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DRAMATIS PERSONAE


Felnir Skyrnrak Seafarer, warrior, and spy in service to the Tielwald, captain of the longship Sea Hawk, great-grandson to Margnus Gruinskard, brother to Thera and Guthnyr

Thera Speldrenda Queen of Ascarlia and former Vellihr of Justice to the Sister Queens, great-granddaughter to Margnus Gruinskard, sister to Felnir and Guthnyr

Lynnea Trahleyl Tielwald to Queen Thera.

Achier Morvek and former slave, member of Thera’s menda

Coelnyr Principal servant and spymaster to Margnus Gruinskard

Margnus Gruinskard Former Tielwald to the Sister Queens

Ruhlin ehs Kestryg Fisherman of the Outer Isles

Berrine Jurest Renowned scholar and Skierwald at the Archive of the Sister Queens in Olversahl

Elvine Jurest Dockmaster’s Excise Agent at Olversahl and daughter to Berrine

Guthnyr Warrior aboard the longship Sea Hawk, brother to Felnir, warrior in his menda

Sygna Healer and archer aboard the longship Sea Hawk, lover and trusted counsel to Felnir

Wohtin Ancient scholar to the Exiled King Vulgar, formerly named Angmund

Colvyn Freed Albermaine-ish prisoner of unclear origins, speaker of numerous tongues, friend to Wohtin

Ragnalt Warrior in Thera’s menda

The Vortigurn Ancient and undying King of Nihlvar, once known as Velgard, the Exiled King of Ascarlia

Silvahk Ventra to the Vortigurn

Moyirn Ancient scholar of mysteries and most trusted servant of the Vortigurn

Ohtera Blessed captive of the Vortigurn, friend to Ruhlin

Fernhyld Blessed captive of the Vortigurn, friend to Ruhlin

Tremyn Blessed captive of the Vortigurn

Hulyk Blessed captive of the Vortigurn, brother to Tremyn

Hemund The Chief Dockmaster of Olversahl, friend and employer to Elvine

Mohlnir Ship’s cat aboard the Great Wolf

Synghild Vyrnvest Veilwald of the Speldmeara Geld and Guardian of Queen Thera’s Treasury

Teylhar Queen’s Artificer, son to Synghild

Aleida Daughter of the slain Aerling Eldryk, lover to Ruhlin

Ilvar Kastrahk Vellihr of Lore to the Sister Queens

Halkyr Former warrior in Ilvar’s menda, now leader of the Spear Maiden’s personal guard

Hakkyn Rohnlank Veilwald of the Aiken Geld

Skahlvyr Estrynlud Renowned warrior and seafarer of the Aiken Geld, captain of the Silver Hawk, kinsman to Hakkyn

Obryn D’Shaine Albermaine-ish captain of the merchantman the Northern Star

Nahim Din Rabahs Southern seas captain of the merchantman the Saffihr

Sygurn Freed Nihlvarian slave in Felnir’s company

Iyaka Freed Morvek slave in Guthnyr’s company

Behsla Freed slave and member of Ruhlin’s band. Former Sailing master and warrior aboard the Sea Hawk

Jolnyr Freed slave and member of Ruhlin’s band. Former apprentice helmsman aboard the Sea Hawk

Ryma Orphaned Nihlvarian foundling, ward to Aleida and Ruhlin

Deyna Former member of the Nihlvarian Tuhlvyr caste

Tirohk Morvek warrior, Vakil-tuhk (War Chief) to the Vehlkasa clan

Velkar Morvek elder, Krisch-tuhk (Chief of Wisdom) to the Teyrak clan

Olchar Morvek elder, Krisch-tuhk (Chief of Wisdom) to the Vulksa clan

Ossgrym Styrntorc Veilwald of the Kast Geld

Aldeyn Nephew to Ossgrym

Kahlvik Vahrimdorr Uhlwald of the Northern Shore of Vahrim. Captain of the Ohlnir. Renowned explorer and seafarer. Cousin to Ossgrym

Veltta Freed Nihlvarian slave in Thera’s service, captain of the Chainbreaker

Alryhk Freed Nihlvarian slave in Thera’s service, first mate aboard the Chainbreaker

Arnhilt Volksora Gyrwald of the Greencrest

Tulvik Ahrkun Nyra Warrior of the Greencrest, descendant of Arnhilt

Beyorn Warrior of the Greencrest

Ehdlur Orphan abducted by the Ahrkun Krayl, brother to Yuhlla

Yuhlla Orphan abducted by the Ahrkun Krayl, sister to Ehdlur

Tyrheld Warrior in Felnir’s menda, later bodyguard to the Sea King

Audheld Watch Commander in the port of Speldhelven









WHAT HAS GONE BEFORE…

To her most Royal Majesty, the Dowager Princess, Leannor Algathinet, from her most humble servant Edvard Baelforth, Senior Scholar, Royal Couravel Library.

Having been charged under your generous auspices to compile an account of the strange, and oft-times calamitous, recent events in the realm of Ascarlia, you will doubtless recall my preceding missive on this subject. Having obtained, not without cost, the assistance of a witness possessing considerable knowledge of the matters in question, I detailed how the rule of the Sister Queens had been brought to a bloody end thanks to the perfidious treachery of one of their number. Sister Lore, it transpired, had long been an agent of the Volkrath, an ancient and bloody cult reborn as spies and assassins in service to the Vortigurn, the ruler of the distant land of Nihlvar, which lies west of the supposedly impassible Fire Islands.

It is at this juncture, Majesty, that I must offer an apology for the interval betwixt my first missive and the one you now hold in your hands. For, after relating his tale over the course of several days in the port of Vorun Hardta, my witness abruptly took ship and disappeared across the sea. Nor did he offer the courtesy of a simple farewell. I made strenuous efforts to seek another source from the local populace, but their suspicion of foreigners made it a near impossible task. I did succeed in securing an interview with the Veilwald, the ostensible governor of the province, but he proved to be a taciturn character, perhaps due to an unwillingness to revisit painful memories. However, he did provide me with a list of ports where I might locate my prior source. After several months uncomfortable voyaging from one windswept corner of this land to another, I found him.

The manner of our reunion was far from pleasant, for I happened upon him disgorging an overfull bladder in an alley in Skar Magnol, the capital of the Ascarlian realm. “Ulthnir’s balls, foreigner,” he greeted me with a weary growl. “There are wolves in the Northern Gelds easier to throw off the scent than you.” I had expected another round of costly bargaining before he consented to continue his tale. But he merely sniffed and started towards a nearby tavern, saying, “Come on, then. I suppose I owe you the rest of it. But you’re buying the drinks.”

And so, Majesty, it is my pleasure to present to you the following account. In accordance with your instructions, I have included the more fantastical episodes. Whether they be the result of honest recollection or the product of a mind addled by excessive liquor, I leave to your most excellent judgement:

When last we met, foreigner, I told of how, with guile, fire, and sword, the Nihlvarians swept across Ascarlia. Vile murder they did, and wanton despoilment too, spreading ruin in their wake until their rampage was interrupted by Thera Speldrenda, the Blackspear, Vellihr of Justice to the Sister Queens. Having been dispatched to the Outer Isles to investigate rumours of rebellion, Thera marshalled resistance to the invasion. With the aid of her apprentice Lynnea Trahleyl, a mute maiden said to have the ability to commune with beasts, Thera brought the Nihlvarians to battle at a place called Danith’s Bay on the coast of Ayl-Ah-Vahrim. There Thera did smite them, seizing many ships and freeing many slaves. Yet, at the hour of her triumph, Thera was betrayed by Eshilde, another of her apprentices. Revealing herself a Volkrath agent, Eshilde stabbed Thera, only to suffer a terrible death between the jaws of Lynnea’s war hound, Snaryk. Mortally stricken, Thera fell into the waters of Danith’s Bay but was rescued by Snaryk and the freed slave Achier.

Achier was of the Morvek, that benighted folk who dwelt in the land of Nihlvar before the ancient exiled Ascarlians came to take it from them, rendering them slaves or beggared outcasts upon the soil of their ancestors. Using some arcane power known to his people, Achier sealed Thera’s wounds and, despite great suffering, she survived to see the next dawn. Once healed, Thera resolved to sail for Skar Magnol, there to bring news of the realm’s plight to the Sister Queens. Yet, as she set sail in her warship the Great Wolf, Thera met upon the waves with Skahlvyr Estrynlud, a famed seafarer hailing from the Aiken Geld. Advised that Skahlvyr’s kinsman, Veilwald Hakkyn Rohnlank, would soon face the Nihlvarians in battle, Thera had no choice but to turn from her mission and muster a fleet to join with Hakkyn.

Sailing south with all the ships and warriors she could scrape from Ayl-Ah-Vahrim, Thera discovered battle already raging in the Lyx Helv, the confined stretch of sea that separates the northern Outer Isles from the southern. Thanks to Thera’s intervention, great slaughter was done upon the Nihlvarians that day, though the fight was fierce and the waters of the Lyx were red even before the setting of the sun heralded victory. Again Thera resolved to sail for Skar Magnol and again she was thwarted. For that night her great-grandfather Margnus Gruinskard, Tielwald to the Sister Queens, visited her in a dream, for such was his power, and told her of Sister Lore’s treachery and the fate of her fellow queens. The Tielwald himself was now consigned to a dungeon in the bowels of the Verungyr, the fortress home of the queens, and treacherous Lore held sway in Skar Magnol.

Yet, not all souls were cowed by Lore’s bloody treachery. For Elvine Jurest, that learned scholar who had returned from the very Vaults of the Altvar with a spear forged by the gods’ own hand, still held the traitor queen’s trust and affection. Recall, foreigner, the tale of Elvine’s quest for the Vaults in company with the famed warrior Felnir Skyrnrak, and how she escaped the fate of Felnir’s crew when they were set upon by Nihlvarians during the homeward journey. After many hardships, Elvine made her way to Skar Magnol in company with her half-brother, an Albermaine-ish outlaw of whom I can say little other than his name, Colvyn. During the journey, Elvine discovered that the spear she recovered from the Vaults was host to an enigmatic spirit, the nature of which she couldn’t divine, except that its voice was given to offering sage advice only Elvine could hear.

Once returned to the Verungyr, Elvine could only stand and watch in horror as Lore, with the aid of the Vellihr Ilvar and his fanatical menda, did murder Sisters Silver and Iron, slaying their servants for good measure. In the aftermath, in order to preserve her life and that of her mother, the renowned archivist Berrine Jurest, Elvine was forced to humour the traitor queen’s whims. She it was who penned Lore’s first address to the people of Skar Magnol, a catalogue of lies that shamed Elvine’s soul. In her anguish, Elvine sought the counsel of the spirit contained within the Spear of the Altvar and from it received a gift: the power to discern the nature of another soul. Henceforth, when talking with certain individuals, Elvine could perceive an aura around them, the colours of which indicated their inner thoughts. Thus was she able to know when Lore lied to her.

Commanded by Lore to craft a complete history of Ascarls, Elvine persuaded the queen to grant her access to the imprisoned Margnus Gruinskard on the pretext that his aged memory surely contained much of value to her research. The Tielwald, still resolute despite the torments he had suffered at Ilvar’s hands, told Elvine to visit his house in Skar Magnol, ostensibly to reveal hidden documents, but in truth to draw the notice of his servant Coelnyr. The Tielwald also bade Elvine contact a pastry cook in the stronghold’s kitchen’s named Aldunna, another of his servants, though her role was unknown to all. Thus prepared, Elvine and Berrine began to plot their escape from the Verungyr.

Thoughts of escape also bedevilled the mind of Ruhlin ehs Kestryg in far-away Nihlvar. You remember his tale, foreigner, for he it was who stood at the very dawn of change when he witnessed the destruction of his village and suffered the transformation into a monstrous, ravening creature. Subdued and borne away to the raiders’ homeland he was forced to fight in the Meidvang, a ritualised annual spectacle of bloody combat. In time, Ruhlin formed an alliance with his fellow captives and, crucially, won the affection of Aleida, the daughter of the Aerling that chained him. Wreaking havoc upon their captors, they fought their way clear of the city of Turihmvek in northern Nihlvar. Their company included several Morvek and a bear that seemed to be possessed by the spirit of Aleida’s aunt, a Morvek practitioner of Arcane arts who died in the Turihmvek arena.

Once clear of the city, Aleida offered to remove the stagna, the iron ring embedded in Ruhlin’s neck that enabled one gifted in the way of metal to cage the monster within him. Ruhlin, fearing what the monster might do if there was no means of curtailing it, opted to leave the stagna in place. Guided by a Nihlvarian slave named Sygurn, Ruhlin led his band south to the port of Speltsaer, intending to steal a ship and make their way home. Upon storming a recently arrived slave vessel, they discovered three captives, a boy named Jolnyr, a sailor from the southern seas named Behsla, and a tall warrior of flaxen locks named Guthnyr. Yes, foreigner, the very same Guthnyr who was brother to Felnir Skyrnrak. Captured when the Sea Hawk succumbed to the Nihlvarian assault, Guthnyr and his two surviving crew mates had been carried to Nihlvar as slaves.

Realising the ship has been set afire and their plan thwarted, Ruhlin was overcome by the monster once again, freeing Guthnyr and bearing him clear of the blazing vessel. When they were safely ashore, Guthnyr pledged his debt to Ruhlin who was quick to notice the warrior’s fierce desire for vengeance. With the coastal ports roused against them, Ruhlin’s band headed north, this time guided by Iyaka, a freed Morvek who insisted she knew a safe route into her people’s domain.

Far away to the west, a grieving Felnir Skyrnrak remained ignorant of his brother’s survival. Having claimed the Sword of the Altvar from the feet of Ulthnir’s statue, Felnir had escaped the destruction of the Vaults. At his side were his lover Sygna, faithful Albermaine-ish crewman Falk, and Wohtin, an ancient soul once known as Angmund, advisor to the fabled exiled king Velgard. Wohtin it was who persuaded Felnir to seek a kingdom of his own across the Skyrn Agryr, the sea west of the Fire Islands beyond which lay the realm of Vorunvahl, the King’s Land. Sailing the barrow ship Dehlgra, a remarkably preserved vessel taken from Velgard’s tomb, Felnir and his companions endured grim weather and worsening hunger until spying a sail upon the horizon. Yet this was not deliverance, for this craft was crewed by those with murder in their hearts.

Upon spying the raven sigil emblazoned upon the other ship’s sail, Wohtin warned Felnir of their ill intent, and battle ensued. Although outnumbered, Felnir Skyrnrak was the equal of ten men and, with the aid of Falk and Sygna, who wielded the bow of the Altvar, the attackers were soon defeated and their ship set ablaze. One of the villains, a grey beard pinned to the mast of the stricken craft by one of Sygna’s arrows, called out a warning to Felnir as he died: “Pretender! We will never bow to you!” Turning his eye upon Wohtin, the grey beard named him Diretongue and asked, “What lies has he told you?” As they sailed away, Felnir demanded of Wohtin an explanation for the dying man’s words. But, as was often his habit, the ancient one would not answer.

Days later the Dehlgra arrived at a port Wohtin named as the seat of Arnhilt Volksora, Gyrwald of the Greencrest and another ancient soul preserved by the power unleashed when Wohtin conjured forth the gifts of the Altvar. Arnhilt welcomed Felnir with a feast, despite the obvious enmity the Gyrwald harboured towards Wohtin, who it transpired was his former brother-in-law. Arnhilt revealed that there were many ancient souls such as himself still lingering in Vorunvahl, but their numbers were diminishing as the life extending blessing of the Altvar faded with each generation. The Gyrwald also identified the villains who had attacked Felnir as members of the Ahrkun Krayl, which means Raven Hearts. A deranged cult led by a mysterious ancient known as the Sindra, the Messenger, in recent years the Ahrkun had begun a reign of terror in southern Vorunvahl. Villages were repeatedly raided or forced to pay tribute and their children carried off to be raised as members of the cult. Arnhilt refused Felnir’s invitation to join with him in launching a crusade against the Ahrkun, refusing to acknowledge his claim to kingship of Vorunvahl but permitting him to sail on unmolested.

The following morn, Felnir found a band of youths at the dockside waiting to pledge their allegiance to his cause. They were led by Tulvik, many times great-grandson to Arnhilt, and Beyorn, a youth with grievance against the Ahrkun. Accepting these recruits into his menda, Felnir sailed on to the coastal settlement of Kahl Hardta where Beyorn promised he would find kinsmen willing to fight the cultists. In truth, the fishing folk were initially cowed until Felnir’s words and Beyorn’s scorn persuaded them to rise against their oppressors. Guided to the closest Ahrkun stronghold in the forest to the north, Felnir succeeded in infiltrating the fortress by stealth. Making his way to the main gate, he forced it open and allowing his menda to storm the keep. With much to avenge, the coast-landers visited great torment on the Ahrkun they took alive, although Felnir managed to save the life of a man named Olvynd. A sly creature who had joined the cult in order to preserve his life, Olvynd was more than willing to share all he knew of the Ahrkun, including the imminent arrival of a tribute-collecting party led by the Sindra’s Factor. Sensing a chance at both enrichment and victory over his enemy, Felnir set forth to orchestrate an ambush.

Thoughts of victory also beset Thera as she contemplated her next move after securing victory at the Lyx Helv. Although her fleet had dealt the Nihlvarians a serious blow, it was clear they were far from defeated. Having ordered Veilwald Hakkyn to gather all his people from the southern regions of the Isles and bring them north, she commanded a great redoubt be constructed at Danith’s Bay. Warned by Skahlvyr Estrynlud that a fresh and yet larger Nihlvarian fleet had gathered in the waters off Skar Magnol, Thera resolved to sail for Vorun Hardta, the principal port on the southern coast of Ayl-Ah-Skorna. Upon arrival, Thera found Synghild Vyrnvest, the Veilwald of the Speldmeara Geld, executing three of her children, for they had been unmasked as Volkrath. A woman of implacable will and unswerving loyalty to the Sister Queens, Synghild would not spare her own kin, though she gave them the more merciful death of being burned alive rather than the bloodier end known as the Crimson Hawk. That she reserved for the balladeer who had ingratiated his way into her household and seduced her offspring into a plot to assassinate her and seize the geld for the Volkrath. Synghild was quick to ally herself to Thera’s cause, though avowed the intention to die in battle as soon as opportunity arose.

Worried that more Volkrath were seeded in the port, Thera set Lynnea to work tracking them down. The silent maiden soon uncovered another agent posing as a scullion in the inn the balladeer had called home. After ensuring enough time had passed for the scullion to report Thera’s arrival in the port, she bade Lynnea kill the spy. Although Thera sensed her apprentice’s repugnance at the act, Lynnea did not hesitate in following her command and the maid’s body was recovered from the harbour a day later. Now sure the Nihlvarians would come against her in Vorun Hardta, Thera set about preparing a grim reception. The port’s inhabitants were set to work hewing stone from the surrounding marble quarries, all of which was tipped into the narrow channel forming the principal route to the port. Also, an Albermaine-ish sailor was found with the skills to construct mighty stone hurling engines. Exhausting labour ensured three of the contrivances were ready to greet the Nihlvarians when they arrived.

When the invaders’ fleet appeared, it sailed blindly towards Vorun Hardta in expectation of an easy victory, only for their vanguard to be wrecked by the newly constructed marble reef lying only a few feet below the water. Those not immediately sunk were smashed by the engines positioned on the hills to either side of the channel. Unwilling to retreat, the Nihlvarian commander ordered his warriors into boats to continue the assault. Bitter fighting raged before the arrival of Thera’s fleet in the Nihlvarian rear ensured their destruction. Amid the frenzy of victory a great shout went up from the Ascarls, though it pained Thera’s heart to hear it, for ambition had never been her vice: “Hail Thera, Queen of the Isles!”

Far away in the Verungyr, Elvine’s plans for escape were interrupted by the arrival of the main Nihlvarian battle fleet in Skar Magnol. Upon witnessing Lore greet the Nihlvarian commander, a tall, imposing member of the Tuhlvyr caste named Vahlak Tahrimsturm, it became clear to Elvine that he and the queen shared blood, or at least a close personal connection. This was confirmed in private when Lore happily revealed that she and Vahlak were in fact siblings. For the first time Elvine understood the depths of Lore’s deceit, for she had been sent to Ascarlia when still a child in order to orchestrate the Vortigurn’s design.

Later, upon visiting the Tielwald’s house in Skar Magnol, she uncovered the hidden documents he had guided her to, much to the ire of the ever suspicious Vellihr Ilvar. Making her way back to the Verungyr, she lingered at a book stall in the marketplace, exchanging pleasantries in Ishtan with the proprietor, who hailed from the southern seas. Elvine professed apologies for lacking the coin to purchase a volume of The Collected Plays of Jeanivere D’Ambrille, a book she knew her mother would find interesting. At this point, Vahlak Tahrimsturm appeared and purchased the book for her, at a reduced price. The Tuhlvyr insisted on escorting Elvine back to the Verungyr and, as they conversed, Elvine suspected the Nihlvarian may have more than a passing interest in her. Reporting this to her mother, she was piqued when Berrine advised her to stoke the Tuhlvyr’s interest, yet, in order to escape she knew they must pursue every advantage.

Returning to the market the following day to pay the bookseller the full price for his volume, she found him vanished. Retracing her steps, she came into painful collision with an urchin speeding through the throng with a stolen turnip. It was only when she returned to Lore’s Tower that she discovered the child had secured a coded missive upon her person which guided her to a secret passage in a forgotten wine cellar of the Verungyr. There she did meet with Gruinskard’s principal servant, a vile and dangerous wretch named Coelnyr. He told her to bring the Tielwald to the passage in three days’ time. A boat would be waiting on the northern shore to carry them away.

Conspiring with Aldunna, the Tielwald’s hidden agent in the kitchens, Elvine and Berrine decided to poison Lore with a plate of tarts. On the same night, Aldunna would bring porridge to the guards in the dungeon, also poisoned. When the time came, Elvine found Lore’s tower empty. Leaving the tarts in the hope the queen would partake upon her return, Elvine took up the Spear of the Altvar to spirit it from the stronghold. She was interrupted by Vahlak’s arrival. The Tuhlvyr appeared to be unaware of Elvine’s plotting and took an immediate interest in the tarts she had brought. Before he could taste one, however, Elvine slammed the butt of the spear into the side of his head. Leaving Vahlak unconscious, she made swiftly for the dungeons. Making a pretence of visiting her half-brother, she waited for Aldunna to arrive, her tainted supper quickly dispatching the guards. She had hoped to spare the gaoler, a kindly man with little liking for Lore’s actions, but Gruinskard slew him immediately upon being released from his cell. “His ears were always too keen for my liking,” the Tielwald said.

Together with Berrine, the four of them fled to the concealed passage in the wine cellar. Making their way to the coast, the party was greeted by Coelnyr aboard the same fishing boat that had carried Elvine and Colvyn to Skar Magnol. Crewed by three brothers, Ahlgrun, Kelvyrn and Teryk, the boat carried them into waters befogged by morning mist. Guided by Teryk, who possessed an uncanny facility for navigation without aid of map or compass, they made their way past the Nihlvarian warships sent to intercept them. It was as they glided close to one of the larger vessels that Elvine heard Lore calling to her: “Come back to me. It’s not too late. I can forgive.” When she gave no answer, Elvine was assailed by the screams of the bookseller from the market, this blameless man having been captured and put to torture. As the boat sailed clear of the fog, the screams echoed in her ears as they set course for Olversahl.

In the wintry mountains of northern Nihlvar, Ruhlin and his companions were also seeking to make good their escape. Happening upon a camp of Travka, dispossessed and landless Nihlvarian outcasts, they found the inhabitants slain save for a little girl, quickly taken into Aleida’s care. It was clear these people had been murdered by hunters sent in pursuit of Ruhlin’s band. With hounds tracking their every step, Ruhlin exhorted his friends to greater speed, discarding all burdens in an effort to reach the passage through the mountains promised by Iyaka. Upon reaching it, Ruhlin realised he would have to surrender to the monster in order to hold off their pursuers so that the rest of the party could escape. Guthnyr, Iyaka, Sygurn and the Caerith warrior Tuhlan, stood with him while the others hurried into the narrow pass leading to the Morvek dominion. Yet, as the Nihlvarians drew near, they were set upon by a strong force of Morvek warriors, hunters and hounds all slain in a matter of moments. The bear, which had been absent for most of the journey, also reappeared and Ruhlin understood that the beast had guided their saviours to them.

The Morvek were members of the Vehlkasa clan, mountain folk with a fierce antipathy towards the Rulchakin, as they called the Nihlvarians. Nevertheless, Tirohk, the Vehlkasa war chief, guided Ruhlin and his companions to an abandoned mining village where they were permitted to make their home. An explanation for this welcome was not provided, but Ruhlin noticed that the phrasing of the name Telchak, which Iyaka has given him, was now spoken by the Morvek in a more portentous tone. Despite the supposed presence of ghosts, unquiet spirits of the ill-fated Nihlvarian miners who once dwelt there, Ruhlin and his friends quickly set about reconstructing the settlement which bore the name Tahrim Kyrn, the place of gold. Their investigation of the surviving mine shafts revealed no sign of the yellow metal, but did yield a good amount of coal and iron ore. Sygurn, a blacksmith before he was a slave, used these treasures to rekindle the village forge. Assisted by Guthnyr, who knew the secrets of smelting steel from base ore, Sygurn soon fashioned a sword. But it was a poor thing, the blade brittle and likely to shatter. That is, until Aleida touched it with her gift for shaping metal. Thereafter, it was the finest weapon, possessed of an edge that never dulled. Recognising the need for arms, and the favour they would curry with the Morvek, Ruhlin set the village to producing more. Soon, Sygurn and Guthnyr presented him with a gift, a finely crafted maul. “We thought it best given what a fecking terrible swordsman you are,” Sygurn explained.

It was as their labours began to bear fruit that Tirohk reappeared, stating that Ruhlin must accompany him to a gathering of Morvek elders to the north. Realising he had little choice but to accede, Ruhlin went with the war chief, leaving Guthnyr in charge of Tahrim Kyrn with instructions to produce as many weapons as possible. With only the bear as company besides Tirohk, Ruhlin set forth. As they journeyed, Ruhlin learned that Tirohk and Iyaka had once been married but she had sundered their union to venture into Nihlvar in search of the means to end her people’s subjugation. Ruhlin, as Telchak, a long prophesied figure in Morvek lore, would be the means of their liberation. Ruhlin also came to understand that Iyaka set fire to the slave ship in Speltsaer in order to ensure he would travel to Morvek lands.

Crossing a broad plain where herds of shaggy, great horned cows grazed on plentiful grass, they came to a vast forest Tirohk named as the Teyracha, home to the Teyrak clan who harboured a long-standing enmity to their mountain kin. They were soon met by Velkar, shaman to the Teyrak, a woman with the uncanny ability to command a pack of wolves that rarely strayed far from her side. Although clearly suspicious of Ruhlin, Velkar guided them to a large hollow deep in the forest where the elders of the Morvek clans had gathered to pass judgement on the Telchak. At first, it seemed their suspicion of outsiders and fear of confronting the Nihlvarians would overcome any attachment to prophecy, until the intervention of an aged shaman of the Vulksa clan named Olchar. Although small in stature and evidently weakened by age, this old man clearly commanded great respect among the Morvek. His pronouncement that Ruhlin was indeed the Telchak served to quiet the burgeoning discord among the elders. Yet, in order to put the question beyond doubt, Olchar explained that Ruhlin must now venture into the hollow. This was a grim place of dark shadows and thick roots where it seemed nothing good had grown for years uncounted. The Vikra-sah, the Morvek called it, a cursed corner of the great forest from which no Morvek had ever returned.

Seeing no other path, Ruhlin ventured alone into the Vikra-sah, bearing his maul as protection. At first he found only rot and damp beneath the canopy of overlapping roots, but soon realised he was not alone. Something vile dwelt in that place, something that could twist the roots into a malformed creature of lethal strength and speed. Despite being swiftly ensnared in its many limbs, Ruhlin’s monster failed to wake. The spirit of the hollow spoke to Ruhlin then, or rather it spoke to the monster that shared his body, for this ancient soul had recognised a kindred being. “Not whole,” the creature said. “Just a remnant…” The creature went on to describe how in ages past it had been lured to this hollow, “A place where the veil is thin.” It also alluded to a dire design by the Vortigurn: “For soon it all ends… The ruler of this land works dark wonders to entice us.”

Before he could learn more, the creature forced a root into Ruhlin’s mouth. He would surely have died in that dread place if not for the bear. Charging into the hollow, the beast threw itself at the creature, tearing and rending at its shifting form until borne down into fetid waters, pierced by many spines, and slain. The bear’s fate finally awoke the monster, Ruhlin swelling into a far more powerful form than before. The maul he wielded glowed bright with arcane fire as he vanquished the foul creature, birthing a fire in the hollow that consumed it unto the last cinder. Emerging from the ashes of the Vikra-sah, Ruhlin found himself acclaimed by the Morvek elders, for none now dare question that the Telchak had risen to lead them to victory over the Nihlvarians.

Far to the south, Felnir was also keen to take on the mantle of destiny, though by more calculated means. Having observed the Ahrkun Krayl tribute party under command of the man known as the Factor, Felnir had concluded that it was too strong for his menda to face alone. A man of pragmatic, if sometime ruthless inclinations, he decided to allow the cultists to continue on their way unmolested. Forsaking his newly acquired forest holdfast, Felnir allowed the Factor’s party to discover the slaughter done to their fellow cultists. His decision caused some measure of discord in his menda, for had they not sworn themselves to Felnir Skyrnrak in order to destroy the Ahrkun? Although he placated his followers’ doubts, the need to do so frustrated Felnir. As bearer of the Sword of the Altvar, it struck him that securing the loyalty of his subjects should be an easier matter. Consulting Wohtin, he demanded the ancient tell what he knew of the sword, so that Felnir might employ its power. “If the power that resides in that blade can be unlocked, it must recognise the wielder as one worthy of its blessing,” Wohtin told him. “Ask me again when the Sindra lies dead.”

Felnir’s menda then followed the cultist tribute party into the River Belt, a string of villages dotting the banks of a river known as the Hol Ledda. The terrible retribution visited upon the villagers by the Ahrkun left Felnir with many new recruits for his menda, but also stirred his regret. He had underestimated the cruelty of his enemy and now risked being seen as weak in the eyes of his would-be subjects. Casting aside all caution, Felnir rode alone to where the cultists had encamped amid a circle of standing stones, wreaking bloody havoc until joined by his menda. Once again, no quarter was given and dire was the fate of any Ahrkun who fell into the villagers’ hands.

The following morning, Felnir’s examination of the standing stones revealed a strange spiral symbol etched into the rock that differed from any rune or sigil he knew. Before he could investigate further, he was obliged to intervene in order to preserve the life of a woman named Dyssha, a skilled drover and captive of the Ahrkun who faced the bloodlust of the River Belt villagers. Although not a believer in the Ahrkun’s creed, Dyssha had been kept servile by her son’s imprisonment in the Hahl-Trova, the mighty stronghold where the Sindra held court. From Dyssha, Felnir learned the full strength of the Sindra’s forces and his likely response to Felnir’s assault upon his domain: “When what you did here becomes known throughout middle-Vorunvahl, the Sindra will send all the strength he can muster to crush you.” In sore need of allies, Felnir drew on the villagers’ knowledge, which guided him to the Vorl Arna, the Moon Lake, where dwelt the Vorl Tuhrk, a much feared and partially outcast folk with a long-standing grudge against the Ahrkun. Travelling to the Vorl Arna, Felnir made alliance with the Gyrwald of the Vorl Tuhrk, a veteran warrior of gruff manners named Baldyr Klarresk.

Felnir learned from Baldyr that the Vorl Tuhrk were descendants of those spared the Altvar’s life-extending blessing when Wohtin conjured forth the gifts of the gods. Over the course of many years they had lived on the fringes of Vorunvahl, content to see to their own affairs until the Ahrkun came to disturb the peace. Baldyr had been fighting the cultists since boyhood and was keen to see the feud settled for once and all. He agreed to join forces with Felnir, and provision his warriors for the campaign to come. In return, he demanded but one thing: “The Sindra’s head. When this is done, I want it. You can kill the fucker if yer like. But the head is mine.”

Agreeing to Baldyr’s terms, Felnir journeyed to the eastern banks of the Vorl Arna where Beyorn was busy gathering recruits from the villages oppressed by the Ahrkun. Over the course of succeeding weeks, Felnir’s menda grew, though his attempts to forge them into a host capable of fighting a battle were often frustrating. By now, he conducted himself as a king in all matters. Choosing an aged and part-ruined fortress as his stronghold, he held court and heard petitions, although the latter chore was mostly left in Sygna’s hands. Upon touring his new home, Felnir noticed another spiral symbol etched into the foundations and realised this was a far older structure than he at first thought.

With the arrival of the Vorl Tuhrk, Felnir began to plan his assault on the Hahl-Trova, only to be told by his scouts that the Sindra had already marched forth. However, instead of coming against Felnir, the cultists had invaded a region known as the Craggens where the people had risen in revolt against the Ahrkun. With his miscalculation in the River Belt fresh in his mind, Felnir knew he couldn’t allow the cultists to rampage uncontested. And so he marched his under-trained menda, together with Baldyr’s warriors, into the Craggens to bring the Sindra to battle and claim his head.

Yet, while Felnir aspired to kingship, his sister had already earned a crown. After her victory at Vorun Hardta, she had reluctantly accepted the demands of the people of the Outer and Inner Isles and taken on the mantle of queen. Though it pained her, this meant forsaking command of her beloved Great Wolf and placing the warship in the care of Ragnalt, her most senior apprentice who she now elevated to the rank of Vellihr of Justice. She also appointed Lynnea as Tielwald in recognition of her evident facility for rooting out spies. Veilwald Synghild she named Guardian of the Queen’s Treasury.

Once again venturing into dreams to commune with her great-grandfather, Thera learned that Lore would soon bring all her strength against Olversahl in an effort to recover not only the stolen Spear of the Altvar, but also Elvine. “Lore is in love with the scholar,” Gruinskard told her. “And there is no rage more certain to unreason a mind than that of love betrayed.” Marshalling all her strength, Thera sailed for Olversahl where Elvine now found herself also elevated to unwanted heights.

Having arrived safely at the city of her birth, Elvine’s status as the bearer of the Spear of the Altvar, soon saw her acclaimed as the Spear Maiden. While Gruinskard was quick to assume control over the governance of the port, it was clear that its inhabitants now looked to Elvine for inspiration. Fired by her oratory and guided by the Tielwald’s expert hand in matters of war, the people of Olversahl set about constructing a wall atop the city’s long wharf. As they laboured, Elvine asked her brother to tutor her in use of weapons. “So that it appears the Spear Maiden of Olversahl actually knows how to wield the Altvar’s divine instrument.”

Despite Colvyn’s misgivings, he set about teaching her as best he could. However, it soon became clear that imparting a lifetime’s knowledge in the space of a few days was impossible. Hoping to dissuade Elvine from further lessons, Colvyn subjected his sister to a fierce attack only for the spirit in the spear to impart another gift to its wielder. Where before it had revealed the true feelings of others, now it revealed their intent amid the whirl of combat. Time seemed to slow, and the impending blows of her opponent became starkly clear, enabling both evasion and counterstroke. Thanks to the spear, Elvine Jurest was no longer simply a scholar. She was now also a warrior.

In accordance with the Tielwald’s predictions, the Nihlvarian fleet arrived in full strength only a day after the harbour wall’s completion. At first, Lore sought to parley, sending Vellihr Ilvar with an offer of clemency in return for Elvine’s surrender. She responded by addressing the people rather than Lore’s herald: “If it is your will, I give myself into the hands of our enemies, then so be it…” The rest of her words were drowned out by cries of “We stand with the Spear Maiden!”, before Ilvar was chased off by a cascade of arrows.

The next few days saw repeated assaults upon the city. All were repulsed with grievous loss to the Nihlvarians, and Elvine was not compelled to bloody the Spear of the Altvar. Yet, on the evening of the third day, she was called to the Elderman’s House where Gruinskard had taken up residence. Coelnyr had uncovered a Volkrath agent and, in accordance with the agreement between Tielwald and Spear Maiden, the decision over his fate fell to her. Relieved to discover that she did not know the spy, a locksmith of supposedly fierce devotion to the Altvar, Elvine was informed by the spirit in the spear that the man fervently wished to die rather than reveal any secrets. He’s skilled at building walls around his mind. Simply plucking it from him won’t work. I need to touch him.

As Elvine touched the spearhead to the man’s skin, his thoughts were revealed. To her horror, Elvine learned that the Nihlvarian attacks launched so far had been a mere diversion. Tuhlvyr Vahlak was sending his main attack via the mountain guarding Olversahl’s northern flank. Yet, instead of forcing a path through the tunnels beneath the mountain, Vahlak would first be coming over it to attack the defenders from within. Rushing to the scene, Elvine found battle already raging at the entrance to the tunnels. Using the spear’s gift, she threaded her way through the fighting and into the bowels of the mountain. There she found Vahlak and his personal menda attempting to break down the great door sealing the tunnels off from the northern approaches. From beyond the barrier, she could hear the clamour of the Nihlvarian host.

Calling upon the power of the spear, Elvine killed Vahlak’s warriors before throwing it through the back of the warrior attempting to break the lock on the door. Defenceless before Vahlak, she expected death, but the Tuhlvyr spared her. “He said I would,” Vahlak said. “To claim the glory that is my due… But I can’t, Elvine.” His next words were forever lost when Colvyn arrived to skewer the Nihlvarian commander through the head. Despite her efforts, it was evident the door to the tunnels would soon be breached. Ordering Elvine to leave, Gruinskard had his warriors tip barrels of oil into the bowels of the mountain. Withdrawing above ground, he ordered the oil set alight and the mountain blazed, consuming the Nihlvarian host within.

The following day, Elvine had Vahlak’s body laid in a boat which was carried from the harbour to the Nihlvarian fleet on the morning tide. A tactic intended to inflame his sister’s fury, it worked too well, compelling Lore to send all her remaining strength against the wall. Using fire ships to create breaches in the wall, Lore’s forces succeeded in gaining a foothold and the day may have gone against the defenders but for the arrival of Thera’s fleet. Using a newly crafted crossbow-like engine, Thera inflicted damage on the Nihlvarian great ship lashed to the wall, fighting her way aboard and across her decks to the wharf. There she witnessed her great-grandfather in the thick of the fighting. Overmatched by numerous foes, Gruinskard was brought down, losing a hand in the melee. He would surely have died if Elvine had not intervened, Thera finding herself amazed at the maiden’s skill with a spear. Hurrying through the smoke, Thera exchanged greetings with Elvine and confirmed the salvation of the city. Overcome with a strange exhaustion she suspected arose from use of the spear, Elvine managed to ask the Queen of the Isles if she had killed Lore. “You see, if you do it, I won’t have to. And I don’t want to hate this much…” Whereupon the Spear Maiden of Olversahl fell into a dead faint.

In the distant realm of Vorunvahl, battle also raged as Felnir’s host, having marched into the Craggens, met the full strength of the Ahrkun. Warned of the cultists’ approach by the thrumming string of the Bow of the Altvar, Felnir roused his encamped menda to meet the two-headed charge. Possessed of a deranged fanaticism, the Sindra’s followers threw themselves at Felnir’s shield walls, dying by the hundreds. When their ranks had thinned enough for his liking, Felnir unleashed a counter charge and, in the rout that followed, the land was forever cleansed of the Ahrkun Krayl. Their warriors were slaughtered down to the last and the Sindra fled. Come the dawn, Felnir’s scouts discovered the cult leader’s banner flying atop one of the plateaus that characterised this region. Upon arriving at the scene, Felnir heard the Sindra calling from above, demanding that he speak with Diretongue.

Climbing the slope to the crest of the plateau, Felnir and Wohtin were confronted by the maddened figure of the Sindra. In his ranting, the cult leader revealed himself as Halgard, nephew to the vanished King Velgard. He also revealed that it was under Wohtin’s guidance that he began the cult of the Ahrkun Krayl in an attempt to unify the warring remnants of Velgard’s subjects. Yet, when Wohtin succumbed to a bout of madness and disappeared from Vorunvahl, the Ahrkun had gradually degenerated into murderous fanaticism. As the Sindra raged on, Felnir realised his mind has been unseated by some arcane machination of Wohtin’s. “Be careful he doesn’t do the same to you, puppet. The things you’ll see. The roads not yet travelled. The threats that might or might not come.”

Before Felnir could learn more, the Sindra launched himself at Wohtin, forcing Felnir to cut him down. The deed done, Felnir gifted the cult leader’s head to Baldyr in settlement of their agreement. Before taking his menda home, the Gyrwald warned Felnir that his days of battle were far from over. In this land there resided others who would resist his kingship, and they would not be so easy to vanquish.

Demanding that Wohtin keep his promise to unlock the power of the Sword of the Altvar, Felnir and the old man journeyed alone to a stone circle on the northern coast. This was another place where the veil between worlds was thin. Here had Wohtin taken Velgard’s nephew centuries before in the hope it would win the Altvar’s blessing and make of him the great man he needed to be. Instead, it had driven him insane. Looking closer at the stones, Felnir once again recognised the spiral symbol and forced Wohtin to confess the truth: this land had not been empty when the survivors of Velgard’s fallen kingdom fled to its shores. The people who had once dwelt here had been slaughtered at Ascarlian hands. Shamed, Wohtin pleaded with Felnir to abandon his course. “Come. Let us depart this place. If you’ll allow me, I’ll counsel you as best I can in the days ahead.”

Laughing in scorn, Felnir stepped into the circle. “You think I came all this way to turn my back on greatness?”

Touching his hand to the stone in the centre of the circle, the Sword of the Altvar began to glow, the blade blazing bright. As its light invaded his eyes, Felnir was granted a vision of his brother’s face. Demanding to know Guthnyr’s whereabouts, Felnir’s mind was carried far away to the north, across seas and mountains until it reached the village of Tahrim Kyrn. As the vision faded, Felnir staggered under a terrible realisation: “Guthnyr is alive!”

Meanwhile, Ruhlin made his way back to Tahrim Kyrn after surviving his trial in the Vikra-sah. With no elder daring to contest his status as Telchak, the Morvek had agreed to rouse themselves for war. In addition to Tirohk, he was accompanied by Velkar and her wolves. The Teyrak elder wished to know more of the Telchak, although Ruhlin could tell her suspicion lingered. Returning to a warm welcome in the mountains, he set his companions to work crafting yet more weapons, for they would be needed in the coming struggle with the Nihlvarians. Within weeks, however, Tirohk sent a messenger warning that a large Nihlvarian force was making for a mountain pass known as the Scar, or Sahlrak in the Morvek tongue. Gathering together all the weapons they had forged, Ruhlin started for the pass in company with Guthnyr, Velkar, and her wolves. There they found Tirohk fortifying the Sahlrak against assault. Venturing forth with Guthnyr, Felnir espied the approaching Nihlvarian force and found it smaller than expected. It was also led by a figure he recognised: Deyna, one of the Tuhlvyrs he had met when still a slave.

At Guthnyr’s urging, the Morvek laid a trap for the Nihlvarians, waiting for them to make camp then launching an assault in the dead of night. Ruhlin attacked first, surrendering himself to the monster and rampaging through the enemy camp leaving bloody ruin in his wake. When the Morvek joined the fray, the contest was soon settled and Deyna lay within Ruhlin’s grasp. Keen to learn what she knew of the Vortigurn’s intentions, Ruhlin spared her life and started on the return journey to Tahrim Kyrn. His questioning of Deyna revealed that she had been sent into the mountains as punishment for failing to deliver Ruhlin to the Vortigurn. Recognising her as a fellow fugitive, Ruhlin cut her bonds and invited her to flee. Deyna, ruthless but never stupid, decided to stay.

Their trek was soon interrupted by the arrival of Olchar. The Vulksa elder informed Ruhlin that discord lingered among the Morvek clans and some were still undecided as to the wisdom of making war upon the Nihlvarians. To win them over, it was necessary for Ruhlin to visit a place called the Ochra-mah, the Hot Pools. Only at this most sacred place, where the spirits of plain, mountain, wind, and river came together, could the Telchak’s crusade receive the ultimate sign of favour. Sending Guthnyr and the others on ahead to Tahrim Kyrn, Ruhlin went with the old man, taking only Tuhlan and Julette as guards.

Upon reaching the Ochra-mah, a hot spring located near the coast of the Morvek dominion, they espied a cloaked figure standing amid the billowing steam. Advised by Olchar that only the Telchak could approach, Ruhlin proceeded alone. However, as he drew closer, the figure drew back his hood to reveal the face of a Nihlvarian. Before Ruhlin could react, the Nihlvarian fixed his gaze upon the stagna still embedded in Ruhlin’s skin. The freezing, agonising immobility seized him and Ruhlin collapsed, the monster unable to escape its cage. He could only watch helplessly as his friends were cut down by archers concealed in the surrounding reeds. Olchar, however, was left unmolested. “Ensuring the peace of centuries. That is my charge,” the treacherous elder told Ruhlin before being dismissed by the Nihlvarian.

“On your way, you Morvek wretch. He belongs to the Vortigurn now.”

Drugged into insensibility, Ruhlin awoke on a ship days later. His captor named himself as Silvahk, a Ventra, or most trusted servant of the Vortigurn. Since it was evident this man had command of the stagna, Ruhlin had no choice but to comply when he was taken from the ship and conveyed through the darkened streets of a great city to the Vortigurn’s vast hall. There, Ruhlin met first a bent-backed, wizened wretch he couldn’t credit as the King of Nihlvar. And so it proved when the creature disappeared into the shadows at the sound of another voice. The figure that strode from the gloomy recesses of the hall was considerably more impressive, tall with a noble aspect, he studied Ruhlin closely before asking his name and, upon hearing it, mentioned that he once bore a name he had since discarded, for to recall it caused him pain. “In the darker hours, I hear their voices echoing through the ages, from those days when they called me Velgard.”

Archivist’s note – Sealed under order of the Dowager Princess. Disclosure only permissible under Royal Warrant.






PART I


“Before you bare your steel for war, first be sure you are willing to pay its price.”

Ulthnir Horuhnklehr – the Worldsmith – from the Altvar Rendi








CHAPTER ONE

Guthnyr

The snow leopard hissed as Guthnyr’s fingers tightened on the bowstring. Its pale blue eyes stared down at him from the ledge above, lips drawn back to reveal long white fangs. The distance between them was more than a man could leap, but surely easily covered by a leopard. Once again, it appeared Guthnyr’s knack for finding fresh opportunities to die had not deserted him. He could try to put an arrow in one of those disconcertingly beautiful eyes. But instinct warned that the beast’s teeth would be piercing his throat before he half-drew the bow. Normally, the sense of being at another’s mercy would have enraged him, stirring ugly memories old and new, stoking the rage that was his best ally and worst enemy. Yet it failed to stir as he returned the leopard’s stare. The reason was plain: the cat didn’t actually mean him harm. It merely wished to scare a rival predator away from the herd of goats strung out on the slope below. For Guthnyr’s rage to truly blossom, it needed to be fired by the malice of others.

Slowly, he eased the tension of the bowstring and removed his fingers, holding up the hand, fingers splayed. The leopard continued to bare its teeth until Guthnyr took the first backward step. By the time he had, not without some difficulty, edged his way to the broader mountain trail a dozen yards to the rear, the cat’s snarl had disappeared completely. Raising itself from its aggressive crouch, it regarded him with a narrowed gaze, then tensed once more when Guthnyr’s heel dislodged a loose stone from the trail and sent it skittering down the mountain’s flank. Ever attuned to danger, the goats let out a chorus of warning bleats and bounded from sight. The leopard spared Guthnyr a final glance, one he suspected held a gleam of reproach, then scrambled up the short cliff, a blur of silver vanished with a serpentine coil of its thick tail.

“Tuhlan would’ve killed you,” Guthnyr grunted. The Caerith hunter had never hesitated when faced with a threat during their shared expeditions. Cat needs to eat, but so do we, he said. And fur is valued in the winter. The chill air of mountains fully gripped by winter made this inarguable. Although, as Guthnyr followed the trail back to the settlement of Tahrim Kyrn, he was still glad he hadn’t killed the leopard. You have a weakness for beautiful things, boy, his great-grandfather had told him once. Have a care lest it kill you. Margnus Gruinskard had often made a point of remarking on Guthnyr’s weaknesses, for there seemed to be so many. Yet, as Guthnyr’s gaze strayed to the Nihlvarian noblewoman, he knew with resentful certainty that the old man had been right about this one.

The shelter occupied by Tuhlvyr Deyna Holvehlt lay at the edge of the settlement’s unmarked boundary. She had chosen it herself after Guthnyr abandoned the nightly chore of locking her in the shed next to the privies. Ruhlin had made it clear that, having lost the favour of her king, the woman had nowhere to run to. Therefore, treating her as a prisoner was a waste of effort and merely a sop to Guthnyr’s detestation of her people. As ever, the tedious effort required to maintain petty spite had deserted him a few days after returning to Tahrim Kyrn. So, issuing some dire threats regarding her conduct, he let her have the run of the place, within reason. She kept to herself for the most part. He suspected this was partly due to an innate sense of superiority over the collection of escaped slaves and Morvek among whom she was now obliged to abide. But the often naked hostility with which his comrades regarded a member of the Tuhlvyr caste was reason enough for her to shun their company, albeit with one singular exception.

Ryma let out a happy giggle as the Tuhlvyr tied the final braid into her hair. “There,” Deyna said. “Now you no longer look like a Tielvik.”

Ryma squirmed in Deyna’s lap, turning to prod her small fingers at the scarlet tattoos tracing over the woman’s brows. “Want,” Ryma said, her face taking on an insistent frown.

“No, no,” Deyna chided, setting the girl down. “Those are for when you’re older. Run along now, or your mother will come and wave a knife at me again.”

Ryma’s features tightened into a sullen scowl, fists bunching the hem of Deyna’s robe. Ever since the Tuhlvyr’s arrival at this remote mountain village, she had instilled an instant fascination in this girl. Much to Aleida’s annoyance, Ryma began sneaking off to beg attention from the new arrival, uncaring of any scolding she might receive. Guthnyr found he couldn’t fault the girl for her interest, since it was one he shared, albeit sternly unexpressed. Still, Aleida’s ire was not something to be ignored, and her temper grew shorter with every day Ruhlin failed to return from his sojourn.

“Off with you, girl,” Guthnyr told Ryma with as fierce a glower as he could muster. “Aleida will be fretting.”

Ryma offered him a short poke of her tongue before scampering off towards the village. The fond smile that played over Deyna’s lips as she watched her go made Guthnyr resume his stride for fear she might notice how it piqued his interest. “Empty-handed?” she enquired, voice laced with that arch taunt he found so irksome. “Again.”

“There was a leopard,” he grunted, not breaking his stride.

“Then why didn’t you kill it?” She raised her voice as he walked on, adding a touch of laughter for good measure. “I look very fetching in fur.”

Such barbs were, of course, to be expected from one who bore the name Holvehlt – Quick Knife – but he still swallowed a curse at her faultless ability to make them sting.

Fortunately, it transpired that the Morvek had also been hunting this day, bringing in a boar which meant at least they would have fresh meat tonight. “There was a leopard,” Guthnyr repeated to Iyaka who at least didn’t taunt him for his failure. Although he did detect a few shared smirks among her fellow Morvek.

“A hunt is always a game of chance,” she said by way of conciliation before her face resumed its more typical seriousness. “Any sign?”

This had become a daily ritual between them. Every day he would climb halfway up the mountain, ostensibly to hunt but in truth to cast his gaze over the southern valleys, hoping to see three figures struggling across the frosted ground. Guthnyr shook his head in response, drawing a sigh from Iyaka. “Nor has Velkar returned,” she said. “Although she could have simply returned to the Teyracha.” The elder to the Teyrak clan had departed the village with her three remaining wolves a week ago. She offered no word of farewell to Guthnyr but Iyaka explained she had gone in search of a new member for her pack. It was impossible to say how long such a quest might take, or if Velkar would return at all. Her continued absence added to Guthnyr’s growing unease, a sentiment fully shared by Iyaka.

“The Ochra-mah is not so far,” she said. “The Telchak should have returned by now.”

“Tomorrow, at first light,” Guthnyr said, “we’ll scout the foothills. Look for signs of trouble.”

“We should send word to Tirohk also,” Iyaka said. “There are many hunters among my people. More eyes would be welcome.”

“Tomorrow,” Guthnyr confirmed before forcing a smile and nodding to the recently skinned and gutted boar suspended from a frame, blood draining to pool in the snow. “Tonight we feast.”

Iyaka gave a cautious nod in response. So far, she had accepted his leadership without demur, but he saw the doubt she failed to hide. He was not Ruhlin. Not the man who had broken her chains and led this curious band through all manner of dangers to this mountain refuge. Nor was he the Telchak, a mythic figure the Morvek believed would win victory over the hated Nihlvarians. He was just Guthnyr, a man from far across the sea who bore but one name. She had seen him fight, to be sure, and knew him to be fierce. But Guthnyr had learned well from his brother, and from Ruhlin, that fierceness alone did not make a leader.

Nodding to Iyaka, Guthnyr made his way to the forge where he found a shirtless Sygurn busy pounding his hammer into yet another sword blade. Always brawny, weeks at the anvil had added sharp definition to the Nihlvarian’s arms. The thick hair of his chest, singed in places by wayward sparks, was matted with sweat though he showed little sign of tiring as he wielded the hammer. His features showed serene, concentrated contentment rather than exertion.

“I told him to rest,” Aleida said, emerging from the shadows of the adjoining armoury. “He won’t.” Behind her, Ryma peeked her head around the door and favoured him with another poke of her tongue. Guthnyr took note of the fact that her braids remained in place. He had expected Aleida to have unpicked them already.

“Make your toil your passion and it’s no longer toil,” Guthnyr said, a favoured saying of another blacksmith. Hunfyrd had fashioned all the weapons carried by Guthnyr’s kin for three generations. As a boy, he liked nothing more than sneaking away from his great-grandfather’s house to watch the master work his magic. Sometimes, the grizzled old smith would allow Guthnyr to work the bellows or even sharpen a blade upon the whetstone. It was from Hunfyrd that he learned the secrets of smelting steel from base iron, and would have learned more besides if Margnus Gruinskard hadn’t seen fit to forbid any further visits. Your role is to wield weapons, boy, the old man growled. Not make them.

“We’ll need a bigger shed soon,” Aleida said, gesturing to the racks of weapons in the shadowy confines of the armoury. Despite the gloom, each one contrived to catch a gleam, for these were blades like no other. Once touched by her hand, they would neither dull nor break. Kelvehr, Sygurn had named them: steel blessed by the gods. Guthnyr had no inkling if Aleida’s power derived from the Altvar or arose from her Morvek blood. Nevertheless, its effectiveness couldn’t be doubted, as he had demonstrated himself in the battle that shattered Deyna’s army and saw her in bondage. The sword he carried, dubbed simply Kohrvayl – Vengeance – had done much bloody work that night. Guthnyr knew with a certainty coloured by his un-sated hunger for retribution it would do a great deal more before his sojourn in these distant lands was done.

“And more hours in the mines,” Sygurn added. He set his hammer down upon the anvil and used tongs to lift the freshly shaped sword for inspection. “Since the extra hands the Morvek promised us have never turned up. Stocks of ore grow thin, my friend.”

The mines… Guthnyr suppressed a shudder but couldn’t keep the twitch from his face. He had faced hired blades, slavers, inferno, and cold that could strip flesh from bones, but the prospect of spending any time in the mines filled him with the worst dread. Ruhlin never shirked his shift, he reminded himself. And he too feared the dark beneath the mountain.

“We’ll send word to Tirohk tomorrow,” he told them. “Once we’ve scouted the valleys.” He hesitated before speaking on, fearing Aleida’s reaction. “Iyaka says they should be home by now.”

“Iyaka’s right,” she said, and Guthnyr caught the faint note of reproach in her voice. If she had her way they would already have gone in search of Ruhlin.

“Could be any number of reasons,” he offered. “A storm or…” He trailed off when she met his eye with a glare.

“I’ll scout with you,” she said, tone softening as she placed a hand on Ryma’s head. “This one can play with her new friend when I’m gone.”

“You’re content with that?” Guthnyr asked in surprise. Until now, Aleida’s attitude to Deyna had been one of mostly silent but obvious detestation.

“She’s unworthy of trust, that’s true,” Aleida said. “But her liking for Ryma is real enough. Besides, if I couldn’t keep this brat away from a bear, what chance do I have with a Tuhlvyr?”

“As you wish.” Guthnyr forced a grin. “The Morvek brought in a boar. So we’ll greet the dawn with full bellies.”

Aleida arched an eyebrow. “No goats?”

The grin slipped from his lips as he made for the door. “There was a leopard. Find me in the mine if you need me.”

Toiling in the gloomy discomfort of the mine always put Guthnyr in a sour mood. He tried to smother his sweaty trepidation with sheer effort, hewing away with one of the pickaxes left behind by the long vanished original occupants of Tahrim Kyrn. His labours bore fruit, filling a dozen buckets with precious ore. He stopped when Sulvryn, one of the freed Nihlvarian slaves, advised that Guthnyr was in danger of bringing the whole seam down upon their heads.

“Need to buttress this before we can dig deeper,” Sulvryn said, casting a critical eye over the arcing wall of rough stone. He had been a miner in his youth before fondness for dice had swollen his debts to the point where all other options save slavery were denied him. In Ascarlia, debt might see a man or woman reduced to the ignominy of indentured servitude as a mahkla, but they at least had the option of exile should the shame prove unbearable. In Nihlvar, their king, this mysterious Vortigurn who aroused so much dread at the mere mention of his name, allowed no such choice. And mahkla were never whipped by order of the Sister Queens, Guthnyr recalled. The scars on his back, although healed, burned once again as memories of the ship intruded. This is a cruel land with a cruel master. I shall delight in its fall.

“I’ll get the Morvek to hew some fresh timber,” Guthnyr said. Stooping, he took hold of a bucket in each hand and started along the shaft. Sulvryn might have mistaken his haste for yet another example of strength, but in truth, Guthnyr had reached his limit of toleration for this place. Talk of collapsing shafts added to the tempo of his heart and another wash of sweat to his skin. “Enough for today,” he grunted to the other miners, imbuing his voice with hearty good cheer. “Fresh meat awaits us. Time to eat!”

After the musty confines of the mine, the vastness of starlit sky and mountains kissed by moonlight were a welcome relief. The firepit where the Morvek roasted the boar cast a tall flurry of embers while lacing the air with the sweet aroma of cooked meat. Guthnyr would have liked a horn or two of ale to wash down his meal but had to content himself with a few cups of the wine he had purloined from the camp of Deyna’s defeated army. It was rough stuff, harsh on the tongue with a tendency to burn its way down to the gut. Still, it was preferable to mere water.

The atmosphere was genial albeit with an undercurrent of tension. Ruhlin’s continued absence was keenly felt, not least by Guthnyr who found leadership sat ill upon his shoulders. His lips formed a rueful smile as he supped more wine, remembering those days aboard the Sea Hawk and the envy provoked by his brother’s effortless authority over every soul in his crew. Felnir exuded a surety of purpose that ensured his word was never questioned, even when they sailed for the Fire Isles. The notion inevitably took Guthnyr back to the Vaults of the Altvar, and memories that had him reaching again for the wineskin. The sound of all that stone slamming down, smothering any cry Felnir or Sygna might have let out in their last moments. They wouldn’t have screamed, Guthnyr told himself, grasping for some morsel of solace. Not even then…

He paused in the act of gulping wine as he became aware of the sudden silence around the firepit. All eyes were turned to Deyna’s tall, slender figure as she proffered a bowl to the Morvek standing alongside the boar’s spitted carcass, knife in hand. “May I have some meat, please?” the Tuhlvyr enquired.

The Morvek looked first at Iyaka, who shrugged, and then at Guthnyr, who responded with a nod. The portion Deyna received was noticeably smaller than those that preceded it. But, upon taking her bowl, she voiced no complaint and gave a nod of thanks before moving to take a seat alongside Guthnyr. The quietude lingered as she ate, apparently indifferent to the hard glares of her companions.

“Jolnyr!” Guthnyr said when the absence of voices grew irksome. “Sing a song, for Ulthnir’s sake! Something cheery.”

Seated to his left, the lad hesitated before setting aside the ash staff he had been whittling and stood. Jolnyr was still a mostly silent youth but at least hadn’t lost his love of song. He chose “Fair Alundia”, an Albermaine-ish sea shanty. The words were lost on most present but, as Guthnyr hoped, the jaunty tune and the purity of Jolnyr’s rendition served to capture their attention with ease.


“And I’ll take my leave

With the morning tide

And sail for fair Alundia

Where I’ll drink good wine

And seek my love

The jewel of fair Alundia…”



By the time the song ended, even the Morvek had begun to sing along and the audience were soon imploring Jolnyr for more.

“The boy sings well for one who says so little,” Deyna observed as Jolnyr began a rendition of “The Crimson Tides”, an old Ascarlian battle song. It was phrased in ancient dialect but the Nihlvarians among them appeared to have little difficulty comprehending the lilting ode to some long-forgotten sea skirmish.

“He spoke well enough before feeling the lash of your slavers for weeks on end,” Guthnyr returned. His tone was gruff but lacking any real animus. The wine and strain of his toil in the mine made him too weary to engage in a game of taunts, not least because he knew her to be far better at it. “Here,” he said, pouring wine into a cup and handing it to her. “Tastes like piss, but it’s still liquor of a sort.”

“I defer to your discernment as to the taste of piss,” she replied. Consequently, Guthnyr enjoyed the spasm of disgust that passed over her features upon taking her first sip.

“It’s what your warriors drank,” he pointed out. “If you’d provided them some decent ale instead, mayhap they’d have fought better.”

“I could have given every one of those worthless fools a sack of gold and they would still have disgraced themselves. Still, it’s a hard thing to stand against a beast of legend.” She took another sip, wincing but swallowing, before letting out a wistful sigh. “Ah, mighty Amundyr. What a sight he would have made in the Vortigurn’s wuhltra.”

“His name is Ruhlin ehs Kestryg,” Guthnyr reminded her, an edge to his voice. “And he detested your bloody spectacles.”

Her tattooed brows creased. “Is not the battle you revel in a spectacle? Do you not seek glory in combat?”

“You call it glory. We call it renown. In Ascarlia, worth is not measured in mere silver, but in the tale you craft from your life. And honest battle should not be compared to the forced slaughter of slaves.”

“Honest battle?” Deyna let out a laugh and reached for the wineskin. “Battle is but an outcome of war, and war is very much the province of lies. Before the Vortigurn dispatched his fleet against your people, his servants cast out a blizzard of dishonest bile to win the common Nihlvarians to his cause. They were being sent to reclaim their birthright, as ordained by the Altvar. The Ascarlians were no longer truly our cousins, but unworthy heirs of noble ancestry. They had degenerated into weakness and no longer engaged in war, so cowardly had they become. Some swallowed it whole, but I suspect most didn’t care. In my experience, promise of loot and increased status is all it takes to compel fools to war. Either that.” She paused, gaze shifting to the Morvek on the far side of the firepit. “Or the promise of revenge.”

“From what I gather, they have many a just score to settle.”

“We stole their lands, it’s true, and thick did the blood flow in the stealing, at least according to the few accounts that remain of those days. But blood flows in all directions. Old tales speak of defenceless settlers slaughtered by Morvek who made no effort to even ask their origins. Our people have never been particularly good at recording their own history, but from what I have been able to gather, our early years in this land were fraught with peril. We might well have perished entirely but for the Vortigurn. He united us, gave us purpose, turned us from Ascarls into Nihlvarians, the people born of wrath.” Her words might have conveyed a sense of reverence if not for the bitterness Guthnyr detected in her tone. No worship for the fabled Vortigurn here, he surmised.

He started to ask for more tales of Nihlvarian history, keen to discover how deep this enmity for her king went, but the words faded as he detected a fresh sound on the breeze. It was faint, barely audible above the crackle of the firepit. He thought it might be wind howling through the upper reaches of the mountains, but it was too persistent for that. He saw Iyaka straightening, face drawn in concern.

“Those are Velkar’s wolves,” she called to Guthnyr.

“Why would she set them to howling?” he asked, rising from his seat. As he did so his ears detected another far more familiar sound, the hard thrum of many bowstrings loosing at once.

“Down!” he snapped, battle born instinct causing him to clamp a hand to Deyna’s shoulder and force her to the ground. Something cut the air a few inches above his head followed by a hard thunk, his eyes snapping to the sight of an arrow quivering in the log where Deyna had been sitting.

Shouts of pain and alarm filled the air as more arrows flew, Guthnyr seeing one body slumped in the firepit, a shaft jutting from its back. “Get clear of the firelight!” he cried, dragging Deyna to her feet and hauling her into the gloom. “To arms! We are attacked!”

More arrows flew as he took firm hold of Deyna’s wrist, running in a low crouch towards the hut where they stored firewood. “Your people are tenacious,” he told the Tuhlvyr in a fierce whisper, pushing her to the shadowed ground in the lee of the stone structure.

“They are,” Deyna agreed. “But would never find this place without help.”

Despite the gloom, he caught the hard, steady gleam of her eye, and the meaning it held. We are betrayed. Understanding brought a rush of anger, one he welcomed for he would need it this night. Sinking lower, he drew Kohrvayl from its sheath, shrugging off his cloak to wrap the blade lest it catch a wayward flicker of firelight. Risking a glance in the direction of the firepit, he sighed in relief at seeing no sign of his comrades, but the shouts echoing from the surrounding darkness told a tale of discordant combat.

“Stay here,” he murmured to Deyna. “If I don’t return, make for the mine. The shaft on the left is the deepest. After that…” He shrugged. “I’ve every confidence you’ll make your own way, Tuhlvyr.”

“Your concern warms my heart,” she replied, the lack of fear in her voice provoking a discomfiting pang of admiration.

Altvar curse this woman, he thought before stealing out into the dark. Moving with sword still wrapped, he refused to allow his gaze to stray to the firepit, letting his ears guide him. Soon the hard grunts and soft thuds of exchanged blows drew him to the sight of Behsla and Jolnyr, both fighting back to back as they sought to fend off a trio of assailants. Jolnyr swung his half-carved staff with furious energy while Behsla delivered more measured slashes with a hunting knife. By Guthnyr’s design, neither had tasted battle since that dread day upon the Styrnspeld Sea when the Nihlvarian’s captured the Sea Hawk. Although they fought now with far more resolve than he expected, their shared expression of terror inflamed Guthnyr’s rage to fiercer heights.

Still, he didn’t allow himself to surrender to it until he had crept within sword length of the nearest attacker. As he drew closer, he made out the man’s buckskin garb and the war club he wielded. This is no Nihlvarian. Clearly, this betrayal ran deeper than he knew. Casting the cloak away, Guthnyr slashed Kohrvayl’s edge across the warrior’s ankles, lunging for the Morvek on the right even before his stricken companion began to scream. As he stabbed him through the throat, Guthnyr noted how this one’s face was marked differently from other Morvek he had seen. It was painted in a complex mix of black and white, besmirched by red when Kohrvayl pierced his gullet and the spine beyond. Drawing the blade clear and kicking the Morvek away, Guthnyr turned to face the third foe only to find him brought down by a stab of Behsla’s knife. She and Jolnyr leaped on him as he fell, the boy’s staff pounding his head while Behsla delivered thrust after thrust at his belly until, letting out a gurgling sob, he lay still.

The creak of a straining bow stave snapped Guthnyr’s notice to the Morvek he had maimed. The warrior lay on his back, face contorted in both pain and fury as he drew the string back, flint arrowhead quivering. It was too close to dodge and an inch too far for Guthnyr to reach before the Morvek loosed.

A grunt of controlled aggression, accompanied by the flicker of slashing steel, and the Morvek archer’s neck opened in a red smile. Straightening from the twitching body, Deyna grimaced and flicked blood from her knife. Guthnyr recognised it as a kelvehr blade from Sygurn’s forge and wondered when she had contrived to steal it, not that he was about to complain.

“Enough!” he barked at Behsla and Jolnyr as they continued to abuse the third warrior’s corpse. “Stay close,” he instructed the three of them, twirling Kohrvayl to banish the worst of the gore and making for the loudest tumult. “We’ve still work to do this night.”

Thirty paces on, they discovered a thrashing knot of Morvek, Iyaka in the heart of the struggle, her spear whirling. At first, Guthnyr couldn’t tell friend from foe but soon made out the monochrome paint adorning the faces of Iyaka’s opponents. She was outnumbered, flanked by only three comrades and continually forced down the slope as their opponents used the advantage of higher ground. The sight stoked Guthnyr’s rage to its highest pitch, quickening his stride as he charged for the attackers, their gazes drawn by his fierce roar of challenge. Yet, before he could strike home, three large, silver-furred shapes leaped from the darkness to ravage the unnamed Morvek in a frenzy of snapping jaws and flensing teeth. It was over in moments, a half-dozen foes brought down and slain, the survivors fleeing into the dark. Guthnyr watched the three wolves pause to cast a short but voluminous howl into the sky before they loped in pursuit. The screams that sounded soon after made it plain their prey hadn’t gotten far.

“Who are this lot?” Guthnyr demanded of Iyaka, slamming a boot into the chest of a fallen Morvek.

“Vulksa.” The answer came not from Iyaka’s lips but from another figure stumbling from the darkness. Velkar tottered a few feet towards Guthnyr before collapsing to her knees. Rushing to her side, he beheld the grey, hollowed visage of a woman pushed to the brink of endurance. Still, her gaze held a mix of both grief and fury as it met his.

“The Telchak,” she said, her voice a sobbing murmur. “The Vortigurn has the Telchak. And that old Vulksa shit-eater killed my children!”







CHAPTER TWO

Elvine

She dreamed of a city. A city aflame. Elvine was baffled as to which corner of her memory had conjured this place, for it was starkly unfamiliar. She knew neither its name nor the cast of its streets. Also, the manner of its construction was odd, the walls smoother than they should be, the buildings taller. While these strange walls appeared immune to fire, their innards did not. Flame guttered from every window and doorway. People streamed past her in an intermittent tide of suffering, some afire, others not, all screaming at a pitch that told more of madness than pain. She walked through it all with serene detachment, buildings toppling around her. Above the dust and smoke, she could see a mighty hall atop a hill. Unlike the flame-charred buildings, this was more familiar in style, as if the grand halls of many Veilwalds had been raised upon the same ground and forced into communion.

Elvine knew she had to go to that hall. That something or someone of the greatest import awaited her there. But what it might be was a vague ball of confusion in her mind that refused to unfold into comprehension. Making her way along a street littered with debris, human and otherwise, she turned a corner to behold a scene of slaughter. Here lay a market square of some kind, but in place of barter and commerce, the people were busy killing. Everywhere, they clawed at one another. Some wielded weapons, swords, knives, and axes trailing blood as they rose and fell with frenzied rhythm. Others were content to use their hands, choking or gouging, their victims biting or clawing even as they gasped their last breaths. And above all, the great, strange hall rose in majestic indifference.

As her eyes lingered upon the curious building, Elvine noticed a disturbance in the smoke roiling about its flanks. Moving in a manner that no natural wind could conjure, the clouds shifted and parted. But instead of revealing blue sky they created a jagged wound through which she could see only utter blackness. Wider it yawned as the screams of the massed killers before her grew louder, the blackness tumbling free, cascading onto the city. Buildings shattered and bodies tumbled as it swept down the tiered streets. Elvine wanted to run but found her body was now immobile, clasped by some unseen fist and forced to watch the black wave sweep towards her. As it filled her vision she screamed…

Elvine blinked, finding the gesture repeated by the pair of blue eyes hovering an inch away from her own. The eyes blinked again and retreated, revealing an unfamiliar face. Elvine guessed the young woman before her to be close to her own age, dark of hair with a youthful comeliness at odds with the shrewd frown creasing her brow. It bespoke a soul of considerably more experience than her looks conveyed. As the woman stepped back, Elvine realised she was lying abed, the covers ruffled by whatever thrashing had resulted from her nightmare. Bright sunlight streamed through the shuttered windows, enabling her to recognise her room in the harbour master’s house at Olversahl. Also, her panicked gaze revealed a third occupant, this one familiar, if of only scant acquaintance.

Thera Speldrenda, recently crowned Queen of the Isles, spared Elvine only a short glance before redirecting her gaze to the dark-haired maiden. The queen said nothing, but her eyebrow rose in an unspoken question. The younger woman’s frown lingered for a moment before she replied with a short nod.

“Spear Maiden,” the queen said, turning back to Elvine with a grave smile. Seeing her clearly, and untarnished by recent battle, Elvine found her features were fine and strong, her gaze keen with unmistakable intelligence, while tinged with sadness. “It is very gladdening to see you awake at last.”

Elvine gave no reply, her head still fogged by the dream’s horrors. All she could do was clutch ineffectually at her blankets until the queen rose and began to reorder them. “This is Lynnea Trahleyl,” she said, nodding to her companion. “My Tielwald.”

“Tielwald?” Elvine repeated in a slurred mutter, the word summoning visions of Margnus Gruinskard. She remembered him lying on the wharf, clutching the bloody stump of his wrist. “Did he die, then?”

“Oh, you mean my great-grandfather.” Thera’s smile became a rueful grin. Smoothing the blankets, she straightened, clasping her hands together. “No. It would take more than a lost hand to kill him. But he was Tielwald to the Sister Queens. Not to me.”

With her confusion rapidly dwindling, Elvine decided the moment required more of her. “I have heard much about you,” she managed, the words emerging in a croak. At a gesture from her queen, Lynnea went to a small table, lifting a clay jug to pour water into a cup. She held it to Elvine’s lips, the wonderful freshness of it further dragging her into full wakefulness.

“Even before you wore a crown,” Elvine went on once she had drained the cup, nodding thanks to Lynnea. “The Vellihr of Justice was famed as much for fair judgement as harsh punishment.”

“And I have heard much of you, Elvine Jurest,” Thera replied. “Especially these last few days.”

“Days?”

“You have slept a long time, stoking your mother’s fears, and that young Albermaine-ish mercenary she tells me is your brother.”

“Colvyn is not a mercenary.” Elvine paused to cool the heat of her tone. “But he is my brother.”

“Well, there’s a complicated story for another time. One of many you have to tell me, I think.”

Elvine watched the queen’s gaze slip to the spear propped in the corner of the room. The way her eyes narrowed bespoke considerable suspicion, something Elvine felt said much for the woman’s instincts. No aura, Elvine realised, turning back to Thera. A glance at Lynnea confirmed that the spear’s gift was still present, though her aura was the strangest Elvine had yet seen. It shifted hues in a continual, sedate haze of colours bright and dark, none of them threatening but all signifying that much was hidden behind this maiden’s pleasing face.

“I’m told my brothers died trying to retrieve that thing,” Thera said. “And you witnessed their end. Is it true?”

It took Elvine a moment to recall that Felnir Skyrnrak and Thera Speldrenda were siblings, along with poor, fatally courageous Guthnyr, lost on the lower Styrnspeld Sea. “It was Guthnyr who claimed the spear,” Elvine said. “The vaults collapsed. Felnir and Sygna…” She hesitated, seeing the sudden, hard clench of Thera’s jaw at mention of Sygna’s name.

“Continue,” the queen said, voice tight.

“I can’t see how they could have escaped,” Elvine went on. “I’m sorry. Guthnyr, Colvyn, and I made it back to the Sea Hawk. But the Nihlvarians found us soon after. My brother fought his way to a boat and we escaped. I know not what became of those we left behind.”

Thera moved closer to the spear, crossing her arms as she stared at it, as if in expectation. “I do not gainsay your word, Spear Maiden,” she said. “But, if my brothers were truly gone from this world, I believe I would feel it in my heart. And I do not.” Tentatively, she unfolded her arms and extended a hand to the spear. “In any case, this thing seems poor recompense for their loss, if lost they be.”

“That may not be a sound notion,” Elvine said as the queen’s fingertip neared the spear’s iron head.

Thera’s hand paused and she let out a soft grunt before withdrawing her hand. “As my great-grandfather also advises. He wouldn’t go near it. Nor, for that matter, would anyone else. When you collapsed, your brother wrapped it in as thick a tarp as he could find in order to bring it here.”

“You show wisdom… my queen.”

Thera gave a short laugh before resuming her seat. “In truth, you shouldn’t be calling me that. I remain but Queen of the Isles only.”

Although Lynnea made no sound, she must have given some sign of either amusement or disagreement, for Thera’s gaze sharpened abruptly. “Leave us,” she said, adding in a softer tone. “Please. I would talk with the Spear Maiden alone, now you have assured me she presents no danger to my royal person.”

The queen’s Tielwald merely nodded in response, offering no formal farewell before departing the room. Elvine saw how she kept her features blank, but her aura pulsed a flash of red that told of concealed hurt.

“Trahleyl,” Elvine said once the door had closed. “Silent Song. Your Tielwald is mute.”

“Only in so far as her voice,” Thera said. “In other ways she can be very loud indeed.” She gave a brisk sniff before speaking on in measured tones. “As for how to address me, I find titles ever more burdensome and would be content for you to simply call me Thera. However, much to my Tielwald’s amusement and satisfaction, the people of Olversahl seem keen to place another crown upon my head. Though there are those that feel it should be shared with the Spear Maiden.” Noting Elvine’s baffled scowl, she added, “Not so long ago, they were ruled by Sister Queens. Many, it seems, hanker for a return to those days. I would be Sister Iron and you would be Sister Lore, which leaves us wanting for a Sister Silver. I could prevail upon Veilwald Synghild to accept the role but suspect she would find it detestable.”

Elvine needed no interval for contemplation, her answer immediate and emphatic. “No. Not for all the riches in all the world. I’ll swear fealty to you, once I’m able to crawl from this bed. But, please, never talk to me of crowns again.”

She saw Thera’s features tighten, grim resignation creasing her brow and a sigh escaping her lips. “Your mother was of similar mind. I should fetch her, and your brother.”

“Did she wake me?” Elvine asked, halting the queen’s progress to the door. “Your Tielwald. Is that why you brought her here?”

“The Spear Maiden sees much.” Thera leaned down to tease a wayward lock of wheat-gold hair from Elvine’s brow. “I did have hopes Lynnea’s… abilities might help rouse you from this seemingly endless sleep. You were starting to worry us. But, she assures me you woke up all on your own.”

She went to the door, pausing to cast her gaze at the spear once more. “I will have to insist on your complicated stories,” she said. “Regarding that… thing. And much else, I suspect.”

“And I would hope my queen is equally forthcoming,” Elvine replied, voice stronger now as she met Thera’s gaze. This was the Spear Maiden’s voice, the one Elvine had acquired during those fraught days when Olversahl teetered on the brink of ruin. “For I suspect we both know much that would benefit our cause. But, before you go, I must know, is she dead?”

“She?”

“Lore. Did she perish in the battle?”

Thera shook her head. “Fled in one of those giant hulks beloved of our enemy, leaving her fleet to our mercy, not that we gave them any. I sent my swiftest ships in pursuit. But they’ve yet to return.”

“They won’t.” Elvine felt weariness creep over her, suffused with bitter realisation. “She got away.”

“For now. Rest assured, she’ll meet with justice soon enough. You’d best prepare yourself for some irksome coddling,” she added, hauling the door open. “While you slept, your mother and brother did not. I fear it’s made them somewhat frantic.”

After she left, Elvine pushed her rising fatigue aside and struggled free of the bed. Tottering to the spear, she took hold of the iron head with both hands, gripping it tight. “Lore!” she demanded of the spirit within the metal. “Where is she?”

Two days later, Elvine Jurest, Spear Maiden of Olversahl, knelt before Thera Speldrenda, the just crowned Queen of All Ascarlia, and laid the Spear of the Altvar at her feet. The coronation had been convened atop the defensive harbour wall overlooking a wharf crammed from end to end with onlookers. It was a mixed audience of warriors, townsfolk, freed slaves, both Nihlvarian and Morvek, and recently arrived emissaries from the few gelds so far untouched by war. When Queen Thera rose from her recently constructed throne to place a hand upon Elvine’s lowered head, all present erupted in an exuberant roar of affirmation. Listening to the ongoing cheers and discordant chanting, her title enjoying equal volume with Thera’s, Elvine reflected that loyalty may be a product of relief as much as adulation. The war had heralded a time of desperate uncertainty. A new queen, one blessed by the Spear Maiden herself, engendered a sense of recovered confidence in a realm so viciously shorn of power. Elvine was no lawyer, for the profession didn’t exist in Ascarlia, but knew that Thera’s elevation was both unprecedented and devoid of any legal process. Nevertheless, only a fool would now contest her authority. The Sister Queens were dead, but the Queen was not, and Ascarlia lived on.

For now, Elvine whispered inwardly, pasting a smile on her lips when Thera took her elbow to raise her up so they might face the crowd side by side. At the queen’s muttered instruction, Elvine raised the spear above her head, heralding an upsurge in exuberant acclaim. Lore still lives, she thought, her jaw beginning to ache. They celebrate a victory not yet secured. The notion of how many of these folk would be alive to cheer when this war was finally done threatened to dim her smile. However, by sheer effort of will, she kept it in place for as long as it took the queen’s menda to escort them from the wall to waiting horses and then on to the Elderman’s House where Thera had established her court.

Awaiting them were the principal captains of the queen’s fleet and what remained of Olversahl’s civic leadership, led by the welcome sight of a sturdy man with a patch over his right eye. Across his chest he wore the silver chain of the city’s First Elderman. With Elvine firmly refusing any further titles, including leadership of this port, a figure of suitable stature had to be found to assume the mantle. Bahn’s leadership, not to mention displays of suicidal courage during the defence of the harbour, had earned him great renown among the townsfolk. This, coupled with the Spear Maiden’s favour, and the fact that most other contenders were dead or in self-imposed exile, made him a fine choice. Hemund, Chief Dockmaster and the only other city official of any rank, had reacted to the suggestion he might accept the role with an amused snort: “Why, in the name of Ulthnir’s divine arse, would I ever do that?”

When Elvine made careful allusion to Bahn’s continuing adherence to the Covenant of Martyrs, Thera had shrugged. “I’ve decided that, henceforth, the beliefs of my subjects are secondary to loyalty and competence,” she said. “Consider the previous strictures against Covenant observance abolished as of this moment.”

There was a feast to endure that evening, one Elvine would attend for the briefest time propriety allowed, but first came the more pressing matter of the queen’s first council of war. Elvine was afforded a seat at Thera’s right hand at the head of the table while the various Veilwalds and captains made their reports. Elvine had expected Lynnea to sit at Thera’s left, but the maiden was absent from this meeting. Either she considered it of scant import or had more pressing business elsewhere. Given the varied roles of a Tielwald, Elvine didn’t like to ponder what that business might be.

Kahlvik Vahrimdorr, a famed seafarer from the Outer Isles now made Vellihr of the Sword, opened proceedings with a report on his recent scouting of the approaches to Aeric’s Fjord. The sea was free of ships but he had espied a storm front of ominous appearance sweeping in from the west.

“Some winters the Styrnspeld contrives to breathe its worst towards us, my queen,” Bahn informed Thera, confirming Kahlvik’s judgement. “If Ulfmaer looks kindly upon us, we may be snowed in for mere days. But some storms have been known to last a week or more.”

“Order all ships to close up to the harbour wall,” Thera told Ossgrym Styrntorc, the Ironbones. Although still Veilwald of the Kast Geld in the upper Outer Isles, he was now principally occupied as commander of the queen’s fleet. “Ensure all vessels are lashed together and the hulls buttressed. If the fjord freezes, they could crack like an egg.”

“It will be done, my queen,” Ossgrym assured her.

“Would it be possible to get ahead of the storm?” Elvine asked Kahlvik. “Your ship is famously swift, is it not?”

The seafarer glanced at Thera before responding. During the reign of the Sister Queens, to speak at a gathering like this without leave would have been a grave transgression. But, as Spear Maiden, Elvine was afforded privileges denied others.

“No ship is so swift,” Kahlvik replied upon receiving a nod from Thera. “Nor would I chance the Ohlnir and its crew on such waters.”

“Lore is the corruption at the heart of our wounds. She must be cut out as soon as possible.” Hearing the heated pitch of her voice, Elvine clenched her teeth against further invective, trying to cage her frustration. The answer she had received from the spirit in the spear had lacked precision but not meaning. She flies across the waves, child. I can sense her fear, even across the miles, but also her intent. As ever, she plots. But her object remains vague.

“The Spear Maiden is keen to see the traitor queen Lore brought to justice,” Thera explained to the gathering. “As, I’m sure, are we all. It may be that Ulfmaer, sometimes a generous god, will accomplish the task for us, if this storm is all it portends to be. If not, be sure that our first order of business once it calms will be hunting down the traitor to whatever benighted refuge she has chosen. Now.” She turned to Bahn. “First Elderman, please be so good as to report on the provision of supplies in this port…”

Elvine allowed barely an hour to pass before she departed the feast, complaining of a headache that had plagued her since waking. It was only a partial lie, because she found the constant stares of those present oppressive to the point of nausea. Only weeks before, most of these people had never heard her name. Those that had would most likely remember some minor city functionary caught in the midst of Covenant heresy and dragged off to Skar Magnol. Now she was the Spear Maiden, Altvar Blessed saviour of Olversahl. Not a person, but a story, and a figure of worship, like one of those statues in the Vaults. Except she was alive. Living, breathing proof of the Altvar’s providence. It made her feel a fraud.

Colvyn insisted on accompanying her as she donned a cloak and made her way from the hall. Halkyr and her other guards had also attempted to join them but Elvine insisted they stay and enjoy the merriment. Outside, the streets were blanketed in a thick, chilly fog that would leave the city covered in sparkling frost come the dawn. Though it would make for a pleasant spectacle, she knew it an omen of the fury to come when the storm arrived.

“Never quite accommodated myself to it,” Colvyn said, breath steaming as he wrapped his cloak tighter about himself. They were headed for the harbour master’s house. Both Hemund and his wife Nyhlssa were fiercely insistent Elvine continue to reside in the largest room. “This northern cold,” Colvyn elaborated. “The curse of growing up under a southern sun, I suppose.” He spoke in informal Ishtan, as was their habit when alone.

“If you think this is cold, esteemed brother,” Elvine said, before speaking on in Ascarlian; when discussing weather, there was no better tongue, “wait until the storm gets here. I was perhaps fifteen during the last bad one. Ships were frozen in the harbour for days. Many a roof collapsed under the weight of snow and ice, and a fair number of the older folk perished for want of coal or firewood.”

“Sounds delightful. I think I’m starting to understand the underpinnings of the Ascarlian character. It’s not your gods that guide your souls, merely the weather.”

Upon nearing Hemund’s house, Elvine paused at the sight of a bulky figure atop the defensive wall. Despite the destruction visited upon it during Lore’s last furious assault, much of the stone and wood barrier remained intact. With the war still unwon, Thera had ordered it repaired and improved. Access to the wharf would be provided by a series of gates, each with a jetty extending into the harbour waters. It was a considerable undertaking but the townsfolk had set to it without complaint. Elvine suspected the queen’s order stemmed more from a need to give these people something to do while the port remained idle.

Moving closer to the wall, Elvine saw that Gruinskard was not alone, the less impressive but more threatening figure of Coelnyr standing alongside. The aura of the former Tielwald’s principal servant was in full bloom tonight, the ugly roil of lustful hues casting out a sickly sheen. She knew this pair’s appearance was not coincidental. Whenever the old man appeared it was in service to some design, especially with Coelnyr in attendance.

“Stay close,” she told Colvyn before making for the ladder leading to the wall’s parapet. She carried the spear in her gloved hands. When it came to the former Tielwald of this realm, it was best to exercise the most caution.

“Always,” Colvyn replied in a hard mutter, hands moving beneath his fur cloak to loosen his sword in its scabbard. He climbed the ladder first, keeping station between it and Gruinskard as Elvine ascended, one hand on the rungs, the other on the spear.

“Spear Maiden,” the old man greeted her with a voice even more coarse than before. She hadn’t thought it was possible for him to age further, but he had done so. His eyes were mere glimmers in the dark recesses of his face, his beard now fully white, although some colour remained in his unkempt hair. The great, single-bladed axe he had borne through the siege was propped against the wall and he stood with his remaining hand resting atop the leather cuff that covered the stump of the other. A barbed spike extended from the cuff to catch a yellow gleam from the torch guttering nearby.

“You appear… recovered,” Elvine said. As usual, Gruinskard exuded no aura, a contrast to his servant, enveloped in a cloud of such dire intent Elvine found it hard to look upon. So it was strange to regard Coelnyr’s face and find it as blandly composed as ever. He stood in typically placid repose, not even the slightest twitch to his features.

“I spend half my waking hours coughing up a portion of my lungs,” Gruinskard replied. “And the other half shitting my guts out.”

“Then the queen was wise to spare you the burden of further duties.” The old man’s brows formed the intricate matrix of furrows that indicated a frown of annoyance. Once, the sight might have unnerved her, but not now. “I assume you have something to discuss,” she said.

“It occurred to me that I hadn’t yet thanked you.” In response to Elvine’s raised eyebrow, he added, “For saving my life.”

“Ah. Well, such things are expected of those who fight on the same side, are they not?”

“They are. But still, it creates an imbalance between us. I am now in your debt. I find it uncomfortable and not something I can tolerate.”

“You successfully defended this city from the greatest threat it has ever faced, besides yourself, of course.” Elvine inclined her head and turned to go. “Therefore, I consider any debt already settled.”

“I do not. Neither does my great-granddaughter, in truth.”

Beneath the gravelled rasp of Gruinskard’s voice, Elvine detected a note of anger. Evidently, Colvyn heard it too. Loosening his cloak, he revealed the hand clutching his sword. But the former Tielwald’s bearing held no threat. In fact, his gaze was no longer on Elvine, but on something to her rear. Whirling, she levelled the spear in readiness, pausing at the sight of a slender figure resolving out of the fog a dozen paces away. Lynnea Trahleyl wore a thick, ankle-length cloak against the chill, the hood drawn back to reveal her pale features. Silent as always, she greeted Elvine with a courteous nod before fixing a far less solicitous gaze upon the old man to her rear. The maiden’s expression was hard, though Elvine read it as expectant rather than hostile.

“What is this?” Elvine demanded, turning back to Gruinskard.

“It seems my successor is far more capable than I suspected,” he said. “The queen set her to discover any threat to your person that might lurk in this city. And she found one.” Huffing a sigh that was more a groan, Margnus Gruinskard turned to regard the servant standing at his side. “Did she not, old friend?”

Coelnyr’s expression barely changed, though for once Elvine noticed a small twitch to the corner of his mouth. “Tielwald?” he asked.

“I always knew there would come a time you couldn’t keep it caged any longer,” Gruinskard said with a sorrowful shake of his shaggy mane. “That beast within you. The beast that saw you chained up in that shithole I found you in all those years ago. All this time quelling the most terrible temptation must have been hard for you. I suppose placing her in your path—” he jerked his head at Elvine “—was the log that broke the cart’s axle, eh? I’d blame myself, but there was no other option if I was ever to escape the Verungyr.”

“Tielwald, I…” Coelnyr stammered then mastered himself. It was strange to see fear upon a visage previously so lacking in emotion. He cast a quick glance around, seeing no escape. The parapet at his back had been hewn away to make space for the new gate, and Colvyn and Elvine barred his path to the ladder. “I have done nothing—”

“Oh, but you were going to,” Gruinskard cut in. “And not even for any reward our enemies might have offered. Just to feed that beast inside you, a beast you could hide from me, but not her.” Gruinskard pointed at Lynnea. Elvine saw how Coelnyr’s fear began to edge into outright terror as he gazed upon the newly appointed Tielwald. “She saw your hunger, Coelnyr,” his master went on. “Followed you to that little den you’d made for yourself beneath the library ruins. Found all the toys you’d collected. Moreover she saw your mind, saw the way you looked at the Spear Maiden even though I’m sure you went to great lengths to hide it.”

“I…” A brief quiver overtook Coelnyr’s face before he re-exerted his prior control. “A lapse of judgement only. An indulgence in imagination…”

“Something I would be so very willing to believe, Coelnyr, if Aldunna had not come too with her concerns over your latest request for a compound. A mixture that would paralyse the subject but leave them fully capable of experiencing pain. I assume you were waiting for the storm. Easier to strike amid the confusion of all that white fury. You would have been discovered eventually, of course, but only after several hours of solitude to play your terrible games.”

“You perverted filth!” Colvyn hissed, sword scraping free of its scabbard as he took a step towards Coelnyr.

“Hold!” Gruinskard snapped, holding up his remaining hand. “This man is my most faithful servant. And long years of service have earned him mercy.”

“Not from me,” Colvyn growled, continuing to advance until Elvine reached out to touch his sword arm. Shaking her head, she held him in place and watched Gruinskard set his hand upon Coelnyr’s shoulder.

“The queen ordained the Crimson Hawk for you,” the old man said. “But my word still holds some sway with her. Instead, she granted me the boon of casting you out of this realm.”

“Please,” Coelnyr stammered, his face now twitching in constant animation, eyes shifting from Gruinskard to Elvine where they lingered. She shuddered at the naked desire she saw in both his expression and the feverish coiling of his aura. His master was right: a beast lurked within this man. One that mere exile would unleash upon the world. She tightened her grip on the spear, resolving that this creature would not be leaving this port, regardless of the queen’s edict.

“Please,” Coelnyr said again, returning his gaze to Gruinskard. “Do not send me from your side. You… you are my anchor. Without you…” He faltered into a sob, tears streaming from his eyes, hands clutching at Gruinskard’s furs. “This world… I do not… I cannot exist in it without you…”

“I know, old friend,” the ancient man said, cupping Coelnyr’s cheek, a father comforting a distraught child. “I know…”

His stump moved in a blur, the barbed spike a flicker of steel. Coelnyr let out another sob, short and guttural, before further sound was smothered by the blood erupting from his severed throat. He collapsed to his knees, hands clutching at the wound in a vain attempt to stem the crimson torrent. He cast one last look at Gruinskard’s downcast, sorrowful visage, then Coelnyr slumped forward, his face slapping hard to the timber walkway. He twitched while his blood stained the planking, then lay still.

Hearing a soft scuff of shoe leather, Elvine turned to see Lynnea disappearing back into the fog.

“You,” Gruinskard grunted at Colvyn, the old man wincing as he stooped to gather up Coelnyr’s body. “Help me get him in the water.”

Ice had already begun to form on the harbour waters, but hadn’t yet hardened. The thin sheet shattered into a matrix of white and black as the corpse plunged through it, the shards soon settling into a placid swell as they drifted back into union.

“Our scales are now once again balanced, Spear Maiden,” Gruinskard told Elvine before mounting the ladder. He descended from view without another word, steel barb thunking softly into the rungs.

Elvine turned to watch the fog settling over the water, the ice creeping out from the wall into Aeric’s Fjord. As a girl, she had seen people skating upon the fjord, so thick did the sheet become. Now, once the storm had abated, others would do the same, gracefully careening across the surface of a channel choked with too many dead to easily count, joined this night by one more.

“Come along,” she told her brother, turning away. “I’ve a sense we’ll find Nyhlssa has some mulled wine on the hob. Though, I warn you, my mother is intent on embroiling us in another rendition from one of D’Ambrille’s plays.”







CHAPTER THREE

Ruhlin

“You do know this name, do you not?”

The question echoed in the gloomy hall as Ruhlin continued to stare at the face of the man before him. His silence seemed to arouse both amusement and consternation in the Vortigurn, for he voiced a short laugh. “Or,” he went on, pursing his lips, “has my former name truly been forgotten among the Ascarls? The Volkrath indicated otherwise. Perhaps I should punish them for their deceit.”

“I have heard that name,” Ruhlin said, finding he couldn’t look away from the Vortigurn’s visage. So unmarked by age. So hale. “It’s the name of a legend. King Velgard died lifetimes ago.”

“Lifetimes,” the Vortigurn repeated, brows raised in consideration. “A clumsy method of measuring time, my young friend. For instance, yours can be measured in scant years, but mine in centuries.”

Is he just a madman, after all? Ruhlin wondered. A tyrant who has founded a kingdom on a stolen legend. But the Vortigurn’s casual surety gave him pause. Also, there was this vast hall to consider, with all its discordant architecture. A structure that could only result from countless years of labour. The Unfinished Hall, Silvahk had named it. Because it’s still being built after Ulthnir knows how many centuries. In the space of mere months Ruhlin had seen wonders and terrors beyond all explanation. Was finding himself in the presence of an undying and ancient king so difficult to accept?

“The story-spinners name Velgard as the Exiled King,” Ruhlin said. “So guilt-ridden was he that he sailed for the Fire Islands, there to perish in just punishment for his crime: the treacherous murder of his own brother.”

A calculated barb, intended to reveal truth through anger. But it was not the Vortigurn who bridled, but his servant. Seeing Silvahk’s ominous glower, Ruhlin felt the signature numbness forming around the stagna embedded in his flesh. Soon it would blossom into the chilly agony he knew so well.

“No,” the king murmured, waving a hand at Silvahk. The numbness receded as the Vortigurn took a step closer to Ruhlin. “Always the way with these fire-bloods. Muzzled they may be, but never tamed. I’ve yet to encounter one that didn’t seek to test me, though this one is clever with his taunts.” His austere, almost handsome face took on a distant cast. “Once I knew a boy just as clever, though he, like so much else, is lost to me now.” His voice was little more than a whisper, eyes lost in whatever memory Ruhlin had summoned. But it was but a brief interlude before the Vortigurn’s gaze resumed its keen scrutiny.

“As for my brother,” he said. “Yes, I killed him, and hated myself for it. Yet, here at this remove, I have come to understand it as a necessary act, one of countless others forced upon me.” He rested a hand on Ruhlin’s shoulder, his lips forming a tight, regretful smile. “As you will, I hope, come to understand, my dear clever boy.”

The Vortigurn’s smile evaporated as he stepped back, addressing Silvahk in clipped tones. “Take him to the Kelvengyr. No special favour is to be shown. He takes his turn like all the others.”

“As you order, Vortigurn,” Silvahk said, but his king was already walking away, his tall form quickly swallowed by the shadows. After a moment, there came the sound of a door opening and closing.

“No reward, I notice,” Ruhlin said. “For bringing him his prize.” It was another calculated barb, this one successfully arousing the ire of its target. Ruhlin gasped as the stagna pulsed a bolt of icy pain through his chest. Still, he felt it was worth it. A salient lesson of captivity was the need to test his chains before they could be broken.

“Count yourself among the most blessed of the Altvar he didn’t kill you where you stand,” Silvahk grunted.

“I already do,” Ruhlin said. “They called me Amundyr, haven’t you heard?”

He perceived a desire to inflict more pain in the snarl that rose and fell from Silvahk’s lips, but the Ventra restrained himself. Not so easy to test, Ruhlin surmised with a pang of disappointment. Too smart to risk breaking his king’s new toy.

“This way,” Silvahk said, jerking his head over his shoulder. “Move ahead of me.”

Ruhlin tried to memorise their subsequent route through the Unfinished Hall, but it quickly proved a fruitless task. He repeatedly found himself walking through shadows so long and deep there was nothing to fix in his memory. Also, the many doors Silvahk pushed him through, and courtyards they crossed, bespoke a maze of aggravating complexity. After a while, he perceived a gradual downward trend to their journey. They navigated an increasing number of short descending stairwells before, at last, exiting a door into open air.

The inner precincts of the Unfinished Hall were chilly, but the night air had a fiercer grip. With no additional covering to the plain woollen smock and trews he had been given, Ruhlin shivered as Silvahk hectored him along a pathway describing a switchback course down a grassed slope. Despite the gloom, Ruhlin soon perceived a large structure looming above. The torches that lined its curved walls revealed it to be of kehlgruin construction. Its circular form reminded him of the wuhltra he had seen in the north, but this was considerably larger and more ornate. Marble statues stared out from alcoves, Ruhlin recognising several gods among those positioned in the upper reaches of the walls. Those in the lower tiers were presumably mere mortals, luminaries of Nihlvarian history, perhaps.

“Welcome to the Kelvengyr,” Silvahk said as the path led them to a tall iron gate. “Where you will count yourself among the Vortigurn’s treasures.”

“Treasures?” Ruhlin asked, the Ventra responding with a soft chuckle.

“You’ll see.”

The guards that opened the gate were of uniformly large build. All un-helmed, they wore leather armour with whips hanging from their belts alongside swords and clubs. Whip-men, Ruhlin surmised with doleful recognition. More links in a chain that was proving ever harder to break. Patience, he told himself, eyes darting about as he entered the tunnel beyond the gate. There’s always a flaw. A crack to be widened.

“You’re wasting your time,” Silvahk stated. His expression told of a man who had often witnessed the desperate, hopeful scrutiny of those brought to this place. “There is no way out except by the Vortigurn’s word, and he gives it only to the most deserving.” The Ventra’s tone made it plain what he thought of Ruhlin’s chances in this regard.

A hundred steps or more brought them to a steep stairwell describing a winding course into the bowels of the Kelvengyr. Reflecting on the name Silvahk had given this place, Ruhlin detected a potentially significant meaning: The Holdfast of the Blessed. Where the Vortigurn keeps his treasures.

Eventually, they came to the terminus of the stairwell, Ruhlin emerging into a large circular space. Like the Kelvengyr’s exterior, it was fashioned entirely from kehlgruin, but lacked any decoration. It resembled a smaller version of a wuhltra’s central arena. A sand-covered circle in the centre was surrounded by ascending tiers, but in place of seating there were cells. Each one lacked a door, or bars, meaning the occupants were not routinely confined. Any solace Ruhlin might have taken from this was negated by the sight of guards on the uppermost tier. Ruhlin counted thirty in all, most armed with bows, but not all. These were less armoured than their comrades, but even from this remove he could perceive the keen gleam in their eyes.

“Ventra,” Silvahk said. “Each one capable of commanding a stagna, like me. The cells aren’t barred because we don’t need them. Feel free to keep plotting, though, if it pleases you. Come.” He gestured to the right. “Yours is over here. I thought I’d spare you the climb to the upper levels. Wasn’t that kind of me?”

As they proceeded along the dimly lit walkway, Ruhlin peered into the passing cells. Most were empty, but he caught the glimmer of returned interest from a few, and the slumped forms of those abed in others. Noticing Silvahk slow his stride, Ruhlin saw a small lithe figure creep from one of the cells. It wore loose-fitting garb, revealing the form beneath as female as she hopped up onto the kehlgruin barrier separating the cells from the sand-covered arena. Silvahk’s features showed a reluctant smile as they drew nearer, and he greeted the figure in a chiding, if indulgent tone.

“You should be resting, Ohtera.”

Ruhlin could make out her face now, broad cheekbones, small nose and a pair of bright green eyes. Her hair was cropped short and her neck seemed longer than natural. Her clothing consisted of a sleeveless vest and knee-length trews of black silk, exposing pale limbs lean with honed muscle. As she angled her head to study him, Ruhlin made out the shiny half-circle of a stagna encircling her collarbone.

“Caught a new scent,” she told Silvahk, her voice coloured by an unmistakable purr. “Can’t blame me for being curious.” She lowered herself, extending her head further, green eyes seeming to sparkle in the torchlight. “And what do they call you?” she asked Ruhlin.

“They call him Amundyr,” Silvahk said before Ruhlin could answer. “The supposed figure of legend who did so much slaughter in the north.”

“Ah.” The woman rested a hand on a pillar to lean yet closer, Ruhlin noting the way her overlong nails scraped grit from the rough surface. “Heard of you,” she said, small nostrils flaring. “You don’t smell like a legend.”

“And what does a legend smell like?” he enquired.

“No idea. But I’d guess less like bilge water and rat-shit.”

Ruhlin smiled in spite of his grim mood. This place and its guards were truly resembling an unbreakable chain, but potential allies were always to be welcomed. “My true name is Ruhlin ehs Kestryg,” he told Ohtera. “Of Ayl-Ah-Swahl.”

“Where’s that?” She leaned closer still, nails digging into the pillar.

“Far away across the sea. Beyond the Fire Islands in the Realm of Ascarlia…”

“Ohtera?” The voice came from a nearby cell as another woman stepped into the torchlight. She was taller than Ohtera and, by Ruhlin’s judgement, a few years older. She wore a thin shift and a shawl wrapped tight about her shoulders, but the most striking aspect of her appearance was the covering over her eyes. A leather strap that appeared to have been crafted to fit her features and secured in place by a small lock at the rear of her skull, it must have rendered her completely blind.

“What is it?” the blindfolded woman said, extending a wavering hand. “Is something wrong?”

“It’s nothing, Fernhyld,” Ohtera said, nimbly hopping down from the barrier and going to the woman’s side. Sparing a glance at Ruhlin, she added, “Just another calf for the slaughter.” Taking her companion’s hand, she tugged her into the shadowed confines of the cell.

“Why are her eyes bound like that?” Ruhlin asked Silvahk, receiving a faint snort in response.

“You’d best hope you don’t find out. That one’s yours.” The Ventra pointed to the cell alongside the one occupied by the two women. “Thought you’d appreciate some company. You’ll find Ohtera full of questions come the morn. She’s always keen to hear about the world beyond these walls, never having seen it.”

“She was born here?”

Turning to go, Silvahk paused. “Don’t hold it against her,” he said. “So was I.” With that, he strode off into the gloom, boots echoing loud. For one irrational moment, Ruhlin considered pursuing him. He would stir the monster’s wrath and break the Ventra’s neck before he could fix his gaze on the stagna. It was a hopeless prospect, of course. The monster might awaken, or it might not. And even if Ruhlin were to succeed in dispatching Silvahk, it would be impossible to escape this place without attracting the notice of the other Ventra stationed above.

In his cell he found a bed with a thin, down-filled mattress, a stoneware jug of water with bowl and cup, and a sand bucket, presumably for his bodily needs. Some squinting also revealed a candle, taper and flint so at least he was able to banish the gloom. Removing the shoes of thin leather Silvahk had provided back on the slave ship, Ruhlin lay down on the bed, pondering all he had learned during this strange day. Yet, for all his cogitation upon impossibly old kings, and the question as to what precisely would happen to him in this place, it wasn’t long before his thoughts strayed to Aleida. Her face seemed to hover before him in the wavering candlelight, becoming more real as slumber enticed him from the waking world.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered, fingers reaching out to caress empty air. “I was a fool, and Julette and Tuhlan died for it. Please…” The words slipped from between his lips in a hiss as he slumped into a thankfully dreamless sleep. “Do not look for me…”

He woke to the sight of Ohtera perched upon the end of his bed. She offered no greeting, instead returning his bleary gaze with a steady one of her own. Groaning, Ruhlin sat up. “Silvahk said you’d have questions,” he said, scratching a hand through his hair.

“Ayil-Ahh-Swahl,” she said, carefully pronouncing each syllable. “Swahl means whale, doesn’t it?”

“It does.”

“So you have whales there?”

“At certain times of the year they migrate through our waters…” Ruhlin trailed off, heart growing heavy with the realisation that, in all likelihood, there were no more souls alive on that island to watch the white whales pass by.

“A whale is a great fish,” Ohtera said. “They are hunted for meat and the oil in their guts. I know this.”

“A whale is not a fish,” Ruhlin corrected her. “But a beast that breathes air like we do, even though it lives in the sea. And not all are hunted, especially the white whales that come close to our island, for they have a great hatred of people. When they came, we kept the boats in harbour until they’d gone.”

Ohtera let out a soft sigh, eyes growing wide. They tracked him as he rose from the bed to pour water into the bowl. “Tell me more,” she said as he splashed his face to banish the lingering fog of sleep. “Tell me of the queens you bow to. Have you seen them? Are they beautiful…?”

“They’re dead for all I know.” Ruhlin scraped moisture from his stubbled cheeks and turned to see Ohtera regarding him with a frown of pique. “You want to know more,” he said. “So do I. About this place, and what happens here. You tell me. I tell you. Seems fair, doesn’t it?”

She crinkled her brow before shrugging and leaping from his bed. She hadn’t appeared to flex her limbs much at all but the leap still brought her near the ceiling. Landing, she straightened and inclined her head at the door. “Come then. I’ll show you.”

Outside, a pair of young men were engaged in a wrestling match upon the sand-covered arena. They grappled with a fierce intensity that contrasted with the cheerful laughter they emitted when one succeeded in throwing or pinning the other. Upon noticing Ruhlin, they abandoned their contest, youthful faces becoming far more serious.

“So that’s him is it?” the taller of the two asked Ohtera as he wiped the sand from his sweat-beaded chest. “The great Amundyr himself.”

“Ruhlin ehs Kestryg,” Ruhlin said with a formal nod. “Amundyr was a name chosen for me.”

“And doesn’t seem to fit you all that well,” the shorter one said, splaying his arms in invitation. “Why not prove me wrong. I promise not to hurt you.” He gave a wolfish grin. “Not too much, at least.”

“Hulyk,” the taller wrestler snapped, meeting his companion’s eye and shaking his head. Ruhlin saw the similarity in their features then, the same thickness of jaw and prominence of nose. Brothers, he concluded. And the older is the smartest.

Hulyk’s grin shifted into a resentful frown and he stalked off to drink water from a nearby barrel while his brother offered Ruhlin a smile of apology. “From what I hear,” he said. “Wrestling with you has but one outcome.” He came closer, extending a hand. “I’m Tremyn. I trust our sister hasn’t pestered you too much.”

“Sister?” Ruhlin asked, glancing at Ohtera.

“Merely by custom,” she said. “The Vortigurn insists those born here regard each other as siblings.”

“So you too have never seen the outside?” Ruhlin enquired of Tremyn.

“Oh, I’ve seen it,” he replied. “Those of us set upon the Ventra’s path must know the world if we are to serve the Vortigurn well.”

“Like a dog let out of its cage now and then,” Ohtera said, affording Tremyn a bland smile. “Just so it will continue to wag its tail for its masters.”

His features dimmed a little, but Ruhlin saw no real anger. It appeared Ohtera’s fellow Kelven were accustomed to her jibes. “Pay proper heed to your lessons and you would see its wonders for yourself, sister,” he said. When she merely scowled in response, Tremyn afforded Ruhlin another nod and turned away, calling out to his brother. “Come on then, idiot. Let’s see if you can last a few seconds before I sweep your legs again.”

The younger sibling’s reply was short but rich in profanity, ending in a grunt as the two came together in a clinch. As they did so, Ruhlin noticed how the air around them shimmered with heat, their skin reddening wherever they touched. “Vyrnslahk,” Ohtera explained. “Flame-touched. They burn when they fight. Not enough to catch afire, but you don’t want their touch upon your skin. It hurts, a lot. Not them, though.”

She turned and started along the curving walkway, leading him to an arched opening between the rows of cells. Following her through the arch, Ruhlin came to a halt at the sight of a large, cultivated space of trees and flower beds. Leaves and blooms had been banished by winter’s kiss and the grass was mostly blanketed in snow. However, it made for a liberating contrast to the cramped cells. Several dozen people, mostly young like Ohtera and the two wrestlers, sat at a loose circle of stone tables. Each was piled with food and drink and the air hummed with affable conversation that stilled as Ruhlin’s guide led him to a table with but one occupant.

“I wondered if you were ever coming,” Fernhyld said, the mock impatience of her tone belied by the smile on her lips.

“Amundyr, who isn’t really Amundyr, was telling me about whales,” Ohtera said. Pressing a kiss to Fernhyld’s cheek, she sat beside her and immediately began helping herself to the food. Bread, butter, and jars of preserved fruits were most in evidence, but Ruhlin also saw a platter of salted pork and his nose twitched at the familiar scent of pickled herring.

“What manner of whales?” Fernhyld asked, turning her blindfolded eyes in Ruhlin’s approximate direction.

“White whales,” he said. “They’re very dangerous.” Sitting down, he cast his gaze around the other tables. He noted how many of their neighbours avoided looking in their direction, and the few that didn’t risked a glance at him while scrupulously avoiding his companions. He wondered which of them they feared most, but Ohtera, clearly possessed of a perceptive eye, answered the question before he asked it.

“They never eat with us,” she said, cheek bulging with a morsel of pork. “Worried I’ll eat them or this one will take off her blindfold.” She gave Fernhyld a nudge, though Ruhlin detected a fair amount of sadness in her fading smile.

“What happens if she does?” he asked.

“People die, usually.” Ohtera swallowed and burped. “Or, more accurately, they…”

“Ohtera,” Fernhyld said in a small voice.

The smaller woman lowered her gaze, chagrin showing in the sudden hardness of her lips. However, the tension quickly vanished when Fernhyld took her hand. “Are you truly from the realm beyond the Fire Isles?” Fernhyld asked Ruhlin.

“I am,” he said, helping himself to some bread. “Ascarlia, we call it.”

“When I was child, and far from these walls, they called it Gehrinvahl. The Forsaken Land. It was said to be a terrible place where people wallowed in weakness and misery, having lost the Altvar’s favour. Later, when the Vortigurn needed to justify his war, it became a vast lair to all manner of foul, corrupted humanity, ruled over by three evil queens who plotted our destruction.”

Would that they had, Ruhlin thought, saying, “Then you were not born here.”

“No. My home lies in the port of Speltsaer, where my mother runs a merchant house that trades from one end of the Deep Fjord to the other.” The sadness returned then, Ruhlin fancying he would perhaps see tears welling in her eyes but for their covering. “Full as her purse was, even she couldn’t save me from this place. Although—” she squeezed Ohtera’s hand “—I suppose I should be grateful.”

“So now you know,” Ohtera said, wiping her hand across her mouth. “We are all blessed of the Altvar gathered here at the Vortigurn’s order. Some of us were born here.” She huffed a mirthless laugh. “Bred here, in truth. Others, like Fernhyld, and yourself, were brought to the Kelvengyr when their blessings became known.” She pulled a crumb of bread from a loaf and tossed it at Ruhlin. “I told you everything. Now you tell me things, Amundyr who isn’t Amundyr.”

“Not quite everything,” Ruhlin said. “You haven’t told me why. What are we gathered here for?”

“To breed, of course. Make lots of babies that can become Ventra one day. Though I’ve sworn to die before they ever get one from me.”

“There’s more,” Ruhlin said, shaking his head. “The Vortigurn made it plain that something is expected of me here. Something I was not to be spared.”

“You met the Vortigurn?” Fernhyld gaped at him. “What… what did he look like?”

“Younger than expected.” Ruhlin kept his gaze on Ohtera. “What am I truly here for?”

Ohtera’s face took on a warning glare, her eyes flicking to Fernhyld. However, despite her enforced blindness, she was plainly not lacking in perception. “What does he mean?” she asked. “What is he not to be spared?”

“We’ll talk of it later…” Ohtera began, falling silent when Fernhyld slammed a hand to the table.

“We’ll talk of it now! What did he mean?”

A sudden hush settled over the other tables, Ruhlin turning to see many abandoning meals to beat a hasty retreat to the arched doorway. The rest kept their eyes averted, some turning their backs and hunching low. It became abruptly clear to Ruhlin that Silvahk had contrived to place him in company with the two most dangerous souls in this place.

When Ohtera spoke, the words emerged with near toneless resignation that told Ruhlin he had forced her to reveal something long hidden. “The Vortigurn’s Meidvang,” she said, casting a glare at Ruhlin.

“There is no Vortigurn’s Meidvang,” Fernhyld said. “Towns and cities host their own, but I’ve never heard of the Vortigurn hosting one.”

“It’s done in secret.” Ohtera tried to rest a hand on Fernhyld’s arm but she pulled it clear.

“What is done in secret?” she demanded.

Ohtera clasped her long nailed hands together and let out a shuddering breath. “Every five years we are made to fight. At first it will be captured outlaws. If we survive, we will face the champions of the other Meidvang. Only through victory do we demonstrate the strength of blood and our worthiness to remain in the Vortigurn’s care.”

“You’ve done it before,” Ruhlin said.

“Once.” Her entwined knuckles whitened. “When spring arrives, I’ll do so again. As will you.” She hesitated before turning to Fernhyld. “I’ve been trying to find a way to tell you since you arrived…”

Fernhyld said nothing, instead rising from the table and walking away on stiff legs. Ruhlin heard her let out a sob before she stumbled to her knees. He turned back to Ohtera, intending to offer an apology but the words died at the sight of her features. They were changed. Her cheekbones had widened further and her eyes grown larger. A grating hiss issued from her lips before they peeled back to reveal teeth elongated into points, twin fangs extending from a lengthening jaw. Ruhlin reeled back as she leaped upon the table, one hand now rendered into a claw. Scattering food, she let out a sound that resembled an ugly mix of growl and whine.

Ruhlin crouched, locking eyes with Ohtera, her breath now coming in hungry gasps. Her entire form had swollen, already lean muscle forming thick knots upon her limbs, her neck and shoulders thickening as those teeth became ever more prominent. He heard the other Kelven fleeing the garden, which he felt to be the wisest course. Yet, of course, his own monster wouldn’t allow such cowardice when faced with a threat. A familiar heat began to build in his core, hands twitching as veins bulged and sinews stretched.

An explosion of freezing agony erupted in Ruhlin’s chest before the transformation could spread to his arms. He collapsed instantly, the world becoming a vague smear of colour. He had suffered the stagna’s effects before, but never with such intensity. Even Aerling Eldryk had ordained it be used with moderation lest it damage his most prized captive. There was no such restraint now. Ruhlin writhed in a lacerating blizzard that cut both into and out of his body. Soon even the melange of light and dark became a dimming flicker smothered by the dominating grip of an unseen, icy fist.

When at last it faded, he found himself staring up at Silvahk’s furious visage. “You’ve upset her,” he said. Hearing the sound of weeping, Ruhlin craned his neck to see Ohtera, now returned to her previous size, crouched at Fernhyld’s side. They both appeared to be sobbing, Ohtera gabbling out entreaties for forgiveness.

“I do not like to see her upset!” Silvahk stated before once again unleashing the stagna. Through the torment that followed, Ruhlin surprised himself by managing to grasp a morsel of solace. He loves Ohtera. An unwise thing for a gaoler to love his prisoner. It transpired this chain had a flaw after all.







CHAPTER FOUR

Felnir

The gate parted at the tenth impact of the battering ram, aged iron brackets and crossbeam finally giving way to the mighty oak trunk on its many wheeled carriage. “Forward!” Felnir cried to the warriors heaving at the carriage, a hard rain of arrows thudding into the shield canopy above. “Push through!” Their efforts were soon rewarded when the ram shouldered aside the remnants of the gate and the cart’s huge wheels trundled over courtyard cobbles.

“To arms!” Felnir shouted, abandoning the pole he had been shoving at for several frantic minutes. Unslinging his shield from his back, he stepped clear of the canopy with the circle of hardwood raised above his head. “Form up!”

The shower of iron-tipped shafts continued unabated as his warriors rushed to establish the formation he had drilled into them over the course of several days. It was of three ranks, each of ten warriors. Those in the central row alongside Felnir kept the shields raised overhead, while the files to front and rear formed walls against the inevitable counter charge from the defenders of this coastal stronghold. It wasn’t long in coming. Through a gap between the shield wall Felnir saw a dozen or more figures approaching at the run. Such a small number were easily fended off or cut down, but more followed swiftly.

Streaming from the inner keep, they hurled themselves at the thirty warriors standing in the sundered gateway. “HOLD!” Felnir called out amid the clatter of colliding wood and metal. A hard scrape warned him in time to dodge a spear forced through a gap in the rearward shields. Before the weapon could be drawn back, Felnir grabbed the haft below the steel head, held it in place while the warrior next to him shifted his shield enough to allow for a quick sword thrust. A short scream, quickly smothered by the uproar of furious voices and ongoing clamour of battle, and the spear sagged in Felnir’s grasp. He let it fall and peered through the wall at the open gateway and the narrow causeway beyond. The hour was early and the morning mist still thick, meaning he saw no sign of Beyorn and the two hundred warriors he held ready to exploit this success.

The causeway was the product of several weeks perilous labour on the part of the Sea King’s menda. Upon arriving at this stronghold, he had been disappointed to find there was no prospect of its swift capture. It rose from the only sizeable portion of firm ground in a patchwork of marshes near the north-western coast of Vorunvahl. Trustworthy guides had advised that, in order to march his forces along the swiftest route to the heart of the Silver Dove’s domain, Felnir had no option but to take this place. The fortress’s mostly wooden construction raised the possibility of reducing it by fire, but the perpetual drizzle, and intermittent snow flurries, made that impossible. Access to the south-facing gate was normally provided by a stone road spanning a deep stretch of bog water, but the vassal with charge of the stronghold had proven to be no fool.

Before the Sea King’s arrival, the defenders must have worked tirelessly to dig away such an extensive section of the road. Filling in the gap with all the stone that could be dug from the marsh or scavenged from nearby settlements had been an onerous task, worsened by the attentions of the stronghold’s archers. Felnir had ordered barriers erected to ward off the arrows while his warriors worked. But these coastal bowmen were both skilled and patient. Whenever a member of the work party showed even a wayward limb, a shaft was sure to find it. Soon, Felnir had been forced to order the work be carried out only at night, but the nearer they got to the walls, the less protection darkness offered. In all, by Sygna’s calculations, crafting a new causeway had cost Felnir twenty-three warriors killed and the same number wounded. The prospect of losing more, with this campaign only in its infancy, put him in a dire, and deadly, mood.

An upsurge of shouts heralded another attack from the inner keep, this time led by a hulking warrior bearing a long-hafted hammer. Helm-less with a thick black beard, the hammer-wielder hurled himself at the centre of Felnir’s formation. The first blow of his weapon succeeded in sending two shield bearers to their knees. The second created a four-foot gap in the wall that the giant’s comrades were quick to exploit. The prospect of impending defeat was enough to shift Felnir’s mood into a full battle rage. A conquest he expected to require mere weeks had already taken more than a month, and all the while his brother faced myriad unknown dangers in a faraway land.

“For Guthnyr,” Felnir grunted, lowering his shield and drawing the Sword of the Altvar from its scabbard. Capturing the hammer-wielder’s notice with a yell, Felnir leaped the bodies of the fallen and slammed the boss of his shield into the giant’s face. A blow that would have felled many a foe barely stunned him, his riposte a swift overhead swing of his hammer. Felnir twisted aside as the weapon descended, the iron block of its head scraping over his angled shield. He whirled, lashing out with the Sword of the Altvar. The blade took on a now familiar shimmer as it met the flesh of the hammer-wielder’s right arm, shining brighter still amid the explosion of blood that followed.

The hulking warrior made a curious sound as his forearm detached from his body, more a baffled grunt than a scream. The hammer thudded to the ground, the hand still clutching it, while its owner staggered back, wide eyes regarding the jetting stump. Felnir killed him with a thrust to the heart, the blazing yard of steel penetrating leather armour with ease. Drawing it clear, Felnir drew his shield close and rested the sword atop its rim, awaiting the next attack. None came.

The stronghold’s defenders had ceased fighting to retreat several paces. Felnir saw wonder on many faces, fear on others, and mystification on most. However, they were unified in the fascination they afforded him and the glowing sword he bore. “It’s true, then,” he heard one murmur. “He holds the gods’ favour,” said another. The chorus of awed muttering continued, the words “Sea King” and “Sword of the Altvar” most prominent as it rose in volume.

It ended when the tramp of many boots and a series of shouted orders announced the arrival of Beyorn’s reinforcements. They split into two wings once through the gate, fanning out to either side of Felnir’s command to form flanking formations. The intent had been to envelop those defenders assaulting the central group of attackers before investing the inner keep when the slaughter was done. Seeing confusion and doubt on the faces before him, Felnir’s keen sense for opportunity rose to the fore.

“Hold in place!” he told his rapidly assembling warriors. Turning back to the fidgeting, disordered ranks before him, he lowered his shield and advanced several paces. “Who has charge of this keep?” he demanded, opting for a tone of strident authority. His recent experience of kingship had convinced him that the power of a crown lay principally in appearing to be the one most fit to wear it.

After some more murmuring and shuffling, the defenders’ line parted to allow the passage of a stocky, balding man. He was beardless, a more common trait in Vorunvahl than Ascarlia, and his weathered, creased features were those of a veteran. He bore an axe but no shield, one of his hands slicked in blood leaking from a cut in his arm.

“Haldryk Gruinkrayl,” he said, regarding Felnir with grim resentment at odds with the wonderment of those that flanked him. “Turmwald of the Marsh Keep and honoured servant to the Silver Dove.”

“If she honours you, she should’ve provided more warriors to defend this place,” Felnir replied.

The Turmwald’s nostrils flared in a faint snort before he nodded at the slain hammer-wielder lying at Felnir’s back. “She sent us her best,” he said. “If you’re interested, his name was Toryn Speldskaen, the Black Hammer. Slayer of a hundred men and first among the Silver Dove’s menda. Cut down in seconds by that vile thing you carry.”

To his dismay, Felnir decided he liked this Haldryk Gruinkrayl, for the name Stone Heart suited him well. The man’s defiance and apparent immunity to the fascinating allure of the sword were admirable, even refreshing after so many days of unquestioning reverence. But courage was not what the Sea King required of an enemy at this juncture.

“You speak ill of the sword summoned from the Altvar’s realm by Velgard himself?” Felnir growled. “Is this land bereft of honour for the gods?”

“We honour them well enough,” Haldryk replied. “But not those that misuse their gifts, if gifts they be.”

Insight as well as courage, Felnir concluded with an inward sigh of regret. He could have used a man such as this, but now this encounter could end but one way. Nevertheless, circumstances demanded at least a show of mercy. The Sea King needed to be fierce, but never cruel.

“A gift it is indeed,” Felnir said. Casting aside his shield, he grasped the sword’s handle in a double-fisted grip, holding it up before his face as he spoke on. “For it graces me with the Altvar’s guidance. In their name I offer you quarter, Haldryk Gruinkrayl. For you and these warriors who have fought so well at your command. The Silver Dove has abandoned you to die for no purpose, but I will offer one. Join me and see this land unified. Join me and see an end to strife and feud. An end to the rule of the Ehilkun, those cursed to live as undying tyrants. Thus speak I, Felnir Skyrnrak, vanquisher of the Ahrkun Krayl and King of Vorunvahl by the blessing of the Altvar themselves.”

His words were punctuated by a loud shout of acclaim from the troops arrayed behind him, all veterans of the struggle against the pestilent cult of the Raven Hearts. Sword hilts hammered shields as they let out a chorus of praise for the Sea King. “Since they chose to swear themselves to me, the warriors of my menda have known only victory,” Felnir went on when the clamour ended. Lowering the sword, he extended a hand to Haldryk. “Do the same and you will know it too.”

Felnir knew these words to be wasted on the Turmwald, but not his warriors. Their fascination with the sword had only increased during his speech and he could almost feel the enticement to renown and reward snaring their hearts. It had been this way ever since he returned from the stone circle and his vision of Guthnyr’s plight. When blood was in the offing the sword would glow, and many who would once have shunned the Sea King were now entranced by his voice. Many, but not all. Some hearts were too strong for even the Altvar’s will.

“I swore an oath to serve the Silver Dove,” Haldryk stated, hefting his axe. “Here in the north, oaths are still cherished as others cherish jewels or silver. My word is not given up so easily. Nor is that of those who fight at my side.”

He raised his voice as he spoke, clearly expecting an affirming roar from his warriors. Instead, his defiance earned only silence and downcast faces. As Haldryk turned to regard them, they shuffled back, weapons and shields lowered.

“Cravens!” the Turmwald raged at them. “Oath-breaking filth, I call you!”

Felnir couldn’t fault his reasoning, nor his condemnation. But, with so much still to be done, even faithless cowards were welcome in the Sea King’s menda.

“Haldryk of the Stone Heart,” Felnir said, once again extending his hand. “This one last time, I offer quarter and a place at my side, where your courage will be valued and great renown your reward. Swear to me now and know my mercy!”

The Turmwald’s shoulders sagged as he faced Felnir, though resolve still shone in his un-cowed gaze. Stepping closer, he spoke in a low, resigned tone. These words were intended only for Felnir’s ears. “My wife and daughters reside in the Silver Dove’s hall, hostages to my faithful service. If you are truly merciful, I ask that you spare them.”

“I do not make war on the defenceless,” Felnir told him. “And, in deference to your fortitude, your family will have my care and protection.”

“Well and good then.” Haldryk straightened, casting a disparaging glance at the grey clouds overhead. “Would that I’d died under a clear sky.”

“The Halls of Aevnir are open to all worthy souls,” Felnir assured him. “Regardless of weather.”

The Turmwald of the Marsh Keep nodded, then, without further preamble, gave a roar and raised his axe above his head. The Sword of the Altvar spitted him from chest to spine before he even began the downward swing.

“Not easy country to march across, my lord,” Falk said, squinting at the view of the narrow road tracing northward from the Marsh Keep. For once, the sun had consented to banish much of the mist allowing for a clear view of the road and the country beyond. Felnir stood atop the wooden palisade of the keep’s north-facing wall in company with Falk, Sygna and Beyorn. Viewed from this height, Felnir had to admire the construction of the road. An unerringly straight track through boggy ground, it was evidently the product of many years’ labour in unforgiving conditions. However, once it cleared the marshes, it became a snaking line soon lost amid the hills and gullies that characterised the upper coast of Vorunvahl.

“Especially with the winter storms in full evidence,” the outlaw added.

“In fair climes or foul,” Felnir said, “we advance on the morrow. The Silver Dove will be sure to hear of this defeat. We can’t allow her the gift of time to prepare a response.” He looked at Beyorn. “I trust our new recruits have been fulsome in providing intelligence on our line of march.”

“They confirm the port of Taerahardt is undefended, my king,” the young warrior confirmed. “As we expected. We should reach it in three days with a following wind.”

“Good job too,” Sygna observed, huddling in her furs. “Since Tulvik’s supposed to meet us there in ten days.”

“Put the northerners at the head of the column,” Felnir told Beyorn. “If the townsfolk see their own warriors approaching, it’ll buy us time before they can organise a defence.”

Beyorn inclined his head with a grin. “My king is wise.”

No, Felnir corrected him silently. Your king is impatient. “Leave a cohort of the older veterans to garrison this keep,” he added. “I’ve noticed many have started to lag behind on the march.”

“They won’t take it well. So keen are they to follow the Sea King to glory.” Beyorn’s eyes slipped to the Sword of the Altvar at Felnir’s waist, something that had become a habit recently. “As are we all.”

Felnir wondered if he would find the blade aglow if he unsheathed the weapon. He had yet to divine the spur to its arcane luminescence. Sometimes it remained simply steel, albeit unblemished and ever keen. It might choose to glow in the midst of battle, as it had the day before, or when it rested against his throne. Despite its undoubted power to enrapt the souls of many, Felnir much preferred its mundane state. When it glowed in the aftermath of combat, blood would slip from the steel like water from waxed canvas, yet he always had the sense that it was drinking the gore. Not absorbing it, but drawing from it. The sensation was disturbing.

“Leave them a few extra casks of wine,” he told Beyorn. “And assure them they’ll get their share of any spoils when we storm the Silver Dove’s hall. That should mollify their grief.”

Sygna lingered when Falk and Beyorn took their leave. As had become typical when they were alone together, his queen wore a troubled frown. In truth, he hadn’t wanted her to join him on this campaign, suggesting that she remain in the south and exercise his rule over the lands already in their grasp. It wasn’t just because, he was compelled to admit, she governed with more skill and diplomacy than he could ever manage. It was the knowledge he had shared with her. What had been an attempt to unburden himself increasingly felt like an ever weightier anchor. Of course, she refused to be left behind but, for the first time in their shared career, she no longer took direct part in any fighting. She claimed it was due to the demands of the growing band of orphaned children adopted into the Sea King’s household, but he knew that to be a lie. Sygna was tired of war, however justified it might be.

“You dreamt again last night,” she said. “Didn’t you?”

“My apologies for waking you, my esteemed queen,” he replied in his coarse Ishtan, offering both a smile and a courteous bow. Sygna wasn’t to be deterred by such distractions.

“Was it the same?” she asked. “Guthnyr again?”

“I saw my brother,” he admitted. “But the vision was… changed. More vague, like seeing something through a mist. Even so, I could tell he had embarked upon some manner of journey, one of great danger.”

“At least you know he still lives.” Sygna glanced at the sword. Unlike Beyorn, her gaze displayed no reverence, only suppressed fear. “Unless that thing is lying to you.”

“Does the bow lie to you?”

“These days it only thrums when I practise, which I so rarely do.” She rested her back on the wall, directing her gaze at the courtyard below. Felnir watched it track to the old man clad in a dun-coloured robe in need of washing. As usual, Wohtin sat apart from the rest of the Sea King’s court. His much-lined face was formed into the creased mask that indicated considerable depth of thought. Lately, Felnir had begun to suspect Wohtin adopted the expression for the sake of appearances. “Have you sought his counsel?” Sygna asked.

“I stopped asking him about the sword when it became clear he had no insight to offer,” Felnir replied. “I’ve come to the conclusion that age and wisdom are not inevitable companions. I’m not sure fabled Angmund has ever truly understood his own actions.”

“And yet you keep him by your side.”

“Not too close. And I’ve a sense his uses are not yet expended. He still knows much about the other Ehilkun, and recalls the Silver Dove from when she was but a callow maiden. Such knowledge could aid us, in time.”

“Or aid his own design. Whatever that might be.”

“His design was revealed as folly at the standing stones. He wanted a second Velgard to unite this realm of unworthy heirs to the lost king’s greatness. Instead, he got me.” Felnir paused, turning to regard the northward road. “I thought my brother dead, Sygna. I know not what the sword is, or what purpose lurks in its steel, but I know in my heart it showed me truth. Guthnyr lives, and he needs my help. And yet I can’t simply take the Dehlgra and sail off to find him. Every time I even consider it the sword’s glow turns dark, the dreams it places in my head allow for but one course. I must go north, and claim the lands of the Silver Dove, even if it costs me all I have won.”

Sygna came closer, clasping his hand and pressing herself to his side. “I love Guthnyr, you know that. And I’ll lend myself to this task, my love. But know this.” She stood on tiptoe to plant a kiss upon his cheek. “If I suspect for one instant that sword is leading you to your death, I’ll throw the fucking thing in the sea.”

“Where is the Gyrwald of the Greencrest?”

In response to his king’s question, Tulvik Ahrkun Nyra lowered his head. He might have bowed if he hadn’t recalled Felnir’s dislike of such servile customs. “Gyrwald Arnhilt sends apologies, my king,” Tulvik said. “But regrets his age and infirmity prevents such a journey. At his instruction, I hereby swear the fealty of the Greencrest to the Sea King’s rule. Also—” he turned and extended a hand to the several dozen ships now crowding the waters of Taerahardt harbour “—he sends five hundred warriors and many ships to aid your cause.”

Something the old craven didn’t do when we set out to rid this land of the Ahrkun, Felnir thought, resisting the urge to speak it aloud. Tulvik bore Arnhilt Volksora’s blood but was blameless for his ancient kinsman’s actions. Still, the Gyrwald’s failure to come and swear fealty in person rankled. Felnir concealed his anger by clasping his hands behind his back and walking a few paces along the jetty, ostensibly to cast a critical eye over his newly acquired fleet. They would be useful, as would the warriors they carried. Thankfully, Taerahardt had fallen without a fight, although the wealthier residents had sailed away with much of the port’s treasure before his menda could properly invest the town. While Felnir’s host stood at close to ten thousand swords now, his northward march left him in constant want of more. Every keep and town captured from the Silver Dove required a garrison, and he was running short of slow-footed veterans.

“I trust you informed the Gyrwald of our object,” he said, gesturing for Tulvik to come closer.

“I did, my king. He trusts these warriors will be proof of his loyalty, and fervent hopes for your success against the Silver Dove.”

“And did he, perchance, offer any insight into our enemy? She is as ancient as he, is she not?”

“My kinsman has no great love for the Silver Dove. But the Greencrest and the northern lands have never been at war. He knows her only by reputation. Were my king to find himself at war with the Black Gull, that would be a different matter.”

The Black Gull, a name Felnir had heard with increasing frequency since claiming overlordship of this land. Most Gyrwalds had been quick to send emissaries hailing his ascension, but as yet he had heard nothing from the Ehilkun who held sway over Mahra Isles. “The Gyrwald many call a pirate,” he said.

“They do, and with reason,” Tulvik confirmed. “Especially in the Greencrest where he has done much raiding and seizing of ships. A treacherous dog, my kinfolk call him, although I’ve heard that his warriors do not kill without reason and they steal only goods, not people. Also, while he has a long-standing animosity towards Gyrwald Arnhilt, it’s well known the hatred that exists betwixt the Black Gull and the Silver Dove is unmatched.”

Felnir detected a clear suggestion in Tulvik’s tone. When it came to matters political, Felnir would usually turn to Beyorn for advice. Tulvik, and his famed battle rage, made him more an instrument of war. Now it appeared the Sea King may have underestimated this young man. Also, he appreciated that Tulvik displayed none of Beyorn’s awe for the Sword of the Altvar.

“Come with me, my Scourge of Ravens,” Felnir said, clapping the warrior on the shoulder and leading him along the jetty to the wharf. “I’ve finally found an alehouse in this realm with a brew that doesn’t taste like dog piss. We’ll sup some, and you can tell me more of the Black Gull.”







CHAPTER FIVE

Thera

Thera Speldrenda, Queen of All Ascarlia, had never been skilled when it came to use of her hands, save for the proper employment of weaponry. Throughout her childhood it had always been her youngest brother who excelled in such things. Thera’s fumbling attempts to match Guthnyr’s efforts in woodcraft or metalwork often left blisters or cuts upon her hands, much, she recalled, to Felnir’s amusement. He, at least, had the wisdom to focus his time on sword practice. So it was with some awkwardness that she manoeuvred the hefty granite stone into place before taking up a trowel and slathering it with mortar. If the onlooking crowd, Olversahl’s surviving scholars most prominent among them, noticed her clumsiness, they had the good grace to quell any amused muttering.

After handing the trowel to a waiting mason, Thera straightened her back to address her audience. The storm had finally broken the day before, a sparsely clouded sky permitting the sun to cast its glow over snow-covered rooftops and the partly frozen fjord. She could see boats at the fringes of the ice, those aboard wielding sledgehammers to shatter the pack that kept her fleet at anchor. Thera reflected she would much rather be out there freezing her royal backside off than standing here, but she was learning that a queen’s chores were often irksome.

“And so the first stone of the Queen’s Library is laid,” she said. “Upon this ground shall it rise, matching and in time exceeding the greatness of the archive that once stood upon this very spot. And it pleases me greatly to place it in the care of the first Queen’s Archivist.” Thera extended a hand to the flaxen-haired woman at the forefront of the crowd. “Berrine Jurest,” Thera said. “Come forth and receive your chain of office.”

Even those who hadn’t known Berrine’s name before, certainly knew it now, for who would mistake the Spear Maiden’s mother? If not for a few additional lines to her eyes and forehead, they seemed more like sisters. Yet, where Elvine had grown comfortable, or at least accepting of public acclaim, Berrine clearly had not. She lowered her head to allow Thera to place the silver chain about her shoulders before offering a strained smile in response to the crowd’s applause. Thera had intended that the Queen’s Archivist mark the occasion with a few words, but, seeing Berrine’s tension, decided against it.

“Know that by order of the Queen,” she went on, “any who volunteer their labour to the building of this library shall receive double rations and promise of five silver coins once victory over our enemies is secured.” Her grand project to fortify the harbour already employed many townsfolk, but Thera felt there were still idle hands in Olversahl. The combination of war and an unseasonably harsh winter had halted the normal run of commerce in this city. To prevent a slide into indolence, and the accompanying disease of discontent, these people needed something to do.

“For now,” she added, casting a hand to the heavily laden tables set up on the rough waste ground where the great Library of King Aeric had once stood, “we have good ale, meat and cheese, to which all are welcome.”

Free food and drink, Thera was learning, were a simple and effective means of securing loyalty, or at least compliance, from folk beset by troubled times. The crowd proved no exception, quickly forming queues to receive their share.

“Might I trouble you for a moment’s time, my queen,” Berrine asked as a celebration began to develop around the tables.

“You have yet more additions to your plans?” Thera asked, gesturing for the archivist to follow as she started towards her carriage. It had been discovered in the stables at the Elderman’s House. Constructed at the whim of the notoriously corrupt Albermaine-ish puppet Maritz Fohlvast, it was a more ornate conveyance than she would have liked. Its exterior, once apparently gilded in gold leaf that had thankfully flaked off, was covered in ornate carvings. It was also needlessly bulky, requiring a team of four horses to draw. Thera would have gladly ridden, or even walked, but her counsellors were of the mind that a queen required some concessions to finery. Lynnea was also insistent that she use the carriage when going about the city, though her concern arose from the risk posed by any Volkrath assassins that might still lurk undiscovered in this port.

“No, my queen,” Berrine replied. “It regards another matter. Albeit one I believe of great import.”

Thera could see the course this woman was on, but abruptly ending this conversation would embarrass her newly appointed archivist. “Your daughter knows her mind and is of an age to make her own choices,” Thera told Berrine, adopting a patient tone. “If it is your intent to ask me to order that she remain in this city, I will not do so.”

Upon reaching the carriage, a warrior opened the door for her and she had to resist the urge to snap out a reminder that she was capable of doing some things herself. Perhaps one day I’ll get used to this, she thought before inclining her head at Berrine. “If there’s nothing else…”

“Your great-grandfather burned the library that once stood here,” Berrine cut in. The set of her features, hard but red about the cheeks, made it plain that she knew she risked much. But her eyes were flinty with determination. “And it was no accident.”

Thera paused in the act of climbing into the carriage, flicking her eyes at the warrior who duly retreated several paces. “I once asked my great-grandfather if he truly had a hand in the library’s fate,” she said, facing Berrine squarely. “He said, ‘In war there is no such thing as a predictable outcome.’”

“Did he also tell you that I was once a spy in his service?” Berrine reached into her robe and extracted a familiar object on a cord. Thera peered at the small silver knot and huffed in discomfort. It appeared completely genuine, banishing any hope Berrine might be lying. “I was here that very night,” the archivist went on. “I watched it burn. Moreover, I saw the guilt of it in his eyes. Should the people of Olversahl learn…”

“I caution you, good woman, say no more.” Thera’s tone was gentle, but the steady gaze she locked on Berrine’s eyes left no room for doubt as to her intent. “For I will not be extorted, even by the Spear Maiden’s mother.”

Berrine’s mouth closed, her lips taking on a twist that told of poorly contained anger. A mother’s love is the greatest thing, Thera reflected, feeling her annoyance seep away. But is also dangerous in the blindness of its need.

“Know this and know it well,” she said, voice low. “I could order your daughter chained in the deepest cell this port has to offer and she would still find a way to go in pursuit of her enemy. The plain truth is, as I think you know, I could never give such an order in any case. She stopped being merely the scholar Elvine Jurest the moment she wielded an Altvar-blessed weapon in defence of this city. Now she is the Spear Maiden and her legend will only spread, not diminish.” She put a hand on Berrine’s shoulder, watching her close her eyes tight against welling tears. “I am sorry. But when the queen’s fleet sails from this port, the Spear Maiden will be with us. This war demands nothing less.”

She found her great-grandfather in the scorched bowels of Mount Halthir. Efforts had been made to clear out the many burned Nihlvarian bodies littering its tunnels and corridors, and swab the oily soot from the stones, but the place still stank like a great, unwashed oven. Since vacating his rooms in the Elderman’s House, Margnus Gruinskard had chosen to take up residence in the connected caves where the head gaoler once resided. Charged with overseeing the city’s principal dungeon, the fellow had been seen sailing away on one of the last merchant vessels to leave Olversahl before the arrival of the Nihlvarian fleet. His quarters had been spared the flames that consumed the enemy host attempting to force its way through these tunnels at the height of the siege. But still, the lingering odour was such that Thera wondered if advanced age had robbed the sense of smell from the former Tielwald to the Sister Queens.

Gruinskard offered no greeting when she entered, continuing to sit at the former gaoler’s desk and tinker with some form of device affixed to a leather cap covering the stump of his right wrist. “Bought it from an Albermaine-ish artificer who got trapped here when the siege started,” he said, sparing her a short glance. “As the wrist flexes, it’s supposed to open and close like a true hand. So far it’s done fuck all but add weight to my arm.”

Looking closer at the device, Thera thought it finely made, the various steel and brass digits combined into a pleasing facsimile of a human hand. “A pretty thing,” she said, dragging over the only other chair in the chamber and sitting down. “Even if broken. I have a number of skilled folk who can look at it for you. Teylhar, Veilwald Synghild’s son, is particularly adept at such things.”

“My queen’s generosity is unmatched,” Gruinskard muttered, tossing aside his thin steel probe and sitting back. “Why have you come?” he asked after a period of silence Thera refused to break. “I’m sure your new…” he paused, beard shifting as he ground his teeth “… Tielwald has told you I did what was required. Coelnyr is forever retired from my service.”

“She told me,” Thera said. “As she also told me your other servant, that cook from the Verungyr, has been seen about the town conversing with folk she is unlikely to know. For a cook she appears highly accomplished in discreet movements, but there are few who can conceal their steps from Lynnea.”

“Got a rat to do the tracking for her, did she?” The old man’s beard shifted in a manner Thera knew concealed a smile of satisfaction at the narrowing of her gaze. “Yes, I’ve known about the peculiar gifts of Lynnea Trahleyl for some time. I was considering making use of her once she’d aged a bit, but you found her first.”

“For which I, and she, are grateful.” Thera fixed a hard glare upon her great-grandfather, making it clear the time for light banter was over. “What was the cook’s mission? The Spear Maiden tells me she’s a poisoner but her visits were marked by a distinct lack of corpses.”

“The business of a Tielwald is not that of a market trader. I cannot simply pack up my stall. Certain debts must be paid and assurances given, and demanded.”

“You were dismissing your spies from your service?”

“No. I was informing them that, should they choose, they now answer to a new Tielwald. Those amenable will make themselves known to her in due course. Those not will absent themselves from this realm as soon as the weather permits.”

Thera watched the old man remove the brass and steel hand from his wrist and replace it with the more usual barbed spike. “My thanks for your consideration, and dedication,” she said. “But this should have been discussed with me first.”

“The Sister Queens required little discussion with me. They knew…”

“They knew a great deal, but still failed to discern the traitor in their midst. As did you.” She paused, wondering if her next words were necessary, and deciding she wanted to say them nonetheless. “A head that wears a crown cannot bow. Not to an enemy and not to a great-grandfather, no matter how famed he might be. This crown was forced upon me and I’ll bear its weight, for that is what this age of wrath requires. While Ascarlia will most likely tolerate one queen, it cannot have two Tielwalds. It has been many a year since I answered to you, and now you answer to me. If you cannot, find a corner of this world far from my realm and live out your remaining years in quiet solitude.”

Gruinskard didn’t look at her, instead continuing to fasten the straps of his cuff. Although he did consent to speak: “As my queen commands.”

She could have extracted more from him, perhaps even forced a public oath in front of her captains and counsellors. Tempting as it was, she decided she had poked this old wolf enough for one day. “Your other agents,” she said. “Those scattered about the realm who you communicate with via dreams. I trust you have also informed them of your change in status?”

“Those I’ve been able to reach. They were always few in number. I didn’t hand out skulls to just anyone. As far as I can tell, only a few remain. The Volkrath appear to have been diligent in finding those in my employ.”

“Did any happen to mention where Lore might be found at this juncture?”

He shook his head. “But I can confirm that both the Inner and Outer Isles are now scoured clean of Nihlvarians.”

“And Felnir? What can you say of him?”

She expected another reminder that her brother was most likely dead, but instead saw a troubled furrow creep over the old man’s brow. “I try to reach for him sometimes, more in hope than expectation. For a long time the silence was so complete I was sure he was dead. But recently, something has changed. I can’t see him, nor hear his voice, but still, I feel him. It’s like he exists on the far side of a cloud I can’t penetrate. More troubling is that I sense he is no longer alone in his dreams…” Gruinskard trailed off, the myriad creases of his forehead deepening in uncharacteristic confusion.

“Another dream walker?” she asked. “Someone who can do as you do?”

“I don’t think so. I can’t shake the sense that his dreams are now crafted by another hand. A hand that is not of this earth.”

Thera searched his craggy face, hoping for a sign he might be joking, or at least indulging in a lie. She saw none. “Unlike you to talk of the gods, Great-grandfather,” she said.

“I know not what it is. Nor its intent. I do know it assails your brother with ugly dreams, or visions. They are not always the same thing.”

“But no notion of where in the world he might be at this juncture?”

This time she detected some amusement among the shifting creases of his skin. “So keen for a reunion?”

“One thing I never doubted about Felnir was his skill in battle.”

“But would he serve you, my queen?”

“I’m confident he would at least serve the people of this realm in their time of need. Whether he chose to call me queen, sister, or bitch, I couldn’t care less.” Thera got to her feet. “Veilwald Ossgrym has advised that the fleet should be ready to depart in two days if the weather stays kind. When it does, you sail with me. You can leave the poisoner behind.”

“So you still find yourself in need of my insight, at least,” the old man observed as she made for the door.

“Your ability makes you useful,” she said. “As for your insights, I’ll ask for them when I need them.”

Skar Magnol. Lynnea’s thoughts were clear, if tinged with weariness. By way of confirmation she shared an image with Thera, a jarringly clear view of a trio of Nihlvarian ships, the great hulk in the centre, labouring through Linsker Fjord towards a port beneath a tall mountain. Thera experienced a moment’s disorientation, recognising this as something captured by the eyes of the seagull under Lynnea’s sway.

The vision fades after that, Lynnea added, withdrawing the image from Thera’s head. He is lost to me now. It’s the way of things. Eventually the bond between us withers.

“No matter,” Thera said. They stood together on the prow of the Great Wolf. The warship was berthed in the heart of the queen’s fleet. All around boats flitted between the hulls of the larger vessels, porting supplies from the stacked barrels and crates on the quayside. The waters beyond the fleet were dark but free of ice. “We know where she’s gone and the route lies open.”

Sensing her Tielwald’s doubt, Thera raised an eyebrow until Lynnea consented to communicate a coherent thought. Perhaps you should beware of allowing the Spear Maiden’s lust for retribution to colour your judgement. Much still needs to be done here. And I cannot give firm assurance that every Volkrath agent in this port, or even this fleet, has been discovered and dealt with. Lore may well have advance warning of our coming.

Thera shifted her gaze to the foredeck where Teylhar and his party of artisans were busy adding further refinements to the spear-casting engine. Even with the contraption’s impressive showing during recent battle, Teylhar still saw room for improvement. He had also been busy overseeing the construction of more engines. Most of the true warships under Thera’s command now sported one. It provided the Queen of the Ascarls with a formidable vanguard for the battles to come.

“Be assured that I act on my own initiative,” she told Lynnea. “Not the Spear Maiden’s passions. Lore’s menda is mostly slain and her fleet sunk or fled. My only regret is that we couldn’t strike at her sooner. The command is given, Tielwald of mine. Tomorrow, I take the pick of our fleet and sail for Skar Magnol. It’s time to cut the crown from the traitor queen’s head, for the thought of her wearing it offends me greatly.”







CHAPTER SIX

Guthnyr

The Vulksa raid claimed six lives from Tahrim Kyrn, all but two of them Morvek. By morning Velkar’s grief had abated into desolate misery unalleviated by her wolves’ attempts at comfort. The trio of silver-furred beasts clustered around the elder, licking her face and whining in sympathy while she stared at the ashes of the firepit. Guthnyr had sagged in relief at finding Sygurn, Aleida and Ryma unharmed. The girl rested in her adoptive mother’s arms, regarding the blood-streaked, corpse-strewn snow with keen fascination and scant sign of tears. Recalling that they had found her amid the ruins of a massacred Travka camp, Guthnyr wondered if the child had become accustomed to sights like this. The thought added impetus to his efforts to clear the bodies away and repair the damaged dwellings. Their attackers had made free use of fire and several huts now lacked roofs and shutters.

“A waste of effort,” Deyna observed as Guthnyr dragged a Vulksa corpse into the woods. Their own fallen would be afforded due ceremony, but these he would leave for the crows, and the leopards. “We should have been gone from here with the dawn.”

“I haven’t worked my arse off in that fecking forge for months to walk away now,” Sygurn told her. For emphasis, he brandished the gore-covered hammer he had wielded the night before. “Any more vermin who come against us will get a taste of this.”

“This is our home,” Aleida added, taking hold of Ryma’s hand when she reached out to the Tuhlvyr. “We cannot abandon it so easily, not with Ruhlin still gone. If he returns to find us fled—”

“You heard what she said,” Deyna interrupted, casting a hand at Velkar and turning to Guthnyr. “You have been betrayed. Your leader is dead or captured. He’s not coming back and if we stay here we’ll all die.”

Aleida glared, the heated retort rising to her lips forestalled by an unexpected voice. “She’s right,” Iyaka said. Having relieved a slain enemy of his bow and quiver, she kicked the body down the slope. “This was just one war party, and the Vulksa have many more. They follow Olchar’s word without question. If he has decreed that we must die, they’ll see it done, no matter the cost.” She joined Deyna in directing a steady gaze at Guthnyr. “We should make for the Sahlrak. Tirohk is still encamped there.”

“And what guarantee do we have he was not part of this treachery?” Deyna enquired.

“The Vehlkasa are sworn to the Telchak,” Iyaka replied, teeth bared in anger. “Once given, our word cannot be broken.”

Silence descended as Guthnyr felt the unwelcome weight of their collective expectation. He pondered what Ruhlin might have done, Felnir too. They had always seemed so sure, so lacking in hesitation. Something, he realised belatedly, he would do well to emulate. “Gather the pack horses and load up the weapons from the forge,” he said. “And all the food we can carry. We need to be far from here by twilight.”

“We can’t…” Sygurn began but Guthnyr silenced him with a glower.

“We always knew this place wasn’t forever,” he said. “Those fleeing chains cannot afford the luxury of a home.” Softening his tone, he grasped Sygurn’s shoulder. “We’ll find you another forge, my friend. For now, we have to go.”

While the others went about readying themselves for the march, Guthnyr lingered at the firepit. The largest of Velkar’s wolves bared its teeth at him until abruptly falling calm, presumably at his mistress’s instruction, although she continued to sit in silence.

“I feel your sorrow,” Guthnyr ventured. “For your lost… children.”

She gave a barely perceptible nod, her wolves tightening the circle around her.

“I know well how vengeance can sink its claws into a mind,” Guthnyr went on. “And I won’t seek to bar you from yours. But I have learned that, to slake that thirst, you must be alive to taste its sweetness. Which, I promise you, will come in time.”

Velkar blinked, the dull misery slipping from her gaze as it focused on his face. “What do you need of me?”

“There may be more Vulksa between here and the Sahlrak. Also, more making for this mountain.”

Letting out a slow, weary sigh, Velkar got to her feet. She spent a moment running her hands over the muzzles of the three wolves, the beasts now rearing in excited anticipation. The Teyrak elder said something in Morvek, a soft, fond murmur, then the wolves were off, scattering snow as they pelted in different directions. “They will scout the approaches to the Sahlrak,” she told Guthnyr. “And guard our rear as we march.”

Guthnyr nodded. “My thanks.” Noting again the grey pallor of her features, he realised she and her wolves must have covered a considerable distance to bring them warning the night before. “You should eat before we leave,” he said, regretting he didn’t have time to permit her to sleep.

“I’ll hold you to your promise,” she said as he began to stride away. Glancing back, he saw a new animation to her face, cheeks reddening and a fresh gleam in her eye. Until now, he had thought her a handsome woman for whom the term “elder” seemed faintly absurd. Now she appeared more like the embodiment of some dark spirit from the uglier tales contained within the Altvar Rendi.

Velkar smiled, the way her lips peeled back from her teeth an unnerving echo of her wolves. “For,” she said, “I intend to slake my thirst in full.”

The march to the Sahlrak was both tense and tiring. Guthnyr allowed no more rest than strictly necessary and maintained a fulsome watch as they slept. Velkar reported that her wolves found no evidence of more Vulksa save a faint scent on the westerly wind. “They thought they would kill us all at the first try,” she said when they gathered at the campfire the first night. “A foolish mistake, one Olchar will be keen to put right. He has to silence us, lest the other clans learn what he did.”

“We know the what of it,” Deyna said, voice muffled by the scarf covering her face. “But not the why.” The Tuhlvyr had attempted to spend the day riding a pack horse, one of those captured from her baggage train after the battle south of the Sahlrak. However, the animal was not bred for riders and proved fractious, forcing her into the unaccustomed ignominy of walking.

Seeing how Velkar’s lip began to curl in response to being addressed by a high caste Rulchakin, Guthnyr interjected: “It’s a fair question. Why would one of your most renowned elders turn on us? Why deliver the Telchak into the Vortigurn’s hands?”

Velkar and Iyaka exchanged short, uncomfortable glances, but neither offered an answer.

“It seems the Morvek are as rich in secrets as we are,” Deyna muttered.

“There have long been rumours,” Iyaka said, tone sullen with reluctance. “Little more than gossip, but spoken for so long it became like one of your legends.”

“Rumours?” Guthnyr prompted. He gave an impatient snort when Iyaka and Velkar exchanged another glance.

“The Uhltcha Trah,” Velkar said. Her tone indicated a considerable discomfort with the phrase, as if she spoke something foul, or perhaps heretical. Guthnyr had heard enough Morvek by now to recognise Uhltcha as meaning falsehood, but the second word eluded him.

“What is false?” he pressed.

“Peace,” Iyaka said. “Uhltcha Trah means the Liar’s Peace.” She cast a wary glance at Velkar before speaking on. “Those who talk of it do so quietly, for the elders speak ill of any who spread what they term foul speech. It comes from the time of greatest sorrow, when the Morvek were forced away from the Deep Fjord. Once great clans were so reduced to pitiful remnants by Rulchakin savagery and disease our light may have been forever snuffed from these lands. Yet, it was not. The elders will claim that it was through the courage and guile of our warriors that we survived. But there is another, darker tale.”

She fell silent, casting a pointed glare at Velkar. It seemed the burden of telling this story was one to be shared. “The tale of the Uhltcha Trah claims that the elders in those terrible days made a secret compact with the Vortigurn,” Velkar said. “In return for forsaking the verdant lands along the Deep Fjord, his people would not follow those Morvek who fled into the west. It is said they were made to speak solemn oaths that they and their descendants would maintain this compact for as long as the Vortigurn held the throne of Nihlvar.”

“You mean the Vortigurn and his heirs,” Guthnyr said. This statement heralded an interval of quiet bafflement until Deyna let out a laugh of realisation.

“There is, and has only ever been one Vortigurn,” she said. “I assumed you knew.”

He thought this must be another of her taunts, until he saw her expression mirrored in his companions.

“That would mean his reign goes back centuries.” Guthnyr let out a laugh of his own, one that faded quickly when it became obvious they were not sharing a joke at his expense. “You mean to tell me the Vortigurn is… immune to age? An undying soul?”

“Age? Yes,” Deyna said. “As for dying. It’s never been properly tested.”

The basic impossibility of this claim, one they all appeared to accept, left a lingering doubt in Guthnyr’s breast. No one can escape death, he decided, pondering the possibility that both Morvek and Nihlvarian had been gulled over the course of centuries. The Vortigurn’s heirs must have maintained this fiction through mummery for generations. Even he knew that the King of Nihlvar was never seen outside the confines of his hall. Yet he found his thoughts turning to his great-grandfather. All his life, Guthnyr had never encountered anyone who could tell him Margnus Gruinskard’s true age. In fact, every relative or servant of the Tielwald said he had been old when they first met him. Guthnyr dimly recalled his mother relating a story of how his great-grandfather led the campaign that wiped out the last vestiges of slavery in the early years of the Sister Queens’ reign. Although never studious, Guthnyr knew these events to have occurred more than two centuries ago.

“Believe it or don’t,” Deyna said as Guthnyr’s silent pondering continued. “In truth, it matters little. What matters is that the great Morvek reconquest of Nihlvar will not happen. And at least now we know why.”

Iyaka seemed about to protest, but grim resignation overcame her before the words reached her lips.

“Meaning,” Sygurn said, “we can’t head west and I’m buggered if I know where we’ll go if we head east.”

“We will seek Tirohk’s counsel on the morrow,” Iyaka said. “Fierce he is, but he has always been wise and sober in the ways of war.”

Guthnyr didn’t know if the Morvek had an equivalent word to “fuck”, but if they had, he was fairly sure Tirohk yelled it when he began pounding his war club against the nearest boulder. Velkar explained that the spittle rich diatribe issuing from the war chief’s lips amounted to variations of the phrase “Lying Vulksa dogs who have congress with their own mothers!”, but Guthnyr suspected this to be a polite translation.

By the time Tirohk was done, his war club was a shattered stick and steam rose from his sweat-covered torso. Regarding Guthnyr with a heaving chest but a steady eye, he said, “Olchar must be punished. And the Vulksa purged.”

“And as we war with each other the Rulchakin send another army,” Velkar said.

“I cannot just sit here while treachery lurks at our backs,” Tirohk retorted. “The other clans must know.”

“This pass cannot remain unguarded,” Iyaka said. “I will go and speak for the Vehlkasa. Spread word of Olchar’s betrayal and the Telchak’s capture.”

“I will go with her,” Velkar stated. “So that her words are believed. We will make for the Teyracha. I know my people are loyal to the Telchak’s cause. Their anger at his betrayal will be fierce and you will have the justice you crave. Until we return, I ask that you guard well these people.” She gestured to Guthnyr. “They bring many weapons of steel that can cut through any armour worn by the Rulchakin.”

“No,” Guthnyr said, forestalling Tirohk’s reply and drawing puzzled looks from all present. Drawing in a deep breath, Guthnyr faced them, speaking on in calm but unambiguous tones. “I will not ask any of you to follow me, but I cannot stay here. I am not Ruhlin… the Telchak. I have not his ways with words or friendship. All I can say is that I will not abide in idleness while he remains in bondage. I have lost one brother, I will not lose another.”

“Well, you’re not fecking going alone,” Sygurn stated, moving to Guthnyr’s side. Aleida was quick to join him, with the other freed slaves following.

“Countless Rulchakin stand between you and the Vortigurn’s capital,” Velkar pointed out. “You cannot hope to fight your way to the Telchak’s side.”

“Perhaps not,” Guthnyr admitted. “But while our foe is numerous, we know the Vortigurn has sent most of his warriors across the sea to fight my people.” He looked at Tirohk, trying to imbue his words with earnest confidence. “With sufficient strength and cunning I know we can outwit and outfight any force they send against us. And—” he nodded at Deyna “—we have one among us steeped in their ways.”

Tirohk let out a caustic laugh. “You would have us follow her word? A Tuhlvyr?”

“Tuhlvyr no longer. She has earned the Vortigurn’s wrath so her only choice is to help orchestrate his end. Also, she has a plan.” He grinned at her frown. “Your mind is far too sharp not to have hatched some scheme, otherwise I feel certain you would have found a way to divest yourself of our company by now. So speak up. What is it?”

Her expression softened into a resigned knitting of the brows. “However fierce they may be,” she said, “there are too few warriors here to challenge a decent-sized and disciplined army in open field, even when armed with your remarkable steel. Striking directly into the Nihlvarian heartland invites only destruction. We will need more strength than we have.” She matched Guthnyr’s grin with one of her own. “And, by good fortune, I know just where to find it.”

“This is where you expect to find strength?” Guthnyr cast a dubious eye over the stunted ruins clinging to the slope ahead. The three-day trek from the Sahlrak to this otherwise undistinguished stretch of mountainside had been arduous and plagued by blizzards. As a consequence, they were unable to properly scout the surrounding country for fear of losing contact amid the blinding snow. Guthnyr spent each day in dire expectation of a Nihlvarian patrol looming out of the swirling white curtain. Just one of Velkar’s wolves would have been a great asset, but the elder was no longer willing to be parted from any of her children. Their farewell at the Sahlrak had been brief but weighty with the import of their respective missions.

“Once we have given the word to the clans, we will come to you,” Velkar said. “If we can.” From the guarded set of her features, Guthnyr concluded she expected to face as much danger in her own lands as he did in Nihlvar.

Forcing a smile, he said, “If you cannot, I understand. Whatever happens, know this. I will find Ruhlin ehs Kestryg and I will free him, no matter the distance and no matter the cost.”

Deyna regarded the cluster of ruins with a mix of disdain and relief. Although she had shown more fortitude than he expected during the march, sustained exertion still took its toll. “No,” she replied with the strained patience of one unused to constant questions. “It’s where I expect to sleep. Our journey has barely begun.”

Upon closer inspection, it became clear that the ruins were the remains of a mining village much like Tahrim Kyrn but considerably larger. The buildings were also in a far worse state of repair although, thankfully, there were no old bones and grinning skulls littering the fallen stone. Guthnyr and Tirohk spent an hour scouting the nearby slopes and deciding where best to place their pickets. The Vehlkasa war chief had refused to allow more than half his war band to accompany them, despite the fact that they had all been willing to join this possibly doomed foray into the domain of their hated enemies. Guthnyr knew the Sahlrak still needed to be guarded against another Nihlvarian assault, but Tirohk’s decision left them with barely four hundred warriors all told.

“That Rulchakin woman had best fulfil her promise,” Tirohk said, as if sensing Guthnyr’s thoughts. “Are you so certain she can be trusted?”

They had paused where the narrow track from the ruins snaked around the eastern shoulder of the mountain. The snow had abated enough to reveal the valley below. It was uncultivated land, bare of boundaries and rich in open ground for several miles before it gave way to dense forest. Useful for concealing our movements, Guthnyr mused inwardly. But also perfect for ambush.

“Trusted?” He laughed and shook his head. “I’ve little doubt she would tell any number of lies if it suited her purpose. Yet, I’ve learned two certain truths about her. First, she intends to live, and reclaim what she has lost. Also, she hates the Vortigurn.”

“Enough to betray her own people?”

“I doubt such concerns even occur to her. But if they did, I think she’d betray her own mother if it gave her a chance to put a knife to the Vortigurn’s throat.”

Some of the walls remaining in the village stood high enough to provide a modicum of shelter, but not all. Many, like Guthnyr, chose to bed down in the entrance to one of the mine shafts sunk into the mountainside. The shaft itself extended only a dozen feet before ending in a jagged wall of fallen granite, not that Guthnyr intended to explore any deeper than necessary. Piling up some loose stone in the tunnel mouth as a guard against the wind, he set about lighting his fire for the evening.

“Not bedding down with your warriors?”

Deyna stood next to his makeshift wall, taunting expression in full evidence tonight. A corner of her mouth formed a dispiritingly inviting curve and she had an eyebrow raised in mock judgement. Guthnyr ignored her and blew another gentle breath on the kindling, birthing a yellow lick of flame.

“Don’t you worry they’ll take it ill?” the Tuhlvyr persisted. “Absenting yourself from their company like this.”

“Leadership demands distance,” he said, though he spoke it in Ishtan. His understanding of the language was poor, but Felnir had taught him enough to comprehend the meaning of a phrase his brother had learned from a general of the Saluhtan’s army.

“A curious tongue,” Deyna said, pursing her lips. “Where does it hail from?”

“An empire as rich in gold as it is in sand.” Guthnyr tossed some twigs upon the kindling. “At least according to my brother who actually went there. I never did.”

“And those words? What did they mean?”

“That a captain of a ship can never truly be of the crew. You have to give them space to complain from time to time.” Satisfied with the state of his fire, he fed it a small log and sat back on his haunches. “What do you want?”

Deyna hefted a sack to extract a round glass bottle. “It appears I finally found a decent vintage. Care to join me?”

Without waiting for an answer, she moved around the fire and sat upon the furs he had set out on the dusty floor. “Nihlvar is a land where the grape does not grow easily,” she said. “Only near the mouth of the Deep Fjord on the otherwise barren southern bank is there a patch of soil conducive to growing something worthy of a Tuhlvyr’s tongue.” Pulling the cork from the bottle she took an appreciative sniff of the contents before extending it to Guthnyr. He had to admit, the aroma was highly appealing.

“Have you been hiding that all this time?” he asked.

“Even I am not so resourceful. One of the Morvek from the pass had it. Most probably a result of pilfering my personal stores.” Putting the bottle to her nose again, she smiled, nostrils flaring and eyes closed in blissful appreciation. “Now it has been returned to its rightful owner.”

“Are all Tuhlvyr so skilled in thieving?”

“No, only me.” Taking a short sip from the bottle, she groaned, giving a faint shake of the head before handing it to him. His first taste was everything the aroma promised and more, the liquid slipping over his tongue with a lightness and depth of flavour that matched anything in Felnir’s jealously guarded wine collection.

“Your brother must be an interesting man,” Deyna said. “To have travelled so far.”

“He was.”

“Ah.” She plucked the bottle from his grasp and drank again, gulping rather than sipping now. “He fell in glorious battle, I assume.”

“No. Nor can I lay his death at the Vortigurn’s door, for the ship that had been his was mine when your slavers found us.” Guthnyr’s voice dwindled and he shifted his gaze to the fire, beset by memories of the Sea Hawk’s demise. They had fought so hard, but it hadn’t been enough.

“If not battle then what?” Deyna prompted. When Guthnyr didn’t respond, she nudged an elbow to his ribs and pressed the bottle into his hand. “Was it simple age and infirmity? I wonder. No, your brother would not be so old. A treacherous knife in the back, perhaps? Some trusted crew mate who wanted a bigger share of the loot? Or a jealous lover—”

“Simple folly,” Guthnyr cut in. “His own and others, including me. But he commanded the ship. So, though I wish it were otherwise, the worst folly was his, driven by his only true flaw: the need for greatness. A need that saw us sail across the wild Styrnspeld Sea and into the Fire Islands where we found the very Vaults of the Altvar.” Seeing the deep scepticism on her face, he put the bottle to his lips and did some gulping of his own. “Take my word for it, or don’t as it pleases you, but they’re real. Or, they were. Deep in the bowels of the earth below the southern arm of the Fire Islands lies a city guarding the entrance to the Vaults. The gods dwelt there in the form of great, hulking statues the like of which I doubt can be seen anywhere else upon this earth.” He took another drink, swallowing hard because the wine suddenly tasted bitter. “All now rendered into dust and rubble, beneath which lies the body of Felnir Skyrnrak.”

Her doubt lingered as he returned the bottle. “I suspect that behind this sad tale lies a longer and very intriguing story, if you would care to share it.”

“We’ve not nearly enough wine for that.”

Deyna’s frown shifted into a smile and she reached into her sack once again. “These Morvek really should guard their possessions with greater care,” she said brandishing a bottle larger than the first. “It’s a good deal rougher on the tongue, but I think it’ll serve to loosen yours.”

So, after finishing the good wine and starting on the bad, he told her all of it. From the night he, Felnir, and Sygna had snatched an Albermaine-ish spy from the shore of the Liar Sea to the destruction of the Vaults of the Altvar. Guthnyr surprised himself with the depth of his own memory, recalling details he hadn’t dwelled on at the time which he now realised were of considerable import. Elvine Jurest and her remarkable scholarly insights. The curious familiarity between her and that young convict they freed from Castle Granoire, and the cryptic gibberish spouted by the mad old man who had been his cellmate.

“He wasn’t truly mad,” Deyna mused. “Was he?”

“Part of his mind was lost, that much I’m sure of. But I think a good portion of the rest remained. The more I ponder it, the more sure I am he knew enough to warn us to stay clear of the Vaults, but said nothing. He wanted us to go there for whatever insane reason.”

“And the spear?” Deyna asked, leaning closer, gaze lit by keen interest. Mention of a divine artefact retrieved from the Vaults of the Altvar was bound to arouse her curiosity. Considering the diminished distance between them, he was starting to suspect he had also aroused something else. “What became of it?”

“I know not.” Guthnyr raised the larger bottle to his lips. She hadn’t been wrong about its coarseness compared to the first, but its potency couldn’t be denied. “Lost to the depths of the Styrnspeld in the midst of battle. Or languishing among the wreck of a slave ship at the bottom of Speltsaer harbour. I’ll consider myself a happy man if I never set eyes on it again. Some things are best left to the gods.”

“But the sword and the bow are still there?”

“I assume so. But you’ll have to dig your way through a mountain’s worth of stone to get them.” He raised the bottle in a salute. “And good luck to you if you’re ever minded to try it.”

She shrugged. “Perhaps one day. Once the Vortigurn is safely dead and my wealth restored.”

“You sound fairly certain of both outcomes.”

“Doubt is the province of the failure and the weakling. I am neither.”

Guthnyr placed the bottle back in her hand, keen to shake some more knowledge from her already loosened tongue. “Why do you hate your own king, so?” he asked. “I have ample reason, but do you? I know he punished you, made you lead that mad excursion to the Sahlrak, and will most likely take your head should you fall into his hands. But it strikes me all that would provoke more fear than hatred, and it’s hatred I see in your eyes and hear in your voice whenever you talk of him.”

Deyna swirled the contents of the bottle for a time, features unreadable now. “This place had a name once,” she said, glancing at the darkness beyond Guthnyr’s makeshift wall. “Travkagyr: the holdfast of the dispossessed. A century ago the Vortigurn slowly but surely began increasing his taxes. It is plain now that he was filling his war chest for the invasion of your realm, not that anyone knew this at the time. As is the way of such things, the burden of paying the levies fell on those least able to do so. Many were enslaved and others fled their farms to live as Travka in the wild places. In time, a few made their way here where, to their great joy, they discovered a rich seam of gold in the heart of this mountain. Word spread and soon Travka from all over the north were flocking here, keen to dig their share of the treasure so that they may buy back lost lands or enslaved kin. For years their settlement flourished as the shafts they sank into the mountain yielded ever more gold. In time, those who had accrued sufficient wealth sought to settle their debts and recover their property, which inevitably brought Travkagyr’s existence to the Vortigurn’s notice.

“You might expect the tale ends with theft. The Vortigurn’s greed compelling him to seize the mine and all the gold for himself. But he did not. Instead he sent a dozen of his most trusted Ventra at the head of an army. They slaughtered every man, woman and child they found here. The bodies they threw into the shafts, along with all the gold they had dug from the earth. Whereupon they were sealed.

“You see, in Nihlvar, all gold belongs to the Vortigurn. His subjects are permitted to trade with it but they do not own it, and the king’s mines have strict limits on how much they can dig. By digging into this mountain, the inhabitants of this settlement had committed theft, and thereby condemned themselves. Once the killing was done and every shaft sealed, the Ventra pronounced the place cursed by the Vortigurn’s will. Should even the smallest morsel of gold be taken from this mountain then his vengeance would be swift and terrible. To the best of my knowledge, not even the most beggared and desperate Travka have ventured within miles of this place since.”

“You hate the Vortigurn for a massacre he committed long before you were born.” Guthnyr shook his head. “I doubt your heart is so easily melted, Tuhlvyr.”

A faint smile ghosted across her face and she leaned closer still, so much so that their lips almost touched. “What do you know of my heart, Tielvik?” she enquired in a soft murmur, breath caressing his skin. “You filthy, ignorant savage…”

“You think if I fuck you, I’ll be in your thrall,” Guthnyr said, making her pause and draw back a little.

“No,” she said. “I think if I fuck you I might actually find it interesting. Also, I’d prefer if you didn’t ask any more stupid questions.”

Taking hold of his jerkin, she pulled him close and pressed her mouth to his. Later, Guthnyr would try to convince himself that he attempted to resist, and know himself a liar.







CHAPTER SEVEN

Elvine

The queen chose only the swiftest and most renowned ships for the flotilla she sailed to Skar Magnol. How Thera had become so certain that the traitor Lore was to be found there had not been revealed, though none felt obliged to question her judgement. Elvine thought it a foolishly obvious place for the false queen to choose as a refuge, but also in keeping with her character. Perhaps she lusts for one last glorious stand atop the walls of the Verungyr, Elvine mused. Or has a yet darker design.

The thought drew her gaze to the stacks of books and boxes creating an alcove around her corner of the Ohlnir’s lower deck. The queen had ordained that they not sail aboard the same vessel, an unspoken but wise precaution against future danger. Should the Great Wolf be sunk and Thera lost, then at least Ascarlia would still have the Spear Maiden. So Elvine found herself aboard the Ohlnir, captained by Kahlvik Vahrimdorr and said to be the fastest ship ever to sail Ascarlian waters. Elvine, Colvyn, and her full coterie of guards were allotted half the lower deck, and she regretted their quarters had been made yet more cramped by the many volumes she had them carry up the gangway.

“‘Archivist’s Catalogue Number Forty-Six’,” Colvyn said, squinting at the spine of the book atop the tallest stack. “Sounds riveting. Are they all like this?”

“No,” Elvine replied, gesturing to the book in her lap. “This is the twentieth volume in the Official Acts of the Sister Queens. And here—” she nodded to a box of scrolled parchment “—is one of eight boxes containing the collected correspondence between Sister Lore and every official in Olversahl, or at least those I could find.” She returned her attention to the book, slipping into Ishtan, “Proper research requires both focus and privacy, esteemed brother. Be so good as to respect mine.”

Colvyn set the ledger aside and sat opposite Elvine, staring at her intently until she consented to react. “What?”

“Your mother seemed… upset, when we departed the harbour. Do you want to talk about it?”

“No.” In truth, at this juncture, Elvine neither wished to discuss nor think about her parting conversation with Berrine. The sight of her face, half accusing, half imploring, before Elvine turned and marched up the Ohlnir’s gangway had left a dark impression. But, it was her words that lingered longest, hissed in a harsh mutter when Elvine had calmly refused Berrine’s final demand that she stay with her in Olversahl: That spear you carry is as false as Lore ever was. I wish with all my heart you were still mired in Covenant nonsense. Faith in the Altvar is going to get you killed.

Many rejoinders had occurred to Elvine since that moment, principally a reminder that she now held no more faith in the Altvar than she did the Covenant. She could also have pointed out that her Covenant beliefs not only brought her close to death, they had placed them both in Lore’s clutches. But, beset by the need not to betray how much her mother’s words stung, Elvine had stiffened her back and quickened her pace. She also hadn’t looked back at the dockside when the ship pulled away, something that provoked a greater pitch of regret with every passing mile.

“She only wanted to keep you safe,” Colvyn said, echoing her thoughts in that uncanny way of his. “What mother wouldn’t?”

“Lore’s didn’t.” Elvine closed the volume in her lap with a resigned sigh. Plainly, her brother wasn’t going to leave her in peace. “Whoever she might have been. She gave her up to her king so that Lore could be sent here, a mere child but already expertly schooled in deceit.”

“She might’ve been an orphan,” Colvyn suggested.

“I doubt it. We know she had a brother, at least, which would imply knowledge of her parents. But nothing in her life since coming to these lands gives any indication of her origins. She was so very thorough.”

“That’s what this is all for?” Colvyn surveyed the surrounding wealth of information. “You’re trying to learn more about Lore.”

“It pays to know well the ways of your enemy,” Elvine said, slipping into Ascarlian.

Colvyn’s brows furrowed as he searched his memory. “If that’s from the Altvar Rendi, I admit I can’t place it.”

“It’s not. Vahlak Tahrimsturm said it some weeks before you killed him.”

“Oh.” Colvyn shrugged. “So, found anything that might be useful?”

“Not particularly. Save that Lore was especially fond of books, which is hardly surprising if you had ever seen her personal library. She does appear to have pestered the Olversahl archivists more than most for fresh titles, however.” She grimaced, looking at the box of correspondence. “Going through all this will likely occupy the entire voyage to Skar Magnol.”

“A burden is not a burden when shared with family,” Colvyn said, quoting the Aphorismus as he plucked a scrolled letter from the box. “‘To the Chief Archivist of the Port of Olversahl do I, Sister Lore, present greetings,’” he read before rolling his eyes. “I’m already bored. Let’s see, ‘many thanks for your recent missive’, and so on. ‘Your efforts in compiling my catalogue of fisherfolk sea shanties are much appreciated…’ Don’t think we’re going to find much of interest here.” Casting the letter onto the deck, he reached for another.

They worked together in scrutinising the correspondence, finding little of note, until interrupted by Halkyr bearing bowls of stew from the ship’s galley. “Can you read?” Colvyn asked him once they had eaten.

“Well enough,” the young guardsman said. “Proper runic only, though. Can’t make head nor tail of that old stuff.”

Colvyn used his boot to slide the nearest box across the deck. “Then see if you can make head or tail of some of this.”

“What might I be looking for, Spear Maiden?” Halkyr asked, directing an uncertain glance at Elvine. She disliked being addressed with such formality but repeated statements to this effect had done nothing to prevent him, or her other guards, from doing so.

“Any letter to the archivists of Olversahl,” she told him, glancing up from a report regarding a cache of heretical Covenant scripture found secreted in a coal scuttle. “Particularly those requesting books. I’m gaining the impression Lore was looking for something, but was very careful about how she phrased her questions. She keeps referring to texts concerning ‘matters arcane’. Also, her interest isn’t confined to Ascarlian writings.”

After another hour’s laborious sorting, Halkyr went off to fetch the four other guards under his command who could read well enough to help. The ship’s bosun was calling out for the midnight watch to take their shift by the time Elvine noticed that most of her would-be helpers were beginning to nod off.

“I think that’s enough for now—” she began, only for Halkyr to interrupt.

“What’s the ‘Map of Veils’, Spear Maiden? Do you know?”

Elvine frowned as the question stirred a memory. Something from her girlhood when Berrine would take her to the archive to practise her scribing. Then, the collection of literature that had survived the destruction of the old library had been under the authority of a tall, aged man of austere appearance named Arnlys. Although often critical of Elvine’s presence in his domain, she noted that he never forbade it. On occasion, he would even tutor her in forming the more complex characters found in ancient Ascarlian script. They argued, she remembered, recalling how the exchange of heated whispers between Berrine and Arnlys had drawn her notice away from her parchment. About the Map of Veils.

“What have you found?” she asked Halkyr.

“It’s not from an archivist, but some kind of merchant.” The guardsman handed her the letter. “His runic is poor, so I’d guess he was a foreigner.”

Scanning the single sheet of parchment, Elvine had to agree. The runes were set down with scratchy imprecision and the contents displayed a limited understanding of Ascarlian grammar. However, the meaning was clear enough. “I am told, Great Majesty, that you are wanting a book that is called The Map of Veils. This book I have and will unto your hands give it if proper payment you give I.”

“My thanks to you all,” she told her guards. “Go now and sleep well.”

“Same task tomorrow, Spear Maiden?” a guardsman enquired with ill-concealed reluctance. Aesolf by name, he was the oldest among her protectors, a man thick of body and fulsome of beard which showed more grey than black. Despite his years, he had proved himself tenacious in a fight, so Elvine had resisted the notion of asking him to remain in Olversahl on the pretext of watching over her mother.

“No, no,” she assured him. “Tomorrow, I’ve a yen for some more practise.”

After they retired to their bunks, Colvyn raised an eyebrow at Elvine. “Map of Veils, eh?”

“Have you heard of it?”

“It chimes no bells for me. But, more importantly, I think does for you.”

“My mother made mention of it when I was young. In fact, she argued with the old Chief Archivist about it. She’d been given the unpleasant task of cataloguing all the more important volumes lost to the fire in the hope that replacements could be found. One day she happened upon a reference in an old catalogue to a volume named The Map of Veils. Always scrupulous in her work, she compiled a list of other libraries where it might be found and took it to the Chief Archivist. For some reason, I remember his words very clearly. ‘You will forget this book,’ he told her. ‘And excise any mention of it from our records.’ When she protested, for my mother regards all books as precious, he said, ‘I assure you, my love of knowledge is every bit a match for yours, Berrine. Yet, when you have laboured in the service of books as long as I, you come to realise some should be forever confined to the dustiest shelves and left to rot, if not burned outright. The Map of Veils is one such book. Now please, do as I say.’”

Colvyn’s brows furrowed in piqued interest while his lips curved in amusement. “Any notion what might reside within the pages of this dread tome?”

“I asked her about it only once. I wanted to know why they had argued, open discord being so rare in the archive. My mother said that, in truth, she didn’t fully know what The Map of Veils was. But she did recall a story from her early years in the old library about a scholar who once tried to study it, and, so the legend goes, lost his mind. The book, it is claimed, sucked all the knowledge from his head and left him a simpleton. My mother considered it nonsense of course, but she also noticed how her colleagues never went near the shadowy storeroom where it was kept. Even she, at times a dangerously inquisitive youth, wasn’t tempted to risk opening it.”

“But Lore was. And it seems she got herself a copy from somewhere.”

“Raising the question of what she intended to do with it.”

“Besides read it?”

“Books harbour knowledge and knowledge equates to power. As Lore has long known. That she went to such lengths to acquire this one says a great deal. It also might explain why she should risk so much in returning to Skar Magnol. If the book is there, she intends to claim it.”

Colvyn’s notice slipped from Elvine to the spear. “Would I be wrong, esteemed sister, in assuming this… artefact has had some influence over your reasoning? Your intuition on this subject has been quite remarkable.”

Elvine avoided his gaze and refused to let her eyes stray to the spear. It had been only a faint sensation when she first began to make enquiries regarding Lore’s contact with Olversahl. But, as she delved ever deeper into stored documents and ledger books, the spear’s voice had begun to speak in a soft but insistent murmur. I smell her touch upon these papers, child. It traces through the records of this city, leading to what, I do not know, save its grave importance.

“It seems you and my mother share an obsession with that thing,” she chided, forcing a dismissive tone and slumping onto her bunk. “Now, if you’ll kindly make yourself scarce, esteemed brother, I would like to go to bed.”

“Still standing too tall.” Colvyn’s stave tapped the crown of Elvine’s head, not quite hard enough to hurt. “Legs not in line with your shoulders.” He delivered a more solid tap to each of her calves before adding another to her right forearm. “Thrust over-extended and your grip is wrong, as usual.” His stave thwacked against her own, impacting a hair’s width from her fingers to send the yard of ash clattering to the Ohlnir’s upper deck.

“For someone capable of reciting the Saluhtanid dynasty going back twelve generations, you display a poor memory for basic instruction, esteemed sister.”

Elvine clenched her teeth against a retort as she stooped to retrieve her fallen stave. Her cheeks flushed with embarrassment she hoped the onlooking guards and crew would ascribe to the bracing sea breeze. No doubt, Kahlvik’s menda were wondering if the Spear Maiden’s vaunted reputation was greatly exaggerated. She had forsaken practising with the spear at Colvyn’s insistence. “You’re never truly going to learn how to fight if you let that thing do it for you.”

She had entertained some small hope that the harshness of his tutelage might have eased given her exploits in Olversahl, but he was more unstinting than ever. As she suffered one humiliation after another, the temptation to cast the stave aside and take up the spear grew ever stronger. Yet, she resisted. Experience of combat had taught her one salient lesson: it was unpredictable in the extreme. Amid the chaos of battle, even renowned warriors such as Vahlak or Gruinskard could fall or suffer maiming injury. It was therefore not outside the realm of possibility that she might, at some point, find the spear beyond her grasp. So, whenever the capricious elements allowed, she would subject herself to her brother’s ungentle lessons. Beneath his constant criticism, she detected a grudging acknowledgement that her skill with arms was improving. Before, any blow she contrived to parry was one he delivered with deliberate slowness. Now, she was sure she could block perhaps a third of his best efforts to put her on her arse.

After an hour with the stave, he bade her switch to the knife. He had obtained a long-bladed dirk for her in Olversahl, most likely from the corpse of a slain Nihlvarian. It was a plain weapon with a curved hilt sufficiently wide to protect her fingers, and a blade long enough to deliver a decent slash as well as a thrust. “The key to fighting with a knife is to be quick and get close,” Colvyn instructed. “If you face a warrior with a sword or a spear and all you’ve got is this, you’ll only get one chance, so be sure to use it.” Accordingly, he would jab at her with his stave as she attempted to get under or over it with sufficient speed to deliver a killing slash to the throat or a crippling cut to the back of the knees. “The two places you’re most likely to find un-armoured,” he told her. “Unprotected flesh is your friend.”

Determined not to appear more of a weakling than she already had, Elvine insisted on practising throughout the day. Her exertions came to an end when a torrent of hard rain swept across the deck and Kahlvik ordered her below. Looking to the horizon, she saw a bank of low, ugly grey cloud. Another storm had found them. She spent the next two days confined to her bunk, the seasickness that often plagued her during rough seas having returned with a spiteful vengeance. In between bouts of vomiting or tormented half-sleep, she tried to continue her studies, mostly without success.

The material she had gathered in Olversahl had helped identify Lore’s interest in The Map of Veils, but was too limited in scope to allow for proper research as to what its contents might be. Her sole glimmer of progress came when she once again perused the foreign merchant’s letter. Upon second reading, she recognised an echo of Ishtan grammar among what she had first taken as the clumsy phrasing of the barely literate. The merchant came from Ishtakar, she realised. Perhaps so too did the book.

Groaning at the sharp ache in her gut, she rolled on her bunk to jab a toe in Colvyn’s back. He hadn’t strayed from her side since the storm began, holding the bucket when she spewed and keeping her supplied with clean water. “‘Map of Veils’ in Ishtan,” she said. “Ilkra mihl Salista.”

“For once, your Ishtan fails you, esteemed sister,” he told her with a small, triumphant grin. “‘Salista’ refers only to the veil worn by noblewomen at formal gatherings. And, as you know, it is therefore always preceded by the honorific ‘Uhil’. There is, however, another word to which the term ‘veil’ could be ascribed. ‘Guhlsta’ which most closely equates to ‘covering’ in Ascarlian.”

“‘Map of Coverings’ doesn’t sound particularly arcane.” Elvine let out another groan that was more of a whimper and slumped back on her thin, down-filled mattress.

“In Ishtakar, Guhlsta are typically made of a very light form of silk,” Colvyn continued. She noticed how his already pronounced verbosity tended to increase when presented with a chance to demonstrate superior knowledge. “Often elaborately decorated in threads of gold and silver. They are beloved of magicians who will draw them away to reveal the jewel they have conjured from thin air. Hence, it wouldn’t be unusual to find mention of one in relation to matters arcane. The question is, of course, what secrets might be revealed by the book itself?”

Elvine tightened her throat against another upsurge of bile and reached for the spear. She preferred to commune with its inhabitant in private but her pains made her indifferent to such niceties. “Do you know what this means?” she asked, gripping the iron haft below the blade.

The answer was slow in coming, a contrast to the spirit’s typical promptness. Only that concealment of a secret implies great value, she replied. The vagueness, coupled with a painful lurch from Elvine’s gut, combined to strip away her usual reserve.

“Don’t spin riddles at me!” she grated, her grip on the ancient metal growing fierce. “You know more than you’re telling. I sense it. What is The Map of Veils?”

I speak truth when I say I do not know, child. A pause followed, Elvine sensing reluctance in her next words. But I can feel your enemy’s lust for it, which means it must be powerful indeed. Also, it must still exist for her to claim it.

More vagary, albeit laced with information in an attempt to placate her. Elvine cast the spear from her with a disgusted gasp, one she instantly regretted for it summoned a fresh wave of vomit from her belly. “Bucket…” she managed before leaning over the bunk as Colvyn scrambled to place the receptacle.

Morning saw a bright sun break over becalmed seas bare of other ships. The storm had scattered the queen’s fleet and it wasn’t until noon that they spied another vessel, the Chainbreaker. She was a sleek warship crewed by freed Nihlvarian slaves under the command of a shaven-headed young woman with a disfigured ear. As the Ohlnir drew alongside the smaller vessel, Kahlvik and the scarred woman exchanged shouted counsel, agreeing that the most likely rendezvous point would be found at the mouth to Linsker Fjord. Yet, nigh three days later, they trimmed sails to find the fjord and surrounding waters vacant of other ships.

“Ohlnir and Chainbreaker are the two swiftest craft in the fleet,” Kahlvik explained to Elvine. “It’s to be expected we would arrive ahead of the others.”

“The way to Skar Magnol stands open,” Elvine said, nodding to the empty estuary beyond the prow. “While we wallow here. I’m sure the queen will reward boldness, Vellihr.”

“She also rewards sound reasoning and adherence to her commands.” Kahlvik’s smile was deferential but his tone firm. “And, forgive me, Spear Maiden, I would hazard that I know her mind better than you.”

Elvine kept the reluctant wince from her features as she straightened. This renowned explorer’s judgement was hard to argue with, but so was her need to find Lore as quickly as possible. And, of course, the book. “And I know the mind of the Altvar. They command me to sail forthwith to Skar Magnol, there to visit justice upon the traitor Lore. Therefore they also command that you take me there.”

She watched Kahlvik swallow an impatient sigh. “It is likely that the traitor will have Vellihr Ilvar’s full menda with her, and Ulthnir knows how many Skyrnloch warriors at her command. I’ll match my crew and the Chainbreaker’s lot to long odds, but not that long.”

Elvine slammed the butt of the spear hard to the deck. “Odds long or short mean nothing when I wield this, Vellihr,” she told him, adopting the Spear Maiden’s voice. Kahlvik, not having heard it before, blinked and took an involuntary backward step before mastering himself, his gaze shifting between Elvine’s implacable gaze and the spear.

“Now,” she said, “just get me there.”







CHAPTER EIGHT

Ruhlin

He woke to the feel of a cool damp cloth upon his forehead. The unconsciousness that resulted from excessive use of a stagna was invariably rich in nightmares. But, although Ruhlin knew his sleep harboured uncounted horrors, upon waking he was grateful to find he couldn’t remember them in detail.

“Best if you don’t try to rise just yet,” Fernhyld advised, removing the cloth from his brow. Her blindfold still in place, her fingers fluttered over his face before pressing them to his temples. “No fever,” she mused. “You’re lucky. The last time a stagna put me to sleep I spent two days bathing in my own sweat. Here.” She took a cup of water from the table beside his bed and held it to his lips, Ruhlin finding himself impressed by the surety of her movements.

“Are you truly unable to see anything through that?” he asked after draining the cup.

“It allows enough light to make out shapes. Shadows too. Stops me bumping into things. When I first got here my eyes were bound in a cloth so thick I fell constantly. Ohtera prevailed upon Silvahk to have an artisan craft me something better.”

Her words were partly smothered by a sudden cheer from outside, dozens of voices raised in acclaim. “It’s a practice day,” Fernhyld explained. “With the Vortigurn’s Meidvang drawing closer, the Ventra are keen that we make a decent show of things.”

“But you are excused?”

“My…” her hand touched the edge of her blindfold “… particular ability would put my fellow Kelven at great risk.”

Ruhlin began to ask about the precise nature of her ability but she moved to the door before he could compose a suitably subtle enquiry. “I’m sorry,” she said. “While I am spared practice, you are not.”

Following her outside, he found Ohtera in the arena. She had adopted a predatory crouch, one long-nailed hand scraping furrows in the sand as she faced Hulyk, the younger of the two wrestling brothers. Curiously, he saw none of the young man’s cocky bravado from the day before. Instead, he stared at Ohtera with intense focus, features possessed of the rigidity Ruhlin knew to result from contained fear. Silvahk stood upon a stone platform at the far end of the arena, one arm raised above his head.

“Keep to the rules,” the Ventra cautioned, Ruhlin noting how he directed his words at Ohtera rather than her opponent. “Fight!”

Ohtera moved the instant Silvahk’s hand descended, limbs flexing to send her into a high leap, and, as she reached its apex, she changed. Muscles swelled and limbs stretched, Ohtera’s powerful, feline form fully roused by the time she descended upon her unfortunate opponent. Ruhlin’s own transformations had never been so swift. He was witnessing something remarkable, and also potentially useful.

To his credit, Hulyk actually managed to avoid Ohtera’s first attack. With a speed and skill no doubt born of many hours’ practice, he launched himself into a backward flip, nimbly evading her lashing claws. Lunging with inhuman speed, Ohtera caught him in mid-air. Bearing Hulyk to the sand, Ohtera clamped one claw about his neck, pinning him in place as she reared. The claws protruding from her free hand grew yet longer as she drew it back, poised for a killing strike.

“Enough!” Silvahk barked.

Ohtera rolled away from her victim in unhesitant obedience, shifting back into her human state even before the sand had fallen. She strode towards Ruhlin and Fernhyld, none of the rancour from the previous day showing in the smile she offered.

“It’s not in her to harbour a grudge,” Fernhyld told Ruhlin in a whisper before extending a hand to Ohtera, their fingers entwining in a gesture of habitual intimacy.

“Finally got him out of bed, then?” Ohtera observed, casting a critical eye of Ruhlin.

“I am grateful for her attentions,” Ruhlin said. “And feel I must beg forgiveness from you both. I spoke without thinking…”

“If I killed every Kelven who did that, this place would be empty,” Ohtera said. Pursing her lips, she added, “Which, I realise now, may not be a terrible notion.”

“Amundyr!” Silvahk called from his perch. “Tremyn!” He tossed two wooden staves into the centre of the arena. The taller brother strode forward to take up one of the weapons, moving with much the same reflexive obedience shown by Ohtera. Ruhlin stayed put, levelling a steady gaze upon Silvahk.

“Don’t test him,” Ohtera warned. “He dislikes you enough as it is.”

Still, Ruhlin refused to move until the Ventra sent an icy pulse through his stagna. Having identified a crack in this chain, it was important to keep straining it. “My name is Ruhlin,” he told Silvahk as he stepped forward, scooping up the other stave.

The Ventra merely laughed before speaking on. “Just weapons,” he told them. “No blessings. Let’s see if mighty Amundyr has learned the meaning of restraint.”

This time when he raised his hand he brought it down with barely a pause. “Fight!”

Tremyn attacked immediately, jabbing a feint at Ruhlin’s head before slashing at his legs. In Tahrim Kyrn, Guthnyr had made efforts to teach Ruhlin some sword craft. A surprisingly patient tutor, the warrior had done his best to impart the basic tenets of combat, which boiled down to three principles: Never be still. Never be timid. Always be quick.

So, when Tremyn’s stave came whistling towards his legs, instead of trying to dodge clear, Ruhlin crouched and lunged. He took the blow on his thighs, a painful slap sure to leave a bruise, but lacking the force to break a bone. Closing the distance to his opponent, he thrust the point of his stave at Tremyn’s face. However, he proved to be both skilful and equally swift, ducking under Ruhlin’s attack and parrying the subsequent, clumsy blow to his chest. Before Ruhlin could draw back, Tremyn’s elbow came up in a blur to slam into his nose. Staggering, Ruhlin tasted blood before doubling over as Tremyn’s stave connected hard with his midriff.

Never be still. Whirling, Ruhlin lashed out with his stave, wood clattering as his foe once again parried the strike with ease. Spitting the iron taint from his mouth, Ruhlin sidestepped the next attack, suffering only a glancing blow to his arm. It stung, however, combining with the pain in his gut and streaming nose to stir a worrying heat in the centre of his being. The monster had been roused.

“Don’t!” Ruhlin grunted, feeling the veins thicken along his arms. He strove for a resumption of the brief sense of connection he had experienced in the Vikra-sah, but all he felt was mounting fury. Dropping his stave, he stepped back from Tremyn, raising his swelling hands. Unfortunately, his opponent appeared too intent on securing a triumph to notice Ruhlin’s burgeoning transformation. Gripping his stave in two hands, he swung a blow at Ruhlin’s back and found his weapon ensnared in a rapidly growing fist.

Letting out a growl, the monster tightened its grip, shattering Tremyn’s stave into splinters. Through the encroaching red haze, Ruhlin saw the young Kelven’s face riven by a sudden, dire comprehension. He tried to backpedal but was too slow, the monster slamming the flat of his hand into the centre of Tremyn’s chest. He landed fifteen paces away, scattering sand as he rolled across the arena and lay still.

Ruhlin expected the stagna to flare at any second, so was surprised when the monster was permitted to take a step towards Tremyn’s slumped form. Then another. Silvahk wants to see me kill, Ruhlin realised, his vision now a thickening crimson veil. He implored the monster to stop, trying to summon images of peace and kindness to placate it. The wondrous warmth of Aleida’s embrace. Ryma laughing as she bounced on the bear’s back. Guthnyr’s good-natured taunts at his fumbling attempts with the sword. The monster ignored it all, halting at Tremyn’s unmoving form and raising a foot to pulp his head.

“Stop!”

The monster came to a halt as a pair of figures rushed into his path. Through the red haze, Ruhlin made out Fernhyld and Ohtera. The blindfolded woman huddled protectively at Tremyn’s side while Ohtera crouched in readiness. Her transformation was only partially complete and Ruhlin felt the monster’s interest as it watched her face shift into something that was more cat than human. He expected an upsurge of rage at her defiance, but instead experienced a welling sense of fascinated recognition. The heat of the monster’s ire cooled then faded with unusual swiftness as it backed away from Ohtera, Ruhlin resuming his prior form within seconds. Ohtera straightened in response, her own transformation ebbing. They stood regarding each other with mirrored expressions of bafflement until a sharp pang from the stagna provoked a shout from Ruhlin.

“I said no blessings,” Silvahk said. Gesturing a dismissive hand at Tremyn, he added, “Get him to the physician. For every broken bone, Amundyr misses a meal.”

“What was that?” Ohtera muttered to Ruhlin as they carried Tremyn’s unconscious form along a narrow passageway. Hulyk accompanied them, his expression veering between impotent animosity at Ruhlin and tearful concern for his brother.

“It’s what I become,” Ruhlin replied. “A beast with no thought save rage.”

She shook her head, eyes narrowing in calculation that told of reappraisal. Clearly, the conclusions she had formed about him had been mistaken. Whether her prior opinion had been too favourable or insufficiently negative, he couldn’t tell. “No, it thinks,” she said, a note of surprise in her voice. “You just can’t hear it.”

The physician was a stoop-backed old man who peered at them from behind a pair of thick glass lenses fixed within a heavy wooden frame. He offered no words of greeting, merely clicking his tongue and jerking his head at one of the dozen beds occupying half of his chamber. The rest of the space was taken up by tall shelves laden with jars.

“Anything broken?” Ohtera asked the old man after they set Tremyn down on the nearest bed.

The physician spent a few moments peering at the young man before extending a long finger to probe his limbs and torso. When a poke to Tremyn’s ribcage provoked a groan, the old man clicked his tongue again and held up two fingers.

“Sorry,” Ohtera told Ruhlin. “No feast for you today.”

“Will he be all right?” Ruhlin asked the physician. His reply consisted of only an irritated flap of his long-fingered hands before he moved to the shelves and began adding the contents of various jars to a mortar bowl.

“Best to leave him to his work,” Fernhyld said, gently tugging at Hulyk’s arm.

“I’m staying.” Pulling away, Hulyk perched himself on the neighbouring bed, casting a sullen glare at Ruhlin. “He would’ve beaten you but for that thing,” he said before shifting his glare to Ohtera. “Like I would’ve beaten her.”

“But you didn’t, did you, you little arse wipe?” Ohtera responded. Ruhlin thought she might well have had more to say if Fernhyld hadn’t taken firm hold of her hand.

“We should go,” she said as another loud click sounded from the physician.

Hulyk still refused to leave so they left him and returned to the passage. It snaked through the lower tiers of the Kelvengyr in haphazard fashion, its kehlgruin walls rough hewn and streaked by the water trickling through the many cracks in the ceiling. While much care had been taken to craft an impressive exterior for this structure, it clearly hadn’t extended to its hidden interior. Ruhlin was no builder, but the more his gaze lingered on the cracks, the more it reminded him of the musty darkness of the mine at Tahrim Kyrn.

So, when they came to the iron gate covering its exit, he breathed a sigh of relief when the guard stationed there swung it open. “Silvahk wants to speak to this one,” the guard said, causing Ruhlin’s lightened mood to evaporate. The guard’s face was unfamiliar but the way he stared at the stagna made it plain that he was also a Ventra. He jerked his chin at Ohtera and Fernhyld. “You two, back to the arena.”

“We’ll steal you some food,” Ohtera promised in a whisper before they set off. When they were out of sight, the guard stepped aside, gesturing for Ruhlin to head in the opposite direction. They were in a narrow, curving space between two high walls, a grey winter sky visible above. The enclosure was too tall for him to scale, but it occurred to Ruhlin the monster might find it an easy task. Judging by the sound of his footfalls, the man at his back was following at an unwise proximity. If Ruhlin moved quickly enough…

“Stop here!” the guard ordered.

They had arrived at an arched gateway sealed by another iron grille. The guard stationed there exuded a surprising pitch of tension as he opened the gate, features flushed and his gaze never wavering from Ruhlin’s stagna. The man at his back exchanged no words with the gatekeeper, instead ordering Ruhlin through the arch, his voice curt with urgent impatience.

A short tunnel led to a bridge spanning the gap between two walls, the one ahead far taller than the one behind. A narrow river traced along the floor of the gap. Unfortunately, Ruhlin reckoned it too shallow for him to cast himself over the bridge’s edge and ride its current to freedom. Another short tunnel awaited them at the far end of the bridge, enveloping gloom broken by a sunlit opening through which he saw a broad expanse of sand. As they drew closer, Ruhlin realised he was looking upon another arena, far greater in size than the sand pit where the Kelven practised. Tiered rows of seating rose to create a vast bowl, its topmost level lined with statues. This, he realised, was the Vortigurn’s wuhltra, a far more impressive structure than any Ruhlin had seen before.

“Stop,” the guard instructed when they were perhaps a dozen paces short of the arena. Turning to him, Ruhlin was surprised to find the man’s gaze no longer on the stagna, but on the dark void of a tunnel off to their right. The veins in the guard’s jaw stood out in stark relief and a bead of sweat traced over his forehead. Ruhlin could have taken him in that moment, plucked the dagger from his belt and opened his throat. That left the issue of escaping the Kelvengyr, but if he could find a way to stoke the monster’s rage…

“Leave us.” The words issued from the tunnel in a grating wheeze, the frightened Ventra promptly turning about and marching back the way he had come. Regarding the gloomy opening, Ruhlin’s nascent schemes of escape vied with his curiosity.

“There’s no way out, boy,” the grating voice said. “Even in your… altered state. A dozen Ventra patrol this wuhltra and the tunnels below are guarded by doors even your other self couldn’t break.” Something shifted in the shadow, Ruhlin discerning a figure moving closer to the light, accompanied by a waft of air bearing the taint of corruption. The newcomer’s face was concealed by a hood, though the stench he exuded identified him as the decrepit old man who had argued with Silvahk when he brought Ruhlin to the Vortigurn’s hall. A thin, mottled hand emerged from the darkness, beckoning. When Ruhlin didn’t move, the old man spoke again, “Talk to me, or perish. You have no other choices.”

Ruhlin considered simply walking away, but the strangeness of this meeting, and the means by which it had been orchestrated, piqued his interest. Another crack in the chain? he wondered. Or a something else to bind me here? Reasoning there was but one way to find out, he moved closer to the arch, halting when the old man’s pungent aroma itched his nostrils.

“Silvahk doesn’t know you’re here, does he?” he enquired. “You bribed the guards to bring me to you.”

“Heh.” The old man’s hood twitched, Ruhlin catching a glimpse of the boil-encrusted paleness of his skin. “Not stupid. That’s good.” He stepped closer, revealing more of his ravaged features. The drooping flesh swayed in concert with his cloak as Ruhlin heard him sniff. The sound put him in mind of a rat inspecting a fish scrap in the harbour back home.

“You have met one of them, haven’t you?” the old man asked. “I can smell it on you.”

“One of them?”

A harsh, sibilant grunt. “Don’t play games with me, boy. I don’t like it. And my displeasure can be a dangerous thing indeed.” He paused to sniff again. “You have ventured close to a veil. It leaves a mark, a blemish upon the soul, you might say. Where is it? What did you meet there? And, more importantly, how did you survive?”

The old man’s eyes gleamed bright in the recesses of his hood, the only aspect of his appearance absent of decrepitude. Ruhlin saw a great hunger there, need coupled with jealous desire. Once again, he was tempted to just leave. He could even tell Silvahk of this meeting. His reaction would, at the very least, be interesting.

“Tell me!” The ancient, raddled features loomed closer, the stale gust of this creature’s breath adding another stain to the air. When Ruhlin continued to regard him in silent refusal, the face retreated, Ruhlin hearing resentful concession in the words it uttered next. “It will be to your advantage, if you truly wish to escape this place.”

“I have only your word for that,” Ruhlin said.

The hood swayed again as its wearer let out a guttural gasp that might have been a laugh. “Are you so replete in allies, boy, that you can afford to refuse one now?”

Ruhlin allowed a full minute or more to pass before he replied. Every instinct warned against trusting this man, if man he was. Yet, what did it cost him to relate his experience among the Morvek? “There was a place,” he said. “It sat within the great forest the Morvek call the Teyracha. The clan elders called it the Vikra-sah, the Hollow Path.”

“Was?” The gleaming eyes loomed into the light once more. “It is no more?”

“I burned it to ash, along with the creature that dwelt there.”

“You vanquished it. How?”

“You want knowledge from me, share yours. Does the Vortigurn know you’re here? You’re keen that Silvahk not know about this meeting. Why?”

Another wet gasp, this one more an expression of annoyance. “Ever the way with you children. A brush with the arcane and you think you can match wits with me, one who was old when no Ascarl had ever set foot upon this land.”

“I have seen the old and the powerful perish just as easily as the young. You don’t scare me, old man. Tell me, what does the Vortigurn want of me? He must know I would rather die than ally myself with his conquest.”

“What a child you are, to comprehend so little. You think mere conquest is all he wants? No, he wants to put a crack in this world…”

The old man fell silent as a faint echo sounded through the vast structure. Looking around, Ruhlin saw nothing. However, even this slight disturbance had alarmed his odorous companion enough to force him back into the shadows. Ruhlin thought he might have fled until his harsh rasp came again: “We will talk again, boy. And have no thought of keeping anything from me.” Something flickered in the gloom, Ruhlin jerking in alarm as a small, shiny item impacted his chest. He stepped back from it as it fell to the flagstones. Closer inspection revealed it as harmless, just a small silver knot attached to a short length of cord.

“Wear this close to your skin when you sleep,” the old man rasped.

“Why would I do that?”

“Because you want to escape, don’t you?”

“Wait!” Ruhlin said, hearing a faint scuff of shoe leather. “I require your name. You know mine. And I know the Vortigurn’s: Velgard, the Exiled King of ancient fable. So, if we’re to be allies, I’ll know which fable you hail from.”

Silence, unbroken by footsteps, then a soft, fading mutter: “Call me Moyirn.”







CHAPTER NINE

Felnir

The turncoat warriors native to this land called the holdfast the Aryngyr, the Eagle’s Keep. It rose from the upper slopes and summit of a great rock dominating the mouth of the Kahl Ledda, the river forming an irksomely wide barrier to the heartland of the Silver Dove’s domain. With high walls and towers providing clear views for many miles around, Felnir couldn’t recall setting eyes upon a more formidable stronghold.

“It’s never been taken, my king,” Beyorn told him. “Except by base trickery some two centuries ago. The Turmwald who has command of it is supposedly famed for his loyalty to the Silver Dove—”

“I know,” Felnir cut in with a growl, his gaze still roving the flanks of the great rock. They had reined their mounts to a halt atop the headland forming the southern shoulder of the estuary. The view it afforded of the Aryngyr was sobering in its clarity. With such sheer approaches, even the flimsiest fortifications would suffice to hold off his entire menda. He had hoped to avoid this route. After seizing Taerahardt, he sent Tulvik to the Black Gull’s island domain bearing an invitation to treat with the Sea King. Sygna had counselled waiting for a response, but fresh dreams of Guthnyr, still vague but also worrying, spurred Felnir to action.

Leaving Sygna to govern his newly acquired lands, he took the bulk of his forces and struck inland, making for a bridge that spanned the Kahl Ledda some sixty miles south. Yet, despite a punishing forced march, he had arrived to find the long timber span burned down to the waterline. Dispatching scouts downriver, he soon received word that every crossing within reasonable marching distance had suffered the same fate. Word of his victories had evidently reached the Silver Dove even faster than he suspected, and she had not been idle. His only viable line of advance now lay in the shadow of the Aryngyr.

He had pondered returning to Taerahardt and cramming his warriors onto every available ship. He could sail them past the towering holdfast and disembark further along the coast. However, the real threat from the Aryngyr lay not in its command of the river mouth, but in the threat it posed to his line of supply. Landing an army in the heart of hostile lands in the midst of winter went against all logic of war. His enemy had plentiful ships of her own and, even should he manage to land unscathed, supply would still be a vital issue as the sea route to Taerahardt would surely now be closed.

“The causeway lies open at both morning and evening tides, my king,” Beyorn ventured, having summoned courage enough to speak again. “I suggest an attack on horseback. We have nigh a thousand riders in this menda now. They could cover the distance in mere moments.”

“Leaving a steep climb up a narrow track to the first wall,” Felnir replied. “Under the gaze of their archers for every step.”

“This late in the year, the evening tide occurs half in darkness. Riders can’t carry ladders, but they can carry ropes and grapples. If we charge without torches and move swiftly up that track, I believe it can be done…”

Hearing Beyorn fall silent, Felnir turned to find his eyes gleaming with twin pinpoints of blue light. Once again, the warrior’s gaze was fixed upon the sword at Felnir’s belt. Looking down, he saw the blade glowing, its luminescence so bright it escaped the edges of his scabbard. Half drawing it, he blinked against the glow, finding it fiercer than he had seen before. Also, as he grasped the handle he felt an unmistakable sense of approval.

“It seems the Altvar like your plan,” he said, sliding the blade home. Looking up, the naked adoration he saw on Beyorn’s face stirred a perverse anger. This fool would slit his own throat if I commanded it. A bitter, unworthy thought for a king, but his anger refused to dim.

“Lead this charge for me, Beyorn,” Felnir said, extending his hand. “Win me this keep and your name hereafter will be Beyorn Arynkrayl, the Eagle Heart. The Aryngyr will be your seat for all your days and all the days of your heirs.”

“I shall, my king.” The promise came from Beyorn’s lips in an awed gasp, clasping Felnir’s hand with a trembling grip. “And with all my heart, I thank you for the honour.”

Twilight saw a fading sun concealed by ugly grey clouds that soon cast sheets of rain across the bared causeway. Out to sea, lightning flickered over heaving waves while distant thunder rumbled a dire promise of worse to come. Falk was loud in arguing the attack be delayed to await better weather, but Beyorn was not to be dissuaded.

“They will never expect an attack in this, my king,” he said, heedless of the rivulets coursing down his face as the rain spattered his helm. “Such a chance may not come again.” As he spoke, his gaze slipped continually from Felnir to the sword, its glow still bright. Won’t be content until he gets himself killed in my name, will you? Felnir asked it silently. His anger had faded since approving Beyorn’s mad scheme, yet he couldn’t countenance another day passing in idleness.

“My lord…” Falk began, but Felnir waved him to silence.

“Ride, my friend,” he said, resting a hand on Beyorn’s shoulder. “And know the Altvar will speed your charge.”

The gathering storm loomed closer as Beyorn trotted his horse to the head of the assembled riders. A gathering of scouts and the more wealthy warriors who had pledged their swords to the Sea King, they represented the entire cavalry arm of his menda. Although, ascribing such a title to them felt like an insult to the expertly drilled and commanded mounted soldiers he had served alongside in the Saluhtan’s army. Felnir hadn’t, of course, shared his estimation of his riders’ abilities. Tonight they were the Sea King’s chosen elite, ready to strike like a lightning bolt across this rain lashed causeway.

“For the Altvar!” Beyorn called out, drawing his sword and raising it high. “For the king!”

His words were partially drowned by the rain and approaching thunder, but a flicker of lightning rendered his display into a striking spectacle. The assembled riders roared back their approval whereupon Beyorn turned his horse about and spurred to a gallop. A thousand mounted warriors at the charge was always an impressive sight, yet as they streamed towards the titanic shadow of the Aryngyr, they appeared pitifully small in number.

Pushing his doubts aside, Felnir surveyed the tightly ordered ranks of the five thousand warriors arrayed to his rear. Many ladders rose above the multitude, swaying as those who held them fidgeted in the thickening rain. Unlike his cavalry, Felnir would gladly have matched this lot against the best of the Saluhtan’s infantry. They were veterans all, hardened by battle with the Ahrkun Krayl and unquestioningly loyal to their king.

“Stand ready!” Felnir barked. The absence of torches prevented him seeing the full host girding themselves in response. Turning back to the causeway, he waited until Beyorn’s charge had covered half the distance to the Aryngyr then drew the Sword of the Altvar. The blade flared like a beacon as he held it aloft, casting its glow across his menda. He saw many eager faces, all gazing at the sword, content, even impatient to follow the Sea King into any danger.

He gave no further orders, simply kicking his heels to command Bolt to a steady walk. From behind came the tramp of many boots upon wet ground. He kept them at the same pace until the great rock loomed above and he could hear the tumult of combat. Torches flickered to life along the lower tiers of the Aryngyr’s defences as its garrison roused itself to meet the unexpected threat. Spurring Bolt to a canter, Felnir began to outdistance his army, save for Falk, riding alongside atop his swift mare. In response, the dense column of warriors began to run, unwilling to allow their king to attack alone.

Felnir covered the remaining distance at a steady gallop, reining Bolt to a halt amid a milling herd of riderless horses. Tracking his gaze up the steep track leading to the gate, he saw combat raging. Though the state of the battle was confused by wavering torchlight and recurrent lightning, Felnir saw that Beyorn’s warriors had managed to gain the battlement in three places. He had expected to lead a charge over a procession of arrow-feathered corpses, the Sea King transforming a tragic defeat into glorious victory. Yet, it appeared Beyorn had far exceeded his promises. Fighting still raged atop the wall, body after body tumbling from the grappling ropes, but Felnir had seen enough strongholds under attack to know when one was about to fall.

“Falk!” Felnir called, dismounting as the outlaw drew in his mare. “Take the lead ladder parties twenty yards left of the gate…” Further orders were interrupted by the sound of cracking timber. Returning his gaze to the battle raging above, Felnir saw the gate swinging open, lightning illuminating the dozens of warriors fighting on the other side. “Forget that,” he told Falk, stepping away to raise the sword, waving it from side to side. Startled by the display, the milling horses immediately scattered, Bolt among them, leaving the way clear for the onrushing menda.

“To the gate!” Felnir cried out, pointing the glowing blade at the sundered portal. Turning, he pelted up the track, Falk following close behind with his axe in hand. They reached the portal without hearing the hiss of an arrow. Rushing through the opening, Felnir found the fight in the courtyard over. Bodies lay thick, some still twitching in the rain which ran red about his boots. The ferocity of the struggle was plain in the way many of the dead were entwined, death claiming them even as they clawed at one another.

“Where is Beyorn?” he demanded of a warrior standing close by, eyes showing the glazed distance of one experiencing unexpected survival. Her features were so slackened by shock Felnir only recognised her when Falk spoke her name.

“Tyrheld,” he said, moving to jostle her arm. “What happened here? Where’s Beyorn?”

Blinking again, she shook her head as if trying to shake loose recently witnessed horrors. “He was like something… not human,” she said in a croak. “The way he fought…”

Felnir had thought this maiden aged and hardened far beyond her years. Witnessing her brother’s death by torture in the Riverlands, and all the subsequent bloody encounters with deranged cultists, had forged her into an often humourless, at times vicious warrior. Now she seemed a girl again.

“That…” She pointed to a stepped track to Felnir’s rear. “That way, my king. He said…” Tyrheld’s features bunched against a sob, unleashed when Falk drew her into an embrace. “He said he wanted the Turmwald’s head as a gift for the king.”

“Get her out of here,” Felnir told Falk before turning and running for the track. The leading cohorts of his menda had reached the gate now. Some spread out to quell any last resistance while most kept charging in the wake of their king and his blazing sword.

Ascending to the upper walls of the Aryngyr, Felnir was struck by the emptiness of the battlements. Here and there he caught fleeting glimpses of shadowy figures slipping into alcoves and doorways, no doubt hoping to escape the bloody havoc to come. But they were few in number. It appeared the garrison of this keep was far smaller than he suspected and their leader had concentrated all his strength upon the lowest tier. “Should have offered quarter again,” Felnir grunted as he continued to climb. “Waved this thing about, won their hearts. It might’ve worked.”

The storm roared yet louder as he came to the summit of the Aryngyr. The fortress formed a crown of sorts upon the misshapen head of the rock where a squat tower rose. Howling wind and freezing rain pummelled him as he made for the tower’s door, stopping short at the sight of a blood-drenched figure emerging from within.

“For you, my king,” Beyorn said. The pelting deluge cleaned away the gore that covered his face, but couldn’t erase his expression. Beholding Felnir with wide, unblinking eyes, he knelt, raising up his gory tribute. Felnir judged that the Turmwald of the Aryngyr must have put up a decent fight, given the red scars marring his slack, white features.

Hearing a laugh, Felnir’s gaze snapped back to Beyorn. The sound that came from his throat was the hearty joy of a brave young man celebrating a just triumph. But, as another flash of lightning revealed his features in full, Felnir knew he was looking upon the face of a madman.

“May I touch it, my king?” Beyorn asked. Lowering the severed head to place it at Felnir’s feet, he raised his hand to reach for the glowing blade of the sword. “Just once…”

As Felnir drew the weapon clear of the madman’s grasp, he was possessed by an ugly but compelling urge to thrust it into Beyorn’s chest. The notion of leaving him alive at that juncture seemed dangerously unwise.

“The keep is secure, my king.”

Turning, Felnir beheld Vehldur. The former wheelwright from the Riverlands stood close by with a dozen warriors at his back, breath steaming in the rain-lashed chill. His blunt features were set in a frown of bemused disgust as he looked upon Beyorn’s kneeling form, sparing only a fearful glance at the sword. Another one immune to its spell, Felnir decided with a pulse of gratitude. Souls such as this were becoming increasingly rare in his menda.

Realising he had half-raised the sword for a killing blow, Felnir lowered it. “Make safe all walls and gates,” he commanded. “Any gold or silver found here is to be shared out equally. Quarter will be shown to any foemen who give up their arms and swear fealty to me.”

Vehldur nodded. “It will be done…” He trailed off into a squint as a bright sheet of lightning flickered over the sea. “My king,” he said, moving to the battlement’s edge, arm raised to the horizon. Moving to his side, Felnir quickly found the source of his interest. The ships rounded the northern headland at full sail, heaving high and low as they battled the heavy seas. Felnir counted twenty, with more still coming into view. Even without the ability to make out the sigil on their sail, their heading made their allegiance, and their intent, plain. The Silver Dove had risked her fleet in this storm to seal the Sea King in the trap she had so carefully baited.

Sliding the sword into its scabbard, Felnir let out a laugh as its glow diminished. Did he detect a sullenness through the handle now? A bitter recognition at its own folly in approving this scheme? Beneath his mirth, he wondered if this thing were truly a blessed artefact of the gods or merely a gaudy prop in some mummer’s farce.

“Gather every arrow, spear, and loose rock that can be found in this keep,” he told Vehldur. “And shore up the lower gate. It seems we are besieged.”







CHAPTER TEN

Thera

A thin pall of smoke lingered over the harbour of Skar Magnol as the Great Wolf made her approach. Through the haze, Thera made out the blackened remnants of several dockside warehouses. She also saw the familiar lines of the ships Ohlnir and Chainbreaker moored along the wharf. She found both relief and dismay in the sight. Regathering her fleet after the storm had taken several days, and the absence of two of her most capable vessels proved a nagging worry worsened by the fact that one of them carried the Spear Maiden. Finding them already here was a relief, but also displayed considerable rashness in proceeding alone to the Ascarlian capital. Fortunately, the gods had smiled on their boldness for there were no Nihlvarian ships present.

Grim sights awaited her when the Great Wolf tied up to the wharf and she strode the gangway to the quayside. Ragnalt’s menda preceded her, fanning out to create a cordon against possible danger. But there were no threats here, just corpses and those that grieved for them. The bodies had been arrayed in three lines, most covered by blankets, some revealed by loved ones desperate to behold the faces of slain kin.

“There was a battle, of sorts,” Veltta told Thera with a typical lack of deference or formality. Thera appreciated it whereas Ragnalt did not, affording the former slave a reproving glower as she spoke on. “All over before we got here. The old queen came back and went to that big hall up there. She didn’t stay long, but by the time she returned to her ship half the city had turned out to stop her. Looks like they came close to doing it, too, until someone lit a fire in the warehouses. She got away in the smoke, but not before her menda had done a lot of killing. They didn’t all get away, though.”

Veltta’s finely sculpted features formed a disgusted squint as she pointed to a dozen bodies tied to poles further along the wharf. Their hands had been fixed above their heads, naked bodies streaked with gore and dark, glistening organs resting on their shoulders.

“Your people are even more inventive than mine when it comes to punishment,” Veltta observed, turning her squint upon Thera.

“The Crimson Hawk is reserved for the worst traitors,” Thera told her. “Though, I think I’ve just decided to outlaw it. Where is Kahlvik, and the Spear Maiden?”

She found Elvine in what had been the tower of Sister Lore. The climb to the Verungyr was one thing Thera didn’t miss from her days as Vellihr of Justice and the many stairs to the top of the tower only worsened her mood, and the ache in her knees. Upon entering Lore’s rooms, she paused at the sight of the Spear of the Altvar resting on iron brackets atop a polished table. As usual, she felt no desire to touch the thing, but found her gaze lingering on its iron head. It seemed so ordinary, so unworthy of its status, and she wondered if that was by design.

“Keep looking!” Elvine’s strident instruction drew Thera deeper into the chamber, finding the Spear Maiden standing in the disordered remains of Lore’s famed library. “Her bedroom is through there. Rip the mattress open. Look for hiding places.”

Her brother leaned against one of the tall bookcases, his expression one of weary scepticism as he replied in the fluent Ishtan these two tended to slip into. Whatever it might have meant, his sister didn’t like it.

“Just go and look, will you?” she snapped, then straightened upon noticing Thera’s arrival. Watching their wary, guarded faces, Thera was struck by the obvious fraternal similarity. More interesting was that they both resembled children caught in the midst of a mischievous act.

“Might I ask,” Thera said, “what exactly are you looking for?”

Some hours later, as she stood in what had been Sister Iron’s tower, she kept careful watch of her great-grandfather’s face as Elvine related the result of her researches. So far, the old man hadn’t betrayed any prior knowledge of this information, but Thera knew well how little that meant.

“It is therefore my firm belief, my queen,” Elvine concluded, “that the book known as The Map of Veils is of the utmost importance and cannot be allowed to remain in the traitor queen’s hands.”

“And yet,” Thera said, “you offer no clear indication as to what this book contains, or any detailed explanation of the threat it poses.”

“Lore came here and risked her life to retrieve it,” Elvine pointed out. “Something she would hardly do if it had no value. Also…” Elvine paused, reaching out to touch the wooden haft of the spear at her side. “I have another guide who confirms its import.”

“So, the Altvar want us to find it?”

Thera had noticed before how the Spear Maiden’s bearing became decidedly odd whenever discussion turned to the gods. Unlike her brother, Elvine had little capacity for deceit and was unpractised in maintaining a gulf between thought and expression. It was plain to Thera, and certainly her great-grandfather and her Tielwald, that this was the face of a young woman struggling to formulate a suitable lie.

“I believe so, my queen,” Elvine stated, at least managing to meet Thera’s eye.

Whatever she hears from that spear, Thera decided, she doesn’t believe it to be the voice of a god. “Lore has a lead of several days,” Thera pointed out. “And we have no notion as to where she has gone.” She turned to Lynnea, a questioning arch to her brow. “Or do I misspeak, Tielwald?”

If there are any in this port with knowledge of her course, I can’t find them, Lynnea confirmed before casting a meaningful glance at Gruinskard. Thera had convened this meeting in Sister Iron’s map room, the site of many a commission imparted to her Vellihr of Justice. Besides herself, Thera limited the other attendees to Elvine and her brother, and the former and current Tielwalds. This was a discussion best heard by the least number of ears. Talk of ancient books serving some dark design of the traitor queen was bound to birth all manner of unhelpful rumours should it get loose.

Gruinskard stood with his gaze lowered in contemplation of one of the larger maps in Sister Iron’s collection. It depicted the northern regions of Ascarlia from Skar Magnol to the Upper Gelds and the ice-bound wasteland beyond. One of the brass fingers on his repaired hand tapped a discordant rhythm as he spoke. He claimed it resulted from a loose spring somewhere in the contraption’s innards, but Thera suspected it was simply petty act of spiteful annoyance. Her great-grandfather might be the oldest Ascarlian alive, but that didn’t prevent him acting like a child at times.

“I gave you the names of my remaining agents in this port,” he said, not looking up. “As for where the mad bitch might be going, I’ve no notion at all.”

“The spear does,” Elvine said, and this time, Thera felt her to be speaking with simple honesty.

“Then do enlighten us, Spear Maiden,” she said.

“North.” Elvine grimaced in restrained annoyance. “She’s heading north.”

“I see. And where precisely in the north can she be found?”

“That…” Elvine’s fingers twitched upon the spear’s haft before she pulled them away. Thera felt there to be a curious reluctance in the movement, though chose not to comment upon it. “That is not yet known,” Elvine continued. “But it is clear this is not the mindless flight of a panicked soul. She has a destination in mind. A purpose. I feel… I know, my queen, with all certainty, that she must be stopped and beg your leave to go in pursuit of her.”

“The legend of your exploits at Olversahl is already spreading far and wide,” Thera said. “In the eyes of many Ascarls, you are the queen’s right hand, living proof of the Altvar’s favour. Yet you would take yourself from my side with this war not yet won?”

“I would not ask this if I did not believe it to be of direst need. You know you have my loyalty. I hope it is matched by your trust.”

For one who despises the power she holds, she wields it well, Lynnea observed. And, I believe, speaks wisdom you should heed.

The sentiment was echoed by her predecessor, his wayward finger finally ceasing its tapping upon the map as he straightened to address Thera in formal tones. “The Spear Maiden’s words hold wisdom. Even if Lore is set on wandering the oceans as a purposeless exile, the mere fact of her being loose upon the world works against our interests. Despite her vileness, there will still be those who cling to prior loyalties. Also, those tainted by her corruption who will see her return to power as their only means of salvation. And does anyone here believe she is, in truth, lacking purpose?”

Thera spent a moment in contemplation of the map. She had sailed the Upper Gelds many times, mostly in the more clement months. Among those maze of fjords, islands and inlets there were countless places for Lore to hide, especially in winter. Elvine’s search could take months. But, with her great-grandfather and her Tielwald in agreement, she found it hard to gainsay their judgement. Yet, with so much still in the balance, and so much unknown about their enemy, was this the time for a queen to divest herself of perhaps her greatest asset?

“Allow me to ponder this,” she told Elvine, forestalling the Spear Maiden’s objection with a raised hand. “Spend the time scouring Lore’s archive and bring me something that might reveal her intent. But, be assured, I am as committed as you to seeing the just execution of one who once pretended to queenship.”

Thera had never thought of Nerlfeya’s Hall as cold before. In all the times she had come here to report to the Sister Queens the atmosphere couldn’t have been said to offer either comfort or welcome, but the chilly emptiness she felt now had been absent. She had ordered the great fire that once burned in the centre of the chamber to be relit, but found its warmth meagre. By all accounts Lore had seen little use in the chamber and allowed the fire to dwindle into ash. Thera wondered if the traitor queen had chosen to shun the scene of her greatest crime. Is a soul like her even capable of entertaining such qualms? she pondered, holding her hands out to the fire. Or did she just prefer the comforts of her tower?

You should have a throne built here.

Turning, Thera saw Lynnea emerging from the gloom beyond the forest of surrounding pillars. As was often the case, her Tielwald had Mohlnir perched on her shoulders, though today she was also accompanied by a far friendlier companion.

“Snaryk!” Thera laughed, holding her hand to the huge dog’s muzzle as he bounded up to her. Her reward was a slobber-wet hand and finding herself almost toppled over when Snaryk reared up to lick her face.

A grand throne of black and gold marble, Lynnea continued, casting an appraising look over the chamber. Raised on a dais ten feet high. Something that befits the greatness of its occupant.

Thera couldn’t always tell when Lynnea was joking. She had a way of imbuing absurd suggestions with a sense of seriousness that often masked a jape at her queen’s expense. Sadly, this one felt entirely genuine.

“In accordance with ancient custom, the Sister Queens always stood when they held audiences here,” Thera replied. “Although, Sister Silver was ever fond of complaining about the havoc it played with her knees.” Snaryk’s antics brought him perilously close to the fire, causing him to afford it an admonishing bark. She calmed him with a stroke to the head.

Old customs led us to ruin, Lynnea pointed out. And don’t forget, unlike the Sister Queens, you rule alone. An impression of grandeur will help establish your authority, dispel the doubts of a realm still suffering the fear and uncertainty of war.

“And are these doubts prominent among my subjects, Tielwald of mine? Have you come with warning of dire plots and assassins?”

Plots, no. As for assassins. Lynnea reached into the pocket of her robe and produced three silver knots, each dangling from a cord.

“Only three.” Thera took the trinkets from her, holding them up to the firelight and finding them just as unremarkable as all the others. “I thought there would be more.”

Three Volkrath who bore these knots and six who aided them, mostly in return for silver.

“Did you take any alive?”

One of the Volkrath took poison before we could shackle him. Two of the accomplices also died by their own hand, and one perished trying to flee. He fell into the harbour. The cold finished him by the time we fished him out. The rest are being questioned now, though I doubt they have much of use to impart.

Thera jangled the knots. “I suspect we already have the most useful thing they could have shared in any case.”

Lynnea’s gaze narrowed as it lingered on the knots. You intend to try dreaming again.

“We must know the mind of our enemy. These offer the only chance of even glimpsing it.”

Now you are queen, the risk is too great. Lynnea extended her hand. As Tielwald I cannot be spared any risk.

“I believe it is for a queen to decide what risks her subjects face.”

Lynnea’s thoughts emitted a wordless pulse, conveying both warning and demand. It was often like this between them now, clarity of meaning achieved through shared emotion alone. Thera usually found the intimacy of it intoxicating, if disturbing. Now, however, it provoked mostly anger.

“You think me weak minded?” she asked. “Unable to face the creature that lurks in the Volkrath’s dreams?”

No. I think you cursed with a well of courage beyond most mortal souls. Courage like that is dangerous for a queen. She stepped closer, eyes locked with Thera’s and hand still extended. Please.

The sincerity colouring her thoughts was palpable, shifting Thera’s anger into guilt but not compliance. “We will share the burden, then,” she said. Clasping Lynnea’s hand, she placed the knots in her palm then covered them with her own. “The next time I dream, I dream with you.”







CHAPTER ELEVEN

Guthnyr

The wall was an ugly mix of kehlgruin and stone. Iron spikes protruded from its irregular surface in haphazard but effective frequency. Although it wasn’t a particularly tall barrier, perhaps twenty feet high by Guthnyr’s reckoning, the spikes ensured any attempt to climb it would be a perilous task indeed. It stretched across the mouth of a canyon sitting amid a range of peaks several hundred feet above a winding valley to the south. The wall’s sole opening consisted of a solid door halfway up its height, accessible via a narrow ramp.

“So that’s the Wehrtrova, is it?” Sygurn said, squinting as his gaze roved the wall. “Not going to lie, I was expecting something grander.”

“You’ve heard of this place?” Guthnyr asked him.

“Step on the wrong side of the Vortigurn’s law for long and enough and you’ll hear the tale of the Wehrtrova. A haven for Travka and outlaws secreted in the northern mountains. Always thought it more legend than truth, though.”

“Wehrtrova means Scavenger’s Nest,” Guthnyr said, turning to Deyna. “Where have you brought us?”

She didn’t answer immediately, brows set in a thoughtful crease as she scanned the top of the wall. At her urging, they had left their small force beyond the edge of the canyon’s mouth, proceeding with only Sygurn for security. Deyna was particularly keen that none of the Morvek be glimpsed by the sentries atop the wall. There were a score of them, returning her scrutiny with interest but no alarm. Three people hardly presented much of a threat.

“The place where we find either ruin or salvation,” Deyna replied before starting towards the raised track. “Either outcome depending very much on what happens in the next few minutes. I strongly suggest you leave the talking to me.”

The door at the top of the ramp was both sturdy and more expertly crafted than the wall it sat in. Looking over the solid beams of oak contained within riveted iron brackets, Guthnyr decided it would take many blows from a ram to sunder it. A slat opened in the door before they reached it, revealing a heavyset woman scowling in suspicion.

“Who the feck are you and what the feck do you want?” she demanded in a voice so hoarse it seemed to rattle as she spoke.

“Want to speak to Torfyn,” Deyna replied, her accent causing Guthnyr to blink in surprise. Gone were the smooth vowels of a Tuhlvyr. Instead, this clipped, roughened speech made her sound more like Sygurn. “He knows me.”

“So what’s your name, then?” the woman demanded. “Lotta feckers turn up here claiming they know him. Doesn’t go well for ’em when it turns out they’re talking shite.”

Deyna hesitated, lowering her head for an instant as if summoning courage. “Name’s Kahri,” she said. “He knows me… I’m his niece, see?”

The bemusement on the woman’s face matched the look exchanged by Guthnyr and Sygurn. The blacksmith’s face showed considerable suspicion, unalloyed by Guthnyr’s reassuring nod. Despite her considerable capacity for deceit, it seemed highly unlikely Deyna would have led them all this way just to lie to a holdfast full of outlaws.

“Wait there,” the woman said, slamming the slat closed.

“Niece?” Guthnyr said.

Deyna continued to regard the door in silence, her tension betrayed by the vein throbbing in her clenched jaw.

“How can a Tuhlvyr be niece to some outlaw living in a mountain shit-hole?” Sygurn asked.

“The same way a wretched slave sent to die in the Meidvang can become a blacksmith,” Deyna replied. “Now shut the feck up.”

Perhaps another ten minutes elapsed before the slat opened again. The face revealed this time was male, older, and heavily bearded. Slate grey eyes regarded Deyna beneath heavy brows for an instant before the aperture closed again. A muffled shout of command sounded from within followed by the rattle of locks and chains as the door was drawn up. The man standing in the entrance was Guthnyr’s equal in height but considerably broader. He wore a goat-hide vest that left his thickly muscled arms bare, impressive thews flexing as he crossed them, fixing a hard glare upon Deyna.

“Not dead, then?” he grunted.

“Tried my best,” Deyna replied, a smile appearing on her lips. Guthnyr was surprised to see no artifice in that smile, just warm, if reluctantly expressed, regard. “Didn’t take.”

The man’s beard parted to reveal white teeth and he uncrossed his arms, coming forward to enfold Deyna in a tight embrace. “Ulthnir’s arse, but it’s good to see you, Kahri!” he said, lifting her off her feet. “You look so much like your mother now.”

“And you look just the same, Uncle Torfyn. Bit thicker round the belly, though. No offence.”

“Got the same edge to your tongue too.” Torfyn laughed and set her down, his amusement fading rapidly as he turned his attention to his niece’s companions. His scrutiny lingered most on Guthnyr, especially the blue tattoos upon his brows. “Got y’self some new dogs, I see.”

“More like… partners in a new enterprise,” Deyna said, the Tuhlvyr’s tones creeping back into her speech. “One you would do well to join. If you’re as smart as I remember.”

“Always a scheme with you.” Torfyn shook his head. “After your mam passed and you took yourself off all those years ago, barely fifteen summers old, I knew I’d hear of you one day. Either as one risen high or hanging from a rope having schemed once too often.”

“I rose high enough. But I’m still dodging the rope.” Deyna cast pointed looks at the folk flanking Torfyn. The heavyset woman was most prominent among them, her suspicious scowl still in place. The others were mixed in age and size, but uniform in their villainous appearance. Some wore patchy armour, all wore weapons. None looked friendly.

“Got somewhere we can talk?” Deyna asked. “Private like.”

The settlement inside the wall was constructed on several levels, stone foundations built upon by wooden scaffolds draped in hides against the weather. The smell had the acrid edge common to most towns but Guthnyr didn’t find it particularly objectionable. A visitor to many a port, in Ascarlia and Albermaine, his nostrils had been assailed by worse. The Wehrtrova was plentifully supplied with occupants too, many thronging the avenues between the mongrel buildings with children staring down from their rooftop shelters amid a babble of excited chatter. Guthnyr noted that, busy as the streets were, all the townsfolk made way for Torfyn and his strange visitors.

The building he led them to was unique in featuring no modifications. Two storeys high and constructed of stone brick, one half of it was dominated by an overlarge, bottle-shaped chimney. “Forge,” Sygurn grunted in recognition. “Looks like her uncle’s a smith.”

His estimation was quickly borne out when Torfyn led them through a broad doorway into a workshop where coal glowed bright in a stone circle. Half a dozen men and women stood at anvils arranged around the forge, pounding hammers to steel and iron. They all ceased their labours at a shout from Torfyn. “Enough for today. Go and get drunk. Not you, Halvor,” he added, causing a tall, lean young man to linger as his workmates trooped out. He was beardless, his features possessed of an aquiline handsomeness that struck Guthnyr as familiar. The reason became plain when Torfyn spoke on. “Meet your cousin, boy,” he said, gesturing to Deyna. “Kahri, who you’ve heard me speak of more than once. Though I’d lay a hefty bet she goes by another name these days.”

“You’d be right,” Deyna said before affording the young man a respectful nod. “Well met, cousin.”

“Well met, indeed,” Halvor replied, inclining his head with a smile Guthnyr found annoyingly wolfish.

“Looks like you do a good trade, Uncle,” Deyna said, spreading her hands to the forge. “Wouldn’t have thought this place could support a smithy so large.”

“Things have changed since your day,” Torfyn said. “The Wehrtrova sits at the centre of a whole mess of settlements now. Every year that passes, the Vortigurn’s taxes send ever more Travka into the wilds. And where there’s folk, there’s always a need for worked metal.”

“Including weapons?” Without waiting for an answer, Deyna reached into her cloak and produced the kelvehr knife she had pilfered from the forge in Tahrim Kyrn. “Like this?”

Her uncle’s brows tightened and his eyes widened as Deyna placed the knife in his hand. One as practised as he in the ways of metal knew something remarkable when he saw it. “Who fashioned this?” he asked, tracing a finger along the centre of the gleaming blade.

“I did,” Sygurn said.

Torfyn’s beard bunched in a manner that indicated the rueful grin of a man knowing the answer to his next question before asking it. “Care to show me how?”

“Which brings us to that enterprise I spoke of,” Deyna cut in before Sygurn could respond. Pointing to the knife, she added, “This blade can pierce mail and armour. It’s forged from steel that will never break with an edge that will never dull. We call it kelvehr.”

“Blessed steel, eh?” Keeping hold of the knife, Torfyn went to a nearby bench and took up a plate-sized sheet of hammered metal. Moving with a speed that belied his size, the smith drove the knife into the sheet, the blade piercing it up to the hilt. “Good to know my own niece won’t lie to her uncle,” he grunted, drawing the weapon clear. “For I’d wager my very balls this blade was not crafted by the hand of man alone.” Receiving no answer, he laughed again. “You have more?”

At Deyna’s nod, Sygurn replied: “A little over three hundred weapons in all. Axes, knives and swords.”

“Swords, eh?” Halvor said. “That I should like to see.” Unlike his father, he betrayed no obvious awe at the sight of kelvehr. However, Guthnyr was well attuned to spotting those who strove to appear unimpressed.

“Show him,” Deyna told Guthnyr, scowling additional encouragement at his sullen frown.

Sighing, he drew Kohrvayl, holding the blade up to the light. He took some small pleasure in seeing the artifice slip from Halvor’s face as he stepped closer, fascinated by the sight of such untarnished, perfect steel.

“May I try a few swings?” he enquired, extending a hand in expectation.

“No,” Guthnyr stated, sliding the weapon back into its scabbard. Tired of this dance, he turned to Torfyn. “Your niece brought us here in search of allies,” he said. “We are a force of freed slaves and Morvek some four hundred strong. Our intent is not commerce or thievery but rebellion and destruction of the Vortigurn’s reign. Assist us in forging more of these weapons, and prevail upon your people to join us, and you will be well rewarded. Also—” he met Deyna’s deepening frown with a smile “—she did indeed rise high. You now stand in the presence of Deyna Holvehlt, Tuhlvyr of the Dorunstadt Veld, albeit lately disgraced.”

A short silence followed, broken by Halvor’s laughter, which continued until he noticed his father hadn’t joined in. Instead, Torfyn stood regarding his niece in silent calculation. “Tuhlvyr?” he asked finally. “Truly?”

“Truly, Uncle,” she said.

“How?”

“By doing what you and Mam taught me to do. I stole, I lied, I schemed, and I murdered. Do that enough to the right people and one day you find yourself a Tuhlvyr.” Flicking a hand at Guthnyr, she went on, “Everything he said is true. I have acquired allies because I have no choice. If the Vortigurn doesn’t fall, I die. Will you help me?” She moved to her uncle’s side, taking the knife from him and adding in a tone of soft solicitation, “He wasn’t lying about the reward, either. The Dorunstadt Veld is a rich land. Aid me, and it’s yours. Every single inch of it.”

“Strikes me it’s not currently yours to give, cousin,” Halvor said. “And only the most pox-brained fool would even think about going against the Vortigurn…”

“Your mouth, boy,” Torfyn growled, levelling a hard stare at his son. “Shut it.”

Attuned as he was in spotting concealed awe, Guthnyr was equally adept in discerning the resentment of youths who find their opinions disregarded by indifferent parents. Or, in his own case, great-grandparents. He saw it now in Halvor’s tightened features and clenched fists. Such was the pitch of his anger, Guthnyr felt Torfyn should have paid it more heed, but the smith appeared lost in his own thoughts.

“My scouts brought word of your four hundred Morvek days ago,” he told Guthnyr after a prolonged silence, one hand clutching his goat-hide vest. It was Torfyn’s only outward sign of fear, confirming he was no fool. “So I know you’re not lying about that, at least.”

“I’ve told you no lies,” Guthnyr stated. “For trust is required of allies, is it not? And in the spirit of trust, I tell you this: I know full well the scale of what your niece asks of you. Our road is long and it’s like to be red with blood from end to end before we’re done. But I would ask that you also think of the reward. Not just the lands promised, but the chance for a life lived without the Vortigurn’s boot upon your neck. Those who follow me are willing to risk all for that reward. Are you?”

Torfyn’s hand clutched his vest a little tighter before he straightened, putting an arm around Deyna’s shoulders. “A question to ponder after I’ve heard my niece’s interesting stories. You’ll eat with me tonight, blue-face, and have your answer on the morrow. Bring your Morvek inside our walls, if you like. I’ll vouch for their safety.”

“The Morvek are not mine. And they’re fine where they are, for now.” Guthnyr afforded Torfyn a respectful nod. “But I’ll happily sit at your table, and sup your ale, if there’s any to be had here.”

“So,” Guthnyr breathed as Deyna collapsed atop him some hours later. “At least now I know where you learned how to steal.”

She lay upon his chest, their sweat mingling for a time, until slipping clear of his embrace. It had been like this since that first night in the mine shaft at Travkagyr, ardent passion followed by swift separation. It made him feel used, like one of the slaves she no longer owned, but not so much as to turn her away when she appeared at his side every night.

Torfyn had given him an attic above the forge, affording his niece a far more spacious room downstairs. Having sent Sygurn back to advise Tirohk and the others of what transpired here, Guthnyr endured the evening’s feast alone, mostly ignored by Deyna and their host. His spirits, if not his suspicions, were partly mollified by the ale Torfyn provided, the first Guthnyr had tasted in this land. While flavoursome, it lacked the potency he was accustomed to which, he reflected now, was probably for the best. Rendering himself insensible in a place like this would not be wise.

“You were overly hasty,” Deyna said, sitting on the edge of the bed. She smiled over her shoulder at his wounded expression. “In spilling so many secrets to my uncle, I mean.”

“He struck me as a man who appreciated a straightforward bargain.” Guthnyr traced a finger down her spine. “And I was bored.”

She stood, evading his touch again. “It’s grown since I was here last,” she said, moving to the room’s only window and easing the shutters open. “And there were no settlements nearby then. We may have the makings of an army after all. If they can be persuaded to join us.”

“Your uncle will see to that. I saw the way the folk here look at him.” Like folk often looked at my brother, and my sister, he thought.

“I wouldn’t be so sure of his agreement,” she said. “One thing Torfyn Vyrnjust could never be accused of was a lack of caution. He’s been a wanted man for more than two decades. And yet, here he is, hale as ever. My mother always said the mountains were like to crumble before my uncle met his end. Joining us is not smart, and he is anything but stupid.”

“Never met an outlaw who couldn’t be swayed by simple greed. And I saw enough to mark your uncle as an outlaw at heart.”

“No, he’s a smith at heart. That’s how he began. Born to the forge, like my mother, although she always hated it. Torfyn, however, has always been in love with the shaping of metal.”

“Which makes him especially useful to us.”

“Well, quite.”

Guthnyr grunted a laugh. “Just for a moment, I thought you guilty of sentiment, Tuhlvyr.”

She turned to him, naked and beautiful. A rare cloudless sky permitted bright moonlight which played over the curves and hollows of her body to enticing effect. Guthnyr’s resurgent lust came to an abrupt end when his eyes ascended to her face, finding it set in a severe, almost sneering mask.

“Don’t mistake me,” she said. “Don’t excuse me either. I will never ask for your approval, nor do I crave redemption. My hands are not clean, and by the time we’re done, yours will be just as soiled. When that day comes, if I still draw breath, don’t expect me to beg forgiveness. What we will do together is needed, but have no doubt of the price. I will pay it without pause or complaint. Will you?”

“You know my heart is set on vengeance…”

“No. Your heart is set on saving Ruhlin ehs Kestryg because you can’t face the thought of losing another brother. The task before us does not allow for the niceties and drama of some epic from the age of gods. Take it from one who has spilled a river of blood in service to my goal: to win this war you may have to sacrifice all your friends.”

“Is that what you did to become a Tuhlvyr?”

“It was the least of what I did.”

“And was it all so you could one day bring down the Vortigurn? Why? So you can replace him?”

Deyna turned her gaze back to the window and Guthnyr saw the hardness leach from her features. Moving back to the bed, she gathered up her clothes and dressed. At the door, she paused, “You may be right about my uncle, but I remain unsure. If his answer is no, he’ll try to kill us tomorrow, so be ready.”







CHAPTER TWELVE

Elvine

Two full days after their council in the tower of Sister Iron, Thera still refused to countenance Elvine’s departure. The delay grated on her nerves but did offer the chance for a more thorough investigation of Lore’s archive. Sadly, thorough rummaging of the traitor queen’s library, and every other store of documents in the Verungyr, had yielded nothing of interest. There was, however, another as yet untapped source of information. Within hours of Thera’s arrival, Lynnea Trahleyl had overseen the rounding up of Lore’s surviving servants, consigning them to the Verungyr’s dungeon. Most struck Elvine as dull-witted and instinctively servile. People compelled by habit or stupidity to obey any figure who happened to hold power. But there were others, just a handful known to possess useful information. They were also the least likely to talk.

“Volkrath, the lot of them,” Gruinskard opined. The former Tielwald hadn’t been appointed any official role in Elvine’s mission, but that didn’t prevent him taking a keen interest. He sat in the wide chair once occupied by the man he had murdered in this very dungeon. Elvine still remembered the awful grinding noise Gruinskard’s knife made when he thrust it into Hulnath’s skull. She could even make out the bloodstains on the flagstones where he had fallen. An unnecessary act, in her view, which appeared to arouse not the slightest regret in the old man who sat in his victim’s chair tinkering with that false hand of his.

“They won’t talk,” he added. “Not without some special encouragement. Perhaps not even then.”

Elvine ignored him and picked up the list of names compiled by Lynnea. They were inscribed in a clumsy but legible hand complete with the role played by each servant. The various cooks and cleaners were of little interest, but one bore the title of “scribe”.

“There are former employees of mine in the town skilled in such things,” Gruinskard went on. “Assuming you would prefer not to do it yourself. Not sure the queen would approve, but I’ll make solemn promise not to tell her.”

“The locksmith didn’t talk either,” Elvine reminded him, referring to the Volkrath agent he had uncovered in Olversahl. “It didn’t matter.” Turning to a guard, she said, “Open number six, please.”

The scribe was a thin woman somewhere north of her fortieth summer. Upon peering at her through the slat in the cell door, Elvine discerned an air of inexpressive self-control which faltered when the guard rattled the key in the lock. The prisoner recovered quickly, banishing the twitch from her mouth and remaining seated on a small stool, hands clasped in her lap. Elvine offered no greeting as she entered, instead planting the butt of the spear on the floor with a loud thump. The scribe shuddered briefly but said nothing, Elvine noting how she strove to keep her gaze averted from the weapon.

Trying to shield her mind, the spirit within the weapon advised. But isn’t so skilled at it as the last one. She expects to be tortured, so fear dominates… and a repeating litany of names. People she killed, I think. It’s a long list. You’ll need to calm her if you want more.

“Your name is Eylka,” Elvine said. “Scribe to Sister Lore.”

The woman said nothing, though the knuckles of her tightly clasped hands grew whiter.

“Then we have something in common,” Elvine went on. “For I too, in my shame, once scribed for her. Although, I suppose you know that.” She paused, frowning in a mock display of recollection. “It occurs to me that I am familiar with your work. The copies of Lore’s correspondence would have been penned by you, would they not? It was a decent hand, lacking the elegance of mine, of course.”

Although the scribe’s face betrayed nothing, she couldn’t shield her emotions from the spear. She didn’t like that, the spirit observed with a note of amusement. But not so much as to break her control, or banish her fear.

Elvine called for a guard to bring her a stool, the brief interval allowing Gruinskard to linger in the open doorway. “I told you she wouldn’t talk,” he said. “Perhaps you should return in a day or two, Spear Maiden. I can assure you her tongue will be loosened then.”

Perching on her stool, Elvine saw the scribe’s jaw clench and a single tear course down her cheek, although she continued to stare straight ahead.

“Close the door,” Elvine told Gruinskard. The curt instruction brought an ominous furrow to his aged brow, but he complied swiftly, the door slamming with a loud echo.

“I believe some plain speaking is in order,” Elvine told the scribe. “If you don’t want me to hand you over to the Tielwald, I strongly suggest you adopt a more forthcoming attitude.”

She saw the first crack in the woman’s armour then, nostrils flaring as she caged a sob, tears flowing more freely now. Her distress was an ugly thing to watch, casting Elvine’s mind back to her imprisonment in the Rent, and the dark desire she had seen on the face of her captor. Have I become another Ilvar now? she wondered, finding she had to stiffen her resolve against the welling tide of shame. So many had died. So many fallen in defence of Olversahl. So many slaughtered in the Outer Isles. So many brave souls hacked or drowned winning Thera’s victories. Set against it all, Elvine’s shame felt like the petty indulgence of a naive child.

“She left you here,” Elvine continued, staring hard into the scribe’s wet eyes. “She returned to the Verungyr, but only briefly, and thought nothing of abandoning those who served her. I do wonder why. Could it be that she had something more important to do? Was there, perhaps, something more worthy of rescue?”

Eylka sagged, sobbing now, her face in her hands. “I…” she began, voice muffled until she raised her gaze to meet Elvine’s. “I was… misled.”

Lie, the spear chimed in. Spurred by terror. She’s as much a believer in her murderous creed as she was when you opened that door. But her fear overcomes her faith. I sense you could pull truth from this one, if you can strike the right bargain.

“In case you haven’t heard of me,” Elvine said, “my name is Elvine Jurest, although I am often called the Spear Maiden.” Eylka’s frantic nod was ample confirmation that she had, indeed, heard much of the Spear Maiden. “As such,” Elvine went on, “I have the ear of the queen. Should you answer my questions honestly, and know I will hear any lie you speak, I will prevail upon the queen to spare your life and grant the mercy of exile. Or, if you prefer, you can face the fate of all traitors.” She chose not to share the news that Thera had now banned use of the Crimson Hawk in favour of the less gruesome fate of simple hanging.

“You…” The scribe snorted mucous and swallowed hard. “You give me your word on this, Spear Maiden? In the name of the Altvar?”

“I do.” A true statement, made with the knowledge that Elvine had no notion if the queen would agree to mere exile for a murderous Volkrath agent. She had been unstinting in her justice so far, albeit disinclined to prolonged torment. “In Ulthnir’s name, and in the name of his daughter Vysestra.” Elvine smiled, trying to imbue the expression with warm reassurance. “She who watches over the scribes and scholars of this world.”

Eylka took a long ragged breath before palming the tears and snot from her face. “Ask then, and know that I promise truth.”

“It is my belief that Lore came here to secure a book,” Elvine said. “The Map of Veils. You know of it?”

The scribe bobbed her head. “It was kept in her private archive, the one secreted in the tunnels beneath her tower. Sometimes I would be called there. The quee—” Eylka paused to swallow the potentially dangerous word. “Lore would work there alone for many hours, poring over various books, but none so much as The Map of Veils.”

“Have you read it?”

Eylka shook her head. “It was inscribed in Ishtan, of which I have only a small grasp. I only know the title because I glimpsed it and translated it later.”

Elvine raised an eyebrow. “Without her knowledge?”

“My allegiance is… was to the Volkrath, not Lore. Although she was our leader in this realm, the creed of the Volkrath stands above one soul.” A modicum of ardency had crept into the woman’s speech. It disappeared quickly, the treacherous scribe coughing and speaking on, “I was summoned to transcribe the notes she would make during her studies. She made more when reading The Map of Veils than any other.”

“Do you have copies of your transcriptions?”

“I regret I do not, Spear Maiden. She insisted they remain in the archive.”

“But you recall the contents?”

“They mostly related to obscure Ishtan phrases that required more detailed translation. References to places or customs she was unfamiliar with, and so on. In all, my transcriptions couldn’t have amounted to more than a few hundred words. But there was one passage, longer than the others. It was a retold fable, one especially curious because it was Ascarlian rather than Ishtan.”

“An Ascarlian fable in an Ishtan text?” Elvine frowned. In her experience Ishtan scholars tended to shun Ascarlian history, mostly out of ignorance since there were many in that empire who had never heard of this distant realm. “Did you recognise it?”

“I did. The tale of Veylorn. I assume you know it too.”

Elvine was indeed familiar with the story, but the spear was not. Tell me, she said, the request accompanied by a sense of gentle encouragement. A good story is always to be cherished.

“Veylorn was a famed warrior from the days when the Uhltvar still walked the earth,” Elvine said aloud. “He it was who conquered the lands known today as the Upper Gelds. But, as is often the way with heroes of Ascarlian legend, Veylorn was a soul tormented by all the lives he had taken in building his domain. Constantly he would ask his most trusted warriors, ‘Have I done right?’ And constantly they would tell him, ‘Yes. For your foes were oath breakers, child stealers, cravens and thieves.’ Finding no comfort in their words, Veylorn went to his wife and asked of her the same question, ‘Have I done right?’ And she spoke thus: ‘Yes, husband. For in conquering these lands you have brought peace and saved many souls from battles that will now never be fought. Our children will live long and flourish. Rest and ease your mind.’ Still unsatisfied, Veylorn went in search of all the wisest souls he could find and all gave him the same answer: ‘You are Veylorn Mihrkrayl, the True Heart. There is none more just and none more honest in all these lands.’

“But the twin torments of doubt and uncertainty still ruled his soul and so, in desperation did he implore the Altvar for answers. Sadly, all his offerings and his cants in their name drew the notice of but one god, Ihryka of the Lower Hall, the deceiver and trickster who delights in meddling in the affairs of mortals. Visiting Veylorn in the guise of her brother Torkyl, the Master of Doors, she related the tale of the Veyinmihr, the Cavern of Truth, which lies in the frozen wastes far to the north. Here, in this one place in all the world, could a mortal open a door to the Upper Realms and ask any question of the all-knowing spirits that dwell there, and they were bound to answer honestly. This, Ihryka told Veylorn, was a place where only the stoutest hearts could tread. For to know truth, is to know pain.

“Undaunted, Veylorn embarked upon an epic voyage of suffering and danger. Many of his warriors perished from cold and hunger. Those that ventured ashore to hunt were taken by white bears and great wolves. But still he kept his prow pointed north as his menda withered around him until he sailed alone. And there, amid the ice floes many miles beyond the reach of any who had sailed before, did he find the Veyinmihr. Starved and near madness, he stumbled inside and threw open the door, demanding ‘Have I done right?’ The answer… was no.

“‘You have shackled your soul in underserved guilt and regret, mighty Veylorn,’ sang the spirits of the Upper Realms. ‘You have shunned the love of your wife, the loyalty of your warriors, the wisdom of your elders. Yours is a soul forever tainted. Ask not for entry to the Halls of Aevnir, for they shall ever be denied you now.’ And so did Veylorn depart the Veyinmihr and wander the ice, denied even the comfort of death. It’s said, if you sail far enough into the north, you can still hear his wailing upon the wind, a song sung in eternal regret of the crime of discontent.”

Seeing Eylka’s wary expression, Elvine deduced the prisoner knew this story had not been related for her benefit, but for the spear. Conjuring her warm smile once again, Elvine said, “Tell me more of this hidden archive beneath Lore’s tower.”

Upon completing the climb to what had been the chambers occupied by Sister Iron, but was now called the Queen’s Tower, Elvine was greeted by the unfamiliar sound of tense voices echoing from the central chamber. She entered as surreptitiously as she could, finding Lynnea standing near the door as Thera held council with the principal captains of her fleet. They stood around the large map table, men and women who had survived the worst battles of this war, yet Elvine saw many faces tensed with suppressed concern, even fear.

“Forgive me, my queen,” Ossgrym Styrntorc said, voice clipped with forced patience, “but such a thing cannot be done.”

“Why?” Thera enquired, her tone one of mild curiosity. “Because it never has? If that were reason enough to abandon a sound course it strikes me no living soul would ever have accomplished anything.”

“A voyage into certain death cannot be called a sound course, my queen.” This came from Torlund Speldorr, Veilwald of the Turon Geld. The most finely dressed figure at the council, he spoke with his head lowered to a suitably respectful angle, though his tone betrayed unvarnished doubt.

“The very fact of our current plight gainsays your judgement, Veilwald,” Thera replied. “The Nihlvarians have safely navigated the Fire Islands with fleets large enough to bring this realm to the brink of ruin. And we know how it was done.” Turning, Thera beckoned Achier forth. The Morvek was plainly uncomfortable in such company but bore the scrutiny of the assembled captains with creditable fortitude. “Many of you know this man as brave and honest,” the queen said. “Once a captive slave of our enemy, he knows their ways well.” She fell silent, nodding consent for the Morvek to speak.

“My people call the Fire Islands the Telcha Echra,” Achier said. “The Place of Cursed Fire. In the time of the elders, it was believed that the world beyond the chain of flaming mountains was empty of life, that to even attempt its poisoned waters meant death. But then came the Rulchakin, and with them our destruction. Our enemy has long possessed the means of sailing through the Telcha Echra in safety. The course is known only to a guild of seafarers known as wayfinders. They are few in number, carried aboard perhaps one in every dozen ships that sails under the Vortigurn’s banner. But, if you capture one, you too will possess this secret and the way to my homeland will lie open.”

“And do we have any of these wayfinders in our custody?” Veilwald Torlund enquired.

“At present, no,” Thera replied. “At least none that have been found. Our captives have been few, as you know. But we do have some, and there are bound to be others held in the Outer Isles. Also, while the Nihlvarian fleet has been destroyed, many of their ships still sail our waters. My instruction to you, my faithful and most trusted captains, is to go forth and find me one or more of these wayfinders.”

“Forgive me, my queen.” Torlund dipped his head an inch lower. “But I am bound to ask, is this necessary? Thanks to your courage and leadership, this realm stands freed of invaders. They are broken, while we stand strong. Should this not be a time of rebuilding? A time to heal, make good our losses.”

“While our enemy lies unvanquished on the far side of the Fire Isles?” Thera replied. “I think not, Veilwald. The Nihlvarian king, this Vortigurn they worship, has proven his tenacity and his patience. Should we leave him be we only invite another invasion, perhaps more terrible than the first. And will any soul here claim that the Ascarls have yet earned their full measure of justice?”

She fell silent, directing a hard, demanding glare around the table. No voices were raised in dissent.

“I am resolved to end this conflict for good,” Thera stated. “That is my will as queen. When you placed this crown upon my head you swore fealty. I now hold you to those oaths.”

“Know that I hold my oath to you more precious than my own life,” Veilwald Ossgrym stated in a low growl.

“As do I,” Torlund added swiftly. “Please know, my queen, my comments are born of a desire to ensure your will be carried out.”

“I don’t doubt it, Veilwald,” Thera assured him, though her tone was flat. “Now, to other business. Vellihr Ragnalt, please report on the state of your crew and recent efforts at recruitment. All ships must be fully served for the trials ahead.”

As the council continued, Elvine felt a tug on her sleeve. Turning, she found Lynnea pointing to her hair, a half-smile on her lips. Reaching up, Elvine’s fingers encountered a skein of dusty cobwebs. Lore’s hidden archive had been well concealed behind a false wall, but didn’t appear to have ever been cleaned. In better times, Elvine would have considered what she found there a treasure trove of lost knowledge, stacks of the most obscure or rare volumes, some believed to have vanished forever. Yet, she had spared them little more than a cursory glance as she rummaged for The Map of Veils. She knew Lore must have taken the original volume but entertained the faint hope she might have completed a full or partial copy. Hours of shifting aged and heavy books, however, had yielded nothing save one small scrap of cyphered parchment.

With Lynnea’s assistance, Elvine managed to remove the cobwebs from her hair by the time the council ended. The captains all afforded her a respectful nod as they trooped out, save for Veilwald Torlund who lingered to offer a florid bow. Twirling a hand, he placed one foot a precise interval from the other and lowered his back while keeping his eyes upon Elvine’s face.

“Forgive me my Albermaine-ish affectation, Spear Maiden,” he said upon straightening. “I am afraid it has become a habit whenever I encounter beauty.” His smile dimmed a little when Lynnea let out a snort of derisive amusement, but he rallied quickly. “Among the nobility of Albermaine,” Torlund said, “it is custom for a knight to beg a favour of a lady before he goes to battle. May I be so bold as to beg such from you?”

“I regret I have no silken scarves nor other tokens to offer, Veilwald,” Elvine replied, keen for him to leave.

“A pity. But I feel I should be content if you would permit me to touch the fabled spear you carry. I should consider it the greatest honour.”

Seeing no reason to refuse, and curious as to what might happen, Elvine hefted the spear and held it out to him. “Why most certainly, my lord,” she said in Alberic.

So far, those who dared lay a hand upon this artefact of the gods reacted either with stark terror or, as in Veilwald Torlund’s case, baffled disappointment.

“It seems…” he said, also speaking in Alberic as his hands explored the weapon’s haft and the iron head, “somewhat unremarkable.”

“That is to your credit, my lord,” Elvine assured him. “The spear’s indifference is a mark of the gods’ favour. Should it notice you, I doubt you would like the result.”

“Ah. Then, unless you object, I shall consider myself the bearer of your favour.” Releasing the spear, he stepped back and delivered another elaborate bow before making his exit.

“Don’t let his manners fool you,” Thera said as Elvine approached the table. “He’s greedy, but loyal. There’s a sharp mind behind all that foppishness, and he’s no craven either. Did his share of killing at Olversahl by all accounts.” The queen exchanged a short glance with Lynnea, grunting in agreement at whatever unspoken observation she shared. “And, as my Tielwald points out, he now carries the Spear Maiden’s blessing, which he will no doubt proclaim to any who will listen.”

Looking Elvine over, Thera frowned and reached out to brush some dust from her shoulder. “I assume you come with another demand to be released upon your hunt?”

“I do, my queen.” Reaching into the pocket of her robe, Elvine produced the scrap of cyphered parchment she discovered in Lore’s concealed archive. It had been placed within the pages of a book of Ishtan poetry. The cover and vellum interior were recently crafted and Elvine instantly knew where Lore had found it. She also saw it had been deliberately placed atop a stack of books near the traitor queen’s desk, certain to catch the Spear Maiden’s eye. Part of her questioning of the scribe in the dungeon had related to the fate of the unfortunate bookseller Elvine met that day in Skar Magnol’s marketplace. Eylka had informed her, with little obvious concern, that the poor man hadn’t survived his ordeal aboard Lore’s flagship.

“And I bring evidence of its import,” she said, handing the parchment to Thera.

Scanning the symbols, the queen pursed her lips in honest puzzlement. “What is this?”

“Aryptic hieroglyphs, my queen. A long dead language found on ancient monuments in a faraway desert realm. There are few scholars who can read it.”

“Including yourself, I assume?”

“And Lore, it appears. But she wasn’t content with leaving me such an easily deciphered message. The phonetic translation results in a passage in archaic Ishtan, which only made sense in Ascarlian when read in reverse.”

“Why go to such lengths if all she wanted to do was impart a message?”

“I believe it’s intended as a shared joke. When I was compelled to her service we would often spend the evenings discussing ancient languages, sometimes composing riddles and verse. It appears that, in some corner of her deranged mind, she still considers us friends.”

“And what does it say?”

“‘Find me, dearest heart. For I have something wonderful to show you.’”

“‘Dearest heart’?”

“One of the endearments she would address me by.”

Thera raised an eyebrow and exchanged another glance with Lynnea. “My Tielwald and I are in agreement that this message weighs against sending you in pursuit of Lore. If she wants you to follow her, why should we accommodate her design?”

“Because I believe I am the only soul capable of finding her, and preventing her from fulfilling that design. I know not what it is, except that it must be stopped. On that, the Spear and I are in firm agreement.”

“Then why would she entice you to come after her?”

Elvine paused, swallowing in discomfort. “Because she loves me, as much as she hates me for the death of her brother. I think she believes us entwined by fate.”

“Or she needs you to fulfil that fate, no doubt to our detriment.”

Elvine straightened, summoning the Spear Maiden’s voice once more. “You know you have my fealty, my queen. But I tell you plainly I am resolved upon pursuing the traitor queen to whatever end. Even if I have to sail alone in the smallest boat I can steal. To prevent this, you will have to imprison me alongside the Volkrath in your dungeon, and explain to your captains and people why the Spear Maiden has been caged at your order.”

The immediate hardening of the queen’s expression warned Elvine that, Spear Maiden’s voice or not, she had very much exceeded her status. Yet, what would surely have been a heated retort stalled on the queen’s tongue when her Tielwald moved to her side. Elvine had already divined that the unspoken communication between these two was arcane in nature, it was too swift and complete for the mere interpretation of gesture or expression. Yet, she hadn’t appreciated before just how deep it went. Queen and Tielwald stared unblinking into each other’s eyes for only a few heartbeats, but Elvine perceived that much had been exchanged in the meeting of their minds.

When Thera finally spoke, it was with a heavy tone of resignation rather than anger. “You know that my concern is not for the Spear Maiden, but for you, Elvine Jurest,” she said. “It strikes me that you have already given much in the cause of our victory. Allowing you to chase after the most devious and expert schemer I ever encountered in my years as Vellihr of Justice was a risk I was not willing to countenance.” She paused to glance again at Lynnea. “Until now. I hereby grant leave for you to go in pursuit of the traitor queen, put an end to whatever dark design she intends to orchestrate, and bring her to her just end.”

Elvine lowered her head in a respectful nod. “I shall, my queen.”

“And I trust your word, but, to ease my mind you shall not go alone. You will sail aboard the Ohlnir with the Chainbreaker as escort. Vellihr Kahlvik and Captain Veltta are two of my most prized assets. I do not give them lightly.”

“Nor do I accept them lightly,” Elvine assured her. “Or without deepest gratitude.”

“Don’t be too swift with your thanks,” Thera said, offering Elvine a tight smile of apology. “For you will also be accompanied by my former Tielwald. I know his company can be trying, but it would please me if you refrain from pitching him over the side. He is your queen’s kin, after all.”

“I shall do my best, my queen.” Elvine nodded again and turned to go, pausing as something occurred to her. “As regards your earlier discussion regarding the Fire Isles and the need for a wayfinder. I believe I may have a… solution.”







CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Ruhlin

Ruhlin woke to an insistent tugging on his foot, blinking gritty eyes at Ohtera standing at the end of his bed. “Come on,” she said, squeezing his big toe for emphasis. “The first batch has arrived.”

“Batch…?” he asked but she had already disappeared through the door.

“Get dressed and hurry up,” she called.

As he swung his legs clear of the bed, the gleam of the silver knot caught his eye. Three weeks after his meeting with the creature that called itself Moyirn he still hadn’t complied with his instructions. Each night Ruhlin contemplated the trinket sitting on the small table alongside his bed, but didn’t touch it. Since learning the Vortigurn’s identity, Ruhlin had searched his memory for every tale he could recall regarding the Exiled King. They were rich in names, friends and foemen to the most celebrated king of the Ascarls, but Moyirn was not among them. So, unwilling to trust so foul a being, he continued to resist the temptation of the knot.

He donned his clothes and shoes, emerging from his cell to find Ohtera standing in the entrance to the garden, one hand clasped with Fernhyld’s as she beckoned with the other. He followed her into the expanse of grass and flower beds, finding the tables empty. Ohtera led him to the far wall and through another archway. Through it lay a bridge spanning a familiar gap and beyond, the tall curving wall of the Vortigurn’s wuhltra. The bridge differed from the one that had led him into Moyirn’s company. The span was wider and the tunnel it led to resembling more a great, echoing cavern. He could see a portion of the arena where a large number of people were being arrayed into ranks by a contingent of whip-men.

“This way,” Ohtera said, making for a nearby stairwell. He followed her up several flights and out onto a curving row of marble seating where their fellow Kelven were already assembled, their attention fixed on the arena below. The rows above were lined with Ventra and the usual contingent of archers. As they made their way to a vacant spot, Ruhlin was surprised to receive an affable nod from Tremyn. Unlike his brother, whose habitual scowl was now joined by a sneer, the elder sibling appeared not to harbour any ill will at his injury.

“How many?” Fernhyld asked when they came to a stop, her nose wrinkling. “Smells like a lot.”

The aroma rising from the arena was indeed pungent, even at such a remove. It was a heady mix of sweat, piss and dried shit. Surveying the chained folk below, Ruhlin recognised them as covered in the signature grime and effluent resulting from days or weeks confined to a ship’s hold.

“About two hundred in all,” he told Fernhyld, eyes finding the scars, old and new, on many a back. “All slaves.”

“Most are villains,” Ohtera said. “Outlaws and Travka scoured from the darkest corners of the realm. But see.” She pointed to the collection of captives occupying the most distant ranks. “There are those who stand taller.”

A group of perhaps thirty stood beneath an ornate viewing platform, all more straight-backed than their fellow unfortunates. Ruhlin made out the honed muscles of those both well fed and regularly exercised. Also, the pattern of their scars was different. All had been whipped on the back, but many a limb also featured the longer, narrower marks of a blade.

“They are our true foes,” Ohtera went on. “The victors of the Meidvang, brought here to face the Kelven on the Vortigurn’s promise of freedom and high reward. But only if they defeat us, which they won’t, the poor, dumb swine.” Her voice betrayed a curious mix of sympathy and anticipation. Ruhlin wondered if the predator that lived within her relished the coming contest, while her human self did not.

“And the others?” he asked.

“Fodder for the early contests. This is just the first delivery. By the time the Meidvang proper starts, there’ll be over a thousand of them crammed into the cells beneath this wuhltra. The Vortigurn expects much of his Kelven, a lack of mercy most of all.” Seeing Ruhlin’s darkened expression, she forced a smile. “It’s hard at first. Easier as it goes on.” She delivered a soft punch to his shoulder. “Best accommodate yourself to necessities, my friend.”

A hush settled over the arena as Silvahk appeared on the viewing platform. He greeted the slaves with a comradely smile, raising his hands in welcome. “On behalf of the Vortigurn,” he said, voice carrying well in the great kehlgruin bowl, “I thank you for your lives. For that is the truth of your situation. Most, probably all of you will perish here in the Kelvengyr. But know that you do so in service to the greatest cause. The Altvar will surely witness your passing and throw wide the doors to the Halls of Aevnir, so blessed will they be by such brave souls. But know also that death is not certain here. On solemn promise of your great and eternal king, those who triumph will be set free and receive gold enough for all your days.”

Ruhlin saw some of the trained fighters stir in response to these words, but there was no cheering or murmured excitement. Most of this assembly were already defeated; victims of the whip.

“Oh, they’ll fight,” Ohtera said, noting the doubtful cast of Ruhlin’s face. “Have no fear of that. A week or so of good food, and no small measure of wine, and this lot will display all the savagery the Vortigurn desires.”

Silvahk wasn’t long in confirming her words, promising baths, clothes and a feast to the newcomers, which aroused far more interest than his assurance of their likely and imminent deaths. “But know this,” the Ventra concluded in a tone of grim sincerity, “think not of escape, for it is impossible here. Think not of discord among yourselves, for the punishment, I assure you, will be far worse than anything you have experienced before. Think only of the glory to come when you fight under the gaze of the Vortigurn himself.”

With his welcome delivered, Silvahk had the slaves trooped off in dozen-strong groups towards the tunnels lining the wuhltra’s walls. Watching the lines of shackled figures shuffling into the dark, Ruhlin couldn’t stop himself picturing these wretched unfortunates lying bloody and broken in the aftermath of the monster’s rampage.

“When does it start?” he asked Ohtera.

“Not for a while yet. It’s always been a spring event. There’ll be some minor contests before, though. Those among the Kelven who haven’t killed before will need to be blooded. The Vortigurn doesn’t like to see us baulk when the Meidvang starts in earnest.”

Fernhyld let out a sob then, soft and quickly contained when she put her hands over her mouth. “It’ll be all right,” Ohtera said, drawing Fernhyld into an embrace.

“I can’t,” Fernhyld wept into Ohtera’s shoulder. “You know I can’t…”

Ohtera quickly ushered her away while Ruhlin watched the whip-men harangue the last besmirched, shackled figure into the bowels of the wuhltra. The Vortigurn wishes me to become a mass murderer, he decided. I think not.

That night he wore the silver knot for the first time. He had lain awake for hours, unable to shake the sight of the slaves, or the sound of Fernhyld’s distress. As the hours wore on he heard her through the wall, intermittent bouts of sobbing calmed by Ohtera’s soothing words. “I can’t. I just can’t!”

Finally, Ruhlin turned over and reached for the trinket. The silver threads felt cool to the touch, giving no indication of its purpose as he slipped the cord over his head. Lying with it resting on his chest, he found sleep continued to elude him until, when Fernhyld’s tears had at last fallen silent, he succumbed to the creeping grasp of slumber.

The dream that greeted him was jarring in its immediacy, Ruhlin reeling amid a blast of heat. Despite the surrounding smoke and roar of flames, he recognised it instantly. He was back in the Vikra-sah, stumbling through the aftermath of its destruction. The hollow burned around him, ancient roots rendered into shrivelled black stumps, exposing corrupted earth untouched by sunlight for countless years. Yet, as Ruhlin strove to escape the inferno, he found himself trapped. The way back to the gathering of Morvek elders was blocked by a wall of flaming vegetation. In his monstrous state he could have simply forced his way through it, but his mostly naked form retained its merely human dimensions. It was as he retreated from the fiery barrier that he saw the tall man in a dark robe standing nearby, indifferent to the enclosing blaze.

Squinting through a blizzard of embers, Ruhlin made out a beardless, handsome face. When their gazes met, all other motion stopped. Motes of fire froze before Ruhlin’s eyes as the smoke halted its swirl. The pale man raised his brows as he surveyed the unmoving scene, Ruhlin gaining the impression of a reluctantly impressed soul.

“So,” the pale man said, “this was the Vikra-sah.” Although his voice was strong, Ruhlin detected a faint echo of a familiar, grating rasp in its cadence.

“Moyirn,” he said.

The pale man didn’t answer, instead turning towards the flame-shrouded heart of the hollow and raising his hands. “I feel it,” he murmured. “Even here, consigned to a dream, it lingers. Wounded. Diminished.” His lips curved a little in marginal amusement. “Vengeful, but still alive, in its own fashion.” Dropping his arms, he turned back to Ruhlin. “You should have a care, boy. Its kind have a wealth of memory and a paucity of forgiveness.”

“Its kind?”

Any doubt he harboured regarding this man’s identity vanished when he shook his head, scorn writ large upon his features. “How can you be so ignorant after this? Surely the fragment you carry has provided some enlightenment?”

When Ruhlin replied only with a scowl of annoyance, the younger Moyirn sighed. “I suppose it doesn’t matter.”

“This is my dream, yet you are here.” Ruhlin peered at a small vortex of smoke, its ephemeral spirals laced with glowing specks of fire. “The knot, it lets you into my mind.”

“Yes,” Moyirn said, fixing Ruhlin with a reproachful eye. “And you waited a long time to follow my instructions. Perhaps too long.”

“I know you not. And what I’ve seen of you raises little but doubt and distrust in my heart.”

“And yet here we both are. Was it the slaves’ arrival? Yes, I imagine that would focus your mind. Tell me, how many do you think your monster will be able to kill? Fifty? A hundred? Perhaps every single one of them.”

“It will not kill any. I won’t let it.”

“Mere lies you tell yourself, boy. Assail me not with your comforting delusions, for they mean nothing.”

The dream shifted then, the Vikra-sah abruptly displaced by another bad place. Ruhlin looked upon the bars of his cell in Aerling Eldryk’s mountain holdfast. Pain rippled across his chest provoked by a series of swift, hot jabs into his skin. “Stop twitching,” Aleida said as she wielded her tattooist’s needle. He sat on a stool as she did her work, Achela seated outside, silent and watchful as ever. The Morvek woman afforded no notice to Moyirn standing at her side, head cocked as he subjected Aleida to a prolonged scrutiny Ruhlin found he didn’t like at all.

“Stop looking at her,” he said.

Aleida paused in her work, frowning up at him. “I wasn’t…” Her words stopped as she froze, her needle still embedded in his chest.

“She has power,” Moyirn said, narrowing his gaze as he continued his appraisal of Aleida. “I find it curious her father never revealed it to the Vortigurn, as was his duty. She would have been taken to the Kelvengyr, destined to be Ventra, or a corpse, as events dictated.” He issued a soft, derisive snort. “Parental sentiment, I suppose.”

“Whatever his reason,” Ruhlin said, “it wasn’t sentiment. And I told you to stop looking at her.”

Moyirn grinned, but consented to shift his gaze to the neighbouring cage, whereupon all humour slipped from his face. The sight of Tuhlan, crouched in the centre of his prison, as was his habit in between bouts in the practice arena, brought a lurch to Ruhlin’s chest. It also appeared to greatly interest Moyirn.

“What was the name of this Caerith?” he demanded, moving closer to peer through the bars of the cage.

“Tuhlan,” Ruhlin said. “He was my friend. Silvahk killed him.”

Moyirn moved closer to Tuhlan’s cage, gripping the bars as he continued to stare at its occupant. “Did he speak of his homeland?”

“At times. Not often. But I knew he yearned to return there.” Ruhlin decided not to share the nascent plan he had agreed with his slain friend; together they would travel to Caerith lands to consult with the fabled Eithlisch. Instinct warned against imparting more information to Moyirn than strictly necessary.

“Did he ever make mention of…” Moyirn paused, another spasm passing across his handsome features. This time, Ruhlin recognised it as fear rather than anger. “Of the Doenlisch?”

The hushed and hurried way he spoke this name bespoke a dread of Ruhlin’s answer. He considered lying, concocting some story to torment this untrustworthy soul. Perhaps Tuhlan had been dispatched to Nihlvar by this Doenlisch, a mighty Caerith hunter sent in search of an ancient villain. Tempting though it was, Moyirn struck Ruhlin as a soul not easily gulled. Also, his resentment would likely have dire consequences for their fledgling alliance.

“No,” Ruhlin said. “Who is that?”

Moyirn’s reply came in a soft mutter, “If you are fortunate, you will never find out.”

Casting a final glance at Tuhlan, he moved away from his cage to turn his attention to the circle of sand where a group of Eldryk’s captives were at practice. Radylf, tall and threatening, stalked the edge of the arena with whip in hand while prisoners assailed each other with their wooden weapons. Ruhlin shuddered in grief once again at seeing Julette among them, expertly fending off Sygurn’s blows, teeth revealed in that blazing smile of hers.

“So few of them left, now,” Moyirn observed.

Blinking in surprise, Ruhlin found himself standing alongside Moyirn. A glance back at the cage revealed Aleida still crouched with needle in hand alongside an empty stool. The realisation that this man could bend another’s dreams to his will was highly disturbing.

“Do you think they’ll all be gone by the time this is over?” Moyirn enquired.

Ruhlin lowered his gaze from the sight of his battling friends, knowing it to be a deliberate distraction. This master of dreams sought to employ grief as a weapon, rendering his victim into a desperate soul easily twisted to another’s will. “I think,” Ruhlin said, “we’ve arrived at the moment where you tell me how to prevent that happening. So enough of your games and just tell me.”

Moyirn’s response came with a growl of anger. “Do you know how much I risk in aiding you, boy?”

“I don’t know what you’re planning, old man. But I know one thing for certain: you are not aiding me. Your only thought is for yourself.”

“If your insight is so keen, then apply it now. To survive the Meidvang, you will have to kill a great many of those slaves you saw today. You know this, yet you pretend otherwise.”

“I will not turn myself into the monster your Vortigurn wants me to be.”

“Do you truly have a choice? Is the remnant within you so accommodating to your conscience.”

Remnant. Twice now he had referred to the monster as such. The creature Ruhlin had vanquished in the Vikra-sah had done the same. “Why do you call it that?” he asked. “You know what it is? Where it comes from?”

“I do.” Moyirn was either unpractised in guarding his emotions, or didn’t care what Ruhlin might divine from the calculation evident in his gaze. “Perhaps I’ll tell you, if the tree we plant together bears the right fruit.”

Such naked manipulation stirred a faint heat within Ruhlin, one that built quickly. The monster had never woken in a dream before, and he wondered what might happen if it did. “Or perhaps I’ll wring it from you,” Ruhlin said. Although his form remained unchanged, the heat continued to build, and as it did so, the dream began to fracture around them. The arena and the cages blinked into formless mist, the huge cavern becoming a featureless grey plain without obvious end.

The only recognisable facet to remain was Moyirn, now regarding Ruhlin with resentful, and grudging respect. “Best calm that thing, boy,” he warned. “Or this is the last time we ever speak, and all hope you have of escaping the Kelvengyr will be gone.”

Ruhlin let his anger fade, finding it an easier task in a dream. He felt the monster’s presence recede, slipping back into slumber with a pulse of annoyance at the interruption. “You talk of escape,” he said. “But offer no means of how it can be done.”

“There is more than one form of escape,” Moyirn replied. “You should know that this Meidvang will be different. For the first time the Vortigurn’s subjects will be permitted to watch. He has even allowed them to travel for the spectacle. Already, the Citadel is swollen with the common dregs of this realm, a mob hungry for blood.”

“And if I don’t provide it?” Ruhlin asked.

“You will,” Moyirn stated simply. “It is the nature of a fire blood to fight when faced with death. But, to win escape, you must resist that instinct, cage the thing that lives inside you.” He stepped closer to Ruhlin, gaze harsh and unblinking. “Heed my words, for I speak a terrible truth. The only escape you can win here is in death. And die you must, unless you wish to see his plan fulfilled…”

Ruhlin staggered as a sudden, heavy gale swept across the featureless plain. Turning, he saw a dark bruise forming in the sky.

“I told you to control that thing,” Moyirn said.

“This isn’t him,” Ruhlin replied. He could sense no stirring from the monster and the growing blemish on the sky was clearly not the work of his companion. “What is that?” he demanded.

Moyirn didn’t answer, his face once again twitching in anger. But this time, every spasm was accompanied by a change in form. For a fraction of a second, his younger self was replaced by his old, decrepit form. “That,” he said, his voice wavering in concert with his rapidly altered state, “is an unwelcome visitor. Leave now, as I teach them the value of courtesy.”

A flick of his wavering hand then Ruhlin was back on his bed, chest heaving as he clutched the silver knot. Unclenching his hand, he found the trinket pressed deep into his skin, almost hard enough to draw blood. He dropped it on the floor and strove to recall all he had learned, trying to sort truth from lies in Moyirn’s words. The only statement that seemed to carry a convincing weight of sincerity had been the old man’s instruction: The only escape you can win here is in death.







CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Felnir

“Die, Liar King! DIE!”

Felnir winced as the axe blade bit into the edge of his shield, sending a salvo of splinters into his forehead. Pain added force and swiftness to his counter blow, hacking at the axe wielder’s legs while raising his shield and lunging to force him back. Pitching him from the battlement, Felnir heard more defiance than pain in the fellow’s scream. It ended when the axe man landed amid a dense knot of his comrades, finding himself spitted on their upraised spears. Felnir ducked behind a crenellation to avoid the near instant volley of arrow and slingshot that greeted any defender of the Aryngyr who showed a face to their besiegers.

Looking to his left and right, he took satisfaction from finding no more attackers on the battlement, at least none alive. “How are there any of these bastards left?” Tyrheld groaned, pulling her dagger clear of a slain foemen’s neck. Beyond her, other warriors finished off wounded enemies or helped stricken comrades bind their cuts. From the other side of the wall came a now familiar chorus as the survivors of this latest assault retreated. “Death to the Liar King!” and various allusions to the carnal exploits of their opponents’ mothers were the loudest, apart from the screams of the dying.

Although a veteran of many sieges, Felnir had never before found himself defending a keep instead of storming it. He decided being on this side of the wall was worse. Added to the recurrent bouts of combat required to beat back the assaults of the Silver Dove’s irksomely courageous warriors, there was the wearying tension of the lull. In between tides, watches needed to be maintained lest their foes attempt a seaborne assault. Most worrisome from Felnir’s perspective was their fast diminishing food stocks. Water wasn’t a problem since, in addition to the frequent rain, the Aryngyr featured a deep well. But the Silver Dove had proven to be nothing if not a cunning enemy. Having lured Felnir into taking her most prized holdfast, she had also emptied its larders.

Before the tide closed in on the first night of their entrapment, Felnir had ordered the horses gathered from the causeway. It proved a difficult business. Many of the beasts had fled, panicked by the storm, Bolt among them. His mount was fearless in battle but proved a coward when faced with nature’s wrath. Felnir hoped one of his warriors on the southern shore would have the sense to keep hold of the horse for him. Only about a third of the remaining horses could be calmed enough to be led into the keep by which time the first of the Silver Dove’s ships had disgorged its cargo of warriors upon the causeway. Luckily, their first assault had been a rushed affair delivered in numbers too small to force the swiftly shorn-up gate, though the cost of beating them back had been high. Felnir had taken the Aryngyr with close to six thousand warriors. By his best reckoning, he now commanded at most two-thirds that number. The only crumb of comfort was that it meant he had fewer mouths to feed.

“Archers up!” Felnir barked, rising and striding along the battlement. “Clear the ladders.”

Every failed assault was followed by a period of duelling between their own archers and the enemy as the defenders went about pushing away the ladders still propped against the wall. In addition to some skilled bowmen, it transpired that the folk of northern Vorunvahl had a tradition of learning the sling from an early age. These fleet-footed, keen-eyed slingers would lurk among the rock-covered slope below the wall, always ready to cast their pellets at any available target. A dozen of Felnir’s menda had fallen to their attentions and an equal number were now lacking an eye. Consequently, the chore of clearing the ladders was done swiftly amid a chorus of profanity punctuated by the hard smack of lead on stone.

“That’s quite a haul, my lord,” Falk said when Felnir reached his side. The outlaw crouched at a peephole carved into the base of a crenellation. Moving aside, he allowed Felnir to make out the sprawl of twitching or still bodies littering the track all the way down to the causeway. Some had been lying there since the first abortive assault and the stink was beginning to thicken.

Moving back, Felnir risked a brief glance over the wall at the bedraggled groups of warriors making their way along the causeway to the waiting boats. Each day had followed the same grim routine since the arrival of the Silver Dove’s fleet. When the ebbing morning tide drew the sea back to reveal the rough stone pathway, the ships anchored off shore would send forth their many boats, all crammed with warriors. Yet, it had become quickly apparent to Felnir that they had neglected to bring enough boats. So, even though the numbers they threw at the wall each day were sizeable, they lacked the strength to overwhelm the Aryngyr’s defences in one blow. The Silver Dove had laid her snare well, but lacked the means to draw it tight upon his neck.

“Careful, my lord!” Falk said as Felnir ducked a slingshot. The lead ball struck fragments from the granite barrier, sending grit across his face and reminding him of the splinters still embedded in his forehead.

“Change the watch,” he grunted, tugging the shards of wood from his skin. “Tell Vehldur to slaughter half the remaining horses.”

“Are you sure, my lord? Not so many left now.”

“I sense some impatience on the part of our enemy. They sent more today than yesterday. Stands to reason there’ll be more tomorrow and there’s few who fight well on an empty belly.” Felnir moved in a crouch to the stairs leading to the courtyard. “Find me in the vaults if you need me.”

The innards of the Aryngyr consisted of a plethora of tunnels and caves, some of which had been expanded into storage vaults. In the first hours of the siege Felnir ordered them searched for any scrap of food, to no avail. They did discover a fulsome stock of wine but he commanded the casks be sundered and the contents drained. Perhaps the Silver Dove hadn’t poisoned it all, but he wasn’t prepared to risk it, nor allow his menda the dangerous comfort of drunkenness. However, while the search failed to uncover any supplies, it did reveal something of interest in the deepest reaches of the holdfast’s bowels.

A hundred feet into the rock, the expanded vaults gave way to a series of smaller caverns. These were evidently the work of human labour, but far older. Also, unlike the bare walls of the storage vaults, they were decorated in designs Felnir had come to recognise. As he made his way to the deepest cavern, the light of his torch played over the many spirals, and other more complex designs, etched into the rock. They all echoed the carvings he had first noticed at the stone circle in the river lands, and the more elaborate decorations of the abandoned settlements in the Craggens. The Aryngyr, like much of the more impressive constructions he had so far encountered in this land, had been built atop the remnants of something far older.

The sound of Wohtin’s muttering reached him before he entered the cavern. This one was the most extensively carved of all the caverns, the designs covering its walls so dense that they overlapped in places. It also differed from the others by featuring depictions of people and animals, and smaller indentations in the stone Felnir took to be some form of writing.

“Denhild…” Wohtin murmured, holding a small oil lamp closer to a section of carved stone. Felnir hadn’t known this ancient soul had followed the advance across the causeway until discovering him in these caverns. When asked why he hadn’t remained in the more secure environs of the menda encamped on the southern bank of the Kahl Ledda, the old man had merely shrugged and mumbled something about curiosity.

“The goddess of the Lower Hall who watches over healers,” Felnir said, peering over Wohtin’s shoulder at the carving. To his eye it was a meaningless jumble of intersecting lines and that unknowable script. “Strange you should find mention of her here, is it not?”

“It would be,” Wohtin agreed. “If I had, since the Kearling knew nothing of our gods. But I have not. This, I believe—” he tapped a bony finger to a cluster of indentations in the stone “—is a representation of the constellation we know as Denhild’s Cup. And this.” The digit moved to a more dense collection of marks. “Is the word for stars, or perhaps sky. I haven’t decided yet.”

“You can truly read this?”

“Some.” Wohtin moved along the wall, hand exploring the carvings. “It began to come back to me when I first beheld the Aryngyr. As you know, my mind is a parsimonious miser that rarely gives up its treasure. But, upon seeing this keep again, I remembered the wealth of carvings it contained, and the fact that I had some understanding of their meaning.”

“How? The Kearling were wiped out, were they not?”

“As far as I remember. But if I can comprehend their writings, then a few must have lived long enough to teach it to me.” He paused as his fingers twitched upon another symbol. It resembled an elongated oval with a small spiral carved at the top. “This…” Wohtin let out a small gasp of realisation. “This is their version of what the Albermaine-ish call a compass. See how it’s angled, pointing north towards Denhild’s Cup.”

“A map?”

“Of a kind.”

“To what?” Felnir raised an eyebrow. “Treasure?”

“As I recall, the Kearling did not value shiny metal and jewels as we do. And I don’t believe this to be entirely a map.” He held his lamp closer to a long procession of stick figures. “See how they’re rendered, as if they’re walking away from the north. This is as much a story as it is a map.”

“A story of what? Their gods? This is their Altvar Rendi?”

“No. This is their own tale, a great saga of how they came to these lands. It is my theory that the Kearling migrated from the north centuries before we came here. And they didn’t sail.” The old man’s nail scratched at the stick figures. “They walked.”

“That would mean they came across the Swathe,” Felnir said. “It’s supposed to be impassible.”

“Not to them, it seems. And if they did come here from the northern lands you see in your visions, my king, it could be their route that leads us there.”

“Leads us…” Felnir breathed, leaning closer to the carvings, “… to Guthnyr.”

He felt a pulse from the sword as his eye tracked over the markings. It hadn’t spared him during this siege, filling his dreams with ever more confusing and disturbing visions of his brother’s plight. Once it had shown him confronted by a snow cat of impressive size, only to deny Felnir the sight of what came next. Other dreams lacked the same clarity but at least confirmed his brother still drew breath.

“Can you plot it?” he asked Wohtin, moving back from the wall to look upon the carvings in full. “Create a map of your own based on this?”

“It will take study, and time.”

Hearing the doubt in the old man’s voice, Felnir regretted once again the loss of Elvine Jurest. It seemed to him that a task such as this would have been easy for her, although she couldn’t attempt to parse the Kearling’s language. For the first time, Felnir was glad he hadn’t succumbed to Sygna’s suggestion that he banish Wohtin. The devious old bastard did have his uses after all.

“I doubt the Silver Dove will allow us such leisure,” Felnir said. Reaching for the sword, he drew the blade a few inches so its glow illuminated the cavern. “It occurs to me that I have not yet received a fulsome explanation from you as to what this weapon truly is.”

Attuned by now to his king’s changing moods, Wohtin began to edge away. “A gift from the Altvar…”

“Enough of that bilge, old man! If the gods be real, and I hope they are, I’m certain I would sense their touch upon this thing. I do not. When it’s in my grasp I feel none of Ulthnir’s wisdom and love. Only purpose. And at times, a desire to indulge cruelty. It wanted me to kill Beyorn.”

“That may have been a mercy. The man is patently mad, and I know madness well.”

“And I know war. That’s what this thing revels in. Only in battle does it glow brightest, and every victory brings more devotion from those that gaze upon it. So…” he stepped closer to Wohtin, pulling the sword clear of the scabbard and holding the blade up before the old man’s nervous gaze “… I will have you tell me what it is. By what conjuration was the sword brought forth?”

“I told you the tale before. Velgard set me to finding a path to the Altvar, so that he could beg for the tools he needed to craft the world they had ordained for the Ascarls. But it was not I that reached between the worlds to retrieve them, but Moyirn. I suspect only he knows their true nature.”

Wohtin flinched as Felnir held the sword closer to his face, the softly glowing blade almost touching his skin. “You are a man of much learning,” Felnir said. “Speculate.”

“This… artefact clearly has an effect on those who come into proximity with it. Not all, but many exhibit devotion towards its wielder far beyond the normal loyalty of a subject to their king. I doubt this is accidental. You spoke of sensing purpose within it. This is pure conjecture, but I suspect each of the three gifts was created for a purpose. What it might be, is impossible to say, my king.”

Letting out a dissatisfied huff, Felnir stepped back from the old man. The cavern darkened as he slid the sword back into its scabbard. “Quicken your studies of this place,” he said, moving to the tunnel mouth. “I want that map.”

His dream that night was less troubled than before, but equally mystifying. His brother looked upon what appeared to be a large hall glowing red with the light of many fires, yet it didn’t burn. Not fires, Felnir realised, making out the sight of smiths labouring at bellows to stoke stone circles filled with blazing coals. Forges.

He watched his brother approach a rack of swords, all gleaming with unnatural brightness in the glow of heated coals. A young woman stood there, her brow furrowed as she touched a hand to one of the blades. She possessed the comeliness that invariably attracted Guthnyr’s attentions, but Felnir saw neither lust nor calculation in his brother’s gaze, only concern.

“You should rest,” he said, settling a gentle hand on the maiden’s shoulder.

“Do you imagine Ruhlin knows any rest?” she replied. Felnir could see the fatigue etched into her youthful features now, eyes dull and cheeks hollowed for want of sleep. Yet there was a determination there too. “Besides,” she went on, “when I sleep my dreams are troubled.” She uttered a brief, mirthless laugh. “It seems I’m capable of conjuring all manner of torments for my husband…”

Her voice was abruptly drowned out by a persistent, loud hammering. Felnir looked to the forges, expecting to see a smith pounding at heated steel, instead he was confronted by a pall of mist that swiftly coalesced into Falk’s weathered and concerned features.

“Sorry, my lord,” he said as the last dregs of sleep slipped away. “But you must come.”

Felnir groaned, sitting up on the narrow cot where he made his bed. He had taken to sleeping in a small room in one of the towers near the lower wall. There were grander and better furnished quarters in the upper tiers but he needed to stay close to the site of battle. “It’s not low tide yet,” he said, casting a glance through the tower’s narrow window at the still dark sky.

“True, my lord,” Falk confirmed. “But they’ve come again nonetheless. And this time they seem to finally know what they’re about.”

The six ships of the Silver Dove’s fleet wallowed in the swell as they attempted to remain above the submerged causeway. Their task was complicated by the additional weight they carried. Each one was crammed with warriors and sat so low in the water the waves continually lapped over their rails. Further out to sea, the rest of the enemy fleet were busy transferring the balance of their warriors into an armada of boats. Their intent was starkly obvious. Once the tide lowered the six ships onto the causeway, those aboard would disembark and attack the Aryngyr in concert with the boat-borne comrades. Come the dawn, the defenders would be facing an assault more than double the size of any that came before.

With less than an hour before the tide turned, Felnir ordered his entire menda roused and set them to the task of tearing down the empty storehouses on the lowest tier. The resultant stone was piled up on the battlement alongside several cauldrons of boiling water. He also sent Vehldur with six hundred warriors to garrison the next tier.

“If they break through hold the gate open as long as you can,” Felnir told him. “But don’t hesitate to seal it if they get too close. Regardless of who might be on the other side.”

He held Vehldur’s gaze, ensuring he understood his king’s instruction. Although not one of those ensnared by the sword’s glow, the man remained a loyal captain and his assenting nod was slow in coming.

“Don’t worry,” Felnir said. Resting a hand on Vehldur’s shoulder, he leaned closer, dropping his voice, “I can run with the best of them when the need arises.”

He placed Beyorn in the courtyard at the head of a four hundred strong company of warriors. Like their captain, they all exhibited a similar pitch of fanatical devotion to their king. If the attackers succeeded in breaching the gate, Felnir knew they could be counted on to put up a sacrificial pitch of resistance, buying time for the rest of his menda to flee to the second tier. This tactic stirred some guilt, but also a measure of relief. Throughout the siege, Beyorn’s actions had been indistinguishable from those of a man intent upon his own death. Repeatedly, he had hurled himself into the fiercest combat, at times so deranged in his battle fury that he had to be restrained from leaping over the wall. Looking down at Beyorn now, Felnir saw a broad, anticipatory smile upon the young warrior’s lips. He wore no helm and only light armour. Curiously, his repeated brushes with death had resulted in only a few minor injuries and some of his comrades exchanged whispered musings of the Altvar’s favour. Others, veterans better acquainted with the vagaries of war, muttered about the luck of the mad.

The old man was right, Felnir mused, nodding in acknowledgement as Beyorn met his gaze, his smile becoming fierce. Death will be a mercy for him.

The turn of the tide brought a modicum of luck, for the defenders but not their foes. While the crews of the six ships strove to maintain their position amid the shifting current, it proved impossible for the two vessels closest to the keep. One was swept away from the causeway and left floundering a hundred yards out to sea, unable to unship its human cargo. The other contrived to keep station until a wave of unexpected size forced them back. As the ship retreated, its bows plunged, impacting with hull-shattering force on the causeway’s edge. Some of those aboard were able to jump to safety but most went down with the ship as she surrendered to the sea’s embrace, leaving only a patch of wreckage and a knot of flailing figures.

“Ulfmaer blesses the Sea King!” Tyrheld called out, brandishing her axe above her head and raising a hearty cheer from the defenders on the wall. Despite the sea god’s apparent intervention, Felnir saw little to celebrate. As dawn broke over the Aryngyr, the other ships settled onto the causeway and the army they carried swiftly disembarked. He saw many ladders among their rapidly assembled ranks, nor did they pause before setting off towards their goal. Beyond the grounded ships, the boats carrying their reinforcements had already reached the causeway.

“Archers forward!” Felnir commanded. “Make ready with stones and water!”

His archers, only a few score in number, began to loose as soon as the attackers came within range. Typically, the assaulting force would linger at the base of the track to reorder their ranks and send their own archers and slingers forward. Not so this time. Charging through the thin hail of arrows they commenced to ascend the slope at the run. All seemed to be crying out a discordant but familiar chant: “Death to the Liar King! Death to the Liar King!”

Quite why the Silver Dove had settled upon this particular name for her enemy remained unknown. Felnir had surely been called worse in his time, but something about it rankled him more than he liked to admit. He knew what Sygna would have said had she been at his side: You don’t like it because it’s true, my love. You told an ocean of lies to make yourself king. But so did every soul who ever sat a throne.

Despite their paucity of numbers, his archers acquitted themselves well. By the time the first attackers reached the wall, he reckoned fifty or more had fallen, not that it had daunted their comrades in any way. Ladders rose as they thronged the base of the wall, others using rams and axes to assail the oaken door sealing the gate. Felnir ordered the boiling water cast over first, raising the grimly familiar tumult of screams. The stones went next, hefty chunks of granite crushing heads and smashing shoulders. The cascade succeeded in felling most of the first wave, the defenders pushing their ladders from the wall, but the second rush was not long in coming. This time they benefited from a steady barrage of arrows and slingshot, forcing Felnir’s warriors to take cover behind the crenellations. Crouching between Falk and Tyrheld, he heard the thud of more ladders against the wall followed by a chorus of shouted exhortations as the first attackers began to climb.

“You know what to do,” he said, drawing the sword and inching back from the wall in readiness. In response, Falk and Tyrheld positioned themselves to either side of the gap between two crenellations, watching the rhythmic shudder of the ladder. When the first foeman appeared in the gap, Tyrheld darted from cover to thrust her dagger through the eyehole of his helm. Letting out a screech, he fell from sight, his place swiftly taken by another who died when Falk’s axe cleaved his neck.

Hearing the thud of another ladder, Felnir turned to see a warrior clambering onto the battlement to his right. The Sword of the Altvar blazed bright as Felnir swung, the blade lopping the warrior’s head from his shoulders in a single stroke. The sensation thrumming through Felnir’s arm mixed exultation with that familiar implacable purpose. The blade shone brighter than ever, Felnir holding it aloft to cast its light over the battlement and the crush of warriors below. As the glow bathed them, the attackers stopped, every face uplifted to regard the sight of the Sea King and his gods-blessed sword. Felnir saw some begin to back away, others shielding their eyes, but most standing in dumbfounded awe. No longer were any voices raised to call him a liar.

“My lord,” Falk said. The outlaw squinted against the sword’s glow, pointing to the causeway. Felnir had to lower the blade to make out the object of his interest. Halfway along the road a battle raged, the rearguard of the attacking force turned to meet a rush from the southern bank of the Kahl Ledda. It appeared the entire reserve of the Sea King’s menda had issued forth to save him. Throughout the previous few days, Felnir had wondered if this might happen, knowing it to be a potentially foolhardy tactic. With his forces divided and the battlefield so constricted, the outcome made it a gamble. Watching the struggle unfold, he saw only a bloody stalemate. The Silver Dove’s warriors had created a solid shield wall across the causeway which showed no signs of breaking despite the frenzied attempts of his menda to pierce it. Then he saw that Falk’s finger was pointed not at the scene of combat, but out to sea.

The Silver Dove’s fleet would normally remain at anchor during the assaults, but now they were frantically raising sails and sweeping oars in an attempt to turn about. The reason became plain when Felnir spotted the many sails jutting above the horizon. They soon resolved into warships arranged in an arrowhead formation. As they drew closer, Felnir made out the sigil embalmed on their white sails: a black gull.

“Look to your fleet!” Felnir called out to the warriors below. He pointed the sword out to sea, casting its light across the waves, banishing the dullness of morning to illuminate the fate of their ships. Some were already locked in combat with the newcomers while others had set course to the north, oars churning the waves as they fled. “Your cause is lost!” he cried. “Yet know the Sea King is merciful! I do not desire the deaths of so many brave souls! Lay down your arms and receive quarter!”

It was the hush of the throng that saved him, enabling his ears to detect the snap of the sling followed by the whistle of the pellet. Felnir jerked his head an instant before the lead ball would have caved in his brow. Instead it scored his flesh, the flare of pain bringing a shout to his lips. A furious chorus filled the air, not from without the walls but within.

“Open it!” he heard Beyorn roar amid the clamour. Then came the sound of the gate’s crossbeam being tossed aside and the squeal of its heavy hinges. A glance at the courtyard revealed the sight of his most ardent followers rushing through the opened portal to hurl themselves at their foeman. Their charge was delivered amid a chorus of animalistic snarls, Felnir shifting his gaze to the other side of the wall to see them carving a bloody swathe through the enemy ranks. Heedless of their own protection, Beyorn’s cohort had cast their shields aside in their zeal, some even abandoned their weapons to claw and bite at any foe within reach. Their ferocity birthed instant panic in a host already unnerved by the arcane light cast by the Sea King’s sword. Some attempted to fight, others began to back away, and most fled to the false safety of the causeway. There, a stalwart group of warriors was still holding out against his menda, meaning this battle was not yet won.

“Tyrheld,” Felnir called the battle maiden to his side. “Go and tell Vehldur to bring his warriors down to man this wall.”

Once she had sprinted off, he turned to Falk, hefting the sword. Its glow had diminished to its former brightness, but Felnir could feel its triumph. “Still some work to do, old friend. See if you can spare some.”

“I shall, my lord.”

Together, they descended from the wall and Felnir, King of Vorunvahl, led his remaining warriors to yet another victory sure to be spoken of for many an age.







CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Thera

At first, Thera assumed the young fisherman unused to speaking to those of high status. But, as he stammered his way through an explanation of his ability, she realised that he was unused to speaking at all.

“It’s like it… sings to me,” Teryk faltered, darting glances at his two brothers. “The sea, the currents, the wind. Their songs… show me the way.”

“My queen,” Ahlgrun, the eldest brother, reminded him in a harsh mutter.

“My queen,” Teryk added hastily, bobbing his head lower.

Thera chose to meet them at the docks, having Ragnalt cordon off one of the few surviving warehouses for a private audience. That morning she had watched the Ohlnir and the Chainbreaker bear the Spear Maiden away, leaving this trio of brothers behind. They had been members of the Spear Maiden’s personal guard and Thera could tell they resented having been denied the chance to join her mission to find the traitor queen. Still, they exhibited mostly nervous obedience upon finding themselves in Thera’s presence and a glance at Lynnea confirmed no signs of dishonesty.

“And from where does it come?” Thera asked Teryk. “Do you know?”

He shook his head. “Dunno… my queen. Just always been there.”

“I’m told you and your brothers sailed deeper into the Styrnspeld than most fishermen of the isles. Have you ever sailed as far as the Fire Islands?”

“Seen ’em. Only from a distance, though. Less fish to catch the closer you get to them fire mountains.”

Ahlgrun growled another reminder of Thera’s honorific, but she waved him to silence. “The Spear Maiden also informed me that you plotted a course through thick fog, slipping by the enemy fleet without being noticed.”

Teryk shrugged. “Fog’s easy. The song it sings is… clearer than most. Storms are harder, cos the song changes so much.”

“And the Fire Isles? What song do they sing?”

“An old one, that’s for sure. Though I only heard it from far off.”

“If you were closer, would you hear it better?”

After a pause for thought, the fisherman nodded. “S’pose so.”

“We know there is at least one passage through the Fire Isles. Our enemy found it, and now, Teryk of the Aiken Geld, you will do the same for me. I name you the Queen’s Navigator, Teryk Johtenleyl, the Wind Song. Your brothers I name as your protectors. If any of you are minded to refuse these honours, you may do so now without disfavour or punishment.”

She paused, watching the three of them exchange glances. None appeared particularly honoured and she suspected they would happily have traded her favour for leave to return to their island home. Yet, after some wordless nodding, the oldest spoke up again. “Accepted with gratitude, my queen.” He coughed and swallowed before speaking on. “But to carry out this task, we require a ship.”

“The Silver Hawk, famed vessel of Skahlvyr Estrynlud himself, awaits you in the harbour. You will sail for the Fire Isles with the next tide. Scout them from end to end and find me a safe passage to the realm of our enemy. Once you have done so, you will find me at Iselda’s Nail come the turn of the seasons.”

“When…” Teryk began, daring to look Thera directly in the eye for the first time. “When do I get to go home… my queen?”

“When the war is done, Navigator,” Thera told him, slapping a hand to his shoulder. “Then we’ll all get to go home.”

In the weeks that followed, she issued instructions to all the Veilwalds and senior captains in her fleet to return to their gelds. They were to gather any warriors and ships not yet incorporated into her menda and rendezvous with the queen’s fleet off Iselda’s Nail come the spring. Those from regions worst affected by Nihlvarian raids were provided with generous stipends of silver and food supplies drawn from the Verungyr’s vaults. None had questioned her stated intention of visiting justice upon the realm of their enemy. Many, like Ossgrym, were keen for the expedition to begin as soon as possible. But Thera was not willing to assemble what would surely be the largest fleet in Ascarlian history only to risk it crossing the Styrnspeld in winter. Sending the immensely skilled and experienced Skahlvyr Estrynlud to scout the Fire Isles was one thing, but attempting the voyage with such a huge and disparate array of vessels invited only disaster.

She also sent emissaries to those gelds that had so far taken no part in the war. The queen’s missives made it clear, in polite but unambiguous terms, that continued neutrality, or passivity, were no longer acceptable. As the weeks passed, her messengers returned bearing uniformly warm and effusive expressions of loyalty from various Veilwalds, as well as explanations for their idleness during the recent crisis. Some were more convincing than others, but Thera resisted her ingrained tendency towards justice. Tempting as it was to levy fines or even dismissal upon cravens and liars, she was tasked with the twin burdens of pursuing the war and holding this realm in unity. She did resolve not to be so forgiving of further weakness, however.

A marginal improvement in the weather brought an inevitable visitor to the Verungyr. Thera had known it was only a matter of time before the Dowager Princess of Albermaine, acting, of course, in the name of her son and king, would send an ambassador to the newly crowned queen of the Ascarls. However, the noble personage chosen to deliver the first exchange of diplomatic greetings proved unexpected.

Duchess Ayin Lambertain of the Cordwain was imposing in neither size nor dress. Her garb was certainly finely made but lacking the sometimes garish, at least to Ascarlian eyes, embellishments and decoration common to the nobility of her homeland. Her head barely came level with Thera’s shoulder and it seemed a hefty gust of wind might carry the duchess’s slender frame into Skar Magnol harbour. Yet, when Thera met her gaze, she saw undeniable strength in those steady eyes. They also possessed a piercing quality that bespoke keen insight as well as considerable experience. Her beauty was also deceptive, conveying a sense of youth only partially belied by the faint lines to her temples and forehead.

“I’m afraid you’ll have to forgive my manners, Queen Thera,” Duchess Ayin said, bending her knees while also lowering her head. “I was not raised to courtly etiquette, so apologise in advance if my absence of grace causes offence.”

Thera’s ear was well enough attuned to Alberic to discern the fact that, while this woman’s speech was clear and precise, it also possessed a few coarse vowels. Not born to finery, Thera concluded. Perhaps that’s why she shuns it. “Such things have scant meaning in my realm, my lady,” Thera assured her. “Nor are you required to bow to me, any more than I am to you. Come.” She turned, gesturing to the looming towers of the Verungyr. “I shall escort you to your quarters. I’m afraid the climb is fairly taxing.”

“I’ve walked further,” the duchess said. “And climbed higher.”

She certainly exhibited no excessive strain as they scaled the track to the Verungyr’s gate. Duchess Ayin was accompanied by a small coterie of servants and guards. To Thera’s judgement, both contingents occupied much the same role. Her coterie of ladies consisted of half a dozen sturdy young women who wouldn’t stray more than six feet from their duchess and spent the climb scouring the surroundings with keen intensity. They appeared unarmed, but Thera was practised in seeking out the telltale bulges and bunches that told of concealed weaponry.

“Tell me, my lady,” she ventured when they had covered about half the distance to the holdfast. “Is the Cordwain a particularly dangerous duchy?”

“No more than elsewhere in Albermaine,” Ayin replied. “In fact, I would say our roads are safer to travel than most.” She paused, affording Thera a faint smile. “You wonder why my ladies carry weapons. A reasonable concern, Majesty, but I assure you they mean no ill intent. If you wish them to surrender their arms, it shall be done.”

Truth. Lynnea’s conclusion chimed in Thera’s head, albeit tinged with suspicion. In order to avoid attracting undue notice, the Tielwald had placed herself in the midst of Thera’s own entourage. She would rather have avoided bringing Lynnea to this meeting at all, but parsing truth from lies spoken by the emissary of the Albermaine court was crucial. She’s not lying about having them give up their weapons, Lynnea added. Or about their being no threat to you. But I do sense deception here.

Hardly surprising, Thera thought back. Was there ever an ambassador who didn’t lie about something?

“If you have need of their protection,” Thera told the duchess, “I wouldn’t dream of denying it to you. However, please know that here in my realm, your safety will be fully guaranteed.”

Ayin inclined her head in thanks. “In truth, they are here at my husband’s insistence. He has always worried over me more than he should. He sends his sincerest apologies for not joining me in this endeavour, but the needs of our duchy are many and pressing.”

Lie, Lynnea reported. Spoken with a good deal of hidden grief. I sense her love for her husband clear as day, but also deep sorrow. My guess is that he’s sick, and the illness is not minor. She wouldn’t have come here unless compelled to it.

“I will confess I am surprised by King Tomas’s choice of ambassador,” Thera said. “Previous emissaries from his court have been of lower station than yourself.” She saw the duchess’s brows quirk a little at the mention of her monarch. They both knew her mission here had not been orchestrated by the King of Albermaine, a figure famed principally for overindulgence and leaving matters of governance in the hands of his mother.

“The Cordwain is the closest duchy to Ascarlia,” Ayin explained. “And His Majesty was especially keen that a personage of suitable rank be dispatched to greet its new queen. I’m afraid I have a rather long letter of introduction to present. I can read it now if you would prefer.”

“Best save it for the feast I have ordained in your honour tonight. But I am curious as to the principal topics of discussion your king wishes us to address.”

“What else?” The duchess’s smile broadened. “Money, of course. Particularly the portion of it that flows through the port of Olversahl.”

“I trust His Majesty is not intent on reopening old wounds. I will state here and now that if you have come to parley over the sovereignty of Olversahl, you will leave empty-handed.”

“Not sovereignty, Majesty, merely commerce. Please know that the king, and his mother, remember well the assistance provided unto them by the Sister Queens during the Martyr’s War. In the spirit of that time, I come not to take advantage of your difficulties, but instead to offer new opportunities. An agreement on tariffs and taxes regarding the goods that flow between our realms would benefit us both.”

“I see. I assume you come armed with a suitably detailed proposal?”

“I do. Drawn up by cleverer minds than mine, of course.”

Thera contained a sigh as they reached the Verungyr’s gate. However mutually beneficial the duchess’s proposal might be, Thera had little doubt which realm would benefit the most. Sister Silver had received several such approaches from the Dowager Princess over the years and dismissed them all in short order. But that had been a time of peace when merchant ships sailed untroubled seas and so much of Ascarlia lay un-ravaged by a heartless foe. Thera didn’t have the luxury of outright refusal. She began to voice a suitably non-committal answer when another observation from Lynnea slipped into her mind.

There’s more. This woman has no interest in tariffs and taxes. Regardless of what her princess sent her here to do, she came for something else.

What something?

I can’t read minds, as you know. Only intent.

“Be so good as to have your servants provide the document to mine,” Thera told Ayin. “And we shall discuss it on the morrow.” She gestured to the inner precincts of the Verungyr. “As for tonight, we feast.”

“Forgive my presumption, Majesty,” Ayin said as she followed Thera into the courtyard. “But will there, perchance, be music? I do so like music.”

It transpired that musicians were in short supply in the Verungyr. A hasty scouring of the town produced a clutch of fiddlers and pipers, mostly Albermaine-ish sailors from the crew of the merchantman Northern Star. After some faltering practise they succeeded in filling the Verungyr’s feasting hall with tunes that were at least pleasing if not accomplished. Duchess Ayin appeared to regard their playing with indulgent amusement rather than disdain, or was at least polite enough to conceal it. She and Thera exchanged the expected empty pleasantries for a time until one of the fiddlers began to play a particular tune. It was a simple melody, pleasing if sorrowful in tone. Thera didn’t recognise it but it was evident that her guest did. Trailing off during an answer to Thera’s enquiry regarding the health of Queen Ducinda, the duchess’s gaze took on a distant cast as it lingered upon the fiddler.

“You know the song, my lady?” Thera asked.

“I should,” Ayin said, getting to her feet. “I wrote it. If you will excuse me a moment, Majesty.”

A surprised hush settled over the hall as she departed the head table and made her way to the cluster of musicians. The Albermaine-ish among them, including the fiddler, all promptly got to their feet and bowed. The uniform expressions of reverence on their faces made it clear to Thera that Duchess Ayin was highly thought of in her own country. Smiling, she bade them all resume their seats before addressing the fiddler. “Finely done, but your key is a little high.” She had him play a few notes before nodding in approval, whereupon Duchess Ayin Lambertain of the Cordwain straightened her back and began to sing.

Thera had only a basic appreciation for music. Songs and odes, sometimes set to tunes, were often heard in the halls of an Ascarlian noble, and she was not averse to joining her menda’s discordant bawling when the ale flowed freely. But never in all her years had she heard anything to match the sound produced by this diminutive Albermaine-ish noblewoman. Her voice, pure and commanding, filled the hall effortlessly. The lyrics were Alberic, a tongue spoken by many here, but even those who couldn’t understand the words, surely comprehended the meaning.


“From Olversahl to Walvern Keep

I walked the bloody road

On cold bare earth did I sleep

Beside the bloody road…”



It was clearly a warrior’s song, a catalogue of battles, some won, some lost. Watching Ayin as she sang, Thera discerned a rawness of emotion that she at first thought must be part of the performance. But, as the song continued and the duchess’s voice took on a faint quaver, Thera knew this was a tale Ayin had lived. A pulse of wordless sorrow drew Thera’s gaze to Lynnea, seated in a shadowed corner of the hall. Pain, Lynnea explained. So much pain… And madness too. The woman you see before you was not always whole in her mind. Nor was she innocent. I sense the scars upon her soul that only come from killing.


“Friends I had and friends I lost

Upon the bloody road

And never will I count the cost

Of that bloody road.”



Ayin’s song faded in harmony with the fiddler’s final note. There followed an instant of utter silence before the entire hall burst out in applause. Feet stamped and fists thumped tables, the air thickened with demands for more. Ayin made a show of modest refusal until Thera rose and stated she would consider it an insult if the duchess did not bless them with more music. So, for the rest of the evening, Ayin sang and those who heard her that night would speak of it for many years to come.

“You fought at Olversahl the night it fell to the Sister Queens,” Thera said. “Unless there was falsehood in your song, and I know there wasn’t.”

When Ayin’s final tune had faded the revels in the feasting hall took on a customary raucousness. Thera would once have happily joined in the rowdy outpouring of far less melodious voices and unstinting drink, but even an Ascarlian queen was obliged to maintain a modicum of dignity. Instead, she bade Ayin accompany her on a tour of the Verungyr’s battlements on the pretext of showing her the view of Linsker Fjord in moonlight.

The duchess offered no immediate response to Thera’s question. Coming to a halt where the wall took on a sharp angle, she rested her hands on the edge and cast her gaze across the town and the fjord beyond. “Then we have something in common, do we not, Majesty?” she said. “For you fought there too, so I’m told.”

“I did. I watched the Blackheart’s villains kill a very brave man. Mayhap you wielded one of the blades that took his life.”

Ayin appeared unperturbed by the edge to Thera’s voice, still preoccupied with the view. “In truth, I don’t think I killed anyone that night. Not all my memories of those days are complete. I’m afraid I was of… a disordered mind then.”

“Is that why you served the Blackheart? Were all of her followers mad?”

“Blackheart,” the duchess repeated softly. “A fitting name, I suppose. I’ve certainly heard her called worse. As for why I served her, I didn’t like the place I lived in at the time.” She paused to frown in recollection, letting out a faint laugh. “And I thought she was pretty. Also, she had a strange knack of capturing the hearts of those who made the mistake of listening to her speeches. If it will calm any discord between us, please know that I, and several others once sworn to her service, turned our coats before her final bout of madness and murder.”

Thera crossed her arms and leant against the wall. “I know the tale well enough, though I didn’t know you were part of it.”

“It’s no secret. I am mentioned in many a storyteller’s account of the Martyr’s War, though rarely with much accuracy and often with exaggerated importance. Some cast me as the bastard daughter to a noble knight, though if my mother had ever even met a lord I should be very surprised. Those who still follow the Risen Martyr’s teachings tell a darker story of a Malecite spirit who took the form of a beguiling songstress so that she might seduce the heir to the Cordwain duchy. In that, at least, there is a grain of truth.” The duchess’s lips formed a fond smile. “My husband still likes to relate how he fell in love upon first hearing my voice.”

“I see now why the Dowager Princess sent you. A soul that can capture the hearts of so many with but a song. Or was there another reason?” Thera stared hard at Ayin until she consented to meet her gaze. “I know you didn’t come here to bargain over goods and coin,” Thera said. “Which begs the question: why did you come when a functionary of the royal court would have served just as well?”

“Because I entreated the Dowager Princess to send me,” Ayin told her. “To explain why, I must first relate a troubling event. Some time ago, a keep in the upper Cordwain by the name of Castle Granoire was raided by outlaws, most of them Ascarlian. Due to its supposed impregnability, Castle Granoire has long been employed as the principal prison in my husband’s domain. Never before had any inmate escaped, until that day the foreign outlaws came. Curiously, having gained access to the castle by nefarious means, they freed only two of its prisoners. One an old man who had been there so long there are none who can recall the reason for his incarceration. The other was his cellmate, a young man imprisoned for theft of books from a noble’s library. It transpired that the outlaws had gained access to the castle via the expedient of seizing the regular caravan bringing supplies and impersonating the guards. One of the drovers knew the Ascarlian tongue and was able to relate several names spoken by the villains. Most notably, that of Felnir Skyrnrak. I trust I pronounce that correctly? It means Red Tooth, does it not? Your Majesty will know, since Felnir Skyrnrak is your brother.”

Thera’s arms tightened about her chest, although she managed to keep the upswell of frustration from her face. Once again, her great-grandfather’s machinations proved troublesome. “My brother and I have barely spoken in many a year,” she said. “He was exiled by the Sister Queens as a result of the unfortunate misjudgement that earned him his name.”

“But not forever, it seems. I accept that his crime predates your ascension, Majesty, but am bound to ask why your brother would be compelled to this heinous act, one that involved base murder as well as deceit.”

Thera had heard the story in full from Elvine. How Felnir had been set to this task by her great-grandfather in order to secure a strange, mad old man who bore a map to the location of the Vaults of the Altvar upon his skin. She decided it would be best if the duchess remain ignorant of the particulars.

“My brother was always a man of capricious moods and unwise choices,” she said. “Much of what he did in life remains inexplicable. He’s believed dead, you see. Crushed under a mountain where he foolishly ventured in search of an obscure lost treasure. So too all of his crew. While I, of course, had no hand in his crime, I shall be glad to pay a blood tithe to the families of those slain by his hand.”

Ayin inclined her head. “Accepted with thanks, Majesty. Although, I note my question remains unanswered. What was his purpose in committing this crime?”

“I assume it was something to do with the treasure he lost his life searching for. Quite what led him to this extreme I can’t say.”

She knows you’re lying, Lynnea stated. She had followed them from the feasting hall at a distance, concealing herself in an alcove some yards away, but not well enough.

“I’ve noticed that young woman always appears to be within your sight,” Ayin said, raising a pointed eyebrow as she nodded to Lynnea’s ineffectual hiding place. “Albeit often concealed by shadow. Would you care to introduce us?”

“No,” Thera said. “You came to my realm with protection. Did you expect me to have none?”

The duchess conceded the point with a shrug before returning to the matter at hand. “In truth, your brother’s purpose is not my principal concern. That pertains to the youthful prisoner he freed alongside the old man.”

Thera paused before responding. She knew exactly who the former prisoner was, yet couldn’t fathom the reason for Ayin’s interest. “A petty thief of books hardly seems worthy of travelling so far to hunt him down,” she said. “Or were these books particularly valuable?”

“Valuable enough,” the duchess replied shortly. “I would consider any assistance you can offer in securing his recapture a personal favour.”

I don’t know what he did, Lynnea supplied. But I know it has nothing to do with stolen books. I sense no anger, just concern.

“Perhaps if I knew the miscreant’s name—” Thera began only for Ayin to interrupt with an impatient snort.

“During my voyage to Skar Magnol I happened to call in at Olversahl,” she said. “Where stories abounded regarding the recent siege. Especially fulsome were the tales of the Spear Maiden, often assisted by a young Albermaine-ish mercenary named Colvyn, a name I think you know, Majesty. Please tell me where he might be found.”

I see no way around this, Lynnea offered. She is set upon finding him, and equally set upon complicating negotiations if she doesn’t.

“I regret to inform you, Duchess,” Thera said, “that the Spear Maiden and her brother sailed from this port some weeks ago. I tell you honestly, I do not know their current whereabouts.” This was true. She had attempted to dream with her great-grandfather twice since Elvine’s departure, without result.

The blank surprise upon the duchess’s features surprised her. She could understand a measure of disappointment, but this reaction bordered on dumbfounded shock. “Her… brother?” Ayin repeated in a soft murmur.

“Why yes. Colvyn is half-brother to Elvine Jurest, Spear Maiden of Olversahl. Didn’t you know?”

“No. No I most assuredly did not.” The duchess turned away, regarding the moonlit fjord with an unfocused gaze. Lynnea could offer no insight beyond the obvious fact that the news of Colvyn’s familial link to Elvine had disturbed her greatly. “Do you know when they are likely to return?” Ayin asked finally.

“Sadly, I do not. If you wish, before you leave you may provide a detailed account regarding the nature of your grievance against Colvyn. If it concurs with Ascarlian law, I shall place him in custody and have him delivered into your hands.”

“That won’t be necessary, Majesty.” The duchess took a deep breath, letting it out slowly. “I must say, I find the air here quite invigorating. I believe I may benefit greatly from an extended stay, with your permission, of course.”

Thera could refuse, have this presumptuous foreigner packed off on her ship come the next morn. But offending the court of the Dowager Princess at this time would be imprudent. Besides, the woman’s interest in Colvyn had piqued Thera’s curiosity. “I should be honoured, my lady,” she said. “Please feel at leisure to stay as long as you wish. I’m sure many in this keep are already longing to hear you sing again.”

“And they shall.” Ayin linked arms with Thera, turning about to lead her along the battlement. “In return, you can tell me all you know about this famous Spear Maiden and why you felt it necessary to send her from your side.”







CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Guthnyr

“And that makes a thousand.” Sygurn’s voice mingled weariness and satisfaction as he added the sword blade to the rack alongside the others awaiting Aleida’s touch. “All in the space of six weeks. And that’s not counting the arrowheads, daggers, and axes. This may be a nest of cut-throats but you can’t fault these folk for idleness.”

Guthnyr replied with a distracted nod, preoccupied by Aleida, slump shouldered with fatigue, making her way along a row of spearpoints. Yesterday he had appealed to her to rest, but found he had no counter to her argument. Do you imagine Ruhlin knows any rest?

Turning his gaze to the forges, he saw ample evidence to confirm Sygurn’s judgement. At Torfyn’s urging, the people of the Wehrtrova had responded with both enthusiasm and industry to the call for rebellion. It transpired that the settlement had been built atop a village once clustered about the entrance to a mine. Unlike Tahrim Kyrn, its shafts had been dug not in expectation of gold but for the purpose of mining iron ore. A century ago, an outbreak of typhus had wiped out the miners and no Aerling or Tuhlvyr had considered the expense of rebuilding worthwhile. A legacy of those days came in the form of a vast cavern carved into the base of the canyon wall. It offered a ready-made space for the large forges they would need to craft weapons enough for an army. Fissures in the stone ensured the smoke was funnelled out and a deep well provided the copious water required for quenching both the blades and the thirst of the industrious workforce. Although the promised rewards of gold and land explained much of their energised response to Torfyn’s exhortations, Guthnyr’s time among these people had convinced him that the prospect of freedom also played its part.

This was especially true of those who didn’t hail from the Wehrtrova. Torfyn had been quick to spread the word to the other Travka settlements, often taking Deyna and Guthnyr along to add their voice to his. To his surprise, Guthnyr found these folk more responsive to his words than to either the local outlaw chief or a former Tuhlvyr. If anything, Deyna and her uncle aroused more suspicion than agreement. Yet the words of a blue-faced foreigner seemed to capture the hearts of many. He found that the more beggared and desperate the audience, the more willing they were to throw in their lot with what was being termed the Tielvik’s menda. He had enough knowledge of Nihlvarian custom by now to know that Tielvik was mostly spoken as an insult, equivalent to “savage” in Alberic, or “barbarian” in Ishtan. To these people, however, it seemed to have become a perverse token of honour.

Guthnyr had taken on the role of marshalling them into something that resembled a fighting force, though it proved a slow and troublesome task. In this lawless region of outcasts, disputes were habitually settled with blows, and sometimes blades. Many of the outlying settlements also nurtured feuds and grievances with their neighbours. It all made for a fractious encampment requiring constant supervision, and occasional forceful intervention from the man they called the Tielvik. Yet, for all their discord and bickering, when it came to learning the ways of battle, these would-be rebels displayed a unity of commitment. Getting them to form a shield wall with the required speed had been a difficult task, but Guthnyr reckoned it would stand well enough when the time came.

“Do we have enough?”

The question came from Torfyn, striding towards Guthnyr from the glowing depths of the cavern. The outlaw leader’s son followed behind, that perennial, aggravating smile on his lips. Halvor’s thick leather apron was dark with soot and scorch marks, his bare arms shiny with sweat as he hefted a freshly fashioned blade. This one differed from those on the rack in featuring some form of decoration along the blood channel. In fact, it greatly resembled Kohrvayl, though Guthnyr reckoned it an inch or two longer.

“We’ve over twelve hundred pledged to our cause so far,” Guthnyr told Torfyn. “With more trickling in by the day. Another week and we should be able to arm them all and any who join us on the march south.”

“That’s your plan?” Halvor asked. “Simply head south towards the Citadel in the expectation you’ll defeat the host the Vortigurn sends to crush you?”

His caustic observations typically earned a swift rebuke from his father, but not today. Instead, Torfyn regarded Guthnyr in hard-eyed expectation of an answer.

“Where else would we go?” Aleida said, coming to Guthnyr’s side. The toll of her recent exertions showed in her voice and face, though her gaze had an implacable quality Guthnyr had come to know well in recent weeks. She had set herself to the toil of transforming the products of the forges into kelvehr weapons with unwavering dedication and took a dim view of any openly expressed doubts.

“There are more Travka to the east,” Halvor said. “A string of settlements runs all the way to the coast. Enough to double the size of our host.”

“Gathering so many will cost us months.” Aleida shook her head. “Time I am not willing to waste.”

“Perhaps you’ve forgotten that you’re a guest in my father’s home,” Halvor growled, face darkening.

“And perhaps you’ve forgotten that without me all this—” Aleida jerked her head at the racked weapons “—is just so much useless pig iron. Like that.” She flicked a hand at the sword blade in Halvor’s grasp. “I sense a flaw in the metal that can’t be rectified by my touch. One blow from another blade and it’ll shatter. You’ll need to melt it down and reforge it.”

The smith bridled, Guthnyr taking some small pleasure in the complete absence of his smile. “This is as fine a blade as I’ve ever crafted…” Halvor began.

“Enough,” Torfyn snapped, Halvor caging his burgeoning diatribe behind clenched teeth. “One more week then,” Torfyn said, affording Guthnyr a terse nod. “Best hope your menda can march in a straight line, Blue-face.”

“Life beyond the law teaches you who you can trust,” Sygurn said, watching father and son fade back into the smoke and clamour of the cavern. “And who you can’t.”

“The boy is troubling,” Guthnyr agreed.

“Not him. His father. The boy’s a braggart and a fool, to be sure, but he talks too much for a treacherous soul. It’s the ones who say little you have to watch.” Sygurn turned to Aleida, a grin on his lips. “Was there truly a flaw in that blade?”

Aleida shrugged, going to a nearby row of barrels filled with newly fashioned arrowheads. “How should I know?”

Guthnyr’s menda were encamped upon a stretch of comparatively flat ground forming a ledge upon the slope a hundred yards below the Wehrtrova. The Travka invariably clustered in their clans, preferring to keep a distance from their oft-despised neighbours. It didn’t prevent the regular eruption of stone throwing and outright brawls. Returning to the camp come twilight, Guthnyr was greeted by the sight of two groups squaring up for another confrontation. Mobs of about forty men and women apiece, they congregated to either side of the muddy track running through the centre of the encampment. The air was thick with all manner of obscene insults and he saw several of the most vocal clutching rocks. Scanning the array of reddened, angry faces, Guthnyr was tempted to turn around and head back to the Wehrtrova, where at least a man could sup ale in peace. But as ever, Felnir’s example guided him. Some quarrels could be left to burn themselves out, others had to be snuffed lest the discord spread. The trick was knowing one from the other.

“What’s this about?” Guthnyr said, unable to keep the weariness from his tone as he came to a halt betwixt the two sides. All present had seen ample evidence of the Tielvik’s temper by now and quietened immediately, most retreating several paces, save for one who lingered at the track’s edge. A tall, thin woman with reddish-brown hair and blood leaking from her nose, she sniffed as she pointed an accusing finger at a figure among the opposing clan.

“That bitch dere stole my cook pot!” she said in a nasal twang. “And I want id back.”

Guthnyr’s gaze slid to a stocky woman clutching an iron vessel to her breast. She also had a livid bruise on her cheek. “Found it lying in the mud with no fecker using it,” she said, hugging the pot closer.

The tall woman began to protest, but fell silent at Guthnyr’s glare. “Well, it looks like she wants to use it now,” he said, extending a hand to the pot thief. Pouting in sullen reluctance, she came forward and handed him the pot.

“Lower Vale feckers will watch you starve and steal the marrow from your bones,” she muttered.

“You West Vale goat shaggers know all about stealing—” The tall woman’s riposte ended when Guthnyr thrust the pot into her hands, hard enough to make her stagger.

“We’re rising with the dawn tomorrow,” Guthnyr said, raising his voice to address them all. “I think it’s time you lot did some proper marching. Ten miles into the vale and back again will do you good.” He cast a hard glower across them, daring any to speak in protest. None did. “So you’d all best get some rest, hadn’t you?” he added, waiting until they had dispersed back to their shelters.

“You should just let them fight.” Turning, he found Deyna emerging from the woods carrying Ryma on her back. Since Aleida’s time was spent mostly at the forge these days, the burden of caring for the child had fallen to the Tuhlvyr, not that she seemed to mind. “It’s how things are settled among the Travka.”

Ryma extended her arms to Guthnyr and he lifted her from Deyna’s back, perching the girl on his shoulders. “We are not so rich in fighters that we can afford to lose any in petty disputes,” he said.

“Petty disputes are one of the few things they can call their own,” Deyna returned. “We’re fortunate they’re so afraid of you. Although, don’t expect it to last forever.”

“If it lasts long enough to bring them to their first battle, I’ll consider myself happy. Battle is the forge of armies.”

Deyna arched an eyebrow as they made their way through the camp. “Another pearl of your great-grandfather’s wisdom? Clearly, he was a man with a great deal to say.”

“That he was, but it’s not one of his.” Guthnyr winced as Ryma set about pulling his hair, one of her favourite games. “My brother heard it from some Ishtan general who heard it from the Saluhtan himself. He also knew well the value of discipline, as long as you don’t pull the leash too tight.”

They came to the shelter he had built for himself, an elk-hide lean-to secured to the low-hanging branches of an ancient, gnarled oak. Guthnyr had chosen the site as it sat upon a promontory offering clear views of the valley below while also maintaining a decent remove from the Travka. The Vehlkasa occupied the slope below and had made it clear they were uninterested in visitors, a sentiment their neighbours were happy to honour. However fearful they were of Guthnyr, they feared the Morvek more.

He set Ryma down whereupon she immediately climbed into Deyna’s lap. “Fix,” the child said, patting her disordered braids.

“No,” Deyna said, tweaking her nose. “I think I’ll shave your head instead. How about that?”

“No, no, no!” Ryma giggled and squirmed until Deyna consented to attend to her hair.

“This one’s going to grow up vain,” she sighed, undoing the leather tie holding the topmost plait in place.

“At least she’s talking more,” Guthnyr observed. He crouched at his firepit and started arranging sticks and kindling. “Couldn’t get a word out of her when we first found her.” He struck sparks from his flint and added sticks as the blaze grew. “I told your uncle we’ll be ready to march in a week,” he said, sitting back on his haunches to survey the camp. “I think I may have been overly hopeful.”

“Don’t underestimate the Travka.” Deyna grimaced as she plucked a burr from Ryma’s tresses. “They learn how to fight or they don’t last long in these mountains. Also, many years as the Vortigurn’s victims creates a deep and useful well of anger.”

“True enough. I just wish they weren’t so intent on visiting it on each other…”

He trailed off at sound of a voice calling from the lower slope. “Kirah-Var!” Guthnyr got to his feet, recognising Tirohk’s voice. Kirah-Var was the name the Morvek had afforded to Guthnyr during the march from the Sahlrak. It meant “Bright Blade” and he felt they could have chosen something worse.

“Kirah-Var!” The Vehlkasa war chief called again, scrambling up the slope with his bow in hand. The Morvek kept the camp well supplied with game despite the persistent frost, though they were obliged to venture ever further in search of it. “Rulchakin!” Tirohk gasped upon cresting the rise, chest heaving from what Guthnyr assumed to have been a lengthy run. “Many Rulchakin,” he went on after pausing for breath. He pointed to the southern end of the valley. “Warriors all. Not three days’ march away.”

Guthnyr didn’t ask for numbers, knowing the Morvek disdain for such things. “More than we have here?” he asked instead, swallowing a curse when Tirohk replied with a grim nod.

“Have they reached the big river yet?” Deyna asked. “The one that runs west then south?”

Tirohk shook his head. “But they will soon. These move faster than yours did.”

Deyna conceded the point with a rueful grimace before turning to Guthnyr. “We need to talk to my uncle.”

“How could they have known?!” Sygurn raged, thumping a fist to Torfyn’s workbench and fixing the outlaw chief with an accusatory glower. “To come against us so quickly they must have received word the moment we arrived in this shite heap.”

They had gathered in the outlaw chief’s personal forge to relate the news of the Nihlvarian host. Torfyn absorbed it with a curious calmness, his response to Sygurn surprisingly mild: “The Travka have a saying: ‘Nothing hides from the Vortigurn’s eye.’ He has his ways, and his spies. Also, the Wehrtrova is not a prison. Folk come and go as they please. Although…” he paused to run a hand through his beard, concern creasing his brow “… I’ll grant that they moved against us far sooner than I expected.”

“You knew this would happen?” Guthnyr asked.

“Of course I did. There was never a revolt in Nihlvar that didn’t invite a swift response. Most are crushed before they’ve even started. This was always the deadliest of gambles, Blue-face.” He turned a narrow gaze upon Deyna. “Regardless of what comforting nonsense my niece whispers into your ear every night.”

She’s never comforting, Guthnyr thought. “However they found out is a question for later,” he said. “For now, we need to plan our response.”

“We’re not ready,” Torfyn stated. “Not faced with so many.” He cast a forlorn glance around his forge, beard fluttering as he let out a heavy sigh. “We’ll have to abandon the Wehrtrova. March east, gather strength from the other settlements like my son said—”

“No,” Deyna cut in. Her voice and bearing were once again that of a Tuhlvyr, harsh and unwavering. “This is not a setback, but an opportunity.” Turning to Guthnyr, she instructed, “Hit me.”

“What?”

“Hit me. And hard. It has to look real.”

“What are you talking about?”

“I will go the Vortigurn’s host, tell them I was captured in the mountains and have only now escaped your clutches. I will tell them you wait in ambush along the forest track to the Wehrtrova. Instead, I’ll lead them to the frozen river crossing at the bend to the east. There the banks are steep and the forest thick.”

“Are you so sure they’ll believe you?” Torfyn asked.

Deyna raised her chin to an imperious angle. “I am a Tuhlvyr, Uncle.” Turning back to Guthnyr, she went on, “I can guess who the Vortigurn has appointed to command this force and he will not credit the notion that I suffered no injury at your hands. Nor will he doubt my resourcefulness in contriving an escape, but it has to be convincing. So, hit me.”

Guthnyr’s refusal died on his lips when Aleida stepped forward to deliver two full-force punches to the side of Deyna’s face. The Tuhlvyr staggered but didn’t fall. “That should do it,” she sputtered, spotting the floor with blood and raising a hand when Aleida drew back her fist for a third blow.

“Wait,” Aleida said. Looking around the forge, she went to a rack of chains on the far wall and retrieved a circle of thin iron links. “Here.” She tossed the chain to Deyna. “Wear this around your neck. You’ll tell them I am the Aerling’s daughter who was stolen away when the ingrate slaves rebelled in Turihmvek. It was thanks to me you escaped. I’ll be at your side for every moment. One hint of betrayal and I’ll tighten this chain enough to choke the life from you in a heartbeat.”

“Seems fair surety to me,” Sygurn commented.

“This risks too much,” Guthnyr said. “Without either of you—”

“The risk is ours to claim,” Deyna interrupted, pausing to spit more blood before affording him a red-toothed smile. “And all you need do, oh mighty Tielvik general, is claim the victory I shall generously ordain for you.”







CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Elvine

According to Kahlvik, the imminent shift in seasons made for a more comfortable northern passage than they might otherwise expect. “The change in currents and wind creates a period of calm,” the seafarer explained when Elvine commented on the respite from her seasickness. “Also clears the clouds so that we might enjoy the warmth of the sun.”

The blue sky above the snow-covered flanks of the passing fjords did indeed make for some spectacular views. However, the constant breeze retained a cutting chill she knew would only bite deeper the further north they sailed. And, regardless of the comparatively clement hours of daylight, nightfall brought a stiffened wind and clenching cold that left ice upon the Ohlnir’s rigging come the dawn.

In the weeks since departing Skar Magnol, Elvine had taken pains to accustom herself to life aboard ship. She still suffered bouts of nausea, but less violently than before, and insisted she and her guards be allotted their fair share of chores. So, in addition to her regular sparring sessions with Colvyn, she took her turn scraping ice from ropes and scrubbing the deck. Such menial labour was, of course, beneath the Ohlnir’s other noteworthy passenger.

When not sitting alone in a shadowed corner of the lower deck, Margnus Gruinskard spent his time standing at the ship’s prow and casting his one-eyed gaze over the passing panoply of mountain and inlet. He ate alone and said little to crew or captain, and almost nothing to Elvine. She often wondered why the queen had inflicted her great-grandfather’s presence upon this expedition. Charitable instinct raised the prospect that Thera assumed the old man’s copious knowledge and insight might prove useful. Less charitably, Elvine suspected the queen simply wanted rid of her former Tielwald, at least for a time. For the most part, Elvine was content to leave Gruinskard to his silent brooding. But, as they sailed ever further north with no sign of Lore, she resolved to discover if there was truly anything he could offer this search.

“You know the tale of Veylorn as well as any, I would guess,” she said one afternoon. It was another bright day and the sweat from her recent practice sparkled on her forehead as she moved to the port side of the Ohlnir’s prow. The swell was kind and the beauteous maiden that formed the ship’s figurehead rose and fell in a sedate rhythm. Half a mile ahead, the Chainbreaker ploughed a steady course. Throughout the voyage, Captain Veltta had exhibited a constant determination to prove her vessel faster than the Ohlnir. So far, Kahlvik appeared not to care one whit.

“I suppose,” Gruinskard replied, not breaking his reverie.

“Do you have any insight to share?” Elvine persisted. “I know of several variations to the story and wondered if you knew of more.”

“I doubt it.” When Elvine continued to linger, he spared her a short, irritated glance before consenting to elaborate. “It’s lost many of its darker elements over the years. The tale I heard as a boy cast Veylorn as a crazed warrior in love with the carnage of battle. Silfaer, goddess of war, took offence at his bloody revels, feeling that they insulted those who had died in her name. So she visited upon him the curse of guilt. That’s what drove him to ask his endless question. The version that lays the blame at Ihryka’s door is relatively modern.”

“And the fabled Veyinmihr? My researches indicate there are those who went in search of it. Not in my time, or my mother’s, but perhaps in yours.”

“Fools will ever seek novel ways to orchestrate their own ends.” Feeling the weight of Elvine’s expectant gaze, he huffed and turned to face her. “Yes, I’ve known those who sailed off to find the Cavern of Truth. It was many, many years ago and none ever came back to confess their failure.”

“Perhaps they didn’t fail.”

Gruinskard shook his head. “It’s just a story, Spear Maiden. Stories are the only thing Ascarls produce in greater numbers than feuds. And, like a feud, they are often the product of idiocy and misunderstanding.”

“Lore seems to think differently.”

“But Lore—” he leaned a little closer “—is fucking mad, and so is this entire enterprise.”

“Then why did you come? I know the queen ordered it, but I also know there is little she could do if you refused. And yet, you are here.”

Gruinskard just rolled his wide shoulders in a shrug and resumed his silent vigil. Her patience exhausted, Elvine turned to go. “I couldn’t abide it, by the way,” he said, making her pause. “Letting that Volkrath scribe just sail away. I paid one of the sailors on her ship a handsome sum to add one of Aldunna’s concoctions to her supper. It was suitably painful yet lacking the obvious signs of poison. I expect they cast her body over the side a few days from harbour.”

When Elvine failed to espouse any outrage over Eylka’s fate, Gruinskard turned to face her once again, eyes narrowed. “You knew I would,” he said in realisation.

Elvine began to reply with a shrug of her own, then stopped when something beyond the gentle bob of the figurehead caught her eye. Smoke, a thin grey column of it rising above the headland to the east. Kahlvik’s keen-eyed lookouts had also spotted it and were calling for the Vellihr’s notice.

“Sehlum Hardta,” he said, joining them at the prow. “It’s the only large settlement between here and the ice.”

“Seems we’ve found a trace of Lore after all,” the old man grunted. “Let’s hope she’s left someone alive to talk.”

Like many settlements found on the far edges of Ascarlia, Sehlum Hardta had no protective wall. It consisted of a few dozen cottages scattered along the shore of a crescent-shaped bay. The only building of note was a wooden gutting shed, now rendered into a smoking pile of blackened timbers. Many of the fishing boats resting upon the white-sand beach had suffered a similar fate. Upon spying the approach of a warship, a group of about a hundred villagers began to gather at the water’s edge. Elvine noted that most of the men bore axes or boat hooks and the women long-bladed knives. She also picked out many a bandaged face and limb.

“Thought she’d have killed them all,” Gruinskard muttered. “Perhaps she’s getting soft.”

The villagers became agitated when Kahlvik unshipped a boat to take him, Elvine, and Gruinskard ashore with the Spear Maiden’s guards as protection. However, the rising chorus of challenge and warning faded when one among the crowd recognised the seafarer from his previous visits.

“Thunna,” the Vellihr greeted a wiry woman of weathered features as the boat ground onto the sand. The people at her back remained wary but offered no violence when Kahlvik waded ashore, reaching out to clasp the woman’s hands. “What has happened here?”

“Had a visit from a fucking queen, didn’t we?” she replied, her gaze tracking over Kahlvik’s companions until it settled on Elvine. “I’m guessing that one’s the Spear Maiden,” Thunna said before turning and flapping her arms at her fellow villagers. “Lower those blades, y’shitheads! You know Kahlvik. These are friends.” Turning back to the Vellihr, she jerked her head at a nearby cottage. “Come on, then. Custom says I have to feed you fuckers. Bring that one,” she added, pointing a steady finger at Elvine. “Got message for her.”

“When word reached us about the red-face raids we started hiding stockfish in the hills. So at least we won’t starve now that bitch-queen stole most of our winter catch.” Thunna related her tale as she ladled fish stew into the bowls placed before Elvine, Kahlvik, and Gruinskard. The Spear Maiden’s guards were outside receiving similar fare from the other villagers. It was a long-standing tradition that visitors must be afforded hospitality here, as long as they proved themselves friendly. Not to do so was said to invite the worst luck when next the fishing boats took to sea. Also, refusal was considered a grave insult.

“We are grateful for that which you spare us,” Kahlvik told Thunna. He took a large swallow of stew and frowned at Elvine in a signal to do the same.

“It grieves me to see so many of you hurt,” Elvine said after gulping down a mouthful. The stew wasn’t bad, if a little too salty for her taste.

Thunna let out a disparaging snort. “Wouldn’t have happened if we’d all fled until they’d gone, like I wanted,” she said. “I told ’em, y’can’t fight three warships full of warriors. Didn’t listen did they? Silly fuckers. Should thank the gods no one died, at least. Though, I doubt Old Bab’ll see another summer after that knock on the head he took. Got trouble remembering his dog’s name, he has. And he loves that dog.”

“Queen Thera will ensure you are compensated for all losses,” Kahlvik promised.

“Just one queen now, is it?” Thunna’s salt-kissed face formed a thoughtful grimace. “Can’t be worse than the bitch who turned up here with all those red-face fuckers, I s’pose.”

“You said she had three ships,” Elvine said.

“That she did. One great big one and two smaller. I could tell they’d been in a battle but hadn’t fixed all that had been scorched and splintered. Wouldn’t surprise me if one or more sinks of its own accord.”

“Why did they burn your gutting shed?” Gruinskard asked.

“It was the red-faces that did that. Punishment for all those stones my idiot neighbours threw, I’d guess. I could tell the queen wasn’t happy about it. Even said sorry. Wasn’t sorry enough to leave any of the fish they stole, though.” Thunna paused, settling a steady gaze on Elvine. “But she did leave a message for this one. Described her right well too, down to that there mole at the corner of her mouth. You her friend, then, girl?”

“No.” Recognising her tone as harsher than it should be, Elvine forced a smile. “I was compelled to her service for a time. That’s all.”

Doubt showed in the woman’s eyes but she said no more, instead going to retrieve an earthenware jar from a shelf. Opening it, she extracted a scrolled piece of parchment and set it down on the table before Elvine. “Not sure why I didn’t burn the fucking thing,” Thunna said. “But she seemed so earnest about it. Thought she was going to cry when she made me promise to put it in your hands.”

“Mummery.” Gruinskard sniffed. “Trying to portray herself as weak.”

“Why would she do that?” Kahlvik wondered.

“Some deceitful stratagem or other. I’ve little doubt we’ll discover its nature before long.” Gruinskard lifted his bowl to his lips and drained the remaining stew. “Aren’t you going to read it?” he asked Elvine, using his metal hand to wipe the droplets from his beard.

Unfurling the scroll, Elvine was surprised to find the inscription rendered in ancient Ascarlian runic rather than Aryptic hieroglyphs. The message was also un-cyphered and brief: I forgive you, Elvine. For Vahlak, and so much else. Can you not do the same for me?

“Well?” Gruinskard prompted when Elvine rose from the table with the parchment in hand. “Anything of use?”

“No,” she said. Moving to Thunna’s fireplace, Elvine tossed the parchment onto the burning peat, watching it shrivel and blacken into smoke. “Mere taunts of no value or interest.”

The fine weather broke a day after they sailed away from Sehlum Hardta, the breeze becoming a gale and the blue of the sky vanished behind a thick covering of grey-black cloud. Snow began to fall that night, adding another chore to their labours as it piled up on the deck. The storm lacked the savage fury of the monster that had assailed them during the voyage from Olversahl, but it lasted longer, compounding the misery of all those aboard. Elvine’s days were spent helping shovel snow over the side and scraping away yet more ice. Her nights became an even greater trial as sleep grew elusive and she found herself spending the lost hours communing with the spirit in the spear.

Did you burn her message because you believed it a lie? she asked Elvine during the third night of the storm. Or because you knew it to be true, and it angered you?

“Lore has no right to beg forgiveness,” Elvine murmured back. Her tone was heated but she kept it low for fear of waking Colvyn. His suspicion of the spear had only grown with time and she could sense his deep discomfort whenever she conversed with its inhabitant.

And so your kind assails me anew with its strangeness. Was forgiveness not a cherished aspect of the faith you followed? And now you shun it.

“The Covenant holds forgiveness as divine,” Elvine conceded. “But it must be heartfelt. Genuine. Else it is a lie and an affront to the Martyrs’ example.” She breathed out a mirthless laugh. “Or so I once believed.”

And now?

“Now I realise there is so much of this world, with all its complexities and contradictions, that lies beyond the reach of creeds and dogmas. Set against all I have witnessed they seem… pitiful. Fumbling attempts to grasp the ungraspable.”

Or brave attempts to sink anchors of faith into an ocean of chaos. Every argument has its counter, child.

Not for the first time, Elvine found herself driven to ask questions she knew would receive no answer. “What are you? If you are not a god, how do you know so much? What was the nature of your existence before you became trapped in this prison of iron?”

She expected more cryptic obscurity, but this time she sensed a kernel of truth in the spirit’s response. In any way that matters, my existence began with my imprisonment. I am a remnant of something diminished by transformation. But I am not denied the memories of what I was. Sometimes, the weight of them is crushing.

“Can you share them? I would know from whence you came.”

And know it you will. For I believe I now understand where your prey is leading us.

“Where?” Elvine gripped the spear tight. But, as was often the case when her demands for knowledge became too strident, the spirit within had fallen silent.

Another two days sailing at last brought an end to the storm, the curtains of snow parting to reveal a veritable maze of fjords and inlets. Kahlvik dubbed the region the Snarls, pronouncing it the limit of his previous northbound adventures. He ordered the Ohlnir and the Chainbreaker to anchor in a shallow inlet while their crews cleared away their shrouds of ice and snow.

“From here on the waters are nigh unnavigable, Spear Maiden,” he advised Elvine. “The currents are fierce and the water rich in hidden reefs. Also, when last I sailed here it was high summer. The fjords ahead are likely to be rich in bergs.”

“And yet our quarry has sailed on undaunted,” she pointed out.

“An act I can ascribe only to madness or some arcane foresight we are denied.”

“Not foresight, Vellihr, but a map,” Elvine corrected. Turning to the prow, she frowned at the matrix of narrow channels and tall peaks ahead. “The Map of Veils to be exact.” And we lack our own copy, she added inwardly. It was clear Kahlvik considered their mission a failure and was on the cusp of suggesting a return to Skar Magnol. Elvine’s instinct was to refuse, but without a means of plotting a course she could be dooming the crews of two ships.

As she began to ask Kahlvik for his inevitable opinion, she felt a thrum from the spear. Before embarking on this voyage, she would only carry the weapon when necessary, but now she bore it throughout the day. Also, she had taken to sleeping with it within her grasp, much to Colvyn’s as yet unspoken disapproval.

The spirit put no words in Elvine’s head, but she felt it guide her hands as she tracked the iron point across the various fjords of the Snarls. When it aligned with a channel to port, Elvine felt a warm rush of affirmation. “There,” she told Kahlvik. Seeing his evident scepticism she straightened and spoke on in the Spear Maiden’s voice, “The Altvar command it.”

Throughout the following week, she remained at the prow during the hours of daylight. Whenever the fjord they sailed diverged into two or more routes, the spear would show the way. It also let out a warning thrum if the Ohlnir drew near a submerged reef. Much, Elvine was sure, to Captain Veltta’s annoyance, the Chainbreaker had been instructed to follow the larger ship and stray no more than fifty yards from her stern. It ensured an untroubled if slow onward passage, made slower by the continual absence of wind. Several times, Kahlvik had been compelled to order oars unshipped when the sail hung limp on the mast. The Ohlnir proved surprisingly sluggish when propelled by oars, her captain explaining that she had been built for speed upon the open sea where the wind was most plentiful. As a two-decked craft of deeper draught than most Ascarlian vessels, she proved ponderous with no wind to fill her sail, heralding a persistent chorus of insults from the direction of the Chainbreaker. Captain Veltta was evidently growing frustrated at the pace, a sentiment that boiled over into disobedience when they rounded a bend to discover the broadest and deepest fjord yet encountered in the Snarls.

Oars sweeping fast, the smaller vessel altered her heading to draw level with the Ohlnir, Veltta waving at Kahlvik from the port rail. “We’ll scout it for you!” she called out as the Chainbreaker drew ahead.

“Ulfmaer curse that impudent slave,” Kahlvik fumed, but there was no hope of catching up as long as the wind remained thin.

Elvine watched the former Nihlvarian warship plough through the still waters until it had gained a mile or so on the Ohlnir, whereupon she noticed a sudden reduction in its speed. Halting its port oars, the Chainbreaker performed a swift turn to starboard whereupon both banks took on an increased pace and the vessel rapidly disappeared around a steep shoulder of land.

“Increase to fast stroke!” Kahlvik called out, his crew letting out a stream of curses as they worked their oars with greater energy. As they drew closer to the headland, Elvine gripped the spear tighter but felt no particular alarm. If anything, she sensed a small pulse of interested anticipation.

“What is it?” she asked the spirit in a low mutter.

Something… new, came the vague response. Perhaps useful. Perhaps not. I suppose we shall see.

Kahlvik ordered the rowers to steady stroke as they rounded the headland. Hearing a thud, Elvine looked down to see a barrel scraping along the Ohlnir’s hull. Nearby, shattered planking created a debris field a hundred paces long. Up ahead, the Chainbreaker bobbed on the gentle swell, oars raised. Her crew were crowded along the starboard rail, many pointing at something on shore, others laughing with ugly relish. The object of their interest was easy to find: a large man standing amid jagged rocks littered with yet more debris. As Elvine looked closer, she saw bodies among the flotsam. Some lay at the water’s edge, others had been jammed into narrow gaps between the rocks, limbs twisted at impossible angles. All possessed the stillness that came only with death.

By the time Kahlvik ordered the oars stilled, they had drawn close enough to make out the red tattoos adorning the stranded figure’s features. They swept back from his forehead, over his shaven pate and down his bare, thickly muscled shoulders and chest. He bore a sword in each hand and regarded his tormentors aboard the Chainbreaker with a bright, inviting smile. For a ship filled with former slaves, he was an irresistible target. Soon, bows appeared in the hands of several sailors. The first arrow as poorly aimed, striking the rocks several yards short of its target who let out a scornful laugh and clanged his swords together. His booming voice carried his taunt easily across the distance: “You filthy swine can surely do better!”

While Elvine had no desire to watch a helpless and stranded soul perish, she also felt scant urge to intervene. The nightmare of Olversahl and all the cruelty and havoc wrought by this man’s people left little room in her heart for pity. Yet, as another of Veltta’s crew raised his bow, a hard insistent thrum came from the spear. Definitely useful, the spirit advised. And he presents no threat. The only death this man hungers for is his own.

“Stop!” Elvine called out to the other ship, brandishing the spear for emphasis. “As Spear Maiden, I claim this prisoner!”

The uniformly aggrieved and angry stares she received in response reminded her that the crew of the Chainbreaker were not Ascarlian. They had heard nothing of the Spear Maiden until after the Nihlvarians had been vanquished at Olversahl and their loyalty, such as it was, they owed to Queen Thera, the breaker of their chains. For a prolonged moment, Elvine was sure they would simply ignore her. She even saw a few begin to draw their bows. Then the hard snap of Veltta’s voice cut through the silence.

“You heard her!” The slender woman moved along the rail, shoving at her crew. “Bows down. Back to your oars. Anyone who doesn’t like it, face me on deck and bring your knife.”

Either due to fear or respect, the former slaves all did as she bid, though not without casting many a resentful glare in Elvine’s direction.

“You want him!” Veltta called across to the Ohlnir, pointing to the hulking Nihlvarian on shore. “You go and get the fecker!”

She wanted to go alone, but Colvyn’s refusal was so stubborn she consented to bringing him along. Handling the boat was easier with two in any case. They spent an hour or more unsuccessfully attempting to find a place where the craft could be secured among the rocks. Eventually, Colvyn spotted a constricted stretch of single beach where they were able to ground the boat and scramble ashore. By then, the sun was fading from the sky.

Drawing his sword, Colvyn insisted on leading the way as they clambered over the rocks. The Nihlvarian was easy to find. He sat hunched beside a fire in the lee of a tall boulder, the dim glow playing over sombre features he didn’t deign to turn in their direction. His twin swords sat before him within easy reach. Their edges were keen but the blades bore numerous scratches and the bone handles showed the wear of extensive use. The scarlet tattoos covering his muscular back were interrupted in places where the flesh had been scarred. Despite this, Elvine estimated this man’s age as only a few years in advance of her own.

“Have you a name?” Elvine asked, she and Colvyn halting at the edge of the firelight.

At first she thought he wouldn’t answer, maintaining a rigid observance of his meagre fire, but then he grunted an answer. “Varnyr.” Angling his head, he tracked a shrewd eye over both of them. “And I know yours, Spear Maiden. Heard your queen speak it often enough these past weeks.”

“She is not my queen,” Elvine corrected. Unslinging the satchel she had carried from the boat, she tossed it to his side. “I thought you might be hungry.”

“Why give a dead man a meal?” he asked.

“You seem very much alive to me.” Elvine moved to the far side of the fire and sat down. Colvyn took up position to the Nihlvarian’s rear, one hand gripping his sword. “It’s only stockfish, I’m afraid,” Elvine told the Nihlvarian. “We obtained it in Sehlum Hardta. That was the name of the settlement you raided some days ago, in case you were unaware.”

He showed a wall of white teeth in a smile. “And they said they had nothing to spare.”

“They had little enough, but they shared it with us. It’s the way with good-hearted people.”

Hearing the judgement in her voice, his smile dimmed. “What do you know of my heart?” he asked, then sighed, flicking a hand in dismissal. “It matters not. Cut it out and have a good look when you’re done.”

Elvine saw no aura around this man but didn’t require such insight to confirm the spirit’s judgement. A doleful acceptance of defeat was writ large in the Nihlvarian’s face and bearing. Also in the way he made no effort to reach for his swords or the satchel. Hungry for death.

“One of Lore’s ships met its end here,” Elvine said. “Not the largest else there would be more bodies and wreckage. Were you its captain?”

“No. That was Harlfur. You’ll find him over there somewhere.” He nodded to the shadowed rocks to his right. “I’d’ve built him a pyre but for the fact I could never stand the sight of the bastard. He was a fair hand at sea, though, I’ll give him that. But even he couldn’t keep a battered wreck afloat in a storm.”

“Did Lore make no effort to rescue you?”

“I doubt she even knew of our fate, or that she’d care if she did. A woman of singular mind, that one. If Tuhlvyr Vahlak hadn’t made me swear an oath in Ulthnir’s name to stay at her side…” He trailed off, lowering his head with a despairing laugh. “Another thing that doesn’t matter now.”

“You knew Tuhlvyr Vahlak?” Elvine asked.

“For many a year. We were raised together, more or less. All us young ones from high-rank families who showed promise in battle from an early age. The Vortigurn ordered we be gathered together and trained morning and night. Our tutors were not kind and those that didn’t measure up were cast out. By the advent of manhood there were barely enough of us to fill a single ship. The Vortigurn’s Fist, they named us. To my knowledge, I’m all that’s left.” He paused, his gaze becoming distant as it slipped back to the fire. “I was at Vahlak’s side when we crushed the Red Sands revolt. I took an arrow for him at the keep of the mad Aerling, and stood with him alone on the frozen lake when the Morvek horde came to take our heads. They failed. All of them.” His eyes flashed at her. “But not you Spear Maiden.”

Elvine exchanged a brief glance with Colvyn. It had been her brother who dealt the killing blow to Vahlak, a swift sword thrust through the back, delivered in the belief that the Tuhlvyr was about to murder Elvine. Unusually, all vestige of humour had fled her brother’s face, his expression one of hard, deadly purpose. Clearly, he recognised considerable threat in this Varnyr of the Vortigurn’s Fist.

“Was it a good death?” the Nihlvarian asked her, looking up from the flames.

“There are no good deaths,” Elvine told him. “But it was quick.”

“He had singular regard for you, as I recall.” A grin played over Varnyr’s lips. “Never seen him truly smitten before, but that day we dropped anchor at Skar Magnol, I saw it then. Strange that he should fall to a woman who may well have captured his heart.”

Seeing Colvyn open his mouth to speak, Elvine caught his eye and shook her head. Relating the true circumstances of Vahlak’s death would likely provoke an unpredictable reaction from this man, and she needed him to talk, not fight.

“Vahlak ordered you to stay as his sister’s side,” she said. “Yet you sailed aboard a different ship. Why?”

“Why won’t you just kill me?” Shaking his head, the warrior returned his gaze to the fire. “Am I to be denied even the blessing of release to the Halls of Aevnir.”

“Are you so sure they’d take you?” Colvyn enquired, unable to resist a taunt. “How many villagers did you leave hacked and mutilated in the Outer Isles? Hardly the actions of a man likely to gain the Altvar’s favour.”

Varnyr turned to regard Colvyn for a second. “This man claims knowledge he cannot possess, not least the minds of the gods.”

“My brother knows many things,” Elvine said, shooting Colvyn a warning glare. “But not how to still his tongue.”

Varnyr turned back to her, flexing his hands in a manner that reminded her of the proximity of his swords. “Brother, eh? So, if I were to reach for my blades, he would surely cut me down.”

“He would,” Colvyn growled.

The Nihlvarian kept his gaze on Elvine. “Then before he does, let it be known that I spilled no blood in this realm. Not that of a villager nor a warrior. My oath to Vahlak kept me at the queen’s side, denying me the death in battle I deserved.”

“Is that why she banished you to an unseaworthy ship?” Elvine asked. “Because she couldn’t bear your resentment?”

“No. She banished me because I could no longer bear the sight of her. This voyage was madness. We should have sailed for Nihlvar when the tide of war turned against us. But she forbade it, and that wild-eyed wretch Ilvar had his menda cut the throats of any who protested. Warriors I had fought and sailed alongside for years, cut down on a madwoman’s whim. I cast my weapons at her feet and demanded death as the only means by which I could be released from my oath. She would not grant it. A sop to the love her brother held for me, she said. But I saw the cruelty in her eyes. So was I banished to the Sea Spite, where she knew I would soon meet my ignoble end.”

Varnyr leaned forward, making Colvyn tense and half draw his sword. “But you can grant me release, Spear Maiden,” the Nihlvarian said. “To die in combat with you will be a worthy end for Varnyr’s tale…”

He moved while the words were still issuing from his lips, faster than seemed possible. He ducked low to avoid the immediate slash of Colvyn’s sword, grasping the twin blades and lunging at Elvine across the fire. She didn’t move. Even as the swords closed within a hair’s width of her throat, she remained still and composed.

“Don’t!” she snapped at Colvyn, halting him in the act of aiming a thrust at the Nihlvarian’s back.

Poised a few inches from her face, Varnyr seethed, jaw and teeth clenched in frustration. “Fight me!” he demanded. “You slew many. Now grant me the same.”

Sensing a commanding thrum from the spear, Elvine hefted it, feeling a pang of regret at the spasm of relief on Varnyr’s face. “I’m sorry,” she said, and gently placed the flat of the weapon’s iron head upon his chest, and Varnyr screamed.







CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Ruhlin

The sound began during the morning meal. At first it was a faint murmur Ruhlin mistook for distant thunder. But, as he watched the unease spread across the faces of the others seated in the garden, he recognised it as a concordance of many voices. He heard great excitement in the sound, shot through with an ominous undertone of wary anticipation. A very large crowd was gathering at the Vortigurn’s wuhltra.

“It’s too soon,” Fernhyld said, clutching Ohtera’s hand. “It’s not spring yet. It’s too soon.”

“I said there would be contests before the formal start of the Meidvang,” Ohtera said. Putting an arm around Fernhyld’s shoulders, she drew her into an embrace. The anguish on Fernhyld’s face made it plain she found scant comfort in the gesture. “We might be spared,” Ohtera told her, though the gaze she turned on Ruhlin was rich in doubt.

As the voices grew louder, one of the Kelven at a neighbouring table, face white with fear, convulsed and vomited. Ruhlin knew his name as Delryk, a newly arrived youth who did badly in practice. Besides their own trio, he was the most shunned of the Kelven, largely through his own choice for he responded to all attempts at conversation with a tense, sullen shake of his head. Ruhlin only knew his name because Silvahk sometimes used it when he activated the lad’s stagna for a poor showing in the sand circle.

The tense mutter of speculation rising from the tables faded at the sight of Silvahk striding towards them across the lawn. “Rejoice proud Kelven of the Vortigurn,” he told them brightly. “For today your king has chosen a small number of you to display your talents to his subjects. When I speak your name, come forward. Tremyn. Hulyk.” The two brothers duly rose from their seats and went to stand at Silvahk’s rear. The younger sibling seemed at pains to appear unconcerned by the prospect of imminent combat and possible death, while his brother saw no reason to keep the resentment from his face.

“Delryk,” Silvahk said. The youth, however, remained seated, refusing to even look at the Ventra until his body shuddered with the telltale effects of his stagna. Features riven by both pain and anger, Delryk rose and walked stiffly to take his place alongside the brothers.

When Silvahk spoke the next name, Ruhlin caught the reluctant tension the Ventra failed to keep from his voice. “Ohtera.”

Pressing a kiss to Fernhyld’s forehead, Ohtera gently tugged her hand free of her lover’s grasp and went to join the group of unfortunates. Ruhlin saw Silvahk’s gaze linger briefly on Fernhyld, now sobbing in both dread and sorrow. However, the name he spoke was not hers. “Amundyr.”

Ruhlin considered following Delryk’s example, but decided there was no point. The effects of the stagna were often draining and he suspected he would need his energy for what he was about to face. Rising, he paused to lean close to Fernhyld, whispering, “I’ll protect her. I promise.”

“That is all,” Silvahk informed the others as Ruhlin lined up at Ohtera’s side. “The rest of you have kindly been granted permission to watch today’s events. Give thanks to the Vortigurn for his generosity.” His gaze shifted back to the sobbing, blindfolded woman sitting alone at the table. “Fernhyld, you are excused.”

The bowels of the Vortigurn’s wuhltra differed from those Ruhlin had experienced in the north. This subterranean space was formed of an interlinked series of vaults. In place of tunnels, Silvahk led them along broad avenues between thick pillars of shaped granite supporting high, arched ceilings. Some parts were sectioned off with walls of kehlgruin. Others featured cages housing both beasts and people. Ruhlin saw silver-pelted cats and wolves, most snarling in hunger or cowering, staining the air with fear-born piss. The people stared through iron bars at the passing Kelven with bright, desperate eyes. Despite the pervading gloom, Ruhlin saw enough to mark them as neither slaves nor survivors of the Meidvang. Scars were plentiful but mostly confined to faces, and some were the puckered, mottled flesh of injury born of flame rather than blade.

“Stop gawking, you craven wretches!” a whip-man snarled, rattling the bars of a cage with the handle of his weapon.

“In here,” Silvahk said, gesturing to an opened door a dozen paces beyond the cages. Inside, they found a large, ornately furnished chamber featuring cushioned couches and tables laden with food and drink. “The Vortigurn ordains that his most cherished children enjoy all comforts as they wait,” Silvahk said, hauling the door closed behind them. From outside came the rattle of locks and chains being secured.

The Ventra proceeded to a second door positioned opposite the first, thumping his fist to the heavy timbers until it was opened from the other side. “Feel free to partake,” the Ventra said, pausing in the doorway to gesture at the plentiful fare. “Though I would advise moderation when it comes to the wine, at least until you return from the wuhltra. Assuming you do return, of course.”

He lingered an instant longer to direct a curiously knowing grin in Ohtera’s direction, as if they shared an unspoken joke. If so, she failed to exhibit any amusement, merely staring back in sullen defiance until, face now stripped of humour, he departed, slamming the door behind him.

“Leave it,” Tremyn told Hulyk when his brother went to unstopper one of the wine bottles. “You heard what he said.”

“And yet, brother,” Hulyk replied, pouring a generous measure of scarlet liquid into a goblet, “I find I couldn’t spare a single fuck for what he said.” Raising his goblet to the rest of them, he added, “I’d drink in your honour, but can’t stand the sight of any of you. So, I’ll drink in mine instead.”

He drained about half the vessel’s contents before his brother swatted it from his hand. “I will not die today because you got drunk!” Tremyn snarled, clamping one hand to Hulyk’s face and the other to his neck. The youngster gripped his brother’s wrists, revealing teeth in a snarl of his own as the air around them began to shimmer with heat.

“Oh yes, please kill each other,” Ohtera said, sinking onto a couch and resting her hands behind her head. “Something I’ve wanted to see for years now.”

The two of them maintained the same clinch for another few heartbeats before breaking apart. Tremyn stalked to the far end of the chamber while Hulyk reached for more wine. He was swiftly joined by Delryk who demonstrated an intention to imbibe liquor as quickly as possible.

“You’re wasting your time,” Ohtera told them. “Fear is the greatest anti-dote to drunkenness. Though too much wine will dull your actions when you get out there.”

Hulyk paused in the act of raising his goblet to his lips, cursed and threw it at the wall. Delryk, by contrast, quickly polished off a full bottle and reached for another.

From above came the familiar tumult of many voices raised in a cheer, though muted by layers of stone and kehlgruin. Going to the door through which Silvahk had made his exit, Ruhlin found a small slat that had no catch on this side. However, after some probing, he managed to force it open a quarter inch. The revealed view was unimpressive, a dimly lit ascending stairwell leading to another door. Squinting, he made out the sight of Silvahk standing alongside a hefty guard in leather armour.

“Opens out onto the arena,” Ohtera explained, coming to Ruhlin’s side. She cocked her head towards the ceiling as another great cheer sounded, lasting longer than the others. “Strange,” she mused. “To hear so many voices baying for blood. Usually, it’s just the Vortigurn and that ancient lickspittle of his, and sometimes a few Tuhlvyr granted the honour of watching the slaughter.”

“How many Meidvang for you?” Ruhlin asked her.

“This will be my fifth,” she said. “Though, before I only had to fight once during each Meidvang. This time, I’ve a sense it’ll be different.”

The crowd’s roar abruptly stilled then, diminishing to an unbroken hush.

“He’s here,” Ohtera said. Her voice was flat but Ruhlin noted how the hairs at the nape of her neck had begun to bristle. “It won’t be long now.”

Through the slat Ruhlin heard a lone voice, raised to a declamatory pitch but still too faint to discern the words. Still, he was able to recognise the Vortigurn’s measured tones. While Ruhlin couldn’t understand whatever speech the King of Nihlvar was making to his assembled subjects, Ohtera could.

“‘My beloved of Nihlvar’,” she related in a soft murmur, the others coming closer to hear. “‘My heart sings to stand before you after so many years. You, who I cherish. You, who I have succoured and protected since the age before this mighty wuhltra was raised. You, who bear the blood of your beloved forebears, shall this day drink the first measure of my grace, as ordained by the Altvar themselves.’” Ohtera paused in irritation at the sound of Delryk throwing up again. Pressing her ear closer to the slat, she spoke on, “‘Today marks the commemoration of our final victory over the savage Morvek. A day of joyous triumph, but also a day of many brave souls gathered unto the Altvar’s care. To honour such a day requires blood, the blood of both beast and man!’”

As she spoke this final word the crowd erupted, Ruhlin feeling the tiles beneath his feet tremble with the volume. The rattle of the door’s lock caused them to step back. When it opened, Silvahk stood regarding them all with a fierce, unwavering focus, his gaze flicking continually from one stagna to another. Ruhlin assumed this was the moment of greatest peril for the Ventra. With death waiting above, he imagined many Kelven had made a last desperate bid for freedom in this moment.

“Tremyn, Hulyk,” Silvahk snapped, jerking his head at the stairwell behind. “You first.”

A harsh, grating sound came from the youngest brother then, Ruhlin turning to find him unsuccessfully caging a sob. “It’s all right,” Tremyn said, gently taking his brother’s hand and leading him through the door. “We’ve practised this for years. You know what to do, yes?”

Hulyk’s reply, if he gave one, was lost in the boom of the door’s closing.

Ruhlin returned his eye to the slat, watching the brothers ascend the stairs. The door at the top had been raised, creating a white arch of daylight. The pair were silhouetted against it for an instant, Tremyn still holding Hulyk’s hand, then the door descended with a rattle of hidden chains. The crowd’s roar settled into an expectant babble intermingled with the grind and clatter of other doors being hauled open. Ruhlin saw the way Ohtera stiffened, ears twitching in a very inhuman way as they detected something beneath the mob’s excited chatter.

“Leopards,” she said, nostrils flaring. She moved away from the door, flexing hands that now featured elongated fingers, her nails extending into claws. “We appear to have drawn the bad card,” she told Ruhlin. “They get to fight beasts, while we have to face people, by far the deadlier prey.”

Ruhlin was unable to discern much of what came next. The mingled sounds from above became a confused, discordant symphony of yelling onlookers and the swift hungry growls of large cats speeding past the door. The noise emitted by the spectators rose and fell in concert with unseen events. He couldn’t tell what it augured for the brothers’ fortunes, something that appeared to arouse no interest in Ohtera.

“It might help if we knew what you can do,” she said, Ruhlin turning to find her staring intently at Delryk’s downcast features. He had his back to the wall and appeared greatly disinclined to return her scrutiny.

“What does it matter?” he muttered. “We’ll die today. Nothing will change that.”

“I’ve faced this five times and lived.” Ohtera placed both hands on either side of his head, nails extending until they dug into the wall. “Now tell me. What can you do?”

Defiance showed on Delryk’s face as he finally raised it, also a degree of sickly resignation. “You tore out your nursemaid’s throat because she took away your doll.”

Ohtera recoiled from him as if struck. She retreated to the opposite wall, claws receding as Delryk spoke on, striding towards her. “You didn’t understand what death was so kept pushing her to wake up, because you were hungry.” Ohtera cowered from him as he leaned close, spitting the words out. “When the Ventra came to drag away her body, you cried because she was your only friend.”

“Leave her be,” Ruhlin told him, whereupon Delryk’s eyes fixed upon his. As they did so, Ruhlin felt a strange ache in his head, blinking as images flicked through his mind, too rapidly for him to make out any detail.

“And you,” Delryk began advancing towards him. “You tore a dog apart as a child—” He choked off, coming to an abrupt halt. Ruhlin felt the memory of the monster’s first appearance flare bright then fade from his mind. Delryk continued to stand stock-still, frozen as if in ice, his face now a mask of terror.

“A thief of memories,” Ruhlin said, moving closer to the youth and peering into his unblinking eyes. “That’s what you can do. I suspect you just stole something you didn’t like.”

“Please…” Delryk whispered, trembling now. “Please don’t…”

“I won’t harm you,” Ruhlin assured him, forcing a grin. “We’re on the same side, after all.”

The crowd’s baying finally ended in a bloodthirsty crescendo after what felt like an age. Just before it did so, Ruhlin watched Ohtera flinch several times. He couldn’t tell if she was hearing the death whines of men or leopards. A rapid thump of footsteps preceded the door opening once again. Four men carried Hulyk on a stretcher, his chest and face marred by deep scars. His right arm dangled, fingers chewed into stumps. Silvahk and another Ventra followed with an exhausted Tremyn suspended between them. His clothes were rendered into scorched rags and his flesh blackened with soot. However, Ruhlin saw no injuries upon his skin save for a few scratches.

“Get them to the healer,” Silvahk said, shrugging Tremyn’s arm from his shoulder. As they were led from the chamber, the elder brother stumbled to Hulyk’s side, sobbing breathless pleas for him to live.

“Eyes on me, Amundyr!” Silvahk snapped. Turning to him, Ruhlin discerned a rising agitation in the Ventra’s bearing. He avoided Ohtera’s gaze as he spoke on, the thickness of his voice betraying a man forced to perform a deeply unwanted duty.

“You may think you enjoy the Vortigurn’s special favour,” he said to Ruhlin. “You do not. Whatever happens up there, know that he will not intervene to save you. Any of you.” He stepped aside, jerking his head at the open doorway. “Now go. It’s time.”

Ruhlin thought Delryk might have to be dragged up the steps, but he followed along with a tottering gait. Witnessing Ruhlin’s memory appeared to have either transformed his fear into numbness or rendered his mind blank. They halted at the closed door, the hefty guard poised to haul on the chain that raised it. Even though the crowd had quieted, the combined thrum of voices felt oppressive, as if they stood at the threshold of an immense wasp nest.

“Ventras are positioned all around the arena,” Silvahk said. “Do anything other than fight, and you know what will happen.”

“And if I don’t fight?” Ruhlin asked.

Silvahk leaned closer, eyes flicking towards Ohtera and speaking in an intent hiss. “Then she’ll die. And Fernhyld will be left alone to face what comes next.”

Stepping back, the Ventra nodded to the guard. Hidden gears squealed as the door ascended, Ruhlin blinking in the sudden light. Ohtera stepped into the arena without pause, Ruhlin following with Delryk trotting in his wake, face still showing the same blankness. Their appearance heralded an upsurge in noise from the crowd. Cheers joined with insults as Ruhlin looked up to see every row of tiered seating filled from end to end with gesticulating people. Never had he felt the weight of so many eyes. Lowering his gaze to the sand, he found it freshly raked, though marred in places by red stains and scorch marks.

Silence descended with jarring suddenness, Ruhlin instinctively looking towards the platform where he knew he would find the Vortigurn. The King of Nihlvar wore no crown, his garb fine but unadorned. Yet his ability to command the notice of every soul in this wuhltra was unquestionable. Also, when he spoke, his voice carried effortlessly to all ears, though it seemed he barely raised it.

“Today do I honour these, my most cherished children,” he said, extending a hand towards the three Kelven standing in the arena. “For they have been given a sacred and righteous task. Ever since the days of the fabled Uhltvar, that lost race who shared blood with the gods, has it been the creed of our bloodline that there is no worse crime than that of cowardice. And so today, beloved of Nihlvar, do I ordain the just punishment of those who fled from battle.” He paused, flicking his arm and impressing Ruhlin with his ability to imbue mere gesture with a sense of disgust. “Bring forth the cravens!”

The crowd’s murmur surged into a growl as doors were drawn up and a company of whip-men harried another group of people into the arena. They numbered about fifty, Ruhlin recognising them as the captives from the cages below, each clad in rags but bearing swords or axes. They all wore chained manacles about their ankles and moved with a crouched wariness, as if fearing hurled missiles. But the crowd seemed content to cast only insults at these unfortunates until once again falling silent when the Vortigurn raised a hand.

“These wretches I did once honour with the prospect of battle,” he said in tones made grave by bitter disappointment. “Unto the land of our ancestors did I send them, there to win back the realm lost to the weakened, degraded race that has claimed it. But brave deeds and glorious victory were not for them. No, these unworthy bearers of our precious blood sought no renown save that of the worst coward. Scurry back across the sea and through the Fire Islands, they did, bleating nonsense about invincible queens and maidens armed with gods-forged weapons. Pathetic lies intended to mask their weakness.”

The Vortigurn paused, allowing the audience’s outrage to fill the wuhltra. No longer content with mere insults, they began to assail the ragged captives with a hail of missiles, mostly consisting of half-eaten vegetables. When the Vortigurn raised his hand again it took longer for them to quiet, a hiss of simmering rage lingering as the king resumed his speech.

“But did Ulthnir not decree that even the most worthless soul may yet be redeemed in the eyes of the Altvar?” he asked with portentous dignity. “‘Let none be condemned while the chance of reclaimed honour remains.’ Thus spake Ulthnir and I am bound to follow his stricture. And so shall these cravens be spared the ignominy of the noose. Let them die fighting my most favoured children, among them the reborn soul of mighty Amundyr himself. Mayhap, if truly they can scrape the cowardice from their souls, the gods will see fit to grant them victory this day. If not, they will at least grant the boon of throwing wide the doors to the Halls of Aevnir, there to welcome those who prove themselves worthy.”

This was the signal for the whip-men to begin undoing the manacles of their captives. Ruhlin saw how they continued to crouch as their chains were removed, no longer in fear, but preparation. It provoked a stirring from the monster, as did the manner in which these soon-to-be foes twirled and swung their weapons with familiar ease. Cowards they may have been dubbed, but Ruhlin had seen enough veteran warriors to know he looked upon them now.

“There’s a lot of them,” Ohtera observed. Her voice had acquired a wet rasp due to her lengthening teeth. “I can’t take so many on my own. Can you?”

“I’m not sure,” Ruhlin replied honestly, gaze tracking over the array of hardened, desperate faces. The monster had slain perhaps this many at the Sahlrak, but that had been a rampage through a surprised and panicked camp. Also, he had been alone. In the fury of what was to come, he could offer no surety of preserving Ohtera’s life.

Turning to Delryk, Ruhlin found the youth had recovered enough of his wits to goggle in unabashed fear at their enemies. “You steal memories from the minds of others,” Ruhlin said. “Can you steal anything else?”

“What…” Delryk choked on bile, coughed and spoke again. “What do you mean?”

“The bravest and the smartest of this lot. Can you find them?”

The youth grimaced, feet scraping the sand as he fought the urge to flee, his jerky, fearful gaze roving over the phalanx of supposed cowards. “Her.” He extended a trembling finger to a lean, lank-haired woman on the far left of the group. “Her ship ran out of food on the voyage back to Nihlvar. She killed and ate two of her crew mates. I sense great cunning.” His finger moved on, halting at the largest figure among the captives. Broad of shoulder and thick of arm, he stood a head taller than his comrades, exhibiting none of their fear. Instead, his face was set in a frown of shrewd calculation.

“He was a captain of a warship,” Delryk said, brows creased in concentration. “It sank in some smoke-shrouded battle far away, leaving him the only survivor. When another ship hauled him from the water, he led it back into the fray. Only when all hope of victory was lost did he permit them to sail away.” Ruhlin perceived a glimmer of admiration beneath the lad’s intense focus. “He has a wife and three daughters, and greatly desires to live.”

“Then he’ll be disappointed,” Ohtera said, her teeth rendering her words barely intelligible.

“Of the rest, I can sense only terror,” Delryk went on. “A deep hunger to live. They will do anything to escape their fate.”

The Vortigurn raised his arms as the last manacle came free and the whip-men fled the arena. This time, the king’s words were not for the crowd, but his Kelven. Levelling a steady gaze upon Ruhlin he spoke softly, but Ruhlin found he could discern his meaning from the shape of his lips. “I do not wish to be disappointed today.” With that, he swept his arms down, crying out: “BEGIN!”

“I’ll take the cannibal, you take the big one,” Ohtera rasped. Her transformation was fully underway now, drool covering her chin and muscles thickening along her neck and shoulders. She lowered herself into a crouch, her spine rising along her back as her limbs extended. “The rest we’ll divide between us, eh?”

The company of cravens spent a few moments dithering before about twenty spurred into a ragged charge, voices and weapons raised. The tall ship’s captain and the lank-haired woman were not among them.

“Once it starts,” Ruhlin said, turning to Delryk. “Run.”

“What…?” the youngster began, then faltered, backing away, his pale features covered by a red haze as the monster woke from its slumber and Ruhlin felt his body swell. “Run fast!” he grunted at Delryk before his mind slipped into the vague dreamlike state that signified the monster was now fully in control.

Later, he would feel grateful for his lack of awareness throughout what followed. It wasn’t like the battle with Deyna’s doomed army. Whatever presence he had retained then was gone now, making the carnage wrought by the monster a dimly recalled parade of horrors glimpsed through a thick, scarlet curtain. He did feel a new joy from the being he shared this body with, a sense of unbridled liberation as it swatted men and women aside like rag dolls. He heard it in the roar that came from his distorted throat as its feet pounded skulls and ribcages. And there was laughter, though to any human ear it must have resembled more the baying of some maddened beast from the depths of a nightmare. It laughed as the flailing, frenzied blows delivered by the cravens rebounded from its hide. Laughed as he tore their weapons away and stuffed them down their throats. Laughed when he caught the tall ship’s captain and plucked his head from his shoulders like a ripe berry from a branch.

Awareness began to return when the monster launched the head into the air, describing a high graceful arc before plummeting down at the Vortigurn’s feet. With the scarlet curtain parted, Ruhlin looked around at a scene of slaughter. Everywhere the sand was red, dotted with torn limbs and bodies. A growl snapped his gaze to Ohtera, finding her still in her cat-like form, perched atop the corpse of the lank-haired woman, tongue lapping over her gore-covered claw. The clang of steel on steel drew Ruhlin’s notice to the far end of the arena where Delryk was backed up against the wall. He had secured a fallen sword and was desperately fending off the blows of a stocky man with an axe. Letting out a hungry yowl, Ohtera sprang into motion, raising a fan of sand as she sped towards the battling pair. Thinking it unlikely she would reach them in time, Ruhlin stooped to retrieve a fallen sword. While his body was rapidly resuming its normal dimensions, he retained enough of the monster’s strength and inhuman reflex for an accurate throw. The blade slammed into the centre of the axe man’s back at a distance of perhaps sixty feet. He was dead before he fell.

“Amundyr!” The cry erupted from all corners of the wuhltra, Ruhlin looking up at a seething, joyous mass of humanity, all drunk on the blood he had spilled. “Amundyr! Amundyr! Amundyr!” They chanted with what he felt to be an unnatural concordance, the name sounding from every throat, save one.

Turning to the Vortigurn’s platform, Ruhlin saw the king standing in silent regard of the head the monster had cast at his feet. As if sensing Ruhlin’s scrutiny, the Vortigurn looked up, revealing an expression of deep satisfaction. Pausing, he kicked the head away, sending it tumbling to the sand. The only escape you can win here is in death. Moyirn’s words rang loud in Ruhlin’s head as the king turned and walked into the shadows. This time, Ruhlin couldn’t escape the sense that they held a truthful edge.







PART II


“A wise leader does not gaze upon the revellers in their hall and wonder, ‘Who among these friends would ever betray me?’

A wise leader looks upon those same friends and asks, ‘What would cause them to betray me?’”

Ulthnir Horuhnklehr – the Worldsmith – from the Altvar Rendi








CHAPTER NINETEEN

Felnir

According to Tulvik, Uhlkar Speldkaera, known as the Black Gull, hadn’t set foot on dry land for the better part of a century. So when Felnir met him, it was after graciously consenting to board his massive warship. Beyorn had objected to Tulvik’s diplomacy, avowing that it was beneath the Sea King’s dignity to accommodate the wishes of a mere pirate.

“I think I can indulge an old man’s whims,” Felnir told him. “Especially one who just snatched our arses from the fire.”

Surviving the mad charge into the mass of enemies thronging the Aryngyr’s gate had only deepened Beyorn’s ardent loyalty. His tongue was ever more incautious and his temper shorter. Consequently, Felnir opted to leave Beyorn out of his retinue, instead sending him to scout the coastal roads leading into the heartland of the Silver Dove’s domain.

Felnir had never seen a ship to compare in size to the Black Gull’s vessel, even in the southern seas where great merchantmen plied the trade routes from one wealthy port to another. She was named the Turmvek in honour of the god of the lower hall with dominion over blades and those that wield them. Her hull rose like a cliff above the deck of the warship that had carried Felnir from the Aryngyr’s wharf. To board her, he was obliged to scale a rope net to the topmost deck where he was greeted by a stern-faced woman of weathered features. The handles of several knives jutted from her hardy leather garb and a hatchet dangled from her belt. The surrounding crew were all similarly attired and armed. Also, it appeared, disinclined to form any semblance of ranks in order to meet the man who claimed to be their king.

Still, the nod the woman afforded Felnir was respectful enough, if hardly gracious. She spent some time surveying his retinue, consisting only of Wohtin, Falk, and Tulvik. Her interest lingered most on the old man, narrowing in appraisal as she grunted out a question: “You’re truly Angmund?”

Wohtin inclined his head. “I once bore that name, yes.”

“Thought you’d be taller.” She turned, gesturing for them to follow as she strode towards a hatch. “Come on then. He’s waiting.”

Felnir and the others followed her down a ladder to the lower deck, then another, before coming to a halt in a gloomy space lit by a small cluster of dim lanterns hanging from the rafters in its centre. The meagre light glittered on shiny metal piled between the ribs of the great ship. Several lifetimes’ worth of pirate loot, Felnir surmised as the woman led them closer to the light. The lanterns were ringed by barrels, each one opened and filled with scrolls. Within the circle a thin, pale-skinned figure in a loose woollen garb sat hunched over a desk. Sparse white hair covered a liver-spotted scalp, one skeletal hand grasping a quill, its tip describing a surprisingly steady line of ink across a sheet of vellum. The ancient man kept one eye hovering bare inches above the sheet as he drew, not raising his head when the woman stepped between two barrels and said, “The Sea King, Gyrwald Uhlkar.”

The quill stalled its course, though the Black Gull still didn’t look up. Felnir heard him sniff the air before he spoke, the words emerging in a croak that still retained an authoritative edge: “Angmund. I’d know that stink anywhere.”

“I’m surprised you can smell it above your own,” Wohtin replied.

A clacking sound came from the Gyrwald as he finally raised his head, Felnir recognising it as a laugh from the amused twist to the old man’s dry lips. He regarded Wohtin in silence before laughing again. “It’s good to see you, old friend. How long has it been?”

“In all honesty, I don’t know.” Wohtin spread his hands, his own smile warm. “It’s good to see you too, Uhlkar. Still indulging in foreign nonsense, I see.”

“A habit I picked up after dropping your carcass off in the southern seas.” Uhlkar groaned, setting aside his quill and using the hand to push his bent form into an upright position. With the old man’s features revealed in full, Felnir saw that the eye he held so close to the vellum was clear and the other milky white. “Maps are like a drug for me,” he went on, gesturing to the enclosing circle of barrels. “Once tasted, I could never give them up. This is only a small part of my life’s work. One of the few blessings I found in this land was a wealth of coastline, ocean, and island to chart. Centuries on, and I’m still far from done.”

“Do they extend to the Fire Islands?” Felnir asked. “And the realm beyond? In which case they will be of great value to me.”

The clear eye swung towards Felnir, squinting in a way that made him suspect it had difficulty perceiving anything beyond the reach of the Gyrwald’s arm. “This, then, would be the Sea King,” he said. He flapped his hand, beckoning. “Come closer. I would have a proper look at the man who has claimed all of Vorunvahl in the space of a few months.”

The eye brightened as Felnir approached, curiously youthful in its interrogation of his person. After examining Felnir’s features it moved on to the sword at his belt. “So there it is,” Uhlkar murmured. “Always had a sense I might still be drawing breath when it turned up again. Though I expected Velgard himself to be wielding it. Don’t suppose you’ve seen him on your travels, young man?”

“I have not, Gyrwald,” Felnir said.

Uhlkar gave a disappointed moan and flicked his aged hand at the map on the desk. “Since you’re so interested, take a look. It shows the upper reaches of the Vorunvahl coast, where it meets the eastern extremity of the Fire Islands. It’s not quite complete, but there’s enough there to make it plain there’s no way through. Not unless you’re intent on a fiery end, Sea King.”

Felnir had some familiarity with charts from his days in the southern seas, but retained a certain Ascarlian prejudice against their use. Yet, if it offered a chance of reaching Guthnyr, he wouldn’t hesitate to use it. This one, even he could tell, bore out the Black Gull’s pronouncement. It depicted a dense maze of islands forming narrow, impassible channels that he knew led only to the flaming, smoke-shrouded heart of the Fire Isles.

“I am intent on finding a safe and navigable route to the lands north of this realm,” Felnir said, turning back to the Gyrwald. “If it can’t be found on this chart, I assume you have others.”

The ancient shifted in his seat, wincing at the effort. “I find it curious that you should feel compelled to fight a war to achieve this end. I had thought you intent on conquest merely for its own sake, or some mad scheme of Angmund’s. He was always coming up with them in the old days. As the most celebrated seafarer in Velgard’s court, I found myself roped into his designs time and again. Still, I bear no grudge over it. I saw much of this world during our travels together and discovered one strange truth: wherever you might sail, whatever strange lands, languages, and customs you encounter, people remain, in essence, much the same. The weak suffer want and cruelty at the hands of the strong, and there is no man more cruel than a victorious conqueror.”

“I found this land riven with strife and beset by murderous fanatics,” Felnir returned. “Now it stands at the cusp of peace and unity. A worthy cause you chose to join, Gyrwald.”

“I did, but my purpose in doing so was not as noble. Revenge, Sea King. That is what I seek. The Silver Dove owes me pain, and I’ll extract it from her in full measure. When it’s done, I expect I’ll finally allow myself to die and all I have will be yours. Mayhap among all these—” he waved at the charts sitting in barrels “—is the answer you seek, but I doubt it. What will you do if you can’t find it?”

“Find another way,” Felnir stated. “Because, also having sailed far in this world, the strange truth I found was that there is always another way.”

He extended his hand, meeting the Black Gull’s good eye with stern resolve. “Do you, Uhlkar Speldkaera, Gyrwald of the Mahra Isles, swear fealty to me in the name of Ulthnir the Wordsmith and all his kin?”

The Gyrwald’s good eye peered at Felnir’s proffered hand, but he made no effort to grasp it. “I ask only one thing,” he said. “The Silver Dove. Her life will be mine to end in any manner I see fit.”

“Granted,” Felnir said. “With thanks for your excellent service.”

Uhlkar Speldkaera grunted again and raised his bony hand. His grip had all the strength of a sickly child, but his eye was bright and steady. “I so swear fealty to the Sea King in the sight of the Altvar, for all my days.” Releasing Felnir’s hand, he sank back into his chair with a heavy sigh. “Those few I have left.”

At the Black Gull’s urging, the bulk of Felnir’s menda was carried by ship to a broad beach with gentle tides some sixty miles along the northern coast from the Aryngyr. The landing point offered a march of only two days to Speldhelven, the Silver Dove’s capital. As Felnir advanced on land, the Black Gull would sail his fleet into the broad estuary where the port lay and blockade it against escape or reinforcement.

“Don’t expect her to sit and wait for you,” the ancient pirate advised the morning Felnir departed his hulking warship. “Not her way at all. She’ll come at you on the road with all the swords she can scrape together. She won’t lead them personally, of course. Risking her own life was never her way either.”

Yet, the old pirate’s judgement proved mistaken. Mounted once again on Bolt, who had been found unharmed in the aftermath of the battle at the Aryngyr, Felnir led his vanguard along the north-westerly road leading to Speldhelven. Throughout the day their march was distinguished only by a lack of opposition. The villages they passed through offered no resistance, their people either fled or gathered to watch the march of the Sea King’s host. He had issued stern instructions that no dwelling was to be damaged or person harmed unless they made efforts to impede the advance. None did and the local leaders Felnir had brought before him all swore fealty to their new king without demur. They did so, however, with a uniform absence of enthusiasm, each wearing the carefully blank expressions of those compelled to do what is needed rather than desired. They also offered no intelligence regarding the Silver Dove’s forces or plans.

In camp that night, he ordered a double watch set and gave orders to be woken at the slightest sign of trouble. Yet his sleep was uninterrupted, to his regret since the sword chose to torment him with the worst dream yet. Through a chaos of ugly confusion he saw his brother in the midst of battle, slipping on a surface of white and red littered with corpses. Felnir woke well before dawn, bathed in sweat despite the late winter chill, and immediately donned his armour and weapons.

“Rouse the camp!” he snapped at Tulvik. “And bring me Beyorn. I will lead his riders to Speldhelven myself. Follow with the full menda with all speed.”

“I must caution against this, my king,” Tulvik said. “The Black Gull’s warning…”

“A pox on that ancient villain’s warning!” Seeing Tulvik blanch, Felnir realised his voice was raised to an angry shout. “This is merely reconnaissance,” he added, calming his tone. “And closing on the city before they’re ready to meet us works to our advantage. March them hard, my friend.”

Tulvik nodded, though uncertainty still clouded his gaze. “I shall, my king.”

Beyorn, of course, was free of any doubts as he galloped at Felnir’s side, the four hundred riders who had survived the Aryngyr following behind. He had been tempted to order Beyorn to remain at the great keep, which he now commanded in the king’s name, on the pretext of making repairs and ensuring the security of the supply route. But, trying as the young warrior’s company could be, his unreasoning courage remained a useful asset.

Yet, when they crested a hill two miles east of Speldhelven, they saw dawn break over a city that showed no sign of preparing itself for imminent siege. Nor had their approach been troubled by either a patrol or the Silver Dove’s host. The Black Gull, it seemed, had erred in his judgement.

“I smell a trap, my king,” Beyorn said as Felnir trained a spyglass on the city gate, finding it opened. Tracking the glass across the walls, he found them bare of defenders.

“If so, it’s very well laid,” Felnir replied. He spent a moment longer scanning the port’s streets and harbour. Many ships were moored along the wharfs and jetties and there was no indication they were mustering to sally forth and confront the Black Gull’s ships.

“Follow close,” Felnir told Beyorn. Consigning the glass to Bolt’s saddlebag, he kicked his heels and sent the stallion galloping down the slope towards the city. Upon nearing the gate, he slowed to a canter, expecting to hear the hiss of an arrow at any moment. But the walls remained clear of archers and the entrance empty of obstructions. Upon walking Bolt into the city he found the first enemy warriors he had encountered since the Aryngyr. A score of them stood alongside the main thoroughfare leading to the heart of the port, heads bowed and weapons laid at their feet.

“Who leads here?” Felnir demanded, bringing Bolt to a halt.

A tall woman in leather armour stepped forward, raising her head to reveal features set in both shame and anger. “I do…” She paused, throat working as she swallowed before speaking on with a quaver to her voice. “My king. Audheld, Commander of the Speldhelven Watch. I am ordered to escort you to the Gyrwald’s Hall.”

“A trick!” Beyorn snarled, sword hissing from its scabbard as he cast his wild gaze about the surrounding streets. Some people had begun to emerge from nearby houses. They moved with evident caution, but no sign of aggression. “They attempt to gull you, my king. Speak you!” He levelled his blade at the tall woman. “Where is your menda?”

Audheld’s jaw clenched with the effort of biting back a retort, her reply emerging in a strained tone of forced patience. “What remained of the Gyrwald’s menda was, by her order, released from her service yesterday. Only I and the Watch remain.”

“You imagine yourself clever?” Beyorn scoffed, turning to Felnir. “A thousand archers could lie in wait atop those rooftops, my king…”

“They could,” Felnir cut in, his focus still on the Watch Commander. He had no reason to trust her word other than what he saw in her bearing, and found it more convincing than anything she might have said. Shame. So deep and bitter it can’t be faked.

The sound of drumming hooves drew his gaze back to the gate where he saw Wohtin reining in his pony. Felnir had noticed before how the old man had a tendency to absent himself in times of danger but ensure his presence at moments of historical significance.

“You may have need of my counsel, my king,” Wohtin said, wheezing with exertion. “I know the Silver Dove of old.”

Felnir replied with a terse nod then turned back to Audheld. “Then lead me to your Gyrwald, Watch Commander. Beyorn, stay here and secure the gate. Send a rider to Tulvik instructing that he is to garrison the walls only and encamp the menda outside the city.” He raised a hand to stall the warrior’s instant protests, patting the hilt of the sword with the other. “Remember the protection I enjoy. The Altvar will see no harm done to me.”

The Hall of the Silver Dove was impressive in its breadth if not its height. Standing only marginally taller than the surrounding houses, it was formed of a wide sloping roof supported by thick oaken walls. The darkness of those timbers, and the ancient wooden statues to the Altvar that ringed the hall, afforded it an imposing quality. Felnir’s approach to the hall acquired a long trail of townsfolk, growing in number despite Audheld’s repeated shouted instructions to return to their homes. Felnir afforded them only a cursory glance, finding the same mix of curiosity and resentment he had seen from the villagers on the road. Yet, none raised either voice or arms against him.

Like the city gate, the doors to the Gyrwald’s hall stood open, Audheld standing to one side and gesturing for Felnir to enter. He stepped into a cool, gloomy space, so rich in oakwood pillars it resembled an indoor forest. In its centre, fire burned in a pit of coals, casting grey smoke to an opening in the roof. A slight figure stood there, silver haired and wearing a plain robe. She exhibited no alarm as Felnir strode towards her, keeping her arms crossed and head angled in scrutiny of her victorious rival.

“You would be the Silver Dove,” Felnir said, coming to a halt.

“And you the Liar King,” she returned in a voice that lacked the slightest quaver of fear or concern. Next to Wohtin, Felnir thought her the least decrepit of all the Ehilkun he had encountered in this land. Her eyes shone bright in the glow of the fire and her face, though lined with age, retained an angular handsomeness.

“You will bandy insults with me?” he asked. “Even now?”

“A truth is only an insult to those who would deny it.” She raised an eyebrow. “For you are a liar, are you not?”

Felnir smiled. “I am many things. Most notably, in this instance, your king.”

The Silver Dove bared strangely white teeth in a short laugh. “You’ll get no oath of fealty from me, Felnir Skyrnrak. Yes, I know your name. I know you sailed here from the land I once called home. I know you have a queen who exercises better judgement than her husband, and you owe your victories mostly to that cursed thing.” She uncrossed her arms to point at the sword on his belt, and seemed about to say more when her eye alighted on Wohtin.

Letting out a sigh, the Silver Dove let her hands slip to her sides, shaking her head. “I had hoped it wasn’t true, Angmund. But there you stand at this upstart’s side. Another fool raised up by your endless intrigues. Have you come to gloat? Now all dignity has been stolen from me?”

“I feel no urge to gloat, Rygna,” Wohtin replied. “Once, surely. But not now.”

She pursed her lips in muted surprise. “The years have finally changed you then. I suppose I should have expected as much. For that is the way with our particular curse. We strive to hold on to who we were, but it’s impossible. The endless stream of time will shape you like water shapes stone. I stand here to atone for crimes committed centuries gone. I remember them well enough. I recall the day I slaughtered the Black Gull’s family and earned his eternal spite. But now I look upon it as the act of a cruel stranger, so changed am I. We lived too long, did we not? That was our crime in the end. Accepting a curse as if it were a blessing. For age married to power will corrupt even the noblest soul all the way down to the bone. And only after years of pondering will you recognise your own folly.” Her gaze returned to Felnir. “Too late, it seems.”

“As one who has lived so long in this land,” he said, “you must recall the Kearling. The Black Gull’s kin were not your first slaughter.”

“No.” The admission was softly spoken, a distant cast creeping into her eyes. “No they were not. What power I wielded here was born of blood, I’ll not deny it. But the Kearling would have killed us all in time, I’m sure of it. Once they understood the threat we represented, they would have wiped us from this realm and been wise to do so. It could never be home to both our peoples. Not that Angmund didn’t try, I’ll give him that. Whatever became of that Kearling wife of yours, Angmund? I never found out.”

Looking to Wohtin, Felnir found the old man’s features riven with confusion. His eyes darted about as if searching for something, his hands coming together in a trembling clasp. “I…” he breathed. “My wife died in the under city…”

“Yes,” the Silver Dove said, “but you found another here. Surely you haven’t forgotten her? Nor the children she bore you.”

Letting out a pained gasp, Wohtin stumbled, Felnir catching him before he fell. “Their language,” he murmured. “That’s how I know their language…” He shuddered, closing his eyes tight. “I remember now. I remember… my son, my daughter. They fled. When the killing began…” He opened his eyes, staring at Felnir. “They fled across the Swathe.” He shuddered again, all strength seeming to seep from him. Felnir let the old man slip to the floor where he huddled and wept.

“Poor Angmund,” the Silver Dove said, her voice mixing pity with a caustic tone Felnir found he disliked a great deal. “Always striving for redemption he can never find. But, as with him, so with me, eh, Liar King?” Her bearing was stern now, fists clenched and back rigid. Her face betrayed not a glimmer of fear as Felnir stepped closer. “I assume the Black Gull extracted a promise as to my demise,” she said. “Something suitably gruesome?”

“For him to decide when he gets here,” Felnir said.

“Ah. I suppose I shall just have to enjoy the displeasure of your company a while longer.”

“Do you not wish to plead for the good treatment of your people? Watch Commander Audheld over there seems a dutiful and courageous servant, yet you seek no assurances as to her treatment.”

“Duty is required of Audheld, since she is my granddaughter, several generations removed of course. I ordered her to offer no resistance to your advance for the simple reason that it would be a pointless waste of her life. That is how I showed her my regard, for blood and loyalty are intrinsic. Something you’ll discover as the decades become centuries.”

Felnir frowned. “What?”

The Silver Dove squinted at him in surprise then laughed. “You don’t know. How wonderfully absurd.” Spreading her arms wide, she raised her voice. “Look upon me, Liar King, and know your future. That blade you bear carries more than just the promise of victory. How many years has it already given you, do you think? How many more before you realise your mistake and cast it away? One day you too will look upon your victorious foe and wonder how a mere child could presume to defeat you. One day you too will see all your many descendants as lesser reflections of your own glory. For how could they not be? They are not blessed by the gods as you are…”

Her voice dwindled to silence as Felnir drew the sword. The blade was bright and he sensed a hunger to it, as if relishing the meal to come. He wanted to doubt this woman’s words, but felt a terrible certainty she spoke no lie. He had been a fool to think bearing a weapon touched by the hands of the gods themselves would exact no price. And what of Sygna? She carried one too.

The Silver Dove began to speak again but her words became a wet cough when he thrust the sword through her chest, the glowing blade parting flesh and bone as if it were water.

“Consider it a gift,” Felnir told her. He watched her face spasm, thick, dark blood bubbling from her mouth, before jerking the blade clear of her body. “For have I not lifted your curse?”

He refused to make the journey to the Black Gull’s hulking warship, instead sending word that the Gyrwald was to present himself at the Speldhelven docks. It transpired that the ancient pirate’s disdain for dry land arose not from a lifelong mariner’s prejudice but from the fact that he could barely walk more than a few steps unaided. The Gyrwald therefore had to be ported from ship to boat, and thence to shore in a chair carried by a dozen warriors. Felnir awaited him alone at the end of a long jetty. It was a pleasant morning, the sun banishing the dull grey skies of recent days to cast hazy beams across the masts of the Black Gull’s fleet crowding the estuary.

The Gyrwald’s guards were led by the stocky woman who had greeted Felnir when he climbed aboard the great warship. Stepping onto the jetty as her comrades manoeuvred their burden from the boat, she squinted at the absence of Felnir’s own retinue.

“You the only one left then?” she asked, half mocking and half suspicious.

Ignoring the taunt, Felnir said, “What is your name?”

Her squint turned into a scowl. “I am Ahlfyrn, captain of the Turmvek. And you don’t scare me, whatever titles you give yourself or ancient sword you carry. The folk of the Mahra Isles cower before no one. I’d caution you to remember that.”

Felnir inclined his head with a faint smile. “I shall. And I thank you for your honesty.”

“Where is she then?” the Black Gull demanded in a throaty wheeze, his good eye shining brighter than ever in the morning light. He grunted in annoyance as his retinue set his chair down on the boards, bony hands pulling a seal fur blanket more tightly about his shoulders. “The Silver Dove,” he went on. “I want to speak with her before I decide on her fate. Can’t choose between keelhauling or chaining her to a rock and slitting her belly for the gulls to feast on.”

“The Silver Dove lies dead in her hall,” Felnir told him.

The ancient’s spotted, wrinkled face became still, pale skin reddening as anger overtook him. “By her own hand, I hope?” he grated.

“No. By mine. I killed her because she said something that angered me. I’ve discovered that your kind arouse my ire quite easily. I wonder if it might be due to the terrible waste of what you were given. Blessed with so many years and yet you spent it mired in greed and conflict. I find your very existence… offensive.” The sword blazed as he drew it, blinding both the Gyrwald and his guards. The blade parted the old man’s head from his shoulders with an effortless swipe. It bounced on the edge of the jetty before sinking into the sea with a faint splash.

The Black Gull’s guards reacted swiftly, two of them charging instantly at Felnir, arms raised to ward off the sword’s glow. They followed their Gyrwald into the water in short order, blades shattered and chests slashed open.

“Hold!” Ahlfyrn cried, placing herself between Felnir and her remaining warriors. Blinking in the glow, she stared at Felnir in both recrimination and awed despair. She was, however, wise enough not to say anything.

The sword dimmed as Felnir lowered it, grunting in satisfaction. “Was he kin to you?” he asked Ahlfyrn, nodding to the headless corpse in the chair.

“The Gyrwald had no kin,” she replied. “The Silver Dove killed them all ages gone.”

“Then rejoice, Ahlfyrn, captain of the Turmvek, for I now name you Gyrwald of the Mahra Isles.” Sheathing the sword, Felnir extended a hand to her. “Kneel and swear fealty to me.”

He would have allowed her to stand, but felt a small mote of annoyance at her prior defiance. Once she had sunk to her knees and said the words, albeit with a faltering tongue, he told her to rise.

“Your first commission from your king,” he said, “is to set my fleet to sail to every port and village on the coast of Vorunvahl and proclaim that this land now has but one ruler: Felnir Skyrnrak, the Sea King, who will suffer the age of the Ehilkun no longer. But before you go, bring me every chart this old bastard ever scribbled down. They are mine now.”







CHAPTER TWENTY

Thera

Thera had been a rare visitor to the tower once occupied by Sister Silver. While its lack of decoration made Sister Iron’s chambers seem ostentatious by comparison, it was rich in furniture that bespoke an old woman’s desire for comfort. Veilwald Synghild Vyrnvest seemed to appreciate the murdered queen’s taste, sighing in relief as she sank onto a soft leather couch positioned alongside the fireplace. Numerous documents and ledgers sat in stacks on a low table within easy reach, the fruits of her labour over the two days since her arrival. Sister Silver’s library was even more extensive than Lore’s, but consisted of very different material. Ledgers recording every aspect of Ascarlian commerce for the last ten years rested upon the many shelves filling the other chambers of this tower. Entire vaults of the Verungyr’s lower regions were set aside for the older records, some dating back all the way to the crowning of the first Sister Queens. Sister Silver, like her predecessors, was insistent on accurate record keeping to the point of obsession, an example the Traitor Queen had signally failed to follow.

“It’s all a big fucking mess,” Synghild said, tossing a sheet of clumsily inscribed parchment onto the nearest stack. “Because Lore killed all the most skilled reckoners in Silver’s employ, it appears she was left with no true understanding of the realm’s wealth, or the workings of its commerce. Most of this—” she waved a hand at the stacked papers “—amounts to increasingly threatening notes from the Traitor Queen demanding non-existent monies she imagined were just sitting in the vaults of the Verungyr. Also, it appears several months’ worth of taxes haven’t been collected for the simple reason that those charged with doing so died in the slaughter in Nerlfeya’s Hall.”

“So,” Thera said, “you’re telling me that this realm is more empty of pocket than a sailor after a night in port?”

Synghild began a laugh, then stopped as pain tightened her features. She had recovered well after her wounding in the battle to defend Vorun Hardta, but not fully. Thera had delayed requesting her appointed Guardian of the Queen’s Treasury join her in Skar Magnol for several weeks. But the increasing number of petitions from various merchants, and polite reminders that many of the queen’s servants hadn’t been paid in months, compelled her to send the invitation. Arriving with typical promptness, Synghild swiftly set about a thorough examination of the realm’s finances.

“Not entirely,” she said once the ache had passed. Reaching for another document, she handed it to Thera. “Lore’s Edict of Requisition issued not long before she sailed for Olversahl. All households in Skar Magnol and the nearby villages were required to surrender one half of their wealth on pain of death. It seems those Vellihr Ilvar set to the task did so with considerable enthusiasm, and displayed no reluctance in enforcing this decree. Over twenty people were hung and a large amount of silver and sundry valuables gathered. It’s all sitting in a vault below this tower. I find it curious that Lore should abandon such riches. Nevertheless, she has afforded you a mighty gift. In terms of personal wealth at least, you sit as possibly the richest monarch in Ascarlian history, my queen.”

“You mean I sit upon stolen riches while my realm remains poor.” Thera afforded the document a disgusted glance and cast it back onto the table. “Set this treasure aside until we can find its rightful owners. I trust you have already reinstated taxes to fill our war chest?”

“I have. We now enjoy a steady trickle of revenue, but only a trickle. Veilwald Torlund has assisted greatly in making a gift of three chests filled to the brim with silver, gold, and jewels. Some of it was no doubt captured at Olversahl, but I’d estimate half comes from his own reserves, which are considerable.”

“And what did he ask for in return?”

“Nothing. But with men such as him, it’s what he doesn’t ask for that matters. I suggest a reduction in taxes for his geld for a period of ten years, once the war is won, of course. In the meantime, I calculate we have enough to cover immediate expenses.”

“I trust that you’ll ensure we spend only as much as necessary.”

“Forgive me, my queen, but when it comes to war, moderation is a fool’s conceit. Even with renewed income and the Veilwald’s gift, by the time this is done, we’ll have scraped every chest and coin sack dry.” Synghild hesitated before speaking on, her features betraying a rare trepidation. “It is my duty to consider not just tomorrow, but all the many years to follow. War has made a ruin of commerce and I don’t expect trade to start flowing until the summer. I wouldn’t suggest this but for the dire situation of this realm, but we have little option but to agree the terms offered by Duchess Ayin, and seek more. The Dowager Princess holds the purse strings of the Royal Bank and is known to be generous with her loans, if the terms are favourable.”

“No. I know the price she’ll ask, and I’ll not surrender Olversahl to our longest standing foes, not after spilling so much blood to save it from the Traitor Queen.”

“Other accommodations could be negotiated. Their proposed agreement seeks a reduction in duties on Albermaine-ish goods. We could offer they be abolished completely, and allow their merchants to establish trading houses on Ascarlian soil.”

“Something Silver always refused, with good reason. What the southerners can’t take in battle, they buy.”

“I see no other way, my queen. Not unless we abandon the war and even then we’ll see many folk going hungry before the year’s out.”

Thera went to the window, looking out across the port and the ships crowding the harbour of Skar Magnol. With winter giving way to spring, a good many warships had already arrived and more would be coming. By the time she led them forth, she would have thousands of mouths to feed, not to mention all the myriad expenses that arose from maintenance of a fleet so large.

“When it comes to war,” she muttered, “a fool talks of strategy, while the wise talk of money.”

“My queen?” Synghild asked.

“Something Sister Silver used to say.” Thera moved away from the window, affording her Guardian of the Treasury a brisk smile. “I leave negotiations with Duchess Ayin in your hands. I caution you not to be fooled by her appearance. There’s a steel mask behind that pretty face, and be wary of letting her sing to you. She has a way with song that tends to ensnare even the hardest heart.” She paused. Her next instructions were unavoidable but she disliked the burden they placed on a woman who had already borne so much. “Also, I sail for the Outer Isles within the week, there to muster the great fleet for the voyage across the Styrnspeld. When I do, the governance of the realm will be in your hands. If I do not return, you will be queen of the Ascarls.”

She expected anger, possibly even outright defiance, but Synghild surprised her with a mere slumping of her shoulders and a thin, weary sigh. “You will issue an edict to this effect, my queen?”

“I already have, Veilwald. You will not have to shoulder the burden alone. Veilwald Hakkyn of the Aiken Geld will be appointed Queen’s Protector. I’ve a sense he’s had his fill of war and won’t object to being denied a place in the fleet.”

Synghild gave a faint nod of acceptance before asking, “My son, I assume he will sail with you.”

Thera’s brows quirked a little. The Veilwald of the Speldmeara Geld rarely referred to Teylhar in such terms. “That misbegotten whelp” or simply “my bastard” were more usual, despite the fact that he was her sole surviving child and the only one not to have betrayed her. “His role as Queen’s Engineer makes him irreplaceable, I’m afraid,” Thera said. “All those wicked devices of his require a skilled hand to work properly, and there are none more skilled than he.”

“I should like to see him before you sail, if it can be arranged.”

“Of course. I’ll see to it.”

“Thank you, my queen.”

Which do we choose?

Thera sensed a worrying tinge of trepidation to Lynnea’s silent question. Nine silver knots lay between them on the bed. The hour was late and Thera had banished all guards and servants from the Queen’s Tower. It would be best to have no witnesses to what she and her Tielwald were about to attempt.

“We could wear them all,” Thera said. “You take four and I’ll take the rest.”

Her suggestion provoked a startled glare from Lynnea. I think that… unwise, she replied. One each would be safer. It’s just a question of which.

“Our object is to discover the guiding hand behind the Volkrath.” Thera tried not to let her own apprehension show in her voice, a pointless exercise since Lynnea could surely sense it. “The last time I tried, it went… poorly.” She closed her eyes, pushing away the memory. She preferred not to dwell upon the dream conjured by the knot found on the corpse of Lohdur, the Volkrath who had hanged himself in shame on Ayl-ah-Vahrim. The thing she had found there, the thing that had laughed at her, and hurt her. But then she had been alone.

“It stands to reason,” she continued after a short cough, “that whoever they answer to will be awaiting word from their most valued agents.”

Lynnea pointed to the knot in the centre of the collection. This one was carried by that scribe you banished at the Spear Maiden’s request. This one. Her finger moved to the trinket to its left. By a wealthy merchant’s son, spared service in war due to his lamed leg. What he lacked in prowess he made up for in insight. I’ve rarely encountered a sharper mind, nor one more mired in spite and bitterness. I think a spymaster would be very keen to hear his report.

“Very well. I’ll take the scribe, you the bitter son.”

Donning the trinkets, they lay down on the bed. After several tense moments, Thera began to reflect that it would have been a sound idea to have a sleeping draught prepared for this task.

It would dull our minds too much, Lynnea chided. Dreams become confused when mixed with intoxicants. She slipped her hand into Thera’s, her touch a warm and welcome comfort. Try to relax, my queen. Seek gentle memories.

“I have few of those,” Thera muttered.

Not so. Something shifted in Thera’s mind and she found herself recalling the night they had lain together after her wounding at Danith’s Bay. Another shift then another memory, not gentle, but beautiful: the white whales veering away from the Great Wolf in answer to Lynnea’s silent song.

I sang to them. And they sang to me. Such old, wonderful songs. So unlike the fierceness I expected. They carry the story of their kind in these songs, passed through the generations. Wordless odes to the infinite beauty of the ocean. To them, time is so different…

As Lynnea’s words and emotions flooded her mind, Thera found her vision filled with a vast blueness, pale hues descending into blackness. An echoing moan thrummed the water around her and she felt a spasm of fright at recognising the pale skin and sweeping tails of white whales. They circled the two women, dozens of ghostly giants casting out their strange songs, the sound seeming to sink into Thera’s body with every groaning pulse.

Fear nothing here, Lynnea told her. For in dreams, the only danger is that which you make for yourself.

Turning, Thera found her floating close by, her hair a slow cascade of ink. Reaching out, Lynnea clasped both of Thera’s hands, entwining the fingers. Long have I wished to share this with you, but found it too difficult. Perhaps these knots are a blessing. Some wonders lie beyond the reach of mere words.

She drifted closer until their lips almost touched. So many things I’ve longed to share…

“We have a purpose here,” Thera reminded her. The dream rendered her words into a cascade of bubbles, but the regretful arch to Lynnea’s brows made it plain she had grasped the meaning. Releasing Thera’s hands, she kicked her legs, descending into the deeper strata of blue. Distracted by the fluid grace of her movements, Thera followed after a short delay. They left the whales behind, though their song lingered as dark water enveloped them, Thera experiencing a disconcerting sense of near total insignificance. They were little more than specks floating in an unfathomable void.

It’s possible the spymaster is absent from this dream, Lynnea advised. They paused at a point where the blue shifted into utter blackness, the water taking on a chill that sank deeper into Thera’s flesh with every second. There’s probably a prearranged hour of the day when his agents are required to dream…

“Wait,” Thera interrupted, grimacing in annoyance at another cloud of bubbles and switching to thought speech. There. She pointed at a faint grey swirl in the blackness below. At first she thought it another whale, but then it grew larger, and she knew it to be no beast. It was more like a storm, an ugly spiral that took on shifting hues of grey, black, and red as it came closer.

Stay behind me. Lynnea’s thought was coloured by both fear and resolve as she moved to place herself between Thera and the storm. I sense another mind here.

Watching the roiling vortex emerge from the depths, Thera felt a terrible, shameful impulse to flee. The same sense of helplessness that had gripped her when last she faced this thing rose again. On firm earth or the deck of a ship, she feared nothing. Here in this realm of the unreal, she knew herself defenceless.

Sensing Thera’s alarm, Lynnea turned to her, smiling in grim reassurance. There is danger, it is true. But the stuff of dreams is as clay. It can be shaped. She extended a hand whereupon Thera saw the water directly in front of her take on a glow. It shimmered for a moment, a glittering cloud of silver motes, then began to coalesce into a recognisable shape. Soon Thera found herself regarding the dreadaxe. It appeared perfectly real and, as she discovered when she reached out to grasp it, was also solid to the touch.

A sound came from the storm then, a choked gasp issued by a sickly throat, but magnified to the point where it assailed them like a roar. The swirl of the vortex slowed as the sound blasted from its depths, Thera perceiving a glimmer of light forming in its centre. Peering closer, she saw an opening that resembled a disfigured mouth performing a parody of speech. Every time it opened, she saw another place revealed. This was not the depths of the ocean but a flat grey plain lacking all feature save two figures. One was stooped and clad in a hooded cloak that concealed its features. The other was a young man of sturdy appearance and lean, youthful features. The image was clear enough to make out the young man’s expression. Though tensed in concern, Thera discerned a curious weight of experience in his eyes. This one has seen much for one so young, she thought. But, as she drifted closer, hoping to learn more, the youth abruptly blinked out of existence.

“WHO ARE YOU TO INTRUDE HERE?”

The demand formed a solid wave of sound blasted out by the mouth of the vortex. Thera tumbled in the stream of disturbed water, arms and axe flailing, until Lynnea reached out to grasp her about the waist. Instantly, the current calmed. Looking around, Thera saw that they were now encased in a bubble. The stuff of dreams is like clay, she thought, a relieved smile coming to her lips.

“I GAVE YOU NO LEAVE!” the vortex thundered again, though this time the bubble that encased them repelled its violence. Looking to the storm’s mouth, Thera saw the stooped figure, hood drawn back to reveal a face so aged and afflicted by illness it must have been conjured from a nightmare. Yet, among the creased rage and leaking boils she recognised the same face that had laughed at her when she had dreamed with the aid of Lohdur’s knot. This then, was the spymaster.

“I do not require your leave!” Thera shouted back. “As Queen of the Ascarls I will journey even into dreams to find my enemy!”

Rage abruptly fled the decrepit, ravaged face, replaced with blank surprise that swiftly gave way to sombre calculation. The spymaster said nothing as he studied them both, sundered boils trickling pus down the sagging flesh of his jowls until finally, he grated out a reply. “I take it your presence here means my children are all dead?”

“If you mean your spies, those traitors and liars, then yes,” Thera said. “Every one of them caught and punished. Your king’s fleet too has been crushed. Look upon me and know your doom, old man.”

She saw anger in his ancient gaze, but sadness too. Did he grieve for the Volkrath, those he called his children? Preparing them and their web of deceit and murder must have been the work of decades, all now brought to nothing. She might have pitied him, if not for the righteous anger that had burned in her ever since that day when she had discovered the massacre upon the shore of Ayl-ah-Veyn. So much blood and suffering orchestrated by this creature, something that could barely be called human.

“You would be the one they call the Black Spear,” he said, his narrow eyes flicking from Thera to Lynnea. “And this one is the Silent Song, the mute maiden with a gift for communing with beasts.” A grudging note of respect coloured his tone as his gaze shifted to the protective bubble encasing them. “And much more besides, it seems.”

“If you know our names, then tell us yours,” Thera demanded.

The ravaged edifice of the spymaster’s face creased and crinkled into something that resembled amusement. “Always obsessed with names, you butterflies,” he reflected in a soft murmur. “If you live long enough, little queen, you will know how meaningless they can be.”

“You will remember mine,” Thera promised, brandishing the dreadaxe. “In the instant before this claims your head. When your king’s holdfast lies in ruins and his warriors bleed their last onto your soil, then you will know my name in full.”

“So, victory over his invasion was not enough.” The ancient’s face drooped in bleak resignation. “Of course it wasn’t. You will come here intent on vengeance, thereby ensuring your own destruction.”

“Your threats mean nothing, old man. Your spies are slain and your king’s menda destroyed. And do not expect the Fire Islands to shield you, not from me.”

Instead of defiance, she saw calculation in the spymaster’s gaze, resignation giving way to stern resolve. “Defeating you would have ended it. Or at least delayed it. If you will not die in the waking world, then die here, little queen, and know your death is the greatest gift you will ever give your people.”

Instantly, the various hues of the storm turned a bright, fiery red, its spiral arms forming into flaming tentacles. They lashed at the bubble encasing Lynnea and Thera, sending jolts of pain through her with every impact. Rare anger showed in Lynnea’s eyes as she raised her arms. The bubble expanded then thrummed, sending a pulse of sound through the water. This seemed to agitate the spymaster’s storm even more, its tentacles moving in concert to snare the bubble in a web of sickly red luminescence. Thera saw a matrix of cracks snake their way across the bubble’s surface as it began to yield to the pressure.

“Wake!” she said, clutching Lynnea’s arm. “We need to wake.”

We cannot, her Tielwald replied, gesturing to the enveloping cage which now resembled a thickening wall of fire. This prevents our minds from fleeing. He has more power than we could have known.

“There must be something…” Thera began, her words instantly smothered when the bubble shattered, leaving Thera flailing in a maelstrom of fire.







CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Guthnyr

“We’re fortunate the winter was so harsh this year, else the river might have thawed by now.” Torfyn’s voice was steady enough, but Guthnyr saw fear in the outlaw’s habitual clutching at his chest. Guthnyr doubted it arose from concern for his niece.

In the three days since Deyna and Aleida had set out to intercept the Nihlvarian host, Guthnyr had marched his force of Travka and Morvek the eight miles to this riverbank. The march itself required only a day, but getting them all properly arrayed and provisioned entailed an aggravating delay. He put the Morvek at the head of the column, spread out and ready to bring word if their foes had already crossed the river. But Silfaer’s favour was with them and the entire host reached the riverbank by twilight of the second day. Guthnyr encamped them two hundred paces short of the river’s edge, close to the point where Torfyn advised the ice was thick enough to permit the passage of an army. The morning of the third day had been taken up with arranging his forces and explaining the plan for impending battle to his disparate army. They seemed to comprehend their allotted roles but he knew even the cleverest stratagem could fall to pieces once the first arrow flew. He took some reassurance from the steepness of the riverbank, a rocky incline ranging from three to five feet in height. His confidence was buttressed further by the evident bloodlust of his warriors.

Tirohk’s Vehlkasa were ever keen to slay Rulchakin, but he found the desire among the Travka to get at those they habitually referred to as “the Vortigurn’s dogs” disturbing in its intensity. Despite his fears over their persistent squabbling, they maintained discipline during the march to the river. He had been careful to order the different clans so as to avoid friction between the most antagonistic groups, but the general lack of discord continued once they made camp. Talk at their fires was of the inventive torments they hoped to visit upon the dogs come the next day, many sharpening blades or polishing their gleaming kelvehr steel in anticipation. Noting the fascination all seemed to afford the arcane-infused metal, Guthnyr wondered if it exuded some kind of unnatural influence over these beggared souls.

The weather worsened during the march, casting a thin drizzle over the forest and heralding a frosty mist come the morning. It lingered over the frozen river for much of the day, thinning partially by noon but still obscuring Guthnyr’s view of the far bank. Hours had passed with no sign of the Vortigurn’s host, leading Sygurn to an inevitable conclusion.

“She’s sold us,” he muttered, crouched at Guthnyr’s right. “We sit here while she leads that army into our rear.”

“Patience,” Guthnyr said. “Aleida’s at her side, remember.”

“She’ll have found a way to slip that chain from her neck. A Tuhlvyr remains a Tuhlvyr. Something you may have forgotten.” The implication behind the smith’s words was plain. Too many nights shared with their erstwhile enemy, who had led her own army against them not so long ago. Yet Guthnyr entertained no doubt regarding Deyna’s loyalty, and it had nothing to do with hours spent coiling in the dark.

“I’d trust her hatred for the Vortigurn above all else,” he said. “Now be still, and wait.”

It was nigh another hour, by which time Sygurn had begun to argue they should send a scouting party to check their rearward flank, when Guthnyr spied a shape in the mist. At first it was just a vague smudge in the haze, soon growing into a twenty-strong party of warriors making a cautious approach across the ice. They were lightly armoured and all bore bows with arrows nocked to the string. The commander of the Nihlvarian host wasn’t foolish enough to send his main force across the river without first scouting the opposite bank.

“It worked,” Guthnyr said, jerking his head at Torfyn and Sygurn. “Let’s go.”

Crouching, they ran through the trees to the shallow gulley where Tirohk waited with the Vehlkasa. Spread out to either side, the rest of the Tielvik’s menda lay in cover. All had been warned in the harshest terms to keep silent and hidden until the word was given. Guthnyr hurriedly fixed the iron spikes Torfyn had given him to his boots. These were a common item among the Travka who would often venture out onto frozen water to fish. Most of his host had them affixed to their footwear, save the Morvek who used a similar device crafted from elk horn.

“They’re at the bank,” Sygurn reported, peering over the edge of the gulley. After a short pause, he glanced down at Guthnyr with a relieved grin. “Don’t look too keen to venture more than twenty paces from the river.”

The high-pitched peel of a hunting horn came from the direction of the bank, three long blasts Guthnyr hoped was the signal for the main force to begin its crossing. Even if it wasn’t, this trap was already sprung and there was no time to change it.

“Tirohk,” he said, nodding to the Morvek who promptly scrambled free of the gulley with his dozen best archers. Within moments he heard the multiple thrum of bowstrings and a brief chorus of shouts. Silence followed, unbroken by the sound of any horns.

“It’s time,” he told Sygurn. Drawing Kohrvayl, Guthnyr stood tall, raising the sword. The light was dim in the forest, but the kelvehr blade caught it well enough for those of his warriors nearby to see. In accordance with his stern instruction, they rose and began their advance with no raised voices. He had also warned them against running. Instead, they formed their lines and tramped through the undergrowth at a steady pace.

By the time they came within sight of the river, he could make out the dark throng of the Nihlvarian host upon the ice. They appeared little more than a disordered mob from this distance, their ranks perturbed by unsure footing. But, as they drew nearer, he saw they were arrayed with a semblance of discipline. The column was fifty warriors across at its head, the companies behind maintaining a narrow gap between the ranks. It made for a compact formation that could be ordered into a swift charge, but also offered an easy target. The Nihlvarians in the lead all marched with unslung shields, proof against most arrows but not those tipped with kelvehr warheads. Experimentation back at the Wehrtrova had confirmed the ability of the arcane metal to pierce even the sturdiest shield. Not every shaft would punch all the way through to the warrior behind, but those launched by the powerful strong bows carried by the Morvek often would, if loosed at sufficiently close range. Also, the kelvehr blades carried by every warrior in this menda could cut through the thickest leather armour, even steel breastplate, at least in the comparative safety of Torfyn’s forge. This would be the first true battle test for the weapons upon which so much rested. Guthnyr was determined it would not be a failure.

Moving ahead of the advancing line, he found Tirohk crouched in the dense brush close to the bank. The Vehlkasa archers were spread out to either side, the rest of their folk rushing to join them with bows in hand. Further along the river, Travka hunters hurried to take up their prearranged positions, training their ash longbows on the approaching host. Scanning the lead company, Guthnyr saw a tall man striding ahead of the column. He was easily marked as the captain of the Nihlvarian vanguard by his commanding gestures to the warriors following behind.

“Kill him first,” Guthnyr told Tirohk, pointing to the tall captain. “Not until I tell you.”

The war chief duly trained his arrow, half-drawing the string. Guthnyr kept squinting into the mist shrouding the far bank, hoping to discern some sign of Deyna or Aleida. He assumed they would be kept close to the commander of this force, meaning instant peril once the ambush began. He had voiced this concern to both of them before they departed the Wehrtrova, only for Aleida to tell him to stop fretting like an old woman. “I survived years in my father’s home,” she said. “Mere hours in the company of a gulled stranger is nothing.”

Pushing aside his worries, Guthnyr watched the tall captain stride to within a hundred paces of the riverbank then patted a hand to Tirohk’s shoulder. The Morvek’s arrow flew in a shallow arc, perfectly aimed to plant its kelvehr warhead in the centre of the captain’s breastplate. He staggered, tottered back a few steps, then collapsed face down onto the ice.

“Loose!” Guthnyr cried, the order echoed all along the bank and swiftly answered by every archer in the Tielvik’s menda. The first volley streaked from the trees in a dark, angry swarm, aimed directly at the lead company. Guthnyr had been expecting to fell about a third so found himself blinking in surprise when all but a handful of the shield-bearing vanguard tumbled to the ice. The rank behind, still marching with their shields slung on their back, fared even worse when the second volley slammed home. Screams and shouts echoed as the arrow storm continued, claiming dozens by the second. Watching the bodies pile up, Guthnyr entertained the nascent hope that this entire battle might be settled by archers alone.

However, the Nihlvarians were swift to disappoint him. After the shock of the initial attack faded, their captains rapidly restored order. Shields were unslung and the column began to broaden into a true battle line. It was a more protracted business on so uncertain a surface than it would have been on land. Many slipped on the blood of fallen comrades or were sent sprawling by the flailing limbs of the wounded. If not for the shrieks of pain it might have made for a comical spectacle. Soon, horns began to sound from the rear of the Nihlvarian host whereupon their untidy battle line spurred into a charge. Guthnyr had worried the enemy might take the cautious if costly choice of retreating under the withering lash of the arrow storm, but it seemed their commander was aggressive as well as clever. With his host so close to their objective and the line of retreat so endangered, he had decided to cast his dice on an all-out attack. Had he known this land better, he would surely have thought twice, for the steepness of the bank now became Guthnyr’s best ally.

The leading companies came on at a steady run, many losing their footing but most managing to keep upright in an untidy mass. Having learned a vicious lesson regarding the deadliness of their foemen’s arrows, those in front kept their shields extended from their chests and heads lowered. Still the Morvek and Travka archers continued to exact a heavy toll before the Nihlvarians reached the bank, whereupon Guthnyr raised another cry.

“Death to the Vortigurn’s dogs!” he roared, the exhortation taken up by what sounded like the entire menda. “DEATH TO THE VORTIGURN’S DOGS!”

Rushing forward, Guthnyr brought Kohrvayl down upon the head of a Nihlvarian warrior attempting to haul himself from the ice to the rocky shore. The kelvehr blade split his helm and the skull beneath, all the way down to his chin. Another warrior, helm-less with a bleeding scar across his forehead and an arrow jutting from shoulder, came at Guthnyr with a raised sword, screaming in both panic and challenge. Sygurn stepped into his path, hacking the Nihlvarian down with one blow of his axe.

“Silfaer’s tits, but these things do work!” he exclaimed in appreciation, holding up the gore-spattered but undamaged axe blade.

“Have a care,” Guthnyr warned, shoving the smith aside to stab Kohrvayl into the chest of another foemen blundering up the incline, slashing madly with a long dagger.

More Nihlvarians followed, struggling up the slope only to be met by Morvek wielding kelvehr hatchets and spears. The line of battle quickly spread along the riverbank, a long procession of combat of which Guthnyr could see only a portion. He hacked down one foe after another, catching glimpses of companies diverting to the flanks, seeking a way around the unyielding barrier of enemies. Having tested the ice to either side of this stretch of riverbank, Guthnyr thought little of their chances. Others were marshalled by their captains into a dense wedge and hurled at the centre of the struggle. Those in front were swiftly cut down but the Nihlvarians came on undaunted, gradually clawing their way up the slope. The Travka fought back with ferocious tenacity but Guthnyr knew the signs of imminent breakthrough.

“Hold here,” he told Sygurn before turning and running to where he had stationed Torfyn with his personal band of fighters. About two-hundred strong, these were all hard-eyed cut-throats who had fetched up at the Wehrtrova after a lifetime of villainy. He found Torfyn once again clutching his chest, although his resolve appeared undimmed. At his side, Halvor brandished his newly forged sword, the blood channel engraved with the name Klarvahst: Foe Smiter.

“Are we finally allowed to fight, then?” the youth asked Guthnyr. “Thought you’d decided to keep all the glory for yourself, Blue-face.”

“There’s plenty still to be had,” Guthnyr grunted. Wiping blood from his brow, he pointed Kohrvayl at the bowed line of Travka a hundred paces off. “We take them head on. Lose this fight and we lose the day.”

Without waiting for a response, he fixed both hands to Kohrvayl’s handle and charged towards the fray. As he ran, thoughts of Deyna and Aleida rose clear and sharp in his mind, lending speed and summoning a growl to his lips. By the time he hurled himself at the Nihlvarians pushing through the thinning cordon of Travka, it had become a roar of hungry challenge.

Armour and flesh parted with every stroke of his blade, cleaved warriors falling to either side as he hacked his way into the dense ranks of the enemy wedge. The embattled Travka were quick to take heart from his presence and his fury, surging forward with renewed violence. Guthnyr had experienced the disorientation of battle before, but never fully lost himself in its frenzy, until now. Time fractured, becoming a disjointed parade of vague, bloody encounters. A warrior lunging at him, mouth gaping and eyes wild with desperate terror, the face sliced apart by a flash of his kelvehr steel. Another thrusting at him from the ground, blood already gushing from a smashed leg. Guthnyr stamped on his head until it became a red smear on the churned earth. He knew neither caution nor fatigue, Kohrvayl crafting crimson arcs as he carved a path through the enemy throng. Reason returned only when he noticed that he trod upon ice.

The sight of red streaks on the white surface served to banish his fury. The blood pooled in places and smeared in others where the maimed tried to crawl free of the fray. Glancing back at the riverbank, he saw the Nihlvarian line had been repulsed all along its length. Some milled about in confusion while others fled, slipping and sliding on the gore. Sensing victory, the Travka began an unbidden counter charge. Surging from the trees, they set upon their wavering foes, their efforts quickly joined by the Morvek. Faced with the onslaught, the Nihlvarians abandoned all semblance of fortitude and the battle became a rout. To the flanks, Guthnyr saw warriors tumble amid shards of ice as it gave way under their weight. Arms flailing, armour and weapons soon bore them down.

As the fury of combat ebbed, fatigue descended. Guthnyr dragged chill air into his lungs and shifted his gaze to the far bank. The mist still concealed much of the landscape, but had thinned enough for him to discern a line of carts and a milling group of mounted warriors. Shaking his head to clear away the fog of combat, he hefted Kohrvayl and began to run, the spikes on his boots digging into the ice. Fleeing Nihlvarians scattered from his path, some even casting their weapons away and raising hands in a plea for mercy. He ignored them and kept running, reaching the opposite shore amid a gaggle of panicked Nihlvarians. Freed from the treacherous grip of the ice, they pelted for the low hills south of the river, many blundering into the path of mounted warriors. These were circling the carts of the host’s baggage train, their movements conveying a curious mix of both wariness and determined rage. He watched one warrior spur his mount towards a cart near the front of the line, sword raised, only for his horse to abruptly buck and tip him from the saddle. Looking to the cart, Guthnyr let out a sigh of relief at finding Aleida and Deyna perched atop it. The former Tuhlvyr had acquired a spear from somewhere and swung it menacingly at any rider who came near. Aleida bore no weapon, her intense gaze constantly slipping from one horse to another.

Charging towards them, Guthnyr was forced to leap a fallen mount, noting that the iron bridle was jammed deep in its mouth amid a welter of blood and foam. Passing by the horse that had just fallen, he saw smoke rising from the bit between its teeth, the iron peg glowing red as the beast screamed in distress. Its rider struggled free of the animal and turned to face Guthnyr, sword raised, and died for it a heartbeat later as Kohrvayl opened his chest from belly to neck. Guthnyr dodged clear of another horse and sprinted for the cart, leaping to Deyna’s side.

“It worked, then?” she asked, jabbing her spear at a warrior who swept close. He hung low, sword extended and a grimace of hateful intent upon his features which became a shriek as his sword took on a bright red glow, the weapon falling from a blackened hand. Looking to Aleida, Guthnyr found her face set in the unblinking stare that bespoke use of her blessing, but it was clearly taking an even greater toll than her labours in the Wehtrova forges. Her eyes were sunken hollows in a pale mask and her sagging form told of an imminent collapse.

“Enough now,” he told her, grasping her arm as she fixed her gaze on another charging warrior. Seemingly beset by a battle fury of her own, Aleida tried to pull free, keeping her focus on the horse and rider. Fortunately, she was spared further exertion when a kelvehr arrow arced down to spit the warrior through the chest. The air thrummed as more shafts descended, felling most of the circling riders. The half-dozen survivors took the prudent course of abandoning their wrath and steering their mounts towards the hills. A chorus of cheers, ragged at first but building in volume, drew Guthnyr’s gaze back to the river. Through the thinning mist, he saw the Travka standing tall among the many bodies littering the ice. The Tielvik’s menda stabbed the air with their weapons, voices raised in a collective shout of exultation.

“You should be more careful,” Deyna said, Guthnyr turning to find her inspecting a minor wound to his upper arm. At some point in his charge a blade, most probably an axe, had managed to score a cut through the leather pauldron and an inch or two of skin beneath. He hadn’t felt it until now.

“Getting yourself killed will hardly advance our cause, will it?” she went on, casting her spear aside to hop down from the cart. Approaching a body lying near the front wheel, she drove a hard kick into its head. “Good commanders stay clear of the fight, like this fecker.” Her coarse accent made itself more evident as she continued to kick the corpse, accompanying each strike with a rhetorical question. “Didn’t do you much good though, did it? Eh? EH!”

“Are you hurt?” Guthnyr asked Aleida.

Blinking, she shook her head. “Just need to rest a little. Don’t be too hard on her,” she added as Guthnyr began to climb down from the cart. “He said some… unpleasant things.”

Deyna had transferred her attentions to the corpse’s face when Guthnyr came to her side, smashing her heel into an already broken nose and smashed teeth. “No more insights to share, Tuhlvyr?” she enquired. “Please do. I especially enjoyed your speculation on the manner of my execution…”

“That’s enough,” Guthnyr said, pulling her away from the body.

“Get the feck off me!” She twisted her arm free and stalked away for a few paces, hugging herself tight.

“This, I would guess—” he inclined his head at the abused body “—is the Nihlvarian commander.”

Deyna closed her eyes, raising her face to draw in a deep breath. “Yes,” she sighed, exhaling slowly before extending an arm to the corpse. “I present Telmyrk Skortayd, Tuhlvyr of the Aegyn Veld. A man greatly, and unjustifiably impressed with his own judgement. Hence his willingness to believe my tale, though he still intended to present me to the Vortigurn for swift and surely merciless judgement, once he’d secured his victory over the rebels, of course. He had us chained and trussed in this cart all the way here. Lucky for us he didn’t use rope, I suppose.”

Deyna approached the Tuhlvyr again. Guthnyr feared she would resume kicking but instead she scraped her gore-spattered shoes on his black enamelled steel breastplate. “Once it started, Aleida crushed his chest with his own armour,” she said, lips twisting in amusement. “Cut him off in mid-sentence, actually. He was always overly fond of the sound of his own voice, and given to bemoaning his lot. For example, he had much to say regarding the Vortigurn taking away his best warriors for the war across the sea. Mustering the force needed to crush us will have compelled him to scrape up every warrior left in his geld. Sehlumvek, the capital, has surely been left very poorly defended indeed.” The cruelty in her grin changed to satisfaction as she met Guthnyr’s gaze. “There are many slaves in Sehlumvek.”

Nodding, he looked to the hills rising above the mist to the south as the victorious cries of his warriors echoed ever louder. “Soon, there will be none.”







CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Elvine

Varnyr’s scream dwindled into choking gasp after a long, excruciating interval in which it seemed the spear’s iron head had somehow become fixed to his bared chest. She heard more than just pain in that scream, its grating quality told of as much despair as agony. This man, if his tale could be believed, had lost more than the hope of life. Lore’s betrayal and Vahlak’s death had also stripped away all he once held true.

Elvine felt a pulse of satisfaction from the spear as it separated from the Nihlvarian, allowing Varnyr to collapse. Every word he said was truth, the spirit advised. And he harbours a deep desire for vengeance against Lore. It conflicted with his oath. Now it does not. As I said: he will be useful and his death a waste.

Kneeling at Varnyr’s side, Elvine watched him huddle and shiver until eventually slumping into slumber. Pressing a hand to his forehead, she found it so chilled it almost pained her fingers. “He’s freezing,” she told Colvyn. “Fetch an oilskin from the boat.”

“I’m not leaving you alone with him…”

“I’ve a feeling he’ll sleep for some time,” she assured him, adding an insistent scowl when he lingered. Grimacing, Colvyn sheathed his sword and stomped off towards the shingle beach where they had moored their boat. When he returned with the oilskin Elvine used it to cover Varnyr’s sleeping form. As she predicted, he showed no signs of waking and soon the fire began to dwindle, forcing them to scavenge wood from the wreckage littering the rocks.

“That thing told you to spare him, I suppose,” Colvyn said, jerking his chin at the spear as they huddled together in the lee of a large boulder.

“It did.” Elvine clenched her teeth against a chatter. “She thinks he may be useful.”

“You know if he comes back to the ship with us, they’re likely to kill him on the spot.”

“I know they’ll respect the Spear Maiden’s will, even if they don’t like it.”

Colvyn’s reply came in softly spoken Ishtan. “‘And so did Gahil, poor once more and soon likely to perish, resolve to never again put faith in a seer’s promise.’”

Naturally, she recognised a quote from one of the Trials of Gahil Din Fahrik. The tale of the seer’s promise related how legendary adventurer Gahil, reduced to poverty after yet another failed enterprise and desperate to restore his fortunes, had spent his few remaining coins on a marketplace seer. Unusually, the seer spoke no cryptic riddles. Instead providing clear and precise directions to an island cave where a fabled pirate’s treasure awaited discovery. Persuading a down-at-heel merchant crew to sail to the island, they rejoiced at the riches they found. Piling it all onto their aged vessel, they sailed away only to sink under the weight of so much gold. The tale ended with Gahil clinging to wreckage and reflecting on the folly of trusting a seer.

“It’s not the same,” Elvine said. “The spear makes no promises. It offers only guidance. And I am not seeking treasure.”

“Revenge is its own sort of treasure, is it not? Our father was often given to reflecting on its vacuity. ‘You think it’s going to quell that fire of bitterness and regret inside you,’ he said. ‘But it only ever lights more fires.’”

“What would you have me do? Just let her sail away and fulfil her mad design? I don’t know what she’s searching for but I know it amounts to the only thing she craves, and that is power.”

Colvyn shifted beside her, Elvine catching the dire look he afforded the spear resting against her shoulder. “Our father also had much to say about the nature of power. And Lore is not the only one with it within her grasp.”

Elvine lowered her gaze and said no more. Neither did Colvyn and they spent the hours until sunrise dozing fitfully as the last embers of the fire guttered out. She woke to the scent of smoke in her nostrils and Varnyr’s groan as he came awake.

“I…” the Nihlvarian rasped, Elvine looking down to find him staring at the spear in both terror and wonder. “I thought it… all a lie,” he whispered. “A spear crafted by the gods themselves.” Blinking, he turned his stare on Elvine. “You truly are the Spear Maiden, blessed by the Altvar.”

“What did it show you?” Elvine asked.

“Everything…” He reached out to the spear then hesitated and withdrew his hand. “My life. From boyhood to the Vortigurn’s Fist, this misbegotten war, Vahlak and his vile sister, and this moment. But it was… different. Seen not through my eyes, as if I was made a witness to my own story. And it was not as I remembered. I saw only truth, shorn of all prideful deceit…” He trailed off, attempting to sit up. Elvine grasped his forearm and did her best to help but it felt rather like hauling on a tree. As he came upright, he took her hand, the grip firm but not painful. “It also showed me my path,” he said, eyes lit with earnest intensity. “I have done many things, Spear Maiden. Things I thought worthy and right. But those were lies and now I know myself a murderer in an unjust cause. But I can atone. The spear showed me how.”

He shuffled onto his knees, keeping hold of her hand. “Will you accept my oath? As I once swore to Vahlak, now I will swear to you—”

“I don’t want your oath,” Elvine cut in. She flexed her fingers until he consented to release her hand. “But you may travel with me if it is your wish. In return you will relate to me every word you heard from Lore’s mouth, especially in regards to The Map of Veils and her search for the Veyinmihr.”

Varnyr bowed his head. “All I have is yours, Spear Maiden.”

“And don’t call me that,” she snapped. “My name is Elvine. Now get up, and fetch your swords. You’ll have need of them before this voyage is done.”

As was to be expected, the crew of the Ohlnir proved less than welcoming when a hulking Nihlvarian warrior stepped onto their deck. Elvine was confronted by many faces drawn in dark intent, leaving off chores to heft weapons. Stepping in front of Varnyr, she planted the butt of the spear onto the boards and addressed them in her best rendition of the Spear Maiden’s voice: “This man has sworn himself to me and enjoys my protection. No harm shall be done to him by my order.”

She saw many glances exchanged before they redirected their attention to Kahlvik. Their captain’s disdain for Varnyr’s presence was only marginally less palpable, but his loyalty to the queen’s commands won out over instinctive prejudice. The seafarer’s lip curled in disgust as he barked at his crew to return to their tasks and be quick about it.

“He has scores to settle with Lore,” Elvine explained to Kahlvik in a low murmur. “And knows much about her plans.”

“Then best keep him close to your side,” the Vellihr replied, casting a flinty eye over the Nihlvarian. “If you wake to find him with his throat cut one morning, I’ll stand no punishment to whoever wielded the knife.”

Elvine’s heated retort died on her tongue. It was unfair to begrudge this crew their enmity for so bloodstained an enemy, even if the current object of their ire was guilty of no atrocity. She did note that there was one aboard who exhibited no aggression towards Varnyr. Margnus Gruinskard occupied his habitual place at the prow, regarding Elvine’s companion with evident interest but no sign of enmity. So, when Elvine led Varnyr to the lower deck and bade him sit in her corner, it was no surprise that the old man followed.

“I must hear what he has to say,” Gruinskard stated in response to Elvine’s pointed glare. Dragging a crate closer, the former Tielwald let out a hefty groan and sat. “Was he wearing anything else when you found him?” he asked, peering closer at Varnyr’s intricately tattooed flesh. “A small item of jewellery, perhaps?”

“If you mean one of the silver knots carried by the Volkrath,” Elvine said. “No, he was not.”

“Lore could still have deliberately left him in our path. A treacherous prize to tempt your womanly heart.”

Varnyr let out an ominous rumble, his impressive frame flexing as he leaned forward to fix Gruinskard with a menacing eye. “I don’t like this one’s words,” the Nihlvarian said. “They seem insulting to my ear.”

“Best get used to it,” Colvyn muttered.

“He is… important,” Elvine explained to Varnyr, placing a hand on his arm to ease him back. “He needs clothing,” she told her brother. “Find him something, will you?”

Colvyn nodded and started towards his bunk, then paused. “You should know that it was not my sister who killed your commander,” he said to Varnyr. “But me. Because he tried to kill her. Should you do the same…”

The Nihlvarian broke in with a laugh that easily filled the lower deck. “Then I will have forsaken my oath and forfeited my life, little man,” he informed Colvyn. “And you would be doing me a favour. As for Vahlak, at least he had the comfort of dying in battle, though I find it hard to credit he would ever do harm to the Spear Maiden.”

“She lay at his mercy, his blade at her throat…”

“Colvyn,” Elvine said. Frowning, her brother retreated into the gloom. “I need to know what Lore plans to do,” she said, turning back to Varnyr. “Where is she going? What is she looking for?”

“Something she wants. Something she claims the Vortigurn commanded her to find, though I could never credit any word that issued from her mouth as truth. As for what it is, I heard only mutterings between her and that dog Ilvar. She spoke of a cavern and, when he voiced his fears that this might be a fool’s quest, she assured him their goal resides in the north, in the realm where all is ice.”

“The Map of Veils,” Elvine persisted. “A place called the Veyinmihr. Did you ever hear her make mention of either?”

Varnyr shook his head. “There was no love between Vahlak’s sister and myself. Queen she may have been, but not to me.”

“No,” Gruinskard said. “You serve the Vortigurn. Your king across the sea.”

“I did.” A measure of his former rumble coloured Varnyr’s tone as his gaze slid towards the old man. “And many were my crimes done in his service. Now I serve the Spear Maiden, and my oath is my life.”

“What is his name, this Vortigurn?” Gruinskard said.

“He has but one.”

“And his forbears? Surely his bloodline must bear a name?”

Varnyr squinted at Gruinskard in bafflement. “The Vortigurn has no forebears. He is eternal, like the mountains and the stars above.”

“So he has reigned, and lived, for centuries?”

“Since the time of my grandfather’s grandfather, and beyond. As children we are taught that he is the last of the Uhltvar, the blessed race who shared blood with the gods. Though, when I met him, I must confess I saw only a man.”

“You met the Vortigurn?” Elvine asked.

“Just once, when he called Vahlak to the citadel to be honoured for crushing the Red Sands revolt. The Vortigurn gifted him a sword with a hilt of gold and named him his Tuhlvyr of war. ‘Soon you will sail far, my golden blade,’ he said. ‘Soon you will be reunited with your sister, whom I know you cherish. It pained me to separate you at so young an age, for I too once had a twin sister, but the gods took her from me. How I long to see fair Astryd again.’”

Elvine saw something very unusual flicker across Gruinskard’s aged visage then: surprise. “Astryd,” he repeated softly.

“Is it significant?” Elvine asked.

“Perhaps.” He teased his beard with the brass fingers of his false hand. “Though I doubt it’ll bring us any closer to Lore.”

Colvyn returned with a cloak and two shirts. “If you sew these together, they might serve,” he said, tossing the bundle to Varnyr.

“My thanks,” Varnyr said with a grateful nod.

“Can you tell us anything about Lore’s route?” Elvine asked him.

“Only that it lies far to the north, as I said. But, I should add…” He paused, his expression becoming sombre. “I did hear her say she expects to have you at her side when she reaches it. The workings of her mind were mostly a mystery to me, but one thing I saw clearly: she greatly regrets losing your company.”

I forgive you, Elvine. Can you not do the same for me? Beset by a sudden, unwelcome anger, Elvine got to her feet. “A sentiment unshared,” she said. “Eat and rest a while. My brother will stay with you.”

“I need no guards.”

“He’s here for the crew’s protection, not yours.”

Once back on the upper deck, she went to the prow, pointing the spear at the maze of fjords ahead. “There,” she told Kahlvik upon sensing the thrum of affirmation. The spirit in the spear had chosen the broadest channel, meaning the day’s sailing should be relatively free of complications. However, she sensed more than direction in the spear’s touch, a sharper edge she took as a warning.

“That’s almost true north,” Kahlvik said. “We follow it, we’re likely to see some ice within few days. When that happens, Spear Maiden, I’ll no longer offer surety that this ship can sail any further.”

“If we can’t sail, then neither can Lore,” Elvine returned. “Please draw up your anchor and let’s be on our way. And signal the Chainbreaker to stay close. I sense battle on the wind.”

The wind grew stiffer as the day wore on, enabling both ships to draw in their oars and raise sails. Kahlvik kept his canvas sheet at half its normal length, wary of speeding through such hazardous waters. For once, Veltta seemed disinclined to flaunt the Chainbreaker’s superior swiftness, maintaining station a hundred paces to stern. Elvine remained at the prow, constantly checking their heading with the spear. It wasn’t long before Varnyr joined her, clad now in a cloak and stitched-together shirts.

“Your own work?” Elvine asked, eyeing the surprisingly neat criss-crossed twine of his stitches.

“The Vortigurn’s Fist were taught to sew from an early age,” he explained. “Knowing how to close a wound is a useful skill. And it works just as well for clothing.”

He wore his two swords on his back, the weapons angled so the handles jutted above each shoulder. Standing directly to Elvine’s rear with his arms crossed, she was put in mind of the statues in the Vaults of the Altvar. It struck her that this man would not have seemed out of place in such company.

“What?” she murmured to the spear, feeling it thrum with a warm pulse of amusement.

I was starting to wonder if you were immune to the typical impulses of your kind, the spirit said, her tone laced with a good-natured taunt. It pleases me to find you mundanely human, after all, at least in some respects.

“Just guide this ship,” Elvine snapped, annoyed at the flush creeping over her cheeks.

“You talk to it?”

Elvine was unable to contain a start as Gruinskard took his customary place to starboard of the Ohlnir’s figurehead. He exchanged a brief, mutually suspicious glance with Varnyr before focusing his gaze upon the spear. “Which would imply it talks back,” he added.

Still disconcerted by the spirit’s observation, Elvine confined her response to a shrug. Turning her face to the passing flanks of a narrow, high-peaked mountain, she hoped the chill breeze would banish the crimson tinge from her skin.

“And yet,” the old man continued, “when I touched it, I heard no voice. All it would share with me was pain.”

“It considers your hands unworthy,” Elvine told him. “As it did Lore’s. Yet chose not to hurt her as it did you.” Feeling the flush fade, she met Gruinskard’s eye. “I really should remember to ask it why it spared her but not you.”

Because he was more dangerous than her, the spirit interjected. A soul who has already enjoyed too much power should not be afforded more.

Gruinskard let out a faint huff of what she assumed to be feigned indifference. “This one’s story,” he said, nodding to Varnyr. “What he said of his king. Was there not a name that caught your notice?”

“Astryd. It’s not uncommon.”

“But it does feature in one tale of an ancient king, does it not? I’m sure your scholarly memory can supply it.”

“Velgard,” she said after a short pause for recollection. “Some tales say he had siblings. Some do not. But one does refer to a twin sister.” She squinted at Gruinskard. “An ancient, undying king. You can’t think…?”

“Have you not witnessed things these past months that you would never have believed? Set against all of that, is the notion of a man living many lifetimes so absurd?”

Velgard, the Exiled King, she thought, her mind returning to the city beneath the Fire Isles. There had been many bones and skulls there, victims of terrible violence. She had assumed Velgard must be among them. “The ruins were so old,” she said. “It’s impossible.”

Gruinskard rested his metal hand on the rail to lean closer. “Can you recall the name of the woman who first took on the mantle of Sister Lore?”

“Meginhyld Cahlwohlt,” Elvine replied promptly. “The Wisemother.”

“Yes, although folk didn’t start calling her Wisemother until many years after her death. There was little that could be called motherly about her. She despised children, you see, even her own. Said they got in the way of proper study.” He let out a soft, nostalgic chuckle. “I recall enduring many a hungry hour when she was at her books. Eventually, I learned if I cried loud and long enough she would shout for one of the maids to feed me.” He fell silent, the humour slipping from his face and meaning clear in his single eye.

“That would have been more than four hundred years ago,” Elvine said.

“Yes. The precise number eludes me. Some time ago I decided trying to keep track of the years was a pointless annoyance.”

“You are the son of the first Sister Lore? That is your claim?”

He inclined his head at the spear. “Ask that thing if I’m lying. It can hear lies, can’t it?”

He speaks true, the spear confirmed in response to Elvine’s touch. And I sense no trace of delusion in his mind.

“Yes,” Gruinskard said in response to Elvine’s widening gaze. “I was there for all of it, girl. The founding of the Verungyr and the crowning of the Sister Queens, one of whom happened to be my mother. From an early age I displayed a gift for two things: fighting and listening. Traits my mother made full use of when I grew old enough to stop being an annoyance. When she passed, her successor made use of me too. She was also the first to notice that I did not age as others do. So, for many years I was kept in the shadows, a silent asset set to watch for threats from within and without, my name never spoken except in whispers, and then only by the queens. In time came the War of Chains, when they decreed the end of slavery in the Realm of Ascarlia. Soon after, the Albermaine-ish took advantage of the chaos to steal the Fjord Geld from us and ushered in the Age of Discord. It was during this time that I was finally permitted to step from the shadows, for my prowess as a battle leader demanded I have a name and a title. And so, I became the Tielwald, and remained so ever since, at least until my great-granddaughter cast me aside like a sack of gnawed bones.”

“How?” Elvine asked, peering at the ancient soul before her. “How was it done?”

“A question I’ve tried to answer many times. Various Sisters Lore researched it but came up with nothing save a clutch of old unlikely legends that spoke of the Altvar choosing one soul in every thousand years to stand immune to the violence of time.” Gruinskard grunted out a mirthless laugh. “Nonsense of course, for I am not immune to the depredations of age. Over four hundred years upon this earth and I feel every one of them. But, if the story told by this new friend of yours is true, it seems Velgard does not.”

“If the Vortigurn truly is Velgard…”

Elvine paused as the ship gave an abrupt shift, the deck pitching and the prow wandering from its course. Worried they may have struck a reef, she leaned over the rail, but saw only churned water. In fact, this portion of the narrow fjord appeared more disturbed than usual. Water spun in separate eddies as several currents converged.

“Seems we’ve come to a fork in this road,” Kahlvik said, striding forward to gesture at a gap between two mountains a few hundred paces off the port bow. “It brings cold, slow-flowing water from the north which creates a violent change in the current. Nothing a bit of extra wind won’t fix.”

At his order, the sail was unfurled to its full and the Ohlnir began a rapid if uncomfortable passage. For a time it was almost like being back on the open ocean, the deck heaving and the figurehead bowing amid repeated splashes.

“Whirlpool ahead!” came the shout from the lookout whereupon Kahlvik barked out a command for the helmsman to steer hard to port. The sudden, acute pitch of the Ohlnir’s deck as she veered clear of the obstacle sent Elvine into an untidy tumble. Rebounding from the rail, she careened for several feet before finding herself enveloped by Varnyr’s arms. The impact jarred the spear from her grasp, sending it clattering across the boards.

“A moment, Spear Maiden,” the Nihlvarian said. He appeared to have no difficulty keeping his footing, holding her feet clear of the deck until it settled. Thus embraced, Elvine found herself distracted by the curious fact that she felt simultaneously alarmed and entirely comfortable. “Seems we’re past the worst,” he observed a few moments later, setting her down. Heart beating faster than it should, and aware of another flush creeping over her cheeks, Elvine turned away and went in pursuit of the spear. To her annoyance, it had contrived to find a gap between the water barrel and a large coil of rope, forcing her to strain to reach it.

“Allow me,” Varnyr said, hefting the rope aside as if it weighed little more than she did.

“Thank you,” Elvine replied, immensely aggravated by the mouse-like squeak that emerged from her lips. This is ridiculous, she admonished herself, stooping to grasp the spear. Should not the Spear Maiden of Olversahl be above such childish nonsense… All thought fled when her hand closed on the haft and the spirit yelled a loud, emphatic warning.

They’re here!

Elvine’s gaze immediately snapped to the prow. The Ohlnir was now level with the adjoining fjord, a shadowed, steep-sided notch from which emerged a massive Nihlvarian warship coming on at full sail.

“To arms!” she shouted, her voice no longer remotely mouse-like. Boots already pounded the deck, the sound joined by the whistle of many arrows. They rose from the approaching ship in a dark swarm, arcing high before plunging towards the Ohlnir’s deck. Elvine’s view darkened as Varnyr dragged her down, his frame covering her as the shafts descended in a deadly rain.







CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

Ruhlin

The days following the slaughter in the Vortigurn’s wuhltra took on a monotony that grated on Ruhlin’s nerves more with each dawn. No more Kelven were summoned to do combat, but Silvahk insisted they practise every day. Ruhlin usually found himself matched against Tremyn. His brother had never returned from the healer, Silvahk stating one morning that Hulyk’s injuries were beyond even the most skilled care but they should rejoice for he had honoured the Vortigurn with that most precious gift: his life. Given the wrathful enthusiasm his bereaved sibling now displayed in the circle, Ruhlin concluded Tremyn no longer saw any reason for joy. Mostly he maintained a dark, glowering silence, except during practice when he would hurl himself at Ruhlin with uncaring ferocity. His wooden stave was only ever aimed to strike and never parry, any blow he received bringing a fierce grin to his lips. Ruhlin did his best to fend him off, acquiring a new swiftness with his wooden blade that Guthnyr’s lessons had never quite managed to instil. He also tried to quell the monster’s ire whenever Tremyn’s stave pierced his defence. It wasn’t always possible and Ruhlin suffered the stagna’s icy flare with doleful regularity.

By contrast, since surviving his visit to the wuhltra, Delryk hadn’t suffered a single punishment. This wasn’t due to any merciful impulse on Silvahk’s part, but the young Kelven’s new-found enthusiasm for acquiring all the deadly lessons his tutors were willing to impart. He dedicated himself to practice with unstinting focus, shrugging off the blows he received from sparring partners and, with increasing frequency, began to deliver some of his own. Even when not in the circle, Delryk could be seen running around the garden or performing the sword scales he had learned.

“I’ve decided not to die,” he told Ruhlin when asked about his change in demeanour. “Having come close enough to death to taste it, I found it very unappetising. And, while my ability can cause confusion, even pain, unlike you I can’t kill with it.”

The only inmates of the Kelvengyr spared continual practice were Ohtera and Fernhyld. Ruhlin wasn’t sure why Silvahk no longer compelled Ohtera to take part, but noticed how he avoided her gaze. She and Fernhyld spent most of their time alone, either keeping to their cell or wandering the garden. Every night, Ruhlin could hear Fernhyld’s sobs ebb into sleep, counterpointed by Ohtera’s soothing words. It became part of his own nightly ritual. He would lie awake until their voices faded, taking a curious comfort from such stark evidence of mutual devotion, although it often made him ache for Aleida.

It was to her that his dreams inevitably turned most nights. Sometimes they were ugly, especially after days when he had felt the stagna’s touch. Something about the iron ring’s influence always soured his slumbering mind, leaving it open to horrors. Other nights were far more pleasant, like tonight when he found himself drifting into sleep with his mind filled by those wonderful hours together in a half-ruined hut in Tahrim Kyrn. So it was with no small measure of annoyance that he found himself jerked from Aleida’s company by a hard insistent tug on his foot.

“Calm now,” Ohtera said, hands raised as she backed away from his bed. Ruhlin felt the vestiges of a growl tingle his throat and realised that the monster also disliked having its sleep disturbed.

“What is it?” he asked, voice edged with irritation.

“Quiet,” she hissed. Moving to the doorway, she crouched and peered out at the darkened practice ground. “Fewer Ventra and archers now. Always the way when the Meidvang looms closer. They need them to guard the captives. There’s a shift change soon, so get ready.”

“For what?” Pulling on his clothes, Ruhlin donned his shoes before joining her at the doorway. He entertained only the faintest hope she might be plotting an escape, having left him in no doubt she considered the mere idea an absurd impossibility.

“I think there’s something you need to see,” she murmured, holding up a hand when he started to speak again. She waited several more minutes before exiting the doorway and making for the archway leading to the garden. The iron gate covering the entrance was always locked at night but Ohtera vaulted the aged wall with ease. Ruhlin required considerably more effort before he followed her, all the while fearing both a thrumming bowstring or flare from the stagna. Neither came and Ohtera sprinted away the instant he dropped to her side. She kept to the edges of the garden where the shadows were deepest, Ruhlin following in a crouching run.

“Here,” she whispered, skidding to a halt where the wall met a kehlgruin buttress. Sinking to her knees, she began to scrape grass and soil away from the base of the wall. “Dug this out when I was younger,” she explained, her partially extended claws swiftly uncovering a wooden surface. “Haven’t used it in a while.” Removing a short timber plank from the ground she revealed a hole. “It’s a bit tight for you,” Ohtera said, scrambling into the opening. “If you can get your legs through, I’ll pull you the rest of the way.”

Without waiting for his agreement, she disappeared from view. Ruhlin spent a few seconds staring at the constricted channel before climbing in. A long interval of squirming followed, Ruhlin managing to sink into the hole up to his shoulders before becoming hopelessly stuck. He began pondering a means to free himself and return to his cell when he felt Ohtera grip his ankles. In her partially transformed state, dragging his bulk through to the other side was easy for her but hard on him. He emerged sputtering dirt and wincing from numerous scrapes and scratches.

“Where are we…?” he began only for Ohtera to turn and lope away into the gloom. Ruhlin followed as best he could, hampered by the steep bank he had to navigate. It seemed the garden abutted the gorge separating the Kelvengyr from the Vortigurn’s wuhltra. Making his way along an incline of tufted grass and rocks, Ruhlin did his best to ignore the depthless void on his left. He halted when the arching majesty of a bridge loomed out of the dark, one of the spans leading to the great arena. Spying Ohtera’s sleek form silhouetted beneath the bridge, Ruhlin feared she was about to clamber the full length of its underside, no doubt expecting him to follow. His blank refusal to do so died on his lips when she moved instead to the stone casement securing the bridge to the bank. Drawing closer, he saw her pushing aside a number of rocks to reveal another opening. To his relief, Ruhlin found this one would easily accommodate his size.

“I think it was built as a secret entrance,” Ohtera explained as she continued to shift rocks. “But got forgotten about. They did a poor job sealing it up when they built the bridge. I hoped it might lead outside. Instead it goes deep into the foundations of the Kelvengyr.”

Sliding the last stone aside, she rested on her haunches, regarding the tunnel mouth in evident reluctance. Her nostrils flared in distaste, though Ruhlin could detect only the mustiness of a space rarely touched by fresh air.

“What’s down there?” he asked.

“A great deal of ugliness.” Ohtera sniffed and wiped the back of her hand across her nose. “So ugly, I haven’t been back here in years.” She turned to Ruhlin, eyes seeming to glow as they fixed him with an intent, needful glare. “I show you this because you need to understand your fate. Don’t mistake it for kindness, for I learned long ago that such things are dangerous here. I do it to cement our alliance so that when that beast within you decides it wants free of the Kelvengyr, it will not see me as an enemy.”

“So, you’ve decided you want to escape after all?”

“I have always yearned for release from this place. And always known it impossible. But now, I am compelled to entertain even the impossible.”

“For Fernhyld.”

She didn’t reply. But Ruhlin concluded she didn’t need to. “Stay close,” she said, slipping into the hole. “It’s very dark and we can’t risk even the smallest light.”

He followed her into a void as devoid of illumination as any he had yet encountered throughout many months of peril. Taking his hand, Ohtera placed it on her shoulder and began a slow descent. The surface they traversed wasn’t overly steep but lacked any form of step or handhold. As they went deeper, the musty taint to the air increased, as did the number of cobwebs. After a while, Ruhlin abandoned the chore of peeling them away. When they eventually halted, he felt a thick coating of spider silk upon his skin. Now utterly blind, he could only hold fast to Ohtera’s shoulder as she moved, displaying a fluency that meant her eyes had no difficulty piercing such absolute gloom.

“Lighten your steps,” she whispered after a journey Ruhlin estimated at perhaps three hundred paces. “We’re close.”

“To what?” he murmured, receiving no response but dutifully attempting to match her slowed pace and soft footfalls. He soon began to perceive light in the darkness. It was just a faint rectangular smudge at first, multiplying into more as they drew closer. He saw that the row of luminescence was the result of a glow cast through a series of stone slats. The air had also changed, mustiness overpowered by an acidic melange of vinegar and lavender. He reasoned it was a concoction employed to mask an even less pleasant stench.

Ohtera stopped to crouch alongside the first of the slats, the glow enabling Ruhlin to see her put a finger to her lips. Slowly, she edged her head into the light. After briefly squinting at what she saw, her nostrils flaring even more as her face tightened in repugnance, she beckoned Ruhlin to her side. The room visible through the slats was covered in white tiles from floor to ceiling, gleaming in the light cast by a lantern suspended from the ceiling. After his sojourn through the dark, the glare of it was such that he had to blink away tears before the room’s contents became horribly apparent. The tiles were polished clean in most places but stained dark in others. Ruhlin had seen bloodstains enough to recognise them now, his eyes tracing over the spatter to find its origin.

The body lay secured to a sturdy table by leather straps, a gag in its mouth. Its eyes were open, even though all life had plainly fled this vessel. It had been opened from neck to groin, seemingly in a single cut, the parted skin peeled back and pinned to the table to reveal bone and muscle. The ribcage had also been parted, the breastbone cleaved and ribs prised apart to lay bare the organs beneath. Despite the commanding horror of such mutilation, Ruhlin found his gaze mostly captured by the dead man’s face, for it was one he knew.

“Hulyk,” he breathed.

“If he was lucky, he died in the healer’s care,” Ohtera muttered. “Not all who are brought here find themselves so fortunate.”

“What is this place?”

Before she could answer a booming echo sounded from below. Ohtera pushed Ruhlin back into the shadows, once again motioning for silence. As they waited, he heard voices. Accompanied by the echo of footsteps, they were too faint to distinguish any words but growing in volume. Then came the clatter of a heavy lock followed by the loud squeal of hinges as a door was opened. As it did so, the voices became both clear and recognisable.

“And what progress can you offer me this month, old friend?” The Vortigurn’s tone was affable but tinged with weariness. This was a question often asked in expectation of a predictable answer.

“The latest results are encouraging.” Moyirn’s voice echoed with habitual reassurance but a singular lack of servility. If anything, Ruhlin detected a poorly concealed note of resentment to the old man’s grating rasp. “My latest subject lasted longer than the last, by a considerable margin. The stronger the blessing…” Moyirn paused, Ruhlin hearing his distaste for this term before the ancient spoke on “… the more durable they appear to be.”

“And the band?”

Ruhlin resisted the urge to draw back when Moyirn came into view. Any movement might attract notice, besides Ruhlin felt a growing need to witness whatever might unfold in the room below. “It performed better than the previous designs,” Moyirn said, the aged claws of his hands clasping either side of Hulyk’s head. The fingers ruffled the dead youth’s hair before drawing something clear, a grey metal ring resembling a crown but lacking all ornamentation. “But with some small deficiencies. A new smelting is required to further purify the metal. I believe it will be most efficacious in easing the… effects of the procedure.”

“Effects,” the Vortigurn repeated, amusement now evident. “Procedure. How fond you’ve become of such cold, clinical terms. Once you talked of rituals and arcane elixirs. Many was the hour I had to endure you endlessly canting away in some dead language or other, a good portion of which I always suspected you made up on the spot.”

Ruhlin saw Moyirn’s hands tighten on the band, though when he spoke his grating voice held no anger. “I assure you I did not. However, years of study have led me to the conclusion that such things are the legacy of archaic tradition. I have moved far beyond such frippery. My studies are concerned with objective observation achieved through careful preparation…”

“I don’t care, Moyirn.” The Vortigurn’s long, tired sigh ghosted through the tunnel. “I don’t care if you call it a ritual or an experiment. I don’t care how many corpses you desecrate or concoctions you mix in this fetid den of yours. I care only that it works. As I have told you for years uncounted, I have but one question and requiring but one answer: Will it work?”

Ruhlin watched Moyirn clutch the band yet tighter before he moved out of view. “Yes. Yes… I’m sure of it.”

“You were sure nigh eighty years ago when we had another suitable fire blood in our grasp. I trust your wits are not so addled as to have forgotten his fate, one I might have shared if not for blind luck.”

“I have learned much since. It will work. But all other aspects of the procedure must be in place. The preparations are exacting.”

“Then be sure to spare some time for yourself. You look even more decrepit than usual. I’m sure this one will have enough left in him for you to mix up some of that glop that keeps you going. You’re no use to me a withered husk, old friend.”

Silence reigned for a prolonged moment. Ruhlin wondered at the expressions now worn by both of these impossibly old men, one degraded by time, the other seemingly impervious to its touch. The absence of affection between them was stark, the Vortigurn’s concern merely that of a master for a useful servant. Similarly, it appeared Moyirn couldn’t bring himself to address his king with the usual honorifics and any deference was plainly begrudged.

Finally, the Vortigurn let out a faint, short laugh and spoke again. “And that other matter? Does your friend in the north have more to report?”

“He does. It appears your estimation of Tuhlvyr Telmyrk’s abilities was correct. He lies dead and his army slain or scattered.”

Another laugh, this one tinged with satisfaction. “I’m beginning to like the cut of this Tielvik general’s cloth.”

“I know you have scant regard for my counsel in such matters, but to allow this rebellion to continue when our forces are so depleted…”

“Oh, stop bleating, Moyirn. It’s tedious. A revolt just now serves us well, as you know. Although, the progress made by these rebels in so short a time is concerning.”

“While the new queen across the sea readies her fleet.”

“And well she might. She has much to punish. I do look forward to meeting her. She sounds… intriguing. Pity all those useful children of yours got themselves caught, eh?” A moment of silence followed by a faint grunt of decision from the Vortigurn. “Send… what is her name, the Ventra who can inflict pain with a glance?”

“Ruhna. I was going to suggest sending the twins…”

“No. I’ll have need of them soon. No other Ventra can command a stagna as they do. Send Ruhna to bring me this Tielvik rebel, alive. Only him, though. It’s necessary for his horde to remain intact. The disappearance of their leader should serve to delay them a while. Wouldn’t do for them to reach us too soon. If it doesn’t work, I daresay we can scrape up another army to impede their advance. Never a shortage of indolent youth in the Citadel.” The door squealed open and the Vortigurn’s voice began to fade, footsteps echoing once again. “Of course, should this new fire blood fail my next test, we can always send a cohort of Ventra to crush them completely…”

His voice ended as the door slammed shut and the lock clattered. Squatting in silence, Ruhlin met Ohtera’s gaze. “One of the fire blood?” he said.

“You.” She grimaced in apology. “He means you. Legends grow in this place, passed from one generation to another. There have been others like you: Vyrn Skyra, those born with the fire blood who conquered all set against them. Supposedly, the last allowed himself to be killed in the wuhltra, but there was one years before who survived. But the glory the Vortigurn promises the victors of the Meidvang was never his. One day, he simply disappeared, some say into Moyirn’s clutches.”

Vyrn Skyra: Fire Blood. The phrase Ruhlin had first heard the day of his capture. It seemed Moyirn and the Vortigurn had been looking for another bearer of the Vyrn Skyra for a long time. But why? Judging by Hulyk’s fate, their purpose boded ill.

“I don’t know what they have planned for you,” Ohtera went on, as if sensing his thoughts. “But you, me, and Fernhyld must escape this place long before they can make it happen. I will not allow her to be sullied by the blood spilled in the wuhltra.”

Ruhlin’s mind raced with all he had learned about the Kelvengyr, seeking even the smallest avenue of escape. He found none, his shared dreams with Moyirn the only crumb of hope. But, given what Ruhlin had just witnessed, any faint trust he had begun to nurture towards the ancient degenerate had evaporated. No, this prison had been too well made, too carefully designed with but one purpose: the caging of those blessed by the gods. But, he recalled, there are two cages here, not one. The Kelvengyr might be inescapable, but what of the wuhltra? And had he not escaped a similar place not so long ago?

“There may be a chance,” he said. “But, for it to work, I need to do what you do. I need to both unleash the monster and control it.”

Ohtera’s eyes glittered at him as she regarded Ruhlin in silence before surprising him with a laugh. “Monster…” she repeated, shaking her head. “You know so little. You see, it’s not a monster. It’s a god.”







CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Felnir

He was waiting at the Speldhelven docks to greet his queen when the boy tried to kill him. Upon receiving word of a dozen warships approaching the harbour, Felnir had come alone save for Falk and Tyrheld, knowing Sygna would detest an ostentatious reception. Without being bidden to it, Tyrheld had assumed the role of the Sea King’s bodyguard. With the war concluded, most of her people chose to return home. Much to Felnir’s regret, Vehldur had been among them. The former wheelwright had a natural gift for command in war, but he proved deaf to his king’s enticements to stay and assume the mantle of the King’s Sword.

“Left my shop, boat, and land in my idiot cousin’s charge, my king,” he explained, head lowered and wariness in his gaze. “Ulthnir knows what mess he’s made of it all. And there’ll be young ’uns in the village in want of care, their parents having fallen in the war and all.”

Felnir could have commanded him to stay, and Vehldur would surely have complied. A salient feature of these early months in the Sea King’s reign was the consistent aversion of his subject towards disobeying royal edicts. But he had sent the wheelwright, and all others keen to forsake a warrior’s life, on their way with promised rewards and good wishes for their future prospects. But Tyrheld stayed to guard Felnir’s person despite receiving no command to do so. Reasoning that her company was markedly more preferable than Beyorn’s, who Felnir would often order on pointless scouting missions just to be spared the man’s presence, Tyrheld was formally named the King’s Shield. Throughout the subsequent weeks her attire had slowly begun to match her enhanced status. The ragged, grey woollen cloak had been abandoned in favour of a fine assemblage of fox fur and black velvet. To Felnir’s eyes, she also appeared to have grown at least an inch in height, though that may have been a result of her new calf-leather boots.

Watching the Dehlgra raise oars and begin the drift towards her mooring, Felnir pondered how best to impart what he had learned to Sygna. The Silver Dove’s revelation continued to weigh heavily on his mind, made weightier still by Wohtin’s confirmation that the spiteful ancient’s words had been no lie.

“And you chose not to share this with me over the course of the many miles we have travelled together?” Felnir had demanded.

For reasons not yet made clear, the old man no longer cowered from his rage, replying simply, “You always knew carrying such a weapon would entail consequences, did you not?”

“How long?” Felnir had asked, struggling to master his anger. “How many more years has it given me?”

“It’s impossible to say. It may be less than myself and the other Ehilkun, or more.” Wohtin paused to let a faint, bitter smile play over his lips. “Given the treacherous nature of the Altvar’s gifts, however, I would guess more rather than less.”

It was the closest Felnir had come to killing the old man. But he found his hand stilled by Wohtin’s calm acceptance of his king’s impending ire. Since learning of the wife and children his addled mind had contrived to forget, the typical reticence of the man once known as Angmund had transformed into rarely broken silence. If he hadn’t been so diligent in scouring the maps bequeathed by the Black Gull, Felnir doubted he would have been able to contain his fury.

Truth, he decided as the stevedores on the wharf caught ropes cast by the Dehlgra’s crew. He could see Sygna’s slender form at the rail, the sight of her summoning a sharp pang of longing and worry. She will accept only the simple truth of it. He began to ponder the wisdom of making a joke about all the countless years they could look forward to sharing, and therefore almost missed the rapid pounding of feet on cobbles to his rear. He turned to see a boy charging towards him, a beardless youth no more than fifteen summers old, face set in a snarl that was as desperate as it was hateful. The knife he aimed at Felnir’s throat was small, barely three inches long, but with a wicked gleam on its sharpened edge. All of this Felnir saw in the instant before Tyrheld’s fist connected with the boy’s jaw.

She and Falk were on him before he fell, the outlaw snaring the lad’s arms while Tyrheld delivered more blows to his head and belly. Satisfied he was beaten near senseless, she twisted the knife from his grasp and held it to the boy’s throat, directing a questioning glance at Felnir.

“Your reign proves popular, I see?”

Turning, he found Sygna striding towards him across the wharf. Behind her, the crew were still manoeuvring the gangway over the ship’s rail, meaning she had vaulted to the quayside. She had her bow in hand, finger pressing an arrow to the stave. The sight of the arcane weapon was a stark reminder of Felnir’s impending duty to his queen. Compared to that, the boy’s attempt on his life seemed a welcome distraction.

“Believe me or no, but it’s been fairly quiet since I got here,” he told Sygna, pulling her into a kiss made all too brief by Tyrheld’s pointed cough.

“What do you want done, my king?” she asked, knife still poised to deliver the fatal strike. For his part, the boy writhed in Falk’s grasp, eyes alive with defiance and an inchoate snarl coming from his lips. To the best of his recollection, Felnir had never seen him before, yet such a pitch of hate bespoke a deeply personal animus.

“Lock him up somewhere,” he told Tyrheld. “I would have words with him. And no more beatings,” he added as the boy was hauled to his feet and dragged away.

“It seems, my queen,” Felnir told Sygna, “I am in want of protection. Would you care to provide it?”

Laughing, she wrapped her arms around his neck, pressing a long kiss to his lips and murmuring, “But who will protect your person from me, my king?”

The bowstring’s thrum had never sounded natural to Felnir’s ears. The resonance was too deep and persistent to be the product of mere twine and wood. It easily filled the bedchamber once occupied by the Silver Dove, though Sygna’s touch on the string was gentle. She sat naked on the edge of bed, Felnir watching her from amid the disordered blankets. Their reunion had been a wondrous release of passion, prolonged as he strove to delay the moment when he imparted his knowledge. When he finally did, whispering the words into her ear as they lay in sweaty but contented union, she hadn’t said anything. Instead, she huddled against him for a moment longer before disentangling herself and taking up the bow. After plucking the string a few more times, she finally spoke: “So are we like them now? The Ehilkun? Will this… blessing be passed to our children?”

“I don’t know,” Felnir confessed. “It’s possible the old bastard’s wrong. I feel no different.” Apart from the dreams, he stopped himself saying. After his last clear vision of Guthnyr’s travails, the nightly torment had degenerated once again into formless confusion. It did nothing to ease Felnir’s compulsion to reach his brother’s side.

“But you are,” Sygna said, directing a glare at the sword propped alongside the bed. “That makes you so. As this does me.” She stroked another note from the bowstring. “From the moment we claimed them, we were transformed. It seems the gifts of the gods are a two-edged knife.” She fixed him with a steady, intent gaze. “I will not be an Ehilkun, Felnir. I will not cling to power until all strength has fled my withered body and I am naught but a corrupted husk, despised by my descendants.”

“That will never be us.” Felnir moved to enclose her in his arms. “We have always striven to be who we wish to be. That won’t change, regardless of the crowns we wear.”

She returned his embrace, but her voice held a tight note of concern. “To wear a crown you have to also sit a throne, my love. And I know you are intent upon forsaking the one you have just claimed.”

“Only for as long as it takes me to find my brother. I can’t abandon him, Sygna.”

“I love Guthnyr with all the fierceness of a sister. The fact remains there is no way through the Fire Isles. But I know that won’t stop you trying to seek one out.”

“There may be another way. Wohtin’s researching it.”

Sygna gave a faint, disparaging snort. “Then you’re still unwilling to rid yourself of that scheming old wretch.”

“If not for that scheming old wretch, I would have no kingdom.” Felnir nuzzled at her neck, feeling a fresh stirring of desire. “And you would be no queen.”

Sygna let the bow fall from her grasp and shifted her body to face him, their lips touching as she murmured, “I would gladly be nothing if it meant preserving you. Now…” She put a hand to his chest, easing him back and straddling his waist. “Not so long ago, you made me a promise. I think it’s time you kept it.”

“Three jewels,” Wohtin said. He stood in the centre of what had been the Silver Dove’s treasury. Already depleted by the strains of war, Felnir had been compelled to empty it entirely in order to pay the rewards promised to his warriors. In place of the sacks of coin and chests filled with sundry valuables, there was now a large cavernous vault. The expansive floorspace enabled Wohtin to set out all the charts crafted by the Black Gull. Arranged so that the various rivers, coasts and islands aligned with each other, it formed a vast map covering near all of Vorunvahl. However, after expending so many hours upon this complex task, the old man appeared disinterested in his creation. Several times upon visiting this room to demand progress, Felnir had found him staring not at the charts, but into the middle distance, muttering to himself in a strange tongue.

“Jewels?” Felnir asked, allowing a note of impatient threat to colour his tone.

“A tale once told to me by a Kearling elder. My wife’s grand-uncle, I believe. My understanding of the Kearling tongue was still poor then, and I thought his story merely an allegorical fable. Now, I recognise it as history, reflecting that set in stone.”

“The carvings in the Aryngyr,” Felnir said.

“Quite so. Its meaning becomes clearer to me with each passing day. Three jewels. They, I believe, are the key to successfully navigating the Swathe.”

“The Swathe,” Felnir repeated, directing his gaze to the northern cluster of splayed charts. “There is no sea route to be had, then?”

“If there is, it’s not among these charts. If you wish to journey to the northern lands, the Swathe is the only means of doing so.”

“With the aid of three jewels. Are they more gifts from the gods, perhaps? Do they lie in the bowels of the earth, only to be recovered after a troublesome and prolonged quest?”

Wohtin’s face crinkled in irritation. “It’s a metaphor. An allusion to items of great beauty and value. The Kearling tongue was often poetic in its indirectness.” A fond smile curved his lips. “I recall it took me sometime to realise that when my wife spoke of having ripened under the sun’s touch she meant she was pregnant.”

His smile fading under the weight of Felnir’s glower, Wohtin reached into his satchel to extract a sheaf of charcoal sketches. “Impressions of the carvings in the Aryngyr,” he said, holding them out to Felnir. Taking them, he saw only a mishmash of light and shade.

“If I’m not mistaken,” Wohtin continued, “these are the constellations we know as Torkyl’s Key, Denhild’s Cup and Karnic’s Spear. Assuming the story the elder told me holds true, if we follow them, we find the jewels and earn safe passage across the Swathe, for these constellations are only seen in the north-western skies.”

“And if you’re mistaken?”

Pursing his lips, the old man shrugged. “Then those who inherit your kingdom will no doubt name you Felnir the Short Reigned. Or perhaps Felnir of the Lonely Death, for I tell you plainly, there are few hearts, regardless of prior renown, who would follow you across the Swathe.”

“You have a name?”

The boy squinted at Felnir through the bars of his cell, eyes a-glimmer with the same pitch of hate he had displayed at the docks. The Silver Dove’s dungeons were located in a stone building separate from her main hall. Ringed by a low wall, it featured a small courtyard occupied by a solid frame of aged oak timber. Despite the frame’s obvious antiquity, the noose that dangled from its beam was new. By all accounts, the former ruler of this port had never been sparing in her administration of justice. Upon first coming here, Felnir found the cells filled with condemned men and women described by Audheld the watch commander as, “Cowardly filth who refused to fight when called.” From her curled lip he had deduced she still hoped to see every one of these unfortunates dragged to the waiting gallows. Instead, Felnir had freed them all, meaning this youthful miscreant was now the gaol’s sole occupant.

“Answer your king!” Beyorn snarled, slamming a fist to the bars when the boy continued to stare at Felnir in silence. Felnir would not normally have brought his most maniacally devoted servant into proximity with a would-be assassin. But Wohtin’s cautionary words regarding the Swathe had compelled Felnir to explore a possibility that required Beyorn’s presence.

“His name is Korstyn, my king,” Audheld said. “Son to Haldryk, Turmwald of the Marsh Keep.”

Turning to her, Felnir saw a tension in the Watch Commander’s jaw and a concerned flicker to her eye. She was ever perturbed in his presence but this told of something deeper than resentment towards the murderer of her former Gyrwald. “This boy is kin to you,” he realised. “Meaning you were also kin to Turmwald Haldryk.”

“He was my uncle, my king. When my parents were taken by a fever, he took me into his house and raised me.” She paused to emit an uncomfortable cough. “Korstyn is therefore more a brother than a cousin, and I… I beseech you for mercy.”

“Still your traitor’s tongue, woman!” Beyorn growled, his hand moving to his sword. “You beg for the life of one who would spill the Sea King’s blood? Are you mad?”

“Calm yourself, my friend,” Felnir said, keeping his voice mild as he stepped into Beyorn’s path. “There is more at play here than the bonds of blood. You see, before he died, I made a promise to this boy’s father.” He returned his scrutiny to Korstyn, curiosity now piercing the mask of his defiance. “Yes, young man,” Felnir continued, “I it was who slew your father at the Marsh Keep, with this.”

The sword’s glowing blade shone bright in Korstyn’s eyes as Felnir drew it, all trace of the boy’s prior enmity slipping away as his expression transformed into one of abject wonder. Another one easily claimed, Felnir concluded. Those who seem to harbour the fiercest passions fall easily under its sway. Glancing at Audheld, he saw only wariness and ill-concealed suspicion in the gaze she directed at the sword. Like Vehldur and Tyrheld, it wove no cage about her heart. She shared blood with Korstyn, but not weakness.

“But we exchanged words first,” Felnir said, turning to Korstyn. “He bade me have a care for his family. I agreed, for he was a brave man who refused to abandon an oath made to an unworthy Gyrwald. A promise made on the battlefield is not one to break, especially for a king. Wouldn’t you say so, Beyorn? Or would you see your king disgrace his word?”

“Never, my king.” Stepping back, Beyorn lowered his head. “Forgive my outburst. I only wished…”

“There’s nothing to forgive,” Felnir assured him with a laugh before sheathing the sword. “Unlock this cell and take your cousin home, Watch Commander,” he told Audheld. “I’ve a sense he offers no more threat to his king.”

With the barred grate opened, Korstyn stumbled free with the same blankness on his face. He continued to stare dumbly at Felnir until his cousin pulled him away with a harsh, muttered rebuke. “Your mother is going to strip your hide, you stupid little sot.”

Felnir watched her hector him from the building before gesturing to Beyorn. “Walk with me, my friend. I would set you a task, if you are willing.”

“Of course, my king.” Beyorn fell in alongside as Felnir strode from the gaol. “Command me and I shall do all in my power…”

“I know.” Forcing a smile, Felnir came to a halt in the courtyard. “I gave you charge of the Aryngyr, now behold my second gift to you.” He opened his hands, gesturing to the grim stone structure. “Henceforth, this is no longer a storehouse for those awaiting the noose. Now it is the Warrior’s Hall, and you its Turmwald. Here, Beyorn, will you perform your greatest service to me. Here you will build me a menda capable of marching across the Swathe.”







CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

Thera

Thera was no stranger to pain. Having been brought to the very edge of death by a traitor’s blade, she had come to believe that the agonies of her healing would be the worst discomfort she would ever endure. Yet, as the spymaster’s fiery web closed in, she came to understand the depth of her folly. This was beyond anything she had suffered before, pain so invasive and absolute it robbed her of the ability to scream. Nor could she writhe in its embrace, the tendrils sinking through flesh and bone to coil their way around the very essence of her being, holding her in place, both frozen and burning.

“I’ll send you back to your people an empty husk!” The spymaster boomed his hate at her. “Payment for my murdered children. Shorn of mind and spirit. A drooling half-corpse. Let them call you queen then…”

As he ranted on, Thera felt the train of her thoughts fragment, broken by the pain that now snaked its way through every vein and sinew. Memories flashed by, too fast to catch, flickers of experience she knew she would soon lose forever.

“Before me, you are as an insect,” the spymaster told her. “Here in this realm of dreams, I am the monarch…”

His words were abruptly drowned out by a vast pulse of sound. Like the tentacles of the spymaster’s cage, it invaded Thera’s form, banishing the pain in an instant. Her vision cleared and she reeled back from a swift, pale shape as it sped past, shredding the enveloping cage of fire. Thera tumbled in water disturbed by the sweep of a mighty tail, then spun the other way as another fast but huge form streaked by, casting out a song that rendered what was left of the tentacles into a cloud of black debris.

“Lynnea!” she called out, unleashing a cascade of bubbles, her panicked gaze roving the white whales now forming a circle around her. The vortex that had brought the spymaster into this realm had disappeared, taking his rasping, venomous voice with it, but of her Tielwald she saw no sign. Thera began to entertain the terrifying notion that Lynnea may have been captured by the creature, her mind carried off to some other nightmarish realm. But then she saw one of the whales veer towards her. Perched on its back, black hair streaming and hand outstretched, was Lynnea. Catching Thera’s arm, she bore her up into the pale blue, the whale accelerating towards the glittering plain of the surface.

I think, Lynnea commented to Thera an instant before they broke through in a sparkling explosion of spume, it’s time we woke up, my queen…

… Thera jerked on the bed, ears ringing with the echo of her own shout. She instantly reached for Lynnea, gasping in relief at finding her awake and fully aware. Perhaps we shouldn’t do that again… Lynnea began, the thought swallowed by surprise when Thera pulled her into a crushing embrace. Suffused with the joy of survival and the blessed absence of pain, Thera forgot all prior restraint. The lingering doubt inflicted by Eshilde’s treachery sublimed into honest and unabated lust as she pressed her lips to Lynnea’s.

You’re sure? she asked, but the question was soon forgotten, her thoughts thrumming with unleashed desire. As their minds and bodies entwined, Thera felt herself to be once again lost in a dream. Never before had the connection between them been so complete, the merging of thought and feeling exhilarating but also frightening. Thus joined, there could be no secrets, no guarded thoughts or unshared suspicions. And yet, instead of shrinking from it, Thera revelled in the welter of image and sensation, her mounting pleasure tinged with the sadness that she should ever have denied herself something so wondrous.

Three weeks later, the queen’s hahl-menda, claimed by some to be the largest collection of warships and warriors ever gathered in Ascarlia, set sail from Skar Magnol. Vessels crowded Linsker Fjord for miles. Some were fresh from the yards and slipways, others veterans of the queen’s battles, the remainder captured Nihlvarians, some crewed by freed slaves. Many had been augmented with heavy bolt-casting devices produced under the direction of the Queen’s Engineer, Teylhar Fehrlank, the Clever Handed. However, all were unified in raising canvas bearing the crown and sword symbol that formed Thera’s sigil.

Stepping aboard the Great Wolf with the motif blossoming on her unfurled sail, she couldn’t recall giving an order for either its design or widespread adoption. Synghild’s work, she decided. The Guardian of the Queen’s Treasury had a knack for anticipating her monarch’s needs, often unencumbered by such things as prior discussion. “Your people expect ritual and ceremony,” she had explained some days ago. “They expect glittering baubles and grand titles. And they expect symbols. For that is how they know they are ruled even when they can’t see their queen.”

It had been Synghild’s idea to mark the hahl-menda’s departure with a suitably grand occasion. People thronged the harbour and surrounding streets, cheering and waving, many throats loosened by freely distributed liquor. Exhortations for victory joined joyous, near manic cries for vengeance. Yet, for all their hungry exuberance, it was to the non-smiling or silent faces that Thera’s eye drifted. Older men and women, some younger clutching wailing infants, wept and waved to sons, daughters, and husbands as the ships carried them off. Despite the air of celebration, come more sober hours, she knew the principal question on every mind would pertain to how many of the queen’s menda would be coming back.

Before taking ship, Thera had been obliged to spend a few moments observing a ritual farewell with Synghild. As the queen’s nominated regent, and potential successor, it was necessary to mark her as such before as many eyes as possible. Together, they struck sparks from bronze effigies, one formed into the sigil of Ulfmaer, Master of Storms, the other Silfaer, the Battle Maiden. That done, Thera stood atop a platform of clustered barrels and made a proclamation regarding Synghild’s status and the certainty of their impending victory over the Nihlvarians. Never fond of speeches, Thera thought her words flat, grating even as they echoed across the sea of faces. Yet, when she concluded the address with a somewhat strained appeal for “Ulthnir’s mighty hand to smite our pestilent foe!” the resultant roar of acclaim was far louder and longer than expected.

“Please accept my best wishes for your enterprise, Queen Thera,” Duchess Ayin said when Thera stepped down. The duchess’s voice was barely audible above the crowd’s continuing excitement. For weeks now Ayin had been engaged in negotiations with Synghild regarding Ascarlia’s future trade with Albermaine. The discussions seemed needlessly prolonged to Thera. The duchess was plainly using them as an excuse to remain in Skar Magnol, still determined to await the return of the Spear Maiden and her mysteriously important brother.

“I bring a small token.” Ayin said, producing a narrow, cloth-wrapped object from her cloak. However, instead of offering it to Thera, she extended it to Lynnea. As was usual when in public, the queen’s Tielwald kept a decent remove from her monarch, though always just close enough to intervene should a threat present itself. At a nod from Thera, Lynnea duly came forward to accept the gift, pulling away the covering to reveal a sheathed dagger.

“This served me well in fraught times,” Ayin told Lynnea. “But I have scant need of it now. I bid you bear it and keep your queen safe.”

This has taken many lives, Lynnea judged, half drawing the dagger and running a finger over the blade. And all deserved their fate. A fine and welcome gift. She smiled at the duchess and performed a near perfect parody of an Albermaine-ish curtsey. I’m sorry she can’t return to her ailing husband. Being here is a great trial for her.

As Lynnea straightened, Thera saw a brief but palpable frown of confusion pass across the duchess’s brow. She recovered quickly, summoning a smile of farewell before resuming her place at the head of her guards.

“She heard you,” Thera said later as the Great Wolf pulled away from the quay. “I’m sure of it.”

Is that jealousy I sense? Lynnea enquired. They stood together at the stern, hands entwined as they watched Skar Magnol and its cheering crowd recede into the distance. Since waking from the shared dream, and the change it wrought in their relationship, Lynnea’s role required that she kept to the periphery of public gatherings. But, when among such trusted servants as the crew of the Great Wolf, Thera saw no need for circumspection. She was hardly the first queen to take a lover.

“You said only I and your mother could hear your thoughts,” Thera pointed out.

Some minds are more sensitive than others. I suspect she sensed only my sorrow for her, not the thought beneath. It’s rare, but it happens sometimes.

“Good. It wouldn’t do for my Tielwald to reveal her mind to a foreign noble.” She paused as a darker thought intruded. “The spymaster. We shared a dream with him. Could he have sensed your thoughts?”

I don’t think so. I couldn’t sense his, only the ugliness of his soul.

“It was foolish to risk so much and gain so little.” She squeezed Lynnea’s hand. “Though I find I don’t regret it.”

Smiling, Lynnea smoothed her thumb over the back of Thera’s knuckles. Nor I. Though, I believe we also obtained an important crumb of intelligence regarding our enemy.

“And what is that? We know he’s aware of our coming. If anything, we gave away more than we learned.”

Not so. One thing the spymaster said lingers. “Defeating you would have ended it.” At first I thought it mere spiteful frustration. But now I realise there was a deep, agonising fear beneath those words. The spymaster needed to defeat us to preserve himself, I’ve no doubt of that. But the great abyss of doom I sensed within him speaks of something more. He has lived far longer than most who walk this earth, but abides in terror of his end. I doubt there’s a crime he wouldn’t stoop to if it allowed him to draw just one more breath.

“And what does all this tell you, Tielwald of mine?”

That the Nihlvarian invasion of this realm was not intended as a conquest, at least not in the spymaster’s mind. It’s possible his intent was to delay something worse.

“What could be worse than the destruction his servants have inflicted upon us?”

But they are not truly his servants. Yes, the Volkrath served the spymaster, but he, and the warriors sent across the ocean to plague us, serve the Vortigurn. It is his design we must fear. And, if I read the spymaster’s feelings right, attacking his realm directly may actually serve that design.

“What other choice do we have? Sit and wait for his next invasion? If the Vortigurn’s plan for us is so vile, then killing him removes the threat.” She brought Lynnea’s hand to her lips, kissing it. “I like that you think on many levels, as my great-grandfather does. But sometimes, rather than unravel a knot, it’s better to cut it.”

Although spring had fully blossomed, the weather became increasingly foul with every westerly mile sailed. By the time the northerly Outer Isles resolved into view through a grey pall of rain, the sea was choppy and the wind stiff with the promise of a storm. By dint of skilful sailing, and a measure of luck, the Great Wolf and much of the fleet’s vanguard made it to Danith’s Bay on the shore of Ayl-Ah-Vahrim before the tempest blew in from the south.

In Thera’s absence, the fortified coastal settlement had grown considerably. The walls were higher and more solid, while what had been a collection of makeshift buildings had expanded into a true township. A shipyard with three separate slipways dominated the shore alongside several workshops. The shingle beach where the Nihlvarians had once grounded their warships before constructing a stockade, was now partially covered by a wharf with several jetties protruding into the deeper waters of the bay.

On disembarking, Thera was greeted by Aldeyn, recently appointed Uhlwald of Danith’s Bay and nephew to Ossgrym Ironbones. “The muster is answered well, I see,” Thera commented, obliged to shout over the wind and rain as she gestured to the dozens of ships moored along the jetties.

“With still more to come, my queen,” Aldeyn assured her. “There would be twice this many if not for the storm. Come.” He beckoned to her, moving in a crouch as a gust of wind threatened to tip him into the water. “My uncle awaits you at the hall.”

She found the Veilwald of the Kast Geld at feast in the hall originally built in her honour as Queen of the Isles. Since her instalment at Skar Magnol it now served as the Uhlwald’s Hall, except when his uncle was in residence. The Ironbones sat at the head of the table flanked by his most trusted warriors. Thera was pleased to see his usually grim demeanour replaced by a hearty good cheer, for his vengeful crusade against the Nihlvarians had made him habitually dour. Watching him laugh and touch tankards with his bondsmen set Thera to wonder if his grief might finally have begun to abate, and therefore so too his antipathy towards his nephew.

Inevitably, the merriment dwindled at Thera’s appearance, regardless of her instruction to continue. As one, the assembled warriors stood with heads lowered and voices still as she made her way to the head table. “My queen,” Ossgrym said, shoving kinsmen aside to make a place for her. “We weren’t sure when you would arrive, else a proper welcome would have been prepared…”

“Fear not, Veilwald,” Thera assured him, shaking rainwater from her hair and sinking into the chair he provided. “As long as there’s warmth, meat and drink to be had, I’ll consider your welcome more than adequate. Sit!” she added, waving at the standing warriors. “Eat. Drink. I’ll not have it said your queen sent you to war on an empty belly.”

Their laughter was muted as they resumed their seats, a hum of conversation replacing the excited revelry of moments before. Wolfing down a portion of roast boar, Thera found herself trying not to resent the many glances cast in her direction. The poorly concealed awe on display put her in mind of those who grovelled before statues of the Altvar, and she was no goddess.

“My vanguard are with me,” she told Ossgrym, “but the storm will have scattered the fleet. I’ll need your ships to scout for them when it calms.”

“It shall be done, my queen. Though, those skilled in reading the weather tell me it may take days for this one to blow itself out.”

“Ulfmaer tests us, it seems.” Thera’s gaze slipped to Aldeyn, a depressed sigh coming to her lips when she saw him seated at a different table. “The Uhlwald I appointed to oversee this new port appears to have been incorrectly placed,” she observed to Ossgrym. “Should he not be at your side?”

The Veilwald’s face clouded. “He sits where he wishes, my queen.” Although he spoke in a low mutter, Thera could still hear the same grievance in his tone.

“Must this ground be trammelled again?” she asked, keeping her voice low out of deference to the Veilwald, though it was edged with weary annoyance. “Your nephew did his duty as ordained by the Tielwald. His service was vital to securing this geld, if not the realm entire.”

She watched Ossgrym tap a stubby finger to his tankard, heavy features guarded. “Forgive me, my queen,” he said, “but you have no children. So you know not the pain of losing them. In those dark days when the Skyrnloch first assailed us in these isles and I thought grief alone might kill me, my nephew was a great comfort to me, a son in all but name. Then came the day I had to listen to him stutter out the confession of his duplicity. It was as if I had lost another child.” He hefted the tankard and took a long gulp before raising it to her. “Be assured that I will never forsake my oath to you. I am your sworn bondsman and will do all you command of me. If you wish me to smile at him, I shall. If you wish me to kneel before him, I shall. If you wish me to speak a lie of forgiveness, I shall. But my heart cannot be commanded. It feels what it feels. Though, as one who has done you, I believe, good service, I would ask a boon: please never speak to me of this again.”

I am not a goddess, she thought again as the Veilwald drained mead from his tankard and raised it high, calling for more. I rule them, but I don’t own them. Slavery I leave to my enemy. “As you wish, Veilwald,” she said quietly.

Ossgrym’s prediction regarding the storm’s length proved optimistic, for it didn’t fully subside until two days after Thera’s arrival. Gathering the scattered fleet entailed a delay of another week followed by several days of repairs and re-provisioning in Danith’s Bay. Ulfmaer’s lack of generosity with the weather raised worries over the state of the Styrnspeld. If storms battered the Inner Isles in spring, what fury might await them on that most fractious of seas?

Finally, with every vessel fully stocked, planking securely nailed and rope coiled, the Queen’s hahl-menda set sail from Ayl-Ah-Vahrim. They tacked northward first before hooking around the island’s coast towards the west. By Lynnea’s count the fleet had swollen by another third thanks to the reinforcements from the Kast and Aiken Gelds, despite the loss of half-a-dozen ships to the storm. Initially, Thera’s fears proved unfounded, as they sailed beneath barely clouded skies. The seas, never fully calm in the northern isles, remained relatively sedate for much of the journey to Iselda’s Nail. It was as the lonely rock appeared through the morning haze that Ulfmaer’s wrath returned. A light covering of cloud swiftly transformed into a thick grey-black blanket assailing the long procession of ships with sheets of hard, driving rain.

The wind had become a gale when the Great Wolf trimmed sails in the lee of Iselda’s Nail. The towering spike of granite created a shield against the worst of the mounting storm, of which the rest of the fleet were quick to avail themselves. Within a few hours the waters to the west of the Nail were crammed with ships, all having dropped anchor. Their crews began lashing their ships to neighbouring vessels, better to withstand the coming maelstrom. The Great Wolf was soon fixed securely between Ossgrym’s Storm Fist and Veilwald Torlund’s even more impressive Bronze Eagle, the renamed hulking Nihlvarian warship Thera had gifted him in return for his oath of allegiance. While Ragnalt harried the crew to secure all loose fittings and cargo, Thera stood at the prow, peering out at the increasingly mountainous seas beyond the tall island’s flanks. She had hoped to find the Silver Hawk waiting for them here, and worried what the Styrnspeld’s unabated temper meant for the fate of Kahlvik and the Queen’s Navigator. Without them, there would be no route to Nihlvar.

Throughout the rest of the day and the night that followed, the conjoined fleet swayed and twisted at the storm’s whim. Hulls ground together and the occasional scream, mercifully dimmed by the howling gale, told of unfortunates carried by misstep or misfortune into the treacherous gaps between the vessels. Recurrent lightning flashed over the indifferent majesty of the Nail. At one point a blazing white fork of energy streaked down from the shimmering clouds to caress the tip of the rocky tower. Thera hoped the many warriors huddling in this temporary wooden island saw it as a sign of Ulfmaer’s favour, for the lightning appeared to do no damage.

She spent the hours crouched at the Great Wolf’s prow, wrist lashed to a stanchion as surety against the tall waves now battering the hull. Lynnea, more sensibly, had secluded herself beneath the hides of the queen’s shelter, but Thera could sense her Tielwald’s growing trepidation. Never have I known a storm such as this. Can it be that the Altvar oppose our mission?

Thera frowned. Lynnea was not one for allusions to the gods, but then neither was her queen, except when required by ceremony. The sound of splintered timbers from the depths of the massed fleet, probably one of the smaller ships being crushed by larger neighbours, spurred Thera to action. Unwinding the rope from her wrist, she stumbled across the heaving deck to the shelter. Lynnea, as usual, had anticipated her intent, holding out the striker. He’s been deaf to our entreaties so far, she commented as Thera took hold of the bronze effigy of Ulfmaer’s sigil.

“He’ll hear me now,” she said. Making her way back to the prow, she waited for a dip between waves to clamber onto the rail, an act that instantly raised a chorus of concern from her menda.

“My queen!” Ragnalt cried, doing his best to rush to her side while being repeatedly thrown from his feet. “The danger is too great! I implore you, come down!”

Ignoring him, Thera raised the striker above her head. “Ulfmaer, Master of Storms!” she called out, the breath-stealing gale rendering her words into a plaintive yell, but she refused to be deterred. “Hear me! For I am Thera Speldrenda, Queen of the Ascarls, first among your servants upon this earth!”

The storm continued to assail her, another tall wave pounding the Great Wolf’s bows but failing to carry her away.

“In the Altvar’s name have I come!” Thera shouted into the seething mass of water and lightning. “For our enemy has defiled your gifts to us! They have twisted the blessed lessons of your sagas and corrupted your benevolence! In your name have they done murder, and worse! I come to put it right with sword and flame and I do not beseech your favour – I DEMAND IT!”

Taking hold of the iron peg affixed to the striker, she scraped it across the edge of Ulfmaer’s sigil. The resultant cascade of sparks was brief, an unimpressive flicker instantly swallowed by the storm. More waves pounded at her, as if roused by her impudence, but once again failed to drag her into the sea’s embrace. Another lightning bolt streaked down to tap a blazing finger to the tip of Iselda’s Nail, a blinding display that almost sent Thera reeling and might have accomplished what the waves could not. But, as she blinked the dazzle from her eyes, she perceived a lessening in the wind. Its howl diminished enough to allow her to hear the thunder roiling overhead, a booming cacophony that grew fainter by the second. Raising her eyes, Thera saw a shift in the vast ceiling of flickering cloud. The titanic swirl had begun twisting its way north.

In all her many years at sea, Thera had never seen a storm fade so quickly. Within moments the tall waves calmed and the pounding rain thinned to a drizzle. She saw sunlight shafting through the clouds to the west and realised that morning had already broken, and there, caught in the curtain of light, was the dim but undeniable silhouette of the Silver Hawk. Ulfmaer, it seemed, had seen fit to bestow not one favour, but two.







CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

Guthnyr

They found Sehlumvek burning. A city of stone walls and mostly wooden houses, Guthnyr gauged its size as roughly equal to the port of Speltsaer, although it was difficult to tell through the smoke. Mounted on a dozen captured horses, he had led a scouting party ahead of his menda when Deyna advised they were within five miles of the city. Even before he saw the twisting black columns rising above the craggy hills to the south, they began to encounter people on the road. Most fled at the sight of a party of mounted warriors, but some simply stood and awaited their approach. Drawing closer, Guthnyr made out soot-stained faces drawn in exhaustion. Many of these people had nothing but the clothes they wore, so handing out food and water earned trust and loosened tongues enough to gain a picture of what had happened in their city.

“Slaves rose up, didn’t they?” one woman said. Clad in a scorched woollen dress and clutching a squalling infant to her breast, she related her tale in between unsuccessful attempts to calm the child. “No one to stop ’em was there? What with the Tuhlvyr fecked off with all the warriors.” She paused, sniffing and surveying Guthnyr and his party with a suddenly wary eye. “Guessin’ you’re who he went to fight, then?”

“A correct guess,” Deyna told her. “He lost.”

“’Course he fecking did,” the woman muttered, her gaze slipping to Guthnyr. “S’pose that makes you the new Tuhlvyr.”

“No,” Guthnyr said, nodding to Deyna. “That would be her. Return to your home,” he added, kicking his heels to set his horse into motion. “It will be made safe by the morrow.”

When confronted with the chaos of Sehlumvek, however, he wondered if his comforting promise had made him a liar. Unlike those encountered so far, most of the townsfolk appeared to be in the process of fleeing south rather than north. A disorganised trail of escapees lined the road leading away from the south-facing gate. So numerous were they that Guthnyr wondered if the entire place might be empty before he reached it. Fires raged in several places, mostly close to the walls. Given the height of the flames visible through the thickening smoke, he judged the different blazes would soon merge. The resultant inferno meant a city reduced to ashes by the next morning, rendering it useless to his cause.

“Sygurn,” he said. “Ride to Torfyn and tell him to bring the menda on as fast as he can. And have them be prepared to fight these fires.”

Once the blacksmith had galloped off, Guthnyr led the rest of the party towards the city gate. Its great doors stood open and unguarded with corpses littering the thoroughfare beyond. A few wore warrior’s garb, but the others were clad in the more threadbare smocks typically worn by Nihlvarian slaves. From the frequency of their wounds and the way the bodies were often piled atop one another, he judged this to have been a frenzied struggle.

“Might be best to let this place burn, Blue-face,” Halvor commented, blinking eyes moistened by the drifting smoke. He had attached himself to the scouting party without being asked. Although still irritated by Torfyn’s son, Guthnyr didn’t object. Halvor had proven himself a decent hand in the fighting at the river and was a better rider than most in the Tielvik’s menda.

“Wars aren’t won by letting your supplies go up in smoke,” Guthnyr returned. He attempted to spur his horse forward but the animal tossed its head, emitting a loud whinny of protest. Muttering a curse, he dismounted, telling the others to do the same. They proceeded along the city’s main thoroughfare in a run, leaping more corpses and glimpsing the occasional, ghostly figure fleeing through the billowing pall. Hearing a cacophony of shouts, Guthnyr slowed his pace, squinting to make out a broad space ahead. The increasingly voluble shouting held a discordant chant, the voices of many raised in answer to a question: “And this one? Should we spare her?”

“No!” came the answering cry. “No! No! No!”

The smoke thinned as Guthnyr emerged from the street, looking around at what he guessed to be the main market square. A large number of people were clustered in groups, all clad in slave garb. They formed a loose semicircle around the base of the steps leading to what he took to be the Tuhlvyr’s hall. Several other slaves stood upon tiered stone streaked with red, each holding an axe. Scattered about their feet were a score of heads and recently decapitated corpses. On the lower steps a stocky axe wielder stood over the kneeling figure of a girl no more than fourteen summers. The excited shouting from moments before dwindled at the sight of Guthnyr’s party, a hushed silence settling over the scene as he strode into the square.

“Leave her be,” he instructed the stocky man, drawing Kohrvayl for emphasis.

He expected defiance but the axe wielder stared at him in apparent fascination. “The blue-faced Tielvik,” he breathed. “You’re truly real.”

“I truly am,” Guthnyr agreed. Beckoning to the weeping girl at the axe wielder’s feet, he said, “Come here. You won’t be harmed.”

“She’s ours,” another axe bearer said, stepping into Guthnyr’s path. He was tall but thin, a deep scar running from the centre of his brow to his chin, mangling his lips so that every word he spoke was accompanied by spittle. “All the kin of the Tuhlvyr and the Aerlings are ours. That little bitch.” He stabbed a finger at the kneeling girl. “Cheered and laughed when my brother died fighting in the wuhltra. I watched her, giggling away at her father’s side like it was a fecking puppet show.”

“I’m sorry for your brother,” Guthnyr told him. “But I don’t murder children.” He raised Kohrvayl, angling the blade so as to conjure its uncanny knack of catching even the most meagre light. “I it was who defeated Tuhlvyr Telmyrk. His menda lies slain and stripped miles to the north, while mine is bare minutes from this city. We came here to break your chains, not fight you. But will if need be. Now stand aside or face me.”

Guthnyr saw fear penetrate the scarred man’s vengeful fury, though he continued to hesitate until the stocky man spoke. “Leave it, Peltar,” he said, releasing the girl and stepping aside, axe lowered. His would-be victim immediately fled, some instinct for recognising a fellow noble leading her to Deyna’s side. Sobbing, she crouched protectively at her back, clutching at her robe. From the annoyance on Deyna’s face, Guthnyr expected her to shove the girl away. Instead, she quickly summoned a frown of concern and patted her head.

“There, there,” she said, coughing to banish the awkward tone before speaking more gently. “Have no fear. You’re safe now, little one.”

The thin man lingered in Guthnyr’s path a second longer, bisected features twitching in angry reluctance until he stepped aside. However, he proved unable to still his tongue. “You won a battle, Blue-face, but we won this city. Don’t forget that.”

“Watch your fecking tongue, ingrate!” Halvor snapped, levelling his sword at Peltar. “Slaughtering a handful of outnumbered gate guards and hacking off a few heads earns you no regard in my eyes. If not for us you’d still be suffering the whip, and you know it.”

“I said we’re not here to fight!” Guthnyr said, stepping between the two men as they hunched in readiness of combat. Turning, he raised his voice, casting it to the watching crowd of former slaves. “You may know me as the blue-faced Tielvik who leads a menda in revolt against the Vortigurn. This I am, but I was also once as you are. I also knew the sting of the whip and the shame of chains. But I have learned that freedom is not won by making yourself the vile mirror of our enemy. We must be better, else what do we fight for?”

He let the words settle over them, seeing mostly grim, begrimed faces. Many bore the bruises and scars of recent fighting and he knew that this group did not comprise every slave in Sehlumvek, only those who fought. Therefore, they were far too valuable to risk alienating with ill-tempered words.

“Join with me!” Guthnyr said, lowering his sword and approaching the crowd with his hand outstretched. “Only in unity can we prevail. Without it we become little more than rival bands of beggared outlaws haunting the wilderness until the Vortigurn sends his dogs to hunt us down. I will compel no one to march under my banner, but if you stay and pledge yourself to this cause, your first act will be to save this city from destruction.”

He didn’t wait for an answer, instead sheathing Kohrvayl and striding away. “Seek out the wells,” he told his scouts. “And gather up as many buckets as you can.”

“The one thing I never thought you to be,” Deyna murmured, scraping a thumb through the mingled soot and sweat covering Guthnyr’s cheek, “was a speech maker.” She laughed and planted a kiss on his chin before returning to the large desk in the centre of the room.

Naturally, he had found her ensconced in the grandest chambers in the Tuhlvyr’s hall, seated at a desk piled high with disordered stacks of documents and ledger books. The girl they had rescued from the slave mob sat in the corner, pale of face but with bright, fearful eyes that said much for both her fortitude and intelligence. The horror of her family’s fate hadn’t unseated her mind and she was right to be scared, despite the Tielvik general’s protection.

“This is Lohra,” Deyna introduced her. “Niece to Tuhlvyr Telmyrk. She’s a clever little thing who knows more than she should about her uncle’s business. The most important being that the useless fecker was fast approaching penury.” Deyna sighed, gesturing to the pile of untidy books and papers. “The Vortigurn’s taxes, and his own mismanagement, had set him on the course to imminent ruin. No wonder he was so keen to win a victory. He probably hoped a kingly reward would balance his books.”

“I take it this means there’s no gold to be had here?” Guthnyr enquired.

Deyna unearthed a small oaken chest from amid the mess, opening it to reveal a cache of coins and gleaming jewels. “Lohra was kind enough to show me the flagstone beneath which this was hidden,” she said, holding up a ruby necklace for inspection. “It’s not enough to pay an army, but it’s something. Other than that…” She shrugged, dropping the necklace into the chest and closing it. “Would it be too much to hope you managed to save the food stocks?” she asked.

“Some, not all.” Guthnyr wiped a hand across his brows before scattering parchment from a nearby chair and sitting down. Extinguishing the fires had required hours of labour. Even now, with night fully fallen, he had been obliged to set watch parties on the smouldering ruins, lest the blaze spring back to life. Not all the slaves had joined his efforts at first, some gathering what loot they could and fleeing the city, but others had stayed and gradually taken their turn in the bucket chains. As the hours wore on, some townsfolk emerged from hiding to add their labour, many of them shopkeepers or artisans unable to bear the prospect of watching their livelihoods perish. The arrival of the full menda ensured that most of Sehlumvek would still be standing come the morn. Knowing their intense dislike of towns, Guthnyr had spared the Morvek the toil, instead sending them to ward the southern approaches. They also had instructions to leave any returning townsfolk unmolested. So far, very few had done so.

“At least we’ve less mouths to feed,” he said. “At best, I’d reckon this place now holds a quarter of its former population.”

“No great loss,” Deyna said, pursing her lips. “I doubt they’d be willing to fight the Vortigurn in any case.” Sitting, she propped her feet on the desk, a troubled cast to her brow.

“What?” Guthnyr prompted. He knew by now that when she started to think, it was always worth listening to the result.

“Telmyrk,” she said. “He was stupid, but not this stupid. Poor as piss with all his best warriors gone across the sea, yet he still thought he could beat us. I know it was a hard fight, but even if he’d gained the river, he didn’t have the numbers to take the Wehrtrova. And yet, he emptied this place of all but a few guards and marched off, seemingly confident in victory.”

“Those born to privilege often underestimate those not,” Guthnyr pointed out.

“Not to this extent.” She shook her head. “I can’t parse how he could make such an error. There’s no sense to it.”

“He… had been promised…” The words, faltering and faint came from Lohra. Bright eyes flicking between them, she swallowed hard and continued, “Promised victory.”

“By whom, dear child?” Deyna asked.

The girl stuttered over the next word, as if it were more of a curse than a name. “The Kuh-Kurgynrahk.”

Deyna removed her legs from the table and stood. “There’s a name I wouldn’t expect to hear from your dainty lips,” she said, moving towards Lohra. “I assume you heard it from your uncle?”

The girl shrank from her, eyes downcast. “I wasn’t supposed to… but I knew places to hide, and listen. He spoke of the Kurgynrahk to Father sometimes, and always in whispers.”

“As well he might,” Deyna said.

“Kurgynrahk?” Guthnyr repeated, parsing the unfamiliar Nihlvarian phrasing until he found the meaning. “Plague bird?”

“A name used only among Tuhlvyrs,” Deyna told him. “And not fondly. It’s what we call the Vortigurn’s chief courtier, though that is a poor title, for he is many things. Including the king’s spymaster.”

“So the Vortigurn has his own Tielwald,” Guthnyr mused. “He wouldn’t happen to be a one-eyed old man with a mean tongue, would he?”

“Actually yes,” Deyna replied. “Except he retains both eyes. His true name is Moyirn, and, in a land well endowed with self-serving villains, he is truly the worst. Though, his judgement is irksomely sound. Strange that he should mis-advise Telmyrk so badly.” She turned her attention back to Lohra. “Did the Kurgynrahk send a messenger recently?”

“His messages always came by bird.” The girl raised a tremulous finger to point at a cabinet propped against the wall. “My uncle hid them behind that.”

Dragging the cabinet aside revealed only a bare wall until Lohra knelt down to tug a piece of mortar from between two stones. Reaching inside, she extracted a thin leather wallet. Taking it, Deyna emptied the contents onto the desk: a dozen small scrolls inscribed with unfamiliar characters.

“Cyphered,” she said, grimacing. “And one I can’t read since the Kurgynrahk never trusted me enough to send me such messages.”

“It’s a simple substitution code,” Lohra said. “With some additional meaningless characters to complicate decipherment.”

Deyna raised a surprised eyebrow. “Your uncle taught it to you?”

Lohra shook her head. “I learned it myself. As I said, it’s fairly simple.”

“Sit.” Deyna stood aside, gesturing for the girl to take her place at the desk. “You have some work to do.”

Sitting down, Lohra splayed her hands on the desk and drew a breath. “If I do this, you’ll protect me? You won’t give me to… to them?”

“You protection is already guaranteed…” Guthnyr began before Deyna waved him to silence.

Regarding Lohra with a faint but fond grin, she said, “For the first time in my life I begin to see the appeal of having children.” Placing her hand on the top of the girl’s blonde head, she turned it to the cyphered messages. “Do this and you’ll enjoy more than mere protection, dear. Now get to work.”

Expecting the Tielvik’s menda, a conglomeration of the dispossessed and the outlaw, to resist the lure of loot to be had among so many abandoned houses, was a fool’s hope. For much of the next day they rampaged through the streets, helping themselves to whatever treasures they could unearth from rubble or hiding place. Guthnyr enforced a modicum of restraint by constantly roving the city in company with Sygurn and his more trustworthy comrades. He ensured the premises of those ordinary citizens who had chosen to stay were unmolested, and quelled the worst excesses of wanton destruction. He was also unstinting in the beatings delivered to those who sought to visit their ire on defenceless townsfolk. The message soon spread to the various Travka bands roving the city: you can steal, but no violence.

When evening fell the rapacious thievery shifted into celebration. Sehlumvek was well stocked with wine and soon drunken merriment became the prevailing mood. Guthnyr made no effort to fully restore order, that would come tomorrow when he had to turn this mob back into an army. For now, they had earned their revels.

Returning to the Tuhlvyr’s hall he found Deyna waiting in the largest bedroom. He had entertained the notion her mood might be one of lustful triumph, so was disappointed to find her both pensive and irritable. “Quiet!” she hissed when he closed the door with a thump. “She’s sleeping.” She nodded to the blonde-haired head poking from the bed’s quilted blankets, then beckoned him into the Tuhlvyr’s study.

“It seems we have a problem,” she said, moving to the desk. He found it ominous that all the other papers had been cleared away to leave only a single sheet of parchment. The words inscribed upon it were rendered in an unfamiliar form of archaic Ascarlian script. Although he had learned to read it under his great-grandfather’s often impatient instruction, Guthnyr found this collection of characters unintelligible.

“The Kurgynrahk’s messages to Telmyrk,” Deyna explained in response to Guthnyr’s baffled frown.

“From your mood, I take it there’s something of grave importance here?”

Her accent slipped into coarseness as she took the sheet from him. “Fecking right there is. Here.” She traced a finger over a line of script. “‘Find the Travka filth twenty miles south-east of their den three days hence,’” she translated. “‘They move as a mob, with no discipline. Kill all you find.’”

“He sent Telmyrk in the right direction, but at the wrong time,” Guthnyr mused. “And appears misinformed about the nature of our menda.”

“Misinformed? Perhaps. The question is, by who?” Deyna’s finger moved to another line. “None of the messages are dated, but I’d guess this one was received before the other. It reads: ‘The Redbreast sings of a Tielvik sowing rebellion among the Travka. Have a care and gather what forces you can.’”

“The Redbreast?” Guthnyr repeated.

“The name given to the source of this information.” Grimacing, Deyna tossed the sheet onto the desk. “It appears we have a spy in our midst.”







CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

Elvine

“Get off me!” Elvine punctuated her command by driving her elbow into Varnyr’s ribs. The Nihlvarian, however, budged not an inch as the arrows continued to thud into the Ohlnir’s timbers. Elvine heard yells of pain as the shafts found targets among the crew, followed by the splash of a body tumbling into the fjord. She flinched when a steel-barbed arrow impaled itself in the boards a hand’s width from Varnyr’s shoulder, then felt him shudder above her, caging a shout behind clenched teeth.

The arrow storm ended abruptly as the Ohlnir’s deck tipped to a sharp angle, sending Elvine and Varnyr tumbling in an untidy tangle of limbs. Their progress was halted by the larger of the ship’s two masts, Varnyr huffing a grunt as his back connected with the solid oaken pole. Elvine finally managed to free herself from his embrace when the deck settled, staggering clear to see the tall hull of the Nihlvarian warship passing in front of the prow. Her sweeping oars clattered against the figurehead before the two ships wallowed side by side. Glancing back at the stern, she saw Kahlvik had taken charge of the helm. Few other seafarers could have successfully steered them clear of the oncoming foe with such skill and alacrity. Elation at their escape proved short-lived, for a chorus of shouts from the Nihlvarian ship heralded a volley of thrown grappling ropes. A dozen iron hooks bit into the port rail, the line instantly drawn tight to haul the Ohlnir into unwilling union with the larger ship.

“Shields up!” Kahlvik cried out, sending his crew scrambling for their weapons. Their enemy were unwilling to allow them the leisure of preparing a defence, a score of warriors vaulting across the gap to land on the Ohlnir’s deck. Watching them cut down three crewmen, Elvine hefted the spear, feeling the familiar sensation of time beginning to slow as she girded herself for battle. Yet, before she could enter the fray, she found herself pushed forcefully aside. Varnyr loomed over her, features set in the hard focus of one habituated to killing. The sight stirred a deep, sickening lurch of self-reproach in Elvine’s breast. What a fool I was to trust him…

Then he was gone, whirling away and drawing the twin swords from his back. He met the enemy boarding party head on, blades flashing to leave two foemen lying dead on the deck. Elvine saw dire recognition on the faces of the others as Varnyr continued his assault. They were a mix of red-tattooed Nihlvarians and warriors from Ilvar’s menda. She thought it significant that the Nihlvarians backed away while the Ascarlians, unwisely, did not. She saw an arrow jutting from the rear of Varnyr’s right thigh. It didn’t appear to impede him much at all in the ensuing slaughter of his former comrades. The Ascarlians he hacked down in a blur of well-placed slashes, the Nihlvarians faring little better. Elvine saw only one parry a blow, and then use the fractional respite to cast his sword aside and leap into the water. For an instant, Varnyr stood alone on the foredeck, twin blades dripping gore onto the boards. Then another chorus of shouts went up from the Nihlvarian ship and twenty or more hurled themselves across the divide. Varnyr’s blades flashed again, raising a welter of blood, but there were too many, Elvine quickly losing sight of him in the chaotic melee. Feeling a strange calm overtake her, she gripped the spear and charged.

The weapon’s arcane power blossomed in full before she reached the first Nihlvarian, reducing his movements to a ponderous, clumsy dance. Ducking his flailing axe, she lanced the spear’s point through his belly and moved on. Three more barred her path but she evaded them all with laughable ease. Even in the midst of the worst fighting on the Olversahl docks the spear’s effect had never been so strong. As she dodged and killed, she realised that this altered state of time was not uniform, it stretched and contracted according to her need. One instant she sidestepped the thrust of a Nihlvarian swordsman, the next she opened his throat with a blindingly fast lateral slash of the spear. When four warriors came at her from different sides, it seemed time had stopped altogether, so incremental was their charge, while her counter strikes were both precise and lethally swift.

Reaching Varnyr’s side, she found him surrounded, frozen in the act of fending off simultaneous thrusts while a lithe woman hung in mid-leap, her extended dagger a few inches from his throat. Elvine killed the dagger wielder first, sliding on her knees to open her belly from below, before stabbing the spear through the forehead of the man on Varnyr’s right. Time resumed its normal flow then, allowing Varnyr the honour of dispatching the third assailant himself, swatting his sword aside to hack one of his blades into the man’s shoulder. Turning from the collapsing foe, Varnyr looked upon Elvine with much the same awe as he had when waking on the shore. This time, however, she detected more in his gaze, a glimmer of something that resembled hunger.

It was gone quickly, the warrior blinking and shaking his head as the thunder of many boots sounded to their rear. The crew of the Ohlnir together with Elvine’s guards, Kahlvik and Colvyn at their head, flung themselves at the enemy with enraged abandon. Varnyr’s charge and the havoc wrought by Elvine appeared to have sapped the courage from their foes. Some continued to stare at the Spear Maiden as they received the killing stroke, others tried to clamber back aboard their ship, only to be cut down as they reached for the ropes. Yet, still it wasn’t done.

While most of the grappling ropes had been severed, a few remained latched close to the Ohlnir’s prow, meaning they were unable to draw away when the hulking Nihlvarian vessel resumed the sweep of her oars. The bigger ship’s bows crunched into the Ohlnir’s side, tilting the deck once again and causing water to gush over the starboard rail. Elvine heard the crack of multiple whips from within the enemy’s hull, the sound of unfortunate slaves being driven to greater efforts.

“They’re trying to drive us onto the rocks!” Kahlvik shouted. Wading through the water now washing over the Ohlnir’s deck, he marshalled his crew to unship their oars. But even Elvine’s inexperienced eye could see that they would be crushed against the rocky shore long before any such effort could bear fruit.

A loud metallic clatter accompanied by the snap of a heavy bowstring drew her gaze to port in time to see the Chainbreaker sweeping past at fast stroke. On her foredeck, Captain Veltta harangued a group of sailors to reload the bolt-throwing contraption. Looking to the Nihlvarian ship, Elvine saw that their first attempt had scored a hit. The yard long iron spike jutted from her hull planking just above the waterline. Moving with well-drilled swiftness, the Chainbreaker’s crew loosed again when the gap between the two ships had diminished to little more than thirty paces. This time the bolt struck below the waterline, birthing a tall splash amid which Elvine made out the dark shards of shattered timber. Not content with piercing her hull, the Chainbreaker increased speed and rammed the Nihlvarian in the stern. Oars flailing, the great ship lost momentum, her bows drawing back from the Ohlnir’s prow. She took on an increasingly acute list to starboard, water frothing as it invaded her lower decks.

“Cut those lines!” Kahlvik cried, he and several crewmen rushing to hack away the grappling ropes still tethering the Ohlnir to the stricken foe. Watching her sink, Elvine shuddered at the screams of the slaves trapped inside. Within moments, the huge vessel keeled over amid an expanse of flotsam and flailing sailors. As she slipped from view, archers on the Chainbreaker practised their skills on the survivors struggling in the water until none were left. This time, Elvine felt no urge to interrupt their amusements.

“Trai—” The choking guttural gasp drew Elvine’s gaze to the sight of the dagger wielder she had maimed. She lay half-submerged in crimson water, rope-like entrails leaking from her opened guts. Her eyes, filled with pain and fury, were fixed upon Varnyr. “Traitor!” she spat. “You shame… Vahlak’s… memory!”

Elvine saw a spasm of sorrow pass across Varnyr’s face before he moved to crouch at the dying woman’s side. “I told you once I thought we might be on the wrong path, Sobella,” he said, cradling her head in his large hands. “I was right.”

A short muffled crack as he twisted her head and the venomous judgement faded from the woman’s eyes, along with all signs of life. Gently, Varnyr gathered up her corpse and took her to the rail, letting her limp form slip into the fjord.

Kahlvik once again displayed his skill at the helm by steering the Ohlnir into a relatively placid stretch of water a mile on from the scene of battle. With anchor dropped, they spent several hours bailing with buckets and sundry receptacles to raise the hull to a satisfactory level. The damage to the ship was relatively light but losses among the crew were grievous. Twelve in all had fallen, including Halkyr, taken by an arrow in the first few seconds of the encounter. Regarding his bleached, youthful features before they consigned his corpse to the waters, Elvine recalled the scared but ultimately resolute young warrior who had turned his coat during her escape from the Verungyr. It struck her as horribly ironic that he should die fighting his former comrades, and also tragic that Halkyr had been younger than her by two full summers.

Another crime in Lore’s ledger, she decided, covering the guardsman’s face with the hood of his cloak. Before they tipped the bodies over the side, Kahlvik struck sparks from an effigy of Ulfmaer and beseeched him to afford these brave souls an untroubled passage to the Halls of Aevnir.

“This was a desperate gamble,” Gruinskard reasoned a short while later. Elvine had convened a council on the foredeck. Veltta joined them via the simple expedient of mooring the Chainbreaker alongside and swinging across the gap on a rope. The old man’s beard fluttered as he let out a puzzled grunt. “Now Lore has but one ship and whatever remains of Ilvar’s menda. She can’t hope to fight it out when we catch up with her.”

It also gives the lie to her pleas for forgiveness, Elvine decided silently. The ambush had been intended to kill her, of that she had no doubt. “The spear tells me she isn’t far ahead,” she told them. “No more than half a day. If we row hard, we might even catch her by morning.”

“Assuming your lot can keep up with mine,” Veltta told Kahlvik with a grin.

“The wind is stronger now,” the seafarer said, choosing to ignore the taunt. “We should make good time. But the ice will pose more of a threat as we proceed further north. Speed at this juncture is imprudent.”

“Yet must be risked,” Elvine said, striving for the Spear Maiden’s voice but failing. The image of Halkyr’s bloodless face loomed too large in her mind to allow for petty artifice. “Lore’s willingness to squander so much of her strength tells me she draws close to her goal, and fears we will prevent her reaching it. Captain Veltta, though I am loath to split our force, feel at liberty to row as fast as you please. If you sight the enemy, attack immediately. They must be stopped at all costs.”

“And the Traitor Queen?” Veltta asked. “I’m guessing you want her alive.”

“If she can be taken. If not, then don’t fret over it.” Elvine coughed, this time managing a semblance of the Spear Maiden’s commanding tones when she added, “Enough talk. Daylight grows thin and it would be best not to meet our enemy in darkness.”

Predictably, the Chainbreaker quickly outstripped the Ohlnir once they were underway. Both ships proceeded with sails fully unfurled and oars sweeping at steady stroke. Elvine no longer needed the spear to show them the way as there was but one channel to follow now. The mountains to the west diminished into a series of islets while the land to the east levelled into frosted tundra. Soon even the islets disappeared and they sailed with an open ocean to port, choppy grey seas interrupted by the sedate drift of the occasional iceberg. The onset of night and the sight of the bergs prompted Kahlvik to insist on shipping oars and trimming sails.

“I’d rather face another Nihlvarian monster ship than a mountain of ice,” he said. Surveying the encroaching darkness, Elvine resisted the urge to argue. Despite Colvyn’s nagging that she go below, she remained at the prow, gripping the spear in expectation of a warning. She found she could grasp it with a gloved hand and still hear the spirit’s voice, which at least offered respite from the cold. It had become an ever more potent presence throughout the day and, with nightfall, transformed into an invisible, tormenting beast, sending shivers through her body despite the many layers that wrapped it. Inevitably, Varnyr didn’t appear to feel the chill, nor would he accede to her demand that he go and eat with the others.

“I thought,” she said, gritting her teeth to prevent them chattering, “you were sworn to obey me.”

“I am sworn to protect you,” he replied. “They are not the same thing.” He paused, eyes slipping to the spear. “The way you fought today, it was the Altvar’s doing, was it not?”

She thought about confessing the truth, confiding that she had no true notion if the Altvar even existed, or if they had crafted this weapon. But she didn’t. Varnyr believed himself set upon a path of redemption by the gods themselves, and the truth might undermine his useful ardour. Elvine turned away from him, discomforted by the hard calculation that seemed so ingrained in her now. I begin to think like Gruinskard, she thought, confining her response to a murmur: “I am grateful for their blessing.”

“And I, for Sobella would surely have ended me if not for you.”

Elvine winced at the memory of the disembowelled woman flailing in her own blood. “You were close to her?” she asked. “She was your comrade?”

“We both grew of age in the Vortigurn’s Fist,” he said. “Which makes her more like my sister.”

“I’m sorry. Fighting your own people must be hard.”

“In truth, it surprises me how easy it is. At first I thought the Altvar had seen fit to change my heart, turn it away from prior loyalties. Now… Now I recall all the many times I knew myself to be in dire company, but pretended otherwise. Did not Ulthnir warn of the dangers of lies, even those we tell ourselves? I should have listened. But at least now my ears are opened, thanks to you.”

There was a warm intentness to his voice that stirred an impulse to explore the many paths this conversation might lead. But she resisted. With Lore almost within her grasp, she could allow for no more distractions, however tempting.

“I have another service to ask of you,” she said, keeping her eyes on the gloom beyond the prow. “If you are willing.”

“Of course, Spear Maiden.”

“When I see Lore, I may be tempted to kill her. I shall need you to prevent that. I doubt anyone else in this crew would, and I need to know what she seeks.”

“If that is your wish, then it is mine.” The same warmth in his voice, the same urge to turn around. But she wouldn’t.

“Thank you, Varnyr,” she said, her breath forming a wraith-like cloud, swiftly swallowed by the night.

Dawn in the far north proved a remarkable spectacle, Elvine waking to behold a band of red above the horizon casting its glow across a cloud-dappled sky. Sometime in the night she had huddled down to sleep, still refusing to join her guards on the lower deck. A wolf’s fur had been placed upon her slumbering form, presumably by Varnyr who still stood close by, as immune to the elements as ever. Using the spear to lever herself upright, she saw that the landscape beyond the starboard rail had changed again. The featureless tundra was now a series of forbidding snow-capped ridges. Tracking her eyes across the jagged panoply of white and grey, Elvine found it impossible to credit any creature, human or no, traversing such an obstacle.

“This land was not made for people,” she muttered, her scholar’s mind soon fixing on the realisation that this region likely bore no name. Moving to the prow, she found Kahlvik squinting at the sky.

“Aerldun’s Eye,” he said, pointing to a cluster of stars still glimmering in the changing sky. “Means we’re now sailing a north-easterly course.” He smiled, a reflective shade to his gaze. “The furthest north I have ever travelled. Sorrowful it is that Lore and her creatures saw it first.”

“If the legends have it right, Veylorn saw it first. As for Lore, soon enough she will have no opportunity to tell anyone of her travels.” Elvine gestured to the ridges to starboard. “Therefore, this land may be claimed as another geld in the Realm of Ascarlia, and is in want of a name. Why not give it yours?”

“Kahlvik’s Land?” Laughing, he shook his head. “The Spear Maiden’s Geld would be more appropriate. After all, when the tale of this voyage is told, I doubt it’s my name that’ll be remembered.”

“Kahlvik’s Land,” Elvine stated firmly. “I shall insist on it when we return. I’m sure the queen would approve.”

The Vellihr seemed about to argue further, but stopped, his brows knitting as something drew his gaze to the prow. “Signal arrow,” he said, Elvine catching the faint flicker of a descending flame against the gathering blue of the dawn sky. “It seems Captain Veltta has something to show us.”

They found the Chainbreaker anchored in a shallow inlet a mile on. Here the landscape was dominated by a massive glacier. It swept down from the ridge above in a frozen, white river, fading into a gurgling stream close to the water’s edge. Veltta waited ashore with a party of warriors, clustered alongside the partially intact wreck of a warship. Elvine’s heart began to pound at the sight of what she knew must be Lore’s remaining vessel, but the state of damage and the lack of urgency among the shore party made it plain her quarry was not to be found here. As the boat carried her to land, Elvine made out the dark fury on the faces of the captain and crew.

“Fecking just left them!” Veltta’s words came in a clipped, barely understandable grunt, her eyes moist and face red despite the cold. “Still chained and stripped. Left them to freeze.”

Seeing her so disturbed was unnerving, for Elvine had thought this woman beyond tears. The reason for her distress became starkly clear when Elvine moved to inspect the ship. The hull had been sundered on contact with the rock-strewn shingle beach, planking falling away in places to reveal her ribs, and the contents of her rowing deck. At first glance the slaves appeared to be alive, for they all sat erect and chained to their oars, though curiously still. Then Elvine made out the blue-white skin and faces set in a teeth-baring rictus.

“It wouldn’t have taken long, this far north,” Kahlvik murmured. “The cold is merciless here.”

“Why?” Colvyn asked. “Why not unfasten their chains, or at least leave them some scraps of clothing?”

“She needed to silence them,” Elvine said. “Most likely she worried what they might have overheard during the journey.” She clutched the spear, suffering a lurch of bitter, sickening irony at the pointless waste of life. She doesn’t know you guide me, she thought. I didn’t need them to tell me where she’s going.

“Not a morsel of food left on the ship,” Veltta reported once she had mastered herself. “We found some tracks over there.” She pointed to the slope north of the glacier. “Beyond the ridge there’s only a great field of ice as far as you can see. The tracks tell of sleds hauled by human hand. There’s a score of empty benches in the rowing deck, so it looks like not every slave was abandoned.”

Nodding, Elvine turned to Kahlvik. “Any notion of how to build a sled, Vellihr?”

He stared at her. “You intend to follow her? Across the ice?”

“I do. With any who will come with me, though I’ll not compel them.”

“I’ll be with you,” Veltta promised, casting a vengeful glance at the wreck. Her vow was swiftly echoed by her crew, along with all of Elvine’s guards. Reasoning she had a large enough party, she spared Kahlvik the burden of arguing the folly of her course, and hence the need to voice a formal refusal to follow her.

“Remain here with the ships,” she told him, lowering her voice to add, “And I’ll ask that you continue to endure the former Tielwald’s company. The ice is no place for him. Stay only until your supplies can sustain you for the voyage home. If we have not returned by then, do not linger.”

“Spear Maiden…” the seafarer began, falling silent when Elvine clamped a firm hand on his arm and leaned closer. “She will not escape me,” she stated. “Nor the reckoning she is due. Even if I have to track her across the world entire. Now build me some sleds.”







CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

Ruhlin

“The key is not to speak, but to listen,” Ohtera told him. “Its voice may be faint at first, but that is only because you haven’t truly learned to hear it.” They sat close together on his bed, voices pitched low so as not to attract the notice of a passing guard. “Close your eyes. Look inward, and do not shy away from what you find.”

Doing as she bid, Ruhlin stared into the blankness of his own eyelids for a long, contemplative interval of hearing nothing at all. “You said it was a god,” he said, patience growing thin. “If so, shouldn’t there be some ritual or…”

“Quiet!” she hissed. “Shut your mouth and listen.”

Swallowing further protest, he tried again. For a time there was just the same void, the silence broken only by his breathing and the soft thump of his heart. This is pointless, he decided. It responds only to anger… He heard it then. Very distant, but unmistakably a growl from deep within. Was it the mere thought of anger that woke it? he wondered. He entertained the notion of feeding it ugly memories, of which he had many, but held off, recalling Ohtera’s caution against attempting to communicate with the monster. The god, Ruhlin corrected himself, although he remained unconvinced the beast he harboured could be in any way divine.

The growl came again, different this time. Ruhlin had heard the monster laugh before during its rampages, expressions of delight taken in slaughter. But now he detected a different form of amusement. There was something almost parental to it, an elder taking note of childhood absurdity.

So you are not a god? he asked, forgetting Ohtera’s injunction. Then what are you?

No answer. It was gone.

“You heard something,” Ohtera said when Ruhlin opened his eyes. “I can tell.”

“It was faint. Perhaps my own imaginings.”

“No. I felt it too. It’s how it is with gods. They sense each other.”

“Why are you so convinced of their godhood? They could be anything, all unknowable to us.”

Ohtera lowered her gaze, face growing tense. “I will stand no ridicule,” she said.

“I wasn’t…”

“But you will. If you hear my tale.”

Tentatively, Ruhlin reached for her hand. It was just a soft pat of reassurance, for he dared do no more. “I have seen a formless creature of purest spite craft itself a body from tree roots,” he said. “On the ship that brought me here, I met a maiden who knew the course of future events. The woman I love can shape metal with a mere touch of her hand. And my body is home to a creature that can rip whole companies of warriors to pieces. Trust me when I say that there is little you can tell me that I’ll find cause to disbelieve.”

He watched Ohtera’s inner debate play out in the shifting tension of her features before her head bobbed in a nod. “Very well then. But know, if you laugh at me, I’ll kill you.”

“A fair bargain.”

Ohtera sat back a little, face lost to the shadows but, as usual, her eyes retained a gleam. “Although I have never been permitted to step outside these walls,” she said. “I still know much of the world beyond them. For folk from far away are brought here for the Vortigurn’s amusement. So I know of your homeland and the realms beyond. I know of tall mountains, great forests, and broad oceans, and I know of gods. When I was still little, a man was brought here who was unlike all others. It wasn’t just that his skin was dark, or that he spoke a tongue none within these walls could understand. It was his happiness that made him strange, for I never saw him without a smile, and his smile was never brighter than when he looked upon me. It was to me that he first spoke his name: Aribeh. I didn’t learn its meaning until later, but it was his people’s word for ‘gift’, and he was well named.

“At first the Ventra tried to make him practise in the circle. He was taller and stronger than most in the Kelvengyr and would have stood up well to the test, but always he refused. They punished him, of course, with the stagna and with beatings when that didn’t work. But he wouldn’t yield. After a time, they left him alone. I’m not sure why but always assumed it to be the Vortigurn’s order. He prefers his amusements meet their end in the wuhltra.

“In those days, I was often set to doing chores for the healer. It was not a pleasant task, for he is not a pleasant man, although was never cruel to me, except in his indifference. And so, when Aribeh lay abed in the healer’s chamber and I tended his wounds with salve, he spoke to me, and I to him. Over the course of months, I began to understand his words, and he mine, so we conversed in a mixture of both. He called me ‘Suhl Venteh’ which means Little Cat. It was from Aribeh that I first learned of mountains, forests and oceans. He had seen many in his time. His homeland lay on the other side of the broadest ocean, and he promised that one day I would see it. I laughed at him, for even then I knew there was no leaving this place. It was one of the few times I saw his smile falter, just a little. Taking my hand, he swore in the name of his gods that I would tread upon the soil of his homeland. And that was when I first learned of gods.

“His people had many. So many in fact that even he couldn’t name them all, despite being what he called a ‘Tuhlba’, one tasked with speaking to the gods on behalf of others. In his realm every river has a god, and so does every stream, well and spring. There are great gods who command the wind and the rain, and others who make the earth shake. There are gods of the heart, gods of the mind and gods of fate. But then, he told me in a whisper, there were other, darker gods who could, and should, never be named. These, he said, arose not from earth or water. Nor did they descend from the sky or leap from fire. These came from a place beyond reach, beyond sight, but still as real as anything your hand could touch or eyes see. ‘You, Little Cat,’ he said, ‘have one such god within you.’

“At first I thought he teased me, and was angry for it. But such was his kindness, I could never be aggrieved at him for long. It was Aribeh who taught me how to listen for the god’s voice. Before that it was like yours, arriving unbidden in times of fear or anger to wreak havoc until the Ventra used my stagna to subdue it. It was only when I began to hear its voice that it changed.”

“Allowing you to summon it at will.”

“It’s not like that. It’s more that it knows when it’s needed. Our will became…” Struggling for the right words, she held up her hands, knitting the fingers together. “We are still separate in many ways, but also joined.”

“So it talks to you?” Ruhlin asked. “What does it say?”

“It speaks not in words, but feelings. But it does not feel as we do. For, as Aribeh told the tale, it is made of different stuff. So, as I listened, I heard its confusion, its fear. But most of all, I heard a terrible loneliness. Also, I sensed its surprise that the vessel containing it was capable of comprehending its presence. I came to understand that, before this, it had thought itself trapped in an animal, a beast incapable of true reason.”

“From where does it arise? How did you come to be cursed with it?”

“Such things cannot be communicated through mere emotion, but, given its confusion, I’m not sure it knows. But I do know it’s grateful, for in hearing it I banished its loneliness. It sees what I see, hears what I hear. Sensation is as food to this god, and it always wants more, so much so that Aribeh cautioned against overfeeding it. ‘All gods demand sacrifice, Little Cat,’ he warned me. ‘And sacrifice can take many forms.’ He smiled as he told me this, but wept also. I didn’t know it then, but this was to be the last time I would ever see him.” She paused, shifting uncomfortably on the bed. “And here we come to the part of the story where you shall think me a liar, or mad. But it is truth, that I swear on the god within me.” Ruhlin saw that the gleam in her eyes had deepened and knew it to be the result of welling tears. She spoke on, voice thickened by remembered sorrow. “Then he kissed me on the forehead and bade me go to sleep. When I woke, he was gone.”

“He escaped?” Ruhlin asked. “Then it is possible.”

“It must be. But that is not the strange part. For, though his cell was empty, there was no alarm at his absence. No clamour raised, or guards set to frantic searching. Assuming he must have been taken away on the Vortigurn’s orders, I asked the Ventra in charge when he would return. He said he had no notion of whom I spoke. At first I thought him a liar, either engaged in some cruel prank or obeying instructions to keep silent about Aribeh’s fate. But years in this place had taught me well how to read faces, and I saw only honest bafflement on his. I asked my fellow Kelven and received the same response: ‘Who is Aribeh?’ I came to understand that all memory of his presence had been cleansed from every mind in the Kelvengyr, save mine.”

She fell silent, eyes narrowing. “I know you ponder the possibility that he never truly existed. That my child’s mind, beset by desperate solitude, created him. A phantom friend for a lonely girl. But he was real. As real as you.” She shifted again, the light catching on the curved, metallic object she drew from inside her tunic. “As real as this,” she said, pushing it into Ruhlin’s hand.

“A stagna,” he murmured, tracing a thumb over the smooth ring of iron. Unlike the one that pierced his flesh, this was broken, a ragged inch-long gap interrupting the circle.

“I found it in Aribeh’s cell,” Ohtera said. “Broken and covered in blood. He must have ripped it out. I keep it concealed behind a loose brick in my cell and have never shown it anyone before. Not even Fernhyld.”

“A man with the power to strip away the memory of his existence,” Ruhlin mused. “Escaping this place would be child’s play for him. Which raises the question of why he remained here so long. Also, how could such a man have been captured at all?”

“I have pondered these questions, and more, for years. With no answer. But I believe he must have allowed himself to be chained and brought here. For what reason, I can’t say.”

“You.” Ruhlin pressed the broken stagna into her hand. “He came here for you.”

“Then…” She lowered her head, speaking in a soft gasp. “Why did he leave me here?”

“Perhaps he came not to free you, but to waken you to the voice of the god you carry. As now, you help awaken me to mine.”

Ruhlin sat back, closing his eyes and waiting to hear the monster’s voice. This time the growl came swifter, and he heard no amusement in it, only impatient hunger. You yearn to be free of this place too, Ruhlin thought, parsing the emotion into meaning. Then, let us do so, together.

The Great Meidvang began two weeks later, although Ruhlin and Ohtera were spared its initial stages. After the morning meal in the garden, during which the food was hardly touched, Silvahk would call out the names of those chosen for the day’s entertainment. They were usually formed into groups of three or four and trooped off to the wuhltra under heavy guard. Come the evening, the survivors would return, though there were nights when none did. As the dire routine wore on, Ruhlin found he could predict the likelihood of survivors from the duration and pitch of the crowd’s roar. The briefer the contest, and the louder the cheers, the less likely it was for any Kelven to return. After four days, Tremyn’s name was called along with three others. He seemed almost eager as the group was marched towards the bridge, and the tumult echoing from the great arena told of a prolonged and bloody spectacle. With daylight fading, Tremyn returned alone. His face, scarred like his body, was downcast. It seemed he bore his survival as a bitter disappointment.

Inevitably, there came the morning when Ruhlin’s name was called. Once again, he was grouped with Ohtera and Delryk. As the guards came to lead them to the bridge, Fernhyld had to be prised away from Ohtera. Deaf to her softly whispered reassurances, the blindfolded maiden clung to her with desperate strength. It was Silvahk who succeeded in restraining Fernhyld, clasping her wrists and pinning her arms with surprising gentleness. She hung in his grasp, sobbing as the guards prodded the day’s victims towards their fate.

Once again confined in the room with its food-laden table and plush furnishings, Ruhlin found Delryk’s demeanour a stark contrast to their first visit. Body hardened by weeks of training, he exuded more impatience than anything else, finding little difficulty in snacking on fruit and pastries. Having witnessed the youth’s progress in the sand circle, Ruhlin knew his confidence to be justified. Delryk had honed the use of his blessing to the point where he found little difficulty in reading an opponent’s intentions.

“Not all memory is old,” he said, popping a grape into his mouth. “In fact, the more recent it is, the easier it is to read. Such as the decision to strike at my head instead of my belly. Pity I didn’t realise this before, of course. If I had, I doubt I’d ever have fetched up here. So…” he paused, washing the grape down with a gulp of wine “… you need have no care of me once we climb those stairs. Perhaps, this time, it is I who’ll save you.”

“I think I preferred him a craven,” Ohtera muttered, having resumed her habitual position on the couch. She stood as Silvahk entered. “Fernhyld…?” she began.

“I had the healer give her a sleeping draught,” he said, tossing a scabbarded sword to Delryk. “You’ll have need of this today.”

“How many do we face?” the youth enquired, drawing the blade to test the edge with his thumb.

“That is up to the Vortigurn.” Silvahk opened the door leading to the wuhltra and gestured for them to enter. As they ascended the steps, the guard had already drawn up the barrier, flooding the slanted tunnel with the crowd’s baying. This time there was no delay before entering the arena, their appearance heralding a momentary hush from the ascending rows, crammed with people from top to bottom. Ruhlin’s gaze went to the Vortigurn’s platform, expecting to see the King of Nihlvar standing ready to deliver another speech. Instead, he made out a seated figure concealed by a deep shadow.

“He doesn’t bother with speeches once the Meidvang is underway,” Ohtera explained, noting Ruhlin’s puzzled frown. Her eyes took on a familiar alertness as she scanned the empty sands of the wuhltra, her back arching and fingernails extending. “Something’s off,” she hissed, words made sibilant by growing teeth.

“What is it?” Ruhlin asked, seeing her nostril flare as she caught a scent. “What do we face?”

“Something far worse than a gaggle of cowards.” Ohtera sank into a crouch, clawed hands scraping the sand. “Forget your pride,” she told Delryk. “Stay close to us if you want to live. Your blessing won’t help you now.”

He squinted at her, sweat beading his brow and a measure of his old fear showing in his gaze. “What? Why not—”

He was interrupted by the clatter of several doors being drawn up, opened portals appearing in different parts of the arena wall. A short pause followed in which the crowd’s murmur became a wall of stilled, hungry silence, then they came. At first, Ruhlin saw only an explosion of sand to the front of each opened door, then he made out the loping forms, each the same shade of silver grey, long of limb and body. They snarled as they ran, baring teeth and trailing drool. Ruhlin had never seen their like before, but had heard stories enough to summon a name. Great wolves!

As they sped closer, he realised that they were at least a third again the size of the wolves he had glimpsed in Morvek lands. But those were shy creatures, given to fleeing at the slightest taint of human scent. It seemed doubtful that these beasts would ever flee from anything.

“No,” Delryk said, pressing himself to Ruhlin’s side, his voice an aggrieved whimper. “Not fair. It’s not fair…”

His voice dwindled into a distant whine as Ruhlin surrendered himself to the monster’s wrathful instinct for survival. The transformation had rarely been so swift before, muscle and bone expanding to their distorted full in the time it took the nearest great wolf to leap for his throat. The usual loss of sensation arrived when the monster caught its snout in a massive fist, pulping it into bloody ruin with a flex of his wrist before casting it aside. A whirlwind of red chaos followed, Ruhlin feeling hot blood wash over his hardened skin and the dull, ineffectual scrape of teeth on unyielding flesh.

Listen… Ohtera’s instruction echoed as Ruhlin drifted in the haze of muted sensation. In the past, his attempts to reassert control at such times met only the most marginal success. Now, instead of trying to wrest his body back, he reached for the same calm acceptance he had practised in his cell. In the nights since that first session with Ohtera, he had come to divine additional meaning to the monster’s growls, sensing only variations in its desire for escape. The notion of confinement seemed to enrage it, blossoming into hatred when Ruhlin’s thoughts turned to the stagna. Now, as he opened his mind to the monster’s voice, he heard something new: joy. As it tore and smashed and rent, the creature that had seized Ruhlin’s body rejoiced in the unbridled havoc it produced. It wasn’t mere exhilaration, more a sense of fulfilment, as if it recognised such violence as its purpose. This is what you are made for, Ruhlin realised. But who made you?

The question seemed to anger it more, but also heralded a sudden return of clarity. Ruhlin found his swollen form standing amid the torn remains of three great wolves, their guts and shattered bones littering the sand. A dozen paces away, Ohtera had slain one more and was engaged in battling another, constantly leaping clear of the beast’s lunges to slash at its flanks with her claws. Another great wolf, guided by the predator’s instinct to seek out the weakest prey, ravaged Delryk’s limp body. The young Kelven’s sword lay close by, its blade untarnished.

As it leaped upon the ravening wolf, Ruhlin heard a change in the pitch of the monster’s growls. The sound was more complex than usual, conveying a range of emotions that were at first hard to parse. Anger, of course, but laced with frustration. You don’t know, Ruhlin concluded, watching the monster stomp the great wolf’s skull into bloody ruin. You don’t know who made you.

An affirming grunt as the creature scooped up the wolf’s twitching corpse and hurled it at the beast assailing Ohtera. The collision sent the sole surviving great wolf tumbling, enabling Ohtera to dart close enough to open its throat with a powerful sweep of her claws.

In the aftermath of danger, Ruhlin felt the onset of another transformation, though his awareness remained unaltered. The monster growled again, but it was a fading expression of annoyance. Wait! Ruhlin pleaded. Stay with me. You want to escape this place. So do I. Only together can we do this.

A change in the growl, curiosity mixed with doubt. Also, Ruhlin felt a twinge to the stagna that didn’t come from any watching Ventra. This was an internal spasm of muscle and sinew accompanied by a demanding snarl. I don’t yet know how to remove it, he told the monster. But I do know without question that it can be done. He conjured the memory of the broken stagna Ohtera had shown him.

This time the answering growl held a grudging note of acceptance, albeit suffused with impatience.

We must wait our moment… Ruhlin began, his thought faltering at the sight of Ohtera stiffening in feral alertness. She had been crouched alongside Delryk’s body, face grim as she surveyed his mangled form. Then, nostrils once again flared, she spun about, the bones of her spine pronounced along the arc of her back.

“Be ready,” she told Ruhlin in a spittle-flecked rasp. “They’re not done with us.”

As she spoke another set of doors clattered open to unleash a fresh threat. These moved with even greater swiftness than the great wolves, raising fountains of sand as they sped across the arena. This time Ruhlin could identify them instantly, having seen others in the mountains around Tahrim Kyrn: snow leopards.

As the cats closed in, he felt the monster’s will begin to supplant his own once more, but not fully. His vision became glazed with a red tinge, but this time he could follow events with a fresh clarity. The leopards proved more wily than the wolves, darting close before wheeling away to circle their prey. They maintained a wider gap between the monster and themselves, but appeared especially aggressive towards Ohtera. Four of them formed a tight circle around her, lunging from different directions to slash at her limbs.

Despite his keenness to go to Ohtera’s aid, Ruhlin found himself incapable of compelling the monster to do so. Fully distracted by the three leopards encircling them, it eschewed waiting for one to come close and launched an immediate attack. Performing a fast, shallow leap, it pinned one of the creatures beneath its feet, crushing its spine and ribcage. The others immediately took the opportunity to pounce, one trying to savage his legs while the other landed on his back, fangs latching onto his neck. The monster’s joy surged anew as it whirled, delivering a bone-crushing kick to the leopard vainly attempting to tear flesh from his calf. The cat sailed through the air, blood trailing from its gaping mouth, to land a dozen feet away where it lay still. Reaching over his shoulder, the monster tore the second leopard free and, spinning, cast the screaming beast high in the air. It sailed into the lowest tier of seating, immediately creating a storm of panic as spectators tried to flee its fury. From the altered pitch of the crowd’s baying, Ruhlin concluded their fellow spectators found it most amusing.

Ohtera! Ruhlin shouted silently, trying to recapture the monster’s notice. My friend… Our friend.

The answering growl was rich in puzzled indifference, but he did consent to turn and regard Ohtera’s plight. She had managed to dispatch one of the attacking leopards, but suffered for it. Leaking blood from a bite on her leg, she sought to retreat from the remaining cats. They showed no desire to let her, continuing to circle and lunge, succeeding in drawing blood as Ohtera fought them off.

We need her, Ruhlin told the monster. Without her, there will be no escape.

The monster gave an unconvinced huff but lost no time in launching itself at Ohtera’s tormentors. A few moments of joyous rending and tearing of feline bodies and it was over.

Standing in the centre of the arena, deluged by the crowd’s acclaim, Ruhlin half-expected another set of doors to open. What would they face now? Bears, perhaps? But a glance at the Vortigurn’s platform convinced him their ordeal was over. The king’s shadowed form was gone. The crowd’s jubilation also told of a much appreciated end to the day’s entertainment. “AMUNDYR!” they chanted, over and over, something that stirred a rumble of derisive contempt from the monster.

Thank you, Ruhlin told it. The slabs of muscle covering his limbs diminished quickly and the red tinge fled his vision. The monster’s parting growl held a curious note, a combination of threatening tones and nascent hope that Ruhlin translated as: I trust you. Do not betray me.







CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

Felnir

Never one to stint in response to his king’s command, Beyorn set about fulfilling Felnir’s wishes with an energy that was matched only by his ruthlessness. He began by dispatching messengers to all corners of Vorunvahl, calling for only those of the stoutest hearts and strongest bodies to join the Sea King’s great sojourn across the Swathe. Given the region’s dire reputation, Felnir expected the response to be meagre. In fact, within eight weeks, over five thousand hopefuls had presented themselves at the King’s Hall in Speldhelven. Many were drawn from the ranks of Felnir’s existing menda, mostly those already captured by the sword’s glow. Other veterans were compelled to volunteer by the brand of loyalty that only results from being led in battle. Those who journeyed from the disparate parts of the realm were a more mixed bag. Some were lured simply by the promise of adventure, others the prospect of partaking in the generous rewards for which the Sea King had become famous. Hard-faced folk who made a living fighting for pay lined up outside the Warrior’s Hall alongside callow youths desperate for renown. So many answered the call that Sygna advised there was no prospect of provisioning a large force when it attempted to cross such notoriously barren country. However, Beyorn soon demonstrated a fierce dedication to ensuring only the most worthy and resolute would earn their place in this new menda.

On the first day of training he issued an empty water skin to each warrior and instructed them to make for a particular beach on the shore some twelve miles distant. They were to fill the skins with seawater and return before nightfall. All those who failed to do so were thanked for their service, given a strip of hack-silver, and told to go home. The next day Beyorn sent the survivors to a separate beach further along the shore. He repeated the exercise for a full week until the number of volunteers had halved. After that, their labour became only more arduous.

For days, Beyorn subjected them to a regimen of drill in the mornings and combat in the afternoons. The recruits fought each other with wooden staves, any failing to display the required mix of skill and aggression facing instant dismissal. Beyorn’s original intention had been to make them fight with real weapons, but Felnir forbade it. Even so, the combat was often fierce and injuries common, although none died. Come the end of the second week, only two thousand remained. Beyorn marched them into the hill country south of Speldhelven, each warrior carrying a deliberately light burden of food. All were told they could leave at any time without fear of punishment. Driven by hunger, many did so, and the force their Turmwald marched back to the Warrior’s Hall numbered a little over twelve hundred souls.

“As best as could be done in the time allowed, my king,” Beyorn said when Felnir came to inspect his new, elite menda. They stood in ranks in the courtyard of the Warrior’s Hall, straight-backed and unwavering despite recent depredations. Hunger showed in the leanness of their unwashed features, but Felnir saw resolve in every gaze. If ever a force could make it across the Swathe, this was it. Yet, he had to be sure.

Stepping onto the platform where the gallows once stood, he paused to cast his eye over their upturned, expectant faces. “As your king,” he began, “I am bound by my duty to speak only truth to you. So heed my words when I say that the task I will ask of you is beyond most mortals. In truth, it may be beyond us all. Yet, I will not shirk it. Three days from now, this menda marches for the Swathe. We will be well provisioned. We will bear the finest arms the forges of Speldhelven can produce. But make no mistake, our path is long and I know not how many standing here now will see its end. I would not ask this of you if not for dire necessity.” He rested a hand on the Sword of the Altvar, those already captured by its arcane compulsion shifting in eagerness at the prospect of beholding its glow once more. “Through their divine agency, enshrined in the blessed steel of this blade, have the Altvar warned me of a most vile enemy lurking in the north. An enemy that knows nothing of the Altvar’s lessons, that revels in meaningless slaughter and endless greed. An enemy that will, in time, visit its vileness upon this realm. This I will not abide.”

He drew the sword, unleashing its glow across their ranks. The hour was late and it shone bright, illuminating the faces of men and women lost to fascination. As always, there were exceptions, Audheld for one. He had been surprised to find her subjecting herself to Beyorn’s tests, but the presence of her young cousin was ample explanation. Standing at her side, Korstyn beheld the sword’s luminance with wide, unblinking eyes, tears streaming down his cheeks. Felnir wondered if his mind retained even the smallest vengeful impulse now, or was it filled entire by devotion to the Sea King? Either way, like all but a handful of his comrades, there was no doubt the lad would tramp the unforgiving wilderness of the Swathe until death took him.

“And so,” Felnir continued, raising the sword higher, “I, Felnir Skyrnrak, King of Vorunvahl, do give my most solemn oath in the light of the Altvar’s blessed blade, that I will bear all hardships, suffer all agonies, and fight all battles until our enemy in the north is utterly vanquished. Will you so swear?”

Their answering cry was jarring in its uniformity and volume. “WE SO SWEAR!” Drawing swords to catch the glow of their king’s gods-blessed blade, their voices boomed out across Speldhelven in a rhythmic chant. “WE SO SWEAR! WE SO SWEAR! WE SO SWEAR!”

When, finally, Felnir quelled their cries by sheathing the sword, the resultant silence was unnervingly sudden. Before unclasping the sword’s handle, he felt it exude a pulse of satisfaction leavened with a deep, impatient hunger. A liar king I am, he thought, flexing his fingers to banish the unpleasant tingle he now felt whenever he grasped the weapon. But some roads must be walked, and if lies see me to Guthnyr’s side, then so be it.

Sygna insisted on accompanying him to the heather-clad hills that formed the borderlands between northern Vorunvahl and the Swathe. Upon facing the long-delayed moment when he told her she would be remaining behind to govern in his stead, Felnir expected anger. Yet, though she displayed sorrow aplenty, she didn’t rage or castigate him for his decision. During the day she was all brisk efficiency when overseeing their extensive train of pack horses and the small herd of cattle that would provide meat on the march. But, come the evenings, she slipped into mostly silent contemplation. They encountered only a few settlements during the trek, mean dwellings occupied by hardy folk with weathered features and taciturn manners. They displayed scant knowledge of the fact that they were now ruled by a king in place of a Gyrwald, but made offers of tribute as if Felnir led a tax-collecting expedition. He refused them all and ensured Sygna was at his side to say the appropriate words. Should he fail to return, it was important these people at least remember their queen.

It required a march of fifteen days to reach the edge of the Swathe, during which Felnir gained an appreciation for the discipline of his menda. In all his years of campaigning, he had never led a sizeable force without losing a few to sickness or desertion on the march. He could also expect a small number lost to brawls over dice or drink. Yet, as they crested the final hill to behold the vast, featureless wasteland ahead, Sygna reported that every soul that set out from Speldhelven still stood at his back.

“I truly think they would follow you into the molten flows of the Fire Isles if you wished,” she said, squinting as she surveyed the halted column.

“Perhaps next time,” Felnir said, climbing down from Bolt’s back.

They camped atop the rise to await morning, Sygna and Felnir huddling together at a fire. “Tulvik is trustworthy,” Felnir told her. “And far more capable than I first thought. Heed his counsel well, especially when it comes to governance of the Greencrest.”

“I know,” Sygna sighed. “You told me.”

“Gyrwald Ahlfyrn will bear watching. The folk of the Mahra Isles are notoriously fractious. As surety against rebellion, we’ll need more ships…”

“You told me that too.” Her voice held an edge that let him know the time for advice was over. He watched her gaze slip to Wohtin. The old man stood nearby directing a wooden device of intricate design at the sky. Felnir had seen the astrologers of the Saluhtan’s court use similar contrivances in their studies of the stars.

“I won’t object if you decide to leave him behind too,” Sygna said. “Though I’ll have no employment for him, save perhaps sweeping out the stables.”

“I need him to find the three jewels,” Felnir replied, pulling her closer in reassurance. “Worry not, my love. I partake of his counsel only sparingly, and then with the largest dose of salt.”

“Perhaps mighty Velgard once said the same. And we’ve seen the ruins of his kingdom.”

“I have no desire to reach between worlds. My brother is all I want. And when I have him, we shall return to you. I’m minded to make him commander of my fleet.”

“Placing Guthnyr in charge of even one ship seems unwise, but a whole fleet?”

“My dreams show me a change in him. He commands others now and, I suspect, does well at it. But I know it to be a change wrought by suffering, which grieves me. Long did I strive to protect him from the worst of this world, but I failed. Sometimes I worry the brother I find will not be the brother I lost.” He felt Sygna tense in his arms and knew she was keeping back words. “What is it?”

“I…” She paused, drawing in a breath before slowly letting it out. “It’s just that none of us are who we were before all this started. In truth, I miss those days, when it was just us on the Sea Hawk with an endless ocean of possibilities before us.”

“We have a kingdom now, and Ulthnir knows how many years of life ahead of us.”

“But back then we had freedom. Power can be its own kind of cage. And I find the prospect of living many lifetimes arouses more fear than hope.” She turned in his arms, lips poised close to his. “I don’t want to face all those years alone, Felnir. So, as queen of this land, I command that you return to me.”

Felnir kissed her and, feeling her tremble with the onset of tears, held her tight, whispering in her ear, “As my queen commands.”

Come the morn, the menda of King Felnir Skyrnrak began its sojourn across the Swathe. His queen and her party of guards watched them march away from atop the hill, Felnir unable to restrain himself from continually glancing back at her diminishing silhouette. The flatness of the ground allowed for an unobstructed view for far longer than he would have preferred. As he rode at the head of the long column of warriors, pack horses and livestock, he was beset by an increasingly acute desire to abandon this entire enterprise. He couldn’t shake the feeling that Sygna had more to tell him the night before, restraining herself from pleading with him to stay and rule this kingdom they had won together. But she hadn’t, for that would have shamed him, left him wallowing in nightly torment as he dreamed of his brother’s fate.

Finally, the hill became too distant to discern among the haze lingering on the horizon and he turned his sight north. From here on, Felnir decided, there can be no more looking back.







CHAPTER THIRTY

Thera

Thera placed the Great Wolf at the head of the fleet as they approached the narrow channel in the northern stretch of the Fire Islands. In doing so, she had overridden the objections of her Veilwalds and captains. Skahlvyr Estrynlud in particular had argued that, as guided by the Queen’s Navigator, the Silver Hawk had already partially explored the route through the treacherous archipelago and was therefore best equipped to lead the fleet.

“No Ascarlian ship has ever successfully traversed the Fire Islands,” Thera replied. “Let alone an entire hahl-menda. While I trust the loyalty of my warriors, I ask much of them in this. They must know I have absolute faith in this course. Therefore, it will be my ship that leads.”

Rarely a visitor to these waters, Thera recalled that the most unnerving aspect of one’s first glimpse of the Fire Islands was not the perennial smoke, but the smell. Mingling rot with a metallic tang, it began to assail her nostrils and throat long before the first grey wisps drifted across the Great Wolf’s bows. As the smoke thickened and the distant slopes of the mountainous isles loomed above the horizon, Ragnalt called for the sail to be trimmed, lamps lit, and oars unshipped. Glancing to the stern, Thera saw the lights flicker into life all along the long line of ships that followed. Every captain had been cautioned to ensure they kept the lights of the ship to their front in sight. Proceeding in such a formation sat ill at ease with Thera, but Teryk had been unusually adamant on this point.

“The channel appears broad, my queen,” the young navigator informed her. “But the darkness of the water conceals the many dangers below. It’s not just the mountains that spew fire here. Wander too far from the path and you may find your ship boiled to pieces in moments.”

Teryk stood at the prow flanked by his brothers. The navigator communicated with Althsten at the helm via a series of simple hand gestures. Raising either hand indicated port or starboard. A single fist meant commence rowing and two meant stop. Once enveloped by the smoke billowing from the mountain tops, the entire fleet was now dependent on the judgement of one youth. Despite the burden of responsibility, Teryk exuded a sense of surety as he guided them ever closer to the promised channel. When she had quizzed him about the viability of the route, he said simply, “The song is very clear, my queen.”

Her first view of the Fire Islands proper came after an hour of proceeding at steady stroke. A random gust of wind banished enough of the smoke to reveal waves beating upon a rocky shore a quarter-mile off the starboard bow. She saw no glowing rivulets threading the flanks of the tall mountain rising from the island’s centre, but did spy vapours emerging from its upper reaches. She watched the isle pass by until the wind lessened and the smoke closed in once more. Having been warned by Skahlvyr what to expect upon entering the channel, she wrapped a thick, dampened cloth about her mouth and nose. It helped mute the smell, at least to a degree, but didn’t quite banish the ticklish urge to cough.

Thera soon found it impossible to gauge the distance travelled with each turn of the glass. The towering mountains to either side were barely visible, though their tendency to assault the ears with thunderous rumbles was decidedly unnerving. Thera spent the time on the foredeck, attempting to convey a sense of undimmed confidence in her navigator, but couldn’t contain a start when a bright orange flare lit the smoke off the port rail. Even through the mask, she felt the stench thicken, the reason becoming clear as they swept closer to the reddish glow. It appeared a fissure in the flank of a squat mountain had burst, issuing forth a torrent of molten rock. It pulsed as it cascaded down the slope to disappear in a blast of steam where it met the water.

Beautiful. Turning, Thera found Lynnea regarding the spectacle, blue eyes shining bright above the scarf shielding her face.

“And also dangerous,” Thera replied, voice barely audible through her mask. Such proximity to this display of nature’s raw power made her nervous, but Teryk gave no signal to change course.

Trust him, Lynnea advised, taking Thera’s hand. I not know how he does this, but I can feel his certainty. His connection to the water is as natural as breathing.

Nightfall arrived with what Thera felt to be unwarranted rapidity, even though they had been sailing the channel for hours. Teryk allowed no halt to their progress, however. Nor would he rest. “Soon, I shall hear a song from a new sea, my queen,” he said in response to Thera’s comment on his sagging form and exhausted eyes. He wore no mask and she saw a rare smile on his lips. “How could I sleep at a time like this?”

At night, the Fire Islands’ dangers were made even more evident by the frequent eruptions lighting their summits or sundering their flanks. Lynnea continued to gaze upon it all with unabashed delight while Thera strove to maintain a composure she didn’t feel. No mortal was ever meant to come here, she concluded when a particularly violent eruption shook the ship. Some miles away, a mountain cast gobbets of lava into the smoke-blackened sky, letting out an angry roar as it did so. This is a place where only the gods should tread.

Yet, when dawn broke it cast its light upon a channel flanked by green slopes. The smoke had thinned, revealing a blue sky above the mountain tops. However, the channel ahead continued its meandering course through a maze of sheer cliffs and inlets. Teryk’s promised new sea remained some distance off.

“Can we increase speed?” Thera asked her navigator, keen to escape such constricted waters. This eastern side of the isles was evidently less troubled, but she still saw evidence aplenty of the mountains’ wrath in the black veins of cooled lava tracing through the greenery.

“Not yet, my queen.” Teryk said, pointing to a gap between two islands a quarter-mile ahead. “The song warns of a strong current. We’ll need to steer clear lest it push us onto shore.”

As they proceeded at steady stroke, Thera saw how the water in the centre of the channel churned with colliding eddies. Even skirting the worst of it caused the Great Wolf’s prow to veer off course several times, forcing Althsten to enlist Ragnalt’s help in working the helm. Moving to the stern, Thera saw how the energetic current had a similar effect on the Silver Hawk and the other ships to her rear. The line wavered but, fortunately, the skill of Ascarlian seafarers held true. Some ships were swept perilously close to the rocky shore but none foundered.

A half-mile further on they were required to round a great slab of rock jutting into the channel from the southern shore. The curve and sharpness of its edge put Thera in mind of her great-grandfather’s stone axe. The resemblance was sufficiently distracting to prevent her noticing the Nihlvarian ship waiting on the other side until the first arrow whistled through the air.

It thudded into the foredeck a few feet away, provoking an instinctive shout of “Shields!” as the subsequent torrent of shafts rained down. Thera ran for the stern, catching the shield Ragnalt threw to her and sinking low under its protection. The veteran crew were equally swift in raising their own shields, though the following few moments were punctuated by grunts and curses as a few steel-heads found flesh.

When the arrow storm abated, Thera raised her gaze above the shield’s rim to see the Nihlvarian ship ploughing towards the Great Wolf at ramming speed. A twelve-foot long, serrated iron spike protruded from her prow and a thick knot of archers on her foredeck continued to cast out arrows. Fortunately, the Nihlvarian vessel’s speed and the fractious current succeeded in mostly spoiling their aim.

“Teylhar!” Thera called out but the artisan was already running for the bolt caster. Within seconds, Teylhar and his well-drilled coterie of engineers had spun the levers that raised the hulking weapon and trained it on the oncoming enemy. As they did so Ragnalt ordered his oarsmen to reverse stroke and had Althsten heave the tiller to starboard. Consequently, the Nihlvarian ship was still nigh fifty paces short of her target when Teylhar loosed the first bolt. It was well aimed, shattering the hull planking to the left of the iron ram. However, the influx of water was too meagre to cause the ship to founder immediately. Watching her come on with her speed only slightly reduced, Thera cried out two more commands: “Ship oars and arm yourselves! Althsten, steer hard to port and put us alongside!”

The Great Wolf listed as she swung clear of the Nihlvarian’s ram, the spike scraping splinters and shattering oars as it slid along the starboard rail before the two hulls slammed together. Jarred from her feet, Thera struggled upright to find Lynnea at her side. Snaryk crouched nearby, the great dog’s lips quivering and teeth bared in anticipation of the violence to come. I thought you might need this. Lynnea raised the dreadaxe, Thera taking it with a grateful grin.

“Stay close to him,” she said, nodding to Snaryk. Turning, she covered the distance to the opposing ship in a few strides and hurled herself across the gap. She landed among the Nihlvarian archers, their ranks disordered by the collision with the Great Wolf. Thera cut down two before the rest could react and when they did it was to scramble clear of her path. Only one lingered, foolishly trying to put an arrow to his bowstring rather than reaching for the blade at his belt. Thera’s blow sent him tumbling over the prow, cleaved through the chest. A dozen better armed warriors then came at her from the ship’s stern only to be intercepted by Ragnalt and the bulk of the Great Wolf’s crew. Having closed the gap between the two ships with grappling ropes, they leaped the narrowing divide in a tight mass. It was over in moments, every Nihlvarian cut down or forced into the water, leaving their vessel a drifting, sinking hulk.

Looking to port, Thera muttered a curse at the realisation that this ambusher hadn’t been alone. At least a score more ships, each equipped with a long iron spike, sped past to assail her fleet at ramming speed. She took some gratification at seeing the leading vessels met with a hail of bolts. The leading craft took three of the heavy projectiles in the forward hull and instantly began to sink. However, although they suffered damage, the remainder continued their charge.

Realising she now stood in several inches of water, Thera ordered her warriors back to the Great Wolf. “Cut this thing clear or she’ll drag us down with her!” she shouted, hauling herself back aboard. “Althsten, get us turned about. Teylhar, have your device ready…” Her string of orders trailed off when her gaze alighted on the bows. Lying on the boards with an arrow through his neck and his weeping brothers at his side, was Teryk. The Queen’s Navigator was slain, and so too any hope that she could lead her fleet through these dread islands.







CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

Guthnyr

The outlaw tried to speak as the noose jerked taut about his neck, tongue wriggling like a bloated worm, eyes bulging and legs kicking. Guthnyr considered hanging a far worse punishment than beheading, and would have preferred employing the latter method here. But Deyna insisted that, having unearthed the spy in their midst, his death must be both ugly and public.

The traitor’s features were undistinguished, even in death. Once he had gasped his last, and Sygurn cut the body down, Guthnyr looked upon flaccid features that would have drawn scant notice in any crowd. Finding him had not been easy, requiring much subtle investigation on Deyna’s part. Far better attuned to the ways of the Travka than he, she had spent three weeks parsing the web of gossip that traced through the various factions of their army. Finally, she alighted on one small nugget: Oryn, a man only recently accepted into a Travka band who listened much but said little. He had also been vague about his past, beyond allusions to petty smuggling earning the ill-favour of an Aerling in some southern port. His conspicuous absence during the battle at the river provided additional grounds for suspicion. Although cowardice didn’t make him a spy, Oryn’s habit of disappearing into the woods, where he had been witnessed scribbling something on parchment, caused Deyna to order him seized and his belongings searched. The discovery of several messages written in the same cypher as those found in Tuhlvyr Telmyrk’s chambers put the issue beyond doubt. Oryn himself made no pretence of protesting his innocence. In between bouts of fear-born vomiting, he gabbled out a detailed confession. Confirming his recruitment from a gaol cell by the Kurgynrahk, he related an unlikely tale of how the spymaster maintained contact via shared dreams. As proof, he proffered a small silver trinket in the shape of a knot, claiming this enabled the Kurgynrahk to access his slumbering mind. Guthnyr thought the story absurd but Deyna’s grim, thoughtful visage made it plain she gave it credence.

“Moyirn’s ways have always been mysterious,” she said during a pause in the questioning. “As is his ability to acquire knowledge he shouldn’t possess. Long have I pondered how it was done. Now I have an answer.”

They had tied Oryn to a chair in one of many cells to be found in the bowels of the Tuhlvyr’s Hall. Guthnyr expected to find him bloody from beating, but couldn’t see a bruise on his unremarkable face. “Unless this wretch is lying,” Guthnyr pointed out. “Rarely have I seen a captive more willing to spill his secrets.”

“He’s too scared to lie. Nor does he entertain any doubts as to his fate. As reward for his honesty, all he asks for is a quick death.”

“Seems fair.”

“Not to me. And the Travka will be expecting a show. Among the clans, betraying your allegiance is akin to murdering a child.”

“Then why is he still willing to talk?”

Deyna squinted at Guthnyr in a manner that spoke of continued surprise at his guilelessness. “Because I lied, of course.”

Upon being led into the Sehlumvek market square to behold the waiting crowd and the gallows, Oryn had wept and soiled himself. But, curiously, he failed to voice any protestation or condemnation of Deyna’s deceit. The onlooking Travka were predictably vocal in the abuse they hurled at the spy, assailing him with both curses and detritus even after he had stopped kicking.

“It won’t be long before Moyirn realises he’s lost his eye in the north,” Deyna mused once the crowd had dispersed and Oryn’s corpse tossed onto the pyre. She held up the spy’s silver knot, turning it back and forth in the light. “It would be useful to know how this thing works. Perhaps I should do some dreaming of my own.”

“Better to throw the cursed thing away,” Guthnyr said. “By the sound of things, the Kurgynrahk seems more creature than man. I don’t think you want him in your head.”

“A fair point.” Deyna dropped the trinket into the purse on her belt. “Though it would benefit us greatly if I could but glimpse his mind. He’ll know we’ve taken this city. The question arises as to what he, and more importantly, the Vortigurn will do about it.”

“They have but two choices. Come and take it back or wait for us to move south. I will not allow them the leisure to prepare either an attack or a defence. We march as soon as we’re able.”

“The further south we go, the greater the danger. Those who fled this place will have spread word of the Tielvik’s menda far and wide. Fear and panic will surely aid us, but could also spur fierce resistance. And we can’t expect all cities between here and the Citadel to be so poorly prepared.”

“They have many slaves within their walls, do they not? Now the fire of rebellion has been lit, it’s sure to spread.”

It was sometimes difficult to read Deyna’s expression, the former Tuhlvyr being so skilled in concealing her thoughts. But intimate proximity had afforded Guthnyr an insight denied others. So, when he saw her lower her head while tightening her lips, he knew she was stilling her tongue.

“Is there another threat to the south?” he pressed. “Something, for reasons best known to yourself, you choose to keep back?”

“No. Just a conclusion based on logic.” Deyna let out a sigh and turned to face him. “News of a slave rebellion will have spread, that is certain. What is also certain is the reaction of every Aerling and Tuhlvyr who hears it. The last such revolt began in a place called the Red Sands, a mining settlement on the eastern coast. As with us, the slaves rose up and allied themselves with some local outlaw bands. They began a march for the nearest port but word of their uprising flew ahead of them. By the time they reached it, they found it empty of free folk but full of slaves. Slave corpses that is. It was the same story everywhere they marched until, eventually, the Vortigurn’s pet general met them in battle. None were spared.”

“Which means more slaves will die for every day we tarry here. You must have known this.”

“There was nothing to be done. No army could march fast enough to stop it.” Her tone was sharp, eyes glinting with an anger he found surprising. Normally, accusations of moral failure bounced off her like peas off armour. Guthnyr couldn’t tell if it arose from guilt or the discovery of her deceit.

“We march on the morrow,” Guthnyr stated. “To the closest city.”

“We’re still gathering supplies. And most of the new recruits can barely stand in line…”

“We march on the morrow.” The harshness of his tone was enough to bring her to silence. “I will expect you to provide a destination,” he went on, turning away. “And tonight, I would prefer to sleep alone.”

Dernvek was more a town than a city, being considerably smaller than Sehlumvek but with higher walls that could have enabled a prolonged defence. Yet the gates stood open and not a single horn or voice was raised in alarm as Guthnyr led his mounted vanguard forward. Drawing nearer, he saw that the walls featured a singular form of decoration. The stench of decomposition told the tale even before the dangling corpses became clear. They hung every few yards along the entirety of the wall, staining the stones and the air. Guthnyr forced himself to count them all, refusing to deny himself the sight of hanged children or pregnant women, for not a single slave in Dernvek had been spared.

“One thousand, one hundred and eighty-two,” he murmured to himself when the task was done. “One thousand, one hundred and eighty-two.”

Inside, they found empty houses stripped of both provisions and valuables. Guthnyr let the Travka have the run of the place anyway, and made no effort to fight the fires that soon began to shroud the town in smoke. He did, however, order the bodies taken down and laid within the walls for the flames to see them on their way to the Altvar’s embrace.

“It will be the same all along the road south,” Deyna said. “But we can expect barred gates and defended walls once we reach the Vortigurn’s heartland.”

Guthnyr had gathered the captains of this curious menda for a conference. They camped for the night atop a low hill a mile south of Dernvek, still casting flame into the dimming sky. As was now customary, the Morvek ranged the approaches but Tirohk’s scouts reported only the tracks of those fleeing the city and no sign of an approaching army.

“Asking this lot to scale the walls of one city would be unwise,” Sygurn said, casting a caustic eye across the untidy rows of tents and shelters raised by the Tielvik’s horde. “Getting them to do it over and over again all the way to the capital would be fecking impossible.”

“Then we don’t,” Guthnyr replied. “We avoid the cities completely, give battle only where we’re met in open field. I hear time and again of the paucity of the Vortigurn’s forces. With luck, our march may be uncontested.”

“Trusting to luck is bad practice in war,” Deyna said. “As I would know better than most. Besides, although the Vortigurn has sent many warriors across the sea, he is sure to have retained a strong force in the Citadel. Cruel, and perhaps mad though he is, none could ever call him foolish. We must be cautious now. With no hope of recruiting more slaves, one misstep and this rebellion ends in bloody ruin.”

“You speak of caution while Ruhlin suffers in the Vortigurn’s clutches,” Aleida said, fixing Deyna with a harsh glower, one she quickly turned on Guthnyr. “We began this for a reason. Do you intend to forsake your brother now?”

“I forsake no one,” he growled. “Not Ruhlin, and not these people who have pledged themselves to me on the promise of sound leadership.”

“There is another way.” These words, softly spoken, came from Torfyn. Stroking his beard, the outlaw chieftain turned a thoughtful gaze towards the southern hills. “The Green Run we called it back in my smuggling days. You remember, Deyna? Your mother spoke of it often enough.”

“That she did,” Deyna confirmed. “A region of forested hills that runs all the way to the coast, ending only a few miles from the Citadel.” Looking to her uncle, she added in a cautious tone, “Beloved by smugglers because it’s such an easy place to get lost in. My mother spoke of friends who wandered from the path never to be seen again.”

“I recall the trails well enough to act as guide,” Torfyn replied. “Not an easy place to march an army through, I’ll grant you. But it’s far from impassible, and there’s no stronghold or settlement to be found among those trees.”

“How long a march to reach it?” Guthnyr asked.

“Two weeks,” Torfyn said. “If we push hard, which we must. The country ’twixt here and there is all rolling fields and bare hills. Not somewhere to be caught by the Vortigurn’s menda, assuming he has one to send.”

“This seems a decent plan to me,” Aleida put in as Guthnyr fell to silent pondering. Her judgement, at least regarding this quandary, could hardly be called sound. She would risk any danger if it got her to Ruhlin’s side one day quicker. Looking to Deyna, Guthnyr found her features also set in thought. Their nightly distractions hadn’t resumed, but despite his lingering resentment, their mutual understanding persisted. Meeting his gaze, she gave a short nod.

“The Green Run it is,” Guthnyr announced. “Spread the word: we break camp with the dawn and march until dusk. Any grumblers can take it up with me, though I doubt they’ll like the outcome.”

Faced with such an arduous march, it was inevitable that the menda that reached the forested hills of the Green Run would be reduced by desertion. By Deyna’s reckoning, they had lost over a thousand in all, mostly Travka who preferred making off with their loot rather than face the grinding fatigue of a forced march. Guthnyr made no effort to stop them, reasoning they would be of scant use in any fighting to come. Besides, every deserter meant one less mouth to feed. Upon first sight of the unbroken expanse of undulating green stretching away into the distance, he fully understood Deyna’s trepidation at following this route. If there was ever a place to get lost in, this was surely it.

To his surprise, the Morvek exhibited a similar pitch of unease at the prospect of traversing the Green Run. Usually, when encountering woodland, they reacted with zeal at finding a fresh hunting ground. Yet, when Guthnyr reined his mount to a halt at the forest edge, he found Tirohk and a group of his warriors scanning the trees with wary eyes.

“Looks wrong, smells wrong,” the Vehlkasa war chief stated, peering into the shadowy maze of vegetation with evident distaste.

“Wrong how?” Guthnyr enquired.

“Just… wrong. Like a place made for beast, not us. We should not walk here, Kirah-Var.”

“To beat the Rulchakin, we must.”

Tirohk grimaced, continuing to dither until a strident question from Aleida brought a flush to his skin. She spoke in Morvek so Guthnyr could catch only a vague sense of her meaning, but he was sure it contained an allusion to cowardice. She and the war chief matched glares for a prolonged moment. Guthnyr recalled the many guarded or even hostile looks the Vehlkasa had directed at the Aerling’s daughter. As a despised mixed-blood, she had been tolerated for her blessing and the fact that she was the Telchak’s woman. Seeing the fury in Tirohk’s baleful stare, Guthnyr worried that such toleration might be about to end.

“Have we not walked far enough together to be called friends?” Guthnyr asked, addressing the question to both of them. When this brought only a slight lessening of their ire, he stepped closer to Tirohk, voice lowered, “You have put great trust in me, I know. I ask that you continue to do so. We are so close now. The Telchak lies on the other side of this forest. As does victory. We need only grasp it.”

Snorting, the war chief turned away, snarling an instruction at his warriors who promptly disappeared into the trees. Before following, Tirohk paused to regard Guthnyr with a reproachful gaze. “Trust is never endless, Kirah-Var. Remember that.”

The army was forced to enter the forest in a column no more than two warriors abreast, the line sometimes thinned to single file by the narrowness of the trail. Torfyn took the lead and Guthnyr soon abandoned the hopeless task of trying to gauge their direction as the outlaw chieftain’s course was often wayward. That first day, they traversed rock-strewn slopes and mud-banked streams, narrow ravines and steep-sided gulleys. All the while, Guthnyr scanned the forest for any sign of threat. The fact that he saw nothing did little to assuage his concern. Apart from the occasional flutter of birdsong, the Green Run seemed unnaturally quiet.

The first night, they made camp in what Torfyn called a clearing, although Guthnyr thought it scarcely worthy of the name. It consisted of a few acres of relatively flat ground where the trees were more thinly spread, enabling tents and shelters to be raised. Establishing a firm cordon of pickets on such ground was tedious and time consuming, the sky near full dark by the time Guthnyr completed a full tour of the camp’s defences. The one boon to this gloomy sojourn was that it heralded a new quietude to his patchwork army. Travka, Morvek, and freed slave all forsook their habitual discord for tense regard of the deepening shadows. Usually, his nightly inspection would discover at least one picket asleep or close to it, requiring a stern rebuke to snap them to alertness. This night, he found them all fully awake, many clutching weapons with sweaty hands.

“Mother always said the worse thing about the Green Run was the fear,” Deyna commented later. Since the spy’s hanging she tended to keep to her own fire. Yet tonight, when Guthnyr sat down beside his shelter, she came to join him. “She smuggled all manner of contraband under these trees for years, but said she could never shake the twin notions of being both watched and unwelcome. There are many old tales of ghosts and such haunting these woods, but Mam never saw a single one. Didn’t stop the fear, though.”

Guthnyr replied with only a vague nod, his attention drifting to the neighbouring fire where Lohra was teaching Ryma some form of game. It involved weaving a string about the fingers and forming it into various shapes, all while singing a song. The blonde girl laughed as she helped Ryma wrap the twine about her small digits, making them perhaps the least fearful souls he had encountered this night. Lohra’s cheerfulness struck him as odd, given the horrors she had witnessed in her home city. Lost her entire family, yet she finds room in her heart for laughter, he thought, experiencing a pang of envy. Felnir once said I could laugh at a shit in a puddle. How long had it been since he laughed at anything?

“Her family were cruel to her,” Deyna said as his gaze continued to linger on Lohra. “Her father especially. I don’t think she misses them. Apart, perhaps, her uncle. Though she appears to harbour no ill-feelings regarding his demise. Numbers and games, the more complex the better, seem her principal interests. You surely wouldn’t want to play her at cards. She has an uncanny way of knowing every hand dealt.”

When her words met only silence, Deyna paused to issue a small cough. “I should have told you,” she said. “About the slaves. I’m sorry I did not.” From the strain in her voice and the twist of her mouth, Guthnyr divined this may have been the first apology she had ever uttered.

“If you had, I might not have begun this march,” he said. “That was your reasoning, was it not?”

Deyna shifted a little. “The Vortigurn needs to fall. We both know that. Achieving such an end was always going to spill a great deal of blood, most of it innocent. I believe you are intelligent enough to have known that too.”

“I suppose I did. But it’s never been my way to dwell on the bad things. That I always left to my brother, or my sister.”

“You have a sister?”

“I do. Thera is her name. Thera Speldrenda, Vellihr of Justice to the Sister Queens. Great is the renown of the Blackspear, and well deserved it is too.”

“Vellihr?”

“A favoured servant to the queens. Most are warriors. Some are scholars.”

“Ah, so your sister is akin to a Ventra. It’s what the Vortigurn calls his special servants, though there are certainly no scholars among them.” She paused again before speaking on, voice softer but also more serious. “When we draw close to the Citadel, it will be the Ventra he sends against us. They are like her.” She nodded to Aleida, sitting in brooding silence at the next fire. “Kelven, we call them. Possessed of the Altvar’s blessing. Some are discovered as children and taken into the Vortigurn’s service. Others are bred. Their loyalty is fierce, and their powers considerable.”

“So,” Guthnyr sighed, “you come to warn me of a yet greater ocean of blood to be spilled.”

“I come because, if we are to succeed, there can be no more discord between us. I understand your anger, but do not allow it to cloud your judgement. We have but one chance at victory. And you know well the consequence if we fail.”

Until now, he had thought this woman a parcel of ambition and vengeance. But, looking into her intent, unblinking eyes, he realised this was the first time he had seen her truly afraid. He liked to think it arose not just for herself, but for Ryma, Lohra, and the others she had marched with on this trail. But with Deyna, Guthnyr knew it was impossible to say for sure. Still, he was grateful for her fear. It made her at least human.

“Tell me more,” he said, sitting up and shifting closer to her. “About these Ventra.”

The following morning, Guthnyr woke to a clamour of alarm from the portion of the camp occupied by Torfyn’s band. Assuming some quarrel had erupted with their neighbours, Guthnyr made no rush to investigate, hoping the argument would settle without his intervention. However, the continuing chorus of raised voices, pitched in concern rather than anger, drew him closer. He found Halvor with sword in hand despite the absence of enemies. The youth roved the undergrowth nearby, peering into every hollow.

“Some fecking beast’s taken him!” he raged, gaze frantic as he scanned into the gloomy wall of trees. “A bear! A wolf! I’ve felt eyes on us since we entered this shitting forest.”

“Taken who?” Guthnyr asked.

“You need to rouse the entire camp,” Halvor demanded, though his voice held more worry than command. “My father is gone.”

“Gone where?”

“How the feck should I know? If I did I wouldn’t be talking to you, would I?”

The outlaw chieftain usually slept among his band, but they had woken at dawn to find his bedroll empty and no sign of him nearby. His own concern mounting, Guthnyr organised a thorough, if rapid search of the camp, but Torfyn was nowhere to be found.

“No blood,” Tirohk reported, having scouted the ground closest to the outlaws’ encampment. “No tracks beyond those of a man. He wasn’t taken.”

“He wouldn’t just walk off!” Halvor snarled. “How do we know one of your lot didn’t do it? Morvek savages can’t be trusted…”

“Still your tongue!” Guthnyr snapped, fixing the youth with a stare of sufficiently dire warning to bring his diatribe to a halt. “Did he leave a trail?” Guthnyr asked, turning back to Tirohk.

“Leads towards a stream,” the war chief said, pointing to a narrow avenue through the trees. “Harder to track after that.”

Guthnyr looked to Deyna. “Can you think of any reason why your uncle would choose to wander off?”

“No one in their right mind walks the Green Run alone,” she said. “My uncle is many things, but mad is not among them. All I can think of is a cache, some old store of loot he doesn’t want anyone else seeing. Perhaps he went to find it and something stopped him coming back.”

Shifting his gaze to Tirohk, Guthnyr said, “Without this man we are lost.”

Nodding, the war chief called out in Morvek, summoning a dozen Vehlkasa hunters to his side. They promptly set off towards the stream at a run, quickly followed by Halvor. “I’d best go too,” Guthnyr said, shrugging off his cloak and handing it to Deyna. “No one else is to take a single step in any direction until I return.”

“And if you don’t?”

“I hope your mother told you enough about this place to allow you retrace our steps. Wait until nightfall. No longer.”

He expected to have to labour to catch up to the Morvek, but their pursuit of Torfyn slowed considerably after crossing the stream. Finding a track when hampered by the shadows that never seemed to fade from this forest required much scouring of the ground. Finally, one of Tirohk’s hunters discovered a patch of mud disturbed by recent footprints.

“Running not walking,” Tirohk said, crouching to inspect the tracks.

“Didn’t want to be seen,” Guthnyr surmised. If Torfyn had indeed gone in search of old loot, it was in keeping with his nature that he wouldn’t want others to know where it was hidden. Still, despite the man’s greed, Guthnyr hadn’t thought him so lacking in responsibility as to abandon the army when he remained their sole guide. Either the treasure he hoped to claim was considerable or he had another purpose.

The Morvek tracked Torfyn’s trail through dense ferns and a series of ravines, each one deeper and more sheer sided than the last. Soon it became clear to Guthnyr that they had entered a new and distinct region of this forest, the close-packed trees giving way to a labyrinth of interlocked gulleys. Eventually, they converged into a high-sided canyon where a fast-running river frothed over moss-covered rocks. It was thanks to the disturbed greenery atop the boulders that the Morvek were able to continue their hunt. The canyon continued for nigh another mile, its flanks diminishing in height until they once again walked beneath the tight, occluding weave of the forest canopy. Here the river traced a meandering course through the trees, the keen-eyed hunters spying more tracks along its moistened banks. They had covered another hundred paces when Tirohk came to a sudden halt, sinking into a crouch and unlimbering his bow.

“What is it?” Guthnyr whispered, keeping low as he moved to the Morvek’s side.

Tirohk surveyed the foliage to his right, brows furrowed in puzzlement. “I…” he began, shaking his head. “I see nothing. I smell nothing. But something is wrong here, Kirah-Var.”

“Father!” The shout came from Halvor. The youth stood nearby, face lit with relief. Rising, Guthnyr saw a solitary figure kneeling in a small clearing some fifty paces off. Torfyn had his back to them and gave no indication of having heard his son’s greeting.

“What are you about, you daft old sot?” Halvor said, pushing his way through the undergrowth. “Been at the good stuff, have you?” Guthnyr watched him come to Torfyn side, noting the way the outlaw chief’s head slumped lower by several inches. But he continued to say nothing.

“Don’t!” Tirohk hissed as Guthnyr started forward. Pausing to scan their surroundings, he saw no sign of danger, but the warning of a Vehlkasa war chief was not to be ignored, even if he couldn’t name the threat.

“Stay here,” Guthnyr told Tirohk, drawing Kohrvayl. “Keep watch.”

Resuming his approach, he heard Tirohk mutter commands to his hunters. The creak of their bowstrings seemed unnaturally loud in the otherwise still air.

“Well, get the feck up then,” Halvor told his father as Torfyn continued to kneel, head bowed and mouth closed. “I’m sure our great leader will allow you an hour or two to sleep it off back in camp.”

“That I will,” Guthnyr said, halting at Torfyn’s side. “Though, given the dance you’ve led us, I’d guess you’ve taken something stronger than drink.”

Once again, Torfyn didn’t answer, his eyes were now tightly closed, as if he suffered some form of anguish. His right fist was poised in front of his chest, the same gesture he adopted in times of danger or indecision. Except this time, Guthnyr saw that, instead of clutching his jerkin, he held something on a cord that looped around his neck.

“What is that?” Guthnyr asked.

Finally, Torfyn consented to look at him. Swallowing hard, the outlaw revealed features set in an expression of abject apology. Blinking wet eyes, he spoke in a thick croak. “Don’t worry. She’ll keep you alive.”

Guthnyr began to demand clarification, then stopped when Torfyn’s hand opened to reveal a small silver trinket in the shape of a knot. Guthnyr whirled, raising the sword in expectation of an attack, but instead was baffled at the sight of a slender woman in a hood stepping clear of the trees a few paces away. She appeared alone and unarmed, causing Guthnyr to whirl again, fearing a distraction from a rush at his rear.

“So, this is the Tielvik general.”

His gaze returned to the woman, finding her drawing back her hood. The unveiled face was unfamiliar and undeniably beautiful. Still, the predatory cast to her eyes as she stepped closer caused him to raise Kohrvayl. “Who are you?”

She ignored the question, halting to angle her head in scrutiny, the corners of her mouth twitching. “You’re prettier than I expected. Possessed of a certain savage charm, one might say…”

“Answer his question, woman!” Halvor barked, drawing his own blade. “Who the feck are you?”

The woman’s gaze slipped to Halvor, smooth brows hardening in irritation, whereupon the youth instantly convulsed as if he had suffered a stab wound to the gut. Doubling over, he collapsed, bile issuing from his gaping mouth in a torrent. Although the woman had thrown no weapon, Guthnyr knew instinctively that Halvor’s plight was her doing. “Ventra!” he grunted, drawing Kohrvayl back for a thrust. The woman’s gaze caught him before he could deliver the blow. It was as if an unseen torch lit a fire in his innards. Searing pain joined with raging nausea to send him to his knees, his sword falling from a spasming hand.

From behind him came the hard snap of a bowstring, but the woman was too quick. Ducking low to avoid Tirohk’s arrow, she pressed herself against Guthnyr’s kneeling form, peering over his shoulder to cast her gaze at the surrounding trees. A chorus of strangled groans sounded, followed by the rustle and thump of falling bodies. Able to turn his head only a few inches, Guthnyr saw Tirohk stumble into the clearing. The war chief moved with agonised slowness, his entire body trembling as he made one faltering step after another. His bow was gone but he had managed to take hold of his kelvehr hatchet. Drool cascaded from between gritted teeth as he tottered towards the woman.

“Strong,” the woman muttered with a note of surprise. She stood, moving away from Guthnyr. “I hope you’re not fond of him,” she added, drawing a dagger from her belt.

Guthnyr let out a strangled roar as she approached Tirohk. Despite the inferno raging in his core, he managed to reach a flailing arm towards Kohrvayl. The bright, untarnished blade lay well within reach, but his fingers barely brushed the pommel before the woman slashed her dagger across Tirohk’s throat.

For an instant, rage overcame pain and Guthnyr was able to fully grasp the sword’s handle. Surging upright, he lunged at the Ventra, but it was little more than the stumbling lurch of a clumsy child. Sidestepping his flailing blade with ease, the woman sent Guthnyr sprawling with a deft kick to his ankles. “Careful now, Tielvik,” she chided. “I’ve been told to deliver you unharmed, but it won’t prevent me making a cut or two if need be.”

Once again wracked with agony, Guthnyr could only lie with his cheek pressed into the soil, staring into Tirohk’s half-closed, empty eyes only a few feet away.

“Ending you may seem petty,” the woman said, moving towards Halvor who lay huddled and shuddering at his father’s side, “but I took severe exception to your tone.”

“No!” Torfyn said, face hard with warning as he stepped into her path. “My son is not part of this. My agreement with the Kurgynrahk—”

“Ends here,” the woman interrupted, her arm moving with viper-like swiftness to lance her dagger neatly into the hollow of Torfyn’s neck. Sputtering red froth, he collapsed to his knees, hands vainly attempting to stem the gush of blood. “Always the way with turncoats, don’t you find?” the woman enquired of Guthnyr, glancing up from the outlaw’s death throes. “Having spent a lifetime mired in betrayal, they have the gall to be surprised when it’s visited upon them. Now then, young man.” She turned back to Halvor, crouching with dagger raised, then pausing when he let out a plaintive string of garbled pleas. “Oh, stop whining. Your kind should be grateful for a quick de—”

A large grey blur flickered across Guthnyr’s vision, accompanied by a brief snarl and the snap of jaws. The woman’s pose barely changed, except she now stared in shocked regard of the jetting stump of her wrist. “Oh,” she said in a small, curious voice before the grey blur descended on her once again, powerful limbs pinning her down as snapping jaws and long sharp teeth ravaged her chest. Guthnyr felt his pain recede while the woman’s blood and bone flew in a grisly fountain, then, when the beast bit deeper, it vanished completely.

Its work complete, the wolf sat, tongue lapping over its reddened snout. The sight of its eyes, green in a mask of dark fur brought a rush of recognition. Hearing the sound of weeping, Guthnyr sat up, finding a familiar figure crouched beside Tirohk’s body. Gently, Iyaka cradled the war chief’s head in her lap, trembling fingers tracing over his sagging features.

“What was she?”

The question came from a second figure, also familiar. As Velkar strode from the trees, the wolf trotted to her side. More followed her into the clearing, a pack at least double the size she had led back to the Morvek dominion. Going to the mauled body of the woman, she squinted at her face in evident distaste before turning an expectant glance on Guthnyr.

“A Ventra, I believe,” he said, getting to his feet. “A servant of the Vortigurn, possessed of a power best reserved to the gods.” He rubbed his gut, fighting a wave of nausea at the memory of the pain he had just experienced. Nearby, Halvor crawled to his father’s body, his sobs far louder than Iyaka’s.

“How did you find us?” Guthnyr asked Velkar.

“My wolves never forget a scent.” She prodded a toe to the Ventra’s corpse. “Does the Vortigurn have more like this one?”

“Yes,” Guthnyr said, finding to his surprise that he retained the capacity to form a savage grin. “But that may not matter, for we have Ventra of our own.”







CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

Elvine

They used scavenged timber and ropes from the wrecked ship to construct a dozen sleds. Several of Kahlvik’s crew hailed from the northern gelds where crafting such things was an annual chore. Deck boards were sawed down the middle to create runners and ropes woven into webbing to bind the contrivances together. Each sled was allocated to a three- or four-strong group who hauled them up the slope to the ice plain where they were laden with supplies.

“Nothing stirs hunger like cold,” Kahlvik warned Elvine as the last few bundles were fixed to the sleds. “Expect to eat twice as much and still grow thinner by the day. You have perhaps enough for a week upon the ice, Spear Maiden. So, if you haven’t caught her within three days—”

“I will,” Elvine cut in, hefting the spear for emphasis. “For my guide senses the Traitor Queen moves slowly. The folly of using unwilling slaves to port her victuals, I expect. Fitting that it should be her undoing.” Seeing Gruinskard’s bulky frame struggling to the crest of the slope, she went to greet him.

“Better you had remained on the ship,” Elvine said.

“Then I would miss what will most likely be the last glimpse of the Spear Maiden before she disappears forever,” the old man replied in a gust of steaming breath. “One of many salient events seen by this aged eye. I should really get round to writing it all down one of these days.”

“A chronicle I shall be very curious to read, in time,” Elvine said. She paused, unable to properly phrase her request. “My mother…” she began, only for Gruinskard to wave her to silence.

“I’ll tell her all about it should you fail to return,” he said. “Though it’s bound to make her hate me even more.”

“I want her to know I had no choice. And that I…” Finding her words stalled in a thickened throat, Elvine faltered, wiping at her eyes with fur mittens lest the tears freeze upon her skin. Gruinskard watched her sniff for a short interval before speaking.

“When I learned of your birth, I considered having you killed,” he said. “I knew who your father truly was, of course, for it has ever been my business to know such things. He was, and still is I imagine, a very dangerous man. Having a child with his blood born to one of my most valuable agents felt like a risk I was unwilling to tolerate. But, even for one such as I, killing a child is not something done lightly. So, I had you watched instead. Every year I would receive a report from my agent in Olversahl, and every year the question of killing you rose to mind. You seemed so harmless, until, of course, you began your curious attachment to the Covenant of Martyrs. I found it both strange and disappointing. I had thought you too keen of mind for the mundanities of cults and such. The foolish enthusiasm of youth, I suppose.”

“Was that how Ilvar learned of our congregation? You told him?”

“I never told that empty-skulled fool a single thing of value. No, he learned about your clutch of heretics from one of your fellow youthful idiots. You might have imagined yourselves discreet, but you were anything but. I did, however, take full advantage of the situation when Lore brought it to my notice. For that is what a Tielwald does. If it matters to you, I consider it one of my better decisions.”

Unable to parse whether this was a compliment or not, Elvine merely shook her head, voicing a hollow laugh. “Also,” she said, “should I not return, I would ask that you convey my apologies to Queen Thera for failing to deliver the Traitor Queen’s head.”

Gruinskard nodded, his eye slipping to the spear. “I overheard your brother telling you to throw that thing in the sea. When this is over, I strongly suggest you follow his advice. One thing centuries of life has taught me is that no good ever comes from mortal communion with the gods.”

For the first few miles, Elvine found the trek easy-going. Hauling a sled alongside Colvyn and Varnyr proved a relatively untaxing chore, although she was aware her guards and Captain Veltta’s crew felt the strain far more acutely. But, after hours of crunching across the snowbound plain, she found the cold to be an even worse adversary than exertion. Despite the swaddling of fur and wool that covered her, the chill appeared skilled in finding ways to seep into her flesh. It began in her hands and feet, a creeping ache that never quite became the numbness she would have preferred. Added to that was the irritation of ice forming on the fur of her hood which had a habit of breaking off to leave tiny cuts on the small fraction of her face still exposed to the elements. Varnyr had insisted on wrapping a scarf about her nose and mouth, cutting a small slit to allow for easy breathing. Although, as the sojourn dragged on, she increasingly felt every breath to be inadequate, as if her lungs refused to draw in sufficient air. By the time Veltta called time for their first rest, Elvine found she had to resist the urge to collapse.

“You must eat, Spear Maiden,” Varnyr said, handing her a jar of pickled fish. Never especially fond of the stuff, she nevertheless wolfed down the contents in moments. Kahlvik clearly hadn’t been exaggerating the effects of cold upon her appetite.

“Strange they’re making no effort to cover their tracks,” Veltta commented, nodding to the ruts and footprints clearly visible in the snow. By her reckoning, they described a course almost exact in line with the constellation of Aerldun’s Eye.

“Concealing a trammelled path is nigh impossible on the ice,” Varnyr said. Casting a critical eye at the partially clouded sky, he added, “And they may be counting on snow, which I judge will soon fall.”

“W-won’t help them,” Elvine said, patting the spear while fighting to control the chatter of her teeth. The spirit within had been constant in assuring her that it could track Lore’s path, while also providing an arch commentary on her lack of progress. She seethes with frustration, venting her anger in cruelty to her slaves. She knows we follow and is tormented by the thought that she might be prevented from reaching her goal.

“She needs a fire,” Colvyn said, moving to peer at Elvine’s shivering features through the ice-encrusted hood. “We should rest a while longer.”

“No,” Elvine said.

“If we know where they’re going…”

“NO!” She shoved him away and clambered to her feet, taking up the sled’s ropes once again. “We’ve dawdled here enough!” she proclaimed in as close an approximation of the Spear Maiden’s voice as she could manage.

Colvyn was the only one to argue, the rest of them dutifully gulping down their meals and making ready to resume hauling. “If I didn’t think your pet monster would break my arms,” her brother said with a cautious glance at Varnyr, “I’d tie you to this thing and drag you back to the ship.”

A retort rose to Elvine’s lips, but she found she lacked the energy to voice it. “I appreciate your concern, esteemed brother,” she muttered in Ishtan, smothering a groan as the ropes bit into her shoulders and the ordeal began again.

Varnyr proved a good judge of the sky, for snow began falling within the hour. It quickly erased the tracks left by their quarry but the spear’s guidance remained both unerring and reassuring. This slows her too, it advised. And those around her begin to perish.

In response, Elvine tried to quicken their pace, but the changing weather made it impossible. What had begun as a gentle snowfall soon became a blizzard. She stumbled often, blinded by the swirling curtain of white, the chilled ache in her limbs spreading to her shoulders and hips. She tried to ignore her pains, filling her mind with inward recitations of Ishtan poetry and long passages from the Altvar Rendi. She was halfway through the saga detailing the trickery and myriad betrayals of Ihryka the Deceiver when she realised she was mumbling them face down in a snowdrift.

“Enough of this!” Varnyr’s voice was a dull, distant thing, though the feel of his arms as he gathered her up felt pleasantly real. “There!” she heard him call out. “I see a ridge! We’ll shelter until this passes!” After that, she was aware of being carried but not much else and slipped into senseless oblivion attempting to recall the name of Ihryka’s fifth husband.

She was woken by warmth, a sharp, jarring sensation that banished her aches to replace them with an uncomfortable head-to-toe itch. Blinking watery eyes, she saw the glow of a fire playing over what appeared to be an arched roof.

“Who is Torgyr?”

Raising her head from a fur pillow, she found Varnyr regarding her from across a fire. Looking around, she saw Colvyn sleeping at her side and the rest of their company huddled together in something that resembled a long, low-ceilinged barrow. “What?” she asked Varnyr, her head still fogged by waking.

“You spoke of a Torgyr in your sleep,” the Nihlvarian said. “You appeared worried for him. Is he a man close to your heart?”

His gruff, guarded tone almost brought a laugh to her lips. Is he jealous? “Torgyr was the fifth and final husband to the goddess Ihryka,” she said. “And, supposedly, the only mortal she ever truly loved. Yet, trust was not in her nature and so she had him prove his devotion by placing his hand in a cask full of adders. They didn’t bite, but he threw himself from a cliff shortly after anyway, unwilling to live in thrall to a woman incapable of trust.”

“Oh.” Letting out a faint huff, Varnyr reached for a bowl, ladling porridge into it from an iron pot close to the fire. “It will warm your insides,” he insisted when she grimaced at the proffered bowl. The itch to her skin was now accompanied by a discomforting roil in her belly that appeared to have extinguished her prior hunger. Still, she forced herself to spoon down a few mouthfuls, sighing in relief when both the itch and gut ache began to recede.

“What is this place?” she asked, nodding to the oddly constructed roof which she now realised also partly comprised the walls of their shelter. One side had been sealed with hides and upended sleds but the remainder appeared to be formed of some kind of leather. It was patchy in places, allowing glimpses of the blizzard still raging outside.

“Whale carcass,” Varnyr said. “We appear to have reached a stretch of coastline that thaws in summer. It must have been a mighty beast.” He slapped a large hand to what Elvine now recognised as a huge rib bone. “I’m grateful to him for dying in such a lucky place.”

Elvine cast her eye over their companions, finding them all asleep. “No point posting a guard,” Varnyr explained. “The storm is a better ward than any warrior.”

“And yet you remained awake,” Elvine observed.

“Your brother did too, until he couldn’t.”

Realising the spear was no longer in her grasp, Elvine experienced an instant of panic until she found it lying alongside the furs she had been laid on. Where is she? Elvine asked, putting a hand to the haft.

Barely a half-a-day’s march away, the spirit replied. I believe she has found a cave. Her fear is almost matched by the desolation of her solitude.

Solitude? She is alone now?

In her heart, if not her being. She knows she nears her end, but still clings to the faint hope her goal will be her salvation. The spirit paused, Elvine sensing a shift in her focus. The storm wanes. Soon you will march beneath a cloudless sky, child.

“Clear skies come the morn,” she told Varnyr, releasing the spear. “We’ll catch Lore tomorrow.”

“I envy you the clarity offered by the gods’ favour,” he said. “Would that I had enjoyed such in my youth. I might have been spared the path of the Vortigurn’s Fist.”

“When our task is done, you can follow your own path.”

“My task will never be done as long as you draw breath, Spear Maiden.” He spoke with simple honesty, lacking the ardour of a fanatic. Still, the words unnerved her.

“I am not Lore,” she said. “I have no slaves. Nor do I expect or want your blind obedience for the rest of your days. There must be places you wish to see? People you long for? Is there no wife or beloved soul waiting for you in Nihlvar?”

“Warriors of the Fist were forbidden marriage.” The tightness to his voice and lowering of his gaze made it plain to her that he concealed something.

“But there was someone,” she said, annoyed at her own sudden pang of jealousy. “Wasn’t there?”

Varnyr’s hands twitched in a rare display of uncertainty and he continued to avoid her gaze. “There was. No longer.” His tone was that of a man compelled to answer a question he would have preferred to avoid. Still, Elvine found she couldn’t let it go.

“Who was she?” she pressed. “Another warrior in the Fist?”

“No.” Varnyr slumped onto his bedroll with a resigned sigh. If he had not been compelled to speak by the Spear Maiden, she knew he would have said nothing. “Her name was Ruhna. One of the Vortigurn’s Kelven, recently risen to the rank of Ventra.”

“I don’t know these words.”

“Kelven are those who hold the gods’ favour, like you. As children they are brought into the Vortigurn’s care. Some, only a very few, are chosen to join the ranks of his Ventra, those charged with enforcing his word throughout the realm, and punishing those who fail to heed it.”

“Then I would guess she must have been fierce, this Ruhna.”

A dim smile passed across Varnyr’s lips. “Fierce? Yes. She was that. We met during the Red Sands revolt, when there was much call for fierceness, and more.” The smile faded quickly, his face clouding with remembrance. “Our union was a dark thing, Spear Maiden. Born of a dark time. But sometimes passion burns brightest when it’s kindled in darkness. Pain was her delight. She had learned to love it in the Vortigurn’s clutches. She told me once, that to survive a world of pain, you must embrace it, hold it closer than any lover. Only when she had done that, could she become free, if any servant of the Vortigurn could ever be called such. For me, she put the pain aside, but only briefly. She could truly never escape its lure. She would have killed me in time, of that I’m certain. Not out of envy or spite, as is often the way when passion fades into sour reflection, but love. For she would have wished to spare me the pain that was her life.”

“What became of her?”

“I know not. No Ventra were sent with Vahlak’s fleet, so I imagine she still serves the Vortigurn. I pity those he sends her to find.”

“Once I have found Lore, it is my intention to join with my queen who, I believe, currently sails her fleet against your former realm. It may be that you will have to face this Ruhna again, as enemies. Can you do that?”

Varnyr’s eyes met hers, steady and unblinking. “At your command, I will do anything. You know that, Spear Maiden.”

“I don’t want to command you. I want you at my side because it is your wish to be there, as commanded by your heart, not mine. But, if you insist on following my orders, here’s another one: stop addressing me as Spear Maiden. My name is Elvine.”

He said nothing, but continued to meet her gaze and Elvine found herself wishing they were alone in this frozen carcass. The moment lingered until Colvyn, letting out a sound that was half snore and half snort, turned on his side, inadvertently slapping a hand to her arm.

“You should rest,” she told Varnyr, gently returning her brother’s hand to his covering of furs. “I’ll have no trouble keeping watch. I feel I’ve slept enough for several nights.”

“As you wish… Elvine,” he said, settling down onto his blankets. She watched him until his eyes closed, then for some time after. She could have filled the time with more inner recitation, another delve into the Altvar Rendi or a mental rummage through the delights of the Aphorismus. But she didn’t. Instead, she sat and watched Varnyr sleep until the glimmer of sunlight through the ragged whale hide told her dawn had broken on a clear day.

Upon emerging from the shelter, Elvine discovered that it lay at the edge of a snow-covered spit of land stretching away to north and south. Even before she sought the spear’s guidance she knew it would point her towards Aerldun’s Eye, still visible as a faint glimmer above the northern horizon. The spirit’s promise regarding the weather had been fully met. She saw not a single cloud in the pale blue of the sky and the sun was a welcome caress upon her skin.

“One more day,” Veltta warned as the company set about readying itself for the march. “That’s all our supplies can sustain us before we must turn back.”

“It will suffice,” Elvine assured her, looping the sled’s ropes about her shoulders. “Tell your crew to keep their weapons handy. Most likely they’ll need them before the day is out.”

They found the first body after an hour of dragging the sleds across uneven ground. A man Elvine found impossible to age lay mostly covered by snow. His raised arm, bare but for an iron manacle, was frozen in place, and he grimaced up at her in a horrid parody of a face forever caught in mid-laugh.

“Slave,” Veltta said, nodding to the manacle. “Couldn’t keep up, so they set him free. Would’ve been kinder to cut his throat.” From the murderous glint in her eye, Elvine judged the captain intended to do some throat cutting of her own before long.

The found another body a quarter-mile on, a woman lying face down and stripped to the waist. Her ribs and spine stood out in stark relief along the veined marble of her back. A hundred paces on they came upon a cluster of abandoned sleds, more bodies littering the surrounding snow. These had at least been given the mercy of a slashed neck. Not all were slaves. A dozen paces on, Elvine found two men sitting back to back, their beards encrusted with ice and skin blackened by frostbite. They still wore their swords and, though it was difficult to tell, she felt sure she recognised one as a member of Ilvar’s menda.

“Did murder then sat down to die,” Veltta concluded, expressing her frustration by delivering a hard kick to the head of a frozen warrior.

“She’s close,” Elvine said, feeling the spear tug her notice to a ridge barely two miles distant. Tightening her gloved fists on the sled’s ropes, she started forward, obliging Colvyn and Varnyr to do the same. “No more stops until we find her.”

The depredations of the previous day troubled her no longer as she forged a path across the frozen ground. The warmth of an unconcealed sun and the heat of her desire to finish this hunt served to stave off the cold. The ridge was the tallest they had yet encountered in this frozen domain. Its jagged summits were bare of snow, its slopes steep and forbidding. As the great, serrated blade of rock loomed above, Elvine worried that the spear would compel her to climb it. So it was with some relief that she felt the spirit guide her towards a deep crack in the ridge’s ice-encrusted base.

“We have to go in there?” Colvyn asked, eyeing the fissure with evident reluctance. It was perhaps twenty feet high and only a few feet wide, as if formed by a giant knife slashing open the irregular wall of ice. Moving closer, Elvine peered into a dark tunnel, the tracks of her quarry ending where snow gave way to a smoother surface. Like her brother, she found the prospect of proceeding inside deeply unappealing, but the spirit was clear. She draws close to it, child. If you wish to stop her, there can be no delay.

“Close to what?” she asked, unable to shake her trepidation despite the unabated desire to capture Lore.

Something ancient, the spirit replied after a reflective pause. And powerful. For the first time, Elvine sensed a need in the spirit’s thoughts. So far, her attitude to this hunt had been one of willing cooperation, but also arch observation. As if it mattered only as an occasionally amusing distraction. Now, Elvine fancied she felt a tingle to the weapon’s haft, its occupant thrumming with a new-found urgency.

“You know what’s in there,” Elvine said. “Don’t you?”

I do. And I’ll not deny the danger it poses to you and these others. But know this, allowing Lore to claim it will mean disaster for this world.

“And if you claim it?”

The spear vibrated in Elvine’s grasp with enough violence to almost jar it from her grip. The sense of need it communicated was so potent she let out a gasp, fighting the impulse to cast the weapon away. You have never understood, the spear said, impatience now joined with urgency. Not my nature, or your own. I pose no danger to this world. You can trust me or not, child. But if you don’t, you will soon reap a dire reward for dithering so.

Although Elvine felt the power of the spirit’s need in full, she also failed to sense even the smallest mote of deceit. Throughout the many miles travelled together, the spear’s inhabitant had never played her false.

“Elvine?” Colvyn asked, coming to her side, face drawn in concern.

“Draw your sword, esteemed brother,” she told him in Ishtan as she entered the tunnel with an unfaltering step. “And tell the others to do the same.”







CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

Ruhlin

Silvahk found him in the healer’s chambers. After the beast fight in the wuhltra, Ruhlin had carried Ohtera back to the Kelvengyr himself. In her untransformed state, she weighed little and he was unwilling to surrender her to the Ventra’s care. Fernhyld had been surprisingly composed upon learning of her lover’s injury. Ruhlin saw more relief than despair as she clasped Ohtera’s hand. Having set Ohtera down on one of the beds, he stayed at Fernhyld’s side, watching the healer do his work. For all his shortness of temper and taciturn ways, the old man was a deft hand with cat-gut and thread, stitching Ohtera’s cuts closed before cleaning the deeper wound to her leg with a mix of boiled water and wine vinegar. It caused her to call out in pain, clutching hard at Fernhyld’s hand, but she managed to keep her leg still while he completed his work.

“Too raggedy to stitch,” the healer muttered, peering at the strip of torn flesh marring Ohtera’s calf. “Some damage to the muscle too. Be a good while before you run again.” Rising, he went to his workbench and began adding various herbs and liquids to his mortar.

“What’s that smell?” Fernhyld asked when the old man returned with a bandage soaked in whatever concoction he had mixed.

“Poultice,” he grunted, wrapping the bandage around Ohtera’s lower leg. “It’ll start to itch something fierce in a few hours. Don’t take it off, lest you want to lose this leg, that is.”

Noticing Silvahk watching from the doorway, Ruhlin saw the Ventra’s features were hard, but concern showed in his eyes as he stared at Ohtera. “When can she fight again?” he asked the healer, the words spoken with a croak Ruhlin suspected came from forced stridency.

“Hasn’t your vile king tormented her enough?” Fernhyld demanded in an angry sob. Turning to the doorway, she raised a hand to her blindfold, then stiffened in the signature pose of one suffering the stagna’s kiss. Ruhlin caught her before she fell, casting a hard glower at Silvahk. The Ventra retreated a few steps, features now pale with fear, but his gaze was not on Ruhlin but the slight woman in his arms.

Can he be more scared of her than he is of me? he wondered, looking again at Fernhyld’s blindfold and wondering just what lurked behind it.

“Leave her here,” Silvahk snapped, jerking his head at Ruhlin. “You are commanded to attend the Vortigurn.”

For the first time since his arrival, Ruhlin found himself being led outside the Kelvengyr’s walls. Silvahk walked ahead of him with two Ventra at his back. His captors were clearly unwilling to take any chances today. They crossed a bridge and scaled the sloped pathway leading to the gloomy confines of the Vortigurn’s Unfinished Hall. Much traipsing through a maze of corridors followed until they emerged into a broad courtyard. Rising from its centre was the tallest structure Ruhlin had seen. It stood well over sixty feet high, and, like much of this mismatched sprawl of architecture, was not yet completed judging by the scaffolding encrusting its angular walls.

“The Moon Shadow Tower,” Silvahk said, leading him inside. The echo of his voice was amplified by the large hole in the tower’s floor. Fifteen paces wide, its sheer walls descended into absolute gloom. Ruhlin thought it might be a well but saw no ropes or buckets. Also, as his eyes accustomed to the dark, they picked out dark stains on the hole’s edges. Some were old and flaked, but others appeared fresh, glistening and wet.

“Named in honour of Trieya Vorlspeld, goddess of foresight and sound navigation,” Silvahk continued as they began to climb successive flights of stairs ascending to the structure’s summit. “Nigh a hundred years in the building and still not done.”

“Why not?” Ruhlin asked.

He didn’t expect an answer so was surprised at the Ventra’s muttered response: “Because it’s never quite high enough for him. He finds their screams too short.”

An explanation for this cryptic reply came when they had scaled about half the tower’s height. A panicked shout from above was followed by an echoing yell, one that rose and fell in volume as a flailing figure plummeted past to disappear into the hole below. Their scream continued even after they had been swallowed by the dark circle, ending in a distant thud.

“I thought he wanted to watch me die in the wuhltra,” Ruhlin said. Ever sensitive to danger, the monster coloured his words with a growl. Silvahk, well attuned to the signs of an imminent transformation, quickly fixed his gaze upon Ruhlin’s stagna.

“That he does,” the Ventra said. “This tower is not for Kelven. He wishes only to talk. So calm that beast, Amundyr. I would hate to see you fall.”

The monster’s wrath continued to build, obliging Ruhlin to reach for the inner calm that enabled their partial communication. Now is not the time, he told it. We must wait. Learn more of our enemy.

As before, there were no answering words, leaving him to translate the response from the resultant mix of emotions. He sensed grudging acceptance along with poorly restrained impatience. Evidently, the monster had grown very tired of their shared captivity.

Silvahk continued to study him carefully until, grunting in satisfaction, he resumed the climb. “I see even a glimmer of that thing in the Vortigurn’s presence,” he warned. “And you’ll be following these other poor bastards into the pit.”

His threat was starkly illustrated a few seconds later when another screaming unfortunate came tumbling past. His fall was less well aimed than the previous victim, Ruhlin seeing him collide with the edge of the hole before disappearing into its depths. By the time they reached the top of the tower, Ruhlin had counted three more fallers and begun averting his gaze from their fate.

The steps ended at a flat expanse of mosaic tiles. The space was lit by torches held by the Vortigurn’s guards. The wavering yellow glow played over a floor covered in what Ruhlin took to be representations of the Altvar of the Upper Hall. They were arranged in a dial around another hole, this one smaller than the one in the tower’s base. The Vortigurn stood on one side regarding a kneeling, grey-haired figure in a black robe on the other. The captive’s arms were snared in the grasp of two guards, his head bobbing as he wept. From the stain in the air, the old man had surrendered to his fear with more than just tears. Off to the side was another flight of stairs that ascended only ten steps before coming to an end. The space lacked a roof and Ruhlin found his gaze momentarily captured by the stars glimmering in a sky darkened by the onset of dusk.

“Amundyr!” Lowering his gaze, he found the Vortigurn’s austere features set in a smile of welcome. “How glad I am to have you join us.”

“I wasn’t given a choice,” Ruhlin pointed out. He wanted to add a reminder that his name wasn’t Amundyr, but decided an additional, and pointless, display of defiance was unwise given what he had already witnessed.

“Oh, but if you had, I’m sure you would have chosen to come.” The Vortigurn’s smile broadened as he gestured to the foul-smelling prisoner. “For I find myself in company with an old friend of yours.” Gesturing for Ruhlin to come closer, he issued a curt instruction to the old man. “Speak your name.”

“N-Nehlvyr,” the captive stammered, raising his aged features to regard Ruhlin with desperate eyes. He saw no bruises upon this face, but still thought it beaten. A defeated and degraded old man, pathetically clinging to a vestige of hope. Ruhlin saw it in the unspoken plea in the prisoner’s gaze, but couldn’t fathom why. He didn’t know this man.

“No?” the Vortigurn asked, raising an eyebrow at Ruhlin’s puzzled frown. “Does neither name nor face stir a memory? But this traitorous wretch assures me you are acquainted. It is thanks to him, he claims, that you were brought into my loving embrace. Now I see he was lying to save his worthless neck. Oh well.” The king waved a hand at the guards holding Nehlvyr’s arms. “Throw him in with the others.”

As the guards began to drag their charge to the hole, provoking an outburst of terrorised whimpering, the mention of the old man’s claim struck a dim chord in Ruhlin’s mind. Nehlvyr’s face had been so transformed by terror Ruhlin hadn’t matched it to that of a figure he recalled with all too much clarity. It was only as the old man shook his head and the beak-ish shape of his nose became clear, that recognition dawned.

“The wayfinder,” he said, causing the Vortigurn to halt the guards with an upraised hand.

“So, he wasn’t lying,” the king said. “Nehlvyr was indeed wayfinder on the ship that brought you to Nihlvar. In fact, as of the last few moments, he is currently the last wayfinder, or at least the last I could get hold of. A few managed to scuttle off to some hiding place or other, but I’ll find them eventually. They betrayed me, you see? The entire Wayfinders’ Guild turned against their king. The king who had bestowed so much upon them. The king who had raised them high in this land. Great was their wealth, but so too their avarice. I should blame myself, I suppose. It’s always been the way. Spoil them and eventually they turn on you.” As he spoke, the Vortigurn made a slow progress around the hole, coming to Nehlvyr’s side. “They begin to imagine themselves more than they are. They assume responsibilities not their own. They secretly hire ships and warriors, both in short supply at present, to send into the Fire Islands and ambush our enemy without first seeking my approval.” He crouched, speaking softly into the wayfinder’s ear. “And what good did do them or this realm, eh, Nehlvyr?”

“We… we sought only t-to serve, my king. To save… the realm…”

“No. You sought power, you worthless crow.” The king’s face twisted in disgust as he straightened. “And now you seek to bargain for favours because you happened to take charge of your mistress’s ship after her unfortunate demise. Yet, upon arriving here, you failed to bring one of the fire-blooded to me. Instead, you placed him in the hands of Aerling Eldryk. I find it curious that you should imagine this wins you any regard at all in my eyes.”

Nehlvyr tried to gabble out another plea but it emerged as spittle-flecked gibberish, earning him another disgusted glance from the king and a cuff from his guards. “Did this villain mistreat you on the ship, Amundyr?” the Vortigurn asked. “Were you whipped? Subjected to his vile amusements or passed around the crew for theirs?”

“I was beaten,” Ruhlin said. “And drugged.” The nightmares were worse than the beatings, he added inwardly, unwilling to share more than necessary. In truth, besides the drug-induced night terrors, his dominating memory of that voyage remained the sight of Mehlga pitching Aerling Angomar over the side into the sulphurous waters of the Fire Islands.

“Then you too have a grievance with this filth,” the Vortigurn said. “So, as a reward for your fine showing in the wuhltra today, I shall give him into your hands. This man, if he can be called such, is yours to punish as you wish. We’ll leave you alone, if you like. Though I would dearly love to see what that creature within you does to him.”

“He is truly mine?” Ruhlin asked. “To do with as I wish?”

“Yes.” The Vortigurn gave a short laugh. “None can say the King of Nihlvar has ever failed to keep a promise.”

Ruhlin watched Nehlvyr attempt to make himself smaller, emitting a piteous mewling that put Ruhlin in mind of a starved kitten. “Then let him go,” he said. “Unharmed. That is my wish.”

For a moment, a small frown of peevish disappointment passed across the Vortigurn’s brow. He’s like a child, Ruhlin decided. Indulging his cruelties with no one to stop him. Is this the reward of unending life?

Yet, he saw calculation as well as frustrated spite before the king turned away. It served as an important reminder that, in addition to cruelty, this ancient man also possessed a vast wealth of experience. “Take him away,” he told the guards, flicking a hand at Nehlvyr. “Strip him naked and cast him from this hall. All his possessions are hereby forfeit to the Crown.”

After the sobbing wayfinder had been dragged to the stairwell, the Vortigurn moved to the half-complete wall where he stood in regard of the city. “Join me, Amundyr,” he said, beckoning Ruhlin to his side. As he did so, Silvahk moved to a spot affording a clear view of the stagna. The king said nothing for a time, apparently content to gaze upon the many lights and smoking chimneys of his capital. It was only when Nehlvyr’s sobs echoed from below that he spoke again.

“Do you imagine you have saved him?” he asked Ruhlin. “No captain will employ him for fear of my disfavour. He will wander the streets of the Citadel as a beggar until he starves.”

Now that the threat of death had been removed, Ruhlin noted that the wayfinder’s cries had become louder and more desperate. “Please, my king!” came the faint cry from below. “I beseech your forgiveness! Please…”

“Then,” Ruhlin said, “I hope he has time to reflect on what it means to beg, as I’m sure he heard many less fortunate souls beg in his time.”

“Ah, so your mercy is tempered by justice. I see there is some steel in that heart, after all. Perhaps one day you’ll wear a crown of your own, eh?” The caustic chuckle that accompanied these words made it plain that the Vortigurn did not consider this a serious proposition. His humour faded swiftly, the next words spoken in a far more sombre tone. “It’s how it must be with kings. Kindness is a luxury rarely indulged, and cruelty the meat and drink of monarchs. It is our fate to sacrifice that which we cherish most. I, for instance, killed my own brother to make myself King of Ascarlia. The guilt wracked me for years, even though it was an act driven by gravest necessity. My brother would have made a terrible king. A tyrant bent on conquests he could never achieve, certain to mire our people in ruin and discord for a generation. But, though the guilt has faded over these many years, and I can barely recall my brother’s face, I still feel it sting from time to time. Isn’t that strange?”

Ruhlin said nothing, his attention drawn to the unfinished wall and the long drop beyond. He knew Silvahk would fire the stagna the moment he lunged in the Vortigurn’s direction, but if he leaped with sufficient force he might send them both tumbling over. Mehlga gave me an example of the value of sacrifice, Ruhlin thought, recalling once again that horrible moment she hurled herself at Angomar. As the notion took hold, he felt the monster stir. Instead of the usual angry heat, he sensed a new emotion: encouragement. He dies, and this all ends, Ruhlin knew. What is my life balanced against so many…?

“So, how was it done?”

Ruhlin blinked, realising he had been so intent on the possibility of assassination he had failed to register the Vortigurn’s question. “Done?” he asked.

“Yes.” The king frowned in irritation. “The nature of your blood must have been clear from a young age. So, how did you manage to conceal it?”

“I didn’t. My family did. They protected me, kept me away from conflict, or the chance of it. I knew nothing of… my blood until your ships came and wrought slaughter on my island.”

“Remarkable.” The Vortigurn shook his head. “That you should have no inkling of your nature until the moment you find yourself truly tested for the first time. Perhaps you should be thanking me.”

The wall was so close, and the tower so high…

“But—” the king turned away from the view, stepping clear of Ruhlin’s reach “—it seems clear to me that much of your heart remains concealed. Oh, I’ve seen what you can do in the wuhltra, and quite the display it was. But we both know there is more, Amundyr. More you have to show me.” He paused, surprising Ruhlin with a sorrowful visage that suddenly seemed far older than the strong-jawed, lean mask he had worn until now. For the first time, Ruhlin could believe the impossible age of this man, the weight of knowledge and depth of regret evident in his gaze was almost painful to behold. If there was ever a soul that had seen and done too much, it was this.

“I am… sorry,” the Vortigurn told him, his voice now a strained rasp. The voice of the old man he pretends not to be, Ruhlin deduced. “But I must know, you see?” the king went on. “I must know if you are worthy. Not the beast that rages in your time of need. Not Amundyr the legend. But you, Ruhlin ehs Kestryg. I need to know your heart.”

Lowering his gaze, he said no more and went to the stairs. It took a long time for the echo of his weary faltering steps to fade, but Silvahk wouldn’t allow Ruhlin to move until he was sure the king had gone.

When he returned to the Kelvengyr, he found Fernhyld waiting in his cell. “I’m sorry,” she said, rising from his bed. “The healer wouldn’t let me stay with Ohtera and…” She shifted, clasping hands to quell fidgeting fingers.

“Stay,” Ruhlin sighed, slumping down next to her. Although the trek back hadn’t been particularly long, a terrible weariness had settled upon him. The Vortigurn’s obscure ramblings left an aggravating confusion, and Ruhlin’s failure to take the chance to end the mad king’s life added shame to his fatigue.

“Where did Silvahk take you?” Fernhyld asked. He could hear the concern in her voice. Despite the inability to read his expression, he was continually impressed by her perception.

“To see the king.” Ruhlin lay back, putting his arms behind his head. “As with our first meeting, it was not pleasant.”

“To think you have met him twice, and I have never once even glimpsed him…” She trailed off, touching a hand to her blindfold. “Not that I could.”

“You should consider yourself fortunate,” Ruhlin told her. “How is Ohtera?”

“Sleeping, thanks to some physic the healer made her drink. She was starting to get angry and he couldn’t allow that.” Fernhyld let out a very slight laugh. “She hates to be helpless. I always thought it odd that she should despise weakness in herself but be so accepting of mine.”

“I doubt she sees you as weak. She couldn’t love you unless you were strong.”

Fernhyld lay down next to him, shuffling close enough for him to feel her trembling. “Could you hold me, please?”

He put an arm around her shoulders and she rested her head on his chest. “When I was brought here,” she said in a soft murmur, “my eyes bound and shackles on my wrists, all was pain and fear. I had no notion of where I had been taken. Voices I didn’t know shouted orders at me, rough hands pushed and pulled me. When I fell, I was kicked. Then this…” She paused to shudder, her hand playing over the stagna embedded in her flesh. “How I screamed and begged then. The pain of it was so bad I was sure I’d die. Then a soft, cool hand pressed against my forehead, stilling my struggles and I heard her voice for the first time. ‘Calm now,’ she told me. ‘It would be a great shame to spoil something so pretty.’ It was the first kindness I had heard since the Ventra took me, and I clung to it, to her. Throughout the days and weeks that followed, I stayed as close to her as I could. Strangely, she didn’t seem to mind. That love could blossom in a place like this seems impossible, and yet it happened.”

Ruhlin thought back to his meeting with Aleida in her father’s underground slave pen. “Love can blossom anywhere.”

“Do you have someone beyond these walls?”

“I do. I hope she is far away, although I know she is not. She will be coming for me.” He thought back to his covert sojourn through the hidden passage with Ohtera and what he had overheard there. This Tielvik general… He had no sure way of knowing the name of that general, but felt certain of it nonetheless. “Her and others. They will come for me, because I would come for them.” A grim smile played over his lips. “To think that I should have such friends.”

Fernhyld said nothing for a time, then voiced a soft, tremulous whisper. “I know Silvahk will call my name tomorrow. I heard the other Ventra talking. My eyes may be bound, but my ears are sharp. I’m to take Ohtera’s place at your side.” Feeling her shudder, Ruhlin held her closer. “Foolish to think I would be spared,” she said, voice catching on a sob. “Why else would they bring me here?”

He held her as she wept, waiting until her sorrow subsided before whispering what he hoped would not be another lie: “Fear nothing. There is no foe that can stand against the beast that lurks within me.”







CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

Felnir

Felnir’s initial glimpse of the first of the three jewels was enough to convince him it had been poorly named. Of course, he hadn’t known what to expect, for Wohtin’s studies provided no clue to the nature of this important landmark. Throughout the tedious slog of a week-long march, Felnir had begun to entertain hopes that the jewel might be some form of holdfast. Any shelter would be welcome, even the meanest pile of poorly placed stone. The unending monotony of this land of fetid bogs and moss-covered rocks had lost all novelty after but one day and he would have greatly welcomed the sight of walls and a roof. So, when finding himself confronted with a grim granite knoll, he couldn’t help but allow a modicum of disappointment to colour his tone.

“You’re certain this is it?” he asked Wohtin.

“Our course has been as true as I can make it,” he replied. “Besides, given that there’s nothing else of remotest interest for miles around, what else could it be?” In contrast to Felnir, the old man appeared enlivened by the sight of the knoll. It was of impressive dimensions, standing perhaps thirty feet in height and twice as broad. Watching Wohtin spur his pony on ahead to begin a closer inspection, Felnir assumed the ancient saw the thing as a validation of his theories.

Even though the prospect of ambush upon the Swathe seemed remote in the extreme, Felnir ordered Beyorn to conduct a full reconnaissance of the knoll before allowing the menda to approach. The Turmwald led the dozen riders that comprised their entire mounted contingent in a swift circle of the rock before reporting it clear of danger.

“Ground’s firmer here than elsewhere, my king,” Beyorn informed him. “At least the cattle can roam and graze for a bit.”

“Make sure they’re kept under close watch,” Felnir told him, glancing back at the shaggy, long-horned beasts at the rear of the column. “If one of those stumbles into a bog, we’re not getting it out again.”

“I’ll see to it, my king.”

Trotting Bolt to the base of the knoll, Felnir found Wohtin engaged in peering at its flanks. He moved with keen animation, eyes scouring the weathered granite. “What are you looking for?” Felnir asked him.

“A sign that there’s something here beyond aged stone.” Wohtin paused, hands exploring an indentation in the rock before he tutted in disappointment and moved on. “It has to be more than just a waypoint.”

Felnir left him to it and spent an hour mapping the edges of the firm ground while Beyorn oversaw the establishment of the camp. The menda went about the task with ingrained efficiency and none of the grumbling to be expected of tired warriors after a day of hard marching. However, their fatigue showed in their faces if not their movements. The Swathe, Felnir was learning, had a way of sapping strength from even the hardiest soul. It wasn’t so much the variable ground, mossy stone one moment and foot-sucking marsh another, but the persistent sense of traversing a land that even nature appeared to shun. Besides the flies that swarmed over the deeper bogs, Felnir couldn’t recall catching sight of a single beast since the march began. The sky was clear of birds and neither snake, vole, nor mouse could be glimpsed among the tufted grass. In the deserts of the Saluhtan’s domain, he had seen soldiers driven mad by pounding sun and unending sight of the dune sea. Veterans referred to the victims of this malaise as Sand Happy. He couldn’t help but ponder how long it would be before his menda coined a term for the Swathe. Bog Happy, perhaps?

Come dusk, he sat down to partake of the regular evening meal of dried beef and whatever pickled foodstuff remained in the pack-horses saddlebags. Felnir was keen to use up their non-perishable supplies before they began butchering the cattle, as there was still no clear indication how long this journey might last. As had become something of a nightly ritual, Beyorn and Audheld joined Tyrheld and Falk as the king’s eating companions. Although Audheld had been afforded no official rank in this menda, she had acquired a singular role as leader of those warriors not captured by the sword’s glow. They numbered about four hundred in all, a mix of veterans of the Sea King’s wars and the more grizzled and hard-faced of the sell-swords who had endured Beyorn’s tests. They tended to march and camp at a short remove from their comrades, looking to Audheld for guidance rather than their appointed Turmwald. Knowing well the value of gauging the mood of his entire force, not just the blindly loyal, Felnir had begun inviting their de facto captain to these nightly councils. She often said little, but even then he usually found it worth listening to.

“This must be the furthest any army has marched into the Swathe,” Beyorn noted with a prideful air. He alone, in this entire company, exhibited no sign of fatigue or disdain for their surroundings.

“There was a story Gyrwald Rygna used to tell,” Audheld said, eyes dull as she chewed her way through a mouthful of beef. “About a boastful warrior who, hearing her express curiosity as to what lay on the other side of the Swathe, swore to her in the name of the Altvar that he would walk alone to its furthest edge and find out.”

“I’m guessing the silly bastard never came back,” Falk muttered.

“Oh, he came back. Walked into the Gyrwald’s hall one night, ragged and torn from head to foot, skin hanging off his bones and eyes as empty as a dried well. Didn’t say a word, just took out his knife and cut his own throat from ear to ear.” She swallowed, washing it down with a gulp of water. “At least that’s the story the Gyrwald told, and her tales could be fanciful at times.”

The sound of a raised voice caused them to stir, Felnir looking to the knoll to find a torch waving back and forth. He couldn’t hear Wohtin’s words but it was clear the old man had made a discovery. “More scratchings, most like,” Falk said. His doleful prediction proved correct when they found Wohtin casting the glow of his torch over a series of indentations in the knoll’s west-facing flank. To Felnir they appeared scarcely indistinguishable from myriad other facets in the stone, but to Wohtin’s hungry eye their meaning was starkly clear.

“Torkyl’s Key,” the old man breathed, splaying his fingers over a cluster of weathered marks. “And here—” he lowered his torch to illuminate a similarly vague carving a little lower down “—the Kearling word for ‘jewel’.”

“So we’re on the right path,” Felnir concluded. “There’s comfort in that…” He trailed off when Wohtin began shoving at the knoll, huffing with the effort as he applied his spindly shoulder to unyielding granite.

“What’s the mad fucker doing?” Falk wondered aloud, squinting in bemusement at Wohtin’s efforts.

“I’ve no notion at all,” Felnir said. He watched Wohtin continue to batter himself against the knoll for a moment longer, then turned away. “He’ll get tired soon enough and I have a yen for my bedroll.”

They started back towards the camp, then came to an abrupt halt at a loud cacophony to their rear. Looking back, Felnir saw Wohtin standing back from a cascade of crumbling rock. The portion of stone he had been pushing at cracked then dissolved, the destruction spreading from the base of the knoll to its summit. When it ended, a long narrow fissure had appeared in the great rock’s side, revealing a hollow space within.

“Martyr’s arses,” Falk breathed. Cautiously, he approached the newly created opening, lowering his torch to the crumbled stone littering the ground. “It’s clay, my lord,” he told Felnir. “Shaped to look like bare rock.”

Felnir looked for Wohtin, finding him collapsed among the clay shards. Scrambling upright, the old man rushed into the gloomy innards of the knoll, his torch casting a flickering glow over a smooth curving wall. “Allow me, my king,” Tyrheld said, moving to Felnir’s front when he started forward. Dagger in one hand, she stepped into the knoll, casting her gaze about in search of threats. “Empty, except for that,” she said, nodding to a rippling pool in the centre of the chamber.

Following her inside, Felnir crouched at the pool’s edge. He saw no drip from above, meaning this water must result from a spring in the foundations of this rock. Dipping a finger into the pool, he put it to his mouth. “Fresh,” he judged. “And clean.”

“It’ll make a change from rainwater and boiling that muck from the bogs,” Audheld said. Sinking to her knees, she played a hand through the pool before raising it to her face, washing away the grime of the day’s march.

“So, it is something of a jewel after all,” Felnir mused.

Hearing a gasp from deeper in the chamber, he saw Wohtin fall to his knees, his torch slipping from his hand. Moving to the old man’s side, Felnir found him staring at what initially appeared to be a column of granite jutting from the stone floor. Yet, as light of his own torch played over it, he recognised it as a statue. It depicted a young woman clad in unfamiliar garb. The artistry that had crafted her was evident in the details of her clothing, Felnir making out the stitching and texture of a deer-hide jacket. Oddly, he saw none of the telltale marks left by even the most skilled masons. However, it was her face that commanded most of his attention. Her features were angular with a narrow chin and high cheekbones, but it was the rendering of her expression that impressed most. Her brows were drawn in a frown of judgement, lips pursed, as if she looked upon the group of people before her with sharp disappointment.

“I remember…” Wohtin whispered, reaching up to caress the woman’s stone face with a trembling hand. “I remember your name.”

“You knew this woman?” Felnir asked. He had assumed this statue must have been crafted years before Wohtin and the other exiles from Velgard’s fallen kingdom came to Vorunvahl.

“Of course,” Wohtin replied. “A man should know his own wife. Her name…” He blinked, forehead crinkling as he searched his fractured memory. “Her name was Tanira. Mother to Kurin and Antak.”

“Then whoever carved her must also have known her.” Felnir moved away from the statue, casting his torch over the floor and walls in search of other clues. He found nothing but featureless stone that felt unnaturally smooth to the touch. Like the statue, he saw no evidence it had been shaped by use of tools. It put him in mind of the Vaults of the Altvar, another place of seemingly impossible construction. Also, he recalled with all too much clarity, a place in which he fervently wished he had never set foot. His hand went to the sword, finding it thrumming with an uncharacteristic note of warning. He wondered if it had been stirred by his memory of the vaults, but the acute sense of danger it exuded bespoke a much more present threat.

“Enough,” he said. Seeing Audheld lowering her water flask into the pool, he barked, “Stop that! This is an ill place. We must leave.”

They complied with baffled swiftness, unnerved by his alarm. Only Wohtin remained in the chamber, still enraptured by the sight of his wife. “We have to go,” Felnir said, dragging the old man to his feet.

“Tanira…” Wohtin reached out to caress her stone features. “She… she told me it would be this way. I didn’t listen…”

For a brief second, Felnir was sure he saw the statue’s features move. The mouth forming a sad, pitying smile. But, as he pulled Wohtin away, the shifting torchlight revealed an unchanged visage set in the same frown of judgement. Wohtin didn’t resist him, instead lowering his head and hugging himself tight as he was pushed from the knoll’s interior.

“Break camp,” Felnir told Beyorn. “We can’t stay here.”

“Marching on in darkness, my king?” Audheld said.

“See to your tasks!” Felnir snapped, causing her to retreat a step in alarm at the harshness in his voice. Beyorn, of course, had no questions for the Sea King’s orders, hurrying off to harangue his warriors into motion. Felnir placed the disconsolate Wohtin in Falk’s care with instructions to get him on his pony. As the menda roused itself for a night march, their preparations were interrupted by another sound from the knoll. This was louder than before, a series of deep, rumbling cracks that told of displaced rock rather than mere clay. With a sudden, shuddering boom the knoll tumbled in on itself, casting out a cloud of dust soon caught by a stiff breeze to sweep over the camp, warriors raising their arms to ward off grit stinging skin and eyes. When it cleared, the half-moonlight played over a mound of rubble.

“You saved us, my king,” Beyorn said. For once, his awe appeared to be shared by Audheld, although Felnir saw as much fear as wonder in the wide-eyed stare she directed at the Sea King.

“No time for gawping,” Felnir said. “I want this menda on the march now.”

“Was it a trap?”

Wohtin didn’t appear to hear the question, continuing to sit atop his plodding pony while staring into the distance. Felnir had forced the menda to march another ten miles in darkness before allowing them to rest. He kept to a northerly heading, since their guide failed to offer a direction. Come the morning, after some hectoring Wohtin consented to point wordlessly to the north-west and they resumed a steady if tired trudge through uncertain ground.

“Enough of this!” Felnir reined Bolt to a halt in front of Wohtin’s pony. “This is not a place where I can indulge your moods, old man. Answer my question: did we walk into a trap?”

Letting out a long, weary sigh, Wohtin blinked and slowly turned to Felnir. The resentment towards the man he had helped make a king clearer than ever as he said, “I don’t know. It could be that the process of entering that chamber weakened some already strained part of the rock. Or, we were meant to be crushed there. I have no way of knowing.”

“The statue. You said it was your wife. How can that possibly be true?”

“I wish I knew. I have no memory of our parting, but I recall words she spoke to me when I sensed her heart had turned from our union. She had a way of perceiving the course of events that rarely proved false. ‘All you have built has fallen,’ she said. ‘All your efforts to rebuild it will bring only sorrow.’ As for how her very image came to be in that chamber, I simply cannot say.”

“Assuming what you say is true and she could predict the future, she would’ve known you would find the jewel. If it was a trap then the next may be equally perilous.”

“It may. Or she may have left another sign for me.” Wohtin’s mood appeared to lighten as he looked to the horizon. “There is but one way to find out.” Kicking his heels, he sent his pony into a lively trot and was deaf to Felnir’s warnings about the treacherous ground.

“Get after him,” he called to Beyorn. “Make sure the old fool doesn’t find a bog to drown himself in.”

Fortunately, Wohtin’s foray didn’t last long, since his mount proved disinclined towards anything more strenuous than an occasional canter. However, he remained at the head of the column, eyes keenly searching the increasingly hazy landscape for anything of interest. By evening, the air took on a growing chill and the haze had become a thick fog. Felnir would have preferred to forge on for another few miles, but doing so in such conditions invited only disaster.

The regular evening meal was a brief affair, cut short when a stiffening wind banished the mist only for it to be replaced by a hard rain. A miserable night beneath sodden canvas gave way to an equally rain-lashed morning. Continuing the march was out of the question as it was impossible to see more than a few yards in any direction. Distant thunder grew throughout the day until they found themselves assailed by a storm. Lightning flashed across the land, spooking warriors and beasts. The cattle were more easily panicked than the horses, some breaking free of their rope enclosure to pelt away into the gathering dark. It was this night they suffered their first loss. A man named Hulsyn, a veteran of the Craggens and the Aryngyr, attempted to arrest the charge of a galloping cow and suffering a horn through the chest as a reward.

Come the morn, the storm had settled into a persistent drizzle. Unable to light a pyre for Hulsyn, Felnir ordered his body consigned to the earth before they recommenced the march. A count of the cattle revealed only half the herd remained, although they were able to recover five of the beasts during the day. Others they found sunken into bogs, their horns jutting from the stagnant water. The loss was made more grievous by the fact that Felnir was forced to order the first cattle slaughtered a few days later. Their supplies of preserves and dried beef were now exhausted, meaning every subsequent meal would be a mix of hard tack and meat.

For another ten days, they marched at Wohtin’s direction. Felnir began to notice an increasing slump to his warriors’ posture. He saw faces hollowed not by hunger but the weariness of their daily existence and an ever more potent detestation of their surroundings. Felnir began to tour the camp at night, making sure to draw the sword so that it continued to entice those already captured by its glow. Yet, even these enraptured souls were not immune to the depredations of this land.

The first true victim of the Swathe was a hearty fellow named Galvyr. One of Beyorn’s riders, and fully immersed in the same brand of unswerving loyalty to the Sea King, he was often given to song at night. His voice wasn’t particularly melodious but possessed enough strength and vitality to command the ear. His booming recitations of old sea shanties and battle odes became something of a nightly ritual, until the night when Felnir no longer heard his voice. A torchlit search discovered him face down in marshy ground, blood mixing with water from his opened throat and a knife in his hand. The only clue to a change in mood had been the absence of song. Once again, Felnir had him buried. When the menda resumed its march, he paused to regard the mound of dark, soggy earth. The only marker was Galvyr’s sword, which would soon slump into the mud, never to be seen again. Watching the dew bead the blade, Felnir suffered a harsh stab of certainty that this would not be the last grave he would leave upon the Swathe.







PART III


“When is a son no longer a son? A brother no longer a brother? When do their misdeeds place them outside the bonds of blood?

Never. For blood is stronger than any steel, and its binding can never truly be broken.”

Ulthnir Horuhnklehr – the Worldsmith – from the Altvar Rendi








CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

Thera

Thera’s suspicion that she had lost all vestige of the Altvar’s favour deepened into certainty when, as she continued to stare at Teryk’s limp, bleeding form, the summit of a nearby mountain coughed out a thick torrent of lava. The fiery eruption was immediately followed by a cascade of black-grey smoke. It sped down the peak’s flanks in a manner that seemed to defy nature, quickly shrouding the entire channel in a choking miasma. The attacking Nihlvarian ships and the disordered line of the queen’s fleet disappeared in an instant. The crew of the Great Wolf reeled as she too was engulfed a heartbeat later. Many warriors had discarded their scarfs during combat and suffered for it now. The smoke was more like a blizzard formed of hot ash, singeing skin and choking throats. Clamping a hand over her mouth, Thera sank low on the deck boards, eyes forced shut by a gale of heated air. Her thoughts immediately went to Lynnea, sparking a desperate desire to seek her out, but instinct warned that to do so now risked immediate blindness at best and suffocation at worst. All she could do was huddle and wait for this peculiar storm to end.

The air began to cool when Thera’s lungs felt as if they were about to burst. She risked a quick glimpse of the deck and found the ash fall gone, though it lay thick upon the Great Wolf’s timbers. She saw several of her warriors cursing as they nursed small burns to exposed skin, but no sign of lasting damage to crew or vessel. Raising her gaze to the channel beyond the port rail, she wondered if the gods might have favoured them after all. A strong wind swept from east to west, largely banishing the grey miasma, revealing Nihlvarian ships that had suffered far worse damage. Most had faltered in their charge and several were adrift, fire licking their rigging. She watched a number of flaming figures leap into the water in desperation, their screams and struggles brief as the weight of armour or injury bore them under.

A tumult of colliding timbers and raised voices drew Thera’s notice to the narrower channel to the east where, incredibly, battle was raging. The leading Nihlvarian ships appeared to have escaped the worst of the ash and ploughed directly into the vanguard of her fleet. Veilwald Ossgrym’s Storm Fist was assailed on both sides. To her rear, the Silver Hawk sought to force a passage between another pair of red-sailed vessels, the air around her thick with arrows.

“Stand to your oars!” Thera shouted, climbing to her feet and hefting the dreadaxe. “Port side reverse sweep, starboard at fast stroke! Althsten, steer hard and get this ship turned about! Teylhar!” She scanned the deck for the artisan, calling his name again until an ash-covered shape rose from the deck.

“My queen?” Teylhar said, wincing from a series of thumb-sized scorch marks on his forehead and cheeks. Thera would have preferred to tell him to tend to his wounds but the urgency of battle forbade such kindness.

“Stand to the bolt caster,” she told him. “If I don’t see at least four bolts loosed before we close, I’ll be very disappointed.”

In fact, Teylhar and his crew managed another six bolts by the time the Great Wolf’s heading had been fully reversed. They scored hits on the Nihlvarian ships still wallowing in the channel, sinking one and causing the others to begin a hasty withdrawal. Their example was quickly followed by their comrades, many trailing smoke from recently dampened fires as they fled west. With the Great Wolf properly aligned, Thera ordered the oars to fast stroke, but their pace proved irksomely ponderous. Many oars had been shattered in the collision with the ramming ship, slowing them considerably. As a consequence, the battle at the head of the queen’s fleet was largely over by the time they reached the scene of combat. Veilwald Torlund had been quick to bring the hulking Bronze Eagle up to support the Silver Hawk, raining arrows onto the decks of the enemy ships before disgorging a large body of warriors. One Nihlvarian vessel had already been captured and the remaining two were vainly attempting to disentangle themselves from a failing struggle. Thera ordered the Great Wolf’s oars stilled and had Teylhar methodically pump bolts into the two retreating ships until they sank. She gave no order to rescue the dozens of Nihlvarians flailing in the water as the Great Wolf pushed through them to lay alongside the Storm Fist.

The usual jubilation in the aftermath of victory was absent from the Storm Fist’s deck, Thera finding the begrimed faces of the Ironbone’s menda set in abject misery. Some were openly weeping. Feeling a plummeting chill to her guts, she vaulted the gap to the other vessel’s deck as soon as she could, drawing up short at what she beheld. The Veilwald lay upon the foredeck surrounded by his most trusted bondsmen. The ash that covered his beard was streaked in red from the torrent issuing from his mouth. Thera counted six arrows jutting from his chest, all launched at a range close enough to pierce his leather armour.

“Make way for the queen!” a voice proclaimed as Thera pushed through to Ossgrym’s side. Incredibly, he managed to smile as she knelt to grip his hand.

“To fall in battle… amid the fury… of the Fire Isles, my queen,” he said, baring red teeth in a fierce smile. “To think… the Altvar would… grant me such renown…”

“You deserve more,” Thera told him, the words emerging a choked rush.

“No!” His grip tightened on hers. “I go… to join my children, having taken… vengeance in their name. What more… could I ever ask?” Blood bubbled from his mouth as he attempted to say more, Thera leaning close to hear his final rasp. “Burn it all down… my queen. They deserve… no less.” He gave a wet gulp, managing just one more word before the bright light that had been Ossgrym Ironbones faded from his eyes. “Aldeyn…”

That evening, they consigned the bodies of the fallen to the water and Thera Speldrenda, Queen of Ascarlia, hailed Aldeyn as the new Veilwald of the Kast Geld. She named him Aldeyn Styrnkrayl, the Ironheart, partly in honour of his fallen uncle. Thera knew not whether Ossgrym’s last word had been intended as an endorsement or rejection of his nephew and, as a matter of practicality, chose to believe the former. The Ironbones had ever been unyielding in his judgements, but she preferred to think he had, when facing his journey to the Halls of Aevnir, found room in his heart for forgiveness.

Her announcement heralded little celebration. The Ironbones had been greatly respected throughout the fleet and his passing left a grim mood only worsened as news spread regarding the death of the Queen’s Navigator. Although the Nihlvarian ambush hadn’t claimed a single Ascarlian ship, the fighting and the ash cloud cost well over a hundred lives. She would have preferred to sail on but the advent of nightfall and the lack of Teryk’s song to guide them made it too hazardous an enterprise.

“I shouldn’t have allowed those Nihlvarians to drown,” she confided to Lynnea that night. “There must have been a wayfinder among them.” They stood at the Great Wolf’s prow, eyes turned to the long line of ships stretching away along the narrow channel to the east. Thera could almost hear the dark, troubling rumours flying from vessel to vessel. The Navigator has fallen. Who guides us now?

She expected some consolation from her Tielwald, or at least a word or two of advice, but Lynnea appeared distracted. Her gaze shifted repeatedly between the fleet and the winding maze of channels to the west, brow creasing and smoothing in a sign of inner debate.

“You sense something?” Thera asked her.

It’s too far off, Lynnea replied. And… strange. A creature the like of which I’ve never felt before.

“Can it help us?”

Lynnea gave a tight smile, shaking her head. I doubt it. She paused, Thera feeling the odd prodding sensation that indicated her Tielwald was reading her mood. Skahlvyr is the most able seafarer in this fleet. If any can plot a course through these isles, he can.

Thera’s mind returned to Ossgrym’s red smile. Burn it all down, my queen. They deserve no less. “I hope you’re right. Because I’ll be damned by the Altvar for all my days if we’re turning back.”

Come the morn, Thera eschewed her earlier insistence on leading the fleet to place the Silver Hawk at the head of the column. Skahlvyr, bruised and tired from battle, had reacted to his new role as pathfinder with creditable fortitude, although Thera suspected him of concealing a far less optimistic estimation of their chances. Nevertheless, he set to the task with typical dedication, sending out a small flotilla of boats to gauge the depth and course of the channels ahead. He chose the broadest waterway describing the most westerly route and the fleet resumed its progress, though at a greatly reduced speed.

Four days of creeping through the winding channels of the western Fire Isles followed. The halts in between bouts of sailing became more prolonged each time as Skahlvyr’s scouts sought out the most advantageous route. To Thera’s eyes, the gaps between the mountainous islets grew more narrow with each passing day, birthing a longing for the sight of open water that was assuredly shared by all in her fleet. Finally, at noon on the fifth day, Skahlvyr took a boat from the Silver Hawk to the Great Wolf to confess to his queen that they were lost.

“The fault is mine, my queen,” the seafarer said, head lowered in shame. “I shall accept any punishment…”

“Enough of that, Skahlvyr,” Thera said, shaking her head in irritation. “I need a solution, not contrition.”

“We could turn about,” Ragnalt suggested. “Back to the channel where we lost the Ironbones. Try a different course from there.”

“It won’t work,” Skahlvyr said. “There’s scant room to manoeuvre boats never mind a fleet of this size. Attempting to retrace our steps will only cause the line to break up. Our only option is to provision the boats and send them further afield to find a passage to open sea. In the meantime, the fleet will have to reside here.”

“Waiting for one of these cursed mountains to spew more fire and ash at us,” Ragnalt scoffed. “I think not.”

He and Skahlvyr continued to bicker while Thera’s gaze drifted to her Tielwald. She had wandered away from the discussion to stand at the rail, her brow once against riven by the same curious frown, though it appeared more pronounced now. Sensing Thera’s scrutiny, she turned to her. I said I doubted she could help us, now I’m not so sure.

She?

Oh yes. She’s closer now. I can sense more. Lynnea paused, eyes narrowing in concern. And she senses me. I don’t think she likes our incursion into her domain.

But you think she might help us?

In order to be rid of us, yes. The alternative would be… unfortunate. Lynnea straightened with resolve. I’ll need a boat. And no, you can’t come with me. The queen leaving the fleet at this juncture would be disastrous.

“Prepare a boat,” Thera snapped, the anger in her tone sufficient to bring Ragnalt and Skahlvyr’s escalating argument to an abrupt halt. “The Tielwald will proceed ahead… alone.”

In fact, Lynnea set off with two companions pulling the oars. Ahlgrun and Kelvyrn had volunteered, avowing a desire to be gone from the ship where their brother had met his end. Lynnea was unable to provide even a guess as to how long she would be parted from Thera’s side, so the boat was packed with as many supplies as it could hold without sinking. Unwilling to wait for the following morn, Lynnea insisted on setting off at dusk. Thera stood at the rail to watch the small craft make its way to a northerly channel so narrow no ship could hope to navigate.

Your queen has a command, Thera thought, eyes locked on Lynnea’s slender form as the boat began to slide from view. Return to me. No words came in response, but she felt a pulse of such pure unrestrained affection that she shuddered. Then the boat disappeared into the channel and Thera steeled herself for what she knew would be an agony of waiting.







CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

Guthnyr

“Olchar died by his own hand, and his clan is no more.” Velkar sat flanked by two of her wolves as she told the tale. The rest of her pack were ranging through the Green Run, scouting for enemies. So far it appeared the Ventra had been alone. A large number of Morvek from several different clans thronged the woods close by. Deyna was unable to make a full count but Velkar assured Guthnyr the number was great, though not as large as it might have been.

“Morvek clans fight from time to time, but it is a rare thing,” she went on. “And even then, we do not fight to extinguish our foes as you do. With the Vulksa it was different. Once Iyaka and I spread the tale of how Olchar had betrayed the Telchak, the elders became angry, an anger that spread throughout the clans. Called to a gathering to account for his deed, Olchar failed to appear, as clear a sign of his guilt as could be. The Vulksa were so steeped in loyalty to the old liar that they refused to give him up, and so there was war between the clans, a war unto death. Your kind of war, and now ours it seems.”

Velkar’s voice held a bitter edge, her gaze dark with ugly remembrance. “I found Olchar sitting alone in the burned remnants of his village. That great beast he would ride lay dead at his side. ‘Why?’ I asked him. ‘Why did you betray the Telchak?’ And this was his answer: ‘To save us. Not from destruction, but from becoming that which we despise. That was the bargain our forebears struck with the Vortigurn all those years ago. Forsake the promise of the Telchak, keep to the lands he had spared for us, and we shall remain as Morvek. Our blood must never be mixed with theirs. Remember my words, for that is the future you have wrought this day. You think that boy will lead you to victory over the Rulchakin, he will not. You only ensure the Morvek’s end. It may take generations, but it will happen. Our blood, our stories, our language corrupted so that we are little more than a dim reflection of our enemy.’ Then he took up a knife and stuck it in his heart.”

Silence settled over those gathered at the fire, one mirrored throughout the army encamped among the trees. Guthnyr had made no effort to conceal Torfyn’s treachery and the news heralded a grim mood. The Travka’s ingrained detestation of betrayal made them more fractious than ever, stirring a harsh condemnation of the outlaw chieftain’s people. It might have escalated to violence but for Guthnyr’s intervention, but the resentment continued to simmer. He told Halvor and the others from the Wehrtrova to stay at his side from here on, hoping the Tielvik’s favour would afford some protection.

It was Sygurn who broke the silence, something he always found hard to tolerate for long. “So, what the feck do we do now?”

“What we came here to do,” Guthnyr told him. “March on the Citadel and free Ruhlin.”

“They know we’re coming,” Deyna pointed out. “Oryn was a mere distraction, sacrificed to ensure Torfyn would keep feeding the Kurgynrahk all our secrets. Rest assured the Vortigurn knows full well where to find us.”

“I would favour our chances in battle with any force he sends against us in this forest,” Guthnyr said, inclining his head at Velkar. “Who could stand against the Morvek in such country?”

“He’s not so foolish as to try to fight us in the Green Run. And it’s a near certainty Moyirn will have prepared a contingency should the Velkar fail in her mission.” Deyna lapsed into thought, calculation plain in her narrowed eyes. “There is but one exit from this forest that brings us close to the Citadel, and it’s an even harder road for an army to march than this one, a narrow track through a fetid swamp. That’s where they’ll be waiting.”

“Then we go around it,” Guthnyr said. “Approach the Citadel from further south.”

“That will add weeks to our march. We haven’t the supplies for that and this forest will not sustain us for so long.”

“Then retreat is our only option,” Sygurn said, scowling at the resultant barrage of disapproving glares. “I don’t relish it either. But nor am I keen to meet my end face down in a fecking swamp.”

“Then run, if that’s your wish,” Aleida told him, casting a baleful glower around the others at this fire. “All of you. If needs be, I’ll go to the Citadel alone. My hands can open any lock.”

“You will not go alone,” Guthnyr assured her before directing a questioning glance at Deyna.

“There may be a way,” she said. “My mother walked the Green Run many times, as you know. Uncle Torfyn, may the Altvar damn him, always said there was no one who knew these paths better than her. If there was anything that needed to be taken in or out of the Citadel, it was entrusted to her. She spoke once of a path unknown to all others, one the Vortigurn’s servants could never find.”

“You know this path?” Guthnyr asked.

“No.” Deyna gave a thin smile as she looked to the wolves at Velkar’s side. “But I believe we possess the means of finding it.”

Halvor moved with a stealthy foot, but had burdened himself with a sack of loot that gave off a betraying metallic clunk with every step. Guthnyr thought it said much of the young outlaw’s character that his greed had overcome his caution.

“You’d move faster without that,” Guthnyr told him, stepping from behind the broad trunk of an aged yew. Halvor instantly tensed at his appearance, hand going to his sword hilt, though he wisely chose not to draw the blade. They were a good hundred yards beyond the picket line and the hour was late. At night, the Green Run was a place of infinite shadows and perturbing stillness only the foolish or the desperate could hope to navigate.

“I hope you marked the trail,” Guthnyr went on when Halvor continued to crouch in rigid expectation. “I don’t think your cousin was lying when she spoke of folk losing the path and wandering these trees unto death.”

“I know the way,” Halvor said, voice clipped in the manner of one expecting violence. Even so, Guthnyr could tell he was lying.

“Then go,” he said. Letting out a sigh, he perched himself on a bulbous root snaking from the yew’s base. “I’ll not stop you.”

Halvor began to edge around him, the meagre light catching the wary gleam in his eye. When Guthnyr continued to sit in silent regard, the outlaw came to a halt. “I didn’t know,” he said. “My father… I would like it known that I had no knowledge of his treachery.”

“I know. But if you flee now, no one will believe that.”

“I can’t stay.” Halvor hunched lower, his sack clanking as he settled it on his shoulder. “The way they look at me. I read the word ‘traitor’ in every gaze. Among the Travka, it is the worst of insults. I… can’t bear such shame.”

“You’ll bear it whether you leave or stay,” Guthnyr told him. “Shame is a stain that never truly washes. I should know, I’ve carried mine for years now.” He lowered his head, borne down by the memory he had never voiced, even though it remained more vivid perhaps than any. “When I was still a boy, my brother saved me from a gang of other boys who were very keen on kicking my head in. He was harsh in his treatment of those boys, which led to a duel with one of their kin. That duel earned my brother the name Skyrnrak, the Redtooth, for he bit out the throat of his opponent. It was considered a dishonourable act, not least because the man he killed shared blood with the local Veilwald. And so the Sister Queens ordered my brother exiled. As far as he knew he had only acted in my defence. What he never knew, what I never told him, was that I had started the fight that began it all.

“I’d always had a fascination with smiths and smithing, so whenever we journeyed to a distant village on our great-grandfather’s business, I would seek out the local forge while Felnir saw to all the boring adult stuff. This one day, as I watched a smith forge horseshoes, a group of boys came a-taunting, as is the way with boys when they spy a newcomer. One was more vocal than the others, the kind who smiles when he insults you, though his eyes are cold. Back in Skar Magnol, I had beaten boys like that, and no aggrieved relatives complained because who would dare bring a complaint to the Tielwald’s door? Here, so far from home it was different, but I didn’t know that. Something about this boy irked me more than usual, his taunts were crueller than most, and his arrogant confidence seemed at odds with his weakling’s body. Beating him would have been easy, but I felt he deserved a more salient lesson. So, using a gloved hand, I picked up one of the recently forged horseshoes and tossed it to him. Catching things is an instinct, you see, and caught it he did. His screams were very loud and I imagine, if he still lives, folk call him Scorchhand, or Blackfingers these days. Of course, his friends all came at me. I knocked a couple down but there were too many to fight and soon they were playing kickball with my head. If Felnir hadn’t turned up, they might well have killed me.”

Guthnyr fell silent, meeting the faint glitter of Halvor’s eyes. “I never told him. Not then, not when he returned from exile years later. Shame stilled my tongue, as it stirs your feet now. But I should have told him, for now he is beyond hearing any word I utter, and so the stain of my shame stinks worse than ever. Perhaps some of it will wash when I find my friend in the Citadel. Perhaps it won’t. I do know, I’ll most likely spend the rest of my days trying to wash it clean.”

Guthnyr got to his feet, spared Halvor a parting nod, and started back towards camp. He covered a dozen yards when he heard the clank of the outlaw’s loot once again, this time growing louder as he followed.

Come the morning, the army resumed its march under Velkar’s guidance. Their route took them close to the site of Tirohk’s demise where Guthnyr found Iyaka still sitting beside his body. She had insisted on staying at his side the day before and Guthnyr left her with the Vehlkasa to mourn in private.

“Do you know why our people leave our dead to rot in the forest?” she asked Guthnyr, not looking up from Tirohk’s face. It was drained of all colour now, a stiffening mask slowly forming the grin unique to the fallen.

“I do not,” Guthnyr replied, sinking to his haunches alongside her.

“The spirit does not quickly leave the vessel that carried it,” she said, laying a hand on Tirohk’s chest. “But seeps away, like water from an old skin. As the body’s decayed flesh enriches the soil, so does the spirit as it joins with all others. Perhaps Tirohk’s can turn the heart of this forest to the light instead of the shadow. It is a dark place indeed.”

Guthnyr spared a glance for the Ventra’s corpse, wondering if her spirit would balance any light his slain friend might bring to this place. “Tirohk thought so too.” He hesitated, never skilled in knowing what to say at such times. “I… hope you’re right.”

Iyaka sat back, a soft sigh escaping her lips. “And yet, I was wrong about so many things.”

“Except the Telchak. You were right about him.”

“Yes.” She shook her head, a faint rueful smile playing on her lips. “All those years ago when I set out to find him, I allowed no room in my heart for doubt. My dreams of being the one who would discover the Telchak were so vivid, so bright. Clearly, I had been chosen for this task.” Her smile faded as she lowered her gaze to Tirohk’s corpse. “He told me I was a fool gulled by my own dreams. He was too proud to beg, of course, and so when I proved deaf to his words, he turned his back and said no more as I began my journey. I was not long walking the lands of the Rulchakin before I discovered just how much of a fool I had been. I allowed myself to be captured and shackled, for my dreams had shown me that captivity would be my route to the Telchak. But they hadn’t warned me of the cruelty I would suffer and how many years of chains and whips I would endure. My dreams faded, became dim, bitter memories that shamed me for my sheer stupidity. In time, I lost the desire for life and sought my end by attacking a guard at that farm we raided. He was big, but clumsy and all too easily killed. I expected a prolonged death, instead the Aerling saw value in my skills and sold me for the Meidvang. To the north was I taken, and there, beneath the mountain where Aerling Eldryk trained his fighters did I first see Ruhlin ehs Kestryg change into a creature of unnatural strength and fierceness.”

Iyaka fell silent, shaking her head. “I refused to believe it. How could it be that, after searching for so long, and suffering so much, I would find the Telchak here, in the form of a youth who looked no different to the Morvek’s most hated enemy? I took to calling him Telchak as a bitter jest, for he could never be the one I came to find. Then, when they took us from the mountain and he spoke to me of his scheme for an escape, I began to wonder. It was only when we succeeded that I knew I was once again a fool, this time for failing to see what should have been so clear. The Telchak was real. Now, all I needed to do was find a way to deliver him to the Morvek.”

She turned to face Guthnyr, expression wary but determined. “The ship we found you on, the one Ruhlin intended to take him home. It didn’t burn by mischance. I burned it.”

Guthnyr’s mind flooded with his memory of that night, his first sight of Ruhlin. He had watched Guthnyr snap that bastard whip-man’s neck with disgust but also understanding. That first glimpse had been enough to convince Guthnyr that this man was no enemy, that here at last was a chance to break his chains, perhaps even return home. Then all was smoke, flame, and the raging monster bearing him through the chaos. Regarding Iyaka’s tensed face, he found he had no anger for her. It would have been like nurturing a grudge against the wind for turning a sail in an unwanted direction. Despite all he had suffered, everything that had happened since felt more like a gift than a curse.

“Come,” he said, rising and extending his hand. “We face a long march and battle awaits when it’s done. If we win, you’ll see the Telchak’s face again.”

“I’ll see my friend’s face again,” she corrected, taking his hand and hauling herself upright. “For friends have been the only true reward in this journey.”







CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

Elvine

The air felt thicker the deeper Elvine proceeded into the tunnel, although the chill remained as potent as ever. They had lit torches but they were hardly needed. Light contrived to permeate the ice to fill the passage with a dim, blue glow. The great weight of frozen water above also had an irksome tendency to assail the ear with cracks and groans of ominous volume, stirring worries that the roof might collapse at any moment. Nevertheless, Elvine insisted on leading the way with the spear, holding it in readiness for the danger the spirit assured her was very close now.

She found one of Ilvar’s menda fifty paces in, recognising him from that first voyage from Olversahl to Skar Magnol. A stocky man with a bulbous nose, he lay slumped against the tunnel wall. At first she thought him sitting in wait for her, which seemed odd. As she drew closer she saw the limp, pale hands that had slipped from the haft of his axe. His face quickly captured the bulk of her attention. Unlike the murdered slaves and the two warriors who had died by their own hand outside, his features were not held in a death rictus by the freezing air. Instead, they were moulded into as stark and pure an expression of terror as Elvine had ever seen; his eyes wide and mouth opened in mid-shriek.

“No blood,” Varnyr said, peering at the ice beneath the corpse. Prodding a finger to the dead man’s cheek, he grunted, “Not frozen either.”

“If the cold didn’t kill him,” Colvyn said, “what did?”

“Fear,” Elvine said, still captured by the warrior’s terrorised death mask. “I would guess he died of a fear so deep it stopped his heart.”

“Fear of you?” Colvyn squinted in doubt before speaking on in Ishtan, “Formidable as you are, esteemed sister, I don’t believe the mere prospect of facing you in combat could do this.” He turned from the body to peer deeper into the tunnel. It opened out a dozen yards on, broadening into a cavern where the glow was dimmer. “There’s more down here than just ice,” Colvyn said.

“Of course there is, esteemed brother,” Elvine replied, resuming her progress. “Why else would she come here?”

More bodies awaited them in the cavern, six in all with the same uniform pitch of fear showing on their faces. Two Nihlvarians were among them, Varnyr recognising them as former comrades in the Vortigurn’s Fist.

“Lohkyn,” he said, crouching at the side of a beardless young man with a narrow band of scarlet tattoos tracing down the centre of his face. “Never once did I see this man afraid, and we faced much danger together.” Leaning closer, he sniffed and grimaced. “Scared enough to shit himself too. If fear hadn’t claimed him, then shame surely would.” Straightening, he frowned in grim contemplation. “These were the last of the Vortigurn’s Fist. A bad end, but I’ll not pretend we deserved any better.”

Moving on, they found the cavern narrowed to form another tunnel. Here, the glow was barely noticeable, making Elvine grateful for her torch. They had gone only a few steps when the surrounding walls of ice thrummed, birthing a series of cracking sounds. The vibration continued for several seconds with the entire party halted in place, eyes gleaming in the torchlight as they scanned the tunnel for signs of a collapse. Elvine’s heart lurched at the sight of movement within the crystalline structure. It was only a flicker, gone in an instant. She tried to reassure herself it must have been a shift in the light caused by the cracked blocks of frozen water grinding together. However, the spirit in the spear was quick to disabuse her of any comforting delusions.

Something lives here, child, she warned. Something ancient that means us ill. Have no doubt of that.

They moved on when the thrum faded, Elvine’s sense of an oppressive weight to the air growing more palpable with each step. Soon she noticed an intensification in the glow of the passage ahead, accompanied by a stiff, cutting breeze. The tunnel ended some thirty paces on, Elvine stepping out into a chasm of ice. High above, she could see a sliver of blue sky. She stood upon a narrow ledge, the drop beyond an unfathomable abyss. Spanning the gap to the mouth of another tunnel was a narrow bridge of ice, and standing in its centre was Ilvar.

The former Vellihr of Lore to the Sister Queens snarled upon catching sight of Elvine. It was a sound more fitting to the throat of a beast rather than a man. Ilvar’s face, hollow cheeked beneath a beard that had greyed since her last sight of him, was marked with frostbite and twitched continually. She might have ascribed it to the cold, for he wore only a jerkin and trews, but for the same pitch of fear she saw in his expression. It was near identical to that of his fallen comrades.

“You saw what they saw,” Elvine called to him, her voice echoing long in the chasm. “Those misguided fools who followed you and Lore to their end. It killed them but not you. Why not?”

By way of answer he let out his animalistic snarl once again, making Elvine wonder if he had lost the ability to speak. “What did you see here?” she persisted. “What was it that destroyed the minds of your warriors?”

“Lies!” Ilvar hissed. He clutched a sword in his trembling hands and raised the blade to her. “Filthy lies conjured by the enemies of the Altvar.” His voice was the high-pitched rasp of a soul driven beyond the reach of reason.

“No,” Elvine told him. “I think whatever you saw here was the truth. A truth you and the rest of your fanatics could not bear. And the only enemy of the Altvar here is you.” She shifted her gaze to the dark maw of the ice tunnel behind him. “Where is she? What does she do in this place?”

“You will not stop her!” Ilvar’s scream rebounded from the tall ice cliffs of the chasm as he rushed towards her. Varnyr stepped forward to meet him but Elvine waved him back. The spear’s blessing took hold when Ilvar came within its reach, slowing time and allowing her to sidestep the downward swing of his sword and slam the haft of her weapon into the side of his head. As he tumbled into the abyss, she watched his expression change from unreasoning fury to dull-eyed incomprehension. Time resumed its normal course once he had fallen clear of the bridge, his flailing form quickly swallowed by its absolute gloom.

“Too merciful an end,” Elvine muttered, though the spear would not allow her the leisure for regret. Hurry! the spirit urged, dragging Elvine’s gaze to the tunnel on the far side of the bridge. It’s almost within her grasp. You must stop her, child!

As she hurried across, the ice thrummed again, this time with far more violence. Losing her footing, Elvine sprawled, coming close to sliding off the edge of the span. Her torch spun away into the depths as she lay flat, the tremor continuing to shake the bridge which was now emitting an increasingly loud series of cracks. Hearing Colvyn call her name, she looked back to see her companions still on the ledge, all thrown from their feet. Her brother crawled towards the bridge, holding out his hand but too far for her to reach.

Another crack caused the ice to shudder beneath her, birthing an instant of panic that made her scramble towards Colvyn’s outstretched hand only to be brought to an abrupt halt by the spirit’s stern, implacable command: You cannot go back! Not now!

She’s never played me false, Elvine recalled, staring into Colvyn’s desperate imploring gaze before she sprang to her feet and sprinted in the opposite direction. She felt the bridge begin to give as she ran, leaping the last few feet an instant before it collapsed. Thunderous booms echoed through the chasm as fissures snaked along its walls. Sword-length shards fell away to plummet all around, forcing Elvine into the shelter of the tunnel.

“Elvine!” Colvyn’s forlorn cry dragged her gaze back to the far ledge, but she could barely glimpse him through the falling curtain of shattered ice.

Run, child! the spirit commanded, her warning given stark clarity by the deep crack that appeared in the tunnel’s roof. Elvine fled into the gloomy depths of the passage, the continuing tremors sending her into repeated collision with the walls. A near constant cascade of powdered ice made her plight all too clear, adding frantic speed to her stumbling progress until, at last, she emerged from the shadows, coming to a halt at the sight of the huge, cathedral-like chamber before her.

The glow here was the brightest she had yet encountered, illuminating a space as strange as it was vast. It resembled a great upended bowl, smooth walls like polished green-blue glass curving up to form a seamless ceiling. Fortunately, Elvine’s arrival coincided with a sudden end to the tremors and the ice above her head appeared free of flaws. The oddest feature of the cavern was its floor. Smooth at the edges, like the walls, it took on an increasing irregularity as Elvine’s eye tracked across it. Minor distortions grew in size, contorting into similar, bone-like shapes forming a spiral towards the chamber’s centre where, standing in serene repose among the circle of tall, ice monoliths was Lore.

“Welcome to the Veyinmihr, dear heart,” she said. Her voice, unlike Ilvar’s, had lost none of its vibrancy, or the warm affection Elvine remembered from their hours together in the queen’s tower. The way the surrounding ice growths loomed over her reminded Elvine that, for all the death and misery this woman had caused, she had always been a small person. The notion stirred the deep well of anger Elvine had nurtured for months that felt like years. So much slaughter in such a short time, she thought, hefting the spear and advancing towards the Traitor Queen. It ends here.

“So determined to kill me, dear heart,” Lore observed, exhibiting not even a twitch of concern as Elvine drew closer. Her voice wasn’t the only thing that distinguished her from Ilvar. Her face lacked the same hollowness, her skin as flawless as ever, her eyes the same keen, bright shade of blue. The rest of them starved to feed her, Elvine realised, the notion quickening her step.

“Don’t you want to see?” Lore asked, arching an eyebrow. “For I would very much like to show you.”

“For the bookseller,” Elvine said, drawing the spear back for a thrust. “And all the many others…”

Before she could strike, Lore pressed her hands to one of the distorted columns of ice and the world shattered.

For the first instant, Elvine thought that the surrounding cavern had exploded, for her vision was filled with spinning fragments. She closed her eyes, expecting the pain of a thousand ice shards lacerating her flesh, instead she felt only a gut-lurching sense of disorientation. Forcing her eyes open, she saw that the fragments were drifting past her in languid, spiralling clouds, slowly enough for her to realise they were not in fact formed of ice. She saw reflections in each one, of her, of Lore and the chamber they stood in. It was as if the moment of their meeting had been ripped apart, leaving them both drifting in a void.

“How wonderful!” Lore floated nearby, long flaxen hair trailing, features vibrant with joy. “To think I truly found it.” Turning to Elvine, she laughed at the mix of confusion and fury on her face. “You should rejoice, dear heart. For this is the apex of our search. This is where The Map of Veils has led us. You have spent your life in the search for knowledge. This…” Lore spread her arms wide, exultant in the glittering stream of fragmented reality. “This is knowledge!”

“I don’t care,” Elvine growled, lashing out with the spear. Its leaf-shaped blade passed through Lore’s neck without leaving a mark.

“Foolish,” Lore chided, laughing again. “We are beyond the mundanities of form here. This is a place above our world…”

“I don’t care!” Elvine lunged, trying to drive the spear through Lore’s chest. It was like stabbing air. Shouting in disappointment, Elvine drew the spear back for another thrust, then realised that the object she held was dead in her grasp. The spirit within had no words for her and Elvine could feel no vestige of its presence as her hands explored the weapon from end to end.

“Apparently, whatever lurked in that thing isn’t welcome here,” Lore observed, pursing her lips. “Am I wrong, or were you in communion with it ever since you brought it back from the Vaults?”

Elvine ignored her, gripping the spear’s haft tighter, willing its inhabitant to speak. Nothing came.

“I suppose I owe it a debt of gratitude,” Lore continued. “It was thanks to that thing you were able to once again join me. Your place was always at my side…”

“I came to kill you!” Elvine spat, trying to accomplish with words what this place would not allow with actions. “For the murders you have committed! For your disgusting betrayal! You are a creature of vilest treachery and purest malice! And I never wanted to be at your side!”

“Oh, but you did.” Lore’s tone was one of pitying superiority, Elvine’s words having no more effect than if she had cast a handful of fine dust in that flawless face. “I could tell. Lesser minds bore you, as they bore me. Even those we love. My brother, your mother. They stand tall among the herd, but even then they are small when set against us. There is always the divide, is there not, dearest? The inescapable truth that they will never ascend to our heights. Even the Vortigurn. A being who has walked this earth for centuries, and I found him small, a petty mind plotting destruction. But he had his uses. Thanks to him, I could escape the dreary cage of his kingdom and come in search of this. I’ll admit I strove to fulfil his will, but it was always secondary, a sop to prior obligation. This, Elvine. This was what I sought in every book, every ancient scribbling I could find. I thought you might find it when I sent you in search of the Vaults of the Altvar. But no, it was only when I fully explored The Map of Veils that I found it.”

Elvine could only growl in impotent rage before casting around this impossible place for something, anything, that might allow her to do harm to this woman. She saw then that the fragments were changing. The spiralling shards had begun to coalesce, swirling into tighter vortices and glowing brighter as they did so.

“What is this?” Elvine demanded of Lore. It was a question driven as much by fear as curiosity, for she sensed danger here where Lore clearly did not.

“Isn’t it obvious?” Lore’s smile became a gentle taunt. “I assume you know that the word ‘veil’ in Ishtan has several meanings.”

Elvine’s thoughts raced to her conversation with Colvyn when they had discussed The Map of Veils. There is, however, another word to which the term “veil” could be ascribed. “Guhlsta”… beloved of magicians who will draw them away to reveal the jewel they have conjured from thin air.

“Something is hidden here,” Elvine said, her gaze shifting from one vortex to another. “You seek to steal it.”

“No, I seek to learn from it. Can’t you see that’s all I’ve ever wanted?” Lore held out her hands to Elvine. “Learn with me. Imagine the knowledge we can unlock here.”

“You don’t even know what this place is. But I know you cannot be trusted with whatever you take from here.”

She saw a hardening in Lore’s gaze, her need giving way to disappointment. She began to speak again but her words were forever lost when one of the vortices let out a bright pulse of light. Elvine reeled from it, vision flooded with a glow of such intensity she suffered a jolt of pain. When it cleared, she saw the vortex expanding, its many facets glittering as it formed a vast plain. The shimmering fragments began to fashion themselves into recognisable shapes upon the expanse. Elvine saw a city rise, a sprawling port where a thousand or more ships thronged its docks and buildings of unfeasible height and stature ascended to the sky. In its centre stood a tower, taller than all the others. The image shifted, bringing them closer to reveal two figures standing atop the great spire. Two women of roughly equal height and golden hair. Both wore crowns.

“I knew…” Lore breathed, Elvine turning to see tears streaming down the Traitor Queen’s cheeks. “I knew I was right. It’s us, Elvine. Our future. We will be sister queens. Not just wardens of some frost-bound gaggle of savages, but the world entire. Think of it. A world no longer mired in myth and false legend. A world free of war and greed. A world guided by the purity of unbridled knowledge. Is that not worth all I have done? Our kingdom will be my redemption, and your glory…”

Her words faded when another vortex blasted out a second flare of light. This one was different, possessed of a roiling, fiery red glow rather than untarnished white. This too unfolded to reveal a city, but in place of a bustling port of gleaming towers, it revealed a scene of destruction. Flames blazed along every street, choking the air with ash, the roar of the inferno not quite loud enough to smother the screams of those caught in its grasp. Once again, they were swept towards a tall tower, this one incomplete. Upon its half-constructed summit two figures stood, both men. They appeared to be locked in some form of struggle. Elvine could make out their faces, both set in the hateful grimace of combat, but she recognised neither. However, looking again at the burning city, Elvine was struck by a painful rush of recognition.

My dream, she remembered. I dreamed this in Olversahl…

“The culmination of the Vortigurn’s plan, I assume,” Lore said, voice laden with caustic disdain. “It matters not. He is incidental, even if he succeeds.”

“Then why are we being shown this?” Elvine asked her. “Do you not know? Is your mighty intellect at fault, perhaps?”

“A mere distraction.” Lore cast a dismissive hand over the burning city. “What care we if the Citadel burns? Whatever mischief the Vortigurn has conjured can take all of Nihlvar and be welcome to it.”

Elvine looked from the burning city to the two queens atop their tower. She could recognise her own face now, finding the beauty of it idealised to an absurd degree, a statue given life. If this place was truly created by the Altvar, was this how they saw her? Or was it that this is how they imagined she saw herself? The Cavern of Truth, she thought. Yet I see only illusion. Unless… She turned back to the burning city, a horror last seen in a nightmare. Her nightmare. The screams of those souls burning in the raging fires felt so much more real than the impossibly beauteous queens looking out on a world-spanning empire forged from reason.

“Two futures,” she said. “Two choices, between one that is true, and one that is not.”

“Choice?” Lore’s laughter had an edge to it now. “What choice can there be? A world of wonders or the Vortigurn’s calamity?”

“One is a lie. Something I fancy has been plucked from your mind. This—” she pointed to the flaming Citadel “—is taken from mine. A vision that feels true, while yours is the delusion born of peerless arrogance. You think I would ever stand at your side? You talk of building a new world of wisdom and peace but practise only deceit and cruelty. That is the truth I see here. I think Ilvar and his menda saw it too, did they not?”

Lore’s disappointed scowl became a sneer. “They were weak, in body and mind. They spoke of a phantom in the ice whispering to them, showing them horrors.”

“Horrors they had wrought in your name, I suspect. That’s what it showed them. That’s what they feared. The truth of their own crimes.”

All trace of affection had leached from Lore’s face now, lips quivering in suppressed anger. “I see another truth. The truth that you, despite the love I hold for you, are unworthy of this, the greatest of gifts.”

“I don’t want your gift!” Elvine lurched towards Lore once again, slashing with the spear in a vain attempt to do her injury. “I wouldn’t accept your love any more than I would a cup of poison…” She stopped when something flickered in the corner of her eye. Turning, she found the vision of the Citadel had changed. Some form of disturbance now swirled the air close to the tower where the two men continued to struggle. It crackled with energy, blasting forks of lightning into the surrounding sky. They lanced out from an expanding circle, formed not of light, but darkness.

“So it worked,” Lore said, voice rich in contempt. “All his endless scheming. Centuries of tyranny and manipulation, all directed towards achieving this. He tried to hide it from me, but, for all his pretensions and his years upon this earth, his mind was a child’s, easily read.”

“What is that?” Elvine demanded.

“A tear in the fabric of the world,” Lore said. “Torn by those on the other side.” She paused, a spasm of discomfort passing across her face. “The Vortigurn purposely built the Citadel close to another veil, a place where the barrier between worlds is thin. Can’t you feel them? Their ravening hunger. It has been years in the stoking, and now cannot be sated.”

As she stared at the expanding black circle at the centre of the maelstrom, Elvine did indeed feel a growing sense of nauseous unease. The tear exuded an instinctive repugnance akin to recoiling from the sight of maggots feasting upon a corpse, but much more potent. She could see something moving in the blackness now, something that shimmered as the lightning played over it, conveying an impression of a great many snakes coiling in a pit.

“What are they?” she breathed, possessed by a desperate desire to retreat from this vision. But this place would only allow her to continue to float, forcing her to watch.

“They have names in a thousand tongues,” Lore said. “In the Altvar Rendi they are the Elborians, those monstrous denizens of the depths banished by the Altvar. But you, Elvine, will know them better as the Malecite so despised by your Covenant of Martyrs. Ever they are drawn to the veils between our worlds, enticed by the endless conflicts of humanity, for discord is their meat. Every once in a while they are presented with a feast, as the Vortigurn intends to do at the Citadel. If he hasn’t already.”

As she spoke, the writhing dark mass spilled from the tear to flood the flaming street below. Elvine found it impossible to discern the true shape of the unleashed beings, they moved too fast and seemed to alter their form at will. She saw flaming people plucked from smoking ruins to be torn apart and consumed. The black tide overwhelmed the city in the space of a few heartbeats, extinguishing the flames but also destroying every structure in their path. The screams finally faded but the ravening darkness swept on, multiplying in number as they fed.

“Why?” Elvine turned back to Lore. “What could he possibly gain from this?”

“That has always been known only to him. Perhaps he simply revels in destruction, but I always suspected an unspoken design. It still matters not. Once we claim the knowledge of the Veyinmihr, the Vortigurn and whatever horrors he has conjured will have no hope of standing against us—”

Lore’s words were abruptly smothered by a new sound. It assailed them from every direction, a vast furious roar. The two visions shattered around them, dissolving into fragments that swirled then coalesced at blinding speed. In an instant, Elvine found herself back in the vast cavern. She stood in the same spot as before, the spear poised to thrust at Lore’s chest, yet now the ice beneath her feet trembled with increasing violence.

“No,” Lore said, her voice a soft plea as she slapped her hands to the ice monolith. “No! You can’t take it from me!”

She drew back her hands to try again, whereupon the monolith moved. Accumulated frost sloughed away as it convulsed, twisting in a manner more like flesh than ice. Around them the spiral of protrusions also began to move, sending an intricate web of cracks across the floor of the chamber. The roar that had assailed them before rose again, rebounding from the glass walls in a deafening echo that forced Elvine to clamp her gloved hands to her ears. The sound ended when a patch of ice to Lore’s rear shattered and something rose amid the tumbling shards. Elvine’s first thought was of the head of a massive serpent. Yet, as it shook itself free of debris, she found herself unable to fully recognise its revealed form. Its skin rippled constantly, jagged, overlapping splinters shifting and merging as if it was creating itself from surrounding material. Yet, as it became more complete, she recognised a pair of deep hollows she took for eyes, and below them, a widening, spiked maw.

She expected Lore to run, as Elvine should have. Instead, they both continued to regard the risen creature with utter amazement. Elvine supposed it was inevitable that Lore should recover her wits first, or at least enough semblance of thought to speak again. It was just another faint repetition of “No,” though Elvine considered it as suitable an epitaph as any.

Lore’s slender form came apart into several different pieces, sliced again and again by the creature’s ravening maw. The remnants flew in a pink mist to spatter the ice around Elvine, causing a moment’s perverse fascination with the sight of steam rising from a chunk of flesh and bone that might have been Lore’s shoulder. She unfroze when the creature roared again, Elvine’s gaze snapping to the sight of its changing face. As it loomed closer she felt no fear, her mind filled with the despairing realisation of the truth the Veyinmihr had shown her. The Malecite… Discord is their meat…

“Thera!” Elvine gasped. “I have to stop her!”







CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

Ruhlin

The door to the wuhltra slammed shut behind them with a clang that was lost amid the crowd’s exultant welcome. “Amundyr!” they chanted in a recurrent, hungry roar. “Amundyr! Amundyr!”

At Ruhlin’s side, Fernhyld staggered under the weight of the noise. Her face had been a sickly shade of white ever since waking that morning. Ruhlin had feared she would faint during the journey to the wuhltra, but she managed to maintain a steady if occasionally faltering step, her hand clammy in Ruhlin’s grasp. He wanted to whisper assurances to her but couldn’t compete with the ongoing torrent of the audience’s adulation. Once again every tier was packed, every spectator on their feet and punching the air in concert with their chanted exhortation for more slaughter to be wrought by Amundyr’s mighty hands.

So, when the Vortigurn emerged from the shadowed recesses of his platform, the subsequent silence fell like a blow. Ruhlin expected the king to make a speech, proclaim another spectacle in honour of his loyal subjects, no doubt weaving in some allusions to the Altvar. But he didn’t. Instead, the Vortigurn moved to the edge of the platform to fix Ruhlin with a commanding stare, calling out just one simple command: “Show me your heart, Ruhlin ehs Kestryg!”

With that, he hefted a long, shiny object and threw it into the arena. Ruhlin was grudgingly impressed by the king’s strength, the object describing a high arc before impacting the sand a few paces away.

“What was that?” Fernhyld whimpered, flinching at the thud.

“Nothing to fear,” Ruhlin said, tugging her along as he strode forward to claim the object. “Just a gift from the Vortigurn. Something I was captured with.” As he knelt to grip the maul’s haft, he found the feel of it comfortably familiar, though he had never quite accustomed himself to the weight of its twin hammer-head. Rising with the weapon in his grasp, he wondered why the Vortigurn should choose to arm him this time.

The crowd’s silence ebbed into expectant murmuring as the iron gates lining the opposite wall slid open. Ruhlin had no true notion of what to expect. More beasts, or cravens from the Vortigurn’s war? Perhaps a mixture of both. When their opponents began to emerge, he was surprised at their number. There were only a dozen in all, four women and eight men, moving with a mix of confidence and cautious awareness Ruhlin had seen before. They bore a variety of weapons, but only sparse armour, revealing well-honed muscle rich in scars, some recently stitched.

“Sweat,” Fernhyld said, nose raised to sniff the air. “From people, not beasts. Who are they?”

“I would guess, the victors of the Meidvang,” Ruhlin replied. “We are to be their final battle.”

She lowered her head, both hands now clutching his, her slight form jerking as she sobbed. “Stay low and try to keep close to me,” Ruhlin told her as gently as he could. “This won’t take long.”

“No.” Fernhyld shook her head. “These are not tears born of fear. I weep for them, and you.”

He began to ask her what she meant, but his words ended in a guttural choke when his stagna flared to life. It was not the usual brief jolt of pain, but a prolonged, icy ache. Fernhyld’s hands slipped from his and he was forced to plant the maul in the sand to keep himself upright. Hearing a rapid exchange of voices, he looked up with pain dimmed eyes to see the twelve fighters tensing for a charge. Clearly, they had been quick to spot an opportunity to end this death match with the fearsome Amundyr before it began. As they started forward, Ruhlin heard a dim, distant growl from the monster, but no accompanying swelling of muscle or limb. A glance at the rim of the arena’s wall revealed a long procession of Ventra all staring at him, or rather, his stagna. As long as they maintained its effect, the monster would be caged.

Show me your heart. Ruhlin surprised himself with the capacity to voice a short, bitter laugh. He wants to see me fight, he told the monster with a note of apology. Not you.

“Ruhlin.” Fernhyld’s voice, strained but now free of any sob, drew his gaze to the sight of her undoing the straps of her blindfold. “Get behind me.”

Unable to speak, Ruhlin expended a brief moment to regard the advancing fighters. The ache from the stagna made his movements stiff, though he found the pain less acute the more he moved. Still, the prospects of facing a dozen veteran champions of the Meidvang in such a state were poor. Grunting with the effort, he placed himself at her back, filled with the shame of being reduced to the status of a child sheltering behind its mother.

“Whatever happens, do not look at my eyes,” Fernhyld told him as she undid the final strap and dropped her blindfold to the sand. Ruhlin saw a few of the fighters exchange puzzled glances, but their approach didn’t slow. When they had closed to within ten paces, a man in the centre of their line raised his axe to shoulder height.

“I’ll make it quick, girl,” he promised Fernhyld.

In response, she lowered her head, Ruhlin hearing her murmur, “I’m sorry.” Then she looked up.

The axe wielder skidded to a halt, the determined aggression on his face abruptly replaced by a mingling of pain and surprise. Ruhlin could see no obvious cause for the man’s distress, then noticed the grey wisps of smoke rising from his sparse armour. He began to scream when flames blossomed from his torso, quickly spreading to his neck and face. The stench of seared flesh wafted across the arena as the fighter’s screams choked to silence, his throat eaten away by fire. He flailed, describing a mad dance across the sand, scattering his fellow fighters before he collapsed, his entire body now a burning, blackened husk.

The shocked confusion of the other fighters lasted only as long as it took Fernhyld to alter the line of her gaze, whereupon the man closest to the axe wielder let out a piercing scream. A hulking brute with deep scars criss-crossing his broad features, he coughed out a thick cloud of smoke as he sank to his knees. Within seconds, fire had bubbled up from within his mouth to consume his face.

Fernhyld shifted her gaze once again and flames erupted from the scalp of a tall woman bearing a long spear. The fire that assailed her seemed to spread less quickly, enabling her to dive to the ground, covering her head with sand to extinguish the blaze. Ruhlin heard another pained shout, this time from Fernhyld as she tracked her gaze across the other fighters, each suffering an outburst of fire somewhere on their person, though not intense enough to consume them entirely.

“Now!” Fernhyld didn’t turn, but Ruhlin knew her command was meant for him. “I can’t do this for long. You have to act now!”

As Ruhlin forced himself into motion, the stagna sent fresh spasms of pain coursing through him. The monster continued to voice its faint growl, but it was Ruhlin who dragged the maul from the sand and raised it above his head. The first fighter he killed paid him no heed at all. A tall man bearing identical curved swords, he stood batting scalded hands at the small inferno on his thigh as Ruhlin brought the maul down on his head. One blow wasn’t enough to finish him, Ruhlin shouting with the effort of raising the maul once again before smashing it onto the swordsman’s already bloodied head. It was a poorly aimed blow, striking the nape of his neck rather than his skull. However, it succeeded in shattering his spine, leaving him a twitching, smoking wreck as Ruhlin stumbled towards his next victim.

This is murder, he knew as he killed, shattering the chest of the spear-bearer as she rose, sand sticking to the raw, scorched flesh of her scalp. Yet he found he had no room for guilt in his heart. If he and Fernhyld were to live, they all had to die. Half the fighters had fled Fernhyld’s gaze so he struck down those too injured to follow their example. Each one proved harder to kill than the last, though he benefitted greatly from their lingering panic and the burns that slowed them.

“Fucking coward!” a man spat at Ruhlin after the maul had smashed his legs. He twisted upon the ground, trying to avoid the lethal blow while lashing out with a hatchet until Ruhlin swatted it from his grasp. Half his face had been burned down to the bone and he stared at his killer with one hate-filled eye, managing a final curse before the maul spilled his brains. “May the Altvar deny you the Halls, craven!”

Straightening from the body, Ruhlin surveyed the three surviving fighters. They were spread about the arena, crouched to smother their smoking burns with sand. None seemed keen to close the distance to Fernhyld, but he saw a predatory determination overcoming the pain on their faces. Although made wary by her warning about looking at her eyes, Ruhlin risked a glance in her direction. She was on all fours now, chest heaving and a fresh patch of vomit discolouring the sand beneath. Clearly, her ability exacted a considerable toll.

Seeing his chance, a lithe, fleet-footed man sprinted towards Fernhyld, whirling a spiked ball on a chain. Ruhlin had accustomed himself to the constant pain now, enabling him to intercept the charging fighter. He struck him in the side, sending them into an untidy tangle. Ruhlin felt the sharp spikes of the ball scrape his arm, but it was a dull thing compared to the stagna. The lithe man was on his feet first, abandoning his flail to draw a dagger from his belt and turning to renew his attack on Fernhyld, then falling with a shout when Ruhlin swung the maul, catching the fighter’s ankle. Lurching towards him, Ruhlin slammed the maul into the smaller man’s chest, provoking a gush of blood from his mouth. Filled with the fury of survival, Ruhlin brought the maul down again, this time on his foe’s neck, crushing the flesh down to the spine.

A scuff of sand to his right snapped his gaze up. An impressively muscled woman reared above him, sword poised for a thrust, then screamed as her eyes exploded in flame. Whirling away, she clutched at the smoking sockets, letting out a series of animalistic shrieks until a thick, dark liquid began to gush from her ears and she fell face first to the sand.

Ruhlin looked to Fernhyld again. She was now slumped face down, features slack and body limp with utter exhaustion. Only a dozen yards away, a tall man with livid burns across his chest hurtled towards her with war hammer raised, face livid with enraged, murderous intent. Beset by the stagna’s ache, Ruhlin knew he wouldn’t reach the hammer wielder in time.

I need you, he implored the monster, reaching deep inside himself, feeding it all the rage and pain he could summon. Please…

The answering growl was louder than before, but still small, though Ruhlin felt the familiar heat kindle in his core. Usually, the transformation would begin in his chest, but this time the heat spread to his arm. The change was small compared to the monster’s previous visitations, increasing the definition of bicep and forearm despite an increased pitch of agony from the stagna. The pain of hefting the maul once more brought forth a scream from Ruhlin’s lips, dimming his vision into a red mist, though he could still make out the hammer wielder now closing on Fernhyld’s unmoving form.

Had it been cast by the monster at full strength, the maul would have transformed the fighter’s head into a cloud of red powder. Nevertheless, Ruhlin’s throw succeeded in slamming into the man’s skull from a distance of twenty paces. He tottered forward a few steps, lips squirming and brows knitted into a confused frown, before collapsing. Ruhlin shuddered in relief at seeing Fernhyld flinch when the fighter’s sundered head cast blood onto her face.

Struggling to his feet, Ruhlin groaned as the watching Ventra released the stagna. The moment of blissful relief was short-lived, replaced by the injuries he had suffered over the course of the past few minutes. Stumbling to Fernhyld’s side, he was only vaguely aware of the crowd’s uproarious acclaim. As he cradled her head in his lap, tears continued to escape her eyes though she kept them closed tight.

“I hoped I would never do it again,” she wept.

Looking up at the Vortigurn’s platform, Ruhlin found the king standing once again at its edge. The distance was too great to make out his face, but Ruhlin was sure he was smiling. Looking again at Fernhyld’s face, streaked with tears and soot, he had to fight the impulse to raise her up and force her to visit her blessing upon the Vortigurn. But that would have been too cruel. Later, he would have cause to reflect on the occasional necessity of cruelty.







CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

Felnir

“Swathe fever, my king,” Audheld said, face grim as she regarded the two bodies entwined upon the ground. Their names were Neetha and Jorfyn, a brother and sister who had pledged themselves to Felnir in the Lakelands. None who knew these siblings could recall a single crossed word between them, yet there they lay, still clutching the knives they had driven into the other’s chest.

“Doesn’t look like they fought, my lord,” Falk said, squinting at the bodies. “No scratches and such.”

“Swathe fever,” Audheld repeated, voiced hardened in irritation and, Felnir suspected, a modicum of grief. These two had been part of her contingent, the first of those immune to the sword’s glow to fall victim to the malaise of this dreadful land. Since Galvyr’s suicide it had become a horribly regular occurrence. Not every night, but at least twice a week, they would wake to find one or more of their comrades vanished. They were invariably discovered close by, always dead by their own hand. Felnir would have preferred to think it a consequence of despair and hunger, for he had been forced to institute strict rationing several days ago. But this had become far too routine an occurrence to ascribe to such mundane causes.

“Shitting place won’t be happy until it’s killed us all,” Falk said, casting spit upon the ground which was, at least, more solid now. The boggy plain hadn’t been endless after all, finally giving way to arid brush and rock. Despite the change in scenery, it remained a monotonous, featureless tract and the menda’s mood had only worsened. Bog or no bog, this was still the Swathe.

“Cover them with rocks,” Felnir ordered. Even though there was plentiful brush for kindling, and the country was dry, he preferred not to expend time in building a pyre. Every moment spent upon the Swathe is a risk, he had decided weeks ago. While their number remained strong, the constant loss of lives was deepening the miserable distress of his menda. He began and ended every day’s march with a display of the sword, the glow serving to dispel their gloom, at least for a time. It made him feel like a priest from some eastern cult, or a Supplicant of the Covenant faith, enticing worship with ritual rather than instilling loyalty by kingly example.

That night, after they had put several miles between them and the fallen siblings, Felnir ordered the last of the cattle slaughtered. It was as much an act of mercy as necessity, for the beast had grown thin since leaving the bogland behind. Its denuded flesh barely sufficed to feed a single company and Felnir knew there was but one option if he was to keep this menda fed. Determined to avoid any appearance of privilege, he insisted Bolt be first, though couldn’t bring himself to wield the knife. Turning his back while Falk patted a soothing hand to the sleek horse’s neck, knife poised at the largest vein, Felnir cursed himself for a craven. Even so, he didn’t turn at the sound of the first panicked whinny and, when Tyrheld ladled out the stew at the campfire that night, he ate a full bowl without demur. True hunger, he knew well, had scant tolerance for sentiment.

Over the course of the next few days, the pack horses then the mounts of Beyorn’s riders were next for the pot. Despite the grimness of the task, it actually served to lighten his warriors’ mood for a time in the way only full bellies can. Throughout the following week they fed on dried meat leavened with the ever-diminishing stocks of hard tack, and there were no more disappearances. Of course, once the meat began to dwindle, so Swathe fever took hold once more, claiming victims on a near nightly basis. Felnir found himself perversely grateful for Sygna’s absence, for she would surely have insisted on keeping count of the dead. Within a few days he had stopped insisting the bodies be given a makeshift grave of loose rock. A day after that he forbade searches for the morning toll of missing.

As the Sea King’s menda continued its ever more weary trudge across the Swathe, Felnir reflected on the curious maintenance of discipline among his warriors. Any other army he had marched with would either have dissolved into warring factions or mutinied by now. But, despite the fever, hunger, and all-pervading knowledge of their own doom, this lot kept marching. He knew the toll would have been higher without the sword. His ritualised unveilings of the blade took place several times a day now and never once did it fail to relight the fire of devotion in the gazes of those it had captured. But even those who marched at Audheld’s back showed scant sign of the desperation or panic he expected. In their case, he ascribed their continuing loyalty to simple realism: they couldn’t turn back and they couldn’t flee, for there was nowhere to flee to.

On the day he woke to find a full score of warriors missing, he noticed Wohtin stagger to a halt atop a hill up ahead. Deprived of his pony, the old man now walked at the forefront of the column, his steps becoming ever more faltering by the day. Still, he voiced no complaint regarding either hunger or frailty. In fact, he barely voiced anything at all. Quickening his step to come to Wohtin’s side, Felnir had to fight down a spasm of nausea, now the habitual outcome of even slight exertion. He didn’t bother asking about the object of the old man’s interest, just followed his gaze to something so out of place in this landscape, he wondered if it might be an illusion. In the desert, he had beheld oases and expanses of water that shimmered into nothingness upon closer inspection. Yet the copse of trees sprouting from a low rise a quarter-mile ahead appeared fully substantial, if also impossible.

“The second jewel,” Wohtin croaked, and Felnir saw no reason to argue his judgement.

The menda’s pace increased upon catching sight of the trees, lured on by lush, green leaves. Then, when they picked out the fruit hanging among the branches, their quickened step became a stumbling run. “Stop!” Felnir shouted, his voice thinned by hunger, but even the Sea King couldn’t hold them in that moment. For the first time, he gained a true impression of just how thinned their ranks had become during the march. As they thronged around the trees, Felnir guessed that he had lost about a third to either the fever or hunger. If this is another trap, he thought, watching his warriors frantically plucking the fruit, mayhap I’ll soon lose the rest.

He, Wohtin, and most of Audheld’s company, stood and watched while the others gorged themselves. Felnir expected screams at any moment, accompanied by the sight of men and women collapsing, clutching bellies now filled with poison. Yet no screams came, just an increasingly excited chorus of sated hunger.

“Sweet and crisp, my king,” Beyorn said, coming to Felnir with a sack filled with apples. Still, Felnir held off from partaking in the feast until his companions had done so. Wohtin exhibited a similar level of caution, but eventually took a tentative bite, quickly followed by several more. Satisfied that this fruit presented no danger, Felnir finally tasted one of the apples himself. He knew that, after marching on a mostly empty stomach for so long, any fruit would be wondrous, yet felt there to be something unnatural in the blissful explosion of juice and soft flesh filling his mouth. His body, however, having partaken of decent food for the first time in weeks, allowed for no more suspicions. Felnir quickly polished off three more apples before some semblance of reason returned.

“It shouldn’t be here,” he said, addressing the comment to Wohtin. “Nothing taller than a dry bush grows for miles around.”

“It shouldn’t,” the old man agreed, munching his third apple. “But there it stands. A jewel indeed.”

“It was placed there for us,” Beyorn said, face lit with now typical ardour. He clutched an apple to his breast, cradled like the most precious offering. “The Altvar knew of our need. Surely this is a journey blessed by the gods.”

They encamped around the trees, eating their way through most of the easily reachable fruit. In addition to apples, there were oranges, peaches, and sundry other delights. These were familiar to Felnir thanks to his time in the east, but wonderfully novel to his warriors. Come nightfall, Wohtin began to plot the course they would follow the next day.

“Karnic’s Spear,” he said, pointing to a line of stars above the western horizon.

“I assumed we’d keep heading north,” Felnir said. “Where my brother awaits.” His dreams of Guthnyr continued to be frustratingly vague, though the general impression that he could be found in northern climes remained.

“The shortest path to a goal does not always follow the arrow’s flight,” Wohtin said. It sounded like a quote from the Altvar Rendi. Despite the restorative glut of fruit, Felnir’s fatigue was such he didn’t trouble his mind trying to recall it in full.

“A trap fashioned from stone,” he said, turning to regard the trees. “Now a lush orchard. Strange jewels your wife’s people crafted for us.”

“If they were intended for us.” Wohtin’s gaze showed more keenness now, Felnir seeing no sign of his recurrent confusion. “But crafted they were. Of that I’m certain.” He turned to Felnir, speaking in cold, unambiguous terms. “We can allow no delay here. Come the dawn, we must move on.”

Hearing the sounds of the camp, suffused with song for the first time in weeks, Felnir saw the wisdom in the old man’s words. “It is a trap, after all,” he realised. “The fruit is bait. Intended to make us tarry here until it’s all gone. Then, once again we face endless miles with empty stomachs. The fever will claim even more of them once they understand that.” He shook his head in reluctant admiration for the cruel cleverness of it before fixing Wohtin with an insistent stare, asking his next question in a tone that brooked no dissembling. “How many days to the next jewel?”

He expected another bland statement of ignorance, so the precision of the old man’s response surprised him: “Twenty days at most.”

“Why so certain?”

“Because, if we march west at our current speed for twenty days, Karnic’s Spear will no longer be visible.”

Twenty days… Felnir’s gaze roamed the camp once more. They had perhaps three days’ meat and hard tack left, and then only with strictest rationing. “I’ll tell them to gather as much fruit as they can carry,” he said, heading towards the orchard. “And to be ready to march on the morrow, though how many will obey the order I cannot say.”

In all, only a dozen refused to march come the dawn. They were all from Audheld’s contingent and therefore immune to the sword’s glow. Despite her pleas, they proved deaf to persuasion, and indifferent to Beyorn’s threats to hang them from the trees they seemed to love so much.

“You know you’re choosing death?” Felnir asked them. “Once you’ve eaten your way through this orchard, there will be no more succour for you.”

“Better a death among greenery than another day slogging through the Swathe,” one of them replied, a sell-sword of grizzled features and many gaps in his teeth. “Fucking place steals your soul with every step.”

Seeing that his sentiment was fully shared by his companions, Felnir bade them good fortune and ordered the menda to commence the day’s march. Each warrior carried a sack or bundled cloak filled with fruit which sustained them well until it began to rot. After that, and a return to the grim, meagre daily allotment of dried horse meat and hard tack, Swathe fever once again began to exact its toll. Some desperate souls, about a score in number and not fully succumbed to despair, deserted with the stated intention of making it back to the orchard. Felnir forbade an enraged Beyorn from cutting them down, reasoning at least they now had fewer mouths to feed. The baleful trudge of the Sea King’s menda was made yet more miserable by a change in both weather and terrain. A few miles west of the orchard, unremitting flatness and dry scrub gave way to hill country dappled in greenery thanks to frequent rainfall. It ensured full water skins but made climbing the slopes a tedious, mud-afflicted exercise that slowed progress to a crawl. As a result, the fever transformed from a persistent, deadly visitor to an outright plague.

Eight days after departing the orchard, Felnir woke to find no less than three dozen bodies littering the surrounding hillside. Some had killed each other, most had done the deed with their own hand. Felnir had no option but to order their corpses ransacked for any scraps of food before leaving them where they lay. The next day, it was worse. He didn’t bother making a count, for he needed no precise number to know this menda was now bleeding to death. He repeated the ritual with the sword again and again. But, even though the blade’s glow reflected in a host of eyes gleaming with devotion, the fever ravaged their ranks with unabated cruelty. By the twelfth day, Felnir estimated that perhaps half of those he had set out with still marched at his back.

Later, as they struggled to the crest of a ridge, he began to notice an increasing detachment in Tyrheld’s demeanour. He knew enough about the fever by now to spot its influence and saw it clearly in the maiden’s faltering step and unfocused gaze. She responded to his queries about her wellbeing with flat, distracted assurances and, when they stopped for the night, failed to eat. Instead, she spent hours staring at the surrounding hills with a mix of bafflement and suspicion. Though his own strength diminished by the day, Felnir insisted on tying cords around her wrists, one attached to his arm, the other to Falk’s. He stayed awake for as long as he could, worried by the fact that Tyrheld failed to succumb to exhaustion. Eventually, he slipped into slumber only to wake a short while later to find his bodyguard determinedly chewing her way through the cord about her wrist. After that, Felnir tied a length of thick rope around her arms and chest, spending succeeding days tugging her along like a dog on a leash. She voiced no protest at this treatment, becoming a wan, silent figure in their midst. The only emotion Felnir noticed in her was a faint grimace of envy when they rose each morning to find a fresh crop of bodies littering the ground.

Felnir lost track of the days after they ate the last of the hard tack, surrendering himself to a degree of hunger he had never known in a lifetime rich in privation. He forced water down Tyrheld’s throat and croaked orders at the others to drink as much as they could in order to fend off the pain that came with starvation. They may have walked for the full twenty days estimated by Wohtin, but if so, he had no way of knowing by the time the old man reported Karnic’s Spear was now absent from the sky.

“And yet…” Felnir observed in a voice as thin as a withered reed “… I see no jewel.”

He had sunk to his knees at Wohtin’s side, having crawled to the top of a low hill that seemed a tall as a mountain. He didn’t know how the old man still lived. His face sagged upon his skull like a worn mask, eyes sunken in their sockets and lips cracked. But Felnir hadn’t yet seen him fall, something he couldn’t say for any of the others who still straggled in their wake. He wondered if it was Wohtin’s unnatural lifespan that enabled such endurance. If so, then Felnir might well share the same blessing, if it could be called such. For, if true, he and this ancient wretch would linger after hunger or fever had claimed the last of their companions.

“A jewel… can take many forms,” Wohtin croaked in response, and Felnir saw a new focus to his gaze. Following it, he saw only another hill to climb, then blinked when he made out a solitary figure standing upon the crest.

“Is that… real?” he whispered.

“I hope so,” Wohtin replied. “Else we share the same dream.”

The figure stood in immobile regard for what seemed an age, then started towards them. He carried a staff but moved with a steady stride. As he drew nearer, Felnir saw his garb was fashioned from a pale wool, save for the waxed leather cloak about his shoulders. He was tall but of thin build, his face showing no sign of emaciation. His features were bearded with high, angular cheekbones and the lines of middle age about his eyes. Although certain he had never seen this man before, Felnir was still struck by a sense of recognition. Judging by the way the man’s gaze narrowed as he halted, this newcomer was experiencing a similar sensation, though not in regard to Felnir.

“So, you’ve come at last,” he said, eyes and voice directed at Wohtin as he added, “Father.”

During the long interval of silence that followed, Wohtin swayed as if he had been struck, gaping at the man before him in stark disbelief until a soft croak emerged from his cracked lips. “Antak?” He tottered towards the newcomer, hand outstretched. “My son…”

Taking a backward step, the bearded man raised his staff. “Do not touch me,” he instructed. Felnir judged his accent as similar to the denizens of Vorunvahl, but with a laboured harshness to it. In response to the command, Wohtin stumbled to a halt, though the mix of need and awe lingered on his aged features.

“How…?” he began. “How can you be standing before me?”

Antak ignored the question and turned his attention to Felnir. A brief survey of his ragged, and decidedly un-kingly person provoked a frown of consternation. It deepened when Antak shifted his gaze to Tyrheld’s tethered, emaciated form and the menda straggling down the slope beyond.

“They,” he said in his strained Ascarlian, “are not supposed to be here.”

“Yet here we stand,” Felnir replied, resting a hand on the Sword of the Altvar. “I have a destination, and will brook no attempt to prevent me reaching it.”

He saw a twitch of amusement in Antak’s face at the threat, though it faded quickly as his eyes lingered on the sword. Felnir perceived a glimmer of understanding in the man’s gaze before he turned about and strode away. “Come then,” he called over his shoulder, staff raised in a beckoning gesture. “Or stay and starve if it is your wish.”

Throughout the trek that followed, Felnir was unable to ask any questions of their guide for he walked ahead at a distance of thirty paces or more. He did consent to the occasional brief pause to allow the hunger-weakened host to catch up, but proved deaf to Wohtin’s entreaties for information. Felnir gauged the distance they covered that day at little over five miles, but in his weakened state it felt more like twenty. When Antak came to a halt, it required a good deal of effort for Felnir to remain upright as he staggered to the stranger’s side, still tugging a vacant-eyed Tyrheld along.

Antak had stopped at the edge of a deep, broad canyon winding its way north without apparent ending. Even amid the rocky wastes of the eastern deserts, Felnir had never seen a landscape of such majestic proportions. The canyon’s walls stood a thousand feet high at least, its floor several miles wide in places. Tracing through it all was the blue ribbon of a river which accounted for the lush greenery that covered its banks. The first birds Felnir had seen since treading foot upon the Swathe flocked and swooped among tall trees and the air was a pleasant floral-tinged contrast to the dusty dryness of the scrubland to their rear.

“The third jewel,” Wohtin said, sinking to his knees and regarding the sight with unabashed wonder.

Felnir assumed Antak would continue to ignore the old man but this time he consented to reply. “Yes. And know well,” he went on, turning a hard glare on Felnir, “you will not be permitted to tarnish it in any way.”

“We seek only succour,” Felnir said. “If you can provide it, you will be rewarded…”

He trailed off when Antak began to laugh, a sound as rich in contempt as it was humour. “Your swift departure will be all the reward we require,” he said before pointing his staff at a descending set of carved steps nearby. “The path is treacherous and the drop sheer. If you fall, you die.”

This was quickly proven to be no exaggeration. The steps had been scraped from red sandstone and were deeply worn with a tendency to crumble underfoot. Felnir considered it something of a miracle only one of his menda fell during the journey to the canyon floor. A devotee of the sword who had endured Beyorn’s tests in Speldhelven, he had spent the previous few days lost to the fugue that indicated onset of Swathe fever. Consequently, his ability to navigate such a precarious descent proved negligible and he toppled over the edge halfway down. It said much for the state of his mind that he didn’t scream as he fell. Felnir spent much of the difficult journey ensuring Tyrheld kept her footing. He dared not risk loosening her bonds, for the fever’s signature stare lingered on her hollowed features. However, as they neared the final few steps, he saw her blink more often, shaking her head as if waking from a dream.

Once embraced by shade of the lush forest, they followed Antak along the bank of a fast-flowing river to a point where it branched into a narrower canyon. The water was calmer here, Felnir seeing a dozen or so boats bobbing on the current. They were narrow craft, each bearing two or three occupants engaged in casting nets into the river. Upon spying Antak, they left off their fishing to stare at the procession of besmirched outsiders slouching in his wake. Some called out to Antak but he merely waved his staff in response and gave no answer.

Deeper into the canyon, the babble of excited voices dragged Felnir’s gaze to the tall cliffs where he saw many people returning his stare. They emerged from cave-like shelters in the canyon walls. Above their heads a web of ropes spanned the gap to the opposite wall where more people gathered on tiered galleries to regard what must surely be a novel event. Their garb was much the same as Antak’s, leather cloaks and pale wool presumably spun from the fleeces of the many long-haired goats penned on the lower levels of this strange settlement.

Antak called a halt when they came to a crescent-shaped beach. Many boats rested upon the sand where folk looked up from the business of mending nets or patching leather hulls. Waiting nearby was a woman of much the same age as Antak, though considerably less tall with a far more welcoming visage. Upon seeing Wohtin she rushed towards him, face lit by a warm smile. Taking the old man’s hands, she pressed her lips to them before speaking in a language Felnir had never heard before: “Elipha.” From the way she clutched his hands, and the obvious similarity in feature between her and Antak, Felnir could easily divine the meaning of her greeting: Father.

“Kurin,” Wohtin said, his voice a croak and tears brimming in his eyes. Casting a desperate gaze over the settlement, he went on, “Your mother…?”

Kurin’s smile dimmed and she shook her head before replying in Ascarlian that sounded better practised than her brother’s: “It has been many ages of sun and moon since she left us, Father. But know that she never doubted you would come. She had foreseen it. Though—” her smile disappeared completely as she shifted her focus to Felnir and his menda “—she always said you would come alone save the sword bearer.”

As her gaze tracked over the parade of starved humanity, Felnir saw something else that set her apart from her brother: compassion. “Tell your people to rest here,” she told Felnir. “Shelter will be provided, and food.” When Felnir continued to survey the settlement, his hand still resting on the sword, she added, “Nothing threatens you here, sword bearer. Our people do not know war. That is the province of your kind.”

Once Felnir had organised his exhausted followers into some semblance of an encampment, Kurin proved true to her word. People descended the many stairs and ropes to bring them baskets laden with fish and fruits. As they moved among the newcomers, Felnir noted the similarity in feature of these people, marking the same angle of cheek and jaw. But he saw no men with beards save Antak.

“My king?”

Turning at the sound of the softly spoken question, he found Tyrheld regarding him with a weak, embarrassed smile. “Would you consent to loosen these bonds?” she asked, shrugging her shoulders. “So that I might eat.”

“Of course.” As he undid the rope that bound her, he saw no vestige of the fever in her expression. Casting his gaze around the faces of his once proud menda, he sought out those he had marked as impending victims of the suicidal malaise. In each case the fever had vanished, replaced with ravening hunger and often tearful gratitude for their benefactors.

“Do you feel… better now?” he ventured, looking again at Tyrheld as she bit into an apple.

“I feel…” she paused, chewing with a frown of puzzlement creasing her brow “… something. Before, I felt nothing at all, save a desire to…” She fell silent, swallowing her mouthful with evident difficulty, shame replacing confusion. “My weakness, my king. I most humbly beg your pardon for it.”

“Freely given,” Felnir assured her. “Now eat.”

While they partook of their hosts’ largesse, people continued to throng the galleries carved into the cliffs above, all staring in naked curiosity at these beggared interlopers. Curiously, Felnir saw no suspicion or hostility among the many onlookers. It compelled him to reflect that, had a similarly alien group fetched up in Skar Magnol, the reaction would be very different.

True to her word, Kurin, who appeared to enjoy considerable authority here, had shelters crafted from woven reeds brought to the beach. Fires were lit as the sky drew dark and a great many torches flickered to life along the packed galleries above where their audience displayed no inclination towards retiring for the night. An air of celebration began to pervade the canyon, voices raised in song that was unfamiliar in both word and tune but with a lilting quality pleasing to the ear.

“They don’t fear us,” Tyrheld observed, squinting in bemusement at the sight of people dancing on the opposite bank. “Yet have no arms that I can see.”

“Perhaps they try to gull us, my king,” Beyorn suggested. He crouched at Felnir’s side, speaking in a whisper while casting suspicious glances in all directions. “Sate us with food then cut our throats while we sleep.”

“Why do that when they could have left us to starve upon the Swathe?” Felnir replied, his gaze slipping towards Wohtin. He had hoped for some elucidation, but the old man failed to respond. His attention was fully fixed upon his children. Kurin and Antak stood apart from them, conversing with canyon dwellers who arrived in successive groups. Their reaction to seeing Felnir’s menda was always the same: a moment of silent regard that varied in expression from basic surprise to outright awe, followed by a plethora of questions directed at the two siblings.

“No, my friend,” Felnir told Beyorn. “I believe their welcome, and these revels, are because our arrival has long been expected.” Two of us, at least, he added inwardly, recalling Antak’s surprise upon spying what remained of the Sea King’s army and his sister’s words. She always said you would come alone save the sword bearer.

As the celebration continued, some locals drew near for a closer look at their guests. Adults maintained a cautious distance for the most part, but their children felt no such circumspection. Soon, dozens of small figures were running among the fires, laughing or pausing to assail bemused warriors with questions in a tongue none of them knew. Felnir worried over his subjects’ reaction but it transpired most were too exhausted from the travail to do more than feebly shoo these small annoyances away. Others appeared pleased by the intrusion. Felnir watched Tyrheld gather an infant girl into her lap, laughing when the child pawed at her face. It was the first laugh he had heard from her since he began this benighted journey.

Eventually, Antak and Kurin called an end to the celebration, banishing the children and onlookers with but a few loudly spoken words. The near instant compliance of their people bespoke a deeply ingrained deference, if not unquestioning obedience. Power without force, Felnir mused, noting again the general absence of weapons. The siblings had no guards to enforce their will and yet it appeared to be absolute. If not force or the threat of it, then what? he wondered, knowing that respect, no matter how keenly felt, always had its limits. Was it just that these two, like the Ehilkun of Vorunvahl, had lived so long they appeared immortal? Had these folk mistaken them for gods?

As the last of the onlookers drifted away, Kurin came to him smiling her warm smile. “Rest now,” she said. “Come the morning, we will talk.”

“I haven’t thanked you,” Felnir said. Getting to his feet, he offered her a bow of the kind he hadn’t used since his days in the Saluhtan’s court. “Know that you have the Sea King’s gratitude, for now and always. Any favour you ask of me will be granted, if it is in my power to give.”

Her smile faded as she stood regarding him in silence for a time. He found her expression disturbing, for he saw it held mostly pity. “We require neither thanks nor favour, sword bearer,” she said, then hesitated as if about to say more and thinking better of it. “We will talk come the morning,” she said again before walking away.

“I shall post guards, my king,” Beyorn said. “Light torches in a circle—”

“No,” Felnir cut in, his tone sharp. Seeing the hurt on his most loyal servant’s face, Felnir sighed and put a hand to his shoulder. “Just go to sleep, Beyorn. There is no threat here.”







CHAPTER FORTY

Thera

The morning Lynnea returned, Thera woke with the signature ache between her ears that only resulted from excess indulgence in liquor. For a moment, she suffered an instant of panic as an unfamiliar deck swam into view then recalled that she had accepted Veilwald Torlund’s invitation to spend the night feasting aboard the Bronze Eagle. It had been Torlund’s suggestion that, rather than face one more day in idle expectation of another eruption from a nearby mountain, the fleet give itself over to a night of revelry. So Thera had given permission for the casks of mead, ale and sundry drink to be tapped and strictures against dice, cards and other amusements lifted. A long line of warships, brightly lit with torches, loud with raucous voices, and every deck alive with merriment, had been a strange sight to witness so deep in these dread islands. Perturbed by the fact that there had been no sign of Lynnea after six days of absence, Thera eventually stopped refusing the many goblets Torlund thrust at her. She was grateful for anything that might quell her un-queenly fretting and the Albermaine-ish wine from the Veilwald’s personal stores was both flavoursome and potent.

It was a shout from the Great Wolf that roused her. Thera raised herself up from the coil of rope that had served as a makeshift bunk to see a solitary boat approaching. Relief flooded her at the sight of Lynnea seated to the front of the two brothers working the oars. Yet, Thera’s pleasure slipped into concern at the slumped state of her Tielwald’s form. As the boat slowed to bump the Great Wolf’s hull, she saw how Lynnea’s face, always pale, was now almost bleached of colour save for her eyes. Both were ringed in a dark, reddish shadow, as if bruised.

Hurrying to a rope fixed between to the Bronze Eagle’s prow and her fore-sail, Thera swung herself across the gap to the Great Wolf, landing on the mid-deck. Ragnalt had already helped Lynnea aboard by the time Thera reached her side. Seeing her closely, Thera was struck by the fact that her Tielwald appeared to have aged a decade or more in the space of mere days. Her cheeks were hollow and new lines scored the flesh around her mouth and eyes.

“What has done this to you?” Thera demanded.

In response, Lynnea gave a weak smile and gripped her queen’s hands. We have our guide, she replied, her thoughts weighted by a terrible weariness. Turning, Lynnea cast her gaze over the water to the fore of the Great Wolf’s bows. Thera thought she saw a shift in the current, as if something moved beneath the surface. But it was fleeting and may have been mere trickery of a mind addled by too much wine.

Although, Lynnea went on, recapturing Thera’s attention, we must hurry. She grows impatient. And I believe her wrath is something best avoided.

“Whose wrath?” Thera asked, but Lynnea shook her head and moved to the prow, resting heavily against the timbers.

We have no time. Rouse the fleet and have them follow close. I will signal the course.

Ensuring the command to resume sailing was communicated all along the line took over an hour. As they waited, Thera fetched a fur and draped it over Lynnea’s shoulders. But she still trembled beneath the covering. Questioned about their voyage with the Tielwald, Ahlgrun and Kelvyrn related a wayward journey through many winding fjords until they came to one that seemed deeper than all the others. There, Lynnea had bade them still their oars while she stared into the dark water.

“Her face, my queen,” Ahlgrun said. “The change in it. It happened so quick. We wanted to leave but the Tielwald wouldn’t allow it. She has a way of making herself very clear with just a gesture, as you know.”

“I do,” Thera said before telling both brothers to go and rest.

I don’t know how long this will take, Lynnea stated as Thera lingered at her side. She doesn’t reckon time or distance as we do. Many questions rose to Thera’s lips, but she stilled her tongue. In addition to a palpable fatigue, Lynnea’s thoughts were suffused with a sharp urgency. Whatever happens, do not let me sleep, she instructed. I cannot account for what will happen if she no longer senses my mind. She turned, eyes bright in their red hollows. Whip me if you have to, just don’t let me sleep.

“I will not,” Thera promised.

Nodding, Lynnea turned her gaze back to the water. Once again, Thera saw the odd shift in the current but it was more evident now, an unmistakable disturbance from below accompanied by a small flash of white water. As if in response to a command, Lynnea straightened. Forward at steady stroke. Be ready to steer to port or starboard at my command.

Throughout the rest of the day, the Great Wolf led the fleet south along a channel that at first seemed too narrow to accommodate them, but soon broadened into a long lake. It split into three waterways at its far end. Thera expected Lynnea to guide them to the westward channel, but instead they turned due east, maintaining the same heading for the next few hours. As the sky darkened, Lynnea would allow no lessening of their speed and Thera sent orders for all vessels to light every lantern and torch. At night the Fire Isles resumed their most threatening aspect, the sky to either side turned red with fresh eruptions and the air thrumming with thunder. Fortunately, these fiery outpourings were too distant to present a threat.

Lynnea remained at the prow throughout it all, refusing all sustenance save an occasional cup of water. Sometimes her head dipped and eyelids drooped, only for her to stiffen at a gentle nudge from Thera. More worrisome than her weariness was the way she continued to age. Her face was now the shade of frosted marble save for the dark veins tracing beneath skin made near translucent. Thera was beset by a sickening suspicion that the woman she loved was wasting away before her eyes.

“If I had known what I was asking of you—” she began only for Lynnea to interrupt with an angry retort.

You asked no more of me than any warrior in this fleet. Lynnea paused, a low moan escaping her lips as she gripped the rail in both hands. Now, my queen, please allow me to concentrate upon my task.

She faltered only once during the night, tottering forward with a vacant cast to her eyes. The darkness beyond the prow was instantly broken by a splash as something large and fast broke the surface. Lynnea jerked upright with a gasp and Thera experienced a jolt as she sensed the thought her Tielwald cast towards their unseen guide. Forgive me, old mother. I am here.

Thera saw no more splashes but the light cast by the lanterns arrayed along the Great Wolf’s bows caught a vague movement. She was unable to discern a clear shape, save for an impression of serpentine motion, before it slipped from view.

By the time dawn broke over the broadest channel they had yet encountered, Lynnea resembled a skeletal statue. Thera had stopped replacing the fur that kept sloughing from her Tielwald’s shoulders, for she no longer seemed to feel the cold. Nor did she share any thought beyond steering orders. Her entire being was now focused on whatever lurked beneath the current barely a dozen yards away.

Five points to starboard, she instructed. Slow oars and be ready to steer quickly.

At first, these instructions made scant sense to Thera, for the way ahead appeared clear. But, as the day wore on, she saw a thickening haze filling the channel and the air took on a familiar sulphurous taint. “Scarves!” Thera called out, quickly fixing her own in place and attempting to do the same for Lynnea. She scowled in irritation and twisted her face away, her barely blinking eyes locked on the water. See us through, old mother, and I promise we shall trouble you no more.

The haze soon resolved into a billowing cloud, often banished by the wind only to thicken again. Thera looked to the surrounding slopes but saw no glowing rivulets or tumbling rock to indicate an eruption. Understanding dawned when the sound of boiling water drew her notice to the sight of steam rising from a large circular patch of bubbles twenty yards off the port bow. There was an eruption here, but it was taking place below. The air stank of released gases but not so thickly as to prove hazardous to the lungs, though Thera kept her scarf in place as a precaution. Lynnea ordered several more course changes before the steam at last began to thin. When it did so, Thera gaped at the sight it revealed: less than half a mile distant, between the high slopes of two islets, lay open ocean, shimmering blue under a cloudless sky and bare of obstacles all the way to the horizon.

Her surging joy faded into concern when Lynnea sank to her knees, letting out a sob of exhaustion. Still, she strove to keep her eyes upon the water, Thera hearing her thoughts as a dim fading song: Thank you, old mother…

In response, something rose to the fore of the Great Wolf, something of many limbs and a long body that gleamed red in the sunlight. It was at least twice the length and breadth of the ship, scattering a high fountain of spume as it flailed and coiled its many legs. Before it sank from view, Thera was sure she caught the gleam of a single eye, bright and filled with ageless knowledge. Then it was gone and Lynnea collapsed into Thera’s arms, a cold, frail bundle that refused to open her eyes despite the increasingly loud pleas of her queen.

Once clear of the Fire Islands, the fleet adopted a battle formation, sailing three ships abreast with the smallest and fastest vessels spreading out to guard their flanks. For four days they sailed without sight of land or enemy vessel while Thera barely moved from Lynnea’s side. She slept for long, fitful hours, whimpering at whatever nightmares clouded her mind. Thera would rouse her to eat and drink, forcing sips of water and morsels of food into her mouth. Colour slowly returned to the Tielwald’s complexion, smooth skin erasing lines of age, but not completely. She also sported a flash of white in her hair that Thera suspected might never fade. Her communion with the Old Mother, a creature that may never have been glimpsed by human eye before, had left its mark.

Touching her mind was so… strange, Lynnea related in one of her waking spells. So inhuman that merely brushing the surface of her thoughts brought pain. Maintaining contact drained me, for her spirit was ancient, even more so than her body. To commune with her I had to surrender my mind to a vast pool of memory, never knowing if I would surface. I found violence in those memories, for she dwells in harsh realms rich in threats. But still there was wisdom there, too. Even compassion. She worried that we would stray close to her spawning grounds so faced the choice of destroying or guiding us. Her lips formed a faint curve. I told her that we possessed many dread powers, though I’m not sure she believed me…

“Land to the north-east!” The cry came from the lookout atop the Great Wolf’s mast, Thera hearing it quickly echoed by the nearby ships. Though she was loath to leave Lynnea’s side, Thera knew duty compelled her to forsake all other concerns.

“Achier!” she called out upon emerging from the shelter. “Attend to me.”

The former slave joined her on the foredeck as she trained her spyglass on the distant shore. It resembled the coastline typical to the northern gelds of Ascarlia, though with a curious red colouration to its beaches. “Any notion of where we are?” Thera asked, handing him the glass.

“The Red Sands, my queen,” Achier reported after a moment spent peering through the tube. “The cliffs close to the shore are rich in iron which stains the beaches. There are many mines here, and slaves to work them.”

“And the Vortigurn’s capital, how far are we from it?”

“To reach that we must head south, my queen, to the Deep Fjord. We follow that and we’ll soon find the Citadel off our starboard rail.”

Thera took the glass from him and scanned the shore again. “Many slaves, you say?”

“Yes, my queen. All, I’m sure, hungering for liberation, and retribution.” Achier hesitated. “As do many of us who chose to join you in this campaign.”

“Of that, I need no reminder, thank you.” Start the war here or press on to kill the snake in its pit, Thera mused inwardly. Achier’s point was well made. Breaking the chains of the enslaved was never a bad thing, especially since it inevitably swelled her ranks with willing and vengeful fighters. However, landing now risked embroilment in a campaign of uncertain duration when the route to the Citadel stood open. She tracked the glass along the shore, finding nothing of interest until it alighted on a walled settlement a few miles to the south. The distance was too great to make out much detail, but it seemed to be emitting far more smoke than normal for a town of its size. Or perhaps, she surmised, this war has contrived to start without me.

“Ragnalt,” she said, lowering the glass and pointing landward. “Signal the fleet to make for that port and prepare for battle.”

The shield wall arrayed along the beach was a ragged thing, composed of no more than three hundred souls. Scanning these potential foes with her glass, Thera found a parade of soot-stained figures and, as she adjusted focus, the sight of iron collars on many necks.

“Slaves,” she told Achier. “Take a boat to shore and assure them of our friendly intent. Signal when you’re certain they pose no threat.”

Achier’s party included several non-Morvek former slaves who, Thera noticed, did most of the talking when they reached the red-stained beach. She had passed word to the nearby ships to have their archers ready to shower the shield wall in arrows should the parley go poorly. Fortunately, after some initial suspicious brandishing of weapons, a party from the bedraggled defensive line came forward to negotiate. After only a few moments discussion, Achier began waving the banner indicating the fleet was free to land.

“There has been a major rebellion in the north, my queen,” he reported once Thera made her way ashore. They spoke atop a rise affording a clear view of the nearby port. The fires that had ravaged it were mostly extinguished now, quelled by the very people that had set them.

“In response, the free folk here began killing their slaves lest they also rise up,” Achier continued. “A custom instituted after a revolt in this very region some years ago. As you can see—” he gestured to the partially razed town “—the slaves were unwilling to simply sit and await their own slaughter. The free folk are mostly fled, those who survived the chaos that is.”

“Is this happening elsewhere?” Thera asked.

“There’s no way of knowing, my queen. But it seems likely.” Achier’s face took on a sombre aspect. “Not all slaves will be as fortunate as these people. There are major settlements to the north with larger garrisons.”

Thera frowned at the obvious suggestion in his voice. “The Citadel lies south,” she pointed out. “And that is our object.” As he began to protest, Thera held up a hand. “I shall leave Veilwald Torlund here with the Bronze Eagle and thirty ships. They will head north to prevent further slaughter. You shall remain at his side as advisor and emissary to those he frees from bondage.”

Achier lowered his head in gratitude before asking a question that had begun to trouble Thera with ever greater urgency over recent days. “And the free folk, my queen. What of them?”

Burn it all down. They deserve no less… “I leave the treatment of captives to Veilwald Torlund’s judgement. However, those who have done murder will answer for it with their lives. This realm is now under Ascarlian law, and any who stand against it I shall not suffer to live.”







CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

Guthnyr

“You’re sure this is it?” Guthnyr turned from the barely visible track winding through woodland that was even more dense and rich in low-hanging branches than the constricted trails of the Green Run.

“Mam called it the Shadow Track for a reason, it seems,” Deyna replied. From the apprehension on her brow, he deduced she had no more appetite for following this route than he did.

To get here, they had spent days following one of Velkar’s wolves through a maze of marsh and boulders. The beast was perhaps the smallest member of the Teyrak elder’s pack, her pelt of dark grey flecked in golden brown making her sometimes hard to spot amid the perennial gloom. She was also the friendliest, allowing Guthnyr to run a hand through her fur when she came to one of her infrequent halts. Guthnyr had asked Velkar the wolf’s name only to receive a disparaging squint in reply. Wolves, it seemed, had no need for such human affectations. Nevertheless, Guthnyr had taken to calling her Golden on account of the flecks in her coat.

The Tielvik’s menda had been forced to keep moving through the marshlands without benefit of proper camps or fires. The trail was too constricted and barren of dry timber to allow for either. Three solid days of persistent bugs and poor rest had done little to enhance morale, but at least there had been no more desertions. Guthnyr ascribed this to the fact that stepping from the wolf’s path most likely meant a slow death drowning in fetid water or quicksand.

Now, confronted with the track Deyna’s long-dead mother claimed would provide swift and easy egress from the marshes to the farmland west of the Citadel, Guthnyr wondered if hooking around to the south might have been a better idea. He took some comfort from the behaviour of their guide. Golden trotted into the shaded archway of overlapping branches without demur, coming to a halt after a dozen paces to turn and regard them with her head cocked at a curious angle.

“How long?” he asked Deyna.

“A day.” Her uncertain tone brought a frown to his face and a shrug to her shoulders. “It has been years since I heard the story from her lips. And—” she offered a bland smile “—where else are we to go?”

Biting down on a sigh, Guthnyr turned to Sygurn. “Pass the word to follow close. One day’s march and we’ll be in the open. Then the Citadel and victory awaits.”

He had organised the marching order of his elongated army into distinct cohorts. To his immediate rear were Halvor and the outlaws from the Wehrtrova. Behind them came the Vehlkasa, now commanded by Iyaka who had reluctantly taken on the mantle of Vakil-tuhk, or War Chief. The occasionally unruly column of Travka and freed slaves from Sehlumvek followed with the as yet uncounted mass of newly arrived Morvek warriors forming the rearguard. Guthnyr had ordered things this way in hopes of quelling discord. Also, any faint-hearts among the Travka would be less likely to flee if they were forced to make their way through a host of distrustful Morvek.

Upon starting along the Shadow Track, he found the air beneath the close-packed trees musty with damp and tinged with an undercurrent of rot. The scent didn’t appear to trouble Golden who continued to trot serenely along the heavily rutted track without apparent concern. They had begun this trek at mid-morning, but Guthnyr found it hard to gauge the passage of time with the sky almost entirely obscured. By the time he noticed the first tendrils of fog seeping through the trees, he reckoned several hours had passed.

The advancing mist heralded an abrupt change in Golden’s demeanour. Coming to a halt, the wolf lowered her head, Guthnyr seeing hackles rise along her spine. Within moments, the sound of many paws upon the sod echoed through the trees and four more of Velkar’s wolves sprinted past to take up position alongside Golden. They kept together in a tight arc, mimicking their sister’s posture. It wasn’t long before Velkar arrived, panting from the run.

“They smell an ill humour upon the wind,” she said, eyes narrowing at the fog now obscuring trees barely thirty paces off. “This should not be. It has been…” She paused, struggling to find the right Ascarlian term.

“Conjured?” Deyna suggested. At Velkar’s nod, Deyna gave a rueful grimace. “The work of a Ventra,” she said. “We have to assume they seek to conceal something. An approaching army, perhaps.”

“We can’t be caught in here,” Guthnyr told Velkar. “Do you have any notion of how close we are to open country?”

Velkar spent a moment in silent communion with her wolves. “We’re close,” she reported. “They smell grass only a short run away.”

“Then we push on,” Guthnyr decided. “As fast as we can. Sygurn, pass the word for shields to be readied and weapons drawn. Every warrior is to set a hand upon the shoulder of the one to their front and not remove it until battle is joined.”

Despite the urgency of their predicament, he forced himself to wait long enough for the command to reach the distant tail of his menda. Unable to form them into any kind of battle line, it was imperative they at least be aware they were walking into danger. Finally, drawing Kohrvayl, he nodded to Velkar.

Her wolves started forward at a steady walk, maintaining the same compact arc. Guthnyr followed with Deyna’s hand upon his shoulder. Behind them, Aleida and Sygurn did the same. Velkar, of course, didn’t require the reassurance of touch and moved at Guthnyr’s side, guided by her wolves. The abnormal nature of the fog became more obvious with each step. It was more like smoke than vapour, clinging to the trees and lying so thick that Guthnyr soon lost sight of the wolves.

“Here,” Velkar murmured, taking hold of his sword arm. As they proceeded, she nudged and pulled to keep them on the correct path. To the rear, he heard an increasing chorus of curses as warriors stumbled in the miasma. He had to combat the urge to stop and try to ensure the column hadn’t lost order, but with the enemy so close, any delay might be disastrous. So he plodded at Velkar’s side, feeling like a blind child subject to a parent’s whim.

When the elder came to a sudden halt, Guthnyr blinked at her in surprise. It felt like they had covered only a few hundred yards but her voice held a confident note when she said, “We are clear of the trees.”

Looking down, he saw grass beneath his boots for the first time in days. Not the clustered reeds of the marshes or the sparse, stunted shoots of a shadowed forest floor, but true, lush, green grass. Also, the fog was now thinned by the absence of trees. Their surroundings were still scarcely visible, but he could make out the dim outline of a low hill ahead. Stifling a relieved laugh, Guthnyr turned, intending to convey an order to Sygurn to bring on the rest of the column at the run, then stopped when a man appeared out of the fog barely ten feet away.

He moved with a wary step, eyes bright in the haze, a tuneless humming coming from his lips in what Guthnyr assumed to be an attempt to banish his fear. More salient were the spear he carried over his shoulder and the breastplate and bundled belongings dangling from it. He also bore a web of scarlet tattoos upon his face.

Upon catching sight of Guthnyr and Velkar, the man came to an abrupt halt, the melodious hum dwindling to silence at they matched stares. Seeing the fellow’s gaze track over the blue ink upon his own features, Guthnyr summoned a reassuring smile, stepped forward with a hand proffered in friendship. Clearly no veteran, or just a gullible fool, the Nihlvarian dithered for a fatal second, allowing Guthnyr to slash Kohrvayl across his throat before he could call out an alarm.

The reprieve was short-lived. Hearing a shout to his rear, Guthnyr whirled to make out a cluster of dim silhouettes in a state of agitation. Weapons and armour clattered as they tried to ready themselves for combat, casting a chorus of warnings into the fog.

“Velkar!” Guthnyr hissed, but her wolves were already loping into the mist. Screams soon began to echo across the shrouded field, accompanied by a gratifyingly loud babble of panic.

“Halvor!” Guthnyr shouted, repeating the cry until the young outlaw came to his side, his band of cut-throats close at his back. “We’ve blundered into their column,” Guthnyr told him. “Take your folk left and kill as many as you can find. Shout loudly as you do so. We need them to think there’s more of us than there are. Whatever happens, stay together.”

Nodding, Halvor drew his sword and sprinted away, crying out for his comrades to follow. Next, as the cacophony of wolf-borne havoc continued to rage to his right, he called Aleida and Deyna to his side. “Wait at the edge of the Shadow Track. Aleida, tell the Vehlkasa to attack to the left and try to join with Halvor’s people. Deyna, tell the Travka to find me on the right. When the rest of the Morvek arrive, try to split them evenly between both flanks.”

“How will they do that in this?” she asked, gesturing to the fog.

“They’ll make for the sound of killing,” he told her before turning away. “Sygurn, with me. And stay close.”

He made for the loudest screams, stepping over mauled Nihlvarians left in the wolves’ wake. From the ongoing tumult of alarm, they were still wreaking death and confusion on the enemy column. But Guthnyr could also hear the clipped, authoritative shouts that told of hardier souls seeking to exert command. The first living foe he encountered was one such stalwart. Fully clad in armour with the weathered features of a veteran, he was busy shoving a dozen fearful warriors into a defensive circle. Fortunately, he failed to notice Guthnyr’s approach. When Kohrvayl’s blade parted the veteran’s head from his shoulders, the group he had been attempting to rally disappeared into the fog with pleasing alacrity. Only one remained, a pale-faced youth who promptly dropped his sword and fell to his knees. He didn’t beg, just knelt and stared up at Guthnyr, a stark plea shining in his eyes.

“Run,” Guthnyr grunted, kicking the youth’s sword away. Sparing a glance at the Nihlvarian pelting into the mist, Guthnyr knew his mercy was most likely pointless. If Velkar’s wolves don’t get him, the Morvek or the Travka will.

He and Sygurn forged on, hacking down the unwary and scattering the craven. They encountered occasional knots of resistance, groups of two or three prepared to fight it out, but lacking the expertise to do more than die.

“Boys, for the most part,” Sygurn observed, nudging a boot to the corpse at his feet. “If this one’s seen more than a score of summers, I’d be surprised.”

“If they’re smart enough to run, they’ll see more,” Guthnyr replied, then ducked as he heard a familiar thrum in the fog to his front. The arrow cut the air above his head a split second later, followed by several more.

“Loosing blind,” Sygurn said, sinking to his haunches as another salvo of shafts whistled overhead. Guthnyr heard a series of pained grunts and curses as the arrows found targets. He recognised the familiar profanity of the Travka in the collective, indignant roar that came in response to the projectiles. A solid mass dozens strong came charging out of the mist, arrows jutting from their shields and murderous intent upon their faces. Before being swept along in the charge, Guthnyr recognised the woman who had griped about her stolen cook pot south of the Wehrtrova. She yelled in wordless fury, a fresh cut upon her cheek and a hatchet raised above her head. Guthnyr felt a pang of pride as he charged with the Travka. Beggared and battered by life they surely were, but, unlike the raw unseasoned youths the Vortigurn had sent to face them, these folk knew how to fight.

They suffered another hail of arrows before closing on the Nihlvarians, Guthnyr gauging their numbers at perhaps fifty. They had been formed into a decent line with shield bearers in front, kneeling to allow the archers in the second rank to loose. But discipline crumbled the moment their enemy came fully into view. Surging ahead of his warriors, Guthnyr laid about with Kohrvayl, wielding the kelvehr blade double handed, letting out a full-throated battle cry to instil yet more panic in an already disordered line. The Nihlvarians around him wavered then, when the Travka’s rush struck home, broke and ran.

As was customary, some Travka immediately began rummaging the bodies for loot, but most sped in pursuit of their foes. All around, the scene became one of chaotic slaughter. Guthnyr saw the woman with the hatchet relentlessly smashing it into the already shattered skull of a fallen Nihlvarian. But it wasn’t a complete massacre. Beyond her, a large man, helm-less with a maze of red ink covering his bald head, fended off no less than four Travka with a long-hafted battle axe. His valiant stand ended when Sygurn darted forward, ducking under the axe’s swing to plant his own squarely in the bald warrior’s forehead.

“If it’s like this all along their line,” he said to Guthnyr, grinning as he jerked his weapon free of the foeman’s skull, “we’ll have this done in time for supper.”

His last word was smothered by a sudden blast of wind. It swept down the low rise to Guthnyr’s left with enough force to send him reeling. The fog thinned and then vanished in the space of seconds, revealing their surroundings in full. Climbing to his feet despite the ongoing gale, Guthnyr saw that this battle had unfolded in an ugly sprawl along a track separating rolling grassland from the dense forest of the Shadow Track. Turning about, he discovered that his initial guess had been incorrect. The Vehlkasa and Halvor’s outlaws had already dispersed or slain their foes, meaning they must have emerged into the head of the Nihlvarian column rather than its middle. The fog and the inexperience of their enemies had allowed them to inflict a great many losses, and no small panic on the Vortigurn’s host. But not all had fled.

Further along the track, he saw companies forming up as captains began to re-establish a vestige of order. They were slow and poorly aligned, but may well have formed a decent battle line if the Morvek hadn’t come streaming out of the forest at that moment. Having eschewed the constricted path of the Shadow Track, the war bands of many clans came streaming through the trees. Their numbers were small at first due to the density of the forest, but they threw themselves upon the hated Rulchakin with such fury that their nascent discipline soon evaporated. Arrows arched from the trees in even thicker swarms, felling dozens with every salvo while more and more warriors charged into the open, war clubs and spears reaping a deadly harvest.

“Halvor! Iyaka!” Guthnyr shouted, though the unabated wind stole his voice. He waved Kohrvayl above his head in an effort to gain the attention of either the outlaw or the Vehlkasa war chief. Though the Nihlvarian host was being beaten back, he needed to get his remaining forces into the fray to complete the rout. As he continued to whirl the sword, the skies unleashed a sudden torrent of rain. It fell in hard, blinding sheets, driven by the gale to steal away his view of the battlefield. Deciding the only course was to join his sword to the Morvek’s efforts, he turned then fell as a blinding fork of lightning streaked down to strike a cluster of Travka a dozen paces away. Bodies flew and flames rose, the signature piercing screams of the burned audible even above the storm. Struggling upright, Guthnyr started forward once again, only to reel away from another blast. This time it struck a Morvek war band as they emerged from the forest, felling at least a score.

“There!” The word was shouted close to his ear by Velkar. Rain streamed down her face, mixing with blood from the fresh cut marring her brows. “The hill!” she cried, pointing to the grassy slope. Following the line of her finger, Guthnyr saw only a rain-lashed slope. Then another flash of lightning revealed a solitary figure upon the crest, arms raised to the roiling skies. The clouds above formed a vortex, lit from within by pulsing energy. As Guthnyr watched, more lightning streaked down from the swirl, wreaking havoc upon his army.

“Ventra!” he snarled, starting up the hill in a stumbling run. “First they brought the fog, now the lightning.”

The climb proved to be an agony of frustration. Gusts of wind and rain fell like hammer blows, sending him sprawling several times, but he refused to be daunted. Voicing a roar, he clawed his way up the hill, tearing divots from the ground. Incredibly, he reached the hill’s summit without attracting the Ventra’s notice, so intent was he on destroying the Tielvik’s host. Given the power he had unleashed, Guthnyr was surprised to find the Ventra a man of slight build and youthful aspect, though the agony that dominated his features as he unleashed yet more lightning made it hard to gauge his age.

“Don’t worry,” Guthnyr sputtered as he lurched towards the Ventra. “I’ll spare your pains soon enough.”

Finally recognising his peril, the Ventra expended a moment staring at Guthnyr, his discomfort abruptly replaced by stark terror. Sadly, his indecision was all too brief. Teeth clenched in a sign of great effort, he shifted his stance, narrowing the gap between his upraised arms. From above came a vast clap of thunder as a lightning bolt streaked down. Guthnyr reacted with a warrior’s instinct, raising Kohrvayl to meet the threat even though he knew it to be little more than pointless defiance.

For a second, his vision flooded with a glare so fierce it still dazzled despite his tight shut eyes. The heat came next, but not the searing blast he expected. Instead, it was like a constant, fierce flame. Sensing a lessening in the glare, he risked opening his eyes, regarding the sight before him with dumfounded shock.

The bolt continued to blaze along the length of Kohrvayl’s blade, coiling between sword and sky like a snake formed of purest white. But instead of melting the weapon, it rebounded from it, the energy directed into the ground to produce a furrow of scorched grass and soil.

“No!”

Guthnyr’s gaze snapped to the Ventra. His youth was starkly clear in the pale, gaping mask of his face as he backed away. Around them, the storm had calmed, the wind lessened and the rain faltering into drizzle. “No,” the Ventra said again, backing away and shaking his head. “Impossible…”

Any explanation he might have offered for his words was destined to be forever lost, for, at that moment, another slight figure reared up at his back to sink a dagger into his neck. The lightning bolt flickered and died when the Ventra fell, blood fountaining as Aleida continued her assault. Incoherent spite came from between her clenched teeth, arm blurring as she stabbed and stabbed again. Feeling no inclination to intervene, Guthnyr watched her exhaust herself and slump to her knees atop the corpse.

Looking up to meet Guthnyr’s gaze, she sniffed and let out a shrill, grating laugh. It proved perversely infectious, provoking him to laughter of his own, though it sounded more like sobbing to his ears. As the rain and the wind ebbed, so did their mirth. For a time, Aleida sagged into sobs, clutching and un-clutching her dagger as if fighting the impulse to cast it away. Finally, she drew her head back, allowing the last drops of rain to wash away the red spatter as she took in a long gasp of air.

“Impressive,” she said, nodding to Kohrvayl. “I didn’t know it could do that.”

Raising the blade, Guthnyr found it as untarnished as ever, the edge catching a gleam from the sun as the clouds dwindled. He stepped forward to offer a hand, Aleida clasping it to haul herself to her feet. Together, they turned to survey the battlefield below with its blackened corpses and fleeing Nihlvarians, until their gaze alighted upon the city beyond the hills to the east. Above the sprawl of grey buildings, another storm appeared to be forming, clouds drawn together and lit by the fading sun as if to provide warning of impending peril. The Citadel was now within their grasp, and it seemed the Vortigurn had no more armies to place in their path.







CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

Elvine

RUN!

The command came from the spear, now once again fully alive in Elvine’s grasp. The alarm of the spirit within was so fierce it seemed the haft burned in her grip. Looming only yards away, the beast, if beast it was, shook itself in a grotesque parody of a dog banishing water from its pelt. As it did so, the floor of the cavern shattered and the spiral of monoliths shifted, rising from the shards to reveal themselves as spines tracing along the back of a huge, serpentine body.

Run, child! the spear instructed once more, accompanying the order with a flare of such alarm that it sufficed to tear Elvine’s gaze from the malformed ice serpent. As she did so, her eye caught something lying amid a patch of red gore. Lore’s satchel, she realised. Scuttling closer, she saw the edge of a book protruding from the satchel’s flap.

We have no time! the spirit warned, the thunderous echo of shattering ice providing additional encouragement. Yet still Elvine couldn’t flee, not with such a prize within reach. Lunging for the satchel, she got a hand to its strap. Dragging it from the bloody remnants of its former owner, she scrambled to her feet and finally began to run.

The tunnel that had brought her here was now a cracked fissure marring the perfection of the glass-like cavern wall. Although littered with chunks of displaced ice, it remained passable and Elvine plunged inside without hesitation. To her rear came a vast crunch. Risking a backward glance, she saw the distorted face of the creature framed in the opening. The black holes of its eyes were narrowed now, the shards moulded into an expression of determined malice. It wanted to kill her very much.

Drawing its head back, it lunged, birthing another booming crunch that sent deep cracks tracing along the tunnel’s flanks. Elvine tried to run faster, though the rubble littering the channel caused her to stumble repeatedly before she reached its end. Emerging onto the ledge and the shattered ice bridge, she found the tunnel on the other side of the chasm choked with debris. There was also no sign of her brother or any of her companions. The sound of a huge body forcing itself through a wall of ice made her whirl. The cliff of frozen water before her was trembling as the creature continued to smash its way through.

This way, the spirit said, shifting Elvine’s gaze to her right. She saw nothing that could aid her but, reasoning she had no option but to follow the spear’s guidance, started along the edge. It was far too narrow for comfort and, though she tried to ignore the abyss to her left, her progress was reduced to a cautious half-run. Rounding a curve in the ice cliff, she came to a halt at the sight of a column of ice being shaken free from the edifice ahead. Moving with deceptive slowness, it detached itself in a shower of white dust and glittering shards, toppling across the chasm to slam into the wall opposite. The column rolled with the impact before settling, its upper end resting on the edge of the opposite cliff.

“I can’t climb that,” Elvine gasped, choking down a sob at the grinding cacophony of the creature’s burrowing to her rear.

You can, the spirit assured her, the warm regard of her thoughts cooled by her next observation. What other choice have you?

A series of echoing booms, each louder than the one before, banished any further hesitation and Elvine ran for the column. Climbing onto its teetering surface proved easier than expected, the uneven fissures providing welcome handholds. Things became much more difficult when she started to climb. Attempting to haul herself up one-handed led to near disaster when her fingers found a smooth patch and lost all purchase. Rearing back, arms whirling, Elvine’s vision filled with the blackness below. Moving with speed born of sheer panic, she drove the spear hard into the column. As the tip connected with the ice, she felt a blossoming of its arcane power. It was similar to the feeling that overcame her during combat, but much more focused. Her body thrummed with a strength she knew was not her own, enabling her to drive the spearpoint into the column up to the haft. Thus secured, she hauled herself up, steadied her feet, then withdrew the spear before plunging it back down a yard higher.

Hurry! the spirit urged, Elvine feeling a greater depth of unnatural strength suffusing her muscles. She began to climb with frantic speed. Time did not slow now, instead it accelerated, transforming her progress into a blur of tireless effort. Again and again she stabbed the spear into the column, scaling it in mere seconds as glittering powder clouded in her wake.

Finally, she reached the top and looked down upon the glacier covering the slope of the ridge below. A glance back at the chasm revealed the serpent’s head emerging from the cliff as it forced its bulk through the collapsed tunnel. Turning back to the glacier, she judged its angle too steep to allow for anything but the riskiest descent. Grasping the spear in both hands, she jumped clear of the column. The snow covering the glacier was hard packed and allowed for smooth sliding while offering no way to arrest her speed, which increased at an alarming rate. She spun and rolled her way down the slope with scant control, eventually coming to an icy protrusion that launched her into the air. The subsequent fall required only seconds but felt considerably longer. Fortune smiled upon her landing, Elvine finding herself half buried in a deep snowdrift.

Getting free required a good deal of squirming until she at last stood upon a flat surface. The sound of voices drew her gaze to the sight of a small group of people a few hundred paces away. Running closer she soon recognised her companions. Veltta and her crew stood watching Colvyn and Varnyr striving to clear rubble from the tunnel mouth. As they worked, the Nihlvarian cast a steady stream of critical invective at those disinclined to add their labour.

“You would abandon the Spear Maiden?” he demanded, heaving a boulder-sized chunk of ice from the tunnel. “Traitors, I name you! Unworthy scum!”

“Watch your fecking tongue,” Veltta warned him. “We’re not slaves now, and you are not a master here…” Her voice trailed off at the crunch of Elvine’s feet upon the snow. The entire party turned as one to regard her in blank-faced amazement as she staggered to a halt.

“We have to go,” she told them. “Leave the sleds. Take only what you can carry.”

Veltta continued to stare, shaking her head and blinking as if to ensure she wasn’t looking upon some form of illusion. Varnyr required no such interval, rushing towards Elvine and gathering her up in his arms. “I knew the Altvar would never let you die!” he said, smile broad and fierce. “I knew it!”

Elvine pushed at his enclosing arms in a vain effort to dislodge herself. “We have no time…”

Her voice faded as a loud rumbling sounded from the top of the glacier. Looking up, Elvine saw a cascade of displaced snow and, looming through the billowing white, the ice serpent rose. Moving with dismaying swiftness, it began to coil its way down the slope. The accompanying avalanche concealed much of its form but revealed enough to convince her companions of the danger they faced.

“Feck the sleds,” Veltta breathed, backing away with eyes widened in horror. “Run!”

Unwilling to release his hold on the Spear Maiden, Varnyr set off in sprint. Finding little impediment in the burden he carried, he soon outpaced the others, save for Colvyn.

“Once again, esteemed sister,” he called to her as he ran alongside, “your gift for finding trouble exceeds all expectations.” He darted a quick glance over his shoulder as the serpent completed its descent, impacting upon the ice plain in an explosion of debris. Any hope it might have injured itself faded quickly as it rose from the expanding cloud to speed in pursuit.

“Any notion of what it is?” Colvyn asked her.

“A Malecite, so I’m told.” Feeling a pulse from the spear, Elvine squirmed in Varnyr’s grasp, fixing her hands more firmly on the haft.

You can’t run from it, the spirit told her, voice heavy with a grave reluctance Elvine hadn’t heard before. I’m sorry, child. To live, you must face it. We must face it.

Peering over Varnyr’s shoulder, Elvine saw the distance between them and the onrushing creature diminishing with every step. It would be on them in moments. “Stop!” she told Varnyr, phrasing the command in the Spear Maiden’s voice, then slapping him hard across the face when he continued to run. “I SAID STOP!”

Staggering to a halt, the Nihlvarian held her a moment longer before relaxing his arms. Slipping free, Elvine raised a hand to caress his cheek, forcing a smile. “Don’t worry,” she said before turning away, hefting the spear. “And don’t get in the way.”

She was obliged to issue the same stern injunction to her brother when he attempted to come to her side. To Elvine’s surprise, Veltta and her crew had also ceased their flight. They stood a dozen paces off, regarding her with expressions of mixed bafflement and desperate hope.

Turning to face the onrushing serpent, Elvine felt the spear’s power surge once again. It was the most potent infusion of strength yet, her perception of time slowing so that the creature barrelling towards her moved as if through air rendered into treacle.

Stand firm, child, the spirit warned. There will be but one chance at this.

Did you find what you wanted? Elvine asked her, beset by a sudden, absurd calmness. Shorn of all other choices but this possibly suicidal stand, it appeared her mind had dispensed with the burden of fear. In the cavern. Lore said it was a place where the veil between worlds had thinned. Is that not what you hungered for? A chance to leave this world and return to your own?

The veil was thin there, it is true, the spirit replied. But the way was guarded by my enemy. What we face here is a fragment of a far greater monstrosity, sent here ages past to prevent one such as I using the veil.

The Malecite. They are your enemy? Would that not make you… one of the Seraphile?

Mortal names for those who can never know death. The spear emitted a pulse that Elvine intuited as equivalent to a despairing sigh. There are as many colours to my realm as there are yours. More, in truth. What you call the Malecite are but one, dark as shadow and red with endless hunger.

But the veil was still thin, Elvine insisted. You could have at least tried to go home. Yet you didn’t. Why?

In all the vast span of my existence, child, there is only one true lesson I have learned: no one is ever really certain why they do anything. Now, be ready to leap at my command, and look hard for your target.

Elvine focused on the onrushing creature, now a snarling, ravening mask of ice framed by roiling white clouds. Even with time slowed to a crawl, the thing was barely twenty yards away. The impression of insurmountable, bestial power was overwhelming. How could she hope to stand against it? Target? Elvine asked.

You’ll know it when you see it. Remember, leap when I say.

Elvine crouched, hands firm upon the spear and feet evenly spaced as Colvyn had taught her. As the ice serpent inched ever closer she found herself unable to look away from its concocted features. The ice shards that formed them rippled and shifted in a constant slow dance, the shape of the mouth and its many dagger-length teeth widening and narrowing as if in anticipation of its meal. Yet the eyes remained the same. Two holes of utter darkness… Wait! She saw it then, the faint glimmer in the beast’s right eye. A dim, crimson flicker deep within its being. Look for your target…

Now, child! The spirit’s command rang like a bell in Elvine’s mind, her leap both swift and instantaneous. Imbued with the spear’s power, she sailed high, rising above the creature’s mouth, its maw snapping closed beneath her. Gaze fixed entirely on the glow within the serpent’s eye, she drew the spear back and plunged it into the empty orifice. As she did so, her hand entered the shadowed interior of the beast and pain exploded along her arm, spreading with impossible speed through her entire being. It was an agony the like of which she had never known. Elvine felt as if every nerve, muscle and sinew had been frozen, but instead of numbness, it brought searing, mind-wrenching torment.

She was dimly aware of a blast of displaced air, of tumbling head over heels through a cloud of shredded ice, the spear still, impossibly, clutched in her hand. Her landing was hard, accompanied by the crack of at least one rib. She tasted blood and felt compacted snow scrape her skin. It was all as nothing next to the pain that dominated her being.

Fear not, the spirit told her, voice distant at first but growing stronger. I am here, child.

Elvine could only weep in response, and even that brought a fresh wave of agony. Then, with slow insistence, warmth began to spread from the spear into her arm, then to her shoulders, and beyond. Soon it filled her, banishing the pain until Elvine sagged, still weeping, though this time in sheer relief.

Colvyn reached her first, gathering her up to stare into her half-lidded eyes with desperate entreaty. “Elvine?” When she didn’t respond right away, he shook her. “ELVINE!”

She groaned, shoving at him in annoyance. “The queen,” she said in a voice so faint she couldn’t credit it as her own. “We have to reach the queen… It has to stop…” Elvine frowned when a great wave of fatigue settled upon her, too heavy to be ignored. “It all has to stop…” she managed before slumping into a dead faint.







CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

Felnir

He woke from a dream of unusual clarity. In place of the typical melange of sound, colour and sensation that had plagued him upon the Swathe, his brother was revealed in stark detail. Once again, Felnir found Guthnyr embroiled in battle. First, he killed his way through a fog-bound field, then a landscape rendered nightmarish by a storm of clearly unnatural origin. Warriors tumbled like dolls as lightning lashed their ranks. It ended with wrenching suddenness when Guthnyr began to claw his way up a grass slope, Felnir’s heart racing as he expected a blazing white bolt to turn his brother to ash at any instant. His fear turned to rage when the dream shattered, Felnir wrenched from sleep by a hard prodding at his chest.

He awoke with a snarl, drawing the Sword of the Altvar as he leaped to his feet, the glowing blade batting Antak’s staff away. “What do you do here?” Felnir demanded, furious at being denied what might well be his brother’s last moments on this earth. If he couldn’t offer Guthnyr his aid in the midst of deadly combat, he could at least bear witness to his end.

Antak didn’t answer, his attention fully captured by the glow of the sword hovering bare inches from his chest. “Where…” he said, tentatively extending a hand towards the luminescent steel. “Where did you find it?”

“Beneath a mountain,” Felnir grunted. A quick survey of his surroundings revealed no threat. His menda still slept unmolested, save for Falk, Tyrheld and Beyorn who had been roused by the commotion.

“Back, you treacherous cur!” Beyorn hissed, advancing upon Antak with blade bared.

“Rest easy,” Felnir said, consigning the Sword of the Altvar to its sheath. From the way Antak blinked and shook his head, Felnir wondered if he too had become enthralled by it. But the stern, clipped tone when he spoke on told of an undimmed, if purposefully muted resentment of the Sea King’s presence among his people.

“My sister awaits you,” he said. “It is time for counsel.” He paused before directing a reluctant glance at Wohtin. “And you… Father.”

“I’m not certain you should go, my lord,” Falk said as Felnir donned his jerkin and sword belt. “Not without a guard, at least.”

“The Altvar sense no danger here,” Felnir told him, patting the sword’s pommel. “Rouse the camp and ensure all are well. I would know how many will be able to march on from here in short order.”

“That may be a small number,” the outlaw warned. “The Swathe took a fearful toll, and not just on the body.”

Guthnyr, clawing his way up the hill as lightning tore an army to shreds… “Even so, we can’t linger. Tempting though it is.”

“I’ll see to it, my king,” Beyorn assured him. “This entire menda will march at your command if I have to whip them to it.”

From Falk’s disgusted expression, Felnir divined that the only soul he would like to see whipped was Beyorn. “I think a day or two of rest and decent food might serve us better,” Felnir told him.

He turned as Antak began thumping the butt of his staff to the sand. An unfamiliarity with being kept waiting was very plain in his impatient scowl. Too many years enjoying blind obedience from these folk, Felnir judged, unable to resist prolonging the act of pulling on his boots. Violence may be beneath him, but arrogance is not.

“I find myself curious about something, master Antak,” he said, having finally consented to follow the staff bearer as he led Felnir and Wohtin away from the beach. “No other man here wears a beard, but you do. How can that be?”

“All other men born to the Jewel are of pure blood,” Antak replied without obvious rancour. “Mine, and my sister’s, however, will always be tainted. My beard serves to remind our people of that fact.”

Felnir looked to Wohtin, wondering if the old man might take offence at the reference to the corrupted nature of his bloodline. However, it appeared Wohtin’s periodic lapses into confusion had returned this morn. He walked at Felnir’s side with a familiar, bemused frown deepening the many creases of his face.

“Do you know where you are?” Felnir asked him, having learned that bald questions were the best approach at times like this. Poor, lost Elvine alone had enjoyed the gift of gently coaxing rationality from this ancient, half-addled soul, something for which Felnir had neither time nor inclination.

“The Third Jewel,” Wohtin replied with unusual promptness, though the confusion lingered on his face. “My wife… She is here. My son takes us to her.”

Antak’s shoulders tightened at this, but his stride didn’t falter. Making for a stairwell carved into the red face of the cliff, he started up without pause. “The way is long,” he said. “If you fall…”

“We die,” Felnir finished. “I know.”

As they climbed above the matrix of ropes criss-crossing the canyon, the steps became more like a ladder. Felnir’s hands gripped ever more shallow cuts in the stone as the stiffening wind made for an increasingly precarious ascent. By the time he glanced up to see Antak haul his tall frame onto what he hoped would be the summit of this cliff, Felnir judged their height at well over a hundred feet. Reaching the top, he found Kurin waiting upon a broad ledge twenty paces wide. The sandstone wall before them was streaked with rivulets of water that appeared to have no obvious source. Its surface differed from the weathered layers typical to this kind of rock, formed of irregular patterns that Felnir realised were carvings. Some were too worn to discern as more than abstract patterns while others were strangely lifelike renderings of a naked female form. They had been carved so as to make it seem like the same woman had emerged from the stone at various points. Sometimes she reached out, other depictions had her hunched as if in pain. Curiously, in every case she was depicted as faceless.

Adding to the strangeness was the fact that the water trickling down the carvings coalesced into a stream that traced to the roots of a small tree. It sprouted from bare rock to a height of five feet and, hanging from its branches, was fruit. It was, Felnir realised, a smaller version of the trees that had formed the orchard they encountered upon the Swathe.

Hearing a tired gasp, he looked down to find Wohtin attempting to lever himself onto the ledge. The old man’s gaze was alive once again, wide eyes roving the carved wall with a near feverish hunger. Scrambling to his feet, he rushed to the wall, hands shifting from one carving to another as he spoke the same name over and over: “Tanira… Tanira…”

“She can’t hear you, Father,” Kurin said, though it didn’t dissuade Wohtin from his desperate entreaties.

“Bring her to me,” he said, turning his imploring gaze upon his son. “I remember now. I know your power. The knoll we found. That was your doing, Antak. As this—” he cast a trembling hand at the tree “—is your sister’s work. Power over stone. Power over things that grow. Those are your blessings.”

“True,” Antak conceded. “I did indeed remake the first jewel. Our ancestors who first journeyed south across the wastes found it a place of refuge with enough fresh water to sustain them until they reached the lush southland. I hoped by making it a place of peril it would cause any of your kind who encountered it to turn back. If not, Kurin had greatly reduced the size of the second jewel, leaving only enough sustenance for them to at least die with full bellies. Our mother intended that her curse spare none who carried the blood of you people.”

“Curse?” Felnir asked but Antak ignored him. Moving to the wall, he pressed a hand to the stone.

“This, however, is not my doing. Countless times have I attempted to change it, perhaps call her back, or even just find a way to commune with her. Always I fail. She appears at her whim, mostly when Kurin and I are absent. Whether she tries to tell us something, we never know. We have only the words she left us before she joined with the stone.”

Feeling his patience thinning, Felnir said, “You said it was time for counsel. Then let us hear it. What is this place? And I would know more of this curse you speak of.”

Stepping back from the wall, Antak crossed his arms and shared a glance with his sister. After a short interval of silence, he gave a slight nod of assent.

“Our mother guided us here a great many years ago,” she told Felnir. “Across the wasteland you call the Swathe. There were only a few hundred of us then, all that remained following the slaughters and sickness wrought upon us by the people who came from the sea. Kearling they called us, the Unwanted. Yet at first they were peaceful, they would trade with us. Some—” she favoured her father with a fond look “—tried to learn our ways, our language. In time, a few even came to love us. But, it could never last. They brought sickness with them, these people from far away. Wherever they trod, death would follow and our people began to perish in droves. Such a thing brings fear, then hate, then war. Weapons of bronze and stone could not stand against iron and steel and we were driven from one refuge to another until our mother, last of the Most Wise, resolved to lead those who still lived across the wasteland from whence our ancestors had come.

“The journey was hard, and many of the old ones perished, but in time we came here, to this, the Jewel promised to Mother in her visions. A place of abundance in the midst of a barren land. Here we made a new home in these red canyons, and thanks to the gifts my brother and I possess, we flourished. But Mother knew it would only ever be a temporary respite, for your people are so very greedy, so keen to see what lies beyond every horizon. The wasteland protected us, but could not do so forever. Not unless it became the deadliest trap.”

She paused, approaching the wall to extend a hand to one of the carved figures. Felnir noticed how her fingertips hovered near the stone but didn’t touch it. “It was this stone that had called to Mother. A source of great power, she said. A place where it is possible to reach between worlds and call forth that power. She had, of course, foreseen what would happen if she did so, but refused to turn from her fate. And so, ten short years after we first settled in the Jewel, she bade my brother and I watch as she gave herself to this wall of stone. In doing so, she used its power to unleash a curse upon the wasteland so that any of Ascarlian blood who walked there would succumb to a sorrow so great the very will to live would be shorn from them. She made but two exceptions.”

Turning from the wall, Kurin rested a hand upon Wohtin’s shoulder. “My father she spared for the sake of the love they had shared and the children she had borne him. Even though he had left us, refused to join her sojourn to the Jewel. Can you even remember why, Father?”

Wohtin pressed his hands to the blank face of the figure in the stone, as if willing it to life. “I…” he faltered, lowering his head in shame. “I loved your mother, but was also burdened by the love I still held for my king, for the vision we had shared of what our people could be.”

“You left us,” Antak said, his tone a hard, accusatory contrast to his sister. “I can still remember the tears I shed as I watched you walk away, refusing to turn even as our mother begged you.”

“My ambition was the same as hers,” Wohtin insisted in a sob. “I wanted to save my people. I thought…” He sagged, his next words emerging in a gasp of grief. “I thought I had found the means to do so. But I failed. I am sorry.”

He began to weep, slumping against the wall and slipping to the ground. Kurin knelt to embrace him while her brother watched in inexpressive silence. Clearly, a grudge nursed over the course of centuries wouldn’t fade at the sight of a few tears.

“You said there were two exceptions,” Felnir said, finding himself equally unmoved by Wohtin’s sorrow.

“Yes.” Kurin pressed a kiss to her father’s temple and straightened. When she met Felnir’s gaze, he saw the same pity from their first meeting, except it had deepened considerably. “Our father, and the Sword Bearer.”

As if in response, Felnir felt a thrum from the sword. A bright yet wavering glow seeped from the edges of its sheath. Drawing it forth, he found the luminescence of the revealed blade was different now, varied shades of blue coiling and merging like a flame. Feeling an insistent tug, Felnir turned so that it pointed to the wall.

“She said you would march an army across the wasteland,” Kurin said. “But all save you and our father would perish. It is rare for one of her visions to prove false. But she always warned us that, though fate may be inscribed upon the foundations of the world, like any mark upon stone, it can be altered.”

“The sword,” Felnir realised. “It protected them from the curse.” He felt a pulse of anger as memories of the dreadful trek across the Swathe crowded his mind. All those bodies left rotting in marshes and dusty scrubland. So many lives lost, all without fighting a single battle. “But not all of them.” The words came in a harsh grate as his anger twisted, shifting into painful, lacerating guilt. They followed me. Walked blindly to their own deaths on the word of the Sea King. “I should never have led them on this march.”

“You were always going to stand here,” Kurin said. “Your fate has been altered, but not erased.”

The sword shuddered in Felnir’s grasp, jerking him forward to shorten the distance to the wall. The flaming shimmer of the blade was brighter than ever, the multi-hued swirls of blue escaping the confines of the steel. Instinctively, Felnir tried to pull away but found the weapon locked in position, as if held by some invisible vice. Also, when he tried to loosen his grip, his fingers refused to obey.

“What is this…?” His demand was smothered by the sound of grinding stone, a vast scrape punctuated by the boom and crack of rock being reordered deep within this edifice. Impossibly, the various faceless carvings began to move. Emitting a fine dust, each one coiled and shifted with a smooth, liquid grace that belied the accompanying cacophony. Increasingly unnerved, Felnir could only stand, his hands still clamped to the sword as the carvings merged into one. It stood taller than the others, and its face differed from their blank masks. It was vague at first, but swiftly took on more detail, forming high cheekbones and a pointed chin that made it a near reflection of Kurin’s visage. Also, though the eyes were rendered in sandstone, Felnir had no doubt he looked upon something that looked back.

“Tanira!” Wohtin said, rushing towards the carving only to reel back when the sword let out a flare of brilliant light.

Dazzled and close to panic, Felnir tried again to wrest his hands from the sword, but it was hopeless. When his vision cleared, he saw the blade still glowing but was also now clutched in the stone woman’s hands. Through the flickering haze, he saw her eyes meet his, whereupon the panic that had begun to blossom into terror faded instantly.

Long have I awaited you. And yet, now you stand before me, I feel I should kill you.

The words were spoken by a voice Felnir couldn’t hear, yet they rang in his mind with purposeful clarity.

“I did not come here to do harm,” Felnir replied. “I am grateful for the aid your people have given us.”

That is the way of your kind. The stone eyes narrowed, the voice taking on a hard edge of judgement. Words of friendship spoken as a mask for betrayal. A mountain of bones lies in your wake.

“I had no part in what happened to your folk,” Felnir said. “I came to that land only recently…”

You bear the same blood and the same ambition. I sense your story, Felnir Skyrnrak. You can hide nothing from me. Yours is a tale of slaughter. In a few short months you made yourself a king. Spare me the pretence that you do not look upon every fresh scrap of land with a conqueror’s eye.

“That is not why I came here. My brother…”

A wordless shout filled his mind then, rich in frustration and despair. I know your brother’s fate, the voice said when it faded, now suffused with a dull resignation. As I know yours. They must both come to pass. Though it torments me, the greater ill lies in killing you for this sword was placed in your hand for a reason. But that can only be if I lift the curse upon the Swathe. If I do not and you journey beyond the bounds of the Jewel, you perish along with all who follow you. Even the protection of this sword, which has sustained you until now, will not suffice.

“Lift it,” Felnir said. “And I shall swear in the names of all the Altvar that my kingdom shall never trouble yours.”

A promise from your kind means nothing. The stone woman’s head turned to regard Wohtin who stood beyond the reach of the sword’s light. The old man’s expression was one of deep, aching grief. My husband once promised to stay at my side until my dying breath. Yet, when I surrendered my life to this place, he was nowhere to be found.

“I am the Sea King!” Felnir stated, voice raised in sudden anger. “Not an embittered soul haunted by failure. I am Felnir Skyrnrak who has sailed many seas. I have walked across deserts and hacked my way through jungles. Yes, my tale is one of slaughter, for I have been a warrior and none who fights a war does so with clean hands. But never, in all my days, have I broken an oath. If you can sense my heart, then you know I speak true.”

The stone eyes retained their narrow scrutiny while their owner fell silent. Then, without warning, she tightened her grip on the sword and drew Felnir closer, so that their faces almost touched. I’ll take your oath as given, she said. And will hold your bloodline to it. If you or they ever break it, know that I have other curses.

Removing one hand from the blade, she turned again to Wohtin. From the shuddering sob that escaped his lips, Felnir divined that he too could now hear her voice. To craft a curse cost a life, Tanira said, extending a hand to her husband. Lifting it will cost another. Will you sacrifice yourself, husband? To save those you once abandoned me for?

“Will we…?” Wohtin faltered, stumbling towards her outstretched hand. “Will we be together?”

In a way. But know that your life upon this earth ends the moment you take my hand. And I offer no promise regarding my heart. All I know is that it has ever been our fate to be joined together in this stone, there to stand as sentinels between this world and another. For how long, I cannot say.

Felnir saw anguish play over Wohtin’s aged features and feared that the old man’s cowardice would fail them in this moment. Should he refuse, Felnir’s menda would be trapped here, and he doubted the Kearling’s welcome would last forever. He opened his mouth to issue a command, gambling that some final remnant of loyalty would overcome Wohtin’s doubts. But Felnir stopped when he realised the pain he saw on the old man’s face was born of guilt rather than fear.

“I should never have left your side,” he wept, grasping the stone hand and holding it tight. “Can you forgive…?”

I believe I can… understand, Tanira said, a sad smile curving her lips. In time. For we shall have so much of it.

She removed her stone hands from the Sword of the Altvar, sending Felnir into an untidy sprawl. He watched her form sublime back into the wall, taking Wohtin with her. The flesh of the old man’s arm took on the red hues and textures of the cliff face, as did his clothing. He appeared to feel no pain, however, stepping into his new state of existence without hesitation, nor even a backward glance at the king he had helped raise. As the two figures faded into the stone, Felnir heard a fading echo of Tanira’s voice: Remember, Sword Bearer… I have other curses…

Hearing the thump of Antak’s staff, Felnir looked up to find the Kearling regarding him with hard-eyed intent. “Counsel is ended,” he said. “And your time here is done. We will give you two days to rest. In that time, your warriors will keep to themselves. We will not allow them to pollute our people. Come the second dawn, you will be provided with sufficient boats to carry your army north to the land you seek. I hope you hold my mother’s words close, Felnir Skyrnrak, for they were no idle threat.”

A great many Kearling came to watch when the Sea King’s menda departed the place its denizens called the Jewel and their Ascarlian visitors had taken to calling the Red Canyons. Before now, Felnir hadn’t realised how populous this decidedly unique settlement was. It transpired that there were outlying villages carved into the surrounding maze of cliffs. Sygna would surely have calculated a more accurate number but, by his own reckoning, there must have been over thirty thousand people crowding the shoreline alone, with more thronging the galleries ascending the sandstone walls behind. Antak and Kurin stood closest to the shore, the tall man maintaining an impassive demeanour while his sister favoured Felnir with a parting smile. The lingering pity in her eyes made him keen to be on their way.

His sentiment was not shared by all in his menda. After their tribulations upon the Swathe, many of Audheld’s company had humbly begged Antak and Kurin for leave to remain. They were all sternly rejected by the former, and politely refused by the latter. Although these would-be deserters attracted a tirade rich in vituperative condemnation from Beyorn, Felnir ordered no punishment taken, saying, “Mercy is the least reward deserved by those who survived the Swathe.”

It required no less than three hundred boats to carry the Sea King’s menda downriver. Felnir took the fact that so many had been freely given as a measure of their hosts’ keenness to see them gone. “Stick to the main channel and it will take you north,” Antak had advised. “The current flows fast and you should reach the coast within twenty days.”

“And what awaits us there?” Felnir asked, the question provoking the sole smile he had seen from this man.

“I don’t know, but Mother said only death lies in the north.”

It was another two days before they cleared the canyons, the surrounding country subsiding into the same arid scrubland with which they had become so dolefully familiar. Yet, while the mood among Felnir’s warriors could hardly be called jovial, the fever did not return. He saw none of the signature slack-mouthed vacancy or persistent silence that warned of imminent disappearance. The woman in the wall had kept her promise. Although the effects of hunger lingered upon many, the copious supplies provided by the Kearling meant the menda maintained a steady pace as they worked their paddles into the river’s busy current. Felnir ordered that they row until the onset of twilight whereupon they would seek out a suitable landing site to encamp for the night.

By the second week, the river’s previously clear waters took on a muddy churn and its flow became so swift in places as to be dangerous. At some points, the rapids ahead presented such a violent obstacle that Felnir was forced to order the entire menda to shore. Balancing the boats upon their heads, the host would then march on to find calmer waters. It was during these intervals that the menda suffered its first bouts of desertion. The numbers were small, a dozen the first night and half that the second, and all were those not captured by the sword’s glow. They took supplies, but even so, given the barren nature of the country, Felnir doubted they would get far.

“Tracks follow the river south, my lord,” Falk reported after scouting the absconders’ route. “Reckon they’re trying to get back to the Red Canyons.”

“Then I pity them if they make it,” Felnir replied, recalling Antak’s avowed desire not to allow his people to be polluted by an Ascarlian presence. Once more Beyorn wanted to hunt down the miscreants and once more Felnir wouldn’t allow it. “We have no time for such distractions. In fact, spread the word. Any who wish to leave can take all the supplies they can carry and good fortune to them. But ensure they know the welcome they’re likely to receive from the Kearling this time will not be so warm.”

His word clearly still held some sway with the un-captured, for they reached calmer waters three days later with no more desertions. When they encamped that night, he sought out Audheld and asked if she had been tempted to join the deserters. “I began this journey sworn to you,” she replied. “And I will end it thus. Besides,” she added, turning her gaze north, “I’m keen to see what awaits us.”

Felnir’s sea-honed senses began to smell salt on the wind even before the coast came into view. The river had broadened and deepened in recent days, so much so that he insisted they keep to the shallows fringing the eastern bank. The following dawn broke upon the sight of gulls swooping low over tidal mudflats. The surrounding country was also more verdant now, the banks thick with tall reeds and the land beyond a maze of salt marsh. When they sighted smoke rising above the horizon, Felnir ordered the menda to land and they followed the river to a small settlement of mean cottages clustered around a shallow bay. His warriors remained concealed in the reeds while Felnir took Falk and Tyrheld ahead to scout the village.

There were about two dozen dwellings in all, stone built with roofs fashioned from thatched reeds. A long parade of fishing boats sat upon the beach, which Felnir found curious for the tide was in. Beyond the bay, the waters were shrouded in mist but the vague outline of a forest rising from the opposite shore marked it as a fjord and not a sea. They found few people about, mostly older folk who displayed neither fear nor particular interest in the arrival of three armed newcomers. Felnir was surprised to find himself addressed, albeit in profane and insulting terms, in a heavily accented version of his own language. The only villager willing to converse was a woollen-hatted grey beard perched on a rock close to the beach, and his words were far from welcoming.

“Told the last lot of you buggers we got no more to give the king,” he grunted, glancing up from mending the fishing nets gathered in his lap. “Took half our young ’uns for his war and the other half went off to gawp at his Great Meidvang. Them’ve been sitting idle ever since.” He gestured to the boats on the beach. “So just feck off or kill us, why don’t yer?”

“We don’t come from your king,” Felnir told him. Noting how his accent brought a suspicious squint to the old man’s brow, Felnir sank to his haunches and offered a friendly smile. “But I am very keen to know where I might find him and pay my respects. For, you see, I too am a king.”







CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

Ruhlin

He healed quickly but Fernhyld, despite suffering no physical injury, did not. Her wounds, he knew, went far deeper than any cut.

“She was never made for this,” Ohtera said during one of the rare intervals when she left Fernhyld’s side. She lay in their shared cell, eating little and sleeping less. When she did, she invariably woke screaming from the horrors that assailed her dreams.

“If I could have spared her—” Ruhlin began.

“I know,” Ohtera cut in. “She saved you and you saved her. Don’t blame yourself for this. Blame the Vortigurn, as I do.”

They spoke on the walkway leading to the upper tier of cells. The hour was late and all were sleeping save the Ventra and the guards. In recent days Ruhlin had begun to notice a definite agitation in their gaolers. They would often cluster for whispered discussions and their increasing tension was evident in hardened expressions and shortness of temper. Silvahk, despite his vaunted position, was no exception. Ruhlin could see him now, cloistered with a young woman in the shadow cast by a buttress, their heads dipped in quiet but urgent conversation.

“Can you hear them?” he asked Ohtera.

“Of course. They’ve all been muttering their fears to each other for days now.”

“And what fears do they mutter about?”

Ohtera cocked her head. “The rebellion we heard the Vortigurn and Moyirn speak of grows closer. An army was dispatched to crush the rebel horde but hasn’t been heard of for over a week. Rumours fly of a great and terrible battle. They speak of a Tielvik general, once a slave. A cunning brute possessed of great strength and an unbreakable sword.”

“Guthnyr.” Ruhlin smiled. “He’s no brute, but he does have his share of cunning.”

“And the sword?”

“Also true. Forged of iron hewn from the mountains of the Morvek domain and rendered into a thing of wonder by the hand of the woman I love.”

Ohtera gave him a narrow, sideways glance. “What an interesting life you must have led beyond these walls.”

“That it most assuredly was.”

They lapsed into silence as Ohtera continued to eavesdrop on the two Ventra. “The woman speaks of her lover,” she related. “A youth with the power to summon a storm, so she claims. It seems the Vortigurn saw fit to put him in charge of his doomed army, a collection of unwilling beggars and sundry miscreants scraped from the Citadel’s streets. Little wonder they lost.”

Ruhlin watched Silvahk place a comforting hand on the woman’s arm, only for her to shake it off and retreat into the gloomy recesses of the Kelvengyr. As she moved into a shaft of moonlight, he made out the rich redness of her hair and the trembling of her shoulders as she wept. “They’re beginning to understand,” he said.

“Understand what?”

“That the Vortigurn cares nothing for their lives. His grand scheme, whatever it is, has no place for them. They serve an indifferent master.”

Silvahk emerged from the shadow, coming to a halt when he noticed their scrutiny. It would have been prudent to lower their heads and retreat to their cells. But Ruhlin chose to remain where he was, meeting the Ventra’s glare with a steady eye while fully expecting a punishing flare from the stagna. Instead, Silvahk confined his admonition to an impotent snarl and stalked away, swiftly disappearing from sight.

“Either the Vortigurn has ordered no further pain be inflicted upon me,” Ruhlin mused. “Or our chief gaoler’s heart may have suffered a change.”

“It hasn’t,” Ohtera assured him. “I’ve known him since we were children. He surrendered himself, body and spirit, to the Vortigurn and will never sway from the path of loyalty. I’m not sure he knows how.” She leaned a little closer, dropping her voice. “I know I’ll have to kill him to escape, yet don’t relish it. Isn’t that strange?”

Lowering his own voice, Ruhlin leaned closer still. “The passage. Have you made your way back there?”

“I couldn’t. The Ventra and the guards patrol with more care now.” She paused, glancing back at the cell where Fernhyld slept, her slumber for once seemingly free of nightmares. “It’s not just the Ventra’s fears I can sense. The wind carries the stench of it over the walls. This new rebellion. The Vortigurn’s war. It all comes to a head, and those outside can feel it. We have to get out of here. I will risk no further harm to Fernhyld. If you have a plan, now is the time.”

Ruhlin felt a guilty temptation to lie, tell her he did indeed have a clever and flawless stratagem to see them clear of this dreadful place. But he couldn’t. His hopes the nebulous alliance with Moyirn might produce some avenue of escape had come to nothing. After their one shared dream, and witnessing the ancient wretch’s work in the passage, Ruhlin had kept the silver knot at a distance when he slept. An untrustworthy ally was no ally at all. Still, there remained one last option, desperate though it was.

“The Vortigurn needs me to fulfil his scheme,” he told Ohtera. “Whatever vileness he has concocted with Moyirn’s help requires me to work. So, sooner or later, I will be brought into the Vortigurn’s presence again. When that happens…” Ruhlin looked down at his right arm, the one he had used to throw the maul that saved Fernhyld’s life. A throw the stagna should have prevented. “I’ll kill him,” he finished. “Thanks in part to your lessons, I now possess the means to do so.”

“You’ll die,” Ohtera stated. “The moment you attempt to do him the slightest harm, Silvahk will fire your stagna with enough pain to stop your heart.”

“He can’t be quicker than what lives within me, for nothing is.” Seeing the doubt on her face, he offered a grim smile of reassurance. “The Vortigurn rules without counsel and kills all those who dare even the slightest disobedience. He has made himself the black beating heart of this realm. The moment he dies, everything he has built will crumble, including the walls that surround us. When they come for me, wait, watch, and don’t hesitate to seize your chance.”

“You’ll still die,” Ohtera said. “There will be no escape for you.”

“Perhaps. But it’s a price I’ll pay if it spares my friends the cost of taking this city. Besides, I’ve survived much that should have killed me.”

From the cell behind came a low, distressed moan. Fernhyld’s nightmares had returned. “Go,” Ruhlin told Ohtera. “Be with her.”

She nodded, then paused. “We won’t flee,” she said. “When these walls crumble, we will come and find you.”

She disappeared into the cell before he could argue, Ruhlin hearing the soft, soothing words she whispered to Fernhyld in the dark. Did you ever have such friends? he asked the monster, not expecting an answer for it was often fickle when it came to his questions. This time, it consented to reply, and Ruhlin found the welling of emotions a complex brew that mixed sombre regret with an aching yen for something lost.

“Well,” Ruhlin sighed, raising his gaze to the indifferent stars above. “At least now you have me. Though I know not for how much longer.”

He was playing dice with Tremyn when Silvahk came for him. The stadium had been silent during the two weeks since Ruhlin and Fernhyld had survived the wuhltra. The Great Meidvang was over and the Ventra no longer felt the need to subject their charges to continual training. For the most part, those set to watch over the Vortigurn’s cherished Kelven did so with a tense disregard. They still punished defiance or those who strayed too close to the walls of the garden, but with a perfunctory viciousness and impatience. Ruhlin had formed the impression that both guards and Ventra would very much prefer to be elsewhere. In the absence of training, there wasn’t much for the Kelvengyr’s inmates to do, so various games had become their principal amusement. Ruhlin’s knowledge of cards came from what Ihrkyn had taught him, and none of it pertained to the games played by Nihlvarians. Dice, however, was more easily learned and, for want of other distractions, he joined in. They wagered with straws cut to various lengths, entitling the winner to large or small shares of the more choice items at mealtimes. They had taken loose stone and fashioned a circle in the centre of the practice arena, scraping the sand away to reveal the hard tiles beneath.

“Three crowns again,” Ruhlin sighed when Tremyn’s throw sent the five cubes of carved bone clattering across the tiles.

“It’s all in the wrist.” Tremyn grinned as he gathered up the straws. Over the weeks, his grief for Hulyk had waned, allowing his previous good humour to return. But a shadow remained in his gaze and the deference he had once shown to the Ventra was now entirely absent. He no longer spoke in fervent expectation of one day joining their ranks and, when not diverted by dice or cards, was prone to staring at their captors with baleful intent. Consequently, fearing his reaction would get him killed, Ruhlin had resisted telling Tremyn the truth of his brother’s fate.

Tremyn’s humour faded quickly at the sight of Silvahk approaching, flanked by two Ventra with a dozen-strong contingent of guards at their backs. “Amundyr,” Silvahk said. “The Vortigurn commands your presence.”

“Feck off, Silvahk,” Tremyn instructed. “We haven’t finished our game.”

Such insolence could have only one response. The Ventra to Silvahk’s left stepped forward, fixing his eyes upon the young Kelven’s stagna, then jerking in surprise when Tremyn cast a handful of sand into his face. Moving with the speed of one trained to combat all his life, Tremyn darted forward to slap a hand to the Ventra’s forearm. He screamed as the skin under the Kelven’s grip instantly reddened, the air filling with the sickening taint of scorched flesh. Silvahk and the other Ventra were swift in locking their gaze on Tremyn’s stagna, sending him to the sand where he writhed with agony.

“Enough!” Ruhlin growled, placing himself between the Ventra and their victim. Silvahk, scowling in anger, averted his gaze but the other Ventra did not, continuing to torment Tremyn until Ruhlin slammed a fist into his jaw, sending him sprawling. In response, the contingent of guards instantly drew blades or levelled spears while from the walkways above came the creak of many drawn bowstrings.

Ruhlin turned at a snarl to his rear, seeing Ohtera leaping from the upper tier of cells. Her feline form was fully in place when she landed, fangs bared and claws scraping the sand. Behind her, the surviving inmates of the Kelvengyr emerged from their cells, some fearful, others with faces hardened in defiance.

“Don’t!” Silvahk snapped when the Ventra felled by Ruhlin’s punch scrambled upright, blood leaking from his mouth and eyes blazing as they found Ruhlin’s stagna. He stiffened at the first pulse of pain, hearing the monster wake with an ominous growl. However, his torment proved short-lived when Silvahk drew a dagger and drove it into his fellow Ventra’s heart.

“No harm is to be done to him!” Silvahk called out. Jerking the dagger free of the sagging Ventra’s chest, he cast his voice at the archers on the walkways. “On the Vortigurn’s order! Fail to heed it and you answer to him!”

The immediacy of their response said much for the continuing authority of their dread king. The archers eased their bows while the Ventra retreated with gazes averted.

“Come with me,” Silvahk told Ruhlin, voice pitched low and tense with concern, “or every Kelven here will die today.”

He flinched when Ohtera lunged at him, stepping back a pace or two. Ruhlin saw more than just fear of physical injury on the Ventra’s face. Ohtera’s willingness to do him harm cut as deep as her claws surely would. They grew up here together, Ruhlin recalled. Yet he ascended to the ranks of the Ventra while she shunned them. He saw now how Silvahk hated his role in the Kelvengyr, how his forced affability had been a mask for inner self-detestation. He was one of them, but also compelled to hurt them every day. And yet, he did it, Ruhlin reminded himself, squashing the burgeoning sense of pity. Because the Vortigurn told him to.

“Ohtera,” he said, moving into her path as she crouched for another lunge. Meeting her gaze, he shook his head.

“I am fast,” she said, words rendered a wet rasp by her fangs. “You are strong…”

“It won’t be enough.” Reaching out a hand to cup her distorted face, he moved closer, murmuring, “It happens today. Wait for the walls to crumble.”

Although it wasn’t yet noon, the sky above Moon Shadow Tower was dark. Fisherman’s instinct warned Ruhlin of a brewing storm as he climbed the steps. Burgeoning wind drove a thin drizzle through the structure’s open summit to bead his skin, although this time the journey was not interrupted by tumbling bodies. Upon ascending the final flight of steps, he was pleased to find the Vortigurn’s attention turned towards the Citadel rather than his visitor. The king’s broad back made for a tempting target but Silvahk’s presence, and two more Ventra positioned to either side of the Vortigurn, forced him to contain the impulse to charge. Also, Ruhlin spied Moyirn’s aged and cloaked form skulking in the shadowed lee of the incomplete stairwell. Such a degraded figure appeared to present no threat, but Ruhlin knew that to be deceptive.

“Ruhlin,” the Vortigurn said, raising a beckoning hand but not turning. “Come, join me. I have something of great interest to show you.”

Ruhlin could feel the eyes of the Ventra upon his stagna as he moved to the king’s side. Ruhlin hadn’t seen this pair before, both women with near identical, cadaverous faces that could have been hollowed by either age or sickness. Any impression of decrepitude was negated by their eyes, bright and unblinking in their regard of the metal ring encircling his collarbone. The intensity of their scrutiny was such that he knew even the slightest signal of the monster’s presence would cause them to fire the stagna. The pain would surely be of a far greater magnitude than that suffered in the wuhltra when he had managed to summon enough of the monster’s strength to save Fernhyld.

Any pain can be borne, Ruhlin told himself. I have borne so much already. I can bear more.

Still, he held off attempting to commune with the monster. The king stood two feet clear of the edge, a small distance but too great to ensure Ruhlin could pitch him over before the Ventra did their work. He must wait his chance. This time, he decided, no amount of cowardice will stop me.

“It’s time, Ruhlin,” the Vortigurn said, extending a hand to the east. “All the pieces move to their final squares and the game reaches its conclusion.”

Noticing that he pointed to the sea beyond the Citadel’s docks, Ruhlin raised his gaze to the horizon and was unable to contain a surprised start at what he saw. Sails. A great many sails. And he was sure none of them were red.

“Yes, the new Queen of the Ascarls comes for her revenge,” the Vortigurn said, Ruhlin turning to find him smiling in warm approval. “There’s only one queen these days, incidentally. Moyirn orchestrated the deaths of the others, or two of them at least. The third was an agent of his…” He trailed off into a faint laugh, shaking his head. “None of which matters at all now, of course. Though I do wonder what became of Aylsa. Such a bright, pretty thing she was.”

Letting out a brisk sniff, the Vortigurn turned about, moving to the tower’s west-facing edge. “And there,” he said, casting a hand to the sparsely wooded fields beyond the Citadel’s walls, “the Tielvik general brings his rabble.”

The gathering cloud made the landscape vague with rain, but a random shaft of sunlight through the clouds illuminated a host cresting a hill perhaps two miles off.

“I assume he’s a friend of yours or some such,” the Vortigurn went on. “This mighty savage with his unbreakable sword.”

Seeing no reason to lie, Ruhlin said, “His name is Guthnyr, and you wouldn’t want him as an enemy.”

“I’m obliged to agree. I had Moyirn send a Ventra to capture this most interesting fellow, but she never came back. I had to send an army to delay him instead. Another in a long string of recent failures, eh, Moyirn?” The Vortigurn levelled a steady, humourless gaze at his most trusted servant. When the old man gave no reaction, pale features twitching beneath the cowl he wore, the king let out a huff and returned his attention to Ruhlin.

“I imagine they all scent victory,” the Vortigurn said. “Hearts swelled by the prospect of sated vengeance. Always the way with mundane humanity. Like starved dogs given a whiff of blood. I shall not miss them. But, I think I might miss you, Ruhlin ehs Kestryg. I was never blessed with a son, yet, in you I may have found one. Or at least a worthy heir, not that there’ll be a kingdom to bequeath you soon.” He smiled, a curiously tremulous expression, and Ruhlin blinked at the sight of tears glimmering in the Vortigurn’s eyes. “All the years spent crafting this web, weaving all these many, many threads together. And yet, here at the end I find myself pricked by guilt. I suppose it’s fitting. There should be a price to pay. I am not cruel.” The voice of the man who had once been Velgard, exiled king of Ascarlia, grew hoarse as he cupped Ruhlin’s cheek. “I am merely what you are, my son. A greater being trapped in a cage of endless torment. Sadly, we can’t both escape.”

Now, Ruhlin thought, fighting the urge to flinch from this man’s touch. Snap his neck! He began to flood himself with anger, feeling the monster stir in response, but the king moved away before the change showed in Ruhlin’s form. Wait! he told it, striving to contain the transforming fire. He felt sweat trickle down his neck and was thankful for the concealing drizzle. We have to be sure.

“For now,” the Vortigurn said, casting his arms out wide, “let us watch together. A king and his prince enjoying the grandest entertainment.”

To Ruhlin’s frustration, the Vortigurn kept mostly to the centre of the platform as the spectacle unfolded to east and west. The ships of the Ascarlian fleet now thronged the mouth of the Deep Fjord, sails filled and oars sweeping. An eastward glance revealed the sight of Guthnyr’s host forming up for battle.

“I must say I am impressed with your friend,” the Vortigurn observed when the rebel army began its advance, maintaining a steady pace and a coherent line as they closed the distance to the city walls. Ruhlin thought he saw makeshift scaling ladders bristling along their ranks. “To forge such a motley collection of Morvek and outlaw scum into a true menda.” The king gave a reflective laugh. “Perhaps you would have had to fight him for the throne one day?”

The sound of a great many voices drew Ruhlin’s gaze back to the fjord where the first of the Ascarlian ships had drawn within arrow shot of the Citadel’s docks. A thick cordon of warriors awaited them on the wharf, all calling out a defiant battle cry, not that their king appreciated their resolve.

“The last few thousand real warriors in my command,” he said, lips pursed and brows arched in calculation. “I predict they’ll kill two Ascarlians for every one they lose. Not bad, but not enough. Your new queen clearly appreciates the value of numbers in battle, as I hoped she would.”

“What is happening here?” Ruhlin demanded, unable to cage his bafflement any longer. “You talk as if you have orchestrated a great defeat. Why would any king do that?”

“Not a defeat, my son. A triumph.” The Vortigurn’s gaze shifted to the sky, now a great spiral of darkened cloud. No stranger to storms, Ruhlin had never seen one form so quickly. It also seemed to be twisting at an unnatural speed. “One centuries in the making.” The king’s voice subsided into a reverent whisper, his eyes rapt as they surveyed the gathering tempest. “It opens for me,” he said, raising a tentative hand towards the vortex of cloud.

“What opens?” Ruhlin said but the Vortigurn appeared not to hear. Lowering his gaze to the docks, he grunted in satisfaction at the sight of the first Ascarlian ships disgorging warriors upon the wharf. The tumult of battle echoed across the city, rising in volume as more ships drew in their oars to add reinforcements to the struggle. Others halted alongside those already moored, soon joined by more in order to create a platform for warriors to charge across. To the flanks of the ships engaged in a direct assault, smaller craft turned their bows towards the docks, loosing large bolts from some form of novel contraption on their foredecks. Ruhlin saw a dozen Nihlvarians felled with just one projectile, swiftly followed by more as the barrage continued. Soon, the entire line was being forced back, disintegrating at its edges and bowed in the middle.

“It seems the Ascarlians have themselves a queen possessed of both ruthlessness and cunning,” the Vortigurn said with a note of admiration. “A pity her reign should be so short.”

A muted uproar from the east heralded the assault of Guthnyr’s army upon the city walls. Ruhlin saw fighting rage along the parapet, but the struggle was brief. The forces the Vortigurn had placed here were meagre compared to those arrayed at the docks. Soon the rebels were streaming over the walls in several places, their cheers of victory audible even above the gathering wind.

“Your capital is about to fall,” Ruhlin told the Vortigurn. “Yet you dither here.”

“Where else would I be?” The king’s laugh was short this time, his austere features overtaken by a far more serious expression as he turned back to the city. Having vanquished the defenders, Ascarlian warriors were now investing the streets. Knots of resistance persisted, leading to fierce skirmishes in the close-packed avenues fringing the docks. However, with ever more ships unloading their human cargo upon the seized wharf, it was clear this battle would have but one end.

Noting the sombre cast of the Vortigurn’s face, Ruhlin considered that the scale of the calamity overwhelming his kingdom might have finally penetrated whatever peculiar delusion shrouded his mind. But, as the king stepped closer to the edge once more, there was as much satisfaction as sadness upon his brow. “You ask why I place myself here,” he said, raising his arms. “For here, after uncountable years, I shall at last be able to fully share the Altvar’s gift with my subjects. Before now, I could only drip it into their lives as water from a rusted spigot. Now, they shall know the full measure of my generosity.”

As his arms ascended, a new sound came from below. This was not the song of battle, but something even more discordant. It had a raw, feral tone to it, putting Ruhlin in mind of both dogs and cats when roused to viciousness. It rose from the streets of the Citadel to drown out the dwindling clamour of combat. Then it was joined by a vast, overlapping series of thuds as doors and windows were flung open and the population began to issue forth into the streets. Even from this remove, Ruhlin could discern the frenzied nature of their movements, some clambering from upper-storey windows to leap to the cobbles below. They streamed along thoroughfares and through alleyways in a chaotic mass. Some bore weapons, others not, yet, when they encountered the first group of Ascarlians, they flung themselves at them with wild abandon, heedless of injury. Soon, fighting erupted all around the docks as the invaders sought to contest the mass of townsfolk.

Ruhlin saw the Vortigurn shudder, his upraised arms trembling as if from great effort. Taking it as a welcome sign of weakness, or at least distraction, Ruhlin stepped closer only to have the two Ventra step into his path. Their bright, unwavering eyes were fixed on his stagna. Resolving that he would simply have to risk the pain and hope he could summon the monster, Ruhlin prepared to take another step, then paused when the Vortigurn spoke again.

“This is what they gave me,” he said, his voice a strained groan and his arm quivering. “This was their reward for surviving my glimpse of their realm. The power to twist weaker hearts into murderous rage. It isn’t an easy thing, my son. To bring them to this required lifetimes of stoking their cruelty and malice. I made a virtue of both, all that so one day, they would throw their lives away like chaff on the wind at my merest thought.” He threw his head back, letting out a wild, exultant laugh. “Witness, the power of the gods made flesh!”







CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

Thera

The last Nihlvarian warrior to die on the wharf was possibly the largest man Thera had ever seen. Close to seven feet tall and broad as any bear, he seemed like a figure conjured from legend. Fighting without benefit of a shield, he wielded a sapling-sized mace studded with iron rivets. If she hadn’t seen him use it to such lethal effect on so many of her warriors, Thera would have found his stand admirable. Yet, amid the urgent havoc of battle, she could allow no such sentiment. Unwilling to expend any more lives assailing the giant, she ordered a path cleared to the spot where he stood, a bloodied, nightmarish figure surrounded by his fallen comrades and the Ascarlians he had slain. A dozen or more arrows studded his armour and gore dripped from his mace as he brandished it at the enclosing ranks of foemen, snarling a wordless challenge. Before turning to the Great Wolf, positioned with her stern jammed against the quayside, Thera reflected that personal combat with this man would do much to cement her own legend. But then, she hadn’t lived so long by being a fool.

“Teylhar!” she called out, pointing the dreadaxe at the towering Nihlvarian. Always a quick-minded fellow, the artisan was already working the levers to bring the bolt caster to bear. He loosed the projectile only an instant later, the iron arrow streaking over her head to impale the red-faced giant through the chest. Incredibly, where other men had been sent tumbling like skittles by such a bolt, he continued to stand. Flailing his mace, he tried to speak, though his words emerged as a torrent of red gore before, finally, he toppled face down to the wharf.

“Form companies!” Thera commanded, breaking the silence that followed. “Great Wolf’s crew rally to me!” She scoured the mass of milling warriors until she recognised a familiar face. “Aldeyn!”

“My queen,” he said, pushing his way to her side. His face was streaked with blood but she judged it not his own.

“Form up your Kast Gelders and advance along the city’s eastern wall,” Thera told him. “Secure the gates and subdue any resistance.” She paused, once again beset by the memory of the Ironbones’ final moments. Burn it all down… “Tell any townsfolk you see to return to their homes. If they offer no harm to us, they will receive mercy.”

He hesitated, knowing full well his uncle’s dying wish. But, instead of defiance, Thera saw mostly relief on the young Veilwald’s face when he nodded. “It shall be done, my queen.”

With companies formed, Thera set about organising the main advance into the city. Having quizzed Achier and other freed slaves about the Citadel, she knew her principal target to be the sprawling great hall positioned on the hill in its centre. She could see it now, easily marked by a tall tower. According to her intelligence, the Vortigurn’s home had a defensive wall of its own. It remained an open question how many warriors he held back for his own safety, something she would surely discover before the day was out.

She sent Skahlvyr westward at the head of the Aiken Gelders, commanding that he work around the great hall’s rear. The rest of the companies she sent directly through the streets beyond the docks, divided into groups a few hundred strong. Before leading the Great Wolf’s crew forward, Thera paused to regard the slender figure at the ship’s prow. Lynnea was flanked by Ahlgrun and Kelvyrn, the brothers having received stern instruction not to stray from the Tielwald’s side, nor allow her to leave the ship without the queen’s permission. Snaryk sat at her feet, the great hound panting with teeth bared in response to the scent of so much blood but held in place by Lynnea’s will.

Feeling the touch of her mind, Thera expected either words of encouragement or caution. Instead, the shared emotion was rich in fearful alarm. Something rises here, Lynnea told her, Thera seeing her face raised to the sky. Something terrible…

Following her Tielwald’s gaze, Thera saw the sky roiled with the onset of a storm. Yet the movement of the clouds was strange, the spiral they formed denser than seemed natural. What is that? Thera asked.

All I know is that it bodes ill, Lynnea responded. You must hurry. Kill the one who has summoned it.

Raising her axe in acknowledgement, Thera turned and ran for the nearest open street, calling out to the Great Wolf’s crew to follow.

For the first few hundred paces into the city, they encountered no other living soul save a few panicked rats and a ragged ginger cat hissing at them from an overturned fish stall. All doors remained closed and every window shuttered. Thera began to hope the people of the Citadel had collectively chosen the wisest course and shunned involvement in their king’s impending fall. Then she heard the voices.

They echoed from the streets ahead in a faint murmur at first, many throats issuing the same shrill, wordless keening that soon built into a feral howl. It was punctuated by an overlapping series of hard clapping sounds resembling the discordant applause of a distracted audience. Then she saw doors and windows along the length the street slamming open and from within came the growling mob. Bearing knives, cleavers, clubs, or no weapons at all, the townsfolk immediately threw themselves upon Thera’s warriors. They hacked, stabbed, and bit with animalistic fury. She had scant time to issue the command to form a shield wall before all became a chaotic frenzied melee.

Thera fended off a matronly woman’s charge with a thrust of her axe then hacked down a spindly old man attempting to drive a short knife into her leg. Nearby she saw a girl no more than fourteen scramble over Ragnalt’s shield to sink her teeth into his forearm. Shouting in pain, he kicked her away, raising his sword for the killing blow, then hesitating. Of all the lessons Thera had taught him, slaying an unarmed maiden was not one of them. It was nearly his undoing, for the maiden immediately sprang at him again, forcing him to raise his shield. At the same instant, another attacker, a bald-headed man bearing a butcher’s knife, lunged at Ragnalt’s unprotected flank. Thera jabbed the points of the dreadaxe’s twin blades into the bald man’s neck then swung at the ravening girl, the blow nearly severing her at the waist.

“Do not spare!” she told Ragnalt. “Only fury will save us now!”

There followed a brief lull in which Thera advanced her warriors to another street corner only to be assailed by a second mob. As she cut them down, she noted the manic bloodlust in their eyes and the incoherent, bestial expressions of violence that formed their screams. There was also no order to their resistance. Once one group had been extinguished, Thera was able to advance along streets bare of barricades, unassailed by archers or stone throwers on the rooftops. This was an utterly chaotic defence, unassisted by any plan or reason that she could discern.

Reaching a market square she found the crews of several ships embroiled in an intense melee with yet another mob of ravening townsfolk. Bodies lay atop one another on the cobbles amid the detritus of destroyed carts, mostly unarmoured locals but Thera counted at least a dozen of her own among the dead. Watching how these maddened people died, many still screaming inchoate defiance as blades pierced or hacked their flesh, she was forced to a grim but unavoidable conclusion: What could defeat such deranged souls other than complete destruction? Burn it all down…







CHAPTER FORTY-SIX

Guthnyr

“I thought getting over the wall would be the hard part,” Sygurn grunted, using his shield to slam a hammer-wielding old man into a post before finishing him with an axe blow.

Surveying the surrounding carnage, Guthnyr dragged air into his lungs, tasting the mingled scent of voided bowels and blood that accompanied every battlefield. The assault against the walls had indeed been far easier than expected. The charge of the Tielvik’s menda had met only a thin volley of arrows and sundry missiles. Having scaled their makeshift ladders to the battlements, they encountered only scattered opposition. The warriors they fought were much the same assemblage of callow, panicked youth and occasional resolute veteran they had faced upon emerging from the Shadow Track. But they were too few in number to present a serious obstacle. Guthnyr’s odd alliance of Morvek, Travka and freed slave was soon flooding the western precincts of the Citadel. Guided by Deyna, who had insisted on staying at his side for this battle, Guthnyr began making his way towards the hill in the city’s centre. Here the Vortigurn’s hall rose in inelegant majesty, a tall thin tower rising from the muddle of mismatched buildings.

They advanced with Halvor’s company of outlaws, followed closely by Sygurn and Aleida. Guthnyr had left Behsla and Jolnyr atop the hill beyond the walls. They were instructed to guard Ryma and the other children, but in truth Guthnyr had determined not to risk their lives this day. Jolnyr accepted the order with typical silence but Behsla objected, although Guthnyr could tell from the stutter of her protestations that she was forcing the words out. Both had done their share of fighting throughout this campaign, but the bloody and blasted aftermath of what the Travka had taken to calling the Battle of the Storm, had plainly left a mark. He saw it in their eyes and the twitch of their faces, the signs Felnir had always told him to look for in veterans. Even the hardiest, bravest soul will one day have their fill of war, his brother had warned. When it happens, best to just let them rest.

For a time it seemed they might enjoy an unimpeded advance to the Great Hall, but any such hopes were dashed when the first mob of townsfolk came at them. The subsequent melee left three outlaws dead and a score of poorly armed corpses upon the cobbles. From the uproar echoing through nearby streets, it was clear the entire city had risen against them. Refusing to be daunted, Guthnyr led his people on, encountering more scenes of havoc along the way. It took a rapid and demoralising toll upon the Travka. Having crested the wall, many expected a bout of easy looting followed by prolonged celebration. Instead they found themselves mired in a fight for survival against an enemy who seemed to lack all reason.

“Sorry Tyrnlohk,” a man from one of the eastern clans told Guthnyr as he sped by. He bled from a recent wound to his forehead and had a collection of silverware clutched in his arms. “But this is just fecking madness.”

Several more loot-laden Travka pelted past until the object of their fear came into view. Guthnyr’s party had reached a circular plaza forming the crossroads between five separate streets. Rising from its centre was a tall bronze statue on a marble plinth. Guthnyr recognised the subject as Trieya Vorlspeld, the Moon Shadow, the Altvar of the Upper Hall with dominion over the stars and navigation. Beauteous and regal, the goddess stood with her face and arms raised to the heavens as, from the surrounding streets, a tide of ravening humanity surged in a seething, murderous mass.

Guthnyr’s first instinct was to retreat, but a glance over his shoulder revealed another mob assailing Halvor’s outlaws from the rear. “The statue!” Guthnyr called out. Pushing Deyna towards the monument, he lingered to hack down a screeching old woman who tried to brain him with the flaming hot coal she clutched in her scorched hands. Rushing to the plinth, he hauled himself up alongside Deyna. The others did the same as townsfolk closed in like a plague of rats upon a fresh corpse. Screaming their ugly chorus of enraged hate, they clawed at the legs of their intended victims, heedless of the blades that hacked them away. Looking down at the roiling sea of deranged faces, Guthnyr saw not a single glimmer of humanity in any eye.

“Another Ventra at work,” he observed to Deyna.

Pausing to slash her long-bladed dagger at a clawing hand, she glanced up at the tower rising from the Vortigurn’s hall. It loomed tall only a few streets away, but, given their current predicament, may as well have been on the moon. “I’m not so sure,” she said, voice barely audible above the mob’s mad babble. “If any of his servants was capable of this, I think we would have seen it before. This…” Grunting in annoyance, she jerked back from another flailing hand before slicing its fingers away. “This may be something else.”

The weight in her voice caused Guthnyr to also look up, finding his attention captured not by the tower but by the storm gathering in the sky above it. The ominous swirl he had noticed after the Battle of the Storm had formed into something the like of which he had never seen before. His time at sea had left him well acquainted with ugly weather, but the way the clouds moved, creating a spiral around an increasingly dark centre, was both too orderly and too threatening to portend a mere tempest.

His rumination came to an abrupt end when the plinth swayed beneath him, jostled from its foundations by the weight of so many bodies. One of the outlaws lost his grip on the statue and fell into the mob, instantly disappearing beneath a mass of flailing limbs with a brief, despairing shriek.

“Get back y’mad feckers!” Sygurn cursed, one hand clutching the goddess’s calf as he wielded his axe with the other. His blows raised repeated fountains of blood that did nothing to cow their attackers. Bracing his back against the bronze effigy, Guthnyr swung Kohrvayl two handed, scything down three or four townsfolk with every swing. But there were always more. He stopped upon feeling the plinth shudder as something gave way beneath it. The statue teetered backwards then forwards before, with a sibilant crunch of fragmenting stone and a squeal of protesting metal, it began to topple.







CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN

Elvine

She woke to the feel of soft furs upon her back, the familiar sight of beams and planking confirming she was back in her nook aboard the Ohlnir. At first she thought herself still asleep, her mind having placed in her a comforting dream, but the sharp pain in her ribs quickly banished such notions.

“Spear Maiden?”

She paused in the act of wincing to find Varnyr looming above her, face set in concern.

“How long…?” Elvine gritted her teeth against the pain. “How long since we reached the ship?”

“No more than a day.”

“My brother? The others?”

“All safe.” Varnyr placed a large hand on her shoulder, trying to ease her back onto her bed of piled furs. “You need to rest…”

“Gruinskard,” Elvine cut in, pushing his hand away. “I must speak to him.”

Casting about for the spear, she found it propped against a nearby beam. Grunting with the effort of sitting upright, she took the weapon and let out a shout of frustration as she tried and failed to lever herself to her feet. “Help me,” she told Varnyr, who, after a moment’s reluctance, consented to pull her arm over his broad shoulders and raise her up.

She found Gruinskard in his habitual position at the prow with Colvyn at his side. She endured an embrace from her brother before turning to the former Tielwald. He greeted her with a grudgingly affable nod, one eye narrowing in what she thought might actually be pleasure at seeing her. “An interesting tale your brother told me,” he said. “Would I be wrong in assuming yours will be even more so?”

“You would not,” Elvine groaned, disentangling herself from Colvyn to rest against the rail. “But we have scant time for stories. You told me you could reach the queen in dreams. I need you to do so now.”

“It’s unlikely she will be sleeping…”

“Try!” Beset by a fresh wave of pain, Elvine sagged but forced herself to stare hard into Gruinskard’s eye. “If you can’t reach her, everything we have won, and lost, will have been utterly wasted.”

He began to voice a disparaging laugh but the Spear Maiden’s implacable glare gave him pause. “I must also be asleep and dreaming for it to work,” he said.

“We can drug you,” Elvine said. “Or Varnyr can knock you unconscious…”

“No.” Gruinskard straightened, growling his next words with hard-edged authority. “He will not.”

“We’ve no time for your pride, you selfish old bastard!” Elvine lurched towards him, the resultant jolt of pain making her stumble. Varnyr caught her before she fell and she spent a moment gasping in his arms while keeping her baleful gaze fixed on Gruinskard. She began to voice her intention to have his remaining eye plucked out if he continued to resist, then stopped when the spirit in the spear spoke for the first time since her waking.

He’s right, child. If your queen is awake, he cannot reach her.

“We have to try…”

There is another way. Though I doubt he’ll like it any better.

Gruinskard eyed the spear lying on the deck boards between them with unconcealed repugnance. They sat together on the lower deck, Elvine having insisted they be alone for this task. So far, the old man had given no firm agreement to her plan.

“The last time I touched this thing,” he said, “I had a sense that if I continued to do so for much longer, it might decide to kill me.”

“She doesn’t like you,” Elvine admitted. “But has promised she will do you no harm.”

“I note your careful choice of words, Spear Maiden,” Gruinskard said. “You promise the spear won’t harm me, but make no assurances that I will suffer no harm should I do this.”

“I can make the most firm assurance of the harm that will result if you do not.”

“Never have I dreamed while awake.” He extended his hand to the spear but didn’t touch it, Elvine finding herself shocked to see the tremble of his fingers. Torture at the hands of Lore’s fanatic servants had barely changed his demeanour, yet this he feared. “If what dwells within this weapon is so powerful, why does it need me?” he asked. “Can you not do it?”

“She says it must be both of us. Only you have a connection to Queen Thera’s mind. Only I have the memory of the vision I received in the Veyinmihr.”

“But still, the risks.” His hand continued to hover over the spear’s haft. “If we invade her mind while she’s awake—”

“She dies if we do not!” Elvine cut in, slamming her palms to the deck. “All who have followed her to Nihlvar will perish and the world entire shall know what it is to dwell in a realm of darkness and suffering. This have I seen.” She shifted her hands to the spear, grasping it hard. “Now, do it.”

Gruinskard hesitated a moment longer, beard fluttering as he exhaled a ragged breath, then he added his grip to hers.

Elvine felt an instant blossoming of the spear’s power. So, clearly, did Gruinskard. Flinching, he tried to draw back his arm, but his hand refused to budge. Do not fight me! the spirit told him, her usually warm tones now harsh with command. Calm yourself, and turn your thoughts to your great-granddaughter.

The old man continued to struggle for a time, his knuckles turning white, until he let out a guttural snarl of defeat. “I feel it in my head,” he grunted. His rage at the intrusion was palpable, but his hand no longer trembled.

“Do as she says,” Elvine told him. “Your thoughts will lead us to the queen.”

Grinding his jaw, Gruinskard closed his eyes. After a short pause, Elvine felt fresh images swirl in her own mind and followed suit. The waking world slipped away to leave her tumbling through a tunnel formed of shifting shadow. She sensed rather than saw Gruinskard’s presence close by, finding she could perceive his struggle to remain calm. As they flew through the tunnel, she noticed that the walls were fashioned from images. Although distorted and stretched, she made out faces as they streaked by, some laughing, most not, some set in anger, others streaked in blood and close to death. One in particular caught her eye: that perverted wretch Coelnyr clutching at his torn throat in Olversahl, staring up in astonishment at the man who had delivered the fatal blow.

The old man’s memories, she realised, which explained why there were so many stricken, dying faces among the melange streaking by. She began searching for one in particular, one she thought would be prominent among this parade of betrayed, angered, or murdered souls. Perhaps he only remembers his victims with true clarity, she thought. Or prefers not to think of his great-granddaughter much at all.

“Find her!” she called out to Gruinskard, not knowing whether her voice could even be heard in this conjuration of memories. The flare of resentful annoyance that came from her companion confirmed that he understood either the words or the sentiment.

She saw something flare in the otherwise blank depths of the tunnel, a glimmer that grew into a star as they hurtled closer. Soon it filled her vision with a flickering glow, separating into a plane of different, swirling hues. Elvine came to a sudden, jarring halt when the churn of colour and light solidified into an image of stark clarity. Thera!

This, however, was not the handsome, sometimes forbidding visage of a queen she knew, but that of a girl not yet fourteen summers old. Her face was besmirched with soot, her hair matted with dirt and damp. Behind her, a large building burned. It was a structure Elvine had never seen but heard her mother speak of so often she had little difficulty in identifying the Library of King Aeric. Once the jewel of Olversahl, it had been reduced to ash the night of the city’s liberation from the Albermaine-ish yoke.

“My mother,” the young Thera said, her voice a tired croak. “My father.”

“Feasting in the Halls of Aevnir,” an unseen speaker replied, Elvine recognising the gruff, grudging tones of Margnus Gruinskard. “They have done you great credit this night. But you, Thera…” A large hand descended onto the girl’s shoulder. “You have won immortal renown…”

“I don’t want renown!” She shoved his hand away and stepped back. Her eyes blazed in accusation as she spoke on, Elvine feeling Gruinskard shudder as the words struck home, “I want my mother, but you have killed her! She warned me it would be this way. She told me your endless scheming would see us to ruin!”

The image began to fade, Elvine sensing Gruinskard withdrawing, unable to bear the weight of this memory.

Stop! the spirit in the spear commanded, and the memory froze. Elvine felt the power of the spear build, propelling both she and Gruinskard into the memory. Reach for her, the spirit commanded. And I shall do the rest.







CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT

Ruhlin

The Vortigurn stood, arms raised and shuddering, while violence filled the streets of his capital from end to end. When he finally lowered his arms and slumped, staggering close to the edge, Ruhlin tensed himself for a rush. The gazes of the two Ventra before him never wavered from his stagna and he braced himself for what he knew would be an immensity of pain. But, once again, the Vortigurn contrived to frustrate him. Straightening quickly, he drew in a long breath and stepped clear of the drop. Turning to Ruhlin, he revealed a face wearied by effort but also lit with exultance.

“Thus it comes to pass, at last,” he said. “You can feel it, can you not, my son? Our world shifts as we draw them to us. The cohorts of chaos, flocking as moths to a flame.” As he spoke, he glanced up at the spiralling clouds. The centre of the vortex had come to resemble a deep well of dark shadow now, one that grew larger by the second.

“What is that?” Ruhlin demanded. “What have you wrought here?”

“My escape, as I told you.” The triumph on the king’s face faded into a frown of nervous regret. Gesturing for the two Ventra to stand aside, he stood before Ruhlin, speaking in a low murmur. “Once, Moyirn over there did me a great but terrible service. I commanded him to find a means of reaching beyond this world. With typical dedication and, I suspect no small amount of treachery and deceit, he did as he was bid. At the time I thought him a great sorcerer, one the wisest sage in my court had scoured the world to find for me. Now…” he paused to direct a sour squint in Moyirn’s direction “… I know he was a fool fumbling his way through lore he barely understood, yet too blinded by his ambition and conceit to admit his own failings. Sometimes, I wonder if it had all been some wily scheme of his to orchestrate my end and seize my throne. But I doubt it. Moyirn, in his faltering, idiot’s way, had truly found a source of vast power and wanted very much to claim it for himself. Did you not, old friend?”

Glancing at Moyirn, Ruhlin saw him maintain the same twitching indifference to his king’s taunts. Although, this time his eyes darted about within the shade of his cowl. Like a rat seeking a drain to hide in, Ruhlin thought.

“It doesn’t matter,” the Vortigurn went on with a shrug. “None of it mattered, in truth. My kingdom, my kin, the loyal servants who had followed me into exile, nor the wars and many misdeeds that preceded it. That, my son, was the greatest lesson I learned that day: the utter insignificance of our existence. For, when Moyirn conjured his portal, I stepped through it and, for the briefest, most blessed moment of my life, I beheld perfection.”

The king’s eyes widened and mouth opened in an expression of distant, wondrous remembrance. “You cannot know,” he told Ruhlin in an awed whisper. “You cannot comprehend what it was like, my son. For which I am sorry. If you had but seen what I saw, you would forgive all of this.” He flicked a hand at the chaos-ridden city behind him. “You would understand that any price is worth paying. It changed me, you see. All of me, down to the very bones and beyond. Endless life was the least of the gifts bestowed upon me, gifts so powerful they were more a curse.”

Now! Ruhlin thought, allowing his anger to rise, feeding the monster. This was his chance to kill this mad tyrant while he lost himself in his delusions.

Yet, even as the first flare of heat blossomed in his core, the twin Ventra lit his stagna. The instancy and depth of the pain was beyond anything Ruhlin had felt before. He stiffened, clutched in an unseen vice of agony so fierce it wouldn’t allow him to fall. Every muscle and tendon tensed and stretched, his mouth clamped shut. He could feel the monster fighting the stagna’s grip, its growls loud as the fire within continued to burn, but not fierce enough to summon the transformation.

The Vortigurn barely noticed, the distant cast to his eyes lingering as he spoke on. “The realm I saw was not like ours. I have not the words to describe its wonders, nor its difference. How to explain to an unenlightened mind a realm where pain does not exist. Where all is beauty. Where time itself can be moulded, shaped like clay by beings so far above us they make the gods we created seem like maggots squirming on a corpse.” His face changed again, lips curling in disgust. “For that is our world, Ruhlin. A bloated, corrupted corpse that never truly dies. I saw it all so clearly as they cast me out. I, you see, was not worthy. I could not exist there. I was weak, diseased, just another maggot. So repellent must I have been that they shut the door behind me, so that we could never again reach their realm by the same means. You must try to understand.” He reached up to caress Ruhlin’s shuddering face. “Try to grasp the agony of continuing to exist in this world having tasted theirs. And, thanks to their blessing, to know that you may linger upon this fetid carcass until the last days of its putrid existence. I knew in that moment that this world is my prison, and escape my only task.”

Ruhlin tried to move his arms, hoping to clamp his hands around the Vortigurn’s neck, let them expand as the monster’s wrath took hold. He would have taken savage delight in the spectacle that followed. But his arms, like the rest of his body, remained rigid, locked in place by the searing torment of his stagna.

“For so long have I crafted this exact circumstance,” the king said, stroking Ruhlin’s chin. “Constructing this city beneath a suitable veil. Building a nation mired in cruelty and greed. Then, when they were ready, launching them across the ocean to my former kingdom where, I knew, a great many souls steeped in a warrior’s ethos could be roused to the most terrible vengeance. All to craft the door.” He inclined his head at the ugly spiral in the sky, before looking deep into Ruhlin’s feverish gaze. “Now I must craft the key. Many fire bloods were tested over the years. All found wanting. But when Moyirn advised that we were likely to find more on the other side of the Fire Islands, it all made sense. Of course I would find you there, confirmation that all of this is destined. It needs to happen. You, my son…” Tears trickled from the Vortigurn’s eyes as he smoothed his palm over Ruhlin’s brow. “Only you have the strength required. Only you could carry me through the portal. I knew it would take more than just that fragment of a greater soul you carry within you. To bear me hence from this world required yet greater strength, a strength so few possess. But you showed it to me in the wuhltra. Now, you must show me once more.”

Removing his hand, he stepped back, all vestige of sorrow leaching from his face as he snapped out a command: “Moyirn. It’s time.”

Unable to turn his head, Ruhlin couldn’t see the ancient wretch approach. He did see the metal band he held in his wizened, spotted hands, identical to the one Ruhlin had seen him remove from Hulyk’s corpse. Even through his pain, Ruhlin felt a spasm of disgust at the feel and stink of the old man’s breath. The sound of his grating voice was soft in Ruhlin’s ear but he heard the deep, judgemental bitterness it held. “I told you to die,” Moyirn whispered before placing the band firmly on Ruhlin’s head.

“Crafted from metal scavenged from all the veils I could find in this land,” the Vortigurn explained as Moyirn stepped back. “Some are so small as to be little more than pinpricks in the surface of the world. Others, like the one you encountered in Morvek lands, are far more substantial. It was from the Morvek that we obtained most of the material. The only truly important aspect of the pact they struck with me, not that they knew it.”

Ruhlin expected a second wave of pain from the band, but it exuded nothing that could penetrate his ongoing torment. Still, he had little doubt that his survival, and much else, depended on getting this thing off his head. Please! he implored the monster. Please, give me your strength! In response, the fire within flared, sending a jolt of power through Ruhlin’s spine, enabling him to jerk his head. But it was little more than a brief spasm, quickly ended by a fresh wave of pain from the stagna.

“So strong,” the Vortigurn said, shaking his head. “Any other Kelven would have perished by now.” Coming closer, he placed a tentative hand to the metal ring upon Ruhlin’s brow. “I feel it,” he said, a smile playing over his lips. “Centuries of power leaching from their world into ours, caught within the fragments welded into this band. For once, Moyirn, you appear to have done something right.”

He didn’t see the change overcome Moyirn’s raddled features then, the careful indifference that shifted into deep, baleful hatred. Poised only a step from the Vortigurn’s back, Moyirn’s hands disappeared into the sleeves of his robe, unnoticed by his king who had once again turned his attention to the roiling spiral in the sky. It appeared to have lowered in height, the fast swirl of ugly cloud descending towards the tower. It continued to cast out a steady patter of drizzle rather than the deluge that its gloom portended. But it was the deepening darkness in its centre that captured Ruhlin’s notice. At first it appeared a void, darker than any shadow, but then he saw something move within it. It was only a flicker of dim light shifting as it caught the shape of a moving body. Meagre though it was, the sight stirred an instinctive repugnance in Ruhlin, a certainty that he looked upon something that no human eye should suffer.

“You see them, don’t you?” the Vortigurn said, turning back to Ruhlin. “You feel them, their hunger. I said all was beauty in that other realm, but there is ugliness upon its borders where the hungry things abide. Denied the bliss of the inner realm they endlessly prowl its edges, seeking a way into our plane, drawn by conflict they sense on the other side of the veils. Sometimes, one of them makes it through, like pus dripping from a festered wound. Ever they try to sow more discord, for it feeds them, though their hunger is never sated. There have been times throughout the span of history when they have been given a feast, such a glut of violence and suffering that their ravening desire allows the veil to be pierced in full. And when they come, when they feed, that is when I shall finally be free of this cage, for the door shall be open.”

His gaze was fully centred on Ruhlin now, eyes wide with a need for understanding, as if his chosen son could grant some form of absolution for the enormity of his crime. So intense was his need, that he failed to notice Moyirn slipping a knife from the sleeve of his robe.

“You do understand, don’t you, my son?” the Vortigurn said, raising both hands. His fingers shook as he pressed them into Ruhlin’s face. “You do know that this has to be…”

The Vortigurn moved without warning, whirling to snare Moyirn’s wrist just as the ancient began to raise his blade for a strike. “A knife in the back, old friend?” the Vortigurn asked him, his tone one of mild disappointment rather than anger. “How depressingly ordinary.”

Letting out a wordless snarl, Moyirn tried to wrest his arm free of the Vortigurn’s grip only to find himself further confined when the king clamped his other hand upon the old creature’s neck. “This is madness!” Moyirn stuttered. His pockmarked jowls quivered, eyes bulging from their dark, recessed sockets as the Vortigurn lifted him up and moved to the aperture in the tower’s floor. “You ensure only our destruction.” The words came in a wet babble, Moyirn’s spindly legs kicking when the Vortigurn dangled him over the drop.

“No,” the Vortigurn replied, voice soft with reflection. “Yours, certainly, but that was always going to be the case. I’m afraid I simply couldn’t depart this world in the knowledge that you, like many forms of vermin, would find a way to survive what follows.”

Ruhlin found himself both surprised and grudgingly impressed by Moyirn’s defiance in this moment. Instead of terrorised grovelling he emitted a thin, enraged howl. Fixing the Vortigurn with a hate-filled glare of his bulging eyes, he grunted, “You miserable, worthless ape! All the power you were given, and you wasted it on centuries of vain ambition. You are no more than an ungrateful child. Had I been blessed as you were, I would have made myself master of this world.”

“Possibly,” the Vortigurn conceded, pursing his lips. “But you weren’t, and so you aren’t. Goodbye, Moyirn.”

The decrepit, degraded weakling that was Moyirn fell to his doom screaming a final insult, but the distorted echo as he plummeted through the tower’s innards prevented Ruhlin from discerning its meaning. It ended shortly after, the depth of his fall too great for Ruhlin to hear the final impact.

“Of all the trials I had to endure these many years,” the Vortigurn said, wiping his hands on his robe, “he was assuredly the worst.”

Moving to face Ruhlin once again, the king’s expression took on a purposeful frown that made it clear the time for any distractions was over. “I…” the king said, swallowing hard, “I don’t know if any vestige of you will remain. But know this: having finally found you, what I must do pains me more than I ever thought it would. I am sorry, Ruhlin.”

With that, he placed his hands upon the band on Ruhlin’s brow, and all the world turned black.







CHAPTER FORTY-NINE

Felnir

The sun had burned away the mist by the time the Sea King’s menda began its crossing of the Deep Fjord. Felnir had commandeered the fishing boats from the village, although not before handing over a copious amount of silver to their wary and confused owners. The riches did serve to loosen tongues, however, and Felnir was able to set out with clear instructions regarding the route to the Citadel where their king, this Vortigurn, made his capital.

“Head east and keep to the middle of the fjord,” the aged net-mender advised. “The currents around the edges can be treacherous if you don’t know ’em. Set out now and you’ll find the Citadel off your port side an hour past midday.” He paused to cast a doubtful squint at the overcast sky. “Reckon you’ll have a damp time of it before long. Best have some buckets handy for bailing.”

Not all Felnir’s warriors could fit in the fishing boats so he ordered ropes slung between them and the smaller craft, the net-mender having advised that no amount of rowing would prevent the current carrying them off. Once the makeshift fleet had been pushed into the water with all hands aboard, the experienced sailors among them raised sails and tacked east. Contrary to the old villager’s prediction, there was no rain for the duration of the journey, though the sky retained the disturbed ugliness of an impending storm. It was when the city came into view that Felnir felt a sudden animated thrum from the sword. They had rounded a shallow bend to find the Citadel waiting a mile or so ahead. From this distance it appeared as a sprawl of irregular greyness contained within a wall looping around from the shoreline. The gathering storm was especially noticeable in the sky above the port, the surrounding clouds seeming to gravitate towards it like eddies in a whirlpool.

When the sword began to thrum, Felnir put a hand to the hilt. It felt like touching the outer skin of a beehive and the message it communicated was the clearest yet. Felnir blinked, letting out an involuntary shout as an image of his brother flared in his mind: Guthnyr swinging frantically with a sword, surrounded by enemies. The buildings in the background made it clear this took place somewhere in the depths of this city. Looming above, was a tall, thin tower reaching up to the centre of the cloud vortex at the heart of the storm.

“My lord?” Falk asked, reaching out to steady Felnir as he staggered, the vision disappearing as quickly as it had arrived.

“Unship all oars!” Felnir called out, casting his voice to the other boats. “Row hard!”

Drawing near to the Citadel, Felnir saw a great many ships crowding the docks of this port. A vast tumult rose from the city and he caught glimpses of intense skirmishes raging in alleys and streets. They had arrived in the midst of a battle. Unwilling to lead his menda into the jumbled mess of ships cramming the dockside, he ordered their flotilla to make for a series of jetties protruding from a district where the close-packed houses continued all the way to the shore.

He leaped clear of the fishing boat the moment its hull thumped the jetty, pausing to allow the others to follow suit. Once the platform was filled with warriors, Felnir pointed to the tower rising above the rooftops ahead. “There lies our goal,” he told them. “I know not who fights here, nor do I care. I came for my brother and will slay any who raise a hand to him or to us. You followed me across the Swathe, now I promise glory for any who follow me this day!”

He didn’t wait for the answering clamour of eager voices, but was gratified to hear it as he started along the jetty. The rest of his menda streamed along the piers to either side, shields readied and blades bared. Having endured so much, it seemed they were enlivened by the prospect of battle. No more slogging through marsh or scrub. No more paddling the endless river. They were warriors all, and here at last was war.

Entering the dense maze of streets, Felnir found no one waiting to oppose them. The din of combat echoed but in these constricted alleyways it was hard to tell where it raged. A few hundred paces from the jetties they emerged into a place marked by the smell as a fish market, though it more resembled a butcher’s yard. Bodies lay sprawled amid destroyed stalls and carts, their blood mingling on the cobbles with spilled fish. Pausing to inspect the dead, Felnir saw a youth no more than fifteen summers old impaled upon the sword of the man beneath. The boy was holding a flensing knife which he had driven into the warrior’s throat. He was considerably older and, unlike the youth who had joined him in death, girded for war with leather armour and a helm that had clearly seen prior service. Both his garb and the blue tattoos inked into his face were instantly familiar.

“This man’s Ascarlian,” he told Falk, pointing to the markings on the warrior’s temples. “This pattern is only used in the Aiken Geld.”

“But this is not Ascarlia, my lord.” A measure of his previous, habitual confusion showed on Falk’s brow as he surveyed the surrounding shambles. “Is it?”

“No,” Felnir assured him. “We remain far from home…”

He trailed off at the sound of raised voices. It quickly grew in volume, echoing from the surrounding alleys in a discordant cacophony, lacking all meaning save an animalistic hunger. “Shield wall!” Felnir barked to his companions an instant before the mob erupted from the side streets. He saw that, like many of the bodies littering this market, these were not warriors. Their age ranged from child to crone, their garb tattered and torn. Many bore bleeding wounds and most carried no weapon. Yet they all shared a manic desire to attack these interlopers into their city.

“Steady!” he called out, locking the rim of his own shield to Falk’s on his right and Tyrheld’s on his left. Unsheathing the Sword of the Altvar, he made ready to thrust over the barrier at the first to throw their weight against it. No attack came. Also, the hungry scream had faded to silence.

Risking a glance above the shield wall, he found the mob had come to a halt. Every eye was turned on Felnir, or rather, the glowing sword in his hand. They gazed at it in slack-mouthed fascination, arms lowered to their sides. A few more came yammering from a nearby alley but stumbled to a halt the moment the blade’s luminescence played upon their faces. Soon there were several dozen ragged, bloodied townsfolk standing before the shield wall. Felnir began to suspect the sword had rendered them insensible, but then he saw an awareness creep over them, eyes lighting with comprehension and horror.

“What…?” a woman in a torn shift gasped, hands covering her mouth as she took in the horror of her surroundings. “What has been done here?”

To her right came a clatter of metal on stone as a beefy man in leather apron dropped the gore-encrusted cleaver he had been carrying. Staring in wide-eyed shock at the bodies all around, he began to weep. Soon the entire group were convulsed in collective repulsion and disbelief.

“You!” the woman in the shift hissed, levelling a finger at Felnir. “You did this!”

“We did nothing…” Felnir began, stepping clear of the shield wall. This act, and the continuing glow of the sword, immediately set most of the townsfolk to flight. Yelling in fear and calling out warnings of murderous invaders, they fled into the maze of alleys. The sole exception was the man in the leather apron. Sinking to his knees, he lowered his face to his hands and wept.

“My lord,” Falk said, Felnir turning to find the outlaw pointing to a narrow street. Echoing through it was the telltale clamour of combat, and Felnir was sure he recognised Beyorn’s strident tones among the babble.

“Keep in close order,” Felnir instructed before starting down the alley. It soon opened out into a long, broad thoroughfare stretching away towards the city’s western wall. He assumed it must be the main route from the city gate, a suspicion confirmed by the many carts lying abandoned or overturned along its length. The goods they carried were spilt and scattered among the many bodies lying upon the paved roadway. Some townsfolk lay there, but most were a mix of warriors, some with red tattoos on their faces, others blue. A good many had been pierced with arrows, and others bore the hack marks of edged weapons. However, there were some with the crushed skulls or misaligned limbs that typically resulted from falling from a great height.

The din of battle came from Felnir’s left where he saw many of his own warriors streaming from the alleys of the fish market district. They were swiftly embroiled in a fierce skirmish with a contingent of red-faced opponents. As he formed his company into a column and charged towards the scene, Felnir thought it strange that the enemy should be so few in number yet had still not been overwhelmed. An explanation came when he saw them all step back and drop to one knee. An instant later, a dozen of Felnir’s warriors were blasted into the air as if struck by an invisible fist. They tumbled away to impact surrounding walls and rooftops, leaving their comrades stunned and incapable of defending themselves against what came next.

The air thrummed with the multiple whistle of many small objects moving too fast to be seen. Warriors reeled away with blood leaking from deep wounds while others fell dead, their armour offering no protection against the unseen hail. Felnir flinched as a salvo of objects flitted close to his head to impact a nearby wall. Pausing to investigate, he recognised one of the projectiles as a shard of bottle glass, another an arrow identical to those littering this road.

A chorus of shouts snapped his notice back to the melee in time to witness Beyorn leading a resurgent charge against the thin line of foemen. “For the Sea King!” he cried as he plunged into the knot of enemies, his sword a blur. At first, opponents withered around him, their ranks buckling as the weight of numbers began to tell. The tight knot of red-faced combatants was forced back, leaving many of their comrades twitching or still on the road as Beyorn continued to reap his deadly harvest. Felnir’s company was only twenty paces short of the fight now. He called out to increase the pace, keen to extinguish this resistance before it cost him more lives.

Yet, before he could land a blow, the foemen repeated the same manoeuvre. As one they retreated a single step then knelt, revealing the sight of an unarmed young woman, her hair a striking shade of red. Felnir had seen many expressions cross many faces during battle, from terror, to rage, to the serene acceptance of imminent death. But he had never witnessed such a depth of vengeful hatred as he did on this maiden’s face. She said something as she raised her arms, the words unheard above the cries of the wounded and the tramp of boots, then Felnir felt a great hammer slam into his chest. There came a brief moment of weightlessness before he connected with the edge of a wall. His teeth clacked and he felt a sundering of something within him. As he slumped to the ground, the iron sting of blood filled his mouth, followed swiftly by a nauseous wave of pain.

Groaning, he rolled onto his knees, hearing once again the whistle of flying objects. Looking up, he saw Beyorn flailing amid a swarm of debris. Already pierced in several places, he kept swinging his sword as if trying to bat them away. His struggle came to an abrupt end when a shard of tile struck him in the throat, followed an instant later by a nail that impaled itself in his forehead. Gasping out a red tide, Beyorn Arynkrayl sank to his knees to cast a last look at the king he had served. Even at the end Felnir saw no doubt in his gaze, only the same absolute devotion tinged with satisfaction. Watching Beyorn fall and lie still, Felnir was forced to accept that this was a man who had died content.

As the blizzard of detritus ebbed, he looked again at their enemies. The vengeful maiden was sagging now, her cheeks hollowed by exhaustion. Although, Felnir saw the hatred still shining bright in her eyes before her guards stood to reform their protective cordon.

“UP!” Felnir roared to the stunned and prostrate figures around him, casting a spatter of blood from his mouth as he surged to his feet. “GET UP!”

The mingled pain and rage robbed him of other sensations, narrowing his gaze to a red-tinged tunnel leading to the dense file of his enemies. The Sword of the Altvar blazed brighter than ever in his hand, casting out a flare that had the red-faced warriors before him averting their gaze. The blazing steel rendered shields to splinters as Felnir struck home, laying about with tireless fury. Swords and axes raised to him shattered when they met the gods-blessed blade, their owners falling dead a heartbeat later.

Felnir continued to slash and stab until he realised there was no one to fight. The enemy line was broken and the red-haired maiden stood before him. Like her protectors, she had raised an arm to guard her eyes from the sword’s glow, but now she lowered it. Regarding Felnir with undimmed hate and tears streaming from unblinking eyes, she raised her arms once more. As he charged towards her, Felnir felt a sharp impact below his ribs, then the maiden’s face was inches from his. Her hatred was gone now, replaced with forlorn, piteous agony. Blood bubbling from her mouth, she looked down to regard the blazing sword sunken into her chest and guttered out her last few words.

“Lies…” she gasped. “He only… ever told us… lies…” Felnir watched her eyes roll back, then lowered the sword, allowing her slim body to slide clear of the blade.

“My king!” Audheld appeared at his side. Much of her face was veiled in blood from a deep cut on her brow, though her eyes were bright as she took in the sight of the blood leaking from his leather breastplate. “Are you hurt?”

Putting a hand to the hole in his armour, Felnir felt the warmth of the liquid dribbling through his fingers. It contrasted with the deep and growing chill spreading through his torso. Together with the painful grind of dislocated bone whenever he moved, it amounted to something he couldn’t allow to distract him now.

“It’s nothing,” he assured Audheld. Wincing, he bent to tear a scrap of cloth from the fallen maiden’s robe, folding it before reaching under his breastplate to apply it to the wound.

“My lord!” Falk said, voice loud with warning. The outlaw faced the eastern end of the thoroughfare, axe raised in readiness. Beyond him, Felnir saw a large contingent of warriors approaching in good order.

“Form ranks!” he called out, smiling at the instant response of his warriors. They endure uncounted miles of curse born misery, he thought, survive the arcane mischief wrought by this woman, and yet move as if fresh to the field. Whatever else chroniclers in times to come might consider the legacy of Felnir Skyrnrak, he would take some comfort from the certainty that he had created the finest menda ever to take the field.

Finding his shield a burden on an increasingly benumbed arm, he handed it to Tyrheld. “Hold this for me.”

“Of course, my king.” Felnir thought the catch in her voice and frightened cast to her gaze said much for her perception. Like him, she had seen enough wounds to form an inescapable conclusion. Clasping her shoulder in thanks, he hefted the Sword of the Altvar and turned to face the new threat.

The movements of the approaching force struck him as odd. Instead of a battle formation, they hurried in small groups from one building to the next, many carrying casks. Forcing the doors and windows open, they dumped the contents of the casks inside before moving on. It was only when they noticed Felnir’s warriors drawn up in battle order that they began to form a line of their own. By then, they were close enough for him to make out the blue ink marking their faces.

Lowering the sword, Felnir started forward, holding up a hand. At first, these Ascarlians reacted with wary readiness, hunching behind their shields with weapons poised. Then a tall, flaxen-haired man at the forefront of their line straightened in sudden, amazed recognition. Felnir looked closely at the man’s scarred visage but couldn’t summon a name to match it.

“The queen!” the scarred warrior called out, casting his voice back across the ranks arrayed to his rear. “Summon the queen!”

Soon the warriors parted to make way for a tall figure bearing a double-bladed axe. Felnir felt no surprise at all upon seeing her face in full, nor at the fact that these others called her a queen. For her part, his sister’s face, though begrimed from battle, was lit with both astonishment and, as was more typical, consternation at her brother’s appearance.

“Of all the faces you hoped to see,” he told her, “I would guess mine was not counted among them.”

A faint but familiar smile of annoyance curved her lips. “The old man thought you were most likely dead,” she said. “I didn’t. I’m… pleased to be proven right.” Her smile faded as her gaze shifted to the glowing blade in his hand. “Elvine told me you found a sword in the Vaults of the Altvar. I assume that’s it.”

“Elvine? She’s alive?”

“When last I saw her.”

Felnir felt a warm rush of joy at the news, but it was quickly swallowed by the creeping numbness. “And I find you a queen,” he said. “Sister Iron made way for you?”

A shadow passed over Thera’s face. “Sister Iron is dead. As is Sister Silver. Both slain by the treachery of Sister Lore. I came to this land with much to avenge.” She grimaced at Felnir’s pained bafflement. “A great deal has happened in your absence, brother.” She looked beyond him at the ranks of his menda. “It seems you found enough scoundrels to form another band.”

“They are my subjects,” he told her. “In whom I am well pleased.” The words were a simple statement of fact, uncoloured by the pride or triumph he always thought would characterise his next meeting with his sister. All the enmity shared over so many years seemed a distant thing now, an indulgence of the children they no longer were. “You are a queen, and I a king. Do you think the old man would finally be proud of us…?” His voice trailed off into a hiss as a deep, visceral pain lanced through his insides.

“Felnir…” Thera began, coming to his side.

“Took a bit of a knock, is all,” he told her, waving her back. “Have you seen Guthnyr?”

“Guthnyr? He’s here?”

“I hope so. Else this has been the most wasted of journeys.” He nodded to the casks carried by her warriors. “Intent on arson, I see.”

“This madness has to end,” she said. “These people are diseased. Their sickness must be burned out.”

“Then I hope you stay your torches until we find our brother, at least.”

“You’re sure he’s in this city?”

Felnir raised the sword. “Unless the gods have been lying to me.” Turning, he pointed to the thin tower rising above the rooftops. “There. That’s where we’ll find him.”

“The streets are choked with mad folk intent on slaughter. Fighting our way there will take a day, or longer.”

“Not with this.” Felnir hefted the Sword of the Altvar and started towards the tower. “They’ll make way for me. Follow close…” He faltered as agony stabbed his insides once again. Forcing a smile, he added, “Sister.”







CHAPTER FIFTY

Thera

She watched Felnir lead his bedraggled but resolute band of warriors towards the Vortigurn’s hall, beset by a lingering amazement at finding him alive and a familiar frustration at his recklessness. Yet there was also a sharp, raw need to discover if he spoke true. Could Guthnyr really be alive and also in this city? Moments before, it had been her intention to burn the Citadel to its foundations. All her lines of advance had resulted in a bloodbath. Although she didn’t yet know the full cost to her menda, it was surely grievous. So she ordered no further advances and had all the oil casks from her fleet brought ashore. The western districts appeared to be the least populated so she resolved to start the blaze among its close-packed houses. The wind summoned by the gathering storm above the tower would be sure to carry the flames to the heart of the city. But for the shock of encountering her brother, it would already be blazing.

“Ragnalt,” she said, hefting the dreadaxe. “Have the casks set aside and follow in close order…” Her voice dwindled to a faint rasp as a wave of confusion swept through her. Heat blossomed in her chest, concentrated where her skin met the silver knot she still wore, the one given to her by her great-grandfather. The surrounding streets and houses wavered, as if she saw them through murky water. The heat of the trinket flared into a vicious burn, sending her to her knees. She heard the clang of the dreadaxe upon the cobbles as a distant echo.

“Thera!”

She looked up at Ragnalt’s panicked face, but it was a vague thing, soon lost to an encroaching gloom. Thera felt all sensation slip away as the void closed in, leaving her drifting in darkness.

“Thera!” Her name again, but spoken by a different voice. It was faint, but it held a gravelly, impatient note she recognised.

“Great-grandfather!” she called into the dark, beset by memories of descending through red clouds formed of her own blood. As always, any reminder of Eshilde’s betrayal was sure to rouse her temper. “Where are you!” she demanded. “What have you done? I have no time for this!”

The vision arrived with jarring suddenness, the void instantly replaced with a scene she had long tried to forget. Embers flitted the air like fireflies while smoke assailed her throat and eyes. She stood before Margnus Gruinskard with the library of King Aeric burning to his rear. Except now she saw him as she had when he departed Skar Magnol aboard the Ohlnir. One handed as well as one eyed, his face was even more rich in wrinkles and scars than it had been this terrible night. More importantly, he wasn’t alone. Elvine stood at his side, grasping her gods-blessed spear, her youthful features riven with urgency.

“Forgive us this intrusion, my queen,” the scholar said. “But we had no other choice.”

“How…?” Thera looked around at the smoke-shrouded streets of Olversahl. “I was awake, not dreaming…”

“With this,” Elvine said, raising her spear. “Please, my queen. I must know. Have you reached Nihlvar?”

Thera might have taken offence at the strident demand in the Spear Maiden’s tone, but her stark urgency made it seem a petty concern. “I stand in their capital,” Thera said. “Ready to administer justice. The people here…” She shook her head. “Some form of madness has gripped them, turned them into ravening beasts. My duty is clear—”

“You must stop fighting!” Elvine cut in. “Else all will be lost. By fighting on you do the Vortigurn’s bidding. You now stand ensnared in his trap.”

“Trap?” Thera almost laughed in derision. “The last of his warriors lie dead upon this city’s docks. Soon, I will turn his hall and his capital to ash, and he with it.”

“All he has done has been to bring us to this moment,” Elvine insisted, stepping forward with her spear lowered. “This will make you understand.”

Thera was too shocked by the swift audacity of her action to prevent the Spear Maiden stabbing her. She drove the iron head of her arcane weapon deep into Thera’s chest, birthing an inferno of pain. “I found Lore,” Thera heard Elvine say as the fiery torment ripped through her. “I found the Veyinmihr. The legends were right: it is a place where truth is revealed. This is what it showed me.”

Thera found herself transported again, cast high into the air to find herself looking down upon a burning city. At first she assumed it to be Olversahl, but then recognised the shape of the coast and the tower looming over the flaming streets. Above it was the same strange storm, now greatly expanded, its centre a broadening black maw. Something about that widening cavity stirred an instinctive revulsion in her. She found she could sense the hunger emanating from it. Moreover, she could also sense the anger, pain and fury rising from the city below to feed it. What came next unfolded in a rush of horror. The blackness seeped from the centre of the storm to engulf the Citadel, sweeping every living soul up in its hungry grasp as ravening, formless creatures emerged from that dark tide to consume those hapless souls.

“I’m sorry, my queen,” she heard Elvine say, her voice distant and fading. “But now you know what must be done…”

Thera returned to the waking world with a convulsive gasp, dragging in air that, despite being laden with the stink of slaughter, still tasted sweet. She was on her hands and knees, staring at bloodstained cobbles as a familiar voice repeated her name. Ragnalt must have perceived some kind of rebuke in her gaze when she looked up at him. Retreating a step, he lowered his head, saying, “My queen.”

Thera got to her feet, swaying a little. “Tell them to stop that,” she said, nodding to a group of warriors busily disgorging the contents of several oil casks into a nearby inn. “Return to the docks. Spread the word that all my warriors must do the same. Form a shield wall, but make no further advance.”

Stooping, she retrieved the dreadaxe, then paused when she noticed Ragnalt hadn’t moved. His expression made it plain that he was considering the possibility Thera, Queen of the Ascarls, had lost her mind.

“Follow your queen’s commands!” she snapped, the implacable authority in her voice banishing the doubt from his features. Straightening, he gave a firm nod of compliance.

“And you, my queen?” he asked.

“I’ll join you soon,” she assured him, starting towards the Vortigurn’s hall at a steady run. “First, I must find my brothers.”







CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE

Guthnyr

He swung Kohrvayl as he leaped clear of the toppling statue, hoping sheer ferocity would ward off the mob. For a brief time, he succeeded in creating a gap between the ravening townsfolk and his companions, enabling them to scramble free of the bronze goddess. Two of Halvor’s outlaws were not so fortunate, dragged into the throng and torn to shreds in a matter of seconds. Soon Guthnyr was forced back, finding himself fighting alongside Deyna and Aleida. He couldn’t see Sygurn and hoped the smith had at least received a quick death.

Hearing a cry from Aleida, he saw several hands latched onto her wrists, pulling her into the crowd. Guthnyr swung Kohrvayl high then low, slicing heads and feet to carve a path to Aleida’s side where he hacked away the limbs ensnaring her. The action unbalanced him, enabling a cluster of townsfolk to plough into his unguarded side, sending him sprawling. He continued to slash as the mob closed in, but there were too many. Then he heard the thrum of a great many arrows launched at once and, with shocking instancy, the attackers looming above vanished.

More arrows cut the air as he scrambled to his feet, crouching low to avoid the many shafts arcing down from the surrounding rooftops. Glancing up, Guthnyr saw Morvek of the Vehlkasa and Teyrak clans atop the houses, all working their stout bows with feverish energy. The deranged townsfolk fell by the dozen, corpses piling up on street corners. Soon, more Morvek came streaming into the junction from the northward street, wielding their war clubs and kelvehr hatchets to deadly effect until there were no more maddened souls to kill.

“Can someone get this fecking thing off me?”

Guthnyr looked down to find Sygurn pinned under the statue. It required all of them to lift the bronze goddess the bare few inches needed to allow the smith to crawl free. As he straightened, Guthnyr was struck by the haggard, fear-riven state of Sygurn’s face. Before today, he had never seemed truly afraid.

“This isn’t war,” Sygurn told Guthnyr, voice thin and ragged. “Don’t know what the feck it is, but it’s not war.”

Even the hardiest, bravest soul will one day have their fill of war, Guthnyr thought. Resting a hand on Sygurn’s shoulder, he said, “Go. You’ve done enough here. Find Behsla. The children will need guarding more than ever if any of these… creatures escape the city.”

“You know I can’t do that.” There was no anger or shame in Sygurn’s gaze, just tired acceptance of an inevitable fate. Reaching for the flask on his belt, he took a deep swallow, crimson rivulets of wine escaping his lips as he gulped. Once drained, he cast it aside and forced a grin. “Haven’t found Ruhlin yet, have we?”

“You could’ve saved some of that for me,” Guthnyr chided.

“Where is he?” The demand came from Velkar, striding across the corpse-strewn junction flanked by her wolves. All had maws darkened with blood. “Where is the Telchak?”

Guthnyr opened his hand as Golden trotted towards him, nuzzling his palm with her reddened snout. “There, we think,” he said, nodding to the tower. It loomed above like a great spear pointed to the heart of the swirling vortex. Feeling rain spot his skin, Guthnyr saw dark beads of moisture beading Kohrvayl’s blade.

“This is…” Velkar’s voice diminished to a frightened murmur as she wiped frantically at the raindrops. Her wolves began to whine in distress, snapping their jaws and shaking to banish the droplets. “This is wrong.” The elder raised her gaze to the storm, gaping in horrified realisation. “So very wrong. What has he done?”

“You know what that thing is?” Guthnyr asked.

“I know what it portends.” She stared at him in blank terror. “Our end. And so much more. This must be stopped.” She turned and ran for the east-facing street, her wolves running alongside. The Morvek crowding the surrounding rooftops were quick to follow, leaping to the cobbles and pelting towards the Vortigurn’s hall.

“I had hoped to kill the bastard myself,” Deyna commented, flicking blood from her knife. “I doubt I’ll get the chance now.”

“The day is not yet done,” Guthnyr told her. Inclining his head at the tower, he said, “Shall we?”

A gap a hundred paces wide separated the central district of the Citadel from the hill where the Vortigurn’s hall rested. The sprawling collection of discordant architecture was ringed by a wall some twenty feet high. Guthnyr took heart at the absence of defenders on its battlements, and the fact that its gates were standing open. Less heartening was the sight of at least a thousand townsfolk thronging the divide between street and wall, with more streaming in from the northern and southern quarters. Off to his left, the Travka were already engaged in a fierce struggle with the deranged locals. With the arrival of the Morvek, the scene quickly transformed into a general melee. Everywhere Guthnyr looked, people fought. Mostly unarmed townsfolk died in droves as the Morvek took fulsome opportunity to vent many lifetimes worth of vengeful fury upon the hated Rulchakin. But the insane savagery of their opponents also took a toll, slowing the advance of the Tielvik’s menda to a crawl.

“We can’t be dragged into this,” Deyna said, still preoccupied by the tower. The black rain was falling more thickly now, leaving them spattered in grey, gritty water possessed of a stench that put Guthnyr in mind of a rotting corpse. Heedless of danger, Velkar had already plunged headlong into the fray, her wolves carving a path towards the nearest gate.

“Follow her,” Guthnyr said, starting in the elder’s wake, then pausing when something flickered in the corner of his eye. It was a dim flare of blue light he might have missed if not for the increasing gloom caused by the black rain. Turning, he saw a band of warriors emerging from the narrow streets of the southern quarter. At their head walked a tall man bearing a glowing sword. As its light played over the man’s features, Guthnyr stumbled to a complete halt.

“We can’t stop!” Deyna said, shoving hard at his back. Guthnyr barely felt it. Noting the shock on his face, she followed his gaze to the man with the glowing sword. “You know him?”

“Yes,” Guthnyr said in a whisper before starting towards the sword bearer at a run. “Yes, I do.”







CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO

Felnir

“FELNIR!”

The voice seemed to echo from a great distance at first, barely piercing the fugue of pain that had become Felnir’s lot during the advance from the shore. But, dim as the hailing cry was, instant recognition served to banish his chilled fatigue. “Guthnyr,” he said, raising a hand to halt the Sea King’s menda as they turned their shields to confront the tall, onrushing figure.

In the few seconds before he found himself enfolded in a crushing embrace, Felnir took heart from his brother’s unwounded, if heavily besmirched state. The visions, for all their frustrating vagueness, hadn’t lied. The principal object of this mission had been fulfilled. Yet, as Guthnyr released him and drew back, a near manic relief and pleasure showing on his face, Felnir’s gaze shifted to the furious battle raging below the walls of the Vortigurn’s hall. His task this day was far from done.

“You got old,” he told Guthnyr, turning to peer at a face that had indeed acquired new lines, and new strength, since their parting.

“Not so much as you. Look like you’re ready to drop.” Guthnyr laughed, then sobered as his gaze tracked over his brother’s haggard visage and bloodstained armour. “Fel…”

“Don’t fret.” Felnir grasped Guthnyr’s neck and drew him close until their foreheads touched. “We’ve still much to do. And I brought some help.”

Guthnyr straightened in renewed amazement as Thera came running to their side. She allowed only a brief clinch with her youngest brother, touching a hand to his face before turning to regard the slaughter unfolding before them. “This must be stopped,” she said.

“They’re your army, are they not, brother?” Felnir said, fighting down a fresh wave of pain that threatened to tip him from his feet. “Will they not heed the word of their leader?”

Guthnyr gave a helpless shake of his head, features bunching as he surveyed the intensifying carnage. “This is centuries’ worth of hatred unleashed,” he said. “Morvek and Travka with an endless litany of grievances to settle. My word alone won’t stop it.”

“You have to!” Thera insisted. Raising her axe, she pointed the double blades at the ill-favoured spiral of cloud above the tower. Its centre was as black as pitch now and Felnir could hear a sound echoing from it depths. It wasn’t thunder, more like a collective screech issued by many hungry throats. “That,” Thera said, “will be our end if you don’t. This I have seen.”

“Even if I could pull my own lot back, the people of this city have been driven mad,” Guthnyr replied. “They won’t stop.”

Felnir’s gaze dropped to the glowing blade of the Sword of the Altvar, recalling the group of townsfolk from the fish market. One instant they had been little more than ravening beasts, the next grief-stricken souls with no memory of the havoc they had caused. Transformed by its light, Felnir thought. As if sensing his intention, the blade’s glow intensified, the power contained within this arcane implement sending a jolt through his arm. Felnir staggered again, the numbness spreading from his still bleeding wound so that he could barely feel the wind on his skin, nor the black rain falling from the impossible storm. This sword was placed in your hand for a reason. Words spoken by an ancient soul trapped in stone, now revealed as inescapable truth.

“Felnir!”

Blinking, Felnir realised he had fallen to his knees. Guthnyr crouched at his side, eyes wide with concern and disbelief. He always thought I was invincible. The thought brought a smile to Felnir’s lips as he once again put a hand to his brother’s neck. “There is a kingdom to the south…” he said, words coming in a laboured groan now. “Its name is Vorunvahl. Falk will guide you… Sygna rules there… Speak well to her of me. And tell her…” He stiffened, feeling something give inside him. Gritting his teeth against the pain, he spoke on, “Tell her of my sorrow… that I couldn’t keep my promise.”

Guthnyr began to speak, but Felnir used the last reserves of his strength to push him away. Surging to his feet, he raised the Sword of the Altvar and charged into the fray. As the frenzied combat enveloped him, the sword cast out a blinding luminescence. Those who turned to strike at him staggered clear of his path, weapons tumbling from their grasp or clawed, gore-covered hands falling limp at their sides. As he pushed deeper into the battling throng, the sword’s light expanded, pulsing to cast its glow across every soul in sight. All around him, fighting ebbed then ceased. The spreading calm seemed to strengthen the sword, the blade shining so bright that it was as if a star had fallen upon the Citadel. Now almost fully claimed by the numbness overtaking his body, Felnir stumbled to his knees. Still, he held the sword aloft as, for one moment of incandescence, it cast out the last pulse of its light, sending it coursing through every street, alley and square. When it faded, the clang of the blade meeting stone as it slipped from Felnir’s grasp was the only sound.

It echoed high, reaching the black centre of the storm where it was answered by a vast, enraged howl. The clouds roiled with fresh energy, the dark core throbbing as if trying to maintain its shape, but failing. The last sensation Felnir experienced came from the final drops of black rain dappling his face as he lay, looking up at the contracting storm through eyes that dimmed, fluttered, and finally closed forever. He could hear his brother and sister calling his name, but could form no answer. As he felt his heart slow in his chest, he strove to bring Sygna’s face to mind. And, having done so, Felnir Skyrnrak departed the world as content as he could ever have hoped to be.







CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE

Ruhlin

The blackness filling his mind, Ruhlin quickly discovered, was not a void. Although he could see nothing, he could feel a terrible and mounting sense of pressure. Curiously, while it increased, the sheer dominance of the sensation swamped the pain of the stagna. Liberated from its agonising snare, Ruhlin tried to reach for the monster once again but found he could no longer feel the fire of its rage. Soon, in addition to the impression of being squeezed inside his own consciousness, he felt a wrenching dislocation.

The blackness around him abruptly dissolved into a swirl of myriad images. They were jumbled together and moving too fast for him to catch more than the most fleeting glimpse. Still he recognised people and places among the confused rush. His father was there, so too his grandmother. He saw Ihrkyn stringing bait lines on the shore, quickly swept aside by the sight of Sygurn pounding steel in his forge. He searched for Aleida, finding her regarding him through the bars of his cage in her father’s subterranean domain. The first time they ever spoke. He tried to hold on to the image of her, but it was gone, blasted away by a sight that did not belong in this parade of memory.

A man of bear-like appearance staggered back from him, eyes wide in shock. They flicked from the bloodied sword in Ruhlin’s hand to the stab wound in the large man’s chest, blood staining his fine robe dark. “I’m sorry, Einlaf,” Ruhlin said. “But it could never be you.”

No! Ruhlin thought. I did not do this!

Still, he felt it taking hold, seeping into his mind. He saw his own memories wither around it, morphing into a vague, barely discernible melange of faces. More alien recollections followed: battles he had never fought, seas he had never sailed, a vast cavern where great statues of the Altvar rose in impossible grandeur.

NO! he raged. This is not me!

His fury grew as the assault on his mind intensified, more and more of his own memories rendered into fog by the Vortigurn’s invasion. Finally, he understood the king’s insane purpose. The metal band Moyirn had set upon Ruhlin’s head was the means by which his master would seize a far mightier body, the vessel he needed to carry him to his beloved, perfect realm. The immense cruelty of such larceny stoked Ruhlin’s ire to yet greater heights until, from somewhere deep inside, he felt it answered by the hot furnace of the monster’s will. It came raging through the maelstrom of competing memories, a creature formed of flame, lashing its limbs at the invading images, turning them to cinders. As the monster’s assault continued, Ruhlin felt the pressure ease, then, with a convulsive spasm, it disappeared. The pain of the stagna closed in immediately. But, after what he had just endured, it was, for the first time, bearable.

The blackness shattered, returning him to the tower’s roof where the Vortigurn stood, arms raised protectively and face aghast. Muscle swelled along Ruhlin’s arms, his spine stretching and legs thickening. The twin Ventra stepped closer to him, eyes blazing as they poured their will into the stagna. The pain would have reduced him to a twitching wreck before, but the inferno of the monster’s rage had never burned so bright. Slowly, Ruhlin raised his enlarged hand to his head and plucked the band from his brow.

“You name yourself a king,” he said to the Vortigurn, tossing the band away. “I name you naught but a common thief.”

“Silvahk!” the Vortigurn cried, his voice rendered pitifully small by fear. The Ventra appeared on Ruhlin’s right, joining his gaze to the sisters’ effort. The stagna flared with such renewed agony that Ruhlin found himself unable to take his first step towards the Vortigurn. The king continued to gape at him for a moment, then, swallowing, he began to search for the band.

“Hold him!” he demanded, sinking to his hands and knees to scour the rooftop’s corners for the circle of metal. “Where…?” His frantic hunt came to a sudden halt when a bright blue glow flared from the direction of the city. For a second, the Vortigurn froze, then slowly rose to turn a desperate gaze upon the vortex above. “No…” Ruhlin heard him whisper as, incredibly, the dark centre of the storm began to pulse then contract. “No…”

Growling with the effort, Ruhlin took another forward step prompting the three Ventra to move yet closer. He saw the strain on their faces, each rendered into quivering, sweat-covered masks. One of the twins seemed to be faring better than the other, standing straighter while her sister began to sag. Ruhlin turned the full focus of the monster’s ire upon the more resolute of the two. But still, though he strove to raise his arms for a crushing blow, the stagna’s hold was just too great. He could tell the Ventra had sensed his impotence, signalled by the very slight curve to the corners of her mouth. It was the only expression he had seen from either of them. Then, as her smile began to broaden, her eyes exploded into flame.

Screaming, she reeled back, hands slapping her face in a vain effort to extinguish the flames. Stumbling away, she careened to the edge of the tower’s roof and toppled over. The removal of her will from the stagna enabled Ruhlin to turn his head, finding Fernhyld standing atop the stairwell. Her unbound gaze, more fierce and murderous than he thought it could be, shifted to the second sister. Before her flames could blossom, Silvahk turned his own gaze upon Fernhyld. Yelling in pain, she fell, hands clutching at her stagna as something blurred behind her. Ohtera, fully transformed into her feline state, let out an enraged scream as she leaped, descending upon Silvahk in a frenzy of slashing claws and gnashing teeth. When she stopped and stood back from the Ventra’s remains, there was little left of his torso. His face, however, had been untouched. Ruhlin was surprised to see a spark of life in the Ventra’s gaze. Before his features slackened in death, he regarded the woman who had killed him not with admonition, but stark and obvious regret.

With only one Ventra now controlling his stagna, Ruhlin’s transformation continued. As he grew to tower over her, the surviving twin stared up at him with mounting exhaustion, but also implacable defiance. This one clearly harboured no regrets and therefore deserved no mercy. However, before he could raise a hand to her, Tremyn came rushing from the stairwell to clap his hands to her neck. Smoke rose as he scorched her flesh, dragging her to the edge of the roof to cast her down to join her sister.

Although shorn of protectors, the Vortigurn paid no heed to them, standing in forlorn regard of the fast-dwindling storm above. The black maw at its centre continued to shrink, though with violent resistance, whatever lurked inside casting out a vast scream of hungry, frustrated rage. It echoed long across a city where the tumult of conflict no longer sounded.

When the scream faded, Ruhlin turned to regard Ohtera, his enlarged brows raised in a question. “Wasn’t so hard,” she said, gesturing to the bleeding wound on her collarbone. Amid the blood and torn skin, he saw no gleam of metal. “Tremyn melted it enough for me to break it. There were only a few Ventra and guards to kill, the others had been called away to battle.” She revealed red fangs in a smile. “The walls crumbled.”

Ruhlin gave a grunt of understanding and turned his attention fully upon the Vortigurn. The king didn’t cower from Ruhlin’s approach, merely sparing him a sorrowful glance before raising his gaze to the diminishing storm once again. “Be grateful, my son,” he said, tears streaming from his eyes. “Be grateful that you never saw it. Else you would slaughter the whole world for the merest chance you might return there.”

The voice that came from Ruhlin’s throat then was both his own and that of something else. His previous utterances in his transformed state had been brief and unexpected. Now he spoke with purpose. “I,” he said, resting a massive hand on the Vortigurn’s shoulder, “am not your son.” His hand closed, crushing bone and sinew to draw a gasp of pain from the king who writhed feebly in his grasp. “Since you harbour such a burning desire to return to that realm, let me help you.”

The Vortigurn was a mere doll in Ruhlin’s hands as he gathered him up, spun him about, then cast him into the sky. A thin scream sounded from the tumbling king before he disappeared into the dark heart of the storm which, after a few final convulsions, closed with a thunderous clap of displaced air.

The storm faded quickly soon after, although Ruhlin thought he saw some dark fragments of it speeding away, small specks of darkness fleeing towards the distant horizon. The spiralling clouds twisted and withered to unveil a clear sky, sunlight bathing streets rich in corpses and survivors wandering in a horrified daze. Silence reigned for a time until, as comprehension dawned, there arose a great keening from the maimed and the bereaved. The reign of the Vortigurn was over, and this was the only song that would ever be sung in his memory.







CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR

Thera

The body of Felnir Skyrnrak, King of Vorunvahl, was laid upon the deck of a captured Nihlvarian warship. Those of his subjects who had perished in the battle were arrayed around him before the vessel was unmoored from the Citadel’s docks. Carried into the Great Fjord by the morning tide, it floated free of the harbour for a distance of fifty paces whereupon Thera, Queen of the Ascarls, and her brother Guthnyr Arynrayd, the Bright Blade, raised bows. The blazing shafts they loosed trailed smoke in shallow arcs to plunge onto the ship where the flames caught quickly on oil-soaked kindling. The burning ship drifted into the main current to be carried towards the sea. The column of smoke lingered until fire inevitably ate away the ship’s timbers and it sank. Guthnyr and Thera remained to watch the last grey tendril sublime into the sky and then for hours afterwards until the sun had dipped and stars speckled the heavens.

Thera had rarely known her brother remain silent for so long. But then, reticence was not the only change in him. Perched beside him on a cluster of rocks at the wharf’s end, she looked upon a man who had aged considerably in the months since their last meeting. The vestiges of boyhood were gone now, scraped away by hardship and war. It saddened her, engendering a sense that she had lost not one brother to this dreadful business, but two.

She turned at the sound of a dirgeful cant rising from the contingent of Vorunvahl warriors clustered on the docks. Phrased in their peculiar, lilting accent, the words were hard for Thera to parse, but she assumed it to be a funeral ode of some sort. She found her slain brother’s menda to be a strange lot. A small number appeared normal, or at least as normal as they could be after a lengthy trial and recent battle. But most exhibited the kind of grief at Felnir’s passing she thought best reserved for only their most cherished loved ones. They wept for hours, calling out to the Altvar at the unfairness of their king’s demise. Some even named it a crime and swore to henceforth shun the gods for all their days. These most ardent of her brother’s subjects, one might even call them worshippers, had to be restrained from throwing themselves into the Great Fjord when he commenced his final voyage.

“I don’t envy you their company,” Thera ventured to Guthnyr, hoping to extract at least one word from him this night. “For the journey ahead,” she added when he offered no response.

“One I intend to make, Thera,” he muttered. “So I’ll thank you for no more attempts to persuade me otherwise.”

“I merely mentioned that Ascarlia currently lacks a Vellihr of Justice,” she said, which at least succeeded in drawing a thin laugh from his lips.

“I always knew you would be a queen one day,” he said. “But never thought you would rule alone.”

“I am not alone,” Thera said, thinking of Lynnea. “And the offer will stand as long as I wear the crown, should you ever make your way home again.”

Guthnyr’s hand moved to the cloth-wrapped item resting on the rocks at his side. The Sword of the Altvar had exhibited no more light since its wielder’s passing. As far as any eye could tell it was now simply a sword, albeit with an unnaturally keen edge and blade free of all scratches. Even so, Guthnyr refused to touch it with his bare hand. “Once I’ve delivered this,” he said. “And told Sygna…” He trailed off, gaze drifting to the horizon where the smoke of their brother’s pyre no longer rose.

Throughout the years since their parting, mention of Sygna had always brought a pang to Thera’s chest. It hurt to be reminded of something lost, something she had, for so long, deluded herself to have been stolen. Now she felt only a faint echo of that pain, finding it supplanted by the sorrow she knew would overwhelm Sygna upon hearing Guthnyr’s news.

“Be sure to convey my best wishes,” Thera said. “As one queen to another. And tell her I too hope to one day visit her realm. Thanks to the wayfinders we rooted out of this place, the Fire Islands are no longer the barrier they once were.”

“I’ll tell her.”

Sensing a desire to linger in him, she rose, clasped his shoulder and began to make her way towards the Great Wolf, pausing when he spoke her name. “A realm entire sits before you,” he said, gesturing to the city and the fjord. “Shorn of its monarch and in dire need of leadership. Will you not claim it?”

She lowered her gaze for a moment, assailed once more by Ossgrym’s parting words: Burn it all down.

“I believe I have seen enough of this realm,” she told her brother, deciding not to add a more truthful answer: If I stay I may be tempted to fulfil the Ironbones’ wish. Even after all they have suffered, these people arouse no sympathy in me. “Besides,” she said. “That woman who marched at your side, my Tielwald tells me she is already busy gathering power to herself. Apparently, she sits quite comfortably in the Vortigurn’s hall.”

“They could do worse,” Guthnyr said. “If there is one thing Deyna knows well, it’s power.”

“And have you no desire to rule at her side? You would be a king.”

“That was always Felnir’s ambition, not mine. Also, while Deyna harbours some affection for me, I’ve a sense it wouldn’t last should I prove a rival.”

“You command an army. She doesn’t. Any true power here would seem to rest with you.”

Guthnyr shook his head. “The Morvek are already returning to their lands. I think they found the taste of vengeance more bitter than sweet. Also, they don’t like how this place smells. As for the Travka, having received the loot they were promised, most have little desire to linger, save the more capable fighters among them whom Deyna has already bribed with the Vortigurn’s treasury. Whether she’ll call herself a queen in the end, I don’t know. But this land is now hers, and I think enough blood has been spilt over it already.”

“As long as she stays on her side of the Fire Islands, I have no further quarrel with this land or its people. Be so good as to tell her that before you leave.”

“I shall. Take good care of Jolnyr and Behsla for me. They have suffered much, but also earned much. I would ask that you reward them with comfort and a quiet life.”

Thera nodded and began to turn away once more, but found herself unable to take the first step towards the Great Wolf. Suddenly, she was not a queen but a girl again, standing before her great-grandfather to hear the tale of her parents’ demise. Yet now, there was no one to take her home but herself. No one to answer to but herself. She could feel the tug of Lynnea’s love and knew it should be enough, but in that moment, all she felt was lost.

Feeling Guthnyr’s arms close about her, she dropped the dreadaxe and pulled him close. Burying her head in his chest she wept the tears that hadn’t fallen when their brother’s ship burned and carried him to the Halls of Aevnir. She wept for Gelmyr bleeding his last upon the Great Wolf’s deck. She wept for the folk of the Outer Isles subjected to slaughter and pillage. For Veilwald Synghild and the children she had been forced to execute. And for the Ironbones and all the other souls lost to battle. So many battles… Thera wept for a long time, then stayed in Guthnyr’s embrace. When dawn came, she gathered up the dreadaxe and returned to her ship. Standing at the prow with Lynnea at her side, they sailed with the morning tide, a fleet of battle-weary souls at their back and the rising sun before them, leading them home.







CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE

Elvine

She found the journey across the ice much easier to bear the second time. Upon waking from the shared dream with Gruinskard she discovered that her various pains had vanished. Her ribs no longer flared into agony at the merest touch and her flesh, so far as she could tell, was free of once plentiful bruising. Only Colvyn and Varnyr journeyed with her. Elvine had no desire to expose Veltta and her crew to further danger. Besides which, she doubted the captain would have agreed to come if asked.

“When we get back,” she said, “I’ll tarry long enough to pay my respects to the queen, assuming she’s alive, then we’re off to the southern seas. I hear it’s a lot fecking warmer there.”

Their trek was also untroubled by storms. The three of them marched beneath clear skies until the bulky outline of the glacier came into view whereupon the spear began to thrum in Elvine’s grasp.

“Are you sure?” she asked the spirit, removing her gloves to take firmer hold of the haft. “It’s still a good way off.”

I trust in your strength, child, the spirit told her. One of my gifts to you. Or did you imagine you had healed yourself? The voice paused, and Elvine felt the guilt that coloured her next thoughts. My gifts will linger, child, though you may long curse me for them.

“Why would I ever curse you?” Elvine laughed. “When you have given so much?”

My gifts will linger, the spirit repeated. And not for mere days. You will live long enough to see all the souls you love age and wither. Whatever trials this world will send against you, age and infirmity will not be among them.

Elvine’s gaze snapped to Colvyn, to be answered with a bemused squint, and Varnyr, whom she had come to understand would now never leave her side. She thought of Berrine, and of all the souls who had touched her life. “How long?” she asked the spirit. “How long will I live?”

I don’t know, child. How long does a mountain live? Or an ocean? You will have the time this world allows you. For, while you are now stronger than many, you’re are not inviolate. You can still be killed, though I pity any who tries. Perhaps sensing Elvine’s mounting confusion and sorrow, she spoke on, as if compelled to explain. When you fell after slaying the Malecite, a shard of bone detached from your ribs and stabbed deep into your spleen. Every movement you made thereafter drove it deeper. Had I not cured you, it would have seen your end within days. And I couldn’t allow that, child. Not when there is still so much for you to do.

Elvine suffered through a parade of competing emotions, from perverse gratitude to righteous anger. Not among them, and perhaps never would be, was acceptance. “What are you?” she demanded of the spear, gripping it tight. “Can you not, at least, tell me that?”

No answer I can give would satisfy you, for much is hidden from me also. I know I am but a part of something greater, something that was shattered and its various parts scattered upon this earth. For a long time I thought it merely misfortune. Now I feel sure it was by design. So, I do not know what I am, not truly. But I do know, Elvine Jurest, that I am your friend.

Elvine looked towards the glacier, remembering what lay within it. “There may be other Malecite,” she said. “More could be guarding the veil.”

I expect so. And some may seek to find a way through. If so, I shall be here to meet them. You have borne me long enough, child. Perhaps one day another worthy hand will find me. Though I find it hard to believe there is any worthier than yours. Now. The spirit’s thoughts took on a brisk authority. Be so good as to do as you promised.

Taking a deep breath, Elvine clasped the spear in one hand and drew back her arm. “Goodbye,” was all she could think to say.

Her previous attempts at throwing the spear had been poor. But, as testament to Elvine’s new-found strength, when she cast it forth it streaked high into the air. In seconds it became a mere speck against the unblemished blue of the sky. Elvine watched it descend into the glacier’s centre and shuddered at the sudden, deep sense of emptiness.

“I am your friend too,” she whispered.

“If you just wanted to throw it away, esteemed sister,” Colvyn observed in Ishtan, “you could have done so back on the ship and saved us this posterior-numbing trip.”

Laughing, Elvine wiped away her tears lest they freeze on her cheeks. “You did not have to come, esteemed brother,” she reminded him. Reaching for the reins of her sled, she hoisted them over her shoulders and they began the journey back to the Ohlnir. Lore’s satchel still sat untouched in her nook, and she was very keen to examine its contents.

“Tell me, brother,” she said to Colvyn as they tramped across the ice, “just how extensive is our father’s library.”

“As extensive as he can make it. Barely a week passes without him adding at least one volume.” He paused, Elvine feeling the weight of his gaze. “Why not see for yourself?”

She raised her face to the sun, letting it banish the last dampness from her tears. How long does a mountain live? Or an ocean? “Yes,” she said. “I think I should like to do that.”







CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX

Ruhlin

The hour was late and the waves broke white on a darkened shore that held little in the way of invitation. A narrow stretch of beach nestled between imposing headland led to a wall of trees, their depths seemingly rich in threat as the boat carried Ruhlin and Aleida to shore. Even so, she spoke no complaint, nor had she done so throughout the long voyage from Nihlvar. Ruhlin knew she had found parting from Ryma difficult, but the child was well cared for as an adopted daughter to Deyna, newly confirmed as Tuhlvyr of the Citadel. Before leaving, Ruhlin had expressed his certainty that her authority would soon spread beyond the city and she would be in need of a new title.

“I expect I shall,” she said. “Vortigurn is too burdened by its bearer’s evil. High Tuhlvyr, perhaps?”

Ruhlin had smiled. “I think that will suit you very well.”

Despite her outward levity, Deyna’s mood was dark the day he came to tell her he was leaving. Guthnyr had departed the day before at the head of his fallen brother’s menda. Amply provided with boats, they set off for the river that would carry them to a region they referred to as the Swathe and the Nihlvarians the Southern Wastes. It was said that none but a fool in search of his own death ever trod there, but Guthnyr, as usual, found scant reason to fear the journey.

“Although,” he said when Ruhlin came to see him off, “I would face it with no fears at all if you were to walk it with me.”

Ruhlin had already refused Velkar’s entreaties to return with her to Morvek lands where, as Telchak, he would be honoured for all his days. He gave Guthnyr the same answer he had her: “We have our own paths to follow.”

They clasped hands and Guthnyr clambered aboard the boat laden with the Sea King’s warriors who had since sworn themselves to his brother. Watching it disappear into the morning mist covering the Great Fjord, Ruhlin was troubled by the nagging certainty that he and Guthnyr would never meet again and hoped it wasn’t so.

Saying farewell to Sygurn was a far more raucous affair. The smith gathered all those who had survived the trek from Tahrim Kyrn in one of the several abandoned inns close to the docks. There they drank and revelled until the small hours whereupon Sygurn slurred a question at a far less inebriated Ruhlin: “Fecking Caerith lands. Why th’feck y’wanna go there?”

“Partly because I told Tuhlan I would,” Ruhlin replied. “And because he told me there was someone there who could help me master what dwells within me.”

“Waste o’pishing time, y’ask me. Come back with us to Tahrim Kyrn. Loads a’ ore still to be dug out, and the Morvek’ve promised to leave us be. And—” Sygurn lowered his voice, leaning closer “—get the feeling it’d be best to put a good distance ’twixt us and that Tuhlvyr bitch. She might be all smiles now, but that won’t fecking last.”

Ruhlin found it hard to contest Sygurn’s reasoning, but when he began to tell him so, realised that the smith had passed out. He lay with his face on the table, one cheek bunched in a puddle of spilled drink and, perhaps for the first time in his life, a contented smile upon his lips. Ruhlin put a hand to his friend’s tousled head and left.

He met Ohtera and Fernhyld at the city’s western gate the following morning. Tremyn and the other Kelven lingered close by, casting nervous glances at the surrounding streets. In place of her blindfold, Fernhyld now wore a leather mask with covered eye holes.

“We’ll tell folk I have a wasting disease or some such,” she said. “People tend to shun sickness, and we have a need to be shunned.”

“Will you wear that for all your days?” Ruhlin asked, gesturing to the mask.

“I hope not. I lived for years without one, but those were less perilous times. Once we are settled, I’ll discard it then.”

At her side, Ohtera exhibited the same mix of tense suspicion and wide-eyed interest at the sights, sounds and scents as she had when first stepping beyond the bounds of the Vortigurn’s hall. “Where will you go?” Ruhlin asked her.

“There are plenty of wild places within and without this realm,” she said. “That Tuhlvyr was keen for us to stay. Too keen for my liking.”

“I imagine she would find her own coterie of Ventra very useful,” Ruhlin said. “And is likely to pay well.”

“Pay or not, we’re done being the servants of others.” Ohtera tensed at the sight of a group of warriors further along the street. Ruhlin recognised them as Travka clad in armour looted from the Vortigurn’s slaughtered menda, but their mere appearance was enough to put her on edge. “We should go,” she told Fernhyld who paused long enough to give Ruhlin a warm embrace. Ohtera didn’t, but she did at least offer a smile before leading her people through the gate. This time, he felt no doubt at all that he would never set eyes on them again.

“It’s not too late to turn back,” Skahlvyr Estrynlud’s voice shook Ruhlin from his reverie. The captain of the Silver Hawk, the swift vessel that had carried them through the Fire Islands and across the sea, had insisted on taking them to shore personally. Having been advised by her brother of Ruhlin’s role in the Vortigurn’s demise, Queen Thera had offered him any reward within her power to give. He asked only for a ship to carry him and his wife to Caerith lands. She said she would give him her best and hadn’t spoken falsely. Guided by a wayfinder only too glad to sail far from his homeland, they successfully navigated the Fire Islands and the passage across the broad ocean in remarkably quick time.

“The Caerith are renowned for their dislike of visitors,” Skahlvyr went on. “Our queen will still welcome you in Skar Magnol.”

“And I thank her for it,” Ruhlin told him, stepping clear of the boat then helping Aleida do the same. “And you, Vellihr. This second ocean voyage was much more pleasant than my first.”

“Well…” Skahlvyr darted a nervous glance at the trees before taking up the oars. “If you are set upon this, I bid you best fortune and the Altvar’s favour.”

They gathered up their packs and waded to the sand, watching the seafarer row back to his ship before turning to regard the forest. “Not welcoming of visitors?” Aleida asked.

“I know a little of their tongue, thanks to Tuhlan,” Ruhlin said. “Enough to convince any we meet that we offer no harm…”

He fell silent when she began to laugh. It was just a chuckle at first, but soon built into hearty peals of mirth as she pressed herself against him. “What?” he asked, laughing himself now, but in bemusement.

Sobering, she pressed a kiss to his cheek and drew back. “Just the notion of you ever being harmless. Or me, for that matter. Come along then.” Settling her pack on her shoulders, she started towards the trees. “Let’s find this… what did Tuhlan call him?”

“The Eithlisch,” Ruhlin said. “And I wouldn’t be surprised if he finds us before long.”

Joining hands, they stepped into the cool embrace of the forest’s shadow and began their search, one that would never truly end.







EPILOGUE
Guthnyr

On the day of the boy’s tenth birthday, Guthnyr took him to see his father’s sword. The Dehlgra set sail from Speldhelven with the morning tide, the boy’s mother watching from the quayside as the ancient ship hoisted sail and set her prow towards the east. Upon being asked why she didn’t wish to join this minor expedition, Queen Sygna had protested the weight of correspondence piled atop her desk. “Besides,” she added, running a hand over the boy’s head. “It’s time this one learned how to be away from his mother for a time.”

Guthnyr had merely inclined his head in response. Sygna, for all her myriad gifts as both monarch and warrior, remained a poor liar. He knew her true reason for staying behind and it had nothing to do with letters: she had no desire to set eyes upon the sword again.

To his credit, Feoryn allowed no outward sign of distress at this first separation from Sygna’s side. Climbing up onto the prow, he turned his face east, features set in a stoic mask. If anyone noticed the tear that traced across his cheek it could be ascribed to wind. The sight of the boy’s profile captured Guthnyr for a time, the similarity was chilling, not least in the lad’s expression. It was a mix of shrewd scrutiny and excitement, his keenness to reach their destination tempered by all the many tales his uncle had told him regarding the perils of the Skyrn Agryr. Luckily, Ulfmaer smiled today and the Red Waves were calm, but that didn’t prevent Guthnyr issuing a gruff command to his nephew.

“Get down from there,” he said. “Your mother’s like to banish me if you suffer a dunking your first time upon the ocean proper.”

“I want to be first to see the Fire Isles,” the boy said, refusing to shift his gaze from the horizon. When younger, this lad would hang on his uncle’s every word, but things had begun to change in recent months. Defiance was more frequent, and so were his many, many questions. “Why aren’t we rowing? We’ll get there quicker.”

“Because the wind will do the work for us. Only a fool rows when he doesn’t have to. As for the Fire Isles.” Guthnyr reached out and snared the boy’s scruff, hauling him back to the deck. “It’ll be days yet. Now go and help Falk peel onions for the midday meal. When you’ve done that, fetch your stave.”

“Practice again?” The boy rolled his eyes. “Even here?”

“Especially here. Can’t call yourself an Ascarlian if you can’t fight on a pitching deck.”

They matched stares for a second until, scowling, Feoryn stomped off to join Falk on the mid-deck. The old outlaw greeted the lad with a grin and a proffered knife. The boy set to the chore with habitual skill, peeling onions being one of Guthnyr’s punishments for an overly sharp tongue or excessively slow feet.

“You could ease the leash a little,” Tyrheld said, coming to Guthnyr’s side. “It’s his birthday after all.”

He let out a mirthless grunt and looked to the east, scanning the clouds with an experienced eye that told of rain to come. “On my tenth birthday,” he said, “my great-grandfather roused me at dawn to make me swim in Linsker Fjord. It was the middle of winter. When I came out crying, he made me swim again.”

He put an arm around her shoulders and she nestled against him, running a hand over the round mass of her belly. “She’s kicking again,” she groaned. “I could bear the pain in my back if only she’d stop kicking.”

“Her father’s strength matched with her mother’s temper.” Guthnyr grinned as he pressed a kiss to Tyrheld’s temple. “Quite the handful she’ll be.”

Tyrheld angled a narrow gaze at her husband. “The queen. Did you speak to her before we left?”

“I did.”

She nudged an elbow to his ribs. “And?”

“And she is far from keen for the commander of her fleet to forsake his duties and depart for lands unknown.”

“When we travelled the Swathe together you promised me all the treasures of the world, or at least the sight of them. I want that, Guthnyr.” She patted her belly again. “I want it for her as much as me.”

In truth, his discussion with Sygna had only partially related to his request to depart her service and sail to the east. The first Ascarlian ship to make it through the fiery barrier of the Fire Islands had appeared off Speldhelven some four years ago. Named the Ohlnir and captained by the famed Kahlvik Vahrimdorr, she had been guided by a Nihlvarian wayfinder. Apparently, the voyage was the summation of successive attempts mounted over the course of three years. Kahlvik bore formal missives from Thera Speldrenda, Queen of All Ascarlia, to Sygna Verunhelv, the Sea Queen of Vorunvahl. She greeted him warmly and sent him back with missives of her own, including a lengthy personal letter to be shown only to his queen. Since then, other Ascarlian ships had made the voyage, though little more than a handful since the route remained perilous. However, Guthnyr knew it was only a matter of time before safer passages were discovered. As yet, no Nihlvarian vessels had arrived, but he didn’t doubt Deyna would eventually see fit to send an emissary. He felt certain she still held power in the Citadel, and most likely far beyond. When he left Nihlvar, the locals had already taken to calling her the Travka Queen. He thought it likely the name had stuck.

Three queens there were, he mused in faint amusement. Now three queens there are.

“Why?” Sygna asked him flatly. “Why depart my side? Why remove your guiding hand from my son? Why leave my fleet without a leader?”

“Your son is of an age where he needs a queen’s guidance,” Guthnyr replied. “I’ve taught him as best I can, as you instructed. But I can’t teach him how to rule. Only his mother can do that. Regarding the fleet, Gyrwald Audheld is as fine a leader as they could hope for. Better, in fact, given the way she handled that business in the Mahra Isles. As for why.” He paused, head crowding with a flurry of memories, something that happened with greater frequency these days. “I feel there are people I must find. Friends I thought lost to me, but now… Now I feel a change. Ruhlin, Elvine, my sister. They fill my dreams, calling to me. There must be a reason.” Noting the concerned cast to Sygna’s brow, he forced a grin. “And Tyrheld is ever pestering to see the world. I first wooed her with my tales of far-off lands, after all.”

Sygna had begrudged an agreement to consider his request and provide an answer before the advent of winter. But their conversation had quickly turned to what she considered to be a mission of far greater import. “If you see the smallest glimmer, Guthnyr…”

Upon reaching the Fire Isles two weeks later, he allowed Feoryn a few hours to scamper about the ruins of the city on the shore. The location of this singularly noteworthy place was widely known these days but still few subjects of Vorunvahl ever came here. The tale of Velgard’s fate had been told far and wide, and, while those who held most ardently to comforting myths refused to believe it, most chose to let the Exiled King wither into dark legend. Guthnyr had been here once before, but this was Falk’s third visit and he acted as guide to the boy, showing remarkable patience in answering his unending stream of questions. When it came time to scale the steep slope beyond the city, however, the outlaw begged off.

“My old knees, my lord,” he said, even though to Guthnyr’s eyes the man remained as hale as ever, despite a fully bald pate and deepening lines upon his face. The shadow Guthnyr saw in Falk’s gaze as he eyed the slope told the truth of it clearly enough. Like Sygna, he had no desire to see the sword again.

“Come on, then,” Guthnyr called to Feoryn, currently engaged in balancing his way along the top of the stunted wall. “The climb is steep, mind, and I’ll not abide any whining.”

The cave sat halfway up the slope where the air began to take on the sulphurous taint that marked the more volatile regions of these isles. The opening was easily missed, partly covered by the bushes Guthnyr had planted here near a decade ago. They had grown thick in his absence, requiring him to draw Kohrvayl and hack his way through. Lingering at the mouth of the cave, he paused to strike flint to the oil-soaked rags of a torch.

“Stay close and don’t stray,” he told Feoryn in tones that invited not the slightest argument. “One step in the wrong direction and you’re like to find yourself wandering the bowels of this mountain for the rest of your days.”

His warning was only a partial exaggeration. Once inside the cave, they were presented with a labyrinth of tunnels, some broad and deceptively straight, others narrow and winding. It was into one of the constricted passageways that Guthnyr led Feoryn. For once the boy was content to comply with his uncle’s commands, keeping close to Guthnyr’s side as they stooped, squirmed, and, at one point, crawled their way deeper into the fissured rock. The torch’s flickering glow played over pointed stone dampened with centuries of dripping moisture, conveying the sense that they had ventured into the many-toothed mouth of some impossibly huge beast. The heat also thickened as they went deeper, stoked by the lava pit Guthnyr knew roiled in the crater that formed the heart of this mountain.

Finally, they came to the cavern. The narrow tunnel abruptly expanded into a broad chamber of many-hued stone. When kissed by the torch’s flame, the walls appeared to take on an arcane animation, becoming a swirl of red, gold and green. When he and Sygna discovered this place, she had named it the Rainbow Hall, and Guthnyr thought it entirely fitting.

The chamber floor was mostly taken up with a pool of water a dozen feet wide. It rippled at the edges, fed by the myriad rivulets of gathered damp streaming from the surrounding walls. But its surface was mostly flat, reflecting the shifting hues of the chamber like a mirror. Yet amid the changing haze of colour, there was one that remained constant.

The sword shone like silver, as untarnished as the day Guthnyr had unwrapped it and cast it into the water. He knew that, should he reach into the pool and draw it forth, the blade would be as keen and unmarked as ever. Upon his arrival in Speldhelven, Sygna’s first command to him had been to sail to the Fire Isles, there to cast the Sword of the Altvar into a fiery crater. However, after exploration had revealed this marvellous cavern, Guthnyr had prevailed upon her to leave it here instead. “I know you fear it,” he had said. “And you are right to do so. But none can doubt its value. If you had seen what it wrought that day, Sygna. In Felnir’s hand it saved us all, including the child that grows in your womb. One day, this thing may be needed again.” And so, in accordance with his new queen’s reluctant command, he had cast the sword into the pool in the hope it would never be grasped by mortal hand again.

“It’s…” Feoryn said, his boyish features quirked by a puzzled frown and his tone holding a subdued note of disappointment. “… just a sword,” he finished.

“That it is,” Guthnyr agreed. “But it’s also so much more. This is the blade your father found in the Vaults of the Altvar. With this he conquered Vorunvahl, then journeyed across the Swathe to ensure the destruction of the Exiled King. Have no doubt of it, Feoryn. Your father once saved the world with this sword.”

The boy’s frown softened, though a reproving scowl remained. “And then he died.”

“Yes.” Guthnyr looked back at the sword, crouching to peer close at the blade. “For that was his fate. One he knew awaited him, but he wouldn’t shirk it. There are those in this realm who whisper ill of Felnir Skyrnrak, for much was the blood he spilled in winning the throne. But never doubt this, Feoryn, in his heart, at the end, your father was a great man.”

“Can I take it?” Guthnyr looked up, seeing Feoryn take a step closer to the pool. “It is mine, after all. My… inheritance.”

Looking back to the sword, Guthnyr stared even more intently at the blade. No glow, he thought, sighing in relief. Sygna’s instructions had been very clear: If you see the smallest glimmer, Guthnyr. If you suspect for one instant that thing yearns for my son’s hand, you will take it and cast it into the molten heart of that mountain.

“No,” he said, straightening. “Your mother thinks it best left where it is for now. As do I.”

Feoryn’s brow creased as he looked up at Guthnyr. “Then why did we come here?”

“Because your mother, our queen, ordered it. And because, it makes a fitting place for me to begin telling you a tale.”

“You’re always telling me tales.”

“Not like this one.” Placing his hand on the top of Feoryn’s head, Guthnyr turned the boy about and gently nudged him back towards the tunnel. “This one is about how you came to be born, among many other things…” His voice faded as something flickered in the corner of his eye. Yet, staring into the pool once more, he found no change to the sword. The torch merely caught a patch of silver, he decided, but found his gaze still captured by the inviolate weapon in the water. If you see the smallest glimmer…

“Uncle?” Feoryn prompted. “Your oh-so important tale?”

“Yes.” Blinking, Guthnyr turned away and ushered his nephew into the tunnel, voice echoing long as he spoke: “However, this tale does not begin with your father. Nor with me, nor with your aunt Thera, or the famed Spear Maiden Elvine Jurest. It begins upon the shore of an island far to the north, where once there dwelt a fisherman named Ruhlin the Quiet…”
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