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About the Book

There are some tall stories about the caverns beneath the Citadel – about magic and mages and monsters and gods.

Wydrin of Crosshaven has heard them all, but she’s spent long enough trawling caverns and taverns with her companion Sir Sebastian to learn that there’s no money to be made in chasing rumours.

But then a crippled nobleman with a dead man’s name offers them a job: exploring the Citadel’s darkest depths. It sounds like just another quest with gold and adventure … if they’re lucky, they might even have a tale of their own to tell once it’s over.

These reckless adventurers will soon learn that sometimes there is truth in rumour. Sometimes a story can save your life.


For Sidney and Phyllis Fulker, with love.


PART ONE

Ghosts of the Citadel


1

All the other cells in the dungeon stank of fear, but not this one. Lord Frith’s last surviving son was simply too proud to be afraid. Even now, as Yellow-Eyed Rin laid out his instruments on the blood-stained bench, holding each wicked blade up to the torchlight, the young man kneeling on the stone floor had only anger in his eyes.

The blood of his father is on that bench. His brothers’ too, thought Bethan. And soon his as well, but he’ll defy us to the end. Stubborn bastard.

The dungeons of Blackwood Keep were small and thick with shadows, which meant that Bethan had to stand rather closer to Yellow-Eyed Rin than she would have liked. He was a greasy wart of a man; shiny bulges of flesh poked through his leather tunic, and lank strands of grey hair stuck to his bulbous scalp. The rheumy eyes that gave him his name watered constantly, but not out of any sympathy for his victims. Rin might be foul to look upon, but his ability to summon excruciating pain with a few carefully placed cuts was invaluable to Bethan.

Despite the rough treatment they’d shown him so far, young Aaron Frith was another matter. With the strong jaw and grey eyes of all the Friths, his brown skin and fashionably long dark hair, he was a comely young man. Bethan had an appreciation for beautiful things; she had commanded that the finest paintings in the castle be taken down from the walls and packed into crates for her personal perusal later. It pained her greatly to spoil that warm skin, those pretty eyes. In the initial scuffle Frith had taken a blow to the temple, and now the dried blood was making his hair stick up at strange angles on one side. And Yellow-Eyed Rin would only make things worse, of course. Such a waste. Still, they needed him to talk, and soon. If they went another day without answers, then Fane might come up to the Blackwood himself, and no one wanted that.

‘Anything more to add, Aaron, before this gets bloody? Or should I call you Lord Frith now? Your father died in here yesterday.’

Aaron Frith slumped a little where he knelt, glancing away from her. For a brief moment she felt sorry for him, but the sensation didn’t last. The black velvet and silks he’d been wearing when they took the castle were stained and ragged now, but this was a man who’d been born into a privileged life. A silver brooch in the shape of a tree was still pinned to his breast, with tiny chips of sapphire in the branches that could have been leaves or could have been stars. It was fine work; Bethan made a note to make sure that it ended up in her pocket at the close of this messy business.

He looked back up at her and his eyes were dry.

‘I have nothing to say to Istrian scum.’

Bethan sighed, and looked around the squalid cell. The torches only made the corners darker.

‘You want to end your days here, Lord Frith? For the sake of what? Some jewels, some gold? Coin you’ll probably never get around to spending?’

Frith said nothing. Bethan felt a stab of impatience.

‘We know the vault is hidden somewhere in the forest, Frith. Everyone knows that. We’ll find it eventually, but I’d much rather you told me. It’s a lot quicker that way.’

To her surprise, Frith grinned.

‘You think you’ll find the location scribbled on a piece of parchment, a footnote in my father’s will perhaps? I’m not sure you understand how secrets work.’

‘You tell me, then. You’re the last. I may even keep you alive. The Istrian people are fascinated by the aristocracy of their neighbours, and they’ll pay good coin to come and gawp at you.’ She tried to inject a reasonable tone into her voice. ‘Tell me now, Aaron Frith, and I swear this will go better for you. You’ve nothing to gain from adopting the stubbornness that killed the rest of your family.’

‘Tristan was nine years old. He was not stubborn, he was terrified.’

Bethan took a step towards the prisoner. She could feel her face growing flushed, much to her annoyance.

‘You would end your life here, in the dungeon of your own castle? Hundreds of years of the proud Frith family, and you’ll all end up in unmarked graves in your own damn forest.’

In answer, Aaron Frith spat on her boot.

‘Enough talk,’ said Rin through a throat full of phlegm. He picked up a vicious blade no longer than Bethan’s smallest finger. ‘Time to see the colour of the young lord’s blood. I heard it’s black, like their trees, but it’s all been red so far. Very disappointing, that.’

Bethan shook the spittle off her boot.

‘Get started.’

Bethan left Rin to his work – there was, in the end, only so much of it she could watch – and spent some time patrolling the castle, checking on her men and their search through old Lord Frith’s private documents. The servants had been rounded up in the Great Hall, and Carlson, her second-in-command, had made some attempts to beat the information out of them, but they clearly knew nothing of use.

The question of the vault was a vexing one. The Frith family were famous not only for their wealth, but also for their paranoia. Several generations back the Lord at the time, one Erasmus Frith, had ordered a great vault built out in the middle of the Blackwood. Each day, the men who worked on it were taken to the location blindfolded, with one member of the Frith family on hand at all times to supervise the plans. Hundreds of years later, and all anyone seemed certain of was that it was in the Blackwood somewhere, hidden in that huge and unknowable forest. The Frith family fortune, just waiting for someone to steal it.

A number of hours later Bethan returned to the dungeon. As she approached the cell she listened for the noises men made when they’d reached the end of their endurance, but the stone halls were quiet.

‘Please tell me you have some answers, Rin.’

The torturer wiped his hands on a bloody cloth, grimacing.

‘The boy is just as big an idiot as the rest of them.’

Aaron Frith was strapped to the bench, his arms held down by his sides with iron cuffs. Rin had long since removed the expensive velvets and silks, so that he lay shivering in his smallclothes. One side of his face was slick with blood, and one hand was red to the wrist. His chest was livid with burn marks, and Bethan could smell the hot, sweet scent of scorched flesh.

‘I’ve done all the usual. Hot pokers, burning needles under the fingernails – once that didn’t work I just ripped ’em off – some cuts here and there. Took one of his ears, and I thought he might give in then, but it doesn’t look like he’s paying much attention now. You want me to put one of his eyes out?’

Bethan watched the young lord carefully. His eyes were closed, his breathing rapid and shallow. He looked like someone caught in the midst of a deep fever, but she thought he could hear them, all the same.

‘Hold off for a moment.’

She went over to the bench and took hold of Frith’s jaw, turning him to face her. One of his eyes flickered open; the other was caked shut with blood from a deep cut on his cheek.

‘Put away your pride, Lord Frith. Tell me where the vault is.’

For a moment the look in his one open eye was confused, as though he didn’t know where he was. Then he focussed on her and she saw that look sharpen to hate.

‘The Blackwood will have your blood, peasant.’

Bethan took her hand away.

‘There is a grave out there in your precious forest, and it isn’t for me.’ She turned back to the torturer. ‘The mallet, I think. I want his legs broken.’


2

‘We tread carefully here, master.’

Gallo looked up from the map. The guide was running his fingers over the red granite walls, sniffing and frowning as though he’d trodden in something regrettable.

‘Really? There’s nothing indicated on here.’ Gallo shook the map at him. ‘And I’d really prefer it if you didn’t call me master, Chednit. I am your employer, not your overlord. We’re practically partners!’

Chednit turned his mismatched eyes towards him. One was brown as a nut and narrow with caution; the other was false, a ball of green jade etched with a silver pupil. It swivelled in his eye socket.

‘You trust the map?’

‘It’s all we’ve got to go on. And it’s not as though I bought it from one of those grinning charlatans we saw down in the city – I’ve no doubt there’s a little house somewhere in Krete where a hundred skinny children sit drawing fake maps to the Citadel – this was stolen from the ruins of a temple in Relios, snatched from under the noses of the Chattering Men.’ Gallo paused to let this sink in; he was still proud of that.

‘As you say, master.’

Gallo cast a look back the way they’d come. He could still see the last of the desert daylight far above, framed in the distant doorway like a window of gold. They had walked cautiously down a steep set of plain stone steps, treading carefully for fear of traps, snakes and scorpions; it was said that the haunted Citadel had a thousand grisly ways to kill you, each more unpleasant than the last. In front of them was a chamber made of grey stone. It was a little colder than he’d been expecting, but there was nothing obviously untoward. On the far side were the entrances to three passageways, each shrouded in darkness.

‘What is it you fear?’

The guide screwed up his face and shook his head.

‘I fancy I hear things. Every now and then, a rumble, a sigh.’

‘You do?’ Gallo stood very still and listened, but all he could hear was the rush of the wind sighing past the door high above them, and the sound of his own breathing. This far above Krete it wasn’t even possible to hear the cacophony of the city, shielded as they were by the solid weight of the ancient stones. He laughed suddenly, and clapped Chednit heartily on the back. The guide winced.

‘Look at us! We have barely made headway into the first level of the Citadel and already we are twitching at every noise, as nervous as mice. Let’s keep moving.’ Gallo looked at the map and nodded to the entrance on the far right. ‘We take this one.’

‘As you say, master.’

In the next chamber they found a narrow stairwell leading downwards. The light from Chednit’s torch only illuminated the first few steps before the darkness seemed to eat it up.

‘We should light another torch, master.’

‘I’d rather have my hands free.’ Gallo patted the scabbard at his hip.

‘I do not like this.’ Chednit frowned at the dark, pushing his leathery old face into a thousand crinkles. The light from the torch reflected on his jade eye, making it glow like a cat’s. ‘We should have waited for your friend to join us. Another sword hand, yes, that would have been most wise. We can still go back, await him in Krete.’

Gallo shook his head impatiently.

‘I could waste my whole life waiting for Sebastian while the Citadel sits here, all its secrets undiscovered. And besides, we’ve already given the guards their bribe.’ There had been a time when his friend would have been the first down the steps into the Citadel, a wild gleam in his eye and his sword drawn, but now he spoke of waiting and, worse, honour. It was enough to turn an adventurer’s stomach. ‘Look, if it makes you feel better, my blade shall go first.’ He drew his sword and gave Chednit his most reassuring smile. ‘Follow me close. We shall need what light that torch of yours can cast.’

They descended the stairs, Gallo in front, Chednit coming along behind, holding the torch high above his head. The passageway was narrow, the steps uneven. Gallo brushed his free hand against the stones and his fingers came away covered in a thin green slime. Ahead there was a darkness as deep and complete as anything he had ever seen; it was like a solid thing, so that he almost feared to go too quickly lest he collide with it. Their footsteps echoed strangely, seeming to fade away and then come back again faster, or slower. A few more steps, and his ears popped.

‘A dark place, that is for certain,’ said Gallo. He wanted to talk, to cover up those uneasy echoes, but his voice sounded strained and weak to his own ears. ‘Sebastian would not like this at all. He prefers his open skies and his mountains.’

‘As you say, master.’ Chednit sounded as though he couldn’t give two shakes of a donkey’s arse about Sebastian’s mountains, and Gallo couldn’t blame him. Even so, he could not stop talking.

‘Do you know Ynnsmouth, Chednit? Strange place. They worship their mountains as gods, and there are secret shrines that only the Ynnsmouth knights can find. Sebastian promised to take me to one once, even though it is forbidden.’

Suddenly Gallo was filled with the certainty that he would never see the mountain shrine – would never, in fact, see daylight again. The thought caught his tongue and held it, filling his chest with an alien tightness. He cleared his throat but said no more, and they walked on in silence.

Ever downwards they went, with no change to the steps or the rough walls beside them. They walked for so long that Gallo began to wonder if this was one of the mythical traps of the Citadel, one so subtle and simple that you could be walking for years before you realised you had grown old and doddery. Gallo was a man who prided himself on the physical condition of his body – when he had stolen the map from the Chattering Men he had outrun them all and barely felt it – but a sweat had broken out on his brow and his legs were starting to ache.

 A faint rustling from above stopped Gallo in his tracks. It reminded him of the sound ropes make on the docks when the boats cast off – rough hessian rubbing against splintered wood. He looked up, but Chednit’s torch cast only the faintest of glimmers towards the ceiling.

‘What is that?’ he said, his fear briefly lost in curiosity. ‘Say, can you see something?’

There was a brief suggestion of movement, followed by a blood-curdling scream from behind him. Gallo turned in time to see Chednit’s legs vanishing upwards, his body pulled up into the darkened ceiling. Like most men who sell their sword for money Gallo was as quick as a cat. His arm shot out and grabbed hold of his guide’s boot.

‘Help me, help me!’ squealed Chednit. The torch dropped down onto the steps, smouldering and smoking. Whatever had him was fearsomely strong. Gallo pulled down on Chednit’s boot but the force pulling him up only increased, nearly yanking him up with the hapless guide. He tried to drop the sword to grab on with both hands, but his hand would not obey.

‘Chednit!’

As quick as that the boot was gone, and Chednit flew up into the dark recesses of the ceiling. Gallo held his sword over his head as, unseen, his guide began to scream, over and over. There was a patter of what felt like warm rain against his upturned face, and something small and round dropped down past his nose, to chink against the stone steps and then bounce away into the dark beyond. He saw it only for a second in the guttering light of Chednit’s torch, but he recognised the jade eye with the silver pupil, now lost to the shadows at the bottom of the unending steps.

The whole thing had taken no more than a handful of heartbeats. Gallo picked up the torch and blew it back into life, noticing that it was now sticky with blood. When the light was strong again, he held it up over his head, half fearing to see Chednit’s grinning corpse flattened to the ceiling, a hole in his face where his eyes should be … but there was nothing there. He saw more of the same grey stones, the same green mould, and no sign of his guide. Gallo swallowed hard and tightened his grip on his sword.

‘The place is cursed,’ he spat. As the terror passed, he was filled with a black fury. How dare it take his guide from him? To suffer such a loss at the very beginning of the adventure was unthinkable. Sebastian would be insufferable, for a start. ‘A foul thing, to pick off an unarmed man from above.’

‘Would you prefer to meet face to face, young warrior?’

The voice was so close behind him Gallo could feel the tickle of warm breath on the back of his neck. He spun, sword out, but what met him on the steps of the Citadel drained all the strength from his arms with one slow smile.

‘I thought not,’ it said, with a note of long-suffering humour. ‘They never do.’


3

‘You’re a dirty cheat! Everyone knows it! That’s what everyone says.’

Wydrin drew the last of the cards towards her across the table, snatching a quick glance at whoever might be listening in the crowded tavern. Good rumours, bad rumours; they were all the same to her. Unfortunately, an early summer’s evening in The Hands of Fate tavern was a busy time, and no one was paying much attention to an argument over a game of cards. Not until it gets bloody, anyway, she thought.

‘Have you forgotten the rules again, Sammy?’ She smiled up at him, and was pleased to see his face turn a darker shade of pink. ‘I’ll be glad to explain them to you, but the gist of it is, well, you lost. Fair and square. The Copper Cat plays a clean game. Well, clean card games, anyway.’

‘I want my money back.’ Sam Larken slammed his fist down on the table, causing the small pile of coins to jump. ‘You’ll give it back now, you lying little thief.’

Wydrin leaned back in her chair and patted the two daggers at her belt.

‘Thief, is it? You want to take that up with my claws here?’

There was a slight hesitation from Sam Larken now, and this, too, pleased Wydrin. It seemed he wasn’t a total fool after all.

‘I just want what’s mine, that’s all, or I’ll tell everyone—’

Wydrin drew the dagger, too fast for him to follow, and then very slowly flipped one of the cards over with the point. It was the eight of cups.

‘You’ll tell everyone what?’

‘Uh …’

A shadow suddenly loomed over them. Wydrin looked up to see a tall, broad-shouldered man with long black hair tied into a braid and an enormous broadsword slung over his back. He was carrying a tankard in each hand, and he gave Wydrin a pained look before turning to Sam.

‘I’ve told you before, Sam. If you still insist on playing cards with her you can’t keep complaining you’ve lost all your money. Rats learn faster than you.’

Sam backed away from the table awkwardly, half taking the chair with him. His eyes were glued to the sword.

‘Fine, keep it then.’ He shot a poisonous look at Wydrin. ‘Can’t get an honest game in this shit hole of a city.’

Wydrin watched him back away into the crowd. She gave him a little wave.

‘Really, Sebastian,’ she said as the big man sat down, carefully placing the tankards away from the cards. ‘I wasn’t even cheating this time. As soon as he gets some decent cards it’s written all over his stupid face.’

Sebastian shifted in his seat and glanced back towards the door. He was a big man, muscled and powerful, but with a kind face, a long nose and blue eyes, which Wydrin liked to tease him about. No fearsome knight had eyes that pretty, she said.

‘It would be helpful if you could avoid starting any fights while we’re waiting to meet a potential client.’

Wydrin rolled her eyes and took a mouthful of ale. It was warm and tasted of oats. Not bad for Krete.

‘What’s the matter with you? You look like someone’s pissed in your beer.’

Sebastian sighed and picked up his tankard.

‘This job. I’m not certain it’s wise. After what happened we should be all the more cautious.’

‘This is what you wanted, Sebastian.’ Wydrin slid her dagger back into its scabbard and lowered her voice. ‘We can find him this way. Gallo was an idiot, and we’re not. We’ll be fine.’ Catching the look on his face she changed her tone. ‘Besides which, anyone stupid enough to explore the Citadel will be paying through the nose for it. We’ll be set for the rest of the year. No more working for tiresome little merchants who want their poxy wagon trains guarded.’ She sniffed. ‘I was thinking of getting some new leather armour, too. Red, maybe, to match my hair.’

Sebastian laughed at that; her hair was short, scruffy, and carroty.

‘I suppose,’ he said eventually. ‘We have to go in there after him, and this is as good a way as any. We can’t even afford to bribe the guards by ourselves.’

‘Who is this client, anyway?’ asked Wydrin. ‘I’m curious to know what sort of fool is so eager to go exploring such an infamous death trap.’ She cleared her throat. ‘Besides Gallo, of course.’

‘A lord of some sort.’ Sebastian took a sip of his ale, and shrugged.

‘A lord! Bound to have plenty of coin, then.’

Wydrin’s eye was caught by a slim figure pushing his way through the crowded tavern. He walked with a stick and had a shock of white hair, but as he got closer she saw that he was startlingly young; no older than her, certainly. He had a livid scar down one cheek, and he was glaring around at the patrons as though they had each done him a personal insult.

Wydrin looked at Sebastian and tipped her head towards the newcomer. Sometimes they would keep an eye out for easy targets, men or women who wouldn’t last the night in a city like Krete and might be in need of protection. It was an easy way to make some coin.

Sebastian looked, and then sat up straighter in his chair.

‘By Isu, I think that’s him.’

Wydrin raised her eyebrows.

‘I thought you said he was a lord?’

Spotting them, the white-haired man came over, doing his best not to limp too obviously. He wore a heavy black cloak that didn’t quite disguise his emaciated frame.

‘My lord?’

The man eyed them, an expression of distaste turning his mouth down at the corners.

‘You are Sir Sebastian Carverson, the Ynnsmouth knight? And the … Copper Cat of Crosshaven?’

‘We are, my lord.’ Sebastian gestured to a seat and the man sat.

‘I’m the Copper Cat.’ Wydrin thrust a hand across the table and when he didn’t move to take it, picked up her tankard instead. ‘Although you can just call me Wydrin. The Copper Cat thing, well, it’s my meat and gravy but it takes half a bloody day to say it.’

‘We are told that you have a journey in mind, one that needs a couple of strong sword arms.’ Sebastian waved at the barkeep for more drinks.

‘It is a journey, yes, but not a long one. I need to get inside the Citadel, to explore its lower chambers.’ The white-haired man rested his stick against the table. ‘There are stories about the Citadel and what it contains. I assume you have heard them?’

Sebastian nodded.

‘Legends, yes, everyone knows them. Even in Ynnsmouth our old women tell tales of the long-dead mages of the Citadel.’

Wydrin leaned over the table eagerly.

‘I’ve heard there’s an entire hall filled to the ceiling with gold coins and jewels from across Ede, and that they had a sword that sang in the presence of demons and a set of armour that summoned an army of ghosts.’

Sebastian glanced at his colleague before turning back to their client.

‘I’m afraid tales are all they’re likely to be, my lord.’

‘All rumours contain an element of truth. The Kretian council keeps a guard on the one entrance, but I have already taken care of the bribe. My main concern is the interior of the Citadel itself.’ The white-haired man took a slow breath. ‘It is said to be a labyrinth in there.’

‘That is where we may be able to help you.’ Sebastian reached into his belt and pulled out a length of parchment covered in inky squares and circles. ‘My friend had a map to the Citadel, and I have a partial copy. It may get us part of the way at least.’

‘Where is your friend now?’ asked the white-haired man.

Sebastian frowned.

‘I don’t know. He … went ahead without us.’

‘Then you must assume him dead?’

Sebastian looked down at his tankard.

‘He is not so easy to kill,’ he said eventually. ‘He may still be in there, exploring the lower reaches, or else he has made his way back out again under the cover of night, too ashamed by his failure to seek me out. If we get into the Citadel and find him, we can make use of the complete map.’

The white-haired man leaned forward to glance at the parchment, and as his hair fell across his brow Wydrin saw that there was a gnarled lump of scar tissue in place of one of his ears. It had been cut off and none too carefully either.

‘It is a start.’ He sat back in his chair and looked at them both. Wydrin didn’t like the assessment in that gaze. ‘Now, if I am to employ you I would ask some questions.’

‘All you need to know is that we’re the best,’ said Wydrin with a shrug.

The white-haired man raised an eyebrow at her, perhaps suggesting that he was yet to be convinced, before turning to Sebastian.

‘Why did you leave the Ynnsmouth knights?’

‘Who says I left?’ There was a flicker of anger in Sebastian’s voice. ‘I still carry the shield of Isu.’ He indicated a badge sewn to the shoulder of his cloak. It depicted the outline of a jagged mountain top picked out in silver thread against a red, storm-laden sky. There was a series of letters in an alphabet Wydrin could not read sewn along the bottom, which Sebastian had told her spelt ‘Isu’. ‘My sword was blessed at the mountain spring of the god-peak.’

‘Every man I spoke to told me how you were expelled from the order for some unspecified crime. They all knew the truth of this, although none of them knew exactly what it was you had done. I will not go on this journey with a man whose crimes are an unknown factor. I must trust you both to some degree.’ The white-haired man glanced at Wydrin. ‘And the last I heard, the Knights of Ynnsmouth do not take up petty mercenary work.’

Sebastian pursed his lips, scowling down at his ale as though it had turned to bile. In the silence the barkeep bustled over bringing three fresh tankards. Sebastian waited for him to leave before he spoke again.

‘The Order of the Knights of Ynnsmouth, in their wisdom, exiled me. I will not speak of why, but I will tell you that I do not consider what I did to be a crime, and that you are certainly in no danger.’

Wydrin laughed at that. ‘Let us just say that his idea of brotherhood was not quite the same as his superiors’.’

Sebastian shot her a dark look before turning his attention back to their client.

‘You are correct, my lord, raiding temples is hardly a knightly pursuit, but a man trained in the way of the sword has to make a living somehow.’ His lips creased into a faintly bitter smile.

‘Actually, I have a question.’ Wydrin took a gulp of ale and belched none too quietly into her hand. ‘You intend to come with us on this trip to the bowels of the Citadel?’

‘Of course. It is imperative that I come. There are certain items, certain knowledge that I must acquire.’

‘Exploring the Citadel is likely to be dangerous and exhausting, and that’s even if we don’t meet with some nasty surprises down in its darkest depths.’ She turned over a few more cards at random; the ace of wands, the crystal ball, the bear. ‘We will need to be quick, and strong. And you do not look quick – or strong.’

The white-haired man looked down at the table for a moment, every line in his face rigid.

‘You do not know me, Wydrin of Crosshaven, otherwise you would not ask such a question. I am Lord Frith of the Blackwood, and the Friths are not so easily put aside.’ Again there was that look, as though he were holding on to a rage he could barely contain. ‘I’m stronger than I appear.’

Wydrin shrugged.

‘Fine. That brings me on to my favourite subject, our fee.’

Lord Frith glanced at Sebastian and then back to her.

‘I have already spoken of this to your contact. We agreed a fee then. I see no reason to negotiate further.’

‘Oh, I don’t know; I enjoy a bit of negotiating myself.’ Wydrin winked at Frith. ‘What have we got? Expenses, danger money, a spot of body guarding too, I reckon. Let’s go over the details once more for fun, shall we?’

There then followed a protracted argument over their fee that cost Lord Frith the promise of a further eight hundred pieces of gold and Sebastian two more rounds of ale. When everything was agreed Wydrin sat back in her chair feeling pleased with herself; an interesting job for a ridiculous amount of coin, and someone new to argue with.

‘That’s settled then, we’ll leave in the morning. Consider our swords at your service. And the copper promise should always be sealed with a toast.’ Wydrin lifted her tankard. ‘To sacking the Citadel!’

Sebastian and Frith raised their own drinking vessels reluctantly, and she crashed her tankard into theirs, spilling more than a little over Lord Frith’s embroidered cuff.

‘We’ll have such stories to tell.’
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‘Krete is less a city and more an infection,’ muttered Frith as he hobbled his way through the crowded streets. The Citadel was the pustule in the middle of it, rising from the city’s heart to stare blindly across the desert lands beyond; the houses and taverns and markets, the brothels and warehouses and gambling dens that grew beneath its walls, were the signs of its feverish pestilence. Even in the early morning light the day was already too hot, and the sun was a white disc in the pale sky.

‘A hideous place.’ He limped around a market stall selling birds roasted on sticks. They’d left the brightly coloured tail feathers on. ‘So many people, so little space. And the stink.’

‘Do you think so?’ The mercenary called Wydrin walked just ahead. ‘It doesn’t smell half as fishy as Crosshaven. Where I’m from this would be considered an especially fragrant day.’

Frith frowned. ‘I’m sure it would.’

He had heard many stories on his long and painful journey from Litvania. The Copper Cat of Crosshaven, they said, was a fearsome swordswoman with flaming red hair, a pair of daggers at her hips and a love of danger almost matched by her love of men and gold. It was said there was no deadlier dagger for hire in all of Crosshaven, and, given the latter’s reputation for privateers and scoundrels, that was quite impressive in itself. Her partner, they said, was a cold-eyed killing machine filled with the fury of his icy mountain gods, with as much warmth and mercy as those perilous peaks.

Frith had imagined a tall, curvaceous woman, with hair as red as blood tumbling unbidden to her waist, a pair of green eyes as playful and cruel as a cat’s, and armour that perhaps did not leave much to the imagination. In truth the Copper Cat was a young woman of average height with short, carroty hair, freckles across her nose and almost every inch of her covered in boiled leather armour. As he watched, she paused to kick a lump of something unmentionable off one of her boots; it didn’t appear to make the boots any more presentable.

The Ynnsmouth knight at least looked formidable. Even on such a warm day he wore the traditional armour of his Order, a mixture of boiled black leather, fine mail and silvered plate, and people seemed naturally to move out of his way, like a river flowing around a rock. Other than his size and the enormous broadsword slung across his back, he gave no further impression of barbarism. His face was long-featured and clean-shaven, his eyes clear and blue.

‘Have you seen the Sea-Glass Road before, my lord?’ Sebastian asked.

‘I have not. I came to Krete from the North, travelling down through Creos.’ He opened his mouth to say more, and then thought better of it. ‘It was an uncomfortable ride.’

‘It is quite a sight. One of the wonders of Ede.’

‘I am not here to see the sights.’

Frith had to imagine it was finer to look upon than the streets of Krete itself. Timbered alehouses crowded to either side, each belching out a hot wind reeking of stale beer and old vomit. Butchers flung their offal directly into the streets, so that a tide of feral dogs moved from one shop to the other, only pausing to fight over the choicest scraps, and whores dangled out of windows, resting their doughy breasts on windowsills and calling down to the men below. Oxen moved slowly through these streets, hauling wagons piled high with produce rushed across the Creos desert from distant Onwai and the island of Crosshaven, whilst traders rushed between them, doing deals on the run. Men and women shouted to each other, children screamed and shrieked, and over it all the baking desert sun beat down, making everything fever-bright and fever-strange.

As they moved closer to the centre of the city the houses grew more ramshackle, the people poorer. The Citadel sat at its heart at the top of a small hill, surrounded by the impoverished and the desperate. Although it had been dormant for centuries, no one liked to live too close if they could possibly help it. On quiet nights, they said, you could hear the ghosts calling.

Frith found it hard to imagine there could ever be a quiet night in this place.

‘There, look, my lord.’ Frith looked where the knight was pointing. Between two warehouses, one of which appeared to have partially burned down recently, he could see a wide strip of startling blue-green, rippled with bright sunlight. It truly was like suddenly coming upon the sea in the middle of the city. At the sight of it he felt his heart quicken, and he forced himself to walk faster. The path of the gods.

‘Good, let us hurry. I have had more than enough of this pestilent city.’

When they reached the edge of it, though, Frith found that he had to pause. The Sea-Glass Road swept up through the city of Krete like a great frozen river, the surface warped and glossy, and it was indeed an arresting sight. The heat shimmered off it in waves, and if you could bear to look for long enough you could follow its path up the hill to where the Citadel crouched, red stone and black shadows under a merciless sun.

Frith reached down and quickly massaged his stiff leg. It was already aching from the walk through the city.

Wydrin appeared at his side, her hands on her hips. She, too, glanced up towards the Haunted Citadel, and nodded as though this were exactly what she was expecting.

‘How about it, princeling? Race you to the top?’

Wydrin took the lead. Sebastian and Frith followed behind, the latter taking great care on the slippery surface beneath his feet, the discomfort evident on his face. After a few moments Wydrin paused, letting them catch up with her.

Unfortunately for Frith, the Sea-Glass Road was the only way into the Citadel. The four iron gates set into the red-stone walls had long since been soldered shut to keep out the curious and the greedy, whereas the Sea-Glass Road ran straight up from the Creosis Sea, across the sands and up to the very walls of the Citadel, meeting a wide stretch of broken masonry. It was a curious thing, wide enough for ten of the heaviest carts to roll up it side by side, if the horses could abide walking on the warped, shiny surface. Most of them disliked it as much as Frith. It was sufficiently steep so that even Wydrin in her tough leather boots was making slow progress. The glass beneath her feet was a deep green, like the sea it was named after, and the early morning sun created shimmering white lakes of light ahead.

‘Who would put such an awkward thing here?’

‘You mean you do not know?’ asked Frith.

‘I have told her,’ said Sebastian, in a weary tone. ‘But she does not listen.’

‘Nonsense,’ she replied, cheerfully. Sebastian was always talking about some old history or another, how was she to know which ones were worth listening to? ‘You’ve never mentioned such a road. I swear it on my claws.’ She patted the sheathed daggers at her waist.

‘Here, then, stop and listen.’

They paused. The city of Krete pressed in on either side of the Sea-Glass Road, like ports against a river, and here and there someone had tried to set up a business on the rippled surface, but it was hard going. They had passed a couple already, men selling red meat on sticks or cold glasses of spiced milk, but the sellers were all frazzled-looking and exhausted. No one attempted to make a living on the slopes closest to the Citadel: they were too close to the guards, and too close to the ghosts. The road itself stretched far into the distance, passing out of the city and dwindling to a slim green thread. On the horizon was the sapphire-blue band that marked the Creosis Sea.

‘It’s a long damn thing,’ she said, covering her eyes with one hand to better see the road. They could still smell smoke from the city below, the occasional whiff of sweet spices from the meat sellers, and a slight hint of salt from the sea.

‘It grows no shorter as we stand here,’ put in Frith. He was wearing a black woollen tunic and a black cloak, with leather boots gone grey with travel. Leaning heavily on his stick, he looked less than comfortable in the heat. Sebastian, however, who had grown up surrounded by books and histories, was getting the look he got when he had a story to tell. He pointed to the beginning of the Sea-Glass Road in the far distance.

‘This was all sand too, once, thousands of years ago. But then there was a war between the gods and the mages, one that threatened to wipe out all life on Ede. In desperation, the great mages of that time gathered together all of their most powerful weapons, all of their most mysterious and dangerous artefacts, and built a citadel to protect them. When word reached the gods that such a cache of power was hidden in a human citadel, they raced across the Creosis Sea to get here, churning up the land as they went so that it fused and turned to glass. But it was all a trap. Once inside they could not get back out again, and so the war was ended.’

‘And all the artefacts remain. All the ancient seals of power,’ continued Frith. ‘Yes, it is a fine story.’

Wydrin shrugged. The Sea-Glass Road was certainly impressive, an extraordinary natural formation perhaps.

‘In Crosshaven we prefer stories about pirates and sea-nymphs, or the salt-spirits and the Graces. Usually, a salt-spirit will turn himself into a human man for the day, and get some fish-wife pregnant. That sort of thing. There’s normally a song or two in the middle.’

Sebastian sighed.

‘Let’s keep moving, shall we?’

It was a hard climb, and at the very top they were met with the equally hard faces of the guards. There were four in all, patrolling the broken expanse of outer wall that marked the end of the Sea-Glass Road. The inner walls of the Citadel rose behind them, and above that the fat drum-shaped bulk of the central building itself, all constructed from the same dull, red stones. The place was certainly large, impressive even, but hardly opulent enough to be the prison of gods, Wydrin thought. The first guard approached them, a tall, lean man with a neat grey beard and dark circles under his eyes. He had a spear in his hand but he wasn’t pointing it at them. Wydrin thought that could all change fairly quickly. The three other guards watched closely from their positions on the wall; two men of middling age and one younger lad, who was watching them with eyebrows that disappeared beneath his half-helm. Wydrin suspected he’d probably only been in the job for a month at most.

‘Lost, are we?’ cried Greybeard. There was a suggestion of a smile at the corner of his mouth. ‘The taverns and whorehouses are back down there a ways.’

They drew level with him.

‘No doubt you know of the best pillow houses, Grandfather,’ said Wydrin, giving him her cheeriest grin. ‘Tell me, do they grant discounts to the greatly aged?’

Greybeard’s little smile faltered somewhat.

‘You tell me. Are you feeling generous today, whoreling?’

Sebastian cleared his throat.

‘Apologies for my colleague,’ he said. ‘We are here on business, actually.’

The three other guards were edging closer, intrigued. Wydrin suspected that usually trespassers were quickly chased off with a spear point in the ear for their trouble.

‘What business could that be? No one’s got business in the Citadel save for the dead, and you all look a little too lively for that.’ He looked at Frith, and shrugged. ‘Save for the cripple here, maybe.’

The white-haired young man bristled visibly, his eyes narrowing.

‘I am Lord Aaron Frith of the Blackwood. I have spoken to the Kretian Council and agreed a price. You should have been informed of this.’

Greybeard leaned on his spear, rubbing his chin. He made a great show of looking off into the distance, searching the edge of the horizon for something known only to him, and then finally shook his head.

‘Can’t say I have, actually.’

Inwardly, Wydrin sighed. She couldn’t abide a man who could not summon up a decent falsehood.

Frith stepped forward awkwardly, his stick skittering on the glass.

‘I’m telling you, guard,’ he spat the word, ‘the bribe has been paid. Now stand aside.’

The three other guards were now at Greybeard’s back. Wydrin caught the eye of the young nervous one and gave him a wink. He looked momentarily terrified, and tore his gaze away.

‘Well, maybe a bribe has been paid,’ said Greybeard slowly. ‘Maybe it has, maybe to someone who isn’t me. Maybe that there is your problem.’

‘What?’

Sebastian held up his hands, palms out.

‘I’m sure we can come to some sort of agreement. We are adventurers, after all, and we may—’

‘I am not paying this man a single coin,’ snapped Frith. ‘He is a vulture, picking at the carcass of someone else’s deal.’

‘Right, well.’ Wydrin slid her daggers from their sheaths, letting the early morning light play along their silvery blades. The young guard’s eyes nearly popped out of his head, but his two companions only drew their own weapons, two notched short swords. Wydrin grinned at the sight of them. ‘I said we should do this in the first place, didn’t I? Easier just to kill them.’

Sebastian sighed. ‘You did not say that. You said that if we did that—’

‘I changed my mind. It’s been a slow morning and I am easily bored. You, fresh-meat. Would you like to die first?’ She held up one of her daggers, showing it to the youngest guard. ‘This one is called Frostling, and the other is Ashes.’

‘That’s the Copper Cat,’ he blurted. ‘She’ll kill us all, and take our bodies back to Crosshaven to feed to the Graces!’

Triumphant, Wydrin turned to smile at Sebastian.

‘And you said that rumour wouldn’t stick—’

‘Enough of this.’ Frith hobbled forward, coming face to face with the head guard. ‘I’ve paid our way, and paid well. Now get out of my path.’

Wydrin hefted the weight of her daggers, watching Frith closely. He was standing his ground, his gaze unwavering, and she saw no fear on his face. Greybeard wasn’t as impressed with Frith’s bluster, however, and he lowered his spearhead to point at the young lord’s gut.

‘Bloodshed will serve none of us.’ Sebastian inserted himself between the guard and Frith, and for the first time they seemed to take note of his size, and the shining broadsword slung across his back. ‘Wydrin, please. Put your claws away for now.’

Wydrin rolled her eyes, but did as he bid. In return, Sebastian glowered at Greybeard until he lowered the spear.

‘Go on past, then. You won’t last till midday. No one comes out of there alive, everyone knows that. All you adventurer types, with your big shiny swords, your plate armour and your empty heads – you all die down in the dust somewhere.’

Wydrin walked calmly past the guards, pausing to lay one hand on the shoulder of the youngest. ‘I’ll remember that when I’m reclining on silken pillows in my own marble palace. I shall say, the ugly guard told me I would come to this, and I did not listen.’ She gave him another wink while the boy gaped at her.

Greybeard spat in the dust by her boot.

‘There would have been another man, some weeks back,’ said Sebastian. ‘Did you see him come past?’

‘I saw him, aye, young idiot. Blond hair and more knives than sense. He hasn’t come back, either, and neither will you.’ When they looked at him blankly, he waved them on with his spear. ‘Go on, then, go and get yourselves killed. It’s no skin off my arse.’
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Round the corner and out of sight of the guards, they walked within the shadow of the inner walls. Here and there were piles of sand, blown up by the desert winds and left stranded. Spindly plants with long needle-like leaves had sprouted colonies where the stonework had started to crumble. Sebastian looked at the walls and thought of his father. He would have said it was a wonder, he thought. What would he say if he knew I was standing here today in front of one of the greatest man-made structures Ede has ever seen?

His father had spent his whole life working with stone; breaking it, sculpting it, shaping it to his will. Perhaps everything would have been simpler if he’d just gone into the family business as his father had wanted in the first place. If the mountain hadn’t spoken to me, if the Ynnsmouth knights hadn’t taken me in … He felt a stab of mingled bitterness and longing at the thought of home; the grey stones of the squire house and the treacherous training slopes, all dusted with snow. I live my own life now, Sebastian reminded himself.

Frith appeared at his side, still scowling after their skirmish with the guards.

‘I believe we’ll have need of your map soon, for what it’s worth,’ he said, pointing to the walls ahead of them. ‘I don’t want to wander about needlessly.’

A huge ornate archway stood in front of them, partially fallen into rubble. As faded as they were it was just possible to see the shapes that had been carved directly into the red stone; heroes with swords, strange animals with more teeth than legs, men who appeared to be half dog, women who appeared to be half fish. Their faces were rubbed smooth and expressionless by the passage of time, as though they couldn’t bear to look upon the place they inhabited. Through the archway a series of low walls formed a sort of maze, which led towards the huge drum-shaped building that squatted at the centre of it all. Once there had been small lawns and rockeries between the walls, but now there was only dirt and weeds, with the occasional lonely statue missing a limb or two.

‘That looks to be the way,’ said Wydrin. The desert sun had turned her hair the colour of beaten gold. ‘Let’s get in there, shall we?’

Frith nodded and drew his cloak closer around his shoulders, and despite the heat of the day Sebastian felt a shiver work its way down his spine. There was an ill feeling here, a quiet sense of anticipation, of loneliness, that felt quite out of place so close to the city. He thought of Gallo coming this way, full of excitement for what he was about to find.

They walked through the archway and into the ruined gardens. Frith, still leaning on his stick, chose the path dictated by the low walls, but Wydrin climbed over them, heading in a straight line for the heart of the Citadel. Sebastian followed behind Frith, in truth in no hurry to put a stone ceiling over his head. Out here, at least, he could hear the harsh cries of the gulls overhead, and the fat, lazy hum of desert bees. Passing by an overgrown salt-rose bush he heard the slither and hiss of a snake moving in its lower branches, and caught a brief glance of glittering red scales; a ruby adder.

‘There are snakes, Wydrin. Keep an eye out, if you must go traipsing through the undergrowth.’

‘Ha!’ cried Wydrin, drawing one of her daggers. ‘Cats are faster than snakes.’

‘Cats don’t have venom in their claws.’

He caught up with Frith. There was a thin sheen of sweat on the young man’s brow already, and his mouth was turned down at the corners with the effort of walking at such a pace. So angry, thought Sebastian. He reminds me of me, a few years ago. Up close, Sebastian was surprised to see how young Frith looked, despite his brittle, bone-white hair. He’d done his best to hide the extent of what had happened to him, but Sebastian had sharp eyes, and when the winds were gusting out on the Sea-Glass Road he’d seen the terrible hole that had once been Lord Frith’s ear. An angry man indeed.

Frith caught him staring, and scowled. Wydrin was off in front, hacking at bushes with her daggers.

‘What is it?’

‘Nothing, my lord. Just contemplating the journey ahead.’

‘I’ll get no m’lords off that one,’ he said, nodding towards the Copper Cat.

Sebastian had to smile. ‘I suspect you won’t, no.’

‘Do you trust her? Is she trustworthy?’

Sebastian looked up to the sky, still a bright, blameless blue. In Ynnsmouth the sky was often that blue, but the air was always fresh. Here, the air smelled like a dung heap left to fester.

‘Inside that ratty bag she wears across her back there is a pack of cards,’ he said quietly. ‘Eventually she will ask you if you fancy a quick game of Poison Sally. Find an excuse not to play. Don’t tell her you don’t know the rules, she’ll only offer to teach you, and then you’ll be truly done for. But outside of card games? No more untrustworthy than your usual sell-sword.’

‘I am greatly reassured,’ said Frith sourly. ‘And how did a knight of Ynnsmouth come to be partners with a card shark?’

Sebastian thought of the chaotic time just after he’d left the Order, and frowned.

‘It’s a long story, my lord, and quite tedious, I assure you.’

Frith shot him a look, but said nothing.

Just ahead of them Wydrin now stood by the great curving bulk of the inner keep, rubbing her fingers lightly over the red stones.

‘They’re cold,’ she said, a note of wonder in her voice. ‘Come, touch them.’

Sebastian did so, pressing his hand to the wall. It was cool, just as though the Citadel did not crouch under the punishing sun every hour of the day, but there was something else too … a vibration? Sebastian frowned, trying to place it, but Frith stepped up next to them and whacked the wall with his stick.

‘We are not here to caress the Citadel, we are here to crack it. Where is the nearest entrance?’

Sebastian took his hands away, trying to ignore how the stones had unsettled him. He took the unfinished map from his belt and unfolded it to the light.

‘There is a door,’ he said, tracing the lines with a finger. ‘There is a door to the right of us. We must keep walking.’

They circled the inner keep until they found the entrance. It was difficult to miss; debris from it was strewn across their path, and pieces of the door stuck out jaggedly like a row of broken teeth.

‘This is made of ebony,’ said Frith, looking closely at the remains of the entrance. Sebastian thought to mention that they were not there to caress the doors, but knew that would only encourage Wydrin to say something worse. ‘It only grows in Litvania.’

‘Expensive door, then,’ said Wydrin. ‘Someone made short work of it, though.’

‘That would have been Gallo,’ said Sebastian.

Once the door had stood a good ten feet tall, the wood a foot thick and banded with iron. Now it was a pile of pricey timber and twisted slag. Sebastian was glad to see such a sign of his friend’s passage, but it also made him uneasy. There was no doubt now that Gallo had been there, and no doubt he’d entered the Citadel. So where was he?

Beyond the shattered door there was a dusty floor surrounded by deep shadows.

‘How?’ asked Frith. He ran his gloved hand over a sprouting of splinters.

‘There is a certain black powder you can buy in Crosshaven,’ said Sebastian. ‘Mixed with a number of other chemicals, it becomes—’

‘Explosive, yes.’ Frith nodded. ‘I have some knowledge of this. Still, to bring such a quantity of it across the desert … that would be a dangerous task indeed.’

Sebastian nodded.

‘Gallo liked to take the occasional risk. Likes, I mean.’

‘Well,’ Wydrin slapped Frith on the shoulder, nearly sending him face first through the entrance, ‘shall we get in there? I’m all for standing around discussing the whys and wherefores, but I’d rather save that until we’ve some idea of what we’re dealing with.’

Inside, the desert sun became a distant dream. Sebastian wore several layers of clothing; smallclothes, tunic, leather armour, chainmail, and on top of it all a heavy black cloak, but even he felt a cold chill creep down the back of his neck as they stepped over the threshold. Wydrin, who habitually wore a long shirt under her boiled leather bodice, frowned and hugged herself. The room they entered was wide and spacious, and there were three doorways on the far side, each with steps leading down. On the walls there were rough carvings, partly hidden by dust and shadows, but Sebastian could just about make out shapes suggesting animals and people, and an alphabet he couldn’t decipher. Motes of dust and sand swirled in the daylight streaming through the door.

‘We take the door to the right,’ he said, trying to sound more certain than he felt. ‘That should take us into the lowest chamber we can access at this point. These others lead only to the floor beneath this, and if we are going by the stories, the mages kept all their greatest artefacts at the very bottom of the Citadel.’

Frith pulled a small glass oil lamp from the bag at his belt and carefully lit it. Warm orange light spilled onto the stone floor.

‘The haunted Citadel awaits.’
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They walked. And walked. And walked some more. The steps were wide enough for the three of them to walk abreast, but Frith tended to move in front, setting the pace and lighting the way. Wydrin would pause now and then to scratch a great cross on the wall with the point of her dagger, marking their progress in case they should need to head back that way in a hurry. Sometimes the steps would turn, left then right again, and sometimes they would level out for a while, but always they were heading gradually downwards.

‘So, what is it you hope to find at the bottom of these steps, princeling?’ asked Wydrin, after they had been walking for around an hour. ‘I thought that princelings had treasure enough already.’

Even in the inconstant light Frith’s scowl was impossible to miss.

‘Do not call me that. You only need concern yourself with reaching our goal. What I choose to do with what we discover is none of your business.’

‘Oh, I don’t know. I think it could be my business. Everyone knows this place is haunted. Everyone knows that no one makes it out of here alive. We’re putting ourselves in considerable danger, for you. I think that sort of makes it my business.’ Wydrin patted the daggers on her belt. ‘What is so important that you would pay us to brave the ghosts of the Citadel?’

Frith grunted.

‘Ghosts, indeed. It’s all nonsense. Stories made
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