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‘I think you look on death as your friend,’ she murmured. ‘That is a strange friend for a young man to have.’

‘The only faithful friend in this world,’ he said bitterly. ‘Death is always sure to be at your side.’

Poul Anderson  

The Broken Sword




CHAPTER ONE

When a man you know to be of sound mind tells you his recently deceased mother has just tried to climb in his bedroom window and eat him, you only have two basic options. You can smell his breath, take his pulse and check his pupils to see if he’s ingested anything nasty, or you can believe him. Ringil had already tried the first course of action with Bashka the Schoolmaster and to no avail, so he put down his pint with an elaborate sigh and went to get his broadsword.

‘Not this again,’ he was heard to mutter as he pushed through into the residents’ bar.

A yard and a half of tempered Kiriath steel, Ringil’s broadsword hung above the fireplace in a scabbard woven from alloys that men had no names for, though any Kiriath child could have identified them from age five upwards. The sword itself also had a name in the Kiriath tongue, as did all Kiriath-forged weapons, but it was an ornate title which lost a lot in translation. Welcomed in the Home of Ravens and other Scavengers in the Wake of Warriors was about as close as Archeth had been able to render it, so Ringil had settled on calling it the Ravensfriend. He didn’t like the name especially, but it had the sort of ring people expected of a famous sword and his landlord, a shrewd man with money and the potential for making it, had re-named the inn the same way, setting an eternal seal on the thing. A local artist had painted a passable image of Ringil wielding the Ravensfriend at Gallows Gap and now it hung outside for all the passing world to see. In return, Ringil got bed and board and the opportunity to sell tales of his exploits to tourists in the residents’ bar for whatever was dropped into his cap.

All that, Ringil once remarked ironically in a letter to Archeth, and a blind eye turned to certain bedroom practices that would doubtless earn Yours Truly a slow death by impaling in Trelayne or Yhelteth. Heroic status in Gallows Water, it seems, includes a special dispensation not available to the average citizen in these righteous times. Plus, he supposed, you don’t go queer baiting when your quarry has a reputation for rendering trained swordsmen into dogmeat at the drop of a gauntlet. Fame, Ringil scribbled, has its uses after all.

Mounting the sword over the fireplace had been a nice touch, and also the landlord’s idea. The man was now trying to persuade his resident celebrity to offer duelling lessons out back in the stable yards.  Cross blades with the hero of Gallows Gap for three Empire-minted elementals the half hour. Ringil didn’t know if he felt that hard up yet. He’d seen what teaching had done to Bashka.

Anyway, he dragged the Ravensfriend from the scabbard with a single grating clang, slung it casually over his shoulder and walked out into the street, ignoring the stares from the audience he had been regaling with tales of valour about an hour ago. He guessed they’d follow him at least part of the way to the schoolmaster’s house. It couldn’t do any harm, if his suspicions about what was going on were correct, but they’d probably all cut and run at the first sign of trouble. You couldn’t blame them really. They were peasants and merchants, and they had no bond with him. About a third of them he’d never even seen before tonight. Introductory comment from the treatise on skirmish warfare that the Trelayne Military Academy had politely declined to publish under his name: If you don’t know the men at your back by name, don’t be surprised if they won’t follow you into battle. On the other hand, don’t be surprised if they will either, because there are countless other factors which you must take into account. Leadership is a slippery commodity, not easily manufactured or understood. It was simple truth, as gleaned in the bloody forefront of some of the nastiest fighting the free cities had seen in living memory. It was, however, the Lieutenant Editor in Trelayne had written kindly, just too vague for the Academy to consider as viable training material. It is this ambivalence as much as any other that leads us to decline your submission. Ringil looked at that last sentence on the parchment and suspected a kindred spirit.

It was cold out in the street. Above the waist he wore only a leather jerkin with loose half-length sailcloth sleeves, and there was an unseasonal early chill sloping down the spine of the country from the Majak uplands. The peaks of the mountains that the town nestled under were already capped with snow, and they reckoned Gallows Gap would be impassable before Padrow’s Eve. People were talking again about an Aldrain winter. There had been stories circulating for weeks now, of high pasture livestock taken by wolves and other, less natural predators, of chilling encounters and sightings in the mountain passes. Not all of them could be put down to fanciful talk. This, Ringil suspected, was going to be the source of the problem. Bashka the Schoolmaster’s cottage was at the end of one of the town’s cross streets and backed on to the local graveyard. As by far the most educated man in the tiny township of Gallows Water - its resident hero excluded - Bashka had been handed the role of temple officiator by default, and the house  went with the priest’s robes. And in bad weather, graveyards were a fine source of meat for scavengers.

You will be a great hero, a Yhelteth fortune teller had once read in Ringil’s spittle. You will carry many battles and best many foes.

Nothing about being a municipal exterminator in a border town settlement not much bigger than one of Trelayne’s estuary slums.

There were torches fixed in brackets along the main streets and river frontage of Gallows Water but the rest of the town must make do with bandlight, of which there wasn’t much on a night this clouded. True to Ringil’s expectations, the crowd thinned out as soon as he stepped on to an unlit thoroughfare. When it became apparent where he was headed specifically, his escort dropped by more than a half. He reached the corner of Bashka’s street still trailing a loose group of about six or eight but by the time he drew level with the schoolmaster’s cottage - the door still gaping open, the way its owner had left it when he fled in his nightshirt - he was alone. He cocked his head back to where the rubberneckers hovered at the far end of the street. A wry grin twitched his lips.

‘Stand well back now,’ he called.

From among the graves, something uttered a low droning cry. Ringil’s skin goosefleshed with the sound of it. He unshipped the Ravensfriend from his shoulder and, holding it warily before him, he stepped round the corner of the little house.

The rows of graves marched up the hill where the town petered out against outcroppings of mountain granite. Most of the markers were simple slabs hewn from the self-same stone as the mountain and reflected the locals’ phlegmatic attitude to the business of dying. But here and there could be seen the more ornately carved structure of a Yhelteth tomb, or one of the cairns the northerners buried their dead under, hung with shamanistic iron talismans and daubed in the colours of the deceased’s clan ancestry. As a rule, Ringil tried not to come out here too often; he remembered too many of the names on the stones, could put faces to too many of the foreign-sounding dead. It was a mixed bag that had died under his command at Gallows Gap that sweltering summer afternoon nine years ago, and few of the outlanders had family with the money to bring their sons home for burial. The cemeteries up and down this stretch of the mountains were littered with their lonely testimony.

Ringil advanced into the graveyard, one bent-kneed step at a time. Clouds broke apart overhead and the Kiriath blade glinted in the sudden smear of bandlight. The cry was not repeated, but now he could make out smaller, more furtive sounds. The sounds, he reckoned unenthusiastically, of someone digging.

You will be a great hero.

Yeah, right.

He found Bashka’s mother, as it seemed, grubbing around in the dirt at the base of a recent headstone. Her burial shroud was torn and soiled, revealing rotted flesh that he could smell from a dozen paces upwind even in the cold. Her death-grown nails made an unpleasant raking sound as they struggled with the casket she had partially unearthed.

Ringil grimaced.

In life, this woman had never liked him. As temple officiator and priest, her son was supposed to despise Ringil for a worthless degenerate and a corruptor of youth. Instead, as a schoolmaster and man of some education himself, Bashka turned out to be far too enlightened for his own good. His easy-going attitude to Ringil and the late-night philosophical debates they occasionally got into at the tavern earned him vitriolic reprimands from visiting senior priests. Worse still, his lack of condemnatory zeal gave him a reputation in the religious hierarchy that ensured he would always remain a humble teacher in a backwater town. The mother, naturally enough, blamed the degenerate Ringil and his evil influence for her son’s lack of advancement, and he was not welcome in the schoolmaster’s house while she drew breath. This latter activity had come to an abrupt halt the previous month, following a swift and unquenchable fever, sent presumably by some preoccupied god who had overlooked her great righteousness in religious matters.

Trying not to breathe through his nose, Ringil tapped the flat of the Ravensfriend on a convenient grave to get her attention. At first she didn’t seem to hear the noise it made, but then the body twisted wrenchingly around and he found himself looking into a face whose eyes had long ago been eaten by whichever small creatures took care of that sort of thing. The jaw hung slack, most of the nose was gone and the flesh of the cheeks was mottled and holed. It was remarkable that Bashka had even recognised her.

‘Come on out of there,’ said Ringil, readying his sword.

It did.

It came through the dead woman’s ribcage with a cracking, sucking sound, a corpsemite fully a yard long not counting the tendril appendages it had used to puppet the corpse’s limbs. It was grey in hue, not unlike some species of smooth-skinned maggot, which its body in many ways resembled. The blunt snout of the thing ended in chomping jaws set with horny ridges which could shatter bone, and Ringil knew that the tail end looked much the same. Corpsemites didn’t excrete their waste, they oozed it from pores along the slug-like body, a  substance that, like their saliva, was lethally corrosive.

No one knew where they came from. Folklore had it that they were originally lumps of witch’s snot, hawked up and animated to voracious life by their evil owners for reasons that most of the tales were rather vague on. Authorised religion insisted variously that they were either ordinary slugs or maggots, possessed by the souls of the evil dead, or demonic visitations from some cemetery hell where the spiritually unworthy rotted, fully conscious, in their graves. Archeth had had a slightly saner theory, that the mites were a mutation produced by the Kiriath’s experiments with lower life-forms centuries before, a creature designed to dispose of the dead more efficiently than conventional scavengers would.

Whatever the truth, no one was quite sure what level of intelligence the corpsmites had. But somewhere in their evolution, natural or otherwise, they’d learnt to use the carcases they fed upon for a whole host of other purposes. A body could serve them as a hiding place or an incubation bed for their eggs; if not too badly decayed it might also become a means of rapid motion or disguise and, in the case of humans or wolves, a digging tool. It was the use of human corpses that triggered the spate of zombie sightings throughout the north-west whenever the winters were hard.

Ringil had occasionally wondered whether the corpsemites didn’t also manipulate carcases as a form of play. It was entirely his own macabre idea, conjured up when he first read about the creatures in accounts by travellers to the Kiriath wastes. After all, he reasoned to his father’s librarian, a corpsemite’s own secretions would eat through a wooden casket nearly as fast as a corpse’s decaying hands could open it, so why else would they bother? The opinion of the librarian, and later of his father, was that Ringil was a very sick young man who ought to concern himself, as his elder brothers already did, with more natural pursuits like riding, hunting and bedding the local wenches. His mother, who no doubt already had her suspicions, said nothing.

From his one or two previous encounters with these creatures, Ringil also knew that they could be very—

The corpsemite flexed its body free of the encaging ribs, leapt straight at him.

—fast.

He hacked sideways, rather inelegantly, and succeeded in batting the thing away to the left. It hit a headstone and dropped to the ground writhing, sliced almost in half by the stroke. Ringil brought the sword down again and finished the job, mouth pursed with distaste. The two severed halves of the creature twisted and trembled and then lay still.  Demons and the souls of the evil dead were not, it seemed, up to repairing that kind of damage.

Ringil also knew that corpsemites moved in groups. As the slimy filigree of a tendril appendage touched his cheek, he was already spinning around to face the next one. The drops of secretion burned. No time to wipe it off. He spotted the creature, coiled on top of a Yhelteth tomb, and skewered it on reflex. The tendrils recoiled and the thing made angry chittering noises as it died. Ringil heard a clatter of response from the other side of the tomb and saw movement. He stepped wide around the worked stone slab, saw the two smaller mites hauling themselves up out of the wreckage of a rotted coffin and its equally far-gone contents. A single downward blow sliced them both irreparably open, body fluids gushing like pale oil from the wounds. He did it again, just to be sure.

The fifth mite landed on his back.

He didn’t think at all. In retrospect, he guessed it must have been pure revulsion that drove him. He dropped the sword with a yell, reached down to the fastenings of his jerkin and tore them open with both hands. In the same motion he shrugged himself halfway out of the garment, while the corpsemite was still finding out that the leather was not his real skin. The jerkin sagged under the creature’s weight and helped him to pull clear. The tendrils around his waist and over his shoulders were still creeping towards each other and they didn’t have time to tighten against the movement. His left arm came free and he whirled like a discus thrower, hurling the bundle of jerkin and mite off his right sleeve and away among the headstones. He heard it hit something solid.

Tendrils had touched him on the chest and back - later he would find the weals. Now he snatched up the Ravensfriend and stalked after his jerkin, eyes and ears open for any remaining members of the group. He found the garment, partially dissolved, at the base of an ancient moss-grown slab near the back of the cemetery. Not a bad throw, that, from a standing start. The corpsemite was still trying to disentangle itself from the leather and flapped confusedly at him as he approached. Its jaws were bared and it was hissing like a new sword in the cooling trough.

‘Yeah, yeah,’ he muttered and plunged the Ravensfriend down point first, impaling the mite on the earth. He watched with sombre satisfaction as it died. ‘That was clean on today, you little shit.’

He stayed among the graves long enough to start feeling the cold again, and to take a brooding interest in the slight but unmistakable paunch that was beginning to threaten the aesthetics of his narrow-hipped waist. No further corpsemites showed themselves. He took an  uncontaminated shred of his jerkin as a rag and cleaned the body fluids off the Ravensfriend’s bluish surfaces with fastidious care. Archeth had insisted the Kiriath blade was proof against all and any corrosive substances, but she had been wrong about things before.

The final outcome of the war, to name but one.

Then, finally, Ringil remembered that the creatures had touched him and, as if on cue, the blisters they’d left began to burn. He rubbed at the one on his cheek until it burst, deriving a certain brutal amusement from the thin pain he got out of it. Not what you’d call a heroic wound, but it was all he’d have to show for the evening’s exertions. No one would be coming out here to check on the carnage until it got safely light.

Oh well, maybe you can narrate it into a couple of pints and a fowl platter. Maybe Bashka’ll buy you a replacement jerkin out of sheer gratitude, if he can afford it after he’s paid to rebury his mother. Maybe that tow-headed lad from the stables will listen in and be impressed enough to overlook this gut you’re so intent on developing.

Yeah, and maybe your father’s written you back into his testament. Maybe the Yhelteth Emperor is a queer.

That last was worth a grin. Ringil Angeleyes, scarred hero of Gallows Gap, chuckled to himself a little in the chill of the graveyard, and glanced around at the silent markers as if his long-fallen comrades might share the joke. The quiet and the cold gave him nothing back. The dead stayed stonily unmoved, just the way they’d been now for nine years, and slowly Ringil’s smile faded away. A shiver clung at his back.

He shook it off.

Then he slung the Ravensfriend back across his shoulder, and went in search of a clean shirt, some food and a sympathetic audience.




CHAPTER TWO

The sun lay dying amidst torn cloud the colour of bruises, at the bottom of a sky that never seemed to end. Night drew in across the grasslands from the east, turning the persistent breeze chilly as it came.  There’s an ache to the evenings up here, Ringil had said once, shortly before he left. It feels like losing something every time the sun goes down.

Egar the Dragonbane, never very sure what his faggot friend was on about when he got into that kind of mood, still couldn’t make sense of the words now, best part of a decade on.

Couldn’t think why he’d remembered them right now, either.

He snorted, shifted idly in his saddle and turned up the collar on his sheepskin coat. It was a reflexive thing, the breeze didn’t really bother him. He was long past feeling the cold on the steppes at this time of year - yeah, wait ’til winter really gets here and it’s time to grease up - but the mannered huddling gesture was part of a whole wardrobe of idiosyncrasies he’d brought home with him from Yhelteth and never bothered to unlearn. Just a hangover, just like the southern memories that stubbornly refused to fade, and the vague sense of detachment Lara had cited in council when she left him and went back to her family’s yurt.

Damn, I miss you, wench.

He did his best to put some genuine melancholy behind the thought, but his heart wasn’t in it. He didn’t really miss her at all. In the last six or seven years he must have sired close on a dozen squalling bundles from the gates of Ishlin-ichan to the Voronak tundra outposts in the north-east, and at least half the mothers had as close a place in his affections as Lara. The marriage had just never worked at the same level as the initial roll-in-the-summer-grass passion it was based on. In the council hearing for the separation, truth be told, what he’d felt mostly was relief. He’d offered only token objection, and that more so Lara wouldn’t get more pissed off than she already was. He’d paid the settlement and he’d been ploughing another Skaranak milkmaid within a week. They were practically throwing themselves at him, anyway, with the news that he was single again.

Still. A little short of decorous, that one.

He grimaced. Decorous wasn’t a word he used, wasn’t his fucking word at all, but there it was, embedded in his head along with everything else. Lara was right, he should never have made the vows. Probably never would have done but for those eyes as she lay in the dusk-lit grass and opened herself to him, the startling jade pupils that stabbed him through with memories of Imrana and her muslin-hung bedchamber.

Yeah, those eyes, and those tits, my son. Tits she had on her, old Urann himself would have sold his soul for.

That was more like it. That was a thought for a Majak horseman’s head.

Fuck’s sake stop brooding, will you? Count your sky-given blessings.

He scratched beneath his buffalo-hide cap with one hard-nailed finger and watched the twilit figures of Runi and Klarn as they prodded the herd back towards the encampment. Every buffalo he could see was his, not to mention the shares he held in the Ishlinak herds further to the west. The red and grey clan pennants he and the other two flew at the necks of their staff lances bore his name in Majak script. He was known throughout the steppes; every encampment he went to, women fell at his feet with open legs. About the only things he really missed these days were hot-water baths and a decent shave, neither of which the Majak had a lot of use for.

Couple of fucking decades ago, my son, you didn’t have much use for them either. Remember that?

True enough. Twenty years ago, Egar’s outlook, near as he could recall, wasn’t much different to that of his clan fellows. Nothing wrong with cold water, a stoked communal sweat bath every few days and a good beard. Not like these effete fucking southerners with their perfumed manners and woman-soft skins.

Yeah. But twenty years ago you were an ignorant fuck. Twenty years ago you didn’t know your dick from a sword hilt. Twenty fucking years ago—

Twenty fucking years ago, Egar was no different to the next wispy-chinned Majak buffalo herdboy. He’d seen nothing of the lands beyond the steppes, believed himself sophisticated because his elder brothers had taken him to Ishlin-ichan to lose his virginity, and could not have grown a beard to save his life. He believed implicitly in what his father and brothers told him, and what they told him was, basically, that the Majak were the roughest toughest drinkers and fighters on Earth, that of all the Majak clans, the Skaranak were the hardiest, and that the northern grasslands were the only place any real man would even consider living.

It was a philosophy that Egar disproved for himself, at least in part, one night in a tavern in Ishlin-ichan a few years later. Attempting to  drink away his father’s untimely death in a stampede, he got into a childish fight with a swarthy, serious-eyed imperial, a visiting Yhelteth merchant’s bodyguard, it later turned out. The fight was largely Egar’s fault; ‘childish’ was the adjective applied to it - and him - by the imperial, who then went on to trounce him with an unfamiliar empty-handed fighting technique and without drawing his sword. Youth and anger and the anaesthetic power of the drink kept Egar on his feet for a while, but he was up against a professional soldier for the first time in his life and the result was a forgone conclusion. The third time he got knocked to the floor, he stayed there.

Effete fucking southerners. Egar grinned in his beard, remembering.  Right.

The tavern owner’s sons had thrown him out. Sobering up in the street outside, Egar was smart enough to know that the dark, serious warrior had chosen to spare his life when he could with all justification have killed him outright. He went back in, bowed his head and offered an apology. It was the first time he’d thought something through like that in his life.

The Yhelteth soldier accepted his contrition with a gracious foreign elegance, and then, with the peculiar camaraderie of fighting men who’ve just avoided having to kill one another, the two of them proceeded to get drunk together. On learning of Egar’s loss, the man offered slightly slurred condolences and then, perhaps shrewdly, a suggestion.

I have got, he enunciated carefully, an uncle in Yhelteth, a recruiter for the imperial levy. And the imperial levy, my friend, is pretty fucking desperate for manpower these days. ’S the truth. Lot of work down there for a young man like you, doesn’t mind getting in a scrap. Pay’s good, the whores are fucking unbelievable. I mean that, they’re famous. Yhelteth women are the most skilled at pleasing a man in the known world. You could have a good life down there, my friend. Fighting, fucking, getting paid.

The words were among the last things Egar clearly remembered from that end of the night. He woke up seven hours later alone on the tavern floor with a screaming head, a vile taste in his mouth, and his father still dead.

A few days after that, the family herd got divided up - as his foreign drinking companion had probably known it would be. As the second youngest - and thus second to last in line - of five sons, Egar found himself the proud owner of about a dozen mangy beasts from the trailing end of the herd. The Yhelteth bodyguard’s words floated back through his mind with sudden appeal. Fighting, fucking, getting paid. Work for men who didn’t mind getting in a scrap, famously skilled whores. Versus a dozen mangy buffalo and getting pushed around by  his brothers. It didn’t feel like making a decision at all. Egar stayed with tradition as far as selling out his share in the herd to an elder sibling went, but then, instead of hiring on as a paid herdsman, he gathered his purse, his lance and a few clothes, bought a new horse and rode south for Yhelteth, alone.

Yhelteth!

Far from being a haunt of degenerates and women wrapped head to foot in sheets, the imperial city turned out to be Paradise on Earth. Egar’s drinking companion had been right on the money. The Empire was arming for one of its habitual forays into the trading territory of the Trelayne League and blades for hire were in high demand. Better yet, Egar’s broad frame, fair hair and pale blue eyes apparently made him all but irresistible to the women of this dark, fine-boned race. And the steppe nomads - for so he came to think of himself in time - had a reputation in Yhelteth that wasn’t much inferior to their own opinion of themselves back home. They were thought pretty much by everyone to be ferocious warriors, phenomenal carousers and potent, if unsubtle, lovers. In six months Egar earnt more coin, drank and ate more rich food and woke up in more strange, perfumed beds than he would have believed possible even in his wildest adolescent fantasies. And he hadn’t even seen a battle up to this point, let alone taken part in one. The bloodshed didn’t start until—

Snuffling sounds and a shout yanked him from his memories. He blinked and looked around. Out on the eastern point of the herd, it looked like the animals were proving fractious and Runi was having problems. Egar put his mood away, cupped calloused hands to his mouth.

‘The bull,’ he bellowed in exasperation. How many times did he have to tell the lad, the herd followed its leaders. Dominate the bulls and you had the rest. ‘Leave the fucking cows alone and get that bu—’

‘’Ware runners!!!’

Klarn’s shout was shrill, the age-old terror of the steppe herdsman named in a panic-stricken cry from the other flank. Egar’s head jerked around and he saw Klarn’s arm outflung to the east. Sighting along the pointer, eyes narrowed, he spotted what had spooked Runi’s side of the herd. Tall, pale figures, a half dozen or more of them, skimming as it seemed through the chest-high steppe grass.

Long runners.

Runi saw them too, and drew himself up crossways to cover the herd. But by now his mount had snuffed the runners too, and would not hold. It skittered back and forth, fighting the rein, terrified whinnies clearly audible on the wind.

No, not like that.

The warning yelped in Egar’s mind, closely followed by the knowledge there was no time to shout it, and just as much point. Runi was barely sixteen, and the steppe ghouls hadn’t troubled the Skaranak seriously for over a decade. The closest the lad had ever been to a living runner were the stories old Poltar told around the campfire, and maybe the odd carcase dragged into camp to impress. He had no knowledge of what Egar had learnt in blood before Runi was born.  You can’t fight the steppe ghouls standing still.

Klarn, older and wiser, had seen Runi’s error and was spurring his own far from willing mount round the dark mass of buffalo, shouting. He had his bow off his back, was reaching for shafts.

He’d be there too late.

Egar knew that much, the same way he knew when steppe brush was dry enough to burn. The runners were less than five hundred paces out from the herd, ground they could cover in less time than it takes a man to piss. Klarn would be late, the horses would not hold, Runi would come off and die there in the grass.

The Dragonbane cursed, unshipped his staff lance and kicked his Yhelteth-bred warhorse into a charge.

He was almost there when the first of the runners reached Runi, so he saw what was done. The lead ghoul passed Runi’s shrieking horse, pivoted on one powerful backward hinging leg, lashed out with the other. Runi tried to spin with the horse panicking beneath him, made one hopeless thrust with his lance and then talons like scythe blades clouted him backwards out of the saddle. Egar saw him reel to his feet, stumbling, and two more of the runners fell on him. A long, wrenching scream floated up from the grass.

Already at full gallop, Egar played his only remaining card. He hooked back his head and howled, the Majak berserker ululation that had turned blood to ice in the veins of men on a thousand battlefields across the known world. The awful, no-way-back call for death, and company in the dying.

The steppe ghouls heard and their long, pointed heads lifted, bloody-snouted, questing for the threat. For the scant seconds it took, they gaped emptily at the mounted figure that came thundering across the grassland, and then the Dragonbane was upon them.

The first runner took the lance full in the chest and fell back, punched along with the velocity of the horse’s charge, scrabbling and spitting blood. Egar reined in hard, twisted and withdrew the lance, quadrupled the size of the wound. Wet, ropelike organs came out on the serrated edges of the blade, tugged and tore and spilt pale fluids as he ripped the weapon clear. The second ghoul reached for him, but the Dragonbane had already turned about, and his warhorse reared to  the attack, flailing out with massive steel-shod hooves. The ghoul yelped as one snaking arm got smashed aside, and then the horse danced forward a step as only the Yhelteth trainers could make them, and one hoof sank a terminal dent into the runner’s skull. Egar yelled, clung on with his thighs and reversed his lance in both hands. Blood sprinkled across the air.

Six and a half feet long, known and feared by every soldier who had ever had to face one, the Majak staff lance was traditionally crafted from the long rib of a bull buffalo and fastened at either end with a foot long double-edged sawtooth blade a hand’s-breadth wide at its base. In earlier years, the iron for these weapons was unreliable, full of impurities and poorly worked in small, mobile forges. Later, hired as mercenaries by the Trelayne League, the Majak learnt the technology for a steel that would match their own ferocious instincts in battle, and the lance shafts came to be made of Naom forest wood, specifically shaped and hardened for the purpose. When the Yhelteth armies finally swept north and west against the cities of the League for the first time, they smashed apart like a wave on the waiting steppe-nomad line and their lances. It was a military reversal the Empire had not seen in more than a century. In the aftermath, it was said, even Yhelteth’s most seasoned warriors quailed at the damage the Majak weapons had done to their comrades. At the battle of Mayne’s Moor, when leave was given to retrieve the bodies of the slain, fully a quarter of the imperial conscript force deserted amidst stories that the Majak berserkers had eaten pieces of the corpses. A Yhelteth historian later said of the carnage on the moor that such scavenging animals that came fed in an agitated state, fearing that some mightier predator had already fallen on the carpet of meat and might yet fall on them. It was fanciful writing, but it made its point. The Yhelteth soldiers called the lance ashlan mher thelan, the twice-fanged demon.

The runners came at him on both sides.

Egar struck, quarterstaff style, high left and low right, while his horse was still dropping back to all fours. The low blade gutted the right-hand runner, the high blocked a downward lashing arm from the left and smashed it. The injured ghoul shrilled and Egar paddled the staff. He got an eye and some scrapings of skull on the left blade, nothing from the other side where the gutted runner was down in the grass and screaming as it bled out. The ghoul whose eye and arm he had taken commenced staggering and pawing at the air like a drunk caught in a clothesline. The rest—

Sudden, familiar hissing, a solid thunk, and the injured creature shrilled again as one of Klarn’s steel-headed arrows jutted abruptly out of its chest. It reached down with its remaining functional hand,  plucked puzzledly at the protruding thing, and a second arrow took it through the skull. For a moment it clawed up at the new injury and then its brain caught up with the damage, and the long pale body crashed into the grass beside its gutted companion.

Egar counted three more ghouls, hunkered down and hesitating on the other side of Runi’s body. They seemed unsure what to do. With Klarn nudging his horse in from the side, a fresh arrow nocked and at his eye, the odds had tipped. No one Egar had met, not even Ringil or Archeth, knew if the long runners were a race with the reasoning powers of men or not. But they had been harrying the Majak and their herds for centuries and the two sides had each other’s measure.

Egar dismounted into sudden quiet.

‘If they move,’ he told Klarn.

Hefting his lance in both hands, he stalked through the grass towards Runi and the creatures that wanted him. Behind his unmoving features, in the pit of his stomach, he felt the inevitable worm of fear. If they rushed him now, Klarn might have time to put two shafts in the air at most, and the runners stood close to three yards tall when they cared to.

He’d just given away his advantage.

But Runi was down, bleeding into the cold steppe earth and every second he lay there meant the difference between reaching the healers in time and not.

The ghouls shifted in the sea of grass, hunched white backs like the whales he had once seen sounding off the Trelayne coast. Their narrow, fanged faces hovered at the end of long skulls and muscular necks, watching him slyly. There might be another one crouched prone somewhere, as he had seen them do when stalking. He could not remember now how many he’d counted in that first glimpse.

It seemed suddenly colder.

He reached Runi, and the chill gripped him tighter. The boy was dead, chest and belly laid open, eyes staring up at the sky from his grimy face. It had at least been quick; the ground around him was drenched with the sudden emptying of blood from his body. In the fading light, it seemed black.

Egar felt the pounding come up through the soles of his feet like drums. His teeth clenched and his nostrils flared with it. It swelled and washed out the chill, exploded through the small spaces in his throat and behind his eyes. For a moment he stood in silence and it felt as if something was rooting him to the ground.

His eyes snapped up to the three steppe ghouls in the gloom ahead of him. He lifted his lance in one trembling hand and threw back his head and howled, howled as if it might crack the sky, might reach Runi’s  soul on its path along the Sky Road, sunder the band he walked on and tumble him back to earth again.

Time ceased. Now there was only death.

He barely heard the hiss of Klarn’s first arrow past his flank as he stormed toward the remaining runners, still howling.



CHAPTER THREE

The window shattered with a clear, high tinkling and whatever had come through it thumped hard on the threadbare carpet in the centre of the room.

Ringil shifted in the disarray of bed linen and forced one eye open. The edges of the broken glass glinted down at him in sunlight far too bright to look at directly in his present condition. He rolled over on his back, one arm pawing about on the bed for his companion of the night before. His hand encountered only an expanse of patchily damp sheet. The boy was gone, as they usually were well before the sun came up. His mouth tasted like the inside of a duelling gauntlet and his head, it dawned on him slowly, was thumping like a Majak war drum.

Padrow’s Day. Hurrah.

He rolled back over and groped around on the floor beside the bed until his fingers brushed a heavy, irregularly shaped object. Further exploration proved it to be a stone, wrapped in what felt like expensive parchment. He dredged it up to his face, confirmed what his fingers had told him and unravelled the paper. It was a carelessly torn piece of a larger sheet, scented and scrawled with words in Trelayne script.

Get Up.

The writing was familiar.

Ringil groaned and sat up amidst the sheets. Wrapping himself in one of them, he clambered off the bed and stumbled to the newly broken window. Down in the snow-sprinkled courtyard, men sat on horses, all dressed in steel cuirasses and helmets that winked mercilessly in the sun. A carriage stood in their midst, curved lines in the snow marking where it had turned to a halt. A woman in fur-lined hood and Trelayne robes of rank stood by the carriage, shading her eyes as she looked up.

‘Good afternoon, Ringil,’ she called.

‘Mother.’ Ringil suppressed another groan. ‘What do you want?’

‘Well, I’d say breakfast, but the hour is long gone. Did you enjoy your Padrow’s Eve?’

Ringil put a hand to one side of his head where the throbbing seemed  to be worse. The mention of breakfast had thrown an unexpected flip into his stomach.

‘Look, just stay there,’ he said faintly. ‘I’ll be down in a moment. And don’t throw any more stones. I’ll have to pay for that.’

Back inside the room, he sank his head into the bowl of water beside the bed, rubbed his hair and face with it, scrubbed the inside of his mouth with a scented dental twig from the jar on the table and went about locating his discarded clothes. It took longer than you would have expected for a room that small.

When he was dressed, he raked his long fine black hair back from his face, bound it with a piece of dour grey cloth and let himself out on to the landing of the inn. The other doors were all securely closed; there was no one about. Most of his fellow guests were doing the civilised thing and sleeping off the Padrow’s Day festivities. He clattered down the stairs, still tucking his shirt into his breeches, quick before the Lady Ishil of Eskiath Fields got bored and ordered her guard to start breaking down the inn’s front door.

Slipping the bolt on the courtyard entrance, he stepped outside and stood blinking in the sunlight. The mounted guard didn’t seem to have moved at all since he left the window, but Ishil was already at the door. As soon as he appeared, she put down her hood and draped her arms around him. The kiss she placed on his cheek was courtly and formal, but there was a tighter need in the way she hugged him. He reciprocated with as much enthusiasm as his pounding head and queasy stomach could manage. As soon as she got that from him, she stepped back from the embrace, held him at arm’s length like a gown she thought she might put on.

‘Well met, my beautiful son, well met.’

‘How did you know which window to break?’ he countered sourly.

The lady Ishil gestured. ‘Oh, we asked. It wasn’t difficult. Everyone in this pigsty of a town seems to know where you sleep.’ A delicately curled lip. She let him go. ‘And who with.’

Ringil ignored that one. ‘I’m a hero, mother. What do you expect?’

‘Yes, are they still calling you Angeleyes in these parts?’ Peering into his face. ‘I think Demoneyes suits you better today. There’s more red in there than the crater at An-Monal.’

‘It’s Padrow’s Day,’ he said shortly. ‘Eyes this colour are traditional. And anyway, since when did you know what An-Monal looks like? You’ve never been there.’

She snorted. ‘How would you know that? I could have been there any time in the last three years, which is how long it’s been since you last chose to visit your poor aged mother.’

‘Mother, please.’ He shook his head and looked at her. Aged was,  he supposed, an accurate enough statement of his mother’s forty-something years, but it hardly showed. Ishil had been a bride at thirteen, a mother of four before she was twenty. She’d had the following two and a half decades to work on her feminine charms and ensure that whatever Gingren Eskiath’s indiscretions with the other, younger females that came within his grabbing radius, he would always come back to the marriage bed in the end. She wore kohl in the Yhelteth style, on eyes and to etch her lips; her hair was bound back from a delicate, barely lined forehead and cheekbones that screamed her family’s southern ancestry. And when she moved, her robes caught on curves more appropriate to a woman half her age. In Trelayne high society, it was whispered that this was sorcery, that Ishil had sold her soul for her youthful aspect. Ringil, who’d watched her dress enough times, thought it more likely cosmetics, though on the soul-selling, he had to agree. Ishil’s aspirational merchant-class parents might have secured for their daughter a lifetime of luxury by marrying her into the house of Eskiath but, like all commerce, it came at a price, and that price was life with Gingren.

‘Well, it’s true, isn’t it?’ she insisted. ‘When were you last in Trelayne?’

‘How is Father?’ he asked obliquely.

Their eyes met. She sighed and shrugged. ‘Oh, you know. Your father’s ... your father. No easier to live with now he’s grey. He asks after you.’

Ringil arched an eyebrow. ‘Really?’

‘No, really. Sometimes, when he’s tired in the evenings. I think maybe he’s beginning to ... regret. Some of the things he said, anyway.’

‘Is he dying, then?’ He could not keep the bitterness from his voice. ‘Is that why you’re here?’

She looked at him again, and this time he thought he saw the momentary brilliance of tear sheen in her eyes. ‘No, that’s not why I’m here. I wouldn’t have come for that, and you know it. It’s something, else.’ She clapped her hands suddenly, pasted on a smile. ‘But what are we doing out here, Ringil? Where is everyone? This place has about as much life to it as an Aldrain stone circle. I have hungry men and maids, horses that need feeding and watering. I could do with a little food myself, come to that. Doesn’t your landlord want to earn himself some League coin?’

Ringil shrugged. ‘I’ll go and ask him. Then maybe you can tell me what’s going on.’










The landlord, by his face as hungover as Ringil, did brighten somewhat at the mention of Trelayne currency. He opened the dining chamber  at the back of the residents’ bar, ordered bleary-eyed stable hands to take care of the horses, and wandered off into the kitchen to see what was salvageable from the previous night’s feast. Ringil went with him, made himself a herbal infusion and carried it back to one of the dining chamber’s oak trestle tables where he slumped and stared at the steam rising from the cup as if it were a summoned sprite. In due course Ishil came in, followed by her men and three ladies-in-waiting who’d presumably been hiding in the carriage. They bustled about, making far too much noise.

‘Travelling light, I see.’

‘Oh, Ringil, be quiet.’ Ishil settled herself on the other side of the table. ‘It’s not my fault you drank too much last night.’

‘No, but it’s your fault I’m awake this early dealing with it.’ One of the ladies-in-waiting tittered, then flushed into silence as Ishil cut her an icy glance. Ringil sipped at his tea and grimaced. ‘So you want to tell me what this is about?’

‘Could we not have some coffee first?’

‘It’s coming. I don’t have a lot of small talk, Mother.’

Ishil made an elegant gesture of resignation. ‘Oh, very well. Do you remember your cousin Sherin?’

‘Vaguely.’ He fitted a childhood face to the name, a wan little girl with downward falling sheafs of dark hair, too young for him to want to play with in the gardens. He associated her with summers at Ishil’s villa down the coast at Lanatray. ‘One of Nerla’s kids?’

‘Dersin’s. Nerla was her paternal aunt.’

‘Right.’

The silence pooled. Someone came in and started building a fire in the hearth.

‘Sherin has been sold,’ Ishil said quietly.

Ringil looked at the cup in his hand. ‘Really. How did that happen?’ ‘How does it always happen these days?’ Ishil shrugged. ‘Debt. She married, oh, some finished-goods merchant, you don’t know him. Name of Bilgrest. This was a few years ago. I sent you an invitation to the wedding, but you never replied. Anyway, it seems this Bilgrest had a gambling problem. He’d been speculating on the crop markets for a while too, and getting it mostly wrong. That, plus maintaining appearances in Trelayne, wiped out the bulk of his accumulated capital, and then, like the idiot he was, he stopped paying into the sureties fund to cut costs, and then a ship carrying his merchandise got wrecked off the Gergis cape, and then, well.’ Another shrug. ‘You know how it goes after that.’

‘I can imagine. But Dersin’s got money. Why didn’t she bail them out?’

‘She doesn’t have much money, Ringil. You always assume—’

‘We’re talking about her fucking daughter, for Hoiran’s sake. And Garat’s got well-heeled friends, hasn’t he? They could have raised the finance somehow. Come to that, why didn’t they just buy Sherin back?’

‘They didn’t know. Bilgrest wouldn’t tell anybody the way things were going, and Sherin went along with the charade. She was always so proud, and she knows Garat never really approved of the marriage. Apparently, he’d already loaned them money a couple of times and never got it back. I think Garat and Bilgrest had words. After that, Sherin just stopped asking. Stopped visiting. Dersin hadn’t seen either of them for months. We were both down at Lanatray when we heard, and by the time the news got to us and we got back to the city - it must have been at least a week by then. We had to break into the house.’ She shuddered delicately. ‘It was like walking into a tomb. All the furniture gone, the bailiffs took everything, even the drapes and carpets, and Bilgrest just sat there with the shutters closed, muttering to himself in the dark.’

‘Didn’t they have any kids?’

‘No, Sherin couldn’t. I think that’s why she clung to Bilgrest so hard, because he didn’t seem to care about it.’

‘Oh great. You know what that means, don’t you?’

Another little pool of quiet. The coffee came, with yesterday’s bread toasted to cover its stiffness, an assortment of jams and oils and some reheated broth. The men-at-arms and the ladies-in-waiting fell on it all with an enthusiasm that made Ringil slightly queasy all over again. Ishil took a little coffee and looked sombrely back at her son.

‘I told Dersin you’d look for her,’ she said.

Ringil raised an eyebrow. ‘Did you? That was rash.’

‘Please don’t be like this, Gil. You’d be paid.’

‘I don’t need the money.’ Ringil closed his eyes briefly. ‘Why can’t Father do it? It’s not like he doesn’t have the manpower.’

Ishil looked away. ‘You know your father’s opinion of my family. And Dersin’s side are practically full-blood marsh dwellers if you go back a couple of generations. Hardly worthy of his favours. Anyway, Gingren won’t go against the edicts. You know how things are since the war. It’s legal. Sherin was sold legally.’

‘You could still appeal it. There’s provision in the charter. Get Bilgrest to go on his knees to the Chancellery, offer public apology and restitution, you act as guarantor if Dersin can’t come up with the cash and Father doesn’t want to get his hands dirty.’

‘Don’t you think we tried that?’

‘So what happened?’

Sudden, imperious flare of anger, a side of Ishil he’d nearly forgotten.  ‘What happened, Ringil, is that Bilgrest hanged himself rather than apologise. That’s what happened.’

‘Ooops.’

‘It isn’t funny.’

‘No, I suppose not.’ He swallowed some more tea. ‘Very noble, though. Death before dishonour and all that. And from a finished-goods merchant, too. Remarkable. Father must have been impressed despite himself.’

‘This is not about you and your father, Ringil.’

The ladies-in-waiting froze. Ishil’s shout bounced off the low roof of the dining chamber, brought curious faces gawping at the doorway to the kitchen and the window out into the yard. The men-at-arms exchanged glances, wondering almost visibly if they were expected to throw some weight around and drive these peasants back to minding their own business. Ringil caught the eye of one of them, shook his head slightly. Ishil compressed her lips, drew a long deep breath.

‘This doesn’t concern your father,’ she said quietly. ‘I know better than to rely on him. It’s a favour I’m asking of you.’

‘My days of fighting for the cause of justice, truth and light are done, Mother.’

She drew herself up on her seat. ‘I’m not interested in justice or truth. This is family.’

Ringil closed his eyes again, massaged them with finger and thumb at the bridge of his nose. ‘Why me?’

‘Because you know these people, Gil.’ She reached across the table and touched his free hand with the back of hers. His eyes jerked open at the contact. ‘You used to rub our faces in the fact enough when you lived at home. You can go places in Trelayne that I can’t, that your father won’t go. You can—’

She bit her lip.

‘Break the edicts,’ he finished for her drearily.

‘I promised Dersin.’

‘Mother.’ Abruptly, something seemed to dislodge a chunk of his hangover. Anger and a tight sense of the unfairness of it all came welling up and fed him an obscure strength. ‘Do you know what you’re asking me to do? You know what the profit margins are on slaving. Have you got any idea what kind of incentives that generates, what kind of behaviour? These people don’t fuck about, you know.’

‘I know.’

‘No, you don’t fucking know. You said yourself, it’s weeks since this went down. If Sherin’s certifiably barren - and these people have warlocks who can find that out in pretty short order - then she’s a sure shot for the professional concubine end of the market, which means  she’s probably already been shipped out of Trelayne to a Parashal training stable. It could take me weeks to find out where that is, and by then she’ll more than likely be on her way to the auction block again, anywhere in the League or maybe even south to the Empire. I’m not a one-man army.’

‘At Gallows Gap, they say you were.’

‘Oh, please.’

He stared morosely into the depths of his tea. You know these people, Ringil. With less of a headache, he might have laughed. Yes, he knew these people. He’d known them when slavery was still technically illegal in the city states and they made an easier living from other illicit trades. In fact, known didn’t really cut it - like a lot of Trelayne’s moneyed youth, he’d been an avid customer of these people. Proscribed substances, prohibited sexual practices, the things that would always generate a market with ludicrous profit margins and shadowy social leverage. Oh, he knew these people. Slab Findrich, for example, the drilled-hole eyes and the spit he always left on the pipes they shared. Grace-of-Heaven Milacar, murdering turncoat minions with excessive chemical kindness - seen through the neurasthenic fog of a flandrijn hit, it hadn’t seemed so bad, had in fact quite appealed to a louche adolescent irony Ringil was cultivating at the time. Poppy Snarl, harsh painted beauty and weary, look-you-can’t-seriously-expect-me-to-put-up-with-this counterfeit patience before she inflicted one of the brutal punishments for which she was famed, and which invariably crippled for life. He’d gone down on her once, Hoiran alone knew why, but it seemed like a good idea at the time, and he went home after with the unaccustomed scent of woman on his mouth and fingers, and a satisfyingly complete sense of self-soiling. Snarl and Findrich had both dabbled in the slave trade even when it was frowned upon, and both had rhapsodised about what could be achieved in that sector if the lawmakers would just loosen up a little and open the debt market once and for all.

By now, they’d be up to their eyes in it.

Suddenly, he was wondering how Grace-of-Heaven looked these days. If he still had the goatee, if he’d shaved his skull ahead of incipient baldness, the way he always said he would.

Uh-oh.

With a mother’s eye, Ishil saw the moment pivot in him. Perhaps she knew it before he did himself. Something changed in her face, a barely perceptible softening of the kohl-defined features, like an artist’s thumb rubbing along sketch lines he’d drawn too harshly. Ringil glanced up and caught it happening. He rolled his eyes, made a long-suffering face. Ishil’s lips parted.

‘No, don’t.’ He held up an advisory hand. ‘Just. Don’t.’

His mother said nothing, but she smiled.










It didn’t take long to pack. He went up to his room, tore through it like an irritable whirlwind and flung a dozen items into a knapsack. Mostly, it was books.

Back down in the residents’ bar, he retrieved the Ravensfriend and the Kiriath scabbard from their place above the fireplace. By now, there were people about, tavern staff and guests both, and the ones who knew him gaped as he took the sword down. The scabbard felt strange as he hefted it; it was the first occasion in a long time that he’d unpinned it from the mountings. He’d forgotten how light it was. He pulled about a hand’s-breadth of blade free, held it up to the light and squinted along the edge for a moment, before he realised there was no real purpose to the action, and he was just posturing. His mood shifted minutely. A tiny smile leaked from the corner of his mouth, and with it came a gathering sense of motion he hadn’t expected to feel.

He parked scabbard and sword over one shoulder, held his knapsack dangling in the other hand and wandered back to the dining chamber, where they were clearing away the remains of Ishil’s entourage’s food. The landlord stopped with a tray in each meaty hand, and added his gape to the collection.

‘What are you doing?’ he asked plaintively.

‘Change of scenery, Jhesh.’ Ringil shifted the knapsack up on to his other shoulder and clapped the man briskly on one apron-swathed flank. It was like patting a side of ham. ‘I’m taking a couple of months off. Going to winter in Trelayne. Should be back well before the spring.’

‘But, but, but ...’ Jhesh scrabbled for purchase and a measure of politeness. ‘I mean, what about your room?’

‘Oh. Rent it. If you can.’

The politeness started to evaporate. ‘And your tab?’

‘Ah, yes.’ Ringil lifted a finger for a moment’s indulgence and went to the door into the courtyard. ‘Mother ?’

They left Jhesh at the door, counting the money with less enthusiasm than the amount involved should have warranted. Ringil followed Ishil’s regal trail to the carriage and swung himself up into the unaccustomed luxury of the interior. Woven silk panelling on the inside of walls and door, glass in the windows, a small ornate lantern slung from the roof. A profusion of cushions scattered across two facing bench seats broad and long enough to serve as beds, padded footrests tucked underneath. A hamper on the floor in one corner along with flasks and  goblets. Ishil leaned herself into one corner and sighed with relief as the last lady-in-waiting scrambled aboard.

‘At last! What you see in this place, Ringil, I’ll never understand. I’ll swear none of those people have bathed properly in a week.’

He shrugged. She wasn’t far out. Heated baths were an out-and-out luxury in places like Gallows Water. And this time of year, bathing down at the river was fast becoming an unattractive proposition.

‘Well, Mother, it’s the common herd, you know. Since the League implemented the bath-house tax, they’ve just lost all interest in personal hygiene.’

‘Ringil, I’m just saying.’

‘Yeah, well don’t. These people are my friends.’ A thought struck him, the meagre grain of truth at the centre of the lie. He stopped the lady-in-waiting as she tried to close the door. He hooked a hold on the top edge of the door, leaned out and forward, and just managed to prod the coachman’s booted calf. The man jumped and raised a fist clenched around a whip butt as he looked round for the source of the affront. When he saw who’d touched him, the arm dropped as if severed, and he went white.

‘Oh, gods, your worthiness, I’m so sorry.’ The words choked out of him. ‘I didn’t mean - that is, I thought - please, I’m so sorry.’

Your worthiness?

That was going to take some getting used to again.

‘Right, right. Don’t let it happen again.’ Ringil gestured vague directions with his free hand. ‘Look, I want you to swing by the graveyard on the way out of town. There’s a blue house there, on the corner. Stop outside.’

‘Yes, your worthiness.’ The man couldn’t get himself back round to face the horses fast enough. ‘Right away, sir. Right away.’

Ringil hinged back into the carriage and pulled the door closed. He ignored his mother’s enquiring look and finally, when they’d clattered out of the courtyard and picked up the street, she had to ask.

‘And why are we going to the graveyard exactly?’

‘I want to say goodbye to a friend.’

She did one of her little wearied-inhalation tricks, and he was shocked at how completely it translated him back over a decade to his teens. Caught once more creeping into the house through the servants’ quarters at dawn, mingling with the maids. Ishil standing at the top of the kitchen stair in her dressing gown, arms folded, face scrubbed pale and clean of make-up, severe as an angered witch queen.

‘Gil, must we be so painfully melodramatic?’

‘Not a dead friend, Mother. He lives next to the graveyard.’

She arched one immaculately groomed eyebrow. ‘Really? How absolutely delightful for him.’

The carriage trundled through the barely-waking town.

When they reached Bashka’s house, the storm door was pulled closed across the front entrance, which usually meant the schoolmaster was still in bed. Ringil jumped down and went round the back, through the graveyard. Frost crunched underfoot in the grass and glistened on the stone markers. A solitary mourner stood amidst the graves, wrapped in a patched leather cloak, wearing a brimmed hat that shadowed his face. He looked up as Ringil came through from the street, met the swordsman’s eye with bleak lack of care and what might have been a gleam of unforgiving recognition. Ringil ignored him with hungover aplomb. He picked his way between the graves, and went to peer in the nearest window of the cottage. On the other side of the grimy glass, the schoolmaster was pottering inefficiently around with pans and kitchen fire and, by the look of his face, dealing with his own modest hangover. Ringil grinned and rapped at the window pane. He had to do it twice before Bashka’s directional sense kicked in and he realised where the noise was coming from. Then the schoolmaster gestured eagerly at him to come round to the front door. He went back to the carriage and leaned in the open door.

‘I’m going in for a moment. Want to come?’

His mother stirred restlessly. ‘Who is this friend of yours?’

‘The local schoolmaster.’

‘A teacher?’ Ishil rolled her eyes. ‘No, I don’t think so, Ringil. Please be as quick as you can.’

Bashka let him in and led him past the bedroom towards the kitchen. Ringil caught a brief glimpse through the open bedroom door, a sprawled, curved form amidst the sheets, long red hair. He vaguely remembered his last sight of the schoolmaster the night before, stumbling down the street between two local whores, bawling at the stars some mangled priestly creed with obscene body parts inserted in place of gods’ names. It had gone pretty much unremarked in the general merriment.

‘You got Red Erli in there?’ he asked. ‘She really go home with you?’

Bashka was grinning from ear to ear. ‘They both, Gil, they both came home with me. Erli and Mara. Best Padrow’s Eve ever.’

‘Yeah? So where’s Mara?’

‘Ran off after. Stole my purse.’ Even this admission didn’t seem enough to knock the grin off Bashka’s earnest face. He shook his head mellowly. ‘Best Padrow’s ever.’

Ringil frowned. ‘You want me to go round and get it back for you?’

‘No, forget it. Didn’t have a great deal left in there anyway.’ He  shook his head like a dog shaking off water, made shivering noises. ‘And I think it’s fair to say the maid earned every minted piece.’

Ringil grimaced at the epithet maid attached to Mara.

‘You’re too soft, Bash. Mara never would have pulled something like that with any of her regulars. Not in a town this small. She wouldn’t dare.’

‘It doesn’t matter, Gil, really.’ Bashka sobered briefly. ‘I don’t want you to do anything about it. Leave Mara alone.’

‘You know, it was probably that little shit Feg put her up to it. I could—’

‘Gil.’ Bashka looked at him reproachfully. ‘You’re spoiling my hangover. ’

Ringil stopped. Shrugged. ‘Okay, your call. So, uhm, d’you need some quick cash then. To get you through ’til the holiday’s over?’

‘Yeah.’ Bashka snorted. ‘Like you can really afford to lend it to me, Gil. Come on, I’m fine. Always set a bit aside for Padrow’s, you know that.’

‘I’ve got money, Bash. Someone just hired me. Blade contract. Paying gig, you know? I’ve got the cash, if you want it.’

‘Well, I don’t want it.’

‘All right. I was just asking.’

‘Well, stop asking then. I told you, I’m fine.’ Bashka hesitated, seemed to sense the real reason for Ringil’s visit. ‘So, uh, you going away? With this blade contract, I mean?’

‘Yeah, couple of months. Be back before you know it. Look, really, if you need the money, it’s not like you haven’t baled me out in the past and—’

‘I told you, I’m fine, Gil. Where you going?’

‘Trelayne. Points south, maybe.’ Suddenly, he didn’t feel like explaining it all. ‘Like I said, be back in a few months. It’s no big thing.’

‘Going to miss you, midweek nights.’ Bashka mimed moving a chess-piece. ‘I’ll probably have to go play Brunt up at the forge. Can just imagine what those conversations are going to be like?’

‘Yeah, I’ll miss’ - he stumbled on it, old shards of caution, even here - ‘our conversations, too.’

No you won’t.

The realisation lit up like a crumpled paper tossed into the fire. Bright lick of flame and a twisting, sparkling away that ached briefly, and then was gone. You’re not going to miss your nights of chess and chat with Bashka here, Gil, and you know it. And he did know it, knew that
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