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	New ruler of the isle of Malaz
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	King of the Napan Isles
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	Torlo
	Of the Torlo Trading House



	Lord Kobay
	Head of the Medalla line



	Karesh
	High Admiral, lord of all Napan fleets





Of the Bloorian League
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	The king of Vor, and a principal of the League



	Styvell
	The king of Rath, and a principal of the League



	Hret
	The king of Bloor, and a principal of the League



	Leah
	A corporal of the Yellows Regiment



	Teigan
	A sergeant of the Yellows Regiment





Of Gris and its Allies




	Malle
	Ruler of the city state of Gris



	Ranel
	Baron of Nita



	Ap-Athlan
	Court sorcerer of Gris





Of Nom Purge




	Elath Lallind
	High General of Nom Purge



	Ghenst Terrall
	Baron of the Coastal Provinces



	Jeral
	Prevost (captain) of Purge forces





Of Orjin Samarr’s Troop




	Orjin Samarr
	A mercenary commander



	Terath
	A lieutenant



	Arkady
	A Wickan scout



	Orhan
	A fighter of possible giant blood, perhaps of Fenn



	Yune
	A Dal Hon shaman





Of Itko Kan




	Leoto
	Head of family Kan, the Kan of Kan



	Jadeen
	A feared witch of the south



	Iko
	A Sword-Dancer guard to the king





Of the Crimson Guard




	Courian D’Avore
	Commander of the Guard



	K’azz D’Avore
	His son, whom some name the Red Prince



	Surat
	Champion of the Guard



	Cal-Brinn
	A mage, and adviser to Courian





Others




	Gregar
	An apprentice stonemason



	Haraj
	A prisoner



	Heboric
	A priest of Fener



	Hairlock
	A mage








Prologue

As it did every time, the odious Idryn mud sucked at his boots – touching, even, the hem of his fine midnight blue (not black, mind you!) silk trousers, though he’d pulled them up as high as he could as he tramped the river shore to find Liss. Halfway, amid the stink and disgusting sewer filth, he paused, and he raised his eyes to the sky to entreat the gods. Why must you punish me so? Where did I transgress? Was it those curvy Leparia twins? If so, have I not endured enough?

Silk, city mage of Li Heng, lowered his gaze. Perhaps not. Those two had been so very delicious.

He spotted her then, in her dirty rags, among the pilings where they stood exposed, for this had been a dry summer, and the Idryn was low.

Once again Silk reflected that were it not for his strong suspicion that this hag was far more than a mere crazy witch, he would most certainly not be here.

Sighing, he slogged onward until he was within hailing distance, and he set a hand to his mouth. ‘Hello! Crazy catfish lady? You called?’

She straightened and turned his way, pushed snaggled tangled hair from her dirty face – which brightened. ‘Pretty boy! Decided to grow up, have you?’

Silk rolled his eyes. ‘What is it you want, Liss? I’m a busy man.’

‘Oh yes! So much posturing and self-indulgence to pursue! Where indeed to start?’

Silk peered about at the northern waterfront, the raised boardwalk and the inns and bars that fronted it. ‘You know, I could leave in any direction. Shall I choose?’

Liss straightened among the rags heaped over her shoulders, her mocking smile falling, and Silk was momentarily taken aback to see that she was even taller than he – and he was considered a rather tall fellow. ‘I see a storm approaching, Silk. One you may not weather well.’

‘Really? A storm? You can’t do better than that? A storm?’ He laughed, shaking his head. ‘Any cheap Dragons Deck reader on any street corner could do better than that! You do realize that’s a cliché, don’t you?’ He slapped at the drying mud marring his fine trousers. ‘I can’t believe you dragged me here for this.’

The old hag’s pinched mouth drew down and she cut a hand through the air as if to say, Very well! ‘I see a time of great upheaval approaching. One that may cost you in particular a great deal.’ She cocked a brow. ‘Dismiss that – if you will.’

Silk crossed his arms. ‘Fine. Brass tacks, as they say. What sort of upheaval?’

The old witch turned away, hunching once more. She probed the mud before her. ‘Ancient,’ she murmured. ‘Very ancient. That is all I can say, to my peril.’

‘Peril? You mean whatever this is – it threatens even you?’

She turned upon him, suddenly, peering about. ‘Oh yes. Everyone. Even the Elders. None can escape this.’

Despite his scepticism, Silk retreated a short distance from the woman. ‘Elders? You mean, even the … Tiste?’

The hag shambled off. ‘I can say no more. It may come. Beware. That is all I dare say.’

Silk remained – ankle-deep in the muck – watching the old witch as she wandered off. Madness perhaps? A sad need for attention? Nothing more? Or so much more than that? Who could say?

He set his hands to his hips and let out a great breath, nodding to himself.

Fine! Time to talk to Ho …




Chapter 1

Dancer slipped silently into the main reception hall of Mock’s Hold and peered round. It was night and only the torches in their sconces lit the broad empty chamber. Turning, he nodded to Surly and indicated the stairs. ‘He’s in his rooms,’ he mouthed as quietly as possible.

Surly, a Napan woman bearing the characteristic blue hue of those isles’ natives, turned to the two men hanging back, also Napans. Cartheron Crust and Urko Crust were brothers, but as unalike as night and day, since Cartheron stood short and wiry while Urko bulked as wide as an ox. ‘No one comes down or up,’ she ordered.

Cartheron nodded, while his brother smacked one meaty fist into the other palm. Dancer and Surly glared at the loud slap of flesh and he grimaced, muttering, ‘Sorry.’

Surly started up. Her bare feet were silent on the polished stone. Dancer glided with her almost as if he were floating up the steps. Together, they reached one particular door in the hall and took up positions to either side.

They nodded in unison, then Dancer took the latch and threw open the door. Both stormed into the chamber.

An aged, dark-skinned Dal Hon native snorted at the interruption, feet up on a desk, arms crossed over his paunch. He blinked, surprised, then frowned his displeasure. ‘So,’ he announced, ‘it has come to this.’

‘You leave us no choice, Kellanved,’ Dancer answered. ‘If you cooperate we’ll make it quick.’

The wizened elder twisted up his lips and turned his face away. He crossed his arms. ‘Never. You wouldn’t dare.’

With a gesture as graceful as his name, Dancer invited Surly forward. She leaned up against Kellanved’s desk. Crossing her arms, she cleared her throat and began, ‘Let me see … Nom Purge remains in perpetual warfare with Quon Tali. Dal Hon is currently probing a weakened Itko Kan’s borders. The Seti continue to attack anyone other than travellers who enters the central plains. The War Marshal of the Bloorian League, in secret connivance with Unta, is steadily isolating Gris from its surrounding principates and allies, while the city state of Cawn sells arms and provides mercenaries to all sides.’

The wrinkled ancient had pressed his hands to his ears and  was shaking his head. ‘No! Stop this horrible babble – you’re killing me!’

‘Then how are we to proceed?’ Dancer demanded. ‘Tell us what you have in mind. For once.’

‘Never! The element of surprise …’

‘Surprise our enemies,’ Dancer pleaded. ‘Not us!’ He nodded for the woman to continue. ‘Surly here has spent a great deal of time thinking about Nap.’

The ancient mage rolled his eyes. ‘Oh, please. Who cares about Nap now? Dancer, a much more profound errand beckons …’

The assassin glared a warning. ‘Hear her out, at the least.’

Kellanved groaned and let his head fall to the desk.

Ignoring this, Surly went on, ‘We should approach Dal Hon for an agreement exempting their shores and merchants from all attacks. We could ask for twenty ships with crews – or funding to the equivalent. For if we take Nap we will be the sole raiders of the Southern Seas. And they know this.’

Kellanved’s head snapped up. ‘We? What is this we business?’ He eyed Dancer narrowly.

Dancer pressed a hand to his brow in frustration. ‘That’s all you take away from that? This is sound strategy. I think we should listen.’

The mage set his elbows on the desk and steepled his fingers before his chin. He regarded Dancer with some scepticism. ‘And just which we are we talking about here?’

‘You, me, us – whoever! Just listen, dammit all to Burn!’

Kellanved pursed his lips and bounced his steepled fingers from them then lowered his hands to grip the desk. ‘Very well. I shall reveal my plans! They are as follows … we shall take all our ships, attack Dariyal, and take Nap!’ He thrust a bent finger into the air. ‘Ha!’

Surly and Dancer eyed one another, appalled. Dancer pulled a hand down his face. ‘Gods have mercy,’ he muttered, and turned away to pour a drink.

‘That’s just what Tarel would expect,’ Surly explained, rather acidly. ‘The same thing’s been tried again and again for hundreds of years.’ She pressed her hands together, almost at a loss for words. ‘Nap invading Malaz, Malaz invading Nap. It always fails in the end. We need an alliance. I suggest Dal Hon.’

Kellanved waved that aside. ‘I need no damned allies. Duplicitous betrayers! Two-faced turncoats! I curse them all.’

‘Then what exactly do you suggest?’ Dancer demanded.

‘Exactly what I just outlined.’

Dancer sipped his wine. He eyed the mage over the glass. ‘Haven’t you been listening?’

Kellanved nodded. ‘Yes I have. I hear that my plan is exactly what Talen and his admirals would expect of a new impetuous leader such as myself.’ He cocked a brow at Surly. ‘Yes?’

Now the Napan raider frowned, uncertain of the man’s tack. ‘Well, yes …’

Kellanved gave a curt nod. ‘Excellent. Because said invasion will be a diversion to draw their forces out of the capital. The real attack will come from the landward side. I myself shall transport a small force on to the island, led perhaps by our friend Dassem, to take the palace and replace its ruler.’

Surly snapped up a hand. ‘Agreed – so long as you swear to leave Tarel to me.’

Kellanved inclined his head. ‘Agreed.’ He waved, shooing Surly from his chambers. ‘Very good. Now, make the same offer to Itko Kan and Cawn in secret. But we will renege on those – yes?’

Dancer and Surly turned to eye one another, their brows rising: neither had thought of that.

Kellanved waved Surly off. ‘Go on! Make the arrangements. Dancer and I have things to talk over.’

Surly did not move. Her gaze slid between the two, suspicious. ‘If you disappear again how can I count on you being where you need to be?’

‘Tayschrenn should be able to contact us,’ Kellanved supplied, untroubled. ‘And in any case, I see your point. We shan’t be leaving for some time.’

She backed away to the door. ‘Very well. But how can we know you’ll be there …’

He fluttered a hand. ‘We shall. Do not worry.’

She pulled the door open, and could not help but add a last, dark, muttered, ‘You’d better be.’

The Crust brothers met her at the bottom of the stairs and Cartheron asked, ‘So? How’d it go? What’s the plan?’

She eyed the upper rooms and ran her fingertips over the ridged calloused knuckles of her other hand. ‘Remind me to stop underestimating that damned fool mage.’

*   *   *

Baron Elath Lallind, Sentry of the Seti Marches and High General of Nom Purge, was very pleased with his prosecution of the campaign against Quon Tali to date. He’d taken over from General Yellen of the Agar family – now stripped of all rank and disgraced – two seasons ago, and since then had proved victor far more often than the reverse. The most recent retreat of Quon Talian forces had brought the contending armies to the very border of Quon lands, at the shore-side plains of Sighing Grasses. A victory here would open the way to the rich northern provinces of their traditional enemy, and not too inconsequentially seal his name as the greatest leader in the history of Nom Purge. So it was that confidence was high and the mood one of barely suppressed glee at this last meeting of his command staff before battle.

‘We will finally break them here and retake our ancient lands,’ Elath announced to the nobles, captains and aides gathered in his command tent. ‘So ends the last legacy of their vaunted hegemony.’

All glasses rose in a toast. ‘To the general!’ All save one, Elath noticed, a young captain of heavy infantry, risen to prominence for his personal skill in battle. Hugely broad he was, and blunt-faced. An uncouth commoner with a thick length of prematurely grey hair.

Elath lowered his glass, his satisfaction souring. ‘You are concerned?’ he asked this leader of one of their foreign contingents.

The fellow rubbed a heavy paw over his jowls and let out a breath of unease. ‘It’s not like these Quon Talians to be so unprepared. Where are their reinforcements?’

‘Our sources tell us this is all they can muster at this time.’ He offered a shrug. ‘Quon and Tali are not what they once were.’

‘And they no doubt have sources among you who tell them you believe this.’

Elath’s mood was now positively darkening. ‘And you are … Orjin Samarr? Yes? Well, come out with it, Captain Samarr. What is it you are suggesting?’

The swordsman pointed to the east. ‘These deep wooded valleys flanking the plain. You could hide a whole army in there. I don’t like it.’

Elath turned a raised brow upon Baron Ghenst Terrall of the Coastal Provinces. The baron bowed. ‘The woods are clear, lord marshal. My own personal scouts searched them.’

Elath returned his attention to the foreign swordsman. ‘There you are. The baron assures us they are clear.’

‘Just the same, I’d feel a lot better if I could send a few of my own lads and lasses to—’

The marshal snapped up a hand for silence. ‘Captain … if a noble of Nom Purge says something is so, then it is so. A gentleman does not question another gentleman’s word.’

Many of the gathered nobility smirked at this particular phrasing, while the foreigner’s thick brows clenched as if he were too dense to parse the hidden insult behind the words. He nodded then, bowing to the general. ‘Too much drink, perhaps.’ He finished his cup and picked up the battered iron gauntlets on the table before him. He saluted the marshal, ‘To a glorious victory, sir,’ and brushed aside the heavy tent flap, exiting.

Outside, in the cold damp wind off the deeps of the Western Sea, he muttered to himself, ‘But whose?’

Four figures rose from a fire nearby. A scarred Wickan with a wild, wind-tossed mane of tangled hair, wearing a long studded leather hauberk; a towering pale fellow, bald, in an iron cuirass; a woman in a full-length coat of mail, twinned Untan duelling swords at her sides; and a squat, very black Dal Hon elder in a cloak of multicoloured rags and patches.

‘He’s not attacking, is he?’ the woman demanded.

Orjin sighed; tucked his gauntlets into his weapon-belt. ‘He’s attacking.’

‘And the woods?’ the bald giant asked.

‘Baron Ghenst Terrall assures us that the woods are clear.’

‘There are horses in the woods,’ the Wickan muttered. ‘I can sense them.’

‘And what would you know about horses?’ the Dal Hon ancient cackled. ‘That is rich! You, Arkady, a Wickan without a horse!’

The Wickan answered slowly, through tightly clenched teeth, ‘I told you … I swore a vow.’

Orjin waved a hand for silence. ‘Spread the word – everyone stick close to me. We may have to carve our way out of Hood’s own grasp tomorrow.’

The four nodded, answering, ‘Aye, captain.’

It was probably Orjin’s impolitic honesty at the staff meeting that saw his command stationed at the rear of the dispositions for the coming battle, in the reserves. He and his would see no glory this day, but that suited him just fine. He wasn’t in it for the glory; leave that to the nobles bred on war and battle. He was here for … well, he really couldn’t say why he was here. It all happened kind of by accident. He’d left Geni, a small backwater fishing isle famous for nothing, and set out to win a living by the only thing he seemed to have an aptitude for – swordplay. And over the next few years he’d found himself with a growing name and a growing set of followers attracted to that name. Now he was a captain, if only unofficially, as his troop was no formal mercenary force, rather more like a large warband such as the chieftains of ancient times used to lead.

So it was that at dawn he and his command stood waiting with hands at belts, or, in the case of the bald giant Orhan of Fenn, leaning his seven-foot frame on a twelve-foot-tall halberd.

As the rising sun burned the fog from the plain and warmed him, the light murmur of contact reached even here, far to the rear.

‘Skirmishers are feeling each other out,’ Terath supplied, her gauntleted hands clasping and reclasping the worn leather grips of her duelling swords.

The Wickan, Arkady, grunted his agreement.

‘You know,’ offered Orhan, ‘in battles the view I’m used to isn’t the rumps of the officers’ horses.’

‘We must be really far back,’ Arkady grumbled.

The swordswoman had set to rubbing her teeth with a willow twig and now she tossed this aside, spitting. ‘You know what we say out east in Unta about this interminable Purge–Tali war?’

‘What, Terath?’ Orjin answered, distracted, focused upon the growing clamour of battle ahead – the lights and mediums must be closing upon one another.

‘Everyone says that the war with Nom Purge is just the Talians keeping in practice.’

The giant Orhan’s chuckle was a deep bass rumble. ‘That is a good one. I like that.’

Orjin rubbed his chin, listening even more keenly now, and muttered, ‘I think you’re right in that, Terath.’

A roar washed over them at the rear, sweeping down from the battlefield – the largest cohorts colliding, mostly medium infantry. Among these two armies the cavalry was mainly the officer corps and their staff, for visibility and mobility rather than actual fighting.

‘Now or never …’ he breathed aloud.

But it came not as he’d expected it – an explosive burst of despairing shouts and screams – rather, all the Nom Purge mounted officers in view slewed their horses over to the forested east and Orjin knew that the rest of the Quon Talian forces had just revealed themselves. And done so too far from the engagement.

‘Ready weapons!’ he bellowed to his troop.

The impact of the charging Quon Tali forces came as a menacing roar and a shudder beneath their feet. Orjin knew the Purge forces still had a chance – as long as they held fast and resisted. One break, or routed company, however, could very well crack the entire dam. He and his force awaited the outcome, whichever it may be, in the rear.

After a good twenty minutes of pitched battle back and forth, Nom Purge infantry appeared, running past them, some even throwing down their weapons as they went. Orjin sought out the company mage, the Dal Hon shaman, Yune, and gave him a nod. The hunched old man pounded his raven-feather-strung staff to the ground – once. That blow communicated itself to all Orjin’s forces, its meaning prearranged: Tighten up.

Mounted Nom Purge nobles then appeared, battered and bloodied, pushing their horses through the milling infantry to charge past Samarr’s unit.

‘Where is Elath?’ he yelled as they thundered by. ‘Dammit! What’s going on?’ All ignored him. Orjin spotted a harried and wild-eyed Baron Ghenst Terrall among those abandoning the field and charged towards him, pushing aside fleeing soldiers as he went. He waved the nobleman down.

‘Out of my way, damn you!’ the baron shouted.

‘Rally the troops – while you can!’ Orjin shouted back.

Ghenst attempted to yank his mount around him. ‘Word of this must reach the queen, dog!’

‘And what of the woods?’ Orjin demanded. ‘The Quon forces came out of the woods!’

For an instant their eyes met, and the baron glanced away, his face flushing. Stunned, Orjin let his arms fall. ‘You Hood-damned bastard …’

Ghenst took that moment to spur his mount past.

Orjin’s troops found him there, motionless, still peering after the diminishing figure of the fleeing nobleman. They surrounded him, using the flat of their blades to push back a rising tide of refugees from the front, all clamouring for protection among Orjin’s tight unit. The giant Orhan came wading through the press. ‘Orders?’ he rumbled.

Blinking, coming to himself, Orjin gestured to the east. ‘Make for cover in the woods – as a unit!’

Orhan inclined his bald scarred head. ‘Aye, aye.’ He waved his great halberd overhead in a circle, ending the arc to point east. As one, the chevron of mercenary heavies began marching, with Orjin at point.

As they pushed through the rout, Orjin spotted a staff messenger, bloodied from a head blow, staggering almost aimlessly. He broke ranks to take hold of the woman’s shoulder and give her a shake. ‘What happened, dammit to Hood!’

‘We held them,’ she murmured, dazed. ‘We held … but there were too many. Too many …’

‘And Elath? What word?’

‘Fallen.’ She wiped a wet, bloodied hand across her face. ‘We are lost.’

‘Only if you break,’ Samarr snarled, pushing her to the rear. ‘Never break.’

They marched onward. Quon Talian forces now appeared, harrying the broken Purge mediums. Among these came grim-faced heavies in long surcoats that bore a black field adorned by a simple silver crown. The famous sigil of the Talian Iron Legion.

These men and women simply struck a guard, allowing Orjin’s troops to pass; after all, the day was already theirs. Why pursue unnecessary hard knocks?

Orjin answered the salute and continued onward, flanked by Terath and Orhan. In this manner they made cover among the woods and here Orjin waved his lieutenants to him.

‘What now?’ Terath demanded. ‘Our contract was with Elath.’

Orjin shook his head. ‘Technically, our contract is with the queen.’

Orhan rubbed his wide jaw. ‘If Purage falls, we don’t get paid.’

Orjin sent him a glare. ‘I know! With Elath’s expeditionary force broken the passes are open to Tali.’

‘The old keep at Two-River could contain them,’ Yune supplied.

Terath laughed her scorn. ‘That pest-hole? A crumbling stone tower and a wooden palisade! Indefensible!’

Orjin looked to the distant north-east highlands. ‘That’s about two days’ march from here.’

‘Two good days,’ Terath appended.

Orjin gave a curt jerk of his head, pushed back his long grey hair. ‘We’ll march straight through. Beat them there. The Purge forces must be rallying somewhere – it’s the obvious strong point.’

‘A hundred years ago maybe,’ Terath grumbled, and she slammed home her blades.

‘None the less. We march.’ Orjin raised a hand and signed Move out.

*   *   *

Crouched on his haunches, Tayschrenn squinted into the dark gap that remained between the twin monoliths lying lengthways one above the other, and reflected that, as far as instruments of execution went, this was a most ingenious one. Crushing the condemned between two immense slabs of stone – elegant in its simplicity.

This victim, however, refused to cooperate. So far, at least.

Sighing his distaste, the mage sat and idly brushed the night’s flying insects from his face. Too bad; now he would actually have to talk to the fellow. He patted the top slab of granite. ‘Hello?’ he called. ‘Still with us?’

He waited patiently. The night wind rose, hissing through the tall grasses of the surrounding savanna foothills of these Itko Kan–Dal Hon borderlands. Eventually, a voice snapped from within the darkness of the gap – a space no wider than the outstretched fingers of one’s hand, thumb to pinky.

‘Fuck off. Kinda busy right now.’

‘I should say so,’ Tayschrenn agreed affably. ‘I can feel your Warren sizzling just from here. Weakening, though.’ He added, conversationally, ‘Not much longer, I should think.’

‘Listen.’ The man hidden within spoke again, his voice clipped and breathless. ‘Are you naturally this much of an asshole, or are you making an extra special effort?’

Tayschrenn patted the top granite slab once more. ‘Actually, I’m here to offer a deal.’

‘A deal? Really? Hardly fair, don’tcha think? I’m in a tight spot right now.’

Tayschrenn shrugged, then realized the fellow couldn’t see him. ‘Regardless. The deal should be obvious. Your life for your service.’

‘To you?’

Grimacing, Tayschrenn brushed the rock dust from his hands. ‘My employer, actually.’

‘Ah. And who is he or she?’

Tayschrenn raised his eyes to the starry night sky, twined his fingers together at a knee and rocked back and forth. ‘I really don’t think you’re in a position to ask any questions.’

‘How do you know?’ answered the hidden victim. ‘Maybe I always wanted to lose some weight.’

Tayschrenn made levelling motions with his hands, as if smoothing a cloth. ‘You wouldn’t lose it. It would just be more … spread out.’

‘Asshole!’

‘Regardless, time is running out. You are not the only minor talent I could approach.’

‘Minor!’ the fellow burst out – then gasped as the top granite block dropped a finger’s width. ‘Fucker! If I was out of here I’d tear you apart!’

‘Hardly. Your Warren’s flickering. You are almost spent. And in any case, if you were such a fearsome warlock how did the townsfolk get you in there?’

A sullen silence radiated from within the thin gap. ‘I have something of a weakness for the pleasures of the flesh – wine and women, as they say.’

‘So they drugged you.’

‘Yeah.’

‘Well … let this be a warning.’

‘Won’t happen again.’

‘Do we have an accord then?’

‘Fine. Yes! An accord. I’d shake on it but I have my hands full right now.’

‘Very well.’ Tayschrenn gestured and the huge block flew off, spinning through the air to crash to the ground in a shuddering impact.

The little man revealed beneath peered in that direction. ‘Show-off.’ He rose, shakily, and brushed at his fine rich shirt and trousers. Tayschrenn merely gave him a nod in greeting.

‘So who’s our employer, then?’

‘A mage of Meanas, named Kellanved.’

The young man – though young in appearance only – raised a quizzical brow. ‘Not the mage who’s got all the talents up in arms as Shadow cards are jumping from their decks and doing jigs on the tables?’

Tayschrenn showed a pained expression. ‘The same.’

‘Hunh. And you are?’

‘Tayschrenn.’

The slim youth nodded. ‘Calot.’

*   *   *

Gregar Bluenth groaned and regained consciousness. He rubbed his head, only to wince at the numerous raised welts, and swallowed the taste of old blood. He pushed himself up from the pile of rotting damp straw he lay upon and surveyed his surroundings: the sight was not promising. The only light cascaded down from an opening hidden in the stone ceiling far above. The dim glow revealed that he’d been thrown into a prison cell.

He staggered to the stout iron-bound door and banged upon it. ‘Hello! Anyone there? Hello?’ He kept banging.

After a very long time – half a day, perhaps; he had no way of telling but for the gradual waning of the natural light filtering down into the cell – heavy footsteps sounded from the hall outside the door. ‘Hello?’ Gregar called once more. ‘Who’s there?’

‘Oho! Awake, are you?’

He sighed his relief. ‘Yes. Where am I?’

‘They always ask that,’ said his interlocutor in a tone of wonder. ‘Thought it must be obvious.’

Gregar kicked the door. ‘Yes, yes. In prison in Castle Gris – I just wanted a second opinion. Thank you. Now that you’ve had your joke you can let me out.’

‘Out? Out you say, lad? Whatever for?’

‘What do you mean, “whatever for”? I’ve done nothing wrong. Let me go, dammit!’

‘Nothing wrong? You assaulted the Grisian guard. Sent many to the healing wards, so I understand.’ The shambling, heavy steps came closer. ‘You even boasted of meaning to join the Crimson Guard – and you know those criminals are outlawed here in Gris.’

Gregar let his head touch the cool damp wood of the door. Yes, he remembered that boast. ‘Fine. I’m sorry, okay? I repent. I’m an apprentice stonemason here at the castle. You can let me out now.’

‘Sorry, lad, but this is your third run-in with the guard. You’re bound for labour in the quarries.’

The quarries? As a mason Gregar knew about the wretched lives of those sent to break rock in the quarries. It was no better than a death sentence.

‘Look – I recant. I’d been drinking, okay? Haven’t you ever had a little too much?’

‘Oh, yes,’ answered the hidden jailer. ‘Many times. But it’s not up to me. By the way – I say sorry, but I’m not. Not at all. I just say that to quieten you fellows down. Farewell!’

‘Wait!’ He banged on the door. ‘Wait, dammit to Hood!’

The heavy dragging steps diminished into the distance, accompanied by a mocking chuckle.

He slid down the door to the stone floor and lay there up against the wood, cursing. In time, he must have fallen asleep again, because he imagined himself clawing at the wall. He scratched, pulled, seemed even to be digging – as at the promised quarry, perhaps – pushing at the stones, desperate to escape.

And when he awoke once again the light was different. Flickering sallow lamplight illuminated a narrow stone hallway. He jumped to his feet, unbelieving. The fool of a jailer must’ve left the door unlocked! Gregar ran.

After numerous intersections and doors – always choosing the upwards path, be it stairs or a sloping hall – he found himself in the lower kitchens of the great stone fortress that was ancient Castle Gris. Fat cauldrons steamed over charcoal fires, and wide counters held fowl waiting to be plucked and butchered piglets awaiting dressing. The scent of food made him almost faint and he went to the nearest cast-iron pot. A wooden spoon rested nearby and he dunked it into the dark roiling fluid.

‘I wouldn’t eat that if I were you,’ warned an amused voice nearby, and Gregar jumped backwards.

What he’d taken for a pile of rags and bones now stirred, revealing a painfully skinny figure all angles and protruding joints. A pale skull limned by greasy lank hair rose as its owner regarded him.

‘Why?’ he demanded.

‘Because that’s lye in there.’

‘Lye? Doesn’t smell like it.’

‘Been boiling for days. Ready to treat the hides now.’

Gregar flinched away. ‘Isn’t there anything to eat here? Isn’t this a damned kitchen?’

The emaciated lad – if it was a lad; Gregar couldn’t really tell – chuckled.

‘This is the sub-sub-kitchen. If Castle Gris has a basement, this is the shithole beneath. Not much food here. Just the worst cast-offs and leavings.’

‘There’s a lot beneath here,’ Gregar answered. ‘I’ve seen it.’

The eyes, huge and luminous in the lean fleshless skull, somehow became brighter. ‘You’ve come from below? How?’

‘I escaped.’

‘Escaped?’ The figure repeated the word as if mouthing it for the first time. ‘Escaped … how?’

‘Never mind! I need food.’

‘No. How. Tell me how.’

Gregar eyed the three open approaches to the kitchen and the one locked door. ‘Fine. The jailer left the door to my cell unlocked and I escaped. There. Happy? Now – where’s something to eat?’

An etiolated hand rose and long crooked fingers extended to point to the far cauldron. ‘Ham hocks rendering. Try there.’

Gregar used the spoon to fish out a pig’s knuckle to gnaw on. ‘Who’re you?’ he asked, as he eyed the openings and considered his chances in the upper halls.

‘Never mind me. Escaped, you say? From the cells? What did you do?’

Gregar shrugged, rather self-consciously. ‘I had a fight with the guard.’

‘Last night?’

‘Yes.’

‘Ah! So that was you the servants were talking about. They said you beat down an entire watch of the guard while armed only with sticks. And that you meant to join the Crimson Guard. Is that true?’

Gregar looked away. ‘I suppose so. Can’t really remember.’

‘Then how did they capture you?’

He sighed, spat the knuckle to the floor. ‘I passed out.’

The figure, who had been lying or crouching, now rose to stand, and Gregar was appalled by the state of its emaciation, and the filthy rags that hung from its skeletal frame. He was also rather unnerved by the brightness that flamed in its huge eyes. ‘What is your calling?’ the figure asked.

‘Calling?’

‘What do you do?’

‘Oh. I’m an apprentice mason.’

‘Mason.’ The figure nodded to itself, thinking. Gregar now noted a collar and chain that ran from the poor slave’s neck to a ring set in the wall nearby. ‘Have a way with stone, do you?’ it asked, suddenly, as if struck by a thought.

Gregar gave a curt jerk of his head. ‘Aye. Always. Comes natural to me. I can just see it.’

‘See it? See what?’

Gregar shrugged again. He fished out another pig’s knuckle. ‘Where to strike. The stresses and strains running through any rock. It’s all obvious to me. Plain as day. The north tower, for example – it needs shoring up. The foundations are eroding.’

The sickly lad smiled now – a corpse’s grin of yellowed teeth against sunken cheeks. He grabbed hold of the chain securing him to the wall and held it out. ‘Break this,’ he demanded.

Gregar waved him off. ‘Thanks, but no thanks. I’m for the higher halls.’

‘You won’t make it ten paces.’ The lad’s fevered pale eyes were blazing with a new light. ‘I, however, know all the upper halls. I can get you out of Castle Gris.’

Gregar waved him off. ‘Sorry, but I can’t break that chain.’

The lad lifted his chin, revealing his collar. ‘What of this?’

It was a plain length of leather riveted about the boy’s neck. Gregar thought even this fellow ought to be able to break it. ‘That’s our deal then, is it? I release you and you get us out?’

The young lad nodded, very sombrely. ‘Oh yes. And we join the Crimson Guard.’

Despite himself, Gregar laughed his disbelief. ‘Really? I was just boasting.’

The slave edged his head from side to side in all seriousness. ‘You break this collar and we will join the Crimson Guard.’

‘Really? Just like that?’

The young slave nodded. ‘Just like that.’

Gregar laughed. ‘You sell a good line, whoever you are. But I’ll give it a try.’ He reached out to the poor fellow’s neck. A yank and the leather band parted. He handed the broken length to the lad. ‘There you are. Don’t know why you couldn’t have done that yourself.’

The slave stared for a time at the leather band in his pale, long-fingered hands. Then his gaze rose in wonder to Gregar. ‘My master ensorcelled these bonds so that I couldn’t break them. Only a certain sort of person could.’

At the word ‘ensorcelled’ a cold sickness took hold of Gregar’s stomach. ‘Your master?’ he breathed.

The skinny lad nodded. ‘The sorcerer Ap-Athlan. High Mage of Gris.’

Gregar resisted the urge to cuff the youth across his head. ‘Why didn’t you say so, dammit! I thought your master was just the cook or something!’ Realizing he was shouting, he lowered his voice, hissing, ‘I don’t want any attention, in case you hadn’t noticed.’

The lad – in truth, perhaps no older than himself for all he knew – raised his eerily long-fingered hands in reassurance. ‘I know, I know. And I can get us out. Guaranteed. Then we’ll join the Crimson Guard.’

Gregar rubbed the back of his neck while the lad limped about the kitchen, digging out a cured ham, a wedge of cheese, a skin of wine, and throwing all into a burlap sack. ‘Ah, about that joining up thing … I was drunk. It was just a damned boast … I really don’t think that’s gonna happen …’

The lad raised a hand once again. ‘Don’t worry. It will. They’ll take both of us. I’m sure.’

Gregar laughed, shaking his head. ‘Well, kid. As I said: you talk a good line – I’ll give you that. What’s your name, anyway?’

He raised his hands to study them once more. ‘Dog, he called me. My master. I did … things for him. Things I do not want to think of. But now that I am free – I can forget him. So, I will use my old name, Haraj. And you?’

‘Gregar Bluenth.’

The lad pulled a face. ‘Gregar Bluenth? Really. Have to do something about that …’ He limped to a heavily bound door that Gregar knew must lead closer to the rear chambers, and possible freedom.

‘That’s locked,’ he warned. ‘No point trying that.’

The lad pressed his hands to the door. He brushed and rubbed his long fingers over the iron lock. Then, with one extended finger, he gave the door a push and it creaked open. He flashed an evil boyish grin to Gregar. ‘No it’s not.’ He crooked a finger, inviting him onward. ‘Let’s go.’




Chapter 2

The day after he, Surly, and Kellanved had their strategy talk, Dancer was in the upper chambers of Mock’s Hold when Kellanved entered and carefully shut the door behind him. The mage, now permanently appearing as a wrinkled, black-skinned Dal Hon elder, beckoned Dancer close and whispered, hushed, ‘Are we alone?’

Dancer shrugged, a touch mystified. ‘Well, yes. I imagine so.’

‘Good. Then let’s go.’

‘Go? Go where?’

The grey-haired ancient raised his eyes to the ceiling in frustration. ‘Our research. The stone! We follow the stone!’

For the last month Dancer had heard nothing but this and so he pulled a hand down his face, exhausted by it. Their first trip chasing up a lead regarding ancient weapons from the Fenn mountains had been an utter disaster and they’d barely escaped with their lives – yet again. He’d hoped that would’ve been enough to quell the lad’s ambitions, but apparently no setback, no matter how dire, could in any manner rein in this one’s plans. ‘Right. The spear-point. You mean this very moment?’

‘Of course!’ The mage drew himself up straight and pronounced, ‘If not now, then what? If not where, then who?’

Dancer stared at him, his brows crimping. ‘What?’

The mage threw a finger in the air for a pause. ‘Wait!’ He stroked his chin, thinking furiously. ‘If not where … then why … no, that’s not it. If not what, then who?’ He shook his head. ‘No. Wait …’

Dancer waved that aside. ‘Not now. We have to prepare. Water, food, the proper gear.’

‘Fine!’ Kellanved pointed to a candle inscribed with lines. ‘One segment – an hour.’

Dancer nodded his agreement. ‘Okay. One hour.’ He headed to the door. ‘We’ll meet here.’

Downstairs, in the main hall of the Hold, he found Surly. She was leaning up against a long feasting-table, her arms crossed, the usual sceptical and disapproving scowl on her hard face. ‘You’re off disappearing now, aren’t you?’

‘Yeah, we’re leaving.’

She raised a hand to inscribe a languid circle as if encompassing the Hold. ‘And what makes you think all this will be here waiting for you when you return?’

He raised his shoulders, dismissive. ‘I don’t assume any such thing – if that’s what you mean.’

‘Really? Then why all this? Why do any of it?’

‘This? The Hold? The isle?’ He waved a hand. ‘I care nothing for this. It’s a by-product only. I don’t need it.’

Now Surly raised a brow, extremely doubtful. ‘Really. A by-product … of what?’

‘Of me challenging myself.’ He inclined his head. ‘Now, if you will excuse me – time is short.’ He headed off.

‘What if you do not return?’ Surly called after him. ‘Then what?’

Turning, he bowed, while retreating. ‘Then do with it what  you will.’

An hour later he pushed open the door to Kellanved’s chambers then kicked it shut behind him. He now wore his customary armoured vest beneath his shirt and pocketed jacket. Knives of all lengths and weights were thrust into sheaths sewn into vest, shirt and jacket. Further weapons were secreted at his neck, in his boots, and round his waist. A coiled rope was at one shoulder,  and a pack containing a drinking skin and dried food. A pouch inside his jacket held a selection of miscellaneous coins, a tinderbox, lengths of drawn wire, a few fine tools, and two beeswax candles.

Kellanved he found once more behind his desk, feet up, snoring.

In three long strides he was across the room to kick the desk and Kellanved fell from his chair, arms flailing. His head appeared from behind the desk, peering about in wonder. ‘What was that?’

‘An earthquake.’

‘Really? Imagine that.’

‘Yes. Ready to go?’

‘Already?’

Dancer righted the candle, indicated the remaining scribed lines.

The mage frowned, then shrugged. ‘Hunh.’ He stood and straightened his vest. ‘Very well.’

‘All set, are you?’ Dancer enquired sweetly. ‘Got everything, have we?’

The ancient-looking Dal Hon fluttered a hand. ‘Well, I imagine you’ve taken care of all the mundane details.’

‘Thank you so very much …’ His acid comment trailed off as he found he was no longer in the mage’s chambers in Mock’s Hold. The two now stood on a vast plain of volcanic black dust and ashes, a sky of roiling dark clouds shot through by blasts of lightning above. ‘That was … very smooth,’ he managed, secretly quite impressed.

‘Why thank you,’ the little mage answered, with all his usual smugness. ‘It’s coming so much more easily now. Almost as if I never really leave, you know?’

Dancer didn’t know, but he nodded. ‘If you say so. This isn’t Shadow, clearly. The Scar?’

Kellanved nodded. He waved his walking stick about and headed off. ‘Yes. More private, don’t you think?’

Personally, Dancer didn’t like it. He was uncomfortable in this wasteland region, or Warren, or whatever it was. He felt as if he were always being watched. And there was also the atmosphere. Melancholy was the best word he could come up with to describe the aura this place seemed to exude. It unnerved him. But at least nothing was actively trying to kill him – nothing he knew of, at any rate.

He turned his attention to the crabbed, hunched, falsely aged mage at his side. ‘As if I never leave,’ the fellow had said. Dancer thought that inadvertently revealing. Once more he tried to make sense of what the Tano Spiritwalker had confided to him that day in the far-off Seven Cities prison. That this mage may inhabit more than one plane or Warren at any one time. That having been engulfed by a storm of Otataral dust, his essence had been annealed, or translated, across more than one location: the mundane physical plane, the Warren of Shadow, and this strange artificial dimension – be it whatever it was.

And if this were indeed so – he glanced aside to the mage as he sauntered along swinging his walking stick – it may be that this fellow had become rather difficult to kill. For it may be that his spirit would persist in those other Realms.

Dancer rubbed a temple, almost wincing. Whatever. Not his area of expertise. Suffice it to say he had a resourceful partner he could trust, and so it was time to push himself as far as possible to see just what he could accomplish.

Kellanved fished in a vest pocket and brought out the stone – the infamous knapped broken spear-point – which he jiggled in his palm. ‘Nothing,’ he announced. ‘Thought not. The influence, or connection, that bears upon it does not extend to this Realm.’

‘So we return.’

‘Yes.’

‘Where?’

‘North. Somewhere north.’

‘Not Heng, please,’ Dancer said, laughing.

Kellanved offered a weak smile. ‘No indeed.’ Then he frowned, thoughtful. ‘But it came to me there, didn’t it?’

Dancer’s half-amused smile fell. ‘Not that town.’

The mage offered an ambiguous shrug. ‘Who knows? I swear, Dancer, I mean to avenge myself upon those mages. Eventually.’

They paced onwards for a time; a thin, wind-borne scarf of ash and dust preceded them. Dancer could not shake his discomfort, his sense that the Realm was somehow haunted. ‘I dislike this place,’ he announced to Kellanved, who nodded, not surprised at all.

‘Yes. It has that aura. A great crime was perpetrated here, I believe. Long ago.’

Finally, Dancer could endure the wait no longer, and he asked, ‘Now?’

Kellanved paused, peered round. ‘Well. I suppose we could see where we are …’

In a moment Dancer found himself in sudden night, amid a plain of tall windswept grasses. He peered round, crouching, now quite used to these transitions. ‘Northern Dal Hon,’ he offered, cocking an eye to his companion.

The mage glanced about, distaste upon his wrinkled features. ‘Sadly so,’ he agreed. He studied the stone in his hands, then announced, ‘This way.’

Dancer followed, hands on his heaviest weapons, for hyenas, leopards and other beasts stalked these grasslands. After a time, the wide, bright bridge of the gods arcing overhead, he suggested, ‘We should bed down for the night.’

The wizened Dal Hon native had been slashing his walking stick through the grasses as he went. ‘Really?’ he answered. ‘Are you tired?’

Dancer considered. Was he tired? He realized that he was not. The walk through the ashen Warren had only been a few hours, after all. Yet it was night here. Had it been a half-day, or even two? He had no way of knowing until they reached a settlement that kept a decent record of the days – beyond that of the traditional ‘close to harvest’, or ‘soon after the solstice’, or whatever.

Not that it mattered. Days and years came and went. There was no pressing need to keep count. Why bother, after all? Only pinched dry historians argued over what happened in the third year of king so-and-so’s reign. It was all over and done with to him. Not of the moment.

Setting aside his musings, Dancer looked to his companion and realized that he was uncharacteristically sombre and quiet this night. ‘You are troubled?’ he asked.

The little fellow shrugged his thin shoulders as he swatted at the grass. ‘Unhappy memories.’

Dancer smiled to himself. He thinks he had a difficult childhood?

‘I was beaten and mocked and belittled all through my youth,’ Kellanved began, unbidden. ‘Dal Hon tribes value martial ability, you see. Fighting. Strength. Athleticism.’ He motioned to his skinny form. ‘I possess none of these qualities, as you see. So I was the mongrel dog, the runt of the litter, that is the target of all abuse. Further, there seemed some darker motive behind it all. Some deliberate dislike or dread. At the time I knew nothing of this – all only became clear later.’

Dancer listened quite astonished; this was the first time the lad had opened up regarding his background.

The mage swatted anew as they paced along. ‘Eventually, useless as I was judged for warfare, I was taken in, reluctantly, by a neighbouring tribal shaman. I was overjoyed at first. This would be my calling! It seemed to fit so very well. But soon I found myself suffering even worse abuse at the hands of this fiend. Every degradation, every humiliating and disgusting task he set me, seemed deliberately designed to drive me away. And so, in time, he succeeded, and I ran away from my apprenticeship, out into the wilds, quite alone. Of course slavers captured me almost immediately.’ The lad swatted ferociously at the grass. ‘I will never forget the torture I received at their hands!

‘So I languished for a time, a bound servant in their camp. Then, one day, a man picked me out and took me away to serve him in his tower on the Itko Kanese border. He was a mage and he revealed to me that he’d picked me out because I, too, was touched by talent. There my real journey began.’

Dancer nodded. All this sounded not too dissimilar from his experience. ‘He trained you,’ he offered.

The lad nodded. ‘Yes. The rudiments. But nothing more. Stingy, he was. Never revealing quite enough to allow me to stand on my own. Eventually I realized the damned fellow intended to keep me perpetually in his service, if he could. And so I ran again.’

Dancer nodded. He, too, had also fled his master.

The lad raised his walking stick to the stars. ‘Then it happened. A revelation in the wilds. As you now know, mystic legend has it that ancient Shadow, Kurald Emurlahn, was shattered, broken into countless shards. In these very grasslands, I stumbled upon, or was washed over by, one of those shards, and at that moment everything became clear. Shadow! That was my home. All the dark insults and muttered asides directed my way during my youth were explained: such a fragment had happened to pass over, or through, the village during the moment of my birth.’

The mage halted, and Dancer drew up short, surprised, as Kellanved faced him. ‘That is why Meanas does not trouble me, you see. It is my home. I was born in it. All this,’ and he gestured about, ‘all this is an impediment; irksome. I loathe it. It is in Meanas that I feel most whole. It is my centre. I was formed within its influence. Do you think it mere chance that the Hounds responded to me? No. My soul, my essence, belongs there. It took a while – but they recognized a kindred spirit.’

Dancer let out a breath, nodding. Well … that explains a lot. ‘I … see …’

Kellanved continued on. ‘For a time I bounced from scholar to scholar, mage to warlock, ever pursuing more knowledge of Shadow. Everything since has been an effort to return there for ever. And I shall.’ He thrust the walking stick to the night sky. ‘I shall!’

‘I do not doubt it,’ Dancer murmured.

The mage now set a finger to his lips as he eyed the silvery monochrome landscape before them. ‘I judge we are some three days south of the Idryn. Must we walk it?’

Dancer considered the alternatives – neither of which he judged desirable. ‘Sorry,’ he answered, ‘but we really ought to.’

Kellanved sighed, his thin shoulders falling. ‘Really? Must we?’ He raised a finger in warning. ‘Fine! If we must. But I tell you, once I come into my own there’ll be no more of this tramping about, I promise you!’

Dancer smiled his approval. ‘Agreed. Once the benefits outweigh the hazards.’

*   *   *

Nedurian walked the cobbled main road that led out from Malaz City to cross the isle. Once he’d passed two wayside inns, an informal market ground, a blacksmith’s, and a shop dedicated to building and repairing the local heavy slate roofs, he entered fields and market-gardens where produce, pigs and chickens vied for space among low hedges and ancient, crumbling fieldstone walls. Past these he came to long fields of grain such as barley, millet and wheat that ran in narrow strips out from the road to a distant hidden stream. These rural farmers – crofters, some named them – lived relatively independently of the city just a few hours’ walk, though something of a world, away.

His left leg started to ache then, as it always did when called upon to cross more than a few rods of journey. It was an old injury. A summoned demon had taken a chunk out of his thigh and nicked the femur; a military churgeon had reached him in time to save his life, but the leg had never been the same. Thankfully, not so far ahead, among the windswept hills, he spotted what surely must be his destination.

It was an old local burial field, abandoned now, but rumoured to be haunted, of course. Shunned by the locals. Yet here fresh new canvas tents snapped and shuddered in the wind while long thin banners of black rippled above – sigils of the cult of Hood, resurgent here on the isle due to a personage now accruing a near worldwide reputation among the faithful. Dassem Ultor, Mortal Sword of Hood, god of death.

Nedurian limped onward, entered the field and traced his  way through the tents to where adherents and the faithful were gathered, some kneeling, others standing as they prayed. He tried to push past the crowd, only to have his way barred by armed cultists.

‘Yes, brother?’ a woman demanded, her arm out.

‘I am here to see the Sword.’

‘As are we all. Yet he is praying and not to be disturbed.’

‘He’ll see me.’

‘Oh? And why is this?’

‘Because I’m here with a message from the woman he works for!’ Nedurian snapped, rather irritated. ‘That’s why.’

The cultist dropped her arm. ‘Ah. The Sword has left instructions. You may pass.’ Yet the arm snapped up again, a finger thrusting. ‘But the Sword does not work for this woman. They merely share obligations to the master of Shadow.’

Nedurian had been about to slap the woman’s arm aside, but her words startled him enough to make him pause, blinking. ‘The master of what?’

‘Shadow, of course. There are those among us who share allegiance to that faith as well. They wear the colours of twilight grey.’

Now Nedurian could not stop himself rolling his eyes to the sky. Gods! These religious people and their love of pompous self-important titles and hierarchies of power. Personally, he thought it insane – but, after all, he was just a soldier at heart. Give him comrades in arms, a warm fire and plenty to drink, and life was good. Who needed more than that?

So he shrugged, mumbling something like ‘Pissant fools’, and shouldered his way through.

The centre of the field was empty; a measure of the respect, and perhaps dread, in which the Sword was held. Nedurian passed simple cairns of piled stones to a larger structure, a sepulture of dressed black volcanic rock. Here the Dal Hon lad who was held to be the living embodiment of Hood’s will sat cross-legged, meditating – or dozing, depending upon your level of reverence.

‘Stay like that and you’ll stiffen up,’ Nedurian growled.

A smile crooked the lad’s lips. ‘Spoken like an old campaigner.’ He raised his dark, so very dark blue eyes and even Nedurian, sceptic and veteran, felt a shudder. As if he were looking through me to something else. Something so very far away. ‘What may I do for you?’ the lad asked.

Now Nedurian smiled, despite himself. No false pride or haughtiness here! Just two veterans hunkering down for a chat. And so he crouched to his haunches, picked up a rock and studied it, saying, ‘Got us a lot of raw recruits in need of training …’

The lad’s face clouded, and he nearly winced. He dropped his gaze. ‘Death comes to us all.’

Nedurian fought to hide his impatience with this sort of easy youthful fatalism. ‘That’s true. But it could come a year later just as easily – so who’s to decide? You?’

A half-smile ghosted the lad’s lips. ‘Touché, my friend. Nedurian, is it?’

‘Yes.’

‘And veteran of the Iron Legion.’ The lad’s penetrating gaze rose and Nedurian had to look away. ‘Officer, yes?’

He nodded. ‘Of the Old Guard. Before the legion was broken on the fields of Commor before Unta.’

‘The Untans take credit for that victory.’

‘They shouldn’t,’ Nedurian answered, rather testily. ‘It was the Bloorian and Gris heavies. They sacrificed themselves to turn the tide. It was a slaughter, but they weakened the lines just enough. The Untans came swanning in later.’

‘You were there,’ the lad said – and it was not a question.

Nedurian jerked a nod, his gaze lowered. ‘Yes. I was there.’

The Dal Hon youth was quiet for a time, then he asked, quietly, ‘What is it you want of me?’

Nedurian flung his arms open. ‘Training, man! At least give them a chance to survive the first sword stroke!’

Dassem glanced away. ‘I’m not a soldier. Nor do I pretend to be.’

Nedurian swept that aside. ‘Don’t worry about that. We’ll take care of the soldiering. You just handle the swordsmanship.’

The lad considered, his head cocked. Then he gave a slow  nod. ‘Very well. If that is our agreement. But I am no soldier or general. Remember that.’

Nedurian gave a curt nod of agreement in answer. ‘Whatever. So long as our lads and lasses have a better chance. That’s all I ask.’

‘You?’ Dassem demanded sharply. ‘Or this woman, Surly?’

‘Does it matter? So long as we can help these recruits?’

The Dal Hon smiled in answer, almost as if rueful. ‘She sent you, didn’t she?’

‘She asked that I speak to you,’ Nedurian admitted. ‘Yes. Why?’

The lad shook his head. ‘Never mind. It’s just that she knew. She knew that out of everyone you had the best chance of … well …’ He shrugged. ‘What’s done is done. Very well. I will return.’ He extended a hand, indicating that they were finished. ‘Tell her I will return.’

Despite his natural scepticism and irreligious bent, Nedurian bowed his head, rising. ‘Thank you. It will mean a lot to the ranks, I’m certain of it.’

Dassem inclined his head in acknowledgement of the compliment. ‘Thank you. Now I must reflect upon this. I must consider if this is the right path for me.’

Nedurian straightened, wincing at the jabbing pain from his left leg, and massaged his hip. ‘Well, we’ll see you at the wharves tomorrow, yes?’

The Dal Hon youth waved him off. ‘Tomorrow.’

He limped away, clenching his lips against the ache of his old wound. Well, if he’d just secured training from the foremost swordsman of their age for his boys and girls, then he didn’t give a tinker’s damn how much this furthered or served the woman Surly’s schemes.

*   *   *

Tayschrenn returned to Malaz City via the hidden Warren  Kellanved had found and revealed to him. Not that he feared a renewed confrontation with any D’rek priests – it was just perhaps prudent to avoid notice for a time. Also, though it was personally crushing to admit, he’d failed his god and wanted no more reminders.

This new mage who pretended to be a youth, Calot he called himself, should follow along shortly. Tayschrenn did not consider himself naïve in allowing him time to finish his personal matters; he’d asked him for a small item, in this case a rag used as a handkerchief, and told him that should he fail to appear Kellanved would give this as spoor to the Hounds of Shadow, and they would chase him down no matter where he hid and tear him limb from limb.

Tayschrenn knew he was not the best judge of people’s social signals and body language, but the mage had seemed appropriately alarmed.

On his return, Tayschrenn went straight to Smiley’s. He found the Hold irritatingly distant from the ships that came and went daily with their news of distant lands; it was such news that interested him most, while he suspected that prior occupants of the Hold had been far too uninterested – to their ruin.
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