.”
 
   The captain, an astute man, decided to put another guess to the test. “Some of your fellows were in town a day past, seeking passage to the Crag,” he said airily. “If you like, I can ask around and see when they will return, so you can rejoin them?”
 
   The young man’s head snapped up, startled. “No... I will make my own arrangements,” he replied cautiously. “You have my thanks, however.”
 
   Captain Brandt chuckled. “No need to worry, lad. I recognise a runaway when I see one. Your reasons are your own and we won’t pry any further. My nose tells me we’re better off not knowing, anyhow. You’re welcome to stay here as long as you need, until you get back on your feet.”
 
   Cole bowed his head in thanks. “I must leave soon, by tonight if I can. But perhaps I could rest a little before then?”
 
   Freyja stood and gathered up the empty bowls. “As Olyvar offered, you can stay as long as you wish, Cole. He’ll show you to the back room. It isn’t a palace by any means, but you’re welcome to it.”
 
   Cole followed the captain from the kitchen, to a room at the end of the hall. Freyja had not exaggerated. The room he was shown into was cramped and sparingly furnished, but kept fastidiously clean. He felt he could stretch out his arms and be able to touch both walls at once, and half the floor was occupied by a plain wooden cot. Small it may have been, but to Cole’s weary eyes it was perfection.
 
   “Get some rest, lad,” the captain said, in a strangely subdued tone. “I’ll be getting some shut-eye meself. Freyja will be pottering around the place, but she won’t disturb you.” Cole bent his head in thanks, and the captain left, closing the door behind him. Cole heard his footsteps retreat back up the hall, and then a creak and click as another door was opened and shut.
 
   Gingerly, he laid on the bed, his feet overhanging the foot and nearly brushing the wall opposite. It was no longer dawn, and daylight streamed in through a small window in the wall to his left. Despite his fatigue, sleep eluded him.
 
   He rolled onto his side, and frowned. With his right hand he rummaged under the pillow, and withdrew a small, painted soldier. It carried a small sword and had silver armour. The paint had been chipped off in several places, revealing the wood underneath. It had clearly been well-used by its owner. Cole stared at it for a few moments, then slid it gently back beneath the pillow, feeling like an intruder.
 
   He lay still for a long time, listening to the sound of sweeping coming from the kitchen. It was comforting, reminiscent of the sound of the waves from his cell back in the keep. He stared at the wall, but his eyes were focused on the past. Eventually, sleep found him.
 
    
 
   *      *      *
 
    
 
   Cole awoke some time later feeling somewhat rested, and the muted light coming from the window told him it was the early evening. There were voices outside, coming from the kitchen most likely. The captain and his wife. He strained to hear, but couldn’t make out what was being said.
 
   When he wandered into the kitchen, Freyja was stirring a pot on the stove. The captain stood at the window, staring pensively at the side street outside. He smiled at the sight of Cole. “He rises at last,” he said. “Rest well?”
 
   Cole slumped into one of the chairs by the table, rubbing one eye. “Very well, thank you captain,” he replied. “I didn’t realise how tired I was until I lay down. The events of yesterday caught up with me, I think.”
 
   “You might be grateful for the rest, in the days ahead,” said the captain, glancing outside again.
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   Captain Brandt lit another pipe and told Cole how, after waking first, he had ventured into the town. It seemed a ship from the Crag had only recently docked at the harbour, disgorging brown-robed Brothers, each bearing the sigil of the green star on their chest. A number were going from shop to workshop, talking earnestly to the townspeople.
 
   “They barely even looked at an old seadog like me when I stepped into their path,” the captain said. The end of his pipe glowing orange as he sucked on the stem. “I made sure to pay them no heed either, and ‘stead I crossed over to the ‘Maid, though my heart was thumping like it wanted to burst through my ribs.” He gave an embarrassed laugh. “I’m not even sure why. They fair put the willies up me, though.”
 
   “Olyvar likes to wear his superstition like a badge of honour,” said Freyja. “It’s naught but foolishness if you ask me.” Despite her words, there was fondness in her voice.
 
   “Who is more foolish, the man who believes everything, or the man who believes nothing?” the captain shot back. “Only one of those is grateful to be proven right. Anyway,” he continued after a pause, “when I entered the ‘Maid, there was a group of them, talking to Einar at the bar. Leastwise, one of them was talking to the fat fool. ‘A’course I seen ‘im’ he was telling them. ‘They’re walking all up and down outside pokin’ their noses into everyone’s business’.” The captain shook his head sadly. “Poor Einar, born without the brains the Divine gave a sand louse.
 
   “The one he was talking to was about to say something more, when the one standing behind him raised a hand. The first stopped in his tracks, and stepped back, bowing so low I thought his head would sweep the rushes off the floor. This second one, I didn’t like the look of him at all. Eyes as green as jade, but cold as the bottom of the ocean. Around his neck was a big silver chain, with the biggest emerald I’ve ever seen.” Captain Brandt held up a clenched fist to demonstrate its size. “He smiled at Einar, the same as a fox gives the hens when he enters the coop. And that fool barkeep grinned straight back at him...”
 
   The captain hesitated, grimly sucking on his pipe. “Frey, lass, it might be best if I talk to the lad alone for a while.”
 
   His wife snorted. “If something has happened in town, I’d rather know about it than not,” she told him.
 
   The captain nodded. “As you wish,” he said. “Well, the green-eyed one walked up to the bar, and reached out for Einar, who shrank back. It was then that I noticed, really noticed, the third one of them for the first time. The biggest man I’ve ever seen in my life. In the dim light of the ‘Maid I’d taken him for a wall. I nearly leapt out my skin when he moved. As Einar stepped back, the giant shot out an arm as thick as a bowsprit and grabbed him by the neck. The fat fool was dangling like a mudfish from a hook, and looked so shocked I damn near laughed out loud.” He chuckled, but his smile quickly faded. “What happened next weren’t so amusing.” 
 
   At the mention of the giant figure in the tavern, the colour drained from Cole’s face. The captain shot him a curious glance, but carried on with his story.
 
   “Green Eyes reaches out again, and this time draws a chain from the neck of Einar’s shirt. ‘Ah’, he says, ‘I see you are of the faith. Dantes, release our friend’. The giant lowers him to the ground, and Einar grins and bows his head as if he’s got something to be grateful for. ‘We’re looking for a particular member of our Order’, Green Eyes goes on, ‘a young man, on his own. Perhaps you have seen him?’”
 
   It was Freyja’s turn to glance questioningly towards Cole, but she too said nothing. “What happened next?” Cole asked, not at all convinced he wanted to know the answer.
 
   “Einar said no, and even if you didn’t know him well, it’s pretty clear there’s no guile in that thick head of his. If he says something it’s most likely the truth or close to it, as he hasn’t the brains to dream up anything different. But Green Eyes shakes his head. ‘The poor boy is lost’, he says, ‘for his sake we must be sure’. Then he takes ahold of the stone around his neck, and damn me if it doesn’t start to glow, filling the ‘Maid with a sickly green light. ‘Show me what you have seen’, he says.” The captain paused his tale to take a swig from a tankard that sat at his elbow. “I start to think that maybe I should have walked straight back out before, just as Einar’s eyes roll back in their sockets. He groaned a little, but that was all. The pair of them stood like that for a minute or more, before Green Eyes suddenly lets go of his stone, and the room went dark again. Darker than before, even, it seemed to me. Einar faints onto the floor behind the bar, and Green Eyes turns to the other and says ‘he has not been here, not that this lackwit has seen at least. Have your men had any more success?’ The other tells him no, and with that they left the ‘Maid, Einar still passed dead away behind them.” There was silence in the kitchen as the captain paused to puff on his pipe once again. “That was that,” Captain Brandt finished. “I followed them out the door... at a fair distance, I’m ashamed to say. I saw Green Eyes climb into a carriage, grand enough to carry the emperor himself, and ride out of town. It was about that time I remembered to breathe.”
 
   Cole slumped in his own seat as the captain finished his story. For a while he stared into the fire. The captain watched him quietly, breathing grey clouds. Freyja went to her husband and laid a hand on his shoulder, and in response he laid an arm around her waist.
 
   “I think there is little point now in denying that it is me they seek,” Cole said at last with a grimace. “Thank you for keeping my presence here a secret.”
 
   The captain waved aside his gratitude good-naturedly, while Freyja said “Maybe you should stay here tonight, Cole. There is witchcraft afoot.”
 
   “That, or something else like it,” the captain agreed. “But to stay longer would be foolhardy, I think. The storm has passed, for now, and something tells me the mission the lad is on is an urgent one.”
 
   Cole nodded gravely. “You’re right, I must leave. I have to get to the mountains, as soon as I can.” He sighed.  “I’d hoped that perhaps the Archon would think me dead, but it seems he isn’t willing to give up so easily.”
 
   The captain blinked. “The Archon? So that’s who was in the ‘Maid.” He frowned, his face suddenly dark. “Whatever is going on is bigger than I realised. You didn’t just run, did you Cole?”
 
   Cole sat silently for a few moments. Then, in a quiet voice he said “I was chased. I’m sorry I did not tell you the truth before now. I was not sure if I could trust you, but I see now that I can.”
 
   “You’ve nothing to apologise for, Cole,” said Freyja firmly. “You were right to be cautious. If you’ve any wits in that head, you’ll treat everyone you meet on the road the same.”
 
   “Thank you, Freyja,” Cole replied. He took a deep breath. “The truth, then. I still don’t know exactly what happened last night, or why, but it seems that the group from the Order that you saw this afternoon slaughtered my Brothers on the Crag. I don’t know if any remain alive, but my fear is that none survived.” The captain and his wife both paled. “They might have killed me too, but I jumped into the sea before they could take me. You know the rest.”
 
   Captain Brandt rose from his seat. “If that’s true, lad, then you mustn’t tarry another moment. I don’t know where you’re headed, and I don’t want to know, but we will help you get on your way.”
 
   Cole nodded. “You’re right. The less you know, the better... and better still if after I am gone you forget that I was ever here.”
 
   “How old are you, lad?” the captain asked suddenly.
 
   Cole drew himself up. “I have seen seventeen summers, soon to be eighteen. I can take care of myself, if that’s what you’re asking.”
 
   The captain smiled. “It wasn’t meant as an insult. But it doesn’t sit right with me, sending a young lad from my door with no more than the shirt on his back and the Order nipping at his heels.” He murmured something to his wife, and she hurried from the kitchen. “Wherever you’re going, lad, you’ll need help if you’re to get there,” he continued. “It’s a hard land out there, with many dangers that await the lone traveller.”
 
   “A friend once told me the same,” Cole conceded. “If not for what happened at the tavern...”
 
   Captain Brandt shook his head. “Don’t even think it. It’s true the Order is little loved in Westcove, and some may help you just because of that, but others might betray you for the same reason. The town will be riled up after what happened today, and after the questions the Brothers were asking, it wouldn’t be hard to guess you’re the one they’re looking for.”
 
   Cole stood up. “Then it seems I have little choice, I must set out on my own.”
 
   Just then, Freyja bustled back into the room carrying a stack of clothes and other objects. She set it all down on the table.
 
   Captain Brandt moved to the table, and picked through the stack. “Clothes for you, some of my shirts, breeches, jerkin, a cloak to hide your face, boots. They will be a little loose on you, but at least you will seem to be just another sailor. And this,” he lifted up a leather sheath, and withdrew a wicked-looking blade. “Do you know how to use a knife?” he asked.
 
   “The novices at the Crag are – were – schooled in many different weapons,” Cole replied. It wasn’t technically a lie, although he personally had only ever trained with staves.
 
   “Good. Wear it on your belt like this.” The captain tied the leather sheath to Cole’s belt at the small of his back. “Oftentimes, the threat of a blade may be enough to stop a fight before it’s begun. But I fear you will need to call on your training before too long.” He made a couple of small adjustments then, satisfied, he reached for a small pouch that still sat on the table. It clinked as he passed it to Cole.
 
   “Captain Brandt, you don’t need to-” Cole began.
 
   “Keep it,” the older man said hurriedly. “You’ll have need of it, I’m sure.”
 
   Freyja had also set a cloth knapsack onto the table, so Cole packed the clothes and coins into it, and also a fresh loaf of bread she had laid out. Finally, he wrapped the cloak around his shoulders. It was made of thick wool, and he felt himself begin to sweat beneath it from the heat of the stove. “Thank you both,” he said when he was finished. “You have done so much for me, and I have nothing I can repay you with.”
 
   “Just get safely to wherever you are going, Cole,” said Freyja. She folded her arms and looked at him with concern. “That’s all we ask.”
 
   The captain accompanied him to the door. “If you take the east road, a few leagues out of town is an inn. Be on your guard, for there are many bandits and brigands on the road of late. Keep your wits about you, and hopefully you may find help within.”
 
   Cole stepped into the street. “That will be a long journey on foot.”
 
   “There’s a stable on the edge of town,” Captain Brandt told him. “The coin we’ve given you should be enough for a horse, to take you to where you’re going. I would go with you, but-”
 
   “It’s ok, I should go alone,” Cole said quickly. “We might be seen together, and I wouldn’t want any harm to befall either of you because of me.”
 
   The captain nodded solemnly. He held out a hand, and Cole clasped it. The captain’s grip was firm. “Good luck, lad,” he said. “And be careful. When I stood and watched them ride south, I didn’t see that big one among them.”
 
   Cole turned and left. As he reached the first corner, he glanced back and inclined his head towards the captain. He wondered if they would ever meet again.
 
   The shadows were already lengthening as Cole stepped out from the maze of alleys and onto the main street of Westcove. The sun was dipping towards the horizon, bathing the ramshackle buildings in a warm orange glow.
 
   A number of the town’s inhabitants were walking along the street on private errands, as shopkeepers began to pack away their benches and draw down their shutters. Opposite, the windows of the tavern were brightly lit from within. The sound of raucous singing drifted out to him. It seemed that the events of that afternoon had clearly already been forgotten as the alcohol flowed. Cole wondered if Einar the barkeep had recovered from his encounter with the Archon.
 
   Reminded of the scene the captain had recounted, Cole hurried past, climbing up the street towards the brow of the hill. At its crest stood great stone manses belonging to the Westcovian Fisher Houses, each fronted by huge wrought iron gates adorned with their own coat of arms, matching those of the warehouses along the waterfront.
 
   The great manses of the mercantile elite soon gave way to the smaller wooden buildings typical of the rest of the harbour town, and before long he reached the outskirts. Two roads led out of town from the same point, one heading east towards the foothills of the great northern mountain ranges, the other curving away to the flat plains of the south.
 
   Where the roads split was another wooden structure, with a fenced paddock behind. The nearby whinny of a horse told Cole he had found the stables the captain had described.
 
   Inside, he found the owner, Hans. The stable-owner drove a hard bargain, but Cole eventually struck a deal for a chestnut mare that looked to have its best days behind it, but was otherwise healthy. After counting out the gold and silver into the owner’s hand, his coinpurse was considerably lighter, but not entirely empty.
 
   When he emerged from stable, leading the mare, the sun was dropping beneath the horizon to the west. Cole stopped and stood for a moment, gazing out over the rooftops of the harbour town and out towards the sea. In the far distance, the faint outline of the Crag was just visible. It felt strange standing there, looking out at the only place he had ever called home. In his mind, two conflicting emotions fought for dominance. He felt the pull of home, the comfortable and familiar. But the deaths of his friends and Brothers, watching as Merryl’s life ebbed away in his arms, his flight from blank-faced attackers... the memories of it chilled him. He knew in his heart that he would never return.
 
   Without another backward glance, Cole clambered awkwardly into the saddle and gingerly coaxed his mount forward. At first he sat unsteadily. With so much happening in so short a space of time, it only now struck him that he had never before sat atop a horse, much less ridden one. Living in a tiny, hilltop fortress bounded on all sides by the sea, it wasn’t something the Brothers have ever thought to school their young charges in.
 
   Cole smiled wryly at his situation. He could recite the Eleven Truths verbatim, and if pushed could quote passages of Brother Merkel’s treatise on the heathen faiths of the north. But, for some reason, now that he was sitting upon a giant, lumbering creature with a mind entirely its own, these did not seem such useful skills to have. Oh well, he thought, how hard can it be?
 
   Somehow, they made their way along the road east, Cole’s knuckles white as he gripped the reins tightly. If as a rider he was woefully inexperienced, then at least the mare understood what was required of her with little prompting. The sky was now darkening quickly and a ghostly pale moon hung above them. Less then a mile from the town, the road passed between two rows of trees, a sudden sense of foreboding weighed down upon him. Aside from his mount’s hoofbeats, the only sound was the wind whistling through the tree branches, making them clatter above his head like skeletal fingers. Although the night was cool, the captain’s thick woollen cloak kept him warm. Nonetheless, he found himself shivering involuntarily.
 
   At first, Cole kept an anxious watch on the road ahead and behind, convinced that at any moment a mob of cloaked figures on horseback would burst from the treeline. Or, worse, that he would glance back and see a monstrous silhouette relentlessly bearing down on him, eyes burning through its mask in silent fury. At this hour of night, however, the road was utterly deserted; he neither saw any other riders heading to or from Westcove, nor heard any other hooves on the paved stone save those belonging to his mare.
 
   Little by little, he relaxed. None of those that had enquired after him in town had found any reason to believe he had made it to shore alive, and he was now reasonably certain he had not been followed. Emboldened by this and his success at not yet falling once from the saddle and onto his head, he dug his heels into the horse’s flanks. The mare jolted forward in reply, taking off in a sudden burst of pace, and Cole had to fight desperately to keep his seat. He clung on with his knees and clutched the reins even tighter.
 
   As frightening as it was, it was also an exhilarating feeling as they flew through the night. Laughter welled up within him, and the trees echoed with the sound of it. Less than a day ago I was lying on my bed in the novices’ wing, nursing my bruises, he thought. If someone had told me that a few hours later I’d be jumping off a cliff and galloping into the unknown on horseback, I’d have laughed in their face.
 
   He thought then of all the familiar faces he would never see again and his good humour faded; Brother Merryl, Cas, Eirik. Even Ulf. For years he had clashed with the big lump, sparring both with taunts and on the training field with staves. I probably made his life a misery, he thought with regret. It now all seemed so pointless.
 
   His training, too. He was having to learn how to ride a horse as he went without inadvertently killing himself. He could defend himself with a long stick, but if he was called on to use the knife he had been given, there was more chance of his injuring himself than any attacker. 
 
   His mind was still racing when, an hour or more later, he saw the silhouette of a large, square building half a mile or so ahead. The yellow light of its windows twinkled like starlight in the distance. The sight of it gladdened Cole’s heart and on a reckless impulse he spurred his mare into a gallop. They raced like the wind, and Cole could hardly draw breath as he clung on to the mare’s neck for grim life.
 
   It felt like both a hundred years and a heartbeat later when they pulled up to the inn, the glow from its windows spilling out into the road. Cole could hear the low hum of voices from within. He jumped down from the saddle, and only realised as he landed that his legs were shaking. 
 
   Cole tied the mare’s reins to a nearby rail and approached the inn. As he did so, he glanced up and saw the sign hanging above the door for the first time. The Wolf’s Head, it read. A gory specimen of the establishment’s namesake was strung up beneath the painted name, its jaws hanging wide, eyes glazed and unseeing.
 
   With growing trepidation, Cole pushed open the inn’s door and ventured inside.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 5
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The small camp reverberated with guttural snores. Unable to sleep, Cole glared at the untidy, vaguely humanoid heap laying across from him. Between them were the glowing embers of the fire they had used to cook a modest supper of roasted hare several hours earlier. The rumbling sounds emanating from the bundle of blankets opposite were almost loud enough to rattle the bowls and spoons that had been licked meticulously clean.
 
   Cole was paranoid that it would attract unwanted attention, either from brigands or the packs of wolves that were said to roam these woods. As he had been throughout their journey so far, however, his guide seemed entirely unconcerned by such a possibility.
 
   “Dinnae fash yeself,” he’d growled at Cole, when he’d interrupted a particularly ribald song involving a Westcove doxy and a lusty but penniless pirate to ask if they shouldn’t proceed more cautiously. “Any as hears us on the road on a night like this will more likely run from us as to’ord us.” He then resumed singing, and Cole learned that a pirate’s cutlass had more than one meaning.
 
   Later, when they’d ventured a short distance from the road to make camp for the rest of the night, Cole had put forth the opinion that they’d be safer travelling in darkness and sleeping during the day.
 
   “Pfft,” his guide had spat dismissively. “We’ll be turning off the road termorrer anyways, and there’s nothin’ in these woods that can scare auld Dirk anyhow.”
 
   With that he’d stamped grumpily into the trees while Cole gathered an armful of fallen branches and got a fire going. He returned with a skinny brown hare he’d caught, its head lolling limply where its neck had been snapped.
 
   “Stick with me, laddie,” his guide rasped a short time later, the clear meat-juices in his ragged beard glistening in the firelight. “Dirk’ll see ye right, dinnae worry about that.”
 
   He’d made further protests as Cole insisted on putting out the fire before they settled down to sleep, but eventually allowed that Cole was free to do “any damn fool thing” he pleased. Within a few minutes his snores had filled the chilly night air.
 
   As Cole lay there, watching his guide’s grimy, moth-eaten blankets rise and fall with his breathing, he wondered, not for the first time, whether he’d made the right choice.
 
   His quest to hire an experienced companion to accompany him on his journey eastwards had not started promisingly, that much was true. The grisly sight of the severed wolf head outside the inn earlier that night had sent a chill up his spine.
 
   After tethering his mare, he’d pushed open the inn’s main door nervously, the hubbub within spilling out as he did so. It took his eyes a few moments to adjust after stepping in from the gloom outside.
 
   Most of the interior was a single large room, crowded with tables. On the far wall to his right a bar had been set up, consisting of a wooden plank laid across the top of two stout barrels. Across the room opposite, a staircase led to an upper gallery, with several doors leading off from it. The entire room was lit by an enormous cartwheel that hung from the ceiling, in which burned an array of thick, dribbling candles. A dense fog hung over the room, and the acrid smell of smoke stung Cole’s nostrils.
 
   Around the tables were sat groups of men, most of them huddled together and speaking in low voices. Several groups had obviously grown merry throughout the evening, as drunken voices were raised in song. Others called for the harried bar wench, who bustled unhappily between the tables bearing a tray of frothing flagons. The chief reason for her mood appeared to be the grasping hands of the patrons, which constantly patted or groped at her rump as she passed. These were deftly slapped aside and their owners fixed with a glacial stare.
 
   As Cole entered, the men seated at the nearest tables swivelled to face him. A dozen pairs of eyes regarded him suspiciously. He walked towards the bar, feeling himself being weighed up. Evidently, he was not seen as a threat, and soon enough the groups of men turned back to each other to resume their murmured conversations. In his care not to trip over an outstretched boot, he accidentally bumped into the serving-girl. Instinctively he threw out his hands to steady himself, and was mortified when they landed upon the nearest source of support. The girl stared wordlessly at the hands now grasping her front. A pair of eyes as cold and blue as a winter sky stared daggers at him. The hand not carrying a tray flashed out, the force behind the slap making his cheeks, already glowing red with embarrassment, sting. The sound as it connected made the crowd around him roar with laughter. Tutting disgustedly, the girl disappeared back among the crowded benches with a toss of long, golden hair.
 
   Abashed and blushing, Cole carefully picked his way to the makeshift bar through the throng. His ears picked up fragments of conversations as he tried to attract the attention of the innkeeper, who was attending to a group of customers at the far end of the plank.
 
   “... roads not safe to travel...”
 
   “... Legion has its hands full, waging war in the south...”
 
   “... militia not up to the job...”
 
   Cole’s ears strained to hear more, without raising the suspicions of the speakers, when a creeping certainty stole over him that he was being watched.
 
   Surreptitiously, he glanced around, and spotted the observer sitting alone at a table in a dingy corner. The man’s face was hidden within a black hood, yet Cole could feel unseen eyes staring at him. A flagon of ale sat untouched before him. Cole felt his skin crawl.
 
   “Ale, vittals, room for the night?”
 
   “Hm?” Cole turned away from the black-clad stranger, and found the anxious and harassed face of the innkeeper standing in front of him. Upon his brow, a sheen of sweat glistened in the bright candlelight.
 
   “I just asked if there was something I could get for you, friend,” said the innkeeper breathlessly. “What a night,” he went on, without waiting for an answer. “Two caravans arrive at the same time, one headed east, the other west and me stuck in between. Not that I’m complaining!” he added hastily, at some imagined observation on Cole’s part. “Them lot from Westcove aren’t bad sorts, I’m a proud Low Weald man myself, but that Whitecliff lot, shifty bunch I say. Present company excepted a’course gents!” he blurted with a sickly grin, as a group of burly men at a nearby bench turned and glared.
 
   “Slit your throat soon as look at you,” he whispered conspiratorially to Cole as the men turned back to their drinks. “Here, you’re not from Whitecliff are you?” he asked, wringing his hands anxiously.
 
   “Westcove, born and raised,” Cole replied with a grin. “From what I’ve seen of them, you can also add touchy and suspicious to your list.”
 
   The innkeeper sagged with relief. “Well met, then,” he said. “So, friend, what can I get for you?”
 
   “A flagon of your finest ale... and information.”
 
   The innkeeper looked baffled. “About what?”
 
   “I seek a guide,” Cole said. He leaned forward onto the bar and placed both elbows into a puddle of warm beer. “Dammit.” He withdrew his sopping arms and brushed foam from his sleeves in what he hoped was a nonchalant manner. “As I was saying, I wish to travel to the east, into the mountains, and was hoping you might know of someone familiar with that country.” He wondered if he should place a coin on the bar in front of the innkeeper.
 
   He was reaching for his coinpurse when the flustered landlord was called away by shouts from a distant table. Deflated, Cole instead took up the frothing flagon that had been placed before him and took a long draught. It was bitter and thick, but still a welcome relief after his ride from the coast.
 
   “I hears ye’re looking for a guide to take ye east,” said a greasy voice at his elbow. Still with foam clinging to his upper lip, Cole turned and was greeted by a pair of tiny, glittering eyes set either side of a round, stubbed nose. Sharp little teeth poked through a matted, greying beard, parted in an ingratiating leer. It was as if someone, for reasons known only to themselves, had placed a leather cap upon a stoat.
 
   It was clear the face’s owner intended the expression it wore to be a friendly one, but there was a hungry look to his eyes that made Cole instantly wary. “I might be,” he ventured guardedly.
 
   “Might,” the man repeated, in a mocking tone. “Well, if’n ye ever decides ye is, come back and find auld Dirk then and mebbe I’ll still be willin’.”
 
   As he moved to leave, Cole’s hand shot out and fastened around his wrist. “Wait,” he said. The man’s sleeve was as greasy as his voice, and Cole had a sudden urge to wipe his palm on his cloak. “I am looking to hire someone to guide me safely to the Dragon’s Back. Can you help?”
 
   “Mebbe I can, and mebbe I can’t,” the man sniffed. “Do ye have coin?”
 
   “Some.”
 
   “Pfeh! How much is some?”
 
   “More than a little and less than a lot. Enough.” In truth, Cole was loath to reveal the contents of his coinpurse aloud in the crowded common room. The black-clad stranger was still looking in his direction, sitting motionless. The sight made him uneasy.
 
   The man beside him muttered something inaudible under his breath. “Fine, fine,” he said grudgingly. “Dirk’ll take ye. But on ye’s own head be it if we get t’where ye’s going and ye dinnae have enough to pay me what I’m owed.”
 
   “You know the way then? To the Dragon’s Back?” Cole tried, and failed, to keep the doubt from his voice.
 
   “Laddie, there isnae road in the whole of The Weald that auld Dirk hasnae walked a hunnerd times or more.” He patted his grubby chest proudly.
 
   “You don’t sound as though you’re from these parts.”
 
   “Nay,” the older man admitted. “I were born in Glen Gaedair, south a’ the mountains, but I’ve travelled these hills and forests now fer thirty year.”
 
   Cole nodded thoughtfully. During his ride to the inn, in his mind’s eye he had imagined a queue of hardened woodsmen lining up eagerly to act as his guide from the moment he made his request. His eyes wandered across the tables of dour men ignoring his presence entirely. It didn’t seem as though he had much choice, and he doubted that the flustered innkeeper would be able to help either, if and when he was ever able to attract his attention again.
 
   Cole reached a decision. “You’re hired,” he said. The man laughed, sending a gust of stale beer into Cole’s face, and clapped him on the back.
 
   They shook hands on the deal, and Cole left a few coppers on the bar in payment for the ale. As they turned to leave, he looked towards the dingy corner table, and saw that it now stood empty. The black-clad stranger was nowhere to be seen. Cole’s uneasiness grew.
 
   They left the inn to fetch their mounts, and Cole felt a tinge of regret at leaving what might be the last outpost of civilisation before the mountains. Such notions won’t do me any good, he thought, as he untied his mare from the rail and climbed awkwardly into the saddle. At the sound of hooves he turned, and saw his guide swaying unsteadily towards him upon a moth-eaten grey mule. Cole’s own horse may already have its best days behind it, but looking at his guide’s choice of steed, he wasn’t sure it had ever had best days. The unfortunate beast’s ribs protruded from its flanks like toast racks.
 
   “I know she dinnae look like much,” chuckled his guide, as if reading his thoughts. “But once we reach the foothills, auld Betsy will prove her worth, ye wait and see.”
 
   Cole was still sceptical, but kept his doubts to himself. His own knowledge of riding on horseback stretched back little further than three hours and so he reluctantly deferred to the older man’s experience.
 
   The going was slow, slower even that the cautious pace he had set when sitting in the saddle for the first time that evening. Sturdy she might be – and Cole had seen little evidence of that thus far – but not even his guide could describe Betsy the mule as fleet of foot.
 
   Cole tried to keep his patience as they meandered along the eastern road, and more than once had to bite his tongue at their ponderous progress. It seemed a painfully long time until the inn was out of sight behind them, and he began to grow anxious again that a group of the Archon’s riders would gallop out of the darkness at any moment.
 
   If his guide felt any of Cole’s anxiety, he concealed it well. When he wasn’t regaling Cole with one of the many bawdy songs in his apparently bottomless repertoire, he cackled his way through tedious reminiscences of his exploits across the region of northern Callador known as The Weald. And, on the few occasions he wasn’t doing either, he was staggering into the treeline to relieve himself. “Just wait until ye’re as auld as Dirk,” he retorted indignantly when Cole complained about one such stop. “One mug of beer and ye’ll be up and down all night like a hoor’s knickers.”
 
   Cole was extremely doubtful his enthusiastic guide had consumed only the one flagon, unless that one had happened to be the size of a washtub.
 
   After an hour of this, he longed to dig his heels into his mare’s flanks and race along the road as he had before. He’d have bet coin that the old man could keep pace with him once he saw his fee receding into the distance.
 
   He was preparing to do just that, when his guide announced that they were making camp for the night. Cole’s protests about their lack of progress fell on deaf ears.
 
   Now, as he lay awake, listening to the infuriating man’s snores rumbling around the clearing, Cole still simmered with impatience and frustration. He decided that, come what may and regardless of the older man’s grumblings, he would set the pace from now on.
 
   The sky was painted with bands of pink and orange as the sun began its slow ascent above the horizon, and Cole bounded to his feet. He began to clatter around the fire, gathering together his possessions as noisily as he could. Disturbed by the din, his guide broke wind and opened his eyes simultaneously. Despite his foul mood Cole couldn’t help but laugh.
 
   “Gah! Ye’re banging is like to wake the dead,” the older man complained, rubbing his face mournfully.
 
   “I doubt there’s any left to wake after your snoring all night,” Cole shot back.
 
   “Snoor? I dinnae snoor, laddie,” said his guide with a crooked-toothed leer. “Mebbe it was thunder ye was hearing, from yonder hills.”
 
   Cole looked into the distance, and in the light of the day he indeed saw rolling green peaks rising up from the woods. Beyond these was a misty blue outline, reaching up to the clouds. Mountains. “Is that where we’re going?” he asked.
 
   “Aye. We’ll be turning awa’ from the road today. From here it goes east, straight as an arrer till Whitecliff. Our path lies south and east.”
 
   They breakfasted on the bread Freyja had baked the day before and the cold remnants of roasted hare. It was meagre fare, but Cole had choked down worse at the Crag on plenty of occasions and ate it gladly.
 
   True to his word, once they were packed and mounted, his guide led them off through the trees, leaving the road behind. Just before they passed beneath the canopy of leaves, which were golden and beginning to fall with the passing of autumn, Cole thought he caught a movement at the edge of his vision. He turned sharply in his saddle and scanned the trees behind, but saw nothing. However, he felt the weight of eyes upon him. All was still, but the dawn air seemed colder than it had moments before.
 
   There was a crash from the trees in front, and Cole tore his eyes away. A short distance ahead of him came muttered curses. He spurred his horse on towards the sound.
 
   When he came across his guide, he had to stifle a laugh. Despite Dirk’s claims about the sure-footedness of his steed, Betsy had managed to find a rabbit-hole and stumble. His guide was sitting in a muddled heap on the forest floor, half-buried in a mound of fallen leaves. “Ach, stop ye’re sniggering and help me up,” he growled. Cole did as he was bid.
 
   The rest of the morning passed without further incident. There was an agreeably autumnal feel to the forest that Cole found pleasant. The canopy above their heads was a tapestry of green, gold and auburn. Occasionally a leaf would fall from its branch and drift lazily to the ground. Bright sunlight shone through the boughs and bathed everything around them in a warm glow. Once, a squirrel, its pelt a deep russet, ran across their path and scrabbled up a tree trunk, chittering irritably at them from the safety of a high branch until they were out of sight.
 
   After her earlier mishap, Betsy did indeed prove to be suited for the task, and she ably picked her way through any and all obstacles in their path. For a while, Cole attempted to guide his mare along the same path, but eventually he gave up and dismounted, leading her instead by the reins. Fortunately, Betsy’s progress through the wood was even more ponderous than along the road, and he had no trouble keeping pace.
 
   The sun was almost directly above them when they emerged from the trees into another clearing, and his guide swung down from his saddle. Nearby was a fallen log and he sat down on it with a thump, beckoning for Cole to follow.
 
   Grateful for the chance to rest his feet, Cole did so. It was a pleasant spot to take a break. The sun warmed him without being too hot, while the log on which they sat was in a spot of dappled shade. Aside from the slightly sour musk of his companion, the air was fresh and filled with the sound of birdsong. Absently, he noticed Dirk scanning the trees opposite, shifting restlessly in his seat, and wondered at his behaviour. It’s unlike him to worry that we’ve been seen, he thought.
 
   Cole shrugged and was reaching into his pack to retrieve the stump of bread he had left over from the morning, when he heard the whinny of a nearby horse. He froze. A moment later, it seemed as if his fears of being pursued had been realised, as three men stepped out from behind trees around the clearing. To add to his confusion, all three wore the same face.
 
   As they stalked closer, moving with the oily, practised ease of predators, the spell broke. “Dirk, get behind me,” Cole said urgently. He reached behind his back for the hilt of the dagger Captain Brandt had given him only the day before.
 
   “I’m sorry, laddie.” His guide’s greasy tone gave the lie to his words.
 
   There was a metallic scrape of a weapon being drawn. Cole turned to see the older man gripping an evil-looking blade. He held it out in front of him, the tip pointing at Cole’s throat as he stood.
 
   “Dirk, listen,” Cole said, holding out his hand in a calming gesture. “Whatever you’re planning to do, I’m sure that if we just sit down and talk about it...”
 
   “Ach, so now he wants to talk when he catches sighta my three wains.” The older man poked the tip of his sword meaningfully towards the pouch at Cole’s waist. “P’raps now ye’ll tell me jus’ how much coin ye have.”
 
   Cole turned his head from side to side, desperately trying to find an escape route, but the four men circled menacingly around him like a pack of wolves waiting to jump in for the kill. Like the older man, they had their swords drawn. Something his former guide had said suddenly registered. “Your sons,” he said.
 
   “Aye,” said his guide. “Me big strong boys. Born within a minute of each other, and hardly left their da’s side for a minute since.” Somewhat ridiculously, given the current situation, he radiated pride. “A’course,” he added. “Sometimes their da has to go huntin’.”
 
   Cole knew he wasn’t referring to the hare. “If it’s money you’re after, I’m sure we can make a deal,” he began.
 
   “Aye, coin is allus welcome, but me boys need a bit a sport as well,” said the older man with a cadaverous leer.
 
   Cole jerked the dagger out from his belt and brandished it threateningly. If he was to die, then he aimed to take at least one of them with him.
 
   Dirk cackled and lunged towards Cole, who ducked to one side. Before he could jab his own blade at the older man’s exposed flank, there was a high whistling noise and his foe’s hand exploded in a spray of blood. The sword fell to the ground and the old man followed a heartbeat later, shrieking obscenities. Cole caught a glimpse of feathers protruding from Dirk’s bloodied wrist. A quarrel!
 
   Time seemed to slow to a crawl. He sensed movement behind him as the three sons converged, and leapt desperately forward. The shadows below the trees in front of him seemed to come alive. A black figure flew out and shot past him in the opposite direction, a blade glinting in each hand.
 
   Cole span around and wondered if he was still asleep and dreaming. A man dressed in dark leather armour, the bottom half of his face hidden behind a mask, was duelling two of the brothers at once. The third knelt over the writhing body of their father.
 
   The black-clad stranger’s blades were shorter than a longsword, and it seemed to Cole that they had minds of their own, dancing independently in a dizzying blur.
 
   After watching in shock for a moment, Cole realised that duelling was the wrong word. It implied contact being made between opposing blades, and that was not what seemed to be taking place. What the stranger was doing, somehow, was deftly avoiding every strike the lumbering brothers attempted to make. Wherever they swung their swords, the stranger ducked, span or leapt out of the way long before it arrived.
 
   Cole remembered attending a lecture some years before at the Crag, where one of the Brothers was describing a new theory about the nature of light. Most of it went over Cole’s head entirely, but one image had stayed with him. Light travelled at a speed that, with sufficient tools, could be measured, the Brother explained. “Imagine that your arm is infinitely long,” he said. “You reach for the sun in the sky, but every time you think you have it, it evades your grasp. By the time the light from the sun has reached you, it has already moved across the sky.”
 
   Watching the stranger fight was like that, Cole realised. Whenever one of the brothers aimed a blow at where their opponent had been, he had already moved. They may as well have been fighting a shadow.
 
   The stranger’s blows, however, while fewer, found their mark with surgical precision. He wasn’t even attempting to deflect blows – he didn’t need to – instead his own blades flicked out towards one of the brothers like a striking snake. One was already bleeding profusely from a long, deep cut in his thigh. His trousers were stained dark and sopping wet to the knee. The stranger’s sword flicked out again, high this time. A jet of dark blood spurted from his foe’s throat. The stranger planted a boot on the brother’s chest and sent him sprawling into the grass. He didn’t rise again.
 
   The second brother let out a howl of anguish and swung furiously at the stranger. As he dodged out of the way, the brother, quicker than his sibling, kicked out a vicious leg and tripped him. The stranger rolled as he landed, and jumped back to his feet. The last brother by now had left their father’s side and grabbed the stranger from behind. He held the black-clad man’s arms fast, pinned to his sides. For the first time, Cole noticed how small the stranger was compared to the burly triplets; he stood at least a head shorter and was much slighter in frame.
 
   “Ye’ll pay for what ye did to Ulryk and father,” said the second brother, advancing on the stranger with his sword in his hand.
 
   Rather than struggle, the stranger kicked the heels of his boots together, and a finger-length blade flicked out of the toes of one. As the brother reached him, he kicked a leg high in the air towards his face, slamming the blade under the man’s jaw. Just then, Cole, who had grabbed a thick fallen branch from the ground and snuck up behind the last brother, bashed the makeshift club across the back of his skull.
 
   The two brothers fell to the ground within a second of one another; one senseless and the other gurgling in pain, a jagged metal shard protruding from his throat. The blade secreted in the stranger’s boot had apparently snapped off after finding its target.
 
   Less than a minute had passed since Cole had drawn his dagger, which was still unused. Only now did it occur to him that in the heat of the moment he had used a less deadly weapon to attack his foe. His heart pounded in his chest, as much from the excitement of the battle as exertion. But, if the stranger had been winded, it didn’t show. Ignoring Cole, he strode to the old man, who still lay on his side, moaning wretchedly. “Where is it?” the black-clad man demanded. Although muffled somewhat by the mask, his voice was much higher than a man’s. A boy? Cole wondered, astonished.
 
   The old man spat an indistinct reply. Cole could not hear his words, but whatever they were, they displeased the stranger. He grabbed Cole’s former guide by the collar and dragged him towards the prone figures of his two sons that still lived. The shaft of the crossbow quarrel was still lodged in the older man’s wrist, Cole could see. The wound had stained the arm of his shirt red to the elbow and would likely be agony. However, it did not look fatal.
 
   “Where is it?” The stranger repeated his question, more urgently this time.
 
   “Go plough yersel’, whoreson,” growled the older man.
 
   The stranger dropped him to the floor and took two quick steps towards the brother who lay unconscious. The other squirmed on the ground, one hand numbly fingering the wound beneath his jaw that pumped sticky blood all over his chest. Even to Cole’s inexpert eyes it did not seem as though he would live much longer. Without ceremony, the stranger lifted his blade and slashed it almost perfunctorily across the unconscious man’s throat. His feet jerked feebly in the dirt as his lifeblood drained away, and then were still.
 
   Cole felt his gorge rise and turned away, losing his breakfast into the grass.
 
   The older man screamed shrilly and crawled towards the body. He hunched over the still form, sobbing into his arms.
 
   “Where is it?” the stranger asked a third time.
 
   The older man raised a trembling hand, and pointed off towards the far edge of the clearing. It seemed to Cole as if it was the same direction from where he had heard the sound of horses.
 
   The stranger nodded, then lashed out a boot and sent the old man squealing onto his back. Cole saw Dirk’s good hand reach into his boot, and come out clutching a knife. As the old man landed in the dirt he flung it towards the stranger, who batted it easily aside. He laid the tip of his blade against Dirk’s throat.
 
   “Wait,” said Cole hurriedly. “I don’t know what you’re looking for, but he’s told you where it is. You’ve killed his sons... look at him, he has nothing left.”
 
   It was true, his former guide’s face was streaked with tears and his mouth trembled. The thrown dagger had been little more than a final act of defiance. He was clearly beaten. “Please,” he begged, his voice thick.
 
   The stranger ignored him. With the tip of one blade, he slashed the top buttons from Dirk’s shirt, revealing a grubby, scrawny chest. Upon this, hanging from a thin cord was a small leather pouch. “Take it off,” the stranger commanded.
 
   His hands still trembling, the older man hastened to do as he was bid. He lifted the cord over his head, and threw the pouch at the stranger’s feet. “I hope ye choke on it,” he spat.
 
   The stranger stooped to retrieve the pouch, then upturned it onto his palm. Cole watched as a tiny gold locket fell out, glinting in the sunlight. The stranger stood a moment, staring at it, before placing it inside a pocket. With his back still to Cole, the stranger half-turned his head. “You would spare this man?”
 
   Cole glanced down at his guide. The man’s red-rimmed eyes looked up at him imploringly. “I would,” he answered.
 
   “Even though he and these others would have robbed you, cut your throat and left you for the crows?”
 
   Cole swallowed. “Even then,” he said, after a pause. “If I did not, how would I know I am any better than they?”
 
   The stranger nodded thoughtfully. His hooded head turned back to the old man still lying on his back. “Go,” he said.
 
   Disbelief etched onto his face, Dirk slowly raised himself to his feet, warily eyeing the blade the stranger still held. As he turned to flee, the stranger spoke again. “Nothing happens in The Weald without my hearing of it,” he said. “If I ever learn that you have returned to your old ways, I will find you. Do you understand?”
 
   The old man’s eyes glittered with menace, yet he nodded. “Aye.” A moment later he was gone, lurching into the trees in the direction Cole had heard the noise of horses coming from earlier.
 
   He stood and watched, unsure what to do with himself, as the black-clad stranger marched off in the opposite direction, without so much as a backwards glance at him or the three bodies lying in the clearing. For want of anything else to do, Cole jogged after him.
 
   A short distance from the clearing, a black horse was tied to a low branch by its reins. The stranger cleaned his red-streaked blades on the grass, then placed them within a pair of leather scabbards fastened to his saddle. Cole noticed other weapons hanging beside them; a longsword, several knives and a shortbow. Lying near Cole’s feet was a small crossbow. He picked it up and proffered it.
 
   The stranger regarded at it coolly for a moment, and then snatched it from Cole’s hands. “My thanks,” he said gruffly, slipping it into a leather holster upon the saddle. He then retrieved a long black woollen cloak and pulled it around his shoulders. Satisfied, he swung up into the saddle and removed his mask and hood.
 
   Cole gasped. The stranger was not a man, nor even a boy as he had assumed. Sitting atop the black horse was a woman, still in her youth. Her hair was black, darker even than the shadows beneath the trees, and had been hacked artlessly short. Eyes as blue as winter’s heart stared down at him. Eyes he had seen before. 
 
   “You’re the one from the inn,” Cole cried, in a flash of realisation. “The serving girl.” The memory of their last encounter came back to him then, and he blushed. “Wait,” he added, “wasn’t your hair blonde? Were you following me?”
 
   “Not you. Him,” the black-haired woman replied, nodding her head back towards the clearing.
 
   “Who are you?” Cole’s curiosity over-ride his desire not to antagonise a woman who not five minutes earlier had massacred three people before his eyes.
 
   “Raven,” she replied, taking up her reins.
 
   “Wait,” Cole cried again, leaping in front of her horse. “Can you help? I need to get to the mountains. The fate of the realm could be at stake!” he blurted.
 
   “Look, young man-”
 
   “Cole.”
 
   “-Cole,” she continued smoothly, “I’m not a guide. I have business of my own to attend to, so...”
 
   “I had a guide,” interrupted Cole testily. “You chased him away and killed several others who happened to be in the general vicinity. Thank you for that, by the way.”
 
   Wordlessly, Raven attempted to steer her horse around him, but Cole jumped to the side to block her passage. “I could just run you down, you know,” she pointed out.
 
   “You could,” Cole admitted. “But something tells me you won’t. You owe me.”
 
   A hint of a smile played at the corners of the rider’s mouth. “So, I save your life and now I owe you?”
 
   Cole hesitated. Put like that, it did sound ridiculous. “Well, perhaps I owe you then, and I’m not letting you leave until you agree to let me pay my debt.” He grinned, in what he hoped was a winning manner.
 
   Raven sighed. “What is it you want from me?”
 
   “Just take me to the nearest town or village. I’ll find my way from there. I can pay.”
 
   She considered his offer. “Fine,” she said wearily. “If it will get you off my back. Go fetch your horse, then. We’ll be riding at my pace, so if you get left behind you’ll be on your own.”
 
   It turned out to be an empty threat. Cole did ride considerably slower than Raven and her shadowy mount, who loped confidently across the deeply rutted and perilous floor of the forest as if it were a sunny meadow. But, whenever he lost sight of them, they were to be found waiting a short distance ahead. His new guide did not seem particularly happy about the delays, however.
 
   To his chagrin, they were heading in the opposite direction to the foothills he had been making for with his guide that morning, but he wisely decided against complaining. He was being brought along on sufferance, he knew, and, although it was not gracefully given, he did appreciate the help.
 
   But something was nagging at him, and at last he had to put voice to it. “Thank you for sparing him,” he said to her on one of the rare occasions they rode side by side. “The old man, I mean. I wasn’t sure that you would.”
 
   Raven didn’t meet his gaze. “Do you know what they would have done to you if I hadn’t been there?”
 
   “I might have been able to talk them round,” replied Cole defiantly. “Dirk was gruff, but he wasn’t such a bad sort.”
 
   For a long time, Raven was silent. Cole began to wonder if she had heard him, or was ignoring his words. “Perhaps,” she said finally, in a quiet voice. She didn’t look at him when she spoke, instead her eyes scanned the trees ahead.
 
   “What were you doing there, anyway?” he asked. This time, she did ignore him. “All I know about you is your name, and that you fight better with swords than anyone I have ever seen.” Saying it out loud, he suddenly questioned his wisdom in insisting they travel together. “I don’t even know what you do.”
 
   “I’m a hunter.”
 
   Cole looked around them doubtfully. In nearly two days spent plodding through these woods, the only game he had seen were scrawny squirrels and one very dead hare. It didn’t seem to be a part of the world where a hunter would enjoy much success. “A hunter of what?” he asked.
 
   It was then that she turned to face him. Eyes burning with a cold intensity fastened upon his own. “Monsters,” she replied. 
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   A light rain was falling as Captain Brandt stepped onto the dock from the wooden gangway. Dark clouds that had begun to gather over the bay before they set sail now loomed directly above their heads. He eyed them warily. It was folly to set sail in such weather, he knew, but curiosity had gotten the better of him. Fortunately the crossing to the island fortress was a short one.
 
   Raindrops spattering his face, Captain Brandt looked up towards the keep; an ugly, clenched granite fist that loomed out of the sheer rock two hundred feet above their heads.
 
   His crew busied themselves behind him, securing the vessel to the moorings. Despite the worsening weather he took a moment to admire the craft he commanded. The Havørn was a sixty-foot, twin-masted buss, and deceptively nimble despite her rotund appearance; a quality he had been grateful for on more than one occasion.
 
   “Look captain,” called Dorric, pointing to the sky. Above the keep, a massive flock of birds was wheeling through the air. Even at this distance, Captain Brandt could make out the harsh cries of gulls.
 
   “Ill tidings,” he muttered to no-one in particular. He cupped his hands to his mouth and bellowed a greeting up to the stone gatehouse far above. There was no reply.
 
   His jaw tightened. The Brothers had always kept to themselves, but the stillness of the keep and its dock unnerved him. When they had set out at first light, it was his hope that they would find Cole’s story was a fantasy, or an exaggeration of events at worst. It wouldn’t be the first time that a runaway had embellished the tale of their flight.
 
   Perhaps there was a minor disagreement and he fled, the captain thought. Or he was disgraced and expelled, and invented a story to gain the sympathy of strangers. He knew that he was trying to convince himself, however. He’d known the lad only a short time, but long enough to know he seemed neither craven nor a liar. I must have the truth of what happened here.
 
   Nobody in Westcove knew about their journey to the Crag, not even Freyja. He hadn’t even recounted Cole’s story to his crew. Either it was false and there was no reason to alarm them, or it was true and they would see for themselves shortly. Instead he had told them he wished to speak in person to the castle’s steward regarding payment for their last shipment.
 
   Truthfully, it was hard to pin down exactly why he felt such a strong desire to see the Crag for himself, and confirm the details of Cole’s story. He had told Freyja about the events at the tavern the previous evening, but mere words were unable to convey the sheer wrongness of what he had witnessed. Whatever magic had once existed in the world was long since forgotten, but what else could explain the powers he had seen the green-eyed priest wield? If Cole’s story was true, then he was afraid that dark forces had been at work. For the safety of his family, if nothing else, he needed to be sure.
 
   A gust of wind tugged at the tails of his longcoat. The sky was continuing to darken, and heavy drops of rain began to fall more urgently. Captain Brandt looked out over the sea where the waves were growing in size, white foam at their crests. He barked an order at his men, and they began to lower the boat’s sails. “If the wind continues to pick up and a storm threatens, take her out to deeper waters,” he told the first mate.
 
   “Aye cap’n.”
 
   Satisfied, Captain Brandt turned and marched along the dock towards the narrow stone steps that zig-zagged up the cliff face to the keep. The island on which the Crag sat looked almost like a mountain, submerged with just its crown poking above the waves.
 
   In ancient times, the Crag would have been an impregnable fortress, beyond the reach of any siege engine on the mainland and an impossible place for any hostile force to land. But if an invading army had somehow managed to reach the island and begun scaling the cliff face, they would have done so while being pelted with hot oil, arrows, rocks and other missiles from the ramparts above. Over the centuries, it had come to symbolise the obduracy of the region’s inhabitants, who referred to themselves proudly as Westermen. While geographically part of the Empire, they ever held themselves separate from it. All attempts to integrate them further had failed, until eventually Emperor Maximilien had accepted their stubborn individuality, though not forgiven it.
 
   But any such history of the island bastion’s military prowess was lost to time, and it had been the home of the peaceful Brothers for as long as any could remember. Captain Brandt knew that the lords of several of the Fisher Houses claimed their ancestors had held the Crag as their seat, but any records that might have confirmed this were conspicuous by their absence.
 
   There was still no sign of activity from the gatehouse above, and he reached a decision. “Jan, Dorric, with me,” he barked, and strode towards the steps. The two crew members jumped obediently from the deck and hurried along in his wake. Grey-haired Nikolaj, his grizzled first mate, had stayed on board, as had the typically impassive southron Sten. It was not his true name, but the bald, muscular sailor had earned the nickname – Rock, in the old northern tongue – from his crew-mates for his stony silence and stoicism. These four comprised the crew of the Havørn, and had served Captain Brandt well for many years.
 
   The climb was hard going. In Westcove, the path in the cliffside that led from the docks to the Crag itself was known as the ‘Stair of a Thousand Steps’, and the captain would not have been surprised to learn that the actual number was far greater. Each step had been carved into the rock-face itself, roughly two feet wide. There was no handrail on the side that faced out to the sea, and rain and algae had made the surface treacherous underfoot. They proceeded slowly, in single file. The captain kept one hand pressed against the cliff face, trying not to think about the hundred-foot drop that would greet any slip or misstep.
 
   Far above them, outside the keep’s curtain wall, a wooden platform had been constructed overlooking the dock, from which a small basket could be lowered. This was used to raise shipments of provisions, or the more infirm Brothers, without the need to climb up the stair. In such perilous conditions, the captain had hoped to be able to make use of it, but it was still secured at the platform above them and they had no means of lowering it from below.
 
   At a sudden gust of wind, the captain pressed himself flat against the cliff face. The two men behind him did the same. “Let’s come back tomorrow, cap’n,” cried Dorric, his simple, open face screwed up against the rain and biting wind. “A pouch of gold ain’t worth breaking our necks over.”
 
   “Aye,” agreed Jan. “The ‘Maid is calling to me. A mug of ale and a seat by the fire, how about it cap’n?”
 
   “We go on,” Captain Brandt growled. “Quit your bellyaching. And any man that dashes his brains out below, I’ll warm their heels to the gates of hell myself.”
 
   He continued up the steps, refusing to let his own disquiet show. In truth, he wondered if this wasn’t a fool’s errand. Behind him, the two sailors grumbled, but resumed the climb.
 
   It seemed to take hours, every step along the path requiring absolute concentration and care to negotiate. Eventually, and with great relief, they reached the cliff top and gazed down upon the deck of the Havørn far below. The fishing vessel bobbed from side to side as white-capped waves dashed against its sides. As yet, though, there was no need for it to cast off in search of deeper water.
 
   The rain continued to soak their clothes, and the wind at the top of the cliff gusted harder. It was with a glad heart that Captain Brandt turned away towards the Crag’s gatehouse. They would use the elevator to return to the dock, he decided.
 
   It was just a short walk from the top of the winding steps to the large wooden gate of the keep, which loomed high above them. Close to, the stillness of the gatehouse was if anything more eerie than it had been from the dock. A dead place, he thought, as an icy finger ran up his spine. The gigantic flock of gulls, which must have numbered in the hundreds, created a near-deafening cacophony. But he felt that, even without their presence, there would have been no sound from within those cold stone walls.
 
   “This isn’t right, cap’n,” said Dorric nervously. “Not a single one a’ the mad monks come to see what we’re about.”
 
   “Keep your blades loose in their sheaths, lads,” Captain Brandt murmured softly. “Be ready.”
 
   It occurred to him then to wonder how they would gain access to the keep if there were none left inside to unbar the gate, but as it transpired the answer to that riddle was far simpler than the ascent up the stair had been. While the pair of large wooden gates would have been wide enough to admit a cart when opened, a smaller door just large enough for a man was cut into the left-hand gate. It creaked open at Captain Brandt’s touch. No attempt had been made to fasten it.
 
   He kept his hand on the hilt of his own sword as he cautiously stepped through to the passage beyond. Past a tall stone archway as long as the thickness of the curtain wall, it led to an open courtyard. Doors were set into either side of the passage, leading to the guardroom above, the captain presumed. Inside the keep, as outside, there was no sound nor movement beyond that of the gulls, which he could now see were swooping in and out of the courtyard in front.
 
   He thought about shouting another greeting, but felt the words catch in his throat. Freyja made fun of his superstitions, though he always retorted that he had never met a sailor who was different. The truth, however, was that he was as much a pragmatist as someone influenced by old wives’ tales. It was that voice in his head that told him there was little point in wasting his breath. The superstitious side of his nature, meanwhile, was afraid of what he might disturb by calling out.
 
   Reluctantly, he walked through to the courtyard. As he left the passage, his boots splashed through wide puddles that had collected around the square. Treading in one, he nearly lost his footing. The water had mingled with the droppings of hundreds of birds, creating a surface as slick and treacherous as that of the stone steps they had climbed.
 
   Jan was not so fortunate. With a startled cry, his skinny legs flew from under him and he landed on his back in a puddle. Dorric roared with laughter as they watched their fallen comrade struggle to gain his feet.
 
   “Quiet!” Captain Brandt barked. “Can’t you feel it? Laughter has no place within these walls.”
 
   Dorric’s guffaws dried up instantly. He looked foolishly around the keep’s inner walls and buildings. It was true, they all felt it. The captain glanced around as well. The empty windows surrounding them stared down like hollow eye sockets.
 
   “P’raps we should just leave, cap’n,” said Jan nervously, his usual cocky tone nowhere to be heard.
 
   Captain Brandt was about to rebuke him, when Dorric cried out, “Look! Over there!”
 
   He looked in the direction the sailor was pointing. Across from them, the arch leading to the keep’s inner courtyard stood open. Through it, he could just make out what appeared to be a large pale mound. Even from this distance, it looked as though it was writhing.
 
   With dread in his heart, the captain moved towards it. With every footstep, he felt as though there were lead weights in his boots, and the cries of the gulls grew louder in his ears as he approached the mound trying to calm the rising sickness in his stomach.
 
   What he had taken for writhing was in fact the movement of dozens of gulls, hopping over the lifeless forms, pecking, taking flight only to be replaced by another. Close to, the cacophony of their hungry, eager cries was overwhelming. 
 
   As was the smell.
 
   The mass of seabirds was too thick to see through clearly, but the same part of the human brain that could discern animals or ships in the clouds recognised familiar shapes as they were fleetingly uncovered. A hand, a foot. A face.
 
   He couldn’t tell how many were there, but several dozen at least; stacked carelessly on top of one another like so much cordwood. The brown robes were maroon with the stains of dried blood. The gulls and other seabirds had been busy, but they were unmistakably the Brothers and novices of the Crag. They’ve probably lain here since the boy’s flight from this accursed rock, he thought.
 
   “Massacred,” hissed Jan from behind, tracing the holy sign of the Divine across his chest.
 
   “I don’t think we’re gettin’ paid,” Dorric added.
 
   Captain Brandt said nothing for a long time. Cole’s story was true, there was little doubt about that now. But what to do about it? What had been done here, had been done for a reason, he was sure of that. But what? What would cause the head of their Order to slaughter his subordinates in this way? And how did the boy fit into it all? I’m just a simple sailor, he thought. Even if I had all the pieces of this puzzle, I doubt I could put it together.
 
   He pushed the dozen questions that vied for his attention to one side. They could wait. For now, there were more pressing matters to attend to. With a yell, he threw his arms wide towards the mound, and sent hundreds of gulls flapping and squawking into the air. He drew his sword and swung at them ineffectually as they took flight.
 
   “Cap’n?”
 
   His shoulders slumped. “It’s not right to leave them here,” he said, his back turned to his crew. “Not like this. Build a fire. Burn them.”
 
   “But cap’n,” whined Jan, “they’re soaked through, we’ll never get a fire lit in this weather.”
 
   Captain Brandt’s anger flared, and it took all his self-control not to bash their heads together. “Find a way,” he growled. He caught sight of the doors of the keep’s Great Hall. One was slightly ajar, and despite the rain the trail of bloodstains on the flagstones between them and the grisly mound were still visible. His legs felt heavy as he approached. He wasn’t exactly sure what he had expected to find here, but the discovery of the dead men and boys had struck him more deeply than he could explain. He feared that whatever lay beyond the iron-bound doors would be more horrifying still.
 
   Captain Brandt’s heart was beating hard as he gingerly pushed the door open to peer inside. The interior of the hall was dim, the fires in its enormous hearths long since burned down to cold ashes. But, even so, a cursory glance was enough to tell him that this had been the site of the massacre. Dark stains were splashed across the floor and walls in long, ugly streaks. Benches had been overturned, landing in a confusion of smashed crockery and spilled, rotting food.
 
   He stepped inside cautiously, but the dining hall had clearly been empty for some time. A shape on the dais caught his eye. When he moved closer he saw a pale-robed figure propped up in the large wooden chair in the middle of the top table. Where its head should have been was just a gaping wound caked over with dried blood, through which the white of bone was visible. He had had little to do with the Brotherhood over the years, but had seen the elder in Westcove on occasion, when the older man made one of his infrequent trips to the mainland. The colour of the robe was enough to tell him it was he who had been placed in the seat, as if presiding over the chaos all around them. Captain Brandt left the hall gladly, having seen enough.
 
   His face was ashen when he rejoined the two crew-members, who were bickering over the best way to strike a flame in a rainstorm. “You all right, cap’n?” asked Dorric.
 
   “Take the bodies into the hall,” he commanded, ignoring the question. “It is dry, and the chairs and benches can be used for kindling.”
 
   Jan spat. “Why? What are they to us? Let the bastards rot, I say.” His rodent-like features twisted into a disdainful sneer.
 
   Captain Brandt stormed over and roughly grabbed the front of his shirt. “They were Westermen!” he growled into the sailor’s shocked face. “They may not have all been born near our shores, but they were of the sea, like us. You’ll show them respect or I’ll toss you back down to the ship head-first.” He shoved Jan back. “I don’t know who did this, but they will pay for it, I’ll see to that. It shall not stand. But, for now, we’ll take care of them as best we can. Build the fire.”
 
   With every minute that passed he became surer that Cole’s version of events was the truth, but he needed to find solid evidence. Otherwise, who would believe him? He turned to go. “Cap’n, what will you do while we deal with this?” Jan asked.
 
   “Search the keep,” he replied. “There may be survivors, or some of those who committed this act.” Or... other things, said the voice of superstition in his head.
 
   It took longer than expected, not helped by his unfamiliarity with the layout of the fortress. It wasn’t particularly big, its size restricted by that of the rock on which it was built, but much of its interior was a maze of winding stairs and passages. For long hours he plodded along them, peering through every doorway he came to. More than once, he took a turning he was sure he had never been down before, and ended up in a wing or passage he had already searched.
 
   In stark contrast to the grisly chaos of the banquet hall, the rest of the keep seemed untouched by the violence. He found dormitories where the beds were all fastidiously made, laboratories full of strange and complex glass apparatus, and tools and instruments that served mysterious and unknowable functions. All were neatly arranged on their benches.
 
   He walked through an enormous library, its stacks stretching up to the vaulted ceiling. The only sign it had recently been used were several dusty tomes left open on reading tables in the centre. The kitchens and servants’ quarters were the same. In the kitchen, spoiled meat and vegetables were in various states of preparation on the benches, and untended pans sat on stoves. Captain Brandt peered into one and saw the charred remains of an unknown dish. The water had boiled away long before and whatever was being cooked had been left to burn. Yet, of signs of struggle, there were none. It was as if all the keep’s inhabitants had been called away at once, unaware of the violence that was about to occur.
 
   The only movement he saw during his travels was outside in the courtyard. Occasionally he passed a window overlooking his two crewmen, dragging limp forms towards the banquet hall, swatting irritably whenever a seabird flew too close.
 
   He was passing through a wing of larger rooms that seemed to double as sleeping chambers and studies, most likely belonging to the senior Brothers, when he caught a noise at the edge of his hearing that made his blood run cold.
 
   It was a tiny sound, gone in a heartbeat, but in the cold silence of those stone halls it was unmistakable. A footstep. He froze, straining his ears. For over a minute he stood still, hardly daring to breathe. Then, another noise, equally fleeting. The scrape of wood moving across stone.
 
   I am not alone, he thought. But with whom did he share this lonely corner of the castle? A survivor? Having seen for himself the carnage of the Great Hall, he did not see how one of the scholarly Brothers could survive such a ferocious attack. One of the attackers, perhaps? One left behind to take care of anyone curious to find out why the Brothers of the Crag had fallen silent.
 
   But what if something else had been stirred by their arrival, and even now stalked these lonely halls? The idea surfaced unbidden in his mind. He thought then of the lifeless forms stacked high in the courtyard; their empty, sightless eye sockets staring accusingly from faces as pale as a fish’s belly. He thought of the dark magic he had seen the Archon perform the day before. What else is he capable of? he wondered.
 
   Another footstep, and in his mind’s eye he saw a haggard figure, dressed in brown robes, torn ragged by blades and stained dark with old blood, shuffling through the silent passageways. Saw cold hands, their fingers stiff and mottled, reaching for him in the dark...
 
   A line of sweat trickled down his spine, but Captain Brandt forced himself to turn towards the source of the noise. His mind might be running wild with all manner of gruesome thoughts, but he wasn’t about to be chased from the keep like some beardless boy.
 
   Many of the doors along the passage were ajar, and he guessed that the attackers had conducted a search of their own. Only one was closed. Inevitably, it was from behind this that the noises appeared to originate. Captain Brandt drew his sword in one smooth motion, and gently eased the door open.
 
   The room beyond was empty, and of a style similar to the others along the passageway; a combination of study and sleeping quarters, but larger. While decorations in the other rooms were sparse, here the space was dominated by an ornate four-poster bed, hung with red velvet drapes fastened back with gold cord. Shelves of books nearly as tall as those in the keep’s library lined the walls of the study area. Beneath them was a dark hardwood desk, across the top of which were strewn a great many papers.
 
   Captain Brandt crept towards this, and saw that the topmost papers were correspondence. A name jumped out at him, Elder Tobias. So it was he to whom the room belonged. It was confirmation of what he had already surmised given the opulence of the room’s furnishings compared to the others.
 
   He looked away from the letters as another footstep reached his ears, closer than the last. On the far wall was a small stone arch, with steps beyond that led down. How far down, it was impossible to tell. It was clear, however, that it was the source of the strange noises.
 
   Still gripping his sword, the captain crossed quietly to the archway. One by one he slowly descended the steps. As he went deeper into the foundations of the fortress, he tried to push thoughts of lumbering pale forms and ice-cold fingers far from his mind.
 
   The stair led down in a spiral. After the first few turns, as he left the chill daylight of the surface behind, the air became warmer. In its place, he began to see the orange flicker of candlelight rising up from below. He relaxed slightly. Nothing supernatural in nature would require the comfort a flame brings to the darkness.
 
   Captain Brandt inched closer to the light, and saw another archway a turn of the stair below him. He held his blade before him, keeping his body tense and ready to strike at the slightest movement. When he was only a foot away, a shadow moved across the candlelight and he sprang, slashing his sword around in a tight arc.
 
   There was a shrill scream and a thud as the room’s occupant threw himself to the ground in a tangle of limbs. “Don’t kill me!” The voice was a wail.
 
   The captain strode forward and shoved the struggling figure onto their back with his boot. He brought his blade around and pressed the tip against an exposed throat. “Who are you?” he demanded.
 
   “Wait, who are you?” In the flickering candlelight, the captain saw a young man, with a lean face and tufts of boyish fluff on his upper lip and chin. The youth was peering at him with both fright and curiosity. “You aren’t one of them.”
 
   “I’m asking the questions,” Captain Brandt growled, and poked the boy in the ribs sharply with the point of his sword. “Your name. Don’t make me ask for it a third time.”
 
   The boy gasped. “Cas... Caspian,” he groaned. “C-Caspian Gretch.”
 
   “What are you doing down here in this...” the captain glanced around them. There were in a small room, filled with boxes overflowing with sheaves of paper, and little else save a small plain table and a stool. Its purpose was not immediately apparent. “place,” he finished, lamely.
 
   “W-we were attacked,” the boy stammered. “At the banquet. One minute we were all sitting, eating and making merry, the next...” he tailed off, miserably.
 
   “And how did you escape?” Captain Brandt prompted with another prod of his sword.
 
   The boy turned his head aside. “I was seated near the door. I chanced to look up, and I saw the Archon sitting there. He had a look in his eye, I didn’t like it at all. I snuck out, to get some air, and then it all started.”
 
   “What happened, boy?”
 
   “They started dying, is what.” Tears welled in the young man’s eyes. “They locked the doors so I couldn’t get back in, and then they was all screaming. I... I ran. I didn’t know what else to do, so I ran away while my brothers were cut down.” He looked shamefaced. “I listened to it. I hid as best I could, but I could still hear them crying out. When it was quiet again, I came down here. Figured I could keep hiding till it was safe.”
 
   After the young man had finished speaking, the captain sheathed his sword. His words had the unmistakable ring of truth. He offered his hand and pulled the boy back to his feet. Now he was able to take in the scraggly frame and tender years, he could well believe the boy was one of the Crag’s novices. “Olyvar,” he said, not unkindly. “Olyvar Brandt, captain of the Havørn.”
 
   “Well met, captain,” said Caspian, more at ease now he no longer had a sword at his throat. “When you jumped out at me, I thought one of the Archon’s men had found me at last.”
 
   Captain Brandt shook his head. “Something tells me they would have struck first and worried about your name later, or more likely not at all,” he said.
 
   “True enough.” The young man glanced down at his feet, shuffling in the dust of the cellar floor. “Is it bad? Up there, I mean.”
 
   “Have you not seen for yourself?”
 
   “No,” the young man replied guiltily. “I’ve been down here two days past, too scared to so much as climb those stairs. Each time I tried, I thought I heard noises above, so I stayed put.”
 
   Captain Brandt frowned at the boy’s cowardice. “A group of Brothers bearing the green star, among them a giant and a man with eyes like emeralds, passed through Westcove yesterday. You’re safe now, I believe. I’ve searched the keep, or much of it, and found no living soul save yourself.”
 
   “None but me?” The young man slumped onto one of the stools. He ran a trembling hand through his hair. “I thought if I got away, then others probably did, mayhap hiding in places of their own.” He appeared dumbstruck. “They’re all gone?”
 
   Captain Brandt stood uncomfortably, glancing around the room. He saw now that further archways on either side of the one he entered through led deeper into the keep’s sub-levels, but whatever lay beyond was lost in darkness. He imagined hiding underground for long hours, days even, with no sunlight to mark the passage of time. Waiting for the swordsmen who had murdered your fellows to find the stairs, to stumble down them at last. Had the boy slept? Captain Brandt wasn’t sure that sleep would have found him easily if he believed he was being hunted and could be discovered at any moment.
 
   “Is there anything you can tell me about the attack, what their purpose was?” he asked.
 
   The boy sniffed and rubbed his face. “I don’t know,” he said at last. “While I was hiding in the hallways, looking for somewhere safer, there was lots of shouting. The Archon, I think. He was looking for something.” He shook his head. “No, looking for someone, best I could tell. He was angry, there were more screams. He came here for something, and I don’t think he found it.” He looked up. “Not that I’m not grateful to see an friendly face, but why are you here, captain?”
 
   Captain Brandt didn’t answer straight away. He held the boy’s gaze, weighing him up. How far could he be trusted? “When I said none in the keep lived, that was the truth, but not all of it,” he said slowly. “We found another one of your brothers, me and my crew, adrift in the sea ‘twixt here and the ‘Cove.”
 
   “You found someone?” The young man leapt to his feet, his eyes wide in shock. “Who?”
 
   Captain Brandt rested his hand lightly on the pommel of his sword, moving subtly to block the archway to the surface. “The lad’s name was Cole,” he said, watching the young man’s reaction carefully.
 
   “Cole!” Caspian beamed and clapped his hands. “He got away? How? Was he hurt? Does he still live?” he asked, suddenly anxious.
 
   Despite himself, Captain Brandt smiled. “Aye, he lives. I sent him on his way myself with fresh clothes on his back and gold in his pocket, not one day past. As for the how, he told me he’d jumped from the cliff. To look at him, you could believe it, although he looked like he’d struck every rock on the way down.”
 
   “That wasn’t from the fall,” Caspian replied with a grin. “Two days ago he battled the giant on the training grounds.”
 
   “He fought that brute?” It was the captain’s turn to be shocked.
 
   “Not just fought, he nearly won,” said Caspian proudly. He told the captain the story of the day of the Archon’s arrival; Cole sparring with Eirik, then the second bout against the Archon’s monstrous manservant. At mention of the giant’s metallic arm, the captain interrupted and quizzed the young novice about it at length, its appearance and operation. “Never heard of such a contraption,” he muttered, perturbed. Caspian’s story ended with a battered Cole being carried back to his sleeping cell. “The banquet was that night, but Cole was still in the novice’s wing. If not for that fight then...”
 
   The captain nodded slowly. If not for his earlier encounter with the giant, then Cole would no doubt have been with the rest of his fellows when the Archon’s men struck. “It is quite a tale,” he said. A thought came to him. “Could it have been Cole the Archon was looking for?”
 
   The young man nodded. “Yes, it’s possible.” He went to a nearby stack of papers and began to rummage through the sheets. “Probable, in fact,” he went on as he searched. “I’ve been reading some of the Elder’s letters, some from the Archon himself. He was very interested in Cole. Until you told me he escaped, I didn’t think about it, but it makes sense. That was probably why the Archon was so angry when I heard him.”
 
   “But why Cole?” Captain Brandt mused. As much as he had liked the young initiate, he had not seen anything especially remarkable about him.
 
   Caspian looked up. “Cole has, um, powers,” he said awkwardly
 
   “Powers?”
 
   “I don’t really understand it myself,” said the young man apologetically. “All the novices were kept in the dark about it. We heard rumours, but the Brothers didn’t talk about it much. It’s something to do with the crystals, though.”
 
   Captain Brandt thought back to what he had seen in the tavern the evening before, when the Archon had put some kind of spell over the barkeep, Einar. He remembered how the priest’s great gem had lit the interior of the bar with an unnatural green glow. “Caspian, do you know what Cole does with the crystals?” he asked.
 
   The young man shook his head. “Not really. It’s to do with dreams, I think.”
 
   “Dreams?” The captain was more confused than ever.
 
   “Yes. Cole can use the crystals to go somewhere, somewhere no-one else can go. I don’t know any more. I tried to ask him a few times, but Cole didn’t like to talk about it. Some of the other lads used to give him stick about being too close to old Merryl as it was.”
 
   Captain Brandt sat silently a moment, brooding over the young novice’s words. Once again, he felt like he was groping for answers in the dark. It was like trying to put together a puzzle with half the pieces missing. He thought of the bodies upstairs. A whole castle slaughtered, but to what end? “These papers,” he said, gesturing around the room. “Are there any answers here?”
 
   Caspian shrugged. “There could be,” he conceded. “The elder used to make copies of the letters he sent to the Spire. I found a few of them. Might be that somewhere he talks about Cole.”
 
   “Bring what you can,” said the captain, turning back to the stairwell. “Meet us in the courtyard in ten minutes. We’ll be leaving before this storm grows any worse.”
 
   “Wait!” Caspian’s arms flew imploringly towards the captain. “You want to take me with you, to leave the Crag? To go where?”
 
   “I’m not sure,” Captain Brandt admitted. “But there’s nothing more here for you, lad. I haven’t decided yet what we do next, but whatever we do, you know what happened here, and that could be of use. It could help bring whoever did this to justice.”
 
   “Why do you care?”
 
   Captain Brandt grunted, and started to climb wearily back up the stairs. “Somebody has to,” he replied.
 
    
 
   *      *      *
 
    
 
   Captain Brandt was standing in front of the great wooden doors of the banquet hall, when the scraggly novice appeared, blinking in the light. Under his arm he carried a large bundle of papers. He saw the boy’s eyes widen when he noticed the red streaks across the flagstones, which the rain had yet to wash away.
 
   “So much blood,” muttered Caspian, shivering in the drizzle.
 
   The captain stood silent. Inside the hall, his crew had got a fire going. He was pleasantly surprised to see they had stacked the bodies before one of the hearths, and the thick smoke from the flames was being blown straight up the chimney. Robbed of their prize, the gulls had dispersed, and peace once more reigned within the walls of the Crag.
 
   “When you were below, in the cellars, how did you survive, lad?” asked the captain suddenly.
 
   “I told you,” the young man replied, confused. “I hid.”
 
   “I mean, did you eat?”
 
   “Well, yes. The cellar below the Archon’s room leads to those beneath the kitchen. I found food.”
 
   “How much?”
 
   “I wasn’t exactly taking stock!” Caspian began hotly, then caught the look in the captain’s eye. He sighed. “There’s lots down there, rooms full of barrels; salted fish, apples, vegetables, meat hanging off hooks. Why, are you feeling peckish?”
 
   “No.” The captain stared thoughtfully into the distance. “Enough to feed six men for many weeks, by the sound of it. Shame to let it spoil.” He whistled, and the two sailors came over. They looked questioningly at Caspian, but said nothing. “Go with the boy, he’ll show you to the cellars ‘neath the kitchen. Bring out as many barrels as the hold can carry. We’ll take them down by the lift.”
 
   “Where we going, cap’n?” asked Jan.
 
   “Tonight, home,” he replied, ignoring the insolent tone. “Tomorrow, we sail south.”
 
   With that, he turned and stamped back towards the gatehouse. He would first check the elevator and make sure it was in working order, then return to the Havørn to relay further orders and make preparations to leave.
 
   He now felt, more strongly that ever, that what had transpired at the Crag was of grave importance, and somehow the half-drowned initiate he had pulled from the sea and sent on his way was involved. He didn’t yet know why the peaceful Brothers had been massacred, but hopefully the elder’s letters would reveal more during their voyage. For now, it was important to carry word of the attacks to those in authority. Far to the south, a month’s voyage or more, was Bloodstone, the Legion’s coastal stronghold. It was as good a place as any to start. From there, they were even just a week or two away from the capital, Ehrenburg, and the ear of the emperor himself.
 
   As he stood on the cliffs overlooking the small shape of his ship below, the sun at last shone through a break in the clouds, and the rain began to lessen. The sight did not cheer him. There were more dark clouds on the horizon.
 
   The storm is just beginning, he thought.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 7
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Cole wondered if it would be possible to find two more different guides anywhere in the whole of Callador, and how long any such search would take.
 
   In the four days after leaving Westcove, he’d spent one in the company of an amiable, if coarse, old man, who had regaled him with anecdotes of his past and obscene shanties – which had been as much of an education to him as any of the training he had received on the Crag.
 
   In the three days since, the journey had been very different. Raven was a taciturn, brooding companion, a far cry from the bluster of his previous guide. She was constantly alert. Her head, topped by distinctive black short-cropped hair, moved from side to side like a pendulum as she scanned their surroundings.
 
   She rarely spoke, and on the occasions she did it was a terse reply to a question he’d asked. However, acutely aware that his presence was tolerated rather than welcomed, Cole kept these to a minimum.
 
   “Where are we going?” It was their first day together, and they picked their way through dappled woods. Behind them were the rolling foothills that he had been heading towards only that morning. Eventually, those foothills became the Dragon’s Back; the vast range of mountains that served as a border between the north and the rest of the Empire. While he was grateful that Raven had agreed to escort him back to civilisation, it rankled that with every step he was travelling farther from his destination. The mountaintop bastion of Frosthold was but a name to him, yet he keenly felt the urgency of reaching it.
 
   “Hunter’s Watch,” Raven replied. “It’s a small town, near the western edge of the Spiritwood. You should be able to find a guide there.”
 
   It wasn’t difficult to understand the sentiment she’d left unsaid; that their association would not be long-lived. “Do you have business there?” Cole asked.
 
   Raven was silent for a few moments. “Some,” she said eventually. “I will take you to the town, but there is something else I must do first.”
 
   “You have to see the people that hired you,” said Cole, trying and failing to keep the smugness from his voice. He’d been thinking on Raven’s words to him that morning and, after seeing her in action, it hadn’t taken too long for him to mentally add the word ‘bounty’ to ‘hunter’.
 
   But instead of admitting her profession or chiding him for his correct guess, as he expected, her brow wrinkled in puzzlement. “Nobody hired me,” she said.
 
   Cole threw up his hands. “Then why did you follow us? Why did you kill those men?”
 
   “Do you wish I hadn’t?”
 
   “What? No, of course not, I...” he tailed off, red-faced, when he saw that she was smiling at him.
 
   Raven watched him for a few moments longer, then her eyes returned to the forest path ahead. “I was searching for something,” she said.
 
   Cole recalled the gold chain she had taken from the old man in the clearing, and hastily tucked away inside her armour. “The locket,” he said, half to himself. “It must be very valuable.”
 
   His companion’s cold blue eyes watched him carefully. “It’s the most precious thing in the world.”
 
   That exchange would turn out to be their longest conversation for the next three days. Raven didn’t ignore him as such; she still continued to wait for him whenever he fell behind, albeit with poorly concealed impatience. It was more that she didn’t feel the need to pass the time with words. She answered his questions, though never at length, and eventually Cole stopped asking them altogether. If Raven felt any curiosity about his own situation, or his reason for seeking passage into the mountains, then she didn’t show it. For what seemed like the first time in years, Cole felt entirely unimportant. Surprisingly, he found it refreshing.
 
   In his early years among the Brothers of the Crag he had been just another boy, no different to the young faces that regularly arrived from every corner of the Empire, to be trained in the ways of the Order and eventually sent back into the world to spread their word. But, once his abilities had begun to manifest themselves, from that moment he had been marked as different. He was the only one of the novices – though he had never formally been given that rank – to work with one of the senior Brothers, as he had with Merryl. Sensing his otherness, his fellows had held themselves apart, with few exceptions. Cas had been one such. The Brothers, for their part, seemed to walk on eggshells around him. Elder Tobias had been the only one of them to ever attempt to discipline him.
 
   Perhaps he had not helped his own cause, he reflected. Had the treatment of the others convinced him that he was better than the rest? If he was being honest with himself, the answer was probably yes. Was his attitude towards the other novices, like Ulf and Eirik, bravado or arrogance? At the time, he had felt as though he was unfairly ostracised and forced to defend himself. But now, he wondered. It was an uncomfortable thought.
 
   And so it went. Cole was left with his own thoughts as they plodded on through the woods. Where there was a path, or whenever the trees thinned a little, they rode side by side. The rest of the time, they travelled in single file, picking their way carefully around protruding tree roots or the burrows of various woodland creatures.
 
   In the middle of their first afternoon together, they came across the paved road that ran unbroken between east and west. The only one of its kind in the north, he’d been told at the Crag. Raven stopped there for a time, gazing up and down its length, from horizon to horizon. It appeared entirely empty to Cole. Apparently reaching the same conclusion, Raven spurred her black stallion into the trees opposite, eschewing the road altogether. Yet another contrast between his two guides, he noted.
 
   Each night, as darkness fell, they made camp. Raven would not permit Cole to build a fire, so instead they fashioned what meals they could from the cold provisions she carried; chiefly salted pork and hard, thick biscuits of unknown provenance.
 
   “Maybe we should walk to Hunter’s Watch, and spare the horses,” observed Cole one night, as he chewed bitterly on the dry food. “If the soles of our boots wear out, we could just make new ones from our breakfast.”
 
   Raven said nothing, but in the dim, silvery moonlight, Cole thought he saw her smile. He thought wistfully back to the hare his previous companion had caught, but Raven did not seem inclined to hunt for supper and Cole had no idea himself where to begin. However, the following day they rode past a thicket of summer-brambles, their branches bent under the weight of plump purple berries, the juice of which was as dark as ink. Cole stopped and picked as many as he could, filling every pocket of his cloak. Raven bridled at the delay, but thanked him later that evening when he shared his harvest with her.
 
   The previous morning, he had been woken by a fat droplet of water landing in his face. He stirred, to see the rain falling all around them, and puddles beginning to form. Raven was already awake and moving around the camp, gathering up their packs and checking the saddles and harnesses of both horses. Her thick black cloak was wrapped around her shoulders, its hood pulled down low over her face to keep out the rain. Cole had been using his own for a blanket, and he hastily pulled it around himself.
 
   That had been a miserable day. The rain fell steadily without a break, and it seemed that every time he passed beneath a tree, a load of large drops that had collected in the canopy above was dumped onto his head. The dampness made the slick leather reins chafe his hands. Already stiff from the cold, by the afternoon he could barely move his fingers. His legs and back suffered similarly, and he found himself longing for the smoky hearth of the Wolf’s Head or, even better, the Brandts’ warm, welcoming kitchen. If he closed his eyes, he could almost smell the hearty aroma of Freyja’s mouth-watering stew. His stomach rumbled at the memory.
 
   Never the most genial companion, Raven’s mood that day seemed to mirror the darkness of the clouds above them. His questions had been met with surly grunts, and their camp was barely out of sight behind them before Cole gave up any attempt at communication. The mood as they stopped that night was frosty, but it was such a relief to be off his horse that Cole barely noticed. After a typically meagre supper he wrapped himself beneath his cloak without a further word. If ever there was a day he was more pleased to see the back of, he couldn’t recall it.
 
   This morning when he awoke, Raven was gone.
 
   Cole sat up hurriedly and looked around the small camp. His companion’s cloak lay on the ground still, as did the pack that served to both carry their provisions and act as a pillow. The black stallion was still tied to a low-hanging branch, next to his own chestnut mare. All was as it had been the night before, except the black-haired woman had vanished.
 
   Alarmed, Cole jumped to his feet. Aside from the soft whickering of the horses, he couldn’t hear anything to raise his suspicions. Nevertheless, he decided against calling out, still unsure whether Raven had simply left or been taken.
 
   His fingers groped for the handle of the knife at his back. However, in the cold light of morning, and facing an uncertain threat, it looked woefully inadequate. He slipped it back inside its sheath, and crept quietly to the black stallion. Glancing occasionally around at the clearing, he searched among the weapons attached to its saddle. He ignored the bow; he had been an average student of archery at best on the Crag, but even if he had been reasonably skilled he felt that moving targets would be a different proposition entirely. Instead, he took the small wooden crossbow. Just point and shoot, he thought. He spent a moment weighing up the longsword, but decided against it. It would be an awkward weapon to wield in the close confines of the forest, with trees on every side. Instead, he drew one of the short blades Raven had used in the battle against Dirk and his sons from its sheath.
 
   With growing disquiet, he noticed that the second blade was missing.
 
   Cole was still trying to decide what to do next, when he heard a crash in the forest behind him. He listened again, trying to decide where it had come from, when he heard a female voice cry out.
 
   Not delaying a second longer, Cole plunged into the forest in the direction of the sound, his fingers shaking as he tried to load a bolt into the crossbow. As he ran, his toe snagged on a tree root, and both flew from his hands as he stumbled. He swore, and scrabbled among the dead leaves lying thick on the ground. The crossbow he found quickly, but of the bolt there was no sign. He swore again. There was another crash, closer this time, and Cole raced off again towards it. Yet, as he ran, Cole instinctively knew that something was wrong. Why are there no other voices? he wondered.
 
   He reached a cluster of large oaks and stopped, panting from his dash through the forest. It was from here that the noises had originated, he was sure of that, but there was no sign of Raven nor any attackers. He span around anxiously, looking in all directions. The carpet of leaves on the ground looked undisturbed, except where they had been kicked aside by his own boots.
 
   At a loss, Cole was about to return to their camp, in case unseen attackers were already circling back around to plunder their possessions and mounts, when there was another crash above his head.
 
   He looked up.
 
   On a long, sturdy branch some fifteen feet off the ground, Raven was balancing. She had stripped off her leather armour, which he now saw was stacked against the bottom of the tree trunk, and was dressed instead in just plain linen undergarments. She stood lightly on both feet, one in front of the other, perfectly still. Then, as he watched, she arched backwards until her hands touched the bough. She lifted her body, her movements flowing like water, until she was upside-down, her legs forming a perfect parallel to the branch. Next, she lifted an arm, until she was balanced on just one hand. In one smooth motion, she continued in the same direction, righting herself and landing lightly on her feet once more.
 
   Cole could only stare, slack-jawed, as she grabbed the short blade, the twin of the one he was carrying, from a cluster of branches above her head, then performed a dizzying series of spins and back flips. The branch shuddered as her feet thudded onto the wood time and again, but she remained perfectly balanced at all times.
 
   Finally, she dropped off the branch. Cole’s heart leapt into his mouth as she caught it in her hands. Using the momentum generated by the fall, she span around it once, then let go at the top of the arc. As she fell, she tucked in her legs to perform another flip, then landed gracefully not five feet from Cole.
 
   “You’re awake,” Raven said. She was breathing heavily, but otherwise looked unaffected by the exertion. 
 
   “Yes, I... um.” Cole’s mind was blank. He was suddenly acutely conscious of the sword in his hand, and offered it to Raven hilt-first. “Can you teach me,” he asked. “To be like you, I mean?”
 
   “A woman?” Raven grinned. After her grim demeanour of the previous day, the sight of it caught Cole off-guard.
 
   “No,” he replied, his cheeks burning. “It’s just... I’ve never seen anyone move like that before. I saw you fight and you were fast, but how did you learn to do that?”
 
   Raven shrugged. “Practice.”
 
   Close to, and without her armour, Cole could now see that across her arms and legs was a network of scars. Some long and thin, others wide and ragged. One ran all the way around her throat beneath the jawline. All were faded. “You have seen much battle,” he observed.
 
   Raven frowned and strode to the armour stacked nearby. “Who has not?” She gathered up the chestpiece, greaves and high boots. The first time Cole had seen the armour in daylight, he realised it wasn’t black at all, merely shades of dark brown and charcoal, reinforced here and there with woven metal rings. Only her cloak was black, matching her hair. “There are only two types of people in the world; those that don’t know how to fight, and those that mourn them.”
 
   “I would like to learn, if you would teach me.”
 
   Raven regarded him coolly. Finally, she tossed him back one of the short blades. “Have you ever wielded a sword?”
 
   “Once or twice,” replied Cole, swishing it experimentally through the air a few times. “The second time I was even holding the right end.”
 
   She laughed. It was probably the first time he had heard that sound, Cole realised. Her laughter was surprisingly high and melodic. “It’s a start, at least.”
 
   Raven began to walk around the tree trunks, gazing up at the branches. He watched her, standing uncertainly with the sword. “What should I do?” he asked.
 
   She found what she was looking for, and patted a thick branch just above her head. “Take off your boots,” she said.
 
    
 
   *      *      *
 
    
 
   “Tip your head back, like that, and press down here.”
 
   It was later, back at the camp. Raven had helped Cole into a sitting position on the ground, and offered him a handful of rags to help stem the flow of blood that gushed from his nose.
 
   “Dank you,” he replied, trying to smile through the hot, burning pain in the middle of his face.
 
   The fight had gone about as well as could be expected. Which is to say, not well at all. However, judging from his – admittedly limited – time in her company, Cole appeared to be in the small select group of people that had met Raven and lived. He decided to take some measure of comfort from that fact.
 
   It had begun simply enough. With almost feline agility, Raven had swung herself up onto the branch she’d found. It was nearer to the ground than the bough he had seen her train on earlier, and thicker too. It looked far easier for someone less skilled to balance on. In turn, he removed his boots and clambered up to join her. Their swords they left leaning against the trunk.
 
   “First, find your balance,” she told him.
 
   Cole nodded. Cautiously, he took his arms from the trunk and held them out to either side. His toes gripped the rough bark beneath his feet. He gently shifted his weight minutely to one side, and then the other, his arms beginning to wobble. Gradually, he found his equilibrium and grinned at Raven.
 
   “Good,” she said. “Now, try to knock me off.”
 
   Cole’s grin trickled from his face. Tentatively, he shuffled towards her, trying to keep from falling off. He could feel the branch bouncing slightly under his weight, and hoped it would be able to support them both. It felt solid enough.
 
   When he was within a foot of Raven, he swung an arm timidly towards her shoulder. She leaned away from it easily. He tried again, towards her midriff this time, fighting to keep his balance as he did so. She dodged nimbly backwards.
 
   He watched her easy movements with admiration. While his own clumsy motions made the branch feel as thin as a twig, Raven may as well have been standing on the ground for all the discomfort she displayed.
 
   The next few minutes continued in much the same vein. As he grew more confident in his own balance, his swipes and pushes became stronger and more frequent, but it made no difference. Wherever he aimed, Raven ably danced aside. Once, he had even struck out with a foot, which very nearly sent him plummeting to the ground, and she jumped over it, landing back on the branch with perfect poise. It was like fighting mist.
 
   “Not bad,” she said at last, motioning for him to stop. “I thought you’d land on your skull the moment you stopped clinging to the trunk like a frightened baby squirrel, but you kept your feet well.”
 
   “It’s not as hard as it looks,” Cole replied with a smile.
 
   “Oh?” With a mischievous look, Raven reached up into the foliage above her head. She broke off a couple of sticks, and handed one to him. “See if this is any easier.”
 
   They sparred. Cole almost felt that he was once more at the Crag, facing off against Eirik or one of the other novices on the training square. Raven seemed little interested in getting in hits of her own, instead being content to block his strikes as easily as she had evaded them moments before.
 
   “I thought you said you had not fought before,” she said, effortlessly turning aside a backhand.
 
   “I said I had not fought with a sword,” he replied, attempting a thrust that she jumped back out of the range of. “I have trained with a staff.”
 
   Raven snorted dismissively. “Little call for that in the wilds,” she said, suddenly jabbing him in the ribs and catching him completely off-guard.
 
   He fought to regain his balance, twirling his arms in circles as Raven looked on bemusedly. “True enough,” he said with a grin, as he straightened. “Although I seem to remember I used a stick to knock down that bandit when I saved you.”
 
   “I was in control of the situation.” Raven smiled. “Anyway,” she continued. “If you have trained with staves then you are used to blocking blows?” Cole nodded. “If you try that with a sword, you’re like to end up holding a broken hilt with your opponent’s steel through your belly the first time you fight.”
 
   Cole frowned. “Then how do I defend myself?”
 
   “Avoid his blows. Watch. Observe. Anticipate his attacks, and evade them. If you have a shield, use it. Not just to block, but to bash, knock him off-balance. Then, when he is overwhelmed, strike. A fight isn’t an exercise, the aim isn’t to learn technique, but to win. In the quickest, easiest way possible. Aim for the neck and groin; an accurate cut there will end the fight instantly. Fight dirty. A clever fighter uses not just their blade, but their feet, knees, fists and teeth. Whatever gives them an edge.”
 
   Cole wavered, uncertain. “That doesn’t sound very honourable.”
 
   “Better an ignoble survivor than an honourable corpse,” she replied matter-of-factly. “Now, this time, try to avoid my strikes. I’ll start slowly.”
 
   True to her word, Raven aimed a series of sluggish strikes toward him, and he tried his best to weave aside. Even though each one was clearly telegraphed, it was remarkably difficult to dodge and remain standing on the branch.
 
   After one strike that grazed his shoulder as he turned to one side, he caught a glint of gold from the corner of his eye. As Raven twisted, the object fell from her armour. The locket. Instinctively, Cole lunged forward and caught it before it dropped into the undergrowth below. As he did so, his nose exploded in pain, and he felt himself falling. He had just enough time to see Raven’s shocked expression, her fist still clenched from the blow, before he landed on his back in a billow of dead leaves.
 
   It had been an inelegant end to the training. Sitting on the ground back at the camp, the sharp pain had already receded, to be replaced by a dull throb.
 
   “I don’t think it’s broken,” said Raven, casting a critical eye over his nose. “It will hurt for a time, though.”
 
   He cut such a miserable figure, huddled on the ground, head tipped back and clutching a handful of grey rags to his face, that Raven couldn’t help but laugh. “What?” he asked, adopting an injured tone.
 
   “It’s nothing,” she said, still smiling. “I just thought back to my first lessons. The rags were red, but otherwise it was more or less the same.”
 
   “How old were you?” Cole asked.
 
   “Six or seven.” Her smile faded. “It was a long time ago.”
 
   She readied their mounts while Cole nursed his bruised face, and then with no further ceremony they were back on their way.
 
   “Thank you,” Raven said, as they once more steered the horses through the forest.
 
   “For what?”
 
   “For catching it before it could fall. It is a small thing, and easily lost.”
 
   “Well, you’re welcome,” replied Cole gingerly touching his swollen nose. “I must admit I didn’t expect it to be quite that painful.”
 
   Raven eyes were downcast and solemn. On anyone else he would have taken it for embarrassment. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I didn’t realise what was happening. When you moved, I just... reacted.”
 
   “Apology accepted,” Cole said, as gallantly as it was possible to be with a rolled up rag plugging one nostril. “The least you can do is tell me what it is, finally.”
 
   Raven didn’t meet his eyes, instead staring off into the distance. “We should reach Hunter’s Watch by morning,” she said quietly. “Our detour is not a great one.” And that ended the matter.
 
   The sun was directly above them when they finally emerged from the forest. Cole was relieved. The five days he had spent traipsing through the trees had seemed like an eternity. Beyond the forest, wide open scrubland stretched out in front of them, climbing steadily towards the northern coastline over a day’s ride away. A strong wind blew across them, and Cole shivered. It would still be autumn a little while longer, but already the air held the promise of the frost and snows to come.
 
   “How much farther?” he asked, as Raven pulled her horse up to survey the landscape.
 
   Raven shrugged. “Half a day, if the weather holds. We won’t be delayed for long, and then we will journey straight on to Hunter’s Watch.”
 
   The thought of reaching the end of their journey together made him a little sad, much to his surprise. “What will you do then?”
 
   She looked at him curiously. “I’ll move on, in time. East, perhaps, or to the Imperial heartlands.”
 
   “So, is that what you do, travel the Empire, cutting down bandits and dancing around in trees?”
 
   She smiled. “Sometimes. But that isn’t why I travel.”
 
   “Why then?”
 
   “I’m looking for someone. Two people, actually.”
 
   “Well, I wouldn’t like to be in their boots,” said Cole, grinning. “I’ve seen what happens to the people you go looking for. What did they do, steal more ugly jewellery?”
 
   Raven’s face flushed with anger, and for a moment he thought she would strike him. His smile died on his lips as those cold eyes burned into his own like ice. Then, the rage passed. “You have no idea of what you speak,” she said, her voice cold. With that, she dug her heels into her horse’s flanks and they took off north across the heath. Cole spurred on his own mount, dismayed by her reaction to a foolish jape.
 
   For much of the rest of the afternoon, Raven and her mount were little more than specks in the distance. She had slowed down enough for him to follow, but no matter how much he quickened his own pace, he never seemed to get any closer. Clearly, she did not desire his company.
 
   Not that Cole could ride particularly fast. Away from the forest, the ground beneath his mare’s hooves had quickly turned rugged. The higher they climbed, the rockier the ground became, and more than once he felt the horse stumble. It was a bleak place. The terrain was sparsely populated with clumps of gorse and bracken, with nothing to shield them from the chill wind.
 
   As evening began to approach, the sun far to his left, Raven disappeared from sight altogether over the top of a ridge. Alarmed, Cole spurred his mare on, and crossed it at nearly a canter a minute later.
 
   Raven sat on top of her black mount near the crest of the ridge. Cole reined his horse in beside her. Away to the east, the ground fell away sharply, the lands there laid out below them like a green quilt. In the distance, he could see a collection of small buildings clustered together. Wisps of smoke rose from chimneys too small to see. Beyond the town, a grey mass of trees dominated the landscape.
 
   “Perfect, another forest,” he observed, bitterly.
 
   “The Spiritwood,” said Raven. While not friendly, her voice had lost its edge of frostiness. “What we have just passed through is barely a fraction of its size, and there is a lot more to be afraid of there than turning your ankle in a rabbit hole.”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “If half the stories about the forest are true, then its name is justly earned,” she replied. “Pray your guide knows another way into the mountains.”
 
   Cole pointed towards the town far below. “That’s Hunter’s Watch, I take it?”
 
   Raven nodded. “We won’t reach it before nightfall. But you’ll be able to have a hot breakfast at the tavern tomorrow morning, if you have the coin.”
 
   Despite their feud earlier that day, Cole felt the same sadness at the thought of parting. “We should be off then,” he said brusquely. “Is it far, this place you’re taking us to first?”
 
   “No. Not far now.” Raven turned her horse and started off again over the ridge.
 
   Cole followed, his mind racing as he tried to guess where she could be leading them. He didn’t believe it was a trap; she had already saved him once and, having seen her fight, he knew he would be no match for her. If she had meant to harm him, she could have done so a thousand times over already. 
 
   Less than an hour later he saw the sea. There was a wide inlet that stabbed into the northern coast like a knife wound. It was bounded on each side by high, sheer cliffs. As they rode closer, Cole noticed a small house, built almost exactly at the apex of the inlet. There were small, cultivated fields dotted around it, and a large, solitary tree standing a short distance away.
 
   At their approach, Cole thought he noticed a change in Raven’s demeanour. Her back and shoulders were stiff, her jaw clenched. She seemed reluctant; nervous, even. He wisely decided against commenting.
 
   When they were a hundred yards away from the house, she suddenly turned to him. “Stop,” she said softly. “Wait here.”
 
   Before he could respond, she swung down from the saddle, and walked towards one of the fields, where a man was raking at the ground. He stopped and looked up when she drew near. As Cole looked on, Raven spoke briefly to the man, then reached into her cloak. He saw a glint of gold as she placed a small object in his hands. For a few moments they both stood still, then the man suddenly embraced her.
 
   Cole shifted uncomfortably in his saddle. Whatever was happening, it was clear it did not involve him. He glanced over to the tree, fifty feet away. Something on the ground caught his eye and he jumped down off the horse for closer inspection. By the time he landed he realised it was actually two objects, and before he was even halfway there he knew what he was looking at.
 
   Four short branches had been lashed together with twine, forming two crosses. These had been planted side by side at the foot of the tree. He stood staring at them for a while, his face blank.
 
   “Four men came to the house one morning,” said a quiet voice behind him.  Cole must have been there for longer than he’d realised. “Dariel had climbed down the cliff to catch some fish. His wife was at home, while their daughter played in the fields. She was seven.”
 
   Cole turned around. Raven stood there, the hood of her cloak pulled down. She was looking at the wooden crosses. He said nothing, and she continued, “He ran as soon as he heard the screams, but it took a long time to climb back up the cliff. Too long. When he reached the top, they were riding away, and there was nobody left to save. He never found out what they wanted; food, or money or anything else. Perhaps all they wanted was to rape and kill. All that was taken was a simple gold locket, torn from his wife’s neck.”
 
   Cole remembered his earlier comments, and felt wretched. “How did you know?”
 
   For a long time, Raven stood silently. “I have travelled here before,” she said at last. “I knew Dariel a little, and Abigail and Pia. They always welcomed me in, keen to hear news from the south. They seemed happy. When I rode past the last time, instead of open arms I found Dariel making these crosses. I promised him I would find the four men.”
 
   Cole grimaced. “Dirk and his sons.”
 
   Raven nodded. “I tracked them, always a day or two behind, as they roamed the Weald, preying on the unwary. I finally caught up with them the night you walked into the tavern. I followed you, and when I saw all four of them together I kept my promise.”
 
   “You did all that for a stranger?”
 
   “I told you, that day in the clearing,” replied Raven grimly, “I hunt monsters.”
 
   She turned and began to walk back towards the horses, which were grazing happily where they had left them. After a moment, Cole followed.
 
   As they mounted, he saw no sign of the man, Dariel. Doubtless, he had gone back into the house. His conversation with Raven had been short, but what else was there to say?
 
   A thought occurred to him. “Raven,” he asked. “What’s inside the locket?”
 
   “I don’t know,” she replied, steering her mount back towards the ridge and the long trek to the town they had looked down upon earlier. “I didn’t ask.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 8
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Up close, the town of Hunter’s Watch was a great deal larger than it had seemed from atop the ridge. What had appeared to be a collection of tiny, squat cottages were in fact thatched, hardwood houses, built on stone and mortar foundations. These were spread out across several streets that converged on a central square.
 
   It was true that Westcove was bigger still, but its ramshackle buildings looked hastily thrown together from whatever materials had washed up on its shore. Here, the houses looked solid; it was obvious that no little skill had gone into their construction.
 
   Pride, too. As they walked through the streets, Cole noticed that on many of the houses, the wooden eaves of the roofs had been intricately carved. Each was unique; on some the patterns were floral, others carried the likenesses of different animals. Cole spotted deer, wolves, bears – and a few he did not recognise. The overall effect was pleasing to the eye, and Cole spent so much time gazing upwards that it was some while before he noticed how busy the town was.
 
   Stalls of all kinds had been set up around the town square, between which throngs of people milled about, browsing the wares. The air was filled with the sound of voices; talking, laughing, shouting, bartering. So many different goods had come together in one place it was dizzying. Cole’s nose became a battleground where a plethora of clashing aromas fought for dominance. The stall of a flower-seller, an eye-catching splash of vibrant primary colours, sat next to that of a fishmonger. The wares of the latter were dried and salted but no less odorous for that, and in combination with the heady, floral smell the result was overpowering. Other stalls sold herbs both medicinal and for cooking, while every which way he turned Cole caught the scent of fresh vegetables, fruit and the raw, metallic tang of fresh meat.
 
   It was a shock to see so many people packed into so small a place and, constantly jostled by passers-by, Cole began to feel overwhelmed by it all. There had been around fifty Brothers and novices living on the Crag, but the size of the castle had made it seem somehow less populated. In Westcove, meanwhile, he had only walked its streets at dawn and at night and never experienced its busiest hours.
 
   Raven must have noticed his startled expression. She stopped pushing through the crowd, and turned to smile at him. “Your first time in the Watch, I take it?”
 
   Cole nodded, and was nearly sent flying as someone pushed past him from behind. “How many people live here?” he asked, after they vanished into the crowd.
 
   “Three hundred, perhaps, maybe less.”
 
   “And they’re all here?” he asked in disbelief.
 
   “Some, not all,” she laughed. It seemed to Cole as if her spirits had risen almost from the moment they entered the town. “Many of the trading caravans that pass between Westcove and Whitecliff stop off here. They buy game, furs and trinkets they can sell for a profit on the coast, and there are always eager buyers for the goods they bring with them. There are a number of outlying homesteads as well. When word of a caravan reaches them, half of the Weald descends upon Hunter’s Watch.”
 
   Cole looked all around them. When you knew what you were looking for, it was not difficult to pick out the visiting traders from the inhabitants. Many of those in the square were dressed opulently in colourful silks, their fingers adorned with gold rings thick with precious stones. Their finery could not be in starker contrast to the drab woollen garb of the stall-holders and a number of the shoppers. Cole could see leather patches sewn on to their clothes, no doubt where the cloth had torn or grown thin. It was as if a handful of common hedge-sparrows had landed in the midst of a flock of magnificent, preening peacocks. The well-kept buildings of the town spoke of a prosperous past, while the attire of the current residents indicated leaner times in more recent memory.
 
   On the far side of the square was a small slope, at the top of which stood a building larger than the rest. It was twice as long as any of the houses, while it appeared somehow sterner – devoid as it was of any of the ornamentation of those that surrounded it. The roof was comprised of roughly hewn logs, unceremoniously lashed together to form a peak that ran the length of the building. “Who lives there?” he asked, pointing.
 
   Raven followed the direction of his outstretched arm. “That’s the langhus. It’s more of a meeting place for the town elders, but it’s true that Yaegar resides there.”
 
   Before Cole could ask anything more, a massive roar erupted above the din of the square. “Raven!” A man’s voice bellowed the name of his companion from behind them. Turning around, he saw a tall figure shoving his way through the crowd towards them.
 
   Cole saw Raven tense. Surreptitiously, he reached behind his back and placed a hand on the hilt of his knife. The tall man, who he now saw was wearing a sleeveless shirt that exposed muscles the size of his head and a thick leather apron, continued to push his way through the throng. Most of his face was hidden behind a thick beard, red as flame, but his brows were locked in a furious scowl. “Raven!” he roared again. “How dare you!”
 
   “Who is-” Cole began, but before he could finish the question, the bearded man was standing over them, glowering down at Raven. “How dare you,” he repeated. “We don’t see you for months at a time, and then you have the nerve to come back here,” the red beard parted in a massive grin, “and you don’t even stop to greet an old friend.”
 
   Raven smiled up at the man, squinting in the sunlight. “Hello, Bjorn.”
 
   The tall man roared again, laughing this time, then grabbed her in a rough embrace and span her around. “Ah, it’s good to see you again,” he said, as he dropped her back to the ground. “It’s been too long. Six months?”
 
   “More like a year,” she said. “I’ve been busy.”
 
   “Ha! Always the same Raven, dashing off in the night to Valdyr knows where. Who’s this?” he asked, noticing Cole for the first time.
 
   “This is Cole. He’s... a friend.”
 
   “Ah?” Bjorn stared at Cole from beneath a pair of bushy eyebrows, stroking his moustache thoughtfully. The red whiskers were long and plaited, tied at the ends with thin leather thongs. “Well, lad, any friend of Raven is a friend of Bear.” He thrust out an enormous hand. Cole shook it, and felt his arm nearly jolt from its socket. The red-haired man was as strong as he looked.
 
   “Now then,” Bjorn declared, “Did you want to stand here lollygagging all day being shoved by fat merchants, or shall we go to the tavern? Have you eaten?”
 
   “Food sounds good,” Raven replied. Cole’s stomach rumbled in agreement. “Why don’t you lead on, it will be easier with you clearing a path.”
 
   With a bark of laughter, Bjorn strode off across the square, Raven close behind and Cole following in their wake. Sure enough, the going was a lot easier, though Cole felt the need to apologise to the affronted bystanders who turned to glare at him after being shoved aside by their burly companion.
 
   The tavern proved to be close by, a short way down one of the narrow, earthen streets that branched off from the square. As soon as they left the market the crowd thinned, until they were the only ones in sight and could walk side by side.
 
   “You chose the wrong day to come back, Raven,” Bjorn grumbled. “We get fewer caravans lately, but when one comes in it gets crazy for a day or two.”
 
   “I don’t mind it,” she replied. “Sometimes it’s nice to simply lose yourself in a crowd.”
 
   “For you, perhaps. Crowds just make me angry. I have to hide indoors most of the time, in case I get the urge to start bashing people all around with my hammer.”
 
   “The town wouldn’t survive without the caravans, Bear.”
 
   He nodded glumly. “So Yaegar says. Me, I make a decent living off the Legion. But others are not so fortunate.”
 
   The tavern was larger than the surrounding houses, but built in the same style. As Bjorn pushed open the door for them to enter, Cole glanced up. Flowers had been carved elegantly into the wooden eaves, roses mainly, and were painted in vivid reds, yellows, purples and other colours besides. It reminded him of the Elder’s solar on the Crag, ringed with orchids.
 
   There were only a few others within, picking at the remains of their lunch and sipping from pewter tankards. They found an unoccupied table with ease. Bjorn sat with a heavy thump, and called out for food and ale.
 
   “Why aren’t many caravans coming through now?” Cole asked, after the landlord had bustled from the kitchen to place three foaming tankards and a plate stacked high with steaming bread rolls and roasted fowl on spits before them.
 
   “It’s the war,” Bjorn replied, tearing off a lump of bread and cramming it into his mouth.
 
   “I don’t understand,” said Cole. “Why would war far to the south affect trade in the north?”
 
   Bjorn swallowed with a loud gulp. “Look,” he said, grabbing their tankards and placing them at either end of the table. “Whitecliff and Westcove. One the gateway to the exotic east, with all its silks, spices and other Xanshian junk of no interest to a simple blacksmith. The other in the west, source of whale meat, seal skins and more fish than you can count. And between them,” he picked up the plate and slammed it into the centre, “the Spiritwood, a dark, dank, woebegone mess that nobody in their right mind would want to enter.” Finally, he tore off a small chunk of bread and placed it a small distance to the left of the plate. “Hunter’s Watch,” he explained.
 
   “For as long as anyone can remember, the men of the Watch have patrolled the Spiritwood, doing what they can to stem the darkness within,” said Raven. “As their trade grew, the great houses of the Whitecliff merchants and Westcove fisherfolk saw the need for greater access to either coast, without having to rely on the icy and treacherous seas far to the north. So, they built a road from east to west, through the heart of the Spiritwood, and paid the hunters to see them safely through it.”
 
   The red-haired man pulled the leg from a charred pigeon. “Not a duty that ever appealed to me, but many hunters kept their families fed for a long time on the back of it.”
 
   “But no more, I take it,” said Cole. “Why? What happened?”
 
   “The emperor in all his wisdom looked to the north and decided he wanted it, is what happened,” said Bjorn, shaking his head. “When the north fell, the Legion arrived shortly after. They erected their watchtowers at either side and another in the Spiritwood itself, standing guard over the only bridge across the Ymbral. A bridge built by hunters’ hands, no less.”
 
   “I see,” said Cole, retrieving his tankard from the makeshift map and taking a long draught of ale. He blanched at the bitter taste. “So, now the Legion controls the traffic through the wood.”
 
   “Aye,” Bjorn replied, grumpily biting off another mouthful of bread. “Through those blasted towers of theirs. Dawn in the east, Moon in the west and Dusk, right in the heart of that cursed forest.”
 
   “It sounds like it would have been easier to cut it down.”
 
   “It would have been, if they had had a hundred years to do it in. The Spiritwood is bigger than you can imagine, boy, and it has a way about it that turns axes aside. When the Watch was first settled, our forebears preferred to look to the west for the timber, rather than the forest practically on their doorstep.”
 
   “Anyway,” Raven interjected, “to answer your original question, Cole. With the emperor once more making war, this time in the south, most of the Legion has gone with him. Only a handful of soldiers remain at the towers of the Dawn, Moon and Dusk. Barely enough to escort a caravan, while patrols along the rest of the road have ceased altogether.”
 
   “Did you know the merchants have turned once again to the Watch for assistance?” Bjorn asked, noisily sucking grease from his fingers.
 
   “No, I hadn’t heard.” Raven frowned. “I haven’t been this way for several months. When did this happen?”
 
   Bjorn shrugged. “Five weeks ago, maybe six. When a bird arrived with a message asking for safe conduct, Harri insisted on leading the hunt through the Spiritwood to meet the caravan and escort it west. It arrived yesterday without him. Yaegar is nearly mad with worry.”
 
   “I’m sure he’ll return,” said Raven. “You know what he’s like.”
 
   “Aye, probably chasing shadows as we speak. He always was a headstrong boy. The rest of the party returned with the caravan, though, and said he vanished a few miles from Moon and didn’t return. Another day, and I think Yaegar will gather the hunters and lead a party into the Spiritwood himself.”
 
   “Who is this Yaegar?” Cole asked. “You keep mentioning him.”
 
   Bjorn looked surprised. “I thought most of the north knew of Yaegar,” he said. “The most skilled hunter the Watch has ever seen.”
 
   “It’s more of a title than a name,” Raven explained. “He is the Lord of the Hunt. I don’t think anyone now remembers what he was called before. Hunter’s Watch has no ruler as such, but everyone respects Yaegar and accepts his counsel.”
 
   “We’ve always been governed by the strongest.” Bjorn upended his tankard and drained the rest of his ale in a single gulp. He rubbed the foam from his beard with the back of his hand. “When Yaegar speaks, men listen. He’s not interested in trade or the clink of coins, so the elders look after the day to day. For Yaegar, it is always about the hunt. Our ‘sacred duty to watch over the Spiritwood’, as he puts it. But, since the Legion came...” He frowned. “He sits in the langhus and broods. He lacks purpose.”
 
   The flame-haired man lapsed into thoughtful silence, and Raven turned to Cole. “Harri is Yaegar’s son. A man now and as fiery as his father is. Or was.”
 
   “The only time they aren’t fighting or arguing is when one of them is off in the wilds. Too similar, and that’s the truth of it.” Bjorn chuckled. “But the mountains will fall into the sea before either will admit it.”
 
   Cole picked at the food as Bjorn and Raven made small talk, the big man’s laughter occasionally booming across the tavern. He let their voices wash over him. Away from the crowds, Cole found he was able to relax – and after more than a week in the wilds simply sitting at a table, indoors, and eating hot food felt like a luxury. The ale was watery, but even so he began to feel pleasantly light-headed. Smiling amiably, he looked around the room at the other patrons, but none were paying them any attention.
 
   “So, Cole, Raven tells me that you’re looking for someone to take you into the mountains,” Bjorn said, addressing him.
 
   Cole nodded. “Do you know of anyone who might be willing? I have some coin. Not much, but hopefully enough.”
 
   “Most of the hunters here will know the right paths to take,” said Bjorn, stroking his beard. “But as to who would be willing, it’s not for me to say. You must ask them yourself.”
 
   Cole looked around the near-empty room again. “There doesn’t seem to be a great deal of choice at the moment.”
 
   “Bah, it’s early yet.” Bjorn waved a hand dismissively. “Those that came in with the caravan are likely still resting up. It will be busier tonight.” He eyed Cole thoughtfully. “Why do you want to make such a journey, anyway?”
 
   “I made a promise to a friend,” Cole replied. “I cannot say more.”
 
   Raven was watching him with interest. “You’re wise to be guarded, Cole.” She smiled. “I think you may be learning after all.”
 
   “Huh? What’s this?” asked Bjorn, puzzled. Cole noticed that he had acquired another tankard from somewhere, and had already quaffed half of the ale within.
 
   “Let’s just say that the last guide didn’t work out too well,” she explained.
 
   “Hm? Oh, well. There’s all kinds of bad sorts on the road now since the patrols stopped. I wouldn’t worry lad, there isn’t a hunter in the whole of the Watch I wouldn’t trust with my life, if it came to it.”
 
   They finished the rest of the food, and Cole felt in good spirits. His stomach was full for the first time in days and it seemed as though an experienced guide would not be hard to find. As they stood up to leave, he attempted to leave a few coins in payment, but Bjorn batted his hand away. “What sort of host would I be if I let my guests pay for their own breakfast?” he grumbled, slamming a fistful of coppers onto the table.
 
   “Host?” Raven arched an eyebrow.
 
   “Aye, lass, I insist,” said Bjorn, with a grin. “I can make up a pallet in the forge for young Cole here, and you and I can catch up on old times into the early hours. It’ll be quieter and cheaper than here.”
 
   “I’ll think about it,” Raven replied, with an odd half-smile. “I did want to come back to your workshop, though. The hidden knife you crafted for my boot broke off again.”
 
   “Aye, if it’s just the blade it will be easy enough.” He gave Cole a friendly pat on the back, that nearly sent him crashing into the next table. “I’ll head back now and fire up the furnace.”
 
   “It looks like there’s a bit of time to kill before you can speak to the hunters about passage into the mountains,” said Raven after Bjorn had left. “I’ve got a few things to take care of. Why don’t you have a look around the town? There’s no danger as long as you stay within the walls.”
 
   “Yes, I think I will.” He shuffled his feet distractedly. “Listen, I just wanted to thank you for... well, for everything really.”
 
   “You do know we’ll be meeting up later?”
 
   “I know,” he said, feeling his cheeks grow warm. “I wanted to say it now, just in case.”
 
   She smiled at him. “I can’t say I wouldn’t have made it here a lot faster without you, but you’re welcome. It wasn’t entirely unpleasant to have company on the road, for a time.”
 
   They left the tavern together, then with a nod of farewell Raven strode off back towards the teeming marketplace. He stood watching until her black cloak melted into the crowd. For perhaps the first time in his life, Cole had time to spare and had no idea what to do with it. On the Crag, their days were strictly regimented – chores, lessons and training broken up by meals and sleep. In the days since leaving, all his focus had been on the journey east. Standing idly outside the tavern with no clear purpose was a strange, unfamiliar sensation.
 
   He thought about visiting the marketplace, but the idea of fighting his way through the bustle again held little appeal. Instead, he turned in the opposite direction, and sauntered towards the town’s outskirts.
 
   It was a pleasant walk. In stark contrast to Westcove, which lurked beneath an ever-present veneer of grime and sea salt, the streets and houses of Hunter’s Watch were spotless. The town may have fallen on leaner times, but the same civic pride that went into its construction lived on. As well as the carved eaves, many of the houses had window boxes and hanging baskets that overflowed with flowers of every colour. He passed several workshops, each of which was accompanied by an ornate sign. Some were painted wood, some carved and some wrought iron, but each depicted the nature of the craft taking place within. Outside a small bakery, the window of which was filled with breads and pastries of all different shapes and sizes, the wooden sign had been carved into the shape of a knotted loaf, and painted in such a way that it looked as delicious as anything on display. Above a fletcher’s shop, meanwhile, three metal arrows were hung, welded together. From the busy sounds emanating from within, Cole guessed that his skills were in particular demand.
 
   Eventually, he found himself walking alongside the town’s perimeter. Perhaps it was because he was used to the thick stone of the keep where he had been brought up, but he was surprised that it was not sturdier. Rather than a stone wall, the town was encircled by a palisade of thick, eight-foot high stakes driven into the ground, the tops of which were sharpened to points. It served as a barrier between the town and the outside world, but he didn’t believe it could stand for more than a few minutes against a determined invader.
 
   From where he stood, he could see a wooden guard tower above one of the roofs. A lone sentry stood at its top, looking out across the plain to the east. Cole was gazing up at the tower thoughtfully, when an arrow struck him in the chest.
 
   “You’re dead!” shrieked a shrill voice.
 
   Cole looked down and saw two young boys scampering towards him. One was carrying a small bow and wore an expression of gleeful triumph. The other’s face was only partly visible beneath a motley collection of small pelts of various kinds, which had been inexpertly stitched together. Behind them trotted a small girl, no more than four years old.
 
   “I shot you,” the first boy yelled excitedly. “Right through the heart! You have to lie down now, ‘cos you’re all deaded.”
 
   Cole clutched his chest, let out a strangled cry, and pitched backwards with as much grace as he could muster. The children cheered.
 
   When it seemed that his audience was satisfied with his impromptu performance, Cole sat up. He saw the arrow lying nearby, and picked it up. It was just a short shaft with a few feathers glued to one end. A toy. “That was a good shot,” he said, offering it back to the boy with the bow.
 
   “Thanks,” said the child. “My da’s been teaching me.”
 
   “So, what game are you playing?”
 
   “The Hunter and the Beast. I’m the hunter.”
 
   Cole grinned. “And let me guess,” he pointed at the girl, who was staring at him with eyes and mouth wide open. “You’re the beast.”
 
   “No,” said the young archer, rolling his eyes at the stupidity of grown ups. “That’s just my sister. He’s the beast.”
 
   The other boy waved shyly from beneath his cloak of furs.
 
   “Sounds like a fun game,” said Cole. “Can I play?”
 
   “No, because you’re dead.” The children fell silent and stared at the ground for a few moments, as if searching for a way past such an impasse. Evidently, none was to be found. “Bye then,” the boy said cheerfully. The three of them trotted back the way they had come and disappeared behind one of the nearby houses.
 
   Cole was picking himself up off the ground when a long, low note sounded through the air. A horn! He looked up at the guard tower, in time to see the sentry blow another long note. The tower was not far, and he hurried over to see what was happening.
 
   At its foot, the town gates stood open – Cole later learned that they were shut and bolted each night, but generally kept open to traffic during daylight – and by the time he reached them a group of onlookers had already gathered.
 
   He jostled his way to near the front of the crowd. Past the gates he could see a lone rider atop a pale grey horse trotting along the road towards them. There was a ripple of excitement  and somebody called out “Harri’s back.”
 
   In the distance, Cole could see a man sitting straight-backed in the saddle, reins held lightly in one hand. His clothes were a mixture of dark greens and browns, while a long cloak the colour of earth was draped around his neck. Long, straw-blonde hair tumbled past broad shoulders. As he drew closer, Cole saw that he was young. Or, at least, his features were youthful. Stern grey eyes and a grim expression made him seem far older than his years.
 
   When he reached the gate, the rider looked up at the guard tower. “Hail Patrek,” he called out. “Where is my father?”
 
   “In the langhus, awaiting your return,” the sentry replied.
 
   “Good.” The rider nodded curtly.
 
   He spurred his horse on again, and the crowd parted to allow him through. As he passed, he did not so much as glance in Cole’s direction.
 
   Intrigued, Cole followed. He was not the only one. Many of the crowd that had gathered at the gate also fell into step behind the rider and his horse. As the procession made its way towards the marketplace, faces large and small came to the windows to watch.
 
   When they reached the crowded town square, further progress was impossible. Little by little, the hubbub of the market quieted, until silence reigned. Cole looked around, and saw Raven emerge from an open doorway to one side of the square. She surveyed the scene with interest, arms folded.
 
   There was a loud crash, as the door of the long wooden building on the hill flew open. A large man in his middle years emerged. His hair was greying and his granite face deeply lined and care-worn. A large wolfskin, as dark as smoke, covered his back, fastened at his neck with a large golden clasp. He was not as tall as Bjorn – few men of the Watch were, from what Cole had seen so far – but he was obviously as fit as any man half his age, his stomach still as flat as a slab of rock. He strolled forward to where the path led down to the market, then stood, arms crossed against his chest. “You’re back,” he barked. His voice carried easily across the now-silent square.
 
   “Yes father,” Harri called back, still seated atop his horse. “I’m sorry for my late return, but I had urgent business in the forest.”
 
   Yaegar, for it was he, grunted noncommittally. “A late return is better than none at all, I suppose. You will come to the langhus tonight. We will feast to celebrate your arrival.”
 
   “I will come,” Harri agreed. “But there should be no feasting. There is much we need to discuss, and clear heads are needed.”
 
   The older man’s face darkened. “Come, or don’t,” he growled. “By Valdyr’s beard, we will toast your return regardless. Already half a dozen good hunters have had to wait for you to show your face before we could honour their safe return. Anything you have to say can wait until after the old ways have been observed.”
 
   For several moments the two men, father and son, held each other’s gaze across the square. Even Cole, to whom both men were strangers, could feel the tension between them. Finally, the young rider nodded his head almost imperceptibly. “As you wish, father. I have no wish to dishonour our traditions.”
 
   Yaegar grunted again, apparently satisfied with the outcome of the reunion. He turned and stalked back to the langhus, slamming the door shut behind him.
 
   The rider turned to one of the men standing nearby. “Farhang, summon all the hunters, including those in the wilds if they can return in time. Tell them it is time for a krigsmoot. It seems we must feast, but there will be important decisions to be made after.”
 
   “Aye, Harri, I’ll put out the word and light the signal fires. Any that see the smoke will hasten back to the Watch.”
 
   As the man hurried off to carry out his orders, the rider turned his horse around, and left the square. Sensing that the spectacle was over, half the crowd began to disperse, while the remainder resumed their trading.
 
   Cole sauntered over to where Raven stood. “Father and son back together,” he said with a wry smile. “I was almost overcome by the raw emotion of it.”
 
   “It didn’t take long for you to see what Bear was talking about over lunch,” she said. “Yaegar sees too much of himself in his son, while Harri is caught between trying to live up to his father’s legend and wanting to carve out his own. It frustrates them both.”
 
   “Will you go to the feast tonight?”
 
   Raven let out a bitter laugh. “Unlikely. No outsiders and no women. I’d be twice as unwelcome there as you.”
 
   “I think you’re underestimating just how unwelcome I can make myself.” He grinned. “So, what’s the plan now?”
 
   Raven shrugged. “While I’m pleased to see Harri return safely, it does mean that you won’t be able to speak to any of the hunters this evening. They’ll all be at the feast. Bear is repairing a couple of things for me at the moment, and he was threatening to fashion a supper of some kind in his fleapit of a kitchen afterwards. Just try to make yourself comfortable. You could be here a bit longer than you hoped.”
 
   “Me?”
 
   “I’ll be leaving in the morning,” Raven said, and Cole thought he detected a hint of regret in her voice.
 
   “More wrongs to right?”
 
   “Something like that.”
 
   The rest of the day passed peacefully. Cole spent some time browsing the stalls dotted around the market, with the crowds thinning as evening approached. Little remained; a few unappetising cuts of meat, a number of ragged pelts, several bolts of wool. It seemed that all the best items had been purchased already by the caravan, which departed as the sun began to dip towards the horizon.
 
   When the traders started to pack away their stalls, the square by now practically deserted, he wandered back into Bjorn’s forge. He could hear the clatter of plates and voices coming from within, and he found he was very much looking forward to whatever repast the blacksmith had been able to rustle up.
 
    
 
   *      *      *
 
    
 
   Cole fidgeted on the mattress, unable to sleep.
 
   Bjorn had not lied, he’d been relieved to discover. The pallet he had set up inside the forge was comfortable, although possibly only in comparison to the hard ground he had slept on for much of the past week.
 
   The workshop was dark and still while, although it was no longer burning, a pleasing warmth continued to emanate from the furnace. Cole gratefully closed his eyes, hearing the occasional creak of the building settling.
 
   It felt a little strange, however, in truth. It was the first night he had spent beneath a roof since leaving the Crag. He had dozed for several hours during the day in the Brandts’ spare bed. Apart from that, all that was over his head while he slept were the stars.
 
   Perhaps he had grown accustomed to resting in the open air, or maybe it was because he had spent most of the day idle, but he found that sleep would not come. He rolled from one side to the other, in search of a position that would help him drift off, but it was to no avail.
 
   Cole sighed in the darkness. It would likely be his last night in a solid building until he reached his destination in the mountains, probably many weeks hence, and it was starting to seem as though it would not be a restful one.
 
   Supper that evening had been surprisingly good. Bjorn had fried up chunks of rabbit meat with a selection of vegetables – carrots, potatoes, beans and even a few aromatic herbs that apparently grew locally in abundance.
 
   The red-haired smith had also proven to be a convivial host. Throughout the meal he kept their mugs filled with sweet mead, and long before he had finished eating Cole’s head had begun to swim. For the most part, Bjorn and Raven chatted about people and places of which Cole had never heard. He let most of their conversation wash over him as he had done earlier that day, but chimed in with the occasional wry observation, to be rewarded with a boom of laughter from their host.
 
   After supper, and with night fallen, Bjorn had led him into the forge where a bed had been made up for him. “The door will be closed but unlocked, it keeps in the heat better,” the smith told him. As Cole settled onto the pallet, he heard them talking more over the sound of crockery being tidied away. Gradually the voices faded, and Cole was left with the silence of the workshop.
 
   And now, several hours later, he still could not sleep.
 
   Cole yawned, and scratched his chest. There, he felt a lump. So much had happened in the past few days, he had forgotten that he still wore Merryl’s crystal pendant. He drew it out from his undershirt. Even in the darkness, he thought he could see a faint green sparkle from within. 
 
   On a sudden whim, he clasped the crystal in his hand, and closed his eyes. A moment later he felt the familiar sense of speed and weightlessness and then, when he opened his eyes again he was back in the forge. Or rather, he could see it around him; faint outlines and shadows at the edge of his vision. He was standing on grey sand, and he could feel the crunch of the grains beneath his feet, but he could also just make out the dark hazy lines of floorboards. It was like the ghost of a building, barely visible, all around him.
 
   Cole looked around. A dozen yards away or more, he could see a number of sky blue orbs hovering above the ground. From where he stood, he guessed that they belonged to Bjorn’s neighbours, presumably fast asleep in their houses.
 
   He walked towards the nearest ones, passing through the ghostly wall of the forge as though it wasn’t there. In a sense, it wasn’t. After a few moments, the outlines of the other buildings faded away entirely, leaving only the grey desert, stretching off in all directions as far as his eye could see.
 
   A few more steps brought him to the nearest orb. It was quite different to those he had encountered during his exercises on the Crag. Unlike Brother Merryl’s, there were no tethers attached to these. He could see images flash across their surface – several of which were erotic in nature and made him blush – but when he tried to press his fingers against one of the orbs, it repelled his touch. He pushed against it, and was able to get within an inch of its surface but no closer. There was a spark and he snatched back his fingers with a yelp.
 
   He turned around to look back the way he had come, and saw a large blue orb hovering some twenty feet above the sand. Another one was close beside it, only this one was a brilliant white. Puzzled, he approached them. When he was only a few yards away, still beneath them, he stopped. A strange compulsion came over him, and he lifted his arms. He concentrated on the two orbs above him and, without knowing quite how, pulled with his mind. With a lurch, the two orbs dropped down to his level.
 
   He ignored the blue orb, and instead reached a hand out to the pure white sphere. He caught flashes of images, but they were indistinct, impossible to decipher. This time, when his fingers brushed the surface of the orb, there was no resistance. His hand slid into it and...
 
   He stood in a dim room. He looked around, and saw a furnace, unlit. The walls were covered with racks of tools, while a well-used anvil sat in the middle of the floor. For a moment he thought he was back in Bjorn’s forge, but it was larger and arranged differently. He shivered. The room was ice cold; it had clearly been a long time since the furnace was last lit.
 
   On one wall, three steps led up to a wooden door, its edges illuminated with a cold light. Cautiously, he climbed the steps, and pushed the door gently open.
 
   The room beyond was empty save for a table in its centre. Silvery moonlight shone down on it from a high window. It was bright enough to see the silhouette of a figure seated at the table with their back to him.
 
   Cole took a few steps into the room. The figure was dressed in dark clothes, and sat hunched over with their face buried in their arms. They seemed small, child-like. The sound of muffled sobs came to his ears.
 
   He took another step, and a floorboard creaked loudly under his foot. The figure stiffened, then whirled around in their chair. It was a girl, no more than six or seven summers, with long black hair and blue eyes as cold as winter. She glared at him.
 
   “Raven?” In the funereal stillness of the room, his voice sounded far too loud.
 
   The girl hopped down off the chair. Without taking her eyes from him, she reached for a scabbard at her hip, and drew out a long, thin blade. Then, her eyes fell to the crystal pendant at his neck, and widened.
 
   “Wait,” he shouted. “Stop!”
 
   The girl screamed. Then, she lunged forward.
 
    
 
   *      *      *
 
    
 
   Raven awoke with a start. The bedroom was still, and silent but for the soft breathing of Bjorn beside her. Her brain was still fogged by the lingering cobwebs of her dream, and she rubbed her eyes to help clear her head.
 
   What had woken her? She lay still, waiting to see if there were any noises that might have alerted her. After a few moments, she was satisfied that there were none. There weren’t even any sounds coming from the forge downstairs, where Cole was sleeping.
 
   Cole... she sat upright as her dream came back to her. He’d been there, wearing a green crystal around his neck. The thought of it made her blood run cold. Did the dream mean something? Is Cole not what he seems?
 
   Even as she thought it, it felt wrong. Cole had been in her dream, true enough, but had not felt like part of it. Her dreams were mostly fuzzy and faded quickly upon waking. But Cole’s presence had been as solid and real as a brick.
 
   Gently, so as not to wake the slumbering blacksmith, Raven slid off the bed, grabbing a sheet to wrap around her bare skin. She padded silently to the bedroom door, retrieving one of her short swords from the top of a nearby dresser as she passed.
 
   She stole down the stairs to the living area, towards the door that led into the forge. Something about Cole’s appearance in her dream had left her feeling deeply uneasy. He seemed like a kind-hearted boy – nearly a full-grown man, corrected a voice in the back of her mind – and as naive as anyone of his age she had ever encountered. But what do I really know about him? 
 
   It wasn’t like her to so readily accept the company of a complete stranger. But mounted on her horse that day in the clearing, ready to ride away and fulfil her promise to poor Dariel, something had compelled her to help Cole.
 
   She nudged open the door and peered inside. What she saw inside the forge made her gasp. Cole was lying on his back on the pallet Bjorn had set up for him, his face bathed in a faint green glow. The eerie light seemed to be emanating from an object he held clasped in one hand. With a sick feeling in her stomach, and the memory of her dream still fresh, Raven guessed what it was.
 
   With a snarl she pulled the sword from its sheath and crossed the floor in three strides. Cole’s eyes opened wide in fright, as she kicked him hard in the ribs and knocked him to the ground.
 
   “Raven, what are you...” he started, the whites of his startled eyes clearly visible despite the darkness of the forge.
 
   She pressed the point of the blade against his throat. Enough to hurt, but not to cut. Yet. “Who are you?” she hissed angrily. “What are you doing with this?” She snatched the pendant from his unresisting hand, and dangled it in his face.
 
   His eyes were fixed on the blade. “I haven’t lied to you,” he said nervously. “My name is Cole. The stone belonged to a friend, who was struck down in front of me. Before he died, he bid me to travel to the mountains. Everything I told you is true.”
 
   Raven’s eyes narrowed. “The truth, perhaps, but not all of it. You’re with the Order. Did they send you to find me?”
 
   “Find you?” Cole frowned in confusion. “Nobody, I swear it. I don’t know what you...”
 
   She jabbed the blade into the skin of his throat, drawing a drop of blood. “Don’t lie to me, Cole. You saw what I did to those men in the forest. I would do the same to you without hesitation. Tell me everything and tell it true. I won’t warn you again.”
 
   Raven was furious. She felt foolish. Worse, betrayed. How could she have let one of the Order get so close to her without realising? She wanted to hear the truth from his lips, but despite that she felt her control beginning to waver. If he cried, or apologised or begged for his life, she knew she would end it in one quick thrust of her sword. Instead, Cole did the one thing she did not expect.
 
   He laughed.
 
   “You have me at a disadvantage,” he said. “You want to know why I am here? Fine. There are people after me who wish me ill, but I don’t believe you are one of them. If you take away the blade from my throat, I’ll tell all.”
 
   For several heartbeats Raven held his gaze, looking for any sign of deception in his eyes. There was fear, despite his bravado, but that was all. “As you wish,” she said at last. She took a step back, but still held the blade in readiness. “Speak.”
 
   Cole eased himself up into a sitting position. “I am not of the Order, you were wrong about that,” he said. Raven’s blade twitched and he held up a hand. “I never took their vows, but I was brought up among the Brothers on the Crag, an island fortress in the west.”
 
   Raven motioned for him to continue, so he told her his tale in full; his life being brought up among the novices, the Archon’s arrival, his fight against the giant, Merryl’s death and his subsequent flight from the Crag. He explained as best he could about the experiments he had carried out with the crystals.
 
   “So, you’re saying that you can go into people’s dreams?” Raven asked.
 
   “I... think so. When I join with one of the crystals, it takes me to a place where I can see these shapes, and I can tell that they’re really people. I can walk between them, and I can look at them to see what they’re dreaming. Sometimes, I can put my hands inside, and manipulate the images they’re seeing, bring them up to the front of their mind. I can only draw on their own memories, though, I can’t create anything that isn’t already there.”
 
   Raven massaged her temples, trying to make sense of what she had just heard. “Cole, what you’re saying isn’t possible. No, it’s insane! You can’t simply go for a stroll in people’s dreams. Nobody can do what you claim.”
 
   Cole shrugged. “As far as I know, nobody else can.” He held her gaze steadily. “You were a little girl, sitting in a smithy. But not this one,” he added, looking at their surroundings. “Who did it belong to?”
 
   Raven scowled. “Never speak of that again,” she warned him, raising her blade.
 
   “I’m sorry.” Cole’s eyes were downcast. “I merely wanted to prove to you that I speak the truth.”
 
   Reluctantly, Raven lowered her sword once more. “Fine,” she said, after a pause. “Say that I believe you, that you somehow entered my dreams tonight. Why would you want to do such a thing? To what end?”
 
   Cole’s mouth opened, but no words emerged. He appeared to be taken aback by the question. “I... I don’t know,” he said at last. “Nobody ever asked me that before. It’s just something I can do.”
 
   “And you were doing this tonight, to me?” The idea of it made Raven’s skin crawl.
 
   “Yes, sorry,” he replied. He sounded embarrassed. “I didn’t really know. On the Crag, I was forbidden from using the crystals unless a Brother, usually Merryl, was with me, so I never really had the chance before to just explore. But the shapes – the people – they were different here.”
 
   “Different how?”
 
   “Well, those I encountered before back on the Crag, I could touch them, like I said. But here, tonight, I couldn’t. It was like they were surrounded with a barrier I couldn’t get past. All except for one.”
 
   There was no need for him to elaborate. “Mine.”
 
   Cole nodded. “I can’t explain it, I don’t know enough about what any of this means. That’s why Merryl said I should go to Frosthold. To find answers.”
 
   Raven sat thoughtfully. “The night of the attack, you said the Archon’s men wanted to capture you. Could it be linked to this, what you can do with the crystals?”
 
   “Maybe.” Cole shrugged again.  “I don’t really know. The Archon himself has some power over them, if the story Captain Brandt told me is true.” At Raven’s questioning look, he went into detail about what the captain had seen when he ventured into the tavern in Westcove.
 
   Raven’s face turned a deathly pale. “The Archon... describe him to me.”
 
   “Quite tall, lean but strong. In his forties, if I had to guess his age,” said Cole. “He seemed pleasant, but his eyes always held a certain look, as if he was mocking you somehow.”
 
   Raven’s jaw clenched. “What colour are his eyes?” she asked, though she already knew the answer.
 
   “Green,” Cole replied confirming her suspicions. “Vividly so, the same shade as the crystals in fact.”
 
   Raven closed her eyes. The sword fell from her fingers and clattered loudly upon the flagstones. After all these years...
 
   “What’s the matter?”
 
   She opened her eyes again. Her anger had passed, but in its place was a grim determination. “Get dressed,” she told him. Suddenly, she was keenly aware that only thin sheet covered her nakedness.
 
   “Why, where are we going?” Cole asked.
 
   “We have a feast to attend.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 9
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The air hung thick and heavy inside the langhus. A great firepit stood in the centre of the room, belching smoke and cinders into the rafters. As Raven pushed open the door she was greeted by a gust of warmth from within. Standing at the open doorway, with a cool night breeze at her back, the sudden contrast made her face tingle. 
 
   On either side of the room, rows of benches ran along its length. On these were sat dozens of men, their faces bathed in the orange glow of the flames. A mix of both young and older, all looked hale and strong. Many wore animal skins of various kinds. But none were more impressive than the charcoal-grey wolfskin wrapped around the shoulders of the glowering man on the far side of the hall. Yaegar was seated on a plain wooden throne placed on top of a raised platform.
 
   The carcass of a great stag hung beside the firepit from a large spit, roasted by a bed of hot embers that had been raked underneath. It had been picked nearly clean, a sign that the feast had already concluded. The drinking had continued, however, with most of the men gathered on the benched clasping horns filled with ale, mead or a blood-red wine. These were being sloshed liberally onto the benches, dirt floor and the men themselves, as they gesticulated wildly in response to the matter under discussion.
 
   “My final answer is no. That is the end of it!” roared Yaegar from atop the dais.
 
   Harri stood defiantly in the centre of the hall, facing his father, as other hunters shouted their own counsel. Some looked as outraged as the chieftain. To Raven’s eye, though, it seemed that near as many were in support of the blonde-haired man.
 
   “There will never be a better chance than now!” Harri shouted back, apparently oblivious to the murderous look on his father’s face. “The Legion is waging war far to the south. Less than a dozen remain garrisoned at the Moon Tower, fewer still at Dusk. I counted them with my own eyes. This is our chance to win back the north.”
 
   As an avalanche of ayes and nays rained down upon the young hunter, the two seated closest to the entrance turned and noticed Raven and Cole. She nodded, and they smiled in recognition. She stepped into the shadows and pulled Cole beside her to avoid attracting further attention.
 
   “Enough!” Yaegar bellowed, silencing the room with a savage sweep of his arm. “You would see us throw away our lives, and for what? A solitary fort that we could not hope to hold? We are hunters, not soldiers. Our duty is to the Spiritwood, and keeping its foulness from spreading beyond its borders.”
 
   There were cheers from the benches, and also some catcalls. Harri was undeterred. “One fort? I’m talking about taking them all – Moon, Dawn and Dusk as well. With their fall, the Legion will be cast out of the north, from the ice floes to War’s End.” The chieftain waved a dismissive hand, but the young man continued undaunted. “We could do it too, without losing a single hunter. We may not be soldiers, but we have been fighting a war since our grandfathers’ grandfathers laid the first stones of the Watch. Maximilien has over-reached himself. All the best fighting men have been summoned to Sentry Bay, a thousand miles south. All that remain to garrison their forts are old men with fewer teeth than toes and green boys barely off the teat.”
 
   “The dregs of the Legion they may be, but dozen men can hold one of those towers against a force ten times the size,” Yaegar growled. “To say nothing that as skilled as our warriors may be, they know nothing about laying siege to such defences. And you would have us do this, not once but thrice?”
 
   “Of course, if they believe us to be foes,” replied Harri. “But they welcome us in with open arms. We’ve been under their thumb for so long, they have grown complacent. They’re actually grateful to us for once again escorting the caravans through the forest.” He laughed incredulously. “I could take the Moon Tower with only a small hunting party. They would let us inside, and we could subdue the guards and hold the gates for a secondary force before the old men and children upstairs knew what was happening. A handful of good men is all it will take.”
 
   Raven could feel the mood of the room turning. Many of the loudest supporters of the chieftain, predominantly the older hunters, had grown quiet. They could see the truth of the young man’s words. Yaegar himself sat back on his throne, weighing up his son thoughtfully.
 
   “What you are proposing might be possible,” he conceded in a low voice. “It might even be possible to take all three towers at the same time, so as not to alert the others.” He leant forward. “But what then? We couldn’t hold them, boy, we lack the numbers. Caderyn’s army was smashed. He himself died at the Bloody Prince’s hands, and with him went our right to rule.”
 
   “Maximilien rules the north through right of conquest, why should it be any different for us? With the Legion gone, you could declare yourself High King-”
 
   “And end my days with my head atop a spike at the gates of Ehrenburg,” Yaegar finished. “What do you think will happen when the emperor learns of a rebellion? They’d reach The Scorch within a year and put us down for good a month after that. He’d do the job properly this time, bring settlers to take our towns and breed us out. There wouldn’t be a true Northman left within a generation.”
 
   Harri flushed. “We could win, have you thought of that? If you declare yourself High King, the clansmen across the mountains would flock to your cause. The smaller clans are only waiting for an excuse to spit in Maximilien’s eye as it is. And if they believe there’s a chance we could win, the lords of Strathearn, Caer Lys and Creag an Tuirc would strike their banners. Together we could take War’s End and make the north impregnable.”
 
   A fleeting smile passed across Yaegar’s face. “Imagine the look on Old Bones’ face if he saw our colours flying from the walls of his own fortress,” he mused. “I’d give all the wealth in Whitecliff to see that.”
 
   “The fortress is built on the spot where Caderyn’s blood was spilled,” said Harri. “It is destiny that it should fall into Northmen’s hands.”
 
   Yaegar scowled. “When you live as long as I have, you realise there is no such thing as destiny. What happens, happens.” He fell silent.
 
   By now, the rows of benches had grown quiet as well. Raven could sense the excitement, though. The hunters caught each other’s eyes and, though expressions remained stern, heads began to nod in agreement. All Harri had done was give voice to the dreams they had all held at one time or another. Every Northman yearned to be free of the imperial yoke, but few still believed it could happen. In laying out plain the Legion’s current weakness, with the emperor’s attention occupied far to the south, the chieftain’s son had brought the belief flooding back.
 
   “We can do it, father,” he said quietly.
 
   Yaegar’s fingers drummed the arm of his throne. “Such a risk,” he murmured. “If we were to fail, we would lose all.”
 
   “Or win, and gain everything.”
 
   The grizzled chieftain stood, and paced back and forth across the platform distractedly. “They say the emperor is preparing a new weapon, to aid his war. What if he were then to bring it to our gates, turn it against us instead?”
 
   Harri threw his hands up in exasperation. “And what if he pulls a dozen dragons out of his wrinkled arse and burns us in our beds? You would throw away this chance on the mutterings of fishwives? We don’t even know what kind of weapon it is, or even if it exists at all!”
 
   Raven had heard enough. She strode forward, dragging Cole behind her, and threw the pendant towards the throne. It landed between Yaegar’s feet with an audible clink. “I believe it has to do with this,” she said in the shocked silence that followed.
 
   Furious voices started talking at once all around her, but she stood unperturbed, looking adamantly up at the chieftain.
 
   He gestured for quiet and gradually the cries of protest died down. “Raven, you are a friend to the Watch, but you test our patience.” He glowered down at her. “Not only do you violate the sanctity of the moot, but you bring this,” he stooped, snatched the crystal pendant from the floor and brandished it angrily in her direction, “a trapping of the Order. You know full well the Southron cult is forbidden here, by my order.”
 
   “I have never disagreed with you on this matter, nor do I now,” replied Raven obstinately. “But while the Order may have no presence here, it will affect you all nonetheless if you choose this path.”
 
   Harri glared at her. “You have no place here, càile,” he snarled. “This is not your business.”
 
   “I’m smaller than a man, that is undeniable, Harri,” said Raven calmly. “I’m also a girl, correct, although I prefer woman. I can also best any man here, and have. Yourself included.”
 
   “Let her speak,” Yaegar growled, at a smattering of laughter from the benches. “What do you mean by this?”
 
   “Postpone the krigsmoot, Yaegar. Let us speak in private. There are matters you are not yet aware of that may influence your decision. All I ask is that you listen to what we have to say.”
 
   Yaegar lowered himself into his throne once more. “Very well,” he said after a time. “I had a mind to do so in any case. There are hunting parties still in the wilds, and it would be wise to hear all counsel first. From wherever it comes.”
 
   “You cannot seriously be considering this, father,” raged Harri in disbelief. “If we tarry too long, the chance will be lost. We must strike!”
 
   “Silence.” Yaegar’s voice was firm, but not unkind. “You have said your piece and given me much to think on. Nobody doubts your bravery, your skill with the bow and blade. But if you are to one day lead our people, you must also learn prudence.”
 
   Harri’s face flushed, but he bowed his head towards the podium. Jaw clenched, he returned to the benches. Yaegar nodded, satisfied. “The moot is concluded, for now,” he called out, his voice carrying across the long hall. “We will meet again in a fortnight’s time, when decisions will be made. I’m sure we’ve all got much to think on in the meantime. Raven,” he said, more softly, “take your friend, and wait in my chambers. Once the homecoming rites have been observed, I will listen to what you have to say.”
 
    
 
   *      *      *
 
    
 
   Yaegar’s private chambers turned out to be a couple of modest rooms to the rear of the podium. The main space was taken up by a study of sorts, the walls hung with weapons and a menagerie of stuffed animal heads – deer, elk, a brown bear and a great smoke-grey wolf’s head in pride of place above a large table. Across this were scattered numerous maps. A flight of wooden steps led upwards to what appeared to be a small bedroom.
 
   “For a leader, he doesn’t seem to believe in luxury,” observed Cole, glancing around the study.
 
   “Yaegar is a warrior,” Raven replied, seating herself on one of the chairs set around the map-strewn table. “He doesn’t see the point of furnishings or decoration. He believes that comfort leads to weakness.”
 
   Cole wandered over to the table and pored over several of the maps. The one that interested him the most showed a great forest that practically filled the entire parchment; the Spiritwood no doubt. Hunter’s Watch was marked, as were three towers to the east, west and in the centre of the wood. Each was an insignificant speck in comparison. He saw what Bjorn had explained to him earlier that day; it was bigger than could be believed, stretching almost to the fjords in the frozen north to the mountain range to the south. It was then that he realised how much further he had to travel to reach his destination. In over a week he had barely covered half the distance. It was a sobering discovery.
 
   They did not have long to wait. There were cheers and toasts from the hall, after which a hundred voices lifted in song. Cole didn’t understand the language, but the sense of sadness and loss was clear. He felt the hairs on the nape of his neck stand on end.
 
   “What is that?” he asked Raven, who was idly perusing one of the maps.
 
   “The Lament,” she replied, without looking up. “After a successful hunt, they feast to honour those who returned. At the end, they mourn those who have not.”
 
   Cole listened a while longer. “What language are they speaking?”
 
   Raven shrugged. “The folk of the Watch are not natives of the north. When their ancestors journeyed here from their own lands, their brought their own tongue with them. Few speak it now, but every young hunter learns to recite the Lament.”
 
   Shortly after the voices fell silent once more, Yaegar strode briskly into the study. Harri followed behind his father, casting a surly look towards Raven as he entered.
 
   “Let us get straight to it,” the chieftain said gruffly as he seated himself beneath the snarling wolf’s head. Cole could not help noticing that its pelt was the same shade as the fur cloak he wore. “This night has been trying enough already, and I have little patience left for niceties. Speak.”
 
   Raven gave no sign of offence at his bluntness. “It is good of you to meet with us, Yaegar,” she said. “I would not have disturbed you, tonight of all nights, if I did not feel it was urgent. It is best if Cole tells you in his own words.”
 
   The dour chieftain grunted, and motioned for him to speak. So, for the second time that night, Cole found himself telling the story of the attack on the Crag and his subsequent flight. As he spoke, father and son watched impassively, betraying no emotion at his words. However, at the mention of his escape from the Archon’s giant manservant, Dantes, the young hunter started.
 
   “What is it?” asked Raven.
 
   Harri frowned. “When I was at the Moon Tower not two days past, there was a man of uncommon stature. He spoke to nobody that I saw, he merely stood keeping watch over the road into the Spiritwood.”
 
   “Did he have a metal arm?”
 
   “I could not tell for certain,” Harri replied, with a shake of his head. “He wore an unusual cloak that entirely covered one flank. Once, as I was watching him, the wind moved it slightly aside, and I caught sight of something beneath that may have been metal. I did not think much on it at the time, but after hearing your tale I regret not investigating further.”
 
   “You could not have known,” said Cole. He tried to ignore the churning in his gut. “There seems little doubt about who he was looking for.”
 
   “Did you see any other men of the Order there, Harri?” Raven asked.
 
   “None,” replied Harri after taking a moment to think. “Just the Legion garrison I described earlier.”
 
   After Cole had finished his story, for a long time Yaegar did not say anything. His fingers drummed restively on the tabletop. Then he let out a heavy sigh. “I’m sorry lad, I truly am. An evil act. The Brothers are no friends to us, I’ve made that plain, but nobody deserves such a fate. But I fail to see how this has any bearing on the matters discussed tonight.”
 
   “While Cole was at Westcove, the Archon was seen to wield a strange power, channelled through one of these,” Raven pointed to the pendant around Cole’s neck. “Only larger. He held a man in a trance, exerted some kind of influence over his mind. Cole can use such a stone to enter a person’s dreams.”
 
   Harri snorted sceptically, but a shadow passed across Yaegar’s face. “This reeks of sorcery,” he said, fixing his steely gaze on Cole. “Is this some foul magic the Order has spawned?”
 
   “I don’t believe so,” Cole replied. “As far as I knew, nobody else on the Crag could do what I could. The other novices... even the Brothers... seemed slightly afraid of it. I don’t think they really understood what it means. Nor do I, not fully. It doesn’t feel like magic, though. It’s just... something I can do.”
 
   The chieftain’s eyes lingered on Cole. “This is worrying news,” he said finally. “It seems I was right to be suspicious of the Order. Sending brown-robed Brothers here, to our doorstep, telling us the old ways are dead and theirs is the new faith for the whole Empire...” His mouth twisted in a grim smile. “After a week in the stocks they were more than happy to leave and never return. Ha! They were just about ready to start singing Valdyr’s praises when I let them out. But you’re starting to test my patience again, Raven. How is this relevant?”
 
   “It isn’t,” spat Harri. “They waste our time with pointless babble, while we risk losing this golden chance the longer we delay.”
 
   “Think about it, Yaegar,” said Raven, ignoring the young hunter. “The emperor and the Order are as one. If one is involved in something, the other is part of it as well. The Archon has not set foot outside the walls of Ehrenburg in twenty years, building his Spire, yet chooses now, with war raging in the south, to travel all the way here. He displays powers that no man living has seen before. He slaughters dozens of his own Brothers to try and capture one boy with strange abilities none have ever seen before. Meanwhile, talk of a new weapon spreads across the land.”
 
   “Rumours,” said Harri scornfully.
 
   “Perhaps,” Raven continued. “But it isn’t just here. With my own ears I’ve heard talk of it all the way from Whitecliff to Westcove, and as far south as the Lowlands. Legion soldiers are talking about it. I don’t believe what happened at the Crag was a random act. Was it to silence those who knew about Cole’s ability? Is Cole a threat to the Archon’s plans, or part of them even? The timing is too close for it to be coincidence, they must be connected.”
 
   “How?” asked Yaegar, his face stern.
 
   “I don’t know,” Raven admitted. “Not yet. But I intend to find out.”
 
   The old chieftain lapsed into a brooding silence. His hard stare moved from Raven to Cole and back again. “There may be truth in what you say,” he said at last. “Talk of some new weapon to be used in the war was enough to give me pause before your arrival here tonight. I know not whether the Order is involved or the attack on the Crag is related in any way, but I have no wish to bring some new horror down upon the north.”
 
   “Father-” cried Harri.
 
   “Enough. We will decide on such matters in a fortnight’s time. But this news does nothing to allay my fears.” He glanced back to Raven. “What will you do now?”
 
   “Cole believes there are answers to be found in the mountains. I will go with him.”
 
   Cole’s expression of surprise was matched by that of Harri’s. “The great Raven, acting as a guide to an Order whelp,” sneered the young hunter. “What interest do you have in this?”
 
   “They say the Archon has eyes of an uncommon hue,” she said quietly. “As green as the crystal around his neck.”
 
   Yaegar scowled, and leaned forward across the table. “Is he the one?” he asked Raven.
 
   Her face hardened. “He could be. I will know when I see him. For now, I may find answers of my own in the mountains. If not, no matter; it is still the most direct route to the imperial city.”
 
   Harri had fallen silent and squirmed uncomfortably in his chair. Cole glanced questioningly at Raven, but she ignored him. Whatever trust had been built there had suffered a heavy blow. He hoped it was not a fatal one.
 
   After a moment, Yaegar nodded. “Then it’s decided. Which path will you take?”
 
   “I was hoping for your advice.” She turned to the young hunter. “Harri’s too. He has travelled the land around the Watch much more recently than I.”
 
   “If I am to advise you, I must know exactly where you are travelling to,” the chieftain said, directing a meaningful look towards Cole.
 
   Cole decided that the time had come for honesty. “There is a bastion belonging to the Order in the mountains. Frosthold.”
 
   “I know of it,” said Yaegar thoughtfully. “It sits on the tallest peak of the Dragon’s Back, Aer-Claidheamh, south-east of here.” He pulled out a map, and spread it across the tabletop. “If what my son says is true, the road is being watched,” Yaegar continued. He pointed to a thin line that ran through the centre of the large forest depicted on the map. “That would be the safest, most direct path, but impossible to reach without alerting the Legion.”
 
   Cole leaned towards the table. “Could we travel south, and enter the mountains here?” He pointed at the place where the edge of the Spiritwood met the Dragon’s Back range.
 
   Yaegar shook his head. “The Moon Tower is built upon a tall hill,” he said. “The site was well-chosen; any sentries standing watch atop the tower can see for a hundred leagues across the plains. You would be seen.”
 
   “Even if you travelled by night and remained undetected, the land where the wood meets the mountains is treacherous, full of hidden gorges and drops,” Harri added. “I would counsel against taking that path.”
 
   Father and son bent low over the map, discussing possible entry points on the nearest edge of the forest. One by one secret entranceways were discounted.
 
   “The problem is Dusk,” growled Yaegar, swiping a hand across the parchment. “Getting to the bridge is simple enough, but that damned tower keeps watch over it night and day. There is no other way to cross the river.”
 
   Raven got up and stared down at the map. “It might be safer to skirt around the northern edge of the forest.”
 
   Yaegar rubbed his chin. “The Ice Fens can be difficult to pass through, but not impossible,” he said. “But it would take weeks to skirt around the whole of the Spiritwood, and you would still need to take the southern road past Dawn.”
 
   “No,” said Raven, pointing at an area to the north of the great forest. “Not if we enter the wood here, where the Ymbral flows down into the fens.” She traced a vertical line down with her fingertip. “We could follow the river all the way through to the Dragon’s Back. One of its tributaries has its source near Aer-Claidheamh, if I remember correctly.”
 
   “Aye, you do,” replied Yaegar. “It is further than the direct path, but not greatly so. The falls there are steep, but scaleable on the eastern bank.” He stared at the map, and let out a grunt of satisfaction. “Yes, it can be done. If you cross the Ymbral before entering the forest, you’ll pass by the Dusk Tower on the far bank. They keep watch, but with their current number I doubt there will be patrols across the river. It may be possible to pass by unseen.”
 
   Raven looked up at the young hunter. “Harri?”
 
   “It is a good plan. There will be dangers, but that is true of any path that passes through the Spiritwood. By following the river, you will not get lost, at least.”
 
   “Good, then it’s settled,” said Raven, straightening. “Thank you, Yaegar, Harri, for hearing us out. We had best start making preparations. We’ll leave at first light.”
 
   “Spirit of the Hunt guide you,” said the old chieftain gravely. “May you both find what you seek.”
 
    
 
   *      *      *
 
    
 
   Cole awoke to the sound of a male voice humming enthusiastically but tunelessly amidst the clattering of pans, and the smell of frying bacon. His stomach rumbled in anticipation.
 
   With a yawn, he pulled himself upright and stretched. Oddly, despite having only snatched a few hours’ sleep after returning from the langhus, he felt somewhat refreshed. As they had walked back to the smithy, Raven suggested he return and get some rest, before disappearing on some errand of her own. His mind still reeling from the discussions with the chieftain and his son, he willingly accepted.
 
   Cole pushed open the door from the forge, and found Bjorn busying himself in the kitchen. On the table, bacon and fried bread had already been piled up. The red-haired smith turned as he entered.
 
   “Ah, the sleeper awakes at last,” he said with a grin. “Sit yourself down and fill your belly, from what I hear it might be a while before you again eat anything as good as this.”
 
   Cole did so eagerly, and helped himself to several rashers of steaming, crisp bacon and a slice of bread. “You’re in a good mood,” he observed. “What time is it?” He shovelled some of the food into his mouth. It was deliciously greasy and he could already tell it would settle on his stomach like a sandbag.
 
   “An hour past dawn, or thereabouts,” Bjorn replied, as he tipped two fried eggs, their yolks soft and as yellow as butter, onto Cole’s plate. He then sat down opposite and heaped his own plate high. “Raven was here a while past, and told me to let you rest. She’s making preparations for your departure.” He gulped down a mouthful. “As for my mood, well, I woke up this morning a rich man.”
 
   “How so?”
 
   “I bet Jakob the sentry twenty sølv that Raven would not be able to stay away from the moot. I knew she would find some excuse to pester Yaegar.” His laughter boomed across the kitchen.
 
   Cole raised an eyebrow, but the smith merely chuckled and continued to demolish the cooked breakfast in front of him.
 
   As they ate, Cole found himself thinking about the events of the previous evening. He was still shocked that Raven had volunteered to guide him to Frosthold, as he had assumed they were to part this very morning. He wondered what it was that she was hoping to find in the mountains.
 
   The thought of remaining in her company pleased him. Before their clash that night, he had felt as though they were becoming close, and he hoped that it would be possible to regain her trust. It seemed as though it was the Order she distrusted most of all, and he decided to try and find out the reason why.
 
   On a more practical level, he knew Raven and believed that he could trust her. She was also a skilled fighter, and seemed experienced in travelling the wilds. There were no guarantees that any of those would be the case with a new guide, especially one who was only doing so in return for payment.
 
   All in all, his spirits were high. He had a guide and a plan for getting to the Order’s mountain bastion, neither of which he’d had when going to bed the night before.
 
   “You seem in a good mood yourself, lad,” Bjorn observed, through a mouthful of bacon. “You’ve got a smile on your face like a hund with two piks.”
 
   “It just feels like things are starting to come together,” Cole agreed.
 
   “Is that so?” Bjorn looked doubtful. “I can’t say I’d be feeling as chipper if I was about to go into the Spiritwood.”
 
   Cole swallowed. “Is it as bad as that?”
 
   “Aye lad,” replied Bjorn gravely. “It is a dark place. The hunters do what they can to keep it in check, but it is not a place to tread lightly. Stick close to Raven, and she’ll see you through it.”
 
   When all that remained of their breakfast was a few spots of grease and a smear of yellow yolk on two empty plates, Bjorn pushed his chair back and patted his middle happily. “Ah, there’s nothing finer than starting the day with a proper lining in your belly,” he said.
 
   Cole went to gather his belongings, while the red-haired smith stacked the dishes and tidied away the remains of their breakfast. He was just preparing to leave, when Bjorn reappeared behind him in the forge.
 
   “Before you go, lad, I’ve got something for you.,” he announced. He crossed over to a barrel of weapons, and pulled out a long, straight sword. “This one I think.” He tossed it to Cole, who caught it by the hilt. “Give it a try, see how it feels.”
 
   Cole slashed the air a few times. The sword was a good fit for his hand, and looked well-forged. “I’m not sure I can afford this,” he said doubtfully.
 
   Bjorn waved away his protests. “Raven asked me for a couple of favours while she was here, I said I was more than happy to oblige. Take it.”
 
   “Thank you,” said Cole, genuinely touched by the gift. “I don’t know what to say.”
 
   “It’ll protect you a bit better than that tiny butter-knife of yours at least,” Bjorn laughed. “Raven favours a shorter blade, but a man’s arm needs a weapon with some weight to it. Some of the hunters prefer a greatsword, near as tall as a man, but they take much practice to wield.”
 
   “It’s perfect, thank you again, Bjorn.”
 
   “Wait, there’s something else,” said the smith, as Cole turned to leave. “I said that Raven asked for a couple of favours, remember? One was the sword, and the other,” he continued, rummaging through a crate beneath his workbench, “is this.”
 
   He rose holding a leather jerkin, into which had been stitched rows of small metal loops. “Ringmail,” said Bjorn proudly. “Light enough for travelling in, but in a fight it will provide some protection. Easy to move in as well.”
 
   Cole removed his cloak and eagerly pulled the armour over the top of his tunic. “It fits,” he said, grinning.
 
   “Aye, it does. For a scrap of a lad you’ve a decent frame,” the smith replied. “How does it feel?”
 
   “It fits like a glove,” said Cole. “I’m more grateful than I can say, you’ve done more for me than I had any right to expect.” He offered his hand, and Bjorn clasped it with a powerful grip.
 
   “Think nothing of it,” the smith said. “If you’re to make it safely through that blasted forest to get where you’re going, strong armour and a good blade are the least of what you’ll need. Now,” he continued, releasing Cole’s crushed hand, “you’d better go and meet Raven before she gets sick of waiting. She has a temper on her, that one.”
 
   “Oh? I hadn’t noticed,” replied Cole with a wide grin.
 
    
 
   *      *      *
 
    
 
   He found Raven at the stables on the outskirts of town, saddling the chestnut mare. The black stallion stood to one side, its saddle heavy beneath her assortment of weaponry and saddlebags that bulged with provisions. The mare had got off relatively lightly in comparison, but Cole spotted a large pack leaning against one wall, and he had an inkling who it was intended for.
 
   “Just in time,” said Raven as he entered, tightening the girth with a small grunt of effort. “I see that Bear fitted you out as I asked.”
 
   Cole twirled on the spot to show off his new armour. “What do you think?”
 
   Raven ran a critical eye over him. “It will serve,” she said at length. “Hopefully it will keep you from falling to the first foes we meet.” She pointed towards the scabbard at his hip. “We’ll train as often as we can, to make sure you can swing that without taking off an ear.”
 
   Cole pulled an apple from his pocket, which Bjorn had given him as he left the smithy, and offered it up to his horse. The mare nibbled at it appreciatively. “I’ve thanked Bjorn for his gifts, but I wanted to thank you as well, Raven. I needed a guide into the mountains, and I’m glad that it’s you.”
 
   “Save your gratitude,” she said sharply, pulling herself up onto the stallion. “I have my own reasons for making this journey. For now our purposes align, but after that... we shall see.”
 
   “All the same, thank you,” said Cole. He heaved the pack onto his shoulders, and nearly toppled over as he clambered into his own saddle. “I know you don’t trust me, but that’s fine. I trust you. You could have abandoned me in the wilds, or killed me last night, and no-one would have raised an eyebrow. But you didn’t. I don’t know what it is you think I am, but all I can do is assure you that I’m not.”
 
   Raven said nothing. She stared at him for a moment with ice-cold eyes, then dug her heels into the stallion’s flanks and left the stable.
 
   The southern gate of Hunter’s Watch was less than fifty yards away from the paddock. Beyond, the path continued to the south, where it met the main road that joined Westcove and Whitecliff and passed through the centre of the Spiritwood.
 
   They were headed in a different direction however, so immediately after passing through the gate, with a nod to the sentry on duty, they turned north and followed the outer wall. Cole wondered idly whether the guard in the tower was Jakob, his purse now considerably lighter than the day before.
 
   As she had been for much of their journey from the clearing where he had encountered Dirk and his sons, Raven once more became a taciturn companion. Cole was content to let her brood for now. He was convinced that she would thaw towards him in time, but there was little to gain from pestering her when the events of the night were still fresh in their minds.
 
   They had reached the northern edge of the wall, and were just turning eastwards, towards the edge of the wood far in the distance, when there was a pounding of hooves behind them.
 
   They turned in their saddles, and saw a lone rider on a pale grey horse cantering towards them, his long blonde hair blown back by the wind.
 
   The rider closed the distance between them quickly, and reined his horse in beside Raven’s mount. “It is good that I caught you,” said Harri.
 
   Cole saw that he had come as well-equipped as Raven; a sword and longbow were strapped to his saddle, along with a leather quiver full of dark-feathered arrows. He was once again wearing the earth-coloured cloak Cole had seen the day before, beneath which was well-polished leather armour.
 
   “What brings you here, Harri? Is there word from your father?” Raven asked.
 
   “No word,” Harri replied, “unless you count his order that I should accompany you into the Spiritwood.”
 
   “You’re coming with us?” Cole tried, and failed, to keep the disbelief from his voice.
 
   “Aye.” Harri turned his slate grey eyes onto Cole. “There are matters I must attend to in the forest. As it happens your path will take you close to where I am headed.”
 
   “What matters?” From Raven’s tone, Cole guessed she was not overjoyed at the prospect of travelling with the chieftain’s son.
 
   Harri’s jaw clenched. He stared out in the direction of the forest’s edge. “Before our party met with the last trade caravan at Dawn, we met some strangers on the road. They told us there have been disappearances in the forest. Before we reached the Moon Tower, I left the group to scout the area, but I found no trace of anything unusual.”
 
   “From what they say, the Spiritwood is a dangerous place,” said Cole. “Is it so strange for people to go missing?”
 
   “The forest has claimed many lives. There are numerous dangers within that threaten unwary travellers, but in most cases we find some trace, a sign of what befell them.” The hunter’s disquiet was clear in his voice. “From what we were told, people are vanishing, in some cases from their camps, silently in the night. When their party awakes, they are simply gone. The soldiers at the tower gave me a location where one such disappearance occurred, across the Ymbral. I mean to investigate.”
 
   Raven smiled thinly. “It is always an honour to travel with a hunter of the Watch,” she said. “We would welcome your company.”
 
   With a mischievous glint in his eye, Harri spurred on his horse. “It was not a request,” he called back over his shoulder.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 10
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   For three hours they raced ahead of the storm, but as he stood on the Havørn’s quarterdeck watching the gathering mountains of black cloud looming less than a league off their stern, Captain Brandt finally conceded defeat.
 
   “She’s coming up too fast to out-run,” he called to Nikolaj, raising his voice above the growing wind.
 
   The first-mate was standing at the ship’s wheel, holding their course steady with firm hands. “You can’t win them all, cap’n,” he replied with a grin.
 
   Captain Brandt stared towards the shore far away on the port side, gaining his bearings. “Make for land,” he said at last. “There is a small cove half a league south, sheltered on all sides. It will protect us from the worst of the storm.”
 
   “Aye cap’n.” Obediently, the grizzled first mate turned the wheel, altering the ship’s course a few degrees until it was headed for the coast.
 
   Captain Brandt waited a few moments, until he was happy with their new bearing, and then he climbed down to the deck. Jan and Sten busied themselves nearby as he approached. “How fares our passenger?” he asked the former, knowing from long experience that any attempt at conversation with the stoic Southron would fall on deaf ears.
 
   “Fine and dandy, cap’n,” said Jan sardonically, “nat’ral sailor, that one.” There was a low rumble that Captain Brandt initially thought to be thunder but which, after a moment, he recognised as laughter. Sten caught his eye and chuckled once more, before turning back to his work.
 
   Caspian, the young man they had taken on a week earlier after their visit to the Crag, was having difficulty adjusting to a life at sea. Most often, he was to be found below decks, groaning fretfully to himself. If not there, he was generally leaning out over a rail, green-faced, throwing whatever meal he had been desperate enough to consume back up into the waves.
 
   That was in spite of their journey so far being relatively smooth. They had left Westcove a week before beneath clear, sunny skies, albeit with heavy hearts. He didn’t know what his crewmen had told their spouses, but he had told Freyja the truth. She was saddened by his decision to sail south to bring word of the atrocity at the Crag, accompanied by a survivor no less, but understood. She made only one request of him: “Come home to me.”
 
   I’ll do my best, lass. It was a dangerous voyage, they had both known that, as did his crew. He’d offered them the chance to stay in Westcove and sign on to another ship, but one by one they had confirmed their determination to accompany him. To his surprise, Sten had been the first to do so. After Captain Brandt had finished explaining his plans in full, silence had fallen over the crew. Then Sten had simply shrugged muscular shoulders and walked back out onto the deck to prepare for departure. A few moments later, Nikolaj and Dorric had nodded their heads grimly and followed suit. Jan was the last. “Pirates along the coast, war in the south... it’s going to be risky, cap’n,” he’d said, in a low voice.
 
   “No-one is forcing you to come. The lads won’t think any less of you for staying.”
 
   “And you, cap’n?”
 
   “Nor me,” he replied after a pause.
 
   Jan spat into the water and gazed across the bay to the silhouette of the Crag, barely visible in the pre-dawn gloom. He was the youngest of the Havørn’s crew, not yet in his mid-twenties. In his younger days he had ridden with one of the bandit gangs that plagued travellers along the Empire’s roads, before growing tired of that life. He’d signed on with Captain Brandt’s crew, reasoning that a life at sea was least likely to bring him face to face with any of his old cronies. Captain Brandt had never had any cause to doubt his loyalty, but the younger man still wore the hard edge and wary look that were relics of his past.
 
   “What we saw, it’s import’nt, ain’t it cap’n?”
 
   “Aye,” he agreed. “I’m not sure how yet, but I think it will change things. People need to know what happened here. At the very least we need to bring word to Bloodstone, so that it reaches the emperor’s ear.”
 
   A sly look stole over the young crewman’s face. “Seems to me that an emperor might reward those who bring news of a plot to his ears.”
 
   Captain Brandt frowned. “We don’t do this for coin, we do it because it is right.”
 
   “That might be why you risk your neck for a keep full o’ dead monks, but not me, cap’n,” Jan replied firmly. “They wouldn’t of spit on me if’n I was on fire when they was alive, nor me them. But if you can promise us riches, then I’ll sail with you.”
 
   Captain Brandt ground his jaw and stared across the waves. Having a full complement on board would raise their chances of reaching their destination. But he was not prepared to lie to his men. “I will not stand before the Golden Throne of Ehrenburg and demand coin,” he said carefully. “But it is possible that Maximilien would not let those who bring his word of his most trusted advisor’s misdeeds go unrewarded.”
 
   The young sailor weighed up his words. It was not the cast-iron guarantee Jan had hoped for, but he knew that it was as much as he would receive. But there was one last nagging question, one that Captain Brandt had spent long mulling over himself. “What if he already knows?” Jan asked quietly, so the others would not overhear. “What if old Max the Great is a part of it?”
 
   Captain Brandt shook his head slowly. He kept his face carefully still, expressionless. “I don’t think so. What happened up there on that rock, it has the feel of something secret. ‘Sides,” he added, “there were no Legion there, not even an escort. I don’t think the Archon wanted any witnesses.” Despite his own doubts, he believed that what he was saying was true.
 
   Jan nodded thoughtfully, then with no further word he swaggered onto the deck to join his crewmates.
 
   Captain Brandt recalled that moment now as he stood watching his crew work. The ship was pitching more severely now as the storm approached, buffeted by six-foot high waves capped with white foam. Sea spray flew up above the rails as they crashed into the Havørn’s sides. Dorric, high up in the rigging, was often left hanging above the waves as the ship rolled drunkenly from side to side. Yet he may as well have been propping up the ‘Maid’s bar for all the concern he showed. They’re a good crew, he thought. What would he have done if they had refused to accompany him south? He’d been confident, but a flicker of doubt had wormed its way into his heart before Sten stepped forward. Would I still be here, now? It seemed unlikely.
 
   He looked back across to the approaching coastline and barked a minor course adjustment at Nikolaj, who did as he was bid. Satisfied, he steeled himself with a deep breath and pushed open the door to the cabin.
 
   Inside, it was dark. The Havørn’s small cabin had no windows, with what little light there was provided by a candle on the captain’s desk. His eyes took a moment to adjust, and soon he could make out the robed figure huddled in the candle’s feeble glow, papers strewn all around him. Captain Brandt could also see stacks of papers piled on the floor next to the room’s occupant.
 
   “Catching up on a little reading, eh lad?”
 
   The robed figure swivelled and he saw the scraggly youth’s features in the candlelight. Caspian smiled. “I started to get a bit bored of staring at my breakfast as it flew into the sea. I think I’ve found my sea legs.”
 
   “It had to happen eventually.” Captain Brandt crossed to the cabin’s bunk and sat down on the hard mattress. He pointed towards the papers. “Anything interesting?”
 
   “Hm? Oh, the letters.” Caspian shook his head. “Sorry, captain, you were probably hoping for me to make more progress with these by now, but I haven’t really been in a fit state to-”
 
   Captain Brandt waved his hand. “Don’t worry about it, lad, you’ve had a hard time of it, harder’n most in fact. We’ve plenty of time left on this voyage, yet.”
 
   “How far have we come?”
 
   “A few hundred miles, give or take. We might have come farther, had the wind been better, but at this time of year you’re always more grateful for the miles you’ve travelled safely than regretful of the ones you haven’t.”
 
   “Oh, believe me, I am,” replied Caspian with nervous laugh. “We’ll be at sea for a couple of weeks yet, then.”
 
   Captain Brandt fished his clay pipe from his pocket, and stuffed a wad of tobacco into the bowl. “Could be so,” he said, as he struck his flint to light it, and grunted with satisfaction as he took a couple of puffs. “It’s hard to say. We’ll be making land in an hour or so for a day, perhaps two. Hopefully it will be the only time, but at this time of year you can never know for sure.”
 
   Caspian sat up, alarmed. “Making land, here? Is there a problem?”
 
   Captain Brandt chuckled, sending a cloud of grey smoke across the small cabin. “Problem? Nay lad, not unless you count the storm nipping at our heels like a pack of hellhounds still warm from the pit.” Even in the dim light, he saw the colour drain from the young man’s face. “Did ye not notice the floor moving around more than usual?”
 
   “I... I got caught up in reading, I didn’t...”
 
   Captain Brandt laughed out loud, sending hot ashes onto his topcoat. “You’re a queer one, lad, I’ll give you that,” he said as he patted them out. “Face as green as a jealous fishwife while the sea is as still as a pond, and barely notice when a gale is threatening to drown us.”
 
   The chair scraped across the floor as Caspian suddenly lurched to his feet. “Sorry, captain, I think I’m going to be-”
 
   “Sit down, lad,” he commanded. “You’ve been fine this long, just take a hold of yeself. There’s a small cove not far from here that I know. We’ll be sheltered there while we wait for the storm to pass.”
 
   Caspian nodded miserably, and sat down again. For a while they sat in silence, the young man staring off into space as the captain puffed contentedly on his pipe.
 
   Eventually, Caspian stirred. “I’m from Westcove, you know,” he muttered in a quiet voice, barely perceptible above the creaking of the ship and the muffled crash of the waves.
 
   “Aye?”
 
   “Westerman, born and bred,” the young man continued. “I was born within spitting distance of the dock, in a room above a weaver’s shop. I had two brothers and a sister. I was the youngest.” He paused, still staring into the middle-distance. This time, Captain Brandt sat quietly, not interrupting. With a sigh, Caspian carried on. “Da was a labourer at the docks and my mam took in washing, but they could barely feed us all. So, when I was five, I was sent off to the Order, to study. Make something of myself, my da said. The journey to the Crag was the last time I set foot on a ship for twelve years. When there weren’t no chores, the novices would stand at the top of the keep. Some of them would look out west, or north, or south, trying to make out what was out there beyond the edges of the world. Not me. I always looked across the bay. On a good day, from where I stood, I could see my house. A gull could fly further in an hour than I’d come in my whole life.”
 
   “Everyone has to spread their wings, sooner or later,” Captain Brandt said softly.
 
   Caspian glanced across. “That’s the point,” he said. “I never wanted to. I was happy where I was. I’d have stayed in Westcove if my da had let me. I knew that one day I’d probably be sent out to set up a mission somewhere else, but I didn’t like to think about it. Cole hated it.” He chuckled ruefully. “He was desperate to get out there, to see the world, though I think the idea scared him a little. Now he is, somewhere out there. And so am I. He’d laugh himself hoarse if he could see me.”
 
   Caspian lapsed into a morose silence. Captain Brandt watched him for a few moments, puffing thoughtfully on his pipe. “It’s good you came with us,” he said after a time.
 
   The young man let out a bitter laugh. “I had a choice? Left in a castle full of dead men and being ambushed by pirates at the point of a sword. I was just grateful to still be breathing.”
 
   “We’re fishermen,” said Captain Brandt carefully after a long pause, “not pirates.”
 
   Caspian shifted awkwardly in his seat. “Look, captain. I wasn’t lying about being grateful. Who knows how I’d have got off that rock if you hadn’t come along. But I’m only here ‘cause Cole’s in some kind of trouble. I want to figure out what it is, do what I can to help, and then go back to what’s left of my life.”
 
   It may not be that simple, the captain thought. I hope for your sake that it is. Out loud, he said, “For what it’s worth, I think you made the right choice. Despite what you think, there was one to make.” He stood, and crossed to the cabin door. “We’ll be making land soon. I’ll come back when it’s time.”
 
   With no further word from the young man, he went back out onto the deck and closed the door behind him.
 
    
 
   *      *      *
 
    
 
   When Captain Brandt had said the cove was sheltered on all sides, he hadn’t been lying. As they sailed along the cliffs that marked this part of the coast beneath darkening skies, they didn’t see the narrow crack in the rock that marked its entrance until they were nearly on top of it.
 
   Standing pensively in the prow, Captain Brandt was watching for the passage. It was less than thirty yards away when he finally saw it through the driving rain and sea spray. He roared at the helmsman. As Nikolaj span the ship’s wheel, he called instructions to the crew. On cue, Jan and the hulking form of Sten heaved on various ropes to trim the sails accordingly. The rolling ship turned, hesitantly at first and then more sharply. Waves crashed into the Havørn’s broadside, and for a moment it felt as though they might capsize.
 
   For several heartbeats it teetered on the brink of falling. Then, with almost glacial slowness, the wind caught the sails once more, righting the rotund fishing vessel and propelling it forward through the narrow passage in the sheer cliff face. It was tight, the rock passing less than ten feet from either side, but it was only several ships’ lengths long and soon they emerged into the calm waters of the bay beyond.
 
   Caspian, now standing in the cabin’s doorway, gasped as he saw it. The cove was almost completely circular, bounded by tall cliffs all around. With the storm almost upon them, the sky above was near as dark as night. A hard rain pounded the wooden deck, yet the cove’s waters were almost still. It was small, though to Caspian’s untrained eye it looked capable of safely containing several ships larger than their own. On the far side of the bay was a beach, above which the cliffs loomed vertically. It seemed to Caspian like an apple that had had its core cut out. You could easily travel past this spot on either side by land or sea, and never know that it existed.
 
   “Where are we?” he asked, to nobody in particular.
 
   Captain Brandt was striding back towards the stern as the crew busied themselves taking down sails. “It doesn’t really have a name, lad, least none that I know of,” he said. “Those as know of it aren’t exactly the map-making type.”
 
   Caspian’s brow wrinkled in puzzlement. “Pirates you mean?”
 
   The captain shrugged. “Let’s just say that for those who would prefer to avoid imperial attention, secret places like this are more valuable than gold.”
 
   Before Caspian could ask more, the captain was climbing up to the ship’s wheel, barking instructions at Nikolaj and the rest of the crew climbing around in the rigging.
 
   When the sails had been furled and the anchor dropped, Dorric and Sten lowered a small rowboat into the water to take them all ashore. Close to, the water was not still, Caspian realised with a knot of nausea in his stomach. But the small waves that lapped at the rowboat were in stark contrast to the savage fury of the storm that raged in the sky above them.
 
   The darkness was lit up every few moments as lightning crackled across the face of the mountainous clouds. Through the crack in the rock they had passed through mere minutes before, he caught a glimpse of waves as tall as houses dashing themselves against the cliffs. At the sight of the rolling swell his stomach lurched again.
 
   Caspian glanced at the crew. Sten and Nikolaj were rowing steadily for the shore, their faces contorted with the strain of pulling the oars. Jan and Dorric were laughing at some private joke, and he felt his cheeks redden. The sailors had been careful not to mock him within earshot, but he knew he must have been the butt of many japes this past week. Captain Brandt, meanwhile, stared out towards the beach. All of them, Caspian included, were soaked through to the skin; even if he fell into the water he could not be more wringing wet than he already was. The rain hammered down in fat droplets that stung his skin, while a chill wind howled around them and pinched their faces.
 
   Yet the mood of the crew was light; each man was keenly aware that any discomfort they were now feeling was as nothing against what it would be like to be at sea in this storm. Caspian shivered and gathered his wet cloak around himself, though any effort to shield himself from the rain was in vain. He had next to no experience of sailing in bad weather, but even he felt relief at their narrow escape.
 
   “Will it be fine on its own?” he asked, referring to the ship.
 
   “She,” Nikolaj corrected, with a grunt of effort as he tried to keep pace with Sten’s rowing. “Sailors call our ships she, bad luck to do aught else. And yes, she’ll be as safe as a babby asleep in its crib.”
 
   “Sorry, I didn’t know.” Caspian glanced back at the Havørn, which indeed looked almost serene as tiny waves lapped at its – her, he corrected himself – sides. “Why refer to a ship as though it... she’s female?”
 
   “Because a ship is like a wife and mother to us,” Captain Brandt called from the prow. “Caring for and protecting her crew... and as vengeful as a cut snake if you don’t treat her right,” he finished, to laughter from the other sailors. Even Sten smiled fleetingly.
 
   When they were within a dozen yards from the shore, Jan and Dorric leapt out into the surf, and dragged the rowboat up onto the beach. Caspian tried to hide his relief as he stepped onto solid ground for the first time in over a week. He resisted the urge to kneel and kiss the wet sand.
 
   Together, they dragged the rowboat away from the water, towards the base of the cliffs. With a cry, Jan pointed towards these, and Caspian saw what he had spotted. A dark shadow cut into the grey rock; a cave entrance. Even though none of them could possibly have become any wetter than they were already, at some unspoken command they jogged towards the cave and whatever refuge from the storm it offered.
 
   Sten had managed to grab an armful of sticks and branches from somewhere, and piled them close to the mouth of the cave. Jan and Dorric joined him. The three of them hunched over the kindling, attempting to coax the damp wood to catch alight. Nikolaj, the first mate, had stripped down to his undergarments, and was hanging his wet clothes on rocks standing nearby. Captain Brandt stood apart from his men, one arm resting on the rock wall as he stared out into the rain.
 
   “What do we do now?” Caspian asked, coming up to him.
 
   “We wait,” the older man replied. “Not much more to be done, unless you wanted to go for a swim.”
 
   “I’d probably be drier if I did.” Perhaps it was the weather, or homesickness, but a gloominess had settled over Caspian. Evidently, his mood had been given away by the tone of his words, as the captain laughed and clapped a hand on his shoulder.
 
   “Don’t worry, lad,” he said. “The boys’ll have a fire going soon, and then we’ll eat. Once your belly is filled with roasted meat and rum and your clothes are dry, you’ll feel better. Just be glad we’re in here, and not out there.”
 
   Caspian wasn’t sure whether he was referring to the cove they had found, outside of which the storm was even now raging, or the cave, which was more sheltered still, but he saw the sense in what the captain said. He sloped off towards the rear of the cave, and gamely tried to count his blessings as he sat shivering on a rock.
 
   Truthfully, he was at a loss as to what to do with himself. Genuine free time had been a rarity on the Crag, where life had followed a familiar pattern of study, chores, meals and sleep. Now, for a brief time, he was left to his own devices, and it was as if he was hearing his own thoughts for the first time. There weren’t as many of them as he might have hoped.
 
   Caspian smiled sadly. He was even a disappointment to himself.
 
   He glanced around at the cave walls, his mind wandering. It would have been a good opportunity to delve into Elder Tobias’ correspondence, but he hadn’t dared to bring any of the books or letters he had taken from the Crag into the rowboat. It would have been just his luck to have fallen in and ruined them all.
 
   The rock walls weren’t smooth, he saw. Instead, they were covered in pitted holes, most large enough for him to be able to put a fist inside, had he been so inclined. Caspian peered into the hole nearest him, but saw nothing except inky blackness. He thought about asking the captain or one of the crewmen about it, but decided against it. For all he knew, the insides of all caves were filled with such pockmarks, and he wasn’t in the mood for his ignorance to be the cause of further mockery.
 
   Caaaaaasssssss
 
   Caspian felt a breath of cold air on the back of his neck as he heard the voice, a barely audible whisper. Startled, he leapt up from the rock. His eyes searched the darkness at the back of the cave feverishly, heart pounding against his ribcage. The cave was not a deep one and, despite the lack of illumination, he was able to just about make out the wall at the back. There was nothing there. Nothing that he could see, at least.
 
   “Who’s there?” he asked, his voice emerging in a tremulous squeak rather than the commanding tone he had intended.
 
   Just then another waft of cold air touched his face. Chill fingers brushed lightly across his cheek, as his name once more came to him in a faint sigh at the very edge of his hearing.
 
   With a choked gasp he staggered back towards the cave entrance, and stood panting behind the reassuringly solid figure of Sten. Jan glanced up briefly, before shaking his head and turning away. “I think His Holiness here has been getting acquainted with The Lady,” he said, with a chuckle.
 
   “The Lady?” Caspian wiped droplets of sweat from his forehead. He felt his heartbeat begin to return to normal. “Who’s that?”
 
   Before Jan could reply, Captain Brandt cut across him. “Just a legend, nothing more.” He scowled at the young sailor. “Pay it no heed.”
 
   Eventually, Jan and Sten got a small blaze going. They cautiously added more wood, which was soon burning merrily. The five men and Caspian huddled gratefully around its warmth.
 
   As darkness began to fall outside the cave, Dorric drew raw haunches of some miscellaneous creature from a leather knapsack, stuck them on metal spits he’d brought from the ship and leaned them up close to the flames. By dint of the fact he could be relied upon to serve a simple plate of food without poisoning the rest of the crew, he had seemed to have assumed the role of ship’s cook. From what Caspian had seen, the man was an honest soul and a stout sailor, but utterly devoid of imagination. As a result, the meals he prepared on board the Havørn was similarly honest but bland, and the cause of much grumbling. Caspian, accustomed to the near-indigestible fare served to novices on the Crag, had seen little wrong with it. At least, those meals he had been able to temporarily ingest.
 
   Nobody was grumbling now. The aroma of roasting meat had them all salivating. Caspian breathed it in deeply. He didn’t ask what animal Dorric had found to butcher, however, as he was slightly afraid of what the answer might be.
 
   As their dinner was cooking, Captain Brandt reached into his topcoat, and brought out a bottle of clear liquid. He popped the cork, raised the bottle to his lips, and took a long draught. “Ah,” he sighed happily, “a fire can warm a man’s boots and his hands, but it takes a drink to warm his insides.” He passed the bottle to Nikolaj, who took a slug from the bottle.
 
   It was still half-full by the time it had made its way around the circle to Caspian. When he took the bottle, he caught a waft of alcohol that made his eyes sting. “Is this rum?” he asked, blinking away tears.
 
   “Not rum, no,” Captain Brandt replied, vaguely. “Not exactly. It’s in that general vicinity, though.”
 
   Caspian felt five pairs of eyes on him as he lifted the bottle to his mouth. At first the liquid was surprisingly tasteless. Then it hit the back of his tongue and set his throat on fire. He coughed violently, which sent the liquid fire into his nose. He felt himself retch, hearing laughter but too caught up in his own private misery to care. After much spluttering and gagging, he brought himself under control. His eyes watered and his mouth still stung, but there was a pleasant heat in the pit of his stomach.
 
   A mischievous grin was plastered across Jan’s face. “Don’t fret, chum, Westcovian grog ain’t meant for young’uns anyway.”
 
   Dorric and Nikolaj sniggered dutifully, but Captain Brandt was watching him thoughtfully. Holding Jan’s gaze, Caspian lifted the bottle once again and took a bigger draught. The heat was not as intense the second time, and with barely a cough he handed the bottle back to the captain. The young sailor said nothing, but after a long pause he gave a small nod of acknowledgement.
 
   Caspian fought to keep the look of triumph from his face. “So,” he said finally, when he trusted himself to speak without retching, “are you going to tell me, then?”
 
   Jan poked impatiently at the spitted haunch nearest him. “Tell you what?”
 
   “About The Lady?”
 
   “Oh, that.” Jan smiled broadly and drew back, settling down again slightly back from the fire. “Are you sure your belly can handle such a grisly tale?”
 
   By now, darkness had fallen completely. The flames wreathed them all in a flickering orange glow, sending their huge shadows dancing on the cave walls all around them. Caspian shivered, and not only because of the way the cold air chilled the damp clothes on his back. But his curiosity was piqued. “I spent a day and a night alone in a castle with the slaughtered remains of dozens of my Brothers, after seeing and hearing them cut down as they feasted. I’m no sailor, I make no bones about that, but I’ve stomached more than most do in a lifetime.”
 
   A couple of the crewmen shifted uncomfortably, but Jan’s eyes, as hard as flint, just regarded him levelly for several moments. “Do you know where we are, right now?” he asked. Caspian shook his head. “Have you heard of The Scorch, then?”
 
   This time, Caspian nodded. “It’s where King Caderyn fell. He burned the land from the lowlands to the Granite Pass, but it wasn’t enough to stop the Legion.
 
   “A desp’rate move,” Jan agreed. “As he retreated north before the might of the emperor’s army, his troops fell upon the farmlands. They took all the crops they could carry, the people too, and set everything aflame behind them. He hoped he could starve the invaders, give them nothing but cold ashes to fill their bellies, before crushing them at the Pass and sending them back to Ehrenburg with their tails between their legs.”
 
   “It almost worked,” said Nikolaj bitterly.
 
   Jan snorted. “Rot,” he replied, heaving a gob of phlegm into the fire to emphasise the point. “He was doomed from the start. The Legion was too strong, and they hadn’t been forced to march through ashes far enough, not nearly. He’d wanted them starving, but by the time they got to the Pass all he’d done was rile them up. Even so, he’d chosen his ground well. The Granite Pass is narrow, the ground between loose and liable to trip a man if he’s not careful. At first, the battle went Caderyn’s way. The Legion could only approach slowly in narrow columns, where the northern infantrymen kept them bottled up easily. All while their archers, up on the high ground, fired down on those behind. For a while it was like driving piggies to the slaughter.” He shook his head. “There were just too many of the swine.”
 
   “What would you know of it, pup?” Nikolaj shot back, hotly. “You weren’t even born. I was there, standing shoulder to shoulder with my comrades. Caderyn’s plan was sound. He wasn’t to know what the Bloody Prince was plotting.”
 
   “Prince Adelmar?” Caspian asked.
 
   “I was just getting to that, you old codger,” Jan grumbled. He turned back to Caspian. “Just when Caderyn thought the battle won, Adelmar hit them from the rear. When he’d seen what the northmen were doing in the farmlands, he’d taken his vanguard through the foothills and across the Dragon’s Back. How he did it so quick I’ll never know. A born soldier, that one. Still in his teens then, and already won more battles than I’ve got teeth.”
 
   “I heard he was born with a sword in his hand,” chipped in Dorric. “Cut his own way out of his mother’ womb.”
 
   “A lie, but not too far from the truth,” Jan replied. “She died giving him birth, but there was nothing unnat’ral about it. He came into the world covered in blood, and has remained so ever since. The north was lost the moment he arrived on the battlefield, its last great army caught between the hammer and the anvil. Poor bastards didn’t see it coming.”
 
   Nikolaj prodded the flickering fire with a stick, his mood sombre. “It was a massacre,” he said quietly. “Caderyn had stationed all his fighting men at the entrance to the Pass, to hold back the Legion. He left all the others behind us. To protect them.” he grimaced. “The farmers, the women and children, the old and the sick. When I saw Adelmar’s vanguard falling on them from the hills, that blood-red armour of his leading the charge, I pissed myself.”
 
   Jan snickered, and the first mate shot him an angry glare. “You’d have done the same, boy, and worse. We saw our deaths, then, as they fell on us. The farmers and their families were first, the Bloody Prince and his men hacking at everything that moved. It happened so fast. The screams...” he closed his eyes momentarily, before continuing. “The Legion felt our fear then, and fought like demons at the Pass. We stood firm at first, but they overwhelmed us. A few men fled, then others joined them. We were broken. King Caderyn tried to rally us, but it was chaos.”
 
   “How did you survive?” asked Caspian.
 
   Nikolaj didn’t meet his eye. “Many ran, though we were surrounded. When it was clear that we’d lost, we threw down our swords.” He stared into the flames. “Most people think that when two armies meet, there’s nothing left of the losers but carrion. But it ain’t like that. It’s not about killing every last foe, it’s about who breaks first. We lost a thousand soldiers, or thereabouts, one in five men. But the families...” the first mate’s voice began to crack. “Thousands killed, in the blink of an eye. Defenceless. It was seeing them fall that broke us.”
 
   “What happened after that?”
 
   Jan spat into the fire once more, where it evaporated with a hiss. “Caderyn’s army was decimated, is what happened, and the last northern king’s head ended up on a pike outside the walls of that bloody great fortress the emperor built to mark his victory.”
 
   “War’s End,” said Caspian. Jan nodded, but there was a snort of derision from the first mate.
 
   “Pfeh,” Nikolaj growled. “Found a way to boast while spitting in the eye of the north and making sure we was all kept bottled up. He was always a sly one, was Old Bones.”
 
   Caspian’s brow wrinkled. “Old Bones? I’ve not heard that before. Where’s it from?”
 
   The grizzled first mate’s eyes glittered in the firelight as he looked up and held Caspian’s gaze. “What were they teaching you on that godsforsaken rock?” he asked, with a hint of bemusement. “Have you never heard the Lay of the Quiet Lord?”
 
   “No,” Caspian replied. “But I’d like to.”
 
   “Aye, well, it’s a cheerful ditty,” said Nikolaj, slightly mollified. “Just the sort of rhyme to brighten a night such as this.” Then, in low tones, he began to recite a few verses, the telling of which made Caspian shiver.
 
    
 
   Old bones upon a throne of gold,
 
   Whispering halls long since grown cold.
 
   At rest, yet withered, creaking hands
 
   Grasp tight a rusted iron band.
 
    
 
   From deathly slumber ne’er to wake,
 
   The haunted lord stirs not nor breaks
 
   The silence of his vaulted tomb,
 
   Nor senses the impending doom.
 
    
 
   In tower high is done the deed,
 
   Betrayal born of jealous need.
 
   Two hearts arise from silver pool,
 
   One fair and just, its brother cruel.
 
    
 
   The blade strikes true, the circlet falls,
 
   A new lord rules the shadowed halls.
 
   The mourning son in fear takes flight,
 
   And seeks the dawn to end the night.
 
    
 
   “And that’s about the emperor?” Caspian asked, when the first mate fell silent.
 
   “Aye, and his sons,” Jan agreed. “The Bloody Prince and the sneaky one.”
 
   “The young are quick to speak with conviction about subjects of which they know nothing,” Nikolaj retorted. “It was my own ma who first told it to me, and that was back in Fat Fredi’s day. Maximilien was still a young man himself then.”
 
   Captain Brandt shifted his weight before the fire. “It’s true, it’s an old rhyme in these parts. Nevertheless, some parts ring true and the nickname has certainly stuck. It’s a braver man than me that repeats it to his face, though.”
 
   “Then who is it about?” asked Caspian, his interest piqued.
 
   The captain shrugged. “An old king, perhaps, one long-forgotten. It’s not too surprising if parts of it seem to hold relevance today. There’s nothing new under the sun, or so they say.”
 
   “Does you want to hear about The Lady, or not?” Jan demanded suddenly, clearly nettled by the interruption in his tale. He shot a meaningful glare at the first-mate, who for his part ignored his young ship-mate and continued to stare into the crackling flames, a thoughtful expression on his face.
 
   “Yes, of course,” said Caspian. “But what does it have to do with the emperor’s bastion?”
 
   “I was getting to that,” Jan replied irritably. “The point being, that’s where we are now. If you climbed up those cliffs behind us, you’d see The Scorch all around. Most of the lowlands recovered over time, and the farmers eventually returned, but around the Pass the soil was too thin. Once everything had been burned off, there was nothing left to grow back. It’s just rock and ashes for dozens of miles in either direction. Nothing grows in the Scorch, and nothing lives... save those poor souls in War’s End.”
 
   “Not a duty I envy, manning those walls,” Captain Brandt interjected, taking another swig from the bottle. “That land is cursed.”
 
   “That’s what they say,” Jan went on, with a nasty grin. “And I can’t say as they’re wrong, either. Before Caderyn’s firebugs passed through, there were farms and villages here. The soil was thin and working it was hard, and those that lived here were the same – thin and hard. But they got by. A long time ago, before my grandfather was even born, The Lady was one of them.”
 
   “Who was she?”
 
   “Nobody knows for certain. Some will tell you that she and her husband were merchants in one of the towns that were here back then, others say that they were actually lord and lady of this, that or the other. But all agree they were nobility or close to it, and wealthy either way.”
 
   “I heard he was a ship’s captain,” Dorric piped up.
 
   “And do I live in a big manor house, then?” Captain Brandt said with a laugh. “More like he was a ship owner, and occasionally travelled on board one of his vessels.”
 
   “Most like,” Jan agreed. “For that’s what happened on this one fateful day. He was sailing down this very stretch of coast, when a sudden squall become a colossal storm, the likes of which have never been seen before or since. Those that saw it thought the sky would tear itself apart. Waves as tall as these cliffs battered the ship, until there was nothing left but matchwood.”
 
   Caspian shivered as he thought about their own narrow escape from the storm. “What happened then?”
 
   “The Lady had seen the storm from her manor house, and knowing that her husband was at sea was already fretting. Then, when word reached her of the shipwreck, she ran out into the rain and raced for the cliffs as fast as the wind. These very cliffs above us now.”
 
   At that moment, a fork of lightning crackled across the dark clouds and lit up the sky. Wind howled across the mouth of the cave. The flames dimmed momentarily, before flickering back to life.
 
   “When she stood on the cliffs, looking down upon the sea, the wreckage of her husband’s ship was still being tossed between the waves. They say her screams of anguish were heard all the way back in the town, and mothers crossed themselves with the sign of the Divine when they heard it.”
 
   “Poor woman,” said Caspian. “Did she see her husband?”
 
   “There was no sign, but when she saw the wreckage she knew he was lost. Unable to contain her grief, she threw herself from the cliffs onto the rocks below. Unfortunately, she didn’t look down before jumping.”
 
   Jan paused, as he leaned forward, and tested again whether the meat was cooked through. Caspian found himself holding his breath as he waited for the sailor to settle himself back against the rock. Eventually, he continued, “If she’d a had, she would have seen her husband washed up on the shore, right there, outside this cave.” He pointed into the darkness outside. “He was still alive, just barely. They say that in her last moment, their eyes met one last time.”
 
   The bottle had made its way to him again, so Jan took a long draught. “To this day, if you walk among these cliffs and caves, you can hear The Lady calling out, looking for her lost love. That’s why this part of the coast is called The Whispers. If you’re quiet, you can probably hear her now.”
 
   Jan fell silent, and Caspian strained his ears. Above the gentle crackling of the fire, right at the edge of his hearing, he thought he could make out another whisper. Caaaassssss...
 
   Without warning, Jan spat a stream of booze into the fire. The flames roared out in a sudden blast of heat. Caspian screamed and jumped to his feet. Jan howled with laughter, and even Captain Brandt smiled.
 
   “You scrub!” Caspian shouted, his eyes bulging. “Is any of that even true?”
 
   Captain Brandt stood, and laid a friendly hand on his shoulder. “Settle down, lad. They do tell the legend of The Lady in these parts, and we are in The Whispers. As to whether it’s true, who can say?”
 
   “But the voice... I know I heard something, back there,” he pointed towards the rear of the cave.
 
   “Oh, I’ve no doubt that you did. Where do you think the name comes from?” He sat back down, as Dorric began to remove the roasted meat from the fire and pass it to the men seated around. “Personally, I think it’s because of the way the wind blows across all these holes. The rocks along this part of the coast are riddled with them, for some reason.” He glanced up at Caspian and raised an eyebrow. “I’m surprised you haven’t noticed them.”
 
    
 
   *      *      *
 
    
 
   Hummmm
 
   Caspian’s eyes flew open in the darkness. A few glowing embers were all that remained of the fire, just enough for him to make out the slumbering shapes all around him.
 
   He’d been dreaming of home. Not the Crag, the place that he had thought of as home for most of his life, but the place he was born. He’d been back in the room above the weaver’s shop; a grown man this time, in place of the child he’d been the last time he’d seen it.
 
   They had all been there, his brothers, sister, mother and father, only they looked the same as they had the day he’d left. His mother was sat in a wooden chair by the cold, lifeless fireplace, face hidden in her hands, weeping. The children were comforting her, their backs turned to him, but his father stood up to face him as Caspian approached. His face was dark with fury. “Why are you here?” he demanded.
 
   “I-I just w-wanted to come back, d-da,” he stammered. “I just w-want to come h-home.”
 
   His father, who he now noticed still towered over him, as he had when he was a child, marched up and shook a ham-sized fist in his face. “This is not your home. Begone!”
 
   Caspian trembled, but stood his ground. “I c-can’t go back, they’re all d-dead. I don’t w-want to be a-a-alone.”
 
   The force of the slap rocked his head to one side. His cheek burned. “Can’t you see what you’re doing to them?” his father bellowed.
 
   Caspian looked past his father to his mother and siblings by the fireplace. Slowly, his mother raised her head from her hands to stare at him. Tears were rolling down her cheeks, but her eyes were gone. In their place, the sockets burned with a sickly green glow. “No,” he gasped.
 
   “See?” his father growled, as Caspian’s brothers and sister turned to face him. Like his mother, their faces were bathed in the same green glow from their eyes. It made them appear deathly ill.
 
   His father’s ogre-sized head loomed back into his vision. “Find the black sun!” he commanded. “Go!”
 
   Caspian felt a hand on his shoulder, and he turned. His mother stood behind him, her eyes burning with green fire. “It’s time, Caspian,” she said, her voice coming from a great distance. “You must tell him. The sleeper wakes.”
 
   With that, he had woken. He was dimly aware that his sleeping brain had heard a noise, something out of place. Not the wind, nor the falling rain or the sound of the ocean. He lay still for several moments, listening.
 
   Whatever it was had fallen silent.
 
   Cautiously, he sat up. None of the others stirred; whatever he’d heard, it had not disturbed the sailors or their captain. Dorric was snoring, and he wondered if that is all it had been.
 
   Then he heard it again. Or rather, felt it. A low humming noise that made the rock floor vibrate ever so slightly beneath his fingertips.
 
   For a moment, he wondered if he was still asleep; whether he had passed from one dream to the next rather than waking. He considered prodding Jan, the nearest to him, but decided that was an unwise course of action. Besides, his mind was clear, with none of the strange-otherworldliness of dreams. Whatever the source of the noise was, it was here with them.
 
   Later, Caspian was not sure whether it was bravery or curiosity that brought him to his feet. But whichever it was he rose cautiously from the thin blanket that was serving, poorly, as a mattress.
 
   He turned his head from side to side in the darkness, gauging the direction of the sound. To his surprise, it seemed to be coming from the rear of the cave, where he had sat only the day before.
 
   Carefully, he felt his way along the passage, his left hand resting lightly on the cave wall. He could feel his fingertips brushing over the round indentations he had noticed before. As he passed one, he felt a breath of cold air brush his cheek with a soft sigh, but this time he ignored it. Whatever had stirred him from sleep was more real than Jan’s story of ghostly widows.
 
   A change in the pressure of the air in front of him told Caspian he had reached the back of the cave. He reached out a tentative hand and pressed it to the back wall. Perhaps it was the lack of sight, with his other senses compensating, but he instantly knew the rock was different to that of the walls; smoother, as if it had been carved rather than eroded by time and the elements. The vibration was stronger here also, his earlier guess proving correct.
 
   “It began an hour past.”
 
   At the sound of the voice, Caspian jumped like a startled cat. “W-who’s there?” he asked, backing away against the wall. When there was no reply, he squinted into the blackness, and saw the vague outline of a large figure. It was sitting so still he had at first thought it to be a part of the cave wall. “Sten?”
 
   The figure rose from the rock it had been sitting on, and joined him. Close to, the hulking frame of the stoic Southron was unmistakable. Sten reached out a hand, and ran it across the back wall.
 
   “There was no danger, so I let the others rest,” he said, his voice a low rumble. “I kept watch.”
 
   Apparently exhausted by the speech, the longest Caspian had heard from him during the rest of the voyage put together, he lapsed back into silence.
 
   Caspian began feeling around the edge of the back wall, where it met the sides of the tunnel. “The rock here is different,” he said, his words greeted by a grunt of assent from the sailor. “And here, right at the edge... there is a gap of some kind.”
 
   Sten’s arm raised, and Caspian could hear him patting at the stone above their heads. He grunted again. “Strange.”
 
   Caspian stood back a pace. “The back wall... it is separate from the rest of the cave, I think.” He scratched his scalp, deep in thought. “Could it be a door?”
 
   His companion made no reply, but Caspian was gently pushed back a step. Sten’s fingers scrabbled for purchase on one side of the slab, and then he was pulling. His great back rippled with the strain, and he let out a growl of effort. Caspian held his breath as he watched the show of strength.
 
   Eventually, Sten ceased his efforts, having made no discernable difference to the back wall of the cave. “It is stuck,” he said, unnecessarily.
 
   Just then, they heard groans from the mouth of the cave. Sten’s failed attempt to shift the back wall had evidently woken the others. Jan was cursing, and Captain Brandt’s voice called out, “Is that you, lad?”
 
   “It’s me, captain,” Caspian called back. “I don’t know about no Lady, but there’s something strange about this cave. Bring a torch!”
 
   Less than a minute later, the six of them were gathered at the back of the cave, the torch in Dorric’s hand casting their large shadows onto the walls of the tunnel.
 
   This time, it was Captain Brandt’s turn to brush his hand down the rock face. “When you know what it is you’re looking for, it’s clear,” he said. “The tunnel grows smaller the deeper you go, but at the back it’s flat.” His eyes traced the outline of the wall. “Round, too.”
 
   “Has no-one noticed this before?” Caspian asked.
 
   “I’ve never had cause to go poking around the rear of these caves, this is just one of many along The Whispers,” Captain Brandt replied. “I doubt this wall has ever had more attention than it’s getting now from us.” He reached out, and rapped the rock with a knuckle. They all heard it.
 
   “Hollow,” said Jan under his breath.
 
   For a few moments they stood staring at the wall, bathed in flickering orange light from Dorric’s torch. Then, he piped up with the one question they had all been thinking. “What now, cap’n?”
 
   Captain Brandt rubbed his beard. “Well, I don’t know about you lads, but I think we should find out what’s on the other side.”
 
   Perhaps Sten’s first attempt had loosened it, Caspian was never sure. But after the six of them had grabbed a secure hold on the edge of the strange circular rock and heaved together, it rolled to one side with a hideous screech.
 
   Caspian took a step back and examined the wall. It hadn’t moved much, just enough for a man to squeeze past. Beyond lay an even thicker darkness. The smell of stale air reached his nose.
 
   Just as he was about to move towards the gap they had opened, Jan snatched the torch from Dorric’s unresisting hand, and fought his way in front. He was stopped by a large hand on his chest. “The boy found it,” a deep voice rumbled.
 
   With a venomous glance in his direction, Jan stood aside and passed Caspian the torch. He took a deep breath.
 
   “Are you sure, lad?” the captain asked.
 
   Caspian nodded and, before his nerve could fail him, he stepped into the blackness. He wasn’t sure what he had been expecting to find, but he was disappointed nonetheless.
 
   Stretching away from him was another tunnel, as perfectly round as the door had been, tall enough for even Sten to be able to walk without having to stoop. The torch cast its light only a dozen feet, if that, and beyond its glow lay only darkness.
 
   “What do you see?”
 
   He tried to keep the disappointment from his voice. “A tunnel.”
 
   The others squeezed their way through the portal. “A mine, perhaps,” said Captain Brandt.
 
   “But why lock it away, why hide it from sight?” asked Nikolaj.
 
   “P’raps there’s gold,” suggested Dorric. “Or jools.”
 
   That silenced them. As they mulled over the idea of riches hidden away in the dark before them, Caspian turned to look at the door they had just passed through. He held the torch up and whistled. “Look at this,” he called to the others.
 
   Captain Brandt came up beside him and touched the door. “Metal,” he observed. “With a mechanism of some kind. It’s warm,” he said, after touching it.
 
   “I’m not sure how, but could be that was what was makin’ the noise that woke me and Sten,” said Caspian. Whatever it had been before, it hung limply now, lifeless. “I think we broke it.”
 
   Something on the ground caught his eye, and he knelt down in the dirt. An object lay half-buried just behind the door, and he carefully lifted it up and blew sand from it. Several long, thin strips of metal were banded together, while in the centre two ridged circles of the same metal dangled loosely.
 
   “What is it?” the captain asked.
 
   Caspian turned the object around in his hand. It was at the same time both entirely alien yet strangely familiar. “I think... it’s a finger,” he said finally.
 
   “A finger? From what? I’ve never seen anything like that before.”
 
   Caspian slipped the object into a pocket, and stood. “I have,” he said, “and only about a week ago.” He glanced ahead into the darkness, still nothing visible but the walls of the tunnel. “I don’t know what lies ahead, but I don’t think it’s gold or jewels.”
 
   Dorric repeated his earlier question. “So what do we do now?”
 
   Captain Brandt caught Caspian’s eye. Having spoken to him about the Archon’s manservant after they’d met at the Crag, he knew the significance of his find. There was really only one choice. “We go on,” the captain said. “We’ll be waiting a day or two yet to make sure the storm has passed, that’s enough time to poke our noses up here and satisfy our curiosity.”
 
   It was decided that Nikolaj and Dorric would remain on the beach, to watch the ship and get her ready to sail two days hence. The rest would investigate the tunnel that lay beyond the strange metal door. They went back to their makeshift camp to collect their weapons and as many supplies as they could carry.
 
   “I wonder how far it goes,” said Caspian, as they squeezed back through the portal.
 
   “No way of knowing, lad,” the captain replied. “It looks as though it heads straight out of the bay towards the Pass. Could be it leads all the way into the mountains. Why don’t we find out?”
 
   Captain Brandt strode ahead, becoming a floating island of light as he carried his torch along the tunnel. Caspian stopped in his tracks, suddenly nervous. Sten pushed past, followed by Jan.
 
   “Not scared are we?” the young sailor said, with an oily grin. “At least you know one thing for sure.”
 
   Caspian shuddered. “What’s that?”
 
   “The Lady never made it this far.” With a chuckle, Jan continued past after his two crewmates.
 
   A moment later, Caspian ran after them.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 11
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “It watches you, does it not?”
 
   Harri’s words snapped Cole out of his trance. As they had begun riding around the northern edge of the forest, his eyes had been drawn to the trees. Less than half a mile away, he could make out the individual trunks, the dark branches clawing at the sky like gnarled, skeletal fingers. The sight of it filled him with foreboding, and Cole realised he did indeed feel the weight of eyes upon him. 
 
   “Before we arrived at Hunter’s Watch, I looked down upon the forest from the cliffs, and it looked much like any other,” he said. “But up close...” He shivered. “The air here is colder.”
 
   “Winter is only just upon us, but in these lands you would scarce realise,” the young hunter agreed. “The Ice Fens were aptly named, as there are not many months of the year you would not find a frost upon the surface of the mire. We are almost at the northernmost reaches of all Callador, which no doubt accounts for the climate.” His steely grey eyes glanced across to the tree line, which stretched away before them as far as Cole could see. “But I have long wondered whether the wood itself adds its own chill to the air.”
 
   It was shortly after dawn on their second day out of Hunter’s Watch. Cole’s spirits had been high following their departure; at last it felt as though he was making progress towards his destination, and he was pleased to be still in Raven’s company. Her manner towards him was still as frosty as the weather, but on several occasions he had caught her smiling faintly at some jest he had made. He remained hopeful she would thaw over time.
 
   The night had been difficult, however. They had made camp within sight of the forest’s edge, which was bad enough, but both Harri and Raven had stubbornly refused to let him build a fire, which was intolerable.
 
   “It’s too cold, I’ll never be able to sleep!” he’d protested. “My teeth are chattering so hard they’ll fall out.”
 
   “No open flames,” Raven insisted. “The Moon Tower is only a few leagues south. Even if they don’t catch sight of us, there are plenty of eyes within the forest that would be drawn to the light.”
 
   “What about supper?” Cole moaned. “Everything in my pack has probably frozen solid by now. I’ll break a tooth!”
 
   “You seem unduly concerned about your teeth,” Harri observed. He fastened his sheathed sword to his belt, having volunteered to take the first watch. “I can promise you that yours are neither as large nor as sharp as those belonging to many of the beasts of the Spiritwood. As they would not hesitate to show you.”
 
   Conceding defeat, Cole had rummaged through his pack, finding a spare linen undershirt and wool socks, which he pulled eagerly over the ones already on his feet. Soft leather gloves had also been packed, and a thin woollen blanket. Wrapped up in these and his cloak, the cold was at least bearable.
 
   As he sat nibbling at his meagre supper, to any outside observers he would have appeared to be a particularly large and sullen caterpillar. By the time he had finished, forlornly licking the last crumbs from his gloved fingers, Raven was already dozing. Seeing little point in remaining awake, he lay down as well. The last thing he saw before sleep took hold of him was the silhouette of Harri standing nearby. The young hunter’s hand rested lightly on the pommel of his sword, as he stared out towards the forest.
 
   The following morning had dawned grey but dry, which Cole was thankful for. His nose, the only part of him that had been left exposed to the elements, was as cold and numb as an icicle, but other than that the night had not been too uncomfortable. When he rose, a thin layer of frost that had settled on top of his blanket cracked.
 
   “Will we train this morning?” he asked Raven, who was filling her pack nearby.
 
   “We should not tarry here for too long,” said Harri behind him. “As cautious as we have been, we cannot be certain we have not been seen by the Moon Tower’s sentries.”
 
   “It will be a long ride to reach the Fens by nightfall,” Raven added, as she stood. “Once there, we’ll be out of the sight of Moon, and there will be time to work on your skills. I fear you will have need of them.”
 
   And so they had set out; Harri in the lead, and Raven bringing up the rear on her black stallion. Throughout the morning, Harri would often canter ahead to scout the way. At other times, he would drop back alongside Cole or Raven to share a few words.
 
   Cole was surprised to find himself warming to the young hunter’s company. At the moot, his first real encounter with Harri, the blonde hunter had been angry and frustrated, bristling against his father’s inaction. Then, throughout their private audience with the chieftain, Harri’s simmering resentment had been palpable.
 
   But here, in the wilds beyond Hunter’s Watch, he seemed a changed man. He remained alert and cautious, but also seemed to enjoy the brief moments of conversation. He didn’t smile often, but when he did it was a broad grin that split his features. He was not without humour, either, though his wit was of the dry kind; often Cole could not tell whether the hunter was being serious or jesting with him.
 
   At one time, they stopped at a small stream to refill their water skins, when Cole spotted a small brown duck half-hidden in a patch of tall reeds. As it peeped out, Cole noticed that the feathers on the top of its head stood straight and tapered to a point, giving it the appearance of a small horn.
 
   “I didn’t realise there were unicorns in these parts,” he observed to his companions with a laugh.
 
   “Cole, stay absolutely still,” said Harri urgently. 
 
   “What? Why?” he asked, confused.              
 
   “What you’re looking at is the deadliest creature in the whole of the north.”
 
   “It is?” The colour drained from Cole’s face. He looked back at the patch of reeds, where the glittering of the bird’s dark eyes seemed to have taken on a certain malevolence. “A duck?”
 
   “That’s a bog duck,” said Harri, who had inched closer to crouch beside him. “They’re a rare enough sight in the mire, and I had not expected to see one this far south. The point on its head is tipped with a venom most foul, just one scratch and all that is left to you is an agonising death.”
 
   Cole glanced at the hunter suspiciously, but his face was grim, his grey eyes focused unblinking on the reeds. Without moving, Cole tensed his muscles, ready to spring away at any movement from the stream.
 
   “It attacks thus,” Harri continued, bending his head down, with his index finger extending from his scalp. “When your attention is elsewhere, it charges.” He shook his head sadly. “We lose a hunter this way each year. The last thing you feel is a scratch above the ankle, then it’s over.”
 
   “They die quickly?” Cole asked worriedly.
 
   “Most do,” Harri nodded. “The poison itself kills slowly, its victims left to writhe in pain for a day or more. Many take their own lives rather than suffer that fate, or ask their fellows to end it for them. Be ever wary of the bog duck, my friend.”
 
   Harri patted Cole on the back and rose cautiously, returning to his horse. Cole continued to watch the reeds for a few moments, but the duck showed little inclination to charge out towards him. He looked to Raven for confirmation, but she was staring gravely at the bird. He thought he saw her frown tremble ever so slightly, but then it was gone.
 
   “You’re no help,” he said bitterly. “I’m already heading into a haunted forest with the Legion on my heels, and now I need to be watching for deadly waterfowl, it seems.”
 
   Raven cleared her throat. “Come,” she said. “It’s time we were off.”
 
   Eventually, Cole decided that the hunter had been pulling his leg. All the same, for the rest of the day, he gave a wide berth to every pond and stream they passed
 
   On one of the rare occasions he dropped back to speak to Raven, he commented on the change in Harri’s demeanour.
 
   “He’s in his element,” she said. “At the Watch, especially as Yaegar’s son, it’s all politics. He chafes against it. Over the years, his father has grown used to the demands of leadership, which Harri has yet to do. But out here,” she indicated the open space all around them, “he can be true to what he is.”
 
   “A hunter,” Cole replied thoughtfully. “I’m not sure I could be so relaxed in the face of such danger.”
 
   “Danger is all around us, even more so for those who patrol the Spiritwood. But there is an honesty to it. Out here it is just you; your skill against that of your foe. All that is important is who is stronger, quicker. Life and death decided on the point of a blade. Everything else ceases to matter.”
 
   “I think I understand,” Cole said. “There is freedom in that, of a sort.” He sighed. “I used to think that I would be free once I left the Crag – free of the Brothers’ chores and rules, but instead there is a... a weight on me. A responsibility. Even once I finish the task that Merryl gave me, I fear that will not be the end of it. Sometimes it feels as though the person I was before is gone, and the responsibility is all that remains.”
 
   Raven looked at him oddly, and for a long time she said nothing. They rode side by side in silence. As they did whenever there was a lull, Cole’s eyes drifted to the line of trees to their right. Again, there was an uncomfortable sensation of being observed, but no matter where he looked, all he saw were smoke-grey trunks and branches.
 
   “It can be easy to lose sight of yourself,” Raven said, breaking the silence. “When you’re young, you have plans. Things you’ll do, places you’ll go. But life has a way of making your plans for you. I don’t think any of us are ever truly free.” She gazed out towards Harri, who was trotting back towards them. “Perhaps that is why the moments where it seems that we are feel so sweet.”
 
   There was sadness in Raven’s voice. Cole was about to ask more, when Harri pulled his mount up alongside them.
 
   “We are approaching the edge of the Fens,” he said. “There are a few dwellings a league from here, peat miners most like. I could not see any signs of life, but I did not want to stray too much farther ahead. If all is well, it would be a good place to rest. Even so, we should remain on our guard.”
 
   They rode on, staying closer together this time. The ground beneath them began to slope downwards; gradually at first, but more steeply the further they went. Meanwhile, the forest on their right remained on a level. Soon enough, the trees were on a rocky outcropping far above them, while they themselves continued downwards. The further they travelled, the wetter the ground became, until their horses were slopping through ankle-deep muck. Their hooves splashed brown water over the boots and legs of their riders.
 
   “We’re grateful for any natural barrier that keeps the Spiritwood contained,” said Harri, when Cole pointed out the landscape. “A few leagues farther on, there is a two-hundred foot cliff separating us from the forest. Once we’re past the falls two days hence we will climb back up to meet it, but for now it is a welcome respite, is it not?”
 
   “But why not just enter the forest from this side?” Cole asked. “Surely it’s easier to cross a river within the forest than climb up a cliff?”
 
   “Are you so eager then to enter the Spiritwood and meet those that dwell there?” Harri replied with a grin. “You will understand when you see the Ymbral – the mighty river that flows down from the very mountains you’re trying to reach. Even if it didn’t flow through a gorge too perilous for even the bravest hunters to climb, its speed and power is such that you would be swept away before you had the chance to try. The only place to cross is a bridge guarded by the Dusk Tower.”
 
   “And there is no way to sneak past? I thought you said that the Legion’s towers were barely garrisoned now.”
 
   Harri shook his head. “The Legion is more focused on that bridge than anywhere else in the north – for that is where they take their tolls.”
 
   Cole was appalled. “They charge people to pass through the forest?”
 
   “Of course!” Harri laughed. “Why do you think the emperor was so keen to free the hunters of the Watch from their onerous duty of taming the Spiritwood?”
 
   “And people pay the toll?”
 
   “What choice do they have? The trade must flow, so the caravans must pass through the forest. They refused to pay a toll at Dawn or Moon, however. The owners of caravans about to enter the forest were unwilling to empty their pockets in case they didn’t live to see the other side, and those leaving are usually travelling too fast to stop.” He laughed again. “So, the Legion takes payments at the only bridge across the Ymbral. Easy to enforce, even with only a handful of men. If you wish to escape the Legion’s notice, the only place to cross the Ymbral is after the falls, across the fens.”
 
   Cole remained doubtful. But Harri was right, he was not particularly eager to enter the Spiritwood at all – even though he was still not entirely clear on what dangers lay within. The look and the feel of it, even from a distance, was enough to tell him that it was a dark place. One which, if you must venture within, it was best to delay for as long as possible. Even so, he was keenly aware that, while he was making progress towards his destination, geographically at least he was still travelling away from it.
 
   As they rode down the slope, they saw the dwellings that Harri had spotted. They appeared to be little more than a collection of small huts; low, mud walls topped by untidy thatch. Cole also noticed what the young hunter had mentioned previously: of the huts’ residents themselves, there was no sign.
 
   His two companions visibly tensed as they approached, any levity in Harri’s manner replaced by caution. Cole thought about calling out, to see if anyone inside the huts could be roused, but there was something about the stillness of the air that discouraged him.
 
   It did not take them long to reach the huts. When they were only a dozen feet away from the nearest, Harri dismounted and crept closer, brandishing his longsword before him.
 
   Raven followed suit and jumped down lightly from the saddle, and a second later held a blade in each hand. Harri reached the door of the nearest hut and peered carefully inside. “Hello?” he called.
 
   “Do you sense anything?” asked Raven, joining him at the doorway.
 
   Harri shook his head. “It is perfectly still. Either it is empty... or whatever lurks within wishes to remain unseen.”
 
   Neither the young hunter nor his guide had acknowledged him, so with a shrug Cole clambered off his mount. When he reached them, he noticed a large stack of black bricks between the huts. “You were right,” he told Harri. “Peat miners were here.”
 
   “Aye, so it would seem,” Harri replied. “It is very late in the year for gathering fuel, though. The bricks cannot dry in the cold and rain. Look.” He crossed to the stack and removed one of the topmost bricks. “Soft and wet. It will be no easy task to get this to burn.”
 
   “Abandoned,” said Raven. “Whoever was here must have left some time ago.” She glanced up towards the forest above them. “One way or another.”
 
   A shadow passed over Harri’s face, and his jaw tightened. Without a word, he ducked through the open doorway and disappeared from sight. 
 
   “Wait here,” Raven told Cole, before striding towards another hut.
 
   Feeling surplus to requirements, Cole wandered away from the empty dwellings. As he passed the stack of peat bricks, he prodded one experimentally. It was, as Harri had pointed out, still soft and tacky to the touch. He knew little of the process of extracting the fuel, but guessed that it was a gruelling undertaking. It seemed unlikely that whoever had gathered this quantity would willingly abandon it.
 
   Beyond the stack was a marsh, filling the horizon. The Ice Fens, I take it, he thought. As far as he could see, the land was a mix of still pools of water reflecting the iron-grey clouds above, interspersed with mounds of damp-looking grass. Some of these seemed to form narrow pathways between the pools. Hopefully Harri knows the safe routes to travel.
 
   Close by, a series of long trenches had been dug into the earth, apparently to drain away some of the water. Intrigued, he moved closer, and squatted down at the end of the nearest trench. Inside, the exposed soil was nearly black. In many places, neat, square sections had been cut out; no doubt to form the bricks that were stacked behind him.
 
   He tried to imagine what it was like to live here, to spend his days knee-deep in the mud and marsh water, digging out the soil and shaping it brick by brick. All while working under the shadow of the forest above; distant enough to bring comfort, but too near to ever forget. It seemed to him a bleak existence.
 
   Just then, Harri emerged from the hut behind him, followed moments later by Raven from a neighbouring doorway. “Did you find anything?” he asked them.
 
   “Nay,” Harri replied, his face grim. “There are no signs that anyone has lived here. No clothes, food or belongings.”
 
   “This one is the same,” said Raven. “Just empty rooms and a few sticks of furniture.”
 
   Cole stood, wiping the mud from his hands. “Perhaps their harvest was spoiled by the weather and they just left, to return in the spring.”
 
   “Perhaps. I hope for their sake that it was so.” Harri sheathed his sword, and glanced up towards the forest. “Even so... it is not often that one of our patrols passes this way. When I return I shall suggest to my father that must change. We sometimes forget that the influence of the Spiritwood can spread beyond its borders.”
 
   “So, do we still spend the night here?”
 
   “Evening is fast approaching, and this could well be the last time we have a solid roof over our heads until we reach the mountains,” said Raven. “Whatever happened here, I doubt it was anything that we need to fear. I say we make camp... unless Harri has any objections.”
 
   The young hunter had none and, as his companions made their way to their horses to gather up their packs, Cole eyed the stack of bricks thoughtfully.
 
   “At least we’ll be able to make a bloody fire tonight,” he said.
 
   Cole was right about that, although Harri had spoken truly about the difficulty of the task. The peat bricks were too damp to catch alight by themselves. Both he and Raven had been forced to scour the collection of huts for kindling, while Harri went to hunt fresh game for supper.
 
   The pair of them were able to gather several handfuls of sticks, before Raven disappeared into one of the huts to re-emerge with a wooden chair. “It looks a bit rickety,” he commented, eyeing it doubtfully.
 
   Raven placed it on the ground, and with a few stamps of her boot reduced it to broken splinters. “It will serve to burn, though,” she replied.
 
   “The miners won’t be pleased when they return to see that someone has destroyed all their furniture.” Cole looked around towards the spartan huts. “It probably took them a year of digging mud to buy that chair. I bet they even wrote home to tell their families.” He mimed writing on a piece of parchment. “‘Mother, all that standing around up to our armpits in rotting vegetable matter has paid off. We will no longer have to covet our neighbours’ furnishings, for now we own a chair. Inform father.’” He shook his head sadly. “It probably even had a name.”
 
   “And now it has made the noble sacrifice in order to cook your dinner.” Raven smiled. “Truly, a prince among chairs.”
 
   “If we weren’t surrounded just by mud, muddy puddles and houses made of mud, I’d make a boat,” replied Cole, gathering up the splintered wood. “We could lay the remains of this heroic seat inside, push it out into the marsh and set fire to it while Harri tootles something suitably maudlin on that horn of his.”
 
   Raven giggled. It was such an unusual sound to hear from his guide that Cole was as surprised as he was gratified. He grinned widely in response, and together they arranged the kindling around a couple of peat bricks.
 
   By the time Harri returned, the wood was burning merrily and the bricks, having dried a little in the heat, had begun to smoulder. “Good, a fire,” he said as he approached and threw a bulging leather sack onto the ground. “Did you have any trouble finding the kindling?”
 
   Cole and Raven met each other’s eyes, and burst out laughing. Harri just stood staring at them, a baffled expression on his face. The joke had not been that funny, Cole knew, but he felt it lift the tension that had existed between them since the night of the krigsmoot, perhaps even longer.
 
   “Such merriment is not often heard in these parts, so close to the Spiritwood,” Harri said, bending down to his sack. “It is good to be reminded that not all is bleak... that our duty cannot entirely rob of us what else it means to be alive.”
 
   Cole blanched when the hunter revealed his evening’s catch. The head on which it sat may have hung limply, but there was no mistaking the feathery spike.
 
   “A bog duck,” he muttered in disbelief. “Of all the creatures in this area you had to catch one of those for our supper.”
 
   “Nay, not one,” Harri replied, grinning as he pulled a second limp form from the sack. “Don’t worry, Cole, the secret of extracting the venom from the flesh has been passed down from generation to generation of hunters. The light is not good, but I’m almost certain I can prepare the meat so that, Valdyr willing, we don’t drop dead where we sit.”
 
   “Well, let’s hope so,” Cole muttered to himself, as Raven and Harri began to pluck the feathers. “I’d hate for the miners to stumble across me in the spring, frozen solid with a mouthful of poisoned duck meat.”
 
   “They’d probably say it was just payment for the loss of their chair,” said Raven, without looking up.
 
   A frying pan was among the belongings Raven had in her pack. She deftly diced the meat, sliced up some vegetables she had also brought and before long a stew was bubbling within. She had even acquired some dried herbs from somewhere and added them to the mix. Soon, the aroma had his stomach growling hungrily.
 
   All the same, upon being presented with a steaming bowl, he sniffed suspiciously at a lump of meat. “Are you sure it’s safe?” he asked.
 
   Harri glanced up. “As sure as I can be,” he replied gravely. “Usually, the process takes several hours and requires precise tools, but...” he indicated the wilds around them. “I did the best I could in the circumstances.”
 
   Cole was almost certain by this point that the hunter was playing a jest on him, yet nothing in his manner betrayed him. He waited until the others were wolfing it down, then risked a mouthful. It was delicious, the sensation of eating a hot meal so welcome after what seemed like weeks of deprivation, that he no longer cared about what it contained. It seemed like only seconds later that he was staring at the bottom of the empty bowl.
 
   When the pan had been scraped clean as well, Cole sat back happily. With a hot meal in their stomachs, his companions seemed similarly content. Each was lost in their own thoughts, until Harri caught sight of the green pendant at Cole’s neck. He had loosened his clothing in the heat of the fire, revealing it for the first time in days.
 
   “You still wear that?” Harri said, pointing at the stone. “I am surprised that Raven allows it, after what passed between you at the Watch.”
 
   “He... promised that what took place would not happen again,” said Raven, some of the earlier tension returning to her voice. Cole wondered then if it would ever truly be forgiven, if never forgotten. 
 
   “I acted rashly,” he said, meeting her eye. “What I can do... it began to feel so commonplace when I was at the Crag, I forgot that to others it must seem very strange.”
 
   “It felt evil.” Raven shivered, despite the warmth of the fire.
 
   Harri leaned forward. “I am still not entirely clear on what happened. You mentioned it briefly the night of the moot, but I don’t fully understand what it is that you can do, Cole.”
 
   “It’s difficult to explain,” he replied. “There is much I don’t understand myself. All I know is that I can use the stone to go to... another place. Or, my mind anyway.”
 
   “Where is this place? A different country?”
 
   “No, not anywhere you would find in this land or any other. It is a place with no sun, though I can see well enough. It is neither cold nor warm, and the air is still. All around me are shapes and I know that they are people.”
 
   “How do you know this?”
 
   Cole shrugged. “I just do, the knowledge is just in my head. When I touch the shapes, I can see the memories that belong to that person, their thoughts. During our lessons, Brother Merryl would put himself in a trance, and I would choose memories that he then experienced in the real world as dreams.” Cole glanced nervously towards Raven. “With Raven I could not do that, but I was able to enter her dream.”
 
   “I would rather not speak of it,” Raven said with a grimace. “It felt like I had been invaded. Violated even. I was in a dream, I knew, but I also knew that you were not part of it. I do not blame you, Cole, not truly,” she added, to his relief. “I believe you were merely curious and meant no harm.”
 
   “Well, I still don’t understand,” said Harri. He seemed to mull on it for a few moments, before continuing. “There is a concoction of herbs our healers have knowledge of, which can be used to induce a trance in our hunters. It’s a rite of passage for the young, giving them visions that help guide their path. Its effects can be... unsettling. It seems real, but everything is just in the mind. Is that what it’s like?”
 
   Cole shook his head. “I don’t believe so, I think it is an actual place, just not one that anyone else can reach. Brother Merryl has... had a theory,” he felt a pang of sadness as he corrected himself, “that when we sleep, our minds all go to this other place, a different realm. And that, somehow, I was able to go there consciously, but also step outside whatever prevents each mind from being aware of the others. That I am physically able to see and walk among them.” He sighed. “But I’m not sure that’s entirely correct, as I’ve encountered those I knew were not asleep. Perhaps there is some truth to it, though.”
 
   “I... see,” said Harri. “And you say that you can manipulate some of these shapes you see, but not others?”
 
   Cole nodded. “But I am not sure why that is, what links them.”
 
   “I think I do,” said Raven. “I have been thinking on it, since leaving the Watch. You told me you could do it with ease at the Crag, but that night had more difficulty. Tell me, have there been any others you could not interact with?”
 
   “No, I don’t...” Cole began, before recalling a particular orb, red in colour and as hot as a smith’s furnace. “Wait. There was one, the day the Archon visited. It burned, so fiercely I was not able to touch it. There was an anger there, a rage. I could feel it.”
 
   “And who did it belong to?”
 
   “I believed that it was the Archon’s giant, the one I fought in the training square.”
 
   “Think back,” Raven continued. “Did this giant wear a green jewel around his neck?”
 
   The realisation hit Cole like a slap to the face. “No, he didn’t!” he cried. Then his brow furrowed as his mind raced. “So, the crystals must have an effect on those who wear them, make them easier to... connect with.”
 
   “And you never thought about that until now?”
 
   Cole chewed pensively at a thumbnail. “I feel foolish saying it now, but no. But, then, is it so strange? Until that last day on the Crag, I had only ever trained with old Merryl and a couple of the other Brothers. It never occurred to me that others would be different. And since then, I’ve been too busy running for my life to think about much of anything.”
 
   Harri snorted. “My father was right to cast the Order from the Watch, it seems. Not that any of us doubted it. He wished to preserve the old ways, but it appears we were more fortunate than we realised. There is dark magic at work here.” He stabbed a finger towards Cole’s pendant. “You should cast that cursed stone into the mire and have done with it.”
 
   “I... I can’t,” Cole admitted. “I tried, after that night. I intended to leave it behind in Bjorn’s forge, but I couldn’t. It’s like it has some kind of a hold over me.”
 
   Raven frowned. “That’s worrying. The others of your Order, did they feel the same about the crystals?”
 
   “First of all, it’s not my Order,” said Cole, irritably. “I never took the vows, they were more my family than anything else. And, no, least not that I ever heard. When you’re wearing it, you don’t really notice; it’s when you try to put it aside that you find yourself yearning for it.”
 
   For a while, nobody said anything, each lost in their own private reverie. Raven stared fixedly into the fire, her knees drawn up to her chest and her arms clasped around them. She seemed ill at ease. Harri leaned back, his fingers laced behind his head and his expression unreadable.
 
   Cole felt like he was on the verge of a discovery about himself and his power. Something fundamental, the nature of which just eluded his grasp every time he felt that he was close to touching upon it. The crystals were the key, he was sure of that now. As soon as Raven mentioned the link between the pendants and those whose... essences, he supposed, he was able to influence, it was as though a veil had been lifted from his eyes. It bothered him that he hadn’t considered the possibility before, but that was only half of the truth.
 
   The simple fact was that he had never really thought about the crystals much, even among the Brothers at the Crag, which seemed odd to him now given how much his life over the past few years had centred around them and his experiments with Merryl. Was it possible the crystals themselves exerted an influence over him, masking themselves in his thoughts? It seemed a bizarre conclusion to draw, yet it had the ring of truth to it. Why was it so hard to discard the pendant? He tried to cast his mind back, and he could not remember a single one of the Brothers without their crystal after they received one. And then there was Eirik’s overnight change of character after becoming a full Brother, something else he hadn’t devoted much thought to until now. Was that part of it?
 
   His brain ached. So many questions, and more besides. He felt that the crystals, whatever their purpose, were in some way involved with whatever the Archon was planning, but how?
 
   Cole’s mind was spinning so fast he didn’t hear Harri break the silence, and asked him to repeat what he’d said.
 
   “I said, I want to see for myself, tonight.”
 
   “See what?” Cole asked, still slightly befuddled.
 
   “What you do. When I’m asleep.” There was a determined look in the hunter’s grey eyes as they bore into his own across the fire. “Use the crystal to enter my dreams, as you did with Raven. I want to see for myself.”
 
   Cole turned to his guide, who shrugged. “If he wants to do it, I see no problem. You wouldn’t be breaking your promise to me.”
 
   “I will try, then, Harri. If you are sure.”
 
   “Then it’s decided.” The blonde hunter clapped his hands together. Surprisingly, to Cole at least, he seemed cheerful at the prospect. “Raven, if you would take the first watch tonight?”
 
   “I can do that.” She climbed to her feet and affixed one of her short swords to each hip. “I won’t venture far. Something about this area disturbs me. I wouldn’t want whatever fate befell the miners to find us unprepared.”
 
   “Not unless they’re warming their feet in front of a tavern fireplace even now and facing the prospect of a soft bed for the night,” said Cole, stifling a yawn. “That’s the sort of fate I wouldn’t mind befalling me.”
 
   As Raven vanished into the night, blades loose in their scabbards, Harri settled himself down beside the glowing embers of the fire. “Whenever you’re ready, Cole,” he said, before adding with a grin: “I promise I’ll try not to run you through like Raven did.”
 
   “That’s as much as I can ask for,” Cole replied with a nervous smile.
 
    
 
   *      *      *
 
    
 
   When he opened his eyes, trees were all around him. Gnarled, ancient oaks, their trunks too thick for two grown men to wrap their arms around. Great branches hung low, heavy with leaves as green as jade.
 
   “A forest, of course,” Cole muttered under his breath. “Wonderful.”
 
   It didn’t feel like the Spiritwood, at least. This forest felt safe, welcoming. He was bathed in dappled sunshine breaking through the canopy above, and the air was warm with summer. All around him was birdsong of different kinds, and in the corners of his eyes he caught glimpses of small winged shapes flitting from tree to tree.
 
   “If the Spiritwood is like this, then at least we’ll have a pleasant stroll to the mountains,” he said. It seemed unlikely, however.
 
   Wherever it was, he had successfully made it into Harri’s dream, that much seemed clear. After his experience in Hunter’s Watch, he hadn’t been convinced he could make contact with the light blue orb that represented the sleeping hunter, but it had yielded to him easily enough. Harri invited me in. The thought rose up in his mind, and Cole wondered where it had come from.
 
   He was just contemplating his next move, when there was a great crash from the bushes behind him. Startled, he span around. Standing only a few yards away was a large stag, its pelt as white as snow. From its head sprouted a pair of impressive antlers, each one half as long as Cole himself.
 
   It froze when it saw him, and Cole did likewise, unsure whether it was best to approach the creature or back away. There was a wild, desperate look in its eyes, and its flanks were pumping in and out like a bellows. It was then that he noticed the feathered butt of an arrow protruding from its hide. A stream of thick blood ran from the wound. Finally reaching a decision, Cole took a step back. Just then, there was another sound from the direction where the stag had emerged. In a sudden panic, the beast galloped past Cole and burst into the undergrowth behind him.
 
   Cole barely had time to draw breath, before the bushes parted again and a chestnut horse leapt through. “Hold there stranger, I would speak with you,” the rider called down, bringing his mount to a stop in front of Cole. He instantly recognised the rider. It was the same face he had seen asleep only minutes before, when he had taken hold of the green crystal pendant and left the real world behind.
 
   “Harri?”
 
   The blonde hunter squinted down at Cole. “Do I know you, sirrah? You do look somewhat familiar, I must admit.”
 
   “It’s me, Cole,” he said, grinning. “Do you not remember asking me to come here?”
 
   He had been prepared for this. In the past, he had found that in their dreams, even people he knew well would have trouble recognising him. It seemed the sleeping mind had trouble discerning something that was not part of the dream narrative it had created for itself. Over many months, Brother Merryl had trained himself to be capable of a sort of conscious dreaming – where he remained aware that he was asleep and was even able to exert a level of influence over his own dreams. In this way, he was one of the few who were able to remember Cole when they encountered him in this other realm.
 
   “Cole... yes, I know that name,” Harri said slowly. There was a glazed look to his eyes, and he rubbed a hand absently down his face. “A... dream, you say? That is... strange...”
 
   Harri’s voice tapered off into silence. His glazed eyes seemed to stare straight through Cole. Cole glanced around at the forest, which had similarly fallen suddenly quiet. The leaves and branches above him were perfectly still. He saw a sparrow caught in midair, its wings frozen mid-flap.
 
   Then Harri blinked, and the spell was broken. The trees swayed in the breeze once more, and the bird flew off into the canopy.
 
   “You, stranger,” Harri called down from atop his horse. “Have you seen a white hart run through hereabouts?”
 
   Cole pointed in the direction the stag had galloped off. With a small smile and a brusque “my thanks”, Harri dug his heels into his mount’s flanks, and they took off through the undergrowth.
 
   He felt that he should follow Harri; after all, the entire purpose of being here was to show the hunter that he was able to enter dreams as he had said.
 
   He ran in the direction the hunter had ridden. For a short while, he was able to follow the sounds of the horse and rider crashing through the trees, but without a horse of his own to keep up, these grew fainter and fainter before fading entirely.
 
   Cole looked nervously behind, and saw what he had feared. In his wake, the forest he had just run through was vanishing before his eyes. Like the sounds he had been following, the trees themselves, the ground they sprouted from and even the sky were fading into nothingness. Soon, the emptiness would overtake him. He wasn’t completely sure what would happen when it did – perhaps he would simply wake up from the trance – but he didn’t want to stay to find out.
 
   Faced with little choice, he ran on, faster this time. He risked a glance over his shoulder, and saw the patch of ground he had stood upon moments earlier disappear. In its place was just a blank space.
 
   Cole’s lungs had started to burn and his legs ache, when he crashed through a line of trees and saw his quarry in a clearing, kneeling over a white shape lying on the ground. His heart leapt with relief. The world behind him ceased its worrying slide into oblivion. It was focused on Harri, and around him the dream-landscape was stable.
 
   It wasn’t hard to identify the shape lying on the ground. The white stag had been able to run some distance, but in the end the wound in its side had been fatal, the loss of blood too severe. Harri, dagger in hand, was cutting at the creature’s flank.
 
   “Had to be careful,” he said to Cole, without looking up. “I needed to bring it down without piercing the heart. Had to aim lower, try to puncture a lung, or the liver. I knew I’d only get one shot.”
 
   The hunter made a long incision along its side, and then began tugging the still-warm flesh from the ribcage. Cole felt his stomach roll, and he quickly looked away. “Why couldn’t you pierce the heart?” he asked, when the nausea had passed. He tried hard to ignore the grisly noises of the animal being butchered.
 
   “I need it,” Harri replied. “I must give it to my love. If the arrow has damaged it, I will be lost... ah! There it is, and untouched. The tip missed it by an inch, if that. A shot in a thousand, if I’m any judge!”
 
   Cole turned round again, and saw Harri lift up a large ball of gory flesh. His hands were bright red to the wrists. His expression was rapt. “Look,” Harri said. “The heart of the hart.” His laughter rebounded off the trees. “If that doesn’t make my love happy, I know of nothing that will.”
 
   “Harri, who is your love?” Cole asked.
 
   Still beaming, the young hunter looked up and met his eye. “Would you like to meet her? Come, my camp is not far.”
 
   As they moved off together, Cole glanced behind. The stag’s great corpse had disappeared. In its place lay the body of a young man, his hair the colour of straw. Lifeless grey eyes stared unseeing into the sky, while an ugly gash was torn into the flesh of his bared chest. Cole quickly looked away.
 
   Harri had not lied. His camp lay in the very next clearing, a distance of less than a hundred yards from where the stag had fallen.
 
   Cole was not surprised, he had noted such phenomena before. It was as if the mind treated distance as purely subjective. The hunt for the wounded stag was integral to Harri’s dream, had meaning for him, and therefore the chase had been a long one. But the journey from there to the camp, the next part of the dream, was not and so Harri’s sleeping mind had barely bothered to create any distance between them.
 
   The camp was small, little more than the cold ashes of an old fire with a bedroll beside them. To one side was a tree stump, on which was sat a small metal cage. As they entered the clearing, Cole could hear a commotion coming from the latter.
 
   Harri strode over to the cage, and squatted down before it. “There she is,” he said, pointing at the sole inhabitant. “My love. Isn’t she glorious?”
 
   Cole went to his side, and examined the cage. It was not in good shape. Several of the bars had been bent out of shape, while many were stained brown with what appeared to be dried blood.
 
   At his approach, the cage shook fiercely from side to side, as a dark shape within threw itself furiously against the sides. A shrill squawking filled the air. Cole caught flashes of sharp black beak stabbing through the bars. As best he could tell, it was a crow. But it did not look well. Its skin was clearly visible through bare patches in its feathers, and was covered in red scratches. A bloody gash ran the length of its head. When it settled back down from its frenzy, it regarded him with a cold, indignant eye.
 
   Harri seemed oblivious to either the bird’s rage or its suffering. Eagerly, he offered the gory heart up to the cage. The crow gave it one look, let out a shrill caw and renewed its assault on the bars. Harri’s face fell.
 
   “I don’t understand,” he said quietly. “I have tried everything to make her happy. I thought this would work...” Cole was astonished to see a tear roll down the hunter’s cheek. “I would catch the sun and the moon themselves if I thought it would make her well, but I see now that it would not.”
 
   “It... she looks ill,” said Cole.
 
   “My father told me you could not cage a creature such as this, that she was too much of the wild, but I would not listen.” Harri’s voice was laced with despair. “I thought I could prove them wrong.”
 
   Cole patted the young hunter’s shoulder. “I think it’s time to let it go.”
 
   “Yes.” Harri stood and lifted the cage. Within, the crow was still but continued to eye the hunter with suspicion. Gently, he undid the latch fastening the cage door and opened it. No sooner was the door open than the crow burst through it with a rustle of feathers, and took off into the sky.
 
   When it was done, Harri sank to his knees on the ground, his shoulders slumped. Cole thought about trying to comfort him, but decided to leave him to grieve in private.
 
   He focused his mind, and Harri, the forest and all around them vanished in a blinding white light.
 
   When Cole reopened his eyes, it took him a moment to readjust, as it always did. Gradually, he became aware of his surroundings – the glowing coals of the fire, the peat miners’ huts and the smell of the muddy fuel filling the air. As the fire had died down, the chill of the approaching winter had returned. Cole shivered, and found himself missing the warmth of the forest in Harri’s dream.
 
   The young hunter was sitting upright on the other side of the fire, watching him silently. His face was still, his expression blank. Cole didn’t really know what to say to him, so said nothing.
 
   Of a sudden, Harri coughed, stood up and stretched his back. “It is my turn to take watch, I think,” he said stiffly. “Get some sleep, Cole, tomorrow will be a long day.”
 
   He looked as though he was about to say something more, but instead the young hunter shook his head and stalked away into the night.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 12
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Hurry up, or we’ll miss the snowfall!”
 
   Elise felt a sharp tug at her sleeve, but stood her ground. There was plenty of time, she knew. She ignored the sigh of exasperation from beside her and continued to stare at the shopkeeper’s window, unable to tear her eyes away. She had waited for so long, that to be so close at last was intoxicating. As she stood on the cobbled street, one hand resting lightly on the glass, it was all she could do to stop herself jumping up and down in excitement.
 
   “Odette, what do you think?” she asked.
 
   “Think about what?” The girl beside her groaned impatiently. “Come on, Elly, if I miss the start I shall never forgive you.”
 
   “It’s only Vinterfest,” Elise chided. “They have it every year. The dress, I mean, isn’t it beautiful?”
 
   Odette was aghast. “Once a year? If we miss it today we shall be old maids by the time the next one comes around!” All the same, she joined Elise in front of the seamstress’ shop and cast a critical eye over the object of her friend’s desire. “It’s nice,” she said finally. “It looks expensive.”
 
   Elise breathed a happy sigh. “It is. And tomorrow night I shall wear it at the Winter Ball.”
 
   Odette gasped and twirled Elise round to face her. “The invitation came! Oh, Elly, that’s wonderful. All the lords and ladies will be there. Everyone is going to want to dance with you. Maybe you’ll meet a prince!”
 
   “Perhaps,” Elise replied coyly, blushing. She had often fantasised about exactly that over the past year. “Do you really think so? Dance with me, I mean.”
 
   “Of course!” cried Odette. She took a half step back and examined her closest friend. “You can count on the fingers of one hand how many there are in the whole of Ehrenburg with hair like yours, and they’re probably ugly old trouts in comparison. I was at Comtesse de Tanterville’s garden party this summer, and I overheard people whispering. The girl with the night’s mane, they called you. I would have heard more, but for some reason they stopped talking when I began to gag.”
 
   “So you think I should wear it?”
 
   “I think you could put on an old flour sack for the Ball and the little lordlings will still be lining up to dance with you, Elly dearest.”
 
   Elise giggled. “Oh Ode, you are wicked. They would certainly be talking about me if I did. I think I shall wear this just the same. Mother is sending Agatha down in the morning to collect it. I just hope father doesn’t see the bill before the Ball, he’d probably bring it back himself!”
 
   “Or faint on the spot.” Odette snorted. “Enough about dresses! We have to go now or we’ll be too late.” She grabbed hold of Elise’s arm and began to drag her down the street. This time she followed, and soon they were running down the paved streets towards the palace, laughing together.
 
   The city burghers had done a fine job again this year, Elise had to admit. The streets of Ehrenburg had rarely looked finer. Flags and pennants in crimson and white, the imperial colours, fluttered from every building and walkway. Each avenue dripped with row upon row of festive bunting. Groups of young children scampered around the edges of the crowds, gawping up at the trees in the city square, the branches of which were festooned with streamers of coloured paper and delicate glass baubles of every shape and size. Many were ornately decorated with sparkling stars, crescent moons and snowflakes.
 
   The palace square was heaving with hundreds – thousands – of citizens who had gathered for the festivities, and the carnival atmosphere was in keeping with the grand surroundings. 
 
   Everywhere Elise looked, men and women were talking, laughing, eating or drinking. Some were even attempting to dance, though the sheer number of people crammed into one place meant that they were able to do little more than sway rhythmically in one spot. On one side of the square, between two trees, a raised platform had been erected. A group of minstrels were stood atop this, plucking gamely away at a selection of lutes, salteres and other instruments. The music was just about audible above the din of the crowd.
 
   Also arrayed around the edges of the square were a number of small canvas tents, in front of which burned cooking fires. As Elise and Odette made their way through the throng of citizens, the smell of roasting meats, onions and smoke filled the air. In front of one such tent, Elise caught sight of an entire pig, spitted and with an apple placed in its jaws. Two young potboys slowly turned the spit with a handle at each end. Its browned skin glistened with hot fat, droplets of which sizzled as they fell into the flames. Elise thought the pig’s expression to be surprisingly serene. At another, chestnuts glazed in honey were being roasted in a large kettle on top of a brazier. The sweet-savoury aroma made her mouth water, and judging by the throng of people gathered before the street-seller, she was not the only one.
 
   Above the heads of the crowd, she saw mummers on stilts, amusing revellers with feats of dexterity. Two of them juggled half a dozen chicken eggs between themselves at dizzying speeds. Onlookers gasped whenever one appeared to be dropped, but it was always part of the act; at the last minute, one of the mummer’s hands would flick out and catch the falling egg, before flinging it back towards their partner. At the end, one of the jugglers caught one of the eggs in his mouth, shut his jaws with a snap, and then reopened them to reveal a bright yellow chick sitting on his tongue. Elise and Odette laughed and clapped enthusiastically with the crowd at such a feat.
 
   Odette tugged at her sleeve again. “Let’s get closer to the palace, I want to be right at the front when they cut the ropes.”
 
   They pushed their way through the throng; Elise lost count of the number of times she either trod on a stranger’s foot or had someone step on hers. But their persistence paid off, and before long they were standing before the wrought iron gates of the Imperial Palace.
 
   And not a moment too soon. They had barely squeezed to the front of the crowd, when the familiar faces of the Imperial family began to appear at the grand balcony above their heads.
 
   Emperor Maximilien V, known throughout the Empire as Maximilien the Great, stood in the centre. He was smiling down at the gathered crowd, she could see, but at this proximity it was clear it was not an expression his face was accustomed to wearing. He was dressed simply in a crisp white tunic trimmed with crimson, the Imperial bull’s head crest stitched in red onto his left breast. His white, thinning hair was hidden beneath a red skull cap.
 
   Standing on either side of him, as far apart from one another as the width of the balcony would allow, were his sons, the two princes. Jarrod, the younger, was on his father’s left, flanked by a lordling she did not recognise. He was dressed far more extravagantly than his father, in a midnight black doublet slashed with vermilion, while his chest was adorned with an ornate gold amulet set with the biggest green stone Elise had ever seen.
 
   Opposite him, in place of honour at the emperor’s right hand, stood the elder. Prince Adelmar, known to the masses as the Bloody Prince, wore the dark red platemail that reflected his sanguine nickname. Atop the armour, his leonine features were made even more pronounced by the mane of thick auburn hair that tumbled nearly to his shoulders. Unlike his younger sibling, who was larking unsubtly with his companion, Adelmar stood stiffly to attention. His face was composed as he stared out across the sea of faces below.
 
   At the sight of him, Elise’s heart fluttered. “I am pleased that the prince was able to make it back from the north in time for the snowfall,” she said coyly.
 
   Odette gaped at her. “Adelmar? Oh, Elly, he’s old enough to be your father!” She turned back to the balcony. “Your grandfather, even.”
 
   “Don’t be beastly, Ode,” Elise hissed back. “The prince is a fine man. Father says that while the emperor rules the realm, it is Adelmar that holds it.”
 
   “He’s a good commander, no doubt, but you don’t want a soldier for a husband. You’d never see him. I don’t know how Lady Ellara puts up with it.” Odette grinned wolfishly. “What you want to snag for yourself is a rich banker or merchant, Elly dear. Someone who won’t race off across half the Empire every time one of the northern barbarians so much as sneezes in our direction.”
 
   Anger flared in Elise’s breast. “Sometimes I don’t know why we’re friends at all. You can be very cruel.” She sniffed haughtily. “I admire Prince Adelmar, but that’s all there is to it.”
 
   Odette rolled her eyes. “Well, anyway, if I were to have my choice of prince, it would be the younger.” She sighed.
 
   “Jarrod?” Elise was taken aback. The young prince was somewhat comely, she would admit, and in public he was always quick with a smile or jest. But there was a slyness to his manner, a predatory look behind his eyes that always left her feeling uncomfortable in his presence. “He... can be charming, I suppose.”
 
   “He goes at it like a stoat as well, or so I’ve heard.”
 
   “Ode!” Elise could not hide her shock. She knew her friend was more... experienced than she, but she was usually far more circumspect in her presence. She glanced anxiously at the faces around them, fearful that they had been overheard.
 
   Odette was not so concerned however. “Insatiable, they say. Barely a week goes past without some poor scullery wench ushered out the servant’s entrance with an unexpected babe in her arms and a gold coin in her petticoat to buy her tongue.”
 
   “Those are just rumours, surely,” Elise said firmly. “And even if it was true, it is not seemly to discuss such things in public.”
 
   Odette shrugged, a mischievous grin plastered across her face. Elise was left feeling distressed by the turn their conversation had taken, and unconsciously groped for the crystal pendant around her neck. Touching it always calmed her, until it had become a reflex whenever her usual good mood faltered. Within moments, after rolling the stone a few times between her thumb and index finger, she felt herself once again uplifted by the ebullience of the crowd.
 
   Standing half in the shadows behind the emperor, Elise caught sight of another familiar face. The man was tall, in his middle years and dressed in a pristine white robe. It was not possible to see from this distance, but she knew that his eyes were as green as the stone worn by the young prince. She wondered when the Archon had returned to the capital. He glanced down and their eyes met. To her surprise, the Archon smiled, as if in recognition.
 
   Odette noticed as well. “Well, it looks like all those months of attending the Order services are paying off, Elly dear. It seems you are in the Archon’s favour.”
 
   Before Elise was able to reply, the emperor raised his hands. Gradually the crowd quietened. When there was silence, he began to address them.
 
   “One thousand years ago, when our ancestors laid the first stones of our fair city, on the first day of their first winter a blizzard fell upon them.” The emperor’s voice was strong, belying his years. It carried to every corner of the packed city square. “Though each stood waist-deep in the snow, they toiled. It was their will and determination that shaped us, not just as a town, but as a people. Made us strong. Each year since that first, we celebrate the Vinterfest to remind us of our beginnings. Twenty-seven years ago to this day, Emperor Frederik, my father, lay on his deathbed even as the sounds of the carnival drifted to his bedchamber. I was there at his side. His last words in this life were ‘let the snow fall’.”
 
   Up on the balcony, Jarrod whispered conspiratorially to his companion, his mouth twisted into a sardonic smile. A jest of some kind, no doubt, as the lordling snickered dutifully.
 
   Adelmar glared sharply at the pair of them, radiating silent disapproval. Smiling wanly, Jarrod acknowledged his brother with a minute nod of his head.
 
   Most of the crowd, standing further back than Elise and her companion, were oblivious to this exchange. Equally unperturbed, the emperor continued. “In this world there are only three certainties. We are born. We die. And on the first day of winter, there will be snow on the streets of Ehrenburg.”
 
   The crowd erupted into applause, which turned into gasps as in one fluid motion Adelmar drew his sword. Sunlight glinted on steel polished to a mirror-like shine.
 
   “Duty!” Elise cried. It was the first time she laid eyes on the Legion commander’s famed blade. “They say he has kept it always at his side since the day it vanquished the rebel lord.”
 
   “I can believe it,” Odette replied slyly. “I’ve heard it said that he’d rather take the sword to bed than his wife.”
 
   “If you lifted your mind out of the gutter every so often you might occasionally see the stars,” Elise replied primly. All the same, at the mention of Adelmar and his bed, she felt her cheeks flushing.
 
   Upon the balcony, the Bloody Prince swung the blade in a flat arc at a rope tied to the balcony, severing it in a single stroke. With that, the gigantic canvas sheets that had been tied all along the ramparts of the palace opened, letting loose a multitude of white flakes. All around the city, other bulging sheets opened, scattering a blizzard of tiny white flakes into the wind.
 
   Soon, the air all around them was filled with the fluttering shapes. Elise caught one between her fingers. A small slip of paper so thin you could almost see though it. It had been folded and cut in numerous places, so that when unfolded it resembled a large snowflake. Every one of the countless flakes would have been prepared just the same, she knew.
 
   All around them, people laughed and cheered. Some tried to catch the paper flakes, others cavorted in the man-made flurry as though it was the genuine article. Odette caught one on her tongue, and blanched.
 
   “Serves you right, Ode,” Elise giggled. It always snowed on Vinterfest, even if they had to make their own.
 
   It took a good ten minutes at least for all the paper flakes to fall, where they quickly mushed into paste on the cobblestones. Nobody minded, though. As usual, they would be swept up in the night and quickly forgotten. But for this one day, they were able to believe in a tradition that stretched back unbroken for fifty generations. It was comforting, in its way.
 
   Snowfall completed, the crowd in the square began to disperse. Festivities were dotted around the city, and most people would probably visit several over the course of the evening.
 
   Elise and Odette made their way to the forum, an outdoor theatre sunken into the ground. This year, the bottom of this arena had been filled with water, which had frozen solid to create an icy surface for the braver revellers to skate across.
 
   Wearing strange leather footwear with sharp metal struts fixed to the sole, the pair of them laughed and shrieked with a dozen other young men and women, and they slid across the ice. Unsteadily at first, but gradually growing in confidence. After an hour, Elise even attempted a small spin, and was nearly sent flailing into the stone steps carved into the sides of the forum.
 
   Perhaps it was the atmosphere of the day, the revels or the Ball to come just the next day, but she had never been happier. It was with regret that she left the ice just as the sky was darkening.
 
   “Elly, you can’t be leaving already,” Odette cried. “We haven’t even made it to the winter market yet. They sell a hot spiced wine there that will make the tips of your ears glow.”
 
   “I have to go, Ode,” she replied. “Father told me to return by dark, and I dare not anger him now. If I’m any later, I’ll be left wearing that sack to the Ball after all!”
 
   “I’m insanely jealous, you know,” Odette said with a grin. “Will you be all right?”
 
   “I’ll be fine, it’s not far.”
 
   “Catch a prince for me, then, dearest Elly. If you don’t I shall be bitterly disappointed.” With that, she turned and skated back out onto the ice. Elise smiled, and made her way back to the streets that led eventually to the noble quarter.
 
   As she hurried, nervous that she would be too late after all, her fingers groped for the pendant at her neck. She clutched it in one hand as she plunged down paper-strewn avenues. Once or twice she bumped accidentally into other revellers, several of whom had apparently celebrated a little too freely and swayed from one side of the street to the other.
 
   At one junction, Elise was faced with a decision. Biting her lip, she turned away from the main street, which was lined with torches even now being lit by Legion soldiers, and stepped into a narrow, darkened alley between two buildings. It was the most direct route home, she knew, but she regretted leaving Odette on the ice. Brave Odette, who would have laughed to see her nervousness. Instinctively, she rolled the crystal between her fingers and began to feel somewhat better.
 
   Elise was halfway down the alley when a noise from the rooftops above made her glance up. The eaves of the houses were silhouetted against the night sky, and for just a moment she thought she saw a shadow flit behind a chimneystack.
 
   Deciding against calling out – even if the shadow had been a figment of her overactive imagination, who knew who or what else she would stir by attracting attention to herself – Elise instead put her head down and hurried onwards.
 
   Clink.
 
   This time, there was no mistaking the sound, a footstep upon one of the roof tiles overhead. “Is anybody there?” she called out in a tiny voice.
 
   There was no response but silence. Yet Elise sensed a presence behind her, and almost feeling that she was in a dream, turned to face it.
 
   A shadow she had seen on the roofs above, and a shadow stood before her now. A figure the height of a man, wreathed entirely in black.
 
   Elise opened her mouth to speak, but before she could utter a word, there was a flash in the dark alley, a glint of moonlight on metal. The shadow struck out at her in a blur of movement. There was a moment of sharp pain, and then a warmth that flowed down her chest.
 
   Her legs gave way beneath her. As she fell, she looked into where the stranger’s eyes should have been and felt that in her last moment she must have lost her mind. All she saw was her own startled face staring back at her from a pool of darkness.
 
   When she landed on a cushion of paper flakes, which slowly changed from white to red all around her, the shadow was gone.
 
   The young woman with dark, lustrous hair as black as a raven’s wing was the first to die in such a manner that winter.
 
   She was not the last.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 13
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Raven awoke with a jolt, biting back her cry before it reached her lips. Her night had been filled with images of fire and death, and phantom screams still echoed in her ears.
 
   It was the same dream that had haunted her childhood; a village burning, bodies with familiar faces lying still all around her. She had run as fast as she could, her willowy, coltish legs seeming to fly across the ground, yet it was never fast enough to escape the flames, nor the unblinking, unseeing eyes that stared out from faces twisted in agony.
 
   She wiped her palms, slick with sweat, absently against her clothes. It was many years since she had last experienced that dream, and she wondered why it had come to her again now.
 
   As Raven looked around, she realised she was just able to make out huddled shapes around her, though the fire had long burned down to embers and gave no light to speak of. Dawn. She had slept through almost the entire night. Soon, the camp and the land around them was bathed in thin grey light.
 
   Cole was still asleep nearby, beneath a mound of blankets and spare clothes as had become his custom. Harri was nowhere to be seen.
 
   Taking care not to disturb Cole, Raven rose carefully from her own bedroll. It crackled with frost as she moved. Winter had caught up with them at last. She shivered as she stood and rubbed her upper arms briskly to warm them. Her breath misted out in front of her numbed face.
 
   Before them, the Ice Fens stretched away as far as the eye could see. They had been aptly named. The shallow pools of still water glittered as the sun began to peep over the horizon, their surfaces frozen.
 
   It was their second day in the mire, and thus far the crossing had been as arduous as Harri had predicted. The grassy pathways between the pools were few and far between, often leading into dead ends or curving around away from their destination. Instead, at least half their time was spent wading through the mire itself, the thick mud sucking at their boots with every step.
 
   And they had no recourse but to trudge on foot. Knowing the nature of the journey they faced, Harri had insisted upon sending their mounts back to Hunter’s Watch. “We would have to lead them anyway,” he’d told them, “and there are plenty of places where a horse might stumble and break a leg.”
 
   “But send them back?” Cole had been aghast. “What about reaching the mountains? It will take twice as long at least if we’re carrying our packs the whole way.”
 
   Harri smiled. “Even if we dragged them all the way through the marsh, at the end of it there’s a two hundred foot climb standing between us and the Spiritwood. Tell me, Cole, what is your plan for getting your mare to the top of those cliffs?”
 
   “We could circle around the forest, perhaps...”
 
   “Nay, doing so on horseback would take just as long, if not longer, than cutting through the fens and wood on foot. And you would still face the difficulty of getting unseen past the Dawn Tower.” Harri shook his head. “Take it from one who knows these lands well, Cole, it is better to send them back now. Be grateful that your mount helped us reach the marsh more quickly, but they can do us no more good. Storm will see them safely back to the Watch, where they’ll be looked after until you return.”
 
   Harri had patted the flank of his pale grey horse, and that had been that. Raven had seen the sense of Harri’s words, but Cole appeared quietly distressed as they watched the three horses heading back the way they had come... and not only because he’d lost a means of making his journey less taxing. Over the weeks, she had seen him form a close bond with the animal.
 
   But there was little doubt that the need to carry their own heavy packs added to the difficulty of negotiating the fens. Harri knew the safe routes, the ones that wouldn’t drag you down into the liquid mud before your companions would even realise you were missing, but even the dry pathways they were able to take offered little respite from the slog. The fens were populated by a strange grass she had not encountered before, which seemed to stick to their feet almost as much as the mud. “Glue grass,” explained Harri. Bending down to examine the clumps more closely, she saw that each blade was covered with hundreds of tiny barbs, that fastened onto anything that brushed past. After just a few hours of trekking through the fens all their footsteps began to drag.
 
   The mood of the company was as sombre as their surroundings. Those two brief exchanges aside, Harri had been subdued and distant since the night at the peat miners’ huts. Whatever had passed between he and Cole had left the blonde hunter reluctant to even meet her eye, while any attempts at conversation were brushed aside. For his part, Cole was also quiet and withdrawn, although he appeared simply lost in his own thoughts.
 
   With a sigh, Raven crossed to the nearest pool. Her feet crunched across the brittle grass. Thankfully the frost at least seemed to rob it of its adhesiveness.
 
   She knelt down and brushed the surface of the water with her fingertips. Frozen, as she had guessed, but the ice was thin and moved easily under pressure. She pushed down gently, cracking the ice, and cupped her hands. If you took care not to disturb the mud lying at the bottom, then the water of the fens was quite clear. It was freezing, however, and she felt her palms begin to numb. Bracing herself against the cold, she splashed the water over her face. The sudden chill made her gasp, but after the initial shock she felt refreshed.
 
   Raven felt her mind start to clear. The icy water chased away the lingering fog of sleep. She thought again of her dream. Perhaps it was Cole’s presence, and the story of his escape from the Order’s island fortress. Hearing about the man with the bright green eyes, now risen to become Archon, had reopened old wounds; not healed, merely scabbed over with the passage of time.
 
   She stared down at the surface of the water, which had become still once again. Her reflection stared back, the face so familiar and yet strange to her. Black, unkempt hair cut short, hacked without care by her own hand and blade. Her face was older then she expected, the expression it wore stern. Sometimes, she still felt like the young girl with skinned knees who ran home to her father at the forge every night. Lightly, her fingertips traced the line of the scar that ran around her throat, long-faded but still visible. The intervening years had not been kind.
 
   Abruptly, Raven stood and stalked back to the camp. Her muscles ached dully with inactivity. She felt restless.
 
   Snores were emanating from Cole’s bedroll, and she nudged the mound with her foot. When that didn’t elicit any response, she aimed a harder kick. This time she was rewarded with a muffled groan.
 
   “Get up, it’s time to train,” she said, addressing the unruly thatch of brown hair that emerged from the muddle of blankets.
 
   “If I’d known it would be this cold here, I’d have taken my chances with the soldiers at the entrance to that blasted forest,” Cole grumbled. All the same, he did as he was bid, rising to his feet with a yawn. He cast a baleful look at their surroundings. “At least the swamp is looking particularly lovely this morning.”
 
   Raven smiled and threw him one of the training swords she had made. She’d refused to use their weapons for training; the risk of injury was too great. Instead, she had availed herself of one of the peat miners’ remaining chairs and fashioned a serviceable pair of wooden batons the length of a sword. They were too light, but would serve until a better alternative presented itself.
 
   By now, Cole was used to their drills and she was pleased by the ease with which he dropped into a combat stance; weapon held lightly in front, his weight on the balls of his feet in readiness. He was learning.
 
   As was customary, they began with Cole trying to evade or counter Raven’s attacks. She didn’t put her full force or speed into the strikes, but all the same it felt good to work the muscles in her back, arms and shoulders.
 
   Suddenly, without quite knowing why, Raven lashed out with her full strength and dealt a surprised Cole a hard blow to his shoulder. He cried out in pain. “What was that for?”
 
   “You’re moving well, but a real opponent would attack far quicker,” she said. It was an excuse, she knew, but no less true for that. “Now that you know how to tell where a strike is coming from, it’s time to learn how to turn your opponent’s attacks to your advantage. Now, try a lunge.”
 
   Cole obediently took up an attack posture, then lunged forward with his baton. Before it could make contact with her, Raven batted it to one side with her own, and in one fluid movement jabbed the end of it into his neck. “See? When you know where an attack will come from, you can turn defence into attack quite easily. Use the flat of your blade to deflect a strike, and counter before your foe can react. Again.”
 
   This time, Raven stood side on, with her right hip facing Cole. This time, when his lunge came, she deflected it the other way, the tip of the baton facing down, and then with a jerk of her elbow brought the butt of it to Cole’s face. “In a fight, you would stun an opponent with the pommel of your blade, leaving him wide open for an attack of your own.”
 
   Cole stared at the end of the baton less than an inch from his nose. “That seems like a bit of a dirty trick,” he said.
 
   Raven sighed and lowered her arm. “It’s not about being fair, Cole, it’s about survival. Do you think a bandit on the road cares about fighting with honour? You do what you need to win. Stun with the pommel. If you’re wearing a mailed glove and the opportunity presents itself, grab his blade. If he’s off-balance, stamp on his leg or kick him over. Gouge his eyes, if you must. Fights aren’t duels. They’re brutal, bloody and short. The longer it goes on, the less chance there is that you’ll live to see another one. Now, it’s your turn.”
 
   They continued to train, switching roles so that Raven would lunge and Cole deflect and counter her strikes. She started slowly, and gradually added other moves until they settled into a pleasing rhythm of attacks and counters that flowed into one another. After a while, they both fell panting to the ground.
 
   “You did well today,” she told him, her breath forming a fog between them. “You almost had me a couple of times.”
 
   “When it comes to not hitting people, I’m one of the best there is,” Cole replied with a grin.
 
   They both sat catching their breath for a few moments, when Cole turned to her again and asked, “So how do you know him? Harri, I mean.”
 
   “What?” The question took her off-guard.
 
   “At Hunter’s Watch, when he arrived back from the forest, you spoke as if you were familiar with him, more so than most. And the way you act with each other...” Cole shrugged. “It doesn’t feel like it’s the first time you have travelled together.”
 
   Raven stared at him, debating with herself. Then she smiled. “You’ve been waiting a long time to ask me, haven’t you?”
 
   “A week, at least.” Cole grinned again. “I held off until there was less chance of you ripping my head off.”
 
   Raven stood, and paced around the camp. “It’s... complicated,” she said, kicking out at a loose stone and sending it rolling into the mire. “Or not. I don’t know.”
 
   “You’ve known him a long time?”
 
   She nodded. “For the past twenty years I’ve travelled most of Callador, never staying in one place for very long. Ten years ago, I found myself at the Watch.” She trailed off.
 
   “Harri was there,” prompted Cole.
 
   Raven nodded. “He was training with the other boys. Or showing off, to be more precise. The village girls were fawning on him, and a few noses were put out of joint when he came over and introduced himself to a girl with long black hair, stood in the market square selling wild hares she had poached.” He had looked every inch a chieftain’s son, she recalled. His chest and shoulders were strong and broad, and his hair had run like molten gold in the summer sun. There had also been a swagger, an arrogance to him. Of all the young hunters, he was the best of them; the strongest, most skilled with the blade and bow. And he had known it.
 
   Cole broke her reverie. “What happened?” he asked.
 
   “I stayed until the end of the summer, and then I left.” It sounded simple, put like that. It had been anything but.
 
   “What?” Cole’s mouth gaped wide. “Why?”
 
   Raven shrugged. “Because I couldn’t give him what he wanted.” The lie, oft-told, came easily, but the words rang hollow even after all these years. Could not... that makes it easier to bear, somehow. Would not, that is the truth of it. 
 
   “And what did he want?”
 
   “A wife. Someone to cook his meals and bear his children. No doubt it was partly his father filling his head with notions of what was expected of a chieftain’s son. But I did not want those things for myself, and so we parted. I had business of my own away from the Watch, and that was the end of it.”
 
   “I guessed that you had history, but I did not expect...” Cole shook his head slowly. “And you had not seen him again until a week ago?”
 
   “I’ve returned to Hunter’s Watch many times, but I had not spoken to Harri again until the night of the moot,” Raven replied. “There was nothing left to say between us.” And it was easier that way. For us both.
 
   Cole was about to say something further, when there was a splash behind them. Turning, they saw Harri wading back to the camp through the mire. He grimaced as he saw they had been talking, as if he suspected he was the topic of conversation. 
 
   “You’re awake,” he said stiffly when he reached them. “Good. We have come further than I thought last night, Valdyr’s Mirror lies barely half a league yonder. Provided there are no problems crossing it, then there’s a chance we could reach the cliffs by nightfall.”
 
   Valdyr’s Mirror turned out to be a long, wide lake that stretched from the cliffs that marked the edge of the Spiritwood to several leagues into the fens, stabbing into its heart like a colossal spearhead. It may not have been far from their camp, but took over an hour to reach; there had been no option but to cut a direct path through the mire itself, every footstep accompanied by a thick squelch of liquid mud. By the time they stood on the western bank of the lake, the sun was already high in the sky above the horizon.
 
   At the northernmost edge, near where they now stood, the lake was narrower and as still as a pond. It was clear how the Mirror had earned its name; its surface was a brilliant reflection of the blue sky and thin wisps of white cloud, the illusion unspoiled by the merest ripple.
 
   “It is not so still near the falls that feed the lake, but this far away... it is quite a sight, is it not?” said Harri. “They say the lake is so calm it serves as a looking-glass for the All-Father himself.”
 
   Cole eyed the lake dubiously. “It’s very striking, but how will we cross it? I’m not sure I fancy a swim in this chill. Or is the plan to go around it?”
 
   Harri shook his head. “I would not attempt it. The ground on the northern edge, where it feeds the mire, is too soft, making it too difficult to predict the safe paths... if there are any. In the summer, perhaps, but not now. Fortunately, there is a way that doesn’t involve getting your breeches wet.”
 
   He strode to a thicket of tall reeds at the edge of the water, and pushed his way into them. “Good, it’s still here,” he muttered.
 
   Raven joined him. Hidden among the forest of tall green stems, pulled halfway up to the bank, was a rickety rowing boat with a shallow bottom. Of oars, however, there was no sign. “A boat,” she said. “Is it left here by hunters?”
 
   “Aye,” Harri replied. “It is not often we’re called on to venture into the fens, but when we are it is good to have a swift way to cross the mere.”
 
   “What if it had been left on the other side?” asked Cole, coming up behind them.
 
   “Simple.” Harri bent down and lifted a rope, one end of which was staked to the ground nearby and the other fixed to the stern of the rowboat. “There is another, below the water, which is secured on the other bank. Whichever bank it is on, if you’re on the opposite side you can pull it across.” He dropped the rope back to the ground, where it landed in the mud with a squelch. “It is a joyless task, though, and one I am always happy to avoid.”
 
   With a heavy kick, Harri pushed the boat from the mud into the water. Despite the hunter’s protests that it was able to carry them all safely across the lake, neither Raven nor Cole were keen to take the risk. After some discussion, they decided that they would cross first, after which Harri would pull the craft back to the other bank and follow with their packs. He didn’t seem entirely pleased at the prospect.
 
   The boat wobbled when Raven stepped lightly onto it, but not so much that she was in any danger of falling into the water. Cole followed, holding out his arms to steady himself as he climbed on board. There was a confidence to his movements, she noticed, that had not been so evident that day in the tree, weeks earlier. The training was yielding results, it seemed.
 
   When they were both safely aboard, Cole took up a long pole that was loosely tied to it, and used it to propel them across the lake. As they travelled, the motions of the pole and boat created ripples that dispelled the illusion of the sky on the surface of the water. Raven wondered idly whether Valdyr would be annoyed.
 
   They crossed without incident. Raven felt almost cheerful as she sat staring into the water, lulled by the peace of the marsh and the rhythmic rising and falling of the pole in Cole’s hands.
 
   It seemed only a short time later that they reached the opposite bank with a soft thud. Yet, when she turned around, Harri was a distant speck on the far side of the lake. Almost as soon as Cole leapt onto the bank, the boat began to drift slowly back the way they had come as the young hunter pulled on the rope.
 
   “I guess we just wait then,” said Cole, glancing at their surroundings. Raven did likewise. A cursory look suggested there was little to mark the eastern part of the fens from the west; similar pools and raised grassy pathways stretched out before them. At least on this side they would not need to venture out into the mire itself. Once Harri had joined them, they would turn south and follow the eastern bank of the lake all the way to the cliffs that led up into the Spiritwood.
 
   Raven turned in that direction, and saw the dark line of trees far in the distance. At the far end of the Mirror, the falls were also just visible. From so far away, the point where the Ymbral cascaded into the lake seemed like little more than faint white mist. It was hard to believe that before nightfall they would be standing close enough to it to feel the spray on their faces.
 
   “Raven,” Cole hissed urgently. “Over by that stump. I see something.”
 
   Raven’s hand flew to the hilt of her sword. She gazed searchingly in the direction Cole was pointing. There was indeed a tree stump standing at the edge of a pool thirty or forty yards away. Even from this distance, Raven could tell that it was half-rotted. How long ago a tree had actually grown in this mire, she could only guess. At first, she didn’t see what Cole had spotted. But then, in a hollow at the base of the stump, she caught sight of a small figure. In colour it was almost indistinguishable from the wooden stump itself.
 
   Whatever it was, it was tiny.
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “I... I’m not sure,” Raven replied. “I haven’t seen its like before.” However, it didn’t seem to present an immediate threat, so she relaxed her grip. To her horror, Cole brushed past her and approached the stump. “What are you doing?”
 
   “I don’t think it’s dangerous,” Cole replied. “It’s just standing there, looking at us.”
 
   “You know that for sure, do you?” Raven caught up with him and grabbed his arm, pulling him to a halt. “It’s only a couple of days since you were frightened half to death by a duck.”
 
   “This doesn’t have a beak, though,” said Cole with a grin. “Oh gods, it’s raising its hand,” he added at a sign of movement from the little figure. “Wait, no... it’s just picking its nose.”
 
   Raven squinted doubtfully at the stump, and it appeared that Cole was correct. All the same, she hesitated, still holding his sleeve.
 
   “Look, it’s fine,” said Cole, pulling his arm free of her grip and approaching the stump once again.
 
   Exasperated, Raven looked at the lake behind. Harri had now boarded the small boat and was slowly making his way across the water. It would still be several minutes before he reached them.
 
   When she turned back, Cole had already reached the tree stump, and was bending down towards the small figure. With a groan, Raven hurried over to him.
 
   The little creature looked vaguely humanoid, she saw as she neared them, though smaller even than an infant. It stood barely a hand tall from the ground. Its head was covered in a thick, bristly hair, while its face was dominated by a disproportionately large, bulbous nose. Two small yellow eyes glared belligerently from beneath thick, wiry brows. It was clothed in what appeared to be a dirty, matted pelt that might have been from a rabbit, or just as easily a rat or squirrel.
 
   As Raven squatted down beside Cole, it leered nastily at her, revealing two rows of sharp teeth. “Wot?” it demanded in a gruff voice.
 
   Raven’s eyes flew wide. “It speaks?” she said, turning to Cole.
 
   Cole nodded. “He says his name is Grume.”
 
   The creature rolled its eyes and emitted a strange phlegmy growl from its throat. “Faggorf,” it spat. “Does I look like a bladdy kit? I,” it continued, drawing itself to its full, unimpressive, height, “is The Impending Grume.”
 
   Cole blinked. “Impending of what?” he asked.
 
   The creature eyed him suspiciously. “You wot?” 
 
   “Well, you have to be impending of something.” Cole scratched his head. “Like a cloudy sky is impending of rain. You can’t just be impending.”
 
   “I can if I wants,” the creature sniffed. “Anyways, I didn’t bladdy name myself, did I? The ‘ag did that, same as for everyone.”
 
   Despite herself, Raven smiled at this exchange. As Cole had said, there seemed little risk of imminent danger. He turned to her. “I think I’ve read about this,” he told her. “They weren’t part of our lessons, but in the Crag’s library there were books of legends and fables. I flicked through them from time to time. I think he is one of the fae folk.”
 
   “Aye,” said a voice from behind them. “It’s a boggit.” They turned, and saw Harri making his way towards them, struggling beneath three heavy packs. “You are right, Cole, though this creature is far removed from storybook fairies or pixies. It is more likely to eat your cat than grant a wish, as I believe is proven by its choice of garments. Isn’t that right, swamp-fiend?”
 
   “Nuffin’ wrong with cat,” the boggit grumbled, wrapping its fur cloak tightly around itself. “Keeps you nice and warm when the snows come, cat does. My grandsire caught this one, and it kept us fed all winter long.” It licked its lips at the memory.
 
   “I’ve never heard of these creatures before,” said Raven.
 
   Harri let the packs fall to the ground with a thump. “To tell it true, I thought they had long ago died out. It has been many years since I last laid eyes on one.”
 
   “Where does its strange name come from?” she asked, trying to ignore the creature’s glare.
 
   “Our storytellers say that when boggits reach maturity they are named by their tribe’s... wise-woman,” Harri replied. “Or whatever passes for one. They give them grand, impressive names, perhaps to compensate for their humble lives and surroundings. Gruk the Magnificent, Delf the Invincible, and so on.”
 
   “Maybe she meant something else.” Cole turned to the little creature, who was scowling ill-temperedly at them. “Impoverished, maybe. Impatient?”
 
   “Faggorf, bigguns,” it said again.
 
   Before Raven could stop him, Cole reached out and took hold of the boggit, lifting him up. “Oi, lerrus go!” it shrieked, thrashing in his hands.
 
   “I think it’s sweet,” Cole said, turning to her.
 
   The boggit continued to howl, waving its arms furiously. “Gerroff! I ‘as powers. I’ll zap yer!”
 
   In the next moment, several things happened at once. As Cole leaned over, still holding the boggit, his pendant fell out from his undershirt onto his chest. At the same time, the creature pointed a gnarled finger and squinted its yellow eyes at him.
 
   Raven saw the crystal glow for an instant, before a bolt of green lightning erupted from the startled boggit’s finger, striking Cole in the chest with a loud crack. The pair of them flew in opposite directions, landing in the mud a few feet apart.
 
   She ran to Cole’s side. He was conscious, laying on his back staring at the sky with wide eyes. His face was blackened, and the front of his leather jerkin was scorched. Several of the metal rings sewn into it were twisted and misshapen, and a wisp of smoke rose from the fabric. 
 
   “Are you all right?” she asked urgently, inspecting him for wounds. Aside from the shock and the burns he seemed otherwise unharmed.
 
   “I... I think I’m ok,” he said in a faraway voice. “That was... unexpected.”
 
   She pulled him into a sitting position, and looked across to Harri. The young hunter was squatting next to the still figure of the creature. “What was that?” she asked him.
 
   “I don’t know,” Harri replied. He prodded it with a finger. It didn’t move. “The few stories of boggits say nothing of magic. It seems unlikely such base creatures could wield such power. I think it was just as surprised by what happened as Cole.”
 
   Gently, she helped Cole to his feet. “Is it dead?”
 
   “No, it still breathes.” Harri prodded it again, once more without result. “It lives, but other than that I could not say how well it fares.”
 
   Cole squatted down next to the creature. Its eyes were closed, but as Harri had noted, its chest rose and fell with each breath. “What will we do with him?” he asked in a quiet voice.
 
   “Do?” Raven was incredulous. “We’ll leave it here where we found it and make our way to the cliffs before it gets dark.”
 
   Cole looked up at her, his face radiating concern. “We can’t leave him here like this. He’ll die.”
 
   “And what if it does?” Harri replied. “Cole, these creatures are little more than vermin. What would you do with a rat that attacked you?”
 
   “He didn’t mean to.” Cole shook his head. “What happened wasn’t his fault, it was mine. I can’t just leave him. He could be the last of his kind. You said yourself you hardly remember the last time you saw one.” He appeared to reach a decision, and picked the boggit up once more, more delicately this time. “I’m bringing him with us,” he told them, cradling the unconscious creature in the crook of one arm.
 
   Raven made no attempt to hide her frustration. “This is your idea of an apology, is it? To carry it into the heart of the Spiritwood while it sleeps. Do you think it’ll thank you when it wakes up halfway down a screamer’s gullet?”
 
   “Perhaps, perhaps not,” replied Cole stubbornly. “I do know he’ll probably die out here if we leave him. Besides, something happened when he was near my crystal. If I can, I want to find out more. Perhaps his people have come across them before, or know of them.”
 
   “Cole, I urge you against this course,” cautioned Harri. “We do not know if he would be hostile or act against us in some way. He may harbour ill-will against you after what just happened.”
 
   Cole stooped to pick up his pack, and slung it around his shoulders, taking care not to harm the creature. “You both forget your place, I think,” he said. “Raven, you are my guide. I am grateful for your help, but not beholden to you. And Harri, it was your choice to follow us. I appreciate your advice, but choose not to take it.”
 
   And that, bar a few token protests, was that. Raven and Harri retrieved their own packs, and together they began the long trek down the eastern length of the Mirror. They had delayed more than they had intended, and Harri set a quick pace.
 
   The afternoon passed in silence, each of them lost in their own thoughts. At the rear, Raven alternated between staring out across the water and glaring at Cole’s back. As the hours and miles passed, the creature remained unconscious, lying limp in the young man’s arms.
 
   At first, Raven privately fumed at Cole’s defiance. What does he hope to achieve by bringing that thing? She agreed with Harri, the dangers of doing so were great, and the benefits nonexistent. The bolt of lightning that had shot from the creature’s finger to strike Cole had shocked her, and none of them could know what other powers it might possess.
 
   Yet, as they trudged along the soft, muddy bank of the Mirror, her attitude gradually softened. The boggit still lolled in Cole’s arms pathetically, while the young man’s expression of grim determination began to look comical in the circumstances. Once or twice she found herself smiling at the sight of the pair of them.
 
   Their shadows had begun to lengthen when the distant sound of roaring water reached their ears. Ahead of them, the cliffs were clearly outlined against the sky, all save the place where they met the lake below. There, the rock was lost behind a curtain of mist, while the surface of the once-placid lake began to churn. Above the mist, along the brow of the cliffs, the rushing waters of the falls sparkled like diamonds.
 
   “The Ymbral Falls,” Harri announced, as they stopped to take in the sight. “Do you begin to see, Cole, why we did not attempt to cross the river inside the forest? The force of the water sweeps away all before it, and the channel it flows along is steep on both sides.”
 
   Cole squinted up at the cliffs. “Yes, I think I understand now,” he replied. The boggit was still cradled in his arms, its eyes still firmly shut and its body limp. “Will we climb them today?”
 
   Raven shook her head. “It will be evening by the time we reach the falls, and I don’t fancy attempting it in the dark.”
 
   “We’ll make camp at the base of the cliffs, and make the climb at daybreak,” Harri agreed.
 
   Raven watched Cole carefully, but this time he seemed happy to accept their counsel. As they set off once more, he moved the small creature from one arm to the other and shook life back into the one that had been holding it; clearly the burden was not a trifling one.
 
   She began to think on Cole’s reaction on seeing the creature. His first instinct had been to go to it, and speak. A hunter would have loosed an arrow, either thinking it to be a hare for supper or an unusual trophy, while Raven had been inclined to ready her weapon and move cautiously past. Cole’s actions were naive and reckless, it was true, and he had nearly paid dearly for them. But there was also something to admire in his attitude. In the last few weeks he had narrowly avoided death three times by her count, yet did not seem scarred by his experiences. Perhaps he is stronger than any of us realise, she thought.
 
   However, the Spiritwood would be an altogether different challenge to anything they had faced so far on this journey. As they walked, her eyes were inexorably drawn to the line of smoke-grey trees above them. The forest was perfectly still, yet that somehow made the sight of it more ominous.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 14
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The orange glow from the cabin’s solitary candle flickered as the door was pushed gently open. A moment later, Captain Brandt’s bearded face appeared around its frame.
 
   He glanced around the small room. It was dim inside; the candle, burned down nearly to its base, cast a feeble light around the cabin’s furnishings and its lone occupant.
 
   This latter, a thin robed figure, was slumped over the desk, resting atop a profusion of strewn papers. In one hand, the boy still clutched the white feather quill he had been using to write with.
 
   Captain Brandt’s face crinkled into a paternalistic smile, and he stepped into the cabin. He barely noticed the rolling movement of the deck beneath his feet, keeping his balance easily as he moved. The weather was far calmer than when the storm had driven the Havørn into the cove, and after the events of the past few days he was relieved just to be on the open sea once more.
 
   He wanted to get it all down on paper before he forgot the details, Captain Brandt thought.
 
   He approached the desk as quietly as he could to avoid waking the boy. Over his shoulder he caught a glimpse of dense rows of tightly packed, crabbed handwriting. The words were interrupted in places with intricate, surprisingly skilled, sketches. An involuntary shiver ran down his back at the sight of them. Caspian may have been afraid of forgetting details of their journey into the dark, but they would stay with him for many years to come.
 
   Caspian shifted in his sleep, and after a moment’s thought Captain Brandt lifted him upright and half-carried him to the low cot he had set up against one wall of the cabin. It hadn’t felt right asking the nervous boy to room below-decks with the rest of the crew and, besides, having a desk and writing materials to hand helped his research with the books and papers he had brought with him from the Crag. Caspian’s eyes opened briefly as he was laid down, but closed again almost immediately.
 
   As he straightened, Captain Brandt’s gaze came to rest on the pages Caspian had laboured over for a day and a night. Curiosity was not in his nature, and normally he would have respected the boy’s privacy, but nonetheless he found himself sitting at the stool in front of the desk. He shuffled through the papers, trying to discern their correct order. The meticulousness Caspian demonstrated when it came to his sketches did not apparently extend to his record-keeping.
 
   It’s not spying, Captain Brandt told himself, after all, I was there. All the same, he was interested to read the boy’s own account of their days underground.
 
   “Ah, here it is,” he murmured under his breath, as he located the first page of the journal. “My name is Caspian Gretch, novice to the Order of Enlightenment and formerly...”
 
   With a faint hiss, the candle finally burned itself out, plunging the cabin into darkness. Captain Brandt cursed, and patted his overcoat pockets until he found his tinderbox. He then groped blindly in front of him until he felt the drawer he was looking for, and rummaged around for a spare candle. It took three strikes of the flint until the wick caught, and he rammed it unceremoniously into the holder on top of the desk.
 
   Finally, sitting in the light once more, he began to read.
 
    
 
   *      *      *
 
    
 
   My name is Caspian Gretch, novice to the Order of Enlightenment and formerly of the island bastion known as the Crag. The following is a true account of a journey undertaken by myself and the captain and crewmen of the fishing vessel Havørn. The nature of our expedition is such that I cannot state with any accuracy the location of our discovery, but in the appendices of this journal I will attempt to plot our course onto a map. It is my hope that anyone reading this account will be interested to hear about what we discovered in the secret places far below the land of Callador.
 
    
 
   The boy had signed his name beneath the introductory paragraph, and scrawled a date. Yesterday’s, when he had begun to write. Captain Brandt’s brow wrinkled slightly at the formal tone of the opening, before continuing.
 
    
 
   Day one
 
    
 
   When the back wall of the cave we had taken shelter in revealed itself to in fact be a doorway of unknown origin, leading into unfathomable blackness, my first and only thought was to investigate what lay beyond.
 
   Fortunately, the Havørn’s captain, Olyvar Brandt, has an adventurous spirit, and he agreed. The first mate and one crewman were ordered to stay behind and tend to the ship as it lay at anchor within the hidden cove, leaving Captain Brandt, myself and crewmen Jan and Sten free to explore the tunnel.
 
   I had no idea what might lie in store for us, if anything. For all we knew, it could be an old abandoned mining passage that led to a dead end a hundred miles further on. But the discovery of a metal appendage similar in appearance to one I had seen mere days before on the Crag, worn by one of the Archon’s servants, made me believe otherwise. It was unlike anything myself or any of my Brothers had ever seen. The chance to perhaps uncover the truth behind that mystery made me even more determined to investigate further.
 
   The captain led the way, the light from his burning torch illuminating his face and the cold, damp rock walls of the tunnel. Sten followed, then Jan and finally I brought up the rear. For countless miles we proceeded in this manner. The further we ventured, the more I began to fear stumbling and helplessly watching those tiny islands of light disappearing into the distance, leaving me stranded alone in the dark. I realise how craven that sounds, yet I promised a full account of this expedition and will do my best to make sure no detail goes unrecorded. 
 
   Perhaps the worst part was being unable to tell how far we had walked, or for how long, and how far remained ahead of us. At the start, I tried to count the footsteps in my head to help me keep my bearings, but I abandoned this exercise many hours later somewhere around the twenty thousand mark. In that time, we came across not one single turning or junction. As best I could tell, this one tunnel continued in the same direction as we had started. Standing at the door we had entered through, with a powerful enough bow you might have been able to fire an arrow at our backs.
 
   The second worst part was the rats. The first time one ran across my foot in the darkness my loud yelp seemed to echo around the walls forever, and Jan laughed so hard at my surprise I thought he would choke on his own merriment. The second and third times were little easier, but by the twentieth time something small skittered unseen past me I barely noticed.
 
   With no means of measuring how long we had remained underground, we were forced to rely on the hunger in our bellies and the ache of our feet to judge the passage of time and distance. When our legs became stiff, we rested. When we hungered, we stopped to nibble on the rations in our packs. It would not have surprised me if these breaks were not so different to our usual mealtimes. The body is remarkable in so many ways, and years of habit are hard to break even when there is no way of marking the passage of time.
 
   During one of these brief stops, I remarked to my companions that I had no idea where we would now be if we were above ground. Captain Brandt’s sense of direction must be keener than my own, as he confidently predicted that we were likely directly beneath the Granite Pass, and heading towards the The Tail, the narrow western tip of that range of mountains known as the Dragon’s Back. Sten, never one to waste unnecessary words, gave a mute nod of agreement.
 
   When our tired legs finally became too heavy to lift, we stopped to sleep. The captain organised a watch, for although a sentry would have been unable to see an attacker before they fell on us, they still might chance to hear something approach. Each of us was to stay awake for a couple of hours, as best we could guess with no means of measuring time, and he himself took the first watch (or should that be ‘listen’?)
 
   Although the tunnel floor was hard rock, I was relieved to lie down and take the weight from my legs. Had we walked thirty miles that day? More? It was impossible to tell, and the prospect of a similar journey the next day was not an appealing one. I was almost of a mind to apologise to the crew for suggesting the expedition, and advise us to turn back around when we awoke and return to the ship. I am glad that I did not.
 
   As I fell asleep that first ‘night’ below ground, it seemed to me that the mind is as remarkable as the body, if not more so. When I started the journey I had been filled with excitement, anticipation... and fear. Yet now, after untold hours walking along the same tunnel, I found that I was bored. The mysterious and unknowable had become mundane.
 
   I don’t know how long my mind was filled with such thoughts, but eventually an exhausted sleep took hold of me, and I passed from one blackness into another. Our first day in the tunnel was done.
 
    
 
   Captain Brandt leaned back from the desk, still holding the journal page. Caspian’s account of their first day covered both sides, its small, closely written script broken by sketches of the metal doorway, the discovery of which had launched their expedition, and the metal appendage the boy had discovered on the ground beyond.
 
   He reached into a pocket of his topcoat and withdrew his clay pipe and a leather pouch, and proceeded to fill one with tobacco from the other. He used the candle to light the bowl, and took several deep puffs as he pondered on what he had read.
 
   It was a true enough account of that long march. Caspian had delivered on that promise. Captain Brandt smiled wryly at the lad’s imagination, though. His own mind had frequently wandered to thoughts of home, of Freyja and the warm fireside he would not see again for many months. Nevertheless, it was interesting to relive the journey through another’s eyes.
 
   The stool let out a creak as he moved his weight slightly, and Caspian shifted on the cot with a low moan. Captain Brandt glanced behind him, but the boy was still fast asleep. With another thoughtful puff on his pipe, he searched the strewn papers until he found the next page.
 
    
 
   Day two
 
    
 
   I awoke disorientated, for a moment unable to recall where I was, or why I could see nothing around me, as if I had been struck blind in the night. Then, when my wits returned to me and I remembered the previous day, I became afraid that I was alone; that while I slept my companions had moved on without me. A moment later, Sten’s heavy hand clapped my shoulder. It was time for my watch, the last of the night.
 
   I raised myself into a sitting position, but otherwise stayed in the same place I had slept. There seemed little point moving into the tunnel in either direction, and I didn’t want to stumble over the sleeping forms of my companions. Not being familiar with such a duty, I sat quietly and listened attentively. The only sounds, however, were the breaths and snores of the crew.
 
   Doubting whether I would even be able to hear anyone approaching us in the dark, gradually my mind began to wander. How far would we continue down this tunnel before the crew grew tired of this fruitless venture and demanded we turn back? Or if not, then what might we find waiting for us?
 
   Perhaps sleep had refreshed my mind more than I realised immediately upon waking, but I found my worries of the night before had faded. I was once more looking forward to exploring further, although I knew it would probably not be long before the soreness of my legs began to sap my enthusiasm.
 
   I don’t know how long I sat there, alone with my thoughts, but after a while I became uncomfortable with the need to relieve my bladder. I suspected my companions would not be overly pleased with my completing my ablutions so close to them, so I stood and walked a ways along the tunnel. My back and legs were as stiff from yesterday’s exertions as I had feared, but any discomfort was quickly forgotten.
 
   As I stood, my mind wandering, I felt something that we take for granted above ground, but had not experienced in the past day at all. It was so faint, that at first my brain did not even register what it was, and in the few moments after that I still did not realise its significance. A breath of air brushed past my face. Barely enough to move a strand of my hair, but it was undeniably there.
 
   For the whole of the previous day, the air in the tunnel we marched along was near-stagnant and as still as the grave. Faint as it was, that waft of fresher air shouted one thing to me, when my addled mind was finally able to recognise it: we were nearing our destination.
 
   My excited shout had already begun to rouse the sleeping crew when I stumbled back down the tunnel, nearly tripping over my own feet in the dark. Jan asked curtly whether I had found any more rats (I could picture the sneer on his face as he did so), but the captain lit his torch. I told them about the change in the air, and together we walked up the tunnel, where he felt it himself. He congratulated me for the discovery, and said that the passage must open up somewhere ahead, and not very far away at that.
 
   We broke our fast before setting off once more, but my excitement was such that I could barely eat a bite. I was afraid as well, fearful of what might await us. The combination of the two made my stomach flutter.
 
   For the first hour, our march continued in the same fashion as the previous day, with one exception. I now took the lead, alongside Captain Brandt, eager to see where the tunnel would lead us. By the time we had walked half a league, by my measure, the movement of the air was undeniable. Even so, an hour is a long time to maintain a state of anticipation, and eventually my enthusiasm began to wane.
 
   I was not the only one. The further we walked, the louder Jan’s grumbles became, until with an angry bark he called for us to stop. “This is a fool’s errand,” he shouted, striding up to confront me. In spite my own doubts, I pointed out the movement of the air to indicate we were close to discovering something. As I did so, I was dimly aware that the quality of the air had changed again, though as before I did not yet understand its significance.
 
   Jan sneered and snatched my torch. “I’ll tell you where you can stick your air,” he said. “There’s nothing down here, and I’ll prove it. A dozen more yards I’ll go and no further. When you see there’s nothing there, we’re going back. You can rot down here with your air for all I care.”
 
   With that, he marched further up the tunnel. When he reached a dozen yards, as he promised, he turned triumphantly. “See, I told you-”, he began. Then his words became a scream. We heard the crumbling of rock, and the light of the torch fell abruptly and disappeared.
 
   We ran to the spot where we had seen him last, taking care not to stumble into whichever hole Jan had unwittingly discovered. As we did so, I could not help but notice that the walls and floor suddenly vanished before us. There was a muffled cry from below, and as the captain lowered his torch, we saw Jan’s terrified face looking back up at us. His fingers were clinging to the ledge he had fallen from. Several droll observations came to my mind, but in the interests of diplomacy I kept them to myself. I could not help a small smile, though, as Sten reached over and pulled his crewmate back up to us with a small grunt of effort. His strength, as I had noted before, was incredible; he had lifted a grown man with no more difficulty than I might have stooping to pick up a book.
 
   Jan was shaken by his discovery, and his eyes fired daggers in my direction. That he somehow blamed me for his own carelessness, I had no doubt. The captain continued to brandish his torch before him. Beyond the small ledge on which we were standing, we could see nothing. The change in air I had noted before, but thought little on, now told me that we stood on the edge of a vast open space beneath the mountain. The others began to laugh at the realisation, but I did not join them. “What’s wrong, Caspian?” the captain asked me. “You were right, there is something here after all.”
 
   “We found nothing, captain, and much of it,” I replied. Where were we to go from here, but back? I felt on the floor for a stone, and threw it out in front of us. It vanished quickly and silently into the darkness. Then, just as I was about to turn back to the tunnel, there was a distant sound, one I had not thought to encounter in such a place. A deep clang of metal, like the sonorous chime of a great bell, far below us.
 
   “It sounds like something to me,” the captain said. He began to search more closely around us with his torch, examining the mouth of the tunnel and on each side of the ledge. A few moments later, he chuckled to himself. I didn’t catch his words properly, but to my ears it sounded like “why do they never think to put in a handrail?” Before any of us could stop him, he stepped off the ledge.
 
   I cried out in shock, but the captain just turned and smiled at us, his head now lower than it was previously, but quite clearly not falling to his doom. I looked down and, in the halo of light from his torch, could dimly make out a series of deep cuts in the rock to our left.
 
   Steps, leading down.
 
    
 
   That marked the end of another page and Captain Brandt chuckled, as he had that day that Caspian recounted. He’d never been able to resist a touch of the dramatic when the opportunity presented itself. The memory of it made him smile now, seeing the boy’s eyes and mouth wide open in shock as he dropped onto that first step. Sten had seen it at the same time, but a glance at his captain was enough to tell him to keep it to himself. Not that he ever needs much convincing not to talk, he thought.
 
   He remembered the rush of excitement he’d felt when the outline of the steps were visible in his torchlight; the first he had felt since the discovery of the doorway in the cave. “What do we do now?” Caspian had asked, his voice radiating nervousness.
 
   “We go down,” he’d replied. What else was there to do? Return to the ship and tell the others they had spent two days in the dark, only to turn back the moment they found something? Jan would probably not have objected. After his fall, he had looked heartily sick of the entire endeavour, while Caspian had appeared torn between his curiosity and his fear. Sten, as ever, had been impassive. The captain had known he would follow, whichever way he chose. But, for Captain Brandt, there had been no choice to make.
 
   He searched through the loose pages again, until he found the one that spoke of their descent.
 
    
 
   My first impression was that the carved stone steps followed the rock wall of this vast cavern, but my assumption was soon proven incorrect. The first few were indeed attached to the wall, but after our heads dropped below the level of the ledge on which we had stood, they began to spiral downwards on their own. On one side of us was a narrow stone column, onto which the winding steps were built. The other side of us was open air and impenetrable blackness. The steps were wide, wider than the breadth of a man with both arms outstretched, but I felt very exposed as we descended. 
 
   I cannot say how long it took us to climb down the stone spiral, nor how many steps there were, but it felt as though there were hundreds. I heard someone, Jan I presumed, grumbling that the further we went the further we would have to climb back up. I must admit, it was a thought that had occurred to me also.
 
   Just as the dawn rises slowly, chasing away the darkness of night so gradually we barely are able to notice it happening, at some point during our descent I realised that I was able to discern the outline of the step below mine. The light from Captain Brandt’s torch had disappeared around a bend a dozen or so steps below me, yet nevertheless I was able to see without it for the first time since entering the tunnel. This was just as well, as my own torch had disappeared with Jan’s stumble.
 
   The others soon noticed as well, and our pace quickened. Before long I was able to see two steps ahead, then three. By the time we reached the cavern floor, our torches were no longer needed. It was not bright, but there was a dull orange glow to our surroundings. And with the light came heat. Where the tunnel had been cold and damp, the air of the cavern floor bathed us in warmth, and we were soon sweating beneath our woollen cloaks.
 
   I didn’t know what I was expecting to find at the bottom of the staircase, but still I was surprised. A vast open space stretched out before us. On either side of us, illuminated by the glow, were immense metal drums, with an opening at the front large enough to admit a fully laden cart and oxen. They were unlike anything I had seen the Crag’s smiths using, but all the same their purpose was clear. Great furnaces, built on a scale that left me flabbergasted. Were they worked by giants? The size of the passage we had entered the mountain by seemed to suggest not... unless there were other, much larger, tunnels we had yet to see?
 
   I approached the nearest furnace, which towered above me. I placed my hand on its surface. The metal was cold. Whatever their use, it was clear the fires that warmed the colossal furnaces had not been lit for a long time. I tapped it with my knuckle, producing a hollow noise like the one I had heard after pitching my stone from the ledge above. It was likely one of these great drums that I had struck.
 
   It did not take long to locate the source of the light. In the centre of the cavern floor, a strange contraption had been erected. As we neared it, it was soon clear that, like the metal furnaces, it was built on an enormous scale, as tall as the Crag’s curtain wall at least. Yet its purpose was not immediately apparent.
 
   Thick, metal beams supported a large platform above a large round hole drilled into the ground. It was from this hole that the light came. Peering inside, I could see red, liquid fire far below. A blast of hot air hit me in the face as I peered over the edge. Before I pulled back from the hole, I had noticed a number of pipes leading into the rock beneath us.
 
   I looked again at the platform above the hole. On top of it was a strange device. It was fashioned from a number of enormous, circular metal bands. These were fixed together in some way, so that the device as a whole appeared roughly spherical. Once again, I was reminded of the Archon’s servant; his incredible prosthetic arm and this device could have been crafted by the same hands.
 
   Several metal steps led up to the platform, and before any of my companions could stop me, I climbed them. At the top, near the base of the strange spherical device I found a number of metal levers, the purpose of which I could not guess.
 
   I was still looking at these, trying to divine some meaning or purpose, when Captain Brandt appeared beside me. “What do you think it is?” he asked. I replied that I did not know; whoever built this device clearly had an understanding of technology and metallurgy far beyond our own.
 
   Jan and Sten joined us a moment later. “We should leave,” Jan told us. “Whoever built this is gone. Dead most like. And what killed them, I wonder?” It was an unsettling thought, and I could not say with certainty that he was wrong. It was clear we stood in the halls of an advanced race, yet as far as we could tell they no longer resided here. Had they abandoned this place? Had something even more powerful risen from the dark to claim them?
 
   But before I could answer him, Sten pushed past me, and with a great heave and grinding of metal pulled one of the levers. Jan flew into a fury. “What did you go and do that for, you dumb ox,” he shouted. The big sailor replied with a shrug.
 
   For a heartbeat, nothing happened. Then, I heard the sound of rushing water below us, seeming to come from the fiery pit. A few moments after that was a hissing, as loud as a thousand angry snakes, and then a squeal of metal. All four of us leaped down off the platform, which had begun to tremble beneath our feet. No sooner had our feet touched down on the rock floor of the cavern, than the giant metal sphere began to move. The circular bands began to spin inside of one another. Slowly at first, and then fast enough to create a breeze on our faces.
 
   My companions stood as open-mouthed as I, but what happened next was even more unexpected. All around us, rows of lights began to flicker on the cavern walls, reaching up into the distance above our heads. From below, it looked as if we were suddenly standing under a starry night’s sky. The light was even brighter than before, and what I had taken to be the end of the cavern in front of us now appeared to be a titanic stone column stretching far into the air. The size of it made my mind spin; it was wider than the Crag in its entirety, including the rock island on which it is built. Assuming it was perfectly round in diameter, I estimated it would take several hours to walk all the way around it.
 
   My musings were interrupted by a grunt from the captain. “Well, I’ll be,” he murmured. “Perhaps we won’t have to walk back up after all.” I followed his eyes, and saw what the captain had spotted. Beyond the spinning sphere was another metal platform. This one would have been comfortably large enough for twenty men to stand upon, and was surrounded by bars like a cage. From this rose a thick chain, that disappeared up to the ceiling. I had used a contraption like it enough times at the Crag, when assisting the Brothers in raising supplies up to the keep, to understand at first glance what it was. “An elevator,” I gasped.
 
   We approached the cage, and this time my first impression seemed the correct one. In particular, I was impressed by the chain. Close by, I saw that each link was larger than my head, formed of metal thicker than my arm. Like the furnaces we had passed, it was at once both familiar enough to understand its purpose, yet dissimilar enough to inspire wonder. Jan, however, did not seem pleased by the discovery. “A lot of bloody good an elevator is when there’s nobody around to winch us up,” he moaned.
 
   The captain did not reply, instead examining the inside of the cage and the chain. “That might not matter,” he said at last, gesturing for us to step onto the platform. After we had done so, the captain pulled at a large lever set into the floor beside the cage, which I had not previously noticed. As he did so, the elevator juddered and began to rise. A moment later, the captain leapt onto the platform beside us, almost losing his footing as he landed. A second more and we would have been out of his reach.
 
   Indeed, the speed of our ascent was impressive. I suspected that the captain had benefited from the initial stiffness of whatever mechanism controlled the winch following a long period of disuse. After perhaps twenty seconds, the enormous furnaces looked no larger than my fist below us. Soon, the dull orange glow beneath the sphere was swallowed up by the darkness. All I could see was the pinpricks of light scattered across the walls of the cavern, and now it felt as though we were soaring into the night sky.
 
   Our journey on the elevator took much less time than our descent down the stone spiral staircase, but I judged the distance we travelled to be similar. This time however, when our ascent finished and the metal platform came to a stop, where we had once stood upon a narrow ledge and stared out into a black void, there was light.
 
   Once, when I was young – before I was dispatched to the Crag and such notions were stripped from me – my father told me that the reason the Divine gave us eyes was so that we could glory in his wonders. Years had passed since his words had last been recalled to my mind. As we stepped off that metal platform, and beheld what lay in front of us, they came back to me.
 
   My companions were struck speechless, as I was. If we were to glory in the natural beauty of the world, then I wondered how we were meant to react to the makers of the wonders that confronted us now. 
 
   Before us stood a city, unlike any I had seen before, nor ever will again. The main part of it was a great tower, inconceivably vast in both breadth and height. It was widest at the base, becoming narrower as it moved up towards its peak. From a distance it had the appearance of a giant beehive. There were dozens of tiers I could see, each comprising innumerable buildings. In the light of a thousand torches, these seemed to glow. On later inspection, we would find that every building had been forged from the same metal we had already seen below on the cavern floor.
 
   From out of this strange tower sprang a dozen arms, leading to other platforms built around the walls of the cavern. In truth, it seems disingenuous to describe this place as a mere cavern, when in truth it was almost as though the entire mountain had been excavated. I could not guess at how many lifetimes it had taken to achieve.
 
   A wide avenue led from the top of the elevator to the lowest tier of the tower, and before its entrance stood a statue that anywhere else would have been thought of as giant. It stood fifty feet tall or more, and yet the enormity of the tower city behind it made it look like a child’s toy. Like all else around us, the statue was forged from metal, and the likeness it depicted was at first glance grotesque. A long torso stood upon two legs, but there any similarity between it and ourselves ended. In place of human feet, its legs ended in three thick toes, the sharp nails of which were curved like the claws of a beast. Two pairs of arms extended from its body, and the head that topped its shoulders was monstrous. Insect-like mandibles sprang from its jaws, beneath a broad, flat snout near as wide as its face. It had round eyes, but like its arms it had four in place of our two.
 
   At first I recoiled from the sight of it, but at second glance I began to revise my opinion. The figure in the statue appeared to be wearing an apron, not unlike a blacksmith would wear when working his forge. In its four hands, the creature grasped a selection of tools; I recognised a hammer and tongs, but was not familiar with the others. And then there was its face. It seems a strange thing to say of such an alien countenance, but where the subjects of most statues take pains to appear stern or severe, this seemed almost benign. This strange being could not have been more different to ourselves, yet nevertheless appeared intelligent... even peaceful.
 
   I was shaken from my reverie by an unexpected source. “The metal lords,” a deep voice muttered behind me, and when I turned Sten met my eyes. “You know who built this place?” I asked him. He shrugged in reply, and then, in few words, told us that the elders of his village speak of a race of strange beings who can shape metal as easily and as skilfully as a potter works clay. It seems these stories are regarded as little more than legends now, with their origins lost to the ages. This exchange seemed to exhaust Sten of what little appetite for conversation he possesses. I did not mind overmuch; it seemed doubtful whether even perfect recall of his elders’ stories would help us sort the facts from the myths after so long.
 
   I am not sure whether it was Sten’s words or the sight of the statue, but a small fragment of a long-forgotten memory surfaced fleetingly in my mind. It was gone almost as soon as it had appeared. That uncomfortable feeling of vague familiarity comes back to me now as I sit here, back aboard the Havørn, writing this account. When I have committed everything to paper, I will think on it further.
 
    
 
   That was the end of that page, and Captain Brandt glanced sharply at the figure still asleep on the cot. The last paragraph was new information to him, and he made a mental note to speak to Caspian on the matter when he awoke.
 
   It did not take long to find the next page, as there were only two remaining... plus several consisting only of sketches. He noticed that the handwriting was becoming more jagged, the lines of text less straight; as if the author was attempting to keep strong emotions in check.
 
    
 
   I am not sure which of us moved first, but as if at some unspoken command we began to climb the sloping avenue that led to the tower entrance. As we passed the statue, I gazed up at it one last time. I don’t know why I thought it grotesque before; it was unusual in appearance, yes, but there was an undeniable nobility to it as well. It was clear that the great figure represented a builder, a creator of some kind, and I could not think of a more fitting tribute to the wonders that surrounded us on all sides.
 
   How to describe my feelings as we at last entered the metal city? I cannot really recall now; my mind was overwhelmed by the sights, my eyes as large as saucers, drinking it all in. Past the entrance, the main avenue split, curving around to our left and right. Dome-like metal buildings loomed over us on all sides, stretching up to the roof of this tier fifty feet above our heads.
 
   Over the next few hours, we simply wandered, exploring dozens of these strange domes. We found what we believed to be workshops, filled with tools and complex mechanisms, storerooms filled floor to ceiling with mysterious goods, and what appeared to be homes. Everything was on a larger scale than we are used to – the doorways, furniture and all else besides. At the first dwelling we came to, looking at the length of the flat slab that likely served as a bed, and comparing it to my own, I estimated the beings that lived here must stand at least eight feet tall.
 
   In all the hours we combed the lower tier of the city, not once did we stumble across any sign of life. On the contrary, everywhere we went a thick layer of dust covered every surface, item and device. Dusty spiderwebs hung from doorways and windows and but for ourselves the city was as still and lifeless as a morgue.
 
   What had become of the beings that once lived here, who had created such marvellous works? I’m sure the question was uppermost in my companions’ thoughts, as it was in mine. There was no sign of battle, nor a mighty calamity of some nature that might explain their absence. It appeared as though they had simply abandoned the city one day, for reasons unknown. For all I knew that is precisely what had happened.
 
   Just as he had with the ledge in the tunnel, it was Jan who eventually made the most important discovery. We had entered another dome, this one a workshop seemingly like several we had already explored. There was what I had come to think of as the usual collection of odd mechanisms, the purpose of which I hadn’t yet determined. I was investigating one of these, experimenting by turning some of the toothed metal circles by hand to observe any effects, when there was a violent commotion from another room. I heard a man’s screams, almost drowned out by a cacophony of metallic noises.
 
   The captain, Sten and I all ran for the room Jan had disappeared into. When we stood at the doorway, he was laying on his back on the floor, arms held out to protect his face. Above him stood a nightmare of metal come to life. Its limbs and body were formed of the same grey metal strips and circles that I had first seen on the Archon’s servant’s prosthetic arm. These whirred and span furiously as the being swayed above our stricken crewmate. Its face bore striking similarities to the statue we had seen outside the city, but was a single metal plate that had been beaten into shape, and where the statue’s insect-like mandibles would have been, the area beneath its snout was smooth and blank.
 
   Jan was screaming at us for aid. Sten and the captain went to him and dragged him clear of the strange metal being. We all leaped back when it moved toward us, its four arms seeming to claw at the air. Had it continued to come on, I believe we would have fled, such was the fear that was upon us then. However, the creature... though it was not a living being, I have no better word to describe it... turned away instead. In jerky, uneven movements, it began to busy itself around the room, righting furniture and pawing at dusty spiderwebs.
 
   The captain laughed suddenly. “I’ve never seen a servant quite like that,” he said, and watching the creature a few moments more, I saw that he had the right of it. In fact, I wasn’t sure if the creature was even aware of our presence. Jan had no doubt activated it accidentally, either by playing with its mechanisms or blundering into it unthinkingly.
 
   Even though he was almost certainly at fault for this latest embarrassment, Jan seemed enraged by the captain’s laughter. Red-faced, he strode back into the room, lifted a chair from the ground and dashed it against the creature’s back. Several parts flew from it, one coming to rest near my feet. Immediately, the metal creature sagged, then toppled lifelessly to the floor. Whatever spark had briefly animated it and terrified Jan was there no longer.
 
   In truth, I was saddened by its sudden demise. After an initial fright, it didn’t seem as though the creature had meant us harm. I knelt down to pick up the piece that had landed beside me. It was a cylinder, covered in strange symbols. As everything else around us, it was made of metal, but had a golden-green sheen to it. At either end, it had small protuberances that looked as though they could be used to fix the cylinder to something else.
 
   I recalled that one of the storerooms we had passed through had contained shelves filled with such cylinders. With so much else around us defying explanation I had thought no more on it, but now I wondered. Had it played a role in animating the metal creature? With my companions’ attention focused on Jan, who was boorishly celebrating the destruction of his foe, I slipped the cylinder into my robe for future examination.
 
   When we left that dome, I happened to glance up the street back the way we had come, and the junction that marked the city entrance was still in sight. It was then that we abandoned any notion of further exploration. We had spent hours searching the unusual buildings, and journeyed less than a mile into this vast city. Jan’s patience had finally been exhausted and I could tell that even the captain’s curiosity had been sated. It was impossible to know Sten’s thoughts, but I knew he would follow the captain. I was still excited to explore further, but this trip had already delayed our mission by two days, and I could not promise that we would find any further explanation for the existence of the city or the fate of its founders no matter how long we searched.
 
   What more is there to tell? We retraced our steps, and left the city for good. My heart was heavy, but when I saw the lights were beginning to dim, I knew it was the right decision. Whatever power we had reawakened seemed to be nearing its end. While we still had some light to guide us, we found the elevator, and were preparing to travel down it once more, when I found another lever beyond the platform. Emboldened by the results of our previous experiments, I gave it a pull. As I did so, a metal bridge extended from the edge of the cliff and disappeared into the gloom. I stepped tentatively onto it, but it seemed easily strong enough to bear my weight. Encouraged, I ventured further, until I saw the mouth of a tunnel in front of me. The bridge appeared to extend to the very ledge from which Jan had fallen that morning.
 
   I summoned the crew, and soon we were marching back along the tunnel. I looked back, just in time to see the twinkling lights of the city fade. We were leaving it just as we had found it... hidden in darkness inside the heart of the mountain.
 
   It took us another day to reach the round portal at the rear of the cave in which we had taken shelter from the storm, but our journey was uneventful and I have little enthusiasm for recording it further. At my suggestion, the four of us heaved the doorway closed once more. I did not know if I would ever return, but I felt in my heart that it was right to keep the entrance to the tunnel secured. Perhaps its founders had never intended for the city to be discovered by others.
 
   We signalled the ship, which still lay anchored in the bay. First mate Nikolaj and crewman Dorric came to meet us in the rowboat, both in a state of near-panic after our extended absence. A few short hours later we were on our way south once more.
 
   And that is the end of my tale. Whatever few answers I had discovered – and I believed I now knew the source of the Archon’s servant’s strange appendage, if not the means of its creation – were outweighed by new questions. But nonetheless I am left feeling privileged to have seen with my own eyes the wonders of which another of the Divine’s beings were able to create.
 
    
 
   Captain Brandt lowered the last page, placing it down on top of the others. Briefly, he scanned the illustrations that covered other pages. It was all there; the statue, the strange device on the cavern floor that had appeared to provide power to the rest, the giant metal city itself. Caspian had also sketched the cylinder he had apparently taken without telling the rest of them.
 
   “I believe they are called Delvers.”
 
   He turned, and saw the young man sitting up and resting on his elbows. “What?”
 
   “The beings that created, well, everything we saw down there,” Caspian said. “Last night, when I finished writing, I remembered what it was that came to me that day, when we saw the statue.”
 
   Captain Brandt took a puff of his pipe, and gestured for the young man to continue.
 
   “On the Crag, part of the duties of the young novices and initiates was to return the Brothers’ books to the vault after they were done with them,” Caspian said. “The Deep Archive they call it.”
 
   “When I was there, looking for... survivors, I found a library,” Captain Brandt interjected.
 
   Caspian shrugged. “That’s mostly reference books for teaching the initiates, nothing that would really interest the Brothers. They kept their books away from the rest, deep down inside the rock below the keep. Once, when I was returning a grimoire for Elder Tobias, I found a different part of the Archive, hidden behind a door. There weren’t many books in there, but the Brothers had separated them from the rest, that much was obvious.
 
   “I got curious, and had a look at one of the books in that room. It was old, and the pages nearly crumbled in my hands as I turned them. It was a Brother’s account of a journey he had taken in the mountains. Bad weather had hit them, and his guides had died in a landslide. He was close to death himself, when he was rescued by creatures he had never seen before. Intelligent beasts, he described them as. He admits he was delirious with fever, but he spoke of creations they showed him, metal devices seemingly beyond the skill of any human smith. He called them the Delvers.” Caspian shook his head slowly. “I wish now I had read more, but I heard one of the novices coming down to the Archive. I slammed the journal shut and put it back on its shelf before I was discovered. I’d forgotten all about it until now. I don’t even know why that book in particular was hidden away.”
 
   “I can take a guess,” Captain Brandt said. “Your Order preaches that man is above all others. They probably weren’t best pleased to read that another race had power and skill far greater than their own. It would be heresy.” He thought for a moment. “You think these Delvers are the same beings that created that city?”
 
   “I don’t know, but it seems likely, I’d say. Whereabouts is Sten’s village?” he asked after a pause.
 
   “Somewhere in the Shadowlands to the south, I think. But I never found out exactly where, you know what he’s like. Why do you ask?”
 
   “The metal lords,” Caspian replied. “The mountain is a long way from his village, then, hundreds of miles. Perhaps his ancestors travelled to the Dragon’s Back and found them, or...”
 
   “Or perhaps they have other cities beneath the Empire,” Captain Brandt finished. He puffed thoughtfully on his pipe, breathing dark clouds around the cabin. “I think we should head to Bloodstone with all haste, and speak to the Legion there.”
 
   “Why, captain?”
 
   Captain Brandt rose and strode towards the cabin door. “From what you and Cole have told me about this giant manservant of his, it seems the Archon has found a way to claim the skills of these Delvers for himself. I don’t know what he intends to do with it, but have little doubt that it means ill for the north, where there is little love for the Order, or even the entire realm. If he’s acting on his own without the emperor’s knowledge, then the Legion at Bloodstone will want to know.”
 
   He flung open the door and marched through. If the crew weren’t sailing south as fast as the Havørn was capable of, they were about to receive an almighty ear-bashing. I just pray we aren’t already too late.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 15
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Well, this isn’t too bad, I must say,” said Cole with forced cheeriness. “Considering we’ve just climbed out of a swamp, this is a definite improvement.”
 
   He took another bite from the apple he had pulled from his pack a few moments earlier. At the sound of the crunch, there was a bad-tempered growl from the leather pouch slung around his waist. He bit off another big chunk and dropped it inside.
 
   “Don’t get me wrong,” he continued, over the sound of muffled, eager chewing, “I’ve seen lovelier forests. But plant a few shrubs around the place, put up a few flower baskets, and it would make for a very pleasant stroll all things considered.”
 
   Raven looked up at him and scowled. “It isn’t wise to mock,” she said sharply. “You never know what might be listening.”
 
   There was a bark of laughter from Harri. “I think Cole is putting a brave face on our situation. There is fear behind his words, if I’m any judge.”
 
   Cole’s face reddened. “And what exactly are we going to find that we should be so afraid of? I haven’t seen anything yet besides trees.”
 
   “Nothing, if we’re lucky. Any number of things if we are not.” Harri stared off between the charcoal-grey trunks. “Hopefully nothing I haven’t faced before.”
 
   With another bite, Cole finished his apple. The sides of the pouch quivered and he dropped the entire core inside. “I suppose you’re not afraid at all, then, Harri.”
 
   “Only a fool walks without fear in the Spiritwood.” The young hunter’s grey eyes met his own. “And I don’t think you’re a fool. Naive, perhaps, but not foolish. Hold on to your fear, listen to it, and it may keep you alive long enough to see the other side.”
 
   They had stopped just a few hundred yards into the forest to catch their breath and eat a meagre lunch after an exhausting climb up the cliffs that morning. It would have been an exaggeration to describe the place they had found to rest as a clearing; it was merely a spot where several trees close to one another had fallen down to reveal a small patch of iron-grey sky above.
 
   Cole was sitting on one of the fallen trunks, and Raven the other. While they had nibbled at a handful of provisions, Harri had prowled around them restlessly. He had been opposed to stopping at all so soon after entering the forest, but after initially picking himself up to follow the young hunter, Cole had soon been brought to a standstill by his aching limbs.
 
   They had awoken that morning to another crisp, frosty dawn, and had wasted no time in beginning their ascent of the cliff. Harri chose a spot a distance from the falls. “We’re away from the spray of the water here,” he explained. “Any closer and the rock will be slick and treacherous.”
 
   Apparently satisfied with the spot he’d chosen, Harri had busied himself with organising the equipment he’d brought along for the climb. Cole approached Raven, who was staring out across the tranquil waters of Valdyr’s Mirror, lost in thought.
 
   “Raven, can you help me?” As she turned, he nodded towards the unconscious boggit, which still lay slumped in his arms. “I don’t think I can climb the cliff like this.”
 
   He’d been reluctant to go to her for aid, as she’d made clear her opposition to his bringing the poor creature along, but wasn’t sure what else to do. To his surprise, Raven nodded, and knelt down to rummage through her pack.
 
   “I still don’t agree with this,” she told him as she found a leather pouch and began to empty it of its contents; herbs, mostly, from what he could see. “But better this than you slip and land on that stubborn head of yours.”
 
   The pouch was small but ample enough to carry the still-sleeping creature. After that brief interlude, the climb had gone as well as could have been expected. Harri bound the three of them together using a length of rope. He took the lead, followed by Raven and then Cole. “No offence intended, Cole, but you’re the least experienced climber,” he explained. “If you fall, you’ll have both of us to take your weight and there’ll be no-one to knock off.”
 
   Cole saw the sense in that and didn’t complain. After Raven had climbed a dozen feet up the cliff, with Harri the same distance above her, it was Cole’s turn to begin. As he stepped up to the rock face, his stomach fluttered with nerves. But, with no alternative option presenting itself, he began to clamber up.
 
   The first step was the hardest, he discovered. Physically, the climb was demanding but, as Harri had promised, the rock face was pitted and lined with cracks that served as good hand and footholds. Once, his fingers found loose gravel in one of these pits and slipped free, but that was the closest he came to falling.
 
   Nevertheless, their ascent took most of the morning. Seemingly every part of his body was aching by the time he finally pulled himself to the top of the cliffs, and his companions grabbed an arm each to haul him up and onto flat ground.
 
   After pausing to untie their harnesses, coil the rope back up and return it to his pack, Harri marched into the forest and gestured for them to follow.
 
   Cole held back a moment, looking around at the forest edge. In a strange way, it was almost a disappointment. He had heard nothing but grave warnings of the Spiritwood since the night of the krigsmoot... and to arrive and find nothing awaiting him but trees felt like an anti-climax. He’d half-expected something unnatural to skitter out of the undergrowth and leap at his face the moment he set foot within its borders.
 
   Sitting in the clearing now, though, waiting for Harri to signal the resumption of their journey, he had to admit the atmosphere of the Spiritwood was unlike anywhere else he had been. Just as the air appeared to chill as they approached its borders, it was noticeably colder here again than it had been beside the banks of the lake below. Now that he had recovered from the exertion of the climb, he found himself shivering despite his thick woollen cloak.
 
   The trees were different, also. Every trunk and branch he had seen was grey – ranging from a dark charcoal shade to the colour of an overcast sky. It was as if all the colour had been drained from the forest. With the onset of the winter, the branches were all bare of leaves, which made it feel even starker. Are their leaves even green, he wondered. Somehow, he doubted it.
 
   Absently, he patted the pouch at his hip, and was met with a torrent of expletives. “You’ve finished eating, then,” he said, smiling as a small hairy face emerged to glare at him.
 
   “Pfeh, you calls that food?” the boggit spat. “Attacked, kidnapped and starved, that’s a sorry fate for anyone, says I.”
 
   “It might not come to that,” Cole replied with a wicked grin. “You might get eaten before you can starve.”
 
   The boggit harrumphed. “Yer, and ain’t this a fine place to wake up? Fifty years I been in that swamp, sired there I was, an’ a day after meetin’ you I end up in this bladdy forest.”
 
   “I offered to take you back after I told you where we are headed,” said Cole mildly. “But you just grumbled and said that you’d always dreamed of seeing the mountains.”
 
   A faraway look came over the creature’s gnarled face. “My great-grandsire saw ‘em once,” it said distantly. “Piles a rock as big as the world, he said. Allus hoped to see ‘em for meself one day, but this bladdy great forest’s always bin in the way.”
 
   Cole’s brow wrinkled. “How did your grandsire make it all that way, then?”
 
   “Flew!” The boggit cackled. “The idjit got ’imself cort by an ‘awk. Fevvered bastid carried ‘im ‘alfway cross the wood. Dropped ‘im into the river, but not ‘fore e’d seen the mountins. Fool washed up in the bog a day later, ‘alf drowned, babblin’ bout wot he seed.”
 
   Cole smiled at the image of the airborn boggit. “That’s quite a tale, Grume.”
 
   The creature sniffed. “Allus wanted to see them after that. Just didn’t fancy gettin’ meself cort by an ‘awk to do it.” He eyed Cole doubtfully. “Not sure yet wevver I’m better off or not than ol’ pappy. At least he flied over most of this mess.”
 
   Before Cole could reply, the hairy face withdrew into the pouch. He felt it wriggle as the creature settled down within. He glanced up, and Raven was smiling at him knowingly. “Don’t say it,” he warned. The creature had finally woken almost as soon as Cole stepped inside the forest to follow Harri’s rapidly disappearing back. 
 
   They once more set off into the trees, and Cole very quickly decided he didn’t much care for the journey. His only other experience of a forest was the one in which he had first met Raven. That hadn’t been particularly enjoyable, filled as it was with instances of being slapped in the face with leaves and twigs, and regular moments of panic as his horse had stumbled into a burrow of some kind and threatened to pitch him head-first over its neck.
 
   But such moments were mostly caused by his own poor horsemanship. By way of contrast, the trees of the Spiritwood seemed to actively conspire against him.
 
   As he followed Raven’s back through the silent grey trunks, he lost count of the number of times he tripped over a protruding root, even when he was certain the ground had been clear before placing his foot. Once, Harri and Raven had pushed through a thick bush that blocked their path, disappearing from sight. As Cole followed, when he emerged on the other side they were nowhere to be seen. He’d finally spotted them far away to his right, almost hidden from view by a number of tree trunks. Later, they told him they had continued straight on without turning.
 
   Cole began to regard the grey and silent trees with suspicion, and from that point on made sure to stick closer to his guides. He didn’t relish the thought of being left behind and having to find his own way through the forest.
 
   That first day in the Spiritwood, Cole did not see another living being or creature. Nevertheless, as the hours wore on, he became uncomfortably aware of the weight of eyes on him. Every so often he thought he caught a glimpse of movement in the corner of his vision, but whenever he turned to look the forest was perfectly still.
 
   The only sounds were the snaps and crunches of the dry twigs and leaves beneath their feet. Otherwise, a deathly silence lay over the wood like a thick blanket. In a way it was strange that the absence of something should be so obvious, but Cole found himself missing the birdsong and rustling of various small creatures going about their business that had filled the other forest. He hoped their rations would last, unsure what was worse: that there was no game for Harri to hunt, or the thought of what he might return to camp with if there was.
 
   By the afternoon, as they continued to push deeper into the forest, Cole began to see monstrous cobwebs draped across the high branches... in several cases almost covering entire trees. In one of their rare moments of conversation that day, he pointed them out to Harri. “Pay them no mind,” the young hunter replied. “The spiders of the Spiritwood are unnaturally large and unpleasant to gaze on, but if you keep your distance they won’t harm us. All the same, we will take care to camp well away from their webs tonight.”
 
   “What do they look like?” Cole asked, wondering at the size of the cobwebs.
 
   Harri looked up at the silk-covered trees and shrugged. “As far as their kind go they are uglier than most, like everything that dwells in the Spiritwood. But the main danger is that the unwary traveller doesn’t notice them until it’s too late.”
 
   Cole was perplexed. “But I thought you said they were big.”
 
   “Grotesquely so,” Harri agreed. “But the spiders of this forest have learned to disguise themselves in the colours of the boughs they inhabit... mimicking them so closely that you would barely notice one before it is right in front of your face.”
 
   “Foul creatures.” Cole shuddered.
 
   “Most assuredly. Fortunately, it also means that you are never forced to gaze upon their foulness as you journey through the forest.” Harri laughed. “Provided you take steps to avoid them, then they are far from the greatest danger one might face here.”
 
   The atmosphere was sombre as they made camp that night. The temperature fell even further, and Cole shivered despite the small measure of warmth afforded by the meagre fire Harri had built. “Is that wise?” Raven asked him.
 
   Harri shrugged in response. “There is no hard and fast rule, sadly. Half of what lurks in these woods would be attracted by the flames, but the other half is as likely to be repelled by them. At least this way we’ll have a hot meal inside us and light to see by.”
 
   The supper was indeed hot, and Cole was thankful for that. Unfortunately, there wasn’t nearly enough of it; he evidently wasn’t alone in worrying about running out of supplies. Immediately after finishing the steaming cup of broth Harri had cooked up for them his stomach growled for more. He stared gloomily into the fire, trying to ignore the hollow feeling inside.
 
   “You are quiet this evening, Cole,” Harri observed. “How are you feeling after your first day in the Spiritwood?”
 
   “It is... different to what I expected,” Cole admitted, trying to keep from glancing up to search once again for webs in the branches above them. “I expected dangers, some sort of foe we would need to face. But this place... it just seems to sap the life from you. I feel unwelcome, oppressed even.” He shivered again. “I don’t know which is worse.”
 
   “Be careful what you wish for, Cole,” said Harri with a rueful smile. “If we take the wrong path, or even the right path at the wrong time, then we will not lack for foes. We’ve been fortunate so far, let us pray that our luck holds.”
 
   Cole glanced up at the young hunter, standing in the flickering orange glow of the campfire, as he prepared to take the night’s first watch. “A few days ago, when we were still riding towards the fens, you said that taming these woods is the hunters’ duty,” he said. “It seems more like a great burden to me.”
 
   “Duty and burden are two sides of the same coin,” said Raven. Cole looked across to where she sat, on the other side of the fire. She stared distantly into the dancing flames, her expression unreadable.
 
   He slept fitfully that night. The chill night air was one problem. Even wrapped up in as many layers as his pack could muster, it still seemed to penetrate through to his flesh. His nose, the one part of his body exposed to the outside world was numb; a small icicle that made his brain ache behind his eyes.
 
   Another problem was Grume. While the little boggit had taken great pains to make clear the utter disdain in which he held the human race, and the three nearest specimens in particular, he had insisted on sleeping beside him, pouch and all. Initially, Cole was glad for the little warmth an extra living body generated, but the little creature was not a considerate bedfellow. Tiny, sharp hands and feet continually dug into his sides as the boggit made himself comfortable. Then, when he fell asleep, his high-pitched snores cut through Cole like a knife.
 
   He was almost at the point of finding the nearest cliff to hurl the creature from, when sleep took him at last.
 
   Disturbing images filled his dreams. He was back on the Crag, kneeling on the bridge that led to the Elder’s solar, Brother Merryl lying limp in his arms as the last of his life bled out onto the flagstones. There were enemies at the gates, pounding on the portcullis with mailed fists. Coming for him. He looked back down at the body in his arms, but instead of the old Brother’s face he saw Harri. His face was pale and still, but his body was a bloody ruin, ripped and shredded by ragged wounds.
 
   He dropped the corpse in fright and ran for the solar, launching himself from its walls. For a long time he fell, but before he could hit the water he spread his arms and suddenly was flying, soaring above the waves. As he flew, he saw a speck below, keeping pace with him. He drew closer, and saw it was a large bird of prey, an eagle. They flew together for a time, and he laughed aloud at the thrill of it. Suddenly, the bird screeched and burst into flame. He looked on in horror as its charred corpse plummeted into the waves with a hiss.
 
   Then the ocean became a desert, a great expanse of burning sand that stretched away in every direction as far as the eye could see. The bird’s body was still in the same place it had landed, but when he drew near he saw that it wasn’t an eagle after all. It was a crow, its feathers merely black, not burned. The creature still lived, but that was unlikely to be the case for long. It hopped disconsolately among the dunes, lost and dying beneath the glare of the merciless sun.
 
   Darkness fell suddenly over the desert, and when he looked up he saw a gigantic tower looming above him; black and wreathed in green fire. As he approached it, a dark portal yawned open in the flames. He stepped inside and found himself in a great hall, in the middle of which stood an onyx throne. He started towards it, before the sudden feeling came over him that he was not alone. A voice behind him whispered “It’s almost time, Cole.” He whirled around to come face to face with Cas. The sight of his friend was a relief, even in this place, but it saddened him as well. “You’re dead,” he gasped. Cas smiled sorrowfully and shook his head, then pointed towards the throne. “You have to hurry,” he said. “The sleeper wakes.”
 
   The words were still ringing in his ears when he awoke. It was pitch black, not yet dawn, and at first he wondered what had disturbed him. Just then there was a cracking sound behind: a twig being snapped in two. He felt his heart pounding in his chest. A few moments later, there was a rustling of leaves. Something was moving through the forest.
 
   Cole lay still, hoping that whatever it was had not yet seen him, but his eyes searched frantically around the camp. Harri was nowhere to be seen. Was it the hunter he could hear prowling the undergrowth behind him? The next sound to reach his ears, a beast-like snuffling, quickly put paid to that notion.
 
   With a silent groan of frustration, Cole recalled leaving his sword leaning against a fallen trunk as he laid out his bedroll that evening. What should I do? He wished he could ask one of his guides. Was it better to lie still, or make a dash for his weapon and hope he reached it before whatever it was stalking the forest? Should he call out and try to wake Raven, or would that bring the beast down on top of them both before they could react? Every option seemed like the wrong one.
 
   At that moment the clouds parted. In the moonlight he caught a glint of metal in the trees in front of him. As he stared, he saw the silhouette of a man crouching among the shadows. Harri was as still as a statue, his bow held out in front of him. His right hand had drawn back the drawstring, holding it steady as he aimed along the shaft of the arrow. With the smallest movement, his fingers straightened and the arrow flew into the woods behind Cole, finding its target with a dull thud.
 
   There was an inhuman screech and a commotion in the undergrowth as something unseen thundered past. Raven was awake and on her feet in a heartbeat, her short blades dancing in the moonlight. Cole took that as his cue to do likewise, scrambling out from under his mound of blankets and lunging for his own sword.
 
   “Stay close, Cole,” Raven told him. Just then, Harri stepped out from between the trees, and she turned to him. “What was it?”
 
   “I’m not sure,” Harri replied. “A bärgeist, perhaps, or a nightstalker.” He held up his fingers, and Cole could see the dark stain on them. “There’s more on the ground back there. A lot more. I fancy that whatever it was will not live to see the dawn.”
 
   “It came so close to our camp.” Cole shuddered involuntarily. “Will there be others?” 
 
   Harri frowned and peered into the forest. “Perhaps, but unlikely. A larger group would have been bolder, attacking us at once. Likely it was alone and came close out of curiosity.” He smiled reassuringly. “It may have simply passed us by, but better not to take the chance. Its cry should scare away any other beasts, and anything more dangerous will have a bloodtrail to follow to a fresh kill.”
 
   “Or it could follow the trail the other direction and come upon us,” Cole pointed out.
 
   “Go back to bed, Cole,” said Raven softly. “I will keep watch after Harri. Nightstalkers can be dangerous if they catch you alone and off-guard, but that won’t happen while we keep our wits about us. Just get as much rest as you can. You will need it on the morrow.”
 
   Still doubtful, but feeling a little comforted by her words, Cole climbed back under his blankets and tried to calm his mind. This time, his sleep was blessedly free of dreams.
 
   A few hours later, they rose with the dawn. If supper had been meagre then it was a feast compared to their breakfast. Raven’s expression was apologetic as she handed a dismayed Cole a small handful of dried fruit and nuts. Grume complained bitterly as he dropped a portion into the pouch, and in truth he was little happier himself. Their water supplies were even lower, and after less than a mouthful to wash down this humble repast, Cole’s flask was dry.
 
   “Don’t be too concerned,” Harri told him, after draining his own. “There is a place we can refill our flasks not too far from here.”
 
   “And what about food?” Cole asked, as his stomach rumbled.
 
   Harri frowned. “That is harder to come by. I can hunt if we grow desperate, but that would delay us, and most of the game in the forest is unpleasant to the taste. The nuts and berries we could find are bitter, and those that are not are poisonous.” Cole was downcast, and at the sight of it, Harri forced a lighter tone. “We knew it would be thus, though, and we’ve been careful to ration our supplies already. When we reach the road we may encounter a caravan we can trade with, but even if not, what is in our packs should see us safely out of the forest.”
 
   Cole turned to Raven. “And after that?”
 
   “Let us get there first before we worry about that,” she cautioned.
 
   A few miles later they found the place Harri had spoken of. As they walked, Cole became aware of the sound of rushing water, and a short time after that he was staring down at the Ymbral. A bend in the river that bisected the Spiritwood had brought it close to their own path. The three of them stood on one bank, as the dark waters rushed swiftly through a deep cleft in the ground twenty feet or more below them.
 
   “I’m guessing you have a way to get water that doesn’t involve you holding Raven by her ankles?” Cole asked.
 
   Harri grinned. “That would be quite a sight, but no, we needn’t resort yet to such measures.” He walked to one of the trees standing nearby, which seemed almost identical to all the others around them, and dug around in the earth at its base. “Here it is,” he said to himself, hauling a cloth bundle from the ground.
 
   Harri parted the cloth, revealing a small wooden bucket. “Even the buried treasure is worse in the Spiritwood than anywhere else,” said Cole, disappointed.
 
   “Oh, in the right circumstances this is far more valuable than gold.” The young hunter unpacked the rope they had used during their climb the day before, and tied one end tightly to the bucket’s handle. Satisfied it was secure, he tossed it into the raging river below. When he pulled it back up a few moments later, it was filled with clear, ice-cold water. “There are a few caches like this on both banks,” he explained, and he poured the bucket’s contents into Cole flask. “Having a supply of clean water to hand can help a hunter stay on patrol for as long as his food lasts.”
 
   He repeated the process half a dozen times. The first time their flasks were filled, he encouraged them to drink them dry again, before filling them once more.
 
   “Why don’t we take the bucket with us?” Cole asked, after Harri had carefully wrapped it up again and put the bundle back where he had found it.
 
   “Because one day a hunter would come upon this spot expecting to find it, and discover an empty hole instead. That could be the difference between his living or dying.” Cole’s cheeks flushed at the brusque tone.
 
   That afternoon, as the shadows lengthened and the winter sky began to darken, Cole got his first sight of one of the creatures of the Spiritwood. The place where they had stopped to gather water was far behind, and the course of the river had carried it away from their path. Silence had once more settled over the forest, broken only by the quiet rustling and crunching their feet made going through the debris on the forest floor.
 
   Cole caught a glimpse of movement to his left. As he turned his head, another root appeared beneath his feet and sent him sprawling to the ground. He stood and brushed the dirt from his front, ignoring a volley of profanity from the pouch at his hip. When he looked up, he saw a pair of yellow eyes watching him curiously from a nearby tree. It was over a dozen feet away, but even at this distance he could tell they were vaguely feline in shape and appearance.
 
   At first, Cole thought that the eyes belonged to the tree itself, but as he stared he was able to make out a faint outline of a thin head and body, near-identical in shade to the trunk against which it was standing.
 
   Raven joined him to check if he was unhurt after his fall, then glanced over to where he was staring. “Cole, don’t move,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper.
 
   “What is it?” he hissed back.
 
   “A slink,” said Harri behind them. The hunter had followed after Raven. “Devious creatures. One on its own is nothing to worry about, but I wouldn’t like to encounter a larger group.”
 
   “Should we attack?” Raven asked.
 
   Harri shook his head. “Doing so might attract others. Better to leave it alone, I think. For the moment it is trying to decide if we’re a threat.”
 
   The creature appeared to lose interest at the sight of the three of them standing together, and the yellow eyes closed. Cole saw a faint ripple of grey and black as it melted away, its body seeming to flow around the trunk until it disappeared from sight.
 
   Cautiously, they resumed their journey through the forest. Unable to help himself, Cole glanced back, then hurried to catch up with Raven and Harri. Staring from the trees, silently watching their retreating backs, were two pairs of yellow eyes.
 
   Following their encounter with the strange creature, Harri set a faster pace. Their trek became a march, as he attempted to put a number of miles between them and that spot before finding a place to camp for the night.
 
   “Will they follow us?” Cole asked Raven, breathing heavily. The bulk of the pack on his back and the speed they were walking were taking their toll. The weight of the boggit slung to his hip was not helping, either.
 
   “They might,” Raven admitted. “Slinks can be hard to predict. Hopefully we appeared threatening enough that they’ll seek easier prey.”
 
   They eventually stopped when the moon was high in the sky above them. In the summer months it would no doubt be hidden behind a thick canopy of leaves. Even now, the trees were packed closely together, their branches intertwining like grasping fingers. Yet silver shafts of moonlight penetrated the boughs, bathing their camp in an ethereal glow.
 
   Unlike the previous night, Harri forbade them from building a fire. This time Cole did not argue. During their march that evening, the hunter’s mood had changed. Gone were the light jests and relaxed manner. He seemed sterner. Wary. It hadn’t escaped Cole’s notice that as they walked, his hand had rarely strayed from the pommel of his sword.
 
   Cole wondered if he was seeing Harri as he was when he came to the Spiritwood alone. Whether his earlier demeanour was due to having companions come to this place. Or one in particular, he thought, looking across to where Raven was arranging blankets to sleep under. Sometimes, when Harri didn’t realise he was being observed, Cole caught the hunter stealing glances at his guide. Cole remembered the dream he had visited that night at the peat collectors’ cottages, and smiled to himself.
 
   With no fire to cook with, supper that night was even more miserable than before. Another handful of dried fruit and a hunk of salted beef. His throat was so dry after joylessly chewing it, he drained half his flask to wash it down. It didn’t seem as though water would be hard to come by. The meal concluded, there seemed little else to do, so he crawled into his bundle of clothes and blankets and fell soundly asleep.
 
   Cole woke some hours later, his bladder full. He squirmed uncomfortably beneath his blankets. Perhaps it had not been such a good idea after all to drink half his water at once.
 
   Seeing little choice, he braced himself against the cold and dragged himself out into the open air. After a moment’s thought, he twitched a corner of the blankets aside, so as not to smother the little boggit as he slept. Raven was still asleep also, as far as he could tell; her head was hidden in the folds of her own blankets, and she’d made no movement as he got up.
 
   The sudden chill seemed to seep into Cole’s bones, and he began to shiver uncontrollably. He wrapped his cloak tightly around himself and crossed his arms, hoping to create a pocket of warmth. Taking as much care as he could to make no sound, he crept a short way into the forest. After emptying his bladder behind a tree with a long sigh of relief, he carefully picked his way back to the camp.
 
   I must have woken her after all, he thought, as he stepped out from the trees. A figure was standing between the bedrolls, with its back toward him. He was about to call out, when the words of greeting died on his lips.
 
   The undergrowth near Raven’s bedroll parted, and... something emerged. Its flesh had a deathly pallor, as pale and cold as the moon. It crawled on all fours like a beast, but its limbs resembled those of a scrawny man. All apart from the fingers, which were unnaturally long and thin as bone. As it crept into their camp, its movements were strangely uneven. In an inhuman, twitching gait it crabbed closer to Raven’s bedroll, head bent low towards the ground. There was no sound as it stalked closer.
 
   Cole took a step backwards, his brain frozen in panic. A twig snapped beneath his foot. It was a small sound, but in the deathly silence of the night it seemed to echo around the forest like a peal of thunder. The two creatures twirled to face him, and he let out an involuntary gasp. Their faces were smooth and featureless. Thin wisps of grey hair clung to their skulls, but below that was nothing at all.
 
   “To arms! To arms!” The sudden cry rang out across the camp. Raven erupted from her bedroll in a maelstrom of flashing steel. Her first flurry took the head from the standing creature, and it crumpled to the floor with a gush of blood as black as midnight.
 
   Two, then three other creatures burst out from the undergrowth, nightmares of jerking, shuddering limbs. There was a piercing shriek that seemed to penetrate directly into his brain, and Cole’s hands flew protectively to his head. The force of it made him stumble blindly backwards, and the ground rose up to meet him.
 
   The battle in the camp continued to rage as Cole clambered unsteadily to his feet. Raven was surrounded on all sides by the creatures. She was a whirlwind of steel, her blades spinning and hacking at all around her. But she was surrounded on all sides by strange foes, and it seemed but a matter of time until she was overwhelmed. Cole’s eyes searched between the trees desperately. Where is Harri?
 
   Cole saw his sword lying near his bedroll, where he had left it. He was about to dive towards it, when a tiny noise behind made him turn.
 
   A beautiful women stood before him. A cascade of chestnut-brown hair tumbled past her shoulders. She wore a loose silver gown that shimmered as she moved. The woman smiled, and warm brown eyes lit up with joy.
 
   “Who are you?” he asked. In his ears, his voice sounded as though it came from a great distance.
 
   Her laughter was melodic, like birdsong. Cole didn’t flinch as she reached out a gentle hand and brushed his arm with her fingertips. He felt safe, at peace. “You know who I am, Cole,” she replied. “Though we have not met for a long, long time.”
 
   He examined her face. He had no recollection of ever seeing her before... and yet, in the shape of the eyes, the line of the jaw, there were familiarities. “Mother?”
 
   The woman tilted her head back and laughed again. The sound of it made his heart sing. “I knew you would remember me. Blood has a way of calling to blood, does it not?” She half-turned, and gestured into the trees. “Come, walk with me. There is much we have to discuss.”
 
   She began to walk, and Cole followed. His legs felt odd, as though they were acting by themselves far away below him. There was a fogginess to his thoughts, as if he had drunk too much wine. He had been sleeping, had he not? Perhaps that was it.
 
   “You left me,” he said, his voice thick, as they strolled side by side through the forest.
 
   Her sadness was palpable. The sight of it made Cole’s heart ache. “I would never have abandoned you, Cole. You were the most precious thing in the world. You must believe me.”
 
   “Then what happened?”
 
   “You were taken from me. You were less than six months old, and taken from my arms, though I did all I could to keep you with me.” Tears began to roll down her cheeks, and he felt distraught at having been the cause of them.
 
   “Don’t cry, mother,” he said, reaching for her hand and linking their fingers together. “We’re together now.”
 
   “Yes,” she said with a beatific smile. It was like gazing upon the face of the Divine. “We will be together forever.”
 
   Cooooole
 
   He was dimly aware of his name being called, but brushed it aside. Whatever it was could wait. And yet... it stirred vague memories in his mind. Something he needed to know, to do with the forest.
 
   “We should go,” he said, pulling his mother to a stop. “It isn’t safe here.”
 
   Beneath her greying hair, a look of irritation passed fleetingly across her face. She looked older now, her features gaunt. Why had he thought her hair was brown before? “Don’t be foolish, Cole, there is nothing to fear here.” There was a harsh edge to her voice he hadn’t noticed before.
 
   Fool. Fear.
 
   “There is something I needed to do,” he said. “I cannot remember...”
 
   Cole!
 
   Who could be calling for him? “I have friends,” he said suddenly. How had he forgotten them? “We should go back and find them, they will be looking for me.”
 
   His mother took a step towards him and stroked her fingers down his face. Her hair smelled of sunshine. But the fingers were as cold as ice. “Forget them, Cole. We can be happy together, you and I. Nothing else matters.”
 
   “Nothing else matters,” he echoed.
 
   She grinned. Her eyes flashed with hunger as she raised both hands to his head. There was a soft sound, and her eyes and mouth flew wide in mute shock. Then she screamed, a shrill shriek that tore through his brain.
 
   Cole glanced down. His hand still clutched the handle of the dagger, the point buried deep in his mother’s stomach. Dark blood gushed from the wound, staining the silver dress dark in moments.
 
   She staggered back from him, his blade sliding from her belly. He then saw her for what she was. Long, bony fingers clawed at the wound his knife had opened, while a featureless head twitched spasmodically. It reached out a thin, pale arm towards him, when its head was suddenly struck from its shoulders. Without a further sound, it fell lifeless to the ground.
 
   Raven stood panting above the creature’s body, her face and clothes spattered with gore and viscera. She had lost one sword, but still gripped the one that had struck the fatal blow.
 
   “R-Raven,” he stammered, “thank you, I-”
 
   “You bloody fool!” she snarled, “why did you run into the forest? Another minute and that thing would have torn your face from your skull.”
 
   “I... I didn’t know,” he answered sheepishly. “I turned around and my mother was there, she asked me to follow her. I... I couldn’t resist.” He stared at the grotesque tangle of bloodstained limbs. “What was it?”
 
   “You saw your mother?” Raven scowled. “It was a soulcreep, I think. I’ve never laid eyes on one before, but it is said they invade your thoughts before preying on your body. No doubt it lured you out here so it could take you alone.”
 
   Together they made their way back to the camp. It did not take long; the creature had not attempted to take him too far into the forest. As he reached the mound of blankets he had been sleeping under less than half an hour before, Cole realised he still clutched the knife. His hand shook slightly as he reached behind his back and slid it inside its sheath. He offered up a silent prayer of thanks to Captain Brandt, wherever he was.
 
   Harri stood in the middle of the camp. His own sword was still drawn, and Cole counted at least half a dozen pale corpses scattered on the ground around them.
 
   Raven marched angrily up to the hunter. “Soulcreeps,” she said accusingly. “If Cole hadn’t disturbed them they might have taken us all in our sleep. You were supposed to be keeping watch, Harri. Where were you?”
 
   “I’m sorry, I truly am.” Harri’s voice was oddly strained. “They were clever. One distracted me by making a commotion in the woods not far from here. I went to investigate, and by the time I slew the beast I heard your call and realised what was happening. I’m sorry,” he said again.
 
   Raven’s expression was murderous, but Cole stepped forward to pacify her. “He made a mistake, Raven. It happens. He thought he was protecting us. At least nobody was hurt.”
 
   Harri’s face twisted into a pained smile. “Almost nobody.”
 
   It was then that Cole noticed Harri’s hand was pressed to his side. Raven pulled it aside and gasped. Blood soaked his tunic.
 
   “You’re hurt,” she said. “Why are you not wearing mail?”
 
   “Too noisy, too heavy,” he said with a shame-faced grin. “It looks bad, but it is not deep. I will live.”
 
   At Raven’s request, Cole built a small fire for them to see by. She peeled off Harri’s tunic and undershirt, and poured water from her flask on his side to wash the wound. Cole’s stomach turned over at the sight of the savage cut, which continued to bleed profusely. Raven caught his eyes and shook her head.
 
   “I can clean and bandage this,” she told the hunter. “But I have no needle or thread to close the wound. We need to find a healer.”
 
   Harri grimaced. “I fear it will be a while before we see one of those. Do what you can, I’ll survive.”
 
   Raven tore strips of fabric from clothes in her pack, packed the wound and then wrapped the strips around his waist to hold it in place. “What about the road?” Cole asked as she worked.
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Well, if we get him to the road we may find a caravan or patrol, or Dusk cannot be too far.”
 
   “It’s not a perfect plan,” she said, as she helped Harri get dressed again. “But it’s the only one we have.”
 
   They packed up the camp quickly, and began marching again through the forest. Harri continued to clutch at his side, and his pace began to slow. After an hour, he slumped against a grey trunk.
 
   “Leave me,” he told them. “I can make it on my own. I’ll head to Dusk, as Cole suggested. The road is not much farther.”
 
   With a scowl, Raven put her arm around the hunter, and bade Cole to do the same. Together they carried him between them, ignoring his protests.
 
   Their progress had slowed to a crawl, and the noise of their passage was so great that Cole began to fear what other beasts they may alert to their presence.
 
   Yet, just as the grey dawn light began to seep through the forest, they half-stumbled onto the road at last. A wide track of large flagstones ran in either direction. Other than themselves there was no sign of life.
 
   “It looks like I’m... crawling to Dusk, then,” said Harri with a bitter laugh, that turned into a fit of coughing.
 
   “We’ll take you,” Raven replied firmly.
 
   “No,” Harri replied after the fit had passed. “They’ll be... looking for Cole, that’s why we chose this path to begin with. You have... to stay with him.”
 
   “He should not be fading so fast,” Raven told Cole. “The wound was not so great. The creature must have used venom of some kind.” She looked desperately up the road in both directions, but it remained empty. For the first time since Cole had met her, she seemed unsure of herself, unable to reach a decision. They were saved by an unexpected source.
 
   “Halloo!” The voice called out of the trees on the far side of the road, and a moment later Cole saw the orange glow of a lamp. He felt Raven tense, but Harri seemed incapable of doing anything except hang limply between them.
 
   The glow came closer, and as it reached the road, Cole saw that it was held aloft by a man. He wore a tattered brown cloak to keep out the winter chill, beneath which he was dressed in commoner’s clothes. The man’s face was hidden beneath a deep hood. “Are you in need of help?” The voice seemed to radiate concern.
 
   “Who’s there?” Raven called back.
 
   Cole heard a soft chuckle. “Why, a friend of course. All men become friends in the Spiritwood.” He crossed the road, and when he stood before them he drew back his hood, to reveal a man in his middle years. He was balding; the few strands remaining to him were combed across the top of his head. He smiled at them kindly. “Dear oh dear,” he tutted, holding the lamp up to Harri’s face. “I would say your friend is in need of some assistance, even if you are not.”
 
   “You are a healer, then?” Cole asked doubtfully.
 
   “Me? Oh dear me no.” The stranger laughed again, seemingly amused by the notion. “No, my expertise lies in other areas I’m afraid. But there is a healer in our village, not far from here.”
 
   “A village, in the Spiritwood?” Raven did not attempt to disguise her doubt.
 
   “Yes, we’ve managed to carve out a place of our own, away from the cares of the world. Our own little paradise.” The man beamed at them. “I can take you there, if you wish? As I said, it is not far. As well as a healer, we have food and warm beds. If I’m not mistaken you are in need of those as well.”
 
   Raven looked up and down the road again, as if searching for an alternative. None seemed to present itself. “Very well,” she said finally. “Take us to your village. We won’t impose on you for long... just enough for our friend to see your healer. Then we will be on our way.”
 
   “Oh I am pleased.” The little man seemed to bounce with excitement at the news. “Keep close behind me, and we’ll be there in no time at all.” He practically skipped across the road, and gestured for them to follow.
 
   “What a strange man,” Cole muttered.
 
   “Keep your wits about you and your weapon close,” Raven advised.
 
   After they had crossed the road and been swallowed by the trees on the other side. Harri lifted his head groggily, and whispered something in Cole’s ear.
 
   “What did he say?” Raven asked.
 
   “I didn’t catch all of it. Something about a fair, I think.”
 
   “Oh, we’re very fair, I can assure you,” the little man burbled, overhearing them. “The master insists upon it, in fact. Oh my yes.”
 
   “Perhaps he is delirious,” said Raven. She seemed lost in thought.
 
   Which one? Cole wondered, as they followed the strange man towards a village that existed in the middle of a forest where even Legion patrols feared to tread.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 16
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The chapel was small, draughty and also, it appeared, forgotten. A thick layer of dust clung to every surface, while ragged cobwebs hung from every corner. The creatures that had spun these were nowhere to be seen; they had long disappeared, just as the cramped shrine had been abandoned by those who had once gathered to pray for divine favour.
 
   From the undisturbed grime atop the marble altar it was clear that it had not seen use for some time, while the white linen that adorned it had become ivory with age. The leaf-green trim, which the priests had once taught symbolised the Divine’s love of nature, had faded to a drab olive shade. What it symbolised now was anyone’s guess.
 
   The statue of that deity was still in place, as it once had been in dozens of churches across the Empire. Most had now been torn down by brown-robed Brothers, as eagerly as they had once raised them up, their shrines reclaimed and repurposed. Likely the only ones to have survived were in forsaken chapels like this one. The carved figure was instantly familiar; a robed man, bowed head half-hidden beneath a hood, hands held out beseechingly, palms upturned. A posture of generosity, power and humility.
 
   Adelmar stood at the doorway to the chapel, frowning. It saddened him to see it thus. The small room in a far-flung wing of the palace had never been busy. Most of Ehrenburg’s worshippers gathered instead at the city’s grand cathedral. But, even so, in years past you could have walked in at any time on any given day and found one of the palace servants knelt before the altar, entreating the Divine for some boon. No longer.
 
   Jaw clenched, he stepped inside and marched to the altar. Adelmar always marched, wherever he went. He’d been a soldier since he was large enough to lift a sword, and certain habits died hard. He had marched through a score of campaigns undefeated, and marched to every corner of the land to crush his father’s enemies. He’d even marched down the aisle of Ehrenburg Cathedral the day he wed. Lady Ellara was once heard to declare, at an official reception thrown by the Duke of Strathearn – where she had imbibed a little too freely – that when he had approached their wedding bed that night, it had been with a march in his step.
 
   Adelmar was not amused and had later remonstrated with his wife, after marching her from the Duchess’ side before she could divulge anything further.
 
   He dropped to one knee before the altar, and bent his head. “Divine, I ask for the strength to bear the iniquities of this place; the fawning lackwits and deceitful courtiers. I ask that you shield my family, my wife and daughters, from its corruption. I pray for my father’s soul. He is a good man led astray by bad counsel.” He stopped, then sighed. “And I pray for my brother, that he lives in a manner more befitting one of his station.”
 
   He remained kneeling a few moments more, head reverently bowed. As ever, he waited for some sign that his words had been heeded. As ever, he was disappointed. He stood, and brushed the dust that now clung to his clothes; plain brown woollen hose and breeches, and vermillion doublet. A simple fur-trimmed silk mantle, as red as freshly spilled blood, was draped over his shoulders and fastened at his neck with a golden clasp in the shape of a bull’s head. Without a further word, he turned and left the chapel.
 
   When he pushed open the door to his chambers a short time later, he was surprised to find one of the people that had figured in his recent thoughts. Jarrod was lounging on the sill of a window that looked out onto a courtyard below. Adelmar eyed his brother warily as he entered, taking in the dark-blonde, slicked back hair, the blue eyes twinkling with amusement at something he’d seen below. A cruel smirk, an expression never very far from his face, twisted his lips. As ever, Jarrod was dressed impeccably; a black velvet doublet slashed in the current fashion, revealing the gold of his shirt beneath. With an inward sigh, Adelmar’s eyes fell to the large green gem sat upon his chest, hanging from a thick gold chain. “Brother!” Jarrod cried as Adelmar closed the door firmly and marched into the room. “What an absolute delight it is to see your smiling face.”
 
   “Jarrod,” he responded stiffly. The sight of his half-brother brought down upon him the black cloud that had hovered above him since his return to the city. Moodily, he crossed to his desk and retrieved Duty; the shining blade sat snugly within its oiled leather scabbard where he had left it that morning. It was Adelmar’s firmly held belief that a man should never go to his prayers while carrying arms. Feeling its comforting weight on his hip once more, a fraction of his dark mood lifted. “What can I do for you?”
 
   “Such fraternal warmth.” Jarrod placed a heavily jewelled hand on his breast. “It fairly makes the heart sing.” A sly smile insinuated itself onto his face. “Missed you at church this morning.”
 
   Adelmar snorted at the admonishment, the closest he ever came to laughter. “I could say the same of you.”
 
   The younger prince looked baffled momentarily. Then, realisation dawned. “Oh, Addled, tell me you didn’t go there,” he chided. “Not to that filthy little pigeon coop?” 
 
   “Don’t call me that,” Adelmar barked. He felt the black cloud descend again. Less than a minute in his brother’s company and already he wanted to punch the wall.
 
   “Don’t be like that, that’s what I’ve always called my big brother.” Jarrod laughed gaily. “Father still tells the story of when I was first brought to court, barely off the tit, and he introduced us for the first time. Do you remember?”
 
   “I remember.” Adelmar’s voice was little more than a growl. If Jarrod noticed his tone then he didn’t show it.
 
   “Only I couldn’t say your name properly,” Jarrod continued, oblivious, “and it came out as Addled. Father laughed so hard he almost shat out a kidney. Believe me, brother, I can’t look at you now without thinking of you as Addled.”
 
   Adelmar closed his eyes and sighed. He knew from long experience that the only way to stop his half-brother’s prattling was to ignore it. Eventually he would grow bored and leave to find something else to grab his interest. “Very droll,” he said. “Is there a point to you being here, Jarrod? Where is my wife?”
 
   “What, is the pleasure of my company not enough?” The younger prince affected a wounded expression. Then, as Adelmar had hoped, he suddenly tired of the jape and hopped from the windowsill. “Gone shopping,” he said, in a bored tone. “When I told her that Madame Châtelait recently took delivery of a new shipment of finest Xanshian silks, I was nearly killed in the stampede. She went to speak to the dressmaker personally, I believe. You would have thought that fine clothes were forbidden in your household.” He cast a critical eye over Adelmar’s plain attire. “Never mind.”
 
   Adelmar ground his teeth. That sounded like his wife. Despite being married to him for twenty years, Lady Ellara had yet to adopt her husband’s austere tastes. Where he shunned what he thought of as ornamentation and frippery, Ellara sought it out like a magpie. In his opinion the clothes she wore were a little too fine, she laughed and drank a little too freely and loved life a little too much.
 
   He adored her with every fibre of his being.
 
   “State your business, and leave, Jarrod. I care not which order you choose. Or did you come here merely to show me my brother is a prancing jackanapes? If so then you wasted your time, for that I knew already.”
 
   Jarrod pursed his lips. “Well, well, hark at you, big brother. Your verbal jousting has come on leaps and bounds living among those bluff northerners. You’re almost starting to sound as though you belong at court.” He laughed and clapped his hands. “Why, we’ll have you snorting Tenebrian moonspice from a fat dowager’s bosom in no time.”
 
   Adelmar shuddered at the thought. “When that happens, you have my permission to throw me from the top of that damn fool tower the Order is building. Now, tell me what you’re doing here or leave. Either suits me.”
 
   His brother sighed and flopped into a chair. “I’ve told you already, dear Addled. You were missed at church today. Not by me,” he said, raising a hand before Adelmar could protest. “By father. By the court, everyone. Father is in a rage about it. He saved you a seat by his side, and had to sit red-faced next to an empty chair for the entire ceremony. I merely came to warn you.”
 
   “What does anyone care about where I choose to pray?” Adelmar slammed a clenched fist onto the tabletop. “What business is it of theirs?”
 
   “Poor, naive Addled,” Jarrod said, reclining in his seat with one leg swung carelessly over the chair arm. The sight of it further irritated Adelmar. His brother was able to make even the everyday act of sitting appear louche. “In case it has escaped that blinkered mind of yours, you are father’s heir. What message does it send if you do not ascribe to the official faith of the Empire? People look to us for moral guidance, after all.” He grinned wolfishly.
 
   Adelmar frowned. “It has been made official? I... had hoped the emperor would come around.”
 
   “Shocking, isn’t it?” Jarrod smiled and stroked the thin, wax-tipped moustache he was currently affecting, which was seemingly now the fashion for the young noblemen of the capital. “He’s quite devout, you know. When he first took to the Brotherhood’s teachings and let that Archon fellow attend his councils, I thought it was a political gambit of some kind. We all did. But you should see him during the service! The old buzzard actually has tears rolling down his face.”
 
   Adelmar’s face darkened. “It is unwise to mock any man in his own house, even more so when he is emperor.”
 
   “Father?” Jarrod blinked in surprise. “Oh, I don’t think I have much to worry about there, brother.”
 
   But Adelmar did not relent. “It isn’t the first time you’ve disrespected our father in my presence. I do not want to hear any more such insults fall from your lips.”
 
   “Are you talking about what I said during snowfall?” Jarrod laughed. “I wondered why you looked as if you’d just sucked on a lemon. All I did was correct an inaccuracy.”
 
   “Which was?”
 
   Jarrod grinned. “I just pointed out that far from whatever nonsense father claimed dear grandpapa’s last words were, they were far more likely to have been “get that damned pillow off my face”. Though admittedly his voice would have been so muffled it would have been difficult to make out.” He chuckled, and reached inside his doublet. “Here, I brought you something.”
 
   Adelmar reached for the object being proffered. It was a gold chain and pendant, affixed to which was a green crystal the size of a pigeon’s egg. “Do you really expect me to wear this?” he demanded.
 
   “Easy, Addled,” Jarrod replied soothingly. “It’s just for appearances. It’s the same as mine.” He raised the pendant around his own neck, and tapped upon it with a ring. “Glass. I had one made up for you as well.”
 
   Adelmar turned the stone over in his hands, examining it more closely. If it was a facsimile, it was well done. “It looks genuine,” he said. As he spoke, he found that his eyes were reluctant to leave the glittering surface of the gemstone.
 
   “Of course it does,” said Jarrod, as though he were speaking to a child. “What do you think father would do if he found out?” He looked up at Adelmar and winked. “It will be our little secret.”
 
   The older prince grunted noncommittally. With a sudden effort of will, he pulled his gaze away from the stone and tossed the pendant onto his desk. It landed untidily amongst his papers. “I will think about it,” he said, in a tone that implied he would do nothing of the kind.
 
   Jarrod threw up his hands and stood. “Well, I tried,” he said, walking to the chamber door. “I’m sure that you know best. Incidentally, you’re expected at court. If I were you, I’d actually turn up this time. Father’s headsman is so woefully underemployed these days, I daresay he’d jump at the chance to make the Bloody Prince’s name a reality.”
 
   He slipped through the door, lithe as an eel, before Adelmar could respond. He always had to have the last word, that one. Still, he had told it true: it was time to present himself to the emperor. After arriving in the city a few days earlier, he had stood beside him briefly for the snowfall. But since then he had busied himself at the barracks where the company of soldiers he had travelled south with were housed. He had told himself he wasn’t been avoiding presenting himself at court, that the needs of his men came before official pleasantries. But the truth was that he had allowed himself to be distracted from such duties rather too easily. He sighed.
 
   Adelmar’s mood was little improved when, a short time later, he marched through the Hall of Light, the majestic throne room of Ehrenburg’s imperial palace. Nowhere else in the capital city could match its scale or grandeur. A score of fifty-foot tall marble columns lined the hall from the great oak and steel doors to the dais at the far end. His footsteps echoed loudly as he came on, his plate-metal greaves clattering. He had rejected the flashy court clothes – silk hose, padded silk breeches, stylishly slashed doublet and the most ridiculously pointed shoes he had ever clapped eyes upon – rather hopefully laid out for him by Ellara. Instead, he had donned the crimson platemail he was most comfortable in. Let everyone see him for what he was, a soldier.
 
   From each giant column fluttered a veritable forest of standards and pennants, each one belonging to a noble house that lived under the imperial aegis. As he marched, Adelmar recognised the plated warrior and claymore of the Maccallams of Strathearn, the ruined fort of the Hylands of Caer Lys, the bow and arrow of Hunter’s Watch and half a dozen fish of various types and hues for the numerous Fisher Houses of Westcove. There were many more, some not even he recognised. Many of them belonged to houses and cities he had personally subjugated, bringing them to heel by force if they refused to willingly become part of the Empire... and pay the taxes and tithes that entailed.
 
   It was surprising how many refused.
 
   Above each one fluttered the imperial standard; a great red bull’s head on a field of white, its expression stern... or, as Jarrod was wont to proclaim, constipated. Scores of bulls’ heads thus gazed down from the walls of the throne room upon the standards of the other houses, the lords and ladies of the court and commoners and supplicants alike. The message was unsubtle, but no less effective for that: you belong to us.
 
   Eyes turned to follow him as he made his way through the assortment of people that had gathered in the Hall that day. People who, it seemed to him, existed solely to loiter purposelessly in such places, making idle chatter and gossiping about the dozens of others doing the same. Adelmar ignored them. Ellara would no doubt have stopped to make small talk with those she recognised, and been mortified had she been the subject of their half-covered sneers and titters, but to Adelmar they were beneath contempt. Parasites, the lot of them.
 
   At the far end of far end of the hall, atop the dais, stood the Golden Throne. Such was the distance from the great double doors that it was barely visible as you entered. You could see where it was, however. The day had dawned bright and clear, and all upon the dais was bathed in light so bright it hurt to gaze upon it for too long. The curved wall behind the throne and the roof above it were entirely glazed. The fittings that held the panes in place were intricately ornate, and beyond them was naught but the open sky and the blue rolling waves of Tranquil Bay.
 
   Like the standards, the Hall of Light was unsubtle in the message it sent. Its architects had clearly laboured long and hard to build a place to make even the grandest of men feel small and cowed; all but the one who sat on the throne.
 
   That was now, as it had been for the last twenty-seven years, Emperor Maximilien, fifth of his name and the first to earn the additional appellation ‘The Great’. His right to rule was beyond question; his line could be traced directly back through centuries of imperial rule. His ancestor it was who helped lay the first foundations of the coastal village that would become Ehrenburg, and who first assumed the duties of leading that fledgling settlement.
 
   As the centuries passed, Ehrenburg had grown and prospered, aided by bountiful seas, a temperate climate and a location that provided a convenient stopping off point for the trading vessels of the east, bringing their exotic wares on long voyages south to sultry and mysterious Tenebrian ports. In the north, Whitecliff had also grown wealthy, but it nevertheless remained a pale imitation of its southern cousin. A thousand miles south, the fish of Tranquil Bay were more plentiful, the winters and storms far less severe and its port better-situated to attract passing traders.
 
   As Ehrenburg grew, so its influence spread. The Legion was born from a need to protect itself from envious neighbours; initially a town militia but over time becoming a permanent fighting force of professional soldiers. Soon, neighbouring cities began to clamour for the protection of the Legion, in return for a portion of their own wealth and produce, boosting Ehrenburg’s coffers even further. The city’s port boomed like never before, with seafaring traders falling over themselves to purchase fine wines, spirits, furs, linens and other goods from across southern Callador. From such humble beginnings, the Empire was born.
 
   In its history, the imperial city had experienced both booms and lean times, often dictated by the capabilities of the reigning monarch... and the level of resentment that festered in the far-flung corners of the Empire. Rebellions took place from time to time, and the Crown was not always victorious. But any defeat was short-lived, as any part of its dominion that had been lost was never far from its thoughts.
 
   The northern uprising was one such. Emperor Frederik, Adelmar’s grandfather, known affectionately by his subjects as Fat Fredi, had shown little interest in holding on to his possessions. Preferring, in fact, merely to enjoy the trappings of power themselves and partaking of the various hedonistic pursuits available to one of his position, with an enthusiasm exceeded in size only by his legendary girth. Sensing weakness and already chafing against the disinterested imperial yoke, the north had rebelled. United under a Lowlands nobleman, Caderyn of House Carlyle, Lord of Creag an Tuirc, the northerners cast the Legion from their lands.
 
   Adelmar had been but a boy at the time, barely six. Yet he remembered clearly his father’s seething resentment of his own father’s martial inadequacies. The nights he would spend raging at the loss of nearly a third of the Empire. Almost a decade passed, and if the northerners thought themselves safe after the passage of so much time, they were sorely mistaken. No sooner had Fat Fredi’s enormous coffin been lowered into the ground than the newly crowned Emperor Maximilien was mobilising the Legion for war. The once-proud fighting force had grown fat and complacent, a sad reflection of their recently deceased master. But soon, under the boy-prince Adelmar’s command, they were ready to reclaim what had once been theirs.
 
   Adelmar himself, not yet fifteen and desperate to make a name for himself, had led the campaign against the north, winning easy victories against the Lowlands before they had run before him like cattle, firing their own crops in a desperate bid to outrun the merciless might of his Legionnaires. But it was in the final battle of the war where Adelmar finally found the fame he craved. His forces crushed the northern rabble at the gates of the Granite Pass, Adelmar himself defeating the upstart Caderyn in single combat after fighting through the general’s back lines with his vanguard. Seeing that the battle was lost, the beaten general had thrown down his sword at the young prince’s feet. He’d pleaded for his life and for the lives of his family and his soldiers.
 
   Adelmar had listened impassively. Then he told the northern lord that his family would be spared, to live out the rest of their lives within the walls of Ehrenburg. But forbidden to leave or to marry, they would be the last of his line. Meanwhile, whatever remained of his army would be spared, if they agreed to lay down their arms, with two-thirds their number to take the Legion’s oath. “But you, my lord, are a traitor,” he had said. “Let your fate be a warning to all others who would betray the Crown.”
 
   Caderyn had been kept prisoner for over a year, while the great fortress of War’s End was built above the Pass, in the midst of what came to be known as The Scorch, to stand vigilant over the north for all time. When the last brick was laid, Adelmar himself had nailed Caderyn to its walls, alive and shrieking. This act, and the war that had preceded it, earned him the nickname the Bloody Prince. He had heard it many times in the years since, though few dared to use it to his face. However, he in truth gave it little thought; if the name struck an ounce of fear into his enemies, then as far as he was concerned it had served its purpose.
 
   These thoughts went through his mind as he marched the length of the throne room towards his father. The emperor sat straight-backed in the seat he had graced for a half-century. The Golden Throne of Ehrenburg towered above its occupant, seeming to glow in the sunlight. To look upon it was to gaze upon the power and wealth of the Empire. At least, that was the idea. Some years earlier, when they were children together, Jarrod had persuaded him into the throne room at night, when it was deserted. With a knife, he peeled back a layer of gold, revealing the plain wood beneath. Gold leaf, nothing more. Perhaps the throne had, in the past, been solid gold. It was possible it had been sold off to fund the vices of one of Fat Fredi’s decadent forebears. Or perhaps it had always been a lie. Adelmar knew not.
 
   When he arrived at the foot of the dais, the emperor was engaged in his legal duties. In Ehrenburg, justice was most often dispensed by appointed magistrates, though of late the draughty, cramped court building was unusually quiet. Elsewhere, ruling families were free to enforce the laws of their lands, as well as imperial law, however they saw fit. But by long-standing tradition, highborn nobles from anywhere within the Empire could petition the imperial court to have the emperor himself sit in judgement of their cases. The emperor’s will, however, being harder to predict than that of the various magistrates or shire reeves, meant that such hearings did not take place often.
 
   Two people stood before him now. One was a strutting peacock of a man in his middle years. He wore a dark mulberry doublet stitched with gold, with the fashionable high neck and lace collar. Over one shoulder he wore a short gold cape, fastened around his neck with a clasp in the shape of a many-branched yew tree, the sigil of Woodhaven. His greying hair was carefully styled, every strand in its place, likewise a thin, waxed moustache and trimmed, pointed beard. Prominently displayed on his chest was a green crystal pendant, hung from his neck by a thick gold chain. Adelmar wondered idly whether, like Jarrod’s, the stone was fake.
 
   The man standing beside the elegant nobleman, cowering beneath the weight of the emperor’s severe gaze, could not have been more different in appearance. He was young, less than twenty Adelmar judged, and dressed in plain brown woollen garments. They seemed to have been well looked after, but were faded and noticeably thin in places. He bore no crest or emblem of any house that Adelmar could see. This wretched figure clutched a small silver-framed harp protectively to his chest, as if to ward off the eye of judgement. Unlike his clothes, the instrument he held appeared to be of very fine quality.
 
   Adelmar listened as a clerk read out the facts of the case, which served to make the young man appear even more miserable. The dispute centred on the eldest daughter of Sir Edmond Hargrove, the nobleman, who the younger, a wandering troubadour, had gotten with child.
 
   “Where is the girl now?” The emperor’s expression was as stern as that of the bulls’ heads that fluttered above.
 
   “At home currently, Excellency, but not for much longer,” replied the Lord of Woodhaven, with a deep bow towards the dais. “I intend to disinherit the slattern, after which she will be free to go where she pleases, as long as it is not within my family’s lands.”
 
   The emperor grunted. “And what of this specimen?” he asked, sweeping a hand towards the trembling singer. “I assume you wish him punished for the adultery?”
 
   “If it please Your Excellency,” Sir Edmond simpered. “But I have other reasons for bringing this matter to your attention.”
 
   “Such as?”
 
   The noble’s lips parted in an oily grin. “Compensation, Excellency. We have had several offers of betrothal for the girl, but nobody will want her now. I seek to recoup the amount we would have received in dowry. I also seek an imperial decree that the whelp shall never be able to lay a claim against our house or family possessions.”
 
   The emperor smiled thinly. “You should choose the subjects of your ire more carefully, my lord. I don’t believe the defendant could lay his hands on two copper coins to rub together should the need arise. Is that right, boy?”
 
   “Y-yes, m-m-my l-lord,” stammered the troubadour, whose name had been revealed to be Tamas.
 
   “You will address His Imperial Excellency in the correct manner,” intoned a deep voice. Standing beside the throne, hands clasped before him, stood a man wearing crisp white robes. Adelmar frowned as he spoke. The air of familiarity with which the speaker carried himself irritated him. It seemed the Archon had assumed a place of high honour in his father’s court during his time away from the capital.
 
   “Y-yes, Your Excellency,” the man said miserably.
 
   “Not me, dolt,” the Archon sighed, before the emperor waved him to silence.
 
   Lord Hargrove drew himself up, pouting. “Well, what about that harp he carries, Excellency? Solid silver, if I’m a judge.”
 
   “Fortunately, I am the only judge in this case.” The emperor’s fingers tapped the arms of the golden throne impatiently. “This case saddens me on a great many levels,” he continued. “It seems to me that you both represent the very worst of what our city has become. Degenerates, both of you. Take them.” Guardsmen took hold of both men by the arms. “A week in the stocks for them both. Let them serve as a warning to all that the Crown takes a dim view of moral turpitude. Geld this one first, for his adultery,” he added, indicating the young troubadour.
 
   Tears welled in Tamas’ eyes, while Sir Edmond’s face turned the same colour as his doublet. But before they could be dragged away, the Archon leaned close to the emperor. “A just sentence, Excellency,” he purred. “There should be no mercy for venality or wantonness. But if I may make a suggestion?” At a nod from the emperor, he continued. “There is no mercy for sinners, but for those who are willing to repent and atone for their crimes, the Order will always find a place. Perhaps we might instead take him to the Spire, to see if we can convince him to change his ways? A young man of talent could be an asset to the faith.”
 
   The emperor considered the proposal. “Very well. I am always happy to support the Order. You shall be spared the stocks,” he told the cowering singer, “but not the shears. I pray that you find redemption.”
 
   The young man wept openly following his revised sentence, but Sir Edmond was not yet finished. “What about my daughter?” he demanded, bridling against the rough grip of the guardsmen.
 
   The emperor scowled. “That is the heart of the matter, my lord. She is your blood and your responsibility, not a cow to be auctioned off at market. Do what you wish with the whelp, when it arrives.”
 
   He’s in a foul mood today, Adelmar thought. He glanced at the gallery on the far side of the hall, where Jarrod was lounging disinterestedly, surrounded by cronies. The younger prince tittered at some jest, and the sound of it carried down to the dais.
 
   The emperor glared up at his younger son. “If the gallery cannot restrain itself during matters of state, then it will be dragged into the street and flogged.”
 
   As contemptuous as he was of the manners of court, even Jarrod knew not to push their father when a certain mood was upon him. Abashed, the young prince slunk from the balcony, his entourage in tow.
 
   “Ah, my son deigns to grace us at last with his presence,” the emperor said, noticing Adelmar. “I trust that you have now concluded whatever business it was that kept you from presenting yourself at court.”
 
   Adelmar marched to the centre of the dais, to stand directly before the throne. “My apologies, Excellency.”
 
   “Well, you’re here now, we should be grateful for that at least,” his father said testily.
 
   The Archon stepped forward and smiled. “If I may welcome your son back to our fair city, Excellency?” The emperor waved a hand, and he continued, “It pleases me to see you among us once more, Prince Adelmar. I hope your stay will be a long one.” He bowed his head low.
 
   Adelmar gritted his teeth, and nodded. “You have my thanks, my lord.” He knew that more was expected of him, but the words would not come.
 
   The emperor tutted impatiently, as the Archon took his place again beside the throne. “Your journey from the provinces went well, I take it?” he asked.
 
   “As well as could be expected, Excellency.” In truth, the thousand mile forced march from War’s End had been gruelling. Several men had succumbed to exhaustion on the journey. But the imperial summons had left little choice but to comply. Adelmar kept this to himself, however; as much as Jarrod was fond of saying otherwise, he was not entirely ignorant of court etiquette.
 
   “Good.” The emperor stood, which was quickly followed the sound of dozens of others rising to their feet in the gallery. “Come, there are matters for us to discuss.”
 
   It was not far to the emperor’s private audience chamber. The room was surprisingly large, dominated by a long hardwood table in the centre, lined by two rows of chairs and a grander, high-backed seat at the head. It was used often for the emperor’s councils, both during peacetime and war. It was sat at this table that a teenage Adelmar was informed he was to lead the campaign against the northern rebels.
 
   As they entered, Adelmar following upon his father’s heels, the emperor walked to a window on the far wall that afforded a view out across the city. Adelmar stood patiently, waiting.
 
   “Jarrod told you about my decision to officially recognise the Order.” It was not a question.
 
   “He did. I had hoped he was mistaken, or that it was one of his japes.”
 
   The emperor continued to stare through the window, his back to his son. “It was not,” he said quietly. “The Order will save the Empire. From now on you will attend its services.”
 
   Adelmar flushed. “You cannot ask such a thing of me. Save it how?”
 
   Without turning, the emperor beckoned to him. “Look out there. Tell me what you see.”
 
   He joined his father, and gazed out across the rooftops. Set atop a large hill, the palace looked down on the rest of the city’s buildings. All but one. “The city.” He shrugged. “Citizens going about their lives. Nothing remarkable.”
 
   The emperor sighed. Obviously he was disappointed with the answer. “What, in your opinion, is most important to the Empire? Think on it, Adelmar. What is it that keeps us strong?”
 
   Adelmar’s brow furrowed in concentration. His father was looking for something in particular, that much was clear. But what it was eluded him. “The Legion?” he offered. “Trade? Law?”
 
   “Obedience.” The emperor gazed at him searchingly, his dark blue eyes hard and unforgiving. “Without obedience we are lost. Do you want to know what I see, when I look through this window?” He turned away, and continued without waiting for a response. “I see depravity, wilfulness. Degradation. Fifty thousand people doing whatever they please, whenever they please. Slaves to their own carnality. Lying, fighting, stealing, cheating. Fucking.” Flecks of spit formed at the corners of his mouth.
 
   Adelmar was unimpressed. “Most obey. The courts punish those that break the law.”
 
   “Oh? And what happens when a blacksmith does a poor job, because he’s distracted by his affair with the miller’s wife? What happens when the miller slays the smith to avenge the infidelity? What happens to your precious Legion, Adelmar, when there are no swords to arm them, or bread to fill their bellies?”
 
   “There are dozens of smiths that outfit our troops,” Adelmar’s felt that the point still eluded him somehow. “Scores of millers...”
 
   “A chain is only as strong as its weakest link.” His father glanced at him again, one eyebrow arched. “Think of the Empire as a chain of a million links, each one weaker and more brittle than the last. Each one capable of breaking the whole. Only the fire of obedience can temper the metal, forge the links strong enough to bear the weight.” He saw Adelmar’s blank expression, and tutted. “Let me put it in terms you cannot fail to understand. Imagine an army, mustered for battle. Lines of soldiers arrayed in front of a vast enemy. They are scared, but something holds them there. What?”
 
   “Discipline,” Adelmar answered without hesitation.
 
   “Very good. Discipline holds your army in the field, and soon battle is joined. The enemy is upon them, and men soon begin to fall. Four thousand soldiers are fighting, and most are disciplined. But there is one, weaker than his fellows. Fear overwhelms him and he runs. What happens then?”
 
   Adelmar didn’t need to imagine the scenario his father painted for him. He had seen it happen. “At first, not much. An experienced sergeant forces that man back to the fighting, or cuts him down.”
 
   The emperor’s eyes glittered. “And if the sergeant is not experienced, or if he finds his own discipline wavering, even for a moment?”
 
   “Panic,” Adelmar replied flatly. “One man runs, and soon others follow.”
 
   “Fear has a way of spreading, if left unchecked. What happens when a few men begin to flee? Soon it becomes a dozen, then fifty. A hundred. A thousand. All it takes is for one man to forget his discipline, his obedience, and the battle is lost. And this is an army we speak of, made up of professional soldiers, yet still it happens. The Empire is made up of commoners, peasants, tradesmen, farmers. Drunkards and whores. There is one truth for all men. Do you know what it is?” Adelmar shrugged and shook his head. “A man will act as badly as he believes he can get away with.”
 
   “I... think I understand,” Adelmar replied slowly. “But what is to be done? We can enforce the laws, but you cannot control people.”
 
   A faint smile played at the edges of his father’s thin lips. “Perhaps. For now.” Before Adelmar could reply, he went on, “All that you need to know is that the Order will bring the Empire together under a shared faith, a common cause. Even with the Legion we are too weak, spread too thin. If our enemies were to bring their full force against us...” His eyes closed, as if contemplating the thought. “It is imperative that the common folk are converted. We must be of one mind, one path if we are to survive. We saw how vulnerable we can be during my father’s time. Our biggest threat is already within our borders. I will not allow complacency and immorality to destroy us!” Spittle flew from the emperor’s lips as he shouted the words. Then, he brought his temper under control once more. When his father spoke again, his voice was steady. “The longer your defiance goes on, the harder it becomes,” he told his son. “This is not a matter for debate. You are my heir as things stands, but do not imagine for a moment that that situation cannot change. You will fall into line or you will be disowned and the succession will pass to your brother.”
 
   The thought of Jarrod inheriting the imperial throne made Adelmar flinch. He glared silently at his father, but the cool blue stare was firm. Finally, he bent his head. “As you wish, Excellency,” he said, his voice stiff. “I will attend the services. But I will not wear the Order’s trappings.”
 
   “It will serve, for a start.” The emperor smiled again, more warmly this time. “Now, to other matters. How fares the north?”
 
   “Restless,” Adelmar replied, scowling. “I brought most of our forces with me, as ordered. But I did not do so willingly. We have only a token number remaining to hold War’s End and our other strongholds. Barely a century, in total, and most of those raw recruits or veterans too old to march. I would not want to pit them against the clans in battle. Our northern possessions are vulnerable.”
 
   “The north is a whipped cur and for now presents no threat.” The emperor lowered himself into the high-backed seat at the head of the table, and gestured for Adelmar to take one of the other chairs. “Even if they gathered together enough of a rabble to take a fort or two, we would smash them again as soon as it entered our minds to do so. I am reliably informed that their chieftains are aware of that fact, and remain reluctant to strike the blow that would necessitate reprisals.”
 
   Adelmar glowered. “Why must we risk losing the north at all? With a full complement of troops it is not hard to secure it.”
 
   “There are other priorities.” The emperor leaned back and regarded his son over steepled fingers. “You are needed in the south. The Tenebrian defences are proving more... resilient than expected.”
 
   The rumours had travelled all the way to War’s End. Adelmar had been loath to believe them, yet it appeared there was truth to the whispers after all. Half the Empire’s navy reduced to cinders in the Calladorian Channel. He grimaced. “It was a mistake to place our forces under the command of a callow stripling still wet behind the ears.”
 
   “Both myself and the Archon felt that the honour of leading the Legion forces in the south should go to a man of the faith.” The emperor’s expression was hard. “Sir Willem Galvarey was a true believer, and a highly promising general.”
 
   He was also highly expendable, said a cynical voice in Adelmar’s mind. The Galvareys of Baelforge were an old family, and influential. They were also plentiful. Like their mines, which when forged produced the Empire’s strongest and most durable steels, the marriage of Lord Oland and Lady Felicia had been productive for many years, and heirs were not in short supply. They had no doubt sent young Willem, their ninth son, off to war with their blessing, having long run out of ideas of what to do with them all.
 
   “The rumour I heard told it that he insisted on wearing his full plate for the crossing,” Adelmar said. “They say that as the flagship began to burn, he leaped into the water and did not resurface.”
 
   The emperor’s emotionless eyes searched his son’s, looking for traces of mockery. “A sad loss,” he said at last. “It has, at the least, opened my eyes to the merits of experience. You will assume Sir Willem’s command.”
 
   Adelmar nodded thoughtfully. He was not unhappy at the thought of it. “Very well. I will ready the men. We will depart for The Vigil in two days.”
 
   “You will leave in a week and not before,” the emperor said sharply as his son stood. “The Spire nears completion. The final bricks are to be laid any day now. Your presence will be required at the dedication ceremony. When that is concluded, you and your men may depart.”
 
   Adelmar hesitated, for a moment appearing as if he wanted to say something. The emperor noticed his reluctance and added, “This will be your last campaign, Adelmar. You are no longer a young man. When you return you will appoint a new Legion Commander to take your place. You know how to lead... the time has come for you to learn how to rule, as befits my heir.” The emperor waved his hand. “Now, leave me.”
 
   When Adelmar returned to his own chambers, his wife and daughters were waiting for him. The latter let out high-pitched squeals as he entered. He went down on one knee to embrace them as they ran to him. Ellara followed in their wake, shimmering as she moved. She wore a golden gown, into which scores of sungems had been delicately stitched. His eyes travelled up this to the necklace of milky deepwater pearls around her neck. Where the light struck them, their colours changed subtly, their surface shifting from white to green to purple, and back again.
 
   She caught his gaze and laughed. “Do you like it?” she asked. The hem of the gown lifted as she twirled in place.
 
   “It looks... expensive,” he managed. “You had an enjoyable morning in the merchants’ quarter, then?”
 
   “Wonderful,” his wife sighed happily. “I’m having others made, but this caught my eye and I simply had to have it. It was so nice to be surrounded by beauty after hardly setting foot outside that dreary fort for two years. I could have spent all day there, but the girls began to fuss.”
 
   “Thank you,” he hissed in his daughters’ ears, in a stage-whisper loud enough for Ellara to hear. He patted their heads affectionately, and they scampered away giggling to their bedchamber. “Amelie grows so fast,” he said, standing, as the door slammed closed. “Rosalynd too.”
 
   “They seem to channel all their energies into developing height rather than breadth,” his wife said, smiling. “They are still very young, though, for all that. You were fortunate, dear-heart, another year or two older and we would have returned with far more. Milly was very taken with a particular bracelet, but I managed to persuade her it would be better to wait until her birthday.
 
   Adelmar’s face paled. “Perhaps it is as well that we will be leaving soon.”
 
   “Leaving?” Ellara looked distraught. “But we’ve only just arrived! I was going to take the girls to the Winter Gardens, and it’s less than a fortnight until Comtesse Broulliard’s Ice Ball. Milly and Rose will be so upset to miss that. Why must we leave?”
 
   Adelmar took his wife’s hands. “By orders of the emperor,” he told her. “It seems the war goes poorly, and I am to take command of the campaign. We must stay to see the Order’s tower completed, and then we depart for The Vigil.”
 
   “So we’re to once more don chainmail and march with your army, the girls and I?” He smiled at Ellara’s tendency towards the dramatic. The three of them had in fact been carried south in the most luxurious carriage the north had been able to provide. “Can we not remain here? What use would we be in yet another gloomy fortress?”
 
   The idea of his wife and daughters roaming unchecked through the streets and boutiques of Ehrenburg made his blood run cold. Even worse was the thought of leaving them unsupervised in his brother’s company. “It would affect my ability to command, without you by my side, you know that,” he said. “My mind would be distracted.”
 
   It was the right approach to take. Ellara demurred, though was obviously still not overjoyed at the prospect of leaving the capital so soon. With a sad smile, she kissed his cheek and disappeared into their bedroom, to change back into her more comfortable day-clothes.
 
   Adelmar watched her as she left, the dark mood that had settled heavily upon his shoulders all morning lifting at last. Aside from his disagreement with his father over his attendance at the next service the Archon would deliver at Ehrenburg’s grand cathedral, he was pleased with the morning’s outcome. It would feel good to march to war shoulder to shoulder with his troops once again. As badly as the campaign had started it was not lost yet. He had spent the last two nights poring over intelligence reports, and was looking forward to turning his mind towards plotting a way of penetrating the enemy defences.
 
   As he left his chambers, headed for the barracks to commence the preparations required for their departure, Prince Adelmar’s heart was light.
 
    
 
   *      *      *
 
    
 
   If the nobles of Ehrenburg, the fine lords and ladies that graced the imperial court, believed in one thing, it was hierarchy. They were secure in the knowledge that some were simply born better than others. That on society’s ladder they were, if not at the very top, the position occupied by the emperor and his sons, they were, at most, just one rung below.
 
   Within that stratum, there was a near-infinite spectrum of subtleties of position, never still, ever-changing. A successful reception could catapult a minor lordling to within a hair’s breadth of the soles of the emperor’s feet, standing on the rung above. Similarly, an indiscretion or careless faux pas could prove catastrophic, knocking a heralded dignitary from their lofty perch to within grasping distance of the rabble below. It was a game that took a lifetime to master, and where even the best players were never immune to the caprices of fate. All of the key players were at all times acutely aware of the relative positions of their rivals; objects of either envy or scorn.
 
   Such was their sense of superiority, that many of these nobles would be surprised to learn that the same ruthless attitude towards status existed in each of the rungs below them. Indeed, most would be shocked that the chaotic masses below them could be distinguished from one another at all. They were dimly aware, perhaps, that people were involved somewhere in producing and laundering their clothes, cleaning their estates and providing them with sustenance. But if those involved in those processes entered their thoughts at all, it was as a faceless grey entity, its constituent parts identical and interchangeable.
 
   But it is human nature to seek out hierarchy, and jealousy and ambition are not exclusive to the upper classes. Nowhere in the capital was this more apparent than in the imperial palace itself. The servants who lived and worked above ground knew they were superior because it was they who tended in person to the lords and ladies, the emperor and the princes. Scores of valets, footmen, chambermaids and grooms kept their masters clean and dressed and cared for their horses; often treating them better than they did their own spouses or offspring.
 
   Below ground, the kitchens were a hive of activity at all hours, day and night. The vaulted cellars were always full of smoke, steam and clamour. Great stoves and ovens forever burned, iron kettles large enough to bathe a full-grown man always boiled over red-hot coals. The air was full of the aromas of roasted meats, fragrant spices and fresh-baked breads. The battalion of cooks, porters and pot-boys that tended the kitchens knew that they were superior, for if not for they, who would keep the masters fed?
 
   Where both sets of servants found common ground, however, was in their disdain for those whose existences were played out in the under-cellars. Immediately beneath the bustling kitchens and larders were a number of disused and dusty storerooms, full of oddments of furniture and long-forgotten possessions accrued by centuries of imperial rule. This level also contained a large and fully stocked wine cellar, where racks of cobwebbed bottles lined the walls between tuns of ale and mead the size of cottages. Set deep within the rocky mount that the palace was built upon, the temperature remained cool and constant all year round.
 
   Beneath these were the dungeons, the domain of burly and uncouth gaolers. They did not believe themselves superior to anyone, aside from the hollow-eyed, malnourished forms that populated the dark, dank cells. It was a source of both entertainment and scientific enquiry for the cell-keepers, to find the fine line that existed between survival and fatal neglect; discovering the bare minimum of food, water and warmth needed to sustain life.
 
   The surly and unwashed wardens of the dungeon were aware there was a level even below their own. A shudder went through them on the rare occasions somebody mentioned The Pit. The wretched souls unfortunate enough to end up in that ceaseless darkness were not offered even their callous ministrations. The denizens of that place were mourned by their families the day they were taken, though their deaths, down in the black depths of the imperial mount, may not occur until years later. None who entered The Pit ever returned.
 
   The gaolers’ knowledge of the subterranean passages beneath the Palace ended there. Even Chamberlain Wyverley, who prided himself on his knowledge of the every brick and tile of the imperial palace, knew nothing of the secret places far below.
 
   But Jarrod knew them. The abyssal darkness that existed below even The Pit melted away as the young prince’s torch descended a rough-cut stairway. As he set foot on the rocky, uneven floor of the hidden passage, he peered hopefully ahead into the gloom. It was no use, however; the flickering orange glow did little more than accentuate the darkness beyond. He sighed, and began to pick his way through foul-smelling puddles that besmirched his coal-black moleskin boots. Whether the murky water was merely stagnant or was in fact some ghastly leakage from the palace garderobes far above he was unsure, but the noxious vapours arising from the puddles he disturbed soon filled the tunnels. Jarrod’s narrow face wrinkled in disgust, and he clamped his free hand firmly against his nose. Why did the blasted man insist on meeting in this place? Jarrod was a firm believer in secrecy, many of his habits demanded it, but nevertheless such measures seemed excessive even to him.
 
   Familiarity guided his feet through a labyrinthine network of passages, though even so he took care not to rush. Green slime of uncertain origin dripped down the walls and collected on the ground. A wrong step would send him slipping headlong into the darkness. Losing either his torch or his bearings would likely mean his death in such a place, for who would find him? Conceited as he was, Jarrod was under no illusion that the person he was to meet would lose a wink of sleep if he did not arrive, and was never seen nor heard from again.
 
   Some time later, he found the meeting place. Dim light seeped out from a doorway hacked unevenly into the passage. He ducked his head beneath a low stone lintel to enter, and found himself standing in a sparsely furnished room. In one corner was a table filled with odd-shaped bottles, jars and other alchemical apparatus. Several shelves had been erected nearby, containing a variety of thick, musty tomes... the very sight of which bored him immediately. On the wall above the table a map of the Empire had been pinned. In the middle of the room were two chairs and a tall candelabra standing between them. A solitary candle was burning, casting a feeble glow around the room. The light from this did not extend to the far corner of the room, where another chair had been placed. Unlike the others, this one was occupied. A pair of feet and the bottom of a brown-coloured cassock were all that emerged from the shadows.
 
   “You came.” A man’s voice, deep and laced with bemusement. “I was beginning to worry that you were lost.”
 
   “I’m deeply touched by your concern,” Jarrod replied, lowering himself into one of the vacant chairs. It did not escape his notice that he was now the most brightly lit object in the room, while the other speaker remained shrouded in shadow. “Could I recommend the Wainwright’s Tavern for your next furtive encounter? Far easier to find and the ale is to die for.” He considered a moment. “Or from, possibly. So why did you choose such a place for us to meet?” he added, with a glance at their surroundings. “Would your chambers not have been more fitting?”
 
   “The walls of the palace have ears, my prince,” the man replied. “These walls, on the other hand, are so old and forgotten they have grown deaf.”              
 
   Such confidence! No guards, no weapon that he could see. He felt the bulge of the stiletto at his hip. It would be so easy to plunge it into his host’s chest and put an end to his infuriating smugness once and for all. Alas, I have need of him, he thought regretfully. For now. There was also something in the shrouded man’s manner that almost seemed to invite such a move. There was a latent power there, at rest but no less threatening, like a sleeping crag cat.
 
   There was a low chuckle from the corner of the room. “Did you see Prince Adelmar?”
 
   “I did.” Jarrod’s face twisted with distaste. “He didn’t go for it, just as I predicted. He practically tossed the chain I gave him on to the midden-heap before I even left his chambers. You can take the tired, old, lame warhorse to water, but unfortunately you can’t drown him in it.”
 
   “Not when he’s a prince of the realm and heir to the imperial throne.” The voice was calm. Jarrod was relieved; he’d been braced for anger. “No matter. Converting Prince Adelmar to our cause would have been a convenient solution, but it is far from the only one available to us.”
 
   “I could steal into his bedchamber tonight, and place the stone around his neck myself,” Jarrod offered.
 
   The hood shook from side to side in the shadows. “Alas, ours is a gift that must be accepted willingly. There is nothing to be gained from forcing it upon another. Your brother also spoke to the emperor this morning.”
 
   Jarrod flicked a speck of imaginary dust from his lace cuff. “Yes, I saw them leave together, thick as thieves. No doubt by now father has given him his favourite speech about chains and fucking... and believe me it isn’t as interesting as it sounds.” He smiled. “Dear old Addled came out looking like the cat that got the cream, so doubtless that means he’s off to join the fighting any time now. I suppose it’s too much to ask that a Tenebrian lens-tower does for him like Jug-Ears Galvarey.”
 
   “Ah, the great white hope.” There was genuine sorrow in the speaker’s voice. “The emperor was loath to call on the Bloody Prince until the invasion was well underway, but he’s been left with little choice in the matter. It suits our purpose, so I have done little to dissuade him.”
 
   “You want him to lead the campaign, winning himself more fame and glory no doubt. Not that he needs it.” Jarrod was appalled. “Whatever for?”
 
   The shadowy figure sighed. “The prince could have been a useful tool, but it seems as though that avenue is no longer open to us. He remains an obstacle.”
 
   A slow grin crept across Jarrod’s face. “Yes, and war can be such a dangerous place,” he mused. “A burned ship, a stray arrow. I’ve heard even the beasts of that land are savage and untamed. So many dangers. Why, it would almost be a shock if he came back at all.”
 
   “It presents us with a unique opportunity to advance our plans,” the deep voice agreed. “But it is too important a matter to be left to fate. Sometimes, a helping hand is required.”
 
   Jarrod leaned forward, his interest piqued. “Intrigue, is it? How delicious! I’ve always said that the only game worth betting on is the one that’s been rigged. But how would it be done? The Bloody Fool will be surrounded by his loyal guards day and night.”
 
   “If we have the right man in place, then the opportunity will eventually come. All we will require is patience.”
 
   “But who can be trusted with such a task? Even if we have a man’s loyalty, it must be done right. No suspicion can be allowed to fall back on to ourselves.”
 
   “I have an idea or two. Your father once again provided us the means. It was unwise to draw attention to yourself this morning at court.”
 
   Jarrod’s eyes narrowed. “What do you mean?”
 
   “When I saw him after your brother had left, the emperor was quite insistent that both of his sons should join the campaign. I tried to change his mind, of course.” The shadowed figure spread his hands in a gesture of apology. “But, alas, in this my counsel was not heeded. It seems His Excellency believes the experience will be beneficial for all concerned.”
 
   Jarrod paled. “You mean...”
 
   The figure leaned forward into the candlelight. From the recesses of the hood he wore, a pair of emerald-green eyes glittered. “Yes, my prince,” the Archon said. “Pack your belongings. You’re going to war.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 17
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The forest burned. Bright orange flames licked up blackening trunks and spread across every branch, consuming everything they touched. The heat was immense. Cole held his hands up in front of his face, attempting to ward it away. All around him, the air shimmered. Wood crackled as it burned and above the sound he could hear the petrified cries of the forest creatures as the fires engulfed them. 
 
   Cole looked desperately about him, but there seemed no way out. Every path was blocked by hungry, dancing flames. They seemed alive, sending out red hot tongues to caress him. Taunting him.
 
   Above the din he began to make out other noises. The ring of metal on metal, a man’s shouts. The sound of battle. He was running out of time.
 
   I can’t do it!
 
   Cole, you must! This fever... it burns too hot. He won’t wake.
 
   I... I will try.
 
   He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. He tried to calm his mind. Panic was a greater enemy in this place than the fires. When he felt his heart begin to slow, he opened his eyes again and looked around him once more. It was hot, that he could not deny. He could feel the sweat rolling down his face and back. But the danger did not seem immediate. He stood in a small clearing; hardly big enough to make a camp but, without anything to feed the flames, he would be safe for the time being.
 
   He knelt on the ground, the heat blasting his face, trying to ignore the clash of swords somewhere up ahead. For now, none of that mattered. He cupped his hands in front of him and concentrated. For a minute that seemed like an eternity he stayed there, staring into his empty palms. Nothing happened.
 
   What can I do?
 
   I don’t know, Cole. Something. Anything! Speak to him. Tell him to come back.
 
   But I can’t do anything there. The fires are too strong.
 
   You have to. He’s...
 
   Raven?
 
   Just... just do whatever you can, Cole.
 
   She hadn’t needed to say out loud what they both already knew. Harri was dying. With a moan of frustration, Cole flung his hands down. One of them still stung, from the last time he was here, when one of the malevolent flames had licked too close and burned his flesh. Even when he went back, to the room lined with odd-smelling jars, he still felt the pain.
 
   “I can do this.” He was trying to convince himself, he knew. But perhaps, in this place, that was enough. He cleared his mind, and then cupped his hands again. He concentrated on the space in between them, focusing all his energies on a single point. With every ounce of effort he could muster, he pushed with his mind.
 
   This time, the air just above his palms flickered. It lasted less than a second, but it had been undeniably there. Cole grinned, triumphant. Perhaps this could work after all. There was a chance, one he needed to take.
 
   When Raven suggested it, he had been dubious. He had never attempted anything like it before, was not sure at all that it could even be done. But seeing her so distraught, half-collapsed over the prone form on the bed, he had been determined to try. If the village healer heard them, he didn’t respond. He merely busied himself at his workbench, preparing a variety of potions and tinctures. But not for Harri. By then he had done all he could for the young hunter.
 
   An hour earlier they had burst unannounced into his house, carrying an unconscious Harri between them. Sensing the urgency of their situation, without stopping to ask who they were or what they wanted, he directed them to a cramped back room that appeared to serve as an infirmary. He glanced at the wound as they lowered Harri onto the straw-filled mattress. “What attacked him?” the healer asked, his voice grave.
 
   “A soulcreep.”
 
   “I feared as much.” He glanced up at the doorway, where their guide hovered uncertainly, still holding the lamp he had used to light their way from the road. “You may go, Emmett, you can do no more for this man.” With a nod, he vanished, leaving them alone with the healer. There were similarities between the two, but the one who now began to search among the jars and bottles on his shelves was greyer, balder. His closely cropped hair formed a crown around the smooth dome of his scalp. Heavy bags sagged under his eyes and he seemed weary, but not unduly annoyed despite being woken at daybreak by their arrival.
 
   He located the bottle he was looking for and decanted some of the dark liquid inside into a small bowl. This he lifted to Harri’s lips and held there until the liquid had all been swallowed. “That will halt the spread of the poison around his body,” he explained. “But the venom of a soulcreep is pernicious. I hope that it is already not too late.” As they watched, he cleaned the wound with water, but Harri gave no outward sign that he felt the pain such an operation must surely have caused. With that done, the healer smeared a pale green salve over the area, and carefully wrapped a bandage around the hunter’s midriff. “I have done all I can,” he told them. “All we can do now is wait.”
 
   For a long time, Raven had simply sat silently beside Harri on the mattress as he slept. When his temperature started to climb she wetted a cloth with cold water and held it against his brow, but it was not enough. As his skin began to burn, the young hunter thrashed on the bed, striking out at them both and himself, until they had little choice but to restrain his limbs. The healer had tried other potions in an attempt to lessen the fever, but to no avail. Harri had grown so hot that Cole began to worry he would burst into flames where he lay.
 
   That was when Raven suggested that he use his power, that he enter Harri’s fever-dreams and attempt to calm him there. “What help will that be?” he asked.
 
   “I don’t know what else to do, Cole,” she cried desperately. “We’re losing him. I won’t let that happen!”
 
   Cole took hold of the crystal around his neck. He glanced across to the leather pouch, still on the nightstand where he had placed it earlier. Grume sat watching him interestedly with twinkling eyes. Cole turned away, concentrated and went to the place of grey sand and dreams. It was becoming easier for him, each time. Where before it had taken all his focus to make that journey, now it was just like walking from one room into another. He entered Harri’s sleeping mind easily enough, but was soon beaten back by the flames, his hand burning where they had come too close. He retreated hastily, back to the healer’s room.
 
   Raven simply looked up at him, sadness etched into her features. That stung him more than a slap to the face. And so, after a brief discussion, he tried again. This time, a new idea had come to him. It seemed preposterous... impossible, even. But it might be the only option left to them.
 
   And now, as Cole knelt down on the forest floor in the midst of the conflagration, it seemed as though there might be cause for hope after all.
 
   The question was, where to begin? It needed to be small, he decided, but also something that he knew well. He racked his brains for a few moments, before the perfect answer came to him. Once again, he spread his palms open in front of him. This time he closed his eyes, to help him remember.
 
   Growing up on the Crag, he had owned no toys, no mementoes, no books of his own. Without ever having the chance to experience such things, it did not occur to him to question their absence. It was the only way of life he had ever known.
 
   Yet, not sharing the Brothers’ beliefs, there was an emptiness to that existence that he’d never really been able to identify. Perhaps that was part of the reason why he’d acted out as he had. His transgressions had seen him regularly banished to the draughty garret at the top of the keep’s highest tower. His stays there had been lonely. All but one.
 
   It had been three summers ago. By this time he was used to the periods of temporary confinement, but the loneliness and boredom of isolation still rankled. For two days, in the tiny garret-room he had whiled away hours lying on the bed, counting the bricks of the walls and ceiling-slabs, until he knew their number off by heart and had given names to half of them. He had spent hours more pacing the floor, or studying the cracks between the flagstones, just for something to occupy his mind.
 
   When the creature had landed on his windowsill, he noticed it immediately. A tiny shape, it sat there slowly opening and closing its wings, as if unsure of its new environment. Cole approached it cautiously, afraid of scaring it away before he could examine it closely. He crept nearer, step by step, until his shadow fell over it. The creature was aware of him, he thought, but it seemed not to care. In the keep library was a book detailing the native fauna of the north, and he recognised it readily enough. A hawkfly, with tawny wings shaped to look like feathers, its snout curved and pointed like the animal from which it took its name.
 
   It had stayed with him in that garret for a day and a night. He never knew from whence it had come, or why. Hawkflies were most often found in meadows, where they preyed on the miniscule midges and gnats that gathered in summertime. Why this one had decided to fly out to sea, he could not begin to guess. But he was grateful for its presence and befriended it, after a fashion. It had flown away when old Merryl had climbed ponderously up the spiral steps to bring him back down to the keep. But in that time he had become quite familiar with the little creature.
 
   As Cole remembered, he felt something tickling his palms. He opened his eyes, and had to stifle a whoop of celebration. A nut-brown hawkfly sat perched in his hands, its antennas waving curiously about its tiny head. It did not seem bothered by the fires that still raged around them.
 
   “You will probably never realise this, little fly, but today you saved a man’s life,” said Cole. Still cupping the hawkfly, he climbed to his feet. It might have been his imagination, but he felt as though the air was less of a furnace than it had been previously. “You see, in all the times I have visited the dreams of another, everything I have seen there has been conjured from their memories, their thoughts,” he went on. “I’ve been able to walk among the pictures from their past, touch them even, but no more. It never occurred to me that I might be able to create something here from my own memory. Perhaps I couldn’t, until now. When I needed to.”
 
   Gently, he placed the little fly onto his shoulder. It seemed quite content. He paused, taking in the burning trees all around him. “Logic tells me that it is harder to move a mountain than it is a grain of sand, but I wonder. I’m not certain there is a place here for logic.”
 
   Cole held his hands out in front of him, and concentrated again. He pushed out with his mind, just as he had before when bringing the hawkfly into existence. He stared intently at the flames, until it felt as though his brain would be squeezed out through his ears.
 
   And then, slowly at first, the crackling fires began to recede. As he continued to push outwards, he felt his power swell, as if feeding on itself. It became easier, the flames dying out faster and faster until every last red tongue had been extinguished. All that remained were charred tree trunks and scorched earth around them. Out of curiosity, he placed his fingertips against the ashen bark of a nearby tree. To his surprise it was cold to the touch.
 
   Now that the flames had died, taking with them the sound of crackling and popping wood, the forest was filled with the noises of the battle he had heard earlier. He listened for a moment, gathering his bearings, and then ran off through the trees in the direction of the fighting.
 
   It didn’t take long to find Harri. The hunter was only a short distance away, surrounded by foes. The shapes that assailed him were blurry, indistinct. They moved like shadows, but seemed to be armed and wearing dark plate. Harri wielded a broadsword and was laying about him on every side, screaming incoherently. The sound of his sword beating against the blades and armour of his foes rang around the forest, but Cole could see that he was fighting a losing battle. Every time he dealt one of the shades what should have been a mortal blow, it dissipated like a puff of smoke, reappearing somewhere else around the raging hunter. Harri had begun to stagger with exhaustion, and the creatures bore down upon him hungrily.
 
   Cole didn’t panic. He stood his ground just outside the ring of figures, none of whom had yet noticed his presence. Again, he held his hand out before him and focused his mind. It came to him more easily this time. A wave of energy seemed to emanate out from him, scattering the black forms before it like ashes in the wind.
 
   Harri looked around, momentarily baffled. Then, he caught sight of Cole and charged, sword raised, screaming like a wounded beast.
 
   This time, Cole panicked. He didn’t dare try his new-found powers against Harri, here in his own dream. Besides that, he didn’t have the time to do so. Mere seconds after the wraiths had vanished, the furious hunter was upon him and swinging his heavy blade in an arc towards Cole’s neck.
 
   Cole dived desperately backwards, rebounding off a tree trunk a heartbeat before the steel broadsword chopped deep into the bark where he had been. He staggered away, his boots kicking up flurries of black earth and forest detritus. Behind him, he could hear Harri’s footsteps crashing through the trees, and the swish of his blade. The hunter continued to yell, throwing a torrent of obscenities at his retreating back.
 
   Cole had often wondered what would happen to him if he died during one of his sojourns into the dream-realm. Would he die in the real world as well, or merely awaken in the same spot he had been before? With the frenzied hunter fast on his heels, Cole quickly decided he didn’t want to find out.
 
   Then, without warning, his foot caught on a protruding root or some other unseen obstacle, sending him plunging face-first to the ground. Harri was on him in an instant with an exultant roar. He swung his sword towards Cole, who rolled one way and then the other to dodge the strikes. Unperturbed, Harri lifted the broadsword high above his head, ready to deliver the killing blow. As it came down, Cole desperately raised his arm, and pushed again with his mind. This time, a steel blade appeared from nowhere in his hand. With a loud cry he was only vaguely aware of making, he used it to block the hunter’s blow and send him reeling into the undergrowth.
 
   Cole leapt to his feet. By the time Harri re-emerged, the bloodlust still filling his eyes, Cole had dropped into the defensive stance Raven had taught him. With another bellow, Harri charged. This time, Cole was ready and easily deflected the first swing of the hunter’s sword.
 
   He didn’t know how long they stayed there, locked in battle. It felt like an eternity. Facing a flesh and blood foe seemed to have helped the berserk hunter find new reserves of energy and he fought like a demon. In a straight fight, Cole knew he could not beat Harri, either in this realm or the real world. The hunter was too strong, too skilled. Fortunately, it was not a straight fight. He didn’t wish to harm Harri, only defend himself against his onslaught, which he soon found he was just about capable of doing. The broadsword Harri wielded was a fearsome weapon, but heavy. The hunter held it in both hands, putting great power into every blow. But it was ponderous to swing, each strike telegraphed by the movement of his hips and shoulders. Thanks to his training sessions with Raven, Cole found that he could easily raise his own weapon in time to protect him, or dodge out of the way before the blow arrived.
 
   Even so, after a time Cole began to tire. His shoulders ached from deflecting Harri’s attacks, each one like a hammer blow. Gradually, Harri’s strikes became less frequent however, and his breathing was ragged. Their fight became a race of endurance, seeing who could outlast the other.
 
   Eventually, it was Harri who sank first to his knees, gasping for breath. With the last of his strength, he threw the broadsword aside. Sighing with relief Cole, lowered his own weapon. He was unsure how much longer he could have lasted, or what might have happened had he been the first to yield.
 
   Harri’s head drooped towards the ground, his shoulders hunched. Cole knelt down in front of him, but the young hunter did not acknowledge his presence. On a sudden impulse, he placed his hand flat against Harri’s chest, above his heart. He tried to exert the same force he had used before the quench the flames and dissipate the shadow warriors. As he did so, he felt something leave Harri, and travel along his arm. He didn’t know what it was, but it chilled his flesh, leaving goosepimples on his skin. His arm tingled. 
 
   “Cole?” Harri lifted his head. The hunter stared at him, confused. His steel-grey eyes were calm once more. Whatever force had been driving him, possessing him with madness, had been lifted. “What are you doing here?”
 
   Cole retracted his arm. “Raven sent me. We were attacked in the forest by soulcreeps, and you were wounded. We had no way to treat the venom, and you fell into a fever. The healer treated your wounds, but the fever wouldn’t lift. I wasn’t sure I could help, but Raven asked me to try.” The words tumbled out of him.
 
   “Healer?” Harri scowled, trying to remember. “There was a man, on the road. He mentioned a village, did he not? So strange.” Suddenly his eyes opened wide. “Cole, there is... great... danger...” Harri’s hands flew to his head, his eyes screwed tightly shut in pain. He cried out, and fell to the ground.
 
   “Harri, what’s wrong?” Cole reached out to the young hunter, but was pushed away. Harri began to thrash in the dirt, clutching his temples.
 
   “Tell... Raven...”
 
   “Tell her what?”
 
   Harri gasped. Cole could tell that every word pained him greatly to utter. “Tell her... fair...”
 
   “You said that before. I don’t understand.” He looked desperately around at the forest, but there was no-one to help them, not here.
 
   Harri looked up at him with anguish in his eyes. “Fair... Laur...ren.”
 
   Cole stared at him confused. “Lauren? We’ve met nobody of that name so far.”
 
   “Tell... her.” Harri gave a strangled cry, and faded from sight. As he vanished, the forest began to collapse in on itself, in a tidal wave of trees and dirt. Cole did not linger, severing his link with Harri’s dream without regret, glad to be away from that place.
 
   When he opened his eyes, he found himself back in the healer’s room. He was squatting on the floor beside the bed, the crystal pendant still clasped in one hand. Harri lay on the mattress, unconscious. But Raven was no longer holding down his arms. The young hunter was still. “Is he...?” Cole began.
 
   Raven shook her head. “The fever broke,” she said softly. She laid a palm on Harri’s brow. “He is cooler now. I think the danger has passed.” She looked at him, her eyes glistening. “Thank you Cole. I don’t know what it is you did, but you brought him back.”
 
   Suddenly, the atmosphere seemed stuffy and oppressive. “I think I need some air,” he said. With an apologetic smile, he stood and left the sick room. As he made his way to the door, the healer glanced up from his work questioningly, then started as he saw Cole’s pendant. He followed Cole with his eyes as he went to let himself out, but otherwise made no comment.
 
   When he reached the street outside, darkness lay over the village. They had been inside the healer’s house tending to Harri for a whole day. Possibly even two. Cole had no way of knowing for sure. Time moved differently in the dream-realm, and often he felt disorientated when he returned to the real world.
 
   He looked all around him, but there was nothing unusual about the village that he could see. There were a number of low, timber buildings. Lights burned in some of them, casting shadows onto the cobbled streets. Next to the healer’s house was a small garden. At first glance it seemed overgrown, but gradually it dawned on Cole that it was actually very well-kept, just cramped. A profusion of different herbs and plants tumbled over one another. Many had succumbed to the first frosts of winter, but a few hardier blooms remained. Some he recognised, again from the illustrated tomes collected in the Crag’s library. Medicinal herbs, mostly. There were many more, though, that he was unfamiliar with.
 
   On the far side of the village, looming above the wooden roofs, was a much larger structure. A manor house of some kind. Unlike the homes of the villagers, its windows were dark, its features shrouded in shadow. For some reason he couldn’t put his finger on, gazing upon it made him feel ill at ease.
 
   Above the village, the full moon hung high in the sky, bloated and red. “A harvest moon,” he mused.
 
   “Too late in the year for a harvest.” He turned, and saw Raven emerging from the doorway behind him. “When I was growing up, we called it a blood moon. An ill omen, it is said.”
 
   “By whom?”
 
   “The superstitious, mostly.” She smiled. “The sorts of folk who see ill omens wherever they look. I came out to thank you again, Cole. Harri will recover, I believe.”
 
   “Has he woken yet?”
 
   “Not yet. Soon, hopefully. What was it you did, anyway?”
 
   Cole hesitated, before deciding to tell her the truth. He told her about the burning forest, the hawkfly... even the shadowy warriors and his battle with Harri. Raven listened to it all without interrupting, her expression thoughtful. When he was finished, for a while she stayed silent. When she eventually spoke, her voice was quiet. “I still don’t understand this... ability of yours, Cole, nor why you have it.” She shifted uncomfortably and stared off into the distance, beyond the village roofs. “But what you can do, it scares me. Your power seems to be growing and I’m not sure even you know what you’re capable of.” She sighed. “I’ve tried to keep an open mind, to keep my thoughts to myself. But the truth is, I’m afraid of what you might become.”
 
   “Become?” he echoed, grinning. “Why do I have to become anything? I’m the same person I was yesterday, and the day before that. I’ll still be the same tomorrow.”
 
   “Perhaps.” Raven hugged her arms about herself, as a chill wind gusted suddenly. “But everyone walks a path, Cole, whether they know it or not. I wish I knew where yours leads.”
 
   He had no response to that. He wanted to comfort her, assure her that he would not change, but he was afraid the words would sound hollow. Did he even believe it himself? It was not something he had stopped to consider before, but he was already a very different person now to the Cole that had lived a peaceful life at the Crag barely a month earlier. The thought was peculiarly disturbing.
 
   Raven turned to go back into the healer’s house, when he suddenly remembered the young hunter’s strange message. “Wait, Harri asked me to tell you something,” he told her. “It seemed important to him, but I have no idea what it means.”
 
   “What did he say?”
 
   “He mentioned a woman, I think. Lauren. Fair Lauren, he called her.”
 
   At first, Raven simply frowned as she contemplated the words. Then her eyes flew wide and she grabbed his shoulders urgently. “Are you certain?” she demanded. There was nothing soft about her voice now. “You could not be mistaken?”
 
   “I’m certain,” he blurted, alarmed by her extreme reaction to Harri’s message. “It seemed to pain him to speak the words, but they were clear enough. Do you know who he is talking about?”
 
   “We cannot speak of this here. If Harri is right, then we are all in grave danger.” She peered suspiciously at the houses around them. “We must assume that we are being watched.” Abruptly, she let go of his arms, and turned to go back into the healer’s house.
 
   “Where are you going?” Cole asked, perturbed by her warning.
 
   “I can’t leave Harri alone, not before he wakes. I will stay by his side and make sure that no harm befalls him. Hopefully by morning we will be able to leave this place.”
 
   “What should I do?”
 
   “Just be careful. Harri may be mistaken, or even if he is not then I am uncertain what dangers we may face. Keep your sword by your side, look around if you must. But Cole... trust no-one.” With that, she was gone, leaving Cole alone once more.
 
   But not for long. Just as he was pondering his next move, a familiar lantern bobbed along the otherwise deserted street toward him. “Is that young master Cole, I see?” The voice that reached him was that of their guide.
 
   “Hello,” he called back. “Emmett, isn’t it? What are you doing out this late?”
 
   The older man chuckled as he reached him. “I could ask you the same question, young master,” he said with a grin. “I merely came by to check on your friend. You’ve all been the talk of the village today. Old Crabtree’s fair eaten up with curiosity to find out what’s going on.”
 
   “He is recovering,” Cole told him. “He was taken with fever, but the danger seems to have passed. It was kind of you to come by.”
 
   “Aye?” The balding man scratched thoughtfully at his mouth. “Glad to hear it, leastways. Nasty things, them soulcreeps, if they catches you alone.”
 
   A thought occurred to Cole. “Indeed. How exactly are you able to keep them away from your village? Not to mention the other beasts of the Spiritwood.”
 
   “Oh, don’t you worry about us’n, young master,” the man replied, with another chuckle. “Been here a long time, we have. There’s nothing in the woods that we need to concern ourselves with. We have ways of protecting what’s ours.”
 
   “What might those be?”
 
   The balding man’s smile faltered. He looked as though he wanted to say something, but suddenly his face cracked into a wide grin. “Say, if you have no place else to be right now, what with your friend all healed up, why don’t you come over to the tavern and share a jar with a few of the lads?” Cole looked doubtful, but misunderstanding his hesitation, the men went on, “You won’t even need to dip into your purse, if that’s what you’re worried about, young master. We’ve no use for coin in this village. Everyone pitches in together and pays for favours in kind.”
 
   Cole thought about Raven’s warning. She seemed certain about the presence of danger here, although not about what form it might take. The man’s manner was odd, that was true, but at the same time Cole didn’t get a sense that he presented a threat. His friendliness seemed genuine enough. With a nod, Cole reached a decision. “Thank you, Emmett, a drink would be very welcome indeed.” He would keep a careful watch for any women, fair or otherwise. Perhaps he would even drop the name Lauren into conversation if the opportunity arose, to gauge the villagers’ reactions.
 
   Emmett led him along the dusky streets, his lantern lighting their path. In its glow, Cole was able to see more details of the village. There was something strange about the buildings they passed, and after a while he realised what it was. While the wooden houses and workshops seemed solid enough, they also weren’t particularly well maintained. Patches of moss sprang from the cracks in their walls, and almost every window he passed was covered in a thick layer of grime; several even sported large cracks. While not dilapidated, everything felt tired and worn.
 
   The same was true for the path they walked along. Weeds sprang from in between the cobblestones, while its surface was pockmarked by large holes where entire stones were missing. More than once, his foot caught in one of these, making him stumble.
 
   His eyes were drawn to the clothes his guide was wearing. He hadn’t taken note of them after their first meeting; with Harri’s situation dire, his mind had been elsewhere. But now he saw that the garments worn by the older man were a curious reflection of the village he inhabited. Like all else around them, they had seen better days. His shirt, trousers and cloak all showed heavy signs of wear, with the latter a patchwork of different cloths that had been sewn across gaping holes. There was an odd slapping sound to his footsteps, and when he glanced at the ground, Cole saw that the heel of one of the man’s boots had come away and flapped loosely with every step.
 
   With a growing sense of unease, Cole was about to ask his guide about his attire, when one of the buildings they passed caught his attention. It was the smell that hit him first. An earthy, metallic odour clung to the low, darkened building like an invisible cloud. There was an unpleasant undertone to it that turned his stomach, something rotten. Decay. It had the appearance of a shop of some kind, but there were no distinguishing features to give away its purpose. “Who lives here?” he asked.
 
   “That would be Sullivan. Lives and works there, both.” The balding man continued to clump past the building without slowing. It finally dawned on Cole that his curious, lop-sided gait was due to the disrepair of his boot. “He’s the village butcher, is old Sully.”
 
   That explained the fetid miasma that surrounded the building. Cole recognised it now: the smell of blood, both old and new. He found himself quickening his pace. “A butcher? I know we were in a rush, but as we passed into the village yesterday, I didn’t notice any fields or livestock.”
 
   The older man laughed. “We keep no beasts, that’s true, but we’ve food enough for us and more besides. The forest always provides.”
 
   Cole’s mouth twisted in disgust. He found the idea of eating any of the Spiritwood’s creatures he had seen over the past few days quite repellent. Perhaps there were more digestible animals he had not yet come across. He was about to ask his guide, when the older man stopped outside a large, two-storey building. Muffled voices and laughter drifted out onto the street from within. As Emmett pushed his way inside, Cole glanced up. A painted sign hanging from the eaves of the roof proclaimed the establishment to be The Golden Swine. Below the words a grossly overweight man was depicted, his nose upturned like a pig’s and a yellow crown sitting askew on his head. The man was apparently dancing, sloshing red wine over the sides of the goblets he held in each hand. Perhaps there was meaning behind the name and its accompanying picture, but Cole had no idea what it might be.
 
   Inside, a number of men were gathered around the wooden bar. At first glance, they were not unlike his guide, in mode of dress at least. Most wore shirts, vests and trousers in various hues of grey and brown. These too had worn thin in many places, and were patched with oddments of other cloths. As to their appearance, the men were both distinct and yet similar at the same time. They were all far older than he, but some taller, some shorter. Some were merely greying around their hair, others had gone completely white while one or two had not so much of a strand of hair on their heads. Yet, more than anything, it was the look of them that could have marked them as kin. All were stick-thin, almost skeletal in frame, and bore the same hollow-cheeked visage and sallow complexion. 
 
   All eyes went to the door as Cole entered behind his guide, and for a moment he was taken aback by what he saw there. For a mere moment, the look in those men’s eyes was abject terror. Then, as if at some unspoken cue, the denizens of the tavern broke into wide grins as one, and warm welcomes and greetings were showered upon him. Friendly hands patted his back as he was gently propelled to a vacant chair beside the bar. Without being prompted, the leather-aproned landlord set a flagon of foaming ale in front of him, beaming with pride.
 
   Over the next hour or so, all thoughts of Raven’s enigmatic warning went out of his head. He listened as the villagers laughed and joked with one another, occasionally directing a question towards him and nodding enthusiastically at his responses. There was a slightly sour taste to the ale, but it was still very welcome after the privations of his flight eastwards. Every time he drained a flagon another was placed before him moments later. Before long, Cole’s head was swimming pleasantly. 
 
   He found himself grinning inanely as the conversation flowed around him. He felt warmed by the fellowship of the villagers. Their names left his head almost as soon as they had entered it, but nobody seemed to mind. They appeared genuinely pleased to meet him, though he could not fathom why.
 
   One of the villagers, a tall, grey-haired man named either Jasper, or Jethro – Cole was almost certain it began with a J – was telling an anecdote involving other people he had never heard of before, when he sat up with a start. One of the men, whose head was as bald as a hen’s egg, stood and went to the door. It was then that Cole saw a large scar on the back of his skull, beneath which something round and green was visible beneath the flesh.
 
   Emmett must have noticed his reaction, as he slapped Cole’s back and chuckled. “Jump any higher and we’ll need to fetch a broomstick to bring you down from the ceiling. No need to worry yourself, we all bear the mark.” He turned away from Cole, and parted the hair on the back of his head. It was true, another object was embedded in the skin. Several of the other men did the same.
 
   “What is it?” Cole asked, trying to keep his voice steady.
 
   “A sign of resolve, nothing more, young master,” Emmett replied, grinning. “A stone of a certain hue that shows our fair village is unwavering in its dedication to the faith.”
 
   “You mean, like this?” Cole removed the pendant from within the folds of his shirt. The villagers gawped and gathered close around him.
 
   “Why, that would be the selfsame stone, I’d bet my eyes on it,” said Emmett, marvelling at the crystal. “Nobody told us you were of the faith,” he went on, half to himself.
 
   “Who would have told you?”
 
   The other villagers cast dark looks towards Emmett, who smiled awkwardly. “Just a figure of speech, young master. I was just surprised, is all. It’s rare for us to meet another believer in these parts.”
 
   The disquiet he had felt walking the village streets rose up again within him. “But why are the stones placed beneath your skin? I have never seen such a practice before.”
 
   Some of the smiles around him faltered. “It wasn’t always the way,” Emmett admitted. “When the Brother first visited us, we wore the stones around our necks just as you do, young master. But then, after he had left, the Baron called for us to make a more... binding show of faith.”
 
   “And he was right to do so,” piped up another villager. “We’ve been showered with good fortune ever since that day.”
 
   Cole glanced around the tavern. Like everything else in the village, it showed signs of age. The tables were bowed, their legs uneven. The roof and the beams holding it up seemed to sag. Dust clung to almost every surface. If this was a village overflowing with good fortune, he would have hated to see it before, he decided. “The Baron?” he asked.
 
   “Aye, a great man,” intoned the landlord, Cowley. As he spoke, his left eye began to twitch. He shook his head as if trying to clear it. “We are lucky to be led by one such as he.”
 
   “I saw a big manor house on the edge of the village, I presume that is where the Baron lives,” said Cole. “It didn’t look as though anybody was home.”
 
   “When the moon is red, he sleeps,” Emmett replied. “He will wake soon, though, if he hasn’t already.”
 
   Cole frowned. “He only sleeps during a blood moon? But that happens only once a year, does it not?”
 
   The villagers looked alarmed. One or two coughed nervously. “Just another expression, young master,” replied Emmett soothingly. “It’s just our way of saying the Baron is such a busy man, it is as though he never sleeps.”
 
   Cole fidgeted in his seat. He had grown uncomfortably aware that half of his companions had taken seats between him and the tavern door. A half-finished flagon still sat before him, and he surreptitiously pushed it away. Suddenly, imbibing so freely did not seem like such a good idea. “Emmett, that night you found us, on the road. Why were you there? Surely you don’t make it your habit to roam the Spiritwood after dark?”
 
   The balding man’s smile drained away. He groped for his temple, and kneaded it with his fingers, as if it pained him. “I...I was told that there might be strangers in need of help. Perhaps your campfire was spotted.”
 
   “Yes, perhaps that was it.” Cole tried to keep the doubt out of his voice. We didn’t make a fire the night we were attacked, he thought. He glanced searchingly at the faces around him. As much disquiet as he was feeling, it seemed as though the villagers felt it more keenly. “We were searching for someone, actually,” he told them. “Perhaps you have seen them?”
 
   “It... is possible,” Emmett replied. “Not many pass through our village, but it is not unknown. Who do you seek?”
 
   “A woman. Fair of face. Lauren is her name.”
 
   “Lauren... fair of face...” Emmett repeated his words, his expression confused. Then, his face cleared as realisation dawned. He beamed at Cole. “Who told you to search in these parts for this... fair Lauren?” The other villagers looked at each other, surprised. One or two began to snigger.
 
   “A friend.” It was Cole’s turn to be puzzled. The villagers in the tavern were openly amused now, hiding their smirks behind their hands.
 
   “I think your friend has been playing a cruel jest on you, young sir,” said the landlord, trying to keep a straight face.
 
   “I’m not sure I understand.”
 
   Emmett chuckled and patted his leg. “I have good news for you and bad, young master. The bad news is that I believe it is not a woman you seek, but a place. And the good news is that you’ve found it.”
 
   “Here?” Cole pointed at the floor, uncomprehending. “This village?”
 
   “Faerloren,” his guide replied. “Our village is called Faerloren. A beautiful name, is it not?”
 
   Just then, the door of the tavern burst open, and three men strode inside. They wore steel chainmail and helms. It did not surprise Cole to see that these were stained with rust. The swords they wore at their sides did also not escape his notice. They wore no sigil that he could discern, but there was little doubt that they were guardsmen.
 
   Two remained beside the open doorway while the third, who carried an air of authority, marched towards the bar. “Evenin’ Cowley,” he said. “I hope that you’ve been making our guest feel welcome.”
 
   “Yessir, cap’n,” the landlord replied. “Me’n the boys have been making him feel right at home, isn’t that right?” There was a chorus of assent from the gathered villagers. “The usual, is it?”
 
   “Not tonight.” The guard-captain came and stood behind Cole’s chair. “We’re here on official business. The Baron has woken, and wishes to extend an invitation for a late supper to all our visitors.”
 
   “That’s very kind,” Cole began. “But I’ve eaten only recently, and so I-”
 
   “Attendance is required,” the captain interrupted. He placed a mailed gauntlet on Cole’s shoulder. The grip was friendly, yet somehow managed to convey the sense that, should the need arise, the pressure could be increased significantly. “We wouldn’t want to keep the Baron waiting now, would we?”
 
   “But, my friends...”
 
   The captain grinned. “Don’t worry, lad, they’re being escorted to the chateau as we speak. They’ll be waiting for you when we get there.” He looked around at the villagers. “Anyone else that wants to come is welcome,” he said. “I understand the chef has been slaving away all night to prepare a feast fit to welcome our guests.”
 
   Cole glanced at the other men. There was a hungry look in their eyes, while Emmett’s brow was slick with sweat. “That’s very kind of the Baron,” his guide said. “We’ll give him a few moments alone with the young master and his friends, then we’ll make our way there.”
 
   “Very good.” Still clutching his shoulder, the guard-captain pulled Cole to his feet and marched him from the tavern. As they left, the other guardsmen fell in step behind them. Walking once again through the cool night air, Cole’s eyes were drawn upwards. The moon still hung high in the sky, full and red.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 18
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The grim, forbidding edifice bore no sign, but there wasn’t a soul in Ehrenburg who was unaware of its purpose. None feared the windowless, granite frontage more than the denizens of Copperton, a district so far removed from the grandeur of uptown it might almost have been a different city in its own right.
 
   Crime was not unknown wherever you went in the city, though it was true that the magistrates were less busy now than they had been for a very long time. But just like its people, when it came to the law there was a clear class divide. If a noble or wealthy merchant fell afoul of it, then for those with a large enough purse, a hefty fine paid directly to the imperial treasury was enough to see them returned to the streets within days.
 
   For those less fortunate, while a stay in the palace dungeon was not a pleasant experience, as long as they were able to arrange for an occasional gold coin to be dropped into the hands of their gaolers, their status afforded them certain privileges.
 
   Executions were rare, the gallows and headsman’s block put to even less use than the magistrates. Though still occasionally used for political prisoners, their existence served more as a warning to the common folk. Relics of the city’s barbarous past, they had fallen out of favour during Fat Fredi’s reign, less from a desire for social reform than that monarch’s lack of interest in anything that fell outside his decadent appetites. Upon succeeding his father, and aghast at his wastrel predecessor’s popularity among the common folk, Maximilien had been shrewd enough to see the wisdom in maintaining the status quo. 
 
   So it was that serious offenders ended up in The Pit rather than upon the gallows; in many respects a less merciful fate but at least one hidden away from the public eye. But for all those too poor to pay their fines, and not villainous enough to warrant ending their days in the abyss beneath the palace dungeons, there was Oldgate Prison; not-so-affectionately known by locals as the Copperton Clink.
 
   On this morning, the heavy oaken door that served as the only feature of the gaol’s grey frontage yawned open with a loud creak, and two figures emerged. The first to appear was a toad-faced man, his jowly cheeks shadowed with stubble. A heavy iron ring thick with keys hung from the belt of the greasy leather brigandine he wore, which was adorned with the imperial crest.
 
   He emerged blinking in the sunlight, then turned to grab a second figure that stood hesitantly in the darkness within. “Gerrout here, before I change me mind,” the jailor growled, pulling his charge onto the street.
 
   The young man stumbled and fell to his knees, landing with a squelch in the cold, papery mush that covered the road. Despite his discomfort, he smiled and breathed in a lungful of the chill air with evident relish. A shame I missed snowfall, he thought. He was fortunate the jailor did not see the expression on his face; freed or not, another beating would almost certainly have been his parting gift.
 
   “On your feet, scum.” The ugly man hauled the boy back up and roughly loosed the bonds that held his hands together. “You’re lucky,” he added in low tones, breathing a foul rancid-meat smell into the boy’s face. “I didn’t think you’d ever see daylight again. Like as not the fancy-pants that brought you in has forgotten all about yer. But we don’t forget, does we, Rawls?”
 
   The boy held his gaze. Even a day earlier he might have cowered before one of the men who had done all they could to make the last two years a living hell. But feeling fresh air upon his face brought back some of his former boldness. He turned to leave, but a meaty hand grabbed his shoulder and span him back around.
 
   “So, who was it boy?” the toad-faced gaoler demanded, with a ghastly grin that revealed rows of black, rotting stumps of what may once have been teeth. “Who cares enough about gutter trash to put a fat purse in ol’ Burt’s palm just to set yer loose?”
 
   The boy allowed a thin smile to creep across his lips. “Probably the same one who paid you to drop an extra stale crust in my cell once a week. I know less about it than you do.”
 
   The jailor’s face twisted into a sneer. The boy braced himself for a blow, but it never came. Instead, the gaoler patted his face. “See yer soon, rat,” were his parting words, before his thick frame disappeared back inside the joyless, grey building.
 
   Rawls stood there a moment, shivering. The tattered linen shirt, torn woollen trousers and half-rotted shoes he wore did little to keep out the winter air. Then, he gratefully turned his back on the prison.
 
   He jogged along the narrow, winding streets of the city’s slum district. As the popular Ehrenburgian expression put it, “there’s no silver in Copperton”. Rawls’ feet guided him easily, remembering routes he had travelled more times than he could count; admittedly not a difficult feat to accomplish. He had been born but three streets away from the Clink, and had spent most of his youth in that maze of alleys. Street rat he’d been called, and it was a badge he wore with pride. Rats were cunning, survivors. Having no family of his own, the other street rats had been his brothers and sisters, and he theirs.
 
   His hair streamed out behind him as he ran, and the sensation was so unfamiliar he touched a hand to the locks that tumbled to his shoulders, as black as night. When he’d been taken to the Clink his scalp had been shaved, just like all the rats. It was incredible how much harder it made it for the uptown nobs to identify the waif that had just cut their purse loose from their belt and made off with it, when all were bald. Keeps the nits away too, he thought. But two years in that sunless place had seen his hair grow uncut, and in truth he did not mind it. Perhaps he would even keep it this way.
 
   He reached the mouth of an alleyway murkier than most, and after a wary glance in either direction darted down it. His shoes kicked up brown, stinking puddles as he walked towards a blind wall at the farthest end, but he barely noticed. Compared to conditions inside the Clink it was like striding through virgin white snow.
 
   At the end of the alley was a mess of junk; broken wood, old barrels and the like. With practised ease, Rawls pulled aside a old plank and slipped into the shadows beyond. Behind the board was a broken window at ground level, which led to a darkened cellar. He dropped through and landed lightly on the stone floor within.
 
   As his eyes adjusted to the gloom, he could see huddled shapes all around, and the sound of light, childish snores. It would be some hours yet before the street rats would rise and make their way to the bustling markets of uptown.
 
   Rawls went to one of the sleeping forms, like the others hidden beneath a pile of mouldering blankets. He shook them. “Jax?” he whispered urgently. “Wake up ya scrub!”
 
   The blankets erupted and a shaven-headed boy emerged, a broken bottle in his hand. He held the jagged edge against Rawls’ throat, before recognition dawned. “Well I never,” he said with a grin, lowering the makeshift weapon. “I heard tell that Begrum had paid to spring yer, but none of us ‘lieved it.” The boy’s eyes travelled up to the mass of thick black curls on Rawls’ head. “Cor,” he said in awed tones. “You look like one of the harbour doxies. Is that how you survived the Clink? I’ve half a mind to have a go at yer myself.”
 
   “Fuck you, Jax,” Rawls said mildly. Inside, though, his mind raced. So it was Begrum that had bribed his warders. He knew he threw them a handful of coppers every so often to look after the rats that got sent away, but he’d never heard of the old skinflint coughing up the sums required to buy their freedom. “I came for my stuff,” he added.
 
   The younger boy pointed towards a pile of trash in one corner. Digging through it, Rawls found an old sack with some garments stuffed inside. Eagerly, he pulled off his stinking prison rags, and dressed in the roughspun woollens. He was appalled to find that his wrists and ankles protruded from the cuffs. Even if he had grown no fatter on the meagre scraps the Clink fed its inmates, he had apparently grown taller. Rawls sighed. It would have to do for now. At least his old cloak was there as well, and would help keep him warmer on the streets. After that, though, the sack was empty. “Where’s my cutter?” he asked, turning to Jax.
 
   “Gone.” The boy shrugged. “You’re lucky there’s anything left at all. I hid it deep down so’s no-one would find it.”
 
   Rawls stood, and returned to the window. “Thanks Jax,” he said. Small though they were on him, he felt a bit more like his old self now that he was wearing his own clothes.
 
   “Where’re you going?”
 
   “I guess I’d better go and see Begrum.” With that, he climbed back out into the alleyway, and pulled the plank back down over the window before setting off back the way he had come. There was only one place the man he sought would likely be found at this time of day.
 
   Despite his youth, Rawls was no stranger to many of the city’s taverns and inns. In his time he’d lightened the purses of many patrons whose senses had been dulled by ale, and finding out which landlords were willing to hand out leftover food or dregs of drink to a begging child was one of the first lessons a street rat learned. The taverns of the city were as diverse as its people, running all the way from those grandly decorated, with large hardwood tables and noble clientele, to smoke-filled drinking dens frequented by shadowy, surly patrons, to whom greeting you and slitting your throat were practically interchangeable.
 
   The Charnel Arms sat firmly in the latter camp. Rawls glanced up nervously at the sign hammered crudely onto the front of the building as he approached, that of a hooded figure with skeletal arms crossed over its chest. No name was visible; the locals knew well what it was, and any unwary revellers who stumbled inside never did so a second time.
 
   With a grimace, he pushed open the door, which hung loosely from its hinges, and ducked through the low doorway. The air inside was thick with pungent smoke, through which he could vaguely see a handful of seated forms. He could feel eyes swivelling in his direction as he stepped inside, trying to decide whether he was a threat or a potential mark. With no light source other than a tiny, grime-streaked window, the pub’s interior was plunged into near-darkness as the rickety door swung shut behind him.
 
   Taking care not to bump into any of the figures huddled over their drinks, Rawls picked his way towards the bar. When he mentioned Begrum by name, the landlord, a squat, thickset man, regarded him silently for a few moments before jerking a thumb towards one of the back rooms.
 
   Rawls knocked timidly on the door of the room he had been directed towards. At a barked command from within he pushed it gingerly open. At least here there was light, of a sort. A small, solitary candle sat upon a wooden table, at which a bearded man was seated, the remains of his lunch before him. When he saw Rawls, the man’s face split into a smile that entirely failed to touch a pair of cold, calculating eyes. “Well, well. A lost lamb has found its way back to our little flock.” The man’s speech was rough, like the sawing of logs.
 
   “Hullo Begrum,” Rawls replied, attempting to keep the tremor from his voice. “I just came by to say thanks for getting me out of the Clink.”
 
   “What makes you think it was me?” The bearded man held his gaze as he lifted a morsel from his plate and chewed it slowly.
 
   Rawls didn’t know what to say, unable to express in words that he knew of nobody else with such means, nor any who might care whether or not he stayed behind bars until the day he died. The bearded man smiled again at his confusion. “I jest lad, no need to tax that little brain of yours. So, now you’re free again, what do you plan to do?”
 
   His feet shuffled nervously in the dirt of the floor. “Not sure... I thought I might go back to work, like. I’ll need a cutter though, mine got lost after I got taken away the last time.”
 
   The calculating eyes bore into him. “I don’t think so, lad,” the bearded man said, not unkindly. “I think your cutting days are behind you.” He sighed. “A shame, you were one of my best. You could nab half a dozen purses and be back in Copperton before the first nob realised his coin was missing.”
 
   “I still can,” Rawls blurted. “I might be a bit rusty, but I’ll sharpen up in no time.”
 
   “Oh, I don’t doubt it, my little lamb. Talent like yours cannot be taught. It’s a gift.” The bearded man chewed upon another mouthful from his plate. “It is your size that saddens me. You were small for ten, able to move around the marketplaces with ease, unnoticed. What are you now, thirteen?” Rawls nodded miserably. “Nearly as tall as a man-grown. A minute after you start tracking your first mark, you’ll be dragged away back to the Clink. And nobody would bail you out this time, I think.” He continued to chew, his eyes never leaving Rawls’ own. He could feel himself being weighed up. “It is good, though, that you wish to work,” Begrum went on eventually. “On that, our minds are as one.”
 
   Rawls grinned, as pathetically grateful as Begrum had surely known he would be. “What did you have in mind?”
 
   Begrum shrugged. “An upstairs job, nothing difficult. A merchant who took ship last night, who has happened to leave a bedroom full of valuables behind. Can you spring a lock?” Rawls shook his head sadly. “Climb, then?”
 
   “Like a squirrel,” he replied, pleased to be able to offer something in his favour. “Kept myself fit inside, wasn’t much else to do besides.”
 
   “Good,” said the bearded man, tapping his fingers thoughtfully on the tabletop. “There’s an upstairs window, and the latch is loose. It should be easy enough to get inside. Our friend has hired a guard, but I’m led to believe he lets himself into his master’s wine cellar in the early evening and is passed out by nightfall, his snoring fit to wake the dead.”
 
   Rawls bit his lip. “I’ll need steel.”
 
   The bearded man regarded him levelly. “If you spill blood, lad, there’s nothing I can do to keep you from The Pit if the bulls catch you.”
 
   It would have been easy to slink away, but Rawls stood defiantly. “I’d rather have it and not need it, than need it and not have it. I won’t be taken again, whatever happens. I swear it.”
 
   Begrum stared at him, his face blank. After a long pause he nodded, and drew out a vicious-looking dagger. He held it lightly in his hand, watching Rawls carefully. Then, with a bang he stabbed it point-first into the table, where it quivered. Rawls grabbed at the weapon eagerly, working it free from the wood as he listened carefully to the uptown address he was given.
 
   “Oh, and lad?” the bearded man said, as Rawls turned to leave.
 
   “Yes Begrum?”
 
   The thief-master grinned nastily. “Get that mop cut, you look like a fucking whore.”
 
   Rawls whiled away the rest of the day, killing time. He visited one of the pot-shops, the owner of which had always been friendly to him before he was sent to the Clink, and cadged a bowl of stew of unknown provenance. He ambled along the city’s streets, reacquainting himself with old haunts. When he reached the bustling marketplace, he found himself eyeing up the purses of wealthy shoppers. He smiled. Old habits died hard.
 
   As the sun began to set, he found himself in the wide, paved streets of uptown, and located the house Begrum had directed him to with little difficulty. In the pot-shop, he’d heard people talking about a curfew that had been placed on the city, so rather than risk the attention of the city watch, or bulls as the street rats knew them, Rawls surreptitiously climbed up the side of one of the houses nearby.
 
   He found a nice spot between two peaked roofs, which sheltered him somewhat from the chill wind. As dusk fell, though, his breath started to puff out in front of his face in white clouds. He rubbed his hands together to help keep his fingers warm and limber, while eyeing up the house of the absent merchant.
 
   It was large; three-storeys, and surrounded by a high wall topped with sharp iron spikes. Rawls grimaced at the sight of it, but with relief noticed a tree growing nearby, the upper branches of which nearly overhung the wall. That was his way inside.
 
   Unconsciously, his fingers brushed the handle of the dagger tucked into his belt. Won’t get taken again. He was sure of that. If he could get the job done without waking the guard, well and good. Otherwise, he would do what needed to be done to preserve his freedom. Despite the possibility that he would take another’s life that night, he felt calm.
 
   Rawls found his mind drifting back to the day he was taken. It had happened in the market. For the most part, it was like any other day; choose a mark, follow them, judge when the time was right and then slit the cord holding their purse to their belt. If you were good, and Rawls had been good, then you could snatch the coin and melt away into the crowd before the poor sap realised they’d been robbed.
 
   But on that day he’d been strangely jittery and off his game. Perhaps his finely honed rat’s instincts had sensed what was to happen. Trailing one noble with a particularly fat purse, he’d tripped over a crate of apples and tumbled to the ground. The noble, obviously believing himself to be a kind man, the sort who would help a poor urchin in distress, had turned and held out a hand to lift Rawls to his feet. Like a fool, he’d taken it. He still cursed that moment, cursed the noble for sticking in his beak where it wasn’t wanted. He could still recall the benevolent expression on the man’s face, the wince as he felt the nick of the tiny blade secreted in Rawls’ palm, the dawning realisation of what it signified. The man’s smile had turned to anger, as rough hands grabbed hold of Rawls’ collar. They kept him restrained despite his struggles while the guards were summoned. Two years of his life gone, all because of a box of fruit and a nosy nobleman. Rawls had long ago decided that if he ever ran into the man again, it wouldn’t be his purse that he’d slit.
 
   Perhaps it was that man’s house he was even now planning to break into. The thought amused him, a thin smile creeping across his face.
 
   Rawls was shaken from his reverie by a tiny sound behind him. The clink of a footstep, treading lightly upon slate. Startled, he span round, the dagger clasped firmly in his hand. Surely the bulls could not have found him? His eyes scanned the ghost-like, moonlit rooftops. He was alone.
 
   Or was he? He found his gaze drawn to a deep well of shadow around the base of a nearby chimney-stack. Trying to keep his breathing slow and silent, Rawls crept closer, the dagger held out in front of him in readiness. Not the bulls, he decided; they would have rushed him by now. Who, then? Had Begrum sent someone to keep an eye on him, and make sure the job got done? He wouldn’t put it past the cagey old bastard. He grinned. Whoever it was would regret taking that little assignment when he sent them flying onto the street below.
 
   When he was close enough, Rawls lunged at the shadows, dagger first, but touched only air. Disappointed, he jumped around to the other side of the stack, but the roof behind it was similarly bare.
 
   Puzzled, Rawls took a step back. His heel found a patch of ice and his legs went out from under him, sending him crashing backwards onto the tiles. At the same moment, something slashed through the air above his face, where his neck had been just a fraction of a second earlier.
 
   When Rawls landed, the air knocked from his lungs, he twisted where he lay and saw a black-clad figure standing on the roof behind him. Muttering curses, he scrambled away on hands and knees, then tumbled to one side as the stranger’s blade once again flashed out towards him.
 
   Despite shaking legs, Rawls managed to find his feet, and he shaped up to run. The stranger was too quick for him, however. A mailed hand shot out and grabbed Rawls by his tunic. The part of him that would forever be street rat took over then, pushing his terror aside momentarily. Rawls knew how to fight, he’d been fighting since the day he was born. And importantly, like all street rats who survived beyond childhood, he knew how to win.
 
   As the stranger pulled him close, Rawls flung his head forward viciously, smashing his forehead into the stranger’s face. Or, he realised with slowly dawning horror, where his face should have been. When Rawls looked within the stranger’s cowl, all he saw was his own terrified features staring back at him. He wasn’t ready to give up just yet, however. Without thinking, his knee crunched into the stranger’s groin, and white-hot pain exploded along his leg. Whatever he’d hit, it was as hard as iron. Rawls fell back with a agonised cry, a move that almost certainly saved his life. His tunic tore, leaving the stranger grasping nothing but a tattered fragment of cloth.
 
   Rawls didn’t linger a moment longer. As soon as he touched the ground, he bounced up and staggered across the rooftop, moving as fast as his aching knee would allow. He heard the sound of footsteps on slate behind him, and redoubled his pace.
 
   What was that? He’d never heard of an armour so thick that would allow a man to move so fast and so silently. But if not armour, then what was it? Rawls had never fought an opponent who couldn’t be felled by a Copperton kiss or handshake, yet the stranger hadn’t even flinched.
 
   The footsteps were right behind him now, and Rawls ducked instinctively. The stranger’s blade whistled harmlessly over his head. How long could he go on being this lucky? Realising that flight was no longer an option, he lunged behind another chimney stack. A heartbeat later, when he heard the light tread approach the other side, he jumped out. With one hand Rawls grabbed the stranger’s sword-arm, and with the other struck out with Begrum’s dagger. Again and again he stabbed, the tip of his blade piercing the stranger’s cloak but glancing off something hard within with a ringing metallic sound.
 
   It was a final, desperate ploy, and within moments Rawls could see that it had failed. The stranger lashed out with his free hand, slamming a fist into his sternum. The last of his air flew from his lungs involuntarily, leaving Rawls gasping for breath. God’s teeth, he hits like a mule! Another blow struck him on the side of the head, sending him flying towards the edge of the roof.
 
   Rawls tried to stand, but it was no good. Something deep inside him had been broken, crushed by the stranger’s first punch. He could only watch helplessly as the black-clad stranger approached him one last time.
 
   Fingers as cold and unforgiving as ice plunged into his thick, black hair and jerked his head back sharply. Then, in his final moments, Rawls knew that he had lost his mind. Before his eyes, the stranger’s hand changed. He would have sworn he carried no weapon, but his arm seemed to flow like water just before it slashed down towards Rawls’ exposed neck.
 
   Before the last of his lifeblood drained away, the last sight to come to Rawls’ eyes in this world was of his own headless body, tumbling towards the cobblestones below, as limp as a puppet whose strings had been cut. Then, he was falling, spinning towards it end over end in the night air.
 
   As the darkness claimed him, one last, foolish, thought flashed across his mind: At least I didn’t get taken again.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 19
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   There was no mistaking the Baron’s residence. It was surrounded by a high wall of roughly cut grey stone, around which ran a shallow moat. Cole peered down into it as he was led past the outskirts of the manor house. While the moat no longer presented much of a barrier to invaders, having long since run dry, it was at least still an unpleasant one. The bottom of the channel was a sticky morass of mud, dead leaves and other substances it was probably best not to speculate upon.
 
   They approached a small gatehouse built from the same grey stone, which granted access to the manor’s gardens beyond. It was on a far humbler scale than the one at the Crag, Cole observed, as he approached the structure flanked by the Baron’s guardsmen. However, it served the same purpose. A thick wooden drawbridge, studded with iron, could be raised or lowered by those inside, allowing those on the far side of the moat to enter. The heavy boots of his escort pounded on the bridge, and as they entered the archway beyond a pair of burning sconces cast lively shadows upon the grey stone walls.
 
   Cole examined the passageway with interest as they passed through. Like the outer wall of the estate, the stone used to build it had been cut unevenly, if indeed it had been cut at all. Some stones were larger than his head, others as small as his fist. It gave the impression of being far older than the village that sat beside it, built at a time when the art of construction was far less refined.
 
   Beyond the gatehouse was a garden, of a sort. A wide path of loose stone led between two rows of overgrown shrubs and trailing thornbushes. Some effort had apparently once been made to trim some of the shrubs into novel shapes, but they had remained untended for so long and grown so wild it was no longer possible to discern what those might once have been.
 
   The loose stone crunched underfoot as they made their way up the path towards the manor house proper. Its frontage was wide, four times as wide as the tavern at least. It appeared to be built from the same materials and means as the outer wall and gatehouse, and again gave the impression of being far more venerable than the village around it. Above its second storey, crenellations had been carved into the rock, and Cole saw the dark silhouettes of sentries patrolling slowly back and forth. There was a score of plain, square windows cut into the front of the manor house. At some point during his visit to the tavern, lamps had been lit within, though the effect created was not a cheery one.
 
   The front door was a slab of jet-black wood. Set in the centre was a gold knocker crafted to look like the paw of some great beast. The guard-captain did not bother to use it, however. As they reached the door, he pushed it open and shoved Cole through the entrance.
 
   He found himself standing in a large reception hall, the interior of which was in stark contrast to the decay he had seen elsewhere in the village. A wide staircase led to the upper floor, covered by a luxurious, thick carpet as red as freshly spilled blood. At its foot was a floor of gleaming white marble tiles. The walls were filled with large oil paintings depicting different men in a variety of rich clothes. There must have been a strong family resemblance along the Baron’s bloodline, he decided, as there were striking similarities between the generations. All had the same high cheekbones and mane of golden hair that tumbled past their shoulders. Each had affected a stern expression for their portrait, but their green eyes seemed alive with mischief. The resemblance between them was so strong, that Cole would have assumed them to be the same man, but for the differences in their mode of dress. The subject of each portrait wore clothes obviously of the fashion of his day, with some of the older styles slightly amusing to the modern eye, such as ruffs the size of dinner plates, or tights and codpieces that left too little to the imagination. The earlier ancestors seemed to eschew fine clothes altogether; one in particular had opted for an unusual robe covered in strange runes and sigils, which alluded to an exotic origin. The style of painting also varied vastly from portrait to portrait, obviously the work of different artists.
 
   Several doors led off from the hall, and he was pushed brusquely in the direction of one in particular. Cole heard muffled voices coming from within. His escort paused outside the door, this time choosing to knock. When the room’s occupant bade him enter, he pushed his way cautiously inside.
 
   When Cole saw Raven, he could have cried out in relief. She was standing slightly awkwardly before an enormous stone hearth, in which a roaring fire had been lit to warm the salon. There was no sign of Harri that he could see, but another man was with her. When he first saw him, he started in surprise, for it was as though the subjects of one of the portraits had stepped right out of its frame. The man was tall, and had a noble bearing as he stood straight-backed before the hearth. He had the same high, proud cheekbones and golden hair that he had seen depicted only moments earlier. The latter had been tied so that it fell in a long tail down his back. He cut a striking figure, smartly dressed in a scarlet frock coat, matching breeches and midnight black waistcoat adorned with bright gold buttons. Both he and Raven looked up as the door opened.
 
   “Evenin’ m’lord,” the guard-captain said as he entered, his manner obsequious. “Got the other one here.”
 
   “Ah, another esteemed guest arrives for tonight’s soiree.” The man strode confidently towards him, with a grin that exposed bright white teeth. He grabbed Cole’s hand companionably. “It is a pleasure to welcome you to my humble abode. We receive visitors far too rarely.” Jade-green eyes danced with amusement as they regarded Cole.
 
   “They might be more tempted, Baron, if it didn’t mean risking their lives to come here.”
 
   The Baron tipped back his head and laughed. “Please, call me Sascha. No need to stand on ceremony here... Cole, isn’t it? And you are no doubt correct. Those who seek solitude should be content when they achieve it, no?” Though he spoke the imperial common tongue fluently, Cole detected a trace of an accent in the Baron’s speech, one he could not immediately place. The Baron snapped his fingers, and a liveried servant appeared at his elbow. “Robard, would you be so kind as to fetch our latest guest a glass of wine? The Wiesgarten red, I think.”
 
   “You have a beautiful home, Sascha,” Cole said amiably, as the servant hurried away. “It seems as though it is older than the rest of the village, though.”
 
   The Baron’s eyes glittered. “You show remarkable powers of observation, Cole. You are correct again. This little chateau is the reason why the village founders decided to settle in this spot, for they found it here waiting for them. It seemed a shame to let such a fine place go to waste, so they built their homes around it and the mayor claimed it for his own.”
 
   “Mayor?” Cole frowned. “But he doesn’t live here still? Did you arrive after the village was settled?”
 
   “Oh, I’ve been here for a very long time.” The Baron’s smile broadened as he spoke, but there was a wariness in his eyes that had not been there before. “That mayor is no longer with us, sadly. As for myself, it was eventually necessary for me to... press my claim.”
 
   The servant reappeared, and proffered a clear crystal goblet. Hesitantly Cole took it, and sipped the deep red liquid within. It was delicious; full-bodied and rich. The Baron watched him with interest for a moment, and then stepped towards the door. “If you would excuse me, I must check on the preparations for supper. If you desire of anything, the guards outside the door will attend your needs.” With that, he strode from the room, the door swinging shut behind him.
 
   Raven was staring at him when Cole turned back towards the hearth. “An interesting man, our Baron,” he said. “Where’s Harri?”
 
   “I don’t know. When they came for us at the healer’s house, he had still not awoken. When we arrived in this place, our host summoned me here while his servants whisked Harri away. Somewhere comfortable, they said, to recover.” She chewed her lip pensively. “I don’t like this, it feels wrong.”
 
   “Really? What could be wrong about an ancient fairytale castle in the middle of the most dangerous forest in the Empire?”
 
   Raven smiled, though her air of concern did not abate. “Put like that, nothing I suppose. Even so, we should remain on our guard here. At least he confirmed Harri’s suspicions about where we are.”
 
   “Yes, Faerloren.” Cole grimaced, recalling his embarrassment at the tavern earlier that evening. “Are you going to tell me about it now?”
 
   Raven hushed him to silence. “No, not yet. We are almost certainly being observed, and I would rather not alert them to our suspicions. It’s better that they believe us ignorant.”
 
   “But I am ignorant,” Cole protested.
 
   She smiled again. “I’m sorry Cole, I don’t mean to be obtuse. Just know that the danger is very real, and we must be careful. Beyond that, even I don’t know what we may encounter here. Here,” she added, reaching down to a leather pouch around her waist. “I grabbed it when they came for us, but feel free to take it back.”
 
   Cole caught it as she tossed it towards him. Something stirred restlessly inside, and he heard a muffled curse. “How are you doing?” he asked, as a small hairy head poked through the opening.
 
   “Oh, just peachy perfect, I is,” replied Grume sarcastically. “Snatched up, banged around and then ‘urled frew the air, it’s a wonder it even woke me up.” The little boggit’s nose began to twitch. “Did I ‘ear some biggun say somefin’ ‘bout supper?”
 
   Cole sniffed, and indeed the smells of cooking had wafted into the salon. “Yes, half the village has been invited by the sound of it.”
 
   Grume licked his lips. “Just make sure you drop some of worrever lands on your plate my way,” he said, jabbing Cole in the stomach to emphasise his point. “Bladdy starved, I is.”
 
   “Make sure he stays hidden,” Raven told him. “If they catch sight of him he’s more likely to end up on a platter rather than dining from one.”
 
   Moments later, the guards returned and escorted them to the dining hall. Raven had evidently not noticed the gallery of paintings when she had first entered the Baron’s manse, as her eyes widened as they passed them.
 
   Cole had been joking when he’d told Grume that half the village would be in attendance that evening. But as they entered the grand dining hall, he wondered if perhaps he hadn’t after all touched upon the truth. Two long benches ran parallel along the length of the room, at which more than two-score people were sat, murmuring amongst themselves. At the fair end of the room was a raised dais, upon which a smaller table rested.
 
   It was towards this that they were led by the guardsmen. As they walked past the rows of villagers, many of them glanced up at the newcomers. In each of them, Cole noticed the same peculiar mix of fear and good-humour that he had noted in the tavern that evening. It was as if the two contrasting emotions were vying with one another within them. Just like Emmett and his friends, the villagers here were stick-thin too, their ragged clothes hanging loosely from their frames.
 
   “Welcome once more, esteemed guests.” The Baron’s voice boomed out across the hall. He was standing upon the dais, arms spread wide to greet them. As they reached him, he gestured towards two chairs, before which cutlery and glasses had been laid. When they were seated, he lowered himself into a larger hardwood chair at the head of the table, with Cole on his right and Raven his left.
 
   “Our thanks for your invitation, again, Baron,” said Raven, smiling at their host. “It’s a nice gesture to invite people from the village to feast with us also.”
 
   “It looks like they could do with the extra food,” Cole added. He was a little surprised at Raven’s cordial tone, but as the Baron’s attention transferred to him, he saw her quickly slide one of the knives set before her up a sleeve. The movement was so fast he would not have seen it had he not been looking in the right place at that moment.
 
   The Baron laughed. “It is true, food is a little more... scarce of late than we might wish. But never let it be said that visitors came to our door and found our hospitality lacking. As for inviting in my people, it was a tradition begun by my predecessor, one I was keen to maintain. It is a good tradition, no?”
 
   “Very kind,” Raven replied. “But it is a shame for our friend to miss out on such an occasion. Where did you say he was, again?”
 
   “I checked on him only moments before you arrived, hatabi,” the Baron assured her. “He is nearby, and comfortable. Alas, he has not yet awakened, otherwise I would have had Robard set the place for another.”
 
   Cole frowned. “Your predecessor? Was that the mayor you mentioned, or was there another baron here before?”
 
   The Baron’s eyes twinkled with amusement as he turned to Cole. “The mayor. A kind man, when it came to those he governed. Yet, at the same time, curiously... bitter.” He grinned widely, flashing his white teeth again. They seemed different, however. Sharper. “Ah!” the Baron suddenly exclaimed. “Supper has arrived, and not a moment too soon.”
 
   A handful of servants were making their way along the rows of benches, laying large platters between the villagers, who watched their progress with ravenous eyes. There were some limp, boiled greens that Cole could see, and some hard, dark breads that didn’t look particularly appetising. But the centrepiece of the meal was the meat. Pink, glistening joints were placed along the benches, the steam that rose from them reaching almost to the ceiling. The mouth-watering aroma of roasted meat seemed to fill the entire hall.
 
   No sooner were the joints placed on the benches than the villagers fell upon them, serving themselves with thick, pink slices hacked off with their own knives. Some did not even wait to use their cutlery, ripping ragged hunks off with their fingers. Despite his hunger, the spectacle turned Cole’s stomach.
 
   Finally, a large gleaming platter was placed on their head table. The Baron stood, wielding a long carving knife. It looked wickedly sharp. “I trust no-one will mind if I do the honours?” When neither he nor Raven objected, he began sawing slices from the joint. Up close, there was something about the soft, pink meat that Cole found unnerving.
 
   “Is this pork?” he asked, as the Baron placed a thick, steaming slice onto his plate. “I didn’t see any pigs outside in the village.”
 
   “The forest provides,” the Baron replied with a grin. 
 
   As their host turned to the joint once again to carve for Raven, Cole cut a piece from his own slice and dropped it into Grume’s pouch. Almost immediately, the sounds of happy chewing began to emanate from within. Raven looked at him sharply, and silently mouthed four words: “Don’t eat the meat.”
 
   The Baron made no sign that he had noticed. After laying another slice of meat onto Raven’s plate, he placed the carving knife onto the serving platter, and sat down. Raven eyed the long blade intently, but made no movement towards it. “Are you not eating with us, Baron?”
 
   “Of course! What kind of host would I be if I simply sat and watched my guests eat their fill?” He snapped his fingers, and again a liveried servant appeared behind him, this time holding a covered silver dish. “It is simply that I have very... particular tastes.”
 
   The servant placed the dish before the Baron. With a flourish, he removed the cover to reveal what lay beneath. Raven cried out. Before Cole could even react, she pulled the knife from her sleeve and flung it towards the Baron. It flew end over end, before embedding itself in the wooden chairback less than an inch from their host’s left ear. Cole could only gawp at the dish, his chin hitting his chest the moment the cover was removed. Sitting on a bed of stewed greens was a human hand, the stump bloody where it had been hacked from its wrist. One finger still wore a silver ring, bearing the bow and arrow crest of Hunter’s Watch. Harri’s ring.
 
   The same instant the knife thudded into the wood, the Baron flung up an arm and traced a complex shape in the air with one finger. A second later, Cole felt his arms pinned to his sides. He fought against the invisible force, but it easily overpowered him. Evidently Raven had been affected by the same enchantment, as she struggled vainly opposite him. Whatever sorcery the Baron had used to hold them, it had not affected her mouth, however. She was screaming obscenities at him. “You son of a bitch! What have you done to him?”
 
   “Now, now,” the Baron chided her. “There’s no call for language like that. It is not proper for a guest to insult their host.” He grinned savagely, and this time there was no doubting it. The canines in particular were markedly longer than they had been before, and sharpened to wicked points. “I can reassure you, you will be reunited with your hunter friend before long. Yes,” he added, seeing her startled expression, “I am fully aware of what he is. And who he is.” He tapped the silver ring with a fingertip, the nail of which was now curved like a claw.
 
   Raven’s eyes narrowed. “I’ll kill you,” she hissed. “The last thing you see will be my face as I cut out your heart. I swear it.”
 
   The Baron looked momentarily taken aback. Then his expression of surprise was replaced by an arrogant sneer. “That would be quite some trick, hatabi, one almost worth seeing. However, I would prefer to eat my supper in peace now, I think.” With that, he traced another shape in the air, and Raven’s jaw shut with a snap. He held her venomous gaze as he reached out and plucked the severed hand from the dish. With a sharp jerk, he snapped off a finger, much as one would break off a leg from a boiled crab, and popped it into his mouth.
 
   Cole still sat in shock at the sudden turn of events. He was shaken from his reverie, however, by the sound of munching from the pouch beside him. “Grume,” he hissed down. “Stop eating that! It’s people!”
 
   The boggit’s hairy head emerged to glare at him, his cheeks full. “So?” he demanded. “What does I care? I ain’t ‘ooman.” With a truculent shrug, the little creature disappeared back inside the pouch. The chewing noises resumed, and Cole felt the gorge rise in his throat.
 
   He cast desperate looks down towards the assembled villagers, but the Baron laughed. “I wouldn’t waste your hopes on them, my friend. They are mine completely, you see.” He raised his hand again, and snapped his fingers. This time, one of the drab-clothed figures below the dais climbed unsteadily from their seat. Cole’s heart sank. It was Emmett, the guide who had brought them to the village in the first place and then befriended him. With a rictus grin plastered across his face, the little balding man began to dance an awkward jig. Without any musical accompaniment, he bobbed and hopped on the spot, capering like a fool. Finally, he skipped forwards into a somersault, clambered back to his feet and then dealt himself a vicious slap to the face so hard the sound of it echoed around the hall like the crack of a whip.
 
   “Thank you, Emmett, you may reseat yourself.” The Baron snapped his fingers again and the balding man half-collapsed on the spot, before dragging himself gratefully back to his place on the bench. One of his cheeks glowed red.
 
   Cole shook his head slowly. “No man wields the power to enslave an entire village. There is not enough magic in the world.”
 
   “Magic?” The Baron tipped back his head and laughed, just as he had the first time Cole had met him. This time the sound of it was chilling. “There’s no magic here. Oh,” he said, gesturing airily at Cole and Raven, “I picked up a few parlour tricks here and there in my travels. But the real power lies elsewhere.”
 
   “The crystals.” Perhaps it was his imagination, but Cole was suddenly acutely aware of his pendant resting against his chest. It was as if the stone had become heavier.
 
   The Baron’s eyes glittered. “The very same.” He produced a green stone from a pocket of his coat, and held it up to his eye. “Such beauty. In a thousand years I had never seen their like. Then one day, as I roamed the forest, I came upon an old man pulling a handcart. A monk of some kind. Among his possessions, his clothes and books, he had hundreds of these little stones.” The Baron paused. “Ah, but it is bad manners for the host to carry on so. Surely my story of how I came to be here is of no interest to you, esteemed guests.”
 
   “On the contrary, I think it would be very illuminating.” It was a vague hope, he knew, but Cole thought that if he could keep his host talking, then a way out of their current situation may present itself to them.
 
   “Such a pleasant boy,” the Baron purred. “One of you at least is well-mannered.” Raven shot another furious glare in his direction, as he snapped off another finger and crunched the bone thoughtfully. “Well, it all began that day in the forest, as I said,” he began. “I had chosen a pleasing form that day and the monk showed me them happily, telling me of his beliefs and of a new religion of some kind that was reshaping the world. Honestly, I quickly grew tired of his words and had already decided his fate, but when he showed me the stones, my eyes widened. A plan took seed then in my mind, as he told me of his mission to visit this village.”
 
   “What did you do?” Cole asked, with mounting horror.
 
   “I slew him where he stood, naturally,” the Baron replied matter-of-factly. There was a faraway, wistful look in his eyes, as though he was recalling fond memories. “But rather than continue on my way as I had first planned, I instead took on his form. I found this place without difficulty, for it had served as a home of mine for years beyond count. It had been many moons since I had lived here last, but I knew it still. Imagine my surprise when I returned and found humans living on my doorstep! I could scarcely hide my amusement as I came among them as an old man, pulling a handcart of itchy clothes and promises of redemption. They welcomed me with open arms, can you believe it?” He chuckled, and absently broke off another finger from the severed hand he still held. Cole’s stomach rolled at the crunching sounds as he chewed. “For a year I lived among them, learning their ways. Hanging my pretty baubles around their necks. When I announced I was to leave, the mayor invited me here, the place that had been my home for centuries, and had me for dinner.” The Baron swallowed, then grinned slyly. “It was only polite that I should return the favour.”
 
   Cole frowned. “I don’t understand, why would the villagers follow you after you killed their mayor. Why did you even come here in the first place?”
 
   The Baron hesitated, watching him with interest. “What is this to you, boy, this stone?” he asked after a pause. “What do you see when you stare into it? What do you feel?” When Cole didn’t reply, he continued. “That day in the forest, when the old man spoke, these little stones called out to me. In voices like the twinkling of distant starlight they sang, beguiling me. Even now, as I gaze upon them, they glow like the midday sun and whisper their sweet, delicious promises. They have a beauty unrivalled anywhere in the world. As I beheld them, clasped in that filthy beggar’s grubby hands like so many cherry-pits I knew I must have them. Even then, my plan was crude... brutish when compared to what it in time became.” His mouth twisted in distaste. “I thought to enter their village, to pick them off one at a time like a beast hiding in the shadows. For a short time, that is what I did. Then, an idea came to me.”
 
   He paused, as if momentarily unsure of himself. “To this day I don’t know truly whether the idea was mine or that of my little singing treasures. I began to experiment with those who had chosen to wear my pretty stones. I had already noticed that their natures changed; they became calmer, more pliant. Gradually, it dawned on me that I was able to exert my will over them. Imagine my delight! You should have seen the look on one husband’s face when his lady wife pounced upon and ate a live, fat mouse right in front of him and the friendly monk who had come to visit. Bones, fur and whiskers.” He roared with laughter. The sound of it seemed to shake the chandeliers hanging from the ceiling. “By the time I was washing down the mayor with his own claret, the village was mine.”
 
   “That’s monstrous,” said Cole, with sincerity. He was shocked by the Baron’s gruesome tale.
 
   The Baron eyed him amusedly. “Is the spider monstrous when it dines on the fly caught in its web? Is it monstrous for the eagle to swoop down on the rabbit as it tries in vain to scamper away?” He shook his head. “You should not call anything monstrous for simply acting upon its nature.”
 
   “I see no web, nor wings, yet you liken your actions to those of beasts,” Cole replied. “What are you, Baron?”
 
   “My people are very old, man-child. More ancient than your vulgar, simian minds are able to comprehend. My ancestors saw the rise of mankind. We hunted them, long before your kind worked out which end of a pointed stick they should hold. We were the teeth in the darkness. The fear in the night.” He glanced towards Raven, who had silently observed their conversation with a look of revulsion. “I believe your friend may know our name. Isn’t that right, hatabi?”
 
   He snapped his fingers, and Raven’s mouth flew open. “Rakh,” she spat. “I’ve heard tales of your kind. Savage, mindless beasts. It seems at least one of them has developed some semblance of cunning.”
 
   Smiling, the Baron gave a mocking half-bow as she spoke. “A pleasure to make your acquaintance. Now, as much as it pains me to say it, the hour grows late and I’m sure you must be exhausted after your journey. I’ve had... lodgings prepared for you both, which I’m sure you will find to be to your satisfaction.” He grinned. “Captain, if you would be so kind as to escort our guests to their suite.”
 
   Guardsmen appeared behind their seats, and both Cole and Raven were pulled upright and dragged from the dining hall, still bound by the Baron’s enchantment. Many of the villagers watched them go with sadness in their eyes, but none made any attempt to intervene.
 
   Cole began to feel a tingle in his fingers as they were hauled unceremoniously down a flight of stairs and along dimly lit stone passages. By the time they were hurled roughly inside a small dark cell, after the guards had slammed closed the thick door and drawn heavy steel bolts across it, he was able to move his arms freely.
 
   Raven growled in frustration and prowled the floor of the cell, stopping occasionally to pound ineffectually on the locked door with her bare fists. Cole sank down to the floor with his back against a cold stone wall, unsure what else he could do. As the leather pouch touched the ground, Grume emerged and scampered towards a pile of straw in one corner, burying himself among the stalks. Moments later a low snoring could be heard from that part of the cell.
 
   With a gut-wrenching cry, Raven gave up her futile assault on the door, and slumped onto the ground beside him. 
 
   “I’m sorry about Harri,” Cole said quietly.
 
   Even in the gloom of the cell, he could see the tears sparkling in Raven’s eyes. “He’ll pay for what he’s done.” There was no need for her to say who she was referring to. “I made a vow to kill him, and I won’t rest until I put an end to his foulness.”
 
   Cole stared down at his hands, unsure how to respond. There was a conviction to her voice that disquieted him. Despite their bleak situation, he would not have traded places with the Baron at that moment.
 
   After a few moments of silence, he turned to Raven again. “I think,” he said, “that it’s about time you finally told me what you know about Faerloren.”
 
    
 
   *      *      *
 
    
 
   “You have to remember, most of this happened before I was born,” Raven explained. “Everything I know about the lost village is pieced together from what I’ve heard from others; the hunters and others who know some of its history. But nobody knows everything, and some parts may be exaggerations, guesses or outright lies.”
 
   She raised an eyebrow at Cole, who nodded to show that he understood. Raven settled herself on the floor and tried to order her thoughts. It wasn’t difficult, as it was a topic that had been much on her mind over the past two days.
 
   “It all began after the northern rebellion,” she told him. “As strange as it sounds, for years after that the land was at peace. The northern lords had no interest in conquest, they only sought to regain what had been lost, and won it back without much difficulty. For his part, the emperor... the last emperor that is... had little stomach for war. The north was far enough away from his capital that, after it was lost, it was easy to simply shrug his shoulders and try to forget that it had ever belonged to the Crown.”
 
   “But the peace didn’t last.”
 
   Raven shook her head. “He died, and his son ascended to the Golden Throne. Maximilien is a different animal to his father in most ways, and he wasted no time in declaring the northern lords traitors and mobilising the Legion for war, with his son at its head. Where peace had reigned before, now the land was in turmoil. The young men of the Empire were conscripted to the army, and farms were stripped of their grain and livestock to feed them. Almost every smith in the south laboured night and day to forge armour and weapons, and the taxes levied to pay for it all were thrice what they had been previously. Many of the common folk resented that the Crown had taken away their livelihoods, stolen their sons away from them to fight a war none wanted. What is the north to the people of the south? Few of them had been there, nor met anyone that had. Many starved in the first winter, with not enough food left over to feed the common folk, no money to buy bread. It was a dark time.”
 
   “So what did they do?”
 
   “Severe punishments were meted out to the few that tried to stand up against what was happening. The Legion prefects in the towns and cities of the south were quick to carry out public floggings, or even executions, to keep the rest in line. Eventually, some decided that enough was enough, that rather than starve they would abandon their homes and townships, and seek a better life elsewhere. But the Empire covered the entire land, to the east, the west and the south. There was only one choice remaining to them.”
 
   Cole nodded. “They came north.”
 
   “Less than a year before the Legion was finally ready to march against the northern lords, a few hundred men, women and children of the Empire made the same journey. They came as refugees and, seeing they were no threat, the people of the north took them in and gave them shelter. But those that had fled their homes dreamed of a place of their own, and sought to found a village that was theirs alone. They searched, but were unable to find a parcel of land that didn’t already belong to another lord. They had had enough of living under such a yoke, having their lives and livelihoods in the hands of nobles that could claim either or both on a whim. But they kept on looking, and eventually they found somewhere that nobody laid claim to. The Spiritwood.”
 
   “Why did nobody warn them about how dangerous it is?”
 
   Raven shrugged. “As the hunters tell it, many did. But the southern folk didn’t listen. Perhaps they believed the stories to be old wives’ tales, stories of ghouls and ghosts that were told to naughty children to make them behave. They went to the Spiritwood and built their village, a place where they could be free. But they were not abandoned. As you know, the men of the Watch feel a great duty towards those that enter this cursed forest, and for many years they kept a watchful eye over this village, Faerloren. The villagers probably didn’t even realise it, but their borders were patrolled regularly. The hunters kept the worst of the Spiritwood’s dangers away from them, for as long as they could.”
 
   “But it didn’t last.”
 
   “It was perhaps foolish of the hunters to think they could protect them forever,” said Raven, staring at her boots.” I have heard different explanations down the years. That they had thought to do it just long enough for the people of Faerloren to realise their peril and abandon their homes a second time. That the villagers found out what they were doing and chased them away. Some say they should not have intervened in the first place, that by sheltering them against most threats it meant they left them completely unprepared to face a greater danger when it appeared. I don’t know who has the right of it.” She sighed. “All anyone knows for sure is that eventually the sentinel failed. One day, when the hunters came to Faerloren, the village had simply vanished.”
 
   “Wait,” Cole interrupted, incredulously. “You mean the houses were empty? That the people were missing? A whole village can’t just disappear. And anyway,” he went on, becoming heated, “we found it. We’re there now!”
 
   Raven tapped her foot impatiently, waiting for him to finish. “Nevertheless,” she continued after his ire faded, “that is precisely what happened. This is one point all the stories I have heard agree upon. One day, the hunters came back, and where the village had stood was just trees. No trace of them remained. No houses, no roads; even the old stone manor house, that had stood for centuries, had disappeared. They say that it was as if the forest had swallowed Faerloren and its people whole. They searched for it, for a long time. The paths through the forest have a way of moving when nobody is looking, the trees shifting to confuse unwary travellers, but the hunters are experienced and know the Spiritwood’s tricks well. After months of looking, eventually they had to give up. Faerloren was gone.”
 
   Cole puffed out his cheeks. “So what happened to them, to this place?”
 
   “Nobody knows. Or rather, nobody outside the Spiritwood. I suspect our host might be able to provide some answers.”
 
   “You called him something upstairs. Rat?”
 
   “Rakh,” Raven corrected. “In Whitecliff and Ehrenburg there are harbourside taverns where the sailors of trading vessels gather when they’re in port. You hear a lot of stories about their homelands. I’ve heard those of the east talk about the Rakh. They fear them still, although they are more like legends than real creatures you might encounter. The traders of Xanshi describe them as spirits... demons that prowl the deepest, darkest jungles of their land, preying on the unwary. According to their legends, the rakh can alter their appearance, but only for a time. Eventually the illusion fades to reveal their true faces.”
 
   “They wield magic?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Raven admitted. “Before, I would have said it was more of an ability, a type of natural camouflage. I’ve heard tell of lizards that can change their colour as easily as you and I breathe. But now, I’m not so sure.” She tapped her foot again on the ground as her mind worked. “If more of his kind wielded this kind of power, we would know about it, I think. He said himself that the green crystals allow him to hold sway over the villagers’ minds. Perhaps they also allow him to grow his own power, to cast an illusion over the entire village just as the rest of his kind disguise their appearance. To hide it from the eyes of others.” She shrugged again. “It is probably as good an explanation as any.”
 
   They sat in silence for a time, each lost in their own thoughts. In a sudden flash of anger, Raven slammed her fist into the floor. “Those damn crystals!” she cried. “Do you see now why I reacted the way I did, that night in Bear’s forge? There’s evil in them, I saw that a long time ago. Yet you toy with them, as though roaming around in people’s dreams is a... a game!”
 
   Cole’s cheeks burned hotly. “There’s power in them, I can’t deny it... but evil? Raven, they’re just stones. They’re not alive. Nobody understands what they can do, not fully, but-”
 
   “Exactly!” Raven exclaimed. “That’s the problem, can’t you see that? Nobody understands the power of these crystals, yet your Brotherhood pokes around at them anyway, experimenting. Handing them out like sweets at a village fair! This Baron, whatever he is, has some sort of connection to them, even more powerful than yours. Even that idiotic little gremlin tapped into their energy somehow that day in the fens, and I think he was as shocked by it as you were. All it takes is for something evil, and powerful, and...” All the blood drained from her face as the realisation came to her. “Cole, people all across the Empire wear these stones. Not all, but thousands. Tens of thousands!”
 
   Cole blanched. “You think there are others out there, like the Baron?”
 
   “Perhaps, but I don’t think so.” Raven rubbed her temples. “I think I would have heard if there were others out there like him. The rakh have never been seen in the west, I’m surprised even one made it to our land. The Baron has stayed hidden this long because he found the Spiritwood, but thankfully there are few places like this in the Empire, where the darkness holds sway. But there could be other... things, that are even worse.”
 
   Cole looked around their cell. “We probably ought to worry about ourselves for now. If we can get out of here, then we can think about what to do.” He sighed. “If there even is anything we can do.”
 
   “There’s always something that can be done.” Raven climbed to her feet and began to pace the stone floor of the cell, examining the walls. “As long as a single candle burns, then the darkness can never prevail. No matter how small the flame, hope remains.”
 
   “I think that’s the most optimistic thing I’ve ever heard you say,” said Cole as he rose to join her.
 
   “I’ve kept my hope alive for twenty years, Cole,” she replied. “Without it I would not have been able to keep going.”
 
   “Hope for what?”
 
   Raven stared at him searchingly, her ice-blue eyes boring into his own. Then the intensity went out of them and she sagged slightly. Plainly she had not found whatever she had been looking for in him. “My father, Cole. Twenty years ago a Brother with bright green eyes came to my village and took him. Took everyone, right from in front of me. I tried to help but there was nothing I could do. All this time, I have been searching for him. The hope I hold on to is that he is still out there, alive.”
 
   The description of the cleric was not lost on Cole. “You think this man was the Archon?” The look in her eyes was enough confirmation. “I’m beginning to understand why you came with me,” he said slowly. “A month ago I would have said that you were mad, to think that the head of the Order should do something like that. But after what happened at the Crag... a man who would do that is capable of anything. But why would he kidnap people from your village?”
 
   “I never found out.” Raven folded her arms and stared at the floor. “One memory of that night always confused me, until now. I saw people from the village, our friends, helping the Brothers. I couldn’t understand how people I had known my entire life could do something so evil.” Her voice wavered, as though she was fighting to keep strong emotions in check. She looked up and met his gaze, a fury in her eyes. “After seeing what the Baron has done to the people of Faerloren, I think I understand it better now.”
 
   Cole was aghast. “You think the Archon is a rakh?”
 
   “No,” Raven replied after a brief pause. “At least, I don’t believe so. I think he is just a man, who wields a power not unlike your own. He and the other Brothers at my village were handing out green crystals to those that would come and listen to them preach. Nobody had seen their like before, and after a few weeks it was rarer to see someone not wearing one of the Order’s stones than it was to see one who was.” She smiled ruefully and shook her head. “He even gave one to me, told me to stare deep within it. I don’t know what he expected to happen, but he seemed disappointed when nothing did.”
 
   “What happened to it?”
 
   “I kept it for a time, mostly because I forgot about it. When I eventually found it in the pocket of a dress I had not worn for a long time, I threw it away. After that night, I didn’t want it anywhere near me.”
 
   “Twenty years is a long time, Raven.” As he spoke, Cole’s eyes were fixed upon the floor, unable or unwilling to meet Raven’s gaze.
 
   “He’s still out there,” she replied defiantly. “He’s alive. I know it.”
 
   Cole shifted uncomfortably. Nevertheless, he replied, “I’m sure you’re right.”
 
   “Yes, well, there is nothing we can do while we’re still locked up in the Baron’s dungeon. Or pantry, even.” Raven’s face twisted with distaste. “Fortunately, there is a way I think we can escape before we find out whether he sees us as prisoners or his next meal. I’m not sure if it will work, but... why are you smiling?”
 
   “I have a plan of my own,” Cole replied smugly. “I thought of it as soon as the guards locked the door. Well,” he admitted. “Not quite as quick as that, but as soon as I saw that window.”
 
   Raven glanced doubtfully up at a small grille near the ceiling on one wall. It was less than a shoulder-width across and barely a hand tall. “I doubt our stay here will be long enough for either of us to slim down enough to fit through there, Cole. Even if we could remove the bars.”
 
   Cole grinned. “One of us can, and we won’t even have to so much as bend a single bar.”
 
   Realisation dawned on Raven’s face. “Cole, no...”
 
   But he was already approaching the pile of straw in the corner. He rummaged within the stalks, and dragged a bleary boggit from within its depths. “Oi, gerroff!” cried Grume.
 
   “Listen a moment,” Cole told him. “We’re in trouble and we need your help.”
 
   “’Elp, is it?” The boggit eyed them darkly. “A bit rich to ask The Impending Grume for ‘elp after man’andlin’ me all the way across this bladdy forest.”
 
   “I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t important.” Cole kneeled down as low as he could, to look the little creature in the eye. “Harri’s in mortal danger. We all are. We need to find him and get out of this place before the Baron’s men come back. Will you help us?”
 
   A pair of yellow eyes squinted at him suspiciously. “Wot’s in it for me?”
 
   “Our eternal gratitude,” Cole replied, trying to ignore the sound of Raven’s boots tapping impatiently on the flagstones behind him. “You’ll be a hero, Grume. You’ll earn any reward you like, just name it.”
 
   The boggit appeared to consider the proposal. “Wot would I ‘ave to do? I ain’t promisin’ nuffin,” he added hastily, prodding Cole’s nose with a sharp claw.
 
   “Excellent.” Cole picked up the boggit, carefully this time, and raised him up to the grille. “We can’t fit through these bars, but you can. I need you to go out there and run into the village without anyone seeing you. Go to the healer’s house, see if he can be convinced to help us. If he can’t, or won’t, then run to the road. Find a caravan, or a hunter, and tell them where to find us.”
 
   For a long time, the boggit made no reply. He stared through the bars, a thoughtful expression on his squat, hairy face. “Lemme get this right,” he said at last. “You want me to go out there,” he pointed through the tiny window, “and go scamperin’ frew an ‘ooman village, lookin’ for the one ‘ooman who might not want to eat yers. Then, I’m to go runnin’ frew the bladdy forest, frew all the slinky-wotsits and soul-doodads, lookin’ for groups of armed ‘oomans, an’ bring ‘em back ‘ere. That right?” Cole beamed, and nodded.
 
   “Cole...” Raven sighed behind him.
 
   “Right then,” the boggit sniffed. “I’ll do it.”
 
   Cole looked up at Raven, triumphantly. “Wonderful,” he said to the little creature. “Thank you Grume. I promise, we won’t forget this.”
 
   “Yer, wotever,” the boggit muttered as Cole lifted him to the bars. With a small grunt of effort, his hairy frame squeezed through the narrow window. He cast an unreadable glance behind him, towards Cole’s expectant, upturned face, and then scuttled towards a cluster of trees.
 
   “That’s it,” Cole hissed. “Just go through there... and...” He trailed off as he watched the boggit scamper up a tree and vanish into a hole in the trunk. A few moments later, the sound of snoring carried through the air towards them. Cole’s shoulders slumped despondently.
 
   “If you’ve quite finished fooling around,” said Raven behind him. “Then I think we ought to discuss my plan.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 20
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   There was something uniquely refreshing about the sea air, Caspian reflected. He felt revitalised. The sapping fog that had clouded his mind after hours spent poring over dusty books had been blown away by the fresh, salty sting of the breeze.
 
   He had emerged from Captain Brandt’s cabin an hour earlier, blinking in the sunlight and wanting to clear his head. The captain was stood at the helm, while Sten sat amidships making repairs to a white canvas sail.
 
   Captain Brandt nodded a greeting as he appeared, but otherwise kept his attention on the sea before them. The Havørn continued its journey along the coast, which they kept within sight on their port side. Everywhere else, nothing but endless waves stretched all the way to the horizon.
 
   Caspian was slightly surprised to find that the evening was already closing in fast upon them. Yet again he had whiled away an entire day working his way through the Elder’s correspondence and several other tomes he had liberated from the Crag. He made his way to the bow, where he settled himself down next to a coil of rope.
 
   He had stayed there, watching the sun sink towards the horizon before finally disappearing from view. He felt strangely at peace, gazing out into a sunset that painted the sky in a variety pinks and oranges. Even the ocean had taken on a warm glow, reflecting the breathtaking palette of the evening. The weather was calm, and he no longer noticed the gentle swell of the ship as it cut through waves no higher than his knee. On a day like this, it almost seemed as if they were flying.
 
   As the sun disappeared, so too the sky gradually darkened until one by one the stars came out. With the coming of night, the temperature dropped. Caspian blew in cupped hands to warm them. He could return to the cabin, but he wished to stay outside for longer. From below decks, the smell of cooking wafted up to him on the breeze. Soon enough he would be called down to supper, and the thought of hot food was pleasing. Dorric was about as far from a skilled chef as it was possible to get, yet that did not bother him as much as it did the others. As Cole would doubtless point out if he were there, they had suffered far worse in the Crag’s dining hall.
 
   “You’ve come a long way, lad.” Caspian turned at the sound of the voice, and saw Captain Brandt clumping up the deck towards him. The watch had changed, and Nikolaj, the first mate, had relieved him at the ship’s helm.
 
   “Yes, almost three hundred leagues.”
 
   The captain chuckled softly, and sat down upon the coiled rope beside him. “That as well,” he said. “It’s a long voyage, no doubt. Almost the entire length of the Empire. But you’ve come along just as far in that time. Three weeks ago, you would have been hanging over the side of that rail, and it wouldn’t be the stars you were watching.”
 
   “Ah, I see.” Caspian smiled. The captain was right. In less than a month he had gone from a callow youth whose insides would turn to water the moment he set foot on a boat, to one who could happily while away his evening watching the waves roll past and daydream about supper. Perhaps he had even lost some of that callowness along the way. He thought of the place beneath the mountain, what they had found there. He was perhaps one of only four people living to have seen such sights. “I suppose events can shape a person as much as the other way round.”
 
   “True enough.” There was a sudden flare of light as the captain struck his tinderbox. He held the orange flame to the bowl of his pipe, and puffed its stem until the tobacco began to smoulder. “A while ago you told me that when all this is done, you wanted to return to the Crag, to pick up your old life again if you could. Is that still your wish?”
 
   Caspian looked out towards the ocean. All was dark now. He could only see the outline of the land because its shadow blocked out the shining of the stars. “I don’t know,” he admitted. “I thought I would. Want to go back, I mean. But since we went into the mountain, I feel... different, I suppose. There’s a lot more to the world than I thought. Before, when I was at the Crag, when I looked out across the sea I’d be afraid. I didn’t know what was out there, and it scared me. I still don’t know what’s out there, but I find myself staring at the horizon, wondering.” He breathed in a lungful of sea air. “I think I want to find out what else is out there.”
 
   Captain Brandt smiled. “Some people think of their lives as a straight road, one that sees them born at one end and dead at the other and a simple path between the two. But they’re wrong, lad. Life is like the sea: vast and full of possibilities. Hidden depths and strange currents. Dangers. You plot your own course, but at any time a storm can blow up. It can send you off course, or destroy you. You have to decide whether to change direction or ride it out, and often you don’t know if your choice was the right one until the storm has passed. The important part is being free to choose. Being able to adapt to every new situation, having the courage to choose a different path for yourself and taking opportunities as they come... those are the secrets to a happy life.”
 
   Caspian nodded, mulling over the captain’s words. Upon first leaving the Crag, he had perhaps been too focused on what he had lost, but no longer. His old life was gone. He’d known that, deep down, for a long time. It had just taken a while for him to accept it. But, that life... was it something he ever wanted for himself, or a future that had been thrust upon him? He had yielded to his parents’ wishes. For the first time, he could sense a vast world of possibilities stretching out in front of him in every direction. The thought of it was dizzying.
 
   Just then, there was a call from below-decks. Dorric had evidently completed whatever culinary delights he had in store for them tonight. Caspian and Captain Brandt made their way down to the hold together, the latter nodding to the first-mate as they passed the quarterdeck.
 
   The Havørn was not a large ship, and the hold beneath the deck was cramped. Hammocks the crew used for sleeping jostled for space with crates and barrels of supplies; salt pork, smoked fish, fruit and vegetables that grew less appealing the longer their voyage lasted, fresh water and other assorted items. Many had been looted from the Crag’s larders, but Caspian viewed them without guilt. The dead had no need of such provisions.
 
   Towards the stern, space had been given over to a small living area for the crew; a table that was used for eating, playing cards or whatever else they found to amuse themselves during their free time. Lanterns hung from hooks on either side of the room, swaying in time to the movement of the ship, casting lively, dancing shadows on each wall. Racks of weapons were also kept here: harpoons, cutlasses, hatchets and a couple of enormous, heavy bows. Not for the first time, Caspian reflected that Sten was likely the only member of the crew who would be able to fire one of these powerful weapons with any degree of control or accuracy.
 
   Beyond the small dining area was an even smaller galley, where the pots, pans, utensils, crockery and all else Dorric required to keep the crew fed were kept. He emerged from the doorway now as Caspian came down the steps. He carried a large, steaming pot with two hands, and deposited it on the table. Jan and Sten had already taken their seats, and Captain Brandt settled himself at the head of the table.
 
   Caspian observed the crew of the Havørn as they waited to be served. They had been strangers to him a month ago and, despite time spent in their company, they still were to varying degrees. Jan was the youngest of them, bar himself. Tall and skinny, with a matted, unkempt thatch of greasy dark-blonde hair. As far as Caspian could tell, the crew were not adverse to his company, but Jan was probably the one he had warmed to the least. He was fairly certain the feeling was mutual. The youngest crewman was quick-witted, as he had shown with countless barbs and taunts thrown in his direction, and wore an almost ever-present sneer upon his face.
 
   Dorric could not be more different. He would never again see his twenties, Caspian judged, and an amiable smile was never far from his portly features. In contrast to Jan, Dorric was entirely guileless and, while not dim-witted, neither would he ever challenge the greatest thinkers of the Empire.
 
   Sten, on the other hand, was an enigma. The burly crewman was a clear head taller even than Jan, but whereas the younger man was gangly, Sten’s frame was a solid block of muscle. Yet, for all that, he was perhaps the most quiet and unassuming of the men aboard the Havørn. Most questions directed his way would receive only a word or two in reply, if that, and he would never himself volunteer opinions or information. His skin was slightly darker in tone than any of his shipmates, indicating that he came originally from a warmer climate than the northerners. Whatever went on inside his shaven head was a mystery to Caspian... and also the captain, he believed. He wasn’t even sure if his ship-mates knew Sten’s real name – he had only ever heard him called by the nickname they themselves had given him.
 
   Captain Brandt watched the others silently, as Dorric retreated back to the galley. It was the captain with which Caspian was most familiar. Aside from Nikolaj, he was the eldest, approaching his middle years. He managed to partner a friendly disposition with an air of authority that Caspian had never seen challenged by any of the crew. While other captains might need to retain command through discipline and brutality, Captain Brandt seemed to inspire the loyalty of his men through force of personality alone. He had seen him rebuke a crewman for sloppy handiwork or inattention, but that was as far as it ever went. That always seemed to be enough. Of all of them, he also probably took the most care of his appearance; his red-brown hair and beard, tinged with grey, were never ungroomed and the captain’s topcoat and tricorn hat he was never seen without were never besmirched. His only vice appeared to be the clay pipe that rarely went unlit whenever the captain had a moment to himself.
 
   The only crew-member not at the table was Nikolaj. The oldest of the Havørn’s sailors, with grey hair and skin made leathery through decades spent at sea, he played his cards nearly as close to his chest as Sten. All Caspian knew was that he had fought in the northern rebellion and finished on the losing side. For whatever reason, the Bloody Prince had spared him and his compatriots, yet Caspian had never heard the first-mate say a kind word about the emperor’s eldest son.
 
   “Smells good, Dor, did you finally run out of slop to feed us and get down to the good stuff?” said Jan, eyeing up the cookpot.
 
   “Cheeky scrub,” Dorric replied good-naturedly as he bustled back in from the galley. He carried a large platter that made everyone’s eyebrows rise as they saw it. On top was a great pie, its crust a warm golden brown, the mere sight of which made Caspian’s mouth water. “Special grub tonight, captain’s orders.”
 
   Captain Brandt merely smiled as Dorric ladled the steaming contents of the pot into five bowls. This turned out to be a leek and root vegetable pottage, which was more in keeping with the usual fare served up by the Havørn’s erstwhile chef.
 
   When Dorric began to cut the pie into portions, revealing the meat and rich brown gravy within, the captain disappeared into the galley himself. He returned moments later with a dusty green bottle. The crew looked on with eager faces as he popped the cork and splashed a pale golden liquid into half a dozen pewter cups.
 
   “Cantrovian sunwine,” he said by way of explanation, as he handed a full cup to each of them. “I had a bottle set aside, and it seemed like as good a time as any to break the seal.”
 
   “Special occasion, captain?” Caspian asked.
 
   “Aye lad. We celebrate the last night of our voyage.”
 
   Caspian’s eyes opened wide. “You mean we’re here? Bloodstone?”
 
   Captain Brandt smiled, his eyes twinkling. “Aye, just about. If the weather holds, we should reach Bloodstone harbour by dawn.”
 
   Dorric and Sten took large, thirsty gulps of the golden wine, but Jan’s eyes narrowed. “Tis bad luck to toast a voyage before it’s done, cap’n.”
 
   Captain’s Brandt’s smile faded. “The toast is made on the last night, which this is.” It was clear his good-humour had been spiked by the young sailor. “These waters are patrolled by Legion frigates. There are no pirates within fifty leagues. We should be pleased that we’re all here able to make a toast at the end of such a perilous journey.”
 
   “As you say, cap’n,” Jan replied sullenly.
 
   Caspian sipped at his wine. The taste was fruity and sweet, and brought a warm glow to his stomach. “So what is the plan for tomorrow?” he asked. “We’ve been focused so much on the journey that I don’t think we’ve talked about what we would do once we reached our destination.”
 
   “We bring word of what took place at the Crag, and our suspicions about the Order.” The captain cut a slice of pie and chewed appreciatively. “Bloodstone is the Legion’s chief stronghold in the south-west,” he went on. “There will be someone of authority there, someone close to the emperor’s ear. We find him, tell our stories and see what he decides. It is possible they will want to take you to the imperial palace itself.”
 
   Caspian did not like the sound of that. “And if he does, am I to go alone?”
 
   The captain looked down at his plate, unable or unwilling to meet his gaze. “It would not be for us to decide, not here anyway,” he replied evasively. “All that is important is that the emperor hears the truth of what happened from one who saw it with his own eyes. Then those that murdered our countrymen can be brought to justice.”
 
   “You know,” Jan interjected, spitting out flecks of pastry as he spoke, “we could just have sent a bloody pigeon and saved ourselves a journey.”
 
   Captain Brandt shook his head slowly. “This is too important to take such risks. Birds can be shot down, their messages intercepted. They could be killed by a hawk. Even if they get to where they’re meant to be, there’s no telling if their message finds the right person. It could just as easily be found by one who wants to cover up the truth.” He glanced at Caspian. “The emperor needs to hear it told to his face.”
 
   Jan smirked. “You’re lucky the old man is up top. The way you talk about Old Bones, anyone would take you for a royalist.”
 
   The captain’s face reddened, but he said nothing. He merely glared at the young crewman until the smile left his face and he looked away, abashed. “I’m no imperialist,” he said at last. “But it’s what needs to be done. The Order has wormed its way into favour. I’ve heard that almost no decision is taken now without the Archon’s approval. The emperor needs to hear what he has done, and hopefully the land will be rid of their influence. I wouldn’t give a stream of piss in a monsoon for the emperor, but his decisions affect tens of thousands. It’s for those that we undertook this voyage.”
 
   “And don’t forget the riches, cap’n,” said Jan, his eyes glittering with avarice.
 
   “Riches?” Dorric’s head turned from side to side as he looked at them both questioningly. “What riches is that, then?”
 
   “Basic’ly saving the emperor’s life, ain’t we?” Jan’s weasel face split into a grin. “Carrying him word that his trusted advisor is planning to do him in. Saving the common man might be good enough for the cap’n, but I won’t be happy until I’ve got a fat golden reward in my purse.”
 
   “Riches.” Dorric sighed happily. “How much will we get, d’you think?”
 
   Jan speared a lump of meat on the end of his fork, and waved it airily as he spoke. “How much is the life of the high and mighty emperor worth, Dor? Quite a bit, I’d say. We’ll prob’ly need to clear extra space in the hold for all the chests of riches the prefect will shower on us when we reach Bloodstone.”
 
   “As long as it’s enough to stand the lads a few rounds in the ‘Maid, that’s enough for me,” Dorric said firmly.
 
   Jan laughed. “Might even be enough to buy that ale-soaked pile of matchwood. Not that you should, Dor. You’d drink yourself into the ground inside a month, you old sot.”
 
   Dorric didn’t seem upset by the barb. “What about you, Sten? What will you do with your share of the reward?”
 
   The big sailor looked up from his plate, which up until then had occupied all his attention. He stared into space thoughtfully for a few moments, as if carefully considering the question. Then he shrugged and turned back once again to his food.
 
   Jan’s eyes rolled. “Too chatty you are, Sten. That’s your problem.”
 
   The sailors continued to argue good-naturedly about what they would do with the proceeds they would receive for bringing word of the Archon’s possible betrayal. Caspian poked at the food on his plate, letting their words wash over him. He’d lost his appetite. “What if you’re wrong?” he asked quietly, speaking aloud what had been bothering him. “What if the emperor knows already?”
 
   “Then the situation is more dire than we thought.” Captain Brandt took another bite of meat and pastry. His own appetite was apparently unaffected. “But I think not. What happened to your fellows up on that blasted rock didn’t feel like imperial decree. The Archon was acting alone and covering his tracks so that others wouldn’t find out, I’d stake my life on it.”
 
   They talked a while longer, about less important matters. Jan and Dorric were already planning their return to Westcove... a journey that it seemed he would not be making. Sten made solid progress through his meal, the only one of those sat at the table to clear both his plate and bowl. The mix of meat, pastry and the thick, oaty stew had been too much for Caspian, who picked at both before pushing his chair back and excusing himself.
 
   He made his way back to the upper deck. The stars were still out, twinkling in the night’s sky. The sounds of merriment drifted up to him from below, but he didn’t regret his decision to leave the crew’s gathering early. He was tolerated by them, to varying degrees, but would never truly be one of them. For their part, the crew of the Havørn were always slightly guarded whenever he was around. He didn’t blame them, not truly. Despite hailing from Westcove he was still an outsider; a member of the Order who were viewed with deep suspicion by most of those in the north – and after recent events he could not even say they were wrong.
 
   Without quite knowing why, Caspian found himself strolling towards the rear of the ship. He climbed the steps leading to the quarterdeck, and leaned over a rail close to where Nikolaj stood at the ship’s wheel. He stared gloomily out across the dark water.
 
   “It’s more usual to celebrate reaching the end of a long voyage, boy, yet you look as like to throw yourself into the waves.”
 
   When the first-mate spoke, Caspian was so startled he almost leapt over the rail. It was the first time he’d ever spoken to him directly. “I was just thinking... about our journey. About tomorrow.”
 
   “Ah.” Nikolaj continued to stare into the night ahead of the ship, though Caspian had no idea how much he was able to see. “I suppose that the journey’s only really half-done, isn’t it, for yourself?”
 
   A cold certainty took hold of Caspian’s mind then. “You knew, didn’t you? All of you? I’m the only one that didn’t guess at what would happen, and I’m the one who’s to be dragged in front of the emperor.” He felt like a fool.
 
   “We guessed, boy. We can’t know what the future holds, for any of us. But what did you think would happen? That you’d tell a jumped-up Legion grunt that the emperor’s trusted counsellor is a murderer and a fraud and that would be the end of it?”
 
   “I... I don’t know.” A petulant voice that Caspian had not heard for a long time rose up within him then. “You could have left me there. I wish you had!” he cried.
 
   Nikolaj turned to face him, with pity in his eyes. “To do what, boy? Scrape an existence in the cellars of that fort of dead men, living in the dark like a rat? To be at the mercy of the Fisher Lords, whenever it entered their heads to find out why the Crag had fallen silent?”
 
   “Better that than face the emperor.” Caspian shivered. He told himself that it was just from the cold winter air. “He’ll be there as well, when I’m standing before the Golden Throne, did any of you think of that? What do you think my life will be worth when the Archon finds out that one of us survived?”
 
   “It’s the captain’s hope that when you tell your tale, the Archon’s influence at court will be broken and you receive the emperor’s protection.” His distaste at mentioning the land’s ruler was evident from his tone.
 
   “Or he could convince the emperor that I’m lying, or mad, and I’ll be taken away and never heard from again.”
 
   The first mate grunted. “There are no easy choices in this world, if there were there would be no choice. Do you think we made the decision to sail this far south, at this time of year, lightly? There were no guarantees any of us would live to see our destination, nor any that we’ll see home again. You say that you’re heading into danger, and you’re right, but the same is true for all the rest of us as well.”
 
   “At least you’ll have each other,” said Caspian despondently.
 
   Nikolaj sighed. “He would go with you, you know,” he said quietly. “The captain, I mean. He thinks of you as a son. You and that other one we picked up. If the skipper has one failing, it’s that he becomes too attached to the waifs and strays of this world. Not that surprising though, after...” He fell silent and turned his attention back to the sea ahead.
 
   Caspian wondered what he had been going to say, but something about the older man’s tone told him it would not be wise to probe further. After a few moments, the first mate spoke again. “I won’t lie to you, boy, everything you fear may come to pass. But if it does, there is naught any of us could do even if we were by your side. It changes nothing. The captain believes that we’re caught up in something bigger than any of us, and that your story needs to be told. It’s not our place to question him.”
 
   Caspian was being selfish, he knew. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I lost sight of why I agreed to do this to begin with. My Brothers deserved better than what happened to them. I don’t care about the Empire, not really. It never gave me anything. But those that died... if telling my tale will help their souls rest easier, I will do it.”
 
   Nikolaj turned to him again, with a sad smile. “Go get some sleep, lad,” he said kindly. “‘Tis always darkest before the dawn, so they say. Perhaps things will not seem so hopeless when you wake.”
 
   Caspian nodded wearily. He was exhausted, he realised. Fatigue clung to him like a suit of heavy armour, weighing him down. He left the quarterdeck and made his way down to the cabin. Inside was pitch-black, but by now he knew the layout of the room so well he found the captain’s desk without difficulty.
 
   He stood over it for a moment, his fingertips brushing loose pages. His work was nearly completed. Trawling through the letters, which had no discernable order, had been a gruelling task, but there were only a few more remaining. He’d also read most of Elder Tobias’ journals. He could spend his last night aboard the Havørn finishing those pages that remained, but the truth was that he couldn’t muster the enthusiasm required. He had no idea what the captain had been hoping he would find, but no doubt he would be disappointed. So few answers.
 
   Instead, he turned away and rolled gratefully onto his cot-bed. The mattress was hard and lumpy in places, but neither bothered him. Comfort had not been a priority for those living at the Crag.
 
   He lay there for some time. Despite his tiredness, he could not fall asleep at first. His mind was racing with thoughts of what the coming days would bring, the events of the voyage and what had happened to him prior to meeting the Havørn’s crew. 
 
   Eventually, though, sleep took hold of him. His dreams were as unsettled as his waking thoughts had been. He was back in the Great Hall, the night of the Archon’s feast. All around him, the other novices and Brothers lay dead at their benches, their glazed eyes staring at him accusingly. He tried to run, but the Archon leaped, grinning, from his seat on the dais and began to chase him. In his hand was an enormous sword, burning with green fire. Caspian ran, opening the door to the hall onto a long corridor. All the doors he ran past were wide open, revealing their occupants; faces from his past. In one, his mother clung to his father’s trouser cuffs, begging him, tears streaming down her cheeks. A succession of novices, faces contorted with scorn, throwing jeers out towards him as he raced past. Another saw Jan standing in the doorway, regarding his flight with a familiar sneer. All the time, the Archon was at his heels, swinging his burning blade so close Caspian could feel the heat of it through the clothes on his back.  
 
   Caspian awoke with a start. Daylight was flooding the cabin when he opened his eyes. With a groan, he rubbed his face. If anything, he was more tired now than he had been when he went to bed the night before.
 
   Just then, the sound of muffled voices came to him through the cabin door. He pulled himself upright and strained to listen. By the sound of it, the captain was speaking to the crew. Then another voice spoke, one he didn’t recognise. Alarmed, Caspian jumped to his feet.
 
   As he did so, he realised the ship felt different. He was not an experienced seaman, he would be the first to admit. But you couldn’t spend weeks on board a ship and not become accustomed to the way that it moved on the water. Bloodstone! Whatever fate had in store for him here, it was undeniably exciting to have reached their destination at last.
 
   Hurriedly, he pulled his robes over his head, before creeping to the cabin door. After opening it a crack, he saw all the crew standing upon the deck. From the way they stood, he could tell they were wary. Captain Brandt stood towards the port side, with his back to Caspian. He seemed deep in conversation with somebody else, but Caspian could not see who.
 
   He was about to ease the door closed again, when another figure stepped into his vision. It was a knight, dressed from head to foot in steel plate armour. Most of his face was hidden beneath a red-plumed helmet, but the visor had been lifted to reveal a pair of blue eyes and young features. The armour had been polished to a high shine, and glinted brightly in the sunlight. He also wore a blood-red cloak, which was fastened at each shoulder with a clasp in the likeness of a bull’s head. The mark of the Imperial Legion.
 
   As he strolled into view, the soldier’s head turned towards the cabin door. He pointed at Caspian and said something to Captain Brandt. The captain turned, saw Caspian and smiled, gesturing for him to join them on the deck.
 
   Sheepishly, Caspian emerged from the cabin. As he did so, he gave an involuntary gasp. The Havørn was moored at the edge of a great harbour. On their starboard side, half a dozen long wooden piers stretched into the sea, alongside which sat several enormous war frigates, swaying gently as waves lapped at their sides. Caspian had never before seen their like; each one towered above their ship like a mountain, the sailors that climbed about their rigging barely larger than specks. The main mast of the nearest frigate alone was taller than the Havørn was long.
 
   Beyond the harbour were a cluster of square, stone buildings, from which spewed a steady stream of dock workers carrying out different errands. Looming above everything, taller even than the crow’s nest of the tallest frigate, was a gigantic stone gatehouse. On either side of the harbour were steep escarpments, with a narrow channel between running uphill towards Bloodstone Keep. The gate had been built across this expanse, as tall as the cliffs themselves. The great portcullis at its centre was open currently, admitting a number of ox-drawn wagons, that had apparently been loaded with goods from the docked ships. The passage through the gate was so wide that two of these wagons could have passed through side-by-side, and still have room for a third between. On top of the gate, Caspian caught sight of soldiers patrolling the battlements.
 
   Any lingering doubts he might have held about the militaristic nature of the port were dispelled when he looked at the pier to which they were moored. A platoon of armoured soldiers stood there, their chainmail no less polished that the plate of their commanding officer. Each wore a white tabard adorned with the imperial bull’s head sigil.
 
   The knight regarded Caspian without emotion. “This is the boy you mentioned?” he asked, his question directed at the captain.
 
   “Not so much a boy as a young man, but yes. This is Brother Caspian,” Captain Brandt replied, even though he was aware that Caspian as yet had no right to that title.
 
   “Perhaps a skinny whelp such as this one can be called a man within the Order, but the Legion is not so lenient.” The blue eyes glanced in his direction again. He felt the crew, the captain in particular, bristle at the knight’s manner, but they made no move. Caspian felt himself shrink beneath the knight’s withering gaze. “You say he has information of importance to the emperor?”
 
   “That’s right.” Captain Brandt’s tone was guarded.
 
   The knight grinned broadly. “For a ship’s captain your sense of direction leaves much to be desired. I’m afraid you’ve a long way to go still before you reach Ehrenburg.”
 
   The captain’s jaw clenched. “If we must sail on, we will,” he said, through gritted teeth. “I had thought to bring the boy’s story to the commander here. Then, perhaps the Legion can escort him the rest of the way. It is half the time over land to the capital than by sea.”
 
   The knight made no reply. He strolled across the deck, stopping before each crewman and looking searchingly at each one as if memorising their faces. When he reached Caspian, his eyes glittered with bemusement. “We thought you were pirates, you know,” he said, turning away and strolling back towards the captain. “It’s very rare to see a barbarian ship this far south, particularly such a small one as this.” He laughed. “No offence intended captain. It is merely that most would not even think to attempt such a journey into unfamiliar waters.”
 
   “We would not have done so had our message been less important,” Captain Brandt replied.
 
   “Indeed.” The knight regarded the captain for a moment. “Tell me your message, and I’ll decide whether it is worth taking further.” 
 
   Captain Brandt shook his head firmly. “We must speak to your commander, or we will sail on to Ehrenburg. But not before we send a bird to the commander telling him about your refusal to let us see him. What is your name again?”
 
   Anger flashed across the young knight’s face. “General Vitrian is busy in discussions with his war council and cannot be disturbed. Prefect Lugen is available however. He is in charge of this port and has the authority to escalate any issues to the general that he deems worthy. I trust this is acceptable.”
 
   The captain hesitated. Clearly he was not prepared for such an eventuality. “Very well,” he said at last. “Take us to the prefect.”
 
   As the crew began to move, the knight held up a hand. “Your men are to remain here, captain. Don’t worry, I will leave my troop behind to make sure they are looked after. You are to come alone.” His gaze flicked towards Caspian again. “Apart from the boy, of course.”
 
   With that, he turned from them and strode across the Havørn’s gangplank onto the pier. The captain turned to Caspian, and gestured for him to follow. Concern was etched onto his face, and Caspian felt his own worries grow. Obviously, their first meeting with the Legion at Bloodstone had not gone as expected.
 
   With a last glance towards the crew, Caspian followed the knight and Captain Brandt down the gangplank. Dorric and Jan appeared nervous, while Nikolaj glared at the Legion soldiers on the dock. Sten stood, stoic and immobile as ever, his face impassive.
 
   They followed the knight through the harbour, his steel boots clattering as he marched across the stone cobbles. Not once did he look behind to make sure they were still with him; doubtless he didn’t care whether they reached the prefect or not.
 
   Caspian looked around as they hurried behind the crimson-cloaked figure. The port was a hive of activity, with dock workers scurrying back and forth with crates, boxes and other items. Wagons rolled off towards the giant gate when they were filled, and others were unloaded at the piers, their goods loaded onto the frigates by large wooden cranes. These were powered by great treadmills containing yet more oxen. Squads of soldiers patrolled up and down, while a wooden watchtower at the end of their pier was manned by bored-looking archers and arbalesters.
 
   They eventually found themselves outside one of the square, stone buildings he had noticed earlier upon emerging from the Havørn’s cabin. A metal plaque affixed to the wall beside the door declared it to be the harbourmaster’s office. “Go inside and take the stairs,” the knight said gruffly. “You’ll find the prefect up there.”
 
   Beyond the door they were confronted with another. From within, Caspian heard the sound of people hard at work, the nature of which he could not guess. But to their right, a flight of stairs led upwards. The captain went first, Caspian following close behind. Yet another door faced them at the top of the stairs. This time, Captain Brandt knocked. After they heard a muffled invitation to enter, he pushed it open and walked through.
 
   The top floor of the building was taken up by a single room. It appeared to be a combination of office, living area and bedroom. Crumpled clothes and stacks of dirty plates were scattered liberally across the latter two. A quarter of the room was equally messy, yet here it was composed of piles of papers; books stacked higgledy-piggledy on top of one another and other work-related clutter. A man sat at a desk facing them, scribbling feverishly at a sheet of paper in front of him. He looked up as they entered and jumped to his feet.
 
   “Hello, hello, what have we here?” he cried, scuttling over to them. He shook both their hands and stood waiting, an earnest expression on his face.
 
   “Are you Prefect Lugen?” the captain asked, uncertainly.
 
   “I have that honour,” the man replied, with a high-pitched laugh that was curiously at-odds with his bulky frame. In many ways, he was a reflection of the room he inhabited. His tunic was blotched with various stains, both old and new, and the few remaining strands of hair that clung to his scalp stood up in disarray.
 
   “The officer that met our ship at the dock suggested that we come and speak with you,” the captain went on. “It is a matter of great importance to the emperor.”
 
   “Really?” The prefect blinked in surprise. “Come, be seated.” They followed him back to his desk, where he indicated a pair of chairs nearby. When they were settled, he turned to them again. “Now, tell me everything. As Lieutenant Sturben no doubt told you, I have the ear of the general, who has a direct line to the Golden Throne and the emperor himself.” He beamed at them. “It’s so nice to have people come through the proper channels, oh yes indeed.”
 
   “It’s probably best if the lad tells it himself.”
 
   Captain Brandt smiled at Caspian, and nodded encouragingly. The prefect’s brown eyes fell upon him as well, and Caspian swallowed nervously. Then, haltingly at first, he began to tell the story of what had happened the day of the Archon’s visit to the Crag. Leaving out no detail that he was aware of, he spoke of the Archon’s arrival, of Cole’s bout against the giant manservant, of the feast in the Great Hall and the slaughter that followed. By the time he was telling the prefect of how he hid from the Archon’s guards and concealed himself in the keep’s cellars until the crew of the Havørn arrived and discovered him, he was speaking more confidently.
 
   The prefect’s eyes grew wider as Caspian’s tale continued. By the end, his expression was alarmed. “I can see why you came to us with this,” he said when Caspian had finished his tale. “Troubling news indeed, oh my yes.” The Prefect’s pudgy fingers fluttered nervously across the surface of his desk. It was then that Caspian noticed the ring he wore. It was a solid gold band, on which was set a large green stone.
 
   “The Archon should pay for his crimes,” Captain Brandt said. “But there’s more. I believe he’s plotting something, perhaps even preparing to move against the emperor himself.”
 
   “Really?” The prefect looked startled. “Oh dear, that is unfortunate news. What makes you think this?”
 
   “Why travel the length of the empire to murder a group of men, fellows of your own Order, unless it was to hide something of great importance, or to find something. Both, even.” He grimaced. “With my own eyes I saw him performing sorcery of some kind.”
 
   “Dear oh dear,” the prefect moaned again. “His Excellency will not be pleased to hear this, no not at all. He is of the faith himself, and holds the Archon in very high regard. Still,” he sighed, “if what you say is true then he must know of it. Do you have anything to back up your claims? Any documents, perhaps?”
 
   The captain coughed. “We have with us letters and journals written by the Elder of the Crag, their contents confirm much of what we have told you.” Caspian glanced at him in surprise. He had not yet spoken to Captain Brandt about the contents of the letters, and indeed those he had seen did nothing to back up his story.
 
   “You have them here, with you?” An odd tone had entered the prefect’s voice, which made Caspian uncomfortable.
 
   “No, on our ship.”
 
   “Ah, that is good.” He stood up. “I think our course then is clear. Caspian should remain here, as the general will most certainly want to hear what he has to say. Let us return to your ship together, captain, and we’ll get you and your crew on your way as soon as possible. Yes, yes, without delay.”
 
   The three of them left the building together, and made their way back across the harbour. As they emerged from the harbourmaster’s building, the knight fell in step behind them.
 
   The sun was high overhead by the time they made it back to their dock, the bright light glinting on the armour of the soldiers standing in formation in front of the Havørn. Caspian smiled sadly when he saw the ship. It had been his home for many weeks, and it was an odd feeling that this was probably the last time he would see either it or its crew. They all stood there upon its deck, roughly where he had left them earlier that morning. Relief flooded their faces when they saw the captain.
 
   They stopped in front of the gangplank. “That is where the papers are, is it?” the prefect asked, pointing towards the cabin door.
 
   “Aye, the lad has spent the last few weeks organising them and putting them in order, all the better for the emperor to read the truth for himself,” Captain Brandt replied.
 
   “Wonderful,” the prefect beamed at them again. “A shame to see such hard work wasted, but what else are we to do?”
 
   “What-”
 
   Caspian watched on dumbly as the prefect raised a pudgy hand. The ring he had noticed before sparkled in the sunlight.
 
   The first arrow caught Jan in the throat. The young crewman crumpled to the ground, his eyes bulging from his face as he clawed at the wooden shaft protruding from his neck. Caspian felt his legs give way beneath him and he collapsed onto the wooden deck. He gave a strangled cry as two more arrows were loosed in quick succession from the watchtower behind. Feathers sprouted from the chests of Nikolaj and Dorric. The latter’s open, honest face was locked in a dumbfounded expression as blood bloomed on his shirt around the wound.
 
   Caspian was dimly aware of angry shouts behind him, the captain, and the loud slap of metal connecting with flesh. Another arrow was loosed, thudding into Sten’s muscular shoulder. The big sailor gave an agonised roar and pitched backwards off the ship, landing with a splash in the water below.
 
   Caspian looked up from the ground, where he had landed in a heap, and saw the young knight gazing down at him with a sneer on his face. He gave another signal and more shafts were loosed at the Havørn. These arrows burned bright with flame, and soon the fire had spread across the ship’s deck and was licking up the mast. The bodies of the crewmen lay still as the flames reached them. They were gone already.
 
   He began to sob, unable to hold back a tidal wave of emotion. He felt the tears rolling down his face as the ship burned before his eyes. The knight was shouting instructions, and soldiers were already hacking at the mooring rope with their swords, and heaving the stricken ship out into the bay. His tears did not stop as he and an unconscious Captain Brandt were hauled to their feet, nor as they were roughly dragged towards the enormous stone gate that led to Bloodstone Keep. Dockworkers turned to watch them as they were hauled past, their faces blank. Even through the mist in his eyes, Caspian noticed that many of them wore crystal pendants upon their chests.
 
   It was only many hours later, when he sat alone in the darkness, that the tears finally dried up. But he would shed many more in the days to come.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 21
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   When Emmett’s eyes eased open in the darkness, all was as it had been before. He was laying in bed at his home. Around him was the familiar clutter of old clothes and crockery that he never seemed to have the time or inclination to tidy away. And yet, in that first moment of wakefulness, he instinctively knew that everything had changed.
 
   It was the mess that was his first inkling. It irritated him. When had he last felt irritated by anything? He couldn’t recall.
 
   A dim grey glow peeped through the shutters on his window, indicating that dawn was approaching. Emmett rubbed his eyes. It was unusual for him to rise this early, but something had stirred him. What was it? It was then that he recalled his dream. That was unusual in itself. As far as Emmett could remember, he never dreamed. If he had ever needed to describe the period between going to bed at night and waking in the morning, it would be as floating in a warm grey cloud... empty, yet oddly comforting.
 
   But last night, he had dreamed of the young man that had come to the village three days before. Not come to the village, no, he told himself. Brung here he was, and by yourself as well, you old fool. There had been nothing, just the familiar grey fog, and then the boy, Cole, was standing before him. He’d spoken to him.
 
   Emmett slowly sat up, and kneaded his temples. He tried to remember what the boy had told him. It was important, somehow, he was sure of that.
 
   A wave of pity washed over him when he thought about the young man and his friends. They had seemed like good people. Cole, in particular had been friendly to him. He appreciated that. The people that came to the village weren’t always friendly. Some yelled and cursed, either in the beginning or when they realised what was happening. Emmett found his faith wavering in those moments, but he had never faltered.
 
   The pity he felt for this latest group was his second inkling that something fundamental had changed. He swung his legs from the bed, his mind racing. But just as a couple of loose stones rolling down a hill can precede a catastrophic landslide, an avalanche of memories and emotions suddenly crashed down at once upon him.
 
   With a strangled cry, Emmett collapsed to the floor. He clawed at his face as an endless succession of apparitions paraded past his mind’s eye, of nights beyond count dining at the Baron’s table. Of his own indifference at what was taking place. Men. Women. Children. One by one they came before him, staring at him with silent accusations. He wept freely, unable to hold back the tears. It was as though a dam that had been built inside him had burst at last.
 
   As the ghoulish parade continued, Emmett’s stomach roiled. He crawled back to his bed on all fours, and reached for the chamberpot beneath. Each heave as he emptied his stomach into the ceramic bowl felt as if his body was purging itself. Everything he had eaten the day before left his system, and with it he felt some of the poison that had clouded his mind for so long leave him as well.
 
   When it was over, he stood and staggered to his kitchen on shaky legs. His mind felt clearer now, like an ice cold stream where before it had been a murky, stagnant pool. Emmett remembered now what Cole had said to him in his dream. About his being free and their needing his help. About it being up to him what happens now.
 
   Emmett’s head pounded. Whether from vomiting or all the horrors of his life crowding in on him at once, he didn’t know. With the sound of his blood pumping in his ears, he groped blindly for the cutlery drawer. He rattled through the dull everyday knives and forks until he found what he was looking for. With a shaking hand, he lifted a long, sharp carving knife. It glittered cruelly in the dawn light. How can I live with myself? The question raced round and round his mind, until the answer came to him. Emmett knew what he had to do. Something I should have done a long time ago.
 
   Emmett raised the knife.
 
    
 
   *      *      *
 
    
 
   Raven paced restlessly around the floor of their cell. It had been a huge gamble to wait an extra day to put her plan into action, she knew, but there hadn’t been any choice. By the time that ungrateful imp had disappeared into his bolthole, the sun had already begun to appear over the horizon and the sounds of the village stirring floated down to them. There simply hadn’t been the time to do what she proposed.
 
   As she remembered the boggit, Raven turned to cast another glare through the bars of their tiny barred window. It was still lurking in the tree, as far as she could tell. It had spent most of the previous day reclining on a branch, exploring the contents of one nostril with a long claw.
 
   With interest, she saw that a light snow had begun to fall, dusting the ground and bushes outside. If the weather held, then soon all would be buried beneath a carpet of white. The cold air reached down into the cell and brushed her face with icy fingers. She shivered.
 
   Close by, Cole still sat motionless on the floor, his eyes closed and fingers of one hand wrapped around the crystal pendant. She watched him for a few moments, feeling horribly conflicted. She was at once praying that he would succeed, and annoyed that he had once more gone to that place. The irony of it being their only means of salvation was not lost on her.
 
   Just then, Cole opened his eyes. He had been in his strange trance state for more than an hour, she judged. “It’s done,” he informed her.
 
   “Did it work?”
 
   Cole clambered unsteadily to his feet and stretched his back. “I’m not sure,” he replied. “I think so.”
 
   Raven folded her arms doubtfully. “So what do we do now?” She didn’t like the lack of certainty in his tone.
 
   “We wait, I suppose. There’s not a lot more we can do.”
 
   There was something else about his manner that bothered her, a sense of unease. “What happened in there, anything I should know about?”
 
   “It was... different,” he said. “Normally, when I go to the dream-place, I’m alone. At least, as far as I can tell. But this time, there was another... presence, I guess you would call it.”
 
   “Presence?” Raven frowned. In truth, whenever Cole had attempted to describe the place the crystals took him to, she found it hard to envisage. “As in another person, like you?”
 
   “Not like me.” Cole appeared puzzled. “It was strange. I was in a place surrounded by the villagers, but in the middle of it all was this black fog. At first I didn’t think anything of it, but then it moved. It looked like an enormous crag-cat, four or five times my own height.”
 
   “A cat.” Raven didn’t attempt to disguise the doubt in her voice.
 
   “Yes, but like it was made of smoke.” He scratched his head, looking for a way to better describe what he had seen. “It was like when you see something in the clouds. You know it isn’t solid, but you can still see the shape of it. This seemed alive, though. It was sitting in the middle of the villagers. It had green eyes, like emeralds... or...”
 
   “Or the crystals,” Raven finished. “So what was it doing, this big cat of yours?”
 
   “Keeping watch mainly, I think,” he replied. “It didn’t look friendly, I know that. I made sure I kept hidden behind the orbs of the villagers.” He frowned again. “Those were strange, too.”
 
   “Strange how?”
 
   “They glowed green, but it wasn’t just that. The Brothers were the same. These seemed to pulse though, like a beating heart, and the pulses travelled along these long green tethers that came out of each orb and disappeared off somewhere. Towards the cat, I think. Everything seemed to be centred around that.”
 
   Raven pinched the bridge of her nose. It was a lot to take in. “So, you found a big cat made of smoke and some glowing green orbs. Did you at least manage to reach anybody?”
 
   “As I said, I didn’t want to walk around too openly, it seemed a bad idea to attract the cat’s attention. Luckily, I found somebody I knew quite quickly. I tried to enter his dream, to speak to him like you suggested, but... there was no dream. The orb was empty, like a void, but I didn’t get a sense of fear from him. Quite the opposite, he seemed at peace.”
 
   “I thought you said it worked.”
 
   Cole threw up his hands in exasperation. “I said I thought it had. But that’s not the end of it. I didn’t know what else to do, so I tried to break the tether that was holding him. I didn’t really know what I was doing, so I just kind of pulled at it and willed it with my mind. At first, it was like wrestling a live snake. But then it came free and the pulsing stopped. After the tether was broken, I went back in and spoke to him. He was confused at first, but I tried to make sure he understood.” Cole shrugged again. “Then I came back, there didn’t seem to be any more I could do.”
 
   Raven nodded, digesting what Cole had told her. She hadn’t known what to expect when she suggested that he use his powers to try to reach one of the villagers, who seemed to have a connection to the crystals. As she mulled over his tale, she found Cole’s description of the giant, black cat and the tethered villagers disturbing. In a strange way, it seemed to confirm some of what the Baron had gloatingly told them the previous evening. I don’t think we’re the only prisoners here, she thought.
 
   “This cat, could it have been the Baron, do you think?” she asked.
 
   Cole nodded thoughtfully. “It’s possible. Or an aspect of him, maybe. The thought occurred to me as well.”
 
   Then, though it pained her greatly to sit idle for longer than they had already, they waited. The time seemed to stretch on forever. Raven paced. When she wasn’t pacing, she sat down against a wall of their cell until her legs began to protest against the inactivity. Then, she paced again.
 
   It occurred to her how rare it was for her to be still, to have nothing to occupy her time. It seemed to her that for twenty years she had been constantly on the move, travelling around the country. Searching. Asking questions. Fighting. There has been too much of that, she reflected. Her quest had been driving her for so long that she’d never had the time to stop and ask whether it should. She had told Cole that her father was still out in the world somewhere, alive. In her heart she still believed it. But was part of the reason why she kept moving so that she could ignore her doubts? So long, with no sign...
 
   Her face hardened. It was still possible. For twenty years she had had no sign either of the Brother with green eyes. Then suddenly he had emerged from whatever burrow he had concealed himself within, now the Archon no less. He was plotting something, she would stake her life on it, and somehow Cole was wrapped up in whatever was going on. He’d been told he would find answers at Frosthold... well perhaps there were answers there for her also. After that, her road led to Ehrenburg, the heart of the empire, and a meeting with the Archon.
 
   As she paced, these thoughts rolled through Raven’s mind. Cole was dozing in one corner, apparently worn out by his exertions that night. She was just about to rouse him, when she heard the pattering of footsteps in the hallway beyond their cell.
 
   The pattering stopped outside the cell door. Then, there was a soft jangling of metal at the lock; the sound of nervous fingers fumbling for the right key. By the time the lock turned with a loud click, Cole had woken. He came and stood by her side. Neither spoke. Raven held her breath. Their lives hinged on the next few moments.
 
   The door creaked open, revealing a round balding head and nervous expression. Raven could have cried out in joy. She would wager that never before in Emmett’s life had two people had been as happy to see him as she and Cole were now. With a wide grin, Cole stepped forward and clapped a hand onto their former guide’s shoulder. “You came!” he exclaimed.
 
   The older man grimaced. “I... I wasn’t sure if it was just a dream, but even if it had been, I had to do something.” His voice trembled. “When I awoke, it was as though I was seeing clearly for the first time. It was...”
 
   He fell silent, unable to find the right words. Now that the surprise of seeing him had passed, Raven examined the older man more closely. He seemed even smaller than before, hunched over in a weary stoop. It was as if he was bearing a great weight. Then she saw the dried blood crusted in the hair at the back of his head.
 
   “You’re hurt,” she said, approaching him. “Surely you did not fight the guards to reach us?”
 
   Emmett smiled sadly. “I would not be standing before you now, I fear, had that been required.” He was so small and thin that it looked as though a strong breeze could knock him down, never mind the forged steel weapons of the Baron’s guardsmen. “I cut myself, there was something that needed to come out before I could help you.”
 
   He didn’t need to explain further. Cole stared at the ground uncomfortably. He had defended the crystals so staunchly that any reminder that they could be used for dire purposes seemed to embarrass him. Raven moved past the pair of them, and peered cautiously out into the corridor beyond the cell. The narrow stone passage was empty, and as far as she could tell the manor house and its occupants were silent.
 
   “How did you get past the guards if you didn’t fight your way through?” she asked, turning back towards the older man.
 
   By way of explanation, he removed a half-full bottle from within the depths of his torn, baggy cloak. “A very interesting garden, our healer keeps,” he said. “A number of herbs grow there. Some cleanse wounds, others... ease pain. Permanently, in large enough doses.”
 
   “So, the guards, did you...?”
 
   Emmett shook his head. “No, even now I could not do that. They were friends of mine, once upon a time. Just a dash, enough for a draught of slumberwine. Only one guard keeping watch, and he was grateful for a cup to warm him after a long winter’s night.”
 
   Together, they crept along the underground passage. Around the corner from their cell was a small alcove, into which had been set a wooden table and stool. A snoring guardsman, dressed in rusted chainmail, was sprawled across the table. In front of him was a pewter cup, at the bottom of which were a few last dregs of dark red liquid.
 
   “How long until he wakes?” Raven asked.
 
   Emmett appeared uncertain. “An hour or two,” he replied. “Mayhap more, mayhap less.”
 
   There was a stone staircase nearby. Raven went to the foot of it and strained to listen. Silence. It seemed their escape had yet to be noticed. “Are there other guards on patrol?” she asked, returning to the alcove beside which Emmett stood waiting.
 
   “It’s possible,” he ventured. Raven decided that their former guide disliked dealing with certainties. “There aren’t that many of them, not really. There’s Eli here,” he pointed at the slumbering guardsman. “Then there’s Tam, Denys, Mikkel and Gerhardt, the sergeant. The others may well be asleep at this time, or upstairs. You shouldn’t have too much difficulty reaching the village, nor leaving it.”
 
   Raven shook her head. “I’m not leaving without our friend.” Gently, she reached down to the guardsman and slid his sword from its sheath. “I also made a promise to the Baron that I intend to keep.”
 
   The older man’s eyes widened for a moment, then he nodded. “I understand. This is a more dangerous path, however.”
 
   Emmett looked utterly miserable. Raven laid a hand on his shoulder. “You have done a lot for us already,” she told him. “We would understand if you wish to leave, to return home.”
 
   His shoulders sagged even further. “No, there is nothing for me there, not any more. I would see this through to the end. It has been a long time coming. Besides,” he added, “you will need me to help you reach the Baron’s chambers.”
 
   Raven took the lead as they climbed the staircase. They went as quietly as they could; there seemed little reason to alert the guards to their presence if they could avoid doing so. They emerged in an anteroom of sorts, obviously meant for the guards’ use. As well as a table and chairs, several wooden racks arrayed along the walls contained weapons of various kinds. Raven examined these, before taking a lethal-looking crossbow in addition to the sword she already held. There was a leather strap attached to it, which she fixed to her belt. She preferred to keep a hand free, if possible. Before they left, she also passed Cole a heavy mace topped with sharp spikes. Emmett refused to accept a weapon of any kind.
 
   On leaving the guardroom, they emerged in the mansion’s main hallway. Raven eyed the same portraits she had belatedly noticed the day before. Like everything else about the Baron, it was brazen. The clues were there for anybody that had the knowledge to piece them together. The same face throughout the centuries, the exotic origins. He had lived for so long and wielded power so great that he no longer held any fear that he might be discovered. No doubt it amused him to flaunt the truth of his nature in such a manner.
 
   It was Cole who noticed the change first. “It looks different,” he said.
 
   Raven looked around at the hallway, and she saw it too. Whereas the night before last it had appeared grand, with a brilliant white tiled floor, marble staircase and luxuriant carpet, the space in which they were standing now seemed affected by the same torpor that pervaded the village outside. The floor was streaked with grime, the carpet was worn thin and ragged curtains hung limply from their rails. Where before everything had been bright and vivid, now the colours were muted. It was as if a century had passed in the space of two nights. And the years had not been kind.
 
   “What happened here?” Raven wondered aloud. It didn’t seem possible that such a transformation could occur in so short a time.
 
   “I don’t know, but it could be a... a glamour of some kind, perhaps?”
 
   Raven glanced towards Cole. “A spell, you mean?”
 
   Cole shrugged. “Similar. You said yourself that these rakh are able to change their own appearance. Perhaps the Baron’s power has grown beyond others of his kind.”
 
   It was as good an explanation as any. Emmett hurried towards the double-doors that led to the dining hall, and beckoned for them to follow.
 
   “Why this way?” Raven hissed.
 
   The older man hushed her to silence and pressed his ear to the door. Evidently he heard no sound, as he pulled the right-most door open a crack and stepped into the gloom beyond. “If there are any guards about, most likely they’ll be keeping watch on the main stairs,” he explained as Raven and Cole followed him inside. “But there’s a back-stair that leads up to the master’s chambers. Mayhap it will be unguarded.”
 
   They found it easily enough. A plain wood door to the left of where they had entered revealed a narrow staircase leading up. Raven caught Cole casting nervy looks over his shoulder at the rows of benches and the table upon the dais. All now stood empty, but the events of the night of the Baron’s supper still weighed heavy upon them both.
 
   When they reached the top of the staircase, Emmett once again listened at the door they found there. This time, they all heard what they had feared. Footsteps thumped ponderously along the corridor beyond. They became louder as they approached the door they were huddled behind, then went past and began to recede. 
 
   Emmett saw Raven’s grip on her sword tighten, and he shook his head. “Only as a last resort. Please,” he begged.
 
   When the footsteps had gone, they slipped through the door into the upper hallway beyond. As Emmett had said, there didn’t appear to be many guards on duty at this time. Hopefully just the one was patrolling the entire upper floor, and he would not return this way for some time.
 
   Several doors led off from the hallway they now found themselves in. “Which is the Baron’s chamber?” Raven asked.
 
   Their former guide hobbled along the hallway, which was in the same state of disrepair they had noted downstairs. He approached a corner, but instead of following the corridor around the bend, he stopped outside another door. Raven pointed towards it with a meaningful look, and he nodded. Raven took the lead again, Cole following close behind. She slowly pulled the handle on the door, so as to make no sound, and tiptoed inside.
 
   The Baron’s chamber was almost pitch-black. A thin crack of grey light was visible around the edges of what appeared to be an enormous curtain spread across almost the entire opposite wall. All was still, aside from a low humming noise she was unable to place. The door closed with a soft click after Emmett entered behind them, and Raven waited for a few moments to allow her eyes time to adjust to the gloom. Gradually, she began to see the outlines of pieces of furniture; an armoire set against one wall, a dressing table and chair set before it and a bed. At least, she took it for a bed. It was positioned directly in front of the great curtain, but seemed jumbled and uneven. She took a few steps forward and saw that in place of a mattress, the bed was seemingly composed of dozens of cushions and pillows of varying sizes and colours.
 
   Whatever it was made up of, that it served as a bed was clear. Lying spread-eagled in the centre of it was the unmistakable form of the Baron. He wore a long, white nightshirt that was open at the chest to reveal a pelt of thick golden hair. The soft sounds of steady breathing confirmed that he was asleep.
 
   Raven wondered whether that was the key to it: the illusion of grandeur inside the manor house, even the mirage of the disappearing village that had fooled a generation of hunters. Perhaps when the Baron slept, all that he had created faded away to reveal the ugly truth lurking beneath.
 
   It had to be now. Raven crept closer, taking care to make no sound nor stumble over any half-seen objects lying underfoot in the darkness. Three steps. Four. Slowly edging nearer to the mound of cushions. The Baron dozed on as she approached, his chest gently rising and falling. A dozen steps brought her level with the sleeping figure. She gripped the sword firmly and raised it high, shifting her weight ready to bring down her full strength in a single blow.
 
   But as Raven stood there, preparing to strike, the Baron’s green eyes suddenly flicked open. With a gasp of surprise, Raven swung down with the blade, but it was too late. The Baron grinned with a mouth full of sharp feline teeth and caught her wrist in mid-air. His grip was like iron, holding her fast. She squirmed, trying to twist her arm free, but his fingernails bit into her skin like claws.
 
   She heard a commotion behind her. Cole was rushing towards the bed to help her. With a sneer, the Baron made a sign in the air similar to the one he had traced that night in the dining hall and she heard Cole drop to the floor with a thump. Raven redoubled her efforts to free herself, but now found herself fighting even to breathe. The Baron’s free hand shot up and grabbed her by the throat. His eyes burned with animalistic fury as his grip tightened. The pupils were vertical slits. Around her the world began to fade. Her vision darkened at the edges until all she could see were those green eyes, boring into her soul. She heard Cole shouting from the floor, but his words were faint, indistinct.
 
   With the last of her strength, Raven fumbled at her waist, hoping to find the crossbow she had picked up earlier, but her hand came away empty. It was gone. She tried to remember where she had lost it, but it was impossible to think now. Her arm fell limply to her side. All her strength had gone, and the blackness that surrounded her vision crowded in until almost everything else faded from sight. 
 
   Then she was falling. Raven felt herself flying through the air and landing with a dull thump. Papa! No! her mind cried out, cast back to an earlier time. It took a heartbeat to register that the Baron’s death-grip on her throat had loosened, and then she was gasping for air, filling her lungs with a feeling close to exultation. The world came rushing back, and she sat up.
 
   The Baron was sitting up also. With a trembling hand he was pawing at the feathered end of the bolt protruding from his chest. On his face was an expression of dumbfounded surprise. He wasn’t looking at Raven, though. His gaze went past her to the figure standing at the foot of his bed. Emmett still held the crossbow raised, the startled look on his face almost a reflection of the Baron’s.
 
   Raven heard a ragged, bubbling sound and saw bloody froth forming around the bolt. It had evidently pierced a lung, and the creature that had so recently tried to throttle the life from her was struggling to draw a breath of his own. Dark blood began to seep from the wound, staining his white nightshirt. His jaw worked noiselessly, and then it was over. The Baron’s eyes rolled back in their sockets and he collapsed back onto the bed of cushions.
 
   “I... I didn’t know what else to do,” Emmett murmured. He seemed dazed. “It was on the floor, by my foot. It seemed such a simple thing to do. I... I had to stop him.” The faraway look in the older man’s eyes vanished. He blinked at them, as if seeing them for the first time. Then he glanced back at the crossbow he still held, and dropped it to the ground.
 
   “Thank you, Emmett,” Raven said, sincerely, her voice coming out in a croak. If their former guide had not intervened, she did not doubt she would even now be lying lifelessly on the floor of the Baron’s chamber.
 
   Cole, now freed from the Baron’s spell, was poking around the unusual bed. With a sweep of his arms he pulled the curtain aside, and bright white light poured into the room. Behind it was a great round window, beyond which stood the grey trees of the Spiritwood. Large flakes of snow were still falling. But Cole was looking around the room. “There’s a door over there,” he said, pointing.
 
   “It might not be a good idea to go in there.” Emmett’s voice was barely above a whisper.
 
   Raven felt the tug of curiosity draw her closer to the door. It was plain wood, with no distinguishing features. And yet she felt a great sense of foreboding when she approached it.
 
   “Perhaps our equipment is in there,” Cole wondered aloud. Emmett made no further reply.
 
   Raven saw her hand go to the doorhandle, moving almost of its own volition. She felt separate from her body as the handle turned. The door creaked open, and the humming noise she had noted upon entering the Baron’s chamber became louder. She tried to will her feet to turn around and carry her far from that room, but they ignored her. A thousand miles below her, her feet took slow, cautious steps through the doorway.
 
   The smell hit her first. The stench of old blood and rotting meat. Decay. A cloud of flies took off as she entered the room, buzzing angrily above the room’s only piece of furniture. In the centre of the room, between the racks of sharp metal implements, was a plain wooden table. A naked man lay upon it, unmoving. It was Harri.
 
   The world seemed to spin away from her, no thoughts in her mind but a ceaseless wail of agony and loss. She barely even heard Cole enter the room behind her and gag. “Oh god...” he moaned.
 
   The young hunter’s body was a bloody ruin. His left shoulder ended in a ragged stump, the white of bone showing through the gore. His right leg was missing also, while his body was covered with a maze of slashes and gouges. One side of his head was bloody where an ear had been torn away, but otherwise his face was untouched. His eyes were closed, but there was no peace there. Features that she had once gazed upon so adoringly were now contorted by fear and pain. All that had made him beautiful to her was gone, replaced by ugliness. What remained was a gruesome parody of the man she had known.
 
   Suddenly there was a huge crash from the Baron’s chamber behind them. Her consciousness came flooding back as she ran from the room of horrors. The window above the bed was shattered, and a flurry of snowflakes blew in from the world outside. The Baron’s body had gone.
 
   With a primeval roar, Raven ran towards it, ignoring the cries behind her. A savage fury was upon her. She was no longer a woman who had dedicated her life to a single goal. Even the darker half of her, the part of herself that kept her awake at night, the part that took over when she was fighting, that had cut down dozens of foes without shedding a single tear, was gone. All that was left was the blood pounding in her head, the rage. She was vengeance made flesh.
 
   There was no feeling beyond the howling emptiness at the core of herself. She flew through the morning air, feeling neither the icy chill of the snowflakes on her skin nor the impact as she landed. Part of the wall on this side of the manor house had tumbled down, revealing the forest beyond. Red droplets spotted the crisp white blanket that covered the ground, leading towards this gap.
 
   Raven sprinted after the trail. There was no thought behind her movements. She was acting on instinct, guided only by rage. As she went, it almost felt as though she were running through the snow on four legs, not two. She was the predator now, her mind filled only with the hunt.
 
   The trail of blood led into the trees and she raced between the grey trunks without slowing. Sharp, dry twigs whipped at her face, but they hardly registered. She was getting close now, she could feel it.
 
   Then, she spotted her prey. The Baron was staggering through the snow, his bloodied nightshirt flapping loosely behind him. With a triumphant bellow she charged towards him, wanting nothing more than to rend him to pieces, to sate herself on his destruction. At the sound, the Baron glanced back and groaned. He took two more unsteady steps, but then Raven was upon him. 
 
   She leapt at the Baron’s retreating back, and the pair of them rolled over and over, throwing up clods of snow. When they stopped tumbling, Raven was kneeling astride him. The Baron’s luminous green eyes, that had seemed so confident before, so mocking, were now filled with fear. She raised her sword high, but with a hiss the Baron lashed out a desperate arm and slashed her face with his claws.
 
   Raven fell back, and that was enough for her foe to clamber to his feet. He didn’t run, though, not this time. Raven sprang up, her blade already swinging, and their battle began.
 
   Raven had never been conceited, but at the same time there were aspects of herself that she found pleasing. Her method of fighting was one. Long ago realising that she could never match the reach or strength of the men she faced, she instead focused on being faster, more athletic than they – for how could they hurt what they couldn’t hit? After long years of practice, she fought with the grace and litheness of a dancer, until she thought of it more as a form of art than combat.
 
   There was nothing artistic about her fight against the Baron of Faerloren. They swung wildly at each other, not feeling the other’s strikes. They were both wounded beasts; the only difference was that for one the injuries were physical, the other’s deep within her soul. Fury wielded her sword this time, her arm merely the vehicle for the bloodlust that consumed her. The Baron was strong, even now. He bore no weapon, but his arm was iron, his claws razors. Ragged tears appeared in Raven’s clothes as the Baron slashed at her again and again.
 
   Gradually, as they fought, Raven began to reassert control over herself. The fires of vengeance still burned within, but the icy calm of her conscious mind began to hold them in check. She started to anticipate his swings, moving aside to let his claws slash uselessly down her shoulder rather than along her chest. As his arm moved past, she swung down with her sword, striking his wrist. The Baron’s hand flew into the snow in a gush of blood. He fell back howling, clutching the wound.
 
   The Baron lay there, blood staining the white blanket that had settled upon the Spiritwood, his breath coming in heavy gasps. He regarded her coolly. Behind the pain, there was a look of vulpine cunning in his eyes.
 
   “You have bested me,” he hissed. “Let me live and I’ll leave here forever. You’ll never hear of me again.”
 
   Raven stood above him, holding her blade steady. This time, she was ready for any sudden movement on his part. She would not be caught unawares a second time. “It ends here,” she said.
 
   Through the pain, the Baron grinned, baring teeth that once again looked human. “Think of what you’d be throwing away. I have power, greater than you can comprehend. I could grant you riches, or titles. Whatever you desire. Let me live, and you could be a queen.”
 
   “There is nothing I want that you could give me.”
 
   “Are you so sure?” The features of the Baron’s face shifted subtly, and suddenly she was staring into a pair of familiar steel-grey eyes. “We can still be together,” said Harri. He held an imploring hand out towards her.
 
   For a moment, Raven held his gaze, saying nothing. Her face gave away nothing of the turmoil that raged within her. Then she took a step forward. “Do you remember the promise I made you, Baron?”
 
   The illusion faded and the Baron lay before her once again. He growled as she approached, scrabbling in the snow with his shoulders in an attempt to crawl away. “Pathetic monkey,” he spat venomously. “You can’t kill me. I am eternal! I will feast on your flesh and gnaw your bones. I...”
 
   His last words ended with a grunt as Raven’s sword pierced his heart. She held it there until the snow all around them stained red as his life drained away. The arrogant light in his eyes died at last and he slumped lifelessly.
 
   Raven left the sword where it was, pinning the vile creature’s body to the ground. It seemed fitting somehow. It belonged to him, after all. Or to his guards, at least. As she turned away, she felt the chill wind pinch at her skin, and she crossed her arms to protect what little warmth remained to her.
 
   Whatever fire had driven her here died with the Baron. The icy cold snowflakes actually provided some relief, numbing the skin of her face where the Baron’s claws had gouged deep scratches. She began to walk back the way she had come, following her own deep footprints, and noticed the pain in one ankle. It did not feel broken; most likely she had sprained it in her jump from the window.
 
   When she climbed back through the gap in the wall she had chased the Baron through, Cole was coming towards her. Behind him, standing uncertainly in the snow, was a crowd of villagers. Several armoured guards stood among them, and Raven began to regret leaving her only weapon behind in the forest.
 
   “Did you find him?” Cole asked. “Is he...”
 
   “He’s dead,” Raven answered simply. It seemed unnecessary to say more.
 
   “I thought so.” Cole shuffled his feet uncertainly, churning up the fresh snow. “Raven, something happened to the villagers. After you left, a group of them came to the manor. They burst in on me and Emmett, the guards too, and I thought that was going to be it for us.” He glanced at the people standing behind. “Then, they just stopped. They threw their weapons down, and some of them started crying. It was as if they suddenly woke up.”
 
   Raven nodded wearily. “Whatever control the Baron had over them died with him. It’s over.”
 
   “There’s something else. Raven, it’s Harri...”
 
   “Cole, I-”
 
   “... he’s alive.” Cole finished.
 
   Hope is a strange feeling, Raven later reflected. When we have it, we can live our lives and only rarely become aware of its presence. But when it is either lost or gained, it consumes our entire being.
 
   Raven ran again, limping this time. She pushed her way through the crowd of villagers without a word, and flew up the stairs towards the Baron’s chamber. Somebody, Cole or Emmett most likely, had carried the young hunter from the room of death and laid him on the Baron’s bed. The healer was bent over his body. In the light of day, Harri’s wounds looked even more grievous, but now his eyes were open.
 
   She went to him. Harri smiled when he saw her, though it was obvious he was in great pain. “Harri,” she said, taking his hand. Tears stung her eyes. She didn’t know what else to say.
 
   “It is good to see you,” he managed. “There were times, when they were... cutting me... that I did not think I ever would again.”
 
   “He should sleep,” the healer said, addressing them both. “The wounds are severe, but I believe he can be saved. He should be brought to my house.”
 
   Cole arrived, Emmett in tow, and the three of them carried Harri out of the manor house. Their feet scrunched in the snow as they walked through the quiet village, until Harri was once more laying in the treatment room.
 
   While the healer busied himself among the assortment of herbs and potions on his workbench, Raven waited with Harri. “At least father will be pleased,” he said, with grim humour. “I found out where the travellers were disappearing to after all. My mission was a complete success.”
 
   Raven smiled sadly, her eyes downcast. The young hunter was putting a brave face on his suffering, but they were both aware of the truth they left unsaid. He would live, so said the healer, but he was a hunter now in name only. He could never again ride a horse, or fight. He would never lead his people.
 
   The healer joined them, and pressed a bottle of clear liquid into Harri’s hands. “This will let you sleep,” he told him. “I have to tend to your wounds properly. The pain will be great. This will help.”
 
   Once Harri had fallen asleep, Raven left the healer’s house, allowing him to work in peace. There was nothing further she could do.
 
   More than a dozen people stood in the street outside, milling around as if unsure what they should be doing. Cole and Emmett were among them. “What is going on?” she asked them.
 
   “Not much,” Cole replied. “The villagers seem to be a bit lost, now that the Baron’s spell over them is broken.”
 
   “They are going through the same emotions as I did when I woke up,” Emmett said. “It is not a pleasant process. There is a lot of guilt, and sadness. Several people I have known my entire life up and walked off into the forest. I do not know if they will return.”
 
   Raven was unsympathetic. “There are those who would say you should all face the headsman’s axe for what you’ve done.”
 
   “No doubt you’re right.” Emmett looked miserable. “My only defence is that our minds were not our own. It is hard to describe, but for my whole life I have felt the hand of another on my shoulder, guiding my actions.”
 
   “You could not fight it?”
 
   “It wasn’t simply that we couldn’t fight, but there was a... a fog over my mind, which made it so that I didn’t want to resist.”
 
   “Raven, I believe he’s telling the truth,” Cole said. “I’ve spoken to Emmett about his dreams, or lack of them, and saw some of it for myself. Whatever the Baron did to these people, it... it robbed them of any will to stand against him.”
 
   Raven looked at them, at the collection of people huddled against the winter air. They watched her warily. Expectantly. Why is it up to me? she wondered.
 
   “What would you do now?” she asked Emmett.
 
   “First of all, when the healer has finished with your friend, we’ll need him to cut the stones out of everybody else. Even with the Baron is gone, we don’t trust them.” He shivered, whether from the cold or the thought of their former master, Raven was unsure. “It won’t be easy... even now I find my thoughts straying towards the one I lost. They take hold of you in some way, I think. Luckily I threw it away into the forest. I... I’m not sure I would have the strength to do so now. After that, I think most will go their own ways. Try to deal with things as best they can. Find ways they can live with themselves.” He stared out towards the forest. “If they are able.”
 
   “And you?”
 
   “I’ve spoken with some of the others,” he told her. “We’ve decided to stay here, until your friend has recovered sufficiently to travel. Then we will take him back to Hunter’s Watch, back to his home. I feel I owe him that, at least.”
 
   “Aren’t you afraid of what Yaegar will do?” Cole asked him.
 
   “His father?” Emmett shrugged. “We will let your friend tell his tale, as he chooses. We will accept our fate, whatever that shall be.”
 
   She tried to imagine how Yaegar would react when his son and heir was returned to him in his current state. He was as likely to be merciful as vengeful, she decided. Much depended on how Harri would portray the events of the last few days.
 
   “Raven, if you want to stay, to return with Harri, then you have my blessing,” Cole said quietly. “I have to continue on to Frosthold, but I can do so on my own if I must. But I daren’t tarry longer.”
 
   Another crossroad. Raven thought about the different paths facing her. It would be easy to return with Harri, to help him back to health however she could. That path in time might even lead to, if not happiness, then peace of a sort. But there would be no answers for her at the Watch. Everything that had driven her up until now would be drowned beneath that new life, like the falling snow even now covered up the village. But it would always be there, below the surface. The easy path is not always the right one.
 
   She turned to Emmett. “You must look after him as if he were your own son,” she told him. “If I ever hear that he was mistreated, or did not reach the Watch safely, then I will hunt each of you down. And I will not be merciful.”
 
   Emmett looked startled at the ferocity of her words, but then nodded to show that he understood. “I believe you.” He cast a glance behind, at the other assembled villagers. “We’ll wait here then for a time. A week, mayhap two. Then, when your friend is able we’ll head to the road and make for Dusk. It is not too far, and the Legion should be able to escort us the rest of the way.”
 
   “You’ll need to pay the toll.” Raven reached inside her pack, which Cole had recovered from the manor house. It still contained all her clothes, provisions and equipment. Even her weapons. She removed a small cloth pouch, and tossed it to the older man. It jingled when he caught it. “That should serve.”
 
   With no further word to their former guide, or any of the villagers, she shouldered the pack and left them standing in the snow. Even now it entirely covered the degradation of the village, hiding it from sight. It looked almost peaceful.
 
   She strode through the village to the south and into the forest beyond. Cole hurried after her, weighed down by his own pack. “Don’t you want to say goodbye to Harri?” he asked when he finally caught up.
 
   Raven stared off into the trees, gathering her bearings. The field of white in front of her made it even harder than before to navigate. However, above the naked grey branches of the Spiritwood, every so often the iron clouds in front of them parted to reveal the rocky peaks behind. The Dragon’s Back. It would not be too far now. A day, perhaps, and then they would be able to leave this cursed forest behind them. “Harri is sleeping, and I have said goodbye to him twice already today,” she said finally, before striding off again through the forest. “There is nothing left for me to say.”
 
   Less than a mile later, they heard the snow scrunching behind them as something raced to meet them. Raven whirled, brandishing her blade. What new evil of the Spiritwood approached them? However, when she looked back, there was nothing visible among the trees.
 
   “Pick us up, woodja?” growled an abrasive voice from the snow around her ankles. “It’s faggin’ freezin’ down ‘ere.”
 
   Raven sighed, as Cole grinned. “Grume, you found us,” he cried, bending down to retrieve the shivering creature. For some reason, he had kept the leather pouch despite the boggit’s betrayal, and he now slipped it inside where it snuggled down happily.
 
   “Right then,” said Grume. “Are we gunna see some bladdy mountains then, or wot?”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 22
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   It was often said of the merchants’ quarter of Ehrenburg that anything that could be imagined, no matter how exotic or unusual, could be found somewhere within its bright, well-kept avenues. While this was a myth that the merchants themselves did little to dispel, carrying, as it did, a constant stream of eager shoppers right to their doorsteps, it was not a great exaggeration.
 
   All year round, three of the capital city’s four fortified gates admitted ox-drawn carts from around the Empire, piled high with goods that could command higher prices there than anywhere else. Carts heaving with foodstuffs – grain, cheeses, honey, fruits and vegetables – tuns of ales and meads, wines both as dark as ink and as light as the sun and every shade in between. Carts overflowing with bolts of wool, furs and linens, piled high with precious metals and lumber. As well as carts, drovers regularly brought their livestock to the streets of the capital; pigs, sheep, cattle, geese and other beasts whose meat would shortly be found not only on the menus of Ehrenburg’s inns and hostelries, but also within the dining rooms of the wealthy and influential.
 
   The city was a vortex, drawing in everything from the surrounding lands and even further afield. While industry and commerce existed in every town, for those able or willing to make the journey to the capital the benefits far outweighed any dangers. It was not for nothing that it was said the streets of Ehrenburg ran with gold.
 
   But the influence of the city spread out even further than the most distant reaches of the Empire. The fourth great gate of Ehrenburg was opened to its port that, rain or shine, was crowded with ships all of different sizes and designs. Heavy, dark Tenebrian galleys, dozens of long oars jutting from their sides, jostled for harbour space alongside colourful Xanshi windrunners, their hulls covered with elaborate carvings and their sails oddly angular. Among these were bulky Calladorian hulks and smaller cogs, that bobbed on the water among their larger cousins like cygnets paddling in their mother’s wake. These ships disgorged goods and produce unavailable anywhere else in the Empire – fine silks, exotic gemstones and heady spices from the distant east, dark, heavy woods, vivid dyes, and aromatic foodstuffs from the mysterious lands to the south that set the palate on fire. These and more besides all found their way to Ehrenburg’s shops and markets, to be discovered, bartered for and bought for extravagant sums.
 
   But if it was not too much of an exaggeration to say that everything a heart could desire could be purchased from the merchants’ quarter, it was equally true that in the artisans’ quarter nearby almost anything could be crafted.
 
   It was here that the stores and boutiques, their frontages lavishly decorated so as to entice shoppers inside, gave way to plain-looking workshops that belched steam and smoke at all hours of the day or night. Places where skilled craftsmen sawed and hammered and wove and stitched the finely worked items that would later find their way into merchants’ windows. Smiths rubbed shoulders with carpenters, masons, bakers, butchers, tailors, furriers, glass-blowers, chandlers, tanners and leatherworkers. There wasn’t a trade in the known world that wasn’t represented somewhere in the artisans’ quarter, and not a raw material brought in from outside that didn’t find a use somewhere within its maze of tight, cobbled streets.
 
   For those in the know, it was also a place where bargains could be found. Most of the goods crafted in the quarter were purchased by the merchants, who would double the price when selling to the public. Much of the rest was commissioned directly by members of noble houses and wealthy city burghers. But sometimes the works did not live up to the exacting specifications of the merchants and customers, often those created by apprentices still learning their trades. These flawed pieces could be found heaped up on perfunctory displays outside the workshops, on sale for little more than the cost of the materials used to produce them.
 
   It was along these streets that two young girls with chestnut hair skipped in a state of high excitement, pawing through the workshop displays with ever-widening eyes. Behind them trailed their governess; a middle-aged woman wearing an austere blue dress and a put-upon expression. It had been her idea to come to the artisans’ quarter and find something to spend her young charges’ allowances on, an idea she had long since come to regret.
 
   “Rose! Milly! Put those down, for goodness sake,” she called. “No, I don’t think your mother would want a stuffed fox. I don’t care if it’s smiling. Oh, do be careful!” She tutted as the girls scampered away from the display they had been browsing and ran towards another. The young Legionnaire who had been assigned as their bodyguard for the morning smirked but said nothing.
 
   Really! For an hour she had been dragged around the narrow streets, desperately trying to keep sight of the girls, who bounced along through throngs of workmen and traders without a care in the world. Milly, the eldest, was the ring-leader, leading the charge between every display that caught her eye. Little Rose, who had seen just five summers, trailed cheerily behind her sister like the tail of a comet. Milly was on the lookout for “something sparkly”, she claimed, while sweet little Rose wanted to buy a present for their mother. Unfortunately, her tastes were likely to be a little on the macabre side for Lady Ellara. She had already ruled against purchasing a veritable menagerie of stuffed animals, a funerary urn – which she had to admit had been painted very attractively – and a small blacksteel morning-star to which Rose had taken a shine. Mistress Marie would never say it to his face, but she was beginning to suspect the younger child took after her father more than his elegant wife.
 
   She turned a corner, and saw that they had now descended upon a collection of gold and silver oddments on display outside a jeweller’s workshop. The look on their faces as they picked through the selection of rings, necklaces and brooches brought to mind of a pair of magpies. Still, at least here they may both find something to satisfy each of their goals.
 
   “Marie! Marie! Look at this!” Rose stood on tiptoes to lift a ring from the display. It was a plain gold band with a large ruby set in the middle. “I think momma would like this.”
 
   “It’s very pretty, Rose dear. Will she like the colour, do you think?”
 
   “Yes! It’s red. Like blood,” the girl said, with obvious relish.
 
   Marie began to feel one of her headaches coming on. 
 
   It was Milly who proved to be her unexpected saviour. The older girl finished riffling through the jewellery, evidently finding nothing that pleased her. She looked up, and squinted along an alley that opened up on the opposite side of the street. Then she smiled and pointed. “Look Marie, it’s Uncle Jarrod.”
 
   The governess followed the direction of Milly’s outstretched hand, and saw that she was correct. The emperor’s youngest son was lounging at a rough wooden table that had been set up outside a rough-looking alehouse. The sound of drunken revelry and raised voices could be heard coming from within. Jarrod sat alone, a flagon at his elbow upon the tabletop. It was unmistakably him; his dark-blonde hair slicked back in its customary style, and his black doublet slashed with red velvet was among his regular attire. A moment later he glanced up and smiled in recognition.
 
   “Well, well, if it isn’t my lovely nieces and their even lovelier governess,” he said, rising from his table to approach them. A burly guardsman, wearing the imperial sigil, emerged from the shadow he had been standing in discreetly to follow after the prince. Jarrod took Marie’s hand, and kissed it lightly with a bow. “Fancy running into you ladies in this insalubrious locale.”
 
   “I could have said the same to you, Highness,” Marie said primly.
 
   “Touché!” Jarrod exclaimed, grinning broadly. “Never let it be said that I am unwilling to rub shoulders with the common man. Besides,” he added, leaning closer and whispering conspiratorially, “the ale here is far finer than the overpriced, gassy piss they serve along the Golden Mile.”
 
   The girls, hearing this exchange, giggled at their uncle’s profanity. He winked, and knelt down so that he was eye-to-eye with them. “So, what brings you to the artisans’ quarter?”
 
   “We’re spending our dress money, uncle.” Milly held out a hand. On her palm sat two golden coins. “Marie thought we could get something better for less by coming here.”
 
   Jarrod took the coins, and held them up to the light. “Tsk. Just like my brother,” he said sadly. “I swear there are coins in his purse that were minted before Fat Fredi’s time, that still have yet to see the light of day.” He placed them back in the girl’s hand. “It was very wise of Mistress Marie, to tell the truth, although you’d be hard pressed to make that gold stretch very far even here.”
 
   The smiles on the girls’ faces faded. “Oh,” said Milly, downcast. “I’d hoped to find something beautiful to buy.”
 
   “Come now, ladies, don’t be downhearted.” Jarrod stood up straight and clapped his hands. “Why would you need to spend your hard-won gold, when you can have what you want for free.”
 
   “Highness! Surely you cannot be suggesting thievery to Prince Adelmar’s daughters!” She was aghast at the very notion.
 
   “Stealing?” Jarrod laughed. “Why would you steal what is freely given?”
 
   “What do you mean, uncle?” Rose asked in a tiny voice.
 
   “Simply this,” Jarrod replied. “Today, in the cathedral square, is a singer who is giving away beautiful pendants five – no! – ten times prettier than any you would find outside these ratty old workshops.”
 
   “Highness, I’m not sure that-”
 
   “A singer!” Milly cried over her governess’ objections. “Is he good, uncle? Oh, please tell me that he’s good.”
 
   “Good, no.” Jarrod grinned wickedly at her disappointed expression. “Sensational, is the word I’ve heard others use to describe him. Astonishing, even.” Milly was smiling again, amused by her uncle’s jest. “Why, they say his voice is the sweetest you will hear anywhere in the realm. If you hurry, he may even still be there.”
 
   “Quick!” Both Milly and Rose began to tug at Marie’s arms. They threw hasty goodbyes over their shoulders towards their uncle as they raced along the cobblestones. Jarrod stood waving as they left, a smile still upon his lips.
 
   When they reached the wide open square that stood before Ehrenburg’s grand cathedral, it did not take them long to find the singer. It was not unusual for minstrels and street performers to set up in the circular plaza, though if any had done so on this day they had already given up and left in the face of the competition. A massive crowd had gathered along one side and, as they approached, there was a smattering of applause.
 
   Quickly, though, a hush fell over the crowd, and Mistress Marie heard the sound of strings being plucked. The girls dragged her to the edge of the throng, just as a lilting melody filled the air. The sisters jumped up and down excitedly. “Who is it, Marie? Can you see?”
 
   She stood on tiptoes, but even in shoes she was shorter than most and could not see past the heads and shoulders in front. “I’m afraid I can’t, dear-heart,” she replied.
 
   Just then, one of the men standing closest turned to face them, and broke into a smile. It was one of the craftsmen whose store they had visited that morning. “Why if it isn’t the young princesses,” he said amiably, looking down at the girls. “You’ve come to see the lad as well, have you?”
 
   “We wanted to,” said Milly sadly, “but all we can see are people’s backs.”
 
   The craftsman turned back to the crowd, and nodded. “We’ll see what we can do about that,” he said. He then began shoving his way between the other spectators. “Make way for the princesses,” he said roughly, as people turned to complain. “Make room for Adelmar’s girls.”
 
   “Please, that really isn’t necessary-” Marie began, before Milly and Rose ducked into the space the craftsman was opening in the crowd. Marie uttered embarrassed apologies as she followed their retreating backs.
 
   A few moments later, they found themselves at the front of the crowd and she thanked the craftsman, who smiled and took up a protective position behind them. In front of them, a young man sat upon a small wooden stool, facing the crowd. He was dressed in the simple brown robes of the Order of Enlightenment, which was confirmed by the green stone pendant around his neck.
 
   The young man’s fingers danced across the strings of the harp on his lap, which had a striking silver frame. He smiled when he saw them. Then, he began to sing. His voice was high and as lilting as the melody he plucked upon the harp. Like a gentle, rolling wave the music washed over her. Later, she would not be able to recall the words of the song he sang, only the feelings the music stirred within her. At first the music was sad, hauntingly so. It was a song of loss, of grieving for the past. She thought of the home she had left as a girl, never to see again, of the husband who had died on a battlefield far to the north. Unbidden, tears welled in her eyes. Gradually, the tone of the song shifted. It began to uplift her, raise her hopes for better days to come. The singer’s voice plucked at the strings of her spirit as easily as his fingertips danced across those of his instrument. She felt her cares and worries melt away.
 
   The sound of clapping broke the spell, and she came back to herself. Once again she was standing before the cathedral, a hand resting lightly on the shoulder of each of her young charges. She glanced around at the crowd, and saw other faces as rapt as she. The singer and his harp had fallen silent, and she realised she didn’t know exactly when the song had finished.
 
   The singer bowed to the crowd, which soon began to disperse. A few stopped to offer him coins – gold as well as bronze and silver, she was astonished to see – but with a shy smile he turned them away, declining their donations. One young woman stopped to talk for him for a few moments. Marie was too far away to hear what was said, but the singer nodded, reached into the folds of his robe and drew out a leather pouch. From this he pulled a silver chain and pendant that was the twin of the one he himself wore, and gently laid it around the woman’s neck. With shy smile, she turned away and left the plaza.
 
   Marie felt a tug on her arm, and looked down to see Milly approach the singer. She went with her, pulling Rose along behind. The singer looked up at them and smiled.
 
   “That song was... beautiful,” Marie told him, blushing. “I’ve never heard anything like it before.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   After a pause, Marie realised that he was not going to add anything further. “Yes, well,” she went on, somewhat awkwardly. “My girls were very keen to see you perform. We all enjoyed your music.”
 
   “These are your daughters?” he asked. His forehead wrinkled slightly with confusion.
 
   Marie laughed, feeling unusually giddy. “Dear me, no. Those days are long gone, I’m afraid. This is Amelie and Rosalynd, daughters of Prince Adelmar and Lady Ellara.”
 
   The singer looked startled and fell to his knees. “Your Highnesses, please accept my humble apologies for not recognising you at once.”
 
   The girls giggled as Marie reached down to help the young man to his feet. “No apologies necessary, my dear. The girls have been away from the city for a long time, there is no reason at all why you should have known them.” She smiled at him placatingly. “And what is your name?”
 
   “Tamas.” His surprise seemed to have eased, and he was calm once more. “I’m honoured that such noble visitors would come to see a humble minstrel perform,” he added, bowing.
 
   “The girls were very keen to come along, weren’t you girls?” They nodded in response. “Why, Milly practically ran all the way here when she heard about the necklaces you were giving away.”
 
   “You mean these?” Tamas reached into his robe again, and withdrew the pouch she had seen earlier. Once again, he dipped inside and lifted out a pretty silver chain set with a shining green stone. Milly’s eyes went wide when she saw it. “These are very special,” he said to her. “At night you can hold them up to your ear, and hear a song like the one you heard me play just now.”
 
   Marie smiled indulgently. It sounded like the sort of tall tales adults often told to children. A harmless charade. “It’s very... sparkly,” she said, watching the play of light across the surface of the crystal. “Did you still want one, Milly?”
 
   The elder girl reached up and tentatively took the necklace from Tamas’ fingers. Eagerly, she drew the chain over her head and let the pendant fall across the front of her dress. “And what about you?” he asked, addressing Rose. 
 
   The younger girl shook her head. “Don’t like green,” she said, scowling.
 
   “Another day, perhaps.” Tamas put the leather pouch back inside his robes. He turned to look towards the cathedral, and Marie saw two other Brothers standing at the entrance, watching them. “I must go,” the young singer said suddenly, stooping to pick up his stool. “It was an honour to meet you all. I hope you will come back and listen to me perform again soon.”
 
   They stood and waved goodbye as Tamas turned and walked briskly back to the cathedral, stool in one hand and the other clutching his silver harp against his chest. “What a nice young man,” said Marie. “Now, it’s starting to get late and it’s time to return to the palace. We don’t want to be caught outside after curfew.”
 
   “But I didn’t find anything for momma,” Rose wailed.
 
   Marie tutted. “Hush, child. We’ll go to the market tomorrow and see if we can find something for her there.”
 
   “Stupid curfew,” the younger girl replied sullenly.
 
   “I agree it’s an inconvenience,” Marie sighed. “But your father says that there is no other choice. It’s three young women now that have died, and until they catch whoever is responsible we all have to make sacrifices.”
 
   Still, Rose complained bitterly about the need to return to their quarters all the way back. Milly was strangely quiet, however. Once or twice, Marie glanced at the elder girl, but she seemed happy enough. Quiet, thoughtful, but not unhappy. Marie shrugged and put it down to the caprices of youth.
 
    
 
   *      *      *
 
    
 
   The musky odour of horses reached Adelmar’s nostrils first as he approached the stables. The wooden construction was a fair size, built to hold enough animals to mount an entire cavalry regiment. It was nearly full now, he saw, when he eased open the door. A hundred stalls lined the long room, inside which a century of horses whickered and shifted restlessly. A dozen grooms, at least, tended to the animals, brushing their coats and the tangles from their manes and tails, and making sure that each was fed and watered.
 
   Adelmar glowered at them as he marched down the long corridor between the rows of stalls. When the grooms saw their commander striding into the stable, they redoubled their work, labouring even harder over their charges. It had been several days since he had needed to order a stableboy dragged to the post outside the barracks next-door and flogged, but that had been enough of an example to the others and their diligence had not faltered since.
 
   At the end of the building was another door, which led to a storeroom in which was kept oats for the horses, brass and leather polish for the tack, wheelbarrows, forks, shovels and everything else required for their care. A soldier wearing chainmail and white tabard with the imperial sigil stood on duty in front of the door. Adelmar stopped in front of the guard, who stood to attention at his approach. “He is in here?”
 
   “Yes sir.” The guard saluted, then grimaced. “Lieutenant Slake is with him.”
 
   Adelmar’s lip curled with distaste. The presence of the second-in-command of his father’s household guard did not please him. But, there were certain circumstances that required his particular... talents. He nodded wearily, and pushed open the storeroom door.
 
   He had spent most of his life around horses, and the familiar scent of them was not one that he found unpleasant. But the same could not be said for the stink that filled the storeroom. Adelmar’s nose wrinkled as he went inside and closed the stable door behind him. The odour of blood and other human secretions was what assailed his nose first, but there was an undercurrent of something worse. The stench of fear.
 
   He strode between shelves filled with boxes and supplies, until he found them. One man stood with his back to him. If Adelmar had not already known him for a soldier, there would be no clue here to give away that fact. The man was wearing a leather apron over plain, roughspun woollens. His balding hair was cut short, revealing his scalp. While not tall, long limbs and a reed-thin frame often made him appear larger than he was. He was fiddling with a variety of objects laid out on a table in front of him, which Adelmar could not make out fully in the dim light of the storeroom.
 
   Slake turned his head as Adelmar approached. “Ah, Commander, it is good that you have arrived. I trust you do not mind that I, mhm, commenced without you.”
 
   Adelmar grunted. He had always found mildly irritating the lieutenant’s habit of punctuating his sentences with small, murmured chuckles when no-one but he was aware of any humour in his words.
 
   “I am afraid I do not have much to report as yet,” Slake went on. “But I am, mhm, confident of improved results once the subject awakens.”
 
   Adelmar looked towards the room’s other occupant, and felt something close to pity. A naked man sat upon a wooden chair, his wrists and ankles bound to the frame with thick leather straps. His skin, darker in complexion than would normally be found within the Empire, was covered by a network of bloody scratches, abrasions and burns. On the seat of the chair and the floor around him was blood, both dried and fresh, while several toes and fingers were discoloured and angled unnaturally. The man’s head slumped forward, his eyes closed. Unconscious. Probably for the best, Adelmar thought.
 
   “This has to be done here, did it?” he asked gruffly. “The palace dungeons would seem more fitting for such business.”
 
   “Fear not, Highness. The Pit will claim this one soon enough. He was caught skulking around just behind these stables. It seemed, mhm, prudent to discover what we can here before he is spotted being taken elsewhere.”
 
   “You are sure he is a spy?”
 
   The bald inquisitor spread his hands apologetically. “He claims to be a sailor belonging to one of the Tenebrian trading vessels. But he is far from the port, is he not?”
 
   “Has he explained why he was found behind my barracks?”
 
   “As he tells it, he became lost looking for a, mhm, house of the night.”
 
   Adelmar looked down at the unconscious figure. It seemed hard to believe that anyone could withstand such pain without confessing all they knew. “Perhaps he is telling the truth.”
 
   A greasy smile slid across the inquisitor’s face. “If he is, then he’s the unluckiest man in Ehrenburg, Highness. However, I believe applying a little more pressure is likely to reveal his true purpose.”
 
   Adelmar’s jaw tightened. “Proceed.”
 
   With a nod, Slake returned to his bench and picked up a small bucket. He flung the contents in the face of the naked man, and the smell of vinegar stung Adelmar’s eyes. The man awakened instantly with a screech, spitting out the liquid that had entered his mouth, writhing in pain where it had touched his wounds.
 
   “Now, where did we leave off?” The inquisitor mused, his voice soft. “Ah yes. Perhaps you could remind me why our patrol found you outside our barracks?”
 
   “Felhadhi... please, master. I tell you already.” The man’s voice was a ragged sob. “I leave ship. I get lost. Your men find me, bring me here. That is all, I swear.”
 
   “If it was a whore you wanted, why leave the harbour? There are plenty there to choose from.”
 
   “I... I do not know, master. Felhadhi, let me return to ship. I go, never return.”
 
   As fast as a striking snake, the inquisitor was behind him. He grabbed a handful of hair and yanked the man’s head back, a skinning blade held against his throat. The man cried out in fear.
 
   “There’s no ship for you now, we both know that full well,” Slake hissed. “All that remains is for you to decide whether this ends quick or slow... and believe me, mhm, I can keep this up for as long as it pleases me.” The man nodded to show understanding, pricking the skin of his throat on the point of the knife. He moaned. “Good,” the inquisitor continued. “Now that we know where we all stand, tell me true. Which of the courts are you working for, hm? The Court of Death? Perhaps. The Court of Night? More likely. But I wish to hear it from your own lips. If your answer pleases me, I can be merciful.”
 
   “Master, please, I... I am but a simple sailor. I know nothing of the courts. If I did, I would tell. But I know nothing.”
 
   What followed went on for some time. After grimly watching the inquisitor at work for a few moments, Adelmar left the storeroom and returned to the stables, closing his ears to the shrieks. The guard was still at his post, and looked as uncomfortable as he with what was taking place behind the wooden door.
 
   Eventually, all fell quiet once again, and Adelmar went back to the storeroom. He tried to avoid glancing at the wretched form on the chair as he approached the inquisitor. “Is he dead?” he asked.
 
   Slake was panting heavily, and with the back of one hand wiped a sheen of sweat from his brow. “No, Highness. Merely fainted. Fear not, this will only end at a time of my, mhm, choosing.”
 
   “Has he given you anything useful?”
 
   “Some.” Slake smiled. “He has admitted that he is on a mission from one of the five courts, but will not say which one.” He shrugged. “It matters not. They are all enemies of the Empire and will be crushed, one by one. I ask mainly from curiosity. He has also not yet told me about his task. I suspect it is merely reconnaissance, spying on our strength to report back to his masters, but it is worth finding out for certain. Sabotage is always a possibility, even assassination. I will continue to press. He has been surprisingly... resistant so far.”
 
   “Get everything you can before he’s taken to The Pit,” Adelmar said firmly. “Find out everything you can about their coastal defences. If there is a weak spot, I would know of it.”
 
   “As you wish, Highness.” Slake bowed obsequiously, and yet Adelmar detected an undercurrent of disrespect. He ignored it, keen to leave the inquisitor’s presence as quickly as possible.
 
   A black cloud had settled over his mood by the time he reached his family’s apartments at the imperial palace. The sight of his brooding expression was enough to send his wife’s handmaids fleeing when he marched into the bedchamber.
 
   Ellara raised a quizzical eyebrow as Adelmar stormed over to their window, which looked down upon the rooftops of the city, and stood brooding before it, arms crossed. “Is everything all right, husband?” she ventured finally.
 
   Adelmar continued to scowl down upon the city. “I shall be glad to leave this place,” he growled.
 
   “Really?” Ellara sighed. “I was just thinking how nice it is to be among normal people again, after having nobody but soldiers to talk to for the last two years.”
 
   He grunted in response. “What is normal, I ask you? The simpletons that live their entire lives in ignorance of the way the world works? Or the fawning lackeys that pretend to offer advice but tell you nothing you don’t wish to hear? Living among your troops... there is an honesty to it that the city lacks. There is an enemy, and you fight him together, united by a common purpose.” He smiled grimly, recalling his father’s words to him at the palace days before.
 
   Ellara whispered up behind him, her silk dress swishing as she moved, and wrapped her arms around his chest. “So gloomy today,” she said. “What happened to bring this mood on?”
 
   Adelmar sighed. His wife, always sweet and supportive, never failed to ease whatever troubled him. “It is nothing. A few problems with preparing our forces for departure, but everything has been resolved.”
 
   “Good. Because tonight is the ceremony at the Order’s tower that your father wanted you to attend, so we’re to leave tomorrow are we not?”
 
   He frowned and rubbed his eyes. That was tonight? He had spent several days either at the barracks or at the large army camp beyond the city’s walls, grabbing an hour or two of sleep whenever and wherever he was able. He’d lost track of the time, somehow. “I had best get ready then, I suppose.”
 
   Ellara laughed. “You sound like a man on the way to his execution, dear.”
 
   “That is how it feels.” He turned and embraced his wife. Her easy manner had done much to relieve his disquiet about what he had seen in the stables. “Where are the girls?”
 
   “In their room,” Ellara replied. “Marie is helping them to pack their belongings, then she’ll put them to bed and stay with them until we return. Not that I expect they’ll be asleep, they were still bouncing around after spending the day shopping, the last time I checked on them.”
 
   He let out a sharp bark of laughter. “Then she has her work cut out.” In truth, he liked the governess Ellara had found for the girls. She had a hard edge that he believed would help instil some discipline in his daughters. He let go of his wife and went to leave the room, when she called him back.
 
   “Where do you think you’re going, dearest?”
 
   He looked at her as if she had lost her mind. “The tower,” he spluttered. “The ceremony.”
 
   Ellara shook her head and smiled. “Not wearing that old armour,” she chided. “Not this time. I’ve laid you out something much more appropriate for the occasion.”
 
   Adelmar’s eyes fell upon the bed, where the stylish, formal court clothes he had ignored previously had made an unwelcome reappearance. He groaned. If he had sounded like a man going to his execution before, he now felt like one attending his own funeral.
 
   It was worse than that, he decided soon after, when he and Ellara stepped from their carriage in the richly decorated plaza that surrounded the Spire. A dead man, after all, was past the point of discomfort, whereas Adelmar itched and chafed seemingly all over. The shirt was buttoned too high against his throat, the laces of the deep red doublet bound him too tightly, and the padded breeches and hose were too thin, causing him to shiver in the winter wind. The cape he wore offered no protection either, covering as it did just one shoulder and ending a clear hand’s width above his rump. The worst, though, was the shoes. They squeezed his feet, while the points ended some six inches after his toes. The entire outfit was ridiculous, in his opinion, and he found little comfort in seeing the other nobles making their way to the tower dressed in similar fashion.
 
   He glanced at Ellara. She at least was in her element. She had always adored the court functions that he shunned, and having at last got him into an ensemble that met with her approval she seemed determined to milk the occasion.
 
   After they had left their carriage, not another couple entered her eyesight without being greeted warmly. They didn’t so much cross the plaza as orbit it, drawing closer to the tower only to veer away again as somebody else caught her eye. Adelmar smiled stiffly as Ellara gossiped endlessly with everyone, learning in a few minutes everything about their current situation, the state of their family and a dozen other tidbits of useless information he cared for not in the least. If she noticed his reticence, then she did not show it, nor cut short her conversations with the Order’s other guests.
 
   He found himself glancing up at the enormous construction they were present to celebrate. The scale of it boggled the mind. Sitting atop a flight of wide stone steps that had been scrubbed clean for the occasion, the Spire stretched two hundred feet above even the imperial palace at its pinnacle. Having never before been inside its walls, he couldn’t say how many floors were inside; thirty at least, he guessed, if not more. Being so tall, there wasn’t a point in the city from which it was not visible. It towered over all else, a waypoint towards Ehrenburg for all travellers, whether they were coming by land or sea.
 
   Clusters of chattering dignitaries and noble guests stood in knots around the plaza before the steps, while the great wooden double doors of the tower itself remained closed. Large braziers were arrayed around the square, burning brightly. They were the sole acknowledgement of the season, and the only respite from the icy wind that blew across the square.
 
   Adelmar glowered at the fires. “What’s this, the Archon sees fit to make his betters wait on his doorstep?” he muttered bitterly. “No doubt while he warms his feet before his hearth within.”
 
   “Hush dear,” chided Ellara, during one of the rare moments she was paying attention to her husband beside her. “I’m sure there’s a reason for it.”
 
   Adelmar relented, shivering. A pale-robed novice appeared at his elbow, proffering crystal glasses of golden wine. This was gratefully received by Ellara, who promptly disappeared into the throng to speak to somebody else who had caught her eye.
 
   Now alone, Adelmar gazed disapprovingly around the assembled figures. The thought of making idle small talk with people he mostly held in contempt did not appeal to him greatly. Then he spotted a face in the crowd, one he did wish to have words with. The maudlin, hangdog features of Lord Aubrey, Baron of Bard’s Lea were instantly recognisable. The baron was deep in conversation with a minor lordling Adelmar was not familiar with, who bowed an apology and made himself scarce as he approached them.
 
   “Enjoying the party, Sheridan?” Adelmar asked, with forced geniality.
 
   Lord Aubrey looked alarmed at being singled out for attention, and then smiled wanly. “Always happy to support the Order, Highness. I trust you are well?”
 
   “Never better.” He regarded the baron for a few moments, enjoying his discomfort. “Looking forward to departing on the morrow.”
 
   “Ah, yes, of course. The war.” The baron’s tone was detached. He might almost have been talking about something as mundane as his supper rather than the conflict brewing to the south. “I imagine readying the Legion has taken up much of your time this past week.”
 
   “Indeed, indeed. I’ve been meaning to speak to you about that, in fact.” A panicky look came into the baron’s eyes. “I was at the mustering grounds outside the city this very morning, as it happens, to watch the troops being put through their paces,” Adelmar continued, placing a companionable hand on Lord Aubrey’s shoulder. “And I have to say that the levies from Bard’s Lea really stood out.”
 
   “You flatter me, Highness, I-”
 
   “An utter bloody shambles,” Adelmar interrupted. He smiled pleasantly, but the pressure from his hand increased until the baron winced. “Never in my life have I seen such an inept display. I’m worried that if I send them into battle they’ll do more damage to my own men than the enemy.”
 
   Beads of sweat began to appear on the baron’s brow. “I am sorry, Highness. The people of Bard’s Lea are not soldiers. We are but simple farmers, tradespeople. I sent two hundred men, as the Treaty stipulates, but-”
 
   “But they’re a damned menace,” Adelmar finished. “I understand yours are not a martial people, Sheridan. That’s why the Treaty is most important to those like Bard’s Lea. You require the Legion to protect your lands, do you not? All we ask in return is that in times of war, those we protect help to supplement the Legion’s numbers.”
 
   “Which we have done, Highness.” There was a wheedling tone to the baron’s voice. “You saw for yourself that we sent as many men as we are required to do.”
 
   “Yet I am forced to wonder whether you have sent the best men available, or whether there are now markedly fewer cripples and idiots on the streets of Bard’s Lea.” Adelmar released the baron’s shoulder. “We will have to whip them into shape as we march, and like all the levies they will serve under Legion commanders. But in their case I wonder if they don’t need an added incentive to fight.”
 
   “Highness? I am not sure I follow your meaning.”
 
   “I find that a reminder of why they are fighting can make up for a shortfall in training. A constant reminder among their own ranks.” Adelmar smiled. “You have a son, do you not?”
 
   Understanding dawned on the baron’s face and he began to tremble. “Domenic? But he is just a boy.”
 
   “Really? I understood he recently saw his fourteenth summer. I had bloodied my blade by the time I was ten.”
 
   “We can’t all be as naturally gifted in the arts of war as you, Highness,” the baron simpered. “Domenic has some training, yes, but he is not ready to take part in a campaign.”
 
   “Nevertheless, the boy will be outside the city gates by dawn tomorrow, or you will be in breach of the Treaty and we will have no choice but to withdraw Legion support from your lands.” He smiled. “On an unrelated note, I understand the Duke of Brackenwood recently petitioned my father on some minor matter. Something to do with an ancestor who married into your family, and a claim dispute of some kind. He seemed quite worked up about it, poor chap. Good evening my lord.”
 
   The baron smiled nervously and made his way further into the crowd, his face ashen. Adelmar watched him go with a light heart. The exchange had left him in a better mood than he had been in for days.
 
   That ended abruptly, however, when a familiar voice cried out behind him. “Is that my brother I see, or has a peacock escaped from the palace gardens?”
 
   Adelmar turned and saw Jarrod standing there, his face lit up by a silly, inebriated grin. “Hello Jarrod.”
 
   His younger brother tittered foolishly. “Poor Addled, you are a sight. I’ve seen peeled crabs that look happier to be stripped of their armour. No wonder you look like a man on the way to his execution.”
 
   “A fine jest, brother.” Adelmar smiled nastily. “Unfortunately my wife beat you to it.”
 
   Jarrod’s mouth twisted with disgust. “Ugh, don’t tell me I’m becoming predictable. I shall have to get out my whetstone later to sharpen my wit.” He hiccupped. “I blame the wine.”
 
   “Is that so? I would have thought you were quite accustomed by now to acting the drunken buffoon.”
 
   “No act, I assure you,” the young prince slurred. “By the way, how are my nieces? It was quite a surprise to see them in the artisans’ quarter earlier today.”
 
   Adelmar frowned. He had assumed they had gone to the markets. He would have words later with their governess. The thought of them in one of the rougher districts of the city did not please him. “And what were you doing there?” he asked gruffly. “Disgracing yourself in some ale-sodden gutter tavern, no doubt.”
 
   Jarrod’s eyes flashed mischievously. “You wound me brother,” he said, affecting a tone of mock-offence.
 
   “Why weren’t you with your troops at their barracks? You do realise we leave the city at dawn tomorrow. Are they ready?”
 
   Jarrod stifled a yawn. “I haven’t the least notion. I’ve left all of that to Trayner. It bores me stiff, I’m afraid. I’m sure it’s all in hand.”
 
   “I won’t stand for mockery, Jarrod.” Adelmar’s genial veneer vanished. He loomed threateningly over his brother. “We’re going to war. I won’t have you turning this campaign into a circus with your antics.”
 
   His brother sipped delicately from his glass, unimpressed. “Yes, yes, it’s all very serious, I’m sure. Don’t worry, when the arrows start to fly I’ll be on my best behaviour. I’m very attached to my life and don’t intend to throw it away just yet.”
 
   Adelmar was at a loss as to why his brother had even been put forward for the campaign. His father had muttered something about seasoning and toughening him up, but even he had not sounded entirely convinced. He smiled grimly. Well, let the wastrel play at war for a little while, he would discover the hard realities of military life soon enough. He was about to say more, when the sound of chanting carried across the square.
 
   All heads turned towards the tower, as the double doors were pulled open and rows of brown-robed Brothers emerged. Their heads were bent low as they came towards the top of the stair, deep voices blending with one another until the words themselves became a jumble.
 
   Between them strode the Archon, his expression solemn but his green eyes dancing in jubilation. He had chosen ceremonial robes of the most brilliant white for the occasion, dazzling the onlookers as the golden light of the sunset struck him. Even Adelmar was forced to admit, backed as he was by the tallest man-made structure in the realm, the cleric was an impressive sight.
 
   The Archon stood watching them for a few moments, until the Brothers fanned out behind him ceased their chant, and silence fell over the square. It was then that he began his address, his strong voice carrying to every corner of the plaza.
 
   “Esteemed guests,” he began. “It honours me to look around and see so many friends of our Order. Those who, I know, have supported our efforts to spread the word of Enlightenment in their lands... indeed some who have done so themselves. It gladdens my heart to know that anyone of the faith could walk from The Vigil to Westcove and always find a welcoming hearth. It tells me that our cause is truly just, that every man, woman and child of the Empire trusts us to show them the way to the light. Their lords and masters are here today to celebrate with us our latest achievement, that will carry us to even greater heights.”
 
   “With some notable exceptions,” muttered Jarrod under his breath. Adelmar scowled, but knew that his brother was right. While the noble houses of the south, west and east were well-represented, those of the north were strikingly absent.
 
   “This tower will stand as an eternal monument to Enlightenment,” the Archon continued. “Twenty years ago we began to raise this tower, this Spire, from the earth, driven by a vision. Our words say that man is supreme, that we need not be beholden nor feel inferior to any other race or being. But in order to prove the truth of our words, we needed to create something magnificent. Today, we finish that great work. This Spire will be the centrepiece not only for the Empire, but for all of mankind. Let all who gaze upon it know in their hearts that we have no equal. That there is no need for us to grovel in the dirt and beg for blessings. That we stand upon the earth not as base creatures... but as gods.”
 
   Adelmar felt his face redden, stung by the blasphemy. He glanced around as a ripple of applause broke out across the square. He hoped to see others like him, those that resented the Archon’s speech, but there were none. Only expectant faces, eager for more.
 
   Jarrod was looking at him strangely. “It surprises you, brother, does it not? You thought that perhaps father is alone in his convictions. But even those that don’t believe will not object. Their fangs were pulled a long time ago and they will do anything now not to be eaten.”
 
   “What are you saying?”
 
   “Did you know that in centuries past, packs of wolves roamed the land? They quite terrorised our ancestors, so the history books say. Well, there are no wolves in the Empire any more, dear brother. Save one. And he has a voracious appetite.”
 
   Adelmar was about to turn his back on the tower, on the Archon and his cohorts, and storm away in disgust, when there was a commotion the far end of the plaza. His father arrived to great fanfare, escorted through the crowd by half a dozen of his household guard, their armour shining. They barged a path through the assembly, heading towards the steps. As he passed close by, the emperor’s eyes found Adelmar’s and the command they conveyed was clear. Stay.
 
   Maximilien the Great looked as impressive as his name. Normally preferring a plainer mode of dress, not that dissimilar to his eldest son in that regard, the emperor had chosen a doublet of gold studded with fine jewels that glittered as he slowly climbed the steps towards his smiling counsellor. Atop his head, the golden crown he had worn for nearly three decades sat proudly, catching the last rays of the setting sun. Yet, for all his grandeur, as he reached the top of the steps to stand beside the Archon, he appeared gaudy in comparison.
 
   Adelmar stood silently fuming as his father addressed the gathered crowd. Platitudes about supporting the march towards a brighter future, of keeping the Empire strong through unity poured from his mouth. The Archon nodded and smiled smugly throughout. A wolf, Jarrod had called him, and Adelmar saw it now. There was a predatory look in his eyes as he stood watching his father, subtleties of posture that told an observant eye that the Archon did not see himself as subservient to the speaker; quite the contrary, in fact.
 
   As his father drew to a close, Adelmar noting that the applause that greeted his speech was less than had followed the Archon’s address, it seemed that the ceremony was not yet quite over.
 
   With a nauseous feeling in the pit of his stomach, Adelmar watched, open-mouthed, as two robed Brothers emerged from the tower behind, dragging a young bull calf. Even at this distance Adelmar could see the whites around its eyes as it desperately sought an escape, perhaps sensing what was to follow. Its mournful lowing carried out over the watching crowd.
 
   “The man has lost his mind,” Adelmar muttered disbelievingly. “I’d thought such barbaric practices long dead.”
 
   “I can tell you’ve not been to any of the Order’s recent services.” Jarrod smiled, but keeping his attention on the unfolding scene. “It seems that while in most matters they believe in looking to the future, in others they’re more than happy to revive certain activities enjoyed by our ancestors.”
 
   “But sacrifice?” Adelmar looked on in horror as the wretched beast was secured at the top of the steps. “But for whom? The Order worships no deity.”
 
   “So they say,” Jarrod replied slyly. “Curious, is it not?”
 
   “How does father stand for it?”
 
   “Oh, he’s been known to wield the knife himself at times while attending the cathedral services. Special occasions mostly.” Jarrod met his brother’s eye. “But I’m not sure the choice of animal this evening was entirely coincidental, do you?”
 
   Above them, the Archon had drawn a long ceremonial dagger from his robes. The Brothers around him resumed their chanting, as he drew it across the calf’s throat. Adelmar’s stomach rolled as red liquid cascaded down the steps. The creature’s cries of terror ceased, and moments later there was a thud as its legs gave way beneath it. Further applause followed the act, but if anything else took place before the tower, Adelmar was not there to witness it. By the time the animal fell, he was already marching from the square, pulling his wife behind him.
 
   Adelmar was still brooding a short time later, when they sat once more in their carriage, which carried them back across the city towards the palace. In a few short hours he would be leaving the city at the head of an army, and he knew it would be a long time before he gazed upon it again. But he swore that when he returned triumphant, there would be a reckoning.
 
   “Adelmar, whatever is the matter,” Ellara asked. “You look as if you’re a thousand miles away.”
 
   Not yet, but soon. “I was just thinking,” he said aloud, “about your wardrobe.”
 
   “My wardrobe?” Ellara looked baffled.
 
   A strange smile spread over Adelmar’s face. “Yes,” he replied. “I think it would look so much better with a wolfskin cloak.”
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   The wind was a savage beast, prowling the mountaintop and howling in their ears. It found every gap and chink in their clothing, pricking every inch of exposed skin with talons of ice. Not to be outdone, the snows that had begun hours before as a mere flurry now whipped into a full blizzard, leaving them unable to see more than a few yards ahead through the swirling flakes.
 
   Yet, in spite of the frigid conditions, Cole couldn’t help but grin. Before the weather had closed in, he had caught a sight of the dark, carved stone at the mountain’s peak. That brief glimpse told him he had made it at last.
 
   Frosthold.
 
   He trudged on through the blizzard, following the faint outline of Raven’s back, unable to tell how much further they had to go. The snow lay knee-deep here, near the mountain’s peak, and each stride sapped his waning energy even further. The going was harder even than through the sucking mud of the Ice Fens. The cold wormed its way into his bones, draining his strength. He could do little more than clutch his cloak tightly around his body.
 
   Cole’s foot caught against the top of a step and he stumbled. He landed on his hands and knees, the fallen snow chilling his fingers even through the thick gloves he wore. There was a torrent of angry expletives from the pouch at his hip as he hauled himself back upright. It wasn’t the first time one of the steps had tripped him, but he hoped that it was the last. Surely there were not many more remaining.
 
   He was grateful for their presence, though. He had been pleasantly surprised when Raven had told him about the existence of the stair, when he asked why they appeared to be skirting around the very mountain they were aiming to climb.
 
   “It will be easier to make the ascent if we approach from the north,” Raven had told him. “There is a path that is used by the Brothers to reach Whitecliff.”
 
   “A path? Who built it?”
 
   “One of the first lords of Frosthold, I presume, but I could not tell you which one,” she replied. “It is said to be one of the oldest strongholds of the north, already ancient by the time the hunters were laying the first foundations of Hunter’s Watch. When the Empire granted it to the Order, the path and stair were already long laid, and provided a convenient way for them to travel to Whitecliff for supplies.”
 
   “There’s a stair as well?” Cole squinted up at the gigantic face of rock that towered above them. “How do you know all this?”
 
   “I went there, long ago.” Raven did not stop to wait for him and, after staring up at the mountain for a few moments, Cole had to run to catch up with her. “I have visited many of the Order’s bastions during my search of the land, and Frosthold was one,” she continued. “The Brothers were not overly welcoming, but I was able to learn that the one I sought was not there. In the foothills, there is a path, but once we reach the mountain proper, it gives way to large steps carved into the rock. To reach the top, all you must do is follow it.”
 
   “You make it sound so simple.”
 
   Raven laughed ruefully. “There are five thousand steps, I believe, or near to it, so the going is not easy. However, it is a lot less arduous than if the steps were not there.” A few small flakes of snow were beginning to drift through the air as they hiked through the foothills. Some settled on her dark hair, and she frowned. “The weather will prove our greatest challenge, I fear. I would not have chosen to go up into the Dragon’s Back this late in the year, but we just have to make the best of it. We don’t have the luxury of being able to wait for spring.”
 
   Raven’s words had proven prophetic. The path had not been difficult to find; though it had apparently been some years since she had been there last, Raven hiked confidently through the rolling foothills, familiar with the terrain. But it still took most of the day to reach. By the time they found the track that led up onto the mountainside, the light was beginning to fade. Raven had spent a few moments deep in thought, before deciding that they would continue.
 
   “Is that wise?” Cole had asked. “What if we stumble in the dark and fall all the way back down on our heads?”
 
   Raven chewed her lip. It was obvious she was not entirely convinced herself. “That is a risk, but if we make camp now there’s a chance the mountain will be impassable come morning.”
 
   Cole looked up at the leaden sky above, from which snowflakes continued to fall. “But what if the blizzard comes when we’re still halfway?”
 
   “We had better pray that we’re nearer to the top than the bottom if that happens.” Raven adjusted the pack on her shoulders and began to trudge along the path.
 
   Cole stood watching her for a moment, then felt a movement at his hip. The boggit’s hairy head emerged yawning from the pouch and peered belligerently about them. “Good nap?” Cole asked.
 
   Grume ignored the question. “We stoppin’ for some grub or wot?”
 
   Cole felt his own stomach rumbling, but shook his head sadly. “Not yet, Raven wants to keep going before the storm closes in.”
 
   “Pfeh.” Grume spat his disapproval. “We found the mountain then, did we? Where’s it to?”
 
   “Are you blind?” Cole laughed. “We’re standing right in front of it.”
 
   The boggit’s little head looked up. And then up again. He seemed lost for words. “So,” Cole asked. “What do you think?”
 
   As Grume pondered the question, a tiny, clawed finger probed a nostril thoughtfully. “It’s big,” he offered, finally.
 
   Cole nodded and started after Raven’s receding back. “It sure is,” he sighed.
 
   Trudging on through the blizzard now, Cole believed they had made the right choice, though if they had reached the path an hour later then it could so easily have been the wrong one... fatally so. He and Raven had barely shared a word since reaching the carved steps, each of them concentrating their efforts on the climb and trying to preserve what little warmth remained to them. Grume, too, had retreated back inside his pouch, into which Cole had stuffed a fur hat that one of the Faerloren villagers had offered him as he departed. Of all of them, the little boggit was certainly the cosiest.
 
   However, as the minutes rolled by with still no end in sight and no respite from the storm, he felt his energy sap. Every footstep was harder than the last, requiring all his effort to keep placing one snow-crusted boot in front of the other. He stared down at his feet, a posture that helped his hood keep the worst of the chill wind from his face. Nevertheless, his skin felt as if somebody was stabbing a hundred needles into his flesh.
 
   He stumbled again. This time he seemed to float to the ground, landing in a snowdrift as soft and yielding as a cloud. Why isn’t it cold? he wondered, his thoughts coming slowly, as if moving though treacle. It was oddly comfortable, and suddenly exhaustion hit him. I’ll just rest here for a few moments. At least it’s warm. With numb fingers, he pulled off his gloves, feeling as if his skin was burning up. So strange...
 
   Just as Cole was falling asleep, he became aware of someone calling his name. He slurred at them to leave him alone. He just needed rest, then everything would be fine. Rough hands grabbed him, pulling him upright, but he was too tired to fight them off. He complained, his words muzzy and incoherent, as the gloves were pushed back onto his burning hands. Then he felt himself being dragged on through the snow.
 
   Later, all he would remember of the rest of their ascent of the mountain was a handful of still, frozen images, vague and indistinct. Snow falling in his face. A black hood, his arm thrown limply around the shoulders of another. A square silhouette against the night sky. An open door, cut into the face of the mountain. Darkness, dry and cool.
 
   He felt himself laid down upon a hard, cold floor. Then, unable to resist any longer, he slept.
 
   It was full daylight when Cole woke. He had no idea what the time might be, but it felt late. He sat upright, dislodging a mound of blankets that had been placed on top of him. A brazier burned merrily nearby. The warmth it provided was very welcome.
 
   Blearily, he gazed around at his surroundings. He appeared to be lying on the stone floor of a large anteroom of some kind. There was a high ceiling, held up by thick stone columns. At the far end a heavy wooden door stood open, and the light streaming through it told him it was likely the front entrance to the fortress.
 
   The smell of cooked bacon filled Cole’s nostrils and his stomach growled earnestly. He turned to see Raven sitting nearby, picking at a plate of hot, steaming food. Grume squatted on his haunches by her feet, gnawing on a hunk of meat. “I hope that’s nobody we know,” he said as he joined them.
 
   “Faggorf,” the little creature replied distractedly.
 
   “It’s good to see you looking yourself,” Raven said, passing a plate to him. “I was worried that we might have taken too long to reach the fortress.”
 
   Cole wasted no time in shovelling the crispy, still-warm meat into his mouth. “You carried me,” he said through full cheeks. “I remember falling in the snow. I was so tired. You came back for me.”
 
   “Of course.” Raven smiled. “We got lucky. If not for the storm, you would have realised how close you were. The spot where you fell was only a hundred yards from the front step of the castle we were trying to reach. If we had not been so near...” She lapsed into silence.
 
   “Perhaps we should have waited for the storm to clear before starting up the path.”
 
   Raven shook her head. “It was the right decision, at least if you wanted to reach this place before the spring thaw. I went to investigate this morning, while you slept. The blizzard may have ceased, but the mountain lies under a blanket of snow as deep as you are tall. We could not have attempted the climb this day.”
 
   “Well, we made it here at least,” Cole said. “I’m not quite sure how we’re going to leave, though.”
 
   “One thing at a time,” Raven replied with a shrug.
 
   Cole chewed thoughtfully. Somehow, Raven had managed to rustle up a hearty breakfast. “Not that I’m ungrateful,” he said, “but where did this food come from? I thought we were down to the crumbs at the bottom of our packs by now.”
 
   “I found a kitchen, not too much farther in,” she told him. “I didn’t want to venture too far before you woke, but there was a fully stocked cold-room and a place to cook. I thought you would probably want something hot inside you when you woke.”
 
   “My thanks,” said Cole, shivering involuntarily at the recollection of the storm. Then another vague memory surfaced. “Wait, did you sleep beside me last night?”
 
   Raven’s cheeks reddened. “You were freezing to death and needed the warmth,” she said defensively. “We both did. I also lit a fire and warmed some water to give you while you slept.”
 
   Cole grinned at her discomfort. “Well, if you ever feel the need to come into my sleeping bag again – for warmth, naturally – just be sure to ask first.”
 
   Raven’s eyes rolled, and she got up and left, stalking towards the open door at the other end of the hall. With a lick of his lips, Grume threw himself at her plate, stuffing his cheeks with the leftovers with evident relish. The sight of it robbed Cole of his remaining appetite, and he went to join her.
 
   She stood at the open doorway, gazing out across the snow. Cole saw that the day had dawned fine, the azure sky giving no hint as to the ferocity of the storm the night before. The sunlight made the blanket of white sparkle. “I have to hand it to you,” he said. “You promised to get me here, and you kept your word.”
 
   “We paid a heavy price to do so,” she replied sadly.
 
   Cole regretted his earlier jest. “I’m sorry about Harri,” he said. “What do you think will happen when he gets back to Hunter’s Watch?”
 
   “I don’t know.” Raven’s voice was quiet. “Yaegar will rage at first. However, if the villagers are lucky, and if Harri speaks well of them, they will not be punished. Then, the mourning will start.”
 
   “Why would they mourn?” Cole’s brow furrowed in confusion. “He is alive, isn’t he?”
 
   “He lives, but barely. Harri is Yaegar’s only son, his heir. However, the hunters will not follow one who cannot lead them by example. He will keep their respect for what he once was, though the best he can hope for is to learn a new trade and make what he can of the life left to him. He will never ride again, never track a beast or patrol the Spiritwood.” She rubbed at her eyes. “He is alive, and I am grateful for that. But I am not sure that he will be, when he has time to reflect on it.”
 
   Cole thought about the life that would lie in store for a warrior who could no longer fight. “Will you go back to him? After we leave here, I mean.”
 
   Raven shrugged. “I don’t know,” she said again. “Perhaps one day. My search has not yet ended. A lot can change between now and then.”
 
   He said nothing for a time, all the words that came to him sounded trite in his mind. “It’s quiet here,” he said eventually.
 
   “I’d noticed that also.” Raven seemed to come back to herself, and she turned to face him. “I don’t like it. The door was wide open as we approached. I was glad for it at the time... if it had been closed and barred I don’t know what we would have done. But it’s troubling. Door open, and no signs of life within other than ourselves.”
 
   Cole shivered. While the sun shone brightly outside, a chill wind blew in from the mountaintop. “Is it deserted, do you think?”
 
   “As I said, I did not venture too much farther inside, but I neither saw nor heard anybody else.” Raven frowned. “It seems we are alone here. Either the Brothers abandoned it, or...”
 
   She left it unsaid, but Cole took her meaning. All who had once resided at the Crag had lost their lives, bar himself. Had a similar fate befallen the Brothers of Frosthold?
 
   “We should go further into the mountain and see what we can find.” She turned to walk back along the hall.
 
   “Wait, did you say mountain?” Cole asked, puzzled.
 
   “Yes.” Raven turned back and met his gaze. “Didn’t you know? This isn’t like other keeps or castles. The builders of Frosthold decided that rather than bring their bricks all the way up the mountain, they would just carve their fortress into the rock itself. It has a front face where it meets the top of the stair, and the rest – all the floors and rooms – are set deep within the peak.”
 
   “I had no idea.” Cole glanced around him. He could see it now. The walls were smooth, but showed no joins or mortar. It must have taken years to excavate. Decades, even.
 
   They collected Grume as they reached their meagre camp at the far end of the hall. Together, they passed through a door that led to a long, dark passageway with various rooms and corridors leading from it.
 
   There were benefits to effectively being underground, Cole realised. Despite the harsh conditions outside, the temperature inside the fortress was comfortable. He had even been able to take off his cloak and gloves for the first time in what seemed like days.
 
   One problem, however, was the light; specifically the lack of it. Before they set off into the depths of the castle, Raven took two torches from the wall, lit them both and handed one to him.
 
   Some of the rooms they found had windows cut into the side of the mountain, letting in a stream of daylight, but many more did not. The orange glow of their torches was the only constant source of illumination, and it gave Cole a distinctly eerie feeling as they explored the deserted halls. It dawned on him that it was yet another sign that they were alone; all the sconces that in days gone by would have lit the passages of Frosthold had been allowed to burn out and plunge the fortress into darkness.
 
   They found a spiralling staircase that travelled both up and down, and after a brief discussion decided to search the fortress from the top. There they found what appeared to be the Brothers’ living quarters; bedrooms and studies both neat and in various states of disarray. A thick layer of dust, undisturbed until their arrival, lay over all.
 
   The topmost level of the fortress appeared to be a single living quarters. A lavishly ornate four-poster bed sat upon a raised dais before a glazed window that stretched all the way to the vaulted ceiling. In one corner sat a modest-sized library and large hardwood desk. The daylight was brightest here, with four giant windows looking out to each of the cardinal points. Cole wandered over to one, and saw that glass doors opened out onto a long, wide balcony. He stepped out onto it, and immediately dashed back into the chamber. From this height, it felt as though he were looking down upon the map he had seen in Yaegar’s langhus. Being suddenly confronted with such a view was dizzying.
 
   He found Raven poking around at a pile of papers in the library area. “What are you looking for?” he asked, his head still spinning.
 
   “Answers.”
 
   Cole looked around at the desk and bookshelves. Whoever had lived here, the elder most likely, they were not fastidious in their habits. Books were strewn around the floor, hundreds of pages and even the covers torn from them. What books remained on their shelves lay scattered haphazardly. The desk was no better, the letters and papers were thrown wildly about. “Did you do all this?” he asked with a grin. “I only turned my back for a minute.”
 
   Raven looked up frowning from the letter she was reading. “Creatures of some kind found their way in, most likely. The door to that balcony was standing open when we arrived.” She nodded towards one of the tall windows.
 
   “Creatures?” Cole thought about how high up they were. “You mean birds?”
 
   “Possibly.” She turned back to the letter. Whatever it held did evidently not please her.
 
   Cole looked over the loose papers himself. Then, amongst those on the floor, he found one of interest. “What could have made this?” he asked. On the paper was a giant, muddy footprint. In shape it was like a bird’s, but on a scale bigger than any he had seen before.
 
   Raven took the paper and examined it. “If I had to guess, I would say that it belongs to one of the Aevir,” she said eventually.
 
   “Oh.” Cole had heard of the creatures. According to the books in the Crag’s library, they made their homes in the high places of the world, but were rarely seen elsewhere and shunned contact with humans. “They’re like clever birds, aren’t they?”
 
   Raven considered the question. “Cleverer, rather,” she replied. “The Aevir are still beasts, but some say there is a glimmer of intelligence behind their actions. They probably saw the sun glinting on the glass and became curious.”
 
   “Aevir.” Cole muttered the word to himself under his breath. “I wonder what they were looking for.”
 
   “Materials to line their nests with, most probably,” Raven replied irritably. “So far they’ve taken more of an interest in these letters than you have.”
 
   Chastened, Cole dragged a chair over to the desk and sat down to look through the papers. In truth, he was feeling a little bit lost. Merryl told him to seek out this place, that he would find answers here. Did he know that the Brothers were gone? It seemed doubtful. He had likely believed that Cole would find somebody here who could answer his questions, but what was he to do now? Was it all a wasted journey?
 
   For perhaps an hour they stayed there, picking up pages from the clutter and reading through in an attempt to find anything of interest. There were pages torn from ledgers that detailed the fortress’ inventory, letters discussing matters of Order policy that were described so dryly the lids of Cole’s eyes began to droop. After a while, he realised that his eyes were scanning lines of text but the meaning of the words was not entering his brain.
 
   He yawned and stretched. Then he glanced around the room. “Where’s Grume?”
 
   This time Raven didn’t look up from her page. “Cowering under the bed, I think. I saw him scuttle under there at the first mention of birds.”
 
   Cole rose and went over to the large bed, which dominated an entire side of the room. He peered underneath, and found a pair of belligerent yellow eyes peeping out. “What are you doing under there?”
 
   “I heard’ja, you’n the other bigger. Birds, you said. Pfeh!” he spat. “Orrid things, all beaks and claws. I’s stayin’ under ‘ere.”
 
   “Grume, there’s nothing to be afraid of,” Cole chided. “There are no birds here now.”
 
   “Huh, that’s ‘ow they getcher,” the creature replied firmly. “My uncle went that way. Mindin’ ‘is own business, ‘e wos. Then, bang, ‘e wos gone, just a shadow an’ a screech an’ nuffin left but ‘is boots.” He sniffed. “Not that I minded. Nice boots, these’uns.” He waved a tiny foot proudly in Cole’s direction to emphasise the point.
 
   “Look, just get back in the pouch for now if you’re scared,” Cole told him. “There aren’t any birds big enough to carry us both off.”
 
   Grume grumbled a while longer, but eventually agreed to return to the pouch. When Cole rejoined Raven in the library corner, he found her staring intently at a page. “Did you find anything interesting?” he asked.
 
   “Letters from the Archon to the elder here, Jonas. I found them at the bottom of a drawer. They seem old.” She turned the paper over, examining it. It was yellowed with age. “Several years at least, maybe more.” She grimaced. “They were doing something here. Some kind of research.”
 
   “Research? Into what?”
 
   Raven shook her head slowly, scanning the writing. “He doesn’t say. He just keeps asking this Jonas about the experiments, asking about their progress.” She looked up at him urgently. “Cole, there’s more. He talks about a boy in the west, one who has an affinity with the crystals.”
 
   Cole sat down with a bump, uncertain of how to react. “Is that me, do you think? What does he say?”
 
   “Not much.” Raven dropped the parchment back onto the tabletop. Her frustration was etched on her face. “He talks about the boy showing promise, but that’s all. If there is more, I haven’t seen it. It could be here somewhere.”
 
   Cole looked at the confusion of papers around them. “It would take weeks to go through all of this,” he said. “We don’t even know what it is we’re looking for, or if it’s here at all. Where are you going?” This last was directed at Raven, who had stood up from the desk.
 
   “I agree, I don’t think there’s more to be gained here,” she replied. “Not without spending a great deal of time pawing through ledger pages that tell us how many bushels of vegetables the Brothers took delivery of that week, rather than what was taking place here.”
 
   Cole stood as Raven strode towards the door to the chambers. “So what do we do now?”
 
   Raven turned. “They were conducting their research somewhere within this fortress, I mean to find out where.”
 
   They climbed back down the spiral staircase, passing first the level with the Brothers’ living quarters, and then that of the main entranceway. Cole followed the halo of orange light from Raven’s torch as she plunged further and further down, deeper into the bowels of the mountain. Three more levels they came to, with unlit hallways stretching off into darkness. Raven ignored each one, continuing her journey down the stone steps.
 
   Eventually, they reached the bottom. The spiral staircase came to an end in front of a heavy wooden door, reinforced with metal bolts. A barred grille allowed them to peer into the blackness beyond, while the door itself stood slightly ajar.
 
   “Why did we come all the way down here?” Cole asked. “What about all the other floors we passed?”
 
   “A guess, nothing more,” she replied. “But one that will prove correct, I think. Can’t you feel it?”
 
   Cole stood still a moment, listening. He could hear the steady plink plink of water dripping somewhere up ahead, but that was all. This deep inside the mountain the air was comfortably warm. But, now that he stopped to consider it, there was a faint smell, one he found familiar. Whatever it was, it was not pleasant. “Feel what?” he asked.
 
   “Whatever was taking place at Frosthold, it happened beyond this door.” Raven pulled it open with a creak. “Something evil happened here.”
 
   They passed through the door, and found themselves standing in another stone passageway. As they entered, the smell came more strongly to Cole’s nose. He was able to place it now; after all, it had not been so long since he was last confronted with it. The stench of decay.
 
   On both sides of the passage stood doors just like the one that had entered through: heavy reinforced wood with barred grilles near the top. Cole held out his torch, and saw that those nearest to them had thick metal bolts on the outside. “I’d hoped it would be a long time before I saw the inside of a dungeon again.”
 
   Raven approached the closest door, and peered through the grille. “A cell,” she said. “There’s someone inside.”
 
   “Raven, don’t...”
 
   She ignored his protests and pulled the bolt across with a clunk. The door creaked open and she walked through it, her torch sending dark shadows across the walls. Cole reluctantly followed her. Inside the cell, the odour was stronger. He held his arm against his nose to block as much of it as he could. By the light of Raven’s torch, he saw the figure of a man lying slumped on the floor. He was long dead, that much was obvious. His face and hands were almost skeletal, the desiccated flesh pulled tight so that the corpse appeared to be grinning at them. His clothes were almost intact, though. When the man died, he had been wearing a brown robe.
 
   “At least we know what became of the Brothers that lived here,” Raven said.
 
   They left the cell and continued along the passage. They peered through the other grilles they passed, and saw other slumped bodies. All wore the Order’s robes. “What happened to them?” Cole asked, horrified.
 
   Raven turned away from the cell she had glanced into. “It looks like they starved. Somebody locked them inside their own dungeon then left, never to return.”
 
   Cole tried not to think about what it would be like to suffer such a fate. To sit day after day awaiting your own demise, but living with the constant hope that somebody would come to your salvation before that happened. “Who would do such a thing?”
 
   Raven’s face twisted with distaste. “I can think of one person,” she replied. She didn’t elaborate further; there was no need.
 
   They continued down the passage, eventually no longer even glancing through the grilles on the cell doors they passed. There were perhaps thirty in total, and as far as Cole could tell, each had at least one occupant. At the end they were faced with another door, this one leading into a larger room.
 
   In days gone by it had probably been a guardroom or living quarters for the jailor. Now, it obviously served a different purpose. Shelves lined the walls, thick with ledgers of various colours and sizes. In the middle were several tables, on top of which sat alchemical apparatus of unknown purpose, and other scientific instruments. In one corner of the room was an odd chair. It looked as though it had been designed to support an entire reclining human body, with wooden struts to hold arms and legs on either side of a longer plank for the body. Leather straps hung limply from each strut. Cole shuddered as he looked upon it. It was empty currently, which he was grateful for. “What happened here?” he wondered aloud.
 
   Raven walked to the nearest shelf and took down a ledger. “Whatever it was, it wasn’t planning their next prayer meeting,” she said, flicking through its pages.
 
   He picked up one himself, and opened it at random. Like those in the elder’s chamber, these were catalogues of some kind. Records, scrupulously maintained, apparently over a period of many years. Unlike those he had seen earlier, which listed food stocks and supplies, it was quickly clear that the records kept in the dungeon of Frosthold were altogether more sinister in nature.
 
   Each page bore a different number at the top, followed by a description. Subject 179, began one entry. Female. Hair: Dark brown. Eyes: Blue. Age: 23 (estimated). Height and weight: Average. Place of birth: West Weald. What followed were a series of observations, each one dated, though he could not understand their meaning. Fourth of Last Sun: Subject admitted for testing. Wild, lashed out with nails. Screams disturb other subjects. Advise accelerated exposure to the material. Sixth of Last Sun: A day following exposure, subject has calmed considerably. Understands reasons for incarceration and shows remorse. Shows signs of agitation when material is removed temporarily. Recommend prolonged exposure to observe effects. The dates and entries ran the length of the page, until the final one, written in red ink: Eighteenth of First Bloom: Subject deceased.
 
   Cole closed the book, and glanced at the spine. It was dated six years ago. At least a dozen other ledgers on the same shelf were from the same period, it seemed. Looking around the room, there were hundreds of ledgers. “I... I don’t understand,” he said aloud. “What were they doing here?”
 
   Raven dropped one ledger and picked another, flicking furiously through its pages. “Experimenting on prisoners,” she replied, with barely concealed anger. “In one of his letters upstairs, the Archon mentioned sending another consignment from Ehrenburg. I thought perhaps he meant supplies of some kind, but now...” She ran her fingers down a list of written entries. “They keep referring to ‘the material’. Ha!” she suddenly exclaimed. “On this page, they talk about putting a crystal into one of the cells. That must be it.” She flicked through more pages. “The pattern is similar each time. They bring in a prisoner and expose them to the crystals. They become calmer, easier to control. In some cases they take the crystal away after a time, in others they put them in the cell in greater quantities. In this one they cut into his skin to place the stones under his flesh.”
 
   Cole grimaced. “Just like Faerloren,” he said.
 
   “Worse,” Raven replied, slamming the book closed. “They tried grafting crystals onto bone, placing them in different parts of the body. In the organs, even. There was one where they put a pinch of ground-up crystal dust into the prisoner’s meals. They did everything they could think of to these people, to study what happened to them.”
 
   “And what did happen?”
 
   “They died,” Raven snarled. “I don’t think it was just the crystals, though. It was what was done to them. Eventually they all died. Then the Brothers cut up their bodies to study their remains.”
 
   Cole found a lot of his sympathy for the bodies they had found in the cells evaporate. “They wanted to find out what the crystals do, how they work.” He glanced again around the room they stood in. The odd-looking chair he had noticed previously took on an even greater malevolence now they knew its purpose. Cole found himself picturing a Brother, dressed in the same brown robes as those he had grown up surrounded by, sitting at the desk, fastidiously taking notes as grotesque experiments were carried out just feet away. This is what true evil looks like, he thought.
 
   “So everyone who was brought here was experimented on?” The thought appalled him. “But how did they die? There are so many ledgers. Surely they weren’t all... operated on.” He grimaced.
 
   Raven was flicking through another book. “No, I don’t think so. It looks like the Brothers here began those experiments only within the last few years.” Her eyes scanned the hand-written lines of text. “Here’s an earlier entry. This one died in their cell. According to this account she just... wasted away.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   Raven scowled at the page. “Just that. It describes how she was brought in kicking and screaming, then over the coming weeks and months she gradually became calmer and quieter. It says that by the end she was catatonic. Just went to sleep one night and never woke up.” She flicked hurriedly through the sheets, until she found more red lettering. “This one is the same.”
 
   Cole stared at the walls lined with shelves, each of which groaned under the weight of the leather-bound ledgers. “So many people,” he observed solemnly. “Do you think it was being exposed to the crystals that did that to them?”
 
   “I’d say that was a safe bet.” Raven replaced the ledger.
 
   “But how? None of the Brothers I grew up with lost their minds, and they wore crystals for years.”
 
   “Maybe it’s the quantity, or what else the Brothers were doing to them...” Raven threw her hands up exasperatedly. “I don’t know! There’s not enough information here, or even if there is it could take months of searching to find it. Years, even! They found the secret of how to prevent the harmful effects of the Order’s crystals, that’s plain enough, but it seems they took it to the grave.” She kicked out at the desk, rattling the jars and inkwells on top.
 
   Cole was running his fingers along the spines of the books, when another thought occurred to him. “Merryl knew,” he said. “Or, at least knew that something was taking place here. Go to Frosthold, he told me, you will find answers there.” He looked up at Raven. “I thought perhaps the Brothers here could tell me more about what I can do, or why me. I... I did not expect to find this.”
 
   “They didn’t know, Cole. Don’t you see?” Raven grasped his shoulder. “You were being experimented on as well. All that time you spent with Merryl, joining with the crystals... they were trying to understand it just as much as you were.”
 
   Cole felt anger flare within him. “But why send me here? Why tell me to cross the Empire to find a dungeon full of corpses and books detailing years of torture? What was the point of all this?”
 
   Raven bit her lip. “Perhaps it wasn’t about finding the truth about yourself, Cole. You told me yourself that Merryl regretted the direction the Order has taken under this Archon.  Maybe he wanted you to come here to see for yourself what the Order is capable of. What the crystals are capable of.”
 
   “And what is that?” Cole asked sullenly.
 
   “Control,” Raven said flatly “It’s all here. When people are exposed to the crystals they change, become more pliant. Too much so, it seems... there’s no point controlling people who end up in a stupor a few weeks later. I’d bet my life that many of these experiments were carried out to try and find a way to stop that happening. But eventually they perfected the process.”
 
   “But what is it all for? I still don’t understand what the Archon wants.”
 
   “What is it ever all about?” When Cole looked blank, she went on: “It’s about power. You saw what the Baron was able to do in Faerloren. It wasn’t his power, or at least not wholly. It was the crystals that allowed him to do what he did to those people. Now, half the realm already wears the Order’s stone around their necks. If they all marched under his banner, he’d be the most powerful man in the Empire. He’s spent the last twenty years giving them away across the land, gradually gaining influence, all while trying to learn more about them...” Suddenly Raven’s eyes flew wide. She ran to a nearby shelf and began to examine the spines of the books. With a cry of frustration she hurled them to the ground and moved to another shelf.
 
   “Raven, what are you doing?”
 
   She ignored him, searching the books. Then her hand shot out and grabbed a particular volume, flicking rapidly through the pages. Cole was about to repeat his question when Raven abruptly fled from the room, clutching the ledger to her chest. He heard her footsteps echoing along the passage beyond. Cole grabbed his torch and followed; partly out of concern for her, and partly out of fear of being left alone in that place.
 
   She had left her own torch behind, running blindly in the dark. He chased after the sound of her footsteps up the spiral staircase. Up and up she ran, past all the levels they had ignored earlier. He thought perhaps she was heading towards Frosthold’s main entrance, but when he reached that level, her footsteps continued to echo above his head.
 
   He eventually found her in the elder’s chambers at the very top of the fortress. When he emerged, blinking, into the sunlight, she was sitting cross-legged on the same balcony he had ventured onto briefly that morning.
 
   He went to her, and saw that the book she had taken from the dungeon was cradled in her lap. Raven was staring out across the land far below. The grey mass of the Spiritwood was away to their left. Ahead of them were the rolling green foothills, and far beyond those was the sea, vast and blue. The view was not so shocking now that he knew to expect it, and he came and sat next to her.
 
   For a while, neither of them said anything. He watched thin streaks of cloud move past overhead. The sun was already behind them, dipping towards the horizon. They had spent more time among the horrors of the dungeon than he realised.
 
   “They were here,” Raven said eventually, breaking the silence.
 
   “Who?”
 
   “My people.” She placed her palm against the ledger in her lap. “All those that were taken that night.”
 
   “Are you sure? You could be mistaken, there were no names in any of the books I looked through.”
 
   “I’m sure.” Raven’s voice was oddly calm. “The date matches. One of the entries describes a young girl of seven or eight years, with a large red birthmark on her face. Daisy, the miller’s daughter. They’re all there. It has been twenty years, but I still remember what they all looked like. Harry. Sam, the butcher’s ‘prentice. But Daisy’s is the face that has haunted me all these years.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   Tears rolled down Raven’s cheeks. “Because it should have been me. The men came to the forge that night, looking for the smith’s daughter. But Daisy had run inside when the fighting started, looking for help. I watched as they took her away, and I did nothing.”
 
   “You were just a child,” Cole said, putting an arm around her shoulders. “There was nothing you could have done.”
 
   “Perhaps. But I could have tried. Instead, they brought her here in place of me. And then, in the dark, alone and afraid, she died, Cole. They all died.”
 
   Cole fell silent. He began to understand why Raven lived the life she did, helping others. She was not simply hunting for her father, though that was doubtless a part of it. She was trying to assuage her guilt, to atone for allowing another girl to be abducted in her place. Cole could feel a question sitting between them, huge and ugly. He didn’t want to ask it, but knew that he must. “Was your father among them?”
 
   She looked at him with glistening eyes and shrugged. “I... I couldn’t look.” 
 
   Cole nodded. “Let me do it. It’s the least that I owe you.” He took the ledger from her. “What did he look like?” Raven described the man she remembered, and he began to browse the pages of the ledger. So many, he thought. Children only a few years old, women, men and boys... dozens of them. No wonder Raven had spent her life with a burning hatred of the Order. He had to believe that Brother Merryl knew nothing of what was actually taking place at Frosthold, even if he guessed at their research. He couldn’t reconcile the memory of the kindly old man he had known with what he had learned of the Order’s activities in this place. Eventually, he reached the end of the entries contained in the ledger. “He’s not here,” he told her.
 
   Raven’s body sagged with relief. “You’re sure?”
 
   “Certain. None of the men who were brought here at that time match your father’s description. Whatever became of him, he didn’t end up here.”
 
   Raven stood up and went to the balcony rail, leaning over it. Slightly alarmed that she might fall, or jump, over the edge, Cole clambered to his feet and joined her. Fortunately, from this angle, the balcony overlooked the approach to the fortress, the ground a mere hundred feet below them. It was a steep drop, Cole thought, but not as far as from the other balconies. “Are you all right?” he asked her.
 
   “I’m relieved that he did not come here,” she replied sadly. “I truly am. But it means that I am no closer to finding the truth about what did happen to him, nor whether he still lives.” She sighed. “I had hoped for something, some clue. I’m not sure where I should go after this.”
 
   “To Ehrenburg, surely?” Cole was aghast at the notion he and his guide might part ways so soon. “We still have to deal with the Archon, and stop whatever it is he’s planning.”
 
   “He must answer for what he has done,” Raven agreed. “I pray that I find the truth by then, whatever that is.”
 
   Cole sighed. “I guess that neither of us found the answers here we were looking for.”
 
   Raven smiled sadly. “Half an answer is better than none at all.”
 
   They stayed on the balcony a while longer, each lost in their own thoughts. The sky began to darken as the evening set in. With it, Cole started to shiver. He was just about to suggest going back inside, when a flash of movement caught his eye. He looked along the trail they had followed to the fortress entrance, and saw a puff of white. He shaded his eyes, trying to see more clearly. A few moments later, he could just make out a dark speck moving across the blanket of snow towards them. “What’s that?” he asked.
 
   Raven squinted in the direction he was pointing. There was another small puff of white. “It can’t be,” she said after a few moments. “The mountain should be impassable.”
 
   Dread gripped Cole’s heart. “Someone’s coming? Can you see who?” he asked, fearing the answer.
 
   “Their head is above the level of the snow drifts, so he must be tall,” she said. There were further puffs as the dark shape drew closer. “He is using some kind of device to clear the snow, sweeping it away in front of him.” Suddenly her eyes opened wide and she dashed back into the elder’s chamber.
 
   Yet again, Cole found himself chasing her retreating back. “Where are you going?” he asked. “What’s wrong?”
 
   Raven looked back at him over her shoulder. “It’s not a device he’s using, Cole. It’s his arm. A metal arm.”
 
   Cole felt a knot of fear in his stomach. Somehow, he’d known. The moment he had seen the dark speck in the distance, he had known that the Archon’s giant manservant had tracked him down at last. He remembered the burning fury in the eyes that had watched him plummet from the Crag’s island solar. “What are we going to do?” he cried, as they ran through the hall that led to the main entrance of the fortress. “There’s nowhere for us to go. We’re trapped!”
 
   “First of all, we get these doors closed,” Raven replied. 
 
   When Cole saw the scale of the task facing them, his first thought was that it was impossible. The doors had been left open too long; mounds of snow had blown through the opening, while the heavy metal hinges glittered with frost. “There isn’t enough time,” he told her.
 
   “Well, the alternative plan is to throw ourselves from the top of the mountain,” said Raven, matter-of-factly. “But seeing as that is probably what he plans for us anyway, I don’t see that we really gain anything.”
 
   “We could fight,” Cole said, surprising even himself. “I’ve fought him before, and nearly won.”
 
   “Unfortunately, when not in the training yard, nearly winning is the same as definitely losing.” Raven got onto her knees and began to scoop the snow away from the opening with her hands. “We may have to fight anyway, but if it comes down to either closing a door or risking my life taking on an inhumanly strong monster with a deadly spinning metal arm, then I’ll try the easier option first every time. Now, help me.”
 
   Cole joined her, and after a minute they had cleared most of the snowdrift. Raven retrieved the brazier she had lit that morning, and placed it by the hinges. “Well, at least we’ll be nice and toasty when he comes to kill us,” said Cole sourly.
 
   “Just wait.” Raven was right, and a few minutes later the ice holding the hinges fast had melted. They both leaned against the heavy wooden door, and summoning all their strength they were able to ease it closed.
 
   Just before they did so, Cole caught sight of a clump of snow being hurled into the air less than a hundred yards away. “He’ll be here any minute,” he told her.
 
   With a grunt of effort, Raven pushed a thick wooden bar into place across the double doors. “When he does, he’ll find it a lot harder to get inside than we did.”
 
   “I suppose it’s too much to hope that another blizzard will come while he’s sat on our doorstep.”
 
   It was quickly apparent that they did not have the time to wait for that to pass. Less then two minutes after the doors had been shut and barred, they heard a heavy pounding on the other side. Each thump seemed to shake the frame of the doorway. After one particularly fierce blow, Cole saw the wood begin to splinter. “Harder to get in, but not impossible,” he pointed out.
 
   Raven frowned. “I can’t believe one man could be that strong. I had hoped we might be able to keep him out indefinitely.”
 
   The pounding continued, and grains of mortar began to fall down from the doorframe. “I don’t think we’ve got long,” Cole said. “What should we do?”
 
   Just then, the wood parted as a metallic fist came crashing through. When it was drawn back, Cole caught a glimpse of the dark burning eyes and featureless mask that he remembered so vividly. Then the fist crashed through the opening again, sending splinters flying.
 
   “I think we run,” Raven told him.
 
   They did so, their feet pounding along the flagstones of the hallway in time to the blows that rained down on the door. When they reached the spiral staircase, Cole heard an ominous splintering sound behind them. “Which way?” he asked desperately.
 
   Raven took only a moment to ponder. “Up,” she said. “If we go down we’ll be trapped.”
 
   There’s no escape either if we go up, Cole thought miserably. Not one they could survive anyway, short of growing wings in the next few moments. He glanced back one last time, and saw a massive, hulking shape silhouetted against the open doorway. With a moan, he chased after Raven for what seemed like the tenth time that day. Up and up they ran, taking the steps two at a time.
 
   They emerged into the elder’s room yet again. Raven slammed the door shut and drew the bolt across. Having seen what the giant had done to the main entranceway, Cole held out little hope that this would be more than a mere annoyance.
 
   So it proved. They had barely reached the window on the opposite side of the room, when the door flew from its hinges with a mighty crash. The giant, Dantes, heaved into view, breathing heavily. Whether from exertion or rage, Cole was unable to tell.
 
   With no other choice remaining to them, they raced onto the balcony. Through the glass, Cole watched as the giant strode purposefully towards them. He knew they were cornered; the need for haste had passed. With a whisper of metal on leather, Raven drew her swords from the scabbards at her waist. Cole groped for his own, then with a groan recalled that he had left his weapon in the hallway that morning.
 
   He felt a rustle at his hip, as Grume poked his head out to see what was happening. Cole didn’t dare take his eyes from the great form approaching them menacingly, but he heard the little boggit shriek something inaudible and disappear back into the pouch as a shadow passed overhead.
 
   When he reached the window, the giant didn’t bother opening the glazed door. Instead, he swept his metal arm in front of him, shattering the glass into thousands of jagged shards. Cole and Raven backed away as the giant’s shadow fell over them. The metal arm drew back to strike again, and Cole could feel Raven tense beside him. She didn’t intend to go down without a fight, but without a weapon of his own he didn’t see how he could help.
 
   He was just about to murmur an apology, when there was an ear-splitting cry. Sharp pain exploded across Cole’s shoulders, then suddenly he was rising through the air, staring down at the giant’s upturned face. Through the eyeslits in his mask, his eyes burned with silent fury. Then rock and snow flew past below Cole’s feet. He glanced up, and saw the large claws holding him and heard the flap of giant, powerful wings beating above his head.
 
   Cole began to laugh. It came bubbling up from deep within him. He couldn’t help it. To come so close to death, and to be saved from it in this manner... “You were right after all, Grume,” Cole bellowed, above the sound of the wind rushing past. At least I kept my boots, he thought.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 24
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   With a screech of metal, the heavy portcullis was slowly raised up inside the great stone gatehouse. Moments later, the sound of marching feet echoed along the passage.
 
   Rows of armoured soldiers emerged from the gatehouse, their boots pounding a regular rhythm on the flagstones of the road. A knight on horseback led the way, cutting an impressive figure. The steel plate he wore was polished to a mirror-like shine. A long, crimson cloak hung from his back and draped over the haunches of the white charger he sat atop. His face was hidden beneath a helmet and visor, topped by a feathered plume the same shade as his cloak.
 
   Behind him came a column of soldiers in chainmail and white tabards adorned with the imperial sigil. They marched five abreast; swordsmen in front, pikemen behind and then crossbowmen and archers occupying the last four rows. A full half-century moving perfectly in step.
 
   After the last bowmen had passed through the gatehouse arch, next to emerge was an ox, pulling a strange-looking cart behind. A cage of thick metal bars stood upon the wooden base. Inside it, two men, one older and one barely yet come of age, sat sombrely, their eyes downcast.
 
   Once the procession had passed through the archway, the portcullis was lowered back into place with a loud clang. Talking was forbidden among the troops as they marched, so the only sounds that accompanied their progress were those of marching feet, the regular clip-clop of the knight’s horse and the steady, trundling grind of the cartwheels.
 
   Sitting atop his mount, Lieutenant Sturben silently fumed. He hadn’t seen the point of this trek across the Shadowlands, and had made his feelings known. “Just question them here and execute them when we have learned all they know,” he’d said. “Are the gallows in Ehrenburg so much finer than our own?”
 
   General Vitrian’s face had darkened at the questioning of his orders. “Slake wants them, and that’s that,” he’d replied brusquely. “Be ready to leave at first light or they won’t be the only ones awaiting the noose.”
 
   During this exchange, the prefect had stood nervously to one side, absently stroking the greenstone ring he wore on one pudgy finger. Sturben was thankful that the soldiers of the Imperial Legion were not required to wear the Order’s trappings. It was their sworn duty to follow the emperor’s orders, not concern themselves with religious matters.
 
   That was the end of the discussion. Rather than further risk the general’s ire, Sturben had saluted and then left to prepare his men and the prisoners for departure, against his better judgement.
 
   More than two hundred miles separated them from the capital city, and half that would be spent marching through the misty wasteland that lay beyond the walls of Bloodstone. At least the road was paved, he reflected. Having to trek along the kind of dirt track that typified most routes within the Empire, save the Spine, the main road that connected the north to the south, would be ponderous at best.
 
   Through the slits in his visor, he regarded the land around them. At least the weather was on their side; the fog that often choked the rocky passes and bleak, featureless plains had dispersed for the time being. Sparse clumps of dark, waxy leafed vegetation were dotted around among the craggy rock mounds that were characteristic of the Shadowlands. It wouldn’t last, he knew. Soon enough the mounds would give way to black, steaming hot springs. There, the stink of brimstone would fill the air and with it would come the mists... assuming they had not already closed in upon them by then.
 
   When that happened, they would be even more grateful for the road. Before the stones of it were laid, it was not unusual for entire platoons to become turned around in the fog and disappear into the heart of the Shadowlands, never to be seen again. Patrolling the lands around the great Legion fortress in such conditions was not a popular duty, and one he had performed often enough in the past. The men that returned, ashen-faced, to the sanctuary of the gatehouse sometimes spoke of spectres in the mist; dark shapes, half-glimpsed, as quick to disappear as they had arrived. Some described strange noises, the hoots and howls of unnatural beasts.
 
   He always poured scorn on such claims, boxing the ears of any man that propagated the rumours. But there were times, when the mist closed in thickly around him until he could barely even see his own hands, that he wondered if there might be some truth to them.
 
   Sturben shook his head to displace such foolish notions. If there was anything to fear in the mists it was they, the emperor’s elite. Let any bandits or wild beasts that crossed their path know what it was to face Legion steel.
 
   So it was that they proceeded along the road. That first day of their journey passed almost without incident. Less than an hour after setting off, the hulking curtain walls of Bloodstone faded from sight behind them, and the road began its gentle descent through a pass of hard, dark rock towards the plains of the Shadowlands. The entire day went past without encountering another living being. This was by no means unusual; Bloodstone was not a trading port and only very rarely did you encounter civilian traffic approaching the fortress by land.
 
   Despite this, by the early afternoon, when they were still making their way between two sheer rock walls, a vague, creeping feeling of unease began to creep across Lieutenant Sturben. At the same moment, a handful of loose stones clattered down the side of the pass. His eyes flew to the top of the ridge above, but there was no sign of what might have dislodged them. Perhaps it was the wind, he thought, unsure if he believed it. When the column resumed the march, he felt the weight of unseen eyes on his back.
 
   Nevertheless, that small incident aside, the first day of their long march to the capital had gone about as well as could have been expected. Even the fog that plagued those unforgiving lands held off until nightfall. But by the time they made camp, tendrils of mist were beginning to gather around their ankles.
 
   Sturben secured his mount, ordered a young private to make sure it was properly fed and watered and then went to check on the prisoners. The cart had been pulled up to the edge of the camp, and he was pleased to see four men standing guard around it. His adjutant, a grizzled old veteran by the name of Sergeant Grimes, was giving them orders when he approached.
 
   “Anything to report?” Sturben asked the older man.
 
   “Nossir,” Grimes replied curtly. “Everything as it should be.”
 
   “Good, carry on.” Sturben tarried a few moments longer and watched as another private tossed two bowls of what looked like gruel through the bars.
 
   The younger one, the monk, took a bowl and scooped the contents to his mouth with his fingers without relish. The older one did not even look up as the food landed at his feet, globules of it splashing the cuffs of his trousers. The man had barely spoken a word to anyone since he had lunged at Sturben that day on the dock, as his ship burned before his eyes. Sturben had struck him, knocking him to the ground, insensible, and since then he had meekly accepted whatever treatment was meted out. Sturben wondered if the blow from his gauntlet had knocked the wits from the man’s head. Let Slake worry about that, he thought. He knew of the emperor’s interrogator only by reputation, but did not envy the reception the prisoners would receive at his hands.
 
   Neither one so much as glanced in his direction, and without a word Sturben turned and made his way through the camp to his tent. The orange glow of cookfires were visible through the gathering mist, and as he passed them he heard the muttered voices of his men. Some were preparing meals, others had grouped together around flat rocks, and he saw cards and money changing hands. Some had even fallen asleep already, too tired even to eat before laying down.
 
   When he reached his tent, Sturben gratefully removed his armour. He did so himself, his hands moving to the various straps and buckles beneath the steel plate with practised ease. Squires were not forbidden in the Legion, but they were normally reserved for those officers of noble birth. Sturben, the son of a Blackridge cobbler, did not number among their ranks.
 
   Not that he minded. Bloody toffs, he thought dismissively. He’d done well to rise as high as he had, he knew. A lieutenant in the Imperial Legion was not a bad place to end up for a skinny lad, whose youth had been spent running barefooted through the muddy streets of his home town with a gang of street urchins and wastrels. His father had put a stop to that the day a guardsman had brought him to his shop, held fast by the ear, telling a tale about a stolen collection plate. That night he had been whipped so hard that he thought the tears would never stop flowing. In the morning he was bundled off to the Legion outpost with nothing but the clothes on his back.
 
   He did right by me, Sturben reflected. It had taken a long time for him to see that, through the bitterness and resentment. His father had known that the path he was on would have seen him swinging at the end of a rope one day, and had done what he could to ensure he avoided such an ignominious fate. In the Legion, Sturben had been taught discipline, had it both drummed and beaten into him, and he had risen slowly but steadily through the ranks. At first he had been driven by an inner rage directed towards his father, but even then there had been a tiny part of him that had also wanted to impress the old man.
 
   Now he held a position of command at the Legion’s primary base in the south-western corner of the Empire. He harboured no illusions that he would rise any further. His lowly birth would see to that. But he felt as though he had made the most of himself that he could, and he had his father to thank for giving him the opportunity to do so.
 
   Unfortunately, he would never find out if the man who had left him shivering in the rain outside the Legion’s timber hut, where he was discovered and brought inside by a surprised but disinterested sergeant-at-arms, was proud of the career he’d carved out. Some years later, after he had made corporal serving under General Vitrian, he learned of the fire in the Blackridge merchant’s quarter that had claimed a dozen lives, including that of his father. He had never had the chance to thank the man that had most likely saved his life; a man who had probably died believing that his only son hated him.
 
   Sturben lowered himself onto his cot with a sigh of relief. It felt good to lie flat after a march. His muscles and bones ached dully, while the inside of his thighs were sore and chafed after a full day spent in the saddle. The smell of a dozen dinners being prepared outside wafted into the tent, but he did not rise. He told himself he would lay a while to rest before seeking out supper, but a short time later his snores reached the ears of those gathered around the nearest cookfires.
 
   It was still dark when a commotion outside caused him to lurch suddenly upright from his cot. Through the fabric-thin tent walls came the sounds of animalistic snarling, frightened whinnies and the stamping of hooves. Sturben was immediately alert. What in the blazes? He jumped from his bed and hurriedly pulled on his tunic and boots before racing outside.
 
   The fog had closed in upon them as he slept. It now lay across the camp like a suffocating white blanket. Unable to see more than a few inches in front of his nose, Sturben rushed towards where he had secured his horse, guiding himself more by memory than by sight. He saw dark silhouettes of his men around him as they too came to investigate the disturbance.
 
   Both the snarls and whinnies had ceased by the time he arrived at the spot where a gnarled root protruding from the rock face had provided a handy place to tie his mount. But of the animal, there was now no sign. He stared off impotently into the mist. When it was clear he would neither see nor hear the horse, he crouched down and examined the ground.
 
   “Any sign of her, sir?” asked Sergeant Grimes behind him.
 
   Sturben traced the outlines of two sets of tracks in the mud with his fingertips. “A beast of some kind,” he replied. “A cat, but larger. The size of a mastiff at least.”
 
   “Sounds like a crag cat,” said the sergeant. “Rare to see them this far south, but it’s not unknown.”
 
   “Rarer still for one to come this close to camp,” Sturben mused. When he raised his hand, the tips of his fingers were stained with a dark liquid. As he sniffed it, there was a faint metallic odour. Tentatively, he dabbed a finger to his tongue, which confirmed his suspicions. “There’s blood on the ground among the prints,” he said aloud. “The beast obviously attacked the horse, which broke free of its tether. Both sets of tracks then lead away into the mist.”
 
   “Shall I organise a search, sir?”
 
   Sturben shook his head. “It will be impossible to find her in this fog, even if she still lives.” Trying not to let his disquiet show on his face, he stood up and walked back to the camp. The horse had just been a Legion charger and he had no personal connection to the animal, but it still had been a fine beast, and valuable. It felt like extremely poor luck to have lost her on the first night of their journey. They had come too far already to return to Bloodstone for another, and in any case he wasn’t keen to risk the general’s wrath should he show his face there again so soon. I shall be walking the rest of the way, he thought grimly.
 
   Before returning to his tent, Sturben crossed to the far edge of the camp, moving slowly for fear of tripping over a grassy tussock or bedroll. The prison cart still sat where they had left it that evening. Peering through the mist, he saw two huddled figures slumped on the floor. Neither moved, but without climbing inside the cage with them he was unable to tell whether or not they had slept through the disturbance. He wondered if he should question them, before shrugging and groping blindly back the way he had come. What could the captives possibly tell him about an animal attack?
 
   The mist had still not lifted when they set out again shortly after dawn. It seemed to deaden all sound, so that each man might almost have believed himself to be marching alone. It was uncomfortably damp as well, and cold with it. After a while, Sturben began to shiver in his armour. He had long since removed his helmet in order to try and see as much as was possible through the fog, and his hair hung wetly down his face and the nape of his neck.
 
   Once again they neither saw nor heard anybody else on the road that day. In any case, in that thick mist they would not have noticed other travellers until they were almost upon them. Sturben’s mood did not improve as they marched. Surely this fog must lift soon.
 
   Yet by nightfall, when he finally ordered his men to make camp at the roadside, it still had not cleared. Mindful of the events of the previous night, this time Sturben set lit braziers around the perimeter of the camp, and ordered sentries to stand by them and keep watch. It was a near-impossible task, he knew, but there seemed little alternative. With luck, the animal that had chased off his mount the night before was a dozen leagues away by now, sated, its belly filled with horseflesh. 
 
   For the second night running, Sturben was woken before dawn. This time he was shaken awake by an agitated young private. The soldier’s wide eyes and grave expression told him that the news was not good. “What is it this time?” he asked testily. “Has the bloody cat come back?”
 
   “It’s young Egil, sir,” the private replied. “He wasn’t at his post when Jervis went to relieve him.” He swallowed nervously. “He thought maybe the lad had gone for a piss, but when he didn’t come back he went looking, and...”
 
   “And what? Spit it out, man!”
 
   “He found him, sir. What’s left of him, leastways.”
 
   Sturben rose and dressed quickly, before striding out into the camp. The mist had not yet lifted, he saw. He didn’t need to ask where the young soldier had been found; the glow of torches was visible through the blanket of fog.
 
   It seemed as though the entire camp was gathered together, huddled around an indistinct shape on the ground. The boy was lying at the base of a steep ridge. Bending down over the body, Sturben saw that the head was twisted around at an unnatural angle. “Did any of you see what happened?” he demanded.
 
   “See what, exactly?” one man grumbled behind him. Sturben wheeled around to glare at the speaker. “Sorry, lieutenant,” the man continued. “But it’s this damn fog, ain’t it? I could barely see my dinner as I was eatin’ it, let alone what happened to the boy.” There was a ripple of agreement from the other soldiers.
 
   Sturben stared up at the dark outline of the ridge. On his order, one of the braziers had been placed at the top of it. Not at the edge, but not far from it. The sentries had been instructed to stay by their fires, but perhaps the boy had wandered off to empty his bladder and become disorientated. It was not impossible. “He fell,” he told his troops. “An unfortunate accident, nothing more.”
 
   Just then there were shouts from the direction of the camp. “Sure about that, lieutenant?” said a sour voice.
 
   Sturben raced back the way he had come, stumbling over unseen obstacles as he went, until he reached the prison cart. Another dark shape lay sprawled on the ground nearby. He knelt and saw that it was the young private he had seen giving food to the prisoners the evening before. Where his throat should have been was a savage gash. The man’s eyes were wide but unseeing. The blood pooled beneath his body was still warm.
 
   “Did he fall as well, sir?”
 
   “Yer, right onto his blade, it looks like.”
 
   Soon, the men that had followed him back to the camp were arguing among themselves. Sturben felt his fists clench as he leapt to his feet. “Silence, all of you!” he shouted. “Pack up your tents, we’re leaving at once.” Most of the soldiers disappeared into the mist to carry out his order, but a knot of men stood before him. “Do I need to repeat myself?”
 
   “Beggin’ your pardon, sir, but leave for where?” asked one as the others nodded.
 
   Sturben looked at him as though he had lost his mind. “Are your brains addled?” he replied incredulously. “We continue to Ehrenburg.”
 
   The men grumbled. “We should turn back before we end up like young Egil,” said a pikeman. “The spirits of the Shadowlands are drawn to the condemned, everyone knows that.” There was a chorus of agreement. “These mists are cursed,” ventured another.
 
   Sturben struck the pikeman a stinging blow across the cheek. “The next man who questions my orders will suffer the same fate as the private there, but it will be by my hand and not that of some old wives’ tale.”
 
   The men turned away reluctantly, and it was then that Sturben noticed what was missing. “Where’s the ox?”
 
   They searched as far around the camp as they were willing to venture in the thick fog, but there was no trace of the creature that had pulled the prison cart. The rope that secured it while they made camp had been cut. Unlike the horse’s tether the previous night, which had been torn free, the oxen’s rope was cut neatly; a sharp blade had been used. No animal did this.
 
   Sturben marched up to the bars of the cage. “What about you two?” he growled. “Did you see who did this?” The young monk merely shrugged apologetically, while the older man did not even acknowledge the question. He simply stared at him, stony-faced.
 
   Exasperated, Sturben harangued his troops until they were ready to set off once more. It was unbelievable that none had seen whoever was responsible for the private’s death or the escape of the ox. With growing disquiet, he decided that the sentry’s fall was no accident; in light of the other incidents it seemed likely to have been a diversion of some kind. But who was responsible? If it was bandits, then why go to such lengths to steal nothing of value?
 
   Before they set off again, Sergeant Grimes approached Sturben. “What about them, sir?” he asked, jerking a thumb towards the prisoners.
 
   “We bring them of course,” Sturben replied gruffly. “Did you think we’d open up the bars and set them free in the Shadowlands?”
 
   “Course not, sir. But they can’t sit here, neither. Who’s to pull them now we’ve lost the ox?”
 
   Sturben stared at the sergeant, then rubbed his eyes. How could he not have seen that before now? Lack of sleep, most like, after being woken before dawn two nights running. “Order four of the men to pull the bloody cart,” he said. “Those who were just grumbling about turning back will suffice.”
 
   Grimes grinned nastily. “Yessir,” he said, before disappearing into the mist to carry out Sturben’s order.
 
   That third day’s march was even more miserable than the two that preceded it. Sturben’s feet had begun to ache and he could feel blisters forming. But there was no other choice but to continue; riding atop the prison cart being drawn by two of his men would be a sight too ridiculous to contemplate. Worse was the damp, which seemed to have penetrated every slight gap in his armour, causing his skin to chafe and itch horribly.
 
   But what annoyed him most of all was the pace they now set. Losing his charger was bad enough, though even then he had only been able to walk at the pace set by the rest of their company. But having to pull the prison cart by hand had slowed their progress to a crawl. What would have been a five or six day march through the forsaken Shadowlands could now take twice as long. We’ll take a ship back from Ehrenburg, he vowed. I’d rather risk pirates and winter storms than spend another week marching back through this damned fog.
 
   That was the day the ridges they had been marching through fell away. They had reached the wide open plains of the Shadowlands, though it was impossible to see any of the surrounding lands through the thick fog that persisted. Sturben came to despise the smothering mists. After every step he took, his vision was blocked by the white curtain, and he took the next one knowing it would be the same after that, and for the step after that. There was no sound, no smells beyond his own sweat and the faint odour of brimstone that told him the hot springs were close by. All that existed was the mist. If not for the road, they might have been marching through oblivion; doomed men searching in vain for the afterlife.
 
   The men were not having an easy time of it either. As they marched, Sturben caught snatches of murmured grumbles, more than once hearing mentions of wraiths and spectres. After a while he stopped reacting to the mutters that reached his ears. Who was he to tell his men that such things did not exist? His own eyes began to play tricks on him. Every so often, the tendrils of mist in front of him took on various forms; his father, dragging a sobbing boy by the hand, General Vitrian regarding him with a look of deep disdain. Men and women he had known, some that he had killed by his own hand. Then the phantoms from his past would fade once again into the fog, to his relief.
 
   Every so often they passed by dark stone pillars, strange edifices that dotted the plains. They had always stood there, as far as he knew, or at least for such a length of time that no records existed of whose hands had raised them. They almost looked like shrouded figures standing by the side of the road, silently watching their sombre procession.
 
   That night, Sturben once again set the braziers around the edge of their camp, but this time ordered pairs of sentries to stand by them. They were to whistle to one another every ten minutes, to signal that all was well. It wasn’t ideal, he knew, but hopefully such measures would stop their camp being infiltrated yet again. When he fell asleep that night, the sound of whistles piercing the night air filled his ears.
 
   The next morning, when a granite-faced Sergeant Grimes told him the news, he had to stop himself from striking the older man. He didn’t believe it possible. “Six men?” he cried disbelievingly. “We lost six men in the night?”
 
   “Yessir. Three pairs of sentries gone.” The sergeant’s face was unreadable, but Sturben detected a note of disapproval in his tone. “Their replacements discovered it when they went to relieve them.”
 
   “Where are their bodies?”
 
   Grimes hesitated before replying. “That’s just it, sir,” he said. “When I said gone, gone is what I meant. There’s no bodies, no blood. Nothing.”
 
   “How is that possible?” Sturben ran a trembling hand through his sodden hair. Are we cursed after all? “What about the signals, did that not alert you?”
 
   Grimes smiled without humour. “The signals carried on throughout the night, sir. Every ten minutes, just as you ordered.”
 
   There were murmurs behind him. Sturben turned and saw a group of men, larger than the morning before, standing half-hidden in the fog. The faces that he was able to see were mutinous. He stood his ground. “Pack up the camp,” he ordered, teeth bared.
 
   He felt a pang of anxiety as the men continued to stand before him. “What’s to be done, lieutenant?” asked one soldier.
 
   “We continue to Ehrenburg,” he insisted. “Nothing has changed.”
 
   “Do you really think the spirits will let us leave?”
 
   “What spirits?” Sturben replied dismissively. “This is the work of bandits. They won’t catch us off-guard again.”
 
   There were grumbles from the gathered soldiers. “When bandits kill, they leave bodies,” said one. “And they only attack when there’s something to steal.”
 
   “Who ever heard of bandits attacking a Legion company?” spat another. “What’s happening to us isn’t the work of men.”
 
   Sturben angrily grabbed the last speaker by the front of his tunic and with a punch sent him sprawling to the ground. The man, a scarred corporal, pressed a hand to his lip. “You’ve doomed us, lieutenant,” he husked, spitting a thick gobbet of blood and saliva into the mud. “We could’ve turned back yester-morn, and we’d be back within sight of the keep by now. It doesn’t matter now which way we go... the spirits will claim us all before we see another living soul.”
 
   In one motion, Sturben drew his sword and brandished it at the group. The men stepped back as the blade pointed in their direction. A tiny voice in the back of his mind counselled him against this action, but he ignored it. Blood pounded in his ears. Before his eyes the mist transformed the features of the faces in front of him, until he was again staring at those he recognised from his past. The grim visage of one particular phantasm that loomed towards him made him recoil. “Krieg?” he whimpered, taking a step backwards. “It cannot be... I killed you once, already.”
 
   He raised the sword, preparing to strike at the apparition, but Grimes leapt between him and the group of soldiers. His hands were raised in appeasement. “No need for that, sir,” he said with forced geniality. “Tensions just running a bit high, that’s all. It’s been a tough few days, and the lads are just blowing off some steam, isn’t that right lads?”
 
   There was a chorus of muted agreement. Sturben stared at the sergeant, agape. Then the pounding tumult in his ears receded. A fire that he hadn’t even realised was raging within him was quenched suddenly. He lowered the sword. “Pack up the camp,” he said again, quietly. “Let us leave this place.” While we still have our minds.
 
   They lost eight men that night, and a further ten the night after that. No measures they took seemed to daunt their foe. That fourth night, despite the risk of getting lost in the fog, Sturben set mobile patrols between the sentries at the braziers, and the night after increased the number at each fire to three. Yet, no matter what he did, their casualties escalated.
 
   By the sixth day, Sturben had begun to rage at the mist as they marched, challenging those that lurked within it to come forth and show themselves. By now, what remained of his men were avoiding him, and even Sergeant Grimes averted his eyes on the occasions he was called forward to accept new orders. Sturben’s sword never left his hands now, and he swung it furiously at the white shroud, dispersing the faces from his past as they appeared before his eyes, their ghostly hands grasping for him.
 
   More than half his men gone, and still days of this march ahead of them. Sturben had begun to believe it would never cease, that they marched through an eternal hell that would not end until it had claimed them all.
 
   That night, there was not enough of them left to maintain the security measures he had initiated through desperation. Instead, when they made camp, he marched straight to his tent, ignoring Grimes’ questioning look. Nothing he could conceive of could stop their foe, he knew that now. They had not even found the bodies of any of those they had lost, so they could learn the nature of what they faced. Perhaps they are right, he thought. Maybe they really were being stalked by spirits attracted to the souls of the condemned. He had thought that meant the prisoners, but now he wondered. Perhaps it is we who are damned.
 
   When he awoke, he was not in the least surprised to find that another dozen men had gone missing in the night. He suspected that at least as many had deserted as had been taken by their unseen foe. Part of him envied them.
 
   Twelve left. Thirteen, including himself. How did it come to this? He glared darkly at the outline of the prison cart. Two more there, still. Whatever foe stalked them had not so much as shown themselves to their doomed charges, not that they had admitted. He had spent much of the previous day questioning them in a frenzy, but had received nothing in return. The younger one had nearly soiled himself in fear but evidently knew nothing, while the elder had gave him nothing but insolent looks.
 
   Not knowing what else to do, after he breakfasted, Sturben donned his armour just as he had done the five morning previous, and left his tent to resume their march. This time, he found his remaining men standing silently on the road, blocking his path. At their head was Sergeant Grimes. Sturben sighed. Somehow, he had known that it would come to this. Nevertheless, the charade needed to play out. “Fall into formation,” he called. “Reuben, Pieters, Cox, Vickers, you’re pulling the prisoners today. Look lively,” he barked as none moved.
 
   “Not today, lieutenant,” Grimes replied softly.
 
   Sturben nodded. “You’re decided then? All of you?”
 
   Grimes looked abashed. “It’s gone on long enough, sir. You see that, right? If we march with you, none of us will see the morning. If we leave now, there’s a chance we might.”
 
   “This is mutiny, Grimes.” Sturben’s hand gripped the pommel of his sword in its scabbard.
 
   Several of the men took a step back into the fog, but the grizzled sergeant stood his ground. “No need for that lieutenant. We don’t want to hurt you, but if we have to, then...” His voice petered out, leaving it unsaid. He patted the weapon at his hip meaningfully. “You could always come with us.”
 
   “And die in the fog like a traitorous cur?” He spat at the ground. “I got where I am by following orders. I won’t let a few cowardly bandits stop me from doing so now.” Sturben’s features parted in a ghastly grin. “When I get to Ehrenburg, Slake will learn about this little mutiny of yours, Grimes. There isn’t a rock in the Empire you could crawl under without his spies tracking you down eventually. When you’re brought to the gallows, shaking and pleading for mercy, I’ll be standing in the front row.”
 
   The sergeant’s face hardened. “As you will, sir.” He signalled to the men behind him. As a group they moved past, back towards the fortress.
 
   “You’re returning to Bloodstone?” Sturben blinked in surprise. That was not what he had been expecting. “What will you tell them?”
 
   Grimes turned to look at him, with pity in his eyes. “We’ll say that the company was massacred, that the prisoners and commanding officer were killed.”
 
   “And you think the general will believe you?”
 
   “Why not?” Grimes turned away and began to trudge away into the mist. “By then it will be the truth.” With that, he was gone.
 
   For several minutes, Sturben simply stood, staring into the fog. But there was nothing to see, nothing to hear. He was alone. Almost.
 
   He made his way to the prison cart. The two prisoners still sat inside, watching him intently. To his surprise, the older man winked. “You’d better start pulling if we’re to make the city,” he said cheerily.
 
   Sturben’s face reddened. “You know what’s happening, don’t you?” he growled. “Damn your eyes, tell me what you know!”
 
   “I know a dead man when I see one.” Then the older prisoner began to laugh.
 
   “Quiet!” The command came out in a shrill screech. Sturben rubbed his eyes. The pounding noise filled his ears once again. Must not lose control. If the prisoners died, the whole journey would have been wasted. He reached a decision. With unsteady hands he unlocked the cage, and half-dragged the two men from the cart. When they stood before him, their hands chained, he gave them a shove along the road. “If I have to walk, so do you.”
 
   The pair of them trudged slowly, infuriatingly so. Sturben, holding his sword in his hand as had been his custom in the past two days, prodded them in the back every once in a while, which made them pick up the pace for a few moments. He doubted whether their progress would have been very much slower had he pulled the cart himself after all.
 
   Worst of all was the whistling. For some unfathomable reason, since leaving the cart the older prisoner in particular was in a cheerful mood. If Sturben had thought the man witless then he was sorely mistaken, he saw that now. A variety of upbeat melodies came from his lips as they marched, until Sturben found himself longing for the silence that had accompanied them up until now.
 
   “What is that confounded racket?” he demanded at one point.
 
   The prisoner’s shoulders shrugged. “Shanties,” he replied, before continuing his vacuous whistling.
 
   After an hour of this, Sturben could take no more. He marched forward to the prisoner, grabbed him by the back of his neck and hurled him onto the flagstones. “Silence!” he screamed. Far from being cowed, the prisoner began to laugh as he lay on the ground. With a growl, Sturben raised his sword. Perhaps one prisoner will be enough for Slake’s needs.
 
   Then, from deep within the mists, the whistling resumed. Sturben turned to gawp at the younger prisoner, but he was cowering to one side. The sound did not come from him. “Who’s there?” he demanded.
 
   The whistling seemed to be coming from behind him. He whirled around, only for it to be behind him yet again. The arm that held his sword was trembling now. All around him, the tendrils of mist seemed to take on human form. He struck out, dispersing them. 
 
   Sturben ran a few paces towards the sound, until he felt the soft ground beneath his feet. Suddenly, up ahead of him loomed a dark shape, and he swung his sword at it fiercely. With a sharp clang, his blade hit something hard and ricocheted away, sending painful tremors up his arm. He stared at the object. One of the dark stone columns that dotted the plains, nothing more.
 
   Then, before his eyes, the mists came alive. Grey forms rose up around him. Sturben fell back, retreating back the way he had come until he stood upon the road once more. They can’t get me here, his brain told him, foolishly.
 
   But the grey phantoms came on, unperturbed. Sturben swung his sword at them again, but felt the air around him move as they parted before his blade. He raved at them, jabbering insults as the wraiths circled, dancing away from his blows. Something whirled past his face, and a red rose of pain flared in his shoulder. He looked down and saw blood trickling between two plates of his armour. He redoubled his efforts, but his strikes cut nothing but the mist.
 
   There was a rough shove at his back, and Sturben fell to the floor. As he landed on his knees on the stony road, his hand jarred and the sword flew away into the fog with a clatter. Suddenly the mist drew up in front of him, taking on the shape of a giant man. In the phantom’s hands was a great double-bladed battleaxe. “Please,” Sturben begged. But the figure paid no heed. Sturben’s eyes were glued to the axe as it was raised high. Why would a spirit carry a weapon? 
 
   There would be no answer to this, his last question. With a grunt of effort, the pale form swung the heavy axe sharply down.
 
    
 
   *      *      *
 
    
 
   Caspian was kneeling down beside Captain Brandt when the sound of fighting reached them through the veil of mist. “What is it?” he asked anxiously.
 
   “I don’t know, lad,” the captain replied. “It’s either friend or foe, but whichever it is I think we’re about to see an end to it at last.”
 
   Then there was a piercing shriek that was cut off abruptly by the thud of a heavy object striking something soft. When the last echoes of the cry had faded, all was silent once again. All Caspian could hear was the sound of his own heavy breathing. His life had been a nightmare since almost the moment they had reached the Legion harbour, but even so he was afraid that what approached them now was worse than anything that had happened to him in that time.
 
   He shrank back as grey forms walked towards them through the fog. There were three of them, he saw, standing shoulder to shoulder. Somewhere behind them, he heard the growls of an unseen beast. He tried to call out, to ask the shapes who, or what, they were, but the words caught in his throat.
 
   One of the apparitions raised a hand to its neck. In one quick motion it twitched aside the cloak it had been wearing, revealing a familiar face.
 
   Caspian found his voice. “Sten?” The burly crewman stood before him, his expression as stoic as ever. Caspian rubbed his eyes, wondering if the soldiers’ superstitions about wraiths in the mist were true after all. “But I watched you die.”
 
   Sten’s head shook slowly, as his companions pulled their own cloaks aside. They were woven of material the same shade as the fog. Wearing them, the men were almost invisible. “Wounded,” the sailor replied. “Not badly.” Caspian saw that his shoulder was bandaged. “Swam for shore. Found my brothers.” He shrugged, summing up everything else that had happened to him in the intervening period.
 
   “Brothers?” Caspian asked, as Captain Brandt climbed to his feet and clasped the crewman’s massive paw in greeting. 
 
   “Are they as talkative as you?” the captain added, smiling at the strange trio.
 
   “Sten?” One of the other men grinned at the sailor. “These outlanders have named you well, brother.” He turned to the captain. “The one you call Sten has always guarded his words as if they were gold, too precious to spend. The rest of the Mistborn are not so miserly.”
 
   Caspian’s brow wrinkled in confusion. “Mistborn? Brothers? Can anyone tell me what is going on here?”
 
   The warrior laughed. “There is much to tell, but why do so here? Our camp is not far. We can offer you some hot food that is better than the slop the Legion dogs have been giving you.” He spat. “Come, follow.”
 
   As two of the grey figures disappeared into the mist, Sten tossed a ring of keys at the captain. Caspian didn’t need to ask where he had taken them from. Captain Brandt unlocked his own chains first, then did the same with Caspian’s, before the three of them left the road together.
 
   Sten’s companions waited patiently a short distance away. Caspian saw then that one of them was leading a large cat by a chain around its neck. Its handler saw him staring and grinned. “Don’t worry, Klukka won’t bite,” he said. “Not unless she gets hungry!” He laughed as Caspian flinched.
 
   They walked across the misty plains for ten minutes in near-silence. The warriors strode confidently through the white blanket, but still seemed to need to concentrate to keep their bearings. A short time later, they reached a small depression in the land, in which were a few bedrolls and a smouldering fire.
 
   The five of them sat cross-legged in a circle as the evening drew in. For the most part, Caspian and Captain Brandt listened to the story they told, occasionally interjecting with questions. Not long after they reached the camp, one of the strange warriors handed each of them a wooden bowl containing a thick stew. After the Legion gruel it was very welcome. Caspian couldn’t imagine that the finest platters served up to the emperor could taste any finer than the dish he supped that night. He gulped down three helpings while the warriors took turns to speak.
 
   It seemed that they belonged to a nomadic tribe who lived within the fog-plagued Shadowlands, the Mistborn, to which Sten also belonged. They sent out regular scouting parties to keep watch on the Legion activities at Bloodstone, and harass their patrols wherever possible. “They are not welcome here,” explained the warrior named Eilsweyr.
 
   Slowly, Sten enlarged on his tale. The arrow meant for his heart had caught him in the shoulder instead, and the moment it landed he had thrown himself into the water before another followed it. He swam for the coast beyond the harbour, where Eilsweyr and the other warrior, Agga, had happened upon him. “We watched as your ship was set aflame,” said the latter, sadly. “There was nothing we could do.”
 
   Sten’s wounds had been tended to, as they kept watch on the fortress. When the Legion procession had left for the capital, taking their prisoners with them, the trio followed closely behind. Each night, when the Legion troops camped, they did what they could to disrupt their march. First, Klukka had been loosed on the commander’s horse, then the following evening Eilsweyr had struck down the first sentry and thrown his body from the ridge, which distracted the soldiers so that Agga could sneak into the camp and steal the ox.
 
   “I thought I saw something that night,” Captain Brandt mused. “Whatever happened to the poor beast?”
 
   “It made a fine stew,” Eilsweyr replied, grinning.
 
   The soldiers had been lost as soon as the mists had descended and not cleared. The Mistborn were true to their name; they lived almost their entire lives in the relentless fog that apparently covered the Shadowlands for most of the year. Caspian doubted if any fighting force in the world could match them in such a land. Their progress slowed, the Legion found themselves being gradually picked off each night, until eventually the remainder deserted rather than face their comrades’ fate.
 
   Caspian had reached the end of his third bowl of stew. At last, his stomach felt satisfied. “So, what happens now?” he asked.
 
   “We will return to the tribe and report what has happened,” Agga said. “You would be welcome to join us, my friends, but I think you have business elsewhere.”
 
   “That we do.” Captain Brandt put down his own bowl. His hand groped towards his breast, but then dropped. His coat and the pipe that had always sat within the same pocket were both lost, taken by their captors. “Our path remains the same, though this time we’ll walk it as free men.”
 
   Caspian frowned. “You mean we’re still to go to Ehrenburg? What for?”
 
   The captain stared into the mist with a faraway look. “Revenge, lad,” he said sadly.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 25
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   A crisp, cool breeze blew across the cave mouth. Cole stood at the opening, shivering as he peered out into the bright sunlight beyond. Another gust rose up, tugging at the end of his cloak. He wrapped it tighter around himself, still thankful that he had been wearing it when he and Raven were plucked from the balcony of Frosthold.
 
   That was his sole comfort, however. His spare clothes, blankets, the remains of their food... in their panicked flight from the Archon’s colossal manservant, even his sword had been left behind.
 
   Despite the chill, Cole smiled wryly. How quickly circumstances could change one’s priorities! Less than a day earlier, he had been fearing for his life, contemplating whether to jump from the top of a mountain or face being cut down by an invincible foe. Yet now, here he stood, begrudging the loss of a few crumbs of hard, stale bread and a spare pair of gloves. He did miss his sword, though. I have the feeling we’ll need it. Idly, he wondered how Bear would react to his losing the gift so carelessly.
 
   Cole leaned forward from the cave, his eyes roving across the rocky mountain ridge beyond, but it was no good. The peak that contained the dusty, abandoned halls of Frosthold was hidden from view. Quite possibly, he was facing the wrong way entirely. He had lost his bearings during their escape, after which the strange bird-like creatures had deposited them inside the cave. They were still within the Dragon’s Back range of mountains, he knew, but which direction they had flown in he could not say.
 
   Grudgingly, Cole turned away and trudged back into the cave. Inside, it was a large open space, but not especially deep. The ceiling was also low; he was just able to stand up without bashing his head against the rock. “What do they want with us, do you think?”
 
   Raven sat leaning against one wall, her knees drawn up to her chin. At her shoulders, her cloak was torn, just as his was. The claws of the creatures that had taken them were sharp. She laughed bitterly at the question. “That depends. How hungry do they look?”
 
   Cole blanched. It was only half a jest, he knew. When they’d first arrived at the cave, his eyes had been drawn to the bones that littered the floor. He’d been slightly relieved to find that, judging by the skulls, all seemed to belong to animals. Goats and sheep, predominantly, he believed... though he was far from an expert. Not that such a revelation was any comfort to Grume, whom no amount of cajoling had been able to coax out from his pouch.
 
   “Should we try to escape?”
 
   Raven shrugged. “And go where? When we were brought in I saw steep cliffs on each side. Besides,” she added, “if we’re prisoners then this is the strangest cell I’ve ever seen.”
 
   He took her point. There was no door preventing their leaving the cave, nor bars. There weren’t even any guards that he could see, though he knew from previous experiments that if he tried to leave he would soon be surrounded by a throng of flapping, squawking creatures that would only disperse when he moved back inside. It was clear they wanted them to stay, but the Aevir, as Raven called them, had not attempted to use force.
 
   It left Cole feeling a bit useless and rather confused. “I just wish I knew what they wanted with us,” he said, with a heartfelt sigh. “They must have brought us here for a reason.”
 
   “Who knows why mindless animals do anything?”
 
   “Are they animals, though?” Cole asked. The Aevir had the look of large birds, much bigger even than the great eagles he’d read about in the Crag’s library. There were differences, however. He’d noticed several claw-like appendages at the end of each creature’s wing, jointed so that they could serve a similar purpose to human fingers. There also seemed to be a light of intelligence in their eyes that he hadn’t seen in other birds. If not for the feathers that covered their heads and bodies, they would not look entirely unlike the dragons of legend, albeit far smaller. “They can’t talk, not that we’ve seen anyway, but there seems to be a purpose behind their actions.”
 
   Raven snorted. “Most like they saw the sun glinting off my sword or the giant’s arm, came to investigate and took the opportunity to snatch their next meal off that balcony.”
 
   Cole felt that his companion was wrong about that, he was certain. The longer they spent in the cave, the certainty grew. “Then why bring us here, but not our foe?”
 
   “Probably because he was a lot heavier than us, especially with that arm of his.”
 
   That much could have been true, Cole reflected. But he was quite sure that one of the skulls he had found belonged to a cow. Judging by their size, big as they were, it would take two or more of the creatures working together to carry out such a feat. That was just further evidence, as far as he was concerned, that they were not mere beasts. If they could bring cattle here, they could have brought him, he decided. “You said that about Grume, you and Harri,” he told her. “You called him vermin, but he’s not, is he?”
 
   Raven eyed the pouch around his waist. “I’m not sure the case against has yet been proven,” she said sourly.
 
   “Look,” Cole protested, “I know he isn’t a brave fighter like you, but-”
 
   “Vermin, is I?” muttered a voice from within the pouch, in offended tones. The boggit’s hairy face emerged, for the first time since they entered the cave. “And as for the other, see ‘ow brave you is when one of these fevvered brutes could swallow you up ‘ole and not even ‘ave ter chew.”
 
   “You’d do better to worry about us,” Raven replied, with a wicked glint in her eye. “If they don’t feed us soon we might have to take matters into our own hands.” She licked her lips theatrically.
 
   With a yelp, the boggit disappeared from sight once again within the pouch. “You shouldn’t tease him,” Cole chided her.
 
   Raven shrugged. “Another day here like this, and it might not be teasing.”
 
   As it turned out, they did not need to wait for long. A few minutes later there was a sound outside the cave of fluttering wings, and a soft thump as something landed. Cole and Raven both stood and went to the cave mouth to investigate. Standing there, blinking in the sunlight, was one of their bird-like captors. It was smaller than some Cole had seen, including those that brought them here. Its head moved in curious twitches as it regarded them with a pair of wide, dark eyes. “Boy!” The creature’s voice was a dry croak, but the word was still recognisable. “Mother see you now.”
 
   Cole glanced at Raven, who was frowning. His own mouth hung open in surprise. “You can talk,” he said.
 
   The Aevir’s feathered head twitched to one side and then the other. “Some,” it croaked. Then it ruffled its feathers and pecked at one wing with a sharp-looking beak. “Mother teach,” it continued after a few moments. “You come now. Both.”
 
   The creature moved off in a strange hopping gait. The ground outside the cave was flat, but on either side of them was a sheer wall. They appeared to be at the bottom of a narrow ravine on the upper slopes of a mountain, above which sprouted several tall rock pinnacles. Cole could see large, dark shapes gliding in slow circles around these. 
 
   Seeing no alternative available to them, Cole shrugged and followed the creature, Raven trailing a few feet behind him.
 
   He ran to catch up with it. “What is your name?” he asked.
 
   A cacophony of bird-like croaks and caws greeted his question, and the creature seemed amused by his confused reaction. “Hard for boy-man to say,” it said. “In your tongue, I am Glides-on-Summer-Breeze.”
 
   “That’s a... very nice name,” Cole replied gallantly. The creature said nothing further as it continued to hop along the pass, but he thought that it appeared pleased. As they walked, Cole glanced up at the rock walls and spires that towered above them. The surface of each were pitted with regular holes. In a few of those lower down, he could see other feathered forms hunched within, watching their progress. “Who is it that you’re taking us to see?” he asked. “Who is this Mother?”
 
   “Wise one,” the creature croaked, without breaking its pace. “Leader. Very old.”
 
   Cole found himself wondering about the lifespan of these creatures. Eagles could live for several decades, he knew from studying tomes within the Crag’s library. But generally the bigger the animal, the longer they lived. “How old is she?”
 
   There was a long pause, and he wondered whether the creature had heard him. He was about the repeat the question, when his guide suddenly croaked, “She remember dawn of world, boy-man. Very old.”
 
   Raven had evidently overheard this exchange. “How is that possible?” she asked. “That’s tens of thousands of years. I know of nothing that can live for so long.”
 
   The creature turned to regard her with dark eyes. “Know everything, do you?” It was hard to tell with its rasping voice, but Cole was certain he detected a tone of sarcasm in its words. “You ask her, see for self.”
 
   It turned away and began moving towards the end of the ravine again. Cole glanced at Raven. She was frowning at the creature’s back, and placed a hand on the hilt of a sword. To Cole’s mind, the fact Raven had been allowed to keep her weapons at all was another sign that they weren’t being kept as prisoners. He shook his head. Raven’s eyes rolled, yet nevertheless her hand fell away and they hurried after the creature.
 
   Eventually, they reached the end of the ravine. The rock walls on either side came together in a wide circle, at the base of which was a large pool of water. Just like the lake they had crossed in the Ice Fens, its surface was utterly still, reflecting the clear blue sky above almost perfectly. Their guide stopped near its edge, ignoring them. Cole sensed movement in the walls and spires above them, and looking up he could see hundreds of avian faces peering out from their strange burrows. The air seemed charged, as if something important was about to occur. Cole could feel the expectancy.
 
   Then, from one of the spires above, a larger silhouette came into view and dropped towards them. When it was perhaps a hundred feet above their heads, Cole saw that two Aevir were approaching, holding some sort of contrivance between them in their talons.
 
   When they landed a few moments later, Cole saw that it was a sling of some kind, fashioned from sticks and branches, the inside padded with feathers. Sitting on this makeshift mattress was the oldest living creature Cole had ever seen. Like the others of its kind it resembled a large bird, but was smaller than the rest; shrivelled with great age. It was almost completely bald, its feathers having long before dropped out to reveal grey-pink skin. Instead, it was covered with a blanket made from animal hide. A pair of pale, rheumy eyes glanced briefly in their direction, but there was no recognition or reaction there. The creature was blind, he realised. How old is she? Cole wondered. That the creature their guide had called Mother had lived for many years he did not doubt, but surely she could not be as ancient as claimed. He agreed with Raven: it seemed impossible to believe.
 
   A great hush settled over the ravine, as all the croaks and caws that had filled the air until then ceased. The ancient Aevir turned towards the pool, apparently sensing its presence even without sight. On shaking legs, it slowly stepped from the sling. When it reached the edge of the water, the blanket fell to the ground.
 
   In a flash of insight, Cole realised what was about to happen. He took a step forward, intending to stop it, but his path was quickly blocked by the two large birds that had carried the sling to the ground. Without turning towards the commotion, the ancient creature stepped into the still waters. It paused briefly, then continued, walking into the pool until the water reached its wrinkled neck. Moments later it was gone, and soon the surface of the pool was once again still, giving no outward sign of what had just occurred.
 
   Cole felt angry. “How could you let her do that?” he demanded. “That isn’t right. She was supposed to talk to us.”
 
   Glides-on-Summer-Breeze hopped closer to where he stood. “Patience, boy-man,” it croaked.
 
   He watched in confusion as their guide spread its wings wide and launched into the air. Its wings flapped fast, carrying it higher and higher until its silhouette was a little more than a speck in the blue sky above. Cole shaded his eyes against the sun, and gasped as the creature suddenly drew in its wings and plummeted back towards them. A few seconds later there was a splash as the creature plunged into the pool at great speed. Waves lapped at the rocky bank, and only a few bubbles remained on the water’s surface.
 
   “Are they all going to drown themselves?” Cole asked, bewildered by what they had just witnessed.
 
   “I don’t care what you say,” Raven snarled, her hand dropping once again to the hilt of her weapon. “The first bird that starts dragging us towards the water loses a beak.”
 
   But none of the remaining creatures so much as glanced in their direction. A hundred pairs of eyes, more even, were glued to the pool. It seemed to Cole as if the entire mountaintop was holding its breath. A few moments later, a feathered body emerged from the water and hopped, dripping, onto the bank. It regarded them silently, before ruffling its feathers to shake them dry. “Greetings again, Dreamwalker.” The harsh, croaking edge was gone from the creature’s voice.
 
   Cole blinked. “Glides? You sound different.”
 
   It was a strange sight on a bird’s face, but he was sure the creature smiled. “If I sound different, then different I must be.”
 
   “What just happened?” Raven demanded. “You said that Mother wished to speak to us.”
 
   Amusement twinkled in the creature’s eyes. “Are we not speaking now?”
 
   Cole rubbed his brow, in a vain attempt to ease his bafflement. “You’re Mother? But... I thought... the older one...”
 
   “She was Mother, now I am she.”
 
   Cole admitted defeat. “I’m sorry, I don’t understand.”
 
   The creature chuckled. “Don’t be embarrassed, Dreamwalker. It is hard for your people to grasp. When a Mother grows old, she searches for the one who will follow her. Then, when her time has come, she enters the Pool of Ages. Everything that she was, her memories, her essence, becomes one with the water. Then her chosen enters the water and joins with this essence. When my time approaches, I will choose one to follow me, just as I was chosen. This has always been our way.”
 
   Raven stepped towards her. “So, are you telling us you have taken on all of that other one’s memories?”
 
   “Hers and all those that came before her, child,” the creature replied. “The line is unbroken for hundreds of centuries. I told you, did I not, that Mother’s eyes had seen the birth of our world? This was truth. Everything that our Mothers have ever seen is now in my mind. I can recall flying high above a land of snow as your ancestors took their first steps towards civilisation. The air was fresh and exciting, your people full of possibility.”
 
   “Who taught you to speak?”
 
   “Men.” The creature ruffled its feathers again, which Cole was starting to believe was the Aevir equivalent of a shrug. “Many men have taught us their words over the centuries; all the knowledge acquired by past Mothers has been gifted to me.”
 
   Cole tried to imagine what it was like, having a memory that spanned thousands of years; recalling memories that were not your own, seen through the eyes of another. “It sounds incredible,” he said finally. “What would happen if I went in the pool?”
 
   If they didn’t speak his language, it was quickly evident that most of the Aevir at least understood it well enough. A flurry of angry squawks and flapping of wings rained down on him from the rock walls following his suggestion. The two guard-birds bustled up once again to block his path.
 
   The only one who appeared unperturbed was the new Mother. “In truth I do not know, child. You are the first humans we have allowed in to this sacred place. It is possible it would have no effect, but equally possible it would make you lose your mind and cause you to jump from the mountain convinced you could fly.”
 
   Cole grimaced. “It sounds better not to risk it.”
 
   “As you wish.”
 
   “Wait,” said Raven, frowning. “You say that we’re the first people you’ve brought here. Why us? Why now?”
 
   The creature’s eyes twinkled. “We have waited for you for a very long time, Dreamwalker,” it said, addressing Cole. “Many Mothers have joined with the Pool of Ages while we have watched for your arrival. Is this one your champion?”
 
   “My... champion?” Cole glanced at Raven.
 
   “Yes,” Mother went on. “Those we sent to bring you to us were unsure which of the humans that accompanied you was your champion. Were they correct?”
 
   Raven folded her arms. “No, I’m not Cole’s champion. I’m his... his...”
 
   “You fight for him, do you not? Protect him?” The creature seemed puzzled. “You guided him here, through dangerous lands. What is a champion, if it is not this?”
 
   Cole grinned broadly. “She’s got you there. My champion.”
 
   “Yes, fine.” Raven sighed heavily. “I’m his... whatever it is you say I am. You still haven’t told us why you brought us to this place.”
 
   “Come,” the creature said, turning towards the rock wall behind them, set into which was another cave entrance at ground level. “There is much we must show you.”
 
   Unlike the cave they had spent the night in, this was a narrow passage tunnelled into the rock. They followed the creature now calling itself Mother, having to duck their heads down low. The walls closed in tight on either side of them, and Cole could hear a soft susurration ahead of him; the sound of feathers scraping against the rock.
 
   Before they had ventured very far into the passage, it became too dark to see. Their bodies blocked most of the daylight that came through the cave opening. However, a short time after that, Cole realised that he was able to make out the faint outline of the tunnel walls. He glanced around for the source of the light, and eventually traced it to patches of blue fungus growing on the rock. They seemed to glow, casting an ethereal light across the passage.
 
   Cole wasn’t sure how long they followed the creature, but his feet had begun to ache by the time the passage opened out into a larger cavern. His back had started to complain as well, having spent so long hunched over, and it was with relief that he straightened as the low ceiling of the tunnel disappeared upwards. Patches of the fungus bathed the cavern in a faint blue light. Not enough to see the whole of it, but it sufficed to see the area immediately around him. 
 
   Mother had stopped by a wall of the cavern, and as Cole approached he found his eyes drawn inexorably towards it. From the floor to as high as he was able to see in the dim light, it was covered with painted images. It seemed like a monumental work. It was also clearly very old. “What is this?” he asked.
 
   “It has been called many things,” the creature replied. “To some it is merely a story, a legend.”
 
   “A story of what?”
 
   “Of what was, what will be and what may never come to pass. It is the story of the Dreamwalker.”
 
   “You called Cole that before, outside,” Raven said. “How do you know about what he is able to do?”
 
   “It was foretold,” Mother said simply. “As I told you before, we have awaited his arrival for a very long time.”
 
   Cole gazed searchingly at the images on the wall, looking for meaning. “Who painted it?”
 
   “First Mother was what we call a seer. Even among our kind, it is very rare. More than two centuries have passed since our last. She was blessed with visions, that told her what the future would hold. I remember some of what she saw, but these memories are very faint. Too much time has passed to remember all.” There was sadness in the creature’s voice. “Knowing the importance of what the visions imparted to her, she began the work. The seers that followed her were blessed with other parts of the story, and in time it was completed.”
 
   Reverently, Cole brushed his fingertips over the wall. It was cold and dry. “What does it say?” he asked.
 
   Mother pointed a finger-claw towards the top of the mural. “When the green star rises, darkness will fall over the land.”
 
   “A star? In the sky, you mean?”
 
   Raven squinted at the splash of green paint at the top of the wall. “It looks like the Order’s sigil,” she said. “They wear a green star upon their breast.”
 
   “Many Mothers have speculated on the meaning, and watched the night sky anxiously for the sign,” the creature said. “But when the men returned to the mountain when Last-Mother was still young, and hung their banners of the green star, we saw this truth.”
 
   “What else does it say?” Cole asked.
 
   Mother’s finger-claw pointed at another part of the mural, where the shape of a human had been scrawled. A halo of green was painted around the figure’s head. “In this time of darkness, another will rise. A child of men with the power to enter the world of dreams. He will be joined by a champion, and together they will purge the evil from the land.”
 
   Raven leaned closer towards the wall. Near the figure that the Aevir seers seemed to believe depicted Cole was another. It seemed to be a large, broad-chested man, carrying a sword and shield. “It doesn’t look much like me,” she pointed out.
 
   “Sometimes the visions are not clear,” the creature replied, spreading its wings in a gesture of apology. “It is possible that the image merely represents the idea of a champion, rather than their exact appearance.”
 
   “And why is this Dreamwalker of yours riding a snake?” Raven pointed at a long, scaled beast of some kind that appeared beneath the feet of the first figure.
 
   “As our story tells it, when the shadows grow long, the walker of dreams will come to us, standing upon the serpent’s back.” The creature ruffled its feathers. “Even now, we do not fully understand the meaning of all the visions. What is funny?” it asked, as Raven started to laugh.
 
   “It’s just refreshing to have some of the answers for a change,” she replied. “Our people call these mountains the Dragon’s Back.”
 
   If Cole didn’t know better, he would have said that the creature appeared mildly irritated. “That would... make sense,” it admitted.
 
   “You talk about darkness a lot,” Cole said. “What does that mean?”
 
   “Again, the visions are not clear.” It nuzzled at a wing again with its beak before continuing. “Our story tells of the arrival of a being of great power, a creature of pure evil. The adversary. Our seers foretell a time of great suffering, a nation of slaves. But what form the being will take, we are unsure.” It pointed towards another section of the mural, where a large black cloud had been painted. A pair of green eyes stared out from this. Even in painted form they seemed alive with malevolence. “When the seers attempted to discern its face, they found only darkness.”
 
   “Could that be the Archon?” Cole asked Raven.
 
   “Archon?” the creature echoed.
 
   “He leads the Order,” Cole explained. “These men of the green star.”
 
   The avian was silent for a few moments, deep in thought. “I remember a man coming to the mountain, six full moons past, to visit the others of his kind. Even from great distance I felt the mark upon him. Curious, I flew closer and saw the green star shining in his eyes. Is he the one of which you speak?”
 
   “It sounds like him,” Raven confirmed. “Could he be the creature of darkness your people have seen in visions?”
 
   “It... is possible,” Mother conceded. “Yet I feel that it is not so. I am sorry, but I have no other answer to give you.”
 
   Cole took a step back and stared at the mural in its entirety. Now that Mother had explained most elements of it, he could see the shape of the story. But there were one or two images that still confused him. “How does it end?” he asked. “The story, I mean.”
 
   The creature gazed at him with black eyes that reflected the blue glow of the cavern. “That is not yet decided, Dreamwalker. Our seers saw different endings to the story. It has led to much debate among the Mothers that followed. Some feel that such indecision proves that it is legend, nothing more. Others believe that, when the time comes, the Dreamwalker will face a choice. One path leads to salvation, another into darkness. That he alone will have the power to decide the fate of our world.”
 
   Cole felt a great weight pressing down upon his shoulders. “What choice?” he asked desperately. “How will they know what they should do?”
 
   “The visions do not tell us this,” the creature said sadly. “If I had counsel to give, I would offer it gladly.”
 
   Raven was examining at another section of the wall. “What’s this?” she asked, pointing at another dark shape.
 
   The creature hopped towards her and glanced up at the mural. “Again, much discussion has arisen over this. A third path, irreconcilable with the others. Perhaps the most mysterious of the three.”
 
   “Great, another choice,” said Cole sourly. “What does this one say?”
 
   “It tells us that, when the time of the choosing arrives, the blood of the black sun will bring the light.”
 
   “That’s it?” Cole sighed as the creature nodded in response. “Well, it’s better than nothing, I suppose.”
 
   “It’s more than we had when we arrived,” Raven agreed. “Though not as much as we might have hoped for. And you really believe Cole is this Dreamwalker your people have prophesied?”
 
   The creature blinked at her. “Do you not? In your travels, you must have had the opportunity to witness his abilities for yourself.” Raven said nothing, and the creature nodded. “Very well. I feel that you are still to be convinced, champion. For what is to come, there must be no doubt in your heart. There is one last sight I must show you. Follow.”
 
   They left the cavern the way they had come, once again passing through the narrow passage that lead back to the mountain pass. This time, when Cole emerged he found the sky awash with red as evening approached. He looked upwards, but no Aevir were flying around the tops of the spires now; instead, he saw a feathered figure in each one of the shallow burrows that appeared to contain their nests.
 
   Their footsteps echoed back off the rock walls of the ravine as they made their way in eerie silence. Compared to the bustle of activity he had seen there earlier that day, it almost seemed as though they were alone on the mountain.
 
   Bright stars had already begun to twinkle in the sky by the time they reached the furthest end of the pass, beyond which the mountainside fell steeply away to the grassy plains far below. Cole glanced upwards again, this time out of curiosity. As best he could tell, none of the stars above their heads was green. He still held out hope, he realised, that the Order that had raised him from an infant was not what others were telling him that it was. That it was a mistake, that their judgements and prophesies were wrong. But after everything he had seen in the last few weeks, he had to admit that there was something rotten at its heart.
 
   Mother stopped at the edge of the sheer cliff. “We’re here,” Raven observed. “What now?”
 
   “Sit a while, and watch,” Mother replied. “There is business I must attend to. I will return shortly.”
 
   With a sweep of its great wings, the creature took off and flew back the way they had come. Raven made a face as Cole sat down, his legs hanging over the edge of the steep drop. “You’re just going to sit and watch the sunset, are you?”
 
   “Why not?” Cole looked out over the land as night fell, plunging the patchwork quilt of fields and forests into darkness. “Mother seemed to think we would see something important.”
 
   Cole could sense Raven’s irritation, but nevertheless she eased herself down beside him. “Do you believe her?” she asked after a few moments.
 
   He didn’t need to ask about what. “I’m not sure,” he replied. “I can visit people’s dreams, and in all my time at the Crag I’ve never met another who could. The Order’s power grows, and we’ve both seen what the crystals are capable of.” He shivered, and pulled his cloak tighter around him. “But I find the rest very far-fetched. I’m not sure I ever see myself in a position of deciding the fate of the world.”
 
   “Maybe the people who make those kinds of decisions seldom do,” Raven replied. “Perhaps all they’re doing is what seems right at the time, without thinking about what the consequences will be.”
 
   “But it’s kings and emperors who wield that kind of power. They can wave a hand and have an entire country do their bidding. Who am I? I’m nobody.”
 
   Raven looked at him strangely. She shifted closer, then slipped an arm around his shoulder. “You’re not nobody, Cole,” she said gently. “You have an ability that no-one else in the world does. No king, nor emperor. We still don’t know just how much you’re capable of.”
 
   He sighed. “And if it is me, what then? What if, when the times comes, I make the wrong choice? What if I plunge the land into eternal darkness?”
 
   Raven paused, considering. “Just try to not do that,” she said eventually.
 
   Despite his fears, Cole smiled. “No promises.”
 
   For a while they sat watching the shadows of the world laid out far below them lengthen. The sun was disappearing below the horizon to their right when Cole spoke next, asking a question that had been bothering him.
 
   “Raven?”
 
   “Hm?”
 
   “When we were at Frosthold, before the Archon’s servant attacked us, you said that the Order has been giving crystal pendants to its followers for years.”
 
   At the mention of the crystals, he felt her body stiffen. “What of it?”
 
   “Well, what happened to those people in that dungeon... losing their minds... that hasn’t happened anywhere else. Whatever the stones do, it hasn’t affected the Brothers, or those who follow the Order’s teachings. Not that I’ve seen anyway.”
 
   Raven frowned. “I don’t understand.”
 
   Cole felt the point he was trying to make slipping tantalisingly away from his grasp every time he reached out for it. “What I mean is, if the pendants are having the desired effect, then why conduct those experiments at all?”
 
   “They were trying to understand how they work, just like your Brother Merryl was trying to understand your powers.”
 
   Cole shook his head. “No, there’s more to it than that, I feel it. What the crystals do... it wasn’t enough for them, somehow. I think they were trying to get something else from them, and needed to work out how to do it.”
 
   “But what?”
 
   “I don’t know.” Cole shrugged. “But whatever it is, it can’t be good.”
 
   Just then there was a flash of light from the land below. Cole saw a column of green fire erupt from the ground and shoot into the sky above. “What’s-” he just had time to say, before other green flares shot up from elsewhere. The first column had originated close by, no more than a few miles, he judged, while others were much farther afield. “What is that?” he asked, finally.
 
   Raven was scowling at the sight. “I have no idea, but I don’t like it.”
 
   “Where are they coming from?”
 
   “It’s difficult to tell now that the sun has set, but that one,” she pointed towards the closest column, “looks like it comes from Creag an Tuirc, in the foothills.” She pointed to one further away, directly ahead of them. “If my bearings are correct that’s Strathearn, and that one,” she indicated a third green column to their right, “where the mountains bear round towards the south, is Caer Lys.”
 
   In the distance, Cole saw faint green light rise up from other places. “Does each one come from a town, do you think?”
 
   Raven nodded. “As far as I can tell, yes. Whatever it is, my guess is that every city and township south of the mountains is sending up one of these flares this night.”
 
   “Your guess would be correct,” said a familiar voice behind them.
 
   Cole turned around and saw Mother standing there, her dark eyes reflecting the green glow that bathed the plains below them. “What is it?” he asked.
 
   “In each of the cities of men, you will find a pillar raised by the servants of the green star,” the creature replied. “A tower of crystal. Just like that which sits around your neck, Dreamwalker.” Cole guiltily clutched the lump of the pendant beneath his clothes. “Each night, the green fire rises into the sky from these towers.”
 
   After lasting for more than a minute, the flares abruptly ceased and darkness fell upon the land once more. Cole glanced up at the sky, where he saw green lightning crackle across the clouds for a moment, before that too disappeared. “Something bad is going to happen, isn’t it?”
 
   “One by one, the signs are coming to pass. I do not believe that it will be long now.”
 
   Cole realised that he was still grasping the pendant. Gently, he pulled it out from his shirt and stared at it. “It all comes down to these, doesn’t it?” He looked up at the creature. “What are they, really?”
 
   The creature stared at him for a few moments before replying. “They are the sign of his coming, child. Men believe they use them for their own ends, but they are his, utterly.” The creature ruffled its wings nervously. “When the time is right, they will open a doorway for him to enter our world. That time is fast approaching, but there is still hope that you will stop it.”
 
   “So, you really believe that I’m the one, this Dreamwalker.” Cole sighed. “Why me?”
 
   The creature cocked its head. “Because alone of all men, you have the power to wield his tools. The enemy cannot be harmed by the weapons of men. It is only by turning his own strength against him that he will be defeated. We have seen this.”
 
   “I still don’t really understand what my power is,” Cole said sulkily.
 
   “You can use the stones, as he does, that is great power in itself,” the creature replied. “For the rest of your kind, they are a curse, a most insidious poison. They grant peace, soothe fears. But they take away far more than they bestow.”
 
   “Take away what?” asked Raven quietly.
 
   The creature turned to face her. “Part of their essence,” it said simply. “You have seen it for yourself, I think. We first became aware of your approach when you entered the forest of the north. You found that which was lost.”
 
   Raven’s face flushed in anger. “You knew what was happening there? You know what that beast was doing to those people, and you did nothing?”
 
   Startled, the creature hopped backwards. It blinked at her. “It was hidden from our eyes, also,” it replied. “We felt the evil over the place where the village once stood, but it was lost, as if a veil was laid across that part of the forest. But, even if it were not so, we do not interfere with the affairs of men.”
 
   “It wasn’t only a man,” Cole said, before going on to explain what had happened in Faerloren, and the Baron’s gruesome history within the Spiritwood.
 
   When he had finished, the Aevir stood silently for a time, deep in thought. “A terrible fate,” it said at last. “But not surprising. We have noticed that creatures of power are drawn to the stones; those with traces of the old magic.”
 
   “We’ve got one here,” said Cole. He lifted up the pouch and opened its flap, revealing the boggit cowering inside. “When we found him, he had some kind of reaction to my pendant.” Grume’s yellow eyes peeped nervously out, eyeing Mother warily. “He’s afraid you might eat him,” Cole added.
 
   The Aevir drew closer and examined the boggit. “We know of these,” it said, thoughtfully. “Their flesh is very tough, bitter. Not pleasant.”
 
   Cole looked down at the boggit’s upturned face. “You hear that, Grume? They won’t eat you.” He grinned. “Apparently you’re bitter and unpleasant. I didn’t even know they’d met you.” The little creature growled at him, and with a chuckle Cole closed the pouch and returned it to his waist.
 
   Mother watched this exchange with something approaching bemusement. “You would be wise to keep that one with you,” it said. “I feel that he yet has a part to play in what is to come.”
 
   “That little rat?” Raven feigned horror. “I have to say, my own role feels a bit cheapened now that he’s part of your prophesy as well.”
 
   “Your tone is mocking, champion.” The creature seemed disappointed. “After all I have told you, all you have seen, do you still not believe?”
 
   Raven climbed to her feet. “As far as this Dreamwalker fairytale goes, I still don’t know what I believe,” she said. “But what is clear to me is that the Order is up to something, and we might be the only ones who have an inkling of it. That means it’s up to us to stop them. Cole and I both have unfinished business with the Archon, and that’s as good a reason as any.”
 
   Mother seemed to smile in response to her words. “For now, that may be enough,” it said.
 
   “Can you help us?” Cole asked. “Your people brought us this far, might you be able to take us all the way to Ehrenburg?”
 
   “Alas, no,” the creature replied sadly. “Men shoot at us with arrows when we appear above their lands. To go so far would be dangerous. We can take you some of the way, however. There is a human town not far from here. We can bring you close to its walls. Hopefully there you will find the means to complete your journey.”
 
   “Then that will have to serve,” Cole said. “Thank you, Mother, for everything you’ve done for us. If your people hadn’t found us when they did, I have no doubt we would both have died in that fortress.”
 
   The creature bowed its head in acknowledgement of his gratitude. “Speaking of which,” it said. “You may find something in your cave to please you. Sleep well, Dreamwalker, we will fly with the dawn.”
 
   Mother flew once more into the sky, and disappeared towards one of the tall rock spires. It wasn’t far to the cave they had woken up in that morning, and when they returned, Cole was delighted to discover his pack and sword waiting for him. Raven’s was there also, with all her belongings.
 
   “Well,” he said, fighting a half-hearted and ultimately unsuccessful battle to keep the smugness from his voice. “I told you they weren’t just mindless animals.”
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   A light snow was falling, a sign that even in the warmer southern reaches of the Empire winter was slowly tightening its icy grip upon the land. Adelmar tore his eyes from the rows of men marching past to stare at the slate-grey sky. It was not ideal to be setting off so late in the year, but he was unconcerned. It would be a month at least before the heavy flurries arrived to carpet the streets and surrounds of Ehrenburg, and by then they would be across the sea.
 
   This was a mere dusting. Patches of grass had begun to turn white with the frost. But the tiny, scattered flakes that landed upon the road were quickly stamped into mush by the heavy boots of the soldiers that trooped along it. Adelmar turned his attention back to the road, casting a critical eye over the ranks that filed past.
 
   He sat astride a white destrier, a great animal that stood a clear hand above most other Legion mounts. It had carried him through several campaigns across the realm, though he had not thought to name it. It was a beast of war, not a pet, and he knew that in battle a stray arrow or lucky spear would be enough to strike it down. Better to not become attached.
 
   All the same, he had instructed his squire, Dudley, to pack the armoured plates it wore into battle in the cart that carried the rest of his belongings. Not only that; aside from a redsteel breastplate, he wore only simple riding leathers. He had insisted that reducing the weight the animal had to carry on a long march through friendly territory was merely good sense rather than an act of kindness, but the bemused look in his wife’s eyes revealed that she at least believed otherwise.
 
   Next to him, his adjutant, Captain Bergen, sat upon his own mount, a bay charger. While not quite young enough to have been Adelmar’s own son, he was not far from it. Yet despite his youth, he had a serious, determined demeanour that had seen him quickly rise through the Legion ranks, allied to an eye for detail that had eventually earned him a place in Adelmar’s councils. The pair of them stood upon a grassy hillock set a dozen feet back from the road, which commanded a good view of the road.
 
   Before dawn, work had begun to pack up the army camp that had sprung up outside the city’s walls, itself the size of a large settlement. The troops belonging to the major houses each had a separate district of their own, while it was also populated by a large number of its own smiths, armourers and kitchens.
 
   With nothing left of the camp save a vast patch of bare, churned-up earth, it had still taken hours more for the army to begin its long march south to The Vigil. Adelmar had been unusually irritable since waking, snapping at those around him. He longed to be away from the capital, and any delay in departing gnawed at him. Still, now, watching the ranks pass by below him, he had to admit it was an impressive sight. Over five thousand men in total, organised into different companies. The soldiers belonging to a house marched under their own banners, though at their heads were commanding officers drawn from the ranks of the Legion. Experienced men all, tasked with whipping the levies into something approaching battle-readiness.
 
   One by one the banners marched past before them, the levies from the lowland houses taking the prime position behind the Legion troops and heavy cavalry. Beneath the plated warrior and claymore standard of Strathearn marched a company of swordsmen. Across their breastplates they wore a tartan, or breacan, sash of the Maccallam colours, green and blue. Behind them came the arbalesters of Caer Lys, trooping beneath the ruined fort standard of the Hylands, their own sashes a vibrant red and gold. Viscount Carlyle of Creag an Tuirc had sent two hundred burly, bearded axmen, who marched with pride beneath their lord’s charging boar standard, their tartan a sombre black and crimson.
 
   On and on they marched, the armoured column stretching over a mile along the road. Archers from Woodhaven, their standard a flourishing yew tree. The houndmasters of Brackenwood held the leashes of specially trained war-dogs, the snarling muzzles of which matched the emblem upon Duke Trevelyan’s banners. The smell of the hounds already made Adelmar’s nose wrinkle as they passed, and he didn’t envy those that marched in their wake.
 
   These, he was amused to see, were the levies from Bard’s Lea. His officers had managed to instil some semblance of discipline upon the rabble, it seemed. Those that marched beneath Lord Aubrey’s standard, that of a singing troubadour, at least were not disgracing themselves thus far. He had thought long and hard about their role, before assigning them as pikemen. The long spears did not take as much skill to wield as other weapons, and had the added benefit of keeping enemies far away from those holding them. Not that many of them would even get that close to the fighting; he’d already decided that when battle was joined, they would be in the front ranks, to give the enemy archers something to aim for that would keep them away from more valuable targets. As they passed by, Adelmar was pleased to see Domenic Aubrey, heir to Bard’s Lea, riding at their head alongside the Legion officers.
 
   The levies from Blackridge were no more impressive to look at. Marching beneath Viscount Talgarth’s standard, a smith’s hammer held in a clenched fist, was a motley collection of men, who seemed to have grabbed whatever weapon they found to hand when departing for Ehrenburg. Adelmar saw notched short-swords, cleavers, clubs and hammers both short and long. Several farming implements, including a scythe, had also been confiscated, and their owners allowed to pick whatever was left in the imperial armoury to replace them. Unlike the company from Bard’s Lea, however, what they lacked in martial prowess they made up for in ferocity. The Legion officers he had placed at their head had grown exasperated at their inability to follow even simple orders, but whoever they faced during training drills had been terrified by their fervour. Having two hundred screaming, froth-mouthed amateurs charging en masse towards you brandishing an eye-watering array of improvised weaponry was enough to turn any enemy’s bowels to water, Adelmar had decided. He’d counselled his officers to let them do as they wished, and intended to deploy them on the battlefield as shock troops.
 
   Marching in between the levies were further regiments of his own men, experienced Legion knights and soldiers. Units of light cavalry roamed along the column, and would scout the land around them as they left the city walls far behind them.
 
   They weren’t the best troops he had ever led, Adelmar reflected, but given the time available to bring them together he was proud of what had been accomplished. It was the knowledge of what was missing more than what was in front of him that left him scowling. “Damn my father,” he muttered.
 
   “Is everything all right, my lord?” Bergen asked, concerned.
 
   “Where is the north?” Adelmar growled. “Every city south of the mountains fulfilled the requirements of the Treaty, but no others. Where are the fighters of Westcove, of Whitecliff?”
 
   “There was a pigeon from Lord Østergaard, expressing regret that storms had prevented two ships carrying troops from leaving their harbour,” his adjutant replied. “We also had messages from Lords Qvist and Meier stating that our previous birds had not arrived, and that by the time they received our latest summons it was too late to dispatch soldiers from Westcove. There was no reply of any kind from the other Fisher Houses.”
 
   “And the hunters? What of them?”
 
   “Only silence, my lord.”
 
   Adelmar’s jaw clenched. “Excuses and contempt, that’s all we received from the northern lords. I warned my father this would come to pass once we brought our strength south. The barbarians grow bold, believing themselves protected by the mountains. A full-scale revolt will not be far off.”
 
   “What can be done?” Bergen asked.
 
   “For now, nothing.” Adelmar snorted derisively. “Let them have their fun for the time being. There’s still strength enough at War’s End to keep them bottled up. We’ve crushed them before and will do so again after we return triumphant from subjugating the Tenebrian courts. This time I will not be as merciful as I was in my youth.” He turned to face the younger man. “You’re from Whitecliff, are you not, captain? What game do you think Østergaard is playing?”
 
   Bergen hesitated, considering the question. “It is possible that storms have prevented his troops from departing,” he conceded. “Such bad weather is not unknown in those parts at this time of year. But he is a cautious man, who believes himself cunning. More likely he prevaricates, waiting to see the likely outcome of the war before committing himself to supporting either the Crown or the other northern houses.”
 
   Adelmar grunted. “Much as I suspected. Well, let him sit idle in his keep for now, counting his gold. His indecision won’t spare him the sword when we march north.” If the talk of a retaliation against his people bothered the younger soldier, he did not show it.
 
   When the last ranks of soldiers had passed by, followed by over a dozen wagons piled high with food, equipment and other supplies, Adelmar dug his heels into the flanks of his mount and trotted towards the head of the column, Bergen riding close behind.
 
   A short time later, he reached the regiment from his father’s household guard, who marched beneath the imperial standard. These were the soldiers that had been placed under Jarrod’s command, but of his brother there was no sign. Instead, he found his brother’s squire leading a dark-coloured courser rather disconsolately by the reins. The horse was draped with finery of vermillion and gold thread, and was also riderless. “Where is he?” Adelmar asked the boy, gruffly. He caught the eye of Jarrod’s own second-in-command, Trayner, who smirked.
 
   “Beggin’ your pardon, m’lord, but he’s over there.” The nervous squire, pointed towards a large wheelhouse near the front of the column. Adelmar cast dark looks towards the back of the magnificent carriage that spanned nearly the entire width of the road, and spurred his mount on once more.
 
   When he drew level with the wheelhouse, Adelmar rapped sharply upon the side. The blind that had been drawn down covering the window flew up, and Ellara peeped out, eyeing him with surprise. “Is anything the matter, dearest?” she asked.
 
   Adelmar passed his reins to Bergen, and gestured for his wife to open the door to the carriage. When he jumped inside, he found Jarrod reclining among silk cushions, apparently in the middle of regaling his family with some doubtlessly inappropriate account of his misadventures. Amelie and Rosalynd sat opposite him behind an array of sweetcakes, giggling into their hands.
 
   “Addled!” his brother cried as Adelmar entered the carriage. “How wonderful of you to join us. We were just gossiping about which ladies of the court had committed the most egregious sins against fashion this season, but I’m sure we could steer the conversation towards matters more to your liking. A po-faced diatribe on the nature of honour, or somesuch.” Jarrod grinned lopsidedly and took a long quaff from a pewter goblet.
 
   Adelmar scowled down upon his brother. “Are you drunk?” he demanded. “Damn your eyes, it’s barely past noon!”
 
   “That’s only a concern if you start drinking early. I, continuing as I am from our little soiree last night, am merely drinking very late.” Jarrod waved the goblet unsteadily, slopping some of the contents onto the floor of the carriage. “If I must accompany you on this ghastly procession, then I have no intention of doing so sober.”
 
   Jarrod protested as Adelmar stepped forward and grabbed the goblet from his hand. He slammed it pointedly down upon the table. The girls jumped at the sound. “Why are you here, Jarrod?” he asked. “It’s clear that it isn’t your wish and even father seemed less than convinced.”
 
   Infuriating him even further, his brother yawned and stretched out luxuriantly among the cushions. “A prince should see more of his kingdom. It is good for the common folk to see my face. You never know, I may one day be emperor and such things will be expected of me.”
 
   Adelmar offered up a silent prayer that he wouldn’t live to see such a day. “Yet you hide in here, bothering my family,” he replied.
 
   “Oh father, Uncle Jarrod isn’t bothering us,” cried Amelie. “He tells the funniest stories.”
 
   The thought of the sort of stories his brother habitually told reaching the ears of his daughters was the final straw. “And when we reach the coast, and set sail? Will you continue to loaf about uselessly as we charge into battle? Your men march without their commander. As unfit to lead as I personally believe you to be, that is unacceptable. In my army, you will obey my rules.”
 
   “Do you not make concessions to your own family?” Jarrod asked, folding his arms insolently.
 
   “I already have,” Adelmar snarled. “If you weren’t my brother you would have already been stripped, flogged and left by the side of the road for the crows.”
 
   “Fine then,” said Jarrod, stifling another yawn as he rose. “Never let it be said of me that I outstay my welcome. My lady,” he added, stooping to plant a foppish kiss upon Ellara’s hand, “my thanks for your hospitality. It is good that my brother married into manners, for he lacks them himself.”
 
   With that parting shot, Jarrod left the wheelhouse. Through the rear window, Adelmar watched him make his way back to the regiment of imperial guardsmen, and clamber into the saddle of the dark courser. “A shame he didn’t fall off and land upon his head,” he muttered under his breath. “It might have knocked some sense into it.”
 
   “You can be very harsh on your brother,” chided Ellara. She settled herself back down at the table and poured tea for herself and the girls. “He can be very fine company when you aren’t around to wind him up.”
 
   Adelmar grunted. “I have often noted that we bring out the worst in one another,” he conceded. “But whether I am present or not, he is always lazy and feckless. Father should have been tougher with him, but instead he indulged him. The thought that he actually could inherit the throne terrifies me.”
 
   His wife sipped at her steaming tea. “Perhaps that is why the emperor bade him accompany you, so that you can be an example to him.”
 
   “Perhaps.” Adelmar scowled. “If that was his intention, then I fear it comes far too late.” By about twenty years.
 
   Ellara sighed wistfully. “Still, just imagine the songs the bards will sing, of the noble brothers riding together into battle, shoulder to shoulder.”
 
   Adelmar snorted. “The only thing Jarrod will be riding will be the camp whores.” Amelie and Rosalynd giggled at his coarse language, and he reddened at the faux pas. “That is, he won’t be in the front lines. Evidently, he’s to see how an army fights a war, without actually taking part in it himself.”
 
   “Your father is just being sensible. Your brother wasn’t raised to be a warrior.”
 
   Adelmar frowned as he recalled some of the rumours that had reached his ear during their stay in the capital, concerning his brother’s habits. “I just wish I knew what he had been raised as,” he said gloomily.
 
   Ellara tutted. “He just needs a wife to settle him down.”
 
   Adelmar thought about that. There was no shortage of lords with eligible daughters vying with one another for such a tie to the imperial family, but neither Jarrod nor their father had thus far been particularly eager to take up any of the offers. With his thirtieth year fast approaching, however, it was surely only a matter of time. I pity the poor woman he takes as his bride.
 
   He was still brooding over Jarrod, when he noticed his eldest daughter was clutching at something around her neck. He had been occupied with thoughts of his wayward brother at the time, but it now occurred to him that her hand had flown up the moment he entered the wheelhouse. “Amelie, what are you holding?” he asked. He tried to speak kindly, but his daughter still appeared startled.
 
   “It’s just some trifle she picked up at the marketplace,” said Ellara hurriedly.
 
   Adelmar ignored her, and stood over the girl. “Show me.” His voice was soft, but firm enough to brook no disobedience. Grudgingly, she opened her fingers to reveal a silver chain, from which hung a green crystal pendant. Adelmar stared at it. Somehow, he had already known, from the moment he had seen her guilty expression. “Did you know about this?” he asked his wife, without turning.
 
   “What does it matter?” Ellara’s tone was light, but Adelmar detected a trace of nervousness. “We don’t follow their faith, nor will we. It’s just a pretty necklace. These things matter to young girls.”
 
   He felt anger rising up inside him, but fought to control it. Without speaking, he reached for the pendant and broke the chain with a sharp tug. What followed caught him completely off-guard.
 
   When the chain was pulled free of her neck, Amelie, the happy, carefree girl he had showered with all the love and affection he had to give, rose up, hissing like a wildcat. There was a fury in her eyes that chilled Adelmar to the bone. He was too shocked to react as her hand struck out at his face, her nails raking along his cheek like claws.
 
   Pandemonium erupted in the carriage. Over his initial surprise, Adelmar grabbed hold of his daughter’s hands. She thrashed against him, viciously kicking out with flailing legs. Where they struck the low table, cups filled with hot liquid and platters of cakes went flying. As Rosalynd began to wail, Ellara tugged at his back, imploring him to stop. 
 
   Adelmar had never raised a hand in anger against his daughters, but in that moment he came close. Instead, with Amelie dangling from his hand, he opened the nearest window and hurled the pendant out. When she saw that it was gone, the fight went out of the eldest girl. He released her and she slumped back on her seat, curling up into a weeping ball. 
 
   Ellara sat down between the two girls and drew them close to her, comforting them. “Was that really necessary?” Her tone was cold and accusatory. “She has been so happy in the days since she came back with that necklace. Only this morning she was telling me about the sweet dreams she has had the past few nights. Now look at them.”
 
   Adelmar made no reply. Anger still burned within him, and he didn’t trust what might come out of his mouth if he tried to speak. Instead, he stared at them wordlessly for a few moments before striding to the door. As he jumped back into the destrier’s saddle, he could feel blood trickling down his cheek. Bergen glanced at him curiously, but kept his counsel.
 
   With a face like thunder, Adelmar rode to the head of the column, taking his place among the heavy cavalry. As he did so, he felt the eyes of his knights on him. Like his adjutant, however, they were wise enough to keep their comments to themselves. Nevertheless, he was sure that rumours of the incident would spread like wildfire around the camp that night and his jaw tightened.
 
   On a sudden impulse, Adelmar swivelled in his saddle and glanced behind. He caught one last sight of the city walls before they disappeared from view. Towering above all was the Spire, home of the Order. It seemed to him that darkening clouds gathered above its summit more thickly than elsewhere. Doubtless it was his imagination; a reflection of his own mood and opinion of the enigmatic Brothers.
 
   The rest of that first day’s march passed in a blur. He barely spoke another word to anyone and avoided returning to the wheelhouse. As they counted off the miles, his simmering anger eventually gave way to guilt. Had he acted rashly? Had he allowed his own antipathy towards the Order and its chattels to cloud his judgement, so that he had taken out his frustrations on a child who knew no better?
 
   Then he recalled the way her face had contorted with hatred when he had taken away the pendant. Hatred for him. He had never before seen Amelie, normally such a placid girl, behave in such a way. Was it simply because she was getting older... or something more sinister?
 
   His mind was still awash with such thoughts when he brought the army to a stop for the night. The signal-horns sounded out down the length of the column, and in short order the rows of marching soldiers came to a standstill. Dozens of squires ran around the men, hurrying to erect tents for the knights and nobility. The rank and file soldiers, meanwhile, gathered in groups around campfires to prepare food and swap stories.
 
   The sight of it lifted Adelmar’s spirits. He felt at home here, making camp among his troops. For the first time in weeks he felt free, away from the fawning courtiers and nebulous politics that plagued his father’s court. Strange as it would no doubt seem to his wife, he felt a hundred times more comfortable in riding leathers and breastplate than he did wearing the expensive formalwear she had chosen for him.
 
   For a time, he stood watching as Dudley and a number of the younger squires erected his royal tent, supervised by Captain Bergen. It would be a while before it was ready for him to retire, after which he would while away the night poring over scouting reports from The Vigil and maps of the Tenebrian coastline.
 
   With a grimace, Adelmar turned at last towards the wheelhouse. It was not sensible to pull such an unwieldy vehicle away from the road for just one night, so it still sat upon the flagstones. The horses had been untethered, however, and secured elsewhere.
 
   Unsure what he should say to his family after the episode that morning, he opened the carriage door hesitantly and climbed inside. A single lamp had been lit, bathing the occupants in flickering orange light. Rosalynd was picking delicately at a plate of food, but when he saw his elder daughter, Adelmar’s words of greeting caught in his throat. Amelie was unconscious, lying wrapped up in blankets. She was not at rest however; her eyes were screwed tightly closed, her face twisted as if in pain. Her arms and legs writhed weakly beneath the blanket. A damp cloth had been laid over her brow, and Ellara sat at her side, wearing a worried expression.
 
   “What has happened?” Adelmar demanded, moving towards them.
 
   His wife looked up at him with red-rimmed eyes. “A fever came upon her some hours ago,” she told him. “She was a long time upset after you left, and kept asking after her necklace. At one point she became so agitated I had to restrain her from leaving the carriage to go and look for it.”
 
   Adelmar stared down at the stricken girl, at a loss of what to do. She is so pale. “A doctor travels with us,” he suggested. “Rather, he is a surgeon, more accustomed to sewing up wounds than dealing with children, but I could fetch him.”
 
   “He has already been,” Ellara replied, dabbing her eyes. “He gave her a draught to help her sleep and told me to keep her cool to alleviate the fever, but beyond that there was nothing more he could do.” She stroked the girl’s head. “The draught has helped some, but even so she still cries out, asking for the necklace.”
 
   Just then, Amelie’s hands lifted out from under the blanket, and groped feebly at the air. “Please,” she murmured. “I need it. It sings...”
 
   He watched as the girl fell silent again, her hands dropping back to the blanket. In his chest, his heart felt as though it would break. “I’m sorry,” he whispered. “If I had known what would happen...”
 
   “It isn’t your fault,” Ellara replied softly. “The sickness must have been inside her already, to have come on so quickly. Perhaps the argument this morning brought it on sooner, but even if we had stayed behind she would have fallen ill eventually. Only you would have been too far away to help.”
 
   In truth, Adelmar had not intended to apologise for bringing his family along with him on their march. It had not occurred to him that it could be to blame for her illness. Rather, he was sorry that he had confronted Amelie over the necklace. He had always thought of them merely as gemstones. But what he had seen in her face that morning... there was a madness to it, a desperation. He had no idea how it was even possible, but he had begun to suspect that the stone had somehow taken a hold of her mind, beyond the normal attachment children had to their favoured belongings. “I am here,” he said. “But I don’t know how I can help.”
 
   “Just stay with her, Adelmar,” his wife replied, moving aside to make room beside the bed. “Comfort her. She needs her father. I’ll take Rose out for a walk, it will be good to stretch our legs after a day cooped up inside here.”
 
   His wife and youngest daughter left the carriage, leaving him alone with Amelie. He cleared his throat as if to say something, but felt self-conscious and kept silent. Instead, he reached for the girl’s hand and wrapped his fingers around it. She would soon see her thirteenth summer, he knew, but lying there she still seemed so small to him, so childlike. Her hand was almost lost inside his own.
 
   Adelmar lost track of how long he sat there, wordlessly watching his daughter’s fitful sleep. He barely noticed his wife and Rosalynd returning some time later, but after they had prepared for bed and turned out the lamp, he continued to sit in the darkness that followed.
 
   He didn’t remember falling asleep, but he must have done at some point in the night, for he stirred as the light of the dawn touched the carriage interior. He rubbed at his eyes, feeling the ache in his back from a night spent seated in one position. Ellara and the girls were still sleeping, and even Amelie appeared more peaceful than she had the previous evening. He crept outside so as not to disturb them.
 
   He nearly tripped over the prone form of Dudley, who had apparently spent the night asleep outside the wheelhouse. With a brusque command, he sent the squire to fetch breakfast and fresh water. The last thing he needed was another long day’s ride, but he knew from experience that after hot food and a wash he would be ready to set off once more.
 
   It went as he had hoped. After completing his ablutions and breaking his fast with a platter of greasy eggs and crisp, salty bacon, Adelmar began to feel himself again. Still, he was troubled by the events of the previous day, and spent most of the second day of the march in a brooding silence. They passed through the rich, fertile lands that lay south of the capital city, the fields and pastures of which produced much of the food needed to sustain its populace, but Adelmar saw none of it. He stared into the distance, deep in thought.
 
   When they made camp again that evening, this time he went straight to the wheelhouse. The atmosphere within was more cheerful than the day before, he was pleased to find. Amelie was still in bed beneath a thick blanket, but she was awake and sitting up. He was still slightly shocked by her paleness, but as he entered she met his eyes and smiled weakly.
 
   For the second night running, Adelmar stayed in the carriage with his family. The reports that awaited him in the royal tent could sit a while longer. It was a pleasant evening, which gladdened his heart. Ellara and Rosalynd nattered happily about sights they had seen that day on the road as they supped, and he was content to let their words wash over him. Amelie was quiet and lay back as she watched them with dark, shadow-ringed eyes, but she seemed interested in what was being said. At any other time he would have been concerned by her listlessness, but compared to the previous night it was a vast improvement.
 
   After a while, Amelie nuzzled up against his side and fell asleep. Even after his wife and Rosalynd had laid down for the night, he sat awake, absently stroking the older girl’s head. He sensed that whatever had come between them the previous day had passed, and it suddenly came to him that in the whole of that evening there had been no mention of the lost necklace. There was a melancholy to her manner, but he felt certain that now the sickness had passed she would be her old self again before long.
 
   The next two days followed the same pattern. Adelmar would rise, aching and fatigued, from his seat within the wheelhouse, wash, eat and remount for another day’s ride. A dozen hours later the column would stop, he would dismount and return to the carriage. Adelmar was acutely aware that his work was mounting up and that his officers would be chafing to speak with him and report on the progress of the levies under their command. One more night, he told himself.
 
   His presence was not really required in the wheelhouse now, he knew. Amelie was almost fully recovered and the colour had returned to her face. She and Rosalynd had even begun to tease one another mercilessly as siblings often did. Both Adelmar and his wife watched their antics with fond smiles.
 
   But sleep still evaded him. Most of the next day passed him by as if he were in a trance. He played no part in packing up the camp, and was only dimly aware of the flurry of activity taking place around him. Even the splash of cold water upon his face did not rouse him from his near-catatonic state, and the normally unflappable Bergen looked alarmed as he helped his general into the saddle.
 
   Their luck with the weather ended that day. In the afternoon the heavens opened. The sky darkened so that it almost seemed as though night had arrived prematurely, and a torrential downpour beat remorselessly upon their heads. In a vain attempt to keep himself slightly dry, Adelmar pulled on his steel helmet for the first time on that march, and the sound of heavy raindrops drummed in his ears.
 
   An experienced campaigner, Adelmar was well-used to marching in such conditions, but it was still a miserable feeling. Nevertheless, as damp and chafing as he was within his riding clothes, he was still grateful to be at the head of the column. It would be even worse for those behind. The further you went back, those soldiers would be splashing through a churned mire of wet mud; not forgetting the excrement of hundreds of horses and war-dogs. It occurred to Adelmar that Jarrod was among those trailing behind his own heavy cavalry and, despite his own discomfort, his mood brightened.
 
   He felt greatly relieved when one of the outriders, whose job it was to find suitable ground for the army to make camp each night, rode up and told him they were approaching a large hostelry. A few minutes later, Adelmar saw a dark, hulking shape appear from the gloom. As they drew closer, he recognised the Bull and Boar, a coaching inn that sat almost exactly halfway between Ehrenburg and The Vigil. It was an establishment he had patronised several times in the past; one of the few outposts of civilisation between the two cities. He hadn’t expected to arrive here so soon, however. Despite the conditions, they had evidently made good time on the march.
 
   He raised a hand, and Bergen trotted up on his chestnut charger. “Sound the signal to halt,” Adelmar told him.
 
   “My lord?” The younger man appeared confused. “It is barely past noon.”
 
   Adelmar glowered. “I’m well aware of the time. Are you so eager to risk drowning in this weather that you would spurn the chance to warm your feet by a fireside for a few hours?”
 
   “No, my lord.”
 
   “Good.” Unlike his brother, Adelmar was not a habitual drinker, but the thought of a tankard of warming ale and a roaring hearth was a very welcome one. “We’ll stop here awhile. There’s room enough at the inn for all the officers, and stables and outbuildings for some of the men to keep the rain off their heads for now.” He thought for a moment. “Not those from Bard’s Lea, though. We’ll see if we can wait out the storm, but if not we’ll make camp here for the night and continue tomorrow.”
 
   As the horns sounded all the way down the column, calling the ranks of soldiers to a halt, Adelmar rode on. Bergen caught up with him as he entered the inn’s yard, the ground of which was thick mud. Dudley splashed through the puddles behind, leading their horses towards a nearby stable.
 
   The young soldier entered the inn first, and spoke to the bearded, nervous innkeeper while Adelmar strode purposefully towards the hearth. A fire burned merrily within, and with a sigh of relief Adelmar seated himself before it. His boots were already gently steaming when Bergen appeared again at his side.
 
   “It is all settled, my lord, as you directed,” the captain confirmed. “He nearly fainted when I said that we brought five thousand men with us, but recovered when I said the troops would take care of themselves. There is food and drink enough for the officers, and if we stay for the night there are rooms enough for your family and a few others.”
 
   The rooms were basic, from what Adelmar could recall, but clean and dry. A warm glow filled him at the thought of finally spending a night in a proper bed. The girls would still be more comfortable inside the wheelhouse, which was more luxurious than any accommodation the inn could offer, and he looked forward to an undisturbed rest.
 
   Bergen left to relay orders to the soldiers outside, while Adelmar stretched out happily. Fatigue still dulled his mind, and before long he felt his eyelids start to droop in the warmth from the fire. He forced himself back to wakefulness, however, when others began to troop inside. Jarrod, in particular, looked like a drowned rat. He appeared so utterly despondent that Adelmar couldn’t help but laugh out loud when he caught sight of him.
 
   “At least you’ve found a sense of humour at last, even if it is at my expense,” the younger prince said sourly, taking a seat beside him at the hearth. He flicked a strand of hair away from his face, sending droplets into the flames, where they disappeared with a hiss. “I trust my general is satisfied with my display of solidarity with the rank and file? I hope your heart is cheered by the thought of the chill I shall no doubt develop, that will likely send me to my deathbed before I ever see the sea.”
 
   “That it is, Jarrod,” Adelmar replied genially. “That it is.”
 
   They sat there awhile, listening to the sound of revelry behind them. Adelmar sensed that Jarrod itched to join in the merriment, but was loath to leave his spot by the hearth. Before long, two flagons of ale were set on a table between them, and Adelmar glanced up to see a young barmaid with flame-red hair. The innkeeper’s daughter. The last time he had visited was five years ago, at least, when she had been but a girl in pigtails. Time passes so quickly.
 
   The girl’s face reddened as their eyes met, perhaps only then realising who it was she served. Quickly, she looked down again at the floor, as Adelmar tried in vain to recall the girl’s name. Just then a shout for more ale went up from the men and she disappeared back into the crowd with an apologetic smile.
 
   When he turned back to Jarrod, he saw his brother’s eyes lingering on the girl’s retreating back. There was a hungry look to them that disturbed him, but a heartbeat later Jarrod’s attention waned and he faced the fire once again. His brother reached for his flagon and Adelmar did likewise. He took a deep draught of the bitter ale within and sighed contentedly.
 
   “I heard your man Bergen talking to the innkeep as I entered,” Jarrod said airily, wiping foam from his lips with the back of one hand. “He mentioned several rooms were available for the night. Should we choose to stay, of course.” Adelmar grunted assent, and Jarrod continued. “Would I be right in thinking that you will be taking one of these rooms for yourself?”
 
   Adelmar scowled. “I had thought to. Myself, Bergen and one or two of my officers I have yet to decide upon.” Feeling oddly as if he needed to further justify himself, he added, “There are many reports I must read. The work has lain idle too long while Amelie has been... unwell.”
 
   “Yes, I heard about that.” Jarrod took another swig of ale. “Poor girl, I trust she is sufficiently recovered from her malady?”
 
   “She is better, thank you,” he replied stiffly, irked by the insincerity in his brother’s tone.
 
   “Glad to hear it,” said Jarrod vaguely. “Anyway, you would have read your little reports happily enough in your tent the last few nights, so it doesn’t strike me as entirely necessary for you to claim one of the only rooms for yourself.”
 
   Adelmar grew wary. He knew his brother well enough to sense when he was about to become the butt of one of his japes. “What are you driving at?”
 
   “Why not make sport of it? The men are nearly out of their minds with boredom, and seeing their general bedding down in a sumptuous carriage each night while they lie on the cold, hard ground has hardly helped morale.” He saw Adelmar’s face darken and held up a placatory hand. “I know the difficulties you have had, dear brother, and I have shared your pain. I merely report what others are saying.”
 
   “What sport, then? What are you talking about?”
 
   “We’ll play cards for the rooms, you and I.” Jarrod smiled slyly. “The winner gets a bed for the night, and the loser takes to his tent. The men will get a show and everyone’s happy.”
 
   “I won’t gamble with you, Jarrod,” Adelmar growled. “It is unseemly for a general to be humiliated in front of his men.”
 
   Jarrod sighed, and pressed on as if speaking to a simpleton. “Choose a champion, then, someone to play for you. What about that captain of yours? Your second-in-command versus my own. Trayner has some skill at the gaming table.”
 
   Adelmar brooded, considering the proposal. It was true that the men had started to grumble, about the weather and his own inattention thus far on the march. A bit of harmless entertainment could be just what was needed to lift their spirits. “Very well,” he said wearily.
 
   “Capital!” Jarrod clapped his hands together. “I’ll go and explain the stakes to our brave combatants.” He jumped eagerly from his seat.
 
   Moments later, Adelmar heard a loud cheer erupt behind him. Already he was starting to regret his decision; Jarrod’s bright ideas had always had a way of hurting him in some way. He stood, and saw Bergen and Jarrod’s man, Trayner, taking up places opposite one another at one of the benches.
 
   Jarrod had produced a deck of cards from somewhere and now placed it upon the table with a theatrical flourish. The throng of men that had gathered around them cheered again. “What shall the game be?” he asked. “Perhaps our lord commander can suggest one?”
 
   Adelmar smiled dutifully and shook his head. “Let the players decide.”
 
   “Fisherman’s Bluff,” grunted Trayner, grinning to reveal ugly rows of missing and broken teeth. Jarrod’s own adjutant had been one of the Legion’s most notorious fighters before accepting a more comfortable position within the imperial household guard as his middle years approached. “Nice Whitecliff boy like you must know that one, Bergen.”
 
   The younger man’s eyes twinkled with mischief as he took hold of the cards. “I believe I’ve heard of it,” he said. “My father was fond of the odd game when he was in his cups.” Bergen’s hands suddenly started to move in a blur, shuffling the cards from one to the other at dizzying speed, before dealing six cards to each of them. “Knaves wild?” he asked, with an eyebrow raised. Trayner smiled nastily in response and took up his cards.
 
   As the game began in earnest, Adelmar patted Bergen on the back and made his way through the crowd to the door. Outside, the weather was as poor as it had been when they arrived. Rain cascaded down from black, tumultuous clouds, and although it was still the afternoon the gloom made it difficult to see far beyond the inn’s yard. He marched over to the wheelhouse, his boots splashing through ankle-deep puddles.
 
   Aside from the inn itself, his family’s grand carriage was probably the driest place within a hundred miles, and his wife and daughters were in fine spirits when he entered. Ellara and Amelie were practising their needlework, while Rosalynd’s nose was pressed up against one window as she gazed out into the storm, her breaths puffing mist over the glass. “Do you think we’ll get washed away in the night?” she asked him as he sat next to her. She seemed excited by the possibility.
 
   He stayed with them for perhaps an hour, the sounds of cheers and jeers floating to his ears intermittently from the inn. Eventually, he saw the door open and the shape of the young soldier picking his way towards the wheelhouse. Bergen’s face when it appeared at the window told him how the game had gone.
 
   “I’m sorry, my lord,” he said sadly as Adelmar climbed back down into the rain. “I won the first couple of hands, but after that the luck of the cards changed and everything went his way.”
 
   Adelmar laid a gentle hand on his shoulder. “Don’t punish yourself, captain. Trayner always was a wily old fox, and I doubt he’s lost any of his tricks in the years since he left the Legion.” He sighed. Part of him had known that it was folly to become too attached to the idea of sleeping in a proper bed for the night. “You’d best grab Dudley from whatever burrow he’s scurried into and put up my tent. I doubt we’ll be leaving here before the morning.”
 
   As he sat beneath the canvas that evening, soothed by the rhythmic patter of the rain, the sound of continued revelry drifted across the yard. He didn’t mind overmuch. That small taste of comfort he’d had earlier that day had refreshed him somewhat, and morale would be much improved when they continued their march south. There would be some sore heads among the men the next morning, though, judging by the clamour.
 
   He pored over the scouting reports by candlelight. It was clear that a frontal assault would not work; the Tenebrian coastal defences were too strong. In daylight, their lens-towers cast rays that caused invading ships to burst into flame, as had been the fate of their first armada. The only ships to have survived were those far enough behind the flagship to be able to escape before they suffered the same fate. At night, flotillas of unmanned hulks stuffed with dry timber and barrels of oil roamed the channel, ready to be ignited by archers the moment enemy ships came within range. However, the contents of one document bearing the imperial seal and Slake’s spider-like scrawl had proven very interesting, and the beginnings of a strategy had started to form in Adelmar’s mind.
 
   After a while, his eyelids began to droop once more and he laid down upon his bunk. However, as tired as he was, he found that sleep would still not come. He tossed and turned, his mind plagued with a procession of thoughts and images. Amelie’s health. The green crystal he had taken from her and her frenzied response. The Order and their purpose. The Archon, ever hovering behind his father, part of his councils. Always nudging matters of policy along paths that benefited the Order in some way. For some reason, the face of his brother kept floating to the forefront of his mind.
 
   As he lay, Adelmar’s mind raced. Something Jarrod said to me, that night at the Spire. He strained to recall his brother’s words. He mentioned meeting Milly and Rose in the artisans’ quarter, he thought, I would stake my life on it. Was it possible? Had Jarrod known about the pendant? A cold certainty stole over him. He remembered his brother’s smug, knowing expression that evening. At the time he had dismissed it as Jarrod’s usual insolent manner, but now he wondered. He knew.
 
   Another flash, this time of the younger prince offering him a gift; a chain and green crystal as large as a pigeon’s egg. By the Divine’s eyes, did he give her the necklace himself?
 
   It seemed an impossible notion. For all his faults, Jarrod would never intentionally harm his own family, would he? Adelmar rubbed his face, trying to massage away the fatigue that clouded his judgement.
 
   Of a sudden, he decided that he needed to speak to Jarrod, perhaps even confront him with his suspicions and see how he reacted. He dressed, his skin chafing against the dampness of his clothes, and ventured out into the yard. Other, smaller tents had sprung up from the ground like mushrooms, and he picked his way between them. Rain continued to fall, but at least was lighter than the storm that had not let up for most of that day.
 
   Before he reached the inn, a shrill scream pierced the night. It came from within the wooden building, and Adelmar raced towards the sound, almost wrenching the door from its hinges in his haste. The lower floor of the inn was by now almost deserted, save for a knot of soldiers from his father’s household guard loitering by the stairs. The innkeeper sat at a bench nearby, wringing his hands.
 
   Adelmar frowned and moved towards the stair. The soldiers straightened as he approached, but Trayner, his pockmarked face blank, stepped forward to block his path. There was another sob, from the upper landing. Adelmar roughly shoved the man aside, making a mental note to punish him later for his insubordination. He swarmed up the stairs, taking the steps three at a time. Two more guardsmen were stationed outside one of the rooms, but after taking one look at his face they stepped aside as he approached.
 
   With a snarl, he tore open the door and marched inside, before stopping in his tracks as his mind tried to take in the scene that confronted him. Jarrod, wearing only his undershirt, stood in the middle of the room, breathing heavily. In his hand was his riding crop. But Adelmar’s eyes were fixed on the bed, where a naked, trembling figure lay curled. His brain registered the flame-red hair and the bedsheets flecked with blood. By the Divine, she’s barely older than Amelie, he thought.
 
   “Addled?” Jarrod began, panting hard. “What are you-”
 
   Enraged, Adelmar stormed towards his brother. With his fist clenched, he struck out at Jarrod’s face and sent him sprawling to the floor. “Have you lost your mind?” the younger prince spat, his lip bloody. “You would dare raise your hands against a prince of the realm?”
 
   A red mist fogged Adelmar’s mind. With a roar, he grabbed his brother by the neck and dragged him across the floor towards the door. Jarrod shrieked. “Where are you taking me?”
 
   “You call yourself a prince?” Adelmar growled, as he pulled his brother down the stairs in a tumble of limbs. He noted that Trayner and the other guardsmen had fled. “You’re a disgrace. An animal!” He kicked open the inn’s door. “You’re fit for nothing but to crawl in the mud and filth with the other beasts.”
 
   With that, he flung Jarrod out into the yard, where he landed with a squelch. The young prince scrambled to his knees, his shirt wet through and streaked with mud. “You’ll pay for this,” he screamed. “When father learns of this, he’ll order you banished...”
 
   Adelmar marched out into the rain and dealt Jarrod a stinging slap across his face. The sound of it rang out across the yard. “I should gut you where you sit!” he roared. “If you were any other man your blood would already be upon my blade. You talk of banishment? Father may have turned a blind eye to your depravity, but I will not. I will not suffer your presence in my army a moment longer. Take your horse and go. Now, before I change my mind and unsheath my sword.”
 
   Jarrod’s shoulders slumped, and Adelmar turned back towards the inn. But before he could take a step, a movement behind made him turn. At the same moment, Jarrod lunged at him, a knife in his hand. The Divine was smiling on him then, Adelmar thought later. Had he not heard his brother’s foot in a puddle, the blade would have plunged into his back. Instead, it raked harmlessly down the front of his breastplate.
 
   Adelmar struck out instinctively. This time his punch caught Jarrod on the side of his head. The younger prince squealed and fell to the ground. The knife flew off into the darkness, where it landed with a splash. Men started to emerge from the tents nearby as Jarrod leapt back to his feet and charged at Adelmar once again.
 
   Jarrod was no soldier, it was true, but if Adelmar had thought him weak then he quickly learned his mistake. His brother’s first blow made his nose explode with pain, sending him off-balance. The second connected with his stomach, knocking the wind from his lungs. Adelmar responded by wrapping his arms around the younger prince and, locked together, they fell. A crowd gathered around them as they grappled in the mud. Adelmar was the stronger, he knew, but Jarrod was as slippery as an eel and more than willing to use his teeth or nails to gain an advantage.
 
   Half-blinded by the rain and the thick mud of the yard, Adelmar fought by instinct. More by luck than design, one of his flailing fists caught the younger prince on the jaw, rocking his head to one side. Adelmar was upon him in an instant, kneeling on his brother’s back and grasping him by the hair. With a bestial roar he slammed Jarrod’s face into the sopping earth, then held him down in a puddle as he struggled to rise. Jarrod spluttered in the water and fought like a man possessed, but Adelmar held him firmly. As Jarrod’s movements began to weaken, he lifted him again and threw his limp body to one side. When Adelmar clambered upright once more and saw his brother’s chest rise feebly as he drew breath, he wasn’t sure whether to be pleased or disappointed that he had not perished.
 
   Seeing that the fight was over, Trayner and another guardsman ran to the prince’s side and hauled him to his feet. Jarrod was barely recognisable, his face bruised and streaked with mud and blood, while one eye was already almost swollen shut. Adelmar hadn’t escaped any more lightly and was almost certain his nose was broken. “Leave, tonight,” he rasped. “Take only what you wear and two guards to escort you back to the city. Enjoy your last days of luxury, Jarrod, for they will be your last. When I return there will be a reckoning.”
 
   Jarrod leered at him with bloodied teeth. “As you wish, brother,” he hissed. Before he was taken away, Adelmar saw him lean close to his grizzled adjutant and murmur some instruction.
 
   In the days that followed, as the army continued its march south, Adelmar did not think too deeply upon the words he had overheard his brother muttering. The message had been cryptic and in truth he had forgotten them almost as soon as they had been uttered: “When the time is right.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 27
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Raised as he was on the tiny island of Stelys in the middle of the ocean, among fewer than a hundred Brothers and novices of the Order, Cole would be the first to admit that his knowledge of the Empire’s principal cities was limited. When he had first laid astonished eyes on Hunter’s Watch, home to some five thousand souls, to his mind it seemed almost impossibly huge.
 
   That memory came back to him now as they approached the walls of Strathearn. The scale of it had been difficult to comprehend from the air, when the Aevir had carried he and Raven to within half a day’s hike of the north gate. It was enormous, that much had been obvious, but it wasn’t until they began to swoop down from the clouds back towards the land that the size of the lowland city dawned on him.
 
   Where the Watch was surrounded by a wooden palisade, the great stone walls of Strathearn dwarfed the landscape around them. A hundred feet high, it also seemed to stretch on forever, its length regularly interspersed with even taller watchtowers. Atop these patrolled the silhouettes of archers, at this distance as small as insects.
 
   Cole gawped at the sight. As their feet crunched through the snow, Raven told him more about the city they approached. With a population approaching twenty thousand, within the Empire it was second in size only to Ehrenburg. It was a city of two halves, straddling the Lannair river. On the north side of the river lived the commoners; the tradespeople, servants and lesser merchants. The south bank, however, was filled with the estates belonging to the nobility and wealthy merchants who, while not part of the ruling class, nevertheless carried much influence both within the city and at the imperial court. It was on this side of the river that the great keep of Strathearn stood, sat upon a rocky mount that looked down upon the rest of the city, Ben Laidir. It had never been conquered.
 
   Cole peered up again at the mighty stone walls. “I can believe that,” he said.
 
   Raven shook her head, as she picked her way between tussocks hidden beneath the blanket of snow. The small mounds seemed to cover the heath across which they hiked, and Cole had lost his footing to them several times already. “It’s not what you think,” she told him. “It’s true that the walls are strong, but no army has ever put them to the test.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “In ancient times, the lowlands was its own kingdom, and Strathearn was its capital,” Raven told him. “Its position is strong; the river prevents it from being easily surrounded, the lands surrounding it are fertile enough for farmland and livestock and the river and lochs are productive. Were it not for Ehrenburg to the south, it might have one day itself have become the heart of an empire.”
 
   An expression Cole had heard the sailors of Westcove using came to his mind then. “There’s always a bigger fish.”
 
   Raven smiled. “While Strathearn was the wealthiest and most powerful of the lowland cities, it is also the furthest south, the closest to Ehrenburg. As they watched the spread of the Empire, the Maccallams of Strathearn were left facing a dilemma. Should they stand against this growing power? The Legion was already too strong, and even with a defensible position they knew their walls could not stand against them forever. Eventually, the Legion did march north, and brought with them something the lowland king never anticipated.”
 
   “What was that?”
 
   “An offer of alliance with the Golden Throne,” Raven replied. “If he laid aside his crown and bent the knee, then as long as Strathearn never raised banners against Ehrenburg the Legion would never lay siege to its walls, and its rulers would be raised high within the imperial court.”
 
   “And so the king became a duke.”
 
   Raven nodded. “The alliance has never been broken,” she said. “When Caderyn launched his rebellion, the Duke of Strathearn’s ears were deaf to his calls for aid. Instead, he abided by the treaty his ancestor had signed, and a number of those who fought against the north did so beneath Maccallam banners. There has been a great distrust ever since between Strathearn and the other lowland cities. The current duchess is a distant cousin of Emperor Maximilen.”
 
   Cole mulled over the tale. “It must have been a difficult decision for him to turn his back on his own people,” he said eventually.
 
   “The first Duke of Strathearn was reviled as a traitor to the lowlands, and hailed as a hero in Ehrenburg,” Raven said. “I think that he would have thought of himself as a pragmatist; that with an army on his doorstep he was left with little choice. They still bear the pain of the decision that was made, just as other cities still bear the scars of the failed rebellion. The people of Strathearn are proud, but their identity is muddled. It’s often said that nobody knows whether they’re the first city of the north, or the last of the south.”
 
   Their path carried them a while later to a road, along which several laden wagons plodded. They turned to follow it, hoping that it would prove easier going, but the snow that had settled upon it had been ground into a muddy slush. In only a short time, Cole’s boots, already sodden from their hike through the snow, were brown with muck. The wheels of numerous carts had carved deep ruts into the road, and he found it just as hard to plot a safe course along it as he had negotiating the uneven ground of the heath.
 
   He was surprised, though, at how quiet the road was. Aside from the few wagons they had seen, there was no traffic moving in either direction. “The north gate is the least used,” Raven answered, with a shrug, after he’d voiced his observation. “Only Creag an Tuirc lies behind us on this side of the river and the most fertile farming land is south of the city. There are some who choose to travel overland to Whitecliff, through the foothills, but it is a long, arduous journey and most prefer to travel by ship instead.”
 
   Cole was suddenly nervous. “Doesn’t that mean the guards are more likely to notice us?”
 
   “I doubt they’ll care,” Raven answered matter-of-factly. “The Archon wouldn’t know you would come here, and it will be days before his giant reaches us – if he even guesses our destination. We have that to thank those birds for, if little else.”
 
   Cole thought again about the strange race of beings they had encountered on top of the mountain. Their leader, the one they called Mother, had been convinced that he was the one their ancient prophecy spoke of. He still wasn’t sure what to make of it. A lot of what Mother had told him about their Dreamwalker seemed to fit, and yet he still didn’t feel particularly special. Here he was, making his way south to the home of the Order, but what did he hope to achieve by confronting the Archon? Then he thought about an old man, a friend, dying in his arms, and his heart hardened. He will pay for what he did to Merryl, at least.
 
   At that moment, they passed into the shadow cast by the looming walls of Strathearn. The gatehouse was enormous – no different in style, perhaps, to that of the Crag, but on a scale that suggested it had been built by giants. Cole glanced up, and saw arrow slits both facing out across the heath and built into the roof of the passage. Any invaders attempting to use it to breach the city would have to do so while under constant fire from the archers above. The great iron portcullis that could be used to seal the passage was drawn up into its roof, and half a dozen bored-looking guardsmen stood beneath it, gazing disinterestedly upon those wishing to enter.
 
   Despite Raven’s words, Cole felt a knot of anxiety in his stomach as they approached the guardsmen. He expected at any moment for one to step forward and bar his way, but just as his companion had predicted they barely looked in his direction. He noted that the emblem upon their tabards, that of a plated warrior and long broadsword, matched the large standards that fluttered from the gatehouse walls. No doubt the same Maccallam banners that had gone north with the Legion years before to help quell the rebellion of their kinsmen.
 
   They passed beneath a second raised portcullis on the far side of the passage, and walked past another group of guardsmen just as disinterested in their presence as their colleagues had been. A moment later they were within the city proper.
 
   It was the smell that hit Cole first, like a slap across the face. It was the same odour that gathered around the garderobe of the novices’ dormitory on the Crag, only a thousand times stronger. It hung over the street like a fug. “What is that stink?” he cried, his voice muffled by the sleeve clamped against his face.
 
   “Civilisation,” Raven replied, continuing along the main avenue. Cole held his breath and followed her.
 
   Unlike the road leading to it, the streets of the city were paved, Cole noticed, yet were little cleaner for it. Cartwheels had tracked in the muck from outside to besmirch the flagstones, while filthy brown slush lay piled up on either side. Stone and timber buildings loomed up on either side of them, leaning at drunken angles but so tightly packed together that they seemed to be propping one another up. Washing lines thick with laundry were suspended over the street between the upper floors of the shops and houses. As Cole watched, an upstairs window flew open and a woman tipped a bowl of sludge down onto the street, where it landed with a wet splat. With mounting disgust, Cole realised what it was that discoloured the melted snow beside the road. “They throw their dung outside?” he asked incredulously.
 
   “Of course,” Raven answered. “Did you think the houses of commoners are like castles, each with its own privy? The nobles over the river enjoy such luxuries, but for everyone else it’s the chamberpot.”
 
   Cole’s eyes were beginning to water. “How do they stand it?”
 
   Raven turned as if to berate him, but instead laughed when she saw the queasy look on his face. “I’m sorry, Cole,” she said, still smiling. “I forget that you’ve never been to a big city before.” She looked around. Near where they stood, a small stall had been set up, where a merchant was selling what looked like small cloth sacks. Raven walked up to it, drew some coins from her purse, and returned to Cole. “Here,” she said, handing him one of the sacks. There was a string around its neck, which he drew over his head. A pleasant aroma of flowers and spices filled his nostrils. “Most people who live here no longer notice the air, but even so, north of the river the pouch-sellers make a good living. It should help a little.”
 
   “It helps a lot,” said Cole, relieved. “Thank you.”
 
   They continued on through the city. Numerous narrow alleyways led off from the main street, dark and almost completely enclosed by leaning buildings on either side. Cole caught glimpses of faces as they walked; rough-clothed people with serious expressions as they bustled past on business of their own. Many turned to stare at them as they made their way along the street. Cole smiled awkwardly whenever he caught their eyes, but the women hurriedly looked away while the men did not react at all. Not the most welcoming of places, he thought.
 
   Raven had obviously sensed it as well. “Something is wrong,” she said. As she spoke, an elderly woman that had been peering suspiciously at them from an open doorway slammed it shut as they passed.
 
   “Maybe the people of Strathearn just aren’t over-keen on strangers,” Cole suggested. “You told me before they distrust their neighbours.”
 
   “No, there’s more to it. It was not like this when I was here last.” Raven looked warily up the street and at the buildings around them. At some of the windows, watchful faces gazed out at them. “People are afraid.”
 
   “Afraid of what?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Raven admitted. At the entrance to an alleyway nearby, a small group of men stood huddled together, whispering conspiratorially. Several of them glanced in their direction, their faces stern. “We should keep moving.”
 
   She marched along the street, and Cole had to run to keep up. “So what’s the plan?” he asked. “How will we get to Ehrenburg from here?”
 
   Raven quickened her pace, until buildings began to flash by. “I’m not sure,” she replied, her cloak rippling behind her. “With a pair of good horses we could be there in a few days, probably the same by ship. But either way I think a lack of gold will be our biggest problem.”
 
   Cole thought about the purse she had given the people of Faerloren, to pay their toll through the Spiritwood. He still possessed some of the coin Captain Brandt had given him for the journey, but there was little silver or gold remaining. “Could we walk?” he asked.
 
   “It would take over a week, ten days even,” Raven replied. “I don’t think we have that much time left to us.” She chewed her lip as she considered their options. “We’ll work something out. Perhaps we can raise enough gold by trading some of the belongings in our packs.”
 
   Cole doubted it, but kept his misgivings to himself. Eventually, the street they walked down opened up. Ahead of them, Cole saw the sunlight glinting off moving water. They had reached the river that bisected the city, and on the far side he caught sight of large stone mansions half-hidden behind tall walls. It was in stark contrast to the muck-strewn streets and closely packed buildings of the north quadrant of the city. In the distance, he could see a hill rising up behind the mansions, on top of which was perched a great castle. With several pointed turrets coming out from the main body of the keep, in appearance it reminded him of the Crag. The sight of it made him feel oddly homesick.
 
   It was an impressive view, but his eyes were almost immediately drawn to another object that stood nearby. Raven had clearly seen it too, as she strode towards it purposefully. On the northern bank, set in the middle of a small square near the river’s edge, was a tall green column. As they drew closer, Cole saw that it was made of the same green crystal that he wore around his neck. It stood perhaps twenty feet tall, and was too broad for even a full-grown man to put his arms around.
 
   “Is this what we saw last night, do you think?” he asked as he drew level with Raven. “The columns of fire, I mean.”
 
   “That would be my guess.” Raven stared at the crystal thoughtfully. There was nobody else in sight, and nothing else had been placed nearby that might explain its presence. “Who built it, and why?”
 
   “Mother said the Order raised it up,” Cole replied. He crouched down and examined the crystal’s base. Hesitantly, he ran a finger around the space where it met the flagstones. He frowned. This can’t be right.
 
   “What is it?” Raven asked as she caught sight of his face.
 
   “I don’t think that anyone built this,” he said. “There’s no join at the base, nothing to suggest it was placed here. And see here,” he pointed at the ground. “The flagstones haven’t been dug up. They look like they’ve been forced apart by something underground. There are loose stones all around. I think this came up from below.”
 
   “How is that even possible?”
 
   Cole shivered. “I have no idea. But whatever it is, it doesn’t feel natural.” He reached out again, placing his palm against the smooth surface of the crystal.
 
   Raven showed no sign of doing likewise. “Well?” she asked him.
 
   “It’s... warm,” he told her. “In this weather I would have expected it to be like ice. But there’s something else, like a buzzing or vibration of some kind. It’s very faint, but it’s there.” A groan from the pouch around his waist made Cole look down. He lifted the flap and peered inside. “Grume, are you all right?”
 
   “I feels... odd.” The boggit’s face rose up from the pouch and Cole nearly laughed at the sight of it. The creature’s hair was all standing on end, so that he resembled a particularly cantankerous hedgehog.
 
   Cole reached down. There was a loud pop, and he jerked his hand away with a cry of pain. “You shocked me!” He examined his fingers, the tips of which were singed black. He sucked them sullenly.
 
   Raven bent down towards the pouch. “What’s wrong with you?” she asked.
 
   “Dunno.” The boggit’s expression was pained. “My insides is all bubbles and fizz... ack!” Without warning, a spark of green lightning crackled from the creature’s outstretched hand and struck the column, accompanied by a puff of smoke.
 
   Raven stepped back hurriedly. “Cole, I think it might be a good idea to take Grume away. Remember what happened in the swamp when he touched your pendant?”
 
   “We know he has some kind of connection to the crystals. Maybe the bigger they are the worse it gets.” Cole backed away a few paces. “I wonder what it means?”
 
   “Probably that he won’t be joining the Order any time soon.” They both glanced down at the pouch, where a faint, sickly glow seemed to emanate from the unhappy boggit. “Is that any better?” Raven asked.
 
   Grume groaned again in response, but at least no more lightning was forthcoming. Cole was about to ask another question, when a loud voice rang out across the plaza. “Halt!”
 
   He turned, and saw a group of armoured soldiers bearing down on them. Alarmed, he saw they bore the same sigil he had seen on the guardsmen earlier. He looked desperately around, but the men were quickly upon them. They clattered to a stop a few feet away and their leader took another step forward. “What are you doing here?” a forthright voice demanded, slightly muffled beneath a steel helmet and visor. “This monument is the property of the Order of Enlightenment and access to it is strictly prohibited by order of His Grace the Duke. State your business.”
 
   Cole’s voice caught in his throat, but Raven stepped forward. “We meant no harm,” she said. “We are new to the city and were not aware of such an edict.”
 
   “Ignorance of the law is no excu-” the officer’s head swivelled to face her. “Raven?” There was surprise in his tone. “Is that truly you?”
 
   Cole looked on, bewildered, as his companion crossed her arms. “I thought the voice was familiar,” she said. “Your father has you keeping peace on the streets, I see, Conall.”
 
   The officer reached up and removed his helm, revealing the face of a young man, his brown hair and beard cut short. “Somebody has to,” he replied, with a sad smile. The hard edge had gone from his voice. “In times like these more so than ever, alas.”
 
   Cole thought about the disquiet he had felt walking the streets of the city. “Something is wrong, isn’t it? What is happening?”
 
   The man’s eyes, dark brown in colour, came to rest upon him. “Who is this?” he asked. The question was directed towards Raven.
 
   “This is Cole,” Raven answered. “He’s a friend. Cole, this is Conall Maccallam, third son of the duke.”
 
   “Well met, Cole,” said the young officer, inclining his head. “Raven is a friend to Strathearn, and any companion of hers is welcome within our walls.” He turned back to Raven. “Your friend is correct, all is not well here currently. But I would rather not speak of such matters here. Would you care to join us for supper? I know His Grace would be pleased to greet you himself.” His eyes flicked back to Cole momentarily. “Both of you, of course.”
 
   “We’d be honoured.”
 
   The young noble led them away from the crystal pillar and across one of the stone bridges that spanned the river. Raven walked at his side, while the guardsmen fell into formation behind them.
 
   “How are your brothers?” Raven asked as they crossed the bridge. The water that rushed past below was clear and sparkled in the sunlight.
 
   “They are well,” Conall replied. “Neither will be joining us this evening, unfortunately. Kester went south three months ago with a regiment of our best soldiers, to aid with the war. Then, just a fortnight past, the emperor requested further levies and so Fearghus left for The Vigil as well, marching at their head.”
 
   “You’d better hope the war ends soon, or you’ll be off next,” Cole quipped.
 
   “I would be honoured to fight if called upon,” Conall replied stiffly. “My father believes my time is better spent leading the city guard currently.”
 
   “What about Kester,” Raven asked, changing the subject. “Has there been any recurrence of...”
 
   “No, none,” Conall said hurriedly. “As I said, he is well. My father is still grateful for your services at a difficult time for our family.”
 
   From the tone of his voice, Cole knew that it would be unwise to pry further. As Raven and the duke’s son began to discuss people of whom he had never before heard, he found his attention wandering. With their words washing over him, he gazed around at the streets they now walked along. As Raven had explained, the city was divided into two halves, but the difference between its northern and southern districts was striking. Where, on the other side of the river, the buildings had been tall, thin and butted up against one another, across the bridge were large, gleaming estates. Most were hidden behind high walls, but as they passed ornately crafted, wrought-iron gates, Cole caught glimpses of lush gardens and opulent stone manses. Even the streets they walked along were different; broader, the cobblestones kept clean and polished.
 
   After a while, the road bent around a corner and continued uphill. A wide, tree-lined avenue travelled up the mount on which Castle Strathearn stood. Cole realised they were practically doubling back on the direction they had just come from, only now they were looking down upon the rich estates they had recently passed. From above he saw marbled courtyards, fountains spraying water that glistened like diamonds in the daylight, hedgerow mazes, statue gardens and other signs of luxury. It was abundantly clear on which side of the river the wealth of the city washed up.
 
   The castle itself looked quite homely in comparison. The duke’s ancestors had clearly valued martial prowess above ornamentation when constructing their seat of power. Its outer wall was a ring of featureless grey stone circling the top of the mount, broken only by arrow-slits like those he had seen at the city gates, while battlements along its top would similarly allow archers within to fire upon any invading force that approached. Before the gatehouse, a huge section of the mount had been excavated. A drawbridge was currently lowered to allow access, but when the keep was threatened this would no doubt be raised, leaving invaders staring down at a deep ravine that would be near-impossible to cross while being fired upon.
 
   Beyond the curtain wall was a second, built in the same fashion, past which the keep itself crouched like an ugly fist of grey stone. Several tall turrets protruded from the main body of the castle, though they did not make it any more pleasing to the eye.
 
   Their party’s footsteps clattered loudly on the wooden drawbridge as they crossed. The city guards’ barracks were stationed between the outer and inner walls of the castle, and Conall dismissed their escort once they had passed through the gatehouse. As the three of them marched towards an archway set into the inner wall, they passed through a training ground. Dozens of armoured soldiers wearing the same uniform they had already encountered were practising with a variety of weapons. Guardsmen armed with swords and maces sparred with one another, their grunts of effort and pain ringing out across the yard. Along one wall, meanwhile, a row of bowmen were loosing arrows at straw-filled targets.
 
   “It looks like they’re preparing for war,” Cole observed.
 
   “We may well be called upon to send further troops to The Vigil,” Conall replied. “If that happens, we will stand ready. However, it is more likely their skills will be needed closer to home.”
 
   “You hinted at something earlier,” said Raven, glancing at the young officer. “Are you ready to tell us what is going on?”
 
   Conall shook his head. “It will be better if you speak to my father regarding these matters. I... do not wish to speak out of turn.”
 
   On that enigmatic note, they passed through the inner archway, and climbed a flight of plain stone steps leading to the keep’s main door. Inside, was a small antechamber. Sconces set along the wall had been lit, bathing the interior in flickering light. Little effort had been made here in the way of decoration, with only a banner bearing the Maccallam crest and a pair of crossed, fierce-looking waraxes adorning the walls.
 
   Conall led them to a door in the opposite wall, through which was the keep’s Great Hall. Long rows of benches took up most of the floor, while a shorter high table was set upon a raised platform beneath a round stained glass window. On it, the now-familiar plated warrior and claymore was depicted, bordered by the family tartan of green and blue. Hanging from the high ceiling was a round, iron chandelier, larger than a cartwheel. It held a score of thick, dribbling white candles, from which gobbets of hot wax dripped periodically to the floor below.
 
   Servants had already begun to lay plates and goblets upon the top table, while a fresh round loaf, still steaming, sat on a platter in the centre. It had been a long time since Cole had last tasted bread so recently from the oven, and his mouth watered at the sight of it.
 
   “Please, sit,” Conall said, indicating two tall-backed chairs, as free of ornamentation as the rest of the castle. Cole rushed to obey, while the young guard-captain took up a seat opposite. “Father will join us shortly, I’m sure,” he continued. “In the meantime, please cut yourself some bread. We don’t stand on ceremony, unlike our southern cousins. There is butter too, fresh from our dairy, and salt if you care for it.”
 
   With his stomach rumbling with anticipation, Cole eagerly hacked off a hunk of the loaf, slathered it with thick butter as yellow as the yolk of an egg, and added a pinch of gleaming white salt. The result was as delicious as anything he had ever tasted. He finished his slice in three bites, and was still chewing eagerly as he sawed another from the loaf. He was halfway through his second before he guiltily remembered Grume and surreptitiously placed the remainder into his pouch.
 
   Conall watched this display with barely concealed amusement. “You seem half-starved, Cole,” he said, taking a bite from a chunk of his own with rather more restraint than Cole had shown. “Anyone would think it had been a year since you tasted a hot meal last.”
 
   A servant filled the goblet nearest his hand with a golden liquid, which turned out to be a sweet mead. Cole gulped it down with great satisfaction. “Not a year, perhaps, but sometimes it seems that long and more,” he replied, after he’d drained his cup. Taking care to omit certain details of their mission or their various adventures, Cole told the duke’s son about his journey from Westcove to Strathearn, via Hunter’s Watch, the Spiritwood and the mountains. Raven watched him intently, ready to intervene should he say anything unwise.
 
   For his part, Conall listened to his tale with interest. “A gruelling journey, indeed,” he said, after Cole had finished. “And a bizarre one. Is there a problem with the Spine that I’m not aware of? The road has not vanished since last I laid eyes on it, I trust?” He glanced at Raven, who held his gaze evenly. “Well, I’m sure you have your reasons for taking such a roundabout route,” he said finally, addressing Cole once more. “You were lucky to have such a guide with you. I’m not sure that you would be sitting here now, filling your cheeks at our table, had you attempted to travel alone.”
 
   “It did not come without cost,” Raven said quietly.
 
   Conall opened his mouth to respond, when a door opened and another man entered the hall. He was far older than the young guard-captain, but the similarities in their features were plain, hinting at familial ties. Duncan Maccallam, Duke of Strathearn, was tall and slim, with greying hair and beard worn slightly longer than his son’s. The duke’s clothes were simple but obviously of fine quality; a dark blue doublet and padded breeches embroidered with gold thread, white hose and polished black shoes adorned with a golden buckle. From his shoulders hung a leaf-green cape.
 
   The others rose as the duke entered, and Cole did likewise. Behind the lord of the castle trotted an elderly wolfhound, its pelt wiry and grey. The duke strode to his chair at the head of the table, and bade his guests to reseat themselves. “I apologise for my lateness,” he said gruffly, without further embellishment. He pulled a dirk from his hip and used it to cut himself a thick slice from the loaf. As he did so, the duke glanced up at Raven, but showed no surprise at her presence. “It is good to see you, my girl. How long has it been since you were last in our halls?”
 
   “Five years, Your Grace, or thereabouts,” she replied.
 
   The duke waved an impatient hand at the formality. “Duncan, please,” he said. “If such familiarities offend you, then ‘my lord’ will suffice. I haven’t forgotten what you did for my son. Foolish boy. Nevertheless, as long as I live you will never wear out your welcome here.”
 
   “You are kind to say so, my lord.”
 
   With the duke seated, servants began to bring out other dishes. A tureen of vegetable broth was set upon the table and a bowl placed in front of each of them. A roasted fowl was also laid down, along with a long platter containing a whole pike, which gravely regarded Cole with glazed eyes as it was placed beside him. For a time, they ate in near-silence. Cole sampled a little of each dish; the broth was delicious and warmed his insides, while the game was so tender its flesh almost melted upon his tongue. The pike did not agree with him, however, and, filled up as he was on the rest of the fare, he pushed aside what remained.
 
   He felt a movement at his lap, and glanced down. The wolfhound had laid its head upon his knee, and stared up at him with imploring eyes. Cole tickled the dog behind its ears, then tipped a few scraps from his plate onto the floor. It immediately dropped and began to gulp down the leftovers. For some reason, watching the hound bolting down the scraps reminded him of Grume, and he chuckled.
 
   “So, what brings you to our city?” asked the duke, who still picked fastidiously at his plate.
 
   “We seek passage to Ehrenburg, my lord,” Raven replied. Like Cole, she had tried a little of each dish placed before them, though in far lesser quantities. “Sadly, our purses are a little light at present.”
 
   “They have travelled all the way from Westcove,” Conall chipped in. “Through the mountains, no less.”
 
   “Indeed?” The duke raised a grey, bushy eyebrow. “An unusual route. I won’t ask what takes you to the capital. Urgent, important business, I’ve no doubt. You haven’t changed a bit with the years, my dear.” He smiled thinly, and gestured towards a liveried servant waiting attentively nearby. “Arrange for two of our finest horses to be taken to the stable outside the southern gate,” he told the man. “Have them saddled and ready to leave, with as many provisions as they can carry.”
 
   “My lord, I don’t know what to say,” Raven said, as the servant hurried away. She sounded stunned. “You have my thanks, but it isn’t necessary. We-”
 
   “...Are eternally grateful, Your Grace,” Cole finished, glaring meaningfully at Raven. He did not intend to let a solution to their problems, which had arrived so unexpectedly, slip away. In just a few short days, they could be within sight of the walls of Ehrenburg. The end of my journey approaches, he thought.
 
   “Think nothing of it, young man,” the duke replied graciously, with another fleeting smile. “I have lived long enough to know that when our Raven is engaged on a task she believes to be important, the wisest course is to assist her. She is not one to enter into something lightly.”
 
   Cole recalled a certain gold locket, and a grieving man living in a cliff-top house. It felt like a lifetime ago. “I believe you are correct, Your Grace.”
 
   “There is one matter I’d hope to discuss, my lord,” said Raven, as the duke took up his goblet. “When we met Conall in the city, he mentioned troubles of some kind.”
 
   “I found them by that blasted pillar,” the younger man added, by way of explanation. “I nearly arrested them, before I recognised Raven.”
 
   The duke sipped at his mead and frowned. “A few troublemakers,” he grunted dismissively. “Nothing more. A handful of shopkeepers and drunkards raising their voices in protest. It will pass.”
 
   “With respect, father, but you are wrong,” Conall said. The duke directed a cool stare towards his son, but the young guard-captain stood firm in the face of it. “You sit up here in your keep, too far above the streets to understand what is taking place. Each night it becomes harder to maintain order. So far we have been able to contain it, but I fear that trouble is brewing.”
 
   “It’s the crystal, isn’t it?” Raven asked. “Tell me what has been happening.”
 
   “It was raised up by the Order a week or so past...” Conall began.
 
   “Did anyone see them building it?” interrupted Cole.
 
   The young officer frowned. “Now that you mention it, no. It was not there at sunset, but by the following morning it was standing just as you saw it today. We wondered, naturally, where it had come from. The elder told us they had laboured during the night, when all were asleep, and that it was merely a monument to the Order. In any case,” he continued, “it was little more than a curiosity at first, until the next night.”
 
   “Let me guess, it shot green fire into the sky,” Cole ventured. “We saw it and others like it when we were crossing the mountains.”
 
   “Yes, it was then that we realised it wasn’t just within our city that the Order had raised these stones.” Conall took another sip from his goblet. He seemed disquieted. “Half the people in the city were frightened by it. The other half... gathered by the stone, singing and chanting. The same has happened each night since. It’s unlike anything I have ever before seen.”
 
   “I would not be surprised if the ones gathered by the stone all bore similar crystals around their necks,” said Raven. “So, there are tensions between the two groups, I take it?”
 
   “Each night, it grows worse. The Order and its followers grow in numbers, while more and more of the other citizens congregate around them, shouting insults.” Conall shook his head sadly. “As yet, there has been no violence, thank the Divine, but you have only to walk the streets to know that what peace remains cannot hold forever.”
 
   “My lord, you are no friend of the Order, just like others in the north,” pressed Raven. “Why did you not simply pull the stone down when it appeared?”
 
   The duke grimaced. “That would be... problematic. I personally disagree with their creed, but the Order enjoys the emperor’s favour. To oppose one is to incur the wrath of the other. I could pull the stone down today, and in a week’s time I would have ten thousand Legion soldiers outside my gates claiming a breach of our treaty.”
 
   “Not to mention that my brothers are by now likely within reach of the Bloody Prince’s sword-arm,” Conall added. “Their lives would be forfeit the moment that brute is told that the alliance has been broken.”
 
   The duke raised a hand to silence his son. “It is not wise to say such things, even here.” He paused thoughtfully, before turning to Raven. “My dear, would you perform one last service for me, before you resume your journey?”
 
   “Of course, my lord, I would be honoured,” she replied. “What is it you wish of me?”
 
   “Much of what my son has said is correct,” the duke told her. He tapped a finger against his goblet. “But he is wrong about one thing. Even here, above the city, I feel it. My people are afraid, and their fear grows. We live in troubled times, and they look to me for direction. If they are dissatisfied with the path I choose, then I do not know what the future may hold for us.” He hesitated, still tapping an uneven rhythm upon the pewter. Despite his placid demeanour, it was clear he was disturbed by the current situation. “My son will be heading into the city soon, with his guardsmen. For the past few nights, they have kept watch over the stone and those that gather there. Go with him tonight. Observe for yourself what takes place. Then return and tell me whether you believe the stone must be brought down. I am most interested to hear your counsel on the matter.”
 
   Raven was taken aback. “I am humbled that Your Grace has such faith in my judgement,” she said. “But it feels like too heavy a responsibility for one who is not of your people.”
 
   The duke smiled without humour. “A wise ruler never underestimates the value of an impartial opinion. Your mind won’t be too clouded by politics or fear to see what is best for my people and my city. Your good judgement is more valuable to me than a pair of geldings and a saddlebag of supplies.”
 
   Raven bowed her head. Cole thought that she still seemed uncertain, but nevertheless she replied, “As you wish, my lord. I will do as you ask.”
 
   The main business concluded, they quickly finished up the rest of the supper, before leaving the hall with Conall. At the doorway, Cole turned to look back inside. As the door closed behind him, he saw the duke sitting alone at the table, staring thoughtfully into the distance, absently scratching the wolfhound behind its ears.
 
   They followed Conall to the outer courtyard, where a score of guardsmen were already lining up in readiness. Soon, they were all marching back down the hill towards the city, Cole and Raven at their head alongside the duke’s youngest son. The soldiers’ steel boots drummed loudly on the cobblestones.
 
   The sun had already dropped below the horizon by the time they crossed back over the bridge and reached the green crystal pillar. With practised skill, the guardsmen formed a wide ring around the stone.
 
   “What now?” Cole asked, watching them take up positions.
 
   “We wait,” Conall replied simply.
 
   At his suggestion, Cole and Raven stood a short distance away. “If there is trouble, I would rather you not be at the heart of it,” Conall told them. “But whatever happens, you’ll be able to better observe what takes place.”
 
   So it was that they found themselves standing near the riverbank, not far from the bridge they had already crossed twice that day. The rushing waters below reflected the colourful palette of the evening sky above. The river looked quite beautiful, and it seemed that a peace had descended over the city. Looking to the north, however, in amongst the streets and alleys opposite, Cole was reminded of the feelings of disquiet he’d had earlier. Beyond the guardsmen, men and women of various ages had begun to gather, silently watching them. The soldiers held their ground, but the tension in the air was palpable.
 
   “If you go back and tell him to pull the stone down, do you think he’ll actually do it?” Cole murmured to Raven under his breath.
 
   Raven shrugged. “If I had to guess, I would say that he already knows what he should do, but is concerned about the potential consequences. No doubt the memory of the choice faced by his ancestor weighs heavily upon him.” She paused, watching Conall stride around the stone, inspecting his troops. “If someone he trusts, who has no personal stake in the matter, recommends a certain course of action to him, I believe he would act upon it. In all the years I’ve known him, Duncan Maccallam has always done what he thought best for his people.”
 
   “He would risk the lives of his sons, then?”
 
   “It would probably not come to that. I only know Prince Adelmar by reputation, but they say he is probably the greatest general the Empire has ever known. I doubt that he would risk sparking a rebellion just because one northern city poked the Order in the eye, not with war already raging to the south. Besides,” she added, “they’re surrounded by hundreds of loyal men. I’m sure they’ll be safe whatever happens after tonight.” Despite her words, Cole detected an undercurrent of uncertainty in her tone.
 
   For perhaps half an hour, they waited. By the time the stars had begun to twinkle in the night sky, over a hundred people were milling amongst the street and buildings on the far side of the ring of guardsmen. There was an air of expectancy, not dissimilar to what he had sensed on the mountain-top, among the Aevir. But where there had been excitement among the strange bird-people, the atmosphere in the square was markedly different. Looking around at the faces of the people, he read fear in their features, even anger in some. Conall obviously sensed it too. He patrolled again around the ring of guardsmen, cajoling and calming them as he deemed necessary.
 
   Just then, a door opened nearby. It was a building Cole had noted absently earlier that day. He had taken it for a church of some kind; at one end it had a tall tower and along its length were windows of stained glass. From out of the open doorway, a line of people marched solemnly towards the stone. At their head were Brothers in brown robes, hoods pulled down low over their faces and the Order’s green star splashed across their breast. Behind them trailed a row of normal people. To look at them, it was almost impossible to distinguish them from those that gathered around the outskirts of the square. The only noticeable difference between them was that Cole could see a silver chain around the necks of each of those that followed the Brothers. But where hostility was etched upon the faces of their fellows, the latest arrivals appeared at peace. Cheerful even. If they had picked up on the tense atmosphere that hung over the square like a shroud, it was not immediately obvious.
 
   When this procession reached the ring of guardsmen, the soldiers parted to grant them passage. As Cole watched, the civilians knelt down before the stone, while one of the Brothers began to deliver a sermon. He was too far away to hear the words, but the man’s voice was a sonorous drone. On the far side of the square, he began to see ripples of movement among the crowd. People wandered closer to the guardsmen, one at a time at first but soon approaching in clusters.
 
   Cole heard Conall’s voice ring out over the Brother’s sermon, giving orders to his men while appealing for calm to the onlookers. One of the guardsmen stumbled as the crowd pressed in upon him, mostly due to the mass of people behind pushing to get closer to the front. The soldiers on either side of him immediately pushed back against the crowd, and Cole saw one raise a mailed fist and strike at the face of a bearded man. Blood poured from his nose, and his fellows began to shout at the guards.
 
   “This is bad,” Raven muttered. “I fear the duke has already delayed for too long.”
 
   “Freaks!” One woman’s voice screeched out above the other raised voices. “Send them back to the emperor, they have no place in our city!” The cry was immediately taken up by others, and soon insults rained down upon the guardsmen and the people they shielded. In the face of this verbal assault, the Brother’s voice was no longer discernable.
 
   The jostling at the front of the crowd ceased abruptly as the stone in the centre of the square began to glow with an eerie green light. Those outside the ring of guards took a step back, their faces bathed in the sickly glow. “It’s happening again!” someone cried.
 
   In the centre, the Brother who had delivered the sermon finished speaking, and raised his arms to the sky. The others in brown robes did likewise, while those that knelt on the ground looked up towards the stars, their faces rapt.
 
   With a low booming sound that seemed to resonate through the soles of Cole’s feet, green fire suddenly shot into the sky from the tip of the stone. Within the square, it was almost as bright as daylight. He looked up and saw the writhing column disappear into the clouds, which crackled with green lightning. When he turned back to the crowd, he realised that the small crystals each of the kneeling figures wore around their necks were glowing as well, identical in hue to the larger stone. There was a strange ringing in his ears, but over the noise he could hear Conall bellowing instructions. The crowd, initially cowed by what they had seen, now pressed in against the guardsmen with redoubled fervour.
 
   Cole grabbed Raven’s arm. “We should go back to the castle,” he yelled, above the noise in his ears. “Tell the duke that...”
 
   Before he could finish his sentence, madness erupted in the square. A rock suddenly flew from the crowd and struck one of the Brothers in the temple. Cole never saw who had thrown that first missile, but others soon followed. The Brother who had taken the first blow lay prone, a dark pool gathering on the flagstones around his head. Screams tore open the night, as bricks and stones rained down upon those congregated around the crystal. They raised their arms against the barrage, but several more fell. The guardsmen raised their shields to hold back the crowd, who responded by attempting to yank them from their hands.
 
   Another large rock looped through the air and struck a guardsman on his helmet. That seemed to break whatever resolve had been holding the soldiers back. Suddenly, Cole saw swords being drawn and steel, shining in the torchlight, slashing at the crowd. Men and women fell bleeding to the floor, clutching gaping wounds in their necks and stomachs. Further screams filled Cole’s ears. Those at the back of the crowd continued to pelt the people cowering at the stone’s base, and also prevented those at the front from escaping the guardsmen’s blades. With little option, those at the front surged forward, overwhelming the soldiers through sheer weight of numbers. Before his eyes, one guardsman was yanked from his feet and dashed upon the ground, to be crushed beneath the stamping boots of the crowd.
 
   Raven was screaming into his ear, pulling at his arm. “What?” he asked dumbly. He couldn’t believe what he was seeing.
 
   “We have to go, now!” Raven shouted, tugging him towards the bridge. “It’s too late.”
 
   Cole looked towards the square, where chaos reigned. “Can’t we help? You have your swords.”
 
   Raven stared at him like he was mad. “Help who, Cole? All I see is innocent people. They’re frightened, and I can’t even say which side is more in the wrong here.” She stared helplessly at the frenzied mass of civilians and guardsmen. “We have to go, while we can still cross the bridge. We have to let the city guard handle this.”
 
   A commanding shout rang out above the screams. Cole glanced back towards the square, where Conall was rallying the remaining guardsmen. They had formed a shield wall, and the young guard-captain was hauling the Order congregation to their feet and shoving them towards the river. Those that could, fled, running past Cole and Raven with blood trickling from their wounds and tears in their eyes. The guardsmen began to retreat towards them, keeping their shields pressed against the fury of the crowd. Cole could hear the thud of improvised weapons beating against wood and steel.
 
   Suddenly, the square was plunged back into darkness. The column of green fire ceased, its tail disappearing up into the clouds. It was then that he caught sight of orange light flickering nearby. Soon, flames licked up the side of the building from which the Brothers had emerged only minutes before. There was a crash as one of the stained glass windows shattered. “The church is on fire,” Cole gasped.
 
   Conall reached them moments later. His temple was cut open and blood streamed freely down one side of his face. He was breathing heavily, and the blade of the sword in his hand was stained dark. “Raven, you must leave, now. We will hold this bridge, and try to contain the riot to the north of the city.” His armour glittered orange as the fire took hold of the church behind him. “There is nothing you can do. Go to the south gate, you will find your horses at a stable there. I don’t know what it is you mean to do, but if it’s related to what you’ve seen here tonight... I wish you good luck.”
 
   “Thank you Conall.” Raven clutched his forearm in a gesture of camaraderie. Then she leaned close to the young guard-captain. “Tell your father to tear it down,” she told him. “Send birds to Caer Lys and the Rock, telling their lords to do the same. If it isn’t too late already.”
 
   Conall nodded in acknowledgement, then turned back to his men, shouting instructions as they reached the bridge. Raven grabbed hold of Cole’s arm and pulled him across it. Soon, they were dashing through darkened city streets, past the walled estates of Strathearn’s wealthy citizens. Eventually, the sounds of fighting and the orange glow of the burning church receded into the distance.
 
   They found the southern gate with little difficulty, and the stable Conall had mentioned stood just beyond. The owner had been expecting them, and with little ceremony they were soon on horseback, galloping across snow-covered farmlands with the towering city walls at their backs. Within days they would reach the Empire’s capital at last, the end of their journey.
 
   Raven had hardly spoken since they left the guardsmen at the bridge, but as Cole glanced across at her face, with the cold winter air stinging his eyes, he saw fierce determination there. He decided he would not want to be in the Archon’s place when his companion finally caught up with him.
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   The parchment fell from Adelmar’s fingers and drifted gently down to the desktop. Once again, he eyed the broken seal and again judged it to be genuine. The imperial mark, an indentation in the shape of a bull’s head, was pressed into the red wax.
 
   Not that he doubted its veracity. He would recognise his father’s handwriting anywhere. In the words themselves, however, the Archon’s influence was so obvious he may as well have wielded the pen himself. He scowled at them, trying to discern if there was some other interpretation beyond the obvious. It did not seem likely. He glared at the last line suspiciously, as though the words were snakes that would rise up from the page and strike at him: You must do what needs to be done.
 
   For perhaps five minutes Adelmar sat there, lost in his own thoughts. Then, at last, he reached a decision. He neatly refolded the letter and laid it beside the one that had arrived two days earlier, bearing the Maccallam crest. When he crossed the floor of the study and opened its door, Bergen was waiting outside, as he had known he would be. The young soldier saluted when he caught sight of his commander.
 
   “Send for the duke’s sons.” There was no need for him to say to which duke he referred. After issuing the order, a weariness descended upon him. As the captain hurried away to carry out his summons, Adelmar went back into the study. 
 
   While not large, the room was bright and airy. Behind the hardwood desk, three lead-framed windows looked out over the endless, blue-grey ocean. But he turned his back to these, heading instead for the opposite wall where a pair of glazed double doors opened onto a small stone balcony.
 
   The entire castle and its surroundings were laid out below him, and he drank in the sight of it. It was hard not to be impressed. The Vigil, as it was known, was a hulking, square fortress built on top of a rocky islet in the centre of Sentry Bay, a wide, crescent-shaped cove. It was almost entirely hollow; the inner courtyard below was a wide-open space used for training, and even now he could hear the distant clang of steel meeting steel as Legion drill-masters put soldiers through their paces. Four round towers stood at each corner, and it was these that housed most of the soldiers and servants, as well as the kitchens, cramped dining halls and the castle forge. There was no great hall, for the Vigil had no lord and entertained no guests; it was a bastion, a military stronghold for the Empire in the south. Instead it had an enormous tower built into its southern wall, overlooking the Calladorian Channel. 
 
   The upper floors of this tower were given over to private apartments, of which the study in which Adelmar now stood was a part, while at the top was a large signal fire. This was never allowed to go out, and in even the darkest nights it helped steer ships towards one of the vast harbours that book-ended the bay; to the west a military harbour large enough to contain an entire fleet of warships, to the east civilian wharves used by fishing and trading vessels. At each point of the crescent, past the furthest end of each harbour, were two beacon-towers, identical in appearance and purpose. However, unlike The Vigil’s signal-fire, these beacons were kept dark, only to be set alight in one particular circumstance. If the look-outs stationed at either tower caught sight of an invading fleet, the fires would be lit, giving warning to those within the bay. Such occasions were rare; in even his grandfather’s lifetime, those beacons had remained dark and cold.
 
   Adelmar looked to the north, where a wide stone bridge, half a mile long, led from the fortress gatehouse to the coast. On the far side of the water, another pair of tall round towers stood guard over the entrance to the bridge, the only way to reach The Vigil by foot. Between them was a thick curtain wall broken only by an entranceway fortified with a pair of heavy steel portcullises. 
 
   To the west of this great gatehouse was the mouth of a wide, fast-flowing river, the Adamant, on either side of which two very different settlements had sprung up. On the eastern bank was the town of Dunford, a motley collection of ramshackle timber houses, taverns and stores. Adelmar often felt that the only barrier to the entire populace falling into piracy was the close proximity of the Legion. Instead, it housed fishermen and dock-workers, who managed to eke a living on the scraps that didn’t make it to the far wealthier harbour of Ehrenburg, only a three-day voyage further north.
 
   The greater part of the town’s economy, in fact, was built upon the second settlement across the river to the west. Here, behind the military docks, was an enormous, semi-permanent army camp; a city-sized maze of tents and pavilions, ringed by a tall palisade of thick wooden stakes driven into the ground. Currently, with the troops Adelmar had brought with him that morning, the camp was full, with near twenty thousand soldiers stationed within.
 
   There was an almost constant stream of traffic crossing the bridge between the settlements, as supplies from the town were brought to the palisade. Adelmar knew that a great many camp followers would be among them: washerwomen taking in dirty clothes for a handful of coppers, hawkers of food, alcohol and trinkets, and dozens of women from the town who, with nothing else to sell, sold themselves instead. There would be no shortage of soldiers looking for a warm body to share their bedrolls at night, happy to spend whatever coin they possessed for such fleeting comfort.
 
   A few moments later, Adelmar saw the distant figure of his adjutant emerge from the base of the tower and march towards the fortress gatehouse. The soldiers and commanders from Strathearn, like all the levies, were housed within the army camp. It would likely be some time before Bergen returned with Kester and Fearghus Maccallam.
 
   He mind turned then towards the two letters still sitting on the desk behind him. They had been pressed urgently into his hands by the nervous castellan, Sir Ghyle, almost the moment he had set foot inside the gatehouse less than two hours earlier.
 
   He had been waiting there for Adelmar, in the passage between the two raised portcullises. An old knight with his fighting days far behind him, Sir Ghyle’s head looked almost as though it had been placed upon his neck upside down. Not a single hair remained upon his crown, leaving it as bald as an egg while, in sharp contrast, his beard and whiskers reached down past his chest. This was his pride and joy; thick, neatly combed and almost pure white in colour, this magnificent beard lay upon a fine silk tunic of deep viridian. He had been a doughty warrior in his time, one of those who had distinguished himself during Caderyn’s rebellion, and Adelmar had always thought of him as a dependable custodian of a stronghold of such strategic importance.
 
   Yet, when Adelmar had arrived, marching at the head of his own regiment, Sir Ghyle had been wringing his wrinkled hands in consternation. “It is good to see you, my lord,” he’d begun, the smile upon his lips betrayed by the worry in his eyes. “Your journey went well, I trust?”
 
   Adelmar glowered, recalling his daughter’s sickness and his fight with Jarrod. He wondered idly whether the wretch had yet made it back to the capital, or whether he’d succumbed to either the elements or one of the gangs of bandits that roamed the Empire’s highways. If he had, then it would be no less than he deserved. “We are here,” he replied gruffly. “That is all that matters.”
 
   The castellan’s smile faltered. “You are right, my lord, of course.” He gestured towards the bridge, but before moving on, Adelmar glanced behind. In the distance, he could see the bulk of his army; rows upon rows of armoured soldiers marching and riding on horseback, crossing the bridge that led to the army camp. Although he was not within sight, Adelmar knew that his brother’s former adjutant, Trayner, was at their head.
 
   He watched them a moment before turning away, satisfied. He was pleasantly surprised by how Jarrod’s man had reacted to the loss of his company commander. Following that night at the inn, Trayner had been obedient and industrious, leading the regiment of his father’s household guard with aplomb. Not only that, he had shown a knack for more logistical matters; each night organising their camps so that the men from each of the lowland houses had been kept far away from one another. Up until then, the simmering feuds that still existed between the people of Strathearn, Caer Lys and Creag an Tuirc had resulted in several scuffles, but once Trayner took on organisational duties not a single fight had broken out. In recognition, Adelmar had named him as camp commandant, placing him at the head of the entire army settlement. It was a burdensome duty in truth, but such was the strength of the impression the grizzled veteran had made on him, that Adelmar did not expect his new-found trust in him to be misplaced.
 
   As they crossed the bridge, sunlight pouring through a rare chink in the iron-grey clouds above struck the white stone and dazzled his eyes. The castellan prattled on about matters that interested him little, and Adelmar found himself gazing out across the bay to his right, where the quays and wooden piers were thick with a forest of masts. The sight pleased him. A large part of the Empire’s naval strength was here, a mighty armada to carry an army across the sea. Soon. As ever, when his nostrils caught the scent of upcoming battle, he felt alive.
 
   “... and my wife and I have vacated our chambers for your use during your stay, Highness,” Sir Ghyle was saying.
 
   Adelmar grunted acknowledgement, indicating that such basic courtesy was unworthy of gratitude. It was to be expected that whenever the Lord Commander of the Imperial Legion was present at The Vigil he would occupy the grandest chambers of the Beacon Tower.
 
   “There is... one matter in need of your attention, Highness,” the castellan went on, before apologetically handing both letters to him. “The first arrived two days ago. It bears the Maccallam crest, but as it is only the imperial seal we do not break, I took the liberty of reading it.”
 
   Adelmar glanced at the letters in his hand. “And?” he demanded.
 
   “It is from the duke. A report of an incident that took place in Strathearn a few nights past. Property belonging to the Order was destroyed, and their elder killed. An entire district of the city was burned and a number of guardsmen lost their lives in the riot that followed.” Adelmar looked up sharply and the castellan sighed. “A terrible incident, and all the details are there for you to read in the duke’s letter. Then, just this morning, we received a second letter, this one bearing the imperial seal. I thought it best that I deliver it to you the moment you arrived.”
 
   Adelmar turned the second letter over and examined the sealing wax. It was unbroken. He frowned. Two days was enough time for a bird to reach The Vigil from Ehrenburg. If the emperor had received a similar letter explaining what had occurred in Strathearn...
 
   “I will read these in my study,” he replied. Sir Ghyle appeared relieved. Shortly after they reached the fortress and, after inviting Adelmar and his family for supper that evening in their new chambers, the castellan hurried away on some errand. As Bergen started to organise the troops around the courtyard, Adelmar had marched to the Beacon Tower, where he’d found the contents of his father’s letter to be much as he had feared.
 
   After ruminating once again on the events of that morning, Adelmar turned his back on the activity taking place outside and strolled back inside the study. While he waited for his adjutant to return with the duke’s sons, he seated himself behind the desk and ran his fingers thoughtfully over his father’s letter. Adelmar would be the first to admit he did not have a mind that lent itself naturally to politics, preferring the simplicity of a blade in his hand to the labyrinthine plots and schemes one had to negotiate when dealing with diplomats and the various feuds of the land that had festered for generations. Yet even he was able to see the pitfalls of whichever path he chose this day. 
 
   He was still deep in thought when there was a rap upon the study door, which opened to admit the three men he had been awaiting. Behind Bergen stood two soldiers, tall like their father, their chests crossed with the distinctive blue-green breacan sashes of their House. Though possessing similar features that marked them as kin, the brothers were different otherwise in appearance. Kester, the elder, had auburn hair, almost red, that tumbled to his shoulders, and a clipped beard of the same colour. Fearghus, meanwhile, was  clean-shaven, his brown hair cut short. He also lacked his brother’s barrel-chest and strong shoulders. Both eyed him warily as they entered. Either they had learned of the recent events in their homeland, or were simply unsure why they had been summoned.
 
   They stood stiffly in front of the desk, while Bergen left the room and closed the study door behind him. Adelmar regarded them silently for a time, hoping in vain for another solution to present itself. Finally, he took up the letter from the duke. “Are you aware of what has occurred in Strathearn while you have been away?” he asked.
 
   The brothers shared a look. He read tension in their faces. “A rumour has been circulating the camp,” Kester replied cautiously. “We have had no official word as yet from our father, but-”
 
   “But I have,” Adelmar finished, brandishing the letter. He passed it to the elder brother to read. “The facts seem clear. Members of the Order and those of their faith were attacked in the city four nights past. Many on both sides were killed, along with a number of guardsmen caught in the middle. A church and statue belonging to the Order were destroyed.”
 
   Kester Maccallam’s face reddened as he read his father’s words, while Fearghus smiled nervously. “The Order has not been embraced in our lands as quickly as in the south, it’s true, but I’m sure these were the actions of a minority of our people, who are being made to answer for their crimes even as we speak.”
 
   “The emperor has been quite clear about the high regard he has for the Order,” Adelmar said, keeping his face carefully blank. “He takes any actions against the Empire’s official faith as a personal slight and has no mercy for the perpetrators. Or those that sanction their actions.” He laid his hand on the second letter, upon which the imperial seal was clearly visible. “The question is, what shall we do about it?”
 
   Fearghus’s eyes fell to the floor, but Kester appeared horrified. He crumpled the duke’s letter in his fist. “How dare you suggest that-” he blustered.
 
   Adelmar silenced him with a raised hand, before taking up the rolled parchment. He kept his face still, betraying no emotion. “Winter is a perilous season for the Empire’s messenger pigeons,” he said carefully. “The weather is harsh, and the hawks, lacking other sources of food, hunt them down in greater numbers.” He waited until both brothers had taken note of the letter he held, and then raised it to the flame of a candle that sat upon his desk. He held it there until the paper caught light and began to smoke. “It seems to me that in such conditions it is entirely possible for a bird to be sent and never reach its destination.”
 
   Before the flame reached his fingers, Adelmar dropped what remained of the letter to the desktop. Within moments nothing remained but dark grey ash. “My lord,” Fearghus said at last. “I’m not sure if I take your meaning correctly.”
 
   Adelmar held his gaze. “There is no meaning to take. We sail in two days’ time, I merely summoned you here to tell you to start preparing your troops for departure.” Fearghus, clearly the shrewder brother, nodded thoughtfully. Kester, however, appeared baffled, his eyes wide and uncomprehending. “Our campaign against the Tenebrians is like to be a long one,” Adelmar continued. “It may well be several years until we return. My father is an old man. Much as I wish he could live forever, it may well be that upon our return his heir will be required to take his place upon the Golden Throne. It is further possible that certain matters of policy will be like to change under his rule. Strathearn and its people have long been allies to the Crown. I see no reason why that must change.”
 
   Understanding dawned at last in Kester’s face, and with expressions of gratitude the brothers Maccallam left the study to return across the water to the camp. Adelmar watched them go, wondering if he had chosen the right path. His father would not be pleased, but any repercussions could wait until Adelmar returned home victorious. Circumstances then may well have changed.
 
   The study door clicked closed, and Adelmar looked up to see Bergen standing there. It was clear from his expression that he wished to speak. “Don’t stand there clucking like a disapproving hen, captain,” he said irritably. “Speak what is on your mind.”
 
   “Not disapproving, my lord,” the younger man replied. “On the contrary, I merely wished to say that your wisdom would make the emperor proud.”
 
   “Proud?” Adelmar snorted derisively. “Perhaps you do not know him as well as I do. His heir or no, were it not for the sea that will soon separate us, I think I’d find my head on a pike for what just took place.”
 
   “He will be angry at first, perhaps,” Bergen agreed. “But in time I believe he will come to be grateful for it.”
 
   Adelmar frowned. “You know what it was he asked me to do?”
 
   “I didn’t read his letter, my lord, but I guessed at its contents. You were wise to choose a different path. As unpopular as the Maccallams are among the other lowland lords, they are still kin. Any move against Strathearn would inflame the entire north.”
 
   “Rebellion,” Adelmar said ruefully. “Not just the rabble beyond the mountains, but every lowlands house as well. To risk such just as we are preparing to make war across the sea... it makes me wonder whether my father’s mind is slipping.” He grunted. “More like it is just that he believes the northerners to be simple-minded, fur-clad barbarians, and that he is simply bringing an unruly lord to heel. But we have lived among them, fought against them, have we not? We know differently. To do what he asked of me was to risk losing the war when it has barely begun.”
 
   “And instead you’ve strengthened the alliance with Strathearn and its vassals, and earned the allegiance of two of its generals... not just to the Crown, but you personally, my lord.” The young soldier smiled. “Such loyalties may prove invaluable, in time.”
 
   Adelmar regarded his adjutant silently. Not for the first time, he was struck by the young soldier’s perspicacity. “It would not be wise to speak of such matters outside of this room,” he cautioned.
 
   “Yes my lord,” Bergen replied, chastened.
 
   With a nod, Adelmar rose and strode to one wall of the study, where a large map had been pinned. It showed two landmasses, one to the north and another in the south, divided by a narrow sea. The northern continent was familiar to him; he had marched across it for more years than he cared to count. All the towns and cities of the Empire were marked on it, from Westcove in the north down to The Vigil, its most southern extremity.
 
   But it was the landmass below theirs which drew his attention. He raised his hand to brush his fingertips along its coastline. A couple of ports had been marked there, but where the interior of the country should have been drawn was just a blank space. “We know so little of their lands,” he mused, as Bergen came to stand by his side.
 
   “Not for want of trying, my lord.”
 
   “Indeed.” Adelmar smiled grimly. They had sent spies to Tenebria, secreting them among trading vessels. But for all that, no reports had ever been received from them. Most like they had suffered the same fate as the unfortunate specimen Slake had gotten hold of. “Only one item we’ve received from the Five Courts, and it started this war.”
 
   “A sorry fate for any man,” Bergen said sadly. “Even a diplomat.”
 
   Adelmar chuckled. Would that he had been there that day at court, when his father received the package containing the head of the envoy he had dispatched to the mysterious southern continent with an offer of alliance. Alas, he had been stationed far away, at War’s End, at that time. He had, though, received a letter from Jarrod, wherein his brother revealed that the grisly trophy had bounced three times down the throne-room steps before landing at the bottom with a gruesome squelch, causing three ladies of the court to faint. He felt a brief pang of regret at the thought of his brother, but hardened his heart to it.
 
   “They sent us a clear message,” he said aloud. “That their borders would remain closed to the Empire. They might have been our ally, but instead that day they became our enemy.” He touched the spot that marked one of the coastal settlements. “Have you ever seen one of their ports, Bergen?”
 
   “No, my lord.”
 
   Adelmar stared at the outline, searching for answers but finding none. “One in the east, one in the west,” he went on. “Small harbours, walled off. Any passage into the interior blocked and guarded. I’ve heard tell that when our traders land there, they find themselves labouring under the hostile gazes of olive-skinned soldiers, and make sure they conclude their business as quickly as possible. None have been taken or killed, to my knowledge, but none are willing to risk their necks and become the first.”
 
   The young soldier leaned close to the map. Along the outline of the coast, further marks had been made to show the known locations of the Tenebrian lens-towers. Their rays had already proven deadly, decimating the Legion’s fleet in a disastrous first attempt to reach their shores. “I’ve spoken to some of those who survived the first crossing. They say the Tenebrian defences are impenetrable.” Adelmar uttered a bark of laughter, and the younger man looked up questioningly. “My lord? Have you been able to devise a strategy?”
 
   Without answering, Adelmar stretched out a hand, and tapped at one section of the coast, a narrow peninsula. A mark denoting a lens-tower had been placed there. “I have,” he replied, smiling. The report he’d received from Slake had been as illuminating as he had hoped.
 
   As the afternoon passed, Adelmar outlined his strategy to his adjutant. The young soldier raised a number of points that left him scowling, but as ever he valued his input and made a few adjustments to his plan accordingly. It was bold, he knew, but he had faith that it would work.
 
   They were still poring over the map as the shadows began to lengthen. Looking up, Adelmar realised that evening was quickly setting in. “I should check on my family and see that they’ve settled in,” he said, signalling the end of their discussion.
 
   He found Ellara and their two daughters in a flurry of activity in their chambers on the next floor. An avalanche of clothes had been pulled from trunks, considered and discarded. Dresses of every hue were strewn around each bed, divan and the floor, so that it felt as though he had stepped into a rainbow. Merely crossing the threshold left him reeling from the bewilderment that strikes every man upon entering a bastion of such unbridled femininity.
 
   Ellara laughed when she saw the stunned expression on his face, before explaining that they were getting ready to join Sir Ghyle and his wife for supper in the smaller chambers they had temporarily relocated to. Adelmar sighed. The castellan’s invitation had slipped from his mind almost the instant it was proffered, but it seemed he would not escape it as easily as he’d hoped.
 
   While Ellara, Amelie and Rosalynd continued to fuss around one another, Adelmar retired to a small dressing room and dutifully removed his riding leathers and breastplate in favour of a crimson tunic. In truth, he enjoyed the sight of his daughters squabbling and playing. It felt as though their family life had returned to normality following the tribulations of their journey. Perhaps Amelie had been sickening for something, as Ellara had thought. It was possible that the timing of her illness so soon after the incident with the pendant inside the wheelhouse was coincidental. Days had passed since the last time she had mentioned the necklace, and in an unspoken agreement with his wife and youngest daughter, none of them had brought it up either. As far as he was concerned, the matter was resolved.
 
   So it was that when he went down with his family to dine with Sir Ghyle, it was in a much-improved mood. A potentially volatile situation involving two of his most valued generals had been resolved, at least for the time being, and they had been able to draw a veil over one of the unpleasant events that occurred on the road. To his surprise, the castellan and his wife were decent company, and their table was well-stocked without being too extravagant for his tastes.
 
   To the chagrin of the ladies present, he and Sir Ghyle regaled the table with stories from the last campaign against the north, their laughter becoming more raucous as the wine flowed. A couple of times he caught Ellara’s eyes, but rather than being embarrassed by his conduct, as he had feared, she seemed to be pleased that he was enjoying himself. In truth, it seemed like a long time since he had laughed so. It felt liberating, as though cares that had weighed down his shoulders over the preceding weeks had been lifted at last.
 
   Without delving too deeply into the details, they talked about the days to come, when a large part of the Legion forces would board the warships that lined the quays, and set sail for the country that lay to the south. “I wish that I could be there with you,” Sir Ghyle said, with a wistful sigh.
 
   “You still could,” Adelmar said, smiling. “I’d be happy to accept your oath once more, if you think you could persuade your wife to part with you for a few years.”
 
   The castellan chuckled. “Those days are far behind me I fear,” he replied, patting a belly that had swelled alarmingly in the years since he left the Legion. “I’m not sure The Vigil’s armourer, skilled as he is, is up to the task of adjusting my old plate to fit.”
 
   The one blot on an otherwise fine evening came near the end. Sir Ghyle’s wife, a prim, steel-haired woman by the name of Lyria, leaned across the table to offer Ellara a platter of small cakes and spiced custard tarts. As she did so, the movement exposed her neck and the green crystal pendant she wore.
 
   Amelie’s eyes flew wide when she saw it, and what he read in them chilled Adelmar. It lasted only a moment, as their hostess concealed the necklace within her bodice once again, but that had been enough for him to see the hunger, the yearning, etched in his eldest daughter’s face as she gazed upon the stone. Whatever good-feeling the evening had stirred within him evaporated in that instant. Ellara had noticed it as well; though neither of them commented on it then, he knew her well enough to sense her disquiet.
 
   As the supper resumed, it was apparent that whatever spell that had enchanted the evening up to that point had been broken. Adelmar lapsed into a brooding silence, responding monosyllabically to any questions directed towards him. Amelie, too, appeared withdrawn, and her stolen glances towards the neck of their hostess only served to blacken Adelmar’s mood further. Ellara seemed determined to make up for their sullenness with forced levity, but it was to everyone’s great relief when the meal was finished and Adelmar and his family returned to their chambers.
 
   “I had hoped we were past this,” said Adelmar to his wife, after the children had been whisked away by a lady-in-waiting to their own bedchamber. “Did you see how quiet Amelie was after that? We are right back to where we were on the road. Confound that woman!”
 
   “She could not have known,” Ellara replied from the bed. It was a grand construction, a large hardwood four-poster frame with red velvet hangings. “If anything, I should take some of the blame. Sir Ghyle mentioned that Lady Lyria is very devout, but I was so concerned with making sure all our belongings were brought up I didn’t fully grasp his meaning.”
 
   “It’s not your fault.” Adelmar slipped between the silk sheets, which were pleasingly cool. He rubbed his eyes, feeling all the fatigue from their journey descend upon him at once. “It is not hers either, I realise that. If it had not happened tonight, it would have done at another time. It is a trial we must endure.”
 
   Ellara patted his arm soothingly. “I am sure that all she needs is time. I will keep a close watch on her while you are away, and ask that Lyria be a little more circumspect in her faith when around the girls.”
 
   Perhaps it was dredging up past memories that evening with Sir Ghyle, but as he slept that night, in his dreams Adelmar found himself once more upon the battlefield. He stood upon a tall hill, flanked by a thousand of his most trusted warriors. The anticipation in the air was almost palpable, and he took time to savour the moment, gazing down upon the massed ranks of an enemy still blissfully unaware of their presence.
 
   All was as he remembered it that day; the sting of the frigid air upon his cheeks, the stony soil beneath his feet. The way the sun glinted on the sharp blade of Duty, his sword, forged just weeks earlier at his father’s behest, to commemorate his son’s first command. At his back were the mountains, whose wind-swept passes they had spent days traversing. All had been leading to this moment.
 
   He saw faces below turn in their direction, and soon panic began to spread in their ranks. The northern forces had done what they believed to be prudent, keeping the women and children, the old and infirm behind them while their soldiers kept the Legion bottled up at the Granite Pass. They had thought them safe.
 
   They were wrong. As the people far below began to break, fleeing for their lives while their desperate wails reached his ears on the wind, Adelmar raised Duty high above his head and roared the command to charge. They swept down upon their enemy like a hurricane of divine wrath, a maelstrom of righteous fury. Adelmar was at their head, his shining blade singing through the air as they reached their prey. He cared not who stood in his way, cleaving necks and limbs with grim fervour. Distant shouts over the heads of the doomed civilians told him that his ploy had been successful. The northern forces were dividing, their lines descending into chaos as they struggled to decide which threat to face first.
 
   Soon enough, his sword began to meet steel instead of unprotected flesh as his vanguard fought their way through to the rear lines of Caderyn’s army, but they still met only token resistance. Here had been placed the most inexperienced soldiers, or the most venerable: auxiliaries only intended to fight as a last resort. Adelmar was merciless as he cut them down, the Legion soldiers around him bellowing his name as their battle-cry; the golden boy who was leading them back to glory after decades of ignoble stagnation.
 
   In his dream, Adelmar was aware of what he had not known at the time, that as he hacked his way through towards the northern general who had ignited this rebellion, the rest of his forces had already breached the Granite Pass and were even now doing the same from the opposite direction. Many northerners had already begun to throw down their weapons, seeing that their cause was lost; they had been caught hopelessly between the hammer and the anvil.
 
   Eventually, they reached him, Adelmar and his vanguard. The rebel lord sat upon a grey horse, looking down in dismay upon the decimation of his army. While his warriors engaged the general’s bodyguard, Adelmar shouted out a challenge. The general’s stag-horn helmet swung in his direction and he dismounted, just as he had in the past.
 
   Their fight was different in this dream, however. Then, Caderyn had been a beaten man by the time they locked swords in combat; Adelmar, twenty years his junior, had been strong and fought with a ferocity that stemmed from unshakeable belief in the righteousness of their cause. It had been an anti-climactic contest that ended with the northern lord on his knees in the muck, disarmed and defeated.
 
   In the dream, though, the enemy general fought like a wild beast. Their swords rang out above the sound of the battle taking place all around them. His strength was immense, forcing Adelmar back upon his heels. Through gritted teeth, Adelmar realised he would lose. Here, in the dream, he was old and riddled with doubts, just as Caderyn had been a quarter-century earlier, while the rebel general, his face hidden behind the visor of his helmet, fought with almost inhuman vigour. A gauntleted fist crunched into his chin, knocking him from his feet. A moment later his stomach exploded with white-hot pain as the enemy general’s blade pierced his armour.
 
   Adelmar felt his lifeblood drain from his body. He could only stare helplessly as the general raised a hand to lift his visor. In place of Caderyn’s sad blue eyes, the face that grinned down at him was his brother’s. As the last of his strength left his body, Duty dropped from Adelmar’s hand and fell to the ground. His eyes dancing with glee, Jarrod leaned closer to his face. “Just because you do not play the game,” he whispered, a ghastly leer twisting his features, “does not mean that you cannot lose.”
 
   A woman’s scream pierced the night. Together with thoughts of his brother so recently in his mind, for a moment after waking Adelmar almost thought he was back on the road, camping outside the inn.
 
   He was on his feet in an instant. Ellara sat upright, alarmed, as he raced from their bedchamber, his nightshirt billowing behind him. It took him but a moment to take in the two most pertinent details; that while Rosalynd was stirring in her bed, the one next to it stood empty, and that the door to their chambers hung open.
 
   When he reached the corridor beyond, he heard sobs coming from the floor below, and raced towards the sound. The door to the castellan’s chambers, where they had supped only hours before, was also open. One look at Sir Ghyle comforting his wife, her neck bare, told him everything. “Where?” he yelled, startling the couple with the ferocity of his tone. The castellan raised a shaking hand and pointed back up the stairs.
 
   Fear gripped Adelmar’s heart. Only two levels remained above his family’s own apartments, a small guardroom that housed the watchmen who maintained the beacon and the roof where the signal fire burned.
 
   There was a clatter of boots as guards hurried up the tower to investigate the disturbance, but Adelmar did not wait for them. He turned back the way he had come, and sprinted up the stone spiral staircase, taking the steps two at a time. The hatch that opened to the top floor of the tower stood open, and when he emerged through it saw a handful of guards hovering uncertainly nearby.
 
   Adelmar ignored them. All his attention was focused on the small figure that stood beyond the roaring signal fire. A strong breeze blew across the roof, tugging at the girl’s nightdress. Time seemed to slow as he edged closer. Amelie turned to face him. When their eyes met, she took a small step backwards, until her heels brushed the very edge of the parapet on which she stood. At her back was open space; a three hundred foot drop down to the ocean. Adelmar could hear the whisper of the waves far below. He stopped then, feeling his heart pounding in his chest. He said nothing, just held her gaze steadily, too afraid even to blink. A distant part of his mind was crying out a forlorn hope that this was just another part of his dream, but he knew it was not so.
 
   Amelie broke the silence first. She smiled beatifically and held her hands, clutching an unseen object, up to her chest. “I can hear it again, father,” she said, her eyes alight with joy. “I can hear the music again. Isn’t it wonderful?”
 
   “There is no music, Amelie,” Adelmar replied, keeping his voice calm. “Please, step away from the edge. Come back to me.” He held his hands out beseechingly towards her.
 
   Her clothes flapped in the wind. A small frown wrinkled her brow. “No, you’ll take it away from me again. I won’t let that happen.”
 
   Adelmar risked a small step forward. He was within perhaps six feet of his daughter, his arms outstretched. Close, agonisingly so, but still too far. They may as well have been standing on opposite sides of the world for all the difference it would make, if... “I promise, I won’t take it away this time, child,” he said, closing his mind to the ugly thought that had surfaced unbidden in his mind. “If you come back to us, this time you can keep it. All that matters to me is that you are safe.”
 
   The girl’s head tilted slightly to one side, as though listening to something he could not hear. “He says you’re lying,” she said accusingly.
 
   “Who does, child?” He didn’t dare look around and break the eye-contact with his daughter. “There is nobody here but us.”
 
   “The green man,” she replied, matter-of-factly. “He says that you’ll take it away as soon as I go back. I won’t let that happen!” The final words came out in a scream.
 
   Adelmar had stood unflinching upon countless battlefields, but in that moment, for the first time, he knew what it was to feel fear. He understood then that his daughter had lost her mind, and nothing in his life had prepared him to deal with such a situation. “Please, come back,” he repeated, at a loss of what else to say. “There is no green man. Whatever you want will be yours, I promise.”
 
   “There is so, father.” Amelie clutched the crystal even tighter in her hands, until her knuckles were white. “I saw him in my dreams, and even now he whispers in my ears.” She smiled. In the moonlight, the expression was almost gruesome, more a grinning skull than the face of the daughter he loved. “He has a message for you.”
 
   “For me?” The girl’s eyes closed for a moment and Adelmar took another small step towards her. “What does he say?”
 
   “He says goodbye. Isn’t that silly, when you’ve never even met him?” She giggled, the sound of it grotesquely at odds with the situation. “Oh, I wish you could, father. My dreams are so beautiful now. I sometimes wish I would never have to wake up.”
 
   Adelmar could feel his world spinning away beneath his feet. His head swam. “Amelie, listen to me,” he managed to say, his voice becoming choked. “I want you to take a step towards me.”
 
   The girl held his gaze and smiled sweetly. “Do you think it is true?”
 
   “What is?”
 
   “That when you die it is just like falling into a sleep that lasts forever?” Her eyes closed, and she stepped backwards.
 
   “Amelie!” Adelmar screamed, leaping towards his eldest child.
 
   She fell.
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   For three days and nights, they rode. They kept an uneven pace, which at first surprised Cole, but he soon came to see the sense of it. While the blanket of snow that covered the ground gave it the impression of being smooth underfoot, the truth was the terrain of the lowlands was in many places rocky and loose, or covered in grassy tuffets that threatened to unseat an unwary rider.
 
   He quickly realised that galloping from Strathearn to Ehrenburg, trying to reach their destination as quickly as they could as he had originally envisaged, would have only served to kill the animals they rode long before they saw the gates of the imperial city; either through exhaustion or by breaking their legs on perilous terrain. Instead, where the ground became difficult they walked and, on the few occasions the land was flat, Raven allowed their mounts into a bracing canter, though never for very long. Most often, they rode at a brisk trot, a pace the eager young colts that the duke had gifted them seemed able to maintain almost indefinitely.
 
   Their progress was agonisingly slow to begin with, but by the time the sun came up the morning after they left Strathearn, the city walls were already out of sight. Yet, a pall of smoke hung in the air to the north, a reminder of the chaotic scenes they had left behind. Later that morning, they rode alongside a great lake. Light glinted off gentle waves that lapped at its banks, and a light mist clung to the surface.
 
   “Loch Daigeir,” Raven said by way of explanation when Cole asked where they were. “The Lannair divides not long after passing through Strathearn; the Lannmor flows east to the sea, and the Lannbeg south, where it feeds into this lake.”
 
   “It’s beautiful,” Cole said with sincerity.
 
   Raven gazed out across the water. For some reason Cole couldn’t discern, there was a sadness about her. “There is much beauty to be found in the land,” she said after a long pause. “We have seen precious little of it on this journey, but it’s there. It can be easy to forget that, sometimes.”
 
   Whatever the lake was called, it was peaceful, Cole knew that much. Other than themselves and their mounts, the only other signs of life they encountered that morning was a stag and its doe, who looked up in alarm from the gorse bush they had been nibbling upon as their horses thundered past. 
 
   Not long after the sun eased its way above the horizon, they stopped to break their fast beside the lake. They tied their mounts to the branch of a fallen tree and sat near the bank as they ate some of the provisions the duke had ordered be placed in their saddlebags. Bread rolls that were still fresh, a soft, pale cheese inside a waxy skin that proved to be creamy in taste and texture and a stoppered bottle that contained a thin but refreshing ale. It was not the most luxurious fare, but Cole wolfed it all down contentedly.
 
   Even Grume allowed himself to be coaxed out into the open. As they ate, he sat upon a wide, flat rock, shivering slightly in the cool winter air. He gnawed sullenly upon a hunk of dried, salted pork but, underneath his usual curmudgeonly demeanour, Cole could tell that the little creature was pleased to feel the sun on his skin after days of concealment among the Aevir and the people of Strathearn.
 
   Cole gazed out across the lake. There was a plop nearby and a ring of rapidly disappearing ripples as a fish snatched an insect from the surface. Sitting here, you could almost believe that all was right with the world. But, perhaps inspired by Raven’s words earlier that day, his thoughts turned to all he had seen during the past weeks; bandits upon the road, the fell beasts of the Spiritwood, the terrible fate that had befallen the lost villagers of Faerloren and the riots upon the streets of Strathearn. “Has it always been like this,” he wondered aloud. “Have I just never seen it for myself?”
 
   Raven’s mind had evidently been running along similar lines. Having already finished her meal, his companion had turned her face towards the sun and was basking in the faint warmth it provided. “I’ve journeyed across the realm for the past twenty years, and in all that time it has never truly been at peace,” she said, raising herself onto her elbows and squinting in the sunlight. “It has never been as bad as this, though. Everywhere you go, there is something. Tensions, strife... dark creatures abroad.” She shook her head sadly and looked out over the water. “It sometimes feels as if there is a sickness upon the land.”
 
   “Not sickness. Poison.” They both turned towards the stone and the boggit that sat upon it. He picked a fragment of meat from his teeth with a tiny claw.
 
   “What do you mean?” asked Cole.
 
   “Weren’t always like this,” answered Grume. “Biggers have their problems, nuffin new there, but this... diff’rent.” The little creature shrugged. “We’s could feel it in the swamp, sumfin growin’, spreadin’ deep down below. Sumfin that shouldn’t be there. Sumfin bad.”
 
   “Grume,” said Raven quietly. “What happened to the others, your people?”
 
   The boggit’s yellow eyes fixed on hers. “Gone,” he replied, simply. “Too many died or got sick, too few kits bein’ born. All gone now.”
 
   They did not press him further. Instead they rested, taking turns to snatch a few hours of sleep, before setting off once more. That day set the pattern for the rest of the journey; they would ride four or five hours, break for food and to rest their mounts, and then start off again. They slept only when they could ride no further. It was exhausting but effective, and before the day was out the tranquil Loch Daigeir disappeared behind them.
 
   Even while riding at night, it was impossible to become lost. When the sun was down, their destination was always marked by a canopy of thick black clouds that swirled with an unearthly green light. Faint columns of green fire were also visible in different directions. The exception was the way from which they had come.
 
   “Do you think the duke brought down the crystal, like you asked?” Cole wondered on the second night, when the night sky behind them had remained dark.
 
   “Yes, I believe so.” Raven sounded relieved. “It seems as if the lords of Caer Lys and Creag an Tuirc followed his example, as well. I haven’t seen any signs of green fires in the night sky to the north.”
 
   Cole relaxed. “They are safe, then?”
 
   “I doubt the north will ever truly be safe, not while Maximilien lives,” she said ruefully. “However, it seems that whatever threat these stones present has been alleviated in their cities for now.”
 
   Cole thought about the unrest they had seen on the streets of Strathearn. “Do you think those other cities suffered riots as well?”
 
   Raven shrugged and climbed back into the saddle, as they prepared to resume their journey. “I hope not, but it’s possible. The Order hasn’t been able to gain a foothold north of the mountains. Leaders like Yaegar have stood firm against them, and are too distant from Ehrenburg to really worry about the emperor’s reaction. But you saw just two nights past what is happening in places where people have been forced to accept them. Hopefully Lords Hyland and Carlyle took down the stones before the situation could get out of hand.”
 
   By the morning of the fourth day, they could see their destination even in daylight. The Spire, the almost inconceivably tall tower built by the Order, dominated the horizon. It stood proudly, as pale as a skeletal finger, and with about as much warmth and charm as well. At its peak, it seemed almost to tickle the underbelly of the thick clouds that gathered above it. As Cole watched, green lightning struck the top of the tower and seemed to shimmer momentarily across its surface. Whatever is going to happen, it will be soon, he thought.
 
   Not long afterwards they reached the Spine, the wide, paved road that served as the main thoroughfare connecting the north and south. They had kept away from the road from Strathearn, wishing to avoid any undue attention they might attract. For the same reason, they had taken care to give a wide berth to the many farms and smallholdings that dotted the landscape. But it appeared that was no longer an option. Unless you arrived by ship, the only way to enter the imperial city was by road, and the Spine was the most widely used of them all.
 
   Cole watched the steady stream of wagons and carriages warily. “What now?” he asked. “I hope that our plan is not simply to march up to the guards at the city gates and say ‘hullo, we’re here to thwart the emperor’s chief and most trusted advisor. Now if you’d be so good as to let us pass’.” He grimaced. “It seems a shame to have come all this way just to lose my head and have it mounted on a pike outside the palace.”
 
   Raven pondered the question for a moment. “It’s possible that we wouldn’t have to say anything. Even if they have been asked to watch for you, what could they have been asked to look for? A young man with brown hair? If they arrested everyone that fit that description, the city’s dungeons would be full and its streets empty.”
 
   “Are you saying I look ordinary?” Cole feigned offence. “I’ll try to take that as a compliment.”
 
   “You should.” Raven smiled. “It might be the perfect disguise. They may have been told to watch for a young Brother of the Order, but as you told me before, you haven’t worn your robes since leaving Westcove.”
 
   Cole glanced down at his attire. It was true. He was wearing clothes borrowed from Captain Brandt, the ring-mail shirt Bear had given him and a grimy, worn travelling cloak. There was nothing left that would mark him out as belonging to the Crag. “They may be on the lookout for a pair of wanderers, a man and a woman,” he pointed out. “The Archon’s giant has seen both of us together, and may by now have reached a place from where he could send a message.”
 
   “He may not even be far behind us,” Raven said with a grim expression. “I doubt he would care about riding horses to death. If he reached Strathearn and took ship there, he may even be back at the Archon’s side already.”
 
   “Now there’s a cheery thought.” Cole stared off towards the city, as if expecting to see a hulking figure standing atop its walls, waiting for them. “I presume you have a plan of some kind, then? I’d really like to put off meeting that brute again for as long as is possible.”
 
   For over an hour they remained there, Raven’s eyes scanning the road. Cole was beginning to grow restless when, at last, Raven found what she was looking for. She pointed towards a carriage heading in their direction. It had perhaps once been grand to look upon, but whatever glory it had once possessed was long gone. Its sides were scratched and chipped, its wheels mismatched where one had broken but no effort had been made to find an exact replacement. The faded crest upon its door showed a clenched fist holding a blacksmith’s hammer. The overall picture of dilapidation was completed by the pair of horses that pulled it, whose mangy coats did little to conceal their ribs and thin, sallow flesh. The coachman who sat hunched over behind them was as threadbare as his charges.
 
   Raven nodded to herself as it neared, then spurred on her horse to meet it. With a shrug, Cole followed.
 
   The carriage rolled to a halt as Raven reached it, whereupon the snout of a loaded crossbow was thrust unceremoniously through the open window. Raven stopped, but did not seem unduly concerned. The end of the weapon seemed to quiver, as if the hand holding it was racked with nerves or uncertainty. Beyond it, Cole could see unkempt grey hair and tatty clothes.
 
   “Lady Talgarth?” Raven called out.
 
   There was an indistinct command from within the carriage, and the crossbow withdrew. In its place appeared a middle-aged woman whose dress, like the vehicle in which she rode, spoke of a noble past but reduced circumstances. She eyed Raven with suspicion. “Yes? Do I know you, young lady?”
 
   “Not personally, my lady. Your husband the viscount once commissioned a piece of work from my father, many years ago.”
 
   “He did?” The woman blinked in surprise. “What is he, your father? An artist, perhaps, or a bard? It’s been a long time since we had a need for either of those.”
 
   “He was a blacksmith, my lady,” Raven answered, allowing the past tense to hang in the air for a moment. “It was a fine breastplate that he made, for your son William on his coming of age. Blacksteel, bearing your family’s sigil worked in gold.”
 
   “Yes... I think I remember,” Lady Talgarth said vaguely. “You are from Blackridge, then?”
 
   “No my lady. But a small village not far from it. I was but a girl then, but I remember your husband saying that he did not trust his own smiths with such a work. ‘They can bash out a pick that won’t fall apart in a miner’s hand, but ask them for anything finer and they’ll stand around scratching their backsides before handing you another pick’. Those were his words, I believe.”
 
   Lady Talgarth smiled faintly at the coarse language. “That does sound like Hugh,” she admitted. “Well, it was a pleasure to see you again, my girl.”
 
   She was about to signal the coachman, when Raven nudged her mount forward another pace. “If you can spare a further moment, my lady, I thought I might be able to render you some assistance,” she said. “I could not help but notice that you ride towards Ehrenburg without an escort.”
 
   There was a low growl from inside the carriage. “What am I, chopped fucking liver?” Cole looked past the noblewoman, and saw another seated beside her; a dishevelled older man with a greying beard in general appearance much like the gorse bush he had seen the deer grazing on two days before. The crossbow lay across his lap, but was held in such a way that indicated its owner could wield it again at a moment’s notice. The man leered, revealing black holes where a number of teeth were missing.
 
   Raven’s eyes flicked momentarily towards him, before returning to his mistress. “Your guard is skilled, I’m sure, but one man could not be expected to protect such a noble lady if a pack of bandits attacked.”
 
   Lady Talgarth reddened. “Well, it’s such a short journey, it hardly seemed worth going to the trouble of bringing anybody but Hastings here,” she began in a flustered tone.
 
   Raven nodded thoughtfully. “Even so, my lady, the roads are more dangerous than ever. I feel I would be doing you a great disservice if I allowed you to travel further without adequate protection.”
 
   Hastings, the guard, murmured in his mistress’ ear. A steely look came into her eyes. “I could not afford to pay you, my dear, if that is what you are looking for,” said the viscountess, a trifle coldly. “I travel without funds.”
 
   “Such a thought never occurred to me, my lady, I assure you,” Raven replied, affecting a wounded expression. “It is merely that myself and my companion are travelling in the same direction, and I thought that our presence alongside your carriage may be enough to discourage any bandits along the road that might otherwise wish you harm.”
 
   “Well, in that case I would be delighted to accept your offer, my dear.” Lady Talgarth beamed, unable to believe her good fortune. It seemed that her desire for a bargain overrode any misgivings she still harboured.
 
   Raven nodded, then added: “All I ask, my lady, is for some token bearing your proud crest, that myself and my companion can wear, which will let any who see us know that we are in the employ of your house.”
 
   It was not a request that Lady Talgarth could readily refuse, when such a generous offer had already been agreed. She found a tabard with the smith’s hammer emblem that fit Raven well enough, while Cole was handed a painted wooden shield, which until that moment had hung upon the rear of the carriage.
 
   As they resumed their journey, this time acting as the official escort for the Viscountess of Blackridge, Cole could only applaud Raven’s ingenuity. They had split up, Raven leading their small procession and Cole bringing up the rear, and anyone that looked upon them would have no reason to believe they weren’t guardsmen in the Lady’s employ. Even their travel-worn clothes were fully in keeping with the rather shabby appearance of the carriage. For her part, Lady Talgarth was so grateful for their assistance she would not think to mention the deception to the imperial soldiers at the gates of Ehrenburg, and having not paid to receive their aid would have no objections when they left her side once they entered the city.
 
   So it proved. For the rest of that morning, the city walls grew before his eyes, obscured though his view was by the plodding carriage in front of him. If the Spire seemed large from a distance, then closer to it was obviously on an immense scale. Usually, he would have found such a sight quite awe-inspiring, but there was something about the tower that disquieted him. Perhaps his opinion of it was coloured by the knowledge of who resided within. He could not say for sure. But it seemed unnatural, in the city but not of it. The closer they got, the more it reminded him of the entomology displays he had seen at the Crag’s library; it was as if it pinned the city to the ground like a dead insect.
 
   Just as he had during the approach to Strathearn, Cole felt himself grow tense as the gates of Ehrenburg drew nearer. In scale, the outer walls of the city were not dissimilar. But where Strathearn was almost starkly functional, no little effort had been made to make the walls of the imperial capital pleasing on the eye. A brighter stone had been used in their construction, which was kept so clean it practically gleamed in the sunlight. Huge banners bearing the imperial standard adorned the stonework. The various guard towers that lined the top of the wall were rounded, with pointed archways and topped by conical roofs, protected by slates that were almost as blue as the sky. Flags that also bore the imperial crest fluttered proudly from poles at the top of these turrets. None who approached could be left in any doubt that this city was the crown jewel of the Empire.
 
   To his surprise and relief, it proved as simple to gain entry as it had in Strathearn. The guards they passed seemed more alert, and Cole held his breath when they laid eyes upon him. But when they saw the Blackridge crest their attention moved on to the wagon behind, and then their small procession was rolling over the cobblestones that ran beneath the city’s enormous gatehouse. They only paused for the city toll-collector, who approached the carriage and was handed a small, clinking pouch. Having seen the state of her conveyance, manservants and their livery, Cole would not have been surprised to learn that had indeed been all the coin Lady Talgarth carried. That transaction over, they resumed their progress through the passage.
 
   For the first time, Cole began to feel as though their mission might not be impossible after all. It was something they had needed to work towards, of course, but there had always been a small part of himself that doubted it could be achieved. Some of the obstacles had just loomed too large in his mind, but now one of them was being negotiated with no difficulty at all. That feeling came to an abrupt end.
 
   “Hold!” The shout rang through the air just as he emerged through the inner arch of the gateway. “Hold there I say!”
 
   Startled, Cole brought his mount to a stop. Raven had evidently either not heard the cry, or did not realise that it was directed at them, as the carriage continued to trundle along the street behind her. Cole looked round, and saw a guardsman in shining armour marching towards him. The red plume in his helmet seemed to mark him as an officer of some kind, as Cole had not noticed such on the soldiers standing by the outer arch.
 
   The guard reached him, and stared up at Cole. The man’s eyes took in his face, his shabby clothes and finally came to rest on the wooden shield he still carried. “From where do you hail, soldier?” The guard’s words came out with clipped precision.
 
   “Blackridge,” answered Cole, his heart pounding against his ribcage. “Sir!” he blurted as an afterthought.
 
   The guard nodded. “I thought as much,” he said finally. “I’m from the mining country myself. My cousin serves with the town watch.” He gave Cole’s attire another critical glance. “I see you do not wear their uniform.”
 
   Cole forced a smile onto his face, hoping that it would not betray the terror that gripped his stomach. “We don’t belong to the watch, sir. My friend and I were caravan guards just arrived at Blackridge, when Lady Talgarth hired us to be her escort.”
 
   “Did she now?” The guard stroked his chin. “No doubt all the calls for levies have left the watch undermanned. Not that it’s particularly well-stocked at the best of times. God’s teeth, I swear I even saw Hastings riding with her. I thought the old bastard died years ago.” 
 
   “I’m not entirely sure he didn’t,” Cole replied, with a sickly grin.
 
   The guard chuckled. “If she hired you, then I doubt she’s paying you much. You won’t afford any of the uptown brothels on a pittance, if that’s what you’re thinking. I know well what goes through a young lad’s mind once he reaches the big city.”
 
   “As a matter of fact, sir, she isn’t paying us at all.”
 
   The guard stared at him, then roared with laughter. “That sounds like the old buzzard, right enough,” he said. “No doubt she’s promised the viscount will find something for you now that you’re here. I wouldn’t hold your breath, lad, that well ran dry a long time ago.”
 
   Cole made an act of appearing crestfallen. “Perhaps you could tell me where the cheapest...um, places to go... are in that case, sir.”
 
   “Head to the port, lad. There’s doxies there that will spread their legs for less than the price of a mug of gut-rot gin.” The guard jerked a thumb in the direction the carriage had disappeared. “You’d better go make sure your mistress gets where she’s going. Look after her, she’s not a bad old bird. Tight as a nun’s chuff, of course, but her heart is in the right place.”
 
   “Yes sir, thank you sir.” Cole tugged at the lip of his hood, and pressed his heels into the sides of his mount. He did so rather too hurriedly, and it took off faster than he expected, nearly pitching him head-first onto the cobblestones. Feeling rather shame-faced, he got the beast under control as best he could and trotted off after Raven.
 
   His companion was waiting for him a short way up the street, after it had bent round past a row of buildings. She had dismounted and was holding her bay horse by its reins. There was no sign of Lady Talgarth’s carriage. “There you are,” said Raven as she spied Cole. “I know you don’t know your way around the city, but I didn’t expect you to get lost within sight of the gates.”
 
   “Sorry, I just stopped to have a friendly chat with the guards,” Cole replied, leaping down from his saddle. “Nice people.”
 
   Raven gave him a withering look. “In all your lessons at the Crag, they never taught you the meaning of ‘incognito’ then, I take it?”
 
   “You should be pleased,” Cole shot back, grinning. “Your little ruse worked. The captain stopped me to talk because he recognised the crest and was born in Blackridge. I can’t deny my heart stopped a couple of times, but by the end he was practically giving me a tour of the city.”
 
   Raven shook her head bemusedly. “Well, we made it here safely, at least. Come, there’s a stable not far from here where we can leave the duke’s horses.”
 
   “Can we afford it?” Cole asked, following Raven as she led her horse along the main street.
 
   “If I said no, what would your plan be?” Raven smiled. “Would you ride your mount into a tavern, or up the Spire? Would you confront the Archon from horseback?”
 
   “Oh, I don’t know, it might lend a bit more weight to my words,” Cole mused. “‘Stop your nonsense, blackguard, or else Bobbin here will nibble your cassock’. I think I’d have him eating out of my palm instantly.”
 
   “It would almost be worth seeing that.” Raven replied. “But in answer to your original question, no, but it shouldn’t matter. At the stables of Ehrenburg you pay when you collect your steed. There’s little risk to the stable-master, as if you can’t pay he still gets a horse from it.”
 
   “So what will we do when we need to retrieve our horses?”
 
   Raven shrugged. “Bearing in mind our business here, it’s something we’ll either have to worry about it, or we won’t. I say we just see what our future holds.”
 
   It made sense to Cole, who nodded thoughtfully. “What happened to Lady Talgarth?”
 
   “Gone to her family’s townhouse,” Raven replied. “She seemed anxious to part ways as soon as possible. Perhaps she thought I’d try to get payment from her once we reached the city. She didn’t even seem particularly worried about getting back the equipment she loaned us; whether through haste to get away or guilt about receiving a free escort, I’m not certain.”
 
   “That’s good, isn’t it? It’ll mean people think we’re part of her household, won’t they?”
 
   Raven chewed her lip uncertainly. “Possibly,” she said. “I think we should get rid of both, though. The disguise shouldn’t be necessary in the city, and if we run into others of their house it might lead to some awkward questions.”
 
   They reached the stable and deposited their mounts with a lanky young groom, who led them inside. Cole felt a tug of sadness as he watched the animal disappear from view, knowing it may well be the last time he would see it. It had proven to be a doughty steed, and over the past few days he had become quite attached to it. Afterwards, Raven ducked briefly down a small alley to remove her Blackridge tabard. At her suggestion, Cole hid the shield behind a pile of old sacks.
 
   “So, was what you said to Lady Talgarth true?” Cole asked, after they had emerged from the alley. The question had been playing on his mind for much of that day. “Did your father really make a breastplate for her son?”
 
   “He did.” A fond smile came to her lips as she remembered. “I stayed up for four nights watching him labour over it at the forge. I learned a lot of new words, most not fit for polite company. It was hard, but when it was done he seemed proud of it. When the viscount’s man came to collect it, papa wouldn’t accept any payment. I think he was just pleased to work on something so fine. He had great skill, but was rarely called upon to use it in our village.”
 
   “Your village then... it is not far from here?”
 
   “Far enough.” They walked in silence for a few moments. “Blackridge was the nearest big town, but I never saw it until... well, until I left. There’s nothing left there now.”
 
   Cole felt suddenly uncomfortable. “So, now we’re here, what’s the plan? What do we do next?”
 
   Raven stopped, eyeing the streets around them. They were walking along a row of houses; built from stone but small, with no obvious outward sign of wealth. There were a couple of shops: a chandlery and tailor-shop. On the corner was a larger building, from which the sound of bawdy laughter and raised voices drifted. Raven seemed to reach a decision. “I don’t know about you,” she said. “But I could really use a drink.”
 
   It had been hard to discern from the street, but when they pushed open the heavy tavern door, any concerns that Cole may have had regarding his safety disappeared. What had sounded like rowdiness was in fact, when standing upon the establishment’s threshold, mere good spirits. Everywhere that he looked, Cole saw people laughing and talking companionably in large groups. The place was packed almost to the rafters, and yet even the landlord, who might have been expected to appear harried by the sheer volume of patrons, went about his business with a broad smile on his face.
 
   “Well, this is pleasant,” Cole said, as they picked their way through the revelry. Surprisingly, they found a free table in a dim corner. Cole stood by it while Raven disappeared through the throng in the direction of the bar. Table was a rather grand description for the surface he found himself leaning upon, Cole reflected. In reality it was little more than a barrel stood on its end with a flat lid, but at least it offered some protection against jostling backs and elbows, as good-humoured as any such contact was received by those around him.
 
   While he waited for Raven to return, Cole glanced around the room again, taking in more detail this time. To the untrained eye, it would appear as if all was well, yet before long he felt the prickle of hairs standing up on the nape of his neck. He saw one man tread heavily upon the toes of another, and another barge accidentally into a stranger to send the man’s drink flying across his jacket in a splash of foam. In both cases, the injured party merely smiled and laughed off the incident before resuming their conversations. At a bench nearby, four men sat playing cards. As he watched, one of them lost a large pile of coins, and guffawed as he pushed them across the tabletop to his opponent. Nobody is that happy, he thought.
 
   A moment later, Raven reappeared with two flagons, which she placed down on the barrel lid. Cole could tell immediately that something was bothering her, and wondered if she had noticed the strange atmosphere as well.
 
   “Seems like there’s a fun crowd in today,” he said, before quaffing a mouthful of the watery ale.
 
   Raven glanced surreptitiously around the room. “Does it remind you of anywhere?”
 
   Cole knew the answer. “Faerloren,” he said. “The tavern there in particular. People here aren’t as... run-down as the villagers we found in the Spiritwood, but their manner is similar.”
 
   “Give them half a century of isolation and their appearance would likely be just as similar,” Raven replied. “Drink up, I do not think we should tarry here.”
 
   Cole took another draught of ale. Then, as he wiped the foam from his lip, he felt a curious trembling sensation at his waist. “Grume?” he whispered. “Are you all right?” He glanced around, but nobody seemed to be paying him attention, so he risked lifting the flap of the boggit’s pouch a fraction. Inside, the little creature’s eyes were wide, the hair on his head standing to attention as if in shock. “Just like in Strathearn,” he told Raven. “I think we can take a guess as to what’s behind the unusual good cheer.” This time, when Cole looked around the tavern, he saw that everyone wore at least one item of jewellery; necklaces, bracelets, rings. Those he could see all bore a familiar green gem.
 
   They drank as quickly as they could without raising suspicions. Even taking into account the unreal atmosphere inside the tavern, Raven seemed distracted. “What do we do now?” he asked, hoping to break her silence.
 
   Raven blinked, then focused on him. She had been staring into space, lost in her own thoughts. “There is an inn not too far from here, on the way to the Spire. We should scrape together all our remaining coin and get a room, if we can. Then, after sundown, I’ll take to the streets and learn what I can about the tower and see if a way in can be found, while you talk to people at the inn to the same end.”
 
   “Not that I’m complaining about warming my toes beside a fire all evening while you roam around in the cold, but why not stay here?” Cole frowned. “Why would the inn be any different?”
 
   Raven shook her head. “There are no rooms here. When I was getting the drinks, the landlord mentioned a city-wide curfew. When evening comes, the taverns will empty, but hopefully an inn will not.”
 
   “A curfew?” Cole was alarmed. “Why?”
 
   “I... am not sure.” Raven appeared distracted again, her fingers toying absently with her flagon. “Finish your drink,” she said, with sudden determination. “It’s getting late.”
 
   They left the tavern just a few minutes later. Cole half-expected the crowd to try to stop them, to take them captive as the villagers of Faerloren had done. But people barely turned in their direction as they squeezed through the tightly packed bodies onto the street outside.
 
   Raven led the way, striding purposefully past the stone buildings. Her mind was apparently still occupied by whatever was bothering her, and Cole had to jog to keep pace with her. Outside, Ehrenburg was quieter than he had expected, no doubt due to the curfew; even now, the sun was fast approaching the rooftops to their right.
 
   The Spire was clearly visible in front of them, and Cole’s gaze wandered up its length to the gathering storm clouds above. The unearthly green glow was even more pronounced inside the city, and he feared its purpose. It was surely too much of a coincidence to be unrelated to their mission.
 
   The inn Raven had mentioned was not far, but close enough to the tower that it seemed to loom threateningly above them. Cole shivered, and it was only in part due to the winter chill in the air. He could also hear the distant cries of seabirds and smell salt on the breeze; clearly they were also not a great distance from the imperial city’s harbour. He found himself remembering the guard’s advice to him at the gates, and smiled. He could not have been further from their true intent.
 
   He stood behind Raven while she spoke to the innkeeper. Whatever price they agreed for a small room for the night was apparently within their meagre budget, as the handful of copper Raven pressed into his palm seemed to satisfy him.
 
   “Stay here tonight, Cole,” she told him once the transaction was concluded. She handed him a small iron key. “Try not to be too conspicuous, but listen to what people are saying. Subtly try to steer conversation towards the Order and their tower to see if anyone knows anything of interest to us.” She removed her pack and left it by his feet. Obviously, whatever her plans were they did not involve staying away for long.
 
   “What about you?” he asked.
 
   “I will investigate the tower itself and try to think of a way we can gain entrance to it and reach the top unmolested. Whatever the Archon has planned, my guess is it will take place there.”
 
   “When will you return?”
 
   “When I can.” Raven suddenly pulled him into an embrace, and he was too surprised to react. “Listen... Cole,” she murmured in his ear. “If... anything happens, do what you can to stop him. I have faith that you’ll make the right decision when the time comes. I believe in you.” She kissed his cheek. Then, with that, she swept from the inn and disappeared into the fading light.
 
   Cole stood rubbing his face foolishly for a few moments, his eyes on the door. Slowly, he came to himself and ventured into the inn’s common room. He had been right about the fire; at the far end the hearth was burning merrily. While not large, the room was still a good size. Half a dozen benches sat upon a clean stone floor, but only one was occupied. A solitary patron sat with their back to Cole, huddled over their drink. Despite the warmth from the fire, they wore a cloak with the hood pulled up to hide their features. Whoever it was clearly valued their privacy, and Cole didn’t fancy his chances of striking up a worthwhile conversation.
 
   He wondered why it was so empty compared to the tavern. Perhaps it would fill up in the next hour as evening approached and other establishments emptied by order of the emperor.
 
   Whatever the case, it didn’t appear as if he could act on Raven’s instructions just yet, so he approached the fire. He glanced at the lone stranger out of the corner of one eye as he passed, but just as he suspected was unable to see his face beneath the hood.
 
   Cole settled himself in a chair before the hearth, and stared into the crackling flames. The seat was wooden and hard, but after days in the saddle it was a relief to be sitting on something that wasn’t moving. Idly, he wondered whether he should order a drink and try to somehow get talking to the room’s only other occupant, when the decision was made for him.
 
   “Cole?”
 
   He swivelled in his chair. The stranger was looking in his direction. As he watched, thin hands pulled back his hood to reveal a familiar face. One he had thought long dead. “Cas?” He jumped from the seat and hurried to the bench. He clasped his friend’s hand, grinning. “I don’t believe it, it is you! What are you doing here? I had thought that everyone...” The smile faded from his face. “Are there others? Did more survive?”
 
   Caspian’s eyes fell to the tabletop. “No, just me.” He looked as if he wanted to say more, but lapsed into silence.
 
   Cole sat opposite his old friend, and patted his shoulder. “I understand,” he said gently. “If you survived that night then I understand what might bring you here, but how?” He thought about his own journey. “You can’t have travelled all the way across the Empire by yourself.”
 
   “I had some help,” Caspian met his eyes again. “An acquaintance of yours, actually.”
 
   Cole’s face was blank for a few moments, then realisation dawned. He grinned again. “Captain Brandt found you? I wonder which one of you was more surprised.”
 
   “Definitely me.” Caspian shuddered at the memory.
 
   “I had an inkling the captain might want to confirm my tale, he seemed the curious sort,” Cole mused. “But however did you convince him to sail so far from home?”
 
   “As a matter of fact, he convinced me,” Caspian replied with a weak smile. “I’ll tell you my tale if you tell me yours, but not here. The walls have ears, and if you’ve spent any time in the city you’ll know that means trouble.”
 
   Cole looked past his friend’s shoulder. The innkeeper was stood behind his bar polishing glasses with a stained cloth. Though whatever stone it bore was hidden beneath his shirt, a thin silver chain was visible around his neck. “I have a room here,” he said.
 
   Caspian nodded, and together they rose from the bench and made their way up the bare wooden staircase to the first floor. Four doors led off the corridor, and Cole located the one that his key opened on the second try. Pushing it open, he saw that his room, while small, was at least clean and well-kept. He sat on the bed, the mattress of which was firm but not overly hard, while Caspian lowered himself onto a three-legged stool.
 
   As he sat, Grume barged his way out of the pouch and plonked himself down moodily beside him. “Oh, perfick,” the boggit muttered, catching sight of Caspian. “Another bigger.” He sniffed. “Got any grub?”
 
   Cole rummaged in his pack for a few scraps of food, then smiled when he saw Caspian’s dumbfounded expression. “What’s that?” his friend asked incredulously.
 
   The boggit stuck his tongue out, before starting to demolish a bread roll. “This is Grume,” answered Cole. “The Impending Grume, to give him his full name. We found him a couple of weeks ago. I brought him with us as I felt guilty after accidentally hurting him, and since then he’s just... stuck around, really.” The little creature glared at him and then turned back to his meal.
 
   Without taking his eyes off the boggit, Caspian said, “I think perhaps you should start from the beginning, Cole.”
 
   So he did. Cole told Caspian all that had happened to him since they had last seen one another; waking up in his cell to find the Crag under attack, fleeing from the Archon’s giant, being rescued by Captain Brandt, his flight from Westcove... everything leading up the moment he had stepped into the inn that afternoon.
 
   “That is quite some tale,” Caspian said when he had finished. His face was pale; Cole’s description of his journey through the Spiritwood in particular had shaken him. “Is that ale?” he asked, pointing at the bottles in Cole’s pack.
 
   “There were times when I didn’t believe we would make it here, not truly.” Cole brought out two bottles and handed one to a grateful Caspian. “I bet a sea voyage was quite dull in comparison.”
 
   Caspian took a long draught of beer. “No doubt,” he said afterwards, with an enigmatic smile.
 
   “Where is the captain, anyway? It would be good to say hello if he’s about.”
 
   “He’s around,” Caspian replied. “We got to the city a few days ago. We’ve been going into the taverns and inns around the tower each afternoon and evening, trying to find out what we can.”
 
   “That seems like a common strategy currently,” Cole said, smiling. “Have you learned anything useful?”
 
   “Not much.” Caspian shrugged. “Nobody seems to know what the Archon intends, and I’ve been afraid to speak to many people about it. The Order’s influence is growing.”
 
   Cole grimaced, recalling the atmosphere in the tavern. “I’ve seen it for myself,” he said, “and not for the first time. It was bad enough in Strathearn, but I’ve felt none of that tension here. That disturbs me even more.”
 
   Outside the room’s only window lay darkness. Evening had turned to night while they had talked. When he noticed, Caspian stood. “It was good to see you, Cole. I don’t believe it is chance that we met. I’ll bring the captain here in the morning and see if we can all come up with a plan for what to do next.” He pulled up his hood. “But for now, I should go. I’ve already missed curfew, but hopefully I can reach our rooms before the guards start to patrol the streets in force.”
 
   “My guide, the one I told you about, mentioned the curfew. Do you know what it’s about?” Cole gulped down the last of his ale.
 
   Caspian shivered, though the room was not cold. “Unfortunately, yes,” he replied. “A killer roams the streets of Ehrenburg at night, and the guards seem powerless to stop them. So far they have claimed six lives, among them a young noblewoman, a thief, a cobbler’s wife and a young serving girl. It was likely the former that resulted in the curfew, as I’m not sure the authorities would be that bothered about the others, not by themselves anyway. No links between any of them, save one: all had hair as black as night, seemingly the only ones in the city with such colouring. Hey! Where are you going?”
 
   As his friend spoke, Cole sprayed the mouthful of ale over the wall opposite. Then he was running, out of the room, down the stairs and out of the inn. His feet pounded across the flagstones of the street as he raced in the direction of the tower. Raven’s last words to him rang in his ears. He had to find her.
 
   Before it was too late. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 30
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Bathed in moonlight, the deck of the ship had an unreal, ethereal glow. On their commander’s orders, the crew had dimmed all lights above-decks well before the dark outline of the enemy coast appeared on the horizon. All noise had ceased as well; the three hundred soldiers on board the galleon sat or stood waiting. Its anchor dropped and its sails raised, the ship bobbed gently upon the waves. Behind the flagship, a dozen others did likewise. All was ready.
 
   While the crew went quietly about their business, they could be heard muttering in dark tones about the figure who stood motionless at the prow. Just as he had throughout their voyage south, the man stood staring out silently across the waves. A light wind plucked at the scarlet cloak at his back, though he did not shiver. The air here was warmer than in their homeland. Nor did he react to the whispers, though some undoubtedly reached his ears.
 
   Bergen climbed the steps from the hold and stepped out onto the deck. After leaving the torchlight below, it took a few moments for his eyes to adjust to the darkness. As they did so, his gaze fell upon the still figure. He was about to move towards the front of the ship, when a rough hand grasped his shoulder.
 
   “Bain’t right,” the ship’s captain growled in his ear. Bergen caught the whiff of stale booze on the man’s breath. “Three days and three night’s e’s stood there, barely takin’ the time tae eat or shit, sayin’ nothin’ to nobody. Me lads are callin’ it a bad omen, and I can’t tell ‘em as they’re wrong.”
 
   “I will speak to him,” Bergen replied, somewhat curtly, pulling his arm free. He did not appreciate having such grievances aired within earshot of the soldiers below deck.
 
   “Do what ye must,” the captain sniffed. “If’n ye want this venture to be a success, ye’ll snap ‘im out of it right smart. Before ‘e dooms us all. Six hours ‘till sunup, after that we’re naught but kindling tae those blasted towers.”
 
   Steeling himself, Bergen left the captain to approach the figure. When he came to within a pace of his back, he coughed, hoping to gain the man’s attention. The silent watcher gave no sign that he had heard. “My lord, the fleet stands ready, five miles from the coast, as you ordered. We only await your sign.”
 
   For a long time, Adelmar said nothing. He continued to gaze across the moonlit sea, his expression stern. Bergen’s brow furrowed with concern. He was about to repeat his words when the brooding figure suddenly stirred. “Am I being punished?” Adelmar asked, without turning.
 
   “My lord?”
 
   His commander sighed. “I have always tried to be faithful. In my youth I thought I might even take up Holy Orders. But when my father succeeded to the throne, I took up the sword instead.”
 
   “The clergy’s loss was the Legion’s gain, my lord,” Bergen said, dutifully.
 
   “I have no regrets,” Adelmar went on, with a shake of his head. “It was my duty. I was his heir and it was right that I put aside such selfish fancies. But, in my own way, I remained faithful. When I conquered lands for my father, it was the Divine that guided my blade. I carried His word to the heathens by fire and sword, never doubting for a moment that I was doing His work. That day I left Caderyn on his knees in the mud, tired and broken, I felt the hand of the Divine on my shoulder. I did everything that was ever asked of me, by my emperor and my god, and I now find myself here.” He turned and stared at Bergen with wild eyes, red-rimmed with fatigue. “So I ask you again, captain, am I being punished?”
 
   “I’m not sure what you mean, my lord.”
 
   “Amelie.” The commander’s voice was hoarse. “My daughter...”
 
   Bergen stared uncomfortably at the deck. “I’m sure she is well, my lord. I dread to think what might have happened had you not been there to catch her, but-”
 
   Adelmar’s face was a mask. “I have relived that moment a hundred times... nay, a thousand, over and over again. Always, I am too late. She slips from my fingers and there is nothing I can do but watch her fall.” His jaw clenched. “Has it truly been but three nights?”
 
   “Mere daydreams,” Bergen replied with forced cheerfulness. In truth, his commander’s melancholy during their voyage concerned him as much as it did the galleon’s crew. At least it had been hidden to an extent from the Legion forces below-decks. “Amelie is well, and awaits your return at The Vigil with your youngest daughter and Lady Ellara.”
 
   “My return,” Adelmar echoed. He smiled with grim humour. “Perhaps I should remain here, a hundred leagues from my family, for all the good my return will do.”
 
   “It would upset your wife to hear you talk so, my lord.”
 
   Adelmar grunted. “Upset or not, it is the truth. You weren’t there, in the tower that night. I saw well enough then the fate that awaits my eldest child. I had a glimpse of it on the road, that first night of our march south. I shied away from it then, hoping that I was mistaken. But I saw it again the night she fell, both in her words and as she fought against my grip, biting my fingers so that I would let her fall. Her mind is lost.” Bergen’s eyes fell to the commander’s bandaged hand. “Do you know what they do to lunatics in Ehrenburg? Are you aware of what life awaits her now?”
 
   Bergen thought about Briarthorn House, the sanatorium operated by the Order on the outskirts of Copperton. Whereas in other cities across the realm the mad were left to wander the streets like vagrants, in the imperial capital some effort was being made to treat them. It was widely regarded as one of the shining examples of the Empire’s new-found enlightenment. “I’m sure that whatever ails Princess Amelie is only a temporary affliction, my lord. But, even if what you say is true, no doubt that she would get the care due to one of her station.”
 
   “The finest quacks money can buy.” Adelmar’s mouth twisted with distaste. “Have you seen inside that place of theirs, their home for the mad and the addled? A stinking pit, where the halls are filled with the shrieks and ravings of the damned. But even if it were otherwise, I would not deliver my daughter into their hands.” His right hand clenched into a fist. The bandage creaked. “They’re to blame for this, somehow. I know it in my bones.”
 
   “Surely not, my lord.” Despite himself, Bergen scoffed at the notion. He knew well his commander’s dislike for the Order, a clash of beliefs, but had personally never taken that much interest in religion. As far as he could see, there was little difference between the current crop of brown-robed monks and the ones that preceded them. “The Order has always seemed a benign presence to me.”
 
   “They are a plague upon the land.” Adelmar pinched the bridge of his nose and rubbed his tired eyes. “Yet I, who once wanted to take Orders and devote my life to the Divine, who took up war to spread His word among the heathens, now find myself marching beneath their banners instead. Their green star.” His jaw tightened. “But do you know what I fear most?”
 
   “No, my lord.”
 
   “That the Order is right. That there is no Divine.” Adelmar looked back out across the black sea and gripped the rail tightly, his knuckles white. “After all, what god would stand idle while his altars are destroyed? Why would He allow a godless cult to spread among his people? One musty, forgotten chapel in the palace is all that remains of His faith, and there has been no retribution visited upon those that cast Him down.”
 
   “When you assume your father’s throne...”
 
   “I can rebuild the churches, but I cannot breathe life into a dead god.” Adelmar grimaced. “I have always thought myself a just man, but what if there never was a Divine? What if, when my sword cut down defenceless women and children at the Granite Pass, there was no heavenly force guiding my hand as I believed?”
 
   Bergen blanched. “Forgive me, my lord, but what difference would it make? Your charge turned the battle and won the war at a stroke.”
 
   “Nevertheless, the thought haunts me.” The commander’s shoulders slumped. “That my actions were not those of a righteous man, but a... a butcher. Amelie, Jarrod... I cannot dispel the notion that my family is reaping the cursed seeds I have sown.”
 
   Bergen was caught off-guard by the depth of his commander’s anguish. He was still trying to decide what to say next when the older man, who had fallen silent, roused again.
 
   “The Bloody Prince, they call me.” He snorted. “Only rarely do people say it to my face, but it still reaches my ears readily enough. I won’t deny it has been a useful title, one to unman a foe even before meeting them in battle, though I have never revelled in it. But now I wonder.”
 
   “Wonder what, my lord?”
 
   “Whether those who gave me that name came closest to my true nature.” He lapsed once more into brooding silence.
 
   Bergen cleared his throat nervously. Whatever words were needed to comfort his commander would not come, and in any case he doubted whether such an attempt would even be gratefully received. “We stand ready,” he said again, finally. “The captain believes we have a few more hours until the dawn comes. Once the sun rises, we will be in clear view of their towers.”
 
   “And still the blood must flow,” Adelmar muttered darkly. “I have spilled enough of it in my time. I’ve earned my epithet a hundred times over, and still there is no end to it.” Abruptly, he straightened and turned to face Bergen. “Well, so be it. Whatever doubts I harbour, never let it be said that I was not a loyal soldier of the Empire.” Any relief Bergen felt about his commander’s sudden resolve was dissolved by the words that followed. “I will lead the ascent.”
 
   “I cannot permit you to do that, my lord,” Bergen said, with genuine shock. “It’s a three hundred foot climb. It would be dangerous enough even with ropes.”
 
   “Are you worried that I’m too old?” Adelmar raised his eyebrows. “Have I grown so tired and weak that my subordinates feel they can question my orders?”
 
   “It is not that, my lord,” Bergen replied, appalled. “You lead our forces. If you should fall... the risk is simply too great. I will go, of course, and your brother’s man, Trayner, has already volunteered...”
 
   “And I will beat you both to the summit,” Adelmar said firmly. “Bring young Carsley as well. I’ve seen him challenge the crew to races along the rigging and win. If he can scale rock as fast as he can climb rope, then he may beat even me.”
 
   Still radiating disapproval, Bergen saluted. “Your mind is made up, then, my lord?”
 
   “It is. Ready the boat and signal the other ships to do the same. We leave at once.” The commander began to stride across the deck towards his cabin. “The next man who tries to stand in my way will go for a long swim,” he added. “Four hundred fathoms should suffice.”
 
    
 
   *      *      *
 
    
 
   Two hours later the Tenebrian coastline loomed large above them. Four burly sailors strained at the rowboat’s oars, pulling them slowly towards the peninsula. To help keep them hidden from their enemy’s eyes and ears, oiled rags had been tied to the rowlocks, muffling their sound. Adelmar’s eyes rose up the tall rocky cliffs, hidden in shadow. Perched at the top was the black outline of their target: a lens tower. Viewed from this distance, it seemed little more than a child’s plaything.
 
   Adelmar thought back to the day he’d stood in his study in The Vigil’s beacon tower, marking his plans on the map. It had all sounded so simple then. Sitting in a tiny boat, with the cliffs towering above them, it was a far more daunting prospect.
 
   He looked around at the other men that filled the small vessel. All had dressed similarly in light clothes, dark in colour. Armour of any kind would be too heavy for such an ascent. They might pay for it once they reached the top, but to have worn even a chain shirt was to risk not making it that far. Adelmar had donned the leather vest and thick trousers he wore for riding; the weight was negligible and it would hopefully be tough enough to withstand the hard rocks of the cliff face. And whatever resistance we find at the top, he thought. At his feet lay Duty, the shining blade hidden beneath a cloth covering bound with leather cords.
 
   Opposite him sat Trayner, Jarrod’s man. The veteran campaigner stared out over the waves, then smiled and nodded when he caught Adelmar’s eye. Whatever reservations Adelmar had initially had about his ability to lead the regiment of the emperor’s household guard following this brother’s departure had long since been dispelled. He had brought the same keen mind to his role in charge of The Vigil’s army camp as he had displayed on their journey from the capital, while Bergen had reported back to him that Trayner had also taken every opportunity on their voyage south to make himself useful. His manner was still a little coarse for Adelmar’s taste, but nonetheless he had been pleased when he volunteered for this duty. His brother’s former second-in-command had shown himself more than capable thus far. If he survived this night, Adelmar was considering rewarding him by making him a part of his inner council for the campaign.
 
   Sitting beside one another in the stern were Bergen and the young soldier Adelmar had requested be brought along. His adjutant was watching him with a concerned expression. Adelmar frowned. It had been ill-advised to confide the doubts that had clouded his mind these past few days in his subordinate. Some of what he had said could be construed as treason, should it reach the wrong ears. He trusted his aide more than most, but who knew what he was like to let slip while in his cups, or if he developed a grudge against him in the future? Bergen was not fond of Trayner, he had made that much obvious, and who could say how he would react to seeing his rival raised higher? Whatever happened in the next few hours, it was a situation Adelmar would have to deal with sooner or later. The thought saddened him.
 
   Looking around at his companions with the earnestness of youth was the young private, Carsley. He sat straighter when Adelmar’s gaze came to rest upon him. “Thank you again for bringing me along, m’lord,” the lad hissed in a loud whisper. On Adelmar’s orders, Bergen had instructed that the crossing from the ship to the cliffs be carried out in silence. “It’s a real honour. I won’t let you down.” He was practically bouncing in his seat with excitement.
 
   Adelmar forced a smile onto his lips. “I’m sure you will acquit yourself well, soldier,” he murmured in reply. The young private beamed with pride.
 
   They fell back into silence. Adelmar looked moodily out over waves that reflected the silvery moonlight. He could see several other boats like theirs, in which sat the hunched figures of soldiers that Bergen and Trayner had hand-picked for the task. Two centuries, altogether; more than enough, if it was done right. Their job was relatively simple compared to that which faced the four of them, however. All they need to do is await my signal.
 
   When the cliffs were near enough to block out most of the stars in the night sky, Adelmar stared at their base, until he saw what he had hoped for. A darker patch of shadow, smaller than one of Ehrenburg’s city gates. Moonlight glinted on metal; a grille, with deeper darkness beyond. The key to it all, he thought. The success or failure of the war rested upon what lay beyond the grille.
 
   So far, everything was proceeding to plan. The gate was there, just as Slake’s report had said it would be. I hope that the rest of it is as accurate. He thought back to the interrogation he had witnessed a part of, and shuddered. It would prove to be correct, he decided. No man could be subjected to such treatment for so long and not tell all that he knows.
 
   Within a few minutes they reached the base of the cliff, and he could see the small gate more clearly... though what lay beyond was still shrouded in darkness. The boat bumped and rolled as the sailors fought to keep it under control. While the crossing had been smooth, waves dashed against the rock at the bottom of the cliff, churning the water. Adelmar was grateful that it was a clear night, but it was still not ideal for what they planned.
 
   One of the sailors threw a grappling hook towards the metal grille, catching hold of the bars on the second attempt. He and another crewman used the secured line to haul their boat closer to the opening and then grabbed the grille. They held the boat as still as they could while the four soldiers began their ascent. At his insistence, Bergen went first, the metal bars serving as a useful launching point as well as keeping the rowboat in place.
 
   While his adjutant made his way up the cliff, Adelmar secured his sword against his back with a leather strap. Then, when Bergen was a dozen feet above his head, he followed.
 
   As his feet left the boat, Adelmar began to regret his lack of sleep over the preceding days. His arms felt heavy, his grip slippery and loose. He had always made a point of keeping himself fit, but felt his fatigue keenly. By the time he had reached the top of the metal grille, his fingers scrabbling for purchase in the sheer rock face, he had already begun to question the wisdom of his insistence that he be part of this initial assault on the tower.
 
   But, little by little, he made progress. The rock was solid, its surface craggy and pitted enough to provide plentiful hand and footholds. He realised very quickly, though, that he would not be the first to reach the summit, nor even the third. Within a short time, the soles of Bergen’s feet were far enough above him as to disappear almost from sight, while the young private, Carsley, scrambled past him before he had even cleared the metal grille. God’s teeth, the boy climbs like a squirrel, he thought.
 
   Even Trayner, his senior in years, was keeping pace with him despite being the last to start his ascent. He glanced across and saw the veteran campaigner looking at him strangely. They were perhaps a hundred feet up, less than a third of the way up the cliff, but far enough that the boat was a dizzying distance below them. Something clearly bothered the older man. He looked as though he was about to speak, but then turned back to the rock, shaking his head and redoubled his efforts. Before long, he too was above Adelmar and extending the distance between them.
 
   With gritted teeth, Adelmar grabbed onto handholds and pulled himself up the rock face, inch by inch. Eventually, he settled into a rhythm, his arms and legs moving almost of their own volition, and his mind began to wander. Mostly, he thought about Slake’s report. He had read it so many times, spent so many hours poring over each line, that every detail had been branded into his memory. 
 
    
 
   Geographically and politically, we know little of our enemy, the spy-master had written, shockingly so given both our relative proximity and that trade of one kind or another has taken place between our lands for centuries. They are secretive and elusive, that we do know for certain. They have no interest in diplomacy, that we also know, for they have no ambassador at the Imperial Court and the condition in which our envoy was returned to us also shows that they repel any attempt to forge diplomatic links.
 
   What other knowledge do we possess? We have mapped their coastline from afar, or at least the northern half of their lands, those closest to us. This tells us that their lands are as large, if not larger, than the Empire, though without knowing how much of the interior is habitable, this information is not in itself particularly telling.
 
   While our first attempt to reach their shores cannot be described as anything other than a catastrophic failure, it did at least reveal to us what is likely the Tenebrians’ best defence; perhaps even their greatest strength. Without knowing what their creators call them, our forces have taken to referring to the tall structures that line their coast as ‘lens towers’. Those that survived the first attempted crossing speak of the light twinkling from the summit of these towers, before rays “as bright as the sun”, as one witness described them, were emitted, reducing our ships to ash within minutes.
 
   After interviewing Tenebrian ‘sources’ (at this point, in his mind Adelmar could almost hear the author’s distinctive verbal tic inserted into the text) I have happened upon a few other illuminating facts. As far as we can tell, these towers ring their entire coastline, never more than ten miles apart. Each one is heavily guarded, as you would expect. Garrisons of up to a hundred soldiers stationed in barracks around the base of each tower, which are operated by a crew of around a dozen; less in some cases, more in others.
 
   There is one exception, that our source was aware of, at least. In the east, a tower sits upon the tip of a peninsula, connected to the mainland by a ridge of rock little wider than a keep’s curtain wall. At the foot of this peninsula, sitting upon the mainland, is an old fort, some half a mile from the tower it keeps watch over. It is here that the soldiers guarding it are garrisoned. It is a well-chosen spot, for the fort protects the tower completely from an attack by land, while the tower itself sits at the top of a three-hundred foot cliff, commanding unparalleled views across the ocean in every direction. Beneath it, a small water-gate protected by a thick portcullis allows the soldiers and tower-operators quick access to the sea. The portcullis is opened via a winch in the tower itself. In my personal opinion, its position is highly defensible, I merely pass on the information as it was given to me. I leave it to more strategic minds than mine to think on it further.
 
   So, armed with such information, representing as it does the sum total of our entire knowledge of the Tenebrians, what else may we extrapolate? We are aware that unlike ourselves, they are governed by what is known as the Five Courts. I believe that these can be thought of as distinct provinces, and the nature of their defences suggests that there is at least a basic level of collaboration between them...
 
    
 
   That was as much of the report as Adelmar had memorised. The information he had required had been there in the first part. All that had remained was to devise a suitable strategy... which eventually he had done.
 
   Slake had called the lens towers guarding the coast the Tenebrian’s greatest strength, and from what they had seen thus far at least, it appeared he was correct. But Adelmar was undeterred. He found himself thinking of Fiske, his old master-of-arms, who had been his first and best teacher in the arts of war. He was known as ‘The Fist’ by the other young Legion recruits, though never within his hearing; a name that matched both his temperament and his looks. Sergeant Fiske had been a fearsome warrior in his younger days, before the years and the loss of one arm had forced him into semi-retirement. From the first day Adelmar had arrived at the Ehrenburg Legion barracks, thin as a rake and racked with nerves, The Fist had latched on to him as a target, forcing him to run further, work harder and train longer than any of his fellows.
 
   For a gangling, awkward ten-year-old boy more accustomed to spiritual pursuits it had been a nightmare. For over a year he had barely been permitted to sleep, and on the occasions his back had made contact with his mattress, the bruises that covered his body made it painful to even lie down. Countless times he had cursed his father’s name for forcing him through the same training as the other Legion recruits, rather than engage a more forgiving tutor to school him alone at the palace.
 
   But his skinny frame had quickly filled out, growing hard with muscle. He had learned discipline as well as how to wield a sword and shield. To this day, Adelmar considered the stern master-of-arm’s lack of respect for his status as a prince of the realm and heir to the imperial throne to be the greatest gift he had ever received.
 
   But the experience did not just improve him physically. Fiske had hammered tactics into his head with the same fervour he had directed the other recruits to rain blows upon his skinny frame on the training square. How to deal with an overwhelming enemy was one of The Fist’s favourite lessons.
 
   “There is no foe so strong that they cannot be beaten,” he would bellow across the training square. He always adopted the same posture when he was lecturing the shivering youths that would one day form the backbone of the Empire; arm behind his back, legs apart, chest out, the cords on his neck standing out as he made himself heard above the bustle of the barracks. “If you do not believe this simple truth, you may as well slit your own throats now and spare the enemy the trouble. Isn’t that right, Crowder?” The other recruits would titter dutifully at whichever youth had been singled out that morning. Adelmar had not been spared this minor shame. “Doubt will kill you quicker than any weapon wielded by a foe. If you don’t believe that you can prevail, then you will die. Some of you may even be mourned, but not by me.”
 
   The questions would always fly thick and fast, to be swatted aside one after another by the gruff master-at-arms.
 
   “What if your enemy wears heavy armour, and you have none?”
 
   “Wear him down. He’ll weigh twice as much as you and move half as fast. Tire him out, then finish him off.”
 
   “What if his reach is longer?”
 
   “Get in nice and close, so he can’t hit you back. Get your thumbs in his eyes, use your teeth if you have to. Fuck honour. Ask a dead man what his honour is worth.”
 
   “What if he’s faster?”
 
   “Bide your time, study his moves and when you see the opening, take it. One effective strike is worth more than a hundred harmless slashes to your shield.”
 
   On and on the questions came. Fiske had been a heartless bastard, but even a young Adelmar had seen that he enjoyed playing to the crowd at such times. On one occasion, he had even plucked up the courage to ask a question of his own, hoping to catch the gruff instructor out.
 
   “What if your enemy stands with five thousand men at his back, and you have none?”
 
   The other recruits turned to stare at him, and he could feel the flush spreading across his cheeks. Fiske fell momentarily silent as he considered the question. “If it were any of these other lads, I would tell them to run. One man can move faster than an army and hide easier,” he replied slowly, after a long pause. “But as for you, Longshanks, I’d say you should hope your daddy’s treasury holds enough coin to make those men a better offer than they’re getting already. But only a bad commander would let that situation arise in the first place.” He stared at the assembled recruits, eyeing up each one in turn. “Let that be a lesson to all of you, as some of you may even lead your own troops one day. A good commander can always spot his foe’s weaknesses. But a great one can take his enemy’s greatest strength and find a way to turn it against him.”
 
   It was a lesson that had stayed with Adelmar. It had been in his mind the morning he had stood upon the mountaintop, looking down upon Caderyn’s forces with a dispassionate eye. He had spent some time musing over what the northern general’s greatest strength had been. It wasn’t numbers, or the equipment and fighting skills of his men. The Legion could beat them on every count. They had chosen good ground for the battle, he knew. The Granite Pass would permit only a narrow column of attackers through, allowing the defenders to hold them while archers picked them off at will from above. It would also prevent them from retreating, if the forces under his own command could break them. But that alone would not guarantee victory, if they could not be routed.
 
   Eventually, he had decided that Caderyn’s greatest strength was his compassion. It was why he had gathered so many followers so quickly. It was that which had compelled him to bring along his people’s families as well as their fighters, ensuring they would not be left to throw themselves on the uncertain mercies of the Imperial Legion. It was the same compassion that made him station those unable to join in the battle behind his troops, allowing them an easy escape route should his army be defeated. What had been his strength proved his undoing, when Adelmar and his vanguard fell upon the same families the northern lord had taken such measures to protect. Seeing them slaughtered before their eyes had broken his army and his spirit. Adelmar had taken no pleasure in the act, it had been a means to victory, nothing more. It was a battle that made his name, in more ways than one, yet he knew now that he still bore the scars of it, a quarter of a century later.
 
   Scaling the cliff, inching his way closer to their target, Adelmar smiled ruefully despite the pain in his hands and limbs. He wondered what Fiske would make of the doubts that had assailed his mind in recent days. If the old tyrant had still been alive, that is. No doubt he would box his ears and tell him that regret was a luxury only the victorious could afford.
 
   Mostly, though, he suspected that the old warhorse would be pleased that his lessons had remained so ingrained in at least one of the youths to have passed through his hands. All these years later, and he was still applying the same principles. The towers are their greatest strength, he thought. How then to turn them into a weakness?
 
   In his mind’s eye, he was again stood in that training square, this time a man grown. Fiske, ten years in his grave, was hectoring and lecturing him as he had so often in his youth.
 
   “What if your enemy lies within an impregnable barrier?”
 
   “Giving up already, boy? There is no such thing. Find the weakest point, and strike there. Hard and fast, while his confidence in his protection keeps him complacent.”
 
   “What if there is no weak point?”
 
   “There always is, if you have the wit to find it. The snail believes himself invulnerable within his shell, yet the starling always finds a way to crack it. Think!”
 
   “It’s impossible! A hundred men guard each tower, ten miles apart. A ring of steel, encircling the entire land. It cannot be done.”
 
   “Perhaps your brother is right, maybe your brains are addled. Think it through, before I knock some sense into you. For all the good it might do.”
 
   “Five hundred towers at least... fifty thousand men in all, if not more. Egads, their numbers...”
 
   “A colossal army to be sure. Maybe you should give up already, beg your father for a post more suited to your ability. A milkmaid, perhaps.”
 
   “No... not an army. They’re spread too thin. It would take weeks to cross from one side of the country to the other, and even then...”
 
   “Now we touch upon the heart of it. Continue. What does it tell you?”
 
   “They cannot have a standing army, the numbers are too great. Perhaps a small militia in their cities, wherever they are, but the bulk of their forces must be spread around their border.”
 
   “Keep going, boy.”
 
   “If you could capture just one tower, without alerting others, even a moderate force would be enough to gain a foothold. Even after we are discovered, it would take at least two days for them to muster even a thousand men, and by then we could have brought in our full strength safely by sea.”
 
   “Good. It is easier to crack a nut than crush it in your fist. But how would you capture that tower? Your strategy hinges upon that first step.”
 
   “There is one place. Its guards are garrisoned half a mile away. But it sits at the top of a cliff, an army could not climb it... and without an army we are doomed to fail.”
 
   “That’s it then? I was right to be disappointed in you.”
 
   “No... wait. An army cannot scale the cliff, but a small enough squad could. If they could raise the gate, and enough men waited below for their signal... it could be done.”
 
   “It sounds as though you found their weak point, my lad. I may make a commander of you yet.”
 
   You did, you mean old bastard, Adelmar thought, with a faint smile. With a grunt of effort, he pulled himself further up the cliff face, edging nearer to their goal. His arms and shoulders by now were racked with pain; the tips of his fingers raw and bleeding where the rock had begun to bite into his skin.
 
   Just then, an urgent hiss from above his head caused him to look up. A pale face stared down at him framed against the moonlight, only a dozen feet above. For just a moment, he wondered why or indeed how Bergen had got turned upside down, but then his perspective shifted and he realised his adjutant was leaning out over the edge of the cliff. Somehow, while his mind was elsewhere, he had climbed almost to the top. The realisation that he was so close made him forget his weariness, and only a few minutes later strong arms were hauling him onto flat ground.
 
   “It’s a shame we didn’t lay money on you being the first to the top, my lord,” Bergen said with a grin while Adelmar caught his breath. “I might have been able to retire a rich man.”
 
   Adelmar clapped a hand to his shoulder. “There’s a difference between losing and choosing not to win,” he replied, still breathing heavily. “I merely decided that if their guards were awaiting our arrival, I’d rather that the first neck their blades found was not my own.”
 
   The breeze was stronger at the cliff’s summit than it had been at the bottom, and Adelmar steadied himself as he leaned forward to peer over its edge. He was just able to see dark shapes on the water below them. They would be invisible to an unsuspecting lookout, but when you knew what to look for, the boats were there. His eyes travelled to the horizon, where a dim grey line the breadth of a hair divided the sea from the sky above it. Dawn was not far off.
 
   “We must make haste,” he whispered to the three men arrayed behind him. Trayner stood closest to him, the same strange expression he had noted during their climb still on his face. Whatever is wrong with the man?
 
   Slightly rattled, he stared up at the stone walls of the tower, trying to decide the best way to proceed. It was perhaps fifty to sixty feet tall from its base to the tip of the unusual apparatus that protruded from its top, but less than half the distance up its side was a small balcony overlooking the ocean.
 
   At his signal, Carsley, the young private, unwrapped a length of rope they had brought for just this eventuality. At its end was a grapple, like that which the sailors had used below to secure their boat. When Adelmar was satisfied that no guards stood upon the balcony, the young man twirled the rope around and flung it towards the opening. On the first two attempts, the hook fell back down towards them. On the third attempt, however, it caught upon a stone balustrade and held firm when Adelmar tugged upon it.
 
   This time, he went first. Excitement sent his blood pumping throughout his body, chasing the fatigue from his limbs. For now. Adelmar knew that his ageing body would exact its price for this night’s work eventually, but at this moment he felt as though he could fly. He shinned up the rope in moments, and landed softly upon the balcony.
 
   Taking care to make no sound, he lifted the strap from his shoulders and quickly removed Duty from its cloth wrappings. While he waited for the others to join him, he took a step towards the doorway that led inside the tower.
 
   As he did so, there was a sharp intake of breath. Adelmar found himself face to face with a dark-bearded man, his eyes opened wide in fright. Without even the need for thought, Adelmar’s hand shot out and clamped over the man’s mouth, slamming him back against the archway and knocking the air from his lungs. At the same time, his other arm drove forward, thrusting his blade deep into the man’s midriff. Still with a rough hand held firmly over his face, he made no sound as his life drained from him, covering Adelmar’s sword-arm with a thick, cloying warmth. When his terror-filled eyes finally glazed over, Adelmar dragged him out onto the balcony. Bergen and Carsley had already climbed up, and watched wordlessly as he heaved the body over the rail and sent it plummeting down towards the distant waves.
 
   One down, he thought, while they waited for the last member of their party to join them. Once they were all stood upon the balcony they split into pairs. Trayner took Carsley, and together they disappeared up the flight of steps that led to the top of the tower.
 
   On the wall opposite the balcony they had entered through was a door, and with Bergen following close behind him, Adelmar tiptoed across to it and eased it open a fraction. The room beyond was dark, but in the dim light cast by the embers of a fire on the far wall he saw the outline of several bunks. In the silence, the soft regular breaths of sleeping bodies could be heard.
 
   Adelmar signalled to Bergen to follow, and carefully pulled the door wide enough to allow them inside. As he did so, there was a minute creak from the hinges. He froze on the spot, but when it was clear that the sound had not disturbed the sleepers he crept inside.
 
   Three of the bunks were occupied by man-sized mounds huddled beneath blankets. It was the work of but a few moments to silence the first two. However, as their lifeblood seeped into the sheets and blankets of their beds, one of the dying guards let out a rattling gurgle that roused the third. He sprang from his bed, clothed only by a loincloth around his waist. Adelmar was upon him in an instant, vaulting over a bunk and hauling the guard to the floor. Before he could cry out, Adelmar clapped his mouth closed and drew the sharp edge of his sword across his throat just beneath his jawline. When it was done, he grabbed the blanket from the guard’s now-empty bed and wiped the blade clean. They had made more noise than he had intended, but thankfully the rest of the tower was still.
 
   As they left the dormitory and stood once again upon the spiral steps leading up and down the tower, Adelmar heard a muffled thump from the floors above. If Trayner and Carsley were enjoying similar success, they had already cleared at least half the guards without raising the alarm. So far, so good.
 
   Adelmar crept down the stone steps one at a time, straining his ears. As they rounded a corner, the stairwell was filled with an orange glow from the level beneath them. Suddenly, a man’s raucous laughter pierced the silence, followed by animated conversation. The language was unfamiliar and harsh to his ears, but he could tell there were at least two different speakers.
 
   Adelmar cursed inwardly. Whatever unseen force had guided them thus far and ensured their passage into the tower was smooth had evidently abandoned them at last. A solitary guard caught by surprise, even three sleeping men were one thing, but a room full of awake and alert soldiers was a different prospect altogether.
 
   Tentatively, Adelmar crept down another two steps, until he stood one above the step bathed in light. Cautiously, he leaned forward until he was able to peer down into the room below. Four men sat at a wooden table in the centre, playing cards. A quick look was enough to tell Adelmar that it was the bottom level of the tower; the steps came to an end there, while a heavy oaken door in the wall opposite had the look of an entrance to it.
 
   The men seemed mesmerised by the game they played, and he took a further moment to study them. They were all dressed similarly in light mailed shirts, while a variety of weapons lay around them; leaning against pieces of furniture, or placed haphazardly on the ground. Had he been their commander they would have been flogged for such sloppiness; it was clear that in this tower at least the guards had grown complacent, lulled by their confidence in their seemingly unassailable position.
 
   Two more details caught his attention. Near the bottom of the steps, a round metal shield leaned against the wall. Meanwhile, another doorway stood open, this one revealing a separate flight of steps leading down through crudely carved rock. A winch stood at its top. Four men are all that stand between our success and failure, he thought. It would surely only be a matter of moments before they were joined by Trayner and young Carsley, to match their numbers. But could they afford to wait?
 
   The question was answered seconds later. One of the men slapped his cards angrily onto the table and pushed back his chair. As he rose, reaching for a curved sabre that leaned against the wall behind him, Adelmar knew that if they were to act, it had to be now. To delay any longer meant risking discovery and losing any advantage that surprise had given them.
 
   Whenever Adelmar fought on a battlefield, he always entered a state that was almost trance-like. It was as if his mind separated from his body, watching from afar as it went through the motions and movements that had been drummed into him all those years ago. He had never felt fear in battle, his conscious mind had always been too removed from what was taking place around him. It had been a long time since he had felt that last; until then, even that night he had been so focused on stealth that he had been intensely aware of his every action. 
 
   But as he flew down those remaining steps to the ground, that familiar feeling returned. He embraced it like an old friend, settling into the controlled violence that had always come so easily. As he entered the guardroom, for what seemed an eternity the men at the table did not react. Likely, they at first believed him to be one of their fellows, coming to join their game. Adelmar watched with strange detachment as he reached for the metal shield. He didn’t think about what to do with it, his body already knew and was shaping itself for the next move even before he had taken a firm grip. Another step, and he swung the shield viciously in a flat arc at the head of the man sitting with his back to him. It smashed into the guard’s skull with a sickening crunch of bone, sending him sprawling across the table in a spray of blood.
 
   To those still seated, it must have seemed as though a vengeful demon had suddenly landed in their midst. One of the fallen guard’s comrades collapsed to the floor, his feet becoming tangled beneath him in his haste to escape. The part of Adelmar’s brain that remained calm and collected in battle instinctively disregarded him for now, prioritising the guard whose sword was already in his hand.
 
   The curved blade flashed towards him, but he deflected it easily using the shield he had by now taken a proper hold of. The sound of steel meeting steel rang out across the room. However, the guard’s strike had been poorly aimed and ill-timed; the deflection caught him off-balance and he stumbled. That was all the opening Adelmar needed. Duty hacked downwards at the man’s exposed neck, severing his spine and killing him instantly.
 
   As he pulled his blade free, he heard a shout behind him as Bergen charged into the room. At the same moment, the guard still sitting at the table shook off the shock of seeing two of his fellows, who seconds earlier had been happily playing cards, cut down in the blink of an eye. He reached for a crossbow that sat upon the table, and hurriedly aimed it. The bolt flew from the weapon, whistling past Adelmar’s ear. He heard a thud and a grunt of pain behind him, but did not stop to see where it landed. As the guard rose, Adelmar hammered his shield fully into his face, knocking him onto his back. Before the man could rise, Adelmar stabbed down with as much force as he could muster, piercing the man’s mail shirt. Immediately the pool of blood from his body began to mix with that of his fellows upon the stone floor.
 
   When he straightened, Adelmar saw that the final guard had managed to regain his feet. He stood watching him with narrowed eyes, keeping the wooden table between them. The guard shouted at him in the same alien tongue he had heard before, but he was no closer to understanding the meaning. Adelmar began to edge around the table towards him, Duty and the borrowed shield held at the ready.
 
   Seeing his attempt to communicate fall on deaf ears, the man shrugged and reached for the weapon nearest him; a long spear with a sharp steel tip. Grinning, he began to jab at Adelmar, striking with snake-like speed across the table with the long weapon. Adelmar caught each blow upon his shield, waiting for an opening. The next time the guard struck out, he deflected the spear-tip, then immediately aimed a savage kick at the table. It crashed into the man’s thighs and he fell across it with a startled cry. With a grunt of effort, Adelmar stabbed down again, burying his sword between the guard’s shoulder-blades. There was the sound of splintering wood as the metal tip burst through the tabletop. The guard’s steel-tipped boots danced across the flagstones as he went through his death-throes, and then it was over.
 
   Panting, Adelmar dropped the shield to the floor with a loud clang. The need for stealth had well and truly passed. It had been perhaps thirty seconds since he had stepped down into the guard-room, and four men lay dead by his hand. His leather jerkin, trousers and both hands were drenched in gore. If he had not earned his nickname before, surely he had done so now. The battle-trance left him, and he glanced around at the devastation he had wrought. It had not been as clean as he would have liked, but the job was done.
 
   “A lot of bloody good you were,” he muttered, turning towards the steps behind him. He stopped, further words of rebuke dying upon his lips
 
   Bergen sat slumped upon the floor, his eyes wide but unfocused. His mouth worked silently, teeth stained red. The feathered end of the crossbow bolt protruded from his chest, and already Adelmar could see the dark puddle spreading across the flagstones beneath him. Without a word, Adelmar went to him. He knew he should be relieved, that a decision he did not relish having to make had been taken from his hands by another. But watching his adjutant’s final moments, he felt nothing, only numbness. Yet another I have cursed.
 
   “I’m sorry,” he murmured. From the frightened, pleading look in Bergen’s eyes, it was clear he wanted to say something. But, unable to draw breath, his final words were left unsaid.
 
   Adelmar was still kneeling by the body when the others found him a few minutes later. Carsley’s eyes bulged. “The captain! Is he...?”
 
   “Fuck a duck,” Trayner spat, surveying the scene. “I thought the idea was to do this quiet. Leave some for the rest of us, why don’t you, commander?” He looked down at Bergen’s still form. “Poor blighter,” he added as an afterthought. “Despite the rod stuck up his arse he wasn’t a bad kid, considering.”
 
   Adelmar stood. “There will be time to mourn him later,” he said, pushing down his own feelings of grief at his adjutant’s passing. “The winch to the water gate is through there. Private, you and Trayner get it open while I...”
 
   With a loud creak, the door to the tower was pushed open. Framed by the early dawn light was a young man with the same copper complexion as the guards they had encountered. In the crook of his arm was a steaming basket, from which the smell of freshly baked bread wafted. Wide-eyed, he stared at the carnage. Then, before any of them could react, he turned and fled back the way he had come, dropping the basket in the entranceway. Round, crusty loaves rolled across the flagstones.
 
   Adelmar swore and bolted after him, barging his way through the door, which had swung half-closed. “Open that blasted gate!” he shouted over his shoulder as he ran.
 
   The boy was already a distance in front of him when Adelmar emerged from the base of the tower, scrambling across the rocky ridge that joined the peninsula to the mainland with the grace of a mountain goat. Desperately, Adelmar gave chase, but quickly realised it was a lost cause. The boy yelled as he ran, and in the light of the rising sun he could see distant figures moving along the walls of the fort a few hundred yards away. When the sounds of raised voices reached his ears, he abandoned the pursuit and returned to the tower.
 
   “Is the gate open?” he demanded, closing and bolting the tower door behind him. “We’re about to have company.”
 
   “Almost, m’lord,” came the young private’s voice from the room leading off the ground floor. “Another few moments and our boats will be clear to come through.”
 
   “Where’s Trayner?” Adelmar asked, looking around and finding no sign of the grizzled soldier. 
 
   “He left to find a way to send a signal, he said.”
 
   Adelmar grunted. “When the gate is raised, wait here for my instructions,” he told the young man. “Secure the tower entrance as best you can, and if they find a way to break through, go down those steps to the water and rejoin our men. We’ll have to hope we can beat them back. We’ve come too far to lose this chance.”
 
   With that, he went to the stairs leading up inside the tower, his gaze resting momentarily upon the body that still lay at their foot. He found Trayner standing upon the balcony they had used to gain entrance. The older man had found a bow from somewhere, and as Adelmar arrived he fired a flaming arrow out across the sea. He watched as it arced out and then down towards the waves. He hoped that the Legion soldiers waiting in their boats had seen it and even now were making their way up towards them.
 
   The sound of raised, urgent voices, filled the air. Trayner stared past him and leered obscenely. “Looks like you’ve made a few friends,” he observed.
 
   Adelmar turned and looked back towards the direction of the fort, which was just visible around the round tower walls. Indeed, a number of figures were running towards them, the dawn light glinting off metal armour and weaponry. We just need more time, Adelmar thought. Perhaps if-
 
   A heavy blow struck him across the shoulders. The force of it caught him completely unawares, and he tipped helplessly over the edge of the balcony. His fingers scrabbled desperately for purchase as he fell, and found it. Before he knew what had happened, he dangled uselessly in the air above the peninsula. “Help me,” he cried, but when he saw the triumphant glint in Trayner’s eyes he realised what had happened was no accident.
 
   “Bit of bother you’re in there, commander,” the older man said, grinning nastily. He stepped forward, the soles of his boot crunching onto Adelmar’s fingers. He gritted his teeth against the pain, but held on.
 
   “Why do you do this?” Adelmar strained, but after the exertions of the night, his arms lacked the strength to pull himself up to safety.
 
   “I’m just following orders, like a good little soldier,” Trayner replied airily. “I thought you of all people would appreciate that, commander.”
 
   “Orders? Whose?” The pain in his fingers was fast becoming unbearable.
 
   “Who’dya think? The next emperor, is who.”
 
   Adelmar’s mind raced, at first unable to grasp his meaning. Then realisation dawned. “Jarrod put you up to this?” As he said the words, he saw the truth of it at last. How his brother’s man had worked to win his confidence since the night at the inn, getting close to him. I’ve been a fool, he thought, a naive, trusting fool. All this time, and it was Jarrod that found my weakness. In different circumstances, he might even have been proud of his brother’s cunning.
 
   “Why’d you think he agreed to come along for this little campaign of yours in the first place?” Trayner hawked and spat, the gobbet of phlegm flying past Adelmar’s face and down the cliffside below. “Seems to me your family makes a habit of this sort of thing,” he added, conversationally. “I wonder what was going through your little girl’s mind when she went for her tumble. It’s a proper shame there’s nobody here to catch you, though.”
 
   With a mighty roar, Adelmar redoubled his efforts to pull himself up, but it was no use. “Traitorous cur,” he growled through clenched teeth. “I won’t rest until I see you dead.”
 
   “Oh, I’m quaking in my boots,” Trayner said, smiling. “I wouldn’t worry, though, commander. It’s only a twenty foot drop to the ground from here.” He sniffed. “If you land right, leastways. I would try not roll too far, if I was you. You might break a leg, but it won’t kill you.”
 
   Through the blood pounding through his ears, Adelmar heard the sound of boots stamping on stone and the clatter of armour. He glanced down. The soldiers had reached the base of the tower; a group of them stood below, shouting and gesticulating at him furiously. A couple began to load crossbows.
 
   “Of course,” Trayner added, “these lads might have other ideas. Well, it’s been fun, commander, I’ll give you that. But I think it’s about time I made myself scarce. Ta-ta.”
 
   With that, his betrayer lifted his boot and stamped it down upon Adelmar’s other hand. His fingers slipped at last, plunging him down towards the enemy soldiers below.
 
   As was only natural for a man who had spent so much of his adult life in battle, Adelmar had thought often about his own death; when it would come and the manner of it. He’d always thought that the last face that came to his mind when his end finally arrived would be his wife’s. But the features that floated before his eyes then, as he fell from the tower, were those of his eldest daughter.
 
   Amelie...
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 31
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Although it was many years since Raven had last visited the imperial capital, she was not having any difficulty navigating its streets. If she needed to get her bearings, all she needed to do was look up. The Spire dominated the city’s skyline; a silent sentinel keeping watch on the people and houses clustered around its foot.
 
   Frowning, she glanced upwards at the tempest gathered above its peak. Close to, she found it even more disturbing than she had during their ride across the snow-covered plains to the north. The dark clouds seemed to swirl around a central point, directly above the top of the tower. Every so often, the clouds flickered with green light as sheets of lightning flashed across their underbelly accompanied by a deep rumble of thunder. As she watched, a crackling bolt erupted from the maelstrom and struck the pale stone.
 
   It wouldn’t be long now. The certainty sat bunched in her stomach like a fist of ice. They still did not know what the Archon’s plans were, but in a way it didn’t matter. They were here to put a stop to whatever it was, while Raven would have the answers she had been searching for, from the man she had hunted for twenty long years. If he offered the information up freely, all well and good. But if not, then she was more than willing to use whatever means of persuasion were required to prise it from him.
 
   And yet... she felt in her heart that it was a puzzle of which they already had many of the pieces. All they lacked was the knowledge of how they fitted together. As she made her way through the darkened, empty streets, past rows of stone and wooden buildings lit from within by candlelight, her mind ran through everything they had been able to learn.
 
   That the Order was seeking to gain power was obvious enough, but the question was to what end? They already had the favour of the emperor and half the peoples of the land subscribed to their faith. Then there was everything they had seen on their travels. The fate of the villagers of Faerloren. The studies conducted by the Brothers of Frosthold. The unnatural green crystal columns that seemingly sprouted straight from the ground. Despite travelling across the Empire, they had not seen their like anywhere but Strathearn, while the positions of the columns of green fire they had seen suggested they were present in the other major towns and cities of the realm. It seemed unlikely that was coincidental. But if they had appeared in specific locations, then by whose hand were they guided?
 
   It is all connected, she thought. As she attempted to piece it together, she kept coming back to the green crystals worn by the Order’s followers. That they changed people somehow was clear; they had seen that for themselves in the Spiritwood and just that afternoon inside the tavern. The Baron had been able to exert his malign influence over those who had carried the stones. But there had been no sign that he was able to extend that beyond the forest. In any case, the monster that had ruled over that cursed village for decades lay dead by her hand.
 
   She thought then about what Cole was able to do using the crystals. As far as they had seen or heard, he alone was capable of visiting the dreams of others. Even in the short time she had known him, his powers had grown. How much further could they go? It was a question that troubled her greatly. The Order certainly knew of his unique ability, so by extension the Archon himself must have been aware. Doubtless, then, it had been the reason for his attack upon the peaceful Brothers of Stelys. His giant manservant, they knew, hunted him still. But where did Cole fit in? She thought of the Aevir prophecy. She still doubted the truth of it, while Cole himself seemed bemused by what the leader of the bird people had told them. But was the Archon acting from fear that Cole had the means to thwart his plans... or was he a tool that could ensure their success?
 
   Raven scowled. If the latter was true, then by taking Cole to the tower she risked delivering him straight into the Archon’s hands and allowing him to complete whatever dark business he had planned. But if it’s the former, then leaving him behind might mean failing to stop him, she thought. If only she could puzzle her way through the confused knot of seemingly disparate strands, she would discover the right course of action. She knew instinctively that choosing incorrectly would be catastrophic. But I’m running out of time.
 
   Such thoughts raced through Raven’s mind as she wended her way through the cobbled streets. Yet there was a small voice in the back of her head that told her that she was merely distracting herself from the other reason she had left the sanctuary of the inn this night. If she was to be honest with herself, it was the main reason she had come, alone and in darkness. Six people! If she had not been wearing her hood to disguise her face as they came through the main gate, she might have felt the nervous glances upon her earlier. But she had noticed soon enough after removing it in the tavern, and had demanded an explanation from the overly jovial landlord. His response had chilled her.
 
   As she approached a turning at the end of the street, Raven heard the clatter of steel boots. Instinctively, she slipped into a patch of shadow against one wall. A blade was in her hand in the same instant, her heart pounding in her chest. Carefully, she peered around the corner and saw a platoon of armoured guardsmen marching towards her. Before they could reach the corner, she retraced her steps back to the mouth of an alley she had passed a few moments earlier and ducked inside it. 
 
   Not before time. Seconds later, the patrol tromped past the alley without pausing to investigate it, as Raven had hoped they would. The guardsmen, she suspected, had little desire to confront whatever danger roamed the streets of the city; they were happy enough to enforce the curfew so as to satisfy their superiors without risking their necks in the process. Even so, she crouched down low behind the half-rotted carcass of an old barrel as they passed, her nose wrinkling at the dank odour.
 
   When the sound of their footsteps receded into the distance, Raven emerged from her hiding place. As she did so, a tiny sound made her spin around, blade raised protectively. There was a sharp intake of breath. Standing in the shadows of the alley was a small figure, cowering behind a mound of detritus. Despite the darkness, she saw the whites of eyes opened wide, watching her. A child. She took a step closer, and noticed the grimy, lank, dark-blonde hair and moth-eaten clothes. She had obviously disturbed them when she appeared suddenly. She took another step, and with another small cry the urchin fled, scurrying deeper into the murky alley and the maze of narrow streets beyond. Raven briefly considered giving chase, but quickly abandoned the notion. The street-child knew the hidden paths of the city far better than she did. And tonight it is probably more dangerous to be in my company than not, she thought.
 
   Perhaps it was merely paranoia, but when Raven finally stepped back onto the street, it felt as though she was being observed. She glanced along the rows of buildings, and across the eaves and roofs, but could see no sign of another soul in this part of the city.
 
   Warily, she moved off and continued her journey towards the giant tower. She stayed alert as she made her way through the silent streets. Occasionally she came across other patrols, but it was a simple enough task to avoid them. The clattering of their armour and footsteps could be heard over a street away, their progress slow. They acted more as a deterrent than a concerted way of catching the killer that had terrorised the city for a month, or those that chose to break the curfew.
 
   It did not take long to reach the plaza upon which the tower had been constructed; it was only five or six streets from the inn where she had left Cole. As she neared it, the salt tang on the breeze grew stronger. They were not far from the harbour, she knew. In fact, the city wall was visible just beyond the tower, on the other side of which was the deep, wide bay beside which the city had flourished.
 
   Raven didn’t venture out into the plaza itself. Instead, she pressed herself close up against the brickwork of the house on the corner of the street. The reason for her caution patrolled around the tower’s base. Two squads of guardsmen roamed the plaza, numbering twenty between them at least. Even a cursory glance told her they were different to those she had seen elsewhere on the streets, larger and more heavily armoured. At the head of each marched an officer, marked by his steel plate and red plume springing from the top of his helm. They aren’t here because of the curfew, she decided. They had the look of soldiers stationed to protect the tower, and not the city or its inhabitants.
 
   Raven bit her lip as she pondered her next move. Perhaps naively, she had thought she would be able to investigate the tower up close and discover a means of entering it. Yet, even that would have likely proven fruitless. Even from this distance she could tell that climbing it was near-impossible. It was simply too high, constructed in such a way that its outer face was almost wholly smooth with few handholds. There were no outer defences that she could see, but the guards presented a sizeable obstacle.
 
   All the same, she had one or two ideas about how they might proceed. Perhaps it was worth talking to Cole about their options... and her concerns about his role in the Archon’s schemes. Despite her initial misgivings about his history with the Order, through their travels she had grown fond of the... boy. You were going to say man, don’t try to deny it, piped up a traitorous thought. She paused. A vision of Cole’s face floated up in her mind. Viewed critically, he was more a man than a child, so why then was she always at such great pains to deny his growing maturity? The thought bothered her. Then, the fact that it bothered her so much annoyed her further. “Man or boy he can be maddening,” she muttered.
 
   Raven shook her head to dispel the increasingly disturbing thoughts taking form, and looked once more at the tower. She sighed inwardly. There seemed little more to be learned, so before she was discovered Raven tore herself away from the building and began to retrace her steps.
 
   At the sound of approaching footsteps, she stepped lightly into an alley, and the decaying barrel near its mouth told her it was the same one she had taken shelter in previously. Once again, the patrol trooped past, in the opposite direction this time, without so much as glancing in her direction. The guardsmen’s lack of interest in the alley struck her suddenly. They weren’t avoiding searching it as such, it was more they didn’t notice it at all. It simply didn’t belong to them, did not fall within their jurisdiction. It was as though there were two cities occupying the same space; one that consisted of wide, stone-flagged streets, belonging to well-fed citizens and guardsmen, and another that was made of alleys and grime, home to the lost and forgotten shadow-people of Ehrenburg. Each obeyed its own laws.
 
   There was another small sound behind her, and this time Raven did not twirl to face it, not wanting to scare the urchin as she had done before. “There’s nothing to be afraid of,” she whispered soothingly. She turned slowly. A smile that had been forming on her lips spluttered and died.
 
   The dark figure stood watching her, its face hidden deep within the hood it wore. It was so still it might almost have been a part of the alley itself; if not for the fact Raven had been in the same place minutes earlier she might not even have noticed it. It’s strange, her inner voice whispered, I thought I would be afraid. Instead, anger flared within her, a rage tempered with guilt for the six lives that had been lost. Not killed by her hand, perhaps, but in her heart she knew she was no less responsible.
 
   “It’s me, isn’t it? I’m the one you’ve been searching for.” The cold certainty had hit her like a slap to the face the moment the tavern landlord had spoken of the killer stalking the streets of the capital, and the one characteristic that linked its victims. It knew, she thought.  Somehow it knew that one day I would return to the city.
 
   The figure still did not move, nor indicate that they had heard. Raven drew one of her blades from its scabbard and eyed up their surroundings. The alley was narrow, dark and slippery underfoot with slush and puddles. Not ideal. Far better to fight in one of the wide open streets... were it not for the patrolling guardsmen.
 
   “Why kill those others?” she went on. Her body was a coiled spring. “Unless... you don’t know me, not really. All you had was a vague description.” Her anger flared anew. “They did nothing to you, did nothing wrong except be born looking different to the rest.” Her mind drifted back to the taunts of her childhood. “Well, it ends here.” From the figure came the sound of whispering steel. A sword appeared in its hand, but still it made no move toward her.
 
   All at once, striking with unnatural speed, the figure sprang at her. One moment it had been standing still as before, the next its blade was slashing at her face. Though Raven was expecting the strike, it came so fast that she barely had time to raise her own sword in defence. The clang as their weapons met echoed around the close walls of the alley.
 
   When she saw her assailant was caught off-balance, Raven didn’t hesitate. With her free hand she grasped the wrist of his sword arm, holding it firm. She knocked the heels of her boots together to press the tiny button concealed there. When she heard the click, she kicked out savagely at the cloaked figure’s torso. With dismay, she felt the hidden blade snap and fly away into some unseen corner of the alley, while the force of the blow sent painful tremors shooting up her leg. What armour is that? It makes no sound as he moves, yet is harder than steel.
 
   She was not able to ponder the question for long. Following the kick, which did not so much as make her foe stagger, he struck out with his left hand. The punch hammered into her ribs with the force of a horse’s kick. Raven felt the crunch of bone deep inside. She staggered back and let go of her attacker’s arm. That half-step saved her life in that moment. As he was released, the figure’s upper body twisted with uncanny dexterity, slashing again with the sword but meeting only empty air.
 
   When Raven straightened, she came face to face with her attacker. By the light of the moon she was able to glimpse inside the hood, but saw only her own pain-filled eyes staring back at her. A mask, she thought, but there are no holes. How does he see?
 
   To stay in the alley meant death, she realised. The cloaked figure was far stronger than she. Her only chance lay in being faster, though from what she had already seen they were closely matched in that regard as well. In desperation, she turned and ran. In the same instant, cold, hard fingers clawed at her scalp. But with little hair to grasp, they fell uselessly away as she sprinted towards the cobbled street.
 
   Behind her Raven heard the splash of puddles as the cloaked figure chased after her. Her own breath came in ragged gasps, but as far as she could tell her pursuer was not even winded. When she reached the wide open space beyond the alley, she turned, swinging her sword around behind as she span. It bounced harmlessly off the cloaked figure’s shoulder with a dull metallic clang.
 
   Undeterred, Raven settled into her familiar mode of fighting. Holding both short swords now, she dodged and pirouetted. Her heart raced, the excitement of battle heightening her senses and helping to numb the pain of whatever injury the punch had inflicted. However, she knew that she was still slower because of it. She hoped she was still quick enough. The cloaked figure was an agile fighter, but wherever his sword went, Raven had already ducked aside. Her own blades were a blur, glinting as they danced in the ghostly moonlight.
 
   As they fought, Raven came to two realisations, the second following hard upon the heels of the first. While the masked assailant was undeniably stronger, she was quicker. He was able to swing his sword hard and fast with next to no backswing, generating all the force required within his own shoulders and torso. Such strength was impressive, but there was little guile to his mode of fighting. He simply hacked artlessly with his blade, and may as well have wielded a meat cleaver for all the finesse he displayed.
 
   The second realisation was that, despite the fact she was by far the better fighter, she would still lose. While his heavy swings repeatedly failed to connect, her own cut and slashed across her assailant’s body. The tips of her blades struck all the vulnerable points. She was trained to target the arteries, nerves and muscles that if found could topple even the strongest fighter almost instantly. But where a normal foe would have collapsed by now, bleeding from numerous wounds, the cloaked figure did not even appear to be harmed. Again and again her swords ricocheted uselessly with a metallic clang. For the moment they were locked in a stalemate, each unable to fell the other... but she feared she would tire long before she was able to penetrate her assailant’s armour.
 
   “Raven!”
 
   The shout rang across the street. Neither she nor her opponent glanced up at the unexpected call, but for just the merest fraction of a second he hesitated. It was all the opening Raven needed, and she seized it. With a roar, she span around with her sword with as much power as she could muster, and aimed a savage blow at her assailant’s neck. She watched triumphantly as the masked head flew from its shoulders, flying across the street to bounce off the bricks of a nearby house.
 
   Breathing heavily, Raven turned to smile at Cole. “For once I’m glad you didn’t listen to...” she began. When she saw his eyes widen and stare past her shoulder, she turned. The punch caught her in the chest and lifted her from her feet, sending her crashing on her back onto the cobbles.
 
   As she fought to draw breath, Raven could only look on dumbstruck as the now-headless figure stalked towards her. Its sword swung down towards her, hitting the cobblestones with a flash of sparks as she rolled to avoid it.
 
   At the end of the roll, she sprang back to her feet and whirled to face her foe. After its last attack, it had stopped. It was not lying in wait, as it had been in the alley. It turned slowly, both arms held out from its body, as if it was testing the air. She found herself staring at the stump of its neck where its head had so recently sat. What are you? she wondered.
 
   Raven moved her head slightly, looking at Cole from the corner of her eye while keeping as much of her attention as she could on the cloaked figure. “Why are-” Before should could finish asking the question, the figure lashed out venomously with its sword, whistling through the air in front of her face.
 
   “Don’t speak,” Cole hissed, jumping back to avoid another sweep of the weapon aimed in his direction. “I think it can sense noise somehow.”
 
   Raven nodded to show that she understood. When the figure stopped swinging its sword, she ducked and rolled across the ground between them, then sliced through the air as she rose. This time, the figure’s sword-hand flew from its wrist, still clutching the weapon. No blood, she thought.
 
   With its remaining hand, the creature hit out at Raven again, once more knocking her to the ground. As she looked on, its fingers warped and twisted, turning in upon themselves to form a weapon that looked every bit of deadly as the sword that now lay a dozen paces away up the street. “What is it?” Cole gasped.
 
   Raven groaned. She would feel the bruises the next day. Assuming I live that long. “I wish I knew,” she replied, before rolling aside as her attacker’s remaining arm flashed towards her. She scrambled away, until her back bumped against a wall. Glancing at the sword she had used to slice away the creature’s limbs, she saw that the previously sharp edge was now a mess of dents and notches.
 
   Cole hovered uncertainly a few yards behind the creature. “What should I do?”
 
   Before Raven could reply, shadows began to land on the street around them. As she watched, others emerged from the mouth of the alley opposite. They were bizarrely small and stunted, and for a moment she wondered whether the pain of her wounds had caused her to hallucinate. Then as they converged upon the headless figure, saw them for what they were: children. Their high-pitched voices raised in battle-cries, the small figures jumped at the creature, clinging to its legs, arm and torso, beating upon it with a variety of sharp, makeshift weapons. She saw broken bottles, splinters of wood bristling with rusty nails and more besides, biting into the creature’s clothing. Wordlessly, it convulsed and span, trying in vain to shake them free.
 
   “Who are they?” she wondered aloud, watching the chaotic struggle. There were perhaps a dozen children in all, and the grime and ragged state of their clothes told her they were street-children like the one she had surprised earlier that night.
 
   “Cole!” Raven glanced up the street, where a young man jogged breathlessly towards them, his loose brown cloak flapping behind him.
 
   “And who in the seven hells is this?” she asked, her confusion growing.
 
   “A friend,” Cole grinned, tearing his eyes from the spectacle of the urchins clinging to the desperate figure like riders fighting to keep their seat on a bucking stallion. “Cas, keep back,” he called to the running figure.
 
   “Hit... its back.” The latest arrival came to a halt a few yards away, doubled over with hands on his knees, trying to force out the words while catching his breath. “Hard.”
 
   Raven nodded and jumped to her feet. She could try and make sense of the increasingly bizarre situation later, but for now there was at last something that she could do. “Stand aside,” she commanded. The urchins immediately let go of the headless creature, scampering away in every direction. When they were clear, she charged at the grotesque figure, throwing herself at it with her full force. There was an almighty crash as they collided with the wall on the opposite side of the street. Beneath her grip on the creature’s frame she felt parts of its body come loose.
 
   They landed in an untidy heap. Raven rolled quickly away and sprang back to her feet, but saw that such haste was unnecessary; the creature was still at last. All the same, she poked it tentatively with the toe of one boot to make sure.
 
   “So,” she said, turning, when she had satisfied herself that her assailant was not about to lurch to its feet once more. “Not to sound ungrateful, but who are all you people?”
 
   One of the larger street-children, his hair cropped closely against his scalp, stepped forward from the rest. His face split into a gap-toothed smile. “Name’s Jax,” he told her. “Titch peeped yer comin’ out of Ulthwick’s place this afternoon. We don’t see many with your, er, colourin’... less than we used to leastways... so he followed yer to the inn where you left yer boyfriend. We’ve had eyes on you ever since.”
 
   Raven ignored the description of her relationship with Cole, and the suggestive leer that had accompanied it, and instead thought about her feelings of being watched that evening. She supposed that it was good to have it confirmed that it was not simply paranoia. “Well, that’s the how of it out of the way, but why? What interest do you have in us?”
 
   The boy called Jax sniffed dismissively, then wiped the back of one hand across his leaking nose. “None,” he replied. “But this devil killed a mate o’ mine not long back. Seemed to me that if we followed yer, more than likely we’d run into him sooner or later. Any that takes one of us gets paid back in kind.”
 
   “Fair enough.” Raven took stock of the boy standing before her. Probably no older than ten, judging by his height, and yet he stood a clear head above any of the younger street-children behind him. But despite his appearance of youth, his eyes were old before their time. They sat above his easy smile like chips of flint. Not eyes that engendered trust, though in this matter she found she believed his words. “And what about him?” She pointed at the lanky young man who had joined them last. He was sat on his haunches, poking at the remains of the fallen creature.
 
   Jax shrugged. “Haven’t the foggiest.”
 
   “He’s a friend,” Cole said. “Caspian, one of the novices from the Crag. I’m sure I’ve spoken of him.”
 
   “It rings a bell,” she conceded. “What is he doing here?”
 
   “Helping to save your life, I believe,” the young man said in a quiet voice. From within the depths of the creature’s crumpled cloak, he lifted a cylindrical object about the length of her forearm. Strange runes had been carved into its surface, which glowed faintly green in the moonlight. “As to why I’m in the city, that’s a long tale probably best saved until we’re off the street and safe from the eyes of the city watch.”
 
   Raven approached him, her gaze drawn to the strange cylinder. “What is that?” she asked. “I’ve never seen its like before.”
 
   Caspian turned the object in his hands, examining it closely. “I have.” 
 
   Now that the immediate danger had passed, Raven looked down at the broken figure. Around the spot where it had fallen were other objects; small bands of metal, coiled springs and steel discs no larger than a coin, the edge of which were ridged with blunt teeth. “What is all this?”
 
   “Something I didn’t expect to find here,” Caspian replied. “I’m not sure yet what it means, but I don’t think that it’s anything good.” He stood, secreting the long cylinder in a hidden pocket. “Leave the rest,” he added. “It will leave the guards that find it scratching their heads I’m sure, but I doubt it can do them any harm now.”
 
   Cole stooped and picked up another, larger object. “What about this?” He tossed it towards her. “Have it mounted and it would make a lovely trophy.”
 
   She glanced at the object she held. It was the severed head of the creature. She saw now that it was not a mask at all; where its face should have been was a smooth plate of blacksteel, polished to such a shine that its surface was like a mirror. As she looked down, her own face stared back at her. “Caspian, I think you should tell me everything you know,” she said.
 
   The young man peered anxiously along the street. “Gladly, but not here. The threat that caused the curfew is past, I believe, but I’d rather not try explaining that to any guardsmen that happen across us.”
 
   “Let’s return to the inn,” Cole suggested. “The room is private enough and it isn’t too far from here.”
 
   Unable to think of a better alternative, Raven nodded. The three of them went to leave, when the street children suddenly surrounded them. That many of them still held the weapons they had attacked the strange creature with was a fact not lost on her.
 
   “About that...” Jax sounded almost apologetic. “We was asked to bring back any survivors. Somebody wants to speak to yer.”
 
   Raven sighed inwardly. Why was nothing ever simple? “Do you think you can stop us leaving?” In truth, even if she were not exhausted after the fight, she would not have raised her hands against the children. But she hoped the threat of it would be sufficient.
 
   It wasn’t. “Mebbe, mebbe not,” Jax replied speculatively. Then his face split into another lop-sided grin. “Might just be easier to come with us, though. You’ll be safe enough. We wouldn’t harm the one who helped us get revenge for ol’ Rawls.”
 
   He gestured at the alley she had already ventured into twice that night. Cole looked at her questioningly, and she nodded. It seemed they had little choice but to meet whoever it was that pulled the strings of the imperial city’s street-children.
 
    
 
   *      *      *
 
    
 
   “The Charnel Arms,” Cole read aloud, peering up at the peeling sign hanging from the squat, tumbledown building. The three of them were swiftly ushered though a rickety door and into the gloom beyond. “Sounds charming.”
 
   “Be on your guard,” Raven murmured so that only they could hear. “Our captors may have promised us safe passage, but there’s no guarantee the same holds true for whoever leads them.”
 
   It had taken a short while for their entourage to guide them through the maze of back-alleys, away from the clean wide streets and into areas where it was clear city watch patrols were the exception and not the norm.
 
   Despite the late hour, and in flagrant disregard for the curfew, the smoke-filled tavern was crowded. Gangs of surly drinkers gathered around chipped and uneven tables, eyeing them with suspicion as they entered. At the sight of the street-children, though, their attention returned to their drinks. In one corner of the room, a fight broke out, blood flying as two men went at each other with knives. A few moments later, both were dragged past them by a tall, powerfully built bouncer and hurled into the street.
 
   “Pretty quiet night, considerin’,” said Jax, grinning.
 
   “To think you put me up at that stuffy old inn,” Cole chimed in. “If only we’d known a place like this was available.”
 
   Caspian glanced nervously around them. “I see that numerous brushes with death haven’t harmed your sense of humour.”
 
   Cole thought about it for a few moments. “I suppose you just get used to it after a while,” he replied.
 
   Raven sighed. “You’d better take us to whoever we’re here to see,” she told their escort.
 
   The other street-children melted away like shadows before the sun, while the shaven-haired boy led them past the tables towards the rear of the tavern. As they approached a door leading to one of the back rooms, he turned to Cole. “If I was you I’d keep your jests to yerself from now on,” he said. “Begrum ain’t the jolly sort.” With that, he knocked tentatively upon the door.
 
   There was an indistinct bark from within, and Jax gestured for them to enter. Inside, the room was dim, lit by a solitary candle set on a wooden table. The only other furniture visible within its glow was a chair occupied by a heavily bearded man. He did not look up as they entered. His attention was entirely focused on the apple in his hand, which he was peeling meticulously with a long, sharp-looking knife.
 
   “Three little fish.” His voice was gruff. “A fool, a monk and a woman that acts like a man. A right queer catch you’ve brought me, Jax.” At a flick of his hand, the shaven-headed boy fled the room, closing the door behind him.
 
   “How did he know I was a monk?” Cole whispered to Raven.
 
   The bearded man lifted his eyes at last, and regarded them from beneath a pair of bushy eyebrows. With deliberate care, he sliced a chunk from the fruit and placed it in his mouth. “I’d be careful what words fall from that tongue, boy,” he said after a long pause. “It wouldn’t be the first to end up upon my floor.”
 
   “Begrum, I assume?” Raven let his earlier insult pass without comment. She had heard worse over the years. The man’s dark, deep-set eyes flicked from Cole to her. “You have me at a disadvantage.” He cut another lump from the apple. “For now.”
 
   “Why did you bring us here?”
 
   The man chewed slowly, pondering the question. “Firstly, to thank you,” he said eventually. “You took care of the devil that did in my lad... and all the others.”
 
   “How can you be so sure?” Raven crossed her arms and adopted a defiant stance.
 
   Begrum grunted. “Because Jax is a good boy who follows orders.”
 
   “It wasn’t a man,” said a quiet voice. All three others in the room turned to look at Caspian. The young man’s cheeks flushed.
 
   “So what was it?” Begrum did not so much as raise an eyebrow at this new information, though he seemed rattled. Clearly he was a man that, despite his chosen surroundings, did not like to be kept in the dark.
 
   Caspian shrugged. “A creature, made of metal,” he replied. “Beyond that, I cannot say.” Cannot or will not? Raven wondered, thinking about the strange cylinder he had taken from the body. And then there was the matter of his knowing how to dispatch the creature. Has he encountered them before?
 
   Begrum chewed thoughtfully for a few moments, considering his words. “But it’s dead?” Raven nodded, and he appeared satisfied. “Then you did the city a favour, but don’t expect to be paid for it. It’s a puzzle, but we have ways of getting to the bottom of it.”
 
   “Good, well, we’ll not bother sending you a bill in that case,” said Cole. “But if that’s all then we’d better be going.”
 
   With a sudden jerk of his arm, the bearded man slammed the point of his knife into the tabletop. “None that come in here leave until I says so,” he growled.
 
   “Is this how you treat all those new to the city?” Raven asked, unimpressed by the threat.
 
   Begrum smiled, an oddly out-of-place expression on his brutish face. “Only those that interest me.” He worked the blade from the table and cut another slice of apple. “Strange stories reach my ears from time to time,” he continued, through a mouthful of the fruit. “Why, only this morning, my little mice saw the old Talgarth carriage pull into town, with two guards no less. Now, we knows those old skinflints of old; many a young lad of mine has dipped their fingers into a Talgarth purse and come away even poorer. Stranger still, once they were out of sight of the gates, the guards wander off. It was almost like that pair was trying to sneak into the city unnoticed. Would you know anything about that?”
 
   “Perhaps those guards had just reached the end of their service with the Tagarths.” Raven’s face gave nothing away.
 
   “Could be,” Begrum conceded. “Still, it’s very unusual for that old buzzard to willingly let go of anything she’s paid for once she’s got her claws into it. But perhaps it is as you say.” He leaned back in his chair and fixed her with his gaze. “I do sit up and take notice though when those same guards break curfew to sneak a peek at that bloody tower. And here we are.” His eyes took in each of them in turn. “Why did you come to my city?” he asked, his voice soft yet no less threatening for that.
 
   “We’re thinking of joining the Order,” Cole blurted. “My friend here joined up last month and wrote to me about it, and I thought it sounded like fun.”
 
   The bearded man smiled pleasantly. “The next lie that falls from those lips will be your last, my lad,” he said mildly. “I repeat the question. It would be wise to answer truthfully.”
 
   Raven considered offering up another explanation, but she decided instead to roll the dice. “We seek entrance to the tower.” While the bearded man met her gaze, her hand slowly crept down to the hilt of the blade hanging at her belt.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “The Archon is planning something big. We don’t know exactly what, but we intend to stop it.” She shrugged. “It could even be happening now. By holding us here you risk allowing him to succeed.”
 
   “What makes you think this?” The bearded man’s tone was ice.
 
   Raven laughed. “Have you looked at the sky recently? Between the lightning storm sitting right above his tower and the green fire shooting up every night, it’s quite a show. What about all the happy, smiling people with green gems around their neck?”
 
   “There’s also the small matter of a monastery to the north, slaughtered to a man at his command,” Cole added. There was no hint of mockery in his tone this time.
 
   Begrum rubbed the sides of his mouth thoughtfully. “I hadn’t heard about that.” He seemed troubled. “The rest of what you say is true. But you’re wrong about one thing... it all goes down tomorrow night, not now.”
 
   “How can you be so sure?” Raven asked, her brow furrowed.
 
   “Here I thought I was the one asking the questions.” Begrum’s fingers tapped the wooden tabletop. “My little mice have heard tell that the emperor, Max the Great himself, will be visiting the tower tomorrow. My gut tells me that’s when whatever the Order has been cooking up will happen. And my gut is never wrong.”
 
   Raven glanced at Cole, who shrugged and nodded. “It... seems a reasonable assumption,” she admitted. “All the more reason to release us. The tower is well guarded and it will take time to come up with a plan to gain entry.”
 
   Begrum stared at her for a few moments, before suddenly banging on the table with his fist. A heartbeat later, Jax pushed open the door. “You can leave whenever you wish,” the bearded man said with a sweeping gesture. But before they could move, he added, “Or you could stay and we’ll work it out between us.”
 
   Raven turned to face him. “Are you saying you want to help us?” She didn’t attempt to conceal her doubt. “You don’t strike me as the altruistic type. What’s your interest in this?”
 
   Begrum glanced at the shaven-headed boy. “Go and fetch him,” he muttered. When the urchin scampered away, he turned back to the three of them. “You think just because we’re thieves and cutpurses that we don’t care about our city? Our country? A strong Empire is best for all of us. I’m as patriotic as the next man.”
 
   “Not to mention that purses become a lot lighter in times of trouble,” said Caspian. Raven was impressed with Cole’s old friend; despite his nervous disposition he seemed determined not to be cowed by the thief-master.
 
   “If you mean to insult me you’ll need to try a lot harder,” the bearded man replied dismissively. “That’s one reason, but not the only one. If some stuck-up noble or fat merchant decides to follow the green star, that’s their look out. But my little lads and lasses are going missing, and that bothers me.”
 
   “What do you mean, missing?” Raven asked.
 
   “One day they’re running around like good little mice, the next they get nabbed and don’t come back.”
 
   “Perhaps they get sent to prison,” Cole offered.
 
   Begrum shook his head. “Remember that one lad I mentioned before?” He drew his thumb across his neck. “Certain whispers reached me and I paid good gold to spring him from the Clink. That was weeks ago. He was the last one to come out from there, and as best we can tell, none are left inside. A couple of my lads swear they’ve seen some of our lost lambs going in and coming out of the tower... but no sign of chains, save the silver one around their necks.”
 
   Cole and Raven shared a knowing look. “We believe you,” she said. “The question is, what are we going to do about it?”
 
   Before he could answer, the room’s door banged open and two others entered. The one standing in the doorframe with his hand resting firmly on the other’s shoulder could have been the twin of the bouncer she had seen earlier. The man who was pushed into the room by this giant was bearded, like the thief-master, but fairer of face. Unlike the tavern’s other patrons, his clothes were scrupulously neat. As he came into the room, his face lit up with a broad grin and he slapped the young man standing beside Cole on the back. “Caspian!” he cried. “What the blazes are you doing here?” Then, when he caught sight of the figure next to him, the man’s mouth hung open in surprise. “Cole! Is it really you? I had thought that your journey might perhaps bring you this far, but it is good to see you.”
 
   “Captain Brandt!” Cole beamed and clasped the older man’s hand. “Cas told me that you’d made it to the city. I wish I’d known you were coming this way, it would have made my journey a lot easier.”
 
   “Don’t count on it,” the captain replied with a grim smile. He turned his gaze upon Raven. “And who’s this?”
 
   Over the next minute or so, they made the necessary introductions. It seemed the captain had stumbled into the tavern earlier that night in the course of his intelligence-gathering, and the nature of his questions had aroused the thieves’ suspicions. Fortunately his incarceration had been brief and not too unpleasant.
 
   Begrum seemed irritated by the display. “Well isn’t this a heart-warming reunion.” His tone was withering. “Shall we continue with business before I bring my supper back up?” When they quieted, he smiled thinly. “Have you any thoughts about how you will get inside the tower?”
 
   “A couple,” Raven replied. “When I went to the plaza, I saw several iron grates in the ground. If there’s a sewer, then it’s likely that it connects to the tower and...” she tailed off as Begrum sat shaking his head.
 
   “We had a similar notion,” he told her. “I sent a few of my little mice into the tunnels to investigate, but it’s no good. There is a way in, but it’s blocked off by steel bars as thick as your arm, set deep inside the rock. It would take days to cut through.”
 
   Raven was undeterred. “Then we climb. We’ll find a rope and grapple and...”
 
   “And you’ll fall and break your necks,” the bearded man finished. “The outside of the tower is smoother than my arse, and it’s a hundred feet or more until the first open window. Even if you don’t fall, the guards will see you and shoot you down before you reach it.”
 
   This time, Raven felt slightly put out. “It feels like you already have a plan in mind,” she said, crossing her arms again. “Why don’t you share it with us?”
 
   “Well, it seems to me that the only way you’ll get into that tower is through the front door,” he replied, holding her gaze.
 
   “That’s your plan?” Raven threw up her hands. “There are twenty guards at least, and probably more inside. And only four of us?” She glanced at her companions. The captain was likely able to handle himself, but Cole was raw at best and his skinny friend was a completely unknown quantity. “It’s suicide,” she said firmly. “We’d need an army to get in through the front.”
 
   Begrum pushed back his chair and stood. He was not a large man, she saw now, but there was a burly strength to him that suggested he was more than accustomed to the physical aspects of his profession. His beard parted in a wolfish grin, revealing a golden tooth that shone in the candlelight. “Now that,” he said, “I can help you with.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 32
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The threat that had gripped the city in a state of fear since the first days of winter had been ended, though it would be some time before most noted its passing. For the present, the curfew remained in place and, when the dawn arrived, the streets of Ehrenburg were at peace. Or so it seemed.
 
   Some of its inhabitants remained simply unaware that the night had ended, the dark clouds brewing above the city serving to obscure the sun’s rays. Others, though aware of the hour, were unwilling to venture out of doors. The gathering maelstrom above their heads was unlike anything they had ever seen; an anomaly of weather that had little of the natural about it. Across the breakfast tables of Ehrenburg, grim-faced citizens muttered about ill omens, though all were at a loss as to what, if anything, it might portend or what should be done about it.
 
   Many more, however, awoke as they ever did, their breast filled with a calm serenity that they ascribed to their devotion to their new-found faith. For some reason that none could ever explain, however, upon waking these disciples of enlightenment were always overcome with a great weariness; a draining of energies that left them unable to do more than sit awhile before feeling able to start their day. If any spared a thought for the green gem they wore morning, noon and night, it was simply to regard it as a pretty bauble, albeit one they were oddly loath to ever be without.
 
   In his sleeping chamber, perched far above the city streets, the Archon was none of these things. He woke with a start, his fingers clutching at his bedsheets. Damp with sweat, the nightshirt he wore clung unpleasantly to his back.
 
   The dream was always the same. It was the one that boy had touched briefly upon, that day he had returned to that frozen rock in the middle of the ocean. Growing up there, he had left it as soon as he was able, and had it been up to him alone he would never have returned. But my life is no longer my own.
 
   Despite the panic still tightening his chest, the Archon closed his eyes and lay back, enjoying these first few minutes after waking as best he could. It was only in these brief moments, so few and far between, that he was truly himself. All too soon, he knew, his god would return to him.
 
   As it always did at these times, his mind raced. There was so much he wished to think on, and the time was so fleeting. Images flashed by his closed eyelids. Fragments of a distant childhood in the south. His mother, her easy smile replaced by tears. Untold days waiting expectantly as men returned to the village, swords wrapped in bundles upon their backs and shadows behind their eyes; the number of those returning fewer than had set out the summer before. Being packed off and sent to be raised among the priests, his young mind uncomprehending. Years of his life lost among musty tomes and meaningless rites. Breaking free to search for greater truths; for the god he believed must exist, not the one he had been told to obey.
 
   And deep down in the endless dark, far from any home he had ever known, he had found Him.
 
   He shied away from that memory; it was enough to relive that moment of terrible discovery every night in his dreams. Instead, he tried to focus on the question he always came back to, one that he never came any closer to answering. My name, he thought forlornly. What was my name?
 
   In his mind, his god stirred. He felt the slither of scales across the edge of his thoughts, like the unfurling of a great serpent.
 
   YOU ARE MINE. WHAT NEED HAVE YOU FOR A NAME?
 
   He cowered in his bed as the thunderous voice assaulted his brain. Each word struck him like a physical blow. Thankfully, it was rare for his god to speak to him directly. Whenever He did, though, His tone was as it was now; cruel and mocking. “I’m sorry, lord,” he whispered. His hands were clamped protectively over his ears, though it did not help. “Forgive my foolish thoughts.”
 
   He felt the presence demur. Then, with almost casual disregard it reached out and overwhelmed him. The Archon’s limbs twitched as the alien influence spread along them. A mind as old as time looked out through his eyes. There was a brief moment of disorientation, the strange feeling of two disparate beings occupying the same space, and then his perspective changed. He felt his purpose clearly once more, knew what needed to be done.
 
   A callous smile crawled across the Archon’s face as he climbed from his bed. A memory of that fateful day in the bowels of the earth came to him again. But this time he was filled with gratitude that his god had blessed him with an aspect of His power, a gift beyond value, and sent him out into the world to carry out His will. And tonight all our years of planning will finally bear fruit, he thought, exultantly.
 
   When he was dressed, the Archon left his sleeping chamber and climbed the short flight of steps that lead to the tower’s summit. At the top of the Spire was a vast, open room, in the centre of which was what most simply referred to as The Device. He approached it, and ran a hand lovingly across the cold metal surface. Soon.
 
   If there was any part left of the man he used to be, that rebelled against these actions much as it had done on countless other occasions, it was restricted to a faint, tiny flicker at the back of his mind. The Archon ignored it.
 
    
 
   *      *      *
 
    
 
   In the backstreets and thieves’ dens of Copperton, the day passed in a frenzy of activity. With their plans laid, Begrum had been unwilling to let any of his new cohorts back onto the street, so Cole, Raven, Caspian and Captain Brandt stayed within the murky tavern and watched helplessly as numerous bodies of all shapes and sizes scurried back and forth carrying out their master’s orders.
 
   The thief-master had at least seen fit to send runners to their various hostelries to fetch their packs. Any qualms the innkeepers may have held in handing over the belongings of their guests to the bare-footed street urchins that presented themselves at their back doors vanished in the face of a clinking purse.
 
   Despite the hustle and bustle around them, Cole felt at a loose end. His own preparations had taken just the time needed to retrieve his sword from his pack and attach the scabbard to his belt. It might help if I knew what I was preparing for, he thought.
 
   In the absence of anything better to do, he whiled away the day talking to the captain and Caspian about their own travels. His face paled when Captain Brandt spoke of the destruction of the Havørn and the death of half its crew; men he had known, if not well. It brought to his mind a dream he recalled having some weeks before, but kept it to himself. The captain was still clearly grieving for his loss, and it seemed frivolous to mention it.
 
   Of particular interest was their account of the strange city they had found beneath the northern mountains. “And you think the creature we fought last night came from there?” he asked, when they described what they had seen there.
 
   Caspian drew out two cylinders from his robe. “I found this last night after your friend’s encounter in the street,” he said, indicating one. “But this other I took from another being of similar construction that we found there.” He handed over both objects.
 
   Cole weighed them up in his hands, then turned them, one after the other, examining the surfaces of each. “They’re the same,” he said after a pause.
 
   “So it seems.” Caspian took them back and secreted them once again about his person. “At the least we can speculate that they were crafted by the same hands. I’m not sure yet what links them, but it seems too much of a coincidence to believe they are unrelated.”
 
   Raven listened to their tale without much comment. Most of the time, she was to be found standing at one of the tavern’s windows, staring up at the tower that dominated the skyline with a thoughtful expression. She held herself stiffly, perhaps because of the bandage wrapped tightly around her ribcage... a task she had been assisted with by a blushing Caspian.
 
   When their tale was finished, a thought occurred to Cole. “Wait, what about the other member of your crew, the one who helped you to escape the Legion?”
 
   “Sten,” Captain Brandt said, with a sad smile. “He brought us practically to the city gates, but then on my orders he returned to his kinsmen in the Shadowlands.”
 
   “He seemed like he would be useful in a fight. It’s a shame he is not here to help us in this.”
 
   Caspian glanced at Captain Brandt, who stared at the floor. Cole got the sense that it had been a matter of disagreement between them. “Perhaps,” the captain replied. “He wanted to stay with us, Divine knows. It was my decision to send him away.” He sighed. “I just wanted to know that one of them had made it safely home.”
 
   Of their host, they caught but brief glimpses most of that day. On occasion, the squat, bearded thief-master clumped through the tavern, barking instructions to his army of lackeys as he passed by. Long after the morning had given way to the afternoon, however, Begrum strode up to them and clapped his hands. “The hour draws near,” he told them. “My little mice have seen the emperor and that bastard son of his getting into a carriage. Even now they approach the tower.”
 
   Captain Brandt looked up sharply. “Prince Adelmar will stand against us?”
 
   Begrum grinned. “Not unless he’s grown wings since the last time I clapped eyes on him and can fly faster than an eagle. No, it’s the younger, Jarrod. Had a face like a slapped arse to boot.”
 
   “What does it mean?” Cole asked.
 
   “It means that it’s time to put on your dancing shoes, my lad. Grab whatever you need, we’re leaving.”
 
   “What do you say, Grume?” Cole whispered into his pouch, one of the items retrieved by the street-children, while the others stirred themselves to follow the thief-master. “How about seeing this through to the end with us?”
 
   The boggit’s gleaming yellow eyes regarded him coolly. “Wot’s in it for me?”
 
   Cole thought. “The chance to be a hero? Gold? As much cat as you can eat?”
 
   “Fine, worrever.” The little creature replied in grudging tones. “I’ll come. Yer’d only go and get that fool ‘ead of yers lopped off if I weren’t there to keep an eye on yers.”
 
   Cole grinned. “I’ve grown very fond of you too.”
 
   “Faggorf.” The boggit continued to grumble as Cole closed the pouch, but he detected a note of affection in his tone. There’d been plenty of opportunities for him to leave them since that day in the swamp, had he a mind to do so. Yet he had been a near-constant companion on their trek across half the Empire.
 
   When they left the Charnel Arms, a full day after entering it, they were directed to follow after a throng of stern, flint-eyed men armed with an array of vicious-looking weaponry. Before he could take a step, though, Begrum laid a hand against the captain’s chest. “Not you, my jolly jack tar,” he growled. “You’re to follow Garling here to the docks.” He indicated a dour thief, cheeks dark with stubble, behind him.
 
   Captain Brandt appeared confused. “What? Why?”
 
   “I’ve a boat waiting there, one that’s well used to slipping in and out of the city without attracting the attention of the guards.” There was a flash of gold as the thief-master grinned. “Now, I’m not entirely sure how they’re going to react when you and your friends tweak the nose of the emperor’s chief advisor, or whatever it is you’re planning, but I thought it might be a good idea to have a means of escape lying close by.”
 
   “A welcome suggestion,” Cole interjected. “But does she not already have a captain?”
 
   “She did,” Begrum conceded with a shrug. “Unfortunately, he came down with a fatal case of believing that my money belonged in his pocket. A real tragedy, it was.” He gestured for the captain to leave in the direction of the harbour. “I thought with such an opening presenting itself, you’d be the perfect man for the job.”
 
   Captain Brandt stared at him for a moment, clearly torn between the desire to accompany his friends and the logic behind Begrum’s suggestion. Finally, he nodded. “Cole,” he said. “I’m afraid we’ll have to part ways here.”
 
   Cole was disappointed, but clasped the older man’s hand warmly. “You’d better have her ready to sail when we come running along the dock,” he told him.
 
   The captain grimaced. “I’ll wait as long as I can. But, Cole, I need you to do something for me.”
 
   “Anything.”
 
   “Do you still have that knife I gave you?”
 
   “I do,” Cole replied. Unconsciously, he felt for the leather sheath fastened at the small of his back.
 
   The captain’s gaze was unwavering. “When you see the whoreson whose orders saw my crew slain and my ship burned, bury it in his chest and tell him Olyvar Brandt sends his regards.” He waited until Cole nodded to show that he understood, then he turned and left without a further word.
 
   Cole stood watching until the captain’s retreating back was swallowed by the darkness. His parting words still echoed in his ears. He wondered if they would meet again after this night, and whether the old seafarer would be able to find peace whatever happened.
 
   Then, he turned and trotted after the gang of thieves and cut-throats making their way through the district’s alleys in the direction of the Spire, Raven and Caspian among them.
 
    
 
   *      *      *
 
    
 
   Trying to ignore the beery, stale-sweat smell of the half-dozen thieves that pressed close upon them in the shadows, Raven peered out across the tower plaza. There was no sign of the emperor’s carriage, but presumably it had beaten them there, for the number of guards had grown considerably from the night before.
 
   “Fifty,” she muttered under her breath. “More than we were expecting. Can your people handle it?”
 
   “Fifty, ‘unnerd, makes no odds,” the thief beside her sniffed. Mats, he was called, the appointed leader of their little troop. Like many of his fellows, his attire seemed composed of different scraps of dark clothing, beneath which an oiled leather vest creaked quietly. An unshaven face with narrow, darting eyes was topped by a ridiculous floppy hat with a long black plume, which gave him a curiously foppish air. “There’re more gutter rats in the city than Legion dogs, and there’s nothing a dog likes more than chasing. We’ll wait until they’re away from the entrance, then we goes in.”
 
   “Where’s Begrum?” Cole hissed from behind her.
 
   Mats chuckled. “I wouldn’t hold your breath waiting for the King of Copperton to join us, boy. By now he’ll have found some bolthole, dug in deeper than a tick on a mutt’s back while he waits for this all to blow over.”
 
   She nodded. It had seemed unlikely that the thief-master intended to join their assault on the Order’s tower. “Why does he help us? Why do you, for that matter?”
 
   “Been a long time coming, this has,” sniffed Mats. “You might as well say that it’s you helping us to bloody the emperor’s nose. Anyway,” he muttered, under his breath, “don’t see why Old Bones acts so superior, still dipped his wick where he shouldn’t have.”
 
   Raven transferred her attention back to the plaza. Then, she heard the signal they were waiting for. An owl’s hoot rang out through the dusk, and the thieves’ attack began. The eaves of the buildings around the edge of the plaza sprouted an army of huddled figures, and a deadly rain of arrows and bolts were loosed upon the armoured soldiers gathered around the base of the tower.
 
   With strangled cries, several of the guards fell, clutching at the wooden shafts protruding from their throats and faces. Only those initially caught unawares were felled by the thieves’ opening salvo, however. When they realised they were under attack, the guards raised their shields and formed a defensive ring against the onslaught.
 
   At a whistle, the rooftop figures melted away and small groups of fighters appeared at the entrances of two streets on opposite sides of the plaza. They didn’t engage the guards straight away, instead cajoling the Legion soldiers; hurling obscene insults and brandishing their weapons threateningly.
 
   “There isn’t very many of them,” Raven observed.
 
   “Just wait,” Mats assured her. “You don’t want to scare them off. Even a dog won’t just throw itself into a whole nest of rats.”
 
   Sure enough, she heard the guards’ officer barking orders, and two squads of ten were sent off towards each group of thieves. The latter appeared to retreat before the squads could engage them, rushing back along the streets away from the plaza. Undeterred, the guards pursued them and were soon lost from sight.
 
   “Idiots,” muttered Mats witheringly. “They’ll find that the only thing worse than fighting a bunch of our lads on their own turf is fighting them and the other bunch that just appeared from the alley behind them.” He grinned. “That’s the last we’ll see of them.”
 
   Raven gazed out at the plaza. The guardsmen had been more than halved by the thieves’ opening attacks, but still twenty remained. “Do we go now?” It seemed a big risk, still.
 
   “Almost,” came the reply. “Be ready.”
 
   Shortly after half their number had disappeared into the city, other shadowy figures began to emerge from the streets and alleys around the plaza. Raven was taken aback by their number; while they might lack the discipline of seasoned soldiers, they were at least four times as many as the armoured foe they faced. This time, there was no cunning plan. Their voices raised in guttural battle-cries, the thieves charged en masse, converging on the remaining guardsmen in a chaotic tide.
 
   The fighting was artless and brutish, and despite a staunch defence the guards were swiftly overwhelmed. There was a second, brief, flurry of action when the door to the tower crashed open and a dozen reinforcements poured through; alerted no doubt by the shouts from outside. This second clash was over as quickly as the first.
 
   “Now,” hissed Mats, and their small group hurried across the plaza to the tower entrance as the last of the sun’s light faded. “It was nice for them to open the door for us,” he added with a leer. “That saved us a bit of work.”
 
   Raven glanced at the mass of bodies around them. It didn’t escape her notice that at least as many wore the thieves’ distinctive dark clothing as the imperial sigil. “It seems like a heavy price to pay,” she murmured.
 
   She hadn’t expected a reply, but Mats offered one nonetheless. “That’s the way of it for most of us down here,” he shrugged. “There’s no life cheaper than a gutter rat’s.”
 
   They hurried through the tower entrance. It felt like they had been building up to this moment for so long, that to now be standing inside was a slightly surreal experience. She looked around at their surroundings while Mats issued orders to the surviving thieves. They stood within a grand entrance hall, its walls dripping with Order regalia. Looking at their green star emblem was enough to send a chill shiver along her spine. But of the Brothers themselves, there was no sign.
 
   “What are you waiting for, a fucking invitation?” Mats asked hotly. “Let’s get up those stairs while we’ve still time.”
 
   “Are they all coming up with us?” Cole asked, watching as a large group of dark figures made themselves comfortable around the hall.
 
   “A bunch of lads will stay inside, bolt the door and watch our backs, the rest will hang around in the streets outside and keep an eye on the place,” Mats told him. “If any of the guards made it back to the palace we can expect a lot more to follow. Whatever you’ve got planned, it best be quick.”
 
   They found the stone spiral staircase leading inexorably upwards with little difficulty. As they trooped cautiously towards their goal, Raven found herself wondering, not for the first time, what their plan actually was.
 
    
 
   *      *      *
 
    
 
   At the rear of their group, Caspian was unable to keep himself from running a hand along the column that rose all the way up the centre of the staircase. He didn’t need to ask the others if they had noticed it, for surely it was impossible not to. A smooth column of green crystal, humming and pulsing with light. To the touch it was very slightly warm, while faint vibrations seemed to emanate from far beneath them. It doesn’t behave like any crystal I have ever seen. The thought did not fill him with confidence.
 
   They climbed in near-silence, broken only by the soft expletives of the thieves, who regarded the glowing column with deep suspicion. As far as he could tell, though, Cole and the one he travelled with, Raven, hadn’t appeared terribly surprised by its presence. He wondered at what else they had encountered in their journey to make them react so indifferently to something that to him seemed to radiate malevolence.
 
   The staircase ran up through the centre of the tower like a spine, and every twenty or so feet they climbed a closed doorway led to a new floor. They passed each of these without investigation. “Why are you so certain we must climb all the way to the top?” he asked, mildly annoyed, after one such occasion.
 
   Cole simply shrugged. “It just feels right,” he explained. “Besides, for every other door we poke our heads through, we risk alerting more guards to our presence.”
 
   It was a fair reason, he supposed. Still, despite the danger that both surrounded and awaited them, he found their ascent as much of a grind as he had the last time he had encountered a similar spiral staircase. The memory of his time beneath the mountain was still fresh in his thoughts, as a flash of movement to his right caught his attention.
 
   They were passing by another door, this one with a small open grille set into it. Caspian turned towards it with a start. Cole’s feet had already disappeared around the bend above his head, when there was another quick movement beyond the grille. The fluttering of something small, but it had been too fast for him to identify it.
 
   “Cas? What are you doing?” Cole had evidently noted his absence.
 
   “There’s something here,” he hissed back. “In this room.”
 
   “So? I doubt the other rooms we’ve passed have been empty. Come on, we need to hurry.”
 
   Caspian stood firm. “I’m going to see what it is. I think... it’s important, somehow.” He couldn’t explain why he felt that, so didn’t attempt to do so.
 
   He heard indistinct mutterings above him, a whispered argument and then others began to troop back down to where he stood. “Are you sure about this?” asked Raven, doubtfully.
 
   Caspian didn’t reply. Tentatively, he tried the door-handle and was slightly surprised to find that it was unlocked. He stepped through it into a large, dim room. Nothing but darkness lay beyond small, barred windows near the roof, so the room’s only light came from a number of burning candles set on various surfaces.
 
   “What is this place?” Cole asked from behind him.
 
   Caspian looked around. There were several long benches, across the tops of which were scattered a variety of tools, materials and miscellaneous oddments. The ceiling was lined with wooden beams, from which hung mysterious objects. In one far corner, beneath a stone flume, stood a small furnace, the coals of which glowed with a faint red light. “I think it’s a workshop,” he said. “Though what it’s doing here I couldn’t say.”
 
   They began to wander among the benches, shelves and strange, hunched objects that lay beneath canvas sheets. Curiosity got the better of Caspian, and he lifted the edge of one such sheet to see what it covered. With a gasp, he stumbled backwards into a cluttered bench. The noise alerted the others.
 
   “What is it?” Cole asked, frowning at the pale expression on his face.
 
   Caspian could only point a trembling hand towards the sheet, which had fallen back into place as he tripped. Between them, Cole and Raven raised it again. As he had before, Caspian saw his own startled eyes reflected back at him from a smooth black metal plate. Cole tapped it with a knuckle, producing a small bell-like noise. “How is that possible?” he asked Raven. “We smashed it to pieces it only last night. Even if it could be repaired in that time, its head still sits above the bar of the Charnel Arms.”
 
   Raven threw the rest of the sheet aside. “There’s your answer,” she said.
 
   Caspian could only stare, agog, at the rows of metal beings. These were bare of the black cloak worn by the other they had encountered, but otherwise appeared identical.
 
   Cole seemed amused by his friend’s discomfort. “Don’t worry, Cas. These ones don’t seem to be active.”
 
   “For how long?” Caspian was about to suggest that they resume their climb up the tower, and quickly, when there was another flutter of movement in the corner of his eye. He turned towards it, and a moment later a small butterfly flitted into his vision. He reached out a hand and the tiny creature landed upon it. When he raised it to his face, he couldn’t believe his eyes. It was not a living creature at all, but a construction of minute metal strips, wheels and sheets so thin they were almost transparent. In its back span a cylinder no bigger than a grain of rice.
 
   The others crowded around him. On his palm, the delicate contraption slowly opened and closed its brightly coloured wings, parchment thin, but seemed otherwise unperturbed by their presence. “I know of no smith with the skill to craft this,” Raven said wonderingly.
 
   There was a rustle from above their heads. “No human smith, perhaps,” intoned a deep voice.
 
   Caspian jumped, and the sudden movement sent the metal butterfly fluttering away across the workshop. The thieves’ weapons were immediately in their hands, and they all scanned the ceiling. “Who’s there?” Raven demanded. “Show yourself.”
 
   “As you wish.”
 
   Just then, one of the huddled shadows clinging to the rafters detached itself from the rest. It uncoiled gracefully towards the ground, until a hideous, inhuman visage hung upside-down before them.
 
   For a heartbeat none moved. Then Mats cried out angrily and went to swing his sword at the creature. Caspian reacted instantly, jumping to place himself between the weapon and its intended target. “Outta my way,” the foppish thief growled angrily.
 
   “No.” Caspian shook his head. “I won’t let you hurt him.”
 
   “Him?” The thief was incredulous. “What is this you’re blathering about? This is some beast belonging to the Order, or some devil they’ve conjured. We should kill it now before it does the same to us.”
 
   “You’re wrong,” said Caspian firmly. “I’ve seen his like before.” He frowned. “Well, sort of.”
 
   Cole gawped. “You mean this is...”
 
   Caspian nodded. “He’s a Delver.”
 
   “It has been many years since last I heard that word.” With a stretch, the creature dropped from the ceiling, and then raised itself to its full height above them. Caspian took in the four arms, the insectoid eyes and mandibles, the broad snout. It was almost as if the statue they had found far beneath the mountain had come to life. The creature was almost entirely white, though he could not tell if that was due to age or an existence spent below the earth. It regarded him curiously. “You said that you had seen others like me?” Its tone was hopeful.
 
   “We found a city underground,” he replied. “Below the mountains we call the Dragon’s Back. There was a room full of great furnaces, and above it a place that looked like a hive forged of steel.”
 
   The creature appeared crestfallen. “Ah... I know the place. There are none left there now. I thought perhaps you had found others... it was a foolish hope.” It reached out a gnarled claw as the butterfly flitted past. The tiny device landed upon it.
 
   “You built all these things, didn’t you?” Raven pointed at the rows of metal humanoids they had uncovered. “You created the monster that attacked us, that killed all those people.”
 
   “You have met one of the Children?” The creature hung its head, ashamed. “What you say is true, it was by my skill that they were built, given life. However, I was but the hammer, wielded by the hand of another.”
 
   Caspian looked then at the creature’s body. He saw the network of scratches and scars. Some were old, faded. Others were fresh and raw. There were burn marks on its legs and several of its arms, while he noticed that two fingers of one hand were missing. “You’re a prisoner here,” he said.
 
   The creature nodded. “I was captured a long time ago, by one who resides above. He came to one of our cities, with a number of his thralls. He found me.”
 
   “What happened to you?” Cole asked. “Your people, I mean.”
 
   With tender care, the creature blew softly upon the butterfly’s wings and sent it fluttering back into the air of the workshop. “The same that has happened to all the peoples of our land, or will, in time. An insidious poison.”
 
   “The crystals,” Raven said flatly.
 
   “Yes.” There was a great sadness in its voice. “A poison that seems at first a wonderful cure. Later, we discovered that it affects each race that becomes exposed to it differently.” It sighed. “In our case, it was at one time our greatest strength, before it became the death of my people.”
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “For years beyond count, my people had honed our skill with metals and alloys,” the creature replied. “Ours was a society of industry, of wonders beyond imagining. Then we discovered the crystals, and it was as though all our works up until then were as primitive as the first daubs of children learning to draw. Our technomancers found a way to infuse our metals with the crystals, and that by doing so, in conjunction with the appropriate runes and other secrets of the forge, we could give life to our creations.”
 
   Caspian stared again at the rows of metallic assassins. “They are alive?” He wasn’t sure whether to be impressed or appalled.
 
   “Not true life,” the creature assured him. “They can be given simple instructions and will act upon them. But they do not tire, or grow old. For a while, our society prospered, built upon the backs of uncomplaining workers and servants stronger than any of our kind. It freed us to devote ourselves to higher pursuits.” It looked at the floor. “It was unfortunate that none ever thought to investigate the other effects of this miracle substance.”
 
   “What do you mean?” asked Cole.
 
   “It was a viper in our midst,” the creature continued. “It meant a death so slow that we barely noticed it happening. We became indolent, sluggish. Where once we laboured, now we rested. When our deaths came we merely passed from one sleep to another. All the while, the Children looked after us, as they always had. It took a century, perhaps more. I had been a young apprentice, still learning my craft, when we first began to feel the effects. By the time I was alone I was old and tired. I was ready to meet my fate, to follow my kin, my friends and colleagues, into the great beyond, when the green-eyed man found me.”
 
   “He tortured you,” said Caspian. “What did he want of you?”
 
   “An army,” said the creature, simply. “He looked upon all that we had created and saw not art but the means of conquest. For years, I refused. What parent could force such a fate upon their Children? To my eternal shame, eventually I relented. But the results of my work did not please him. The Children are strong, but cannot long withstand physical punishment; they act, but cannot think for themselves, or adapt to the ebb and flow of battle. For a time, I thought that perhaps he would put an end to my suffering. But one day he came and asked for a creation capable of stalking a single target. An assassin that could strike from the shadows. This time, the fruits of my labour pleased him.”
 
   Raven had remained silent throughout much of the creature’s tale. “You said that the crystals affect races differently,” she said, once he had finished. “What effect do they have on humans?”
 
   The creature’s head swivelled to face her. “From what I have observed, the crystals seem to pervert whatever they touch. In our case, they turned our industry into sloth. Though my experience of your kind is limited, I’m afraid to say the humans I’ve encountered have been violent, aggressive, arrogant.” Caspian tried to avoid making eye contact with the thieves. “It seems the crystals strip away these negative qualities, bringing peace and tranquillity in their place.”
 
   “Well, that doesn’t sound so bad,” said Cole cheerfully. “Perhaps we should just go back and let the Archon get on with whatever he’s got planned.”
 
   The creature did not smile. A pair of sad eyes fastened onto him. “Is a prisoner who cannot see the bars on his windows, the lock upon his door, not still a prisoner? The crystals rob your kind of their will to fight, to stand against those that would take their freedom. Ours was the death of our bodies, your kind will see the death of your minds, your spirits. But I fear that is not the worst.”
 
   “How did I know there was going to be more?” asked Raven.
 
   “The energies the crystals drain do not simply dissipate,” the creature intoned. “They are collected, channelled. When this tower neared completion, the green-eyed man bade me work on a device for him, a chamber of metal and crystal combined. Its purpose is to gather all the negative essence that has been siphoned from your kind, and I believe its time is drawing near.”
 
   Caspian thought about the dark storm clouds gathering above the tower, and the columns of green fire they had all seen in the night sky. “What does he mean to do?”
 
   The creature shook its head sadly. “I was never told of his intentions. Whatever it is, it requires great power.” 
 
   Raven frowned. “If what he says is true, then we’re running out of time,” she said. “We’ve tarried here long enough. It’s time to go and confront the Archon.”
 
   The thieves nodded, and the rest of his companions began to troop from the workshop. Caspian watched them sadly. “I’m not coming,” he said in a quiet voice.
 
   Cole turned back. “What?”
 
   Caspian turned to the creature. “What should we call you?”
 
   It considered the question. “The being I once was is gone. But you can call me Builder. It will suffice.”
 
   Caspian turned back to his friend. “We can’t leave Builder here. If we succeed then the guards will no doubt kill him in the confusion. If we fail, he’ll still be the Archon’s prisoner.” His jaw jutted defiantly. “I’m going to take him away, to the docks where the captain awaits us.”
 
   Cole appeared disappointed. “Are you sure? How will you get there?”
 
   “We’ll manage, somehow. Hopefully you will not be too long behind us.”
 
   “Cas, we need you.”
 
   Caspian smiled sadly. “You don’t. I’m no fighter, and you know more about what’s happening than I do. I didn’t mean to end up here. Ever since the captain found me at the Crag, I’ve been swept along by the tide. But this...” He glanced at the tall creature beside him. “I feel that this is why I’m here.”
 
   In the end, the thief, Mats, dispatched one of his men to accompany them to the wharf where Begrum’s ship was moored. After shaking hands a final time, Caspian watched his friend resume his climb up the tower towards his fate, knowing in his heart he had made the right decision.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 33
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   As they climbed the final winding steps leading to the tower’s summit, the sound of voices raised in chant reached their ears. Shortly after Caspian had departed with the enigmatic Builder in tow, the stair veered away from the spine of the colossal structure, and they appeared to now be following its outer wall. Cole heard a mighty crack as lightning struck the stone outside, and even within the air felt charged.
 
   Eventually, their path carried them to a heavy door carved from dark wood and bounded with iron. Cole could feel his heart pounding in his chest as he reached a hand out towards it. After all this time, after all the leagues he had travelled and all the dangers he had faced, beyond this door he would finally confront the man whose actions put him on this path.
 
   Merryl. Harri. Faerloren and the Baron. Everything has led me to this moment. Cole glanced behind to see Raven standing on the step below. Their eyes met, and he saw glacial determination there. She had been there by his side for most of it as well. Perhaps she would never trust him, not fully, but he felt that they had still forged a close bond on their journey. But where has it brought us? he wondered. Seeing him hesitate, Raven nodded encouragement. Cole steeled himself, and pushed the door open.
 
   “Well, at least we know why we didn’t run into anybody further down,” he observed, surveying the scene that greeted them.
 
   The top of the tower was a single, enormous hall, the floor of which was filled by hundreds of brown-robed Brothers. Dozens of cowled faces turned in their direction as they entered, their expressions blank. Thralls. Cole recalled the word Builder had used. He thought back to the curiously emotionless men who had tried to capture him that night at the Crag. The word was apt. But why? he thought. The Brothers who raised me were not affected so.
 
   Above the heads of the throng rose a giant apparatus unlike any he had seen before, though if Caspian was there he might have recognised some of it. At its top was a great, hollow sphere, made up of different circular bands fitted within one another. Slowly, almost imperceptibly, the bands were spinning at different angles. Beneath this sphere was a chamber, from which emanated a now-familiar green glow. Behind this edifice stood a gigantic green crystal, far larger than any he had seen before now; larger, even, than the pillar that had sprung up in Strathearn. It reached clear from the floor all the way to the vaulted ceiling far above.
 
   This crystal sat in the very centre of the floor. Surely it could not be the tip of the column they had all noted as they climbed? Yet, as impossible as that seemed, it appeared to be true. The crystal was shaped like the head of a spear, albeit a very large one, and above the pointed tip was an aperture set into the tower’s roof. Despite the oblique angle and distance, from where Cole stood the black storm clouds beyond this hole were clearly visible.
 
   As they entered, the crowd parted before them. Standing just in front of the strange metallic chamber was a familiar figure, a faint smile playing upon his lips. Green eyes glittered in recognition as they caught sight of him. The Archon was flanked by two men, one young and the other far older, that he had not laid eyes on before.
 
   “It is good to see you again, my boy.” The Archon’s voice carried easily across the hall. “I had started to worry that you would be too late to bear witness to our triumph. You may approach.”
 
   Cole’s feet felt oddly light as he began to walk along the cleared path between the Brothers, towards the man he had crossed an Empire to confront. As the others began to follow behind him, however, the Archon grinned broadly and wagged a finger, as one would admonish a wayward child. “Not the curs.”
 
   Before they could react, the Brothers nearest to them grabbed the thieves from behind, knives suddenly appearing in their hands. In the blink of an eye the blades were drawn across the throats of the struggling men. Mats was the last to fall, eyes bulging and mouth gaping like a landed fish. The deed done, the Brothers secreted their weapons once more and calmly rejoined their fellows. Not a single word had been uttered during the brief struggle.
 
   After his initial shock passed, Cole’s anger flared. “Did you look in my Brothers’ eyes as you killed them?” he demanded, marching towards the smiling Archon. “Did you even deign to wield a weapon of your own, or did you get your lackeys to carry out your dirty work even then?”
 
   Raven hurried along at his side, casting wary glances at the ranks of brown-robed men that surrounded them. Her hands rested on the hilts of her swords, caught between the instinct to arm herself and the desire to not provoke a similar response. They both stopped a dozen yards from the Archon. Standing this close to the metal sphere and the strange chamber below, Cole felt a faint thrum from the stone floor through the soles of his boots. But it was the small group standing before it that held his attention.
 
   The Archon’s eyes seemed to dance with ill-concealed amusement when he spoke. “The mewlings of a cub groping to understand matters of which it has no conception. What?” he went on, grinning at the expression on Cole’s face that greeted his words. “Did you expect that all you had to do was would march up here, state your demands and all would be revealed to you? Tell me, boy, in these fantasies, was I cowering beneath the force of your righteous fury, racked with guilt for all I have done?” He laughed. “While I am grateful that you have delivered yourself directly into my hands, it would be wise to prepare yourself for disappointment. Hold them.”
 
   At his order, rough hands shot out from behind and gripped them firmly. Cole struggled against his captors, the cords on his neck standing out as he strained to reach his tormentor. “Explain yourself, wretch!” he roared. “I command you!” As the words left his mouth, he felt a force push out from himself. It was a similar sensation to what he had felt inside Harri’s fever dream. A surge of energy that travelled the length of his body, from the soles of his feet, gathering strength like a tidal wave as it rose through his chest and exploded from the front of his mind. To his amazement, the Archon staggered as though he had been struck.
 
   The smug grin vanished from his face. “It is true, then,” he said, after taking a moment to compose himself. There was no mistaking the menacing edge to his voice this time. “My old adversary.” 
 
   Cole frowned. “Adversary?” he echoed. “You must be mistaken. This is only the second time our paths have crossed.”
 
   The Archon’s sly smile returned. “Oh, we have danced this dance of ours before, old friend. So, you wish to understand why those that you cared for had to be... removed? What then? Will that knowledge bring them back? Will it ease your guilt?”
 
   Cole hesitated. “No, but... my guilt?”
 
   “Of course. Is that not what has driven you all this way, what has weighed down upon your every step? The knowledge that if not for you, that if some other bawling urchin was dropped on their doorstep in your place, they would still live. That even now they would be cataloguing seaweed and believing their work has some relevance.” The Archon’s eyes bore into his own. “How would you feel if you knew that those who raised you cared nothing for you, that you were nothing more to them than another specimen to be experimented on? Would your thirst for vengeance be at all quenched if you knew that all that was done and said to you by those oh-so-friendly brethren was on my orders?”
 
   For a moment, Cole made no reply. He felt his resolve waver for the first time. What the Archon said carried the ring of truth. Or much of it. But then, he remembered Merryl, the kindness he had always shown him. How he risked all to rescue him that night from the Archon’s clutches, even though it cost him his life. The memory rekindled the fire within him. “You’re wrong. Perhaps some were as you say, but not all. There were good men on the Crag, and you slaughtered them. Now I will know why.”
 
   “The cub flexes its claws.” The Archon chuckled. “So be it. Which answer do you seek, that I butchered them because I could, or that it simply amused me to do so? Which pleases you more? Both are true, after a fashion. That’s the nature of power, true power. That’s what this is all about, Dreamwalker. That’s what this has always been about.”
 
   Raven started at the mention of the name the Aevir had given Cole. “What do you want with him, monster?” she demanded. “You speak of power, yet for all your influence, all your followers, the truth is that you fear Cole. Don’t you?”
 
   The Archon’s luminous green eyes flicked to meet hers. “One of the Kin?” he murmured under his breath. Then, more loudly: “I thought your kind died out in these lands. Alas, it seems my assassins were not as thorough as I wished. If you think to stop us, dark one, I’m afraid you too will be disappointed.” His eyes glittered. “But by all means, you are welcome to watch the proceedings.”
 
   “I wonder if you will still feel the same with my blade buried in your chest,” she shot back, her cheeks flushed with rising anger.
 
   “A feisty wench, this one,” mocked the younger man beside the Archon. There was a hungry, vulpine look in his eyes that made Cole’s skin crawl.
 
   “Quiet, boy,” barked the older one. “You are here on sufferance. Try just for once in your life not to bring shame down upon our family.” At his sharp reprimand, the younger man withdrew, head bowed obsequiously.
 
   Throughout this exchange, the Archon continued to study Raven. “I know you, do I not?” he mused. Then an oily smile spread across his face. “Wait... the smith’s girl? How could I forget that surly expression? Well,” he said, grinning, “isn’t this a touching reunion?”
 
   “I’m glad you remember that day.” Raven’s voice dripped with venom. “Once Cole has put an end to your schemes, we will share words, you and I. And you,” she spat, transferring her gaze to the older man. “What do you have to gain from allowing this murderer to seize all the power of the realm?”
 
   The subject of her ire shook his head sadly. “So much anger,” Emperor Maximilien replied, “yet you understand so little of what is about to take place here. The Order has taken nothing that was not offered, and has done nothing that it was not instructed to do. Everything that has happened, everything that is to happen, is for the greater good of all.”
 
   The emperor, Cole thought. How did I not recognise him immediately? While they had never met in person, the man’s likeness was on every minted coin in the land. “So it’s all you,” he said aloud. “While the Brothers gained followers and handed out their crystals, they were following your orders.” The emperor inclined his head. “You know what they do, too, don’t you?”
 
   “The Archon has always been forthright with me,” the emperor agreed.
 
   “Then why do you do this?”
 
   A dark cloud passed over the emperor’s face. “To carry on as we were meant destruction,” he said. “Our land is rife with sin, lust and sloth... people who do as little, as badly as they can get away with. Our nobles feud and scheme and jostle for scraps of power. Idlers and fools the lot of them.” He began to spit the words as he warmed to his theme. “It takes a firm hand to maintain order, and even then it is a poor excuse for such. The moment I die the realm will split into a hundred baronies ruled by a hundred petty lords, sparking a hundred wars that would last for generations and devastate our land. A century from now our people would be speaking Xanshi or Tenebrian or whatever they call their heathen tongues.” Specks of foam had appeared at the corners of his mouth. He is quite mad, Cole thought. “I didn’t unite the realm after my wastrel father brought us to the brink of ruin to see it happen again!”
 
   “So you seek to control people instead?” Raven snorted. “Force them to do what you think they should? It would be kinder to kill them.”
 
   The emperor gaped. He seemed appalled by the suggestion. “They are not unhappy. On the contrary, those who bear the Order’s gems are the most content in the land. What is better, to live a full, happy life and contribute to society, or to scrub around in the muck, exhausted and starving, only to be disembowelled by the first invader to reach our shores?”
 
   “Only one who rules could even ask such a question,” she snarled. “All the gold in the world is not worth the freedom of even one man, woman or child.” She laughed. “And when you die, what then? Do you intend to rule from beyond the grave?”
 
   Cole expected an angry response from the emperor, but the old man standing before them merely smiled benevolently. “After tonight, I don’t believe that will be required. You see, when the Archon activates his device, all the power of his god will flow through me. I will become immortal, born again in His fire. In a thousand years’ time my rule will still stand strong. Under my control, the glory of our Empire will last until the end of time. Is that not true, Archon?”
 
   “Most assuredly, Excellency,” the Archon replied, bowing. Honey dripped from his words. “Lord Maldonus has promised that you will receive all that you deserve... and more.”
 
   The emperor smiled indulgently. “You have my thanks for all your assistance in this matter, my friend. When I am sitting upon my eternal throne, you will be amply rewarded.”
 
   “Excellency, you are too kind.”
 
   “Wait,” Cole called out. “What god? The Order worships no deity. You tell your followers that humanity stands supreme.”
 
   The Archon smiled. “A convenient lie. But whether they know it or not, they take part in His communion, and bring us ever closer to His glorious return.”
 
   “All this talking. Why not just kill us?” Cole blurted. He instantly regretted his words.
 
   “Oh, but you are too important to my schemes, Dreamwalker. My power is great, but together...” He grinned. “Together we could crack open the heavens themselves. If I had only known you would deliver yourself to me in my moment of greatest triumph, I would not have gone to such lengths to track you down. As for you,” he continued, addressing Raven, “all that remains is for me to reintroduce you to an old acquaintance. As our young friend so keenly observed a short while ago, I prefer not to sully my own hands if I can help it.”
 
   The Archon’s eyes travelled past them, and as Cole turned he saw a huge form shoving its way through the throng towards them. I’m sure that the floor isn’t really quaking beneath his feet, Cole told himself. I’m absolutely positive that it’s just my imagination.
 
   Raven swore under her breath when Dantes, the Archon’s giant manservant, stood before them. Baleful eyes burned through the narrow slits of his mask. Considering those were the only features revealed, they gave away a surprising amount. Eyes that said I have followed you from the edge of the known world, across countless miles, through haunted forests, over mountains... and now you are mine.
 
   The giant’s metal arm hung loosely, though the steel fingers twitched menacingly. In the other, the one that at least remained human, was clasped an enormous warhammer. A normal man might have been able to wield it two-handed, but for Dantes it seemed to require no more effort than a child would need to hold a stick. His great chest heaved, sucking in huge, powerful breaths. Not from exertion, Cole realised with a sinking feeling, but from sheer, barely contained fury. As he appeared before them, the hands that had restrained them up until now released them.
 
   “Two against one hardly seems fair, I know,” the Archon said. “But I’m sure you’ll offer him some small amusement at least. Dantes,” he called to the giant. “Do as you wish with the girl, but try to ensure the boy has a few wits remaining in his skull when you are done with them.”
 
   “Cole, get behind me,” Raven told him, drawing her swords.
 
   Feeling like a coward, but not sure what else he should do, he obeyed. And then, at the summit of the Order’s tower, pandemonium broke out. It proceeded to do so for some time.
 
    
 
   *      *      *
 
    
 
   All things considered, Raven decided, she would rather have faced another of Builder’s metal creations than the Archon’s giant. Their last fight ended before it had begun, by the Aevir’s intervention... and it was not something that numbered among her many regrets.
 
   With a grunt, Dantes swung the warhammer down towards them. Raven shoved Cole backwards and rolled under the blow, which smashed into the floor of the chamber. When the weapon was lifted, she saw that where she had been standing the ground was dented and tiles had been shattered into hundreds of shards.
 
   The giant growled and swung again, this time sweeping the heavy weapon around in a chest-high arc. Again Raven ducked, and heard cries of pain as it mowed down a row of Brothers that had been standing too close. They flew lifelessly into the air, and soon their fellows were tripping over one another in their haste to get away.
 
   While the giant’s huge frame was still twisting with the follow-through of his swing, Raven sprang forward and slashed her blades down his side, feeling a small glow of triumph as rivers of blood welled instantly.
 
   The giant howled in pain, then flicked out his metal arm and struck her flank with inhuman force, knocking her from her feet. The breath was knocked out of her as she landed. The ribs she had bound tightly, hoping to protect, throbbed with pain. This time, when the warhammer swung down, she was barely able to roll aside in time. The aftershock as it hit empty tiles reverberated around her body.
 
   He’s too strong, she thought despairingly. I can wound him, but a single strike from him will end it.
 
   Gasping to fill her lungs, she scrambled to her feet, keeping herself out of the range of his hammer. The giant circled with her, following her every step. Blood trickled from his flank, but she did not fool herself that she was winning this contest.
 
   Something about the way he moves, said a voice in her head. Then, before she could think on it further, the giant charged and she plunged once again into the fray.
 
    
 
   *      *      *
 
    
 
   Cole dithered. He watched helplessly as Raven and the Archon’s giant flew at one another a second time, wanting to help his friend but unsure how to do so.
 
   Raven ducked and weaved past his powerful swings to get in a few cuts of her own, but so far it did not appear to have weakened her enormous foe. Meanwhile, his metal arm seemed to operate almost independently of the rest of him, its steel claws snapping at her whenever she ventured too near. Cole remembered his own bout against him on the training square; the giant was unlike any other human opponent, and he hoped Raven would find a way soon to defeat him.
 
   Just then a beam of green fire pierced the room, shooting down from the sky through the portal in the roof. It struck the top of the great crystal, which began to pulse with sickly light. He watched open-mouthed as the strange metal contraption atop the Archon’s chamber began to spin faster, the metal bands rotating with an audible whoomph as they passed one another. As he looked on, tendrils of green smoke began to waft through the chamber’s archway.
 
   “It’s happening!” he shouted, as Raven jumped out of the way of another hammer-blow. “What do I do?”
 
   “A little busy right now!” she shouted, as she flew backwards from another sweep of the giant’s prosthetic. The force of her landing made Cole wince. “Can’t you think of anything?”
 
   “I don’t know,” he wailed. “I just assumed that when we got here something would occur to me.” He stared uselessly at the scene unfolding around him. “I thought Mother said I would be faced with a choice? I’d give my left arm for a single option right now, let alone alternatives.” The giant turned to glare at him through the eye-slits of his mask, and Cole swallowed. “No offence meant, of course,” he added.
 
   As Raven charged forward again, the blades of her swords a blur, Cole turned back to the device and the men standing around it. Think Cole!
 
   A mournful sound made him glance down. Around the flap of the pouch at his waist was a thin sliver of light. As he opened it, his face was bathed in the green glow from inside. “Grume?” he asked uncertainly. “Are you all right?”
 
   “I... feels... funny.” Came the hesitant reply. Cole watched, startled, as the boggit slowly floated up from the depths of the pouch. Every hair on his head and body stood to attention, like the spines of a hedgehog. His arms were outstretched, his yellow eyes wide and glazed over. Tiny ripples of green lightning crackled along his limbs and hair.
 
   If it hadn’t been for the thunderstruck expression on the stricken boggit’s face, as he hovered uncertainly in the air, Cole might have laughed at the ridiculous sight. “What’s wrong with you?”
 
   “Gonna burst...” the little creature moaned. “Can’t... ‘old it in.”
 
   Cole thought about how the boggit had reacted to the crystal pillar in Strathearn, and even the small pendant around his neck the first time they had met. “Of course, it’s the big crystal, isn’t it?”
 
   He wondered whether it had been such a good idea to bring the creature along. Poor Grume, he thought. His kind seem to react to the stones even worse than humans. He thought then about his power, how he seemed to be able to be around the crystals and not be affected by them like others. That’s why I’m here. He stared at the great green stone, all around which chaos seemed to be breaking out. That’s why it has to be me.
 
   “I know what I have to do,” he shouted at Raven, as she ducked beneath a swing of the giant’s hammer.
 
   “Well, whenever you want to get started, that’s fine with me,” she replied, breathing hard.
 
   Grinning, Cole began to run to the spinning metal sphere, the revolutions of which carried it near to the top of the great crystal. I hope it travels close enough, he thought.
 
    
 
   *      *      *
 
    
 
   Grume was not having the best of days. He’d been bumped around, jostled, told to keep quiet... and no-one had thought to throw even a morsel of food his way.
 
   And now he was going to explode.
 
   He’d felt it again when The Boy had started to climb, like an itch in his brain that he was unable to scratch. Growing more and more unbearable the higher they went. Then, the feeling of fullness. Not like after a meal, no. More like feeling like a pair of bellows had pumped air into him until it started to leak out.
 
   Only, instead of air, it was lightning.
 
   Wrapped up in his own bubble of misery, trying with all his might to hold it inside, he saw The Boy go running towards the stone. He watched as one of the other biggers, the one who spoke as if he was the leader but pretended he wasn’t, pointed and shouted. Other biggers in brown robes started to run after The Boy.
 
   Despite the pain, Grume growled. As much as he was a pain in his rump, The Boy was still the only bigger that had ever shown him kindness.
 
   He stopped trying to hold the feeling inside.
 
    
 
   *      *      *
 
    
 
   Raven saw the light first of all. It was as if a sun was exploding beside her. Then, after the light came heat. Why am I flying? she wondered, light-headed.
 
   A few moments later she landed, crashing hard onto the tiles of the great hall. Her ears were ringing, but when she heard the screams she sat upright.
 
   At first, she couldn’t make sense of what she was seeing. Bolts of green lightning crackled around the room, jumping between the Brothers. They shook and juddered as it touched them, their agonised screams echoing around the hall. Acrid smoke began to fill the air, while the stench of burning flesh made her stomach lurch.
 
   The giant had not escaped the storm. He still stood in the same spot he had been when the light touched her, his metal arm reaching for her. The lightning coruscated along it and across his powerful body. Even lacking a tongue, his howls carried above all the others.
 
   At the centre of the chaos, she saw a ball of green light floating above the ground, and it took her a moment to recognise the squat figure within. Grume? 
 
   The little boggit’s hair and clothes whipped around him as if he was caught in the midst of a mighty gale. The lightning poured forth from his outstretched claws. For the first time since they had encountered him, the little creature appeared to be enjoying himself.
 
                 
 
   *      *      *
 
                 
 
   Cole halted his charge towards the crystal to briefly to take in the carnage behind him. Despite the seriousness of their situation, he couldn’t help but grin. “Grume!” he shouted towards the little floating ball of destruction. “I think I’ve worked out what you’re impending of!”
 
   Amid the screams and shouts that filled the hall, there was no way he could have heard the boggit’s reply. And yet, as he turned back to the Archon’s device he was sure a faint “faggorf” reached his ears.
 
   A struggle seemed to have broken out among the men clustered around the glowing, smoking chamber at the base of the device. Ignoring them, Cole ran past and threw himself at it, clutching hold of the metal struts as they rushed past.
 
   As the sphere span, it carried him closer to the giant crystal. When Cole judged the moment to be right, he jumped, clutching at its smooth surface. He landed near the column of green fire that was still streaming through the opening in the tower roof. To his surprise, there was no heat to it.
 
   Steeling himself, he reached out towards the crystal with his mind, as he had done so many times before. I can do this, he told himself.
 
    
 
   *      *      *
 
    
 
   Jarrod’s mind raged. He stared with unconcealed hatred at his father’s back as he stood conferring with the Archon, laying their schemes. Ignoring him. You always like me best when you can neither see nor hear me, don’t you father?
 
   A lifetime of slights both great and small, real and imagined, raced through his brain. Hearing himself referred to simply as ‘the bastard’ when it was thought he was out of earshot. The years spent in his noble brother’s shadow. Adelmar, who barely spared him a thought at all, so secure was he in his position as heir. Oh, Jarrod teased and plucked at his pomposity, but both knew in their hearts where they sat in their father’s affections. I shall not mourn you, big brother.
 
   A sly smile crept across his face at the thought, but faded instantly. All the while he had schemed with the Archon to bring him within a hair’s breadth of the Crown, the confounded man had plotted with his father to rob him of his birthright. All his dreams had turned to dust before his eyes, and he was expected to stand there and lap it up with a moronic grin. Him! It was intolerable.
 
   So the old fool wants to rule forever does he? And not a thought spared for his sons. Typical of the man!
 
   Jarrod drew a stiletto from his tunic, its blade thin and razor-sharp, and leapt at his father’s back. Laughter bubbled up within him at the old man’s cries of alarm and pain as the blade slipped easily into his flesh. Why was I ever afraid of you? 
 
   With one arm clamped around the loose skin-flaps of the old fool’s neck, Jarrod pulled his knife free and plunged it in again, over and over. The emperor’s head swivelled to face him, his eyes wide and uncomprehending. A feeble arm reached up to touch his face. “Jarrod...” he gasped. “Why?”
 
   A myriad of clever remarks floated across his mind. But in Jarrod’s moment of exultation, his wit abandoned him. Instead, he cackled maniacally as the madness he had held at bay for so long took hold at last. “Fuck you!” he screamed, flecks of spittle flying from his mouth to spatter his father’s face. Jarrod threw the old man to the ground like a bundle of dry sticks. “It should be mine!” he screeched as he pounced upon him. “Do... you... hear... me? Mine!” With every word he stabbed down again with the blade. His hair, usually so carefully coiffed, whipped around his face, slick with sweat and blood.
 
   When the light in his father’s eyes had faded at last, the frenzy left him. He stood on shaking legs and stared the bloody ruin of the man he had known his entire life. He felt no remorse. So ends Maximilien the Great.
 
   He turned to face the Archon. To his surprise, the man who had plotted both with and against him stood watching him placidly. “What about you?” Jarrod growled, gesturing at him with the gore-stained blade. “Aren’t you upset that I’ve spoiled your little plans?”
 
   The Archon merely smiled. “On the contrary,” he replied. “You have worked out even better than I hoped, Jarrod. You will make a fine vessel. Maldonus was not thrilled by the prospect of inhabiting such a wrinkled old carcass. He craves younger flesh, you see, and it must be of royal blood.”
 
   “Vessel? What are you babbling about, man?” Jarrod’s face twisted in irritation.
 
   The Archon continued as if he had not heard him. There was a faraway, wistful look in his eyes. “I held out hopes of your brother,” he continued. “Such a strong, virile specimen... but I realised some time ago that would not be possible. Noble Adelmar would have resisted too fiercely to be of use. The gift we offer must be accepted freely. But you, Jarrod... I think you will serve nearly as well.”
 
   Jarrod’s eyes narrowed. Whatever the infernal cleric was wittering on about, he didn’t like the sound of it. He was preparing to stab forward again with his dagger and silence him for good, when a bolt of lightning flashed in front of his eyes and struck the Archon full in the chest. With a startled cry, the cleric was launched into the air, landing in an undignified heap a dozen yards away, his once-white robes charred and smoking. Jarrod tittered at the undignified nature of the spectacle, but his amusement did not last long.
 
   A soft whisper from behind made him turn. Inside the metal chamber swirled a cyclone of green smoke. It span around and around at mesmerising speed. The faster it went, the more it almost seemed to become solid...
 
   A tendril of smoke flicked out towards him and took on the form of a colossal, scaly arm. Green fingers topped with sharp talons fastened around his waist, and dragged him shrieking into the chamber.
 
   Jarrod continued to scream as the smoke coiled all around him. At first it caressed him, with almost a lover’s tenderness, before abruptly thrusting forward and invading him, rushing into his body through his ears and nose. And then Jarrod felt Him. A mind so vast that he was like an insect before it; trying to comprehend its entirety was as useless as trying to see the entire world while stood upon its surface. All the attention of this titanic, eternal presence was focused upon him. He felt its amusement. And its eagerness.
 
   MINE.
 
   Jarrod’s mind trembled beneath the force of the word. Then the fire began to scorch his flesh. His skin peeled and blistered in the merciless heat. The conflagration built in intensity, until what remained of his flesh sloughed away. His eyeballs followed, the fluid they contained steaming as it ran down his skull. As his bones began to char, Jarrod screamed in agony, his lungs filling with burning air. He felt his brain pop and fizzle, before dribbling away through his ears. Why does it still hurt, his consciousness wailed. Divine, please make it stop.
 
   Everything he was, everything he had been, everything he would ever be was obliterated beneath that pitiless, ineffable gaze. When he was nothing but dust, he felt even greater pain as the process reversed. He felt the power coursing through him, rebuilding him in its own image, mote by mote, its essence merging with his own. Visions of what was to follow flashed before his eyes, and his screams turned to peals of lunatic laughter.
 
   It was glorious.
 
    
 
   *      *      *
 
    
 
   After what seemed an eternity, the light that surrounded the tiny boggit faded and he landed back on the floor with a plop. 
 
   The Brothers, who had been kept upright by the lightning jolting through their bodies, collapsed a moment later. With a crash, the Archon’s giant manservant toppled at last like a felled tree.
 
   Raven was on her feet in an instant. The giant’s arms continued to move, albeit feebly. And if he still lived, then who knew how long they had before he was back on his feet and attacking them once more. It must be now!
 
   He lay on his back, the charred and smoking skin on his chest rising and falling with deep, slow breaths. Raven jumped and landed on top of him. Quickly, she raised her blade high above his exposed throat. But, just as she was about to strike down and put an end to it, something gave her pause.
 
   Suddenly, the giant’s eyes flicked open behind his mask. Before she could move, his metal arm shot out and knocked the weapon from her hand. She tried to jump back, but strong hands found her and held her tight.
 
   Raven struggled as the giant fought to stand, her arms clamped uselessly against her sides. Why did I hesitate?
 
   When the giant was upright, his mask, which had become warped and twisted by the tempest, fell away. Beneath, his face was hideous; deformed, but not by birth. Jagged scars lined his face, great chunks of flesh cut and burned away. His nose was a hollow stump, his lower lip missing. Above it all, his eyes were a storm of rage and torment.
 
   He lifted her to his face, and she recoiled from the horror of it. Slowly at first, he began to crush her between his great, strong hands. She felt the air being pushed out from her lungs and began to cough, fighting for breath. All the while, the giant regarded her with silent fury.
 
   And perhaps it was the stench of smoke and burned flesh. Perhaps it was the pitiful wails of the dying that filled the air. Perhaps it was the feel of those strong hands, or the pain in the giant’s eyes beyond the anger that drove him. Most likely it was a combination of all these things, that carried her far away from that room at the top of the Spire, to a time and place that had never been far from her thoughts. Where it had all begun. At last, as the life was being squeezed from her body, she saw him for what he was.
 
   Tears stung her eyes. “Papa?”
 
   The crushing stopped. A moment later, the pressure eased. The giant stared searchingly at her face, radiating confusion. Abruptly, the anger in his eyes died. They widened as they took her in, her face, the colour of her hair. Whatever she had recognised in his mutilated features, it was clear that he saw it too in hers. The strong hands released her, just as they had all those years before, and she knew then that it was true.
 
   Wordlessly, her father collapsed onto his knees. Looking upon him, Raven no longer saw the giant that had stalked them through the forest and mountains. She saw the man who had carried her upon his broad shoulders, recognised the powerful arms that would throw her laughing into the air and never fail to catch her. Wet tracks ran down his scarred and pitted cheeks, washing away the soot, and she knew that his mind must be racing with the past twenty years, as hers was. She reached her arms around his neck and pulled him tight against her. “Oh papa,” she murmured. “What have they done to you?”
 
   A strong arm, the one that was still his, looped around her shoulders and squeezed. Not with anger, this time, but love. Despite the destruction all around them, that arm made her feel safe, as it always had.
 
   She could have stayed there forever in his embrace. But all too soon reality came crashing back down upon them. A shrill cry rang out across the hall and made her turn.
 
   Where once hundreds of foes had stood against them, now there were none. The Brothers laying in gently steaming heaps; some still moved, but many more lay motionless. The Archon had been felled as well. He sat crumpled near the foot of his precious device. Even at this distance, she could tell that far from lasting the eternity he had envisaged, the emperor’s reign had reached a premature, bloody end. Did we win? she wondered.
 
   At another cry, she looked up and saw Cole clinging to the surface of the giant crystal. His face was contorted with pain. “What’s wrong?” she called, across the carnage.
 
   Cole gasped. “I... I can’t stop him.” He grimaced through the pain. “I thought... I could... break... the connection. But... he’s too... strong. He’s...”
 
   There was a flash of light. Cole’s eyes rolled back in his skull and he fell away from the crystal. His body landed in a lifeless heap at its foot with a thump.
 
   “COLE!” Raven screamed his name, and then she was running towards him over the heap of bodies that lay between them.
 
   A tidal wave of emotions crashed through her as her eyes remained glued to his slumped form; anger, fear, hope. Guilt. I should have protected him better, she told herself. I tried, but I didn’t know what else to do but fight. It was all she had ever done.
 
   One thought reverberated around her skull above all others. Move, Cole. Please move. Yet even this simple prayer went unanswered.
 
   As she ran, she saw movement from the archway at the base of the Archon’s device. Something was trying to emerge, but moving awkwardly, as if unaccustomed to the operation of its limbs.
 
   What do I do? she asked, caught between rushing to Cole’s side and dealing with whatever it was the Order had conjured forth. In desperation, she took her blade and threw it, as hard as she could, in the direction of the spinning metal sphere above her head.
 
   The sword flew from her hand, thrumming through the air as it span end over end. With a clang it found a space between the metal struts, which snapped down on the crossguard. Of a sudden, the spheres stopped spinning, stuck fast. As she watched, the entire contrivance began to judder and shake. Steam hissed from its joints.
 
   Now unarmed, Raven did the only other thing she could think to do. She rushed towards Cole’s body, hoping against hope that when she reached him her worst fears weren’t realised.
 
   As she reached the crystal, the struggle between whatever was trying to power the device and the sword that was holding it back ended in stalemate. It exploded gracelessly and with little ceremony, sending large lumps of metal and stone flying in every direction. 
 
   For the second time that evening, Raven was lifted from her feet and thrown, this time towards the giant green crystal. She folded her arms around her face to protect it from the impact, but none came. There was a feeling of great speed, then falling. Everything turned black.
 
    
 
   *      *      *
 
    
 
   Trying to ignore the pounding in his head, and the red-hot burning in his chest, the Archon forced his eyes open. With an involuntary groan he forced himself up into a sitting position, and stared in disbelief at his surroundings. So much death, he thought. In the back of his mind, he felt his god revel in the slaughter.
 
   None of his Brothers remained standing. His device was a charred, smoking ruin. The hall was filled with parts of it; twisted metal struts, dented sheets of metal, fractured lumps of stone. A number of brown-robed bodies had been impaled by various components. The fact that they had been already dead when the device exploded was presumably cold comfort.
 
   At least he had been lucky to escape relatively unscathed. He gathered himself, then attempted to stand. As he moved, a lump of rubble rolled down a nearby heap and came to a stop by his foot.
 
   The Archon watched as others followed it. From amidst the wreckage crawled a hand. Its fingers were grazed and covered with dirt, and scrabbled at the mound of debris.
 
   Then, slowly, a bar of twisted metal that lay across the top of the mound was heaved aside, landing with a loud crash upon the floor. A figure raised itself up.
 
   The Archon gasped, and in his head his god howled in triumph. “M-my lord?” he stammered.
 
   The being that had arisen from the wreckage looked down upon him, and its lips twisted into a cruel smirk. It bore a striking resemblance to the young prince he had spoken with minutes before, but one eye now burned with an intense green fire. The other was a bloodied wound, blinded by the jagged metal splinter that jutted from the eye socket. Whatever transformation Jarrod had undergone inside the chamber had evidently been interrupted by the explosion; while one arm was human in appearance, the other was withered and covered with pale green scales. The fingers of that arm were twisted and claw-like.
 
   The figure took an unsteady step towards him, but before it could take another, the Archon caught a flash of movement across the hall. It was that dim-witted oaf Dantes, rising to his feet. The giant charged towards them, lowing like an angry cow. Alarmed, the Archon flinched, but the giant barrelled past both of them.
 
   Instead, he stooped to pick up a body lying nearby, near the base of the crystal, and sprinted for the wall. When he reached it, with his metal arm he punched a hole clean through the bricks and dived through. A short time later, there was a faint splash from far below.
 
   “And then there were two.” The voice was strange. It was as if two entities used Jarrod’s vocal chords; one belonging to the prince and the other cruel and bestial.
 
   The Archon looked up. The being stood over him, a savage grin on its face. Before he could move, it stretched an arm out towards him and placed a hand against the raw, stinging flesh on his chest. He felt something drain away from his body and cried out, as much from a profound sense of loss as the pain. It was his god, he realised. The presence that had urged him, goaded him on, even controlled his actions for so long, had fallen silent. The being he had discovered deep down in the dark all those years ago had reclaimed its dire gift at last.
 
   Shorn of any connection to the being looming over him, he was suddenly racked with fear. “W-w-what happens now?” he stammered under the glare of that callous, burning eye.
 
   The Jarrod-beast began to laugh, a vile, bubbling sound that made the Archon quail before it. “Now,” it said, “the fun begins.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   EPILOGUE
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   When Raven awoke, she let out an involuntary groan. Every part of her body ached. It was as if all her muscles were in competition with one another, vying for her attention. Tentatively, she moved her back and felt the shifting of sand beneath her shoulders. Sand?
 
   She opened her eyes. Stars twinkled in the night sky above. But her head was spinning, sending the glimmers of light circling and dancing through the air. Then she realised that it wasn’t her vision that was moving, it was the stars themselves.
 
   Raven sat up. All around her was a grey waste. A desert, stretching out in every direction. She pressed her palm to the ground. The sand was neither hot nor cold to the touch. Well, this is odd.
 
   “You’re awake.”
 
   She turned, and saw Cole sitting cross-legged behind her. “Cole?” She remembered watching him fall, how limp his body had looked as it landed. “You’re alive.”
 
   “I am?” There was a strange quality to his voice. He didn’t quite sound himself. “Well, that’s good news at least.”
 
   He stood and went to her, holding out his hands to pull her upright. “Where are we?” she asked, gazing at the desert around them.
 
   Cole smiled sadly. “This is where I come to,” he told her. “The place where the crystals bring me. It doesn’t really have a name, but I think of it as the dream-space.”
 
   Raven shivered, though the air was not cold and there was no breeze. “You told me of it a few times,” she said. “I don’t know what I expected, but it wasn’t this. Why am I here?”
 
   Cole shrugged. “You don’t know?”
 
   “No! I saw you fall, I ran towards you... and then I woke up here.”
 
   He began to walk across the sand, and gestured for her to follow. “It’s probably for the best,” he told her. “The Empire is not a good place to be right now.”
 
   “We failed, then.” It wasn’t a question. She had known already, the scene at the top of the tower she had left behind had not felt like victory.
 
   “For now.”
 
   They walked a while in silence. Almost unconsciously, she slipped her hand into Cole’s. His fingers squeezed hers affectionately. It was a welcome comfort in a lonely place. As they strolled across the wasteland, she stared into the sky. They aren’t stars, she realised. They seemed like it at first, but the little balls of light were far closer. She wondered what they were.
 
   “So what happened back there, at the tower?” she asked him finally. “I still don’t feel as if I’ve been able to piece everything together.”
 
   “Plots within plots,” Cole replied distantly. He sounded sad. “People using people, while being used themselves.”
 
   “The emperor was trying to enslave people, and saw the Order as his means to do so,” she said. “But I don’t understand why.”
 
   “Fear, paranoia, madness... take your pick,” Cole replied. “It was not his fault, though, not truly. For years a spider sat upon his shoulder, pouring its poison into his ear. He was offered eternal power and took it. I think the rest of it was just his way of justifying to himself the horror of his actions. He was just a tool, though, like everyone else.”
 
   “With his seal of approval, the Order was free to spread across the land, unchallenged.” She glanced up as a ball of light flew past directly above their heads. In many ways, it was quite beautiful here. “The spider was the Archon, I take it.”
 
   Cole nodded. “Even he isn’t really to blame. He was a man once. Not good, not bad... just a person, like the rest of us. But he stumbled onto something bad. Very bad and very old. A being of great power, lying dormant. I saw it happen. I didn’t truly grasp the meaning of that memory then. From that moment, he was its servant.”
 
   The toes of Raven’s boots kicked up puffs of sand as they walked. She remembered what Builder had told them about the crystals when they encountered him in the Spire. “So... the Order gave the crystals to its followers, which they used to take away all the bad parts of themselves... the fear, anger, hate, leaving only the good?”
 
   “Yes. The columns of fire we saw were all the negative essence collected by the crystals, which were gathered together by the device Builder was forced to construct at the top of the tower.”
 
   “But why?”
 
   Cole sighed. “This being I mentioned, Maldonus, wasn’t fully in our world. He was wounded, I think, almost fatally. It required a lot of power to bring him back.”
 
   “So he used all that energy to punch a hole in our world?”
 
   “Sort of, but he didn’t just use that energy, it became him. He needed a host body to properly come back, but it’s as if the spirit he used to do it was coalesced from all that negative energy harvested by the crystals.”
 
   Raven’s head swam. “How do you even know all this anyway.”
 
   Cole was silent a moment. “I saw it all,” he said quietly. “I joined with the crystal at the top of the tower thinking I could somehow break his connection with it, stop him from coming through.” He turned to look at her. “I saw him, Raven. He was surprised at first, and then started laughing. He showed me everything, his plan. He was crowing at me. Then, when it was over he reached out and killed me.”
 
   Raven pulled him to a stop and held his gaze. “You’re not dead,” she said firmly.
 
   “I think you’re right,” Cole said, after a long pause. “If I was dead, then I don’t think I would be here. But I can’t go back. I’ve tried. I can’t feel my body any more.” He sounded scared. “It’s as if whatever anchored me to it whenever I came here has been severed. Maldonus has trapped me here.”
 
   “We’ll find a way back for you.” She meant it. They hadn’t come all this way together for her to abandon a friend in his time of need. Cole didn’t reply, but squeezed her fingers to show that he was grateful for her words.
 
   “So, what are the crystals?” she asked after they had walked a while longer. “Did he show you that?”
 
   “They’re... part of him. Or he controls them, somehow.” He shrugged. “Whichever it is, they’re his. I saw a vision of them running below the earth, like frozen rivers, touching every corner of the land. Growing. I think they go wherever he tells them to.”
 
   She didn’t really know what to say to that, so for a time there was no sound but the faint crunch of their soles on the sand.
 
   “I found my father,” she told him as they walked.
 
   “I know.” Cole smiled and glanced towards her. “How do you feel?”
 
   Raven tried to find a way to describe the whirlwind of thoughts and emotions that raced through her mind. “I’m not sure,” she replied. “Happy, obviously. But sad as well. I think the last twenty years have been even harder on him than on me. I haven’t really had time to think on it... I had hoped to find him, but I didn’t expect to do so then, or in that way.”
 
   His fingers tightened around hers. “A flicker of light in the darkness that Maldonus has woven,” he said. “A tiny part of his works undone, and the world is a slightly brighter place for it. You should take some comfort in that.”
 
   “Where are we going?” she asked suddenly.
 
   He smiled. “I have something to show you.”
 
   “Is it far?”
 
   “As far as the moon and stars, or as close as the nose on your face.” He laughed. “We don’t really need to walk there, but it seemed like it was the right thing to do. For the moment.”
 
   “It’s nice,” she agreed.
 
   As they walked, she pieced things together in her mind. Much of it she found unbelievable, but at least it made sense of a kind. But there were one or two elements that still eluded her.
 
   “This place,” she asked, “what is it really? How are you able to come here, and why?”
 
   “This is his domain,” Cole replied, his brow furrowed. “This is where all those who dream come, and he is lord of them all. Those under the influence of his crystals are the easiest for him to enter and mould to his will, taking their essence to strengthen himself. Now that he has regained most of his power, I’m not really sure what will happen here. I fear it will not be pleasant.”
 
   “I still don’t see how you fit in.”
 
   “Nor do I.” There was frustration in his voice. “But I think he fears me, because I’m able to come here, to his place. Whatever my ability is, I think it’s the key to stopping him, once and for all.”
 
   “So we haven’t lost?”
 
   Cole shook his head. “Not yet. What’s that saying? It’s always darkest before the dawn? Well, right now it’s midnight, but the clock is still ticking.”
 
   “So what can we do?”
 
   “We carry on.” He saw the look of irritation cross her face, and grinned. “I don’t know what else to suggest, for now. But I’ve been thinking about what Mother told us, back in the mountains. The Archon called me Dreamwalker.”
 
   “I remember,” she said.
 
   “Some of what she said has come to pass. He’s confirmed what I am, or at least he believes it as well. I think we can both agree that the part about a nation of slaves seems to be occurring. But much else did not happen. I wasn’t given a choice of paths to take, not that I saw. The mention of a black sun confuses me just as much now as it did then. And, if I may say, you’re a terrible champion.”
 
   “Hey!” Raven tugged his arm sharply, but smiled as she did so. “I guess that’s a valid criticism,” she admitted. “So what are you saying?”
 
   “I think all that is still to come. Maldonus thinks he has won, but he doesn’t realise that the game is still being played.”
 
   “I wish I could take comfort from that.”
 
   “Me too.” He looked at her, all traces of levity vanished. “I won’t lie to you, Raven, it’s going to get bad. Very bad. But we need to keep going until the end.”
 
   She saw the pain etched on his face, and nodded. “I’ll see it through, Cole,” she told him. “It’s what I do. I told you, that day we met: I hunt monsters.”
 
   He seemed satisfied with that. They continued a while longer, before he suddenly came to a halt on the sand. “What is it?” she asked.
 
   “We’re here.”
 
   She looked around. The patch of sand he had chosen appeared indistinguishable from all the others they had trekked across. In fact, given the lack of landmarks she could almost have believed they had not moved an inch. “Wow, another bit of desert,” she said sardonically.
 
   He grinned. “I thought we’d walked far enough.” He reached up to the sky and waved his hands. The balls of light circled down towards them. They weren’t as small as she had thought. She stood amongst a number of white orbs that shimmered like pearls. Cole waggled his fingers, and the orbs flew past them in a blur, spinning and spinning until she began to feel dizzy, even though her feet remained planted firmly on the ground. “Cole...” she moaned.
 
   “Ah, here we are.” His hands suddenly halted in front of his face. Between them was an orb indistinguishable from the others.
 
   “What’s so special about this one?” she asked.
 
   “I found it a long time ago,” he replied. “Before I met you, in fact. It looked quite different then. It was tiny and red, like a hot coal at the bottom of a furnace, and burned my fingers when I tried to touch it.”
 
   Her eyes ran across the surface of the orb. It appeared serene, at peace. “What happened to it?”
 
   “I think that back then this person was a ball of rage, turned in upon himself until nothing remained but his anger. It almost looks as though something recently happened to him to set him free of all that, doesn’t it?”
 
   She stared at it, confused. Then the realisation hit her. “This is my father?”
 
   He nodded. “Would you like to see what he dreams about?”
 
   The notion both attracted and appalled her. “I don’t know,” she replied. “Would it hurt him?”
 
   “Not at all.” Cole frowned. “If we stay far enough back and don’t approach him, he won’t even notice we’re there.”
 
   “Then why go in at all? It feels like spying.”
 
   “I think we might find something important,” he told her.
 
   Grudgingly, she agreed. She took Cole’s hand again, and at his suggestion she closed her eyes. There was a strange sensation of moving at speed, and then Cole’s voice. “You can open them now.”
 
   They were standing upon grass. The sky above was bright and clear, and she felt the warmth of the sun upon her skin. In the distance she could see the thatched roofs of cottages, and plumes of smoke rising from chimneys into the air.
 
   “Do you recognise this place?” Cole asked.
 
   Raven felt tears sting her eyes and fought to hold them back. “It’s home.”
 
   They walked towards the houses of her village, across a field of waist-high stalks. Neither one spoke; they really didn’t know what to say.
 
   Ahead of them was a road. More of a track with delusions of grandeur, really, she thought. A group of people marched along it away from the village, a familiar figure at their head. “Is that...”
 
   “The Archon,” Cole agreed. “But a lot younger, I would say.”
 
   The man they had confronted earlier that day was striding along the road towards a destination unknown. In her father’s dream, the Archon seemed happier. He was even whistling. Her eyes took in his companions. They weren’t members of his Order, she realised. They appeared to be carrying loads of luggage – cases of books and clothes, pieces of unknown equipment wrapped up in cloth. “It looks like he leads an expedition,” she said.
 
   A flash of movement in the corner of her eye made her head turn. It took a few moments to see it again, but then she found its source. Trailing behind the Archon’s party crept a woman. She kept her head low, behind a wall. Where the wall ended she darted behind a tree. That she was following the Archon was obvious. That she did not wish to be observed doing so was equally clear.
 
   “Who is that?” she wondered aloud.
 
   When the woman’s progress brought her closer, Raven saw that her hair was black. Is that me? she thought. How can that be?
 
   But when the woman turned her head, Raven saw that her eyes were chocolate-brown, not blue like her own. Her clothing was as strange as her manner, cut to a fashion that she had not seen anywhere in the Empire. When she moved again, Raven started. On the woman’s chest was a prominent emblem. A dark circle, with tiny triangles of the same colour around its edge. A black sun.
 
   “What is this?” Raven demanded, turning to Cole. “What is going on?” He merely shrugged in reply. Whatever they were watching, it was the first time he had seen it as well.
 
   Suddenly there was a commotion from the direction of the road. A group of villagers was shouting at the woman. They hurled stones and insults at her with equal fervour. “We don’t want your kind around here,” cried one. “A bad omen,” screeched another. “Gerrout of ‘ere, crow, afore we snap your wings.”
 
   Raven tried to go to her aid, but Cole held her back. “This isn’t happening now,” he reminded her. “It’s a memory, a dream. We mustn’t interfere.”
 
   “Why are they doing this?” she cried.
 
   There was a loud shout that drowned out their own, and another figure emerged from the direction of the village. Raven watched as a tall man, his powerful shoulders bulging out from the top of the thick leather smith’s apron he wore, strode into the fray. He stooped to pick up a stout stick from the ground, and starting laying about him, thwacking the villagers’ backs and legs, roaring at them angrily. After a few moments they fled, racing past him back to their homes.
 
   As she watched, the tall man tossed the stick over a wall, then went to the woman. She had been injured by the stones, and lay panting on the ground, moaning but barely conscious. The tall man bent to pick her up, and then started back towards the village himself, carrying her in his arms.
 
   “I’d like to go now,” Raven said, her voice quiet. She felt as though her heart would break.
 
   “Yes,” Cole agreed. “It’s time.”
 
   He put his arms around her then, and she hugged him back. “I’m sorry if that was painful,” he said. “I didn’t know exactly what we would find here, but I hope it was helpful.”
 
   “It was.”
 
   “It’s time for us to say goodbye,” Cole told her, when they pulled apart. “You can’t come back with me to that... last place. You need to journey onwards.”
 
   She was confused. “Where?”
 
   He shrugged. “I don’t know,” he said honestly. At a click of his fingers, a hole yawned open in the air beside him. “All I know is this will take you to where you need to be.”
 
   “How did you do that?”
 
   “I’m... not sure,” he said. He seemed at a loss. “The truth is that I still don’t know exactly what I’m capable of in this place.”
 
   Trying to ignore the ominous sound of that, Raven stepped through the portal.
 
   Her feet touched sand. Not again, she thought. She turned around to look for Cole and admonish him, when she realised that she had indeed ended up somewhere very different.
 
   The sand was hot and warmed the soles of her feet. The sun was high in the sky, just as it had been in her father’s dream, but here it was an unforgiving disc of fire. Already she could feel the skin beneath her thick, dark clothing become slick with sweat.
 
   In front of her stretched endless, golden dunes, unbroken by any building or landmark. “Oh Cole,” she muttered, “what place have you brought me to now?”
 
   At her feet was a large shadow, and she turned to look at what caused it. Rising up from the sand was an enormous statue; the figure of a man, raising a sun above his head.
 
   Raven stared at it for a long time, uncertain how to react. And then she started to laugh. Her laughter echoed across the sands, rising up into the deep blue sky. The statue continued to smile at her, as if joining in with her merriment.
 
   When her laughter dried up, she fell down onto the sand. She sat there for some time, staring at the figure, as the sun crawled across the sky towards the horizon. 
 
   “Well, what do I do now?” she asked the statue that somehow, inexplicably and impossibly, bore Cole’s face.
 
   The statue kept its own counsel.
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