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‘Better to fight and fall, 

Than to live without hope’

The Völsunga Saga



   
CHAPTER ONE

DREM

The Year 138 of the Age of Lore, Hound’s Moon

Drem threw his grapple-hook high. He felt it reach the apex of its climb and then drop. There was a thunk as it connected with wood. He pulled, felt it catch in timber, gave a tug to check it had caught properly and would hold his weight.

Drem was huddled tight to the wooden wall of a stockade. The only sound he could hear was his heart pounding, echoing in his skull and the rasp of his breath. Just being back here, where it had all started – it set him on edge.

The mine at the edge of the Starstone Lake.

Upon Byrne’s orders, he and a few score huntsmen of the Order of the Bright Star had crept out of the northern woods in the full dark and made their way to the walls. Drem had noted that the hole Hammer had made in the stockade wall had been repaired. Emotion had swept through him as he’d looked at the spot where he had last seen Sig alive, where the giantess had made her last stand.

The mixture of grief and anger set his blood thrumming in his veins, even as he’d crept through the heather and rocks; it had not left him yet. And now he was here, pressed tight against the wall, waiting to go over, just as he had, twice before.

This time, though, I am going over with sixty of the toughest, hardest men and women I’ve ever encountered. Hunters of the Order of the Bright Star. There was a reassurance in that. His hand went to the hilt of his seax and brushed it lightly. There was a reassurance in that, too. He rolled his shoulders, shifting the weight of his mail coat, wincing as it rubbed on raw skin, even with two layers of linen and wool between the mail and his flesh. He’d lived and breathed in it for more than a ten-night, slept in it as well, as they’d made a forced march from the battleground in the heart of the Desolation to here. He’d learned the value of his mail at that battle and, no matter how uncomfortable it got, he was not taking it off any time soon.

The grey dawn was seeping into the land around him. With the dim light he could just make out the deeper shadows of another man and woman either side of him, twenty or thirty paces away. They had cast their grapple-hooks, too, and they were all waiting for the signal.

An owl hooted.

Keld.

Drem sucked in a deep breath and climbed, hauling himself up the rope, feet scraping on timber. He was a big man, heavy, but he was strong, stronger than most, and the climb was little effort to him. In a few heartbeats he was at the top; he rolled over, lowering himself to the walkway, crouching low.

A nod either side to his companions and then he twisted off the walkway, hung suspended, then dropped to the ground. A moment’s pause, holding his breath to listen, and he was slipping his seax and short axe into his hands and moving into the complex.

The mine was a place of shadows and grey light, of muffled sounds: a door creaking on old hinges, the skittering of rats, in the distance the lapping of the lake. Drem made his way slowly from building to building, pushing doors open, checking for any inhabitants, searching the shadows. He saw tracks and crouched to inspect them. They were not a man’s, being too long and distended, the ground scarred by claws, but they were not an animal’s, either. Drem had seen too many tracks like this for his liking, lately.

A Feral’s.

But they were old, the soil hard and dry.

A moon at least, maybe longer.

And the fact that they had not been scuffed away by new tracks was a confirmation of what he’d suspected. The mine had long been abandoned.

Drem moved on, continuing his methodical search, opening every door, scrutinizing every track. His path led him ever inwards until, abruptly, a space opened up: a square bordered on three sides by an assortment of buildings. To the north a slab of rock rose to the sky, like a cliff face. Deeper patches of shadow scattered across its darkness hinted at caves. Drem knew what they were, had seen them before.

Cages for Fritha’s experiments.

In the centre of the clearing was a table.

Drem shivered as memories crawled out of the dark corners of his mind.

Memories of blood and fire. Of Fritha, Gulla the Kadoshim and of words of power. He had seen Fritha cut Gulla’s throat and cast him upon that table, along with the body of one of the Desolation’s giant bats and the hand cut from Asroth’s body. He remembered the sensation of bile rising in his throat as he had watched that dark magic at work, the bloodied, frothing steam, the writhing and melding of the forms on the table, and finally of Gulla rising, born anew, born as something different.

The first Revenant, he called himself.

Drem shook his head and took a step into the open courtyard. Other forms separated from the shadows: more hunters of the Order who had made their search of the mine, all of them moving like a tightening noose towards this place, the heart of the complex. They stood in silence. Dawn was claiming the land, banishing the murk, and Drem saw more evidence that the place had long been deserted. The buildings were cold and empty, fire-pits stripped of ash by rain and wind, the only signs of life the occasional scuttle of rats or scratching of birds in eaves. The hard-packed earth was rutted with tracks. Drem imagined a gathering of many here, a mixture of animal and human, but the tracks were all hard and dry.

A final gathering before Fritha’s warband left, marching out to meet the Order?

The sun was rising higher now; the morning light washed over the huge table in the centre of the courtyard, where it squatted like some sleeping, malignant beast. Chains and manacles of iron were set deep into the timber, darker stains scattered in pools on the grain.

Blood always leaves a stain.

In the pale-streaked skies above, Drem made out the circling of crows. Others were scattered elsewhere above the mine, landing on rooftops, winging through unshuttered windows. One of the crows above Drem spiralled down to the courtyard, a pale bird, white-feathered where the others were all dark. It cawed and beat its wings, alighting on Drem’s shoulder. He felt Rab’s claws flex and dig into him, and was glad again for his coat of mail.

‘Gulla gone,’ Rab squawked.

‘Aye, looks that way,’ Drem said.

‘And no Twisted Men?’ Rab croaked.

‘None that I can find,’ Drem told him, knowing that Rab was referring to Fritha’s Ferals.

‘Good,’ Rab muttered, shaking and puffing his feathers out.

A figure strode from a street to the west. An older man, dark hair turning to grey, an elegance and intensity to his movement. An assortment of knives and short axes bristled from his belts. Keld, huntsman of the Order and Drem’s friend. Two huge wolven-hounds were loping at his flanks, one slate grey, the other red. In one hand Keld had something long wrapped in a cloak.

A spear?

Keld strode to the centre of the clearing and paused beside the table, looking at it with a glower. Then he lifted his gaze and stared around the circle, meeting the eyes of each and every hunter. Drem shook his head when Keld’s eyes locked with his.

No sign of the living.

With a nod, Keld put a horn to his lips and blew upon it.

An answering horn echoed in the distance. Soon Drem felt a tremor in the ground.

It is hard for the warband of the Order to move stealthily, especially when there are over a hundred giant bears amongst their ranks.

Shapes filled a wide street to the west, which cut through the mine from its main gate and led here. Mounted figures spilt into the clearing. At their head was Byrne, the High Captain of the Order of the Bright Star, and Drem’s aunt. She was a stern-faced woman, dark hair drawn back tightly to her nape, her mail coat and leather surcoat thick with dust from their ride here. A curved sword arched across her back. Drem considered how unassuming she looked, no ostentatious embellishments, no gold or silver, just plain, though expertly made equipment. To see her, no one would guess just how deadly Byrne truly was. Drem thought back to the recent battle: Byrne trading blows with Fritha, using both blade and the earth magic. Fritha had clearly been outclassed. Drem felt a rush of pride and affection for Byrne. She had saved his life in that battle. She was his kin and, with both mother and father dead, the only kin he had – that meant a lot to Drem. More than that, she had shown him love and kindness, and that counted for far more in these bleak and desolate times.

At Byrne’s shoulder a huge bear lumbered, upon it a dark-haired and pale-skinned giantess, Queen Ethlinn, a spear in her fist with its butt resting in a saddle-cup. Ethlinn’s eyes scanned the clearing, focusing on the table.

To the other side of Byrne, another giant strode, his white hair braided, a creased lattice of scar tissue where one eye had once been. His coat of mail and leather jerkin did little to hide the slabs of muscle that padded his frame. He gripped a war-hammer in his huge hands. Balur One-Eye, father of Ethlinn, most famed warrior of the Banished Lands.

Behind these three rode the warband of the Order: an assortment of giants upon bears with mounted warriors, more riders coming out into the clearing from smaller streets. Drem saw red-haired Cullen riding close behind Byrne. The young warrior’s eyes sought out Drem and he gave him a wry grin. Keld had spoken for Drem and his skills as a huntsman and tracker, and had easily accepted him into the hunter’s order. Cullen had wanted to accompany Drem into the mine with the other scouts, but Byrne had forbidden it. Cullen was not a hunter, with neither the patience nor aptitude for stealth. He was skilled with a blade, more than most – far more than Drem – but he was hot-headed and acted before thinking, so Byrne had ordered the young warrior to stay with her. Cullen had been none too pleased about that.

Byrne rode up to the table and reined in, the others rippling to a halt behind her. With practised ease, Byrne slipped from her saddle. She approached the table, stopped before it and stared at it with a scowl. Ethlinn followed, holding a hand out over the table, her lips moving, and then she winced, as if seeing the terrible acts that had occurred upon it. Balur lifted one of the chains and curled a lip, let it drop.

‘Keld?’ Byrne looked to her huntsman.

‘Place is empty.’ Keld grunted. ‘Been that way a while, by the looks of it.’

Byrne nodded, her eyes returning to the table.

‘But I did find this.’ Keld held out the object he had bundled in his cloak.

Byrne reached out and unwrapped the object; a series of emotions flittered across her face as she recognized it. Sorrow, anger. There was a slight tremor in Byrne’s hands as she revealed it.

A sword.

Drem knew it immediately, even if it was still in its scabbard with a long belt wrapped around it. Its size and length made it obvious that this was no ordinary sword, that it had belonged to a giant or giantess.

Sig’s sword.

Drem felt a fist clench in his gut at the sight of it. He had known Sig for such a short time, but she had left an irremovable mark upon his heart. An example of true friendship, of loyalty. Of love.

Of truth and courage.

A tear ran down his cheek.

Byrne nodded, holding the sword up high for all to see.

‘You should take this,’ Byrne said, turning and offering it to Balur One-Eye.

The old giant blinked. He slung his war-hammer over his shoulder, reached out a tentative hand, then drew it back.

‘No,’ the giant said. ‘It should go to someone in your Order. Sig was a warrior of the Bright Star, through and through.’

Byrne lowered the blade, resting its scabbarded tip upon the ground. ‘So are you, in here,’ Byrne said, touching a hand to her heart with one hand.

‘Huh,’ grunted Balur, not a denial, Drem noted. ‘But I have not taken your oath.’

‘You knew Corban, knew what he fought for. You were his friend,’ Byrne said.

‘I was,’ Balur breathed, ‘but I never took his oath. Only one oath guides me. To guard my daughter’s life with my own.’ He reached out a calloused hand and touched Ethlinn’s cheek.

Ethlinn wrapped his hand in her own and smiled. ‘That oath would never conflict with the oath of the Order,’ she said. ‘Sig was dear to you. You should take the sword.’

Balur stared at it and nodded.

‘Aye, all right then.’ He reached out a hand and took the blade from Byrne, drew it from its scabbard and held it high. It glinted in the summer sun, though dark patches stained it.

‘I’ll avenge you with this sword, brave Sig,’ Balur shouted, his voice echoing from the buildings and down empty streets. A cheer rang out from the warriors around him. Drem’s voice was one of the loudest.

You have already fulfilled part of that promise, Drem thought, remembering Balur fighting the giant, Gunil, Sig’s killer and a traitor to the giants. Balur had crushed his skull with a blow from his warhammer.

Drem had felt a huge sense of satisfaction at seeing Gunil slain, not only as revenge for Sig’s death, but Gunil had also been one of those responsible for the murder of Drem’s father, Olin.

Just Fritha left to face justice for that, now, Drem thought, his hands involuntarily clenching into fists at the thought of the woman who had slain his father.

‘And it is rune-marked,’ Byrne said quietly to Balur, with a small smile as the cheering died down, and Balur slipped the sword back into its scabbard. ‘That may come in very handy in the coming days.’

‘Aye.’ Balur nodded.

During the battle against Fritha they had been attacked by a swarming host of Revenants, twisted offspring created by the bite of Gulla and his chosen. They were human in shape, but fought with an utter disregard for their own safety and were near-impossible to kill. Drem had seen decapitation put one down, but other than that they just kept coming at you. Unless they were stabbed with a rune-marked blade. When struck with a blade that had been inscribed with runes of earth power the Revenant would fall, every time. Drem had stabbed the host’s captain, Ulf, with his own seax, rune-marked by Drem’s father, Olin. Ulf had died and, with his death, the whole of his Revenant host had collapsed and died as well.

Every single one of us should have a rune-marked blade.

But they were rare, only belonging to those whom Byrne had deemed trustworthy enough to teach the earth power to. She said it was a great responsibility, learning the earth power, and so only a small portion of the Order of the Bright Star wielded such weapons. Sig had been one of them.

Now, though, after the battle with Fritha, there was a need for all to carry a rune-marked weapon, whether they knew the earth power or not. Otherwise there would be no standing against these Revenants.

Balur shrugged his war-hammer off his back and slid the sword over his shoulder, fumbling at the belt straps. Byrne helped him cinch them tight. The giant rolled his shoulders.

‘I’ll have to learn how to use this thing,’ he muttered.

‘I’ll teach you, One-Eye,’ Cullen called out. A few chuckles echoed around the clearing.

‘I’ll hold you to that, you young pup,’ Balur growled. He bent and picked up his war-hammer. ‘But for now, I’ll stick to this.’ He hefted his war-hammer and smiled at its familiar weight.

Byrne looked back to Keld. ‘Will Balur get to wield his new blade here?’

‘Not likely,’ Keld said. ‘We’ve scouted the place – not a living soul ’cept rats and the like. Only place we haven’t looked is in there.’ The huntsman nodded towards the cliff face. ‘I wasn’t going to send a handful of my crew in there until there were more swords at my back.’ The rock was pocked with scores of small caves, all of them set with iron-barred gates. Now open. Drem remembered all too well the inhabitants of those cells: Ferals, mutations of men, women and children, somehow warped into a malformed half-life, created by Fritha’s twisted mind and her dark blood magic.

Set amongst the cells was a deeper blackness: a massive cave entrance which looked as if it ran deep into the rock face. Drem had a recollection of howls echoing out from that dark hole during the battle here on that nightmare-filled night.

Byrne lifted her eyes and stared at the black hole in the granite wall.

‘Spread out, search every last handspan of this place,’ she called out. ‘I need to know where Gulla is.’

The warband spread out into the surrounding buildings. Ethlinn and Balur remained, alongside a score of warriors, Byrne’s honour guard with Cullen and Utul, Byrne’s captain from the south. He was dark-skinned with a hooked nose, streaks of grey in his otherwise jet hair, and deep lines about his eyes – evidence of his near-constant smile. A curved sword hilt arched over his shoulder, similar to Byrne’s, but with a longer grip. He was one of the deadliest swordsmen Drem had ever seen, and he’d had the privilege of seeing a few, lately.

‘Drem, you’re with us,’ Byrne said to him. Rab gave a croak, spread his wings and flapped into the air.

‘You know this place better than any of us,’ Byrne said. ‘I want to take a look in there.’ She nodded towards the cave entrance and started walking, Ethlinn, Balur and the others following. Keld was already at the opening, striking sparks from flint and stone into a torch he’d taken from a sconce set just inside the cave entrance. Flames sparked and flared, sending shadows dancing. In the new light Drem saw the cave ran deep into the rock, sloping downwards.

Keld strode into the cave, holding the torch high. His two wolven-hounds, Fen and Ralla, followed him, though Drem could see their hackles were up, their noses twitching. Byrne ordered half her honour guard to remain at the cave entrance, the other ten following her as she marched after Keld. Ethlinn, Balur, Cullen and Utul accompanied her.

Drem drew in a deep breath and hurried after them.



   
CHAPTER TWO

JIN

Jin nocked an arrow, drew and loosed, repeating the action twice more before her first arrow thumped into the linden wood of a White-Wing’s shield. Her second arrow tinged off an iron helm, the third punching into the warrior’s eye. He fell back, causing a ripple in the shield wall as another stepped over his corpse to fill the gap.

A sharp scream somewhere above, a looming shadow, and a Kadoshim crashed to the ground, wings and arms splayed, blood pumping from a tear in its ringmail. Jin’s horse danced sideways, treading on bodies, searching for even ground. Smoke billowed across the courtyard in great clouds, the reek of blood and death, the screams of battle and the dying everywhere.

Jin was holding the gates of Drassil, her oathsworn guards about her, others of her Clan dismounted now and in the gate tower. Arrows whistling down from above told her they had taken the towers and were on the wall. She gave a snarled grin at her success and snatched a moment to look and assess the battle.

She and her Cheren Clan had wreaked havoc with their initial assault, the gate guards thinking she was their ally and opening the gates for her and her warriors. She had swept them away in a tide of blood. But Drassil’s White-Wings were regrouping now: a shield wall formed in the centre of the courtyard, pushing towards her. Fritha’s acolytes were pouring through the open gates, a wave of shaven-haired warriors, grim-faced and resolute. They were men and women who had rebelled against the rule of the Ben-Elim and allied themselves to the Kadoshim, some of them having lived from hand to mouth in the wild for many years, outlawed for their audacity in spurning the Ben-Elim’s iron Lore. Now was time for their revenge.

It had been a long time coming.

I want so much revenge. Against the Ben-Elim and their White-Wing puppets who have kept me a captive in this disgusting, barbaric hole when I could have been riding free upon the Sea of Grass with my kin about me.

With my father.

She still felt his death as if it was a physical blow. His murder was imprinted upon her mind, like when she looked at the fire too long, nothing else to see except the flames. Bleda’s blade stabbing into her father’s throat, sawing through it, a gush of blood.

I will kill you for that, Bleda, if it is the last thing I do.

Even killing Bleda’s mother a few moments later had not softened her need for vengeance. It burned inside her.

He made a fool of me. My betrothed, meeting in secret with that half-breed winged bitch! To think I pleaded with my father to let him live, to allow us to wed. Her shame twisted her mouth into a snarl, too much for her to control.

The acolytes slammed into the shield wall, horses rearing, neighing. Screams rang as short-swords stabbed out from the shields, the White-Wings killing efficiently. But there were so many acolytes, more of them riding into the courtyard with every heartbeat, and behind them Jin glimpsed a rolling tide of mist. She knew what was hidden within that.

Time to move.

Gulla had assured her that his creatures in the mist would not harm her or her Cheren warriors, but she had seen what they had done to the Sirak. It was a risk she’d rather not take.

‘With me!’ she cried, a squeeze of her knees, and her mount responded, carrying her away from the gateway. A clatter of hooves and hundreds of her warriors followed her, in deels of blue and coats of mail, recurved bows in their fists, hawk banners snapping in the wind. First amongst them was faithful Gerel, close by her shoulder as always, her oathsworn man and guardian.

Jin reined in, seeing her new location opened up angles and gaps for her arrows to penetrate the wall of enemy shields. She reached for her quiver and nocked an arrow, cursing as the muscle twinged in her shoulder, not yet fully healed from an arrow wound taken during Bleda’s escape.

That winged bitch put an arrow in me. If her aim was any better . . .

The White-Wings were still standing, holding the tide of acolytes, no matter that they were overwhelmingly outnumbered. They looked like a boulder in a river of shaven-haired warriors. Many acolytes were sweeping around the shield wall’s flanks, ignoring them entirely and rushing towards the goal. Asroth, their frozen king. Jin ignored the protest from the frayed tendons of her shoulder and loosed, once, twice, three times, her Clansmen doing the same, a hail of arrows raining into the shield wall. The clatter-thump of arrows in shields, screams as some found the gaps and sank into flesh.

Mist moved in Jin’s peripheral vision, a cloud of it boiling through the gateway’s tunnel, into the courtyard, and Jin glimpsed figures in the mist, long-limbed arms and taloned hands, heard the slavering snarls and sibilant hissing as her new allies swept into Drassil and over the shield wall, sweeping around it.

A few moments silence and then the screaming began.

The crack of shields breaking, torn from arms, swords stabbing. Jin knew the sound of steel punching into meat, and of blows, the tearing and rending of flesh. Screams rose in pitch, fear-laced, and the shield wall was rippling, fracturing into a hundred pieces.

There is no holding back those . . . things.

The mist swept on, fragmenting, roiling into the street that led to Drassil’s Great Hall.

‘This is done: the courtyard is ours,’ Jin muttered to Gerel. He nodded, eyes fixed on the mist-shrouded carnage, streaks of blood punctuating the air.

Jin clicked and her horse moved on.

‘Where are you going?’ Gerel called after her.

‘Looking for more White-Wings to kill,’ Jin said.

‘Gulla said to take the gate and hold it,’ Gerel reminded her.

‘I am not his whipped hound,’ she snapped back. ‘He is my ally, not my master. Besides, the gate is taken, there will be no coming back from this. And I have not killed nearly enough of my enemies.’

Gerel nodded at that and urged his horse after her. Cheren warriors followed, their hooves mixing with the sound of battle.

Jin reined in, staring.

Wide streets led away from the courtyard to all parts of Drassil’s fortress. The heaviest fighting was filling the street that led to Drassil’s Great Hall, where Asroth was held in his iron prison. But Jin had seen something in one of the other streets, one that headed eastwards. A group of White-Wings, running across, away from the Great Hall, away from the battle. Some were limping.

One of them had stopped, was staring aghast into the courtyard. She had dark hair, cropped short like all of the White-Wings, but Jin recognized her, had watched her training in the weapons-field for so many years. There was a confidence and fluid economy in her movements that only the finest warriors possessed.

‘Aphra,’ Jin whispered.

The figure turned and ran on with her companions, disappearing from view.

‘If I cannot kill the half-breed bitch right now, then I will make do with killing her sister,’ Jin said, with a savage grin.

She touched her heels to her mount.



   
CHAPTER THREE

RIV

Riv swayed in the sky as her wings powered her, one hand carrying a dazed warrior through the air. All about her Ben-Elim and Kadoshim were locked in battle, a savage aerial conflict that filled the sky with blood and feathers.

She swung her short-sword at a Kadoshim who flew too close as he stabbed and slashed at a Ben-Elim. Her blade sliced through the meat of his wing and sent the demon tumbling towards the ground.

The Ben-Elim she had saved gave her a curt nod, then his eyes widened at what she was grasping in her left hand.

Not what, but who.

Another Ben-Elim, long black hair tied at the nape, a series of scars running across his forehead and down one cheek.

Meical, once High Captain of the Ben-Elim, though for more than a hundred years he had been locked within a cage of starstone metal, none knowing if he were alive or dead.

Riv had rescued him from Drassil’s Great Hall, where Gulla and his Kadoshim had been moving to slay the newly awakened Ben-Elim, and now they were in the air above the courtyard beyond the hall. Bodies littered the ground, combat swirling in knots below them.

Meical had been dazed when she grabbed him and carried him from the hall.

Well, a sleep one hundred and thirty-eight years long would do that, Riv thought.

Now he was gazing around, eyes more focused, taking in the carnage. He looked at Riv, his lips moving, but Riv could not hear what he was saying over the din of battle echoing around them.

‘Where’s Corban?’ Meical shouted louder to her.

Riv blinked. It wasn’t a question she’d expected.

Corban? The founder of the Order of the Bright Star?

 ‘He’s dead,’ Riv called down to him.

Confusion, shifting to grief. The sense of pain and loss emanating from the Ben-Elim’s eyes was so acute that Riv’s breath caught in her chest. ‘For nearly eighty years,’ she told him.

‘No.’ She saw his lips make the word.

Behind them a cloud of Kadoshim burst out of the doors of the Great Hall, Gulla leading the charge, larger than the other Kadoshim. His face was twisted in a rictus of hatred, head twitching like a predatory bird’s as he scanned the courtyard.

He hunts Meical.

Riv closed her wings and dived, settling upon a rooftop and dragging Meical under an overhang and into deep shadows.

‘What do you mean, eighty years?’ Meical said.

Riv peered out into the sky, saw Gulla leading his Kadoshim south-east, towards Drassil’s main gates.

She looked back at Meical and sucked in a deep breath.

‘You’ve been asleep for one hundred and thirty-eight years,’ Riv explained. Of course, the day he had been frozen had been a day of battle, much like this.

She waved a hand at the conflict all around them. ‘This isn’t your Day of Wrath, when the Kadoshim were defeated and you and Asroth were encased in starstone metal. That happened a long time ago.’

Meical rubbed a hand over his eyes and pinched his nose, processing Riv’s words. He sighed and let out a long breath.

A lot for him to take in, but I don’t have time for this. Riv needed to find Aphra, and below that emotion was a deeper, darker pool tugging at her, that ever-present current of rage whispering to forget all else and just kill every enemy she encountered. There were Kadoshim and their followers everywhere, and they needed to die.

A hand gripped her shoulder.

‘Tell me,’ Meical said, his eyes focusing on Riv, his confusion and grief of moments before gone, the pain in his eyes shut away.

‘The Kadoshim have attacked Drassil,’ she said quickly, ‘released you and Asroth from your gaol.’ She thought about that. ‘They set Asroth free, and you were just a by-product of that.’

Meical nodded. ‘They were about to kill me,’ he whispered, eyes distant, remembering.

‘Aye,’ Riv agreed. ‘They still might, if we don’t get out of here.’

‘Who leads the Ben-Elim?’

Riv shrugged. ‘Kol, if he’s still alive.’

‘Kol? What of Israfil?’

‘Israfil’s dead.’ She held a hand up to Meical’s questioning look. ‘There’s no time,’ she snapped, the screams of battle still loud. ‘Drassil is fallen, our only hope is to escape. Now!’

‘Flee?’ Meical said, his lip curling.

‘Yes, flee,’ Riv growled. She didn’t like the thought of running away, either – it left a bad taste in her mouth – but living was better than dying. With a beat of her wings, Riv shrugged off Meical’s grip and rose into the air, hovering above him. Meical’s eyes took in her dapple-grey feathers.

‘You are not Ben-Elim,’ Meical said, eyebrows knotting. ‘What are you?’

‘I told you, there’s no more time for talking,’ Riv said, her patience fraying, thinking of Aphra out there, fighting, needing her. ‘If we get out of here, I’ll answer all your questions, but right now we need to get moving.’ She twirled the short-sword in her fist. ‘I’m leaving. You can stay and die, or fly and live.’ She beat her wings, climbing higher into the air, and looked down at him.

Meical stared at her, then looked beyond her, at the battle-stained skies.

‘Give me a sword,’ he snarled.

She grinned back fiercely, threw her short-sword to him and drew her other blade from its scabbard.

Meical caught the sword, hefted it for balance, then crouched and leaped into the air. His wings were wide and bright white – a pure-bred Ben-Elim, unlike her ‘tainted’ half-breed blood, as the others considered her.

The courtyard below was a swirling maelstrom of combat, clusters of White-Wings in their shield walls still holding against the Kadoshim’s acolytes swarming around them. Here and there Riv glimpsed darker groups of the pale-faced, sharp-toothed things that she had fought in Forn Forest. They were shaped like men and women, but they fought like nothing Riv had ever seen before, an unfettered ferocity that was more animal than human. And they were hard to kill, decapitation seeming to be the only way to put one of them down permanently.

Riv had seen three war-hosts of these creatures swarming towards Drassil’s walls. She knew there was no standing against them – they were too many.

In the air about them Ben-Elim fought with Kadoshim and their half-breed offspring. Riv twisted and turned through the combat, part of her desperate to wade in and spill the blood of her enemy, but she had helped Aphra and a few score White-Wings fight free of Drassil’s hall, and now she feared what had become of them since she had turned back to rescue Meical.

A blast of turbulent air was her only warning. She twisted, seeing the leathery wings and flat features of a Kadoshim half-breed, the glint of steel as a sword stabbed at her. With a few strong wing strokes, she halted her trajectory and defended. Sparks flew as she deflected the blade, but the half-breed’s momentum carried him on. He crashed into her and they spun through the air together, locked in battle, snarling and spitting in each other’s eyes as they fought to be the victor.

Riv wrapped one arm around her attacker’s waist, dragged herself closer and slammed her forehead into his face. Cartilage shattered, blood spurted, but the half-breed just spat curses at her and tried to smash his sword hilt into Riv’s skull.

She turned, felt air rush past her face as the hilt skimmed her. A twist of her arm as she drew back her own weapon for a killing thrust.

The half-breed suddenly stiffened, eyes and mouth wide with surprise, a tide of blood bubbling from his lips, his lungs pierced and flooding. Then he slumped, plummeting to the ground.

Meical hovered in the air, his sword red, his face cold and hard with hatred. He threw Riv’s short-sword back to her, another, longer sword in his fist now, plucked from the half-breed’s dying fingers.

‘I had him,’ Riv snarled, resenting Meical for taking her kill.

‘You said we need speed,’ Meical reminded her.

Aphra.

Riv bit back an angry retort, sheathed her swords, tucked a wing and turned northwards.

The main gate into Drassil was on the western wall, and that was where the fighting had been fiercest. Cheren horse-archers, led by their traitorous queen, Jin, had taken the gate and held it for the Kadoshim’s acolytes, allowing them to pour into Drassil, and close behind them had come the cloud-shrouded monsters from Forn Forest.

There would be no escape for any on foot through those gates.

But, for those with knowledge, there were more ways out of Drassil.

Riv beat her wings faster and soon the air was clearing of fighting Ben-Elim and Kadoshim. A glance over her shoulder showed that Meical was close behind. She veered right, twisting and diving low, speeding along mostly empty streets, buildings rearing either side of her. Here and there people were running, not warriors – the White-Wing barracks were all situated to the south of the fortress – but traders and their families. Riv’s heart went out to them.

How can they defend themselves against the Kadoshim and their host?

‘MAKE FOR THE EAST GATE!’ Riv yelled to them as she sped over their heads.

A turn southwards, the sound of screams drifted on the air, growing louder, the clatter of hooves. Riv’s gut instinct was drawing her to the sounds of battle, but with an act of will she veered left, down another empty street, heading eastwards.

Again, the sounds of battle faded and Riv gave herself to her wings. They beat a storm, speeding her through Drassil’s cobbled streets, whipping up a trail of leaves and dirt in her wake. The speed ripped tears from her eyes, sending her fair hair streaking in the air like a wind-whipped banner. Fear for Aphra, her sister – no, her mother – gave her wings even more strength, buildings passing by at a dizzying pace.

The thought of Aphra lying in a pool of her own blood with a Kadoshim standing over her would not leave Riv’s mind.

A riderless horse jolted her back to the present. A warrior’s foot was tangled in the stirrup, his body dragging along the ground.

One of the Cheren. Riv recognized the rider with his shaved head and warrior braid. Battle-cries echoed from the direction the horse had appeared. Riv swept on, turned a corner, and the street and buildings disappeared as Drassil’s weapons-field opened up before her. Riv had grown up in Drassil, and most of those seventeen years had been spent on this field. It was the place she loved most, the place she had learned to become a warrior, and even though much violence had been practised here, it had always felt like a place of safety, of camaraderie.

And now it was filled with blood and screams.



   
CHAPTER FOUR

DREM

‘Drem,’ Byrne called, and he hurried past the bulk of Balur to walk alongside his aunt. To either side, carved out of the cave walls, were more open cells, iron bars rusted. Here and there a smaller tunnel branched off. At each of these one of Byrne’s guards stopped, a guardian against any hidden foes creeping up on them out of the darkness.

This is not a good place to be caught in an ambush, Drem thought.

Balur stuck his head inside one of the open cells, holding a torch he’d taken from the wall and lit with Keld’s. He wrinkled his nose and spat.

‘When you came here before, did you enter this place?’ Byrne asked Drem.

‘No,’ Drem replied. He had been to the mine twice: once on his own, searching for his father’s murderers, and once with Sig, Keld and Cullen. ‘I did hear . . . things, in here, though.’

‘What things?’ Byrne asked.

‘Ferals, I think,’ Drem said, straining his memories. ‘It was the night Sig fell. We were fighting, out there.’ He nodded back towards the circle of daylight disappearing behind them. ‘Cullen was standing on the table, I was with Sig.’ He paused, frowning. ‘Keld opened the cages in the cliff face, letting the Ferals who weren’t loyal to Fritha out. It was chaos, you understand, but I can remember hearing howling, like a storm, deafening, echoing out of the tunnel mouth.’

‘Hmm,’ Byrne said. ‘Ferals.’ She nodded, looking either side of them. ‘A lot of empty cages.’

‘They’re not here now, though, more’s the pity,’ a voice said behind Drem. Cullen, he realized.

Byrne looked at Cullen and frowned. ‘So, where are the Ferals now?’

‘Food for crows,’ Cullen said, grinning. ‘We carved them all up back in the Desolation.’

Drem shook his head. ‘There are a lot of cages down here,’ he said.

Byrne nodded. ‘We fought many Ferals, but this many?’

Ahead of them the torch stopped moving. Keld was standing and staring at something ahead. Drem saw Fen take a few steps ahead of Keld, muscles tense and coiled, as if he was hunting something. Ralla, the red-furred hound that had belonged to another hunter lost in the battle at the Desolation, paced forwards with a deep-throated growl, to stand beside Fen.

The group moved to join Keld, staring ahead to where the tunnel entered a large chamber. The scuff of their boots on stone echoed into the dark. The path curved left and right into the darkness.

A cavern?

A terrible smell pervaded the air. Decay, faeces and urine.

And before them was a drop, their torchlight flickering down into what looked like a pit, the sides too uniform to have been made naturally. It was deep, but in the dim light Drem saw shadowed shapes on the ground, utterly still. Without thinking, his seax was in his fist.

Balur stepped to the side and raised his torch to a sconce in the wall, lighting another torch, its flames crackling into life and illuminating more of the room.

Cullen slipped past them and walked along the left pathway, taking the torch and lighting others set into the walls.

Light slowly seeped into the chamber. Drem saw that the motionless shapes in the pit were cadavers, piles of skin and bone. Misshapen skeletons with long claws and too many teeth, elongated spines, sometimes a clump of fur.

‘Ferals,’ Utul said.

‘Dead Ferals,’ Cullen said, looking down into the pit with interest. ‘Anything that did walk or draw breath is long gone.’ He wrinkled his nose. ‘Or long dead.’

A sound drifted out of the darkness.

A scraping and wheezing.

The sound was coming from the pit.

Something crawled out of the shadows, human-like in shape, in that it had a head, two arms and two legs, but there were patches of fur on an elongated skull, its lower jaw was distended, teeth like tusks curling out over its snout, and its hind legs were bunched and misshapen with muscle. With one long-clawed hand it reached forwards to dig into the hard-packed earth and drag itself along. The other arm was twisted tight to its body, like an old, arthritic man’s. It made a snuffling, rasping sound from deep in its throat.

Fen and Ralla’s growling grew deeper, more malevolent.

A Feral, Drem thought, though it didn’t resemble the creatures he had fought in the Desolation. They were all mutated, twisted beings, animals and humans merged with dark magic. But the animal part of most of the creatures Drem had fought resembled wolven. This thing before him looked more as if it had started life as a boar.

‘I’ll put it out of its misery,’ Cullen said, with a grimace.

Before Byrne could say anything, Cullen had jumped into the pit. He threw his torch behind the crawling thing, revealing an empty space behind the creature.

Cullen’s sword hissed from its scabbard.

The thing on the ground had seen or smelled Cullen and dragged itself towards the red-haired warrior. It left gouged tracks in the ground behind it, and in its wake some kind of dark fluid moistened the hard earth.

It crawled to a stop before Cullen, taking deep snorting breaths, apparently exhausted.

‘Poor beast,’ Cullen said.

It sniffed, a wet snorting, its one good arm hovering in the air, its hind legs scrabbling, bunching under its torso.

‘Get out of there, you idiot,’ Byrne called down to Cullen furiously, ‘until we have this room lit.’

‘It’s as weak as a newborn,’ Cullen assured her, eyes fixed on the creature at his feet. The thing looked up at Cullen, then, in a shocking burst of speed, it erupted towards him, hind legs propelling it forwards. Its one good arm wrapped around Cullen’s leg and it sank its tusks into his calf.

Cullen screamed, shock and pain mingled, and he hacked down at the thing. His blade bit, but not as deep as Drem had expected; the thick folds of skin on the creature snared Cullen’s sword. Blood welled.

Byrne was shouting orders as Drem leaped down after his friend. It had not been a conscious decision. His seax and small axe were in his fists, gleaming red and gold in the flickering torchlight as he broke into a run.

Sounds came from the darkness: snorting, scrabbling noises.

Drem heard Byrne’s voice, followed by Balur One-Eye’s battle roar and the ground trembled as the giant jumped into the pit after him. Drem was close to Cullen now and raised his axe as he ran.

Something slammed into Drem’s side, sending him flying through the air. He hit the ground hard, air punched from his lungs, and tumbled with something heavy on him, another Feral – solid, all muscle, coiled strength and a frenzied, ravenous hunger. The sharp stench of urine and blood filled his senses. He struck at it, felt his axe bite, then lost his grip on it as they rolled. He had a glimpse of tusks and rowed teeth, of snapping jaws and fetid breath. Still rolling, he stabbed with his seax, which did better than his axe. He felt the blade pierce the thick hide and sink deep, felt blood well over the hilt, over his glove and soak into his linen undershirt. With a high-pitched squeal, the creature pulled away. Drem yanked on his seax but it grated on bone, was snagged somehow, and the blade was ripped out of his hand.

Drem crashed into one of the cadavers. It exploded, covering him with stinking strips of skin and gnawed bone. He scrambled to his feet, breath heaving, a hot pain radiating from his ribs where the thing had connected with him. There were rents in his mail, rings hanging. In his peripheral vision he glimpsed Cullen still hacking at the creature trying to eat his leg, many more of the beasts attacking a handful of Byrne’s honour guard who had joined them in the pit, and Balur One-Eye swinging his hammer.

Drem realized he was standing a dozen paces from the boar-thing that had attacked him, with no weapons in his hands.

Then it was coming at him again.

Stumbling away, he reached for his father’s sword, sheathed at his hip, had a moment to wish he had a boar spear with a cross-bar, probably the best way to kill one of these things and keep it from goring him with its tusks. His draw turned into an upward cut, the blade’s tip shearing through the beast’s lower jaw, cutting through one tusk and up, through its cheek and on, carving through its brain and exploding from its skull in a spray of teeth and blood, brain matter and fragments of skull. The Feral’s charge powered it on a dozen paces before its body realized it was dead and it crashed to the ground, skidding to a halt.

Drem had half a heartbeat to stare at the dead Feral before another one crashed into his legs, hurling him into the air. This one was bigger. Its momentum carried it on beneath him as Drem slammed into the ground behind it, feeling a sharp pain in his shoulder as he started to rise. The beast skidded, already turning, its feet scrambling for purchase on the bones and carcasses scattering the cavern floor.

It came at him again, snorting and squealing, tusks gleaming. Drem desperately tried to lever himself upright with his sword, knowing he was too slow.

Two snarling wolven-hounds collided with the onrushing creature, knocking it off course, and it stumbled past Drem. Fen and Ralla, their jaws wide and biting, ripping chunks out of the Feral.

It came to a halt, twisting and spinning shockingly fast, its head catching Fen, hurling the wolven-hound into the air. Ralla snarled and threw herself onto the creature. Drem was on his feet now, rushing forwards, sword raised, and then Keld was there, sword and axe a blur, blood in the air.

The creature screamed, gurgled, legs spasming as it collapsed.

Keld wrenched his axe from the dead beast’s skull.

‘LASAIR!’ Byrne’s voice yelled behind Drem, and he turned to see her in the pit with them. Her sword was covered in blood, Ferals lying dead about her, and Utul was close by, chopping, slicing and stabbing at a trio of attackers. Byrne raised her hands and pointed towards an unlit torch upon the pit wall. It sparked into life, almost immediately followed by the one next to it, and then all of the torches in the chamber were bursting into flame, a wildfire chain reaction rippling around the huge cavern, light flaring bright.

The pit was revealed in its entirety: a broad stinking hole scattered with half-decomposed remains and hunger-mad creatures. One of the Ferals that appeared dead still moved, just raising its head where it lay, too emaciated and debilitated to move. Others had clearly been feeding on the weakest and were still strong.

Ethlinn was in the pit, standing close to Balur, stabbing with her spear. A handful of Byrne’s honour guard were hacking at the frenzied creatures. Balur One-Eye’s hammer swung in a deadly rhythm, his new longsword strapped across his back.

This is hammer-work, little grace to it, or needed.

Bones were smashed to kindling.

And then it was all over.

A Feral’s squeal quietened to a weak rattle and then a final sigh. Cullen kicked and shook himself free of the creature that had clung to him, dead now, Cullen’s sword red to the hilt. He surveyed the room, his eyes coming to rest on Byrne, who was scowling at him, and he gave a shame-faced shrug.

‘See, I said I’d put it out of its misery,’ he said.

Only the sound of warriors breathing hard, and then Balur’s rumbling laughter.

‘What is this place, anyway?’ Cullen muttered, looking around.

‘It looks like Fritha’s breeding chamber,’ Drem said, his toe nudging a pile of gnawed bones. They were small – a cub, or a bairn.

Or both, combined.

‘Aye,’ Byrne agreed, a look of sorrow on her face.

‘Why were they not with Fritha, at the battle in the Desolation?’ Cullen murmured.

‘Perhaps these weak, deformed ones remained behind,’ Ethlinn said, ‘and they bred.’

Drem nodded; he thought that made sense, though he placed a hand on his throbbing ribs.

Not that weak.

‘This Fritha has unleashed a new evil upon the world,’ Ethlinn said to herself, as she crouched and rested a hand upon one of the dead Ferals. ‘I can feel the earth power in it, twisted and tainted.’ She sighed. ‘These poor creatures. What has this Fritha done?’

Drem hadn’t thought of that, Fritha’s creations unleashed upon the world, breeding and mutating, adapting. The Banished Lands were dangerous enough, without Fritha’s new terrors stalking it.

Fritha has much to answer for.

There was the slap of feet, echoing louder down the chamber. They all turned, weapons ready, as a figure emerged from the tunnel entrance and looked down into the pit.

It was Shar, a Jehar warrior and Utul’s captain. Her long dark hair was plastered to her head with sweat and she was breathing hard.

‘We’ve found something,’ she said.

Drem stood on the shore of Starstone Lake, its slate-grey water glistening in the summer sun. To the south beyond the lake there was a smudge of green-topped hills, and to the east Drem heard the faint sound of gulls, a reminder of how close they were to the Grinding Sea. Decades ago, a canal had been dug by the first inhabitants of Kergard, leagues long, joining what had once been this huge crater to the sea. And then the waters had flooded in, filling the crater and turning it into a lake. That had been the beginning of the Desolation becoming habitable once more.

Since then more and more people had crept into the north, fleeing the strict rule of the Ben-Elim, or just wanting a more solitary life. Drem and his da had been part of that movement. Kergard had been a thriving town when they had come north, and had grown with every passing year.

Kergard is thriving no more. It is an empty, desolate place now.

Drem had passed through the town the day before. Part of it had burned down, gaping holes in the stockade wall, buildings – including Hildith’s mead-hall – little more than ash-filled foundations. But much of the town stood as Drem remembered it. Just empty. Like a dead, soulless corpse.

A number of piers and jetties jutted out over the lake’s water and the ground showed signs of a lot of movement. The shore was rutted with wide wheel tracks, the evidence of many boots lay all along this stretch of land. Abandoned cranes on the piers creaked in the breeze.

But this was not what Drem was staring at, alongside Byrne, Ethlinn and the others. They were standing before a boatshed, one of many along the lakeshore. Within it was a large timber scaffolding frame, discarded tools and offcuts of timber, empty barrels lined along one wall. Keld approached one and looked in.

‘Pitch pine,’ he muttered, then looked at Byrne. ‘Caulking for a ship’s hull.’

‘Now we know why Gulla was not with Fritha, or to be found anywhere in the Desolation,’ Balur One-Eye rumbled. ‘He’s sailed away, with a warband far larger than the one we fought.’

‘Where is the sneaky bastard, then?’ Cullen said. His calf was bandaged and he’d walked from the mine with a limp.

Drem turned, looking out across the lake, towards the wide canal that led to the Grinding Sea. He remembered a dark night, watching as ships rowed towards one of the piers, Kadoshim flying in the sky above them. He remembered what those ships carried.

Asroth’s hand, cut from him in the Great Hall of Drassil.

He looked to Byrne.

‘There is a reason that Kol and his Ben-Elim have not joined us,’ Byrne said, arriving at the same conclusion as Drem. ‘Fritha was a lure, to keep us in the north, and out of Gulla’s way.’

She looked at them all with a sombre gaze.

‘Gulla has attacked Drassil.’
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